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			Once Upon a Time,

			a young man, a girl, a salmon, and their friends set out to save the worlds from a demon that wanted to swallow them all. 

			This is their story.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			A Fish and a Vortex

			Stuart was having a lovely cup of tea with Ms. Finch when reality ripped itself apart. Ms. Finch gasped as Stuart lifted into the air, his straw slipping from his mouth. Then, before he could say so much as a “Goodbye, Ms. Finch,” the dimensional rift slurped Stuart up and set him sliding through the channels between the worlds.

			Stuart rocketed this way and that through one raging current after another, passing frantic beings whose homes had just become debris in a cosmic typhoon. A family of creatures with three legs, three fins, and three eyes spiraled past him, and Stuart jerked upward to avoid crashing into their swarm of children. Then another eddy snatched him up, and he found his path crossing that of a giant rainbow ray. The immense individual swerved with a low, lingering bellow, its skin lighting up with more colors than many simpler eyes could see. 

			Stuart had just skidded past underneath the ray when he caught sight of something else in the distance. He saw a dark force lash out at the currents, sending another shock wave rippling through the space between the worlds. A chill shivered through Stuart’s body as he felt that power crash into him. This storm was not a natural event. Something had caused it. 

			A black entity surged through the blast’s aftershock. Forcing a burst of speed, Stuart shot after it. Quickly, its wake swept him up. It seemed like he had drifted into a riptide. Stuart realized he could no longer control where he was going. All he could do was focus on staying alive.

			The vortex bored another hole into some reality or other, and Stuart plunged through it. Blasting out of the water, he arced through the air he now found himself in and splashed back down, liquid slapping his scales. 

			Rain rippled across the pool’s surface above him. Lily pads bobbed wildly beside him. And the toothy black terror prowled in the grassy silt below, its white needle-sharp teeth flashing in the dapples of light.

			“Hmm,” said the salmon. “Very interesting indeed.”

			Tea would have to wait.
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			The Storm and Its Puddles

			Jonah Hutchins had heard his dad use a saying that certainly seemed to apply now: This would be one for the books.

			The rainstorm rampaged through Jonah’s front yard, cruelly trampling everything in its path as it swept onward. He had spied it racing toward him and his house, a solid wall of water that swallowed the world as it came. And now, here it was. It slid over the roof, pounding it with fists like heavy hunks of ham, and pressed on into the backyard. Racing to the glass door, Jonah stared out as the storm turned the grass to mud and mashed leaves to a pulp. Then—

			Jonah frowned. Something had changed. Something was different. But what? What could… 

			It hit him. The rain was no longer throwing a tantrum on his roof. There was silence overhead. 

			Leaving the back door, Jonah retreated to the front window and peered out. The front yard was still and peaceful. Jonah could see millions of liquid diamonds gleaming on emerald leaves as the sun timidly peeked to check if the coast was clear.

			Opening his front door and racing down the steps, Jonah skidded to a halt in the middle of the street. Turning, he looked around. On either side, peace had drifted down on a soft summer breeze. A fresh, dewy life shone from every growing thing in front of his house. And in his backyard, a typhoon raged.

			Huh, Jonah thought. That’s weird.
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			Jonah went out into his backyard to explore when the rain finally stopped. The plants and trees looked bushed. It seemed they’d been through a war in which they had barely survived. Puddles littered the dented, muddy earth, breaking up the grass like lakes in a forest. Jonah strolled between the little pools, examining each one as he passed. Some were shallow and looked like brown jelly; some seemed as deep as a well and were as clear as a summer night sky atop a mountain peak.

			On a whim, Jonah bent down and stuck his hand into one of the deep puddles. It slid down, down, until finally, the cusp of Jonah’s short-sleeve shirt grew dark with water. Pulling his arm back, Jonah shook off the drops racing down his skin and stood. What was going on here? 

			Turning, he continued deeper into the yard. 

			At last, Jonah reached the soggy sod’s center. There, smack-dab in front of him, was the widest puddle he had yet seen. Other people’s ponds looked identical to this puddle. They were never big enough to swim in, but sometimes they contained carp, koi, or some other exotic oversized goldfish. He’d seen one put in next door; it had taken Mr. Morris weeks to get it working. So, how had this one formed in an hour?

