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- ONE -

SINCE THIS IS YOUR FIRST briefing, I’d just stay quiet and listen,” Dr. Ambrose said to Fort as they waited for the elevator in the slowly transforming hall of the new Oppenheimer School. The walls were being repainted from an awful puke green to a less horrible camouflage green, and all the posters talking about some “Red Scare” were being replaced with warnings about magic and not talking to strange creatures.

“I doubt I’ll have anything to say anyway,” Fort told her, still barely sure what was even happening. Just a few moments ago Dr. Ambrose, the Healing teacher at the school, had collected Fort from his room to head to this mysterious military briefing.

All Fort knew was that according to the short news video Dr. Ambrose had shown him, an enormous black dome now covered the lower half of the United Kingdom. That, and whoever had made the dome wanted Fort—along with his friends Rachel and Jia—handed over to them.

Because of course they did. Just when everything seemed to be getting a little better, this had to happen.

In the last week or so, things had been a bit … chaotic for Fort. He’d learned enough Summoning magic to travel between dimensions in the search for the monsters who had taken his father, while also fighting against a dragon, a city of dwarfs, and his own roommate, Gabriel. And that had been the easy stuff.

The truly terrifying creatures Fort had faced were the three Old Ones, creatures as old as time with a hatred of the human race. The Old Ones had tried to offer Gabriel his missing brother back in exchange for the whereabouts of the last dragon on earth. Only it turned out that dragon was actually Damian, a boy from the original class of the Oppenheimer School.

But through all of that, the one thing that had kept Fort going was the idea that he might find his father alive and bring him home. And somehow, someway, he had. Fort had located his father, who’d been turned into one of those same monsters that had taken his dad in the first place. Then Fort had restored his humanity and brought him home.

Things still weren’t totally fixed. His dad had fallen unconscious as soon as he turned back into himself and hadn’t woken up since. Plus, Dr. Ambrose had apparently found something weird in his dad’s tests. So all Fort wanted to do was go back to his father, hug him tight, and take him home.

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. “Colonel Charles came back especially for this emergency, after taking his son Gabriel home,” Dr. Ambrose told Fort. “And he’s none too thrilled with you, I might add, considering what happened.”

Fort nodded silently but inwardly wondered how that was different from any other moment at the school. The only time the colonel had seemed to be on Fort’s side had been when he assigned Fort to be Gabriel’s roommate and basically ordered them to become friends. Gabriel hadn’t taken that order very well, but they’d actually had fun anyway.

That was all over now. The last time he’d seen Gabriel, in fact, the other boy had been threatening to drop him into a volcano if Fort didn’t take him back to the dimension where his younger brother had chosen to remain with the Old Ones.

Fort sighed, wondering how much worse things could get. “Do you know what the dome people want with us?” he asked Dr. Ambrose. “How would they even know our names?”

“Well, considering you were on international news flying with a dragon yesterday, it might have something to do with that,” Dr. Ambrose said with a shrug. “Or maybe they want you because you’ve faced those Draci monsters twice now.”

“Dracsi,” Fort corrected, his stomach tightening.

“Right, that’s what matters now, correcting me about a made-up word,” Dr. Ambrose said, and somehow, her annoyance made Fort feel a bit less like things were completely out of control.

Still, the thought of what might be waiting for him in the briefing sent a chill down Fort’s spine. Who could have put the dome up? The Old Ones seemed like the most obvious answer, but if they had found a way back, then it wasn’t just the UK that was in danger: The entire world would be next.

And if that was the case, Fort wished Dr. Ambrose had left him with his father. He’d just gotten to see him again after everything. Who knew when his dad would wake up, if he even would?

“Try not to be too scared,” Dr. Ambrose said, patting his shoulder awkwardly. “I’m sure the colonel won’t send you three into—”

She stopped in the middle of her sentence right as the elevator did too. But the doors didn’t open in front of them, and when Fort glanced up at Dr. Ambrose, he found her mouth open like she was still speaking.

“Dr. Ambrose?” he said, fear beginning to spread through him. “Dr. Ambrose! Are you okay?”

And then the doctor and the elevator both disappeared, as the out-of-date paint of the new Oppenheimer School was replaced by a bloodred sky. In the distance was some sort of huge fortress made of shining black stone and surrounded by a landscape devoid of any other signs of life.

Fort stared around him in horror. What had just happened? Where was he? Had the people who made the dome just reached out and taken him? But even if they had, where had they brought him?

Maybe this was some kind of dream, or Mind spell? He touched his arm, and it felt solid enough, as did the dusty ground beneath his feet.

“HELLO, FORSYTHE,” said a voice from behind him, the power of it vibrating in Fort’s chest. His heart began racing even faster, and he slowly turned to find a cloaked creature floating in the middle of the air.

Or at least he assumed it had to be a creature, because it had spoken. Only there was nothing beneath the cloak, which was covered in glowing black symbols. There was no physical body at all, just what looked like a face, or maybe only eyes. As he stared, the cloak seemed to pull Fort in, the world kaleidoscoping around him, as he found himself almost drowning in a thousand different versions of himself. There he was with his father holding him as a baby, and Fort felt every cry he made. Another vision hit him, this time the first day of kindergarten, and he was flooded with too many emotions to deal with, from missing his father to excitement about his new school.

