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- ONE -

GOOD MORNING, STUDENTS,” COLONEL Charles said from a podium in the cafeteria of the Oppenheimer School. “I apologize for taking you away from your studies, but it’s important that you all be made aware of some events that have happened in the last week.”

Sebastian Thomas rolled his eyes as a low murmur passed through the assembled students and even some of the soldiers guarding the doors, of which there were at least twice the usual number. This was going to be good.

“As many of you know, and some of you were involved in, we had a break-in at the school two days ago,” the colonel continued. “Unfortunately, the thieves were able to escape with their objective: a sword of great historic value. But hunting down these thieves will unfortunately have to wait, as there’s a larger threat that needs to be dealt with first.”

That was unexpectedly honest. Sebastian had half expected the colonel to lie and say they still had the sword. But too many of the students had been there, watching as Rachel, Jia, and Fort—aka the Annoying Kid—had taken it.

Even worse, they hadn’t bothered to include Sebastian! Oh, they needed his help to fight the Old Ones back at the old Oppenheimer School, using Healing magic on that former student Damian to push out the Old One mind controlling him. And there was no one better at Healing. Even Dr. Ambrose admitted this, since Jia clearly didn’t count, having secretly been at the school for at least a year longer than Sebastian had been.

Jia and the others were lucky Sebastian hadn’t turned them in to his mother, the head of the congressional committee that decided how much money the TDA would get. Because she was not happy about the theft of Excalibur and had already decided to replace Colonel Charles within the next week or two, as soon as she found a new headmaster she trusted. And if this briefing was any indication, the colonel knew it was coming and was trying to distract everyone with some new threat.

“This theft, while obviously concerning, is not our primary worry at this time,” Colonel Charles continued, glaring at the assembled kids in front of him. “All of you are by now aware of a group of creatures that call themselves the Old Ones and of their intention to return to our world. We’ve been given credible intelligence by one of our Clairvoyance students, Cyrus, that these Old Ones mean to strike in the next few months.”

Okay, that was new. Last Sebastian had heard, the Old Ones were stuck in some other dimension. But that was before everything in London and whatever had gone down with the sword.

But now Rachel had been expelled, Jia was locked in her room, under guard, and the Annoying Kid… well, who cared where he was.

Whatever they were up to, it would have gone down much better with Sebastian in charge. That he knew.

“But because of that intelligence,” Colonel Charles said, “we’ve taken steps to ensure this attack will not happen. We will stop the Old Ones, ladies and gentlemen, before they can even start their attack.”

Sebastian had to cover his laugh with a cough. Really, though? The colonel expected any of them to believe that? The TDA couldn’t even control the Oppenheimer School students, let alone whatever the Old Ones were.

The colonel narrowed his eyes. “Did you not hear what I said? The world is safe only due to the actions of the TDA. We will avert a major incursion by horrific monsters, and I expect some recognition for our brave men and women of the TDA!”

Two or three people started clapping softly, only to stop as no one else followed suit, making Sebastian cough even harder.

Colonel Charles sneered. “Perhaps it’s time you students realized how much we’ve done for you. TDA soldiers have kept some of the most powerful magical items out of the hands of terrorists, animals who mean you and your families harm. We have researched and developed cutting-edge magical weapons to keep the Old Ones out of our world and will preempt any future attacks by their Dracsi. I think a little appreciation is in order!”

Again there was silence… until one voice rose toward the back of the room.

“You’re lying,” said a girl with black hair dressed in an Oppenheimer School uniform. “The Old Ones are coming, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

Sebastian turned around and couldn’t help but grin. Finally they were getting somewhere!

The colonel looked up in shock at this newcomer, his hands gripping the podium so tightly the wood creaked. “Jia,” he said quietly, before turning to the soldiers at the back of the cafeteria. “How did she get out of her room? Remove her, now!”

The guards nearest Jia moved to grab her, only to fly back against the walls, stuck there as if they were on a spinning carnival ride. “No, I think I’m done with all of that,” Jia said, slowly walking toward the podium.

Awesome. This, Sebastian wanted to applaud for.

“Stop her!” Colonel Charles shouted, gesturing at the other guards. “Take her down! She was in league with the thieves!”

These new guards moved more cautiously, but the result was the same, and a moment later, they were hanging on the walls as well. A few students stood up to confront her, some glowing with red or blue magic, but a look from Sebastian sent them back to their seats.

“Nice of you to finally step up,” he said to Jia, who rudely ignored him. As usual.

“Colonel Charles is lying to you,” she told the assembled students. “We did take Excalibur, yes, but it was used to beat an Old One. And the other Old Ones won’t be stopped. In fact, they’re on their way now, and Cyrus?” She paused, like she didn’t even want to say the words. “He was on their side.”

Whoa, what? Cyrus was a traitor? That couldn’t be true, could it? Immediately all the students began talking at once, most disbelieving but more than a few sounding scared. This was irritating, since it stopped Jia from explaining, so Sebastian waved a hand, and the assembled mouths froze in place. “She’s not done,” he said, crossing his arms.

“Enough!” Colonel Charles shouted. “I will not let you—”

And then his mouth closed by itself as well, glowing with blue Healing magic. Sebastian lowered his hands, the glow of his Healing magic disappearing. They’d heard enough from the colonel at this point.

“Thanks, Sebastian,” Jia said. “But you can let them go. We need to all trust each other, or we’re never going to make it through this.”

He winced at that. “We might be in trouble, then.”

“How can we trust you?” Moira asked as Sebastian freed the students—but kept Colonel Charles quiet. “You, Rachel, and… that other kid—I forget his name—you all attacked us and took that sword. Why should we believe anything you say?”

