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 Chapter
One

The Door in the Middle of the
Sky

Maya

The forest was closing in on us. The Jakala Troopers
were still far enough behind us that we couldn't hear their
footsteps in the otherwise silent wood, but we knew they were
there. They had been following us for days now, ever since we
passed through the front door of The Citadel, the massive fortress
that was the emperor's home. If they caught up to us, they would
kill us.

Even worse, they might not kill us. We were already
so close to the emperor's own court that they might decide to make
a present of us to the emperor himself. I'd shudder at the things
he might come up with to do to us. As they say, you can only die
once, but you'd be surprised what you can live through. While I
never had anything against the man before, I was still palling
around with three women hell bent on killing him.

As we ran through the woods, the twins, Tina and
Serena, bounced from trunk to limb to root as if they were running
down the track at my high school. I mostly wrote this off as being
another quirk of their relationship to their goddess, the Great
Tree. Some blessing of the goddess must have kept their footsteps
light and silent, while Heather's and mine were loud enough for the
four of us. Every few feet, I'd slip on a spot of mud, left over
from the torrential rain of the past day, or trip on the many roots
that started clinging to my feet as soon as the troopers entered
the forest. It seemed like the whole world was working against us,
trying to make it impossible for us to get away.

Granted, it wasn't exactly like we were trying to get
away. We were trying to get towards. The emperor had been
terrorizing the land of Fandor for years now and soon would have
the entire realm under his thumb. That isn't enough for him,
though. Even as we ran towards him, he had soldiers working their
way through our neighbors' lands, Norenia to the north and even the
wild lands to the south. By the time he's done, there won't be
anywhere in the world of Desparia that won't be under his
control.

"The door," Tina shouted back to us. "I can see the
door ahead of us. We're almost there."

I would have given out a sigh of relief if I could
catch my breath long enough to do so. Instead, with the twins
picking up speed in front of us, I had to save what breath I could
manage while trying not to break anything on my many stumbles to
the ground.

 


As I tripped on another root, the bell rang, jarring
me out of my daydream and back to reality. Instead of falling on
the forest ground, I face planted on the floor next to my desk. As
was typical for those few moments that I am stuck in reality while
at school, I was surrounded by the laughing faces and pointing
fingers of my classmates. In a hurry, I quickly grabbed up my
books, clutching them to my chest as I ran from the room.

The laughter quickly faded as I made my way into the
hallway. I stood there, just outside the door to the classroom,
trying to reorient myself to this world. A quick glance around
reminded me that I had been in Mrs. Dansworth's English class, or
at least my body was. The image of the forest was still fading from
behind my eyelids, trying to call me back. I shook my head, trying
to remember my schedule. Even though the school year was almost
over, I still had issues remembering where I needed to go next.

"Out of the way, Weirdo," someone said behind me.
They nudged my backpack off to the side as they pushed past. I
overbalanced, my stuffed bag too heavy for me to carry in the
customary one shoulder style of the rest of the students. Once
again, I found myself on the floor, surrounded by more laughter. I
could feel my face getting red with embarrassment as I darted for
the girl's bathroom, just across the hall.

As I entered, a gaggle of girls followed behind me. I
ducked off to the side, curling in on myself, preparing for another
barrage of name calling and general teasing. Instead, the girls
headed for the sinks, talking animatedly to themselves. Tuning out
their conversation, I made for the first stall, not bothering to
check if it was occupied. I barreled into the locked door, bouncing
back onto the floor. "Oh, nice one," I whispered to myself.
Fortunately, the girls at the sink, and even the one in the stall,
were all far too busy to notice my third face plant in less than a
minute. I got up and made for the third stall, the handicap stall,
whose door was hanging open.

After closing and locking the door, I pulled out my
schedule, a much-abused piece of paper that I had been referring to
way too often for June. A quick glance at it reminded me that
English was my last period of the day. I gave out a great sigh as I
sat down on the commode, trying to regain what little composure I
tended to manage in this world. That only lasted for the few
seconds it took for me to remember that I still needed to get to my
locker before going out to the buses. Worse than that, my bus had a
tendency to leave without me. Ever since I fell on the bus driver
back in January, pouring both my half full cup of hot chocolate and
the large quantity of snow that my fellow bus stop patrons had been
hurling at me onto her lap.

I glanced at my watch, a crappy analog watch with a
picture of a cookie in the middle that my mother insisted I wear
everywhere I go. When she gave it to me for my eleventh birthday,
five years ago, she had hoped it would help me get to places on
time. That would only work if I remembered to wind it. Which I
didn't. In fact, my watch was saying it was a little before noon
right now, which couldn't be right. I cursed silently to myself as
I crept out of the stall, past the gossiping girls, around another
girl as she stepped out of the stall that I had tried to enter a
moment ago, and out the door. Laughs followed me until the door
swung shut.

The fast-flowing river of students trying to get out
of school quickly swept me up. As usual, I hugged the books I had
used in the last period as I hunched down, trying to make myself as
invisible as possible and counting my steps in a vain attempt to
stay calm. My locker was near the front of the school, right next
to the entrance. I just followed the flow, knowing it would take me
there.

However, when I tried to stop at my locker, I was
still in the middle of the flow. The students walking behind me
barreled into me, knocking me to the ground once again. I should
have gotten mad, but this was a normal occurrence for me. Also,
it's me. I don't usually get mad. Or even, for that matter.
Usually, I just make other people mad at me.

"Hey, watch where you're going," snapped a voice
behind me. An all too familiar voice.

"Oh, no," I thought to myself. "Not her.
Anyone but her."

