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CHAPTER 
ONE

	 

	“Tessa!” a deep voice called my name.

	I was dreaming I was awake. The valley around me swayed gently in shades of green and gold. Playful puppies—tiny, palm-sized, tails wagging like wind-up toys—pranced through wildflowers in delightfully absurd choreography. One bounded toward me, a white bulldog with a brown spot over his eye and a piglet’s corkscrew tail, and launched itself into my arms. It giggle-snorted.

	I cracked one eye open, squinting at the digital clock: 2:18 am. My presentation was finally done, wrapped up right after midnight. Only a few more hours left until the Monday morning meeting destined to leech joy from my soul.

	Curling tighter around Buddy, my oversized stuffed dog occupying half the bed, I sighed. Maxwell always teased me about him, but he wasn’t home to complain. Again.

	Maxwell had been promoted. More travel, fewer nights at home. Yet, every time he walked through the door at some ungodly hour, he’d smile that weary smile of his. And I’d get up, give him a tight hug, and make his ridiculous “I’m home” sandwich: one slice of bologna, a tablespoon of mayo, a perfectly halved pickle, all on toasted rye bread. Just like his mom used to make.

	“Tessa!” the voice became more insistent. “Wake up!”

	That wasn’t Maxwell’s voice.

	My heart stuttered. Fumbling in the dark for the lamp chain, I nearly pulled it from the socket. The sudden flash left me blinking, half-blind.

	A man sat calmly in the armchair in the corner of my bedroom. Pale suit, perfect posture. He leaned forward slightly, hands resting on his knees.

	“Please don’t scream,” he said gently.

	Naturally, I did what any logical adult woman would do: yanked the blanket over my head and screamed like a terrified six-year-old. The shriek ripped from my throat, raw and real.

	He didn’t try to silence me.

	Didn’t rush me.

	Didn’t touch me at all.

	When I finally paused, taking a long breath, silence filled the room. Maybe he’d run off? Peeking from under the blanket, I checked the clock once more. It still read 2:18.

	“This is a dream,” I muttered. “Has to be.”

	Another peek toward the corner of the room. The man was still there. He hadn’t disappeared as I’d hoped. On the contrary, now he had his legs casually crossed, hands resting on the sides of the armchair, looking very comfortable. He stared at me with open curiosity.

	“Am I asleep, or am I not? Should I call 911?” I threw off the covers and snatched my cell phone from the nightstand, its screen dark. Dead.

	“My sincere apologies for the surprise visit,” the man said softly.

	“And completely unwelcome,” I muttered, clutching the useless phone tighter. I could swing it at him if he came closer. The lamp might work as a decent weapon too.

	A bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley appeared in his hand—my favorite flowers. My heart lurched. I pinched my arm hard, desperate to wake up.

	The stranger smiled sympathetically.

	“Feel free to pinch me as well,” he offered. “I am real. I assure you, you’re not dreaming. And I’m not here to cause you any harm.”

	“Nope, nope, not real,” I whispered. “Too much stress at work. I’m hallucinating. Definitely need a vacation.”

	“Would adjusting the atmosphere help?” he said, almost playfully.

	A shimmer rippled through the air, and then the room bloomed with color. Dozens of gorgeous butterflies fluttered around the ceiling, gliding over the bed like living confetti. Three landed on my bare toes sticking out from under the blanket. I gazed at them in awe.

	“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” he continued calmly. “We’re not burglars, and this isn’t an abduction. We’re not here to harm you.”

	“We…?” I echoed.

	⌛

	As if on cue, a second man strolled into the bedroom, mid-bite on a slice of cold pizza, soda can tucked under one arm, a bag of chips under the other. It was obvious he’d helped himself in my kitchen.

	“Hey, Tessa!” he said cheerfully, waving the pizza crust in the air. “What's up?”

	I stared. First lilies-of-the-valley, then butterflies. Now a late-night snack thief? “Exactly where is my imagination taking me?” I muttered, glancing at the two strangers in my bedroom.

	“Anyone else in the apartment?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

	“Nope,” he replied through a mouthful. “Just us.”

	Great.

	I looked closer at the intruders. The man still seated in the recliner was blond, soft curls framing his face, nearly hiding his azure eyes—eyes so luminous, I caught myself staring too long, mesmerized. He looked like a storybook warrior-prince, noble and fine. A soft smile danced on his lips. What I’d taken for a pale suit turned out to be a long-sleeved white shirt flowing over loose white pants, as though he’d stepped off a Mediterranean cruise. I blinked and forced myself to look away.

	The other man, leaning against the doorway, happily munching on my chips, was a different story. Tall, muscular frame—he wore black from head to toe, dark-washed jeans and a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing intricate tattoos on his forearms. There were unfamiliar symbols, echoing Celtic heritage, but beneath them, swirling flames. A silver pendant glinted at his throat. His wavy hair, perpetually tousled, was so dark it was almost blue. His piercing green eyes, under thick eyebrows, gleamed with wild mischief. The devil himself danced behind those eyes. Chaotic energy radiated from him like static electricity.

	“Ye-es?” he drawled, grinning.

	Stay away from him, hissed my inner voice. Sound advice.

	“Anyway,” the white-clad man said, placing the bouquet gently aside, “we do have a reason for appearing in your bedroom at this ungodly hour.”

	“Yeah,” the other added, with a beguilingly crooked smile. “It’s not just a social call.”

	“There comes a time in every person's life when they begin to wonder: what’s the purpose of it all?” The man in the armchair folded his hands.

	“Oh no,” I groaned. “Please don’t start a TED Talk in my bedroom.”

	“You see,” he continued patiently, “everyone has a unique mission, a purpose for their soul. But, and this is important, humans have Freedom of Choice, free will—so it’s entirely up to each person whether they choose to pursue that purpose or not.”

	“Yup!” the guy in black said, licking salt from his fingers. “We all know what we’re supposed to do to make the world a better place. Doesn’t mean we’re doing it. Honestly, humans are the worst at this, notoriously stubborn. And lazy. And stupid.”

	“Hey!” I snapped, feeling offended for all humankind. “Your buddy here said we all have freedom of choice. So, what if someone doesn’t want their magical cosmic homework assignment? What about the people who don’t even know their life mission? I’m in marketing, for heaven’s sake.”

