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    For Flo, Penny, and Evelyn.

In a world of monsters, be the ones who see the good.

Be brave enough to stand up for what's right, even when it hurts.
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TIME IS A WEIRD THING. One moment, you’re living the life of your dreams, and the next, you’re thrust into an alternate timeline where nothing is as it should be. 

I shouldn’t be in my bedroom. I shouldn’t be sitting on my purple-cushioned book nook. I shouldn’t be looking out the window at my old blue pickup getting rained on in the driveway. 

I shouldn’t be in this world at all. 

From the moment the police found me yesterday, I’ve been in denial. It’s a dream. I’ll wake up and be back in my fluffy bed with June handing me a tonic for my headache. Garret will take me riding and we’ll continue planning our wedding. We’ll go for a walk with Theo beside the Azurian Sea and end the day at Ginnella’s Tavern, drinking a tankard of magical ale that tastes like southern sweet tea. I’ll fall asleep next to my prince under a sky full of planets and stars shining down on us. I’ll be home.

But I never woke up. Instead, I’ve been lying through my teeth. 

“Dorcas Amanda Livingston, where on earth have you been?” It was the first thing out of Mom’s mouth after she picked me up from the police station yesterday. Her blonde hair was unkempt and streaked with gray, as if she hadn’t styled it in days. Even her usual colorful pantsuit was missing, replaced with a pair of black joggers and an oversized burnt-orange sweatshirt. “I called your father. I talked to your friends. I even contacted the local bus stations and airports to see if you’d gone on a trip and didn’t tell me.”

By that point, she was on the verge of hysterics and I could barely understand her through her tears. I wasn’t going to interrupt her, though. Better to let her get everything out at once. 

“When I didn’t hear from you by Friday morning and the school told me they found your phone on the track, I thought you’d been kidnapped­.”

My head jerked in her direction, nearly giving me whiplash. “You didn’t get my letters?”

I’d sent her two different letters, telling her a slew of lies about me being on a college visit. I know I was lying, but it was better than nothing. My friend Yrvis, the royal correspondent to the Mortalworld, delivered them to the house and spoke with Mom. How did she not remember that? 

“What letters? You were gone, and I had no choice but to notify the police. They searched for you around the school. They dragged the creek for your... body.” She shivered at the word and a pang shot through my heart. “The result? Nothing. I notified the local news stations and offered a reward for information on your whereabouts. Nothing. Tomorrow I was gonna make a last-ditch effort by contacting the FBI, since the officers here in Balfour are useless. Then, I received a call that you’d been found. In the graveyard not four miles from home.” She gave me the death glare I’d only ever seen her use on my dad, who bailed on us when I was five. “You have some serious explaining to do, young lady.”

Silence permeated the car as I thought of something to say, my pulse racing. Yrvis had said he’d delivered those letters. Maybe he got the wrong house?

Mom tapped her fingers on the worn leather steering wheel, waiting for an answer I couldn’t give her. If I’d told her the truth, she wouldn’t have believed me. Heck, I wouldn’t have believed me. 

I was kidnapped and taken to another world through a grave. I’ve been living the life of a princess for the past two weeks and I’m engaged to a prince. Also, I have a magical superpower that can make people kind. My fiancé’s sister, who is a total witch, sent me back to this world, and now my life is royally ruined.

If I’d said those things, Mom would’ve spun the car around and taken me straight to the psych ward at Balfour General Hospital. 

“I’m sorry I worried you,” I muttered, grimacing at the fury in Mom’s face. 

“Worried me? Worried me? Is that all you have to say for yourself?” 

I looked at the floorboard, regret coating my tongue. “It’s a long story.”

Mom twisted her lips, and I steeled myself for her anger. But then, she let out a deep sigh and touched my shoulder. “Just tell me one thing. Did anyone... Were you hurt?” 

Yes. I couldn’t say that, though. I knew she wasn’t talking about the scrapes on my neck or wrists, or more importantly the scars across my heart. I was kidnapped, tricked, threatened, and also discovered I have a magical power that doesn’t work in this world, but no I wasn’t sexually assaulted. “I wasn’t hurt like that.”

That must have been the answer she wanted to hear, because she didn’t ask me any more questions the rest of the night. I’m not sure I could have stomached answering them, anyway. 

Sadly, those questions won’t go away forever. 

A stray sunbeam breaks through the smoky gray clouds, casting an orange glow on the wet pavement. I used to think Texas sunrises were the most beautiful. Now, the colors are muted compared to what I witnessed in the Otherworld. What can rival two suns rising above a crystalline sea, multicolored planets and stars fading into a clear blue sky?

I rub my blurry eyes, exhausted from a night of tossing and turning. I’d hoped this was just another one of those nightmares that have plagued me since Dad abandoned Mom and me. But despite wishing it weren’t so, I’m still in Texas. 

Funny how things have changed. 

Two weeks ago, all I wanted was to graduate and escape this small town for good. I wanted a normal life with a normal job and a normal everything. 

Then everything changed. 

It’s not fair. I tasted adventure and it was snatched from my grasp before I could truly appreciate it. I had a purpose and now it’s gone. 

A small knock on my door brings me from my thoughts. 

“You up, sweetheart?” Mom enters wearing a dusty rose pantsuit, her hair pin curled and dyed back to platinum blonde. She’s holding a blue plate piled high with French toast, and I choke back a sob. The last time I had French toast was with Garret. We were in the royal kitchens, making a mess, eating desserts, and talking for hours. We hadn’t known it, but we were falling in love. I’ll never see him again. 

Mom sets the plate on the floor, rushing to me and brushing away the wetness on my cheeks. “What can I do? Talk to me. Nothing you say could make me love you less. Tell me what’s wrong.” 

I press my lips together, knowing if I speak, the truth will bubble out and I’ll dig my grave deeper.

