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Chapter 1: The Wrong
Place

 


Emily Boyce was angry. The universe
had given her ample reasons to be angry, if she did say so herself.
She was angry that she’d been seriously injured and forced to
return to the inferior world she’d once thought was the only world.
She was angry that the portal between this world and the magical
world of Elysium then suddenly disappeared, leaving her trapped on
this side of it. Even the wizards who made up half the faculty of
her high school seemed confused when the portal had simply
vanished. It took a lot for high school teachers to admit they were
confused in front of their students, but Emily’s English teacher,
Mrs. Austin, and her science teacher, Mr. Isaac had been speechless
when the portal disappeared. Speechless! If she weren’t so angry
about that disappearance, Emily conceded that she’d have enjoyed
watching the baffled teacher-wizards fail to hide their confusion
in front of her.

Now Emily Boyce was stuck on this side
of the portal in what those teachers called the “Shadow World”. It
was an appropriate term because she felt like a shadow of her true
self in this place. The magic of the portal had returned her to the
wrong body and this entire world was nothing more than a waking
nightmare—especially after Emily had spent time in Elysium,
heroically helping her friends, while in the correct body. She
sighed heavily when she thought of her friends. More anger. Emily
Boyce was angry that she might never see her girlfriend, Amy Dubois
again. Without the portal, Amy was stuck in Elysium with Katelyn
and Jena. She now knew that Katelyn and Jena weren’t just best
friends who played softball. They were the Sun and the Moon,
princesses with crazy magic on whose shoulders rested the fate of
the entire world of Elysium. Emily wanted to be with them. Emily’s
elfin family was historically dedicated to serving Jena in these
sorts of situations, but while their entire world was in danger,
Emily found herself in bed with the blankets pulled over her head.
She was supposed to be in Elysium helping the Sun and the Moon
prevent the end of their world. Instead, she was in Centerton, the
boring suburb that was as far away from a world-saving adventure as
she could imagine.

The Shadow World was a prison.
Centerton was a prison. And this body was a prison. Emily was angry
at her parents for never telling her the truth about who she was.
Had they told her she was an elf from another world? Yes. Had they
explained that she was tasked with serving Jena, a powerful
sorceress? Of course. But not once did Mr. or Mrs. Boyce mention
that Emily had been born female in Elysium and the portal’s magic
had transmuted her into a male body when her family had fled to
this world fourteen years ago. Emily Boyce had always felt trapped
in the wrong body and only now, at age eighteen, did she truly
understand why. The portal’s Magic of Change explained Emily’s
entire life; the feeling like she was not who she was supposed to
be and not where she was meant be to be. It seemed that this was as
relevant as whether there was another world parallel to ours, the
truth about the Sun and the Moon, or if Emily Boyce just so
happened to be an elf.

Now, it seemed certain that at least
one world might end, maybe two. Yet, Emily Boyce refused to get out
of her bed. Why bother? Her parents and her brothers had failed to
rouse her from her gloom. Most of her friends were trapped in
another realm, at the mercy of a wicked queen named Miranda, who
wielded all the magic that their world could muster—both Sun magic
and Moon magic. Sure, her English teacher Mrs. Austin had assured
Emily that Mr. Dubois and Mr. Regis had slipped into Elysium before
the portal closed. Amy’s dad, Andy Dubois, the music teacher and
one-time youth softball coach, would definitely look out for his
daughter and her friends. Mr. John Regis, the chair of the history
department and savior of the Sun and the Moon fourteen years ago,
was a super-powerful wizard, capable of conjuring actual fire. Them
being there was good. But Emily needed to be there with them. And
while the fate of Elysium was important, it was not quite as
important as the reality that Emily Boyce felt she had lost her
only chance to be her true self. She drew the covers up and hoped
this world might end swiftly and on schedule to spare her any more
pain.

The door creaked open and Emily drew a
sharp breath, as she prepared to unleash her anger on whichever
family member had not yet gotten the clear message about leaving
her alone. Once a skilled elf-girl who stood with two princesses
against a great evil, Emily now just wanted to be wrapped in her
blankets like some bedroom burrito until the world dramatically
came to end, which could not happen soon enough.

An unfamiliar teenage boy’s voice
interrupted the scheduled end of the world. “This is dramatic, even
for you, Emily,” he said.

Emily opened her eyes a sliver and
pulled down the covers to see who had barged into her room and was
tossing such an accusation at her. “I’m not being dramatic,” Emily
replied flatly. Almost as an afterthought, she added,
“Rajiv.”

Rajiv Patel was unfazed. “You need to
get out of bed and help me, Emily. My best friend is trapped in
that world.”

Emily knew that Tim McDonnell was
Rajiv’s best friend. Tim was an ordinary human from this Shadow
World with no powers of any sort. And yet, the nerd was over there
in Elysium, fighting beside Amy for the Sun and the Moon.
Ordinarily, that sort of underdog story would move Emily. Today was
not an ordinary day, in her opinion. She pushed aside a blanket, so
that Rajiv could hear her response clearly. “No.”

“I will not accept that
answer,” Rajiv replied, narrowing his eyes to match
hers.

“What about ‘no’ is
unclear, Rajiv?” she demanded. Now Emily sat up in bed and turned
the full force of her fury on the boy in her bedroom. Rajiv Patel
had been rescued from Elysium. He had seen Emily as her true self
on the other side of the portal. He should know why she was in bed
with her shades drawn, hoping for the end of the world. Rajiv was,
allegedly, ranked as the number one kid in his class. Wasn’t he
smart enough to know what was going on with her?

“Our friends need to be
saved,” Rajiv said simply. “Like me, you are one of the few people
in this useless town who knows the truth. Tim, Amy, Katelyn, Jena,
and Javier are all trapped in Elysium.”

“Javier. The gamer kid,
right? Healing mage,” Emily muttered.

“Regardless, they all need
our help, and that starts with you getting out of bed. What about
that is unclear?” Rajiv was trying to be brave, but Emily saw him
wipe his sweating hands on his khakis.

“Rajiv, you don’t
understand…” she began coldly.

“What don’t I understand?”
he volleyed back.

“For one thing, I am
trapped…”

He cut her off. “I was held hostage
for several weeks by a rogue mage named Maya who looked like a
freshman. Then that girl and her squad dragged me and two of my
friends to another world against our will to be given to some
wicked queen, who has more magic than anyone is supposed to have,”
Rajiv reminded her. “I am quite experienced in being trapped, Emily
Boyce.”

Her eyes turned downcast. “At least
you were still you when you were trapped with Rich and Oliver,” she
said softly.

Rajiv looked at her with empathetic
brown eyes. He absently conjured a soft flame in the palm of his
hand. “Was I? Truly?” Rajiv asked.

Emily considered his argument. Rajiv
Patel was the president of the Mock Trial team. His arguments were
never going to be flimsy. She had to fight harder, so he would
leave her alone. “They tried to limit your fire magic, yes. But you
were still you. Mostly. The thing is that I am not supposed to be
in this world,” she protested. “And I am not who I am supposed to
be when I am in this world.” She sighed heavily. “You don’t have
the same situation I have. How could you understand?”

“You have lived your whole
life thinking something was definitely not right,” he replied
gently. “And then you had the chance to be all that you were
supposed to be.” The flame in his hand flared higher before winking
out. “And in a minute, it was taken from you. At some level, I
think I get that, Emily.”