As I got up off the floor, I was instantly pushed,
face first, into my locker. After a few seconds of having my face
smushed against the metal, I was spun around to face my attacker.
Janice Gendry, the biggest girl in school, was pushing my chest
against the wall. My feet were swinging an inch off the floor.
Janice had been quite an inspiration for me over the years.
Whenever my journeys in Desparia took me through a troll or ogre
infested area, they all seemed to have her face. She had been my
own personal bully since I made the mistake of laughing when she
announced, very loudly and very proudly, that she had managed to
make the football team. It wasn't like she didn't have it out for
me before that, but it got so much worse after. She even went so
far as insisting that I come to her first game and cheer every time
that she tackled someone.

"How many times have I told you not to get in my way,
Little Stuff," she said, using her usual nickname for me. I wasn't
quite sure where it came from, but she started calling me that soon
after that first game.

The other students were smart enough to give us a
wide berth as they continued their endless stream for the door. A
few of them spared me some darted glances, even a few looks of
sympathy, but no one moved to help. This didn't surprise me in the
least. The entire student body had been quite content in ignoring
my presence as much as possible for most of the past five years.
Ever since before I had started daydreaming my adventures in
Desparia. It was one of the leading reasons why I felt the need to
disappear into a world that didn't exist.

"I'm sorry, was I supposed to count?" I thought to
myself. I wondered just how many times I had been pushed around by
the large ogre before me. Out loud, all I said was a whispered, "I
don't know."

"Too many," she shouted. With her face right in front
of mine, her spittle flew into my eyes, momentarily blinding
me.

She pulled me away from the lockers and pushed me
forward. I still couldn't see where we were going, so I was a bit
surprised when I tripped my way down a flight of stairs. A flick of
her wrists unbalanced me again and I tumbled down into the front
lawn of the school. A group was starting to form a circle around
us, students eager to see a proper fight. They weren't likely to
see one involving me.

My English books, soon forgotten, ended up in a
puddle of mud near the steps. Janice clenched her fists in front of
her, getting ready to throw the first, and what would most likely
be the last, punch of the fight. Unless she continued to punch me
long after I crumpled to the ground. It wouldn't be the first time.
Cheers of "fight, fight, fight," sprang up around the gathered
crowd. I looked around at the faces surrounding me, hoping to find
some ally. A teacher or someone likely to call one in to rescue me.
None of either were in view. Not that I would recognize many of the
latter if there were.

I turned back to Janice, planting my feet, though
that was more from the mud clinging to them than any actual
strength on my part. I wished once again that I could remember any
of the fighting skills I've learned during the many daydreams of my
adventures in Desparia. It wasn't like I was much of a fighter
there either, but I was usually able to dance around my adversaries
long enough to get a good jab of my dagger into their back or knock
them over the head with my club. In reality, though, I'd be lucky
not to trip over my own feet if I tried. Instead, all I had was the
duck and cover method I usually resorted to in these instances.

I was about to do just that, to dive onto the ground
and cover my more sensitive areas, when the cheers from the crowd
died down. "Oh, thank god," I thought. "A teacher." But, as the
crowd gradually drifted away from the prospective fight, they
didn't head off to wherever it was they had been going before.
Instead, they started congregating around another location. I
figured they must have found a more promising fight than the
one-sided one about to befall me. Janice headed over to the new
circle, pushing her way easily through the crowd for the best view.
I followed her at a safe distance, slipping through the already
parted crowd before it reformed. I was trying to see if the new
target would need a Good Samaritan like I had. Instead, I found the
most bizarre sight I had ever laid eyes on... at least in this
world.

At the center of the crowd was a green, wooden door.
It hovered in the air, several inches above the asphalt of the road
and a good ways in front of the buses. There was nothing holding it
there, supporting it where it floated. No sign of where it had come
from or why it was there. Or how it was there. As I approached it,
I felt a familiar vibration in the air coming from it. A vibration
I never thought to feel outside of my own daydreams.

The crowd stared on, in complete silence, as the door
opened in front of us. No one had touched it, suggesting that
someone on the other side had opened it. The door blocked my view
of the space it had occupied, so I was one of the last to see the
three figures step out of it. As they made their way around the
door, I recognized them immediately.

"Tina? Serena? Heather?" I shouted.

"Maya!!!" the twins both gasped in relief. The two of
them came towards me. Tina dropped her staff in the process as they
both reached out to hug me. Pinned by the twins in front of me, I
was stuck there, forced to watch as Heather reached behind her
towards the door.

"No!" I shouted, trying to extricate myself from the
twins. "Don't close the..." I started as the door swung closed,
"... door."

I stood there, watching in horror, as the door
disappeared.


 Chapter
Two

The Birth

Sixteen Years Ago, on
Desparia

Rita

Rita was huge. She knew it, the whole town knew it.
But her husband, Sam, still insisted she was nothing but beautiful.
All he saw was beauty, because she was carrying his child.

She had trouble sleeping the whole night through ever
since she got pregnant. In fact, her sleeping issues were the first
sign she had that she was pregnant. So, as usual, she was wide
awake in the middle of the night. A candle burned low next to the
bed as she read by its light. Sam was sleeping heavily beside her,
though she knew he would wake at a moment's notice if the need
arose.

"Ah," she said with a start. Her book fell to the bed
beside her as she clutched at her belly. Sam stirred but went back
to sleep. "Hush, little one," she cooed to the child that had just
kicked her. "You'll see the world soon enough. Patience is a virtue
that your father is dying to teach you."

Sam was indeed looking forward to teaching his child,
about a lot of things, not just patience. He was a ranger, a
protector of the wild. Dedicated to serving his goddess, the Great
Tree, in all things that she needed from him. When he found out
that Rita was pregnant, he went out into the middle of the forest
that surrounded their home and told the trees of the great news.
One tree, an ancient tree that had recently succumbed to a blight,
toppled over in front of him after he had called out to it. When it
fell, the wood shattered, leaving behind a large crib, fully formed
and perfectly constructed.