Mom looks inclined to urge me into talking, but she doesn’t. Wrapping me in a tight hug, she says, “Dori, I missed you so much.”

The contact of her warm embrace has me crying like a baby on her shoulder, letting the pain and heartache out in salty tears. “I missed you, too.” Missed is too small a word. She was the main reason I’d wanted to leave the Otherworld in the first place. Hugging her now is a salve to my shredded heart. I only wish Garret was sitting beside me, meeting the woman who has always put me first. 

Once my eyes are puffy, I pull back and rub my nose. “Thanks. I needed that.” 

She offers me the chipped-blue plate. “Eat something. That always helps me.” 

I force myself to take a bite, swallowing past the pain in my chest. The toast tastes bland in comparison to Otherworld food, but I plaster on a smile to save Mom’s feelings. I’ve already hurt her enough.

As I eat, she says, “I’m supposed to go into work, but I’m gonna take the day off and spend it with you.”

“No,” I get out between bites, immediately regretting how ungrateful I sound. “Not that I don’t wanna spend time with you. I do. I just need space.”

She eyes me with suspicion. “Are you gonna be alright at the house by yourself?” The unsaid question is obvious. “Are you gonna be here when I get back?”

“I’ll be fine.” Thankfully, she isn’t forcing me to go to school. I couldn’t survive that with all the thoughts loose in my head. 

“Well, you give me a call if you need anything.” She leaves me to finish my breakfast with a kiss on my cheek and a furtive glance behind before heading to work. The screen door slapping shut has me blowing out a relieved sigh. I love my mom, but I need time to figure out this twisted dream I’m living.

With her gone, I set aside the plate and grab my phone off my nightstand. Mom gave it to me last night, but I’d been too tired to do anything but notice the cracked screen and quickly scroll through the messages. Rory was the first to contact me last Tuesday morning. 

“I didn’t see your truck in the parking lot. Are you sick?” 

She’d sent another text a few hours later. 

“I’m coming by after school and bringing a can of soup. You’d better answer the door. I won’t have my best friend being sick by herself.”

Elin texted me at five.

“Yo gurl. Where you be? Rory said you weren’t home earlier, but your truck’s in the driveway. Did you go on vacay without me?!”

Zyph sent a message three minutes later. 

“Seriously, where are you? We’re at Rory’s. Call me.”

The last message I received was from Rory on Tuesday night, plus seventeen missed phone calls from her. 

“If I don’t hear back from you by tomorrow, I’m calling your mom. I have her number on speed dial so don’t think I won’t. You can’t skip school without telling me or inviting me along.” 

Looking over the messages again, I consider texting my friends, “Hey, I’m back. Long story short: I went on a magical journey to another world and fell in love. Sorry to worry y’all!”

They’d think I was lying. Except Elin. She’d have a cow to learn I’ve been in wonderland while she’s been stuck in Balfour, attending classes and slumming it with the rest of the mortals. The look on her face would be priceless if I told her about the unicorns. 

Ignoring the desire to stir up trouble, I toss my phone on the nook. I’ll see them tomorrow. I have enough drama without the added pressure of my friends freaking out. 

I can’t believe I’m back home. At least, what used to be my home. It still is, in a way, but it’s more like visiting a familiar place. It’s not where you belong. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to see Mom and hear her voice again. I’m also excited to see my friends. I don’t want to go back to school, but I can push past the annoyance of my classes to hang out with them. Plus, I can’t wait to drive my old truck around town and to garden Saturday morning.

Hold up. Do I still have my job taking care of the gardens in town? I missed work last week. Surely, Mr. Mercer wouldn’t fire me for going missing. If I don’t have a job, I’m going to have too much time on my hands to think about what could’ve been. 

I rub my temples and push on. 

If my mental math is correct, it’s been around three Otherworld days since I was sent back here. Garret has to be upset. I know I would be if my fiancée vanished in the night. Did he believe Primrose’s lie that I didn’t love him anymore? Maybe he’ll think I left of my own free will. Then again, what could he do if he didn’t believe her? It’s not like he could... wait. 

Wait a dang minute.

Garret has the Mortalworld token. He can come through the barrier and save me. Well, no. He doesn’t have the ability to give me the Otherworld token, but he could ask his mom for her ring. Queen Cecilia could give it to him, and he could rescue me. 

But if it’s been three days there, why haven’t I seen him yet? Balfour’s not that big of a town. He’d be able to find me. 

Unless he’s not coming. 

I spend the rest of the morning and afternoon worrying, my thoughts a whirlwind of worst-case scenarios, until three loud bangs sound on the front door. 

I wrinkle my nose. Maybe if I ignore them, whoever is outside will go away. It could be a delivery guy or Mrs. Fletcher from next door asking if we’ve seen her tabby cat, Presto. 

The knocking continues and I decide I’m more annoyed by the incessant banging than I would be dealing with the person on the other side. Muttering about nosy neighbors, I head downstairs and open the door. A body crashes into me before I can say anything. 

“If you ever do that again, I’m gonna kill you!” Rory has me in the tightest bear hug, her thin arms a vice around my middle. 

“It’s good to see you too,” I say with a strained wheeze. 

“Did you run away? Also, why the heck would you camp out in

the graveyard?”

Word travels fast. 

“You’ve been listening to truly inaccurate gossip,” I grumble. “I wasn’t camping in the graveyard, and I didn’t run away.” 

She cocks her head to the left, her long, red hair cascading over her shoulder. “You have some explaining to do.” 

“Mom said the same thing,” I say, blowing out a breath. I’m about to invite her in when my eyes catch on a familiar red jeep parked at the end of the cul-de-sac. 

Rory notices my stare and gestures helplessly. “I didn’t have a car and when we heard you were back, we had to see you. We skipped eighth period to come over here.” 

“We?” 

“Me, Elin, and Zyph. We’ve been worried about you. They thought it’d be best if I scoped out how you were doing first. In case you were mentally disturbed or had amnesia.”