“I was about four years old
when my family came through the portal,” she whispered. “I don’t
remember any of it. I didn’t remember being a…” Her voice crumbled
into dust.

“You have always been you,
regardless of what magic might have done to you on this side of the
portal,” he insisted.

“I spent the next fourteen
years feeling like I was meant to be somebody else,” she said. “And
then I got to be that somebody else. Yes, I got to be a girl. And I
also got to be an elf. But…” Emily sighed. “The worst of it is that
I finally got to be someone important, Rajiv. Now, I am none of
those things.” She retreated back into the shadows beneath the
covers.

“You feel like you’re back
here in this stupid town in your childhood bedroom as if nothing
really happened,” Rajiv said. “As if it was all a
dream?”

“I am in the wrong place.
We both are. Okay, you get some part of it. I’ll give you that. But
even if your magic is muted in this world, it’s not the same as…”
Emily couldn’t finish the sentence.

Rajiv nodded sympathetically. “I don’t
claim to know your struggles intimately, Emily. The portal didn’t
change my gender when I passed through. But I can tell you that I
had dreams that I’d get superpowers and it turns out, I had them
all along. I was always a mage, even if I didn’t know it. I always
had magic even if my parents lied to me. Oh, and they’re not really
my parents, Mrs. Austin told me. So, there’s that, too.” Emily sat
back up when she heard that.

“The Patels aren’t your
parents?” she asked, her body involuntarily shooting up in the bed
and her eyes widening.

“My real parents are dead.
These people took me in when I was two. After everyone fled
Miranda, the scary witch-queen with all the power. It was not the
kind of surprise I was expecting after weeks of being held
hostage.” Rajiv smiled insincerely.

Emily sighed. “You should get into bed
and pull down your shades, too. The portal has closed and we’re
stuck here forever while our friends fight Miranda without us. I am
never going to get to be that elf-girl again. They’re trapped.
We’re trapped. Everyone is trapped. You understand why I can’t get
out of bed, right?”

He smiled, but it seemed more sincere
this time. “I am still a mage, even in Centerton. This world can’t
change that, Emily. You’re still really a girl, an elf, and someone
important, even here in this crappy little town. Which side of the
portal we are on does not matter. We are who we are regardless of
where we are.” His brown eyes burned with intensity as he delivered
the line. It was compelling.

Emily groaned. She should have known
better than to get into a debate with a Mock Trial star. Emily
slipped out of the covers and swung her legs onto the floor. With
effort, she tentatively stood up. “Rajiv, I am not really me,” she
said, gesturing at her body. “I can’t save a world like
this.”

“Then put together a
spectacular outfit, choose some outrageous shade of lipstick, and
pull yourself out of the shadows,” Rajiv insisted. “Girl, you’re a
star. And no magic can stop that.”

“I don’t want to be here,”
Emily said, refusing to meet his gaze.

“In Centerton? Does
anyone?” Rajiv asked with a laugh.

“But this is not my
body...”

“You do realize how lucky
you are that there’s a magic portal which will turn you back into a
gorgeous elf girl, right?” Rajiv asked. “Not everyone in your
situation has that opportunity.” Rajiv arched an eyebrow at her.
Emily conceded that debating with the President of the Mock Trial
team was not a good look for her.

“Nor do all valedictorians
with superpower dreams get to conjure fire,” she shot back. “Also,
you said that I was gorgeous. I noticed that.”

“You think I’m going to be
valedictorian in two years,” he mused, raising an eyebrow. “I
noticed that.”

They studied each other for a
minute.

“To be fair, we will need
to save both Jena and Tim if you are going to have any legit
competition for valedictorian,” Emily noted. “Otherwise, it’s not
really a worthy accomplishment.”

He nodded. “I am okay with
that.”

Emily sighed. “It’s probably not my
secret to tell, but if we’re going to be in this together, then you
should probably know that Katelyn and Jena are the Sun and the
Moon.” Rajiv’s eyes widened to the size of dinner
plates.

“Aren’t the Sun and the
Moon statues in the throne room of the queen?” he asked.

“Surprise,” Emily said with
a fake smile. “Mr. Regis tricked the queen a long time ago to keep
those two safe. Mr. Outis sculpted the statues and Mrs. Austin cast
a spell on them. Almost no one knows the truth. That includes the
evil queen.”

“This is much bigger than
I’d though,” he said, pausing to recalibrate in his
head.

“Exactly. We need to help
your best friend and my girlfriend, but we also need to help the
Sun and the Moon. Katelyn and Jena are the heroes, and their magic
is the only thing that is going to save that world.”

“Heroes have allies in
every story Mrs. Austin taught to us,” Rajiv insisted.

“You’re bringing up English
class,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re such a
nerd.”

Rajiv shrugged. “The first thing we
have to do is reopen the portal. I think we need to be the heroes
to do that. Are you okay with being a hero, Emily?”

“Heroine. I am okay being a
heroine, Rajiv.”

“Hasn’t that word fallen
out of use?” he asked. “Like actress or stewardess?”

“I want to make an
exception for heroine,” Emily insisted. “In this particular
situation.”

“Heroine,” he
agreed.

She sighed as she studied herself in
the mirror. “I will need at least an hour before I can resume being
Emily on this side of the portal,” she explained. “A distinctly
inferior Emily, for the record.”

Rajiv shrugged. “You still have a
sense of humor like Emily.”

“And I will be gorgeous
like Emily,” she added. “At least after I put in some work. Heroic
work.”

“Of course,” he said with a
grin. “And you are going to look gorgeous, even in the Shadow
World.”

“Your flattery is
appreciated.”

“I am being sincere and you
know that. We both know I am not into girls, so when I say you are
gorgeous, you can take my compliment as totally
unbiased.”

She studied him and nodded. “I respect
that. I also respect that you were kidnapped by a dwarf and held
hostage by a witch who looked like a freshman with entirely too
much eye makeup,” Emily cracked.

Rajiv smiled. He knew he’d convinced
her. “Ready for some heroics?”

“Always.”

Rajiv smiled proudly at his successful
argumentation. “We are quite the modern heroine and hero. A
transwoman and a gay man; do you think Centerton is ready for
us?”

Emily studied her face in the mirror
and began to plan how to get back to being the closest version of
herself this world might allow. “I think Centerton doesn’t deserve
us,” Emily replied tartly.

“Truth.”

Emily opened her closet and studied
her wardrobe. “So, the plan is to find out what happened to the
portal and reopen it? What is our cover story? Because we can’t say
we’re on the school newspaper if Mr. Regis is trapped in
Elysium.”

“I have some people
gathered,” Rajiv answered. “I thought we could say we’re a gaming
club or something. You know? Because of Javier being
missing?”

“Get that idea out of your
head, now,” Emily snapped. She felt more like herself already.
“There is no way our cover story is going to be a gaming club. I am
infinitely cooler than that.”

“I am open to suggestions,”
Rajiv chuckled.

“You better be,” Emily
replied with the first smile to crease her face since she’d tumbled
back into this inferior world. “Because I plan on having a lot of
suggestions.”



