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      Ray Xunil quietly groaned as 
      the
       teacher at the front of the classroom wrote down today’s homework for the class. Opening his laptop once more, he copied down the required math exercises due tomorrow, then let his head flop backwards, arms dangling off the side of the chair.
    

    
      He suddenly felt like a lot of eyes were watching him.
    

    
      “Is there something wrong, Ray?”
    

    
      Ray sat up sharply, noting that his teacher had turned around and was now looking at him, a small frown on her face. “No, not at all, Mrs. Yonna.”
    

    
      Pretending to be focused on typing out his homework, Ray let out a sigh of relief as his teacher went back to talking to the class at large, likely about diligence and responsibility when it came to doing work, even if not marked.
    

    
      Ray looked wistfully out the classroom window, snow slowly gathering in the tree branches outside, trying to focus on how in just a few minutes he would be on his way home, to his one and only friend: his computer.
    

    
      It was this friend that no longer wanted to respond to him, for some reason. He refreshed the page on his laptop, frowning when the page refused to load for the fifth time. He would have to try to fix it himself at home. Maybe the school had blocked him again.
    

    
      The fourteen-year-old boy looked around the classroom, taking in just how small it was. Only thirty wooden desks sat in the room, and nearly one-third of them were left empty. The beige walls were blank, the only decoration being two medium-sized windows near the back of the classroom where Ray had intentionally placed himself.
    

    
      “Oh, right, I forgot. Johanna, could you hand out these instructions to everyone?” Ray was snapped out of his thoughts as a brown-haired girl stood up, picking up the papers that Mrs. Yonna had left on the desk, and began distributing them to each person. Ray gave only a passing glance to the paper as Johanna went by, then had a double-take.
    

    
      “Uh, Mrs. Yonna?” Ray lifted the paper in front of his eyes, his hand rising into the air. “This paper says the video is due by 
      Monday
      . Also, we don’t have an even number of people in the class.”
    

    
      Mrs. Yonna leaned forward slightly. “Is that a problem? I’ll assign your groups tomorrow, and then you and your partner will have the weekend to finish the project. To answer your second concern, that is not an issue.”
    

    
      Another person raised their hand, and Mrs. Yonna turned to them. “Does that mean that we only have 
      two days
       to create a video with someone else?”
    

    
      Mrs. Yonna shrugged. “We’re a bit behind the curriculum, so this needed to be done faster.”
    

    
      Ray began packing up as the class started to murmur, eyes scanning the instruction sheet for any more details. “Now, class,” chided Mrs. Yonna, “It’s certainly doable. You just need to work with your partner collaboratively. Now, since the bell is going to ring any moment now--”
    

    
      BRRRRRING!
    

    
      “--now, please stack your chairs and you will be free to go.”
    

    
      Grabbing his chair in one hand and his backpack in the other, Ray shrugged his jacket on and made his way down the aisle. Dropping his chair onto the stack, he turned around to bump into a classmate, muttering a hurried apology, before heading out the door and into the hall.
    

    
      Students were streaming out the doors for only a few seconds before everyone was in the halls, chattering to one another and moving as a blob towards either of the two exits at opposite ends of the hallway. Ray weaved around the crowd, taking care not to bump into anyone again before opening the door. A cold blast of air reached his face, forcing Ray to narrow his dark eyes before getting used to the outside weather.
    

    
      
    

    
      It 
      took only
       twenty minutes for Ray to walk home along the small roads, before ending up at his house. Relatively larger than the ones around it, Ray looked at the thick layer of snow on his driveway with a frown. He would have to move it later.
    

    
      Ray walked up the steps to the front door, removing his hand from the pocket to the biometric scanner, which flashed green before the door gave a loud click. Pushing the door open, Ray stepped into his home, immediately closing the door and relaxing in the warmer climate before taking his clothing off and walking up the wooden stairs and flopping onto the bed in his room. It had been a long day, and he had plenty of work to do, but Ray took a minute to just relax on the bed, gazing around the room.
    

    
      Being fairly well-off, his room was quite large, able to store the large variety of technology his parents brought back to him whenever they could come home from work. A computer desk sat in one corner of the room, a desktop sitting on top of it with a small printer laying beside it. His closet was open, revealing the mess of clothing Ray was too lazy to really clean up. Two other doors led to the guest room and his personal bathroom. A series of boxes stored his admittedly small collection of personal items, containing a large amount of worksheets and papers.
    

    
      However, what Ray’s attention was drawn to was the large rack in the very edge of the room, containing his largest hobby: his small server. The lights that were normally green, he noticed, were now an angry red. That probably wasn’t a good thing. Forcing himself out of bed, Ray made his way to his mess of cables, lights, and machines.
    

    
      “Now what happened?” Ray grumbled, taking a loose blue cable and plugging it into his laptop, turning it on. Ray entered a few commands, a frown beginning to appear on his features.
    

    
      “What does any of this garbage mean?” Ray asked to no-one in particular, “Cannot connect to Internet? Why don’t I have Internet?”
    

    
      Spending a few more minutes talking to air, Ray finally gave up troubleshooting. This was going to take a very long time, he knew. Putting all other worries out of his mind, he made his way downstairs, grabbing his coat, before walking out the front door, it automatically locking behind him.
    

    
      Ray sighed in the frigid air, his 
      footprints clear in
       the snow as he put one foot in front of another, heading toward a growing field of trees.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-02
    

    
      Ray quietly moved through the forest, hands in his pockets, occasionally kicking at the snow on the ground, pondering the work he had to do: An essay for school, another report for school, fixing his server, and a 
      group project
       to be done in two days… He hadn’t even looked at what he was supposed to do yet!
    

    
      There was so much to do, and the weekend certainly would not be enough time to do it.
    

    
      Ray finally reached his favourite clearing. Without a sign of civilisation in sight, it was perfect for Ray to collect his thoughts and think about something else. Grabbing a frozen stick from the ground, he scribbled aimlessly on the snow before laying on his back and staring at the sky, only his eyes moving, following the clouds.
    

    
      “Wouldn’t that be nice…” Ray mused, quietly, as a thought occurred to him. Sighing again, he stood up, brushed the snow off him, and left the clearing. The wind blew behind him, causing the trees’ dead branches to gently sway.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alright, class,” said Mrs. Yonna, rapping the whiteboard with her marker. The chattering the classroom stopped, and Ray looked up from his computer. “We have a new student today.”
    

    
      Ray noticed that standing beside Mrs. Yonna was an Asian girl with black hair, wearing jeans and an orange t-shirt, holding a pink jacket in one arm. “Why don’t you introduce yourself?”
    

    
      The girl turned away from the old teacher to look at the class, smiled, and waved. “Konnichiwa! My name is Rio Nohigi, and I hope we can all get along!”
    

    
      There was some murmuring within the class. Mrs. Yonna frowned. “Rio’s just moved here from another country. Rio, why don’t you take that spot over there, beside Ray?”
    

    
      Ray watched Rio warily as she walked down the aisle to the empty seat opposite of Ray. Mrs. Yonna continued, “Now, as I’m sure you all remember from yesterday--”
    

    
      Rio put up her hand. Mrs. Yonna looked amused. “I’m sure you all remember from yesterday, 
      except
       Rio, that today your partners for your culminating activity will be assigned. Since then, I haven’t actually made partners, so you’re free to choose your groups. In addition, I apologise for misreading the due date. This assignment is due in three weeks, not three days.”
    

    
      Ray closed his laptop, and began looking around the classroom. He noticed that others were already nodding at one another, clearly wanting to work with their friends. “When you’ve found yourself a group, line up here and then you can start thinking of a topic.”
    

    
      Everyone immediately got up from their seats, moving around the classroom. Ray stood up as well, but didn’t move from his seat. He looked around and saw that Rio looked utterly lost. Turning to Ray, Rio gave him a hopeful glance. Ray flinched, quickly turning his head around, pretending he was sweeping the classroom for a friend. Rio got out of her seat, and began talking to other people. Ray watched as his classmates shook their heads, pointing to someone else.
    

    
      Eventually, Rio returned to her seat, slightly crestfallen. “If you do not have a partner, please come to the front.” Mrs. Yonna looked at the class. Ray stood, and he walked to the front of the classroom, uncomfortably noting that at least half the class was looking at him and at Rio behind him.
    

    
      “Well, it’s obvious what the final group will be. You two can return to your desks.” Mrs. Yonna waved them away, but muttered under her breath as she wrote their names down. “Ray… and… Rio.” She looked up, placing her pencil down. “Right. You have until the end of the day to share contact information with your partner. Very little, if any, class time will be given towards this project. I recommend you schedule time to work outside of school hours.”
    

    
      The sounds of shifting chairs and papers flapping filled the air as the class followed Mrs. Yonna’s instructions. Ray opened his laptop, deliberately ignoring his partner’s expectant gaze. Rio moved over, dragging her chair beside her.
    

    
      “So,” she began, uncertainly. “Your name is Ray, right?”
    

    
      Ray turned to her, and nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Well,” Rio continued, looking down at the sheet of paper that held the instructions for the assignment, “I’ve been reading the assignment. And it seems like we need to pick a topic by Monday.”
    

    
      “Yes.” Ray nodded again, then slapped himself mentally. Ugh, couldn’t he think of anything better to say?
    

    
      Rio smiled. “Alright! I’ll be free over most of the weekend. I would invite you to my place, but we’re still unpacking. Do you know any good places we could meet up?”
    

    
      “Yes.” Ray was sure that repeating the same word three times wasn’t good for conversation.
    

    
      Rio frowned. “Are you okay? You’ve said the same thing three times in a row now.”
    

    
      Ray shook his head rapidly. “Yes-- I mean no-- I mean I’m okay.” He took a deep breath. “We could meet up at my house?” He offered.
    

    
      “Sure!” Rio’s smile returned, and she brought the chair closer to Ray. “Where do you live?”
    

    
      Ray seriously reconsidered his offer for nearly ten seconds as he remembered that RIo was a complete stranger who had just moved here, before coming to a decision. He was sure Mrs. Yonna wouldn’t have let anyone with malicious intent in the school. He turned back to his laptop, and pulled up maps, clicking at a point.
    

    
              “I live right there.” Rio leaned closer, trying to read the map. “If you follow this road and turn left here, you should be able to see it clearly.”
    

    
              Rio pulled away, grabbing a pen and writing in her notebook. “Great! Thanks, Ray! Here, this is my email address.” She tore off a scrap of paper near the bottom and handed it to him. “If anything comes up, you can tell me that way!”
    

    
              Taking the paper from Rio, Ray peeked at the note before sliding it into his pocket. “Okay, I’ll send you a message when I get home.”
    

    
              Rio opened her mouth to speak, but she was interrupted when Mrs. Yonna clapped her hands twice. “Two minutes until the bell, class! Please stack your chairs at the back of the class and pack up!”
    

    
              “Oop, guess I’ll talk to you later then, Ray!” Rio said cheerfully, before returning to her desk and packing up.
    

    
              Ray sighed. Talking to Rio was going to be tiring.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              When Ray got home, he immediately went up to his room, grabbing a snack from the fridge along the way. Turning on his desktop, he pulled the slip of paper from his pocket and sent a message to Rio.
    

    
      
    

    
              From: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              To: rinorio@e.mail <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: Test message
    

    
      
    

    
              Please confirm that this is the email account of Rio.
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray Xunil
    

    
      
    

    
      Just over two minutes later, he received a response.
    

    
      
    

    
              From: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: Re: Test message
    

    
      
    

    
              Hi Ray!
    

    
      I got your message, and it’s certainly me here at the computer! Now that we can contact each other, when do you think would be a good time to meet up?
    

    
              --Rio
    

    
      
    

    
      Ray thought about it for a moment. His parents nearly never came home, and it was up to him to decide when to do anything.
    

    
      
    

    
              From: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              To: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: Re: Re: Test message
    

    
      
    

    
              Rio,
    

    
              You can come visit any time tomorrow.
    

    
              
    

    
              Ray Xunil
    

    
      
    

    
              From: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: Re: Re: Re: Test message
    

    
      
    

    
              Alright! I’ll come over tomorrow at ten! See you soon!
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray leaned backwards in his chair and put his hands behind his head. Talking to people was annoying. He turned to his server, still offline, and decided against fixing it for now. Opening up a video game, he 
      put
       on his headphones and was about to start playing when he heard a loud noise from the forest. Spinning around to look at the window, he saw birds fly away from an area. He looked back at his computer’s clock. Rio wasn’t going to be here for at least another twenty minutes. He had time to spare, and didn’t want to work anyway. Making a decision, he ran downstairs, pulled on his jacket, and went outside towards the forest to investigate.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Ray took no more than a dozen paces into the forest before he heard it. A loud crunching, far up ahead. Something was moving.
    

    
              Treading far more carefully, careful not to make a sound, he slowly made his way towards where the sound was coming from. Each foot went down firmly, the snow compressing underneath his winter boots.
    

    
              Ray realised he was heading toward his clearing. The crunching sound stopped, and Ray could hear a low but harsh breathing as he got closer to the source. Walking up to his clearing, he hid behind a tree and poked his head around the trunk to see what was making the noise.
    

    
              In the middle of the clearing was a white, scaled lizard, with silver spots under its belly and under its wings, although he could barely tell because of all the blood surrounding the area and snow beneath it.
    

    
              Wait a minute. Wings? Ray was snapped out of his thoughts as a low, threatening growl sounded, the dragon’s head looking up and staring at him directly. Ray spun, forcing his head behind the trunk, his heart pounding, closed his eyes, and prepared to be eaten.
    

    
              It seemed like ten minutes before he realised that wasn’t going to happen. He opened his eyes and slowly brought his head around the tree trunk again. The dragon was still staring at him, but he could tell it was in pain. He carefully brought the rest of his body around the tree, and tried to advance toward the reptile in what he thought was a non-aggressive manner.
    

    
              The dragon hissed at him, but made no further movement. “Relax, I’m not going to hurt you.” Ray raised his hands in the air non-threateningly, the fear having long left him, being replaced by fascination. “So dragons do exist…”
    

    
              The dragon growled at Ray again, but this time it was clearly weaker than the last. Ray took this as a good thing, and relaxed a bit, moving ever closer to the dragon. “Look, you’re covered in blood. I can help you.” He knew it was really unlikely it could understand him, but he hoped his voice was calming it down.
    

    
              Ray reached his hand out to touch the dragon and the dragon launched itself at him, claws outstretched. Ray froze as the mass of scales threw itself at him. The dragon was a lot smaller than he had thought, actually, it was probably about his height. The white scales had camouflaged it well, 
      but the copious
       amounts of blood made it clear that the dragon existed.
    

    
              Ray had accepted his death when the dragon suddenly flopped over on its side, its eyes 
      rolling
       into the back of its head, falling onto the snow, clearly out cold.
    

    
              Ray unfroze as the dragon hit the ground, before taking a far more critical look at the creature that had almost killed him.
    

    
              The blood loss must have been too much for the white-scaled dragon, and any exertion would have exhausted it faster. It was still breathing, though for how much longer Ray didn’t know. He had to get it back to his house, where the heat and medical supplies would be able to help the dragon. He would 
      not
       let this dragon die, even if it had almost killed him. It was acting in self-defense, he reasoned, and he was sure that this would have a large impact on the scientific community. Heck, he wasn’t even interested in biology or anything, and this would probably interest the large majority of the population. 
    

    
      Making up his mind, he tried to figure out a way to transport an animal nearly twice the size that he was. There was no way he could let it stay there alone.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-03
    

    
      Eventually, although Ray tried dragging, lifting, even kicking the dragon (gently) towards the edge of the clearing, he only made any real progress when the dragon woke up.
    

    
      Apparently recovered, the dragon hissed at him, eyes narrowed.
    

    
      Ray tried to look confident. “Look, you’ve lost a 
      lot
       of blood. Would you mind cooperating so I can actually treat you?” He gestured as he spoke, trying to convey the message of “I’m not going to kill you” to a completely foreign creature.
    

    
      To Ray’s complete surprise, the dragon reluctantly 
      nodded
       as if it could understand him. It stood shakily on four legs and hissed at Ray when he moved to help support it, but didn’t attack.
    

    
      The duo very slowly made their way to Ray’s house without event, although it seemed like the dragon became heavier over time. Ray’s shoulder was burning. “Wow,” he puffed, “you could lose a lot of weight.”
    

    
      The dragon ignored him.
    

    
      Ray helped the white reptile up the stairs and into his house, but as he turned to close the door, he winced, noting the fairly obvious trail of blood that marked a clear path back to the forest. He would have to clean that up later.
    

    
      Once the dragon entered the warm house, it collapsed on the carpet, and Ray rushed over to the medical cabinet to try and give aid to it.
    

    
      Grabbing a lot of bandages, he tried to remember how to perform first aid but then remembered that dragons likely didn’t have the anatomy of a human.
    

    
      “Well, here goes nothing…” Ray took a large bandage, and wrapped it around the bloodstained torso. He knew it probably wasn’t a good idea to let it stay there, but he wanted to make sure that there was no more blood loss before cleaning the injury.
    

    
      The dragon flinched as he finished tightening the bandages and looked at him irritatedly, flicking an ear, then walked towards the door. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but he thought he could see the spark of intelligence in the dragon’s purple eyes.
    

    
      “Wait, you really shouldn’t leave now.” Ray called after the dragon before it had reached the still-open door, who turned around. “Your body is probably really weak, and we need to get your wound cleaned before you leave, otherwise you might get an infection.”
    

    
      The dragon sighed, looking longingly at the window, but turned back to face Ray, and waited.
    

    
      Ray walked to the master bathroom, gesturing for it to follow. The dragon padded after him and into the room, looking around curiously at the various sinks, mirrors, and enormously large bathtub, which could actually fit it quite easily.
    

    
      Ray moved to the bathtub and ran his hand under the faucets, adjusting the temperature until it was not too hot for the injuries. He walked back to the dragon, who let him unwrap its bandages.
    

    
      “Oh, wow,” Ray breathed, amazed. The wound had already scabbed over and was starting to heal, although there would likely be a nasty scar running from the dragon’s shoulder to its belly. “You heal 
      ridiculously
       fast.”
    

    
      The dragon nodded. “Alright,” said Ray, pointing at the pool. “You need to go in there.”
    

    
      Crossing the distance in one leap that made it look effortless, although Ray noticed with slight amusement that it hurt a bit, at least, the dragon landed smoothly in the tub, and closed its eyes.
    

    
      Ray stared at the dragon, now able to examine the dragon much better now that all the blood was being rinsed off. Its white scales looked incredibly smooth, with a darker grey underbelly. He had to admit that even though he couldn’t see the bottom half of the dragon’s body, it looked very sleek, its wings folded, clearly relaxed. In fact, it almost looked… feminine.
    

    
      Ray frowned. Did dragons have genders? They were mostly portrayed in stories as being genderless, but he reasoned that they must be able to reproduce since once clearly floated in front of him, content.
    

    
      Ray moved closer to the bathtub, and reached his hand out to touch the dragon’s head. He was just a few inches away from its forehead when its eyes suddenly snapped open and it turned, facing him, glaring.
    

    
      Ray immediately yanked his hand back, realising that this was 
      not
       a common pet and could most 
      certainly
       eat him alive.
    

    
      It pained him to admit that that revelation had bothered him. Sitting in front of him was a real, live dragon! If he could get it to cooperate with him, he would be able to do so much!
    

    
      His thoughts were interrupted by a clinking of scales as the dragon shook itself off, then went over to the door, looking behind it. Ray followed, confused. This situation was all so weird. It was like a poorly-written novel by some idiot who thought they could write something coherent for some sort of contest of quantity over quality. Shaking his head, he followed the dragon to the kitchen.
    

    
      It was clear at this point that the specimen in front of him was clearly intelligent. Flicking its tail patiently, it pointed its head in the direction of the fridge.
    

    
      “You must have lost a lot of energy from that. Let’s see what I can feed you…” Ray opened the fridge, flicking his eyes past the apples and berries to the meat section before he was lightly poked.
    

    
      “Hm?” Ray looked just in time to be pushed away by the dragon’s tail as it ignored all the beef and pork within reach and instead reached for the berries instead. Ray looked on with not a little surprise as it demolished the jars of fruit in seconds, then let out a yawn, walking to the living room on all fours before curling up in a ball, closing its eyes.
    

    
      Ray shook his head, trying to think of what was happening. His brain complained, telling him needed food and then sleep, and Ray agreed, eating a salad before making his way up the stairs, eyes occasionally moving to the dragon as he repeatedly tried convincing himself that this was all real. 
    

    
      Maybe he would feel better in the morning.
    

    
      Taking off his blood-stained clothes and dumping it in the laundry bin, Ray took a long, hot, shower before collapsing on the bed, falling asleep instantly, the clock to his right telling him that it was nearly midnight.
    

    
      Today had been a long day.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Ray was awoken by a repeated prodding to his side. He groaned, and rolled away from the poke, pulling his blankets around him. “Five more minutes mom…”
    

    
              “
      You really should get up.
      ” The poking did not relent. If anything, it seemed to be poking 
      through
       the blankets with just as much force as it had against his shirt..
    

    
              Ray waved his hand at his attacker, and his hand struck smooth scales. 
    

    
      That woke him up completely, and he turned to face the dragon from the other night. However, instead of being angry like he expected, its face had an urgent expression.
    

    
      “
      We have a visitor,
      ” said a feminine voice. “
      I was not sure what to do.
      ”
    

    
      Ray looked around the room wildly before gaping at the dragon. He heard a faint chuckle of amusement. “You can talk? What? Wait, are you a
       girl
      ?”
    

    
      The dragon frowned. “
      Is that a problem?
      ”
    

    
      Ray shook his head rapidly and began to get out of bed, putting on clothing as he began his morning routine. “No, it isn’t, but,” his arms flailed wildly, a failed attempt to form a gesture. “You didn’t say anything earlier! Oh, whatever. You said someone was visiting?”
    

    
      Receiving a nod from the dragon
      ess
      , Ray told her to stay where she was, and ran downstairs, wondering who would possibly visit 
      him
       at this hour.
    

    
      He opened the door to see Rio to the left, trying to look in the windows. “Rio?”
    

    
      Rio turned, the worried expression turning into one of restrained mirth as tried to hold in giggles.
    

    
      Ray frowned. “What’s so funny?”
    

    
      “Your clothes!” laughed Rio, unable to hold it in anymore.
    

    
      Ray looked down, then flushed red. He was wearing his pink pyjamas, with yellow mice dotted all over the fabric. “Yes, well, um.” Ray tried, “Why don’t you come in while I get properly changed?”
    

    
      Ray closed the door behind Rio, running up the stairs. Reaching for his closet, he grabbed normal clothes. The dragon walked over to him, looking a little confused. “
      Your body is very red. Do you need assistance?
      ”
    

    
              Ray stopped, blushing even more as he realised that he was changing in front of a girl. “Uh, n-no, I’m fine. Sorry, but you’ll need to stay here for a bit,” he continued in a quieter voice. “You don’t want to show yourself to other people. Not all humans are nice.”
    

    
              The dragon nodded slowly in acceptance, before laying back down on his carpeted floor.
    

    
              Ray took the stairs down, now in proper clothes, and saw that Rio was sitting in the living room, her bag placed on the couch. She looked up from her notebook as Ray came into the room.
    

    
              “Were you talking to someone upstairs?” Rio asked.
    

    
              Ray’s mind raced. “Oh, uh, well, I was talking to myself! I do that sometimes…?” He slapped himself mentally. 
    

    
      Rio raised an eyebrow in skepticism, but didn’t press the matter.  “I see. Anyway, the assignment Mrs. Yonna gave us said that we needed to pick a topic for research about famous legends and make a video on them. I was thinking of doing something about mythological creatures. You know, like phoenixes, dragons, and unicorns.”
    

    
      Ray stiffened slightly at the mention of the creature currently sleeping directly above them. This did not go unnoticed by Rio, who was now writing something in her notebook. Ray brought out a laptop, and began typing. “Sure, that seems fine. Which one do you think we should do?”
    

    
              Rio looked intently at Ray as she said her next sentence. “What about phoenixes or dragons?”
    

    
              Ray was prepared this time. He leaned backwards, thinking it over. “Personally, I don’t think that I’m particularly interested in phoenixes. How about the dragon?”
    

    
              Rio nodded. “That’s okay! Should we start research?”
    

    
              “That would be good.” Ray agreed, and looked at her backpack. “Do you have anything you can do that on?”
    

    
              Rio gasped. “Oh, no! I left my laptop at home!” She looked at Ray’s laptop. “Uh, could we share your laptop?”
    

    
              Ray waved his hand, beginning to focus on the research. “You can take the guest laptop. Could you grab it from my room, it should be sitting beside a pretty big monitor. Just take the stairs and go down the hall”
    

    
              Rio nodded, and headed up the stairs. A few seconds later, a faint squeal was heard, followed by some confused noises. “Oh wow! You’re so cute!”
    

    
              Ray’s heart dropped. He was a complete idiot. Slamming his laptop shut, he bolted up the stairs and charged into his room.
    

    
              On one end of the room was the dragon, extremely confused but not looking particularly threatened. On the other end, Rio was beaming at the dragon. Ray let out a quiet sigh of relief. It could have been worse.
    

    
              Rio turned, facing Ray. “What’s her name?”
    

    
              Ray faltered. He didn’t actually know the dragoness’ name. “This is, uh, Bobbie, my, um, lizard.” He stammered. The dragon and Rio both held the same expression of mild annoyance and skepticism.
    

    
              “
      My name is 
      not
       Bobbie. My name is Aredyn.
      ”
    

    
              “I’m not blind, Ray. She has 
      wings.
      ”
    

    
              Ray gulped, then decided to just tell Rio the truth. There was no way she meant any harm, right? “That’s Aredyn,” said Ray, the name sounding a little odd on his tongue, “and she’s a dragon?”
    

    
              Rio turned to Aredyn. “Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Aredyn! 
      I’m
       Rio! Would you like to be my friend?”
    

    
              Aredyn looked to Ray quizzically. “
      Are all other humans like this?
      ”
    

    
              “Well, no,” Ray replied automatically, “Rio is different. I think she can be trusted.”
    

    
              “She can talk telepathically, 
      too?
      ”
    

    
              Both Aredyn and Ray flinched. Had Aredyn been talking to him telepathically this entire time?
    

    
              Ray sighed. “I’m sorry, Rio. I think I owe you an explanation. Why don’t you all come downstairs, and we can talk about it together?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-04
    

    
              Ray and Rio sat in chairs at the living room table, with Aredyn sitting on her haunches, flicking her tail back and forth.
    

    
              “So, Ray.” Rio clasped her hands like a teacher would, and forced her eyes away from Aredyn. “What do you have to tell me?”
    

    
              “Um,” Ray began, “uh, okay. I found Aredyn in the forest beside my house last night. She was pretty injured, so as soon as I knew she wouldn’t try to kill me, I helped her into my house.”
    

    
              Rio blinked, then turned to the white dragon. “She seems very calm to me.”
    

    
              “
      I was in quite a bit of pain.”
       Aredyn said telepathically, speaking to both of them. “
      I apologise for any behaviour that might have frightened you.
      ”
    

    
              Ray frowned as a thought occurred to him. “Hold on, how can you understand us? On that hand, how does communicating telepathically even 
      make sense?
      ”
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head. “
      That is information I do not wish to divulge. At least, not yet.
      ”
    

    
              During this exchange, Rio had slowly inched over to Aredyn. “Can I touch you?”
    

    
              The white dragoness looked at her, nodding slowly. “
      ...You may. Please do avoid my wings and the cut in my side, if you will.
      ”
    

    
              Rio nodded, and raised her hand to pat the top of Aredyn’s scaly forehead, who closed her eyes. As her hand rested on the dragon’s head, she rubbed the top before moving around to Aredyn’s side and scratching behind the dragon’s ears. “Do you feel anything?”
    

    
              “
      I can feel you touching behind my ears. What are you doing?
      ”
    

    
              Rio stepped back, disappointed, before grabbing her notebook and jotting a few things down. “I thought dragons would be like cats.”
    

    
              “
      What is a ‘cat’?”
    

    
              Ray had gotten out of his own chair at this point, and lifted his hand in front of Aredyn questioningly. She turned to him, and nodded. 
      “Feel free to treat me as an animal companion for your scientific needs, Ray.
      ”
    

    
              Ray was about to argue that that wasn’t what he was doing when two things clicked in his mind.
    

    
              Rio beat him to it first. “Hold up. You know what science is?”
    

    
              Aredyn looked at Rio, an offended expression on her snout. 
      “Of course I do. Our people have pioneered numerous technologies in the elements, and physics.”
    

    
              Ray decided to run his hand along Aredyn’s back, marvelling at the hard, cold smoothness his fingers felt. Moving to Aredyn’s belly, he noticed that the area here was a lot softer. Rubbing it, he didn’t see Rio’s eyes widen as a clearly contented sound was heard above him.
    

    
              Ray tried to resist the temptation. He really did.
    

    
              He took his other hand and rubbed Aredyn’s belly, somewhat like a massage. The purring grew louder, and Rio started laughing as Aredyn rolled over onto her back and stretched, claws hanging in the air, before not moving. 
      “What just happened?”
    

    
              Rio giggled. “You 
      purred
      ! Like a cat! And when Ray petted you even more you flipped onto your back and--” Rio squealed and ran over to Ray, before hugging the dragon. “It was 
      so
       adorable!”
    

    
              Although he couldn’t tell through the scales, Ray was pretty sure the dragon was blushing. “
      Could I see a picture of this ‘cat’?”
    

    
              
      “Sure, give me a few seconds…” Ray opened a new tab and pulled up a few images of cats.
    

    
              Aredyn stared at the pictures before speaking, her telepathic voice much slower. “
      Those are very small. They look like they would be quite harmless. Are they a common companion animal?
      ”
    

    
              Ray nodded. “Cats are all around the globe.” He closed the browser window, and turned to Aredyn. “I have another question.”
    

    
              
      “I may have an answer.
      ”
    

    
              “It’s a little weird. You knew about pets, you know my 
      name
       even though I never told you, and you seem to be a lot less curious and less… threatening than I thought you would be.”
    

    
              
      “Perhaps it is simply because the author is a terrible writer and forgot about it?”
    

    
              “What?”
    

    
              
      “I can understand you. Surely you knew I could read your thoughts?”
    

    
              Ray’s expression changed as understanding dawned on him. Rio looked shocked. “What? What am I thinking right now?”
    

    
              Aredyn’s expression was as calm as ever. 
      “You seem to be quite annoyed that I did not mention it earlier, but you seem more annoyed that you never thought of it yourself.
      ”
    

    
              Rio nodded acceptingly. “That’s… right. Can you read my memories, then, too?”
    

    
              The dragoness shook her head. 
      “The mind is not an open book. Thoughts are not part of the deeper system that controls those. I did not look in there, except when I needed to find out if Ray could be trusted. It needed physical contact to work, so I scared him to make sure he wouldn’t try anything.
    

    
              She looked over at Ray, who paled, trying to recall any incidents. 
      “Of course, I know now that he is an excellent human and will be incredibly fun to work with until I return to my home.
      ”
    

    
              “Wh-wha-what?” Ray spluttered, “You 
      what?
      ”
    

    
              Aredyn gave him an apologetic look. 
      “My apologies to you once again. In my defense, I was in quite an unknown environment, and you could have been hiding something beneath your surface thoughts. If it helps, should I not discuss them with Rio?
      ”
    

    
              Ray shuddered. “Don’t talk about it to 
      anyone
      , please.”
    

    
              Rio pouted. “Come on, I'm completely trustworthy! I’d never stoop so low as to laugh over your deepest, darkest secrets!”
    

    
              Aredyn put her paw to her mouth, holding back a laugh. “
      Alright, I assume that means I won’t discuss them with Rio.”
       She paused as a growl reverberated around the room, and looked down. 
      “Sorry, that was my stomach. Do you have any more food?”
    

    
              Rio laughed, as Ray sighed. “You two stay here, and I’ll see what we could have for lunch.” If Aredyn ate as much as she did yesterday, he needed to buy a 
      lot
       more food.
    

    
              Not that that would be a problem.
    

    
              Ray reached the fridge and pulled out some burger patties and bread, as well as some vegetables, cheese, and condiments which he took multiple trips to bring to the dining table. “Are you all fine with burgers?” He called over his shoulder, before dropping the bread into the toaster.
    

    
              “Yes please!”
    

    
              
      “Yes, but could you make it vegetarian, if possible?”
    

    
              Ray paused, then walked over to the living room again. “Are dragons vegetarian?”
    

    
              “
      Well, no, but it’s just that I prefer not to eat meat.”
       Aredyn replied, standing up to follow him to the kitchen.
    

    
              “Huh, I didn’t know that,” said Rio, “Do all dragons avoid meat?”
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head gracefully. 
      “I don’t know anyone else who passes it up. It’s just… I don’t like it.”
    

    
              Ray nodded, and returned to the kitchen, dropping two beef patties into the griller. “Aredyn, how many burgers do you think you could have?”
    

    
              Aredyn sized up the size of the tofu patties on the counter. 
      “Probably about three or four.”
    

    
              Ray grabbed four patties and dropped those into the fryer, then began running the vegetables through the slicer. When he reached the onions, Aredyn took a nervous step back. 
      “What is that?”
    

