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	                                                Chapter 1: The Last Day of Normal

	

	

	     The last day of normal for Leo, Maya, and Sam began, as all their days did, with a

	

	text from Sam.

	

	     Sam the Salamander: Guys. Grave news. My mom found my “emergency” Pop-

	

	Tart stash. I am in peril. I need emotional support. And also new Pop-Tarts. Meet at the

	

	usual?

	

	     Leo read the message while half-asleep, a strand of drool connecting his cheek to

	

	his pillow. He grinned. Sam’s emergencies were legendary. A broken shoelace was a

	

	catastrophe. A C+ on a quiz was a national crisis. He typed back a single word: K.

	

	     Across town, Maya was already awake, her room an organized chaos of star charts,

	

	crystals, and dog-eared books on mythology. She saw the text and rolled her eyes, but she

	

	was already pulling on her hoodie. The “usual” was the clearing in the woods behind the

	

	old abandoned Henderson farm. It was their place, a sanctuary away from parents,

	

	homework, and the general awkwardness of being fourteen.

	

	     An hour later, they were all there, sitting on the large, flat rock they called “The

	

	Council Stone.” Sam, the shortest of the three but with enough energy to power a small

	

	city, was mid-rant.

	

	     “…and she said, ‘Samuel, those are for camping trips, not for your face-hole.’ My

	

	face-hole! The disrespect!”

	

	     Leo, tall and perpetually relaxed, leaned back on his elbows. “Dude, it’s a Pop-

	

	Tart. You’ll survive.”

	

	     “Will I, Leo? Will I?” Sam clutched his chest dramatically.

	

	     Maya ignored them, her gaze fixed on a cluster of mushrooms at the base of a

	

	gnarled old oak tree. They were a strange, iridescent purple, glowing faintly even in the

	

	afternoon sun. A perfect circle.

	

	     “Hey, guys,” she said, her voice quiet with wonder. “Look at this.”
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