Jia nodded. “I get it. I don’t know that I’d believe me either, especially after I just said you’ve been lied to all along. But does anyone really believe Colonel Charles is telling you the truth anymore?”

No one spoke up, and the colonel growled through his closed mouth. This time, Sebastian didn’t hide his loud laugh.

“Exactly,” Jia said. “Anyway, don’t take my word for it.”

With that, she stopped and gestured toward the stage.

A circle of green light opened next to Colonel Charles, who leaped away from it in surprise, then pulled what looked like some kind of wand out of his holster, glowing with red light.

The wand immediately exploded, and he clutched his hand in pain as he stared at the two children passing through the green teleportation circle. One was Rachel, whom Sebastian was happy to see. After all, she was his counterpart in the Destruction school, the best of the best.

But the other kid… ugh.

“What’s up, Opps School?” Rachel said with a wide grin, her hands raised in the air, still glowing red from destroying Colonel Charles’s magical wand. “Nice to be back. Now, we’re going to need all of your help. Jia’s right: We took Excalibur to use against the Old One of Time magic. And guess what? We trashed him. And we can do the same to the others.”

“But we can’t do it alone,” said the Annoying Kid, Forsythe, and he gestured for something to come through the teleportation circle behind him. The head of a large black dragon passed through it, and Sebastian’s eyes widened. That was new.

He readied a spell as half the rest of the students leaped to their feet, only for Jia to freeze the others in place. “But it’s not the Old Ones who we need to face right now.”

The dragon nodded and snorted fire in annoyance. “No, you ridiculous humans,” Ember said in English. “It’s Damian, a fellow dragon, who apparently has lost his mind and is bringing the Old Ones here. As much as I despise setting a precedent of humans attacking dragons, we need to hunt him down and eat him—”

“We need to stop him,” Fort immediately interrupted, shaking his head at the black dragon. “No eating!”

The dragon rolled her eyes but went silent. The rest of the room followed suit, as did Sebastian, considering everything the new kids had just said, none of which sounded good. And what was worse, he knew—he knew—that there was no way Rachel, Jia, and Fort would include him in all of this, in spite of the fact that he was the number one Healing student and could probably take all three of them down if he needed to.

Just as Sebastian decided it was time for him to take charge of things, Annoying Kid stepped on his moment by turning to the colonel. “So, Colonel, it’s time we filled you in on what’s really been going on. Mind if we use your office?”

Sebastian couldn’t help but roll his eyes again. Of course they’d tell the colonel—who’d failed time after time—everything but leave Sebastian out of things yet again.

And what could they possibly have been up to that was so important they could only share it in private?






- TWO - YESTERDAY


FORT, RACHEL, AND JIA HAD somehow done the impossible: They’d defeated the Timeless One, the Old One of Time magic.

Only now everything was falling apart, starting with the fact that the Timeless One had turned out to be Fort’s best friend, Cyrus.

Maybe Fort could have dealt with that, by itself. He’d known ahead of time, after all, having figured out Cyrus’s true identity from hints he’d gotten from his friends and Merlin—who was also Cyrus’s older self, another huge shock.

All of that was bad enough. But combined with Jia’s deal with the faerie queen, the deal she had hidden from them—that if they beat the Timeless One, Jia would hand him over to the queen—it was just too much for Fort to take. Especially when Jia had used her Corporeal magic to freeze Fort and Rachel as a shimmer appeared over Cyrus, just after their battle with the Timeless One.

“Fort!” Cyrus screamed. “Please—”

But a humanoid shape within the shimmer grabbed him, and together they disappeared, taking Fort’s complicated feelings about Cyrus to a whole new level of awful.

Jia quickly released them from her spell, and Fort immediately sprinted to the spot where Cyrus had lain and bent down, making sure this wasn’t some illusion, some sort of glamour.

Then he looked up at Jia, who was covering her mouth like she might throw up.

“Was it worth it?” he asked quietly. “Tell me it was worth it. Tell me that the queen didn’t just trick us all.”

She looked down at him and shook her head, then began to quietly cry as Rachel hugged her close.

Fort sighed, rubbing his forehead. Maybe Xenea could find out what happened to Cyrus, try to keep him safe, but he doubted it. The faerie queen had been holding a grudge against Merlin/Cyrus/the Timeless One for centuries, and now that she had her old enemy in her hands, Fort didn’t think she’d ever be willing to release him.

Not that Cyrus didn’t deserve a few hundred years in a dungeon for what he’d done to them. But he’d also sent Damian and Sierra off somewhere in time to find the last two books of magic, and when they returned, Damian would be ready to summon the Old Ones, Cyrus’s plan all along to bring his family back to their home.

And without Cyrus, they had no way of knowing when or where Damian would come back.

“We might be in trouble,” Fort said, standing back up.

“Nothing new about that,” Rachel said as she let go of Jia and turned to him. “Got any ideas?”

Fort swallowed hard, hating what he was about to say. “Just terrible ones. We’re going to need help. And there’s only one place left to find it.”

Rachel groaned, shaking her head. “They’ll never take us back.”

Fort nodded. “I know. But we still need the TDA and the other students at the Oppenheimer School.” He looked up at Jia and Rachel. “Hiding magic away for over a thousand years didn’t keep the Old Ones from coming back. If we can’t stop Damian before he summons them, then this time, we’ll have to destroy magic altogether.”

“Wait, what?” Rachel said, her eyes widening, as Jia just stared at him in shock. “Did Cyrus hit you in the head at some point? Because you’re not making any sense, Fort.”