	“They don’t have a budget for that.” The man in black smirked.

	The one in white sighed. “Of course, you have free will. But every choice comes with consequences. If someone shirks their path, they’ll be returned to this realm as many times as needed until they complete the task. That’s not punishment. That’s the correction.”

	“Correction,” I repeated flatly. “Right. That’s not freedom—that’s a trap. So, what happens after someone fulfills their life mission? Do they get to go to heaven or something? Is there Heaven? Hell?”

	The man in black finished chewing, swallowed, and answered, “It's not Heaven as you might be thinking. No golden gates, no fluffy clouds, no old guy with a beard. What exists is… simply another world. More beautiful. Softer. Kinder than this one.” There was something in his voice—a shadow, maybe—but it vanished as quickly as it came.

	“What about Hell? Is it the same as I imagine it to be?” I asked.

	“Oh, yes! That is very much real,” he said with a dark chuckle. “And worse than you imagine.”

	The man in white clothes sighed and buried his face in his hands.

	“Open your eyes, Tessa,” he continued, waving the pizza crust for emphasis. “Hell is being sent here, lifetime after lifetime, after you’ve seen the other world. After you’ve been judged… and rejected. And sure enough, humans get their memories wiped by the Powers between each visit. Otherwise, this place would be full of raving lunatics. Unfortunately, they don’t do the same for the Guardians, and, unlike mortals, they remember everything,” he added bitterly.

	“Oh, I see,” I muttered, gripping the phone tighter. “You’re the lunatics.”

	He grinned. “Not lunatics. Guardians.”

	“Well, then I guess I’m Marilyn Monroe.”

	The men exchanged a look. Serious. Too serious.

	“No,” the man in the armchair said. “You’re not Marilyn.”

	I tried again, half-laughing. “Helen of Troy? Maybe? Do I look like her?”

	“You haven’t been her either,” the man with the pizza muttered.

	I blinked. “Right… I guess that’s good news.”

	Still, something in their reaction unnerved me.

	The man in white straightened, his gaze steady. “May I continue? What I was trying to say is, it’s not just freedom of choice. There’s also Chance. And the Fates. In your case, all three have converged. Right here. Right now.”

	“And you’re right here, right now… why exactly?”

	“We are your Guardians on this mission,” he replied patiently.

	“My Guardians…?” I said slowly.

	“Yep. I’m Val. In your faith, I’m your seducer and tempter,” the man in black cut in, with a wink. “And the name of this buzzkill is Camille. He is your alleged safekeeper. But we’re both working on the same case. I just get cast as the bad guy, as usual. Totally unfair.”

	“Sure…” I smiled faintly. “A guardian demon and a guardian angel. Why haven’t I guessed this earlier?”

	“Thank you, Val. Apologies for the late introduction. My name is indeed Camille. Let me explain something,” the man in the armchair said softly. “About angels and demons—”

	⌛

	I glanced at the clock again and relaxed a bit. It still showed 2.18. “Well, it’s definitely a dream,” I decided. “Might as well keep going with this fascinating metaphysical conversation.”

	“Please do,” I said, shifting upright and propping my pillow against the wall. Only my mind could conjure two picture-perfect men (granted, slightly insane ones) who had an unexplained need to share their bizarre theological views in the middle of the night by breaking and entering my home.

	Camille shot Val a warning glare. “Without interruptions this time.”

	Val rolled his eyes, raising both hands in exaggerated surrender. “Mute. Silent. Not even breathing.”

	Camille’s lips twitched, but he pressed on.

	“Okay. The stories don’t portray us accurately. We’re not purely good or evil. We’re the messengers of the Powers. Representatives of opposing forces. I represent Light. Val represents Darkness.”

	He paused as if weighing the right words.

	“There’s no light without shadow, Tessa. No story without dark letters on a white page. We exist because the balance must.”

	I tilted my head. “Interdependent opposites.”

	Camille nodded. “Exactly.”

	“I think I studied it in college,” I squinted. “Or maybe it was a yoga retreat.”

	“Of course,” Val chimed in quickly, “if you want to get all avant-garde about it and print light letters on a dark sheet of paper? Totally viable. Very artistic.”

	Camille didn’t even blink. “If it's hot and sunny all the time, people beg for rain. If it rains too long, they ask for sun. Yin and Yang. Chaos and Order.”

	He paused again.

	Val pounced. “This and that. Excitement, stagnation. And how would you see the stars if it were always light? Plus, you know what else happens in the darkness of bedrooms—”

	He ran his fingers through his hair suggestively.

	“Oh, please, Val,” Camille cut in. “Lots of people spice things up by turning the lights on, not off!”

	Val’s jaw dropped. “Wow. Somebody developed a sense of humor—tragically unfunny, but still.”

	“What? You thought you were the only one allowed to be a pain in the butt?” Camille smirked and then turned to me. “In any case, Tessa, we’re offering you the opportunity to fulfill your mission. And yes, there’s a reward for completing it.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “So… what’s my life mission?”

	Camille cleared his throat. “It’s a bit… complicated. But—” he gave me the faintest smile. “It’ll only take a minute of your time.”
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CHAPTER 
TWO

	 

	I blinked. “Wait… the mission of my life takes only a minute? Doesn’t sound that important.”

	“Well,” Camille said calmly, “it’ll take a minute here. In other realms… who knows?”

	Other realms. For a second, my head felt like it was floating away.

	Val frowned as his eyes flicked over me, the pizza slice in his hand forgotten. “Cam, are you sure she can handle crossing realms?”

	Camille’s calm expression briefly faltered. “We’ll be careful.”

	I shifted uneasily against the pillow. Handle what?

	“As for your life mission itself—” Camille started, then stopped. The men exchanged silent stares, their faces unreadable. Val took the lead this time, but for once, he didn’t look smug.

	He sighed dramatically. “How to put this nicely… your records can’t be located at this point. The ones containing the blueprints of your original mission.”

	“My records are lost?” I asked, eyes narrowing.