Rita had been amazed at the craftsmanship of the
crib, but insisted that Sam must have carved it himself, despite
his declarations of the goddess's hand at work. "Why would the
goddess have made the crib so large?" she had asked during one of
their many arguments on the subject. "We had to knock out the door
just to get it inside. Either the goddess needs to learn some basic
concepts of architecture, and I would be happy to provide some
instructions for her if that were the case, or she had no hand in
making it."

The baby kicked her again, waking her from her
nostalgia. At times, it seemed her baby had more than two feet,
kicking her in several places at once. That night, it felt like it
was coming from all over. For the first time, though, it seemed
like her stomach was kicking back.

"Ah," she cried again, this time louder. Sam
immediately woke up, jumping to his feet and grabbing the two long
swords he kept hanging from the bedpost. The swords were out of
their scabbards before he fully woke up. "I don't think you want to
cut the baby out of me," she said, as he looked between his ready
swords and his wife. "Though, if it does come to that, I hope
you'll use something less likely to kill the baby in the
process."

"I'm... sorry.... Is it time?" he asked, as he put
the swords away.

"I don't... ah," she cried out, grasping her stomach
again as another contraction hit. A wetness spread across their
sheets as her water broke. "I guess it is."

"But it's early," he said. "It's only been eight
months."

"Maybe I got the math wrong," she said. "You know me
and math have never gotten along. Besides, I'm huge. Do you really
think I can get much bigger without falling over? Or breaking
something?"

"Huge? Nonsense. You're beautiful."

"Right. Whatever you say, husband. But I think you
might want to go get the midwife. She's been waiting for this for a
while now."

"Midwife... yes..." he said as if still half asleep,
though the panic in his eyes was plain to see. He ran out the door
to their room, his footsteps echoing down the hall before they
seemed to stop unexpectedly. Sam was capable of running full out
without making a sound, so Rita thought nothing of this until he
walked back into the room. He grabbed up his swords, strapping the
belt around his waist, before heading back out of the room. Even on
the edge of the village of Tenterbury, their home for the better
part of five years, Sam never left their house without his swords
in place. Not since finding out that he was going to be a
father.

Sam was gone for almost a minute before coming back
into the room. "Forget something?" Rita asked into the blank face
plastered on her husband. Sam simply shook his head as he started
getting dressed. It wasn't until then that Rita had noticed he was
still naked from bed. He shrugged as he headed back out... only to
return a few seconds later. "What did you forget this time?" she
asked again.

"Only this," he said. He came over to her, kissing
her full on the lips. "I'll be right back, love."

"Ah," she cried as another contraction hit. "Hurry,"
she said, through clenched teeth, as the worst of it subsided. He
was already gone before she opened her eyes.

It felt like an eternity while he was gone. Rita
spent the first few minutes trying to keep her mind occupied, when
she wasn't hunched up on herself, screaming through another
contraction. She pulled out the plans she had been working on
recently, designs for a large complex that the new lord of Vernala
had requested from her. Rita was the best architect in the land,
and everyone knew it. Normally, she would have held off on doing
the work. She barely knew the man and the complex he wanted built
had some of the heaviest fortification anyone has ever been asked
to design. But with the little one soon on the way, they needed the
money. The builders and stonemasons of the area could use the work
the job would require as well. Not to mention the challenge that
was involved in designing a structure whose walls would dwarf those
of the towers of the city right next to it without it threatening
to fall on those towers.

The work kept her mind off her situation, but not for
long. Three sets of contractions after Sam had left and she
couldn't concentrate on anything but the pain. She tried pacing
between contractions, but that just made her more anxious. "Where
is he?" she kept asking herself. But since she didn't know the
answer, she didn't give it.

"I'm here," came a response from the front room as
the door slammed. "I'm here. So is the midwife."

Sam came walking into the room, the midwife not far
behind. Rita ran towards her husband but didn't get halfway across
the room before another contraction hit her. She fell to the floor,
clutching her stomach.

"Something's wrong," the midwife said.

Rita had always thought that Sharina was a bit odd
for a midwife. Most midwives were... well... human. Sharina was an
elf. Rumor had it that she had wanted to be a midwife but, since
her people didn't give birth often enough for her to get decent
work, she headed out to the human lands. Despite being far from
home for years, she kept her thick accent, a mark of her heritage
much stronger than her diminutive stature and pointed ears. She
wasn't as short as some of the shortest humans and she kept her
long, blonde hair over her ears. But her accent betrayed her.

Sam and Sharina helped Rita back into bed. Rita was
starting to sweat, despite the cold night air. Sam tried to wipe
her brow, using the sheet beneath her. Mostly he just stood there,
at a loss for something to do.

"Get some clean towels," Sharina ordered as Sam
fidgeted there. "Then... uh... boil some water."

"Right," Sam said, nodding as if he knew what he was
doing. Rita knew it would help to have him focused on a task, no
matter how important, or insignificant, that task turned out to
truly be. Sam nodded again, wiping Rita's brow one last time,
before leaving the room.

"What's wrong?" Rita asked after Sam left. "What's
wrong with my baby?"

"It's coming too early," Sharina said, as she helped
position Rita for delivery. "I just have this feeling that
something is wrong here."

"Is that one of your elven abilities?" Rita asked.
She was in too much pain for proper tact.

"If that makes you feel better, then yes. Well,
you're definitely in labor. Everything is dilating properly."
Without much warning, Sharina reached up there, feeling around
inside Rita's birth canal. It was a weird feeling for Rita, having
someone up there other than Sam. "It's almost time. I'm going to
have you push in a moment."

It was a long labor. Rita screamed herself hoarse as
she pushed out her baby. Sam had brought in the towels early on and
spent a few seconds wiping her brow. But as she let out another
scream, her hand grabbed his and squeezed with all her might. This
was a lot more than her small form would suggest. Suddenly, all he
wanted was to get back to boiling that water. "I... gotta..." he
said after the contraction passed. His face was almost as pale as
hers was.