He started to respond but stopped as he noticed Ember, his dragon, a few yards away, cleaning the dirt off her scales like a cat would, her attention thankfully absorbed by her bath. The last thing he wanted was for her to overhear this, since ending magic would probably be fatal to a creature like Ember, who had been created from it. Not to mention he’d just spent the last few days realizing he didn’t want her to go to Avalon and be raised by the elder dragons who’d escaped there.

But wouldn’t that be better than for the Old Ones to return and transform her into one of the Dracsi, like they’d done to the other dragons? Better for her to live on Avalon than to become some mindless monster.

Better to destroy magic for good than let humanity be taken over by the Old Ones.

The future they’d just come from was worse than apocalyptic: The Old Ones were in control, and humanity served them. Even the idea that his friends, his aunt, his father would be under the Old One’s Spirit magic, like the dwarfs in the Dracsi dimension, enraged Fort.

It wouldn’t happen. Whatever needed to be done to avoid that future, Fort would do.

“It might be the only way,” he said finally, nodding at Ember so Rachel and Jia would hopefully get the hint to cover what they were talking about. “Whatever made it go away the first time, we’d just make it permanent.”

And just like the last time, that’d still leave Avalon and other dimensions with magic, so Ember and the faeries would be okay. Or so Fort had to hope.

“Doing that would leave us with nothing,” Rachel said, giving him a long look. “We’d never be able to fight back again. Stopping Damian before he summons the Old Ones is our only option.”

“Ray, he might have a point,” Jia said. Rachel looked at her in surprise, but Jia just shrugged sadly. “If we can’t stop Damian, if we lose… It’s better than the future Cyrus just showed us, where humanity is serving the Old Ones underground.”

“If only we still had Cyrus, we might have a better shot at stopping Damian,” Fort growled, glaring at Jia. She blushed, looking incredibly guilty, which didn’t help Fort’s mood, weirdly. “As it is, we have no idea when or if he’s even coming back. For all we know, he’ll find the other two books and just summon the Old Ones from whatever year he’s in.”

“Cyrus would never have talked,” Rachel said, stepping between Jia and Fort. “You think he’d have set this all up just to help us stop it? No way. We’re better off without him.”

“Maybe Jia can just hand Damian over to the faerie queen too, then,” Fort said, hating that he was so angry about this, but not able to help himself. He knew Jia had made the bargain to stop a war, not to mention that Cyrus was an Old One and didn’t deserve his pity, but he couldn’t help it: The silver-haired boy still felt like his friend, even after everything Fort had learned.

“Whoa!” Rachel shouted. “You know why she did it, Fort. And at the time, Jia thought she was giving up an Old One, not… well, Cyrus is an Old One, but you know what I mean. And do I have to remind you that you made a deal with the faerie queen too?”

“Shall I eat them for you, Father?” asked Ember in the language of magic as she walked over, her bath apparently now finished. “I know you said I should protect the other humans, but you seem to have changed your mind about them. I can give them a head start if you like?”

“No, we’re not hurting anyone,” Fort told her quickly, not liking the excited look in the dragon’s eye. He’d promised he’d take her hunting a few too many times now and didn’t want her chasing down his friends, even the ones he wasn’t too thrilled with at the moment.

“Watch what you say in that language,” Rachel said, still looking furious with him. “If you ‘accidentally’ throw a spell Jia’s way, I will take you down, New Kid.”

“No, Rachel, he’s right to be mad,” Jia said, moving out from behind her to face them both. She turned to Fort, her face contorted with sadness. “I’m so sorry, Fort. I wish I never had to do it. But even if I’d known it was Cyrus, I still would have made the bargain. I’d do anything to save the world from going through a world war like what we saw, and if I have to hate myself to do it, then that’s a price I’ll pay.”

Rachel pulled her in for a hug, though she glared at Fort over Jia’s shoulder. “Which you shouldn’t, because now that it’s all out in the open, we all completely understand—don’t we, Fort?”

He turned away, not feeling like this was very fair, considering Rachel had been pretty upset with Jia herself once she’d found out about the bargain—though not what it was for. “I do understand, Jia,” he said, and oddly, realized he meant it. Whatever Jia had done wasn’t the real reason he was so upset. That was all on Cyrus. “I… I might have even made the same decision. Besides, maybe your deal with the queen is why she fixed my father, took away whatever magic he could do, which is what would have actually caused the war. So I probably have you to thank for getting him back.”

Jia looked at him like he’d just thrown her a life preserver when she was lost at sea. “That could be true. I hope it’s true. But I’d still get it if you hate me.”

“Can we turn our attention to the real bad guy here?” Rachel said. “Cyrus has been lying to us for… well, ever! He’s been manipulating all of us to get his family back, and whatever the queen does to him, he fully deserves. Not to mention that we have to stop the Old Ones from returning as it is. Like Fort said before he brought up the awful Plan That Shall Not Be Named, we’re going to need the TDA’s help, and probably a bunch of the Oppenheimer School students’.”

“Or all of them,” Jia pointed out, looking a bit relieved that they’d moved on. “You know how powerful Damian was, back when we fought him in the UK. If he’s learned Time and Spirit magic, he’s going to be almost impossible to beat.”

Rachel and Jia continued on, but Fort stopped listening, lost in his own thoughts as Ember trotted over to him and pushed her dragon head against his hand, like she still wanted to be petted, even when not in her cat form.