    
              
      Ray smiled. “That’s an onion. It adds a lot of flavour to the burger.”
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head and turned out of the kitchen. 
      “It burns my nose and eyes. Are you sure that’s safe?”
    

    
              “Positive. It’s really quite good. If you blink a few times, the smell and burning in your eye will go away.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-05
    

    
              Ray and Rio sat at the dining table together, with Aredyn sitting to one side, Ray having gotten a smaller table for her to use.
    

    
              “
      Amazing! This is fantastic! How did you make it taste so good?
      ” asked Aredyn, her telepathic speech unimpaired from how fast she was going through the burgers.
    

    
              “I agree. 
      Zhish
       
      ish
       pretty good, Ray.” Commented Rio, her mouth full of burger having no such liberty.
    

    
              Ray shrugged, then started eating his own burger. “I just put it through the machine.”
    

    
              The group ate in moderate silence for a few minutes, until Ray finished and went to clean up his plate, grabbing Rio and Aredyn two glasses of water on the way back.
    

    
              “Here you go, fast food is pretty salty.” Ray said, placing one glass beside Rio’s plate and one glass beside Aredyn. The two took their cups and drank deeply, before Aredyn sighed. 
      “That was very nice. Thank you, Ray.”
    

    
              Ray waved the matter aside, before adopting a more serious expression. “My pleasure. However, Aredyn, I would like to talk to you.”
    

    
              Rio leaned in. “Can I listen too?”
    

    
              Ray looked at Aredyn, and she shrugged. 
      “I see no harm in doing so. If I do not tell her anything you will anyway.”
    

    
              Ray looked scornful before moving on. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure both Rio and I both want to know this: Why are you here? How did you get here? What happened last night?”
    

    
              Aredyn finished her last burger, then dipped her claws into the water, rinsing them, before tipping the glass towards her mouth. 
      “I do not know why I am here, nor how I got here. Last night I was…”
       she shuddered, placing the glass back down. 
      “Last night…”
       she shook her head. 
      “I do not think I can tell you. I am sorry.”
    

    
              “That’s okay!” Chirped Rio, “We’re your friends! You don’t need to tell us anything you don’t want to, but you can still tell us anything!”
    

    
              Ray wanted to press the matter, but Aredyn gave Rio a thankful nod. 
      “Thank you for that. Perhaps one day, if we are closer I may share more information.”
    

    
              “Do you want to learn about our own world?” Asked Rio.
    

    
              Aredyn chuckled out loud, an odd noise that elicited a startled glance from both Rio and Ray. 
      “I am sure I know plenty already. I know everything Ray does.”
    

    
              “So not a lot.” Concluded Rio. Ray gave her an offended look, and she relented. “Kidding, kidding.”
    

    
              A mildly awkward silence had fallen upon the group. 
      “Is there anything else to say? If not, I guess I will take a walk outside, if you don’t mind. It’s been a while since I’ve tasted fresh air.”
    

    
              Ray nodded absentmindedly, turning back to his laptop and work. “Yeah sure, Rio and I need to work on our project anyway. We’ve barely started.”
    

    
              “Riiiight, we do need to do that. Bye, Aredyn!” Said Rio.
    

    
              Aredyn left the room, and Ray and Rio heard the door open and close as the dragoness used her tail to turn the doorknob. After she had left, Rio turned to Ray. “Hee, I just realised we’re doing our project on dragons.”
    

    
              Ray blinked, attention momentarily focused on what Rio had said. “...You’re right. Huh. Do you think we could ask Aredyn if she could be in our video?”
    

    
              Rio grinned. “It 
      would
       make special effects that much easier…”
    

    
              Ray shook his head. “No, we can’t. If someone recognises her, things could go really badly.”
    

    
              “Who would know her? Didn’t you say that you found her yesterday?”
    

    
              “The problem is,” replied Ray, “she was really bloody. Something must have done that to her, and if they were human, they would know her instantly if they were in our class, or if someone showed them the video. It’s too risky.”
    

    
              Rio frowned. “Yeah, I guess.”
    

    
              The conversation 
      having
       ended, the two worked silently for the next half-hour or so on their research project before Rio had another thought.
    

    
              “Ray, could we ask Aredyn about how dragons live?” Asked Rio.
    

    
              Ray thought about it. They didn’t need to cite sources, for whatever reason Mrs. Yonna had explicitly told them that they 
      shouldn’t
       provide evidence that their research was credible. “We don’t need to put references in our paper, so… that seems like a good idea. We’ll ask her about it when she comes back.”
    

    
              
      “Ask me about what when I come back?”
       came Aredyn’s voice, as she opened the door.
    

    
              Rio turned, amazed. “How good are dragon ears? That was like ten metres away, even through walls and a door!”
    

    
              Aredyn entered the room, shaking the snow off her body. 
      “They’re very good, thank you. Anyway, what were you going to ask me?”
    

    
              It was Ray who answered. “What is dragon life like? We have this research project for school, and since we didn’t need references we thought we could ask you about it.”
    

    
              Aredyn tilted her head, a wistful expression on her face. 
      “Ah, life in Hetra was very peaceful.” 
      She nodded. 
      “I think I will tell you. Be prepared to take lots of notes!”
    

    
              Rio and Ray nodded, one bringing out her notebook and two pencils and the other taking out his trusty laptop. “We’re ready!” said Rio.
    

    
              
      “Alright. In Hetra, what you refer to as ‘dragons’ are the predominant species of the planet. Humans existed, but they always seemed smaller than you two are.” 
      Aredyn frowned, before taking two claw tips to show how small she guessed humans on Hetra were. 
      “They were about this big, and all they did was run around and scream a lot. I remember that they were fun to play with, although sometimes they threw rocks and flaming stick at us.
    

    
              “Dragons as a race lived together. We were a community, and each dragon had their own role. The human concept of  ‘currency’ does not exist for dragons. We take and contribute our own share of society for the better of all. Of course, there are some dragons who 
      shirked
       off work, and ate far more than necessary, but dragons like those were few and far-between. Some dragons made machines. Some dragons provided services, but most dragons worked in making things. From items such as clothing,
      ” Aredyn sniffed at the word, 
      “to helpful tools such as explosives, batteries, and simple pots and pans were all valued equally in their own way. I think the word you would use for such a system is… Communism?”
       Aredyn looked questioningly at the duo.
    

    
              Ray nodded, typing rapidly on his keyboard.
    

    
              Aredyn continued, 
      “But not all was well. Sometimes, there were wars. Dragons who wanted more power over other dragons. I’m sure you humans have never had anything this bad. Your so-called ‘World Wars’ were 
      nothing
       compared to the Dragon Wars. Starting in 43222 DB, Lodfa Eltihr wanted a different system from what we had, and promoted the ‘every dragon for themselves’ message. Some believed him, others were against him. The propaganda on both sides became so bad that eventually a full-blown war erupted in Tua’asri, spreading around the region until the devastation became so bad that the world dragon population actually decreased by 
      one half
      .
    

    
              “After that, though, we rebuilt. No dragon was ever so foolish to attempt to do that again, and formed an organisation to promote world peace. Not that we’d ever need it again.
    

    
              “And that is what they taught us in History.” 
      Finished Aredyn.
    

    
              “Oh, 
      wow
      .” Commented Ray, looking over at Rio, who was scribbling down her last notes. “That’s… a lot. Rio, what do you think?”
    

    
              Rio finished writing, scanning over her notes. “It seems a lot like human history, actually, but with smarter people and bigger events. I mean, that was basically World War II, except we had too many people to kill half of them.”
    

    
              
      “There were only one million dragons in Hetra.”
       Aredyn said sadly. 
      “The Dragon Wars brought that number down to four hundred thousand. Today, our population is just shy of five hundred thousand.”
    

    
              “Wow…” Breathed Ray. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
              It was nearly five o’clock when Rio had to leave. Looking over their work for the day, Ray nodded, satisfied, as he and Aredyn had their dinner.
    

    
              He had learned far more about dragons than he had thought he would.
    

    
              
      “Ray, do you have any more sprinkles for my salad?”
    

    
              Ray shook his head wearily. “No, Aredyn. You ate all of them, remember?”
    

    
              
      “You really should have more sprinkles. Why didn’t you buy more sprinkles if you had so much salad?”
    

    
              “You’re not supposed to eat salad with sprinkles. Sprinkles go on sweet foods.”
    

    
              
      “I don’t see why you can’t eat salad with sprinkles. Have you 
      tried
       them?”
    

    
              “No, and I never want to. We have no sprinkles, and I’m not going to buy any right now just because you want to put it in your 
      salad
      , of all things.”
    

    
              Aredyn humphed, folding her forelegs. 
      “If you don’t do it, I will take your money and go buy it myself.”
    

    
              
      “You wouldn’t do that.”
    

    
              
      “Why not? I know where you keep it, and I know how to use it. I have all your memories, 
      remember
      ?”
    

    
              
      There was a triumphant glint in Aredyn’s purple eyes as Ray’s eyes widened. “Oh, come on! You can’t use that against me! What happened to privacy?”
    

    
              
      “If I’m going to trust and live with you, I may as well know everything. Also, I am giving you privacy. I’m not going to tell anyone anything.”
    

    
              “Fine. I’ll go buy them 
      after
       dinner and you can have your salad with sprinkles 
      tomorrow.
      ”
    

    
              
      “Thank you very much, Ray. I appreciate it.”
    

    
              “Sure you do.” Ray grumbled.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              The next day, Ray rubbed his eyes to see a dragon poking him. 
      “Could I come with you to school today?”
    

    
              
      Ray considered it.
    

    
              “Nope.”
    

    
              
      “Why?”
    

    
              “You’d be seen by other people. That would be bad.”
    

    
              Aredyn suddenly disappeared. 
      “What if I couldn’t be seen by other people?”
    

    
              “You can turn invisible?” Ray idly asked, at this point completely immune to sudden new magical abilities. “How convenient.”
    

    
              Aredyn shimmered back to the visible spectrum. 
      “Sometimes it can be 
      too
       convenient, though.”
    

    
              Ray frowned. “How come?”
    

    
              The white dragoness stopped. 
      “Good point.”
    

    
              Ray laughed, and began his morning routine. Heading downstairs, Aredyn following him, he made a small breakfast of orange juice and an egg sandwich, which Aredyn refused to eat unless he took out the egg.
    

    
              “But that’s just bread!” Ray protested.
    

    
              
      “That’s entirely fine and better than eating an egg.  I suppose I could forgive you, since you don’t understand, but I could never do it myself.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-06
    

    
              “Alright,” conceded Ray, “you can come with me to school.”
    

    
              Aredyn nodded her head. 
      “Thank you. I will be on my best behaviour.”
    

    
              Ray looked at Aredyn strangely, then shook his head. “Come on, let’s go.”
    

    
              As Aredyn stepped outside, Ray turned around to close the door to see Aredyn disappear. Maneuvering around what he thought was the dragoness, he pulled the door shut, which automatically locked behind him.
    

    
              The journey to Ray’s school was largely uneventful, neither Aredyn nor Ray talking. When Ray reached the dark brown building, he could see students frolicking around outside, building snow forts that would inevitably be destroyed, throwing snowballs at one another, or simply leaning against a wall, a cell phone in their hand.
    

    
              Ray walked straight into the building, the warmth inside forcing him to take off his jacket. He held open the door for a few extra seconds, noticing a breeze 
      pass
       by his waist. The hallway was filled with other people, their chattering obscuring all other sounds.
    

    
              “Aredyn, can you hear me?” Ray muttered under his breath.
    

    
              
      “Loud and clear. You should head to your classroom soon. Class starts in just a few minutes.”
    

    
              
      Ray nodded, not daring to speak anymore since some students were starting to look his way, giving a nod in greeting.
    

    
              Ray didn’t nod back.
    

    
              Making his way past people, trying to leave as large of a space as possible for Aredyn to squeeze by, they somehow managed to enter the classroom with only one student tripping on Aredyn’s tail. The resulting quiet hiss of pain was hidden by the talking.
    

    
              Ray entered Mrs. Yonna’s room, seeing that only Rio and a few other students had 
      arrived this early
      . Taking his seat beside Rio, he whispered into the aisle, “Aredyn, you can sit here.” Ray pointed at the ground between the two seats.
    

    
              Rio had heard this, and her eyes widened. Grabbing her notebook, she quickly scrawled a message before tearing the paper and handing it to Ray.
    

    
              
    

    
              You brought Aredyn?
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray nodded his head, and Rio slowly, keeping her hand away from the view of the door, moved her hand to the centre of the aisle between her and Ray. Ray saw as her hand stopped against something solid, and she flinched, before moving her hand around, exploring the area.
    

    
              
      “Rio, could you move your hand so I could turn around?”
    

    
              
      Rio drew her hand back sharply, and she looked around to see if anyone had noticed.
    

    
              
      “Thank you. Now, if any of you could warn me when you get up, I think I would be fine sitting here.”
    

    
              Rio gave a disbelieving look at Ray. He shrugged in return, and pointed at the invisible Aredyn.
    

    
              The rest of their classmates had slowly been filling in the empty seats during this time, as well as Mrs. Yonna, who came in just as the bell rang.
    

    
              “Hello, class.” Mrs. Yonna greeted, with a few hellos and good mornings greeting her in return. “If you could all show me your math exercises from Wednesday?”
    

    
              A flurry of activity filled the classroom as students grabbed their homework, or in the case of Rio, simply sat there. When Mrs. Yonna started coming up the aisle, Ray poked Aredyn.
    

    
              
      “What? Oh, your teacher is coming. Could I hide under your legs?”
    

    
              Ray gave the invisible spot a look.
    

    
              
      “Alright, I probably can’t fit under the desk, let alone your legs. I’ll just lean against the back and hope she doesn’t hit me.”
    

    
              
      How could Aredyn say this so casually? Ray had started to regret bring her along when suddenly his attention was drawn by Mrs. Yonna, who had just finished checking the previous row’s work. “Ray and Rio, your work please?”
    

    
              Ray nodded as he turned his notebook to the teacher, who gave it a glance and nodded, turning to Rio. “How about you, Rio?”
    

    
              “I didn’t get the exercises, Mrs. Yonna. I wasn’t here.”
    

    
              Mrs. Yonna frowned. “If you weren’t here on Wednesday, you should 
      have come talked
       to me in the days afterward.”
    

    
              “Um… I wasn’t in the 
      country
       on Wednesday.”
    

    
              Mrs. Yonna blinked. “Oh. Right. Sorry, Rio. I had forgotten. You seemed to be getting along so well with Ray I’d thought you’d been here for the whole year!” She chuckled, before returning to her desk at the front. “An excellent job. The large majority of you completed the assignment quite well, and those who were struggling slightly understood it quickly after some assistance. Now, if you could get into your groups that were assigned yesterday, and have one of you line up to give me your topic?”
    

    
              Rio nodded to Ray. “I’ll tell her.”
    

    
              Rio got up, and stepped on an invisible elevated platform before falling. Waving her hands wildly, she grabbed Ray’s desk before pulling herself upright again. 
    

    
              
      “Ouch…” 
      Came Aredyn’s voice, a little annoyed. 
      “Sorry about that, Rio. I’ll see if I can find a better place to sit. Don’t worry, I won’t go far.”
    

    
              “Is everything fine back there?” Asked Mrs. Yonna, attention driven from the student in front of her.
    

    
              “I’m fine, Mrs. Yonna!” Called Rio, “I just tripped on my chair, that’s all!”
    

    
              Walking up to the front of the desk, Rio waited for the line to shorten. In the meantime, Ray was idly playing Tetris.
    

    
              
      “Fascinating. You are quite good at this game.”
    

    
              Startled, Ray accidentally let a block get too high, ending the game.
    

    
              Groaning mentally, he closed his laptop as he decided to just wait for Mrs. Yonna to finish marking down everyone’s topic. 
    

    
              Rio returned just over a minute later, and Mrs. Yonna stood up. “Alright. First, I’d like to congratulate everyone on picking a very good topic for your groups. You should be able to find plenty of information. Now, Bernie, could you hand out these papers?”
    

    
              A blonde-haired boy stood, accepting the papers and handed them out to the class.
    

    
              “When you get one of those sheets, I’d like you to read them over carefully. When you’re done that, come over to the science drawer and grab yourself a pair of safety goggles. The rest of the materials are on my desk, and once you have found a spot in the lab, I will give them out to you. Rio, I’d like you to work with Ray for this experiment to help get you used to it.”
    

    
              Both Ray and Rio nodded.
    

    
              Aredyn’s mind voice sounded interested. 
      “Science is always interesting. What experiment are you doing?”
    

    
              Ray held out his paper so Aredyn could see.
    

    
              
      “Fascinating. What is this ‘fruit of Fragaria’?”
    

    
              “I think Fragaria is just the scientific word for strawberry.” Rio commented out loud.
    

    
              
      “Ah. I see. If I recall from my school days, strawberries were excellent for DNA extraction because they could have anywhere from eight to thirty copies of their genome per cell. It was very tasty.”
    

    
              Ray tried not to be disturbed as he flipped the paper back in front of him and continued reading the instructions. Standing up as he finished, he gestured for Rio to follow and walked over to the science drawer, where other students had already grabbed their goggles. Ray took two pairs of goggles, handing over the first to Rio, and stood in front of one of the empty sections on the lab. Rio followed, and as the last person moved in front of the lab, Mrs. Yonna grabbed her material kit and began distributing beakers, stirring rods, strawberries, isopropyl alcohol, and a blue solution which the instruction sheet said was composed of water, detergent, and salt.
    

    
              Rio took the strawberry and removed its sepals. “We should probably get rid of these if we just want the strawberry.”
    

    
              
      “Can I eat it? I’m right behind you, you can drop it there.”
    

    
              Rio looked at Ray, who shrugged. “Sure.”
    

    
              Taking the sepals and dropping them behind her, they disappeared into thin air as Aredyn tasted it. 
      “Hm. Not bad. Could be a little sweeter, though.”
    

    
              Moving on to the next step, Ray took a plastic bag under the table and placed the de-sepaled strawberry inside, sealing it. “Do you want to squish it?”
    

    
              Rio nodded, taking the offered bag. Squeezing and 
      squishing
       the strawberry in the bag with her hands, she made a face. “This feels very weird.”
    

    
              Ray held out his hand, and Rio passed along the bag to him. “Here, you try.”
    

    
              The strawberry in the bag had become far less solid, and a significant portion of the macerated strawberry was now water. The substance felt cold, and very fluid. He could still see the individual seeds inside, though, and no amount of squishing by hand was going to prevent that.
    

    
              Rio took the blue solution, and dumped its contents into the bag, before shaking it rapidly, mixing the two together. “There are a lot more bubbles now,” she reported, “and it looks… translucent?”
    

    
              Ray lowered his height, looking at the bag. It was indeed translucent, and he could no longer see the seeds. Writing down this observation, he noted that the consistency of the substance was now a lot more liquid-like.
    

    
              Rio glanced at the instructions, and asked, “Does the lab have any paper filters lying around?”
    

    
              “Yeah,” answered Ray, bending down to grab one of the aforementioned filters. “Just put them into the funnel, like this…”
    

    
              Ray watched carefully as Rio placed the paper filter into a funnel, which led into an empty beaker. Rio then grabbed the bag of strawberry mush and poured it in, making sure not to spill any onto the table.
    

    
              “Next,” said Ray, “we add the alcohol. Be careful not to touch it.”
    

    
              Heeding his advice, Rio slowly tipped the beaker of alcohol into the beaker with strawberry juices and whatever chemicals they had added to it from the blue solution. As Rio and Ray watched, a white, hazy substance had become visible between the alcohol and water.
    

    
              “Cool!” Exclaimed Rio.
    

    
              
      “Very cool indeed! Could I eat it?”
    

    
              
      Ray jumped, nearly knocking over the beaker. He needed time to get used to sudden thoughts manifesting in his mind. “No,” he hissed, “
      you
       can’t. These are chemicals, and Mrs. Yonna wanted it for future experiments.”
    

    
              
      “Seems like a waste of DNA to me. I still think it’s better to eat it. It’s very nutritious, you know.”
    

    
              Shaking his head, Ray took the stirring rod and gently stuck it in the water, stirring it until the white substance stuck to the rod, Rio leaned closer, trying to see.
    

    
              “It’s not that much DNA.”
    

    
              “Yeah, but all this was in the strawberry. That’s a lot considering it makes up less than two percent of its mass.”
    

    
              Rio waved her hand. “Mrs. Yonna, we’re done!”
    

    
              The teacher came over, a beaker with DNA from other groups in her hand, and smiled. “Good job, you two! Here, just scrape the rod against the edge of the beaker and drop it.”
    

    
              Ray did so, and their white substance joined the pile of white substances.
    

    
              Cleaning up after the experiment, occasionally instructing Rio how to do so, Ray walked back to his desk.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-07
    

    
              
      “That was really fun! Your memories said nothing about how amusing school would be!” 
      Aredyn said, invisibly bouncing after Ray as he headed home with Rio.
    

    
              “Aredyn, if you can’t be more careful, I can’t continue taking you to school,” said Ray.
    

    
              “
      Whaaaaat
      ? You have to admit, it was really funny,” said Rio.
    

    
              Ray shook his head. “Making your teacher 
      think
       that a ghost has appeared and was moving her stuff is most certainly 
      not
       funny. You could have been caught? What if Mrs. Yonna saw you?”
    

    
              
      “Then I would have simply erased that memory.”
    

    
              Ray stopped. “You can do that?”
    

    
              
      “Sure I can. I can talk to you telepathically, can’t I?”
    

    
              Ray continued walking, albeit at a slower pace. “Oh.”
    

    
              They walked in silence for a while until Rio and Ray had to go their separate ways. Waving goodbye, Ray took the road down to his house, before frowning at the sight of the vehicle in the driveway. “Shoot! Aredyn, you’re going to need to be stealthy even in the house.”
    

    
              
      “Your parents are home? It’ll be fine.”
    

    
              Taking a deep breath, Ray let himself and Aredyn in the house before he was greeted by his parents.
    

    
              “Hey, kiddo! Welcome home! Come see what your dad’s got for ya!”
    

    
              “Ray, could you come help with the food?”
    

    
              Ray smiled. Although his parents weren’t home often, when they were, he always enjoyed it. Walking up to his father, he examined the flat, rectangular device in his hands. “What is it?”
    

    
              Ray’s father looked down, eyes twinkling. “This, son, is a device that will revolutionise the industry. It will be so powerful, no one will ever need anything like it ever again. It will be so small, everyone can have one. It will be so--”
    

    
              “Yeah, yeah,” interrupted Ray, “but what is it?”
    

    
              Ray’s father took the device out of Ray’s hands. “I introduce to you… the first prototype of the Mutperco!”
    

    
              Ray was unimpressed. “You just took ‘computer’ and rearranged it.”
    

    
              His father snorted. “Nonsense. It took weeks for the marketing team to come up with this term. It was derived from the Asjis term for ‘power’, which--”
    

    
      Ray rolled his eyes. His father was a technology geek, like him, but sometimes it could take some time for him to get to the point. “Dad, just get to the point.”
    

    
      “Right, right. This device can do 
      anything
      .”
    

    
      Ray was skeptical. “Anything?”
    

    
      “Anything. Try it!” His father insisted, “Tell it to do something!”
    

    
      Looking down at the device, Ray enunciated clearly, “Bring me a sandwich.”
    

    
      The device turned on, showing a simple white interface with the text, 
      Assembling sandwich… 10% complete.
    

    
      As Ray waited, the text changed to, 
      Delivering sandwich… 76% complete.
    

    
      As the progress bar jumped to 99%, Ray waited expectantly before knitting his eyebrows. “Is this like a file copy operation?”
    

    
      His father looked over his shoulder at the screen. “Oh, not at all, you have to give it a tap to confirm the command.” Reaching over, he gave the screen a tap in the centre. Immediately after, a sandwich dropped onto the device, which highlighted the sandwich in case Ray was too blind to see it.
    

    
      Ray looked up. “What. There’s nothing in the ceiling! How does that even work!”
    

    
      His father grinned, spreading his hands. “Technology. Well, I’ll leave you to play with it. You test it, I’ll take care of your cooking duties.”
    

    
      Ray nodded. “Thanks, dad.”
    

    
      Walking up to his room, Ray was so busy playing with the device that he didn’t notice Aredyn reappearing in the room. 
      “I overheard what was happening downstairs. That seems to be an interesting toy,”
    

    
      The screen suddenly lit up, a series of commands suddenly flashing by before leaving a simple message: 
      New user confirmed. New user, please state your name.
    

    
      Aredyn looked startled. 
      “What? It understood me?”
    

    
      Ray was equally shocked. Aredyn was not from this world. There shouldn’t have been anything that could understand any language of her kind, yet, here he was. “Try saying your name,” he whispered.
    

    
      “Aredyn.”
    

    
      Processing…
    

    
      User aredyn added.
    

    
      Creating home directory…
    

    
      Would you like to have root privileges?
    

    
      “Uh… yes?”
    

    
      Root privileges granted. Welcome, aredyn.
    

    
      “No way…” said Ray silently.
    

    
      Ray spent the next few minutes trying to find out more information about the system, but it was really locked down. Even with root privileges, the only information he could glean from the device was that it was created this year. He couldn’t go to his father directly, since he might suspect something. Deciding to bring it up as a side topic whenever he 
      got
       the chance, he was interrupted by a call from his mother. 
    

    
      “Ray, dinner is ready!”
    

    
      Ray got up, putting the Mutperco in his pocket. “Aredyn, just stay here. I’ll get you something later on.”
    

    
      Aredyn nodded, seemingly content with this information, and curled up on his bed.
    

    
      Running down the stairs, Ray’s nostrils were met by the smell of steak, alcohol, and mashed potatoes. “We decided to give you a treat,” said his mother, “since you’ve had to stay here without us. After dinner, how about some family time?”
    

    
      Ray’s mouth watered, and he nodded agreeably. Digging in to his food, the family ate in companionable silence before his father posed a question.
    

    
      “So, Ray, how have you been finding the Mutperco?”
    

    
      “It’s really cool!” Replied Ray, his mouth filled with potato, “But could you tell me more about it? What architecture does it use? How did you manage to fit a 
      radar scanner
       in something that big along with,” he gestured wildly with his hand, “everything else!”
    

    
      Ray’s father laughed, taking a swig out of his beer bottle. “We could open it up together tonight,” he suggested.
    

    
      Ray tried to hide his excitement. “You will? Thank you!”
    

    
      His mother smiled, gently swatting at her husband’s arm. “Now, George, enough about your computers. We haven’t even asked Ray how 
      his
       life has been,” she turned to Ray. “How’s it going?”
    

    
      Ray shrugged. “About normal,” he replied, “an assignment here, a new friend there, you know. All the work so far has been pretty easy.”
    

    
      “That’s great! We were worried about your social skills, see, since we’re never around,” his father said, “but--”
    

    
      His mother tapped his father again, “George! You shouldn’t tell him that!”
    

    
      Her husband snorted. “Ray’s going to know about it eventually. Why not tell him whenever?”
    

    
      “You still have to be considerate!”
    

    
      Ray watched the exchange between his parents amusedly. They bickered over sometimes, but it was all in good fun. “Mom, it’s fine. I don’t really mind.”
    

    
      That ended the conversation, and Ray and his family discussed other topics (oh, it’s really a great time to be getting a girlfriend) before when, finally full, everyone simply sat there, the dishwasher automatically collecting all the plates before starting its wash cycle. They sat there for nearly a minute before his father grabbed his arm, pulling him towards the workshop.
    

    
      “Son, it’s time to take Mutperco apart. Do you have him with you?”
    

    
      Ray nodded, taking the compact computer out of his pocket and handing it to his father. He examined it, testing to make sure Ray hadn’t broken anything before frowning. “Did you make a new user account?”
    

    
      Ray slapped himself as hard as he could, mentally. Stupid! He had forgotten to remove Aredyn’s account from the device? If his dad had more privileges than he did and checked 
      how
       it was added…
    

    
      Well, Ray wasn’t sure how her account was added anyway, but it would result in trouble either way. Ray swallowed.
    

    
      “Yeah, I did.”
    

    
      His father didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. “Well, you’re as good with computers as always! You’ve even tricked the device into thinking you were two people!”
    

    
      Ray laughed nervously. “Heh, yeah. That was easy.”
    

    
      “I’m going to have to figure out how you did that! Would be a shame if you could just bypass parental controls by just adding a new account! But first let’s tear this baby down!”
    

    
      Carefully, Ray’s father held down the power button for five seconds before popping off the back of the device. Looking it over, Ray saw that it was packed with components; he could see at least five cameras and a 
      water-cooled
       processor before he noticed that the battery, which usually took up the most space of the device, was ridiculously small, just over the side of his finger.
    

    
      “Hey, that battery’s the smallest I’ve ever seen,” he pointed out.
    

    
      “I was wondering when you would notice that! We used 
      ununnonium
       for that battery. New element, hasn’t even been named yet. It’s the densest thing in this thing too. That battery could last two weeks on one charge, and it makes up more than half the weight.”
    

    
      Ray gaped. That was certainly an impressive feat. “Amazing…”
    

    
      “Amazing is right, son! It took your mother and I two 
      years
       to develop just this basic prototype! You could help us with the software development, eh?”
    

    
      “Really?”  There was a hopeful note in Ray’s tone.
    

    
      His father chuckled. “Of course. You’re probably better than everyone at my workplace! Don’t you remember how you just slipped past our top-security device last year like it was nothing?”
    

    
      Ray scratched his neck modestly. “Oh, you know, some 
      programmer
       just forgot to check that input wasn’t out of bounds, I just exploited a buffer overflow.”
    

    
      “Only you could find that out in a 
      game
      .”
    

    
      “Alright, fair. Sure I’ll help you! How much time do I have?”
    

    
      “We’ll be leaving this with you when we leave in two days, so you’ll have until we get back… That’s what, six months? To make a basic operating system.”
    

    
      Ray nodded. “Sure, that seems fine. Anything special I should know about it, hardware-wise?”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know all the details myself. Look around the device,” his father waved at the still-open Mutperco. “Everything should be labelled.”
    

    
      “Great! I’ll start tomorrow after school!”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-08
    

    
              By the next afternoon, Ray was so excited he dragged Rio along in helping him take apart the Mutperco. Rio had agreed on the condition that she would be able to see Aredyn again.
    

    
              “You play with your technology, and I’ll play with your dragon. Deal?”
    

    
              Ray had accepted the condition. His parents were a little amazed that Ray had gotten so social as to invite a near-stranger to their house, but they were proud of his character development that of course is completely genuine nonetheless.
    

    
              At the workshop, Ray rubbed his hands eagerly as he looked down at the still-open Mutperco. He flipped the device around, ensuring that it was completely unplugged and powered off, then gently flipped the battery out. Next, he tore out all parts he could clearly recognise and were in practically all computers anyway: the memory, the storage, the processors, and various I/O cards. When he was done, there were still plenty of components inside. Now 
      this
       was what he came for.
    

    
              Gently gripping the side of the lens, he lifted the camera array, learning from the label that they included optical image stabilisation, with one selfie camera, a wide-angle camera, and telephoto camera 
      plus
       a standard lens. It didn’t seem to hold any revolutionary technology, other than, perhaps, increased resolution or better power, but Ray didn’t bother checking those.
    

    
              The next component to be removed was the first that Ray couldn’t recognise without looking at the label. 
      Another
       array of 
      even more
       sensors, such as a radar scanner, an iris scanner, fingerprint sensor, and a plethora of other small cylindrical objects which Ray assumed to be more sensors and communications devices which let it perform sandwich deliveries admirably.
    

    
              Moving on to a large, clunky component of the device, Ray was intrigued when he discovered it occupied just under half the internal space of the Mutperco. Interesting. Carefully he leveraged it out and took a long, hard look at the label.
    

    
              
      RUDPSY
       SCANNER
    

    
              FOR USE WITH TELEPATHIC SPEECH ONLY
    

    
              He froze. There was no way. Absolutely impossible. Yet it was there. Right in front of him. 
    

    
              Had his parents known about psychic abilities?
    

    
              Were there other being like Aredyn out there?
    

    
              If he told them about her, would they do anything about it?
    

    
              Dropping the scanner onto the table, Ray rushed upstairs and into his room, noticing a suspicious lack of Aredyn on his bed.
    

    
              “Aredyn?” He called softly, his voice unheard outside the room. 
    

    
              Then Ray noticed that Rio was gone as well.
    

    
              Before he had time to really consider it, however, his fears were alleviated when Rio tumbled into his room from an open window, landing on an invisible object. “Oh hi Ray! Aredyn,” she said the dragoness’ name quieter, before returning to normal voice, “was just testing something!”
    

    
              Ray closed his bedroom door, rubbing his fingers against his forehead.
    

    
              
      “I must say, Rio, it certainly is a different experience carrying a passenger.”
    

    
              
      “You 
      flew
      ?” Asked Ray a little more harshly than he meant.
    

    
              Rio winced at his tone. “Uh, yeah, sorry about that, but it was totally Aredyn’s idea and I just followed her!”
    

    
              Aredyn became visible before flicking her tail at Rio with an amused expression. 
      “Traitor.”
    

    
              Ray sighed. He seemed to be doing that a lot lately.  “I mean, I can’t really stop you, can I?”
    

