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FOR THE OUTCASTS.

YOU’LL FIND YOUR TRIBE IN THE MOST UNEXPECTED PLACES.







CHAPTER 1

I told myself not to panic.

My chair squeaked as I leaned forward, elbows resting on the edge of my desk. Maybe I’d misheard Ms. Blackthorne. Maybe things were totally fine. Maybe this wouldn’t prompt yet another one of my mom’s after-school lectures.

For a second, everything was safe in the world, like I had just cast a Stop Time spell.

Well, maybe not the world, but at least first-period trigonometry at Westerberg High. Because all twenty-eight students sat totally still, not reacting to Ms. Blackthorne’s words.

Then it came.

The sound of backpacks unzipping. Then laptops flipping open. Some notebooks rustling. Some pens scratching. I had heard Ms. Blackthorne right. Which meant that this was my own fault—and homework was due today, not tomorrow, like I thought.

“Okay, let’s make this interactive,” Ms. Blackthorne said. “Let’s take the first problem and break it down step-by-step.”

If she graded by starting the week’s assignment, then I would have gotten full marks. Because I loaded it the other day. I looked at it. I might have even started the first problem. Or at least thought about starting. But I know I loaded it. Definitely that. I closed my eyes and pictured the login header for our homework site:


ANDY LAO / BLACKTHORNE / WESTERBERG HIGH SCHOOL



So I did that part.

But the rest of it?

I reached down and grabbed my laptop. Maybe I could do the first problem online with the class. There might have been some wiggle room in the due date. Besides, she manually closed out the submission period, so maybe she forgot this morning?

“Seth, start us off and then pass it to someone else.”

Seth—my sometimes friend, sometimes lunch buddy. He wouldn’t pass it to me. “Use sum or difference identity to find an exact value,” he said. “Cosine of fifteen degrees equals…”

I watched as my screen loaded. No one else was typing at this point. My hands hovered over the keys and pushed them very, very gently to make as little sound as possible while I logged in.

“Cosine of fifteen degrees equals…” Ms. Blackthorne said as she wrote the equation on the whiteboard. “Okay, Seth, you can direct us. Are we adding or subtracting?”

“Subtracting,” Seth said.

Ms. Blackthorne nodded, adding a big minus symbol on the right side of the equation. Seth looked around the room. We met eyes, but I shook my head no. “Ava.”

Ava, who sat behind me. That would work.

We all got one missed homework assignment per semester, but I’d already used mine a few months back. I had a pretty good reason, though, since I had been transported to the Realm of Garriod that day, where I’d lived for six months learning magic under the Council of Mages, all leading to an epic confrontation with the Chaos Demon that usurped the power of the land’s mana. But even if anyone believed me when I returned a day later—even if I dared to tell anyone about it—I wasn’t sure that counted as an excused absence. The Council of Mages didn’t supply me with an excuse note before I stepped through the portal and returned home.

If only I had some mana with me right now. I could place the glowing blue orb of magical energy into my palm and will it to absorb into my body; then the shimmering, tennis ball–sized orb would flash before sinking into my skin and flowing through my veins, granting me the power to cast spells.

Ava and Ms. Blackthorne went back and forth about the next part of the equation. While they did, I watched my homework assignment refuse to load. If that didn’t work, I could at least look like I was participating by grabbing my notebook. Ms. Blackthorne accepted on-paper homework as well. I flipped to a page that had some writing on it. Hopefully no one would catch that the notes were all from several months ago.

But then I tried casting.

My left hand balled into a hopeful fist, and I whispered under my breath: “Sham inava tare lordbrit.”

I exhaled on the final syllable, just like the Council taught me. But my attempt at Stop Time didn’t cause things to slow down. Ava kept talking and then she picked Tessa, who sat in the middle of the class.

Nothing magical came from the incantation, other than drawing a confused look from some of the kids on my left. No mana with me meant no magic—though I had one jar storing a glowing ball of mana, a final souvenir from Garriod. I stupidly hid it in my closet just in case I ever needed it, but I should have kept it in my backpack. On the off chance magic did work here, it could prevent academic catastrophes.

Tessa moved to the next step, Ms. Blackthorne wrote stuff down, and then Tessa said a name: “Andy.”

All the blood drained from my face.

I looked around and cursed the fact that there weren’t two people named Andy in the class.

“Uh…”

Now everyone looked at me. Including Ms. Blackthorne.

At least for a second. Then she glanced down at her laptop screen. I caught my teacher’s very light sigh and very small shoulder slump as she read her screen. I didn’t need a magic spell to tell me that she had loaded a list of who turned in the homework.

Which was apparently everyone but me, based on the expressions around the room.

Overachievers, all of them. I gave myself the excuse that unlike the mostly honors students in trig, I wouldn’t need therapy in ten years to deconstruct all the parental pushing and passive-aggressive comments, because I had already decided to be less than their expectations. Not just Silicon Valley parent expectations, but Taiwanese immigrant parent expectations. In fact, I would say I was winning. I made peace with my status of “B+ at best” student rather than “four-point-six-thousand-GPA” student, like my Stanford premed/UC Davis med sister, Sherry.

Except, this happened off and on. Students missed assignments. Or didn’t know the answer to a specific problem. Why was everyone staring at me? Some were even smirking. One girl chuckled under her breath. Now I heard whispering.

A few in the back even snuck out their phones, which was against school device rules. Was my incomplete homework important enough to risk getting their phones confiscated?

“Andy?”

I jolted straight up, my knees bumping the desk’s metal bottom, and I turned to face Ms. Blackthorne’s polite-but-tough expression. Her brows creased in a different look than everyone else—like it merged halfway between curiosity and my mom’s constantly furrowed brow (but without the annoying tsk tsk tsk that usually accompanied it).

“Right, right,” I said. “I, uh, got the due date mixed up.”

Ms. Blackthorne looked down at her laptop screen, then opened her mouth, the slightest of inhales, to say something. But she stopped, only getting in a quick “Let’s chat after class for a second” before turning and explaining something about sines and cosines and something-something identities to finish the example.

Then she announced details about next week’s test.

Groans rippled through the class. Except for me. I, on the other hand, felt relief. Whatever the weird thing was that drew people’s attention to me, it had now vanished. When she finished speaking, a quiet took over, the only noise coming from scribbling notes. And in that thin span of quiet, I heard it:

“Maybe the magic of Garriod can ace the test.”

It was whispered, and from the back of the class. Followed by a snort.

Was that directed at me? Was I being mocked? Or had someone discovered the truth and was asking an honest question?

Did I dare look behind me?

No. Instead, I froze completely and trained my ears to the back. Someone whispered a reply: “Sure thing, Gandalf. Use the Force.” Then both voices laughed. I looked for anything to focus on, as if the sight of Ms. Blackthorne checking her laptop was suddenly the most interesting thing in the world.

The bell rang out, prompting the instant shuffling of chairs and shoes and backpacks. As I reached down to grab my bag, I saw more people looking at me. Like, right at me.

“Hey, Andy?” Ms. Blackthorne asked. I put on my backpack and approached, trying my best not to react to all the snickers thrown my way. She pulled off her glasses and took a sip of coffee, then looked directly at me. Except her mouth twisted in a way that showed she was worried about much more than angles and functions and trig stuff. “How are things?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it’s, um,” I said, excuses racing through my head. Fortunately, I had plenty of practice with my parents, and I went with one of the old standbys—which also happened to be the truth. “I got the date mixed up on the homework. My fault.”

“Okay,” she said with a nod. “Okay, okay.” Why was she repeating that word? Nothing good ever came from people repeating “okay” several times. “Look, I’m concerned about your performance. Is the material too difficult? I know sum and difference formulas can be a little, um, abstract as concepts. But they’re just patterns. Once you recognize the patterns, it’s pretty easy. I can email you some good tutorials if you need—”

“No, no. I’m fine.” I glanced up at the clock, like being punctual really, really mattered. “You know, I’m just bad at scheduling and I should get, like, a tutorial app for it—”

“I’ve noticed a turning point in your work,” she interjected. “About three months ago.” I tried to ignore the sudden creases etching into her face. “You were gone for a day and ever since, your grades have struggled. Is everything okay at home? I mean, I saw the video this morning, and I thought, ‘Well, at least he’s being creative.’ I’m glad you’ve found something that inspires you but—”

“What video?” I blurted out.

In Garriod, I stared down hordes of flaming gargoyles, invisible demons, massive cyclopes, carnivorous trees. And yet, none of those encounters created as much dread and anxiety in me as that question.

“Oh, it’s on the school’s Facebook page. Your mom uploaded it last night.”

I may as well have cast that Stop Time spell because everything around me ground to a halt. My mom? She barely got her maps app to work. How did she use Facebook of all things? Why would she even be on the app? I didn’t have an account because it was for grandparents to share cruise ship photos, not…

“Oh no,” I said under my breath, so quietly that I think Ms. Blackthorne missed it.

“You’re in the LARP club, right?”

I nodded, more of an autopilot response than anything else. It wasn’t a full truth; I was in it last year, mostly because my best friend, Rich, was a member, and also because I had a crush on a girl named Petra one year above me who LARPed as an elven mage. But in the last few months, I hadn’t attended any meetings or gaming sessions.

“Look, I can see you put a lot of time into this video, and the special effects are really impressive. Blue fields, creatures flying in the sky. It’s really great. Seriously, I don’t know how you made them. It looks too good to be AI. But I’m just asking you to be—” Ms. Blackthorne paused, then turned to the clock above “—cognizant of how much time it’s taking up. Maybe dig deeper into your schoolwork? You know, once you realize the how and why behind things, you’ll be surprised how quickly you can solve them. Even in trig. Trig’s like a puzzle in a game, just with numbers.”

“Right, right, I gotta get to history now,” I said, slinging my backpack over my shoulder with enough momentum that it bonked a cup of pencils and highlighters, spilling a bunch across her desk. “Oh jeez. Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine, Andy,” she said in a slow, controlled voice like I was a person on the edge. Which I suppose I was, but not for the reasons she might think. “I’ll clean this up. See you tomorrow.”

I dashed out of class and hit the courtyard between buildings, moving through the flow of students while I typed away on my phone. The Westerberg High Facebook page loaded up way slower than I would have liked. My iPhone’s ten-year-old hardware may have been more to blame than the crappy school Wi-Fi. Or it could have been my ratcheting panic that seemed to heighten every sensory input right now. It finally popped onto the screen and I scrolled down, except I didn’t have to go far. My mom’s post sat right at the very top.


LEM SUN look at what Andy can do with his phone now. Will this help him get a summer internship with you?



Right above the text sat a video. I knew what it was. How it got from my phone to my mom’s, I wasn’t sure, though apparently she got Westerberg High’s public Facebook page mistaken with Auntie Lem, who worked in downtown San Jose as a research developer for a company that made graphics and software.

At least my mom figured out how to tag her properly.

I didn’t play it. I didn’t have to play it. I knew exactly what it showed.

Three months ago, school let out early for a staff development day, and I took a hike in the Pacific Ridge Nature Preserve ten miles west of here. And like an idiot, I’d gotten lost and my ancient phone lost signal, so it provided only intermittent GPS support. But one wrong turn led to another, until I saw…

A portal.

It was a hole floating in thin air, its rim flickering with orange energy against the gray of a California winter day, but inside was a clear view of another land, one with a yawning field of blue grass opening to a massive tower in the distance with a town built around it. And in the sky, giant birds in flight.

I did the only thing any modern kid would do: I filmed it on my phone. Then I entered the portal, carefully exploring this strange new realm, and somehow I instantly knew upon my very first steps, like an instinct that suddenly flipped on: this realm was called Garriod.

I had said the name aloud, then I repeated, “This place is called Garriod” several times. Behind me a rumble grew while a heavy gust of wind blew at my face, and I turned, first to see the portal itself shrinking away, and then silhouettes emerging over the field’s horizon.

Those massive gargoyle birds in the sky, curved claws and an unearthly wingspan? Apparently, they traversed the ground as well—and they liked to run. I stood petrified as a flock of them charged (a good twenty-two of them; I know because I counted when I reviewed the video later) and whizzed by. They didn’t touch me or even acknowledge my existence; instead, they stampeded, wind rushing as they came close enough for me to see that scales, not feathers, lined their bodies. Later, I discovered that they were named minax beasts, and their flocks followed sources of magic.

But behind them stood another figure, this one clearly human, though decked out in what would have made for an excellent LARPer outfit. The man approached, salt-and-pepper hair slicked back and metallic goggles perched over grizzled stubble. A heavy gust blew his maroon coat aside, enough to show a sword scabbard hanging on his belt, along with two knives strapped across his chest. He stepped closer, then raised his dark goggles and squinted at me—and thus, directly at my phone’s camera.

“What magic brings you to the land of Garriod?” he asked, his words in some mishmash of European-sounding accents. “I am Shomani, a mage of the Council. You are the Chosen One, aren’t you?”

That was the video my mom uploaded.

That was the video that now sat on public servers, at least until I could take it down.

But taking it down didn’t matter. Because every single passing phone played the video as I walked.

I lowered my head and walked as fast as I could to history class.







CHAPTER 2

On most days, I turned left on Stinson Street, then pulled my mid-2000s Honda Civic into the second driveway to get to the student parking lot at Westerberg High.

Today, I made that turn on Stinson. But then I kept going—all the way to the end of the block, where the street was empty. Or mostly empty; a few students walked on the sidewalk, trudging toward campus as though drawn by a magnet. I was able to park just far enough from a “No school parking” sign that I might get some plausible deniability.

Although, I supposed if I got in trouble, I could magic my way out of it.

Because today, I brought mana with me.

My only ball of mana, the thing I’d hidden in my closet for three months, was tucked safely in a jar and hidden under a blue hoodie, though the glowing bits of blue still shone between the threads. While the mana itself was the size of a tennis ball, the only jar I could find was for jumbo olives from Costco. Which meant that it didn’t fit in my backpack.

So I parked down the block. Then I very carefully took it out from my backseat, the hoodie still on top of it, and walked to school, though not toward the main entrance where everyone usually went. Instead, I marched quickly through the unkempt athletic fields, stumbling only once over a deep divot that kicked dirt all over my shoe. And right on the edge of the PE blacktop, I paused.

If everyone was going to associate me with Garriod, then I’d put on a real show to wow them.

I knelt, backpack in front of me. And behind that was the jar, still covered. I reached under the hoodie, gripped the metal lid, and unscrewed it. The wind kicked up, blowing my hair all around and making me thankful that I’d picked a hoodie to hide things rather than extra jeans. At least I could put this on later if it started raining.

Still kneeling, I grabbed the mana with my right hand, the familiar tingling of magical energy tickling my palm. It flashed, then started to absorb into my skin, and for a moment, I didn’t care who saw this. It was real and it mattered. It deserved to be witnessed. Weren’t we always talking about how the truth mattered? And here was an authentic example of that.

The mana shrank into my palm, causing the tips of my fingers to briefly surge with a blue glow that wrapped over my knuckles and wrist. Then just like that, it was gone, and my hand looked normal.

But it felt much different. Heavier, yet floating; hotter, yet a little numb. I once tried explaining it to Rich, but their only reply was: “You’re just spouting contradictions to make yourself sound impressive.”

Maybe I was. I didn’t know how else to sum it all up.

But I did know how to test it.

I closed my eyes, focusing my intentions on the mana coursing through my hand. My voice lowered to a hush, and my fingers curled into a tight fist. “Sham inava tare lordbrit,” I said, and then flicked my hand open.

At first, everything seemed the same: the buildings, the long outdoor hallways leading to the PE locker rooms and rows of classrooms, the huge field used for soccer and track, the trees on the other side of the field.

But then the details came to life. Way above me, birds paused midflight. The wind itself stopped, and as I angled my view to scope out the campus’s central courtyard, all the crisscrossing students froze in place.

I’d stopped time.

Not metaphorically, like in songs, but really and literally. I’d absorbed mana, said the words, did the gesture, and froze everything around me. I never knew if the physics of this meant that I moved super-fast or if I truly froze everything. Probably the first one, because if it were the second, that brought up all sorts of other questions, like whether that extended to the entire planet, the moon, and even to aliens in distant galaxies.

I began a slow march through the campus halls, weaving in and out of crowds. I went up to the school’s most obnoxious bully and waved a middle finger in his face. I jumped in and out of the space where the moody emo gang sat in a huddle.

I ducked into the nearest open classroom—Mr. Nguyen’s chemistry class. A test of magic didn’t get any more high stakes than breaking into my teacher’s stuff. Not something I would normally do, but I really needed to know this worked. I opened the drawer of his desk to find emergency contact sheets. Mr. Nguyen just sat there unmoved, dry-erase marker in hand, clearly in the process of underlining the word “hypothesis” in the phrase “a good hypothesis.”

Magic was part of my everyday life in Garriod. I’d trained to use magic; I’d worked with other mages; I’d completed the trials and even created new trials for other mages. I’d cast a Magic Missile straight into the gaping mouth of a giant shadow scorpion. I was the freakin’ Chosen One of Garriod, and yet seeing all the phones and students and cars and coffee of my world trapped in time…

It almost felt more amazing than leading a charge on the Cliffs of Mondain.

I left Mr. Nguyen’s room. One final test came to mind before I’d get to the real show, and I bent down to pick up a rock from the planter box in the middle of the hall. I held it up at shoulder height, then opened my hand to let it go.

The rock floated right where I left it.

I walked in a complete circle around the hovering bit of stone, then knelt to leave it right at my eye level and leaned in.

I shut my eyes and whispered, “Tare lordbrit sham inava” with a flick of my wrist.

Sounds whipped into my ears from all directions: footsteps, voices, phone chimes, laughs, all the noise that came with a high school a few minutes before the day began.

Also, the sound of a rock hitting the ground, a deep tap followed by a few quick clicks as it settled into place.

Then something pulled on my backpack. Hard. I torqued backward as the straps dug into my shoulders, and my arms flung out to catch my balance.

I looked up to see Westerberg’s resident jerk face named James, his arms up with a prime scowl on his face after bumping past me. “Watch where you’re going,” he said.

Normally, this kind of thing would bring up all sorts of bitterness, anger, and irritation. But as I stood there watching one of the school’s known bullies walk away, none of those feelings arrived. Instead, a strange bubbling rippled through my body, a giddiness at what just happened.

Because I’d stopped time and moved from the back PE area to right here in this hallway, where James collided with my backpack. Whether he had pulled on it or it really was an accident, that didn’t matter.

The only thing that mattered was I had undeniable proof that my magic worked. And now, I could put my plan into action.

[image: ]
The next few hours crawled by. Avogadro’s number and sines and cosines and Arthur Miller’s The Crucible… who really cared because it was all just a countdown to the real show. The snickering and comments still trailed me, but not as much as the day before, and I probably could have let the whole thing drop. In a week, no one would have remembered it anyway.

But I was determined. The seconds counted down during the last few drips of fifth-period English, and then the obnoxious buzzer rang out over the school’s speakers, releasing everyone to the freedom of lunch.

For most of my time at Westerberg, I’d spent lunch with the same group of friends: Nico, Seth, Gwen, and others who still did the LARP club. Our group had some kids come and go, though without Rich, everything kind of fell apart. And after Garriod, I found myself more often just sitting under a tree and disappearing into one of the comic books loaded on my phone at lunchtime. Sometimes I had a video call with Rich, who was all the way out in Boston.

Sometimes I just thought about Garriod.

Today, though, I walked past the lunch group. Nico and Gwen looked up and waved, a usual invitation to join them, but I only offered a quick nod of acknowledgment. “I got something to do,” I said before heading to the cafeteria and planting myself a good ten feet in front of the doors.

This was perfect. A nice, central location to wow everyone.

I closed my eyes and flexed my fingers, feeling the mana rippling through. Someone said something about the video. Someone else asked, “Why’s he just standing there?” I pushed all that aside and concentrated.

“Gar gostyg abyss,” I said under my breath, an intention to each syllable.

Then I felt it.

First, a tingle that started in my right hand—the hand where the mana was absorbed and my primary casting hand. The tingle grew into a heat, like putting your hand into an almost-too-hot bath. From there I repeated the words, rubbing my hands together to spread the magical energy. Soon my palms burned, my nails ached, and the rhythm of the moment took over, my low whisper becoming louder and louder. “Gar gostyg abyss,” I said, ramping up the charge of it all, and I could practically see it even with my eyes closed: a whirl of sparkling colors swirling around my hands.

All I had to do was launch it.

“Color!” I yelled and threw my hands up. I opened my eyes and…

Nothing.

Well, not nothing. There were a lot of my classmates staring at me. Some of them were laughing. Some of them looked confused. A few of them were filming on their phones.

No colors whirled out of my fingers. Instead, my nails briefly flashed, like I’d painted them a sparkly color and the light caught it at the right angle. Of course, you needed to be close to see it. I saw it. Plus, I knew what it was.

But no one was within ten feet of me. And no one knew what to look for.

“Is all of this, like, performance art?” a girl asked.

“I dunno,” her friend said, “did you see his video?”

“Color,” I said again, though the words no longer felt powerful or cool. Now I just sounded desperate. Or even worse, I sounded weird.

At the edge of the group, Nico and Gwen came closer. First they looked at me, then at each other, and then at me again.

My nails and fingertips flourished, a flash of blink-and-you-miss-it color that came and went. And with it, I knew…

All the mana was gone.

I’d waited too long. Or used too much of it during the time stop. Or both. It didn’t matter because now I’d taken yesterday’s situation, the thing that I could have just let go of, and made it ten times worse. Maybe even twenty times. I’d probably know if I was better at trig.

I glanced up and my cheeks burned as I caught Gwen saying something to Nico.

“Thanks!” I yelled, trying the first thing I could think of to play this off. “You’ve been a great audience.”

And without waiting for a reaction, I stormed off. Not just to my locker or my next class—I headed straight out the exit.

Forget truancy, forget responsibility. I just needed to disappear.

Possibly forever.







CHAPTER 3

Holy crap, I actually left school.

Not, like, quit school, but I needed to get away and just left.

As personal crises went, this felt pretty major. It’d be one thing if I humiliated myself doing a failed parkour stunt in front of the school or something; it was completely different when I reminded everyone of the viral video of me exploring a magical other world.

The good thing was that only PE and Spanish took place after lunch. By the time the ensuing truancy chain of messages hit my parents, it’d be well into the evening. I’d deal with that later. For now, I just needed to go somewhere.

Somewhere, as in ten miles west, into Pacific Ridge. I drove as deep into the preserve as I could until I hit the final dirt parking lot, then I set out on foot. About a quarter mile in, I realized that I hadn’t brought any water, and I arrived under the peak sun, so that was probably pretty impulsive and dumb. Also, I didn’t exactly have a map or a breadcrumb trail to lead me to where I wanted to go. But I decided to do exactly what I did when I got sucked into the portal to Garriod and leave the trail.

I broke left at the first fork, then walked through the brush until I found the first huge tree, where I veered right until I saw the edge of a cliff. I stood, knowing that I was about halfway through the journey, and so far my memory held up. As if to let me know I was on the right path, a shiver rippled through my body.

Actually, no, it wasn’t that.

It was my phone buzzing. And because I was kneeling at an odd angle, its spot in my back pocket caused that weird sensation. I pulled out my phone, only to see that the signal strength fluctuated between two bars and a big X. Somewhere between the parking lot and here, a text message fought its way through the signals carried by cell phone towers until it landed on my device.


Why are you not at school?



I’d often wondered if my parents tracked the physical location of my phone. I didn’t think they did, but since Garriod, they knew something was different with me. Your kid didn’t just start telling you stories of a mystical land without raising some red flags. Plus, my parents weren’t the types to resolve things through long discussions about feelings. I had video game characters with more dialogue options about their issues than my parents.

Stomach flu, I typed back and hit send. I’d come up with a more detailed excuse later, and besides, who knew when the message would get through with this erratic signal.


Stomach flu not solved in the woods.



Okay, so they really did know where I was. Even if the signal wasn’t good, the GPS still worked.

I stared at the message, and an instinct made my fingers form a fist. A heat formed, but not like when I absorbed mana. This was an internal spark, a gut-level reaction to the accusatory shame wrapped in a handful of very pointed, very specifically chosen words. A deep pit pulled at my gut, a dread that started there and filled my whole body in a way that I hadn’t felt since…

Since I faced down the Chaos Demon.

The Chaos Demon should have been scarier than my parents. Because it was, like, three or four stories tall. Plus, it floated, a bloodred glowing thing kind of shaped like a skull, but with tentacles on the bottom lashing out in every direction. And its eyes—I didn’t know if they directed the Chaos Demon’s visual acuity, given that they were two large flames, but they sure looked freaky.

I thought back to that moment when I stood on the Cliffs of Mondain, hot wind whipping off the Chaos Demon as it surged at me. I stood with a single glowing fist held up, casting a shield of energy against the demon’s fire blasts.

It seemed like hell. The literal, biblical definition of hell, the kind seen in comic books and movies.

Give me the hell of the Chaos Demon any day over texts from my parents.

I put the phone back in my pocket and set out, my anger turning into a momentum that drove step after step. My jaw clenched and thoughts of school embarrassment fluttered away, everything now focused on the sniper-like way my parents used language. Everything flowed in autopilot: my legs cutting through the brush, my hands wiping the sweat off my brow, my shoulders swaying as I marched forward.

Yet, when all of that started to dissipate and my senses returned, I realized I knew where I was.

There stood a tall, Y-shaped tree stripped of leaves, branches hanging over like skeleton fingers. At its base, three shrubs in a triangle formation. And some ten feet away, a thick fallen trunk forming a twisted arch over a large, angular stone half-embedded in the ground.

This spot was where the portal to Garriod first emerged.

Somehow, I knew. It had to be that. Dumb luck wouldn’t have brought me back to this exact spot. Energy or magic or subconscious memories or just being really, really mad, or maybe all of that together. Somehow, I got here—that rock, that tree, those shrubs.

I stood up straight, heels digging into the ground, as if I’d just done a teleportation spell and needed to ground myself back in the moment. My chin tilted up, the bright three o’clock sun overwhelming my eyes and burning the sweat out of my pores. I knelt and ran my hands through the thick shrubs where the portal originally was while taking a slow, deep breath.

None of that was good for my allergies. Plus, my parents always said Pacific Ridge had ticks and poison oak. If they were right about that, first I’d have to deal with a rash on my arms, and second, I’d have to deal with their grief about it.

I reminded myself to be very, very careful as branches and leaf edges scraped against my arms, and my nose plugged up before starting to leak all over the top of my lip.

“Oh god,” I said at the sudden sneeze that really wanted to explode out of my head, and I realized that for all the slivers of nostalgia that just happened, this was another incredibly dumb idea on a day filled with incredibly dumb ideas.

If I’d taken my antihistamines that morning, I could have stifled them a little bit. Like, just walking around would have been fine. But deep breaths, skin-to-nature contact, prickly stabs from weeds, that was all very bad for me.

I sneezed. My whole body shook.

And my hand brushed against a familiar feeling. Like a mix of gel and heat and plastic film, wrapped in a bubble of static electricity.

Mana.

Despite the tears now gooping up my eyes, I looked down at my feet and there it was—hidden and obscured by the bright sun and shadow, only a hint of its natural blue glow poking through. It was just too freakin’ bright out to see.

My first urge was to absorb it in my hand and cast something. My allergies never bothered me in Garriod, so it’s not like I knew of an antihistamine spell. But maybe a healing spell would have reset my sinuses.

I resisted, though, and I told myself the same thing that Rich always said: “If anything happens again, document it. That’s what phones are for.”

I pulled out my phone and despite the very outdated camera, I adjusted the contrast to make sure that the blue glow showed through the layers of shrubs. Then I snapped photos of where I was, all the landmarks, to cement the fact that things happened again in exactly the same spot. I even opened my maps app and took a screenshot of my location and coordinates.

All of this was real. None of this was going away. Including the hives starting to form on my arms. I grabbed the mana and considered what to do: keeping it in a jar was one thing, but a backpack? Mana was susceptible to outdoor environments; I’m sure if some scientists got a hold of this, they could figure out what it was about sun and wind that made it degrade. Like a bottle of prescription medication, it needed to be indoors in a cool, dry place. A backpack on the side of a nature preserve wasn’t exactly that. But it might just slow the degrading process down until I could figure out what I wanted to do with it.

I reached and grabbed the mana, a tingle dancing up and down my fingers. Except at a close look, I noticed something else that definitely wasn’t natural.

Adjacent to the mana was the burning orange outline of a portal to Garriod.

It wasn’t big enough for a person to go through; unlike the portal that transported me, this was only about a foot in diameter. I angled back and forth to make sure this wasn’t a trick of the light.

It was real.

I squinted, trying to make out some of the details—the blue grass of Garriod’s fields was there, but something about it all felt off.

A photo. Better yet, a video. Clear digital imagery of this whole thing would help me examine it. Maybe I could even stick my hand through the portal and take a panoramic view.

Right when I had that thought, the portal snapped shut.

I took my free hand and pressed the ground, leaves, branches, all the things that had just been where the portal glowed seconds earlier.

Nothing.

It was there, though. It definitely was, and later I’d zoom through my photo of the mana to see if further details poked out. I scooped the mana into my backpack, resting it on a bed of crumpled handouts from school. My buzzing phone brought me back into the moment, and while the thought of another cutting text from my parents gave me pause, this buzz kept going, a buzz-buzz rhythm that wouldn’t give up.

That’s when I realized I must have lost track of time. Because even though I swore it was just three, possibly three thirty, that alarm meant that it was five o’clock, and I had an hour to get ready for work—mana or no mana.







CHAPTER 4

Somehow, I wasn’t late to work despite prime Silicon Valley traffic. No time for a shower or change of clothes, though. I slipped through the front door of Boba Fit Tea & Snacks, threw on my purple apron, and hoped no one caught a whiff of my sweat-soaked T-shirt.

Or the mana in my backpack. Which should have been safe in there, but I’d never actually grabbed mana from my boring old world, so I snuck in quick peeks between customers just to make sure nothing strange happened with it.

Those customers were usually a combination of after-hours tech workers and students from one of the high schools. Tonight was just me and Toshi, and things had been so slow that Toshi got a head start on closing duties. The clock crept past eight thirty, which meant we had ninety minutes left. “How many people you think we’ll get the rest of the way?” he asked.

“Zero,” I said. Which was kind of a hope. Because even though my parents hadn’t sent any more texts—not even a reply when I told them I was heading to work—I wouldn’t put it past them to show up here “just to make sure.”

“Ha,” Toshi said from the back. “I’ll bet one.”

I chuckled in response, then glanced at my backpack. I was alone up front, and nothing was happening.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I unzipped the top of my backpack, put my hand in, and felt the zap and heat of mana absorption.

Though the mana degraded a little bit, it still carried potent magic. Which meant I carried potent magic. I held up my hand, flexing my fingers. You know that tingly pins-and-needles feeling when you jam a nerve or cut off circulation? It was like that, except not awful.

Instead, it was kind of awesome.

I took a steadying breath and considered what I might do with this, knowing that it might not last too long. With a deep breath, I squeezed my eyes shut and thought back to lunchtime, when the color spray spell fizzled out.

Best to start with that. Just to know that I still can do it. I started whispering under my breath. “Gar gostyg—”

“Excuse me.”

Her.

I knew her. Well, not really knew her. But she was a Boba Fit regular, and she ordered often enough that I knew her name was Katrina. Katrina, with her brown cheeks, short black hair tinted blue, and big headphones. She probably went to one of the local private schools, because there was only one other high school across town where Toshi went, and he didn’t recognize her.

“Are you closing early today?” Muffled sounds came from the headphones around her neck, loud enough for me to pick up the poofs of explosions and the chatter of voices. Over at the corner table behind her, I caught a glimpse of her laptop, an ambient glow from the screen shifting in color with each passing sound from her headphones. I’d seen her game here off and on, long sessions of an MMO called The Ancient Runes, with her usual order at her side. I recognized The Ancient Runes because I played it for a while too, until my time in Garriod made it seem obsolete.

“Yeah,” I said. I looked at my hand—not too obvious, but just enough to catch the glow from the half-started spell. “I mean, no, we’re still open.”

“Can I get a mango boba milk tea?”

Of course she could. That was what she always ordered. And half the time, a chocolate chip cookie as well. “And a chocolate chip cookie.”

I really wanted to say something right then. Maybe about how I played The Ancient Runes too. Or how I’d seen fantastical things in real life. In fact, maybe I’d even cast a spell. She played a fantasy MMO—she’d likely understand.

She might even be impressed.

My nerves tingled and my fingers flexed. I felt the motion of my hands, the incantation on my lips, the surge of mana that always happened when energy converted from thought to reality.

“Is everything okay?” she asked. “Are you out of cookies?”

“Ah. Yeah. I mean, no.” I tapped the checkout terminal to add a cookie to her order. I really hoped Toshi didn’t see this. “No, we are not out of cookies.”

“Cool.”

Everything else went into automatic mode, from me writing “Katrina” on the awaiting plastic cup to me processing her payment and saying, “Thank you.” I didn’t say anything else. The mana sat in my hand, bubbling right under the surface and almost ready to burst out.

Then someone else came in—a tired-looking man. He flashed his phone, and I looked back to see that Toshi had already prepped his order.

“Hey, wanna see something cool?” I asked as I grabbed his drink. The man looked at me quizzically, then nodded.

I waved my hand.

A rainbow of colors shot out of my fingers, like fireworks without the boom. The painted walls of Boba Fit shimmered with light, reflecting the color.

The whole thing only lasted three, maybe four seconds, the last bits of mana draining to empty. Then I handed over the drink, and the man, brow still wrinkled with curiosity, took his cup. “Whoa. How’d you do that?”

I looked beyond him and through the large front windows. “Magic,” I said.

“Huh,” he said before turning around. He left like nothing happened.

I glanced at the corner, where Katrina sat with headphones on, eyes locked onto the screen. She hadn’t noticed.

All that color, all that real-life magic, and her eyes couldn’t be pried from her screen.

At school, my mana fizzled out. Here, it wasn’t enough to grab Katrina’s eyes. But up at Pacific Ridge, something was generating mana. That thought sank in, followed by a new idea: there was only one thing to do, one place to go.

The portal came back. Mana came back. I saw them both with my own eyes. I had photos of them on my phone. And tomorrow, I’d head back over there and get more mana—as much as possible. Then I’d find a way to do something with magic here to get people to see and understand. Because anywhere was better than a life of school and work and being invisible, and not in an invisibility spell kind of way.

I glanced up at the clock. Forty minutes to close. After that, I’d have to deal with my parents. And after that, another day at Westerberg High. But after that, I knew where to go.







CHAPTER 5

My parents always had a plan for me, just like they had a plan for Sherry. It went like this: ace high school, go to a college that was on some impressive list (preferably private, but a handful of public schools were acceptable), then either enter the workforce to start a forty-year impressive career, or go to graduate school before entering the workforce to start a thirty-five-year impressive career.

Problem was, I didn’t exactly follow their plan with my B+ academics and LARPing friends.

Instead, they responded to my test scores with speeches about how they immigrated here for a better life and more opportunities. Or to remind me: “Sherry had your teacher; she got an A” or “at this point during junior year, Sherry studied every weekend for standardized tests.”

One time—one time—I responded with the fact that they came off like a bad stereotype of Tiger Parents.

That didn’t go over well.

My dad would often note that “the game where you waste your time” (that would be The Ancient Runes) was nothing more than a “fantasy land for lazy people.” Then he would go back to watching the NFL, which I often wanted to point out was also like a “fantasy land for lazy people.”

Their plan was for people like Sherry. I decided to make a new plan for myself.

Except I had to wait because cutting school led to my parents taking away my phone for the rest of the week, and I needed it to get back to the exact location where the mana spawned. Plus, if I was going to be waiting all day for mana, it’d certainly help make the day more interesting.

When Saturday morning finally arrived and I got my phone back, the first thing I did was text Rich and tell them about the portal and the mana and my new plan. The second was to load up a bunch of snacks and drinks in my backpack. At first, I worried my parents would notice, but since our house had half a Costco in it, I was pretty sure even they wouldn’t be able to tell.

With a backpack filled with trail mix packs and granola bars, I set out for the same spot on the Pacific Ridge trail. This time, I took photos at every turn and every natural landmark: large rocks, clusters of trees, overgrown shrubs, all of that went into my phone, along with a detailed log on my maps app.

And then I was back at the exact same spot. The Y-shaped tree. The trio of shrubs. The embedded rock.

But there was no mana.

I came prepared this time, pulling out a flannel shirt that I never wore. My arms stuck in the sleeves backward, more like a smock than a shirt. Then I pulled on my mom’s gardening gloves, which didn’t fit me all that well, but at least I got my hands about halfway into them for a mitten-like effect. With the flannel sleeves it made for pretty complete coverage, at least enough to protect my skin as I reached into the same dense mix of leaves and branches where the mana lay last time.

Unlike on Wednesday, I got here early. Maybe mana didn’t spawn until lunchtime or the afternoon? At least the sun wasn’t scorching yet.

I was prepared to wait all day for mana or a portal or something else from Garriod to appear. I was packed for the long haul.

And even when my nose started to tickle and my breathing became thick and gross, I had a bottle of saline spray in my backpack. I pulled the flannel and gloves off, rinsed out my sinuses with saline, and ate a granola bar. And I’d repeat that for however long it took for something to show up.
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Two and a half hours passed.

During that time, I learned that sheer determination didn’t exactly account for boredom. With a hit-and-miss data signal, I couldn’t read, watch, or listen to anything. And the very bright sun combined with my very old iPhone made it very hard to go all forensic scientist on my photos from the other day.

At a certain point, I resigned to making a little pad out of my flannel and just sitting. Way back during fifth-grade science camp, we took an hour to sit among the trees and do nothing. I remember it going by quickly, but maybe being older caused everything to feel longer, more drawn out. Or maybe the sun was just hotter now… or the fact that I had so many plans ready to spring into action if only a magical whatever would just pop up already.

My ruminating got interrupted by… something.

A high-pitched noise, like a squealing.

It was too long, too consistent to be a bird. This sounded more like the warning sound of a security system triggered by opening a window or door.

And it didn’t come from my phone. I pulled it out and even rebooted it just to be sure. But the high-pitched noise got more intense, like someone gradually pressing down harder on a drill’s trigger before finally stopping.