Hopefully Rachel was right. If they could get the TDA and the other students on their side, maybe there was a chance… but Fort doubted it. Damian was already too powerful when they’d fought him last, just like Jia had said. And with two more books of magic…

Even with a dragon, Fort couldn’t see how they’d win. Ember might be able to put up a fight, but she was too young to do much against the older Damian, even as fast as she was growing.

And if they lost—when they lost—that was it for humanity.

The future that Cyrus had shown them just couldn’t be allowed to happen. And if there was no way to beat Damian, then destroying magic really was the only way, no matter what Rachel thought.

“Hey, you still there?” Rachel said, waving a hand in front of Fort’s face. “I asked if you were with us. We all are going to have to work together on this if we have any shot of beating Damian.”

Fort cringed. “I don’t think we have a shot, Rachel. Plan, ah, B is our best shot here. It’s the only way to be sure the Old Ones can’t come back.”

“Oh, that’s a great point, except for three reasons,” Rachel said, ticking them off on her fingers. “One, we have no idea how to do that. Two, there’d be no coming back from it, so if we needed our spells again, they’d be gone. And three, we have no idea how to do that!”

“You said that twice,” Jia pointed out.

“That’s because it’s doubly important,” Rachel said. “I get what you’re thinking, Fort. I really do. But if it comes down to that, we’ve already lost. Now, if you’re with us, and we can stop Damian, then we don’t even need to worry about your plan B.”

He nodded, realizing arguing about it any further was useless. Rachel wasn’t going to listen to him, and while Jia seemed a lot more open to it, she’d insist on trying to stop Damian first. And if they could keep him from summoning the Old Ones, then Rachel was right, that was the far better plan.

But if not…

“I’m in,” Fort told them. “But before we go back to the Oppenheimer School, there’s one more thing we need to do. Or at least, I need to do.”

“What’s that?” Jia asked.

“Shower?” Rachel said, wrinkling her nose.

“Well, that,” Fort said. “But I need to see my dad, to… talk to him.” He swallowed hard. “Because we don’t know what might… you know.”

Jia and Rachel both went silent and nodded.

Fort had no idea what they were in for with Damian, or worse, the Old Ones. But if things went badly, like he feared they would, then he had to tell his father everything, now.

Just in case it was his last chance to do it.






- THREE -

AN HOUR LATER, FORT STOOD outside his aunt’s front door, his hand on the doorknob… but he just couldn’t open it. There was no time to waste: They had to get to the Oppenheimer School as soon as they could. But going back meant telling his father and Aunt Cora everything, from the beginning—magic, Dracsi, Old Ones, all of it—and that made his blood run cold.

And just as they finished being freaked out about all of that, he’d have to tell them he was leaving to go fight a teenage dragon to save the world, not to mention he’d probably be staying at the school for a while, since they had no idea when Damian would actually be back.

Come on, just do it, he told himself, but how would he even start, once he was inside? Even if they believed everything he said, he couldn’t imagine how angry and betrayed they’d feel once they found out how much Fort had been keeping from them.

At least he wasn’t alone in this: Rachel had gone back to her house to do the same, no more thrilled by the idea than Fort was. Jia was lucky, in this if nothing else, since she was still under guard at the school, and her parents knew all about the books of magic. Not that being a prisoner was a good thing, but right now Fort would have traded places with her in a minute.

Fort took a deep breath, then grabbed the doorknob tightly, dreading what was to come. He turned it—

“Oh wow, you didn’t die,” said a voice behind him, and Fort screamed a bit in surprise, releasing the doorknob instantly to whirl around and face whatever danger had just snuck up on him, only to find Xenea staring at him with an oddly pleased expression. “I’m actually impressed,” she continued. “I didn’t think you humans stood a chance against the Timeless One.” She looked around curiously. “Where’s the dragon you’ve been hiding? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Fort whispered, moving away from the door so no one inside could overhear. “And back to being hidden.” He swallowed hard, dreading this next part almost as much as revealing everything to his dad. “But I do need to talk to you about her. I might have to do something, and…” He paused, feeling his throat constrict. “I mean, there’s a chance that if things go badly, which they probably will, I mean, uh…”

Xenea raised an eyebrow as he flailed, so Fort decided to change the subject, hoping this conversation could wait, even if the one with his father and aunt couldn’t. “What’s happening to the Timeless One, anyway?” he said. “Is the queen going to… hurt him?”

Not that Cyrus was a better topic, but as much as Fort hated his ex-friend, part of him couldn’t stop hoping he was okay, and the queen had just locked him away somewhere, instead of torturing him or something.

“Oh, I’m sure she froze him and is showing him off in the throne room,” Xenea said, wrinkling her nose. “That’s how she typically starts with her enemies, and once she’s bored of gloating over him, she’ll probably throw him in a dungeon for a few thousand years.” She shrugged like that was a completely normal amount of time to be thrown in a dungeon. “But we need to talk about your bargain. The queen might have gotten the Timeless One, but that won’t distract her for long, and she’ll be checking on me about your dragon. Tell me that the older one is returning soon, so maybe I can finally go home.”

Fort winced. “We don’t know when he’ll be back, and what’s worse, he’ll have probably mastered all six kinds of magic, so I wouldn’t—”

“Ugh, you humans and your types of magic,” Xenea said, rolling her eyes. “There’s only one kind of magic.”

Fort just stared in confusion. “What? There are six. Healing, Destruction, Time, Spirit, Mind, and Summoning.”

She snorted. “First of all, you’ve got the names all wrong. Healing is Corporeal, Destruction is Elemental, and Summoning is—”

“Space magic, I know,” Fort said, shaking his head. “Force of habit.”

