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​The cafeteria at Keaton Middle School buzzed with the usual before-the-bell rush.

Students crowded around long tables, laughing with their friends, trading homework answers, and wolfing down hurried breakfasts before the first bell sent them scrambling to class. The warm scent of scrambled eggs, toasted bagels, buttered toast, and syrup drifted from the kitchen, mingling with the steady hum of hundreds of conversations.

At their usual table near the windows, Greta Hexe and the Misfits were deeply engaged in a discussion of far greater importance than algebra homework.

This year’s international school trip.

Every school year, Keaton Middle School selected a group of students with strong academic records and good behavior to participate in an educational trip overseas. Previous classes had visited Canada, England, and France.

But this year was different.

This year, they were going to Kyoto, Japan.

Amy could barely stay seated.

“I still can’t believe it,” she said, practically bouncing in her chair. “Japan! That’s halfway around the world.”

Madison smiled dreamily.

“I can’t wait to see the temples and gardens. And the cherry blossoms.”

“And the food,” Amy added.

“The history alone will be incredible. Kyoto was Japan’s capital for more than a thousand years.” Rico said.

Eli grinned.

“I just want to ride the bullet train.”

Everyone laughed.

Everyone except Lucas.

He sat slouched in his chair, poking halfheartedly at a blueberry muffin. His sketchbook rested beside his tray, unopened.

Greta noticed the way his shoulders sagged.

“Guys,” she said, lowering her voice, “we need to figure out a way to get Lucas on this trip.”

Amy nodded.

“His behavior is fine. He’s never in trouble.”

“It’s his grades,” Madison said gently.

Lucas sighed.

“I’m doing my best.”

“We know,” Greta said.

Rico tapped his fingers thoughtfully against the table.

“At this point, there isn’t much time to raise your average.”

Eli snapped his fingers.

“What if you submit artwork?”

Lucas looked up.

“Artwork?”

Amy nodded enthusiastically.

“Something Japanese-themed.”

“You’re the best artist in school,” Madison said.

A flicker of hope brightened Lucas’s face.

“What would I draw?”

The group fell silent as they considered the question.

Then Rico leaned forward.

“Kyoto is famous for its temples and pagodas. If you drew one of those, it might impress the teachers.”

Lucas’s eyes widened.

“If I can find a good picture, I can draw it.”

“The deadline is tomorrow,” Amy reminded him.

Lucas winced.

“I’d have to stay up all night.”

Greta tilted her head.

“What classes do you have after lunch?”

Lucas thought for a moment.

“A science test, then study hall, then art.”

Greta’s lips curved into a mischievous smile.

“And if you suddenly had the afternoon free?”

Lucas straightened.

“That would give me at least three extra hours.”

Greta’s grin widened just as the morning bell rang.

She stood and slung her backpack over one shoulder.

“Meet me at my locker before lunch,” she said. “I have an idea.”

Lucas narrowed his eyes.

“The kind of idea that gets us in trouble?”

Greta shrugged innocently.

“Only a little.”

the Misfits exchanged amused glances as they dumped their trays and headed off to class.

⸻

Homeroom was already filling up when they entered Ms. Jordan’s classroom.

The teacher greeted each student warmly as they took their seats.

Amy and Madison approached her desk.

“Ms. Jordan,” Amy began, “if Lucas drew a really good picture of a Japanese temple, would that help his chances of getting on the trip?”

Ms. Jordan considered the question.

“It certainly wouldn’t hurt.”

She opened a drawer and removed a sealed envelope.

“I actually wrote this letter of recommendation for him.”

Amy and Madison exchanged excited looks.

Ms. Jordan smiled.

“Lucas is a talented young man. He struggles in a few subjects, but he works hard. I’d love to see him get this opportunity.”

“Thank you, Ms. Jordan,” Madison said.

The two girls hurried to their seats as the tardy bell rang.

⸻

More than seven thousand miles away, thirteen hours ahead of Keaton Middle School, the city of Kyoto was awakening beneath a pale morning sky.

In a secluded estate overlooking the city, an elderly man worked alone in a library lined with ancient scrolls and weathered books.

Chikara Majutsu stood over a brass burner. Resting on top was a small ceramic bowl.

With deliberate care, he sprinkled a pinch of gray powder into the heated vessel.

Smoke rose in a twisting column, forming strange shapes before dissolving into the air.

Chikara closed his eyes.

“I need you tonight, my mentee.”

The smoke vanished.

Chikara extinguished the flame and crossed to the window.

Though age had silvered his long hair and beard, there was nothing frail about him. Power seemed to radiate from him as naturally as heat from a fire.

Beyond the glass, Kyoto stretched toward the horizon.

Somewhere within that vast city lay an object he had sought for many years.

He folded his hands behind his back.

“I require more magic,” he murmured. “And you will retrieve it for me.”

⸻

At lunchtime, Greta and the Misfits gathered around her locker.

Greta glanced up and down the hallway to make certain no teachers were watching.

Then she opened the locker door, reached inside, and pressed her hand against the back wall.

“Ten-thirty-one, twenty-thirteen,” she whispered.

The metal rippled like liquid.

One by one, the Misfits stepped through the shimmering opening. Rico entered last, and the portal widened automatically to accommodate his wheelchair.

They emerged inside the hidden chamber they had nicknamed the Vault of Secrets.

Rico folded his arms.

