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            THE SPORTAPALOOZA TOURNAMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      “One, two, three…” Aria says as she attempts a clumsy pas de bourrée in the overcrowded school hallway. The move makes her look less like a ballet dancer and more like a dog trying to stand on its hind legs.

      Liam glances upward, unimpressed by Aria’s performance. He is used to the dramatic routines of his best friend of ten years but today is not the time for one. They are crammed in like sardines, and he can already picture the disaster about to happen.

      “Aria, be care⁠—”

      Aria’s arm bumps into a classmate. “Sorry!” she says, but it does little to calm her down. She hops from foot to foot like a monkey that just drank too much coffee.

      “Can you be more careful?” Liam says, though he doesn’t expect her to listen. “I know you want to win the tournament, but you don’t have to knock out the competition. We’re already better than everyone else.” He puffs out his chest, standing at least half an inch taller. “And you’re going to break a leg if you keep doing whatever you are doing.”

      Aria tries to stand still. Liam is not wrong, even if she would never admit it out loud. She can’t risk an injury.

      Today is one of the most important days of the year. It is time for the Sportapalooza Tournament, the most anticipated sports event at Sommetville Junior High. Teams of two students each compete in three different sports. But here is the catch: until the day of the tournament, no one knows which sports they will play.

      Every year, Aria and Liam compete together. Even though Liam always complains about Aria’s clumsiness, and she criticizes his lack of strategy, he knows being on the same team is never a question. They are unbeatable together. Besides, neither of them wants to spend days being teased if one wins and the other loses on separate teams.

      “Okay, I will be careful,” Aria says. “But please warm up. I don’t want to see you falling asleep on the field.”

      “Since you scream at me during every game, that is unlikely,” Liam replies. “Anyway, I don’t see how we could lose. We are definitely the best.” He leans closer to Aria and glances around before whispering, “And we are up against Zoey and Idris in the first round, so a victory is guaranteed.”

      Aria grins so wide all her teeth show. “For once, I agree with you.”

      A hand taps Liam on the shoulder, and he startles. “Here you are,” says their friend and classmate, Zoey.

      “For a moment, we thought you were too scared to face us,” Idris says with a teasing smile that borders on mockery. He stands beside his teammate Zoey, and Liam meets his gaze head-on, refusing to be the first to look away.

      “Are you serious?” Liam says. “Get ready to lose!”

      “We’ll see about that,” Idris replies. “Zoey and I have been training for six months in every sport we can think of. This year, we are winning.”

      Aria opens her mouth to answer, but the stern voice of Mrs. Thompson, their history teacher, stops her. “Quiet, everyone. Mrs. Kavelle is about to speak.”

      “It’s starting!” one of their classmates says from a few feet behind Aria and Liam, and a wave of anticipation spreads through the students.
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      A high-pitched crackling sound comes out of the speaker hanging from the hallway ceiling, followed by the distant noise of the spectators waiting outside on the school field. The corridor falls silent.

      Aria curls her hands into fists and presses her nails into her palms to hold in her excitement. She has been waiting all year to find out which sports they will play. Luckily, she doesn’t have to wait much longer.

      Mrs. Kavelle, the headmaster of Sommetville Junior High, addresses the crowd, and the message is broadcast through the speakers so the students can hear from inside the school. “Dear parents and friends, welcome to the 202nd Sportapalooza Tournament!”

      The sound of people stomping on the bleachers and cheering rumbles through the speakers.

      But inside the corridor, the students go completely still. Everyone is holding their breath while they wait to hear their fate.

      “This year,” Mrs. Kavelle’s voice echoes, “our students will compete in three events, starting with Ice Gliders.”

      Liam frowns. He did not expect a winter sport in autumn. Where did they even put a ski slope?

      Aria’s lips tighten. She already knows her clumsiness might cause trouble for them during this activity.

      “Followed by BranchBounceFlyers,” the principal continues, and another round of applause almost drowns out the last words. “And Frisbee!”

