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THE BELLS RANG A WARNING that reverberated over the entire island of Taikus, the wharf, through the misty hills, and to the barracks below the castle. In her one-room flat, Layla listened with dread, hairbrush in her hand, eyes peeled to the reflection in the copper looking glass. The light of the lantern flickered behind her. Those were the chimes heralding the sea serpents, Hacatine’s spies, bringing news from the mainland. They were the bells of war, and having just received a promotion, to Layla they were the sound of deployment.

“Let’s go, Layla,” Jasmine called, banging on the door. Layla sighed, tied her hair back with a leather lace, threw on her fur vest, and buckled the belt that still carried her sword and daggers.

“It was only yesterday we returned,” she panted as she stepped outside and jogged next to her friend. “Is there no rest for the weary?”

“Rest means dead to Hacatine,” Jasmine replied. 

They met with the other women and broke into a run up the white stone trail to the castle. Dark hair flew in the wind; beads beat against their tunics, their arms laced with leather guards. The silk of their shalwar rippled as they hurried, their quivers slapping against their backs. Moccasins lined with fur pulsed in unison on the road. But when they came to the stairs, all but Layla halted in formation, for her sisters were mere soldiers waiting for orders. Layla would approach the queen alone. 

“Good fortune, to you,” Jasmine whispered as Layla left her side and drew near to the golden lions keeping watch over the porticos. Layla snickered. Fortune would be the last thing Hacatine handed out to anyone.

It was not protocol for the queen to meet her soldiers outside. It suited the sorceress to have her commanding officer bow at her feet in the throne room as she dictated her orders. That was the one thing Layla despised about her queen. Why didn’t Hacatine show leadership in the way she trained her soldiers? Did the woman even know how to fight?

No one greeted Layla as she entered the corridor, none save for the serpents chained to the ceiling still dripping wet from their journey through the sea. Black beasts of incredible length, like the great eels that slithered through the depths of the ocean. Their wings were now fastened to their sides so that they couldn’t escape. Their wards, women like herself who had been trained for the task, stood high on marble columns whispering to the beasts to calm them. Layla pulled her perfumed headscarf over her face to drown the stench and moved through the hall quietly so as not to cause a distraction. They were terrifying creatures. Though Hacatine’s methods of restraining the serpents had proven faultless, Layla wondered what destruction they’d cause were they to break their chains. Surely these giants had the strength. The songs of the wards were all that kept them docile.

Once at the throne room, she nodded to the gate keeper standing by the entry. The woman cracked the door open. 

“Ah, Layla,” the queen said when Layla stepped inside, and the doors were closed behind her. 

“My queen.” Layla hurried down the aisle and took her place at the woman’s feet, kneeling. She kissed the ring presented to her and waited for Hacatine’s instruction to rise. 

“I have orders for you,” the queen stated, and walked away from her. “I have questions for you. Up, up, child.” 

Hacatine’s silver hair touched the carpeted floor and swirled as she spun about and waved a hand over the golden incense burner. A puff of smoke floated over their heads. The scent filled Layla’s nostrils with the aroma of war, stirring a blood-hunger inside of her. Layla took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Hacatine’s summons for war now streamed through her veins.

“Who is the enemy?” Layla asked, her fist grasping the hilt of her sword. 

“We don’t know yet. How did it go with the little people?”

“They’re leaving Alcove Forest without a fight.”

“Ah! Good! As mindless as they are, they were wise at vacating their homes.”

“We had a scuffle with a few Kaempern scouts, but we had already raised the sails and the men had no ships to follow us and so we left with no bloodshed.”

Hacatine turned her back and walked away. 

“Does that meet with your approval?” Layla asked. “That we left?”

“I trust your judgment, although I sense a war with them is inevitable once we log Alcove Forest.”

“Is that the next deployment?”

“No. We’re not ready to mine. Not yet. There are still obstacles to address. The wizards are still a threat.”

“Silvio?”

“Silvio and the magic thief.”

Layla rolled her eyes. How many times had they tried to corner the wizard named Whomticker? She hated traipsing through bramble bushes, looking for the rascal. 

“Does he pose that much of a threat?” she asked.

“My dear Layla, anyone attempting to impede our objectives is a threat, large or small, magical or no. However, I’m not sending you to capture them. Not specifically, at least. If you can, then please do.”

“What is it you want from me?” Layla asked with a sigh.

“My spies bring word that there are rumblings from the heavens above the plains near Alcove Forest. They say it could likely be the dragon. Something has disturbed it. Perhaps invaders.”

“From where?”

“You must find the answer.” Hacatine walked to the incense burner again and waved a trail of smoke Layla’s way. Layla shuddered, aware of the spell, yet lured to it as if it were the juice of a delicious fruit. 

“I will prepare my troops to kill.”

“No.”

Layla opened her eyes wide. “No? Then what?”

“I want the dragon, Layla. I know he’s out there somewhere. The Kaemperns could not have sent him too far. If something, or someone, stirs beyond our world, beyond the dragon’s world, then they will open doors for us.”

“The dragon’s door is sealed with the crystal.” Layla argued. 

Hacatine’s face reddened, and she roared, waving at the walls that made up the grand hall they stood in. “Isn’t my castle made of rock? Didn’t the hands of our people chisel these bricks to form its foundation and build this fortress? Are we not in control of the elements? The seal that keeps the dragon imprisoned is a mere stone. A magical crystal that can be chiseled like any other stone, for aren’t we the sculptors of magic?”

“It’s been years since the dragon was expelled.”

“And finally, we hear its voice again, Layla. Yes. We’ve been waiting patiently. Our time has come.”

“We don’t know where his den is, nor have we located the crystal.”

“So, you will find out where it is. That is your assignment.”

Layla breathed deeply and, as if reading her frustrations, Hacatine continued. 

“You won’t take soldiers. You’ll go with two or three sisters. If the dragon is stirring, there’s a reason. If there are invaders from another world about to enter ours, you will wait for them, follow them, and take them with your magic.”

“Not kill them?”

Hacatine drew near to Layla. Sparks spewed as their eyes made contact. “Wouldn’t it be best to find out how they got here? Unless they have an army that threatens ours, you are to spare them. I want them alive. Bring them to me. They have a secret that I desire. To move from one world to another with the dragon as my pet.”

“Very well, my queen.” Layla bowed, breathing in the fragrance of Hacatine’s enchantment.
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THE ELEVEN O’CLOCK hour found twenty-year-old Abbi striding through the sterile corridor of Pilgrims Memorial Hospital, exhausted and relieved that Friday had finally come. She’d been an LPN for less than six months, and already the job had thrust one gruesome challenge after another at her. Today she’d been on shift since four in the morning. Before that, she would study until her eyes blurred and her father shut off her bedroom light. That was well after midnight. She loved nursing, caring for people, and yet she wondered if she had the physical strength to keep up with the tasks! “Thank goodness it’s the weekend,” she sighed, pushing the changing-room door open. 

