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“Until we meet again.”  

Charlie Fernandez knelt in front of his dad’s bookcase, ear cocked for a tell-tale stair creak as he slid an aged book back into its slot on the shelf. His sneaky early morning ritual of returning forbidden texts had been operating without a hitch for six months. So far, he’d worked his way through the bottom shelf of his dad’s ancient and wondrous tomes, and was halfway through the next. ‘Gatekeeping Ethics’ would be in his hands again later that night, its words being devoured by torchlight while under protection of the duvet. Thirty-four pages in, despite how it read like a Dickens’ era instruction manual, he relished every page. 

With the bookcase closed and lock turned, Charlie tiptoed to the desk, peeled back the rubber base on the stapler, tucked the key in place, returned the stapler to its slot beside the envelopes, and eased the drawer shut. 

“Charlie, are you up?”

Steph’s holler almost made him jump out of his skin. “Yeah, Mom,” he called down, hoping his loud reply drowned out the click as he released the handle and hopped away from the door. He leaned over the banister to see her at the foot of the stairs, hands on hips. “Of course I’m up.”

“Your dad said he’ll take you to college this morning, so you’d better hurry.” With the announcement made, she retreated to the kitchen. 

“I don’t need a lift,” he called after her. “Mom!"

No reply.

"Mom!” 

“What?” Steph reappeared with a glower.

Despite his attention being focused on the stealthy return of the book, he’d registered the tense undercurrent of his parent’s conversation while creeping across the landing. As Steph stared up at him, arms folded, and hair scooped into a messy pony tail, he knew something was up. “Why aren’t you in your uniform?” It was Tuesday. She always worked on a Tuesday. “Are you sick?” 

“No. I’m taking a day off, is all.” 

“Why? What’s up?” 

“Charlie, could you please just get your butt in gear? Your dad is leaving at half past.” 

“I don’t want a lift. I can walk. Mom—Mom!” The kitchen door banged shut. Charlie pushed himself away from the bannisters with a grunt. “I’m walking!” he yelled to the empty hallway before marching back into his bedroom. He didn’t need, or want a lift to college—being there any earlier than necessary only added to the torture. “It’s not even raining,” he muttered, flinging open his wardrobe. 

Charlie grabbed the closest pair of jeans. He threw them onto his bed, groaning in misery. Tuesday was not his favourite day of the week—along with Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday. First up this morning he had Small Business Management. Principles of Marketing followed, and after that came Organisation & Management Theory. Each class managed to be as equally boring as the other, and the rest of the day didn't offer anything better. College life held as much entertainment as watching wallpaper peel, punctuated by short moments of respite when he got to hang out with his friends. 

A t-shirt followed the trajectory taken by the jeans. Turning away from his wardrobe, he spied the open notebook on his desk, and faced with another reminder of his crappy life, slapped it shut. The deadline for an economics paper loomed and he'd only half the required word count written. Lauren had wisely suggested sacrificing lunch to work on it in the library, but embracing that kind of responsibility and maturity meant missing an hour of her company. Now that seven weeks and three days had passed since her and Matt’s breakup, he'd been working up the courage to ask her out. To abandon her in the cafeteria so he could write an essay would be a foolish move at this delicate stage of his operation. 

Charlie dropped onto his bed. Disinclined to get dressed, he flopped onto his back. Although only a few weeks into his second year of college, he continued to wish the whole thing over and done with—as much now as on his very first day last year. But he’d made a deal with his dad; experience college life, study useful courses, and if by the end of two years of ‘sincere application to his studies’ he still wanted to apprentice as a Gatekeeper, Leon would arrange for his training to begin. All Charlie yearned for was to follow in the footsteps of his dad. Opening the magickally sealed Gates between the ten realms so all sorts of magick folk could hop in and out promised a kick-ass, rock-star career—one way better than whatever brain-rot Business Studies claimed to deliver.

Above Charlie’s head, posters of his favourite bands layered the sloping ceiling. For years he'd dreamt of being a Rock God, but one day, blessed fate conspired to set in motion a series of magnificent events, the outcome of which forced Leon into bringing Charlie to the one place he had never witnessed; The Warehouse. 

The Warehouse contained the Gate in Leon’s charge, and having never even known the location of the infamous building, the mere thought of crossing its threshold had rendered Charlie speechless. Under threat of lifelong punishments, he swore blind he would never, ever tell anyone of what he was about to see, and had shadowed Leon with his mouth clamped shut and heart leaping. 

At first glance, the disappointment had crushed him. He'd always imagined the warehouse would be fantastical in some way; swirling, multi-hued mists, unidentifiable, intriguing scents, maybe even celestial voices drifting out from the magickal beings passing through the infinite portals beyond the Gate. Instead, its exterior displayed a faded ‘Fernandez Logistics’ sign above the door, and inside, once Leon led him through the mock-up office, they'd climbed a dreary, cold, windowless stairwell. The whole thing had been as far from fantastical as it could get. 

But at the top of the stairwell they'd emerged onto a walkway and Charlie's feet had tripped to a disbelieving stop. Before his eyes, hanging unaided by the power of some pretty awesome magick, hovered the massive cube of concrete containing the Gate. Incapable of speech, Charlie had watched as his dad magicked an extension to the walkway to allow them cross the expanse of space to where the cube hung. And just when he’d thought it couldn’t get any more epic, Leon made the concrete surface disappear to reveal a shiny copper door marked with some serious-looking magickal symbols.

Once inside the room—a disheartening space with six bare cement surfaces and a few mismatched bits of furniture—Leon had gotten down to business. Magickal ceremonial shenanigans ensued, and the room filled with a rushing roar of turbulence. A swirling hole opened before Charlie’s wide eyes to eject a dishevelled pile of rags which turned out to be a man. Too gob smacked to do anything else, Charlie remained in his assigned corner of the room, gaping as Leon helped the disorientated traveller to a waiting chair. In the short time it took Leon to stash all his magickal paraphernalia back in his cabinet, the man was up on his feet again, chatting about the hot summer in the Fourth Realm and how a fall of rain wouldn’t go amiss. 

Charlie had watched him amble off up the street when they'd left the warehouse, and only then had his mouth remembered how to work. For the journey home, the entire way through dinner, and another hour after, Leon answered every single one of Charlie’s questions. By the time Charlie had floated onto his pillow that night, he no longer wanted to be a leather-trousered, husky-voiced, smouldering Rock God. He wanted to be a Gatekeeper.

So, Charlie reminded himself, he could put up with all the college crap. He would sit through the lectures, write the papers, and take the exams. And every night, he would continue to unlock the bookcase and devour the books Leon refused to allow him read, because in just under eleven months’ time he would turn twenty, the Gatekeeping magick in him would activate, his apprenticeship would begin, and then the real fun would start. 

Due to an archaic law made by the Higher Council, rulers of all folk who have magick in them, or ‘Adorned’ as is their preferred title, Charlie was forbidden to apprentice in his home realm; the First Realm. He didn’t know why and he really didn’t care, all he knew was the Higher Council’s rule meant he would finally get to see what worlds lay beyond the swirling abyss in the warehouse. His apprenticeship also held a cast-iron guarantee he would get to visit all the realms—except for the Tenth, where a horde of nasty demons ran amok. The Higher Council had sealed up the Gate to that realm years ago, so no-one could get in, or out, but all other eight realms were open for business, and he wanted to experience every single one during his novitiate. Once he completed his training, he’d have his very own Gate to keep. So even though Management Theory and Principles of Marketing made him want to scoop his eyeballs out, college was a means to an end. Or, as his best pal, Jamie, would say; ‘winners see the gain, losers see the pain’. Although, that wasn’t actually Jamie’s line, it was something Jamie’s dad would say, along with all the other self-affirming slogans he loved to spout. “Pain for gain,” Charlie muttered, heaving himself upright again.  

He paused for a quick early morning appraisal at the mirror. His beard shadow he would deal with in the shower, hair too. He ruffled the locks, wondering again about getting a tighter cut. Steph would kill him if he cut his curls off, but he’d argue that hair always grows back. What he wouldn’t explain was that Lauren had a thing for guys with tight cuts. And abs, he reminded himself, yanking up his t-shirt to check out his progress. In the right light, the suggestion of a six pack formed. He’d taken up running with Matt five weeks ago, and while the first week had been a torture he couldn’t put into words, his fitness had improved enough that he could now run 5k without wanting to barf up a lung. Matt had promised that pounding the winding paths of Collen Park sloughed off the stagnancy of the college day, and although Charlie hadn’t admitted it to him yet, Matt was right. He never thought he’d be the kind of guy who would be excited to put on a pair of trainers, but somehow, here he was, already looking forward to tonight’s run. 

