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“Mags! Maggie! Magenta!”

Someone was shaking me awake.

“Josh...?” Still groggy, I turned toward the direction of the voice and my blurred eyesight glimpsed his face.

His forehead was creased in worry as he peered at me from across the grassy clearing.

Josh was merely shouting me awake.

“What happened?” I moaned as I rolled to one side so I could push myself up.

“That’s what I’d like to know.” Josh’s tone was already indignant. He was kneeling on the ground, palms propped against something I couldn’t see.

I blinked a few times, trying to regain my bearings. “There was a light—” I lifted my arm to point toward the Mystic Lake.

“Yeah, I saw the big glow all the way from Nona’s lodge.”

Frowning, I blew out a breath and glanced over at the Lake.

Everything was calm now. The bright, swirling light was gone. Whatever it was.

I grimaced in my attempt to straighten up.

“What is it? Are you okay? Are you hurt?” Josh pounded on whatever it was that was blocking his way from coming to me. “W-what is this?” He looked up in annoyance.

Apparently, despite his being in possession of the all-powerful relic, Josh wasn’t able to cross the invisible barrier that had gone up around the realm of the Mystic Lake either.

“I’ve been grounded.” I rolled my eyes. “Apparently, the High Council has decided that I can no longer be trusted to stay put and has taken matters into their own hands.”

He watched me struggle to sit up. His forehead was still creased, his hands pressed white against the wall between us. His frown deepened when his gaze stopped somewhere in the vicinity of my throat. “Your neck...”

I looked down at myself and gasped. Parts of my skin were covered with some type of a shimmery coarse substance.

“What...” I was reaching up to touch my neck when the same things on the back of my hand caught my eyes. I put my other hand up. Both my hands had the same shimmery texture, as well as parts of my arms and legs.

“What in the...?” I ran my fingers across one affected area, surprised that it felt smoother than I would have assumed. I tried to pick at whatever they were but they seemed fused to my skin.

“Come here, come here.” Josh motioned me over so he could have a better look.

I shifted closer toward him and held up my hands for him to see.

He merely shook his head in bafflement. Then his gaze moved to my face, his eyes softening. “You sure you’re okay?”

I pursed my lips, nodding in reassurance.

Having established that, he pushed up off his knees, looking up at the impediment between us as he walked along to examine it as if racking his brain to figure out how to take it down.

“It’s no use. It’s all around the Lake. I’ve already tried.” I sank back on the grass. “I’m trapped here. This is my punishment.”

“No, no.” Josh shook his head again in determination. “There’s gotta be a way out of there. Have you tried flying up out of it yet?”

I nodded before dismissing it with a wave. “It’s over. My fate has been written. You have to go now. You still have to go home. I’m home. I’ll never get out of here.”

He shot me a half-irritated look. “Well, not if you’re gonna give up right away you’re not,” he remarked then his tone changed. “Then again, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s not like you haven’t always given up at the first sign of trouble. You didn’t stand up to the Wizard High Council. Never mind that they were arrogant, know-it-all jerks who didn’t care at all if you dissolved into thin air and now look what they’ve done.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. I knew he was goading me on purpose but it didn’t make his words less impactful, mostly because I knew they were true.

He went on, “You talk all big about your duty and protecting a mythical relic for thousands of years, but you barely even put up a fight when I stole it. I mean you basically quit on the relic.” He paused to drive his point home. “‘Cause, that’s what you are, a big fat quitter.” He stepped back to survey the area, all cool and calm. “We’ve even already almost lost the relic so many times too ‘cause you couldn’t distinguish demons from people, I mean—”

“Hey!” I cut him off, shooting him a dagger look so fierce that had it actually been a real dagger would have sliced his fat face neatly in half. “Keep talking, human,” I growled. “When I get out of here, I’m going to knock you around Arcadia so bad, people on Gaea would feel it.”

Josh grinned at my comeback. “There’s the pixie I know,” he quipped. “And thanks for threatening my entire home world by the way.”