And then he was in D.C., and a giant, scaled hand was driving out of the ground. Terror struck him like a blow, and he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, could only watch as the hand pushed up out of the Lincoln Memorial—

And then the monster disappeared, replaced by a strangely familiar twenty-year-old man, his body glowing with several different colors of light, as if he knew multiple types of magic. Whoever it was smiled at Fort, and for the first time, Fort felt almost a strange sort of peace. The man started to say something, but then the cloak blew out in the wind, cutting off the vision in midstream.

The emotions of it all disappeared along with the vision, and their absence sent Fort to his knees. What was that thing?

“YOU KNOW WHAT I AM, FORSYTHE,” the creature said, and for the first time Fort noticed there were hands at the ends of the arms of the cloak. One hand was covered in a spiked black glove; the other was solely bone, like a skeleton.

“You’re … you’re an Old One,” Fort said, barely able to look at it.

“I AM,” the Old One said. “AND IT’S TIME WE HAD A TALK.”






- TWO -

I’VE BEEN TRYING TO FIX things for a very long time, Forsythe,” the Old One said, the force of its voice enough to keep Fort on the ground. “UNTOLD MILLENNIA HAVE PASSED, AND EVERYTHING HAS GONE ACCORDING TO MY PLAN. EVEN YOU HAVE PLAYED YOUR ROLE ADMIRABLY, NOW THAT WE’RE REACHING THE END.”

What? What did it mean, play a role? “I’d never help you!” Fort shouted, trying to sound braver than he felt and failing miserably.

An eerie laugh floated out of the empty hood. “YOU NEVER HAD A CHOICE. EVERYTHING HAS BEEN HANDLED, ALL THE DETAILS TAKEN CARE OF. I HAVE SEEN ITS SUCCESS, BRINGING BACK MY WAYWARD FAMILY ONCE AND FOR ALL.”

And suddenly Fort felt a lot more scared, only this time, not for himself. “Bringing your family back? But that would mean you’re—”

“HERE ON EARTH,” the Old One said, gesturing with his skeletal hand. “IN THE FUTURE ANYWAY. I AM THE TIMELESS ONE, FORSYTHE, THE ALL-SEEING MASTER OF TIME MAGIC. I HAVE OBSERVED UNIVERSES CREATED AND DESTROYED, WITNESSED THE DAWN OF LIFE, AND WATCHED IT DIE OUT ALONE. EVEN MEMBERS OF MY FAMILY DON’T KNOW WHAT I DO. IT’S BEEN MY CURSE, AND MY RESPONSIBILITY, FOR THEY ARE BUT WAYWARD CHILDREN IN MY CARE.”

Fort looked around, wondering if the Old One was telling the truth. Certainly it would have the power to take him to the future, but did the world really end up like this, dead and lifeless? It was almost too horrible to believe.

“OH, THIS REALLY IS YOUR WORLD,” the Old One said. “OR IS AS IT WILL BE, ONCE MY FAMILY RETURNS. BUT YOU SEE, THAT’S WHY I’VE BROUGHT YOU HERE TODAY. BECAUSE AS MUCH AS YOU’VE BEEN PERFORMING EXACTLY AS I WANTED UP UNTIL TODAY, NOW THAT WE’RE APPROACHING THE END, YOU’VE CHOSEN TO DEVIATE FROM THE PATH I SET FOR YOU. AND WE CAN’T HAVE THAT, CAN WE?”

“What are you talking about?” Fort shouted, slowly pushing to his feet. “I would never follow any plan of yours, especially if it brought the other Old Ones back!”

Again, the Timeless One laughed. “YOU NEVER HAD A CHOICE, CHILD. JUST LIKE YOU DON’T NOW. TO KEEP YOU FROM INTERFERING WITH MY DELICATE PLAN, I’VE DECIDED TO REMOVE YOU FROM THE GAME FOR A BIT. A YEAR OR TWO SHOULD TAKE CARE OF IT.”

Fort’s eyes widened. A year or two? “What game are you talking about?”

“THE ONLY ONE WORTH PLAYING,” the Old One said, and reached for Fort, its hands glowing with black light. “I TRULY AM SORRY ABOUT THIS. YOU AND YOUR FRIENDS WERE WORKING OUT SO WELL. BUT SOMETIMES ONE SMALL OVERSIGHT CAN THROW EVERYTHING OFF, AND I CANNOT ALLOW THAT TO HAPPEN. BUT DON’T WORRY. I’LL BRING YOU BACK IN TIME TO WITNESS MY FAMILY’S RETURN. YOU DESERVE TO SEE WHAT YOUR HANDIWORK HAS BROUGHT ABOUT, AFTER ALL.”

“No!” Fort shouted, but it was too late. Black light shot out from the creature’s hands, directly at him. Fort created a teleportation circle in front of him to block it, but the black light disintegrated the circle and continued straight toward Fort—

Only to stop just before it touched him, and then blow away with the arid wind.

Fort looked up in surprise. So did the Old One.

Standing off to the side was an old man, a human, wearing a brown robe that’d seen better days. His long, white beard was tucked into his belt, and he smiled as he gave Fort a nod. “Don’t worry, Forsythe,” he said, sounding almost amused. “I’ve got this.”

“YOU?” the Old One said, and floated back a few feet. “YOU’RE BREAKING THE RULES. YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO BE HERE!”

The old man grinned wider. “Oh, no? You’re the one who’s cheating, my boy. We agreed that there’s no changing the past, but here you are, trying to do just that. You’d think you’d have learned that by now, even at your young age.”