Awareness of the odd metallic taste coating his tongue returned as he checked his abs from a different angle. Charlie dropped his t-shirt, reaching for the bottle of water on his desk. The rankness had been there when he’d woken, and every time he swallowed, bitterness bit into his tongue.

“Half an hour, Charlie!” 

Steph’s warning holler interrupted his swallow. He wrenched open his bedroom door, coughing against the water going down the wrong way. “Mom, I told you; I’ll walk,” he glared over the bannister at her. “What’s with the sudden insistence on a lift, anyway?” 

“What insistence?”

“You’re being weird this morning."

“You need to hurry,” she replied. 

Something was definitely up. First, Steph never took a day off. The only occasions he could recall her taking leave was when she'd slipped on ice two winters ago and sprained her ankle bad enough to warrant a crutch. Before then was the summer seven years ago when her father passed away. Steph never even took sick days—not that she’d ever spread her germs around the hospital if she was ill, but because she appeared to be the most germ resistant human he knew. Something about working in the hospital had rendered her nuclear proof, he reckoned. The second clue that strangeness squatted in his house that morning was this nonsense about a lift to college. Leon only ever offered a lift when dire weather landed. Clear blue sky hung above when Charlie had opened his curtains twenty minutes ago, and the weather report had announced it would remain that way for the next two days. But the biggest tell of how the Fernandez house didn't operate on normal mode blared up from the kitchen. Leon lazed about at an hour when he'd normally be ensconced in his office at the IT firm. Leon’s ‘up and at ‘em!’ attitude only worked on himself, and right now he was as far off from being up and at ‘em as Charlie was a Jedi Knight. 

“Hmm,” he murmured, leaning further over the banister and tilting his head to listen. Leon and Steph’s conversation murmured too low to hear individual words, but just like earlier, tension strained the tone. “Yep. Something is most very definitely—.” 

The unexpected creak of the guest bedroom door startled Charlie into wheeling around. The fright reeled a high-pitched noise from him, and as the visitor no-one had thought to mention paused in the doorway to give him the once over, he choked it down.

“Jumpy much?” the stranger asked with open amusement. 

About his age, petite, blonde, and with a pair of eyes so blue he wondered if she wore tinted contact lenses, Charlie gaped. “Um, I . . . "

“Wow, Charlie.” With a loud snort, the girl wiggled one finger at his chest. “You still actually wear that?”

A dazed hand strayed to the front of his most precious you-may-laugh-but-this-will-soon-be-a-collectors-item t-shirt. How did she know him when he didn't know her? 

“That is so very sad,” she sighed. The blonde stranger spotted the open bathroom door, raised one eyebrow, grinned, and sprung like a cat. “You snooze you lose!” she slammed the door and snapped the lock shut. “And now the hot water is mine! All mine!” 

Charlie only found his words when water hitting the shower floor drowned out her Machiavellian laugh. “What the hell? Who is that?” 

As if a clue might somehow materialise on the surrounding walls, he glanced around the landing, but the rude stranger yelled out something about Christmas being months away yet, confusing him further. 

Charlie marched to the bathroom door. “Um, hello,” he delivered a purposeful knock. “Leave some hot water, please.” 

“On the first day of Christmas, my Mommy gave to me a pair of Christmas underpants!” she sang back. 

“I said—,” he began to yell, but cottoning-on to her singing, clenched in embarrassment. “Aw crap.” A complete stranger had just seen him in his underwear, his Christmas tree underwear. “Ugh, thanks, Mom.” 

Charlie darted into his room to yank on his jeans. With a mumbled warning to the visitor that she’d better not take all the hot water, he swapped his precious t-shirt for another before taking the stairs two at a time. He landed with a loud slap on the hall floor. One hand was still searching blindly for an armhole as he stumbled into the kitchen.   

“And now he decides to hurry,” Steph sighed.

“Morning, son,” Leon mumbled from behind his newspaper.

“Thanks for the warning, guys. Seriously—if we’re going to have company, could you at least warn me so I don’t wander out of my bedroom half naked in Christmas underwear?” A final tug and his favourite Foo Fighters t-shirt straightened out.

“What company?” Occupied with her morning ritual of preparing a bagel for toasting perfection, Steph hunted for a knife.

“The girl upstairs; our guest. You could have warned me.” 

Steph turned to face him. A look that reminded him of the night he caught her trying to wrestle a tooth out from under his pillow when he was a kid, flashed. It was that whole, ‘I’ve just been caught red-handed and I’ve no way of explaining my way out of it’ expression. The same expression that had often tripped across his own face over the years. Before he could demand an explanation, she announced there were no guests in the house, and aimed her back to him again. Charlie looked to where Leon remained hidden behind his paper instead. “So, the blonde girl that just wandered out of the guest room and saw me in all my morning glory was a figment of my imagination?” 

Steph cleared her throat. Sawing her bagel in half with more force than he would have thought necessary, she began to hum. 

"Mom."

“Hmm?” 

“The girl upstairs. Who is she?” 

“Charlie, your sister is the only other person in this house. It’s too early in the morning for your crazy sense of humour.”

“Mom, seriously. Who is she?”

The paper gave a warning rattle as Leon turned the page. “Quit fooling around,” he said. But then added in a weird tone that reminded Charlie of the hypnotist on the lame TV show his mom loved, “you know who it is. It’s your sister, Elaria.”

Charlie wasn't feeling the hilarity. “This isn’t funny. I was in my underwear. Can one of you not give me a straight answer?” 

Leon ignored him to turn to the sports section. 

Steph peered into the toaster. 

Their forced disinterest nudged his annoyance up a gear. “How long is she staying? What’s her name?” 

Steph scratched at her head, and murmured something about wishing people would stop fiddling with the toaster settings. 

“Why are you both acting so weird? What's going on here this morning?”

“Charlie,” Leon snapped. “She lives here. She’s your sister. Your sister Elaria.”

“Dad,” Charlie rolled his eyes, "all I want is a simple answer. What's with all the sister comments, seriously? Can you not just tell me what the—.” The reason for the awkward tension between his parents clicked. Horror slackened Charlie's jaw. Leon, screened by the sports section, shrank into his chair, while Steph, acting as if the universe would implode if she didn’t oversee the toasting of her bagel, ducked her guilty head. For the second time that morning he found himself speechless as he grasped what they had so ineptly tried to explain. “No way,” he choked out. “Which one of you? And why are you only telling me now?”

“What?” Leon came out of hiding. “Which one of us what?”

“Which one of you did she come from? Jeez, guys,” he gasped. “I can’t believe this is how you tell me I have a half-sister. You could have softened it a bit!” 

For once, the spontaneous parental explosion wasn't directed at Charlie. With a screech a banshee would be proud of, Steph spun to face Leon, her fiery Spanish temper flaring as she aimed a finger straight at him. “I told you this wouldn’t work!”

“Now, hold on a second,” Leon threw down the paper, "let’s not—.”

“Oh no, mister,” she hissed, “don’t you dare tell me not to panic. Look at this! Look!” she jabbed in Charlie’s direction. “He has no idea who she is! It didn’t work!”

Leon got to his feet. “Okay, yes, I can see that, but you need to calm down. Yelling won't get us anywhere.” 

“Who’s yelling? I’m not yelling!” 

His soft tone only wound Steph up further. “I can fix this, honey.” 

“No way!” Steph's finger spun a wild circling gesture at Charlie. “You are not going to fiddle with my son’s head again. Once was enough!” 

“You agreed—.”

“Agreed? I was coerced!”

Charlie grabbed Steph’s hand. Her cheeks had turned a dangerous shade of red. “Mom, calm down. What didn’t work? And what did you do to my head?”

“I knew this would happen,” she ignored his questions as she continued to glare at Leon. “It was done too fast. I told you last night we needed longer.”

“Longer for what? Guys, come on. What’s going on?” Charlie wailed. 

