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            Chapter One

         

         Writ upon these hallowed pages is the epic tale of the great wizard Jude. His power was rivaled only by his immeasurable charm. His life was a series of grand adventures—battles won and battles lost, evil vanquished and goodness restored. He was a true hero of legend. His story, as penned on this brittle parchment, is a worthy one—a quest for the ages. A destiny built on fortune and misfortune, blessings and curses … and a love that has inspired the music of bards across the centuries.

         Or, depending on your interpretation, it could also be the story of a sixteen-year-old boy, halfway through his junior year at Fortuna Beach High School, who works four days a week at his parents’ vinyl records store. The sort of boy who draws comics when he’s supposed to be taking notes on the Industrial Revolution. The sort of boy who isn’t sure he’ll ever be able to afford college … or a car, for that matter. The sort of boy who would rather take a lightsaber to his non-drawing hand than risk the rejection that comes with asking out a girl he likes and, thus, has never asked out a girl, no matter how many times he’s imagined how it might go if he did. The possible good … and the far more likely, almost inevitable, bad.

         But it’s fine. I’ve got a decent imagination, which is almost as good as epic quests and true love. Imagination surpasses real life … what? 2Ninety percent of the time? Tell me I’m wrong. You’re the one with your nose in a book right now, so I know you agree with me, on some level.

         “The Temple of Torna Gorthit?” says Ari, startling me from my targeted destruction of the fourth wall. (Theater joke—don’t worry about it.) She’s reading tonight’s open mic night flyer over my shoulder, the flyer I’ve been doodling on for the past ten minutes. “Sounds ominous, Jude.”

         “It is rife with danger,” I say. The ballpoint pen scratches across the white paper, transforming the clip art of a vinyl record into a black sun hanging over a tree-studded horizon. I’ve altered the letters in OPEN MIC to look like an ancient temple, crumbling from time. “I’m still working on the name. Naming things is hard.”

         Ari leans closer. She has her hair pulled back in a loose, messy bun, but one strand falls out, brushing across my forearm before she reaches up to tuck it behind her ear. “Is that supposed to be me?”

         I pause and study the flyer. Ventures Vinyl presents … Open Mic Night! 6 p.m., the first Sunday of every month. All musical styles welcome. The bottom half of the page used to be taken up with a line art sketch of a girl playing a guitar, but I’ve changed the guitar to look more like a medieval lute, lengthened the girl’s hair, and given her a cloak and riding boots. Very medieval chic.

         “Um, no,” I say, tapping the drawing. “This is Araceli the Magnificent—most renowned bard in all the land. Obviously.”

         Ari widens her eyes knowingly and whispers, “I’m pretty sure that’s me.”

         I lift up the page and turn it to face her. “This is a lute, Ari. Do you play a lute? Do you?”

         “No,” she says, studying the drawing before adding, “But I bet I could.”

         “Yeah. Araceli the Magnificent likes to show off, too.”

         Ari laughs. “So what happens in this creepy temple?”

         “A group of bards compete in a music competition. To the death.” 3

         “Yikes.” She hops up onto the counter. She’s short, but somehow she makes it look easy. “Do lots of bards sign up for that?”

         “It’s either compete in the tournament or have your video go viral on YouTube and be subjected to the comments of a hundred thousand trolls. Literal trolls. The smelly kind.”

         “I see,” says Ari, legs swinging. “Death sounds preferable.”

         “I thought so, too.” I pick up my pen again, adding vines and foliage around the base of the temple. “I’m actually still figuring out the magic of this temple. I know there’s going to be a statue in the last chamber, and I’ve got this idea that maybe there was a maiden who was cursed and turned to stone, and only someone deemed worthy can break the spell. If they succeed, they’ll get bonus points on future skill checks. Like—magic that gives you uncanny good luck. But if they fail … I’m not sure yet. Something bad happens.”

         “Humiliation by smelly internet trolls?”

         I nod earnestly. “It’s a slow, painful death.”

         The record player clicks off. I’d forgotten it was playing, but I start at the sudden absence of music.

         “You’re a really good artist, Jude.” Ari reaches for the beat-up guitar case leaning against the counter. “Thought any more about art school?”

         I scoff. “I’m not lucky enough to get into art school.”

         “Oh, please,” she says, unclipping the latches on the side of the case. “You have to at least try.”

         I don’t respond. We’ve had this discussion half a dozen times over the last year, and I have nothing new to add to it. The people who get into art school on full-ride scholarships are incredible. Like, the sort of people that BeDazzle their own bodies with Swarovski crystals, call them blood diamonds, and host a faux human auction in the middle of Times Square in order to make a point about immoral mining practices. They are artistes—French pronunciation.

         Whereas I mostly draw dragons and ogres and elves in kickass battle armor.

         Ari pulls out the acoustic guitar and settles it on her lap. Like most 4of the clothes Ari wears, the guitar is vintage, inherited from a grandfather who passed away when Ari was little. I’m no expert, but even I can see that it’s a beautiful instrument, with a pattern of dark wood inlays around the edges of the body and a neck that looks black until the light hits it in just the right way to give it a reddish sheen. The glossy finish has been rubbed away in places from so many years of play, and there are a few dings in the wood here and there, but Ari always says that its historic patina is her favorite thing about it.

         While she tunes the strings, I lift the lid on the turntable and slide the record back into its protective sleeve. The store has been slow all day, with just a few regulars stopping in and one tourist family, who didn’t buy anything. But Dad insists that we always have music playing, because we are a record store. I’m reaching for the next record on the stack—some ’70s funk band—when Dad emerges from the back room.

         “Whoa, whoa, not that one,” he says, snatching the record from my hand. “I’ve got something special picked out for our inaugural open mic night.”

         I step back and let Dad take over, especially since choosing our music selection on any given day is one of his greatest joys.

         It’s not actually our inaugural open mic night. Ari had the idea last summer, and with Dad’s okay, she officially started hosting them sometime around Thanksgiving. But this is the first open mic night since my parents finished signing the paperwork to officially buy Ventures Vinyl. The business itself was always theirs, but as of six days ago, they are now also the proud owners of the building, too. A twelve-hundred-square-foot brick structure in the heart of Fortuna Beach, with old plumbing, old wiring, old everything, and an exorbitantly high mortgage payment.

