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A Once Upon a Curse
Prequel

 


***

 


Description

 


An Aladdin Retelling!

 


Alanna thought rock climbing in Yosemite National
Park would be the trip of a lifetime. Until an earthquake strikes
and she finds herself plummeting to her death. But instead of
slamming into the forest floor, Alanna drops into a secret
underground cave where she's confronted by the
impossible—magic.

 


A mysterious man named Erick uses incredible powers
to save her life, then tells her that his magical world has
collided with earth, merging the two together. Alanna writes it off
as crazy, until he shows her a vision of her brother being dragged
down a sandy cobblestone street in chains. Crazy or not, she'll do
anything to save him.

 


As Alanna and Erick team up to rescue her brother
from the clutches of a decrepit sorcerer king, fate intervenes in
the form of a handsome prince. Alanna doesn't know who to trust,
but in this foreign land, flying solo just might get her
killed...
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I’m falling.

I’m not entirely sure why or how, only that
I am. One second, my fingers had a solid grip on the cliff I’d been
climbing. Then the world shook, the air shimmered, my eyes clouded
with dust, and the ground fell away. An earthquake—it had to be.
I’m a California girl, so I know a quake when I feel one. I don’t
remember letting go of the rock, but I must have, and now I’m
plummeting toward the ground. I wait for tension to tug at the
harness strapped across my midsection, but it never comes. Either
the rope broke or the safety carabiners came loose—just my freaking
luck. I blink rapidly, clearing my gaze.

Think, Alanna. Think.

But there’s nothing I can do to slow my
fall. Through the curtain of rock cascading all around me, I catch
a glimpse of the sky and stare at that endless speck of blue,
holding on to the beauty in its vibrant sapphire hue. I wish I
could say I was having some sort of profound out-of-body experience
in the last few moments of my life, but in actuality, the only
things going through my mind are, I can’t believe I’m going to
die a virgin, my mom is going to kill me, and, Oh my
gosh, I’m so close to landing my full-twisting double tuck off the
uneven bars—this isn’t fair! Moving stuff, right? I wince as I
wait for my body to crash against the boulders lining the forest
floor below.

Only it doesn’t.

The world goes dark, and then water breaks
my fall—water I’m positive wasn’t there before. I plunge into a
deep pool, spinning head over heels as liquid engulfs me in a cool
embrace. Muffled splashes echo beneath the surface. A sinking rock
scratches my leg. Then another brushes my arm. Something heavy
presses into my stomach, dragging me down—a boulder. If I don’t get
out from underneath it, I’ll be pinned. I slide my arms through the
water and kick my legs, fighting against gravity’s pull. Propping
my feet against the bumpy surface, I shove myself free of the
sinking weight. My chest aches from lack of air. I swim, not really
sure where I’m going, just hoping my body will know the way. A
light catches my eye. I chase it, pumping my limbs as fast as
they’ll go, then I’m there.

As I break the surface, I inhale sharply. My
lungs greedily suck in air. At first, each breath sends little
needles prickling into my throat, but the burn eventually subsides.
It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but as
soon as they do, I realize just how fortunate I am to be alive.

High overhead, the barest blip of blue sky
is still visible through a gaping hole. The earthquake that shook
me loose must’ve also opened a small tear in the ground, revealing
an entrance to this cave hidden deep below. The existence of the
lake was just dumb luck. Even still, from the height I was
climbing, falling into the water should’ve felt like slamming into
concrete, not jumping into my town swimming pool from the high
dive. The rocks must’ve hit first, softening my landing. We’d just
studied something like it in physics class—a case where a man was
flung off a bridge but didn’t die, because his car hit the surface
first, shifting the velocity of the water in a downward direction.
At least, I think that’s what my teacher said. Something like that,
anyway—I don’t usually pay super close attention in physics.
Anything with too much math is a hard pass. Gym? Yes. History? Yes.
Biology and chem? Heck, yeah.

But maybe I should’ve paid more attention,
because right now, I can’t help but feel as if I should be dead.
Might be dead? Am totally dreaming?

I mean, I should at least be injured.

But I’m not. Am I?

I run a quick mental check while I continue
to tread water. My legs are fine. My arms are too. My fingers
sting, so I can tell they’re a bit raw and scratched up, but it’s
nothing major. My brainpower feels a little slower than usual, but
I think it’s from sheer disbelief. I’m not concussed. I would
know—the first time I tried a front tuck on the balance beam, I hit
my head so hard I had to skip practice for a week. My mom took me
to the hospital while on the brink of a nervous breakdown. But
this? I just fell from what had to be at least a hundred feet, and
the worst I’ve got is a few scratches?

I can’t believe it.

A laugh slips through my lips as I shake my
head. Relief rushes through me like a warm, bubbling river of
champagne. I’m allowed a parental-approved glass every New Year’s
Eve, and I feel as though I’ve just chugged an entire bottle. I’m
high on adrenaline, drunk on life, and naturally intoxicated from
surviving my brush with death.

I mean, I’m stuck in a secret underground
cave with no way out. But things could be worse—way worse. I could
be dead, or broken into pieces, or paralyzed. Yet, here I am—alive
and kicking, literally.

Leaning back, I spread my arms wide and
float for a moment as I take in the rest of my surroundings. The
longer I spend in the dark, the more my vision adjusts to the
shadows. A cavern looms overhead, arching like a dome, with my
miraculous little hole at its apex. The water around me glistens,
catching the small bit of light slipping inside the cave and
twinkling like an unpolluted wilderness sky. The walls shimmer as
though slick and wet. Pointed shadows stretch like claws, hinting
at invisible stalactites overhead.

How in the world am I going to get out of
this one?

I could try climbing, but the ceiling angle
looks too steep for me to manage, especially if the walls are wet
with humidity. I could try screaming, though the whole
damsel-in-distress thing has never sat too well with me. Nah, I
think the best plan is to sit and wait for help. Someone’s bound to
come find me. Right? I was climbing with an instructor when I
fell—he must’ve made it to the top before the earthquake, because I
wasn’t too far behind—and the two other kids in my spring-break
group went before me. It’s Yosemite National Park—they must have
emergency responders. I’m sure someone will come rappelling through
that hole in no time. With a little patience, I’ll be fine. Though,
truth be told, patience has never been my strong suit.