“All right, Greta. What’s your plan?”

Greta turned to Lucas.

“You need to take your science test and work on your drawing.”

Lucas nodded.

“Unfortunately, I can’t do both at the same time.”

Greta smiled.

“Actually, you can.”

She stepped forward and placed her hand on his head.

“Ein Lucas ist gut,” she intoned.

“Zwei sind noch besser.”

Magic shimmered through the room.

Lucas’s body trembled, blurred, and split neatly into two identical boys.

the Misfits stared in stunned silence.

The two Lucases turned to each other.

Their faces lit up.

“Oh my God,” they said in perfect unison. “This is so cool!”

Greta beamed.

“Original Lucas can go home and work on the drawing. Lucas Number Two can take the science test.”

One Lucas frowned.

“What if the other me flunks?”

“He’s an exact copy of you,” Greta said.

Rico grinned.

“So, statistically speaking, your odds remain exactly the same.”

Everyone laughed.

The two Lucases exchanged uncertain looks.

“Great,” they said together.

⸻

By the end of the school day, Lucas Number Two had completed the science test, while the original Lucas had spent the afternoon working nonstop on his drawing.

When classes ended, Greta met the duplicate in the hallway.

With a quick spell and a burst of sparkling light, Lucas Number Two vanished.

Somewhere nearby, Lucas blinked as both sets of memories merged in his mind.

He suddenly knew two things.

First, he had probably failed the science test.

Second, his drawing was the best thing he had ever created.

⸻
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In Kyoto, Yuka Sayamoto awoke to the gentle chime of her phone alarm.

At eighteen, she was beginning her first real job.

Her apartment was unusually spacious by Kyoto standards, with a sunny living room, compact kitchen, and one bedroom. Her white cat, Noriko, meowed impatiently as she prepared breakfast.

“I know, I know,” Yuka said with a smile.

After feeding him, she showered, dressed, and hurried to the subway.

Today she would receive her first assignment from the temp agency.

Her stomach fluttered with nervous excitement.

She hoped she would do well.

After a stop at a convenience store for bottled green tea, she arrived at the agency.

The manager handed her a small green pennant flag and a packet of papers.

“In three days,” he said, “you will be guiding students from Keaton Middle School in the United States.”

Yuka’s eyes widened.

“American students?”

The manager nodded.

“Good luck.”

As she studied the itinerary, Yuka smiled.

This was exactly the kind of opportunity she had been hoping for.

⸻

That evening, Chikara Majutsu sat motionless in meditation.

Without warning, the library window slid open.

A masked figure dressed in red and white robes stepped silently inside.

The intruder drew a bow.

An arrow of crackling energy appeared.

The figure released.

The arrow streaked toward Chikara’s heart.

At the last possible instant, Chikara clapped his hands together.

The glowing arrow froze between his palms and crumbled into ash.

He rose and approached the kneeling figure.

Placing one hand on the person’s shoulder, he smiled.

“Someday, perhaps, my mentee. But not today.”

The figure bowed deeply.

Chikara handed over a slip of paper.

“The address is written here.”

The figure accepted it.

“Bring me the artifact before dawn.”

The figure bowed once more, then sprang through the open window and disappeared into the Kyoto night.

_____

The figure landed silently on the rooftop of the building directly across the street from the Kyoto National Art Museum.

Above, the night sky was nearly black, broken only by a pale wash of moonlight that spilled across the museum’s upper windows. For several moments, the figure remained motionless, studying the distance and the guards patrolling far below.

Then, with practiced ease, the figure raised a bow.

The arrow shot across the street and struck the concrete just above one of the museum windows. A tiny grappling hook sprang from its tip and bit securely into the wall. Attached to the arrow was a thin cable that stretched taut between the two buildings.

Hooking the bow onto the line, the figure stepped off the roof.

Several stories above the street, the figure slid swiftly across the cable, robes snapping in the wind, until reaching the narrow ledge outside the museum window. A small glass cutter appeared in one hand. Within seconds, a perfect circle had been cut into the pane. The figure reached through the opening, unlocked the window, and slipped silently inside.

No alarm sounded.

No one imagined anyone would attempt to enter through a window so high above the street.

Inside, the museum was dark and utterly still. The beam of a small flashlight swept across polished floors and ancient displays as the figure moved quickly through the corridors to the appropriate gallery.

The air was stale, heavy with dust and history.

Glass cases lined the room, each containing rare and valuable relics from Japan’s past.

The figure stopped before one particular display.

Inside rested a small obidome, a jade brooch once tucked into the silk waistbands of Japanese women. Delicate and exquisitely carved, this artifact was several centuries old and rumored to possess mystical properties.

The figure set the glass cutter against the top of the display case and quickly cut a circle.

The glass dropped inward.

An alarm shrieked through the museum.

The figure snatched the obidome and placed it carefully into a small black satchel.

Two guards burst into the gallery.

Before either man could react, the figure spun, drew the bow, and fired twice.

Two arrows struck the guards in the legs.

Both men cried out and collapsed to the floor, clutching their wounds.

The figure did not pause.

With a running leap, the intruder dove through the open window, somersaulted into the night, and vanished into the darkness.

⸻

Later, the figure returned to Chikara’s.

The old man stood in a shadowed room beside a low lacquered table. The figure bowed and presented the obidome with both hands.

“Excellent, my apprentice,” Chikara said.

He
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