         Proof that dreams do come true.

         “Should be a good crowd tonight,” Dad says. He says this every time, and while we’ve progressively become more popular over the months, it’s considered a “good crowd” if we top more than twenty people.

         It’s been pretty fun, though, and Ari loves it. She and I both started working here last summer, but we were friends for years before that, and 5she used to spend so much of her free time here that Dad often refers to her as his sixth child. I think she would work here even if he wasn’t paying her, especially on open mic nights.

         Ari tells people these shindigs are a team effort, but no. It’s all her. Her passion, her planning, her effort. I just drew some flyers and helped assemble the platform in the corner of the store. I guess it was my idea to frame our makeshift stage with floor-to-ceiling curtains and paint a mural on the wall behind it to look like a night sky. Dad says it’s the best-looking part of the store, and he might be right. It certainly has the freshest coat of paint.

         “Here we go,” says Dad, flipping through the bin of records beneath the counter. The special or sentimental ones that he keeps for the store but aren’t really for sale. He pulls out a record with a black-and-white image of two men and a woman standing in front of the London Bridge. It takes me a second to recognize Paul McCartney from his post-Beatles days. “All we need is love,” Dad goes on, pulling out the album and flipping it to side B before setting it tenderly on the turntable, “and a little luck.”

         “Don’t let Mom hear you say that,” I say quietly. Dad has always been the superstitious one, and Mom loves to tease him about it. We’ve all heard it from her a million times, and I parrot now: “Luck is all about perspective …”

         “And what you do with the opportunities you’re given,” Dad says. “Yes, yes, fine. But you know what? Even your mom believes in luck when Sir Paul is singing about it.”

         He lowers the needle. The record pops a few times before some deep, mechanical-sounding notes start to play over the store speakers.

         I cringe. “Really, Dad?”

         “Watch it,” he says, jutting a finger in my direction. “We love Wings in this family. Don’t criticize.”

         “You don’t like Wings?” Ari says, shooting me a surprised look as her feet kick against the side of the counter.

         “I don’t like …” I consider for a moment. In my family, we’re pretty 6much required to have a healthy respect for the Beatles, and that includes the Fab Four’s solo careers. I think my parents might actually disown me or my sisters if we were to ever say something outright critical of John, Paul, George, or Ringo. “I don’t like synthesizers,” I finally say. “But to each their own.”

         “I’m going to start setting up the chairs,” says Dad. “Let me know if you need help with anything else.” He wanders toward the front of the store, humming along with the music.

         I glance at Ari. She has one ear tilted toward the closest speaker as she plays along to the song. I can’t tell if this is a song she already knows, or if she’s figuring out the chords by ear. It wouldn’t surprise me if it’s the latter. Pretty much all I remember from my brief stint taking guitar lessons years ago is how to make an A major chord, and how much my fingers used to hurt after pressing on those brutal strings for an hour. But Ari speaks the language of notes and chords as fluently as the Spanish she speaks with her family at home.

         “So,” I say, folding my arms on the counter, “are you going to start the night off with an Ari original?”

         “Not tonight,” she says dreamily. “There’s a really beautiful cover song I want to do first.”

         “But you will play at least one of your songs, right? That’s kind of the point of open mic night. To play original stuff while your captive audience can’t escape.”

         “That’s rather a pessimistic view. Here I thought the point was to support artists in our community.”

         “That’s what I said.” My grin widens. “I like it when you do originals. I stan you, Ari. You know that.”

         She starts to smile, but then diverts her attention back down to her guitar strings. “You don’t even like music that much.”

         “Hey, only psychopaths and Pru don’t like music. You can’t put me in that group.”

         Ari gives me a side-eye, but it’s true. I like music as much as the next guy. My appreciation just pales in comparison to the absolute obsession 7my parents have—and Ari, too, for that matter. My fourteen-year-old sister, Lucy, has pretty eclectic tastes and has been to more concerts than I have. My ten-year-old sister, Penny, practices her violin for forty-five minutes every night without fail. And my littlest sister, Eleanor—a.k.a. Ellie—sings a mean rendition of “Baby Shark.”

         Only Prudence, my twin sister, missed the music gene. She does like the Beatles, though. Like, really, really likes the Beatles. Though again, this could just be her attempt to not get disowned. See Exhibit A, above.

         “Okay,” says Ari, “then tell me your favorite song of all time.”

         “‘Hey Jude,’” I say, no hesitation. “Obviously. It’s, like, the song that made me famous.”

         She shakes her head. “I’m serious. What’s your favorite song?”

         I tap my fingers against the countertop glass, under which is sandwiched an assortment of collected memorabilia. Ticket stubs. Guitar picks. The first dollar this store ever made.

         “‘Sea Glass,’” I say finally.

         Ari blinks. “My ‘Sea Glass’?”

         “I’m telling you. I am your biggest fan. Pru likes to claim that she’s your biggest fan, but we both know she would pick a Beatles song as her favorite.”

         For a second I swear I just made Ari blush, which is not something I can say about many girls. I almost laugh, but I hold it back, because I don’t want her to think I’m making fun of her. But then, since I don’t laugh, the moment starts to feel awkward.

         Over the speakers, Sir Paul is singing about how everything is going to work out, with just a little luck.

         Ari clears her throat and tucks that same strand of hair behind her ear again. “I’ve been working on something new lately. I thought of playing it tonight, but … I don’t think it’s ready.”

         “Oh, come on. It’d be like … workshopping it.”

         “No. I don’t know. Not tonight.”

         “Fine. Keep your groupies in suspense. But I’m just saying”—I hold 8up the doodled flyer again—“Araceli the Magnificent would never pass up an opportunity to mesmerize a crowd with her newest masterpiece.”

         “Araceli the Magnificent plays to taverns full of drunken hobbits.”

         “Halflings,” I correct.

         Ari smirks and jumps down off the counter. “How about this?” she says, setting her guitar back into its case. “I will play my new song if you submit one of your drawings for publication somewhere.”

         “What? Who would want to publish one of my drawings?”

         “Uh—lots of places? How about that fan magazine you like?”

         I try to remember if I ever told her my deeply buried dream of having an illustration printed in the Dungeon, a fanzine that covers everything from the Avengers to Zelda.