“Well, we—we,” Leon began, including Steph in the cryptic mayhem unfolding. 

“No, not we!” she waved off any suggestion of involvement. “My opinions weren’t worthy of attention last night, so you and all your wise Adorned friends can sort this mess out yourselves.”

“Steph,” Leon pleaded. 

“No, no.” She dismissed him with a flick and a sniff. “Call your witch friend. I’m sure she has all the answers—she certainly seemed to think so yesterday."

“Dammit.” Leon backed himself against the counter top. He dragged his hands over his face. 

Charlie glanced between them. He'd landed in the middle of something momentous, but entirely innocent to the whole thing, it drove him nuts. What in the hell had happened last night? 

“You really have no idea who that girl is, Charlie?” 

“Nope.” Charlie leaned one shoulder against the fridge and crossed his arms. Steph had dropped into a chair at the table, angling herself away from Leon as she muttered about Adorned stupidity. She hadn’t looked this enraged since he’d smashed the patio door with his football when he was eleven. “But I’d really like to.” 

His dad sagged under the disappointment. “I can’t believe it didn’t work,” he mumbled to the floor. “What in the hell went wrong?” 

“What went wrong?” Steph snorted. “What went right?”

“Tara doesn’t make mistakes,” Leon reminded her with a scowl. 

Steph’s reply was a pointed nod at where Charlie stood.

Despite Charlie's bafflement, a loose grasp on the craziness enveloping his house began to form. Tara was one of Leon’s Adorned colleagues, a witch who worked in the national immigration section of their local government offices. She and Leon collaborated whenever something big and mysterious happened, and while Charlie never got to hear the particulars of what they did, Leon only ever spoke of her with the utmost respect; the kind given to a person who could actually turn you into a toad. With Tara involved and his mom shunted aside during the process, it only meant one thing: “This has something to do with your work,” he realised aloud. “This is Gatekeeper business.”

Leon’s glare had lifted from Steph to the ceiling. “Wait a second,” he said, not offering agreement, or disagreement. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Steph huffed. “The sound of me saying I told you so?”

“Steph, listen; she’s in the shower.” 

Leon pointed to where the faint sound of falling water spattered above their heads. A loud rendition of ‘The twelve days of Christmas’ accompanied it, and Charlie glared at the ceiling, cursing the stranger for taking so long in his bathroom. He hated cold showers. 

“You think she’d be up there singing if she knew what was going on?” 

Steph breathed an 'oh!'. “It worked on her?”

“It would appear so.”

“But not on Charlie.”

“Apparently not.”

“Why?” 

“Well, Tara did warn you that—.”

“Don’t blame me for this!” Steph shot to her feet again. “He would have woken—you agreed with me last night.”

“Yes, but the two don’t mix. She warned of the risk.”

“And what alternative did we have?” 

Scrambling to make sense of the Weirdest Morning Ever, Charlie raised his hand to interject. "The two what don't mix?"

“What if he had woken halfway through?," Steph ranted on. "What if he had broken the transfer?” 

“Tara would have dealt with it.”

“He’s our son, Leon! Do you think I was going to allow her work that kind of magick on him?”

“For the love of—!” Charlie yelled, clamping his head. “Somebody please explain what is going on in this house!”

“Okay, okay," Leon soothed. "He's right; let’s all just take a breath for a second."

“I don’t want a breath,” Charlie snapped. “I want to understand who that person is, and how she knows me when I don’t know her, and why I’m starting to feel like I may have had a lobotomy last night!” 

“I’ll explain everything,” Leon promised. 

“Good.” Charlie folded his arms again. “Because I’m kind of freaking out here.” And he was. 

Steph delivered a pat to his arm. "It’s okay, querido.”

“Not really,” he told her. “There’s a stranger up there who knows who I am, and I get the distinct impression that I just missed out on having my brain fried last night.”

“So, she knew you?” Leon pushed away from the counter. With her temper cooling, he came to Steph's side. “By name?”

“Yes.”

“And she was calm. She didn’t appear to be confused, or scared?”

“Definitely not,” Charlie recalled the enjoyment his squeal of fright had given her, and the way she’d teased him about his t-shirt and boxers, and snagging the hot water. “Holy crap,” he realised aloud. “She thinks I’m her brother.”

Leon rubbed his hands together. “You see?” he grinned at Steph. “It worked.”

“It half worked,” Steph corrected. 

Upstairs, the water came to a stop. Three pairs of eyes flicked to the ceiling. Leon grabbed Charlie’s arm. “Okay, son, emergency meeting. You and me to the shed, now."
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"Dad, what in the hell is all this about?"  

Dragging him by the arm, Leon marched Charlie to where the shed sat in the corner of the garden dominated by a maple tree. 

“Who is that girl? She’s not really my half-sister, is she?”

“No,” Leon unlatched the shed and shoved him inside. 

Charlie tripped over the rake, steadying himself by grabbing a shelf lined with paint cans. Cobwebs layered everything, and he quickly snatched his hand away before checking nothing dangled too near his hair. 

“Okay,” Leon muttered to himself once they were shut inside. “Where to begin?”

“Who that girl is for starters,” Charlie suggested, throwing a quick glance down for anything brown and eight-legged that might be scuttling around on the floor. “And how she knows me, and why I don’t have a clue who—.”

Leon motioned for silence. “You’re getting the condensed version. That’s all we have time for.”

“Any version would be good right now.”

“Fine. You understand about the other realms that exist, right?”

“Yes.”

“Elaria comes from the Second Realm. She arrived last night. We’re taking her in, she’s going to live with us for the next while because it’s not safe for her to be in her own realm right now.”

“Why? What’s—?”

“No questions,” Leon cut him off. “We don’t have time. I talk, you listen.”

“Fine.”

“Elaria is Adorned, and Solomon—you remember who Solomon is, right?”

“Your mentor.”

“Yes. He sent her to us for protection last night. Tara put her under a spell, a complicated spell. It’s called a veiling. Elaria has woken this morning thinking all of this is her normal life, that you’re her brother and your mom and I are her parents. The veiling has bound your memories into her mind. We kind of . . . copied and pasted them from you into her.”

“Whoa, hang on,” Charlie gaped. “You did what?”

“The thing is,” Leon carried on, almost as if trying to find clarification for himself, “the transfer more or less works both ways, so you should have woken thinking she was your sister too.”

“But I didn’t, so what does that mean?”

“I’ll figure that out later. What’s good right now is that Elaria thinks everything is normal. She’ll go to college this morning like she does every other morning. She’ll meet your friends, take your classes, and come back home this evening as if nothing is different. You weren’t supposed to know any different either, but you do, so this is the situation, this is what’s happening. You have a fake sister.”

Charlie’s mouth moved to speak, but before he could ask the first of one hundred and one questions, Leon continued.

“The enchantment will affect everyone who meets her. They’ll recognise her as Elaria; our daughter and your sister.”

“But it didn’t work on me,” Charlie pointed out. “So what if—?”

“No what ifs,” Leon warned, waving to deflect any suggestion the spell had failed. Charlie wondered what Leon's ratio of Confident it Worked, against Terrified it Didn't might be. “The spell worked. It has to have,” he insisted, “and if it hasn’t, I’ll deal with it. The important thing, is that we keep Elaria safe. We have to ensure she doesn’t cross paths with the Brethren or the Higher Council—especially the Higher Council. No-one can find out she’s here. Do you understand?”

The Higher Council weren't in the loop with this Elaria girl? "Dad, what have you gotten us caught up in?"

"It's not like that, I'm not doing anything illegal." All the same, he paused to reconsider. "Not really. Look, the main thing is you understand we've to keep her safe."

“Yeah, I get that, I do. But she just . . . comes to college with me?”

“Yes. Life carries on as normal. She has no idea who she really is, and with her powers bound, she won’t be able to use them.”

“Her what? She has powers?”

“It’s fine, son. I promise you.” Leon threw a glance out the cobwebbed window to where Steph waited in the kitchen. Standing at the patio door, she gestured at them to hurry. “I’ll fill you in on everything later on,” he promised. “But for now, I need to know you’ll keep her safe for the day.”

“I can, yes, but—.”

“No time for buts. You have to think on your feet. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, but—.”

“And if something does go wrong, you bring her straight home. Right?”

