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It had been nearly a month. Four whole weeks since we’d defeated Klugg the Troll and had rescued Raven from the Magical Realm...Four whole weeks since I lost a piece of myself.

Raven slipped into the cafeteria line, and I  dragged my gaze away from her. I just managed to wipe the misery off my face as Taz walked over to join me at our lunch table. There was a skip in his step, and he was practically beaming as he took his seat.

Taco day could do that to a person. Especially if that person was Taz.

"So delicious. I love Taco Day, bro. And it's doubly good this time because our watch has almost ended. Tomorrow it's sweet release," he said through a mouthful of a slightly soggy shell filled with meat and cheese, "I wonder if this is how prisoners feel when they get out?"

I couldn't help but return his smile despite my mood. The last month had been a long haul. I was starting to wonder if being grounded that long qualified as cruel and unusual punishment.

"I know, right? I've actually been looking forward to the walk to my bus stop every morning. It's the only chance I get to actually feel the sun on my face," I said, laughing.

"My mom doesn't even give me the luxury of walking to the bus stop," he said, shaking his head. "She also thinks going to the grocery store with her is 'too much fun,' so I wasn't even allowed to do that." He continued his griping, but I was focused on Raven again. She was now walking from the lunch line to a table across the room. "She still blowing you off, bro?" Taz said, stopping whatever he'd been saying as he caught my gaze.

"Yep," I said. No use in complaining about it. Raven would talk to me when she was ready.

"She'll come around. I know finding out your pop and her dad were Hunter and Protector was a lot for her to handle. Especially considering the way things had turned out. I still think she's being kind of a jerk to you," he said sympathetically, shoving the remaining half of his first taco into his mouth.  "It's not like it was your fault or something," he mumbled through the mouthful. “Or even your great-grandfather’s. I mean, it’s a dangerous job, right?”

I nodded, taking a bite of my own meal and giving silent thanks as Mikey and Aaron sat down at our table. I’d already explained a million times that this situation went beyond someone being in the right and the other in the wrong. Sometimes things just hurt too much to process right away, and it didn’t mean it was someone else’s fault.  But he was too good a friend to accept that as an excuse. If someone was making me feel bad, you could guarantee Taz would have an issue with them. Even though it wasn’t very helpful right now, I was lucky to have someone like him in my corner. 

After a lengthy discussion with Mikey and Aaron on the benefits of bringing in another Ogre for our online game, Night Watch, I took a final swig off of my carton of chocolate milk. I stood with Taz, who had finished his food within three minutes of getting it. We walked our trays over to the trashcan, pushing through a crowd of kids doing the same. I dumped the trash off my lunch tray and turned to put it on the counter behind the garbage, which was lined with empty trays in messy stacks.

When I turned to walk back toward the table, I felt my heartbeat thumping as Raven dumped her own tray out into the trash. 

Everything is so screwed up. 

I did my best to look casual as we passed her, resisting the urge to take the long way around. It felt like a dagger to the chest when she walked by us without so much as a glance. Just a month ago we’d been best friends, but now she couldn’t even bear to look at me.

Taz put his hand on my shoulder in silent comfort as we made our way back to Mikey and Aaron.

"So, who are you guys thinking of recruiting for the new Ogre?" Mikey said, turning to bring us back into their conversation.

I tried to focus on our gaming team, but the fact was, I could only focus on one thing. Getting our real-life team back on track. Sure, the rest of the Myth Squad was doing all right. I’d managed to keep low-key in touch with Maps via short, magic-assisted visits to her house a few times a week to keep from going crazy with boredom. Once, I'd even gone there, grabbed her, and zapped us both into Taz's bedroom for a quiet night of board games. But facts were facts, without Raven, I felt like half of a whole. My only hope was that time would help heal her pain. 

Hey, it had worked on Mom, after all. She was hardly even mad at me anymore. But, as I called up an image of Raven’s icy expression, I winced. 

Maybe the old saying was wrong. 

Maybe there were wounds that even time couldn’t heal...

[image: image]

Five hours later, I was still mulling that over while idly practicing my magic. Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and I quickly released the magical tether I’d affixed to my math textbook to make it spin around the room. It dropped to my desk with a light thump in the same spot my monitor would be when I was ungrounded tomorrow morning.

At least I had something to look forward to.

“How was school, sweetie?” Mom said as she stepped into my room with a gentle smile.

I forced a grin in response and shrugged. “It was fine,” I said, looking up from the textbook I’d been pretending read. “How did work go?” I said.

Her eyes narrowed, and her forehead creased into a frown, "Good. Why do you seem so down? I thought you’d be excited for your grounding to be over. One more sleep!”

"I am, I can't wait. I just want to get my homework out of the way, so I'll have all weekend to do whatever," I said, mustering as much enthusiasm as I could.

She cocked her head at me, clearly smelling my little fib, but she shrugged and said, “Whatever. Dinner’ll be ready soon. It’ll be a Binner night to celebrate, pancakes and eggs.” She grinned at me.

I smiled back, and this time it was more genuine. Mom, Max, Pop, and I had a tradition of eating breakfast for dinner on Friday's when we were younger. Mom still brought that tradition back on special occasions. It was silly, but her thoughtfulness and the promise of gooey, chocolate chip pancakes drenched in butter and maple syrup did lighten my mood a little.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said.

“I’ll call for you in a bit but come right down when I do. I can’t guarantee that Pop won’t eat your pancakes too if you take too long,” she said with a wink before shutting my door and heading back to the kitchen.

I raised my hand, flicked my wrist, and the textbook disappeared. I pumped my fist in victory, turning around and seeing the book on the bed behind me. I'd been practicing all month, trying to recreate the feat I'd managed with Raven when we'd been in the Magical Realm fighting the Troll. Before then, I'd only been able to transport people if we were touching or holding hands. Somehow, in my panic to keep her from getting squashed by Klugg's massive fist, I'd managed to transport her from standing on top of Klugg to the forest floor yards away. Without laying a finger on her. I had no clue how I'd done it and hadn't been able to repeat it until now.

Maybe it was one of those tricks I had to not think so hard about. Perhaps it was all about the feel. Both times it worked, it had been almost second nature and without thought. But if I was going to use it, I had to make sure I could access it at will. Otherwise, counting on it and failing could prove to be deadly.

There were so many uses for a power like that. Would it eventually be possible for me to teleport things right to me from far away? There was a thrill in knowing that I'd only scratched the surface of what I was able to do with my powers. I put my hand out and pushed all thought from my mind, flicking my wrist again. As the book appeared back in front of me as if from thin air, my only wish was that Raven was here to celebrate with me. 

A rapid patter of steps came down the hall, and my brother Max burst into the room a second later.

“Dinner’s ready, butthead.” He scampered back down the hall, clearly as eager as I was to eat. I followed after him into the living room. Another benefit of binner? No kitchen table! We got to eat in the living room while watching TV. I was still technically grounded for the rest of the evening, though, so I knew I’d have no say on what we watched.

"Looks great," I said, looking at the excellent breakfast laid out on the coffee table. Mon handed me a plate stacked high with chocolate chip pancakes, bacon, and eggs. The smell had me practically drooling.

"Thanks a lot, Sandy. Smells delicious," Pop said, shoving a hefty forkful of pancake into his mouth. I followed suit and was reminded once again how amazing Mom's pancake-making skills still were. Crispy on the edges, fluffy in the middle, just like a pancake should be.

Mom walked into the kitchen with an empty glass and called back over her shoulder. “Anyone want anything while I’m up?”

“I need some milk to dunk these pancakes in,” Max called in response, taking a bite of his eggs but ignoring his pancakes for now. 

I rolled my eyes, laughing, “Haven’t you grown out of that yet?”

“You dip cookies in milk. Why is this so different?" Max shot back as mom walked in and handed him a glass of milk.

"They just get all soggy, and you end up spooning a bunch of pancake mush from the bottom of your glass when you're done eating," I said. "It's gross."

"Exactly! That's what makes it so good. There's a million-dollar business for you. Just sell it pre-soaked like that, you could call it pancake milk," Max said, dropping an entire folded pancake into the milk and letting it soak up the milk like a sponge while he focused back on his eggs. "You can take that to Shark Tank and make a fortune off that idea if you want. You're welcome," he said with a half-bow.

I wrinkled my nose at him in disgust. "That's a terrible idea, and no one but you would buy it because it's gross."

"Look, at least I'm not the one that uses French fries as a spoon for his ketchup," he said with a laugh.

“Wait a second, there. What’s gross about that? Ketchup is delicious,” I said through a bite of pancake. It was nice being with the family on the eve of my ungrounding. After so many days of misery, the fun food and the lighthearted conversation was almost enough to take my mind off the situation with Raven.

“Mom, which one’s grosser?” Max said, turning to her as he stirred his muddy brown concoction up with his spoon. 

“They’re both horrifying,” she said, not looking away from the television, “now shush, I want to hear this.” She pointed to the news anchor who, judging by the serious expression on her face, was delivering some clearly disturbing information.

"Just a few hours ago, all the cameras at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC, mysteriously stopped working. According to reports, the footage on every camera went black for a full five minutes, confounding security professionals, before returning to normal. It was during this time that the famed Hope Diamond disappeared. The MPDC has not commented on this story except to say they're in the process of looking for suspects."

Pop let out a low whistle. Mom shook her head and made a snicking sound with her tongue.

“So much crazy stuff going on in the world lately,” she said. “Did you see this past week all those weird weather patterns with the super-small but mighty storms popping up all over the world? And there was that sinkhole in New York just yesterday. The world’s really going a bit nutty lately.”

I nodded in uninterested agreement. Strange weather stuff like that happened all the time. I’d seen pictures of hail the size of baseballs just a few months back, and there were always tornados and hurricanes going on somewhere. No reason to be too worried about it all of a sudden, and I didn’t much care about some dumb diamond. Especially when we couldn’t do anything about it. I was much more focused on what Taz and I were going to be doing tomorrow. 

It was going to be epic. We’d finally get to play some video games and do some biking. Maybe we’d even go to Zorby’s Shake Shack for one of their famous triple chocolate shakes. It sounded great, but it honestly couldn’t be much better than these pancakes, I thought as I cleaned my fork of the final bite with a happy sigh.

I had just put my fork down when my pocket buzzed. Mom, in her infinite mercy that Taz’s mom seemingly didn’t share, had given my phone back to me after just two weeks of grounding. I clicked the home button once, and a message from Twee Twyla popped up.

Several mysterious and magical artifacts have gone missing, and I've got good intel that it's no coincidence. Assemble the Myth Squad and meet at my house at 9:00 am tomorrow. Make sure to get everyone here...the fate of the world depends on it, boy.
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Chapter 2
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“Hey,” Maps said, not even turning away from her computer to look at me as I wooshed into existence in her basement. "Thought I'd be done sooner, sorry. I'll just be one more sec," she said as she clicked away on her keyboard.

“No worries, we still have ten minutes or so before nine.” I dropped onto her couch and pulled out my phone. 

The typing slowed to a halt before she stood and cracked her knuckles, eyeing me carefully. “So is Raven coming or what?”

“Yeah,” I said, opening Raven’s short reply to my message last night. 

I’ll be there.

"So, you two made up?"

I scrubbed at my chin and shrugged, ignoring the pit in my stomach. “I wouldn’t say that. She ignored my call last night. It seems like she still doesn't want to talk to me, but she did text me, so it's a start." I put a hand out to her, eager to teleport us to Twee Twyla's house and end this conversation.

Apparently, it was easier for me to think about the possible end of the world than the drama between Raven and me right now.

“One sec, gonna let my Mom know I’ll be out,” she said, heading over to the stairs. “Going out, be back later,” she shouted when she got to the top of the stairs.

“Where’re you going?” a female voice called back.

“Out,” she yelled with a sigh.

“Like outside or inside?”

Maps rolled her eyes. “Maybe a little of both, why?”

“You should bring an umbrella or something in case it rains, the weather’s been unpredictable lately.”

“Okay,” she said, grabbing my hand and ignoring her mother’s umbrella directive. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Finally,” Taz said, looking stressed as we popped up in Twee Twyla’s dusty, book-filled living room less than a minute later. 

“We’re still,” I unlocked my phone and looked at the time, “three minutes early. And we’re still waiting on Raven anyway.”

"Here," Raven said, standing up from the chair she'd been sitting in on the side of the room. The tension between her and Taz was tangible as he scooted away from her and closer to me. I had grabbed Taz first and deposited him at Twee Twyla's. Then I went to pick up Maps in hopes of conserving energy, in case I needed it for some immediate world-saving. Now I regretted not getting here earlier. It was apparent that Taz and Raven had exchanged words before I’d returned with Maps, and it hadn’t gone well.

I made a mental note to talk to Taz and tell him not to get involved going forward. Raven and I needed to work this out on our own. 

“Ah, good, the gang’s all here,” Twee Twyla said, rubbing her hands together as she stepped into the room and made a beeline to her towering computer. She sat in her desk chair and wheeled it around to face us, her short legs dangling almost playfully from the edge of the chair like a child's. But her face was all adult, lined with concern and deadly serious. "I don't really know how to say this, so I'll start by showing you a picture one of my sources sent to me last night."

She spun around and clicked a window open. A picture that looked like the cover for a fantasy novel appeared on her screen, and we all leaned in to get a better look.

“Is that...” Maps said, cutting off with an audible gulp. The screen was filled with a massive cobalt blue dragon. A dragon so large that, from the angle of the photo, completely eclipsed the sun. 

“Yup,” Twee Twyla said with a curt nod. “It sure is, girlie.”

“What? What is it?” Taz asked, his voice cracking as he squinted at the screen and then let out a gasp. “Holy cow!”

“How can Taz see it?” Maps asked, “and I didn’t know cameras picked up on magically disguised stuff in the Human Realm.”

“Anyone who isn’t magic or trained to see magical creatures would just see it as a massive cloud. I had a client friend of mine take the picture with a magic-tek lens that sees through the illusion.”

“How did a dragon even get here?" I asked, still in shock. There were only certain magical creatures that could shift between realms, and animals, in general, didn't have that ability. All I could think of was the incredible mystical pressure we'd felt from the dragon in the Magical Realm. It'd be utterly hopeless to try to take that dragon on, and this one seemed even bigger and more powerful. Its wingspan was bigger than the plane we'd taken to Disneyworld a couple years before, only the airplane didn't have razor-sharp teeth and claws...or magic.

"Anytime a being with the ability to move between realms does so, for a very short period afterward, a temporary rift is created between the realms. Theoretically, a magical creature can use that rift to cross over themselves. It rarely happens...I can count on one hand how many times it's been done in the past thousand years. But it seems like it's happened this time. The timing of the weather issues fits in perfectly with your return here. I'm betting he was trailing you when you were all in the Magical Realm to save Raven and then followed you when you came back after getting the Unicorn tear," Twee Twyla said.

"I sensed the power of Dragons in the distance, but I don't think any were nearby when we left...how long does the rift stay open?"

"It depends, sometimes, a powerful magical creature that can sense it from afar can hold it open for as long as a minute or two."

"Why would it come here just to make the weather change?" I asked, confused. It seemed hard to believe that a Dragon had snuck into the Human Realm just to mess with the weather.

"I can't say for sure, but I imagine the poor creature might have followed you all looking for an easy meal and got stuck here," Twee Twyla said.

Poor creature, my butt. I had no problem with beings from the Magical Realm, but it was hard to feel sorry for one that wanted to eat me.

“The weather has been weird lately," Maps added, "it's been raining every day, and it seems like there's really crazy stuff going on in other parts of the world. I didn't notice until we got your message. Then I started tracking weather systems over the past few weeks, and it's pretty clear that there's something strange happening." 

“Dragons are among the most powerful magical creatures that exist. I believe that the crazy weather events and natural disasters are because the Human Realm can't handle the amount of magical energy they give off," Twee Twyla said. She turned back to her computer and typed away for a few seconds before turning back, waving a hand at the image of a tornado ripping through a small village somewhere overseas.

“One dragon is enough to create a storm like that in its path?” Taz squeaked, eyes wide.

Twee Twyla tipped her head in a solemn nod. "I calculate that the Human Realm has at most two months before that thing does irreparable damage. Tensions are already starting to rise. According to my sources, several countries are beginning to suspect that other nations are using some kind of new weapon to cause these weather events as a means of warfare or spying. It's only a matter of time before it starts causing infighting between humans. You know, it doesn't take much to set people off on a terrible path. If a catastrophic weather event doesn't destroy us first, I have no doubt humans will find a way to destroy one another. Unless we get this dragon back to the Magical Realm." 

We all sat silent for nearly a minute as we digested the bombshell that Twee Twyla had just dropped. The fate of the planet was in our hands again. This time we had to face a freaking Dragon instead of just Professor Uwyn and his bronze golems. 

"So, how are we going to stop this thing?" Raven said.

"The plan should be to get Chace in a position where he can return the dragon to the Magical Realm and leave it there," said Twee Twyla. She shook her head grimly, "But, if I'm honest, you guys just don't have the magical power you need to take on a full-grown Dragon yet. I know you managed to evade one in the Magical Realm, but getting away from a Dragon that wants to eat you is one thing. Capturing one? Is a whole other kettle of fish. They don't like to be tethered, touched, grabbed...really anything that might impede their freedom and ability to fly. They will fight to the death to prevent their capture. If you want my advice, I think you should do some serious training in the Magical Realm and come back when you’re stronger,” Twee Twyla said. 