         “Just submit something,” she says, before I’ve had a chance to respond. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

         “They reject me,” I say.

         “You don’t die from rejection.”

         “You don’t know that.”

         She sighs. “It doesn’t hurt to try.”

         “It might, actually,” I counter. “It might hurt very much to try.”

         Her frown is disapproving—but I can deal with Ari’s disapproval. Or Prudence’s. Or my parents’. It’s the possible disapproval of the world at large that grips me in agonized terror.

         “Rejection is part of the life of an artist,” she says, tracing a sticker of a daisy on her guitar case. “The only way to know what you’re capable of is to put yourself out there, and keep putting yourself out there, again and again, and refusing to give up—”

         “Oh god. Stop. Please. Fine, I’ll consider submitting something. Just—no more pep talks. You know they stress me out.”

         Ari claps her hands together. “Then my work here is done.”
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            Chapter Two

         

         It takes us most of the hour to reconfigure the store to make enough space around the stage. The store isn’t huge, but once we roll the record bins and shelves off to the sides, it’s roomier than it seems. We bring a dozen folding chairs out from the back room, setting them up in a half circle around the raised platform.

         People start showing up around five thirty. Two people. Then four. Then seven. Pru and her boyfriend, Quint, arrive at a quarter till, holding hands as they stroll through the door.

         We add another row of seats after the first dozen are filled up. It’s the most crowded I’ve seen in a while, maybe the most crowded the store has been since last year’s Record Store Day—a nationwide promotion that happens every spring and always brings in a bunch of customers.

         My mom walks in a second later with my two youngest sisters, Penny and Eleanor, in tow. No Lucy—which isn’t all that surprising. She has a busier social life than either Pru or I had when we were freshmen, and she has other plans most weekends. Plans that do not include hanging out in a musty old record store with her parents.

         Ellie runs to Dad and throws herself into his arms. She immediately starts telling him about the macaroni craft project they made in kindergarten that day.

         I walk over to Penny and drape an arm over her shoulders. “Did you bring your violin?” I ask, nodding toward the stage. “This could be the night you wow us all.” 10

         Penny frowns at me. I’ve been urging her to sign up for open mic night since the beginning, but she always says the same thing. “I am not playing in front of all these strangers.”

         “You play in front of strangers all the time at your recitals.”

         “Yeah, but with the stage lights on, I can’t even see the people in the auditorium, so it’s easy to pretend they’re not there. Plus, I’m with the rest of the orchestra.” She shudders. “I could never perform alone at something like this.”

         I know I’m not one to talk—it’s not like I’m ever going to get up on that stage. We do keep my old acoustic guitar around, just in case anyone gets inspired to perform and didn’t bring their own instrument. But that’s never going to be me. “For what it’s worth, I think you’d do awesome.”

         Penny flashes me an appreciative smile, before Mom pulls her away to claim the last two seats in the back row. Ellie plops down on Mom’s lap. I head behind the counter to ring up a sale—a guy with a mean sunburn buying two Broadway musical soundtracks. As he walks away, I spy Pru making her way around the crowd with Ari’s clipboard in hand, reminding everyone about the store’s open mic night discounts. That’s our Pru—always with a sales pitch.

         “Ari!” I stage-whisper. She glances over at me, and I tap an imaginary watch on my wrist.

         Ari grabs her guitar and bounds up to the stage. She taps the mic. “Hello, hello! Thank you all so much for coming tonight.” She beams at the crowd, waving to some of the familiar faces.

         When she first started hosting these, months ago, she always started the evening a little nervous and unsure, but that initial stage fright has ebbed with time. Now she seems like a natural, completely in her element. I’ve always been a little jealous of Ari for the way she isn’t afraid to embrace her own quirks, all her charming eccentricities—whether that’s talking out loud to herself when she’s trying to figure out a new lyric, or showing Ellie how to do cartwheels down the store aisles on days when we’re slow, or dancing unabashedly along the boardwalk, never caring 11who might be watching. Ari doesn’t mind it when people notice her—something that I find utterly remarkable.

         Ari sits down on the provided stool and pulls a clip from her hair, releasing the bun. A waterfall of wavy dark hair tumbles over one shoulder. “I’m Araceli, and I’m the host of our open mic nights here at Ventures Vinyl. To get us warmed up, I’m going to sing a cover of one of my favorite romantic ballads. This is ‘Romeo and Juliet’ by Dire Straits.”

         The hair clip, it turns out, is actually a guitar capo. Ari clasps it to the neck of her guitar and starts to play, her fingers plucking at the strings to create a soft, almost hypnotic melody. Even though I’ve heard Ari sing a thousand times, there’s something about her voice that always makes me smile. She doesn’t have a powerful voice, exactly, but there’s something comforting about the way she sings. It’s like … like that feeling you get when you’ve spent the whole day at the beach, and you’re wiped out and sunburned and hungry, but then you lie down on your sun-warmed beach towel and the whole world fades away and you feel every muscle in your body relax and you can’t remember ever feeling more content.

         “Great turnout tonight,” Pru whispers, sidling up to the counter, Quint beside her. Quint offers me a fist bump, the action a lot less awkward now than it was when they first started dating eight months ago.

         While most people are listening raptly to Ari, Pru is studying the crowd like a scientist studies a specimen. “If we kill it on Record Store Day, then pull crowds like this through tourist season, we’ll be in a good place come the fall.”

         Quint and I trade a look.

         I know I shouldn’t tease her for her business acumen, though. Pru has done as much for the record store as anyone these last few months, and she’s not even on the payroll. In between school work and volunteering with Quint at the sea animal rescue center, which is owned and run by Quint’s mom, Pru has been on a mission to revitalize Ventures Vinyl, a mission that she completely doubled down on once our parents announced their plan to buy the building. It was Pru’s idea to transform the exterior storefront with a fresh music-themed mural, and 12the week I spent planning and painting it was easily the most fun I’ve had since I started working here. Pru also spearheaded our new social media accounts, which are now full of curated photos of the store and its merchandise—mostly taken by Quint, who has an eye for that sort of thing. Pru has spent whole afternoons passing out promotional coupons on the boardwalk, ordering specialty Ventures Vinyl merchandise to sell, and even inviting journalists from as far as L.A. to do write-ups on how the store is a landmark business in Fortuna Beach. One travel magazine called us “a refreshing blend of hipster cool and nostalgic comfort—a necessary stop for any music lover traveling the coastal freeway.” Pru had the article framed and hung up behind the counter.