Latex squeaked as Abbi pulled each finger from the glove and then rolled the rubber off her palm. Freedom from the day’s work, finally! She tossed the gloves in the bin, untied her smock, and placed it in the laundry. Grabbing her make-up case from her purse, she gave herself a once over in the mirror. Puffy eyes publicized her need for rest. There was no sense in trying to disguise how tired she looked. She tucked the renegade curls that dangled over her brow behind her ear and sighed. She would enjoy her excursion to the mountains with Ian tomorrow. For weeks they’d been planning a trip to Rainier to catch the fall colors. Unfortunately, her work always seemed to get in the way. 

Out of the hospital’s baby blues, Abbi donned her coat and buttoned it. The emergency alarm buzzed, but she gave it little mind. During her first week, whenever she heard the emergency loudspeaker call for staff, she panicked. Now, unless it summoned her, she offered only a raised eyebrow. When she stepped out of the dressing room, a wave of nurses, along with Doctor Rollins, raced by. 

The RN who oversaw her, Jill Brown, brushed shoulders with her. “Abbi!”

“What’s happening? You were supposed to get off at ten?” Abbi asked.

“Drive-by shooting. It’s going to be a long night.” Jill patted her on the shoulder. “Have a good weekend.” 

Abbi trailed behind. The narrow hall suddenly grew lonely as the others slammed through the double doors and disappeared. Another shooting? Another calamity. Life in the hospital wasn’t like the life she’d known in high school. Always someone’s life hung on the edge of death. Always pain and sickness. Had she chosen wisely, pursuing a nursing career? Because this was going to be her essence now. Day in and day out, someone’s fate would be determined by how many sleepless nights she spends studying; by how steady her hands are; by how well she could collaborate with a team. “A long road ahead, but worth it if I can save even one person,” she reassured herself as she waited for the elevator. 

Stars glistened in the clear night sky. Frosty air chilled her nose. She bundled her woolen scarf closer around her neck as she walked to her car, passing the ambulances whose lights still flashed. She couldn’t help but look at the stretchers being rolled inside. Three of them, one with a body covered from head to toe. One carrying a woman already hooked on IVs and oxygen. Another with a patient half the size of the stretcher. Her heart sank. A child. Abbi considered going back inside, volunteering her time to help, but that was unorthodox. For an indecisive moment, she cringed and then hurried to her car. If only the world weren’t so evil. 

The Next Morning 

Ian Wilson pulled back the ruby curtains that framed the front window. A golden sunrise painted the morning with shades of pink and gold. Clouds floated into the day, a beautiful scene, were it not for the telephone wires, rooftops, and chimneys obstructing the view. How he wished he could observe this symphony of color while standing on the mountain top! That had been the plan this morning.

He checked his watch. A quarter to six and still Abbi had not arrived. He paced across the hardwood floor and glanced at the old grandfather clock at the end of the hall. The ever-stagnant hands stretched to nine-o-seven. As always. One day, if he had enough money, he’d get it repaired. If that ever happened. His inheritance had all but run out, and the stress of having to keep up with the house, the utility bills, and food had become a laborious task, one that did not suit him. He tired of borrowing from Abbi, and yet his own efforts at making money failed sorrowfully. 

When the smoke alarm beeped, he groaned and raced to the kitchen, shut off the burner and jammed a lid over the smoky pan. 

By seven thirty, Abbi’s car finally arrived in his driveway. He looked out of the window as she stepped out of the spiffy coupe that her father had purchased for her. Her arms were filled with books, and a purse swung from her shoulder. A lucky girl, he thought, to have a dad who takes care of her. A pang of jealousy raced through him. Not because his father wasn’t around to give him things. He already accepted the fact that Alex had found a better place to live. If he could, he’d be living in that alternate world, too. He could never provide for Abbi like her father did. Abbi meant everything to Ian, and yet he had nothing to give her.

She didn’t have to knock. Ian opened the door before she stepped onto the porch. Too upset to hug her, like he knew he should, he grumbled instead. “I thought you’d be here early—before dawn. That was the plan.” He walked away, leaving the door open for her, and for the lingering burned bacon smoke to escape the stuffy house. He’d been pacing the floor since 5:30 am, stopping only to make breakfast, which was now ruined. “Where were you?”

“Sorry, Ian. Homework. I didn’t even finish, but I brought it with me.”

“You brought it with you? I thought this was going to be a day for the two of us.”

“It will be.”

“How? I get to watch you do homework?” He tossed his arms in the air and returned to the kitchen. “I burned breakfast. Sorry. You’re welcome to the scraps.”

“I ate.”

“Lucky for you! I didn’t.” He picked a morsel of charred pork from the pan, bit into it, and then spat into the trash.

“Want me to cook something for you?”

“No!” Ian threw the spatula in the sink and turned the faucet on. Soap bubbles slowly rose over last night’s plate, the coffee cup, the dirty silverware. “We’re already too late. It’ll be noon before we get there.”

“That’s okay,” she answered from the living room.

“No, it isn’t okay,” he called through the walls that filtered his annoyance. “We missed the morning light, the fresh smell of dew, the sunrise, and the blue of the mountain at dawn. We missed the best part of the day.

“It’s only a little after seven.” 

“It’s a quarter to eight,” he corrected. 

Her book slammed shut. “I had a hard night last night,” she said. “I was so exhausted that I went to sleep when I got home. It only takes an hour to get to Rainier. You’ll be fine. We’ll have plenty of time to take a walk in the woods and have a picnic lunch as well.” 

“You don’t understand. This is not just about walking. It’s not just about the woods, either. I miss it, Abbi. I miss living there.” He shut the tap off, dried his hands on his pants, and stepped into the living room. “I miss waking up in the forest, living off the land. Eating elk and nut bread. I miss that entire existence. I can’t stand it here in the city anymore. It’s not me.” How often did he want to just come out and say he missed the alternate world he and his dad found? He’d never find the same lifestyle living in the Seattle area. Or anywhere in reality. She knew. He could see it in her eyes. Neither of them would admit it openly to each other, though.

“You should get a driver’s license. Good grief, you’ll be twenty-one this year! It’s time. You could go to the mountains whenever you wanted!” Abbi said.

Anger swelled in him, but he curbed the sharp edge. “Maybe I should. Maybe I should do a lot of things, but I don’t. I should get a job too, so I could afford a car. But nothing ever pans out. I thought it would. I honestly had hopes for a better future here, but look at me.” He held open his arms as if to present himself as a total disaster to her.

She let out an exasperated sigh. “You had a job.”

