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THE MONSTER’S RING


Russell is shocked when he finds out what can happen after three twists of the monster’s ring.


JEREMY THATCHER, DRAGON HATCHER


She was just a little dragon until she grew, and grew, and grew.
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What do you do when your talking toad has an attitude?


THE SKULL OF TRUTH
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“WHAT DID YOU JUST DO?” CHRISSIE YELLED FURIOUSLY.
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She glanced back at the mirror she had just tumbled through.


“I pulled you through from your world into mine,” the boy said quickly.


“Your world?” Chrissie looked around the very familiar room. “This is my world. What are you talking about?”


“It’s not your world exactly,” the boy replied. “In your room the laundry basket is on the right, isn’t it?”


Chrissie stopped, puzzled. He was right, though she didn’t know how he could know this. And here it was on the left of the sink … just as it would be in a mirror….


“This is a world like yours,” the boy explained quickly. “Only some things here are the reverse of what they would be in your world. … In your world everything runs by science. Here it runs by magic.”


“Weird,” Chrissie muttered. “Who are you?”


The boy shook his head and laughed. “I told you—things in this world are the reverse of what they are in your world.” He grinned. “I’m you.”
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CHAPTER ONE
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The face staring out of the mirror at Chrissie Scott wasn’t her own.


It had been her own when she brushed her teeth after her shower. It had been her own when she was drying her long blond hair. It had been her own when she checked that her T-shirt and jeans looked good for school. But now, as she ran a comb through her hair one last time before hurrying out, it wasn’t her own.


It looked kind of like hers—the same blond hair, the same freckles splashed across the slightly turned-up nose, the same wide blue eyes. But this face, the one staring back at her, belonged to a boy. He looked scared and surprised and excited all at once. Chrissie blinked and stared back at this stranger’s face, which was almost, but not quite, her own.


What was happening? Like the boy in the mirror, she felt scared, surprised, and excited all at once. Scared because this kind of thing didn’t happen. Other people’s faces didn’t appear in mirrors. Maybe the pressure was finally getting to her, and she was going crazy? It was such a strain being Sam Scott’s kid sister. Sam was one of those people who lazily aced everything without trying. He was on the basketball team, he was on the chess team, he was a straight-A student. Chrissie would have hated him, except he was actually a nice guy and a pretty decent brother.


The problem was, Chrissie was a failure. She couldn’t dribble a ball to save her life. She could study for days and weeks, and only manage to scrape through a class with a B minus. Everyone was disappointed in her. Her teachers would sigh and say, “If only you were more like Sam!” Her parents would look at her report cards and sigh. Chrissie knew they were thinking If only you were more like your brother!


She tried. She really did. But it never quite came together. Math was a mystery to her, and science might as well have been written in an alien language. Her best subject was English—she loved to write stories and poems—but even there she struggled to stay afloat. And if her struggles weren’t enough, there was that pressure on her to be more like Sam. Sam—who could sleep his way through a class and still ace it. How could anyone be like him? But Chrissie struggled to make the grade.


And failed.


She blinked at the boy’s face. Was she seeing things because she’d finally gone crazy? After all, she couldn’t be seeing anything real, could she? She raised her right hand and reached toward the glass. Maybe if she touched the mirror, everything would return to normal. Maybe she wasn’t insane.


The boy raised his right hand, too, just as a good reflection ought to do.


Then he reached through the glass and grabbed ahold of her wrist. Chrissie yelped, and struck out with her left hand, only to have that gripped, too. She tried to pull back, but her efforts were of no use. The mirror fiend was prepared, and he pulled harder.


Chrissie gasped as her stomach hit the edge of the sink below the mirror, and all of the breath was forced out of her. While she struggled for a fresh breath, the boy braced himself and tugged, hard. Even though Chrissie struggled, she found herself being dragged relentlessly through the mirror.


It was like plunging into water. As her body hit the glass, it didn’t crack and splinter. It flowed around her, and she dived through it, hitting her knee on a sink on the other side. The boy who had been dragging her fell backward, and she tumbled onto the floor after him. He yelped as he hit a laundry basket—the twin of the one in Chrissie’s bathroom, except this one contained boy’s clothes.


Chrissie got to her feet first, wincing at the pain in her knee. She looked around wildly for something to hit her attacker with, but he seemed to know what she was thinking. Flat on his back, he threw up his hands. “It’s okay!” he exclaimed. “I’m not going to hurt you. You’ve got to listen to me!”


“Listen to you?” Chrissie yelled furiously. “You just … you just …” She glanced back at the mirror she had just tumbled through. And in the mirror she saw her own shocked face, just as she should in any self-respecting mirror. Then she glared at the boy. “What did you just do?”