         All her efforts have made a big difference. Combined with a growth in local tourism and a resurgence in the popularity of vinyl records (which have started outselling CDs for the first time in decades), the store has seen some of its biggest profits lately. Which is good, because—again, exorbitant mortgage payment.

         “Ari sounds great,” says Quint. “As per usual.”

         Ari’s eyes are closed as she sings, lost in the serenade of a lovestruck Romeo. I know Ari doesn’t want to be a singer—her dream has always been to be behind the scenes. The songwriter who creates the music and hands it off to the performers to do what they do best. But that doesn’t change the fact that she’s mesmerizing to watch when she plays, her hair shining under our hastily constructed stage lights, her fingers at one with the guitar.

         And—okay, I know I shouldn’t say this. I know I shouldn’t feel this. But there is something about watching Ari in her element that always gives me this constricted, almost painful feeling in my chest. Like I never want to look away.

         But don’t get the wrong idea. I don’t feel that way about Ari. Those feelings—those intense, all-encompassing, romantic-type feelings—are reserved wholly and completely for another girl.

         A man in a suit comes up to the counter to buy a Nirvana album, and Pru and Quint step aside. Just as I’ve finished ringing him up, Ari’s song 13ends to avid applause. I give her a loud whistle, and she meets my gaze, a grin on her face.

         “Thank you,” she says. “We’ve got a great list tonight, and I can’t wait to hear you all. I might be back later to play one of my original songs. But for now, let me call to the stage our first performer …”

         As soon as Ari has summoned the next act, she comes back to join us at the counter, her cheeks a little flushed.

         “You were fantastic!” says Pru.

         “Thanks?” says Ari, in that way she has of making every thank-you sound like a question.

         We fall quiet, listening to the guy onstage as he covers an Ed Sheeran song. He’s really into it, singing from his heart. Or diaphragm, or whatever people sing from that makes them sound really good.

         A handful of performers follow him. A guy in board shorts comes up to buy a Ventures Vinyl T-shirt, but no actual vinyl. After he walks away, I take in the store. Two women are performing a song they wrote together—one plays ukulele, the other is on bongo drums. People are tapping their feet along to the music. A handful of guests are browsing the shelves while they listen.

         I grab my pencil and start mindlessly doodling on the flyer again. I’m annoyed that I haven’t been able to think of a good name for this temple yet, when the entire campaign is built around it. I look around, searching for inspiration, tapping the eraser against the paper.

         The Temple of … Vinylia?

         The Temple of … Escalante?

         The Temple of … Fortuna?

         Looking up, I notice Ellie squirming in Mom’s lap, reaching the end of her short attention span. I call quietly to her, and she immediately rushes back to join me. I swing her up and place her on the counter, in the same spot Ari sat earlier, tuning her guitar. I hand Ellie a Ventures Vinyl–branded coffee mug full of guitar picks in all different colors, and she happily begins sorting them into piles. Mom shoots me a look of gratitude. 14

         The duet finishes, and Ari returns to the stage, the clipboard tucked under one arm. She waits for the performers to clear away their instruments before taking the mic.

         “I’m not sure I would want to follow that,” she says, to a chuckle of agreement throughout the audience, “but it looks like I might have to, since we have reached the end of our sign-up sheet! While I play, Pru is going to pass this around again, and I hope we get a few more performers. Otherwise you’ll be stuck with me for the rest of the night.” She shrugs apologetically, even though that’s hardly the punishment she implies it would be.

         Ellie looks up from her arrangement of guitar picks. “Are you going to sing?”

         “Me? No way. This is Ari’s show.”

         “All those other people were singing,” says Ellie.

         “Yeah, but … they’re, like, good at it.” I shake my head. “I don’t like singing.” Better to tell her that, I think, than to try to explain why I would rather throw myself into a Sarlacc pit.

         I’m sort of allergic to being the center of attention. It makes me break out in hives.

         I wish I could say I’m joking.

         Ellie’s expression grows increasingly confused. “You sing to me.”

         It takes me a second to realize she’s talking about the lullabies I’ll occasionally stumble through to try to get her to go to sleep, when Mom and Dad aren’t home to put her to bed. I can never remember any actual lullabies, so I mostly just sing whatever slow-ish songs come to mind. “Hey Jude” is one of her favorites, but she hates “Eleanor Rigby.” I might, too, if I was named after such a depressing song. Sometimes I even sing Ari’s songs to her, the ones that I’ve heard enough times to memorize.

         Regardless, I’m not about to get up on that stage and sing anything. But I also don’t want to plant the idea into Ellie’s impressionable little brain that things like singing in public are horrific and mortifying and to be avoided at all costs, not when she’s still at an age where she regularly—and shamelessly—belts out the ABCs in the middle of the 15grocery store. So I just put my finger to my lips and tell her, “Shh. That’s our secret.”

         Ellie gives me a solemn nod, always glad to be in on a secret.

         Onstage, Ari plays a few chords on her guitar, then leans toward the microphone again. “I thought I might play something I’ve been working on for the past couple of weeks. It’s brand-new, and I haven’t really tested it out on anyone yet. So I guess you’re my guinea pigs.” A few people applaud encouragingly. Ari’s eyes dart in my direction, and I give her two thumbs up.

         She looks away.

         “This is called ‘Downpour.’”

         She plays through the chords one more time, strumming a melody that strikes me as more melancholic than a lot of her other songs.

         She closes her eyes and starts to sing.

         
            
               Never could say when it started

               Crept up like a storm in the night

               Not sure when I got so brokenhearted

               This love, a crash of thunder

               This love, a flash of light

            

         

         I lean against the counter and listen. Ari has written plenty of songs about love. First love, hopeful love, longing for love. But something feels different about this one. More emotional, maybe. More vulnerable.