“Flipping burgers?”

“You had a job before that.”

“Detailing cars? It’s not me. Cars? Really, Abbi? Why would I care how clean someone’s car is? I don’t like cars. I don’t like highways. This is insanity that I can’t stand. Why do people have to live life so fast?” 

Abbi’s grimace convicted him immediately. His anger shouldn’t be directed at her. “I’m sorry, Abbi. I don’t mean to make you feel bad.” His shoulders sank. 

“It’s not about how I feel. I feel bad because of all these things you’re feeling. I want to help you. You’re part of my life, Ian.” She stood and with a warm and gentle touch, she took his hands. “As long as you’re upset over the loss of your dad, I am, too.” 

“Dad?” Did she have to mention his father? He wasn’t even thinking about his dad right now, though the powerful hero of the man was continually on the back of his mind. Alex the blacksmith, the horseman, the huntsman. Alex, the savior of the Realm, who, with the Kaemperns, the woodland people bound to rid their world of evil, climbed down a rope into the freezing ice cave and mined the crystal that sealed away the dragon. Dad, whom Ian admired, loved, emulated, and missed. Dad, who could make him feel tall as a king with one word of praise, or as insignificant as a mouse with its tail cut off when reprimanded. “But it’s not just about Dad living in the Realm without me! I think I’m over that. I’m angry because I can’t function anymore, Abbi. I’m messed up! I can’t hang on to a job because I don’t want to. I want to work, but not any sort of remedial employment. I want to chop wood with an axe. Forge a steel blade, carve a bow out of wood, tool leather.”

“You can still do that.”

“For a hobby? For show? For a fair, or for art’s sake? No! I want to do it for real!” He threw his hands up in despair. “My heart’s not in anything here.” 

A disturbed pout darkened her appearance, and she looked out the window. He followed her gaze. The clouds that had carried the colors of dawn, now dampened the day, as if rivaling his own dreary spirit. Gray seeped into the living room again, dulling the furniture, the walls, the carpet. Even the air smelled stale and used up. The charcoal he’d bitten into just moments ago lingered on his tongue, reverberating his disgust. His voice softened. “How am I going to get over this? It’s hopeless.”

“I don’t know, Ian. Maybe you should reconsider my dad’s offer.”

“No. I will not work for your father. I will not be indebted to him.”

“He wouldn’t think you owed him anything. You have talent that’s not being used. You’re a graphic artist. He sees that in you. Let that be your profession.”

The conversation should end there. Working for Drew would seal Ian’s relationship with Abbi, and he wasn’t ready for that. He loved her and wanted to live with her forever, but not yet because he wasn’t ready for anything permanent. How could he marry Abbi? With his mood swings, he’d never be able to secure a career, not even one handed to him by her father. No. It wouldn’t be fair to her, or to her family.

He eyed her curiously as she pulled her notebook out of her pack and sat on the couch. “When will you be ready to go?” he asked.

She set her books on the table. “I can leave all this here and finish when we get back. Let’s go now.”

Her cell phone rang. 

“Right,” Ian mumbled, assuming that she would talk for a while. He returned to the kitchen. There was butter to put in the fridge, a burned cast-iron pot to scrape. The dishes to be washed. He could bide his time.

“Ian, I have to go.”

“What?”

Abbi was in the doorway before he could turn to face her, before he could complain—staring widely at him. “That was Elisa. She’s in a bad way. Someone close to her was a victim of a drive-by shooting last night. Her friend, Tod. You remember Tod? Neighbors of the Huntingtons? I was on shift when they brought him in, but I didn’t know who was hurt. Elisa needs me.”

Shocked, Ian clammed up. He didn’t know Tod’s family personally, but Elisa and her brother Brad were special. They’d been in the Realm. He and Abbi had promised to take care of the two if they ever needed help. Elisa was only ten years old. This would be traumatic for her. 

“Yeah, yeah go. I understand. Don’t apologize. I’m sorry I griped at you.”

“I’ll leave my things here and be back tonight. We can have dinner together. Maybe go to the mountain tomorrow.”

“Yeah. I might not be here when you get back.”

“Then leave the door open. I’ll wait for you. I’ll cook you something.”

“Abbi, just go.”
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ABBI DIDN’T MEAN TO slam the car door. She peeked back at the house, hoping Ian hadn’t been watching her or that he hadn’t heard. There was no reason to match her anger to his. She hated leaving Ian in one of his moods, and to lash out at him would be unnecessary and fruitless. It wasn’t his fault; he was forlorn. The Realm had done something to him. With all the magic and adventure, he had experienced there, how could he ever be satisfied with the mundane existence of living in a city?

Life had been so pleasant the first few months after they closed the portal. The two worked hard getting Alex Wilson’s house back in shape—remodeling, fixing the wind damage from the gale that blew in from the Realm when they closed the portal. She and Ian partnered in the experience, repairing their lives just like they repaired the furniture, replaced the window, and purchased new curtains. At least she thought it had been a partnership. But now that the house was in decent shape, and the deed to the property in his hands, Ian’s temperament had been steadily declining.

This wasn’t the first time he longed for the Realm.

When she arrived at the Huntingtons’, a deathly stillness encased the neighborhood. Two-story houses on small lots surrounded by manicured lawns, rock gardens, and white trimmed porches lined the quiet street. Not a soul stirred, nor were any curtains open, nor lights beaming through the windows. Abbi had been Elisa’s babysitter for years, so she had friends here too and knew what a close-knit neighborhood it was. This tragedy would affect every family.

“What’s happening to people these days?” Abbi whispered to herself. Sadly, shootings had become a common occurrence in their city. Too common. No one could predict who would be the next victim.

Abbi stepped slowly up the stairs. Red geraniums in a clay pot grabbed her attention—a brilliant note of color amid such melancholy. She reflected on what she might say to the Huntingtons. Were there any words of comfort she could offer? Could she do for Elisa what this pot of flowers did on a dark and rainy day?

Abbi knocked on the door and waited.

When Mrs. Huntington answered, she did so with red eyes and a tissue in her hand. “Oh Abbi,” she said and embraced her.

“Elisa called me,” Abbi started.

“I assumed she would. She talks to you more than she talks to either of us. I’m glad you came. She’s in her room.”

The lingering fragrance of too many cut flowers filled the house. Scraps of leaves, wire, and clippings littered the otherwise immaculate floor. “Excuse the mess. I volunteered to make a wreath for the vigil.”

Abbi choked on her words, not knowing how to ask. “Is Tod okay? I left the hospital last night not knowing.”

“Tod is in critical condition. When his father was shot, the car sped out of control and crashed. Tod’s mother is in the ICU.” She breathed heavily and wiped her eyes. “His father died.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Mrs. Huntington nodded, covered her face with a tissue, and sat next to her husband. There was nothing more to say to either of them. Abbi only hoped she could be of comfort to Elisa. She climbed the stairwell slowly, wondering what she’d say or if she should say anything.