Fort just stared in confusion, not following at all. Who was this man, and how was he intimidating the Old One while smiling?

And even stranger, why was he calling this horror in an empty cloak “young”?

“I WILL BRING THE OTHERS BACK!” the Old One roared, its hands glowing with black light again. “YOU CAN’T STOP ME, OLD MAN!”

The bearded man rolled his eyes. “So dramatic. Don’t get all in a huff: You’ll still have your turn. But you’re not meant to face these children just yet. And I’m not going to let you cheat, not while I’m around to stop it.”

The Old One laughed. “YOU WON’T BE AROUND FOREVER. IF I SUCCEED, YOU WILL NEVER EXIST IN THE FIRST PLACE.”

“Probably true,” the man conceded, then shrugged. “Sounds like you better get moving, then?”

Without another word, the man snapped his finger, and the Old One disappeared in a burst of black light. Fort just watched in amazement as the man turned to him, now looking much more apologetic.

“What … what?” Fort said, struggling to wrap his mind around everything.

“Ah, sorry about all of this,” the man said, blushing. “I really should have nipped it in the bud before it got this far. You’re not due to fight that one until a little under a year from now.”

“A year from now?” Fort said, his eyes widening. “I have to fight that thing?”

“Well, you and the others,” the old man said. “Granted, you could try taking a different path, but I think you’ll find it’s hard to change your destiny once it’s in motion. And the destiny of you and your friends has been set for thousands of years.”

“Thousands of years?” Fort said, completely confused. “But how could that be? I’m only twelve!”

“Fair point!” the man said, and laughed loudly. “But we’ve known you were coming. We’ve known all of you humans were coming, and what that would mean.” He paused. “But I don’t know why I’m bothering telling you any of this, as I’ll be wiping this all from your timeline. You can’t remember any of it, not if you’re to choose the path you’re meant to.”

He raised his hands, and they glowed black just like the Old One’s had. “Wait!” Fort said. “I don’t know what’s happening!”

“Oh, you’ll get used to that as you get older,” the man said, and the light surrounded Fort. “But don’t worry! Next time we meet, I promise I’ll try to guide you as best I can.” He shrugged. “It won’t work, but I’m happy to try!”

“What path?” Fort shouted. “How will you—”

And then the lifeless planet disappeared, and Fort was back in the elevator, with Dr. Ambrose reaching out to pat his shoulder.

“Try not to be too scared,” she said. “I’m sure the colonel won’t send you three into danger.”

Fort flinched away in surprise at her touch, and she pulled her hand back immediately. “Whoa, I didn’t realize you were that nervous,” she said.

“I … didn’t know either,” Fort said. He had the strange sense that something bizarre had just happened, but he had no idea what. He’d been standing here in the elevator with Dr. Ambrose, talking about the dome, and she’d said the colonel wouldn’t send them into danger. And then …

And then nothing. The elevator was still moving, and Dr. Ambrose was looking at him oddly. So why did he feel so unsettled, then?

“I know none of this is easy, getting it all sprung on you out of nowhere,” Dr. Ambrose said as the elevator dinged, and the door opened. “But don’t worry about it. Colonel Charles just wants you here to be briefed. You’ll be completely safe the whole time.”

Fort nodded as she stepped out, clearly expecting him to follow. She had a point: They were in the middle of one of the only schools for magic anywhere in the world. Even the Old Ones couldn’t reach them here from their other dimension, not without Summoning magic.

With that, he took a long, calming breath. It was good to remember that if nothing else, the Old Ones weren’t coming back, and even if they did, Sierra and Damian were tracking down the books of magic. Granted, Fort didn’t trust Damian at all, but with Sierra to watch over him, he’d hopefully have the power to keep the Old Ones away.

And without their threat, how bad could things really be?






- THREE -

FORT’S VERY FIRST MILITARY BRIEFING had already started when he arrived. “Time is short, so I won’t keep you long,” Colonel Charles said from the front of the Briefing Room, then paused as Dr. Ambrose brought Fort in. Everyone turned to look at Fort, and he felt his face begin to burn as the doctor led him gently toward the back, where Jia and Rachel were seated.

Of all the stares, though, the colonel’s was the angriest. The man looked like he hadn’t slept in days, which he probably hadn’t, not with everything that’d happened with his son Gabriel and the Old Ones. “Good to see everyone’s here, finally,” Colonel Charles said, and Fort winced.

“Sorry,” Dr. Ambrose said, as Fort silently took an open seat next to Jia. “Had to make sure my patient was fit for active duty, Colonel.”

This earned Dr. Ambrose a similar glare to the one Fort had gotten, but he couldn’t help but feel relieved that the doctor was on his side, at least a bit.

“Your devotion to your job is noted, Doctor,” Colonel Charles said. “Now if I might continue?”

She waved absently, dropping into a seat along the wall.

“Are you okay?” Jia whispered to Fort. “I’m sorry I couldn’t finish healing you. There were so many people that the Old One morphed—”

The memory of D’hea—the Old One of Corporeal magic—turning soldiers two-dimensional or merging them together filled Fort’s head, and he shook it off, trying not to think about how letting the Old One into the school had been all his fault. “I’m okay,” he whispered back.

“As I was saying, I’ll make this quick,” Colonel Charles said. “This isn’t a surprise, ladies and gentlemen. We knew this day would come. Many of you have been briefed on the situation from your squad leaders already, but for those who haven’t, we have another potential D.C. situation on our hands.”

