
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Hero Hunt

      Sorceress Super Hero Book 3

    

    




      
        Darius Brasher

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAILING LIST AND CONTACT INFORMATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Join thousands of other urban fantasy and superhero lovers for exclusive information on deals, discounts, and book new releases by joining Darius Brasher’s email newsletter HERE.

      

      Contact me:

      
        
        Facebook: www.facebook.com/dariusbrasher

        Twitter: www.twitter.com/dariusbrasher

        Patreon: www.patreon.com/dariusbrasher

        Email: darius@dbrasher.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Darius Brasher

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      Special thanks to Michael Hofer, Flint L. Miller, and Tiffani Panek, higher level supporters of my Patreon superhero fiction writing campaign. Your support is much appreciated!

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Darius Brasher

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Surrender the pixies and no one gets hurt!” I thundered. My voice echoed off the walls of the cavernous warehouse. My outfit’s Mask of Inscrutability had amplified my words like it was a bullhorn.

      I had just crashed through the third-story window of this Washington, D.C. warehouse and landed on the catwalk ringing the interior. Glass still tinkled around me. My superhero outfit’s durability and protective magic had prevented the window from slicing me to ribbons.

      Startled, over half a dozen pointy-eared, black-haired dark elves stared up at me from the warehouse floor. They gaped at me, their faces even pastier than usual under the harsh fluorescent lights humming above us. With my ebony leather costume, mask covering my face from the nose down, billowing blood-red cloak, booming voice, and abrupt appearance, I undoubtedly looked like something out of these elves’ nightmares.

      The warehouse was in Ivy City, a run-down neighborhood in the northeastern quadrant of the District. My informants had obviously pointed me to the right place. In addition to the dark elves, swarms of pixies winked below like lightning bugs in all colors of the rainbow. The tiny fairies were trapped in an elaborate series of clear glass vessels suspended above a long wooden bench in the center of the warehouse. It was a contraption designed to capture and collect the pixie dust the creatures excreted.

      A Gifted human or Otherkin could get as high as Jesus on the space shuttle off a snort of pixie dust. A high dose was lethal. With nonmagical mundanes, however, even a tiny bit of raw pixie dust was lethal because of the substance’s potent magic. Once processed with iron dust to remove most of its magic, though, pixie dust produced a high among mundanes like cocaine laced with meth with a side of adrenaline. One snort addicted a mundane for life. An addict would borrow, beg, steal or worse for her next high. I knew a mother who sold her three-year-old and newborn to score more. On top of pixie dust’s addictive qualities, the iron the mundane version was cut with caused severe damage to the nose and nasal passages, scarring of the lungs, and siderosis, excessive iron in the body.

      Capturing pixies was illegal in the magical world not only because of the effects of pixie dust but also because pixies wasted away and died in captivity. Selling their dust was illegal in both the magical and mundane worlds. Mundanes of course did not know pixie dust came from actual pixies because mundanes did not know magic and magical folk were real. Mundanes thought pixie dust was merely the drug’s street name, much like angel dust was the street name for PCP.

      There had recently been a surge of pixie dust overdose deaths and pixie dust related illnesses in the District and the surrounding states. I had traced the source of the dust to this warehouse and these dark elves. I had reason to believe my so-called mother Agatha Malvolia profited from this illegal drug ring. If I could prove it, I would finally have the dirt I’d been trying to get on her for months.

      The elves below recovered from their startle over my unexpected appearance almost immediately due to their preternatural Otherkin reflexes. Quick as a wink, they grabbed rifles and unholstered handguns. The weapons swung up, in my direction.

      I dived to the right. My cloak whipped around me as I took cover behind a large engine rusting on the catwalk.

      Bullets bombarded the metal mass. The thunderous metallic patter reminded me of the time Bigfoot and I had taken shelter from a sudden hailstorm in a cabin with a tin roof.

      I don’t speak Elvish, Puck said dryly in my head as I crouched behind the engine, but I suspect this response doesn’t translate into “Oh no! The invincible mystic superhero Grimoire has foiled our fiendish pixie kidnapping scheme and lucrative pixie dust drug ring. We surrender to you and the inevitable.”

      “Ever think about changing your name from the Cloak of Wisdom to the Cloak of No Duh?” I muttered. I did not have to raise my voice for Puck to hear me over the cacophony of bullets; when I wore him and we were linked together magically, a whisper was as good as a shout.

      A shouted order rose above the tumult. The patter of bullets pinning me behind the engine lessened but did not stop. I heard the clatter of feet on the metal stairs leading up to the catwalk. Company was coming. Soon the engine would stop being a shield and start being a big metal bullseye with Sage Hawthorne in the dead center. Emphasis on the word dead. My Grimoire suit would protect me from a stray bullet or two, but not from an elf firing squad.

      Puck said as much in an increasingly nervous voice as the footfalls got closer. But there was no need for his warning—my hands were already weaving the Wave of a spell. “Fluxus oneris electrici,” I murmured in the Word of the spell as I exerted my Will.

      More electricity than usual surged through the fluorescent lights overhead. Already bright, the lights brightened even more, making me squint. The elves cried out in alarm and confusion. The lights buzzed like a hive of angry bees, rivaling the gunfire in loudness. Then they popped like overfilled balloons.

      Glass rained down from the broken lights. The warehouse plunged into darkness. It was the middle of an overcast night, and only a little light trickled in from outside through the sole window, the one I had made my entrance through.

      “Stop firing you idiots!” rose a shout from below. “You’re going to pop one of our guys on the stairs by accident.”

      The gunfire died off. I stuck my head out cautiously.

      A fusillade of gunfire greeted my peekaboo.

      I yanked my head back behind the engine. Sparks flew all around me. The cascade of sparks from bullets hitting the engine in the dark stopped after a few pulse-pounding seconds.

      Darkness swallowed me yet again. I pressed my back to the engine as my heart threatened to jackhammer out of my chest. Darn these elves and their night vision! I knew they could see in the dark, but had no idea they could see this well.

      John Wayne would’ve stuck just his hat out first to see if the Indians were still lying in wait, Puck said reproachfully.

      “I’m fresh out of ten-gallon hats,” I rasped. Even cloaked by darkness, it was clear I was pinned here until the elves on the warehouse floor either got bored or ran out of ammunition. I didn’t count on either happening before the other elves finished ascending the stairs and had a clear shot at me.

      I reached into the Pouch of Infinity affixed to my belt. With a mental command directed at the magic pouch, three glass balls the size of large marbles flew into my hand from the pocket dimension the pouch contained. I kept a multitude of things in the pouch, everything from crime-fighting gear to lipstick and condoms in the event my love life miraculously improved. The bottomless magic pouch was a superhero’s and horny chick’s dream come true.

      I shook the balls vigorously, like a craps player whose mortgage payment depended on the next throw of the dice. Unshaken, the liquid inside the balls was as clear as tap water and about as volatile; shaken, the liquid turned dark as night and was like a grenade with the pin removed. I nearly blew up Capstone Security Consultants’ alchemy lab twice before I had gotten the formula right. Okay, okay . . . three times, but that third time wasn’t my fault. How was I to know those newt eyes and frog toes were past their expiration date? Piss-poor product labeling. I told my boss Oscar Hightower he ought to sue. The half Orc had sighed and said my debts and lack of property made me judgment-proof. I think he had a different defendant in mind than I.

      I tossed the shaken glass balls over my shoulder. They arced over the engine and fell toward the warehouse floor. I didn’t hear them collide and break, but did not need to hear them to know they did.

      The elves on the warehouse floor began coughing like late-stage tuberculosis patients. That told me the glass balls had broken open and spewed opaque noxious fumes everywhere, like a fog machine on overdrive. In seconds a thick, over six-foot high cloud of magically created smoke would cover the entire warehouse floor. Inhaling the smoke would knock out mundanes, but only obscure the vision of Otherkin like these and slow them down. That would have to be good enough.

      A clatter of feet in the darkness on my right told me the elves on the stairs had reached the top. The plumes of magic smoke I had unleashed would not rise this high. I was a sitting duck. Time to go.

      I spun to the left, grabbed the barely visible railing of the catwalk, and let my momentum carry me over it into the inky void beyond.

      Just in time. Bullets pinged off the catwalk where I had crouched behind the engine. A bullet hit my shoulder. Ow! It felt like getting punched hard. Thanks to my suit, though, the round did not penetrate my body.

      I plummeted into the still expanding cloud of magic smoke. I willed the Mask of Inscrutability to filter out the fumes so they wouldn’t affect me. I landed on my feet, surrendered to my downward momentum, dropped to the floor, and rolled away from the spot where I had touched down.

      I heard dull pops as bullets impaled the wood floor where I had landed and rolled away from. Then came a barked command from above for the elves on the catwalk to stop firing before they hit their unseen brethren enshrouded in the smoke.

      I scrambled to my feet. The knee Snallygaster had snapped like a bundle of toothpicks months ago ached in protest. The Conclave’s healers had assured me the knee was completely healed and the intermittent pain was all in my head. Puck, always helpful, had said it showed how little doctors knew because there wasn’t anything in my head.

      It’s as dark as the inside of Jonah’s whale if the whale had black lung disease, my biggest booster complained. Colorfully put, but true. The roiling dark smoke blinded me as well as the elves.

      But not for long. I opened my Third Eye, the part of me which allowed me to see the mystical world sharing the mundane one.

      The mundane world faded away and the normally invisible became visible. Colors suddenly whirled in my mystical mind’s eye in a 360-degree panorama, like a Matisse painting come to life. Living matter, the stuff that generated magical energy, was brightly colored; dead material was dull browns and blacks. The elves and imprisoned pixies, being magical beings, stood out like neon signs under the gaze of my Third Eye. If, that is, neon signs were a constantly moving and morphing mix of every vivid color on the color wheel.

      Now that I could see again, I took a quick count: two dark elves were on the catwalk; the remaining five were down here with me.

      One of the five staggered close, coughing so hard he was liable to hawk up his lungs. He wasn’t aware of my proximity thanks to the thick smoke. A pistol dangled listlessly from his hand. Like all the elves here, this one was shorter than I. Unlike some other subspecies of elves, dark elves were not particularly tall. Just particularly immoral.

      I rushed the staggering elf, moving swiftly so his keen senses of smell and hearing wouldn’t alert him to my approach.

      I grabbed the elf’s arm. My grip tightened around his wrist like a vise. Bones cracked. The elf yelped in pain. He dropped the gun. My other hand shot up like a piston, catching the Otherkin under his chin. I had hit the elf pretty hard, but my suit’s gauntlet absorbed the force of the punch and my knuckles barely felt it.

      The dark elf could not say the same. His head was flung backward. He toppled over like a felled tree. He lay still on the floor. The vivid glow of his life force assured me he was merely unconscious, not dead. Good. I wasn’t a killer. I wasn’t Agatha.

      I glanced around. Though they were still coughing, the other four elves now moved in my direction, either catching wind of my smell despite my smoke bombs’ fumes or attracted by the pained cry of their fallen companion. The elves were positioned roughly at the four points of the compass and closing fast.

      I gathered my Will, Waved my hands, and said the Word: “Nulla tenaci invia est via.” For the tenacious, no road is impassable.

      A circular whirling maelstrom of magical energy as tall as a door opened in front of me. I darted into the magic portal. I disappeared right as gunfire erupted around me. Me speaking had helped the keen-eared elves pinpoint my location.

      Their first problem was, thanks to my portal, I was no longer where I had just been.

      Their second problem was, with me no longer in the way, bullets crossed paths. Bullets hit two of the elves. The two went down with cries of pain.

      I stepped out of the other side of the portal right behind one of the still-standing elves. He glowed like he was radioactive under the gaze of my Third Eye. I wrapped an arm around the unwary Otherkin’s neck with the crook of my arm at his Adam’s apple and the forearm of my other arm pressed against the back of his head. I squeezed like a boa constrictor.

      Dropping his gun, the elf gasped and choked and fought like a fish yanked out of a pond. I knew his struggle was in vain. Dark elves were stronger than the average mundane human, but I was a Gifted human with above average strength for even my kind due to my unusually strong capacity for magic. In seconds the elf would be unconscious from my choke impeding the flow of blood to his brain. Even elves needed oxygen.

      It must have become obvious to the elf I outmatched him because he started tapping my arm wrapped around his neck.

      Tell this idiot there’s no tapping in a street fight, Puck sniffed disdainfully. What does he think this is, a sparring match in a dojo?

      Even if I were inclined to say that to the elf, there wasn’t time. The elf’s hand slid off my arm and he went limp.

      I was so focused on the elf in my arms that I missed it. Puck, magically linked to my senses, didn’t.

      On your left! Puck said sharply. The only elf still standing down here was approaching, probably attracted by the thrashing of the elf I had choked unconscious. His assault rifle was rising in my direction. Its dead material was as black as sin in the view of my Third Eye.

      I had been about to drop the unconscious elf in my arms. Instead I pivoted toward the elf with the rifle, twisted, and flung the unconscious elf like he was a giant discus.

      He whipped through the air and collided with the approaching elf. The elf with the rifle collapsed in a tangle of arms and legs, with his comatose companion on top of him. His efforts to push his limp friend off and stand ended abruptly when I kicked him in the temple. He stopped moving, knocked out cold.

      I looked up. The two elves who had climbed the stairs were still on the catwalk. They stood close together, staring at the warehouse floor, their guns pointed down and shifting side to side aimlessly. They undoubtedly heard the struggle down here, but did not want to fire blindly into the smoke out of fear of hitting their companions. The smoke was already thinning a little. It was not designed to last forever. I couldn’t simply linger down here in the hope the elves got bored and dozed off before the smoke cleared enough for them to spot me.

      I cast another portal spell, mentally commanding my mask to mute my voice as I spoke the Word so the elves on the catwalk wouldn’t hear. I stepped into the magical doorway that opened in front of me.

      I stepped out of the other side of the doorway that silently materialized on the catwalk, right behind the two elves. I grabbed fistfuls of their hair. I sharply rapped their heads together like they were two of the Three Stooges.

      They slumped to the floor, out cold.
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      I pulled out several lengths of hemp rope from the Pouch of Infinity. I hogtied the two unconscious elves on the catwalk, securing their arms and legs behind them. I had earlier enchanted the rope to make it super durable, otherwise strong Otherkin like these dark elves would rip themselves free once they regained consciousness. I had used hemp rope because it was made of natural fibers and held enchantment well, unlike artificial materials.

      I opened a portal and stepped back downstairs, onto the smoky warehouse floor. One of the shot elves was bleeding like a sieve from his chest. Normally green, his blood shimmered a silvery yellow under the view of my Third Eye. Even with the severity of his wound, he tried to bring his gun to bear when he heard me approach. Dark elves were unscrupulous, but no one could say they were not tough.

      I stomped on the bleeding elf’s hand. He cried out and his fingers loosened from the gun. I kicked the pistol away. I put my hand around his neck and held him down, ignoring his weak struggling. I pulled a gelatin capsule from my pouch and pinched it, bursting it under the elf’s nose. Upon exposure to air, the alchemical liquid inside instantly transmuted into a gas.

      The elf inhaled the gas and it knocked him out. Maybe a magician the likes of Millennium could cast a spell that would knock a dark elf out, but that sort of high-level magic was still beyond my capacity despite all the hard work I had put in over the past few months studying and increasing my magical skills. Fortunately, alchemical concoctions affected dark elves’ and other Otherkin’s physiology more effectively than naked spellcasting did. Agatha had taught me that months ago when I had dragged a dark elf named Aimon Zyllar to her Dupont Circle condominium. She had also taught me that she was an evil, conniving, murderous, power-mad witch who could not be trusted. A fountain of wisdom, that detestable mother of mine.

      I looked more carefully at the unconscious elf’s chest wound. He needed medical attention soon or he would bleed to death.

      Trying to not worsen his bleeding, I tied the elf up just as I had the elves on the catwalk. I moved toward the opposite end of the warehouse to where the other shot elf lay. He, at least, did not try to shoot me when I approached. Since my encounters with men during these nightly crime-fighting excursions of mine were almost always violent, not being shot at was practically a flirtation. It was the closest I had come to a date in forever. I should have invited the bleeding elf to become my husband. Or at least my baby’s daddy.

      Instead of letting him knock me up, I knocked him out using another gel cap, then I tied him up. Like the black widow spider who tried to eat males after she mated with them, I was hard on my men. If it wasn’t for fear of Marvel Comics suing, I would change my name from Grimoire to Black Widow. A shame. Between comic book and real-life superheroes, all the best code names were already taken.

      After tying up the remaining elves, I turned my attention to the magical bank of smoke that still covered the warehouse floor like a blanket. Though the smoke was thinner than it had been, it would still take a while for the smoke to completely clear. I wanted to use my biological eyes again. Holding my Third Eye open too long was draining, and who knew how many more spells I would need to cast before the night was over.

      If I had conjured the smoke with a spell, I could have dissipated it by simply relaxing my Will. But, since the smoke was a product of alchemy, I would have to get rid of it another way.

      Marshalling my Will and Waving my hands, I said the Word: “Aer.”

      Air currents stirred under the catwalk where the two elves lay and began twirling in a lazy circle. In seconds, the twirling air currents had sped up so much they became a small whirlwind. The whirlwind sucked up the smoke in the room like it was a vacuum cleaner. With an exertion of Will, I stretched the top of the whirlwind’s funnel up to the window I had burst in through. I pumped the magical smoke outside, into the night sky.

      I relaxed my Will and let the whirlwind dissipate. I closed my Third Eye and staggered as the sight of the ordinary world snapped back into place. The transition was jarring, especially since my Third Eye had been open for a while.

      Once the room stopped spinning, I cast a light spell so I could see. A volleyball-sized glowing orb hovered over my head like a pet bird with attachment issues. I went to where the pixies were trapped in the glass chambers. Instead of being clear, the chambers were green with hints of blue, almost the color of Heineken beer bottles. Inside were at least two dozen pixies. Funnels at the bottom of the chambers collected the pixie dust the fairies excreted.

      The glass must have a higher iron oxide content than regular glass, Puck explained. Hence the color. Fairies are repulsed by iron. If it weren’t for the iron content in that glass, the fairies could break out on their own.

      The fairies—who looked like miniature human women with diaphanous damselfly-like wings on their backs—hovered in their glass prisons, careful to avoid touching the sides of the chambers. They all stared at me with big, sad, puppy dog eyes. Their faces reminded me of the despairing look rescue dogs got when they spent too long trapped in a shelter. The look made my blood boil. I wondered how many of the innocent creatures had died in captivity here before I arrived. I wanted to pick up one of the guns and pistol-whip the elves.

      Reminding myself I was not Agatha, I swallowed the bloodthirsty temptation. Though I wanted to free the despondent fairies immediately, I needed to tend to the bleeding elves before one or both died.

      A quick search revealed sealed earthenware pots containing unprocessed pixie dust. The multi-colored dust looked like glitter, only much finer. I used a wooden scoop from the table to scoop some dust from a pot. Some of the fine dust puffed into the air. With a mental command, I made the Mask of Inscrutability filter the dust out so I would not inhale it.

      Aw come on, don’t be such a square, Puck protested. Can’t we take just a little toot? You and I could use a pick-me-up. I can feel that no doze potion wearing off.

      “No. I’ve got too much to do. I need to keep my wits about me. My ‘just a little toot’ days are behind me.”

      I liked you better when we first met and you were a screwup, Puck grumbled. Slacker Sage is the best Sage. This always focused, workaholic, stick-in-the-mud, avenging angel version of Sage is exhausting. Soon you’ll be growling “I am vengeance! I am the night!” and calling yourself Batman.

      Careful to not spill the pixie dust, I carried it over to the shot elf who bled the worse. “I can always leave you in the apartment next time if you’re unhappy with these field trips.”

      Are you crazy? You’d be lost without me. Not to mention dead. Though the latter would render the former moot. Besides, though you’re exhausting, you’re not boring. I haven’t had this much fun in a coon’s age.

      “I realize you’re over six hundred years old, but times have changed. You can’t use expressions like that anymore. It’s racist.”

      First you forbid me from cursing, now this. As Puck spoke, I knelt and pulled up the shot elf’s shirt, exposing his pale torso. Thin green blood oozed out of the gunshot wound in his chest. The wounded elf’s breathing was labored and grew increasingly ragged. Listen and learn, greenhorn: Coon is an elision of racoon. “In a coon’s age” originates from early Americana when you dopey Yankees thought racoons had a really long lifespan. You’re the racist for thinking I referred to black people when such a thought wouldn’t even cross the mind of someone as pure of heart and spirit as I. So there.

      I knew better than to argue when Puck started using words like elision. If I did, he would assault me with so many polysyllables, I would not be able to understand him.

      Instead of arguing, I tilted the scoop and tapped its side to avoid touching the pixie dust it held. I carefully sprinkled a tiny amount of the dust on the elf’s wound. Too much would be toxic. Pixie dust was potent stuff.

      The elf’s blood began foaming, like when you add baking soda to vinegar. The bullet lodged in the elf’s body bubbled to the surface, like a fishing cork bobbing to the surface of a pond. Floating on a rivulet of green blood, the bullet moved across the elf’s bare chest and fell off his side, where it clinked onto the floor. The flesh around the elf’s wound began stitching together, like an invisible and super-fast surgeon was hard at work.

      The foaming soon stopped. It left behind particles of dried blood on the elf’s chest that looked like green dust. I blew the dust away and examined where the bullet wound had been. The elf’s chest was now completely healed. Only a slight puckering of the skin that looked like an old chicken pox scar indicated anything had ever been wrong with the man. The elf’s tortured breaths had stopped. He breathed normally now.

      That stuff would probably cure the common cold, Puck said. A shame it’s illegal. We could get rich and put the quacks in the medical industry out of business all in one fell swoop.

      I stood up, wincing as my knee ached. “I wish I had some pixie dust handy after that fight with Snallygaster. If I had, maybe I wouldn’t still suffer from this so-called phantom pain.”

      I went to the other injured elf. With him, the gunshot had been through and through. I used a sprinkling of pixie dust to heal him as well. I ought to send these knuckleheads a bill. As I would not hold my breath on getting paid, I instead accepted as payment for medical services rendered a switchblade I found in the injured elf’s pocket. A normal switchblade I would have ignored, but this one felt enchanted as it made my hand tingle when I held it. I tested its blade on the barrel of one of the rifles. With a little pressure, the knife cut through the metal like it was hard cheese. The knife went into the Pouch of Infinity. To the victor belonged the spoils.

      I had a decent amount of pixie dust left in the scoop once I finished healing the second elf. I started to cast a fire spell to destroy the dust, then hesitated. Something capable of healing serious wounds was a mighty handy thing to have around, especially with how dangerous my life had been lately. And I sucked at generating healing magic of my own even though, as a sorceress, I was theoretically capable of using all forms of magic. Puck said the problem lay with my destructive temperament—that I was better at shoving Humpty Dumpty off the wall and stomping gleefully on his shards than I was at putting him back together again.

      But, as Puck had mentioned, possessing pixie dust was illegal, even when you did not intend to use it as a narcotic. Holding onto it would violate at least two of the Conclave’s Rules of Magic, the laws governing the magical world. Ever since I had confronted Agatha in her condo and made an enemy of her, I had been careful to keep my nose clean and not violate those Rules. I had no doubt Agatha would be more than happy to have me tossed into the Well of Souls if I got caught violating one of them. As a member of the Inner Circle—the Conclave’s seven-member governing body—Agatha was certainly able to make it happen if I gave her the slightest excuse. If I should have an “accident” and break my neck while the Conclave Enforcement Bureau was taking me into custody, so much the better. I would not put anything past that conniving sociopath.

      The fact months had passed since I confronted Agatha and she had not already taken steps to eliminate me shocked me. I had spent the past few months waiting for the other shoe to drop right on top of my big fat head. Probably one of Agatha’s Louboutins, sharpened to a deadly razor point. Why it had not happened yet was a complete mystery. Puck had once speculated that maybe it was maternal love. I had laughed so hard, I almost peed my pants. If I were not protected by Agatha’s oath of hospitality when I had confronted her in her condo, I had no doubt she would have attacked me then and there.

      I thought of how formidable Agatha was as I looked at the scoop of pixie dust. As much as I hated to admit it, even with all the hard work I had put in lately, Agatha was twice the sorceress I was. Plus, she had the full weight of the Conclave behind her. Against her, I needed all the help I could get, legal or illegal.

      Aw heck. I reached for the Pouch of Infinity. I pulled from it a small, non-magical leather pouch and carefully shook the rest of the pixie dust from the scoop into the pouch. My guilty conscience made me feel as though Agatha was in the warehouse with me, cackling with anticipatory malice as I secured the dust-laden leather container and shoved it into the Pouch of Infinity.

      The First Rule of Magic was There is no magic. It was the prime directive, designed to keep the hidden magical world exactly that—hidden. With a pouchful of illicit pixie dust that was a one-way ticket to the Well of Souls, I would have to be careful to follow my own personal prime directive: Don’t get caught. Since I already had served time in a mundane prison, I wasn’t exactly batting a thousand on the not getting caught front.

      With my latest felony behind me, it was time to free the pixies. They had waited for their freedom long enough.

      There was no obvious way to break the glass chambers the pixies were in without injuring the tiny creatures. I had to open my Third Eye again to find what I needed—a glass amulet imbued with potent binding magic. It lay on the wooden table near where I had found the scoop.

      Putting my destructive temperament to good use, I smashed the amulet into smithereens. The glass chambers imprisoning the pixies split open.

      The pixies boiled out of the chambers like bees out of a disturbed hive. They buzzed around me, shedding glittering pixie dust behind them like contrails.
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      Every skin shade was represented among the tiny females swarming around me, from the darkest of black to the palest of white, and every hue in between. Each pixie was less than three inches tall and wore a strapless corset teddy that left her arms and legs bare. The corsets were of solid colors, and each appeared tailor-made to complement the skin color of the pixie who wore it. The fairies were slender, yet preposterously curvy where it counted. They made me look like a block with eyes by comparison.

      The pixies’ voluptuous bodies reminded me of Willow Wilde, the zaftig reality television star and former Capstone client I had once bodyguarded. Willow was a fairy too, though of a different species than these small pixie fairies. Between their bodies and gorgeous faces, these pixies could make a killing as lingerie models if they were human height.

      Their bare legs blinked colorfully. Their bioluminescence was why they were often mistaken from a distance for lightning bugs, which pixies often camouflaged themselves among. The pixies’ hair was in a pixie cut, which made me think that the stylist who first popularized that hairstyle among humans in the 1950s must have been inspired by encounters with Otherkin like these.

      Now that they were free, the pixies’ hangdog demeanor was gone. Now they were like frisky puppies. Their voices were high-pitched and squeaky, like they had sucked on a helium balloon.

      “Free at last!” one of them squealed as she zoomed by, inches from my face.

      “Thank the gods!” another cried as she zipped by.

      “Hooray!” squeaked a third.

      “Huzzah!”

      “I thought I was going to perspire.”

      “You mean retire.”

      “That’s not right either.”

      “Catch on fire?”

      “Maybe she meant expire.”

      “Yeah, that’s it!”

      “Expire means die.”

      “Dying is sad.”

      “I’ve died before. I didn’t like it.”

      “It’s icky.”

      “Like a potato without the chip.”

      “Ugh!”

      “The worst!”