“Is that you, Abbi?” A thump on the floor, a shuffling of feet, and soon Elisa’s bedroom door opened. Elisa appeared with an off-centered ponytail—the scrunchy held in place by knots in her hair—and with a wrinkled nightgown which hung loosely off her shoulders. There were no tears in her eyes, though her cheeks were flushed. “We have to go.”

“Go where?”

“To your house. I don’t want to be here.” Elisa raced to her dresser and pulled out a T-shirt and shorts, and threw them on the floor.

“You’ll need something warmer. There’s a nip in the air.”

Elisa shoved the summer clothes back into her dresser and picked a pair of blue jeans from a pile on the floor.

Abbi sat on the unmade bed. “Are you sure you want to leave your mom and dad?”

“Yes. They’re just crying, and I can’t stand it. I don’t want Tod to die. He’s my friend. They’re like everyone is going to die. Tod. His mom. His dad. I don’t want to be here because that’s what it’s like here. I can’t handle all the sadness.”

“Be fair, Elisa. They’re just sad about everything that happened.”

“I want to go.” Elisa stopped her hustling and looked Abbi in the eye. Never had Abbi sensed so much pain coming from one little girl. “I want to be somewhere else. Please?”

“Okay. Of course. We’ll go to my house. I must stop by Ian’s on the way.” Abbi sat silently, swallowing her own tears as Elisa pulled a backpack from under her bed, stuffed a shirt and jeans in it, and grabbed the soft rag doll Abbi had given her for Christmas the year before. As if remembering something she had forgotten, she raced to her desk and pulled out a tiny metal car from a drawer. Half the paint was missing, and one wheel seemed to be bent. Elisa held it in her palm and stared at it for a long moment.

“What’s that?”

“A hot rod.” She met Abbi’s gaze. “Tod gave it to me.” She shoved it in her pocket and then zipped the pack, swung it onto her shoulders, and adjusted the weight, giving Abbi a nod. “C’mon.”
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IAN KEPT HIS PROMISE to leave the door unlocked, but a tinge of worry bothered Abbi by his absence so early in the day. She would have taken that drive to the mountain with him if he had waited. They weren’t gone but an hour. Elisa could have come.

He left no note nor anything showing where he might have gone, nor when he’d be back. Everything in the house was the same as when she had been there earlier. Her books piled on the coffee table—the dishes in the sink, the suds had melted into dirty dishwater—burned bacon scraps on the stove. He must have left right after she did.

“I’m hungry,” Elisa said when Abbi walked into the kitchen. “Ian always has goodies when we come over.”

“How about left-over pizza?” Abbi pulled a mini pizza box from the fridge.

“Okay.”

After watching Elisa take a bite, she smiled. “Feeling better?”

The girl shook her head and wandered out of the kitchen. “I like pizza, but it doesn’t make me happy for what’s been done.” The girl walked around the living room, inspecting the artwork taped to the walls—Ian’s drawings of computer characters, wildlife, and a dragon. The corner of a wolf sketch hung loose where the tape had fallen off.

“No. I don’t suspect it would.” Abbi gathered her books and sat on the couch.

“Look, Abbi. There’s the magic dragon shield.”

Rays of sunlight brightened the buckler that Alex Wilson had made years ago. Giant rubies glistened with color, all but the stone that had been damaged years ago. Grand memorabilia of heroic deeds done in that alternate world Ian had grown so fond of.

“Remember, Abbi? Remember how the shield saved us?”

“I do,” Abbi whispered. “Not that one. The little one. The children’s shield.”

“I know. But this one has magical powers too, doesn’t it?”

“I think so. It saved Ian from a cannon ball.”

Elisa turned sharply, her blue eyes wide and inquisitive. “Maybe it would heal Tod. Do you think?”

“Oh, Elisa, I don’t know. I don’t think so. The doctors will heal him.” I hope, Abbi added under her breath.

“We should try. Let’s try, Abbi!”

“I wouldn’t know how.”

“We used to sing. Remember? Singing made the magic come. We could sing about Tod.”

Abbi’s first response was to put away the idea. Still, those innocent blue eyes and Elisa’s tenacious spirit ate at her. Did Elisa really think the shield had transferred magic from the Realm?

“I don’t know,” Abbi repeated.

“Can you get it down from the wall so that I can hold it?”

There couldn’t be any harm in letting Elisa have her way. It would comfort the girl to know she had done all she could to make things better for her friend. Abbi took the shield off the wall and had Elisa sit on the couch. She held the heavy buckler in her lap while Elisa gently stroked it. But after thinking about the little boy in the hospital who’d been wounded, whose father died and whose mother was on life support, Abbi had no song to sing, and Elisa, too, remained silent.

Time passed. Ian did not return, and Elisa fell asleep. The poor girl must be exhausted from grief, Abbi thought as she wrapped her arm around her shoulders.

Eventually, Abbi also dozed and woke in the late afternoon. Evening darkened the house when Elisa finally stirred.

“I think we should go now,” Abbi whispered, and patted Elisa on her knee. “C’mon. It’s getting late and your parents will be worried about you.”

Abbi’s shift on Sunday didn’t begin until 11 am, and so she had time to peek into Tod’s room when she arrived at the hospital. It wasn’t easy seeing him hooked up to tubes and a breathing machine. She quietly stepped inside the dimly lit room and sat by his side, and combed his hair with her hands. He opened his eyes.

“Mom?” he uttered helplessly.

“No, Tod. It’s Abbi. You remember me, don’t you? Elisa’s babysitter?”

He blinked the moisture away and looked at her. His lips quivered when he spoke. “Yes, I remember you,” he said with a raspy voice and an attempted smile. “Did Elisa come with you?”

“No, not this time. Are you cold?”

He nodded. Abbi put the cover over his shoulders and tucked it under his chin.

“Tell Elisa I’ll come see her soon.” The boy’s thick brown lashes fluttered closed, and he sighed.

“She’ll love that,” Abbi whispered, observing how pale he’d become. Usually tan and healthy, Tod rarely sat still—much less lay quietly. Abbi thought of all the times he’d race to the swings at the park and instead of grabbing one for himself, he’d offer one to Elisa and then push her until she squealed for joy. Or whenever they went for a walk, he’d pull out a used candy wrapper and move insects off the sidewalk so they wouldn’t get stepped on. Everyone loved Tod. He didn’t deserve this. She squeezed his hand.

“Where’s my mom?” he asked.

“She’s in bed. Like you.” Abbi wanted to tell him his mom was going to be all right, but that would have been a lie. How could she know? His mother was still in the ICU. “We’re going to fix you up, Tod,” she said.