A low murmur came over the assembled soldiers as the lights dimmed, and the screens on the wall lit up to show the video Dr. Ambrose had shown Fort earlier, news footage of an enormous black dome now covering half of the United Kingdom. A few of the soldiers actually gasped, while Rachel and Jia just stared in shock. That was understandable; even having seen it before, Fort couldn’t help but shudder at how unreal the world had become.

Eight months ago, a monster attack or a dome covering a country would have been unthinkable. Now it was happening every few weeks. And if Fort was terrified by that, he couldn’t imagine how the general public must be panicking.

“Another attack was inevitable,” Colonel Charles said, stepping in front of the screens. “And since that’s the reason you’re here, why the TDA even exists, consider yourselves at bat. At 2000 hours yesterday, Unknown Magic Users, or UMUs, created this dome over the countries of England and Wales, the southern half of the isle of Great Britain. The units of the United Kingdom military stationed outside the dome have attempted to breach it without any success. We don’t know if the soldiers inside have made similar attempts, as we’ve had zero communication with them.”

“Fort, isn’t that where Cyrus went?” Jia whispered to him.

Fort nodded, unable to hide his worry. “Sierra’s there too,” he whispered back, trying not to think about how Sierra hadn’t answered any of his mental “calls” since the dome had appeared. Last he’d heard from her, she was going to use her Mind magic to try to “wake up” the Clairvoyance students, Cyrus’s old schoolmates who’d somehow come untethered from the real world by using Time magic.

This had to be related. It had to be the—

“Based on the color of the dome, we’ve ruled out Destruction, Healing, Mind, and Summoning magic,” Colonel Charles said, mirroring Fort’s thoughts. “Obviously the most likely culprit is Time magic, considering the UK government saw fit to keep that book of magic for itself.” His tone made it clear what he thought of that decision. “Though we’ve had a student of Time magic on campus for almost a year, as far as we know, he never exhibited any power of this magnitude and was limited to Clairvoyance spells, by which I mean looking a short period into the future.”

A map of the UK replaced the video now, lit up with names as a black dome appeared to cover the bottom half. The colonel pointed at a marked area on the map in Wales. “Our Time student and the school’s civilian expert, Dr. Oppenheimer, are presently inside the dome, according to our last available intel. Shortly before it appeared, they had traveled to the UK’s school, the Carmarthen Academy, located here.” He tapped the map. “Based on our available information, which I will share momentarily, we believe this to be the current location of our UMUs, and therefore our objective.”

The screens went blank and the lights turned back up as Colonel Charles faced the room once more. “There are around sixty million United Kingdom citizens trapped within this dome, people,” he said, staring out over the assembled soldiers. Fort’s eyes widened as the number hit him. This really was so much bigger than the last two attacks. “And we’re their best—and only—hope. Your job is to infiltrate the school, find these UMUs, and take them down using any means necessary.”

“What?” Fort whispered, and it must have been louder than he thought, as several soldiers turned to look at him. But he couldn’t help it. Any means necessary? His friends were over there! What if something went wrong, and a soldier mistook Sierra or Cyrus for one of these UMUs? They could get hurt!

At least Cyrus might be safer, since some of the TDA soldiers should recognize him from his time at the school. Except none of the soldiers around looked familiar to Fort, which made him even more nervous. After his weeks at the Oppenheimer schools, he’d seen a lot of soldiers, mostly guarding the students or the school. But somehow, he’d never run into any of the ones here.

Had they been training somewhere else, away from the students? And if they had, why?

None of this seemed like a good idea, and Fort shifted in his seat anxiously. If he’d known this was coming, he might have just teleported over to the UK school himself before coming to the briefing, to see if he could find Sierra and Cyrus before the TDA invaded. He even knew what the school looked like, since Sierra had shown him a mental image of it the night before, which meant his Teleportation magic could get him there.

Maybe it wasn’t too late, even now. He could at least get his friends back, if not see what was going on, and possibly try to stop things before they got out of hand. If he could just sneak out of the briefing somehow—

“As I said before, we haven’t had any communication from British forces inside the dome,” Colonel Charles said. “But we did receive one message. We traced its origin to the Carmarthen Academy.”

The lights dimmed as the screens lit up once again, now showing video footage of six children wearing what looked like black school uniforms, only with black hoodies on top, each hood pulled down to hide their identities. This left them looking awfully creepy in the dim light of the video, with only the bottom half of each of their faces visible.

“Greetings, Oppenheimer School,” said one of the boys, stepping forward. His accent sounded similar to Cyrus’s, though his voice was very different.

But then a stray, silver-colored hair slipped out from beneath the hood on the boy’s face, and Fort’s eyes widened.

“It is regretful that circumstances have come to this,” the boy said, spreading his arms wide. “But you have left us with no other choice. Your actions have created a future that we cannot abide, and therefore we must take a stand. You—”

“If you give us what we ask for, we’ll drop the dome, and everyone will be fine,” said a girl, stepping forward to interrupt the first boy. “All we ask is your cooperation to—”

“If you do not do what we say, London will be destroyed !” the boy said, before the girl could continue. “Is that what you want?”

“Whoa, hold on,” the girl said quickly, raising her hands in a calming gesture and looking back and forth between the camera and the boy. “I don’t think that’s the best way to—”

“And that is only the beginning!” the boy shouted. “London will be the spark that lights the world on fire, if you do not cooperate and fulfill the following demand.”