“And second of all, those are just one type,” Xenea said with a long sigh. “You people have really messed magic up, honestly. If you don’t die in all of this, maybe someday I’ll teach you Tylwyth Teg magic, the way it was meant to be used.”

Fort blinked, not sure what she was talking about, but realizing something. “Hey, since you know so much more about magic, maybe you can help us fight Damian? That way, if we beat him, you could bring him back to your queen. Your glamour is really powerful, and—”

“Doesn’t work on dragons, actually,” she sniffed. “What, you think Her Majesty would let those elder dragons live free on Avalon if she could magic them away?”

Fort sighed. Great. Of course it didn’t work on dragons. Why would it? Why would anything make his life easier at this point? “If we can’t stop Damian, he’s going to bring the Old Ones back to try to defeat them once and for all. Which means—”

Xenea winced. “Which means this Damian dragon will be killed, and they’ll take over your world again. That doesn’t sound good. Does my queen know about this?”

“Probably, if she’s interrogated Cy… the Timeless One,” Fort said, the thought of the faerie queen torturing Cyrus for information making him nauseous. He’s an Old One. Stop thinking he’s your friend. He tricked you from the moment you met him.

“Hmm,” Xenea said, beginning to pace around outside the front door. “Perhaps that’s something I should discuss with her, then. I imagine losing this world to the Old Ones wouldn’t be high on her list, considering if anyone conquers you human fools, she’d want it to be her.”

“Oh, okay, good to know,” Fort said, shaking his head as he turned back to his aunt’s front door. “Well, if you aren’t going to help against Damian, I’ve got to work on a backup plan. But first I have to tell my dad I’m going back to my old school.”

“Oh, he’s not there right now,” Xenea said absently, then seemed to realize what she’d said and went quiet abruptly.

A cold shiver went down Fort’s spine. “What do you mean, he’s not there? Where is he?”

Xenea looked everywhere but at him. “How should I know? I could smell him if he were there, and he’s not, that’s all. Quit being so paranoid, Forsythe.”

Fort just stared at her, his anger rising. What was she hiding about his father? This wasn’t the first time something had come up between the faerie girl and his dad. They’d shared a look and some odd conversation each time he’d seen them around one another.

The last thing he had time for right now was Xenea’s secrets. If there was something happening with his dad, he needed to know now. “What is going on between you and my father?” he demanded. “This isn’t funny anymore, Xenea. You need to tell me what’s happening here!”

Just as he finished, the front door opened, and Fort’s father stood bathed in the light from the apartment’s kitchen. “Fort?” his dad said. “It is you. I thought I heard your voice! What are you doing out there?” He looked past Fort and frowned. “Oh, hello, Xenea.”

“I… didn’t think you’d be here,” Xenea said, looking nervous. “When did you get back?”

“Just now,” his father said, giving her a strange look that made Fort even more curious, on top of being nauseous over what he and his dad needed to talk about in a moment. “I had a late interview, but I think it might have gone okay. How did you know I wasn’t here?”

“By the smell,” Xenea said, taking in a loud sniff, and Fort smacked his forehead, not having the energy to cover for her at the moment. Maybe that’s what all the weirdness was about, his father sensing something was wrong with her, that she wasn’t just a transfer student from the UK.

“Oh, you mean the smell of dinner?” Fort’s father said to Xenea. “You can stay if you’d like.”

Fort could tell he didn’t sound too enthusiastic about the idea, and Xenea didn’t seem thrilled about it either. “No, I really need to be going. Have to check in with my queen.”

“The queen of England?” his father asked, raising an eyebrow.

“If the world worked the way it should, yes,” Xenea said, then clapped a hand on Fort’s shoulder hard enough to make him wince. “Good luck with things, Forsythe. I’ll check back in with you soon about our… winged-lizard situation.”

Fort groaned. “Only if I can figure out your secret code,” he hissed at her, then pushed his father gently back into the apartment, hoping to cover for the fact that Xenea was about to just disappear into thin air. “Come on, time for dinner, like you said, Dad. I have to talk to you about something important.”

As soon as they were both inside, Fort slammed the door shut, just as he saw the air start to shimmer. Hoping he’d closed it before his father saw anything, he turned to find his dad staring off into space anxiously.

“Are you okay?” Fort asked.

His father jolted abruptly, then smiled at him. “Totally fine!” he said. “Sorry, just remembering a promise I made to someone. What did you want to talk to me about?”






- FOUR -

FORT TOOK A DEEP BREATH, feeling like he was trembling so hard from nervousness he might start an earthquake. “Um, it’s about school.”

For the briefest of seconds, a worried look passed over his father’s face, only to be quickly replaced by a grin. “Ah, so they finally figured out you’re too smart for them and are sending you on to college instead? I knew it!”

Fort grinned back, even more anxious now. “Um, not exactly. Is Aunt Cora here too?”

“No, she’s out for the night with some friends,” his dad said. “How about we talk while we eat?”

He led Fort to the kitchen, where some pasta was boiling, one of the few things Fort knew his father could cook, at least without burning it. Fort helped get things ready, grabbing some plates and silverware as his father drained the pasta and served up two heaping piles for them.

“Don’t tell me you got detention,” his dad said, raising an eyebrow as they sat down. “What is it this time? Did the teacher get annoyed that you kept leading the class for her?”

Fort couldn’t look at him, so instead locked his eyes on his plate. “No, it’s… about the boarding school that Aunt Cora sent me to. They, um, want me to come back?”

A loud clank made Fort look up, and he found his father staring at him, a forgotten fork dropped on his plate. “No,” his dad whispered, shaking his head. “You’re not going back there. I’m here now, and I’ll be taking care of you.”