      “I thought I was going to die until I was dead.”

      “Me too!”

      “Me three!”

      “Did you see what this human did to those mean old elves?”

      “Who is this masked woman?”

      “My hero!”

      “Mine too!”

      “She’s no hero. She’s a heroine!”

      “You’re crazy. Heroin is a drug.”

      “Just say no to drugs.”

      “She’s not a drug.”

      “She’s an elf butt kicker, that’s what she is.”

      “She’s a mighty warrior.”

      “The mightiest!”

      “The mightiest of the mightiest!”

      “You see that one elf’s face when she busted in?”

      “He was like, ‘Nunh-uh girlfriend, no you did not just break my window!’”

      “And she was like, ‘Yunh-huh boyfriend, yes I did!’”

      “And then the elves said, ‘You better bring it!’”

      “And she said, ‘Oh, it’s already been broughten.’”

      “And that’s when the butt-kicking began.”

      “Nope. First the elves shot their nasty old guns.”

      “Blech! I hate guns.”

      “All that metal. Gross!”

      “Tastes like butt.”

      “Hairy ogre butt.”

      “Then the butt-kicking started.”

      “No, first the mighty hero made that smoke.”

      “Oh snap, I forgot about the smoke.”

      “The smoke was the best part.”

      “The bestest part!”

      “They couldn’t see through the smoke.”

      “But we could.”

      “Cuz we got that pixie power!”

      “You got that right!”

      “Then came the butt-kicking.”

      “Finally!”

      “Pow! Zap! Biff! Boom!”

      “Smack! Crack! Bang! Pop!”

      “Wham! Bam! No thank you ma’am!” The pixies pantomimed the fight with fierce looks on their flawless faces that looked as out of place as a frown on a Golden Retriever. Babbling like a class of kindergarteners at recess, the swarm of pixies continued to give a recap of what had happened.

      Bemused, I muted my mask so the fairies could not hear me. I asked Puck, “Are pixies always like this?”

      Puck stopped wolf-whistling long enough to say, Did you say something? I was busy eating all this eye candy. Can we keep them? I’ve got an itch these pixies can scratch.

      “No.”

      But—

      “No,” I repeated firmly. “First I took in a dragon, now you want me to take in pixies. I’m not running a zoo. Why are they acting like this?”

      Like I said, you’ve turned into the world’s biggest stick-in-the-mud, Puck muttered with disgust. All pixies are linked together telepathically. They share the same groupmind. If you can get them to focus their attention on one thing—and good luck with that as there are a lot of pixies scattered around the world—they’re actually quite intelligent. Otherwise, they act like this—ditzy pre-teens.

      Oh boy. Winged women the size of insects who looked like sexpots and acted like tiny tots? Perhaps one day my life would be nice and easy and normal. Obviously today was not that day.

      “Hey ladies,” I said, trying to get the attention of the chattering pixies swirling around me. They acted like they had not heard me.

      “Ladies,” I repeated louder this time. The babbling continued.

      “Ladies!!!” I thundered. Frustration had made my mask give my voice a little more oomph than I had meant it to.

      The pixies froze. They hovered in place with their hands over their ears.

      “Goodness, you’re loud,” one of them finally said.

      “You have powerful lungs.”

      “As befits a mighty warrior.”

      “I know what befit means. It means to run and jump and grunt and sweat a lot.”

      “Does not.”

      “Does too!”

      “But what about her lungs?”

      “What about them?”

      “They’re mighty!”

      “The mightiest!”

      “The mightiest of the—”

      “Okay ladies,” I hastily interrupted before they dived down the rabbit hole again, “try to focus. Now that you’re free, I don’t want you or your kind to become imprisoned again. How did these elves capture you? I thought pixies avoided humanoids.”

      The pixies made a face. “We do.”

      “Especially mundanes.”

      “We hide from them.”

      “Mundanes smell like metal.”

      “It’s cuz of all that technology they use.”

      “Stinky!”

      “Pee-yoo!”

      “Metal is yucky.”

      “Especially iron.”

      “It’s the worst.”

      “Touching it makes me bleed.”

      “It even makes my hair bleed.”

      “Hair doesn’t bleed, silly.”

      “Mine does. See how red it is?”

      “That’s cuz of pigment.”

      “Haha! She has pig herbs in her hair.”

      “Oooh! I want pig mint too!”

      “Sounds yummy.”

      “But the elves didn’t capture us using pig herbs.”

      “No, but they did lure us in with food.”

      “It was a trap!”

      “The nerve!”

      “Rude!”

      “Okay, okay,” I interrupted before the pixies’ thoughts caromed off the subject again. I took a deep breath and tried to channel the seemingly infinite patience my father had. As a high school history teacher in the blackboard jungle of the D.C. public school system, he’d had the patience of a saint. “How did the elves lure you in?”

      “Pop Rocks!!!” the pixies chirped in unison.

      I frowned. “Pop Rocks? The candy?”

      “Uh-huh. I love Pop Rocks!”

      “They’re the only good thing mundanes ever created.”

      “They’re, like, the best food ever!”

      “Delicious and nutritious!”

      “They go snap, crackle and pop in my mouth.”

      “Like the cereal.”

      “But better than some soggy old cereal.”

      “Way better.”

      “Explosions of flavor!”

      “It’s like a party in my tummy.”

      “Do you have some Pop Rocks with you, mighty warrior?”

      “If I was a mighty warrior, that’s all I’d ever eat.”

      “Me too!”

      “Will you give me some, mighty warrior?”

      “Pretty please?”

      “With sugar on top.”

      “I’ll be your best friend.”

      “I’ll be your bestest friend.”

      “Too late! I already called dibs!”

      “I bet she keeps them in her magic purse!” shrieked the one with flaming red hair who thought her hair color was due to blood. She tugged on the drawstrings that kept the Pouch of Infinity closed. Other pixies quickly joined her. The rest swarmed me like ants at a picnic, crawling all over me in search of Pop Rocks.

      Puck chortled. Oh my god! You do have a magic purse. I don’t know why it never occurred to me to call it that.

      I still did not know exactly how the elves trapped the pixies using Pop Rocks, but the way they crawled all over me like gold diggers on a billionaire made it easy to make an educated guess: The elves likely brought some Pop Rocks to where pixies were known to frequent, and when the fairies came sniffing around in pursuit of the candy, capturing the pixies would have been a snap.

      I gently brushed away the pixies tugging at the Pouch of Infinity. The rest I got off by shaking like a wet dog. Startled, they buzzed around me like disturbed flies. “I don’t have any Pop Rocks with me,” I said. “More importantly—”

      “Are you sure you don’t have any Pop Rocks?”

      “Really sure?”

      “For sure, for sure?”

      “Maybe you forgot.”

      “Sometimes I forget what I’m carrying.”

      “Easy to happen.”

      “Happens to me all the time.”

      “I oughta look through your magic purse to be sure.”

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      The pixies veered off when I shooed them away with a hand before they could crawl all over me again. “More importantly,” I started again, “you have to stay away when a stranger offers you candy.” I felt like a lecturing parent in an ABC Afterschool Special. “If you get trapped again, I may not be around to rescue you.”

      The pixies all stared at me solemnly, their eyes wide as they hovered before me.

      “Remember how badly you felt when you were trapped?” I asked.

      The pixies nodded woefully.

      “If you stay trapped long enough, you’ll die.”

      The pixies gasped and clutched their hands to their mouths.

      “Plus, the people who want to trap you use your pixie dust to do bad things to other people. Good people. You don’t want bad things to happen to good people, do you?”

      Round-eyed, the pixies shook their heads solemnly. Maybe I was getting through to them. If I got fired from my bodyguarding gig—my continued employment was always a touch and go situation because of my colorful (some said abrasive) personality—perhaps I would follow in Dad’s footsteps and take up teaching. It appeared I had a knack for it. I’d whip today’s youth into shape in no time.

      “So, what have you all learned today?” I asked the chastened pixies.

      “Don’t take candy from strangers,” the pixies intoned simultaneously.

      “Got it,” the redhead added.

      “It’s good advice,” another said.

      “The best advice.”

      “The bestest.”

      “The mighty warrior is as wise as she is mighty.”

      “I won’t forget.”

      “I’ll try not to too, but I’m flighty.”

      “We’re all flighty, silly. Cuz we have wings.”

      “A catchy saying might help us remember.”

      “Stranger danger!”

      “Don’t get in that car, fly fast and far!”

      “Yell and tell!”

      “Beware elves bearing gifts!”

      “But what if the gift is Pop Rocks?”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Pop Rocks are yummy.”

      “The yummiest!”

      “I wish I had some right now.”

      “If a nice stranger gave me some Pop Rocks, I’d gobble them up!”

      “Not if I get there first!”

      The pixies squabbled over who would be the first to take the Pop Rocks from the strangers I had just warned them about. Pixie dust fell like glittering dandruff from them.

      I sighed. So much for being the teacher of the year. I had shined my Golden Apple Award prematurely. It was obvious these pixies would forget my warning the moment someone waved a bag of Pop Rocks at them.

      That gave me an idea. It would add yet another item to my already too full plate, but I did not want to see these pixies preyed on again.

      “I’ll make a deal with you,” I said. “If you promise to stay away from dark elves and anyone else who offers you candy or tries to gather your dust, once every full moon I’ll give you and all your pixie friends as many Pop Rocks as you can eat.”

      The pixies stopped babbling instantly. Mouths agape, they looked stunned.

      “Do you mean it?” one asked, sounding like she could not believe her ears.

      “An all you can eat Pop Rock buffet?”

      “That’s not a buffet. That’s heaven!”

      “Nirvana!”

      “Shangri-La!”

      “Wow!”

      “Yippee!”

      “Will you serve Blue Razz Pop Rocks?”

      “And green apple?”

      “And strawberry?”

      “And tropical?”

      “Tropical is my favorite flavor.”

      “Mine’s watermelon.”

      “Mine’s cherry.

      “Mine’s cotton can—”

      I interrupted again. “Yes, I’ll have all the flavors. I’ll meet you at midnight on each full moon at the National Capitol Columns in the Arboretum.” At first, for the sake of my convenience, I was going to suggest the roof of the Columbia Heights rowhouse I lived in. Then I realized a swarm of flashing pixies in a busy residential neighborhood might as well be a neon sign reading Come and see the supposedly mythical magical creatures. Again, it was important to not violate the First Rule. I didn’t dare give Agatha a legal reason to come after me. So I decided on the National Capitol Columns as a meeting place instead. They were twenty-two tall Corinthian columns that had originally supported the portico of the United States Capitol building. The columns were removed from the Capitol in the late 1950s and moved to the National Arboretum, a 446-acre garden and botanical research site here in Washington. The columns were on a twenty-acre location within the Arboretum known as Ellipse Meadow.

      The Arboretum was an ideal rendezvous point for a late-night gathering of pixies. Not only did pixies already frequent the Arboretum—they liked greenspace as it gave them lots of places to hide—but the Arboretum was closed at night. No one else would be there at midnight.

      “However,” I warned the pixies, “I’ll only give you Pop Rocks if you promise to stay away from dark elves and anyone else who might want your dust.”

      “I promise!”

      “Count me in!”

      “Me too!”

      “I double promise.”

      “I triple promise.”

      “I promise times a gazillion.”

      “Cross my heart.”

      “And hope to die.”

      “Stick a needle in my eye.”

      “Ouch! Won’t that hurt?”

      Make them pinky swear, Puck said as a chorus of pixie promises swelled around me. I thought he was joking until he repeated the advice.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I scoffed. “Pinky swear?”

      A pinky swear is the most solemn oath a pixie can make, Puck assured me. If they don’t pinky swear, even if they intend to keep their word, they’re likely to forget as soon as you’re out of sight. You see how scatterbrained they are.

      Suspecting Puck was pranking me, I lifted my gauntleted hand. With a silent mental command, the gauntlet sank into my hand, vanishing like a rowboat sinking into a lake. I stuck my bare pinky out. “Pinky swear?” I said tentatively to the pixies, feeling like a village’s missing idiot. I expected Puck and maybe even the pixies to burst out laughing. I bet a superhero like Omega never found himself in a situation so ludicrous.

      Instead of laughing, two pixies flew to my proffered hand and each placed one of their tiny pinky fingers against mine. Two other pixies swooped down and wrapped their pinky fingers around the free pinkies of the pixies who touched me. One after another the other pixies swooped down until there were two fluttering chains of pixies extended from either side of my pinky.

      With their faces as somber as pallbearers, the pixies chanted, “By water, by earth, by sea, by air, I declare a pinky swear.”

      The pixies’ legs stopped blinking, and instead their lights held steady. A jolt like a static electric discharge ran up my pinky and spread through the rest of my body. The sensation made me shiver.

      “It is done,” the pixies intoned solemnly. Then the ones touching my finger released it, and all the pixies detached from one another. Their legs blinked intermittently again as they danced in the air.

      “Glory, glory, hallelujah!” said one, somersaulting in the air.

      “Hip hip hooray!” said another as she twirled, spewing pixie dust everywhere.

      “Hippity hip hooray!”

      “O frabjous day!”

      “Callooh!”

      “Callay!”

      “There’s gonna be a pixie Pop Rock party!”

      “Ain’t no party like a Pop Rock party—”

      “—cuz a Pop Rock party don’t stop!”

      I tried to calm the pixies down. Puck protested since their excited gyrations made their little bodies jiggle provocatively. Puck was horny enough without adding fuel to the flame.

      “Now it’s time for you all to leave,” I said. If I hurried, I could wrap things up here and then go home for a couple of hours of sleep before work. “I need to talk to these elves who captured you.” By talk I meant interrogate. If necessary, I wouldn’t be gentle about it. I didn’t want any witnesses to what I might have to do, not even of the pixie variety.

      I doubted Agatha had been sloppy enough to let these street soldiers know about her connection to their pixie dust operation, but maybe whom they reported to knew. Or maybe that person reported to someone higher in the chain of command who knew. Over the past few months I had found tantalizing hints of Agatha having her fingers in a lot of money-making pies. Some legitimate, many criminal, like this pixie dust ring. Unfortunately, I was no closer to proving her connection to the criminal enterprises than I had been when I started, much less being able to link her to the murders and other crimes she had committed to elevate herself to the Inner Circle. Agatha had taken such meticulous care to cover her criminal tracks that it would almost be admirable if it was not so darned infuriating. If the past was prologue, these comatose elves would have no actionable information I could use against Agatha, but I could leave no stone unturned.

      Not for the first time, I wondered what Agatha was up to with all her money-making schemes. I knew she had a taste for the high life—I probably inherited my own expensive tastes from her, darn her decadent genes!—but she already had plenty of money. What did she want more for?

      I knew the answer in my gut: if there was one thing Agatha loved more than money, it was power. Agatha did not want riches for the mere sake of having them. She wanted them for what she could do with them. “Power is everything,” she had said when I had dragged Aimon to her condo. She had told me a pack of lies back then, but her being obsessed with power was one of the few things she said I believed.

      But how did Agatha’s pursuit of power connect to things like this pixie dust ring? My gut had no answer for that one. If Agatha’s involvement with shady schemes like peddling pixie dust came to light, she would be booted out of the Inner Circle. She wouldn’t risk her position at the pinnacle of the magical world unless she had a good reason. What was her endgame? Was her ambition to become Grand Wizard, the leader of the Inner Circle? Or something else entirely? The one time I had been in front of the Circle, the Grand Wizard had struck me as more of a first among seven equals, a mediator between squabbling fiefdoms, rather than a dictator who wielded awesome powers. Why would Agatha want his job? Then again, maybe that was like wondering why someone would want to be President of the United States. The person made the position. Dad had taught me Herbert Hoover mostly flailed in the job, and an election later was replaced by Franklin Delano Roosevelt, arguably the most powerful and effective President ever. If Agatha’s ambition was to become Grand Wizard, I had little doubt she would use her considerable ability and wiles to hoard all the power possible. And gods help the rest of us.

      The pixies fluttering in my face and waving their arms like spastic cheerleaders snapped me out of my Agatha reverie.

      “Um, hello!”

      “Mighty warrior!”

      “Maybe she passed out.”

      “With her eyes open?”

      “It can happen.”

      “Happens to me all the time.”

      “Poor thing.”

      “She’s probably tired from all the butt kicking.”

      “I’m pooped myself.”

      “Haha! She said poop!”

      “So did you!”

      “Butt kicking is exhausting.”

      “I don’t know how I’ve stayed awake this long.” That set off a wave of yawning and stretching by the pixies, as if they had been the ones to subdue the elves.

      “What are you all still doing here?” I asked. “You’re free to go. I’ll see you again at the next full moon. Shoo. I’m busy.”

      “But we haven’t told you about your wish yet!” one of the pixies said indignantly.

      “Yeah, you have the right to be granted a wish.”

      “But just one.”

      “Yeah, none of that ‘I wish for a thousand wishes’ stuff.”

      “You helped us, now we have to help you.”

      “You get a reward.”

      “Cuz you freed us.”

      “From a bottle.”

      “A bunch of bottles.”

      “How does such a wise and mighty warrior not know about this?”

      “Saving the fairy in the bottle trope is the oldest trope ever!”

      “What’s a trope?”

      “It’s a cliché.”

      “I thought it was something you climb up.”

      “That’s a rope, silly.”

      “I thought it was a dark brown color.”

      “That’s taupe, dope.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “What was I just talking about?”

      “A pixie wish!”

      “Not only did you save us, but you pixie promised Pop Rocks.”

      “No good deed goes unrewarded.”

      “It’s pixie tradition.”

      “Ancient tradition.”

      “The ancientest!”

      “But choose your wish wisely.”

      “Cuz pixie wish magic is powerful.”

      “The powerfulest!”

      “We’re one of the Elementals, after all.”

      “Course. Everybody knows that.”

      “We were there when the Big Bang banged.”

      “Kaboom!”

      “It was really loud.”

      “Hurt my ears.”

      “Mine are still ringing.” The pixies all nodded solemnly in agreement.

      I muted my mask again so the pixies would not hear me. “Have you heard of this, Puck?”

      Yes, but I thought someone freeing a pixie from captivity being granted a wish was a myth. Like evolution, Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone, and women who play Dungeons and Dragons.

      I was intrigued but skeptical. “Can creatures as flighty as these really grant me a wish? Is their magic that powerful?”

      Did you go deaf for the part when I said I thought them granting wishes was a myth? How am I supposed to know their wish-granting capabilities? Your guess is as good as mine. With that said, you should know better than to judge people’s abilities based on their appearance. I look like a tablecloth, for goodness’ sake, and you know how wondrous I truly am.

      “Not to mention modest.”

      My modesty is my most wondrous trait. My point is, smart mouth, that in the magic world, looks are usually deceiving.

      What did I have to lose by making a wish? If nothing happened, nothing happened.

      I did not even have to take time to ponder what my wish would be. I had thought of little else these last few months. I felt a little guilty about the wish, but not guilty enough to let that stop me.

      I unmuted my mask and said to the pixies, “I wish—”

      The pixies suddenly swooped toward my face in a mass of fluttering wings. Startled, I stopped speaking before I finished the thought. Tiny hands pressed against my masked mouth insistently.

      “Are you crazy?” one pixie demanded, outrage mingling with concern on her tiny face.

      “Insane?”

      “Loony tunes?”

      “Cuckoo for cocoa puffs?”

      “Did the elves hit you on the head?”

      “Maybe she has a concussion.” The pixie who suggested that flew into my hair and searched for bumps on my head.

      “I like sitting on concussions. They’re soft on my bottom.”

      “Those are cushions, silly.”

      “Yeah, a concussion happens on your other end.”

      “What’s the problem?” I managed to mumble around the hands still pressed against my mouth.

      “You can’t wish for the first thing that comes to mind.”

      “Everyone knows that.”

      “Be careful what you wish for—”

      “—because you just might get it!”

      “It’s the second oldest trope in the book!”

      “Right after the save the fairy in the bottle and get a wish trope.”

      “Unintended consequences.”

      “Things will go horribly wrong.”

      “Turn everything you touch into gold kind of wrong.”

      “Like King Midas.”

      “The muffler guy?”

      “No, that’s King Goodyear.”

      “What’s a muffler?”

      “It’s a scarf that keeps your neck warm.”

      “What was I just talking about?”

      “How a quick wish goes wrong.”

      “Turn into a fly and get eaten by a toad kind of wrong.”

      “Gross!”

      “Don’t you know anything, mighty warrior?”

      “You should be more careful.”

      “Look before you leap.”

      “Haste makes waste.”

      “Marry in haste, repent in leisure.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means if you act quick, you’re a lunatic!”

      “Think your wish over.”

      “Give it a really good think.”

      “Take a few days.”

      “Better yet, weeks.”

      “Months!”

      “Years!”

      “Decades!”

      “Centuries!”

      “Millennia!”

      “I get the idea,” I said, interrupting their recitation of different periods of time. I was surprised they knew so many. I made a mental note to ask Puck how long a mega-annum was.

      I was disappointed, but these pixies must have known more about how wishes worked than I did because I knew exactly nothing. And despite my disappointment, I was hardly crushed; I was skeptical about how powerful a wish these little scatterbrains could grant. “After I think it over some more, how am I supposed to get into touch with you to cash my wish in? Or do I wait until I see you the next full moon?”

      “Just wish upon a star!” the pixies all said at once.

      I frowned. “Wish upon a star?”

      “Look up at the stars,” a pixie said.

      “You know, the ones in the sky.”

      “Not the Hollywood ones.”

      “More like Hollyweird.”

      “But only at night.”

      “Yeah, you can’t see them during the day.”

      “Cuz the sun.”

      “The sun’s a star too.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t wish upon a sun.”

      “Course not.”

      “That’s silly!”

      “It’s unheard of.”

      “I just heard it and I still think it’s silly.”

      “So wait until night.”

      “Pick a star you like.”

      “Any one will do.”

      “Say your wish aloud while looking at the star.”

      “And just like that . . .”

      “Bing, bang, boo . . .”

      “We’ll come around—”

      “—and make your wish come true.”

      “It’s like that song When You Wish Upon a Star,” a blonde pixie said. Her eyes became dreamy as she stared off into the distance and sang, “When you wish upo—”

      A dark pixie, looking panicked, clamped her hand over the blonde’s mouth, stopping the song. “Have you lost your mind?” the pixie squealed to the blonde.

      “Misplaced your marbles?”

      “Gone loco?”

      “Cracked up?”

      “What if someone hears you?”

      “Somebody else owns that song.”

      “They have a copyright.”

      “More like a copywrong.”

      “They’re very litigious.”

      “That means they’re huge.”

      “Nunh-unh!”

      “You’re thinking of prodigious.”

      “Litigious means a bunch of lawyers examine your briefs.”

      “Briefs are underwear.”

      “They’ll examine our underwear?!”

      “Eeek!”

      “Perverts!”

      “Creeps!”

      “Degenerates!”

      “What’s a degenerate?”

      “It’s a kind of lawyer.”

      “Most kinds.”

      “The song was originally ours.”

      “They stole it from us.”

      “A clear case of intellectual property theft.”

      “We oughta examine their underwear—”

      “—and see how they like it!” The pixies all nodded their heads in indignant agreement.

      “I’ll give my wish more thought and get back to you,” I said, more to finally get the pixies to leave than for any other reason. The more the pixies chattered, the more I thought wishing for the moon would do more good than telling my wish to these clucking little hens. Though they were endearing in a rambunctious kindergarten class on a birthday cake sugar high kind of way. And I had just agreed to give them all the sugar they could stand once every full moon. I’d have to remember to bring earplugs along with the Pop Rocks when I went to the Arboretum.

      After taking far too long to say goodbye, the pixies finally left. I watched them as they flew out of the broken warehouse window and into the night sky.

      I’m curious, Puck said, what were you going to wish for?

      “Nothing important,” I said as the last of the pixies winked out of sight.

      It was a lie. The truth was, I did not want to share my wish with Puck. I was ashamed of it. Not much, but a little.

      My wish would have been this:

      I wish Agatha Malvolia were dead.
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      The wireless earbud crackled with clipped voices almost immediately once I put it in my ear after the pixies left. I always wore it during these nighttime excursions when I was not busy punching someone’s lights out.

      According to my phone app which served as a police and fire department scanner, a fire was raging at a condemned apartment building in Anacostia, a neighborhood in southeast D.C. The southeast was the city quadrant I had discovered wererats in back when I dealt with the Wandering Jew.

      As I had not interrogated the dark elves yet—darn those talkative pixies!—I was tempted to let the mundane authorities deal with the fire. But the dispatcher said cries for help came from the burning building. Homeless people squatting in the decaying structure, probably. Anacostia was a poor part of the city. It was an unpleasant reality of big city resource allocation that the fire department wouldn’t break its neck trying to put a fire out in a poverty-stricken area. If I did not help, people might die.

      As much as I hated being distracted from my mission to nail Agatha’s Versace-clad butt to the wall, I had to leave.

      I considered leaving the elves as they were in hopes of coming back here after I dealt with the fire. But I didn’t know how long I would be gone. By the time I returned, any accomplices the elves had might free them and carry off the pixie dust and all the other evidence. I thought about destroying the cache of raw pixie dust so it wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands, but then realized it was essential evidence. Without it, the seven tied up elves could tell the authorities this was merely an evening of BDSM gone awry.

      I pulled my secondary phone out of the Pouch of Infinity. It was a burner, the one I had paid cash for months ago and whose data plan I renewed also using cash to prevent someone tracing the phone to Sage Hawthorne. Other than the Inner Circle and Olgram Longbeard, the dwarf who had constructed my suit, no one knew I was Grimoire. I tried to keep it that way.

      I pulled up the cell phone number I had used a lot over the past few months and hastily tapped out a text to Paeral Greenleaf, the current Director of the Conclave Enforcement Bureau: Broke up drug ring in Ivy City. Raw pixie dust & gift-wrapped dark elves await u in old Garrett Corp bldg. Ur welcome xoxo Grimoire

      Though I had never met Greenleaf, I knew he would take the text seriously. Greenleaf had gotten similar texts from me over the past few months, alerting him to magical world crimes I had foiled. Greenleaf had taken Agatha’s place as CEB Director after her elevation to the Inner Circle. Unlike Agatha, Greenleaf was a straight arrow (or at least as far as I could tell he was) who ran a tight ship, so I was not much concerned about the pixie dust falling into the wrong hands when CEB agents came to secure the scene and confiscate the drug.

      I cursed the fire’s bad timing again, then tried to put the inconvenience out of my mind. Instead I recalled an area I had previously scoped out in Anacostia that was somewhat close to the fire. I could only open a portal to a place I had either been to before or one in my direct line of sight. Months ago I had taken pains to memorize various spots in all four of the city’s quadrants for situations just like this one.

      With the Anacostia location fixed firmly in mind, I executed the Wave, the Will, and the Word. A portal opened in front of me. I stepped into it and out its other side, onto a darkened street. I heard an approaching siren. This was downtown Anacostia on Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue, near the intersection with Good Hope Road. I had traveled across town almost instantaneously.

      A few feet away, a man dressed like he worked the graveyard shift as a security guard leaned against a building. His mouth fell open at my sudden appearance out of seemingly nowhere. A cigarette fell from his limp fingers. Its ember bounced on the sidewalk. I nodded at him in greeting. He just stared at me.

      Litterbug! Puck said. You’d think he never saw a superhero step out of a magical wormhole before.