 



Chapter 2: Choices

 


“You are being
unreasonable, Jena,” Katelyn said. She hated when her best friend
was being unreasonable. If pressed, Katelyn Applewood would admit
that no one liked when their best friend was being unreasonable.
But it was worse with Jena. Jena Habib was always reasonable.
“Reasonable” was her essence. No matter how ridiculous the
situation, Jena always managed to be level-headed about it. Katelyn
was supposed to be unreasonable. She expected nothing less from
herself. Before she knew that she and Jena were the Sun and the
Moon, she’d always appreciated how they balanced one another out.
But that balance depended on Jena being reasonable, so Katelyn
could indulge in being unreasonable. And right now, Jena was being
unreasonable by focusing on the loss of the portal and ignoring the
fact that their friends Javier Garcia and Jocelyn O’Connor were
missing. This was not reasonable, and put Katelyn in an awkward
position.

“How am I being
unreasonable, Katelyn?” Jena’s silvery eyes held her best friend’s
golden ones and refused to let go.

“Javier and Jocelyn are
missing,” Katelyn insisted. “We have to drop everything to find
them. I refuse to focus on anything else.” Was that reasonable?
Unreasonable? Both? Javier Garcia had never really entered
Katelyn’s focus before she found out he was a Healing mage. He had
been some slacker videogame kid, who kept to himself. But now he
was one of them. Jocelyn O’Connor had been the nice red-haired girl
who worked seemingly every night at her family’s ice cream place,
Scooperman, and always remembered Katelyn’s preferred toppings.
That was before Katelyn found out that Jocelyn was a special kind
of elf who could turn into a wolf. Katelyn smirked to herself. Of
course, neither kid had entered her focus until she had discovered
she was a special kind of mage. It had been an extraordinary few
weeks, she admitted.

The bottom line is that Javier and
Jocelyn had been sent to the village of Resisters who lived south
of the “Haven”, a spooky forest inhabited by the Untamed, elves
like Jocelyn. Javier and Jocelyn were supposed to warn the
inhabitants that Queen Miranda and her demons were coming and then
return to the safety of the Haven where magic, even Miranda’s,
could not be cast. Katelyn had assumed that Javier and Jocelyn
would be safe on the back of Jena’s giant magical owl, Athena. But
the village had been destroyed and the owl had returned without
Javier or Jocelyn. One did not interrogate a magical familiar like
Athena, so Javier and Jocelyn’s whereabouts were a mystery. No one
wanted to consider the most likely scenario.

Katelyn and Jena’s friend Amy Dubois
took a deep breath. Amy did not like when Katelyn and Jena fought.
It upended her entire world. “Katelyn is right. We owe it to Javier
and Jocelyn to find out what happened to them.”

“But Jena is also right,”
their history teacher, Mr. John Regis offered. “Regardless of what
happened to Javier and Jocelyn, this world is still in danger. We
must find a new portal if we are to save the world.”

“Jena is always trying to
save the world,” Katelyn noted tartly, rolling her golden
eyes.

“Do you believe the world
doesn’t need saving?” Jena rounded on her.

“A fair point,” Katelyn
admitted. “But our friends might need saving, too.”

“Javier and Jocelyn could
need saving,” Amy’s father, Mr. Dubois, said softly. “Or they could
be…” His voice trailed off and everyone got his meaning.

Tim McDonnell had been watching the
entire exchange, propped against a black-barked tree in the Haven.
He was the only one in the group who was not originally from this
world. He was not a mage like Mr. Regis, Javier, Katelyn, or Jena.
He was not an elf like Amy, Mr. Dubois, or Jocelyn. He was just a
regular kid, trying to help save a world or two during his
sophomore year in high school. It wasn’t going well for him. Tim’s
ankle was burning with pain and his broken left arm hung useless
after a demon—also known as a “Stoneman”—had brutalized Tim during
an interrogation in the queen’s palace. It was hard to talk clearly
with his fat lip, but he thought his voice mattered in this debate.
Tim smiled when he considered how rare it was that he felt his
voice mattered. The smile hurt. “Why can’t we do both?” he asked.
“Can’t we look for our friends while we also search for the
portal?”

“You are going nowhere,”
Jena said sharply. “Until we find out why Healing magic is not
working on you, Tim, I don’t want you to leave the protection of
the Untamed elves and their Haven.”

Tim smiled more broadly. The pain of
the smile was worth it. Getting beaten up by a demon was worth it.
Jena Habib cared about him. That seemed silly in the face of this
entire world being in danger, but Tim took his victories where he
could.

Mr. Regis sighed. “Javier and Jocelyn
were last seen in the south, but our hope for the portal would take
us north.”

“Why would you say that?”
Mr. Dubois asked. “Why is north any better than south when looking
for a portal?”

“I have received…” Mr.
Regis paused and looked at his students. “Let us call it ‘an
invitation’ from two people who claim to know about
portals.”

“That’s odd,” Jena
observed. Katelyn noted that it was the first reasonable thing Jena
had said in a while. Katelyn’s enormous magical lion, Cyrus, nodded
his mane as if agreeing with her.

A sleek wolf padded into their
conversation and changed into Weylyn, the chief of the Untamed
elves. He regarded Katelyn, Jena, Tim, Amy, Mr. Dubois, and Mr.
Regis with his dark green eyes and simply said, “Those Who
Know.”

“I know all three of those
words, but I am totally confused,” Katelyn blurted out. Jena tried
to stifle a smirk. Katelyn felt like Jena’s giant owl, Athena was
smirking in some magical bird-like way, too.

“Mr. Regis has received a
summons from Those Who Know,” Weylyn the Untamed elf explained.
“Some say they are prophets or powerful mages or even
gods.”

“Gods?” Amy
asked.

Weylyn shrugged. “It is said, that’s
all.”

“The…uh…invitation says to
head north,” Mr. Regis explained. He exchanged a look with Weylyn
that was meant to convince the elfin chief to avoid a word like
“summons”, but the elf’s expression rarely changed, so Mr. Regis
did not know if Weylyn understood his meaning.

“But Javier and Jocelyn
were last seen in the south with Athena,” Amy protested, daring to
stroke the feathers of Jena’s enormous owl. The bird didn’t seem
delighted at the stroking, but she didn’t try to eat Amy either.
So, Amy cautiously continued with the stroking.

“South is not north, this
is true,” Weylyn said without emotion. A chorus of wolves deeper in
the forest howled. Whether they were laughing at the non-elves or
simply supporting their chief’s statement of fact was hard to
tell.

“You think these prophets
can help us?” Tim asked.

“It is said they know the
answers to difficult questions, which is why we call them ‘Those
Who Know’,” Weylyn replied. “Perhaps they are mages who possess
untraditional magic. Or perhaps they are gods who can see into your
soul. Some say they are nothing more than a pair of frauds. Which
one is true, I do not know.” The elf chieftain held up his
hands.

“But these mage-god-fraud
people may know the answers to some of our questions?” Jena
asked.

“Our difficult questions?”
Katelyn asked skeptically.

“It is said,” the Untamed
elf chief said with a shrug. “It is why they summoned John Regis, I
presume.”

“They claim that they know
what happened to the portal,” Mr. Regis explained. “We are certain
that Miranda cannot destroy the magic. That would defy all existing
scholarship on the portals.”