A high-pitched screech sounds from the vicinity of the jeep. “Is it really you or did the aliens break your brain?”

I bite back a laugh and call out, “You can come in if you stop sounding like a pterodactyl, Elin.”

My two friends hop out of the jeep and run to the front porch. Zyph in his usual black ensemble struggles to match Elin’s sprint, her yellow fashion kimono flying behind her and making her look like a deranged bee. Once they reach the door, Elin barrels into me with a tighter hug than I’d think was possible from her tiny body. 

“Did you run away and join the circus?” Elin asks. “Or did you leave so you wouldn’t have to take that calculus test last Wednesday? I flunked, by the way.”

I lean against the doorframe, staring at my friends. I can’t believe I’m back and able to talk to them again. It’d be a lie if I said I hadn’t missed them. This wasn’t the plan, though. I was supposed to come back with Garret. What should have been a happy reunion is now a mockery of what I’d hoped for, what I’d dreamed would happen. Will I ever see Garret again?

Zyph must see my thoughts because he says, “I think we’re overwhelming her.” He steps closer to me and pulls me in for a hug. “I’m happy you’re okay. I... I missed you.”

I don’t know if it’s the warm embrace or the concern in his voice, but tears fill my eyes and I bury my head into his shoulder.

Elin stage whispers to Rory, “What happened to her?”

I break away from Zyph and sniff, trying to control my emotions. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Oh, yeah? Try me, honey. I bet I’ve heard something wilder. For example—"

“Shove it, Elin,” Rory says, punching her on the arm. “Dori’s hurting and she doesn’t need you being a jerk right now.”

Elin lifts her hands in surrender. “Sorry. I just wanna know what happened.”

I look at the three of them, considering. I could tell them. I could go into the whole story about how desperately I wanted to come back. How I thought of them the night of the first ball and how much I missed them while riding with Garret to Calynado province. What good would it do? Telling them will only bring up memories of things and places and people I’ll never see again. 

I wrap my arms around myself and take a step away from them. “I’m happy to see y’all, but I’m exhausted. I’ll see you at school tomorrow.” 

Zyph puts his hands in his jeans’ pockets and slumps his shoulders. “Okay, but know we’re here for you.” 

Elin doesn’t make a sound. She just glances between me and the porch swing awkwardly before following Zyph down the front steps.

Rory stays put and watches them head back to the jeep. Once they’re out of earshot, she leans close. “Whatever happened, you can tell me.” Out of all my friends, she’s the one I’d spill my guts to any day. 

“I know, but I can’t. Not now.” 

Maybe not ever.

As Rory leaves, I catch her arm, ignoring my own concerns for something more important. “Why are you wearing a turtleneck?” 

Most people wouldn’t notice such a subtle thing, but I’ve been her best friend long enough to know something’s not right. It’s eighty degrees today and she’s hot-natured. Even in winter, she’ll wear a light cardigan instead of a heavy coat. Today she has on a coffee-colored sweater and denim shorts, a weird combo I can’t ignore.

She shoves off my question and my hand. “It’s nothing. You’ve got bigger fish to fry right now.”

Fat chance of that. 

“What happened?”

Knowing I won’t let it go, Rory glances away and shifts her collar to reveal two large purple bruises on the sides of her neck. “He got drunk a couple nights ago. I’d planned on staying out of the house, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go. You...” She stops herself from finishing that sentence.

“I wasn’t here.” Nausea hits me like a brick. Rory’s dad beat her up because she couldn’t hide out at my house. She got hurt because I couldn’t help her. 

Words fail me. There’s nothing I can say, and Rory knows it. 

She gives me a small smile. “It’ll heal. I’m just glad you’re back.”

Once she’s gone, I run to the bathroom and vomit until I’m dry heaving over the toilet. Rory was getting beaten up while I was off having an adventure. But that’s not accurate. I didn’t want to be there, at least not at first. I did everything I could to find my way home. If given a chance, though, I’d go back to the magical world in a heartbeat. 

What kind of a friend does that make me? 

I spit and rest my cheek on the porcelain rim. My brain flits between images of Rory hiding from her dad and Primrose’s smirk. I rub my head, trying to clear it, but all I do is enhance the headache.

Stumbling to my room, I pace back and forth, creating a track in the already worn beige carpet. One problem at a time. I can’t help Rory if I can’t help myself. Maybe if I make it back to the Otherworld, I might be able to do something to help her.

The true question is, is there a way for me to get back? Yes, if Garret rescued me and convinced his mother to let him borrow the travel ring. But so many things could go wrong. He could get lost trying to find me. He could believe his sister and not bother chasing a girl who doesn’t love him. Or... Primrose threatened Garret when I was in that dilapidated shack. 

“As far as Garret, if he chooses to stick his nose into things, which he should not, I have a way to make sure he never interferes with me again.” 

I didn’t have a chance to ask her what that meant because the next minute I was thrown into a coffin. She wouldn’t hurt him, would she? I consider her character and a cold sweat breaks across my brow. 

Yes, she would. 

“Ouch!” I yelp, stubbing my toe on my book nook. I glance out the window at the tree limbs bouncing in the light breeze, and a mental light bulb clicks. Who was the one who captured me in the first place? Who’s the one who has a travel ring as part of his job? 

Yrvis.

I sit on my nook, cradling my hurt foot. Yrvis came after Charlotte, the girl I helped escape an arranged marriage. He should’ve been sent to find me in the same way. If Yrvis isn’t here, Queen Cecilia didn’t send him. But why?

Only one thing I know for certain: I haven’t been rescued. In all likelihood, I’m on my own and I have to save myself. 

This is annoyingly familiar.

***
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The next few hours are a blur spent on the tufted blue couch. I’m on my own and no one from the Otherworld is coming for me. What’s worse is I’m beginning to question whether or not it was real. The only thing keeping me from brushing it off as a wicked dream is the giant engagement ring on my finger. It’s my lifeline to home.