      “Yes!” Aria and Liam shout. They clench their fists and pump their arms in victory.

      “Remember,” Mrs. Kavelle adds, “the winning team will earn VIP day passes to Sommetville Summit Park.” Aria feels like she might faint. She fans her face with both hands to cool down. This is her favorite amusement park for more reasons than she can count: it’s home to the scariest ride on earth, plus it’s packed with endless sweet treats and has virtual reality games that drop you into the most incredible worlds ever.

      The announcement sends the contestants into another surge of applause.

      “Let the competition begin, and may the best team win!”

      And with those words, the double doors of the school swing open. Sunlight streams inside as the students rush out to the outdoor grounds. They walk along the path leading to the competition area, passing the picnic area and the basketball court.

      Just past the tennis court, the soccer field comes into view. That is where the Frisbee event will take place. Makeshift bleachers have been set up along one side, and they’re crowded with spectators whose ovations can either boost your confidence or make the pressure bubble even stronger inside you.

      Aria grabs Liam’s arm and points to a fluffy golden retriever barking beside a teenage girl who looks like an older version of Liam. “Look! Pingo is over there with your sister.”

      “Hard to miss him. He barks so loud I bet you can hear him all the way to America.”

      “Don’t be silly. There’s an ocean between America and us.”

      Zoey and Idris jog past them in perfect sync, moving like mirror images. “Let the best team win,” Zoey says, and winks.

      The soccer field is divided into four smaller sections so four games can be played simultaneously. Zoey and Idris head toward the far end of the field bordering a patch of trees, where students often go during lunchtime to rest.

      Aria and Liam hurry to their spots across from their opponents, their backs to the bleachers.

      A referee supervises each game to keep track of the points and ensure no one cheats.

      The rules are simple. The game begins when the Frisbee is tossed into the air at the center of the field. Players rush to catch it. The team who gets it first must pass the Frisbee back and forth, trying to keep it away from the other team. Each successful pass earns one point. The teams have only fifteen minutes to score as many points as possible before the game ends.

      Mr. Thornton, Aria and Liam’s physical education teacher, strides onto their section of the field and stops halfway between the two teams.

      A cold breeze brushes past Liam, and he bounces on his feet. His eyes are locked on the Frisbee in Mr. Thornton’s hand. He knows that catching it at the start is crucial.

      “Are you ready?” Mr. Thornton asks. He doesn’t need to strain his voice for it to reach all of the players. A very loud voice must be a requirement for his job.

      Before he finishes speaking, Aria takes off without even seeing where the Frisbee will fly.

      Liam gives Aria a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me stare. Why does she always go too early? Can’t she learn patience? He looks up at the Frisbee sailing over the field. His head turns in a full circle as the disc begins to drop to his left. He races for the object at the same time Idris does.

      Aria reaches it first and jumps. Her fingers brush the smooth plastic, but Idris snatches the Frisbee away before she can grab it.

      Idris laughs, and the sound makes Aria more annoyed. Her heart pounds faster, and with every beat, her determination grows. Idris throws the Frisbee toward Zoey, but he throws it too hard and it goes over her head and toward the trees. Aria tears up dirt and grass as she runs off after it.

      A gust of wind pushes the Frisbee even farther off course. It drifts away from the field to the trees just beyond.

      Aria and Liam sprint after it.

      “I got it!” they shout at the same time while jumping.
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      They crash into each other in midair. Both cry out as they slam to the ground.

      The top of Liam’s head leaves a shallow dent in the grass. He squeezes his eyes shut, as if that might stop the pain.

      Aria lands flat on her back and stares up at the sky. She rubs her forehead, but the throbbing does not fade.

      The cheers are gone. Aside from a few bird chirps, everything is silent.

      Liam notices the sudden quiet too. He pushes himself up and looks around, his head snapping from side to side. He gasps.

      The school field is gone.

      Instead, they are in a forest he has never seen before. Trees rise so tall they seem to touch the sky. A pale fog clings to the ground, wrapping around them like a cold blanket.