I gave him a distasteful look at his insolence. “Oh, shut up.”

But he met my gaze, his eyes bright, and I couldn’t help a resigned chuckle. The tension in my shoulders melted away.

Josh’s positive aura was infectious. It always had been.

Then he let out a long exasperated groan. “Aahh. Your lake’s kinda got a gratitude problem, doesn’t it?” He picked up a pebble and tossed it onto the barrier but the surface was unyielding and just bounced them right back.

Ping.

“You keep it safe and guarded all these years and what do you get?” he prompted before answering his own question. “Attitude.”

Ping.

“I’m beginning to think you might have been right from the start,” I spoke up.

“What do you mean?”

Ping.

“My job was absolutely senseless. I just stood around watching people die and for what?”

Josh stopped in mid-throw and dropped the pebbles on the ground as he knelt back down so he could make me look at him. “Hey. That wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known all this.”

I scoffed in skepticism. “Yeah. You say that now.”

“Well,” he noted before taking a deep breath. “Let’s just say I’ve learned a great deal since we first met.”

“Huh.” That was an understatement. I could barely even remember what my life had been like before Josh came into the picture. I supposed it had been a pretty uneventful three thousand years.

I looked distractedly down at the texture on my hands, examining them more closely. They looked like tiny interlocking flaps of bits of hardened skin as though my pores had grown hundreds of times their normal size. I had never seen anything like it before.

Or...wait—

I had seen something like it before.

In fact, it looked exactly like in that vision I had seen while recovering at Arcain from the Guifan soldier’s poisoned arrow.

But what does it mean?

I strained to recall the rest of the vision.

Death bringer...

My heart stopped at the memory of the dark shadow sweeping across the land, obliterating everyone and everything in its path. The stark terror had almost choked me to death.

Could it have been the same thing I’d sensed the Wizard High Council was afraid of?

I shivered involuntarily but then dismissed it with a shake of my head. 

Nonsense.

Was I about to cower under a bush just because the wisest and most powerful beings in the land were afraid of some dark shadow?

Maybe...

In spite of myself, I shivered again and focused instead on Josh pacing back and forth.

“What are you doing?”

“There’s gotta be a way—” He groaned trying to push against the wall. “—in and out of this thing. I mean you can’t just stay in there forever.”

“I don’t know if you forgot but I used to stay in here forever,” I mocked in reminder. “This is my home.”

Josh grunted as he pushed one last time to no avail. He cursed under his breath, finally sinking down on the grass beside me, collapsing against the wall like I was doing, except on the other side.

He tilted his head to look at me, the tone of his question almost disbelief, “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Resign yourself to this.” He gestured around us, his expression earnest. “You could have found a way to get out. You could have figured another way to protect the relic without sacrificing your whole life. With all your powers, your courage, your spirit...you could—”

He stopped short but I heard him.

You could be so much more...

I furrowed my eyebrows. Being a human from another world, Josh certainly had the oddest notions. To him, immortal life held no appeal and unfulfilling, ancient-old responsibilities could simply be abandoned.

But he just cringed, likely figuring out it was pointless to argue with an ancient fairy set in her ways. “Never mind,” he mumbled as he slumped back, stretching his legs out.

I glanced over distracted, noticing him rubbing his hands together for warmth and I snapped my fingers to conjure a bonfire and a blue flare ignited on the ground before him.

Josh yelped in surprise. “Holy sh—” He blinked to clear away his alarm before shooting me a dull look. “Thanks for the heads up.”

I couldn’t help a smile. I was quite buzzed to be back in control of my powers again.

I looked down at my hand in marvel. I must have been more severely impaired before than I’d thought as my whole arm was tingling from that one simple elemental spell.

It was good to be home.

I leaned my head back against the barrier, looking up to the sky in fond recall of the last time I had used that particular bit of magic.

“I used to do the same thing to him,” I mused, not really meaning to say it out loud, but unable to stop my smirk. “Startled him to pieces. Only his reply was a lot more uh...shall I say, colorful?”

“You used to do the same thing to whom?”