"I've been practicing teleporting things that aren't nearby," I said, thinking to the book I'd teleported just the night before. "Could that work?" I asked, hopefully.

She snorted, “Oh, silly boy. I’m not even sure you’d be able to get it back to the Magical Realm if it came up and clasped your hand willingly and held it there for an hour, never mind doing it fast from a distance. Forcing something with that much magic to cross Realms when it doesn’t want to is no easy feat.”

"We have to try," I said stubbornly. "We can slow down the passage of time in the Magical Realm, but it wouldn't stop completely. We can't just sit around while that dragon destroys people's homes, causes nations to war, and screws up our whole planet. Even if we did do it your way, who’s to say we won’t get stuck in the Magical Realm like last time? All it’d take is a powerful Sorceror on the dragon's side, and we might come back to the Human Realm in the middle of World War III."

Taz grabbed my shoulder, nodding. “Chace can pull it off. I have faith.”

"But not brains, apparently," Twee Twyla said with a snort. "Either one of you. Don't you get it? You won't be able to stop the dragon at all if you go in now and get yourself killed. You just aren't experienced enough," Twee Twyla said, looking exasperated.

“She’s right,” Raven said, finally breaking her silence. “Chace and I should go to my Master and train with him in the Magical Realm for a while before we try facing the Dragon.”

I tried not to let my pure joy at the thought show or cloud my judgment. Did I want time alone to work with Raven and hopefully fix what was broken between us? Definitely. But the fate of the world came first.

“I like that idea as a backup plan, but I want to at least try to get him back the Magical Realm first. If the dragon is as strong as it looks from a distance, I’ll zap myself out of there and go straight to plan B. But I’ve been working really hard and getting stronger. At the very least, this will give us some good intel on how strong the creature is and what we can expect if we do have to exit, regroup, and come back to fight it again.”

“Whatever I can do to pitch in,” Maps said, “I’m with you. Not that I’ll be much help against that thing.”

“You don’t have to, Maps. I know it seems nuts...”

“You go, I go. We’re the Myth Squad.”

Taz nodded and shot me thumbs up. “You go, I go.” With that, he turned to Raven, one eyebrow raised in challenge.

Raven met my eyes for the first time in weeks and held my gaze for a long time before nodding. “Yup. I’m in. Just make sure you get us out of there fast if things go downhill.”

Part of me had hoped they'd let me do it alone. I hated having any of them in danger. But if the dragon continued on this path, my friends would be in just as grave danger...along with the rest of the world as we knew it. We had to try. We owed it to our families—an image of my mom, Pop, and little brother Max floated into my mind, and I shoved it aside—and we owed it to the human race and all the creatures on earth.

“Every time something has seemed impossible for us in the past, we’ve pulled it off. This time should be no different,” I said, looking around, hopefully sounding more confident than I felt. “We can do this.”

"Riiiight...mmkay, so good luck with it then," Twee Twyla said, turning back to her computer, clearly annoyed. "Come back to me later if any of you are still alive. The dragon is in the Sahara desert, according to my most recent reports."

“Why don’t you ever come with us if you think we aren’t experienced enough?” Taz demanded, cocking his hands on his hips and staring at her. 

She wheeled around in her chair again, eyeing him incredulously. “You really expect me to risk my life in a hopeless battle with a Dragon? Even if the dragon does cause war or catastrophic weather, I’ll survive like I always do. If I go with you guys...I'm a dead duck." She seemed almost ashamed as she finished the last part.  

“Will you come if we train in the Magical Realm and come back instead?” Maps asked.

“No, I’m not going to take part in any of it. I’ve managed to live thousands of years precisely because I don’t get involved with crap like this.”

“This is just how she is, don’t bother. She only cares about self-preservation. She’d never stick her neck out for someone else. Not when it really counts,” Raven said, almost spitting the words out. Her words were so harsh that I felt the sting even though they were directed at Twee Twyla. 

“That’s not true,” I interjected softly, “you didn’t see her when you were stuck in the Magical Realm, Raven. She helped us so much.” 

“She will help from the safety of her castle on high,” Raven shot back.

“I help when I think there’s a chance of success.”

Maps put her arm out, tears forming in her eyes as she cut Raven off from replying. "How can you do that, Twee? Can you really call it life if all you're doing is just surviving? At some point, everyone has to take a stand for something."

“I don’t need life lessons from a child,” Twee Twyla said testily.

“You’re not this heartless, I know you’re not,” Maps said pleadingly.

“We need you,” I said, “join the Myth Squad, Twee. Help us make the world a better place.”

Twee Twyla looked like she was softening some as she rolled her eyes. "Twee Twyla, to you. And I told you, I have to keep doing what got me this far."

“I think you’re just scared,” Raven said, voice even harsher than before. “Scared to fail just like you failed all those creatures in the Magical Realm that you were trying to save by getting banished.

Twee Twyla flinched, and I knew Raven's words had struck home. She had told me in the past that Twee Twyla had been banned from the Magical Realm, but I had no idea about the specifics. I made a mental note to ask Raven more about that later if she was still talking to me.

Twee Twyla locked eyes with Raven for a long moment, looking defeated and a little hurt before nodding slowly. "Fine. If that's what you want, I'll join your little squad...for now," she said, "but I'm not sure how much use I'll be against a Dragon. Fae are typically born with supportive magic, and I'm a shielding specialist. I have very little attack power, so don't expect much."

“Thank you, Twee Twyla,” Taz said, a grateful grin spreading across his face, “I’m sure you’ll be lots of help for us.” Maps nodded in agreement, wiping a few stray tears from her cheeks. 

“I-I’m, um, sorry about bringing that up,” Raven said quietly, clearly feeling a little guilty. It was hard for me to blame her much when it’d been so effective at convincing her.

“Forget it,” Twee Twyla said, waving her off as if it wasn’t a big deal, “but now that I’m part of the Myth Squad, there’s something I have to do, and you might not like it...” she said, putting her hand out.

Raven leaped into a fighting stance as Twee Twyla shot a ball of energy straight at Maps' face.
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Chapter 3
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“Just as I suspected,” Twee Twyla said, nodding sagely and shaking Raven off her. 

“What the heck?” Taz said, stepping forward, fists raised in a rather silly looking fighting stance.

“Chill, Taz,” I said, pulling him back as I eyed Twee Twyla, "she's not hurt." Maps was pulling her arm away from her eyes. She looked a little shaken, but I was right. She was completely unharmed by the magical blast. The way the ball of energy had fizzled on contact reminded me of when the Troll had resisted my attack. 

Awesome.

"I was testing a theory of mine, and it turns out I was right,” Twee Twyla said with a cackle as Maps gaped at her. “About nine times out of ten, Fae are born with shielding magic similar to mine. It turns out Maps is a rare Fae whose magic is based around vitality and healing instead. Her magic resistance is much higher than any of ours. It's an extraordinary gift. I’ve seen masters of it regenerate entire limbs,” Twee Twyla said excitedly. "It's considered a highly coveted power in the Magical Realm. Fae like her are talented at transferring their energy to others so they can heal their allies and even recharge their magical energy if they run out."

“So what about the other one time out of ten?” Taz squeaked. “What if you were wrong?” He added, yanking his shoulder free from my grip and stepping towards Twee Twyla, eyes blazing with anger.

I had to admit, I was kind of moved by his show of loyalty and bravery. Without his earring, Taz was essentially a sitting duck if Twee Twyla decided to blast him the way he had Maps.

Twee Twyla just rolled her eyes, though. “I didn’t use enough magic to decapitate her or anything. Maybe she’d have ended up with a droopy lip or something. No biggie.” 

Taz opened his mouth to say more, but Maps cut him off, clearly shaken but excited by the news she’d been given. “Tell me more about my power. How do I learn to use it? Am I weaker than other Fae because I’m part human?”

Twee Twyla nodded slowly. “You’ll need to train hard to better control your powers, but I’ll be able to help you along the way. Your power won’t be diluted as much as you think, it just depends on how much magical talent you were born with. We will learn that together over time as you progress. Right now, because you don't have enough control to manifest much power, you will seem pretty weak.”

“So, what're we going to do?" Raven said, "are we still going to try facing the Dragon, or are we waiting for Maps to learn more about her powers so she can help?”

“Let’s still try. Even if I have to teleport us away to escape, we'll at least have a better idea of what we're up against." I just couldn't justify letting the Dragon do any more damage if we could help it, even if it meant going in with an untrained teammate.

“Aye, aye,” Maps said, snapping off a salute. 

Raven nodded slowly, but Taz was staring at his feet. He looked almost as dejected as the time he’d spilled one of Zorby’s famous shakes last summer before he’d even gotten a sip of it. He was rubbing his ear self-consciously in the spot his earring had been before his mom confiscated it, and I knew he was feeling left out. 

“So, what's our plan?" Raven asked. "We should come up with something more concrete that'll make sure everyone stays safe while giving Chace the best possible chance to teleport the Dragon to the Magical Realm."

“I can handle the safety measures for Maps, Taz, and I as long as you and Chace can keep the Dragon from getting too close to us,” Twee Twyla said. “My shields should be able to block a bit of its breath, but they'll be useless if it tries to claw at us or uses a more powerful magical attack."

"I'll be the bait," Raven said, silencing my protests with a sharp look. "If I can get the Dragon to focus on me, Chace can teleport up to it and try moving it to the Magical Realm. Twee Twyla can help us a bit with shielding, and I'm sure she can teach Maps to use her power well enough to help a bit if someone gets hurt." She paused for a moment before continuing, "Taz can uh... shoot at it with his arrows and try to keep it off of us...or something?” She clearly hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings and shot him a guilty wince as she realized how it sounded. 

“Should I even bother coming?” Taz said, still looking at his feet. "Everyone else has something to add, and I think I'd just get in the way without my earring...”

“We need you, Taz. You’re still a great shot, and besides, you’re my right-hand guy. The heart of the group. We couldn’t do it without you,” I said, knowing my words sounded hollow but unable to think of anything else to add. 

“A 12-year old with no special abilities against a Dragon he can’t even see in real life. Sounds like I’ll be a lot of help,” he said, rolling his eyes. 

“Maybe I can help a bit on that last front,” Twee Twyla said, rummaging through the overflowing drawer under her computer, showering the floor with random trinkets. “Aha, here they are,” she said, pulling out a regular-looking pair of sunglasses and putting them out to Taz.  

“I’m not really a sunglasses kind of guy,” he said, looking confused. “They make my cheeks look even rounder, so I think I’ll pass.”

“They have special magic-tek lenses that will let you see magic and magical creatures,” she said with exaggerated patience. She bent over to pick up the trinkets she’d dropped before shoving them into the comically over-filled drawer.

“For real?” he asked, mouth open, “awesome.” 

I held back a laugh as he slid them onto his face. Looking silly was a small price to pay for being able to see what we were up against. 

"Woah," he said as Raven put her palm to the wall, leaving a magical imprint, "is that like the marks you left that Chace and Maps saw in the Magical Realm? I can see it now."

“Yea, just like that,” Maps said, grinning as she patted his back. I smiled as I noticed how excited she was for him. “Now that that’s taken care of, all we need to do is steal your earring back, and you'll be even more helpful!”

"What do you mean, steal it?" he said, eyes wide. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he added, his head slowly, "I just got ungrounded, and I'd rather not let it happen again. She'll definitely notice if the earring disappears."

Maps rolled her eyes. “Sorry, but I’m just not that concerned about you getting grounded when the fate of the world is on the line.” 

“Ah, so clearly, you haven’t met my mom.” 

“We’re going to face a dragon. No,” she said, holding up a hand to stop Taz, who looked ready to argue some more. “We're going to do it, so let’s get a move on. We need every edge we can get,” Maps said, beckoning for us to follow as she walked towards the door.

“I agree with Maps but wait here a moment, I have another idea that’ll help keep your mother from finding out,” Twee Twyla said, walking out of the room.

She walked back into the room after several minutes with a medium-sized hoop earring held up between her fingers. 

“Watch this,” she said, rubbing the fingers of her other hand over the earring. It slowly shifted at her touch, becoming more and more malleable until it looked like it was the texture of Play-doh. It seemed so much like a magic trick that I found myself trying to think of a way she could be faking it. She squeezed the hoop by the sides, and it collapsed into a line before molding it into a bar shape that mirrored Taz’s earring perfectly. “Do you think the color and size are right?” she said, holding it up and tapping it once, seemingly re-solidifying the metal. 

“Yeah,” Taz said, mouth agape.

“That was sweet!” Maps said, grabbing it and rolling it around in her hand, “it looks so perfect.”

“Nice,” Raven said, “I doubt she’ll be able to tell the difference.”

“I still think it’s a bad idea, how are we going to get into her room to actually get the earring?” Taz said.

“If you can keep her distracted, I’ll handle making the switch,” Maps said, pocketing the replica, “I can be pretty sneaky.”

"I'll help Maps with that," I said, "but we should avoid bringing too many people inside, or she might notice."

Raven asked, “Can you think of a way to distract her, Taz?”

“Uhh, she always freaks out when I come home all messy,” Taz said, rubbing his chin and looking pensive.

“That should be easy enough,” Maps said, chortling as she grabbed a handful of dirt from a potted plant in the corner of the room and rubbed it on Taz’s shirt. I found myself laughing along as Maps grabbed another handful of dirt and rubbed that on Taz’s shirt as well. It felt good to laugh, but mostly it felt good to forget all the crazy stuff going on.

“Hey, you better clean that up, girlie!” Twee Twyla shouted, doing her best to disguise her own giggles as she grabbed some dirt and lobbed it at a chuckling Taz. 

Only Raven didn't get in on the fun. The smile slid from my face as we locked gazes, and the ice reformed around my heart.

She was doing this because she had to. This was her job.

No.

Her duty.

But I shouldn’t make the mistake of thinking that things were okay between us.

They weren't. And I worried things might never be the same again.

With that sobering thought, I brought the fun to a halt.

“He’s dirty enough. Let’s go get his earring. We’ve got a dragon to capture.”
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“Remember the plan,” Maps said to our ragtag crew as the back of Taz’s house came into view through the trees. We'd decided it wasn't safe to teleport back to the street, so we'd approached the house from behind. "We just need you to keep her occupied for a minute or so, and we'll sneak into her room to replace the earring. Then Chace can teleport us back to Raven and Twee Twyla.” 

Had I ever seen the interior of Taz’s mom’s room before, I could’ve transported us there, but I hadn’t. So, with no visual reference, we were stuck using old fashioned sneakery for our way in. 

Taz gulped and nodded, looking down at his dirty clothes. “It’s in a jewelry box in the top drawer of her dresser,” he said, pausing momentarily before adding, “please don’t get me caught, guys.” He looked more nervous than when we’d seen the Dragon in the Magical Realm. I stifled a laugh, thinking of how nice Taz’s mom had always been to me. 

She was hardly some monster, but he knew her better than I did, so I vowed to be careful.

“I have something that could help a bit,” Twee Twyla said, waving her hand at us. “I put a magical shield on the bottom of your shoes, it should dampen your footsteps to some degree.” 

“Thanks,” I said, jumping up and down to test how much the sound was actually reduced. I hoped it made Taz feel a little better as I strained my ears to hear any sound of my shielded feet striking the hard pavement. 

“I feel like I can still hear a little...”

Raven rolled her eyes at Taz, who was still shaking. “Stop stalling. We’ll wait here, don’t take too long.”

I nodded, and Maps, Taz, and I continued the rest of the short walk to the front of Taz’s house. “There’s nothing to worry about,” I murmured, “we’ll be in and out.”

When we turned the corner to the front, he put a finger to his lips and pointed to his kitchen window on the right side of the house. I squinted and saw his mom cooking through it. We crept through the yard, circling around to the left.

“I’ll head inside and go straight to the kitchen. Remember to wait at least ten seconds or so before following after me,” he whispered as we approached the door.

“Got it,” I said, flashing him a grin and giving him a light shove toward the door. 

He took a deep breath before opening the door and quickly shuffling inside. Taz left the door open behind him, as planned. I counted to ten mentally as I watched him take a left and head toward the kitchen.

“Now,” I whispered and stepped inside.

I waved for Maps to follow me, cringing as I heard a loud gasp followed by a screech of, “Taz! What on earth did you do?” from the other room. I closed the door softly as Taz’s mom ripped into him. I crept slowly past the door on my right, which led to the living room and kitchen, leading Maps down the hallway ahead as we silently made our way to Taz’s mom’s room.

I pointed to a door at the end of the hall and led Maps toward it quickly, not having to worry much about noise with how loudly Taz’s mom was yelling. When we got inside her room, we immediately spotted a massive dresser against the right side of the room. 

Maps shut the door. Then she shuffled up to the dresser and opened the top drawer. Inside was a small jewelry box. I reached to pull the box open, but nothing happened.

“It’s locked,” I whispered, nerves setting in and feeling like a lead brick in the depths of my stomach. Taz hadn't mentioned a lock. I could've just blasted it open, but a broken lock on the jewelry box would give away our secret mission. Instead, I put my palm toward it, trying in vain to use magic to unlock it, imagining my magic filling the hole and turning like a key. 

“Massive fail,” Maps whispered, shoving me to the side.