Then, a rustle in the shrubs.

It was different from a bird landing on a branch or a lizard dashing through. This sounded more like something settling to rest, and as I peered forward, I saw it:

A glowing blue mana sphere.

My arms dug into the shrubs to grab it, but without wearing the flannel or any gloves. Pulling my arms back exposed the blue sphere in my hands—at maximum magical energy—and a shimmer that hadn’t been there the other day.

Of course, with all the snacks and stuff I packed in my bag, I totally forgot a container to hold the mana. I also totally forgot to cover my arms when I reached in, so everything started itching. Except it didn’t matter because I had mana.

But now what? Did mana just spawn here, only to degrade and wither away from the environment? Was there only one sphere at a time, and if so, would taking this mana start the respawn process again?

Only one way to find out. And this time, I’d be proactive. I’m gonna be hiking for most of the day, I typed in a text to my parents. See you tonight.
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About three hours later, another mana sphere arrived the same way as before, with a high-pitched squeal and then a rustle as it dropped in the shrubs. I put the mana in my backpack, and since I still had plenty of snacks, I waited some more.

Around four o’clock in the afternoon, the noise returned. This time, though, it didn’t fade away when the mana arrived. I knelt and listened, the squeal getting more intense. I didn’t know the exact musical terminology, but instead of a thin pitch, it sounded like when songs had that wall of keyboards going “waaaaaaaaaaaaaaah.” Except this was in the middle of a nature preserve.

I stared at the mana as the noise grew and grew, and it hit me that the mana itself might explode or something. And if it did, what would happen to the plant life around it? Or maybe the plant life already absorbed that sort of magic? How long had this been going on, anyway?

I really should have checked back here after returning from Garriod.

The noise stopped suddenly. And the mana changed. Just a little. I kept staring at it, then squinted, then blinked. Was sweat getting into my eyes? Or maybe my allergies caused some tearing? Because it looked the same—it didn’t shrink or grow or burst. Just the tint of the color shifted, from the brilliant blue to, well, a slightly less brilliant blue. Like someone put a drop of red or orange into the mix or turned a screen’s settings all the way up.

“Hey!”

A voice called out. A female voice. And it sounded like it was right next to me, but I was alone…

I looked up. Instead of seeing someone standing next to me, I saw a portal.

And inside the portal, a person emerged.

The rim of the portal glowed with intense orange, causing the mana tint to change. It sat about three feet away from where I stared, adjacent to the large rock sticking out of the dirt—and right where I’d entered the portal to Garriod months ago.

I turned on the phone camera to start recording video. I stared at the person, a Black teen girl, framed against the Garriod dusk. She wore light leather armor with crisscrossing straps and padded shoulders topping over muscular arms. The portal’s glowing orange perimeter reflected off her dark brown skin.

“You,” she said. This is where I should have said something cool or funny, but I found myself more dumbfounded than anything else. However, the fact that I had enough sense to actually get my phone out was probably a win. “Yes, you.” She pointed at me now with the dagger in her hand. “This is—I mean, like, you’ve gotta know—”

The portal collapsed on itself, the orange loop drawing toward the center until it became a bright white dot that fizzled away.

Suddenly, the mana didn’t matter.

What was that? That was clearly Garriod, but the girl’s armor carried an emblem on the shoulder I’d never seen before. It certainly wasn’t one of the four armies of the Joined Lands.

I moved under the shade of the big tree to look at the video I’d just taken, the darker ambience making it easier to pull out details. It still wasn’t great, and I needed to download it onto a computer to really get a good look.

And a good listen.

Even through the tinny phone speakers, something else tickled my brain. Because Garriod was as stereotypical fantasy as it got, and each of the regions making up the Joined Lands had some form of European accent. There were the ones with the British accents, the one with the other British accents (northern, I think, based on my understanding of accents from watching Doctor Who), and two others that might have been similar to Swedish and Russian.

Those specifics didn’t really matter, though. The important thing was that this girl, whoever she was, spoke with a very American accent. Plus, she used the word “like.”

No one in Garriod used the word “like” unless they were comparing things.

I grabbed the other mana sphere and pushed it into my backpack, then started to head to my car. As I went, I sent a message to Rich, fingers shaking either from the girl’s sudden appearance or the lack of any real meals over the entire day.


You’re not going to believe what just happened.



I hit send, and a check mark appeared to show the message went through.







CHAPTER 6

I got home and went straight up to my room. No hello to my parents or my older sister, who was apparently home from grad school on a random weekend. No snacks from the fridge after a day of granola bars, not even the bathroom.

I stormed into my room, opened my not-as-old-as-my-phone laptop, then plugged my phone in and began to download the photos and videos from the last ten hours. The connection should have been instant, but my phone refused to sync right away, instead pausing and giving an error that forced me to unplug and replug it several times. The bar crept from left to right, a gradual climb that seemed to go slower than my actual trek from the parking lot all the way to the place where mana spawned.

It gave me a moment to realize just how gross I was. As in layers of sweat mixed with dirt blown from hillside breezes mixed with that sort of accumulated funk you get from being out for hours in the sun.

Even my socks had flecks of weeds and leaves on them, and while no magic glowed through my hands, a few scratches ran from knuckle to wrist—and around those scratches, several small hives still reacted to whatever bits of plant life stuck under my skin.

Basically, I was a mess.

But it didn’t matter. Because when I played back the video of the mystery girl from Garriod, everything fell into place. The burning orange frame of the portal, the blue grass of the Garriod plains, the girl’s armor that was definitely not for working at a boba shop or even LARPing.

And her words, spoken in a very clear, very American way.

I sent a link for the file to Rich, then followed it up with a text: Have you been getting my texts? You gotta see this.

If the mana kept spawning, maybe the portal would too. I leaned over my desk, one hand accidentally knocking over an old coffee cup filled with pencils. I rewound, watched, rewound again, paused, slowed down, zoomed in, clicking over and over to grasp whatever details I could while trying to find anything that might reveal what triggered the portal.

But maybe it was as simple as time. Mana seemed to spawn every few hours, so perhaps the portal was on a similar rhythm. I could go back tomorrow, or maybe even tonight. It wouldn’t be too cold if I brought a coat and—

“Andy?”

I turned and saw my mom standing in the doorway. Behind her came my dad down the hall.

“Oh. Hi. Sorry,” I said, gesturing at my clothes. “I should shower. I’ve been hiking all day. Did you get my texts about that? It’s just, I wanted to clear—”

“You miss the college fair.”

When I cast Stop Time, the world stops around me. Funny how my mom had the same power with these five words. Suddenly, Garriod, portals, mana, none of it mattered—none of it even existed.

The Bay Area College Fair. They’d been talking about that for weeks. They’d sent me the list of colleges that would be there: all the University of California schools, some of the California State University schools, schools from Washington and Oregon, a few from the New England area, and others scattered around the country. I knew this because back in September, we sat down at dinner one night and went over the list together. They’d had this date circled on the calendar for months.

The fair was this morning at 10:30. And it didn’t even register in my mind. All I thought about was magic from a distant land. Part of me considered reaching into the backpack at my feet, absorbing mana, and casting Stop Time right now until I figured a way out of this.

“I—” I started but my mom cut me off.

“You go back to Pacific Ridge. We saw your ping. Dad wanted to text you, but I said no, he knows what he’s doing.” She stepped forward, and even though I stood six inches taller than her, she might as well have lorded over me like the Chaos Demon. “I said, he either goes or he doesn’t. And if he doesn’t, then we talk to him.”

Now she stared, her fiery brown eyes staying locked on me.

I blinked. She didn’t.

I swallowed. She waited.

My dad, usually the giver of lectures, let my mom handle this one, like an RPG party swapping out the ranger with a long-range bow for the sorcerer capable of attacking with magic.

Kind of like what I was in Garriod.

“There’s something,” I said, glancing down at my bag. I took in a steady breath and started again. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

That caused my parents to look at each other. From downstairs, a thunk told me that a kitchen cabinet slammed shut, a reminder that Sherry was still in the house. I reminded myself to lower my volume so that she wouldn’t be able to make out any of the conversation; that would only drag this out more.

“I’ve…” The bag was right there. In a span of a few seconds, I could absorb the mana, cast the spell, and bolt. Or take a nap, maybe a shower too.

A new idea popped into my head.

“I’ve thought about it, and I don’t want to apply to an out-of-state school,” I said slowly. “I’ll apply to, like, UC Davis, Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, UC Santa Cruz—”

“Why not Berkeley?” my dad said.

Maybe it was the low blood sugar in me, but that lone question caused something to snap. I bit my lower lip and dug my nails into my palm, and if I already had mana in me, I would have cast Stop Time. Otherwise, I was a hair trigger away from losing it in front of my parents.

And with parents like mine, losing it was worse than being stomped by a giant stone titan.

“It’s the best choice,” he continued. “Number two public university in the country.”

“Oh my god!” I yelled. So much for keeping my volume low. “There’s no way I could get into Berkeley. I’m not Sherry.”

“Of course you’re not Sherry,” my mom said. “She got into Stanford.”

“You know where Sherry hasn’t been?” I asked, my voice picking up in pace. “Garriod. She’s never been to Garriod. But I have. I’ve done things there, seen things, rescued things. It’s so much more than Berkeley or Stanford.”

“Garriod,” my dad said. “Is that Ivy League? Where Rich went?”

“No, no, it’s not Ivy League.”

“Didn’t he go to Ivy League?”

I skipped over two relevant facts about Rich. First is that Rich uses they/them pronouns like I’d explained hundreds of times to my parents by now; and second, Rich went to UMass and was living with their cousin to offset the out-of-state fees. “It’s another world. Look.” I pointed at the computer screen and played the video. “Look at that. It’s a portal to Garriod. Look in there. You see that grass, that sky, that girl? That’s not Silicon Valley!”

I tugged the zipper on my backpack; it jammed halfway through on the fabric strip, glowing blue mana now lighting it from the inside. I pulled and pulled again until it popped free, and I held up one sphere of mana. “You don’t get this at the boba shop. Or Home Depot. Or Costco. I have been places. Three months ago, when I disappeared for a day, I learned this.” I flexed my fingers, and the mana absorbed into my hand.

If my parents reacted, I didn’t know—my focus stayed on the energy melting through my skin and surging in my veins. “Gar gostyg abyss,” I said quickly before repeating it three more times in growing intensity. “Color!” The final time came with a shout, and I threw my hand up, a rainbow of colors firing into the room. Glowing sparkles shot from my hand, coloring the entire space and blending with the fading light of incoming dusk. I waved my hand to the left and everything trailed. I flicked my wrist and the light burst, hitting the ceiling and breaking into a hundred trails of sparks. I punched forward with an open palm, sending a spray of color right at my parents, showering them in pure, immaterial light.

And then I stopped, the intensity of it all using up the half-degraded mana. My breath came heavy, slow, and a wave of dizziness hit me, the typical reaction when mana drained too quickly.

“What was that?” my dad said. He pointed at my hand. “How did you do that?”

Finally. Finally, things broke through. “It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. It’s why I went back to Pacific Ridge. Garriod is—”

“I don’t know who told you that this is worth your time, but you can practice special effects later. That’s what summer is for. Right now, you need to improve your trig scores,” my mom said.

And with that, she turned around.

However, my dad remained. Something ticked inside his brain. I knew when he was curious, and the mix of creases and twisted lips showed that he didn’t know how to comprehend what he saw—and if I just nudged him the right way, maybe he’d break through and…

“We need to go,” my mom said. “Sherry said she made a reservation.”

Of course Sherry made a reservation. Sherry had everything in life sorted out, including dinner. I wondered if they’d talk about this whole thing then, or if they would just ignore me. Both seemed kind of terrible.

My dad blinked, and just like that, he was back to his same old self. He looked at me, then at the glow from my backpack, then at the monitor with the mystery girl in the portal. “It’s okay if you don’t want to go out of state,” he said with a nod. “But you need to apply to Berkeley. Number two public school in the country.”

With that, he turned and left, his footsteps thumping down the stairs. That sound was soon followed by the front door opening and feet shuffling. “See ya, Andy,” my sister called out.

The door slammed shut, leaving me alone with my mana and my thoughts.







CHAPTER 7

Somewhat surprisingly, my phone privileges did not get taken away after the college fair incident. Though really, they probably just wanted to track me, which worked for me because that meant I could talk with Rich on Monday morning. I settled onto the lawn outside of campus by myself and got ready for our FaceTime.

“Where is everyone?” Rich asked.

That was Rich’s first concern? After everything I sent them, Rich wondered why Nico, Gwen, and Seth weren’t with me?

Their head tilted, as if our phones were a doorway and not digital devices with screens and cameras. They adjusted the round-framed glasses on their pale nose.

I knew Rich stayed in touch with the three of them. I didn’t know if that group ever talked about me, or the fact that I’d kind of drifted away from them, even though we still did class projects together. “Oh. They’re, uh, late today. Something must have come up.” That wasn’t true. I knew where they were—they were one corridor over. If I’d gone into the school’s halls, I would have found them. “I’ll catch up with them later today.” Rich’s mouth opened for a second, giving away that they might have known more than they let on.

But after Garriod, I just needed the space to figure out where I fit in. Not just with the group or the school, but with this world.

As for Rich, it was already a bright lunchtime in Boston. That meant as they tilted the angle of view, the contrast of the sun’s angle made their bleached blond hair appear bone white, even with the splash of red throughout. Rich was only a year and a half older than me, yet their life of independence in Boston with their motorcycle and really cool cousin seemed more magical than any Chaos Demon.

I decided to change the topic. More pressing matters were at hand. “Did you get all the stuff I sent?”

“Well,” they said, “I’ve looked over the video. It’s exactly as you described. A portal. A girl. A sky.” They shrugged and looked behind them at some passing traffic, like this was everyday stuff.

“Can’t you do, like, some digital forensics?” I asked. “You’re studying computer science.”

“There’s nothing you could figure out by looking closer other than confirming it’s not AI slop. There’s only one way to learn more. So, if you see it again, you gonna leap through?”

Strangely, I hadn’t even considered it—I’d been so focused on the location, the timing, the mana, the arguments that I hadn’t quite figured out what would happen should it return. “It does seem like it’ll come back, right?”

“Even magic follows patterns. Mana, cast, use. It’s as much of a science as classical physics.” Rich waved their fingers around. “Use the power of math, my friend. Science is the best.”

“This isn’t on the trig test.” A thin line formed on Rich’s lips, and from that look, I knew my current frustrations slipped out. Changing the subject again seemed like a good idea. “Hey, you wanna see the mana?”

“You mean here?” Through the small phone screen, they straightened up at the unexpected question. “You brought some to school?”

I held the phone over my backpack and opened it to reveal the glittering blue hue of mana, the light reflecting off the empty soup container that held it. Just for added effect, I bounced my phone in and out, and if I could have, a booming hip-hop beat would have worked with it.

“What are you going to do with it?” they asked in a hushed tone, like we were secretly discussing LARP strategy during class. “Bro, create a portal.”

I did know how to do a portal spell. Technically. But it involved very detailed envisioning of the destination, and I just didn’t pay enough attention to those types of details at any location to make it safely accurate. Even if I tried to portal to the exact place where Rich was on the call, I’d still mess it up and wind up appearing in the middle of a highway in Texas about to be run over by a semitruck.

“I’m not creating a portal. Portals are super dangerous.”

“Fine, fine,” Rich said, pushing up their glasses. “You think you could teach me to use it?”

“You can’t download mana.”

“I know that,” they said. “It’s sitting in a container. Pack the container in bubble wrap and ship it to me.”

“Rich.” I realized that my tone matched the exact same way both of my parents said my name when they were annoyed. “You can’t just learn magic.”

“You did. You didn’t pick that up at LARP club.”

“Yeah, but it takes training and initiation. There’s a whole Council of Mages,” I said, a sudden pettiness coming to my words.

Besides, I was the Chosen One. One, as in singular. As in a lone person who was chosen by fate. Not a lone person, plus Rich. “They teach you stuff.”

“Like what?” Rich asked.

“Like stuff.” Suddenly, all the details behind spellcasting and magic went blank. Why was this never a problem in Garriod? “Just watch,” I said, scanning to make sure no one passed by. I didn’t need another bout of attention involving magic—failed, real, or otherwise.

“What are you going to do?”

“You put me on the spot. Let me think.” I held my phone so that Rich could at least see how this worked. The mana absorbed into my hand, and the camera caught enough of it that Rich oohed.

 “Nice. So,” they said, “it’s as easy as holding the mana. I can check that box.”

Rich could, but could others absorb the mana? I actually didn’t know the answer. “Okay,” I said, turning the phone back to myself. “So now watch.”

What should I cast? I didn’t want anyone at school to see, and I especially didn’t want school security to freak out. No fire spells for sure. Ice Blast was one of the most basic spells a mage learned, and in this case, I said the incantation, felt the cold energy pulse through my fingers, and pointed with intention at the rock. A burst of clear, glistening cold came out of my fingers and wrapped over the rock. It layered further, an ice shell growing over it until I finally ran out of mana a minute later. I picked up the ice-encased rock, tossed it up into the air, and tracked it with my phone, all the way to the point where it hit the ground and split into smaller chunks and fragments.

“See?” I asked. “It takes training.”

“Right,” Rich said, the word stretched out with skeptical vibes. “So, you held it in your hand, mumbled some words, and waved your fingers. Bang, blasting ice wherever you want.”

“There’s more than that. Intention and thought are important.”

“Hey, I know that. I dated a Wiccan for a month out here.” I didn’t even know what that meant, so instead I pretended to look at something in the empty hallway. “Different kind of magic though.”

Behind me, a loud chime rang to signal the beginning of the school day.

“I know that sound,” they said as the halls started to fill up. “Come on, if you get more mana, send me some.”

“I’ll think about it. I gotta get to chemistry.” I zipped up my now mana-less backpack and stood up. “Another test to semi-fail.”

“I’m gonna sound like your mom here, but if you can remember these spells, you can remember reactions and compounds. Hey—” Rich’s voice turned, excitement packed into one tiny word. “When I compared your magic to chemistry… you know? Magic. Chemistry. Tests. You know?”

Rich didn’t have to say anything further. And maybe they didn’t want me to get in trouble. I said a quick goodbye before returning to their words.

I knew?

Of course I knew.

Magic was just another form of science. And if I did a science experiment to ace my chemistry test, that counted, right? It wouldn’t be any different from lab work. Mr. Nguyen even told us at the beginning of the year: “Some people learn better in labs than on tests, and if I see that consistently with you, I’ll weigh your grade differently. I simply want you to understand the workflow of chemistry.”

Magic and science: a lab of my own making.







CHAPTER 8

How many moles are in 482 grams of Ni2O3?

I didn’t know.

But I knew how to get the answer. And I was pretty sure it wasn’t cheating. Magic was, as Rich would say, a science. It took training and had steps and safety measures. Using science to learn about science?

I was pretty sure that if Mr. Nguyen could understand, he’d approve.

Pencil still in my left hand, I flexed the opposite fingers, feeling the churn of mana in my bones. It’d either work or it wouldn’t.

Only one way to find out.

I cupped my right hand over my mouth and whispered as forcefully as possible while keeping my volume low.

“Sham inava tare lordbrit.”

With that final word, I closed my eyes and flicked all my fingers at once.

Suddenly, the pencils stopped moving.

I opened my eyes and looked around to take it all in:

Everyone behind me paused in mid-scribble.

Next to me, Gwen had her mouth open in a yawn.

Mr. Nguyen’s spinning pen sat still between his fingers.

And outside, a squirrel hovered in mid-leap toward the side of a tree.

Just like before, I’d stopped time. But this was the middle of class—the middle of a test.

I let out a very slow, very even breath and considered what to do now. Grams and moles. Something to do with molar mass. What was the molar mass for each of those elements? Numbers weren’t just numbers, they needed to be converted and calculated and then…

And then there was more than just that one problem. I scanned the test to find six more of them, plus five multiple-choice questions at the end.

I stared at the letters and numbers burned onto the thin sheet of paper. How could I understand casting the Chaos and Order spell to defeat the Chaos Demon, and yet chemistry problems scared the crap out of me?

“Slow down,” I told myself. I couldn’t use my phone—all the bits and bytes sent across the phone’s data network moved in real time, which was now paused. I couldn’t rummage through Mr. Nguyen’s things for the master copy of the answers. I was only allowing myself to cheat to a certain degree.

I admittedly didn’t take the best notes in class, but sifting through those seemed like the safest, most acceptable reward for successfully pausing time.

I pulled out my binder from under my chair and began flipping through pages. I stared straight ahead, hands on my temples, trying to will the answers out of nonexistent writing. A weird fatigue came over me and tugged at my eyelids, like my body and my brain just wanted to give up rather than push through this test, and for just a moment, I let it all slip away, even as my fingers held a page in half-turn in my binder.

“Andy?”

That got me awake.

My eyes came into focus only to find everyone in the class looking at me.

And especially Mr. Nguyen, who locked eyes right with me, not with anger but rather with some soft sympathy.

“I, uh…” I started, as a new type of anxiety took over—possibly full-blown panic. “I…” No words came to mind.

What happened to my Stop Time spell?

I broke off from Mr. Nguyen and glanced at my hand, though it appeared the same as before. How it felt, though, made a complete difference. That familiar zip of mana-powered warmth had all drained.

I must have gotten so caught up in trying to understand chemistry that I didn’t feel the mana wear off.

“I…” I tried again.

Mr. Nguyen must have sensed something was off, so he quickly said, “A reminder to Andy and the rest of the class that this is not an open-note test.” He pointed up at the clock. “That’s all. You should get back to work.”

I very quietly put my binder back under my chair and tried my best to stumble through the remaining questions.
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Mr. Nguyen didn’t say anything to me after class. We looked at each other on my way out, a quiet “sorry” under my breath that prompted a “see you tomorrow” and nothing else.

I guess this wasn’t the weirdest incident he had seen as a teacher.

But my actions sparked enough concern that my parents got a note.

“Your teacher is concerned. Said you lost track of time during a test.” That was one way to put it. I needed to thank Mr. Nguyen for not mentioning the binder part. “Said maybe you need more sleep. He give you opportunity to do a makeup.”

My mom’s words carried a stern weight with them, but at least she didn’t make a tsk tsk tsk sound. My dad held up his phone, the screen lit with a blue line graph on a white background. “I thought you might be using your phone too much. But this says you’re not.”

“It’s not that,” I said.

“You see? I tell you, it’s not the phone.” My dad turned to my mom, almost triumphant. Was he on my side for this one? Now my dad stepped forward. “It’s your books. Your video games. Your friends. We worry about social media and YouTube with you but it’s just everything. Everything telling you that fantasy land is better than real world. You need to fix this. Standardized tests coming up soon.”

Now my mom held up her phone, a video preloaded on it like she’d been waiting for this moment. I squinted and wondered if she’d jumped into my laptop to get the last video I took with the mystery girl in the Garriod portal.

But no, this was the original one, starting with a field of blue grass, a massive tower in the distance, and the capital city of Origin next to it.

And she let it loose. It was her signature play, like when the screen freezes in the middle of a boss fight and a super attack comes raining down hellfire. Except here, the attack was just a few quiet, rhythmic sounds, followed by a quick headshake.

“Tsk tsk tsk.”

“Guess we wasted all that effort trying to raise a responsible son,” my dad said. “Sherry went to Stanford.”

My mom followed with a heavy sigh. “We try and we try but the boba shop is the best he can do.”

I stared at them, tension gripping every muscle in my body, the pressure building from my lungs, just ready to burst out what I’d wanted to yell for months:

“I saved Garriod! I learned magic! I led the forces of the Joined Lands into battle. Did you take down the first wave of minax beasts? No, I did, because I learned how to cast Ground Shake and Magic Missile, and I saw that doing just that would break them enough for the front line of archers to take them out. I did that for every single enemy, all the way up the path to the Cliffs of Mondain, where I stood by myself with the Chaos Demon in a battle of magic to the death.

“And. I. Won. No one seems to understand that—I won. Everyone is still standing because of me. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

That was what I wanted to yell.

I didn’t, of course. I couldn’t, not with my mom doing her tsk-headshake combo and my dad invoking the name of almighty Stanford University. Those things created the biggest curse against my own abilities.

Instead, I asked very, very quietly, “Did you ever think that there might be more to life than just this?”

My mom answered right away. “Of course,” she said, her sharp tone only made sharper by her accent. “That’s why we worked so hard after immigrating to America. We want you to have the life we didn’t. That’s why your grades are so important. College applications are going to be due before you know it!”

“Berkeley is the number two public school in the country,” my dad said. “You get into Berkeley, then we can have our very own Stanford–Berkeley rivalry at Christmas.”

Holy crap, that’s what they wanted. I finally saw it: they wanted to play out Bay Area college rivalries so they could brag about it to their friends.

It didn’t matter how much evidence I showed them. I told them everything the day I returned, and even now, showing them accomplished nothing. Would they ever believe me? Would Sherry have believed me?

Did Rich even believe me? Or were they secretly laughing at me?

The questions swirled in my head, each poking and pulling at my thoughts. My feet stayed planted that whole time. In fact, I hadn’t moved since my parents went downstairs. Where could I go from here? Not to work, because I was off today.

A new idea came into my head, something so clear and pure that I laughed out loud. Somehow, I completely missed this.

I flipped open my laptop and loaded the video from the other day. It played back and I paused at the girl in the portal.

I didn’t belong here. I belonged in Garriod. And besides, she was clearly agitated and looking for something. “You. Yes, you. This is—I mean, like, you’ve gotta know—”

You’ve gotta know. They were looking for someone. Me, probably. I was the Chosen One, after all.

Tonight I would shower, eat, rest. But in the morning, forget school. Forget work.

I made a new plan for myself.

I would get up.

I would drive to Pacific Ridge.

Oh, and I would pack some snacks.

Because I planned to just wait until that portal came back. And when it did, I was going to jump in.

And maybe not come back.







CHAPTER 9

Snacks.

I had granola bars, trail mix packets, natural fruit gummies. Water too. Also, a roll of toilet paper. A fully charged backup battery for my phone. Antihistamines—the nondrowsy kind. And a light long-sleeved shirt to cover my arms against weeds and bugs.

I looked at the supplies in my backpack. Seemed about right to keep me going on a sunny early spring day.

But also possibly longer.

Once I crossed the portal to Garriod, who knew how long I’d have to wander to find a place to rest. I needed to find a way to get to the Council of Mages.

Maybe they even had my old room still there. I’d left a few things when I set out to return home: some scrolls, my mage’s robe, a few potions I’d crafted. I might find it all just as I left it, and who knew how much time had passed.

One thing I did not put in my backpack, however, was mana. I chose one very specific thing to keep at the house: a single sphere of mana on my closet shelf, waiting to be eventually discovered by my parents. It had already degraded a bit, and I brought its empty olive jar with me to store any fresh mana that appeared while I waited.

My phone read 6:50 a.m. I heard my dad in the shower and my mom shuffling about downstairs. Even though I had packed a battery backup, if I simply left my phone here, they wouldn’t know that I ditched school. Instead, it’d just mark one of the rare days when I accidentally left it behind. When they did their daily checks to see my activity, they’d just get a ping at home, with no worries about me wandering off somewhere.

But video of Garriod was important. Maybe I’d be able to find a way to send it to Rich. Or if I returned again, I could upload it to the cloud for everyone to see—not just Rich, but Seth and Gwen and the others.

And especially my parents.

I grabbed my phone and put it in my pocket. Waiting was boring, and if I really was going to a land of magic rather than Wi-Fi, I might as well enjoy it.

The backpack bounced on my shoulders as I went downstairs and scanned the room. I felt like I should have taken a closer look or said something. Except my mom was already gone for work, and the sound of the shower water whooshed through the pipes in the wall. Nothing meaningful came to mind, and instead I found myself in a quiet, static house. I took three deep breaths, then made a proclamation as powerful as a spell incantation:

“I’m not going to school.”

Then, just in case my dad somehow heard it, I got the heck out of there.
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To get to Pacific Ridge Nature Preserve, I first had to drive past Westerberg High, which was bustling with students rushing to campus before first period started.

For years, that was me. Even after Garriod, I did that ritual day after day: parking in the school’s lot, grabbing my backpack whether rain or shine, and trudging my way to the first class of the day. I went obediently, passively; it was just the thing I was supposed to do because everyone expected it.

And now, as I sat at a red light with the school ahead, that urge pulled at me to just go to class. In fact, there was Gwen walking to school. She caught sight of my car and waved.

Then the light turned, granting me passage to my new life.

I waved back at Gwen. And then I left.

Past the school. Past the surrounding houses. I kept going toward the hills, leaving behind storefronts and coffee shops and gas stations. The streets eventually turned into two-lane roads winding through grassy hills dotted with trees before getting to the Pacific Ridge’s official entrance sign. Another mile and a half down and three parking lots later, I got to the smallest car park area, a dirt patch with a few signposts with directions and maps.

This was the last place to get a decent signal, and I considered what I could load up for my last video ever in this world. I chose a thirty-minute supercut of hilarious bugs and glitches from The Ancient Runes—upside-down dragons and orcs triggering their death animation by jumping never stopped being funny.

I walked through the same path I’d taken the other day, all of it matching my GPS screenshots. Every landmark looked exactly as expected, making the journey via muscle memory so much easier.

In my hand, I carried a small foldout beach chair, a luxury I’d secretly packed the night before into the back of my older-than-me Honda Civic. I unfolded it, giving the stubborn hinges a good tug to fully extend the legs, and planted it on the ground. I settled in, unwrapped a granola bar, and waited for the portal to arrive.

It didn’t arrive during the first hour.

Or the second.

Or the third.

At that point, I got a text from my mom. I didn’t bother to read it, though.

Another two hours passed, bathing me in peak sunlight. By that time, I’d eaten two granola bars and one packet of trail mix, plus I allowed myself to indulge in a Sprite that was still cold from the aluminum foil I’d wrapped around it. I’d also taken off my long-sleeved shirt and wrapped it around my head as a makeshift sun hat.

Another hour passed, and with it came a text from Rich. I instinctively moved to open it but then paused.

Creeping doubts from yesterday returned. At times, Rich seemed much more concerned with our old friend group than the existence of a magical realm. There was a very real possibility that they didn’t believe me, and this text could be proof.

I didn’t want to know. Not before I journeyed forward. The text sat in my notifications, the small preview line taunting with possibilities, and I swiped it away before letting my brain pick out even a single word of it.

I settled back into the chair, my phone now at half charge.

Another hour passed, the lunchtime sun now starting to descend into the midafternoon, and finally something changed. Except it wasn’t a portal to another land or even a sphere of mana. It was the rustling and jingle of a dog rushing through the dirt off-leash, soon followed by someone my grandparents’ age coming through, too-big hat on her head and walking sticks in her arms. She called her dog back with a whistle, and as it bounded back her way, she did a double take at me.

“You okay, young man?”

I pointed to myself with a quizzical look, to which she nodded. Of course she would. No one else was around here, but wasn’t this part of the problem? What if she called the cops? What if she called the school?

I had to play this off.

“I’m fine. Just enjoying the view.”

The woman nodded with a scowl, then motioned her dog forward, though I did hear her say, “Make sure you check for bugs” before turning away.

I’d give that one to her. That was a very reasonable thing to remember.

In fact, I took her up on her advice. I had just stuck my Sprite can in the chair’s flimsy cupholder and rolled up my pant legs to check for any signs of bugs when I finally heard it.

Plenty of things caused brush to rustle. Wind, small animals, lizards, insects. But I’d already started to pick out the distinct sound of mana generating; something about the size and shape and weight of it caused a noise of a certain pitch and length.

I looked down and there it was: a glowing blue sphere of mana, tucked neatly underneath the crisscrossing shrubs.

I didn’t pick it up. Instead, I grabbed my phone and got it ready, all while staring at the same spot where the portal arrived before. I watched the patch of wilderness.

I almost missed it at first.

A sparkle of white formed in the air, and against the sunny afternoon backdrop, it easily blended into everything else around. The white filled into a deep, fiery orange, which gradually formed a circle framing another image. The glowing portal stretched wider and taller, opening to present a very clear, very present view of Garriod: a night sky. Stars overhead. And just enough natural light to see a tint of blue on the dancing fields of grass.

My thumb tapped the red button icon on my phone’s screen, then I stepped forward. The portal continued growing until it reached just about the height of my chin. I held my palm close to the frame, a sharp heat coming from it, though from within, a breeze whipped out with a ferocity from the high open plains.

Garriod’s air was coming through.

I put my hand into the portal and waved it around just to make sure. It felt different—the thickness of the air, the temperature, the direction of the wind.

This portal really was open.

But for how long?

That question snapped me back to reality, and I turned to grab my backpack. I slung it over one shoulder, ducked my head down, and leaped into the portal.

My feet touched down on the soil of Garriod, the slope of the ground different from where I’d just stood.

The plains. The south wind. The capital of Origin in the distance. And the silhouette of a stick on the horizon: the Grand Spire for the Council of Mages.

I waved my phone around to take in the complete view, except…

Wasn’t Origin much smaller before? Or was I in a different place?

Suddenly, all my landmarks got jumbled in my memories. Maybe I needed to do a side-by-side comparison with the video I took when I made my first journey here. I turned to face the portal, the very strange sight of an afternoon view of the Bay Area planted right in the middle of Garriod’s pink dusk sky. My head tilted up to take in Garriod’s constellations—a very different set than the view from Earth. Granted, I basically only knew Orion and the Big Dipper, but Garriod didn’t have Orion and the Big Dipper.

But even this felt strange. I squinted at the sky. Maybe it was just the color of the sky making it difficult, but I swore that the constellation of Minoc had five stars instead of—

“Hey!”

The voice came loud and sharp behind me. I turned, the portal now to my back and the setting sun hitting me right in the eyes, blinding me for a moment. I blinked as the wind whipped against my cheeks, a whooshing sound that filled my ears…

It also muffled the sound of approaching steps. Rapidly approaching steps.

I knew this because when I opened my eyes, a figure was charging me, but the low dusk light blurred any details.

“Whoa, hey—” I started, but then an armored shoulder rammed into my chest.

I stumbled backward, my feet going from the slope of Garriod’s plains to the bumpy dirt of Pacific Ridge Nature Preserve before my ankles bumped the beach chair. I managed about two more steps before finally losing my balance. My elbows planted into the dirt, crunching dry leaves under them, and my backpack slid off my shoulder to halfway down my arm.

I blinked again, and my eyes adjusted to the sudden shift from Garriod’s dusk to the bright, clear California afternoon. As things came into focus, I saw the portal’s orange frame begin to shimmer. It cycled hues before withdrawing, shrinking with each passing moment.

“Oh crap,” the same voice yelled, and a figure burst through the portal, the clank and clatter of armor and equipment rattling.

Several seconds later, the portal was gone.

In front of me, though, stood the mystery girl from the video.

Leather armor. Big sword. Brown skin. Muscular arms. And long, tight braids.

“You. You’re the—” she started before her eyes tracked down to the folding chair that lay between us.

More specifically, the green can in the chair’s cupholder.

“Oh my god, is that a Sprite?”







CHAPTER 10

The girl was fixated on the soda can. Like, really fixated. An intense desire directed at a Sprite.

All the details from the video vividly popped in real life, from the sway of her hair to the texture of her leather armor.

It was definitely the same girl from before.

Her eyes flickered for a moment, then her gaze darted around the landscape before finally connecting with mine.

“You want it?” I managed to ask.

She blinked, the ferocity in her face melting into something softer, at least for a second. “What?”

“You,” I started as I pushed myself onto my feet, “you want the Sprite? It’s been sitting a bit, but it might still have some fizz to it—”

Without hesitation, she grabbed the can and guzzled it down like she was in a soda commercial. “Wow,” she said before she started to laugh. “I missed that. They don’t have that in—”

“Garriod,” we said together.

She paused. Her eyes widened, and though she still held the can in one hand, she drew her sword with the other. I led armies of warriors wielding swords into battle, so I was very aware of how dangerous those blades were.

“So you’re not just a hiker,” she said, inching forward. “How do you know about Garriod?”

“Because I was there,” I said, confidence growing in my words. Finally, someone believed me. Which also meant this was someone I could impress. “I’ll prove it.” My hands went straight up, and I froze in place. “If you look over there,” I said, nodding at the shrubbery at my feet, “you’ll see a sphere of mana. That can—”

“Mana.” She pulled away, and in one sudden spin her blade sliced through the branches and leaves for a clear view of the mana. “This is where it went.”

Okay, that move was really cool.

“This portal,” she said, looking back before reaching down and scooping up the mana. She whispered quietly, and for a second, the mana glowed—the same flash that happened right before it began absorbing into someone’s palm. But nothing happened. “Whoa, it works,” she said in a low voice, but as the mana started to sink into her skin, she twisted her wrist and dropped the sphere back to where she’d found it. “I’ll deal with that later. You. Who are you?”

“We saw each other before,” I said. “For like a few seconds. That was me. Right here.”

I smiled, a big broad grin from ear to ear. My entire life had led to this moment. If this had been a movie, the music would swell while the camera zoomed in on my face, all for a dramatic pause before I said, “I’m Andy. Also known as the Chosen One of Garriod.”

Awe. Excitement. Shouting “Oh my god!” Meeting a hero of legend would usually cause that type of reaction, maybe even lead someone to ask for an autograph or something. Or at least there might be some giddy fawning and a little bit of stumbling over words. But instead, she… Well, she knocked me off my feet—probably by some kind of sweep kick or something. It happened too fast for me to know, and it also really, really hurt. I slammed onto my back, and for a fraction of a second, I realized that if I survived this encounter with a rabid teen warrior from Garriod, my arms were gonna super itch from burrs and stickers on the ground.

“You,” she said, the sudden ferocity returning to her eyes. Clearly any goodwill from the Sprite was gone.

“Um,” I said, still on the ground, “you’ve heard of me?”

“Everyone in Garriod knows who you are.” She tilted forward, her blade’s tip gradually getting closer. “Andilow the Destroyer.”

I’d been called many names in my life—in LARP, by other online players in Ancient Runes sessions, and during any failed attempt at playing a sport. But “the Destroyer” was a new one. It would have been kind of badass if it didn’t involve a very sharp sword near my neck. I stared at the sword, and my eyes probably did that thing where they cross because you’re trying to focus on something up close.