"Yes, yes, go," Sharina muttered, waving him off. The
bedroom door slammed loudly behind him. Rita stared at it, wishing
Sam had stayed, glad he had left, before it was time to push
again.

"Why do people do this to themselves?" Rita asked
after another wave. "Why do people get pregnant?"

"Oh, it's not so bad," Sharina said. "I've seen
harder births than this one."

"Harder?" Rita spat back. "I don't know how anyone
would survive a harder birth than this."

"We're almost there, just one last push."

Rita gritted her teeth as she screamed through
another push. When the baby started crying, so did she, her tears
mingling with the sweat that flowed freely down her face. "What is
it?" she gasped.

"It's a girl," Sharina said, as she wrapped the baby
in one of the towels. "A beautiful baby girl. But I'm afraid, she's
only human." She placed the child in Rita's arms and the new mother
held her close.

"Hello there, Serena," Rita cooed to the child.

Her daughter was so small, much smaller than she had
been expecting. She had seen babies often and none were this small.
And yet, all she saw when she looked at her daughter was
perfection. The beautiful blue eyes looked around at the world,
taking it all in for the first time. Rita cradled Serena's head in
her hand. The baby's entire body took up little more room than her
one arm. There was a light fuzz already forming on her head. The
fuzz glimmered in the candlelight.

"Welcome to the world, my darling daughter. Sam," she
called towards her husband in the other room. "Come meet your..."
she broke off as another contraction hit her.

"Sam, get in here," Sharina called, as she took the
baby back from Rita.

"What?" Sam asked, as he darted into the room. He was
holding a kettle, fresh steam flowing out the spout. He looked
between his wife, screaming through another contraction, and the
baby in Sharina's hand, screaming her little head off. "Is
that...?"

"Hold Serena," Sharina said. She thrust the baby into
his arms. He juggled the kettle a bit before setting it on the
floor. Immediately, he was in awe of his daughter. "You might want
to leave the room again," Sharina said, reminding Sam that they
weren't finished.

"Right." Sam nodded his agreement before heading back
outside, taking Serena with him.

"Wait," Rita said. She held her hands out towards her
daughter, but she didn't have much strength left in her voice and
she was screaming again soon after.

"You're going to need to push for me again," Sharina
said.

"But..." Rita began.

"No buts. Push."

Rita pushed until she passed out. Soon after, though
she wasn't sure how long, she was shaken awake. "What?" she asked,
still half out of it. She looked around the room. At Sam, who was
standing over her on her left holding Serena. Then at Sharina on
her left... holding another baby.

"Meet your other daughter," Sharina said, as she
passed the baby girl to her.

"Twins?" Rita asked, surprised. "Twin girls? But we
don't..."

"I'm thinking Tina," Sam said. "It was on our list,
and they're identical, just like our daughters."

"I like it," Rita said, nodding. "Serena and
Tina."

Sam sat down on the bed next to his wife, trying not
to drop Serena in the process. "I guess this explains why the crib
was so big," he joked. "The goddess knew we'd need the extra
space."

Rita smiled at that thought. "She could have told us
at least."

"Where would the fun be in that?" Sam asked. He knew
full well how the goddess loved to keep people in the dark.


 Chapter
Three

Welcome to Earth

 


Maya

 


"We were so worried," Tina said. She was still
clinging to me, in the middle of the road outside the school,
despite my attempts to get her off. Serena stood there, equally
oblivious.

"Yea, when I turned around, you just vanished in
front of my eyes. How did you do that exactly?" Heather asked.
"Even I have trouble with invisibility spells that actually work
during the day."

"And then to find you already over here," Serena
continued. "And we thought you were losing your touch."

"Woah, okay, hold on a second," I said, finally
succeeding in shaking off the twins. "How did you guys even get
here?"

"What do you mean?" Tina asked. She laughed, as if
she thought it a joke. "We just went through the fourth door of The
Citadel. This is where it led us." She looked behind her at where
the door used to be. "Wait, where's the door?"

"For that matter, where is the wall... er walls?"
Serena asked. She looked around, just as confused as her sister.
"Where the heck are we?"

"Earth," I said, feeling more confused than
before.

"Oh, come on," Heather spat. "Of course this isn't
earth."

"You've heard of Earth? Wait, what do you mean this
isn't Earth?"

"Well, it can't be earth. If this was earth, we
wouldn't be able to breath. Earth only has earth in it. That's why
they call it earth."

I stared at her, a confused look stuck on my face,
for the longest time before something clicked into place. "The
planet is called Earth," I said. "I'm not quite sure what you were
thinking of."

"Oh. Really? Wow, that's not really all that
creative, is it?"

"And Desparia is? It sounds like a rather depressing
place if you ask me." I tried not to mention that I had come up
with the name, back when I was eleven... Or, at least, I thought I
did.

"Yes, that's kind of the point," Tina said. "That way
demons won't want to come there."

"What?" I asked.

"Well, you don't see any demons there, do you?"
Heather asked. "That's proof that it works."

"Or that demons don't exist," I said. "There aren't
any demons on Earth either."

"That you know of," Serena said.

"Look, there's no such things as demons," I said.

"Sure, there are," Heather said. "My master had dealt
with them. Besides, with everything we've seen over the past couple
of days, can you really say anything doesn't exist? I mean that
shadow monster existed."

"Okay, I'll give you that. But are demon invasions
that much of a concern, that you would name your world Desparia to
keep them away?" I asked.

"Have you met any demons?" Heather asked. "If you
had, you'd know it's a big deal. They're horrid."