The room was deathly quiet, everyone waiting to hear what they wanted—everyone except for Fort, who already knew, and Colonel Charles, who was glaring at him from beside the video screen.

“You will hand over to us three of your students, immediately,” the boy said, crossing his arms. “They are as follows: Jia Liang, Rachel Carter, and Forsythe Fitzgerald.”

This time, Rachel and Jia gasped, while Fort just tried to sink low enough in his chair to disappear completely as the assembled soldiers turned almost as one to look back at him. Again, even being warned ahead of time by Dr. Ambrose didn’t help, not when everyone now knew exactly why he was here and probably blamed him for the dome even existing. And why not? If that was why these kids had created it, to get him, Jia, and Rachel over there, wasn’t it his fault?

“Send them to the Carmarthen Academy alone, without any weapons or communication devices,” the boy continued. “When they arrive we will take down our dome, and London will survive. Disobey us, and the world will suffer for it.”

“No, stop,” the girl in the video said, glaring at the boy. “This isn’t what we—”

And then the video jumped, as if it had been edited, and the girl disappeared, leaving the one boy to speak again.

“You cannot deceive us, so do not even try,” he said. “We’ve foreseen every possible action you might take, and have prepared for each and every one of them. You’ve been warned, and we’ll await your compliance.” He slowly smiled, then raised his hand in a salute. “To the return of the one, true, future king!”

The others saluted as well, and then the screen went dark.

Colonel Charles stepped forward again, the hall now so silent Fort could hear his own heartbeat in his ears.

“Any means necessary,” the colonel repeated. “Do I make myself clear?”
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SIR!” RACHEL SHOUTED, LEAPING TO her feet. “Permission to speak?”

Again, all eyes turned backward, as the soldiers began to whisper among themselves.

“Cadet, I didn’t ask for questions,” the colonel said, giving her a hard look. “This isn’t a training exercise.”

Cadet? He’d never called them that before, especially not Rachel, his favorite student.

“But, sir, there’s no need to put anyone in danger,” Rachel said quickly. “If they can see the future, they’ll know you’re coming. Turn us over to them, like they asked, and let us handle them. We’ve got the power to take them down—I know we do!”

A few of the soldiers began to laugh quietly but immediately went silent at a look from the colonel. Rachel, meanwhile, set her jaw and kept her eyes on her mentor.

“Cadet, you and Liang will not be involved in this operation and only attended this briefing for information’s sake. Given that these UMUs are after you, you’ll both be confined to quarters, under guard, until the objective is completed,” Colonel Charles said.

“But, sir!” Rachel started to object, only for the colonel to interrupt.

“You have your orders, Cadet. Am I in the habit of repeating myself?”

Rachel blinked, then shook her head. “No, sir,” she said, dropping back down to her seat, not looking at either Jia or Fort.

Confined to quarters, under guard? Was the colonel that worried about the Time students getting to them? That wasn’t a comforting thought, that someone with bad intentions might be able to reach them here. Fort shivered at the idea of what they might do, before something else occurred to him.

What if the guards weren’t there for protection so much as to ensure Rachel and Jia didn’t try anything on their own? After all, it wasn’t just Fort who’d gone off to the Dracsi dimension. And Colonel Charles didn’t seem exactly thrilled with Rachel, either.

All in all, Fort wasn’t sure which interpretation was worse and didn’t especially want to find out.

“Cadet Fitzgerald,” Colonel Charles barked, and Fort quickly turned his attention back to the colonel. “You will be facilitating travel to the Carmarthen Academy for our squads. Guards will be assigned to you during the operation, and as soon as the squads have reached their destination, you’ll be confined to quarters as well. Do you understand your orders?”

Fort gritted his teeth. “Yes, sir,” he said aloud, while inside, his mind whirled with objections.

Rachel wasn’t wrong. Sending the soldiers over would just get people hurt, or worse. And some of those people might be his friends! Why shouldn’t Fort, Jia, and Rachel go? Of everyone at the Oppenheimer School, Jia and Rachel were the best at their respective types of magic, which meant they could handle almost anything between the two of them. And with Fort there to teleport them in and out, they wouldn’t be in any danger. After all, what could a bunch of kids who could see the future do against Rachel’s fireballs or even Jia’s Healing magic?

At the front, Colonel Charles began moving around the room, giving individual assignments to squad leaders. As Fort watched, lost in thought, something smacked into his shoulder, and he turned to find Rachel staring at him from behind Jia’s back.

“This is wrong,” she whispered. “Sending these soldiers into danger is a horrible idea, especially when we can handle this. So be ready, Fort. We’re going over there.”

“Really?” Jia whispered, turning to look at Rachel. “You’re going to disobey an order?”

Rachel’s cheeks turned a bit red. “I break the rules all the time,” she said, crossing her arms.

“The rules, sure. Direct orders, never.”

“Orders are just a different kind of rule,” Rachel said, but she didn’t sound thrilled about it. “Yes, they ensure the proper functioning of the military, and without them there’d be chaos. And when we disobey orders, it puts lives in danger, obviously. So, you know, there’s that.”

“Is there a ‘but’ coming anytime soon?” Jia asked, raising an eyebrow.

Rachel gritted her teeth. “Fine, I don’t disobey orders usually, and for good reason! But we can’t mess around with this. I’ve seen what happens when soldiers get sent to dangerous places. My mom and dad have come back from missions with injuries, once almost …” She trailed off, then shook her head. “We’re not going to let the soldiers get hurt when we can handle this, and better than they can, because we have magic.”