	“Not lost,” Val said quickly. “Just… not found. Yet. The Archives have been searching, but with no luck. In the meantime, something came up. You weren’t assigned anything—administrative glitch, maybe—but the Powers authorized a new mission for your consideration. And as a huge bonus for this minor inconvenience…” He gestured at himself with a lazy grin. “You get us to accompany you! Why are you looking at me funny?” Val stopped, giving me a puzzled look.

	I’d gone still.

	Because suddenly I realized something strange—something undeniable. I could smell lilies-of-the-valley. I could smell the pizza. But normally, you don’t have the sense of smell in dreams. That part of the brain usually sleeps. At least mine always had.

	Which meant… I wasn’t dreaming.

	Which meant… they’d actually done something to my clock.

	Which meant…

	I was awake. And these two weren’t figments of my imagination.

	“Catching up, I see?” Camille’s voice softened. “Yes, scent is the last sense to activate in dreams. But the first to trigger memory. Told you, you’re not asleep.”

	Something twisted in my gut. I’d always felt strangely adrift, even at home with Maxwell, even in the relentless normalcy of my job. It wasn’t loneliness—it was deeper. It was as if I couldn’t fully grasp myself.

	And now I knew why.

	Apparently, no one had any idea who I was or why I was here.

	My fingers began tapping the bedside table, a slow drumbeat of barely contained anger.

	“You. Lost. My. Records.” I stood on the bed, heart racing. “You have no idea what the hell I’m doing here? You don’t know who I am, who I’ve been?! Maybe my mission was to paint something people would marvel at for centuries! Maybe I was supposed to end world hunger! Or cure cancer! And now you want me to—what—help with some replacement quest that ‘came up’ like it’s a substitute gym class?”

	“Maybe you were,” Val said quietly. “Or maybe this is the thing. The point is, we’ll never know unless you do it.”

	I swung my legs over the bed and threw my hands in the air. “Unacceptable. You barge into my bedroom in the middle of the night, eat my food, mess with my time, and drop this like it’s a minor inconvenience?”

	Camille raised his hands, voice gentle. “It's not our mission. It must belong to a human. You were suggested—we agreed to help.”

	“And if I say no?” I demanded.

	Camille glanced at Val, who only shrugged as though he’d seen this reaction a hundred times.

	“You don’t have to accept,” Camille said carefully. “But you’re… uniquely positioned. Unassigned. Unanchored.”

	“Meaning?”

	“Meaning,” Val jumped in, “nobody’s expecting anything of you. Which makes you a perfect candidate for a very specific, very inconvenient task.”

	“Inconvenient for whom, exactly?”

	Camille smiled. “Reality. Multiple ones. And we don’t know who you’ve been. But we'll figure it out if it’s that important to you.” He paused. “Though I can confidently say you were never Marilyn Monroe or Helen of Troy.”

	That snapped something into place.

	“Wait,” I said slowly, a thought forming behind my silent cursing. “If you’re really my Guardians, then you should already know who I am… right? My original mission. Guardians stay with humans throughout all their lives. Val said that.”

	Camille turned to Val and spread his arms in visible frustration. “Didn’t I ask you not to interrupt me? Now let’s see how you talk your way out of this diplomatically…”

	“I don’t see the issue,” Val shrugged. “She’s a strong girl. Look how long she’s survived on her own.”

	“Val… diplomatically.” Camille scrunched his nose. He actually snorted in disgust.

	“What?” Val asked, all innocence.

	“I am so tired of you today.”

	“Of me?” Val turned to me, undeterred. “Listen, Tess. We haven’t been your Guardians until now.”

	I blinked. “Wait… what?”

	“In this life, you didn’t have any,” he continued. “When you were reborn, someone …forgot to assign them. Bit of a clerical oversight.”

	“Another admin glitch? So everyone else gets Guardians, but not me?” My voice cracked. That stung more than I wanted to admit.

	“Don’t take it personally. This is highly unusual, not deliberate. And now you’re probably wondering what you get if you give us that one minute…”

	He leaned against the wall casually, clearly trying to change the topic.

	“When you complete the assignment, we’ll bring you back here. Same cozy bed, same wrinkled T-shirt—no time lost, except for one minute. And after that… you’ll be able to choose your own transition date.”

	“My… time of death?”

	“Well, transition. But, yes. And once you pick the date, it’s permanent. Can’t be changed.”

	“Permanent?” I narrowed my eyes. “As in, it goes into those… lost records?”

	Val laughed. “Touché. I appreciate the irony.”

	He threw a pointed look at Camille. “Some of us here didn’t even want to come back to this forsaken realm. But someone—not naming names—volunteered. The Powers know we work well on complicated assignments. So, they dragged me in, too.”

	Camille was staring at the ceiling as if it owed him a refund.

	“If I’d known you’d be so emotional…” Val’s gaze swept over me. “I might’ve declined.”

	That’s when I remembered—I was still in my sleep shirt. Wrinkled, ancient, barely decent. My cheeks flushed hot. Diving under the blanket, I grabbed my plush dog for extra comfort and sat up straighter. “You show up in the middle of the night, tell me I have no records, and expect me to what—applaud?”

	Silence hung in the air.

	Finally, I sighed. “All right, what’s this new mission?”

	“There’s this one genius—well, borderline genius—a Russian scientist,” Camille began. “He built a time machine. That alone would’ve been manageable. But by some twist of physics, it also lets him hop into other realms.”

	Val shook his head. “Wasn’t even part of the original project. Total accident. But of course, the guy had to push it. Started bringing things back from other worlds. Artifacts. Relics. Gathering power.”

	“He got… ambitious,” Camille said. “Decided he deserved a Nobel Prize. Wanted to prove the existence of different planes and intelligent life on them. So naturally, he made it his goal to capture a being from another realm. Show it off here like a science fair project.”

	I stared at them. “Let me guess. It went downhill from there.”

	“Rapidly,” Camille muttered. “Eventually, he vanished. His Guardians threw in the towel and asked to be reassigned. There was no bringing him back to the original mission, not in this lifetime.”

	“And now,” Val said, almost cheerfully, “you have to find him.”

	“And we,” Camille added, “will kick his ass and make sure he never tries it again.”

	Their faces were dead serious. No smirks. No jokes.