    
              
      “Nope. There really isn’t anything you can do. If I recall, I seem to be a great deal more powerful than you are, and I need exercise. I don’t want to get fat before returning home.”
    

    
              “Yeah, okay, you guys can do whatever you want. Just don’t let my parents find out.”
    

    
              Remembering why he was up here again at mentioning his parents, he turned to Rio. “Rio, could you come with me? I need to talk to you. In private.”
    

    
              Rio raised an eyebrow, but followed him out of the room. He led her to the workshop, where he gestured at the Mutperco and its technologies laid out on the table.
    

    
              Rio examined the pile. “Is there anything you want me to see-- Oh,” her eyes flicked to the large 
      RUDPSY
       text on the scanner. She pointed to it. “That seems a little bit odd.”
    

    
              “You think? When Aredyn was talking to me, it picked up her speech!”
    

    
              Rio turned to leave. “Well, I’ll let you figure out the technicalities. I’ll go tell Aredyn.”
    

    
              Ray grabbed her shirt, dragging her back. “Wait! I don’t think we should tell Aredyn.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-09
    

    
              Rio turned around, a puzzled expression on her face. “What? Why not?”
    

    
              Ray tried to think of an excuse. “Um, I think I can take care of this myself.”
    

    
              Rio stared at him for a few seconds before shaking her head. “Ray, you’re way too independent. You have friends now!” She gestured at herself and upstairs. “Me and Aredyn can help you!”
    

    
              Ray shook his head. “I don’t need help. I met you less than a week ago! What if you’re secretly a person hired from whatever company trying to steal dragons to power a portal so they can harness the power of them to kill them all?”
    

    
              Rio blinked. “What? No, I would never… What?”
    

    
              “You never know.” Ray shrugged. “Anyway, 
      please 
      don’t tell Aredyn.”
    

    
              “Fine. But you better tell her when you get to the bottom of this!”
    

    
              Leaving the room, Rio closed the door (a little fast, Ray noted), leaving Ray to his own devices. Literally.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              It was nearly dinnertime when Rio left, and Ray had still not been able to find anything about the Mutperco and its technologies. Laying in his bed, Aredyn beside him, he contemplated the events of the past few days. He thought about Aredyn. He thought about Rio. He thought about his parents.
    

    
              Everything just seemed so convenient, Ray mused. Aredyn, Rio, and his parents all came at roughly the same time. If he didn’t know better, he could’ve sworn that this was all some sort of plot designed for a story some idiot was writing because they didn’t know how to write a better one.
    

    
              He sighed, closing his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw a white snout staring at him, its purple eyes narrowed. 
      “What is wrong with you today?”
    

    
              Ray shoved his body backwards. “Wh-What do you mean?”
    

    
              
      “You know 
      exactly
       what I mean! I’ve been talking to Rio,”
       said Aredyn, 
      “and she says you need help!”
    

    
              Ray shook his head rapidly. He was 
      so
       going to get Rio back for this. “No, I don’t! Nothing’s wrong! Get away from me!”
    

    
              Aredyn’s expression softened as she realised her proximity to Ray. 
      “I’m sorry, Ray,” 
      she said, in a much gentler tone, 
      “but I think Rio’s right on this one. There 
      is 
      something bothering you. Is it me?”
    

    
              “No!”
    

    
              
      “Is it Rio?”
    

    
              “I’m fine! There’s nothing wrong!”
    

    
              
      “Is it your parents?”
    

    
              “No! Aredyn, I’m 
      fine
      ! What are you doin-ack!”
    

    
              The dragoness ignored his words as she sat on his torso. her eyes looking directly into Ray’s. 
      “Ray, if you don’t tell me, I’ll… I’ll...”
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head. 
      “Ray, you are far too independent. You have friends now. Rio and I can help you!”
    

    
              Ray blinked. “That was 
      very
       close to what Rio said.”
    

    
              
      “Was it?”
    

    
              “Yeah, it’s like you two have been talking about me behind my back, trying to convince me to do something.”
    

    
              Aredyn looked at him strangely. 
      “That’s exactly what we did. I told you, remember?”
    

    
              “Whatever. Anyway, get off me, so I can--oof!”
    

    
              Ray was pushed down by the dragoness’ paws again, the wind knocked out of him. 
      “You are 
      not
       moving 
      anywhere
       until you tell us how we can help you,”
       she said fiercely.
    

    
              Ray glared at the dragon. “Why do you care so much? Why do you want to help me? Just leave me 
      alone!
      ”
    

    
              Surprised at the anger the boy was showing, Aredyn fell backwards off the bed.
    

    
              There was silence for nearly two seconds before his mother’s voice came from downstairs. “Ray, are you alright?”
    

    
              “I’m fine, mom!” He called back.
    

    
              His father knocked on the door. “Are you sure? We thought we heard yelling in your room!”
    

    
              “I’m fine, you don’t need to come in.”
    

    
              “Alright, but you know if anything’s wrong, you can tell us, right?”
    

    
              “Yeah, I know, dad.”
    

    
              Aredyn uncloaked herself, facing the door wistfully as Ray’s father away.
    

    
              “Are you alright?” The question came out colder than he had meant.
    

    
              Aredyn looked up at Ray, a sad expression on her face. 
      “Yes.”
    

    
              “Look, I didn’t mean--”
    

    
              
      “I know exactly what you meant. We only want to help you, Ray. Let us in.”
    

    
              Ray watched as Aredyn threw herself out the window for an evening flight as those words left themselves in his mind.
    

    
              
      Let us in.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Aredyn did not come to school with Ray the next day, electing to start investigating her predicament alone, since his parents had left that morning. 
    

    
              “Why isn’t Aredyn here today?” Asked Rio.
    

    
              “She wants to start finding her way home.”
    

    
              At this news, Rio’s expression saddened.
    

    
              “Come on, Rio, we knew it was going to happen eventually.”
    

    
              “Yeah, but--”
    

    
              “Good morning, class!” Said Mrs. Yonna as she walked in the classroom. “Today I’ll be checking on your progress on your projects! It’s been a week, and you should have finished quite a bit of your research.”
    

    
              There was intense muttering.
    

    
              “Now, when I call your group, could you come up here with your project? Good, let’s start with… Ray and Rio?”
    

    
              Ray grabbed his laptop and headed to the front of the classroom.
    

    
              “Well, Ray. Rio. How is your assignment coming along?”
    

    
              Rio spoke up. “It’s fine, Mrs. Yonna. We’ve finished all the research already.”
    

    
              Ray shot a look at Rio. They had?
    

    
              Mrs. Yonna smiled at the two of them. “Excellent! Could you show me?”
    

    
              Rio nodded, and flipped through her notebook, while Ray took out his laptop and opened his research document, which hadn’t been updated since the first time Rio had visited. Mrs. Yonna examined both works, then frowned.
    

    
              “Ray, Rio seems to have done the 
      large
       majority of the work here. Would you care to explain?”
    

    
              “Oh, no, it’s not like that, Mrs. Yonna!” Interjected Rio, “I just wanted to get that part done myself, that’s all!”
    

    
              Mrs. Yonna nodded in understanding. “Ah, I see. Does that mean that Ray will do the next part by himself?”
    

    
              Ray gave her an incredulous look, and she chuckled. “Kidding, kidding. Anyway, you two seem to be doing fine. You can go back now.”
    

    
              As they walked back to their desks, Mrs. Yonna called the next group up, “Miranda and Aaron!”
    

    
              Sitting down at his seat, Ray turned to Rio. “You did 
      all of
       section one?”
    

    
              Rio beamed at him. “Yeah! I had a lot of extra time, after all, so I decided to just do as much work as I could!” She waved her hand at him as he opened his mouth to protest. “Don’t worry about it, it’s not a big deal. I just wanted to, that’s all.”
    

    
              Ray nodded slowly, closing his mouth. “Alright then.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              When Ray returned home, the first thing he noticed was that Aredyn was gone. “Aredyn?”
    

    
              No answer.
    

    
              Ray walked around the house. “Aredyn? Are you here?”
    

    
              Still no answer.
    

    
              Of course, Ray reasoned, she could have simply went outside to find a way home, but he was still worried. He walked outside. “Aredyn?”
    

    
              He went to his backyard. There, lying on the ground, unmoving, was a white dragon.
    

    
              A white dragon with playful purple eyes. 
      “Ha! You should have heard yourself! You were so scared! It’s nice to know you care, Ray.”
       Flying over to Ray, Aredyn gave him a hug.
    

    
              “Aredyn,” he squeaked, “ribs.”
    

    
              Aredyn released him, much to the relief of his lungs, and stepped back, landing on all fours, and looked at him expectantly.
       “So, what did you want from me?”
    

    
              “Um, I just wanted to see… if… you were… okay?”
    

    
              
      “Well, of course I’m fine. How would someone harm me, anyway?”
    

    
              “Would you like me to remind you of the day I met you?”
    

    
              Aredyn’s gaze hardened. 
      “I have some insight to what happened that day.”
    

    
              “You do? Great! Then we can get you home soon!”
    

    
              
      “Yes,” 
      she agreed, 
      “let me tell you a story.”
    

    
              Ray looked around, realising that they were still in his backyard. “Let’s do it inside, just in case someone sees you.”
    

    
              Aredyn nodded, and followed Ray into the house. Once Ray was comfortably sitting in his bed, Aredyn lying beside him, he spoke up. “I think I’m ready.”
    

    
              
      “Alright. Now, once upon a time, there was a small dragoness. She was happy. She had friends, family, and her future was bright.
      ”
    

    
              “Was that you?” Ray asked, suddenly feeling that he was being told a bedtime story.
    

    
              Aredyn smiled at him. 
      “You’ll find out. Anyway, the dragoness was happy, and it seemed like nothing could go wrong-- until it did. You see, although she was happy, her parents were not, although they did not tell their daughter. They were being chased by an evil dragon who was unhappy, because the parents had put him in prison--”
    

    
              “Could you explain this stuff to me as if I was a reasonably educated, relatively mature teenager? I feel like you’re telling me a bedtime story or something,” interrupted Ray.
    

    
              Aredyn pouted, which was very amusing to see on a dragon, and Ray laughed. 
      “Fine. Nyread was a famous criminal who my parents played a large role in arresting. Once he escaped from prison,”
       she frowned, “
      suspiciously easily, I might add, he tracked us down. It-” 
      Aredyn stopped, taking a deep breath. 
      “It was my birthday. All my friends were there. My parents were strong, but we were unprepared and caught by surprise.”
    

    
              Ray looked at Aredyn, his face expressing horror. “No…” he whispered.
    

    
              The white dragoness nodded sadly. 
      “Yes. Before we knew it, he had killed my friends and was heading for us. Even now I don’t know how I’m here today, and I don’t know what happened to my parents. Nyread grabbed me. I tried to fight, but he slashed me, Ray. I couldn’t even fight back. My parents couldn’t do anything either, since they could have hit me if they tried.
    

    
              “Suddenly, there was a flash of light, and I found myself in this world, in the forest behind your house. I crawled to open space, hoping to find civilisation.”
       Aredyn chuckled.
       “I did find civilisation, just not the species I was expecting. That’s when you found me. You know, I never thanked you for what you did for me that day.”
       The dragoness placed a forearm behind Ray. It was cold.
    

    
              
      “Thank you, Ray, for everything you’ve done for me. Thank you for accepting me. Thank you for keeping me alive. Thank you for being my friend.”
    

    
              Ray blinked, trying to clear the liquid that had built up in his eyes. Something must have irritated it. “Wow… Aredyn, thank you for telling me everything…”
    

    
              Aredyn raised her head and nodded, acknowledging the appreciation, before glaring at him. 
      “That means I’m your friend now, right? I know nearly 
      everything
       about you, Ray. And I say you should let Rio and I help you!”
    

    
              Ray considered it. “I guess… I can’t really say no after what you just told me, can’t I?”
    

    
              Aredyn placed her head back on the bed, content with the response. 
      “No, you can’t. Now I want you to call Rio and get her here right now so we can talk.”
    

    
              “
      What, now
      ?”
    

    
              
      “Yes. Now.”
    

    
              “Fine…” Reaching over for his laptop, Ray emailed Rio, asking her to come over.
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      From: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
                      To: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
                      Subject: Talk
    

    
                      
      Rio,
    

    
                      Our friend wants to talk to us right now. When do you think you could come over?
    

    
                      Ray
    

    
              
    

    
      Just ten minutes later, which was spent mostly in silence, Ray received a response.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      From: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: Re: Talk
    

    
      
    

    
              
      On my way. I’ll be there in about 5 minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Rio will be here in about five minutes,” Ray reported to Aredyn.
    

    
      “Great.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Five minutes later, the doorbell rang. Ray slapped himself mentally for forgetting that he needed to unlock the door, and got out of his comfortable bed and went downstairs to open the door for Rio.
    

    
              Rio stepped into the house. “I came here, as fast as 
      I, could
      ,” she panted. “You know, I’ve been here so many times, that you could probably just give me a key to the house,” she joked.
    

    
              Ray thought about it. “That’s actually a pretty good idea. Here, put your hand here.”
    

    
              Rio was taken aback. “Wait, I was joking!”
    

    
              He shrugged. “Well, it’s a pretty good idea anyway, so…”
    

    
              “Alright, I guess…”
    

    
              Rio placed her hand on the green circle Ray was pointing to, and it flashed red for a few seconds before turning green again. “Is it done?”
    

    
              “Yeah,” Ray nodded, “now, whenever you want to see Aredyn, you can just put your hand on the sensor at the front instead of pressing the doorbell.”
    

    
              Rio grinned. “Cool! Thanks!”
    

    
              
      “Hey, Rio! Guess what I convinced Ray to do!”
    

    
              Ray turned around to see Aredyn bounding down the stairs behind him.
    

    
              “Aredyn! Yeah, what?” Rio waved.
    

    
              
      “He says he’ll talk to us and be our friends now! And actually listen to us too!”
    

    
              Rio gaped, looking back and forth between Ray and Aredyn. “Really? Wow, how did you do that? I thought we could never get anything through his thick skull!”
    

    
              Ray frowned. “I’m right here, you know.”
    

    
              Rio nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah! And you have to listen to us! That means you 
      have
       to be here to listen to what we say!”
    

    
              
      “I’m not entirely sure that’s how it works.”
    

    
              “Well, now it is! Come on, Aredyn, let’s help Ray!”
    

    
              The dragoness grabbed one of Ray’s arms as Rio grabbed the other, and a very confused Ray was dragged up to his room by two girls, who were now talking about how best to beat him into submission if he didn’t cooperate.
    

    
              “We should just hit him until he cooperates!”
    

    
              
      “Hm, I think I have a better idea. I’ll threaten to tell you his secrets. That should get him to listen.”
    

    
              Ray looked on in horror as Aredyn and Rio both grinned at him. “Oh come on, Ray. You need help, and you know it! Think of us like your free therapists!”
    

    
              Ray said something incomprehensible as he was gently dropped on the bed.
    

    
              “Alright,” began Rio, “my name is Doctor Nohigi, and this is my assistant, Aredyn. Mister Xunil, how do you feel about other people?”
    

    
              Ray was open-mouthed. “Wh-what?”
    

    
              Aredyn rolled her eyes. 
      “Rio, I think we need to start at square zero.”
    

    
              Rio nodded. “Yeah, I think so too. In that case, Ray, how old are you?”
    

    
              Ray finally got over his shock of being thrown into an impromptu therapy session. “Wait, that’s not what I meant! Aredyn, I meant that--”
    

    
              
      “You said that you would let us help you,” 
      said Aredyn happily, 
      “and we’re helping you. I don’t see any problem there.”
    

    
              Ray gulped.
    

    
              Rio smiled at him again. “Don’t worry, Mister Xunil--”
    

    
              “Rio, just call me Ray. You know my name, don’t you?” Ray said, exasperated.
    

    
              “Alright, 
      Ray
      , how do you feel about other people?”
    

    
              “They’re fine.”
    

    
              
      “Rio, I think your questions need to be a little more specific. Here, let me try. Ray, how do you feel about 
      Rio?”
    

    
      
                Ray squirmed under the gaze of both Rio and Aredyn. “Um, I think she's nice?”
        

                Rio nodded. “Anything else?”
      
    

    
              “Uh, I think she… she’s hardworking, and not an idiot?”
    

    
              Rio wrote a few notes in her notebook. 
    

    
      “Yes, Ray, but we want your opinion on her as a person. Why you are more comfortable around her than you are around other students. For that matter, why are you more comfortable around 
      myself
       than other people, such as your teacher, or other classmates?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-10
    

    
              Ray shook his head rapidly in denial. “I don’t! I’m perfectly comfortable around other people!” He patted Rio’s arm in an attempt to prove his point.
    

    
              Neither Aredyn nor Rio believed him. Aredyn actually burst out laughing out loud. At least, what Ray thought was a laugh.
    

    
              “Look, Ray,” Rio had crossed her arms, “I don’t have unlimited access to all your memories, and even I can tell you’re not doing very well. So just 
      let us
       help you!”
    

    
              Ray made to roll off his bed, but was stopped by a paw slamming onto the mattress beside him, inches away from his head. 
    

    
      “You’re not going anywhere until we’re done with you.”
    

    
              He sighed. There was really no way out of this, wasn’t there? He would have to wait it out then. “Fine, fine, you win.”
    

    
              He sat back against his bed, arranging the pillows to make himself comfortable. “You see…”
    

    
              The two females leaned forward eagerly. 
      “Yes?”
       Aredyn asked.
    

    
              “I don’t like talking to people because…”
    

    
              “Yes?” Rio asked.
    

    
              “I just don’t.”
    

    
              Rio sighed in disappointment. “Aredyn, I think we’ve been pushing him a little too hard. It’s only been, what, four or five days since everything happened?”
    

    
              Aredyn looked thoughtful. 
      “I… suppose you’re right.”
    

    
              Ray’s eyes gleamed with hope. “Does this mean you guys are going to let me go?”
    

    
              Rio nodded reluctantly. “I guess… You 
      will
       have to open up to us eventually, though!”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              “Well, now that I’m here anyway, we should continue working on our project.”
    

    
              Ray agreed, glad to change the topic of discussion from himself. “Did you do all of the second part already?”
    

    
              Rio looked at him strangely. “Of course not, I wasn’t working at all. It’s only been a few hours.”
    

    
              Shrugging, Ray returned to research while Ray began work on his rather-neglected part of the project. He was still amazed at how Rio managed to complete her part and more in just two days. She really didn’t procrastinate at all. He tried to do actual research, but kept on getting distracted by Aredyn and the Mutperco. He fingered the small computer, frowning. Perhaps he could use the device to help him do his research? Assuring himself it was a good idea, he turned on the Mutperco and opened the browser.
    

    
              A small dinosaur appeared on the screen. He had forgotten to connect the device to the Internet. How irresponsible of him.
    

    
              Connecting the device to his home network, Ray was confused to see that it still couldn’t connect to the Internet. Turning back to his laptop, he played with settings, eventually figuring out he had forgotten to actually let non-whitelisted devices connect.
    

    
              Ray didn’t see the notification from the device, turning back after it had left the screen.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Scientists working at Holpen Science were busy running tests, writing down observations, and writing up reports. In one corner of the building, however, a small group of people were dedicated to another purpose. They had just about given up, their previous computer not found, when a message appeared. Scrambling to read the message, all five men stared at the telemetry information from their device, and smiled.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              “Scan and follow instruction one.” Ray enunciated clearly, pointing the Mutperco at their assignment sheet. The powerful processor inside the miniature computer spewed out results as they came, which was then sent to his printer. Smiling, Ray looked over the freshly-printed research that the Mutperco had processed for him.
    

    
              Rio looked at the device suspiciously. “That seems like cheating.”
    

    
              “Hey, I gave it the list of sites and instructions, didn’t I?”
    

    
              “You basically told a robot to do your homework.”
    

    
              Ignoring Rio’s complaints about the Mutperco, Ray tried telling it to finish the whole project for them.
    

    
              “Ray, I swear if you do this all by Mitkerpo--”
    

    
              “Mutperco.” Ray corrected.
    

    
              “Mutperco, I’ll--”
    

    
              What Rio was going to do if Ray completed the project by Mutperco would remain unknown, as the Mutperco sadly informed Ray that it could not complete a project with such broad creative requirements. It could, it said, accelerate the process by Ray telling it what to do in more detail, though.
    

    
              Taking one look at Rio’s face, Ray agreed not to use the Mutperco after that.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              The next week or so was uneventful. School proceeded as usual, workload increasing, and Aredyn continued to try to see if she could get home. After a week of no success, Ray volunteered to help out. “I don’t have any work to do today, anyway.”
    

    
              
      “What about your project with Rio?”
    

    
              Ray waved the matter aside. “That’s a small thing. I could spend 
      days
       doing absolutely nothing and still get it done easily.”
    

    
              
      “So why not do it now so you have 
      days
       afterward to do absolutely nothing?”
    

    
              “Uh, um, it’s because I want to… spend time with you?” Ray tried, trying not to show Aredyn his impressive ability to procrastinate at all times. “And of course because I work best under pressure so it would actually give me 
      more
       time to do nothing if I did it later.”
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head. 
      “I don’t think you would be able to find what I’m looking for. It’s better if you just stay at home.”
    

    
              “Just tell me what to look for, then!”
    

    
              
      “It’s not that simple.”
    

    
              “Of course it is! Here, how about we just try it? If I can’t find anything, no harm done. If I can, 
      I help
       you out a lot!”
    

    
              Aredyn considered this logic. 
      “I guess… we will need to look for clues as to what happened back in the forest.”
    

    
              Ray caught the implication, and nodded solemnly. “Let’s go back.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Aredyn and Ray headed out to the forest where he had found the dragoness. Retracing their steps all the way back at the clearing, Ray headed to the rock where Aredyn had lain against, the snowfall having long removed any traces of blood that might have been there that night. “You know, Aredyn,” he began, turning, “I don’t think I ever told you, but--”
    

    
              Ray was abruptly cut off when a dart quietly zipped past his cheek, 
      thunking
       into the tree behind him. He froze.
    

    
              Aredyn had noticed, and placed herself in front of Ray, staring towards where the dart had originated. 
      “Ray, get behind the rock.”
    

    
              It was not a request. Ray moved behind the rock. He was shaking. Someone had tried to shoot him. He missed how Aredyn defended the area, keeping her eyes peeled for any sign of movement. He missed how, when she blinked, her eyes began to glow purple. He only heard the sound of the dragoness growling and engaging… something in combat. Poking his head over the rock, he saw Aredyn return from the brief scuffle with a body, their assailant’s head torn off. 
    

    
              Ray felt sick. He shook in his shoes. He was wearing three layers, but suddenly it felt cold. He couldn’t avoid staring at the dead body on the ground, Aredyn examining it as if it were a simple mouse. Then her eyes turned to him, and he stopped shaking, but lowered his head, not making eye contact.
    

    
              He’d known that dragons were dangerous predators. He’d known that Aredyn could very likely kill 
      any
       living animal on the planet one on one.
    

    
              But it was still 
      horrifying
       to see.
    

    
              
      “Ray, are you alright?”
       Aredyn padded up to him, trying to look into his eyes. He squeezed them shut, taking deep breaths in and out.
    

    
              
      “Ray, can you hear me? Do you need help?”
    

    
              He shook his head no, he didn’t. What he wanted was to get out of here. He gestured towards the house.
    

    
              
      “Do you need me to carry you back?”
    

    
              The thought of riding on an animal that could rip him apart, just like it tore apart the person trying to kill him nauseated him, and he retched. Aredyn’s voice was firm in her next sentence.
    

    
              
      “I don’t know what happened, Ray, but I’m going to take you back immediately. You need help.”
    

    
              He felt warm, wet claws pick him up, and suddenly they were in the air. Keeping his eyes shut the entire time, Ray tried to clear the image of blood in his mind, as well as trying to ignore that the reason why Aredyn’s claws felt wet was because…
    

    
              Because she had killed someone.
    

    
              Ray felt the dragoness land, and he was gently placed on his bed. He curled in a ball, keeping his eyes firmly shut. Aredyn tried to get him to respond, to ask what was wrong, but Ray didn’t respond. Eventually, the adrenaline rush fading, Ray fell into a restless sleep.
    

    
              Aredyn wasn’t sure what was happening. Nothing in Ray’s memories told her that someone trying to kill him would have such an effect on him. She had cleaned herself in his shower after giving up on trying to talk to Ray. Thinking over the events of the past hour, she contemplated approaching Rio, but quickly waved away the idea. Rio would likely know even less than she did, and she wouldn’t want to be bothered at this time. Also, Aredyn didn’t actually know where she lived. She would have to fix that sooner or later.
    

    
              Looking over at Ray’s trembling body, a sense of guilt washed over her. She should have been more strict about not letting him come search for clues. Tomorrow she would have a long discussion with him, and hopefully he would be responsive enough for that.
    

    
              Finally, there was the problem that 
      someone
       had tried to 
      attack
       Ray. That was even more food for thought, and Aredyn shuddered. There was no way someone like Ray could have made enemies that bad. They were clearly here for 
      her.
    

    
              It had been a long day. Letting out a small yawn, Aredyn closed the window before laying on the unoccupied portion of Ray’s bed.
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               Ray woke up the next morning tired, flopping back on his bed when he tried to get up. “Ugh…”
    

    
              Then he remembered. Remembered how Aredyn tore into a person’s body. How blood splattered all over the ground. How he had been afraid.
    

    
              Looking around wildly, Ray’s eyes landed on the sleeping 
      dragoness
       curled up on the corner of his bed. Slowly inching away, Ray quietly pulled his clothes on and left the room, heading for school, head swirling with thoughts.
    

    
              He didn’t notice as a pair of purple eyes followed him out of the room.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Aredyn let Ray leave, pretending to be asleep. She felt that the boy needed time to gather himself before he could speak to her again. 
    

    
              She still blamed herself for what had happened. What was she thinking, even letting Ray follow her like that? It wasn’t the first time she had killed someone on her search for something that would take her home, but they might have hurt Ray!
    

    
              Rio would never be her friend anymore if she did that. Heck, 
      she
       wasn’t sure she would be able to forgive herself for letting that happen either.
    

    
              Once she heard the door close behind Ray, Aredyn placed her paws in front of her and stretched, getting rid of the stiffness that came from sleeping. Flicking her tail, she headed downstairs to see what she could get for breakfast, wondering if Ray still had any of those blueberry waffles she liked.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Not five seconds after Ray had sat down in his seat, Rio turned to him. “Spill it.”
    

    
              Surprised, Ray asked what was wrong.
    

    
              “Something clearly happened yesterday, probably after school. What was it?”
    

    
      Ray was often impressed by how observant Rio was, but this time he was astounded. Trying to hide it, he faked innocence. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Rio rolled her eyes. “Cut it out, Ray. I 
      know
       something’s up. You wouldn’t just come to school with bags under your eyes and an expression like you’d seen a ghost unless something really spooked you.”
    

    
      Ray moved a few facial muscles, trying to rearrange it in a way that looked completely natural.
    

    
      “That’s not going to work, I’ve seen it already.”
    

    
      Ray sighed. He could never hide anything from Rio. She knew everything, like an all-knowing secondary character some author created in their story because they were too lazy to have him express it himself. He shook his head. “Not right now. I’ll tell you later.”
    

    
      Rio frowned. “I’ll hold you to that.”
    

    
      Letting off the pressure of the subject, Rio turned her attention back towards the whiteboard, where Mrs. Yonna was just starting to teach the class about trigonometry.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Although Ray tried to tell Rio that he was perfectly fine, and no, he didn’t need any help, Rio would not be dissuaded from following Ray to his house once again. Stepping into the house, Rio looked around. When she didn’t see Aredyn, she took the stairs two at a time and went to Ray’s room, the door closing behind her, against Ray’s protests.
    

    
      He could never stop that girl when she had her mind set on something.
    

    
      Deciding to leave the two females alone for now, Ray set on making himself a snack, a new pack of blueberry waffles after Aredyn had literally burned through the other five packs. To his dismay, he found that the dragoness had apparently treated herself this morning, and had gone through more than ten of the frozen pancakes.
    

    
      Dropping one hardened 
      waffle
       into the toaster, Ray grabbed the bottle of syrup from the fridge, thanking his lucky stars that he had forgotten to introduce that to Aredyn too, as she had demolished the waffles before he could get it out. As he prepared his food, he could overhear a few snippets of conversation upstairs. He frowned. Was his room’s soundproofing that bad? If it was, his parents might have been able to hear him talk to Aredyn, and that was a concerning thought. They hadn’t talked to him about it, though, so he figured that they either didn’t understand or thought he was talking to himself.
    

    
      Halfway through munching his waffle, Rio came back down. He gave an annoyed look at her, unable to say anything but still trying to convey his irritation at barging into his room without permission, although he found that he really didn’t mind that much.
    

    
      “I’m leaving,” she said simply, giving a sad look to Ray. “Aredyn wants to talk to you alone.”
    

    
      Ray swallowed. A not-insignificant part of him wanted to call Rio back, to help him through, but Rio had already left. Ray would have to do this alone. Like he always had.
    

    
      Ray spent the next ten minutes trying to eat his waffle as slow as possible, putting as much maple syrup on it even though it would give him sticky hands. Aredyn came down the stairs. 
      “Ray, could I talk to you?”
    

    
      Ray nodded, getting up to place his plate in the dishwasher before washing his hands as slowly as he could, which, as it turned out, was not long at all.
    

    
      He never thought he would rue the day he had upgraded their sinks and faucets to be automatic in function.
    

    
      During this time, Aredyn had sat at the foot of the stairs patiently, occasionally flicking her tail. As Ray turned to face her, she wordlessly bounded up the stairs and into Ray’s room, retracted claws not making a sound as they hit the wooden floorboards. His brain, trying to find something other than the upcoming discussion to focus on, immediately noticed the feline behaviour.
    

    
      Perhaps Aredyn was a lot more like a cat than he had thought. They really were similar, weren’t they? Shaking his head to clear it, Ray reluctantly followed the dragoness up the stairs and into his room.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      It was very quiet in the bedroom. Ray felt like it had been hours before he was able to speak, his eyes avoiding Aredyn’s purple ones. “Hey, Aredyn. How are you doing?”
    

    
      It sounded far too detached, far too formal.
    

    
      “Ray,”
       came the voice in his mind. It sounded pained. 
      “Can you look at me?”
    

    
      Slowly, Ray lifted his eyes to meet purple ones, immediately lowering his gaze. “I… I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “You have nothing to apologise for. If anything, I should be apologising to you.”
    

    
      Ray kept his eyes focused at the floor. He felt like he was a child again.
    

    
      “Please, Ray.”
    

    
      His vision was obstructed by a white head, which turned upwards to reveal Aredyn’s gentle purple ones. There was no sense of accusation in her gaze. He tried to look away, but strong paws forced his head to stay still. He closed his eyes instead.
    

    
      “Ray, are you scared?”
    

    
      Ray nodded.
    

    
      “What are you scared of? Dying?”
    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    
      “Being hurt?”
    

    
      He shook his head again.
    

    
      “...Others?”
    

    
      No. He was not scared of how others could kill him.
    

    
              “What is it?”
    

    
              He took a deep breath, forcing all his willpower to make him look into the dragoness’ face. “...It’s you, Aredyn. I’m… afraid of you.”
    

    
      Aredyn blinked, surprised by this response. Processing this information, her eyes flashed with confusion, shock, realisation, and finally, guilt. Ah. So that was what she had missed. She had misread the situation completely.
    

    
              
      “...I see. Are you afraid that I’m going to kill you?”
    

    
              No, he understood that much. “It’s how… you killed that person. Yesterday.”
    

    
              The dragon frowned. 
      “You’re scared that I kill others?”
    

    
              He looked away. “I know, it’s ridiculous, but--”
    

    
              
      “It most certainly is not,”
       Aredyn said firmly. 
      “I may not understand what you feel, or why you feel that way, even if I know everything you do, but I 
      do
       know that you and I are very different from one another. And I respect that. I apologise once again if that disturbed you. On Hetra, killing one another is very common. We often engage in peacekeeping missions, or war, for those less civilised.”
    

    
              Aredyn had closed her eyes at the end of her monologue. She was surprised to feel warm skin wrapped around her neck.
    

    
              She opened her eyes. Ray had embraced her, head leaning into the side of her own. Startled from the closeness, she stepped back, and Ray awkwardly stood up again. “Um, I don’t know what came over me. Forget that ever happened?”
    

    
              The nervous tremor in his voice was clear to Aredyn. She sighed. 
      “It’s fine. I was simply surprised by the gesture. This is what humans do to show affection, is it not?”
    

    
              Ray nodded, and smiled, feeling like a large weight had been taken off his chest. “Yeah, it is. Thanks for everything, Aredyn. It’s helped a lot.”
    

    
              The dragoness smiled at him. 
      “Anytime. Now, would you like to take a short walk with me?”
    

    
              Ray looked out the window. It was getting dark, but if they made it quick he felt they would be able to come back in time for dinner. “Sure, why not?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Fifteen minutes after Ray and Aredyn left, a rustle in the bushes revealed an unidentifiable person climbing up to the open window that Aredyn used to fly in and out of. Sliding in through the large gap easily, the figure looked around the room, and grabbed a small, black rectangle lying beside the desktop, replacing it with an identical replica, before making his escape by walking out the front door. Scanning his surroundings, the masked man identified a black vehicle sitting out a few hundred metres away and casually walked over to it, the door opening as he approached.
    