She dove a hand into her mass of dark curls and pulled out a bobby pin. Then, she went to work on the box, gently slipping the pin into the keyhole and jiggling it around, her face a mask of concentration. She was clearly well-practiced, and it took her less than half a minute to open the lock. When it popped open, I sighed with relief only to stop short as I noticed that the hollering in the other room had ceased, and all was eerily quiet.

“Hurry, she could be on her way here for all we know,” I said in a hushed tone.

Maps took Taz’s shiny bar earring from the center of the box and pocketed it as she pulled the replacement from her other pocket. She carefully put the fake where the magical earring had been a moment earlier. As she shut the box, we heard Taz yelling.

"Mom, um, so what's for dinner tonight?" Our ears perked up, and Maps scrambled to put the pin back in and relock the box. That was our signal that Taz’s mom wasn’t distracted anymore.

“Why are you always thinking two meals ahead? I’m making chili, so be sure you’re home by 6:00 to eat,” she yelled back, her voice getting closer with every word. 

I reached out to grab Maps’ hand just as footfalls sounded from the hallway. We only had seconds before we were caught. 

“Wait,” Maps hissed, still fiddling with the lock. A soft click sounded at right as the doorknob began to turn. Maps shoved the drawer shut quickly, with an audible click. I did my best to focus my mind on the place we’d left Twee Twyla and Raven a few minutes earlier. 

“What was that noise?” Taz’s mom muttered as she opened the door. 

I pinched my eyes closed and concentrated harder, my pulse pounding so loud, I could hear it beating in my ears.

Please work.

“Why are you cringing like that?” Raven said.  

I let out a sigh of relief as I let my eyes flicker open and saw Twee Twyla, Raven, and Maps standing directly in front of me. 

“Way to scare the crap out of me,” Maps said, punching my arm. 

I turned to Twee Twyla and Raven, "We made the swap, but it was locked, and we had to cut it crazy close. Taz’s mom was opening the door when we got out of the room,” I explained, pulling out my phone to send a quick text to Taz. 

Success! Meet us outside when you can.

Twee Twyla laughed, “how did you unlock it?”

"I tried to open it with my magic, but I couldn't pull it off without breaking the lock, so Maps picked it. It was awesome, she did it super-fast."

"It was no big deal. My parents got me a lockpicking set a few years back, and I practice in between games sometimes," Maps said with a modest shrug.

Raven rolled her eyes, “Brilliant. So, where's Taz?”

Just as she said it, my phone vibrated with a text back. Be out in a minute. 

“He’s on his way out.”

Twee Twyla clapped her hands, and I felt slightly shorter as the magic muffling spell under our feet disappeared.

"We can head out as soon as he gets back," she said, pulling out an oversized phone that was clearly one of her own creations. She tapped away at it for a bit before continuing, "Looks like the Dragon is still in the Sahara. It's flying over Egypt right now. One of my sources sent me a picture less than an hour ago that you can use to take us there."

I noticed Taz walking toward us wearing clean clothes. His bow was slung over his shoulder. He shot us a sheepish grin. 

“Hey, how’d it go?” I asked.

"Not too bad. My mom ripped into me over the dirty clothes, but I lived through it. So long as you guys got the earring, I'm good..." Taz said, flicking a glance from me to Maps.

She pulled the earring from her pocket and handed it to Taz with a grin. "Of course. Chace cut it about as close as he could've, but we got it." 

“To be fair, Taz’s mom sounded about as furious as Klugg. It was hard not to panic.”

Even Raven’s lips twitched at that, and a warm feeling coursed through me.

Taz’s gaze locked on the earring, and he grabbed it from Maps with a squeal of glee. Without hesitation, he shoved it into his now-healing earhole, cringing as it re-opened the piercing. Still, his pained grimace turned to a grin once it was in. "I can already feel the difference. I've missed this thing. I can't wait to take a shot!"  

“So, Taz, now that you’ve got back your magical aim, your job will be to aim for critical areas on the Dragon so it can’t put all its focus on Chace and Raven,” Twee Twyla said.

He nodded gravely. “I’ll do my best.”

“We should be good to go, then,” I said, cracking my knuckles, “do you have that picture?” 

Twee Twyla took her oversized phone back out and handed it to me. A picture of a small oasis in a vast desert landscape was on the screen. I reached out to grab Raven's hand with my free hand, and, after a moment's hesitation, she took it. Then, I held out the pinky of my phone hand out for Taz to grab. “Everyone get in a circle.” 

The encounter that we'd had with the Dragon in the Magical Realm came back to me, reminding me of the enormity of what we were trying to do. The Myth Squad was about to fight a Dragon. I felt that lead brick in my stomach again. I took a deep breath.

It took a second to psyche myself up to pull the trigger. I had to remember that this was for the good of the world and the people in it. Even if most people couldn’t see magic and had no idea the danger they were in if me and my friends didn’t get this creature back where it belonged, their lives were in grave danger. The Myth Squad was capable of anything, so long as we were together.

I took a deep, shuddering breath and clasped Raven's hand tighter.

“Ready...set...let’s go.”
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Though there was no Dragon in sight yet, I could feel an eerie and cold presence. The second we appeared, its presence stood out in sharp contrast to the dry heat of the desert. 

It was coming from directly in front of us, and it couldn't have been very far.

“I can feel him,” I said, pointing to the sand dunes ahead of us and beginning my march through the hot sand. “The dragon.”

“Take it easy, boy. Before we run in there guns blazing, I have one last trick up my sleeve," Twee Twyla said. She then reached into her sleeve and pulling out a vial of purple liquid, handing it to me.  

“I assume it’s some kind of potion? What does it do?” I said, looking through it at the hot desert sun. The violet elixir blocked the sunlight out completely.

“I still don’t think you have enough control over your magic to teleport something as big as a Dragon. This should help with that. It won't make you any stronger, but it makes using magic more intuitive. Raven's control is precise enough that I don’t think it would be of any use to her, but I brought enough for you and for Maps. I’ll give hers to her if someone needs healing.” 

I nodded, trying not to smile at Raven, who had raised her head proudly at Twee Twyla’s praise. I pulled the cork out of the vial and sniffed the potion. It smelled like a mix of flowers and Taz’s BO after gym class, which made for an unfortunate combination. “This reeks,” I mumbled.

A sudden thought hit me, and I gaped at Twee Twyla. “Wait...so why didn’t you give me one of those when I went to save Raven instead of hooking me up with Seth and risking my heart?” I asked, grimacing, and pinching my nostrils shut. 

“This kind of stuff doesn’t grow on trees, you know. I just got my hands on these!" Twee Twyla shot back with a sniff. "And it wouldn’t have been enough to help in that situation regardless. You needed the incredible power the Thriple has to offer. If I'm honest, I don't think the potion will be enough to give you an edge on this Dragon, either, but it was your idea to fight him,” Twee Twyla said with a thin smile.

I shrugged, we’d done the “impossible” before, and I was determined to do it again. 

“Thanks. I’m grateful for whatever help it gives us.”

Then, I drank the purple liquid without another word, draining it in a single swig. Luckily for me, it tasted better than it smelled and went down with relative ease. If the Thriple had made me feel like my power was overflowing, I now felt like my power was perfectly contained. I could almost feel the tingle of it on the surface of my skin. It was as if my reserves had been pulled to the surface from deep inside.  

“Ready,” I said, my confidence swelling with the magically assisted feeling of control.

The group nodded and followed my lead straight forward, where I could still sense the Dragon’s presence. Our trek over the dunes lasted less than fifteen minutes. Trudging through the fine sand made my legs feel worse than if we’d walked miles. By the time I felt us getting close enough to feel that suffocating, magical dread that came along with the Dragon, I felt like my legs needed a week-long rest.

A minute later, my newfound purple-liquid induced confidence turned to dust as the Dragon came into view. Its massive frame was stretched out as it lounged in the desert sand. The sand that it had displaced by landing was piled high on either side of it. 

The thing was the size of a building.

How silly I had been to think that a little boost to my magical control would be enough to help us. I couldn’t help but think that even if I’d had another dose of the Thriple, it’d be futile. 

Taz slowed to a stop as he noticed the rest of us gawking and pulled on his magic-tek glasses. 

“Jeepers creepers, that thing is huge,” Taz gasped after a few seconds. 

I forced my feet to keep walking forward. “We got this,” I said, trying to convince myself as much as the others. A good leader had to lead from the front and, if they really thought of me that way, it would ruin our whole group’s confidence to show how scared I was.

The Dragon didn't even notice us until we were a football field away, further eroding my confidence. Dragons could sense magic too, and mine was barely even on its radar where we'd felt its presence from further than a mile.

“It’s now or never. We can still back out,” Twee Twyla said softly.

I considered it for a long moment but then shook my head. I knew I could protect my team and get us out of there fast if need be. We had to at least try. Best case, we'd pull out a long-shot win and save the world. Worst case, we'd get to see exactly how powerful this beast was. 

“All right then,” Twee Twyla murmured, lifting her hands and forming barriers around each of us as the Dragon pushed itself lazily to its feet. Sand flowed like water away from its massive body.  I heard my team gasp in surprise as it rose to its full height.

“Going in,” Raven called. She charged forward, following our plan to have her fight the creature at close range while Taz fired from a distance. The idea was that Raven and Taz would distract the Dragon enough with their attacks for me to slip in close and try to transport it back to the Magical Realm. It was a plan I now regretted. I would have to be near perfect to keep my team safe. Then again, second-guessing myself was only going to make that harder. I used every ounce of my energy to focus on Raven. I was ready to pull her from the fight the moment there was even a hint of trouble.

Raven formed her magical sword and slashed at the Dragon’s front right leg. When she hit the Dragon, her sword dissolved into smoke with a little fizzling pop. Not only did it do no damage, the Dragon seemed totally unfazed. It looked down at her with bright red eyes, cocking its head as if it was confused. It didn’t even consider us a threat.

Raven’s jaw tightened as she reformed her sword in her hand and jumped up in the air to slash at its face. At that moment, Taz stepped forward and let an arrow loose. The arrow flew straight for the Dragon’s eye. The Dragon blinked at the last second, and the arrow bounced off like it was some kind of toy. Raven used the distraction to try a slash at the same eye, but the Dragon was too fast. It knocked her into the air with its nose, sending plumes of orange smoke everywhere as Twee Twyla’s shield around her was shattered.

Apparently, the Dragon had decided we were too much of a nuisance to ignore any longer. I could see a soft red glow as it opened its mouth, and my stomach dropped. 

I focused all my energy and teleported Raven back to the ground just as flames burst from the Dragon’s mouth and tore through the air where she had just been. There was no doubt in my mind that Raven would’ve been cooked like a chicken if I’d been even a second later. 

I looked back down at Raven to make sure she was okay and then, and I took a deep breath. I shot the biggest burst of magic that I’d ever managed straight at the side of the Dragon’s head. I felt drained the second the car-sized blast left my hands. If a blast of magic like that didn't affect it, nothing in our arsenal would...

The colossal creature turned its head and shot another burst of fire in my direction. My hopes were crushed as the Dragon’s flame ate my blast. The Dragon's flame actually appeared to grow larger, as if my magic had only kindled it. The flame continued on its path, straight at me. 

Still feeling drained, I leaped to the side as orange fire, and smoke shot everywhere. The fire obliterated Twee Twyla’s barrier around me. I gathered as much energy as I could manage and teleported myself towards the Dragon, my eyebrows singed and still burning hot from the heat of the flame.

Now, I was just feet away from the animal as it craned its neck around to see where I’d gone. Too close for comfort.

It seemed ridiculous to even consider, but I had to at least try sending the Dragon back into the Magical Realm without weakening it first. 

I lurched forward and grabbed the Dragon’s scaly leg with both arms, ignoring everyone else. I focused all of my magic on moving it across Realms, but I felt like I was trying to catch a whale with a fishing net meant for a guppy. 

“Come on,” I murmured under my breath. No matter how hard I tried, we weren't budging, and my power drained faster than the battery of an old cell phone. Sooner than I could believe, all of my energy was gone. 

“Chace!” Raven yelled an instant before I felt it. The massive beast’s muscles tensed as it registered my presence. It peered down at me.

With a mighty roar, it tossed me into the air. I was suddenly hurtling, head over feet, through the sand. 

My head was ringing as I swiped at my face, furiously trying to see through the sand caked in my eyes. With blurred vision, I watched Raven dash to my side, inserting herself between me and the Dragon.

“No!” I shouted. Then, I reached out and caught a lock of Raven’s dark hair, pinching my eyes closed.

The world around us swooshed, and I nearly wept with relief as I  teleported us back to the rest of the Myth Squad. Not a second too soon. I watched in horror as the Dragon obliterated the spot Raven and I had been standing in just a moment before with a massive gout of flame. The sand where the fire blast hit turned black and glassy. 

“We need to get out of here, boy!” Twee Twyla demanded, already holding hands with Maps and Taz. I grabbed Raven and took Taz’s hand, hoping I had enough strength to teleport us back to Twee Twyla’s house. Digging deep for something...any speck of power that could help us as the creature wheeled toward us, its massive wings spreading wide.

Yes! There it was. One glowing speck of magic, flickering within me. Hoping Twee Twyla’s potion delivered, I focused on that speck and prayed. A moment later, we were in Twee Twyla’s living room.

With a groan, I collapsed on the floor, unable to hold myself up any longer. 

It had been a total defeat. More than that, I’d nearly gotten my friends killed. 

Again.

Raven stared down at me, crossing her arms over her chest.

"Ready to do this my way now?"
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“How you feeling, bud?” Taz said as I opened my eyes, “you’ve been out for almost two hours.”

I ignored him, sitting up from where I was laying on Twee Twyla’s couch and looking around frantically. “Where’s Raven?”

“Don’t worry, she’s just making you some food and tea in the other room. You were yelling her name for an hour now,” Maps said, chuckling softly but looking relieved. 

I felt my face flush, not wanting to admit that I'd been having nightmares about the time I'd lost her in the Magical Realm. I looked down nervously, and an empty vial on the table came into view. She'd obviously taken the potion and used her magic to donate her energy to me. "Thanks for healing me, Maps. I hope you didn't give me too much energy," I said.

“Nah, I feel okay, I’m just sleepy,” she said, still smiling, though I could tell she was playing down how exhausted she clearly was. 

I turned to Twee Twyla, “I’ll admit it. You were right." I would've said more, but she waved her hand at me, dismissing what I was saying.

“You did well, boy, I don’t want to say I told you so or anything. That Dragon exceeded even my expectations, ” Twee Twyla said, “but now it’s time for you and Raven to do some training in the Magical Realm.”

“Shouldn’t you guys come too?” I said. 

“I’m not welcome there,” she said with a wince, “and we couldn’t think of a way to keep Taz and Maps safe without compromising your training. I don't have any more of those potions, so Maps and I will be training together here until you get back,” Twee Twyla said.

Raven stepped out of the hallway carrying a plate with an egg and cheese sandwich and a brownie sitting on a paper towel that would be perfect for helping restore my energy. "About that, I called my master, and he'll be taking us to the Magical Realm tomorrow morning. I hope you're ready for a rough couple of months." She still seemed cool and a little distant, but it was better than when she'd been totally ignoring me.  

"Months?" I asked incredulously, grabbing the sandwich off of the plate. I took a bite before continuing, "how much time is going to pass in the Human Realm if we do our best to slow it down? I can make an excuse for a day, maybe two at best. My mom’s still not over the last trip.” 

“Time can only be compressed up to Wizbang’s constant," Twee Twyla said, grabbing a calculator that was sitting on her desk and typing on it for a brief moment. "In the best possible case, time could be compressed down to a little over a day. Assuming you spend three months in the Magical Realm, it would require an incredibly powerful magic user to pull it off." 

“That won’t be a problem with my master there,” Raven said.

“But what if someone else...someone stronger is in the Magical Realm, and they want to speed time up instead?" I said, remembering what Seth had done a month earlier, "I really don't want to put my family in that position again."  

“We’d have to take the risk either way with the stakes being so high,” Twee Twyla said, “I’ve been developing a special device since Seth pulled that stunt on you that might come in handy. Just give me a second to grab it," She moved her computer's massive monitor out of the way. She pulled two thin candles in ornate candleholders from behind it, handing one to me and keeping one for herself.

“Uhh, what does it do?” I asked, confused. 

“Go into the hallway,” she said with a sly smile. 

I took the candle along with my plate of food with me as I walked into the hall without another word. I wondered what the heck a little candle could do that was going to be helpful. As I balanced my plate on my arm to grab a bite of my sandwich, the flame burst into life, nearly burning my already singed eyebrows to a crisp. The plate dropped to the ground with a clatter, though it thankfully didn't break.

“Cool, right?” Twee Twyla said as I re-entered the room. 

“Yea, super cool... But I don’t get what that’s got to do with spending too long in the Magical Realm,” I said, confused. 

Twee Twyla rolled her eyes, “no matter where you are or what Realm you’re in, lighting one candle will cause the other to light as well. If you’re in the Magical Realm for more than a day and a half of Human Realm time, I’ll light the candle to let you know that you should come back.” 

“Perfect,” Raven said, “that’ll let us focus on our training.” 

“Sorry to interrupt, but I have to get going. My mom is going to kill me if I’m not home for dinner,” Taz said, grabbing his bow from the corner of the room and pulling his earring out of his ear. 

“See you soon, bud,” I said, knowing I’d miss him in the coming months that Raven and I would spend in the Magical Realm. I walked over, putting down my now empty plate, and gave him a short hug.