			Jonah sat down in the mud at the puddle’s edge. He studied the water lilies bobbing on its surface and the cattails swaying in the breeze. It certainly looked like a pond. In fact, if he hadn’t known better, he would have sworn that it was. But Jonah did know better. And besides, what was a stupid pond’s purpose if it had no fish?

			Oh, good. At least it had a salmon in it.

			“Well, hello, young man,” the salmon said. “What might your name be?”

			“Jonah Hutchins,” Jonah replied. “What’s yours?”

			“You may call me Stuart,” the fish said. “Thank you for asking.” 

			“Sure,” Jonah said.

			“I have found many youths today to be lacking in manners,” Stuart said. “It is a joy to meet one of the rare exceptions, I must say.”

			Jonah smiled. “Thanks, Stuart. It’s nice to meet you, too. Is this your puddle?”

			“No, I think not. I’m just visiting.”

			“Honestly, it only showed up here today, so I don’t know if it could really be called my family’s. I suppose it works just as well to say it’s yours as anybody’s.”

			Stuart chuckled. “That is very kind of you, Jonah.”

			“Do you think you’ll be staying long?” Jonah asked.

			“Mm, depends. We’ll see how things work out.”

			“Oh. Okay. What brings you here?”

			The pleasant look (if you could call it that on a salmon) dropped off Stuart’s face, and his round, fishy eyes grew intense. “Perhaps a more urgent question would be, what else is in this puddle with me, and why is it here?”

			Jonah frowned. “There’s something in the puddle with you?”

			“Indeed,” Stuart said. “It doesn’t seem to communicate in a civilized manner, so I don’t know what it is yet. But, judging by its teeth, I would guess it’s not an amiable creature, whatever else it may be.”

			“Are you safe in there, Stuart?”

			“I don’t know, to be frank. It hasn’t moved to attack me yet, but that could just be because it’s biding its time. Or it’s weak from the storm.”

			“What do we need to do about it?” 

			“I’m still figuring that out,” Stuart said. “However, I would hazard a guess that we haven’t met by chance, my young friend. I have a feeling that, whatever is yet to come, you and I shall face it together.”  
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			Dinner and the Troll

			Jonah’s mind was in an uproar that evening when his mother called him to dinner for the fifth time. What was the beast in Stuart’s pond? Why had they both ended up in his backyard? Was there something more to all those puddles out there? What was going to happen next?

			Jonah shuffled to the table like some “Grade-C” movie’s zombie extra and plopped down into a chair. His mom and dad were waiting for him, mildly annoyed expressions tightening their mouths while his sister gave him a withering look. Overall, it was a pretty average night for the Hutchins family. 

			Jonah’s father, Daniel, folded his hands with emphasized restraint. Jonah, his sister Debbie, and his mom Jackie, followed suit.

			“Bless this food to our bodies, Lord, and we give you the praise,” Daniel said. “Amen.”

			“Amen,” everyone else echoed.

			“It smells wonderful, dear,” Daniel said.

			“I’m sorry that it’s only leftovers again,” Jackie said. “I was running late tonight.”

			“Nonsense,” Daniel replied. “Everyone knows spaghetti’s better the second go-round.”

			Jackie smiled. “We’ll have fish next time. I promise. I know how much you’ve been wanting that.”

			“Well, I certainly won’t turn it down,” Daniel said, chuckling. “But whenever it works for you, it will be fine with me.” 

			“Speaking of…” Debbie said under her breath. Jonah gave her a sharp look but didn’t reply.

			“Now then,” said Daniel, plopping a big heap of noodles onto his plate. “How was your day, honey?”

			“Oh, fine,” Jackie said. “Ordinary enough, I suppose. How about yours?”

			“Nothing too eventful. Marketing had a minor hiccup with the new launch, but we got that ironed out. That traffic, though! I sat on the freeway for half an hour before I finally reached my exit! You’d think people had never seen a little rain before—”

			“Jonah made a new friend today,” Debbie said, looking up from her broccoli with a smirk. 