“I know you’re the teacher
and a wizard, Mr. Regis, so all due respect…” Katelyn began
sweetly. “But we saw her destroy the portal to our world with our
own eyes.”

“We saw her destroy the
tree which was hosting the portal to the Shadow World,” Jena
corrected her. “If the tree was destroyed, could the portal have
moved elsewhere?”

“I think that is likely,”
Mr. Regis answered. “The portal magic cannot be created or
destroyed by mages. But where one opens and when it opens may be
affected by us, at least if you believe some of the scholars. My
old teacher went in search of a portal when Miranda took over
Elysium fourteen years ago. I have always presumed he played a role
in the opening of the portal which allowed us to rescue you two.”
He gestured at Jena and Katelyn with his cane.

“Perhaps Those Who Know can
also explain why neither Javier nor Jena could heal my injuries,”
Tim offered.

“I believe that if they
will see you, they could answer both questions,” Weylyn agreed.
“But whether they will see you is not certain.”

“Mr. Regis was summoned,”
Mr. Dubois said, earning a sharp look from Regis. “All I am saying
is that they reached out to you.”

Weylyn smiled. “If they are gods, then
your logic has no hold over them. They could invite him and refuse
to see him. Such are the ways of gods.”

“You think they are gods?”
Tim asked. “It is your gods who open the portals to our world,
right?”

“It is a matter of debate,”
Mr. Regis sniffed.

“Mr. Regis is getting a
little salty,” Amy observed. “And I totally understand why you have
to answer this summons, but we can’t forget Javier and
Jocelyn.”

“No one is forgetting
them,” Mr. Regis replied. “It is simply that this invitation is of
a higher priority because reestablishing the link to the Shadow
World is in everyone’s interest.”

“You’re saying the needs of
the many outweigh the needs of the few?” Jena asked. Mr. Regis
reluctantly nodded.

“I refuse,” Katelyn said,
stamping her foot and immediately regretting the gesture. “Of
course, I want to see Tim healed and of course, I want to be able
to get back through the portal to Centerton. But Javier and Jocelyn
are our friends. We don’t leave friends who need us, Jena.
Ever.”

Jena’s features softened and she held
Katelyn’s hand. “I don’t know what the right thing is to do,” she
said in a quiet voice which was as close to vulnerable as Jena
Habib would permit. “What do we do when there are two right choices
and we can only make one?”

“Is that really the
choice?” Amy demanded. “Try to find Javier and Jocelyn or answer
this summons to try to find the portal? That’s an impossible
decision.”

“Don’t forget about finding
out why no one’s magic can heal Tim’s injuries,” Mr. Dubois
added.

“My lip and my eye will be
fine in a couple of days,” Tim said. “With a sling and some kind of
crutch, my bones should heal, too. I don’t matter enough to prevent
us from finding Javier and Jocelyn.”

“You matter, Tim
McDonnell,” Katelyn said with a dimpled smile. “Every one of our
friends matters.” She bit her lip. “But the whole world matters,
too.”

“Two worlds,” Mr. Regis
corrected her.

“Okay, two worlds,” Katelyn
conceded. “Jena and I are two of the most powerful sorceresses in
either world, right? But still, I don’t think our magic will permit
us to be in two places at once, will it?” She paused. “That was a
question, Mr. Regis.”

The history teacher smiled. “No, even
your magic would not permit that.”

“There is no magic which
would permit us to go north and south simultaneously? Even Jena’s
Time magic?” Mr. Dubois asked. “Because you mages are capable of
incredible things.”

“You do not need magic to
go north and south at the same time,” Weylyn chuckled. The chorus
of unseen wolves were definitely laughing.

“We don’t?” Jena
asked.

“No,” Mr. Regis answered
with an even larger smile creasing his white beard while
understanding washed over him. “We can, in fact, be two places at
once and we do not need magic to do it.”

Katelyn’s nose wrinkled up as she
thought very hard. “I’m confused again. How can we do
that?”

“It’s impossible,” Jena
added.

“He means you need to split
up,” announced Ms. Ruth DeGaulle as the principal strolled in from
the shadows. “And I do hate to admit it when Mr. Regis is
right.”



 



Chapter 3: The Successor

 


Mrs. Viola Austin sat uncomfortably in
the chair. She could not blame the chair for being uncomfortable
because, to be honest, the problem wasn’t with the chair’s design.
And even if the design was not up to her standards, Mrs. Austin was
a powerful mage, quite capable of transmuting the chair into
something more agreeable if she wanted to. Despite the weakness of
magic in this Shadow World, Mrs. Austin could still change a simple
chair—thank you very much. That was not the problem. She ran her
finger on the top of the hulking desk, feeling the grain of the
wood. Was it oak? Could she turn it into oak if she liked that
better? Did any of that matter?

No, she concluded. The chair and the
desk did not feel right and no amount of magic would make them feel
right. “I can transmute objects, but I cannot transmute a
situation,” she said with a sigh. The chair and the desk belonged
to Ms. Ruth DeGaulle. This was her office. Being the principal was
her position. Leading the refugees from Elysium on this side of the
portal had been Ms. DeGaulle’s job.

However, the office was Viola Austin’s
for the time being, even though nothing in the space felt like her.
She stared at the watercolor paintings with scenes from the south
of France where Ms. DeGaulle’s father had once lived during World
War II before a portal had opened up and he’d escaped the Holocaust
and married a mage. She glanced at the wooden baseball bat with the
engraved silver plate on it given to Ms. DeGaulle after the
Centerton baseball team won districts several years ago. She turned
her eyes to the storage closet filled with stationery that bore Ms.
DeGaulle’s name on it. There were no photos of family or friends on
the desk. If that wasn’t the most Ruth DeGaulle thing about the
office, Viola Austin didn’t know what was. She had stepped into the
roles Ms. DeGaulle had played, but she wasn’t and never could be
the unquestioned leader of the Elysians in exile.

“What happened to the
portal?” Mr. Outis had asked Mrs. Austin. Mrs. Austin felt like the
school’s Head Custodian had uttered those words at least five
minutes ago while she sat uncomfortably in Ms. DeGaulle’s chair
behind Ms. DeGaulle’s desk. It was typical of Mr. O that he just
sat there mutely while the English teacher/interim principal was
lost in her thoughts. Mr. Outis was a dwarf and dwarves were known
for saying little. “Taciturn” would have been the word on Mrs.
Austin’s vocab quiz for such a thing. But she had bigger
responsibilities than vocabulary quizzes. She was no longer the
Chair of the English Department. She was interim principal. That
made her the interim leader of all the mages, dwarves, elves, and
humans in exile from Elysium on this side of the portal. Ah, the
portal. She regained her train of thought.

“The portal simply
disappeared,” Mrs. Austin finally answered. “Soon after Ruth went
through it, the magic just vanished.”

“But magic does not vanish,
does it?” Mr. Outis asked, raising a bushy white
eyebrow.

“No, it does not,” she
conceded.

And this was the problem, Mrs. Austin
thought. Magic could not be destroyed. Mages could be destroyed.
But the portal was not created by a mage. It was supposedly created
by the gods, wasn’t it? And gods, by definition, could not die.
Definitions were important to Mrs. Austin. Things had to make
sense.