Charlie grabbed Leon before he could push the door open. “Wait!” he held him back. “You can’t dump this information on me and expect me to accept it! What am I supposed to do if no-one recognises her? The spell didn’t work on me, so there’s a good chance it won’t work on anyone else. What if everyone starts freaking out?”

“I—I think I know why it failed with you, so don’t worry; it’ll be fine.”

“But I am worried,” Charlie pushed. “Come on, Dad.”

Leon threw a frustrated gesture in acknowledgement of Steph’s panicked flapping. “Look, son. I appreciate this is a lot to take in. I know you have questions, but any second now Elaria will come downstairs for her breakfast, and we need to be in the kitchen acting as if everything is normal. Get her through today and I’ll answer all your questions this evening—I promise.”

“Just answer one for me now.”

“Charlie,” he ground out. “I’ve had no sleep and my patience is zero. I’ll tell you everything later.”

“I need to understand why the spell failed on me, and if that means something weird will happen to me today.”

“No, of course not. We had to take different steps with you is all.”

“Dad,” Charlie folded his arms in defiance, even though every inch of him itched to bolt from the spider-infested shed. “I know you did something to me, something Tara warned you not to. I swear to God; I’ll stay in this shed for the day if you don’t tell me what happened.”

“Charlie—!”

“Nope.” Charlie took a step back, nodding as if already content with the idea of hanging out with the lawnmower and gardening tools for the day. Wrapped up in a tarpaulin, he assured himself, with a can of bug spray. "I'm not budging until you tell me."

Leon gritted his teeth. "Fine," he snapped. “You’re a light sleeper. We had to deal with it. Now, discussion over.”

“Deal with it how?”

“It doesn’t matter. You’re fine. Nothing went wrong.”

“Eh, hello?” Charlie gestured at how they currently held a meeting in the shed to discuss a fake magickal sister because the spell had gone awry on him. “Is this not everything gone wrong?”

Leon muttered something incomprehensible to the ceiling. “Your mother put a sedative in your tea last night. Pharmaceuticals and magick don’t mix, so that’s why it didn’t quite work. Now let’s go. Everything’s going to be fine, okay?”

“You drugged me?”

“Let’s go!”

Charlie followed his dad’s retreat, hanging back to crack a smile. Pharmaceuticals and magick certainly did not mix, but there was another reason why the spell mightn’t have worked on him. And judging by the way his dad wasn't willing to dwell on that other reason, Charlie guessed it was the only—and way more exciting—explanation. 
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Steph bundled them back into the kitchen, whispering that they sit at the table and act normal.  

“Normal?” Charlie coughed against the familiar smell of charred bagel. "Normal packed up and fled this house long ago."

Steph aimed a warning finger at him. 

“You know, if you'd included me in this grand master plan instead of fiddling with my brain, it would have saved a whole lot of hassle." 

“There’s not much you could have done,” Leon filled his bowl with granola. 

“You think?” Charlie tugged out his chair. “So, Elaria’s coming to college with me today, right?”

“Correct.”

“And she has her books, her notes, her ID card, her library card. She has a phone.”

Steph paled, jabbing Leon with her elbow as she sat. “You see?” her whisper rasped. “Too rushed. No time to do anything!”

“She has nothing?” Charlie baulked. “You’re telling me she has no books or notes?”

“Elaria has everything she needs,” Leon flapped at him to sit. “Books, notepads, a folder, and . . . pens.”

“Pens. Great. What about her own handwritten notes from the last six weeks of lectures? An ID card, a library card? A phone?”

“She has a phone. The rest we’ll sort out. You’re thinking on your feet today, remember?”

Charlie plonked into his seat, deciding he'd rather think on his ass. “Dad, how’s she even going to get inside the college? Her ID card is the only—.”

“Don’t worry; she’s on the college register. I hacked in last night and set up her records. She can say she lost her card and needs a replacement.”

“You hacked in?” 

“I work for the company that installed the system,” he reminded him. “It’s not beyond my skill-set to add a student to their register.”

Charlie chose not to wonder if his dad had taken a root through his son’s records while sneaking about. His exam grades were good, but his attendance not so good. “What about her notes?" he hurried on, reckoning if Leon had seen, he'd have said something by now. "Isn’t she going to wonder why she doesn’t have handouts or outlines from class?”

Before Leon could answer, Steph motioned at the cereal boxes lined up on the table. “What was I thinking? Look at this food.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“This kind of food doesn’t exist in her world. She won’t be able to stomach it!”

Leon tugged her down into her seat. “Sit, Steph. She’ll be able to eat our food. Relax. We’re being normal, okay?”

“What if it makes her ill?”

“Dad,” Charlie pushed. “What about her notes? What am I supposed to do when she asks where they are?”

“If you'd given me more time," Steph said with pointed impatience, "I could have bought the appropriate food. Do we even know what she eats? Dios! What if her diet—.”

“And what about her phone? Have you contacts in it? Texts, photos, emails?” 

“Hey!” Leon’s low bark cut them both off. “Steph—Elaria will eat what is on this table, and it will not make her ill. Charlie—I copied all the apps on your phone onto Elaria’s. We can blame technology when she wonders why she has no texts or photos. Listen to me,” he glanced between them, aiming his spoon for added effect. “We will make this work because we have to. An entire realm depends on us keeping this girl safe—do you understand? So stop worrying about what she likes or doesn’t like, because right now, that girl is a carbon copy of Charlie, so the cereal he eats for breakfast is what she’ll eat for breakfast. Charlie’s memories will drive every one of her instincts until her subconscious reforms her own personal opinions and behaviours. Okay?”

“Okay,” Steph slumped.  

“Yeah, okay,” Charlie agreed. 

“And, Charlie, I know you have it in you to get her through today. I’m sorry we’ve had to push this on you, but you’re a quick thinker. Whatever comes up, I’m confident you can handle it for us.”

“I can.”

“Yes, you can."

“But Dad,” he grimaced, “I do have to ask the most obvious question again. What if the spell hasn’t worked?”

"Repeat after me, Charlie; we will deal with it."

“We will deal with it,” Charlie obeyed, reaching for his favourite cereal.

Steph peered around the kitchen with a look of distaste. “I didn't even have time to tidy up a little. This girl is royalty. She's used to cleanliness, and this house is a mess.”

“Shut up.” Charlie paused mid pour. "She’s royalty too?”

“A princess,” Steph told him. “She lives in a castle. She has maids.”

“No,” Leon corrected with renewed fading patience. “She lives here, with us, in our lovely, clean, and comfortable home.”

“What about her powers?” Charlie wondered. “What can she do?”

“Move things.” Steph picked up her scorched bagel to scrape off the charred edges. “With her mind.”

“Like telepathy?”

“Like nothing,” Leon warned, jerking his thumb at the kitchen door as footsteps sounded on the stairs. “She’s a normal eighteen-year-old girl,” he rasped. “So act normal!”

The door swung open as Charlie reached for the milk. 

“Morning,” his fake sister wafted the air. “Nuke your bagel again, Mom?” 

“Sorry, the smell will be gone soon.” As Elaria took a seat, Steph—along with everyone else—tried not to gape. “So . . . did you sleep well? Was your bed comfortable?”

Charlie busied himself with eating, trying not to laugh as Leon elbowed Steph. 

“Yep," the princess from another realm replied, ignorant to the weirdness. She reached for the orange juice with a yawn. "Why wouldn't the bed be comfortable?"

Ah, hell. Charlie couldn't let such an excellent opportunity pass. "'Cos Mom put a pea under the mattress."

Leon kicked him under the table. 

But Elaria didn't miss a beat. "Oh, so that's what poked my royal derriere all night."

Charlie laughed as Elaria poured her juice. 

"Joking aside," she said, "I do have a whopper of a bruise on my arm, and I've no idea how it got there."

"You probably walked into something. I do that all the time."

She hummed agreement with him, lifting the glass to her mouth. 

Charlie watched. If the veiling enchantment had copied and pasted his behaviours and memories into Elaria, they were about to witness her chugging that juice down in one go, wiping the remnants off her lip with the back of her hand, and letting rip a loud burp. Charlie smothered a laugh when she did just that, although her royal upbringing must have had an impact; her burp came on a far more ladylike release of air than his ever could.

“Perdóname,” Elaria smiled, as she reached for the box by Charlie’s bowl. 