I’m on this trail of thinking when Mom walks in, carrying Chinese takeout. She looks relieved to see me and lets out an audible burst of air, settling beside me on the couch. “How was your day? Did you get some rest?” 

I nod and reach for the bag she hands me, the smell of good ol’ takeout wafting through the air. 

“That’s great, honey. It was a busy day at work. After the conference in Dallas, they put me in charge of reordering—what’s wrong, sweetheart?”

A single tear streaks down my cheek as I read my fortune. It was so natural for me to break open the cookie before eating dinner; I didn’t know the contents would pierce my heart. 

Your adventure awaits. 

I clutch the slip of paper to my chest and forget about controlling my emotions. I don’t care anymore. Garret’s not coming for me. No one’s bringing me home. No one. 

The smell of the takeout makes me nauseous and I get up, ignoring the piping hot food on the coffee table. “I can’t do this right now.” 

Leaving Mom on the couch, I race upstairs and shut my door. 

Mom doesn’t follow me, but I can’t miss the faint sobs coming from the living room. 

And the award for the worst daughter in the world goes to...

I lean my back against the door and slide to the carpet. This isn’t who I am. I’m not the kind of daughter who hides in her room and lets her mom weep. Maybe I could have breakfast with Mom in the morning. We can talk and I’ll think of something to say about where I’ve been. I’ll go to school and tell my friends... What do I tell them? What do I tell Mom? This whole silent treatment isn’t fair to her, and I doubt it’s going to last much longer. She might call my psychiatrist to get to the bottom of it, and that’s a five-hundred-dollar bill she can’t afford.

Moving to my book nook, I press my face against the cool glass, my breath fogging the pane. I don’t have a single idea as to what I should do. My mind’s as blank as a piece of paper. 

A piece of paper. 

That’s it! I can write out what I’m going to say. That worked in the Otherworld; it’s gotta work now too. I bound over to my desk, pulling an old spiral notebook out of a drawer. Flipping past my US History notes in the first half to the blank pages in the back, I grab a pencil and do what I do best. It may be lies, but it’s a start.

A start is all I need.
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WRITING HALF THE NIGHT was a terrible idea. I crashed at three in the morning after working out an explanation as to where I’ve been the past week. It’s a good thing I did too, because I’m faced with the inquisition when I come down for breakfast. 

“You need to tell me what happened.” 

I yawn with a stretch, breathing in the smell of freshly brewed coffee. “Can’t I have some tea first?” I barely put any effort into my appearance today, being too tired to do much more than slip on a pair of jeans and a gray t-shirt and throw my hair into a ponytail. If I’m going to survive school, I need caffeine. 

At my miffed tone, Mom slams her mug on the table. Coffee sloshes over the side, threatening to spill on her olive pantsuit. “I’ve been patient. I’ve been understanding. But you’ve gotta give me something to go on. It may have been traumatic, and you might not wanna talk about it, but you need to tell me.”

Sitting back in her chair, she folds her arms across her chest. Waiting. 

“No tea, then,” I grumble. Mom’s glare makes me wish I hadn’t said anything. 

Here goes nothing. 

Standing taller, I pull on every skill I’ve learned in Theatre over the years. “There’s not much to tell. I was running around the school track, and a small dog ran past me. It startled me enough that I dropped my phone. Thinking he was lost and not wanting to lose sight of him, I left my phone on the ground and followed the dog down Old Miller Road. It went into the graveyard and as I chased it, I tripped and fell. I must’ve knocked my head against a tree or a rock because that’s the last clear thought I have.” 

I put a hand on my temple, acting like I have a headache. 

“Everything’s real fuzzy after that. There was a kind voice and a lady feeding me, but I can’t recall what she looked like. Then I remember running out of a haphazard structure and returning to the graveyard. My memories clear as I think about the police chief talking to me and helping me into the ambulance. I wish I could tell you more, but that’s all I remember.”

I grip the yellowed countertop behind me as Mom lifts an eyebrow. 

“Amnesia. That’s your story?” 

I gulp and feign confidence. “That’s what happened.” 

She leans forward, her chunky gold necklace clicking against the table. “Then explain to me why you have an engagement ring on your finger.” I dart my eyes to the shiny rock on my hand. “When I picked you up from the police station I noticed it, but I didn’t want to bring it up. I figured you’d get around to it.” 

I lick my lips and compose another story. Who says improv is dead? “Must’ve gotten it while I was blacked out.”

Mom tilts her head, and I grind my back teeth. She doesn’t believe a word I said. Slowly, she stands and approaches me with an unreadable expression. This would be a lot easier if she was yelling or crying. Then I’d know what to do. 

“You have never lied to me,” she says, breaking the silence and putting my trepidation at ease. “I’ve raised you to be honest and you have been. Until now. I don’t know what’s so terrible that you have to hide it from me, but I want you to know that when you’re ready to tell me the truth, I’ll be waiting. Most parents would ground their children for telling lies, but I’m not gonna do that. I’m just gonna tell you one thing.” 

Mom’s brown eyes bore into mine and I know what she’s going to say. Even with that foreknowledge, her words don’t hurt any less. “I’m disappointed in you, Dori.” 

I barely notice the screen door slapping shut and her leaving for work. I stand in the kitchen, seeing nothing but a string of lies. My mom and I have had a great relationship for as long as I can remember. We’ve always been there for each other, no matter what. And now she’s disappointed in me because I won’t tell her the truth. 

Because the truth makes me sound like a lunatic.

With a groan, I grab my bag and head to school. No sense crying about spilled milk, or in this case, spilled lies. 