My stomach, of course, chooses this moment
to groan in protest.

I roll my eyes.

The half-eaten protein bar in my pocket is
probably a soggy mess right now, along with my brand-new cell
phone.

Ugh.

My parents are going to murder me.

No, first they’ll be thrilled that I’m
alive. Then my mom will do that relieved sort of yell where she’s
furious with me because she never wanted me to come to this
freaking (only, she didn’t say freaking) camp in the first place,
but then she’ll start crying and hugging me. Then my dad will get
in on it. Maybe my older brother, Mason, too. Annoying as he and
his football bros can be, I know he’s a softie at heart. And then
they’ll say, Why didn’t you call for help? I’ll shrug and
try to put an innocent smile on my face as I say, My phone broke
while I was falling to my death. But my dad will only hear that
first part. You broke your phone? Again? I can’t keep paying a
thousand dollars for your irresponsibility. I’ll be all,
Remember that part where you’re just so happy I’m alive? And you
love me? Then he’ll huff and arch his brow.

Sigh.

What were my mom’s last words as the bus
drove away? Be careful, Alanna. Please. This whole climbing
thing, I know you love it and you’ve been saving up for this camp,
but it’s dangerous. Please just promise me you’ll be safe.

Damn. I hate it when she’s right.

Maybe this cave isn’t so bad after all.

I return my gaze to the dark dome overhead
as my stomach grumbles again. I’ve probably already used up my
miracle allowance for the day—heck, maybe for life—but if there’s
any sliver of luck left in my repertoire my power bar will still be
edible. Now I just need to find a place to sit, dry off, and eat.
With a mental shrug, I roll over in the water, prepared to explore.
Scanning the darkness, I search for any type of shore to swim
toward.

And that’s when I see him.

A hazy outline in the dark, no more than a
shadow if not for the two bright eyes catching the light—the two
eyes that are clearly turned in my direction, watching me.
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A jolt of fear shoots down my spine, but I swallow
my scream. Now is not the time. And I’m being an idiot. It’s
got to be someone from my climbing group. Who the heck else could
it be?

“James?” I call out. That was the name of
the instructor, right? I stop swimming and start treading water as
I wait for a response. All my internal stranger-danger alarms are
blaring. “Is that you?”

There’s no response.

I swallow the clog in my throat and try
again. What were the other two people’s names? Megan… Megan and…
Today was our first day of climbing, and I’m terrible with names.
But, come on! We’d only arrived at Yosemite yesterday night, so I
hadn’t even known these people for twenty-four hours. Then it comes
to me—Charlie! “Megan? Charlie? Is that you? Did you guys fall
too?”

Those eyes keep staring, but the shadow man
doesn’t speak.

My heart pounds in my chest. I’m not huge on
scary movies, but I’ve seen a few, and before I can stop it, I
remember this stupid movie Mace made me watch with him a few weeks
ago, when I told him about my camp. It’s about these kids who go
hiking in a cave, and these evil little goblin monsters hunt them
down one by one. Oh, man, there was this one scene where I
literally just screamed out loud. My freaking brother laughed, of
course. But a shiver raises the hairs at the back of my neck just
thinking about it.

I squint, trying to decipher a face within
the shadows.

It’s useless.

“Do you speak English?” I try instead.

Nothing.

“Hablas español?” I pull out some of
my sophomore-level Spanish.

Nada.

“Sprechen sei Englisch?” I try
weakly. I don’t really speak German, like at all, but I heard this
somewhere and it’s at least a start.

The ghostly figure remains mute.

A frustrated breath slips through my lips.
It’s nothing compared to the heavy thumping of my heart, which has
decided to act like a caged animal, beating totally out of control.
I lick my lips, scanning my brain for any other foreign phrase I
can pull out of thin air. The only thing I can think of is
voulez vous coucher avec moi, which seems wildly
inappropriate at the moment. Damn you, Moulin Rouge—now
that was a great movie.

Why am I thinking about movies?

Focus. There’s a strange man watching me,
who is possibly not human and probably a goblin preparing to eat me
alive… Ugh—I’m going to kill Mace when I get home for forcing me to
watch that movie.

The snap of fingers echoes across the
cavern, drawing my attention.

Suddenly, a light blinks on, casting out the
shadows.

The first thing I think is—whoa, he’s hot.
He’s got bright blue eyes and swoopy black hair. He’s a little tall
and lanky, maybe, but way better than the creature from the deep
I’d been imagining. His stare is fierce and a frown purses his
lips, but I’m not sure why.

The second thing I think is—wait, that’s not
a flashlight. A bright golden orb floats in the air, like a star
brought down to earth. It hovers in the space between us, pulsing
with an inner glow as though alive. Then it moves. I blink, not
quite believing what I’m seeing. A drone—it’s got to be some sort
of hiking drone…right?

Before I can spare another second to inspect
the light closer, the water around me surges, yanking me forward. A
giant wave crests, carrying me across a lake that was perfectly
still a moment before. I try to fight with my arms and feet, but
the current is too strong, like a riptide tugging me out to sea.
Only I’m not being pulled into the ocean—I’m being pulled toward
him.

My body washes up on a pebbly shore. I roll
once, then come to a stop on my back. I try to jump to my feet, but
before I can, he’s there. Fingers press against my forehead, so hot
they burn. I freeze. No, I don’t. My body freezes even as my mind
spins. They’ve become disconnected. I will my hands to move or my
legs to kick, but they don’t listen. I’m stuck, trapped while an
unfamiliar sensation whirls my thoughts, mixing and rearranging
them, as though my brain is a deck of cards that has just been
shuffled through. When I meet the eyes staring down at me, they’re
no longer blue, but flashing with a rainbow of colors. And they’re
blank, as if staring into a world I can’t see.