“So, if the portal could
not be destroyed—even by the supposed Queen Miranda—then what
happened?” the white-bearded dwarf asked. Even though Mrs. Austin
knew that Mr. O’s eyes would not glow in this world as they would
in their home world of Elysium, it certainly seemed like his eyes
were on the verge of glowing.

Mr. Outis was looking to her. Everyone
was looking to her. When Ruth DeGaulle went through the portal, she
announced that Viola Austin would lead everyone left in the Shadow
World. It was not supposed to be long and she was never supposed to
be principal. She chuckled to herself as she tossed her braids.
Mrs. Austin was a Black woman who was now serving as high school
principal in lily-white Centerton. That was a scandalous
development to some segments of the suburb, she noted to herself.
But Mrs. Austin did not expect to be in charge for long. She was
supposed to take a few days to gather the young mages and their
teachers and go through the portal to support Regis and DeGaulle as
soon as possible. Then the portal unexpectedly disappeared. Trapped
on the other side were Tim McDonnell, Javier Garcia, Jocelyn
O’Connor, Amy Dubois, Mr. Andy Dubois, Mr. John Regis, Ms. Ruth
DeGaulle… Mrs. Austin permitted herself a long sigh.

And the Sun and the Moon.

Katelyn Applewood and Jena Habib, the
girls on whose shoulders all hope rested, were now trapped in
Elysium. If their enemy, the illegitimate Queen Miranda discovered
that the Sun and the Moon were there…

“Viola?” Mr. Outis
asked.

“The portal must have
moved,” she answered.

“Portals can do that?” he
asked, scratching his beard. He really looked like some bizarre
Santa Claus.

“Portals can do that.
According to the will of the gods, I suppose.”

“The gods,” he growled. Mr.
Outis had never thought much of gods. Allegedly there was a dwarf
god, who somehow permitted his creations to be enslaved to the
mages for thousands of years. That didn’t seem like the kind of god
worth worshiping, in Mr. Outis’s opinion.

“Or perhaps Miranda did
something to interfere with the portal,” Mrs. Austin suggested.
“Her magic could not destroy the portal, but she could have
destroyed the tree where the portal was located. I guess that might
have forced it to reappear elsewhere.”

“You mean that the portal
might be elsewhere in Elysium and…”

“And also elsewhere in the
Shadow World,” she finished his sentence. “But it need not be in
Centerton or even in the United States. It could be anywhere.” Mrs.
Austin frowned.

“The Sun and the Moon are
exposed,” Mr. Outis snarled. “I should have gone through to protect
Katelyn and Jena.”

“You would have been
useless there,” she said sternly. For the first time, she thought
her tone sounded like a principal’s tone. She was going to need
that tone because if a woman had to work twice as hard to get
respect in this Shadow World, a Black woman had to work three times
as hard. Practicing the tone on Mr. Outis helped.

“I am never useless,” the
Head Custodian seethed.

“Don’t give me that
nonsense,” Mrs. Austin replied. Her tone was perfect. “You and I
both know that the minute you stepped through the portal into
Elysium, you’d be bound to obey Miranda against your own will.
There are still thousands of years left on the Curse placed on the
dwarves.”

His not-glowing eyes turned downcast,
which told Mrs. Austin that she’d sounded like a principal—or more
importantly, a commander of exiles. “But Viola, those girls need
support. They are vulnerable.”

“DeGaulle and Regis are
there,” Mrs. Austin said, now trying to infuse her voice with calm.
“Amy and Andy Dubois are with them.”

“Javier, too,” Mr. O noted
with a raised eyebrow. “And Jocelyn O’Connor.”

“I wish Emily were still
there to help support Jena.”

“Tim McDonnell is with
them. He won’t let anything happen to Jena,” the custodian said
with a dark laugh.

“He’s just a
human.”

“One can find heroes in all
kinds of places,” Mr. Outis observed. “Even humans. Beside he’s in
love with Jena.”

“He’s a teenager. What does
he know of love?” Mrs. Austin retorted.

“‘Doubt thou the stars are
fire/ Doubt that the sun doth move/ Doubt truth to be a liar/ But
never doubt I love.’ We should not doubt that boy or his ability to
love,” Mr. Outis offered.

“The janitor quotes Hamlet
to me?” she asked with a grin.

“I am more than I appear,
as are you,” Mr. Outis replied with an uncharacteristically merry
smile. “As is Tim McDonnell, I believe. Regis thinks the world of
that human, and I trust Regis’s assessments of such
things.”

“Agreed. Regardless, we
must accelerate the training of the young mages and find that
portal,” Mrs. Austin said in a tone of command. “The Sun and the
Moon will need our help as soon as we can give it.”

“We can tell everyone we
must help the Sun and the Moon. Of course, very few know that the
Sun and the Moon are Katelyn and Jena. Most of those in both worlds
believe that the princesses are petrified statues in Miranda’s
throne room,” he observed. “Unless, as Ms. DeGaulle’s successor,
you believe in changing her policy of keeping that secret very
quiet.”

“You are asking if I think
we should trust anyone else with this information?” she
asked.

“I make it a habit to trust
almost no one,” he replied.

Mrs. Austin sighed. Who was left in
this world who knew Katelyn and Jena’s true identities? She did the
math in her head: Mrs. Dubois knew, as did Mr. and Mrs. Boyce and
their daughter, Emily. Obviously, Jena’s dad and Katelyn’s mom
knew. Mrs. Austin herself and Mr. O knew because they were the key
figures in pulling off the trick fourteen years ago. But no one
else on this side of the portal knew. Should they trust Mr. Wu, the
Director of Counseling. Mr. Isaac, the science teacher? Mr. Malik,
the math teacher? Miss Rodriguez, the art teacher? Miss Alexandra,
who had been moved from the library to be Mrs. Austin’s secretary?
Mrs. Florence, the School Nurse? All of them? None of
them?

“We must consider letting
some of them know,” Mrs. Austin said. “We will need help. As if I
don’t have enough to worry about, I was informed today that there
is a new superintendent and he wants me to reopen the school
immediately. I was told we need to ‘get over’ the school shooting.”
She reflected on the fact that the shooting had been meant to
distract the mages from a kidnapping to another world, which had
been mostly successful.

“You’re definitely going to
need Jason Wu to tamper with the superintendent’s mind,” Mr. Outis
advised. The Director of Counseling’s power of Divination was a
particularly useful magic when they needed to conceal the fact that
the school was populated by mages, elves, dwarves, and humans from
another world. “No sane person will believe that Regis and DeGaulle
have those kids at a program to help them process the school
shooting and learn leadership strategies.”

“It was the best I could
come up with on short notice,” Mrs. Austin complained. “I don’t
want this role.” She gestured to the principal’s desk.

“Don’t sell yourself short,
Viola. You’re the best person for this job,” Mr. O said.

“Is that a
compliment?”

“Don’t tell anyone,” Mr.
Outis replied with a shrug. “I have a reputation for gruffness in
which I take great pride.” They shared a cautious smile.

A knock on the door interrupted the
moment.

Mr. Outis opened the door to the
principal’s office with his broom in his left hand. With a quick
shake of his hand, that broom would become a spear. Dwarves were
soldiers, first and foremost, and Mrs. Austin had just been
promoted to his commanding officer for the time being. His
protective instincts kicked in. He relaxed when Rajiv and Emily
entered the principal’s office.