The day is a blur of questions and sideways glances. I don’t bother giving any explanations. No one would believe them anyway. The only teacher I had a full conversation with was Ms. Petite. She called me over during Theatre Tech and made me swear to never miss rehearsal again. I’d been confused about why until Elin chimed in that last night’s rehearsal entailed an unexpected ten-minute blackout and our Hamlet, Thomas Ming, fell off the stage and broke his pinky finger. Turns out, I’m the one person who knows how to control the light board. 

If only I could control my life as easily.

A backpack stuffed full of missed work and a few overheard hurtful comments is all I have to show for my first day back. My friends tried to serve as a buffer between me and everyone else, but it’s a stopgap measure. Zyph won’t always be there to wrap his arm around my shoulders, blocking me from curious onlookers. Elin and Rory won’t always be there to speak over the girls joking about how Dorky Dorcas ran away from home. Eventually, it’ll just be me and a slew of questions I can’t answer. 

Speaking of questions, I need to see if I still have a job. After school, I drive over to Mercer’s Nursery to find the man himself hauling a wagon of cedar mulch to the backlot.

He startles when he spots me running to catch up with him and drops the wagon handle. “Where have you been, Dori?”

“It’s a long story. I’m sorry I wasn’t here last week.” My words tumble out, each one laced with remorse. “Please, can I keep my job?”

Mr. Mercer scrunches his bushy salt-and-pepper brows before smiling broadly. “Sure. I had Rachel cover for you last week, but no one’s as good with the plants as you. Can you work today?” 

I nod vigorously. 

“Then you’d better get to Mrs. Thomings’ place. She’s got a bunch of new plants that need watering and pruning.”

“You got it.” I grab a pair of gardening gloves from the office and then rush off. Finally, one thing is going right. 

As I pull up to the elderly woman’s house, I’m stunned. No longer is this the vine-encrusted spooky yard kids would ding-dong ditch on the weekends. It’s now filled with color and life. Budding orange azaleas sprinkle the front flowerbed and pots of vibrant purple catnip are on the porch. This garden is going to be gorgeous in the spring with these new plants and flowers to complement her collection of yellow European roses. 

I slip out of my truck and head over to said roses, their fragrant scent filling the yard. Mrs. Thomings is on the porch and waves at me as I walk by, her holding a set of knitting needles and working on a teal scarf. “Dorcas, it’s good to see you. Would you like a glass of iced tea? Or a cookie?”

I politely decline, confusion mixing with surprise. This is the first pleasant conversation I’ve ever had with this woman. Nice isn’t something Mrs. Thomings is known for. It’s then I remember the strange girl I brought with me to this garden only two weeks ago. Charlotte used her gift on Mrs. Thomings, and I recall how at peace she had looked when Charlotte touched her face. It was as if years of pain were washed away in an instant.

Thinking of Charlotte and her gift has my heart clenching, my own gift lost forever. Lot of good it would do me here. Kindness can’t get me home and I couldn’t use it in this world even if I wanted to. 

Mrs. Thomings stays on the porch the entire time I’m working, remarking every so often on how beautiful the weather’s been and how her cats have been loving the catnip. I’m almost finished pruning the roses when Mrs. Thomings asks me a question. “Where did she go?” 

I look up at the woman in the wheelchair. “Who?” 

“Your friend. The one who helped me.” 

“You mean Charlotte? She... ” How do I explain that she went through a barrier to another world? “She was just visiting. She’s gone back home to... Charlotte. You know, in North Carolina.” 

I wince at the lie. My stories are getting stranger by the second. I need to work on being more believable. Mrs. Thomings doesn’t question me though as she starts humming again and continues to knit.

Her question has me thinking of something, and I clip off more stem than I should. If Charlotte was able to contact a travel witch to get the token to travel through the water barrier, why can’t I? I could find a travel witch and get the Otherworld token. How did she do that? I know she was from the Otherworld, so she probably had contacts there, but how did she find a witch here in the Mortalworld? If she did it, there has to be a way. I should’ve asked her. Of course, I had no idea what the Otherworld was at the time, and I couldn’t have foreseen how my life would change after she left. 

I bite my lip trying to think through how I can find a travel witch. I doubt there’s an ad in the classifieds stating, “Travel witch services, contact Betty Ray for information.” Finishing the flowers, I wave goodbye to Mrs. Thomings and jump in my truck, but the worrisome thoughts won’t let me be.

Once I’m home, I take a long shower and brush out the tangled mess that is my hair. I’ve thrown it in a bun or a ponytail since I got back, not bothering with the rat’s nest. The act of brushing my hair has me missing June. I miss her bottles of magic that could transform my curls into luscious locks. I miss my lagoon of a bathtub. I miss the towels that could dry my hair in seconds. 

I miss... everything. 

My phone buzzes in my pocket, forestalling the inevitable breakdown. “I’m at home if you wanna come over early. You’ve always been there for me. Let me be there for you."

I read Rory’s message a couple times before I remember why I’d be going over to her place at all. It’s Tuesday and we always have study group on the only school night we don’t have rehearsal. 

“I’ll be there in a few.” 

I set my phone down and stare at myself in the mirror. My fingers grip the counter as nervous energy races through me. A thought works itself into my head and it’s ridiculous. But I have to talk to someone. Someone who might believe me.

My glance catches on one of the pictures taped to my bathroom mirror. Rory and I are grinning from ear to ear after having won a relay race, our skin covered in sweat, and leaning on each other for support. That was the day she told me she had a crush on Jake Abramowitz, and I told her I was going to join the debate team. We’ve always told each other everything. Now isn’t any different.

I swallow, determination in my eyes and in my veins. This’ll either be the best decision I’ve ever made or the worst.

Slipping on a pair of jeans and a grass-stained white t-shirt, I drive to Rory’s. Her jerk of a dad works late most nights, so it’ll just be the two of us. 

The door flies open the moment I knock, and I ask, “You really wanna know what happened?”

Rory’s hazel eyes widen with excitement. “More than life itself.” She drags me to the couch and rubs her hands together. “Okay. Spill.” 