         
            
               Yeah, my love, it isn’t a sunrise

               Was never the day shining through

               Here comes the rain, and I’m crying again

               Caught up in the downpour of me loving you

            

         

         Her voice wavers the tiniest bit, the only hint that she’s baring her soul to a roomful of strangers. She opens her eyes as she starts in on the second verse. Her gaze drifts over the crowd. 16

         
            
               We used to be sunshine and ice cream,

               Kicking sand at the sun going down.

               Oh, you and me, how easy it seemed.

               But now I can’t be wanting

               ’Cause this wanting is dragging me—

            

         

         Ari’s eyes land on mine again.

         And she stops.

         Just … stops.

         Her voice catches. Her fingers stall.

         She gasps and looks down at the strings. “Uh—sorry,” she stammers, laughing uncomfortably. “I, um. I forgot the next part.”

         The audience chuckles along with her, but not in a mean way. We wait for her to gather herself. To continue on. But Ari doesn’t continue on. She just stares down at her guitar, pink tinging her cheeks. She’s quiet for long enough that people begin to stir.

         I glance at Pru, wondering if we should do something. I’ve never seen Ari freeze up like this before.

         Pru, closer to the stage than I am, whispers, “You okay?”

         Ari’s head snaps up, a wide-eyed smile plastered to her face. “Wow, I’m so sorry about that. I think that song is not quite ready, after all. You know what? Let me start over. I’ll do a cover instead. How about, um …” I can almost see the wheels spinning in her mind, flipping through the internal jukebox of the songs she knows by heart. “You know what? I heard this one earlier today, for the first time in a while. Maybe it can bring us all a little luck tonight.”

         Cheeks still flushed, she launches into “With a Little Luck” by Paul McCartney and Wings.

         Was that weird? That definitely seemed weird. Very un-Ari, anyway. I’ve never seen her clam up like that in the middle of a performance.

         The new song choice reminds me that the London Town album is still on the turntable, still spinning from when Dad played it before, though 17the music ended a long time ago. We try not to let the albums spin and spin—the needle can wear grooves into the vinyl and ruin them over time—but the night has been so busy I forgot all about it.

         I turn away from Ellie, who has arranged the guitar picks into a flower, and open the lid of the record player.

         I freeze.

         There’s something on the record. A ball … or stone … or something. Spinning, spinning, spinning, just inside the needle.

         I lift the needle and stop the record. It rotates a second longer before going still, the mystery object coming into focus.

         “What the …” I pick it up and hold it in my fingers.

         It’s a twenty-sided dice, exactly like the ones my friends and I use when we play Dungeons & Dragons.

         Well—not exactly. The dice we use are mostly made of resin or acrylic … except Russell, who shelled out for an expensive stone set that the rest of us are still drooling over.

         But this. This is something different. It’s heavy, like stone, but glints deep red and slightly opaque. Like a ruby or garnet. The numbers on each plane glimmer in delicate gold, their angular shapes looking more like runes than standard numerals.

         In a word, it’s exquisite. I’ve never seen anything like it before.

         But where did it come from?

         I look around the store, from Ellie to Pru to my parents. Everyone is watching Ari. If this was left as some gift for me to find, then whoever left it isn’t watching to see my reaction.

         But no, it couldn’t be a gift from my family. This dice must cost a hundred dollars or more, and my family doesn’t produce frivolous spenders. And yet it has to be a gift for me, right? Who else would be so excited to receive a dice like this?

         I’ll ask around once Ari is done singing, I decide, dropping the dice into my pocket while I slide the Wings album back into its protective sleeve, and then into the jacket. I tilt my head to one side, squinting down 18at the cover art. The temple I’ve drawn on the flyer sort of looks like one of the towers of the London Bridge that you can see in the background.

         I set the album on the counter, where Ellie has changed her guitar-pick flower into the rough shape of a girl in a dress. At least, I think that’s what it is. Guitar-pick art is pretty abstract.

         I grab the flyer where I was sketching out the temple for my upcoming campaign.

         The Temple of … McCartney?

         The Temple of … Sir Paul?

         The Temple of … Wings?

         My pencil thumps in time with the music. Then, an idea.

         I write it down at the top of the flyer.

         The Temple of London Town.

         I stare at it for a second, then erase London Town and replace it to read:

         The Temple of Lundyn Toune.

         It isn’t awful. At least, I haven’t managed to come up with anything better. But I don’t need to make the final decision. I can let fate decide.

         I fish the fancy dice from my pocket, turning it in my fingers to let it catch the overhead lights. I went through a phase a couple of years ago where I carried a dice around with me constantly, and would use it to help make decisions. It proved more effective than one would think. Can’t decide what to order off a menu? Roll the dice and pick the entree number it lands on. Don’t know which book on your TBR pile to read next? Roll the dice and count down that many books in the stack. Having trouble deciding just how many boxes of Girl Scout cookies you should order? Let the dice be your guide.

         It takes a lot of anxiety out of decision making, is what I’m saying.

         Onstage, Ari is finishing up the last chorus of the song. The crowd is into it. Mom is singing along, and a few other people join in. With a little love we could shake it up. Don’t you feel the comet exploding?

         I rub my thumb over the crisp edges of the dice, deciding that anything above a ten will officially consecrate the new name of the temple. Less than that, and I’ll go back to the drawing board. 19

         I toss the dice as Ari sings the last line. With a little luck …

         The dice rolls across my drawing, across the counter, and comes to a stop right on top of the album.

         A golden twenty glimmers up at me.

         “Hey,” I murmur. “Critical hit.”

         Guess that confirms it. The Temple of Lundyn Toune it is.

         The last chords from the guitar fade away, met with applause from the audience, as I grab the dice again.

         “What’s that?” asks Ellie.

         “A twenty-sided dice. I just found it.”

         “Not that. This,” says Ellie, pointing at a piece of paper sticking out from the London Town record.

         “No idea.” I grasp the corner of the page and pull it out, while onstage Ari takes the clipboard back from Pru and calls up the next performer.

         I examine the paper in my hand. It’s a small poster with the same image as on the cover, including the London Bridge in the background.

         With one notable difference.

         It has a signature, scrawled in blue ink right beneath the album’s title. It’s messy, but if I didn’t know better, I’d say that was a P, and an M, and …

         “Holy …” I look up at Ellie, who is watching me curiously. “I think this is signed by Paul McCartney.”