Fort winced. This was already going worse than he’d feared. “It’s not that simple, Dad,” he said, his insides writhing around. The last thing he’d ever wanted to do was explain all the dangerous things he’d been up to while his father was in the Dracsi homeworld—and, well, for a long time after—but the time had come. “I have to tell you something that’s going to sound, um, a bit… impossible, but…”

His father sighed, rubbing his eyes. “No, Forsythe, you don’t have to tell me anything. You think I don’t know what happened while I was gone, what happens at that school?”

Fort’s eyes widened, and it felt like his heart might beat through his chest. His father knew? But that wasn’t possible. Dr. Opps had lied to his aunt from the beginning, and there was no way his dad could remember anything that had happened while he was unconscious.

Wait. He was just being paranoid! His father had to be talking about something else. “You mean like how the military is there?” Fort said quietly. “I know that’s sort of strange for a school, but—”

“No, Fort, I mean that they’ve been teaching you magic,” his father said, staring him straight in the eye.

This time, Fort dropped his fork with a loud clank.

“You… know?” he said, his voice cracking in surprise.

“Of course I know!” his father said, pushing away from the table and standing up to pace around the small kitchen. “I’ve known since I woke up. The military told me everything, Fort, but promised me that you wouldn’t remember any of it, that they’d made sure that everything you’d gone through would be wiped out of your mind, that it wouldn’t affect you any longer. I wouldn’t have listened, but they showed me the other children casting spells, showed me video of you doing things I couldn’t even believe!”

Fort just stared at his father, his mouth hanging open. How was this possible? The military—Colonel Charles—had told his father about the school? It couldn’t be. All this time, Fort had been hiding it from his father to not upset the man, only to find out now his dad had been doing the same for him? “But… why would they have told you?” he asked finally.

“Because they wanted me to keep an eye on you, to let them know if the memory wipe didn’t take,” his father said, his voice heavy with guilt. “They said that if it didn’t work for whatever reason, I should let them know right away, so you wouldn’t suffer from everything you’d been through. But as the days passed, I thought whatever they’d done had worked, since you didn’t seem to remember any of it. I hoped it was all over, but then you started sneaking out, and now you’re mentioning the school again.…”

Fort gasped. Sneaking out? He knew Fort had been leaving? “I, uh, was just visiting some friends from school. But how did you—”

“Know you were leaving?” his father finished, smiling sadly. “You’re not as subtle as you think you are. And I don’t even want to know what those claw marks are in your room.”

Fort winced. “That would be Ember. She’s not exactly a cat.”

His father squeezed his eyes closed tightly, breathing in and out through his nose in long breaths. “Not a cat. Okay. Fantastic. I can deal with this.” He opened his eyes back up and nodded. “So you do remember everything, and want to go back to the school. Fine. Permission not granted.”

His words hit Fort like a slap to the face. “Wait, what? Dad!”

“There’s no way I’m letting you anywhere near that place ever again!” his father said as he turned away from Fort to lean on the counter for support. “In fact, I think we need to get you out of here, go somewhere to hide for a little while, just in case the military comes looking for you.”

“What?” Fort said again, standing up now as well. “I have to go back to the school, Dad. They need me! You don’t understand what’s coming—”

“Oh no?” his father said, turning around and looking both more scared and angry than Fort had ever seen him. “You think I don’t get how dangerous that place can be? A giant monster took me away from you, Fort! I thought I was going to die! You’re not going back into that world, no matter what. End of discussion.”

Fort gritted his teeth. “Dad, I get that you’re worried about me. I would be too. But you don’t know what I can do! I’ve learned so much and can actually help people with my magic. If I don’t go back… I’ve seen what’s to come in the future, and I can’t let it happen!”

“You don’t get the choice!” his father shouted, something Fort hadn’t heard him do in forever. “I’m your father, and I decide what we do. And I’m telling you that we’re getting out of here, tonight. I’ve got a… friend who might help us, if we can make a deal with her. No one will be able to find us, and you’ll be safe.”

“I know how scared you are,” Fort said, holding up his hands to try to calm his dad down. “But remember when you ran back into the Lincoln Memorial to save those people, even though it was collapsing? You did it in spite of how terrified you were! How can I do any less than you did? If I don’t go back, other people are going to be hurt, or worse, and I can’t let that happen, no matter what you say, Dad.”

Now it was his father’s turn to look shocked. “No matter what I say? I told you that you’re not going back, Fort. That’s all there is to it!” He pointed down the hall. “Go get your things. I’ll pack what I have here. I want us out of here in a half hour at most.”

Fort just stared at him. “I really can’t change your mind?” he asked, almost pleading with his father. This had gone even worse than he’d expected, and he dreaded what he had to do next. “Please, Dad, just listen—”

“No,” his father said softly, shaking his head. “We’re done here.”

Fort took a deep, shuddering breath. “Okay,” he said quietly, and turned toward his bedroom. “I’ll go get ready, then.”

“Fort?” his father said as he moved to walk down the hall. “I’d do anything to keep you safe. I have no choice here. It’s… it’s just who I am.”

Fort turned back to look at him one last time. “I know. And I’m so, so sorry.”

His father gave him a sad smile, then left to go to his own room.

Fort watched him go, completely miserable inside. “And this is who I am,” he whispered, then teleported away.






- FIVE - TODAY


I SHOULD HAVE LOCKED YOU ALL up and thrown away the key,” Colonel Charles hissed, sitting at his desk next to Agent Cole, both of them tied with steel bars Rachel had pulled out of the wall. “I knew erasing your memories was too merciful! And I let your father go free, Fitzgerald. This is the thanks I get?”