"What's going on here," someone called from behind
us, reminding me of our audience. The principal's hulking form was
easily seen over the heads of the crowd. The other students quickly
broke away, heading for the buses, their homes, the few cars in the
student parking lot, and the fewer cars of waiting parents. This
left my friends and I alone with the principal. Mr. Gerandy was
wearing a slick, black suit, his dress shirt a dark navy blue. It
was one of many similar suits that he would wear constantly
throughout the year, and the main source of my inspiration for the
flat black leather uniform of the trooper corps that plagued my
daydream world.

Serena reacted immediately upon seeing him. She drew
her sword and stood between Tina, Heather, and I and the oncoming
principal. "Who are you?" she asked, her sword pointed at Mr.
Gerandy. "Is this some new uniform for the troopers? Do you work
directly for the emperor?"

"Serena," I shouted. I pushed past them, trying to
get between her and the principal. "Put the sword away."

"Ms. San Lukas, please inform your... friend of the
school's rules on weapons. She's lucky she is standing in the
street and, technically, not on school property or I would be
calling the police right now."

"The police, ha," Serena laughed. "Is that what you
call them?"

"Serena," I shouted again. "We're not in Fandor
anymore. The emperor has no control here. The sword is only going
to get us all in trouble. Put it away."

"Yes, Serena," Heather said, agreeing with me. She
came up behind Serena and put her hand on her sword arm, pushing
the sword towards its scabbard. "We have enough trouble as it is
without causing any more."

"Ms. San Lukas, I will need to speak with you before
you leave for the day. Your friends can wait here." He eyed
Serena's sword, which was still out though pointed at the
ground.

"Uh, Mr. Gerandy, I'm gonna miss my bus."

"Oh, nonsense. The bus driver will wait the two
minutes for you."

"Uh, no she won't." But my words fell on deaf ears as
he led the way back to the school. "Just... stay here," I said to
my friends, as I reluctantly followed the principal.

I was expecting him to lead me to his office, a place
I've visited on many occasions. Usually, I got sent there for
"daydreaming" in class. Personally, I prefer the term adventuring,
but it's not like any of the teachers can see inside my mind.
Though, now that I had the evidence in my friends, perhaps I could
get away with that excuse from time to time.

A few times I had been sent to his office as fallout
from one of the many bullying sessions that I had been the target
of. Those were worse. I'd sit there, explaining how Janice, the
usual perpetrator of my torture, was the real culprit and that I
was wrongfully accused. Those sessions never went over the way they
should. After all, Janice has "personally" led the school to back
to back championships.

So, I was a bit shocked when, instead of heading back
into the school, the principal headed over to an area next to the
stairs that led to the entrance. Over there was a puddle with two
yellow objects half covered in the mud. When it registered in my
brain what I was looking at, my face fell. Yup, it was going to be
one of those conversations.

"Destruction of school property," he said, as he
pointed to my English books and shook his head. "When will it end
with you, San Lukas? Let me guess, Janice 'tossed' them in
there."

"No," I said, my face cold. "They just went flying
when she pushed me down over there." I pointed in the direction of
where the fight would have been, had my friends not shown up. I
really don't know why I bother trying to explain these things to
him, especially when I know exactly what the outcome would be. But
I always felt like not telling him would be like keeping a secret
for Janice's sake. Secrets are a plague on society, and I had
already been keeping too many when not explaining my daydreaming
habits.

"Ms. San Lukas, when will you start taking
responsibility for your own actions?"

"When it's my actions that are getting me in
trouble," I shouted, trying to stem the flow of tears that already
threatened to spill over.

"Shouting at the principal, Ms. San Lukas. How is
that for an action of yours?"

"Sorry, Mr. Gerandy," I mumbled, looking down at my
mud-covered shoes. I would have said something about the mud that
was caked into my jeans and shirt, but I knew he would have just
written that off on my own general clumsiness. It was his go to
explanation for every time Janice pushed me into anything.

"Now, I will expect your parents to cover the cost of
replacing those books."

"Yes, Mr. Gerandy," I mumbled, not bothering to
correct his use of the plural.

"Good. Now, pick them up. It's not the grounds
keeper's job to pick up discarded books." With that, he turned and
went back inside the school, no doubt to ruin some other kid's
day.

I went over to the mud puddle and waded in a few
paces. I was already so covered with mud that it didn't seem like
it would make much of a difference. Either way, I'd be taking a
long hot shower when I got home. As I tossed the books in the
trash, the buses started pulling away from the curb, mine along
with them.

"Yup, that figures," I said, as I returned to my
friends. They had decided to head out further into the street to
let the buses pass. "You really shouldn't stand in the middle of
the road like that."

"What... were those things?" Heather asked. As she
pointed at the departing buses, she sounded almost admiring.

"They're called buses. It's short for something, but
I have no clue what that is. Anyway, they're like really long
horseless carriages."

"So not weirdly shaped dragons?" Tina asked. She
sounded disappointed.

"Pay up," Serena said. She held out her hand to Tina,
who reluctantly handed over a few copper coins to her sister.

Screeching tires announced the arrival of those few
students that managed to get parking spots on campus. The lead car
was a red Mustang, which stopped only inches away from Serena. When
the student honked at us to get out of the way, Serena lifted up
her sword and was about to plunge it into the hood of the
Mustang.

"Woah, woah, woah," I said. I grabbed her arms and
started pulling her across the road to the park across the street
from the school. "That's a car and I don't think that kid would
appreciate you skewering his engine."

"How do they work?" Heather asked. There was an awed
tone in her voice. "I'd love to see a copy of the spell for
that."

"It doesn't work on magic, Heather," I tried to
explain. "It... actually, I'm not quite sure how it works. You just
put gas in one end and the thing moves where you tell it to
go."

The twins laughed at that. "Gas?" Tina asked.

"Gasoline," I said, rolling my eyes. "It has nothing
to do with bodily functions."

"Aw," Serena said, sounding disappointed by that.