“Where is Ms. DeGaulle?”
Rajiv asked.

“Longish story,” Mr. Outis
replied.

“Emily Boyce and Rajiv
Patel?” Mrs. Austin greeted them with a broad smile. “Given all
that you have endured, you’re both looking better than I
expected.”

“Mrs. Austin, I always
strive to look better than expected,” Emily said with a wide smile.
She’d put in a lot of work this morning to pull herself together
and was gratified that Mrs. Austin had noticed. “We have an idea
we’d like to run by you.”

 





Chapter 4: Mysteries

 


Ms. DeGaulle drank in their surprise
while she walked out of the shadows. Even Regis did not expect to
see her. Who would? The portal had disappeared, but—as always—Ruth
DeGaulle was one step ahead of the enemy. There was a certain drama
to her entrance which was uncharacteristic. She never thought of
herself as particularly dramatic, but she did relish shocking a
group of teenagers who believed themselves immune to shock. Despite
the grim circumstances, the principal permitted herself a satisfied
smile.

“I did not expect to see
you here,” Mr. Regis noted.

“That speaks poorly of
you,” she responded tartly.

“We cannot them up, Ms.
DeGaulle,” Amy insisted.

“I do not want to do that
either, dear,” Ms. DeGaulle conceded. “For their fates are linked
in Elysium, so what happens to one happens to the other. But I see
no other path forward if we are to accomplish all that we need to
accomplish.”

“Especially because we must
respect how insistent Katelyn is about pursuing Javier and
Jocelyn,” Mr. Dubois added.

“Indeed,” Mr. Regis said
evenly.

“You think they’re dead,
don’t you, Mr. Regis?” Katelyn asked, her lower lip
trembling.

“I do not presume to know
anything of the sort,” Mr. Regis said stiffly. “The fact that you
cannot use your magic of telepathy with them is not a particularly
good sign. Your magic is very powerful in this world, at least
outside this forest…”

“Just because she cannot
communicate with them does not necessarily mean they are dead,
John,” Ms. DeGaulle scolded him. “Javier and Jocelyn could simply
be in a place where magic does not reach.”

“Like the Haven?” Katelyn’s
eyes twinkled with hope.

“Yes,” Ms. DeGaulle
replied. “There are other places.”

“Javier and Jocelyn could
also just be unconscious, right?” Jena asked.

“That is a possibility,”
Mr. Regis allowed. “How did you get here, Ms. DeGaulle?”

“Fortune favors the bold,”
she replied mischievously.

“Virgil,” Tim noted with a
weak smile.

“That boy is like a walking
library,” Ms. DeGaulle said, shaking her head. “I suspected you
needed help and I went through the portal. How was I to know that
the bratty little queen was going to foul things up for everyone
else?”

“Who is in charge if you
two are here?” Mr. Dubois asked.

“Viola,” Ms. DeGaulle
replied. “Mrs. Austin,” she said for the sake of the students—as if
they didn’t know the first names of every single one of their
teachers.

“That makes sense,” Mr.
Dubois allowed.

“Looking for Javier and
Jocelyn also makes sense,” Amy said impishly.

Mr. Regis allowed himself a chuckle
when he looked at her. In the Shadow World, Amy had short, dark
hair with the sides buzzed, a plain face, and a presence one might
describe as “unremarkable”. In Elysium, the elf had dazzling blue
eyes, long hair like spun gold, and delicate features that
resembled a doll concocted by designers who wanted anyone who
looked at it to feel bad about their own appearance. John Regis
forgot how different Elysium was for elves. “We will look for
Javier and Jocelyn,” he conceded. Ruth DeGaulle was here now, and
he would not cross her.

Katelyn stroked the fur of Cyrus, her
one-time housecat who had become an enormous magical lion. The lion
opened one eye and seemed to acknowledge Katelyn’s anxiety by
briefly nuzzling her before returning to his nap. “There is nothing
more important than friends,” Katelyn announced.

“I agree, in principle, but
isn’t the world at stake?” Jena asked. Before the teachers could
correct her, she added. “I know, two worlds…”

“Why save a world without
your friends in it?” Tim asked.

“Is he injured?” Ms.
DeGaulle asked, looking over at Tim’s slumped form for the first
time.

“Yes ma’am. A demon beat us
when we were being held by the ‘bratty’ queen,” Amy
explained.

“You appear no worse for
wear, Miss Dubois.” The principal arched an eyebrow.

“Jena healed me, Ms.
DeGaulle,” Amy replied.

“Why in the name of the
gods didn’t Jena heal him, too?” the principal demanded. “Jena, if
this has something to do with you being uncomfortable that Tim has
a crush on you…”

“Ms. DeGaulle!” Jena
exclaimed. “I tried my best to heal his injuries.” Tim’s face
reddened to a deep crimson.

“Apparently, for some
reason, healing magic does not work on Tim,” Mr. Dubois offered,
trying to defuse the situation.

“He’s very special,”
Katelyn said sweetly. “And Tim is also right about the fact that we
don’t care about saving a world that doesn’t include our
friends.”

“Hmmm. Correct me if I am
wrong, but neither Jocelyn O’Connor nor Javier Garcia counted as a
‘friend’ in your world last month, isn’t that so, Miss Applewood?”
Ms. DeGaulle asked Katelyn with a withering look.

“A lot has happened in that
month. They’re our friends now,” Jena answered for her friend. “I
do not want to split up, in case anyone wants my opinion on the
subject.”

“Jena and I haven’t been
apart for more than a few days in our whole lives,” Katelyn
pleaded. “Except that time your dad sent you to that religious
summer camp for two weeks.”

“That was rough,” Jena
admitted, rolling her eyes. “I don’t like it when we are apart. We
were the Sun and the Moon long before we knew we were the Sun and
the Moon.”

“Exactly,” Katelyn said,
slinging an arm around her friend.

“Isn’t there a way to avoid
this?” Mr. Dubois asked.

“I think there may be a
certain wisdom to keeping them apart,” Mr. Regis answered. “Miranda
is not looking for the Sun and the Moon. She presumes they are
magically petrified in her palace. Seeing two powerful teenaged
mages together could easily allow her to put two and two
together.”

“I think you give her math
skills too much credit,” Ms. DeGaulle said sourly. “But Miss
Applewood is right that we need to know what happened to Javier and
Jocelyn. Katelyn will go south with Amy and her father to look for
them.”

“I would like an Untamed
elf to go with them to represent our people,” Weylyn spoke up. He
had not spoken for a long time and everyone had forgotten he was
there. “Jocelyn is an elf like us. She is one of ours. She is
Untamed. We will do our part for her sake.”

DeGaulle and Regis exchanged a glance
and a simultaneous shrug. “She is Untamed, isn’t she?” Ms. DeGaulle
seemed to remember that fact all of a sudden. “One wolf, Weylyn.
Another ally cannot hurt, but no more. We do not want to attract
any undue attention to Katelyn.”

“What about me? What will I
do?” Jena asked.

“Mr. Regis and Jena will
head north with Tim to consult with those who summoned Mr. Regis,”
the principal said.

“Those Who Know,” Weylyn
intoned solemnly.

“We shall see what they
know,” Ms. DeGaulle said dismissively.