Then suddenly she pulled the blade tip back a tad. I was still clearly on the defensive, but at least I could speak without feeling like one wrong word meant decapitation. Maybe she felt sorry for me, or maybe she started noticing the itchy hives growing on my forearms.

“Hey,” I said quietly, “can I, like, stand up? I’ve got really bad allergies and being on the ground sucks.” One arm rose off the ground just to show her the oncoming reaction. She squinted, and as she did, tears started to well up in my eyes and I let off my usual rapid-fire three sneezes. “Oh no,” I said through a stuffy nose.

“Jesus,” she muttered to herself. For what it was worth, Jesus was not part of Garriod’s general vocabulary. “Get up.” Her voice carried more spite than any of my elementary school bullies’ taunts.

“Thanks,” I said, though by now my histamine reaction meant that the word came out more like “Daimps.” She pulled her sword to her side, but it remained drawn.

“What do you mean, I’m the Destroyer?”

“You destroyed Garriod.” She started to laugh, but not, like, a villain cackle—rather one of genuine amusement, enough that the tight black braids on her head bobbed. “Oh, I thought this was going to be hard.”

“What was going to be hard?” I asked reflexively.

“Killing you.”

Suddenly, allergies weren’t my biggest concern. Nor my grades. Nor my college applications. My work shift at Boba Fit was way down the list. “Wait, what?”

“Killing you is the only way to restore the magical balance. I’ve been searching the portals. I calculated the time and location of their appearances.”

She calculated? That meant she was probably better at trigonometry than I was. I blinked through thick tears. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I saved Garriod.”

She shook her head, then stared at me with a single eyebrow lifted. “The legend of Andilow the Destroyer has been passed down in Garriod for hundreds of years. Andilow, the powerful mage who summoned the Chaos Demon, damning Garriod into darkness. The Chaos Demon controls magic from another dimension, making mana and casting both unstable and unpredictable. Even the most basic healing spell might summon an explosion. All because of what you did.”

This was going to take a minute to sort out. Because all her facts were wrong, and how had hundreds of years slipped by in Garriod already? “Just hold on, okay? ’Cause that’s not how things went for me.” I sneezed again, which led to a runny nose, and without any sleeve to wipe it with, I dug through my backpack for tissues. “The Council of Mages trained me. Mana was stable, but the Chaos Demon made it scarce. And I banished the Chaos Demon. With a spell called Chaos and Order. It went—”

As I started to recite the spell, the girl did the most unexpected thing.

She said the incantation with me.

“Virt usand sri nes!”

We stared at each other, though after several seconds, she sheathed her sword.

“I’m not Andilow the Destroyer,” I said slowly. “I’m Andy Lao of Palo Alto, California.”

“You’re supposed to be a legend,” she said. “The bringer of chaos. The usurper of magic.”

“I’m not.” I shook my head. “I’m a junior at Westerberg High. And, I guess, bringer of Sprite. You want a granola bar?” I pointed to my backpack. “It’s apple cinnamon.”

“Apple cinnamon,” she muttered under her breath. I knelt to unzip the backpack’s main pouch and tilted it to display various plastic-wrapped items inside.

“From Costco,” I said. I reached in and grabbed a rectangular green wrapper with “APPLE” in big green letters. She reached over with a cautious approach before snatching the bar out of my hands.

“Something’s not right here,” she said as she tore through the wrapper. “But thanks. I’m super hungry.”

[image: ]
For the next five minutes, I listened while the girl ate most of my entire snack stash. She explained the current state of Garriod: the Council of Mages was in disarray, so magic itself was rendered useless. She got really detailed about the way magic wove into the economics and agriculture of the land. Like, Dungeons & Dragons sourcebook level of detail.

When our LARP group discussed the game world in this way, my eyes would totally glaze over. There was a reason why Rich was our RPG dungeon master instead of me. However, this was different. This wasn’t magic systems for a gaming session—this was someone else finally believing everything I’d been saying about Garriod for months.

Even if it was slightly different from what I knew.

“… and that’s why everyone in Garriod is raised to know the Chaos and Order spell. Should magic become stable again and should the Chaos Demon return, the Council of Mages said it was important that everyone know it. I’m just a paladin so they only taught me, like, five spells. But that’s one of them.” She popped in the final pretzel-and-peanut-butter bite, giving a nod of satisfaction as she did. “They said you transferred all the magic of the land to the Chaos Demon at the Cliffs of Mondain.”

“No.” I shook my head, and as I watched her finish off her fourth granola bar, I realized I was now super hungry. “It was, like, really specific. I cast a binding spell to hold the Chaos Demon over the ledge. My archers were shooting arrows at it until it weakened. When it fell, I had to cast Chaos and Order right as it hit an angle of thirty degrees below the cliff. I did, and the Demon disappeared, and mana started generating around the world again.” A very sudden sinking feeling hit me, like when I realized I’d answered a test question wrong seconds after stepping out of class. Except this was a million times worse.

The silver lining was that it stole my hunger away.

“Oh god,” I said, burying my face into my hands. “What if I got the angle wrong? I suck at trig, so of course the final solution is a freaking math problem. Who knew magic timing could be so fragile?” The girl, Pacific Ridge, Garriod—all disappeared in my head, leaving only the echoing voices of my parents. “I’m a C student in trig. I probably won’t even get into college with those grades, let alone properly defeat the Chaos Demon. God, what if my parents found out this is how it ended in Garriod? It’s like an F-minus-minus-minus. I can’t even remember the difference between a sine and a cosine and what the hell a secant is and—”

“Hey.” A sturdy hand landed on my shoulder. I looked up. I was about to reassure her that I wasn’t crying, the tears were just an allergy response, but fortunately, she spoke before I made an even bigger idiot of myself. “You’re not some trickster who sabotaged Garriod. You’re just not very good at math,” she said with a laugh before thumbing over where the portal was. “Strange that we both got to Garriod, but our portals were hundreds of years apart. Either way, doesn’t look like that thing’s coming back for a while, huh?”

“As far as I know,” I said, catching myself scratching a spot on my forearm. “I think it’s once a day. If that.”

A gust of wind blew at us, tossing more bits of weeds in my nose but also making her look really cool with her braids and leather armor and deadly sword. I held back a sneeze and watched as she glanced down at the second mana sphere that had spawned. “Look,” she said with a heavy breath. “I’m not going to kill you. If you really are just this guy”—she shook a hand at me—“and not some bringer of Armageddon, then we’ll figure out another way to break this curse. Okay?”

Breaker of Curses. That sounded better than Destroyer of Worlds.

And hey, maybe that would make me better at trig.

“Okay,” I said.

“We haven’t had proper introductions, huh? My name’s Julia.” She planted her sword in the ground and patted the hilt. “And this bringer of justice is Ani.” She pronounced the name in a way that I’d never heard before, like “on-knee.”

“Your sword is named Ani?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I’m guessing you don’t know who Ani DiFranco is.” I started to nod, but my dumbfounded stare gave me away. “It’s okay. You should check her out. She’s brilliant. But anyway, I’m a paladin of the Mondain Order,” she said, taking in a panoramic view of the Bay Area as she extended a hand, “and originally from Los Angeles.”

“A California connection,” I said, grasping her hand in return. “I wonder if…” I started when a voice cut through the air.

“Andy!”

I knew that voice, its accent, its cadence, its tone. “Oh, no, no, no,” I started.

“What is it?” Julia asked, drawing Ani from the ground.

I looked at her, battle-ready probably more out of instinct than anything else, although that might actually help here.

“It’s my parents.”







CHAPTER 11

Any lingering animosity between me and Julia disappeared the instant I said the word “parents.”

Suddenly, we were a fighting unit, a party capable of taking on any encounter in our path.

“I’ll follow your lead,” she said as she returned her sword to the scabbard on her back.

“Andy?” The first call had come from my mom. This one came from my dad, a sharper, more directly aggressive tone compared to my mom’s hidden blades within her voice.

“I’m right here,” I said, and I tracked around the bend, where I saw them trudging up the side of a steep, weed-filled hill.

They emerged wearing massive sun hats, their pants tucked into their socks to protect from bug bites and weed burrs. “We follow your map,” my dad said. My map, as in the screenshots I took the other day to trace my steps here. They must have automatically backed up to our family’s cloud photo account. He held up several sheets of paper, and it took me a few seconds to realize that they’d printed out each one, along with annotations in red pen. “Why you not at school today?”

“I—”

My mom cut me off. “How could you even think about skipping school after what happened?”

“I—”

“You need to recover your grades,” my dad said. “How you going to do that hiking up here?”

“And who is she?” My mom stopped in her tracks and pointed at Julia. “Why she dressed like that?”

“Okay, so there’s a totally reasonable explanation for all of this,” I started, more to buy time than anything else.

“There is no explanation for skipping school,” my mom said.

I couldn’t argue with that part, despite my generic rebuttal a second ago. “Well, look, let me go back a little bit.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “I think it’s all a lot simpler than you might think. Actually, it’s kind of funny—”

“Are you on drugs?” my mom asked.

Even with her dark brown skin, I caught the rush of blood coming to Julia’s cheeks at the question. She bit down on her lip and stifled a laugh, though she played it off as wiping her nose.

“You dress that way to deal your drugs?” My mom pointed at Julia, probably not even realizing that she had a very sharp sword named Ani on her back.

Also, they didn’t notice the glowing ball of mana just sitting out in the open. Or the fact that Julia’s sword had chopped the shrubs in a clean, neat line to expose the mana.

“She’s not a drug dealer,” I said. Of all the explanations I’d pondered with my parents since coming back from Garriod, “light leather armor is not the outfit of a drug dealer” never crossed my mind. “Julia, these are my parents. Mom, Dad, this is Julia.”

“Why you dress like that? It’s hot. It’s a school day.” My dad’s eyes narrowed. “You skip school too.”

Julia raised her hands. “I’m just visiting. Gonna go back to school in the fall.”

“Right. Julia’s just visiting from…” My eyes snapped to hers as my words trailed off. Fortunately, she picked up on it right away.

“From Los Angeles,” she said with a nod.

“You off from school right now?”

“Not right now.” I didn’t know if Julia caught my grimace at that, but before my parents could respond, she continued, “I got my GED last year. Got out of high school and started a year at community college early. Gonna transfer next year.” She gestured at her armor. “I just finished making this costume, and I wanted to show Andilow.”

“Andy,” I said in a quick whisper.

“Andy. I wanted to show Andy,” she said quickly.

My dad started to say something, but a new idea came up to explain why Julia was here: a costume. Of course, a costume made the perfect excuse, and it might even give me a way out of this. A narrative started to form in my mind. “Okay, Mom, Dad, I have a confession to make.”

That got all three of them to look my way.

I took a moment to plan this out in my head. It was just like casting a spell, except I was weaving a believable story rather than conjuring energy to strike beasts down with lightning. “You know that club I used to do with Rich, the LARPing club?”

Julia’s brow scrunched at this. Maybe she’d never heard of LARPing before?

Or worse. Maybe she thought LARPing was dumb.

“What is LARP?” my mom asked.

There was a fifty-fifty shot my mom was trolling me because I’d explained LARPing many times before. I tried hard not to let exasperation creep into my voice. “Okay, it’s like… when you have costumes and foam weapons, and someone has to make the rules, and…” I shook my head, focusing on the immediate. “That’s not the point. What I’m trying to say is that I’ve realized that I love LARPing more than video games now.” I looked at Julia and our eyes connected long enough to show that she didn’t really know what LARP was either. I kept going and hoped that she would stay with me.

“This is Julia, she’s my LARPing friend. I met her through Rich. Like I said, she’s just visiting.”

Julia nodded, completely unaware of who Rich was. That was okay, though; my very limited improv skills developed in sophomore year drama started rolling, taking these different threads and creating a semi-plausible story.

“Passing through, actually,” she said. “Taking the train to Portland.”

“Right, and she was gonna be here today and…” I slowed down, the disjointed excuses needing a moment to reconnect. “The LARP club at school is part of the drama club. LARPing is like a form of improv. I just really got into it over the past few months. I feel like I want it to be part of my college experience.”

“And I start USC in the fall as a theater major,” Julia said before tapping the shoulders of her leather armor. “With a minor in textiles.”

“Julia was visiting to talk me through being a theater major.” That was it. That would put a nice bow on this. She nodded as I continued, and in a way, this was an improv exercise. “It’s more, um, like, real experience, unlike the college fair.”

“Relevant experience,” Julia said with a finger point.

“Right. Relevant experience. And this was the only time she would be around to meet up given her train schedule, and I know how…” My voice trailed off. This whole conversation started several minutes ago as an argument about Julia jumping across worlds to murder me, and now we were getting into my lack of academic ambitions. “I know you want me to be better at science and math. I didn’t know how to tell you about this.” I felt Julia’s gaze lock on me, though my own fell to the ground. “I’m sorry.”

So much of what I said was made up on the spot, but that apology carried far more reality than I intended. Moments of sincerity didn’t really exist in my family. So, for my parents to actually recognize it and pause, I think that surprised both of us.

“Was that light show in your room part of your drama club?” my dad asked. I nodded vigorously, taking any opening I could get.

This might lead me to an actual commitment to a drama major, but hey, I probably would have an easier time getting accepted into that program by a school. “Yeah, it’s, um, makeup and special effects.”

“That’s right,” Julia said. “I was telling Andy that you could take technical classes in college to learn how to do some of that.”

“The drama club was showing us some of it. They can do some amazing things these days.” I looked Julia in the eye and flicked my hand. I wasn’t casting, but I hoped that she recognized the gesture to grasp my meaning. “Don’t you agree, Julia?”

It took a second for my exact phrasing to register with her. It took another second for her eyes to shift and realize the implications of where and how I used my mana. “Oh yeah. I mean, the props department at college rivals what they do in Hollywood. And, like”—her brow tightened as lines formed across her forehead—“computers. You know? Did you see Jurassic Park? USC alumni worked on that.”

“So,” my mom said, the word lingering in the air a bit longer than I would have liked. “You’re going to USC?”

“That’s right,” Julia said with a nod. “USC School of Dramatic Arts.” Her eyes brightened, like the best idea just dive-bombed into her brain. “Where George Lucas went to school.” Excellent name-drop. Even my parents knew who George Lucas was. They let out a collective “ooh” and nodded. And to go even further, Julia used a different kind of magic—a rhythmic speech about the application process, the requisite essays, the extra acting auditions, that sort of thing. She even used the term “headshot,” which I figured did not mean a kill shot in a video game. But the main thing was that she spoke with a real sense of knowing what she was talking about—the confidence in her words, the detail in the process, the specificity of it all.

She had even me believing she was about to go to USC drama school. Which, I suppose, was the point.

“You a friend of Rich?” my mom asked.

“Uh-huh. Rich is a great guy,” she said. “He’s one of my favorite people.”

“They,” I said quickly, almost out of instinct.

“What?” Julia asked.

“Thank you for talking to our son about USC,” my mom said before turning to me. “The next time you want to take a day off to learn about a school, you tell us in advance.”

“Right. Right, okay,” I said, softening my tone. “So, you’re not mad?”

My parents looked at each other. “You still need to choose a major that will get you a job,” my dad said. “You can minor in whatever you want. Act or LARP or whatever.”

No school was going to offer a minor in LARPing, but I didn’t say anything about that.

“I call the school.” My mom pointed down the hill. “Tell them you were sick. But you better finish up.” She looked at the black watch on her arm. “It’s almost four. Don’t be late for work.”

With that, they turned around and departed, like mysterious strangers passing by an adventuring party. As they left, Julia tracked them, the oddest expression on her face—not quite relieved, and not quite amused. It was practically affectionate.

Then she noticed me observing her, which caused her to straighten. She marched in long, even steps to the half-hacked shrub and stared at the sphere of mana tucked within it. “You think the portal will come back today?”

“Not sure. Maybe tomorrow?” I stepped over to where the portal appeared not that long ago and waved my hands through the space. No strange tingling or heat or anything like that came up, though it hit me that if Rich were here, we could use some of their ghost-hunting equipment. In fact, maybe the contraptions they claimed picked up voices and stuff were just portals bleeding through from Garriod. “Maybe tonight. I can’t say.”

“Okay. I’ll wait here until it returns. We saw each other in the portal before. It has to be repeatable then, right?” Julia’s question sounded more like wishful thinking than scientific proclamation. I shrugged and considered what few options we had. “There’s gotta be a pattern,” she continued. “I should go report it to the Council. And then try to come back and examine the portal when it’s open between worlds.”

My original plan of disappearing through the portal and living a life of casting spells and wearing mage robes no longer worked. If I had to be stuck in the realm of Silicon Valley, I should follow my mom’s advice and at least get to Boba Fit on time.

“Look, I gotta get to work. If you’re leaving, then I should say thanks for helping me out.” I reached into my backpack and pulled out the remaining two granola bars. “Here. If you’re hungry.” My own hunger crept back now that the stomach-gnawing visit from my parents had ended. But Julia faced a potentially longer journey than I did, so she deserved the granola bars.

Julia looked past me in response, angling in the direction my parents went. “Your parents care,” she finally said. “You don’t seem to appreciate that.”

I could feel my lips twist as a reflex. “I don’t know if that counts as caring.” The words came out instinctively, though judging by the return of Julia’s arched eyebrow, she clearly didn’t agree. “But yeah, I guess they can be all right.”

“One thing they said bugged me.” Julia crossed her arms, and I reminded myself that she still had a deadly blade on her back. “What did they mean by ‘light show’?”







CHAPTER 12

Whatever era of Garriod Julia came from, it held one key difference—a gap in the very nature of day-to-day living that I experienced there. Magic was unstable.

She told me that before my parents arrived. But I hadn’t quite understood the impact of it until I saw her reaction to the way I described the magic I’d pulled off in recent days.

“Colors sprayed out of my fingers. A total light show.” I waved my hands around, shaking them for emphasis every few seconds. “It was harmless and quiet, but I like to think it was impressive.”

Her mouth dropped open and she didn’t blink. It was an expression that lingered probably longer than my actual description. The fact that I performed magic in front of my parents didn’t catch her attention. Instead, she really cared about the fact that it was possible.

“So, you weren’t worried that it might, I don’t know, backfire?” she asked. “Explode or summon a beast or turn you into a crow?”

“No,” I said slowly. “It just does what it does. I mean, if you have enough mana.” A burn came to my cheeks, and clearly I needed to be better at hiding embarrassing moments from paladins who came from Garriod by way of LA.

“Wait, did you run out of mana? What did you do?” Julia’s head tilted, her brown eyes narrowing with curiosity.

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

“Don’t make me draw my sword,” she said. As if to show she meant it, she reached back and put her hand on the hilt of the weapon—but this time, such a gesture accompanied a wry playfulness in her tone.

A little different from our initial conversation.

I supposed that if I was going to share my experience with someone who knew about Garriod, I might as well come clean with the whole thing. Over the next few minutes, I gave a step-by-step account of my magical successes and failures: Stop Time before school, Ice Blast on the rock, Color Spray at lunch, and Stop Time again in chemistry class.

I did not, however, mention the video that started it all.

“Magic works. It’s stable. If it wasn’t, I’d have blown something up by now.” I looked at the mana in the shrubs. “This is where I got all my mana. It spawns right there every few hours. And your portal, I’ve seen it twice now.”

“Every few hours,” she muttered to herself, her twisted lips showing that her better-at-math mind churned out some sort of formula to figure out a pattern to this. Her eyes snapped upward, locking in with mine. “I shouldn’t go back yet.”

“Oh?” I started.

“No, I need to learn more,” she said, and knelt, staring at the mana instead of talking to me. “Why is magic not affected by chaos here? I mean, it should be even less stable here, right? This isn’t its native land.” She put a finger up, like she could scan the air around her with it. “I have to assume that some of the environmental factors are different here. You know, maybe I can grab some sensors and bring them back. It’s just too bad that they don’t have power plugs in Garriod. Wait… wait.” That now-familiar high-pitched noise cut through the air, and we both watched as another mana sphere emerged out of nothing. Julia stood up and looked my way. “If we can figure out why magic is stable here, then maybe we could reverse-engineer it for Garriod.”

Reverse-engineer? “Wait, I thought you were a drama major.”

“Right now, I’m a paladin of the Mondain Order. That’s all that matters.”

“But what you told my parents about USC, it was so believ—”

“Does it really matter?” she asked in a huff. “Right now, we got bigger things to deal with than my academic history.”

I got the hint that she wanted to avoid the topic. Between that and the weird look she gave my departing parents, I wasn’t going to get into it.

“Well, look,” I said. “If you’re not going back to Garriod now, I can give you a lift to town. In case you want to, like, go to the library or something. I gotta get to work.” She nodded and I pulled my backpack off, plopping the mana into it.

“Thanks for the Sprite,” she said, folding up the camping chair. I took the now-empty can and put it in my backpack full of snack wrappers. “God, I missed that. Sprite and Snapple. And Slim Jims. Delicious and terrible Slim Jims.” Julia’s tone changed again—words filled with a lightness that didn’t come when she swung a sword. We started our walk. “Oh, and Snickers bars. And bean burritos from Taco Bell. No, wait, enchiritos. Those are the best from Taco Bell.”

“Well, I suppose I owe you dinner for not killing me. We can swing by Taco Bell on my way to work.” I pulled out my phone and loaded the maps app to gauge traffic. “You wanna get dropped off at a library or something after?”

“What is that?” Julia asked, stopping in her tracks.

I paused too and looked around, making sure the portal hadn’t brought in some sort of unexpected magical disturbance. No minax beasts zoomed through the sky, no blue grass grew on distant plains, and no other portals appeared. Instead, our view showed everything as expected: nature and Palo Alto’s office buildings in the distance, with a hint of the bay further beyond that.

It took several seconds for me to realize what exactly Julia meant, and then my cheeks flushed.

I had the oldest phone of anyone I knew at school, probably the entire school. Heck, preschoolers came into the boba shop with their parents using newer phones than I did.

Of course it stood out.

“Yeah, I mean, I know it’s old, but it still works and—”

She leaned over my hand and squinted, which was odd. I mean, older iPhones were smaller than new ones, but I didn’t think they looked that different. The map’s sense of direction twirled, spinning around as the GPS struggled to identify itself amid the patchy signal strength of the nature preserve.

“I know, I get terrible signal up here. It’s much better once we get on the path.” I tapped the screen to get it out of that app and instead brought up the web browser. “Maybe I can check traffic from here.”

The browser defaulted to my last viewed page, complete with all data cached. Despite the complete lack of signal, a video of The Ancient Runes played—and with it, a burst of noise as the audio rang out in full volume. Julia got a glimpse of an upside-down dragon talking with the dialogue of an old beggar woman.

“Ack,” I said. “Sorry about that, it’s—”

She grabbed the phone and held it close, angling it back and forth under the afternoon sun. “What is this?”

“It’s this supercut of glitches from this game I play. I know, it’s kind of strange, but Rich sent it a while ago and—”

By then, the screen timed out and dimmed, and the audio dropped with it.

“This thing. This screen. What is this?”

“It’s, um…” My voice faded, leaving only the sound of traffic from far down the path carried by the wind. “An iPhone?”

“An iPhone?” she asked. Despite the now dark screen, she still stared at it. “You said this was old. How old is it?”

“Like, ten years. It was my dad’s. Super new at the time. I brought it to Garriod, but when it ran out of battery it—”

“You were holding it.” Julia paused before swallowing hard. “When I saw you before. The first time.”

“Yeah. ’Cause, um, I wanted to record what happened with the portal.” Her eyes flicked up at me, and I reached over and gently took the phone out of her hands. I unlocked the device to pull up the video. We both watched the screen as she burst into view of the portal, her voice yelling, “You. Yes, you” through the tinny phone speaker.

Julia stepped back, and I saw her taking in short, quick breaths while her eyes went back into that whole darting around mode.

“Are you okay?” I asked quietly. “Hey, how long have you been in Garriod?”

She whirled on her heel, kicking up a cloud of dust, and she took a single step forward. For the first time since we met, any sense of power and confidence had drained from her, and her voice now carried a desperate crackle as she spoke.

“What year is this?”







CHAPTER 13

We hadn’t moved.

We still stood on the side of the path, about halfway between the location of the Garriod portal and the parking lot. All the while, Julia stared—a mix of amazement and curiosity and total panic at the date I’d just told her.

Finally, I asked a question that seemed so illogical, even saying the words out loud felt like they shouldn’t go together: “When are you from?”

She didn’t meet my eyes when she replied. In fact, her words came out barely loud enough for me to hear over the wind.

“Nineteen ninety-three,” she said.

1993. Years before I was even born. And, based on what I learned from old X-Files episodes and stories my parents told me, that was a time before smartphones, electric cars, Bluetooth, YouTube, streaming TV, and online gaming. Was the internet even a thing yet back then?

Julia’s frozen expression showed that she wasn’t exactly ready for a full-on conversation. Despite wearing armor and having a sword on her back, her half-parted lips and glazed-over eyes made her seem like a little kid who’d lost her parents at the park.

For now, I decided to let her muddle over the fact that she’d time-traveled into the future by way of Garriod. I muddled over it too. Going to a fantasy realm with real-life magical beasts and mages casting spells—that made sense to me.

But time travel? I might need Rich to explain the science of that.

My phone beeped, jarring both of us to attention. I showed the screen with its reminder that I needed to get to work, and we moved in silence all the way down the winding path to my Honda Civic. That couldn’t seem that futuristic to her, could it? I pulled out my keys and tapped the unlock button with a beep, the very simple act of doing so causing Julia to do a double take.

I guess in her time, you still had to unlock stuff with the actual key. “Oh, sorry, it’s a bit of a…” I paused when she started undoing the multiple buckles clasping the leather scabbard to her body.

Julia held up the sheathed blade. “I’m putting her in the back. Don’t let anything happen to her.”

I’d known several paladins during my time in Garriod, and all of them were oddly protective about their swords. None of them named their weapons, so Julia must have been extra bonded to hers. I nodded and tried not to make my side-eye too noticeable as she rested Ani in the backseat, just above my backpack and a crumpled blue hoodie.

She also said something like “Don’t go anywhere” as she patted the outside of the scabbard.

With Ani safely tucked away, Julia slid into the passenger seat. Her look of awe returned as I clipped my phone to the stand. The map on the phone oriented itself, swinging left and right with patchy data signal before settling on a static view of a blue line leading out of Pacific Ridge.

“So your phone, it’s like a TV?” she asked after squinting at the device. “But also a map?”

“Yeah. All of that. Camera, map, web—” I caught myself before I had to go into a deep explanation about how websites worked. “Music.”

Julia’s entire demeanor shifted. She turned fast enough that her braids whipped with momentum. “Music? Like, a CD of music?”

I reached over, tapped my way to cancel the map, and opened my music app. As it loaded, I pulled my phone off the stand and handed it to her. “It’s a bit more than a CD.”
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Julia seemed to completely forget about Garriod, issues with mana, and time travel when she realized that my phone could play pretty much every song ever recorded. As she scrolled through the music app, she started rattling off the names of bands and musicians she was into, none of whom I’d heard of. She chose an album called Rid of Me by PJ Harvey, music filled with a woman singing messed-up lyrics over spooky guitars. “Oh my god,” she said as the second song began, “I never thought I’d hear this again. This was the last album I was obsessed with when I got to Garriod.”

There she sat, eyes closed while a song washed over us as the car wove through the two-lane road away from Pacific Ridge. Smooth guitars kicked off the next track, and before it got too deep into the song, I turned the volume down. “Hey,” I said, “mind if I ask you something?”

“Is it about this song?”

“Not really.” Julia was about to figure out that music was just this thing that sometimes existed in the background for me. The way she seemed to cling to every word warbling out from this voice wasn’t something I really got.

Nor did I get her fascination with an old iPhone playing music via Bluetooth. She traveled through time, and yet she couldn’t stop talking about this junky tech from ten years ago.

In movies, time travel appeared to take someone from one place to another. But it seemed like Garriod acted as a strange hub that didn’t make any sense. Or maybe it did, and my lack of math skills got in the way.

“You’re good at calculating things…” I said, taking the car slowly around a steep bend. “Any idea why you’re ahead of me in Garriod time but behind me here?”

Julia’s eyes snapped and she looked at me with one raised eyebrow. “Seriously?”

I wasn’t sure if that question implied that I was smart or dumb. “Um,” I said, letting the music take up a few seconds of space, “yes?”

She must have recognized the stunned look on my face, because she quickly scrambled to cover up her annoyance. “Sorry. Okay, let’s work through this. The portal I found in 1993 in Burbank took me to Garriod centuries after you. The portal you originally went through spawned up there in the hills in the same spot?” I nodded, though I kept my eyes on the road. “Okay, but how much time has passed since you went there?”

“A few months.”

“Okay, I think it’s as simple as you went first, I went next, and now I’m here.” She cocked her head at an angle as the next song started up with fuzzy guitars. “Oh, I love this song.”

“But,” I said, “that still doesn’t make sense.”

“Ohhhhh.” The word drew out with epiphany as she nodded along to the song. “I get it. You ever see that movie Time Bandits?”

I hoped she wasn’t going to be offended by the fact that it was way before my time. “I don’t think I’ve heard of it.”

“You do still have movies, right?”

I half-considered messing with her by replying “what’s that?” but instead I offered something a little more fantastic. “Yeah. But we don’t really watch them in theaters anymore. I watch most of my stuff on my phone.”

Julia blinked, then squinted at the device in her hands. “Seriously?” she asked again.

“Seriously. One hundred percent. After work, I’ll see if Netflix has Time Bandits.”

“What’s—never mind. So, I’m thinking that those portals open linearly from Garriod’s perspective, but not here. That’s all. Like Time Bandits.” I nodded to give the impression that I understood her, but I got the sense she saw right through me. “I bet if we wrote it out, we could find an equation that fit.”

She really should have talked to my parents. The word “equation” would have delighted them for days.

“You sure like math for a drama major.” This prompted the heartiest laugh out of her yet, a sound that overtook PJ Harvey’s voice.

“Oh, I lied about that,” she said, “to help you out. The GED part, the community college part, that was true. But the USC stuff, I just saw that on their brochure. No, I’m going to major in physics. Or at least, I was.” She turned and looked at Ani in the backseat. “Some stuff got in the way.”

Julia spent the next few minutes explaining her own theories of how portals to Garriod might have worked, how time moved relatively in Garriod compared to on Earth. She even had a theory about how the right spell might stabilize portals—how long they stayed open, which might extend to their temporal destination. She started to unload a theory on how geography might correspond to, well, something that I didn’t quite understand. I just smiled and nodded. I did the same thing when she explained why she was so good at math.

Because she somehow actually really enjoyed it. “It’s like a big puzzle,” she said, which was exactly what Ms. Blackthorne said to me a few days ago.

I didn’t mention that part. “You think about math a lot for someone who’s not in school right now.”

“Wanting to go to school and paying for school are two different things,” she said flatly.

“Wait, I thought college was cheaper in the past,” I replied. “How could you not afford it?”

That brought a cold death glare from her that lasted as we silently descended out of Pacific Ridge Nature Preserve and crossed into the neatly manicured homes of suburban Silicon Valley. “Oh,” she said. “I get it.”

“Get what?”

She laughed and gestured out the window. “Look at this. It’s like, the best and worst thing I’ve ever seen. I think you don’t see how different things can be. Sometimes, there is no help.”

Her words came so matter-of-factly that a deep tightness tugged at my chest, but in a different way from when my parents talked down to me. I wanted to ask what that meant, but instead I went to the most obvious next question: “How long were you in Garriod?”

“Ten months,” she said. “I landed there and was taken to the Council of Mages right away. They said I was the Chosen One of prophecy, brought to the land through the Glowing Portals to dispel the Chaos Demon, whose curse had turned mana unstable and destructive. And the prophecy foretold of a paladin who would come to unite the Joined Lands and bring magic back to the land of Garriod.” Julia went on, detailing her training as a paladin, and as she listed off the types of monsters she fought—carnivorous trees, massive cyclopes—I mentally checked them off one by one. Her time in Garriod seemed to be a funhouse mirror of what I had done, similar except for the use of magic.

She knew how to use magic but claimed it was too dangerous to use. “The Council of Mages made me memorize spells as part of my training. I know the words even now,” she said, hands moving in direct and intentional gestures. “But the only time I tried casting, it backfired.” She held up an open hand and for the first time, I noticed the rough patches of burnt scar tissue on the inside of her right palm. “Magic accident. Fall prof set.”

I knew that phrase. In fact, it was the first one I’d learned months ago, right after I landed in Garriod. Shomani, the man with goggles and a cloak who found me at the portal, brought me right to the Grand Spire. As we walked, he explained how Chosen Ones instinctively knew about Garriod when they stepped through the portal for the first time, like they were able to receive some sort of knowledge transfer through the glowing orange window.

And when I stood before the Council of Mages, they tested me, first by seeing if I could instinctively absorb mana, and second by having me read a book describing intentions for a healing spell. It all culminated in the expression of Fall prof set. I did it all, under the watchful and wide eyes of the First Mage standing next to me and Shomani.

“You see?” Shomani asked. “He is the Chosen One. He will save us from the Chaos Demon. It is written into our scrolls: chaos when it comes, order when it goes, chaos sees its return, order ends its burn. He will restore the power of magic. He will make mana strong and plentiful again.”

I had stood there dumbfounded as the Council of Mages debated over me, all speaking with the same blend of vaguely kinda British accents. As they went on, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe those accents came first and were passed on to my world over time—or the other way around. They argued with a single First Mage in a blue robe who was debating the current state of magic in Garriod with other mages in red or white robes, each representing different areas of the Joined Lands.

This was all within a few hours of my arrival, yet their discussion set it all up for me to take in: magic worked weakly, mana faded fast, and because of this blight, the population suffered. “Magic,” Shomani explained while the Council bickered, “used to power everything in the land. Now that it’s grown weak, it might help a crop or heal a wounded child. But everything else has fallen behind.”

I looked at my hand, the marvel of blue energy coursing through my fingers, and I asked, “What’s different about me?”

“When you cast Heal, it worked,” Shomani said. “You are not hindered by the blight of magic. You can face our land’s greatest challenge… and defeat it.”

Fall prof set. The first time I used it, it showed the Council of Mages that a hero had arrived. But apparently for Julia, it didn’t heal anything like it was supposed to. Instead, her palm held scars from its backfiring.

“If I could ever get Heal to work, I’d patch this up,” she said. “But it’s not safe to do it. You said mana was weak in your time; for us, it’s far worse because it’s dangerous. The Council is preparing to destroy all public mana repositories, even books that teach magic. Anything that might convince someone to even try magic is too dangerous. Us paladins, we’re trained but we’re not allowed to use it without permission. Even after I defeated the Chaos Demon, magic wasn’t restored.” She stared out the window at the passing houses and yards. “My friend Dupre noticed that the portals were starting to show up. He believed there might be a pattern to them, and he thought it was tied to…”

Her voice trailed off, and I glanced her way before focusing on the road again. “Tied to what?”

“Tied to the myth of Andilow the Destroyer,” she said. But instead of being grim and serious, she chuckled. “Dude, I thought a best-case scenario would be, like, this epic battle of magic versus sword. But you are seriously not a Destroyer. You’re more like a medium case.”

I wasn’t sure if this was a compliment or an insult.

“Um,” I started, “at least not a worst case?”

“No, worst case would be if I didn’t even find you.” She laughed. “But I looked at Dupre’s notes and started thinking about cause and effect. So, I started tracking when and where the portals showed up, to see if there was a pattern to them. We’ve only got a few days left, really.”

“A few days before what?” I asked.

“Before the Council shuts down magic and bans mana for good.” She shook her head. “So many people are going to suffer unless I figure this out. And soon. Dupre’s trying to stall them. Well, I suppose his theory of ‘kill Andy’ won’t work now.”

I did not say anything about how we never actually tested that theory.

“You know what’s funny? I never saw Los Angeles on the other side of any portal. I never even saw people on the other side. Most of the time, it was just a wall of flames. Except for you. I still couldn’t totally find a pattern to things.”

“You know what I don’t get?” I said as we waited at a stoplight. “They told me the exact same thing when I arrived. Except that mana was weak and a mage was needed. And—” Real life got in the way of my Garriod pondering when my text notification chimed. It showed a message from my parents: You on your way to work? Don’t forget.

“Work starts soon,” I said with a sigh. “Should I drop you off at the library? I can’t exactly bring you to LA right now.”

“I’m not going back to LA.” Julia glanced down at her leather armor before I could ask what that meant. “You want me to walk into a suburban library dressed like this? I got no money, no connections, and the last anyone heard from me was thirty years ago, even though I still look seventeen,” she said. “I think you’re stuck with me.”

The car lurched to a halt at a stop sign, and since no one was behind me, I reached over into the backseat—carefully, because I really didn’t need any injuries from very sharp swords. I pulled the blue hoodie off the floor and handed it to her. “This will work,” I said. “And I think your boots and pants will pass.”

Both Julia’s mouth and head tilted at that, and she pointed to the brown leather pants of her light armor.

“People wear more than jeans now. It’s fine. Yoga pants have all sorts of prints on them. So,” I said as the car moved forward again, “you want to see what the world looks like today? No better place than a boba shop.”







CHAPTER 14

If Boba Fit Tea & Snacks impressed Julia, she hid it well as we walked in. But Toshi noticed I arrived with someone new, and that got a raised eyebrow. I shot back a quick headshake, one that hopefully translated to “it’s not like that at all, and also she might murder me with a very real sword.”

Julia admitted she had no idea what boba was while we drove to the store, and I had to explain the different aspects of it: the tapioca pearls, the various mixtures that went over them, the wide straw. But the idea that boba shops were now the place where people hung out didn’t quite mesh with her. My only knowledge of what ’90s hangouts looked like came from old TV shows, which meant a lot of arcades and malls. And while she kept any sense of being overwhelmed under wraps, I saw her eyes drift to the bright pink walls and the shop’s cartoon bear mascot lifting weights filled with boba, of course.

“Oh,” she whispered to me, “Boba Fit.”

“Uh-huh.” We stood in the doorway, the double doors propped open for fresh air, and the room’s handful of customers looked very typical to me: someone on a video call, someone typing away on their laptop, some friends chatting about a social media post.