      The fire’s address was several blocks from here, in the direction of Capitol Hill. I would have started running toward there, but there was no need. The siren I had heard approach was right on top of me now. With its lights flashing and its horn and sirens blaring, a fire truck tore through the intersection, in the direction I needed to go. This could not be a coincidence. Surely we were going to the same place.

      I focused on the top of the truck and opened another portal. I stepped through it, leaving the smoker behind. I landed on top of the speeding truck. I plastered myself against the retractable ladder and held on as the truck barreled down the street. My hair whipped in the wind. The siren and horn were deafening. I wondered how firefighters didn’t get hearing loss. I should have gotten Olgram to design magic ear plugs to go with my costume.

      In all my years, I’ve never ridden on top of a fire truck before, Puck said. There’s always something new with you. It’s fun. Loud but fun.

      Plumes of black smoke rose into the air in the near distance. The fire truck turned a corner, and there it was: a blocky, four-story building raging with a fire so big and bright, night turned into hellish day. In the best of times, the dilapidated structure probably looked like it was slowly falling in on itself. This was not the best of times. It looked like the building would collapse any second now due to the fire. The only good news was the building was in the middle of a plot with lots of weed-infested empty land on all sides of the building, so there was little danger the fire would spread to the surrounding residential neighborhood.

      A throng of spectators clad in bedwear parted like the Red Sea to let the fire truck in. With a hiss, the truck’s air brakes brought the bulky vehicle to a stop. I was not at all surprised to see this was the only fire truck on the scene. If a fire like this raged in a wealthy part of the city like Woodley Park, Georgetown, or Dupont Circle, the place would be swarming with trucks and firefighters. And maybe the National Guard and the Secret Service, just to be safe. Nothing was too good for the rich. All men were created equal, but some were more equal than others.

      I leaped to the ground, startling the firefighters climbing out of the truck’s cab. They were pros, though; their surprise did not stop them from swiftly unspooling the truck’s hose and pulling it toward a fire hydrant.

      “Someone’s trapped inside,” a woman said. She tugged on Puck insistently and pointed at the burning building. She ignored the firefighters like they were not here. Either she recognized me—the local news covered my exploits so obsessively that I was rather embarrassed about it—or maybe it was the simple fact my costume screamed superhero. I had found putting this costume on clothed me with authority. Civilians tended to defer to me and look to me for help.

      The woman tugging on me was right. Now that I looked where she pointed, I saw waving arms and the faint outline of a woman from a top floor window. The woman was partially obscured by smoke gushing out of the window like it was a chimney.

      “Help! Somebody save me!” came the cries of the woman, faint over the sound of the fire and the commotion around me.

      My mind raced. How could I rescue the woman? Opening a portal to grab the woman was out of the question—the smoke around her was too thick for me to see well enough to do that. Extinguishing the fire was out too. When I had faced a similarly sized fire at a Howard University dorm a while ago, I had shored up the organic parts of the building using an earth spell, then put the fire itself out by whipping a magically generated tornado around the fortified building. I knew at a glance that wouldn’t work here; this building was too far gone. For similar reasons I dared not use a torrent of wind to lift myself to the floor the woman was on. And, despite hours of trying, I had not even begun to master the ability to levitate, much less to fly.

      That all went through my mind in a flash.

      “I’ll rescue the woman,” I snapped to the firefighters. I was sprinting toward the building before the words were out of my mouth.

      “Are you crazy? You’re liable to get yourself killed!” I paid no mind to the shout behind me.

      I agree with that assessment, Puck said grimly as I kicked in the front door of the burning building. Smoke billowed out. Heat struck me like a gut punch. But, knowing you, you’re not going to let that stop you.

      I surged into the building. It was like stepping into a pot of burning coals. Fortunately, the Grimoire suit was fire resistant. That resistance extended magically to Puck and the parts of my head the suit did not cover. However, I needed to make this quick, not only to save the woman at the window, but also because the suit’s fire resistance could not shield me indefinitely. The suit certainly would not shield me from the entire building collapsing on me. Dying from a burning building burying me? Agatha would have quite the belly laugh over that one.

      The Mask of Inscrutability filtered out the smoke and fumes as I scrambled to find the stairs. Even so, my lungs burned with every breath.

      There! The stairs. Fortunately, they seemed mostly intact. I ascended as quickly as I could.

      Burning wood collapsed under me. My stomach dropped as I plunged through the stairs.

      My hand shot out. It grabbed the bannister in the nick of time. I was yanked to a bone-jarring halt.

      Grunting with exertion, I pulled myself out of the hole and back onto the stairs. Whew! A close call. Except for my frayed nerves, I seemed none the worse for wear. I took greater care in where I put my feet on the rapidly disintegrating stairs.

      My heart pounding, I finally reached the top floor. Between my adrenaline and the fire and the smoke and the heat, I was twisted around like I had run through a maze. Let’s see, the woman was at a front window and the front of the building faced north, so that means the room she was in would be . . .

      There! The door to the room was closed, but now I heard the woman’s screams on the other side.

      Something about this situation nagged at the back of my mind. Something had felt wrong since I entered the burning building, but I could not put my finger on what.

      No matter. This was no time for quiet reflection or to jump at shadows.

      I ignored the itch at the back of my brain and opened the door.

      Smoke filled the room, but it was not yet ablaze. The woman, disheveled and dressed in rags, was still at the window, screaming and flailing her arms.

      I rushed toward her. The woman turned toward me, gratitude shining through the grime on her face.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get you to safe—” My words were cut off by the woman, quick as lightning, snapping handcuffs on my outstretched arms. “What the—”

      Suddenly, instantly, shockingly, the woman was no longer the filthy, soot-stained, stoop-shouldered person in tattered loose rags I had seen at the window. Now she was clean, ramrod straight, and wore a domino mask and a white and maroon costume that hugged considerable curves. A large oval was cut into her costume, exposing deep cleavage. High heels made her taller than I. Shimmering blonde hair made her look like she had just stepped out of a stylist’s chair. Her high cheekbones could probably cut glass.

      Like a switch was flipped, the building was no longer on fire. The flames, smoke, and heat were completely gone. In fact, the building, though old and decrepit, now looked and smelled as though it had never been on fire.

      The masked woman spoke. Her voice was no longer the voice of the woman screaming at the window. This voice was clear, strong, and authoritative.

      “You are under arrest for violations of the Hero Act of 1945,” she said.
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      “Let me see if I understand this correctly, Mirage,” the licensed Hero Ghost said as he opened the door and stepped into the featureless, gray metal room. An off-white costume covered his imposingly large body from head to toe; none of his body was visible, not even his eyes, nose, or mouth. A utility belt encircled his waist. “You thought it wise to fake a massive fire, disrupt an entire neighborhood, and divert scarce civilian resources all to capture a single suspected Metahuman?”

      “It worked, didn’t it?” the masked woman said defensively as she trailed Ghost into the room. The maroon swirls on her otherwise white costume shifted and moved, as if they were animate. “We’ve wanted to question this suspected Rogue for a while. And here she—”

      Mirage broke off. She hurried past Ghost and stared with disbelief at an empty metal chair next to a matching table, both bolted to the floor. Thick metal manacles were broken open and lay on the floor.

      “She’s gone!” exclaimed Mirage. “I don’t understand. Those manacles suppress Meta abilities. How did she get loose? I left her alone only a minute or two.” Mirage’s heels click-clacked against the bare metal floor as she hurried back toward the door. “I’ll hit the panic button and put the facility on lockdown. She couldn’t have gone far. We’ll find her.”

      Ghost was slowly turning his head, surveying the empty room. He put his hand on Mirage’s shoulder, staying her. Mirage was a statuesque woman, but Ghost made her seem small by comparison. “Don’t,” he said. “There is no need. I’ll take care of it. That will be all. Leave me. While you are gone, spend some time contemplating how to do your job without wasting civilian resources.”

      “But—”

      “I said that will be all.” Ghost said it in the tone of a man who was tired of pretending things were democratic.

      “Very well,” Mirage said stiffly, obviously not pleased. She left. The door clicked shut behind her.

      Ghost sat in one of the two chairs on the other side of the table from where the manacles lay. He carefully draped his long cape over the back of the chair, then folded his hands on the table. He sat like that for a while, still and quiet as a statue.

      “You may come out, Grimoire,” he finally said.

      The room was still and silent.

      “Either come out, or I’ll drag you out by your hair.” Ghost said it calmly, almost pleasantly, as if he were mentioning he was going to pick up some milk at the store.

      I knew him well enough to know it was not an idle threat. I released my Will, allowing the camouflage spell I had cast to dissipate. It was the same spell I had cast to waylay Aimon and his mundane goons in the alley in Columbia Heights months ago.

      I stood with my back pressed against the far wall of the room, now completely visible and as obvious as Mirage’s nerve. Ghost had never seen me in costume and my mask disguised my voice, so I assumed he did not know Grimoire was sweet little ol’ me. I planned to keep it that way. My life was complicated enough already without telling everyone and his superpowered brother about my secret identity. “How did you know I was still here?”

      “I am the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild.” Ghost said it as if that answered the question. His voice was deep and cultured. I had long suspected a lawyer was under that costume, but I did not know for sure. I had never seen Ghost out of costume nor did I know much of anything about him. I didn’t even know his real name. Unless Ghost was his real name—one never knew, these days, what with people walking around with names like Apple, Rebel, and Blue Ivy. Then again, I shared my name with an herb, so who was I to judge? Glass houses and all. “Besides,” Ghost said, “I figured you would linger to find out what was going on. I have seen footage of your exploits. You’re quite formidable. I doubt Mirage would have detained you so easily had you not cooperated out of curiosity.”

      “The chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild? Wow! How swell for you. But you sitting at the right hand of God doesn’t explain why Wonderbra Woman brought me here. Wherever here is. Wonderbra put a hood over my head after arresting me.”

      Don’t slut-shame, Puck said. I for one think her costume is awesome.

      The fabric of Ghost’s mask twitched. “Mirage’s costume is rather on the tight and revealing side,” he agreed. “My grandmother would say she dresses like a floozy. I often wonder how she breathes in that getup. Regardless, she is a good investigator. Albeit sometimes overzealous.

      “As for where we are, this is an interrogation room in the Metahuman Registration Center on Massachusetts Avenue.”

      I knew the place. Agatha’s condominium was also on Massachusetts Avenue, but on the other side of Dupont Circle from where Ghost and I apparently were. This registration center occupied the pale stone building in the Washington neighborhood known as Embassy Row, so called because of the high number of embassies in the area. Before the government converted it into a Metahuman Registration Center, this building had once housed the Embassy of Peru. The U.S. had ended diplomatic relations with Peru a couple of decades ago after the supervillain Puma seized power there. Puma had ruled with an iron fist in Peru until the United Nations asked the U.S. Hero team known as the Sentinels to intercede. That, of course, was before Millennium’s and a couple of his fellow Sentinels’ crimes were exposed and the Heroic team was disbanded.

      “Mirage brought you here to be ID’d,” Ghost continued, “and to have your blood tested. She believes you are an unregistered Metahuman and that you use your Meta powers to operate as an unlicensed superhero. As you know, those are violations of the federal Hero Act.”

      Mirage had tried to unmask me, take a blood sample, and remove my gauntlets so she could fingerprint me, but my suit had resisted her efforts. It had been hard not to laugh in her face when she broke needle after needle trying to pierce my suit. “There’s been a mistake,” I said. “I am not an unregistered Metahuman.”

      “Indeed you are not.” I did not know how he knew that about Grimoire, but I wasn’t about to look a gift Ghost in the mouth.

      “I’m glad to hear you say that,” I said. “Then you agree you have no legal right to detain me and I’m free to go.” Ghost was right: I had let Mirage bring me here and had lingered after freeing myself from the manacles out of curiosity. That and the fact I would’ve had to assault Mirage to get away from her. I had no interest in going to prison for slugging a Hero, especially not when I needed my freedom to deal with Agatha.

      But my curiosity had flown the coop the instant Ghost showed up. He made me nervous, and not just because a primal little jolt ran through my body whenever I saw him. I wanted to be anywhere but here. I started toward the door.

      “Sit down, Sage,” Ghost said. “We have much to discuss.”

      Uh-oh, Puck said.

      The use of my name sent a jolt of the non-sexual kind down my spine, but I did not even break stride when Ghost said it. It would be like braking after zooming past a highway patrolman: admitting your guilt. My hand was on the door’s knob. “Sage? Who’s Sage? I don’t know anyone named Sage.”

      “Old friends like us ought not lie to one another,” Ghost said. “If you are concerned someone is listening in, don’t be. Though the Department of Metahuman Affairs and not the Heroes’ Guild runs this facility, I have ensured that we have complete privacy.” I started opening the door. “If you don’t sit down and take that mask off, first thing tomorrow morning I will hold a press conference and invite every major news outlet in the world. The subject will be how magic is real and how magical folk walk unsuspected among us.”

      My hand froze on the ajar door. Normally Ghost’s threat would have enraged me, but instead I was just exhausted. Maybe that no doze potion I drank hours ago was wearing off. Or maybe yet another betrayal from an unexpected source had sucked the wind out of my sails.

      I closed the door, went to the chair, and huffed into it. My mask slid off my face with a mental command, leaving my face bare and undisguised by the mask’s magic.

      I glared at Ghost. “You promised not to tell. I thought you were a man of your word. You don’t see me shooting my mouth off about the Guild’s super-secret space station.”

      “The promise I made was a conditional one,” the costumed jackass said. “The condition being that you would help me locate Millennium and bring him to justice for the murders he is guilty of. You pledged that assistance months ago. I have not heard one word from you since. I simply cannot abide a Hero turned Rogue like Millennium continuing to go free, unpunished, doing God only knows what. He’s one of the world’s handful of Omega-level Metas. Not knowing his whereabouts or what he is doing is like misplacing a thermonuclear weapon.”

      “I see you’re still singing the same song, Javert.” Javert was the justice-obsessed police inspector from Les Misérables. I had given Ghost that nickname when I first met him. It fit him to a tee. Both Puck and Ghost had been shocked I knew who Javert was. Being underestimated all the time was good tactically, but tough on the ego. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Too busy to return my calls regarding such a weighty matter? I’ve left several messages. I’ve even gone to your apartment.”

      “I’ve had a lot on my plate.”

      “Such as?”

      Such as adopting a dragon, fighting monsters, keeping the Inner Circle from imprisoning or executing me, getting this spiffy superhero suit, reconnecting with my long lost mother, disconnecting from her when I discovered she was a scheming sociopath, scrambling to prove she was a scheming sociopath, being a superhero, holding onto my bodyguarding job by my fingernails, and studying magic like my life depended on it—as it quite literally might—to prepare for the day Agatha tried to have me killed.

      Or at least that was what I thought. What I said was, “I can’t talk about it.”

      Ghost crossed his legs. “I’m afraid I must insist.”

      “You can insist until you’re blue in your blank face, but I’m not talking. Telling you would only put you at risk. More importantly, it would put me at risk.” I slapped the table with sudden irritation. “Is this why you sent your half-dressed flunkey to bring me here? To ask a bunch of fool questions that are none of your business?”

      “I did not dispatch Mirage to bring you in. As one of my deputies, it is her job to monitor for any signs of unregistered Metas and Metas operating as superheroes without first being duly licensed. She became aware of a costumed superpowered woman going by the name of Grimoire operating in D.C. As there is no record of a Hero with that sobriquet licensed by the Heroes’ Guild and the USDMA, she decided to bring you in for questioning. She used her powers of illusion to fake a fire in Anacostia. It was a honey trap. Grimoire has a recent history of suddenly appearing to deal with nighttime emergencies in the Washington area.

      “I did not know beforehand Mirage had targeted you,” Ghost claimed. “It was only after she arrested you that I became aware of it. I had programmed the Guild’s computer database to alert me when one of my subordinates brought you in. One of them doing so was inevitable. Though I know your abilities are rooted in magic instead of you possessing the Metahuman gene, my subordinates do not know that. I have kept my word to maintain secrecy about the magical world.”

      I was only somewhat mollified. “How did you know I was Grimoire?”

      “I met you in D.C. and then weeks later a costumed superhero suddenly appeared in the same city with fantastic abilities that are strikingly similar to yours, wearing a cape identical to yours. I did not have to be a deductive genius to make the connection. And even if I had not known for sure before entering this room, I would have once I saw your body language and heard you speak. Calling my colleague Wonderbra Woman? That’s vintage Sage Hawthorne.”

      Ask Mister Smarty-Pants if he’s so clever, how come he doesn’t remember I’m a cloak, not a cape, Puck said.

      “Puck says hello,” I said. “And now it’s time for me to say goodbye. I’ve got too many things to do to sit around chewing the fat.”

      “Sit back down,” Ghost said sharply. “Did you think I was joking about exposing the magical world’s masquerade?”

      I did not return to the chair. My tolerance for getting pushed around was always low, and I’d had my fill for the day. “Maybe that tone works on Mirage, but it doesn’t on me. I’m not one of your lackeys. I gave you my word I would help you locate Millennium. And I will. Just not right now. There are some things going on in my life and in the magical world as a whole that are a bigger priority right now. As soon as I take care of them, I will do everything I can to help you.

      “You said you’d keep magic a secret.” I glared down at Ghost. “You can call it a conditional promise if you want, but you and I both know that’s just you trying to weasel your way out of a solemn promise. I thought you were a man of your word. I still think that. My guess is you breaking your word is just an idle threat. You’re trying to force my hand. Well I’m calling your bluff. Go right ahead and call the media. Wanna borrow my phone? I’ve got two.

      “And even if I’m wrong about you and you do hold a press conference, you underestimate the magical world. Do you really think exposing that world is a simple matter of one Hero blabbing to the media? The magical world has operated in the shadows for centuries. We’ve got staying there down to an art. The moment you’re foolish enough to open your big mouth, a propaganda machine the likes of which you’ve never seen will swing into action. It will turn you into a laughingstock. The target of ridicule. The Hero who thinks vampires and werewolves and goblins and the boogeyman are real. I wonder how long the Heroes’ Guild will employ as its chief investigator the guy who’s suddenly the butt of every punchline. The jokes write themselves: ‘Did you hear how Ghost is afraid of ghosts?’ And I wonder how long the magical powers that be will let you live if you keep running your mouth even in the face of their discrediting campaign.

      “I like you, Ghost. I think you’re a good man whose heart is in the right place and who is trying to do his job to the best of his abilities. But I’m not some streetwalker who pees her pants when the mighty Ghost walks through a wall toward her. I’m dealing with someone who makes you look like a marshmallow Peep by comparison. You don’t scare me.”

      Ghost and I just stared at each other as my speech hung in the air.

      “You’re different than when I last saw you,” he finally said. “More thoughtful. Focused. Tougher.”

      “My new outfit came with a personality upgrade. Now stay out of my way. I’ve got bigger fish to fry. I’ll be back in touch when I’m good and ready.”

      “Here’s the problem with your position,” Ghost said when my hand was on the door again. “Let’s say you’re right and that I would not go to the media. What do you think will happen once you walk out that door?”

      “I’ll be a lot less irritated?”

      “Aside from that. What will happen is that Mirage or another Hero in the Guild’s employ will eventually take you into custody again. Once they do so, they will figure out how to pierce your suit and take a blood sample.”

      “So what? They’ll find I don’t carry the Metahuman gene, just as you found when you tested my blood when I first met you. The Hero Act only applies to Metas.”

      “Indeed. However, you not being a Meta will beg this question in their minds: How does this woman perform all her miraculous feats if she is not a Metahuman? I won’t need to blab, as you put it, about the existence of the magical world. My subordinates will put your life under a microscope. You won’t be able to have a bowel movement without them tracking it. Eventually they will put two and two together. Once they do, it would not be just me shining a light on the magical world. It will be the entire Guild. One Hero the magical world could discredit and make a fool of. But all of us?” Ghost shook his head. “As formidable as you magical folk undoubtedly are, we Heroes are quite formidable too. Not to mention respected by the public. There would be no need for me to break my word and expose your sort to the public. Me simply sitting tight and doing nothing will expose you all to far more devastating effect.”

      That sensation you feel is this white gorilla bending us over a barrel, Puck said grimly.

      I turned over in my mind what Ghost had said. If I, even indirectly, led to the exposure of the magical world, Agatha would use that as an excuse to come down on me like a ton of bricks. Not to mention the fact the magical world stayed hidden in order to protect us magical folk from the prejudice of mundanes, who vastly outnumbered us. The magical world being revealed as real would put all us magical folk at risk. As the Grand Wizard reminded me when I had met with the Inner Circle, the history of mundanes was the history of them oppressing people who were not like them.

      Ghost and I stared at each other in silence. I felt like I was playing chess with someone who had already thought fifteen moves ahead of me. Every move I contemplated led to checkmate.

      The more I thought about it, the more I agreed with Puck’s assessment: Ghost had me bent over a barrel.

      Ah heck. “What do I need to do to prevent what you described from happening?” I asked Ghost. I already knew the answer.

      “Simply live up to your promise to help me locate Millennium. Now. Immediately. Surely even you would have to agree I have been more than patient by waiting all these months. In exchange for you doing everything in what you have proven to be your considerable power to help me locate Millennium, I will ensure my agents and the rest of the Guild leave you alone.”

      Ghost had me right where he wanted me. He knew it, Puck knew it, and I knew it. And, truth be told, I had been feeling guilty about not helping Ghost find Millennium. My obsession with Agatha had mostly blotted out that guilt, but it was still there, like a chore I knew I had to do but kept putting off.

      Besides, I had not gotten very far in proving Agatha’s misdeeds. Maybe a change of mental scenery was just the palate cleanser I needed to look at the Agatha situation with fresh eyes. After I figured out how to find Millennium and how to stop mixing my metaphors, I could turn my attention back to Agatha.

      “Fine,” I spat. “I’ll drop what I’m doing and try to help you find Millennium. But right now, I’ve got to go. I have to be at work in a little while.”

      “Then go. We will meet again after you get off work to formulate a plan of action. I will text you the details. Be sure to check your phone this time.”

      I was as mad as a wet hornet. I did not like having my arm twisted; it left a sour taste in my mouth. Remembering at the last moment to put my mask back on, I flung the door open.

      I hesitated before storming out. “You know Ghost, there was a time when I was attracted to you. Now, not so much.”

      The fabric of Ghost’s mask crinkled around his mouth. “That’s the second time today you have lied to me.”

      I looked at Ghost and his big body. He was a mountain of a man. His force of will was equally imposing. It radiated from him like heat. Part of me wanted to curl up next to him like a cat and bask in it.

      Gods help me. He was right.

      But I wasn’t about to admit that to him. “Oh . . .” I groped for an appropriately strong word. At times like this, I wished I cursed.

      “Fiddlesticks!” I finally said.

      I slammed the door on Ghost’s laughter.
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      I stepped out of my portal and onto the sidewalk in front of the Heroes’ Guild National Headquarters. It was the day after my conversation with Ghost, and almost time for my strategy session with him.

      I could hardly wait.

      Not.

      I ignored the surprised murmur of nearby tourists. I had, after all, appeared out of seemingly nowhere in full costume. A few of them said my code name in an awed tone. Grimoire was rapidly becoming a household name in Washington. And yet, I was still broke. I had always thought if I ever became famous, I’d also be rich. Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous was misleading.

      I looked up at the white Guild headquarters. It gleamed in the late afternoon sun, making me squint. The Guild headquarters was a huge rectangular building on the banks of the Potomac River in the northwest quadrant of Washington, not too far from the Kennedy Center. I had been here before, years ago, as a tourist with Dad. As irritated as I was to be here again, I had to admit the building was impressive. The massive colonnaded structure looked like an ancient Greek temple. Around here, that was not unusual. The White House, the U.S. Capitol, the Supreme Court Building, the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Memorial, and many of the city’s other iconic buildings had a neoclassical design which made them all look like they were straight out of ancient Rome or Greece.

      The massive bronze statue of Omega Man on top of the Guild headquarters did not look like it was from ancient Rome, though. Unless, of course, Julius Caesar had made a habit of dressing up in a cape, mask, and tight-fitting costume, putting his hands on his hips, and staring off into the distance heroically. Then again, for all I knew, that was exactly what Caesar did in his spare time when he wasn’t busy whipping up salads. I was no historian.

      Omega Man was the licensed Hero who had sacrificed himself in 1966 to foil the V’Loth alien invasion. Washington was full of statues, yet Omega Man’s stood out as particularly impressive. It looked like it was going to come to life, strike a blow for truth and justice, and smite the wicked. I would have to give him Agatha’s address.

      Maybe someone will sculpt a statue of you someday, Puck said. As usual when I wore my Grimoire costume, I wore Puck too. I can see the plaque now: “Grimoire, Sidekick of the Heroic, Handsome, and Humble Cloak Puck.” Though maybe you won’t get a statue if you keep up these absurd eating habits you’ve adopted lately. I’ve seen a lot of statues in my time, and I’ve yet to see one choking down a spinach smoothie.

      “I’ve got years of dietary neglect to make up for,” I said, careful to mute my voice with my mask so the nearby people would not think I was crazier than I was. “Just like you’ve never seen a statue drinking a spinach smoothie, I’ve never seen one with love handles.”

      Next you’ll be saying, “Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels.” Who are you, Kate Moss? I’m all for turning your life around, but spinach smoothies are taking a laudable goal too far. At least have the decency to take me off the next time you have one.

      “Nope. Misery loves company.”

      If the statue atop the Guild building was a true representative of Omega Man, the dead Hero had eaten a steady diet of spinach, rare steak, raw eggs, and protein powder. He made Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime look anemic. Omega Man was considered the greatest and most powerful licensed Hero of all time. He had founded the Sentinels superhero team along with Millennium and five other Heroes not long after the enactment of the Hero Act of 1945. The superhero team had operated since then until it disbanded a few years ago, after the Hero who currently used the name Omega exposed the corruption of Millennium and two other Sentinels. First there was Omega Man, now there was Omega. Heroes seemed to reuse names the way I reused bras. Fiction reflected reality. In DC Comics, there was Superman, Supergirl, Superboy, and Superwoman. Not only that, but Puck had informed me there also was Krypto the Superdog, Comet the Superhorse, Beppo the Supermonkey, and Streaky the Supercat. In that spirit, I wanted to call him Puck the Grimoirecloak, but he had vetoed the name.

      The Wandering Jew had told me that Omega’s costume was a magical Relic, just as Puck was. Then again, the Wandering Jew had told me so many lies to pull the wool over my eyes that I had no idea if the information about Omega’s suit was just another lie.

      Rumor said the current Omega was the reincarnation of Omega Man. I didn’t believe it. I knew the rumor mill could not be trusted, having been the subject of more than just a few whoppers myself in the short time the world had known me as Grimoire. According to one rumor, Grimoire was an heiress to the Franklin Mars multibillion-dollar fortune. My credit rating begged to differ. Franklin Mars had founded the candy company that made stuff like Snickers bars. I had eaten more than my fair share of Snickers bars over the years before my recent health kick, and the only thing the Mars family ever gave me in return was prediabetes. That’s gratitude for you.

      Increasingly loud screams jarred my thoughts away from Omega and my supposed family fortune. I turned and looked at a picket line of protesters. Slatted metal barriers separated the protesters from the tourists to the Guild building. A few dozen protesters stared and pointed at me. In my Grimoire costume, I stood out like a sore thumb.