“Perhaps they know the
reason that Tim has become immune to all magic,” Mr. Dubois
added.

“Immune to all magic?” Ms.
DeGaulle asked with a wince. “I had thought it was only Jena’s
Healing magic. Hmmm.” She helped Tim gingerly get to his feet and
looked over the sophomore with her sharp hawk-like eyes. Tim smiled
weakly. “Come with me,” she commanded. Ms. DeGaulle then helped Tim
limp out of the forest where she gently sat him down on the soft
grass. He was about to thank her when suddenly a blue light
exploded from the principal’s hands and enveloped Tim. He shrieked
in a very unheroic way and then blushed because everyone had heard
him make such a cowardly sound. DeGaulle’s silver eyes became icy
and a scowl spread across her face. “You should be frozen, Mr.
McDonnell.”

“I am sorry, Ms.
DeGaulle?”

“No, don’t be sorry. I
cannot imagine it is your fault. Is he immune to your magic, too,
John?” she asked her colleague.

Mr. Regis’s golden eyes widened.
“Well, I didn’t try to envelop him in fire, Ruth…”

“Try.”

Mr. Regis reluctantly nodded and fire
erupted all around Tim. “Can you touch the flames for an instant,
Tim?”

Tim cautiously reached out in the
hopes he could recover his reputation by pretending to be brave.
The flames winked out wherever he touched.

“Jena tried to heal him and
failed. Our magic does not work. This is peculiar.” Ms. DeGaulle
snapped.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jena
answered. She hated to fail.

“Katelyn, do something
magical to Tim. Now,” Ms. DeGaulle instructed.

Katelyn didn’t want to do anything to
Tim. He’d already embarrassed himself in front of Jena by shrieking
and she knew he had a massive crush on her. Katelyn thought for a
moment. “How is this?” she asked. “Am I invisible?”

Everyone responded “yes” except Tim.
“I can see you, Katelyn,” he said softly.

“This is odd,” Ms. DeGaulle
growled. “He’s a human boy with no connection to our world and
magic does not affect him here. But it affected him in his world
when we were training the girls. Hmmmm. The difference is Elysium.
So mysterious. I hate mysteries.”

“I am really sorry to be a
mystery,” Tim said.

“Mystery Man Tim
McDonnell,” Katelyn giggled.

Jena rolled her eyes. “We will find
out what is going on, Tim,” she said, helping him up. “Ms.
DeGaulle, I presume you are coming with me, Tim, and Mr.
Regis?”

“Mr. Regis will accompany
you, but I have another task to perform,” Ms. DeGaulle answered
solemnly.

“Are you going south with
us?” Amy demanded.

“No, Amy,” Ms. DeGaulle
replied. “I am going to try and distract Miranda.”

“Why?” Katelyn
asked.

Ms. DeGaulle smiled and for a moment
she could have been anyone’s grandmother instead of one of the most
powerful battle mages in two worlds. “Because Miranda will not be
focused on the Sun and the Moon if she’s trying to kill
me.”



 


 



Chapter 5: Questions and
Rumors

 


Mrs. Austin, Chair of the English
Department and Interim Principal, felt like she would have had a
headache if she were human. So many tasks swirled around her head
and while mages didn’t suffer the commonplace maladies of the
Shadow World like headaches, they could still feel stress. No magic
could alleviate that completely.

Rajiv Patel and Emily Boyce had
proposed forming a student resource group for students who were
LGBTQ+ and their allies. Mrs. Austin was actually surprised that
Centerton High didn’t already have such a club, but didn’t think
too much further on that topic because the club was a cover to
allow Emily, Rajiv, and others to work together for the missing
portal to Elysium. The cliché “needle in a haystack” did not even
begin to describe the challenge those kids faced. Of course,
Centerton’s new superintendent, Dr. Mitchell Greene, called Mrs.
Austin to inform her that he was opposed to any club which had the
potential to “stir up controversy”.

Dr. Mitchell Greene was a source of
stress for Mrs. Austin. He told her that her elevation to interim
principal was “irregular and possibly illegal.” He demanded
receipts for the conference being attended by several sophomores
and staff members. Naturally, no receipts existed because the
“conference” did not exist. Mrs. Austin deflected whenever possible
and turned up her charm when deflection failed.

“Dr. Greene, you must
understand that Amy and Tim were kidnapped. They have a lot of
trauma to work through,” Mrs. Austin explained on the phone. She
calmed herself by transmuting several items in Ms. DeGaulle’s
office as she spoke. The stapler had already taken six different
forms.

The superintendent’s papery voice
echoed through the receiver. “What about the other students who are
missing classes to go to this…conference? What is their
excuse?”

“They witnessed a school
shooting, sir.”

“Should the whole school be
at a conference to get in touch with their feelings?” he demanded
insincerely. “Where do we draw the line, Viola?”

“I am not sure how to
answer that,” Mrs. Austin replied coolly.

“What I mean is that this
is not protocol. You have a history teacher and a music teacher at
this conference and not in the classroom. And Ms. DeGaulle had no
right to abandon her post…”

“Dr. Greene, I assure you
that never in her life has Ruth DeGaulle abandoned her post,” Mrs.
Austin replied, her words narrowly escaping between her clenched
teeth.

“I think those students and
faculty members should be back in school and not spending the
district’s money at some fun-fest,” he said.

“I doubt that any of it is
fun or festive for them,” she said evenly. She eyed the
commemorative baseball bat in the corner and transmuted it into an
umbrella, then a Christmas tree, before returning it to a bat. She
didn’t want to disrespect the baseball team’s accomplishment, but
she needed a magical outlet for her frustration.

The superintendent exhaled loudly into
the telephone receiver. “Just tell them all to return to
school.”

“That is not possible at
the current time,” Mrs. Austin replied sweetly. It took all her
self-control not to blurt out that the principal and two of the
teachers were trapped with six students in a completely different
world, possibly at the mercy of an all-powerful evil mage. It
occurred to her that even if she did tell him the truth, he’d
probably drone on about how each generation has their own
struggles. Dr. Greene had already brought up the Vietnam War and
how his classmates had been drafted for war, yet he had never
missed class.

Mrs. Austin transmuted a painting of
the French countryside into a poster for Bob Marley. Drafted?
Katelyn and Jena had been drafted for a war, too, hadn’t they? Dr.
Mitchell Greene had no idea what was going on, but was absolutely
certain he knew everything. It was like a freshman who had seen a
History Channel program trying to explain some ancient battle to
Mr. Regis. She shook her head in frustration. Viola Austin had
spent a lifetime in two worlds dealing with people who thought they
knew everything when, in fact, they knew next to
nothing.

“We will continue to
discuss this,” the superintendent promised her.

“I look forward to it,” she
replied with cheer so fake that no one in this world or the other
could believe it.

Viola Austin was fortunate that mages
did not suffer from stress-induced headaches in this world, but
that was about the only thing going her way right now.

 


***

 


“I heard Maya Starr was
arrested and is in prison,” third baseman Prisha Rao offered while
the Centerton High varsity softball team gossiped their way through
a players-only team meeting.

“One of the boys told me
Maya escaped prison and is living under a false identity,” second
baseman Ava Myers added. “He said she shaved off all her hair so no
one would recognize her.”