“Not to mention they might accidentally attack Cyrus and Sierra,” Fort whispered.

“Okay, so what’s the plan then?” Jia asked. “Those are basically six Cyruses over there. They’re going to know ahead of time anything we try to do.”

“So we improvise,” Rachel said. “They’ll never see it coming.”

That didn’t sound exactly right, but Fort let it slide, considering he was on Rachel’s side.

“We also have no idea what that dome does, or what else those students can do,” Jia said. “Not to mention that this is the whole reason why we’ve been making weapons for the military, so they can use them in missions like this. Since, you know, they’re the adults here, and we’re just kids.”

“Kids who just rescued Fort’s dad from a dimension of ancient evil monsters,” Rachel pointed out, nodding at Fort. “Granted, that was a horrible idea, but still, we did it.”

Fort sighed. Harsh, but fair.

“And almost let the Old Ones return in the process,” Jia said. “Look. You’re the one who taught me how fun it is to break some rules. But in those cases, we were the ones in danger. Who knows what will happen if we mess up here? Sixty million is a lot of people to hurt by accident. And this is the TDA’s job. They know how to handle this.”

“Yeah, by ‘any means necessary,’ ” Fort whispered, not even liking saying the words out loud. “That’s how they’ll handle it. You think they’ll hold back if Sierra or Cyrus gets in their way? Rachel’s right, Jia. We need to go.”

Jia sighed, as up front, the colonel began to dismiss squads from the room. “This is a bad idea. I just want that said.” But then she slowly began to smile. “Still, I was going to suggest the same thing from the start.”

“What?” Fort said, staring at her in confusion.

“I just wanted to make sure you both knew what we were getting into,” Jia said. “Rachel, disobeying an order? That’s huge.”

Rachel gently nudged her with her shoulder. “I knew you were in. So we’re going to need to move fast, if we want to beat the TDA there. Fort, can you teleport us to the school right now? Do you need a picture of it?”

“No, I—” Fort started to say, but stopped as he saw Colonel Charles begin to make his way back toward them. As he walked, his look suggested he’d already guessed what they’d been talking about, and he wasn’t exactly thrilled about it.

“Did I ask for questions, Cadet?” the colonel said as he reached them, turning his angry gaze on Rachel. “Or were you just trying to embarrass me?”

Rachel seemed surprised by this. “Embarrass you? Not at all. I just wanted to—”

“Not at all, sir,” Colonel Charles said, leaning in so close that Fort could see the red in his eyes from lack of sleep. “Do you have any idea what’s going on right now, Cadet?”

Rachel looked away. “Sixty million people are in trouble, sir.”

“And that’s the least of my problems,” the colonel hissed. “China wants their book of Healing magic back, so they can build up their own defense against the Old Ones. And do you know why? Because they don’t think we can cut it!”

“That’s ridiculous, sir,” Rachel said, turning back to him. “The TDA is ready for anything!”

“I agree, but our track record says otherwise,” Colonel Charles growled, standing up again. “Even the president thinks we haven’t proven we can handle a magical attack—given how badly we’ve failed over the last two. So he’s thinking about shutting us down for good. Not to mention that every news station worldwide has been showing video of a dragon flying over half the world’s major cities for the last two days!”

Fort winced, looking away. He’d been teleporting D’hea around to keep the Old One away from people while trying to think of a plan, and it hadn’t exactly been his greatest idea.

“I’ve been lenient in the past,” the colonel continued, still focused on Rachel. “Especially with you, Cadet Carter, given your talents for Destruction magic. But I don’t have that luxury anymore, not with everything that’s happened. The world’s eyes are on us, and we cannot fail again. If we do, and they shut us down, who will protect the world, Cadet? Our people would be defenseless, and I for one will not allow that to happen! Do you understand?”

Rachel nodded, staying silent.

He glared at her for a moment, then stood back up. “Any one of you who even thinks about disobeying my orders is gone, cadets. No more second chances, not for anyone, not anymore. I don’t care who they are.”

“Sir, I just think we could help—” Rachel started to say, but the colonel whirled on her abruptly.

“Did you not hear a word I said?” he shouted. “You are the last person I want help from right now, Carter! Those UK students asked for you three specifically for a reason. That means I need you as far from this as possible, for your sake and ours! Are we clear?”

Rachel nodded, staying silent.

“Are we clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir,” she said.

“Sir,” Jia said, her voice shaking slightly. “About the book of Healing magic: Rachel and I have been working on new spells, just using spell words we already know and trying different combinations. It’s possible you could give the Healing book back to China, and that we’d still be able to—”

“Give up Healing magic?” the colonel asked, his eyes widening. “That’s literally all we have to fight off the Old Ones, Liang! Our books go nowhere, not as long as I’m around. Do you hear me?”

Jia nodded, her eyes wide.

“And you, Fitzgerald?” the colonel said, turning to Fort. “No brilliant suggestions from you?”

“I’m just worried about Cyrus, sir,” Fort said, not looking up. “I don’t want him to get hurt.”

“Oh, don’t worry—that won’t be a concern,” the colonel said. “As of tomorrow, you won’t remember any of this. Last night, while you were still in the medical ward, I put through all the paperwork I need to expel you.. You’re heading home with your mind wiped as soon as this operation is complete.”