    
              “Did you get it?” Came another voice from inside.
    

    
              “Yup. Easy as pie. The kid leaves his window open randomly for whatever reason. It’s like he 
      wants
       us to come in.”
    

    
              Climbing into the inconspicuous minivan, the man closed the car door as it began to speed off into the distance, leaving no trace that it had ever been there.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-12
    

    
              In the moonlight, Ray and Aredyn made their way past trees, heading back to the forest, walking side by side. Ray took a deep breath. “It’s been a while since I’ve been here.”
    

    
              Aredyn nodded silently, a sense of melancholy filling the two. Trees occasionally blocked out the light from the moon, bringing darkness upon the dragoness and her friend, and although Ray’s eyes struggled to adjust to the dim lighting, Aredyn’s eyes pierced through the night, giving more than enough detail to recognise shapes.
    

    
              More than enough to identify anything that could attack them again, although she would rely more on her other senses for that. Ray didn’t see her ears flick back and forth periodically, straining to catch the slightest sound of other movement in the area, and determining whether it was dangerous.
    

    
              But nothing came to disturb the two, deep in thought.
    

    
              Ray, reminiscing how he and Aredyn had met.
    

    
              Aredyn, far too focused 
      in the
       present to think much about anything else.
    

    
              In effect, that meant that only Ray was relaxed.
    

    
              The moon casting shadows across the ground, the pair finally reached a clearing. 
      The
       clearing, where they had met.
    

    
              Aredyn, no longer focusing on trying to prevent anything from going wrong, was of the same mind as Ray.
    

    
              They stood in silence for a long time.
    

    
              A very long time.
    

    
              Until Aredyn spoke up, 
      “We should head back. The plot needs to move on, and we might go straight to revision (if the author even decides to revise) without even having dinner.”
    

    
              Ray nodded absentmindedly, and so they left to go back home, both their minds clear.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Aredyn was interrupted from her sleep the next morning by a loud, distressed cry.
    

    
              Rubbing her eyes, a very impressive task for a reptile, she raised her head to see Ray looking heartbroken over the small black rectangle. 
      “What is it?”
    

    
              Ray turned to her, a surprised and sad expression on his face. “Mutperco died!”
    

    
              
      “Was this 
      Mutperco
       a close friend of yours? I thought you didn’t have any.”
    

    
              Ray ignored the implication. “It’s a computer! A really good one! And,” he added, “it was the one that could scan you!”
    

    
              Aredyn waved her foreleg, unconcerned. 
      “Eh, that’s good, right? That way there’s less of a chance for people to figure out I exist. Now shut up and let me sleep.”
    

    
      Ray racked his brain to try to make the dragon care, but nothing came to mind. Deciding to try and see if he could fix the device, he ran down the stairs, hugging the device to his chest. Not even stopping to grab something to eat, he entered the workshop and began to disassemble the Mutperco. Praying that its internals were okay, Ray pulled the back cover off.
    

    
      It was completely empty.
    

    
      Struggling to lift the jaw stuck to the ground, he looked around the workshop, trying to see if he had disassembled it somewhere else, perhaps forgetting to put it back together. He knew, though, in his heart, that he had not. Something had happened.
    

    
      This time, he raced up the stairs faster than he had come down, dashing into his room and trying to push Aredyn off the bed. “Aredyn, come on, get up! Something happened to the Mutperco!”
    

    
      Aredyn didn’t budge, mumbling something under her breath.
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      “...Have you tried turning it off and on again?”
    

    
      “I can’t turn it off and on again, because 
      there’s nothing
       to turn on! Everything inside is gone!”
    

    
      Aredyn looked a little more alert, and opened her eyes. 
      “Everything inside?”
    

    
      “Everything! It’s literally just a fancy box right now.”
    

    
      “Does that mean that even all of its sensors are gone?”
    

    
      “
      Everything
       is gon--oh.” Ray’s mind sped up as he realised what Aredyn was trying to convey. “The psychic sensor is gone too. Oh, that’s bad. Someone must have taken it, so that means...” He turned to the dragoness, wide-eyed. “They will know you exist.”
    

    
      Even faced with this revelation, Aredyn remained calm, although she did get off the bed. 
      “Surely you put some sort of protective measures on the device? A password, perhaps?”
    

    
      He chuckled nervously. “Yes, but…”
    

    
      Aredyn looked at him patiently.
    

    
      “...it was ‘87654321’.”
    

    
      “What.”
    

    
      “I was excited, okay? It was a revolutionary device and I was never going to take it out anyway that I thought it would be safe! We don’t even know how they got in, anyway!”
    

    
      Aredyn scanned the room, then pointed her tail at the window. It was unlocked. 
      “I believe that might have done it.”
    

    
      Ray deflated further. “That… makes sense. Well, we need to get it back!”
    

    
      “I agree. We can start after breakfast, after we go have a chat with Rio.”
    

    
      “There’s no time! The thief could be anywhere by now! We need to go immediately!”
    

    
      His stomach rumbled.
    

    
      “Well, maybe after breakfast, but we don’t need to stop by Rio, she doesn’t need to be invol-”
    

    
      “We will stop by Rio, and let her know what we will be doing.”
       Aredyn looked at Ray calmly as he began to act like a fish out of water, panicking and waving his arms about wildly.
    

    
      “No! We need all the time we can get!”
    

    
      Aredyn sighed. For such a level-headed human like Ray was usually, he was starting to get on her nerves. 
      “
      No
      , Ray. We will
       not
       rush off immediately without any plan, we will 
      not
       skip breakfast, and we 
      will
       go to Rio and tell her of what we are doing so someone knows what we’re doing if something unexpected happens. You need to calm down.”
    

    
      “But but but but”
    

    
      Aredyn growled, and pounced on Ray, pinning him down to the ground. His eyes focused on her glaring purple ones. 
      “We are going to be 
      sane
       individuals who will 
      not 
      panic. Do I make myself clear?”
    

    
      Ray nodded under her. Good. She moved back to give him some space, and he got up and hesitated before taking off to make breakfast. Aredyn sighed. Who knew humans could be so stubborn against reason?
    

    

    
      
    

    
      “We got it, boss!”
    

    
      “Excellent. Was it difficult?”
    

    
      “No, the kid just left it on the table! There was even an open window to let ourselves in!”
    

    
      The woman in shadows frowned. It was unlike their target to leave technology like that out in the open. “Were there no traps?”
    

    
      “Nope! Here it is!” A small, black, rectangular device dropped itself in front of the woman, who examined it thoroughly, frowning at the passcode entry screen that appeared when she pressed the power button.
    

    
      “This does seem to be the real device,” she admitted grudgingly, “there do not seem to be any traps. Brute force it. Ray Xunil may have many faults, but security is not one of them. He would not make this easy for us, even if unprepared. Don’t bother with a dictionary attack, try alphanumeric combined with special first.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    
      The device was taken back, and the woman sat at her desk for a few moments before standing up and turning to leave out the back of the room.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      After a relatively hasty breakfast that Ray could not speed up because of how slowly Aredyn insisted on eating her waffles, Ray headed out the door, followed by Aredyn, then stopped.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      He scratched his head sheepishly. “I… never asked Rio where she lived.”
    

    
      Shaking her head at the boy, Aredyn followed Ray back inside as he fired a message to Rio.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      From: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              To: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: urgent respond immediately
    

    
      
    

    
              
      where do you live
    

    
      
    

    
      Ray sat at his laptop, refreshing his mailbox every ten seconds or so. To both his and Aredyn’s surprise, they received a response after just thirty seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      From: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
              To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
              Subject: Re: urgent respond immediately
    

    
      
    

    
              
      Why?
    

    
      
    

    
              
      92 Llehs St.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cross-referencing Rio’s address with maps, Ray pinpointed the location of her house and slammed his laptop lid shut, dragging Aredyn on his way out the door. They walked the fairly short distance to Rio’s house, which was less than a block away. The dragoness sweatdropped as they reached the door. 
      “Rio lives here? This is, what, less than a kilometre away? I could fly here faster than she could respond to that email."
    

    
      “Yeah,” Ray shrugged, “but we never asked.” Stepping onto the porch, he rang the doorbell.
    

    
      “Coming!” Someone yelled, and the sound of quick footsteps was heard before the door opened to reveal a smiling Rio, a large stack of cardboard boxes visible behind her. “What are you two doing here?” She turned to Aredyn. “Did Ray mess up again?”
    

    
      Aredyn nodded as Ray huffed. 
      “Unfortunately, yes. He has let an unknown character take away the computer with the psychic scanner.”
    

    
      Rio frowned. “Psychic scanner? What…” She shook her head to clear it of questions. “Never mind that. Do you want to come in?”
    

    
      “Sorry, we do not have the time. I insisted we visit to inform you that Ray and I are going to attempt to track this person down and see if we can retrieve Ray’s device.”
    

    
      “We’re also going to see if we can get to the bottom of this thing too! There was last week, when something tried to shoot me, then this!” Ray added.
    

    
      Rio nodded. “Sorry, I don’t think I can help much, I don’t think my parents would let me leave. This… seems a little dangerous. If there’s anything I can do, tell me, alright?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. We will be fine.”
    

    
      It was only after Ray and Aredyn left when Rio realised that Ray had said someone had tried to 
      shoot
       him.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The dragon and human headed back to their home before searching around the outside of the house for clues. “So we know that the intruder came in this way,” Ray pointed at the window of his room, “and that they probably got in using those conveniently-placed ledges. Can you somehow track where they came from before that?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-13
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head. 
      “I’m not a dog. I don’t have that good of a sense of smell.”
    

    
              Ray put a finger to his chin, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Hm… Maybe they left a visible trail of some kind?” He looked around, pushing at the bushes and shrubs that grew around the house. Finding nothing, he returned, defeated. “Never mind.”
    

    
              Aredyn padded over to where Ray had searched, and scanned the area with her own far more powerful eyes, rolling them as she spotted a fairly obvious clue that he had missed. 
      “Ray, you’re blind.”
    

    
              “What? No, I’m not!”
    

    
              
      “Come over here, and look where I’m pointing.”
    

    
              Ray walked to Aredyn’s side and looked downwards. Beside a collection of disturbed leaves that had fallen onto the ground were two large footprints in the snow, a trail leading out onto the road. Following the footprints with their eyes, Aredyn and Ray could no longer track them after they stopped right at the side of the road. “... I guess I 
      am
       blind after all.”
    

    
              
      “It’s quite alright, it happens to the best of us. Believe it or not, even I can be overcome with this common affliction.”
    

    
              Ray smiled at the comment as they walked over to where the footprints had abruptly ceased to exist. “There doesn’t seem to be any other clues here though,” he double-checked the surrounding area to make sure, “Yup, none at all.”
    

    
              Aredyn, untrusting of Ray’s unimpressive eyesight, verified it for herself. 
      “You’re right. It seems this trail is a dead end. Perhaps there are other clues our intruder might have left behind?”
    

    
              Ray took a walk around the house, Aredyn following closely behind, but after ten minutes of fruitless searching, they agreed that it was futile to continue. “We’re not going to be able to find him.”
    

    
              
      “They will likely return, so that is not a large concern. We should go back and rest.”
    

    
              “You just want to go back to sleep because I woke you up in the morning!”
    

    
              
      “We dragons need plenty of sleep. Back on Hetra, I got more than ten hours of sleep a day.”
    

    
              Ray scoffed as they started walking back to the house. “
      I 
      don’t even get that much sleep, and I’m a teenager!”
    

    
              
      “I am an adolescent dragoness. We need more nutrients, more rest, and more activity than humans do,
      ” Aredyn pointed out, 
      “I’m larger than you are. It’s only natural.”
    

    
              Ray had been nodding along absentmindedly until one part of that statement had sunk in fully. Whipping his head around him, he gaped at the dragoness that only just fit through the front door. “You’re… a 
      teenager
      ? But you’re so big! I thought you were, like, ten years older than I was!”
    

    
              
      “I’ve only existed for fifteen years.”
    

    
              “But you’re so big!”
    

    
              
      “Eating food tends to induce growth, yes. Speaking of food, I believe that it is time for lunch.”
    

    
              “Yup. Want a pizza?”
    

    
              Aredyn wrinkled her nose. 
      “What toppings are on it?”
    

    
              Ray shrugged. “No idea. I’m getting it delivered, so you can put whatever you want on it.”
    

    
              
      “Let’s have… something you haven’t had before. How about pineapple and bacon?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-14
    

    
              Ray looked at Aredyn with a raised eyebrow. “That’s Hawaiian. You know it is. You 
      know 
      I hate that.”
    

    
              
      “I do not. I simply thought it would be a good change of pace for myself. I’ve never had pineapple with bacon before. It sounded interesting,”
       Aredyn said with mock offense. Ray turned the laptop away from her and took a look at the options, scrolling through lists and lists of pizza pictures.
    

    
              “How much do you think you can eat?”
    

    
              
      “Probably an extra-large.”
    

    
              “Alright, I’ll get a meat lover’s for you and a cheese for me, cool?”
    

    
              
      “I would like to take the time to remind you that I do not actually enjoy eating meat. Just give me something simple, such as pineapple with pepper and tomato.”
    

    
              “...That’s not simple.”
    

    
              Aredyn shrugged, turning away to leave the table on all fours. 
      “It is to me. You said that your finances were not a concern, did you not?”
    

    
              “Sure. One pineapple-tomato-pepper, extra-large… and a… I’ll go with medium cheese today, I’m feeling hungry.”
    

    
              Placing and confirming his order by using his phone to pay, Ray closed his laptop. “Pizza’s coming in ten minutes. Want to do anything?”
    

    
              His question went unanswered, however, as the dragoness had already slinked upstairs to do who-knew-what. Ray sighed again, before getting up and climbing up the stairs to try to find something to do. He was greeted by Aredyn sitting rather awkwardly in his computer chair, claws on his mouse and keyboard. She was very slowly entering the password to his desktop, the keyboard not being designed for draconic use. It was actually quite amusing to watch, and he laughed when Aredyn missed a key and held down another, causing a trail of characters to flash across the screen. She grumbled before holding down the backspace button to try again. “Need any help?”
    

    
              The dragoness huffed. 
      “I do not require assistance. It is quite simple to use this device, it is simply that the peripheral manufacturers were unintelligent in not providing maximum accessibility to other species such as my own.”
    

    
              She paused, and Ray waited. Aredyn sighed in defeat. 
      “Yes, it would be nice if you could help. Could you enter your password?”
    

    
              “What for?”
    

    
              Aredyn waved her hand. 
      “Oh, just the usual. Checking mail, watching videos, and playing games.”
    

    
              Ray moved over and sat beside Aredyn, entering his password for her. “That’s fine, but I want to watch.”
    

    
              Eagerly snatching the keyboard back from him after his desktop appeared, Aredyn opened a web browser without too much difficulty and opened a video-sharing site, before clicking on a video that was recommended for Ray. 
      “Interesting. It seems like humans enjoy repetitive videos of dogs that happens to continuously excrete rainbow waste matter while swimming under the sea to a synthesized feminine voice.”
       She turned to look at Ray. 
      “Does this interest you, too?”
    

    
              Ray looked at the flashing dog on his monitor. “I don’t. Personally, I like cats a lot more. Really,” he joked, “the only reason why I haven’t kicked you out of the house already is because you’re a cat.”
    

    
              Aredyn recoiled as best she could while in a chair. 
      “What do you mean, ‘cat’? I assure you, I am not at all feline, and you should be frightened over your own safety! I could kill you in seconds!”
    

    
              Ray rolled his eyes, smiling at the sarcasm. “Don’t even try to deny it. Here, watch,” Ray reached over at the keyboard and pulled up a video of general cat activities. Aredyn "stared.
    

    
              
      “So that is how this world’s dragons have evolved. I do not see how this benefitted them.”
    

    
              “Maybe if they were cuter and harmless, humans could give them more food?” Ray suggested.
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head. 
      “No, otherwise other dangerous felines such as your leopards and lions would not exist either. That is very interesting indeed. I shall have to look into this matter further.”
    

    
              Before their conversation could continue, a bell sounded from downstairs. “That’s probably the pizza,” said Ray, jumping out of his chair, “I’ll get it.”
    

    
              
      “Could you bring it up here for me to eat?”
       Aredyn called after him, 
      “I promise I won’t be messy!”
    

    
              Ray turned his head back as he went down the stairs. “Yes, Your Majesty! Anything you want! Would you like some fries with that as well?”
    

    
              Aredyn did not respond to that comment, so Ray opened the door. In front of him was an old man, with black hair on his head and face. “I have a tomato-pepper-pineapple and a cheese pizza,” the man said in a gruff voice, “did you order this?”
    

    
              Ray nodded. “Yeah, that’s mine.” He took the pizza boxes from the delivery driver, and placed them on a small stool to the side before rummaging in his pockets for some cash. “Thank you,” he said, giving a bill to the driver, who quickly examined it before taking it from him.
    

    
              “Thank you, sir. Enjoy your pizzas.”
    

    
              “Thank you! Have a great night!” He called behind the pizza delivery guy as he walked away. Ray closed the front door and took the two boxes in his hands, the pizzas’ pleasant aroma drifting out of the box through the holes on the sides. Taking them up the stairs, Ray lightly pushed his bedroom door open with the tip of his foot before dropping the stacked pizza boxes on a drawer. “One extra-large pizza for a Ms. Aredyn.”
    

    
              The mentioned dragon was, at the moment, engrossed in attempting to play a role-playing game, and did not respond to him for several seconds. 
      “Hm? Oh, thanks. I’ll eat in a bit, I’m trying to complete this Trial.”
    

    
              Ray didn’t answer, knowing that she would probably not notice if he said something, and took his own pizza box and opened it, the fragrant smell teasing his nose and making his mouth water. Aredyn glanced over briefly before turning back to her game.
    

    
              The pizza was okay. Not the best he’d ever had, but acceptable. The crust was a little mushy, and the cheese very greasy, but it was okay. By the time Ray had finished his pizza and cleaned up after himself, Aredyn had completed her Trial, leaving the game running, getting out of the chair to start eating her own pizza. 
      “...This is okay. Not the best I’ve ever had, but acceptable. The crust’s a little mushy, and the cheese very greasy, but the toppings seem to be pretty good.”
    

    
              Ray was mildly incredulous. “You’ve never 
      had
       a pizza before! Pizza’s don’t exist in your world, do they?”
    

    
              “No, they don’t. Still, it’s okay. I like waffles better.”
    

    
              Ray nodded sagely. “Very true. You enjoy consuming sugar more than nutrients. Completely expected.”
    

    
              “Oh, hush, you.”
    

    
              Ray moved to shut off his desktop, making sure that Aredyn’s game was saved so she wouldn’t get mad at him. He knew how people felt when their hard-earned progress in games was suddenly destroyed; he had experienced it plenty of times. Returning to his couch, he flopped on it, looking around the room, his eyes laying on a tarped rack of machines. He groaned. Both he and the author had clearly forgotten about it being a plot device, with the arrival of Aredyn driving nearly everything else out of his mind. It was really only because of Rio that he was even caught up on schoolwork. Her constant and insistent nagging helped a lot. For example...
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      From: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
                      To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
                      Subject: WORK
    

    
                      
      come on ray havent you done anything productive lately
    

    
      
    

    
              
              From: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
                      To: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
                      Subject: Re: WORK
    

    
                      
      Rio,
    

    
                      I’ve been a little busy lately. I’ll do my part soon. Aredyn says hi.
    

    
                      --Ray Xunil
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      From: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
                      To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
                      Subject: Re: Re: WORK
    

    
                      
      I see you playing video games with aredyn 
      right now
       im coming in
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray looked outside as he read the message from his phone. Standing a few metres away, staring into his window, was Rio, placing her phone back in her pocket as she glared at him. Somehow, even though he was in a secured building a floor above her, Ray involuntarily shivered. Rio could be one scary girl when she wanted to be.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-15
    

    
              Ray heard the door downstairs open as Rio let herself in. Why had he given Rio access to his house again? He would have to remedy that later, however, as the aforementioned female had somehow teleported into his room in the time for him to have a thought. She was smiling. Ray gulped.
    

    
              “Hi, Ray! Aredyn, you too!” She said cheerfully. Aredyn made an agreeable sound but remained flopped on Ray’s bed, half-asleep. “Did you get my email?”
    

    
              The question was clearly directed at Ray. He nodded, phone still in his hand. He tried to focus on anything else, but Rio’s eyes dragged his own back towards her. “Yes…”
    

    
              “Great! Now, like I’ve asked already, Ray, would you mind doing just a bit,” she used two fingers to represent one bit, “of our project? Let’s say, oh, I don’t know, twenty words?”
    

    
              Rio was still smiling. Although he was taller than Ray, he suddenly felt a lot smaller. Aredyn looked at the scene with interest, any vestige of sleepiness gone as she tried not to smile. “Um, yeah, sure, I’ll get started as soon as you leave.”
    

    
              Rio put her hands on her hips, and kept smiling knowingly. “I have a better idea,” she said, walking over behind Ray’s computer chair, and spinning it away from his gaming desktop and moving it to his desk, “how about I supervise you? That way, you get to do work, and I get to 
      make sure
       that you do work!”
    

    
              There was no way Ray could respond with anything other than a feeble affirmative. He took out a fresh sheet of lined paper, sharpened his pencil, and put its tip onto the start of a line. Then he paused. “Um, Rio? Could I get my laptop? Only I need to know what I’m going to be writing about…” he trailed off.
    

    
              “Of course not, Ray! I’ll give you my own notes that I copied off of 
      your
       terrible typed ones. They make sense, they’re concise, and best of all, they’re available even if your computer breaks!” Rio grabbed a notebook from her bag and flipped it to a page, then placed it to Ray’s left. He looked at it. They were indeed his notes, but written in handwriting at a level he could never hope to achieve. He sighed.
    

    
              “Fine…” he began writing, a little nervous under Rio’s gaze. He managed two rather tiny paragraphs before the overwhelming feeling of procrastination entered him. He 
      had
       to do something else. Anything. “Could I, um, use my computer now?”
    

    
              Rio looked a little surprised. “Is it that bad?”
    

    
              Ray let his confusion show on his face. “What is ‘it’?”
    

    
              “The procrastination monster.”
    

    
              “I… guess you could call it that. I just don’t want to work right now.”
    

    
              Rio nodded solemnly. “I’ll let you go for now. But we need to get kill it soon, or else it’s going to take over your life. Be back tomorrow!” Just as suddenly as she had entered, Rio flew down the stairs and left. 
    

    
              “Did that just happen?” he asked to no-one in particular.
    

    
      He turned to Aredyn to see that she was smiling amusedly at him. 
      “That was funny.”
       
    

    
              Ray frowned at the dragoness. “Go back to sleep, Aredyn. I’ll nap too in a bit,” he said, cleaning up his desk by returning his pencil to the pencil box and placing his less-than-half-filled paper in his drafts drawer, eyes slowly beginning to droop. Quickly going through his before-bed routine as fast as possible, he went to bed to see that Aredyn had already fallen asleep, and was hogging his blankets. That was a problem. To alleviate it, he grabbed a few extras from the closet and curled up to sleep. “Good night, Aredyn.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              The next morning, Ray opened his eyes blearily to see a pair of dark brown eyes staring back at him, a lot closer than they could have been. He suddenly shot awake, and was about to scream, when the eyes moved away to reveal that they were attached to Rio’s face, who had, irritatingly, once again let herself in. Aredyn was still sleeping, although she occasionally moved around. Ray looked out the window to see that the had just come up. He groaned. “At what time do you call this?”
    

    
              Rio tapped her foot on the ground. “Today we’re going to get rid of every procrastination monster in your body.”
    

    
              “Can’t we do this later? It’s so,” Ray yawned, “early.”
    

    
              Rio would not be dissuaded. “See? You’re already telling yourself that you’re going to do it later. Now get up!”
    

    
              “That’s not what I meant.”
    

    
              Rio walked into his bathroom shamelessly. “If you don’t get up, I’ll get a wet towel!” she called.
    

    
              It would take time for her to get the towel wet and cold, Ray reasoned. He closed his eyes to get a little shut-eye--
    

    
              ...before a wet, mildly slimy and disgustingly cold 
      thing
       made its presence clear on his face. He couldn’t help it this time. He screamed.
    

    
              The towel was subsequently removed from his face, and Ray panted heavily, glaring at Rio. “What was that for?”
    

    
              She shrugged. “You wouldn’t wake up.”
    

    
              “That’s not a reason! Why are you doing this? Why are you 
      here?
       This shouldn’t be happening!”
    

    
              Aredyn had woken up in the commotion, and shrugged off her blankets, uncurling from the ball she had put her body as while she was sleeping. 
      “Good morning, Ray, Rio. How are both of you?”
    

    
              “She put a cold towel on my face!”
    

    
              “He wouldn’t get up!”
    

    
              “You shouldn’t even be 
      in my room!
      ” Ray yelled, “Haven’t you ever heard of privacy? I’m male!”
    

    
              “Aredyn’s a girl.”
    

    
              “Aredyn’s not my species! You’re a human female teenager!”
    

    
              “So? What are you implying?”
    

    
              This topic was getting a little bit uncomfortable for Ray. He buried his head in his hands. “Why does this happen to me?” He moaned, promising to himself that he would 
      not
       forget to revoke Rio’s unrestricted access to his house. In the meantime, however, he was defeated. “Leave my room so I can change in peace.”
    

    
              Rio did so. At least she showed 
      some
       semblance of knowing when he should be left alone. Changing out of his pyjamas, he grabbed a pair of pants and a shirt at random from his closet and put them on haphazardly, then went to perform his morning routine. Aredyn had gone back to sleep, likely bored, and the author being too lazy and tired to manage more than two characters having a discussion at the same time.
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              The first thing Ray did once he went downstairs was to head directly to his security panel, ignoring Rio’s protests, and removing her name from every part of the system. “This way, you can’t do this again,” he explained. He dumped some batter into the waffle maker and poured out a cup of orange juice as he waited for the waffle maker to finish. Rio was sitting rather patiently at his table, writing something again in her notebook.
    

    
              The waffle maker beeped, allowing Ray to extract his prize from the maw of the black machine, who placed it on a plate and brought it, as well as his juice and syrup to the table. “Alright, Rio. What do you want from me?” he said, taking a bite out of his syruped waffle.
    

    
              Rio glanced upwards, placing her pencil down when she noticed he was ready for their procrastination-killing session. “Okay. So the strategy we’re going to try today to get you to work is for me to yell at you and insult you whenever you’re not working. Cool?”
    

    
              Ray blinked. He found it a little difficult to envision Rio being especially threatening, but... 
    

    
              “Oh, yeah, I’m going to see if Aredyn can help me out here too.” The aforementioned dragoness came down the stairs at that moment, and took the rest of Ray’s waffles from his plate, chewing slightly absentmindedly.
    

    
              Ray paled. 
      Now
       it was going to be a lot harder. “Uh, I’ll try. You guys aren’t going to hurt me, right?” Rio didn’t answer him, but moved over to Aredyn before whispering something in her ear. The dragoness looked at Ray, and smiled, a glint in her eyes.
    

    
              
      “Oh, certainly, Rio. Ray, we promise that no permanent physical harm or unnecessary pain will be dealt to you,”
       Aredyn chuckled, 
      “This is going to be fun. Now, why don’t we head to an outdoors area where we can do this in peace?”
    

    
              Ray was certain that this “peace” would do nothing except prevent him from calling out for help when he was inevitably killed by torture, but he could do nothing about it, with Rio leading the way and an invisible Aredyn watching his back so he wouldn’t try to run away. After a while, he felt more like a prisoner. Rio led the group away from his house, staying away from the forest behind his house and the roads. 
    

    
              It felt like nearly an hour had passed before they had stopped in what seemed to be the middle of nowhere. Tall grass was present all around Ray, and there were only a few trees dotting the landscape, the one they were under blocking out the sun’s rays the best it could. Ray didn’t know where he was (he really should have brought his phone), and there were no signs of civilisation as far as the eye could see. Rio sat down, leaning into the grass, and turned around to face him. Aredyn reappeared beside her. 
      “Ray! Rio and I have been talking!”
    

    
              “That’s not a good thing,” Ray muttered.
    

    
              
      “And we’re going to help you be productive! When I was a young hatchling, it took years of people yelling at me and cruel punishments before I could rid myself of that habit.”
    

    
              “I… have no experience with procrastination,” admitted Rio, “but I’m your partner for this project and we need to finish it, so I looked up how not to procrastinate on the Internet!” Rio pulled out her notebook and flipped it open to a page before turning it to Ray. “Here, take a read!”
    

    
              
    

    
              How to stop procrastinating
    

    
              1. Work for 25 minutes straight
    

    
              2. Take a five-minute break
    

    
              3. Repeat as necessary
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray flipped to the next page, but it was blank. “...Is that it?” Surely not procrastinating couldn’t be that easy!
    

    
              “Well,” said Rio, “the Internet also said that if you start your task it becomes easier as you go on. For example, you could put five words down on paper, or actually 
      start
       your story, like our author. They just started their task and it became easier. Inspiration is a little harder, of course.” She moved her hair behind her ear and sat down beside Ray, taking out 
      yet another
       notebook. “I got you a notebook. Let’s start with some exercises.”
    

    
              Ray took the notebook and the pencil offered, placing the tip of the pencil on the first page of the book. He hesitated. “What do I write about?”
    

    
              
      “Write a five-hundred-word article on how procrastination is bad for you,”
       Aredyn suggested, 
      “It’s a fairly short assignment that shouldn’t take too long.”
       
    

    
              Ray very nearly choked on his next words. “Fi-five hundred? That’ll take me, like, an hour!”
    

    
              Rio nodded. “Exactly. It’s like what the article said. Work for 25 minutes non-stop, then do nothing for five minutes, repeating until it’s done. I guess you could take a longer break every once in a while, but that would need more cycles, so we’re going to try two half-hour cycles.” She glanced at her watch. “And…. begin!”
    

    
              Ray tried to move his pencil. He really did. Nothing came out. “I-I don’t think I can do it.”
    

    
              Aredyn growled at him. 
      “You’ve been told all your life how smart you are. You were told that you did well in school because you were smart. You were misled into thinking that you didn’t need any extra help. I’m telling you that’s a terrible mindset. You need to start believing that the only reason why you did well back then was because you put in the effort, and slacking off isn’t going to help you now. Just 
      do
       it!”
    

    
              Inspired by Aredyn’s monologue, Ray immediately began creating a new masterpiece, spanning hundreds of thousands of words written in just a few hours, as Rio and the dragoness looked on, amazed--
    

    
              Ray’s fantasies were interrupted by Aredyn. 
      “Why haven’t you started yet?”
    

    
              Putting his pencil onto the paper, Ray wrote one sentence, just three words.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      Procrastination is bad.
    

    
      
    

    
              Then, another.
    

    
      
    

    
              It can ruin your life, causing you to rush deadlines and put off projects.
    

    
      
    

    
              And another.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      It is much like an addictive drug-- once you try it, it becomes very difficult to go back.
    

    
      
    

    
              Rio and Aredyn stared at Ray’s writing in enraptured silence, taking every word as he wrote at just under ten words per minute. However, that speed began to slowly increase. First up to fifteen words per minute, then thirty, as Ray’s thoughts became focused on his paper, the lack of any distractors around him benefitting him immensely. The broken server that the author never got around to addressing was ignored. His school project was ignored. His thoughts on what he would do to help get Aredyn home were ignored. His pencil scratched as fast as his brain could think of words, filling up pages upon pages of the notebook. After just under two hours, when the sun was high in the sky, he put down his pencil, the tip whittled down to the point that it was no longer viable for use. Dropping it, he leaned back against the stiff tall grass, wringing his sore wrist and rolling his head to ensure it would not be stuck in a position looking down all the time.
    

    
      Rio gingerly took the notebook from him, slowly turning each page, verifying its authencity. All one-thousand words were valid. “Wow… See, Ray? That’s what you can do when you don’t procrastinate! Just 
      do
       it!”
    

    
      Aredyn moved her head away from the notebook, nodding. 
      “Very impressive, Ray. Although I’m sure our author knows that’s not how this works in reality, this was a classic example of how simply pushing and scheduling your time can kill the monster laying deep inside your mind.”
    

    
      Ray’s mind was exhausted, but he looked gratefully at the two in front of him. “Thanks, guys. I didn’t know I could do that.”
    

    
      Rio snapped the notebook shut. “I didn’t know either! But since you finished this book so fast,” Ray’s heart sank. “...you can work on our project now! All you have to do to catch up with me is write two thousand words!”
    

    
      “Tha-that’s 
      double
       the amount of words I put down in 
      two hours!
      ” Ray protested, “Can I have lunch at least?”
    

    
      Aredyn looked up at the sky. 
      “It is probably best if we return to consume some food. I know that epiphanies can be tiring on both the body and mind.”
    

    
      “Congratulations, though, for real,” said Rio seriously, “That was really impressive. You went without a break for two hours straight! It might be better to pace yourself, though, so that you don’t burn out by going 
      too
       fast. I know that I get stuck after working for about three hours and get really sad so I go grab a snack or seomthing.”
    

    
      The three stood up, with Ray being the last to do so, and started heading back to his house. The trip was uneventful, with plenty of discussion between the three.
    