I take a deep breath, uncertain on this precipice. If I do this, there’s no going back. But the words flow out, the truth breaking the dam of lies I’ve built. I can’t stop until I’ve told her the whole story. 

Her mouth gapes by the time I’m through, and I’m tempted to quip, You’ll catch flies doin’ that.

She rubs her neck. “I wasn’t expecting...”

“I know it’s a lot.” 

“You think? You’ve been in another world, a magical world at that, and you’re engaged to a prince. If I wasn’t your best friend and knew you as well as I do, I’d think you were making the whole thing up.” 

I cross my arms over my chest and sink into the couch. “I wish I was lying. I wish everything I told you was some sick joke, but it’s not. I don’t know what to do. I can’t tell my mom.” 

“No duh. She’d take you straight to the hospital.” 

“My thoughts exactly. What should I do?”

She rests her head on my shoulder, her red strands mixing with my brown curls. “I have no idea, but I’m glad you told me. I can’t imagine what keeping a secret like that would do to you.” Rory pauses and shifts away from me, picking at a dark stain on the couch. “If you found a way to get back, could you bring someone with you?”

“Not likely. You have to have one of these.” I point to the Netherworld and Mortalworld tokens on my neck. She flips out about me having a tattoo, but I keep going. “If I can’t get an Otherworld token, I doubt anyone I brought along would be able to get one, either. Who did you have in mind? My mom?”

“Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” She scratches her arm and won’t meet my gaze. I’m about to ask her who she meant when both our phones buzz. 

“Study group in ten minutes. Be there or be square! Or be a circle. Life’s too short to choose a single shape.” Elin’s message breaks the tension. A quick glance at each other and we giggle. 

My laughter dies soon after. “I can’t tell anyone else.” 

Rory squeezes my shoulder in understanding. “It’ll be our secret. I promise I won’t say anything.” She quirks her head to the side. “Were you able to use magic while you were in that world?” 

“I was able to use my gift, but not magic. Once I marry into the Royal Family, I’m gonna be able to wield the elemental magic of the Crown. At least, I was.” The thought has a rock sinking into the pit of my stomach. 

Rory scoots over to hold me and I lean into her embrace. “I may not know anything about this new world, but I know you. You’ll figure out a way to get back.” 

If only she was right. 

Elin and Zyph arrive right on time and bombard me with questions. “Where were you? Why’d you disappear? Are you hurt? Are you mad?” 

I force back a groan and repeat what I told my mom. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

They take it way better than Mom did; the only negative reaction is from Zyph, who looks unsure about my amnesia claim. But he doesn’t press the issue, and we watch a random foreign film like always. There was a time we studied at study group, but since senioritis hit, we haven’t done much in the way of work. It’s way more fun watching a movie with friends than reviewing the quadratic formula.

Elin and Zyph head out after the movie, but I linger behind and give Rory one last hug. “Thank you.” 

She smiles that gorgeous grin of hers. “Always.”

Zyph is standing beside my truck when I walk outside, his light brown arms crossed. “Something’s off about your story. I just can’t put my finger on it.” 

I mimic his stance and put on my best poker face. “I told you what happened to me. Drop it.” 

“Did you get checked out at the hospital? If you had a case of amnesia, the cops would’ve sent you there first.”

“What?” I hadn’t considered that.

“Most people who have amnesia are kept there for observation. Do you have a follow-up appointment?”

I’m not liking where this is going. “I don’t know.” 

He cocks his head, his shaggy black hair shading part of his face. “There seems to be a lot you don’t know.” He must see the hurt in my eyes because he steps forward and grasps my shoulders, changing his tone. “If you don’t want to tell us what happened to you, fine. But I’m here for you, and I’m not going to judge you. I care about you too much to do that. You know that, right?”

Classic Zyph. 

It’s no wonder our moms want us to get back together. But despite his good intentions, this is the last thing I need right now. I shift my weight and say in a cool tone, “I told you what happened. If you wanna nitpick my story to pieces, be my guest. It’s not gonna change.”

He looks inclined to argue with me, but I brush past him and get in my truck. “It’s late. See you tomorrow.” I drive off, leaving Zyph behind, uncertainty in his gaze. One more person to add to the list of people I’m lying to. 

Creeping in the front door, I try to sneak past Mom sleeping on the couch. Try being the key word. 

She jumps up the instant the screen door slaps shut. “Where have you been?”

“Study group, like usual,” I say defensively. 

“You should have called me, or at least texted to let me know where you were.”

Having Zyph pick apart my story has me on edge and Mom giving me the third degree isn’t helping my mood. “Sorry. I didn’t know I was under house arrest.” 

“You’re not, but after thinking you were... I can’t say it.” She swallows and looks out the window, tears brimming in her eyes. “Dori, you scared me to death. I don’t wanna feel that way again, understand?”

I scratch my neck, regretting my tone. “I get it.”

She sniffs. “Good.” Mom gives me a quick hug and kisses my forehead. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

But I don’t let her pull away for a few moments. Despite how badly I want to get back to the Otherworld, being in Mom’s arms is incredible. I just wish I’d come back with Garret beside me and was able to tell her the whole story without her thinking I was losing my mind.

Once I’m in bed, I stare at the ceiling with the fairy lights twinkling in the darkness. Maybe Rory’s right. Maybe I can figure out a way to get home. I may not know how yet but if I set my heart on something, nothing can stop me.

Instead of sleeping, I scour the internet. My first thought is a search for other dimensions. The internet is a vast place, but I can’t find anything on the Otherworld. The closest thing I come to is in an article on temporal plains. It’s not listed by name, but the writer mentions a different realm where magic is a part of everyday life. I follow a link to another website to find a blog post about traveling between worlds. I scan the page looking for any clues as to the validity of the claims, only to find an ‘April Fools’ scrolling banner at the bottom of the site.