	This had gone from trippy dream to bureaucratic absurdity to… straight science fiction. I still couldn’t completely accept that this conversation was happening for real. The only way to see how far this hallucination would go was to play along.

	“Okay.” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I agree. I will gift you one minute of my time.”

	Both men nodded in unison as if something official had just been signed.

	⌛

	“But how are you going to find this guy?” I asked.

	“To start with, we need to transfer to a different realm,” Camille said. “According to the scientist’s former Guardians, he traveled to Geodar quite often. He enjoyed that place. Last time anyone saw him—it was there.”

	I rubbed my face, still clinging to the hope that this was only a dream. “And exactly how are we getting to this Geodar?”

	“I suppose we could use a portal your storytellers love to write about—A Door to Another World. Very on-brand, don’t you think?” Camille’s eyes swept the room: the bed, two nightstands, photos of Maxwell and me in Hawaii and Costa Rica, an open closet bulging with clothes.

	Val brushed chip crumbs off his shirt and wandered out. “Bathroom door. That’ll work!” he called back.

	Camille followed, inspected the door, and opened and closed it like a realtor assessing square footage. Then they returned.

	“When I open it next,” he announced, “we’ll walk through and appear in Geodar.” He waved his hands theatrically in the air—more flourish than function, it seemed.

	“So, are we going or what?” Val inquired.

	“No.”

	They stared at me.

	“Don’t I need to get dressed?”

	“Not really,” one of them muttered under his breath.

	“Turn around!” I snapped.

	By my command, the representatives of Light and Darkness obediently turned their backs and began studying the wall art.

	I grabbed a pair of jeans off the floor, tugged on a clean flannel from the closet, and laced up my sneakers. I was starting a new exercise routine—sneakers by the bed helped avoid excuses for skipping a morning run. Twisting my hair into a hurried ponytail, I exhaled sharply.

	“Okay,” I announced louder than necessary. “I’m ready. Let’s see how deep this rabbit hole goes.”

	Val turned first, offering a mock thumbs-up. “Excellent adventure-wear choice.”

	I rolled my eyes, trying to ignore the sudden dizziness. Stress. Just stress.

	Camille studied me with quiet concern. “Realm-crossing may be… taxing. Are you sure you’re alright?”

	Val’s humor dimmed slightly, eyes narrowing thoughtfully as he watched me. “We can slow down.”

	“I’m fine,” I insisted stubbornly, swallowing the nausea. “Just open your magic portal already.”

	The three of us stepped into the hallway.

	Camille faced the bathroom door. “Open Sesame!” he declared. Really? I thought. Bit cliché. But whatever works.

	He reached for the knob. The moment the door disappeared, my vision blurred. I rubbed my temples, fighting a sudden pounding behind my eyes.

	“Are you okay?” Camille asked softly, resting fingertips lightly on my shoulder. A flicker of worry crossed his face.

	“Told you, I’m fine,” I lied, stepping forward.

	⌛

	A breeze of liquid darkness rushed out—cool, damp, and laced with forest breath. The mirrors and sinks were gone, replaced by the silhouettes of trees swaying under cloud-smothered moonlight. Beneath my feet, fallen leaves crunched and branches cracked where the bath mat used to be.

	Somewhere to my right, an owl hooted.

	I inhaled deeply—pure forest air. So different from the synthetic, exhaust-fogged atmosphere of Denver. The smells of traffic, factories, and tired people who rarely smiled or felt. Despite Colorado’s beauty, four years in that city had weighed on me like a wet blanket.

	I’d asked Maxwell more than once if we could move to the suburbs. But he insisted on staying in the heart of downtown, where the “action” was. I wondered how he’d react if he found out I’d stepped into another reality, into a forest, with two male strangers and zero explanations.

	Camille and Val smiled at me, utterly at ease.

	“This,” I whispered, “is not Denver.”

	Camille chuckled, though his eyes studied me carefully. “Excellent deduction.”

	“Oh, great magician,” Val exclaimed, dropping to his knees and bowing to Camille with a laugh. “I’m ready to become your student.”

	I started to laugh as well. “Are you guys for real?”

	Still smiling, I stepped forward along the shadowed path, and suddenly, the forest wavered. The moonlight twisted.

	Val’s playful grin faded. “You alright there, Tessa?” he asked, all at once serious.

	My vision swayed violently. Their faces blurred, and a strange, faint buzzing filled my ears. The ground tilted.

	“I don’t feel so great,” I murmured.

	Strong arms caught me as darkness surged in, swallowing me whole.
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CHAPTER 
THREE

	 

	I dreamed outside myself that Camille lifted me into his arms, carrying me closer to the trees, and gently set me down on the grass beneath one of them. He then glanced at Val. “I don’t think it’s just a faint.” He frowned.

	“Unfortunately, I agree.” Val nodded. “Let’s have a closer look.”

	Val knelt beside me, his hands gliding above my body, from my feet to my head. As he did, tiny stars of different colors blossomed: a pale red one appeared at my pelvis, orange below my navel, yellow above my solar plexus, green over my heart, turquoise at my throat, indigo between my eyebrows, and finally, a purple star rose above the crown of my head.

	Besides their faint light, a wavering white haze surrounded me. It was unsettling to see my own body lying so still right in front of me. It just felt… wrong.

	“Damn…” Val let out a low whistle. “Is this all the energy she’s got? And even what’s left is all in shreds.”

	“Well, what did you expect? She’s been all by herself there… and no external power has fed her for over twenty years. I’m surprised that even this energy has remained after jumping realms,” Camille said slowly.

	He stepped away from the tree he was leaning against and crouched down near my head. “What are we going to do now? I’m afraid that if we move her back to her realm through a portal again, she simply won’t survive. But there’s no way she can complete her mission in this condition either…” Camille ran his fingers through his hair.

	Val got up and walked around my body and Camille, humming to himself. With a smirk, he spun on his heel to face him. “What do you mean by ‘what are we going to do’? We’re going to fix her, of course! We’ll repair her! We’ll make her stronger, faster—”

	“And you are a master repairman,” Camille interrupted him.

	“Let’s remember the good times and make up for all the lost years!” Val declared, pushing his sleeves up higher. “We got to her just in the nick of time. For the wrong reason? Perhaps. But admit it, the timing was perfect.”

