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CHAPTER TWO 





Christopher Blue sat soaked and shivering in Mistress Obsidians black-walled office. His dark blond hair clung to his head in wet tendrils. Hed brought the smell of the River Thames with him and the whole room stank because of it. 

All the other Obsidians sat around the table with downcast expressions, arms folded, glaring at him. Malcolm Malice had the meanest glare of all, the kind of look that could turn you to stone. 

Malcolm clearly blamed Chris for their failure back in the year 1690.

With a painful stab of frustration, Chris recalled the moment hed almost killed Oliver on the banks of the River Thames. Hed had his hand around his ankle and all he had to do was drag him down into the depths of the water! But somehow his brother had just managed to slip from his grasp and slither through the portal.

The door burst open, tearing Chris out of his ruminations. Mistress Obsidian waltzed in, her black cloak flaring out behind her.

Chris watched her with cautious apprehension as she sank heavily into her seat and glanced into each pair of eyes with a piercing glare. The tension in the room grew with every second of silence. 

Finally, she spoke. Youve let me down.

Her gaze roved to Chris. He sat up taller, straighter, and sucked in his cheeks. He braced himself for her scolding. 

But to his surprise, she looked past him and focused instead on Malcolm.

You most of all, Malcolm Malice. Her tone was ice cold.

Me? Malcolm exclaimed. He threw an arm out at Chris. He was the one who let Oliver escape with the Orb of Kandra! If anyones to blame, its him. He was our leader.

You were supposed to lead, Mistress Obsidian shot back. 

You said the strongest should lead, Malcolm protested. 

Mistress Obsidian slammed her hands onto the table to shut him up. You should have been the strongest, Malcolm! You! A trained seer! Christopher had only just been imbued with his powers, yet after only a few hours, his strength surpassed yours!

Chris felt his chest swell with pride. Hed always suspected he was special. The look of embarrassment on Malcolms face was something hed cherish forever. 

But suddenly, Mistress Obsidian turned to look at him. You can wipe that smirk off your face, Christopher Blue, she barked. Theres more in store for you.

Chris felt his pulse spike with anxiety. He quickly rearranged his features into a neutral expression. 

Yes maam, he squeaked, his mind reeling through all the possible punishments she was certain to mete out. 

Mistress Obsidian pinned him to his seat with her cold, mean stare, and continued in the same firm tone. Ive imbued you with the most powerful dark magic. You have a lot of potential. But you need to be trained.

Chris blinked with shock. All around him, he heard the sound of the other Obsidian students shuffling in their seats. Mistress Obsidians words had taken them all by surprise.

Trained? Malcolm spat. What about punished?

Mistress Obsidian ignored his outburst. Her eyes remained on Chris. 

Trained? Chris repeated.

Yes. Properly. Your powers are too much for any of the teachers at Obsidians to handle. 

The headmistress snapped her fingers and the door behind her flew open. A man walked into the office. He was dressed in a long black robe that covered the entirety of his face as well as his whole body. The only things showing were his brilliant blue eyes, the bright blue eyes of a rogue seer.

This is your new trainer, Mistress Obsidian told Chris. Colonel Cain.

Chris recognized the man instantly. He was one of the fighters from the dark army whod fought against Sister Judith alongside him in 1690s England. 

His heart began to pound. He felt dizzy with emotion. Seconds ago hed been expecting a harsh punishment but now he was discovering instead that he would be trained by a soldier from the dark army! It was quite a shift for his mind to make. 

Despite his best attempts to maintain a blank expression, Christopher felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth. When hed been back in 1690s England, fighting alongside the dark army, hed felt a pull toward them, a sort of calling telling him that he belonged with the army far more than the Obsidian school. Now his wish was coming true. 

It will be extremely hard, Mistress Obsidian barked, forcing his attention back to her and out of his head. 

Chris gave a series of hurried nods and spoke in a quick voice. I understand. Ill work hard for you, maam.

The headmistress paused, her lips pursed into a thin line as she regarded him for a couple of beats. 

Chris felt his insides squirm. Mistress Obsidian had that effect on most people. Oddly enough, his fear of her just added to his admiration and desire to please her. 

Youd better, she said finally, settling back into her throne. Because there will be no third chance.

The words struck Chris like a lightning bolt. He didnt need Mistress Obsidian to explain what that meant. Hed failed once. This was his final chance to prove himself to her. If he failed again, it was over. 

Out the corner of Chriss eye, he could see that Mistress Obsidians warningno, threathad turned Malcolm Malices glower into a delighted, evil smile. The sight of his stupid face made determination swell in Chriss gut.

I wont let you down, Chris said forcefully, his attention directed at Mistress Obsidian like a dart to a bulls-eye. Whatever it takes. Wherever you send me. Whoever you need me to kill. I will do it.

Mistress Obsidian tipped her chin up, her gaze locked on his. Chris noticed the spark behind her eyes that told him she believed in him.

The tension in his chest released. He slumped a little in his chair, exhausted by the stress of it all but relieved to know she had faith in him. Her approval meant everything to Chris. 

Good, Mistress Obsidian said with a sharp nod. Because theres no time to waste. 

She leaned forward on her elbows and waved her arm over the vision bowl on the table before her. It was her spying device, the one she used to watch their rivals at the Amethyst School for Seers. Usually there was an image inside, but this time there was nothing but a smudgy blur, like a dark storm cloud. 

Since your failed escapades back in 1690s England, the Amethyst School for Seers has been fortified even more, she explained. I can no longer see inside. But dont worry. We have people working for us on the inside.

Do you mean a mole? Madeleine, the ginger-haired seer, asked. 

It was the first time any of the Obsidian students besides Malcolm or Chris had dared to speak.

Mistress Obsidian looked at her and smiled. Yes.

Madeleine looked delighted. She clapped her hands. How exciting. Who is it? A student? A teach

But before Madeleine could finish her sentence, Mistress Obsidian waved her hand in the air to mime a zipping motion. In the blink of an eye, Madeleines lips disappeared, leaving nothing but a fleshy covering where her mouth used to be. 

Chris flinched in his seat. The sight of Madeleine with no mouth disturbed him. But what disturbed him even more was why Mistress Obsidian had decided to show off her powers in that way. It was a warning, Chris realized. A warning for him. This, or something similar, was the fate that awaited him if he screwed up the mission. 

Madeleines eyes were wide with alarm as she pressed her hands to her mouth. Her voice was now nothing more than a muffled noise. 

Does anyone else feel like interrupting? Mistress Obsidian asked, her glare roving across them all. 

Everyone remained silent. 

The headmistress carried on as if nothing had happened. The fortifications that obscure my ability to see only cover the school grounds. Which means the second Oliver Blue steps outside the boundary of the school, I will be able to track him again.

At the sound of his brothers name, Chris sat up a little taller in his seat. His desire to kill that pipsqueak once and for all grew even stronger inside of him, building to a murderous fever pitch that pounded in his ears like a tribal drum. 

And the second he does, Mistress Obsidian continued, her voice sounding sly, Ill be sending you after him.


She slammed her fist onto the tabletop and everyone jumped. But her gaze was fixed only on Christophers. 

He gulped as the intensity in her eyes burned into him. 

Her voice became louder, sterner, more enthused. This time, we wont fail. We cannot fail. Her eyes sparkled with malice. She drew herself up to her feet and waved a fist in the air. This time, we will kill Oliver Blue.








CHAPTER THREE





Leaving the School for Seers was always difficult for Oliver. Not just because it involved leaving behind the friends and teachers he adored, but because the school was situated in 1944, right in the middle of the war, and that meant leaving it was always perilous. 

Beside him, Oliver heard Hazel whistle. He looked over at her to see her gazing around at the row of noisy factories all constructing things for the war effort. Their tall chimneys spewed smoke into the air. Steel fire escapes zigzagged across their exteriors. Large posters adorned each building, urging men to join the war against the backdrop of American flags. Distinctive black cars that looked like they were straight out of a gangster movie chugged by. 

I forgot what the world outside the School for Seers looked like, Hazel said. Its been so long.

Like the rest of the students, Hazel had abandoned her old life in order to train to become a seer, to partake in important time travel missions to keep history in order. This was her very first mission. Oliver could understand why she looked so overwhelmed. 

Walter drew up to their sides, standing on the sidewalk as the traffic buzzed by. 

Where to now? he asked.

David also came up beside them. He was holding the scepter; Oliver thought it made the most sense for the fighter amongst them to keep hold of the weapon. He could see the sand shifting within the hollow tube inside of it. It sent a jolt of panic into him to know that time was passing them by. 

We must find the portal, Oliver said with urgency.

Quickly, he pulled his compass from his pocket. The special device had been given to him by his guide, Armando. It had once belonged to his parents. Along with a notebook of his fathers old lecture notes, it was the only link to them he owned. It had helped him on a previous mission and Oliver was certain it would help him now. Though hed never met them, Oliver felt like his parents were always guiding him. 

The symbols, when interpreted correctly, showed him the future. He could use it to guide them to the portal.

He looked down at the compass. The main dial, the thickest of them all, pointed directly at the symbol of a door. 

That was simple enough to understand, Oliver thought. Their quest was to find the portal and that was certainly represented by the door symbol. 

But as he peered at the other gold dials, each one pointing at a symbol that looked like Egyptian hieroglyphics, it became a little harder to work out the meaning the compass was attempting to show him. One image looked like a cog. Another appeared to be an owl. A third symbol was easily identifiable as a dog. But what did they all mean? 

A cog. An owl. A dog… Oliver mused allowed. Then suddenly it hit him. As it dawned on him where he was being directed, he gasped. The factory!

If hed read the compass correctly, it was directing him to a place all too familiar to Oliver. Armando Illstroms factory, Illstroms Inventions. 

The factory wasnt too far from here. The cog could represent the machine he worked on, the owl because of the flying mechanical birds that nestled in its rafters, and the dog could represent Horatio, the old inventors trusty bloodhound. 

Oliver wasnt sure if he was correct in his interpretation but it certainly seemed plausible that the portal may be somewhere within the factorys grounds. He couldnt help but feel excited at the prospect of seeing his old hero again. It felt like a very long time to Oliver since hed last set foot inside the magic factory. 

This way, he told the others, pointing in the direction he knew the factory to be.

They began to walk, passing row after row of war-era munitions factories. Workers in brown and beige jumpsuits filed in and out of the heavy steel doors, including many women. Every time a door opened, the sounds of saws and drills and heavy machinery would increase.

I hope Esther isnt in too much pain, Hazel said as they went. 

Just the mention of her name sent bolts of anguish into Olivers stomach. 

Shes being taken care of, Walter replied. The hospital at the School for Seers is the best in the universe.

David drew up beside Oliver. He was at least a head taller than Oliver and hed pulled his chin-length black hair back into a small ponytail. With his all-black attire and the scepter slung across his back, he looked a bit like a ninja. 

Why are you on this mission with me? Oliver asked him. 

He realized as soon as hed said it that his tone had been quite blunt. He hadnt meant it that way, he was just confused. Bringing a stranger on the mission added a whole other level of uncertainty. 

David looked across at him, his expression neutral. He held himself with a serious air. Didnt Professor Amethyst explain it to you?

Oliver shook his head. Not really. He just said you were a good fighter.

David nodded slowly. His face remained expressionless, in a way that reminded Oliver of a trained soldier. Ive been sent along as your personal bodyguard.

Oliver gulped. Bodyguard? He knew going on time travel missions was perilous but having a bodyguard seemed a little over the top. 

Why do I need a bodyguard? he asked. 

Davids lips pursed. I havent been told all the details. But Professor Amethyst was quite clear about my brief for this mission. Keep you alive. Do everything and anything necessary.

His explanation brought little comfort to Oliver. Professor Amethyst had never deemed him in need of extra protection before, so why now? What was so dangerous about this mission in particular?

Still, who was he to question the way the headmaster operated? Professor Amethyst was the most powerful seer of them all, centuries old, and had seen many timelines play out. He knew what was for the best. If the strangely militaristic David Mendoza was part of that, then Oliver just had to accept it.

As they strode through the streets, Olivers attention was drawn over and over to the hollow tube inside the scepter. The sand had already noticeably shifted, indicating that time was already sifting away. The thought of Esthers time running out sent a jolt of pain stabbing his heart. 

There was no time to waste. He had to reach the portal.

He hurried his pace. 

The sky was starting to darken when they reached the road upon which the factory was located. But before Oliver had a chance to stroll straight to it, Hazel stopped him with a gentle hand to his upper arm.

What is it? he asked. 

Hazel pointed to the compass in Olivers hands. The dials on the compass, they all suddenly changed.

Frowning, Oliver pulled the compass up to his face to get a better reading. 

Everyone crowded in to look as well. Several of the dials had changed positions, though the main dial itself remained pointed resolutely at the door.

Its still leading us to the portal, Oliver explained. But it seems to want us to go some other way now.

He squinted, trying to decipher the symbols and what they were now showing him.

I dont get it, he muttered with frustration. Now its pointing at a tree, a brick wall, a key, and… He tipped the compass upside down to try to make sense of the final symbol. … a fire hydrant?

Oh, Hazels voice came. You mean like them?

Olivers head rose immediately to see Hazel pointing across the street. Sure enough, there stood a fire hydrant in front of a large oak tree. A little behind them was a tall, red brick wall. Set into the wall was an old wooden door with a large, rusty keyhole. 

Olivers breath hitched. The compass must have directed him toward the factory in order to get him to this specific spot.

Do you think the door is the portal? Hazel asked. 

Oliver put the compass back into his pocket. Theres only one way to find out.

He led the others across the street to the door. They gazed up at it. It looked completely normal. No signs of it being a portal at all. 

Walter tried the handle. Its locked.

A bolt of inspiration struck Oliver then. He recalled the key symbol on the compass. He crouched down, positioning his eye to the keyhole to look through. 

A purple and black vortex swirled on the other side, with bright white forks of lightning zapping across its surface.

Shocked, Oliver gasped and flinched back so violently he fell right onto his backside.

What did you see? Hazel asked, grabbing his arm to break his fall.

David grasped hold of his other arm just as quickly. 

A portal… Oliver stammered. Thats the portal.

As David and Hazel helped Oliver to his feet, Walter rushed excitedly over to the keyhole and looked inside. When he turned back to face them, his face was in a wide grin. 

That is wild! he exclaimed. 

He was always the most enthusiastic of Olivers friends, though he was also prone to fits of ill temper. Hazel was the smart one. Shed helped Oliver defuse Lucass atomic bomb.

Hazel hurried to look through the keyhole next. But when she turned, her expression was quite different from Walters. That looks kind of terrifying.

Oliver nodded slowly. He felt the same way as Hazel. The swirling purple lights and the long, endless tunnel hed seen through the keyhole were beyond intimidating. The thought of stepping in there terrified him. Hed been through enough of them now to know how peculiar and unpleasant it felt to travel through a portal. But he knew he had no choice. He had to be brave for Esther and for the school.

So, how do we get inside? David asked, rattling the handle.

Unlike the others, he didnt seem interested in peeking through the hole at the portal. 

I need pure intentions, Oliver explained. Then it will connect me to wherever it is I need to go. He looked at his friends standing behind him. Then you all follow.

Oliver knew there was one way to ensure his intentions were pure. He looked in the sephora amulet.

On the surface of the shiny black onyx gemstone, he could see that Esther was sleeping. She was as pretty as ever. But she looked troubled, as if she were enduring a terrible pain.

Olivers heart lurched. He had to save her.

Im ready, he said.

He grabbed the handle and turned. But the door was stuck. 

It didnt work! Oliver said. 

His chest heaved. Were his intentions not pure enough after all? Doubt began to take hold of him. Maybe Professor Amethyst had made a mistake sending him on this mission. Maybe he didnt have a pure enough heart after all. 

Let me try, Hazel said. Esthers my friend, too.

She, too, rattled the handle. But it just would not open. 

Walter tried next. He, too, failed.

Olivers stomach dropped to his feet. They couldnt fall at the first hurdle! And the ticking clock in the hollow tube of the scepter was a constant reminder that Esthers time was finite, that they were in a race to save her. They had to hurry.

Just then, David stepped forward. Oliver knew that David, who had no intentions toward Esther at all, having never even met her, couldnt possibly be the one to open the door to the portal. But they were out of options and so he may as well try. 

David looked contemplative as he studied the wooden door in front of him, quirking his head left and right. Then he took a couple of steps back, planted his feet firmly to the ground, and kicked the door heavily with the sole of his boot. He used the strength of a kickboxer. 

To everyones surprise, the door flew open.

The portal swirled ahead of them, a huge, roaring beast like a violent churning whirlpool. Oliver gasped as a huge gust of wind seemed to try to suck him inside. 

But even with access now, he couldnt shake the feeling of being a failure. Why hadnt the door opened for him? Why David? 

He looked over, hair flying in his face, at the boy Professor Amethyst had sent on this mission with him.

Why did it work for you? Oliver asked over the roaring wind. 

Because, David called back, I figured if the portal only takes you to where you need to go with pure intentions, perhaps the portal door only opens to someone with the pure intention to unlock it. Youre all focused on Esther, on the destination. My focus, though, is to help you in whatever way I must. So my pure intention was to open the door for you.

His words struck Oliver deeply. So Davids sole intention on this mission was to help him? His ability to open the door to the portal had proven his loyalty. Thats why Professor Amethyst had sent him. 

Now its your turn, Oliver, Hazel said. Your turn to show your true intentions.

Oliver understood. Motivation zapped in his veins as he grabbed the amulet again and focused on Esther sleeping inside. His heart lurched.

The wind swirled.

He looked back at his friends. Here goes nothing.

They jumped. 








CHAPTER FOUR





Chris stood on the soggy field in the shadow of the Obsidian School for Seers. He was covered in mud, all the way up to his waist. Rain lashed down on him. 

Again, Colonel Cain demanded. His eerie blue eyes flashed.

Chris gritted his teeth. He was exhausted. Hed been running laps around the field for what felt like hours. But then he remembered his missionto kill Oliverand his motivation returned. 

His grueling combat training had started immediately. And while Chris was thrilled on one hand to be the only seer in existence to possess the power of dark matter, the early morning drills were grinding him down.

Chris had always been a chunky kidhe preferred snacks to sportsand all the hours of running in the mud and rain while having orders barked in his face was wearing him down. And yet despite all the hardships, his motivation only grew stronger. He would kill Oliver. Next mission, he would not let him slip away. 

He began to run again, his chest heaving. He had a sharp stitch in his side but he ignored it and carried on. Out the corner of his eye he could see Colonel Cain watching on, his blue eyes glowing even through the driving rain. 

Just then, Chris caught sight of a figure standing in one of the dormitory windows of Obsidians. He knew immediately it would be Malcolm Malice. He smirked, filled with pride that Malcolm was watching him. He knew Malcolm was jealous of his powers and of the special attention he was being shown. Malcolm would have loved to have been trained by the dark army. He was still bitter about their failed mission and falling from grace in Mistress Obsidians eyes. 

As he ran, slipping and sliding in the muddy grass, Chris recalled again that moment on the banks of the River Thames where his hand had been clasped around Olivers ankle one moment, then suddenly hed lost hold and Oliver had disappeared through the portal. Chris was determined not to let that happen again. Next time he came face to face with Oliver, hed end him. Then hed get all the glory from all the Obsidians, and Malcolm Malice would have none. 

The sky was turning dark, Chris noticed. He rounded the corner and began racing back toward Colonel Cain. Hed been training since dawn, not even stopping for lunch. The colonel was like a drill sergeant. But no matter how hard he was worked, Chris never complained. Even now, with his breath coming in sharp, rasping wheezes, he would not let the man see his pain on his face. Colonel Cain was tough, yes, but he was admirable. Chris looked up to him in a way he never had his own father. 

He made it back to Colonel Cain. Through the mans dark robe, Chris could see him peering down with the unearthly bright blue eyes of a rogue seer.

Colonel Cain pressed the button on the top of his stopwatch.

How did I do? Chris asked.

Youre getting slower, came the colonels response, in an imposing, booming voice.

Im hungry, Chris replied, putting his hands on his fleshy hips. When are we stopping to eat?

The colonels glowing blue eyes narrowed to slits. He looked furious.

You have the power of dark matter inside of you, Christopher, he snapped. You should need for nothing. The power Mistress Obsidian gifted you with is the envy of every dark soldier in the universe.

Between the hunger pangs, Chris felt a swell of pride. 

Come here, Colonel Cain said, gesturing to Chris.

Chris approached cautiously, sliding a little on the muddy earth. 

Hold up your palms, the colonel said.

Chris did as he was instructed. 

Do you know the power you hold within these? the colonel asked. 

Chris nodded. I can spray acid out of them, he said with pride, recalling how hed destroyed Newtons precious artworks back in 1690s England. 

You can do much more than that, the colonel said.

He took hold of Chriss hands by the wrists. His firm was grip. His fingers were like talons, knobby and long, almost inhuman. 

Focus your mind, the colonel demanded. Access your dark powers. Then use that power to melt through the fabric of dimensions.

Youve got to be kidding me, Chris murmured. 

I dont kid, the colonel replied. 

Chris had learned about the dimensional fabric when Mistress Obsidian had called on the dark army to aid them on the last mission. Shed used a fancy knife to do it. But Chris was expected to do it just with his hands?

The colonel was staring at him insistently. Chris took a deep breath and allowed his mind to find that meditative place where reality began to blur. 

Any time he reached his powers was exciting for Chris, because every time he found them inside himself he could tell they had grown. His powers sat like a huge smoldering volcanic rock, right in the center of his gut. Even from just the short time hed been training with the colonel he could feel how much bigger they were, how much more they wished to be utilized. It was like they were something foreign to him, an alien that resided within his body, one that gave him the sort of power that people only dreamed of.

He reached into himself and began to pull his powers up and out through his arms. He felt the heat trickling along his outstretched forearms and into his wrists, which Colonel Cain was still gripping tightly. Then he felt it seep into his palms, heating up his skin to a searing temperature. Finally, he pushed out, projecting the image hed created in his mind of the fabric melting and forcing it into a reality. 

As he did, he noticed the atmosphere around his hands begin to change. It started shimmering.

Its working… Chris stammered. 

He looked up at Colonel Cain. Though the mans hood cast shadow over his features, Chris could tell from his eyes that he was now smiling devilishly. 

Chris felt his heart begin to slam in his chest. 

Im doing it, he said, feeling a great surge of triumph. 

Now, let go, the colonel instructed.

Chris dropped his hands. In the place where his palms had met the fabric of the dimension, there were now two singed holes. 

Awesome, Chris murmured. 

That is how you access the space between time, the colonel said. The void. The realm where the dark army resides. He reached forward and began to press the singed parts of the sky back together again. You see now how precious the power you contain within you is?

Chris nodded. I do.

Good. Then run.

Chris felt a hitch in his chest. Run? Again? 

Colonel Cains moment of niceness faded. His voice became cold and hard again. I said run.

Chris wasnt going to argue. He pounded off again, to make yet another lap around the field. 

This time when he looked up at the dormitory window, he saw that Malcolm had now gone. 

As he rounded the corner, catching sight of the silhouette of Colonel Cain in the distance, Chris realized his mentor was no longer alone. There was a second figure beside him. Someone smaller. A student, Chris realized. 

As he drew closer still, it dawned on him. Malcolm, having watched Chris training from the window of the dormitory, had now come down to the playing fields. 

Chris clenched his jaw. He didnt want Malcolm interacting with Colonel Cain. The colonel was his mentor!

His pace grew even faster, until the pain in his side felt like a knife blade. His lungs ached but he pushed himself on and on and on. 

At last, he thundered up to the colonel, kicking mud all over Malcolms pant legs. 

Colonel Cain looked surprised. He stopped his stopwatch. 

That was your fastest lap yet, Christopher, he said, with the smallest hint of pride in his voice. He looked at Malcolm, then back to Chris. I guess a little bit of competition is good for you.

Chris took a huge breath, his lungs hurting as he did. 

Competition? he stammered. What do you mean?

But Colonel Cain had clearly gotten an idea. Malcolm was telling me about your last mission. Hes volunteered to join you on your next one. I was going to say no. But now that Ive seen how much faster you can be with a competitor to beat, Ive decided to send him too.

No! Chris shouted. The last thing he wanted was Malcolm stealing his glory, taking his spotlight. Im the only one Mistress Obsidian trusts with this. Malcolm already failed. Its my turn to lead.

But the colonel wasnt listening. Hed walked over to the side of the field where hed laid out some sparring equipment and boxing gloves. He picked up a pair of red gloves.

Here, he said, offering them to Chris. He handed another to Malcolm. Lets see how you two get on in a duel.

Chris couldnt believe this. This was supposed to be his time to shine! Now Malcolm had muscled his way into it. The stupid weasel had been half the problem last mission. Bringing him along to this one was a terrible idea! Hed have to knock him out and concuss him so badly there was no way he could come along too.

Glowering at Malcolm, Chris affixed his gloves. The cold rain pounded down but he could hardly feel it anymore. All his attention was on Malcolm. On kicking his butt. 

Malcolm got his gloves on and punched them both together in a menacing way. He smiled his horrible, weaselly smile. Chris narrowed his eyes even more.

Last man standing, Colonel Cain announced. Go!

Malcolm wasted no time. He barreled toward Chris like hed been waiting for this chance his whole life.

Chris took up his defensive stance. He could use Malcolms passion against him. The kid was rage-filled, not thinking. All Chris had to do was let him wear himself out before taking a well-aimed blow. 

Malcolm threw a punch. Chris pulled his arms up, blocking it easily. It had been a sloppy first attempt. 

Malcolm tried again, attempting a quick left hook. But Chris had already anticipated it. He blocked again. This time, he retaliated with a blow to Malcolms exposed side. 

Oof! Malcolm gasped as he staggered. 

The mud was slippery and he stumbled. Chris quickly realized he had an opportunity here. Hed been training in the slippery mud for hours and was more steady on his feet, but Malcolm had not and he was barely able to keep himself up. 

Chris knew he had to take this moment while Malcolms defense was down. 

He took two large steps forward and focused on Malcolms exposed shoulder, than put the full bulk of his bodyweight into plowing his right fist toward it. 

But Malcolm suddenly righted himself, and at the last second he ducked. Instead of thumping his shoulder, Chriss hand soared past it, bringing his entire body with it. 

He staggered. Hed made a huge mistake. A miscalculation. 

A sudden sharp blow struck him across the back of his right ear. Pain exploded across his jaw, neck, and cheek. His ears began to ring. 

Disoriented, Chris swirled around, trying to get an eye on Malcolm. But Malcolm mustve darted around behind him because all Chris could see was the muddy field and pounding rain. 

Drops got into his eyes, making it even harder to see. Then he felt another horrible blow slam into the back of his head. This one was so hard his teeth rattled. Black stars danced in his eyes. 

He started lashing out, desperately trying to find Malcolm, to get any single one of his blows to connect. But he failed. He was just flailing. Shame overcame him. 

A third blow came. This one got him in the throat. The pain was so awful that Chris felt his eyes fill with tears. 

Gasping, he fell to his knees onto the soggy earth. Then he flopped sideways, no longer able to hold his body up, his body overcome with wracking coughs. His face slammed into the ground. As he panted for breath, he tasted mud. 

Malcolms feet appeared beside him. As he looked up at his figure framed by raindrops, the boy smiled devilishly. 

Then Colonel Cain stepped up and peered down at Christopher.

Yes, Colonel Cain said, nodding his head. I think you two will make quite the team.








CHAPTER FIVE





Oliver felt the strange tugging sensation on his body of the portal pulling him through. No matter how many portals he went through, hed never get used to the feeling. It felt like having his atoms ripped apart and rescrambled.

The flashing purple lights of the portal whizzed past him, blindingly bright and adding to his general discomfort. He felt nausea swirl in his stomach. 

Oliver couldnt help but feel for his friends. Neither Walter nor Hazel had ever traveled through a portal before, and this one was particularly brutal, especially considering there was no guarantee theyd even make it out the other end. He could only pray that hed be able to safely lead them to their desired destination. But if his intentions had not been pure enough, theyd all be ejected into space. The thought was just too terrible to consider. 

After what felt like hours, Oliver heard a strange sucking noise, like water draining through a plug hole. Then with a pop like a bursting balloon, all the flashing lights and tugging sensations disappeared. 

Oliver felt himself fly through the air as if catapulted. He landed hard on the ground and groaned from the pain. 

Three distinct thudding noises came from behind him and Oliver knew that was the sound of each one of his companions landing. 

He looked back. They all looked stunned and disheveled. Davids ponytail had come undone during the journey, and Hazels bun looked messy and askew. Once again, Walter was the most unfazed. He leapt up and punched the air.

That was awesome!

Oliver quickly scrambled to his feet. Shh! he said, running toward Walter. We dont know where we are. Dont draw so much attention to us!

He reached Walter at the same time as Hazel and David.

Which begs the question, Hazel said. Where are we?

Everyone began to glance around. They were surrounded by a series of buildings that appeared to be in various states of disrepair. Theyd clearly once been extremely ornate and extravagant churches, with stone steps, tall white columns, and domed roofs, but something had ravished them. Time? War? It looked possible even that the building materials had been scavenged. Overall, they all looked close to collapse.

The streets were also filthy. Wild livestock roamed around, dropping dung behind them, and several foxes darted in and out of the churches. 

Oliver shuddered. Somewhere in Europe. But where and when precisely, Ive not idea. Lets look for clues.

They began to pace the streets. There were no cars, but plenty of horse manure, which helped them narrow down the era to prior the invention of the automobile. There were very few people scattered around the place, mainly beggars, which made the place feel a bit like a ghost town. 

I feel like the population must have shrunk recently, Hazel said. There seem to be far too few people for all these buildings.

So were perhaps in some kind of old city thats lost its people for some reason, Oliver suggested. That would explain why the buildings look so dilapidated.

Look there! Hazel said, pointing at a rectangular area surrounded by large, important-looking buildings. That looks like a Roman forum. Only its filled with cattle and markets. Her eyes widened with excitement. I think we might be in Rome. Right at the cusp of the Renaissance.

The what? Walter asked.

The moment in Europe that marks the transition from the Middle Ages to modernity, she replied with enthusiasm. Where art and architecture and philosophy and trade flourished. You know, the age of discovery?

Walter let out a mocking laugh. Youre such a nerd.

But Hazel was on a roll. She completely ignored Walter, looking increasingly excited. Thats why all the buildings are falling down. The economy collapsed in the fourteenth century because of war and plague, as well as famine from a small ice age. The population shrank by somewhere between twenty-five and fifty percent.

So it must be early fifteen hundreds, Oliver replied. 

I think so, Hazel said with a nod. 

Just then, a pair of women walked past them chatting. Oliver didnt understand the language. But David was listening intently, as though perhaps he did. 

Oliver raised his eyebrows at David expectantly. Well? Did you understand them?

David nodded slowly. Yes. I can speak several languages. Perhaps thats another reason Professor Amethyst sent me.

And? Oliver asked. Are we right? Are we in Italy?

David nodded. Were in Italy.

Oliver couldnt help but exclaim, Italy!

Hazel, too, seemed completely enthralled by where theyd ended up. Rome! During the Renaissance!

Walter whirled and craned his head up to take in the sight of the tall, crumbling churches. Im glad you two are so happy about where we ended up. Im just glad were not dead.

So, the portal took us to sixteenth-century Italy, Hazel said, still looking awed despite her attempt to get back to business. Why would the cure for Esther be here?

At the mention of Esthers name, Oliver felt his stomach twist. There was no time to be entranced by the surroundings, to marvel at having landed in sixteenth-century Italy, because every second that passed was a second wasted. 

We need to work out where to go next, he said hurriedly. 

Oliver pulled out his compass. But to his surprise, while the main golden dial was pointing at a vialwhich surely represented medicineall the other smaller dials were pointing at the same symbol. It was giving him no other clues. 

Olivers shoulders slumped. He felt defeated. 

It-its not working, he stammered, helplessly. 