      Where are they?
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      Aria shivers as the fog curls around her. Despite the pain in her back, she manages to sit up. When she sees her surroundings, her breath catches in her throat. She does not recognize the forest around them.

      The trees are darker and thinner than the ones in Sommetville. Their branches are jagged, and their trunks stretch so high she doubts she could ever touch a leaf, even if she stood on tiptoe. The sky above is heavy and gray. The ground beneath her feels damp and uneven, nothing like the neat, well-kept forest paths back home.

      Beside her, Liam struggles to his feet. The sound of his shallow breathing blends with the life of the forest: wind sweeping the leaves, branches creaking, and small animals moving through the undergrowth.

      “Where are we?” Liam asks. His voice breaks as the words come out.

      “I’m guessing a forest,” Aria replies.

      Liam throws his arms in the air. “Wow. I didn’t know I was friends with a genius!”

      Aria stands up so fast her foot sinks into a patch of mud. “What did you expect? Stupid questions get stupid answers.”

      A shout breaks their argument. They move closer together. Their shoulders rise and fall in the same nervous rhythm.

      In the distance, a dark silhouette slips out from behind a tree. They cannot tell if it is a man or a woman, but they hear boots crunching over branches and twigs. With each step toward them, the figure becomes clearer until they make out a boy, barely eighteen.

      He wears a fitted brown vest over a black long-sleeved shirt cinched at the waist by a belt. A cloak of the same dark color hangs from his shoulders, fastened at the neck. The fabric is so heavy it does not crease. The boy’s most striking features are his golden-blond hair, curling to his shoulders, and the matching beard framing his face. It gives him a strange charm, making him look both young and old at once, like someone caught between two stages of life.

      Liam grabs Aria’s hand and pulls her into a run in the opposite direction.

      “Merlin! I found them!” The teenager’s voice echoes from behind.

      Aria brings Liam to a stop. He stumbles and glares at her, his face clearly saying, What are you doing?

      She spins around and stares at the teenage boy, who has followed them and is now only a few feet away.

      Liam tries to keep his voice low when he says, “Aria, we need to get out of here.”

      “I won’t hurt you, Liam. Don’t be scared,” the boy says.

      Liam’s eyebrows draw together until they almost form one straight line. “How do you know my name?”

      But he forgets the question when his eyes catch another figure coming their way. He squeezes Aria’s arm so hard she lets out a small cry

      “What is it?” she asks.

      He points at the silhouette.

      The man’s white hair falls to his chest, and a thick beard hides the lower half of his wrinkled face. If he were a bit chubbier, he might be mistaken for Santa Claus. But the emerald-green cape flowing around him gives him a more magical aura than Santa. It glows against the dark-brown hues of the forest around them.
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      The old man walks with a wooden staff. He lifts it to Aria and Liam and says with delight, “It worked!” He almost trips over a tree root bulging out of the ground but drives his staff into the earth and uses it to catch his balance.

      “Who is that?” Liam whispers to Aria.

      The old man stops beside the teenager, who asks him, “Are you sure they’re the right ones?”

      The old man wraps both of his hands around his staff. His gaze moves from Aria to Liam, then back again, studying them for a long moment before he speaks. “I suppose so. I am quite certain I cast the spell correctly. So, these must be the ones.”

      “I’m not trying to be cruel, Merlin, but your incantations haven’t been working very well lately,” the boy says.

      Aria opens her mouth and blinks. She stays that way for a few seconds before the words finally tumble out. “Are you Merlin … the druid?”

      The old man’s face brightens like a lamp being lit. “You know me?”

      “Holy guacamole, is that really you?” she says, her voice shooting up in pitch.

      Last Christmas, her dad gave her a book on how to live like a modern druid. It was the perfect gift as she started her I-am-sure-magic-exists era. In the book, Merlin is described as one of the most powerful druids in the world.