	“We’ll feed her? Both of us at once? Did you leave your brain behind that door?” Camille shook his head in disbelief.

	“I don’t understand. What seems to be the problem?” Val’s brow furrowed.

	“We are not her Guardians!” Camille threw up his hands, palms up as if the answer was painfully obvious. “We don’t have the right to do this.”

	“Technically, we are her Guardians starting from today. We’d been requested to take all responsibilities as her Guardians for this particular mission. Persuasively requested, as you might recall.” Val slid his hands into his jeans pockets and rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. “Thus, we’re not breaking any rules, not doing anything illegal, but merely assisting our subject with the successful accomplishment of her assigned mission.”

	Camille sighed softly, rubbing his eyes. “Can you imagine what would happen to her if You and I attempted to fix her?” His words came slow, deliberate. “Do you, Duke, even remember the last time you were a Guardian?”

	“Do you have any other ideas, Knyaz of Light?” Val shot back.

	After a long pause, Camille finally responded, “No, I don’t. Okay, we need to draw the Circle.” 

	“Why in the world would we need it?”

	Camille raised an eyebrow. “We’re already in enough trouble, and I could really do without any more surprises today. C’mon, c’mon, don’t just stand there. Go draw.”

	I watched as Val kicked the leaves, picked up a short, sturdy tree branch, and spoke under his breath while drawing a circle in the earth around Camille, my body, me, and himself.

	“All right, everything is ready,” he said after a couple of minutes.

	Seriously? Everything? What about me? Nobody asked me if I was ready for whatever their grand scheme of fixing me was.

	“For the record, I don’t like this whole idea, Val. I really don’t like it,” Camille sighed.

	Val didn’t respond. He dropped onto the grass, stretched his legs, rubbed his hands together, and then met Camille’s gaze with a steady look.

	Camille reluctantly nodded. “Oh well, let’s begin.”

	In hushed voices, they began to chant. Val’s circle sparked into existence with a golden glow. The ancient words of their melodic chant echoed through the woods. The trees were listening attentively, swaying in the gentle breeze of the night. The last time they’d heard these words, they were merely saplings.

	Camille and Val touched the red star hovering above my hips at the same time. The surge of power emerging from beneath my feet and enveloping me in its protective shroud was welcomed. It made me feel almost invincible.

	The next thing I knew, I was gasping and involuntarily arching my back in response to a wave of immense pleasure that hit me by surprise. Apparently, my body on the ground was reacting in the same way. The tiny orange star trembled under the Guardians’ touch and shone brighter and brighter. Finally, its light burst out all over the circle. And… so did I.

	“Val, don’t overdo it!” Camille warned him in a stern voice.

	I could’ve sworn I saw a little smile forming at the corner of Val’s mouth before he lifted his head and looked straight into my eyes as if he could actually see me.

	I had no idea how long it took them to recharge my tiny yellow star—it felt like an eternity. Eventually, it soaked up what I could only describe as liquid ribbons of red and blue flames, conjured by the Guardians, and afterward, it shone brighter than ever.

	The green star above my heart went with the program with ease, responding to their touches willingly, dancing around to the beat of its own drum.

	Their work on the turquoise star sent a tickle through my non-corporeal throat, and when their hands met over the indigo one, I was overcome with a tingling delight.

	To my surprise, the purple star above the crown of my head awakened on its own, aligning its size and brilliance with the newly “fixed” ones. I let out a deep exhale, only then realizing I’d been holding my breath the entire time.

	⌛

	As they finished, looking exhausted, the skies above us melted into the hues of sunrise. The green, red, and silver leaves of the forest shimmered in its glow. It had taken the Guardians most of the night to repair me, but the result was clear: all the little stars, once pale and weak a few hours ago, now pulsed with strength and light. And a rainbow-colored aura radiated around me. My body looked so inviting that I felt myself drifting closer and closer… until, at last, I slid back into it.

	“You can call it quits—we’re done here,” Val muttered.

	Camille stood up with visible effort, bellowed a single word into the air, and then collapsed back onto the grass. Instantly, the lights above my body vanished. Val stretched out beside me, folding his hands behind his head with a long, weary exhale.

	Camille dropped by my other side, staring up at the slowly brightening sky. “I swear, if she explodes next time, it’s on you.”

	“Explodes?” Val tilted his head toward him. “That’s the technical term now?”

	“I’m too tired for metaphors.”

	“Or accountability, apparently,” Val murmured, letting his eyes close.

	The silence between them settled, companionable in a way that only those who’ve known each other through several lifetimes of trouble could manage. The forest exhaled with them, soft wind sweeping low across the clearing. And the last glimmering thread of golden light from the circle slowly sank into the earth.

	“She’s going to freak out when she remembers this,” Camille added after a beat.

	“Then let’s hope she doesn’t remember,” Val said, and for the first time that night, he sounded unsure.

	“If Val had just listened to Camille that one time, maybe things would be different. But what’s done is done. And who would argue with the Fates?” The thought came out of nowhere, strange and sudden. I wasn’t even sure if it was my own or someone else’s.

	⌛

	What seemed like a moment later, I found myself floating between the shimmer of dreams and the solid pull of waking. The sunlight pressing through my closed eyelids felt different from what I was used to—gentler, somehow. Like it came with a side of warm tea and whispered promises instead of alarm clocks and traffic.

	Then came the voice.

	“Stop it!”

	Not exactly the soothing nature sounds I was expecting.

	Propping myself up on my elbows, I turned my head to the right. Camille was lying on his back, one hand covering his left eye. For a second, I only stared, trying to figure out where I was and why I knew this man and his name. Ah, right, the so-called Guardians. The minute I gifted them. Realms crossing. Shit!

	“You elbowed me in the face,” he grumbled through a loud yawn. “And it’s not the first time!”

	“Oh. Whoops?” I smiled smugly. “So sorry. I always throw my arms around when I sleep.”

	“Not just arms…you snore too,” Camille added.

	“I do not snore!” I was appalled by this false accusation. Turning left, I spotted Val a few feet away from me.

	“You also kick. And knee people in very specific body parts,” he informed me.