"But they're safe?" Heather asked. "From the way that
one was sounding, I'd expect them to blow up any second."

"They can do that at times, when they're damaged. As
long as they are working properly, though, they're as safe as the
driver can make them."

"So, the driver supplies the magic?" Heather
asked.

"No, Heather, there's no magic involved. In fact,
there's no magic anywhere in this world at all."

"Well, nonsense," Heather said. "How can a world
exist without magic? Magic makes the world go round. Everything is
interconnected through magic."

"Maybe it's like that on Desparia. It isn't like that
here. The world has found a balance without needing magic."

"But still, there has to be magic here somewhere.
Watch."

She drew her hands up in front of her chest, closed
her eyes, and concentrated as she twiddled her fingers in front of
her a bit. There was no familiar humming sensation in the air, and
when she threw her hands out in front of her, nothing happened.

"Uh, alright that was weird. Let me try that
again."

"You'll get the same result," I said. "Like I told
you, there's no magic here."

"That's not good," Tina said, as she watched Heather
try, and fail, to cast another spell. "How are we going to get back
without magic?"

"I still don't know how you got here in the first
place," I said.

"Uh, you guys, can we maybe not do this here?" Serena
said. "Those people over there are staring at us."

I looked to where Serena was pointing. On the other
side of the park was the municipal building, where they have the
town courthouse and police station. The park was large enough that
it never became an issue that it was so close to the school. There
were several people milling about in front of the building, though
I couldn't make out where it was that they were staring. "How can
you even see that?" I asked.

"She was given the gift of eagle's sight by our
goddess," Tina said, a worshiping tone clear in her voice.

"Well, I'm pretty sure none of them can actually see
us," I assured her.

"Then why are they staring at us?" Serena asked.
"Either way, I'd feel more comfortable away from this... place."
She gestured towards the park as if it offended her in some
way.

"Wow, I would have thought you'd like this area. It's
kind of the closest thing we have to nature within the town
border."

"This isn't nature," she said, a disgusted tone
entering her voice. "Nature is not this orderly. It reeks of effort
and is not what the goddess planned at all."

"Alright, alright. We should head to my house anyway.
Of course, my bus left without me so we're going to have to walk
it."

"Good," Heather said with relief. "I don't really
trust those exploding things anyway." This surprised me a little,
as Heather was the queen of explosions. At least, with her
magic.

"It's a bit of a walk though," I said.

"How far? Ten? Twenty miles?"

"Uh... three actually." The three of them just stared
at me, like they were missing the punchline of a joke.

"Maya, we've walked over thirty miles in the past two
days. I think we can manage three more." Tina just shook her head
as she started twirling around her staff.

"Yea, Maya," Heather said. "I'm really starting to
worry about you."

"I'm not," Serena admitted. "She's always looked
extremely lazy to me, even for a thief."


 Chapter
Four

Best Laid Plans

Sixteen Years Ago, on
Desparia

Rita

The Montegras were busy for several months after that
night. They had their hands more than full with their two beautiful
daughters. Though the two looked almost completely alike, that was
where their similarities ended. When one was full, the other was
hungry. Once one was changed, the other dirtied their diaper. They
would never fall asleep at the same time, and never woke up
together. Tina was more of a morning person like her dad while
Serena tended to sleep in like Rita. The two parents were at a
complete loss of how to manage them as they ran from one twin to
the other. And yet, neither of them regretted a moment of it.

Despite their small size, the girls grew as any
children would. Sharina insisted that their small size at birth was
only due to their early arrival and nothing that was actually wrong
with them. This assurance didn't stop either of them from worrying
about their daughters. Doting on their every need. Jumping at their
every cry. No two babies were ever as cared for as those two girls.
They had their parents wrapped around their little fingers before
either could even so much as talk.

At first, the babies got in the way of Rita's work.
The plans for the Lord of Vernala collected dust in the corner. But
Lord Jakala was not a patient man. The plans for his fortress were
due six months after the babies were born and they were nowhere
near being done by that time. Lord Jakala showed up on their
doorstep that very day. He didn't want to wait for her to show up
at his estate in Vernala to present the plans, as they had
previously arranged. He wasn't pleased to see how little work had
been done.

"I understand the demands of newborns," he said. He
was standing in their kitchen as he looked down at the
half-completed plans. Rita was nursing Serena. The heavy bags under
her eyes showed her lack of sleep. He simply stared at her, not
diverting his eyes in the least, despite Rita's breast being out in
the open. "I have two little ones myself, both coming on the same
day as yours did. Except that was right after I put down that siege
that plagued the entire area. You probably remember that part. And
I still managed to unite three lands within the months following.
That was only a couple of years ago, in fact. Soon before I had
ordered these plans to be made. You assured me that they would be
done in time. The groundbreaking is just around the corner."

"I am sorry my lord," Rita begged, stifling a yawn in
the process. "The girls came early. I had hoped to have the plans
done on time, before they were born. I--" She was interrupted by
the lord raising his finger to silence her.

"I don't want excuses. I want the plans. What do you
need for them to be done on time for the groundbreaking?"

"A wet nurse and a nanny would be wonderful," she
said. She thought that this would be more than he would be willing
to provide simply to get what he had already asked for. "But--"

Lord Jakala snapped his fingers and two women walked
into the room. Immediately, the first took Serena from Rita while
the second went to check on Tina. Tina was sleeping on top of her
father, not disturbed in the least by his snoring. Serena only
cried for a second before starting to suckle on the stranger's
teat.

"Get it done," Lord Jakala said sternly, as he turned
and strode from the house.

Rita stood there, at a loss for words, as she watched
the wet nurse feed her daughter. When the nurse noticed, she simply
pointed at the plans on the table. Her look was as stern as that of
his lordship. Rita nodded and went back to work, finding her tools
and graphite buried beneath the piles of soiled diapers and baby
clothes.