      “Mutant!” one protester cried.

      “Abomination!” another said.

      “Monster!”

      “Meta freak!”

      It’s as if they know you, Puck said dryly.

      I was of course no Metahuman, but these knuckleheads did not know that. They all shrieked at me like monkeys in a zoo while I read the signs they brandished:

      God Hates Metas!

      The only good Meta is a dead Meta!

      God laughs when Heroes die!

      All Heroes Are Rogues!

      America, Land of the Freak, Home of the Knave!

      Heroes: Gods or Devils?

      Puck said, Remember when we saved that busload of mundanes a few weeks ago? If dummies like these had been on it, we should have let the bus go ahead and plunge off that embankment. Improve the gene pool some.

      “People hate what they don’t understand. Especially when the thing they don’t understand has abilities they don’t. Fortunately, people like these are the minority. Times like this, though, make me remember why the hidden magical world wants to stay hidden. If licensed Heroes inspire this kind of reaction, imagine the response a bunch of magical people and creatures who aren’t sworn to protect the public would get.”

      “Slut! Superpowered whore!” Clearly the bearded man who shouted that at me did not know my sexual dry spell had practically made me into a born-again virgin. The next time I had a check-up, I would ask my gynecologist if my hymen had grown back.

      “Do you know what you call a woman who loves small penises?” I asked, allowing my mask to amplify my voice so the tourists and protesters could all hear me. “That guy’s wife,” I concluded, pointing at the bearded man who had called me a whore.

      My cavalier attitude and the tourists’ laughter enraged the protesters even more. Their voices grew more heated and they pressed against the barriers separating them from the rest of us. I waved and blew them a kiss before turning my back on them.

      With my work as superhero ambassador done—the Heroes’ Guild should put me on its payroll—I mounted the Guild building’s marble steps. Above the columns, on one of the building’s long sides, was carved the motto of the Sentinels and the official slogan of the Heroes’ Guild as a whole: Those who sow darkness soon shall reap.

      Tell that to Millennium, Puck muttered. That murdering Hero turned Rogue is probably chilling on some beach right now, sipping piña coladas and getting caught in the rain. The only thing he’s reaping is bikini babes. Lucky duck.

      “And he can stay there for all I care. I should be dealing with Agatha, not this nonsense.”

      I got into the line of tourists which stretched from the building’s huge silver doors. Security guards in black and tan uniforms and gold helmets were at the head of the line, checking people for contraband and weapons.

      Someone tugged on Puck. I turned to see a boy, no more than seven, looking up at me and holding a lollipop. The lollipop had turned his lips purple. “Hey lady! Are you a Hero?”

      A woman pulled the boy away from me like I was going to kidnap him. She didn’t meet my gaze, the way you avoided looking someone you thought was crazy in the eye. “Of course not, Jimmy,” she whispered in his ear, not knowing my Gifted ears could hear a mouse piss on cotton. “A real Hero wouldn’t have to stand in line with the rest of us. That lady must like to play dress up.”

      I was tempted to turn into a crow and see if that made the boy’s mother change her tune. Truth be told, I did feel like someone who had shown up for a costume party on the wrong night. I was the only person in line dressed like this. I suspected licensed Heroes had their own separate entrance to the Guild building. Rank had its privileges.

      Though I was the only person in costume, several people in line wore Hero t-shirts. Some wore blue t-shirts with Avatar’s blood red A emblazoned on the front. A few others wore shirts with Omega’s silver Ω symbol on it, and a few more with Omega Man’s differently styled omega symbol. A sprinkling of other Heroes were also represented. I saw Myth’s red dragon, Amazing Man’s blue and silver emblem, and Wildside’s Tasmanian Devil.

      Omega Man is dead. Wildside is dead. Avatar is dead. All the great Heroes are dead. Suddenly, I’m not feeling too well myself, Puck said.

      “If you do croak at the tender age of 636-years-old, you wouldn’t be the only one. Heroes tend to die young. It’s a dangerous line of work. Look at all we’ve been through since we met. And we’re not even official Heroes.”

      First spinach smoothies, now this. I’m convinced—you’re hazardous to my health. Take me off and give me to some bespectacled alchemist puttering around in her laboratory. Boring, but safer.

      “Oh come on. With who else would you have so much fun?”

      It’s “with whom.”

      “Don’t be so pedantic.”

      How do you know pedantic but not how to properly use the objective form of who?

      “I’m better with vocabulary than I am with grammar.”

      You saying that is like a blind woman saying she’s better at spotting deer than she is antelopes.

      I was still busy coming up with a crushing retort when we got to the front of the line. The security guard’s mirrored helmet hid his face, but his body language spoke volumes. Like the woman behind me, he thought I likely was a nutjob. I guess he didn’t recognize me from my recent exploits. Normally I was proud of my suit, but now I was embarrassed by it.

      The guard took special care in waving a metal detecting wand over me and patting me down. Another identically dressed guard hovered nearby, with a futuristic-looking rifle in his arms and its smaller cousin holstered on his belt. A place like this was a tempting target for Rogues and terrorists, and the Guild obviously took security seriously. I spotted several cleverly concealed cameras and pop-up gun turrets. Being in security myself, I had an eye for such things. So, uncharacteristically, I bit my tongue as the guard ran his hands over me. The other guard’s body language told me he itched for a reason to use his gun. I did not want to test my suit’s resistance to whatever might blast out of the rifle’s business end.

      The security guard examined me so thoroughly, I was pretty sure he popped my regrown cherry. All without so much as a “How do you do? My name is Mr. Mirror Face.” Presumptuous. I had more metal on me than a foundry and more weapons than an arsenal, but the guard did not detect any of them thanks to the Pouch of Infinity. To everyone but me, the pouch seemed as empty as Agatha’s soul.

      When the guard’s search turned up nothing, he waved me into the building. Huge silver doors with domino masks in bas-relief on them swung open soundlessly at my approach. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust from the brightness of outside.

      Whoa! Puck marveled once my eyes adjusted.

      “Never been in the Hall of Heroes before?”

      No. None of my other hosts ever had reason to come before now.

      “And you want me to give you to some cloistered alchemist.” I smiled, both at my appropriate use of the word cloistered and at the fact I had been somewhere and done something Puck had never been or done. It was tough to compete with the hundreds of years of experience he had on me.

      The long Hall of Heroes had high, vaulted ceilings. On them were massive murals of notable battles Heroes had fought over the years. The most prominent was a depiction of the Heroic strike force that ended the V’Loth invasion. The V’Loth spaceships were shaped like stereotypical disk-like UFOs, so the mural looked like a scene from a science fiction movie. The most recent mural—so recent I did not recognize it from my last trip here years ago and had to read the plaque which described it—was of Omega, Myth, and Ninja defeating notorious Rogue Doctor Alchemy in his secret volcanic lair.

      On both sides of the Hall’s floor stood ivory-colored marble statues. It reminded me of the National Statuary Hall in the U.S. Capitol Building, where I had met the Conclave’s Inner Circle when they gave me the job of eliminating their monster problem. Like Statuary Hall, the Hall of Heroes was full of statues of prominent dead people. Only here, all the dead people were Heroes. Omega Man, Wildside, Avatar, Prism, White Spider . . . these and more were represented. The Heroes honored here were supposed to reflect the best the Heroic world had to offer.

      A few tourists whispered and pointed as I made my way to the end of the Hall. Someone even stopped me and insisted I take a selfie with her and her friends. She said I saved her brother from a mugging a few weeks ago. The attention was both embarrassing and gratifying. Mostly the former, though. I had not become a superhero out of vanity. My vanity lay in the direction of expensive meals and high-end clothes I could not afford.

      The attendant at the help desk at the end of the Hall directed me to a discreet private door after I gave her my name. Mirage was in a small room on the other side of the door. She leaned against a desk, tapping the ball of one high-heeled foot impatiently. She wore the same mask and tight white and maroon costume I had seen her in yesterday. Puck wolf-whistled in my mind.

      “You’re late, Grimoire,” Mirage snapped.

      “Hi Wonderbra Woman. It’s so good to see you and the girls again.”

      “That’s not my name.”

      “With those bolt-ons you’re showing off, it should be.” If the eyes were the windows to the soul, Mirage’s costume was the window to her boobs. Mirage and the females represented in the Hall of Heroes indicated tight clothes around big busts were an epidemic in the Hero world. Maybe I was the only superhero who didn’t have a rack like Willow Wilde. Of course, I wasn’t a Meta. Maybe the Metahuman gene also carried the big boob gene. “Surely you don’t think anyone believes they are real.”

      I think they’re real, Puck gushed. Real nice.

      “As for why I’m late,” I added, “I was delayed taking selfies with my adoring public. I’m very popular, you know. Would you like a selfie too? But put some more clothes on first. I’d hate for you to post the pic on social media and have it blocked for indecency.” Everything about this chick rubbed me the wrong way, from the fact I had been forced to meet her here, to her tricking me with the fake fire in Anacostia, to her holier-than-thou attitude, to her body and outfit which was a comic book nerd’s wet dream come true. I would meet Ghost like I said I would, but I wasn’t going to be cheerfully cooperative about it.

      Mirage picked up a device from the desk which looked like a paddle built with alien technology. She stepped toward me.

      “That’s the weirdest looking camera I’ve ever seen,” I said. “Take the selfie from my left. It’s my best side.”

      “It’s not a camera, you dolt.” Mirage waved the device over my body.

      “The guards out front already cleared me to come in.”

      Mirage smirked. “They cleared you for the tourist section. You’ve got to be more thoroughly searched before you go where you’re going.”

      “Where am I going?”

      Mirage didn’t respond. Her eyes focused intently on the device’s readout.

      “It looks like you’re clean,” she said, sounding disappointed, as if she hoped she could arrest me again for something.

      “It’s a good thing I left my favorite tactical nuclear warhead at home.”

      Ignoring me, Mirage put the device back on the desk and thrust a leather hood at me. “Put this on.”

      I eyed the hood without taking it. “I'm not saying I'm dead set against a little lesbian bondage action, but at least buy me drinks and take me to a show first.”

      “Criminals aren’t my type.”

      Ask her if cloaks are, Puck said eagerly.

      “Put the hood on, Mirage insisted. “We’re not moving from this spot until you do.”

      I took the hood. “If you insist. But if things are going to get this kinky this soon, we’ll need a safe word.”

      “Shut up.”

      “‘Shut up’ is no good as a safe word. A safe word should be something I would not ordinarily say. I get the feeling I’ll be telling you to shut up a lot.”

      Mirage snatched the hood back out of my hand. She stuck her face into mine. “I don’t like you,” she hissed.

      “Aw, that hurts my feelings. I care oh so much about what you think.”

      Mirage’s mouth narrowed to a thin line. She yanked the hood over my head and tightened its leather strap around my neck. The hood smelled vaguely of other people’s sweat. I successfully resisted the urge to headbutt Mirage as she affixed the hood. And people said I was not capable of restraint and personal growth. Hah!

      Hey, who turned off the lights! Puck complained.

      Puck was right—I couldn’t see a thing, which of course was the point. More surprisingly, I could not hear anything either. There must have been some sort of technology in the hood which muffled sound.

      Mirage grabbed my arm and led me out of the room, deeper into the Guild building. But not the tourist part. Not only did I not recognize the areas Mirage led me through, but everyone in them were masked and costumed Heroes. I knew all that despite the hood because I had of course opened my Third Eye after the hood was in place. If Mirage really thought I would be blindly led somewhere like a lamb to slaughter, she had another thing coming. Mirage of course did not know about my Third Eye as she did not know the magical nature of my powers.

      We came to a stop in front of a closed alcove. I knew it was all metal based on how the alcove appeared pitch black to my mystical eye. The alcove’s door slid upward. Mirage pushed me inside and followed behind. The door slid shut, enclosing us in the tight space.

      Alone, with no witnesses. Maybe she’s trying to kill us, Puck warned.

      “She’s not going to kill us. Why would you even say such a thing?”

      Everyone else tries. Why not her? It’s not like you’re winning her over with your sparkling personality.

      Instead of assassinating us, Mirage put her head close to a panel next to the door. Her eyes opened wide. Though I could not tell for certain with my Third Eye, I guessed Mirage was having her eye scanned. Some sort of security measure. Then she said something. I still could not hear her, but I saw her lips move.

      My entire body itched, as if someone were tickling me all over with invisible feathers. Then my stomach lurched. I regretted today’s spinach smoothie. Well, I always regretted it, but now I regretted it more than usual. I was about to paint the walls of this place spinach-puke green.

      Thankfully the feeling passed almost as quickly as it had arrived. The itching disappeared and my stomach settled back down.

      The door slid open again. Grabbing my arm, Mirage marched me out of the alcove. I was suddenly weak and woozy. I stumbled. Mirage caught me before I face-planted. The richly colorful magical energy that normally swirled all around me was now mostly gone, replaced by dull, lazy dabs of energy.

      I had felt this way before, when I had first met Ghost months ago after he helped me fight off the wererats who had waylaid me.

      Somehow, in the blink of an eye, Mirage had transported us to the Heroes’ Guild’s secret space station orbiting the Earth.
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      Thank goodness there was artificial gravity here on the Guild space station, or else my spinach smoothie would probably threaten to spew again.

      That was my first thought. My second thought was of how there was very little magical energy due to how little life there was up here. If this magic-deficient environment had this dramatic of an effect on me, I couldn’t imagine how it would impact a purely magical being.

      Puck! I thought.

      “Puck, are you all right?”

      Right as rain. Though you’re obviously not. Where in Loki’s name are we?

      I explained as Mirage escorted me through the space station. She mostly supported me until I got my sea legs. At first we walked on carpet, but that quickly transitioned into cold metal as we navigated through a narrow corridor.

      “Why isn’t this lack of magic affecting you?” I asked Puck.

      As a Gifted, you store and channel magical energy like a capacitor stores electrical energy. You’re mostly cut off from that energy up here, which is why you feel so weak. Right now, you’re about as close to a mundane as you’ll ever be. I, on the other hand, am magic. To continue with my nifty electricity analogy, I’m more like a generator than a capacitor. I take my own energy wherever I go, which is why I feel no effect.

      The Guild must have some sort of matter transporter technology, which is how we got up here so quickly. We got beamed up, Scotty! They must keep the tech to themselves because Lord knows that kind of high-tech stuff is not on the general market. I guess we in the magical world aren’t the only ones who keep secrets.

      Puck paused. Holy Hal 9000! Do you know what this means? I’m the first magic cloak in space! One small step for a woman, one giant leap for cloakkind. I wonder if they’ll give me a ticker-tape parade when we return to Earth. The Apollo 11 astronauts got one, and they didn’t even land on the moon like they pretended they did.

      “Oh, the places you’ll go. And you wanted me to give you to some stuffy alchemist.”

      I take it all back.

      Puck was humming the theme to 2001: A Space Odyssey when Mirage stopped in front of a metal door. It slid open, and Mirage tugged me inside. She deposited me in a chair. She wasn’t too gentle about it, either. I regretted not headbutting her. Personal growth was overrated.

      Mirage yanked the hood off my head. I closed my Third Eye and blinked as the mundane world slowly came back into focus. It was a relief. Holding my Third Eye open in this magic deficient environment had been a strain.

      I was in an office that would not have looked out of place in an accounting firm except for the fact the floor and the walls were a silver metal. Ghost, aka Javert, sat behind a metal and glass desk, masked and costumed as always. Though it was a normal-sized desk, Ghost’s hulking frame made it seem like a child’s playacting toy.

      “Here’s the package you wanted me to fetch for you,” Mirage said with disgust. “I don’t understand why you’d bring her here, anyway. What do we know about her? She’s a security risk.”

      “That is none of your concern,” Ghost said.

      Mirage’s eyes narrowed. “It may be my concern sooner than you think. Be careful how you speak to me. I’m not some wet behind the ears Hero Academy graduate. Now can I get back to real Hero work? Or do you want me to pick up your dry cleaning and bring you some coffee?”

      “That won’t be necessary. You may go.”

      “Not so fast.” I stopped Mirage with a hand on her arm. “I’ll take a coffee. Cream and two sugars. And a raspberry Danish. I’m feeling peckish.”

      Mirage snorted, snatched her arm away, and spun on her heel. The metal door automatically slid shut behind her.

      “I would not hold my breath on that food and drink order,” Ghost said.

      “I wouldn’t eat it even if she brought it. She’s liable to poison it. Besides, I’m on a diet.”

      “I appreciate you not telling Mirage you know you’re on our space station. Her knowing a non-Hero is aware of its existence would complicate my life.”

      “How do you know I didn’t tell her? For that matter, how do you even know I know I’m on the space station?”

      “I’m the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild.” The matter of fact way he always said that drove me nuts, as if he thought he was some sort of all-knowing, all-seeing Buddha.

      “Why didn’t you come get me yourself instead of sending her? No, I’ll save you the trouble of saying it—because you’re the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. Going to fetch someone is beneath you.”

      The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched. “You took the words out of my mouth. Also, from time to time Mirage needs to be reminded she works for me, not vice versa. Otherwise, with her strong personality, she would walk all over me. She reminds me of another strong-willed masked woman I know. Speaking of which, you can take your mask off. No one will disturb us here.”

      I removed my mask with a thought. “Mirage reminds you of Power Girl? Now that you mention it, the rack resemblance is uncanny.”

      Power Girl is my favorite DC character, Puck volunteered. Of course she was. Power Girl was drawn as a curvy woman with bare legs and a figure-hugging white leotard with a large opening in it that exposed much of her ample chest. Puck had told me the artist who first drew the character, believing the DC suits weren’t paying any attention to what he was doing, drew Power Girl’s chest bigger and bigger with each comic book issue she was in until someone finally said to him, “Yo dude, what’s with the boobs?”

      “I did not bring you here to discuss comic book superheroes,” Ghost said. “I am far too concerned with real ones. More specifically, Millennium. The reason I brought you here instead of meeting you elsewhere is because this station is one of the most secure facilities ever designed. No one can overhear us here. As I will be breaking the law, USDMA regulations, and Guild protocols to give you all the information you might need to help you locate Millennium, I want your word you will not repeat anything we discuss.”

      “You mean like how you promised to keep the existence of the hidden magical world a secret?”

      “We’ve been over this. We’ll never get anywhere if we keep relitigating the same issue.”

      I almost argued, but bit back my retort. The sooner this was over, the sooner I could get back to my pursuit of Agatha. “Fine. You have my word. You want to talk about Millennium? Let’s talk about Millennium. And let’s not take an actual millennium doing it. Time’s a-wasting. I want to get home in time to watch The Bachelor. I never miss an episode.”

      I wish, Puck said. You’re too driven and obsessed these days to watch television. I never did find out who wound up on the Iron Throne.

      Ghost said, “Let us begin with identifying our target.” He punched a button on his desk. The metal wall on my left flickered, then lit up like it was a giant television screen. A black and white image formed on the wall of a seated middle-aged white man with slicked-down straight black hair in an old-fashioned suit. He was skinny and his skin was tight on his face, like he was slightly malnourished. His narrow face was pinched and his mouth was puckered. The photo was streaked and blurry, as if a picture of a star-filled night sky was superimposed on top of it. The photo’s apparent age and the man’s clothing, hairstyle, and stiff demeanor reminded me of portraits of mid-nineteenth century Presidents I had seen in the National Portrait Gallery in Washington’s Chinatown.

      “Who’s this guy?” I asked. “If you tell me it’s your great-grandfather, I’m leaving. I’ve got too much to do to take a stroll through the family photo album.”

      “This is an 1845 daguerreotype of Hiram Milton.”

      Daguerreotypy was the first publicly available form of photography, Puck supplied, widely used in the 1840s and 1850s until cheaper methods supplanted it. It’s named after its French inventor Louis Daguerre.

      I would have said I knew that, but Puck would know I was lying. I didn’t know a daguerreotype from a type of dagger. And at least with a dagger I could stab Ghost for making me look at pics of dead dudes when I had more important things to do. “And who the heck is Hiram Milton? John Milton’s less famous brother?”

      “Hiram is Millennium before he donned his trademark blue and brown costume and helmet,” Ghost said. “This is the only known picture of him out of costume.”

      My mouth fell open. I stared at Ghost, then at the picture of Hiram Milton. Good thing I was sitting down. It was not that I was surprised Millennium had been around in the 1840s. Even schoolchildren knew Millennium was also known as the Thousand Year Man. No, Millennium’s longevity did not surprise me. What surprised me was the fact Ghost had shared Millennium’s real name and picture with me. It was a violation of the Hero Act for anyone to reveal a Hero’s or former Hero’s secret identity. Ghost could go to prison for telling me Millennium’s true identity, like the scorned lover of Washington’s mayor went to prison a few years ago after she outed the mayor as being Colonel Liberty. Revealing Millennium’s secret identity, more than almost anything else, told me how serious Ghost was about locating Millennium.

      “According to his Guild records, Hiram has two Metahuman abilities,” Ghost said as my shock settled in and made itself comfortable. “One is the ability to store, focus, and channel mystical energy. Now that I am aware of the magical world, I know that was a prevarication on Hiram’s part because many in the magical world have the same ability and yet they are not Metahumans. You, for example.

      “The second Metahuman ability is Hiram’s longevity. He was born in 1798 in the part of the Mississippi Territory that later became the state of Alabama. He is projected to live for a thousand years. Hence his code name of Millennium.

      “Some Meta powers come with a price. Hiram’s longevity is one such power. Though he has a thousand-year lifespan, he ages normally. If he had not found a way to halt the normal aging process, he would already be a withered husk by now. Still alive, but unable to move or function normally. He has superpowered longevity, but not the youth to go with it.”

      Sounds like Tithonus, Puck said. The dawn goddess Eos took him for a lover. Lucky guy—Eos is a hot little number. Ditzy though. She asked Zeus to grant Tithonus eternal life, but forgot to ask for eternal youth to go with it. Last I heard, Tithonus was shriveled up like a raisin in the sun. Still alive, but it’s no life worth living. I’d rather be stuck in this cloak than suffer Tithonus’ fate.

      “Millennium sounds like Tithonus,” I parroted to Ghost. Casually, as if I slept with a copy of Bulfinch’s Mythology under my pillow. “You know, from Greek mythology.”

      “He’s exactly like Tithonus. Puck knows his mythology.”

      Ha! Tithonus is no more mythological than I am. Tell him Sage.

      I did not tell Ghost anything of the sort. The less he knew about the magical world, the better. Besides, I was too busy being irritated. I wasn’t sure if I was more irritated that Ghost assumed I had gotten the tidbit about Tithonus from Puck, or that I had tried to impress Ghost by pretending the knowledge was my own. My non-existent love life was making me desperate. If a dog hasn’t been petted in a while, she’ll wag her tail at anybody.

      “Fortunately for him,” Ghost said, “Hiram found a way to stay the aging process. Namely the helmet he wears as part of his Millennium costume. He acquired it shortly after this daguerreotype was taken. He hasn’t taken it off since. It puts his metabolic processes into a sort of stasis, preventing his body from aging past forty-seven. Without it, Hiram’s body would deteriorate into the over 200-year-old vessel that it really is.”

      Ghost talking about Millennium’s helmet triggered a memory of something Olgram had said to me back when I had asked the dwarf to create my Grimoire suit. I shoved the thought aside for now. “Since you know Millennium’s real name, have you checked with any family or friends he has about his whereabouts?”

      “He has no immediate family. He has no children and never married. His parents and younger brother died in a house fire when Hiram was twelve. As he had no extended family to take him in, he grew up in a series of orphanages. The fire was caused by a lightning strike. Before Millennium’s misdeeds came to light, I would have assumed the lightning was an act of god. But now?” Ghost shrugged. “As for friends, he did not have any. Being a Hero and furthering his magical studies seemed to be the only things he cared about. Some of his former fellow Sentinels described him as being obsessed with those two things.”

      Sound familiar? Puck asked. I ignored him.

      “And speaking of Millennium’s misdeeds.” Ghost hit another button on his desk. Hiram’s image faded, replaced by two columns of names listed in giant letters. I did a quick count: thirteen names.

      “Who are these people?” I asked. “Don’t tell me Millennium turned them into frogs.”

      “These are the people Millennium and two of his fellow Sentinels named Mechano and Seer murdered, either directly or through an agent. There is an even longer list of people who suffered non-fatal injuries thanks to Millennium’s and the other Sentinels’ actions.”

      Bet you feel like a real jerk now, huh? Puck said.

      I did. My father had shot himself in the head to save me from the demon I had summoned when I was sixteen. I understood better than most people what it felt like to lose a loved one violently. These thirteen people all had families and other people who cared about them.

      “I heard on the news at the time of Millennium’s disappearance he was wanted for the murder of a bunch of people,” I said to Ghost. “You said something similar when you first approached me about Millennium months ago. What I’ve never understood is why Heroes like Millennium and the other Sentinels would kill people. I thought you guys took the Sixth Commandment even more seriously than the rest of society.”

      “We don’t kill. Or at least we are not supposed to. The reason why the three Sentinels took these thirteen lives is something the Guild has been careful to keep out of the news. We want to avoid widespread panic.” Ghost folded his hands on his desk. “Seer had precognitive Metahuman abilities; Millennium could use his mystical abilities to give him clairvoyance. In short, they both had the ability to see into the future. Both Seer and Millennium predicted the world was on the brink of a major crisis.”

      “What sort of crisis?”

      “I do not know its exact nature. And, apparently, neither did Seer and Millennium. All they knew was that the entire world was at risk. It still is as this crisis has not occurred yet. The person who is imbued with the Omega spirit holds the key to either victory or defeat.”

      “What in the world is the ‘Omega spirit’?”

      “Although the Hero system was not codified until the Hero Act of 1945, costumed and uncostumed Metahumans using their powers for good or ill have existed as long as humanity has. Many historians believe that historical figures reputed to have extraordinary abilities were in fact Metahumans. Now that I’m aware of the magical world, I suspect at least some of those people instead had magical abilities, but that is neither here nor there.

      “Just as Metahumans have existed as long as humanity has, so has the Omega spirit. Its purpose is to protect humanity from its greatest threats. It moves from Metahuman host to Metahuman host, augmenting the abilities of the Meta it inhabits so he can better confront those threats. It finds a new host to inhabit once its old one dies. How and why it seeks out a particular host is a mystery. Gilgamesh, King Arthur, Sampson, Mu Guiying, Rama, Beowulf, Joan of Arc, and Quetzalcoatl are examples of figures from antiquity who are believed to have been vessels for the Omega spirit.”

      I snorted. “That all sounds like a fairy tale.”

      Says the woman wearing a magic talking cloak, a superhero suit fashioned by a dwarf, and carrying a bagful of pixie dust, Puck said. There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy. I didn’t understand why Puck called me Horatio, but I understood the point. With all the crazy stuff I had been through, who was I to say what was possible and impossible?

      “I thought it was foolishness too,” Ghost said, “but I personally interviewed the people involved, and the Omega spirit was why Millennium and the other two Sentinels behaved as they did. The Omega spirit came to inhabit Omega Man. When he sacrificed himself to foil the V’Loth invasion in 1966, the Omega spirit then passed to Avatar. When Avatar was murdered, the spirit then inhabited a 17-year-old farm boy who, at the time, did not even know he was a Metahuman with telekinetic powers.