Her words fell flat. He nodded. “I know. But Mom. And Dad?” The tears continued to seep until there were shiny streams rolling down the side of his face. What if his mom doesn’t get any better? What if she is permanently disabled? Had anyone told him about his father?

“I want to go home,” he said. “I don’t want to be here.”

“I know,” Abbi answered, and squeezed his hand again. That was the third time she heard someone say they didn’t want to be here. She wished Tod wasn’t in a hospital room as well. He deserved to be home with his family. And then she wondered how much of a family he would have to go home to. “I know,” she said again. She sat by his side until he fell asleep, which wasn’t long. She didn’t know what to say.

***
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WHEN ABBI RANG IAN’S doorbell on Monday morning, Ian tripped over his feet to answer it. Remorseful that he had been so selfish the last time they were together, he bolted at the chance to make it up to her. “I’m sorry!” he blurted as he swung open the door.

“I’m sorry too.”

“I don’t know what got into me. I get in these moods and then I say things and hurt people. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“I’m okay, Ian. I know.”

“Come in.” He took her hand and pulled her close to him, nudging the door shut with his foot. Thankful for her merciful nature. What would he do without her? 

“I’m really sorry.” He buried his face in her hair, breathing in her sweet fragrance. “I don’t tell you how much I appreciate you enough. You’re the world to me, Abbi. I know nothing else.”

Her arms tightened around him. He held on to her for a long while. “Don’t let me let you go,” he whispered. He wanted to secure their love so badly, and yet fear kept him from asking her to marry him. He was that unsure of himself.

Finally, Abbi spoke. “Where did you go Saturday? We came back for you. I would have taken us all to the mountains if you had been here.”

He released her and stepped away but kept her hands in his. “I needed to be alone, so I went walking. Put some miles on these old sneakers, but it helped. Walking always helps. It cures nothing, but it gets my mind straight. Coffee? I promise I won’t burn it.”

“Thanks,” Abbi laughed.

He rushed into the kitchen. “So, what happened Saturday? How is Elisa? Did you have time to visit her friend?” Ian put a handful of beans in the grinder and pressed the lid, spinning the sweet aroma of freshly ground coffee into the kitchen.

“She’s not doing well,” Abbi answered when the noise subsided. “She’s kind of out there. You know how she gets.”

“Spacey? Or prophetic?” He grinned at her grimace. Abbi would never admit to the extra sensory abilities Elisa had, nor would she acknowledge the girl’s connection to the Realm. Ian witnessed the phenomenon, though. Without Elisa’s ability to communicate with Realm, the Kaempern children’s enchanted shield would never have been preserved during the dark days. Had she not been the keeper of the shield, the pirates would not have been defeated, nor would the wizard Silvio have been rescued from the old burned oak tree. Ian respected Elisa’s uncanny relationship with the inhabitants of the alternate world.

“If you’re going to tell me that somehow the Realm is calling Elisa back, I’m going to fight you tooth and nail.”

“Even if it’s true?”

“The portal’s closed.”

He scowled, but only for a second. Abbi could win that argument. As much as Ian wanted to return to the Realm, his loyalty to his father, the Kaemperns, and the Meneks, demanded he stay in the real world. The reason puzzled him, but he had made a promise. Besides, technically, there was no way to enter the Realm again without damaging the integrity of the portal. Somewhere in that interstellar world of nothingness, a dragon still lived.

Ian dumped the grounds into the coffee filter and filled the canister with water. “I suppose knowing that a good friend and their parents are suffering in a hospital is hard for Elisa. I would give her space.”

“Tod’s father died.”

“He died?” Ian held his breath as he absorbed the news. For three years, he had been certain his own father had died. The memory of that grief fell on him, and his shoulders sank. “Poor kid,” he whispered. “I know what that’s like.”

“I know you do. I don’t know if it would be much of a surprise to learn that Elisa thinks your shield can heal Tod.”

Water gurgled, and a thick, steady stream of black liquid dripped into the glass cannister. Steam puffed into the air when condensation hit the burner. Ian stared at the stainless-steel coffeepot, his mind in the other world. Was there any significance in Elisa’s hypothesis? Did his shield hold magical powers even in this unmagical world?

“Do you hear me?” Abbi asked.

“Yes. I hear you.” He took a cup from the cupboard, flicked a speck of an unknown substance from the inside, and set it on the counter.

Abbi picked up the cup, ran it under the tap, and dried it with a towel. “She even asked to borrow it. Of course, I’m sure she’s just experiencing trauma. People do and say peculiar things when they’re under duress. Violence and death are hard for a ten-year-old.”

“Yes. They are.” He poured coffee into her cup.

“She’s talks just like you do. She says she wants to be somewhere else.”

Ian pulled the creamer out of the fridge and handed it to her. That struck interest, and he turned and focused on Abbi’s hazel eyes. “Where does she want to be?”

“She didn’t say where. She just said she doesn’t want to be here.” Abbi set her cup on the table, poured creamer into it, found a spoon in the drawer, and stirred.

“I don’t blame her.”

“I heard that phrase three times yesterday, and it struck a chord with me. Three people I care about don’t want to be where they are. Of course, the only one justified in saying such a thing is Tod. He doesn’t want to be in the hospital, and he sure doesn’t deserve to be.”

Ian pondered all that she said, still captivated by her eyes. A pretty girl, Abbi had grace both inside and out, and he loved how she cared for people. Maybe someday he’d be as compassionate as she.

“Elisa will heal in time,” she continued. “Especially if Tod recovers. You, on the other hand, need to learn to cope with your circumstances,” she scolded with a smile.

“Thanks.” Ian returned her teasing, knowing that she meant it as a joke. “And yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Elisa can borrow my shield.”

“You’re crazy.”

“No, I’m not. Elisa played a huge role in ridding the Realm of evil. The pirates, the war with the Meneks, even eradication of the dragon from the Realm could all be attributed to Elisa. If she thinks there is a mystical power still in my shield, then who am I to get in her way? Borrow it. Just bring it back and don’t let it get rained on.” He placed the sugar on the table next to her cup and strolled into the living room. Abbi followed him.

“This is nuts,” Abbi sat on the sofa and sipped her coffee. Her eyes followed his every move as he took the shield off its mount.

“You’re saying Elisa is nuts?” Ian asked, already aware of her answer.

“No, I’m saying you are. How can Elisa know what she wants?”