    
      “So, Aredyn,” asked Rio, “how’s your searching coming along? Have you found any clues yet?”
    

    
      Ray winced. He hadn’t told Rio about the fact that someone had tried to shoot him, and that Aredyn had subsequently mangled them. That didn’t stop Aredyn from explaining, though. 
      “I haven’t found anything yet, but some clues we found seems to connect the person who stole Ray’s computer to the same people that are interested in me, who 
      might 
      be the ones who attacked me.”
    

    
      Rio noticed a word in that paragraph. “Hold on, ‘we’? Ray, I thought you said you weren’t involved in this.”
    

    
      Ray frowned. “I did not say that, but I did help Aredyn once. That was when they took Mutperco…” he lowered his gaze to the ground sadly.
    

    
      “Mutperco?” Rio pressed.
    

    
      “Yeah… the Mutperco is a small computer that my parents brought home one day. It had a psychic chip in it that could understand Aredyn. Really weird.” Ray shivered.
    

    
      “Someone also tried to shoot Ray one day, as well. We think that the two are related.”
    

    
      “Someone tried to 
      shoot
       you?”
    

    
      “I took care of them afterwards.”
    

    
      Rio gaped at Aredyn. “Aredyn, you can’t do that! What if they discover someone’s missing. and they call the police! You could get Ray arrested!”
    

    
      “I doubt criminals would call the police.”
    

    
      “They really could! The police might not know they’re criminals, and they’d be able to remove Ray from the picture!”
    

    
      “Wait, Rio,” Ray interjected, placing a hand on her shoulder, “Aredyn saved my life. If she hadn’t stopped him, I probably would have died.”
    

    
      Rio spun around, anger blazing in her eyes. “She could have stopped him 
      without
       killing him! This just makes everything worse! Now they 
      know!
       Now they might escalate the situation!”
    

    
      “Rio, I recommend you calm down. I apologise if my actions have caused any harm; that was not my intent.”
    

    
      Rio remained silent until they reached the intersection where they went their separate ways, where she uttered a quiet goodbye. Ray and Aredyn walked in silence in the snow for a minute after Rio had left. “I think Rio’s a little upset.” Ray suggested.
    

    
      “She is definitely at least a little upset.”
    

    
      “Think we’ll need to talk to her?”
    

    
      “She can handle her own emotions just fine. You, on the other hand…”
       Aredyn said jokingly.
    

    
      “Hey! I control myself just fine! What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I didn’t imply anything, just that you cried the first time you watched anime because you thought that someone falling off a cliff was sad.”
    

    
      “It was a death! Of course I was sad!”
    

    
      “It was revealed prior that the protagonist had planned for that to happen and placed a trampoline there for his own safety.”
    

    
      “I was realistic! Trampolines don’t work like that in real life!”
    

    
      The playful bickering continued until they reached the house, all traces of thoughts of Rio gone, as well as their plan for the afternoon. Ray pushed open the door after placing a hand on the scanner, and opened the fridge. “Anything you want to eat?”
    

    
      Aredyn scanned the interior of the fridge. Left on the top shelf were leftovers from yesterday’s pizza, some fruits occupying the rest of that area, and below that laid vegetables and raw meat. On the fridge door was a collection of various sauces and beverages. 
      “I think I could go with some starch today. How about spaghetti? Do you have anything that could go with it?”
    

    
      Ray took a look inside the fridge too, after Aredyn had moved her head away. “Hm, I think we could use the tomato sauce, maybe drop a bit of basil on top. I’ll add a bit of meatball, but I’m not sure if there’s any cheese that would work…”
    

    
      “Just spaghetti for me is fine, you should have the meatball, you need the protein,”
       said Aredyn, 
      “anything else added is completely extra. Can I help?”
    

    
      Ray stared at her like she wasn’t human. “You? Help?”
    

    
      Aredyn looked stung. 
      “Well, if you dislike assistance so much, I could just wait in my room and play video games or something while you work…”
    

    
      Ray shook his head to dispel the confusion. “No, that’s not it, it’s just that… I always thought you were lazy or something. Huh, now that I think about it, that doesn’t really make sense, now does it?”
    

    
      Aredyn’s mildly hurt expression became amused. 
      “You thought of me as the lazy type? I’m hurt. Anyway, how do we begin?”
    

    
      Ray looked at the dragoness strangely as he began taking out ingredients. “Don’t you know already? You’ve seen my memories…”
    

    
      “I want to pretend I haven’t seen them. It makes conversations more engaging at times.”
    

    
      He shrugged. “Alright then. First we boil some water to put the spaghetti in later…” Aredyn used a paw to turn on the faucet, the pot in her maw. Ray turned on the heat to the stove as the water-filled pot was placed on top of the stove and they waited for it to boil, which took only a few minutes.
    

    
      “Next, you put your noodles in.” Carefully tearing only the packaging with her claws, Aredyn tipped the package in the pot, and the noodles quickly wettened.
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              Aredyn kept an eye on the noodles as she placed the lid onto the pot. “Finally, you wait about ten minutes before you take them out,” continued Ray, reading from his phone. “In the meantime, we can start cooking our sauce.”
    

    
              The dragoness awkwardly opened the fridge with her claws and searched for tomatoes. 
      “Where do you keep your tomatoes?”
    

    
              “Oh, we’re not actually 
      making
       tomato sauce. There’s a jar on the door.”
    

    
              
      “Imagine using 
      store-bought 
      tomato sauce,
      ” said Aredyn.
    

    
              Ray rolled his eyes. “I don’t have the patience to make tomato sauce by hand. You might as well suggest we plant our own food and be self-sustaining.”
    

    
              
      “You know, that would be better for the environment and would decrease food costs…”
    

    
              He shot back, “But it also increases labour. I don’t know about you, but humans in this area generally don’t like to perform labour.”
    

    
              Aredyn located the tomato sauce during this friendly debate and had retrieved it using a retracted claw. Closing the fridge door with her tail, she turned back to the stove, where two other pans awaited. 
      “Where do we put the tomato sauce?”
    

    
              Ray looked at his instructions again. “Oh, you put it on top of the meatba… oops.” he said as he swiped rapidly on his screen. “Uh, we need to cook the meatballs before you put the sauce on top so that it’s nicer…”
    

    
              Aredyn sighed and placed her jar of tomato sauce on the counter. 
      “And where are the meatballs?”
    

    
              “Freezer, top shelf. I’ll go prepare the basil.” 
    

    
      Aredyn struggled to open the freezer door as Ray opened the refrigerator effortlessly, rummaging through produce to find the basil. She grumbled, 
      “Show-off.”
    

    
      Ray took out the basil and closed the door before placing the basil in the sink. He turned to Aredyn and helped her pull the door open, then spread his hands in a gesture of innocence. “Hey, it’s not my fault you were born without limbs that fit best in a world where appliances aren’t designed for your species.”
    

    
      Not replying to Ray’s remark, the dragoness turned away from him and managed to take out the bag of frozen meatballs and slashed it open as well. 
      “Do I just dump this in the pan?” 
      Her paws were held directly above the pan, ready to dump out the processed meat inside.
    

    
      Ray glanced over for just a second, busy throwing basil into the chopping machine, and nodded. “Yup. Press the ‘meatball’ section on the menu when you’re done, and it should start cooking.”
    

    
      The meatballs fell into the pan, but the dragoness stabbed at the touchscreen without effect. 
      “I don’t think I can operate a touchscreen.
      ” 
    

    
      Ray gathered his basil and came over to observe. “It’s your scales. Our touch displays today are mostly capacitive, and your scales don’t conduct electricity all that well.” He pressed the button for her, and heat began to emanate from the stove below. Aredyn grabbed the lid and put that on too as Ray took out a plate and dropped the basil on it. “And now we wait.”
    

    
      There was silence for at least a minute, the only sounds being that of breathing and bubbling as the water in the spaghetti pot continued to boil. Finally, to break the mildly awkward silence, Aredyn spoke up. 
      “So, how much longer will the spaghetti take?”
       
    

    
      Ray looked at the stove timer and set one for five minutes. “Five minutes.”
    

    
      “How do you know?”
    

    
      “I forgot to set the timer when we put the spaghetti in, but five minutes seems like a reasonable guess.” Aredyn facepawed. “Well, you could have thought about it too! You know everything I do!”
    

    
      Bickering continued back and forth between the two until the meatball timer happily beeped. “Meatballs are done! Okay, now we dump the jar of tomato sauce onto the meatballs and wait another minute.” Ray checked the spaghetti timer. “If we time it right, the sauce should be hot at the same time the spaghetti finishes cooking.”
    

    
      Aredyn reached for the jar of tomato sauce and tried to twist the lid off, but her claws couldn’t grip the smooth metal top. 
      “Uh, do you have a rubber band, or something?”
    

    
      “Nope! Good luck with that!” The dragoness could practically hear Ray laughing at her inability to open a jar, and released a small growl of irritation. Ray continued to laugh.
    

    
      “There’s no need to laugh, Ray. I’m quite capable of removing this lid.”
       Ray continued to laugh as she tried harder and harder to arrange her claw in a way that would actually let the lid move with her claw. After three tries, she tried shaking the jar before twisting its lid. After ten, she gave up and just ripped a hole in the top of he lid using her extended claws, forcefully shaking it upside down over the pan, which caused small amounts of tomato sauce to spray everywhere, although most of it fell onto the meatballs.
    

    
      Ray had stopped laughing. “Oh. I guess… that works too.”
    

    
      Aredyn glared at him as she dropped the empty jar into the sink. He shrank back slightly.
    

    
      The dragoness maintained the glare. Ray backed off a little more, and he noticed that the bits of tomato that had fallen on her claws looked suspiciously like blood. Aredyn must have noticed his staring at her claws, because she grinned at him sinisterly. 
      “Well, Ray. It appears I 
      am
       capable of removing a metal cap from a glass jar, even if it was my first time. But do you know what else I’m capable of removing? Heads from bodies.” 
      She flexed her claws and advanced slowly on Ray. 
      “And I’m feeling pretty… 
      twisted
       today.”
    

    
      “Eheh,” said Ray nervously, carefully lifting his hands in surrender. “Aredyn? We’re friends, right? No hard feelings? Sorry?” Ray backed into the counter and closed his eyes. “Please don’t kill me!”
    

    
      Aredyn punched his shoulder lightly, all traces of malice gone, 
      “No, I’m not going to kill you,”
       her telepathic voice filled with restrained amusement, 
      “Although, you seem to get scared really easily. You’re not a very big tough male.”
    

    
      Ray poked his head out from under his arms when he realised Aredyn had retreated to the sink and was washing her hands. “Yeah, well, you’re a big tough 
      dragon
       that I 
      still
       don’t know how I’m dealing with that could kill me practically 
      instantly
      ! I don’t even know how I’m staying 
      sane!
      ” His arms waved around wildly.
    

    
      “Point taken. Very true. I 
      could
       kill you instantly.”
        The spaghetti timer beeped. Distracted from their conversation, Aredyn turned to take out a strainer and lifted the lid of the pasta, releasing a cloud of water vapour into the air. Ray inched beside her, knowing stealth was useless since she could probably hear and smell him (he wondered what he smelled like), and quietly turned on the ventilation fan, which roared to life. Aredyn was unperturbed. 
      “Could you turn off the timer while you’re at it?”
    

    
      Ray turned off the timer, and took out a large bowl, placing it on the counter to the left of the stove, which Aredyn slowly deposited noodles into. After more frustration with strainers being unable to pick up noodles well, the last noodle had fallen in. Ray eyed up the contents of the bowl, and nodded to himself. “This should be enough to fill both of us up.”
    

    
      He turned to the sauce, which was also starting to boil over. The heat to the pans had turned off automatically, and Aredyn watched in amusement as Ray struggled to lift the heavy pan filled with liquid and meatballs. 
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Refusing to look her in the eye, Ray shakily dumped the contents of the pan onto the noodles, a little bit of sauce falling off the pan onto the counter.
       “You should exercise more,”
       suggested Aredyn, as Ray accidentally dropped the pan harder than he had meant to in the sink, which let out a loud clang.
    

    
      “Stupid otherworldly species and their muscles,” grumbled Ray, “Anyway, food is ready. Just let me put the basil on it… It looks perfect!” The basil leaves were sprinkled all over the spaghetti, and there was a noodle dripping with sauce hanging over the lip of the bowl, but Aredyn decided not to mention that. Other than those few imperfections, however, it was perfect. Aredyn sat at the table, trying to arrange her body in a way that would be comfortable for her while sitting down. Ray went back and forth between the kitchen and dining table, bringing the noodles, bowls, utensils, and other fancy restaurant napkins and stuff.
    

    
      The dragoness was still trying to put her tail through the hole in the back of the chair, and when she did so and tried to sit, she cringed, and settled for sitting on her haunches on the chair, fore and rearpaws completely off the ground. Ray looked at her strangely as he served the noodles out. “You don’t have to sit at the table, you know.”
    

    
      “True!”
       Aredyn put two forepaws on the table at these words, and sort of stood/sat while bringing her own bowl of spaghetti to her snout, in effect dumping its contents directly down her throat, chewing rapidly. Ray stared as she put the bowl back down within seconds, licking a stray strand of spaghetti off her nose. Nearly half an hour of work, gone within less than half a minute. 
      “That was great! Is there more?”
    

    
      Ray shook his head in disbelief as he walked back to the kitchen to see if he could find anything else to feed the hungry dragoness, who was eying his own fill hungrily. “Don’t touch my noodles!” Once again at the fridge, Ray found more strawberries that he had bought the other day to feed hungry vegetarian dragons if they happened to need food, and took a crate of those out and started to wash them. He called back to the dining room, “Strawberries okay?”
    

    
      “Could you add some lettuce to those? Make a salad or something? Thanks!”
    

    
      Ray muttered something about demanding and ungrateful dragons destroying his life.
    

    
      “I heard that! Come on, I’m a good friend, right?”
    

    
      He didn’t comment, instead focusing on fulfilling the demands of his master by bringing out pre-washed lettuce, dropping the strawberries in them. Using his knee to close the fridge door, Ray returned to the dining room to see that Aredyn had resisted the urge to eat his spaghetti. He plopped the box of produce in front of her and waved vaguely at the box. “Here’s your order, ma’am. Would you like some fries with that?”
    

    
      “No, thanks,”
       Aredyn said, grabbing a pawful of lettuce and strawberries and dumping them in her mouth, 
      “This is plenty.”
       Ray noticed that she was probably the only being that could both speak and eat at the same time. He wondered about the limits of telepathic power. Slowly chipping away at his pile of spaghetti, he watched Aredyn finish the crate and hop off the chair, stretching on all fours on the ground. 
      “Mind if I use your bathroom?”
    

    
      Ray suddenly realised that he had never seen Aredyn clean herself before. He shuddered, remembering how many times she had slept on his bed. “Please do. Have you washed yourself at all recently?”
    

    
      “Well, there was that one time--”
    

    
      “Wait,” Ray interrupted, “don’t tell me, actually. I don’t think I want to know.”
    

    
      Aredyn looked offended. 
      “I was going to tell you I took a shower yesterday.”
    

    
      Ray blinked. “You did? I don’t remember you ever cleaning yourself up… or asking me to use the bathroom before, actually.”
    

    
      The dragoness scoffed, 
      “I went after you went to bed. You were just so tired playing Fortnite. Couldn’t really ask you then.”
    

    
      Ray had nothing to say to that.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      The next day was a school day, and after Aredyn had found school to be boring, she decided to stay at Ray’s house from then on, occasionally leaving through the window (after assuring Ray that she would keep a close eye on it and keep it closed when not in use) to explore the town and its surroundings, or to look for clues of how she could return home. Ray had tried asking about her progress on searching for clues, but she vehemently refused to give an answer each time, citing that she didn’t want to get him involved, no matter how much he insisted that he knew the risks and accepted them. “Come on, Aredyn, just tell me! You can trust me, and I promise I won’t get involved unless we 
      both
       agree that I can get involved.”
    

    
      “No, for the last time! Do you not remember what happened the last time you tried?”
       Aredyn was scowling at him in his room.
    

    
      “That was a coincidence! There’s no way that it’ll happen again! We were just unprepared!”
    

    
      “And how do you suggest you prepare so that this will not happen again?”
    

    
      Ray looked at his broken server that the author 
      still
       had yet to resolve the plot of because he was too busy having them make spaghetti. “I’ll… fix my computers so that they actually monitor the surrounding area!”
    

    
      Aredyn looked at him like he had grown a pair of wings and claws. 
      “Your security system was broken this whole time?”
    

    
      Ray tried to defend himself. “Well, not the whole security system, just the alarms. And cameras. And the defenses,” he sighed, “Only the locks are functioning right now,” he admitted.
    

    
      “Fix your system, and depending on how it works I’ll see if I trust it enough to let you come.”
    

    
      Ray held in a fist-pump. “Give me two hours with up to ten depending on if my server decides to cooperate.” And he ripped off the tarp to the server, which was still filled with flashing red lights, and went to work. Aredyn just watched, as even with access to Ray’s knowledge, it was difficult to assimilate all that information at once. It wasn’t like she could do the work, either, seeing how her paws’ dexterity was nowhere near Ray’s human hands’, not to mention how she likely would not be able to fit under the rack. She winced as Ray hit his head on a metal box as he tried to slide himself out.
    

    
      “How’s it going?”
       she asked for the third time as she tried to find something to do within the house. The computers were offline, so she couldn’t play video games, and she didn’t want to leave just yet to search since Ray had seemed so excited to go with her.
    

    
      Ray’s panting was audible under the server rack. Humans had such frail and weak bodies. Then again, Aredyn mused, they 
      were
       somehow the dominant species on this planet, so who was she to judge? “Pretty good, pant, actually! I think the problem was mostly hardware-based, so if we just replace this with the backup…” tinkering sounds came from under the cables and metal boxes, “Everything should reset as soon as you turn my laptop on! Could you do that? I’m going to check that everything down here is operating the way it should.”
    

    
      “Sure,”
       Aredyn stepped off the bed and poked a claw at the power button on his desktop. The fans inside spun to life before quieting again, and as Aredyn turned her head toward the server rack, all the lights turned green at different rates, some slower than others.
    

    
      “Great! It seems like everything is working! Now all we have to do is run a software self-check, and…” Ray pushed himself out under the computers and dusted himself off, before coming over to Aredyn and examining the information on the display. “No issues here! I think we’re good! Okay,” he said as he reached over to the keyboard, rapidly entering commands, “if we start this service, we should get a live display in five… four… three… two… one…”
    

    
      The text on the screen suddenly disappeared to be replaced by video of the areas surrounding the house. “Yes!” Ray cheered, “Everything works! Now I get to go!”
    

    
      Aredyn frowned as she analysed the video. 
      “I’m not so sure, Ray. Your security program sucks,”
       she shook her head as Ray’s expression turned crestfallen. 
      “Maybe if you asked Rio to come with you I would reconsider, but as of this moment I don’t think you even have an alarm built in this thing. How does it work? The interface is so simple. I don’t think you can even add more cameras.”
    

    
      Ray was determined. “Fine, then, I’ll ask Rio! If she says yes, you 
      have 
      to let us go with you!”
    

    
      “Why do you want to help me so badly anyway?”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know! I just want to advance the plot already so things can be peaceful again! I want closure!”
    

    
      “Fair enough. Want me to fly you over to Rio’s?”
    

    
      Climbing onto her back, Ray braced himself as Aredyn launched herself out the window. In just under a minute, they landed somewhat heavily in front of Rio’s house. Any observer watching would have seen a teenager dropping out of the sky, then stumbling as Ray, unprepared for the jolt of an abrupt landing, fell over. 
      “Sorry,” 
      apologised Aredyn, 
      “You weigh a lot.”
    

    
      Ray huffed as he walked up the stairs to the front door. “Wow, thanks.” Exactly fifteen seconds after he knocked, the door opened to reveal Rio’s mother. “Hi, Mrs. Nohigi, is Rio here today?”
    

    
      “Ah, Ray! Good to see you. No, I’m afraid she’s left for a walk. She said she was heading for the school, she might still be there if you hurry.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-18
    

    
              “Oh. We’ll be going there then,” said Ray. Rio’s mother frowned. “Bye!” Ray walked off in the direction of the school, the invisible Aredyn following.
    

    
              “‘We’?” asked Mrs. Nohigi, to no-one in particular, as Ray rounded the corner. Shrugging, she closed the front door and returned to doing motherly things, brushing the matter out of mind.
    

    
              “You almost blew our cover,”
       reprimanded Aredyn, who had caught on to what Mrs. Nohigi was thinking about. 
      “What if she asked you who you meant by ‘we’?”
    

    
              “Sorry!” They were walking leisurely down the road, although every once in a while Aredyn had to perform fancy maneuvers to avoid other people. The dragoness left the conversation at that, and they walked in companionable silence (although Ray couldn’t actually see his companion) until the school came in sight.
    

    
      Aredyn squinted. 
      “I can’t see Rio. Do you think she could have gone somewhere else?”
    

    
      Ray took a look around as well. There were a couple of young children soccer on the icy field, some older students playing basketball at the nets, and a few of what looked to be 
      adults
       sitting on the bench, playing card games. No sign of a girl holding a notebook could be seen. “I can’t see her either. Maybe if you tried a bird’s-eye view?” He heard a faint whump as the dragoness took off. Deciding to walk around the area himself as not to be completely useless, Ray hugged the wall of the school, avoiding eye contact with anyone. After a lap of searching revealed nothing, he went over to the nearby community centre to check if Rio had perhaps wanted to sit down indoors to write something.
    

    
      Sure enough, as soon as he stepped in the double doors, he saw Rio on a bench, scribbling intensely in her notebook. He tried to creep quietly towards her, but it was no use. As soon as he entered a ten-metre radius around her, Rio looked up and saw him. “Hi, Ray. What are you doing here?”
    

    
      It took him a while to answer that. Ray thought he stood there for a full ten seconds without speaking before his brain finally caught up to what Rio was saying. “Oh! Uh, Aredyn and I were looking for you so that I can 
      finally
       help her 
      do
       something. She says that if you agree to supervise me I get to go with her investigate!” Immediately after, Ray realised just how much he sounded like a child. 
      Outstanding move, Ray. That’ll convince her one-hundred percent.
    

    
      Rio frowned, tapping her pencil against her chin. “Aredyn wants me… to 
      supervise
       you?”
    

    
      Ray rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know, right?” Rio nodded. “I can’t believe she thinks I can’t handle mysel-”
    

    
      Rio looked at him amusedly, interrupting him, “No, I meant that I didn’t think that I would be enough to rein you in.”
    

    
      A horrified expression spread across Ray’s face, before fading to mere incredulousness. He wrung his hands in the air and looked at the roof. “Why must everyone I know be so cruel to me?”
    

    
      Rio chuckled good-naturedly. “Nah, I was just joking. Sure, I’ll check it out, just let me finish my writing project. Seriously, though,” she raised an eyebrow at him. “You must really suck at taking care of yourself if 
      Aredyn
       asked 
      me
       to come along.”
    

    
      Ray didn’t respond, instead settling with an indignant look at her as she turned back to her notebook. He managed to wait a whole minute before his patience wore thin. “What are you writiing about, anyway?” He craned his neck over to look at Rio’s notebook. Rio quickly snapped the book shut, her cheeks slightly reddening. 
    

    
      “Uh, nothing! Like I said, it’s just a writing project!” Ray was more curious now.
    

    
      “You know, if you just acted normally, I would pry less,” he commented, “Can I see?”
    

    
      “Nope,” Rio was unmoving. “What’s in this book is only for 
      my
       eyes to see.”
    

    
      Ray was intelligent enough to leave his friend alone. “Fine,” he conceded, “but I’ll ask you again later. I could help revise or edit?”
    

    
      Rio was already shaking her head the instant he suggested looking at it. “
      Mine
      . Unless Aredyn mind-controls me or something, not going to happen.”
    

    
      “Ray? I can’t find Rio. Where are you? If you can hear me, can you meet me at the front door of the school?”
       Ray broke off from the conversation, focusing on the voice in his mind
    

    
      “Something wrong?” Rio asked, noticing that Ray’s attention was elsewhere.
    

    
      Ray shook his head. “Aredyn just told me to meet her outside. Are you done your ‘writing project’?”
    

    
      Rio turned so that the back of her notebook was facing Ray and furiously scribbled a few more words down before slapping it shut. “Now it is, for today, at least. Where is she meeting us?”
    

    
      Ray started to head out. “Front of the school.”
    

    
      The two walked past the tennis courts on the way to the school. “Do you play tennis?” pointed out Rio, trying to make some conversation.
    

    
      Ray looked where she was pointing, and shook his head. “No, probably the only sports I’m not complete trash at are basketball or badminton.”
    

    
      “Badminton?” Rio looked surprised. “I never took you for the badminton type. How well can you play?”
    

    
      Ray coughed. “I can’t actually smash the shuttlecock.”
    

    
      “Shuttlecoc-- oh. You mean birdie.”
    

    
      Ray waved the matter aside. “No, it’s called a shuttlecock. The World Badminton Federation says that the official designation for the term is shuttlecock.”
    

    
      “Who care what they say? Are you going to call soccer ‘football’ because that’s how the rest of the world calls it?”
    

    
      “But that’s what it’s supposed to be, regardless of locale or language. Whatever, you call it your way and I’ll call it my way.”
    

    
      Rio sighed, but didn’t have a chance to respond, as a voice only they could hear suddenly entered their minds. 
      “Ray! Rio! To your left!”
       They turned left, and blinked at who they saw waving at them. 
      “Do you see me? I’m waving at you!”
    

    
      Rio whispered to Ray, “Is that weird person… Aredyn?” In front of them was a small child who looked about ten years old, and was wearing a skirt and t-shirt.
    

    
      “I think so,” whispered back Ray, “Do you think she knows that it’s a little cold for a t-shirt and skirt?”
    

    
      Rio stifled a laugh. “Probably not. We should probably get her to change before someone asks her about it.” The other people were starting to give second looks to the child wearing only one layer in the snow-covered playground. Ray and Rio walked to the child, who put her hands on her hips and attempted to look angry, but it came out as a small frown.
    

    
      “Why were you guys whispering?”
    

    
      Ray lowered his voice, “Ah, before I go crazy on how you managed to turn into another species 
      and
       got clothes that fit, I’d like to point out that it’s below zero outside and wearing only a layer is a little odd.”
    

    
      The girl looked down. 
      “I see. My apologies, I forget that you humans use clothing for something other than fashion. Give me a second…”
       Suddenly, a pair of boots replaced the child’s flip-flops, snow pants over her skirt, a jacket on top of the t-shirt, and a woolen hat and pair of gloves to top it off. Anyone who looked back at her convinced themselves that they were only imagining that they saw an insane child dressed for the summer and shook their heads. Rio blinked, and opened her mouth, then closed it. The child smiled. 
      “I see you’re a little confused.”
    

    
      Ray noticed that they were drawing more attention again, and gestured for them to move. “Let’s talk about this on the way back to my house.” Rio nodded in agreement.
    

    
      The trio walked down the snowy sidewalk, four pairs of footprints appearing behind them. Ray looked back to begin their conversation, and started. “Wait. Aredyn, are those your footprints?” Rio looked back too, and frowned.
    

    
      “Is that form a disguise, like, an illusion?” she asked.
    

    
      Aredyn’s human form nodded. 
      “Yes.”
       She looked behind her. 
      “Oops. So that’s how you found out.” 
      The footprints were suddenly swept away by an unseen force. 
      “Don’t worry, it won’t happen again.”
    

    
      Ray’s face held a thoughtful expression. “How does this work? Do you refract light in a way that lets you disguise yourself?” he asked, thinking of a certain creature from a franchise whose behaviour seemed to suit Aredyn more and more.
    

    
      “No,” 
      the disguised dragoness snorted audibly, 
      “Obviously I send a psychic message to everyone nearby that convinces their minds that they’re seeing a human child.”
    

    
      Ray blinked. “Huh. I wonder…” He placed his hand on Aredyn’s head, and was startled when his hand felt cold, smooth scales a few inches above the head he could actually see. “Cool!”
    

    
      Rio was still thinking hard. “Hold on, if you can do that… does that mean you have psychic powers?”
    

    
      “Did the ability to read minds not give that away the first day I told you?”
    

    
      That was odd. Ray considered that statement, and realised he had never actually made that connection. “Even more cool! Can you move things with your mind?”
    

    
      “To an extent. Telekinesis is a difficult ability to master. It requires significantly more mental strain than a simple broadcasting of thoughts.”
    

    
      “Can you make a snowball?” To their right, a perfectly spherical globe of snow lifted itself from the ground, before hurtling at Ray. It slammed against his side, and he recoiled. “Hey!”
    

    
      “I made you a snowball,”
       Aredyn’s voice sounded a little tired, 
      “That took a lot of me, you know.”
    

    
      “So that’s why you still need your wings. I was thinking that if you could levitate objects, why not yourself?”
    

    
      “Mental lifting is just as taxing as physically lifting an object, if not more, since the mind is less trained to do this. It’s similar to trying to jump and 
      keep
       yourself up in the air. Believe me, I’ve tried.”
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      “It’s actually even harder sometimes. If an object is farther away, it becomes 
      exponentially
       more difficult to pick up.”
       Rio’s expression suddenly dropped. 
      “That’s why even though I can lift myself a metre in the air for about a second, I can’t even lift you or Rio at all.”
    

    
              Ray and Rio processed that information. “Huh. Are there any ways you can improve your stamina?” asked Rio.
    

    
              
      “Improved ability naturally comes with age. Also, if I repeatedly train lifting heavier objects, that would help too.”
       Rio opened her mouth for a suggestion, but Aredyn cut her off flatly, 
      “I do not intend to do that latter because it is a pain in the tail and, in my opinion, not worth the convenience it offers.”
    

    
              “But it only takes a bit of time everyday, right?” insisted Rio, “If you were to lift, say, a lamp every night, wouldn’t your stamina increase? It would only take a few minutes at most.”
    

    
              
      “Right, but working out only takes a bit of time everyday, right? If you were to do, say, twenty push-ups every night, wouldn’t your stamina increase? It would only take a few minutes at most.”
    

    
              Rio took a while to think about that response. “That’s… true.” She turned to Ray. “Ray! Go do twenty push-ups every night so that we can make Aredyn lift more things telekinetically!”
    

    
              Ray balked. “What? Why me? Why does Aredyn need psychic powers? She’s probably stronger than any of us ever will be physically!”
    

    
              Rio started counting on her fingers with every point made. “Well, first, she lives with you. What better motivation can someone have than a friend doing something with them?”
    

    
              “She can go live with 
      you
       if you want it so badly!”
    

    
              “I have actual parents that are around. Secondly, all the fiction books I’ve read say that psychic powers are very useful. If you were trying to be stealthy, you could use them to move things without someone noticing.”
    

    
              
      “They are very useful,”
       Aredyn admitted, 
      “But they take so much effort to master. It 
      would 
      be very nice to have someone putting effort with me.”
    

    
              “Finally,” Rio concluded, “You could probably get some exercise,” she teased, “since all you do is sit at your computer playing video games, anyway.”
    

    
              
      “Tell you what,”
       the dragoness suggested, 
      “If you help me, I won’t force you to bring Rio along when we search for clues.”
    

    
              Ray’s eyes gleamed. “Alright, I’ll do it!” He stopped at the intersection where he and Rio went their separate ways. “When do we start?”
    

    
              
      “Tonight, if you want.” 
      She waved an illusory hand at Rio as she continued walking away from them. 
      “Goodbye, Rio!”
    

    
              “Bye!”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              That night, a young male teenager was struggling as he tried to perform his sixth push-up. 
      “Come on, Ray, only fourteen more!”
       Aredyn’s voice was strained too, a small ball of yarn suspended in the air five metres away from her and a metre off the ground.
    

    
              “Why… did I agree… to do this…” panted Ray, as he held himself in the air, preparing to bring his body down again. “Are you sure… you actually need… practice?”
    

    
              
      “Of course. This isn’t easy for me, you know. I’m dying here. It only helps when you die with me too, and that’s when it becomes a competition.”
    

    
              Ray narrowed his eyes and did a push-up, all fatigue gone now. “A competition, you say? Well, let’s see 
      you
       move the ball up and down and we’ll see who lasts longer.”
    

    
              
      “You’re on.”
       The yarn began to move a ruler’s length in each direction at about the same speed that Ray was doing push-ups.
    

    
              “Why… is this scene,” Ray puffed, “even 
      in 
      this book?”
    

    
              
      “You see, our author really had nothing else to write about, since it was too early to actually progress the plot. In fact, this is actually so awkward that I think that they’ll start to move on.”
    

    
              “They… better… oof!” Ray collapsed after his twentieth push-up, looking up to see the ball still moving rhythmically. He groaned. “I change my mind, let’s never do this again.”
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              Giving up on doing push-ups was easy. Ray just stopped and headed to his computer to browse the Internet. Checking his inbox, he took a look at the information package his teacher had sent him and frowned. “Wait a minute… This doesn’t seem right.” His aura flared to life around him. Aredyn dropped the ball of yarn she was levitating and began preparing to sleep.
    

    
              
      “Aren’t you coming to bed?”
    

    
              “I can’t. This is important.” Ray sounded deadly serious, furiously smashing away at his keyboard to search for references and sources.
    