	I squinted at him. “Looks like you escaped unscathed.”

	“Because I’m smart enough to move when limbs start flying. Survival instinct. Basic Guardian training,” he chuckled.

	“Well, my deepest apologies for disturbing your beauty sleep. Unlike the two of you, I rested wonderfully.” I stretched with a dramatic sigh and glanced up at the sky, peeking through the silver-purple leaves above us.

	Strangely, I was excited to be at the beginning of this insane adventure instead of freaking out at the realness of it. “How cool is it to sleep under the stars on soft grass?” I beamed. “I feel like I slept for a week—so rested, so full of energy!”

	“Yeah, and somehow, the bolts of this energy managed to hit me square in the head,” Camille murmured.

	I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on. I didn’t elbow you on purpose. You’re still alive, right? So, what exactly happened?” To my surprise, the last thing I remembered was the night forest we entered after stepping through the bathroom door of my apartment. And not much after that, except for the strange dream about my out-of-body experience, I was itching to tell them about. 

	“So… you feel good, do you?” Val asked slowly and stared at me inquisitively.

	“Not just good, I feel awesome! Though also very hungry.” I rubbed my tummy. “You still haven’t answered my question...”

	“Nothing happened,” Val said with a shrug. “You passed out like a baby the moment we crossed the portal. We moved you under this tree, thinking a solid night’s sleep would do you good.”

	“Really? Huh. Well, I had the most bizarre dream ever!” I offered.

	“Care to share?” Camille asked, his tone softer than usual.

	“Sure.” I gave them the rundown of my vividly weird dream, skipping a few details that felt too strange to say out loud.

	They listened, nodding here and there, then tried to laugh it off. “What an imagination,” Val said with a half-smile. “Maybe this inter-realm leap was a bit too exciting for you.”

	But I also noticed an exchange of glances that didn’t fit with their lighthearted reactions to my story. Like they were trying to play it cool. It occurred to me that they might be hiding something. Making a mental note to dig deeper later, I let it slide for now.

	“We might not make it to the city with her in one day… Should we stay in Espetee?” Camille said.

	“Why not? We’ll find an inn, figure out a plan, and get to Anderville later,” Val nodded in response.

	I rubbernecked, looking from one to another, listening. Espetee. Anderville. I had no clue what they were talking about, and somehow, that made it even more exciting.

	Val turned to me and held out his hand. “Get up, Tessa. Let’s move.” I took it, brushing the grass off my clothes as he helped me to my feet.

	As we wound through the forest path, the trees thinned, revealing strange patches of glowing moss and silver-streaked bits of bark that shimmered underfoot. Camille walked ahead, pushing low-hanging branches out of the way while Val stuck by my side.

	The woods smelled like a mix of honeysuckle and cinnamon, and the light filtering through the trees reminded me of stained glass inside the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona.

	“So where exactly are we?” I asked, still trying to make sense of the world I’d literally woken up in.

	“Geodar,” Camille called back over his shoulder. “Parallel to Earth. Or... more precisely, perpendicular.”

	“That makes no sense.”

	Val grinned. “Exactly.”

	⌛

	Geodar, as they explained, was a border realm, with Earth being one of its hundred-plus neighbors. Apparently, permanent portals connected the realms like cosmic 24/7 subway stations, and the University of the Keys was in charge of mapping and registering them all.

	“Summer internships must be wild. Because nothing screams ‘Score!’ better than accidentally finding a gateway to a hostile realm,” I muttered.

	Val chuckled. “They file discoveries with the House of InterRealm Relationships. Bureaucratic name, I know. But it keeps the realms from blowing each other up.”

	“Mostly,” Camille added.

	We stepped into a clearing where the trees looked almost braided together, their leaves tinted green, red, and silver. My head was spinning with all the info.

	“So... the portal in my bathroom?”

	“A temporary one,” Val said. “Only Guardians or certain artifact-wielders can make those. Oh, and our Russian scientist friend. He’s basically built a time-bending inter-realm jumping portal, which is very much not allowed.”

	“Yeah. I gathered that from the whole ‘we must stop him before he ruins existence’ vibe,” I said.

	“He could sneak an army through that thing. That’s why temporary portals are so tightly restricted. There are exceptions, of course.” Naturally, Camille refused to divulge any more information about the types of exceptions or the kinds of circumstances involved.

	He glanced at me sideways. “Only the creator and their guests can use them.”

	“Lucky me,” I murmured.

	They kept talking, but I ducked under a low-hanging branch and swatted at a glowing bug that wouldn’t stop hovering near my ear while humming a very familiar melody.

	“You’re taking this surprisingly well,” Val said, noticing my wide-eyed stare.

	“I think I’m too hungry to be freaked out,” I said. “Also? I might still be dreaming.”

	“If you are,” Camille said dryly, “you’ve got one hell of an imagination.”

	They told me about Geodar’s history as we hiked. Once, Geodar had been a punching bag for war-happy generals from neighboring realms: the kind of place soldiers trained by burning down villages for practice.

	Nobody knew how many original Geodarians were left after all that—estimates ranged from “a few” to “are we sure any survived?” Eventually, twelve blood-covered tribes gathered at a balefire meeting and selected twelve wise Elders to rule over them, hoping to figure out what the hell to do next.

	And thus began the economic miracle of the centuries.

	Geodar turned things around with tax-free trading, rent discounts for shops, and eye-catching flyers at portal entrances: Welcome, Merchants! Peaceful, profitable Geodar wants YOU.

	“In tiny print,” Val added, “all newcomers had to swear their allegiance to the Republic of Geodar. Classic.”

	“No taxes and fine print? Sounds familiar,” I quipped.

	Soon, traders flooded in. Weather? Great. Rents? Cheap. Land? Not for sale unless you were native, which caused more than a few political headaches. But Geodar flourished. Peace through prosperity and a secret stockpile of arms quietly bought from every realm by the Elders, their ruling council, over centuries. Not in “massive quantities,” no, no—only “reasonably large and completely terrifying” amounts. No one was stupid enough to invade now.

	“And the religious stuff?” I asked, sidestepping a root as big as my leg.