The stranger snatches his fingers back. His
irises return to a vibrant cerulean before he takes me in, more
tender this time, as though he’s had a change of heart.

I scurry back, jump to my feet, and lift my
fists before my face. I’m not big, but I’m scrappy. A lifetime of
practicing gymnastics paired with my after-school job at the rock
wall means I’ve got more muscle than my size might indicate. Most
importantly, I never back down without a fight.

“Who the hell are you?” I’m not big on
cursing, but hey—can you blame me right now?

The stranger smiles. At first, just the
corners of his lips lift, but as I narrow my eyes, his grin widens,
spreading across his entire face. There’s something mystified about
his expression—mystified and excited. I don’t get it.

“Who are you?” He speaks slowly, as though
testing the words for the first time. It puts me on edge.

“I asked you first.”

He inclines his head. “I’m Erick.”

“Erick?” I repeat, scanning him again. I
hadn’t expected something so…normal. If I were just going by his
face, I’d guess he was two or three years older than me, around my
brother’s age maybe. But the rest of him looks ancient. Black
leather pants hug his thighs, but not like “sexy rock star”
leather, more like “someone had a little too much fun at the flea
market” leather. A big billowy shirt falls around his shoulders,
white and a little dirty. It’s partly covered by a velvet-looking
vest in bright, saturated blue, the same color as his eyes. Around
the collar and the buttons there’s golden embroidery. It kind of
looks as if a renaissance fair threw up on him, and I have no idea
why anyone would be wearing anything like that to hike a national
park. My leggings, tank top, and sports bra look comical next to
his getup.

I drop my fists as the anxiety coursing
through me lessens. The longer I look at him, the more confident I
feel. If it came down to a fight, I could totally take him.

He steps closer and tilts his head, eying me
expectantly, as though we’re two people meeting at the mall instead
of two people from what I can only describe as two different
centuries stuck underground in a cave. “And your name?”

“Alanna,” I murmur as I cautiously extend my
hand.

He takes it and we shake. “Nice to meet you,
Lady Alanna. Welcome to my home.”

“Home…?”

I trail off as he extends his arm to the
side, motioning deeper into the cave. A dozen more golden orbs
spark to life, stealing my breath along with the darkness. A field
of wildflowers extends as far as I can see, disappearing into the
shadows at the outer edges of the glow. This far underground, their
existence is impossible. And yet, a rainbow stretches across the
floor, glistening like a sea of jewels as the dewdrops on the
petals reflect the light. I step deeper into the cavern. The lure
to see more is overwhelming. My feet sink into the wet shore with
each step, until I reach a patch of grass, moist but solid. The
stranger, Erick, doesn’t try to stop me as I march up to the
flowers and kneel to cup a blossom in my palm. I rub a petal
between my fingers, and it’s real—slightly waxy and smooth, not
made of silk.

I glance over my shoulder at Erick. “What is
this place?”

He steps past me without answering, then
gestures forward with his hand. “Come.”

The golden orbs floating overhead follow his
movements, gliding deeper into the field. He stops by a small hut I
hadn’t noticed, made of twining vines and bending sticks. Then he
sits, sinking into the meadow and disappearing from my sight. The
orbs drift higher and higher, until they combine into one blinding
light that’s five times as bright. If not for the claws of rock
reaching down from the ceiling, I’d think I was outside in the
bright sunshine on a warm summer’s day.

I shake my head.

This is crazy. Insane. I must’ve hit my head
a lot harder than I thought, because the only explanation is that
I’m hallucinating.

Yet, I can’t help it.

I dash forward, too intrigued to stop now. I
run until I spot Erick’s ebony hair, a dark spot amid a canvas of
color. He’s sitting on a boulder at the edge of a small pond which
is no more than a few feet in diameter. I follow the path of his
eyes to the surface of the water and gasp. Instead of translucent
liquid, I see pictures, as though I’m staring into a television
screen. And it’s chaos. People run. Children cry. Men carry swords.
Women point guns. Cars are flipped. Buildings have crumbled. He
waves his hand through the air, and the surface of the pond
ripples. The images disappear, so it’s just water again.

I look up.

Is there a projector somewhere? Is he doing
this with his phone? Were those orb things drones? Does he work for
the government? Is this some strange military testing facility? Oh
my gosh—did I stumble upon the real Area 51?

Erick turns toward me.

I open my mouth, but before I get a word
out, he asks a question that makes all the ones simmering at the
back of my throat disappear.

“Alanna, what do you know about magic?”

“Magic?” I cough as I choke on my words. Is
he high? He must be high. Are these poppy flowers? Did he smoke
them? I’m not really sure how the whole drug thing works—trying to
get an athletic scholarship to a D-1 school for gymnastics doesn’t
really allow much time for partying—but it’s got to be drugs.
Right? I lift my fingers to my nose and sniff, but they smell
sweet, like the flower I’d touched, nothing more. My gaze drifts
back to Erick. His eyes aren’t red or puffy. They’re not wild or
unhinged or vacant. They’re crystal clear and sharp with lucidity.
He undeniably believes the words coming out of his mouth. Maybe
he’s just crazy.

For some reason, that scares me more.

Erick rises to his feet and takes a step
forward. I stumble back as fear pricks my heart. Sympathy flashes
across his irises, and he stops where he stands, lifting his
palms.

“You don’t need to fear me,” he says calmly.
“Or magic. It’s not, at its heart, evil. It’s as natural as you or
me. But in the wrong hands, it becomes a weapon. I promise you, my
hands are clean.”

He twists his fingers through the air as
though yanking down on an invisible string, then holds his hand out
to me. Resting in his open palm is a bright red apple.

I jump back.

We all know how well that apple business
worked out for Snow White, and eternal sleep isn’t really my
thing.

Erick lifts the fruit to his lips and takes
a bite. “It’s perfectly safe.”

I shake my head.

“I heard your stomach growl and I can sense
your hunger. Eat.”