    
              
      “What?”
       Aredyn was confused.
    

    
              “Someone is 
      wrong
       on the Internet.” Ray said so vehemently that for a second, Aredyn actually believed what he was doing was so critically important that he would not even procrastinate for it. “What do you want me to do? LEAVE? Then they’ll keep being wrong!”
    

    
              Aredyn looked at him confusedly before shrugging, hopping onto his bed and curling into a ball. Trying to get to sleep, she was constantly irritated by the clacking of Ray’s keyboard. 
      “Do you mind finishing any time in the next hour?”
       she asked after five minutes of nonstop typing.
    

    
              “No! It is 
      my
       responsibility as a citizen of the Internet to right whatever wrong I may find on it! If someone isn’t corrected, they’ll spread misinformation, and that’s illegal! I must spread the truth!”
    

    
              Aredyn groaned and grabbed Ray’s pillows and holding them over her sensitive ears. 
      “Just hurry up and let me sleep. I’m a dragon, I need my energy and stuff. Just 
      end
       it already please I’m so close...”
    

    
              Ray sent the message and looked intently at the screen, waiting for a response. Within just a few dozen seconds, his constant refreshing of the web page revealed a new message for him.
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      xunil,
    

    
      Thank you for correcting me. I was not aware that klekphin did not utilise ewrujo in its riljn. I was always taught that because of the auehnu, erjil made it impossible for riljn to maximise the use of ewrujo.
    

    
      asyther
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray leaned back in his chair and breathed a sigh of relief. 
      “Are you done now?”
    

    
              He powered off his computer and began his own nightly routine. “Yep! Today, we saved another person from the dangers of ignorance!”
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              Ray prepared his belongings the next morning in preparation of exploration. Aredyn just watched him silently and went back to playing video games to pass the time. “Let’s see,” he muttered, “I’ll need some snacks, my phone, my laptop, my battery bank, my second battery bank--”
    

    
              
      “You know, that technology could definitely be destroyed,
      ” Aredyn suggested lightly, still facing the computer, 
      “There’s a very good chance that we’ll need to make some quick escapes.”
    

    
              Ray shook his head. “I need my phone! And my laptop! And what if they run out of battery! And what if the battery runs out of battery? I 
      need 
      them!”
    

    
              Aredyn shrugged. 
      “Your loss.”
    

    
              Five minutes later, Ray was done, and he only needed two rocks to counterbalance his bag. “Maybe I do need to clean out some stuff,” he admitted reluctantly. He forlornly took out his backup and backup-backup battery bank, which reduced the requirement on his shoulders so that he only needed to lean forward a little bit. After all, some weight had to be removed anyway by consumption of food, right? “Ready!”
    

    
              Aredyn saved her game and turned off the desktop. 
      “Are you sure? This could take days, depending on what we find.”
    

    
              Ray retorted, “
      You
       never take less than a day.”
    

    
      “Still, I’m just laying out the risks. I’ll do my best, but it can be hard protecting a lump of slowly moving flesh.”
    

    
      “I don’t care! I did push-ups for this, I know I want to go!”
    

    
      “If you say so. Let’s go, then.”
       Aredyn lowered herself, wings extended, and Ray gingerly climbed on, trying to make both himself and his ride as comfortable as he could. As they blasted through the window, they accelerated so fast that Ray’s hair was stuck the side of his head for nearly a minute before the dragoness became invisible underneath him. 
      “Can you keep an eye out for anything that looks strange?”
    

    
      Ray took in the view of the plains and snow below him, nodding absentmindedly until he realised Aredyn couldn’t see him. He responded, “Oh! Um, of course! Yeah. Keeping an eye out for anything that looks strange!”
    

    
      They flew in relative silence for what felt like two minutes before Ray noticed something highly unusual on the ground. “Hey, Aredyn,” he shouted over the wind, “I think I see something!”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
              He pointed with his finger before realising once again that she could not see it. “The big shining beacon of light directly in front of us!”
    

    
              
      “What big shining beacon of light directly in front of us?”
    

    
              “You know,” Ray’s eyes were focused on the big shining beacon of light directly in front of the duo. “That 
      big shining beacon of light directly in front of us!”
    

    
              
      “I don’t see a 
      big shining beacon of light directly in front of us
      .”
    

    
              “Of course not,” Ray yelled, turning his head back toward the big shining beacon of light now directly behind them, “It’s a big shining beacon of light directly 
      behind
       us now!”
    

    
              Aredyn slowed to a stop and hovered in the air, Ray feeling her wings carving out great amounts of air with every stroke. 
      “Am I blind? I don’t see a big shining beacon of light directly behind us now.”
    

    
              Ray frowned. The shininess was almost overpowering! How could Aredyn, with her superior eyes, not see it? “How about I guide you there and then we see what’s down there?”
    

    
              
      “Alright…”
       Aredyn said hesitantly, 
      “I’ll assume you’re insane. Which way?”
    

    
              Ray pointed in the direction of the big shining beacon of light directly behind them. Then he realised she couldn’t see his pointing of the direction of the big shining beacon of light directly behind them. “Uh… can you tell compass directions? It’s too cloudy for me to see the sun and the big shining beacon of light makes it hard to tell what’s on the ground!”
    

    
              
      “Of course,”
       Aredyn answered, sounding almost offended, 
      “What do you take me for, a human?”
    

    
              Ray rolled his eyes at the implication and brought out his phone, taking a little while to turn on due to the weather conditions and temperature, which was starting to bite at Ray’s skin even through his three layers. Out came the maps application. Glancing at the compass component, Ray yelled, “Go east for, like, I dunno, a hundred metres!”
    

    
              Aredyn went and stopped exactly one hundred metres due east.
    

    
              “Now go about ten metres southeast!”
    

    
              Aredyn did so.
    

    
              “Land!”
    

    
              They swooshed down to the ground, Ray hurriedly putting his phone back in zipper pocket before it could be blown out of his hands by the wind. 
      “Thank you for flying Dragon Airlines. We hope you fly with us again.”
       Aredyn turned visible again, performing what looked to be a small dragon courtesy before looking back at him, her eyes gleaming with amusement.
    

    
              “Five out of five, the view was amazing.” Ray looked around and noticed that they were in the same clearing that Ray had found the dragoness in, the big blinding shining beacon of light fading a little to let him see his surroundings. “Wait a minute, isn’t this where--”
    

    
              
      “Yeah. Also, I think I see what the big shining beacon of light that you saw was pointing to.” 
      She raised a paw and pointed. Ray squinted and saw a staircase embedded into the ground. A sign was posted next to it, with the words 
      Backyard Pit
       inscribed on the wood, and a sequence of characters that Aredyn seemed to recognise directly below them.
    

    
              “What does the part under ‘Backyard Pit’ say?” he asked.
    

    
              Aredyn looked confused. 
      “There is nothing under ‘Backyard Pit’.”
    

    
              “Yeah there is,” he insisted, walking over to point at the odd scribblings. “Right here!”
    

    
              The dragoness nodded her head in understanding. 
      “Ah. That says ‘Backyard Pit’. I thought that was what you were referring to.”
    

    
              “I don’t understand it, how could I read it? Anyway, this is really weird. I don’t think it’s even possible that this was set up in two weeks.”
    

    
              
      “I agree,” 
      agreed Aredyn, 
      “This almost seems… supernatural. Like a last-minute. addition onto our plot so our writer wouldn’t go completely and utterly insane trying to force his refusing brain to cooperate with him into completing this story.”
    

    
              Ray nodded with her. “Seems legit. When do we go in? Are we ready?”
    

    
              Aredyn took another look at the supplies on Ray’s back. 
      “I’m not carrying anything. I’m always ready. Are 
      you
       ready?”
    

    
              Ray answered her question by walking down the stairs. Huffing, her breath becoming visible in the cold air, she followed.
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      A/N:
       I know, this might be familiar, but I really was dying when trying to write something. My poor brain…
    

    
      
    

    
              “What the heck how did what”
    

    
              
      “Quiet!” 
      Aredyn hissed at him, even though he was the only one who could hear her in this room. 
      “You might attract something!”
    

    
              “But what the how did what”
    

    
              
      “Shh!”
    

    
              Ray finally got the message and shut his gaping mouth. Behind them, the stairs had suddenly disappeared, a wall replacing them, but the amount of lighting in the room, which should have been zero, had not changed. He frowned, and started speaking again, but much more rationally. And quietly. “But how? What? That doesn’t obey the laws of physics!”
    

    
              Aredyn was on high alert. 
      “Physics. Your so-called ‘laws of physics’ wouldn’t even hold a candle in our world. This must be from there, and since it originated from Hetra, it must follow our rules.”
    

    
              “What rules are these?”
    

    
              
      “Magic.”
    

    
              Ray shoook his head and decided to stop thinking about it. “...Sure. Where do we go?”
    

    
              The underground cave was damp, and brown soil was present on every one of the rectangular walls of the room, occasionally a grey pebble staining the otherwise relatively smooth surface. At one of the room was a corridor. 
      “I’d say we go down the only route we 
      can
       go.”
       Aredyn nudged him, pushing him into the corridor.
    

    
              He started walking faster than she was. “I can walk by myself, you know.”
    

    
              “With how much time you spend on the bed and on your computer, I don’t know.”
    

    
              “Haha. Very funny.”
    

    
              The corridor was short and shortly opened up to a room about the same size as the one they had just left. Beside the wall to their left, a black square with a green arrow lay, as if it was meant to be stood on. At the other far corner was an apple, somehow bigger than Ray’s arm and looking perfectly pristine. He walked over to it and grabbed it. To his surprise, it weighed almost nothing as he dropped it into his bag. Aredyn softly padded towards the black square with the green arrow, and carefully put the tip of her claw on it, ready to bound back if need be. Nothing happened.
    

    
              A little more confident that she wouldn’t be obliterated by some trap, she put down more weight, putting two paws on it.
    

    
              Still nothing happened.
    

    
              She walked entirely onto the platform, and began to jump up and down.
    

    
              Yet even then, nothing happened.
    

    
              Giving up, she walked back to Ray as he retrieved his apple from his bag and examined it suspiciously. “Aredyn, what do you think of this apple?”
    

    
              
      “Pass?”
    

    
              Ray gave the dragoness the apple, who took it in her mouth, which bit down on it a few seconds after it had been placed in there. 
      “Mm. It’s quite good. Very filling, too.”
    

    
              Ray let out a sound of surprise. “What are you doing? It could be poisonous!”
    

    
              
      “Probably not. No one uses poison these days, and why would anyone poison the apple?”
    

    
              “Because they want to kill you!”
    

    
              
      “Far simpler ways to do that.”
    

    
              Exasperated, Ray just followed as Aredyn turned and went through the next corridor. This time, there was someone at the end. He frowned. “Is… is that a housecat?”
    

    
              Sure enough, there was a small orange cat that laid at in front of the next path, sleeping soundly. Its fur looked meticulously groomed, and it was 
      big.
       So big that it blocked them from being able to walk around or over it. Ray just gave up and shook his head. “This place just keeps on getting weirder and weirder.”
    

    
              Aredyn stepped closer, but as soon as she entered a two-metre radius around the cat, it suddenly stood up and opened its eyes, the fur on its hackles standing on end. It turned and glared at them, as if daring them to try to cross. Aredyn said something that Ray could not understand. The cat did not respond. 
      “Please do get out of our way. We’re trying to find a few clues.”
       she repeated.
    

    
              The cat still did not move. It continued to look at the duo angrily. “Um, Aredyn?” asked Ray meekly.
    

    
              
      “Yes?”
       Aredyn said, not taking her eyes off of the feline in front of her.
    

    
              “Could I just, uh, sit in the corner while you deal with this ridiculously large cat?”
    

    
              
      “Sure.”
    

    
              When Ray placed his foot down to walk, the cat lunged at him. 
      “Ray! Behind you!”
    

    
              Startled, Ray turned to see the cat flying through the air at him, Aredyn angrily trying to reach for it before it could hit him, but it was too late. All Ray could see was orange as the cat rammed into him, knocking him backwards onto the ground. He let out an 
      oof
       as Aredyn collided into them both in an attempt to knock the cat off. Then four sharp teeth stabbed into Ray’s shoulder.
    

    
              The worst pain that Ray ever felt (which, granted, was not much, given how he had not really experienced severe pain before) spread and Ray tried to struggle to help Aredyn without moving his shoulder. It was quite difficult. In what must have been only five seconds but what felt like five minutes, Aredyn yanked the cat out of Ray and threw it across the room, its head slamming into the rock and collapsing in a heap, unconscious.
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              Panting heavily, Aredyn took one look at the cat to ensure that it was no longer aware of its surroundings before looking over Ray’s injury, frowning. 
      “You see, this is why I didn’t want frail humans to come. They’re quite incapable of defending themselves. I’m going to drop you off when we get back immediately.”
    

    
              Ray gritted his teeth through the pain. “No… it’s just that… I wasn’t prepared… I can help…”
    

    
              
      “You’re having trouble staying awake even now, what makes you think you can survive who knows how long until we get out of this thing?”
    

    
              His shoulder throbbed, and he clutched it, letting out a hiss when he accidentally brushed his palm against the open injury. Scanning the room, he noticed a collection of blue berries laying on the ground. “How… about those… berries over there?” he managed to say, gesturing at the fruit, which bore similarities to the apple. Aredyn picked up the fruits in her mouth and dropped them into Ray’s waiting hands. “Ew,” he tried to joke, “Dragon saliva…”
    

    
              Aredyn just glared at him. 
      “Eat it.”
    

    
              As he raised the smooth berry to his lips after brushing as much dragon spit off of it as he could, he gave it an experimental bite. An explosion of sweetness flooded his mouth, and his eyes widened. “Zhish ish sho good!” Nomming down the rest of the berries, Ray felt a strange sensation in his shoulder, which, after it faded, also removed the pain too. Glancing at what he expected to be a bloody hole, both Ray and Aredyn were surprised to see the wound already closed, the skin sealing itself, good as new, if not for the remaining blood all over it.
    

    
              
      “Interesting,” 
      Aredyn mused, 
      “It appears these are 
      actual 
      naro berries. I have not seen one of those in a long time.”
    

    
              Ray tested his shoulder by rolling it in each direction. “Naro berries? Cool, I don’t feel anything anymore!”
    

    
              The dragoness nodded. 
      “Yes, naro berries are extremely potent, being able to treat very serious injuries. It’s quite a miracle we found them here, actually. They’re very difficult to obtain.”
    

    
              “They don’t seem that rare,” Ray said, pointing out another collection of the blue berries sitting in another corner, “There are more over there. Actually,” he said as he looked around the room, “There’s a whole bunch of random stuff here. I can see a scarf over there and some large gold coins here too.” Bending down, Ray showed a pink scarf to Aredyn while he examined what looked to be a large golden coin, with the letter ‘B’ enscribed on it. Aredyn looked stunned.
    

    
              
      “Thes-these are not supposed be here! That scarf has ahcep embedded in it, I assume it protects its wearer from poison, but that’s Hetra’s currency! Why is there a bollar on the ground?”
       Her ears flicked in concern as she processed this information, looking deeply in thought. 
      “Hmm…”
    

    
              Ray patted her on the back. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out later.”
    

    
              Aredyn gave him a draconic scowl. It was a lot less threatening than Ray had originally pictured a displeased dragon to be. 
      “This is no time for procrastination. We must traverse this place and find out how and why it was created.”
    

    
              And so they headed down the corridor at the end of the room, which opened up to another room, but this time with two viable corridors, both turning at corners to prevent seeing their destination. Ray looked at the two, and chose the left one at random. “Let’s go this way.”
    

    
              After they rounded the bend, they were greeted with a dead end. Ray blinked. “I guess we’re going the other way.
    

    
              They went the other way.
    

    
              The other way opened up to a room smaller than the ones they had been in before, but it had a large stone staircase at its corner, leading down into darkness. Aredyn gazed at it curiously. 
      “It appears as though the magic becomes more powerful the deeper we go. I’m not entirely sure that this is even anchored to reality.”
    

    
              “That’s reassuring. Let’s go!” They headed down the staircase, Aredyn turning her head to look back occasionally to check for something. “What are you looking for?”
    

    
              
      “I want to see what happens when we go down the staircase. Remember the entrance?”
    

    
              She stared hard, walking backwards, her purple eyes reflecting plenty of light back at Ray, then blinked and stopped at the foot of the staircase. Ray turned. “What is it--oh. What. How?”
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              As soon as Ray put his second foot down onto the new ground, he had turned to try to look back up, and his face gained the same expression that was on Aredyn’s. “How does a staircase disappear like that? I was on that thing a second ago!”
    

    
              
      “I am now certain that this is a one-way path,”
       said Aredyn, 
      “Everything seems to be so random, it’s almost like the magic is so much stronger here, even more so than on Hetra…”
       she said the last part more to herself than to anyone in particular.
    

    
              Ray pushed the thought out of his mind. “It hasn’t killed us, right? Then we should be fine! Let’s go!”
    

    
              Ray took the lead, marching in front of Aredyn into the dark brown room. He couldn’t tell any difference between the rooms on this floor and the ones above, at least at a quick skim of the room. Searching for the corridor into the next room revealed that they were in a fairly large area, with Ray being unable to see what he thought were the north and south walls, and more than five paths leading out of the room. Small items were littered about the ground, including a few seeds, another apple, more piles of those naro berries, and and interestingly blue orb. When he touched it, a disembodied voice sounded in his head. 
      Totter orb
      . He jumped. “Aredyn, was that you?”
    

    
              Aredyn was at the other side of the room, facing down another cat. At his voice, her ears stood up attentively, and she turned to look at him. 
      “What was me?”
    

    
              “Ah, never mind.” Knowing that it could not have been the dragoness, he poked the orb experimentally. What did it do?
    

    
              As if it could read its thoughts, the same disembodied voice suddenly popped up in his mind again. 
      Confuses all enemies in the room.
       This time, Ray was better prepared, but was still startled. The orb slipped out of his clumsy hands. Trying to grab it, he only succeeded in pushing it away from him further, and it smashed on the ground. Aredyn turned to see what had made the sound of shattering glass, and the cat lunged at that moment.
    

    
              Into the wall, and yet another feline was knocked unconscious by the unforgiving dirt wall. Ray looked back at Aredyn, who pounced on the cat after becoming aware that it had ran into the wall before slashing its underbelly. The cat neither moved nor made a sound. 
      “What did you do?”
    

    
              Ray looked back at the glass fragments, which were already beginning to disappear. “I dropped this ‘totter orb’ thing, and it said that it would ‘confuse every enemy in the room’.”
    

    
              The dragoness gasped. 
      “You found one of the mystical orbs… and 
      dropped 
      it? Accidentally?”
       Her tone seemed a little more incredulous at his behaviour than normal.
    

    
              Ray nodded nervously, scratching the back of his neck. “Ummmmmmmmm… yes?” Aredyn just gave up and shook her head, walking over to him.
    

    
              
      “This is even stranger. Mystical orbs should not be operable outside of Hetra, they rely on the magic interwoven into our world’s fabric. They’re also ridiculously rare.”
       she said matter-of-factly.
    

    
              Ray threw his hands in the air. “How was 
      I 
      supposed to know?”
    

    
              
      “What is done is done. Why don’t we just forget about it. If I understand how this place works, it might spit us another one.”
       Aredyn followed as Ray led them down a random tunnel.
    

    
              Suddenly, a loud growl stopped them both in their tracks. The white dragoness looked around rapidly, body tense, ready to pounce on anything that might move. Ray looked down at his stomach guiltily. “Sorry, Aredyn. I think that was my stomach.”
    

    
              Aredyn untensed and gave her friend a look. Ray just ignored it and rummaged through his back, taking out one of the seeds they had picked up. “Hm,” he mused, turning the seed around to look at it from every angle, “how good do you think this would taste?”
    

    
              
      “Anywhere between reviving you from death or making you explode.”
    

    
              “Safe to eat then? Great!” Before Aredyn could stop him, he had put the seed in his mouth and broke it, spitting out the shell while swallowing the contents. “Ehh, it was okay. Tasted kind of powdery, though.”
    

    
              
      “I give up completely on trying to keep you alive.”
       As Aredyn said those words, Ray felt… a disturbance in his stomach. It sounded like a few nuclear weapons were being unleashed in there. He clutched it, moaning in pain. 
      “You probably just consumed a blast seed. They explode. We found it quite useful as a projectile weapon, and occasionally ate them as a dare. You’ll probably feel the pain pass away in about a minute.”
    

    
              “Make it stop, please! I swear I won’t ever play Fortnight every again!” Aredyn tapped her foot patiently as she waited for Ray to stop complaining. Eventually, he did so, and she nudged him to move on.
    

    
              
      “Let’s keep moving. I don’t know what would happen if we stay here too long.”
    

    
              Ray slowly took steps, leaning against the wall until Aredyn sighed and helped to support him. carrying most of his weight. “Why does this always happen to me?” he groaned, the aftereffects of the seed still haunting his digestive system.
    

    
              
      “Because you’re an idiot that never listens to what I have to say.”
    

    
              “Don’t be like that, Aredyn.”
    

    
              
      “You should be very thankful I somehow respect you enough not to leave you here and just leave.”
    

    
              “I am!”
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              They managed to make it to the next staircase without any major event, and Aredyn was ready to follow the path forward when Ray held her back, his strength now recovered. “Wait!”
    

    
              
      “What?”
       Aredyn looked back at him, then facepawed. 
      “Ah. I see. Imagine if we were so unobservant we went through the entire floor trying to find it.”
    

    
              The staircase had appeared right behind them, and it was only when Ray was scanning the room for items that he had noticed that their route to the next floor was at his back. Turning back, they headed down the staircase. “Why is the exit here anyway?”
    

    
              
      “Like I said, terrain generation seems to be random.”
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              They ended up in a large cavern as the staircase disappeared behind them. Streams of water flowed around the large lake in the centre, and stalagmites and stalactites lined the floor and ceiling. It was a very impressive sight, and the two basked in its greatness until Aredyn noticed something a little strange with the room. 
      “Odd… Ray, do you see a way out of the room?”
    

    
              Ray’s eyes skimmed over the room, confirming Aredyn’s suspicion. He frowned. “I don’t. How do we get out?”
    

    
              
      “I… don’t know. Maybe if we--”
       What Aredyn was about to suggest went unheard, however, as a bright light suddenly flashed from the centre of the body of water and forced both dragon and human to close their eyes, shielding their face with an arm and a wing, respectively. A strange feeling wrenched at their stomachs before they felt themselves becoming very light.
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              Ray opened his eyes to be greeted by a dazed Aredyn stumbling around on the ground. Ray lowered his head, trying to get the dizziness out of his own mind as well. “Ugh,” he groaned, “what happened?” Shaking the stars out of his head, he blinked a few times. Aredyn bumped into him then backed away, knocking him over again and setting off another bout of nausea.
    

    
              
      “Sorry about that,”
       Aredyn’s voice was groggy, 
      “I feel a little weird right now.”
    

    
              “You’re not the only one,” said Ray.
    

    
              It took them both a few minutes to get their heads working again, but when they did, they looked at their surroundings. They had returned to the clearing that they entered the magical area, but there was no sign of a staircase or sign. In fact, it seemed there were no traces of what they had gone through except in their memories. “What… what happened? Where did the staircase go?” Ray looked in his bag to find that the seeds and apple he had found underground were still there. “That wasn’t a a dream.”
    

    
              
      “It wasn’t.”
       Aredyn looked concerned. 
      “I’m not even sure how that worked. Magic shouldn’t work in your world. Then… that means… someone must have brought our world into yours,”
       her eyes widened. 
      “Oh no.”
    

    
              “What?”
    

    
              Aredyn shook her head and began heading back to Ray’s house. 
      “Nothing. This is so strange… Why does this always happen when you come?”
    

    
              “Why does what always happen when I come?”
    

    
              
      “Everything! Literally every other time I went to find clues, I find nothing! Then during the two times you came, we find someone trying to kill you and a spa--”
       the dragoness paused at that. 
      “I mean, someone trying to kill you!”
    

    
              Ray suspected Aredyn was hiding something. “You were about to say something.”
    

    
              
      “It’s… just a theory. Probably not accurate. Anyway, how’s school?”
    

    
              “Alright, I’ll take your word for it.” The dragon and human headed back together, talking about unrelated topics.
    

    

    
              Meanwhile, a few hundred kilometres away…
    

    
              “Yes! Success! We did it!” A woman cheered as lines of text started rolling onto the screen. “George, we know where the spatial distortion is located! It’s…” she broke off, staring blankly at the coordinates on the screen. “No way. That can’t be a coincidence.”
    

    
              A man leaned over from his own cubicle to look at her data. “What’s the problem--oh. That’s… very interesting.”
    

    
              “Interesting? This is… we’ll have to remove him!”
    

    
              “Certainly,” the man nodded his head vigorously. “But that’s never been an issue, now has it?”
    

    
              “Well… no.”
    

    
              “Exactly. You’re right, the chances of this being coincidental are miniscule. If we want the two worlds to collide on time, we’ll need to head back immediately. Start packing.”
    

    
              “Already done.”
    

    
              “Excellent. I’ll meet you at the plane, then,” the man paused for effect. “Let’s go grab that dragon of Ray’s.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Ray never poked around where he wasn’t supposed to. He always stayed out of his parents’ room, even if they weren’t home, and minded his own business at school.
    

    
              So he wondered why he was going through their papers now, searching for any information that could help them find their enemy. It wasn’t like they were acting suspicious or anything. All he knew about their jobs even was that they worked with futuristic technology. The answer to his question hit him like a bolt of lightning as he took out one worn sheet of paper, dated nearly three weeks ago. It looked partially burnt, but he could still make out most of the words on the paper.
    

    
              
    

    
      Dear Mr. and Mrs. Xunil,
    

    
      
    

    
      Congratul            on tracking and securing a               from              . Please bring         data you       on the wor    of Hetr   with you,  i      ossible.
    

    
      
    

    
                 dispose of this      ument          ersibly as         as you can.
    

    
      
    

    
          eel free to          ct me f  r further    etails, in private,
    

    
      Nintendo Switch    
    

    
      
    

    
      Dir   tor of Life
    

    
      Alternate Dimensions Department
    

    
      Nomekop Corporation
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray looked around the room to make sure was looking, then let out a breath that he didn’t even know he was holding in. “That’s… that’s impossible… It couldn’t have been 
      them
      , could it?” There was no possible conceivable way that his own 
      parents
       would have wanted him killed, was it? No way they would just torturously injure and capture a dragon, in the name of “science”? Ray was about to rush off and go to Aredyn to see what she would think about this, but he hesitated.
    

    
              What if she thought he knew their plan and was on their side?
    

    
              What if this letter didn’t say everything? Ray was sure that if he could just 
      talk
       to his parents, everything would be fine. He would clear up the whole situation, and everyone would be happy with him. Holding on to that thought, he carefully replaced the old sheet of paper back where he had found it, and left the master bedroom and preparing for bed.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Rio was at his door once again at ten in the morning, and Ray felt terrible for taking so long to get ready and downstairs to greet her. They’d even planned this in advance, even. He really needed to stop sleeping in so much. “Sorry, Rio, I,” Ray yawned, “I’m a little tired.”
    

    
              Rio entered and sat down at the living room table once again. “Ray, we really need to work faster,” she said seriously. “This is due 
      next week
      , and we’ve only completed our research! Making a video will take forever! Even your computers can’t render that much video so quickly. We need to add special effects, too!”
    

    
              Ray thought about it. “What if… we didn’t use special effects?”
    

    
              Rio looked at him as if he were insane. “What do you expect to use, then? Still images from the Internet?”
    

    
              “Well,” Ray glanced at Aredyn, who had entered the room and sat in the corner, observing the two. “We could… well, you know, film it.”
    

    
              Rio caught his glance and looked at him in disbelief. “No. You’re not looking at… you are looking at her. Are you 
      insane?
       What if someone figures out that Aredyn actually 
      exists?
      ”
    

    
              “That’s not going to happen,” Ray said confidently. “We’ll just film it really well so it makes it look like the effects were easy.”
    

    
              Rio sighed. “You’re not going to change your mind, are you.”
    

    
              “Not unless you want to do it for me!” he said cheerfully.
    

    
              “Alright, I guess I’ll leave it up to you. Not much else I can do, then?”
    

    
              “You could help plan the video?”
    

    
              Rio was about to answer, but then something that they had overlooked caught up to her. “Um, have you asked Aredyn if she’s fine with it?”
    

    
              Ray didn’t look at the dragoness, who was still staring at them, occasionally flicking her tail. “She hasn’t gotten mad at us, so she’s fine with it.”
    

    
              
      “I am indeed okay with the prospect of being filmed for your school project.”
    

    
              “See?” said Ray, “She just said so herself!”
    

    
              Rio sighed. “Fine. I’ll be going, then. Email me if you want to talk again, because I don’t think we need to discuss anything else.”
    

    
              Ray waved at her as Rio left. “Bye!”
    

    
              As soon as Rio left, Ray jumped back to his computer and continued playing video games before an unread email caught his attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      From: George Xunil <
      g.xunil@nomekop.com
      >
    

    
      To: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
      Subject: Surprise Visit!
    

    
      
    

    
      Son,
    

    
      Your mother and I will be coming back early in about two days, our boss says we get a few days off.
    

    
      
    

    
                      See you soon!
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray frowned. This had never happened before. Could it be… that they really 
      were
       the ones who brought Aredyn here, then? He would have to talk to them in private when they came. Brushing the matter out of his mind, Ray closed the email and continued to stare at his screen as he attacked all creatures that came near him mercilessly.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              The two days passed by in a flash, and Ray tried to keep his emotions under control as the doorbell rang, and a quick telepathic message from Aredyn, who was enjoying the snow outside,  told him that his parents were home. “Coming!”
    

    
              Sprinting down the stairs, he took the last five paces to the door at a snail’s pace, bracing himself as he opened the door. His parents’ smiling faces greeted him through a blizzard of snow. “Hey, kiddo!” his dad greeted him. “Let us in out of the cold, will you?” Ray dutifully stood to the side, closing the door as soon as his mother followed his father into the building.
    

    
              “Why didn’t you just come in?” he asked his parents as he took their coats.
    

    
              “It was very cold outside,” explained his mom, brushing off the snow that had stuck onto her pants. “We didn’t want to take off our gloves. Also, we wanted to surprise you.”
    

    
              “But,” Ray looked between the two, “dad sent me that email already.”
    

    
              Ray’s father scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “That’s true, I did. Still we coulda surprised you at what 
      time
       we came back, right?”
    

    
              “I guess so.” Ray sensed that the small talk wasn’t going to keep up for long, so he decided to just ask his question. “By the way, I don’t think I’ve actually asked too much about this, but what do you guys do at work?”
    

    
              The smile on his father’s face stopped reaching his eyes. “Well, we…” he shared a look with Ray’s mother, which only made Ray’s heart sink lower. “We work with new technologies and inventions,” he finished, rather lamely, Ray thought.
    

    
              “What kinds of inventions?”
    

    
              Ray’s mother seemed to gather herself even worse than her father did, because she wouldn’t focus on him as she answered, “We, uh, work with, computers! Right, like the Mutperco your father and I brought back last time!” She seemed visibly relieved to have come up with something. Ray wondered if his parents would have always been so distressed if he pushed into their occupation. They seemed to be giving away loads of information already.
    

    
              “Right,” Ray agreed, “but what technologies specifically 
      in
       those inventions do you work with? Do you two know anything about, oh, let’s say, dragon scanners?”
    

    
              The smiles gone from their faces, Ray’s father looked at him closely, scrutinising his expression as he replied much more carefully, “Now what made you think of 
      dragons
      , of all things?”
    

    
              “Oh,” Ray tried replied casually, but he was trembling inwardly, “I just saw this letter in your room, laying on the desk the other day, and it said that you guys had found a dragon!” It wasn’t exactly a lie, but the document had been hidden under piles and piles of other random papers in the far corner.
    

    
              His mother’s face paled. His father looked at Ray’s mother as if to say 
      I told you so
      , then turned back to Ray, positioning himself so that he was in between Ray and the door.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-24
    

    
              “That’s the only letter you saw?” Ray’s dad asked, to which Ray nodded in confirmation. “Well, I guess the jig is up. Seems you’ve discovered we work with alternate dimensions. This is technically secret, so don’t tell anyone, okay? Now that you’ve uncovered our secret, why don’t we ask you about yours? How’s that dragon that you’ve been hiding with you?”
    

    
              “What are you going to do to her?”
    

    
              “Oh, she’s female?” Ray’s father looked absentmindedly at the air. “Interesting. Anyway, we’re just going to send her home.”
    

    
              Ray really wanted to believe his dad. He really did. “Really?” Ray winced as the question came out far more skeptically than he had intended.
    

    
              “Really. We’ll take her back to her own world. That letter? The director was just asking us how soon we could return her. Dragons are potentially dangerous creatures, you know. You should have told us about her when you found her.” 
    

    
              Ray looked down. “I’m sorry. She told me not to trust anyone.”
    

    
              “It’s fine,” his father clapped him on the shoulder. “Where is she now, by the way?”
    

    
              Ray was about to respond when a voice inside his mind stopped his train of thought. 
      “I’m back, when can we finish our gam-- oh. Your parents are back, already? I’ll just wait in your room, then.”
    