      “And that was when Millennium, Seer and Mechano grew concerned. If an existential threat was on the horizon and the vessel for the Omega spirit was needed to deal with it, they thought it would be a disaster if that vessel was an inexperienced teenager who had barely been off his family farm. So, acting in what they believed to be the greater good, they tried to kill that boy. With him dead, the Omega spirit would pass to another Metahuman. One, they hoped, who was experienced, older, and better suited to deal with the threat on the horizon.

      “That boy proved to be far more resilient and resourceful than the Sentinels had anticipated. Once his Metahuman powers manifested, the boy went to and graduated from Hero Academy, eventually receiving his Hero’s license. All the while, the Sentinels kept up their efforts to assassinate him, though he was not at the time aware it was them who was behind the assassination attempts. While he survived each attempt,” Ghost pointed at the names on the screen, “these people were not so fortunate. They were collateral damage to the Sentinels’ assassination attempts. One of them was the father of the 17-year-old Metahuman.

      “That former farm boy is now the Hero known as Omega. He took his name as an homage to both Omega Man and the Omega spirit. He eventually became aware that the Omega spirit inhabited him. He also eventually realized it was three Sentinels who were behind the multiple attempts over the course of several years to kill him. Omega confronted them. In one final attempt to kill Omega and to prevent their crimes from coming to light, the Sentinels planted an explosive on Omega’s friend, a young Hero Omega had gone through Hero Academy with. Omega survived the explosion, but his friend did not.”

      I already knew that part of the story. The young Hero who had died in the Sentinels’ explosion had been the head of Willow Wilde’s security detail before her death. After her death, Willow had hired Capstone because Willow had gotten an uptick in magical world threats against her, and I had taken over as the head of Willow’s security detail. Fortunately, I had not suffered the same grisly fate as Willow’s previous security head had. Then again, the day was young.

      I didn’t tell Ghost about my tangential relation to the story he told. The less this arm-twisting buttinsky knew about the magical world in general and my life in particular, the better.

      Ghost hit another button on his desk. The list of names on the wall disappeared, replaced by the still image of a large room. The image was so realistic, it felt like I could have walked right into that other room.

      In the center of the room was a massive heptagonal table made of a translucent substance. A golden S was stenciled in the middle of the table. Each of the seven silver chairs around the table had a different emblem etched on its front and back. Seated at three of the seven chairs around the table were the Sentinels we had been discussing—Mechano, Seer, and Millennium.

      Mechano was a seven-foot tall robot with a single rectangular red eye. He had also been known as the Mechanical Man because his Meta ability had been to download his consciousness into mechanical bodies. The Hero’s biological body had been long dead; the robot body I now looked at was the fourth of the Hero’s mechanical bodies.

      Seer was maskless, tall and skinny, had pale skin tinted slightly blue, and ivory white hair in a ponytail. She wore a loose, long garment that covered everything but her head, feet, and hands. It reminded me of the robe-like dresses called abayas that some Muslim women wore. It shimmered, like the iridescent wings of the pixies.

      Millennium was the person I was most familiar with, him being a member of the magical world and all. A slim, slight man, his stature belied his power—people said he was the most powerful sorcerer the world had ever known. He wore a loose tunic and leggings that were royal blue; his gloves, cavalier boots, belt, long cape, and helmet which looked like an upside-down pail were all dirt brown. His helmet only had openings for his eyes, and those openings were little more than slits. Millennium was the only Gifted who was also a licensed Hero. He had also been the only Gifted the Inner Circle had given a special dispensation to use magic openly. Or at least he had been the only one until me. Hopefully that was the only thing we had in common. I hoped to never get the urge to conspire to kill a bunch of people. Maybe the half of me that was Dad’s genes would keep Agatha’s homicidal ones under control.

      I recognized the Sentinels without Ghost having to tell me which was which. I had hardly been a news junkie back when the Sentinels were still together, but I didn’t live under a rock either. The Sentinels in general and these three especially had been some of the most famous people in the world.

      The table and its seven chairs were the only things easily recognized. The rest of the room looked like the set of a science fiction movie a fight had broken out on.

      That place looks like the bridge of the starship Enterprise after it’s been through a battle with the Borg, Puck said. I would have to take his word for it. Though I was familiar with Star Trek, I was more of a Star Wars gal. It resonated with me more than Star Trek did. After all, wasn’t The Force essentially space magic? On top of that, Luke had a murderous psychopath for a parent, just like I did.

      Feeling like a ventriloquist’s dummy, I told Ghost what Puck had said about the condition of the room we looked at. “This room went through a battle, all right,” Ghost said. “This is footage from the Situation Room in the Sentinels’ mansion in Astor City, Maryland. Mechano recorded everything in the Situation Room as a matter of course, which is why this footage exists. The room is in this condition because of a fight between Millennium, Mechano, Seer and Omega which transpired shortly before this footage’s recording. The footage contains the last time Millennium was seen anywhere. Watch. Omega is about to return to the mansion for a final confrontation after his friend died in his arms because of the Sentinels.”

      The still image sprang to life with another push of a button on Ghost’s desk. In slow motion, a masked figure dropped from above into the camera’s view. He wore a dark blue costume. A silver omega sign was emblazoned on his chest. I recognized him. It would be impossible not to with all the press the Hero had gotten the past few years. It was Omega.

      Still in slow motion, Omega landed on the floor of the Situation Room. Since Ghost had the footage slowed down, you could not tell from the speed of Omega’s impact how hard he had landed. Only the floor cracking and cratering under him gave that away.

      As I watched, transfixed, the Sentinels rose from the table. Millennium’s fingers weaved, pointed at Omega. He obviously was casting a spell. Omega countered with a gesture of his own. Millennium’s hands separated from his arms as if an invisible sword slashed them off. Millennium’s gloved hands fell to the floor. The stumps on Millennium’s arms spurted blood. At least I supposed it was blood—it was yellowish-green.

      Brutal, Puck said. Remind me to not get on Omega’s bad side.

      With what almost seemed a contemptuous flick of Omega’s hand, Millennium went flying across the Situation Room. Yellowish-green blood trailed him like jet fuel from a leaking airplane. Millennium slammed into a wall, stuck there for a moment like a spitball, then slid to the floor. He lay there, twitching, still spurting blood.

      I asked Ghost to pause the footage, then asked, “How did Omega know removing Millennium’s hands would neutralize him as a threat? Did Omega know about the magical world?”

      “Not as far as I know. But he had seen Millennium in action before and had noticed he always used his hands to cast spells. Omega putting two and two together and finding the quickest way to neutralize the threat Millennium posed was not a big leap—it’s what he’s trained as a Hero to do. He targeted Millennium before the other Sentinels because he thought that, as an Omega-level Meta like himself, Millennium posed the biggest threat.”

      Omega this, Omega that . . . Marsha, Marsha, Marsha. If I never heard the term Omega again, I would be a happy woman. Plus, it would give me an excuse to stop choking down omega-3 fatty acid fish oil pills. Not only were the pills big enough to choke a horse, they made my burps taste like mackerel. If this was healthy living, it wasn’t worth it. “I remember you using the term ‘Omega-level’ before, back when you first kidnapped me months ago and again yesterday.”

      “Kidnap is a strong word.”

      “Mirage has fake boobs, and you have more nerve than a bum tooth. I call things like I see them. But you’re getting me sidetracked. ‘Omega-level Meta.’ What does that mean?”

      “There are three general classifications of Metahumans, from weakest to strongest: Alphas, Betas, and Omegas. Just as most people are of average IQ and few are either mentally challenged or geniuses, most Metas are Betas and only a few are Alphas or Omegas. I, for example, am a Beta-level Meta with my abilities to become invisible and change my body’s density, enabling me to fly and become as insubstantial as a whisper or as hard as a diamond. Mirage is also a Beta-level Meta, as most Heroes are. Alphas can do things an ordinary person can’t do, but their powers are hardly earth-shattering. On the other hand, the powers of Omegas are earth-shattering. The classification takes its name from Omega Man, who was probably the mightiest of all Metahumans, at least in recent history. He had the power to manipulate gravitons, the particles behind gravity. To give you an idea of the sort of things an Omega-level Meta is capable of, Omega Man once used his powers to break up an asteroid on a collision course with Earth.”

      “That doesn’t sound particularly impressive. I can break up a rock with an earth spell, and what’s an asteroid but a big space rock?”

      “The asteroid in question was about the size of the planet Mercury.”

      “Oh.” I was very eloquent today. It must be all that fish oil. Good for the brain.

      “Only four Omega-level Metas currently exist. Omega and Millennium you already know about. The third is Chaos, the code name for a Rogue. He’s serving several life sentences in MetaHold, the country’s Metahuman prison facility. The fourth is Lim Qiaolian, a telepath and nth level genius in China who has been in a coma for decades. She put herself in that coma when she was five years old. Even though that was almost eighty years ago, her body doesn’t look like it’s aged a day.”

      “Why did she put herself into a coma?”

      Probably to ensure she grows up in an age of high-speed Internet porn. That’s why I would do it. Though if I were her, I’d stay asleep until they master virtual reality porn. Puck wasn’t earning his Cloak of Wisdom title today.

      Ghost shrugged. “No one knows. The point is, there are only two active Omega-level Metas: Omega and Millennium. Omega is a Hero, and a pretty good one despite a few liberties he’s taken during his short career. He has the sort of heartland values a farm upbringing often imparts. Him I’m not much worried about. Millennium is a horse of a different color. The machinations and murders he has been involved with amply demonstrate he cannot be trusted with the awesome power he wields.”

      “Millennium is a sorcerer and an Omega-level Meta. How do those two things relate?” I asked.

      “I hoped you could tell me. You belong to the magical world. I don’t.”

      I know, Puck said. Like everyone else with the Gift, it’s because your body allows you to absorb and channel the magical energy that’s all around us. Well, all around us on Earth, at least. The word on the street about Millennium is that he is a Metahuman because he can absorb superhuman levels of that magical energy. Let’s say you’re a nine-volt portable radio battery. Millennium is more like a 300-volt electric car battery.

      I told Ghost what Puck had said, thinking all the while about how I did not like the sound of that power disparity. It made me think that even if I somehow found Millennium, I would wish I hadn’t, like a dog catching the truck she had been chasing.

      The more I heard, the more I thought bringing Agatha to justice was child’s play compared to finding Millennium and bringing him to justice. A tension headache started to form right behind my eyes. I felt more and more like that truck-chasing dog. See Sage run. Run Sage run.

      “What happened next?” I asked Ghost, gesturing at the frozen footage.

      “I’ll skip the recording ahead a bit to the part relevant to Millennium. Here’s what happened in the meantime: after cutting Millennium’s hands off, Omega knocked Seer out. Then he turned his attention to Mechano. Omega was particularly incensed with Mechano because he masterminded the conspiracy against Omega. With Mechano, Omega broke the Hero’s robot body apart on an atomic level. He enclosed the resulting explosion in a force field to avoid destroying all of Sentinels’ mansion and probably most of Astor City. Millennium’s severed hands were within the force field, so they were incinerated in the blast.”

      “I remember seeing on the news that Omega had destroyed Mechano. How is he not in prison? If I killed a licensed Hero, even a corrupt one, they’d put me under the jail.”

      “At the time, the Sentinels were beloved and few believed the story Omega told about their crimes. Him destroying Mechano and attacking the other two Sentinels made him public enemy number one. The local prosecutor was quick to charge Omega with murder. Later, Seer made a full confession of her and her fellow Sentinels’ crimes. Public opinion about Omega turned on a dime, and he quickly became one of the most famous and admired Heroes in the country. The prosecutor apparently thought it was bad for his political future to prosecute a beloved Hero, which is why he dropped the charges. As that former prosecutor is now the governor of Maryland, he was probably right in his political calculus.”

      “Justice is blind,” I said. “Except when it comes to politics. And race. And money. And power. But other than that, justice is Stevie Wonder.”

      “I wish I could argue, but I can’t. I’ve seen too many innocents imprisoned and too many guilty go free. Which is why I’m determined to not let Millennium continue to escape justice.” Ghost sighed. “Back to the video. Omega absorbed the energy of the explosion caused by Mechano’s dismantlement, flew outside of the Earth’s atmosphere, and vented all that energy into space. Here’s what happened with Millennium while Omega was gone.”

      The wall flickered, and another scene took shape. Millennium still lay on the floor, but now the Situation Room looked like a bomb had hit it. I guess one had considering what Ghost had told me. The footage now had jagged lines in it. I surmised the recording camera had been damaged during Omega’s destruction of Mechano.

      Millennium, still dripping blue liquid out of the stumps on the ends of his arms, slowly staggered to his feet. The camera zoomed in on him. For the first time I got a good look at his eyes. Or, I got a look at where his eyes should have been. Instead of eyeballs behind Millennium’s helmet, there seemed only a dark void. Maybe it was just the camera’s angle or a trick of the light. But I doubted it. An odd camera angle never gave me the heebie-jeebies before.

      Millennium stumbled over to the Sentinels’ heptagonal table. It had been cracked and almost torn in two during the earlier melee. Using his feet and legs, Millennium struggled to move rubble out of the way. He uncovered the back of one of the chairs that had been around the table. The back had been ripped away from the rest of the chair. The chair fragment had an hourglass etched into it.

      “Each Sentinel had a chair reserved just for him or her,” Ghost explained. “The emblems indicate whose chair it was. This one with the hourglass on it was Millennium’s.”

      As Ghost spoke, Millennium kicked the headrest at the top of the chair. After several strikes, the headrest ripped open. A glass orb the size of a large marble popped out and went rolling. It came to a stop against a broken piece of equipment that was smoking and sparking.

      That looks like one of our alchemy balls, Puck said.

      Millennium stumbled over to the orb. He stomped on it. Smoke spurted out from underneath Millennium’s boot. In seconds, Millennium’s body was enveloped in a cloud of smoke which clung to him like a cocoon. After a few more seconds, the smoke thinned, then disappeared altogether.

      Millennium had disappeared as well. The only thing indicating he had ever been there was the blood spatters he had left behind on the floor.

      Ghost shut off the video. His wall became just a wall again. “This footage was recorded three years ago. It is the last anyone has seen or heard from Millennium.”

      “Maybe he’s dead.” It came out sounding more hopeful than I had meant it to. “Maybe he bled out.”

      “If so, where’s the body? The Guild has nearly unlimited resources. You’ve seen the cutting-edge technology we possess. You can probably guess the wide range of abilities the Guild has at its disposal through its members. Telepaths, precognitives, people whose sense of smell would make a bloodhound hang his head in shame . . . I could go on and on. We’ve thrown every available resource at the issue of Millennium’s disappearance and have come up empty-handed.” Ghost shook his head. He drummed his fingers on his desk. “I don’t think he’s dead. I think he’s hiding. How else has he evaded our search? Allowing an Omega-level Hero gone Rogue to stay at large doing God knows what makes me extremely nervous. It’s like knowing there’s a thermonuclear bomb somewhere, but not knowing where it is, who controls it, or when it’s liable to explode. As the only woman I know with knowledge of the magical world Millennium is a part of, you, frankly, are our last hope.”

      Lucky me.

      Ghost stopped drumming his fingers. He folded his hands together on the desk.

      “Now you know everything I know about Millennium and his disappearance,” he said. “Do you have any idea how to find him?”

      I thought about the things Ghost had shown and told me, focusing on Millennium’s helmet and the blood he had left behind after his fight with Omega.

      “As a matter of fact,” I said, “I do have an idea. But first we’ll need to gather a few things.”
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      The dwarf took careful aim with the rocket-propelled grenade launcher on his shoulder. The weapon was almost as long as the Otherkin was tall.

      “Fire in the hole!” Olgram Longbeard exclaimed. The master tailor and blacksmith pulled the weapon’s trigger. With a loud pop, the grenade part of the weapon whizzed out of the RPG launcher like the rocket it was. Backblast flashed out of the back of the launcher; white smoke gushed out of the front. Even my Gifted eyesight was not sharp enough to track the path of the grenade as it zoomed through the air.

      A headless mannequin stood on a wooden platform far off in the distance in the middle of the isolated Rockville, Maryland field. A polished steel cuirass was around the mannequin’s torso, gleaming in the early afternoon sun.

      The grenade hit the center of the cuirass. It exploded with a boom that rattled my bones and made my hand-covered ears ache.

      When the smoke cleared, the mannequin and the platform were gone. They were completely blown to bits, and their debris littered the ground. Only the metal cuirass, now lying on the ground, remained intact. From here it looked as though the grenade had not done so much as scratch the armor’s metal.

      I had been so busy watching the explosion that I had not noticed Olgram was now on the ground on his back. His protective earmuffs were askew, and he flailed his arms and legs like a dying bug. The grenade launcher lay on the ground next to him. That model of RPG was recoilless, so I could only assume startle had knocked the elderly dwarf over.

      Olgram’s two dwarf assistants rushed to help the old dwarf to his feet. They were younger than Olgram, yet they still looked older than dirt. All three dwarfs had big heads and short burly bodies. Olgram’s head was bald and liver-spotted. None of the Otherkin wore shoes. Dwarfs viewed the earth as sacred, so preferred to be in direct contact with it when possible. If you did not know they were Otherkin, you would think these three were simply elderly, hippie Little People.

      “Are you all right, honored grandfather?” one assistant asked.

      “Perhaps you should have braced yourself, honored grandfather,” the other said. Only her matronly chest made it clear she was female. A quarter inch of stubble was on her face. She must not have shaved today.

      On his feet again, Olgram yanked a twig out of his salt-and-pepper beard. It would be long enough to drag the ground had the bottom part not been rolled up and tucked into a gold cylinder dangling from the end of the beard. Between the cylinder and the dwarf’s lined, droopy face, he reminded me of a Saint Bernard with a barrel of brandy around its neck. Olgram wore denim coveralls that looked as out of place on him as a punk rock t-shirt on a maître d’hôtel. Before today, I had never seen Olgram in anything other than a bespoke suit and tie. Then again, before today I had always seen him in his high-rent Washington tailor shop, never shooting RPGs in a field in the Maryland suburbs on a Saturday. It was the day after my meeting with Ghost on the Guild space station.

      “Perhaps you should have braced yourself,” Olgram repeated in a mocking tone. “Now you tell me. When I was a youngster like you two, I would have tested the armor’s durability with a blast of fire from a chimera or a dragon. Before the humans killed the dragons off, that is. Blasted mundane weaponry! We never should have let humans invent anything more complex than sharpened sticks.” Olgram kicked the launcher, then howled in pain, perhaps forgetting he was barefoot. He hopped on his uninjured foot. Olgram’s grandchildren grinned at each other but were careful to not let Olgram see them. Olgram’s curses and oaths split the air. I wanted to take notes. Olgram apparently mastered the fine art of creative cursing in the centuries he had been alive. Maybe I would use some of Olgram’s material on Ghost later.

      After a while, Olgram stopped cursing. He winced as he gingerly put weight on his injured foot again. “What are you two standing around like slack-jawed goblins for?” Olgram demanded. He snatched two birch wands from the toolbelt around his waist and thrust them into his grandchildren’s hands. “Make yourselves useful for a change and go test the cuirass’ integrity.”

      The two dwarfs scurried away. “And for Odin’s sake don’t drop them,” Olgram called after them. “Getting those wands enchanted cost me more than either of you are worth.” Otherkin sometimes used wands imbued with enchantment by us magicians to simulate spellcasting. Otherkin were unable to cast spells themselves. Only we Gifted could do that. We Gifted pretty much only used wands to focus our magic as we trained in the use of it. For Gifteds, wands were for kids; they were the training wheels of spellcasting. We magicians had laughed at the wand-wielding wizard world of Harry Potter when those books came out. It was like reading an action thriller where the heroes and villains raced around, chewing the scenery, pew-pewing with water pistols. It was ludicrous.

      A small smile of pride tugged at Olgram’s lips as he watched his grandchildren carefully wave the wands over the cuirass. The wands glowed faintly.

      Olgram’s smile faded when he finally caught sight of me. His robin egg blue eyes narrowed under bushy white eyebrows, the heavy lines of his face further deepened into a frown, and his mouth puckered. He looked like he had bitten into something sour. “Sage Hawthorne. I didn’t see you there. If you were a snake, you’d have bitten me. How’d you get here?”

      “Oh, you know,” I said, waving my hand vaguely in the air. In fact, I could not open a portal to this field as I had never been here before, but I did not want Olgram or anyone else to know the limits of my abilities. If dealing with Agatha during the monster outbreak had taught me anything, it was to trust no one. Rather than using magic to get here, I had first taken the D.C. subway out of the city to the Shady Grove station, then a cab from there to the closest road to the field, and then from the road I had hoofed it through the woods to this field. My shirt’s fabric, damp with sweat after my trek through the woods, clung to my skin. Despite the fact it was a hot day, I had worn a long-sleeved shirt.

      “Yes, I know,” Olgram said. “In all my years I’ve yet to meet a sorceress who wasn’t a champion sneak. But that’s not what I meant. What I meant was how did you know I was out here?”

      “I went by your shop and one of your great-grandsons told me you were here putting a custom-order piece of armor through its paces.”

      Olgram made a face. “That boy talks too much. I told my wife we should have cut our descendants’ tongues out when they were born, but she wouldn’t let me. She said it would be harder to marry the leeches off if they were mutes. Worst decision ever. Now those tattletales betray me every time they open their mouths. It’s enough to drive a man to drink.” Olgram pulled a metal flask out of his pocket and took a long pull from it. I got a whiff of dwarven mead. Olgram did not offer me any, nor did I expect him too. Dwarfs were as stingy with their mead as they were with their money.

      “In your great-grandson’s defense,” I said, “he was under the impression you wanted me to come here to meet you.”

      “And why would he think that?

      “It might’ve been me telling him, ‘Olgram wants me to meet him.’”

      Olgram snorted. “Both gullible and talkative. I should have cut the boy’s ears off as well as his tongue. A store full of deaf mutes is just what I need to make my golden years peaceful ones. But there’s no sense in crying over spilled mead. Now that you’re here, what do you want? I’m very busy.”

      I eyed the flask and jerked a thumb at Olgram’s grandchildren. “Seems to me they are the ones who are busy.”

      “Don’t you start sassing me. I’m busy supervising. Any thumb-fingered oaf can do manual labor. The genius lies in the supervision.” Olgram drank from his flask again. His eyes were ever so slightly glassy. Maybe startle was not the only reason firing the RPG had knocked Olgram over. “Again, what do you want?”

      “I want some advice.”

      Olgram eyed my outfit critically. “Don’t wear sweatpants outside the house. It’s a sign of defeat. That’s a solid piece of advice for something completely off the cuff. I won’t even charge you for it. Now vamoose. I can’t get my work done while I’m yammering with you.” Other than work clothes, months ago I had sold every stitch of expensive clothing, jewelry, and accessory I owned. Now I wore mostly jeans, t-shirts, and sweatpants. Partly I had sold my stuff to continue to pay off my debts, some of which I had incurred buying those high-end items. Mostly I had done it because of Agatha. Having a closetful of designer clothing reminded me too much of how we shared the same expensive tastes. The less we had in common, the better I liked it.

      I said, “I don’t need fashion advice.”

      “Hmph! That’s what you think.”

      Determined to not let Olgram get my goat, I smiled sweetly. I wasn’t used to it. I thought my face would crack. “I need some advice on how to locate the Hero Millennium.”

      “What did you come to me for? Do I look like the lost and found for master magicians?”

      “Since you forged Millennium’s helmet, I thought you might have some idea of how I could locate him.”

      Olgram’s eyes widened. “What makes you think I forged Millennium’s helmet?”

      “I got my initial clue months ago, when I first brought Toto the dragon to your office. You told me then, ‘I was the one who forged Millennium’s helmet.’”

      Olgram blinked. “I said that?”

      “You did.” I smiled sweetly at him again. I was starting to get the hang of it. I should audition for a toothpaste commercial.

      “Well I shouldn’t have. I’m getting mighty loose-lipped in my old age. I see where my great-grandson gets it from. Forget I said it.”

      “You can’t unring a bell. You said it, and I heard it. Are you going to help me or not?”

      “Not,” he said flatly.

      “Olgram, need I remind you that you owe me? After all, I gave you the Snallygaster egg in your capacity as senior trustee of the National Zoo. That baby Snallygaster is now the prized possession of the zoo. After Toto the dragon, of course. Whom I also gave you.” I had gone to visit Toto before coming here. He had been happy to see me, as he always was when I visited. The zookeepers told me I was the only one who could go into Toto’s enclosure without being suited up like Sir Lancelot with an asbestos fetish. My little baby dragon was not so little anymore. When I had first brought Toto to Olgram, the dragon had fit into a cardboard box and could not breathe fire. Now he had grown so much he probably would not fit into my apartment. He’d probably burn it down before I could shoehorn him inside, anyway. At the rate the young dragon was growing, soon I would be able to ride him like that chick on Game of Thrones.

      “Your payment for the dragon is on your wrist,” Olgram said, jabbing a stubby finger at the leather bracelet on my wrist which magically expanded to become my Grimoire suit. I jerked my hand away, not realizing I had been playing with it. I was anxious to get this Millennium nonsense over with and get back to focusing on Agatha. “As for the Snallygaster, you’re right that I still owe you for the creature. But I can’t repay you by violating the confidence of a former client. Do you know why some of the richest and most powerful people in the magical world come to me for my tailoring and blacksmithing services? Aside from the fact I’m the best in the world, I mean.”

      “So you can teach them to be as humble as you are?”

      “There you go sassing me again. If my ancestors had known how lippy humans would become, they never would have let your forebearers climb down out of the trees.” Olgram shook his head. “Besides, as Will Rogers said, ‘It ain’t bragging if it’s true.’ It’s not often you humans say anything that’s worth a tinker’s dam, but Rogers stumbled on gold there. Modesty is for modest people. I’m not one for hiding my light under a bushel basket.”

      Olgram was about to take another drink, appeared to think better of it, and instead tucked his flask back into his overalls. I wished he kept drinking. This would be easier if he was drunk. Olgram removed his toolbelt and put it on a dwarf-sized portable table with a clink-clink of metal on metal. The leather toolbelt bristled with tools of various shapes and sizes and it looked as old and weathered as Olgram. It was in fact older. It and the tools it contained were passed down to Olgram from generations of Olgram’s craftsman ancestors. Olgram used these tools for every project he worked on. They were never far from him.

      He scratched thoughtfully at where the toolbelt had dug into his round belly. “What was I just talking about?”

      “You were about to tell me how to locate Millennium.”

      Olgram smirked. “Nice try. I’m old, not senile. Now I remember what I was saying: the movers and shakers of the magical world come to me because I’m discreet. Hell’s bells child, it’s one of the reasons you came to me to fashion your superhero outfit.” He said the word superhero like it left a bad taste in his mouth. “How would you like it if I blabbed that you are Grimoire the moment someone asked me?”

      “This is different. Millennium is wanted for murder. He’s a criminal. You yourself say the magical world needs cleaning up. Heck, a lot of the criminal activity I break up as Grimoire is because you tell me about it.” Olgram had been around for what seemed like forever and knew everyone worth knowing in the magical world. He was one of my most valuable informants.

      “The crimes I point out to you are not ones committed by my clients. If I ran my mouth about my clients’ business, soon I would have no clients and no business. There is such a thing as tailor-client confidentiality, you know.”