I hesitated for a moment. “Dantilian.”

Josh looked taken aback. “The Dantilian?”

I nodded and mimicked his deep voice. “Do not make me come up there, woman.” I laughed a little.

“Wait, Dantilian, the scroll guy?”

I took a deep breath, still nodding. “Yeah. Of course, he also happens to be Lance’s direct ancestor,” I relayed. “You know that guy from Cephiron you call a ‘douche’?”

Josh paused, putting the pieces together before his jaw dropped. “Oohh! So this Dantilian, he was also—but then he—and now—riiight. I get it.” His head was bobbing up and down. “So I guess you eventually defeated him too since he obviously didn’t take the relic?”

“No.” I cleared my throat before my voice faded. “He...defeated himself. He still tried to take the relic despite everything.” I fidgeted in my seat. “It is my belief that he was only trying to gain my trust so I would tell him how to release the relic and when all that failed, he simply tried to take it by force.”

Josh was already making a face. “He killed himself? That’s weird. Why would he waste all that time if he was just going to take the easy out? He probably had no choice.”

I let out a skeptical hiss. “How would you know?”

His tone was wry. “Let’s say I just know, okay?”

I knit my eyebrows at his ambiguity but before I could pursue the subject further, he jerked his chin toward me. “And what’s the deal with those scrolls?”

I cast them a glance. “Well, it seems Dantilian kept records of his ventures out here in the Forest and Lance found them among their kingdom’s archives, along with my necklace.” I waved to dismiss my next statement. “But Lance isn’t even interested in the relic at all—”

“Just you,” Josh interjected with a slight cough.

“What?”

“Oh, come on, it’s so obvious.” He practically gagged.

I scoffed, rolling my eyes again. “Fine, whatever.” I turned my attention back to the strange texture on my hands. “I don’t see why it matters to you anyway,” I pointed out. “You’ve been complaining about being stuck on Arcadia for a year, I thought you would be halfway back to your world by now.”

I paused in realization and looked over at him. “Hey, why aren’t you? What are you still doing here? You already have the almighty relic. You can go as you please.”

Josh didn’t look at me. He kept his gaze trained up to the branches in the trees. “I saw a weird light. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

I tilted my head. “Why?”

He grimaced. “What does it matter? I can go as I please and I didn’t please just yet,” he huffed but when he turned to look over at me, his eyes widened.

“What?” I prompted, noticing his expression.

He pointed to what I was doing with my hands, clasping them together, palms in. “You’re kind of...”

I watched my hands again, spreading my fingers slightly before pulling my palms apart in a slow but oddly familiar way.

Some type of force was manifesting between my hands and I frowned in intense concentration, staring at the empty space before me.

I couldn’t stop what I was doing as the wind began to swirl around my form, whipping my hair around.

I started to heave.

It was as though there was something I desperately needed to find. Something I desperately needed to form, to complete, to compel.

“Magen—!”

There was another brilliantly blinding streak of light in my already widened eyes.
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The steady wind was loud in my ears, and once my eyesight had adjusted to the brightness, my breath caught in my throat.

It was that place. That place in my vision. I was standing atop a hill with a view of an endless meadow of green and blue skies where the clouds formed and whooshed by in a hurry.

Except this time was different.

I bent down and ran my fingers through the green, green blades of grass on the ground. I could feel them.

I wasn’t just hallucinating. This time, I was really here.

Swallowing hard, I gave my hands a curious glance before dropping them again. What did I just do? I stepped back. How did I get here? What is this place?

Eerie white mist was obstructing a tall tower across the field. It was the only structure within sight.

Curious, I took a step toward it and stopped short as the wind blew in my face and I was suddenly at the foot of the tower itself.

What the—?

I tilted my head to see up the structure’s full height, wondering what was on top of it, wondering why the entire place again seemed so awfully familiar.

I shooed the white mist away from my path with my hands and took another step—another step that instantly took me to the very top of the tower.

I gasped again.

The wind was blowing harder that I had to gather up my hair in
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