    
              Ray realised he had opened his mouth for an unusually long amount of time and finally answered the question. “Oh, she’s in my room. I’ll go get her, be right back.”
    

    
              Ray’s father nodded. “We’ll wait here.”
    

    
              Ray entered his room to see Aredyn at his computer, staring at the screen, ready to play more video games. “Hey, uh, my parents know about you.”
    

    
              The dragoness’ head whipped toward him, eyes wide. 
      “What? How?”
    

    
              “I think they saw you being attacked, or something. They said they’re going to get you home, and I think they have the technology to do it.”
    

    
              
      “Interesting. We haven’t had any luck… I guess I’ll trust you.”
    

    
              “My parents are awesome! You can’t go wrong with them, they’ll take great care of you!”
    

    
              
      “If you say so.”
    

    
              Leading the white reptile downstairs, Ray saw his parents’ faces’ expressions change as they saw Aredyn. His mother murmured something under her breath to his dad. Ray beamed as he showed off his prize, who looked at the two suspiciously. 
      “Ray, I’m not entirely sure that these two are--”
    

    
              “Mom, dad,” Ray said, ignoring Aredyn for the time being, who gave him an annoyed look, “this is Aredyn. I met her about a month ago, and she’s my friend now!”
    

    
              His dad eyed her up and down. “Fascinating. I hope you don’t mind if I take a picture of her, just so I convince myself I’m not hallucinating?” He took out a small rectangular device and pointed it at Aredyn. Ray focused on it, and his stomach dropped, falling through his body and into the centre of the Earth within seconds as he realised his father’s camera. The Mutperco.
    

    
              Ray’s voice quivered as he said, “Um, dad, is that… the Mutperco?”
    

    
              His father nodded, still pressing buttons.
    

    
              “Uh, how did you get that? I thought you left it my room.”
    

    
              This time, it was his father’s turn to freeze, before he put the device in his pocket. “Sorry, what was the question? I was busy trying to find the camera app on my phone.”
    

    
              Ray stared at the pocket where the device the exact shape of the Mutperco pressed against the fabric. “I asked how you got the Mutperco.”
    

    
              Aredyn tensed, understanding what he was implying. His father laughed, although Ray thought he detected a smidge of uncertainty in his voice. “Oh, sorry, this isn’t the Mutperco. You lost it, remember? You must be mistaken.”
    

    
              
      “You never told him you lost it,” 
      Aredyn reminded him. 
      “I believe we have a fight ahead of us.”
    

    
              “I… never told you I lost it. How did you know?”
    

    
              His father gave him a look. “You must have.”
    

    
              “Did you take it from my room?” His dad hesitated, just long enough for Ray to confirm his suspicions. “You did.” A long silence filled the room. The world was spinning around him as his mind became absolutely blown that his parents had stolen a device back from him, and that they-- no. That couldn’t be possible. “Did you--were you the ones who sent someone to… kill me?”
    

    
              His mother finally said something, unable to hold a message in anymore. “Kill you? No, of course not! Our boss made us do it!” Both Aredyn and Ray stared at her. “No, seriously,” her tone changed completely after these words, “George, do it now!”
    

    
              Too slow, they turned to Ray’s dad as he finished fiddling with the Mutperco and a beam of light shot out, enveloping Aredyn, who struggled, letting out a roar as she decomposed into red energy before being sucked into the device.
    

    
              Ray looked at the device. His father clamped a hand on his shoulder. “Now look here, Ray. Dragons are extremely deceitful and dangerous creatures, and they have abilities that tricked you into thinking that they’re good to be around. You were probably fooled by an illusion that someone tried to kill you. I assume that she ran and attacked the man?” He nodded. “Well, that proves it. This dragon here spun up a hallucination that someone was trying to kill you, then pretended to remove the attacker so that she could gain your trust, most likely. We’ll be taking her back for your own good.”
    

    
              Ray didn’t dare say a word, and just nodded, pretending to agree. If he tried to say something he was afraid it would come out like he agreed with them. His father still didn’t explain why he had the Mutperco. So 
      that
       was why they had come home early, he thought bitterly. Just so they could take his friend and leave again.
    

    
              What could he do? He couldn’t confront them, they would probably actually kill him themselves, seeing they had no qualms doing so via assassin. He just had to play dumb and then maybe he could talk to Rio, ask her if she had any ideas. She was probably the only other person, aside from whoever his parents worked with, who knew about Aredyn. She would understand.
    

    
              Ray took a deep breath. “Yeah, okay. That makes sense. I just can’t believe… she seemed so nice.”
    

    
              “Reptiles are like that,” his father sympathised. “We’ll be going then. Better get it her secured before she breaks free. Although…” he had turned to leave, but turned back to look at Ray, far less intensely now, “did the dragon tell you anything about herself? Abilities, or anything. See, different dragons have different abilities.”
    

    
              “No,” Ray lied, “she didn’t say anything. She was more like a pet, if anything.”
    

    
              His father nodded, accepting his statement, and turned to leave. “Alright, let’s go.” Ray ran to their coats, thinking fast.
    

    
              “Let me grab your coats for you,” he said, trying to hide how he dropped a small device into each of their pockets. His parents took them without question.
    

    
              “Thank you, Ray. You’ve been very helpful.” His mother smiled.
    

    
              “See you later, then?”
    

    
              “We’ll probably be back in about two months or so. See you then!”
    

    
              Ray waved as his parents closed the door behind them. After he was sure they had left, he ran up to his room and slammed the door, ensuring that there was no way anyone could see or hear him.
    

    
              His 
      parents
       had tried to kill him and stole his closest friend. His 
      parents.
       Ray shook his head, a small laugh escaping his lips. “Heh. Respect your elders! Yeah, right.”
    

    
              The sun was setting outside as Ray pondered what to do. He had to talk to Rio, that he knew. Her input would be invaluable and another person would help a lot in trying to get Aredyn back. However, there was a more pressing concern of his at hand. Taking out his phone, Ray scrolled through the list of his apps before selecting the one he needed. If this didn’t work, it didn’t matter whether he could find Rio or not, they would have no way of knowing what to do.
    

    
              
    

    
      Initialising tracker service…
    

    
      Initialization complete.
    

    
      Starting tracker scanner…
    

    
      Start complete.
    

    
      Scanning for nearby trackers…
    

    
      Scanning for nearby trackers…
    

    
      Scanning for nearby trackers…
    

    
      2 new found. Hello, Ray. What would you like to track?
    

    
      
    

    
      > unknown_001 - 467 km east - click here to show exact location
    

    
      > unknown_002 - 467 km east - click here to show exact location
    

    
      
    

    
              Ray cheered. “Woo! Yes! I got you now!” He opened the map and the application showed the real-time location of the two tracking devices he had put in his parents’ coat pockets, which were moving away rather quickly, nearly five hundred kilometres per hour. They must have been on plane, Ray realised. 
    

    
              
      That… could be an issue. I don’t think my parents would notice if I were to spend a few thousand dollars on a flight, though, right? Besides, tomorrow is a holiday, so we could catch them in time, we just need a plan.
    

    
              Making up his mind, Ray left the tracking application on his phone and began to compose and email to Ray outlining his situation.
    

    
      
    

    
      From: Ray Xunil <ray.xunil@e.mail>
    

    
      To: Rio Nohigi <rinorio@e.mail>
    

    
      Subject: Urgent
    

    
      Rio,
    

    
      Please meet me 
      literally
       as soon as possible. I can’t find our friend.
    

    
      --Ray
    

    
              
    

    
              Taking one quick scan over his message to make sure that his grammar was good enough and the message made enough sense, Ray hit “Send” and prepared for bed. He was understandably surprised two hours later when someone rang the doorbell. He ignored it. After all, who would come at this hour? Flipping his pillow so the cold side met his head, he turned to get comfortable in his bed again.
    

    
              The doorbell rang again. This time, it didn’t stop ringing. Sleepily, Ray grabbed more blankets and wrapped them around his ears, but it was no use. He grunted as he got out of bed, putting on his slippers, and greeting the newcomer in his pyjamas. Opening the door, he came face-to-face with an equally tired-looking Rio, who had her own phone (finally!) in hand. She scowled at him. “What does this mean? This better be what I think it means. I didn’t tell my parents that I would be having a sleepover for nothing, you know.”
    

    
              Ray rubbed his eyes, blearily trying to read the text on the phone display. “Wha…”
    

    
              Rio rolled her eyes and pushed him aside, entering his home and closing the door behind her. “Where’s Aredyn?”
    

    
              Ray became a little more awake at the mention of the missing dragoness. “Oh! Right! Yeah, that’s why I emailed you, so, uh… how do I put this? You see, um…” He looked at his bunny slippers.
    

    
              Rio tapped her foor impatiently. “Get to the point so I can 
      sleep
      . Not everyone spends their lives doing 
      nothing
       useful, you know.”
    

    
              “Right! Yes! Of course! Aredyn’s gone!” He glanced at Rio, trying to see what kind of horrific expression would be on her face, but she only seemed bored.
    

    
              “And? She goes away all the time to do… whatever she does, right? What’s the 
      problem
      ?”
    

    
              “She was taken by my parents to be ‘returned home’, but I don’t trust them! They were the ones who tried to kill me! They tried to kidnap Aredyn and stole my computer!”
    

    
              Rio’s dead eyes widened. “Oh. That’s… really bad. Should we call the police?”
    

    
              Ray shook his head fervently. “No, for multiple reasons. One, have you read any fiction? Police are so useless in every book. Two, humans suck. Once 
      someone
       figures out dragons are real, the whole world will know.”
    

    
              “Fair enough. What do we do then?”
    

    
              “We--” Ray yawned, “we figure something out tomorrow. I didn’t think you would come so early. Wanna use the guest room?”
    

    
              “Don’t you check your email before bed? Sure, where’s the guest room?”
    

    
              “Down the hall and at the very end.”
    

    
              Clumsily making his own way back towards his sweet, loving mattress, Ray was about to fall asleep when the shower turned on. He groaned and placed his pillow on top of his head. It muffled the sound a little.
    

    
      
    

    
              Females and their obsession with cleaning products...
    

    

    
      
    

    
              The next morning, Ray was awoken by an incessant yelling next to him. Moaning, he waved his arm somewhat aimlessly to turn off his alarm when it struck flesh.
    

    
              The yelling stopped, but as Ray moved his pillow away and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, he was met with a much larger problem.
    

    
              Rio glared at him, a small red mark on her cheek. “Heh,” Ray chuckled nervously, “sorry about that. Uh, no hard feelings?” Thankfully for Ray, there were indeed no hard feelings and Rio laughed.
    

    
              “No, it was my fault for getting so close, anyway. Get up!” She whipped the blanket away from him and revealed his pink unicorn pyjamas in all their glory. Too late, Ray had forgotten that she’d never seen him wear those jammies before (they were special to him), and it was too dark outside to see them. Now the sun shown through the windows, outlining the elaborate design dazzlingly. He felt his cheeks flare to life.
    

    
              Rio tried to hide a laugh. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were 
      that 
      interested in ponies. Um, I’ll go rob your fridge while you… change out of those, okay?”
    

    
              Ray mumbled assent, not daring to look at her face. A flash blinded him, and he looked up to see that Rio had her phone out, the rear camera pointed towards him. He blinked as the sleep finally left him and realisation sank in. “Hey!” He tried to grab at the phone, but Rio was already at the door to his room.
    

    
              “Thanks for the picture!”
    

    
              Ray yelled after her, “
      Come on,
       why? DELET PHOTO!” He got only a laugh in response. Starting his morning routine once again, he glared at Rio as he hurried down the stairs to see if he could intercept her before she--
    

    
              “Good morning, Ray! I’ve uploaded the picture to every one of my cloud drive things! It’s your fault you didn’t wake up when I asked nicely, after all!”
    

    
              Ray mentioned something about evil females making their own diabolical plans to take over the world.
    

    
              “Anyway, now that we’re all awake,” Rio’s expression and tone became very serious, “we need to talk.”
    

    
              Ray nodded and pulled out his phone. “My parents came last night and captured Aredyn with the Mutperco they took from me, but I managed to put a tracker on them. Let’s see where they are now…” He blinked at the result shown on the screen. “They’re… on the other side of the country.”
    

    
              Rio blinked too. “That’s very far. If we’re going to get there, we’re going to need to fly there.”
    

    
              “Yes. We need to hurry. I don’t know what they’re going to do with magic, but I don’t think it’s anything good.”
    

    
              “Agreed. You’re rich, right? You can book a flight to the closest city?”
    

    
              “Yeah. I’ll take care of that, you try to find out how we can free Aredyn. I’ll send you the elevation and coordinates of their trackers.” Ray punched a few buttons on his phone, sending the current location of what he hoped was still their parents’ jackets to Rio’s.
    

    
              “Got it.”
    

    
              For next few minutes the pair worked quietly, doing research. Ray searched for a flight that would leave that day, but the only one he could find was…
    

    
              “Shoot!” said an annoyed Ray.
    

    
              “What? Something wrong?”
    

    
              “There’s only one flight for two people available today!”
    

    
              “That’s… a good thing, right?” Rio looked puzzled.
    

    
              “It leaves in two hours!”
    

    
              Rio pulled up the maps application on her phone. “The airport is just twenty minutes away. We could get there with plenty of time.”
    

    
              “But you’re supposed to be at security two hours before your flight!”
    

    
              “You know that’s just a guideline, right? If they actually stopped people that couldn’t make that there would be a lot of empty seats on planes.”
    

    
              Ray still looked panicked. “We have to go 
      now
      ! Start packing!”
    

    
              “Um… do we really need money, or anything? Aren’t we just going there, breaking in to a major corporation, and stealing a mythical creature that shouldn’t even exist in this world?” Rio paused, considering what she had just said. “Actually, now that you say it out loud, it seems like a really weird situation two teenagers would be put in. Anyway, you’re right. We 
      do
       need some preparation. If that’s the only flight today, though, we should probably book it and do the thinking after the flight.”
    

    
              Ray thought it over. “You’re right,” he decided, “I’ll do that, then we go to the airport. I’ll call a taxi, too.”
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-25
    

    
              Rio let out a breath slowly. “I can’t believe we’re actually doing this. This is a 
      crime
      . Are you sure we can’t just call the police?”
    

    
              Ray realised his shoulders were reaching his chin and lowered them before giving them a good rub, trying to self-massage the stress out of them. He shook his head. “No, we can’t. Maybe if things get so bad that there’s no way we can stop it. By the way, we also need proof. What sensible adult is going to believe two kids without their parents at home?”
    

    
              “You’re right,” Rio sighed. “This… seems so sudden. It’s only been, what, a month since we met Aredyn? And now she’s gone already.” She looked outside at the snowy branches wistfully.
    

    
              “She’s 
      not
       gone. We’re 
      going
       to get her back,” Ray denied sharply.
    

    
              “Yes! We will!” Rio cheered. “And we’re going to save the world, solve world hunger, and cure cancer!” Her expression changed. “Come on, Ray, that’s not going to happen. Let’s be realistic about this, okay? We can try, but… I don’t think we’ll have much luck.”
    

    
              “Just… just pack anything you want to bring. Clothes and stuff, maybe. We might need to stay the night. I’ll take care of the money, so if you could help…” he looked at Rio with desperate eyes. “Please, Rio. You’re literally the only person here I trust with this.”
    

    
              “I’ll go pack my things then.”
    

    
              “The taxi’s coming in ten minutes, hurry!”
    

    
              Rio grabbed her jacket and ran out the door without bothering to close it all the way, letting cold air seep into the home. Ray shivered as a wave of coldness swept over the room, getting up to close it himself. He would need to bring clothing suited for cold weather, probably just one extra set. It would probably fit in his backpack.
    

    
              Exactly five minutes later, confirming that he had packed his two backup battery packs, his laptop, a little bit of food to eat at the airport, and his phone, Ray lifted the rather light backpack and brought it downstairs to the living room, where he took a deep breath facing the door. “This is it, Ray. Don’t turn back now.”
    

    
              He didn’t know how long he was waiting at the door thinking of nothing when the doorbell rang, snapping him out of his trance. Ray opened the door to greet Rio, who had brought and even smaller backpack than he did. That did not go unnoticed by the girl. “What are you bringing, a tent?”
    

    
              “It’s just my laptop and a few batteries.”
    

    
              “If you say so. I saw a taxi coming down the road as I was walking, it should be here by now.” Rio behind her. “Yup, it’s right there,” she said, turning and heading back outside.
    

    
              Ray closed the door and looked at his house forlornly. “Goodbye, house. I’ll miss you a lot. I’ve had lots of great times with you.” He sighed one last time before turning to enter the hot pink taxi that Rio had already entered. Opening the door to the back to sit beside Rio, he sat down cautiously on the less-than-sanitary seat and carefully put on and verified that his seat belt was working.
    

    
              “Where to?” asked the driver.
    

    
              “Airport, please.”
    

    
              The taxi sped off, leaving Ray’s stomach back at the house as it barrelled down the road in the direction of the airport. Ray clutched his seatbelt until his knuckles turned white as the cab swerved onto the highway, the driver seeming positively excited. He turned shakily to Rio to see how she was faring, but to his surprise, she was 
      beaming
       and had her arms in the air. “Woohoo!”
    

    
              The driver looked back and smiled at her expression. “Want to do that again, missy?”
    

    
              “Yes!” Rio said excitedly. “My friend will pay you extra the faster you get us to the airport, within the legal speed limit,” she added hastily with a wink, “of course.”
    

    
              “What?” Ray yelped. To his dismay, the cab seemed to speed even 
      faster
      .
    

    
              “Understood!” The driver turned back to his steering wheel and zoooooooomed down the road. “We’ll be there in about five minutes.”
    

    
              “See, Ray?” asked Rio, poking him. “This is going to be so much faster! We’ll be at the airport in no time!”
    

    
              Ray just clutched his seatbelt harder, his body becoming completely rigid, his face drained of blood. Every bump on the road sent jolted him painfully.
    

    
              True to his word, the driver screeched to a stop just outside the airport terminal in under five minutes. “That’ll be thirty dollars.” Ray took out his wallet and prepared to count bills, but Rio snatched it out of his hands and stuffed a handful of coloured paper into the man’s hands.
    

    
              “There you go! Thanks for the ride!” Rio pushed Ray out of the cab, who stumbled a bit before standing up, letting the unpleasant wave of nausea surround him. “Thanks again!” Rio waved at the driver as she closed the door, who returned it, then sped off.
    

    
              “Remind me,” Ray said weakly, “to never let you take me to an amusement park or anything, ever.”
    

    
              “Don’t worry, you’re nowhere near 
      that
       attractive! Let’s go!” Ray paused for a moment to try and puzzle out what that meant, turning a little red at both her implication and how long it took for him to realise her implication. By that point, Rio was already at the doors to the terminal. He followed, the double automatic double glass doors granting him access into the airport.
    

    
              Finding Rio near the automatic check-in machines, he headed directly in the direction of security, waving her over. “We’ve already checked in online, and we have no baggage or anything. We can go straight to security.” She nodded in understanding, and soon they were in front of a surprisingly short security line, only taking five minutes to snake through the black fabric-like thingies with poles that could be retracted.
    

    
              Soon, they reached the bag scan. Ray spent nearly a minute taking out all his electronics and putting them in separate baskets, leaving his backpack nearly empty. Rio had a comparably smaller collection of technology, being a far more normal human being. They both took off their shoes and dumped those in, too, prior to entering the metal detector and collecting their items on the other side. Ray noticed that they spent a suspiciously long time staring at his battery banks, probably trying to figure out if it could explode or not, but let it through nonetheless. “That was a lot faster than I expected it to be,” Rio commented. “When I came here, it took like five 
      years
       to get through security.”
    

    
              “Yeah, that was pretty fast for me too. Must not be a busy day.”
    

    
              From that point, they took only a little longer to find their gate with ten minutes to spare. “I’m going to go to the washroom,” said Rio, dropping her bag onto her temporary seat. “Be back soon.”
    

    
              Ray nodded to confirm that he had heard her and continued playing video games on his laptop. Ray opened his bag of chips and ate it, as the author had forgotten that he had both packed it and that security removes food and beverages from people. In what felt like no time at all, the public address system called for boarding of their flight. Rio had returned by the point, and did a double-take when Ray got up to board first-class. “We have first class?” Her eyes shone as they quickly read through her ticket details. “Wow, this is the first time I haven’t flown in economy! You really 
      are
       rich!”
    

    
              Chuckling a bit at her amazement at being rich, Ray guided the willing Rio down the hall, showing their magically appearing passports that the author had of course remembered existed, and onto the plane. Ray laughed inwardly as Rio was giddy at the thought of having more than twenty centimetres of leg room. “I can actually stretch my legs! And lie on my back! Wow, first class is amazing!”
    

    
              Ray sat himself down on his own comfortable bed-like seat and relaxed as they waited for the rest of the passengers to board and the plane to take off. He tried to find something interesting to watch, and frowned as the in-flight entertainment system disappointed him once again. Seriously, how difficult would it be to put actually decent films or shows onto this thing? Who would watch 
      Peppa Pig?
       These questions ravaged his mind as the speakers overhead announced that the last of the passengers had boarded and preparations for takeoff had begun. “Rio,” he started to say, but his voice was drowned out by the sound of the jet engines starting.
    

    
              “Welcome aboard Air Airlines flight number 436, this is your captain speaking. Local time is thirteen-thirty, and we expect to reach our destination in about three hours. Thank you for choosing Air Airlines, and we hope you enjoy the flight.”
    

    
              Rio had turned to him at the start of his sentence, but Ray shook his head and mouthed “later”, turning his attention to the window as the tarmac rapidly began to move. Communication would be very difficult with the engines blaring. He was pushed against the back of his seat as the plane began to lift off from the ground, and closed his eyes shut forcefully, trying to convince his stomach that it would be a much better idea to stay 
      in
       his body and follow him into the air, rather than being stubborn and leaving him behind.
    

    
              It was a futile debate, and Ray was uncomfortable for what felt like hours before the pressure eased and they were at cruising altitude. The seatbelt sign turned off, and he sighed before turning to Rio to finally discuss how they were going to get Aredyn back. What he saw shocked him.
    

    
              Rio was watching Peppa Pig, nodding along to the intro music with the complementary earbuds.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-26
    

    
              Ray tried to wave to get Rio’s attention, but it was no use. She was too engrossed in the show. She stared unblinkingly as the cartoon swines danced and played with other anthropomorphic animals. It was no use. In desperation, he poked her in the upper arm.
    

    
              Nothing happened. He tried poking a little more insistently this time.
    

    
              Still nothing happened. He repeatedly jabbed his finger in the same spot, with each successive poke having double the force behind it than the previous one. 
      That
       finally got a reaction. Rio shook off his finger and pulled one earbud out, looking at him. “What was that for?”
    

    
              “I couldn’t get your attention any other way! We need to talk!”
    

    
              Rio’s face fell. “Can it wait? I want to finish this episode first.”
    

    
              “No! We only have three hours, and who knows what Aredyn must be going through right now!”
    

    
              Rio reluctantly paused the video on the display and turned off the screen, then grabbing her notebook out of her bag. “Fine. How do we begin?”
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Aredyn felt nothing while held as energy in the Mutperco. Who knew that even boredom would give away to more boredom? She couldn’t feel her limbs, and all she could see was white, assuming she 
      was
       actually seeing things. It had felt like an eternity had passed before suddenly, the whiteness got even brighter and she found herself in a dark, damp, mildly smelly environment. The dragoness wrinkled her nose in distaste, happiness filling her when she realised she 
      could
       feel her nose wrinkle, and tried to examine her surroundings. She managed to turn halfway around before an impact struck the side of her head, and she felt her legs give away beneath her, the world sinking into darkness.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              Ray nodded, double-checking their plan one last time before the plane landed. “Okay. This 
      should
       work, if nothing goes wrong, and if my parents are braindead, which they probably are. Let’s do this. If something doesn’t seem like it’s going to plan, we call the police. Cool?”
    

    
              “Yup!” affirmed Rio. “Don’t worry, we’ll get her back soon.”
    

    
              “I hope so.” Ray became silent as he looked back at his own in-flight entertainment machine, which was currently turned off.
    

    
              “Ladies and gentlemen, we will now be making our descent back to land, please lift up your tray tables and buckle your seatbelts,” said a voice over the overhead speakers. “Local time is sixteen-thirty-three.”
    

    
              Ray hurriedly buckled his seatbelt as instructed, and closed his eyes once again as the plane tipped forward, holding on to the armrests tightly, swallowing every few seconds to equalise the air pressure in and around him. Rio continued watching Peppa Pig.
    

    
              The landing journey seemed to take a lot less time than takeoff. Ray felt the wheels hit the ground a lot faster than he had anticipated, and let out a small squeak of surprise. The aircraft decelerated, and even after the plane had stopped Ray did not get up until the large majority of passengers had disembarked. He unbuckled his seatbelt as he stood up shakily, and forcefully turned off Rio’s entertainment system so that she could leave as well.
    

    
              “Hey,” she protested, “I wasn’t done yet! Peppa was about to eat the best pie ever!”
    

    
              Ray gestured at the empty aircraft around them. “We’re probably the last people on the plane. Come on, let’s go.”
    

    
              Grumbling at her interrupted kids’ show, Rio retrieved her bag and they two made their way out of the plane and into the airport terminal with its large glass windows. The sun was slowly setting outside, light blues and oranges tinting the clouds overhead, the occasional skyscraper or two blocking a few rays. Cars’ lights could be seen zipping down the various roads and highways, and large neon signs only added to the busy effect. “Woah,” said Rio, “the city looks really cool. So many buildings!”
    

    
              Ray had seen the city sunset before, and this one was none the less picturesque. “Yeah, cities can be great,” he winced as the sound of a particularly loud car horn blared. “The sound can be distracting, though.”
    

    
              The pair headed down to the airport exit, where surprisingly warm air blasted them as they exited the temperature-controlled building. “I take everything back I said about cities; it’s too hot here,” complained Rio, unzipping her jacket.
    

    
              It took Ray and Rio some time to find themselves, but Ray’s phone quickly guided them to the taxi stop, where lines and lines of orange vehicles waited to pick up passengers. They joined the queue, with Ray playing mobile games and Rio sketching and writing in her notebook to pass the time. “Orange taxis? This place is getting really weird,” said Rio.
    

    
              “You should see other 
      continents
      . They can have 
      blue
       taxis,” Ray chuckled.
    

    
              It was only a matter of time before they reached the front of the line, and a stout man greeted them as they entered the back of the taxi. “Any luggage?”
    

    
              They shook their heads no, Ray closing the door. He noted that this taxi felt a lot cleaner, but even if there were stains or marks, he probably wouldn’t be able to see them anyway because of the black textured seat. Perhaps it would be better to avoid imagining the possible sanitary concerns that the dark seats could have been hiding. “Where to?” asked the driver.
    

    
              “Um, give me a sec, sorry,” said Ray, fumbling for his phone as he searched for an address. “1 Nomekop Road.”
    

    
              The driver looked surprised. “You lot are going to Nomekop? I didn’t think they hired children,” he chuckled to himself.
    

    
              “No,” answered Rio, sounding slightly offended, “we’re just visiting. Can we leave?”
    

    
              “Right, of course, ma’am.” The driver seemed to have learned that his comments were not wanted.
    

    
              Both the driver and Rio stayed silent during the long ride to their destination. Ray looked up a picture of the building and its blueprints on his phone, trying to find the actual skyscraper amongst the other towers and smaller apartments in the city. “Hey, look!” said Rio, tugging at his sleeve and pointing out the window. “There it is!” Ray followed her finger and accepted that Rio had found where they were headed without a reference image.
    

    
              “Yeh, that’s Nomekop Tower, alright. We’ll be there in five or so minutes.” said the driver. Rio did not respond.
    

    
              True to the driver’s word, the taxi stopped at the foot of the tall building in four minutes. Ray paid him in cash, leaving a far smaller tip than for the driver back home, and the vehicle sped off just a second after Rio closed the car door. They gazed up at the glass windows of Nomekop Tower, stretching so high that Ray had to shield his eyes from the sun to be able to see the top. He took a deep breath. It seemed like he had been doing that a lot lately. “Here we are.”
    

    
              “Yup.” Rio’s voice was deadly serious, the cheer she normally expressed gone. “If I die, it’s all your fault.”
    

    
              Ray nodded gravely. “Let’s get it over with, then.” They began to climb the stairs leading up to the entrance. They’d been climbing for just thirty seconds when Ray slowed and started panting. “I… never get… why people put… so many… steps…”
    

    
              Rio climbed past him effortlessly. “Stop playing video games and actually get in shape, if you’re tired already.”
    

    
              “Nuuuuuuuu” Rio waited impatiently at the top as Ray strugged to place one foot above the other, close to collapse once he reached the entrance to the main building.
    

    
              “If you’re having so much trouble here, it’s going to suck for you once we actually start climbing the stairs inside,” Rio commented dryly. “I thought you said you would be fine?”
    

    
              “I think… I underestimated my ability… to climb stairs.”
    

    
              “Certainly. Let’s get on with it. Should I start the plan?”
    

    
              “Yeah… go ahead. I’ll… catch my breath… in just a minute.”
    

    
              Rio entered the double automatic double glass doors and onto the red carpet, and was swiftly intercepted by a receptionist who was intelligent enough to know that mere teenagers should not be present inside the world’s largest technology manufacturer’s headquarters. Ray saw the two discuss something for a bit, then Rio followed as the receptionist led her to a table. They had made a plan beforehand. Rio would do most of the talking, as Ray was too much of a nervous wreck around strangers, and Ray would do most of the work behind the scenes. He was in charge of convincing the Nomekop database that they were here for a tour.
    

    
              Catching Ray’s eyes, Rio subtly gestured for him to come in. He stood up behind the shrubs he had somehow found himself crouching behind, and tensed as the double automatic double glass doors opened for him. “Ah, here he is. Ray! Over here!”
    

    
              Ray smiled nervously at the receptionist as Rio flagged him down and he walked over to the two. “Mr. Xunil. I believe that your friend here has said that you two are here to take a tour of the building. May I inquire as to who authorised this?”
    

    
              Ray gulped. “R-right. It was my d-dad. Ge-george Xunil.”
    

    
              “Give me one moment to verify that, and I’ll send you on your way.” Ray had done a good job. His father had once carelessly logged in to his phone when Ray was young to purchase an app, and after all this time Ray had kept it on there just in case he wanted to buy something in secret, or, in this case, impersonate him. He wondered why he didn’t try this before.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-27
    

    
              The receptionist returned, looking a little less happy but still maintaining her professional demeanor. “It appears that your appointment is valid. I trust that you know the way to your parents?”
    

    
              Ray nodded, not daring himself to speak. The receptionist stepped to one side, and waved at the security door, which swung open. “You may proceed.”
    

    
              Rio managed to hold in her excitement for only a few seconds after they had passed the security gate and went out of earshot of any nearby people. “I can’t believe that that actually worked!”
    

    
              Ray let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Yeah, I didn’t think it would be that easy, either. Let’s hurry before you jinx us or something.” He pulled out his phone and opened the tracker app again, which displayed a small map, as well as their location and bearing. “So, we need to go… that way.” He led them down the hallway and into a side corridor, where they reached a flight of stairs. Gazing mournfully at the elevator that they could not take, he turned back determinedly to put one foot on the first step.
    

    
              “Hey, Ray!” called Rio, already up one flight of stairs. “Hurry up!”
    

    
              “We’re not going upstairs.” Rio reappeared by his side, looking at his phone.
    

    
              “Oh… race you to the bottom!” With that, she bounded down the stairs, taking them two at a time, forcing Ray to run until he realised that they didn’t need to stick together that closely and that he could walk relatively leisurely to their destination. With any luck, Rio would overshoot their floor and he would get to chew her out again.
    

    
              Unfortunately for Ray, Rio was an intelligent human being and had a brain that could retain memories, resulting in her stopping at the correct floor and leaning against the wall, arms folded, one foot tapping against the concrete floor impatiently. “You took your time.”
    

    
              “We should be saving our energy,” insisted Ray, cross-referencing the location on his phone with the sign labelled 
      AD Department -  Authorised personnel only -  Swipe keycard to enter.’
      The keycard scanner was red, showing that the locks were active. Ray pulled the door open, kicking aside the wedge that someone had put because of laziness. “Security is only as good as the people who enforce it.”
    

    
              The hallway that the door led them down was made of marble, with fancy walls and bright white overhead lights. “You know,” commented Rio, “I thought headquarter of people doing illegal things would be a lot shadier.” Ray bobbed his head in agreement.
    

    
              “This was a lot easier than I thought, actually. We could have had to--umph!” Rio clamped a hand over Ray’s mouth, pulling him into a conveniently-placed side room with its lights off. He was about to rip her hand away and ask her what was wrong when he heard voices coming down around the next corner. Perhaps it would be a good idea to remain quiet for now.
    

    
              “I’m telling you, we can’t! If we let it out without killing it, it’ll kill 
      us!
       It’s much safer to leave the dragon inside it.”
    

    
              “And 
      I’m
       telling 
      you
      , we have to! We can’t kill it, otherwise all our work will be wasted! It was 
      not
       easy getting a Hetran specimen. If we lose this one, the boss will have our heads! We need it alive and 
      conscious
       to power the machine!”
    