      “Let’s see—there’s attorney-client privilege, doctor-patient privilege, priest-penitent privilege . . . hmm, why have I never heard of tailor-client privilege before? Could it be because it doesn’t exist?”

      “What are you, a lawyer now? It doesn’t matter whether the law recognizes tailor-client confidentiality. I do. And since I’m the one you’re trying to pry information out of, I’m the only one who matters.” Olgram shook his head stubbornly. “Why do you suddenly have a bug up your butt about Millennium anyway? Shouldn’t you focus your full attention on your mother’s misdeeds?” I had previously told Olgram about the shady way Agatha had risen to her seat in the Inner Circle. If Agatha came after me and eliminated me as a threat, I did not want the secret to Agatha’s rise to die with me. Olgram was one of the few people I had told. I did not want to put anyone’s life at risk with the knowledge, but had figured Olgram was as protected from Agatha’s machinations as it was possible for someone in the magical world to be. Olgram was a very prominent figure in the magical world with long and deep connections. Even Agatha would think twice before taking him on.

      “I haven’t forgotten about Agatha. How could I? Since I look so much like her, every mirror reminds me of her.” I got down on a knee so that Olgram was nearly eye-level. I put my hands on the table over Olgram’s toolbelt and leaned over the table toward Olgram. “But I made a promise to someone that I would help him locate Millennium. Now I’m in turn asking you for help. Please.”

      Olgram shook his head with finality. “I would like to help. Truly I would. I have no doubt Millennium is a menace. However, that does not change the fact I am honor-bound to not breach confidentiality. I’ll help you figure out how to spell his name, but that is the extent of the assistance I’m willing to render. If you want to find Millennium, you will have to do it without my help. My lips are sealed tighter than my wallet.”

      “For a dwarf, that’s saying something.” I sighed with resignation. I stood, holding my right sleeve tight against my wrist with the fingertips of that hand. “I can’t say I’m surprised to hear you say you won’t help. But I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.”

      Olgram tilted his head up as I rose to look at me earnestly. The look in his eyes shifted, reminding me of how he had looked at his grandchildren when they examined the cuirass. The idea Olgram might actually be fond of me was far more surprising than the fact he would not help me. It made me feel guiltier than I already did about what I was doing.

      “Watch your back,” Olgram said. “On second thought, watch your front and sides too. First Agatha, now Millennium. When you go hunting, you sure do set your sights on big game, don’t you? Who is up next in your queue of targets? Satan himself?”

      “Who knows?” I shrugged. “The day is young.”

      I opened a portal, stepped into it, and Olgram and the field disappeared with a swirl of magical blacks and blues.

      I stepped out of the other side of the portal into my apartment in the basement of the Leverettes’ Columbia Heights house. I had traveled over seventeen miles from Rockville back to Washington in the blink of an eye. The only light came in through a small rectangular window facing Tobacco Place. It took my eyes a moment to adjust from the field’s brightness to my living room’s dimness. My shirt, now thoroughly sweaty, was suddenly cold and clammy against my skin in the coolness of the air-conditioned room.

      I released the fingers holding my right cuff closed. I shook Olgram’s tool out of my long sleeve and into my hand. It was a steel chisel, the smallest tool I had seen in the toolbelt. I had palmed it and slipped it into my sleeve when I had leaned on the table. It was the reason I had worn a long-sleeved shirt to visit Olgram despite the heat outside. Before I had even gone to see Olgram, I had guessed he would not help me find Millennium.

      I held the thin chisel up to my eye. The light from the window reflected off it.

      Maybe Olgram would not help me find Millennium. But this tool which had helped forge Millennium’s helmet could.
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      As always, Ghost’s mask hid his face. But I did not have to see his face to know he was disbelieving and indignant. His tone said it all.

      “You stole that from your friend?” he said, staring down at the chisel which lay on top of the storage chest I used as a living room table. “Superheroes don’t steal.”

      “No. They just fake fires, kidnap innocents, tie them up in government facilities and threaten them,” I retorted. “I’m a model of virtue by comparison to you licensed Heroes. I should teach a class on morality. Be sure you and Mirage register for it because you sure as heck need a remedial lesson. You act like your Hero’s license is a license to break the laws the rest of us have to abide by.”

      “So says the woman who stole this chisel from her friend.”

      “Stop saying that. I didn’t steal the chisel. I borrowed it. I’ll give it back.”

      “Try borrowing a dress from a store, wearing it to work, and see if your intention to give the dress back prevents you from being arrested for shoplifting.” Ghost shook his head. “Instead of stealing the tool, you could have simply asked this Olgram person to lend it to you. And what kind of name is Olgram, anyway?”

      A common dwarf one, I thought, but I did not say that. Ghost did not know Olgram was a dwarf, and I was not going to tell him any more than I had to about the magical world. The less he knew the better. “Someone living in a glass house named Ghost ought not go around throwing stones. And I didn’t ask Olgram for the chisel because he would have said no. Sometimes it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission.”

      “Even so, you should have—”

      “Don’t tell me what I should have done,” I snapped. My temper was on a hair trigger. I still wasn’t happy about this big ape arm-twisting me into dropping everything and looking for Millennium. And though I wouldn’t admit it to this nosy nellie, I did feel guilty about lifting Olgram’s chisel. The sooner this nonsense was over, the sooner I could get it back to Olgram and turn my attention back to Agatha. “I won’t be lectured to by someone who’s been looking for a rogue Hero for years and has bupkis to show for it. If you were so smart, you wouldn’t need me to help you find him. So instead of criticizing my methods, how about thanking me for risking one of my relationships to help you? Repeat after me: Sage, you’re amazing. Thank you for doing my job for me.”

      It looked like Ghost’s jaw was clenching and unclenching under his mask. “I had forgotten how irritating you can be.”

      “Keep sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong and I’ll keep reminding you.”

      It was the first time Ghost had been inside my cramped, one-bedroom apartment. The Hero’s white slab of a body filled my small living room like he was the Rock of Gibraltar. A faint whiff of lemon cleaner was in the air as I had done my weekly mopping, dusting, and general tidying after leaving Olgram yesterday. I made a point to keep the apartment spic-and-span. The Federal Emergency Management Agency, headquartered here in the city, probably would have declared my apartment a disaster area before Puck had entered my life. Puck said orderly living quarters were the first step toward an orderly magical mind. Then again, Puck had also once said that children conceived in whorehouses should be called brothel sprouts, so maybe he was the wrong person to take life advice from.

      I glanced at the leather portmanteau Ghost carried. “I got what I needed from Olgram. What about you? Did you bring what I asked?”

      Ghost nodded and set the portmanteau down on my linoleum floor. He opened the case. I took a startled step back. “What in the world is that?” It was hard to keep my voice from squeaking.

      Ghost pulled a huge animal head out of the case and wrapped an arm around it like it was a basketball. An oversized, nightmarish basketball with brown fur streaked with red, orange, and gold, and that sported rows of vampire-like teeth and two discolored fangs longer than my forearms. The animal’s eyes glittered malevolently as if it were alive, though of course it could not be, what with it missing a body and all.

      “Don’t tell me a superhero as intrepid as Grimoire has never seen a saber-toothed tiger before?” Ghost sounded amused. “Then again, I should not be surprised. After all, this animal went extinct about twelve thousand years ago.”

      “It’s a replica, then.” A terrifying replica that had triggered my prey instinct and made me press my back against the wall. Perhaps it was only natural. Puck said humans shared a racial memory of megafauna killing and eating us, which must have been a common occurrence in prehistory. A natural reaction or not, I was embarrassed by my unconscious response to the tiger’s head. I stepped away from the wall, hoping Ghost had not noticed my reaction.

      “It’s no replica. It’s a one hundred percent genuine saber-toothed tiger head straight out of the Pleistocene epoch. I had the certificate of authenticity signed by Fred Flintstone, but I must have left it in my spare costume.”

      “Very funny.” Ghost was usually too obsessed with getting his way to make jokes. Maybe I was rubbing off on him. I reached out a hand, intending to stroke the head’s fur, but something deep inside of me made me think better of it. Perhaps some distant cavewoman ancestor had tried the same thing and had gotten her arm bitten off for her trouble. Rip my arm off, shame on you; rip my other arm off, shame on me. Maybe Puck was right about that whole racial memory thing. “How is this thing real if it went extinct thousands of years ago?”

      “Time travel. According to Ninja, the Hero and former Sentinel I got this head from, Millennium used his magic to go back to the Pleistocene for one of the Sentinels’ missions. He brought this animal back to the present so scientists could study it. The rest of the animal’s body is still stored in what used to be the Sentinels’ headquarters. You said you needed something Millennium used his magic on to help you find him.” Ghost jiggled the animal head. “Well, here you are.” I wished I had specified something less terrifying, like Jack the Ripper.

      Looking at the tiger head really made what I was up against hit home. A sudden wave of exhaustion hit me, and not just because I had been up late last night slowly plowing my way through Key of Solomon, a book of spells from 14th century Italy that was a part of the remedial magical education course Puck had formulated for me.

      I sat heavily on my small, thrift store couch. If Ghost were not here, I might have put my head in my hands and moaned with despair.

      “How in the world am I supposed to find a magician who is powerful enough to pop back in time like a normal guy pops over to the corner grocer?” I complained. I had not even figured out how to levitate. With each passing moment, me finding Millennium seemed as likely as a middle school tennis player defeating Roger Federer in his prime. And if by some miracle I did find him, Millennium was so powerful I would probably regret it.

      Ghost cocked his head. “I take it from your tone time travel is not a common ability.”

      “No. It most certainly is not. I’ll bet even Aga—” I broke off, having almost said not even a sorceress as knowledgeable and powerful as Agatha could time travel. If she could, she probably would go back in time and abort me, and I would not be stuck here trying to do what increasingly seemed like the impossible. Instead I said, “I don’t know anyone who can time travel. Until now, I didn’t know such a thing was possible. Since Millennium apparently can, for all you know he’s chilling in the world’s last Ice Age, watching the glaciers glace.”

      “‘Glace’ is not a word.”

      “It’s also not the point. The point is maybe you should just give up on finding Millennium. Since no one’s heard hide nor hair of him for years, he’s probably not a threat anymore. Maybe he’s dead as I suggested before.”

      “I will not give up.”

      “But—”

      “I said no,” he said firmly. He was as stubborn as . . . well, I was. “You said you would help, and now you’re willing to throw in the towel at the slightest hint of difficulty. I would think after months of gallivanting around the city as Grimoire you would have learned there is more to being a superhero than throwing on a costume. Like persistence. Like keeping a positive attitude in the face of difficulty. Like—”

      “Presuming to lecture someone who can turn you into a toad.”

      Ghost stopped short. “You can do that?”

      Of course,” I lied. Something about Ghost made me want to puff myself up, to make myself seem more impressive than I was. Heck, I had even cleaned more thoroughly yesterday than I normally did because I knew Ghost was coming over. Of course I could not turn him into a toad, but there were some intriguing passages in Key of Solomon that hinted at the tantalizing possibility. Or at least I thought they did. Though I cast spells in Latin, my Latin reading comprehension was sometimes shaky.

      “Well if you can do that, surely you can locate Millennium,” Ghost said definitively. His tone suggested Millennium was right around the corner and I was about to hogtie him and drag him in front of the Heroes’ Guild. I was far less confident. If I had not managed to corner Agatha yet, how in the world was I going to do that to the world’s most powerful sorcerer?

      I was in over my head. What else was new?

      On the bright side, all I had promised Ghost was to do my best to help him locate Millennium. If my best was not good enough . . . oh well. I was as sorry as I could be that Millennium had been involved in people’s deaths, but I had my own murderer to bring to justice. The sooner I showed Ghost I had tried my best to find Millennium, the sooner I could turn my attention back to Agatha.

      “What about the other item I requested?” I asked, feeling better about what would probably be a futile hunt for Millennium. “Something that had once been a part of Millennium, like a piece of his costume or a hair clipping.”

      Ghost set the gruesome tiger head down on my storage chest. It ruined the possibility I’d eat there in front of the television ever again. “I’ve got something better than his hair.” Ghost pulled something out of his utility belt and handed it to me. It was two mashed together microscope slides. In the middle of the slides was a flattened dollop of yellowish-green goo about the circumference of a shirt button.

      “It looks like puke.” The salad I had for lunch gurgled in my stomach, and this time not because my body still wasn’t used to all the rabbit food I had eaten lately. “Tell me it’s not puke.”

      “It’s a drop of Millennium’s blood. My agents recovered it from the scene of Omega’s battle with the Rogue Sentinels in Sentinels Mansion.”

      I held the slide up to the natural light beaming in from my narrow window and looked at the yellowish-green blood more closely. I felt like a vampire sommelier. “Why does his blood look like this? I didn’t think to ask when we watched the video of Omega’s fight with the Sentinels.”

      “If you’re asking why it’s not red, the Guild’s scientists say it’s because there is no hemoglobin present. If you’re asking why a human like Millennium doesn’t have hemoglobin in his blood like the rest of us, I was hoping you’d tell me. Like time travel, I take it non-red blood is not typical in the magical world.”

      “Not for a human. Maybe the blood color is a side effect of Millennium’s longevity.”

      Ghost gestured at the items on my storage chest. “Now that you have these things, do you mind explaining what you plan to do with them?”

      I wanted to minimize Ghost’s exposure to the magical world but did not see the harm in sharing this tidbit. “Casting a divination spell to locate a magician is more complicated than casting a spell to locate a mundane or an Otherkin. To locate the wererats we had fought, for example, all I needed was a tuft of their hair. With a magician, however, the magician’s inherent magic tries to thwart a spell of location. For a magician, you need three things. First, something they performed magic on. In this case, the tiger head Millennium transported here from the past. Second, something that was a part of the magician. Millennium’s blood. Third, something from a third party which relates to the magician. The chisel from the tools that forged Millennium’s helmet.”

      Ghost shook his head. “I would be lying if I said that made sense. But as long as it works, it doesn’t matter if it makes sense.” He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get started. The sooner you cast the spell, the sooner we can find Millennium.”

      “Oh, I’m not casting the spell.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Gods no. Sure I managed to find a wererat, but the world’s most powerful sorcerer?” I shook my head. “That’s way above my pay grade. I’ll take these three items to a master diviner and have her attempt to locate Millennium using them.”

      Ghost cocked his head. “What’s a master diviner?”

      I regretted opening this can of worms. I was a sorceress, not a Magic 101 professor. “Every Gifted person is naturally inclined toward a magic specialty. In my case, my specialty is that I don’t have one—with the proper education and training, I can cast spells from almost any magic specialty, but not at a particularly high level. It’s a jack of all trades, master of none type of situation.

      I jerked my chin at the Millennium-related items on my chest. “A job like this calls for someone who specializes in divination. It’s the only way we might have a shot at locating Millennium.”

      “I see,” Ghost said, though I was not sure from his tone he did. “Very well then. Let’s go see this master diviner.”

      I was shocked right down to my underwear. “Are you crazy? You’re not coming.”

      “Why in the world not?”

      “For one thing Javert, you’re a costumed Hero. No member of the magical world is going to expose herself to someone who is obviously a mundane. Except me to you in order to retrieve the Spear of Destiny. The way things have been going, I regret that decision more and more by the minute. The first rule of hiding is to stay hidden.”

      “I’ll take my suit off when we see the diviner,” Ghost said. “It’s removable. It’s not my birthday suit.”

      “For another thing,” I said, ignoring him, “I’ve gotten myself into hot water before over revealing the magical world to mundanes. Heck, the mere fact I am having this conversation with you would be an express ticket to magical jail if someone overheard us. I’m not going to risk my neck even more by introducing you to another magician. I’ve been to prison once, as you know, and I’m too pretty to go again.”

      Ghost’s mouth twitched under his mask. “I can’t argue with you there.”

      “Transparent flattery will get you nowhere.” Despite my words, I felt my face flush. Betrayed yet again by my hormones. When this madness was over, I’d investigate having them removed. “You’re not coming. End of discussion.”

      I expected Ghost to beat me over the head with threats to expose the magical world again. Let him. I had been pushed as far as I was going to go. I was ready to pull the plug on the whole thing.

      Ghost did not do that, though. He dropped onto the couch next to me. He sank deep into the small piece of furniture, making me lean toward him thanks to the crater his muscular bulk created in the couch. Part of me wanted to jump up and go across the room. Another part of me wanted to climb into his lap. Those darned hormones again!

      “Do you know why I’m so anxious to find Millennium?” he asked. He faced straight ahead, not looking at me.

      “Because he’s a murderer and it’s your job. I get that.”

      “That is part of the reason, of course. The whole point of the Hero Act requiring Metas to be trained and licensed to use their powers is to ensure public safety. To ensure we Metas use our abilities to help people, not hurt them. And, for the most part, the Hero Act achieves that goal. It’s why most developed countries have enacted their own versions of the Hero Act. And it’s why Heroes are the most respected group of people in the world. Extensive polling has been done on the subject. We’re more respected than teachers, doctors, lawyers, politicians, business leaders, entertainers, the clergy . . . no one else comes close.” I remembered how the bystander at the Anacostia fire had come up to me about the screams coming from the burning building instead of the firefighters. “The Heroes’ Guild takes the trust the public has in us very seriously. Millennium’s and the other Sentinels’ behavior is a black mark I fear the rest of us Heroes will never fully erase. Finding Millennium and finally bringing him to justice would be a step in the right direction, though.”

      Ghost let out a long breath. “But I have more personal, more selfish reasons to find Millennium. Heroes, being only human despite the powers we wield, sometimes break the law. When they do, it is my job to bring them to justice. I’m essentially the chief of police of the Heroic community. I’m very good at my job. I have nearly a one hundred percent clearance rate.” Ghost hesitated. “I’m reluctant to say this both because of modesty and because of your tendency to be flip, but I’m something of a legend in the Heroic world.”

      “A legend? In my humble home? Wow! Is the movie I Am Legend your life story?”

      “You really can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “At least I’m consistent.”

      “That’s one word for it. As I was saying, I’m something of a legend. I attend the graduation ceremony of each Hero Academy class, serving as a living, breathing reminder that if the new Heroes violate the high ideals they swear to uphold, I will be there to bring swift, sure justice. But Millennium still being at large has shown the justice I bring can be neither swift nor sure. The Guild carefully screens who becomes a Hero. Heroes’ consciences are usually enough to keep them on the straight and narrow. When that fails, fear of me catching them is supposed prevent Heroes from straying. Fear was as important a tool to keep Heroes in line as my superpowers. I say ‘was’ because Heroes no longer fear me as they once did. I failed to bring Millennium to justice, and that certainly has not gone unnoticed. How could it? The Sentinels were once the world’s mightiest and most respected Heroes. The exposure of Millennium’s and his fellow team members’ crimes was the biggest news story in the world. And though the general public has mostly forgotten about Millennium and turned its attention to more recent scandals—there’s always a fresh one—we Heroes have most definitely not forgotten. And we also have not forgotten about my failure to capture him.

      “Those who have not forgotten my failure include my superiors. The Guild’s Executive Committee will not rest until Millennium answers for his crimes. Years have passed since Millennium’s disappearance, and the Executive Committee’s patience with my failure to locate him has nearly disappeared as well. The fact one of my ambitious subordinates whispers in their ears about how the Guild’s investigation team needs new leadership has not helped matters.”

      I remembered the tension between Ghost and Mirage. “Let me guess,” I said. “Mirage wants to take your spot as chief investigator.”

      “Correct. She’s actually not a bad Hero or investigator. Though a little on the impulsive side. Burning ambition often has that side effect. What she lacks in good judgment she makes up for with a flair for backroom intrigue and wheeling and dealing. She has convinced the Executive Committee I’ve gotten too complacent over the years, that I’ve lost a step, that I’m no longer the investigator I once was. That Heroes are no longer afraid of me, compromising my ability to do my job.

      “Thanks in no small part to Mirage’s string-pulling, the Executive Committee has given me an ultimatum: finally bring Millennium to justice, or lose my position as chief investigator.”

      Still staring straight ahead, Ghost continued in a voice so small, I strained to hear him even though I was close enough to lean over and kiss him.

      “The worst of it is, part of me thinks Mirage is right. After all this time, I’ve failed to locate a single Hero turned Rogue. My failure has shaken my confidence. Seeped into every aspect of my life. Maybe I have lost a step. Maybe the fear some Heroes still have of me is fear of a man who no longer exists.”

      Ghost hesitated a beat. I had been shocked when Ghost had shared Millennium’s real identity. I got my second shock of the week when Ghost reached up and pulled his mask off.

      Ghost looked at me directly for the first time since he had sat. His wavy, coal black hair brushed his shoulders. He was at least a couple of decades older than I. He had strong facial features that were somewhat rough, like a brawler who had been in too many fights. His large nose looked like it had been broken more than once. His skin was swarthy. He was ethnically ambiguous, as if his ancestors had really taken to heart the United States being a melting pot.

      The force of will that radiated from Ghost like heat from an oven was even stronger now that his mask was off. He had all the marks of a man you would not want to get on the wrong side of.

      Brown eyes under thick eyebrows met mine.

      “You have to let me come with you to the diviner in the pursuit of Millennium,” Ghost said. His eyes were mesmerizing; it was hard to look away from them. “Not only can I help, but I don’t think I can stand being sidelined. I have to know I did everything humanly possible to bring Millennium to justice. I have to prove to myself and to the Executive Committee I still deserve my position.”

      I stared at Ghost’s unmasked face. Heroes guarded their secret identities jealously, both to lead normal lives when unmasked and to protect their loved ones from being targeted by criminals. The fact Ghost took his mask off in front of me convinced me of his sincerity. It argued his case more eloquently than words could.

      Besides, I knew what it felt like to question whether you were up to snuff. I had felt that sense of inadequacy ever since trying to bring Agatha to justice. And on a selfish note, if Ghost lost his job, who would protect me from people like Mirage who thought I was an unregistered, unlicensed Meta?

      On the other hand, Ghost’s awareness of the magical world was already a violation of the First Rule. Letting him tag along as I dived deep into that world on the hunt for Millennium would be balling the First Rule up, wiping my butt with it, setting it on fire, and then wearing its ashes as mascara.

      Ghost’s arresting eyes were pleading. Now that I looked closer, they weren’t merely brown. More like dark chocolate with flecks of molten gold. My stomach fluttered and, again, it was not because of the salad I had for lunch.

      Aw fudge.

      “All right, you can come,” I said. I hoped I would not regret this. Since I was flouting the First Rule—again!—I would have to rely heavily on Sage’s prime directive:

      Don’t get caught.

      I said, “Now that I’ve seen your face, what’s your name? Your real one.”

      “Benjamin,” Ghost said.

      Benjamin was a strong, simple, classic name. I thought it suited him. His parents would be relieved; they probably had been on pins and needles all these years over whether I would approve.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Ben.” And I was, despite the circumstances. Ben was a good-looking dude.

      “No, not Ben. Benjamin.”

      “Benjamin is a mouthful to say all the time. Can I call you Ben for short?”

      Ghost considered it.

      “No,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out of my apartment, about to go see the diviner who would use the three items Ghost and I had gathered to attempt to locate Millennium. It was a warm, clear day which lacked the city’s trademark humidity. There was a smile on my face and a song in my heart. That song was We’re Off to See the Wizard. My heart was more optimistic about finding Millennium than my mind was.

      It was the morning after Ghost had unmasked in front of me. This was the best mood I had been in in months. I had not gone out on patrol last night or burned the midnight oil wrestling with some barely decipherable magical tome, so had gotten a good night’s rest for the first time in forever. I had even gotten a few extra hours of shut-eye thanks to not having to report to work at the butt crack of dawn. I had taken today off and, as this was a Friday, I had a three-day weekend to look forward to. My boss Oscar had been happy to give me the day off since, as he put it, “You’ve really had your nose to the grindstone lately. The transformation has been nothing short of miraculous.” I had almost been offended by his incredulous tone. He made it sound like I had done things like drinking on the job before I turned my life around. It was insulting.

      Okay, okay, I had occasionally drunk on the job. But I was pretty sure Oscar did not know that. Then again, even a half Orc like Oscar had a keen sense of smell, so there may have been times I reeked like a wino in a distillery to him. Blasted nosy (literally) Orcs!

      With a light heart, I mounted the stairs from my apartment to the Leverettes’ small yard. Not only was I well-rested, but sleeping on the Millennium problem had done wonders for my outlook. When Ghost first twisted my arm into looking for Millennium, I had envisioned a lengthy, hard slog that would long delay my pursuit of Agatha. Now I thought I could wrap the Millennium problem up quickly, maybe as soon as today.

      Before visiting Olgram, I had put feelers out to my various contacts in the magical world about how and where I might find Millennium. Those feelers had resulted in a big fat goose egg. Now that I knew Millennium was capable of miracles like time travel, I was convinced Millennium was nowhere to be found because he was just that—nowhere to be found. I suspected that, even with his missing hands, he had somehow transported himself to the distant past. Or the distant future. Or to another planet, or another dimension. Someone capable of time travel was capable of anything. Or, maybe Millennium had simply bled to death after Omega cut his hands off.

      Whether Millennium was dead or simply where no one could get to him, either way, that made him not my problem. Consulting a diviner was my last best stab at finding him. The diviner would either tell me Millennium was beyond reach or that her second sight was not potent enough to locate the world’s most powerful sorcerer, who probably had magical protections in place to prevent someone like me from tracking him down. Once the diviner told me that, I could honestly tell Ghost I had done everything I could to locate Millennium. I could then turn my attention back to Agatha.

      I would of course feel badly if Ghost lost his job over Millennium, but that would not be my fault. Unlike Millennium, I was no miracle worker.

      What I was today was well-dressed. I wore a button-down shirt with thin vertical stripes, gray trousers, a skinny black belt, and leopard print flats that added a splash of fun and color to my ensemble. It was one of my work outfits. Olgram’s comment about wearing sweatpants had stung. That and I was trying to not look like a slob in front of Ghost, who would drive us to the diviner. To that end, I had on foundation, blush, and lipstick. I barely recognized myself when I looked into the mirror. I had even almost put on a skirt instead of pants before I realized how foolish I was being. Despite how increasingly attracted I was to Ghost, this was not a date.

      I also wore the leather bracelet that transformed into my Grimoire costume. Like those old American Express ads used to say, I never left home without it. Puck, however, I had left behind. I had discovered when I first got the suit that I could not store Puck in the Pouch of Infinity. Something about the powerful enchantments inherent in the pouch and those that bound Puck’s consciousness to the Cloak of Wisdom did not mix. When I had tried putting Puck into the Pouch, it had been like trying to shove the same poles of powerful magnets together. Fortunately, I could grab Puck by opening a portal into my apartment if I needed him. The wards on my apartment made magical teleportation impossible for everyone else, but I was of course immune to my own wards.

      I heard laughter as I rounded the corner of the Leverette house. My landlady Vidalia Leverette and Benjamin sat on the wicker furniture on the rowhouse’s porch. They laughed together like long lost pals. Mrs. Leverette’s teeth flashed white in her dark face and her eyes danced merrily under her short, tightly curled hair. Her expression was mildly startling. After living on her property for years, I had been halfway convinced she couldn’t smile. There was usually a frown on her face when she looked at me.

      I felt a surge of emotion that made me feel foolish. Imagine, being jealous because Ghost was being nice to a woman old enough to be his mother.