“I pulled you through from your world into mine,” the boy said quickly. “I know it sounds crazy, but it isn’t, and I can explain everything.”


“Your world?” Chrissie looked around the very familiar room. “This is my world. What are you talking about?”


“It’s not your world exactly,” the boy replied. “In your room the laundry basket is on the right, isn’t it?”


Chrissie stopped, puzzled. He was right, though she didn’t know how he could know this. And here it was on the left of the sink. Just as it would be in a mirror.


“This is a world like yours,” the boy explained quickly. “Only some things here are the reverse of what they would be in your world. If it’s on the left for you, it’s on the right for me.”


Chrissie was struggling to understand. “Then you really did pull me through the mirror?” she asked, shocked.


“Yes,” he confessed. “I’m sorry, I know I should have warned you or something, but I was afraid you’d start arguing. I know what you’re like, after all. So I just had to pull you through, and hope you’d listen to me once you got here.”


“I’m listening,” Chrissie said warily. “But I’m not necessarily believing.”


“Fair enough,” the boy agreed. “Look, I’m going to get up now, and I promise I’ll explain everything if you just agree to listen without freaking or anything. I mean, I know you must be about ready to throw a fit. I know I would be.”


“I’m kind of close,” Chrissie agreed. She turned back to the mirror and reached out to touch it, to see if her hand would go back through it again. It didn’t; the glass felt as it always had. “Can I go back again?”


“Not right now.” The boy was acting a bit uncomfortable. “I’d have to cast the spell again to make the mirror plastic.”


“Spell?” Chrissie blinked. “As in magic?”


“Yes.” The boy sighed. “I told you, some things in this world are the reverse of yours. In your world everything runs by science, doesn’t it?” Chrissie nodded. “Well, here it runs by magic.”


“Weird,” Chrissie muttered.


“Well, I think your world is the weird one, of course,” he said. “Not surprisingly.”


Chrissie wasn’t really getting anywhere. She held her hands up, palms out. “Okay, let me ask some questions. You’re not doing a really good job explaining, and I want to know what’s going on. So let’s start with the basics. Who are you?”


The boy blinked and looked surprised. “Don’t you know?”


Chrissie sighed. “If I knew, I wouldn’t have to ask, would I?”


The boy shook his head and laughed. “I told you—things in this world are the reverse of what they are in your world.” He grinned. “I’m you.”





Chapter TWO
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“Me?” squeaked Chrissie, almost falling over in shock. “How can you be me? You’re a boy.”


“You noticed that, huh?” the boy asked dryly. “Listen, I told you, things in this world are different. Where you’re from, Chrissie Scott is a girl; here, I’m Chris Scott. I have an older sister, Samanatha, and I’ll bet you’ve got an older brother named Sam.”


“Right,” Chrissie agreed weakly.


“There you go,” Chris said, grinning. “I’m you, only reversed. I mean, you should be able to tell that by looking at me. If not …” He pulled up his T-shirt (which was for some team called the Miami Dragons) and showed her a small birthmark on his back, to the left of his spine.


It was exactly like the one she had—on the right of her spine….


So he was her, somehow….


She was getting quite woozy with all of this. “Look, could we sit down somewhere before I fall over?” she asked.


“Sure,” Chris agreed. “Let’s go to the kitchen. I know this is all new for you, and it’s really hard to accept. Trust me, I went through this only a couple of days ago. Most people don’t know about your world.”


They headed down the stairs—the handrail on the wrong side for Chrissie, naturally—and into the kitchen. Here things were very different from those in her own house, and she stopped to stare. The room was the same shape, and some things, like the cabinets, were fine. But instead of the electric stove, there was a fire pit, and a cauldron bubbling over the low flames.


“What’s that?” she asked.


Chris shrugged. “Dinner, I guess. Mom likes it to simmer all day. It’s probably roc.”


“Stones? You eat stones?” Chrissie gasped.


“Not rock with a K,” Chris answered. “Roc—R-O-C. You know, a big bird. It’s good eating.”


“Tastes like chicken,” Chrissie muttered to herself. Mind you, it did smell kind of interesting. Not that she was hungry yet.


Instead of a fridge, there was a big stone cabinet with stone jars on the shelves. Chrissie wondered if she should ask what it was, but decided that there were more important things to do. As it happened, Chris took one of the stones from a shelf.


“You want a drink?” he asked.


“I guess,” she agreed, wondering what she would be offered.


“Okay.” Chris looked around the room. “Redfire?” he called. “Redfire? Where are you now, you lazy thing?”


There was a soft hissing noise, and Chrissie jumped as what looked like a foot-long lizard suddenly shot into the kitchen. He was reddish in color, with a ridge of sharp spines running down his back, and a tongue that darted in and out.