Now what? They were back in Renaissance Rome with no idea where to go or what to do next! Every moment they stood there dithering was another moment Esther came toward death. 

Uhhh… Oliver… David said in a warning voice. 

Oliver peeled his eyes away from the useless compass. To his surprise, there was a young boy running toward them. He looked desperately concerned.

Oliver felt dread rise through him. Who was the boy and why was he homing in on them like that, with a look of pure anxiety?

He ran up to them and began to speak in urgent, rapid Italian. Oliver looked helplessly to Hazel and Walter, who looked just as clueless as he must have. 

David took the lead. He stepped forward and nodded along as the boy spoke. 

When the tanned-skinned boy finally finished, David looked over his shoulder at Oliver.

Hes a seer, he said. 

Olivers eyebrows pinged up his forehead. A seer? How did he find us?

He says that when we activated the portal it sent a beacon alarm to his school. He says we must follow him. Its too dangerous here.

But why? Hazel asked. Whats dangerous about standing innocently in the streets?

Beyond the roaming livestock and beggars, you mean, Walter quipped.

David translated her question to the boy. He shook his head, seemingly growing more and more exasperated. He spoke in a quick, exaggerated manner, throwing his arms around theatrically. 

Well? Oliver asked, growing increasingly anxious with every second that passed. 

The beacon, David gasped, relaying the message back to the others. He locked eyes with Oliver, his expression now deeply troubled. It doesnt just send an alarm to the school. The alarm can be picked up by all seers.

Hazel gasped. You mean…

Rogues, David finished for her. Weve sent out a signal to them that were here.

Oliver felt the warmth drain from his face. Finally he understood why the Italian seer boy was so frantic. Theyd practically sent out a signal for any rogue seer to come along and mess up history!

Quick, Oliver told his friends. Lets get out of here.

Hazel grabbed his arm. Are you sure we can trust this boy?

He risked a lot just to come here and get us, Walter said. 

But Oliver wasnt so sure. 

David, can you ask him more about himself? Find out if theres any way to prove what hes telling us? he asked. 

David looked back to the boy and asked him something in Italian. His name is Gianni, he relayed to the others. He said he can prove that hes trustworthy.

The boy, Gianni, took a step forward and pulled from his pocket a bronze key. He held it out to Oliver, nudging it into his hand.

Wondering why Gianni seemed to want him to have it, Oliver took the key, frowning, and turned it in his hands. Then he understood.

There on the back was a familiar symbol. A ring with three evenly spaced eyes. The symbol of the School for Seers.

Oliver felt a smile tug at his lips. That symbol felt like home to him. 

He showed it to the others. Walter nodded, satisfied, but Hazel folded her arms. 

I still dont know, she said.

Her skepticism reminded Oliver of how hed felt toward David. But David had proved himself back at the portal and he now trusted David fully. His bodyguard would not lead them into danger. 

If David says we can trust Gianni, then I think we can trust him, he told her.

A look of pride flashed across Davids features. I promise you, Hazel. Gianni is exactly who he says he is. A seer. A friend sent to get us. 

Hazel chewed her lip as if deliberating. But finally she nodded. I supposed statistically speaking were more likely to get caught by rogue seers if we stand here than if we go with him. So Im in.

Walter rolled his eyes. Trust Hazel to make a decision based on statistics!

Guided by Gianni, the seer boy from Renaissance-era Rome, the friends began to run.








CHAPTER SIX





Mistress Obsidian sat in her office, staring into the vision bowl. Shed been keeping a near-constant vigil over it, ignoring all signs of fatigue inside her that demanded she sleep, all signs of hunger telling her to eat. Nothing was more important to her than finding Oliver Blue and destroying him once and for all. 

But the weariness was becoming hard to fight. Shed lost track of the days. Two? Possibly three? Her life had become staring obsessively into the vision bowl, listening to the constant shouts of Colonel Cain from outside her window as he trained Christopher Blue in the dark arts. 

The thought made a smile twitch across her lips. There was no chance of failure this time. Christopher had the most dangerous magic inside of him. Along with the best training the dark army could offer and Chriss unparalleled murderous desire to kill Oliver, this time they would succeed. 

She just wished their mole would hurry up. What use was it sneaking a spy into the Amethyst School for Seers, to set the trap that would lure Oliver out, if they were going to take so long enact the plan? 

She may have to conjure up another, one that would speed things along a little. Perhaps she could find someone within the school to manipulate. Throw in a little bit of time travel for fun. In fact, the more she thought of it, the more she realized just how enjoyable it would be. There had to be a student inside the School for Seers who was feeling dissatisfied. Molding an impressionable young mindjust as she had with Malcolm Malice, and now with Christopher Bluewas one of her favorite things to do. 

Yes, she would dupe one of the students into doing her bidding.

No sooner had she decided on the new plan, than something in her vision bowl flickered. 

Mistress Obsidian jerked up, straight-backed, and leaned closer to the bowl. Through the dark storm clouds that had obscured her view for days, she now saw a shimmering purple light, swirling. 

She knew at once what she was looking at. It was a portal. Oliver Blue was on the move.

Excitement crackled through her veins. She watched intently as the image cleared even more. Then her heart jumped in her chest.

There he was! Oliver Blue!

He was standing on a very ornate street. Mistress Obsidian frowned, trying to place the architecture. 

Rome? she muttered under her breath. Fifteen hundreds?

She watched on, revulsion swirling in the pit of her stomach, as Oliver and his pesky little friends all gathered around. Then she noticed another boy hurrying them through the streets. 

The group reached a brick wall and the boy pressed a sequence of bricks. The wall hinged open.

Mistress Obsidian knew immediately what was happening. The other boy was a local seer and he was leading Oliver Blue into the safety of his own school! The second they were inside, shed no longer be able to see him!

Frustration overcame her. She slammed her fists onto the tabletop as fury overwhelmed her. A growl of anger came from her chest. 

No matter where he goes, that pipsqueak always manages to get help! she cried angrily. 

Fuming, she paced over to the window and gripped the sill. She would not endure another three days staring into the vision bowl. Shed seen enough to work out that Oliver Blue was in 1500s Rome. He already had a head start. And support. There was no time to waste.

She threw open the window, ignoring the driving rain that pelted her. 

Its time! she roared into the black sky. 

Her voice, magnified, boomed through the evening like a peeling bell. 

She thundered back to the table and slunk down into her throne. A moment later, she heard the door open. In came Colonel Cain, Christopher Blue, and Malcolm Malice, responding to her summoning. They looked like drowned rats, covered in mud, their cheeks bright red with exertion. It was satisfying to see them that way. 

Sit, she told them all brusquely. 

They did as she commanded. Absolute obedience was Mistress Obsidians favorite thing. 

Ive tracked Oliver Blue, she announced. There is no time to waste. You must travel to him immediately.

Christophers face was aghast. But Ive been training since sunrise. Its almost midnight. Im exhausted.

Mistress Obsidian felt irritation crackle through her. They were always so whiny, these students. She gave them the best education, the darkest powers, every chance to thrive and succeed and take over the universe, and all they ever did was complain. 

I have sat here for three days waiting for this signal, Mistress Obsidian told him. When youve done the same, then you can talk to me about being tired.

She paused. On reflection, maybe Christopher had a point. Sending two tired seers on this task was a fools errand. Theyd need support, at least until theyd rested and rejuvenated their powers.

You can each take another with you, she said. Lookouts who can watch over you when you need to sleep. But you must decide quickly. Who will you take?

Natasha Armstrong, Malcolm said without missing a beat.

A good choice, Mistress Obsidian replied. Natasha was one of the students who attended her gifted and talented class. She would make a fine addition to the mission. Christopher?

Chris floundered. I dont know anyone. Ive never had a chance to make any friends here.

Then take someone you met from your last mission, Mistress Obsidian told him impatiently, trying to hurry him along. Whoever you felt helped you the most.

Madeleine, Christopher said, shrugging. 

Mistress Obsidian scoffed. Madeleine? The carrot top whose mouth I zipped shut the other day? Very well. Its your choice.

She tapped into her seer powers, searching within herself for the surge of energy she needed to move atoms. She knew every nook and cranny of her precious school, and it was easy for her mind to latch on to the exact locations where Madeleine and Natasha were sleeping. This would be quite a rude awakening for them. 

Using all her glorious talent, Mistress Obsidian grabbed hold of their atoms and moved them, tugging them all the way into her office. She rearranged them again, until the two girls materialized in front of her. 

They both blinked, looking startled, their cheeks flushing red as they realized they were standing in their nightgowns in the middle of the head teachers office. 

Madeleine. Natasha, Mistress Obsidian announced, today is your lucky day. Today, you are going on a very important mission, one that will result in the annihilation of Amethysts once and for all. Today, you are going to Rome. Today you will kill Oliver Blue.








CHAPTER SEVEN





Gianni, the Italian seer, led the four friends through the enchanted brick wall. As they emerged through the veil and out the other side, Oliver gasped at the sight that awaited him. 

Hed never seen anything quite like it. The Italian version of the School for Seers was the most extravagant-looking place hed ever seen. Unlike Sister Judiths school in England, which had had the vibe of a monastery, and his own school in the U.S, which at times felt like a futuristic spaceship, this one had the vibe of a royal palace. He was half expecting to see a king waltz through the huge doors, or a row of bugle players to announce their arrival.

This way, David said, relaying back to them what Gianni was saying.

They hurried inside the huge school. Here, the opulence only increased. There were columns of marble and statues all over the place, not to mention an intricately painted domed ceiling. It made Oliver think of all the Renaissance-era artists, like da Vinci and especially Michelangelo, who painted huge murals on the ceilings of religious buildings. He wondered whether a few had visited the school.

As they hurried along the corridors, Oliver felt a strange sense of déjà vu overcome him. He couldnt understand it, but it felt to him as if hed been here once before.

You okay? Hazel asked. 

Oliver nodded. I just have a weird feeling, thats all. Like Ive been here before.

A frown appeared between Hazels eyebrows. Perhaps you have. Another you, I mean. From a different timeline.

Oliver pondered her words. It was of course possible that a different version of himself had been to this place before, but that didnt account for the strange feeling of familiarity Oliver himself was having. Any different Oliver from a different timeline would have different memories. There was no way hed be able to tap into those.

It was a complete mystery. And yet, with each footstep he took, he felt more and more like hed walked this exact path before.

Oliver shook the thoughts from his head. It was impossible. He mustve just been thinking of a history book hed read, or a documentary hed watched. Perhaps he was recalling a dream. Either way, he didnt have time to waste thinking about it. He had to stay focused on Esther, on finding the Elixir to save her life. 

Gianni led them up to a large lacquered door and rapped his knuckles against it. He turned his head and said something to David. David relayed the message in English to the others.

This is the headmistresss office.

Oliver gulped. He couldnt help but feel nervous every time he met another powerful and revered seer. He respected Professor Amethyst more than anyone in the universe and to meet his counterparts through history was always a humbling, nerve-wracking experience.

Gianni opened the door and led them into an office. It was enormous, more like the ballroom of a palace than a head teachers office. There were large paintings in gold frames all over the dark green walls, and a huge marble fireplace. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling and the smell of almonds punctuated the air. 

As they moved farther inside, Oliver saw a large desk behind which sat an extremely elegant-looking woman. Though she was old, she was extremely glamorous and there was a youthful energy in her bright eyes. She had the same olive-colored skin and dark eyes as Gianni. Luscious shiny black hair hung over one shoulder in waves. 

Oliver Blue? she asked, her voice soft and lilting, her Italian accent strong.

Yes, he stammered, a little overcome by her strong presence. 

Please. Take a seat. She gestured to a row of chairs and smiled, her teeth white, her smile inviting. All of you.

Oliver felt bewildered by everything, but did as he was instructed. His friends sat alongside him in solidarity. 

Im the headmistress of the Rome Seer School, the woman announced. Lucia Moretti. Let me first welcome you.

Thank you, Oliver stammered. He felt a little flustered in the presence of such an elegantly powerful woman. 

The headmistress continued. I understand you were able to activate the ancient portal that was rumored to lead you to the Elixir. I must say I am rather surprised that it led you here. There was a sparkle of excitement in her eye. To think, the key to finding the Elixir has been on my doorstep all along. She smiled at Oliver. I am not surprised that after all these centuries, it was you of all people who managed to activate the portal, Oliver Blue.

Oliver frowned, confused. What did that mean? 

I dont understand, he said. What do you mean me of all people?

Why, youre the son of Margaret Oliver and Theodore Blue! she exclaimed. Arent you?

At the sound of his parents names, Oliver felt his heart begin to pound. Walter and Hazel visibly jerked in their seats. As two of Olivers closest friends, they knew full well how hed been desperately searching for his parents. 

You know my parents? Oliver asked, his voice sounding breathless from shock. 

Of course I do, the headmistress replied. A small frown had appeared between her eyebrows. Theyre rather famous in these parts. But you know all this.

I dont, actually, Oliver said hurriedly. My parents gave me up for adoption. I know nothing about them. His voice was racing now, as if trying to hurry through the conversation so he could get to the conclusion quicker. Are they here? In Rome? Do you know where I can find them?

Lucia Morettis face fell. Im sorry. I feel Ive spoken out of turn.

Not at all, Oliver replied quickly. Please, tell me anything you know. I have nothing to go on. Just their names and that they studied at Harvard. Oh, and a notebook of my fathers.

The headmistresss eyebrows rose slowly up her forehead. A notebook? she asked. May I see it?

Of course. Oliver took the notebook from Hazel, who had been keeping it in her satchel, and quickly handed it to her. If she knew anything about his parents, he wanted to know.

Mistress Moretti leafed through the book. Oliver, do you know what this is?

He shook his head.

It is a formula, she told him. A formula for the Elixir.

Oliver gasped. What?! You mean the cure was with me all along?

Wait. Relax, she said. Do not get ahead of yourself. What I mean to say is that this is an attempt to create the formula for the Elixir. Your parents were human, Oliver. You are aware of this, arent you? They didnt have seer powers. Therefore, time travel was completely unavailable to them. But they moved in seer circles. They wanted to experience what seers could. Here is proof that your father was attempting to create his own Elixir. With it, hed be able to travel in time, throughout timelines and alternative parallel worlds. But it is incomplete. He did not succeed.

A whole host of emotions vied inside Oliver. He couldnt absorb all the information hed just been given. To think his mortal parents had been trying to unlock the secrets of time travel felt odd to him. What could they possibly want to be able to travel through time for? Seers time traveled to fulfill the destiny of the universe, to protect the timelines on her command, to undo the work of rogue seers who attempted to create havoc. But humans had no need to travel through time. It was dangerous enough for a seer, but for a human? Surely it was suicide. 

He didnt know whether to be relieved that his fathers formula was incomplete or not. If Teddy Blue had succeeded in creating the Elixir then hed be able to save Esther life. But because he had not, perhaps that in itself had saved his fathers life?

Mistress Moretti snapped the book shut. Oliver, you know nothing happens by coincidence. The portal brought you here for a reason, because somehow this is the place the Elixir will be discovered. I believe this notebook is the first step. The second step comes from me.

Oliver frowned with curiosity. What do you mean?

I am a mathematician, Oliver, Mistress Moretti said. The best mind the universe has ever known. I have a mind thats rivaled only by Einsteins. She drummed her fingers against the desktop and her eyes flashed with excitement. You need my instruction. You need my knowledge. If I train you, together we will be able to complete the formula.

But I dont have time, Oliver said. Im not trying to find the Elixir to unlock time travel, Im doing it because Professor Amethyst told me it is the only thing to save my friend from time travel sickness! My friend is close to death. His voice cracked as an image of Esther appeared in his minds eye. Instinctively, his hand tightened around the amulet. I dont have time to train here.

The headmistress paused. She tipped her head to the side and regarded Oliver for a moment. I see.

She seemed disappointed that Oliver hadnt taken her up on her offer to be trained here. He had not meant to insult her. In any other time and place, hed have snapped up the chance to train at the Rome Seer School, to learn all the mathematical genius Mistress Moretti possessed. But he just didnt have the time.

Hazel was busy worrying her hands in her lap. She looked at Oliver with an anxious expression. Isnt this our only chance, though? she asked. The Elixir has never been created. The portal led us here because this was where we could find all the pieces of the puzzle needed to create it. Mistress Morettis mind is surely part of that puzzle.

I can see what youre saying, Oliver told her. But surely Esther will die before I get the chance to learn all I need to.

Theres a ritual, Mistress Moretti blurted, interrupting their conversation. 

A ritual? Oliver asked. He didnt like the sound of that. It sounded ominous to him. Dangerous even. 

Mistress Moretti nodded slowly. Its… how should I say it… a complicated procedure. One I have not done before. But it may be your only hope.

Olivers nerves grew even more. Her words provided him with no comfort at all. 

What will it involve? he asked, hearing the tremble in his voice.

It will transfer all my knowledge and abilities to you, she explained. It will teach you everything I know. Youll have access to my memories, even the subconscious ones that Ive long forgotten. Then, I believe, youll be able to use that knowledge to finish the formula for the Elixir. What do you say?

The whole thing terrified Oliver. But Esther needed him. So did the school. In addition, Mistress Moretti had told him hed be able to see her memories. She knew his parents. Perhaps her memories might also bring him closer to finding them?

Will it hurt me? Oliver asked.

Mistress Morettis lips twisted to the side in consternation. I dont think it will be a pleasant experience, she told him. I imagine that it will be quite a shock to the system.

Oliver glanced at his friends. 

Walter gave him a reassuring nod. So did Hazel, although the look in her eyes betrayed her fear. Finally, Oliver looked at David. He trusted David implicitly. 

I believe this is a good idea, David said.

Swallowing the lump that had formed in his throat, Oliver turned back to Mistress Moretti. He nodded decisively.

Okay. Ill do it. Ill do the ritual.








CHAPTER EIGHT





Chris didnt know what was happening. One second hed been in Mistress Obsidians office, listening to her warn him that failure in this next mission would result in him being sent to a horrible hell, and then the next second he was here… wherever here was.

All around Chris, all he could see was black. He felt very calm, a bit like he was sleeping. 

Images started to flash in his mind. He saw water, murky and swirling. Then he smelled that awful stench of raw sewage. 

Fear gripped Christopher as he suddenly realized where he was. The River Thames! No!

Had Mistress Obsidian sent him back to that awful place? Had this whole second mission just been some kind of elaborate ruse, a way to get his hopes up only to dash them again by sending him to his watery grave? Terror began to consume him.

Chris could feel the water against his skin and all the sticky residue from the toxins in the dirty river. The smell in his nostrils made his eyes water. 

He was swirling around and around and around, as if in a whirlpool. Then suddenly he saw a flash of someone else. He was not alone.

Oliver? Chris cried in disbelief. 

His puny little brother was here, too, swirling around in the churning waters. What was happening?

The waves crashed around them and forced them onto the banks. Christopher flopped into the mud, gasping for breath. Lights flashed like strobes around him. 

Looking up, Chris saw where the lights were coming from. There were two portals standing on the riverbank in front of him, both rusted and decrepit looking, flashing their electric light displays. 

As the lights flashed all around, making his vision flash in and out, Chris tried to get to his feet. He could see Oliver just a few feet to his side trying to scramble up, too. 

He was heading for the portal, Christopher realized.

There was no time to waste. Still on his belly on the muddy bank, Chris threw an arm out toward Oliver, stretching as far as he could. He grabbed hold of his brothers ankle.

But Oliver was like a worm, writhing in the mud. His ankle was slippery from water and the toxic muck of the river. 

Despite Chriss strength, Oliver managed to slither out of his grasp. In a second, he was through the portal. It zipped shut. The lights went out, plunging Chris into darkness.

Chris took in a huge gasp of breath. He flew into a sitting position and looked around, completely dazed. 

Madeleines face materialized before him.

Are you okay, Chris? she asked. 

Chris swallowed the hard lump in his throat and it dawned on him that hed been dreaming. Hed been having a nightmare, his mind replaying the awful moment when hed failed to kill Oliver on his last mission. He was more determined than ever not to let that happen again. 

He looked around to see Natasha and Malcolm a few feet away, dusting themselves off from the bumpy ride. 

What happened? Christopher asked Madeleine.

We just went through the portal, she explained. You mustve fallen asleep.

Malcolms head started up and he scoffed, as if sleeping in a portal was a sign of bad manners or something. 

How could I fall asleep in a portal? Chris gasped, smoothing down his messed up hair. 

Hed traveled through portals before. They were not particularly pleasant experiences. Usually, they made him feel like his whole body was being pulled apart atom by atom. He must have been really exhausted to have slept during transportation through a portal! It was evidence of just how hard Colonel Cain had been drilling him. 

The sensation of panic Chriss nightmare had induced began to recede. He glanced about.

Where are we then? he asked Madeleine. 

Rome, I think. Sometime in the fifteen hundreds.

Huh, Chris grunted. He had not exactly enjoyed going back to the sixteen hundreds and he had a feeling the fifteen hundreds would be even worse.

Natasha and Malcolm had collected themselves and came over. 

So, what next? Natasha asked Chris. 

Chris didnt want to waste a moment. He leapt to his feet and rubbed his hands together with delighted glee.

Now we find Oliver, he said, grinning devilishly at his ragtag bunch of followers. And cause a little mayhem on the way.








CHAPTER NINE





Oliver sat across the large table from Mistress Moretti. The temperature in the Rome Seer School was chilly and it only served to make his nerves more pronounced. He could see the gooseflesh on his arms. 

But more anxiety provoking than that was the strange bronze instrument on the table. It looked a little like a lie detector test, but an early prototype version made with copper wires and burnished metal. It certainly didnt belong in the fifteenth centurythe materials and alloys involved had not yet been inventedso Oliver guessed it was seer technology from the future.

Please relax, Oliver, Mistress Morettis lilting Italian voice sang in his ear. The ritual will be difficult, yes. But my hope is it will not be painful.

She held out two probes to place on his temples. Oliver tried to calm himself by thinking about the sleeping pods at the School for Seers. They operated through temple probes as well. This wasnt a big deal, was it?

As he pressed the probes in place, Oliver gritted his teeth with resolve. It was not the pain he was worried about, it was the time. Every moment he spent here was another moment Esther came closer to death. And with David standing just by his right shoulder, Oliver had a clear view of the sand timer in the scepter, and of their ever diminishing time. 

Oliver knew his nerves were not helping him. He had to force himself to relax if he wanted any chance of completing the ritual. Just like tapping into ones seer powers, a state of intense stress was not very conducive. 

He felt a firm hand on his left shoulder and turned to see Hazel smiling down at him. 

Youve got this, Oliver, she told him. And were all right here beside you.

Her words were like a comforting balm to Oliver. Professor Amethyst had been right when hed decided to send companions with him on this mission. His friends had the effect of keeping him grounded, and giving him support at the times he most desperately needed it. 

From her seat opposite, Lucia Moretti affixed her own probes. She fiddled with some dials on the machine and Oliver heard a soft, electronic pulsing noise in his ears. The pulse spread into his mind, and the soft beat-beat-beat began to increase.

Are you okay? Mistress Moretti asked him. 

Yes. Im fine, he said, though he felt anything but. 

I need to increase the frequency, she explained, until our brain waves are vibrating on the same one. Then I will be able to transfer my current through the wires and into you. Youll receive my knowledge, too.

Oliver nodded.

The headteacher twisted another dial. This time, the pulsing turned into a pounding. 

Oliver gasped. The sensation was quite unpleasant. It reminded him of wearing the helmet during switchit practice. Only where the helmet made his thoughts feel scrambled and soupy, the sensation this time seemed to make his thoughts crystal clear, like he could see his thoughts with pinpoint precision. It was extremely disorienting. Oliver felt his grip on reality begin to slide. 

Hazel gripped his shoulder even tighter. Her fingers felt like an anchor, like a link to the real world. 

Mistress Moretti turned another dial and a shrill whining sound began in his ears. 

Oliver winced. This was the most unpleasant feeling hed ever felt. 

All at once, he felt a surging sensation, as if every single one of his synapses was firing at once. 

Olivers hands began to tremble. The tremor went all the way up his arms, into his shoulders, and down his torso toward his legs. He felt his eyes roll back in his head as his body succumbed to the shivering. 

Youre hurting him! Hazels voice cried. But she sounded a million miles away. It was like an echo whispering on the wind.

Oliver? came the clear voice of Mistress Moretti. Can you hear me?

Yes, Oliver replied, surprised at how strong and stable his voice sounded. Where are we?

Open your eyes.

Oliver did as he was told. To his utter disbelief, he was now standing in a huge white room. It was completely empty, cavernous, with the floor and walls made of the same shiny white tiles. In the distance, small orbs of light floated about.

Oliver gasped. He recognized this place. It was just like the sixth dimension. But different at the same time.

Where are we? he asked Lucia.

Inside my mind, she told him.

An odd feeling swirled in Olivers stomach. First, how were they inside a mind? And second, why did it look just like the sixth dimension, the place between space and time where nothing existed?

I dont understand, he replied.

Its a visual representation, Mistress Moretti explained. Your mind has conjured it, tapping into its optical receptors to make sense of something senseless.

It looks like the sixth dimension, Oliver replied. There are even baby universes floating in the distance!

Mistress Lucia chuckled. Interdimensional places look remarkably like the interior of the brain. Baby universes look just like globes of electrical impulses. In many ways, the inside of the brain is its own universe. But perhaps that is the sort of philosophical discussion we ought to save for another time.

Olivers mind spun. This information was hard to process. It was a type of philosophy he wasnt yet mature enough to fully comprehend. He wished he had the time to. Hed love to get lost in this place, to explore every part of it. 

But as curious as he was, he had to keep his focus on Esther. 

Please, can we begin the ritual? he asked Mistress Moretti.

The womans face broke into a wide, amused grin. Oliver frowned. Was she laughing at him?

Oliver, my dear, she exclaimed, this is the ritual. You have been absorbing my knowledge this whole time. In fact, I believe we are almost finished.

And indeed, no sooner had she stopped speaking, than Oliver felt a sudden lurching sensation like he was plummeting in an out-of-control elevator. Nausea swilled in his stomach. Sweat slid down his neck. He didnt want to scream, but as the acceleration grew more and more, he couldnt help himself.

Olivers eyes flew open. The ceiling of Mistress Lucias office appeared before him, a painted mural depicting heaven. He was lying on his back on the floor. 

Hes awake, came Hazels voice. 

Suddenly, Walters and Davids faces loomed over him. David looked worried, but Walter was smirking.

Welcome back to the land of the living, Walter joked.

He offered out his hand. Oliver took it and allowed his friend to pull him into a seated position.

The electrodes were still attached to his temples, so he tugged them off. They left a sticky residue on his skin.

What happened? he asked, looking around. 

Behind him was the table hed been sitting at, the chairs all vacant. Presumably hed slipped from his during his mini-seizure, and his friends had leapt out of theirs to gather around him.

Mistress Lucia, however, was still sitting in her seat, her hands folded in front of her on the table in a position of perfect composure. The pain that Oliver had been through had clearly not been shared. It had been his agony to experience alone. 

I transferred a lot of data into your mind in one go, the headteacher explained calmly. Perhaps a little more than you were ready to handle.

Hazel crouched down in front of Oliver and peered into his eyes.

How do you feel? Any different? Stronger? Cleverer?

Oliver looked down at his hands. They looked the same. 

Weird, he replied. I feel weird.

Hazels look of excitement turned to concern. Do you have any idea how to complete your fathers formula? Did the whole mind-meld thing give you any clues?

Oliver searched his mind, trying to find the new knowledge Mistress Moretti had implanted within him. There was definitely something there, a sort of pulsing headache coming from deep within his brain. But it seemed just out of reach, like an itch he couldnt quite scratch.

I can feel it there, he told Hazel. But I cant access it.

Perhaps it will take a little while before you can recall the new information, Mistress Moretti explained. There are different systems for memory consolidation and memory recall, after all. Youve probably instinctively put up a defense mechanism to protect yourself from too much knowledge all in one go.

That was not what Oliver was hoping to hear. He chewed his lip. 

How long will it take? he asked, hearing the desperate edge creep into his tone. He couldnt just sit here all day waiting for the knowledge that only might help him complete the Elixir!

He looked at his friends worried faces. And, as always, his gaze was drawn to the scepter. The sand had noticeably gone down. That only served to make Oliver even more worried. 

Maybe we should try something to trigger the recall, Hazel said, snapping her fingers. I learned all about this. Context dependency. Like how a smell will bring back a sudden memory or random fact you thought youd lost.

Great idea, Hazel, David agreed. 

As Hazel hurried over to Mistress Moretti, Oliver finally found the strength in his limbs to draw himself up to standing. He went over to the couch and slumped into it, exhausted. Walter joined him by his side, slapping him on the shoulder in his partly aggressive, partly affectionate way.

Do you have any perfume? Hazel asked Mistress Moretti. Something you wear every day?

Perfume? the woman queried.

Sorry, thats not been invented yet, has it? Hazel replied with a slight embarrassed flush to the cheeks. I mean is there something you put on your body, something that smells nice, in order to… you know… mask unpleasant bodily odors?

Oliver heard Walter chuckle under his breath. Despite everything, Oliver couldnt help but let a small smile crack onto his lips. Hearing Hazel tiptoe around such a personal question was quite amusing. 

I use a blend of spices and almond oil, Mistress Moretti said, looking somewhat displeased to have been asked. She pulled open her top drawer and pulled out a small glass bottle filled with an amber-colored oil. Here.

Thanks, Hazel said, her cheeks now burning red. 

She hurried over to Oliver and opened the top of the bottle. She wafted it under his nose. 

Oliver took a deep sniff of the sweet, almond scent. Straight away, a lightning bolt of pain hit him right between the eyebrows. He screamed and grabbed his head as the ache burrowed into his brain. A wave of sickness peeled through him. 

Sorry! Hazel said, withdrawing the bottle. 

No, Oliver panted. I think its working.

Memories and thoughts were starting to formulate in his mind. Despite his trembling hands, he gestured for Hazel to bring the bottle closer again. 

With a look of trepidation, Hazel did. Oliver sniffed again. 

The pain struck him ten times worse than before. He could feel the blood drain from his face, leaving his cheeks cold and clammy. He began to breathe more quickly, his heart rate increasing. A cold sweat took over his entire body. 

But amidst all the unpleasant sensations, a clear image formed in Olivers minds eye. 

He could see a building. No, a church. A grand, opulent place of worship. There was a pulpit and wooden benches in a horseshoe all around. A statue. Columns of marble. Intricately painted ceilings.

The Sistine Chapel, Oliver heard himself say, though hed not even commanded himself to speak. 

Mistress Lucia sat up straight. She frowned. What about it?

I dont know, Oliver said. But I see it. Clear as day. Ive never even been there and yet I knew right away where it was.

As the scent in his nostrils faded, so too did the vision. The pounding in his head lessened to little more than a dull ache. 

Is it significant? Hazel queried the headmistress. 

I trained there, Mistress Lucia explained. Before I learned I was a seer, I was raised by the Catholic Church. I spent a large portion of my life there.

Oliver exchanged a glance with his friends. 

Perhaps this is the next trigger, Hazel suggested. If Mistress Moretti was schooled there, it makes sense that some of her knowledge will be triggered by returning. Youll be able to recall even more, Oliver. Perhaps even find the final piece of the formula to create the Elixir!

She was growing excited, Oliver could tell. But his own emotions were more tempered. He hated feeling like they were on a wild goose chase, that they were grasping at straws. But he had to remind himself he now had the intelligence of two seers combined. If he could just find a way to access the new knowledge, he would certainly stand more chance of finishing off the formula his father had begun. 

Youre right, he told Hazel. Its worth a shot.

He pulled himself to standing. Thank you, Mistress Lucia. For everything.

The headmistress nodded. Please. It was my pleasure. She shook his hand. Will you return one day, Oliver Blue? Id very much like to train you.

I dont know, Oliver replied. All I can think of right now is the Elixir.

She looked disappointed but understanding shone behind her eyes. Youre a noble seer, she said. One of the best. Margaret and Theodore would be very proud.