      “I’m sorry I kept you waiting. You ready to go Benjamin?” I asked him. I still did not know his last name. Like gays in the military, I had not asked and he had not told.

      “I am ready,” Benjamin said as he stood. Half a glass of lemonade was on the table next to him. Another jealousy pang ran through me. In all the time I had known her, Mrs. Leverette had never offered me anything to drink. If she had, I would not have drunk it—I’d be too afraid it was hemlock.

      Benjamin wore dark jeans, Oxford soft-soled shoes, and a brown houndstooth blazer over a white button-down shirt. It all fit him well despite his size. I wondered what big and tall store he shopped at. A thick gold signet ring was on his right hand’s ring finger. I was relieved to see he didn’t wear a wedding ring.

      Everything on Benjamin was crisp and clean, like he was a newly unwrapped toy. I was glad I had applied makeup and skipped the sweatpants.

      “I can’t say I’m sorry you’re late, Sage.” Benjamin turned to Mrs. Leverette and took her hand in both of his. His paws swallowed her hand. Mrs. Leverette’s wiry little body was like a twig compared to Benjamin’s oak tree. “It gave me a chance to chat with your lovely and charming landlady. Mrs. Leverette, it was a real pleasure. Thank you for the drink and especially the company.”

      Mrs. Leverette giggled—giggled!—and said, “For the last time Benjamin, call me Vidalia. If you call me Mrs. Leverette again, I’ll put you over my knee and spank you.”

      “I should be so lucky,” Benjamin said. Mrs. Leverette giggled again. I would have thrown up, but didn’t want to soil my smart outfit.

      Benjamin descended the porch stairs and joined me on the Leverette’s small front lawn. I opened the gate to the sidewalk. “Bye, Vidalia!” I said, emphasizing her name cheerily and waving. I had never called her by her first name before, nor had she ever asked me to. “Be sure to give Vernon a big hug and kiss for me.” In the past, Mrs. Leverette had accused me of flirting with her husband Vernon. Maybe she was right. Vernon was a sweet, courtly old gentleman with a heart of gold. Mrs. Leverette must have tricked him into marrying her.

      Mrs. Leverette’s smile slid off her face. She shot me a look that would have made my blood run cold were I not used to it. Ah, there’s the Mrs. Leverette I knew and was terrified of.

      I felt Mrs. Leverette’s frown like a knife stuck between my shoulder blades as Benjamin and I walked up Tobacco Place toward Georgia Avenue. I wondered what she thought he and I were doing together. Maybe she thought he was one of my johns. A while ago, when she thought I was out of earshot, she had told Vernon I must be turning tricks to supplement my income. It would explain, she said, my late and erratic hours and how I suddenly was paying my rent on time after a long history of delinquency. Vernon told her she was being mean, a gossip, that the comments were beneath her, and he wouldn’t stand for them. Bless his heart.

      At night, parked cars lined the sides of Tobacco Place, a residential street. As it was mid-morning now, most of those cars were gone. I always took careful note of the cars and any unfamiliar ones when I left my apartment, for the same reason I kept my apartment as secure as possible. Not everyone liked me as much as Vernon Leverette did.

      The only parked car I didn’t recognize now was a late model Volvo SUV with Virginia plates. That was the car Benjamin led me to. I felt let down when I saw the car, and even more so when I climbed into the passenger seat. I saw no buttons to trigger an ejector seat, a smoke screen, an oil slick, armor plating, or a hidden machine gun nest. Apparently, this was just a plain old vanilla Volvo any consumer could buy. It was no Ghostmobile. I felt misled by comic book movies. They did not accurately reflect reality. Never meet your Heroes.

      The interior was leather, white and spotless. You could eat off the Volvo, it was so clean both inside and out. It looked like it was fresh off a showroom floor, but the odometer indicated it was not. Between the car and Benjamin’s immaculate appearance, I began to see a pattern. I bet myself a hundred bucks Benjamin had impeccable dental hygiene.

      “Is this car yours, or the Guild’s?” I asked Benjamin.

      “Mine.”

      “Do you floss every day?”

      Benjamin looked surprised at the apparent non sequitur as he pulled out of the parking space and drove toward Georgia Avenue. I looked to see if anyone pulled out behind us and followed. No one did. “Of course I floss every day.” His tone suggested it was a stupid question and that only illiterate savages with rotting teeth didn’t floss daily.

      We paused at the stop sign at the end of Tobacco Place, waiting for traffic to clear on Georgia Avenue so we could turn left. Chocolate Thunder was at the corner. A lot of residents weren’t happy the strip club was still there. I, for one, liked it—it showed that the neighborhood had not completely surrendered to gentrification. Dante, the club’s owner, was unlocking the club’s front doors as Benjamin waited to turn onto Georgia. Dante and I waved at each other. He had offered me a job there over a year ago. He said his clientele would appreciate my “thickness.” I wondered if the offer still stood. After all, over the past few months I had lost a lot of the extra weight Dante had admired. Regular exercise, changing your eating habits, and constant fretting your mother was going to assassinate you tended to have that effect.

      After a short drive on Georgia Avenue, I had Benjamin turn right onto Columbia Road. From here it was pretty much a straight shot to Adams Morgan, the Washington neighborhood in the same northwest quadrant my apartment was in. Benjamin studiously obeyed the traffic laws, diligently used his turn signals, kept a safe distance behind other cars, and kept his hands at ten and two o’clock on the steering wheel. I wasn’t surprised. The guy probably ironed his underwear.

      From time to time I looked out the side view mirror to see if we were followed. Traffic was light this time of the day, so it would be easy to tell.

      “Worried someone is following us?” Benjamin said.

      I had been so busy peering out the side mirror that the question startled me, like I had been caught picking my nose. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because your head’s been on a swivel. You peered into every parked car we walked past, and you’ve been looking over your shoulder like a mouse tiptoeing through a cat convention.”

      I silently cursed Benjamin’s powers of observation. He did not miss much. Now I regretted putting the makeup on. I wanted to look good, but I did not want Benjamin to know that I wanted to look good. “I’ve made quite a splash as Grimoire,” I said. “I’m worried about being mobbed by fans. Not to mention paparazzi.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Me too. Pursuit by paparazzi is no laughing matter. Look at what happened to Princess Diana.”

      “Well, princess, if it makes you feel any better, we aren’t being followed. It’s the nature of my job that I too notice if anyone is paying undue attention to me.” Benjamin smiled slightly. “Though I’m more subtle about it than you are. Does your concern about being followed have anything to do with why you’ve been too busy to search for Millennium before now?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “But—”

      “Do you speak English? What about ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ don’t you understand?”

      The car fell silent. I regretted snapping at Benjamin the moment the words were out of my mouth. I had snapped at Agatha a few times while pursuing the monsters the Inner Circle had tasked me to eliminate. She and her smugness, selfishness, and daughter-abandoning ways had deserved it. Benjamin did not.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as we closed in on Adams Morgan. “I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “No, it’s really not. My temper is on a hair trigger these days. I took it out on you. It’s just that I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. Not that I’m exactly Pollyanna even in the best of times. I’d like to share, really I would. But I can’t. It’s too dangerous. For both of us.”

      A man with a limp was in the median, trying to cross the road in the middle of traffic. Benjamin slowed to a crawl and waved for the pedestrian to cross in front of us. The pedestrian stared at us in amazement as he shuffled by. He had probably never seen a driver defer to a pedestrian before. Washington drivers were ruthless. So many tax dollars to squander, so little time.

      Benjamin said, “I was right when I said in the Meta registration center that you have changed. The Sage I knew months ago might have snapped at me, but she certainly would not have apologized for doing so.”

      “Like I said, a personality upgrade came with the superhero suit.”

      “It suits you.”

      I groaned. “It ought to be illegal for someone as important as the chief investigator for the Heroes’ Guild to make a pun that bad.”

      Benjamin grinned. “I’m pretty sure it is. I won’t tell my superiors if you won’t.”

      We drove the rest of the way in companionable silence. With traffic light this time of the day, it took us less than fifteen minutes to get to Adams Morgan.

      Adams Morgan was different than most of the rest of Washington. Washington was a company town, and that company was the U.S. government. The government owned or controlled almost thirty percent of the city’s total land area. The federal government was the largest single employer both in the city and the surrounding area, not to mention all the people who earned their livings because of the government like lobbyists, government contractors, trade associations, public relations experts, and public policy experts. Over half of all jobs in D.C. were attributable, directly or indirectly, to the federal government. Even I could thank the government for my job since most of Capstone’s security work came from government contracts. I was still awaiting letters of appreciation from U.S. taxpayers. Ingrates.

      And like most company towns, D.C. was a serious town devoted to the serious business of the company. The people who moved here from elsewhere—who were almost three-fourths of the city’s population, making us native Washingtonians a minority—were strivers, policy nerds, do-gooders, and pigs gorging themselves at the public trough.

      Want to dye your hair purple, pierce your tongue, get a sleeve of tattoos, and be your true, authentic self? Beat it weirdo. Buttoned-down Washington was not the place for you. Try Portland, Oregon. Want to dress like everyone else, make an obscene amount of taxpayer money, and pretend to give the rest of the world freedom and democracy at the business end of a gun while robbing them blind and making the gun manufacturer rich? Welcome to D.C.! Be sure not to miss the New World Order meeting the second Tuesday of every month at the Freemason temple on 16th Street. My country ‘tis of thee, sweet land of Liberty Valance, of thee I sing.

      Adams Morgan, however, was not like the rest of the sober, striving, moving and shaking Washington. Adams Morgan was like New York’s East Village: an oasis of funky in a desert of conformity, a respite from three-piece suits, power lunches, and the “I got my BA in poly sci from Harvard and my JD from Yale” set. Adams Morgan didn't care what congressman you worked for or what Ivy League university you got your degree from as long as you were fun. Bonus points if you didn't know an earmark from a sow's ear.

      I had Ghost park his Volvo on 18th Street, in the heart of Adams Morgan. Madam looked down on us from her perch on a tall building. Madam was a thirty-five-foot tall mural of a woman’s torso. She had flaming red hair and lipstick, a plunging neckline, and bulging thirteen-foot breasts. The only thing covering those titanic tatas was the name and address for Madam’s Organ Restaurant and Bar, the nightclub Madam was painted on and was the official burlesque mascot for. She was also the unofficial mascot for the entire Adams Morgan neighborhood and its eclectic, non-conformist ways. Old fuddy-duddies with more gall than soul had been trying to get rid of Madam for years. Yet here she was, still standing. Well, more bulging than standing. If Madam ever got painted over, it would be a sure sign the ongoing gentrification and Disneyfication of the city was complete.

      We got out of the car. Benjamin retrieved from the back the portmanteau containing the tiger head. I led the way down the sparsely populated sidewalk past colorful converted rowhouses housing a coffee shop, fast-food and ethnic restaurants, a tattoo parlor, a flower shop, a mom-and-pop bookstore, and other local businesses. None of the converted rowhouses were more than a few stories tall. The street felt like more of a quirky small town’s downtown than a street less than two miles from the White House.

      “Here we are,” I said in front of a three-story rowhouse. It was better maintained than most of the surrounding businesses, which had a patina of grime on them. This pink rowhouse looked like it had either been power washed recently or freshly painted. A white sign dangled from the awning over the small porch. The Eye of Providence—an eye emitting rays like you would find on the back of a one-dollar bill—was painted in black in the center of the sign. Around the eye was written Madame Madeline’s Metaphysics in big red letters. At the bottom of the sign, in smaller lettering, was Psychic Readings, Crystals, and More.

      Benjamin froze on the sidewalk. He stared at the sign with disbelief. “You brought me to a psychic?”

      “Wow, you are an investigator. What was your first clue? Was it this big sign?”

      “Is this a joke? Psychics aren’t real.”

      I waited for two college-aged women wearing American University t-shirts to jog by. They eyed Benjamin’s big body hungrily. It was outrageous. He was old enough to be their father. A clear case of having daddy issues. Since I had my own daddy issues, I knew what it looked like.

      Once the joggers were out of earshot, I said, “Aunt Maddy’s one of the best diviners in the city. If not the best.”

      “This woman’s your aunt?”

      “Not biologically. I’ve known her forever, though. She was good friends with my father. I lived with her for a while after he died.” Before I ran away, I added silently. That had not been Maddy’s fault. At that age, I would have run away from Mother Teresa. After I summoned the demon that resulted in Dad’s death, I was mad at both myself and the whole world. “She’s practically family, which is why I call her aunt.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your father. What happened to him?”

      “I can’t talk about it.” I also didn’t want to talk about it. In addition to not wanting to further violate the First Rule, I still teared up if I dwelled on Dad’s death too long. Sometimes the First Rule was helpful and not just a cramp on my style.

      “What about your mother? Why didn’t you live with her after your father passed away?”

      “I don’t have a mother.”

      “What do you mean? Did you spring fully formed from your father’s head like Athena from Zeus?” Benjamin of course thought the Greek gods were myths. I knew better. I had met Athena once at a Capstone cocktail party, which had told me Oscar kept even more rarefied company than I had suspected. Athena was a tall, gray-eyed, well-muscled beauty. She had told everyone who would sit still long enough about how she had made her own dress, which had struck me as mighty braggy for someone who was the goddess of weaving. It was like me bragging about eating donuts. One shouldn’t expect people to gush over something that came naturally to you. Athena’s pet owl had pooped on her dress during the party. Served her right.

      “Everyone has a mother,” Benjamin said.

      I felt my face tighten. “Not me,” I said firmly.

      Benjamin looked like he was going to follow up on the subject, but my tone must have dissuaded him. He eyed the sign again. “So this Aunt Maddy of yours works as a psychic?” He said psychic like he could not believe he was saying it.

      “Yes. And that’s Madeline Butler to you, bub. She’s my aunt, not yours.” I had not forgotten how he had refused to let me call him Ben.

      “Are all psychics members of the magical world?”

      “Of course not. Most so-called psychics are mundane hucksters conning people out of their money. A few, like Maddy, are the real deal. We in the magical world have hiding in plain sight down to a science. C’mon.”

      I opened the front door and walked in. Benjamin followed, lugging the portmanteau and a faceful of skepticism.
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      A short flight of stairs emptied into Maddy’s second floor waiting room. It easily could have been the waiting room for a busy doctor’s office. There was a row of chairs against the wall, well-worn carpeting, inoffensive pictures mounted on neutral-colored walls, two coffee tables strewn with magazines, and a reception desk. This floor was the one Maddy conducted her business on. Aside from newer magazines, nothing had changed since the last time I had been here over a year ago. Maddy lived on the rowhouse’s top floor, just as I had before I ran away. Coming here always felt like walking back in time.

      Benjamin and I were the only ones in the waiting room. The only door was on the other side of the room. It was closed, which told me Maddy was with another client.

      I sat in one of the chairs. “Take a load off,” I told Benjamin. “Maddy will be with us shortly.”

      As this was where I lived after Dad died, it was hard to not think about him. To distract myself, I picked up a People magazine and glanced at the cover. Oh good. I had been too busy lately to keep up with the Kardashians. Now was as good a time as any to find out what had been going on with them. I suspected black men and plastic surgery were involved.

      Benjamin looked around like he was on the set of Punk’d and a bunch of producers were about to jump out of hiding and laugh at how gullible he was. “Did you make an appointment?” he asked.

      “No. Maddy doesn’t accept appointments. Everyone is a walk-in.” I flipped through the People, looking at before and after pictures. I had been right about the plastic surgery. Like Maddy, perhaps I too had developed second sight. Normally that happened when you were a kid. Maybe I was a late bloomer.

      Benjamin glanced around again, no doubt noting the lack of interior windows and cameras. “Then how will Madeline know we’re here?”

      “Oh, you know.” I touched my temple and made a vague motion with my hand.

      Benjamin sat down heavily, which was good because his impatient pacing had been making me jumpy. “No, I don’t know. Explain it to me.”

      I flipped the magazine closed. “On the seventh of each month, Maddy tells her own fortune. She can’t see clearly what will happen the way she often can with someone else. A diviner can’t clearly divine her own future with her second sight. Maddy says it’s like using your biological eyes in that you can see other people’s faces but, without a mirror, only vague outlines of your own. But she can see enough in her monthly divination sessions to discover who plans to visit her in upcoming weeks.”

      I went over to the reception desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a black appointment book. I went back to Benjamin, flipped the book open, and pointed. “See? There’s ‘Sage H. and Friend,’ written under today’s date. This Jessica R. person ahead of us must be who Maddy is with now.”

      Benjamin took the book and examined it. “You’re telling me this woman knew we were coming without you informing her?”

      “Yep. It’s how she books all her appointments. Maddy pulls this book out whenever someone walks in and shows them how she had their name written down before they even showed up. She says it impresses the rubes. By rubes, she means mundanes. No offense.”

      Benjamin stared at me with his mouth slightly agape. “I’m too stunned to be offended. I know that magic is real thanks to you. But looking at this book makes me feel like the first guy to look at pond water under a microscope and discovering there’s a whole world operating right under everyone’s nose, unseen and unimagined.” He shook his head in disbelief and looked down at the book again. He pointed at an unusual name written on a date earlier this month. “Is that—”

      “The First Lady? I have no idea. It’s not like she’s the only woman in the world with that name.”

      “True, but it’s not exactly a common first name, especially not when it’s matched with that last name’s initial.” Benjamin shook his head in amazement. “To think the President’s wife consults a psychic. Then again, Nancy Reagan did too, so I guess I should not be surprised.” Staring at the book, he suddenly frowned and flipped a few pages ahead. “There are no names listed after today. See? Yours is the last one.”

      “Maybe Maddy’s going on vacation after today. She likes to travel.” I grew increasingly uncomfortable that I let Benjamin riffle through the appointment book. Maddy wouldn’t mind me looking through it, but Benjamin was a stranger to her. It felt like a violation of her confidence. I pulled the book from Benjamin’s hands and returned it to the desk drawer.

      As if on cue, the closed door opened. A woman walked out who looked like she should be cast on the reboot of The Real Housewives of D.C. Her face was like one of the “after” pictures I had just seen in People. She wore expensive heels, designer clothes, and an aristocratic air. Dripping with good jewels, she looked like she had just robbed a jewelry store. Jessica R, I presumed. Maybe the R stood for rich.

      “I know you’re right,” Jessica said, speaking through duck lips which barely moved. They reminded me of Vienna sausages. “You always know just the thing to do, Madame Madeline. I told Reginald he was being foolish. Men have absolutely no head for business. How he made millions before marrying me is beyond imagining. I’ll call our broker the instant I get home and have him sell our shares. I don’t know what I would ever do without your wise counsel.”

      “Eet eez not mon counsél,” Maddy said in a thick French accent. “Eet eez le inerrant wisdom of la spirit whirld.” Though she was of African ancestry like Mrs. Leverette, Maddy was like the photographic negative of my dark-skinned landlady. Maddy was an albino, and pale as a ghost. She was cross-eyed, with one violet iris straight ahead and the other in the corner of her eye socket, as if she was trying to see behind herself without moving. A gem-encrusted red turban was on her head, and bejeweled leather sandals were on her feet. She wore a flowing, royal blue Arabic dress. Between her attire, her ethnicity, and her accent, it was as if the entire United Nations had thrown up on her.

      I had no idea exactly how old she was—every time I had asked, Maddy had given me wildly different answers—but I figured she had to be at least eighty. She certainly did not look it. Her face was relatively unlined, and not because it had been nipped and tucked to the point of ludicrousness like Jessica’s had been. Maddy was on the plump side, but her loose dress mostly concealed that fact.

      “Now don’t you discount yourself, Madame Madeline,” Jessica admonished firmly. “I could never obtain the wisdom of the spirit world if it weren’t for you acting as a conduit. You are a marvel. I’ll see you next time.” As Jessica kissed the air on both sides of Maddy’s cheeks, she looked at me with curiosity and at Benjamin with . . . more than curiosity. I resisted the strong impulse to wrap my arm around Benjamin possessively. If I ever went out with Ghost again without his costume, I’d bring a stick to beat the women away.

      “Au revoir,” Maddy said as Jessica clattered down the stairs in her heels. I heard the front door open and close.

      Maddy turned to us. She lifted her arms in front of herself and rested a hand on each forearm. “Welcome to mon innair sanctum and yur pathway to enlightenment. Who seeks ze wisdom of ze ajes?”

      It was hard to not burst out laughing. “For the love of the gods, Aunt Maddy, would you give that lousy Inspector Clouseau accent a rest? It’s me, Sage. And my friend here is, ah, with me.” With me was code for a member of the magical world. I felt bad about lying to Maddy, but what she didn’t know the CEB couldn’t later squeeze out of her.

      Maddy blinked as her myopic eyes tried to focus on me.

      “Girl, I thought that was you, but I wasn’t sure. You know I’m as blind as a bat with glaucoma.” Maddy’s ridiculous French accent was gone now and she spoke in her regular voice. She tugged her turban off, revealing a small Afro of tightly curled hair the color of corn silk. She put the turban on the desk with a sigh of obvious relief. “I’m glad to finally take that blasted thing off. It’s heavy. I feel like the Chiquita banana lady with it on. Oh well. It impresses the rubes.” She scratched her scalp with a well-manicured fingernail painted the same blue as her dress. “Sometimes being rich people’s magical Negro is exhausting.”

      “Aunt Maddy! You can’t use that word.”

      Maddy rolled her one good eye. “Why the hell not? ‘Negro’ is what the government has on my birth certificate. First I was a Negro, then I was colored, then I was black, then I was Afro-American. And now, apparently, I’m African American. This latest one is the dumbest yet. I’ve never set foot in Africa. Too hot. You know the sun does a number on my fair skin. I prefer Europe. It’s where my vacation home is. From now on, I’ll only answer to Baltic American. All these damned name changes make my head spin. I don’t know whether to puke or go blind. Speaking of blind, where are my glasses?”

      Maddy riffled through a drawer of the reception desk. She had poor eyesight since birth, was legally blind, and could barely see without her glasses. Though most Gifted had heightened senses, Gifted people born with the knack for divining were either completely blind or had terrible eyesight. In the mundane scientific world, Newton’s Third Law of Motion said that for every action, there was an equal and opposite reaction. The same was true in the magical world, which was why people born with second sight had terrible biological sight. But, as Maddy was fond of saying, “It takes more than vision to truly see.”

      Maddy cried out in triumph. She shoved a pair of glasses on. The thick lenses magnified her violet eyes, making them look huge.

      “That’s better,” Maddy said. She bounded close and spread my arms wide. “Now let auntie get a good look at you. You’re a sight for these sore eyes. I’d tell you to come visit more often, but you’ll do what you want, just like always. Not that I’m criticizing. Okay, maybe a little. You’ve lost weight. It looks good on you. Just don’t lose too much—men like a little junk in the trunk. I should know. I’ve got junk to spare and snagged six husbands with it.”

      I grinned. Despite her age, Maddy had the energy of a six-year-old. Having a conversation with her was like opening a bottle of shaken champagne. “I’m pretty sure it’s seven husbands,” I said.

      Maddy made a face. “I’m not counting Jerome. I got that marriage annulled, as you well know. Imagine, concealing the fact you’re a werewolf. The nerve. Not that I have anything against werewolves. I’m no racist. Speciesist? Whatever. A girl likes to know what she’s getting herself into, is all. I coughed up furballs for a week after our wedding night. I barely escaped with my life the first time there was a full moon.”

      Maddy enveloped me into a hug that might have cracked a rib. Her embrace felt like home. She was right—I should visit more often. She had taken me in and taken care of me when I needed it the most. Not that I appreciated it at the time. She was the closest thing I had to a mother. I started to tear up.

      Maddy pulled back, looking a little misty-eyed herself. She pulled out a silk handkerchief from the folds of her dress and blew her nose noisily. “Damned allergies. It’s the pollen from all those infernal cherry trees at the National Mall. The Japanese gifted them to us. You don’t see us exporting our guns and obesity to their country. I wish they had returned the favor, left us alone, and held onto their snot-inducing trees. Damn their generous, meddling hides. And don’t even mention Pearl Harbor. Maybe other Americans have forgiven and forgotten, but I haven’t. And stop making that face at me, Sage Hawthorne. I’ll say damn as much as I damn well please, especially in my own damn house. Just because you don’t curse doesn’t mean I can’t. Some of my favorite words have only four letters. Some of my favorite activities, too. Speaking of which . . . .”

      Maddy went over to Benjamin, got super close, and examined him like he was a stallion she was considering buying.

      Benjamin said to her, “I’m very pleased to meet—”

      Maddy shushed him with a finger to his lips. “Don’t speak. I may be falling in love. If you talk, you’re liable to spoil it.”

      Maddy slowly walked around Benjamin. She looked him up and down while he looked both embarrassed and bemused.

      Maddy finally halted in front of him. She stared up at him with magnified myopic eyes.

      “Well, you’re tall and fun to look at, I’ll give you that,” Maddy said. “But so is a giraffe. I like to look at them too, but I wouldn’t want to own one. Whether I would want to own you is still an open question. What’s your name? You may speak now tall, dark, and nameless.”

      “Benjamin.”

      “You married, Benjamin?”

      “No.”

      “Gay?”

      “No.”

      “You sure? You’re awfully pretty for someone your age who’s unmarried and straight.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Ever been married?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kids?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Needy little barnacles. I’ve got a couple barnacles of my own, so I should know. Divorced or widowed?”

      “Divorced.”

      “Good. Widowers tend to deify their dead wives. It’s too much for a second wife to live up too.”

      Benjamin looked amused. “Are you interested in the position?”

      “When I said you can speak, I meant when spoken to. I’ll be the one asking the questions here.” Maddy’s eyes danced. “But the answer is maybe, you fast thing. Why did you divorce?” This reminded me of the grilling Maddy would give the boys I brought home to her. I was tempted to step in and save Benjamin from the interrogation, but I was interested in the answer.

      “It’s complicated,” Benjamin said.

      “It’s complicated,” Maddy repeated. “Also known as ‘I screwed something up.’ You remind me of my third husband. Pretty as a picture and horny as a goat. He’d screw a Mexican jumping bean if he could get it to hold still long enough. I caught him in bed with the nanny. He had no problem getting that particular Mexican to hold still. Did you cheat on your wife too? Well speak up! Time’s a-wastin’. I’m not getting any younger.”

      “No, I didn’t cheat on her.”

      “What happened, then? And stop looking at Sage for help. Maybe Jesus can save you, but she can’t.”

      “If you must know, I put in too many hours at work, she thought I neglected her, and that’s why she left.”

      “Now was that so hard? I respect a hard-working man. Especially because that means he ain’t broke. I take it you have a job.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re a lawyer, but you’re not practicing.” It was a statement, not a question. I thought Benjamin was a lawyer based on things he had said to me and how he said them, but had no idea how Maddy had come to her conclusion.

      “Who are you, Sherlock Holmes?” I asked her. “Why in the world do you say that?”

      “She knows I’m a lawyer because she noticed my Harvard Law class ring,” Benjamin said, rubbing his signet ring with his thumb. “You’re a very observant woman, Madeline.”