“What’s that?” she yelped. “Your pet?” Chrissie didn’t have any pets; her parents didn’t think she was “mature” enough to look after one. It was just one of the many ways that they showed they didn’t completely trust her.


“Pet?” Chris looked confused. “No, Redfire is my magical partner.” Seeing her blank look, he laughed. “I keep forgetting you don’t know anything at all about magic. Partners are what we use to do magic. Every one of us gets one as a child, and they stay with us to help us. They aid us in focusing the magic. Watch.”


Redfire ran up Chris’s body and perched on his shoulder. Chris then muttered a few words under his breath. On the table two glasses of a pale liquid suddenly popped into being. They were fizzing slightly.


Chrissie stared at them, and then at the lizard. “It did that?”


“He helped me.” Chris put the rock back on the shelf, then handed her one of the glasses, taking the other for himself. “Bitter fizz—my favorite.”


Chrissie sipped at hers, and her eyebrows shot up. It was delicious, sort of creamy and bubbly, with a taste a bit like mint. Still, it made sense—if this was Chris’s favorite drink, she had to like it. “This is wild,” she admitted. “You’ve got a lizard to help you do magic.”


Redfire snorted quite loudly and then sighed. “Nobody appreciates me,” he complained in a slightly comical, squeaky voice. “Just because I’m not a dragon …”


Chrissie was astonished to hear the tiny creature talk.


Chris stroked his head. “She didn’t mean to insult you,” he apologized to him. “She doesn’t know any better.” He looked at Chrissie. “Redfire is a fire drake. Kind of like a third cousin to a dragon.”


“Does he breathe fire?” Chrissie asked, amazed.


“Of course not,” Chris replied. “He’s only a fire drake.”


“Oh.” Chrissie had no idea why that should be the case, but there were more pressing questions to ask. “Okay, so here you use magic and not science. That’s why you don’t have any gadgets that need electricity, isn’t it?”


“Electricity?” It was Chris’s turn to look puzzled. “What’s that?”


“It’s what we use to power our stove and our fridge and our CD players and our TVs….” Her voice trickled away as she noticed his blank expression. “Yes, right, you wouldn’t have any of those things, would you?”


“I haven’t the vaguest idea what you’re talking about,” Chris confessed.


“Well, maybe I’ll explain all of it to you later. It’s not really important right now.” Chrissie composed her thoughts. “So, you used magic to bring me here?”


“Yes.” Chris looked glum. “Sam’s the one with all of the talent in the family, you know. She even has her own dragon. Okay, it’s small, but it’s a real dragon and not just a fire drake.” Redfire made a snorting sound again, and Chris chucked him under the chin. “Not that I’d trade you in, even for a dragon,” he added hastily. Then, to Chrissie: “But Sam’s always the one who’s really good at stuff. Me, I’m a loser.”


“I know the feeling,” Chrissie admitted. “My brother Sam’s the same way. He breezes through everything, and I’m just a klutz.”


“Well, I know I’m not as good as Sam at magic,” Chris went on. “So I decided to try some stuff of my own. I went to the Forbidden Volumes in the library and tucked one under my T-shirt. They’re generally kept under lock and key, but old Parminter is a bit forgetful, and I noticed he hadn’t locked the stacks. So I just waited and sneaked out the first book I could. I’ll be in real trouble if anyone finds out, so don’t say anything.”


Chrissie shuddered. “Forbidden Volumes?” she echoed.


“Yes. They’re supposed to be for really advanced magicians, but I had to find a spell I could do that Sam couldn’t. I just wanted people to know I could do something right. Only problem was, when I tried the first couple of spells, some really weird things started happening.”


Chrissie looked at her other self standing next to a bubbling cauldron, with a fire drake perched on his shoulder, sipping a magical drink. If he thought something was weird, it would have to be majorly strange…. “Like what?” she asked. “You discovered my world?”


“That came later, along with the spell to bring someone through the mirror and into this world,” he said. “That was wild—it spooked Redfire so badly he ran and hid. No, first I found a way to look in on other people using mirrors. And that’s when I discovered what I did.”


“What?” Chrissie demanded. This guy just couldn’t tell a story in a straight line. Was she like that?


“Trouble,” Chris said grimly. “Real trouble. Something that could spell the end of the world as we know it. Or,” he added, “as you don’t. But something that could end everything, forever …”





Chapter THREE
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Chrissie shook her head. “Chris,” she complained, “you really have trouble explaining things, you know that?” When she thought about it, she had to admit it was a problem she had, too. Often people would tune out when she tried to tell them things, because she couldn’t get her facts or time line quite right. They would just give her one of their that’s-all-right-dear-we-understand looks and then ignore her. “Now, nice and simple: What’s the problem?”
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