Not scary at all to me. But intimidating for someone from 1993, I guess.

“I think,” she said, “I’ll just observe.”

I slid my backpack off my shoulder and handed it to her. “Snacks,” I said. “Technically, you’re not supposed to bring outside food, but I’ll get you a drink. You want a tea or fruit blend or a really sweet one…”

Julia took the backpack, and even though she’d threatened me with a deadly sword not too long ago, she seemed to have flipped a switch upon entering the modern space of the boba shop. Being in a place where people came and went while living with a bunch of devices that she’d never seen before…

This might have finally broken her brain.

“I’ll pick for you,” I said before nudging her to an open table by the front door. “Oh.” I reached into my pocket and unlocked my phone. “I guess, like, you can do some research.”

She took the old iPhone and stared at it. Hopefully no one stared at her doing that.

“You know, where I’m from, this time’s supposed to be, like, the future. Science fiction. Flying cars and robots and stuff. You guys are drinking boba tea and have these things.” She laughed as the screen timed out. “Kind of disappointing.”

I took back the phone and unlocked it again, this time pointing out my passcode. “Okay, sure. I mean, I’ve seen Back to the Future, so I guess you’re expecting hoverboards, right? But,” I said, showing her the app buttons, “I’ve got something better. One thing’s called Google, and the other’s called YouTube.”
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I shifted Julia to the secret best spot in Boba Fit, which was along the side where Katrina usually sat, but not jammed into the front corner. I had Julia sit one table behind Katrina’s usual spot, right within range of one of the few publicly accessible wall sockets.

“You’re gonna need this,” I said, plugging in the phone. “Especially since my phone’s like ten years old.”

“They haven’t solved batteries yet?” she said as I knelt to put the plug into the wall. As I did, my elbow brushed past my backpack, and from the very small slit of an opening, a hint of blue glowed through. I supposed there might have been a way to turn the energy of mana into iPhone battery power, but I’d need to figure out how to craft purpose and function into a spell. It was like chemistry lab, but with mana. And I wasn’t very good at chemistry.

Maybe if I ever got back to Garriod, I could figure it out.

“Okay,” I said, “you know how to open it, you know how to search. And”—I opened the backpack’s front pouch—“earbuds.” Wired earbuds, just like the rest of my decade-old tech. “Maybe just, like, search for anything about Garriod or the Chaos Demon or mana.” Of course, I’d already done that, and given that I knew how to search using things like exact quotes and timestamps, she probably wouldn’t cover any new ground. But she could also have beginner’s luck.

Also, it’d give us both a few hours to figure out what was going to happen next. Because this had turned into a very not-typical school week for me. And if I wasn’t going back to Garriod, that meant I still had a chemistry test to make up.

For two hours, I let Julia be alone while I dealt with things like sealing the plastic film on cups and blending tea at the right ratio. Occasionally, I’d catch her fully hunched over the glowing screen, though the constant flow of customers didn’t give me much chance to investigate what she stared at.

And “stared” was the operative word. Because she stayed in the same position like she was melting directly into the table.

“Hey, Andy,” Toshi said as he washed out a carafe. “Bruh, is your friend okay?”

Julia’s shoulders still curled over, but since I’d last looked, she’d pulled the hood up over her head. At her feet, my backpack remained, still closed and keeping mana safe. And while the phone still glowed on the table, I could see her elbows propped up and her hands pressed against her face.

“What? Yeah, she’s fine,” I said. “She’s just—”

But then I saw it: a tremble through the shoulders, followed by her hands brushing against her eyes and cheeks. They weren’t up against her face out of boredom or fatigue, like I was in a late-afternoon class.

What did she find out about Garriod?

“I’m gonna take my ten-minute break,” I said, and before Toshi could reply, I hung my apron on the small wall hook behind the counter and slid out from the space. It only took a few steps to cross the shop floor, yet during that time my mind ran through the entire range of possible things she might have discovered. Maybe Julia found out that the portal to Garriod was forever closed and she was stuck here. Maybe the mana in my backpack withered away and she didn’t want to tell me.

Instead, when I got next to her, the iPhone looked to be playing concert footage.

I snuck a look at the screen, which showed a brunette woman in a skirt, boots, and tank top singing and running around the stage—a simple stage with just spotlights flashing and spinning around instead of the usual screens and graphics. Several other musicians surrounded the woman, and the camera panned over as the crowd sang along.

Julia was so locked into whatever she was watching that when I tapped her shoulder, her whole body twitched and the headphone jack yanked out of the iPhone, tinny music now pouring out of the small speaker. Boba Fit’s usual background of generic poppy dance music absorbed it, though Julia still scrambled to turn off the sound. She gave up, and instead I tapped the screen to pause the video.

And in doing so, the YouTube title showed up for a second: The Cranberries, Live in Paris 1999.

“So…” I started. She shook her head and then looked out the window, the setting sun now starting to usher in pink hues to our parking lot.

“I’m fine,” she said, and she took in a breath that caused the entire borrowed hoodie to heave up and down.

“Are you, like, hungry?” I pointed behind me even though she wasn’t looking my way. “I get an employee discount. If you wanna split something, the lemon bars are pretty good.”

One minute of my break was gone. Julia looked at the phone. Then at me. Then back outside. Then forward, toward the now-empty corner of the shop.

“There’s, like, everything on this phone.”

That epiphany led to the second minute out of my ten-minute break.

The 1990s were not that long ago. I watched the first season of The X-Files, so I knew this. They had TVs and cars and Sonic the Hedgehog and things like that. Being able to use the internet on a phone, sure, that was a huge leap forward, but was it really this shocking?

“Yeah, Wi-Fi is pretty cool,” I said. Her mouth twisted in a confused look. “Oh, Wi-Fi stands for wireless…” It dawned on me that I didn’t know the second half of that term. “It’s wireless internet. That’s how it loads. I know, kind of seems like—”

“No, no, you don’t get what I mean. It’s not that.” Her cheeks flushed, deepening her dark skin. “I mean, yeah, it’s amazing that I can just load up any song. I’m not stuck waiting for the radio to play something. Wait, do you even have radio now?” Before I could answer, her eyes fell to the table, where the paused video timed out and the screen went dark. “The hard part is that, like, I wasn’t expecting so much death.”

Oh no. She found the darkest, most messed-up videos on YouTube. I should have put on some parental controls or at least warned her that the app’s moderation was really bad and a bunch of that stuff was fake and—

“Like her.” The phone’s screen came back to life with the concert video. “Dolores from the Cranberries. Michael Hutchence. Mary Hansen. Chris Cornell. Kurt Cobain.” She turned to me, a softness to her look that felt as distant as fighting monsters in a fantasy realm. A glisten came over her eyes, in a way I would have never guessed was possible given how this ferocious, armor-clad girl had knocked me out of a portal when we first met.

“It’s funny. I didn’t even like all their music but seeing their names on a list… Some by accident. Some by suicide. I just…” Her voice broke with a waver that left me standing hopelessly out of my depth. “I just don’t understand it.” Julia seemed to recognize my discomfort now, and a wry curl came to her mouth. “I know, you’re thinking I’d be super tough after my time in Garriod. But I come back here, and I see this, and it’s just all so…”

Her last few words lingered in my mind, melding with a surprising memory from a completely different situation. “Fragile?” I asked.

“Yeah.” She let out a groan as her hands rubbed her eyes. “You know, there’s a song called ‘Fragile.’ I normally can’t stand the guy, but it’s really—”

Julia’s somber tone got shoved aside by the loud voices and louder laughter of new arrivals. Classmates of mine… sort of. It was three of them, each wearing Westerberg Lacrosse shirts and each talking over the other in obnoxious voices. They were seniors, and though I didn’t know them personally, they seemed to recognize me by the way one of them looked my way and then nudged the other two.

Oh no. They had probably seen the video.

I scanned the room, and my eyes landed on a napkin remaining on a vacated table. That napkin really needed to be cleaned up right now.

“I gotta get back to work. But…” I wanted to say something brilliant and comforting, yet nothing came to mind. “We’ll figure something out.” I turned to Toshi and pointed to the napkin on the table. “I’ll take care of this,” I said.

Toshi finished the seniors’ orders, and I went back behind the counter, pulling the apron over my head and putting my back squarely to them as I started their drinks. All was quiet as the machine worked. I passed the drinks to Toshi and pretended to organize the back cabinets when I heard it: “Hey, so did your mom post any more of your videos?”







CHAPTER 15

I laughed way too loudly.

It was so loud that the few customers sitting at tables looked up and in my direction. Even a family passing by outside turned to see what was happening.

Julia looked as well, and she kept watching, a scowl forming in a thin line across her face.

“My mom? What do you mean?”

“Oh, I get it. He’s pretending he doesn’t know,” one of them said.

I weighed my options. I didn’t want to look dumb in front of Toshi because he went to a different school and wasn’t aware of all the crap about the video at Westerberg. And I didn’t want to look dumb in front of Julia, especially if she was counting on me to help her save Garriod.

I decided to go the unexpected route and simply confront them. “Look,” I said, dropping my voice down, “I get what you’re saying, but, like, I’m working. Can you not do this with customers around?”

A very sensible request that acknowledged the social hierarchies that existed between us, placed side by side against a real-world situation.

“Oh,” the one on the right said. He nodded, then glanced back at his friends. “Yeah, sorry ’bout that.”

Did that mean my strategy actually worked?

“It’s cool,” I said, adding purposeful confidence to my voice. The seniors all nodded together.

It did. It really did work.

I exhaled right when I heard the sound of birds chirping, louder than the thumping beat, low chatter, and whirring ice shavers in the background of Boba Fit. Something was up.

Something, as in the audio from the video my mom posted.

In front of me, a hand shot up: one of the lacrosse trio held up his phone for anyone to see. And the display was showing my first steps into Garriod. “This place is called Garriod,” my voice came from the phone’s speaker.

“Anyways, we gotta start cleaning up for close now,” I said as loudly as possible. “So maybe you guys should head out.”

“Nah, man, we got like two hours before you close,” the one holding the phone said.

“Maybe the whole team can come by after practice tomorrow,” one of the others said. “You’d like that, right? Make your bosses happy.”

I stayed quiet and glanced over at Julia, who was now visibly swiping her finger down in a scroll.

“I mean, you wanted everyone to see you at lunch the other day,” phone guy said. “You could put on a whole demo for us.”

Toshi’s confused glare bore into my skull. Across the shop, Julia stopped scrolling, and I saw her entire body tense up—shoulders, fists, possibly even her jaw. Not quite paladin behavior, but at Boba Fit, she didn’t necessarily need to keep her oaths of honor or virtue.

I half-expected her to spring out of her chair with the fury worthy of a warrior defending Garriod. Or maybe she’d storm off into the parking lot, grab Ani, and come back.

Instead of going on the attack, Julia suddenly slumped over, her head and body going horizontal on her table. It took several seconds before I realized that her strange position had nothing to do with posture or contemplation. Such a move allowed her to discreetly open my backpack under the table and pull out a glowing blue ball.

If anyone noticed the otherworldly item, they didn’t say anything. The glow came and went in a matter of seconds, which meant that either Julia pulled it out and it disappeared or…

She absorbed the mana into her hand.

Then I saw her quickly whispering under her breath.

She stood up in a controlled, deliberate movement, so quiet that the terrible trio didn’t even realize she’d arisen from the chair like a phoenix with long, tight braids coming back to life. They were too busy chuckling at their own chaos, and when the video ended, they simply let it loop again.

Julia continued approaching them, and I watched her right hand as she passed Boba Fit’s large front window, the light of dusk contrasting with the emerging blue glow from her fingertips. She continued whispering to herself, and if anyone noticed the freaky girl in the hoodie, no one said anything. Not even Toshi seemed to catch Julia’s gesture: a flick of the hand outward before pulling sharply in with her fingers.

All three lacrosse players held drinks. The guy on the left side held his phone too, though that remained raised over his head. He took a quick glance at his phone, then relaxed for a second before the strangest thing happened.

His eyes went wide.

His drink fell to the floor. Thankfully, the plastic seal I’d put on held tight and nothing spilled.

His eyes turned up to his hand, locked on his phone. And then he let out the loudest scream that probably ever filled the boba shop’s walls. Now everyone stared—especially when the guy shook his hand violently enough for the phone to fly out of his fingers and smack against the mochi donut display glass. “Get it off me!” he yelled, smashing his hand against the tile floor. “Get it off!”

At first, his two friends turned to him with gaping jaws and confused brows. But then they dropped their drinks too—and once again, my plastic seals spared me from further janitorial duties. They both looked at their flailing friend, and suddenly all three of them started yelling things like “it’s eating your skin!” and “pull it off him!” One even grabbed the dropped phone and tossed it out the open Boba Fit front doors, the device soaring into the parking lot before a passing car rolled over it with epic timing.

And then they were gone, running somewhere down the sidewalk in midtown Palo Alto. As for Boba Fit, things returned to normal quickly—though at one of the side tables, two girls chattered excitedly as they pointed to where all the commotion had been.

I also saw they both had their phones up. Did they record everything that happened?

Julia walked with a newfound swagger as she stepped over the dropped cups and met me at the counter. While most people would have missed it, I recognized the hint of blue still flowing through her fingertips. “So,” she said with a toothy grin, “it blew up for me in Garriod. But it works here.”

I grabbed the dustpan and broom out of the corner and scooted out from behind the counter. Not that those cups needed much sweeping, but this at least gave some cover so I could use words like “mana” without being side-eyed by Toshi. “How’d it feel?” I asked as I picked up the cups and brought them to the garbage.

“They’re lucky I could remember the words to the Fear spell,” she said as she trailed me. “I only remember two other spells.”

Heal was one of them. We’d just talked about that. But the other? “I’m kind of afraid to ask,” I said, dunking each drink into the bin with a satisfying thump.

I turned to find her holding up a single finger. “Well,” she said, and as she whispered something, a car drove behind me and eclipsed her words. She snapped her fingers as it passed by, and for a second or two, a flame burst out of the tips of her first two fingers. “You probably wouldn’t want to clean up after that.”

“Probably not,” I said. “Thanks for not incinerating them.”

“I saw the video.” Julia’s words came out almost like a confession. “Once they mentioned it. I searched for it on that site, and it came up. It wasn’t”—her lips pursed in thought—“what I expected.”

The last thing I wanted to do was dig further into that video, even if Julia was on my side. I tried to sidestep the topic. “Yeah, our Garriods look a little different, huh?”

“Yes. But no, it wasn’t that. It was…” Her voice trailed off. “I saw all the comments beneath it.”

“Oh,” I said. “No, pretty much everything happens that way.”

The sound of laughter from inside the shop pulled our attention, but it was a different kind of laughter than the lacrosse trio. It came from the two girls at the table, and I noticed they were rewatching some video on their phones. And then it came to me—they had recorded the whole thing. “How about ‘Jerk guys freak out over invisible demon,’” one of them said.

“Yeah,” said the other. “Post it.”

“Speaking of comments,” I said, nodding at them, “we should check that later. I’m sure it’ll have bad comments, but for the power of good.” That sparked a light laugh to escape, and then a thought dawned on me. “The internet’s kind of like magic. Not good, not bad. It just is.”

“Magic without mana,” Julia said.

“Exactly,” I said. My mind drifted for a moment, and I wondered if jocks who ruled the school like those three also felt anxiety over posted comments.

Then a new thought popped into my head. It grabbed hold, sinking in with a purpose that overtook everything else.

What if the Council of Mages saw videos like that—actual demonstrations of using mana and magic in this world? If they saw that mana worked, would that be enough to stop the destruction of mana in Garriod?

That question sparked a spiderweb of ideas, and the answer seemed so obvious, so simple. If magic was the problem, and the answer lay here on Earth, then the trick would be to bring a little bit of Earth through the portal.

“When my shift ends,” I said, checking the clock on the wall, “I know where to go.”

“Back up to the hill with the portal?” Julia asked.

“No.” I pointed across the street. “We’re going to Walgreens.”







CHAPTER 16

No police came to investigate the strange occurrence at a boba shop involving three lacrosse players freaking out and sprinting off into the wilds of Silicon Valley. So even if they did remember the events, the trio were likely too scared, or embarrassed, to do anything about it. As closing time approached, Boba Fit saw its usual trickle of late evening weekday customers—just a handful looking for their evening sugar fix.

All that time, Julia stayed glued to my phone, though she’d managed to break away from dead 1990s rock stars and had begun looking for things potentially related to Garriod. “There’s this video I saw where this thing’s floating in the sky. It might be a minax beast. And I saw a discussion on Reddit about what could power real magic, and some of the details matched how mana works,” she said. “Oh, and I looked up Garriod. There’s some blacksmithing place called that in an English city called Exeter.”

I really didn’t want to squelch the excited brightness in her eyes, so I nodded along with the occasional “wow” to hide the fact that first, YouTube was full of AI-generated slop, and second, I’d already seen the blacksmithing place. Instead, I did the responsible thing and focused on closing the shop.

“Hey, your phone’s actually phoning, I think,” she said as I dipped a mop back into a bucket. She held up the phone for me to see the name “RICH” appearing across the top, along with an image of a cartoon fox riding a motorcycle.

“Oh. It’s fine. If it’s important they’ll text. Just tap the button.”

Julia didn’t know what a text message was. And she didn’t know which button I meant. Which means that Rich’s real-time face now showed up on the screen in the view of a person who had never used a video call before.

It was truly the future for her.

“Hey, Andy, did you—” Rich paused and stared face-to-face with Julia. “Uh… is Andy—”

But they stopped. As that happened, a last-minute customer came in, and with Toshi in the back washing out the food processors, I had to set the mop aside and focus on earning my pay. I took the order of a strawberry matcha tea, all while trying to keep my ear on, well, whatever it was that Julia and Rich discussed. I turned the payment display for the customer to tap her phone and pulled a cup out to start her drink. Even as I scooped ice into the cup, I caught a snippet of their conversation.

It was a good thing that Boba Fit was nearly empty, because Julia’s phone voice was loud. As was her laugh. Also, I didn’t make her laugh like that, but Rich did.

I wondered if Rich recognized her from the video. At least she didn’t scare them off.

This was good: my best friend and the paladin from Los Angeles hitting it off together while I mopped floors and served boba.

“Hey,” Toshi said, popping through the doorway. “I’m all finished back there. Counting down the minutes.”

He leaned against the back counter and pulled out his phone, somehow not interested in or fazed by the odd vibes I’d brought to the evening shift. Instead, he scrolled while Rich and Julia chatted, and as I sealed off the lid for the strawberry matcha drink and passed it off with a wrapped straw and a very standard “here you go, thank you,” I heard Julia talking about…

Oh no, she was telling the story about my parents from earlier that afternoon.

This was extra embarrassing because Rich knew my parents very well. In fact, nothing in the story likely surprised them, though Rich’s very audible, very unnecessary sense of delight on their end made me squirm.

I left the counter to finish mopping. “Oh, hey, Andy. I’m just meeting your new friend here. She’s very cool because she agrees with me that science is the best.”

“Great, Rich. That’s great,” I said. “I gotta mop and then we gotta go do something.”

“Right,” they said. “A big Walgreens trip. That’s where I got these colors.” They waved their painted nails in front of the camera. “Do they also sell mana now?”

Julia laughed and pointed at the screen. “I like him,” she said to me before turning to the screen, missing their moment of cringe at the wrong pronoun. “I like you. You should join our quest.”

“Did you tell them when you’re from?” I said.

“Nineteen ninety-five!” Rich yelled. “Or ninety-seven! No, ninety-one!”

“I’m making him guess,” Julia said with a toothy grin.

“Actually,” they said, “I’m doing the work that you should be doing, Andy. She’s giving me a timeline for everything. When the mana spawned, when the portal spawned, all that stuff. So, while you guys go, I don’t know, pick up allergy meds at Walgreens, I’ll see if I can find any patterns.”

I dipped my mop in the bucket, the splashing noise drowning out something Julia said. Whatever it was got a roaring laugh from Rich, and I decided that for now, I wouldn’t feel bad about my jokes not being received that way. I took a second to marvel at how Rich and Julia connected through two kinds of magic: the time-traveling magic of Garriod’s portals and the distance-traveling magic of video calls.
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After shutting off the lights and locking up the shop, we walked across the plaza’s parking lot to the very bright, very suburban drugstore across the way. While Julia’s first look at Boba Fit showed that she’d skipped over several decades, Walgreens apparently looked pretty much the same as it did in the ’90s. She didn’t do any double takes, give lingering glances, or squint in curiosity.

I led her over to the small electronics section in the back corner by the photo printing area. She paused, looking at a few items that probably seemed so out of reach in her time: digital photo frames, wireless earbuds, and SD cards.

I was hoping they might have one of those media players that worked like phones but without a data plan or phone number. The closest I got hung on a peg next to the digital photo frames, a plastic, clam-shelled package with an image of a child jumping into a pool on one side and a cartoon bear giving a thumbs-up on the other.

“This’ll work,” I said.

Julia looked at it, then swung her focus to me. “That looks like a toy.”

I flipped it over to show her the back of the package. A toy, yes, but a digital camera for a seven-year-old still had the things we needed. Camera? Check. Video storage? Check. Playback and display? Check.

The fact that the camera itself had bear ears on the top corners and a lens implanted inside a rubber bear snout… well, if it got the job done, great. “Maybe it’ll impress the Council of Mages?” I looked again at the features. “Hey, this has a few games you can play too. In case you get bored in Garriod.”

We walked to the checkout line, Julia pausing with a snort at the tabloid newspapers in the racks. “I don’t know who these people are,” she said, “but the headlines are basically the same. Oh, candy.” She knelt as we waited in line behind a young couple—older than me, but not by too much, possibly Stanford students.

“I can’t afford too much, but grab a Snickers or something if you want.” I flipped the camera over to look at the specifications. “No batteries,” I said. “You gotta plug it in to charge. Okay, maybe before you go, we get you one of those USB power packs too. You can borrow it from my parents.”

Julia didn’t respond. And she wasn’t looking at the candy selection either. In fact, I couldn’t tell what she was staring at.

“Sir?” the checkout clerk asked, and I moved right away. After tapping my phone to check out, I nudged Julia to go. As we stepped outside, she didn’t head toward my car, which was parked in the center of the plaza lot.

Instead, her eyes drifted down the sidewalk. I squinted to see who or what might have caught her attention, but all I saw was the silhouette of a couple walking away. “What is it?” I asked.

“Those two,” she said, pointing at the couple. “They were ahead of us in line.”

“Did you, like, recognize them from LA or something?” I asked while taking one not-so-subtle step toward my car.

“They were holding hands. And flirting.”

“Well,” I said, “we should get—”

“It was two men.” Now she turned and looked at me. Music, phone technology, boba shops—those may have startled her. This crafted a different response. “In Walgreens. And no one gave them shit. No one made fun of them or threatened them. Do you think,” she started before taking in a breath, “I mean, today, now, their families are okay with them?”

“I mean, not everywhere, but in general, yeah, it’s a totally normal thing,” I said. And with that it suddenly clicked for me. It was why Julia had all those cryptic ways of dancing around what happened with her family and why she hadn’t bothered thinking about Los Angeles or where her parents were since she left for Garriod.

I had originally planned to tell her how we’d get the Council of Mages to stop destroying mana. It was quite simple, really: get some additional mana at the portal location, take some videos of us using it, and wait until the portal arrived to send Julia back with the video as evidence. She could show the Council of Mages, describe how mana spawned here and what I was doing in my world, then come back with more information hopefully leading to some type of solution for how to stabilize magic over there.

Instead, I tapped the button on my key fob, unlocking the car doors with a beep. Then I waited until Julia finished contemplating whatever was running through her head.







CHAPTER 17

That night, decisions were made. Not about Garriod, but about the more pressing issue of Julia’s place in the current time, where she didn’t belong. First, I asked my parents if she could shower and couch-crash at our house. They were surprisingly okay with that, though my pretending to talk about colleges when we walked in the door for them to overhear may have been part of the plan. We explained that Julia’s train was delayed, so she needed a place to stay other than the Caltrain station downtown. I also remembered my first night back from Garriod, and I took the initiative in offering Julia the magic of a hot shower and cotton sweatpants.

Second, we had to deal with the next morning. School was a must for me after my parents’ lecture in the preserve. So before school, I dropped Julia off at the closest library branch with my phone, charger, notebook, and pencil, hoping she might figure out something that revealed the pattern to the emerging portal and the spawning mana.

Surprisingly, I had a normal day of school. Classes, projects, lunch (with Seth and Gwen)—all of it. Most of the time, my mind wandered to Garriod. But for moments, I stayed grounded in the strange reality of high school, listening to a teacher explain things like chemical bonds or the symbolism in Arthur Miller’s The Crucible.

The funny thing was that in those moments of normalcy, everything relaxed, like something shut off the valve building pressure in my body and mind. It wasn’t interesting or fun, but something about the quiet boredom seemed almost better than dealing with the possibilities of mana and magic.

I didn’t tell Julia this when I picked her up. “I took a nap,” she said as she greeted me with a yawn and gathered her things. “Right outside on the big lawn. Headphones, music, sun, grass. Then I read. Not stuff about mana or magic, but all the stuff I wish I could have before.”

I took my phone from her, which was still charged with 84 percent battery. We walked back to the car, Julia taking one more look at the neatly manicured lawn and public displays of artistic sculptures.

Out of curiosity, I opened the web browser to see what Julia had searched: a very detailed history of gay marriage, and articles on how it started with laws about how the military treated gay people. I didn’t quite get how those were connected yet. I closed the browser before Julia could realize what I was doing.

“We should check in with Rich,” I said as I unlocked the car, realizing that her sword was still in the backseat. If someone broke in, Ani would have either been the most terrifying discovery or the most badass find of all time.

Julia’s fingers clasped across the top of the open passenger door, and she scanned her surroundings. “I know we have a plan,” she said, “but there’s a chance that a day in Garriod for me is like, I don’t know, a month for you here.”

I got in the car and started the engine, my mind trying to math dates and durations and things like that. “Could be the opposite,” I said once she settled in. “I was in Garriod for three months. I only missed a day here.”

“Huh.” She clicked her seatbelt and looked my way. “I guess I don’t know how much time would have passed if I went back home. You think it’s linear depending on which portal you go through?”

Her question landed like the hardest test question of all time, except this one came with the stakes of magic possibly breaking an entire world. “I dunno,” I said as I unlocked the parking brake. “Remember, I’m not great at math.”
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We drove back up to Pacific Ridge with a few hours of daylight left, a backpack of snacks and a single ball of mana hanging off my shoulder. The walk up was quiet, mostly filled with me muttering the words to spells under my breath.

At least I tried to. Because I couldn’t remember if the words were totally right.

“You okay?” Julia asked. By now she’d changed into her leather armor, though she had a very non-Garriod green North Face backpack to go with the sword across her back. I’d let her keep my hoodie and sweats, with a few pairs of socks and T-shirts for good measure—just in case she needed them. She looked up, the afternoon sun causing sweat to form across her brow.

“It’s been a while since I reviewed my spells.” Why didn’t I bring my spellbook back with me? This was probably what my parents meant when they said that I sometimes “didn’t think ahead.” “We’ve only got limited mana. I don’t want to waste it by—”

We turned through the thicket to face the Y-shaped tree next to the would-be portal. Except one thing was markedly different this time.

“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about wasting mana,” Julia said, and I saw exactly what she meant.

In the half-chopped brush where the mana spawned, the space glowed brighter than ever. I squinted as we approached, trying to figure out what caused the intensity of this particular mana to be more powerful. Was it simply because Julia had cut through the branches and leaves? She did the very paladin thing of jogging ahead before kneeling to examine it up close.

“Five mana spheres!” Her voice carried a fresh excitement as she picked up some mana and tossed it to me.

I caught it and held the mana in my hand, the distinct mix of tingling and heat running over my palm. Julia unzipped her backpack and pulled out the toy camera from Walgreens—the potential savior of the realm in the shape of a cute Kawaii-style bear. She flicked its top power switch, and a short mechanical whir came from the bear as the lens opened up from its nose.

“Go for it.”

I pulled out my phone with my free hand and set it to record a video demonstration for the Council of Mages, then I felt the mana in my hand. It tickled my palm and flashed before absorbing and driving magic through my fingers.

“Gar gostyg abyss,” I said, and though I’d worried about forgetting the words just minutes ago, they arrived with a surprising momentum and confidence. With my parents, I’d tried to justify my choices to them. With the school, I’d tried to impress everyone, even myself. But here, I cast the spell knowing I was doing it for the very reason I’d been trained: to save Garriod.

Colors exploded from my fingertips, a brilliant display of reds, yellows, and greens all against the clear blue Northern California sky. Julia gave me a thumbs-up beneath her huge grin, and for any nearby hikers, they might have caught what looked like a fireworks show on this side of the preserve.

For my next display, I did Ice Blast, then Flight—and the first-person video of me launching twenty feet into the air before floating safely down was probably gonna blow Rich’s mind.

I’d used three mana spheres. I pulled out the one from my backpack, but it had decayed to about half its size. We took a video of Julia absorbing it into her hand, and that seemed like plenty of evidence for the council to examine. Two mana spheres remained: one to put in the glass jar in Julia’s bag, and one for me to bring home.

And then another bit of magic occurred: my text explaining our mission to Rich went through. With that miracle of data signal, I stood really still as I saw the little animated dots showing that Rich was typing a response right away. I stayed quiet for a minute despite Julia’s confused look until Rich’s reply came through.


Sounds good. Send me the videos when you’re done. Oh, and also ask Julia to do some cool sword stuff for me.



Cool sword stuff? How much did they talk the other night?

“Hey, Rich wants—”

Before I could finish my question, Julia interrupted by shouting, “Have you ever seen this?” and pointing to the half-cut shrubs. With the last two mana spheres tucked away in our respective bags, it wasn’t exactly surprising that a new one had just spawned.

The answer to her question was no, actually, that I hadn’t ever seen anything like what she pointed to. Because the new mana sphere glowed green.

“What does that mean?” she asked, continuing to stare. I knelt and held my hand over it, trying to sense anything off about it other than its hue. Something was different, and Mr. Nguyen probably would have said something about “the workflow of chemistry” at play here, like parsing out the steps at play could identify what was going on and what it all meant.

But we ran out of time because a bright white dot materialized in the air. It expanded, turning into an orange circle before eventually shifting into a glowing frame around a clear view of Garriod’s blue plains.

“Here it comes,” Julia said. “Ninety-five percent battery left in this little guy.” She held up the camera and made the bear dance side by side. “I’ll keep him safe. I’ll report to the Council of Mages and come back here as soon as I can.”

“Okay,” I said. I stood next to her, and I felt like I should say something…

Meaningful? Touching? Encouraging?

Maybe just cool?

Here I was, on Earth, in high school, about to send someone on a magical quest to Garriod.

I didn’t exactly have clear social guidance about what was appropriate for a farewell of this kind.

Fortunately, there was no need to say goodbye. Because the portal expanded to reach its full, stable state. Even though Julia braced herself to jump through, she paused and straightened.

Instead of seeing Garriod on the other side, the portal’s glowing frame shook and shifted, and in a blink, the entire view became consumed by a wall of flames.







CHAPTER 18

No, no, no.”

Julia walked right up to the flames, one open palm lifted. “It’s hot. It’s just like the other ones.” She motioned me over and I mirrored her gesture.

I needed to confirm for myself.

She was right. The flames gave off heat—first a warmth that oozed out, yet the closer I got, the more the intensity ramped up. Julia seemed to be the type who would think about distance versus heat, like on a science homework problem. Me, I tried something a little more practical.

I snapped a thin twig off a branch that was about two feet long. The noise caught Julia’s attention, and I gave her a “is this a dumb idea?” look. She nodded for me to go ahead, so I took it as a reasonable idea and not one that would cause me to explode.

I inserted the twig into the wall of flame.

As expected, it ignited. First the tip was ablaze, then the flame gradually crept up until it encompassed about six inches.

“Put it out!” Julia yelled, and she grabbed the twig from my hand. She found a clean dirt patch and stomped on it with her boots until it became a dead smolder. “Is California still in a drought?” she asked, giving the stick several more stomps.

“More or less,” I said. If Julia stuck around long enough, I’d have to tell her about climate change.

The flame wall roared, and with that came a sudden shift, the orange fire tilting to a deep blood red. Instead of being terrified, Julia stopped and squinted. “That’s new,” she said.

“You’ve never—” I started, but her next words cut me off.

“Wait, look.”

The first thing I noticed was that the portal itself had gradually shrunk down, the orange beam of its rim melding into the color of the flames. As it did, the flames flickered, revealing glimpses of blue behind the red. It paused in this state, about half its largest size.

“Do you see it?” she asked. “It’s Garriod. It’s still there.”

As she said that, the portal’s glowing frame shook and began receding. I know there’s a reason why the phrase “blink of an eye” exists, but in this case, it felt close to a literal blink. Still, we saw enough to confirm what Julia claimed: the path to Garriod was still there.

There and gone in a flash, protected by a wall of red fire. But still there.

“Okay,” Julia said. “The times I saw flames in portals, it wasn’t like that. They didn’t change color. The portal collapsed first.”

I picked up the stick, smoke still rising from its tip. “The fire part is very real.”

“How do you get through a wall of flames?” Julia asked, starting a light pace back and forth. By now, the afternoon sun had moved past its peak, starting its gradual descent into dusk. A look farther down at the distant thoroughfares of Silicon Valley showed that traffic began gumming up.

“What spells do you know? Maybe one will work.”

“Definitely not Color Spray. Stop Time might,” I said. Except the timing of that… if I screwed up the timing for the Chaos and Order spells, then this would be even more difficult.

“Wait,” Julia said. “Ice Blast. You can do Ice Blast, right?”

Technically, yes. But the last time I did it, I froze a rock smaller than my palm. “I can,” I said, “but I don’t know if it can put out a fire like that.”

“No, don’t worry about the fire.” She continued walking back and forth, nodding her head too. “What if you coat me in Ice Blast? And then I run through?”

Now, I wasn’t a great chemistry student. I didn’t even know if experiments with fire and ice counted as chemistry. Maybe it was physics. “I’m, uh,” I said, searching for the easiest words here, “not sure if that will work.”

“Sure it will.” Julia’s words came so confidently that I almost believed them.

Except she didn’t follow up with an explanation as to why she said it. I waited. She didn’t say anything more.

“Um, how do you know that?”

“Okay, I don’t really know that, but it makes sense. I’m only going to be jumping through for, like, a second. Plus, we’re running out of time. Who knows how much time has passed in Garriod? I can’t let them start destroying magic when we know it works.” Julia pointed around her. “A layer of ice all over everything, yes? Maybe I can get a motorcycle helmet too.”

I took a moment, trying to figure out the best way to put this. “That works only if it’s, like, a curtain of flames.” I waved my arm up and down in vertical space. “What if it goes on and on and we just can’t tell?”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Julia shook her head hard enough that her long braids tossed back and forth. “We both went through portals. Here.” She stomped through the brush and grabbed a green mana. “Cast it now. Let’s run some experiments.”

“I…” I began, then gave up. We were up on the side of Pacific Ridge, I didn’t have to get to work, and experimenting with this was better than experimenting with high school chemistry. I took the mana and held it in my palm before willing it to absorb into my skin and bones.

“Ice Blast?” I asked. Julia nodded. “Okay, I guess I can blast your leg, and you can see how thick it can get. But don’t be, like, super noble or anything. I don’t want your leg to snap off.”

“Like in Terminator 2,” Julia said. We met eyes and I gave her a knowing look that assured her I had seen that movie. My mouth opened to say as much when a wave of nausea hit me, causing me to buckle over.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded as if that would make things better, but it didn’t.

“You need a bathroom? I can go over there for a few if you need it.”

I did not have “talking about emergency poop locations” on my list of expected discussion topics with Julia, but then I realized it made sense. Whether camping or Garriod, bodily functions happened. Except, this didn’t feel quite like that.

“I think,” I said, “maybe it’s the green mana. Lemme just cast this and see if I can drain it.”

The good news was that my hunch was right. The more I used up the green mana, the less sick I felt.

The bad news was that Ice Blast didn’t come out as Ice Blast. Instead, my fingers burst out with Color Spray flying all around, with sudden hiccups of Stop Time happening like the world hitting pause and play at random intervals.

At the very end, a burst of energy burned my hands and knocked me on my back. No more nausea, but I couldn’t breathe for several seconds. Also, my allergies suddenly flared up.

I really needed to stop falling over into foliage.

“Oh, no, no, no,” Julia said. She ran over but instead of checking to see if I was okay, she looked at my hands.

“I’m fine,” I said, though she missed my sarcasm.

“Your fingers, they’re glowing green.” I held them up to see for myself, and Julia’s statement wasn’t quite accurate. Green, yes, but they also cycled to silver and their natural post-casting blue. “The way the spells exploded, that’s what’s happening in Garriod too. Try it again.”

I’d known my share of paladins during my time in Garriod, and none of them barked orders the way Julia did. Perhaps this was what happened when paladins came from LA. “I don’t think that’s the best idea.” I propped myself up on my elbows while also trying to ignore the growing itch along my forearms. “You saw what just happened.”

“All right, fine.” Julia marched over to the shorn shrubs and grabbed a green mana orb. “I’ll do it myself. Best-case scenario, it works. Medium case, we learn something. Worst case, I don’t know, but I’ll tough it out.”

That was a really, really simple way to put it. “Hey, wait—”

Before I got the sentence out, the green mana flashed and dissolved into her palm. She closed her eyes and muttered “Fall prof set…”

It should have been Heal. And it might have been part of one, enough that a small aura of yellow glowed over her. But a complete Heal would see this become a full cocoon of light before dissolving away. This just kind of fizzled, and then her hands glowed with the energy of Magic Missile.

“Oh no,” she said, and she thrust her hands straight up. The half-strength Magic Missile fired upward into the sky, and I tracked it until its energy dissolved into the atmosphere.

Magic backfired. For both of us.

Yet it did more than just backfire. Julia bent over, arms hugging herself, and she took two steps toward me. “Man, I don’t feel—”

She planted face-first next to me and groaned. “Well,” she said, her words muffled by dirt, “we’ve got a problem.”

A new noise interrupted us, a rhythmic vibration that rippled through the ground. It took a few seconds for me to realize that this wasn’t more magic backfiring; instead, it was my phone in my back pocket.