 


The plans progressed faster with the added help,
though Rita looked forward to getting back to her daughters. That
desire sped her hand at times. She still looked up whenever one of
them cried out for her. But she had to force herself to go back to
her work, hoping that her husband or one of the new helpers would
go to them. Even so, she was distracted until their crying
stopped.

She worked tirelessly through the night, not wanting
to displease his lordship any more than she already had. The man
had a growing reputation of what happens to those that earn his
ire. Part of the plans for the fortress even called for a place for
such people to be put on display. She made sure to place this
section as far away from the public eye as she thought she could
get away with. It was a nice garden, at the center of the
structure, that would be marred by those tortured there. But she
felt it would adequately satisfy his tastes without needing to
result in too public of a spectacle. That had been laid out in the
plans before he had arrived, and he hadn't said anything about not
liking the idea.

Even she would admit that she rushed her work that
week, while her daughters were raised by strangers. She went with
what was probably a more simplistic design than Lord Jakala had
been expecting. But it would satisfy his needs and, if done right,
would have little impact on the surrounding lands and bordering
city and not look like an eyesore for miles around. The first was
essential for the fortress to work and was part of the requirements
set in place by his lordship. The latter was more for her own needs
and to not overly annoy her husband. After all, Tanterbury was not
too far from the spot that this fortress would stand. She would
have to live with this building on her horizon for the rest of her
days.

There were no flags and towers along the top of the
walls, but they were to stand so tall that they would have had no
use anyway. Rita had originally debated including towers, and arrow
holes at regular intervals around the walls. But when she counted
how many would be needed to properly fortify the place, it would
have taken half the population of Vernala to man the entire
fortress. Lord Jakala had insisted the walls be as impenetrable as
possible while minimizing the number of people needed to make it
so. He had informed her that resources would not be an issue, so
she simply made the walls too high to be climbed safely. Too thick
to be knocked down. And resistant to any magic that would be cast
upon it. She hoped that his lordship would be able to account for
that last part, as she only had a rudimentary understanding of the
inner workings of the magical arts. Only enough for her to do her
work in the magical world that she grew up in.

It would have made it simpler to not include doors at
all. Lord Jakala made it quite clear that he'd be using magic to
allow his trusted men through all of the fortifications. But he
insisted that there be a back-way in. A way that would need to be
sufficiently guarded by puzzles and protections of his own making.
With that restriction, all she could do was add enough redundancy
that entry through the doors, in her opinion the weakest part of
the whole complex, would be next to impossible. She had wanted to
put mazes and traps throughout each section, making traveling
between the doors be difficult as well. Even so much as including a
chasm in between each section would have been better than the
wide-open fields that the plans called for. She hoped Lord Jakala
would use the space for his own work, as she feared to add anything
that might compromise the integrity of the building without
accounting for it in the structure. Besides, she figured she'd have
plenty of time to add in the tweaks in the years that it would take
to build the fortress.

When the plans were complete, she looked down on them
and wondered if she should have added some form of decoration.
Perhaps gargoyles at regular intervals, something to give the stone
carvers the work that she had promised them. The simple feat of
building the monstrous fortress would keep the entire area employed
for generations to come and she had to hope that it would be
enough. There simply wasn't the time to add anything else without
running the risk of compromising the integrity of the structure
itself.

She gave a heavy sigh as she came to terms with
signing off on the plans, saying simply "it's done." The nanny, who
was feeding Tina some crushed apples not five feet away from Rita,
looked up at her when she said this. Immediately, she put down the
apples, gave a shrill whistle, and left. The wet nurse followed
closely behind her. It wasn't until then, when they left without a
word, that Rita noticed that neither had said anything to her in
the week that they had been there.

Instantly, both of the girls started crying.


 Chapter
Five

The Big Reveal

Maya

With a shrug, I quickly led the way down Main Street.
Serena, Tina, and Heather followed close behind me. We kept to the
park side of the street as we passed the three schools that stood
next to each other, keeping away from where their weapons had no
right being.

"So, you never did explain how you got through that
door before us," Heather said.

"Yes, or how you know so much about this place," Tina
said. She waved her staff around to indicate the world around
us.

"Or how you have your own house," Serena
continued.

"Okay, first, it's not my own house, it's my mom's.
Second, I didn't get through the door before you guys. I was
already here, because, third, this is my world."

"What do you mean this is your world?" Heather
asked.

"I mean, this is my world. This is where I live. And
have lived my entire life."

"But then how have you been coming to our world?"
Tina asked.

"And can we use that to get back?" Heather asked.

"Uh... yeah... about that... that's not really...
well..."

"Oh, spit it out," Serena shouted.

"It's kind of hard to explain," I said meekly.

"Try," Serena yelled.

I took a deep breath, unsure how exactly to explain
this in a way that they'd understand... and, you know, not hate me
for it. Failing that, I decided to just blurt it out before Serena
decided to start beating it out of me. I wouldn't put it past
her.

"I get bored easily, especially at school when we're
supposed to be having 'quiet time' or 'social time' or 'homework
time' 'cause, seriously, quiet bores me, I have no friends--"

"Uh, what about us," Heather put in under my blurted
speech.

"--and I always finish my homework in a fraction of
the time it takes the other students. So, during these times when
I'm bored and have nothing to do, or the teacher is going on and on
about concepts or events that I learned already, I daydream." I
ended there, as if that explained everything.

"You... daydream?" Heather asked.

"Yea," I confirmed.

"Well, that's not so bad," Serena said, her ire
seeming to fade. "But I don't see how that has anything to do with
the question at hand." She yelled that last part.