         Her eyes widen. In our family, even the five-year-old knows who Paul McCartney is.

         Is it authentic? Do my parents know? Surely if they did, they would have it framed or something, right?

         “We’ll show this to Mom and Dad after everyone leaves,” I say, carefully tucking the poster back into the album. “I’m going to go put it in the back.”

         Pocketing the dice again, I take the album into the back room, which is a small, crowded space full of shelves overflowing with records that 20still need to be cataloged and priced, boxes of new merch, and my dad’s very small and eternally cluttered desk.

         I set the record on top of a stack of mail and am turning away when my hand bumps my dad’s favorite travel mug balanced precariously on a stack of books.

         I see it in slow motion. The tumbler tipping forward. The coffee sloshing over the rim. The album with the signed poster, just discovered, only inches away.

         My body reacts on instinct. Like an out-of-body experience, I watch as one hand slides the album away while the other grabs a dustrag from a nearby shelf and throws it beneath the falling tumbler. The last remnants of cold coffee spill across the rag, sparing me a fraction of a second to get the album out from underneath.

         I exhale in a sharp, startled breath, gaping at the little towel soaked through with coffee. A few tiny droplets spilled onto the pile of mail, but a quick inspection of the album confirms that it is untouched.

         I laugh, a little bewildered. “Well. That was lucky.”

         Actually, it was borderline miraculous. I didn’t even know that dustrag was there. How did I …?

         Shaking my head, I set the album aside, safely up on a shelf this time, right the travel mug, and wipe up the last bits of spilled coffee.

         As my heart rate returns to normal, I slip my hands into my pockets and head back out to listen to the rest of open mic night. It’s probably just the adrenaline, but I swear the dice pulses against my palm.
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            Chapter Three

         

         The store is closed, but Ari and my family are still here, along with Quint, who is holding a half-asleep Ellie. (When he and Pru started dating, Ellie was the first one to extend the Honorary Big Brother title to him.) Everyone is crammed into the small back room, watching me as I gently pull the poster that Ellie and I discovered out of the London Town jacket. I hand it to my dad, who holds it with reverence, turning the autograph toward the light.

         “Sir Paul,” Ari breathes, as everyone leans forward at once to see it better. The scrawl of blue ink, a looping P and l, the sharp rises of the M, the drooping y that looks a bit like an afterthought.

         Pru pulls her phone out and a second later is nodding thoughtfully. “Yeah, that looks like it,” she says, showing a screen full of Paul McCartney signatures. Sometimes he just signs Paul, sometimes he adds the M, sometimes it’s his full name, but in any rendition, the handwriting looks similar.

         “I feel like I should be wearing gloves,” says Dad. He lays the autograph gently on top of an unopened box so we can all peer at it.

         “You didn’t know it was signed?” I ask.

         “No idea,” says Dad. “I’ve owned this record for years. I didn’t even think it had the original poster with it anymore, much less … this.”

         “This was the first record we ever played when we opened the store,” says Mom. “Remember? You used to call it your lucky album.”

         “I guess you were right about that,” says Penny. 22

         Dad laughs, shaking his head. “This is an incredible find, Jude.”

         “Ellie spotted it first,” I say. “It just slipped out of the case.”

         “It could still be a forgery,” Pru interjects. “Is there a way to get it authenticated?” She’s still looking things up on her phone, and now she shows us a website selling signed Beatles memorabilia. “It could be worth thousands of dollars if it’s real.”

         Dad gasps, horrified. “We can’t sell it!”

         Pru rolls her eyes. “Of course we’re not going to sell it. We’ll frame it and display it nicely in the store. But don’t you think it would be good to know what it’s worth? And if ever we do get in another financial pinch, well …” She shrugs. “It’s nice to have options.”

         “It wouldn’t hurt to have a professional take a look,” says Mom.

         “Can we go home now?” says Ellie, her voice muffled against Quint’s chest. “I’m tired.”

         “Yes, yes. We’re going,” says Mom. She gives Ari a hug. “You were wonderful tonight, hon.” Then she hitches her purse up on her shoulder before taking Ellie from Quint.

         “I should be heading home, too,” says Ari. “I’ll see you Tuesday.”

         “Wait, one more thing.” I reach into my pocket and pull out the red dice.

         Penny’s eyes widen. “That’s pretty.”

         “Yeah. I just wanted to say thank you to … whoever it’s from.” I look around. Mom and Dad. Penny and Eleanor. Pru and Quint. Ari. They all stare blankly at me, then trade looks with one another. Finally, there’s a round of shrugs. “Really?” I say. “None of you left this for me? It was on the record player, under the lid. It couldn’t have been put there by accident.”

         “I’ve never seen it before,” says Pru, and everyone else is shaking their heads, too.

         “Finders keepers,” Penny says brightly.

         “Right.” I slip the dice back into my pocket. “I guess it’s just my lucky day.”

         
            _______________

         

         23Pru, Lucy, and Penny are sitting in our breakfast nook eating blueberry muffins from Costco when I come up the stairs from my basement-converted bedroom the next morning. Lucy’s got one earbud in, the other dangling around her neck, but she pulls it out when she sees me.

         “Let me get this straight,” she says, before I’ve even had a chance to sit down. “You just found a record signed by Paul McCartney? Just … by chance?”

         “A poster, actually. It was pretty weird.” I dump my backpack on the bench and slide in next to Pru.

         “And Mom and Dad didn’t know about it?” says Lucy. “How is that possible?”

         Penny shoves another bite into her mouth, crumbs littering the table. “Dad said he’s had that record for a long time.”

         “Don’t speak with your mouth full,” Lucy chastises, but her look of disbelief stays on me. “How did you find it?”

         “It was in the album jacket. It slipped out when I went to put the record back in.”

         “Huh. Do you think there could be more hidden treasures in that store?”

         “I don’t know. We always inspect used albums when people bring them in to sell. I think this was a bit of a fluke. I also found this last night.” I show her the dice, which I slipped into my pocket on a whim when I was getting dressed.

         Lucy’s eyes start to brighten, but then quickly dim. “Oh. I thought it was a gemstone, not one of your gamer dice.”

         Clearly not from her, then, not that I expected it to be.