      There is a whole chapter about him. She learned that he was born in the year 480 in Carmarthen, a city in Wales, in Britain. His special power? His mother was mortal, but his father was an incubus—a demon spirit steeped in the language of magic. That is where he got his supernatural abilities from.

      But she always thought Merlin was just a legend. She never imagined she would actually meet the great Merlin one day. She shifts from one foot to the other, unable to stand still, and her shoulders lift as she fights the urge to hop.

      Liam flinches. The last time he saw Aria so excited was when they met their favorite band, Queen & the Courtiers. “Are you okay?” he asks her.

      “Do you remember when I got hyper-fixated on the druid lifestyle last year?”

      “How could I forget? My back still aches from all the talisman DIY projects you put me through.”

      Aria looks up at the sky like she’s begging the universe for patience with her best friend. “Well, there was a whole section about Merlin.”

      Merlin bumps his chest with his fist with pride. But Liam’s next words make the wizard deflate. “Come on, Aria, druids don’t exist. This has to be a joke.”

      “I can assure you I exist,” Merlin says.

      Aria turns to Liam. “We’ve been through this. Magic does⁠—”

      “And me?” the teenage boy cuts in. He lifts his chin and tilts his head from side to side, as if Aria and Liam are supposed to inspect every angle of his face. “Do you know who I am?”

      Aria presses her lips until they are sealed, trying to hide the fact that she has no idea who this person is. Her parents have always told her how rude it is not to recognize someone. She decides to lie, then remembers she is not supposed to do that either. Adults are confusing. Their advice is confusing. Their rules are confusing. She will never be like that when she grows up.

      She decides to stay quiet and wait for Liam to speak for once, even though she knows he won’t. If she has no clue who this boy is, why would he? She’s the history expert, not him.

      The silence stretches until it becomes painfully uncomfortable for everyone.

      “Uh…” Liam mumbles. He stares at a rock at their feet, like it holds the answer. His mind races back to those long afternoons with Aria, cutting cords to create necklaces to hang the talismans they made from clay while she told him how Merlin’s magic was powerful enough to stick a sword into a rock.

      That’s it!

      With renewed energy, Liam replies, “Are you Lancelot?”

      He might not be a history buff like his best friend, but he definitely remembers the Knights of the Round Table, Camelot, and the famous King of England, Lancelot.

      “Great job, Liam,” Aria exclaims, and Liam breaks into a proud smile.

      The teenage boy chokes and jerks backward, as if he has just been punched in the stomach. “Did you just call me Lancelot?”

      Merlin catches him so he can regain balance. “It is what I feared. My vision…” Merlin says under his breath. He grabs the boy’s hand and gives it a reassuring pat. “It’s all right, Arthur, everything will be all right.”

      “All right?” the boy snaps and pulls his arm away. “Did you hear what he called me?”

      Liam turns to Aria for help, but she looks just as confused as he is. For once, he was sure he had the history part right. Images flash through his mind: Lancelot at the Round Table, surrounded by his fellow knights. He remembers thinking how strange the name Lancelot sounded, so French. Which was funny, because England and France always seemed to hate each other for no clear reason.

      “If you are not Lancelot, who are you?” Liam asks.

      The boy goes still. A vein begins to throb on his forehead, like an alarm about to go off.

      “I am Arthur, the future King of England!” He jabs a finger at Merlin. “This is all your fault! You’re responsible for this! They know you and not me! You did this!”

      Arthur crosses his arms over his chest and turns away, sulking.

      “Don’t say that, Arthur. We’ll fix it, I promise,” Merlin says while trying to comfort the boy with a hug. Arthur pushes him away.

      “Now that they’ve come to save you, everything will be all right,” Merlin adds. He shoots Aria and Liam a pleading look, clearly hoping they will step in. But neither Aria nor Liam is eager to get in the middle of Arthur’s tantrum.

      “You promised I would be king!” Arthur sobs.

      “And you will be. Our friends right here will find Excalibur for you.”