Her words meant a lot to Oliver. He hoped that somewhere in the recesses of Lucia Morettis memories, hed one day find something that could help lead him to his parents. 

Take Gianni with you, Mistress Moretti said suddenly.

Oliver frowned. Surely its too dangerous. And I have my own bodyguard. He gestured to David.

But Mistress Moretti seemed to be pushing it. Gianni is one of the brightest seers in the school. He can guide you through Rome to the Sistine Chapel. He can help you.

Oliver couldnt understand why shed want to put one of her students in grave danger that way, especially when rogue seers were already after them. 

But when she relayed the message in Italian to Gianni, he seemed enthusiastic. 

All right then, Oliver replied. I suppose we need all the help we can get.

The group bid farewell to the headmistress. Thanks to her they were leaving with an extra pair of hands in the form of Gianni, and an extra mind, currently lying dormant inside of Olivers. It was more help than hed ever expected and he could only pray that it would be enough to help him complete the Elixir and save Esthers life before it was too late. 



*



It had turned into quite a cold day as Gianni led Oliver and the others back out of the shrouded Rome Seer School and onto the streets. Oliver wished there was time to enjoy the scenery, to take in the beauty of the crumbling Renaissance-era city, but he knew there was no time to spare.

As they went, David kept glancing about them, his hand ready on the handle of the scepter to fight off any rogues that may attack. 

They raced across a paved square in between enormous gray stone churches and buildings.

Piazza, Gianni told them. 

Then they hurried along the alleyways until they reached a beautiful stone bridge of many arches spanning a large river. Unlike the crumbling stone buildings of Rome, this bridge appeared to be more well maintained.

Fiume Tevere, Gianni told them. 

Olivers geography was good enough to know that in English, the river running through Rome was known as the Tiber. It struck him then how wonderfully grounding rivers were. They were always there. No matter what century he traveled to, the great rivers were a constant. The Thames. The Charles. And now the Tiber. It was as if the passing of time didnt affect them, like they were forever frozen, and that gave Oliver a huge sense of solidarity with them; rivers and seers had that in common. 

Gianni led them onto the bridgeOliver was relieved to find it sturdy underfootand they began to hurry across the river. Below them, cows were drinking from the water and grazing on the grassy banks. The water didnt stink of manure like the Thames had, which was a relief, although Oliver was just as adverse to falling into it, knowing full well how poor hygiene was back in this time.

Gianni pointed ahead at a large twenty-foot-tall wall. 

The Vatican, he said. 

Oliver nodded. He understood. Unlike his era, the Vatican was still separated from the rest of Rome, sealed away behind a wall as its own separate city. It had not occurred to him that getting inside may pose a problem. This was not the time of tourism. The Sistine Chapel wouldnt exactly be open to visitors!

They hurried up to the large arched entranceway. It was blocked by a big wooden door, just like a medieval castle might be. There were guards positioned outside. 

Without even a hint of apprehension, Gianni went up to the guards and began speaking to them in Italian. He pointed at Oliver, then flashed them his key with the three-eyed hoop symbol of the School for Seers.

Just as it had on Oliver and his friends earlier, the symbol had an immediate effect on the guards. They scrambled to turn the wooden crank. The huge trapdoor began to creak open on its hinges. 

What did he tell them? Oliver asked David, since he was the only one of the gang who spoke Italian.

That this was a matter of urgency, David explained.

Oliver pondered this. Indeed, it was a matter of urgency for him. Saving Esther was the most important thing to him personally. But it wasnt urgent for Mistress Lucia, nor for Gianni. He wondered whether Gianni was just good at acting. Or perhaps it was the threat of the rogues that had come with them activating the portal that made this a matter of urgency. Every moment Oliver and his friends spent here was another moment he brought potential danger onto the doorstep of the Rome Seer School. 

Either way, it did not seem to matter too much. Theyd gained access to the Vatican. Next, they just had to get into the Sistine Chapel. 

Once again, Gianni led the way. The boy seemed to have faultless navigational skills.

Unlike Rome, the Vatican seemed impeccably maintained. The whole city was owned by the Catholic Church and so they must have used church funds for its upkeep. It was quite beautiful, and Oliver felt humbled to be walking the ancient, famous streets.

Before long, they drew up outside the Sistine Chapel. 

It was breathtaking to see in the flesh. Oliver had only ever seen it in textbooks or on television. But the real thing was so much more. It was enormous, and the sheer size made him feel so humble to be here, experiencing something few people ever would. 

They went up the stone steps, their hurried footsteps echoing through the empty piazza. When they reached the door, David and Gianni had to work together to heave it open. 

A gust of cold air hit Oliver. He shivered. Churches always felt cold to him, with all the stone and little insulation. He rubbed his arms as he took a cautious step inside. It smelled of dust. 

The others followed, hovering behind him as he paced across the ornate marble floor tiles toward the center. 

Isnt there supposed to be a painting? Walter asked Hazel, looking up.

I guess its not been completed yet, she told him. Michelangelo starts to paint it in 1508, so we must have landed some time earlier than that. 

Oliver was vaguely aware of his friends conversation taking place behind him, but his main focus was on exploring the church, looking for the spot from his memories.

Suddenly he stopped and stood frozen.

This is it, he announced, feeling the overwhelming sense of déjà vu. This is the place in my memory.

He turned to look at his friends behind him. But then suddenly, Oliver felt a blast of heat coming from above him. 

In unison, David, Hazel, Walter, and Gianni gasped, their expressions turning to surprise. 

Olivers face snapped up. A large jet of light was shining down from the ceiling on to him like a spotlight. It was warm and the warmth seeped into his skin. Little flecks of gold twinkled down in the shard. 

Whats happening? Oliver stammered.

Suddenly, he felt a rippling sensation all through his body like fire racing through his veins. But it did not hurt in the way the electrical impulses from Mistress Morettis brain had. It was more like a soothing balm. Like chicken soup when sick. Like hot chocolate on a rainy day. The hug of a loving mother. 

Oliver fell to his knees as the light bathed him, soothed him, comforted him. The little flecks of gold settled on his flesh and then seemed to be absorbed into it. And as his body took in more and more of the shimmery gold his sense of peace and calm grew ever stronger. 

Finally, the light shut out. Shadows crowded in. Silence fell. 

Oliver? Hazel asked. Are you okay?

Oliver paused for a moment. Then, slowly, he brought his head up and met his friends eyes. They all looked worried. He didnt blame them. It must have looked very alarming from where they were standing. But Oliver didnt feel scared at all. He felt at complete peace. 

Could you bring my fathers notebook to me? he asked, hearing the strange lilting in his voice hed not had before, as if some of Mistress Lucias affectations had become his own. 

Hazel pulled it from her satchel and hurried over, handing it to him. 

Oliver began to scan it, reading the formula which had once appeared nonsensical with a new comprehension.

Yes, I see… he began to mutter, as he started to decipher the code. 

Ollie, Walter said, coming up to him as well. Maybe you should slow down a bit?

Slow down? Oliver replied with curiosity in his voice. Why?

Why? Because a huge shard of white light just came out of nowhere and you absorbed a load of weird gold flakes into your skin.

Oliver paused to look up at Walter and then Hazel. Behind them he could see Gianni and David standing awkwardly. They all looked concerned. But Oliver felt serene.

Im fine, he replied. 

Are you sure about that? Hazel queried. I mean we have no idea what just happened to you. Or why.

Celestial power, Oliver said, the word coming from a recess of his mind hed never had access to before. 

Huh? Walter asked, raising an eyebrow. Ive never heard of it.

Neither have I, Oliver confessed. Yet I know thats what it is. He turned his attention back to Teddys formula. Now hush. I need to work.

His friends fell silent, but he could feel the concern crackling off of them like an electrical charge. They were so tense, so on edge, when he felt suddenly extremely focused and calm. 

Suddenly, Oliver realized where his father had gone wrong and what was missing from the formula.

There is an ingredient missing, Oliver said. But I dont know what it would be.

Just then, a figure emerged from the shadows. Everyone flinched. David drew his weapon.

Who are you? he demanded, scepter raised. 

The man held his hands up defensively. Please. Im not here to hurt you. His voice was very timid. I think… I think I can help you.

David stepped closer with his scepter. How can you help? What did you see?

The man cowered a little under Davids aggression. Oliver wanted to tell his bodyguard to cool it a bit but then he remembered that David was only doing what hed vowed to; keep Oliver safe. 

Im an apothecary, the man stammered. I saw the light… Youre seers, arent you?

Olivers ears pricked up with curiosity. Seers were supposed to be a tightly guarded secret. If this man knew of them, he must be important. 

Oliver stood from where hed been kneeling on the floor and walked over to the man. 

What do you know about seers? he asked. 

I know that youre one, the apothecary said. And that I am supposed to guide one. I believe youre the one I am destined to help.

Oliver remembered how seers were often paired with a human guide, someone brilliant who could help them on their journey into the unbelievable. But Oliver already had a guideArmando Illstrom.

Youre not my guide, Oliver told him. But perhaps there is some other reason we were destined to meet.

Even if he wasnt Olivers guide specifically, the man was clearly important if hed been deemed exceptional enough to know about the existence of seers.

But the man seemed insistent. I am supposed to guide the boy with the golden skin, he said. The boy in search of the Elixir.

Hearing the word elixir was like being struck with lightning. Oliver felt it with the force of a punch. His heart began to race. For the first time, he felt like he was really on the right path now, that all the pieces were coming together.

Thats me, Oliver told him, nodding. But like I said, I have a guide. I am not the seer you will guide. But I do believe you are destined to help me. Who are you?

Im just a humble apothecary, the man said. I have a workshop in Rome. Ive been coming here day after day for a decade now, waiting for you, for the boy bathed in gold who will complete the Elixir.

Oliver knew he should feel stunned, or amazed, or awestruck. But he did not. The celestial powers hed absorbed made him feel only serene. 

Then take me to your workshop, he said calmly. We have a lot of work to do.








CHAPTER TEN





Esther felt her eyelids fluttering. Daylight streamed in through them, searing her retinas. She tried to sit up but found her body completely immobile. Panic took hold of her.

Shh, shh, Im here, a voice came from beside her. Its okay.

Memories began to come back to her. She was sick. No, dying. She was in the hospital wing. And Oliver was there! Hed held her hand and told her he was going to cure her.

Oliver? she stammered, her heart fluttering. 

She forced her eyes open and craned her head toward the voice. But to her disappointment, it wasnt Oliver sitting beside her. It was Edmund.

She grimaced and let out a heavy, resigned sigh.

Olivers gone, Edmund said in an icy tone. Hes run off in your time of need. Im the one here taking care of you.

Esthers throat felt dry. The effort to speak felt suddenly too much. Why? was all she managed.

She felt Edmunds hand tighten around her own. His thumb stroked her skin over and over, making a sensation of spider legs creep up her spine. 

Why what, my love? Edmund murmured. 

Esther gritted her teeth. Why. Are. You. Here? Each word felt like climbing a mountain. 

Im here because I love you, silly, Edmund replied, chuckling. Im here to take care of you. Because I love you. See, you think Oliver does but he doesnt. Im the one for you.

Esther tasted bile at the back of her throat. She hated Edmund. Hated everything he stood for. He was a mean bully. He possessed none of the qualities that made her love Oliver. In fact, Edmund couldnt be further from him!

No, Esther said, her voice coming out like a croaking whisper. No.

No what? Edmund asked in his disgusting, saccharine voice. 

I. Dont. Want. You.

There was a pause. Esther peered through her half-closed eyes at Edmund, trying to decipher what was going on in his mind. She felt his hand loosen around hers. 

What? he said.

His tone had changed. It was no longer babying but cold and emotionless, like a switch had been flipped. 

Esther didnt have the strength to repeat herself. You heard, was all she could manage.

Edmund stood quickly, his chair screeching from the abruptness of his movement. 

I heard, all right, he sneered angrily. And youll come to regret that.

She listened to the sound of his footsteps as he stormed away. 

A sense of peace overcame Esther. Edmund was gone. Good riddance.

But without him to focus on, Esther became more aware of her own pain. Her head was pounding. She felt like she had a bad fever and could feel the sweat beneath her soaking into the bedsheets. She could hear her own pulse in her ears, beating too rapidly as if her heart was working in overdrive. It was terrifying. 

Suddenly, she felt a presence draw up beside the bed. Worried it was Edmund back to hassle her, she tried to open her eyes.

Its okay, Esther, came the soothing voice of Professor Amethyst. Dont overexert yourself.

A lump lodged in Esthers throat. She felt so relieved to have the headmaster there by her side. It was beyond comforting.

Wheres Oliver? she croaked. 

If anyone knew where her beloved was, it was Professor Amethyst. 

Hes gone to find a cure, Esther.

Gone?

She felt the professor squeeze her arm with reassurance.

But dont worry. He can still see you. I gave him a sephora amulet. Whenever he looks into it, he can see you.

Esther felt a tear slide down her cheek. She was overwhelmed with relief to know that wherever Oliver was, he hadnt really left her. He could still see her. That connection was enough to make her feel as if he was actually there. In fact, she could almost feel his hand wrapped around hers. 

Just then, she felt something cold press into her hand. It felt like glass. 

This tincture contains a very special potion, Professor Amethyst said. There will come a time, in the near future, when you will need to use it. When you take the substance, you will have a burst of energy. But you must be careful not to use all of the energy it gives you. If you overextend yourself and use up every drop of energy, you will die. So use it wisely. You will know when.

Esther tightened her hand around the small glass vial. Then everything went black and she fell back into unconsciousness.








CHAPTER TWELVE



The same sense of calmness Oliver had felt back in the Sistine Chapel remained with him as they followed the apothecary back across the bridge toward Rome. 

But just as they reached the end of the bridge, something very odd caught Olivers eye. There were bright colors behind the bushes and they looked very unnatural in this environment,

Whats that? Oliver said aloud, drawing away from the rest of the group. 

David followed close by his side, leaving the others to wait.

When he reached the hedge, Oliver pushed it aside with one arm. He gasped at what he saw. Three names were scrawled in graffiti paint against the stone. Madeleine. Natasha. Chris.

Shock overcame Oliver. He knew his brothers handwriting all too well. Chris was here. 

What is it? David asked him, clearly seeing the alarm on his face. 

My brother! Oliver stammered. Hes with the Obsidians. Theyre tracking us.

David grabbed the scepter from his back and held it in a fighting stance. Ill protect you, he said, his eyes scanning rapidly back and forth.

Lets get out of here quickly, Oliver said. Come on.

They hurried back to the others.

Whats wrong? Hazel asked. 

My brother is here, Oliver told him. 

Her eyes bugged with shock. What? Where?

I dont know. But hes left me a sign. And hes brought some other Obsidians with him.

Everyone gasped. 

Do you think hes been sent to kill you? Walter asked. 

Oh, I know hes been sent to kill me, Oliver replied with certainty. He had not forgotten the look in Chriss eyes as theyd tussled on the banks of the River Thames. His brother wanted him dead. There was no other reason for him to be here, in the same time and place as Oliver.

Lets hurry, David said. 

He explained the situation to Gianni, who looked shocked at the news, then ushered them onward.

As they ran through the dilapidated streets of Rome, Oliver couldnt help but keep glancing over his shoulders, half expecting to see Chris tailing them. He felt anxious the whole way. 

The apothecary led them into a small stone cottage. There was a small wooden sign outside with the symbol of a cross on it.

As he showed them inside, Oliver felt himself relax instantly. The sense of peace that had seeped into him back in the Sistine Chapel returned.

They were in a simple room. Wooden shelves lined every wall and they were crammed with jars of various shapes and sizes filled with liquids and powders. A large table sat in the middle of the room upon which were scientific-looking pieces of equipment, including syringes, bowls, and wooden stirring spoons.

The whole place made Oliver think of a witchs den. He should have felt at least a small tinge of concern but instead he just felt very determined. He walked inside, the floorboards creaking beneath his weight, and began peering up at all the different powders. 

Arrowroot, he said, pulling a dusty jar from the shelf. I remember this from one of Newtons recipes.

Newton? the apothecary asked, looking confused. 

Oliver buttoned his lips. It wasnt his place to explain the future. Hes an apothecary of sorts, though he worked more with metals than medicines. Hes from England. Here, I have some of his texts. They may be able to help us.

He pulled some of the pages Newton had given him from his satchel and handed them to the man. He took them keenly and hurried to the table, lighting a candle so he could read the pages.

Just then, Oliver felt someone lightly touch his arm. He looked over to see Hazel. She seemed to be cautious, just as she had back in the Vatican. 

You neednt worry, he told her. I know this man can help us.

Its not him Im worried about, Hazel replied. Oliver, I think you need to slow down. Youve just gotten all this power. Who knows how it might affect you.

Oliver agreed that he seemed to be acting on some kind of instinct. 

I cant slow down, Oliver told her. He gestured toward David and the scepter strapped to his back. Time is running out for Esther.

I know, Hazel said. But youre being a bit… manic. Ever since you got the celestial powers youve been acting really weird. 

Oliver appreciated her concern but he was certain he was on the right track. He was far too focused now to stop. 

Were close, he told her. I can feel it. Were almost there.

At least the apothecary seemed to share Olivers enthusiasm. At that moment, he looked up from the table and beckoned for Oliver.

Here, boy, look at this.

Oliver hurried over and peered over his shoulder. He was pointing at a list of ingredients and a recipe, almost like the type youd see to make a cake. A cake made of crazy metal alloys, that is. 

Oliver took a seat on the bench beside the man, acutely aware of the large sigh Hazel had let out, and bowed his head to get to work. 

Where did you get this from? the apothecary asked, waving Newtons papers. Its extremely advanced stuff.

It was Hazel who answered, from the stool she was perched upon on the other side of the room. Yes, it is advanced stuff, isnt it, Oliver? Almost as if it came from the future.

Oliver understood what she was trying to tell him. Bringing knowledge from the future back to the past could be dangerous, especially if it fell into the wrong hands. Maybe she had a point about him rushing ahead with things. 

Remind me, Oliver said. Why are you helping me?

I told you already, the man replied. I am supposed to guide a seer boy.

Oliver nodded. Yes, I remember. But how did you learn about seers? Who was it who told you that youd become a guide?

You probably wont believe me if I say, because the story is rather peculiar. But a gentleman came to visit me, here in my workshop. He was wearing the strangest outfit Id ever seen. It was the color of an autumn leaf and stripy.

Olivers heart leapt. From the shadowy corner of the room, he heard his friends gasp. 

That sounds just like Professor Amethyst, he exclaimed. 

The professor had been the one to visit Olivers own guide, Armando, visiting him in his inventions factory in war-era New York. Hed been the one to visit many other guides and tell them of their purpose. If his beloved mentor and head teacher had been the man the apothecary had met with, then there was no doubt about it. This was destiny.

Oliver glanced over at Hazel. She gave him a nod of affirmationa little reluctantly, Oliver noted; Hazel always hated ever being proved wrong. 

He turned back to his work with the apothecary, more buoyed now by the connection back to Professor Amethyst. The man also seemed very excited by their task. He rushed around the laboratory selecting different chemicals and substances to mix. 

Oliver noticed the apothecary had his own ledger filled with scrawled formulas that looked very similar to his fathers. Evidently, hed been trying to crack the code of the Elixir for some time. 

Here, Oliver said, pulling his most precious possession from Hazels satchel. This is my fathers notebook. He has his own version of the formula inside. Perhaps in combination well get even closer.

Oliver knew he shouldnt bring too much future knowledge into the past, but he knew he could trust this man, and if it helped them get closer to saving Esther and the school then it was worth it. 

The apothecarys eyes lit up. Yes! How wonderful! 

He studied Teddy Blues notebook and the formula inside with intense curiosity. 

Oliver and the apothecary continued to work together, trying different chemicals that may hold the clue, that may be the final piece needed to complete the Elixir. But no matter how many different combinations they used, the result was not what they wanted. It was useless. Every one of their attempts failed.

Just then, Oliver noticed that the candle at the center of the table had burned down to a stump. Out the windows, the sky had turned pitch-black.

He jerked up, alarmed to see how much time had passed while hed been absorbed in his task. On the sofa in the corner, his friends were all dozing. 

We failed, Oliver said, suddenly realizing there was nothing left to try. 

All the calm serenity he felt came crashing down on him in one go. Suddenly the light seemed darker, and the shadows cast by the candlelight seemed to grow and close in on him. A feeling of panic overcame Oliver.

He felt as if his heart was breaking. Hed been following all these scraps of clues and it had led him nowhere. 

He grabbed the sephora amulet around his neck and gazed into the black gemstone at Esthers sleeping face. She still looked so troubled, like she was in pain and fighting a fever. Looking at her made Oliver feel grief-stricken.

Wait, the apothecary said. What is that?

He was looking at Olivers amulet. 

Its a sephora amulet, Oliver said glumly. Seer technology.

But what is that within it? the apothecary pressed. That girl?

Thats Esther, Oliver explained. Shes the dying girl I need the Elixir to cure. The sephora amulet allows me to see her through space and time. The grief inside him grew stronger and stronger. He felt desolate. But Ive failed. She is going to die.

But the apothecary was shaking his head over and over. He grabbed the amulet and stared into it.

I know her face, he said. 

Oliver was stunned. The shock hit him like a blow. How? I dont understand.

The apothecary tapped his chin as if in deep contemplation. Yes. Its definitely her! Shes a muse, you see? The subject of a series of paintings.

How? Oliver exclaimed. His mind was spinning. That makes no sense.

I dont know how, if you say she is a girl from the future, the apothecary confessed. But I am certain its the same girl!

Well then whose muse is she? Oliver asked, feeling shell-shocked by the revelation. 

A young artist called Michelangelo, the apothecary replied. He resides in Florence, I believe, and the rumor going around is that he possesses magical abilities.

Oliver couldnt believe it. Moments earlier hed felt hopeless. But now there was a crumb of optimism. Hed been back in time enough times to know that when a very important and accomplished historical figure was rumored to have magical or mystical powers, it usually meant they were a seer. 

He ran over to his friends. Guys! Wake up!

Walter rubbed his bleary eyes. Did you make the Elixir?

No, Oliver said, shaking his head frantically. But I know where we need to go next.

Gianni asked David a question in Italian. David replied with a shrug. 

We need to go to Florence, Oliver told them. Come on. We need to hurry.

Florence? Hazel asked, patting down her mussed up hair. Whats in Florence?

Michelangelo! Oliver cried. 

Hazel frowned. Her eyes darted left to David.

You mean the artist? David asked. 

Yes, Oliver said. It makes complete sense. Theres a rumor he has magical abilities.

So? Walter asked, failing to see the point.

Well, there was a rumor about Newton when I found him that he was magical! Oliver said more insistently. Dont you see? Whenever someone is rumored to be magical they turn out to know about seers. And hes surely the most famous person in sixteenth-century Italy, isnt he?

Okay… Hazel said cautiously. But Oliver, Newton was a scientist. Michelangelo is just an artist. And hes in Florence. The portal sent us to Rome. If the portal was supposed to take us directly where we needed to be, why would we end up in the wrong city?

It doesnt matter, Oliver said, dismissing her concerns. Youre going to have to trust me. This is where we need to go. Im certain of it.

His excitement was taking him over. He hurried back to the apothecary.

Well need a horse and cart to take us to Florence, he told the man. 

At this time of night? the apothecary replied. Its rather late. It might not be possible to find anyone willing to ride you. There are such things as highwaymen, you realize? Robbers who will attack you at night?

Please, Oliver begged. We need to go now. Theres no time to waste.

The apothecary seemed to understand the urgency in Olivers voice and eyes. Okay. I will see what I can do.

He stood and heaved a cloak about his shoulders. Then he pulled open the front door and hurried out into the black night, leaving Oliver and his friends behind in the laboratory. 

Oliver, Hazel said in her cautious voice, dont you think youre running ahead of yourself right now?

Oliver shook his head. Its a lead, Hazel.

Is it? she challenged. All you know is that theres a rumor that Michelangelo is magical. Whats that got to do with finding the missing ingredient for the Elixir?

I dont know, Oliver said, his patience starting to wear thin. But we have to try. We have to do this. For Esther.

Hazel pressed her lips together. Oliver could see the tears swimming in her eyes at the thought of her dying friend. 

Youre right, she replied. This is our only lead. I trust you, Oliver.

The door to the cottage flew open then and the apothecary hurried inside, bring a gust of cold nighttime wind with him. 

Ive secured you a stagecoach, he said. Come now. You must hurry. Its dangerous to be out at this time of night.

Oliver gave his friends a determined look. The word dangerous was never good to hear. But as the sound of approaching hooves grew louder and louder, each one of them joined Oliver by his side, providing their unflagging support just as they always did. Oliver hoped he was not leading them on a wild goose chase.

They hurried out to the awaiting coach and clambered on.

Thank you for all your help, Oliver told the apothecary. I hope the seer youre supposed to guide will come to you soon. Im sorry it wasnt me.

The man shook his hand. He seemed touched just to have met him and worked alongside him.

Take care, Oliver told him, remembering the beacon theyd activated that told rogue seers and the signs that Chris was pursuing them. He feared theyd bring danger right onto the doorstep of the man. Lock your doors. Dont open them to anyone. Do you understand?

The man nodded and retreated back into his cottage. Oliver could only hope that hed heed his warning. 








CHAPTER THIRTEEN





Christopher was thoroughly unimpressed by the Sistine Chapel. He knew that it was a famous church and that people in his era paid loads of money to come and look at it, but he personally couldnt see what all the fuss was about. It looked like any other over-the-top church hed ever been in. Not to mention it was cold! 

He shivered as he turned to look at Malcolm. So, genius. What now?

I thought you were the leader, Malcolm replied coldly. 

Look! Madeleine cried.

Chris followed her pointing finger to the center of the chapel. There, on the marble floor, was a strange pattern of black streaks. Scorch marks. 

Chris ran over, the others following. He looked at the pattern of marks that were radiating from a central spot. They looked remarkably like footprints. They were small, the right size for Oliver, Chris knew, because hed taken great pleasure in filling his stupid brothers shoes with condiments.

He was definitely here, Chris said through gritted teeth. 

He swirled on the spot, glancing about him for any clues as to where Oliver might have gone. 

Just then, he saw movement coming from the pulpits.

Hey! he called out. 

A shadow darted out. Chris went after it. 

A robed figure was hurrying through the benches. Chris caught up to it and reached out with his hand, grabbing the figure by the shoulder and spinning it to face him. 

It was an elderly priest. He had a wrinkled face and was a whole head shorter than Chris. He looked terrified. Chris got the distinct impression that this man knew something. 

Why are you running from me? Chris demanded. 

The old man brought his arms up to his face, cowering. Are you with them? The angels?

Angels? Chris asked. What are you talking about?

The boy… the priest stammered. Who stood there and was bathed in the light of angels. 

He pointed at the center of the room, the spot where Chris knew Oliver had stood as hed been imbued with celestial powers. The old fool thought hed witnessed something divine, Chris realized, scoffing internally at the mere stupidity of normal mortals. 

Where did he go? The angel, Chris asked, his tone turning to disgust as he used the word angel in relation to his awful brother.

The old man seemed hesitant, so Chris tightened his grip on his robes, bunching them into his fists. He would happily resort to violence if he needed to.

Where? he asked again, his voice growing louder and echoing throughout the vast chapel.

The… the… the… 

Spit it out! Chris bellowed, raising a fist.

The priest cowered, bringing his hands up to protect his face. The apothecary! They went with the apothecary!

Chris paused. He let his fist fall. The what now?

An apothecary is like an ancient pharmacist, came Malcolms know-it-all voice. Someone who works with chemicals and substances to make medicine.

Chris let go of the elderly priests robes, shoving him for good measure. The man scurried away through the pews until he was swallowed by the shadows.

Chris turned to face Malcolm. Okay, show-off, he said. Why dont you take us to this apothecary then, since youre so smart.

Malcolm raised his haughty eyebrows to show that the challenge would be easy. No problem. Hell probably be the only one in town. Everyone will know him. We just have to ask for directions.

They headed out of the chapel and back through the fancy, well-maintained streets of the Vatican, before crossing the bridge back into crumbling, run-down Rome. 

It was now completely dark. Without street lamps, it was very difficult to see where they were. 

As they trudged after Malcolm, Chris noticed the girls were growing more and more discontent.

Weve already passed this building, Natasha complained.

Yeah, youre leading us in circles, Malcolm, Madeleine added. 

Chris smirked to himself. This was just what he wanted. He wanted the two girls to turn on Malcolm and follow him as their true leader. 

Its the darkness, Malcolm snapped, sounding increasingly frustrated. How am I supposed to know what direction Im going when I cant see anything?

Just then, Madeleine tapped into her seer powers and conjured a small floating flame. That better? she asked. 

Yes, Malcolm said, pursing his lips like a bee had stung him in the mouth. 

In the dim light, they could now see they were back on the bank of the river, quite close to the spot where theyd graffitied their names. In fact, Chris could see the bright blue paint poking out from behind the hedge just a little farther up the street across from them.

Wait, he said, realizing something. Thats our graffiti. But look, the bushes have moved.

Natasha and Madeleine turned to look too.

Youre right, Madeleine said. Someones been in the bushes to look more closely at what we did.

I bet it was Oliver, Chris added. Who else would even think to?

He felt a swell of excitement. If Oliver had come this way, they may be closer than ever to finding him.

Look there! Madeleine cried.

She was pointing down a side street. There was a row of tightly packed buildings that looked like cottages, and hanging on a wall sconce beside one was a burning torch. It illuminated a small wooden sign that flapped back and forth in the breeze. On the sign was a symbol that looked like the cross commonly used by pharmacists. 

Lets try there! Madeleine said. 

Chris smiled. Good work, he said. 

She returned his smile, clearly pleased to have been praised. Malcolm glared angrily, evidently annoyed that Madeleine had solved the search for the apothecary instead of him. 

They hurried down the street, and Chris pounded on the wooden door with his fist. There came the sound of shuffling from inside, then the sound of the latch being turned. The door creaked open an inch, a small golden chain stopping it from opening fully. 

A mans face appeared in the gap. 

Can I help you? he asked. 

Chris felt a grin begin to spread slowly across his cheeks. That depends, he said, on how much you feel like talking.

The apothecary only had time to gulp before Chris kicked the door. The chain snapped and the door flew fully open. Pounding his fist into his palm, Chris led his troops inside. 








CHAPTER FOURTEEN





The horse and cart jostled Oliver back and forth, lulling him into a sense of sleepiness. But unlike his friendswho were all snoring with their heads on one anothers shouldersOliver could not sleep. His veins were crackling with energy. He wondered if that was something to do with his newly acquired celestial powers, or if it was adrenaline from feeling like he was getting closer to finding the next piece of the puzzle. Whatever it was, Oliver did not sleep.

He spent the whole journey to Florencewhich was several hours longgazing out the window at the rolling Italian countryside. He couldnt see much because of how dark it was, and it became quickly evident why the apothecary had warned about the danger of traveling at night. If they were ambushed here in the pitch-black, miles from civilization, well, it would be a disaster. The apothecary must have shelled out quite a lot of money in order to bribe the coach driver to take them through the night.

Of course, it wasnt highwaymen ambushing them that Oliver feared. It was the rogue seers their beacon may have summoned. It was Chris and the other Obsidians tracking them down. He prayed the apothecary had heeded his warning and barricaded himself in. 

The sun started rise, affording Oliver a slightly better view. The horse and carriage was in a valley, following a path cut between beautiful grassy hillsides. Small stone cottages were dotted about the place.

At last, they pulled up outside one such cottage, with wooden shutters across the windows. There were lemon trees in the garden.

Were here, the coach driver called down from his seat.

Oliver nudged his friends awake. Wake up, guys.

David was the first to wake. His eyes pinged open as if in surprise. You shouldnt have let me sleep, he told Oliver. Im supposed to be lookout.

I was fine, Oliver replied. Besides, you looked like you needed the sleep. You all did, actually.

Didnt you? Hazel asked, yawning as she slowly stirred awake. She pushed Walter up off her shoulder. Hed left a small patch of dribble there and she grimaced.