Sitting at the desk in front of them, Fort went pale at the mention of his dad and turned away. It hadn’t even been a full day since he’d teleported out of his aunt’s house, and he hadn’t spoken to his father since. Even thinking about him now gave Fort an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach.

More than anything, he just felt lonely, without Cyrus, without his dad. Thankfully, he still had Ember and his other friends at least.

“All right.” Jia reached toward Colonel Charles with a glowing blue hand. “Maybe you should be listening more than talking right now.”

Rachel gave her a proud look, then turned back to the colonel. “Gee’s right. Besides, we’re not here to hurt you.”

A large, indignant growl came from Ember, who had turned into a cat again in order to fit into the office and now lay on Fort’s lap. “Father, you promised me we could eat them if they disobeyed!” she said in English.

Both Agent Cole and Colonel Charles went pale at that, but Fort petted Ember fondly, appreciating the distraction. “Right, if they disobey. We haven’t even told them what they’re going to do yet.”

“As if we’d listen to you, Fitzgerald,” Agent Cole practically spat. “You’ve done nothing but undermine the security of the United States since arriving at this school. And I’ll have you know I did say we should keep both you and Carter here, behind bars. If the colonel had listened, we wouldn’t be in this situation right now.”

“And humanity would be destroyed in a matter of months,” Rachel said. “So before I turn my friend’s dragon loose on the two of you, why don’t you listen to Gee, and be quiet. It won’t be long now until—”

“It can’t be,” said a new voice from the door. “Fort? Rachel? Jia? You’re here—you’re all right?”

They all turned to find Ellora standing in the doorway, frozen with shock. Fort’s mood immediately brightened at the sight of her, even if most of the time they’d spent together had been trying to avoid being taken over by her former classmate and save what they could of London, and the world.

Rachel waved her in with a smile, but the British girl barely moved until Jia gently pulled her into the office and closed the door behind her. “It’s really us,” Jia said with a small smile.

“And no one’s been Spirit magicked,” Rachel confirmed. “We had the students release you as soon as we heard what they did to you. Sorry it took us this long!”

“But I thought they captured you all,” Ellora said, still looking like she wasn’t sure she could believe what she was seeing. “They were waiting for me when I arrived back here with Excalibur and took me by surprise. I couldn’t even get a spell out before I was paralyzed by some Healer. They had to have a Time student on their side if they saw me coming, so I assumed you all were taken as well.”

“They had Cyrus,” Fort said quietly, his mood growing darker again as he turned back to Colonel Charles, glaring at the man. “It’s great you were listening to the enemy all along, by the way.”

“My enemy is sitting right in front of me, you little monster,” the colonel sneered.

“Cyrus provided good intelligence,” Agent Cole said. “Just because you say he’s working against us doesn’t mean it’s true. What did you do with him?”

“Did you not hear me earlier?” Rachel asked. “We beat him using Excalibur and took away all his magic. Because, you know, he was an Old One.” She paused, letting that sink in, though both adults still looked doubtful. “Really? You’re not going to listen to us on this?” She snorted and looked back at Fort and Jia. “This is what happens when people lie all the time. They think everyone must be.”

“Wait, you aren’t joking?” Ellora asked, moving to face Rachel. “Cyrus is an Old One? It can’t be. He was one of us!”

“The girl’s right, we have no reason to believe you,” Colonel Charles said. “Not that it matters. Your little coup will be over before you know it.”

“Oh, you mean the TDA guards you had as backup?” Rachel asked, sitting down in one of the chairs and throwing her leg over an arm. “Yeah, we took care of them. Ellora, do you want to confirm that?”

The Time girl seemed to be lost in thought, and Rachel had to repeat her name again. “Oh, uh, yes, you got most of them, but there are still a few soldiers on their way,” she said as her eyes turned black with Time magic. “Okay, I froze the rest, so we’re safe. But can we get back to Cyrus?”

“He’s the Old One of Time magic,” Jia told her.

“And Merlin’s younger self, of all things,” Rachel said, shaking her head. “Which might make you wonder why Merlin wanted us to fight the Timeless One, then, but that’s a longer story than we have time for. Cyrus has been manipulating us all, including Damian and Sierra, to get the other Old Ones back. Damian thinks he can defeat the Old Ones, once he’s learned all the types of magic, but he’s wrong. Instead, he’s going to lose and unleash them on our world.”

Ellora just blinked. “That’s… quite a lot of information at once. Are you absolutely sure—”

Fort sighed, getting tired of no one believing them. “Let’s just save some time and do this the easy way.” In the language of magic, he said, “Let everyone see what Cyrus did.”

“Except me,” Ember said quickly as Fort’s spell struck everyone else, jolting them with its power. As it did, his memories filled their heads, just as Fort had witnessed Dr. Opps’s memories when they’d first met. Only this time, instead of seeing Discovery Day, the others all saw Cyrus removing his Timeless One outfit and confessing to his lies.

But as the others took in his memories, something odd began to happen to Fort: His mind began to… expand. Suddenly it was like he was looking down at the others from a distance, slowly rising into the air. He frowned and gritted his teeth, trying to pull himself back.

“It’s really true,” Ellora said, distracting Fort a bit and loosening his control. He felt his attention begin to wander as flashes began appearing in his mind of memories from various students around the school. Here was Sebastian, getting praised by Dr. Ambrose for his Healing spells, or Chad softly crying into his pillow, missing his parents.

What was going on?