I curled upward, willing air into my lungs as I forced myself to stand and retrieve the phone from my back pocket. “Please be Rich, please be Rich, please be Rich,” I started.

But it wasn’t Rich. It was my dad.

“Ahhhh,” I let out, head in my hands. “I promised them I’d check in. Which I didn’t.” Julia nodded, and while I answered the phone, she went over and inspected the mana spawn area. “Hi, Dad.”

“Andy. Why you not check in?”

“Sorry, I meant to. My phone died.” There was my first white lie. Well, no, that was a full lie. “Broken power cord.”

Lie number two.

“We have extras at home.”

“Right, right. I couldn’t get home first because Julia’s train had mechanical problems.” This caught her attention before she returned to the mana. “It’s delayed. She has to figure out what she’s gonna do.”

Those were white lies. Definite twists of truth.

“I took her up to Pacific Ridge again.” Complete truth, at least for one sentence. “Even though Julia is a drama major, she’s also good at chemistry.” I put the phone down by my hip and said in a loud whisper, “Give me a chemistry fact!”

Either she didn’t hear, or she was trolling. I said it again, then brought the phone back up to my ear. “You there?” my dad asked.

“Sorry, it’s the signal up here. It’s spotty.” Complete truth. Julia came by, a glowing green orb in her hands.

“Um…” Julia said, nodding at me, “tell him that the universe is 25 percent helium and 73 percent hydrogen.”

That seemed like something that would be on a TV game show rather than a test. But it should work for now. “I promise, we’re talking about my chemistry test. We just went over how the universe is mostly helium and hydrogen,” I said. “See, we’re studying.”

“She stuck here another day?”

I walked over to where the flaming portal had been and felt around. Behind me, Julia unzipped my backpack and put the green mana sphere in it. No jar, which meant that it’d only be protected from the environment by so much. Still better than sitting out in the exposed climate.

“Yeah. At least,” I said.

“Okay. She can have dinner with us.”

Was that a question or a statement? My dad’s tone fit somewhere between those two points. I tried to reply to get some clarification, but the line went dead.

While it was strange for them to invite any of my friends for dinner, I realized exactly what this was about. It had absolutely nothing to do with LARPing or magic. Or dating, for that matter.

“Hey,” I said.

“You have a blue mana somewhere?” Julia asked. She held up the backpack with ginger hands, like a bomb specialist holding an explosive. I suppose in a way, that was kind of accurate. “Like at home?”

“Actually, I do,” I said.

“Good. We shouldn’t waste it if it’s our only one. This”—she patted the mostly closed backpack—“isn’t exactly the safest bet.”

“Yeah… about that. We should get going.”

She squinted one eye at me, and the messy possibilities of the night played out in my head. More potential chaos than even casting magic with green mana.

“I got good news and bad news. The good news is that you’re welcome at my house.” I pointed down our path of weeds and brush toward my car. “The bad news is my parents are going to grill you about college applications at dinner.”







CHAPTER 19

As we drove away from Pacific Ridge and back into suburbia, Julia seemed less concerned about the impending dinner than I was. She asked for my phone to call Rich on the way. Normally, I’d be suspicious of this—how much did they talk while I was in class that day? But at this moment, my brain was already making a checklist of all the possible bizarre things my parents might ask Julia at dinner.

I supposed at the very least Julia would get some decent modern food, and they might only ask a few questions about college applications. Maybe even some tips for standardized tests. It might not be too bad.

Or it could be far worse. There was a very good chance that the college application discourse would take up an entire hour, possibly more, and that they’d also weave in a slew of passive-aggressive insults toward me. In a worst-case scenario, some of that might even be thrown at Julia. I wouldn’t put it past them. And in a worst-worst-case scenario, who knows what all this would make her think of me.

I rolled up to the stoplight that would put us back on the path toward civilization. That invisible barrier seemed to be the place where my phone signal returned, and Julia’s FaceTime to Rich finally got through.

“Oh, hey,” they said. “It’s Nineties Girl.”

“Hey, you,” she said. She didn’t notice how her playful tone caught my look. “New nails today?”

“Decorated,” they said, holding them up.

“Pretty! Look at mine.” Which was really weird because paladins didn’t usually stop to paint nails or put stickers on them, and also, Julia didn’t have fancy nails of any kind. I kept my eyes on the road, but I did see her put a hand up.

“Whoa,” Rich said.

Then I got it. It was subtle, but my hands had a faint green glow around the nails, and the untrained eye might have mistaken it for a trick of light. Julia must have had more mana left in her system, because the very tips of her fingers carried the hint of an aura around them. I shot a quick look, and as she wiggled her fingers, the green crept out.

Either mana left residuals in paladins, or my mage training made me better at using up all my mana.

“So, things are going not-great on our end,” Julia said before launching into a full blow-by-blow explanation of the last few hours, from the strange green mana to the portal of flames to her idea about wrapping herself in Ice Blast—which I still thought sat somewhere amid absurd, stupid, and insane. She finally ended with all the different ways magic backfired on us while using green mana.

“And the worst part?” she said as I left behind Palo Alto’s business district and headed into the manicured lawns and electric vehicles of the city’s pure upper-class suburbia. “Andy’s parents invited me over for dinner.”

Rich’s laugh filled the entire car through my phone’s speaker. “Wait, seriously?”

“Yeah, dude. Any tips to prepare?”

Now they both laughed, like the fate of Garriod’s magic users and my post–high school future didn’t hang in the balance.

“Maybe we should focus on the whole exploding magic thing first?” I said as I waited at the Caltrain tracks.

“Oh, hey, Andy,” Rich said. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“While you two were talking, I came up with a theory.”

They both went “ohhhhhh” in unison, and I suddenly felt like a bit of a third wheel.

Thing was, I hadn’t actually come up with anything. I’d been focusing on my parents and the disaster I knew dinner would be. But now I had to say something to both of them. “Why is the portal different now? What’s up with the green mana? Are there other portals? What other time periods have portals?”

“Andy has finally figured out the scientific method,” Rich said. I assumed that was a joke, but maybe my questions did line up with the scientific method. I didn’t really remember how that worked.

“Maybe it’s a cause-and-effect type of thing,” I mused. “Like if portals are being affected, things in the past are changing.”

Julia groaned. Which seemed a bit harsh. Her face twisted into a matching grimace, and that’s when I figured out that this wasn’t about what I said. “You okay?” I asked.

“Just a little beat up,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ll be fine.”

“Well, look,” Rich said. “I’ve got this spreadsheet of everything you two have told me over the last few days. Lemme sort this through in chronological order. I might be able to find a pattern. Oh, and I wrote a bot.”

Julia’s face twisted again, but this time it was definitely confusion. “You built a robot?”

“No, a bot, it’s like, an AI… oh crap, when are you from? Have you seen Terminator 2?” Even from the driver’s seat, I could see Rich flailing their hands as they talked.

“You made a killing AI?”

“Okay, that’s an extreme example. It’s just a program that learns. It’s checking social media for any mentions of Garriod. Nothing so far. Well, except for Andy’s posts.”

Julia turned, one eyebrow arched. I sure was giving that one set of her facial muscles a workout. “I know I keep asking questions. But Andy posted about Garriod on the internet, for real?”

“The internet has everything,” I said, totally aware of my defensive tone.

“Everything except Garriod,” Rich said. “You’d think someone would have posted something.”

Julia snapped her fingers—a surprisingly loud snap. “I got it. I’m from 1993. Andy’s here now. What if someone else was there at a different time?”

“Google doesn’t cover AOL from the eighties,” Rich said.

This time, Julia’s eyebrow raise was directed at them. “AOL just came out,” Julia said. Rich put two hands up in apology, which she acknowledged with a nod. We paused at a stoplight, a swatch of high school students crossing the road. “I should know, because we just got a disc in the mail for a free month. I used it on my mom’s work computer.” I noticed her words cut off abruptly at that.

“They had those discussion groups. What were they called?” Now she squeezed her eyes shut, one hand holding the phone and the other tapping her temple. “Usenet groups. Are those still around?” she asked then gave a slight pause. “Guess not, based on your expression.”

“Wait, maybe there’s an archive. What were those called again?” Rich asked.

“Usenet groups. Use. Net. Like, you’re using the net.”

The sound of keyboard clacking came over the phone. We were only a block from my house, so I pulled over alongside the park to let them finish.

“Look at that. Nineties Girl for the win.”

“Okay,” Julia said. “You dig through that. I’ll deal with Andy’s parents.”

“Fingers crossed we survive.” On the screen, Rich saluted, and Julia did something I hadn’t seen in months: she formed a fist, then pumped it straight up twice.

The military salute of Garriod, usually done with complete seriousness before mounting an assault on Chaos Demons. Which in our case was going to be my parents at dinner. “You ready?” I asked, pointing down the block.
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Dinner started off remarkably smoothly with delivered pizza—a far cry from our usual menu of the same five Chinese dishes my parents cooked over and over.

This had to be a treat for Julia compared to the usual meals in Garriod.

With Ani still in the backseat of the car, Julia unbuckled and unstrapped her armor, then pulled on my blue hoodie. We went through the side yard, where she set her combat-ready boots next to the overflowing shoe rack. I announced our arrival as we stepped in. But halfway down the hall, Julia tapped my shoulder. “I feel nauseated,” she said, holding up her still-glowing hand. “Do you feel it too?”

“No.” I matched her hand. “Mine’s drained.”

“Andy, go serve Rich’s friend,” my mom said as she crossed in front of us. Julia went to the bathroom to wash up and I stuck my backpack upstairs, where the green mana could safely sit during dinner. When I walked into the kitchen I saw paper plates from Costco awaiting us on the counter, and I fetched a glass of water for Julia as she sat down. “How long you know him?”

“Who, Rich? Oh, we’re old pals,” she said, stifling a quick and sudden wince that apparently only I noticed. “He calls me Nineties Girl.” I handed her a plate of pizza and she nodded in return, despite the clear discomfort on her face.

“I like him. Very good at math,” my dad said. “Though he’s a little weird.”

There it was. Every so often, my parents would say something nice about Rich and then go for a little needle. My gut roiled at the word “weird.”

No, more than just “weird.”

I’d explained Rich’s pronouns to both my parents many times, and this clearly was a purposeful misuse.

“They are not weird,” I said.

“Boys shouldn’t paint nails. Makes him look weird.”

“I’ve explained before that Rich’s identity is nonbinary,” I said with a rare defiance in my voice. “You should use they/them pronouns—”

“That not grammatically correct,” my mom said in a grammatically incorrect sentence. Which I ignored.

“Rich’s identity is nonbinary. They/them pronouns. I mean, their full name is Richard, and they choose to be called Rich. Is it that hard to understand? Why is choosing to use they/them any different?” A full flush came to my cheeks and my chest tightened, the words spilling out with just a touch of fury. “Why can’t you just respect who Rich wants to be?”

My parents didn’t even react, like I was sitting at a dinner table with a pair of rocks wearing slacks. And without a beat, they changed the subject.

“USC, right?” my dad asked. Julia nodded. “Andy’s sister is six years older. College applications change fast. We want an inside track. Since Andy missed the college fair. Andy’s sister is in grad school at UC Davis. She went to Stanford,” he said. Julia kept nodding, even nibbling a small bite. My dad didn’t seem to notice the green glow trailing her fingers as she ate.

Something about the green mana made her ill in a way that blue mana didn’t. I needed to find a way to help her. Maybe she could use up the mana without being too obvious…

“Julia needs to pray,” I blurted out. Julia’s nauseated look took on a layer of confusion at this. “She needs to say a prayer before she eats. She’s just being polite right now.” Which religions prayed before eating? I had no clue. Our family religion was getting good grades and college admissions.

“I’m not—” she started, but I quickly ran over her words.

“Oh yeah, she told me that eating is like, um, healing for her.” I met Julia’s eyes and nodded several times, hoping the repeated gesture might get her to grasp my meaning. “We should give her space to say her prayer for a spell.”

I was particularly proud of that last bit. And I could see she finally understood, her head bobbing in return as she set down her plate. “Andy’s right, I didn’t want to be rude.” Her eyes locked with mine. “Being rude sometimes backfires.”

That was a concern. But she had so little mana left, what was the worst that could happen? I steeled myself against possibly needing to push them out of the way of a fireball.

“You go ahead,” my dad said. “We respect you.”

“You don’t need to join in,” she said, though my dad bowed his head anyway, shortly followed by my mom. We sat and looked at each other, mutual shrugs each way, and then Julia began mumbling.

I heard bits and pieces through her lowered voice, and caught the distinctive bits of the Heal incantation. Which—considering that the last time she tried it, a Magic Missile got launched into the sky—might not have been the best idea.

She finished the incantation, and a moment after the final words came out, the green drained from her fingertips. Really, everything about her demeanor changed, like she’d just woken from a nap.

Maybe green mana only backfired on the initial spell, but residual energy processed as planned. That didn’t really make much sense to me, but if it worked, it worked.

“Okay, I’m good. Thanks,” she said, picking up the pizza. “I’m hungry. I haven’t had pizza in a while.”

Julia took one bite, then two, letting out an “mmm” as she chomped down. On the other side of the table, my parents continued to sit with heads bowed. For the next few seconds, the only sound came from Julia eating way too loudly. Yet, what followed was…

Well, I’d never seen anything like it.

The next time I talked to Sherry, maybe I’d ask if she’d seen anything like this either. Because I was pretty sure she hadn’t.

It started like a repressed sneeze from my dad, a sort of explosive squeak from his sinuses. Julia even said “bless you” through her pizza. Except when I looked at him, his head stayed bowed, his eyes squeezed shut tighter than I’d ever seen, and the impossible happened.

My often silent, very stoic dad cried.

Not a lot. This was, like, several drops leaking out from the corners of his eyes. His shoulders shook, and soon my mom followed suit too. “Andy,” he finally said, his voice with a very unusually low gravel, “do you know why we came to America?”

“Uh…” I started while meeting Julia’s gaze, my wide stare giving away that none of this was expected. “Because—”

“You have never seen poverty until you see the slums back home,” he said. “Nothing in America comes close. America has its problems. Too much time arguing about culture. But it comes with opportunity. I wish more Americans realize that. They take it for granted.”

My parents almost never talked about politics, except about the local school board elections. They certainly never talked about, well, “culture.”

“Sometimes,” my mom said, “we worry that Sherry and you take everything for granted. Everything we did was to give this life to you. You can’t let opportunity pass you by. Grades are so important. We worry so much that you don’t see it.”

They worried.

No, that wasn’t it.

Julia mouthed the word “fear” at me.

Her magic had backfired. And now my parents experienced their worst fears: they talked about their feelings with me.

My mom continued with some sentences in Mandarin with a few English words sprinkled in. My Mandarin was mediocre at best, but that wasn’t the reason why I failed to understand it this time. I was too busy panicking about how to respond to translate languages.

Julia shook her hands at me, then gestured for me to say something. Probably a good idea. I didn’t need my parents to run out screaming like the lacrosse players at Boba Fit. “I understand,” I said slowly, mostly so I could stall and come up with something brilliant to snap them out of it. “I know you had hard lives growing up. Sherry and I… we do appreciate that.”

Now Julia’s hands waved in a rolling motion, and I realized that I’d never actually cast a Fear spell. I’d never known that a way existed to break the spell, but she probably should have prepared me for this. What was the one thing I could say to my parents at this moment of them being, like, actual vulnerable humans? Non-Asian parents in TV shows talked about this stuff all the time, yet my parents were living stereotypes. In just a few sentences, I understood why much better.

I thought about parents and teens on TV and what they said to one another before they gave deep, meaningful hugs.

“I’m sorry for disappointing you,” I finally said.

And just like that, my parents straightened up. My dad sniffled, and my mom wiped her eyes.

“Bad allergy day,” she said, before looking at Julia. “So, what you write your USC application essay on?”







CHAPTER 20

No one mentioned the crying episode for the rest of dinner. College, chemistry, USC, Rich, all those topics came and went. But the sudden onset of tears and feelings was not given any notice—not by my mom or my dad.

And I certainly wasn’t going to if they didn’t. I still didn’t know if they were purposefully avoiding the sudden onset of emotions or if they were completely unaware of the impact of Julia’s Fear spell. After several slices of pizza, they did the thing they usually do to end a meal: stand up without warning, start picking up empty plates and cups, and clean up.

“That’s our cue to leave,” I said quietly. Julia’s eyes darted and focused into a wide-eyed stare at something as basic as my parents silently cleaning up.

“Are they always like this?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” I replied while thumbing toward the stairs. “We’re gonna study chemistry,” I said louder, to which my parents both nodded without looking. We walked upstairs quietly, and as we moved, I spoke again. “You mean do they always do dishes?”

“They just…” Julia’s lips pursed and lines etched across her brow. “They just switch things on and off so easily.”

“That was your Fear spell,” I said as I looked at my shut closet door. Which was strange because I didn’t normally shut it. Partially shut, sure, but the old rollers were too stiff to cleanly move more than a few inches at a time. The hamper I kept blocking the door was still there, though. Maybe I did it in a rush and didn’t realize? “Wait, are you saying my parents didn’t get hit by your spell?”

“Well, I mean besides that. Like how they just got up and left.”

“Yeah. That’s kind of how they are.” I started to open the closet door, but it caught on a single sock in the way. As I pulled on the sock to unjam it from the door’s rollers, it dawned on me that my parents weren’t at all protesting about a random girl hanging out in my room with the door closed. “That Fear spell is probably the most we’ve ever talked in our lives. I don’t think I’ve ever known what they’re actually thinking.”

“You seemed to know their thoughts on Rich.” Julia shot me a very pointed look.

“Yeah, well,” I said, working the sock loose. “Feels like they’re trolling when they say that. Even though they probably don’t even know what trolling is.”

“You’re pretty protective of him,” she said before catching herself. “I mean, of them.”

I stood and tossed the now-free sock into the avalanching laundry pile. “Rich is the smartest person I know. Like, ridiculous grades. They’re everything my parents want out of me. But my parents can’t get over the fact that Rich paints their nails.” I shook my head and sensed a burning tension starting to take over that had nothing to do with leftover mana. “It’s funny. They get hit by a Fear spell, and my dad starts talking about coming over here to give us more opportunities. I just don’t get why all their opportunities are about jobs and money. There are a lot of ways to be happy, you know?” Even from that short rant, my breath quickened, and my shoulders locked. Julia leaned closer with a squint, then stared at the different piles around the room. “What?” I asked.

“I’m just checking.”

“Checking for what?” I tracked her gaze.

“Making sure you’re not hiding paladin gear somewhere.” She nudged a limp hoodie until it tumbled to the floor, taking a wrinkled T-shirt with it. “You sure you’re a mage? Because you sure sound like a paladin talking.”

I put my hand on the edge of the closet door. “Rich used to be a real dick. I couldn’t stand them. They were mean to everyone. We were in world cultures class together. I was a freshman, Rich was a junior, and we sat close, you know, alphabetical order and all that.” Funny how that version of Rich didn’t exist in my head anymore, but for a moment I pictured them as they were then: Same glasses. Same height. But that was about it. Short-cropped hair. Short, unpainted nails. And a scowl. Always a scowl. If I even brushed by their backpack or said the wrong thing, I’d get a nasty comment.

Now, Rich was talking about the scientific method and painting their nails. “Halfway through the year, Rich joined LARP club. And that unlocked something in them. That’s when they became them. Rich’s mom treats them the same way my parents talk about them. It’s why they went to school on the East Coast. Rich’s sister is cool. So’s their dad. And their stepmom. But they weren’t here during high school.” I slid open the closet door, then looked Julia right in the eyes. “I guess I don’t want Rich to turn into a dick again.”

Julia took in a breath, and from her pursed lips, it looked like her thoughts went far beyond tales of world cultures class. “Well,” she started, “I never LARPed at my high school. But I think Garriod did the same thing for me. Before Garriod, I never felt in control of any part of my life. You know, your parents switch on and off, but somewhere in them is a part that cares that you’re happy. Maybe they don’t know exactly what happy is. But whatever they think happy is, they want that for you. That’s a form of acceptance.”

At first, I thought Julia’s reaction to the couple at Walgreens might have been marveling at how society changed for the better. And she clearly had no issues with Rich, even though they probably looked weird from the context of 1993. But the way she said “that’s a form of acceptance,” something deeper was underneath the leather armor and fierce stare. Maybe if she had the freedom to be who she wanted the way Rich did, she’d dress differently, present herself differently, think about things differently.

Plenty of problems still existed in my world, but it seemed like the biggest difference between now and Julia’s time was permission.

She might have just needed some of that.

“Do you want to use something besides she and her pronouns?” I said, then it struck me that being on the floor next to an unstuck closet was a strange position to have a heart-to-heart with a paladin. “I thought I’d ask. I promise, you get used to the grammar part of it.”

Julia knelt even though I didn’t need any further help with the closet. Her eyes drifted toward the rollers on the bottom of the door, and she tapped them with the tip of her finger. “I’m not sure,” she finally said. “I have to think about it.” Her finger tapped again before she bit down on her lip, a steady breath now exhaling. “But I’m glad I get to think about it.”

“Yeah, I mean, I think that’s all Rich—”

I paused as I looked at the top shelf of my closet to find no glowing ball of mana sitting there. Just an empty jar-sized spot where it used to be.

I slammed the door shut, then slid the other door open to check the opposite side. An empty duffel bag and a vacuum-sealed storage bag with a squished sleeping bag and snow boots jammed into it.

No mana.

“Oh, no, no, no…” I started as I shoved past hanging shirts and my one pair of nice slacks that I never wore. I dropped to my knees and dug through the shoes on the floor. “Where is it?” I started flinging T-shirts and socks in all directions, piles getting reduced to a layer of clothes scattered over the carpet.

“No mana?” Julia asked, peering into the closet.

My fingers pressed against my forehead as I shut my eyes to retrace my steps. Could I have moved it and forgotten? That didn’t seem possible, but it’s not like I’d gotten a lot of sleep lately, and many different things occupied my thoughts: Garriod, the magic displays at school, the college fair, chemistry tests…

Thoughts gathered quickly, a rolling momentum that tipped from anxiety to panic. Because it wasn’t simply that the only blue mana was missing, but what it meant if it couldn’t be found. Could it somehow have burned out on its own? Did my parents move it, and if so, did they possibly absorb it? And if that was the case, what would happen to an untrained person like my mom who—

A loud rumble interrupted my brain implosion. A spell of some kind: Thunderous Crash. My eyes met Julia’s, and I saw she thought it too. She whispered, “Thunderous Crash?”

Except Thunderous Crash would come and go. This grew louder and louder in intensity, followed by a loud thump and a rattle…

A rattle of metal.

No, this wasn’t a spell. This was the recycling bin—specifically, the sound of plastic wheels rolling over the brick path of our side yard and then thumping as my dad pulled it to skip off the sidewalk and onto the street. The metallic rattling came from the large grocery bag of aluminum cans that my parents always put in the recycling bin at the very end.

“It’s garbage night,” I said. “Maybe my parents took it out and put it in one of the bins.”

Hopefully the recycling bin and not the garbage bin.

I peered out the window; from it, I could only view the harsh angle of the side yard, but it was enough to see my dad coming and going. I waited for another rolling thunderclap, this time from the compost bin, and as I did, I turned on my laptop and nodded to Julia. “I’m gonna see if they tried to throw it away.”

“Gross,” Julia said. “Also, why do you have so many bins? How much garbage do you guys produce anyway?”

Julia had not hit the recycling/compost sorting part of history yet.

“I’ll explain later,” I said, then pointed to the active laptop. “Why don’t you research those forums you talked about?”

“Usenet?”

“Yeah,” I said, opening the bedroom door. “Those. Maybe they still exist somewhere.”

I dashed downstairs, then pretended to thumb through the stack of mail on the counter until my dad came back and silently went upstairs. I opened the side door and stepped out to the curb, where black, blue, and green bins awaited the morning pickup.

I opened the blue recycling bin. No mana. I held my breath and opened the black garbage bin. No mana.

I turned, took in a deep, clean breath, and opened the green compost bin.

No mana.

If the mana did wind up in a bin, I’d have to dig through stuff.

“Oh god,” I said to myself. No spellcasting tricks could have ever prepared me for this.

I started with the recycling bin, first lifting out the grocery bag of cans. I set it down and began rummaging through the rest of it: flattened shipping boxes, junk mail, plastic milk jugs, a clamshell container from a new USB cable. I leaned over to shift the flattened cardboard for a better look when I felt my foot brush something.

The sound of aluminum cans rolling onto concrete gave away what I’d hit.

I cursed a bunch under my breath and started grabbing every kind of can to shove back into the bag: crushed cans of sparkling water; sturdy, empty cans of olives and kidney beans; balled-up aluminum foil.

All with just enough leftover residue to drip down the side, which meant everything got much stickier and grosser than it needed to.

“Andy!”

And now I had to explain this to my dad.

“Oh, hey, Dad. I…” He stared at me with a suspicious squint as I held up the half-full bag of aluminum cans. “I found a drink can in my room. I was just tossing it out and the bag slipped.”

“Don’t leave cans in your room. It brings ants.”

“Right. Okay.” We stood in silence under the glowing light cast from neighboring houses and tall streetlights. A car even passed by. My dad turned, his slipper sliding on the pavement with a swish, and he took two steps before I spoke up. “Dad?”

He turned around, wordless.

“Did you see…” I paused, trying to think of the best way to describe the mana in a way that sounded less insane than claiming to have visited a fantasy realm for months. “I had something from drama club. A glowing blue ball.”

He nodded. So he did know. But why had he been rooting around in my room?

I knew the answer to that question already. My dad emptied all the garbage cans every week, systematically in a room-by-room sweep that included replacement plastic bags for each one.

He must have seen the mana because I didn’t shut the closet door all the way.

“I see it glow blue. It give off heat. Not safe. I brought it to hazardous waste.”

“Hazardous waste?” I repeated his words, almost like an affirmation. Every few months, my dad would bring things like extra medications, old cleaners, and batteries to the hazardous waste station. Which was great from an environmental consciousness perspective, but that also really messed up my plans with Julia.

“They already closed. I left it at their front gate.”

That probably wasn’t the right way to go about it. But it seemed like an advantage to us in this quest.

I wanted to say something about how he shouldn’t go through my things. Even if he thought it was a prop for drama club or LARPing or whatever, it was mine. He could have asked me about it, and part of me wondered if this was all a bit of a passive-aggressive reaction to my school performance over the past few months. Would things have been different if I’d done well in trig and chemistry? Just looking at him now, he didn’t give away his thoughts one way or another.

And that might have been the most maddening part. What did my parents really think? I had no clue. I wanted to yell that, to get something visceral and authentic out of him.

But it turns out the only time my family could say anything real to each other was when we were under the grip of a Fear spell.

“Uh-huh,” I replied, and that was enough to send him back toward the house. I finished cleaning up the cans and slammed the lid shut. I stepped in through the side door and went straight to the kitchen sink to wash the gunk off my hands. I turned with a start at the sight of Julia standing in the hallway.

She held up two sheets of paper.

“I figured out where your printer was,” she said. “That’s cool that you can print from anywhere.” She held out the sheets, which I grabbed. “Evidence,” she said with a laugh. “To show your parents.”

I thumbed through the chemistry practice sheets, and at some point, they might be put to good use. But they wouldn’t help now.

“Well, I got good news and bad news,” I said. Julia’s head tilted, and it was probably good that she left Ani in the car. “The good news is that I didn’t have to dive through the garbage. Or the compost.”

“What’s compost?” she asked.

“It’s food waste.”

“Oh, gross.” Her expression got even more grim.

I set the chemistry sheets on the counter and pulled out my phone, loading the maps app. “The bad news is that I know where the mana is.”

“That sounds good.”

“It might be good. It’s at the city recycling center.” I held up my phone and grabbed my keys off the counter. “Or at least I hope it’s still there.”







CHAPTER 21

We didn’t even try to sneak out. Instead, I found my mom riding her recumbent bike in the spare bedroom and said, “Julia saw there’s a last-minute train available. I’m gonna try to get her to the Caltrain station in time.”

“Okay. You need your sleep, though,” my mom said, like I would suddenly go to bed at 9:41 p.m.

“I know,” I said, and turned back to my room to catch Julia on my laptop. But instead of looking up stuff about Garriod or even the local recycling center, she stared at the Facebook page of a woman who looked about my grandmother’s age—white hair, creases around her brown eyes, lots of lipstick. And I noticed that her cheeks and mouth were formed exactly like Julia’s.

I did the math and added in the extra decades between Julia’s time and now.

That was definitely Julia’s mom.

“She,” Julia said, nail tapping at the screen, “always had us look our best on Sundays. For church.” Okay, things were different for sure, because I didn’t know anyone who went to church. “Dress, hair, everything. Every Sunday. Like clockwork. My aunties and cousins who lived close by came too. I liked it, until I didn’t. Maybe around twelve or so. But I still pretended. And it wasn’t even church itself. I mean, singing and nice clothes and stories about Jesus being good… it’s kind of boring and dorky, but there was something comforting in it.” Julia’s shoulders rose in a long inhale. “Around that time, I started noticing that I liked boys. But I also liked girls. Not all boys and girls. Just some. I couldn’t explain it. I just knew I felt different. Like my own skin was as much of a costume as my church dresses. And the way my family talked about people who might be different…” She closed her eyes, her voice carrying a soft tone I hadn’t heard before.

I wondered if this was the first time she’d ever said this to anyone.

“Not a lot of people like me listen to Bikini Kill and PJ Harvey. But I felt like they tapped into something that no one else could. When I got to Garriod, it was kind of… nice. I didn’t even think about family or church over there. Too much is at stake when a Chaos Demon is lurking around, right?”

During my time in Garriod, I didn’t grapple with those sorts of things. But what did ring true was how everything else faded into the background when the Chaos Demon spawned and incinerated whole villages. That really let me ignore my chemistry tests and hearing all the time about where Sherry went for undergrad and graduate school.

“Yeah. We owe the Chaos Demon for that, huh?”

“I told my mom about how I felt once. Or tried to at least. It was right after graduation. We’d just watched Philadelphia with Denzel Washington and Tom Hanks. I thought she got it. She rooted for Tom. She wanted Denzel to be nicer to him. I watched her reactions. Like, this wasn’t scary or gross. It was just this thing—who he was. I told her that I sometimes felt that way too.” Julia’s hands turned to fists. “She said that’s not true. Movies are fake. Family is real. Real people don’t do that. She could read me, though. She always could. And everything was different after that. We barely spoke when I started at community college. She told my family—she must have, because they started acting differently around me too. The last family barbecue I went to, everyone kept their distance. A week after that, I went to Garriod through a portal in Stough Canyon.” She scrolled down, photos and videos coming and going to tell the life of a person who was a stranger to me. “All that time I had with your laptop I didn’t let myself look. Until now.”

Julia and I were from different places, different times; we were even different types of Chosen Ones in Garriod. Our families were different too, both in attitude and communication. Yet one thing was very true for both of us, just as it was for Rich: our parents didn’t understand that we weren’t meant to be who they wanted us to be.

This thought struck me, and I wanted to express this to Julia in some sort of affirming, brilliant way. But like with my dad, I couldn’t muster the words, and I chose to let us exist in the space together until something finally came out.

“Is everything okay?”

That was the best I could do, and it still probably wasn’t the right question to ask. Clearly things were not okay with Julia, but it came out like the default check-in question you were taught was required.

“Actually, everything is fine. That’s the problem.” She pointed at the screen. “I scrolled back, like, fifteen years. Everything looks like it’s just fine in their world. Not a single mention about the person who disappeared.” Her eyes narrowed and the screen whizzed by as she scrolled through, the feed occasionally pausing to load more posts. “I don’t know if they think I just moved somewhere or what.”

In a way, Julia did move somewhere. Regardless of time, the portals seemed to be two-way roads. She could find a way back to that time, but with all this knowledge from the future—my present.

All we had to do was figure it out.

“You know the cool thing about you being here now,” I said slowly, “is that if you know things turn out this way, then maybe if we sort out this mana business, you can go back to 1993 and show them who you’ve become.”

Her focus stayed on the laptop screen, but I could see the subtle movement of a grin: her cheeks, her eyes, her brow. “Maybe they won’t be jerks about it.” Her words came out slower than mine, with a lilt that made it seem more like a question than a true possibility.

“You know, even if they are, at least you’d be going out on your terms. Like Rich. They paint their nails now. They decide. And that makes them happy.” And I realized that Rich was still the same person deep down. Their dickish behavior when we first met was the same as Julia’s paladin armor; the only difference was that they realized they didn’t need it.

Julia turned and looked out the window. “Find the mana. Change the future,” she said with a headshake.

“I mean, it’s kind of the present right now,” I said, pointing at the small alarm clock on my bedside table.

“Yeah. Maybe. It’ll be kind of like Terminator 2. Except without the murder.”

I was about to reply with a poor, probably inaccurate impersonation when another voice interrupted us. “Andy! Don’t make your friend late!”

My mom, the timekeeper.

“Not quite the same as the Council of Mages,” Julia said. “But we should go.”

We turned to leave and on our way down the stairs, my phone chimed. Nearly one o’clock in the morning in Boston, but still plenty of time for Rich to push our quest forward.


Hey, you two, hope you survived a Lao family dinner. Call me, I found something in the Usenet archives.
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First we grabbed my backpack with the green mana still inside, just in case my dad decided to spring any sudden hazardous waste searches while I was gone. We safely placed it in another large Costco jar from our recycling bin, then Julia and I got in my car. As we set out, we grabbed Rich on a video call. Despite the late hour on the East Coast, Rich sipped away at black coffee in a transparent mug. That seemed like a bad idea, but maybe that was just what people did in college. Or at least while supporting their friends on a multi-world information hunt across time and dimensions.

“It took a while,” Rich said while tapping away at their laptop. “There are a bunch of partial archives. Some don’t load. Some don’t have a search function. It’s all a bit of a mess. They also redact users.” I wasn’t sure what “redact” meant but Julia nodded at it, so I did too. “Good for privacy, bad for us. But,” they paused and the screen switched, “look at this.”

“I can’t look at that, I’m driving,” I said.

I could feel Rich’s glare at me, even though their screenshare flipped to the message and they were on the other side of the country. Julia’s side-eye landed a little more obviously. “I’ll read it,” she said. “This is from September 1989. But…” She squinted at the phone. “Okay, this is good. It’s posted to alt.conspiracies and says that they believe they were part of a government psi-ops project. ‘My house is in a cul-de-sac against the woods in a rural area, but there’s a military base forty miles west of us. I went for an early morning hike and saw a strange orange glowing circle and I looked closer, then something flashed and I woke up in a place with blue grass and heavy winds and creatures flying overhead and I walked to the nearest thing I could find and…’” Julia paused and blew out something halfway between a scoff and a laugh. “Okay, this dude doesn’t know how to use punctuation. I’m not reading it all.”

“Basically, they experienced the same thing you two did,” I heard Rich say. “They wandered around, met some townspeople, and were brought to the Council of Mages. They eventually fought the Chaos Demon, saved magic, and returned home, only to find that one day had passed and their house had been broken into. They wonder if they’d been slipped a hallucinogenic drug or got pulled into a government VR experiment.” An annoyed sigh came over the phone, and I knew that one of Rich’s technology rants was incoming. “VR isn’t even that immersive now; could you imagine what it would have been like then? Like lines and blocks.”

“Wait, you guys have VR now?” Julia’s question came with a sudden brightness.

“Well, Andy doesn’t. But Andy, you should take her to Best Buy for a demo.” I caught Julia’s look out of my peripheral—a widening of eyes told me that her idea of VR must have been much more exciting than how it actually worked.

“I think this whole ‘mana crisis’ is kinda more important,” I said, turning down a low-lit street filled with industrial parks on either side. Down the block, a pair of headlights moved slowly through a parking lot, probably from a security patrol hired by local businesses. “That person was a Chosen One who fought the Chaos Demon. Julia was a Chosen One who fought the Chaos Demon. I was a Chosen One who fought the Chaos Demon.”

“Clearly the least cool of the group,” Rich said, getting laughs from two-thirds of the people on the call. “But a pattern, right?”

“Here’s the thing,” Julia said as I pulled the car to the curb. The security patrol kept rolling through the adjacent parking lot, so I shut the car off to make us a little stealthier. Ahead of us sat a single-story building behind an electronic gate, and through the gate’s bars were several large, empty dumpsters with spray-painted text labels.

Tucked just off to the side next to some grocery bags, I spotted one emitting a faint hint of blue.

“We don’t know where this person entered in Garriod’s timeline. I came after Andy. This person may be before or after Andy, or maybe even after me.” Julia’s finger waved with each point like she was teaching both of us. “But from our world, 1989, 1993, now. Maybe there’s someone out there from ten or fifteen years ago. This seems more like a cycle than anything else. History repeats itself.”

“Wait, wait, wait. That myth poem about the Chaos Demon,” I said.

“Chaos when it comes, order when it goes, chaos sees its return, order ends its burn,” Julia and I said it together, causing Rich to cringe.

“That’s a terrible poem,” they said.

Julia nodded, but I moved past it quickly to the more important part. “That line in the myth—I thought it was rhyming to be fancy.” Now the security patrol turned, its headlights facing away from us, and then it stopped, idling in the parking lot. “There might not even be one Chaos Demon. Not like what they warned us about.”

“I fought it. You fought it too.”

“But magic,” I said, “it’s a little different in your time than mine. So something is happening. A cycle.”

Rich’s fingers snapped over the phone. “Wait. It’s repeating, right? But what is repeating? That’s what we need to find out. Something is driving this. What if it’s just a natural cycle of mana and magic and, like, something happens to cause the portals to open? The whole Chaos Demon stuff may not even be that important. Maybe the trick is just adapting to the current cycle instead of trying to use magic the old way. It could even depend on how people reacted to the current state of magic for that cycle. Like, maybe mana and magic adapt, but people don’t. And that creates chaos.”

“The Chaos Demon is a jerk, though,” I said. “That part’s consistent.”

“We have a working hypothesis,” Julia said. “All we had to do was time-travel to the period of VR and boba tea to put it together.”

If all of that were correct, then maybe I didn’t fail with the Chaos Demon after all. That should count for something in my trig class. If only Ms. Blackthorne had an extra-credit assignment for calculating the right angle to cast a spell on a falling magic beast.