“Um, you . . .” he winced, thinking Steph was right to worry about what she should and shouldn’t eat. His favourite cereal came packed full of ingredients that didn’t exist in the Second Realm. He might be the human trashcan, but Elaria certainly wasn’t, despite what her enchanted brain might think. He waited with pity, exchanging a nervous glance with Steph as Elaria poured milk onto the frosted, pastel-coloured balls, and scooped a heaped spoonful into her mouth. 

Immediate regret. 

A muffled cry squealed. Clamping her mouth, she jumped up from the table, and too polite to eject the mouthful, forced herself to swallow. “Disgusting!” she wailed, grabbing Charlie’s juice. She knocked half of it back. “Gross, gross, gross!”

Steph and Leon shared a panicked gape. “They must be out of date.” Steph swiped up the box, leapt from her chair, and after a brief falter, shoved it back into the cupboard. “Your brother will finish them.”

“The human trashcan is welcome to them.” Elaria sat again, a grimace still twisting her features. “They must be months out of date. Or else they changed the recipe; they're so sweet.” 

Steph put the fruit bowl on the table, and slid the basket of soda bread to its side. “I’ll shop later,” she promised. “Will these be okay for now?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Leon had decided to hide behind his newspaper again. Charlie met his eyes over the top. A tiny jerk towards the clock above the sink delivered a warning, but Charlie didn’t care about being late for college; what happened around his kitchen table provided the only education he needed. 

“I don’t know how you eat that muck, Charlie,” Elaria picked over the food Steph had laid out. She considered the selection of apples, bananas, and pears. Her hand hovered over a pear, but beside her, Steph had cut up a banana and layered the slices on her nuked bagel. Even the smell of banana made Charlie want to gag, and wondering what would happen next, lowered his coffee as he watched Elaria frown at Steph’s plate.

“Would you like some?” Steph tipped her plate in offering. 

“Banana usually makes me want to gag,” Elaria frowned, “but it smells nice this morning.”

“Well, try a piece. Maybe your taste has changed.”

“Overnight?” 

Steph shrugged. In response, Elaria speared a disc of the banana with her knife tip. Oblivious to her small audience, she cautiously tested the fruit a magnificently complex spell told her she hated above all other foods. To see Tara’s convoluted assimilation theory explained by a simple piece of yellow fruit left Charlie swallowing a laugh as Elaria hummed a ‘who would have thought?’ before plucking a full banana from the bowl and peeling it open. 

“Busy day ahead, Elaria?” Leon asked, throwing Charlie a second warning glare.  

“Just the usual,” she sighed. “Boring lectures, brain-numbing study, and weak coffee. You know; another exciting college day.” Her lack of enthusiasm mirrored Charlie’s to perfection. 

“An exciting day your brother will miss if he doesn’t hurry.” 

“I’m moving, I’m moving.” Charlie shovelled in the last of his cereal. Right now, all seemed calm enough, but what might happen on campus continued to make him nervous. “I need to grab a shower, and then I’ll be ready to go. Um, don’t leave without me, Elaria, okay?”

Enjoying her newly discovered love for banana, she threw him a quizzical look.

“Hang on for me, okay?” 

“What's wrong with Charlie this morning?" he heard her ask as the door shut behind him. 

Charlie pounded up the stairs at the same rate as his galloping heart. Despite the potential issue of a failed spell, excitement vibrated higher than nerves. Never before had his dad’s work crossed the threshold of their home, and suddenly, he had a major role to play in serious Adorned business. The opportunity of a lifetime sat at his kitchen table, and in no way would he mess it up. With his smarts and dedication, Elaria would return to her realm safe and sound. He'd handle this entire situation with calm and intelligence. Leon would then acknowledge his aptitude, agree to him ditching college, and allow his Gatekeeping apprenticeship to begin. 

Elaria hadn’t used all the hot water, but Charlie showered as fast as if she had, not wanting her to leave the house without him. He scrubbed the towel through his hair as he returned to his room, dropping to his knees by the bed to retrieve the ring binder he'd wedged under the frame. He flipped it open and leafed to a point in the middle, trailing his finger down the page before coming to a stop. “I knew it!”  

Months ago, he'd copied word-for-word a passage detailing the phenomenon of Immunes. As he read the passage for a second time, his grin widened. There it lay in black and white; the one and only reason for this morning’s mayhem. “Moses on a bike,” he said with delight, throwing the damp towel aside to grab the binder with both hands. He was just about to read the passage aloud for further validation when he heard the stairs creak. By the time Steph poked her head around his door, he was standing in front of the mirror, innocently combing out his hair.

“Querido. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You sure?” she pressed, coming in and quietly closing the door behind her. “Because it’s okay if you find this overwhelming.”

“I’m good,” Charlie assured her. “I mean, it’s a bit nuts, but, I’m okay with it.” He watched as she glanced around his room, her weary sigh not in response to the wet towel on the floor, or the t-shirts spilling off the end of his bed. “Are you okay with it, Mom?”

“Not so much,” she sighed, sitting on his bed. “My head is spinning. We only had a few hours to prepare for this.”

“A few hours?”

Steph nodded, tucking strands of loose hair behind one ear. Her earlier freak out had loosened her pony tail, and it continued to hang askew. “Your father called me at three o’clock yesterday afternoon. I had to leave work to buy everything an eighteen-year-old girl might need, and then set up and decorate a bedroom for her.”

“Her room is full of stuff?”

“Clothes, books, ornaments,” she listed, plucking a t-shirt up off the floor and folding it on her lap. “It would have been easier if she was a he. Boys I know, but girls?” 

Charlie picked the towel up and hung it over the back of his chair. “How did I not notice any of this yesterday?”

"You were home late, we had it all done by then. And the rest happened while you were asleep.”

“You mean drugged unconscious,” he half joked.

Steph winced, clutching another t-shirt to her chest. “Querido, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mom,” he grinned, folding his arms as he propped his butt against the edge of his desk. “I get why you did it. Although, whatever you used left a gross aftertaste.”

“Mouthwash will take it away.”

Charlie glanced at the wall dividing his room from his fake sister’s. “I can’t believe her memories are mine. It’s weird.”

“The bones of them are yours,” Steph clarified. “Tara used hypnotic suggestion. Your father said her brain takes in the suggestions, but then amalgamates them with your memories.”

“Huh?”

“Or is it her memories?” she paused to think. “No, your memories sort of turn into her memories, so she thinks they’re . . .” Steph flicked the confusion aside. “Dios, I can’t remember what they said. All I know is that she thinks she’s always lived here and has no idea who she really is.”

“How long will it last?” 

“Not long. They said Elaria’s own powers will negate the spell eventually.”

“What's eventually—days or weeks?” 

“Oh, months,” she assured, flattening out the t-shirt on her lap again. “Plenty of time yet. No need to worry.”

“I just hope it works on everyone else. How are we going to explain it if no-one knows who she is?”

“Tara will work another spell. Your father says they can cover all eventualities.” 

“There could be a million and one eventualities,” he reached for his backpack. “And that’s a lot of magick,” he warned, adding two more books and the notebook with his incomplete essay. 

“I hope you understand why we needed Tara to put the spell on you too.” A third discarded t-shirt now sat folded on her lap. She rested her palms on it. “And I really am sorry for sedating you. It was the wrong thing to do.” 

Charlie hitched his bag over his shoulder. “It’s okay; sedating me had nothing to do with it failing.”

“What do you mean?”

“It didn’t work because I’m an Immune.”

“What?”

“An Immune,” he repeated. “It means magick can’t affect me.”

“I know what an Immune is,” she threw the t-shirts aside to stand. “But how do you?”

“Um, I just do,” he busied himself with rooting for nothing on his desk. 

“Charles Pablo Fernandez!” she hissed. “Have you been reading your father’s books?”

“Mom, I—.”

“Does he know? Did he give you permission?”

“Wow. Look at the time,” he waved his phone. “I really need to get going.”

“Charlie!” she grabbed him before he could bolt for the door.

He gave her a quick hug. “Relax, Mom. I have an inquisitive mind. It’s a good thing. There’s no need to get wound up.”

“Wound up?” she laughed without humour. “We’re hiding the coveted subject of a prophecy in our house and now I learn my son is an Immune? I’m beyond wound up!” 