Sorry, Walter said sheepishly. 

I wasnt tired, Oliver said, answering Hazels question. Im too on edge.

Or theres too much angel juice in your blood, Walter quipped.

Celestial power, Oliver corrected him. And yes, I thought as much myself. It feels like Ive been given ten coffees.

Hazel yawned again. Good for you. Id be happy with just one.

Maybe Michelangelo will make us some, Walter joked, peering out the window at the stone cottage. Or fresh lemonade! Even better.

Gianni stirred awake then. He was last, having been completely out for the count the moment they left Rome. Oliver still wasnt sure what to think about him, or why hed been sent on this mission with them. It seemed odd to him that Mistress Lucia would send one of her best seers into potential danger just so that they had a guide. He wondered whether she had an ulterior motive. 

Finally, they clambered out of the coach and onto the dirty path. They all looked up at the house. It was a decent-sized stone building with a wooden door. Oliver strode right up to it. 

Oliver, wait, Hazel said. Its about five in the morning. He wont be awake.

Oliver shrugged. Hes a genius artist type. You know what theyre like. Theres every chance hell be awake.

He rapped against the door with his knuckles. 

There was a long pause.

Told you, Hazel said.

But not a second later, the door creaked open. A man who looked to be somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties stood in the open door. He had short wavy black hair and a matching beard. 

Yes? he asked. 

Oliver took a moment to collect his wits. It wasnt every day you came face to face with one of the worlds most famous artists. 

Im sorry to bother you, he began, trying to use his best manners, but are you Michelangelo? 

The man in the doorway paused for a moment, looking at Oliver with surprise. Oliver was about to back away, apologizing for bothering him, when a grin burst onto the mans face. 

Why yes I am! he exclaimed merrily. Well, well, well, Ive only completed a few commissions and Im already famous! He looked very pleased with himself. And how may I help you, children? Would you like an autograph? How about I sign one of my incomplete sketches for you? Something from my archives you can take home to show your parents?

Actually… Oliver said. He picked up the sephora amulet and held it out to Michelangelo, so that he could see Esther sleeping within it. If the apothecary was right and she really was the muse from his drawings, then it would surely have an immediate effect on him. I wanted to ask you about her.

Michelangelos eyes went completely round. His mouth dropped open. He took hold of the sephora amulet, pulling it closer to his face, tugging Oliver along with it.

What is this? Michelangelo asked. Some kind of magic? How is it possible?

Oliver had to go onto his tiptoes. Were seers, he said.

Shh! Michelangelo said, pressing a finger to his lip. It was only then that he noticed that hed been tugging Oliver by the sephora amulet and let it go. Oliver sank back down to his feet. 

Not so loud, Michelangelo added quickly, tipping his head out the door and peering back and forth across the deserted path. 

Are you one too? Oliver asked. Is that how you know Esther? Because you time travel?

Hurriedly, Michelangelo beckoned to them all. Get in, get in.

They did as he instructed, filing into the house. As soon as they were inside, Michelangelo shut the door fast and bolted it, too. 

You cant go around saying the s word in these parts, he warned them. The peasants will be after you with their pitchforks. Now, come with me.

He led them through a rather sparsely furnished kitchen, then out through the back door. They emerged into a sort of conjoining glass conservatory. Here the place was filled with artworks in various stages of completion. 

Is this your workshop? Hazel asked. She looked to be in complete awe.

Yes, Michelangelo.

To Olivers complete shock and surprise, right in the center was a statue he knew incredibly well, a statue considered one of the most famous and important art pieces in the history of mankind. It was the statue of David.

Thats… Hazel stammered, looking awed. 

My most recent piece, Michelangelo said, pacing toward it and brushing it with his fingertips. I hope this is the one that propels me into fame the world over.

Oh, it will, Hazel said, nodding vigorously.

Hazel! Oliver scolded. They werent really supposed to tell anyone about the future, just in case their very knowledge of it would cause them to accidentally alter it in some way. 

Hazel blushed. Im sorry, I didnt mean to. It just slipped out. 

But Michelangelo looked thrilled. Which of my other pieces will become famous? he asked. 

Hazel pressed her lips shut and shook her head. She looked like she was going to explode from having to keep in the secret that every single one of the pieces in the room would go on to be famous!

Oh, be a good sport and tell me, Michelangelo said. What else do you know about my future? Id love to know.

We cant say, David said curtly. 

He didnt seem the least bit impressed to be in the company of Michelangelo. His focus was solely on the scepter slung across his back. He had not let his guard down for even a second since waking up. Oliver thought he might be trying to make up for the fact hed fallen asleep by being extra alert. 

Michelangelo pouted. Fine. Well, do feel free to take a look around. I have recently completed a statue of the Virgin Mary, over here, which I am calling Madonna of Bruges. And here you can see a slightly older statue of mine called…

…Bacchus, Hazel blurted, clearly unable to stop herself. She stared up at the large, white marble statue of the Greek god of wine. 

Michelangelo clapped his hands. You are a true follower of mine! How wonderful.

I am, Hazel gushed. Oh, Oliver, look. She pointed excitedly at another statue of a kneeling angel. Thats the Angel! The Angel!

Oliver wished he could share Hazels enthusiasm. But he didnt have time to run around admiring famous artworks. He needed to get to the bottom of things and continue on their quest to find the Elixir. 

I dont mean to be rude, he began. But I think you might be able to help us. And were a little pushed for time.

Talk about an understatement. The sand timer in the scepter was diminishing with every minute.

The seer thing, I presume. Michelangelo looked at the five children standing in front of him. Are you all seers then?

Oliver nodded. Yes. And…

…What are your names? Michelangelo interrupted.

Oliver tempered his irritation. He announced his own name, then pointed to each of his friends in turn. Walter. Hazel. Gianni. And David.

David…? Michelangelo muttered. Yes. David! Thats it!

Everyone frowned with bemusement.

Michelangelo grinned. Now I know what to call my sculpture. 

Hazels eyes widened and she let out a squeak. Even Oliver had to accept that that was pretty cool that Michelangelos famous statue of David had been named after his acquaintance! It was pretty neat to discover that their presence in the past had influenced history before theyd even actually traveled there. It was one of the more mind-blowing aspects of time travel. 

But Oliver couldnt waste any more time on this. Esther needed him. 

Please, he said to Michelangelo. If youre a seer too, we believe you can help us. The girl in the amulet is dying.

Michelangelo looked instantly perturbed. Im so sorry to hear that. Then he shook his head. But Im not a seer, dear boy. Im just a very gifted and talented man. 

Again, he looked very proud of himself. Oliver noticed that the young man had quite the ego. Surely it would only grow as he aged and completed more and more famous pieces.

But then how is Esther your muse? Oliver asked, feeling slightly frantic. It had seemed like such a promising lead when the apothecary had pointed it out back in Rome. But how could Michelangelo have Esther, a girl from the future, as his muse if he himself were not a time-traveling seer? 

Michelangelos demeanor changed. He frowned, as if a displeasing thought had come to him. I saw her face and I liked it, he said, shrugging. Thats all there is to it.

Oliver could tell that there was definitely more to it. Michelangelo was holding something back.

But where did you see her face? he pressed. How could an artist from the sixteenth century see a girl from the futures face?

Michelangelo pursed his lips and folded his arms. He looked displeased. Almost angry. Well, since youre from the future, I suspect youve heard the name of my most bitter rival. Leonardo Da Vinci?

Everyone gasped, Hazel most loudly of all. 

Of course we have! she exclaimed. 

Olivers chest leapt as he considered where this might be going. What about Leonardo da Vinci?

Michelangelo let out a heavy, resigned sigh. I stole her face from him, okay? Youve caught me. He held his hands up in a truce position. Then he continued his explanation. We are battling, you see, Leonardo and I. Weve both been commissioned by the Signoria to paint murals from the war to decorate the Hall of Five Hundred. Ive spent two years designing mine, The Battle of Cascina, and hes spent two years designing the companion piece on the opposite wall, The Battle of Anghiari. Every time we meet at the Hall of Five Hundred to draw the sketches, we clash. To be perfectly honest, we hate one another. One day, I peeked into Leonardos sketch book when he wasnt looking. And I saw this drawing of serene, pretty young girl. That young girl. He pointed at the sephora amulet. I stole the drawing. Shes been my muse ever since.

The friends all exchanged a glance.

You know what this means, dont you, Oliver? Hazel squeaked. 

Oliver nodded slowly. 

If Michelangelo had stolen Esthers face from a sketch of Leonardo da Vincis, than where had Leonardo Da Vinci seen it first? Was he the time-traveling seer who may help them in their quest to find the Elixir?

Please, Michelangelo, Oliver said. I know you hate Leonardo da Vinci, but do you know where we might find him? Our friend is dying and we think he can help.

Hazel let out an irritated scoff. Leonardo da Vinci lives in Rome, Oliver. I told you we should never have left!

But Michelangelo shook his head. He may well reside in Rome, but he is currently here in Florence with his Guild, the Guild of Saint Luke. In fact, I believe he arrives today for a committee meeting to discuss where my new sculpture should be displayed. I want it to remain here, in my hometown, but Leonardo and the rest of the committee are talking about taking it to Rome, against my express wishes.

He was back to wearing his displeased expression. It seemed to appear on his face every time da Vinci was brought into the conversation. Oliver felt bad about harassing him, but there were much bigger things at stake than his petty creative feud. 

You know, if the sculpture gets sent away, Michelangelo said with a theatrical sigh, I may give up art altogether. I am not certain I can even bear to finish painting The Battle of Cascina.

You mustnt give up! Hazel exclaimed. 

But I am given no respect, Michelangelo continued glumly. As a young artist, I am looked down upon. Everyone favors Leonardo da Vinci over me. If he wins this committee meeting then I am through.

But theres so much more youre about to achieve, Hazel said quickly. She looked like she was about to burst from containing her knowledge of the future. 

Hazel… Oliver warned.

It was very much against the rules to reveal too much about the future. But Oliver understood the temptation. Hed been the one to tell Isaac Newton hed receive a knighthood, after all. And if it was to prevent Michelangelo from giving up, then maybe that was one of the reasons the universe sent them to him after all. 

If theres anything you can tell me about my future, Michelangelo said, Id appreciate it greatly. And since I helped you on your quest… 

Oliver relented. Fine. But just one thing.

He looked at Hazel, who seemed about to blow up from all her excitement.

You dont need to finish The Battle of Cascina, she blurted, her words coming out rapidly. Because Leonardo wont finish his painting, either. Instead, therell be a new Pope, Julius II, and hell commission you to build the papal tomb! Then youll be commissioned to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. And youll paint God and Adam and it will go on to become one of the most famous images in the world.

She took a huge gulp of breath.

Hazel, Oliver snapped. I said one thing!

Hazel blushed. Sorry, I couldnt help myself.

Michelangelo looked astounded. Despite the arrogance hed given off before, he seemed genuinely shocked to hear about all the wonderful achievements he was to go on and make.

But then he grinned, clearly thoroughly pleased with himself. Well, I shouldnt be surprised, he said with a chuckle. I am fabulous.

Oliver had to stop himself from rolling his eyes. He looked to his friends. Wed better leave and try to find Leonardo da Vinci. Who knows how much of a head start weve gotten on Chris, or whether there are any rogues on our tail.

Leonardo will be in his workshop, I imagine, Michelangelo said. 

Wheres that? Oliver asked.

Michelangelo shrugged. Im afraid no one knows. Since hes so famous he has to keep his workshop hidden so none of his pieces are stolen. Im afraid its a secret.

Oliver felt his heart sink. Just when he thought hed found the answer to his predicament, another hurdle got thrown up. 

Although… Michelangelo continued, the rumor is that he has hidden rooms in the Santissima Annunziata Monastery. His muse, Mona Lisa Gherardini, has a chapel there, you see.

Mona Lisa! Hazel cried. She looked like she was about to faint from excitement.

Olivers heart leapt. That had to be it!

Come on! he cried to his friends. Lets hurry! Theres no time to waste! 








CHAPTER FIFTEEN





Just left, Chris repeated angrily through his teeth.

He looked down at the horses reins gripped in his hands. His knuckles were red raw from where hed had to pummel the apothecary for information on Olivers whereabouts. But hed made the man squeal eventually. 

He glanced over at the horse rider beside him. Malcolm Malice was wearing an incredibly smug expression. 

Chris felt the overwhelming desire to punch him in the face just like he had the apothecary. Just because theyd learned that Oliver had left Rome moments before theyd reached the apothecary didnt mean he was a bad leader! They were on his trail and Chris was the one finding all the clues to follow it. Malcolm could wipe that dumb expression off his face. Or at least it would be wiped off him the moment they arrived at Michelangelos house and found Oliver.

The journey from Rome to Florence on horseback was extremely uncomfortable. Chris wasnt much of a horse riderhe didnt like the feel of their coarse hair, not to mention all that stinky manure they dropped behind themand despite Natashas assurances that she could use her biological seer powers to make them as placid as possible, it still wasnt a comfortable experience. Chris would be relieved once they reached their destination and he got the chance to stretch his legsand fists.

He grinned to himself. They were so close now. He could feel it crackling in his bones. 

Natasha had also used her powers to make the horses go faster than usual, in order to catch up with Oliver before he had a chance to move on again. But the outcome was the four beasts theyd stolen for the task were now panting beneath them, growing increasingly tired with every moment that passed.

Were going to have to stop soon, Madeleine called for the umpteenth time. Her horse seemed to be struggling the most of all of them, and shed been complaining about their harsh treatment of the creatures every few minutes for the last hour. 

Well stop when we drop down dead, Chris snapped at her.

Madeleine looked perturbed. Please. Cant we just stop for water? Were almost there.

No! Chris barked. Were not stopping.

He kicked his heels into his own horses flank to push it on faster, just to iterate his point. It whinnied in protest. 

Natasha came up beside him on the back of a black steedshed demanded the black one because it matched her nails. 

Theres the village sign, she said. And the gate, like the apothecary told us. We just need to turn at the third left and well be there.

Chris felt his excitement growing ever stronger. His dark powers were desperate to be unleashed. He could feel them tugging at him, demanding to be exercised. Not long now, he reminded them. 

The sun had risen, though it was still a chilly day. They followed the final steps of the route and pulled up outside the cottage. It looked rather quaint, with lemon trees in the garden.

Chris leapt down from his horse and the others did the same. 

Suddenly, a loud thump came from behind. 

Chris turned to the source of the noise. Madeleines horse had collapsed. 

OH! the ginger-haired seer cried. She crouched down, stroking his nuzzle, tears glittering in her eyes. 

Man up! Chris barked at her, using a phrase hed heard many times during his training with Colonel Cain. Its just an animal!

Madeleine snapped to attention, abandoning the infirmed horse. Quickly she wiped her tears away with the heels of her hands and hurried up beside Chris. 

Chris looked at the wooden door and cricked his neck. He was stiff from the long journey and needed to limber up if he was to give proper justice to Oliver.

Then he paced forward and slammed his fist against the door slowly, over and over again. He was still knocking when the latch was opened from the other side. 

The door opened and a flouncy-looking man appeared before them.

Back for another signature, I presume? he said. But then a look of surprise overcame his eyes when they settled on Chris. Oh. More fans? Goodness, my fame really is spreading through the country! I suppose youll be wanting to see my statue, too? Come in, come in. I can always find some time for my fans.

Chris couldnt believe his luck. The stupid man appeared to be so blinded by his own importance he was just going to let them right inside his house!

He looked over his shoulders at his troops and flashed a smug, satisfied smile at Malcolm in particular. The weedy boy grimaced in return. 

Can I get you drinks? Michelangelo said, as he led them inside the house. Fresh lemon water? Or are you too eager to get straight to the artworks? He chuckled to himself. I understand, I understand. Its far too awe-inspiring! Quickly, this way, you young art enthusiasts.

Chris took an instant disliking to Michelangelo. He seemed super arrogant. He followed him into a large glass room like an enormous greenhouse. It was filled with ugly statues of naked people in various stages of completion. 

He heard Madeleine gasp. Its the statue of David, she squeaked under her breath. 

It could be the statue of Trevor for all Chris cared. Art was not his thing. Seemed like a waste of time as far as he was concerned. He really never understood the appeal. 

Michelangelo flounced over to one of his white marble statues. This is one of my most recent commissions, the Virgin Mary with her infant child Christ our Savior. 

Its amazing, Madeleine exclaimed. But then she frowned. Ive never heard of that one.

Chris stamped his foot. Everyone shut up! He was getting very irritated with all this pointless art chitchat. It was time to get to the heart of the matter. 

He turned to Michelangelo, who looked a little shocked by his outburst, and glared. 

Where is he? Chris demanded. 

Michelangelo looked confused. Where is who, dear boy? And really theres no need to shout. Everyone can get an autograph.

Chris slammed a fist into his palm. Im not here for an autograph! he bellowed. Im here for Oliver!

The blood drained from Michelangelos face, leaving him looking ghostly pale. Clearly, it had only just occurred to him that the four children hed invited into his workshop were not fans at all, but were here for some entirely different purpose. 

WELL? Chris cried, slamming his fist into his palm again, reveling in the way Michelangelo flinched.

The artist took a step back and raised his hands into a truce position. Whats going on? he asked.

You know full well, Chris replied menacingly. We know he was here. Oliver Blue. Where did he go?

The… the young chap? The seer boy?

The very one, Chris replied. 

He left, Michelangelo said. Just moments ago.

The words felt like a slap to Chriss cheeks. He felt his rage bubbling inside of him, rising up through his esophagus. 

What do you mean he just left? Chris said between clenched teeth. 

Electricity crackled in his veins. He felt a pulse from the dark powers inside him that were desperate to be unleashed. 

He left in search of Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo said. 

There was no holding back anymore. Chris couldnt believe that Oliver was somehow always one step ahead. That they were on this wild goose chase across ancient Italy only to discover hed already left. He just couldnt contain his frustration anymore. 

Chris turned and punched the statue closest to him. As his fist collided with the marble, a huge black blast of light came from it. The marble statue exploded into a thousand shards, spraying into the air and falling back down as a fine white powder.

My statue! Michelangelo wailed, falling to his knees. You destroyed the Virgin Mary!

From beside Chris, Madeleine started to laugh. Now I know why Id never heard of it before.

Chris turned to face her, his eyes blazing. His fists were surrounded by black light crackling with electricity. By the time Im done here, Michelangelos name will be erased from history.

He turned back to the workshop and let his dark powers fly. 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN





Oliver glanced up at the church. There were words embossed in gold over the large wooden door: Santissima Annunziata. This was it, the place where Leonardos workshop was rumored to be.

He felt very nervous about meeting Leonardo da Vinci. The man was a true geniusan artist, architect, musician, designer, playwright, scholar, the list went on! He almost felt silly for not realizing such an accomplished person would be a seer. Obviously no human could achieve the things Leonardo had in one lifetime; theyd need centuries to study so much and produce so many amazing things.

Oliver stepped up to the church door and tried the handle. It yielded to him and he pushed it open. 

The church was very dark inside. Oliver and his friends stepped cautiously in. 

As he went deeper into the building, Oliver felt a ripple run through his body. His celestial powers seemed to be awakened by the holy setting. 

Hello? Walter called into the darkness. 

His voice echoed through the empty halls. No reply came. 

Now what? Hazel asked Oliver. 

We should look around, Oliver told his friends. Look for a hidden door or staircase. If the workshop is a secret, then it wont be easy to find.

They dispersed throughout the church, searching every nook and cranny. David scrambled around beneath the pews looking for a trapdoor, while Walter tried pulling on the arms of the statues in case they contained hidden levers that would open sliding doors. But there was nothing. No matter how hard they looked, they could not find the secret rooms. 

They rejoined in the center of the church, each looking as disappointed and frustrated as the next.

Maybe the rumor of the workshop is just that, Walter said glumly. A rumor.

Oliver squeezed his hands into fists. No. We cant give up now. Were so close. I can almost feel the magic in this place. There has to be somewhere we havent tried.

No sooner had Oliver said the words, than he noticed a small painted image behind the pulpit. It was a bird. His curiosity was piqued and he walked over to the little painting. 

Oliver? Hazel asked.

Leonardo extensively studied birds, Oliver explained. He wanted to build a flying machine using the same physical mechanisms of the birds. I think this is one of his paintings.

Everyone crowded together to look at the painting. The bird was depicted in flight, and was facing the back of the church. Oliver turned. There, to his surprise, was a second bird.

We need to follow them, he exclaimed. 

Everyone hurried to the bird at the back of the church. This one was flying in a direction toward the back staircase that David had searched earlier. They hurried toward it and began to ascend the spiral staircase which led up to the balcony above.

Stop! Hazel cried. 

They were halfway up the steps. She was pointing at the stone walls, where the smallest of birds was etched into it. This bird was not in flight at all, but resting with its wings folded beside it. 

It must be here! Oliver exclaimed.

He began to touch the wall, running along it with his fingertips, searching for any seams. To his surprise, he felt the distinct outline of a door.

Theres a door here, he said.

A door made of stone? Walter gasped. Wow, this guy really doesnt want to be found.

Oliver thought of Armando, of all the tricks and traps hed had to get through to find him in his factory. It was clearly the only way great inventors could get their work done in peace. There were so many people who wanted to steal their inventions for their own gain, or destroy them out of jealousy. Such heavy-handed protective measures were clearly necessary.

Oliver tried to find something resembling a handle, or a lever, but could find none. 

How do we get inside? he asked, feeling frustrated. 

They were so close and yet so far at the same time. Leonardo da Vinci was clearly a man who did not wish to be disturbed. 

I have an idea, David said.

He stepped forward and pulled the scepter from its place slung over his back. As he held it out in his hands it began to glow. Oliver gasped. Hed had no idea it could do that.

Gently, David touched the tip of the glowing scepter to the seam of the door. Light poured from the weapon and seeped into the cracks, drawing an outline that seemed to grow brighter and brighter with every passing second. 

Then David pushed the door and, to Olivers complete shock, it creaked opened. 

How…?

But all David replied was, Professor Amethyst sent me for a reason.

There was no time to question it any further. The door had opened fully now, revealing another staircase that led down. They hurried down it. 

The staircase opened up into a huge workshop. All around were enormous inventions made of polished wood and metal. 

Cool! Walter cried, running up to an artillery cannon on a rotatable axis. He turned to a large armored car, which could also rotate and was protected with metal sheets. Awesome! Finally he looked at Oliver. You never told me Leonardo da Vinci made military weapons!

He invented many things, Oliver explained. Mechanics. Hydraulics. He walked up to a huge wooden revolving crane.

Hazel meanwhile was gazing in wonder at an Archimedean screwa water pumping system that Leonardo invented in order to transport water from rivers to towns, to drain swamps and for the more frivolous purpose of creating fountains. 

Whats this? David asked. 

Mounted on the wall was a silver lyre in the shape of a horses head, one of the more unusual items inside the workshop. 

I guess not everything Leonardo made was important, Oliver replied. Looks like he also had a sense of humor.

Sense of humor, came a croaky voice from behind them. Yes, I suppose so.

Everyone gasped and swirled. 

There he stood. Leonardo da Vinci. He looked to be about fifty, with a long, bushy white beard, and long scraggly hair hidden beneath a poofy black hat. He was standing beneath his ornithopter, a glider with a complex system of wings, his first attempt at giving man the skill of flight. 

Professor Amethyst sent you, didnt he? Leonardo said. 

Oliver finally found his voice. Yes. Were here for the Elixir. We need it to save my friends life. 

Leonardo paced forward. The Elixir, you say? Well, thats a very dangerous thing to create. No ones been able to create it, either. I have worked out some of the formula. Isaac Newton supplied some of the chemicals. But the rest of the formula has thus far eluded us.

Oliver had to wrap his head around the fact that Sir Isaac Newtona British physicist from the seventeenth centurywas working with Leonardo da Vincian Italian engineer from the sixteenth century. Time travel and seer powers were really mind-blowing at times!

Quickly, he pulled out his fathers notebook. Would this help?

He handed it to Leonardo. The old man studied it closely and stroked his long beard. 

My, my, my, he said. This is quite fantastic work. This could certainly help. But it will take a very long time to work out.

Oliver tensed. Time was not something he could spare. The sand timer in the scepter was running dangerously low. 

We dont have much time, Oliver said. My friend is dying.

Leonardos head popped up from where it had been buried in the notebook. Dont have much time? He laughed. My dear boy, youre a seer! Time is the one thing you have in abundance. If you know how to bend it, of course.

Oliver watched curiously as Leonardo walked over to a large burnished metal pendulum that was swinging against the stone wall at one end of his workshop. It creaked as it swung slowly one way then all the way back the other. It did not appear to be attached to anything and Oliver couldnt work out for the life of him how it worked. 

This is called the Pendulum of Time, Leonardo announced. It is the only one in the entire universe. Invented by myself, of course.

The children exchanged curious glances. 

What does it do? Hazel asked.

Patience, Leonardo replied, holding up a finger. 

He had the sort of imposing, teacher-like manner that made you immediately stop talking and sit up straight. But patience was not something Oliver had much of at the moment. 

I am the only seer in the universe who is allowed to use it, Leonardo continued as the pendulum took another long arcing swing behind him. And even then, only if she deems it appropriate.

He chuckled and turned away from them, now facing the pendulum. 

Oliver frowned, confused by what was going on.

Then suddenly, dark blue swirling light began to glow all around Leonardos body. It seemed to radiate from his very skin. 

Oliver gasped. The blue light had a cosmic quality to it, like it had come from the darkest depths of space. Maybe it had. 

Leonardo reached up with his arms, directing them toward the pendulum as it made a down swing. Then the light suddenly leapt from him and zapped into the pendulum. It raced all the way up the length of it, draining away from Leonardo until there was none left on him, and it was the pendulum now instead that was surrounded in strange cosmic blue light. 

Everyone gasped audibly. Oliver was unsure of what he was witnessing but he knew it was something very magical, something that perhaps even Professor Amethyst didnt have the power to do himself. 

As he gazed in wonder at the cosmic light, Oliver realized the pendulum was swinging more slowly. The creaking noise it had been making turned into more of a grinding noise, like a rusty screw being slowly turned.

It moved slower and slower and slower until, just like that, it stopped, mid-swing. It hung there at a physics-defying angle, completely suspended.

Oliver… David gasped. 

He showed him the scepter. The sand timer was no longer running. 

Oliver was stunned. He peered up at Leonardo. Did you stop time? Really?

Leonardo nodded. Im one of the original seers, Oliver, and one of the most powerful. I can stop time, but only if the universe allows me to, and only for as long as she decides. If the pendulum starts to swing again there may be no way I can pause it again. Clearly this mission you are on is very, very important if she has allowed me to use it in the first place.

Oliver grabbed the sephora amulet. Inside, Esther was now completely motionless, like she was a painting rather than a real living breathing person. Professor Amethyst had told him her life was tied to more, that there was so much more at stake here than whether she was cured or not. But what that was, he wouldnt know until the time came. 

It is important, Oliver said, resting the sephora amulet against his chest again, convincing himself that Leonardo really had paused time and that Esther really was safe. 

Leonardo clapped. Then lets get to work on this Elixir, shall we?








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





With time paused, the immense pressure to complete the Elixir and save Esthers life began to lessen. Oliver felt a weight lift from his shoulders. He settled in to the workshop and began working with Leonardo to decipher Teddys formula. 

It was very odd to look in the sephora amulet at Esther and see that she was now completely frozen in time. The image in the locket had already looked like a strange charcoal painting, and now it did even more so. 

Leonardo mustve caught him glancing at the sephora amulet. What do you have there, boy? A seer technology, I presume, but one I am not familiar with.

Its a sephora amulet, Oliver told him. It links me to the girl I am trying to save with the Elixir.

He showed it to Leonardo and the man gasped. Esther Valentini! Why didnt you say?

Oliver felt extremely confused. Michelangelo had told him that Esther was somehow Leonardos muse, but in all the drama it had slipped his mind to pursue that line of intrigue. Now, hearing her name come from the lips of none other than Leonardo da Vinci, his curiosity came back to him tenfold. 

How do you know her? he asked the inventor. 

Leonardo took a deep breath. It is one of those circuitous moments in the timelines of the universe. Esther Valentini is the key to unlocking the Elixir. The Elixir is the key to time travel for all seers. Without her, this would not be possible. But without this, saving her life would be impossible. It is a paradox. Paradoxes are always the most unstable points in the universe, as so much hinges upon everything going exactly right. It is like balancing humanity onto the head of a pin. One incorrect move and you fall, bringing everyone with you.

Oliver gulped. Professor Amethyst had alluded to this mission being incredibly dangerous, as having some huge implications beyond just saving Esthers life. Now he understood how high the stakes really were. He was teetering on a moment in the universe that had to be perfect. There was no room for error, for deviation. 

Leonardo continued. I found this moment in history so significant that I made Esther Valentini a muse of mine. A future version of myself left me an image of her, as a sort of clue as to things to come. Funnily enough, this must have been the moment when I first laid eyes on her face!

Olivers mind spun. The ways in which timelines twisted together and interacted was befuddling. The paradoxes always blew his mind. He had to recall the theory behind it all, the one hed read in a textbook with Ralph and had been taught by his lecturers at the School for Seers. Time was not linear. Everything that could happen already had. Everything existed at the same time. That was why Leonardo was able to stop time. Because the idea of time itself was an illusion. 

Oliver, Leonardo said. I believe it is destiny that I teach you everything I know.

Oliver jerked with shock. First Mistress Lucia Moretti had passed her knowledge onto him, then hed been given celestial powers, and now none other than Leonardo da Vinci wanted to pass on his knowledge! Oliver had always had a mind like a sponge, but even he was worried about the ramifications of being given so much knowledge in such a short space of time. What if his head exploded? 

I… I dont know if I could handle it.

Nonsense, Leonardo replied. Of course you can! Cant you see all the coincidences? All the timelines merging? This point may be the most significant in the history of the universe. You hold half the formula, and I hold the other. If we merge our minds together, well create the formula! Theres a very simple ritual we can perform using this machine I invented.

He pulled out the same wooden box with wires that Oliver had used to attach his mind to Mistress Lucias. Of course it had been invented by Leonardo! A seer like Lucia wouldnt be powerful enough to access future technology, but a seer as powerful as Leonardo certainly could! 

Ive already used that before, Oliver told him.

Leonardo looked confused. You have? But when?

I went to the Rome Seer School. The headmistress there passed on her knowledge to me to help me complete the Elixir.

Leonardo did not look happy about this information. Lucia Moretti cannot be trusted. Shes been desperate to complete the Elixir but I fear her intentions arent pure. She has shown great greed as a seer, and I worry that she wishes to travel to the future in order to bring back future technology and make herself famous. Seers, as you are well aware, must put their own selfish needs aside for the good of the universe. I worry that her heart is not in the right place.

Olivers memories and suspicions started to come together. Lucia Moretti had seemed extremely interested in his quest to find the Elixir. Shed sent Gianni to collect them almost the second theyd arrived in Rome. Perhaps shed even invented the whole thing about activating the beacon and summoning the rogue seersthey had not seen evidence of anyone other than Chris after all. If what Leonardo was saying about Mistress Lucia wanted the Elixir was true, was that why shed sent Gianni to along on their journey, as some kind of spy? His presence on this trip had always confused Oliver, and now the horrible thoughts began to niggle at him. 

Then once we create the Elixir, well have to keep it from her? Oliver asked Leonardo.

I think that is for the best, the man replied. Once the Elixir is completed, you must take it back to the safety of the School for Seers, to Professor Amethysts protection. It will be the most coveted creation in the entirety of the universe.

Oliver realized once more just how integral David was to this mission. Professor Amethyst had sent him here as a bodyguard, not just for Oliver but for the Elixir as well. It all began to make sense. 

Okay then, Oliver said. Im ready for the ritual.

He couldnt quite believe he was about to undergo a ritual that would give him Leonardo da Vincis knowledge. The man was a genius! A legend among men! How would Oliver be able to handle such a heavy burden?