         I tuck the dice away and start to reach for the last muffin, but a tiny hand beats me to it. Ellie, still in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles pajamas I gave her for her birthday, clutches the muffin to her chest and glares at me. “Mine!”

         I glare back, less intensely. “Flip me for it?”

         She considers the proposal, then says, “Fine,” and spins around to dig a quarter out of the jar by the stove. 24

         I’m convinced that it’s not fair must have been Ellie’s first spoken words. For the first few years of her life, they were a constant mantra. Penny got a bigger piece of pizza? It’s not fair! Lucy got to choose two songs during the drive to school, and she only got to pick one? It’s not fair! Some random kid on YouTube has the newest set of My Little Pony dolls, and she doesn’t? It’s! Not! Fair!

         So, sick of hearing those words, a few months ago Pru introduced her to the remarkable strategy of using a coin flip when fairness was in question, leaving the ultimate decision up to the universe. Ellie has been obsessed with coin flips ever since, using them to dictate everything from who gets to pick what board game we play, to whether or not she can watch one more episode of Glitter Force before getting ready for bed. It makes for a peaceful compromise … usually.

         “All right,” I say, taking the quarter from her. “You call it.”

         “Tails!”

         She always picks tails.

         I flip the coin. Grab it. Slap it onto my forearm, and show it to her.

         “Heads.”

         Her nose crinkles in annoyance, but she doesn’t argue. The will of the universe is the will of the universe, after all. Pouting, she sets the muffin back down on the table.

         “Here,” I say, grabbing a butter knife. “I’ll give you half. But you have to go get dressed and ready for school first.”

         She makes a sour face, but turns on her heels and heads back up the stairs.

         “And don’t dawdle!” Pru shouts after her. “We’re taking you to school and don’t want to be late!”

         “We’re taking her today?” I ask as I saw the muffin in half.

         “Mom asked us to. She’s got a pile of bookkeeping stuff to get through,” Pru explains.

         Pru and I both got our licenses a week after our birthday, but neither of us can afford a car of our own, so we’re pretty much only allowed to drive ourselves and our sisters to and from school in our mom’s minivan. 25The rest of the time we either take our bikes or rely on Ari to drive us around in her much cooler, though questionably reliable, sixties-era station wagon.

         Mom strolls in a minute later and heads straight for the coffeemaker. “Morning, sweet children of mine,” she says, pouring herself a cup. “Do you have your homework? Penny, did you get your lunch packed?”

         We go through the usual morning routine—Mom’s built-in checklist of things we’re supposed to handle on our own but she has to follow up on anyway. Lunches, homework, signed permission slips, teeth brushed, hair combed, everyone wearing socks. (Penny has had an aversion to socks since she was a baby and will do just about anything to sneak out of the house without them.)

         Once we’ve all passed inspection, Mom nods at me and Pru. “Thanks for taking Ellie to school today.”

         “No problem.” I finish the last bite of my muffin and put Ellie’s half in a bowl so she can eat it during the drive. We’re all sliding out of the breakfast nook just as Ellie thunders back down the steps in a striped dress, leopard print leggings, and cowboy boots, her Hello Kitty backpack bouncing on her shoulders. She’s also wearing fuzzy mittens, even though it’s going to be eighty degrees today. I don’t even know why she owns mittens. It’s never cold enough around here to justify them. But we’re all accustomed to Ellie’s five-year-old fashion choices, so no one says anything.

         “Shotgun,” says Penny.

         “Didn’t you ride shotgun on Friday?” I say, handing the muffin to Ellie. “Pretty sure it’s my turn.”

         “Flip for it?”

         We do. Penny calls heads. I win.

         This is followed by an argument over who gets to pick what we listen to during the ride. Another coin flip goes to Lucy. As the five of us pile into my parents’ minivan, she connects her phone to the Bluetooth and puts on one of her favorite podcasts, something about space exploration. Ellie groans.

         As Pru is pulling out onto the street, my phone chimes. 26

         
            Ari: I was thinking about your magical mystery dice. Do you think it could have been a gift from the record store elves?

            Jude: Oh yeah probably. I love those guys.

            Ari: They’re the best.

            Jude: Or maybe you summoned it with your Level 5 bard magic.

         

         It takes her a while to respond, the three dots coming and going a few times.

         
            Ari: I am only beginning to discover my power.

         

         I laugh, and Pru shoots me a curious look. “Who are you texting with?”

         “Just Ari. She was wondering if I figured out who left the dice.”

         Her gaze darts from my phone to her own blank phone screen. She looks mildly suspicious, but not everything has to be in a group text.

         I set the phone down and turn to the window, watching the familiar houses and palm trees go by, bright yellow buttercups sprouting up along the edges of the sidewalks. I listen to the podcast host energetically try to explain some of her favorite mind-warping facts about our galaxy. Evidently, our precise physical location in the universe has moved more than two hundred thousand miles since we started listening to this podcast episode, given how fast the Milky Way is turning. And there’s a supermassive black hole at the center of our galaxy that contains the mass of more than four million suns. And every star we can see in the night sky is actually bigger than our sun. And scientists estimate there are one hundred billion planets in our galaxy alone.

         Which means at least one of them has to have Ewoks. That’s just statistics.

         My phone dings again. 27

         
            Ari: I’m pretty sure you owe me an art submission.

         

         It’s followed by a link to the online submission form for the Dungeon. I cringe.

         
            Jude: You didn’t finish your new song. Should I submit half a drawing?

            Ari: Half would still be better than nothing …

         

         She sends a photo she took of last night’s flyer with the sketch of the bard, Araceli the Magnificent. In the photo I can see that it has creases from being folded. Ari must have slipped it into her pocket at some point.

         
            Ari: This is a masterpiece, Jude. You’re a modern day Da Vinci! You can’t hide your talent from the world forever.

            Jude: Challenge accepted.

         

         “You sure are smiling a lot over there,” Pru says.

         I roll my eyes and tuck my phone away. “Ari’s being ridiculous.”

         Pru side-eyes me in a way that seems more meaningful than it should. “And what ridiculous thing is Ari saying this morning?”

         “She thinks I should submit one of my drawings to the Dungeon.”

         Penny gasps from the back seat. “That magazine? You should! You could be published!”