The security patrol finally rolled away, and I moved to crank the engine when Julia held up a hand. “They might notice car lights,” she said. “Let’s just run in and run out.”

“Paladins are better at this than mages.” I pointed to the recycling center in front of us. “Let’s start with getting some stable mana. Then maybe we can get to the bottom of why magic is broken.”







CHAPTER 22

The city’s recycling and waste center was on the east side of the suburb, with its back up against the Baylands Nature Preserve. Business parks lined either side of the road with perfect lawns and landscaped fountains, meaning that no one else was around at this time of night except for one or two odd cars in a parking lot. Those people likely worked late at some local start-up, so they probably didn’t even notice two students heading to the recycling center for some lost mana from another world.

We’d said our goodbyes to Rich, though I suspected their caffeine intake would allow for staying up with us while we recovered the mana. But it seemed smarter to be a little more inconspicuous about this without their running commentary on my phone—we didn’t need a speakerphone to lure the security patrol back this way.

I angled around in my seat, looking for any obvious security cameras. Most of the business buildings were set back at the far end of the parking lot, so their cameras, if they had any, likely wouldn’t reach us. Still, this wasn’t exactly a good time to draw attention to ourselves.

“Not quite like sneaking past flying minax beasts in Garriod, huh?” Julia said. “Don’t need to be a rogue or ranger to get through this.”

The only time I’d had to deal with something like this was the security cameras at Boba Fit, and I’d never attempted to do anything even slightly illegal there. If Garriod had been a sci-fi realm with spaceships and lasers, maybe I’d be better at this. My biggest accomplishment was casting spells under pressure.

“I’m pretty sure that’s it.” I pointed to the two plastic grocery bags off to the left side of the building. “Maybe it’ll be easy. I mean, if someone sees us, I can always say that my parents dropped off the wrong thing.” I shrugged and undid my seatbelt. “It’s half true.”

We approached the building, and I could see my parents didn’t bother with any sort of stealth assassin tactics here. Rather than scale the motorized gate for the driveway, they just left several bags off to the side of the building, next to an air-conditioning unit. As we got closer, the glow from the mana became more obvious through the plain old, tied-off plastic bag that was probably filled with old bottles of toilet cleaner.

“Finally, something works out for us.” Right when I said that, the air conditioner kicked in. The air from the large cube unit blew out, kicking up bits of dried leaves and dirt, and I held my breath just in case I was allergic to anything that swirled around.

Too late. My eyes began to water, and a sneeze tickled my sinuses. “Oh no,” I said.

“I’ll get it,” Julia said, and she reached down to untie the double-knotted bag. I heard crinkles of plastic amid my sneezing fit, and I stepped back to get outside of the blast radius of pollen and whatever else whirled around.

“Uh, Andy? We got a problem.”

She reached into the bag as tears filled my eyes, and I blinked a bunch to get my vision to focus. After several seconds, I saw her holding what was expected: a glass jar originally intended for bulk-size olives from Costco.

But when I looked closer at what was in the jar, I realized something was off about the mana.

Would it be too much if we could stop having new problems?

“What the…” I started when my nose tickled. “Oh no, I mean, this is—” and then I sneezed again.

Add an allergy attack to our list of problems.
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When the mana was in my closet, it was blue. Even my dad said it was blue. And now it was half-green. How did that change happen in just a few short hours? And was it safe to use?

We debated what to do, which ultimately came down to the fact that we needed to examine, possibly experiment with, the mana to figure out why it turned blue-green. But we shouldn’t do that at my house. Any more coming and going would probably cause even more judgment from my parents, and I didn’t need that right now.

We started by packing into my car, right when the security patrol turned to do another sweep. Then we drove to a nearby park and walked to the middle of a basketball court, which seemed to be the safest place to ponder a magical anomaly.

“Should I absorb it?” Julia asked. By now, the time had crept to 10:30 p.m. Rich must have finally crashed from their evening caffeine because they didn’t answer their phone. No calls from my parents either, thankfully.

“I’m the mage. I think if one of us does, it should be me.” I peered closer to the sphere, a clearly gradual shift that started out deep blue and eventually changed to a bright green. “But this is our last blue mana.”

“Semi-blue.”

“Our whole plan was based on showing the Council of Mages that magic was stable and worked here.” Behind us, voices trickled past, and a quick look showed a couple walking a fluffy husky. They ignored us, like two teens staring at a glowing thing was totally normal.

“Okay, okay.” Julia started circling the mana at a slow pace. “Let’s take this step-by-step,” she said in a way that would have impressed Mr. Nguyen. “This morning, it was in your closet, and it was blue. Everything was normal.”

“Yeah. And I got it from Pacific Ridge at the same spot where we got the green spheres and where the portal turned into flame.”

“Right, scientific method,” Julia said with a very serious tone. “The variables here: the mana from Garriod. The portal now has flames. Another variable: your dad handled the mana. Took it in the car.”

“He put it in two plastic bags,” I said, holding up two fingers. “Two layers each for hazardous waste. He put it next to almost-empty Windex and toilet cleaner bottles. Also in two bags. And brought them to the recycling center.”

Julia snapped her fingers. “Left out in the elements.”

“In the elements mana just decays and goes away—I’ve seen that. The olive jar slows the process down.” At least it did. None of the other mana behaved like this.

Julia got up close to the multicolored mana, her nose practically smudging the jar. “It was at the garbage place.”

“Recycling and waste center.”

“Right. It was there, next to the air conditioner. The air conditioner was turning on and off.”

My nose practically started tickling when she said that. “Yeah, and it was blowing all this stuff around. That was terrible.”

“You’re right.” Julia stood up. “You’re totally right.”

“I mean, like pollen and leaves and dirt. My nose, my eyes, my mouth, like faucets of the grossest—”

“No, not that. The air conditioner.” Julia’s hands started waving as her voice picked up pace. “Air conditioners are basically like, um, a temperature exchange. To get cold air, you gotta release hot air.” She pointed, like the AC was right next to her. “Hot air has to exhaust out.”

This wasn’t fair. Julia’s mind clicked at a pace that I couldn’t grasp. And from the way she paused, I knew she was waiting for me to fill in the gap, which I couldn’t. Instead, I kind of shrugged and left it to her.

“We’ve been looking at mana as magic, but magic is still a science. This,” she said, tapping her nail against the jar, “could just be physics.”

“Physics is senior year,” I said.

“You know what I mean.” I didn’t, but I was happy to follow her if it meant figuring this out. “We see fire in the portal. Fire is hot. Mana is produced from the ether, but maybe so is the portal. If that is heating up, maybe it’s causing the mana to be unstable. Look at this.” She traced the jar horizontally with her finger. “It’s only half the mana that’s changed color. And it’s gradual. This side must have been getting the exhaust from the AC. It could be as simple as heat changes the state of mana from stable to unstable.”

“If that’s the case,” I said, “then why does the mana stay green? Wouldn’t it change back when it cools off?”

“That’s a good point,” she said. That was a good point, and it was too bad Mr. Nguyen wasn’t here to hear it. Maybe I could have gotten extra credit. “Heat moves molecules. Cold slows them down. It might stay in whatever state it shifts to.”

“If that’s the case,” I said, gesturing around us, “this probably isn’t cold enough to do anything.”

Julia shook her head. “We might need a freezer. Can we put this in your fridge?”

We could, in theory. But that would mean making space in the freezer while my parents were there. And they didn’t know that we’d just gone to retrieve it from a hazardous waste disposal drop-off; that would bring up all sorts of other issues.

“We could, but they might ask all the wrong questions.”

Julia’s mouth twisted. She turned and looked far beyond me. “We could buy a bag of ice at the grocery store. They still do that, right?”

“They do,” I said with a nod. I checked my phone—still no messages from my parents. “But I got a better idea.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out my keys, though the one I singled out wasn’t for my house or the car. “Did I tell you that I’m an assistant manager in training?”







CHAPTER 23

I pulled the car into the nearly empty plaza parking lot. No cars were parked beside Boba Fit, but across the way a few people lingered at the twenty-four-hour drugstore. The car lurched to a stop, and as I shut off the engine and headlights, Julia held up a hand. “Are you sure you wanna do this?” she asked. “I mean, it’s your freaking job. Aren’t you worried they’ll find out? We could try your house. Or my bag-of-ice idea.”

“I’d give it a fifty-fifty shot at them being cool about it,” I said, pulling out my phone. Rich hadn’t picked up by now, so instead my thumbs flew over the digital keyboard to send them our latest theory. I pointed to the shop’s doors. “They’re short-staffed. It’s the only reason why I’m an assistant manager.”

“I thought you said you were an assistant manager in training?”

“Same difference,” I said, and Julia shook her head. “Come on. We have a freezer for cold treats we can use.”

The key turned with a click, and we pushed inside, though I didn’t turn on the lights. Best not to bring attention to ourselves. We could have used the shop’s big metal ice maker, but since those cubes went straight into drinks, I didn’t want to make any customers sick with any weird mana contamination. Instead, we went behind the counter to a top-opening freezer for mixed usage, some of its space for bags of frozen fruit used in blends, and some for single items sold to customers. “What’s ‘It’s It’?” Julia asked, pointing to a stack of individually sealed packages in a box.

“Ice cream between two cookies,” I said as I stacked bags of frozen fruit in a way that made space for an olive jar glowing a blend of blue and green. “It’s much more powerful than mana.” I put one more bag of frozen mangoes on top of a teetering pile, then pulled out my camera and snapped a photo of the It’s It before sending it to Rich. “Rich will agree with me.”

Ice cream and cookie combos aside, despite having two mana spheres, we only had space for one jar in the freezer. I debated pulling stuff out of the freezer, but this whole scheme opened the door to enough trouble as it was; I didn’t need to possibly ruin the store’s inventory too. “Well,” I said, “we have the green mana from today. And the half-green mana from my closet. And one spot in the freezer. You think the green means it had been heated at some point?”

“I don’t know if freezing it can return it to stability.” Julia started to stand, but I nudged her back down, just in case someone passed our way. “Which one should we pick?”

Julia may have been better at science and hero-ing than I was. I’d be the first to admit that paladins tended to be braver, more take-charge than mages. But at least being a mage filled me with the experience of knowing what limited resources I had: mana stock, absorbed mana, spell types. I couldn’t exactly just sword-and-armor my way out of things. Everything was a conscious decision built around what I had.

My head jerked at a very sudden, very unexpected realization: maybe I did have what it took to be an assistant manager in training.

“Let’s put the green one in,” I said. “We don’t know how the half-sphere behaves. It might be our only source of blue mana left.”

Julia nodded and set the illuminated olive jar in the freezer. It lit up the wrappers and tinted the frost lining the walls. “Spooky,” Julia said with a short laugh, and she slid the top freezer door shut with a thunk. “Hey, you should document this.” She pointed to the mana ball and the bright white digits at the bottom of the unit. “Take a photo for the record. Temp is two degrees Fahrenheit. Time is”—she looked over her shoulder at the wall clock—“10:58 p.m.”

“You missed your train,” I said as I opened my notes app.

“Magic is better than trains.” Julia slumped down with her back pressed against a cabinet. I gave one more look at the freezer’s top window and took one more photo of the green mana for comparison. “Both take time, though. Don’t stare at it, you’ll drive yourself nuts. We just wait now.”

“How long?” I asked.

“I dunno.” She looked up and sighed, like everything that had happened since we first saw each other finally caught up to her. “Ten minutes?”

“Ten minutes,” I said with a nod, and I fought the instinct to load dumb videos on YouTube to kill time—maybe more funny glitches from The Ancient Runes. I held up my phone until I caught Julia’s side-eye.

“Everyone here’s, like, got their phones out literally all the time. Do people realize this?”

Right, 1993. These things were impossible back then. I guess people just talked while they waited? I slid my phone in my pocket and decided to change the subject instead of acknowledging my world’s habits. “I wonder why no one in Garriod ever came up with this theory,” I said, more thinking aloud than initiating conversation.

“I don’t know if they did it this way in your time,” Julia started. Which, I assumed, was about our different periods in Garriod as opposed to my time of social media on our phones and her time of… not. “Our mana is forged. They use invocation and alchemy. Only a few places can do it. It’s almost all at the Grand Spire.”

I nodded. The Grand Spire was definitely a thing during my stay in Garriod. It also wasn’t very creatively named, since it really was just a tall tower standing off to the east side of Garriod’s capital city of Origin, which seemed to also be a pretty literal description. The tower housed the Council of Mages along with other related organizations. Given our current crisis, though, the most important part of it was probably the fact that they stored mana. “Yeah, they locked the mana up in there,” I said. “You had to go there to ask for a distribution.” Julia nodded, so it sounded like the Council of Mages didn’t change that much over the passing years.

“Lots of rules. Lots of organization. Lots of mages talking with the leadership of the Joined Lands. They said it was like that because we lived in an ‘era of volatility.’” Julia said this last part using her fingers as air quotes.

“I heard the same thing. But that’s strange because, like, I could actually use magic. It was real and we were trained. There just wasn’t much of it to go around.” See, this was good experience for an assistant manager in training since we were talking about resource management. “Even when mages were sent out on assignment, they only gave us enough mana to complete a task. If you screwed up your spell, you were on your own.”

“Not very forgiving, huh?” Julia said. She popped up to peek at the clock. “Maybe that was why they never tried something like this. If there’s only so much to go around, you probably don’t want to burn it all on science experiments.”

“And they didn’t exactly have a freezer in a boba shop to use.” I held up my fingers. “Even if you used Ice Blast on mana like this one, you can’t shoot it for ten straight minutes. And what if it takes longer than that for results? Like hours?” That wouldn’t work here either because sneaking into Boba Fit for an hour was pushing it. If this tipped into the morning hours, that might create a bigger issue. I was pretty sure my boss never checked the security cameras—she seemed more technologically behind than even my parents. But the longer we stayed, the greater the chance she might find out.

That thought tickled my impatience enough for me to peek at the freezer for a second.

My head rose over the edge of the freezer. What I saw caused me to stand up, and I took my phone back out. “Look at this,” I said, tapping on the glass door. “It’s changing.”

Now Julia was going to have a new experience of the modern era: checking reality against a phone photo, a process made worse by having a ten-year-old iPhone. I zoomed in and put the phone on the glass for a side-by-side comparison.

There was a difference. The mana hadn’t gone all the way back, but it shifted to more of an ocean teal color compared to the leaf green of my photo. “It looks like it needs more time. But it’s working,” Julia said. She looked around the space. “This place has a bathroom, right?”

“Yeah. That hallway over there,” I said and pointed toward a corner of the dark room. “Just make sure the toilet doesn’t run forever. It sometimes gives us a problem.”

“No, not that.” She picked up the other mana. “We should experiment in the other direction. Does it have a hand dryer?”

It did. I considered how a few minutes ago we decided to play it safe. But now that we had actual results playing out in front of us, we probably wouldn’t get another chance to do this. Magic was becoming more volatile and, despite my carefree attitude, I didn’t want to break into work after hours again. “It’s too bad Rich is asleep. They would have loved this.”

“Science really is the best,” Julia said. “Come on. You can record it.”







CHAPTER 24

If Rich called back at that moment, it’d be kind of hard to explain our situation. Julia and I were in the lone cramped bathroom in the back of Boba Fit. We kept the lights off to stay discreet from anyone who might be passing by the bathroom’s back window. And we kept the door closed to trap the heat in the room. Julia wore mitts typically used for retrieving pastries from our small oven, and the blue-green mana provided the only bit of light and color in the small tiled room. My phone was set up to record video of what happened next.

Julia unscrewed the olive jar’s lid and stuck her hand in. “Are you rolling the mana?” I asked, and if she could see me in the dark room, she would have caught a furrowed squint.

“We’re trying to heat it, right?” she asked. “Best to let the air go directly on the blue.”

Julia shifted the mana some more until it sat with the blue half facing up—the perfect position to get direct air from a hand dryer.

I was going to really try to ignore all of those stories we’d heard about germs and poop particles getting blown around by hand dryers in a bathroom.

“Ready?” Julia asked.

I angled my camera so it would stop shifting focus with its decade-old camera tech. “Ready,” I said, though I still couldn’t get a consistent image.

Julia slammed the button on the hand dryer, and it came to life. She put the jar directly beneath its spout and held it. And when the fan shut off, she pressed the button again to restart the sequence, and I continued filming.

Nothing happened. Or at least nothing visible. She did this five more times, and I noted the timer on the camera—each time, the fan blew out hot air for about forty-seven seconds.

This might take a while. My phone buzzed with a notification: Low storage detected. Delete files to free up space.

It dawned on me that I couldn’t film this whole thing for however long it took. Also, Julia was being a trooper holding a big jar up for like five-plus minutes. “I don’t know how long we’re gonna need to keep at this,” I said as Julia hit the button again. “Wanna switch off?”

“What?” she yelled over the fan’s noise, which was made way louder by being in a confined, closed bathroom. I pointed back and forth between us, then put my palms out in a very grand “Atlas holding the sphere” type of gesture before shouting again.

Yeah. It was gonna be that kind of night.

Over the next ten minutes, Julia and I traded off twice. It seemed like nothing was happening. But when I snapped a photo of the mana’s current color compared to when we first started, it became clear: Julia’s idea proved true. Or, as Mr. Nguyen would have said, we had a good hypothesis.

I handed the mana jar back to Julia and stepped out of the bathroom and into the shop. Entering that dim space after the condensed near-dark of the bathroom created a dizzying effect. I steadied myself on the counter and blinked a bunch of times to get my sense of everything back.

Then I saw the one light source in the room: the freezer.

And from within, it no longer glowed ocean teal. Even from a distance, I saw a distinct shimmering: a deep blue, like the kind assigned to me by the Council of Mages before I went to confront the Chaos Demon.

We had healed magic. Or, probably more appropriately, we had solved magic.

With science.

“Julia!” I shouted.

“What?” Her voice came over the buzz of the hand dryer.

“You gotta see this!” I yelled as I took photos on my phone. “It’s done!”

“What?”

This wasn’t going to work with her stuck in the bathroom like that. I once again cursed the fact that this didn’t count for extra credit and grabbed an upside-down chair from a table. I brought it to the bathroom, then found a large box of paper towels to set the Costco jar on, and those things together spared our arms from holding a jar of mana indefinitely.

Then I brought Julia out to see the freezer. “Whoa,” she said, the word stretching out over several seconds as she approached. “Dude.” She turned with a big grin on her face. “We really are Chosen Ones. We fixed magic.”

At least in one direction. We still had to confirm the other half of the hypothesis, and we spent a full hour using the hand dryer. During that hour, we’d decided to take the blue mana out of the freezer. Julia had another idea: that once the mana transformed its state, it stayed that way until it cooled or heated to reverse course. Room temperature or comfortable outside temperatures kept the mana’s state status quo. To test this, we set the blue mana behind the Boba Fit counter while we finished in the bathroom. I did point out that I’d gone on several quests at Garriod’s Dune of Infinity—which really wasn’t infinite, but it was really freaking hot. Like far worse than the worst California heat day. And I’d even had to cast a Mist Bubble to keep myself cool. And through that, my mana didn’t change.

Julia’s lips pursed as she considered this, then she brought up another good point. “UV exposure decays mana, right?” she asked. “If you’re keeping it in a backpack and within a Mist Bubble, it’s not going to overheat. And if you put it in the desert sun, the UV decay would kill it before it turned color.”

This did bring up another question about whether any type of UV rays would decay mana or if it was just the natural sun’s rays. I supposed that we could have found a black light somewhere, but I was done with science experiments for the evening. The hour came and went, and all our hypotheses were confirmed.

Time under the hand dryer turned half-blue mana into unstable green mana. Time in a freezer returned green mana to its standard blue state. Leaving that now-blue mana at room temperature in Boba Fit didn’t affect it at all.

As I locked up the shop, I looked at the time. It was just past 12:30 a.m., and the fact that my parents didn’t call meant they were likely asleep. Julia loaded up the mana in the car, and as we both buckled in, she pointed a thumb at the glowing spheres. “You think that blue mana still works? Like, is the magic stable?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” I said, starting my car. If this were a movie where I was the hero, my car would rev with a thunderous roar, I’d put on sunglasses even though we were in a dark nighttime parking lot, and some cool music would hit. Instead, my Honda Civic putt-putt-putted to life, I wiped my itchy eyes, and my phone chimed as it connected to my Bluetooth system.
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We had one thing to fetch on our way back to my house: two bags of ice from the nearby 7-Eleven to stabilize the green mana in a cooler overnight. Otherwise, we hashed out a straightforward plan: we’d drive up to Pacific Ridge in the morning and wait for the portal all day. From there, Julia broke down the possibilities.

The best-case scenario: the portal showed up, and we jumped in to go find the Council of Mages (presumably in Julia’s time).

The medium-best-case scenario: it showed up with a wall of flames. I used Ice Blast to tamp it down, Julia jumped through, and I’d follow if I could.

The worst-case scenario: Ice Blast didn’t help, so we’d wait until the flames started to diminish upon the portal’s collapse, jump through, and hope for the best.

I pulled up to the curb and Julia glanced at the backseat. “I think I’ll crash in here,” she said. “In case your parents get nosy.”

“Sounds good. I need one more excuse for school, though.” I clenched my jaw as I thought this through. “Maybe I could wake up coughing while you hide out in the car?”

“We could wait until after school?” Julia pointed over to her left, which meant that she had oriented our local map well already. “I could hang at the library again.”

I shook my head. That was an option if necessary, but it’d be better to get to Pacific Ridge and wait all day. We didn’t know when the portal would show up, if it even would, and everything depended on that.

I pondered that as I stepped out of the car. “I’ll grab you some blankets,” I said and made my way to our silent house. I moved as slowly as possible through the dark, pausing anytime the floorboards creaked. I did have a reasonable alibi of dropping Julia off at the train station despite it being well past midnight, but still, the fewer complications from my parents, the better. I grabbed a couple of blankets before going back to our pantry for some snacks for Julia. And as I shut the pantry door, I saw the school calendar taped to it.

I squinted to make sure I read it right in the dim light. Then I used my phone’s flashlight to be sure.

So that was why my parents weren’t protesting my dropping Julia off late.

“Hey,” I said, my voice still low as I got back to Julia. She’d settled into the back of the car, her boots now standing up in front of the passenger seat, though she seemed to have figured out by now that her legs wouldn’t fit all the way. “Tomorrow’s an in-service day for school, so no classes.” I handed over blankets first, then two granola bars. “Finally, a bit of luck.”

“You didn’t know that?” she asked while unwrapping a bar. “I don’t know if it’s luck if you just forgot to look at a calendar.”

“I’m taking it as luck,” I said. “Let’s still try to get out of here before my parents wake up. The less they know, the better.”

“Right—or any neighbors.” She gestured around. “Are they cool with someone like me sleeping in your car?”

I hadn’t thought about that part. And maybe it was my own fault for ignoring that. I’d heard stories of some of our Black students getting crap for walking home after school events, and as much as my parents claimed that “everyone is accepted in Silicon Valley,” enough evidence proved otherwise. Especially around here.

Someone, somewhere, probably did a study on it. Though I didn’t think that would be in our curriculum, not even the sociology elective. Our area was content with yard signs proclaiming everyone was welcome.

“Yeah, we may have VR, but there are still a lot of problems.”

“I mean, people like Rich exist. So maybe there’s hope.” She reached down and patted Ani. “Garriod didn’t have cars or movies, but also no one cared that I was Black or…” Her voice faded as she sank into the thin cushions of the backseat. “Or the fact that sometimes I feel like Rich.”

I wanted to say something brilliant and reassuring, to show that I understood and offered support but also respected whatever space she needed to feel comfortable. But just like when the Fear spell caused my parents to be unexpectedly honest and vulnerable, I struggled to reply. Julia didn’t seem to notice as she looked off into the distance. Though maybe she grasped that heart-to-hearts weren’t exactly my strong suit and knew when to change the subject.

“Hey,” she said, breaking the silence, “do you think we’ll have to beat the Chaos Demon again?”

The question created a strange feeling in my gut. To be clear, fighting the Chaos Demon was terrifying, stressful, and extremely difficult. It was also exhilarating and exciting, and it elevated something in me. It was kind of hard not to feel great about yourself when an army of armored knights cheered while you defeated this glowing evil beast with the mana in your hands.

Going back to that versus resuming trig and chemistry and college applications seemed like a no-brainer. “I dunno,” I said—a simple response to bury my feelings under layers of other stuff. Because thinking about it sparked so many thoughts in my head, and none of them involved excuses to get out of makeup tests. “Maybe this changes how all that works. And we stabilize magic without any battle. Just a lot of ice.”

“Mana is kept in the Grand Spire, so maybe they could get an entire band of mages doing Ice Blast at the same time. Or”—Julia waved her hands—“an electricity spell and we help them build a big freezer in the basement. Carnot cycle and all that. Just move the mana from one floor to another.”

I didn’t know what the Carnot cycle was, but I nodded anyway. “Would you stay there?” My question changed the subject, but it’d also been on my mind.

First, Julia stayed flat in the backseat of my car, like she could see the night sky through the roof. Then she pulled the blankets all the way up to her chin, and while she remained on her back, her eyes tilted down to meet mine. “I’m not sure. I could stay there. Or I could find a way home. Or even come back here.” Her eyes closed, and although I was pretty sure she hadn’t cast Read Mind, her words echoed my thoughts.

“It’s a lot of choices,” I said.

“I like that, though.” Her eyes stayed closed, and I glanced around my quiet neighborhood. “Having choices. For the first time, I feel like I have a choice, in many ways. I haven’t decided about where I’ll go yet, but knowing I can choose is a lot. It’s funny,” she said. “I was upset earlier about my family. They just moved on without me. A choice, though. That’s kinda different. If I move on from them, I want to know I made a choice and didn’t just fade away.”

“Rich actually said something like that to me once,” I told her in a low voice. “About school. And about how they saw themselves.”

“You and Rich.” She started to say the next part, but a deep yawn took over for a moment. “You two are the first real friends I’ve had in a long time.”

Just a few days ago, Julia knocked me down at Pacific Ridge and held a sword to my throat. Yet now, we shared this moment: quiet, awkward, but with an honesty far more brutal than anything I’d ever said to my family.

Yes, she was a real friend. A car came past us with a whoosh, then all fell silent again. “Well,” I said, “we should get some rest. I’ll get you at six-ish. We found out how to heal magic tonight. Tomorrow, we save magic.” I patted my wallet with a new thought. “Also, we can stop at McDonald’s for breakfast.”

“Oh, dude, their hash browns!” Julia’s eyes flew open, and I left as her broad smile stayed on her cheeks.







CHAPTER 25

The Chaos Demon floated in front of me.

Tentacles. Flaming eyes. Red everywhere, along with noise and heat. But I was confident. “Archers!” I yelled, and behind me I heard dozens of bows being drawn, the exact aim of the Joined Lands’ finest ready to shoot at my command. I absorbed mana into my palm, a flash of blue against the blanket of blood red.

“Ready!” I yelled.

Suddenly, the ground gave way beneath me. The Cliffs of Mondain were no more, only the ocean was below, and I fell into perfect time with the Chaos Demon. Which didn’t make sense given the differences in our bodies, but perhaps other magic was at play. From behind me, archers and knights shouted, urging me to finish things, once and for all.

I looked forward, remembering the incantation: Virt usand sri nes.

I needed the right time.

Which meant the right angle.

Which meant the right numbers.

Which meant the right trigonometric functions, like sines and cosines.

But which side was sine, which was cosine? What was even a hypotenuse? What were even numbers? I tried to look at the distance to the Chaos Demon and think about what the number might be, but my brain started spitting out all sorts of words instead. Random words, like “pineapple” and “box” and “flowers,” even dipping into my rudimentary Spanish vocabulary with supermercado and pollo.

Then thunder roared in the distance. But not the rolling thunder of natural storms. No, this had a cadence to it, a two-parter with a low roar becoming a high-pitched shock. It repeated in a rhythm like a heartbeat, going from low to high and back again.

As the sequence continued, it became clearer. This was not thunder. This was a voice booming from the sky: Ahn Dee. Ahn Dee. Ahn Dee.

Andy.

The distortions in the voice began to clear as I stared at the stuck-in-flight Chaos Demon. “Andy! Andy! Andy!”

It was my mom’s voice.

My eyes flew open to see my bedroom ceiling.

And birds outside. And natural light coming through windows. And cars outside.

“Andy! Time to get up!”

No, no, no, I had planned to get up before my parents did. Was Julia still in the car? I sat up straight, my hands slapping hard against the sheets. My bedroom door was already open—a huge invasion of privacy—but then my mom passed back and forth in the hallway. “I’m up!” I yelled and looked at the bedside table clock.

It was 7:40 a.m. Almost two hours later than I had planned on getting up.

Normally I’d be irritated about my parents waking me up on a day off. I had no responsibilities except sometimes a Boba Fit shift, and those were usually in the afternoons or evenings. But my parents always insisted that I keep my body’s internal clock on schedule, so they would wake me around 7:30 a.m.

I changed clothes as fast as I could and cheated by swishing with mouthwash instead of brushing my teeth. My feet pounded on the stairs as I sprinted down them, only to stop when I got to the kitchen.

My parents sat opposite each other at the table, both with work laptops open. My mom nursed a cup of tea while my dad stirred a bowl of instant oatmeal.

No Julia. She must have stayed in the car.

I grabbed a banana from the counter and glanced adjacent to the refrigerator. I’d grabbed our camping cooler from the garage, dumped a bunch of ice in, and stuck the mana in there. It sat overnight, guarded by a vinyl Pikachu sticker on the side.

We were late. But things looked safe. We could work with this. And I owed Julia some McDonald’s.

“Why that cooler there?” my dad asked without looking at me.

“Oh,” I said, and this time the white lies worked in my favor. “It’s a temperature experiment for school.” I nudged it with my foot, the weight feeling exactly as expected. Which meant that neither of my parents messed with it. “Extra credit.”

“Good. Do all the extra credit you can,” my mom said. She got up and took her mug to the counter.

I gave a nod that was probably too enthusiastic, but early mornings were not my best time for nuance. Her mug landed on the tile counter with a clink, and she reached down to open the cooler. “Wait, don’t—”

Too late. My mom swung the cooler lid open, and while I expected some lecture about how my dad took the blue mana to the recycling center, she simply muttered “okay” and closed it.

But before she closed it, I did a double take because there wasn’t a blue glow coming out of there. It was more like a bright silvery thing, like Christmas tree tinsel.

My mom picked up the cooler and put it on the counter. She opened the cabinet to get out an extra roll of paper towels. Then she put the cooler back down. Then picked it up again. “Bah,” she muttered to herself as she put the paper towel roll back, then pulled out a pack of napkins. “I bring these to work,” she said to my dad, “their paper towels too thin.”

“Mmm hmm,” he said.

As she opened the top cabinet for a glass container, she kicked the cooler over to the corner. “Tripping hazard,” she said before finally going upstairs.

“Your friend make her train?” my dad asked.

That would be a tricky question given the fact that if he had gone outside, he would probably see her. I reached into my pocket and tapped the volume button to make a noise like I was getting a notification. “Hold on,” I said, and while I pretended to check my phone, I snuck a peek under the lid of the cooler.

The blue mana from last night was no longer there.

In its place, the sphere had transformed into a brilliant, glowing silver, like when a flashlight hit a mirror. Somehow, that didn’t impress my mom enough for her to say anything, even though she commented on the extra credit bit. Still kneeling behind the counter, I reached into the half-melted ice and picked up the silver mana.

“Andy!” my dad said. Even though the Council of Mages always taught me to treat mana with care and respect, I threw it straight down into the ice and shut the lid. “You need train schedule today or not?”

A high-pitched squeal cut through the family kitchen space, kind of like when mana spawned but only if everything was inverted. I nudged the lid back open with my foot and for a moment, I saw the silver mana.

Then it flashed and disappeared—and with it, the squeal ended too.

And though I had to squint to see it, small glowing flecks projected outward and scattered, and one cluster paused in midflight. The bits turned on their own, almost magnetically drawn to my hand, infusing with the surge and feel of mana absorption.

That was very unexpected.

“What was that?” my dad asked. He looked around. “Extra dusty today. You open window?”

“Yeah,” I said, dashing to the sliding window above the kitchen sink. “Sorry. I didn’t realize so much pollen would blow in.” I slid it open and shut, and as I did, I saw the silhouette of Julia farther back in the side yard. The mana flecks continued floating out—just as a cluster came to me, another went straight to Julia.

She wasn’t expecting it. Not from the way her head tilted and her arms twitched. She held up a hand, rotating it back and forth, and I started to piece together what was happening.

“Window’s closed!” I shouted, probably louder than needed. As I turned to meet Julia, I saw some of the mana flecks land on my dad’s arm. Instead of absorbing, they sat on his skin.

“Pollen really bad this season,” he said, brushing his arm repeatedly with his other hand. He must have thought he got it off, or he was in denial about how the pieces faded rather than fell away.

“I’ll vacuum while you guys are at work,” I said, and I grabbed my keys before running outside. As I approached, Julia stood in her socks without looking up. Instead, she stayed focused on her hand.

I raised my hand to wave at her, then pointed at my car. “What’s this?” she asked as we walked. We stepped in unison at a quick pace while I matched her gesture with flexing fingers.

Because this felt different. “The blue mana stayed in the cooler overnight. It turned silver,” I said. I couldn’t explain how or why the next thought came to me. It might have been as simple as a mage’s intuition. “I think it’s more stable. Well, kind of.” I pointed to my hand. “The mana in me feels more stable. Like it won’t go away over time. I think it might stay until I use it. I think it’s just physically more brittle,” I said before launching into an explanation about how, between my mom and me, the mana got roughed up and eventually seemed to burst.

Julia sat in the front passenger seat and put on her armored leather boots. “They don’t have freezers in Garriod. They can’t go to 7-Eleven for bags of ice. But you’re right, I feel it too.” Julia rotated her hand again as I got in the driver’s seat, and when I looked closely, I could see the faint glow of silver in her nails. “One ball of mana spread to both of us. Stronger, more stable. Shared. All because it stayed in the cooler.” She turned to me. “I’m gonna test it.”

“Are you sure? We don’t want to waste this,” I said.

“But we should try it.” She pointed at herself, then at me. “One mana sphere, yet magic for two. Don’t you see? If this works, if we can repeat it consistently, then magic will no longer be scarce or volatile. And I got the perfect spell to test it on.”

Julia’s eyes closed, soon followed by quick, nearly silent whispering. She held her hands out together, palms up. She continued with a low incantation, a roll of words that I couldn’t quite hear, but they picked up in rhythm and intensity until they ended with a very clear shout: “McDonald’s!”

A flash blinded me, pushing my view into nothing but white. When things became clear again, I saw a large brown paper bag in Julia’s hands with the McDonald’s logo.

When she reached inside, she pulled out something stranger than silver mana. “Oh my god,” she said, and she held up two box-shaped containers.

Styrofoam containers.

“It worked! It worked! Just smell that. This is the best.” She took out the items and stacked them neatly on her lap: two Sausage McMuffins and two paper wrappers for hash browns. “Food spells are vital for paladins on long quests. You need to be able to intention the exact food. And your mana must be strong enough. I never considered being able to conjure McDonald’s. This opens a whole new world of spellcasting.”

“You envisioned everything?” I asked. “Even the containers?”

“Exactly like the last time I had one,” she said through a giant grin. That explained the Styrofoam.

“Is magically conjured McDonald’s as bad for you as the real thing?” I asked as she flipped open the sandwich box.

“Don’t know,” she said through a bite. “Definitely don’t care. But hey, hypothesis proven. How’s your mana feel?”

“As strong as when I first absorbed it.”

“And my best Food spell before was, like, two apples. Not this.” The bag crinkled loudly as she rustled through it, and very authentic smells filled my car. “This ultra-frozen mana is awesome.”

She was right. If frozen mana could do this for a barely trained paladin, the Council of Mages could do wonders with it.

I thought back to my time inside the Grand Spire and the mana storage facility halfway up the tower. There, the Council kept a tightly locked and guarded room filled with mana for distribution.

“Every mana sphere must be accounted for,” Shomani had said every time we went to restock our mana. “It is a precious resource not to be wasted or frivolously used.”

All of Garriod’s ills could be solved with this silver mana, and maybe the Chaos Demon wouldn’t even return if magic was balanced. “This could solve the mana problems that have plagued Garriod forever. Maybe we can break the cycle, if we get there—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Julia said through chews. “Hold on a second. I just thought of something very important.” She turned to me with an intense stare. “I forgot the drinks and I’m all out of mana. You got any orange juice in your house?”







CHAPTER 26

I took a moment upstairs to take in my room. The walls stayed the same, but over the years, everything else had changed. The bed sheets, the posters, the technology, and in the past few years, way more soda cans and water bottles filling up the desk and way fewer books and pencils. I’d lived in it my entire life, most of it with Sherry in the room next to me. Flashes of memory cut in and out: taking down and putting up wall decorations, the excitement of going from a smaller kid bed to a twin-sized bed, the gradual evolution of plushies and toys giving way to piles of clothes.

I did still have a vinyl Pikachu on my desk. For luck.

Sometimes, all of that seemed as distant as Garriod. Yet I stood on the threshold of going back to Garriod, but as for my room?

Depending on what happened in Garriod, this might be my last time seeing it. And unlike the first time I stormed out, none of my actions were driven by spite or anger. I wasn’t exactly thrilled with the way things were here, but I wasn’t holding on to the same grudges as I had before Julia knocked me over on a Pacific Ridge hill.

What was the word for this? Bittersweet, maybe?

As I pondered that, I realized that farewells meant a little bit more than only my room. “Okay,” I said softly, taking a moment to steady myself and feel the rug—and even the fake flooring under that—beneath my feet.

Time to say goodbye. And not be weird about it.

I let out a lengthy exhale and tried to think of some way to take everything I was feeling and squish it down into one sentence. Maybe two. Two seemed reasonable. Anything else would draw it out.

I took a step into the hall, then I heard the garage door rattle under me, followed quickly by the familiar hum of my dad’s electric car and the slightly louder roar of my mom’s hybrid. By the time I got downstairs, both had pulled into the driveway to leave, and the garage door rattled as it slid down.