    
              “I think we’re in the right place,” whispered Rio as the voices came and passed by their hiding spot. Ray pulled away from her and stood up from the table they were crouching under.
    

    
              “Let’s go.” Following without complaint, Rio followed him around the corner cautiously as they continued further away from their exit. “According to this, their coats should be right around… here.” Ray looked to his left and saw a collection of jackets, all held on clothes hangers. He nodded in satistfaction, putting the phone away in his pocket. They proceeded around another bend until the comparably skinny corridor suddenly opened up into a spacious, cavern-like space, beeping machines flashing lights all over the room. A large circular frame stood in the centre of the space, wires hooked up to it from other devices, including a cage that held a familiar unconscious white dragoness. Ray nearly rushed in until Rio grabbed his arm and hauled him back to the safety of the shadows.
    

    
              “We can’t be seen! I see her too, we’ll go see if we can free her. Just 
      carefully
      .” They dodged around the large machines, keeping their heads low to the ground. No one saw them, and they reached the steel box surrounding Aredyn without event. Following Rio’s advice, Ray didn’t immediately try to rip the bars apart with his bare hands. Instead, he eyed a thin black rectangle sitting in the open on a desk, the lone light in the room illuminating it.
    

    
              What was the Mutperco doing without anyone guarding it? Ray found the device highly suspicious. Had his parents known that they would come here? The mutperco would be a very powerful weapon if they could get it. He snuck over to the desk and raised his hand slowly towards the device, taking care to remain in the shadows as much as he could. Behind him, Rio was still trying a way to open the lock, without much success. They didn’t want to risk touching it, in case it was trapped and had some sort of alarm, or was electrified or something.
    

    
              Ray’s hand touched the warm glass of the Mutperco’s screen. The device turned on, its display lighting up. Rio looked over to see where the light had come from before going back to looking around wildly. Ray grabbed the device and sprinted back to where Rio was. “I found the Mutperco,” he said, keeping his voice low. “It might be able to help.”
    

    
              Aredyn had started to stir at his voice. The two humans stopped moving, watching as the dragoness struggled to rise on four legs, shaking her head before taking her surroundings, her purple eyes focusing on Ray and Rio, widening considerably. Aredyn blinked rapidly a few times, shaking her head occasionally before she refocused on them. 
      “...Ray? Rio? How… how did you get here? I thought I was being taken hundreds of kilometres away. I--”
       Her legs buckled beneath her, and the sound of the dragon hitting the ground was followed by fast footsteps approaching. The humans winced and hid, trying to find a spot that would both keep them hidden as well as give them an acceptable field of view of the room.
    

    
              “Hey! I heard something coming from the portal room!” 
      Portal room?
       wondered Ray, but that train of thought was cut short when he could see people enter the room. Led by three people he didn’t recognise, Ray’s eyes were only focused on his parents, who had neutral expressions as they beelined for Aredyn’s cage. 
    

    
              “Well, the beast is still here,” said Ray’s father. “It looks like it just fell over while trying to stand.”
    

    
              “Haha, I told you! Draining the creature’s power was fine! It’ll probably die, but who cares!” said a person Ray didn’t recognise.
    

    
              “Yes, yes,” said his father, “but do not let down your guard. Nomekop might come in at any time, and that would put an end to all our work. We’re lucky that the director has turned a blind eye.” He scanned the cage one last time, trying to find any discrepancies from the last time he had seen it. “However, you do appear to be right. There does not seem to be anything miss-” Ray’s heart rate skyrocketed as his father stared at the desk the Mutperco used to be. “I stand corrected. Mutperco is missing.”
    

    
              “Just give it a call, then!”
    

    
              “You misunderstand.” Ray felt like his father was being a completely different person, not like the caring, informal, and funny dad that he was used to seeing back at home. “The device has left its spot and could not have fallen anywhere. That means that someone must have taken it.”
    

    
              His mother looked at the other three people Ray didn’t know accusingly, but they all shook their heads. “Wasn’t us, boss.”
    

    
              His father nodded again. “As I suspected. We have an intruder in the area. Probably a Nomekop employee. Find them. We will need to… dispose of them.”
    

    
              Aredyn had stirred amongst all the commotion. That did not go unnoticed by the adults. His mother went up to the cage and sneered at the dragoness. “I see you’ve awoken. No matter. We’ve taken all your energy and are going to use it to take more of your brethren, and then we’ll--”
    

    
              “Stop,” Ray’s dad said sharply. His mother immediately shut up. “No need to tell the intruder our plans more than we already are. Go search for them!”
    

    
              Ray furiously fiddled with the Mutperco as the adults were talking, and was pleasantly surprised that it controlled the “protective measures” and the power drainers for Aredyn. Unfortunately, he did not have the required permissions to unlock it. He cursed in his head. His parents knew he had made a root account, of course they would revoke his access. He glanced over to Rio to see if she had any plans, but she was on her phone too, whispering into it. He hoped she was doing something useful. A moment later, Rio put her phone in her pocket and turned to Ray. Catching his eye, she mouthed, “stall” and turned back, disappearing.
    

    
              Stall? How would he stall?
    

    
              
      “Ray? Rio? If you can hear me, I’d like to say that… it’s been a pleasure to be with you both. I have very little energy left, and freeing me will not help much, if at all. These people really know how to mess with we magical beings.”
    

    
              Ray lowered his head, silently acknowledging her statement. He wished that there was a way he could talk to her without saying something out loud. His father and his subordinates were getting closer to his hiding spot. There really wasn’t a chance, was there? Even stalling like Rio suggested wouldn’t help enough.
    

    
              A soft light lit up below him. Startled, he looked at the Mutperco, on which text had appeared, scrolling across the screen. 
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      User aredyn detected.
    

    
                      Would you like to log in?
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “Yeah, it’s been nice knowing you,”
       continued Aredyn, Ray looking in glee as he remembered that she had inadvertently set up her own account! And his parents probably didn’t delete that, either!
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      User aredyn logged in.
    

    
                      What would you like to do?
    

    
      
    

    
              “I only wish that this blasted cage could turn off and stop stealing my energy. I can’t believe this,”
       grumbled the dragoness, 
      “they literally just slapped me with energy.”
    

    
      
    

    
                      
      Protective measures disabled.
    

    
                      Power input disabled.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-28
    

    
              Ray almost laughed out loud at the completely coincidental way the security systems restraining Aredyn were turned off. Aredyn didn’t seem to notice, though. He tried to wave to get her attention, but she didn’t move, curling her tail around her legs. The waving did not go completely unseen, however. “Hey! They’re over there!” a voice said. Ray dumped the Mutperco in his pocket and bolted, heading for the cage when his head slammed into a wall. Trying to hold back the tears in his eyes, his vision cleared to see his father standing in front of him.  He looked a little surprised, but the expression quickly disappeared from his face.
    

    
              “I see that you’ve found us, somehow. How did you do it?”
    

    
              Ray attempted to look beyond him at Aredyn, but a pair of hands grabbed his head, forcing his eyes to focus on his dad’s face. “I said, how did you find us?”
    

    
              “...Tracker.”
    

    
              The pressure on his cheekbones suddenly subsided, giving him the ability to move his head again. “Interesting. Well, no matter. You can’t do anything with it once you die. Now… is there anyone else here?”
    

    
              Ray thought of Rio. He shook his head mutely.
    

    
              “Are you sure?”
    

    
              He nodded.
    

    
              “Are you certain that is your final answer? Our receptionist has informed us that you and a girl entered the building, saying that I had booked a tour for you both. I believe her name was, what, Rio?” The man put up a hand, and Rio appeared under the light, two men restraining her arms and legs and covering her arms. Her eyes were murderous. “Now, Ray,” his father’s voice became softer, “why don’t you work with us? You have a brilliant mind. You could kill a dragon. You could rule the world with us!”
    

    
              Ray gaped. Did they really expect that stereotypical villain monologuing would convince him to switch sides? He pretended to think about it, rubbing two fingers against his chin as he slowly edged toward the cage, whose occupant was now fully aware of his situation, her eyes wide open. He tried to find some way to tell Aredyn non-verbally that she could get out and attack him please, but she didn’t seem to understand him.
    

    
              “Son, I’d like an answer some time soon. If you don’t cooperate, wi’ll kill your friend here first before doing the same to you, but much more slowly.” Confirming the threat, the people restraining Rio began to slowly twist her limbs. She gritted her teeth, but did not make a sound.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      2019-11-29
    

    
              Just then, the cage door swung open with a loud 
      creak
      . Aredyn looked shocked, her claw frozen in the act of poking at the metal bars, but quickly recovered, launching herself at Rio, whose limbs were suddenly released by their captors by an unseen force. It was a quiet affair. Ray looked on in both awe and some disgust, to his disappointment, as the dragoness mangled their bodies with reckless abandon. He didn’t notice as his father reached into his pocket, taking out a device and whispering into it.
    

    
              Rio had been knocked back during the commotion and was rubbing her wrists, scowling at the groaning, bleeding men who had captured her. Aredyn turned around, looking somewhat proud of herself before her eyes widened, focused on something behind Ray. 
      “Ray, get here now!”
    

    
              Ray turned to see what she was surprised about, but that proved to be a mistake as a hand grabbed his neck and he felt a cold metal cylinder being pressed against his head. He tried to lift his head to see his father holding a gun pointed at his own head. Apparently he was even less fatherly than Ray had thought. “Do not try anything, beast. If I see your eyes glow for even a fraction of a second, I’ll shoot your friend right here and now,” his father warned.
    

    
              Aredyn narrowed her eyes at him, but didn’t move. Rio also stood still. As he sat there, the gravity of the situation finally hit Ray. His own 
      father
       was pointing a gun at his head, threatening to shoot him for… well, he didn’t know, but it was probably for money. Everyone wanted money, right? His mother was nowhere to be seen, and he worried that she might have escaped and was calling for reinforcements.
    

    
              No one moved for the next few seconds, both sides waiting for the other to make the first move. Suddenly, the pressure on his head disappeared, and Ray watched in amazement as his father looked on in disbelief as his gun was wrenched from his hand, soaring towards the dragoness, who promptly ate it. “H-how…” his dad stammered, pointing an accusing finger at Aredyn. “Your eyes didn’t glow?”
    

    
              Aredyn rolled her eyes. 
      “Who says my eyes need to glow to use psychic powers?”
       Ray could tell that this was the first time that his father had heard the dragoness’ telepathy, judging by the priceless expression on his face. If this was a less life-threatening situation, he might even have laughed.
    

    
              “You can talk! You’re sentient! Oh, the director is going to be so happy when he sees this, I’m going to get a promotion!”
    

    
              
      “You know you’re not really in a position to make that statement, right?”
    

    
              Ray’s dad laughed maniacally. “Well, beast, I’m sure you know I’m not dumb enough to enter a situation like this without backup, did you?” From the shadows, dozens of men in black suits emerged, each carrying a far larger gun than the one Ray’s dad did, all directed at Aredyn. Rio inched closer to the tense dragoness.
    

    
              “Any minute now…” Rio whispered to Ray, checking her watch every few seconds.
    

    
              “Well, any last words?” thundered his father, towering over them.
    

    
              
      “You’ll never get away with this!”
    

    
              “Oh, I’m sure I will. You know you’re not really in a position to make that statement, right?” he taunted, relishing his victory over them all.
    

    
              “Annnnnny minute now…” said Rio.
    

    
              A crash sounded from the roof, and what looked like 
      hundreds 
      of people wearing combat clothing and carrying what looked to be very lethal weapons dropped from the ceiling, scrabbling to arrange themselves in a circle around the trio.  Rio fistpumped. Dumbstruck, Ray’s father and his army paused for one crucial moment. “Defensive positions!” a voice came from the centre of the circle. Ray looked up to see a person that looked like the others with the combat clothing and bulletproof vests but with a lot more ribbons on them. A large badge was pinned on his chest, bearing the words, ‘POLICE’, much like police badge clipart Ray could find on the Internet. “Secure the alien!”
    

    
              Ray’s father’s blood rushed to his cheeks, angry splotches present on his face. “Kill them all!”
    

    
              Bullets streamed through the air, but none reached the two humans and one dragon at the centre of the protective circle. It didn’t seem like they were hitting the protective circle, either. Ray noticed that the person at the centre was holding a small device, blue light being emitted in every direction. If he squinted and tried to see where it ended, he could just about find a barely visible grid of light, surrounding the troops like one of those stereotypical force fields. “Cool force field,” he commented.
    

    
              He received no response, but the person with more ribbons looked down and gave him a small smile. “Top of the line technology, my friend.” He turned back to the bullet rain, which was starting to peeter out as they started to realise that small projectiles could not pass. “They attacked us first! Fire at will!”
    

    
              It was a complete massacre. Machine guns utterly 
      mowed
       the opposing army down, bullets ricocheting all around the room, hitting any who tried to hide. In just five seconds, the ground was tainted red with spilled blood gushing from at least ten wounds from each person not part of the police force. “Alright, I think that’s enough. If they aren’t dead already, they will be. Good work, everyone!” Having neither the time nor the questions to ask questions, both Ray and Aredyn gaped as the police left as fast as they had come.
    

    
              There was silence, the only sound being the occasional 
      drip
       of blood from dead bodies. 
      “...What just happened?”
    

    
              Rio grinned. “Oh, I called the police! I said that there were people here experimenting on live sentient creatures without their permission, but they didn’t believe me, so I sent them a picture! They said they were going to come over as fast as they could!” She looked up, seeing the hole that other people were now looking down at. Ray hoped that it would be too dark to see the white dragoness.
    

    
              
      “I-I see. It appears I have still much to learn about the human world.”
    

    
              “We need to go,” interjected Ray. “We can’t stay here. There’s too many people.” He got up, rubbing his throat from where his own father had grabbed him before, and stumbled, putting his hands on Aredyn’s head for balance. “Sorry.”
    

    
              
      “Don’t worry about it. I…”
       Aredyn looked at them both, a smile of gratitude clear on her draconic snout. 
      “Thank you both, so much. It’s… I thought that I was going to die there.”
       She raised her paws and clamped one each around Ray and Rio’s shoulders, bringing them together. She brought them near her chest and squeezed them both in a hug.
    

    
              Ray and Rio, caught by surprise by the unexpected act of affection, had their arms pinned by the dragoness’ far stronger forearms/forelegs whatever they’re called. They gasped, trying to let their lungs expand in the crushing embrace. “Aredyn…” wheezed Ray, “can’t… breathe.”
    

    
              Aredyn let go of them both, and her purple eyes were watery as she placed her paws back on the ground. 
      “I’m sorry, it’s just that…”
       she struggled in trying to think of words, 
      “You guys are the best.”
    

    
              Rio laughed, breaking some of the tension. “Don’t let Ray’s head get even bigger. Keep praising him and he’ll think he can stop procrastinating!”
    

    
              Ray let out a small smile too. “Heh, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m a master at being productive and managing my time effectively.”
    

    
              Before either Rio or Aredyn could comment on what his 
      actual
       ability to manage his time was, a bright light flared up behind them. They turned to see that the round frame that Aredyn’s cage had been hooked up to suddenly filled, a blue translucent light swirling at its core. Ray stiffened. “My dad said… that’s the portal. Back to Hetra.”
    

    
              Rio cheered, “That’s great! You can go home, Aredyn! You can see your friends and family again!”
    

    
              They turned to the dragoness to see how she was feeling, but were surprised when she pawed the ground, not unlike a horse, nervously. 
      “Yes. That’s… that’s definitely my way home. But… this all seems so sudden.”
    

    
              “Aw,” said Rio, although Ray thought he detected a small tremor in her voice, “that’s sweet, Aredyn. We love you too. But you should probably go back. Who knows when you’ll be able to find another way back to Hetra?”
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      “Don’t worry about me. I’ve survived this long, haven’t I?”
    

    
              “What about all the food and lodging you’ve been taking from poor Ray? He’s going to go broke!” said Rio, at which Ray stopped, realising that his parents 
      probably
       couldn’t legally take care of now, due to their nonexistence.
    

    
              “Don’t worry about it,” dismissed Ray, “I can think of something. After all, the entire climax of the story no longer exists because the author was too terrible at writing. There’s no way the situation that they envisioned is ever going to play out, it revolved on--” He broke off, eyes widening as the machinery began to spark in several places where Ray thought it should not have been sparking. The blue portal-like field at the centre was flickering. He had just enough time to yell at everyone to get cover before the ground shook, and the portal burst free of its frame, enveloping them all. Ray opened his eyes to see that the portal was three-dimensional, a large sphere that didn’t actually seem to do anything, but just grow bigger. Miraculously, the sudden ground tremors stopped without any objects falling from the sky to contribute to their untimely demise.
    

    
              “Uh…” said Rio, staring at the now broken portal frame. “Are we all going to die?”
    

    
              Aredyn’s white face somehow managed to pale further even through her scales. 
      “That’s a 
      lot
       of energy that just became unstable. Who 
      knows
       what it can do.”
       She plopped onto the ground, watching as the edges of the blue light became no longer visible. 
      “I don’t think it’s functioning as it should at the moment, though.”
    

    
              The trio huddled closer together for comfort. Aredyn wrapped her wings around the two fragile human bodies protectively. 
      “Well, we’re not dead yet. Maybe things will work out.”
    

    
              Ray didn’t know how long they were wrapped inside the dragoness’ scaly embrace, but at one point his vision suddenly became so much more vibrant. The blue tint that had plagued his eyeballs disappeared, leaving all the reds, greens, and yellows to give their own opinion on what the world looked like. “I think it’s over.”
    

    
              The wings uncurled and folded back against Aredyn’s side, and Rio looked around. “Did anything happen?” As soon as those words left her mouth, all three of them could hear distant screams penetrating the silence that they had all gotten used to.
    

    
              
      “Let’s find out. Hop on!”
    

    
              Figuratively hopping on the dragon, both Ray and Rio were pressed against the dragoness’ back as she spread her wings, gaining altitude with each flap. In no time at all, they were at the ground floor of Nomekop Tower. Ray rolled off Aredyn’s back, arms and legs laid out, chest heaving. “Did… you have to… go up and down so much?” he asked, clutching his abdomen.
    

    
              “There’s nobody here,” noted Rio, ignoring Ray’s pleas for motion sickness medicine.
    

    
              “So? They probably all ran away when the police broke through 
      five
       floors of 
      concrete
      .” Ray propped himself up on his elbows, looking around the room.
    

    
              “But the thing is,” said Rio calmly, “there’s a bunch of… fire, rain, and electricity? outside.”
    

    
              They all looked out the window, the soundproof glass preventing them from hearing any of the commotion outside.
    

    
              
      “Wow. That’s, uh… hm. Wow. Think we should check it out? I have a feeling that something is a little messed up.”
    

    
              The humans nodded in agreement. “That… certainly is something. And--” A truck flew by the window, stopping Rio’s sentence. “...Think you could help them, Aredyn?”
    

    
              
      “I think I have to. I’m sure that there was a simple miscommunication somewhere.”
    

    
              They headed out the double automatic double glass doors to be bombarded by the sounds of more screaming and explosions before it all stopped, leaving silence. The city was an absolute mess, green fires burning on buildings, trees, and the 
      ocean
      , collapsed infrastructure littering the landscape. An old woman sat on the bench nearby, petting her cat. Aredyn turned invisible before she turned her head to look at them. “Good afternoon, children,” she greeted them courteously, a warm smile on her face.
    

    
              Aredyn asked incredulously, 
      “Is she blind?”
    

    
              “Um,” Ray’s eyes repeatedly flicked away from the gaze of the woman. “We were inside for a bit, then heard that something had happened outside. Do you know what happened?”
    

    
              The woman stroked the back of her cat, who gave out a contented purr, leaning into the touch. She showed no signs of distress, maintaining her cheerful expression. “Of course, you would have to be blind not to notice. And deaf.”
    

    
              
      “So she isn’t blind or deaf,”
       said Aredyn.
    

    
              “A hole opened in the sky, letting out I think thousands of creatures as a blue light pulsed out from the building I believe you two were just in. They flew around, distressed, and defended themselves, until our mayor and their leader,” she pointed at a nearby grassy slope where they saw a human and a muscled green dragon shaking hands, “reached an agreement. It was quite the spectacle, I tell you.”
    

    
              Paying no attention to how calm the woman acted, they headed over to where a crowd of people were mutedly clapping and cheering, a much larger crowd of human-sized dragons similar to Aredyn standing still, occasionally flicking a tail or shuffling a wing. They broke off, heading in different directions. The humans stood stoically, leaving to whatever they were doing before they were interrupted by an earthquake and the introduction of an otherworldly species into their reality. The mayor stood standing, talking to the green dragon, who did not say anything back, just staring into his eyes. It stood as Ray and Rio approached, gaze piercing through their own. They unconfortably looked away at the man in the suit instead, who seemed much more welcoming. “Hello there,” he said politely, “you are free to do whatever you want to do.” They didn’t budge, and Rio put up a hand. “Yes?”
    

    
              “Um, we were inside during everything happened. What… happened? Why are there fantastical creatures everywhere now?”
    

    
              The mayor grumbled under his breath, “Darn teenagers playing their Fortnight, not even paying attention to the world around them when an 
      earthquake
       would interrupt their video games.”
    

    
              Ray tried not to look offended. “Sorry, sir, what was that?”
    

    
              The mayor coughed. “Er, yes. I said that for some reason, dragons came out of nowhere and we’re struck a peace agreement with them until our world leaders come. We’ve got top scientists working to figure out what happened.”
    

    
              Aredyn reappeared, deciding it was safe to do so at this point. She broadcast her speech to the human in front of her and the dragon, in addition to Ray and Rio. 
      “If I may, mayor person, I believe the answer lies in that building over there,”
       she lifted a foreleg in the general direction of Nomekop Tower. 
      “You see, we were just there, and we believe that we’ve seen something that could possibly justify the events that have just occurred.”
    

    
              Both the green dragon and the mayor’s eyes widened. The mayor decided not to comment, professionally deciding to dedicate his effort to the problem at hand. “Uh, right. You… didn’t drop out of the sky, attacking our city?”
    

    
              
      “That is correct,” 
      affirmed Aredyn. 
      “I was dragged here by, according to my friend here,”
       she nudged Ray with her snout, 
      “Nomekop Corporation’s Alternate Dimensions department. They were taken care of, It’s very strange, I know. We’ve been working on figuring out what happened for nearly a month now.”
    

    
              The green dragon’s eyes grew even bigger, widening to the size of saucers. 
      “You did?”
       a masculine voice sounded in all their heads. 
      “Did they mistreat you, like our legends say? Did they hit you with whips, chain your snout, and compare you to their 
      cats
      ?”
       
    

    
              
      “They did no such thing, except for the latter,”
       replied Aredyn coolly. 
      “They were very understanding of my situation, Ray here particularly. Now, why don’t we return back to the matter at hand? I was under the impression that you had a few questions, mayor.”
    

    
              The green dragon looked away at her remark, stepping back a bit, ears flattening. Rio looked at the two draconic creatures, frowning. The mayor just looked more overwhelmed, and blinked a few times before replying. “Uh, right. What did you say happened down there?”
    

    
              “We didn’t,” interjected Rio, standing up from whispering something in Aredyn’s ear. “But I feel like we’re going to have to repeat ourselves here, so could we wait for anyone we need to tell our story to to arrive?”
    

    
              Aredyn said something out loud. Her green counterpart tilted his head, replying curiously. At the dragoness’ response, he stepped back, before scrambling to his feet and backing away in a submissive gesture. Ray looked curiously at the duo. “What happened?”
    

    
              
      “I just had a talk with a fellow dragon.”
       Aredyn did not provide any further details, and the look she gave him made him decide that he probably shouldn’t press for further details. Rio giggled, then sat, writing something in her notebook. Ray followed her example, taking out his laptop and pulling up the game. Aredyn looked over his shoulder, giving out advice from time to time as needed. 
      “So you want to go over here, see-- No, not there, to your left-- your 
      other
       left!”
       She waved her forelegs exasperatedly before settling with watching the gameplay instead. Ray grinned cheekily.
    

    
              The mayor and the green dragon just looked lost.
    

    

    
      
    

    
              In what felt like no time at all, the roar of planes could be heard. Looking up, Ray saw that the sun had teetered its way to the horizon already. It was nearly night. The planes circled the city as its altitude decreased, as if searching for a landing strip. The private jets settled for rushing at the group of humans and dragons, who prepared to run away if need be. Fortunately, pilots were smarter than that and the aircraft slowed to a point where the stopped on the grass a few metres away. Aredyn turned invisible, and Ray felt her tense behind him. A group of what looked to be five very important people disembarked, stepping onto the grass, including an old Asian man, accompanied by what looked to be two soldiers, a distinctly orange man and a man who looked like the orange man but less orange. Ray stared, not familiar with any of them. “
      These
       are our world leaders?”
    

    
              The three important people looked at each other distastefully before heading up to where the Ray’s group sat. They stood as courtesy. Ray waved awkwardly. “Hello, uh… important people. I’m Ray,” he introduced, “and these are my friends Rio and Aredyn.”
    

    
              The orange man leered at him. “Why are we dealing with a 
      child
      ?” He turned to the mayor, who looked like he wanted anything but to be in the centre of his attention. The man stuck a hand. The mayor accepted it carefully.
    

    
              “Pleased to meet you, President.”
    

    
              Rio lifted a hand. The mayor turned to her gratefully, letting her be the centre of all three pairs of important eyeballs boring into her. She looked unfazed, however. “Sorry, but I don’t think we know any of you yet. Who are you guys?”
    

    
              The mayor looked like he was about to flop over from embarassment. The man who looked like the orange man frowned, and the Asian guy’s bodyguards tensed up. “My dear girl,” said the man who looked like the orange man but with a British accent, “I’m Sirob Honjosn. I’m the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.” Rio nodded, taking in that information, and turned to the Asian man. He said something in another language, and after he finished, one of his bodyguards stepped up, acting as translator.
    

    
              “This is the Chairman of the People’s Republic of China.”
    

    
              The orange man stepped up on his own accord, puffing out his chest slightly. “And of course, I’m surprised you don’t me yet, after my genius, I’m Landod Tmurp, President of the United States of America.”
    

    
              Aredyn’s voice sounded confused. 
      “This man seems to think rather highly of himself.”
    

    
              Mr. Honjosn said, “Now, let’s get down to business. Mayor, I thank you your handling of the situation here, but if you could get all those… creatures back here?”
    

    
              The green dragon flew away. “Uh,” said Ray, “I think that’s what he’s going to do. Why do you need them all here?”
    

    
              The orange man grinned. It was clear that the three had discussed their course of action beforehand. “Why, nuke them all, of course.”
    

    
              The Asian man said something. “The Chairman of the People’s Republic of China wishes to berate the President of the United States of America. We will not ‘nuke them all’, we will return them to their own world. They do not belong in our world, and the costs of rebuilding are already very high.”
    

    
              Mr. Tmurp patted the Chairman of the People’s Republic of China’s hand, who moved it away quickly, looking disgusted. “Now, now, you really don’t need to say that. We really are just going to nuke them home. Don’t cover it up.”
    

    
              Ray paled. “What? Why?”
    

    
              The President turned to him. “You see, child, dragons are dangerous creatures. It would be better if they all left, and nothing changed. Change is a pain, you see. My approval ratings could go down even lower than they already are!” He laughed. No one laughed with him. “We’ve already started the mindwipe process for the city!”
    

    
              
      “I will not let this happen,”
       said Aredyn fiercely, 
      “I refuse! Ray, Rio, if you could… please let me stay here. I can protect you from whatever technology they have to erase memories. I will find another way to return home.”
    

    
              “How would you do that?” asked Ray, puzzled. “Do you have the technology?”
    

    
              The Asian man let out a small smile. “The Chairman of the People’s Republic of China wishes to inform you that they have been aware of alternate dimensions for decades. Imagine the public backlash once it is discovered that we kept this hidden from the public. Have you seen Area 51? The place is full of creatures. He will take his leave now, if there is nothing else to discuss.”
    

    
              The mayor stood there, speechless, as the three world leaders turned and left on their planes again. “Wha-what just happened?”
    

    
              “I think,” said Ray slowly, turning to Rio, “we’re screwed.”
    

    
              A large cubic machine floated down in front of them. A beam of light struck the mayor, causing his eyes to glaze over, before hitting Ray and Rio in succession, who only felt a slight tingle. Ray felt Aredyn rustle behind him. 
      “We need to go.”
    

    
              “Why?”
    

    
              
      “The author messed up. Everything’s falling apart! Take the dumb guy and go somewhere else! Anywhere!”
    

    
              Rio looked perplexed, looking at Ray. “Fine. Rio, help me by lifting his head?” Ray lifted the man’s feet while Rio grabbed his upper body, and they slowly climbed over the hill, back to Nomekop Tower. As they entered the double automatic double glass doors, a large crowd of dragons landed back where they had their discussion. They rustled around uneasily as they tried to find the person their leader had said would talk to them. A roar of sound dragged Ray’s attention to three planes, each carrying a bright green payload, which fell over the dragons. They moved aside curiously, letting the bundles fall to the ground. One of them was curious enough to touch the orb.
    

    
              It flashed red then released light in every direction, bright enough to force Ray to close his eyes and turn away from the dragons, covering them with his sleeve. When the light faded, they looked to see that all the dragons had disappeared. “Aredyn?” asked Rio. “Are you still here?”
    

    
              
      “Yes.”
    

    
              The mayor stirred beside them. “Ugh… what happened? Why am I in Nomekop Tower?”
    

    
              Rio bent down. “Sir, do you remember anything?”
    

    
              He shook his head. “No, not at all. I think I hit my head or something…” he touched his forehead and winced.
    

    
              “We found you here,” lited Ray, getting an idea. “I think you should go see a doctor or something.”
    

    
              “Yeah, I’ll do that. Thanks… uh, hey! Where are you going?” Ray had looked at his phone and started running, yelling behind him.
    

    
              “We need to go! Our flight leaves in 
      half an hour!”
       Rio followed at a more leisurely pace. The mayor just stared as they left.
    

    
              “Ray, we have 
      plenty
       of time. Half an hour is plenty!”
    

    
              “It’s a weekend! There are lots of flights on weekends!” Rio started running.
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              “I’m impressed, Ray,” said Rio in class, looking over Ray’s portion of their project. “I didn’t think you would actually put effort into this.”
    

    
              “Well, you know,” Ray tried to say nonchalantly, “I work best under pressure.”
    

    
              “That’s called procratination and you know it. If you worked this hard earlier, we would have been done ages ago! And it could’ve been so much better! Haven’t you learned anything from what we taught you?”
    

    
              “But working is so difficult! I bet our writer procrastinates like crazy, trying to write fifty thousand words in a month! He’s had to put down three thousand words a day multiple times now!”
    

    
              “Oh, definitely. But you aren’t the writer. You’re Ray, and the next project we work on, I’m going to make you actually 
      work
       on it.”
    

    
              “Good morning, class!” said Mrs. Yonna. “Please place your completed research into the bin at the front, no, not like that, Blaine, stack them on top nicely, if you could, thank you. When you’re done, have one member of your group share their video.”
    

    
              Ray was already pulling up the video he had mostly made by the time Rio whispered to him, “You do it.”
    

    
              “Send the file to my email, and I’ll play them in a random order.”
    

    
              Ray felt a weight lift off his chest as he hit “Send”, the month-long project worth a not-insignificant portion of their grade now completed. Everything was out of his hands now. He actually wished that Mrs. Yonna would play and judge their video first, so he could just worry about watching others’ videos afterward.
    

    
              “The first group is… Justin and Allen!” Annoyingly pressing the button to play the video without moving the mouse away, leaving the player controls and title visible in the otherwise fullscreen playback, Ray watched as his classmates played their videos, feeling more and more nervous as they were all pretty good. Still, he was confident that his video editing was superior to everyone else’s, at least.
    

    
      They’d gone through just over half of the class when Mrs. Yonna named their group. “This is Ray and Rio’s.”
    

    
      The video began to play, and Ray internally cringed as his voice played back through the terrible projector speakers. “Dragons exist in a world like ours, and are intelligent enough to live in their own society. Relying on their magic instead of technology, dragons use their natural ability to…”
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              Applause filled the room as their video finished, Ray imagining that it was a lot louder than that of everyone else’s video. He and Rio headed to the front of the classroom to receive their marks, lifting their legs a little higher than was necessary to get out of their chairs. Mrs. Yonna was still writing down her notes for the pair. “Those were fantastic visual effects, you two. Amazing! Which of you did it?” The credits rolled, showing that the person who managed special effects was Ray. “Well, Ray, I have to ask, how did you make that dragon look so realistic? You even touched it! It must have taken a lot of work!”
    

    
              “Oh, it was nothing,” Ray said modestly, “the Internet helps a lot. A friend taught me the basics.”
    

    
              “Well,” began Mrs. Yonna, putting down her pen and giving them their marked rubrics, “full marks for visual appeal, performance, and acting, I say! You cited no sources, exactly what I had asked, but I doubt your information came from a very trustworthy source,” she shrugged, “that’s fine, since I told you all to look for legends and myths. And that was 
      mythical
      , all right. Imagine 
      dragons
       using tools!”
    

    
              Aredyn sat at the back of the room, flicking her tail back and forth, a smile hidden on her invisible snout as the last credit rolled down, and the video ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      End
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