         I shake my head. “They wouldn’t take it. I’m not that good.”

         “Doesn’t hurt to try,” says Pru.

         “Ari keeps saying that, too, and I’m just not sure I agree. Rejection sucks.”

         Pru raspberries her lips. “You’ll never get what you want if you don’t ask for it. Or better yet—demand that the world give you what you deserve.” 28

         I shoot Pru an annoyed look. “All I want from the world is a reboot of Firefly.”

         “I want world peace,” pipes in Ellie.

         “Oh yeah, that too,” I say. “Firefly first, but world peace is a close second.”

         “Excuse me,” says Lucy. “Why is everyone talking over my show?”

         “Pause it,” says Pru. No, demands Pru. (She makes it look so simple.) Lucy makes an aggravated noise in her throat, but she does pause the podcast.

         “I’m with Ari,” says Pru, pulling up to a red light. “You should be submitting your art to publications. The worst that can happen is they don’t take it.” Pru grabs a lipstick tube from the van’s center console and starts to apply it in the rearview mirror.

         “I know!” says Ellie, bouncing in her car seat. “Flip a coin to decide if you should submit something!”

         Pru and I exchange looks as she snaps the lipstick lid back on. The light changes, and Pru pulls onto the street in front of Ellie’s elementary school.

         “Fine,” I say. “We’ll flip a coin.”

         “I’ll do it,” says Lucy, taking the quarter that Ellie fishes from her backpack.

         “Heads,” I call as she flips the coin. It hits the ceiling of the van, and she barely catches it before flipping it over onto her arm. Lucy shows Ellie first, who gives a loud cheer.

         “Heads!” She beams and points at me. “You have to submit something!”

         My brow furrows. “But I called heads. I won.”

         “Yeah, so now you submit something.”

         I open my mouth to protest, but Pru is laughing. “Guess you should clarify the terms next time.”

         I slump back in my seat. “I’ve been conned by a five-year-old.”

         Ellie’s arms slither around the seat, hugging me from behind. I pat her on the wrist. 29

         “Have a good day, Els. Mom or Dad will pick you up.”

         Lucy opens the door and Ellie scrambles out. As Pru pulls back onto the street, I open Ari’s text. I click the link to the art submission form and fill it out, trying not to think too hard. Then I open my photos and scan through the art I’ve saved over the last few months, mostly things I posted to the forum I share with my Dungeons & Dragons group. I can’t look at any of these drawings without criticism invading my thoughts. This arm placement is weird. The eyes didn’t turn out right. No one’s neck is that skinny. Why are hands so difficult?

         I pick one before my doubts turn into nausea.

         It’s classic fantasy meets the real world. A group of adventurers—elves and warlocks decked out in cloaks and weaponry—stand battle-ready at the entrance to a chaotic high school cafeteria, where paper airplanes are zooming overhead, drama kids are practicing monologues on the tables, a food fight has broken out among the jocks, and lunch ladies are serving up mystery meat at the counter. The caption reads: One does not simply walk into a high school cafeteria, a play on the classic Mordor line from Lord of the Rings.

         Is it funny? Is it good? I have no idea.

         Attach.

         Send.

         Breathe.

         “There.” I hold up the screen so Pru can see the Thank you for your submission page. “Done.” Then I take a screenshot and text it to Ari.

         She responds almost immediately—a reaction image of Minions cheering.

         It very slightly alleviates the momentary panic that strikes when I realize what I just did. I sent my art out into the world. To a real publication. To the Dungeon.

         What if they hate it?

         I swallow hard and shove my phone into my pocket. “Not that it matters. They won’t take it.”

         To which Pru replies, in a singsong voice, “I guess we’ll see.”
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            Chapter Four

         

         Five minutes later, we drop Penny off at the middle school, then drive around the corner to pull into the parking lot of Fortuna Beach High. Lucy is out of the van before Pru has yanked up the emergency brake, hurrying to meet up with her friends, who always hang out under a giant sycamore tree before school starts.

         Pru and I head into the central courtyard. Quint and Ezra are loitering on a bench near the main office. This is something else that changed when Pru and Quint started dating. Pru and I used to make a beeline for the school library during downtime, where I could read or draw in peace and she could work on extra credit projects or whatever random thing had caught her single-minded focus that week. She used to treat the library like her own private office. One time I even heard her shush the librarian.

         It’s not that we don’t have other friends. I have my D&D group—César, Matt, and Russell, plus Kyle, who joined up in the fall—but we almost never hang out before or after school. Plus there’s Noah, Matt’s cousin, who’s a senior at Orange Bay Academy of Science and Mathematics, a.k.a. the school where the smart, techy kids go.

         We also have Ari, of course, but she goes to St. Agnes, a prestigious private school.

         So for a long time it was just sort of me and Pru. Not lonely, not alone, but not exactly social butterflies, either.

         But with Quint in the picture, Pru was naturally drawn into the Fortuna 31Beach social sphere, in which Ezra Kent is an unavoidable fixture. He was a bit of a package deal with Quint, I guess just like Ari and I were a package deal with Pru. Quint and Ezra have been best friends since, like, preschool or something, and while I have nothing against Ezra, per se, he is loud and unfiltered and the sort of guy who loves to be the center of attention. In essence, he is my opposite in every way.

         “Yo, Pru the Foo and Jude the Dude!” Ezra calls when Pru and I are still halfway across the commons.

         I grimace. “He really needs to come up with new nicknames.”

         “I’ve told him so a thousand times,” Pru mutters back. “He does not seem to be open to constructive feedback.”

         We reach them, and Quint puts an arm around Pru, giving her a quick kiss.

         I look the other way … and my gaze lands on her.

         I stand straighter, my palms growing hot. Maya Livingstone is making her way across the commons. She’s got her denim bookbag slung over one shoulder, the front flap decorated with a rainbow love islove patch next to the iconic Hamilton star, plus a bunch of K-pop pins. (I know that Jimin is her bias … though I’m not entirely sure what that means.) Her hair is down today, thick black curls bouncing with every step. Jeans faded at the knees. Flip-flops. A purple zip-up hoodie. The morning sunshine lights up a smattering of freckles on her dark skin in a way that makes my mouth go dry.
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