He tosses the apple toward me, but I duck
and let it sail over my head to disappear into the meadow at my
back. Just to prove my point, I dip my hand into my pocket and pull
out the second half of my protein bar, which is, in fact, soggy and
falling apart, as I suspected it would be. I carefully unwrap the
rest of the already-torn plastic and shove the bar into my mouth
anyway. It doesn’t taste as good as the few bites I took earlier
this morning, pre-earthquake, but, hey—it’s still food. “No,
thanks. I’m good.”

His eyebrows shoot up as the corners of his
lips twitch.

Whatever.

I’d rather be stubborn and amusing than
dead. Crossing my arms over my chest, I narrow my eyes. “So, how’d
you do that?”

“Do what?”

“The apple thing.”

He gestures with his hand, and this time a
pear rests on his palm. “Magic.”

I sigh. This again?

Well, I’ll give him one thing—he’s got a
story, and he’s sticking to it. But I want the truth, and the truth
can’t be magic. It just can’t. Because if it were, that would mean…
That would be… That would bring everything I’ve ever known into
question.

Fueled by panic and some good old-fashioned
denial, I challenge back with, “Okay, you want me to believe in the
impossible? Fine. Then do something else—something you can’t pull
out of those mightily billowing sleeves of yours, magic man.”

“Okay.” He shrugs, not at all bothered by my
tone.

For a moment, nothing happens, and then I
feel it—a drop on my nose. Then another. I purse my lips. Is this
all he’s got? It’s a coincidence, nothing more. It probably fell
from a stalactite. But as I think it, a curtain of rain drops, as
though the floodgates have opened. I can hardly see Erick through
the downpour. Water courses in rivulets down my cheeks and over my
lips. When I lick my skin, it tastes fresh.

“What—”

I stop short as the rain disappears, and
suddenly, the room turns hot, like a sauna. Erick is grinning now,
a smug sort of look that I have the urge to slap from his face. In
minutes, my clothes are dry and the moisture in the cavern is gone.
But he’s not done. Erick lifts his palm to his lips, which speak
words I can’t hear, and then he blows over his fingers, as though
in a kiss. Wind slams into my chest, pushing me back. My knees
buckle as they hit something hard, something that wasn’t there a
moment ago. I drop back, off balance, and land on a mossy cushion.
My gaze snaps down. Vines catch me, woven to resemble a chair.
Before my eyes, more ivy erupts from the ground, twisting and
folding, until another seat is formed. Erick walks over and plops
down beside me, finding my eyes.

“How was that?”

I swallow, trying to wet my suddenly parched
throat, and force words out. “You, uh, have my attention.”

“Good.” He leans back in his seat and lifts
one of his feet to rest it on the opposite knee, completely at
ease. Meanwhile, I feel like I’m Alice, falling into Wonderland,
and any minute now I’m going to hear the words, Off with her
head.

To be honest, I feel like it’s already
gone.

My mind is completely blown.

“What…” Words fail me. I try again. “How… I
mean, it can’t really be—”

“Magic? I assure you, it is,” Erick cuts
smoothly in and holds out his hand, offering me a brand-new shiny
apple, green this time.

I take it. I mean, at this point, I’m
positive he could find a more original way to kill me if he wanted
to, and I’m starving. Still though, my heart is in my throat as I
bite down. The apple tastes normal—sweet and tangy.

“I come from a world shaped by magic,” Erick
explains as I chew. “A long time ago, the magic was like the air,
invisible and free and sewn into every fiber of our world. There
were creatures who were made of it, shifters, pixies, unicorns, and
many more. There were guardians who could harness it, as I just
did, and we called them faeries. Then, there were humans, who were
kept separate. We lived in a very careful balance. Until one day,
everything changed.”

He pauses to swallow as a tightness I don’t
understand overcomes his features. The light in his eyes darkens
and he glances to the ground. As though in tune with his mood, the
golden glow permeating the cave dims.

Shifters?

Faeries?

Unicorns?

I must be dreaming. There’s no other
explanation. I hit my head on the boulders at the foot of the cliff
when I fell, and in that agony, my brain catapulted me into a
dream. I’m dying, I must be, and this is all happening in my
head.

In all honesty, I never knew I was this
creative.

My English teacher would be proud.

“Humans learned the secret of magic,” Erick
continues. His voice has a gravelly edge that wasn’t there before.
“And they abused it, as they’re wont to do. They stole all the
magic from the world and locked it inside themselves, not
understanding how thoroughly they destroyed the stasis our world
was built upon. We were thrown off course, off kilter, and I’ve
been waiting a long time for a sign that the reign of men is over.”
He swallows and lifts his eyes. “You are that sign.”

“Me?” There’s an embarrassing squeak to my
voice. I quickly smother it by clearing my throat. “I, uh, hate to
break it to you, Erick, but I have no idea what you’re talking
about. And if you want to go somewhere where humans aren’t in
control, well, you’ve come to the wrong place. I’m pretty sure, if
the news is anything to go by, we’re destroying this world
too.”

“I know,” he answers stoically. “I saw it in
your mind. Your world was thrown off balance too, by your
inventions and your sorcery, and now our worlds have collided. They
must find a new equilibrium, together.”

Okay, he’s officially off his rocker.

I glance over my shoulder, back toward the
little hole in the ceiling that now seems ridiculously far away.
Any minute, someone will come rappelling down here to save me. I’ll
go home. Erick, hopefully, will find the help he needs from a
qualified psychiatrist. And then maybe he’ll have a successful
career as a Vegas showman or something, because his tricks are
seriously putting David Blaine to shame.

“Right, makes sense,” I murmur, playing
along. “Why don’t you and I try to find a way out of here, and then
we can work on this whole balance-of-the-worlds thing together.
Sound good?”

“You don’t believe me,” he whispers sadly.
Then he straightens his spine and stands with a sigh. “I
understand. In another life, I would’ve been no different. Come to
the water, and I’ll show you.”

“Show me what?”

“Anything you want to see.”