“What?” Fort shouted, leaping to his feet, but the colonel pushed him back into his seat.

“You unleashed an Old One into our world, and almost killed my sons! Both of them!” Colonel Charles leaned in close once again, his eyes burning with such an intense rage that Fort actually shrank back, not quite sure what the man might do. But the colonel abruptly pulled away and turned toward the front of the room, his fists unclenching as he took a deep breath, apparently trying to calm himself down.

Calm was the last thing Fort was going to feel, though. Colonel Charles thought he’d almost gotten Gabriel and Michael killed? Fort had saved Gabriel, after his ex-roommate had tried to join his brother, Michael, at the Old One’s side! Without him, the colonel would really have lost both his sons. And all of that had been because of Gabriel to begin with. How could the colonel blame Fort for that?

When the colonel turned around, he did look less angry on the surface, and even forced a small, shaky smile. “Fortunately for you, Fitzgerald, I need your magic,” he said. “And that means you’ve got an opportunity here. Do as I say, exactly as I say, and I’ll send both you and your father back home.” His eyes narrowed. “But disobey me even once, and I’ll personally find reasons to keep your father here for as long as I want, just to be sure he didn’t bring back any magical diseases or anything from that other realm.”

Fort’s mouth dropped open. “What? He’s fine. Dr. Ambrose even said—”

“Well, don’t worry. You wouldn’t remember you’d found him,” the colonel said, giving Fort a long look. “Can’t have any memories of the school in that brain of yours, now, can we? The last thing you’d know about your father is that a monster took him.”

Fort’s whole body went as cold as ice, and he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “No,” he whispered. “You wouldn’t. You couldn’t!”

“Maybe not,” the colonel said, shrugging his shoulders. “It would be very extreme. But if I were you, I wouldn’t take that chance, especially considering what you did to Gabriel. So best follow orders, do you understand?” And with that, he stood back up and yanked his uniform down to straighten it. “I said, do you understand me, Cadet?”

Fort could barely think, barely breathe. Out of nowhere, he could suddenly feel the miles of rock above the Briefing Room, as if they were pushing down on him, crushing him with their weight.

For the briefest of moments, Fort considered teleporting the colonel somewhere far away, like the Sahara Desert or the Arctic. Even the moon, maybe.

But wherever he sent him, it wouldn’t be far enough. The colonel would find his way back and just think of a worse punishment, if one even existed.

For all Fort’s magic, it was the colonel who had the real power. He was in control here at the school and had both the government and military to back him up. Even if Fort did teleport the colonel to the center of the earth, whoever was next in line would just step up and continue whatever the colonel had ordered. There was no way to fight them all.

Which meant he had no choice, as horrible as that was.

Fort stood up and saluted the colonel, his hand shaking as he did. “Sir, yes, sir.”

“Good,” the colonel said, then turned to Jia and Rachel. “Cadets Liang and Carter, you’ll be escorted back to your dorm in a moment. Fitzgerald, you’ll be brought down to the Deployment Room at that time. Until then, you’ll all be kept under watch.” He waved two nearby guards over and turned to them. “If any of these children show even the slightest hint of using magic, taser them and contact me immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” the guards said, then looked at each other uncomfortably as Colonel Charles strode out of the room, slamming the door behind him so hard it reminded Fort of a jail cell door closing.






- FIVE -

THIS IS SO MESSED UP!” Rachel whispered as she paced in front of Jia and Fort. “Colonel Charles is making a huge mistake here. We can’t just go along with it.”

Fort didn’t say anything, his eyes on the guards standing at attention not too far away, their Tasers in their hands. With the room otherwise empty, it’d still be possible to teleport the three of them out—or send the guards for a quick vacation in Cancún, Mexico.

Why not? he imagined his father saying. Everyone loves a beach vacation. Just make sure to book them at a nice resort.

“You’re right, but what can we do?” Jia whispered back, throwing Fort a quick look. “If we disobey his orders, Colonel Charles might actually go through with his threat.”

“He won’t,” Rachel said, looking back at them. “He won’t, Fort. I don’t care how much has happened—he’s not that person. He just wants to keep us safe.”

“Is that what you call it?” Fort asked. “I’ll try to remember that when my mind’s wiped and I’m sent home.”

“Well, your aunt’s house is probably a lot safer than this school,” Jia said. “It’s not like she gets invaded by the Old Ones every few weeks.”

“I know what he said sounded terrible,” Rachel said, rubbing her temples. “But this is how the military works. They can’t have people disobeying orders, or bad things happen.”

“We’re not in the military, Ray,” Jia said quietly. “And weren’t you just attacking him a second ago?”

“Well I’m conflicted, okay?” she said. “There’s a lot to process here! But we can’t just sit back and let people get hurt when we could help!”

That’s right! Fort heard his father say. Help your friends, Fort. You know that’s what I’d want you to do, if I were there and, you know, awake!

Fort growled in frustration. Did even his own imagination have to argue with him? “What if he’s not bluffing, though?” he asked quietly. “What if the colonel really does make me forget about my father? After everything with Gabriel, he looks like he’s barely holding it together. You heard what he said about the book of Healing magic and China.”

Rachel looked away, sighing. “He’s definitely changed, even since you got here, Fort. I wish I could believe he knows what he’s doing, but I just don’t know anymore. Why would he even think bringing Gabriel to the school was a good idea? He’s yelling at us, when his own son turned me over to the Old Ones and tried to drop you into a volcano! Maybe check on your parenting skills before judging everyone else, Colonel.”