“Easily.” He frowned when he rested the shield against the couch where Abbi sat. “Perhaps you forgot, Abbi. The magic of the Realm has and always will lie in the hands of the children. Bring her the shield.”
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THE VISIT TO FOREST Park proved worth the extra time spent getting there. A perfect location for experiencing autumn, the maple trees had already turned color, blanketing the path with gold, green, and rust-colored leaves. Canadian geese flew in patterns over them, honking their sweet greeting, circling in wide sweeps across the cloudy sky. The chilly air stung her cheeks, and judging by the color of Elisa’s rosy face, painted them as well. Abbi hadn’t been to this park since she was Elisa’s age.

Abbi led Elisa on the meandering trail through the maple trees while shifting the weight of Ian’s shield to her other arm. She slowed down when they came to the playground and looked around for some place to sit down.

“Let’s head for that park bench. This thing is heavy.”

Pausing in front of the swings, Elisa stood silent for a moment before she strolled to the bench.

“Did you want to play awhile?” Abbi asked.

“No.” Elisa delivered her answer as snappy as the wind delivered the cold. “How can I play when Tod is in bed hurting? It’s not fair. I want to make him better.”

“So do I.” Abbi seated herself and rolled the buckler onto the bench between them, patting the bench for Elisa to join her. When Elisa sat down, she stroked the shield as she would a kitten. “Ian was nice, lending us his shield.”

“He was. We need to take loving care of it,” Abbi agreed. “We can’t let anything happen to it.”

“You told him what we’re going to do?” The girl looked up, and Abbi could see the seriousness in her eyes. This meeting wasn’t just Abbi supporting a little girl through trauma. Elisa was dead set on summoning magic.

“I told him what you wanted to do. Ian says the power of the Realm is in the hands of the children. He wants you to have free rein to do what you feel is best, so I’m going to let you take the lead.”

Elisa’s eyes grew wide. “Ian said that?”

The wonder in the girl’s expression made Abbi smile. “He trusts you. Just be careful. If you can conjure magic, make certain it’s used for helping Tod, nothing more.”

Elisa sat up straight, as though she were at a concert about to play her cello. She stopped stroking the shield and placed her hand on its boss, holding the convex shape gently and purposefully. “I thought all night about the words to this song. I’ll sing, and you hum. Okay?”

“Sure,” Abbi agreed and folded her hands, keeping a keen eye on Elisa. Would they really be able to conjure magic? Would they be able to control it if they did? Maybe this wasn’t a good idea, but if it weren’t, Ian would have said so. If anyone knew the power of the shield, Ian did.

Elisa took Abbi’s hand and placed it next to hers so that both were touching one of the five rubies. Elisa shut her eyes tight, her freckles radiant in the autumn air, her nose puckered like an elf. She cleared her throat and then, in a sweet voice reminiscent of the chorus of the Kaempern children, she sang.

Oh, gentle shield of brass and stone

Of days present and days of old

I ask you please if you’ll hear my plea

And heal my friend and make him...,”

She opened one eye... make him...?”

Abbi nodded. “Whole. No sickness, no sores.”

Elisa closed her eyes again and sang the last line over. And then she sighed long and hard. Abbi’s smile slowly disappeared. A strange sensation took over, as if she were leaving her body, but she could still feel Elisa’s hand on hers. Perhaps she was just dizzy. Maybe being out here in the cold wasn’t that good of an idea. Maybe she was catching a virus. When she opened her eyes, she gasped. Elisa was only partly there. Still singing, but quickly vanishing. First her legs and then her body and shoulders. Suddenly, as though a vacuum sucked her into space, Abbi’s head spun wildly. She had no control, not even to grab hold of the bench. In an instant, the park evaporated, and she landed on soft dirt in another world.

The swings and teeter totter were gone. The telephone poles no longer trimmed the skyline. There was no road, no cars, and no sign of civilization. No autumn maple trees. No park benches. Abbi was sprawled on the ground in a deep and mystical forest. Ferns tickled her face when she sat up. Leaves clung to her hair. Only a faint trace of sunlight danced through the foliage—enough light to see Elisa sitting next to her. The shield glowed brightly between them, casting a blue aura that spanned into the woods.

“Oh, my word!” Abbi declared. “No!”

Elisa brushed her hair off her face, dazed and incoherent. “What happened?”

“I don’t think your song did what you wanted it to.”

“Are we... are we in Alcove Forest?”

“I’m not sure where we are, but for sure we aren’t with Tod in the hospital. We aren’t in Forest Park, either!” Abbi dusted the dirt, leaves, and moss off her tights and stood to get a better view of her surroundings. She’d been here before, years ago. The forest had grown deeper and denser, the underbrush thicker with berry and sticker bushes crowding the salal. “Yes. We’re in Alcove Forest, Elisa.”

Elisa jumped up. “Oh!’ she exclaimed with half a laugh and half a cry. “I love it here, but I don’t think we’re supposed to be this far from home.”

“No. We aren’t.” Abbi lifted the shield off the ground. Oddly, the buckler weighed less than it did at home and glowed a blue light. “Let’s see if we can get back.”

“So soon?” Elisa protested. “Maybe asking for help for Tod is what brought us here. Maybe there’s magic here that we need to bring back with us. What do you think?”

Abbi inspected the shield and the glowing rubies. The dark cavity of the burned-out stone seemed out of place. One ugly reminder of evil in an otherwise perfect setting. “Where would we find that kind of magic, Elisa?”

Before the girl could respond, a sharp snap of branches breaking came from deeper into the woods behind them. Voices high in pitch rang out. Ferns wiggled and swayed.

“Hide!” Abbi pulled Elisa’s arm and dodged behind the trunk of a fir tree. Elisa scooted next to her. They watched and listened. Though the sound grew louder and closer, they saw no one. Either someone was crawling on their tummies through the brush, or else the invaders were small.

Recognizing the phenomenon, Abbi smiled. Xylonites! The little people! The computer characters that Ian created years ago came to life and had been known as caretakers of Alcove Forest. It had to be. “We’re cool,” she told Elisa, and then took a step out into the open. Looking down, she saw a parade of little men who had appeared like Xylon, a character she had been given the honor of naming. Keeper of the Forest. With furry whiskers and bushy eyebrows, red noses, and high-waisted pants with suspenders, they marched like toy soldiers come alive. Some had blond hair and some brown, and some had hair as red as strawberries in the field. They marched in step with each other, though the smaller ones had to skip to keep up. The caravan paraded right past Abbi’s feet. If she had moved, she could very easily have squashed them. They didn’t look up at her, but focused straight ahead.

“Hey!” Elisa said with a giggle. “I remember these guys! They kept us safe in the tunnel when the dragon attacked the Kaempern village. Remember?”

“I do!” Abbi said.

Behind the group of men came the little women dressed in green skirts, red vests, and aprons with tulips embroidered on the hems. They didn’t march, but floated gleefully behind, chatting, and laughing with one another. They looked up at Abbi. One gasped and ceased to go on, while another tugged at her arm.

“Hello,” Abbi said.