“Is it true that Katelyn
and Jena both got shot and are in the hospital in critical
condition?” first baseman Lily Benet asked.

Chloe Yang, the centerfielder and
secretly an elf, lost her cool. “You can’t believe everything that
you see on social media, Lily! Katelyn and Jena are fine. They were
told to attend a conference with Ms. DeGaulle, Mr. Regis, and Coach
Dubois.”

“But it’s softball season.
We need them. Did they have a choice?” Ava asked.

“I don’t think so,” Chloe
said. She knew better, but didn’t think it was appropriate to tell
the softball team that their starting shortstop, Jena and number
two pitcher, Katelyn had passed through a magic portal to some sort
of fantasy world populated with wizards and elves. It was hard
enough being Korean in this town. Chloe didn’t want to explain that
she was also an elf and that Katelyn and Jena were witches of some
sort. She was still hazy about the details. She just knew they had
magical powers and she had helped them go through the portal to
save Tim McDonnell and team manager Amy Dubois.

“Someone told me that Moose
Malone was having an affair with Maya,” Prisha said.

“Prisha!” Chloe exclaimed.
That was absurdly gross because J.V. Coach Malone was in his
forties and Maya was supposedly fifteen. Of course, Chloe had
learned that Moose Malone was really a dwarf and Maya Starr was a
middle-aged mage, who had been transmuted by the portal to look
like a freshman. In reality, they were probably close to the same
age, but Chloe didn’t know if dwarves and mages had affairs in the
other world. She was just trying to play centerfield and maintain
an A in geometry, so all of this was just exhausting.

“Just because someone said
they were having an affair doesn’t make it true,” Lily replied,
looking to Chloe for support.

“I don’t think there’s a
high likelihood of the two of them having a romantic relationship,”
Chloe offered with a nod in Lily’s direction. “Maya was definitely
weird, but that’s like next-level weird.”

“If Maya is gone and
Katelyn is at some school-mandated conference, who is going to
pitch for our team?” Prisha asked.

“Does it matter?” Thorsson
asked. The massive blonde catcher had called for the players-only
meeting, but those were the first three words that she had
uttered.

“Our season is toast,” one
of the bench players uttered. Her name was Hannah and Chloe knew
that Jena had called that girl, “Flotsam” and her equally
bad-tempered friend, Haley, “Jetsam.” Neither of them could catch,
throw, or hit, but both of them felt like they should start on the
varsity squad. It was annoying. Jena put up with none of Hannah and
Haley’s antics. Chloe missed Jena’s presence tremendously. She
looked at Thorsson, hoping the team captain had more to
say.

Thorsson stared back at Chloe, seemed
to consider her unspoken request, and then looked at every other
player on the varsity softball team one at a time. The team captain
nodded her blonde head as if she were having a conversation with
herself before speaking. “There’s a freshman at J.V. who Coach
North can call up to pitch,” Thorsson explained. “Varsity girls
will hit her hard, but if we can make most of the plays behind her
and score a ton of runs, we can stay in every game. Ava, you’ll
have to slide over from second base to shortstop until Jena comes
back and just do the best you can.” Ava nodded at
Thorsson.

“Shouldn’t we ask Coach
North about this?” Jetsam asked.

Thorsson just glared at her until
everyone on the softball team agreed that the question had been
withdrawn.

“We assume Maya is gone for
good, right?” Lily asked.

“Correct,” Chloe answered.
Thorsson nodded solemnly.

“But we think Katelyn and
Jena will be back eventually?” Ava wondered.

“They’ll be back,” Chloe
assured her. “Nothing would keep Katelyn and Jena off the softball
field for too long if they can help it.”

Everyone looked towards Thorsson to
see if she’d confirm or deny Chloe’s optimistic view.

“Fax,” Thorsson agreed and
the team left it at that.

 


***

 


“You’re bored?” Maya Starr
asked her niece Scarlett. Despite her attempts at self-control,
Maya rolled her eyes in a stereotypical adolescent way. The magic
which had transmuted her into a fifteen-year-old girl did not
permit Maya to resist the eye rolling. This situation infuriated
Maya. She had been trapped in this teenaged body in the Shadow
World due to a portal malfunction that had transmuted her into a
teenager and frozen her at that age. It had been a relief to return
to her older and more dignified form when they’d escaped to
Elysium. However, Maya had angered Queen Miranda who had transmuted
her back. Maya was indefinitely in the body of a high school
freshman once again. She was awkward, battled acne, hated her
figure, and found herself prone to eye-rolling. It was a horrible
punishment.

Maya turned her head, so Scarlett
wouldn’t see the involuntary eye-roll. Even though Maya was old
enough to be Scarlett’s mother, the niece looked like she was older
than the aunt. It was obscene. Both mages had been summoned to the
throne room by one of Miranda’s servants, but it was completely
empty. Even Miranda’s demons weren’t in the room.

“I am just saying that I
thought things would be different in this world,” Scarlett
replied.

“Is it not exciting enough
for you?” Maya asked, her voice rising in pitch despite her attempt
to prevent it. “You serve Queen Miranda, who is Sun and Moon. She
is the most powerful mage in Elysium. What more did you
expect?”

“She bores me. She’s
cruel,” Scarlett said.

“She’s a queen. Despite
what you might believe from the fairy tales of the Shadow World,
kings and queens must be cruel,” Maya explained. “It’s part of the
job.”

“She was cruel to you,”
Scarlett insisted. “She knew you hated this body and she transmuted
you just to prove a point.”

“She has the power to do
far worse. Let it go,” Maya pleaded with her niece. “I was stuck in
this body for fourteen years. There are more terrible tortures I
can imagine and probably several I cannot even imagine.”

“If you ask me, I think
Miranda is insane,” Scarlett said, inclining an eyebrow. “Or will
you tell me that all queens are insane and that it goes along with
crowns and capes?”

“Her magic is powerful and
she has no human to love her, so that could certainly unhinge her
if those stories about our kind are true,” Maya allowed. “But
stories are often untrue. And neither you nor I are qualified to
determine if a mage is insane.”

“Does she seem particularly
sane to you?”

“It does not matter. You
are young and foolish. I am older and wiser,” Maya said.

Scarlett giggled. “You look like you
are barely at puberty, Aunt Maya. It seems silly for you to tell me
how old and wise you are when you look that that.”

“We both know that looks
can be deceiving. Listen to me, we have no other choice but to
serve the queen.”

“We could try to find the
portal and go home,” Scarlett suggested.

“This is home,” Maya
insisted. “Look around you, girl. Every mage in this world is a
slave except us. There is no silver collar around your neck to mute
your powers. Count your blessings, Scarlett and be grateful to the
queen.”

“I think I’d rather be a
slave than willingly serve someone who is so obviously deranged,”
Scarlett said, crossing her arms so tightly that Maya thought they
might break off.

“Don’t say such things,”
she scolded her niece. “Queen Miranda is under a lot of pressure.
You must understand that.”

“Pressure? Aunt Maya, I
don’t understand how you could believe that,” Scarlett replied.
“What pressure could she possibly be under? Is she afraid of the
high school principal coming to get her? Those wolf-elves in the
creepy forest? The only real threats to her are the Sun and the
Moon, right? And, unless I am mistaken, those two girls are
petrified right there, correct?” She gestured to the statues of
Miranda
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