"I don't mean to get in the way of your little bromance moment here, but I'm going to head out as well," Raven said, "make sure you get a good night's sleep. I’ll see you bright and early for our trip, come up with some kind of excuse for why you’ll be leaving.”

“Before you go-,” I started.

“We’ll talk about everything when you’re feeling better, just take it easy for now,” she said, flashing me a smile that seemed forced.

I wanted to protest, but she was too stubborn for that to be anything other than a waste of breath. “See you tomorrow.” 

"It's still okay if I stay here tonight, right, Twee Twyla?" Maps said as Taz and Raven left the room, “I texted my parents that I was gonna sleep over a friend’s house.”

“I’ll show you as much about your abilities as I can cram into just a day or two. By the time we're ready to face the Dragon again, you should have at least a cursory understanding of magic." 

Maps smiled, “it still seems so crazy that I’m actually magical.” 

I grabbed the brownie off of the table, taking a bite, “I’m going to head out in a minute, but do you have any more of these?”

Twee Twyla laughed and pointed down the hallway towards the kitchen, "Raven made a whole batch of them, make sure you leave some for Maps and me."
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“I’m going to go to Taz’s house tomorrow morning if that's okay. We're going to have a big gaming day," I said, taking a bite of spaghetti. 

“Have fun with your nerd-fest but make sure you get home at a reasonable hour, I'm working late, but you still have school tomorrow." 

"I was actually wondering if I could sleep over," I said, hopefully. Mom had a good relationship with Taz’s mom, and I was banking on the fact that she knew that we wouldn't be allowed to stay up all night.  

“Hmm, I guess that’s okay since you just got ungrounded, just make sure your homework is finished tonight.”

I took a final bite of my food and got up to put my dish in the dishwasher, "thanks, mom." I meant it too, I'd thought it'd be a lot more of a fight to get her to agree, and I was still way too exhausted to deal with it. "I'm gonna get to sleep early tonight, I’m pretty wiped out,” I said honestly. 

She cocked her head at me before shrugging, “good night, honey.”

“Night,” I said before walking over and kissing her on the cheek and giving her a tight hug. I waved to Max and shot a wink at Pop before heading up to bed. 

I couldn’t keep the tears from flowing as I lay down and got ready to sleep. Though I would finally get a chance to talk things out with Raven, I was about to spend three months, a quarter of a year, without seeing my family or friends. 
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I woke up to my phone buzzing violently. It was under my pillow where I’d left it.

“Hello,” I said, still groggy from sleep.

“We’re waiting outside, meet us by the stop sign at the end of your road,” Raven said, hanging up before waiting for a response. 

I brushed my teeth, pulled on my clothes, and then headed toward the kitchen. 

“Taz called and said I could come over now. Aaron and Mikey are on their way too. See you later, Mom,” I said, poking my head into the kitchen.

"Bye, Chace, be safe," she said, kissing me on the cheek to say goodbye.

“Bye,” I said, wishing I could tell her that, though it’d only be a day and a half for her, it’d be months for me before I’d be able to see her again. I walked out the door and down the street, wishing that Max and Pop were awake so I could say bye to them as well.

Raven was standing near the end of my street. Beside her stood a thin man wearing a robe that made him look like he was headed to some kind of cosplay convention coming toward me as I neared the end of my street.

“Chace, right? I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said, wincing as Raven elbowed him in the side.

Was this guy really Raven’s master? He looked like he was trying out for a part in the community theater version of Lord of the Rings. Nothing like that magical genius and Protector extraordinaire I’d imagined.

“Um...Nice to meet you. What should I call you?”

“My name is Tiberius, you can call me whatever you like, though. I’m not too worried about it,” he said jovially as Raven gestured for us to follow her toward a small patch of trees nearby. 

A fittingly strange name for such a strange man, I thought. We walked in silence for a while. I finally burst out with the question that had been on my mind since we met, 

“So, uhhh... what’s with the robe? I thought we were supposed to keep the magic stuff on the down-low in the Human Realm.” 

He smiled and turned to me, “That might be true, but this thing is super comfy," he said, gesturing for me to feel the material. “Touch it.”

“It is pretty soft,” I said, bewildered. Was this man really powerful or serious enough to teach us anything?

"Exactly! The whole point of clothes is to be comfortable, so I'm not putting pants with zippers on for anybody. People sometimes whisper or laugh, but I don't really care what they think," he added with a shrug.

I laughed, not knowing how to respond to that. Tiberius might be weird, but Raven thought so highly of him. 

If she trusted him, so did I.

“Almost there,” Raven said, turning to face us. “Do you have everything taken care of back home? We can’t be coming back until we’re done.”

“Should I have packed food?” I asked. 

“I’ve got it all taken care of,” Tiberius said, smiling.

“Trust him, Chace. He’s got everything under control,” Raven said.

We could just come back and grab some food later if worst came to worst, so there was no point in pressing the issue more.

When we got into the small patch of trees and were out of view from the road, Tiberius clapped his hands. 

“Ready?” 

I opened my mouth to respond, but before I got the words out, I found myself already in the Magical Realm. I looked around, seeing that the three of us were standing in the middle of a valley with no cover in sight. 

At that moment, I realized I’d forgotten something vital. I pulled out my phone.

“Crap! I forgot to drop this off at Taz’s before going so he could text my mom if she tried to call me," I said, annoyed at myself. "We'll have to go back and give it to him really quick. I can't have my mom worried like last time.”

“No problem,” Tiberius said, “do you have a picture of this Taz fellow?”

“Yeah,” I said, opening my photos and pulling one up.

Tiberius darted his hand toward the phone, catching me off guard. It disappeared the moment he made contact with it. 

“Good to go, then,” he said, smiling.

“Wait...What happened?” I asked, stunned.

“I sent it over to him,” he said.

“But what if his mom was next to him or something? Wouldn’t it be a little weird if a phone just appeared out of nowhere?” Raven asked, rolling her eyes.

"You worry too much," he said, shrugging and patting her shoulder. It was apparent that they sparred like this regularly, and it made me feel a little better about my own relationship with Raven.

Or, at least, my old relationship with her...

I pushed the thought away and focused on the critical part. Tiberius was powerful enough to just send an object across Realms using only a picture to guide it, and it took what looked like zero energy at all. 

He was clearly very powerful. I could learn a lot from him.

“So, tell me about yourself. I need a good idea of where you are in terms of magical skills and ability before we get started.”

I paused, thinking about what to say. “Everyone seems to think I have the potential to be pretty powerful, but I have issues with consistency," I admitted with a sigh.

“A lot of young magic users have the same problem. It can take years to get to a level of control where you can reliably draw on all of your magical energy. My Raven is an exception to that rule, but that doesn't mean she doesn't have issues of her own. Though she is very consistent and can control all of the magic she has access to, she has a very small reserve of magical energy. This limits what she can actually do," he said. "These are the two main aspects of using magic. You're both missing one of them, and you'll need to master both as best as you can if you want to compete with something like a Dragon. Then, the two of you will be strong individuals, but also meld perfectly well as a team. One of you strongest and picking up the slack where the other isn’t as strong. Tell me what kind of magic you’ve used up to this point.”

“I’m sure Raven told you we had a fight with the Sorcerer of Sumeria. To beat him, I used my powers to shrink him down, and then I made a stone prison for him. If I'm honest, I don't have any idea how I pulled it off. I think it was a one-time thing because I was so scared and Rav-,” I caught myself before saying what had really motivated me, “the world was counting on me. Lately, I've been practicing my teleportation, and I've been getting better at it. I've teleported Raven around without being near her a few times."

“Interesting,” he said intently, rubbing his chin. “How do you feel after teleporting people from a range?”

“What do you mean? Pretty normal. Teleporting doesn’t take a lot of energy anymore. It’s a lot harder if I have to go across Realms.”

He erupted into a laughing fit that lasted almost half a minute. "You're right that teleporting within one Realm is easier than going from one Realm to the other. But, it's still considered a high-level technique that even Raven hasn't managed to master yet. Teleporting someone from a distance, on the other hand, should take a dozen times as much magic than doing it if you're touching them, depending on how far away they are. The fact that you didn't even notice the difference speaks to how big your magical reserves are." 

“Didn’t you teleport us here without contact?” I asked, “and that was cross-realm, too.” 

"I wasn't very far away from you. With that said, you have a long way to go before you should be using me as a benchmark. I must admit that you have much more potential, but I'm still far, far more capable and experienced," he said, smiling. There was no cockiness in his attitude or voice. He'd spoken as calmly as if he'd been talking about the weather.

Raven’s lips curved into a thin smile, “You’ll get used to him.”

Slowly but surely, things were getting a little less tense with her, and I couldn’t wait to finally get the confrontation over with. I just wanted her to stop being so distant. I wanted it to be like it was before, when we could laugh and have fun together. I had to hope that it was even possible, given what she’d found out about her father.  

“Enough chatter, kiddos. It’s time to dig in,” Tiberius said, cutting off my stream of thoughts as he reached into the sleeve of his robe and pulled out a small glass marble. He raised one brow and cocked his head. Then, he dropped it on the ground. It shattered, causing a blinding flash of light. I gasped, rubbing frantically at my eyes as I tried to find Raven. I couldn't see, but I could hear, and the sound of chains jangling and a gate opening sent a strange chill of dread through me. 

“Chase, focus! Now!” Raven shouted. 

I blinked and squinted, my vision clearing just in time to see the dirt ground under my feet, the circular stone structure surrounding us, the crowd chanting and screaming, and the lion running straight towards me, jaws snapping.

The Coliseum.

Crazy Tiberius had somehow transported Raven and me back in time to ancient Rome, where gladiators fought for the right to live.

And now, apparently, it was our turn.
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I threw a blast of energy at the lion, stumbling backward and trying to buy myself a little time as  Raven charged toward it. It wasn't slowed by my attack and shifted its focus to Raven, running at her with teeth bared. Seeing it from the side, I realized how enormous it was. I'd seen lions in the zoo before, and this thing put them all to shame. 

Just as Raven formed a magical sword in her hand, a second huge lion charged her from behind. “Watch out!” I shouted as it closed in. 

“Keep the second one away!” she called back, charging the one in front of her without bothering to turn around. 

I concentrated briefly, appearing in between the second lion and Raven. I'd just have to trust her to take that one and handle this one myself. I tried a massive magical blast, but it dissipated on contact with them like they had with Klugg the Troll. I shook my head in despair. They were magically resistant. As if lions that big weren’t enough of a challenge already. 

If blasting them away wouldn't work, I'd have to think of some kind of plan, but the massive carnivore bearing down on me made it kind of hard to think at all. 

I put my hand out, trusting that my plan would work. I teleported the lion to the edge of the Coliseum just before it got to me. The lion looked around for a moment, confused, before running at me again. If it could resist my magical blasts, my best tool for fighting it was my teleportation. But what could I do with it that would actually stop a lion?  

I spared a glance at Raven's fight, and my spirits sank to see her bleeding and being pushed back. I had to figure out something fast so I could be around to help her in the worst case where she wasn’t able to handle her fight. I turned back to face my lion, cringing as I saw that it’d nearly closed the entire gap between us. 

I shot a blast at the ground in front of it, spraying dirt into the air and causing a pained roar from the big cat as it stopped to paw at its eyes. I backed away and used the opening to consider what I could use that had won me previous battles. The fight with Uwyn came to mind immediately. 

Could I find a way to imprison it like I had back then? 

As the lion regained its composure and continued its charge, the answer finally came to me. I put my hand to the side, ignoring the lion just a few yards away, and used my powers to shift the earth to my will. I felt a rumble beneath me as the dry dirt pulled up from the ground and shaped itself like clay into a cage-like shape. The smell of rotting lion-breath met my nose when I turned back to face the giant beast. The problem was, it was already leaping to knock me to the ground. Just as its massive paws struck my shoulders, the giant lion disappeared, and I knew I had done it. I spared a quick glance to see the imprisoned lion before turning to help Raven defeat her enemy.

Or I would’ve helped her if she hadn’t already defeated hers alone. She was sitting on the body of the giant beast, tapping her foot on the ground as I gaped. “Were you really just going to let me fight it alone?” I asked, angry, “it nearly killed me.”

Raven rolled her eyes as the Coliseum disappeared, and the valley came back into view. "Did you really think that was all real? They were just illusions."

“Illusions?” I asked, still breathless as I flicked a glance between Raven and Tiberius, who had just come back into view. “I felt its paws on my shoulders! That definitely wasn’t an illusion.”

“To put it into words a geek can understand, think of it like a virtual reality game,” Raven said, smiling. “With sensors and such.”

I flushed red. “When were you planning on telling me?”

“It was better this way,” Tiberius said, “I needed to get a baseline of how you’d react in a combat situation.”

“How’d we do?” I said, my embarrassment fading somewhat. At least we’d won. Surely that counted for something.

“Eh,” he said with a shrug, “not bad. Good idea by Chace to imprison it but it was a bad decision to fight them one on one. Two humans with reason and the ability to plan can coordinate better than two beasts. There was no reason to give away that advantage.”

“I just wanted to see if I could take one on by now,” Raven complained.

“A poor choice is a poor choice. If you practice wrong here, you'll get punished for it in the real world. Besides that, why didn't Chace call you out on it?"

“I-,” I started.

Tiberius put a hand up, cutting me off, "it's nothing to worry about. We're just getting started here, in three months I'll have you beating hordes of those things. Take a quick break for now, though." He reached into the sleeve of his robe and pulled out a gallon-sized jug of water that was definitely too large for him to have been carrying around, hidden in his robe.

Raven took the water from his outstretched hand without question, taking a few big gulps of it. She’d clearly seen this type of thing from him in the past. “Drink up,” she said, handing it to me. 

“So, what was your plan against the Dragon?" Tiberius asked.

“I took the front while Chace supported me from a bit further back. We also had Chace’s friend Taz shooting arrows from behind and Twee Twyla shielding us with a healing Fae girl ready if someone got hurt.”

"Ooh, you got old Twee to help you?" he said, grinning, "never thought I'd see the day. So what happened? How were you trying to bring the beast down?”

"We got destroyed. We'd wanted to weaken the Dragon a bit then teleport him back to the Magical Realm, but everything we had was ineffective. In the end, I tried just teleporting him, but it seemed impossible," I said.

Tiberius broke into a fit of giggles. “You tried teleporting a Dragon to the Magical Realm when it didn’t want to go? That’s not going to work. Even if you’d had a team of all of the strongest magic users in the world, I doubt they'd be able to pull that off."

“So, what can we do?" I asked, annoyed, "its fire ate up my strongest magical blast like it was nothing."

"You'll just have to beat it straight up," he said, smiling. "First off, you should think of Dragons as the ultimate example of raw magical power with minimal control, so you don't have to be worried about complex spells or anything. It should also be easy to trick it if you and Raven get stronger and coordinate properly during the fight."

I nodded, even though it seemed totally ridiculous. We'd just have to trust in Tiberius for now.

"To best equip you two for your life together as Hunter and Protector, I'm going to be taking your training in two different directions. Raven, I'm going to have you work on magic related to fighting in close quarters," Tiberius said. Then he turned to me, "and I'll have you focus on long-ranged magic. Unfortunately, this means you won't be seeing each other for at least a few weeks.”

“I thought you said we had to coordinate better together?” I asked after sitting, stunned at the abruptness of it all, for a moment. 

"You do, but first, it's important to work on your individual strengths, and I've found that a solitary training environment is best for that. When the two of you are up to my standards, we'll come back here and train further. If you have anything to say to each other, get it out of the way now." He looked intently back and forth between the two of us.

I met Raven’s eyes and, after holding eye contact for a long moment, opened my mouth to speak.

“Later,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “Let’s focus on this for now.”

I forced myself to nod in agreement before staring down at the ground. It felt like there was a massive weight on my chest that wouldn’t go away until we got our long-awaited discussion out of the way. Would we even be spending a lifetime together as Protector and Hunter like Tiberius had said? It seemed like more of a partnership of necessity than anything else lately. 

“Let’s get going, then,” Tiberius said, putting a hand on each of our shoulders. 

"Good luck," I said, looking up to meet Raven's gaze once again. She gave me a small smile and a nod as we faded into different areas of the Magical Realm. We weren't going to see each other again for what I knew would feel like an eternity.

And I’d thought massive lions were scary?

I’d never been so terrified in all my life.
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I looked around frantically as my eyes adjusted to the dim light given off by what seemed to be a tiny campfire a dozen feet behind me. Tiberius had plopped me right into the middle of a clearing in a forest of trees that completely blocked out the sun. I shivered, partly due to the temperature and partly due to the vibes I was getting from the creepy forest. 

I spun around as a sharp crack sounded from behind me. A ghostly and ethereal Tiberius popped into existence right in front of the campfire. “This is where you’ll be training,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

“Are you feeling okay?” I asked. 

"I'm fine," he said softly, smiling. "I'm sure I look a little off, but it's normal. I had to split myself into two pieces so I could train you and Raven at once."

I looked at him, stunned. “Holy crap. Is that, like, something I could learn to do?”

“Maybe in another hundred years or so,” he said, chuckling softly.

“This is great. Don't get me wrong, but...we couldn't have trained somewhere a little brighter?" I asked, looking around at the wicked-looking trees around us. The lack of closure between Raven and I was unfortunate enough. But now I'd have to spend days in an almost pitch-black forest with only a single person. One who I still wasn't entirely convinced was completely sane—to keep me company.