“Enough of this,” Colonel Charles said, bringing Fort’s focus back to the office, if only for the moment. “Even if we believe what you just showed us—and we have no way of knowing if it was actually real or not—then what does it matter? We’ve been after Damian since you all woke him up, and we’ve trained for this. We’ll stop him.”

“No, you won’t,” Ellora said, shuddering a little. “The four of us had no chance against him, and that was before he learned Time and Spirit magic. If he has those two books, he’ll basically be untouchable by anything human.”

Ember patted Fort’s hand with her paw, and suddenly the feeling of floating and the other students’ memories all disappeared. “Thankfully, then, silver-haired human, it’s good that you have me,” she said to Ellora, who jumped in surprise at a talking cat.

“Oh, right,” Fort said, barely able to concentrate. “This is Ember. She’s the dragon you saw in my memories, just in cat form.”

“Oh, right, of course,” Ellora said, now looking even more confused.

“It’s, uh, going to take us all working together to bring Damian down, Colonel,” Fort continued, trying to think through the distraction. “He thinks he’s the, um, chosen one. You know, from the books of magic? They all have that prophecy poem in the beginning, something about finding the six types of books.”

The colonel just glared at him.

“Well, Damian believes the prophecy is about him,” Rachel continued. “Because he’s just that arrogant. If we don’t stop him, he’ll bring the Old Ones here and lose to them, because whatever that prophecy is, it has nothing on four eternal horrors from beyond. If that’s what you want, then fine, we’ll handle this on our own. But somewhere in there, I think you do actually care about protecting the world and will want to help.” She leaned in to stare at Colonel Charles. “What do you say?”

The colonel sneered. “I say I’ll see you all behind bars when this is over, Carter.” Then he gritted his teeth, like what he was about to say was physically painful. “But for now the TDA and the Oppenheimer School… will stand by your side.”

“Oh, for—” Agent Cole said, then went silent as Ember hissed at her.

“Good,” Fort said, then gently put Ember on the floor and stood up. “Now that we’re in agreement, you need to understand that the four of us here will be…”

He paused as his vision began swimming again.

“Fort, are you okay?” Rachel asked as if from miles away.

“Will be…,” he said again, his words sounding odd to him, like someone else was saying them. “Will be… in charge?”

And then he toppled forward as his mind expanded right out of his body.






- SIX -

YOU MUST SEE HOW IT began, with an explosion of Possibility, said a voice, one Fort had never heard before. A woman’s voice.

But there was nothing to see. Everything was utter black, a darkness beyond anything he’d seen before. This wasn’t just an absence of light: It felt as if there was literally nothing around him, nothing anywhere, ever.

And then, abruptly, a glowing white pinprick of light appeared, and Fort found himself rushing toward it.

No, he wasn’t moving. The pinprick of light was expanding, exploding outward, straight at him.

Where there had been nothing, now there was everything. Rocks and minerals larger than he could comprehend crashed against each other, sending pieces spinning off into space, or sticking together to form larger masses, even planets. Huge gaseous giants exploded again and again, creating stars, suns for new universes.

This is how it started, said the same voice, one Fort felt like he should know. It was comforting and familiar, even if he didn’t recognize it. But still it made him feel safe, even as he hurtled through the newborn galaxies. All of creation was filled with infinite potential.

The space around him distorted, then snapped back into place as Fort found himself hovering above what felt like a very familiar planet, though it didn’t look the same as the pictures he’d seen from space. The Possibility force was drawn to this place, though by what, even it has no idea, the voice said. But whatever the reason, it was pulled to this new world.

Down on the planet now, Fort’s vision began to intensify, so that he could see even the tiniest of single-cell creatures, each one splitting in half in a spark of white light, then splitting again, over and over, each time giving off that same spark.

Even in the daze of the vision, Fort realized what was happening: This was life, living creatures appearing and reproducing for the very first time. The enormity of witnessing the birth of life on Earth made him start to cry, and tears rolled down his cheeks, leaving little white streams of light behind.

Everything was so… connected. All life emerging from the same light, the same spark. Even apart from it all, Fort still felt a part of it, surrounded by other living things.

He couldn’t ever remember feeling so happy, so safe.

This creation of life was… new to Possibility, the voice said. And it found itself endlessly curious about this new source of chaos and change.

The single-cell creatures began splitting faster and faster until larger organisms emerged, first in the water, then gradually on land. The first dinosaur stomped right through the spot Fort was standing, and he watched it go in awe, not sure how he could be seeing this, or if he even wanted to go home: The vision was just too beautiful.

You hold the Possibility force now, Forsythe, the voice said. You contain it within your mind. If you misuse it, if you turn away from the Possibility and seek to destroy it—

“Fort!” he heard someone yell from a thousand miles away. A blue light lit up the world around him, and he looked down to find the same light glowing from his chest. Something began to pull him away, back through the years toward the present, but he fought it, not wanting to go, wanting to just stay where he was in the presence of the comforting voice, witnessing for himself what the possibilities were, what magic was.

The pull lessened, and he returned to the past, a feeling of elation flooding over him at the idea that he might stay here and take it all in.

“Fort!” he heard another voice yell, and this time he recognized it as Ellora’s, the girl whom he’d once explored Spirit magic with, in a different future that had never come to pass. Weirdly, he could feel that same Spirit magic within him now, only it held no control over him as it had, and it struck Fort as discomfiting that it had ever held such a power, as if the Possibility was tainted somehow.

But feeling the magic as separate within himself seemed odd for some reason. Why should it be its own type, when all of magic came from the Possibility force? Why were there kinds of magic to begin with, all different colors instead of the one, living white glow he’d seen just now in Earth’s history? Why—
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