They hooked themselves up to the machine. Leonardo turned the crank. A pulse began to thrum through Olivers mind. 

The pulse turned into a searing pain. Oliver grabbed the workbench with both hands as the power from Leonardos genius brain raced into his own. He tipped his head back and screamed.








CHAPTER NINETEEN





With all of Leonardos knowledge now swirling in his mind, Oliver quickly started making strides with the Elixir. He still couldnt quite comprehend how everything fit together, with his father holding part of the formula and THE Leonardo da Vinci having the rest, nor how the celestial powers now coursing through him came into play. But he was sure those questions would be answered in time. He was a servant of the universe; it was not his place to challenge the order of things. 

With time now frozen, Oliver also felt more capable in his task than ever. In a way, he wished things could always remain like this. Then hed never have to face the possibility of losing Esther, nor the unprecedented changes that saving her life would bring. 

As they worked, the rest of the gang took it in turns to sleep, take up guard duties, and collect different substances for Oliver and Leonardo to try in their brewing Elixir. So far the concoction included aloe. Gentian root. Bitter. Kino. Cinnamon. Cardamom. Orange peel. Rhubarb. Zedoary. Saffron. Anise. 

Before long, the pair were down to just the last line of formula, the bit that would include the final ingredient. 

Hazel came over to the work bench holding a tincture of something dark yellow. 

Cinchona, she said, handing it to Oliver. Whatever that is. Is there anything else you need?

Oliver took the tincture. No. This is it. According to all the recipes in all the various texts, as well as Teddys formula, Leonardos research, and the information we got from Newtons text, this should be the final piece of the recipe.

Oliver couldnt quite believe it. This could be last bit that would hopefully complete the Elixir. He looked at Leonardo. Leonardo nodded. 

Now or never. 

Hazel leaned forward on her elbows and watched intently as Oliver removed the cork from the top of the tube and decanted its contents into the glass jar on the table before him. 

He took a deep breath and held it. But nothing happened.

Huh, Hazel said, sounding disappointed. I was expecting something dramatic. A flash of light. Gold flecks. That sort of thing. Are you sure it worked?

Theres no way of knowing yet, Oliver replied. It has to marinate.

Leonardo stood. While it does that, perhaps I ought to load you all up with some weapons. As soon as the Elixir is complete, the whole world will be after you. We need to make sure youre protected.

Oliver agreed. He went over to wake up Walter and Gianniwhom he still wasnt sure he could trustand summon David, whod been positioned by the secret door, scepter in hand, for a good hour. 

They went over to Leonardos inventions. There were many interesting weapons. 

Hazel selected a giant crossbow. How does it look? she asked. 

Pretty rad, Walter replied. He himself was eyeing something that looked remarkably like a gun. Is this what I think it is? he asked, hefting it up. 

I call it an auto-firer, da Vinci explained. Once you blast the pellet inside, another falls into place automatically.

Walters eyes widened. This is literally a machine gun…!

I had no idea you invented so many weapons, Hazel said. 

I know, Leonardo sighed. Im a pacifist, believe it or not. But the different city states of Italy are constantly fighting, and I am often commissioned to use military engineering knowledge to create weaponry. I would, of course, prefer to focus on beauty and creation rather than brutality and destruction. But my patrons pay me for the latter, and it allows me to focus on the former.

There really were many parallels between Leonardo and Armando, Oliver thought. His mentor, too, had been given funding to create machinery for the war effort. But unlike Leonardo, Armando had never succumbed to the temptation. Hed never sold a single invention that he thought could be used for evil means. 

Oliver! David cried suddenly, pulling him away from his thoughts. 

What is it? Oliver asked, looking at his bodyguard.

The scepter. The sand timer has started running again.

Oliver gasped. He looked frantically at Leonardo. Leonardo looked just as confused.

That cant be. I stopped time.

It must be something to do with the Elixir, Oliver replied. Professor Amethyst told me that it was the key to unlocking time travel. Maybe that means its finished brewing.

Just then, they heard a strange fizzing noise coming from behind. The Elixir!

Oliver hurried back toward it. A plume of white smoke was coming from the top of the glass jar and rapidly filling up the workroom, making it hazy.

Whats happening? Hazel cried, starting to cough from the fumes. 

Olivers eyes began to sting. I dont know. But I hope it means its working!

He hurried closer, wafting the mist away with his arm. But it was only growing thicker and thicker. And the fizzing noise coming from the Elixir was getting louder, as if there was an increase in pressure and it wanted to blow. 

Oliver didnt know what to do. He reached out for the Elixir, only to find his hand collide with that of someone else, who was grabbing the jar from the other side of the table. 

The hand wasnt old, so it did not belong to Leonardo. The skin was neither black like Walters, nor tan like Davids. It was a male hand, so not Hazels. 

A sickening realization overcame Oliver. There was only one other person it could belong to. Gianni.

Hed had his doubts about the boy all along. It was only Davids assurances and the trust Oliver had put in his bodyguard that had let Gianni come along in the first place. Then when Leonardo had revealed that Lucia may be after the Elixir, hed grown even more suspicious that the boy was a spy. 

And now, well, now there was no doubting it. Gianni was no friend. Hed come along only to steal the Elixir. 

Oliver squinted, trying to catch sight of the boys features through the thick white smoke. But as a small clearing parted ahead of him, giving him a square-on view of the owner of the hand, Olivers heart almost stopped beating with shock. 

It was not Gianni. Gianni was not the person attempting to steal the Elixir. The eyes that Oliver was staring into were his own. 

He was looking at himself. 

It was not a mirror image. The boy standing before Oliver was him, exactly. A parallel Oliver.

Oliver only had a brief second to think about how dangerous it supposedly was to run into a parallel version of yourself when the whole world went black. 








CHAPTER TWENTY





Edmund thundered along the corridors of the School for Seers. He could feel hot tears running down his cheeks and wiped them away furiously, filled with rage.

Vinnie, his closest friend, was standing just ahead, near the sleeping dormitory. Edmund was so not in the mood to speak to him. 

Hey, Ed, whats up? Vinnie asked as Edmund drew closer.

But Edmund wasnt going to stop. He shoved past him roughly, sending Vinnie staggering back into the wall. 

Nothing, he said gruffly, without looking back. 

He kept striding until he reached the restrooms. He went inside quickly and locked himself in a cubicle. 

Finally the emotions hed been trying so hard to hold in came flooding out. All the sadness he felt over Esthers condition, and all the anger he felt toward the way shed spoken to him, came bubbling up to the surface. Shameful tears flowed from his eyes. Grief took hold of him in a way it never had before in his life. 

Why did it hurt so much? It was like a physical pain in the pit of his stomach. 

It was just so unfair! Hed loved Esther before Oliver even came on the scene! And he would never have put her in the sort of danger that caused her to get the incurable travel sickness in the first place! 

He felt like such a sucker. All that love and affection poured into her for nothing. Resentment began to build inside of him, forcing out his sadness and taking its place. 

It was at that moment that Edmund heard the strangest of noises. It sounded like a voice being carried on a breeze. 

He twirled around, inspecting the cubicle. Maybe someone was messing with him, projecting their voice to freak him out. It was the sort of stupid prank the idiots at his school would pull. 

But there was no sign of anything around him. 

He put down the lid of the toilet and sat upon it, sinking his head into his hands. 

He was just sleep deprived, he reasoned. A good night in a sleep pod would put him right. 

Or maybe he was losing his mind, he counter-considered. Perhaps all the grief over Esther was causing him to go crazy. It would happen to the strongest of people, he reasoned; spending days sitting vigil beside the girl you love only to learn she doesnt love you back.

But then it came again, the whispering voice, and this time Edmund felt a shiver go up his spine.

The voice was female. He was absolutely certain that the word shed whispered was, Edmund…

He jumped up, alarmed, and looked around him again, more frantically this time. Up at the ceiling, back down at the cistern. Still, there was no one there and nothing to see that may explain what was going on. 

Edmund unlocked the stall door and hurried out of the cubicle. He went over to the sink. Perhaps a good splash of cold water would snap some life back into himself. 

He turned on the faucet and bent down, scooping icy water all over his face. The sensation was enough to make him gasp.

He jerked back and straightened up, cold droplets of icy water running from his face and dripping onto his tee. Thats when he saw her. 

A cloaked figure was standing in the mirror just beside his left shoulder.

He screamed and quickly turned to look behind him. There was no one there.

Trembling from fear, Edmund slowly turned to look back at the mirror. The figure was still there. 

A-are you a ghost? he stammered. 

The figure reached up to lower their hood. As their face emerged from beneath the dark fabric, Edmund was surprised to see a woman standing there. She had a pale face and dark makeup giving her the air of a vampire. Her ruby red lips were set into a firm, determined line. 

There are no such things as ghosts, she said. As a seer, you ought to know that.

Edmund recognized her voice immediately as the exact same one that had whispered his name. Terror ran through his body liking a peeling church bell. This was all so strange. So confusing. His mind swirled. What was going on?

Then who are you? he asked. What are you?

I can assure you I am very real, Edmund, the woman replied. I am speaking to you from another dimension.

Her explanation did little to calm the panic racing through his insides.

Who are you? he demanded, his voice quivering. How do you know my name?

The womans ruby red lips turned slowly up into a smile. But it wasnt a kind smile at all. There was something very disconcerting about it. It seemed sly and lacking in comfort.

Yet at the same time, Edmund felt a vibe of strength and determination coming from the woman. There was something admirable about her. She seemed to carry herself with great dignity. 

My name is Mistress Obsidian, she told him. I, like you, am a powerful seer.

Edmunds mouth went dry. He didnt know what to do or say or how to process this sudden strange situation.

And why are you in the bathroom? he asked. Speaking to me?

The woman barked out a laugh. Im here for you, Edmund! Ive been watching you ever since you began your seer training. In fact, I wanted you for myself. But Amethyst got there first.

I dont understand… Edmund said, frowning.

His mind spun. This was too much to take in. 

You have a very important mission, Edmund, Mistress Obsidian said. 

Her voice was like a purr, and it seemed coercive somehow. Edmund felt a strange desire to please her.

I do? he asked. Professor Amethyst has never sent me on a mission. Even when Im the best person for the job.

He felt his hands furling into fists.

I know, she replied with a sympathetic air. And its a travesty. Youre a fine seer, Edmund. You could be one of the best if only you had the correct training.

Her words soaked into Edmunds mind like a sponge. He did feel like his potential wasnt being met at the School for Seers. He was constantly being overlooked in favor of Oliver Blue. He was a great switchit player but everyone fawned over Oliver. He was an excellent seer but everyone acted like Oliver was some kind of genius. He pouted, feeling the injustice of it all swell within him.

But while he enjoyed having his ego stroked, he was also very wary of the robed figure talking to him from another dimension. 

What do you want with me? he asked. 

I already said, Mistress Obsidian replied, sounding distinctly innocent, I want to send you on a mission. Dont you want that? 

Edmund folded his arms. He raised an eyebrow. Only Professor Amethyst can send me on a mission.

The woman let out a scoff from the back of her throat. Of course. I should have guessed. Hes never taught you about me, has he? You know nothing about my existence? Her voice became stern and forceful. Professor Amethyst is not the only seer with a school. There are many, many schools all throughout the universe.

Edmund shook his head. Thats not true. Theres only one. The School for Seers.

She shook her head more emphatically. Thats a lie, Edmund. He is lying to you because he does not want you to reach your full potential. But I am every bit as powerful as Professor Amethyst. I have the power to send you on a mission. Indeed, I am appealing to you specifically to embark on a mission. You. All you need to do is accept.

Edmund couldnt help it. Despite his reticence, Mistress Obsidian seemed to be offering the one thing he craved. His ego seemed to inflate like a balloon. All the upset hed been feeling just moments ago vaporized away.

Why me? he asked. 

Because this is a very important mission and I know you will succeed. You will not fail. You have a personal connection to the mission. She paused for dramatic effect. Edmund, I need you to destroy Oliver Blue.

At the sound of his nemesiss name, Edmunds heart galloped in his chest. Destroy him?

She nodded slowly. 

Edmund felt himself immediately brighten. Why didnt you say so sooner! he said. Id do anything to get back at that pest. He stole the girl I love from me! He could hear the bitterness in his voice and his heart clenched. 

Mistress Obsidian shook her said in empathy. Im sorry to hear that. Young romance is a beautiful thing. For it to be ruined by another must be extremely painful.

It is, Edmund said, choking back his emotion. So whatever you want me to do to Oliver, I will. 

But no sooner had he said it, than Edmund realized that he was being foolish. He let out a sigh and shook his head.

No, he said, lowering his gaze with disappointment. I cant. Oliver has been sent in search of a cure for Esthers sickness. If I harm him, he wont make it back and shell die.

More lies, Mistress Obsidian hissed.

Edmunds gaze snapped up. What?

Olivers mission in the past is nothing to do with Esther! Mistress Obsidian cried passionately. His mission in the past is the very thing that is killing her!

Edmunds eyes widened with shock. This was very different from what Professor Amethyst had told him. Who was he supposed to trust? Suddenly it felt like he was standing on quicksand, as if the very foundations beneath him had become unstable.

I dont understand, he said haltingly.

Mistress Obsidian looked furious. Olivers prior journey with Esther back to 1690s England was the thing that harmed her in the first place. Now theyre intrinsically linked. Every time Oliver Blue enters the wrong timeline, her condition worsens.

Edmund was stunned. Mistress Obsidian knew about where and when Olivers last mission had been. That certainly added credibility to her story. 

Then why has he been sent back? he asked. 

Professor Amethyst wants him to find something called the Elixir. It is a dangerous bit of seer technology, so dangerous its been hidden. If Professor Amethyst gets his hands on it, it will give him more power than any seer ought ever to have. Olivers been promised a cut of the potion. Thats why hes gone back in time.

As Edmund let her words sink in, his seething hatred of Oliver intensified. How selfish of him! Hed only pretended to care for Esther! And he continued to put her life in danger just so he could get a boost to his powers!

Is this true? Edmund asked.

Im afraid so. You neednt just take my word for it, though. Follow Professor Amethyst. It wont be long before you hear him worrying about Olivers quest to find the Elixir.

Edmund ground his teeth. He was trusting Mistress Obsidian more and more. Everything she said made sense. 

She spoke again, more calmly now, the fevered anger in her voice ebbing away. I know how to cure Esther. In fact, once youve completed this mission for me, I will tell you how.

His heart soared. Mistress Obsidian needed not convince Edmund any more. She had him fully on board.

Ill do your mission, he said confidently. Whatever it is you need me to do. I hate Oliver Blue. I want him destroyed. And Ill do anything to save Esther.

Mistress Obsidian regarded him for a moment. Good. And I am certain youll succeed at this task, Edmund. Tell me, have you ever seen a wormhole before?

Edmund shook his head. Will the mission involve using one? The thought caused him some anxiety. 

In a sense, Mistress Obsidian replied cryptically. She lowered her voice. I need you to go to the kapoc tree. There is a thick branch, three rows up, that points directly toward the sleeping rooms like a finger. Hidden there you will find a syringe.

A syringe? Edmund replied curiously. What on earth is it for?

It contains a poison, Mistress Obsidian explained. I will create a wormhole for you that will link you to where Oliver is. It will be in the trunk of the tree where a time machine is already hidden. I will align everything perfectly for you so all youll need to do is stab the syringe through the portal and press the plunger. That is it. Everything else will be taken care of.

Edmund felt hesitant. It seemed dangerous. Will it hurt?

You? Why, not at all, dear boy. It may feel a little peculiar, but it will only be your arm reaching through so it will definitely be harmless to you. Oliver, on the other hand…

Will it kill him? Edmund asked, his voice a mix of shock and delight.

Mistress Obsidian shook her head. No, Edmund. Im not a monster. All the serum in the syringe will do is disable Olivers powers. If he does succeed in finding the Elixir for Professor Amethyst and takes some, the serum in the syringe will counteract its effects. Instead of growing strong, hell grow weak. Eventually his seer powers will disappear entirely. Then hell be nothing. A nobody.

Edmund felt excitement leap in his chest. If Oliver had no special powers, would Esther still like him? Surely not! Surely half the appeal of Oliver for her was the fact he was apparently such a gifted, special, important seer. Without his powers, what would be left?

Ill do it, Edmund said decisively. 

Good. Then go now. Do it immediately. The portal will be open for only a few moments in order to make sure youre not seen. Good luck, Edmund. Dont let me down.

The woman disappeared from the mirror. Edmund was once more alone in the bathroom. 

He stood there, stunned by what had just happened. And for the first time since Esther had told him she did not love him, Edmund felt a flame of motivation burn inside of him. Destroying Oliver Blue could be his chance to win her back, though of course she must never ever find out. If she found out, then shed never forgive him. Still, the risk was worth it. The ends justified the means.

He hurried out of the bathroom, no longer feeling the sensation of tears in his gullet. As he hurried down the corridor back toward the central atrium, he noticed two of Olivers friends nearby the kapoc tree; Ralph Black, the stupid seer boy who never seemed to do anything right, and Simon Cavendish, the very pale Victorian who spoke in an irritating accent. He grimaced. The last thing he needed was them poking their noses where they werent wanted.

He rushed past them, hoping they wouldnt notice him. When he got to the side of the giant kapoc tree that faced the Z quarters, he paused and looked up. He counted three branches until he saw the one Mistress Obsidian had described. A long, thick branch in the shape of a finger pointing directly at the Z atrium. There, catching the light and giving off a sparkle, was the syringe.

Excitement leapt into Edmunds chest. There was just one problem. The branch was so high. Far too high to climb without being noticed. 

Frustration tingled in his extremities like an itch. He was close yet so far and it was beyond irritating. 

There was only one way hed be able to reach the syringe. Edmund tapped into his seer powers. He reached up with his mind, searching for the foreign object nestled amongst all the natural elements. He could feel the distinct atoms that made up bark, the different ones that made up leaves. Then his mind found something that did not belong, that did not vibrate with the frequency of biological matter but of metal and glass. 

He took hold of it firmly with his mind then began to pull it toward him. 

It took a lot of effort. Edmund was a gifted seer but moving items wasnt something he was well trained in yet.

Suddenly, the leaves parted. Edmunds heart skipped. Something plunged from the branch and landed at Edmunds feet. In the light, he saw the glitter of a substance glowing inside.

Quickly, careful to be as discreet as possible, Edmund crouched down and scooped the syringe up. He tucked it in his sleeve to keep it hidden and took a stealthy check around himself to make sure hed not been over seen. Then he stood up and began to look for the secret entrance to the hidden time machine. 

As he rounded the enormous trunk of the kapoc tree, he slammed straight into someone.

Ralph Black. 

What are you doing, Edmund? Ralph asked skeptically.

Edmund shook his head. Nothing. Whats it to do with you anyway? Since when are you in charge?

Ralph frowned at him. Someones defensive.

Edmund pouted. Yeah well, Esthers dying thanks to your best friend. So sorry if I dont feel like making small talk with you. 

He barged past Ralph and began to walk the perimeter of the enormous kapoc tree. The tree was very wide. Once he was around the other side, he could no longer see Ralph at all. 

He paused, noticing the X etched into the bark of the tree, the spot where the time machine was rumored to be. He waited, gazing at it, for any sign that it was the portal Mistress Obsidian said shed create for him. 

He waited and waited. With each second he grew more worried that someone would come around the corner and catch him. And with every second, he grew more dubious about what he was doing. He began to question himself. Could he really trust Mistress Obsidian? The strange woman had appeared in the mirror like an apparition, after all. She could be anyone. Up to anything. 

But then he thought of Oliver and ground his teeth. He didnt care who she was. She could be the high priestess of the dark army for all he cared. If she could help him bring down Oliver and save Esthers life that was all that mattered. 

No sooner had Edmund thought these words, than the bark of the kapoc began to change. He frowned curiously as it began to quiver. Then it started to swirl. Suddenly, a sphere of twisting dark purple began to grow before him. 

Edmund gasped. Hed never time traveled. Never seen a portal. It was quite a sight to behold. 

He inched forward and raised the syringe. All he had to do was jab it into the portal and press the plunger. That was it. But it felt so strange to do so without being able to see exactly what he was doing. 

Edmund took another small step closer to the portal. He felt a strong urge to press his face up against it to see where it led. Through the murk, he could make out little more than a figure. 

Edmund… came the whispered voice on the wind.

Edmund knew it was Mistress Obsidian urging him to take action.

The time for deliberations was over. Edmund raised the syringe and plunged it forward.

He felt the resistance of it hitting flesh, then the sinking feeling of it entering. He pressed the plunger, pushing the substance through. Then he withdrew his hand. The portal closed immediately. 

Edmund stood there frozen, holding the empty syringe. His heart beat wildly. 

What he had he done? 








CHAPTER TWENTY ONE





Oliver stirred. His head was pounding. With a groan, he opened his eyes.

He discovered he was lying in the adjoining living quarters of Leonardo da Vincis hidden workshop. He was on the same couch his friends had been taking turns sleeping on, and someone had taken the care to cover him with a scratchy woolen blanket. He sat up and looked about himself, blinking.

The room was dark. A small candle burned on the mantelpiece. Through the small window above his head, Oliver could see that the sky had turned pitch-black. Little white stars twinkled in the distance.

Head spinning like he was in a boat on a particularly rough sea, Oliver stood. The blanket slid from his lap to the floor as he rubbed his sore head. 

He strained to remember what had happened. One moment hed been working with Leonardo on the formula for the Elixir and the next…

The next…

What had happened?

Oliver couldnt recall. Everything had gone blank. He could not quite find his memories. 

Just then, the smell of roast vegetables and herbs wafted toward him. He walked over to the door of the living quarters, which was standing ajar, and peered through the gap. 

The workshop room on the other side was in blazing light. There, Walter, David, Hazel, and Gianni sat around the workbench hed been working at with Leonardo. They were tucking into plates of steaming food. Leonardo was a little to the side, sitting at an easel. He appeared to be working on a painting.

Oliver pushed the wooden door and it creaked open. Everyone turned to look at him. 

Ollie! Walter cried, beaming as Oliver took a step into the room. 

Hazel leapt up and came running to him. 

Youre okay! she exclaimed, throwing her arms around his neck. 

But instead of comfort, a sudden panic took hold of Oliver. A memory had returned to him in a sudden rush. Hed remembered that just as the concoction for the Elixir had started to fizz, time had come unfrozen. It had begun to move again. And that meant Esther had been suffering all the time hed been sleeping.

How long have I been asleep? Oliver asked, his voice quivering with pain. 

Hazel drew back and reached for the sephora amulet. She held it up to him, shoving it under his nose. 

Oliver took it with trembling hands, almost too fearful to glance at it and discover what it may tell him about Esther. But to his relief, Oliver saw that Esther was once again frozen in time.

He let out a sigh so great his whole body sagged. 

The universe allowed me to activate the Pendulum of Time once more, Leonardo said calmly, looking up from his painting. Youve slept for hours, but Esthers clock has not progressed even one second.

Oliver felt relief wash over him. He let out a long exhale. 

However, Leonardo said, more solemnly, I believe it was a sign. An important one we must not ignore. The universe does not want us messing with the timelines any more than is absolutely necessary. She may have given us more time this once, but we mustnt take it for granted. I believe she was warning us to hurry along.

Oliver nodded. He understood Leonardos warning. He himself wanted to hurry the mission along, too. Every second away from Esther felt like agony, whether that second was frozen in time or not. 

Finally recovered from his panic, Oliver looked at Hazel curiously. So, what happened?

You dont remember? she asked. 

He shook his head. Nothing.

Hazel led him to the table and began to serve him up a plate of food. As Oliver took his seat, Leonardo set his paintbrush down and swiveled on his stool to face them. 

It must have been the exhaustion, Oliver, he explained. You went to check on the Elixir as it began to fizz then the next thing we knew you were on the floor passed out.

You hadnt slept for hours, Hazel added, placing a plate of steaming meat and vegetables in front of him. 

We were reckless with your health, David added, a hint of shame glittering behind his eyes. Wed all had a chance to rest, but you hadnt. It only served to reason youd collapse at some point. I take full responsibility.

Dont, Oliver said, brushing it away. I was the one pushing myself.

He remembered Hazels warnings to slow down, warnings hed promptly ignored. Hed been so single-minded about his goal to save Esther hed forgotten completely about himself. 

He realized now that he was ravenous. He began to tuck into his meal, grateful for the warmth and nourishment he could feel seeping into his body. 

But even as the food rejuvenated him, something didnt feel right. There was a memory just at the tip of his mind, one he could not quite reach. 

He looked over at Leonardo. It was only then that he realized what the man was working on. It was none other than the Mona Lisa. Oliver gasped. 

Its better now, dont you think? Leonardo said, removing his brush from the canvas. I was inspired by Esther in your amulet.

Oliver looked again into the sephora amulet and the frozen image of a sleeping Esther. Rather than a pained look on her face there now appeared to be a smile tugging slightly at the sides of her lips. It was a knowing look, like she was in possession of some important piece of knowledge. He couldnt help but smile in response. 

I added a smile, Leonardo explained, pointing to the slightly upturned corners of Mona Lisas mouth, the knowing smile she was famous for. 

Oliver was stunned. So Esther had inspired Mona Lisas smile! It was one of the strangest but also most wonderful parts of being a seerto learn in what ways youd shaped history. To have had an influence on the worlds most famous painting was really quite amazing, Oliver thought.

But again, he was getting distracted. He wasnt here to marvel at Renaissance Italy or bask in the company of Leonardo da Vinci. He was here to complete a mission.

More memories were tugging at his mind, demanding he pay them attention. But they still felt foggy and confused, like mirages. He couldnt work out which thoughts were his own, which were Mistress Lucias, and which were Leonardo da Vincis. His brain felt like scrambled eggs and he didnt know how to sort through everything. 

Were we loading up with weapons? he said asked, recalling Leonardo showing them an array of weapons hed invented.

Yeah, Walter grinned. I got this rad gun thing! He held up the odd early wooden prototype version of what would go on to become the modern gun.

Careful where you wave that thing, Hazel cautioned him. 

Oliver nodded. Yes, he remembered this. Walter had the gun, Hazel the giant crossbow. Gianni had taken a slingshot of sorts while David had settled on his scepter as his weapon. He began working through his memories step by step. 

We were waiting for the Elixir to brew, he said. Then it started to fizz and white steam came from it. Was that because it was finished? Did we complete it?

There was a pause. Oliver could tell by the way his friends avoided eye contact with him and exchanged shifty glances that there was something not completely right with the picture hed painted. They werent telling him something. 

Guys, he asked again. Whats going on? Is it the Elixir? Did something go wrong with it?

Again, no one seemed willing to speak. Instead his friends all looked to Leonardo.

The old inventor took a deep breath and stood. I think I should tell Oliver the truth, he said to the others.

Oliver felt his apprehension spike. 

The truth about what? he asked, looking from one person to the next. 

What were they hiding from him?

Hazels expression appeared to be the most worried. I dont think you should, she said softly to Leonardo. 

But Oliver was feeling more and more concerned. What are you hiding from me? he asked, his voice quivering. 

Leonardo held up his hands in a calming gesture. Ill explain everything, Oliver. He looked at the others. Please, could you excuse us? This conversation needs to take place in private.

Obediently, Walter, Hazel, David, and Gianni all stood from the bench. They began to file out the workshop into the living quarters. As Hazel passed, she squeezed Olivers shoulder in a gesture of comfort. It only made him feel more anxious. Whatever he was about to be told, it was clearly serious.

The door to the living quarters shut fast, leaving just Oliver and Leonardo da Vinci inside the workshop. Leonardo came and sat on the bench beside him. 

Eat up, Oliver. You need your energy.

Oliver tried to take another bite but his throat had become too tight with worry to swallow. He put his fork down and pushed the plate away.

Please tell me whats going on, he said to Leonardo. I need to know what happened. Is the Elixir finished?

The Elixir is complete, Leonardo told him with a nod.

Oliver gasped. Then we must get it back to the School for Seers immediately! 

Shocked and elated, he went to stand. But Leonardo grabbed his arm, stopping him in his tracks. 

Sit down, boy, he said gently. 

Confusion overcame Oliver. He sank back down into his seat. But Esther…

I know. We cannot keep time paused forever. You want to hurry back to her. And you will, soon. But I have something very important to tell you first.

Okay… Oliver said. His insides began to swirl round and round as apprehension took hold. 

While the Elixir is now complete, Leonardo explained, its become evident that in order for it to actually work in the way you need, you will need to have entirely pure intentions.

Like the portal, Oliver said with a nod. Thats fine. Ive already proven that I have pure intentions. Id never have been able to get here in the first place if I didnt.

Leonardo shook his head. His voice had taken on a very heavy tone. This is a harder test to pass, Oliver. Its not the same as the portal. For the Elixir to truly work and for you to prove your intentions are entirely pure, you will need to make a sacrifice.

Oliver frowned. A sacrifice? What do you mean? I dont own anything of value. The compass, perhaps? Or the sephora amulet? His chest clenched. My fathers notebook?

But Leonardo shook his head. No. Not an object, Oliver. Its not tangible things the Elixir seeks. It has no need for material possession, for money or gems or wealth. The Elixir feeds off emotion. It can only work if the sacrifice you make is personal. You must give up something that you want. Perhaps your greatest desire. Your dream.

Oliver couldnt fathom what that could be. Ive only one dream, he said, and thats to save Esthers life. I cant sacrifice that or this whole thing will be pointless.

Leonardo regarded him with grave eyes. There will be another thing, Oliver. Something deep inside of you. A dream youve buried. Something that holds so much personal significance it will have been too painful for you to ever access. We all have this thing in us. This hidden, secret need that we want to be fulfilled, even if were not aware of it. It is that thing that you must give up. When the time comes, youll know.

His words seemed very dark to Oliver. Very final. He didnt know how to process this future trial hed need to undertake without fully understanding what it might be hed have to sacrifice. But if it was truly something he cared about as much as saving Esthers life, it would surely be a great sacrifice. A sacrifice that would cause him significant pain. 

Right now, he couldnt work out what it might be. Maybe the sacrifice would be his seer powers. Maybe it would be all his memories. They were the only two things he could think of that would be devastating for him to lose. 

Leonardo must have been able to see Olivers mind working overtime, because he reiterated, You will know when the time comes. Then he leaned back in his seat and studied Olivers face. You really dont remember what happened earlier? What caused you to pass out?

Oliver searched his mind. He remembered the big white cloud of mist and the hissing sound of the Elixir as it fizzed inside. After that, there was nothing.

Then, suddenly, a memory came back to him. Hed seen a hand reaching through the cloud and clasping around the glass jar that contained the Elixir. 

Gianni! he gasped. He was stealing the Elixir. Hes a spy for Mistress Lucia.

Leonardo shook his head. No. Hes not. Youre mistaken.

Oliver frowned, suddenly confused. Are you sure? The hand could only have belonged to him.

I promise you, Leonardo said. It was not Gianni. Look inside your mind again. Search. There is another memory there that youre blocking. Perhaps because it is too much to comprehend.

Olivers gaze flicked left and right as he frantically searched in his mind for the missing memory. Then it came back to him, hitting him with the full force of shock as it had the first time around. 

It was me, he gasped. Myself. But how?

He looked up and searched Leonardos eyes. Oliver could read the emotion behind them. Leonardo already knew that hed seen himself. 

Straight away, Oliver needed an answer to the perplexing mystery at once. You already know. How? How was I here?

Leonardo paused as if deliberating how to proceed. You have been here before, Oliver. To Italy. To the Rome Seer School. The Sistine Chapel. And to this workshop.

Oliver remembered the strange sense of déjà vu hed experienced on arriving in Rome. Was Leonardo about to reveal why hed felt something supposedly impossible?

You mean a parallel version of myself? Oliver stated. One thats been here before?

Thats correct. A parallel Oliver. Leonardo spoke slowly in a careful, parental voice, like he was breaking bad news. He lives here. With me. Hes my apprentice.