“I’ve found this to be an effective location to train, no unnecessary distractions,” he said. “Now first things first, we need to talk about your energy blasts. The reason you weren’t able to pierce the magic resistance of those lions even though your blasts were powerful was that they’re too spread out. If you were able to focus that same energy into a smaller size, you'd have no problem piercing them. I'm only at half strength because I split myself, but here's a little demonstration of what I mean.” 

He put his hand out to the side and sent an incredibly bright ball of magic the size of a pea toward one of the nearby trees. It disintegrated so quickly it almost seemed like it had been deleted from existence.

I gaped at it, then at him, and nodded as I rolled up my sleeves. 

“Okay. Show me.”
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I stumbled, dropping to my knees as a final wispy ball of energy shot from my hand. “I can’t do any more,” I managed to say. My body felt like I’d just been through a heavy cycle in a washing machine.

"Good," he said clapping. "Now come over to me, I have something that should perk you up."

I rolled my eyes at his stationary form, but he ignored me, not bothering to bring it to me or help me up. After a few seconds, I put my hands on the ground and pushed myself to my feet. I trudged over to him, putting my hands out. "Food?" I asked, hopefully. He hadn't let me drink or eat anything since we'd arrived, which must've been at least three or four hours ago.

“Close,” he said, handing me a vial that couldn’t have been more than an inch tall full of dark brown liquid. “Drink up.”

I didn't have the energy to protest, and a little liquid was better than nothing, so I pulled off the cork and downed it, cringing at the disgustingly powerful licorice flavor. “Eck. What was that?” I asked, knowing the answer to my question before he had time to respond. My energy had been completely restored, and my hunger and thirst were reduced to the point of being bearable. 

"It's called a field potion, and you'd better make them count because they're incredibly costly. Though it's not safe to take more than two a day, it functions as a replacement for food and water and restores your magical energy to full. A human could sustain themselves for more than a week with just these," he said, grinning as he added, "which is exactly what you're about to do."

“These disgusting potions are all I get?” I said, annoyed. “What’s the point of all this? I’m already training my butt off, no need to torture me at the same time.”

“Like I said before, it’s all to motivate you to get out of here as fast as possible and remove any possible distractions. If I'm honest, usually those potions are delicious. I had them flavored with licorice to make it even harder on you," Tiberius said. Seeming proud of himself, he continued, "And the week thing was just an estimate, I won't let you leave until you're able to pass my test."

“What’s the test?” I spat. How could a laid back guy that seemed so nice be such a brutal teacher?

"I'll show you once you get strong enough to attempt it. Now get back to your training. Once you get your energy blasts all down to the size of a baseball, we can move on to improving your control of the environment around you." He reached into his robe and grabbed a small granola bar. "Get to it," he said, waving me off as he took his first bite.

I opened my mouth to argue but thought better of it. I'd just have to push through this if I wanted to get back to Raven. I turned angrily. I put my right hand out towards the tree I'd been practicing on, which had only recently begun to show signs of damage to its magic resistant trunk. I shot a blast of energy the size of a basketball. My mood improved some as it struck the tree with a crash, creating a small dent in the trunk.

“A bit less pitiful than before,” Tiberius said in his ghostly voice, clapping. 

I knew I still had a long way to go, but did he really have to be so hard on me? I rolled my eyes, putting my hand back up to have another go. My next blast had a similar amount of power but was twice as large, so it poofed into nothing on contact.

"You're going to have to do better than that, Chace. Even with two field potions, you can only fire so many blasts in a day. You need to make every shot count. Focus more before just firing away willy nilly,” he said in between bites of his granola bar. 

Our training continued this way, with me doing my best and him criticizing me from his seat by the fire, for what felt like an eternity. I burned through all of my reserves from the first potion, and most of the reserves I'd gotten from the second potion I'd taken a short while ago.

“That should be enough for today,” he said, cutting me off as I was about to fire another spell. “You should get some rest, you'll need as much strength as possible for tomorrow morning. See you then." He waved, and his ghostly form faded away in a way that made me wonder if I'd been hallucinating it the whole time.  

I walked over and plopped myself down next to Tiberius' campfire, which was the only source of heat or light in the area. I tried in vain to ignore thoughts of Raven and the conversation that had yet again been put off. The soft warmth of the fire was suddenly replaced by a cold chill throughout my body, and I opened my eyes to see that it'd gone out.

If only I could see her, maybe this would all seem a little less awful.

I couldn't hold back the tears any longer, and I cried myself to sleep, wondering how I'd be able to go weeks like this and wishing I had enough magic to fast forward...
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Four weeks later...

“Good, Chace,” Tiberius said with a half-smile, pulling his feet from the goop on the ground beneath him that I’d created with my magic, “Very good. Your energy blasts and environmental control are improving every day...”

He’d said much the same at least a dozen times over the past few weeks, and while I was heartened by his praise, I’d almost given up hope that he would ever reunite Raven and me. It was always good, but not good enough. And, while I wouldn’t say I’d gotten used to being isolated and lonely, I had stopped crying myself to sleep after the first week, which was a win.

I released my spell, and the ground returned to normal as I blew out a breath. It wasn't until Tiberius eyed me, arms folded, nodding slowly, and said, "I think it's time," that I realized how desperately lonely I still felt. I needed to see my family, my friends, and—most of all—Raven.

“Time for what?” I asked, cautiously, afraid to get my up hopes up again only to have them smashed.

“I think you and Raven are both ready, Chace. We’ll reunite you and begin the testing process. I feel good about it...Let’s see if I’m right, shall we?”

He pulled a vial of potion from the sleeve of his robe and sent it sailing toward me. I snatched it out of the air and uncorked it, my hands shaking.

“We’re going to see Raven now?” I whispered. There was no point asking him what to expect. Tiberius loved his secrets. 

He just nodded, so I drank the potion, shocked by the delicious vanilla-like flavor. After nearly a month of what seemed like gallons of elixir so licorice-y that even Pop would've hated it, it was a real treat.

He waved a ghostly hand. The fire extinguished, and the world went to black before suddenly exploding into blinding light as we appeared in the middle of the field we'd been before my days of training. My heart soared at the rush of color as my eyes adjusted to the light. Better still was the fact that Raven was standing directly in front of me, her black hair flowing in the wind.

It took everything I had not to throw my arms around her, and, for the first time since our falling out, something in her face told me she might not have shoved me away. A hint of relief in her eyes at seeing me too...maybe even a ghost of a smile on her lips.

“Hey,” I croaked.

“Hey,” she replied. But our awkward reunion was interrupted as the two ghostly versions of Tiberius faced one another and stepped forward. The two ghostly forms fused into one normal looking Tiberius. Then, he clapped his hands together. 

“Time to begin. Raven, you’re first,” he said, putting his left hand to the side and forming a bright red magical sword in the shape of a thin rapier. Though it was thinner than Raven’s blade usually was, the concentration of magic in it reminded me of how small he could make his energy balls.

Raven’s eyes widened, “I have to fight...you?” She looked more terrified of him than she had when we fought the Dragon, which made my stomach do a flip.

If Raven was scared, I should probably be terrified. 

"I won't use my left hand, and I won't use any spells other than enhancing my speed and power to make it fair. Fight as if you're trying to kill me. First of us to land a critical blow wins. I will cast a charm that will prevent any single serious physical injury, so don’t hold back,” he said.

She didn’t even have a chance to reply before he went charging towards her with his sword raised. 

She put her hand up, forming her magical blade just in time to block an overhead chop. I could see the magic buzzing to the surface of her skin as she swept his sword aside and dodged to his right, getting behind him. A shiver of excitement rolled through me.

She’d clearly improved as much as I had.

She spun around just in time to avoid a stab directed at her abdomen with an inhumanly fast sidestep. They were moving and reacting so quickly that it was hard to track their movements with the naked eye, but Tiberius was a flurry of activity. He kept attacking while Raven defended herself, slowly being pushed back.

Even though she had yet to throw a single attack, she'd still taken no damage after well over a minute of the same parrying and getting pushed back. With that said, she was being forced directly towards a small patch of trees. I followed after them, doing my best to get the best view of their fight.

"What'll you do now, Raven?" Tiberius yelled, looking excited, and almost maniacal.

She lunged forwards, forgetting defense, and stabbed at his abdomen. He moved his midsection sideways, narrowly avoiding her stab with a move that made it look like his body was made of rubber. Then he continued his attack.

"You'll lose at this rate," he said, dropping Raven to her knees with a kick to the shin. She recovered quickly, pushing herself up to her feet with one hand and continuing to block his attacks with the other. They were just a few feet from the cluster of huge trees now, and I didn't see any way she could manage to win before getting backed into a corner.

As her back foot touched the base of the tree, she put her left hand up, which was clenched in a fist, and pulled back as if to punch him. She blocked a downward slash with her sword and sent her fist flying at his face, pushing off the tree for extra speed. I shook my head sadly as he dodged easily to the side.

It was futile.

Or so I thought, until Raven flicked her wrist, spraying a clump of dirt and grass that she'd had in her hand in the direction he'd dodged. She swung at him with her sword as his free right hand went up to rub at his eyes, but he deflected it, backing away. She followed after him, lunging forwards with a stab towards his chest, ignoring defense as he swung wildly at her. 

He dodged to the side, blocking my view of Raven, and raised his sword. He started to swing his sword down at Raven.  To my surprise, Tiberius dropped to the ground, his swing still left unfinished, revealing Raven standing directly in front of him. She was pulling a huge magical spear from his chest with her left hand as she held her sword up in victory with her right.

"Well done, when faced with a stronger opponent, trickery is the best option," Tiberius said. He blinked and smiled as he rose to his feet and set the wizard hat back onto his head. He was completely unharmed. Tiberius waved his hand in front of his face and magicked the dirt from his eyes.

I ran to Raven, overjoyed, going for a high five, but she pulled me into a hug.

“Good job!” I said.

“Thanks,” she said, her cheeks flushing and letting her arms drop. I backed away, wishing things weren’t still so weird between us. 

"If I'm honest, I never expected you to actually win," Tiberius said, "I would've passed you just for lasting as long as you did. Chace, you'll be next. I have some preparations to take care of, but I'll be back in an hour.”

Raven dropped to sit on the ground, clearly exhausted. “Do I get to eat some actual food now?” she asked wearily.

“Sure. Here’s some for both of you, actually," Tiberius said, somehow pulling two live lobsters and plates from his robe. He put the lobsters onto plates and snapped his fingers, cooking them instantly and placing a stick of butter next to the dishes. "Enjoy!"

Raven cut me off before I could ask any questions.

“How about some fries to go with that?” 

Tiberius rolled his eyes, “Fine.” He reached back into his robe and pulled out a massive tray of French fries that looked so crispy and delicious my mouth watered. 

As I opened my mouth to thank him, he faded into nothing, disappearing from our view.

Raven grabbed a lobster claw and cracked it open, groaning in delight as she popped a morsel of meat into her mouth. She chewed and swallowed before nodding slowly and locked her blue gaze on me. 

“So...let’s talk.” 
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Raven ate the last fry on her plate and looked both ways, checking for Tiberius, before nodding. "I know I've been...cold to you, Chace. But it's just been tough for me..." 

"Raven," I said, cutting her off as she was about to continue. I'd run through this conversation in my mind a thousand times while we’d been apart, but I still didn’t feel prepared to actually hash things out between us. Still, it had to happen because I couldn’t take the tension anymore. Having her mad at me was killing me. “There are some things you still don’t know about this whole situation...and once I realized who your father was—the same day you did—I just didn’t know how to tell you. But you need to understand, it’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

She winced and then met my eyes, nodding intently. "This whole thing is eating me up inside. It's like I'm filled with poison, and I need it out." 

I swallowed hard and nodded. “Pop had mentioned his Protector once before,” I said, pausing to take a deep breath. This wasn't going to be easy. Any of it, but we couldn’t move past this with secrets between us. “I know...I know how your father...”

She nodded again, tears almost overflowing in her eyes. “Tell me,” she whispered hoarsely. 

“Pop found out about his power late in life. Much later than me. He just wasn't willing to accept what was happening around him, and by the time he had, he was already a grown man, divorced and settled into normal life. Even at that, it took him years to connect with his Protector—your dad. But once they found each other, it was...well, it was magic," I said with a shrug. I remembered what my great grandfather had told me when I’d pressed him for more details after Raven had left that fateful night. “He said they were like peas and corn...which I guess means really close, in old people talk. They just clicked. They went on dozens of missions together and had great success. One day, they had to go to the Magical Realm to battle a Minotaur who was possessed by an evil female Warlock. She was killing Fairies and Brownies for reasons unknown. It was a terrible scene, and they went in ready for battle." Raven's eyes welled up, and it took everything I had not to grab her hand as my own throat went tight. "They were confident at first, so in tune with each other, they were almost like one person. But the Warlock was far more powerful than they’d bargained for. When the Minotaur charged Pop, he had nothing to do but hope he could wrest control of it from the Warlock before the Minotaur reached him.” I cleared my throat, tears now leaking from my eyes. I continued, "Y-your father leaped in front of him and was stabbed by the Minotaur just as Pop managed to free it from the Warlock’s control.” 

There were so many things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t get the words out through the sobs.

Raven nodded, looking as furious as she was sad as tears streamed down her face. She punched the ground, and a shower of golden, magical sparks showered us both. 

“How could he do that?” she demanded, voice cracking. 

“I-he didn’t know your father was going to do it. He—”

“Not your Pop, Chace. My Da. How could he leave me like that?” She shot up to stand and began to pace in a frenzy. “How stupid and selfish can you get, sacrificing yourself like that when you have a kid at home?” she spat, swiping her forearm across her running nose. “Didn’t he know I needed him? Didn’t he think of me at all?”

“I’m so sorry, Raven,” I said, pulling her close, not worried about the tears or the snot as she laid her head against my shoulder and wept. If heartbreak had a sound, this was it. All I wanted was a spell or potion to make her feel better because I’d never felt more powerless.

“W-was Pops sad?” she asked when she could finally speak without her voice breaking again, long moments later.

“He was furious," I whispered. "And in his rage, he took down the Warlock alone. But it used up so much of his magic, he went too deep. He depleted even his own personal store of energy. His power couldn't regenerate, and he damaged his nervous system. That's why he has the limp. He..." I forced the rest out through numb lips as I pulled away and met her gaze. "As the freed Minotaur ran away, he dragged himself back to your father's side and held him in his arms until he was gone. He told me that Declan was the truest hero that ever walked,” I said. 

Raven nodded sniffling. “Why didn't Pop come to find me and tell me this when I was old enough to understand?"

"Apparently, your father never wanted his two worlds to collide. He was afraid that dark forces from the Magical Realm might use you to control him, and that would put you in harm's way. He loved you too much for that. Pop said he spoke of you often, but never by name. He called you his little bird."

“Tweet, tweet,” she muttered. She still sounded bitter, but I could hardly imagine how hard it must've been for her to hear what'd happened to him. Some day she would forgive. Some day she would know that her father had done exactly as she would’ve if she’d been in his shoes. But that was a talk for another day.

“I know I probably sound awful to you, but you need to understand...it’s been so hard growing up without him, Chace. When mom left, I didn't have anyone at all. Until you showed up, at least," she wrapped her arm around me again, letting out a sob. “And then I pushed even you away, how stupid can I get? It wasn’t even your fault, or your Pop’s. I just needed someone to blame. But now I want things to go back to how they were between us. Before I screwed everything up. Can that ever happen, Chace?” She tipped her head back to gaze up at me. “Can you ever forgive me?”

“Forgive you? I was never even mad at you, Raven. I’m here. Forever. I’ll be here waiting for you no matter what, even when you get mad. Even when you push me away,” I said, knowing it was true deep in my soul. She was the other half of me.

We were like peas and corn.

She pulled her head away from my shoulder and made eye contact with me, smiling. “Thanks, Chace.” 

Nothing more needed to be said. I hugged Raven tight and rested my head on hers for what seemed like forever.

"Enough mushy stuff. Time to get this show on the road," Tiberius called from thin air a second before he zapped into existence a few feet away.  “I hope that was enough time to talk through whatever was bothering you two?” Tiberius said. 

Raven picked her head up off of my shoulder and shot him a quizzical look, rubbing her eyes, “You knew?” 

"Of course," he said, smiling, "it's a teacher's job to motivate students to learn. I just used whatever was bothering you as a particularly useful motivation for getting you guys to speed through the past month's training." His voice was cheery and bright as usual.

I opened my mouth to speak, but I was too angry to find the words. Despite the silly hat cocked sideways on his head and his grin, I could see him as nothing but an enemy at that moment. What kind of person could intentionally use the rift between us as an incentive for training without showing even a tiny bit of remorse for it? I’d been broken inside for weeks, and if her current state was any indication, so had Raven.

“Your test will be the opposite of Raven’s so that you can't use anything you learned watching our fight," Tiberius continued on, seemingly oblivious to my anger. "Rather than enhancing my physical abilities with magic and using a sword, our fight will be magic-based. I won't enhance my physical strength to keep things somewhat fair. I've cast a charm that will prevent any serious injury, and the contest ends when either of us manages to trigger the charm. That's all the rules. Raven, you can stay and observe, but you must fight your natural inclination to defend him. Just remember, helping him here will only hurt him in the future when he can't protect himself."