He kneels on the flat rock by the edge of
the pond and pats the open space beside him. Damn if I’m not
curious. It’s as if I’m living my own fantasy novel, and it’s two
a.m. and I know I should turn the light off and go to bed, but I
keep telling myself just one more chapter. Just a little more, then
I’ll focus on getting out of this mess.

I take the spot by his side.

He lifts one palm and presses it to my
forehead, then holds the other one out so it hovers over the glassy
surface. “Think of a person or a place, and the water will reflect
your thought back to you.”

I’m not sure why, but my mind goes to my
brother, maybe because I wish he were here. For all the crap he
gives me, Mace has always had my back. When he’s not trying to act
cool for his friends, he’s protective to the core. With him around,
I’ve always felt safe. And I could use some of that right now—the
security my big bro provides.

The water ripples.

Colors flash.

Then I see him painted across the surface,
but I don’t understand. He’s not on the couch watching TV. He’s not
playing basketball at the gym. He’s not out with his friends. He’s
on the ground amid a pile of rubble. Blood drips from a cut down
the center of his forehead, and his pale skin is covered in a layer
of dust. But that’s not what makes me gasp. A gleaming dagger
presses against his throat, one nervous swallow from cutting
deep.

I jump to my feet.

“Mace!”
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“Sit,” Erick orders as he clasps my hand and tugs me
back down to the rock. “He cannot hear you. We can only watch.”

I grip the edge of the stone and lean
forward, trying to see more. The cuts on my palm burn, but I don’t
care. My family lives in a pretty safe part of San Diego—I’ve never
even seen someone on the street with a knife, let alone one with a
gilded hilt that flashes gold in the sunlight. And while I want to
write this off as a dream, part of me knows it isn’t. How could
Erick fake this? He’s never met my brother—he has no idea what Mace
looks like. Sure, we have the same dark brown hair and deep-set
hazel eyes, but there’s no way the picture rippling across the
water could be a guess.

That is my brother.

And someone is threatening his
life.

“What’s going on? What’s happening to
him?”

“I told you, our worlds have merged. There
were bound to be casualties.” My heart leaps at the sound of that
word, but Erick continues, unflustered. “It’s natural instinct to
fight for territorial control—humans, animals, even magic-kind all
do it. Right now, our worlds are clashing and there’s no telling
yet which side will win the fight for dominance.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re in charge of the water right now.
I’m just acting as a magical conduit. Think of what you want to see
and it will show you.”

I stare at the image, searching my brother’s
gold-flecked eyes for the understanding I lack. His lips are curled
and he’s kneeling on the ground, staring up defiantly. That’s what
I want to see—who he’s looking at.

The image shifts.

The picture pulls back, as though it’s a
camera lens with a wide-angle zoom.

I study my brother first. He’s wearing a
T-shirt and mesh shorts, with his high-tops on. Though the ceiling
has caved in, I see the basketball hoop behind him and the banner
that’s come loose from the wall. It dangles like a flag on a
perfectly still day, so the gold lettering within the blue folds is
impossible to read, but I know what it says. Go Warriors.
It’s our high school gym. I’ve spent enough time there to know.

At my command, the image shifts, rotating
slowly around. With each subtle turn, my eyes widen and my jaw
drops a little farther to the ground until finally, the water
settles. I lift my hands to cover my mouth as a gasp whooshes down
my throat. Every nerve in my body goes still. It wasn’t an
earthquake that sent me flying off that cliff—it was the collision
of two worlds, just like Erick said. The thought is so impossible
I’d never believe it if I weren’t staring at it with my own two
eyes.

San Diego is gone.

My high school is gone.

The wall of the gym has been cut down the
middle, as though with a knife. On one side are the bleachers I’ve
sat upon, stared at, and made out underneath. On the other, a place
I’ve never seen before, like something from the pages of a book.
The wood floor of the basketball court gives way to a cobblestone
road covered by a layer of sand. Houses of the same flaxen hue line
either side of the street, stretching as far as the eye can see.
Some have cloth awnings and shutters, but I don’t see any glass. A
cart full of fruits has toppled on its side, spilling bright pops
of color over the sea of tan, but all I see is the horse still tied
to the front, now on its side, whining and kicking to be cut loose.
The air is clouded with dust, but through it, I see people dressed
in rough-spun cloaks, billowing pants with tops that fall to the
knees, and loose-fitting dresses with extra fabric that wraps
overhead. The garments remind me of something I might have seen in
the ancient Middle East, not in California. The man holding a knife
to my brother’s throat has a curved sword dangling from his leather
waistband. His black shirt falls almost to his calves and is
covered by a tight leather vest. Engraved golden plates hang around
his shoulders, chest, and thighs. There are more men with him
wearing similar warrior-style clothes. They shout words I don’t
understand, then rush forward and wrap chains around Mace’s wrists
before tying him to a group of more people from my world. I
recognize a few, like Mace’s basketball teammates and his coach,
but there are more I don’t. Though with their sundresses and jeans
and brightly colored fabrics, it’s clear where they come from.

Suddenly a man runs out from beneath the
bleachers.

It’s our school security guard. He points
his gun at the man who’d held the knife to Mace’s throat, and the
man yells something. The security guard waves his gun around.

“Let them go,” he demands. “I don’t want
anyone to get hurt. Let them go!”

The man shouts back, spitting words in a
language I don’t understand.

The security guard fires.

The bullet strikes the man in the chest, and
blood spurts like a fountain as he falls back. The other guards
roar, fear evident in their tone despite the language barrier. They
charge the security guard. He fires all his bullets, but they don’t
land as true as the first. He’s a little older. I bet he probably
thought he’d never need to use his gun. By the time he thinks to
run, it’s too late. A sword hacks into his throat and he goes
down.

My fingers tremble against my cheeks as I
watch. A cold sense of dread permeates my body. I think back to
Mace and the image zooms in on his face—on those hazel eyes, so
wide with fear and horror. I’ve never seen my big brother afraid.
The sight sends my terror soaring to new heights.

Someone out of sight pulls on his chains,
and Mace stumbles forward. I jump to my feet. “I have to help
him.”