Oliver felt his mouth drop open. He was stunned into silence. It felt as if the whole world had taken a sudden shift but left him behind. Confusion swirled inside of him. 

Through his utter shock, all he was able to say was, I dont understand.

Leonardo folded his arms on the table ahead of him, making it clear he was about to launch into a long and possibly difficult explanation. Eleven years ago, a child was left in the Sistine Chapel. That child, Oliver, was you.

The shock hit Oliver with a force like a freight train. My parents…

Yes, Leonardo confirmed. They brought you here for safekeeping. They knew I was the most powerful seer in the universe and that I would train you. But they didnt know where my secret workshop was hidden and so they took you to the Vatican, to the Sistine Chapel that was rumored to have raised a seer before.

Mistress Lucia. The pieces started to fit together in Olivers mind. But in order to bring me here, then my father must have finished his formula for the Elixir. Or else theres no way hed have been able to time travel.

Leonardo nodded again, slowly. He did. His mind was brilliant, Oliver, just like yours. Teddy Blue found the formula for the Elixir. But he didnt know the chaos it would unleash. There was no way he could have. He and your mother started something they had never intended. And so when they came to Italy seeking sanctuary, Teddy set about destroying the formula. The notebook you hold now is volume one. The second volume he buried in Rome before…

He paused. 

Before what? Oliver asked. His voice had become frantic. He could feel his whole body trembling with anticipation. He needed to know.

Leonardo shook his head. Before they were sucked back through the dimensional portal theyd come through and were… lost.

All the air seemed to leave Olivers lungs.

Lost? he repeated.

He knew what Leonardo meant. Theodore Blue and Margaret Oliver, his two parents, were never supposed to travel through time. Whatever their reasons were for creating the Elixir and unlocking the secret of time travel, the universe had not approved. Just like how his intentions had needed to be pure to even access the portal in the first place, their intentions had needed to be pure as well. The universe had deemed them not to be. It had ejected them into the vacuum of space.

Olivers voice came out as little more than a pained whisper. Theyre lost between dimensions.

Painful understanding overcame him. That was why his mom and dad appeared to him in dreams and visions. They were trapped in that no-mans-land between dimensions. Lost in that horrible void of nothing. The thought was beyond agonizing. It tugged at Olivers heart, making every part of him ache with mourning. 

They had no choice but to leave you behind, Oliver, Leonardo said softly. If theyd held onto you, youd have been sucked through the wormhole too. They gave you up to protect you.

Oliver thought about the notebook of his fathers. It was volume one of two. The other had been left here. No wonder Leonardo had been able to create the recipe for the Elixir with him. Oliver coming here had reunited the two notebooks. It hadnt been because of his incredibly powerful brain that theyd succeeded. It had simply been a case of combining the information from both the notebooks.

Is that why the Elixir now demands a sacrifice? Oliver asked. To stop the mistakes my parents made from happening again?

Yes, Leonardo confirmed. To ensure that whoever creates and uses the Elixir again does so with a pure heart.

Oliver took a deep breath. His mind was reeling from everything hed learned. It would take him a long time to come to terms with it all. 

What happened to my parents? Oliver asked. How did I end up in New Jersey with my adoptive family?

You coming here is one of those points, Leonardo explained. Those moments in the universe that balance on a pinhead. Because it coincided with your parents unlocking the secrets of time travel and with the universe promptly taking that ability straight back, you became extremely significant to the universe. In every timeline, your story begins right here. But in every timeline, that is the point at which is diverges.

The Oliver I saw, he stated. Hes a parallel version. One that stayed here in Rome.

Leonardo nodded. He promised to stay out of sight. But when he saw the Elixir, he thought something had gone wrong with it, that it was about to explode and be ruined. You should never have seen one another. That is why you lost consciousness.

Oliver understood. But he couldnt help the pang of jealousy he felt toward the Oliver of this timeline. This Oliver had been trained by Leonardo da Vinci where he himself had experienced years of neglect at the hands of his adoptive parents and bullying from his brother. It did not seem fair. He wondered what had happened to all the other Olivers on all the other diverging paths. Whether theyd had charmed lives or whether theyd suffered just like him. 

He had so many questions, so many things he wanted to know, but at that moment there was a knock on the door. David poked his head around it. 

Im sorry to interrupt, he said, but Oliver, the scepter has started running again.

Oliver felt an immediate jolt of alarm. He looked at Leonardo and the Pendulum of Time mounted against the far wall of the workshop. Sure enough, it was starting to move again.

No, Oliver gasped. Why?

Leonardo shook his head. The universe needs us to take action, now. Perhaps she only allowed me to pause time in order to tell you about your parents and now it seems she is demanding that time march forward. Im sorry. Theres nothing more I can do.

Oliver was up like a shot. Esther. Hed allowed himself to get sidetracked by his own personal concerns and had lost sight of her, of what really mattered. 

We need to leave, he told David. 

He looked at Leonardo, knowing his one chance to have his questions answered would be gone the moment he left the workshop. But there was no other option. The race was on again. The Elixir was complete. It was time to go. 

It was time to save Esther. 








CHAPTER TWENTY THREE





Did you hear that? Hazel asked, her voice steeped in panic.

She was standing at the top of the staircase inside Leonardos workshop. The old inventor had been using his seer powers to open up the enchanted wall for them when the strangest sound had pierced the evening calm. It was like metal scraping against metal.

It doesnt sound natural, Walter said, visibly shuddering. 

Dont worry, David said, tightening his grasp on the scepter. Were well protected.

All of them had loaded up with fantastical designed weapons from Leonardo. All but Oliver, whose only purpose now was to protect the precious Elixir. It was in a sealed glass jar deep at the bottom of his satchel. 

As the horrible noise echoed all around them, the old inventor gave Oliver a look of trepidation. It could be those who wish to obtain the Elixir, he said. 

Is there another route we could take out? Oliver asked. 

Leonardo shook his head. There is only one way in and out of my secret workshop. The only other way would be through a portal. Suddenly, his eyes lit up. Yes. A portal! Thats it!

Feeling increasingly panicked by the awful noise echoing all around them, Oliver frowned with confusion. What do you mean, a portal?

Like Professor Amethyst, I have the power to create wormholes, Leonardo explained. I could make one that will take you home, straight to the School for Seers.

Olivers chest leapt with hope. How long will it take you?

Leonardo ran a hand down his long beard ponderously. I cant say. Its an imprecise science. It could take hours. Days. The School for Seers is one of the most protected places in the universe, after all.

Hours? Oliver thought with exasperation. Days? 

They didnt have that long! Esther needed the Elixir right now.

But what other option was there? The portal theyd come through originally was all the way back in Rome. They were in Florence. Traveling back there to the original portal would take hours in itself. There appeared to be little more than an hour left in the sand timer in the scepter.

I dont think we have that long, Oliver said aloud, his frustration finally spilling out. Is there any other way you can think of for us to get home?

Suddenly, Leonardos eyes sparked. I know! There is a portal hidden in Florence that connects to the Sistine Chapel. Its not a time machine, just a portal.

That would take us right back to our portal, Hazel said.

Leonardo nodded. Yes. If you activate the portal you can return to Rome and go from there.

Where is this portal? Oliver asked Leonardo. 

It is right at the top of the Giottos Campanile, the man explained. The bell tower of Florence. Gianni will know where to go.

Oliver looked to his guide, to the boy hed once thought was a spy. He felt terrible for that now. Gianni was clearly here to help.

Giottos Campanile, Oliver repeated with a nod.

Leonardo turned back to the wall, directing his powers into the bricks. They faded away out of existence, leaving an opening big enough for everyone to get through. 

As Oliver emerged back into the quiet church, the odd screaming metallic noise became even louder now. 

What is that? he mused aloud, plugging his ears with his fingers.

Beats me, Walter replied. 

They reached the entrance of the chapel and Leonardo opened the door. 

Suddenly, the strange noise stopped. All was quiet. 

Phew, Hazel said. That was giving me a headache.

Above them was a serene black sky peppered with sparkling white stars. Looming into the sky, the tallest thing in the skyline, was the bell tower. Giottos Campanile.

The friends all stepped out into the dark night, ready for the next step of their journey, the step that would surely be the most perilous. 

Oliver turned back to face Leonardo. The old inventor placed a firm hand on his shoulder.

Remember, when the time comes to sacrifice, you will know. It wont be an object, but a loss of something you might otherwise have gained.

Oliver nodded. Leonardos words were a solemn reminder of the important work a seer must undertake for the sake of the universe, even when it came with great sacrifices. 

Hazel tugged on his sleeve. Come on. Lets go while its all quiet.

Oliver nodded. He motioned to leave but then realized that there was someone missing. Walter, Hazel, Gianni…

Wheres David? he asked.

He glanced around. His bodyguard was standing a little way from the rest of the group. At first, Oliver thought he was doing some kind of reconnaissance. But then he realized Davids head was bowed as if in shame. 

When the tall boy finally spoke, Oliver could not quite comprehend his words.

I have decided to stay, he said. 

Oliver frowned, confusion rolling through him. Stay? What do you mean, stay?

I want to remain here with Leonardo. I feel more at home here than I do at the School for Seers.

But youre supposed to protect me! Oliver stammered. That was your whole purpose on this mission!

David shook his head. Dont you understand? he said. I am protecting you. Just a different you, from a parallel dimension.

The apprentice? Oliver asked, his voice etched with pain. His chest sank. He couldnt believe it. Hed put his trust and faith in David and now the boy was turning his back on him, favoring another Oliver that he didnt even know. 

I cant fully explain it, David said. But I feel like I am supposed to stay here. At the workshop. I think that means I am supposed to protect the other Oliver.

He may be right, Hazel suggested. If Chris follows our tracks to Leonardo, hell kill the other Oliver, assuming hes you. An innocent boy could die. That Oliver needs Davids protection more than we do.

But I am the one Professor Amethyst tasked David to protect, Oliver sputtered in protest. Not this other version of me.

David shook his long dark hair. I cant explain it fully. It is a gut instinct. I believe I am needed here.

Ollie, Walter said, trying to get his attention.

But Oliver was too focused on the situation with David to pay him any mind. He was staring in horror at the boy who was abandoning him for an Oliver whod already lived a far more charmed life than himself. 

Ollie! Walter said more insistently.

But still, Oliver paid no heed to his friend. He kept his gaze trained on David, feeling hurt by his abandonment.

Is there anything I can say to persuade you otherwise? Oliver asked desperately. 

Im sorry, David said, shaking his head. 

He removed the scepter from his back and held it toward Oliver. Oliver could see the sand in the timer running dangerously low now. Their time to get back to the School for Seers and save Esther was almost completely gone. There was no more time left to stand around debating Davids intentions. They had to leave. Now. 

Fine then, Oliver said, taking the scepter from him.

He didnt want their final words to be angry ones, but it was nearly impossible to keep the pain out of his tone. He felt completely betrayed by David, at the time when he perhaps needed him the most. 

Without another word, he turned on his heel and joined Walter, Gianni, and Hazel. They appeared to be frozen like statues with horrified expressions on their faces.

Thats when Oliver finally realized why Walter had been trying to get his attention. Standing in a long, silent row were robed figures with glowing blue eyes. 

The dark army, Oliver gasped. 

Then a figure stepped forward and Oliver knew at once who it was.

His brother.

Christopher had found him. 








CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR





The cold wind raced past Christopher as he stood at the head of his army, gazing at the sight of his pathetic brother. A feeling of satisfaction overcame him. When hed last laid eyes on Oliver it had been on the banks of the River Thames in seventeenth-century London. Oliver had escaped him back then. But here, in sixteenth-century Italy, he would not be so lucky again.

The dark army stood in perfect obedience beside him, waiting for his command. But for the moment, Christopher just wanted to watch, to drink in the sight of Olivers fear.

He watched as Oliver and his handful of friends hurried back inside the church building theyd just emerged from. He loved to see his brother cower. It reminded him of when they were kids and Chris would bully him mercilessly. Only now the stakes were so much more, and it made it all the more thrilling. Now they werent fighting with fists but with magic.

As the pathetic group of Amethyst seers hurried inside the church, Christopher heard Madeleine gasp beside him.

I dont believe it. Theyre with Leonardo da Vinci.

Who? Chris demanded. 

Malcolm replied in a dry voice, Leonardo da Vinci. Only one of the greatest minds that ever existed.

He must be a seer, Natasha offered.

A sense of panic suddenly overcame Christopher. If Oliver was in the company of a powerful seer then he probably had some kind of escape route planned. Another portal to transport him to some time and place where Christopher could no longer harm him. There was no way hed let that happen again. 

Army! he called, holding his hand up straight over his head. Advance!

He brought his arm down in a swift, strong motion, mimicking the gestures hed picked up during his training with Colonel Cain. Immediately, the army began to move. They marched forward, moving in such perfect unison it was quite the sight to behold. Chris watched them move like oil seeping across the cobblestones. 

Come on, he barked to the other Obsidian students.

Dutifully, they followed.

When the army reached the chapel they all paused. Chris frowned, wondering what had made them all stop so abruptly.

But as he reached the chapel he realized what it was. A strange white shimmer was covering the whole building.

He reached out and touched the white glimmer. A searing pain like an ice-burn exploded from the place where his skin had made contact. 

He drew back instantly. 

What the heck is that? he asked. 

Madeleine murmured her response. Olivers celestial powers. Theyre reacting against your dark matter. Like some kind of opposing force. A magnet repelling one another.

Then break it down! Chris cried, infuriated. 

It was going to take more than a strange white shimmery light to stop him and his army!

The soldiers began blasting the white light with their own black magic, spraying jets of pure black light onto the shimmer.

More! Chris demanded. Stronger!

He threw his own jets at the chapel, forcing out all the strength he could muster. 

Its working, Madeleine gasped. Look.

To Chriss delight, she was right. A gap was starting to form in the shield. 

Keep it up! he shouted to the soldiers.

If they were tiring in any way, they hid it well. Each and every one of them kept their entire concentration on blasting the white shimmer with their jets of black light. The white light began to melt and drip down the side of the building. 

Chris felt a bubble of laughter escape from his throat. This was just too much fun. He could picture Oliver inside the chapel with his pathetic celestial powers thinking hed saved everyone, only to discover they couldnt hold back someone as strong as Christopher for more than five minutes! Olivers strongest powers were nothing more than a slight hindrance to Chris.

As the final drips of white light puddled to the floor, Chris threw up a hand to command the army to cease. Immediately they did as they were instructed and the black jets stopped.

Cautiously, Chris went up to the window and peered inside. 

The chapel was in complete blackness. There was no sign of Oliver or any of his friends. Chris had no idea where theyd gone. They must be cowering in a back room or something. 

Come on, lets get inside, he demanded.

He barged open the door with his shoulder and barreled into the chapel. The others followed him inside, seeping into the holy place like a black fog of evil. 

Chris couldnt see any other doors or exits.

There must be an escape hatch, he barked. A trapdoor. Dont just stand there, look!

The soldiers of the dark army obeyed his command immediately. But the Obsidian students were a little less compliant. 

Malcolm folded his arms. Cant you see theyve gone? he said in the condescending tone that made flames of anger race through Chriss body. Or are you blind as well as stupid?

Chris had had enough of Malcolms insubordination. He barreled at him, grabbing him by the lapels of his black shirt. He threw him to the floor. 

Madeleine and Natasha gasped, though they both inched forward as if rather excited to be witnessing a spar between the boys.

Chris crouched down, grabbing Malcolms shoulders. He thudded him against the stone floor. Malcolm gave a pained oof. 

A red mist descended over Chriss vision. He raised his fist and slammed it down into Malcolms nose. Now was payback time for the fight hed lost on the playing fields. 

He punched Malcolm again.

Losing all sense of reality, Chris unleashed his anger, pouring all his emotion into his fist as he brought it down upon Malcolms face over and over again. 

Then suddenly, he became aware of the silence. He looked up. The entire army was now surrounding him, standing in eerie, obedient silence. 

He dropped Malcolm, who fell unconscious to the floor, and straightened up.

The red mist seeped from his eyes. Sense returned to him. He could feel the pain in his knuckles now. Hed been too focused to notice it before. 

Neither Natasha nor Madeleine moved to help Malcolm. The boy just lay there groaning in pain. 

Well? Chris demanded of the army. 

There is no other door, came an inhuman voice from beneath the hood of one of them. 

There must be, Chris replied with cold determination. We saw Oliver come in here. He could not have left so quickly.

Perhaps theres an enchanted one! Madeleine suggested. A door that perhaps has been made to look like stone?

As much as Chris despised the goody-two-shoes Madeleine, she did have some good ideas. 

How do we find an enchanted door? he demanded, shaking out his sore right hand.

Leave it to me, Natasha said. Ill be able to sense any biological material through the walls.

She stepped forward and Chris watched as her eyes became unfocussed. She was reaching into herself for her powers. He tapped his foot impatiently.

Over there! she said, opening her eyes.

She was pointing at a staircase. They all hurried over to it. Chris noticed a small bird painted onto one of the steps.

I heard their heartbeats coming from the other side of this wall, Natasha explained. Theyre terrified. All their hearts are beating wildly.

Chris grinned to himself. He loved invoking fear in his foes.

So how do we get through now? he asked, looking at the solid stone face in front of him.

Why dont you blast it with your special dark powers? came Malcolms sneering voice.

Chris turned back to see that Malcolm was now sitting up, his arms resting on both his knees. A nasty purple bruise was forming over his right eye and his cheek was bright red.

Why dont you try shutting your mouth once in a while? Chris barked back nastily. Or do I have to beat you senseless again? Havent you noticed that I have a whole army at my command now? I dont need you, Malcolm. I could kill you and no one would even care. Not me. Not Mistress Obsidian. Not even your crush, Natasha.

For the first time, Chris saw a change overcome Malcolms expression, one that told him his bravado was finally starting to falter. He must have realized that Chris wasnt messing around anymore, that he was deadly serious. That he had it in him to kill and if he did, no one would bat an eyelid. Malcolm should count himself lucky that his murderous intents were focused solely on Oliver.

Turning his back on Malcolm, Chris addressed his army. Break through this wall.

He moved out of the way as the dark army swarmed at the wall, tearing into it with their bare taloned fingers, ripping chunks of stone away and discarding them to the floor. 

As a hole began to open up in the stone wall, Chris barged his way forward and peered inside.

There was a cavernous room the other side. It looked like a workshop and was filled with enormous, strange, clunky-looking inventions made of wood. 

Chris saw with a surge of disgust that there was yet more art in here. If his dark powers didnt get their fill from killing Oliver then hed unleash them on all the stupid, pretentious paintings adorning the room.

The army continued to tear at the wall around Chris. Finally, they made a space big enough to get his head through. 

Chris approached.
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Hidden behind the magical wall in Leonardos workshop, Olivers body trembled with exhaustion. Summoning his celestial powers to block the dark army from entering the chapel had been draining. And still, theyd broken through his armor quickly anyway. It had barely slowed them. Now he was exhausted, spent, and the army was still approaching. 

He could hear them now, on the other side of the wall, as they raced around the chapel searching for the concealed door into the workshop. 

Panic stricken, he looked over at his friends. What are we going to do? Theres no other way out!

David, Gianni, Walter, and Hazel were cowering together, their hands clasped.

The wormhole, Leonardo told them hurriedly. I will make it right here. Ill barricade myself into the back room to do it. Will you be able to keep them at bay while I work?

Oliver grimaced. Keeping the dark army at bay long enough to for Leonardo to create his wormhole was not going to be easy, especially now that it felt as if all his powers had gone. But he had his friends, and they each gave him a nod of determination. None more so than David, whose look of shame for choosing to stay behind seemed to have grown even more pronounced. 

Okay, he told Leonardo.

The inventor hurried away into his living quarters. Oliver watched him disappear, feeling helplessly lost in the dire situation. 

Staggering down the steps back into the workshop, Oliver felt too shocked to truly comprehend what was happening. His murderous brother had tracked him through time, had found him in Leonardo da Vincis workshop, and now he intended to destroy him with the help of the most evil army known to the universe. Theyd been so close to leaving with the Elixir, to finding their way back home to the School for Seers and saving Esthers life. It was too much to bear. 

How are we going to keep them back? Hazel stammered.

Lets hope they dont find the door, Oliver replied. 

Even if they do, David added, we have the weapons to fight them off.

They were still loaded up with Leonardos inventions, not to mention the workshop was also filled with cannons and armored vehicles. 

Here, Hazel cried, beckoning them over to the armored tank made of lacquered wood and metal paneling. Lets use this as protection.

As the gang tumbled behind the vehicle, Oliver still felt the sting of betrayal that Davids announcement had left in him. In a way, it was lucky Chris and the dark army had found them at that moment. If it had happened after theyd left the workshop, they wouldnt have had their best fighter with them. But here, at least, David could still protect him. 

Just then, Oliver heard the sound of scraping coming from the other side of the hidden door. 

Hazel gasped. They already found us!

Oliver craned his head around the side of the truck to see bits of stone and dust falling from the seams of the door onto the steps. He quickly realized what was happening. The dark army was clawing their way inside. 

His stomach dropped to his toes. 

Can you summon another one of those celestial shield things? Walter asked. 

For the first time this entire mission, Walter was showing fear in his eyes. If Walter the perpetual optimist was terrified, Oliver knew things must really be bad. 

I dont know, Oliver stammered. I still feel drained from before.

David let out a grunt of distaste. I should have had you rest more! Im sorry, Oliver.

You dont need to be sorry, Oliver told him desperately. You just need to stay and fight.

He held the scepter out. David seemed like the rightful owner of the weapon. It always seemed to fit him perfectly. 

David hesitated, then took the scepter in his hands. Of course Ill fight, he said. I wont let anyone harm you.

Oliver glanced back out again from their hiding spot. Even more bits of wall were being chipped away, enough for a gap to have been made in the wall. Any second now, the army would seep through. 

But the first face that appeared in the gap was one that made Oliver grit his teeth with fury. Chris. 

Oliver ducked back behind the truck. Seeing his brothers face always filled him with terror. It was as if every pounding hed ever endured at the hands of his bully brother came back to him in a flash, reducing him to a scared little boy. Even though he was now a powerful seer with all the knowledge of Leonardo de Vinci and celestial powers running through his veins, the sight of Chris could send bolts of terror racing through him. 

But now the fear came with more. It came with anger. Fury. All of this darkness and destruction was Chriss fault. Mistress Obsidian had latched onto their sibling rivalry to dupe Chris into chasing Oliver across the universe, to avoid getting her hands dirty herself. He was fueled with hatred and the sort of powers no one so irresponsible and downright evil ought to ever possess. And that made Oliver furious. 

Come out, come out, wherever you are, Chris called into the darkness, using a sing-songy voice. Its time to end this, Oliver, once and for all.

Shivers spread through Olivers entire body. Beads of sweat began to form on his brow. 

Its Chris, he whispered to Hazel.

Ive got this, she told him confidently, her hands tightening on the crossbow shed been given by Leonardo.

She rose up from behind the armored tank and brought the crossbow to her shoulder, gracefully taking up a fighting stance. Then she released the arrow.

Oliver gasped and turned to watch. As if in slow motion, the arrow sailed across the workshop, heading right for Chris. Then it slammed into the wall just a millimeter above his head. 

Christopher jerked back, disappearing from the hole. Oliver heard his voice bellow from the other side. 

They have weapons!

There was a brief moment where nothing happened. Then Oliver saw a sight that made his blood run cold. A black-robed figure began to squeeze through the gap. It seemed to be able to contort its body, making it looking less than human. 

Oliver shuddered as it drew itself up to standing on the other side. Its bright blue eyes flashed as it scanned the room. Behind it, another robed figure began to seep through the gap. 

Theyre coming… Oliver stammered to his friends in a hushed voice. And I dont think weapons are going to stop them.

Hazels eyes widened. What do you mean?

I dont think the dark army is human, Oliver replied. 

Walter blustered up his chest and discarded the automatic rifle Leonardo had given him. Then well use our powers against them.

Oliver peered back around the side of the truck. One by one, more soldiers were coming through the gap into the workshop. They lined up in perfect synchronicity, awaiting orders. The whole sight sent shivers running up his spine. 

Oliver felt Hazels hand on his. Youll need to use your celestial powers to fight them.

But I used them up on the shield, Oliver told her, fear making his voice tremble.

I know. So you have to rest now. Rest and recuperate. Let us take the fight. She spoke in a firm but motherly voice. 

No… Oliver protested. 

He couldnt let his friends fight on his behalf while he just sat by and watched! It would be torture.

Shes right, David told him firmly. Gather your strength. Try to find the calm it gave you before. Weve got this.

Just until the portals opened, Walter reminded them, though his face was starting to drain of color.

Gianni reached over and pressed his hand on top of Olivers. Amico, he said. Friend.

Oliver felt bad for ever having doubted Giannis loyalty, for thinking he was sent along by Mistress Moretti to steal the Elixir. He was clearly loyal to Oliver, even though theyd never exchanged a verbal conversation.

Oliver nodded, finally. Okay.

Keep a look out for that portal, Hazel added.

Oliver watched, his heart plummeting, as his friends leapt out from behind the truck and stood shoulder to shoulder, poised for attack. Then they began to throw out powers from their hands. Gianni created tendrils of vines while Hazel plucked particles from the air and electrically charged them before throwing them at the army. 

Oliver cowered as explosions came from above him. Jets of dark light were flying all over the place, coming from the dark army. Olivers friends retaliated with their own seer powers. The noise was deafening.

He took a final glance at the gap at the bottom of da Vincis door, looking for the telltale sign of a purple swirling vortex, but saw with a heavy heart that there was still none. He had to center himself. If he could find his celestial powers again then maybe they stood a chance. Hed be able to put up a shield. All he needed was to buy them enough time for Leonardo to create the portal for them to leap through.

He pressed his back against the truck and crossed his legs. Then he unfocused his mind, drawing on all his seer training to find that place of calm that existed within himself. 

He searched and searched, desperately seeking the celestial powers inside of him. 

Suddenly, there came a loud thud from beside Oliver. He jumped and turned to see the body of one of the dark army slump to the ground, dead. The eerie blue glow faded from his eyes.

Oliver forced himself back to center. Despite all the noises and chaos erupting around him, this was their only hope. 

As he found his calm, the world seemed to melt away around him. Then he felt something, deep in his mind. It was different, unfamiliar, something that had been planted there. Like a switch, he focused all his attention on activating it.

At once, a warmth began to seep through him. With it came an ever greater sense of calm. He felt the celestial powers racing through his veins, infiltrating every inch of him.

Oliver opened his eyes. The sounds of the battle seemed now to be very far away. He stood and came out from behind the protection of the tank, and surveyed the scene around him.

Everything was happening in super slow motion. He watched Davidmid-leap, scepter raisedslowly inch through the air. He brought the blade down diagonally across the body of a robed figure and the soldier began to fall. Beside him, Hazel was shooting jets of acidic chemicals from her palms, blasting two robed figures whose clothes were beginning to melt and become raggedy, plumes of smoking rising up off them. Gianni had long tendrils of vines coming from his hands, which were wrapping around the legs of a dark army soldier. Walter was using his magnetic specialism to pull tools from the work shelveshammers, saws, nailsand fling them at the dark army. It was utter chaos, and yet the whole thing was happening so slowly Oliver had plenty of time to take in the most minute of details. 

Somehow, the powers hed tapped into were bending time, slowing it down in his favor. He felt strongly that this must be a gift from the universe. Just as shed allowed them to activate the Pendulum of Time, shed led him to finding his celestial powers for this very purpose. The thought gave him a huge surge of confidence.

Confidently, Oliver walked up to the dark soldier closest to him. Beneath his hood his face was in complete shadow. The only features he could make out were the horrible bright blue glowing eyes. It was a sight that always made Olivers blood run cold. And now, being just a foot away from those awful eyes, it felt more like his blood had turned to ice.

The soldier must have been able to see Oliver in some capacityperhaps as a fast-moving, glowing white light, Oliver thoughtbecause his eyes narrowed as if he was frowning. 

Oliver stood before him, wondering how he was supposed to defeat the dark soldier. He had no weapon, just his celestial power.

Then, some kind of memory or knowledge seemed to find its way into his consciousness. Oliver didnt know where it had come fromMistress Moretti, Leonardo, or the celestial powers themselvesbut he found himself acting instinctively, reaching forward toward the soldier. 

It was an out of body experience for Oliver, like he was watching a film or play. He took the mans hood in both of his hands and threw it clear of his face.

The sight that awaited Oliver made him recoil. Without shadows obscuring the mans features, he could see his face fully, and it was less than human. It was more like a large black shriveled skeleton with a gaping hole where a mouth would be and a short squat nose like that of a skull. 

The beady blue eyes flashed even more brightly. 

Oliver staggered back, the urge to throw up overwhelming. Hed never seen something so horrifying. The soldier had been human once, a seer like Oliver and his friends. And yet hed chosen the path of the dark. A path that had led him here, to become a monster with no other purpose than to destroy. This was the path that Professor Amethyst had warned him off. This was where he could end up if he fell to the lures of the dark side, like Chris was choosing to.

A surge of compassion overcame Oliver as he realized that this was his brothers future. 

He knew he should feel hatred, that he was supposed to fight, but that wasnt what he wanted. He wanted to save the soldier. To turn back the hands of time and somehow change the direction of the path hed chosen.

But that was impossible. 

Overwhelmed with grief for the soldier, Oliver found himself reaching forward once again. This time his hand, which had white light glowing all around it, touched the mans forehead. 

At once, the light from his hand poured down the man, covering him in a soft white glow.

Hope bloomed in Olivers chest. Were his celestial powers somehow altering the soldier, turning him from a monster back into a man?

But no. Oliver realized then that the man was starting to fade. 

He knew immediately what was happening. His celestial powers could banish the dark army and send them back to the realm from which they came. He had the power to literally transport them out of this dimension, to zip them out of his reality. They were not dead but they were not saved either. All he could do was send them back to the limbo world from which theyd come.

It was still their greatest weapon. With his newfound knowledge, Oliver raced around the room, touching each of the dark soldiers with a gentle hand and watching as the white light overwhelmed them.

As he worked, he wondered how it must look from the others perspectives. All they could surely see was a bright light zipping around the workshop, and the soldiers suddenly popping out of existence. 

He looked over at the gash in the wall to see that there were no more soldiers seeping through. Everyone who was fighting alongside his brother was already in the room. 

Instead, Oliver saw that three Obsidian students were now climbing into the workshop through the gap. 

Last of all came Chris.

But unlike everyone else in the workshop, Chris was not moving in super slow motion.

Oliver gasped. Somehow, his brother wasnt affected by the time-bending properties of his celestial powers. 

There was no time to ponder why. Chris was already pushing his way into the room, frustratedly shoving the Obsidian students who were moving in slow motion out of his way.

My army! he cried, surveying the sight of all the fading soldiers blinking out of the dimension. Then his gaze fell to Oliver. You. You did this! You slowed down time!

As the fighting continued in super slow motion around them, Oliver suddenly realized that he had to face Chris alone. Though the battle of good and evil raged around them, they had their own score to settle. 

As Chris thundered down the steps toward Oliver, a sudden spark of light coming from the gap beneath the door to the living quarters caught his attention. Bright purple light. The portal! Leonardo had activated it. If he could just find a way to get all his friends through, then theyd be free. 

But there was no time to act. Christopher was upon him, his fist raised. 

Oliver pulled his arm up across his face to shield his head. The force of Chriss punch slammed into it. The familiar pain of his brothers fist burst from the place it had collided. 

Oliver blocked Christophers next punch with his other arm. Hed never been good at fighting Chris before, but somewhere in the deep recesses of his mind, a knowledge hed not accessed before seemed to be activated. He was blocking the punches intuitively. It must have been a skill Lucia Moretti had implanted in his mind, that he was now instinctively utilizing. 

Chris roared with anger. He kept punching, raining blows down on Oliver. But each one, Oliver seemed able to block. It didnt stop the pain, which was increasing every time they made contact, but it was enough to protect his head.

Why. Wont. You. Just. Die! Chris bellowed.