She nodded and shot me a grim look.

“That’s all as far as rules. Now let’s begin. Good luck!" Tiberius said, shouting the last part as he teleported a dozen feet away and sent a dozen balls of energy in my direction, each one the size of a marble.

I took a deep breath, trying to harness my anger toward him, and teleported sideways to dodge the blasts. I put my own hand up, turning a massive piece of the ground beneath him into a bubbling swamp.

“Well done,” he murmured from behind me. He’d teleported before the swamp had even formed, I realized with a start. I’d come so far, but Tiberius was called Master for a reason. 

I spun around to see his smiling face just a few feet away, focusing a considerable amount of magic into the shape of a dart and blasting it at my face.

I saw my life flash before my eyes as it shot toward me, getting within an inch of my face before I poofed into existence a few feet to the right. I looked around, barely having time to catch sight of him before he landed a crushing punch to my face. 

How could he still be so strong without enhancing his strength magically? I teleported a few feet back before the follow-up punch could land. But he pulled his leg back and made a kicking motion, teleporting me back in front of him and kicking me in the stomach. I mentally noted it as the third time I'd have lost if he'd been allowed to use a magical sword.

I pushed myself to my feet. I pretended to be more hurt than I was as I recalled one of Tiberius' final lessons in the forest from a few days earlier.

“Now that you’re good enough at environmental control, I think you’re ready to learn the way to counter an opponent who can teleport. Use it wisely, boy, because it’s a double-edged sword.”

I focused my magic into my hand, and a green circle of energy formed that was about twenty feet across. We both were contained inside the ring. Tiberius punched the air in front of him, where he would've forcibly teleported me to had I been even a second later with my magic zone. Neither of us would be able to teleport or leave the circle until the spell ran out, so now I'd have a straight-up fight. However, beating him, even without teleportation, would be easier said than done. I let my anger at him for using the rift between Raven and I flare up. I began showering him with a barrage of magical blasts smaller and more concentrated than I'd ever managed before.

He grinned as he sent a flurry of his own magical blasts back at me, one for each blast I'd thrown at him. I could feel the momentum of the fight shifting in my direction as my energy blasts burned through his only to continue toward him. It seemed that my magical blasts were officially more powerful than his.

“You’re getting good, Chace!” he shouted, raising a magical barrier to absorb the blasts. 

I savored the look of shock on his face as my final blast broke through his barrier. He dropped to the ground, dodging under it, and backed away from me, sending a few scattered blasts to keep me back. 

I charged toward him, dodging his blasts with magically enhanced speed. When I was within a few feet, I skidded to a halt. I charged up as many attacks as I had energy for, aiming them at everywhere in the general area he was standing. His charm would be enough to prevent serious injury, so I had no need to hold back. I looked at him triumphantly as I was about to release them, but it didn't last long.

I slipped to the ground, sliding directly toward Tiberius on a sheet of cold ice. He waved his hand to the right. I felt a vacuum-like force on my body, pulling me sideways, directly into a tiny trace of magic in a strange shape that I hadn't noticed until now.

I tried to push myself to my feet, but it was like my limbs wouldn't listen to me. I was totally paralyzed on top of his trap. "Sorry, Chace," he said, walking over to me and blasting me with just enough magic to break his charm, ending the match, before helping me to my feet and releasing his trap.

Raven rushed to my side, hugging me close. “You did so well.” 

“Indeed,” Tiberius said. “You pass. I never expected to be pushed so far by you after just a month of training when you started with such clumsy magic use. Your potential was even greater than I thought.”

I nodded, my anger at Tiberius still burning. 

"I really am sorry that I had to separate you guys for so long. Even though I knew something was going on," Tiberius said softly, sadness dimming the light in his eyes. “The stakes are so high that I thought it best to use whatever means necessary to make you stronger.”

I nodded, surprised at his rare display of nearly human emotions. It made sense that he did it, but I couldn't find it in me to let it go so quickly.

"I understand," Raven said, pausing a second before adding, "but I'm going to get you good one day as payback." She shot him a mischievous grin that sent my heart soaring.

Tiberius’s face lit up in a grin, and he clapped, "Now, let's get on to the next part of your training!"

“More training?” Raven and I both groaned.

It would be a long while before our hearts would heal, especially hers, but things between us were okay.

We were okay.

I could barely contain my joy.
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We’d done it. 

It had been tough, mentally, physically, and emotionally. Still, we’d finally finished the last test in our three months of training by beating a magically simulated version of the Sorcerer of Sumeria. 

And this time? We’d done it as a team.

Raven and I lay on the floor breathless and grinning as the simulation around us faded. The fallen golems seemed to move on the ground as the real-life version cave where we’d fought him came into view with Tiberius standing in front of them. It was incredible how much easier it’d been to fight the “Sorcerer of Sumeria” and his “golems” after all of our practice.  

"That was a heck of a lot easier than last time," Raven said, laughing. "Hopefully, this time, you have enough strength left to take me back with you instead of letting me get kidnapped by a Troll." Her toothy smile lit up the entire cave.

I exploded into laughter and knew I’d finally forgiven myself for not being able to take her with me last time. The best way to make up for past wrongs was to make sure they didn’t happen again. 

Tiberius clapped slowly from the corner of the cave. 

“Well done. You’ve both improved to an incredible degree over these last weeks. I had high expectations for the two of you going into this, and you still managed to exceed them. I'll be leaving soon, but I recommend that the two of you spend a final night here to get your strength up before returning to the Human Realm. I made a package of food for you to last through the night.”

My confidence rose with his compliment. He wasn’t one to give out false praise. Despite that, I still couldn’t help but remain a bit skeptical of his confidence. 

“Do you really think it’ll be enough to take on the Dragon?” Last time we’d been little more than a minor annoyance to the creature. Could we honestly expect to defeat it this time?

“I doubt that there are many Dragons that could compete with you two now, especially with some support from the rest of your squad,” Tiberius said.

“Can you give us any suggestions on how to manage this thing?” Raven asked.

"Don't try to just teleport it away this time, for one," Tiberius said, rolling his eyes. "You'll need to weaken it significantly before anything like that would work, and they have huge stores of magic, so play for the long game. I don't really have anything to add, so, if you don't have any more questions for me, I’ll be taking my leave.”

"Wait!" I said, sitting up from where I'd been lying on the ground as Tiberius was gathering his magic to leave the Magical Realm.

He paused in his motion, meeting my gaze, “Yes?” 

"Why don't you come? With you on our side, the Dragon wouldn't stand a chance," I said hopefully, somehow knowing what his answer would be even as I asked. Raven nodded in agreement, giving Tiberius a pleading look.

Tiberius laughed. “That’s not in the cards, my boy. You’ll never get any stronger if you keep relying on me, and you still need to improve a lot to live up to the great things your little squad is destined for.”

“What do you mean by that?” Raven asked, frowning.

“Oh, it’s just a little hunch of mine. You’ll understand what I mean soon enough if I’m right,” Tiberius said, flashing us a final silly grin and an exaggerated bow before vanishing into nothing.

“What was that about?” I asked, turning to Raven.

She shrugged, “He’s a weirdo. I wouldn’t take it too seriously.”

I nodded, still wondering what Tiberius knew that we didn’t. Surely, he wouldn't risk lives in the Human Realm on a hunch. But by now, I knew him well enough to know that pushing him wouldn't help. He'd tell us when he was ready and not a moment sooner.

I sighed and shifted my attention to Raven. “We might as well check on Professor Uwyn since we’re already here.” 

“Sure, I want to see the stone prison or whatever it is that you made for him,” Raven said, leading the way toward the back of the cave.

I formed a swirling red ball of magic in my hand and let it float ahead of us. It lit our path as we moved into the back chamber of the cave where I'd fought The Sorcerer of Sumeria AKA Professor Uwyn. 

I walked up to the raised stone prison and put my hand on it, feeling the incredible power that lingered inside of it. "I can feel Uwyn's presence in here," I said, straining my ears to listen to the soft thumping on the inside of the stone. "I think we should try to find a way to do something to reduce his power so we could let him out."

Raven turned and gave me a snort, “Are you crazy? He’s evil to the bone. We can’t just let him go.”

“I can’t imagine how awful it’d be to get stuck in a rock like that forever. Nobody deserves that,” I said. “He survived while imprisoned for thousands of years in the past. I bet we’d become a little crazy if we went through something like that, too. Once we finish dealing with this Dragon, we'll talk to Tiberius about it.”

Raven shrugged, “Okay, if you insist. I still think it’s too risky, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

I nodded, stepping away from the rocky jail, “He really was powerful, wasn’t he?”

“His control was exceptional,” she said, agreeing, “I’ve never heard of anyone controlling so many golems at once.”

“Right? I-,” I said, cutting off as vibrant colors painted on the far side of the cave caught my eye. I pointed as I began to walk over to inspect the wall, “Check this out.”

Raven hurried over, beating me there. “Cool! It looks like people," she said, scrutinizing the wall. "That girl almost looks like... well, me."

She was right, I realized with a start. I shuffled closer to the wall and inspected the fading painting. “And that guy looks like an older version of me. Could it have something to do with the Sorcerer?”

“I don’t think so,” Raven said, “because, if I’m right, that’s Taz and Maps too." She pointed to two of the other figures on the wall. Sure enough, the girl in the front was looking down at a paper that must've been a map. Just behind her in the painting stood a chubby boy with a bow and arrow. Strangely, he appeared to be riding the lizard creature like a horse. 

I paused, dumbfounded. What could possibly explain this? “Then who is that last person?” I said, pointing to a small man at the back of the group whose face wasn’t visible due to a chip in the stone.

"I don't know," Raven said. "But look at this," she pointed to a spot in front of the group of people. A huge circle stood in front of the group, like a globe filled with blue and green paint swirled together. “What do you think that is?”

“Maybe that’s what they thought the world looked like?” I said speculatively. “Could also be the Magical Realm.” 

“We have to assume that whoever painted this was able to predict the future somehow,” Raven said, a look of awe on her face. “It’s far too worn down to have been painted recently. I wonder what it’s predicting.”

"I don't know, but I bet it has something to do with what Tiberius said earlier," I said. "I wonder if he saw the cave drawings before we did." What great destiny was the cave drawing suggesting we had? I strained my brain, trying to figure out what it was all about, but it was no use. There just wasn't enough information.

“Yeah,” Raven said distractedly, clearly trying to reason it out as well.

"Did you bring your phone?" I asked, "We should get a picture of it."

“Yea,” she said, pulling it out and snapping a picture of the wall. “We’ll ask Twee Twyla about it.” 

“Let’s go back to the front of the cave to spend the night,” I said, “I’d rather not share the room with old Uwyn here.” 

Raven followed me out of the chamber, “agreed.” 

My mouth began to water as we approached the collection of food that Tiberius had left for us. I grabbed a bottle of orange juice, that was somehow as cold as if it’d just come from a refrigerator, and chugged the whole thing.

"Let's enjoy it while we can," Raven said, stuffing half of a big bar of chocolate into her mouth.

We spent a well-deserved fun and relaxed night eating and talking together. We'd been through three months of brutal training, and we were about to get ourselves into something even worse. This time, instead of fighting simulated lions or sparring with Tiberius, we’d be fighting a real-life Dragon. If that wasn’t bad enough, the fate of the world would be on our shoulders...
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“Well?” Twee Twyla demanded from down the hall the second we stepped through the open the door to her house. 

"It went awesome!" Raven said enthusiastically as Twee Twyla came into view. Twee Twyla was clacking away at her keyboard. Raven continued, "I don’t want to brag, but I’m pretty sure we’re going to kick that Dragon’s butt.”

At least one of us was still filled with confidence. Mine had faded in the short time between saying goodbye to Tiberius and transporting us back to the Human Realm. Images of our horrible defeat flashed in my mind. We had done a great job in our training, but had we come far enough? Were we lying to ourselves to think we could actually fight that thing? 

I pushed away from the grim images and focused on reuniting with the Myth Squad. It felt like we'd been gone for three years rather than three months.

Twee Twyla and Maps sat at the computer together while Taz sat on the couch, shoving a chocolate chip cookie into his mouth.  

“You guys even look different,” Maps said, looking up. 

Luckily, they didn’t. 

"How long were we gone on your end?" I asked tentatively. It was pretty clear that, however long it had been, it hadn't been long enough for my parents to call the police, which was an improvement over last time.

"We saw you two yesterday," Maps replied with a grin. It may have only been a day for them, but the way she sat close to Twee Twyla’s side made it clear they’d spent all that time together, and a bond was forming.

That was good. The more Twee Twyla invested in our success and well-being, the better. As the oldest and wisest of us, and the one with the most knowledge about the Magical Realm, she was an essential part of making this work.

“Yeah, Chace,” Taz teased with a chuckle, “you really need a haircut, bud. You look awful.”

“I’m not sure it works that way,” I said with a laugh, putting a hand through my still-short hair. I was more excited to see his goofy face than I’d ever imagined being as I walked over, pulling him into a hug. “I’ve missed you guys.” 

“I didn’t mean like that,” Maps said, rolling her eyes. “It’s the way you carry yourselves, you look so confident.” 

Taz sat back into his seat and gestured for Raven and me to take the other places on the couch with a laugh. "It's kind of weird how we feel like we saw you guys so recently where it feels like months to you. Oh, by the way, here's your phone back. Everything's all cool with your mom. You could've been a little more careful with sending the phone my way like that, though," he said, tossing my phone over and rolling his eyes. “It poofed onto my bed right next to me while my mom was doing laundry. She accused me of having a second phone to talk to my secret girlfriend. I barely managed to convince her that my phone had always looked that way." 

I laughed, glancing from his white iPhone to my black Android. “Old people, huh?” I said, trying to imagine a story that represented precisely who Taz’s mom was better than that one.

“Speaking of old people, what was the Master like?” Maps said, rolling her chair over to face us.

“Brutal as always,” Raven said, grinning. 

"It was the hardest three months of my life. He pushed us both past our limits, but we're both stronger because of it," I said, nodding. "You guys should meet him, though. He's super weird.”

“What’s weird about him?” Maps asked, clearly interested. 

“Well, for starters, his name is Tiberius. But even weirder is the big pointy wizard hat and robe he wears," I said. "He seems really laid back and carefree when you first meet him, but he's actually a really harsh and serious guy."

“Was he strong?” Taz asked, leaning forward. 

“Even though Raven and I have gotten a lot stronger, I doubt the five of us would be enough to take him on at his full strength,” I said, shaking my head as I held back a shiver. The man was a beast, and I was glad to count him as a friend and not an enemy.

“Is he going to help us with the Dragon?” Twee Twyla asked, turning away from her monitor to face us.

“No,” Raven said sadly, “he said that we’ll never get stronger if he does all the hard work for us.” 

I opened my mouth to bring up his cryptic words about the great things the Myth Squad were destined for and the cave paintings but stopped short, thinking better of it. There would be plenty of time to figure all that out after we stopped the giant Dragon that was wreaking havoc on the Realm. 

“Seems like kind of a jerk if he’s willing to risk the destruction of the world just to give you guys a bit more training,” Maps said, rolling her eyes.

Raven opened her mouth to speak, clearly annoyed on her master’s behalf, but I cut her off. “He’s a strange guy, don’t put too much thought into it. He just wants what’s best for us, even if it means the path is hard.”

They’d understand once we told them about the Myth Squad’s supposed destiny. Until then, we had more urgent matters to deal with.

“Twee Twyla, have you heard any reports about the Dragon’s whereabouts?” 

"My sources spotted it an hour or so ago in China, but it can move hundreds of miles in that amount of time. I've seen some strange weather patterns happening over a mountain called Mount Pobeda, which lines up with it being in China an hour ago," she said. "Last time we got lucky because it was just sleeping it that one spot, but we might have to do some serious searching this time."

I nodded, “Do we have everything we need?" I had a desperate urge to visit home before rushing out to fight the Dragon. I had no idea if I'd be able to make another excuse to leave so shortly after I got back from my "sleepover."

Taz nodded solemnly, grabbing his bow and quiver from next to the couch and throwing them over his shoulder. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 

Twee Twyla and Maps rose, speaking in unison, “Ready.” 

“Let’s get going then,” Raven said, reaching out to grab my hand and gesturing for the others to grab on.

“Don’t you need an image on Google maps or something?” Twee Twyla said, grabbing onto Raven’s hand.

“That won’t be necessary,” I said, looking around to be sure that everyone was holding on. The colors around us shifted from wooden brown to snowy white and the blue of the sky as we arrived at our destination over a jagged mountain range. 

Taz squeezed my hand, frantically, "Woah, we’re falling!” 

“Look,” Raven said calmly, poking the bubble behind her with an index finger. “It’s like when the Lamassu saved us.” 

“Awesome...” Maps said, spinning around in a circle from where she floated in the see-through bubble. “How’d you learn to do all this?” 

"It came surprisingly easy once I improved my magical control," I said.

"You really have gotten better," Twee Twyla said approvingly. "Now, we just have to locate our target."

“That shouldn’t take too long,” I said, putting my hand out.

We surged through the air at a speed that blurred the mountainous landscape beneath us. After less than a minute of traveling, the location of the Dragon became obvious. A massive line of snowless ground, surrounded by snow on both sides, appeared in a barren clearing ahead of us. It was as if its presence alone was enough to melt all the snow in the area. Even if it was just passing through.