“I know this place,” Erick says at the same
time, ignoring my outburst. “It’s Bahagar.”

He leans closer to the water and the scene
ripples, zooming farther and farther out until we have a bird’s-eye
view. The line dividing the worlds couldn’t be more obvious, as
though a child has cut and pasted two completely different
geographical maps together. On one side is the city I’ve known my
entire life—the suburban houses, the hilly terrain, the curving
shoreline. On the other are unfamiliar sandy streets in haphazard
lines, all centered around a palace that looks towering even from
this view, topped with golden tiles that blind in the sun. In the
distance, a desert stretches as far as the eye can see. That’s when
I notice that this new world, this Bahagar, takes up the entire
area east of Highway Five. My heart plummets when I realized what
that means—my house, and all its memories, is gone.

“My parents,” I say as I grab Erick’s hand
and slam it against my forehead. Then I drop to my knees before the
water. “Show me my parents.”

Nothing happens.

“My parents,” I repeat, louder this time,
voice laced with desperation. I dig my fingers into his skin as
though I have claws. Something within me snaps, and when I speak
again, the tone is more broken than it’s ever been before. “Please,
show me my parents.”

“Alanna.” His voice is so soft, so sorry—I
know what that sound means. When I turn to look at him, loathing
churns in my gut, hatred of the sympathy in his eyes. “If the water
doesn’t show them, they’re not—”

“No,” I cut him off and shake my head. “My
mother. Show me my mother.”

I dredge up every memory of her I can
imagine—summer afternoons building sandcastles on the beach, winter
evenings roasting marshmallows in the backyard, fall hikes up the
hills around our home, spring shopping sprees at the stores
downtown. Everyone always tells me I look just like her, but I
don’t believe it. My mother is beautiful, with silky-smooth hair
she used to let me play with for hours, and warm green eyes that
are always so bright and loving, like dawn rising over a grassy
field. She’s taller than me, lithe and strong, and so friendly,
giving her smiles away like candy on Halloween. For some reason,
all I think about is the first time she saw me perform a release on
the uneven bars. She stopped coming to my practices as soon as I
learned how to do flips—she said the mere sight gave her a heart
attack. But this was during a competition, so she and my dad were
watching from the stands. I took a quick glance toward her as I
stepped up to the mat, and immediately rolled my eyes at the way
she clasped her hands before her face, wringing them nervously. As
soon as I nailed my landing, I darted my gaze her way again, but
this time she was beaming. My dad, of course, was clapping too.
They were both proud—and that routine put me in first place—but for
my mom it was more than that. She was in awe almost. I’d never felt
so special in my life, so loved.

And now, she’s gone.

I feel it deep in my soul, as though my
heart is physically splitting in two. Every second the water
remains calm, I fall apart. My breath shortens. My chest burns. An
ache scratches down the back of my throat, like a scream fighting
to break its way out, so I clamp my lips shut.

“Mom,” I croak. “Dad.”

His face fills my thoughts, those thick
black-rimmed glasses we always teased made him look like a dork,
the self-deprecating quirk of his lips as he took the jabs in kind,
and the creases at the corners of his eyes when he returned fire.
He’s tall, just like my brother, but all limbs where Mace is all
muscle. He used to joke that he could’ve been a basketball stud
too, if his mother hadn’t been such a terrible cook that he went
hungry for most of his childhood, leaving him all skin and bones.
My gran always takes offense to that, giving him a good smack on
the back of the head and a, My ungrateful son. Maybe I shouldn’t
have worked so hard to put food on your table. Children in other
parts of the world were starving, you know. And your brother never
complained about the fish sticks. Side note—Uncle Charlie
always complained about the fish sticks. He was just smart enough
not to do it to my gran’s face.

The ghost of a smile passes over my lips
with the memory, and the water ripples, colors shifting. They
settle on a face I recognize—my uncle. He’s alive. He’s safe. He’s
hugging his daughter to his chest, my cousin Emma, while he stares
over her shoulder toward the television in the corner of his living
room. He and his wife live on Long Island with their kids, about
twenty minutes west of my grandparents. We’ve gone to visit them a
few times, but even if I’d never been, I’d recognize the city
flashing across the screen. It’s New York—only not. Dust plumes
above the city, debris from skyscrapers that have fallen, an image
too reminiscent of a time in the not-so-distant past. Through the
haze I can see that half the skyline is gone, replaced with a
medieval style-castle and rolling hills. The picture is only there
for a second before the screen switches to static nothingness, as
though the feed has blinked out. The news program returns to its
anchor.

“Again, that was footage from one of the
local helicopters, taken and transmitted a moment before New York
City went dark. We’ve been unable to contact any of the local
reporters, and all the national news stations headquartered in the
city have been unresponsive. Phones don’t seem to be working.
Internet and satellite feeds are down. If you have family in the
area, please call—”

I yank Erick’s hand away and the image
disappears. The water clears, so transparent I can see all the way
to the algae-covered rocks nestled at the bottom of the pond. In
that mossy hue, laced with golden sparks from the orb overhead, I
see my brother’s eyes.

I need to save him.

“Erick,” I say, not realizing it comes out
as a shout until he jolts.

I hardly notice—all I’m thinking is I can’t
lose them all. Not my mother and my father and my brother all in
the same day. I don’t want to believe my parents are gone, just
like I don’t want to believe this is real. It’s crazy. It’s insane.
But I’m here. I’m sitting by a small pond, beneath a magic light,
in a meadow of flowers that somehow bloomed in the darkness of an
underground cave, beside a man who pulled apples out of thin air.
None of it makes sense, but it’s as real as I am breathing. And
this is too. I know it in my gut. And I know one more thing—Mace
needs me.

“Erick,” I repeat, determined this time. My
voice is sharp with steely focus. “My brother, Mason, I need to
save him. I can’t live without him. And you have to help me.
Please, you have to help me.”