"Okay, okay, no need to yell," I said. I shied away
from her and took a few extra quick steps to put more distance
between us. "Well, when I daydream, I think about a world I had
come up with a while ago. It's a place of wonder and magic and
giants, with lots of dungeons to explore and pillage. At first it
was just random stuff. I didn't even think of how it all fit
together. It's gotten clearer over the years, as I figured out how
I wanted the world to be. Until it just sort of got a little too
real about a week or so ago."

"And..." Serena prompted.

"And... I called it... Desparia."

Silence fell after I said that word, the name of
their world. I looked back to them, waiting for the oncoming
explosion. They continued to follow behind me, confused looks on
their faces, as I led the way down the road to my house. One by
one, realizations sprung into their eyes and their reactions slowly
built from there.

"Wait," Tina said. She put her finger up in the air
as she stopped in her tracks and slammed her staff into the ground
near her foot. "You're telling us that you came up with the whole
idea about our world? The dictatorship, the emperor, all of
it?"

"Uh... yea," I said, reluctantly.

"How could you? I thought you were my friend."

"Tina, wait," I said. She quickly stormed off,
retracing our steps and heading out into the world. She obviously
preferred the unknown to my continued presence. I looked over at
the other two as Serena followed Tina. "Serena," I started, but she
was already running after her sister before I could get much else
out. "So, are you going to run away from me too?" I asked
Heather.

"No, of course not. They'll get over it. It's not
like you created our world or anything."

"Wait, I didn't?"

"No. What, you thought you were some kind of goddess?
We may have several goddesses on Desparia, nine in fact, but you're
not one of them. There's way too much going on in our world, too
much backstory, too much history from before you even came there
for it all to be your creation. Yes, you imagined our world, but
that doesn't mean it didn't exist before that."

"But what about all the places that look just like I
would design them or people that needed to be there for the story
not to die off? Too much of what I've seen and experienced over the
past few years was just... well... too convenient."

"I think that speaks more about our world than any
supernatural ability on your part," Heather explained after a
moment's thought. "I'm still not sure how you came to have the
ability to astral project into our world. Or whatever it was you
were doing. But you helped us when you didn't need to. You could
have imagined a world where you weren't needed. Or a world where
you could just sit back and relax while hunky guys served your
every need. Or a world full of nothing but bunnies." She paused for
a minute while she shuddered. "Instead, you came to us and you
helped us. I still thank you for that. You're still my friend.
Nothing I've found out so far has changed that, or anything.
Except, maybe I think more of you than I had this morning."

"What do you mean by that?" I asked, wondering if I
should feel insulted.

"Well, when I first met you, I thought you were a
typical thief. Lazy. Selfish. Self-centered."

"And now?"

"Now? I'm not so sure. All I know is you probably
have a talent for magic, which I imagine is very unique in a world
that doesn't have any. Are you quite sure about that though?"

"Well, you had trouble doing any."

"True, but that might not mean as much as you might
think. On Desparia, mana was free floating throughout the world.
This made drawing it in to cast a spell on the fly easy. On top of
that, there were some places that it was stronger than in others.
These patches tended to have a weird effect on spells, making them
easier to cast and their effects a lot stronger. Perhaps there are
places in this world like that. But instead of having more mana or
stronger mana, they have at least some, while the rest of the world
has none."

"So, we'd have to find a place rich in a substance no
one knows how to detect, let alone use. How big were these spots,
exactly?"

"No, you're quite right. There's no way we'd just
stumble over one. But, still, it is possible. Perhaps there is
somewhere I could research this. I'm more familiar with the signs
of mana than most on your world would be."

"Sure," I said. "We have something that could help
you do all the research you could possibly want and more back at my
house. You'd probably be amazed at what we have available here.
It's almost like our own form of magic, compared to what you guys
have on Desparia."

I turned around to look behind us, half expecting the
twins to put in their own two cents on the subject. This only
reminded me of their earlier departure.

"Should I be worried about those two?"

"Oh, I wouldn't be too concerned. You know the twins.
They can take care of themselves."

"Sure, on Desparia. But this is Earth. And I also
know of their ability to get themselves into trouble."

"I think they just need some time to cool off. Serena
is bound to track us down once they do."

"But how will they find us?" I asked, looking behind
me again.

"Like I said, they'll track us down," Heather said.
She pointed to my footprints in the grass and the long trail we've
been leaving behind us.

There wasn't much in the way of sidewalks in our
town, just in front of some of the public buildings and a few
stretches where the landowners paid for it themselves. This left
our trail easily followable for good trackers. It also leads to a
large amount of mud near my front door from the many times I've had
to walk home from school. As we continued onward through town, I
just hoped that the trail would last long enough for the twins to
follow it to us.

I shuddered to think of the kinds of trouble they
could get themselves into in my world.


 Chapter
Six

Ground Breaking

Sixteen Years Ago, on
Desparia

Rita

There weren't many people at the ceremony. Far fewer
than Rita had expected. She got the invitation only a few days
earlier. At first, she just assumed that those invited had prior
engagements that they couldn't get out of. Lord Jakala didn't seem
concerned with the low turnout, almost as if he would have been
just fine with no one showing up at all.

They were in the wide-open field at the base of the
mountain. The forest surrounding the area was several miles away.
The field, filled with long grass, flowed onward undisturbed for
the entire way. The field had been unused for generations, making
it the perfect grazing field, but without any livestock ranches
close enough to benefit from it. The walls of The Capital were just
a few miles to the west. The gilded towers held within showed on
the horizon. Even from that far away, Rita could feel the pull of
the towers, that unconscious draw they seemed to have on all
people. A sensation that seemed to increase tenfold not too long
ago, despite Rita living her whole life with those buildings in her
skyline.

She was holding Tina, the small form asleep in her
arms. Her little head was already showing more hair than the layer
of fuzz that she had been born with just eight short months prior.
Serena was wide awake, holding on to Sam's shirt as she looked
around at the people, the
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