“Wait—what? She’s the subject of a prophecy?”

Steph threw up her hands. “Did your father not tell you anything?”












  
  

4


[image: image-placeholder]




Leon continued his fake engrossment in the newspaper while Elaria made coffee. He’d had the same page open for the last fifteen minutes, but hadn’t absorbed a single word. In fact, he hadn't read a single sentence of the damned thing all morning. All he’d done was stare blankly, his mind wrenching him from one scenario to another, and how he and Tara might find resolutions. 

Elaria moved about the kitchen as he worried in silence. She operated the coffee-maker as efficiently as Charlie, even setting out everything Charlie-style while waiting for it to brew. The coffee train, Charlie called it; mug, spoon, sugar, milk; everything he needed in the order in which he needed it. Leon peeped over the top of the paper, watching with growing awe as she made a mug to Charlie’s preference, including the three heaped spoons of sugar. She took one mouthful before tipping the coffee down the sink. Leon, struggling not to smile, suggested she try tea instead. She sipped on it a few moments later, wondering aloud what had gone wrong with her taste buds that morning. 

“Maybe you’re coming down with a cold,” he said, and realising the suggestion paved the way to solving another worry, added on, “you should stay home today.”

“I’m fine,” she promised, loading plates into the dishwasher before slamming it shut with her knee like Charlie did. “Anyway, it’s Charlie who’s acting weird this morning. I think he’s the one who should stay home."

"No, he's fine," Leon assured her quickly.

"I'm not so sure," she patted his shoulder on the way out. "Call the men in white coats; my brother is in clear need of medical intervention.” 

Leon choked down a panicked laugh as she left the kitchen. “I’m the one who needs medical intervention," he muttered. He hated to admit it, but there really was a very strong possibility the enchantment hadn’t worked. Okay, maybe, just maybe Charlie happened to be an Immune, but wasn’t it more realistic to believe the spell simply hadn’t taken? He honestly didn’t know which outcome he’d prefer; the veiling having failed, or his son being an Immune. "Where are you when I need you, Solomon?" he sighed, throwing down the paper and getting to his feet. 

The confusion at the college if Elaria knew everyone and they didn’t would be catastrophic. How in the hell would they explain it to her? Plan Z, if everything else failed, meant spelling Elaria into a state of unconsciousness, but as Leon stood at the patio doors, gaze aimed outdoors, but not registering the view, he knew such a risky spell could only be considered as an absolute last resort. 

The doorbell chimed. 

“I’ve got it!” he yelled, darting out to the hall. 

A serene expression greeted him. Auburn hair catching the sun, Tara Chastain stood on his porch, her petite form wrapped in a full-length black coat. "Morning," she smiled. A lost night's sleep hadn't fazed his favourite witch. Bright-eyed and rosy-cheeked, he wondered if she'd glamoured herself, or knocked back a beauty potion of some sort.  

"Morning." Leon pulled over the front door to stand outside with her. 

“So?" she questioned, red-leather gloved hands spreading in wait. 

“It worked on Elaria, but not on Charlie.” 

She didn't even blink. “No?"

“No.”

“Not at all?”

“Not even a tiny bit. I don’t understand what went wrong.” 

"Nothing went wrong. You got hit by a curveball, is all." Stepping back, she propped herself on the porch railing. 

"A curveball?" A crisp, dry morning framed Tara, the clear sky and promise of a mild day just another force working against him. Rain would have been nice; an excuse to drive Elaria to college where he could have safely tested the outcome of the enchantment. 

"Charlie's an Immune," she explained. 

Leon scowled at her hasty conclusion. "Let's not rush into labelling my son just yet."

“If he’s unaffected by the enchantment he has to be," she assured. "Gosh," she folded her arms. "Do you know how rare that is?”

“Or, maybe the enchantment didn’t work?” he suggested a little more snappishly than he’d intended. 

Tara’s lips met in a tight line. “Excuse me?”

“Come on, Tara. The son of a Gatekeeper being an Immune? Really? You ever heard of that before?”

“Are you suggesting I can’t work an enchantment, Leon Fernandez?” 

“No, but we sedated him,” Leon reminded her. “Pharmaceuticals and—.”

“Don’t give me that pharmaceuticals and magicks don’t mix bullshit," she tutted. "I got his memories into her stubborn mind, so in no way did I fail with working a little hypnotic suggestion on Charlie.”

“Well, whatever went wrong, Charlie's not an Immune."

Tara gave him a patient smile. 

“Think about it," he argued. "Immunes are as rare as hens teeth.”

“They are, but that doesn't mean he's not one. Or," she sniffed, "that my enchantment failed."

Leon rubbed at where a headache had begun to burrow. As the High Priestess of a coven so revered even the Higher Council called on them for assistance, he couldn’t really argue with Tara. The witches held a power that could raise incredible energies, but it was Tara who held the skill to work and craft the most complex of spells. He wanted to believe that rushing into crafting Elaria’s veiling had worked against Tara. After all, who knew what natural forces lay in Elaria that might have prevented the spell from manifesting correctly? And yet, in all the years they'd worked together, Tara hadn't one single botched spell under her belt.  “If this hasn’t worked, we’re in a seriously tight jam,” he worried regardless. 

“Remind me again of how many times I've let you down?"

“None,” he agreed. “But what the hell will I do if she walks into that college and no-one knows who she is?” 

“They will know who she is.”

“You can’t say that for sure.”

Tara sighed, flicked a length of hair over one shoulder, and cleared her throat with pointed force. “It worked.”

“Okay, fine,” he surrendered. “But you can’t blame me for being nervous. This is a big deal. We’ll have the might of the Council down on us if they find out she’s here.” 

“So let’s make sure they don’t. It’s not only you and Solomon caught up in this secrecy; I don’t want a summons from Malachi landing on my doorstep either. The last thing I need right now is an intimate audience with the Council’s Enquirer. He and I have never seen eye to eye.”

“Who has?” he snorted, massaging one temple with his fingertip. Tara had parked at the end of the driveway, and he nodded to where the vintage cherry red Beetle glinted in early morning sun. “How’s he doing?” he squinted at the shadow darkening the passenger window. 

A sympathetic smile melted away her annoyance. Rising from her perch, she turned to follow his stare. "Poor kid doesn’t know which way is up,” she waved at the figure to join them. “But he’ll be okay.”

“We’d better bring him in and start introductions. They’ll be leaving for . . . oh . . . shit.”

“No what?” Tara sighed. 

“I forgot to tell Charlie.”
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“How are you doing?” Leon asked for the second time. 

“Well, thank you," he lied again. 

“Good. Okay. So, Charlie will be down any minute. I haven’t had a chance to tell him about you yet, so bear with me while I fill him in. We kind of got thrown with the enchantment not taking on Charlie, so we’re chasing our tails here this morning."

Leon paced the space between a table and tall glass doors that looked out onto a small garden. He’d been talking on a loop since Tara made their first introduction, and it appeared he couldn’t stop. Clearly, everyone in this house battled with nerves, too.

“But everything will be fine,” Leon carried on. “It won’t be an easy day, that I can assure you, but you’ll both get through it. When you—.” A loud thud sounded from above. “Ah, here comes Charlie.”

Luke swallowed against the rising sense of being overwhelmed again. Since his arrival last night, an excess of noise, light, and activity had assaulted him from every side. Solomon had warned him of this realm’s speed and energy, but experiencing it in the flesh did his description no justice. 

The kitchen door burst open. “Well, if it isn’t my BFF,” the grinning figure said. “Welcome to bizarro land!” he greeted. “Hey, Luke. I’m Charlie.”

“Wait—.” Head swivelling between them both, Leon paled in confusion. “You know Luke, but you didn’t know Elaria?”

“Mom told me,” Charlie explained. “And when I get home later, you have a million more questions to answer.”

Leon blew out an exhale, and as if unable to tolerate anything else, flapped his hands and dropped into the nearest chair where he mumbled about his poor heart. 

Tara had warned Luke about Charlie. ‘Leon’s son might be difficult to understand’, she had said. His forceful personality had also been mentioned. ‘Vigorous’ was the word she’d used. But with such a wide smile, Luke didn’t think Charlie could be so bad. He met Charlie’s outstretched hand. “Hello, Charlie.”

“I believe you and I are fake BFFs.”

“Um . . .” 