That’s when the older Xylonites who had trailed behind met them and, sure enough, there was Xylon. He was not the spunky little man Abbi remembered. His once bright eyes, now dull, twitched nervously. His blue jeans were faded, and he no longer wore a baseball cap, but his thick white hair looked like cotton balls taped to his head. There were stains and tears on his shirt. Bent over and walking with a cane, his hands shook, and he groaned low with every step. Abbi recognized him by the mole under his eye and by his grumpy countenance. No one could smirk the way he did!

“Xylon?” Abbi kneeled to his height and touched his shoulder. The other older men stepped back, wide eyed, their wrinkled faces showing terror. “Don’t be afraid,” Abbi assured them all. “I’m not here to harm you.” She addressed Xylon again. “Xylon, is that you?”

“What’s that you say?” Xylon muttered. “Someone call me?”

“I did,” Abbi said gently as Elisa stooped next to her. “It’s me. Abbi. ‘The Abbi girl’ you used to call me.”

Xylon opened his eyes wide, his face turned pale, and his lips trembled. After a moment of shaking his finger at her, he said, “I remember you! You came with that war monger fellow. What was his name?”

“Ian!”

“Yes! That’s it! Ian! Rascal, that young one! Up to no good, he was. That’s what I would say. Worst thing I ever did when I got wrapped up with the likes of him.”

“Ian did a lot of good here!” Elisa argued.

“Good? The war monger had me toss the old sea captain overboard. That’s what good he did to me! Should never have listened to him. Never wanted a war. Never!”

Abbi frowned. “He’s not a warmonger. And you saved people’s lives by helping him.”

“Killed some, too!” Xylon complained.

Abbi glanced at Elisa, discouraged at the little man’s mindset. Elisa shook her head and shrugged. Abbi lowered her voice, hoping to stay on his good side if he had one. “I won’t argue with you, Xylon. Ian’s not here. I’m with Elisa. You helped save our lives during that war. Maybe you can help us now. We’re trying to get home.”

“Home? I thought you went back home.” His furry brow furrowed.

“That was a year ago.”

“A year? What’s a year but a century to me? Look how I’ve aged. I can barely see you.”

“Well, we accidentally came back and would like to go home again,” Elisa piped.

“Get home, you say? Always leaving, your kind is. In and out. Just come and go. No thought for the rest of us!”

“Well, we’d stay longer but there’s a sick friend at home and we came to see if there’s any magic, we could take with us to save him,” Elisa said.

“Is that what you came for, is it?” Xylon pulled a hankie from his pocket and blew his nose. “Well, there’s no healing here, there’s not! Could use healing myself. The old queen has taken all the magic away from this place. She has.”

“What queen?” Abbi glanced up at the woods.

“Why the queen of Taikus, that’s who. Came here from the island she owns. You should know about her. Everyone does you know. You should too! Driving us all out of our homes. Her warriors are everywhere. No healing here. Nope. No good either. Continue your ways, as I’m carrying on mine.”

“You mean you’re leaving Alcove Forest? For good?”

“What’s good about it? Lived here for years, ever since that rabble-rouser friend of yours made this place. The forest was mine back then. Then came those high tooting lumberjacks. Big mistake that one was thanks to your Ian boy. I shaped them into soldiers at least, but then that got us into a war. Now we must leave. All of us.”

“Where will you go?” Elisa asked.

“Why, where else can we go? Bandene Forest to find the wizard, that’s where.” With that, he stuffed his hankie in his pocket, touched his cane to the ground, and waddled off. The other old Xylonites gave Abbi and Elisa a scowl and followed him.

“This concerns me, Elisa,” Abbi said when the Xylonites were well beyond earshot. I think getting that magic that you are looking for is going to require more than just singing a song. I think maybe the shield brought us here for a reason.”

A rustle in the leaves startled Abbi. Sensing an eavesdropper, she turned and listened, but saw nothing and pulled Elisa back into the shadows. 

“Someone’s out there.” Abbi crouched low. Elisa did likewise. 

“Something is terribly wrong. A wicked queen is chasing the Xylonites from their beautiful forest. Ian would never put up with that. I would hate for something terrible to happen to them. They’re so helpless. The Realm wouldn’t be the same without the little people.”

“We should follow them, then.” Elisa stated. “Make sure they’re okay. Maybe that’s what the shield wants us to do.”

“You may be right. But we need to be quiet because I think someone is stalking them.”

“If we follow them all the way to their wizard, maybe he’ll send us home with magic enough to heal Tod!”

“Perhaps!” Abbi agreed, remembering Ian’s words concerning Elisa’s intuitive powers. She brushed Elisa’s soft blond hair away from her face and smiled. “Let’s go with them for a spell and help them find their wizard!”

Taking a glance behind her, the only thing she saw rustling in the reeds was that of someone or something running in the opposite direction. Perhaps it was a fawn returning to its mother.

Trouble 

Ian took a longer walk than he had earlier that day. His nerves wouldn’t settle. He told Abbi he felt better, but it turned out to be a lie. He wasn’t better. The tragedy that had happened to Tod’s family did a number on him. The news that the boy’s father had died shoved his past into his present like a bulldozer shoves mud into a hole. Tod was younger than he was when his father disappeared, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t relate. Even though Alex might be alive, separation from him was eternal. He thought he could cope, and he’d been doing well this last year, but after hearing what happened to Tod and his family, all those old emotions rose to the surface. Again.

The day was nearly over when he jogged into the yard. He stopped to brush the maple leaves off his father’s foundry sign, a vigil he performed every evening. He never took it down. No one came around with welding requests. The house had been abandoned for three years, so all his father’s clients had since gone somewhere else for their needs. Whisperings and rumors spread when his dad vanished: in school, at the local market, and with the neighbors. Occasionally, rumors had reached Ian’s ears. He never argued, no matter how much the assumptions hurt, how much his father’s name was slandered. Let people believe what they wanted. They would never believe the truth. Sometimes he suspected the rumors were passed to prod him into telling what he knew about his father’s disappearance. He wouldn’t! And so, the shadow of mystery hung like a cloud over the house—and over his life. Abbi’s folks took him in and raised him until he finished school. They seldom interrogated Ian, and when they did, they never commented or questioned his stories.

When Ian came of age, after returning from his last visit to the Realm, he remodeled his dad’s house, made it livable again, and moved in. The neighbors avoided him.

He was glad. The fewer questions, the better.

Streetlamps blinked as twilight fell. A dog barked in the distance, and cars passed by as Ian stepped onto the porch stairs. He let himself into the darkened house and turned on the lights, noticing immediately that the shield was still absent from its place on the wall. Abbi should have returned it.

After calling Abbi’s cell phone and getting no answer, Ian called the Huntington house.