Even though Oliver knew his brother despised him, hearing such cruel words from his mouth still cut him to the core. What had he ever done to deserve such hatred? For Chris to want him dead?

As another blow rained down, Oliver caught sight of Chriss eyes. He gasped in horror. They had turned completely black. Whatever powers Christopher possessed, they were not typical seer powers. They were something different. Something more. 

Oliver realized then why Chris seemed immune to the bending of time. Just like Oliver himself now embodied celestial powers that protected him from it, he could tell that Chris embodied something different, too. But they werent celestial powers, they were the opposite. He was the dark to Olivers light. The black to his white. The bringer of death when Oliver wanted only to bring life. 

Stop this! Oliver cried. 

Stop? Christopher panted. His face was red from exertion. You mean give up? Never!

The power in Chriss blows seemed only to be increasing. Oliver staggered back and felt his back collide against the wall. He was trapped.

His gaze darted to the purple light seeping out from beneath Leonardos door. It was growing brighter. It was his only chance of escape, of getting the Elixir back to Esther. He had to get his friends attention somehow and get them inside! But the only way to do that was if time returned to normal, and the only way to do that was to let go of his hold on his celestial powers. But that would give Chris the advantage again! 

Chris mustve seen where he was looking because his head snapped to the side. When he looked back at Oliver, his glare was colder and meaner than ever.

A portal? he sneered. You think Im stupid enough to let you escape through a portal again?

He backed off, suddenly, and raced toward the door behind which Leonardo was hidden and busy conjuring his portal.

NO! Oliver screamed.

He couldnt let Chris inside that room. He would destroy the portal. He would destroy everything. If he realized Leonardo da Vincis workshop was the original invention factory then hed stop at nothing to eradicate this place. The ramifications were too great to comprehend. 

There was no other option.

Oliver ran to the door and blocked it with his body. Then he let go of his celestial powers. 

At once, time sped back up to normal. The sounds of the battle raging around him came back in full force, a cacophony of yells and thuds.

GUYS! Oliver roared. THIS WAY!

His friends all turned, shocked to see Oliver suddenly standing beside Leonardos door. But they wasted no time in rushing over to him. 

Together, they tumbled inside the room and barricaded the door after them. 








CHAPTER TWENTY SIX





Edmund stood beneath the boughs of the kapoc tree wondering what would happen next. Hed followed through with Mistress Obsidians orders to inject Oliver with a virus but she had not explained what would happen once hed done it. She still had to give him the cure for Esther, and some praise for his brave actions wouldnt go amiss. 

He decided to head back toward the bathroom to see if Mistress Obsidian would appear for him again.

But just as he stepped around the large trunk of the tree, he noticed Professor Amethyst hurrying in his direction. Alongside him were Ralph Black and Simon Cavendish, two of Olivers pathetic friends. They all looked very worried and Edmund felt his heart leap with excitement. Perhaps the virus hed given Oliver was already taking effect and these two had just been told the news! He decided to press his back against the tree and listen to what was being discussed between them.

Professor Amethyst was speaking. Im desperately sorry to put you both in so much danger but this is Olivers only hope.

Edmund punched the air triumphantly. Hed done it! He really had. It sounded to him like Professor Amethyst was sending Ralph and Simon on a rescue mission. He could just picture Oliver, feeble, in desperate need of help, his powers having been completely drained away by the virus. 

Recovering his composure, Edmund strained to hear the headmasters words. 

The portal will take you straight to Oliver. Be as quick as you can. Just jump in and instruct the others to come right back through. Without the Elixir we are all doomed.

Edmund scoffed. The Elixir. It was just as Mistress Obsidian had said. There was no doubt in his mind now that shed been telling the truth about Olivers mission. It was nothing to do with saving Esther at all, but this stupid Elixir. 

Still, he was curious regarding what were they talking about, and what the mission really involved. It didnt sound like Oliver was sick at all, but like something else was going on. 

His moment of self-congratulation began to wane, giving way to doubt. Edmund concentrated again on the hurried words being spoken by Professor Amethyst.

Whatever you do, the headmaster was saying, dont tell Oliver what Edmund has done.

At the sound of his name, Edmund gasped and pressed his back into the tree, trying to make sure he was completely out of sight.

Why were they talking about him? What was it they thought hed done?

He remembered then how Ralph had been near the kapoc when hed initially found the syringe. Hed thought no one was watching him, but perhaps Ralph had seen something?

Did they know he had injected Oliver with the virus? If so, how? Not even Edmund could see in through the portal! They must just be speculating. Knowing Oliver and this pathetic bunch of friends, theyd seen him behaving in a slightly suspicious way and were scapegoating him for whatever failure was taking place on the mission.

But the more Edmund thought of it, the less it made sense. Why would Professor Amethyst risk sending two more students through timewith all the harm such a journey could causeon nothing more than a hunch that hed done something? Somehow, they must have worked out what hed done, specifically. He was sure to be punished for it! 

As the voice of Professor Amethyst grew fainter, Edmund realized hed now passed him by and was walking away.

Edmund decided he had to follow. He had to find out what was really going on with Oliver, and how much the headmaster knew about what hed done. 

He crept out from the shadows.

The three figures of Ralph, Simon, and Professor Amethyst were striding down a corridor with a large X above it. Edmund knew that the parts of the School marked with an X were strictly off limits to students, but he hurried after them nonetheless, following them all the way along the dark corridor. If theyd somehow found out hed injected Oliver with a virus then he was in big trouble anyway. Sneaking down a corridor he wasnt supposed to wasnt the worst of his crimes.

As he raced along, running as quietly as possible, he wondered where the corridor led. All of the School for Seers separate atriums were built around a central one; there were no long, straight corridors anywhere. They didnt appear to be sloping either uphill or downhill, so Edmund presumed they were still fifty floors down, at the lower level of the School for Seers. They must be underground, beneath the streets of 1944 New Jersey. 

At last, he saw light come from the far end of the corridor. Professor Amethyst, Ralph, and Simon were silhouetted against an open doorway, and bright morning light appeared to be streaming in.

The brightness took Edmund by surprise. The School for Seers was underground. Wherever that doorway led, it was not to the outside. Perhaps it was another portal?

He stuck to the shadows, drawing as close as he dared. He craned to see through the door, and when he finally got a clear view, nausea overcame him. 

The view through the door was the birds-eye view of a town. Edmund clutched the wall, his legs suddenly turning to jelly as his brain failed to comprehend what he was seeing. It was like someone was dangling him hundreds of feet in the air. The ground felt suddenly unsteady beneath his feet, and he felt his dinner threatening to make an appearance. 

There is the chapel, Professor Amethyst said, pointing through the door at an old-looking stone building with a dome on the top. Leonardo da Vincis secret workshop is concealed within it, and Oliver is barricaded inside. That shimmery white light is celestial power. Its holding back the dark army for now, but it wont hold forever.

As Edmund saw all the black-robed people milling around outside the chapel in perfect formation like ants, his mind began to reel. What on earth was going on? The scene Professor Amethyst was showing Simon and Ralph looked to be some kind of stand-off with the dark army! Hed thought Oliver had just gone back in time to find this stupid Elixir. What did that have to do with soldiers and armies?

With a slam, Professor Amethyst closed the door. Edmund jumped with shock and the bright morning light was snuffed out, plunging them once again into darkness. 

When I open this again, it will be a portal, Professor Amethyst said. A wormhole. It will take you directly to Oliver. Get everyone out as quickly as you can and make sure you bring the Elixir with you. Now step back. This takes some powerful magic. It may take some time.

Edmund had heard enough. He stumbled back, using the darkness of the corridor to keep himself hidden, then hurried back into the main central atrium.

He blinked in the bright artificial magic light of the central atrium, and slammed into someone in his disorientation. It was Vinnie.

Edmund… his friend whispered, looking enthralled. Did I just see you come out of a restricted area?

But Edmund wasnt in the right state of mind to deal with Vinnie. He shoved past his friend and raced to the bathroom, ignoring Vinnie calling after him.

What the hecks gotten into you? 

When Edmund made it into the bathroom, he grabbed the sink with his hands to steady himself. 

Where are you? he demanded into the mirror. 

There, behind his shoulder, the image of Mistress Obsidian appeared.

You lied to me, Edmund said, angrily. Oliver isnt sick at all! Hes in the middle of some kind of battle over the Elixir. Professor Amethyst is sending a rescue mission. Who did I inject?

Mistress Obsidian folded her arms. Her face remained completely neutral. I didnt lie to you, Edmund. You injected Oliver. He will be weakened and thats why the rescue mission is necessary.

Edmund wasnt sure he could trust her anymore. He didnt want anything to do with this strange woman anymore. Tell me how to cure Esther.

He noticed a small smile begin to spread across Mistress Obsidians lips. It wasnt a friendly smile at all. It was sly. Deceptive. 

Of course, she purred. But first, you must do something else for me.

What! Edmund cried. I already did as you asked me. You need to keep your end of the bargain.

Mistress Obsidian looked displeased with the way he was speaking to her. She reminded him of a teacher. She was definitely some kind of authority figure. Who was she? Something to do with the dark army now crawling around outside the place where Oliver was hiding? Edmund felt like hed really got himself in over his head with this one!

Oh please, Mistress Obsidian said, nastily. Its hardly taxing. All you need to do is block the wormhole so Oliver cant come back through. Then Ill give you the cure for Esther.

Edmund was furious. How many more loops did she expect him to jump through?

But what choice did he really have.

Fine, he muttered. Ill do it. Ill close the portal.

Mistress Obsidian smiled her disconcerting smile. Oh, the power of young love…








CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN





Olivers pulse raced as he stared at the small portal Leonardo was just starting to create. From the other side of the locked door came the sound of the Obsidian students trying to force their way inside. 

Please hurry! Oliver urged the portal. 

It was small but it was growing slowly and steadily. 

What just happened out there? Walter stammered. I mean, Im not the only one who just saw that, right? The dark army soldiers disappearing out of existence?

Hazel shook her head. I saw it too.

It was my celestial powers, Oliver explained. That time when I tapped into them, time slowed down. It gave me enough time to touch each of the soldiers. As soon as I did, they started to fade. I believe I sent them back to their own realm.

Neat, Walter said.

Suddenly, there came a horrifying noise. Everyone winced and covered their ears. It was so loud it hurt. 

In the place where Leonardos purple portal had been steadily growing, there seemed to be a different one growing. This one was red, and sparks flew from it as it juddered and whirred into existence. 

The two portals were overlapping, crisscrossing as though they were unable to occupy the same space at the same time. But the new one seemed to be far stronger than Leonardos. It was winning, completely suffocating Leonardos smaller one.

Whats happening? Oliver exclaimed. 

It looks like a counter portal, Leonardo said with a gasp. I think someone is attempting to destroy mine. Hold on. I will try to fight against it.

But just at that moment, Oliver saw something coming through the new portal. Two people were emerging through the red and gold flashing swirls. To his surprise, it was Ralph and Simon.

His two friends burst through the swirling purple vortex into Leonardos living quarters, falling to the floor in a tangled heap of limbs. 

Before Oliver even had a chance to connect everything in his mind, Leonardos own portal overtook the one Ralph and Simon had come through. The red one began to quake and shrink, then suddenly it zapped out of existence. But it took Leonardos with it. Both portals were now gone.

Silence descended. 

No! Oliver cried as it dawned on him that the portal Simon and Ralph had come through was connected to the School for Seers, that it was their lifeline home and had now gone. 

Everyone stood there stunned, staring at the place where the portals had been.

Oliver felt crushed.

Hazel ran over to the heap that was Ralph and Simon.

What are you doing here? she cried, hugging them both tightly. 

She was evidently thrilled to see them. Oliver knew he should be too. But instead, he was devastated to know that theyd misidentified Professor Amethysts portal and, in trying to close it, had snuffed out Leonardos portal too. Theyd had two possible routes home one second and now they had none. It was too painful to comprehend. 

Ralph pulled himself up to sitting and dusted himself down. Professor Amethyst sent us, he explained. He said that youd created the Elixir but needed help to get home. We were supposed to pull you back through the portal. He looked over his shoulder at the empty space. But the portal is now gone.

Leonardos face drained of color. My portal and Professor Amethysts could not exist at the same time. They must have become unstable and counteracted one another. Im so sorry.

Its not your fault, Oliver said, glumly. At least they didnt collapse while Ralph and Simon were traveling through.

His two friends pulled matching grimaces, clearly considering the implications of such an event. 

Im too weak to create another, Leonardo said. His whole body sagged with fatigue.

Its okay, Oliver replied, trying to convince himself as much as the others. Well think of something else. As long as we keep the Obsidians on the other side of that door, we have time to think.

But time, he knew, was not on their side. Leonardos ability to pause it again had now failed twice. The universe, for whatever reasons, did not want him to use the Pendulum of Time anymore. And Olivers ability to slow down time seemed to be intrinsically linked to his celestial powers, which seemed to have been used up on banishing the dark army. The message from the universe was loud and clear: they had to hurry up, they had to get this done NOW. 

Ralph heaved himself to his feet. He went over to Oliver and hugged him tightly. In spite of the circumstances, Oliver had to admit that it was a comfort to have the rest of his friends with him.

But as Ralph pulled out of the embrace, he grabbed Olivers arm and began looking at it. Oliver tugged it away. 

What are you doing? he asked. 

Looking for a syringe mark, Ralph replied. 

What? Why?

Just then, Simon caught Ralphs eye and shot him a warning look. He shook his head. Ralph pressed his lips shut.

Why? Oliver demanded, knowing that Ralph was hiding something from him. What arent you telling me?

Ralph kept his lips tightly shut. He looked just like Hazel when shed been trying to hold back from telling Michelangelo how important and famous he would one day become. Whatever secret he was keeping, it was killing him. 

Ralph, Oliver said again, urging his friend. Im your best friend. Why are you keeping a secret from me?

Its Edmund, Ralph finally blurted. He let out a huge breath as if he was a balloon that had been popped and was losing air. Hes working for Mistress Obsidian to bring you down.

Hes what? Hazel exclaimed. 

What an idiot! Walter added. 

Why would he do that? Oliver asked with exasperation. Im trying to get the cure for Esther! He loves her too. Doesnt he want her to survive?

Ralph shook his head, looking perplexed. Honestly, I dont understand at all. I think he must have been duped into it somehow. She must have promised him something in exchange.

So why were you looking for a syringe mark? Oliver asked.

Edmund was supposed to give you a poison to weaken your powers. Mistress Obsidian opened a portal for him to do it through. I watched him do it. But if wasnt you he jabbed, then who was it?

Oliver shuddered. The thought of someone innocent receiving a poison in his place was too gruesome to think of. It could have been anyone who received the dose. It could even have been his parallel Oliver. There was no way of knowing. All Oliver could be certain of was that it had not been his arm that Edmund had injected the serum into. 

How are we going to get home now? Hazel asked. Leonardo is drained.

I just need a moment to recuperate, he contested. But he looked weak, as if unsteady on his feet.

Theres still the portal to Rome, Oliver said. The one in the bell tower.

Suddenly, a huge blast came from behind. 

Oliver swirled to see the door exploding into a thousand wooden splinters. The splinters rained down on them. As the dust cleared, there stood Christopher, arms crossed, his Obsidian gang beside him.

Simon gasped. 

Leonardo flew to his feet and staggered back, pressing himself against the wall. His quickly found his composure and began to focus on reactivating the collapsed portal. 

Everything happened in a split second. The Obsidians streamed in through the door and blasted out with their powers. A jet of lurid green came right for Olivers face. Oliver tried to conjure a shield to block the acid but his powers failed him. Hed used them all up sending the dark army back to their realm. There was nothing left. 

But just as the acidic spray was about to hit him right in the face, Oliver felt someone barrel into the side of him. 

It was David. 

His bodyguard had seen the jets of acid and reacted in a split second, shoving Oliver out of their path. 

But he was not so lucky himself.

Christophers jet of acid coated David.

The boy tipped his head back and roared out in pain. Tendrils of steam began to rise from his clothes. 

NO! Oliver screamed. 

David fell to his knees. Oliver hurried to him, trying to heave him up, but the boy pushed him away.

Run, he said through a strained, croaky voice. Run.

It was then that Oliver noticed that the exit had been left unguarded. In their haste to attack, the Obsidian students had failed to do the most basic taskblock the exit. They had a chance to leave, to run for the bell tower.

While Simon, Hazel, and Walter bombarded the Obsidians with their powers, Oliver turned back to David and hauled him up to his feet.

Were not leaving you, he said through gritted teeth.

Gianni, noticing David was struggling, hurried over and wedged his body beneath Davids arm. But it was no use. They staggered just a few feet before Davids whole body sagged.

He sank down to the ground, no longer strong enough to hold himself up. His breath was coming faster and faster, sounding more labored. 

Oliver shook his head. He couldnt believe what was happening. Hold on, David. Please.

But David shook his head. Run… he whispered.

Then the light disappeared from behind his eyes, and Oliver knew he was dead. 

Forcing the overwhelming grief he felt down to his toes, Oliver stood. He grabbed Gianni, who was standing stunned, staring at Davids lifeless body, and heaved him toward the staircase. 

RUN! Oliver bellowed to his friends.

Straight away, they realized the exit was open, unguarded. They all took the chance and fled. But not before Oliver had a chance to look back down at Davids dead body. 








CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT





Chris! Madeleine cried. Theyre getting away! Come on!

But Chris could hardly hear her. He was standing over the body of the boy hed blasted with his acidic jet of green. Though the boys eyes were open, the light had gone from behind them.

The boy was dead. And Chris had killed him. 

The feeling was overwhelming. Chris felt lost in the moment. Hed never actually killed anyone before. And though hed been training to kill Oliver, it still felt like hed crossed an invisible line. He didnt know how to feel about it. 

He stared down at the boy, almost transfixed by the sight. 

Chris! Madeleine screamed again. 

He turned and was surprised to see Madeleine, Natasha, and Malcolm standing at the top of the staircase, beckoning to him. The rest of the small living quarters was empty. Everyone had cleared out.

What happened? he stammered.

They got away! Madeleine cried. Ive been trying to tell you that for ages!

Someone didnt block the exit! Malcolm added with a sneer.

Finally, Chris snapped back to the present. Hed gotten so lost in the moment that hed let Oliver slip away. Again! Fury overcame him. 

Chris hurried toward the others and barged past them up the staircase. When he reached the hole in the wall, he glanced back over his shoulder once more at the boy whose life hed taken. It was a sight hed never forget for as long as he lived.

Chris leapt through the hole and hurried back through the chapel and onto the streets of Florence. It was so dark it was almost impossible to see. 

Which way did they go? Chris bellowed. 

The Obsidian students came up beside him. Natasha created a light sphere in her palm and threw it up into the sky. It hovered higher and higher, illuminating the streets as it went. At last, it was so high it had illuminated a tall bell tower not too far in the distance. 

The bell tower, Madeleine said, pointing at it. I heard one of them mention it.

They began to race in the direction of the tower.

Chris immediately felt the benefit of his training with Colonel Cain. The only thing Oliver had ever had on him in the past was his speed. But not anymore. Now, Chris could hold his own. His endurance was significantly better.

Still, none of that mattered if Oliver found another portal to jump through.

That man theyre with, Chris said to the others as they pounded the sidewalk. He was the one making the portal. We have to kill him.

That man, Malcolm said, is Leonardo da Vinci!

I dont care who he is, Chris replied. He needs to be stopped.

He couldnt be bothered to get into another slanging match with Malcolm. Not now. Not after what hed done. 

Hes also slowing them down, Madeleine replied as she panted alongside them. 

She was right. Oliver and his friends were running at a considerably slower pace than normal. Chris was gaining on them. He felt a surge of excitement inside him. 

You guys kill da Vinci, Chris commanded. Olivers mine.

They ran and ran until the space between them diminished so much they could hear the pounding footsteps of the Amethyst seers up ahead.

You cant run forever! Chris bellowed through the darkness. 

He saw Oliver turn down a side alleyway, his ragtag bunch of friends following along with him. 

As Chris reached the corner, he turned and saw, to his utter delight, that the alleyway was a dead end. Right at the end of it, Oliver was cowering with his friends. 

A grin burst onto Christophers face. 

Straight away, the girl with the butterscotch-colored hair threw a jet of chemical acid at him.

Thats for David! she screamed.

But Chris summoned a black shield, blocking it. The acid hit the shiny shell and dripped to the floor. 

At the same time, the Italian boy began pelting them with hailstones, plucking moisture from the air and forming it into hard little ice pellets in his hands. They thudded against the shield Chris had summoned, barely making a dent. Nothing could stop him. Nothing could even slow him down. 

He thundered up to Oliver and grabbed his brother by the scruff of his overalls. 

As Chris dragged his brother back through the alleyway, Oliver screamed out to his friend.

The Elixir! Get the Elixir back to Esther!

Oliver threw his satchel at the blond girl. She caught it. 

Chris didnt care what was in it that was so important to Oliver. His mission was to kill him and thats what he intended to do.

Chris kept on dragging him by the scruff, until hed yanked Oliver all the way out of the alley and around the corner. It was just the two of them now.

He pinned him up against the side of a wall, lifting him by the neck clean off the ground. It was just like how it had been when they were kids. A strange nostalgia overcame Chris. 

He brought his fist up and summoned his powers, ready to beat Oliver to a pulp. 

Oliver wiggled and strained, fighting to get free with everything he had. Chris could see the fear in Olivers eyes. But that wasnt all he could see. His own image was reflected in Olivers pupils.

And Chris did not like what he saw. 

He didnt look like the hard man he believed himself to bethe fighter, the dark seer with rare powers. He looked like a boy. A bully. 

Something at the back of Chriss mind gave him pause. His hand hovered in the air. 

Just do it… a voice urged in his mind.

But another part of him was saying no, no, no. 

Maybe it was seeing the dead boy back in the workshop or maybe it was something else, some weird sense of loyalty to his brother, but Christopher just couldnt bring himself to end it.

You could become an Obsidian, Chris blurted before his brain had even realized hed thought it.

What? Oliver croaked.

Chris lessened the pressure on his neck. An Obsidian. The other seer school.

Never, Oliver snapped. 

Im giving you an out, Chris barked. If I convert you to her side, then you wont have to die. This will all be over. Youre supposed to be a powerful seer so youd be an asset to the Obsidians.

Id rather die, Oliver said through his teeth. 

Chris jammed his arm into Olivers throat. He wanted to tell his brother, fine. He would kill him then. But still, he could not bring himself to do it. All his training had brought him to this moment but he couldnt see it through. 

Dont tempt me… Chris said.

But he could feel his resolve failing.

He was failing. 

At the very last second, Christopher Blue had discovered he possessed a heart. 








CHAPTER TWENTY NINE





Oliver could hardly believe what was happening. David was dead. Chris had killed him. And now his murderer of a brother had him pinned against a wall, helpless and alone and he was giving him a choice? 

You could be an Obsidian, Chris repeated. Youre mixed, arent you?

Oliver remembered the rumor that bromine seers were good and cobalt seers went bad. But it was just that. A rumor. Professor Amethyst had told him a dozen times that it was all about the choices you made.

Id never switch, Oliver said firmly. Being a seer is an honor!

Why cant you understand this? Chris said. A pleading tone had appeared in his voice. Mistress Obsidian wont stop until youre dead.

Suddenly, Oliver realized that he was seeing something akin to compassion in Christopher. Never before had his brother shown anything resembling affection toward him. All their lives hed just wanted to make Oliver suffer. But now, when it really came down to it, he couldnt do it. 

Oliver seized the opportunity of Chriss weakness. 

He searched for the celestial powers inside of him. To his relief, there was a tiny bit left. Unlike usual seer powers that rejuvenated after rest, the celestial powers seemed to be finite. Hed used up most of them in putting up the shield around the chapel, and most of the rest of them sending the dark army back to their realm. But there was a tiny dribble left and it was all Oliver needed.

He forced the last dregs of celestial power out. White light exploded from his palms and slammed into Chris.

Chris went flying backward, arcing high into the air as if hed been flung from one of Leonardos enormous catapults.

He hit the floor with a sickening crunch and landed in a tangle of limbs. Oliver heard a wail of agony come from the heap of his brother and felt a tug of compassion to run to him. Chris had spared him, after all.

But as he paced toward him, he saw that Chriss body was covered in flashing black, crackling electricity. 

Chris rolled onto his back, his eyes now completely black, his skin dancing from the electricity. Then slowly, he rose up to standing. 

He looked less than human. It was as if the darkness had completely overtaken Chris. That glimmer of compassion Oliver had briefly seen in him was completely gone, overtaken by this black, crackling energy. 

Oliver realized hed made a terrible mistake in approaching Chris. He should have run. He should have known his brother couldnt change, that he had traveled too far down the path of darkness to come back now.

Chris planted his feet and blasted out dark black light. 

Immediately, Oliver countered it, blocking it with his own white celestial light. 

The two lights met one another, blasting into each other like two enormous tsunamis. White versus black. Good versus evil. Brother versus brother.

Oliver pressed out with his powers, pushing and pushing. He had no idea how much longer his powers could hold on for. With every second they seemed to diminish more and more.

Gritting his teeth from the strain, Oliver reached inside himself and tried to pull out even more power, searching for his seer powers. 

At that moment, something in his brain clicked into place. A flood of power raced into his mind. He realized that it was the hidden parts of Mistress Moretti awakening inside his brain. 

Now that he had access to the entirety of her powers he could see that Mistress Moretti was completely pure of heart. Shed never been trying to steal the Elixir. She had only ever been trying to help. If he needed any more evidence that Gianni was not a spy planted to steal the Elixir, here it was. 

As Mistress Morettis powers surged through his veins, Olivers white shield grew brighter and brighter. It was almost blinding. A wall of solid glowing light as thick as marble. 

On the other side, Chris began to cower, sinking beneath the weight of Olivers shield.

Oliver took a step closer toward his brother, pushing out more and more with his powers.

I will never join the dark side, Oliver said. Never. Never. NEVER! But its not too late for you, Chris. You can change. You always have a choice. Fight back against the darkness. I know some small part of you is in there somewhere. You just have to find it.

Oliver prayed Chris would do the right thing. Because if he didnt, if he stayed on this wrong path, then Oliver would be left with no other choice. 

He would have to kill him. 

And that was not a line Oliver ever wanted to cross. Because he knew that once he made that leap, he might never come back.








CHAPTER THIRTY





Every ounce of Chriss strength went into keeping back the wave of white light Oliver was blasting at him. Hed never seen his brother look like this. It was as if hed turned into an angel. He was bathed in a misty white glow. Even his hair glittered. 

What are you? Christopher cried.

Im good, Oliver said as he came ever closer. I choose to be good.

Chris fell to his knees. The wall of white was crushing him. He couldnt fight against it anymore.

You can be good too, Oliver said. 

The white started to surround Christopher. It was warm and breathtakingly beautiful. With it came a strange sense of serenity that Chris had never before in his life felt. It was as if the light was soothing him and telling him that he didnt need to be angry anymore. That it was okay to be vulnerable. To be weak. That he didnt need to hurt other people to make himself feel better. He didnt need to be the strongest, the scariest, the meanest bully there was. He didnt need to force away everyone who tried to get close to him. In fact, it wasnt too late to let Oliver in. His brother, the one person hed tormented his entire life, would forgive him. If he just gave in to the light, he could change his whole life. He could start again. 

But the blackness crackling all over his skin was acting like a protective coating. Though the light beckoned to him, the black held it back. It could not penetrate into his skin. 

Chris realized then that hed gone too far. The moment hed swallowed the dark matter in Mistress Obsidians ritual, he had sealed his fate. There was no saving him. He had chosen the path of evil and there was no coming back from it. 

No sooner had he made the realization, than Chris felt a sudden surge of renewed strength coming from somewhere deep inside of him. 

Fighting back against the heavy wall of white, he managed to drag his body up to standing. His own shield of black began to grow again, pushing back against the white light until Oliver began to stagger back from the force of it.

They vied for control, the white dominating, then the black, then back again. It seemed that Oliver and Christopher were perfectly matched. There would be no victor. 

Sudden understanding overcame Chris. He would not win this wrestle of light. And he could not accomplish the one thing Mistress Obsidian had given him powers for in the first place: to kill Oliver. He would be banished to a horrible hell.

Yet he couldnt do it. He couldnt kill his brother. At least not by his own hand.

But there was another option…

Keeping Olivers white light at bay with one arm, Chris used his free hand to begin to melt a hole in the fabric of dimensions. 

The dark army could finish what he was unable to.








CHAPTER THIRTY ONE





Esther stirred. She became aware of a presence. There was someone in the hospital room standing beside her.

Her eyes fluttered open and she turned her head. It was very dark in the ward and all she could make out was a dark shape. 

Oliver? she croaked.

Its me, came Edmunds voice.

Esther felt herself deflate. What do you want, Edmund?

He took a seat on the edge of the bed, perching beside her, far too close for comfort. 

I wanted to make a confession, he said. 

Esther was too exhausted to ask him what that meant. Her eyes already felt overly heavy. She let the lids close again.

Edmunds voice floated into her ear. 

You see, he said, I think I did something very bad. I think when Professor Amethyst finds out he will expel me from the school. Its just, I couldnt resist. Someone made an offer. They offered me something I wanted badly.

Esther thought Edmund sounded a little deranged, like hed taken a step closer toward insanity. She wondered what he was babbling on about. 

Heres the thing, Edmund continued, and she felt the unwanted sensation of his hand slip around hers. I want you to know that everything Ive done, I did for you.

Esther did not like where this was going. A pit of dread opened up inside of her. 

She turned her head to the side and forced her eyes open. What are you talking about, Edmund?

His eyes locked onto hers. She could see the wildness behind them. Something had happened. Something big. She felt her heart begin to pound with anxiety. 

I made a deal, Edmund replied. With a powerful seer. She gave me a mission to complete, and in exchange, she would give me the cure to save you.

Esther knew full well there was only one curethe Elixirand that Oliver was already on a mission to find it for her. Whatever Edmund had been told was a lie. 

What was the mission? she asked, panic starting to consume her. 

A faraway look came into Edmunds eyes. 

I just had to give Oliver a shot, he said in a hypnotic voice. Thats all.

Cold dread washed over Esther. In spite of the fever, she now felt like ice. Even though her limbs were weak, she somehow managed to push herself up onto her elbows.

What. Do. You. Mean. A. Shot?

The effort to speak was so immense her words came out in staccatos. 

Edmund looked surprised to see her half sitting. It was nothing, he stammered, his confession coming out rapidly and with forced nonchalance. Just a serum to weaken his powers. I just had to jab him through a wormhole. He probably didnt even notice.

Suddenly, everything clicked into place in Esthers mind.

Oh no… she squeaked as it all began to dawn on her what had happened. Exhausted and overcome with emotion, Esther let her head drop to the pillow. It wasnt Oliver you gave the shot to. It was me.

There was a moments silence as her words punctuated the space between them.

No, Edmund said. Thats not true.

The portal. In the kapoc tree, Esther explained. It was linking you to me. To me a few weeks ago.

It had happened when shed been exploring the trunk of the kapoc, searching for the hidden time machine shed seen teachers disappearing into. Shed felt a strange stabbing sensation in her arm and just assumed shed nicked the skin on a spindly branch. But just a few hours later, shed started to feel sick. Professor Amethyst had confirmed the diagnosis of time travel sickness. She had not linked it to the jab shed felt. But now she understood how it had all come about. 

You were duped, Esther told Edmund. Whoever you were working for did it to lure Oliver away knowing hed risk his own life to find a cure for me.

Youre wrong, Edmund challenged. She was a reputable seer. Mistress Obsidian.

The name echoed in Esthers mind. Her whole body felt defeated. She couldnt believe it.

Mistress Obsidians plan had been completely diabolical in its articulation. Shed used the loopholes of time travel to execute it. How perfect, using Esthers life to lure Oliver out of the school. Then using the promise of a cure for that very sickness to get Edmund to become an unwitting puppet. Esther had to hand it to Mistress Obsidianshe was extremely creative with her particular brand evil. Clearly she got sick pleasure out of playing these twisted games. 