	Val sighed. “There’s no official religion. People can believe what they want as long as they follow the rules. Except…”

	He trailed off as we passed a small shrine built entirely out of green copper plates, stacked high against a twisted tree trunk and clanging faintly in the wind.

	“...Except for the Order of the Green Plate,” Camille finished, rolling his eyes. “Self-proclaimed prophets of a god named Ayouso. They think the world is ending.”

	“Everyone always thinks the world is ending,” Val muttered.

	Apparently, the monks marched through the capital city, banging their copper plates, yelling about the End of Days, and losing their voices in the process. Tourists loved them. Locals tolerated them.

	“I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “Green plates?”

	“They believe it's the physical representation of their god,” Val said, totally straight-faced.

	“Of course it is.” You couldn’t make this stuff up.

	“And unfortunately, we might have to listen to their performance at the Anderville Fair,” he added with a sly grin. “After all, we’re going to the city in hopes of attending its fabulous Tournament of Minstrels.”

	“Sounds awesome,” I said.

	“It’s chaos,” Camille stated. “But the professor we’re after? He’s obsessed with rare voices and rare minds. If he’s planning anything stupid, that’s where he’ll strike.”

	I took all this in while ducking under another branch, and then nearly tripping over a vine that moved when I stepped on it. Somewhere between parallel worlds, a guardian angel, and a guardian demon, I realized something both comforting and terrifying. This wasn’t a dream. And I was officially way over my head.

	⌛

	Amid my amazement and mental note-taking, a far more practical question popped into my head. So, as a polite, socially stable person I pretended to be, I raised my hand.

	“I have a question.”

	“Yes?” Camille responded.

	“Do you guys… have any money? Because I don’t.”

	Val and Camille blinked at me, puzzled. I could almost see their thoughts, slowly but surely swimming around, trying to grasp the reasoning behind my question.

	“What do we need money for?” Camille looked genuinely confused.

	“Oh, I don’t know… How about paying for an inn? And we probably need to buy more appropriate clothes and weapons too, and we must pay for food, don’t we?” I raised an eyebrow.

	“She is right, Val. And why didn’t we think about it, I wonder? Out of practice, I guess,” Camille admitted, rubbing his jaw.

	“Don’t worry, Tessa. That’s an easy problem to solve.” Val looked around and added, “Let’s get off this path.”

	“Why?” I inquired.

	“Because,” he replied with a half-smile.

	I rolled my eyes at his answer and followed him. “Oh, geez.”

	We pushed through thick underbrush, passing bushes that bore oversized oval purple fruits and tiny green flowers on chest-high, thorny stems. Eventually, we stopped beside a majestic silver-leafed tree growing near a creek. The forest was filled with happy birds, chirping and showing off their singing talents to us.

	“Here. Dig,” Val said, pointing to the ground.

	“With what exactly am I supposed to dig and why?” I wondered.

	“With your hands, and because I said so.” He wandered off, chuckling. I shook my head and gave Camille a pleading look, hoping for his explanation and help. He just shrugged.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me… So that’s how it is. I do the grunt work, and you two supervise?” I grumbled, dropped to my knees, cleared away leaves, muttering about injustice. Then I found a stick and started stabbing the dirt as if it owed me money.

	Actually, it wasn’t that hard. The soil was soft, so I worked pretty darn quickly. But Val and Camille were sitting not far away from me, talking quietly instead of helping, which was making me mad.

	⌛

	As I dug, my mind drifted, and the irritation bubbled. I thought about my job—the torturous workload, the unpaid overtime, and my smug boss with his endless happy hours and golf obsession. Then I recalled how many vacations got ruined because of my ever-present laptop and cell phone, always within his reach, no matter how far I ran. I gave his contact the Darth Vader ringtone and flinched every time the Imperial March intruded into my life.

	Sometimes I wished I’d been born into a huge fortune, so I wouldn’t have to work ever again, or that I’d lived in a different time, as a princess of course, spending my days reading, riding horses, and painting, while my servants took care of me. And here I was, in another realm, with two supernatural beings, digging in the dirt with zero help whatsoever.

	But at least for now—no cell phone, no laptop, no deadlines. Just me in the dirt. Kind of an upgrade.

	My fingers hit something soft and squishy.

	“Oh no, it’s a corpse,” I whispered, panic blooming in my throat and stopping my internal monologue. But my hands kept digging on autopilot. Instead of bones, I pulled out a dirty cloth bag.

	“Treasure! Treasure!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. And while opening the bag with my shaking hands, I realized I was right.

	Gold coins. So many of them.

	Val reappeared by my side and peered in. “I believe there are enough groks for an inn, food, clothes, weapons… even a snack or two.”

	“Okay, but how did you know this bag was hidden under this tree?” I asked, bewildered by my find.

	“I smelled it,” he said, smirking, and walked off back to Camille as if that was the most normal thing in the world.

	I added the “weird coin-sniffing powers” mystery to my growing laundry list of Guardian nonsense I wanted answers to.

	We went back to the trail once I’d washed my hands in the cool creek, but my nails were a disaster. I said nothing for the next mile—mentally plotting mild, satisfying revenge scenarios.

	Eventually, we broke out of the trees, and my jaw dropped.

	An endless meadow stretched before us, with wildflowers carpeting it in every color imaginable. Butterflies danced above them. Drops of rain still clung to the blades of grass, sparkling in the sun, and the sweet aroma of the flowers lingered in the air.

	In the distance, a little village waited. I could see brightly painted houses—that must be Espetee. Looking at the houses and imagining people living there, it occurred to me that we might have a slight problem.

	“Wait… what language do they speak here? I doubt it’s English.”

	“The official language is Geodarian, and most locals speak it unless they are from some remote tribe. Visitors have their own languages, of course, but typically know Geodarian as well, at least the basics,” Camille responded.

	“But… what if I need to talk to them, or they ask me something?”

	“You’ve been speaking Geodarian all day. What, you haven’t noticed?” Camille said matter-of-factly.

	I blinked. “What? No, I haven’t! How’s that possible?”