Even now, this moment of farewell wasn’t meant to be. I went upstairs and grabbed my backpack, which would probably come in handy despite not currently having any mana in it. And at least I could grab a notebook and a pen. I tore a sheet out of a notebook and paused to find something to write with.


I appreciate everything you two have done for me.



If this was the last I saw of them, at least I’d leave it at that. And if I came back after this, well…

I supposed I’d have a bit of explaining to do.

I dumped the cooler’s mostly melted water into the sink, then brought it out with me to where Julia waited. We had a journey to take—and we had magic to repair.
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First, we stopped by Safeway for new cooler ice and some snacks for our journey. Then we made our way back up to Pacific Ridge, parking at the preserve’s smallest lot before walking the path that was now familiar to the point every turn and stop flowed with an instinctive muscle memory. We moved quickly, knowing exactly which shrub or tree marked a milestone on the way up.

“No portal yet,” Julia said. She stood, hands on her hips as a breeze blew her tight braids back. She certainly looked the part of a paladin, especially with Ani strapped across her back. As for me, I didn’t quite look the part of a mage, with my worn-out jeans and gray hoodie with purple “WHS” across the back—perhaps my only piece of school-branded clothing. In this case, it proved helpful against the occasional strong breeze.

“Well,” I said, “I guess we wait.” I pulled out my phone, which had started the trek at full charge. It ticked down to 98 percent, and even in a situation like this, every percent mattered. However, it also surprisingly got signal, and that meant that we could call Rich and catch them up on things. “Hey, come stand right here.”

“Is this a weird mage thing?” Julia asked as she approached.

“No, it’s a weird cell signal thing.” I handed the phone over to her. “Give Rich a call. I’m gonna see if any more mana spawned. Green or otherwise.”

Julia took the phone without a word, and her grin told me that she didn’t need any nudges to get in touch with Rich. No mana spawned in the hacked shrubs, but I circled the space as I kept my eyes peeled for any that might have appeared elsewhere. Unfortunately, I mostly saw mosquitoes and a few tiny lizards.

Those were definitely not magical.

More wind kicked up, a fact of life at the top of this hill. I’d come prepared with three different antihistamines pumping through my body. Strangely, the plant life of Garriod didn’t cause my nose and eyes to melt like it did here. Once things got squared away with the Council of Mages, I’d have to experiment to see if Heal or some other spell might help with allergies.

Julia’s voice came calling from behind, followed by the muffled-but-familiar sound of the phone’s speaker buzzing with Rich’s familiar cadence. Then came another familiar sound: Julia’s laughter echoing through the woods.

I ducked under a tree branch as I swung around to where Julia kept her signal-capable location. As I did, I caught the hint of a glow through the leaves of a shrub a few feet away from a half-peeled tree trunk.

Mana—unstable and green.

This would be perfect to take to the Council of Mages. It’d also be the first time they’d ever seen a camping cooler, and that Pikachu sticker might be hard to explain too.

I held the mana with a careful pressure between only my fingertips—a bit of a balancing act, but caution was necessary. Absorbing even a little bit of unstable mana probably would have been a bad idea right now, even without anyone to accidentally cast Fear.

“I got one,” I said as I approached Julia.

She ignored me. I don’t think she meant to, but she and Rich were laughing so loudly, I don’t think she even heard my words.

“A hand dryer?” Rich asked through laughs. “How many times did you turn it on?”

“Had to be, like, hundreds.” Julia put a single finger up and pressed an imaginary button on an imaginary hand dryer in an imaginary public bathroom.

I decided not to interrupt their conversation, so I walked over to the cooler and nudged it open with my foot.

“Oh, hey, Andy’s back,” Julia said.

“Got some mana.” Still balanced between my fingertips, I held up the green sphere before setting it into the cooler. We’d dumped the ice into it in the Safeway parking lot, and I shuffled it around to wrap as much of the mana in little cubes as possible.

“Oh, good,” Rich said. “Andy, come here, I gotta tell you two what I found.” I took one more look around in case the portal was spawning, then I caught up to where Julia held the phone.

“I was checking the photos you sent me of the portal, Andy. I ran it through some image searches, and there’ve been some similar portals posted.” My phone’s display flashed in Julia’s hand as it went to Rich’s screenshare.

“How many is ‘some’?” I asked.

“Two on social media. One on Reddit.” Three other portals were better than none, but I wasn’t sure if it meant anything. “These were scattered across the last fifteen years. Sounds like they’re at different locations. People thought it was some strange atmospheric condition that came and went really quickly.”

Julia squinted at the details in the photos Rich shared. “Were there common locations? Are they still happening?”

“No, and not sure. I gotta dig a little more. The—”

Right at that moment, I interrupted with a “whoa” as a portal of flames erupted out of nowhere right next to me. I jumped back as the heat came from it, bits of flame singeing off the few hairs from my left forearm. “Ah, the portal’s here.”

“Still in flames,” Julia said. “This heat energy must be part of a cycle that keeps happening. We just need to figure out if the heat is creating the instability or if the instability is causing the heat.” Rich gave a knowing grunt. “How long do you think it’ll stay open?” she asked.

“Probably not long enough to run too many experiments.” I flexed my fingers, the magic from the burst of silver mana still in my hands. “I think I should just Ice Blast it.”

“Wait,” Rich said. “Point the camera at the portal. Lemme see if I can get a clear look at it.”

Julia did that while I closed my eyes and whispered the words to conjure Ice Blast. Cold enveloped my fingers, but not in the way that cold shocked your body when you jumped into a cool pool. I felt cold almost like it was a color painted over my skin. My eyes opened, and while my fingers looked the same, frost lined the tips of my fingernails—probably in a way that Rich would have appreciated.

“Okay, I got some good images. Get going. Good luck.”

“You too,” Julia said. I waved, a trail of steam emitting from my fingers as I did. I took my phone back from Julia and shoved it in my pocket. Julia swung toward the portal, and as she did, Ani’s hilt bumped my shoulder. Even then I felt the weight of it.

I definitely preferred it sheathed on her back over pointed at my throat.

“You ready?” I asked. We didn’t exactly have much of a plan outside of blasting the portal with ice and running through, and we needed to get our timing right. Julia hunched over, knees bent, poised to spring forward.

“Do it,” she said with the conviction of a badass movie hero.

Maybe the sudden burst of ice from my hands felt like that too.

The frost collided with the flames, blowing a hole through the heart of the fire and revealing the blue grass of Garriod. I moved closer and parted my hands to widen the radius, pushing the clear space a little farther apart.

“Go!” I yelled, and Julia tucked her head and burst forward with a leap…

… and landed on the other side. She stood up quickly, smoke coming from the ends of her braids, and she reached out a hand. “Come on!”

I closed my eyes, feeling the final burst of mana building up into one last surge of ice. It exploded out of my hands in one final push of all my remaining magic to carve a wider hole through the flames. I reached down for the cooler and tossed it through the portal to Julia.

And then I jumped.







CHAPTER 27

Julia had looked super heroic when she jumped through the portal. Me—not so much.

I came through and tumbled to the ground, my nearly empty backpack squishing under me as I rolled several times. I heard the thunk noise of the cooler as Julia checked it, and I tried to orient myself as I felt a different type of breeze than the Pacific Ridge wind from the portal behind me.

Garriod’s plains received a constant blast from the south that hit your face. Feeling the wind here told me roughly where we were on Garriod’s main continent. The consistency of the wind patterns also gave travelers a way to identify which direction they were headed—instead of following a north star, one found the capital city of Origin by walking into the wind.

“The portal!” Julia yelled. Still on the ground, I turned to see the orange portal starting to shrink.

The glow faded away, leaving us with what looked like midmorning on a cloudy Garriod day. Except I still caught the orange hint of flames—and the smell.

“Andy!” Julia yelled. “Stop, drop, and roll!”

“What?” I asked.

“Your pants are on fire!”

I sat there, stunned, and suddenly Julia began stomping on my legs. “Roll!” she yelled.

I fell to the ground as Julia’s heavy boots kept banging against my ankles, and then I rolled several times until the world got too dizzy to make sense.

“Phew,” she said, “I think it’s out.” I paused for more breaths to try to orient my sloshing brain. “Oh no.”

I patted at the bottom of my pants—probably not the best thing to do when it came to fire safety, but it did confirm that no flames had eaten away at my jeans. “It’s okay. I think they’ll just have cool scorch marks on them.” I got back on my feet. “We should head toward the—”

“Minax beasts!”

I looked up and saw the familiar, terrifying triangle of minax beasts flying in formation. They soared overhead, a rumble of roars echoing over the wind like the most broken and annoying air conditioner, and I closed my eyes to feel for any mana still left in my body.

Nothing. Julia took a more direct approach and drew Ani from her back scabbard. “Come on,” she said under her breath, and the harsh winds kicked back her tight braids as she took a combat stance. “Come on, I’m right here.”

Three minax beasts broke formation, one from each tip of the triangle. They soared down as scouts, lining up for a direct shot at us. As they drew closer, their screeches grew louder, nearly reaching an incapacitating volume. I put my hands over my ears, but Julia remained in her stance, and even through muffled sound and blistering monster wails, I heard her yell, “Come on!” one more time.

Then she jumped and swung her sword. It sliced into the first minax beast, drawing a deep gash across its chest. That one tilted, a different kind of cry as its head lurched back. Its wings flapped at a slower pace, an unbalanced hover.

“Run!” Julia yelled, and I did just that.

I looked over my shoulder and saw Julia squaring off, one minax beast directly behind her and the other directly in front. She twirled her sword and then swung it in a long arc, causing both creatures to back away. She held Ani close, a slight rotation to her movement, and then she jerked forward and pulled immediately back, goading the minax beast in front to take the bait with a swipe.

Julia sliced with Ani, cutting off the beast’s right claw. It howled in pain and hovered up to join its injured brethren, and the beast behind Julia then lunged forward. She did a really cool no-look jump to somersault backward before spinning over and stabbing the beast directly between the wings.

The three injured minax beasts slowly rose to rejoin the flock above, and Julia jogged toward me. “Were you recording that?” she said with heavy breaths. “I have a feeling Rich would like to see that.”

“I was a little too busy—”

A roar came from somewhere beyond Julia. Then another. Then another. Julia pointed Ani forward. “Run! We gotta get to cover!”

Julia sprinted at a ridiculous pace considering how heavy Ani was, not to mention that her gear wasn’t exactly the stuff of Olympic marathoners. As I tried to keep pace with her, I wondered how fast she could run without all her armor.

Behind us, the roaring intensified, and my legs tumbled beneath me in a sort of odd momentum that came when gravity and fear mostly fueled your steps. We got over the next field and started to descend. I could glimpse the walls of Origin coming into view. And then another sound came, this time in front of us.

“You!” a male voice yelled. “You’re a mage!”

A fireball soared over us, causing a different kind of roar from behind. I scanned the fields to see a cloaked figure approaching. The distance between us closed, and he reached under his cloak to reveal…

Blue mana.

“Take this!” he yelled, and he launched it in the air.

I knew exactly what to do.

One hand reached up and I shut my eyes, my instincts taking over. I felt the mana tingle against my skin, and with intention, it absorbed down to the bones in my hands, power surging from wrist to fingertips.

My eyes opened and I turned. Legs pumping, I jumped back as I yelled the incantation for Thunderous Crash. In the distance, the sky turned a deep shade of purple before a low thunder began rolling in. The beasts continued their noises, but instead of threatening calls, they changed to the squeals of terror before gradually fading away.

“Well done,” the cloaked man said.

“Dupre!” Julia yelled, and her armor jangled as she ran over to hug him.

“Paladin Julia,” he said, returning his embrace. “You’ve come back.”

She punched him in his cloaked shoulder. “Hey, you don’t toss me mana like that. Where did you get it, anyway?”

“The Council sent me out to assess the minax beasts. I had several mana left. But once I saw him”—Dupre pointed to me—“I knew. Mages can sense each other.”

I tried very hard not to shoot a knowing look at Julia.

“The minax,” Dupre continued. “They’ve been drawing closer and closer to the city in search of mana. The activity within Origin’s walls is drawing them in.”

“I remember that,” I said. “In my time in Garriod, it was said that if the minax beasts lost their food source, they’d start seeking mana. Something in their stomachs can turn it into calories.”

“What are calories?” Dupre asked. “And who are you? What do you mean by ‘your time’?”

Julia held up both hands. “Okay. Reset time. First off, how long have I been gone?”

“Your last known communication was three days ago.”

Julia’s head nodded and her lips moved as she quietly counted backward. “Three. I’ve been gone for three. It’s moved in real time.” She kicked the cooler with the side of her boot. “Dupre, look at this.”

Despite the brightness of the midmorning, the cooler offered a more intense glow, one that colored Dupre’s pale skin and sandy hair. He didn’t comment on the strange plastic material of the cooler itself, the fact that it carried perfectly formed cubes of ice, or the Pikachu sticker on the side.

“Is that…” he said, hovering his hand over it. “Is that mana?”

“Unlike any you’ve ever seen.” I stepped forward, and he knelt with Julia and me on either side of him. Actually, it was unlike any I’d seen, since it still carried a hint of sky blue to it along with the bone silver I’d seen before. “We need to bring this to the Council of Mages as soon as possible.”

“This is going to save Garriod,” Julia said as she sheathed Ani and pointed toward Origin. “My friend,” she said, patting Dupre on the shoulder, “meet Andilow the Destroyer. Or as I like to call him, Andy.”
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I had forgotten how long it took to walk everywhere.

Garriod had horses, along with carts and wagons, and magic theoretically helped people move around more easily. But most of the time people walked everywhere. The journey to Origin gave us time to get to know each other, though. Dupre was the rogue mage who befriended Julia and tasked her with solving the mystery of these portals. When he found out I was Andilow the Destroyer, well, I think the phrase “shocked but not surprised” explained his expression.

As for me, I went into a long explanation of my time in Garriod, as well as my battle against the Chaos Demon and how I got sent back home—which also led to details about my encounter with Julia atop Pacific Ridge, our experiments with mana, and the discovery that mana spheres transform due to temperature.

Julia shared her hypothesis about the natural cycle of unstable magic and how that cycle perpetuated the myth of a Chosen One, as shown by me, her, and the other traveler records we found.

Origin’s main entrance remained the same since I’d last been there. Inside, though, the town seemed louder, busier, and taller, as construction seemed to have gone upward with additional stories being added to existing buildings.

We only caught a glimpse of Origin’s bustling town square through the gates, with citizens coming and going about their daily business. Instead, we turned left and began the path to the Grand Spire of Mages. The walk took about thirty minutes, and as we got closer, the details became more visible: the tall stone tower plated with copper metal, the building’s sheen coming from a combination of reflective sunlight and magical protection. It stood twelve stories high, the first three of them in a large cubic form and the rest in a circle that went straight up. All around it sat smaller support structures: stables, guard offices, and other practical buildings to support the Council of Mages.

Other things in Garriod had changed between my time and Julia’s time, but this had not.

When we were closer to Origin, the cooler caught the eyes of some passersby, including a few kids pointing at Pikachu. Now, when we got near the Grand Spire, it attracted different looks—suspicious looks.

We walked our way through the stables, the horses detecting that I never exactly felt comfortable riding them or even getting near them. I’d heard too many stories of people accidentally getting tossed off or kicked in the head to mess with that, though they did have very fuzzy noses.

As we approached, a mage in a brown robe ran up to us. His robe indicated a standard rank, same as Dupre’s. “Ah. Mage Dupre. Paladin Julia. And…” he said. “Andilow the Destroyer. The Council has been expecting you.”







CHAPTER 28

We waited for the large double doors at the tower’s entrance to open, our mage escort remaining silent the entire time. I almost asked the obvious question: The Council of Mages was expecting me? But how? I hadn’t existed in the realm for centuries. Unless they somehow got Wi-Fi and saw the video my mom uploaded to Westerberg High’s Facebook page.

But as the metal doors began to swing open, he offered no explanation. The hinges squeaked until the entrance was clear, and he finally spoke: “Let us proceed.”

I took a quick look inside the cooler to check on the mana, given how it likely got jostled around on our walk to Origin. It sat intact—and still glowing. Most of the ice cubes remained as well, though a pool of water started to grow from the gradual melt.

Dupre nodded, then Julia nodded. I followed suit, partially to look as cool as them. The mage turned and we began our ascent up five flights of stairs to the Council chambers.

Another set of double doors awaited at the top. Though this time, instead of the standard wood and metal mechanisms, the whole thing shimmered with a magical protective barrier. Our escort rang a bell hanging adjacent to the door, and the magic gradually drew into the surface, leaving plain wooden doors.

We entered through the threshold, and I took in the familiar sight: the Council of Mages had not changed since I was last in Garriod. Two rows of seats were set upon a dais, reminiscent of how a judge sat over people in a courtroom—except with the jurors lined up.

Each row sat six, with the back row entirely consisting of mages in white robes marking their status as Third Mages. In the front row, the first five seats were occupied by Second Mages in bloodred robes, and the final seat held a woman about my mom’s age in a navy blue robe.

The First Mage.

Behind them, the wall showcased paintings of mages in those same robe colors—different ages, different genders, different races, and very different hairstyles.

“Mage Dupre,” the First Mage said, “you have returned.”

“I have, First Mage Leona. And I have urgent information for the Council.” Dupre bowed before pointing to Julia. “Paladin Julia has returned from researching the portals of lore that appear through the countryside just south of the capital.”

“The one who defeated the Chaos Demon,” a Third Mage said. In return, she pumped her fist in the standard form of Garriod’s military salute.

“And this is Mage Andy. Our history texts have written him as Andilow the Destroyer. Yet I am confident he is no threat to the Council, the population of Garriod, or the realm in any way.” Dupre nodded my way and flashed a quick smile.

That probably meant I should say something.

“Hi,” I said with a wave. “I’m Andy, and I have something for you.” I held up the cooler. “When I defeated the Chaos Demon hundreds of years ago, I returned to my realm of Silicon Valley. Several weeks ago, I discovered a location where both mana and a portal spawned. In that portal, I saw Paladin Julia. It’s clear that all of this is connected.” I squinted, trying to read their expressions, but they remained neutral. “At that time, mana was blue, and magic was stable. The mana in my home realm started as blue but then began to spawn as green.”

I looked at the Council. In both rows, about half the members stared intently. That was good. The other half seemed uninterested. One tapped a fountain pen against the small desk in front of him while the other stifled a yawn.

“We have a different kind of magic in Silicon Valley. We call it ‘technology,’” I said. I held up my phone and activated the lock screen. “This, uh…” What word could I use for an iPhone here? Device? Thing? “This bar can capture and display images using technology. And with other technology, we can freeze water into ice anywhere we want. It doesn’t use mana; it uses a substance called electricity.” I unlocked my phone and loaded the photos of the experiments at Boba Fit. I walked slowly in front of the Council, swiping through the images one by one until the screen suddenly froze.

Oh no, not now.

“Sorry. Um, technology sometimes gets stuck.” I tapped on my phone again and again, but it wouldn’t unfreeze from a half-swipe between photos. A sigh snuck out, and I hit the side button to reboot my phone. “But there’s something else.” I opened the cooler and pulled out a single ice cube before tossing it on the stone floor in front of us. “What we found is that mana can be changed through heat or cold. Even when mana is green—even when it’s unstable and unpredictable—if it freezes for several hours, it can go back to its stable blue state.”

Then I reached into the cooler and pulled out the silver mana for all to see. “And if it freezes longer than that, it becomes this.”

I paused to gauge everyone’s reactions. I didn’t think I was ever that eloquent in any of my class presentations, yet here, I simply became who I was: Mage Andy, or Andilow the not-quite-Destroyer. Here, I felt whatever I said made me fit in.

Across from where we stood, the Council offered quiet murmurs among its members. The whole thing came off a little more reserved than I expected. Not even the iPhone seemed to impress them that much.

“This new state of mana,” Julia said, “frozen and silver, produces a more stable magic when absorbed. It doesn’t decay within your body. The mana stays charged until fully cast. And”—her voice quickened with excitement—“it doesn’t just charge an individual. It bursts and creates a shower of mana particles that can charge up multiple people.”

I looked at Julia and nodded. “It is more stable and has a wider range. This discovery could change everything in Garriod.”

It was Dupre’s turn to nod. “They,” he said, pointing at both of us, “have a theory that the Chaos Demon is not a malevolent creature that plots against us, but part of a cycle of natural phenomena that happens throughout Garriod’s history. It always ties into the abundance of instability in mana. How that works, and what we can do about it—those are mysteries to be solved. But the Council of Mages is wise and experienced. Through a discovery of something so foreign, we have found the steps to overcome the mana problems experienced throughout the land.”

“We can heal magic,” I said. “We can make it so that no one has to be without it. No one has to worry about it backfiring. No one—”

Before I could finish my big, dramatic speech, one of the mages in the first row stood up. “We have heard enough,” she said. “We already know everything you are telling us about the cycle of magic.”

“You do?” Julia and I asked at the same time.

“But what about freezing mana?” I asked.

In both rows, several mages shook their heads. A voice came from the second row. “Our concern is how spells use mana. Not what might be affecting mana itself.”

“Well, now you know. That’s good, right?” I looked at Julia. “We can teach them refrigeration. What was it called?”

“The Carnot cycle,” she said. “It’s a heat-exchange method. You remove hot air from a system, and it cools the space.”

“No, no, no,” the first mage said. “You are misunderstanding. We know about the cycle. It was written into our most sacred texts. Only the Council of Mages may know this knowledge. Mage Dupre?”

Dupre moved forward and stood at attention. A mage in the second tier waved her arms, and Dupre elevated with full-body tension, a yellow glow flashing in his eyes. His body collapsed on the floor. “Dupre!” Julia yelled, and she instantly drew Ani.

“He will have no permanent damage. We have removed his memory of this knowledge. You two, though,” First Mage Leona said, “you are from the other realm. That memory cannot be removed.” She clapped her hands, and doors on either side of the chamber flew open.

Several pairs of guards marched in, all with the same yellow glow in their eyes that Dupre’s now had.

“The cycle of unstable magic has been woven into the history of this land, and for centuries it predicts the emergence of the Chaos Demon. It has kept the population under control, allowing for natural growth of our society and our abilities to harness magic within the realm.”

Natural growth? A lot of things were natural. A lot of things were unnatural. The internet, Wi-Fi, 3D printing, antibiotics—none of those things were natural, but they helped people. How was that any different from freezing to create silver mana?

“This new form of mana could open the door to unexpected consequences,” one of the Second Mages said. “Uncontrolled usage of magic is dangerous.”

One of the Third Mages stood and waved his arms. “Garriod has never operated with free flow of mana.”

“Food, shelter, medicine—” Julia began, but the First Mage cut her off.

“This is a disturbing and deeply concerning revelation. The Council of Mages has always controlled mana. And it always should. We know better than the citizens of Garriod.”

Next to me, Julia’s hands turned to fists. Something told me that this wasn’t her first conflict with the Council of Mages, and that may have been the biggest difference between us. Had I stayed in my time, maybe I would have eventually sat on the Council instead of challenging their beliefs.

First Mage Leona turned to us. “We need to know everything you have learned,” she said, pointing at us. “And then we will decide your fate.”
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I’d never seen the jail cell in the Council of Mages. I didn’t even know they had a jail, but it turns out that in a level beneath the basement, a very cold, very stark prison lay ready. For about ten minutes, the Council of Mages interrogated us about our mana experiments. The entire time, Julia seemed ready to leap onto the dais with Ani drawn and ready. At least until the guards took Ani, and then a binding spell was cast on both of us, magically locking our wrists.

The thing that I didn’t quite get was that the frozen mana could help more people. By giving the citizens of Garriod a more stable and more easily shared form of magic, there’d be so many benefits: crops, construction, security, medicine. Wouldn’t that be a good thing for a functioning society?

I wanted to ask that question, but I never got a chance. The Council waved us away with a more traditional tactic: guards jabbing swords in our backs.

“They don’t treat their Chosen Ones well, huh?” I asked as Julia and I were shoved into cells across from each other.

“Nah,” Julia said. The magic binding each of our wrists kept glowing, and she held her hands up, bending them back and forth. “I wonder how many Chosen Ones they’ve tried to shut up this way?”

From some distance away, the sounds of armored boots paced back and forth.

“I don’t get it. We’ve solved the magic problem.” I rapped my knuckles against the worn metal bars of the jail cell. Torches lined the stone walls between cells, and I wondered if any of those might help us if we could just reach them. “Why are they being such dicks about it?”

Julia’s crooked look read like half-amusement, half-disbelief.

“Seriously? You don’t get it?” she said.

I guess I didn’t. The same way I didn’t quite get chemistry or trig.

“Those old people are in power,” Julia said as she pointed above us. “They’re choosing who to pass that power down to.”

“That’s it?”

“The silver mana would mean people could get magic anywhere.” Julia’s words came with a matter-of-fact tone. “They wouldn’t have to request it through this stupid tower.”

“So they really are a bunch of dicks.”

“Tale as old as time: the people in power are a bunch of dicks.” Her bound wrists rested on the cell’s bars as she looked up. “You know, it’s kind of cool, though. They’re terrified of us.”

“Is that what you got out of this?” I asked. “Because I got more of ‘let’s threaten them and put them in jail.’ Not exactly a Fear spell.”

“They’re only doing that because they know we could change everything if we tell people.” Julia’s eyebrows rose at this. “We could break this cycle of theirs by telling just one person what we know.”

“Hey!” a voice came from outside the large door at the end of the room. “That’s enough out of you two!”

“Excuse me, guard dude!” Julia yelled. “You realize you are being used as a tool of your own oppressor?”

“I said that’s enough!”

“Right, enough,” she said loud enough for me to hear. Her shoulders shook as she laughed extra loud, her eyes darting over to the open doorway.

“Where I’m from, what you are doing is called trolling,” I said. “I don’t know if you want to troll the Grand Spire guards.”

“Where I’m from, it’s called talking shit,” she said. “And maybe I can lure the guards in here to take them out somehow.”

While Julia focused on whatever she planned on doing, I flexed my fingers, waving them in the air. The simple motion told me everything I needed to know: mana still flowed through them. I was pretty sure I could manage an Unbind spell if I got the approach right.

“Hey,” I whispered. Julia didn’t hear me and seemed focused on the exit. “Hey!”

She shushed me, then held still for several seconds. “Did you hear that?” she whispered back.

I didn’t, but instead held up my hand. “I got one, maybe two spells left in me. If we can stand together, I think I can cast Unbind on both of us.”

“Shh! Listen.” I humored her and stood motionless. “You hear that? There’s nothing. No footsteps. No armor clanking. No laughter or voices.”

“Maybe the guards are changing shifts?” I asked when a noise did come through. Clanging, loud thunks, and the sudden jangle of metal on metal. Followed by a murmured voice that sounded like…

No. It couldn’t be.

More metal jangles came, followed by the clicking of a locking mechanism, and the door burst open to reveal a tall, lanky person decked out in motorcycle gear, rounded glasses, and bleached hair with dashes of strawberry red.

“Look at these,” Rich said, holding up a big loop with old-fashioned keys attached. “I didn’t think they’d actually look like this.”







CHAPTER 29

We hollered at each other, which probably wasn’t the best way to remain stealthy in a prison. Rich waved their hands to get us to settle down, which made even more noise with the jangling of the keys they were holding.

“Where did—” I started, but they put up a finger in response.

“Lemme figure out your escape first,” they said. “Right, Nineties Girl?”

I glanced over at Julia, who shot bright eyes and a wide grin in a way that I hadn’t seen, not even with McDonald’s breakfast.

Rich started sorting through the key ring, which looked like it held about twenty or so keys. That also turned them into a movie cliché of trying to find the right one for each door. As Rich worked methodically, testing each of the keys in the jail cell locks, they gave a whispered explanation of how they managed to get here.

“That footage of the portal right before you jumped through?” they said while trying to jam a key into the lock on Julia’s cell. “It was the clearest photo I had. Got some help from some friends in the comp-sci department. We programmed a reverse image search but went for more specifics. Nothing showed up from a general look. But I found some ways to cross-reference against unique feeds like CCTV archives, social media, and satellite feeds.”

A click interrupted them, and the details suddenly didn’t matter. “A-ha!”

“You got it?” Rich didn’t answer Julia’s question. Instead, they simply twisted the key through a full rotation until several more clicks happened, and the door swung open with a squeak. She dashed over to them and held up her magically bound hands, and though Rich inspected them up close, they shook their head.

“Andy?” Julia asked, pumping her bound hands.

“I suppose it’s time. Good thing this mana doesn’t fade out,” I said as I closed my eyes and tried my best to recall the Unbind spell. “If we stand close, I should be able to free us both in a single cast. Give me a second.”

“Find the right key for Andy’s cell,” Julia said to Rich. “Don’t chip a nail while you look. Andy, hurry up.”

“Never,” Rich said. They started to match the keys again. “So, long story short, we found a portal about thirty miles west of Boston. I rode my motorcycle out there in the freakin’ snow.”

“You ride a motorcycle?” Julia asked. I didn’t have to open my eyes to picture her expression, my mind still trying to remember the exact incantation for Unbind.

“I parked it outside. You wanna see it, Nineties Girl?” Okay, at that moment I did open my eyes, because I was not expecting Rich to get to Garriod via motorcycle. They didn’t look up, instead focusing on sorting through keys. “It was the wall of flames. And, you know, I’m not a mage. I can’t shoot ice at it.”

“It’s very hot. I tested it with a stick.” I stuck out my left leg. “And my jeans.”

“See, I realized something, though. You’re thinking about it like a fantasy movie. We’re dealing with science fiction here. I brought some tools on my bike, including this cool flame-resistant bungee cord. I remember your stick test.”

With that, the lock clicked, and Rich rotated the key the full way. “And I thought, in sci-fi movies, they always tie a tether to the test subject. I tied a stick to the cord, waited for the portal to fully open, and threw it, then pulled it back.” The door swung open, and Julia ran over to meet me. “The stick was fine. Which meant that the wall of flames was just that. No lava or anything on the other side. So I put on my helmet and rode through before the portal closed. I keep telling you, Andy, that science is the best. Someday you’ll figure that out.”

“I got it,” I said, and my head bobbed as I went over the incantation one last time. “Get ready.”

Julia’s eyes flicked up at Rich like I didn’t say anything. “You rode your motorcycle through the flaming portal to get to Garriod?”

I cast the unbinding spell as Julia met my eyes and mouthed, “Oh my god.” The magical cuffs glowed a bright yellow before breaking apart like a collapsing sandcastle, and suddenly, no pressure lay over my wrists.

With that, Julia spun on her heel, grabbed Rich by the shoulders, and pulled them in face-to-face. “I’m the paladin,” she said. “I’m supposed to be doing the rescuing.”

The keys rattled in Rich’s hands as they looked at Julia and completely ignored me. But for my friends, I was totally okay with giving them some space.

They deserved it.

“I decided a few years ago that I’m not a fan of what everyone else expects,” they said.

Julia didn’t respond. Not with words, at least. She pulled them in tight for a kiss, and I gave them a moment to have a moment while peeking beyond the next door—which also gave me a look at Rich’s handiwork.

They hadn’t exactly been a violent person in the time that we’d been friends, although when LARPing, Rich did excel at melee weapons. To find two guards knocked out at the base of the stairway made me question if Rich did more than study computer science in college.

I turned around to find Julia and Rich now staring at each other as they spoke quietly. And while I was all for my friends finding each other, we still had a job to do.

“Hey,” I said, pointing at the guards. “I’m thinking we should LARP.”
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The guards for the Council of Mages wore a standard set of flexible chain mail armor. A navy blue cloak draped over that with stiff metal shoulder pads framing either side. I was pretty sure that those were only ceremonial for the guards to stand apart from the mages coming and going within the tower.

When I put the armor and cloak over my hoodie, I was pretty sure it didn’t make me look intimidating. But I did blend in a bit, despite my slight frame casting a far different silhouette than an armored guard’s. Rich wore a set too, and since it sat over their motorcycle gear, it looked a little more fitting.

Julia wore her armor only, agreeing to pose as a prisoner while we walked, and if we moved to keep a distance from any passersby, maybe we could get through this. It worked that way in video games, so why not here?

The only problem was that video games provided a map marker for the quest item. You’d think a modern-day cooler with a Pikachu sticker on it would be easy to find in a medieval fantasy realm, but then again, the tower did go up pretty high with a bunch of rooms on each floor.

Julia perked up as she glanced down a hallway. “Wait,” she whispered to us. “There.”

I turned to see what she meant, but instead of mages with a cooler, I saw—and heard—a guard. “Aren’t we trying to avoid those guys?”

“No. It’s there. Bring me over. I know a trick. Call their attention.” I looked at Rich, who shrugged their shoulders and nodded. Julia led us, hands held at wrists in mock prisoner movement. “Now get into character.”

“Just like LARPing,” I said. “Prisoner transfer,” I yelled in my best Garriod accent possible.

The guard yelled back without looking at us. “That’s fine. Pass on through.” He kept looking at something on a table around the corner, and Julia motioned for us to keep moving. Right when we were adjacent to him, she paused.

“Hey,” she said.

When the guard turned around, she kicked him in the crotch. Hard.

He grunted, his legs tilting inward, and she threw an elbow directly at his jaw. His legs gave out, the clatter of chain mail hitting stone, and he fell sideways until he was flat on the floor. “One of the things I learned during paladin training, every piece of armor has a weak point. Guard armor protects the front. But not underneath.” She nudged the guard aside with her foot and then reached over to pick up Ani. “This is my sword. We’re magically bonded,” she said, and as her fingers wrapped around Ani’s handle, it glowed as if to prove her point. “Never separate a paladin and her sword.” Ani went back to its proper scabbard, and Julia looked around. “What do you think about”—

“Paladin Julia?” a voice called out.

We turned to see Dupre at the end of the hallway. And his eyes were no longer glowing.

“When did you return?” he asked. “And what happened to that guard?”

We pulled Dupre aside, and I appreciated him trusting Julia enough that she could be standing over a knocked-out guard and he would not freak out. We quickly recanted everything from the past few hours: our discoveries about mana and the way the Council of Mages worked; the summoning in front of the Council; the way they zapped the knowledge out of Dupre’s memory; and how the Council wasn’t sure what to do with me and Julia. “Because,” I said, “for some reason, they said that memory-zap spell won’t work on us.”

“It’s gotta be because we’re from our world.” Julia’s head jolted and she turned to me and Rich. “I just realized something. Do you think this planet is Earth in a different timeline? Or a different world altogether?”

I shrugged my shoulders. Dupre carried confusion on his face. The side of Rich’s mouth tilted upward, and I knew that they had already started thinking about the possibilities.

“Let’s figure that one out later,” I said. “We need to find the silver mana.” I turned to Dupre and held my hands out at the distance of the cooler’s size. “Have you seen a, um, smooth white container about this size? With a handle up top? And, uh…” Describing plastic was one thing. Describing Pikachu to someone from another realm was another.

“It’s got this…” I bit down on my lip, thinking of another way to describe a sticker. “A painting on the side of a yellow creature—kind of like a yellow rabbit.”

“I have seen that,” Dupre said with a nod. “With the red dots on its cheeks.”

“Pika, Pika,” Rich said quietly. Now it was Julia’s turn to look confused.

Dupre must have missed all that. “One of the mages covered it with a large cloth but still held it by the handle. I could see the yellow rabbit on the side. It was brought to the enchanted storage room on the sixth floor.”

“Okay. That’s where we need to go. We need to show everyone what the Council of Mages has been hiding. Once one person knows, everyone will know. They can’t erase everyone’s memories,” I said, as determined here as I had been just a few days ago in the school cafeteria when I tried to cast magic to be seen as something.

We walked to the staircase, forming the same prisoner-in-transport formation when passing by another group of mages who were too focused on the scrolls in their hands to notice us. As we reached the stairs, Dupre held open the door. “I have a thought,” he said. “I should leave. As far from here as possible.”

“Wait, we need you,” Julia said.

“Garriod needs me more. If you can’t find that mana, I can already be on my way up north,” he said. He opened the satchel hanging across his shoulder to reveal two spheres of blue mana.

North. Far, far north—probably needing several days’ ride to get to where it was cold. Really cold. “You can freeze it in the snow. And then show everyone,” I said. “No cooler necessary.”

Rich swept back their hair from their eyes and nodded. “The more people see it, the more the Council won’t be able to stop this.”

“Go, Paladin Julia.” Dupre formed a fist and gave the Garriod military salute with two punches straight up. “Go find the yellow rabbit and bring the truth.”

Julia returned the gesture, then grabbed Dupre in a tight hug.

“All right,” she said as she let him go. “We’re doing this together. All of us.”

Dupre opened the door and guided us through. We went upstairs, and below us, his footsteps echoed through the spiral staircase between floors. While Julia led the way, I caught a wry grin from Rich. “What is it?” I asked under my breath.

“I know this is breaking the moment with Dupre,” they said, “but we’re looking for Pikachu to save the realm. Insert your own ‘gotta catch ’em all’ joke here.”







CHAPTER 30

Pikachu awaited us.

The cooler sat innocently on a table inside the enchanted storage room.

Julia reported that after she scouted the hallway that surrounded the room—one with only a single patrolling guard who, by her report, was bored or tired or both.

In front of the room was a larger one filled with research books, scrolls, and many lit candles. And more importantly, people—several mages were in the room along with one assistant and two guards.

“I don’t think we want to fight through all of them,” Julia said as she met us back at the stairway. “But”—she patted Ani’s handle—“we could. Nonlethal, of course.”

“Let’s leave the violence to a last resort,” I said. “Who knows what kind of magic alarm systems they have. It’s too bad I don’t have mana to cast Stop Time.”

“They won’t have cameras, though. We’ve only gotta sneak past those people,” Rich said. They started peering upward at the outer hall’s ceilings. “I think I’ve been preparing for this my whole life.”

“Stealing Pikachu?” I asked.

“No, I mean, stealth video games. Finding ways past them. You need to stop thinking so magically about all this. It’s basic stealth. Sneak, hide, distract. Knock out if necessary. And if you do,” they said, pointing to Julia, “make sure you hide the body.” Rich opened their backpack to pull out several small black pods. “The perfect distraction.”

I knew what those were, but I decided to let Rich explain to Julia.

“REM pods.”