This is hopeless. Maybe I should give up. It’d be a whole lot easier. I could be happy with the life I have. I could stay with Mom and my friends and be content with a Mortalworld existence. 

I play with the ring on my finger as I consider it. Do I want to stay here and forget that magical place? I know I don’t want to forget Garret. If that’s the case, can I give up wanting to go back if I choose to remember my whirlwind experience and write it off as an Otherworld fling? 

I bite my cheek in concentration. No. This is my life. I want to be with Garret and change the future of Everencia. I can’t forget the adventures I went on and the people I met. I can’t forget the gift that coursed through my veins, giving me a power I never thought possible.

The Otherworld changed me for the better and I’m not going to give that up. I know what I want and I’m not going to let anyone stop me from finding my way home. 

Funny. I’ve said that before.
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IT’S GETTING EASIER and easier to ignore the looks and whispers. By Friday, most people have stopped noticing I’m here. I’m back to being a wallflower and I’m fine with that. Once I’m home in Everencia, it won’t matter.

If I could figure out how to get back, that is. Heaven knows it’d be much simpler if Garret or Yrvis came through the barrier and found me. I’ve gone for a run every night this week to clear my head of all my worries, while also hoping someone would appear and whisk me home. I went around the track several times searching for sunset eyes. 

No one came. 

As I’m slamming my pickup truck’s door after driving home from school, I get a group message from Elin. “Since we don’t have rehearsal, it’s Girl’s Night tonight! And yes, Dori, you’re coming whether you like it or not. Be ready to go by 7.” 

Rory sends an immediate thumbs up. I’m about to ignore the message when I get a separate text from Rory. “You should come. It’ll get your mind off Garret and this whole Otherworld problem.”

I grumble and send a thumbs up to my friends. I’d hoped I could have extra time searching for a way home after Ms. Petite canceled rehearsal so she could perform Edgar Allen Poe’s Tell-Tale Heart at a local haunted house. Thankfully, the three of us will just be hanging out at Elin’s apartment like we usually do on the weekend.

Another message pops up that dashes my hopes for a girl’s night in. “Costumes are required so find something sexy.” 

A girl’s night is one thing. A costume party is another beast entirely. 

Hiding in my room doesn’t stop Elin from banging on the door loud enough to wake the dead fifteen minutes before we’re supposed to leave. I unwisely let her in, and the tirade begins. 

“Where’s your costume? I was extremely specific earlier. Sweatpants are not sexy.” With a huff, she drags me upstairs and rummages through my closet, tossing clothes this way and that. 

I lay on my bed and cover my face with a pink pillow. “You’re not gonna find anything.” 

“You’d better hope I do or you’re going naked.” 

That has me jumping to help her. When Elin gets in one of her moods, there’s no telling what she might do. I’d rather not cause a public disturbance. 

“What about this?” I ask, holding up a purple gingham sundress I wore to last year’s Theatre banquet.

She sticks her tongue out in disgust. “Too pretty. This is girl’s night and it’s Halloween.” 

“It’s the day before Halloween. Big difference.” 

“Balfour Brews is hosting a costume party tonight for high schoolers.” Elin considers a magenta velveteen midi-dress. She shakes her head and throws it on the floor, continuing her useless search. “You’re gonna need something sexy, official Halloween or not.”

I look her up and down, taking in her attire. “Why? You’re wearing a leather jacket and jeans. Why can’t I do that?”

She pulls a comb from her pocket and slicks back her short blonde hair. “Because I’m not the one who needs distracting. We need to find you a guy and get your mind off whatever you told Rory.” I start at that comment, but she waves away my concern. “She didn’t tell me anything. Just that you had a falling out with a boy you met. Course, if you wanted to tell me—” 

“I can’t.” 

Elin looks hurt by my response, but she shrugs it off. “No worries. Now how about this little number?”

***
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“I can’t do this,” I say, my chest tightening as we pull into the parking lot. We picked up Rory­—ten minutes and seventeen seconds late by my best friend’s account—and drove to the bar in Elin’s brother’s car. Austin made Elin swear to have it back at their apartment by eleven or she’d find her latest diary entry as a blog post on Balfour Community College’s website. I’m tempted to bribe him into posting it anyway as payback for her making me go to this party.

Elin opens the door for me, annoyance written across her face. “Yes, you can. We’re gonna have a night on the town and you’re gonna forget all about what’s-his-name.” She pulls me out with a satisfied grin and slaps me on the butt. “See? It’s not that bad.”

I catch my reflection in the car window and my gut twists. I can’t believe Elin thought this was a good outfit choice. In the depths of my closet, she found a blue halter dress I wore to my cousin’s wedding three years ago. Somehow, it fits. My chest has grown though, so I look like an overstuffed potato. A pretty potato, but still a potato. She finished off my ensemble with the plastic crown from my sixteenth birthday party and said I looked like a princess. She has no idea how close I came to being a real princess. Now, I’ll probably never see my Prince Charming again.

Rory slips out the car and gives me an apologetic wince, knowing this isn’t my scene but smart enough not to argue with Elin. She’s rocking a pink poodle miniskirt with penny loafers, her hair thrown into a high ponytail and wearing ruby red lipstick. Standing beside Elin, the two of them look like they walked off the set of a TV show or, more accurately, last year’s student-written production of The 1950s’ Housewives of Dallas. I’m pretty sure they borrowed the outfits from the costume closet at school. 

Elin gives me and Rory a wicked grin, pausing at the entrance to the bar. “Y’all ready for a night that’s gonna change our lives?” She doesn’t wait for us to answer before throwing open the doors. 

The place is packed with cowgirls, rock stars, and superheroes, dancing in the open space between tables strewn with mini pumpkins and LED candles. Fake spiders hang from metal pipes running along the exposed ceiling, their black bodies bouncing in time to the thumping bass. 