“Are we ready to land?” I asked.

“Wait,” Raven said, “we need to discuss strategy. My master gave us some advice on how to fight it.”

I nodded, making a fist to stop the bubble from moving any closer. The incredible magical pressure of the Dragon was just starting to have an effect on us as we slowed to a halt. "He said it was silly to try teleporting it out after just weakening it a bit. The only chance we'll have is to beat the Dragon in a straight-up fight. Tiberius said it'll still be a tough job once we knock it unconscious," I said.

"As far as specific tactics, our roles are the same as last time. I'll face it head-on while you guys back me up," Raven said, flashing a wide grin despite the fear I could see in her eyes.

I nodded, “Stay safe, Raven.” I put my hand out, shoving our bubble to the ground.

“Of course.”

The massive Dragon came into view as we rocketed toward the ground at Mach speed, but we landed as gentle as a feather falling from the sky. The bubble popped as if it was soap when it made contact with the brown, snowless ground. "No turning back now," I said as the Dragon, now less than a hundred yards away, looked up from the scorched animal it'd been devouring.

It spread its wings with a massive roar, moving towards us as quickly as my magical bubble had been moving a moment earlier. The scariest part was, it was far bigger than it'd been the first time we'd fought it. Could they really grow so much in just a day?

“Get back!” Raven yelled, gesturing for Twee Twyla, Maps, and Taz to back up as she charged forwards at the colossal beast. Twee Twyla and Maps bolted away, and Taz would've followed, but he slipped, falling to the ground with a thunk, after only a few steps.  

I placed myself in-between Raven and Taz, setting my feet. I saw Twee Twyla’s shields come up just as the Dragon opened its mouth wide. It must be getting ready to spray us with flame. Or so I thought.

A bolt of bright blue lightning shot from its open mouth. 

It was aimed directly at Taz.
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I clenched my fists, putting all of my energy toward moving Taz out of the way as the bolt of lightning sped toward him. The bolt pierced the barrier Twee Twyla had placed around him like a knife through tissue paper.  

The bolt crashed into the ground, and I cringed, fearing the worst as a scream rang out from the same direction.

I exhaled sharply as the dust cleared, bringing Taz’s chubby form into view less than five feet behind where the lightning had struck. Relief made my knees tremble.

I’d teleported him just in time.

But I didn’t have the luxury of celebrating. My attention snapped back to the Dragon as Raven let loose a guttural war cry. She slid under the beast’s claws, slicing at its stomach before feinting to the side. The enraged roar that the creature let out and the fact that Raven’s sword was covered in a purplish liquid made it clear that her blade was no longer something the Dragon could just ignore.

The Dragon turned to pursue Raven as she dashed away. I put my hand out, forming a dozen marble-sized blasts in my palm before firing them at its exposed right side. I immediately shifted gears, managing to teleport Raven on top of the Dragon’s head before my blasts even reached their target. 

She stabbed downward at the same time as the blasts tore into the Dragon's side. I put my hand toward the ground, warping the field beneath the beast into a swampy muck as it thrashed and roared wildly, trying to shake Raven off. Raven was thrown from its head, landing safely on the ground by its side as it struggled helplessly against the mud. The Dragon began to flap its wings, clearly attempting to fly away from us. One of Taz’s arrows shot straight through its right wing as it readied to take flight. A pang of sorrow for the majestic creature shot through me as it struggled awkwardly into the air. I resolved myself to make sure it got patched up once we sent it back to the Magical Realm. We wanted to defeat the creature, but I knew then that I didn’t have the heart to kill it even if I had the strength, except as a last resort. 

I teleported Raven onto its back before it could get too far. It’d only get harder to fight if it took high to the skies. I formed a bubble around myself, shooting up to the same altitude as the Dragon. Raven had dismissed her sword in favor of a huge magical chain which she was trying to get around its head as it thrashed and spun. It turned its head toward me, and I saw it charging a bolt of lightning that it was aiming right at me. I instinctively moved to teleport myself away but felt a disgusting and dark magical energy take hold of me, grounding me in place.

Terror erased all other thoughts as I frantically struggled to bring enough energy together to blast away the lightning bolt, which was now speeding toward me. Still, I knew even as I tried that it wasn't going to be enough. Time slowed to nearly a standstill as it tore through Twee Twyla's barrier and my flying bubble. Then, as if from nowhere, a blueish wall of energy appeared just in front of me, deflecting the bolt of lightning off into the sky.

Not having time to think about it, I reformed my flying bubble and sped toward the Dragon. It was jetting directly away from us, Raven stuck on its back with no choice but to keep holding on as it flailed and thrashed, trying to throw her off. 

“Chace!” she shouted, her voice shrill with terror. 

I put my hand out, trying to teleport Raven away. The same sickening magic held me back from doing anything. I frantically tried to figure out what else I could do to help. An energy blast wouldn't be enough even if I was accurate enough to hit it at that speed, and I couldn't keep up with the Dragon's insane flight speeds with just my little bubble.

“Jump, Raven!" I screamed at the top of my lungs, knowing that it was useless. There was no way she could hear me at that distance, over the Dragon's flapping wings. I could cushion her fall if she just jumped, but she wasn't the type to just let it get away after we'd gotten so close. She’d hold on, even if it killed her.

Fear closed its icy grip around me as the Dragon put more distance between us. 

“Chace!” Taz’s voice sounded from behind me. I turned to see him raising an arrow into the sky and knew instantly what we had to do. 

I focused my energy into the most concentrated form I’d ever managed and forced it into the head of Taz’s arrow as he nocked it into his bow. It was all down to him now.

All of the helplessness I’d felt when I’d lost Raven in the Magical Realm came rushing back to me, and all I could do was watch and hope Taz came through. 

I held my breath as the arrow shrieked through the sky, leaving a trail of blue light like a comet as it flew. In less than a heartbeat, it slammed into the Dragon with a thunderous crack. The creature spun wildly before its wings slowed to a halt. Raven leaped off as it dropped limply toward the ground. I formed a bubble around her like the one I was floating in, slowing her fall. 

I raced toward Raven, who was drifting slowly toward the ground in her bubble, eager to make sure she was alright. She waved at me with a grin as I approached. 

“We did it!”

I suppressed my annoyance at her reckless decision and released our bubbles, dropping us with a soft thud to the ground before pulling her into a tight hug. "I'm so sorry, Raven, something stopped me from teleporting, I-," I started.

She cut me off with a playful shove. “Don’t worry about it, I know you did all you could.”

“We have to help the Dragon, now,” I said.

Slow, measured applause came from just behind us, and I turned. 

“Well done, children." The voice was cheery and gentle, but it left a cold pit in my stomach.

Seth, the magical antiquities dealer who had tried to steal my heart just months before, stood there. He was smiling.

Raven let out a low growl and formed an energy blade in her hand but, just as she began to charge, a second figure appeared between her and Seth. 

“Don’t be so hasty,” Tiberius said with a tsk, putting up a robed arm to stop her. 

“Tiberius,” Seth said, eyes narrowing on the Master. “So it was you that stopped my little pet’s lightning bolt before.” 

The strange events that had occurred during the fight were all beginning to make sense. Seth had stopped my teleportation from working when the Dragon was about to hit me with a lightning bolt. It was Tiberius's blue shield that'd stopped it from hitting me at the last second.

“Stand down, Seth,” Tiberius said in a voice I’d never heard him use before. “You and I both know you can’t defeat me.”

“Some things change,” Seth said, glancing between us and then over at Twee Twyla, Maps, and Taz, who were now approaching. “But there’ll be a time and a place for that. Ta ta for now, Myth Squad.” He said it with a sneer a moment before he faded away into a black mist.

Tiberius put his hand out, trying to stop him, but the trickster was gone. 

“Drat," Tiberius muttered. His spine was straight, and he stood there for a long moment before turning to face us, his pinched features smoothing into a grin. "You did well,” Tiberius said with a nod. 

“W-when did you get here?” Raven asked in shock.

“I was watching the whole time. Just think of it as another test.” He paused for a moment before adding, “You pass, by the way.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn't find it in me to be too angry after he'd just saved our lives.

“Now let’s take a look at this Dragon, shall we,” he said, beckoning for us and the rest of the Myth Squad to follow.

I turned to him as we made our way toward the Dragon. “It seemed like you and Seth knew each other well.”

"We do," he said. "We've faced one another many times in the past. You could even see us as rivals of a sort, but I've always managed to pull out the win. Something tells me he’s grown stronger. You can never tell with a Warlock, for all I know he could've absorbed double the energy he had last time we fought. Pretty soon, it might be up to you guys to handle him." He said the words in a matter-of-fact sort of way as if he wasn't concerned.  

The revelation that we might have to face someone capable of besting Tiberius filled me with fear. 

“Did I just see Seth from afar?” Twee Twyla’s voice sounded from just behind me.

“Yes,” Tiberius said with a nod, "but I guess he thought the group of us was too much for him to handle. If he was pulling this Dragon’s strings, I’m afraid we’ve got our work cut out for us.”

“It’s good to see you, Tiberius,” she said with an uncharacteristic softness that made it clear that they, too, had some type of history together.

“You too, Twee Twyla,” he said, holding her gaze for a long moment before bending down to examine the motionless, twitching Dragon.

Raven and I both turned to Taz as he approached, pulling him into a big bear hug on both sides.

“Great shot, man,” I said.

“Thanks a lot, Taz,” Raven said.

“Uh, no problem,” he said, pushing us away. “But look!” He pointed at the Dragon, which was shrinking before our very eyes.

"Well, I'll be darned."

The fierce-looking monster we'd been locked in a life or death battle with was now the size of a pony.

“Guys, it’s just a baby,” Taz cried, dropping to his knees beside the creature, tears filling his eyes. “What have we done!”
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The Dragon was still breathing, but it was clearly injured. Taz pulled the arrow from its neck, tears streaming from his eyes uncontrollably.  

“You didn’t know,” I murmured, sick to my stomach and not knowing how to make him feel better about this situation. On top of the fact that anyone would feel bad for the poor creature, Taz had always been a huge animal lover.  

"Move," Maps snapped, pushing my shoulder to the side with one hand as she downed a potion with the other hand. It was the same type of potion as I'd used in our first encounter with the Dragon, and it would give her a reasonable level of control over her undeveloped powers.

Tiberius stepped forward. He put a reassuring hand on her shoulder, "I don't have much ability as far as healing goes, but I'll share some of my energy with you." A visible current of blue magic flowed through his arm and into Maps' body.

I walked around Maps and pulled Taz into a half hug, though this one was to console him rather than celebrate his great shot like the one from just a few moments earlier.  

"I'm sure it'll be okay," Twee Twyla said from behind us. "It doesn't seem too badly injured. I doubt it is unconscious because of its wounds. All that energy being pulled out of it at once probably knocked it out. I can't imagine how much energy it must've taken to get a tiny Dragon pup to be that huge. Never mind the amount of magic it'd take to manipulate its will. Poor thing..."

Taz raised his head, pulling gently away from me to face her. His sad expression had been replaced by one of pure rage.  

“We’re going to find Seth and make him pay for this. How could he use a cute little baby like that?” 

I’d never seen Taz so angry since the time he found out someone had been bullying Mikey, but I was thankful for it as long as it kept that horrible sadness off of his face. “We will,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I promise.” 

I suddenly heard a slight chuffing sound from behind us and turned around to see the tiny Dragon raising its head. Taz rushed over to it, cradling its head in his arms, unfazed by the razor-sharp teeth that lurked inside its jaws.  

“She’s beautiful,” he said, stroking the Dragon’s scales softly. Its’ snakelike tongue darted out to lick his cheek. “What should we call her?”  

“Are you sure it’s a girl?” I asked. 

“I’m sure,” Taz said firmly. 

“I don’t think we should name it,” Raven said with a regretful shake of her head, “We’ll have to take it back to the Magical Realm soon and naming it will only make things harder.”  

I couldn't help but agree with her that it was a bad idea, but I couldn't bear to argue with Taz over it after the roller-coaster his emotions had been on the past few minutes. 

“She’s not an it,” Taz said annoyedly. "And I know we have to take her back, but I still feel like she should have a name. I'm sure we'll see her again sometime." He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, looking at the Dragon's wide violet eyes.  

She was looking more alert by the moment as Maps swayed gently over her. A moment later, Maps stood up, dusting herself off.  

"She should be in stable condition now." Our friend was clearly exhausted from healing the Dragon, but she wasn't the type to make a big deal about it.

“Well done. What was your name, by the way?” Tiberius said, putting his hand out. 

“Magdalena,” she said, reaching out to shake his hand with a smile, “but everyone calls me Maps.” 

“You have a lot of potential, Magdalena,” he said simply, using his serious voice.   

She beamed despite her exhaustion, “Thanks.”  

“Baby Blue,” Taz whispered. “We’ll call her Baby Blue.” 

“I like it,” I said, chuckling at the thought of the monstrous creature the Dragon was bound to become being known as “Baby” anything.  

“What’s the plan for getting her back to the Magical Realm?” Twee Twyla asked from the back of our group. 

“Let’s see if she can stand,” Tiberius said, “I’ll port us right over to see her off as long as she’s in good condition.” 

Taz looked taken aback, “Ar-Are you guys sure we should do it so soon? She could use some time to recover, right?" He was hugging her as if she was a puppy rather than a scaly flying lizard the size of a small horse. Something about the way she nuzzled into him made me confident that he was in no danger.

“Maps did a good job healing her,” Tiberius said, examining the faint scar that’d been an arrow wound on the back of her neck. Even the hole in her wing had closed up completely. “Chace, could you help me out real quick?” 

“Sure,” I said, stepping up to the Dragon. “What do you need me to do?”  

"Let her borrow a bit of your magic," he said, waving his hand towards the Dragon. "I would do it, but if Seth is still in the area, I think we'd both rather have me close to full strength. Plus, I already gave some to Maps, and I'll be the one teleporting us to the Magical Realm once you're done."

I put my hand out and placed it on Baby Blue's scaly shoulder. I tried to remember the feeling of imbuing Taz’s arrow with magic when we’d managed to stop the Dragon earlier. It felt like a dam had opened as my magical reserves left me and went into Baby Blue. Seconds later, I pulled my hand away, panting heavily. 

She pushed herself to her feet, nuzzling Taz as she stood. “Nicely done, boyo,” Tiberius said, grinning at me.  

Baby Blue shot me a face that, despite the lack of teeth, seemed eerily like a smile, before turning back to Taz, licking him more.  

“We all set?” Raven asked, looking at Tiberius.  

“We’ll be back soon, Twee Twyla,” he said, “do you want me to send you home to wait for us?”

“Sounds fine,” Twee Twyla said, a flash of sadness at not being able to join us crossing her face as she pulled a tiny metal object from her pocket and tossed it to Taz. "Clip this to the Dragon, and I'll be able to track her location. In case you want to see her again."

“Thanks,” Taz said, his face lighting up, "that'll help a lot."  

“No problem,” she said, turning to Tiberius and nodding.

Tiberius snapped his fingers, and she disappeared. "Let's be on our way," he said, motioning for us to circle around him. When we gathered, he snapped again, and we were instantly transported from the cold wasteland of eastern Russia to a refreshingly hot and dry mountain in the Magical Realm.

“The Dragon Peaks,” Maps gasped, looking around in awe.  

“Indeed,” Tiberius said, “but how do you know the name?”  

"I've seen a map," she said, pointing into the distance, "That's where we fought Klugg.”  

I squinted, barely making out a few large structures that must’ve been the Trolls’ homes. “Wait, does that mean there are other Dragons nearby?" I said, using my magic to probe the area for other magical beings. I sensed dozens, if not more, of powerful magical creatures in the mountains around us.  

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Tiberius said, waving me off nonchalantly. “I doubt they’re even awake at this time.” 

I wasn’t as sure or confident as he was. “Let’s make this quick at least,” I said, looking to where Taz and Baby Blue were standing. He was hugging her close to him like a child with a teddy bear. “Time for goodbyes, Taz.”  

It felt cruel to pry them apart, but I knew it would only get more and more difficult as time went on.

We waited patiently for nearly half a minute until Taz reached over and clipped Twee Twyla’s tracker onto a scale on Baby Blue’s shoulder, tears welling up in his eyes.  

“Bye, girl.” He took a step back, giving her space to move.  

“She’ll probably fly away if we move a little further away,” Tiberius said, gesturing for us to follow him down the mountain.  

We moved to follow him, but she followed right behind Taz, nipping at his shirt after a few steps, stopping him in his tracks.  

"Maybe we have to port back to the Human Realm, so  she knows it's all right to leave," Raven suggested, "you can do that, right, Master?"

“Sure,” he said, shrugging, “I’ll take us back to the Human Realm and come back on my own in a while to make sure she flew away.” 

Tears were again streaming down Taz’s face, but he pulled away from Baby Blue.  

“She’ll be happy here, Taz,” I said, “we can try to figure out a way to come visit her now and then if you want.”  

The very thought of returning to this area without Tiberius' protection made my skin crawl. Still, I'd do just about anything to keep that awful sadness from Taz’s usually cheery face.  

He nodded, walking up to Baby Blue. “I’ll visit as much as I can,” he said, reaching out to hug her. But the second he touched her back, she jolted into action, diving her head low, beneath Taz’s legs and throwing him onto her back.  