“I will,” he says as he takes my hand and
squeezes, as though trying to ground me. “I’ll do whatever I can to
help you, Alanna, because you’ve given me a gift today. Hope.
Something I haven’t felt in hundreds of years. I was beginning to
think my world would never be saved—that the magic would never be
free. But seeing you? Seeing a glimpse of your world? It’s given me
a glimmer of the salvation I’ve so longed for. The tides are
changing, and I’m only sorry that my elation is coming at the cost
of your pain. I’ll do whatever I can to lessen the blow. Come.”

He tugs on my hands and we stand
together.

As he leads me deeper into the field, he
keeps speaking, filling the silence with a plan—something I
desperately need right now. “There’s something you must know about
my world if you’re going to survive it—magic is the law. The royal
families who rule the kingdoms all have their own sets of powers,
and to question them or it is to die. But if they think you’re one
of them, you might stand a chance.”

I shake my head, glancing down at my black
leggings, at the harness still strapped to my waist and thighs. “We
might have a problem there.”

“Clothes can easily be adjusted,” he mutters
and snaps his fingers.

By the time I blink, my entire outfit has
changed. My athletic gear is gone, replaced with something I’d
never wear in a million years—a purple silk dress. The fabric
cinches tightly around my waist, as though pulled by a corset—heck,
it might be—then cascades to the floor in loose, dramatic folds. I
bend my elbows, annoyed at how the long sleeves constrict my
movement, and frown at the fancy gold embroidery creating a floral
pattern up my arms. Heavy weights pull on my ears and I lift my
fingers to find jewelry that wasn’t there before. When I look down
to my wrist, it sparkles, encircled with a bedazzled bracelet, the
likes of which I’ve only seen in the pages of a glossy
magazine.

“Uh, Erick, I was thinking more along the
lines of breaking and entering. You know, maybe a mask over my
eyes, some sick leather pants, and some cool daggers dangling from
my hips.”

“Daggers you don’t know how to use?” He
arches a brow. I have no idea how someone in a bright blue velvet
vest manages to pull off such a smug attitude, but he does.

“I could learn,” I mutter with a shrug.

“Fighting won’t get you anywhere,” he
counters. “I believe they’ll be taking your brother and any other
prisoners to the dungeons at the base of the palace. Your best hope
is to fool them into thinking you’re a fellow royal who was
traveling nearby when the collision struck. Here—” He pauses to
wave his hand through the air. Suddenly, a warm cloak of roughly
spun fabric drapes over my shoulders, a muddy brown. Clearly,
Erick’s never been to San Diego in the spring. I’m about to pull
the thing off when he holds a hand up to stop me. “Say you stole
that off someone who had fallen and then ran into Bahagar to hide
after your carriage toppled in the earthquake. You lost your
entourage and you’re alone. When they see the silk dress and the
jewels, they’ll take you to the king. And when he sees your magic,
he’ll believe you. Because like I said—magic is the law. It doesn’t
lie. Well, at least it didn’t. But now, everything has
changed.”

“One problem,” I cut in. “I don’t have
magic, or did you forget that?”

He rolls his eyes. “You have me. And I have
all the magic we’ll need.”

“What—”

Erick cuts me off with a look, then kneels
and tugs some grass from the dirt. I watch as he braids it together
and folds it into a ring. He blows softly over the strands, and the
green color deepens, then darkens, until it turns black. With his
thumb, he rubs the ash away to reveal polished silver. Then he
whispers softly. A prickly vine erupts from the ground and Erick
pushes his finger into a thorn, deep enough to draw blood. The drop
pools on his skin, growing as he keeps whispering. He dips the
silver band into the spot. By the time he pulls back, the wound is
sealed and a deep-red ruby sparkles from the center of the ring.
Erick reaches for my hand and slips the jewel over my finger.

“Keep this on you at all times,” he says,
holding my gaze to emphasize the importance of his words. “I’ll
watch you in the water, and when the time comes for you to prove
your magic, I’ll do what needs to be done. As long as my blood is
in contact with your skin, I’ll be able to channel my power through
you.”

A shiver zips down my spine as I brush my
fingers over the stone. It’s smooth and hard and polished, yet as I
stare, something deep within it churns, like a current swirling
through the liquid trapped inside. I look back up, finding Erick’s
eyes. “Why don’t you just come with me? You be the royal big shot,
and I’ll be the unassuming sidekick they never saw coming.”

A sad smile passes over his lips. “I would,
Alanna. Trust me, I would. But I’m the guardian of this place, this
cave of wonders as we used to call it. I cannot leave. Not
yet.”

“Why—”

“That’s not for you to know,” he interjects
sternly, as though I’m a petulant child. But then his features
soften. “All you need to know is that I have faith in you, and I’ll
be with you the entire time, in spirit if not in body. That’s all I
can give.”

I nod and swallow my protest.

It’s enough. It’s more than enough. If this
cave hadn’t been here, I’d be dead. And who knows what’s happening
on the surface above. Does Yosemite even exist anymore? Maybe
that’s why I fell. I didn’t let go—the cliff I’d been climbing had
simply disappeared. It would explain why the safety carabiners
didn’t break my fall—they’d vanished too. No one from my world is
coming to get me. If not for Erick, I’d be a goner. And now because
of Erick, my brother has a chance too.

“Thank you,” I whisper, forcing the words
through my tight throat. I push everything else back down—the hurt,
the confusion, the pain—and focus on my brother. Everything else
can come later.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Erick says and turns
back toward the pond. “I’ll get you as close to your brother as I
can. Remember, they’ll probably take him to the dungeons. Bide your
time. First, convince the king you mean no harm, and ask him for
safekeeping. Don’t go exploring the palace until it’s dark. Oh, I
almost forgot—you need my tongue.”

“What?”

I jerk back, but Erick presses his fingers
to my forehead. My eyelids flutter. That same sort of shuffling
sensation muffles my brain, but this time, it feels as though
something is flooding in rather than flooding out. He pulls his
hand away.

“Are you ready?”

The words aren’t English, but I understand
them just the same. Language—he gave me his language. And before on
the beach, the first time he sorted through my mind, he must’ve
been taking knowledge of mine. When I open my mouth to speak, the
foreign phrase is there, as though I’ve known it my entire life.
“I’m ready.”