“Charlie,” Leon sighed, bent head muffling his plea, “be nice. There’s no spell on Luke, so the terror you see in his eyes is genuine. And speak normal English, okay?” 

Charlie’s face spread into an even wider grin. “Sorry, Luke,” he landed a gentle thump on his shoulder. “I’ll behave. And if it’s any consolation, I feel like I woke up in the wrong world today, too.” 

Luke released Charlie's firm, warm shake. Seeing the honest friendliness in Charlie’s smile, he wanted to relax, but these were not normal circumstances. How could they be? He didn’t belong here. He belonged in the Second Realm where he served as a member of the Royal Guard in Lynan Castle, and as deputy to Rhyan, Dedicated Guard to Her Highness, Princess Elaria of Lynan—who belonged there too, not here. Car machines, the ektecity thing that made everything inside dazzlingly bright, and every other bit of weirdness had him confused, and truth be told, a little frightened. And in the Second Realm, people spoke in a language he could understand—all the time. 

“So, a quick recap,” Charlie dropped the bag slung over his shoulder onto the floor by the table. “As far as everyone has been enchanted to believe, or at least, will believe when they meet Elaria and she infects them with said enchantment, you and I have been the best of bestest friends since we were little boys. But I know that your mission here, should you choose accept it, is to stick to Elaria like glue so the bad guys don’t get her.”

“I am here to protect Her Highness,” Luke tried to clarify. “And I do accept my mission.”

“You’ll have to get used to calling her Elaria,” Leon reminded him. 

“I am here to protect Elaria,” he repeated, wincing at how discourteous it felt to speak her name instead of her title. 

Charlie swung a finger to the ceiling. “And here comes the lady herself.” 

Luke floundered yet again. Should he behave as nonchalantly as Charlie? Should he greet her Highness when she came in? Or should he ignore her? No, he quickly decided; he couldn't possibly ignore her. He wanted to ask her how she felt, tell her that, although he couldn’t explain why, she wasn’t to be scared. Assure her that, even though he couldn’t say why, he would keep her safe. Remind her, even though she wouldn’t remember, how their strong friendship had formed in another realm and wasn't the creation of an enchantment. 

Luke glanced to where Charlie had opened a cupboard with a light on inside. Tara had one of those cupboards in her house too. Fredge, he reminded himself. Or was it frudge? Did it even matter? Heavens, why was he sweating so much? 

The door swung open. “Charlie, I’m leaving whether you’re ready or not.”

Immense relief had Luke reaching behind for support. Her Highness stood in the doorway with a familiar look of impatience. She had a bag in one hand, and a garment in the other. Although he'd never seen her dressed so strangely, he couldn't help but beam at how she'd survived the journey between realms, and the enchantment, with such apparent ease. 

Attention fixed on where Charlie searched for something in the fredge, she didn't notice Luke's open relief. She's safe and well, he sent out a thought to Rhyan. Heavens; if only he had a way to let him and Solomon know. 

"Charlie, it’s already gone—.” Her Highness's awareness expanded. Luke stiffened as her gaze flicked to him. Immediately, her scowl melted into a brilliant smile. “Oh. Hey, Luke.”

“Hello,” he managed to say, and then quickly clamped his mouth shut before ‘Your Highness’ could follow. 

“Seriously,” she turned back to Charlie. “I’m not waiting any longer.” 

Charlie emerged from the fredge. “Chill, sis.” He deposited the cylinder he'd withdrawn into his bag. “We’re coming. Keep your hair on.” 

With an exasperated sigh Luke also recognised, Her Highness spun around and walked away. Luke spun too, but to glare at Charlie. "Do not address Her Highness with such disrespect."

“What?” Charlie laughed. “I didn’t disrespect her.”

“You told Her Highness to keep her hair on.”

Leon rose from his chair. “No-one's being disrespectful, Luke. The way we speak in this realm will take adjusting to, but Charlie won’t ever disrespect Elaria, I promise.”

“I won’t,” Charlie agreed. “I would never disrespect my sister. Or a princess, for that matter.”

Luke mumbled acceptance as Leon gave him a reassuring pat on the back. 

“We're all going to be fine,” Leon assured him. “Elaria is safe and well, and thankfully, very much under the enchantment.”

“Will you two get a move on!” hollered out from the hallway. 

“We’re coming,” Charlie called back, and low enough for Her Highness not to hear; "are you ready, Luke?”

“Yes.” 

"Hold on," Leon jumped in before Luke could hurry after her. "Both of you take it one step at a time today. If the enchantment hasn’t taken, bring her straight home, understood?”

“What happens if that is the case?"  

“We'll deal with it.” 

“But what if—?”

“Luke," Leon braced his shoulders. "One step at a time. You can do this.”

Drawing himself up, Luke pulled in a deep breath. "I can do this. And I will. I won’t let Rhyan down. I promised him I would protect Her Highness."

“That’s the spirit."
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Luke’s intensity was off the charts as they walked to college. Charlie gave up trying to encourage conversation after three attempts. The fact they were supposed to be best friends meant they could walk in silence, and with Elaria ahead of them, earphones in and oblivious to any conversation, there was no point in pretending otherwise. Humming along to a tune that sounded suspiciously like Staind’s  ‘It’s been a while’, Charlie bit back a wry laugh. Funny how his parents knew to install Spotify on her brand new phone, but didn't consider how she might question six weeks’ worth of missing class notes. 

First things first, he reminded himself, because if the enchantment hadn’t taken, the absence of class notes would be the least of their problems. Charlie squinted at the nearing campus grounds. He needed to meet one friend away from everybody else. That way, he could contain the situation without an audience. He had planned what to do in case of a catastrophic enchantment failure too; double over and fake agonising pain. Moaning and wailing would definitely divert any attention focused on Elaria. Charlie glanced over at Luke. He’d told him his idea and had received a curt yes in reply. He really did need to back off with the laser intensity or Elaria would get suspicious. Obviously he took his job as deputy whatever-it-was very seriously. 

Charlie flexed slick palms as Elaria marched through the outer gates and headed across the open grass towards the sports grounds. He took the same route every morning too, and just like most days, few students occupied this end of the campus. 

“Yo! Charlie boy!” 

The familiar voice came from a tall, dark-haired figure, waving high in the air with one hand while aiming a ball at him with the other. “Catch!” Jamie yelled before sending the missile hurtling.

Charlie darted forwards to catch the ball seconds before it made contact with Elaria’s head. “Shit,” he exhaled. Two minutes out of the house and she’d almost gotten a concussion. 

“Someone’s not awake yet,” Jamie commented, running up to meet him. His attention slid to where Elaria had been yanked out of harm’s way by Luke. 

“I’m very awake," Charlie assured, preparing to clutch his side for a spectacular rendition of 'My Appendix Has Burst, Help, I'm Dying'. He just hoped Jamie didn't remember the day it had actually burst twelve years ago. 

"Are you sure?" Jamie teased, eyes now fixed on Elaria. 

Charlie inhaled to perform the first gasp of pain, but Jamie's smile briefly faltered, his eyes widened in a strangely unfocused manner, and then, he blinked. 

"How's it going, little Fernandez?"  

Elaria scowled at the ball, at him, and with a muttered “your aim sucks," stalked off. 

Charlie’s breath released on a laugh of relief. “Too close,” he sighed. "Way too close."

“I guess it was,” Jamie agreed with an apologetic grimace. “Sorry, Elaria!” he yelled after her. She replied with a dismissive wave over one shoulder. “And good morning to you too, Luke!” he shouted at her shadow. 

“You know—?,” Charlie began, but cut himself short when he remembered that, yes, of course Jamie knew Luke too; Elaria's deputy-whatever had also been woven into the enchantment. What I'd give for a pause button, he thought. Between his dad’s half-assed explanation in the shed, and his mom’s too-much-too-fast information burst in his room, he couldn’t remember a quarter of what had been said. But all head-meltage aside, the enchantment appeared to be working. 

A grin sprung. One impressively working enchantment confirmed something even more important. But his delight quickly dropped as he watched his fake sister climb the steps of the college. “Crap.” Being an Immune wouldn't fix the mess about to erupt at the main entrance. “Jamie, catch you later." 