	“Well, Camille and I have a few tricks up our sleeves.” Val gave me a sly grin. “Just a little bit of magic… And I have a sneaky premonition that we’ll need every drop of it.”
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CHAPTER 
FOUR

	 

	On the outskirts of Espetee, we found a two-story inn with a very fitting name: “At the End.” The Guardians decided we needed to stay out of sight from the curious eyes of the villagers for a bit and booked rooms here, even though the inn clearly looked like it could use some TLC: a new coat of paint, lawn mowing, and fence repairs, at a minimum.

	When the innkeeper, a stout, elderly man wearing a beige shirt, belt, suspenders, and dark trousers, realized we were reserving three separate rooms instead of sharing one for the night, he lit up.

	“Oh, my dearest guests! Only the best rooms for you! Only the best! And a free breakfast! If you need anything, and I mean it, anything at all, give me a holler!” His hands fluttered with enthusiasm.

	As we climbed the creaky wooden staircase to the upper floor, I silently prayed its steps wouldn’t snap under our weight. The landing was carpeted in faded gray and pink, and a massive terracotta floor vase filled with dusty dry branches occupied one corner. Given how quiet the inn was, I began to suspect we might be the only visitors.

	Val took the first room. Camille slipped into the third one, motioning for me to pick the door that was between their rooms.

	“How original we are,” I muttered.

	Then I entered mine and looked around—lots of light streaming through large windows with heavy plush green curtains pulled open to the sides. In the center stood a big canopy bed—so high that I was relieved to see a small set of stairs leading up to it. A modest wardrobe leaned against the far wall, and a mirror in a dark golden frame hung beside it. The ensuite bathroom featured a massive wooden barrel for bathing, a toilet, and an oddly shaped metal sink.

	It seemed to me that this inn had once been quite prosperous, but something had drastically changed.

	My memory conveniently suggested an image of the bed-and-breakfast in Vail that Maxwell and I adored. However, the last time we visited it, a cheerful “Under new ownership!” banner greeted us. But it wasn’t great news, as we discovered after staying there for two nights. The couple, who had run it previously, retired, selling the inn to a gargantuan hotel chain, and neither the service nor the food was the same.

	⌛

	A knock on the door pulled me out of the memory. I opened it to find a pretty, slender woman standing in the corridor. She wore a long dark dress with a white apron, her hair tucked under a sky-blue bonnet. She curtsied.

	“The owner has sent me. He was wondering if you would like to take a bath after your journey,” she said, eyes downcast.

	“I’d absolutely love to.” The thought of soaking and relaxing in hot water (even if it was just in a barrel) sounded divine. “And please thank our host. That’s very kind of him.”

	I’d feel awkward just standing there, watching her haul heavy buckets of water into the barrel, so I pretended to nap. This was my chance to play the role of a princess, but ironically, it made me so uncomfortable that I nearly stood up and offered to do it myself.

	About half an hour later, I climbed into the “bathtub” and let out a happy yawn. The maid had added aromatic salts, and the water smelled pleasantly of lavender. I slowly tilted my head to the right, then to the left, relaxing my neck, and extended an arm to pick up a strawberry-scented bar of soap from the rim of the barrel.

	At first, I was purring like a cat. Then I started humming under my breath, and then—full voice. I’d just reached the peak-Miley moment of my imaginary power ballad when the bathroom door flew open and my Guardians burst in.  Startled, I let out a loud shriek.

	The servant girl and the innkeeper also hurried in, and my bathroom suddenly felt packed. Everyone looked deeply concerned—except for me, who was busy trying to cover myself with my arms, all the while cursing them like a sailor. The only civil words in my entire tirade were “Get out!”. After what seemed like a small eternity, they finally left.

	I got out of the barrel, wrapped in a thin white towel, and peeked into the bedroom. Aha! Not everyone had fled. My Guardians were sitting calmly on the bed, looking completely unfazed, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

	“Are you okay?” Val asked, throwing me a sympathetic glance.

	“Why wouldn’t I be? And why have you entered my room again without an invitation? This is becoming a nasty habit of yours!” I glared at them both.

	Camille shifted uneasily on the bed. “But you screamed…”

	“I sang!”

	There was a long pause. Then the room erupted in hysterical laughter.

	“You know, I should be offended by this behavior.” I tried to sound stern, but the corners of my mouth twitched, threatening to form a smile against my will.

	Still wiping tears from their eyes and chuckling, they jumped off the bed and headed for the door.

	Camille barely managed to say, “We’ll be waiting for you downstairs for dinner,” through his snickers.

	“Fine! Now get out!” I ran to the bed, grabbed a pillow, and hurled it at them as they slipped out.

	As soon as the door closed, the laughter continued in the hallway.

	I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. I was singing to myself, not for anyone else’s enjoyment. And not that bad either… I think.” While my pride might have suffered a small blow, I was hungry. So I swallowed it, got dressed, and marched downstairs.

	⌛

	Camille and Val were sitting at a corner table. In front of them—a collection of bowls and plates, all smelling so delicious that my stomach let out a triumphant growl. The original idea of finding a seat farther away from them, but then waiting for my food to arrive, quickly vanished without a trace.

	I took an empty chair at the Guardians’ table with what I hoped passed for dignity and silently began to pile food onto my plate: little boiled potatoes sprinkled with fresh dill, a chicken drumstick with crispy skin, pickled tomatoes, and bell peppers.

	“Do I see fried fish? Come to my plate now.” That wasn’t me speaking—it was my stomach growling again. Everything looked so tasty, and I was so hungry, but I kept my face cold and aloof, trying not to show how much.

	“Forgive us, Tessa. We didn’t mean to offend you,” Val said, making puppy eyes. As if… I kept chewing, staring into the distance, and pretending not to hear.

	Camille smiled gently. “You have a surprisingly strong voice. Operatic. In a… primal sort of way.”

	Fork paused midway to my mouth, I responded, “Is this a compliment or a diagnosis?”

	“Why not both?” Val chimed in, chewing thoughtfully.

	“Stop helping.” Camille glared at Val and added with a sigh, “We also wanted to invite you to a local nightclub…”

	“It’d definitely be much more interesting than sitting in your room alone and pouting,” Val said.

	“Fine!” I didn’t want to miss the chance to explore this new realm. Then I frowned. “But if you keep making fun of me, I promise to make
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