			A stunned silence fell on the table like a two-ton anvil. Daniel’s and Jackie’s jaws plunged toward their plates.

			“You… you did?” Jackie said finally. 

			“Um, uh…” Jonah stammered. 

			“His name’s Stuart,” Debbie continued. “Isn’t that right, Jonah?”

			“Why, that is fantastic, son!” Daniel said. “What does he like? Where did you meet? Does he play baseball?”

			“Well… he seems to enjoy swimming an awful lot,” Jonah said, scrambling for words to counter his sister’s surprise assault. How had she learned about Stuart? What—of course. The answer was obvious. She’d been spying on him when he was investigating the backyard. “I don’t think he plays much baseball, though. He definitely seems to prefer… water sports…”

			“…Stuart isn’t human, is he?” Jackie said.

			“Didn’t you say he was a salmon, Jonah?” Debbie asked innocently. If looks could light someone on fire, Jonah’s stare would have burned his sister to cinders. 

			Finally, Jonah sighed. “No,” he said, wishing he weren’t always so truthful. “He’s a salmon. He appeared in a puddle left by the rainstorm this morning.” 

			Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. “Jonah, do you come up with these delusions just to torment us? Is that why you do it? Because frankly, son, I’m at my wits’ end. I… I just can’t take this anymore.”

			“I wasn’t the one who brought it up,” Jonah growled.

			“ENOUGH! I won’t allow any more talk of salmon in puddles, trolls in the basement, or harpies in the trees! They don’t exist! Do you not understand that? These things don’t EXIST! It’s time you got your head out of fantasy and into reality. Do you understand me, Jonah? No MORE! Now go to your room!”

			“That is SO unfair! I didn’t even mention him! Debbie—”

			“Go!”

			A dark look settled on Jonah’s face. Jumping up from the table, he stormed from the room and down the hallway, thunder booming with his every stomp. Halfway to his bedroom, though, Jonah slowed. Then he stopped. He knew his family was talking about him. So why not figure out what they were saying? Turning around, he skulked back to the kitchen door. Flattening himself against the wall by the doorframe, he breathed as shallowly as possible and listened to the conversation continuing without him.

			“You threw your brother under the bus, Debbie,” his mom said. “Just to get him into trouble.”

			“It’s not MY fault he’s so weird!” Debbie retorted.

			“That’s not the point,” Jackie replied. “I think you need to go to your room, too.”

			“What!” Debbie cried. “I wasn’t the one talking to some imaginary salmon in a puddle!”

			Jonah felt a satisfied smirk cross his lips. Good. At least he wasn’t the only one getting raked over the coals.

			“But you were the one who got him in trouble for it,” Jackie said. “Go.”

			Jonah heard Debbie’s chair scraping backward. His eyes growing wide, Jonah ducked into a nook as his sister unleashed her own thunderstorm on the way to her room. Once she was gone, Jonah returned to his listening post. The dining room was quiet for a moment, then Jackie spoke again.	

			“You didn’t need to be so hard on him,” his mom said.

			“I… you’re right, of course,” Daniel said. “It’s just that I worry about him. I thought he’d have outgrown this by now, but his imagination seems to become more overactive by the day. He doesn’t even want to meet other teenagers. He lives with his made-up friends in his imaginary world and is content. And now his sister hears him talking to a salmon in the backyard? It’s not normal. And it’s not healthy.”

			“I know, dear,” Jackie said. “I know.” 

			“Do you… do you think he needs help?”

			“I think we need to give him more time,” Jackie replied. “I suspect he’ll grow out of this and be just fine. It’s just taking him longer to leave make-believe behind than we expected. I went through a similar phase when I was younger, but eventually, other things took priority, and I stopped it.”

			“You’re right,” Daniel said. “Of course, you’re right.” He paused momentarily and then said, “I love you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

			“I love you, too,” Jackie said. “And I know.” 