      Liam bursts out laughing. His cheeks soon turn red, and tears prick his eyes.

      “Did you hear that, Aria?” he says, but she doesn’t answer. “Who do they think we are? There’s no way I’m wasting my energy looking for a sword for this guy.”

      Arthur spins around so fast his cape smacks into Merlin. The young man inches closer to Liam with the look of a predator ready to strike.
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      Liam falls quiet, but not because he is scared. Arthur looks about as scary as an angry cartoon villain. He stays quiet because he wants to see how this boy plans to threaten him.

      “Do you find this amusing?” Arthur says. “I am Arthur, the future monarch of England, and if you do not find Excalibur and give it to me, I will⁠—”

      “Do what?” Aria cuts in. “Kill us with your whining?”

      Liam loses it.

      He laughs so hard he doubles over and clutches his stomach. He even starts to worry he might pee his pants.

      Arthur stiffens. His face grows so red it looks painful. His whole body seems to vibrate with the effort of containing himself. “Merlin will cast a spell on you!”

      “I thought you said his magic wasn’t working very well lately,” Aria replies.

      “Merlin!” Arthur snaps. “What idiots have you brought here?”

      “Arthur, calm down,” Merlin says in a voice so soft that, if you didn’t know better, you might think he was telling a bedtime story. He caresses Arthur on the back, but it only seems to make him angrier.

      “I expect you to be respectful toward Arthur,” Merlin says to Aria and Liam. “He is the son of Uther Pendragon and the rightful heir to the throne of England. I did not bring you here to make things worse than they already are.”

      “I’m sorry,” Liam says, still holding back a chuckle, “but your problems aren’t our concern.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Merlin replies. “You won’t be able to return to your own time until you find Excalibur.”

      Liam’s reason to laugh disappears in an instant. He has no wish to help Arthur, but does he have a choice?
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      Without another word, Merlin heads back along the path he came from. He lifts a hand to signal the others to follow. Arthur obeys.

      Liam’s blood boils. It feels like Merlin’s decision cannot be argued with, and now they have no choice but to continue on this mission.

      Aria stays where she is. She can sense Liam growing restless beside her. She knows he must hate the idea of this task even more than she does. History does not matter to him the way it matters to her, but he always agrees to help others because he wants to do the right thing.

      For Aria, the idea of changing the past for a better future has always been her greatest motivation. But Liam? He fights injustice, not oversized egos. Making people happy is his thing, so Aria knows helping an entitled brat doesn’t really give him the urge to go into action.

      “No way I’m helping Arthur,” Liam mutters.

      “Shh,” Aria whispers. “Keep it down, or he might hear you.”

      “Like I care. I’ve known him for less than ten minutes, and I already think he’s the worst person I’ve ever met. Why would I risk my life for him?”

      Aria needs time to think about her answer. It’s not easy to defend their task. “Maybe it’ll be an easy mission, and we’ll be back in Sommetville in no time.”

      Liam grabs her by the shoulders and looks straight into
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HEy FELLOW
ADVENTURERS!
MEET LiAMm,

My BEST FRIEND
AND PARTNER IN
CRIME.

HE’S A THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD KID
FROM SOMMETVILLE WHO CAN
CODE LIKE A WIZARD, KICK A
SOCCER BALL LIKE A PRO, AND
PLAY THE PIANO SO WELL
BEETHOVEN WOULD BE
SPEECHLESS. (BUT SERIOUSLY,
DON’T TELL HIM | SAID THAT. His
HEAD’S BIG ENOUGH ALREADY!)
WHEN LiaM’s NOT BUSY ACING
SCHOOL, YOU CAN USUALLY FIND
HIM DOING ONE OF THOSE
THINGS.