“You must promise me one thing before you
go.” He steps closer, peering into my eyes as though he’s a human
lie detector and with one glance, he can see the truth within my
soul. “After your brother is safe and you’re done with this quest,
you will come back here to return the ring to me. Do you
promise?”

“I promise.” The ring on my finger burns as
though branding the oath onto my skin, but I don’t break his
gaze.

Erick nods and puts his hands on my
shoulders to spin me around. “Then look into the water and think of
your brother.”

As I imagine Mace, his face appears. He’s a
little bruised, but not broken. I can see the determination in his
gaze. It’s the same stubborn gleam that I’m sure lights my eyes
right now. Erick lets go of my shoulders, then shoves me from
behind. I stumble forward in surprise and topple into the pond. My
eyes close and I hold my breath on instinct, anticipating
impact.

But I don’t hit the water.

I don’t hit anything.

I’m lying on my side on solid ground with my
hands tucked beneath my cheek. For a moment, I think I’m waking up
from a dream, safe and warm in bed. Maybe I haven’t even left for
my camp yet. Maybe this was all a crazy nightmare because my mom
told me climbing was dangerous and Mace made me watch that stupid
movie. Maybe this was all in my head.

The hope vanishes as quickly as it came.

Someone steps on my leg as screams filter
into my ears.

When I breathe, sand fills my nose.

I open my eyes to pure chaos.
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Everywhere I look, there’s motion. People running.
People fighting. People falling. The air is filled with equal parts
shouts and screams, the terrorizing and the terrified. A loud boom
rattles the ground, as though a building nearby has collapsed. The
sound jolts me from the madness.

Mace.

He’s all I need to think about right now.
He’s my only concern.

I roll to my feet and quickly take in my
surroundings, realizing I’m standing in the last spot I’d seen
him—the line dividing my high school gym from these ancient city
streets. I spin, circling until I’m dizzy, but I don’t see any
warriors in black uniforms.

Where is he?

Where are they?

I stumble across the rubble and around the
side of the gym, trying to see where they could’ve gone. The road
is littered with cars. None of them are moving—they’re just stopped
as though frozen in time. And they each have an opened door, giving
the impression that people jumped out and ran. An uncomfortable
tingle spreads down my back. It’s eerie.

Why abandon the cars?

Before I have time to answer my own
question, movement in the sky catches my attention. I glance up to
find a helicopter in the distance, hardly more than a black dot
against a cloud. It drifts closer and closer. Then suddenly it
stops. The blades slow. The whole aircraft tilts to the side, and
it drops, down, down, down, disappearing behind a hill. Two seconds
later, an angry orange cloud erupts, spilling smoke into the sky.
My thoughts return to that video of New York on my uncle’s
television screen—a video that cut to static. The news anchor said
New York had gone dark. How could a city with a population in the
millions lose contact all at once? I mean—every cell phone, every
computer, every satellite feed, every internet connection across
the entire city was gone? Just like that?

I know I should be searching for Mace, but
this feels important.

Before I know what I’m doing, I’m inside one
of the cars. The key is still in the ignition. I twist it, turning
the car off, then back on, then repeating. The engine doesn’t
rumble to life. Not a single light on the dashboard even flickers.
In the cupholder, I see a cell phone and snatch it. I try to turn
it on. I try to auto-restart it. The screen remains blank. So I
move to the next car—but the same things happens. It’s dead.
Everything is dead.

My uncle had electricity. He was watching
TV, but…

I glance over my shoulder, toward the
ancient desert city on the other side of the line. What if
something about this new world, this magic world, affects our
technology? It would explain the cars. It would explain the
situation in New York. It would explain why I don’t see police
vehicles or military tanks barreling down the street. When I was
talking to Erick, I was freaked out for Mace, but in the back of my
mind, I never doubted that if it came to a battle of power, my
world would win. We have global communication. We have automatic
weapons. We have nukes. But now I’m starting to second-guess.

What if the magic is more
powerful?

What happens to us then?

A flash of black catches my eye through the
chaos. My questions vanish the moment I lay eyes on the warrior
down the street, walking deeper into his foreign world.

Mace.

I need to find Mace. Everything else is
secondary.

After gathering my skirts in my hands, I
spring forward, cursing these freaking silks and the heavy cloak.
What the heck was Erick thinking? I look ridiculous. This whole
plan is ridiculous. I should just grab Mace and run. But first, I
need to find him. So I swerve down the crowded streets, keeping my
eyes peeled for the warriors in black and the prisoners they’d
chained. I catch a glimpse and follow the dark speck down the
street, around one corner, then another, deeper and deeper until
every hint of the San Diego I know has disappeared. Everything is
clay houses and brown clothes and cobbled streets. The only
language I hear is the one Erick put in my head. With each step
forward, I move farther and farther from everything I’ve ever
known, but closer and closer to the only thing that matters—my
brother.

Shouts cut through the chaos.

The crowd parts and a hundred feet ahead, in
the center of a square, I see four warriors in black sitting on
horses. A whip snaps through the air and everyone on the street
pauses. I freeze—not out of fear, but because finally, I see Mace.
He’s with the group of prisoners chained up behind the horses. I
could spot his cherry high-tops from a mile away. I did, after all,
rag on him for a week after he bought them. They’re the most
ridiculous shoes I’ve ever seen, yet right now, I could kiss him
for being such an arrogant idiot. He’s huddled with the others by
the base of some sort of fountain. The carved statue glistens with
moisture, and the stones are a dark, wet brown compared to the more
honeyed hue of all the other buildings around me. It must’ve broken
in the quake because I don’t see a spout. The area has an air of
importance—an idea that’s confirmed a moment later when a horn
sounds in announcement.

The people go quiet.

The subtle thump of marching feet echoes
down the streets, growing louder and louder, until a carriage
appears. It’s not pulled by horses, but rather carried on the
shoulders of a dozen men. The top is gilded and bright in the sun.
The sides are
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