“What’s up?” Brad answered, his speech muffled by chewing.

“Is Abbi there?”

“Nope. And Mom and Dad are mad cause Elisa isn’t either. I thought they were over there.”

“I haven’t seen either of them since this morning.”

“Well, that’s the pits. Guess Elisa’s going to be grounded for a day or two.”

“Sorry about that.” Ian glanced up at the empty wall where the shield should be, and his heart skipped a beat. “Did they say where they were going?”

“Forest Park, I think. That’s what Elisa kept talking about. Hey—” his voice quieted to a whisper, “When Elisa took off with Abbi, I looked out the window and saw your shield in the car. What were they doing with that?”

Ian didn’t answer.

“Did they steal it? You don’t think they were working magic, do you?”

“I don’t know what they were doing. When they get back, have Abbi call me, please.” He hung up.

Forest Park! Five miles away! Should he wait here? Or take the hour and a half walk in the dark to look for them?

His thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door.

Drew Bradshaw, Abbi’s father—his foster father—was a tall man, graying slightly and very distinguished looking. Seldom did he wear a frown, but tonight his grave countenance could have shattered a mirror. “I have questions for you, Ian.”

“She’s not here. I swear I haven’t seen her since this morning.”

“May I come in?”

Drew didn’t wait for a response, though Ian wouldn’t have refused. The man, dressed in a tailored business suit, stepped inside, and gave a quick, disapproving glance around the room. Ian never boasted about his housekeeping skills. The Bradshaws were immaculate.

“Did you see Abbi today?”

“This morning,” Ian answered, hoping this interrogation didn’t dive too deep.

“What happened? What did she tell you?”

“Not much. Just that she was worried about Elisa.”

“What did she say about Elisa?”

“Just that the girl was upset about her friend and his family. She wanted to comfort her.”

“Like what?”

Ian swallowed and unconsciously eyed the space on the wall. “I don’t know. Take her somewhere. Spend time with her. She didn’t say exactly,” Ian lied.

“When did they leave?” Drew followed Ian’s gaze and then shot him an accusing look. How could the man possibly know what was missing from Ian’s décor?

“I don’t know. Around noon maybe.”

“She was supposed to work today at three. She’s never missed a day at work. Never! Her career means everything to her.”

“I know.”

“How has your relationship with Abbi been lately?”

Taken aback by such a personal question, Ian stumbled for an answer. 

“Fine.”

“Fine? What does that mean? You’ve been getting along? No squabbling?”

“We have our spats from time to time, but what does that have to do with anything? We didn’t fight today. What are you suggesting?”

Drew’s entire body sighed, showing clearly how stressed he’d been. “The police won’t look for them for twenty-four hours, but the moment those hours are up, I assure you we’ll be searching everywhere and questioning everyone. I am beside myself with worry. I don’t want to accuse you of anything, but...” he surveyed the living area again, from the computer to the window, and to the space on the wall where the black hook that once held the shield stuck out.

“What used to hang there?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Ian bit his lip and when Drew looked him in the eye, he stuttered. 

“Just an old shield that was my dad’s.” Before Drew could inquire further about the shield, Ian went on. “It fell. Too heavy for that hook. I need to replace it.”

“Where is the shield now?”

“In the shop,” Ian retorted quickly. 

“I raised you for three years. You were a son to us. Our family did what we could to keep you healthy, get your mind off your father’s disappearance. Finish school. Maybe even go on to college, or work in my firm.”

Ian nodded and waited for the... “but.”

“In all those years, I had hoped you’d be honest with me.”

“Yes, sir. I’m thankful.”

The silence stiffened. Drew paced to the couch and stared out the window. Finally, he inhaled slowly, pivoted around, and faced Ian. Letting his breath out with his words, he said, “I never believed your story.”

Ian’s eyes widened.

“I never believed that your father just walked away from you. Not from the state-of-mind you were in when Abbi found you. Something happened to him, and you knew what it was.”

Ian froze, shell-shocked. Speechless.

“I just want you to know that. I want you to think about it. And then I want you to tell me where my daughter is. You have my number.”

He walked out the door.

Ian couldn’t move for a good minute and a half, stunned by Drew’s sudden and justified mistrust of him. A sick feeling stirred inside, like he would vomit. If he were younger, he’d cry. Guilt pointed its blackened finger at him. He didn’t deserve the trust he craved. He’d been a liar all along. By not telling them about the Realm, he’d been a traitor to his foster family; and to Abbi, whom he convinced to validate his lie. And for what reason? What was he protecting? Certainly not his dad, nor the Realm either.

He’d been protecting his pride.

Drew drove away, and Ian stood on the porch watching him with fingers itching to pick up his cell phone, call him back, and confess everything. Yet a confession would lead to a hundred more, and then what? How could he explain the Realm, or a dragon, or the portal?

“Hey! Ian!” 

Ian turned toward the house. “Ian!” It was Brad. The boy called out again and broke into a run.

“What are you doing here?” Brad was the last person he wanted to see after being humiliated by Abbi’s father.

“Wanted to see if you were going through that portal to find my sister.”

“What?”

“Come on, Ian. Where else would they be?” Brad skipped up to the porch and would have bumped into Ian if Ian hadn’t dodged inside.

“Where else? I don’t know. Playing hopscotch in the woods? Something could have happened to them in this world. You forget, this neighborhood just had a drive-by shooting. Crime runs rampant here. I hope they’re safe, but I can’t just go jumping through the portal on a whim. Besides, it’s closed, remember? Sealed shut.”

“And you forget. The girls have a shield. Nothing in this world is going to hurt them while they have the shield.” Brad insisted.

Brad made a valid observation, far-fetched as it was. But then, the girls being in the Realm made less sense. Ian shook his head and turned toward the window.

“Come on, Ian. The sooner we find them, the better. We can’t let them wander around in the Realm without us.” Brad made his way to Ian’s kitchen, opened the box of pizza on the table, and grabbed a piece.

“You don’t know that they’re there,” Ian argued.

“And you don’t know that they aren’t.”

Ian walked back and forth in the living room, tormented by Brad’s presumption, eyeing his dad’s old computer that nested in a dark corner of the living room. How could Abbi have entered the Realm? The portal had been sealed. No one from this world could go back. But then, his rubied shield had displayed magical properties before, even here in Seattle.

“What do you say, Ian?” Brad appeared with a slice of pizza in both hands. “Do we go in and be their heroes? Or do we let the cops waste taxpayer’s money looking for them here? I don’t know about you, but I like my sister, the little brat that she is. And if she’s lost in the Realm, I want to go get her. Be her hero, so to speak!”

Ian brushed his hair back with his hands.

“No one else is going to save them if they’re in there. You know that!” Brad continued with a mouth full of food.

“You really think that’s where
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