UNLESS, OF COURSE, I'VE GoT
SOME WILD IDEA TO DRAG US
INTO TROUBLE. AND LET’S BE
HONEST, | usuALLy Do! LIk
THE TIME | ACCIDENTALLY
CRACKED OPEN A PORTAL TO
THE PAST AND LAUNCHED US
INTO OUR FIRST ADVENTURE.
(L1AM’s STILL DEBATING
WHETHER TO THANK ME OR
THROTTLE ME FOR THAT ONE!)
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HEY THERE,
FELLOW
ADVENTURERS!
LET ME
INTRODUCE YOU
TO MY BEST
FRIEND, ARIA.

SHE’S NOT YOUR AVERAGE
THIRTEEN-YEAR-0OLD. THIS GIRL
IS OBSESSED WITH HISTORY.
SERIOUSLY, DON’T EVEN THINK
ABOUT CHALLENGING HER TO A
HISTORY QUIZ, SHE'LL BEAT YOU
EVERY SINGLE TIME. THAT'S WHY
| CALL HER THE WALKING
ENCYCLOPEDIA.

ARIA’S ALL ABOUT LIVING LIFE
TO THE FULLEST, EVEN IF IT
MEANS BREAKING A FEW RULES

(WHICH SEEMS TO HAPPEN A
LoT WHEN |I’M AROUND, FOR
SOME REASON).

BUT HONESTLY, IT'S HER
CURIOSITY THAT GOT US INTO
THIS WHOLE TIME-TRAVELING
ADVENTURE IN THE FIRST
PLACE. WE ENDED UP IN THE
KinaDoM oF RAMESSES I, A
PLACE SO OLD IT MAKES MY
GRANDPA’S GRANDPA'S
GRANDPA LOOK YOUNG.
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SURE, MY HISTORICAL
KNOW-HOW HAS SAVED OUR
BUTTS A FEW TIMES, BUT
CREDIT WHERE CREDIT’S DUE:
LIAM’S MAD ARCHERY SKILLS
HAVE BEEN TOTAL
LIFESAVERS. WITHOUT HIM,
WE'D PROBABLY STILL BE
STUCK IN SOME MEDIEVAL
DUNGEON!

Now, WE’RE BASICALLY TIME-TRAVELING HEROES, SAVING
CIVILIZATIONS AND MAKING SURE HISTORY STAYS ON
TRACK. AND WHILE LIAM ALWAYS PRETENDS TO FREAK
OUT WHEN WE LAND IN ANOTHER TIME PERIOD, | KNow HE
SECRETLY LOVES IT.
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WHEN WE WERE YOUNG, SHE
STARTED CALLING ME "My DEAR
L1AM,” SAYING IT MADE US
SOUND LIKE WE LIVED IN SOME
GRANDIOSE ERA OF THE PAST
(HER woRDS, NoT MINE!). |
THOUGHT IT WAS HILARIOUS, SO
| FOLLOWED SUIT AND STARTED
CALLING HER "My DEAR ARIA.”
LiTTLE DID | KNOW IT WOULD
TURN OUT TO BE A
PREMONITION OF OUR
TIME-TRAVELING ESCAPADES!

AT FIRST, | WASN'T EXACTLY THRILLED ABOUT BEING DRAGGED INTO

THE PAST WHENEVER SOMEONE NEEDED OUR HELP. BUT I’LL ADMIT

IT’S KIND OF GROWN ON ME. JUST, YOU KNow, DON’T TELL ARIA |
SAID THAT. SHE’LL NEVER LET ME LIVE IT DOWN.

OF COURSE, WE CAN'T
INTRODUCE EACH OTHER
WITHOUT MENTIONING OUR
FURRY BEST FRIEND, PINGO.
WE ADOPTED HIM AFTER OUR
ADVENTURE IN ATLANTIS, AND
NOW HE'S PART OF THE TEAM.
WHEN WE'RE NOT ALL
TOGETHER (WHICH ALMOST
NEVER HAPPENS!), PINGO
BOUNCES BETWEEN OUR TWO
HOUSES.

OH, AND DID | MENTION THAT ARIA AND | LIVE JUST A FEW HOUSES
APART? TALK ABOUT A BEST FRIEND DREAM COME TRUE!
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