			Jonah felt his cheeks burning as his parents chuckled through the tension. Then, turning, he crept guiltily back to his room.
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			The house was finally asleep, as was everyone in it. Well, almost everyone. Jonah sneaked out of his room, tiptoed down the hall, and crept to the basement doorway. Carefully, slowly, he eased the door open, grimacing as the hinges groaned from being woken so late at night. Then, closing it behind him, Jonah clicked on the light and tromped solemnly down the staircase.

			“Humphrey?” Jonah called quietly. “You down here?” 

			The monstrous beast unfolded from the shadows, its mottled green, brown, and black flesh wrapped in jagged scales. Its yellowed tusks jutted out on either side of its bottom lip, the cracked tips almost reaching the folds of its lower eyelids. Its virulent green eyes, their orange pupils as sharp as a cat’s, pierced the gloom like tiny twin knives.

			The monster’s thick, meaty hand reached toward Jonah, the vicious, sawtooth nails on its fingers raking the air. Then, having found Jonah’s head, it ruffled his hair. “I started thinking you weren’t coming tonight,” Humphrey said, his voice deep as a well and gravelly as a pit.

			“Sorry,” Jonah said. “But I got what you wanted, so maybe that’ll make up for it.”

			“You did?” 

			Jonah reached under his shirt and pulled out a large, red-and-white striped bow tie attached to a bungee cord. “They don’t make them in your size, so I had to rig this so it would fit. But it should work now.”

			“Oh, thank you, Jonah, thank you!” the troll said, gingerly plucking the bow tie from Jonah’s hands. “It’s just… perfect.”

			Jonah smiled. “No problem."

			“You’re up late,” Humphrey said, stretching the bungee cord to fasten the bow tie around his neck. “Care to pick at your thoughts?”

			Jonah sighed. “It’s my parents. They’re worried about me. And they’re tired of me talking to… imaginary friends.”

			“Oh. I suppose that includes me.”

			Jonah winced. “They swear you’re not real.”

			“Hmm. So, they don’t believe in what they haven’t seen.”

			Jonah shrugged. “I’m not sure that’s exactly right. I mean, they believe in God and stuff. But… I dunno. I guess you fall outside their realm of believing without seeing.”

			Humphrey nodded slowly.

			“I met a new arrival today,” Jonah said. “His name’s Stuart. He’s a salmon who showed up in a puddle out back. He says there’s something bad in there with him, though I haven’t seen it yet. I think we need to help him, but now, with my parents breathing down my neck…” He shook his head. “What should I do, Humphrey?”

			“That’s a tough one,” Humphrey said, clearing his throat. “What do you think you should do?”

			“I was afraid you’d ask that.” Jonah paused. Then he added, “I feel like I’m running out of time.”

			“With Stuart? Or with your parents?”

			“Both.”

			“I’m sure you will figure this out,” Humphrey said. “You always do.”

			Jonah nodded, a small smile tugging at his lips again. “Well, I suppose I should get back to bed.”

			“All right, then,” Humphrey said. “Good night, Jonah. Thank you again for my new bow tie.” Humphrey wrapped his arms around the human, being careful not to smother him—or crush his bones to powder. Jonah also wrapped his arms as far around the troll as he could. Then, pulling back, he retraced his steps up the stairs.

			“Sleep well,” Humphrey called when Jonah was halfway up the staircase. 

			“You too, Humphrey,” Jonah said. Then he turned out the light and was gone.  
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			Of Ghosts and Parents

			Jonah hardly touched his cereal the next morning. He just sat there and stared at it, willing the Cheerios to perform a synchronized swimming routine in the milk. Almost there…

			Debbie sat across from Jonah, giving him dark little glances as she drew her flower people in their quaint village on a sheet of paper. They looked angrier today than usual. Obviously, she blamed him for getting into trouble the previous night, and she desperately wanted to unleash her flower minions on him.

			“Get him, Flufferblooms,” she muttered. “Eat his face off.”

			“What?” Jonah finally said, glaring at her. “You want to dig the knife in a little deeper?”

			Debbie’s lower lip trembled. Jonah hadn’t expected that. “Why do you have to be so weird, Jonah?” she asked. It didn’t really sound like an attack, even if it was one. 