I scrunch my nose at the mixture of sweat and stale tobacco wafting through the air, wishing I was anywhere but here. But since they’re offering half-price virgin drinks, I sit at one of the high-top tables and order a strawberry daiquiri. Elin tries to order a rum and cola but is severely disappointed when the waiter cards her. She’s mopey until Rory grabs her hand to take her onto the dance floor.

They try to get me to join but I decline and wave them on. “Y’all go ahead.” 

The last time I danced was with Garret, and I can’t do that again. Not without him by my side. Elin looks inclined to pressure me, but Rory sweeps her off, throwing me an understanding glance over her shoulder. 

Couples on the floor spin and sway in a blur of colors and my mind wanders. Wanders to another place, another world. I imagine myself in the arms of a handsome man with stormy blue eyes. We dance in the middle of the palace ballroom, the orchestra playing a lilting melody. Garret twirls me, my blush-pink gown swishing around my legs, and he holds me close to his chest. He touches my cheek and I lean into his hand, loving the feel of his skin against mine.

I’m so lost in my daydream I almost miss the waitress dropping off my daiquiri. 

“Here you go.” I look up to thank her and audibly gasp at her eyes. Her red eyes. I’ve only ever seen one person with red eyes. The travel witch.

She pays no mind to my blatant staring and walks away, focused on her own thoughts and work. No way. It’s too coincidental. She couldn’t be, but... what if she was? Could she help me get home? I consider these possibilities, and the opportunity is far too great for me to ignore. Leaving my drink, I head to the bar. 

The waitress is facing the back wall of multicolored liquor bottles and cleaning a crystal whiskey glass. She says without turning around, “Sorry, no minors at the bar. Jack will take your order at your table.” 

I ignore her words and slip onto one of the green leather barstools. “I wanted to order a drink that’s not on the menu. A magical ale, perhaps?” It’s a chance and I know it, but this is the best course of action. If she replies, “What?” or “I said order at your table, kid,” I’ll know she’s not what I think she is. 

I hold my breath as she pauses her cleaning and places the glass on the mirrored counter with a clink. She faces me, and I’m staring into blood-red eyes. Except for that creepy feature, she’s stunning, with long, curly raven hair pulled back in a clip and dark olive skin. I’d assume she was from Latin America, but her eyes and the look she’s giving me tell me she’s not from this world. 

“I am afraid I do not have that specialty. How do you know of it?” 

Spying the two shimmering tokens on her neck above her low-cut tank top, I do a mental fist pump. If I play my cards right, she could be my ticket home. “Because I’ve been to the Otherworld.” 

She smiles slowly, like a cat who’s caught a mouse. “You only have two tokens. Where is your other one?” 

I cross my arms and sit taller, resisting the urge to touch my neck. “It was taken from me, and I want it back.” 

She grabs another glass to clean. “That is a steep request. I do not know if you are aware of how hiring one of us works, but it is not cheap. I require payment.” 

My stomach flips. I hadn’t considered that. I also hadn’t considered finding a travel witch in the first place. Garret told me about the travel witches and how they were paid for their services. He said they accepted money, titles, and even children. “What do you want? If it’s money, I’m sure—” 

“Money is useless to me. I require something... personal.” 

“What’s that?” I ask, swallowing. 

She grins, the overly clean glass in her clutches. “Blood.” 

My eyes go wide. “Blood? Like pig’s blood?” 

Her red eyes shine in the dark bar like twin laser pointers. “Yours.” 

“Why do you want my blood?” 

“I have my uses. Is it a deal, Dorcas Livingston?” 

I almost fall off the chair. “I never told you my name.” 

“You did not. Is it a deal?” 

Unease creeps up my spine. She wants my blood. What’s the harm in that? If it gets me back to the Otherworld and the life I should be living, it’s worth it. 

I meet her red-eyed stare. “Deal.” 

The travel witch leans closer to me, her long necklace with a black flower charm tapping against the bar. “Wonderful. I will meet you at the graveyard barrier tomorrow night at ten.” 

I worry my bottom lip. “Do I need to go to the doctor to get a blood sample?” 

“No need. I will see you tomorrow night, Princess.” 
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Case File No. 832- Filed By OFC Jenkins, Balfour PD

On October 25 at 8:01 PM, I was dispatched to Old Miller Rd. for a
disturbance in the graveyard. Upon amival, I spoke with Dan Hobberts,
age 43.

Hobberts stated he was walking his dog around 7:40 PM down Old
Miller Rd. The pair were walking past the graveyard when yelling was
overheard. Hobberts investigated the shouts and found a young woman
in a nightgown digging with her bare hands in one of the graves. He
spoke with the woman and believed her to be hysterical. Hobberts was
concemed she might try to harm herself or others. Hobberts called
dispatch at 7:52 PM.

After speaking with the witness, I made contact with the woman. She
was sitting on a grave, banging the ground with her fists. She was
covered in mud, and I could only see that she had brown hair and a
bleeding cut on her neck. I called dispatch, alerting them we needed
‘medical assistance, and tried speaking to the woman_ As she looked at
me, I recognized her as Dori Livingston. (See Case File No. 828:

Missing Person Report, Filed by B. Livingston- Oct. 23)

D. Livingston recognized me as a classmate’s father and spoke to me,
D. Livingston claimed she needed to “go back.” Paramedics arrived on
scene ten minutes later. When the medical professionals tried to take D.
Livingston to the ambulance, she would not leave. D. Livingston had to
be given a sedative to relax her. Her wounds were superficial, and she
was released to my custody afier an examination in the ambulance.

Amiving at the station, D. Livingston was placed in a holding room for
questioning. Victim said she was not harmed and wished to leave.
Despite her legal adult status, B. Livingston was called as her parental
guardian. B. Livingston arrived and claimed D. Livingston as her
daughter. Follow-up scheduled for Nov. 1.

End.
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