“It’s not just Gabriel,” Jia said quietly. “Fort’s right about the Healing book. He’s acting like the whole world’s against him, and that’s scary. But what can we do? He’s got the books, soldiers, the school … plus enough memory wipes to make us all forget we were ever here. And we’re just kids. Adults are always the ones in charge, because they think they know better.”

“And they think they have the power,” Rachel said, staring down at her hands.

“They do,” Fort said. “I could get us all out of here right now, my dad included. But what happens next? The soldiers throw us in jail, or chase us down for the rest of our lives if we run. We can’t beat them all, not even with all the power you two have.”

Neither Jia nor Rachel said anything to that, and Fort dropped his head into his hands, not sure what else to do. Should he tell Dr. Ambrose what the colonel had said? But even if she did want to help, she still wouldn’t have the power to go against Colonel Charles. And Dr. Opps wouldn’t have been much help either, even if he hadn’t been stuck beneath the dome, since the colonel had threatened to kick the headmaster out of his own school already once before.

Lost in his thoughts, Fort almost missed a group of soldiers entering the Briefing Room. “Carter, Liang,” one of them said. “We’re here to take you back to your dorm.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” Rachel said, saluting while glaring at the soldier, who winced, looking nervous. Fort recognized this guard, meaning he’d been working in the school and knew it wasn’t smart to annoy a Destruction student. “Fort,” she said, throwing a look at him over her shoulder. “Whatever happens, if you leave …”

“We’ll make sure your dad is okay,” Jia finished.

Rachel nodded. “And we won’t let you go without saying good-bye.”

Fort nodded, unable to think of anything much to say to that, since he knew neither of them would have any more control over that than he would.

But if this was going to be the last time he saw them both, he couldn’t handle a good-bye on top of everything else right now. So instead, he just stayed silent, hoping his two friends understood.

“Fitzgerald,” another soldier said, and waved him over. “We’re taking you to the Deployment Room. You all set?”

“Sure,” Fort said quietly, and the soldier gently pushed him toward the door. As they left, Fort threw a look back at Jia and Rachel. Jia gave him a little wave, while Rachel gave him a confident smile. They both wanted to help, he knew, but there was nothing they could do.

His escorts led Fort to the elevator, where they were joined by several soldiers, all outfitted now with weapons created by the Oppenheimer School students over the last few months. A few had Healing staffs, just like the ones Sergeant Tower had trained Fort and other students on, but most carried Lightning rods instead, something that could easily stun a person, or do a whole lot worse.

And Fort was going to teleport soldiers wielding weapons that dangerous to where Cyrus and Sierra were because he had no choice in the matter. The thought of it made his skin itch all over.

They took the elevator down five floors, where they exited and followed a second group of soldiers into a large room that looked almost like an empty warehouse. The corners and ceiling were covered in cobwebs, and there were various items covered in tarps against the walls, but otherwise, the room was empty except for the assembling squads.

His escorts brought him to the front of the room, where a set of creaking wooden stairs led to a raised platform, most likely the spot where he was going to create his teleportation circles for the squads. As he climbed the stairs, the guards waited at the bottom just a short distance away, probably thinking they were close enough to stop him if he tried to escape.

They’d be too late, though, if he used his magic the way Gabriel had. His former roommate had figured out a way to move the teleportation circle instead of making it stationary, which made teleporting a lot quicker if you pulled it up and over yourself. And if Gabriel had made it work without much practice, it couldn’t be that hard.

For a moment, Fort let himself daydream. He could teleport up to the medical ward, grab his father, and take him somewhere safe, somewhere Colonel Charles couldn’t get to either of them. And without Fort, none of the soldiers could get inside the dome, which meant Sierra and Cyrus would at least be safe from Lightning rods.

But where could he take his father? What place was actually safe? His aunt’s house would be the first place the TDA looked. And if he did find somewhere to hide them, the government wouldn’t stop looking for them, not ever. Not to mention that his father wasn’t conscious, and would need medical attention, something that wasn’t exactly free, even if they weren’t fugitives.

Eh, I’m fine, his father said in his imagination. Just taking a long nap, really. Don’t worry about me!

Fort rolled his eyes at that, as more soldiers filed in with their weapons. What if he instead teleported to Jia and Rachel, then took them over to the dome to find Cyrus and Sierra? Then his friends would be protected, and with Sierra’s help, maybe he could get his father out safely, by making everyone at the Oppenheimer School forget he’d been found. She might even be able to convince a doctor to treat him with her Mind magic. It’d gotten her and Damian on a plane over to the UK, after all.

Only that would mean leaving his father at the colonel’s mercy while he, Jia, and Rachel were rescuing Cyrus and Sierra. And all Colonel Charles would have to do was move his father to a different facility, and Fort would never know how to find him again.

No. There was no choice in the matter. He was heading home either way, but at least if he did what the colonel said, there was a good chance his father would go with him.

“Everyone, to your squads,” Colonel Charles shouted as he entered the warehouse with someone at his side. Whoever it was, Fort couldn’t make out her face, as it was obscured by the line of soldiers, but she was dressed in civilian clothing.

As the colonel and the woman made their way over, Fort’s gaze shifted to several of the troops, who were staring at him. Half looked suspicious, while the rest looked disgusted, like he was some kind of bug to step on.
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