Derek, the anally retentive security guard promised Charlie the first real challenge of his day. With no ID card, Elaria wouldn’t be able to get into the building, and based on Derek's unwavering 'No Card, No Entry' stance, all three of them could be trudging back home in five minutes. 

“Like I said; no ID card, no entry,” Derek told Elaria as Charlie caught up with them. Rummaging through her bag, Elaria assured him she had it, and that if he'd just give her a second, she'd dig it out. Luke stood beside her, oblivious to how he wouldn’t get a toe inside the building either as he scowled at Derek's blocky form. 

“Hey, what’s up?” Charlie asked.

“I can’t find my card.” Elaria jammed her folder under one arm and tucked her notepad under her chin as she dug deeper. 

“Step aside, please,” Derek sighed as a queue formed behind them. 

“But it’s here,” Elaria insisted. 

“Step aside,” Derek repeated, moving to shuffle her out of the way. Luke leapt, Charlie lunged, and before Derek could reach for Elaria, or Luke pounce on Derek, Charlie  had Luke shoved aside. The force knocked Luke off balance. He staggered against Elaria. 

“Your High—,” he rushed to apologise as she stumbled back. 

“Oops, my bad,” Charlie cut across him. “I’m tripping over my own feet here this morning.” 

Realising his mistake, on both counts, Luke gave him a quick nod. 

Charlie popped a discreet thumbs up. 

Elaria shoved her notepad back into her bag. “I must have left it at home,” she said, ignorant to the silent conversation taking place. "Unless it was stolen."

"Stolen? I mean—," Charlie quickly corrected himself, "yes, it probably was, along with Luke's bag."

“What?" her head snapped up. "You had your bag stolen? When?”

“Yesterday, when we were in the library,” Charlie answered for him. Luke looked like he didn't even know how to breathe, never mind answer questions. “Maybe some of your stuff was taken too.”

Elaria returned to rifling through her bag. “I don’t think so. I’m not missing anything else.”

“Well, check, just to be sure. Maybe some of your books, or even your notes are gone. Or your library card?” 

“Ha! Like anyone would want to steal my notes,” she scoffed, handing her notepad to him as she emptied her bag again. “I can’t believe you had your bag stolen, Luke. How come I’m only hearing about this now?” 

“He forgot to tell you.” Charlie flicked through her notepad as she unloaded her bag into Luke's waiting hands.  

“Damn,” she muttered, turning the now empty bag upside down and giving it a shake. “My library card is missing.”

With Luke holding three of her books, a folder, notepad, and a pencil case, Charlie had to commend Steph’s panicked shopping spree. “That’s not all,” he gave an impressive sigh of sympathy. He flipped her notepad around so she could see the blank pages. “Your notes are too.”

“No!” she wailed, dropping her bag to snatch it from him. “No! They can’t be! Dammit!”

Charlie picked up her bag. “Don’t worry, sis. I'll copy mine for you later." Gesturing at Luke to return her books to the bag as he held it open, he marvelled at his own smoothness. "You too, Luke,” he added. “You’ll both have everything you need by the end of the day.”

“What are you missing, Luke?" Elaria wondered. 

“Everything,” Charlie answered for him again. “Books, notes, cards, phone.”

“Your phone? I hope you reported it?”

“We will later." Charlie handed her bag over. “Come on, we need to get going, or we’ll be late.”

Derek granted entry once the fictitious thefts had been explained. Luke faltered as they stepped into the wide, bright hallway where large crowds of students already milled about. “This way,” Charlie told him over the noise, grabbing his elbow and urging him into the flow. 

“You’re acting strange this morning,” Elaria observed, narrowing her eyes at him as they walked. “What's up with you?”

Charlie released Luke before she could see how he was being steered. “Nothing.” 

“You too, Luke,” she decided, giving him a share of the scowl. “You’ve hardly said boo to me.”

“You’re the one who choked on cereal and ate a banana,” Charlie pointed out. “The strangeness is on you today.”

“Are you feeling okay?” she asked him, ignoring Charlie. 

“Yes, thank you. I’m well,” Luke replied. 

“Oh, you’re well. One is feeling well this morning,” she teased, mimicking his formality. “How splendid.” With a gesture Charlie guessed to be a royal wave, Elaria pushed ahead, leaving them behind.

Charlie blew out what he reckoned would be the first of many relief-filled exhales. “I think we handled that pretty well. We’ve covered up the missing cards and notes quite efficiently. What do you think?”

“Where is Her High—Elaria going?” 

“Lecture hall five. It’s where our first class is held.”

Luke bobbed his head once, as if accepting orders from an army general. Charlie gave him a reassuring nudge with his elbow. “Hey, it worked, okay? You can relax a bit now.” 

“There are a lot of people here.”

“About eight hundred, give or take.”

“Eight hundred?” he gaped.

“There’s no need to worry. Look at her, Luke; it’s like she’s always been here.” Charlie motioned at where Elaria swanned ahead, gliding through the busy hallways without hesitation. “And there’s the lecture hall.”

Elaria sped up as she saw the group gathered outside the door. She called out to them, prompting Luke to pale. "Who are those people?" he immediately panicked. "Why is she waving at them?" Breaking into a sprint, he shoved by a student, nearly knocking his coffee out of his hand. 

“They're friends—hey, come on, slow down,” Charlie grabbed the back of his jacket. “Careful, you’re making it too obvious.” Luke slowed and Charlie held him aside before they could be noticed. “Okay,” he warned, “pay attention, this is a quick introduction. The girl with the black, blunt-cut hair is Olivia. We call her Liv most of the time. She’s feisty, so watch your step with her, she has a tongue like a whip. Lauren is the girl with the wavy brown hair and nice smile. She’s sweet, but don’t mess with her when it comes to food—she’d eat an elephant under the table, and god help anyone who touches her plate. Matt is the guy with the phone. He used to date Lauren, but they’re not together now—which is good, they weren’t a great match. Matt’s a chill guy, but if you tease him about being a redhead he’ll slap you into next week. Got it?”

Matt, Lauren, and Liv were gathered around Matt's phone, laughing. Elaria's call lifted their heads, and Charlie watched once more, breath a little less held than the last time, as the unfocused daze crossed their faces. The second the spell had downloaded, hellos and hugs erupted. He wished his dad could be here to see it in action; magick on such a grand scale really was something else to witness. But the trouble with everyone thinking they knew Elaria, included Luke too. Matt dragged him over to show him the video, and the confusion straining Luke's features had Charlie feeling suddenly sorry for him. 

“It’s the trailer for that comedy movie,” Matt said when Charlie approached for a rescue. “We’re going to go see it on Friday. You in?”

“Sure,” Charlie nudged Luke towards the open lecture hall door. “We’ll sort it out later, though. Luke needs to copy some of my notes.”

Elaria told the group how everything of Luke’s had been stolen alongside her notes and cards. 

"It doesn’t surprise me at all,” Liv shrugged off the thefts. “I had my phone stolen last year, remember?”

“Liv, you left it in the library,” Lauren reminded her. “It wasn’t stolen.”

“Well, whoever found it should have returned it. That’s as bad as theft in my book.”

“I could deal with my phone being taken,” Elaria said, “but my notes is another thing. It’s a royal pain in my ass.”

Charlie swallowed the urge to joke about how factually, it was a pain in her royal ass. “Luke wants to get a start on copying my notes now,” he said instead, explaining why he inched inside the lecture hall a full ten minutes before class was due to start.

“We’re all on for Friday though, yeah?” Matt asked. “We’re going to see The Tailor.”

Elaria pulled a face. “I thought we’d agreed on The Rising Tide.” 

“The action movie?” Lauren looked at her with disbelief. “Seriously?” 

“I second The Rising Tide,” Charlie said, but they ignored his choice as Lauren reminded Elaria of who played the lead male role in the comedy. When Elaria agreed with Lauren, wondering aloud why she'd made her first suggestion, Charlie held back an eye roll. Twenty-four hours ago she didn’t even know what a movie was.

With the usual arrangement to meet for coffee at eleven-thirty made, the group split. He, Elaria, and Luke trooped into the lecture hall where Elaria went straight to the section where he liked to sit. Although the Prophecy Princess sat sandwiched between him and Luke, Charlie realised that Luke was the only person in need of babysitting. Elaria lived a normal day in her normal life. Poor Luke looked as if all the confusion, horror, and fear had him moments away from imploding. 
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