Julia squinted at the label on the palm-sized cylinders. “R… E… M… pod. This doesn’t have anything to do with the band, right?”

“The ‘REM’ stands for ‘radiating electromagneticity.’ Which, also, I know there’s no such word as ‘electromagneticity,’ but still, they work. You use them for ghost hunting. They detect electromagnetic fields by proximity,” Rich continued.

“The part I understand the least from that is ‘ghost hunting,’” Julia said, “but we’ll figure that out later.”

“And these,” Rich said, pulling out a few golf ball–sized bits of plastic, except these had feathers attached to them.

“I know those.” Julia put a finger over the feathers. “You brought cat toys?”

“Ah, but these,” they said, flipping a small switch in each of them, “are motion sensitive. Cats and ghosts love these things. Guards will too.” They dashed off to plant the equipment, and Julia turned to me.

“Ghosts? You have ghosts in your time?”

“Technically,” I said, “every time has ghosts. But this stuff is all Rich. You’ll need to ask them for more details.”
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Rich’s plan worked.

They’d planted REM pods throughout the surrounding hallway behind bits of furniture. Then they tied two of the cat toys on a long string of fishing line. Julia and I waited in position on the other side of the enchanted storage room’s entrance.

The hallway went dark as Rich put out the torches. That was our cue to get ready.

“What is that?” a guard said. He stepped into the hall and looked at the now-dim space. From the dark, flashing pink and green came from Rich’s hand. “What is that?” he yelled. “Mages!”

Now, Rich threw out their fishing line of cat toys, the blinking lights bouncing down the stone hall. Gasps came, and everyone who had been in the storage room followed the blinking lights. A guard drew his sword and approached slowly, until about twenty feet down the hall, he triggered the first REM pod. Instead of the standard beeping noise it usually made, Rich modded their REM pod to spout out random quotes from the ’90s Garfield cartoon.

They didn’t tell Julia this, but she clearly recognized that dry voice.

“I hate Mondays,” Garfield said, and all the mages took a step back.

The blinking cat balls wriggled back and forth, even bounced into the air, and now that the room was empty, we waited for Rich’s next cue.

On the far end of the hall, we saw two new blinking lights from cat toys emerge. These began to float in a repetitive circle. To the untrained eye, it might have been some sort of magical wisp. But I knew my friend was just showing off their juggling skills.

The guards and mages approached the circling lights, and I patted Julia on the shoulder. She moved quietly and quickly despite her gear, and I followed closely behind her. We wove through the bookcases in the room and went past a table, only to find a lone remaining mage.

“You are—” he started before Julia clocked him in the face.

“He’ll be fine,” she said, then pointed to our prize.

The cooler was safe. The mana was safe.

Pikachu was safe.

Multiple Garfields started talking from the hall, and the storage room’s back entrance swung open. “I think the novelty’s starting to wear off,” Rich said. Julia grabbed the cooler, and we stepped back into the hallway.

Only now, the hallway was lit again. And a mage held up one of the REM pods as Garfield said, “Diet is ‘die’ with a ‘t.’”

“You!” a guard said, pointing a sword our way. “Halt!”

Rich threw the two remaining cat toys at them, though I wasn’t sure if that was to scare them or cause them to trip. Either way, it bought us a little time to run back to the main stairwell.

The guards and mages weren’t far behind. I could tell because a magical blast of energy soared over us.

“Are those Magic Missiles?” Rich yelled as we ran. “In real life?”

From a side corridor, a white-robed mage dashed out in front of us. He pulled a blue mana sphere from a satchel, but before he could absorb it, Julia yelled something halfway between a battle cry and a pissed-off grunt, and she flew in front of me, twirling as she did. Her leg whipped around in a full roundhouse kick, and the mage fell to the ground.

Even better, the mana sphere tumbled out of his hands and rolled right toward me.

“Use it!” Julia yelled as she got back her balance.

I didn’t know what I’d use it for, but it would come in handy, and because blue mana slowly decayed following absorption, I needed to have it at the ready. It sank into my palm, readying my hand for casting, and I nodded to direct us forward. We burst into the stairwell, with the staircase lining the perimeter and a big hole of nothing in the middle. “Down, down, down!” Rich yelled, and our footsteps echoed off the stone. At the fourth floor, a slam rattled from below us, soon followed by shouting voices.

I looked down. Rich looked down. Julia looked down.

We all saw the shadows of guards coming up the stairs.

“Up, up, up!” Rich yelled, and we turned, though the crowd of mages above would eventually block us several floors up too.

I looked at the blue glowing from my hands. I had enough for one good spell.

“I’ll make a portal. But to where?” I asked, my pulse picking up under the mounting pressure. Remembering these types of specifics, well, it might as well have been asking me to define sine and cosine. “I’m terrible at these details.”

“My motorcycle!” Rich’s voice came fast and loud without any hesitation. “You know what it looks like. Just picture it! It’s parked in a field of blue grass behind this tower!”

A motorcycle. One that I’d ridden on a few times last year. One with a seat that I’d helped Rich put a white X-Men decal on. One that was apparently sturdy enough to jump through a portal of flames.

The field behind the Grand Spire I knew well, because all the small structures sat in front of the tower toward Origin. I closed my eyes, filling in as many specifics in my mind’s eye as possible, and I began the incantation.

“There it is!” Julia said. “Wow, that is cooler than I thought.”

I opened my eyes to find the portal awaiting us in the empty stairwell. Before I could say anything, Julia perched on the stairs’ stone railing and Rich did the same. They held hands and jumped, and I told myself not to think, only to follow them…

We tumbled into the field, and I tried my best to stay on my feet to keep the cooler upright. I steadied myself and opened the lid, seeing mostly ice along with an intact sphere of glowing silver mana.

“Close the portal!” Julia yelled. I turned and waved my hands in a big X right when a guard jumped. He sailed toward the portal, but it collapsed just in time.

Which also meant that he probably sailed down about five stories.

Even though he was chasing after us, I hoped he was okay. The thought lingered in my mind, a stark reminder that life in Garriod was very different from Westerberg High and Boba Fit, and right when that sank in, a gradual roar grew from over the horizon.

It sounded like… motorcycles.

Then I realized it wasn’t motorcycles. Because motorcycles didn’t fly.

The noise came from the sky. And against the afternoon sky, silhouettes quickly came into view.

Minax beasts.

I’d wondered how Rich could ride a freaking motorcycle through Garriod undetected, and that was how. I never put together how much minax roars sounded like motorcycles before, probably because I never had a good reason to. But now that technology and flying beasts were side by side, I knew. And we had to go fast because those minax beasts were getting closer and closer.

It was kind of convenient that they just happened to show up when we escaped. Especially because they’d been scared away before. It was almost as if…

“The Council of Mages controls the minax,” I said. “It has to be.”

“You’re right.” As Julia said that, Rich jumped on their bike and the engine roared to life. “You’re totally right. That threat gets people to rely on the Council, so they believe everything they say.”

I held up the cooler. “We gotta get this to the center of town. We need to get to a place where everyone can see this.”

Julia walked over to the idling bike. “The city’s over there. But we’ve also got a problem in the sky. And”—she tapped the seat—“no way we’d all fit on there.”

A new idea popped into my head. It wasn’t the easiest course of action, but it felt like the safest bet to make sure we all got to Origin in time. “Minax beasts are scared of loud noises. But they also track by sight. So that”—I pointed to the motorcycle—“would get their attention as a threat, no matter what.” I squinted at the oncoming silhouettes in the sky. “Julia, start running toward the city.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, like she was a warrior under my command. Julia’s gear rattled as she took off at a sprint way faster than anyone should have been able to go with all that equipment.

“Okay,” I said, jumping on the bike behind Rich. “Don’t go super-fast. We gotta keep the mana stable. Plus, I don’t want to fall off without a helmet.”

“Should have grabbed one from the guards,” they said as we started to move.

I explained that I wanted as much of a head start from any oncoming mages as possible, given the mile or so it would take to get to the city limits. I’d always wondered why the Council of Mages set up away from the city, and perhaps it simply was about having a separate location where they could exercise control while maintaining protection.

We were close to the city entrance when I told Rich to stop. “We can’t let the minax track anywhere near the city. I’m gonna run in from here.” I patted Rich on the back. “Get back to Julia. You two distract the minax. Pull them away with the motorcycle. Julia will defend you against any that swoop on down.”

“All right,” Rich said, and their motorcycle roared as they spun it 180 degrees, dirt and blue grass kicking up high enough to get on my cheeks. “Bro, this is way better than LARPing. But you owe me like $500 in REM pods.”

With that, Rich drove off to pick up Julia. I turned and ran the remaining distance to the gates of Origin’s main entrance.







CHAPTER 31

PE was probably my least favorite class at school. And running, well, the fact that some people did it for fun made absolutely no sense to me. I’d rather do ten straight shifts at Boba Fit than try out for the Westerberg cross-country team.

Adrenaline alone must have carried me forward because even though I felt gross and sweaty, my legs carried me past the open gates of Origin. As I broke through, people stared at me. Maybe it was my modern clothing under the armor and cloak. Maybe it was my frantic pace.

Maybe it was Pikachu on the side of a plastic cooler.

Whatever the case, I needed that attention. “Follow me to Moongate Square!” I yelled. After the fourth or fifth yell, phlegm caught in my throat, and I remembered that I did get seasonal allergies in Garriod during autumn. That helped orient the current season of Garriod at least, and maybe I’d be able to stick around to enjoy the upcoming fall festivals.

If I got through all of this.

I dashed forward, yelling things like “I can save magic” and “I will show you.” I wasn’t sure how many people followed, but it had to be at least some—enough that when I paused for breathers, murmurs and stares came my way. Moongate Square was fortunately near the entrance and perfect for public gatherings: an open space with a large fountain in the middle, and on one end, steps leading up to Origin’s largest building, the Codex Bank, which powered the region’s finances.

Those steps made for a perfect stage to get noticed.

I continued yelling, despite the onset of snot and the gradual wearing out of my voice. I wasn’t even sure if people understood what I shouted about, but as I waved my arms at the top of the steps, I got attention.

In the distance, black flecks dotted the skies over the city walls. While most of them moved in a flock back and forth, some broke free.

And those that did sure looked like they were approaching, and fast.

We’d suspected mages were able to control them in some way. It sure seemed like they’d at least be able to bring some of them to Origin now—a distraction, maybe, from what I was about to do. Hopefully that and not to pick me up and toss me into the sky.

“Everyone, please listen!” I yelled. I needed to speak long enough to get more people’s attention while not dragging things out in case the minax really were coming to take me out. “Gather around. I will show you how we can heal magic. And how the Council of Mages has been lying to you for hundreds of years.”

I held up the cooler, with Pikachu staring at the gathering crowd. Little by little the people trickled in: the amused, the curious, the annoyed. Whatever their motivation, I didn’t care as long as I had their ears. “Any magic users, please step forward. I will show you how we can all have mana. Please!” I waved the cooler around some more. As I did so, I saw the minax, the dots in the distance, growing to visible silhouettes with wings.

“Magic users! Any kind of magic user, please step forward. If you’ve asked the Council of Mages for mana for your crops, your livestock, your craft, whatever, please step forward.” I set down the cooler and opened it, continuing to stall for someone to engage with me. I grabbed several ice cubes from the cooler and held them up. “Five hundred years ago, I came through a portal to Garriod. The Council of Mages called me the Chosen One. I fought the Chaos Demon and returned home to a world where machines can make ice like this. My name is Andy Lao. Not Andilow the Destroyer. Over time, the Council of Mages found other Chosen Ones. Including a paladin named Julia who is out there”—I pointed beyond the walls—“right now fighting minax beasts that the Council of Mages controls.”

That got their attention.

“Do you hear me? They control the minax. They control mana. They control your use of magic. Julia came to my world. Together, we discovered that ice like this can give you the magic you need.” I took chunks of ice cubes and tossed them into the crowd, from Safeway to the community of Origin watching in the town square.

“See for yourself. It’s just ice. Ice can transform mana. It can make it stable. It can do this.” I reached into the cooler and grabbed the silver mana, holding it high for everyone to see. “This is mana in its most stable form. One sphere of mana can charge magic for several people. Please, step forward and see what the Council has been keeping from you.”

The sound of footsteps, horse hooves, idle chatter, all of that floated up and over the crowd. So did the wind and a swirl of leaves. No one, however, answered my direct call. Instead, I got a combination of blank stares and skeptical squints.

“Anyone? Anyone who uses magic? For your family? For your work? Anyone?”

Finally, a woman with a dark blue shawl stepped forward. “I need magic to hydrate my crops during the summer. They won’t give me any mana.”

Another person stepped up, this time a young man in a loose tunic. “I need healing magic to treat my ill livestock.”

At this moment, I realized that the only time I’d seen the silver mana burst and spread its particles was by accident when jostled in my kitchen. So this had better work after all. “All right,” I said. “I will share this mana with you.” I looked up and saw that the minax beasts had gotten even closer.

It was now or never. Literally, because in several seconds a minax could snatch me from the steps. I held the silver sphere in one hand, and with my other, I smashed it down.

The mana burst with a flash, and glowing silver dots spread through the air, forming an illuminated bubble. I held up my hands and the mana particles drew toward them, landing on my open palm and flashing before sinking in. In front of me, the two magic users emerged from the group and did the same. As mana absorbed into their hands, their expressions changed, skepticism and confusion shifting to awe and delight.

“You feel it? If you use magic, you understand what this means. This mana does not decay. It will stay stable until you use it.” Several others walked toward me, hands out to draw mana to them. Now people paid attention, and I needed to get as many people to notice as possible. But how?

Suddenly, I realized my plan from school was the right idea. I just needed the right place to do it.

“Gar gostyg abyss,” I started, and I yelled, “color!” at the very end as I flared my hands out.

Colors shot from my fingers, silent fireworks raining over the crowd and tinting the sky above. Now people came by the droves, and I shouted some more as I absorbed some lingering mana. “You have everything you need! The Council of Mages has been keeping this from the people for hundreds of years! They do not need to control mana, if you understand the science behind it. It simply needs to be frozen.” If Rich were here, they’d end this with something about how science was the best.

“You see how many people receive mana from this one sphere? It can be done if you all work together—if the Council of Mages works for you instead of against you.”

Above us, the motorcycle-like roar of a minax flock carried to the ground. All eyes, mine included, shot upward, and then a trio of minax beasts broke from the flock only to land directly in front of me.

On one of the beasts rode First Mage Leona, both of her hands glowing with mana that cycled through all the colors. She swung a leg off the minax beast, then walked toward me.

“Do you believe the lies of this imposter?” First Mage Leona said. “Garriod has relied on our Council of Mages for centuries. You see how we protect you? This beast, we tame it with magic. We do this for your security. All we ask is for your trust.”

The crowd fell silent as the minax beast snarled and huffed.

Eventually, a voice rang out: “The Council is right. They protect us.”

“Wait!” I shouted. “Look with your eyes. Look at what you’ve seen.” I pointed to the trio that absorbed the mana. “Look at what you’ve felt. I challenge the Council to this: If what I am saying is a lie, where is the danger in letting the people see for themselves? Take your mana. Cast Ice Blast on it. If I am lying, show them that.”

First Mage Leona crossed her arms, half-covering the crest of Garriod on her blue robe. A crease formed between her eyebrows, and she eyed the crowd while coming closer to me.

“He’s right,” a new voice said from the crowd. “The Council should show us themselves.”

This caused First Mage Leona to pause. Her eyes met mine, and I half-expected her to fire lasers from them to melt me away.

“Show us!” Others began shouting as well, and soon it became a chorus of chants. Above, minax beasts flew into view, and while that usually caused the townspeople to scatter and flee inside, this group stayed, chanting and waving their arms and staring down the First Mage. Roars continued to cut through the air overhead, enough so that they masked the other roar coming in: Rich and Julia zooming through the front gates on Rich’s motorcycle.

“Enough!” the First Mage finally said, and with that, she reached into a satchel across her robe before pulling out a blue mana sphere.

A gasp rippled through the crowd, loud enough to be heard despite the minax above and the idling motorcycle on the perimeter. I didn’t even think anyone noticed Rich and Julia because while they certainly didn’t seem magical, they definitely looked out of place, even with Julia brandishing Ani.

Blue mana, it turned out, was rare enough to capture their focus. At least rare enough to them. They probably didn’t see the repository controlled in the Grand Spire; only mages got to see it, and usually with special permission. If this didn’t go well, that was the next thing I could yell about. It wouldn’t provide all the ways to quickly share mana like the silver spheres, but at least people would know where it was hoarded.

“There is some truth to what Andilow the Destroyer says,” the First Mage stated. “He is correct.” The blue mana absorbed into her hand, causing it to glow. “The mages can influence the beasts in the sky. Some of the mages and some of the beasts. It’s true.” A clamor started to roil up among the crowd, with eyes glaring and heads turning.

“But none of this is a surprise. The Council has stated for centuries that security and prosperity is its primary goal. Influencing those threats with magic is part of our responsibility. Would you have listened if we told you every single time we exercised magic to woo a beast away or to tame the weather? We are doing this for your own safety.”

 With that, the First Mage clapped her hands, and the swirling minax overhead let out a collective roar that shook the ground before the silhouettes in the sky formed together and departed. Even the one she had ridden stood tall, flapped its wings, and soared away.

“You see? Andilow the Destroyer lies to you by telling the truth. His truth.” The First Mage’s lips slowly turned in a creepy smile.

“Hey!” Julia’s voice came from over the crowd. “I am Paladin Julia. I am a Chosen One. I fought the Chaos Demon for every one of you.” A path parted to let her through, and she strode forward with Ani in hand, though the weapon was sheathed as she hit the steps. “I know what I saw. I know what I experienced. And none of this answers the question for you: What about the silver mana?”

The First Mage stepped forward to meet Julia face-to-face, and their eyes locked. The motorcycle’s engine stopped, and Rich angled their head to catch what unfolded.

First Mage Leona was not going to intimidate Paladin Julia of Los Angeles. But she might use magic to silence her. Then Julia would fight back, and that would lead to all sorts of problems.

“Well?” Julia asked.

Several seconds passed before she got a reply. “I cannot discuss the silver mana,” the First Mage said. Shocked gasps circled throughout the crowd, and although I stood behind Julia, I could feel the angry glare on her face. Jeers began to rain down on First Mage Leona, growing into a wall of voices that arrived in wave upon wave of noise.

And suddenly it all stopped.

Leona stood perfectly still with her arms out, and as she did, row upon row of the group changed, their eyes gradually shifting from normal everyday looks to the glow of…

A Forget spell.

But a larger Forget spell than I’d ever seen—wider, more powerful—and with that, a wave of energy blasted out. The entire crowd stood together, the blank, mesmerized faces of stolen memories, the exact same thing that happened to Dupre except several dozen times over.

The wave of magic washed over me. And Julia. It flew over the perimeter of the group, where it hit Rich. Yet just as before, none of us suffered the stupor or glowing eyes of the spell.

As I looked at the group, I realized that one person’s eyes didn’t either.

Her clear brown eyes darted back and forth, and she stood forward, a patch of sunlight creating a richness to her brown skin and black hair. She slid her way through the crowd, a slow march that paused to stare directly in the blank eyes all around her, even waving a hand in front of a face. First Mage Leona didn’t seem to realize this, and instead she faced us.

“What have you done?” the woman asked. “Why am I not affected? Why are they not affected?”

“She’s cast a Forget spell. She’s trying to hide everything you’ve seen.” I pointed to myself and Julia. “It doesn’t affect us because we’re outsiders. For some reason, that one difference means that we’re immune.”

“Isn’t it because you are both Chosen Ones?” she asked, now staring at the First Mage up close. Julia drew her sword, probably thinking the same thing I did. Except I didn’t have a weapon like Ani. Instead, I kicked the cooler shut and grabbed its handle, Pikachu ready to attack, in case Leona tried anything.

“No, because they’re not a Chosen One,” Julia said, pointing at Rich. For the first time, the woman noticed the strangely dressed person standing next to the even stranger machine. “And they have their memories. Memories,” she said, standing now, practically nose-to-nose with the First Mage. “They can’t steal our memories.” She pointed at me and Rich before turning to the woman. “Or yours. Because you must be descended from someone like us. Someone outside of where the Council of Mages controls things.”

“A descendant?” the woman asked. “My grandparents told stories about that. They said one of my ancestors fought the Chaos Demon. I always thought that every child heard tales like that. ‘Born from greatness.’ Isn’t that what they always say?”

“The Chosen One thing doesn’t really matter. What matters,” I said, “is someone in your family came from our realm. That’s a gift that they can’t control. But it’s up to you to use that gift. If they can’t take that knowledge from you, then you must spread it to everyone you encounter. Your knowledge is power, it can take away theirs.” The First Mage now stepped back, and I recognized the words she muttered under her breath. Her hands charged with red, and a heat began to emanate from her fingers.

Julia braced her sword, but I held up a hand to pause her.

“Mage Dupre is already traveling to the north. He’s telling anyone he encounters about this. He’s got mana to demonstrate it. There are others like her, descendants from our world who are immune to your Forget spell. They’ll all see. You can’t stop them. This will spread faster than you can imagine.” With each passing word, I could tell the reality of what I said was beginning to sink into First Mage Leona. This wasn’t about me or Julia anymore. Or Dupre, for that matter. Knowledge had leaked through the Council’s grasp, and its leaks trickled all through Garriod. “There’s a science to magic. And people are going to learn about it. The only thing left is deciding what the Council of Mages will do when that happens.”

“Best case,” Julia said, “you usher in a new era for the citizens across the Joined Lands. Teach them how to use magic. Medium-best case, you try to control it all and people get grumbly, but magic works. Worst case…” She looked toward the Grand Spire. “I mean, do I have to start quoting punk lyrics at you?”

First Mage Leona of course didn’t know what she meant, but I was pretty sure she got the point. They couldn’t stop the spread of this knowledge, not unless they killed everyone. Despite all the power-mongering, the core of the Council of Mages was still based on keeping peace.

There were lines that even they wouldn’t cross. In turn, people like Julia wouldn’t let them even try.

First Mage Leona’s hands returned to their normal color, and she snapped her fingers. As she did, the crowd around us escaped their stupor, the glow in their eyes fading one by one, giving way to shaking heads and blinking eyes.

Leona reached into her satchel and produced a blue mana sphere, but instead of absorbing it, she gave it to me. I opened the cooler and put it inside, starting the process of stabilizing the mana while it was safely guarded by Pikachu.







CHAPTER 32

This was unexpected.”

Julia and I stood before the Council of Mages as First Mage Leona spoke. Rich was there too, though they were along more to provide us with an immediate escape should we need it. But I didn’t think we would. This seemed different from the last time we stood in front of the Council. Dupre wasn’t here, for one thing, but also the sense of them being a threat to us seemed completely absent.

It also probably helped that Dupre had apparently been successful in his quest. Word soon trickled across the land of a cure for magic. Some people found ways to experiment with mana spheres. The tales came from all walks of Garriod life: mages experimented with Ice Blast directly on mana, fishermen put it in nets and sunk it deep in freezing water overnight, and farther north, some communities dug huge holes in the ground to chill mana from winter freezes.

With every new report of communities finding ways to share knowledge, experiment with mana, and disperse the bubble of produced mana particles, word also came that magic was being used again. Not regularly, not quite yet. But enough that people had seen and experienced this for themselves. The truth about magic was gradually becoming widespread in Garriod, and with that, it turned out that the Council of Mages had to pivot quickly to not be seen as the bad guys.

“We see you two now as not Chosen Ones of myth, but bringers of change. A necessary change to Garriod,” a Second Mage in a red robe said. “Perhaps a change that we weren’t ready to accept ourselves. But the truth is undeniable. Through observation, you have set a plausible theory regarding mana and experimented to create consistent results.”

“Scientific method,” Julia whispered as she elbowed me.

“This has created a new path for the Council of Mages. While we will no longer oversee the generation of mana, management and distribution are still critical elements of our society.” First Mage Leona nodded as the Second Mage continued. They’d probably all gone over this beforehand—I supposed that was kind of like studying for a test. “Your services are no longer required here. And your actions are no longer considered crimes. You are free to go and live a peaceful life as you see fit.”

No guards. No shackles. No prison. Just Julia and me walking out of the Council chambers of our own free will. We met up with Rich outside. “I overheard some of the discussions,” they said as we went down the stairs. “They’re making plans to talk to the public. Like, ‘Oh, we were going to help you all out the whole time, har har.’”

“Sneaky bastards,” Julia said.

“They’re going to dig underground mana storage in communities. Line the walls with Ice Blast like freezers,” Rich said. They laughed and pushed their glasses back across the bridge of their nose. “Congratulations, Garriod. You’ve caught up to Viking-age technology.”

Underground freezers, but lined with magic. It was a start, and if someone came through a portal from five hundred years in Garriod’s future, maybe they’d have freezers like at Boba Fit. Heck, maybe they’d even have boba drinks.

We walked out of the Grand Spire’s main double doors into the courtyard. To our left, horses neighed as they backed into their stalls. To our right, guards shrank underneath coverings.

Above us, the heaviest rainstorm I remembered experiencing in the longest time poured down. I pulled my hoodie over my head, while Rich used their palms to shield their glasses.

Julia, of course, simply walked forward and led us to the side of the stables, where Rich parked their motorcycle.

“Hey, look at us,” I said as Rich grabbed the bike’s handlebars and we began the long, rainy walk back to Origin. “We saved Garriod. Just, like, politically rather than beating the big bad.”

“Not quite as exciting as I thought it would be,” Rich said. “Though the minax beasts flying were cool. Otherwise, it was a lot of speeches.”

“That’s our special attack,” I said. “Speeches. And motorcycles.”

“Motorcycles that are low on gas.” That caused us to pause, and Rich shrugged their shoulders. “By the way, is there a ‘generate fuel’ spell? ’Cause there’s going to be a lot of walking soon without that.”

“I don’t even know,” Julia said. “How about we get dinner and sleep first? Then maybe we can see if any mages know anything.”

“You see?” Rich asked. “I keep saying it, but science is the best. Better than magic. Because science could figure this out, and then we wouldn’t be walking back to our inn under the rain.”

“You know what?” I asked, pulling my hoodie tighter over me. “You’re right. You would think that the Chosen One wouldn’t have to do so much walking.”

Julia snuck in between, Rich and the motorcycle on one side, me and my tight hoodie on the other. She put her arms around us, Ani still strapped on her back, and said, “No, no, no, you got it all wrong. The Council got it all wrong. There is no Chosen One. That’s the stuff of movies. In the real world—our real world, or even here—there’s just us. We get things done.”

[image: ]
Surprisingly, there was, in fact, a way to use magic to get fuel for a motorcycle. It was only possible because of the silver mana, which made magic abundant enough for me to experiment with different spells. As it turned out, using science to siphon out some of the motorcycle’s remaining gas into a jar, then using magic to duplicate that jar, made for a slow but methodical process of filling up Rich’s motorcycle.

Of course, we didn’t need the motorcycle to go through the portal, which was still appearing as a flaming wall. But getting back to our realm would have left us stranded in a rural area about thirty miles east of Boston. And for that part, at least we had figured out that portal locations consistently kept to their corresponding places, so I could return to Silicon Valley and Rich could get back to New England.

In fact, we might even be able to use this to visit each other without having to pay for airfare.

No one in Garriod could figure out why the time jump happened between my original visit, or how Julia got here, or our paths back now. But a strange thing happened over the past few days: the Council of Mages first told Julia that they didn’t need her anymore, but it turned out some of them liked her way of thinking. A paladin from Los Angeles guiding the Council of Mages, with a new First Mage in charge as well—they were ready to embrace the possibilities of a new world where magic could be wielded rather than protected in community-wide efforts of storage, transportation, security, and research. The Council no longer held its tight grip over these, but they fell under the responsibility of the people of Garriod.

And as for the eras associated with each portal? All Julia would say was, “I’ve got a hypothesis about that.”

As for me? I had a chemistry test to make up. And likely some mad parents who wondered where I ran off to again.

The three of us walked to the fields where my portal awaited. Some five miles west sat Rich’s portal, which Julia documented in a notebook with detailed portal information—geographic distance, timing, weather conditions, and all that stuff. This led to my hunch about Julia’s plans, though I didn’t want to say anything until she said something. We stepped toward the portal’s location, which was hard to calculate by sight only. The Council of Mages, however, taught Julia a Wayfinding spell as part of a new initiative to understand the portals, and she combined that with plain old tracking sense to mark the location. Her hands glowed green before they flashed a burst at the ground. “There,” she said, and a bright glow the size of a small tree emerged.

Like Google Maps, but magic.

“Guess this means you’re staying?” Rich asked, echoing my thoughts.

Julia nodded after scribbling some more notes about the sun’s position. “Gotta keep watch so no one messes this up. Besides”—she hooked her arm around Rich’s elbow—“I plan on visiting you quite often.”

“So that’s the secret project you’ve been working on,” I said. I stretched my arms overhead and took in a breath of air from Garriod’s vast plains—except when I did, my nose tickled in a familiar and horrible way.

This really was the place. Some of Pacific Ridge’s pollen and allergens must have blown through the portal.

“Time, sustainability, destination, all that stuff. There must be a pattern of time periods and location. And maybe we can even figure out how to control the way time passes differently in our worlds a little bit. I have some theories.” Julia looked at the sky again and reached into the back pocket of her brown leather pants. She pulled out a small, palm-sized rectangle, but instead of a screen coming to life, she opened it like a 2000s flip phone to produce the numerals of a clock inscribed on the base. “Andy, this probably works better than your old iPhone.” I couldn’t exactly argue that point, not when my phone froze trying to show photos to the Council of Mages. “Should be any moment now.”

“A portable sundial,” Rich said. “Steampunk as hell.”

“Who needs Wi-Fi?” I asked just as a high-pitched squeal cut through the air. We all turned to see a glowing dot materialize out of nowhere; it enlarged slowly until shifting into the familiar orange of an expanding portal.

“Right on time. You see?” Julia said, snapping the sundial closed. “An exact science. And”—she closed her fingers into a fist—“an experiment.” Words came under her breath. Soon after, the shimmering frame of the portal and the flames inside slowed. They hadn’t paused, but the shifting of colors and the lick of flames moved way slower, like the portal now went through thick mud instead of empty air. “This spell should sustain it from one to five minutes. My own invention.”

“You sure you’re a paladin?” I asked. “That seems like mage research.”

Rich held up a finger. “Julia’s a dual class,” they said with a nod.

Julia shot Rich a look with pursed lips before shaking it off. “I think of it as learning more. And speaking of which”—she pointed at me—“you should get going.”

“Right. I’ve still got that chemistry makeup test.” I flexed my fingers to prepare a good burst of Ice Blast for the portal. “My parents are going to be so mad.”

“Wait, one last thing.” Julia came over and put her hands on my temples in a way that I didn’t think would make Rich jealous. Particularly because the sides of my head started to feel hot, but not in an uncomfortable way. Rather than pressure or pain, my mind felt like it floated in a sea of… something. Julia whispered under her breath again, the action causing my eyes to squeeze shut for several seconds before they flew open.

“Whoa. I know chemistry.”

Julia stepped back and put her arm around Rich’s waist. “I’m not always going to be around to help you with your tests, so you better start studying.” Rich gave an emphatic nod at this, and I half-expected them to repeat their whole bit about science being the best. Instead, they looked at Julia and tilted their head, their cheek pressing against hers. “If you actually want some control over your life.”







EPILOGUE

There wasn’t any real magic to studying. I just had to do it.

Do it, as in, do more than stare at the notes in front of me. I had to learn what it all meant. Cramming for my trig final meant memorizing so much more process.

“Don’t worry about remembering it all,” Ms. Blackthorne said. “I’ll have a slide up with all the formulas you need. I’m not teaching you to recite things; I’m teaching you to solve puzzles.”

To be fair, I had done better in class in the past few months. But still, remembering what a secant was, like, really? Did that actually matter?

I blew out a breath and tapped my phone to check the time—my ten-minute break was almost up. Maybe the issue was the way I studied. Doing a ten-minute sprint between serving boba customers might not have been the best approach.

With three minutes left in my break, my phone started buzzing and the screen shifted to a fox on a motorcycle.

Rich’s icon.

I held up the phone and found myself looking at an image of Rich standing in a field. “Hey,” they said, “wait for it.”

“Wait for what?”

“Just wait for it… and…” They tossed an arm dramatically back. “Now!”

Right when they said that, a glowing dot appeared. It grew, shifting color to a deep orange, and it expanded further to open into a portal. On the other side sat a plain of blue grass.

At least until Julia burst through. Just like the last time I saw her, tight braids swinging as she landed. But unlike last time, she didn’t have on any armor—or boots for that matter.

No, Paladin Julia of Los Angeles was wearing board shorts, flip-flops, and a tank top. Which brought up one huge risk, more than any minax beasts or corrupt Council of Mages—wasn’t she worried about getting ticks in that field?

“Hey!” Julia said. She grabbed onto Rich with a hug that knocked them—and the phone—off balance, then they both turned to watch the portal gradually disappear. “Andy! Are you LARPing right now?”

“Sort of,” I said, gesturing to my seat at Boba Fit. “I’m LARPing as a responsible student on my work break.”

“I ‘cosine’ that,” Rich said, which caused Julia to burst into laughter that crackled through my phone speaker. “Get it? Cosine?”

“Of course I got it,” Julia said, smacking them on the shoulder.

“No, I mean Andy—”

“Hey, I’m really happy that you’re all happy math vibes,” I said in mock annoyance at my friends, “but I gotta get back to work soon.”

“Of course. We’re just saying hi.” Rich swung the view around to show their motorcycle. “Gonna give Julia a tour of campus. And maybe,” they said, “meet my sister.”

“Scarier than all of the Garriod politics I’ve been dealing with,” she said. “Okay, good luck with studying. We’re proud of—”

Julia paused. She leaned into the phone, and Rich did the same.

“Is that…” she said. “Andy, get your head out of the way.”

“What?”

“Move your head!” she said in an urgent whisper.

I did as requested and took the moment to unplug my charger from the wall socket under the table. Both went “ohhhhhh” as I came back up.

“Okay, Andy,” Rich said. “You got this.”

“Got what?” I asked, but as soon as I craned my neck over to see…

Brown cheeks. Short black hair tinted blue. Big headphones.

And a laptop bag.

Katrina. Ordering her usual mango boba milk tea from Toshi.

“Okay, hang up, hang up, hang up,” Julia said. “You got this. Be a best case. Or a medium-best case. Don’t be a worst case. Remember, you’re Andilow the Destroyer! Bye!”

Both Rich and Julia laughed right before their voices cut out, and my phone defaulted back to my home screen. I stood right when Katrina set her laptop bag down at the table next to mine. Our eyes met for a quick second, and I caught a flicker of recognition—she at least knew that I was the one who usually took her order.

What she didn’t know was that my table was the best spot in Boba Fit, especially if you were going to play The Ancient Runes for an hour or two.

I could have cast Stop Time. Or Color Spray. Or any other spells to try to impress her. I had mana in my backpack after all, and about twenty spells I could cast by memory.

But no. Turns out, I didn’t need magic to just say something.

She started to unpack her stuff when I spoke up. “Oh, hey, you should try this table.” Her head angled crookedly at this. “Secret tip for this place,” I said, “there’s an outlet right here, under the table.” I held up my phone’s power cord. “And I’m just finishing my break, so you can have it.” I pointed to her laptop. “If you’re gonna be a while.”

“Oh. Cool. Good to know.” She smiled.

She smiled at me—and not because I was simply handing her a drink or a cookie. “Thanks,” she said. “Sorry, I see you all the time. What’s your name again?”

I stood, suddenly aware of the strangest thing. Watching the Chaos Demon fall, sneaking through the Grand Spire, beating First Mage Leona in a war of words…

None of those compared to this moment.

“Andy,” I said. “My name’s Andy.”







THE END







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

For years, my agent, Eric Smith, has bugged me to try writing a YA book. I finally got an idea, and while that particular idea didn’t sell, the project connected us with editor Britny Perilli. Britny asked if I would be willing to try something a little more fantasy-based—and that ultimately became this book.

To get here, I needed the belief of Eric and Britny, and eventually Julie Matysik, who took it over and saw it to completion, so a big thanks to them for helping me adapt my writing style for a new audience. Ellen Oh and Anne Hoppe were also important on this journey; when I turned in my story for the middle-grade anthology You Are Here, they gently told me I had to rewrite the whole thing because I wrote a YA POV, not middle-grade—but they suggested I save that experience to try YA writing at some point.

For the nuts and bolts of the book, Kiersten White was involved in early plot brainstorming. Diana Urban and Wendy Heard helped me zero in on YA voice and pace. Sierra Godfrey gave me insight on some teen parenting elements (’cause I’m not there yet!). And when it was time to run through title options, the Team Rocks Discord provided plenty of feedback and suggestions.

My wife, Mandy, and my daughter, Amelia, are always supportive of my work, but in this case, a special shout-out to my daughter, as I raided some of her bookshelf to see how to work with age-appropriate voice and pace.

I always cast actors when I need inspiration for a character’s visuals and voice; in this case, Julia was Imani Hakim from Mythic Quest, and Rich was Mason Alexander Park, particularly from Quantum Leap. As for names, many of the characters are named after characters in the Ultima series of RPGs. Speaking of which…

Finally, this story would not exist if not for Richard Garriott and his Ultima series of RPGs. Because I’d been thinking about this type of story for a long time—in fact, it had been in my brain since I was a teenager playing computer games on my dad’s 386 PC. At the end of Ultima V: Warriors of Destiny, the hero returns from a fantasy realm only to find their home burglarized—a harsh reminder that the real world is very different from a land of dragons and magic. That moment stayed with me for decades, enough that I wrote out some notes for a potential story about what someone’s life looked like after the grand adventure, and things returned to normal. That idea sat for years because I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

Turns out, I just needed to set it in high school.




cover.jpeg
“Chen dellghts in his charming YA debut with relatable characters
fun plotting, and a surprising amount of heart .
~KIERSTEN WHITE, #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
AUTHOR OF THE AND | DARKEN TRILOGY

OF SORCERY
AND SCIEN

/ #;ga—\ ‘ ,,»r'

\
\
) L\

=
o 4

\

i






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
OF
SORCERY
AND
SCIENCE

Mike Chen