			Jonah shrugged. “Just the way I am, I guess,” he said. “Why do you care so much?”

			“Because I’m worried about you, moron!” she snapped. “Normal people don’t talk to a salmon in the backyard!” Then, jumping to her feet, she snatched up her paper and stormed out of the room.

			Jonah sighed. Oh, well. Maybe he’d at least get some peace and quiet now. Unfortunately, his calm lasted about thirty seconds.

			“Jonah, about last night,” his mom said, striding into the kitchen and sitting at the table beside him. Reaching over, she wrapped her arm around his shoulders. “Your father loves you. Very, very much. You know that, right?”

			Jonah nodded. “Yeah, I do.” 

			“He’s just worried about you. He… doesn’t understand.”

			“I know, Mom,” Jonah replied. “It’s okay. I realize I’m not what he wants out of a son.”

			“That is not true,” Jackie said. “He thinks you’re an incredible young man. He just doesn’t know what to do about your imaginary friends.” 

			Jonah’s mouth tightened briefly at her use of the term “imaginary,” but he let it slide. Actually, that might be a good way to discuss this issue. “What does it hurt for me to imagine creatures?” he asked. “Why do you guys hate it so much?”

			“He doesn’t like it because he thinks it’s strange. Which, you have to admit, this stuff kind of is.”

			Jonah snorted, a smile finally cracking his lips. “Okay, I’ll give you that.”

			Jackie chuckled, giving her son a playful shove before drawing him back in. “We want you to be your weird, wonderful self. Just don’t forget us normies still down here on Earth, okay? And maybe throw your dad a bone every once in a while.”

			Jonah nodded. “Okay, Mom. I will.”

			“Thank you,” she said, giving him another squeeze. “That’s all I ask.”
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			“We had a very good talk, Daniel,” Jackie said from the kitchen, unaware Jonah was listening in on the other side of the wall. “It went very well. …Oh, really? Yes, I think that would be a wonderful treat if we can afford it. Both kids would certainly appreciate it. Mm-hmm. You know, that rainstorm really did some damage in the backyard. We might want to look at it when you get home tonight. It’s a mess. …Great! I’ll tell them. All right. Love you. Talk to you soon.”

			Jackie set the phone down and yelled, “Kids! Your father’s coming home early tonight! We’re going to go out for dinner!”

			“Yay!” Debbie exclaimed from her room. “Are we getting pizza?”

			“We’ll see. No promises.”

			While his mom and sister spoke, Jonah tiptoed back to the living room so that it wouldn’t sound like he had been snooping. 

			“Jonah! Did you hear me?”

			“Yeah, Mom!” Jonah yelled, plopping down on the couch. “Okay!”

			Jonah picked up a book, turned it over in his hands, and then opened the cover. He sighed. Then he tossed the book back down onto the couch. “I’m going outside.”

			“Well, be back before five! We don’t want to make your father come home early for nothing. And stay out of the backyard! It’s a disaster!”

			“Okay,” Jonah said. Then he tugged on his shoes and a lightweight coat and trudged out the front door.
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			Jonah turned right out of his driveway and wandered down the street. He kicked fallen sticks and stomped through mud puddles. The tall evergreens swayed and whistled around him as the wind whipped their branches into a frenzy. The breeze wasn’t the only thing causing the activity, though.

			“Hi, Calisto,” Jonah said as the harpy landed on his neighbor’s lawn off to his right.

			“Good day, Jonah,” Calisto replied, her broad, muscular wings flexing as her talons dug into the grass and soil. Her beautiful face, framed by long black hair, smiled to reveal glittering, jagged rows of teeth. “Where are you heading this fine afternoon? Fishing? Exploring? Taking care of the local bully problem?”

			“It’s not a good time to talk right now,” Jonah said, his head sinking. “I’m sorry.”

			“Whatever do you mean, silly boy?” Calisto said. “You’re speaking to me right now.” 

			“I’m sorry. I just… have a lot on my mind.” Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he hunched his shoulders and walked on.

			“Jonah?” Calisto said. Jonah didn’t look back.
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