You have no idea what youve done, Esther said.

Her voice was barely a whisper now, she felt so weak, so hopeless. 

Edmund pouted. Yeah, well, I did a whole lot more than just that. He folded his arms, looking like a petulant child about to throw a tantrum. I closed up a portal. So now Oliver cant ever get home.

Despair overcame Esther. She cried out with desperation. That was her only hope at survival and Edmund had destroyed it!

You did what? she cried. 

I closed the portal. So now you dont ever have to think about Oliver again. Ill cure you and we can be together. In love.

Esthers mind began to reel. She had to do something. Oliver was trapped in a time he did not belong. She had to save him. And she knew just how to do it…

She squeezed the tincture of potion Professor Amethyst had given her. Hed said shed know when the time was right to use it. That time was now. 

But first, she had to get more information from Edmund. 

Where is the portal? she demanded. 

Its in a corridor, Edmund replied. One of the restricted ones. Why?

It runs underneath the streets?

I think so. But why does it matter? His voice softened, taking on that saccharine lilt that made her stomach turn. You just have to be patient, my love, and then I will get the cure from Mistress Obsidian and everything will be fine. I might be expelled but thats okay, I can go to her school. She says Ill be a very strong seer with the right training. See? So you can forget all about Oliver Blue.

Esther had had enough. She couldnt bear to listen to a single second more of Edmunds voice. The hatred she felt for him was all consuming.

She brought the tincture up to her lips and gripped the cork lid between her teeth. Then she wrenched it off and spat it aside. She tipped the whole thing into her mouth.

My love, what are you doing? Edmund asked. What is that?

A surge of adrenaline raced through Esthers body. For the first time in what felt like forever, she felt strength and power return to her limbs. The fogginess in her mind began to clear. The pain shed been enduring without mercy suddenly lifted. 

She pushed back the covers and heaved herself out of bed. Her legs were unsteady from muscle atrophy, but she felt stronger than ever. 

Esther… Edmund gasped. My darling!

Esther turned and stared at him. I AM NOT YOUR DARLING! Then she punched him square in the face. 








CHAPTER THIRTY TWO





Stunned, Oliver watched as Chris ran away, until he was swallowed by the darkness of night. 

He couldnt get his head around what had just happened. He had no idea how he was still alive! Just as the last drops of his celestial powers had burned away, something seemed to have overcome Chris and hed run away.

Oliver wondered if hed grown a conscience at last. 

Feeling inside of himself, Oliver found that the celestial powers were all gone. Hed used them up entirely battling Chris and there was no more left. Since they were borrowed powers in the first place, Oliver knew that meant theyd never return to him. No matter how much he rested, hed never get back the celestial powers. Oddly, that thought was comforting. They had felt too big for him. No one should have that much power. It was a burden.

As a myriad of thoughts swirled in his mind, Oliver noticed a peculiarity in the air. It appeared as if there was a melted patch in the sky. 

What is that? he wondered curiously, as he paced up to it and crouched to get a better view.

There was a gap in the fabric of space, a hole that looked as if it had been burned into it. It was the exact size of a palm print and Oliver realized that Christopher must have created it. 

He inched closer, looking through the hole. On the other side he saw nothing but a black void, like the empty vacuum of space. 

Oliver suddenly realized what he was looking at and reeled back in terror. Chris had made an entrance into the secret dimension of the dark army! So much for growing a conscience at the last second! Chris hadnt spared him, not really. Hed just been too much of a coward to kill Oliver himself. Instead, hed created a hole for the dark army to come through and finish him off!

While the soldiers all appeared to be sleeping, like bats in a cave, Oliver knew just one loud noise would be enough to awaken them and bring them flooding through into this dimension.

Oliver began to back up, worried that even the sound of his footsteps would be enough to rouse them. 

As soon as he was a safe distance away, he ran back to the alleyway where hed left his friends battling the Obsidians.

He rounded the corner and found, to his great relief, that the three Obsidian students were lying in crumpled heaps on the floor. Their arms had been bound by Giannis vines. 

Everyone turned at the sound of Olivers footsteps. He staggered toward his friends, overwhelmed with gratitude that they were all still alive. 

Oliver! Walter cried. What happened to you?

Are you all right, old chum? Simon added. 

You disappeared, Hazel exclaimed, her voice etched with worry. I thought the worst.

It was Chris, Oliver told them. He lured me away to kill me. But he fled instead.

On hearing that their leader had abandoned them, the three bound Obsidian students began to yell and cuss. 

He abandoned us? the ginger-haired girl wailed. 

That coward! the skinny black-haired boy roared. 

Oliver looked at his friends, worry burning in his guts.

We have to get out of here, he said hurriedly, beckoning them toward him. Chris made a rip in the dimensional fabric between our world and the dark armys. He was too much of a coward to kill me himself but not to let someone else do it for him. Ive used up all my celestial powers so if they wake…

Were dead, Ralph finished for him.

Oliver nodded gravely. 

Lets head back to the workshop, Hazel suggested. Leonardo can work on his portal to the School for Seers again. Well be safe there.

But Oliver shuddered at the thought. Their dead friend was lying inside Leonardos workshop. He didnt know if he could return and see him in that state. 

Davids there, he said quietly. 

All the more reason, Hazel replied in a soft, caring voice. 

Oliver felt his reluctance, but in the end, he nodded in agreement. 

So what do we do about this lot then? Walter asked, glancing at the three bound Obsidians.

Oliver wanted to say they should leave them to rot, or throw them into the void with the dark army, but he decided not to. Hed made a choice to be good. And part of being good meant showing compassion to everyone, no matter who they were or how much he hated them.

We bring them with us, he said.

Everyone collected themselves and headed back through the streets toward the chapel. 

When they got inside Leonardos hidden workshop, they could finally take stock of the fight theyd just been embattled in. The whole place was in complete disarray. Some of Leonardos inventions had been destroyed, including his prototype of an aircraft, his ornithopter. It occurred to Oliver then that Leonardo da Vinci would never succeed in his quest to give man the power of flight. Hed never design an ornithopter that could ever get off the ground. Perhaps this was whybecause his prototype had been destroyed by the Obsidians. 

But the Obsidians had left so much more destruction in their wake than the ornithopter. Because there, lying dead in the center of the room, was David. 

Gianni began to sob bitterly. Oliver felt awful for Gianni. Hed been dragged into this danger. Hed never asked to be a part of it.

He watched as the Italian boy went into the living quarters and returned with the scratchy blanket. He laid it over David and spoke some words. Though Oliver didnt understand what Gianni was saying, he didnt need to. The grief in his voice was evident, and told Oliver all he needed to know. His heart ached at Giannis display of raw emotion, and he felt Hazel rub his shoulder for comfort. 

Walter led the Obsidian students to the couch. Leonardo returned to his living quarters to work on conjuring the portal theyd need to return home. Oliver, Ralph, Simon, and Hazel began to tidy up his workshop, feeling heavy with grief. 

It happened sooner than anyone could have anticipated. A burst of light came from the living quarters. 

Oliver stopped what he was doing and ran into the room. There, a small portal was beginning to swirl open in the middle of the room. It had happened so fastmuch faster than Leonardos last onethat Oliver could hardly believe his eyes. 

His friends hurried into the room behind him. Everyone exclaimed excitedly.

This was it! They were really going home this time. 

You did it! Oliver cried, feeling overcome with relief.

But Leonardo was shaking his head vigorously. His expression was grave as he took several staggering steps backward.

No. I am not the one doing that, he stated bluntly, backing up as if in fear.

Oliver felt his shoulders drop. No! It couldnt be. He couldnt bear to have his hopes dashed once again. To be so close and yet so far. It was just too much to cope with. 

Who is doing it? Oliver cried at Leonardo frantically. 

I dont know. Leonardo looked panicked. I couldnt get into the School for Seers. It was so guarded it was almost impenetrable. Something else is making that portal.

It must be Professor Amethyst, Ralph suggested hopefully. 

Yes! Hazel exclaimed. Maybe he realized the other portal collapsed and hes making a new one?

But by the look on Leonardos face, Oliver knew that that wasnt the right explanation. Something more sinister was going on, and it was making his spine tingle with dread. 

This isnt a portal that links timelines, that worms through space and time. Its a dimensional wormhole. Its coming from the abyss.

Everyone exchanged worried glances. 

The abyss? Oliver stammered, his voice now trembling. As in the place where the dark army hides?

Before Leonardo had a chance to confirm or deny Olivers suggestion, he noticed there was movement coming from the other side. Two distinct human-sized shapes were coming through the portal. 

More soldiers? Rogues? Olivers mind reeled at a mile a second. Panic fluttered in his chest. 

But then something happened that stunned Oliver to his core. The two people coming through the portal were not soldiers. They were not rogues. 

They were two people he knew. 

It was his parents. 








CHAPTER THIRTY THREE





Standing over Edmunds unconscious body, Esther felt strong for the first time in days. Thanks to Professor Amethysts magic potion, the pain shed been enduring had almost entirely receded. 

But she knew taking the substance came at a price. Professor Amethyst had warned her that expending too much energy would take its toll on her body and that she may even die. 

But this was too important to Esther. Oliver had risked his life for her, now it was her turn to risk her life for him. 

Dressed in only her thin hospital gown, Esther hurried along the ward. The nurse in the station whod been attending to her leapt up with surprise as she streaked past. Her eyes were round as if she were looking at a ghost.

No time to explain! Esther cried.

She pushed open the double doors of the hospital wing and hurried out into the central atrium of the School for Seers. 

She smelled the scent of the kapoc tree, realizing now how much shed missed it, and how much that smell felt like home to her. 

There were several students standing around and they looked at her with surprise. She must look pretty strange, standing there in her thin papery gown with bare feet and, presumably, hair like a birds nest. But none of that mattered to Esther. She was single-mindedly focused on finding the corridor Edmund had told her of and reactivating the portal he had sealed up. 

She hurried through the main atrium, cold from the tiled floor seeping into her feet. She searched for an X, running from one atrium to the next. At last, she saw one etched above a corridor. She made a beeline for it, then ran along the corridor as fast as her weakened legs would go. 

As she went, she felt a sudden lurching sensation. At first she thought the walls had tipped to the side. But then she realized she was the one whod swayed. The potion in the tincture was only temporary and Esther realized that its effects were already wearing off. Shed wasted too much energy punching Edmund! Still, if she was going to die doing this, she was glad for that small victory.

The corridor grew darker and darker around Esther, though she wasnt sure if it was dark because of being underground with no windows, or if it was her vision failing her. Either way, it didnt matter, because she felt herself slam into something. A door!

Suddenly, her knees gave out from underneath her. She plummeted straight down like a stone.

Esther tried to stand but her legs were useless. 

She reached up, scrabbling to find a door handle. There was none. 

Of course there isnt a door handle! Esther scolded herself. Its a portal!

Thered be a switch or activation button somewhere. 

From her crumpled heap on the floor, Esther looked up. Her eyes were adjusting a little to the dimness. She saw the outline of something that looked like a switch.

There! she cried aloud. 

But it was positioned at head height. While she lay on the floor in a heap, it was out of reach. If she wanted to push it, shed have to find the strength from somewhere to stand up. 

Gritting her teeth, Esther tried to force her legs to obey her. She pushed back with her hands, but her legs just couldnt support her weight. 

Using her fingertips, Esther grabbed on to the ridge between the bricks. It was barely a millimeter in depth, but it was all she had. She used it as a handhold, wrenching her entire body up by her fingertips. 

Just as shed got to her knees, the pain shed been feeling came back ten times over. It felt like the worst migraine shed ever had. Esther couldnt stop a scream from coming from her throat. 

But she did not give up. Still she clawed her way up the wall, yanking herself up painstakingly, brick by brick. She felt the flesh of her fingers begin to blister from the roughness of the brick. She was rubbing the skin right off them. 

The pain was so intense Esther felt like she could throw up. But finally, against all the odds, she reached her arm all the way up, stretching as far as it could go, and slammed her palm against the switch.

The last ounce of strength ebbed out of her body.

Before she had the chance to see whether the portal had been reactivated or not, everything went black. Esther collapsed. 










CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR





Oliver stared in disbelief at his parents. Teddy had the same messy hair as him. Maggies dark eyes were the exact same shade as his. He was a perfect combination of them both.

He looked over his shoulder at his friends. They were all staring in disbelief too.

If his friends could see them, then that must mean they were real. Not a vision or a dream. They were definitely really there. Hed not made them up. 

Still, he needed to ask.

Are you real?

His mom and dad exchanged a loving look, then turned to face their son, tears glittering in their eyes, and nodded.

A surge of joy swept over Oliver. 

Before he even had time to think he ran for them. They both opened up their arms and he fell into them, feeling his body enveloped in their warmth. 

Now there was no denying it. They were real. Really real. Not appearing to him in a dream or a vision but physically in front of him, physically holding him how hed always longed for them to. 

Oliver nuzzled into them. How are you here?

We came back for you, Mom said, her voice a sob. 

We always hoped youd find you way back to Leonardo, Dad replied. 

And that once you did, wed be able to come for you, Mom finished. 

Oliver straightened out of their embrace. His mom wiped away the tear falling from his cheek with her thumb, in just the way he always imagined a mother would. That simple gesture meant the world to him.

Its time, Dad said, planting a firm hand on Olivers shoulder. Will you come home with us?

Olivers heart leaped. His parents were offering him the one thing hed always wanted. A home. A safe home with people who loved him. 

But a horrible dawning realization overcame him. He stepped back. His fathers hand fell from his shoulder. He saw the frown appear between the mans eyebrows. 

Oliver?

Though it killed Oliver to do it, he shook his head. 

I cant, he said. 

From behind him, he heard his friends let out stunned gasps and murmurs.

Hazels voice rose above the din. Oliver, you need to leave with them. Its what youve always wanted.

But Oliver shook his head again, this time more firmly.

Esther, he told his friends. The Elixir.

We can deliver it! Ralph protested. 

Please, Oliver, Simon begged. Well finish the mission for you.

Still, Oliver kept shaking his head. They didnt understand what he meant. They had not been there when Leonardo told him of the sacrifice he had to make in order for the Elixir to work. 

The Elixir feeds off emotion, he told them. It can only work if I sacrifice something. Something intangible that I have always wanted. He glanced back to his parents. You. 

Maggies features dropped. She looked devastated, like someone was ripping her infant son from her arms all over again. She grabbed Teddys arm for support, and he wrapped his arm around her waist to keep her from dropping. 

There may never be another time, he told Oliver, his voice etched with pain.

I know, Oliver replied, hearing his own crack. But I have to say no. This is the sacrifice I have to make in order to save Esther.

Maggie broke down sobbing. Please, son. Ever since we were forced to leave you here, all Ive wanted is to have you home.

Thats when Oliver realized. There was more to his sacrifice that just giving up his parents. He had to give them away to another.

Theres a parallel Oliver, he said, his chest pounding with pain. Hes the son you can take with you.

His friends murmuring protests grew even louder. 

Another Oliver? Maggie asked through her tears and stifled sobs. 

Oliver saw the glint of hope in her eyes. It was all the confirmation he needed that he was making the right decision. 

Teddy looked confused. There is a parallel Oliver here? Where?

Its true, Leonardo said, speaking up for the first time. He is in hiding to stop the universe from becoming unstable. But there is an Oliver here for you. If you let this one go, you will not be giving up your son.

Slowly, his parents seemed to understand what they were being told.

As soon as Ive left this dimension, Oliver added, hell be able to come to you. But you have to let me go.

Our son is coming home? Maggie asked. 

Teddy grabbed her hand. Yes. A smile spread on his lips. Yes. Hes coming home.

Oliver felt his friends crowd in behind him, offering the support he so desperately needed at this moment of great personal sacrifice. He was giving another version of himself the thing he wanted more than anything in the world. Would there ever be another chance for him? 

Just then, a second portal suddenly appeared.

Its Professor Amethysts! Ralph cried.

Sure enough, the same red and gold portal that Ralph and Simon had come through began to swell in front of them. It could not have come at a better time. The sand in the scepter had almost run out entirely. 

The portal grew, making wind rush around the room. It was in the exact same spot where it had appeared before. Oliver felt a great sense of relief that they had not headed for the portal in the bell tower. This one would take them right to the place Simon and Ralph had entered through.

He opened it again! Simon exclaimed with relief. Come on, lets go before it collapses.

Just then, a bang startled Oliver.

What was that? he said. 

The black-haired Obsidian boy began to laugh evilly. That is the dark army, he said with relish. Theyve found you. Theyve come to kill you.

He looked thoroughly pleased with himself. But Oliver raised an eyebrow.

Well be gone, he said. The dark army will have to kill you instead.

The boys face went as white as a sheet. The two girls began to wail and cry. Oliver knew he shouldnt feel glad but the poetic justice was satisfying. 

The dark army began to claw at the other side of the magic wall. They were going to claw their way in again. 

We have to leave now, Hazel said hurriedly.

Professor Amethysts portal was now full sized, big enough for them to escape through.

What about you? Oliver cried, looking at Leonardo.

I will escape with your parents through the other portal. I will bring Gianni and my apprentice boy, too. So dont worry. Just go. We cant escape until youve gone.

Oliver nodded. Leonardo was right. His parents wouldnt leave without their son. And the other Oliver couldnt show himself until Oliver himself had gone. He had to leave now or risk the dark army getting inside before Leonardo, Gianni, his parents, and his parallel self could get away. 

Feeling a grief like none hed ever experienced, Oliver looked at his parents, trying to commit every molecule of them to memory. It was the first time hed seen them in the flesh rather than in dreams or visions, and their solidness made them seem so much more real. It made it even harder to leave them.

I love you, he told them.

We love you, they both said, huddling together, wiping away their tears. 

Thank you, Mom added. For sacrificing yourself in this way.

Oliver swallowed the painful lump in his throat. The enormity of the sacrifice he was making stabbed him like a knife through the heart. He didnt think hed ever recover from this. He would always feel that hollow empty space in his heart that he could have filled with the love of his parents and yet had chosen not to, for Esther.

Thats what he had to focus on now. Esther. Her life.

Oliver moved out of the warm embrace. He looked back at Gianni and gave him a nod of gratitude. The boy returned the gesture. 

Next, Oliver did the same for Leonardo, communicating his thanks through his eyes. Leonardo returned the gesture with a humble nod. 

Then, Oliver gazed at his parents. Though he wished to stay in that moment forever, his eyes locked with theirs, he knew that couldnt happen. This may well be the last time he ever saw his parents. 

Without saying another word, he turned and leapt into the red swirling light.








CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE





Oliver couldnt tell what hurt morethe odd tugging sensations of passing through the portal, or the agony of leaving his parents behind. He felt their absence viscerally, like it was a solid thing.

As the portal tossed him to and fro, Oliver kept his mind on the Elixir. That had to be his focus now. Getting the Elixir back to Esther and saving her life. 

After a long, terrifying journey, twisting and turning in the portal, Oliver felt himself suddenly propelled out the other end. He went flying, landing on the hard ground. His friends came flying after him. 

Olivers first thought was the Elixir. He grabbed his satchel and looked inside. The glass jar was safe, its precious serum glowing inside. 

Where are we? Oliver gasped, sitting up and looking around at the unfamiliar surroundings. He thought the portal was going to take them back to the School for Seers, but where they were didnt look like it.

Oliver! Hazels voice came from somewhere in the gloom.

Oliver turned, searching for her through the darkness. But it was too dark to see much of anything at all.

Where are you? he stammered.

Suddenly, a golden light began to glow. Ralph had lit a small fire in the palm of his hand. 

In the thin light, Oliver could see that the portal had spat them out in the middle of a dark corridor.

Dread overcame Oliver. Had they been hasty in assuming the portal was Professor Amethysts? This didnt look like the School for Seers at all! There were no straight dark corridors in the school. What if Mistress Obsidian had created a wormhole that looked just like Professor Amethysts and theyd jumped through it right into the dungeons of her terrible school? 

But suddenly he saw why Hazel had been yelling his name.

There, lying completely still on the floor, was Esther. 

The sight of her made Olivers heart leap. Any doubt over whether theyd returned to the School for Seers left his mind. They were exactly where they needed to be. With Esther. 

He ran for her, his voice bursting from his chest. Is she breathing? 

But as he drew closer he could see the look in Hazels eyes. They were shining with tears and round with grief. 

Shes dead, Hazel squeaked. 

NO! Oliver bellowed.

He threw himself to his knees beside Esther and cradled her into his body. She was as cold as ice. 

He held his ear over her mouth, desperate to feel warm breath against his skin. But there was nothing. 

Esther was dead. 

Oliver just couldnt accept it. Not after everything theyd been through. Hed already lost David, sacrificed his parents, and now Esther was dead too! It was too cruel. 

Suddenly, there was a strange lurching sensation. The walls began to shake.

Whats happening? Walter stammered. 

Oliver remembered how Professor Amethyst had said there was more at stake than just Esthers life, that creating the Elixir would have profound, unpredictable effects. 

I think weve disrupted the timeline, Oliver whispered.

It was too much to bear. David. His parents. Esther. And now this…

What do we do? Simon bellowed.

We need to get out of here, Ralph said, looking up as a stream of dust cascaded from the ceiling onto his head. This place doesnt seem stable.

Help me with Esther, Hazel cried. 

We have to leave her, Walter said, shaking his head.

NO! Oliver barked. Were not leaving her. 

Hed left David. There was no way he was leaving Esther as well. 

Between him and Hazel they heaved Esther up into their arms. Shed lost a lot of weight from the sickness, but she was still hard to carry. 

They began to stagger through the shaking corridors, following Walter, Simon, and Ralph, who were running on ahead. Bits of plaster began to fall from the walls and ceiling, coating them in a fine powder. Simon, using his molecular specialism, tried to clear the path, blasting the fine powder away whenever he could. But it still got into Olivers lungs and made him cough.

The whole time, Oliver felt like he was in some kind of nightmare. All he could focus on was Esther, on her pale, serene face. 

What had she been doing at the entrance of the portal? There was a look of determination on her features and sores on the ends of her fingertips. Had she been the one to open it for them? In her deathly sick state, had Esther sacrificed the last of her strength to save him?

It was the only explanation. That knowledge made him love Esther even more. But loving her more made grieving for her death even worse. 

The walls shuddered again, this time with so much force everyone lost their footing. A huge metal ceiling beam crashed through the plaster ceiling. It slammed into the wall, piercing it, and dragged down some wiring with it. The wires hung perilously, electricity zapping all over the place, sending sparks into the air. 

Be careful! Ralph bellowed.

He maneuvered himself through the obstacle, followed quickly by Walter and Simon. But getting Esther through the gap wasnt going to be nearly as easy. 

Hazel and Oliver tried to find a way to fit them all through, but it was useless. 

Go, Oliver told Hazel. 

She shook her head, her eyes sparkling with tears. You wont be able to carry her yourself.

Im going to try.

Youll die trying, Oliver! Hazel cried, trying to be the voice of reason in an insane situation. Its not worth it…

Her voice trailed away. She didnt need to finish her sentence for Oliver to know what she meant. It wasnt worth risking his life for a girl who was already dead. 

Just go, Oliver said firmly. 

The walls shuddered again.

Come on! Ralph cried from the other side of the ceiling beam. The roof might cave in at any second.

Hazel gave Oliver one final glance, then scrambled through the hole.

Oliver crouched down and heaved Esther up into his arms, cradling her like a child. Without Hazel to help, Esther felt much heavier. She was a dead weight in his arms, dragging him down. His muscles strained.

But he would not give up. 

As powder and plaster obscured his vision, and electrical sparks exploded all around him, Oliver began to inch his way through the gap. 

He gritted his teeth, taking it one step at a time, wedging his body through, bringing Esther with him.

Finally, he emerged out the other side, stunned to be in one piece.

You did it! Ralph yelled.

Oliver almost stumbled to his knees.

Let me help with Esther, Walter offered, coming to his aid.

But Oliver cradled her closer. No. You wanted to leave her.

Walter looked crushed. But he backed away nonetheless.

Hazel returned to her position helping carry Esther and they began staggering again through the corridor. Only now the shaking had grown even worse. It was hard to even put one foot in front of the other. Oliver could feel his teeth rattling in his skull. 

I know where we are, Ralph suddenly exclaimed. 

His voice was barely audible over the noise of the trembling building. 

Were beneath the School for Seers! his voice cried. 

Hes right, Simon added. I can see the central atrium. The kapoc tree. Were almost there!

But Oliver didnt share his enthusiasm. Esther was dead. The school was crumbling. Bringing back the Elixir had set off some horrible chain reaction. Their whole mission had been pointless. Futile. Deadly. He would never recover from this. 

Oliver reminded himself of something Professor Amethyst had once told him. That the work of a seer is an endless task. That the fight would never end.

Gritting his teeth, Oliver doubled his efforts, pushing forward, fighting against the force of the shaking building. Striving, always striving. He was a seer. It was what he had to do. Just keep going. 

Up ahead, light coming from the central atrium was seeping into the corridor. The light at the end of the tunnel. Oliver focused on it. They were almost there.

Just then a huge cracking sound made everyone scream. Oliver jumped a mile. 

There came a loud thud of something falling. The ground shook. A plume of dust blasted through the corridor. All the light disappeared. 

As the dust settled, Oliver peered ahead to see what had happened.

The exit was completed blocked, covered by one of the enormous branches of the kapoc tree.








CHAPTER THIRTY SIX





NO! Oliver screamed, falling to his knees in the shuddering darkness. 

A small light began to flicker. Ralph had lit a flame in his palm. It danced around the shaking walls. 

What do we do now? Ralph stammered.

Oliver felt awful. He just wanted to give up. What was the point? Esther was already dead. The Elixir had already created some terrible event that was tearing the school apart at the seams. Why bother?

Ralph, can you use your biological specialism to move it? Hazel asked. 

I can try, he replied.

The tall boy hurried closer, forcing out his powers. His neck strained from the effort. The muscles in his arms bulged. But the kapoc tree did not budge.

I cant do it. Its too heavy.

Let me try, Hazel offered. 

She cast forward with her own powers. 

I cant do it either! I cant alter its chemical composition to make it melt. Professor Amethyst must have put some kind of spell on it to prevent it being tampered with.

We may as well just sit down here and die then, Oliver said, dejected. 

Hazel turned on him angrily. Dont you dare give up, Oliver, she said like a schoolteacher. She even brought her pointer finger up to iterate her point. Youve come too far and sacrificed too much to give up now.

Olivers grip on Esther tightened. It was all for nothing.

Hazel stamped her foot. Youre a seer! You of all people should know that everything happens for a reason!

Shes right, Ralph said. If you give in now, youll never know what that whole journey was for. Trust the universe. She wouldnt do this for no reason.

Oliver wanted to lie down and fall asleep. Nothing mattered anymore. And yet the words of his friends seemed to be worming their way into his brain.

He felt a small flicker of warmth in his heart. It felt similar to the celestial powers but he knew that hed burned them up in his fight with Chris. They didnt feel like his seer powers either. It was something else. It was hope coming back to him. 

They were right. He had lost so much and yet if he stopped now, hed never find out what he would gain. Every experience in life was for a reason. It was a lesson or a learning opportunity. When one thing was lost another was always found. If he stopped now at his lowest point then hed be denying himself the high that would eventually follow.

Just then, there came a strange noise.

Olivers head snapped up to see that the huge branch of the kapoc tree was starting to move. It appeared as if something was dragging it away from the entrance.

He looked over at his friends to see who was doing it. But none of them had the telltale hundred-yard stare of a seer engaged with their powers.

Light began to filter in to the corridor once more. The tree branch was dragged further and further back, until suddenly, Oliver saw who had come to their rescue. 

There stood Professor Amethyst.

Olivers heart leapt. Hed never been so pleased to see anyone in his life. He felt overcome with gratitude and relief.

Oliver! The Elixir! the headmaster cried, skipping over any kind of pleasantries.

Leaping back into action, Oliver yanked his satchel around and rummaged inside for the jar. He found it and pulled it out, then offered it out to Professor Amethyst. 

No, I mean give it to Esther! the headmaster cried.

Oliver frowned with confusion. 

Its too late to save her, he sputtered, shaking his head. Shes already dead.








CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN





Chris ran and ran until his feet could take no more. 

He had no idea where he was. Somewhere in ancient Italy, lost in the winding streets of an unfamiliar country in an era he did not belong. He had no plan other than to run away as fast as he could.

He stopped and bent over, grasping his knees, taking in ragged breath after ragged breath. There was no more strength left in him. And despite all the running, Chris had not outrun his problems.

He could feel the weight of them on his shoulders. Pressing down. That horrible feeling of compassion that had come to him too late to do anything with. The sense of affection hed felt toward Oliver at the last second. The fact he was not the strong, hard killer hed always thought he was. That he was a coward like everyone else. 

That new knowledge was almost too much for Chris to bear. It hurt more than the fact hed failed. It was an understanding that hed lived his entire life wrong. Hed followed the path of hate when all along the path of love would have given him so much more. 

And now it was too late. Hed gone through Mistress Obsidians ritual. Hed swallowed the dark matter. There was no redemption for him now. All that was left was for her to find him and send him to the horrible hell where he would pass by the rest of his eternity.

Just then he saw a small flicker of purple electricity appear before him.

He knew what it was right away and straightened up. He staggered back from the force as the ball of light began to grow and grow. Wind lashed him. 

He stared into the void of Mistress Obsidians portal. 

Terror overwhelmed him. He knew what would happen if he stepped inside. She would send him to hell. Blast him into that place between dimensions. Leave him in the black void of purgatory.

He staggered backward. 

But there was wind coming from behind him as well. 

He turned, shocked to see another portal opening up behind him.

He turned again. There were portals opening up everywhere. Surrounding him. There was no escape. Mistress Obsidian had made sure of it. 

Suddenly, he heard her voice booming from the skies above him. 

Youve failed me, Christopher Blue.

He fell to his knees. I know! Im sorry. Please. Please. Please.

Tears streamed from Chriss eyes. Crouched on his knees, he pulled his hands together and prayed to God to spare him. 

The portals closed in around Chris, and he screamed, feeling himself tugged in all different directions. 

Then, just like that, Christopher Blue was gone.








CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT





Oliver, the headmaster said more sternly, raising his voice to be heard over the volume of the shaking building. Trust me. You need to give her the Elixir.

Oliver stared down at Esthers pale face. She had not moved a muscle since hed found her crumpled at the entrance of the portal. Shed not taken a breath. Her skin was cold. She was dead. 

But still, Oliver would not argue with the most powerful seer in the world, with his mentor. Hed learned enough from his beloved teacher and mentor to know to never question him. 

Gently, Oliver pulled Esthers bottom lip down, parting her mouth. Then he tipped the Elixir slowly into her mouth. 

The shimmery liquid disappeared down her throat. As tenderly as he could, Oliver tipped more and more of the Elixir into her mouth until hed drained every last drop from the jar completely. Shed swallowed every bit of the Elixir.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Esther stayed completely still as the walls around them kept shaking. 

A sense of desolation overcame Oliver. The Elixir hadnt worked. Had his heart not been pure enough? Had his sacrifice not been great enough? Had he failed the universes final test for him?

Then, suddenly, a golden light began to spread slowly across Esthers body. Oliver took a sharp intake of breath.

What is that? he stammered. Whats happening?

Its the Elixir, Professor Amethyst said over the roaring sound of their crumbling school. Its starting to take effect.

Oliver tensed and held his breath. Every moment of his journey had brought him to this moment. Everything hed been through, everything hed sacrificed, it all came down to this moment. 

Esther took a huge gasp of breath. Her eyes flew open, sparkling like two bright emeralds. 

Oliver felt a surge of gratitude, of love, of amazement.

He stroked her face, wiping the dirt from the fallen debris off her porcelain skin.

Esther… was all he could manage to utter. 

Esthers eyes locked on his. A small smile spread across her lips. It was the very same smile that had inspired Leonardo to add to the Mona Lisa.

Oliver…
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