“Taz!" I shouted, watching in shock as Baby Blue took flight, soaring into the sky with Taz on her back like a bareback cowboy. 

Maps gaped after them and muttered what we were all thinking. 

"Uh, oh."
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A bubble of blue magic formed around us before I could even react.

“Hold on tight,” Tiberius called, lifting his hand and sending us speeding after Baby Blue, who was already a speck in the distance. 

After nearly a minute of flying at a breakneck speed without making up much of the distance between the Dragon and us, he spoke up again, an oddly panicked expression darkening his face.

“We have a problem. Chace, no time to explain, but I'm going ahead, so you need to take control."

He poofed into nothing without leaving me any time to respond. The bubble lurched, plummeting toward the ground as I focused my magic on getting it under control, trying to ignore the jagged peak beneath us that was getting closer and closer.  

I squeezed my eyes shut, sure we were about to crash until the moment I sensed a lifting sensation. I’d done it, though judging by a quick glance at the mountain below, we’d had less than a dozen feet left before our doom. Not exactly ideal, but at this point, I’d take it.

I flared my energy, sending us rocketing toward Baby Blue’s barely-visible form.  “That was close.” I turned to look at Maps and Raven with a relieved and semi-hysterical laugh. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't get my hands to stop shaking violently. I'd never attempted taking control of someone else's magical construct before, and it wasn't nearly as easy as I'd expected.

“I can’t believe Tiberius left us like that,” Maps murmured, a shell-shocked expression on her face.

Raven rolled her eyes, “Then you don’t know him well enough. He’s the king of throwing you in the deep end and seeing if you can make it work.”

I squinted into the distance, trying to make out whether or not Tiberius had managed to teleport onto Baby Blue's back. They were too far away to tell. "He looked so scared before," I said, still pushing the bubble to move as fast as I was able. “I wondered what’s going on?”

“Now that you mention it, he seemed almost calm when Taz got taken, but he looked like he’d seen a ghost a few seconds before he left,” Raven said thoughtfully. 

“Let’s focus on getting Taz back for now,” I said, pushing out thoughts of anything else. “We’ll figure the rest out later.” 

After several more minutes with minimal progress, Baby Blue began to descend, headed towards a clear area on the edge of a forest of trees. An eerie feeling spread through my entire body that only felt grosser and more suffocating the closer we got to landing.

“Chace, do you feel that?” Raven asked, shuddering.

I nodded, “It’s horrible.” 

“Chace!” Taz yelled from where he stood, still far below us, “come quick! Something weird is going on inside!”

Inside where? 

I glanced around again, noticing, for the first time, that we were landing right in the clearing outside of the cave where Raven and I had fought the Sorcerer of Sumeria. I reached out to my sides, grabbing Raven and Maps by their arms, and teleported us to the ground beneath us. We had no time to waste. 

“Let’s get inside,” I said, beckoning for Taz and the others to follow. Baby Blue stuck close to Taz, not willing to leave his side. Sounds of breaking rock and movement echoed to the outside as we jogged into the cave. 

“Master must be in the midst of a battle,” Raven said, pushing ahead of the rest of us as she broke into a full sprint.

I increased my own speed, following her through the main cavern and up to the back room where I’d managed to imprison the Sorcerer. I knew who was fighting Tiberius even before I stepped inside. 

“Be careful!” Tiberius shouted, forming a blue barrier in front of Raven as a huge magical blast nearly hit her in the face. Tiberius clutched his stomach with his free hand as the blast struck his barrier. He raised his magical sword at Seth, who stood at the other end of the cave. His blue anti-teleportation field, which covered the floor of the cave, stood in sharp contrast to the crackling, dark energy that emanated from Seth.  

"We'll finish this later, Tiberius," Seth said, spitting the Master's name out as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. He put a palm to the wall behind him, and it split in half like a hot knife through butter. "Keep them occupied, won't you?" Seth said, putting his hand towards Baby Blue, who was at the back of our group.

He stepped through the door just as Baby Blue's eyes lit up in fiery red anger. Baby Blue let out a vicious roar and snapped her jaws at Taz, who stumbled to the ground just in time to dodge the attack. 

“Back up, Taz!” Raven shouted, forming an energy blade in her hand and pushing Maps behind her. 

Taz shuffled to his feet but, rather than backing away, he stepped towards the raging Dragon. 

“It’s okay, girl,” he whispered, reaching out to hug her. Even though she was still flailing wildly and baring her fangs, she allowed him to put his arm around her. Taz put a flat palm up at Raven and shooting her a menacing glare, patting Baby Blue’s back. “You’re fine, you don’t need to listen to him,” he said softly.

The Dragon stopped moving, her eyes turning back to normal, as she shot her snakelike tongue out to lick the side of Taz’s face. A racking cough sounded from behind us, and I turned to look. 

Tiberius was kneeling, one hand still on his stomach, on the other side of the cave, staring through the rip in stone that Seth had created a moment earlier. 

“Master!” Raven said, running over to him. “Are you hurt?”

“Nothing a little rest won’t fix,” he said, shooting us a pained grin.  

Maps shuffled quickly to his side, cracking her knuckles. “Let me see your stomach.”

“We need to get-,” Tiberius started, waving Maps away. 

“We’ll deal with Seth after you’ve been healed,” Raven said, a serious edge in her voice. I could only imagine how terrifying it must’ve been for her to see Tiberius, the only person she looked up to, like this after what happened to her father. 

I walked over, putting my hand on her shoulder to lend her my energy as she healed him to the best of her ability. It was only a few minutes until he was no longer in obvious pain.

“What’s going on?” I asked.  

“As I was trying to tell you before the brat stopped me," he said, shooting a glance at Raven that portrayed more love than real annoyance. "Seth came for the Sorcerer of Sumeria. Look.” He pointed to the stone prison in the center of the cave. I could see through the open top that it was completely empty. 

Our prisoner was gone.

“What does he want with the Sorcerer?” I asked, fear chilling me to the bone. He’d been able to best Tiberius, albeit a slightly weakened one from lending magic to Maps earlier, on his own. If he had the Sorcerer of Sumeria on his side, who knew what he’d be capable of? 

“He could use him to gain magical power,” Raven said, “he is a Warlock, after all.”

“But what would he do with it?” Tiberius asked thoughtfully.

“How strong is he?” Raven asked after a few moments of silent thought.

“He’s incredibly powerful,” Tiberius said, “Far more powerful than ever before. I don’t think I’d be enough to handle him even if I’d been in top form,” he admitted softly. “He’s clearly siphoned a lot of energy from other sources.”

“Then we need to figure out what he’s up to right away,” Raven said, “he’ll be impossible to defeat if he absorbs the Sorcerer of Sumeria’s magic. We can't let him gain any more power than he already has."  

Tiberius nodded, “First things first, we should get back to the Human Realm and meet back up with Twee Twyla."

I turned back to look at Taz, wondering why he’d been silent this whole time. He was sitting on top of Baby Blue as if she was some kind of scaly horse, patting her cheek lovingly. I scrunched my eyebrows together, the image seemed familiar somehow. As I turned back towards Tiberius, the realization struck me like a bolt of lightning. 

“The painting!” I said, waving the whole group over to the wall of the cave. “Look at this, Raven and I saw it on the last day we were in the Magical Realm for our training.” I pointed to the figures drawn on the cave wall, “It’s us.” 

“Is that...?” Taz said, cutting off as his jaw dropped.

“It must be,” I said, shivering in excitement and an eerie fear. Whoever had painted the wall had predicted Taz getting Baby Blue and even him riding her. 

“Incredible,” Tiberius said, putting his face inches from the painting. 

“We figured you’d seen,” Raven said, “what’d you mean about our destiny if not?” 

"There's been a prophecy handed down for generations. It was just a hunch that it could be referring to you guys," he said, moving over to the part of the wall that had the giant bluish-green circle that was in front of the painted Myth Squad.

“Which Realm do you think that is?” I asked, “we weren’t sure.” 

“It’s both,” Tiberius said, turning, a gentle smile on his face that was at once chilling and terrifying. “I think it’s about time I tell you all the truth of your destiny.” 
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“Before we get into all that, though,” Tiberius said, wiggling a finger, “let’s get back to Twee Twyla. She might have something to add. Chace, will you do the honors?”

Taz turned to Baby Blue, patting her head while already looking grief-stricken. 

“No need to be sad, we should take her with us,” I said, grinning, “right?”

“Indeed,” Tiberius said, pointing toward the painting on the wall. “I think it’s pretty clear.”

“Really?” Taz said, tears of joy streaming down his face. “Are you guys serious right now? Because if you’re joking, this isn’t funny.”

“I’m not joking, Taz,” I said, putting my hands out. "For now, we need to keep her close, so she comes with us. Now hang on tight, everyone!"

Taz looked like he had questions, but that could wait. I was much too anxious to hear what Tiberius had to say to worry about Blue at the moment. It seemed clear to me that the dragon was the least of our problems now.

A moment later, we were all hurtling through time and space, landing in Twee Twyla’s house a dizzying instant later.

“How’d it g-” Twee Twyla said, cutting off and skidding to a stop as she turned the corner to enter her living room. "I'm going to walk back to the kitchen, then turn around and come right back here. If there's still a Dragon in my living room by the time I get back, I'm going to feed you to her. Why is she even here, anyway? Weren't you going so you could say goodbye to her?"

“If she goes outside, I go too,” Taz said, crossing his arms.  

“Wait,” I said, shuffling toward her and grabbing Twee Twyla’s shoulder, “It’s important. Tiberius has something to tell us, and we all need to be here for this.”

Twee Twyla looked to Tiberius, meeting his eyes, which were deadly serious, for a moment before nodding and gesturing for us to sit on her couch. “Fine, you have my attention.” She took a seat across from us on a small chair.

“I’ll start by filling you in on what happened while we were in the Magical Realm,” Tiberius began, addressing Twee Twyla. For the next ten minutes, she listened with rapt attention as Tiberius explained what had happened and what we’d seen inside the cave.

“Are you absolutely certain the drawing was of you all?” Twee Twyla asked, chiming in for the first time since the start of Tiberius’ story.

“See for yourself,” Raven said, cutting Tiberius off as she pulled out her phone. “Chace and I got a picture of it.” 

Twee Twyla took the phone and studied the picture for a few moments, “Incredible,” she breathed as she stared at it. “Tiberius... you don’t think...?” 

He nodded. “I do.” He turned away from her to face us and began to speak. “Long ago, the Human Realm and the Magical Realm were unified as one. Humans and magical creatures lived in relative harmony under the rule of a group of incredibly powerful magic users from a variety of species, including a few humans, called the Grand Council. For countless years they ruled with an iron fist, crushing everyone who opposed them and using their power selfishly.”

“Were humans able to use magic at the time?” I asked, in awe of all he was telling me. 

"At the time of The Splitting, the head of the Council was a human sorceress named Shamhat. She was the first human to lead the Council, and she made every attempt to reform their government, promoting learning and bringing democracy to the world," Tiberius said. "The problem was that the Council didn't want to give up their power, and they feared the threat that human technology would pose to their positions. For that reason, they planned to go to war with Shamhat and the humans, intending to destroy them."

“Then who split The Realm?” Maps asked.

"I'm getting there," Tiberius said testily. "Shamhat caught wind of their plans and fought the rest of the Council by herself, losing after a day-long battle. On death's door, she put the rest of her magic into a final spell, splitting The Realm in two to protect humans from the Council's wrath. Her final words were a promise that one day, a group of heroes would bring The Realms back together, and technology would return to the Realm as the two became one again.”

“I don’t get why they don’t want technology there,” Taz said, his face scrunched up in confusion.

“Think about how technology has changed our world. Just fifty years ago, if you lived on the other side of the world, the only way you could get to know someone or experience their culture was through letters. Now, we can see each other and talked to loved ones and make new friends. We can share knowledge and plan on a scale like never before. Once the lines of communication are so open and free, it makes it difficult for the powers that be to control the masses. They realize they have choices and can unite and revolt.”

“So they were afraid they would be removed from power as humans advanced the tech in the Magical Realm, and they couldn’t stand by and let that happen,” I asked.

“Exactly,” Twee Twyla said, shaking her head sadly.

I couldn’t help but wonder if Twee Twyla’s affection for tech had been the cause of her banishment from the Magical Realm. But that was a tale for another day.

“So you and Tiberius both believe we are the heroes she was talking about?" I asked dumbfounded. "The ones meant to reunite the Realms?”

"There are stories of others attempting to bring the world back together, but all have failed. After seeing this painting, though, I’m almost certain this is your destiny." Tiberius said, nodding and reaching for Raven's phone, which sat on the table. He held it up, pointing to the blue and green circle in front of the painted versions of us, "That’s a representation of the two Realms coming back together.” 

“And you think that figure there is Twee Twyla?” Maps asked, pointing to the figure whose face was chipped away from the stone.

Twee Twyla swatted her gently on the head, “That’s clearly a male. It could be Tiberius.”

“I doubt it’s me,” he said with a laugh, pointing to his flowing floor-length wizard’s robe. The figure in the picture, in contrast, had a simple pair of pants on. “But whoever it is, it’s our job to help these kids along as they realize their destiny.”

“So, what next?" Raven asked, her face full of confusion and shock.

"Seth," Tiberius said. "He's the immediate danger right now, so we have to figure out a way to stop him. It won't take him long to restore the Sorcerer of Sumeria to his former glory if that's what he's after, so we only have a few days to prepare. The two of them together will be a force to be reckoned with.”

“How do we get ready?” Taz asked, shaking with worry, beads of sweat dripping down his magic-tech lenses as he patted Blue on the muzzle. 

“The only way you can get ready,” Tiberius said with a grin. “We have to train.”

I let out a groan, “I’ve barely had time to recover from the last time.”

“Not you. I mean Taz and Maps,” he said. “You two should stay and help Twee Twyla locate Seth and do some preparation of your own while we’re gone. There comes a point where even a sponge can’t soak up any more moisture, and it becomes useless. Fine-tune what you know instead of trying to learn new skills. We'll be back soon.”

“Wait, do you mean we’re going today?” Taz said, “I have class tomorrow, my mom would kill me if I skipped it.”

Tiberius rolled his eyes, “We’ll figure that out later. In the meantime, you should head home and get ready to depart. I’ll be by to pick the two of you up at midnight.”

Taz opened his mouth to protest, but Tiberius was already gone, poofing away in a dramatic yet totally unnecessary, puff of smoke. 

“Are you ready to go home, Maps?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said. “I need to mull this all over and get ready for our trip.” She nudged Taz in the side and shot him a wink. “Ready to do some training, buddy?”

“Y-yeah, I guess so,” he said, pushing his shoulders up and turning beet red. “But what are we going to do with Baby Blue?” 

“I dunno, she’s your Dragon,” I said with a shrug before teleporting him and Baby Blue to the forest behind his house. “Just keep her from knocking stuff over and making a lot of noise, and she’ll be fine in the house. It’s not like your mom or anyone else here can see her.”

Taz nodded, clearly too in love with his new pet to argue. The pair of them scurried up toward his house as I dropped Maps off in her basement. 

“You’re becoming a little too much like Tiberius just disappearing into thin air,” Raven said with a scowl as I reappeared in Twee Twyla’s living room. “We should head home for now as well. Then, once we get some sleep, we can meet here tomorrow morning. Keep your phone on you at all times in case Twee Twyla needs us.” 

“Okay, see you tomorrow,” I said, feeling terrified as well as exhilarated by everything that lay ahead of us. Did we really have the power to help unite the Realms? The thought was almost overwhelming. It would change...well, everything.

"See you later," Twee Twyla said, already moving to sit in her computer chair. "I'll have some information dug up by the time you're back."

I made quick working of transporting Raven to her front door and was about to leave as she stepped inside, but paused, calling after her. 

“Raven!”

She turned to face me with a curious expression.

“Yeah?”

“Listen...Did you want to come to my house and maybe talk to Pop for a while? You know... about your dad? He probably has some great stories to share.”

“I’d like that,” she said with a sad smile, “but it’s still all too fresh right now. I just need some more time. I’ll let you know when I’m ready, okay?” 

I nodded solemnly, poofing away without another word. It had been an emotional roller coaster these past months, and a new set of feelings washed over me as I landed on my front steps. 

Home sweet home.

Tears welled up in my eyes as I stepped into my own house for the first time in what’d felt like an eternity. 

“I’m here!” I yelled, shuffling over to hug my mom, who was cooking some delicious smelling chicken nuggets on the stove.  

“You sure are. Do you feel okay, honey?" my mom said, worry in her voice. 

“I’m fine, it’s just good to see you,” I replied. I couldn't imagine ever getting used to this. I'd lived all of three months without seeing any of my family, and it'd been just a day to them.

“What a weirdo,” Max said, walking past the kitchen and into the living room, eyes glued to the Gameboy in his hand. 

“Welcome home,” Pop said from behind me, trying to hide the emotion in his voice. “Why don’t you come into the living room and let your mom cook while you tell me all about your day?”

I grinned at him and blinked back the tears. 

We still had a lot of work to do. Our courage would be tested, our powers pushed to the limit, and in the end, we might not prevail. But this time, we’d done it. The Myth Squad had saved the day.

This time.




The fourth MYTH Squad book is available for pre-order. 

You can find it on Amazon.

Buy it now.




Special thanks to my friend Ricky Gunawan.

He designed and created the cover for Chace Ogden and the Cobalt Dragon.
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