      “Being observant is the nature of my business,” Maddy said. “You don’t need supernatural abilities to tell you something if the information stares you in the face. That ring tells me you’re a Harvard Law graduate, but the fact you wear it also tells me you don’t practice. This city is overrun with lawyers—some are clients of mine—and I’ve never met one who actively practices who wears a class ring. It’s like a doctor going to a party wearing a stethoscope. It’s just not done. So what do you do for a living, Mr. Non-Practicing Lawyer Man?”

      “I’m in investigations and security.”

      “That explains why you’re built like a brick outhouse. Make good money?”

      “I do all right.”

      “You can’t fool me, Benjamin. Not only have I been around the block, but I was there when they first poured the concrete. You speak well, you dress well, and you carry yourself well. ‘I do all right’ is code for ‘I make a lot of money, but I don’t go around rubbing people’s noses in it.’ Money and modesty, the latter leavened with a soupçon of elitism. You are wearing a Harvard ring, after all, which is hardly the act of someone who is completely a humble man of the people. You’re looking better and better as a romantic prospect. Maybe there’s still time for husband number seven.”

      “Eight,” Benjamin corrected her with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Don’t you get smart with me, Benjamin. Clearly Sage has rubbed off on you. Are you dating anybody?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “What about my darling Sage? She’s single. If she’s going to make a scandal of herself by rubbing off on you, you might as well make her an honest woman.”

      “Aunt Maddy!” It was my turn to be embarrassed.

      “What? Why you two aren’t dating is a perfectly reasonable question. He’s single. You’re single. Shucks, why not go whole hog and fall in love? Birds do it. Bees do it. Besides, Sage here is a catch. Good-looking, strong-willed, young, fertile, big birthing hips. Not as big as they used to be as she’s lost weight, but still appealing. Don’t you agree, Benjamin? No, don’t answer—I can see the way you look at her, so I already know you agree. Sage is a bit of a spendthrift and a little mouthy sometimes, but nobody’s perfect. You might have gotten that mouthy thing from hanging around me, truth be told. You certainly didn’t get it from your sweet father. Gods rest his soul. A better man never walked the earth. I would have added him to my stable of husbands if he would’ve had me. It wouldn’t have lasted, though. I’ve got the attention span of a hummingbird when it comes to men. A bullet-dodging wise man, that Anwell Hawthorne. His father Proctor was just as handsome as Anwell. Your grandfather Proctor was a powerful druid, you know. How in the world Anwell let Agatha get her hooks into him is a mystery for the ages. I wish I would run into that child-abandoning harpy again. I would slap the taste clean out her mouth. I would snatch her bald-headed. I would turn her into what she really is and call the dogcatcher. I would . . . no, no, don’t even get me started. Life’s too short. Let’s dwell on more pleasant subjects.”

      Maddy blinked in confusion. “Speaking of which, what in the world was I just talking about? I lost my train of thought.”

      “I think you were saying I’m too mouthy,” I said, “but that was several hours ago so I’m not sure.”

      “And a smart aleck. Did I mention you’re that, too? It’s rude to disrespect your elders, especially right after she just got finished talking you up. Oh yeah, I remember now what I was talking about: Benjamin, why not date Sage?”

      Benjamin smiled, exposing dimples I had not seen before. “I hoped I was still in the running for husband number seven. Seven is, after all, my lucky number.”

      Maddy smiled like the Cheshire cat. She wrapped her arms around one of Benjamin’s. “That’s the correct answer, you darling boy. I was going to play Cupid for Sage, but now I think I’ll keep you for myself. Just imagine all the beautiful white chocolate mocha babies we’ll have together.”

      I said, “Your youngest son is older than Benjamin. I’m pretty sure your childbearing years are behind you.”

      “Don’t womb-block,” Maddy said as she rubbed Benjamin’s bicep and cooed appreciatively. “Jealousy is beneath you.”

      Before Maddy disrobed and tried to test-drive potential husband number eight—I would not have put it past her—I hastened to tell her why we were here. “This is not just a social call, Aunt Maddy. We need you to divine something for us. Assuming you’re feeling up to it after dealing with your previous client. I know how much a divination takes out of you.”

      “I’m feeling fit as a fiddle.” I wasn’t sure if she directed that more at Benjamin or at me; she still clung to his arm. “I didn’t need to cast a spell to advise Jessica. All I needed was common sense. Imagine, her lummox of a husband investing in a chain of bookstores in this day and age. No one reads anymore. Makes as much sense as investing in a dinosaur food company.”

      “I’m glad your batteries are at full charge,” I said, “because this is not your usual divination job. We want you to try to find someone for us.”

      “Who?” she asked, still looking at Benjamin like she was a child with a new toy.

      “Millennium.”

      Maddy dropped Benjamin’s arm like it was a hot potato. Her head swiveled around, her eyes even bigger than before with shock. “Millennium? The Thousand Year Man? The world’s most powerful sorcerer? That Millennium?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ah. I see,” Maddy said. Her eyes suddenly became distant. “That explains . . .” She trailed off.

      “That explains what?” I asked.

      Her eyes snapped back into focus. “Nothing. My mind wanders sometimes. Getting old is a hell of a thing.” Maddy shook her head. “Why in the world are you looking for him? If what they say about his crimes is true, if I were looking for him, I’d pray I didn’t find him.”

      “I promised Benjamin I would help him find Millennium.” Maddy turned to stare at Benjamin. “And before you ask your future husband why he’s looking for Millennium, don’t. He can’t tell you.” The fact I knew Benjamin was Ghost did not mean he wanted it to be public knowledge. As someone who wore a mask, I understood the desire to keep one’s secret identity a secret. “Let’s just say he wants to make sure Millennium is brought to justice for his crimes. Do you think you can find him, or not?”

      “Jeez Sage, you don’t ask for much, do you? Do you want me to find Jimmy Hoffa, Atlantis, and Blackbeard’s treasure while I’m at it?”

      “You’re saying you can’t do it.” Benjamin sounded both unsurprised and disappointed.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, my darling man. I’m saying I’m not sure I can do it. I’m a talented diviner—some say one of the best—but finding the world’s most powerful sorcerer if he doesn’t want to be found? It’s not as easy as finding a whore in a whorehouse.”

      It was no different than I had suspected. The sooner Maddy tried and failed, the sooner I could turn my attention back to Agatha. “Can you at least try?” I urged.

      Maddy hesitated, her pale face inscrutable. She waited so long, I thought she was going to say no.

      Then she shrugged. “Sure. Helping to bring a murderer to justice? It’s a good cause. What’s the worst that could happen? Besides, I can’t remember the last time I had a really good challenge. Stretching my abilities’ muscles would be good for me.” She rubbed against Benjamin, and said to him, “And once I’m done, maybe you can stretch my—”

      “Aunt Maddy!”

      “Oh poo! Sage, when did you become such a wet blanket?” Maddy took Benjamin’s arm again. “C’mon, handsome. Let’s go hunting for Millennium and leave Sage here, stuck in the mud.”

      Maddy led Benjamin into the adjoining dark room she and Jessica had come out of.

      I grabbed Benjamin’s portmanteau and followed, feeling like the third wheel.
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      Dozens of candles lining shelves sputtered into flames as soon as we entered, illuminating the square, large, windowless room. The lights cast our flickering shadows everywhere, as if we were ghosts. Well, one of us was.

      Maddy had not lit the candles with magic. Unlike a magic generalist like me, her knack was divination, and she could not perform elemental magic as I could. The candles must have been enchanted. The candles lighting themselves must have impressed the heck out of Maddy’s mundane clients.

      Some of the candles were scented. With the door closed, the smell of lavender and incense quickly became cloyingly strong. Unlike the carpeted reception area, the floor here was wooden. The walls were too. An antique wood table, thick and sturdy, dominated the center of the square room. An Eye of Providence was etched on the table, covering its entire top. In the middle of the table was a crystal ball that was bigger than my head. It rested in a holder that looked like a dragon’s claw. It looked like a dragon’s claw because that was what it was—a fossilized dragon’s claw. Fossilized dragon remains were rare as hen’s teeth. Maddy had once told me this one was the most expensive thing she owned. Since I knew how much her seaside Baltic vacation home cost, that was saying something.

      In front of the crystal ball was a deck of tarot cards spread out in an arc, in the fashion a poker room dealer spreads the cards of a new poker deck. Maddy sat in the cushioned chair positioned at the open end of the arc, on the other side of the table from me and Benjamin. Her pale hair refracted the candlelight and seemed to glow. It made her look even more otherworldly than she normally did. The glow was no accident. Maddy had once told me that being a psychic with a mostly mundane clientele was fifty percent showmanship, forty-nine percent being a therapist, and one percent using her psychic abilities.

      Maddy raked the tarot cards together and began tapping them into a deck. A card popped out and landed on the table facedown. Expressionless, Maddy picked the card up and glanced at its face before sliding it back into the deck.

      “I’m quite the butterfingers these days,” she said. “My hands aren’t as nimble as they once were. Be a dear and clear the rest of the table, would you Sage? The last time I moved the ball by myself, it aggravated my bursitis.”

      “You don’t need the crystal ball to help you focus?”

      “Not in this instance. Unless I miss my guess, I’ll be throwing a lot of raw magical power into finding Millennium. If I use the ball, I’m liable to overload it and make it explode. It’s like running too much electric current through a low amp wire. That’s how I lost my first husband, you know.” She winked at Benjamin with her good eye. “I don’t want to lose husband seven before he becomes number seven. We haven’t even consummated our relationship yet. The consummation is the best part.” That bit about her first husband was a tall tale. Hudson, Maddy’s first husband, died of cancer before I was born. With the bittersweet way Maddy always talked about Hudson, I was pretty sure husbands two through seven were just failed attempts to recapture what she had with him. The two sons Maddy had with Hudson were the only biological children she ever had.

      Benjamin volunteered to move the crystal ball. Maddy clapped her hands and said, “Hercules! Hercules!” like that scene in The Nutty Professor as he moved the heavy clear crystal to the corner of the room. I moved the dragon claw myself. I took special care with it. I knew Maddy loved me, but I did not want to put that love to the test by dropping and shattering the priceless artifact.

      “I assume you followed the Rule of Three,” Maddy said once the table was clear.

      “The what?” Benjamin asked, confused. Maddy’s knowing look and slight smile made me think she did not believe Benjamin was any more a member of the magical world than a robot was.

      “She means the three things we brought,” I said. I pulled Olgram’s steel chisel out of my pocket and set it on the table. Benjamin opened the portmanteau and did the same with the saber-toothed tiger head and the blood slides. Maddy did not flinch at the sight of the tiger head. At her age, she had probably seen just about everything.

      I told Maddy how each item on the table related to Millennium. She told me Olgram was likely to skin me alive once he discovered I had taken one of his tools. She was right. I did not look forward to giving it back.

      Maddy made us sit next to one another, across from her. The room fell quiet. We stared at her, and she stared right back expectantly.

      “Well?” Benjamin finally said impatiently.

      “Someone has to cross my palm with silver,” Maddy said in the ancient vernacular of fortune tellers.

      “Do what?”

      “She’s waiting to be paid,” I said, having completely forgotten about the cash I had made Benjamin bring. If she could have, Maddy probably would do this job for me for free. Then again, maybe not—seaside vacation homes were not cheap. But Maddy could not do the job for free. That was not how divination worked. Value had to be given for value.

      I had told Benjamin how much to bring. Maddy’s hefty fee for a true divination hadn’t changed in over twenty years. Benjamin retrieved the bundle of cash from the portmanteau and dropped it on the table with a thud. This was Heroes’ Guild money, not money out of his own pocket, Benjamin had said earlier. Nice work if you could get it. There was more money there than I would make in a whole year at Capstone.

      Maddy pulled the cash toward herself. She did not bother counting it. She hit a button on the underside of the table, and a small trapdoor silently swung open on the floor next to her. Maddy was about to drop the bundle of cash into the opening, then hesitated. “The magical proprieties are satisfied by Benjamin’s offer of payment and my acceptance. I can’t refund the money to you Benjamin without gumming up the works, but I can give it to you Sage.”

      I was surprised. “Me? I can’t take your money, Aunt Maddy.”

      “Why not? I’m old as Methuselah. I’ve got one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel. At this late date, what the hell do I need more money for?”

      I eyed the money wistfully before meeting Maddy’s gaze again. Maddy seemed like she always did—timeless and healthy as a horse. She’d probably outlive me. “Thank you, but no. I don’t need your money.”

      “You don’t need money?” Maddy repeated in disbelief. “Who are you and what have you done with my Sage? That’s exactly what you told me when I offered to hire a high-priced lawyer when you had your legal troubles a few years back. You refused and your too proud broke butt used a public defender instead. And look how well that worked out for you, my dear sweet jailbird.” Despite her words, Maddy nodded approvingly. “Still not willing to accept money you did not earn, I see. It speaks well of you. Your father’s influence, no doubt. You sure as hell didn’t get it from me.”

      Maddy dropped the money into the hole in the floor, and the trapdoor swung shut again. “Maybe I’ll give this money to my ne'er-do-well son Malcolm. If I know him, he’ll spend it on gambling and fast women. If I give it to my youngest instead, he’s liable to do something responsible with it and let the money go to complete waste.”

      Maddy took her glasses off and placed them on the table. She took a deep breath. “I have everything I need. Let’s begin. And for gods’ sake sit back down Benjamin and stop that damned pacing. I need to focus. You’re making me as nervous as Pinocchio at a sawmill.”

      Benjamin resumed his seat next to me. Together we watched as Maddy closed her eyes. She breathed deeply and regularly, like she was meditating. She started murmuring in Latin, saying a string of Words I barely heard and couldn’t understand.

      Her voice got louder and stronger as her arms began to weave in the air. Her fingers flicked in the Wave of the divination spell. The three items on the table began to tremble, as if an earthquake was beginning and getting stronger by the second. My skin tingled as I felt Maddy’s Will swell, focus, and get stronger. I knew Benjamin did not feel the same sensation since he was not attuned to magic like I was.

      Maddy’s eyes snapped open. Her crossed eye slowly drifted forward until it stared straight ahead like her other one, toward me and Benjamin. Her violet eyes looked more through us than at us. A swirling red dot formed in the center of Maddy’s forehead, reminding me of the Great Red Spot I had seen in pictures of the planet Jupiter.

      “Holy—” Benjamin exclaimed. I shushed him with an arm on his hand. I did not think Maddy could hear him in her trance, but I did not want to take the chance and break her concentration. The swirling dot on her forehead was a visual representation of Maddy’s normally invisible Third Eye now that her second sight was fully engaged.

      The three trembling items related to Millennium levitated off the table, as if invisible hands picked them up. They floated until they were several feet directly above Maddy’s head. Then they began twirling in the air. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, like moons orbiting an invisible planet. Soon they were a spinning blur over Maddy’s head.

      Then both of Maddy’s violet eyes clouded over, like thick cream was poured into them. The swirling red dot on her forehead turned the same color white. The space the three items orbited around turned white too, as if a fluffy cloud was materializing out of thin air.

      Maddy’s voice speaking the Word of the spell was a booming shout now. Her litany of Latin reverberated off the walls of the enclosed space so loudly I covered my ears. The magical energy in the air made my skin prickle and my hair stand on end, as if lightning were about to strike.

      Suddenly Maddy’s gyrating arms thumped to the table. Like shot birds, they lay still. Her shouting stopped too. I cautiously uncovered my ears. With the sudden silence, it was as if we had moved into the eye of a storm. Maddy sat ramrod straight in her chair, still as a statue. It was as if her creamy white biological eyes were the base of a pyramid, and the white eye in her forehead was the top of that pyramid.

      Maddy sat noiselessly like that for at least a couple of minutes as the three items spun overhead. I had seen Maddy do this before, but it was still creepy. I felt my pulse thumping in my neck. The silence in the room was so complete, I heard a bead of sweat from my face hit the floor.

      Then a different sound marred the silence. There was a distant wail. It was reminiscent of the sound a screaming child might make if you heard the scream through a thick wall.

      At first, I thought it was my imagination. Then the shrill scream got louder and louder. It began to set my teeth on edge. I looked at Benjamin. The look on his face said he heard it too.

      Something poked out of the white cloud in the middle of the spinning objects. I thought that was my imagination too, but as the scream got louder, the thing that slowly crept its way out of the cloud became more visible.

      Whatever it was, it was purplish in color. The scream seemed to come from it. The smell of rotting meat began to compete with the scent of the candles.

      Benjamin and I gawked as the thing clawed its way out of the cloud. For it was now obvious that was what the thing was doing: clawing. The sight reminded me of how a newborn wasp struggles and claws its way out of the cell of a wasp’s nest.

      A few inches of the thing had writhed out of the bottom of the cloud. It had small, glistening, snakelike scales and a spiky head at the end of a serpentine neck. Even as it struggled out of the cloud, its beady little eyes stayed fixated on Maddy. They glittered malevolently.

      “Is this normal?” Benjamin whispered hoarsely, sounding like he already suspected the answer.

      Fear crawled out of my fluttering stomach and lodged in my throat. “No, this is not normal.”

      I knew an agent at Capstone whom Oscar had sent to Chad to do some security work for that African country’s president. While there, the agent drank some contaminated water. Over a year later, long after the agent had returned to the United States, a parasitic Guinea worm wriggled out of a painful blister on his leg. I had watched it happen. It was one of the most disgusting things I had ever seen. Something about the worm emerging had seemed inherently wrong, evil, like it was a violation of nature, an affront to how things ought to be.

      Watching this thing slowly claw its way out of the cloud toward Maddy gave me the exact same feeling.

      “Maddy, snap out of it,” I said urgently. She was covered with sweat now, which was also unusual. I risked injuring her by ending her trance prematurely, but it was becoming more obvious it was a risk I had to take. “Something’s wrong.”

      Still in her trance, she did not respond. I clapped my hands sharply, hoping to snap her out of it.

      Maddy did not stir. She stared straight ahead into forever, dripping moisture like a cold soda on a hot day, her eyes still as cloudy as the space the thing was wriggling out of. Batlike wings were visible now. The more the thing crawled out, the more it reminded me of Toto, like this thing was a very distant cousin to dragons.

      “Maddy!” I repeated sharply.

      With a loud scream that sounded exultant, the creature popped completely free of the cloud. It was the size of a large puppy, but it had none of a puppy’s cuteness. The scaly creature had a long, prehensile tail terminating at what reminded me of a supersized hypodermic needle.

      With that terrifying tail tip pointed at Maddy’s head, the creature dived toward her like a bomb dropped from an airplane.
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      I reacted first, with Benjamin a heartbeat behind me. I leaped over the table, toward Maddy, with the Hero on my heels.

      I crashed into Maddy, knocking her chair backward, sending us both sprawling to the floor. The creature’s sharp tail stabbed the air where Maddy had been a split second before.

      The screaming creature beat its wings and hovered, swiveling its spiked head to where Maddy and I lay on the floor. Rows of small, sharp canines lined the inside of its mouth. Mouth snapping, saliva dripping, the creature swooped toward us.

      Benjamin smashed into the creature like an offensive lineman. He grabbed it above the sharp tip of its tail and at its neck, below its snapping mouth. Flying through the air, Benjamin slammed the creature into the far wall.

      Benjamin held it there as the small creature screamed, flapped, writhed and thrashed, trying to get at the Hero with its mouth and barbed tail. Unlike Toto who had four legs, this beast only had two at the base of where its tail stretched out of its torso. The three claws at the end of each leg raked Benjamin, ripping the clothes covering his arms. There was no blood, though. Benjamin must have used his Metahuman powers to increase his density, making his body as hard as a rock.

      I made sure I covered Maddy’s body with my own in case the creature wriggled free. “Have you got it?”

      “I’ve got it. Though its size belies its strength,” Benjamin said through gritted teeth. Still pinning the creature against the wall with straightened arms, Benjamin stopped hovering in the air and touched down. Now that the creature’s whole body was visible, I saw that its entire body was not purple. The underside of its torso was puke green. “What the devil is this thing?”

      “A flying purple people eater? How the heck am I supposed to know? Whatever you do, don’t let go of it.”

      “Now that is some sound tactical advice,” Benjamin said. The creature still screamed and thrashed like a feral cat, trying to escape the Hero’s grasp.

      “Hey! Who turned out the lights?” came Maddy’s muffled voice. My stomach covered her face. She tried to push me off. “Is that you Sage? Sage Matilda Hawthorne, you get off me this instant! I love you, but not like this. I’m strictly dickly.”

      I rolled off her and clambered to my feet. Maddy lay faceup, gasping and sputtering. Her eyes were back to normal. Well, normal for her. Her crossed eye was back to being crossed. The milky divination film over her eyes was gone, as was the mystical eye on her forehead. I had been too busy saving Maddy to notice before, but the three items related to Millennium no longer spun in the air. They had been flung into different walls. The small cloud they had rotated around was gone too, as if it had never existed.

      “What’s the big idea?” Maddy asked indignantly. “Why did you interrupt my divination? Some mystical force unlike any I’ve felt before was resisting me, but I was making progress. I was almost—” She stopped, finally noticing the racket the trapped creature was making. She tilted her head and saw the shrieking creature pinned against the wall. She gasped, then stood up faster than I had ever seen her move. “Where in the name of all that’s unholy did that thing come from?”

      “It crawled out of the divination cloud you opened,” I said. “I’ve never seen something like it before. What is it?”

      “A mind wyvern,” Maddy said grimly. She took a couple of steps away from the creature. “I’ve heard of them, but have never seen one before. Thank goodness for small mercies. I thought they were just myths. They’re said to be set as booby traps for the unwary diviner. I could happily have gone the rest of my days without seeing one in the flesh.” She cocked her head as she squinted at the creature myopically. “As nasty as that bugger is, I thought they would be bigger.”

      As if on cue, the wyvern began to grow, expanding like a balloon pumped full of gas. It had started off puppy-sized. In seconds, it was the size of a large dog. Then, the size of a small pony. Benjamin’s jaw flexed and tightened as he struggled to keep the wyvern pinned down. If the wyvern kept growing, there was no way Benjamin could continue to keep it immobilized.

      “I thought they would be bigger,” Maddy repeated her words with disgust. “Me and my big mouth.”

      “What do we do?” I demanded.

      “How the hell do I know? You’re the bodyguard. Start guarding our bodies.”

      The wyvern got so big Benjamin lost control of it. The creature’s prehensile tail twisted around Benjamin’s waist, yanked him off his feet, then flung Benjamin across the room like he was a rag doll. Benjamin smashed into a wall, cracking and cratering it. He bounced slightly and fell to the floor. He struggled to get to his feet.

      Benjamin was tough. He’d live. I probably could not say the same for the rest of us if I let the wyvern get much bigger than it already was. The monster was still growing.

      The beast had fallen to the floor. Perched precariously upright on its two legs, it turned to face me and Maddy with a scream that would haunt my nightmares.

      “Get behind me,” I ordered Maddy. I triggered the Grimoire suit with a mental command. The leather bracelet that contained it spread over my body like oil spilled on water. Simultaneously my clothes disappeared into the magical pocket dimension they always went to when I suited up.

      “Holy secret identities, Batman!” Maddy squealed behind me. “You’re Grimoire. I’ve seen you on TV. Can I have your autograph?” Despite the trouble we were in, the lunatic sounded like she was enjoying herself. I never would have guessed Maddy had this devil-may-care side to her. As some great philosopher probably never said, you never knew the true measure of a woman until a monster tried to eat you.

      The wyvern fell forward, catching itself on its bat wings. Using those wings as makeshift front legs, it slowly scurried toward me and Maddy. I backed away, pushing Maddy behind me. The still-growing monster’s awkward gait reminded me of a praying mantis’.

      Maddy’s table was between us and the wyvern. The wyvern snaked its head forward and latched onto the table. The wyvern flung the table out of the way as if it were made of toothpicks instead of heavy wood. The creature advanced toward us again.

      I marshaled my Will, did the simple Wave, and said the Word: “Ignis.”

      Whoosh! Spellfire shot out of my outstretched hands like I was a human flamethrower. The powerful stream of magical fire slammed into the wyvern. The wyvern stopped moving and fell silent.

      I shut off the spellfire blast after only a few seconds. Though I had stopped the creature’s charge, I did not want to risk making a bad situation worse. I had learned from a previous mistake. The last time I had hit a creature I did not understand with spellfire—the golem that had come to life when I liberated Puck from a Smithsonian Museum—I had made it bigger and stronger.

      The wyvern stared at me with beady eyes that glittered like black onyx. Other than its body steaming like a hot cup of coffee, the wyvern seemed none the worse for wear from my spellfire blast. At least it was still now and not growing like a toadstool after a shower. Both good signs.

      The wyvern’s long throat began to pulsate, like it was trying to throw up. Uh-oh. That was not a good sign. I had seen someone do this before: Toto, right before the young dragon spewed fire.

      Hitting the wyvern with spellfire had not been a good idea. I spun, grabbed Maddy, and hit the floor rolling.

      Just in time. A blast of regurgitated spellfire whooshed overhead.

      The good news was it missed me and Maddy.

      The bad news was the room was now on fire.

      The fire crackled, growing bigger despite me trying to extinguish it by relaxing my Will. As regurgitated spellfire, I guess it was no longer under my control. Thick smoke filled the room.

      “We can’t fight the creature here,” Benjamin cried, back on his feet. “There are rowhouses on either side of us. Someone’s liable to get hurt.”

      “Yeah, us!” Maddy said from on top of me. I pushed her off. I agreed with Maddy, but knew Benjamin referred to the innocent civilians around us.

      I scrambled to my feet, pulling Maddy up with me. I shoved her toward Benjamin. “Get Maddy out of here.”

      “What about you?” Benjamin said, coughing. Neither he nor Maddy had a smoke filter the way I did with my Mask of Inscrutability.

      I focused on the wyvern. It screamed its weird cry again and slowly scuttled toward us once more with its awkward four-legged gait. It was growing again too. I reached into the Pouch of Infinity and summoned alchemy balls. “I’ll put out the fire and get the monster to chase me so we can lure it to a more secluded place. Go! I’ll be right behind you.”

      Benjamin didn’t hesitate. He picked Maddy up and slung her over his shoulder.

      “Hercules! Hercules!” Maddy sputtered between coughs.

      Benjamin was no coward, but he must have realized I was better equipped to handle this situation than he. Benjamin’s and Maddy’s bodies turned translucent as Benjamin phased, meaning he triggered his Metahuman intangibility power. Benjamin ran straight through the wall and vanished. Smart. Had Benjamin opened the door instead, he would have fueled the fire by introducing even more oxygen into the room.

      The wyvern twisted. It altered its path to head toward where Maddy and Benjamin had disappeared. What was I, chopped liver? It made me think the beast focused on Maddy since she was the one who performed the divination that triggered the monster’s appearance.

      I flung the smoke bombs I had been shaking at the wyvern. They were just like the ones I had used on the elves who had imprisoned the pixies.

      The glass balls exploded on contact with the monster. They enveloped the wyvern in smoke and spread rapidly, mixing with the smoke already filling the room. The wyvern slowed and begin hawking like a dog with a bone stuck in its throat. I opened my Third Eye so I could watch the beast even with the smoke plumes obscuring the room.

      Now that I had slowed the beast down, I turned my attention to the rapidly spreading fire. If I didn’t do something soon, the entire block was liable to go up in flames.

      I shoved my hand into my suit’s pouch. A different set of glass balls came to my hand at my silent command. For the first time I was grateful Mirage had tricked me with that fire in Anacostia. Dealing with that supposed fire had inspired me to add to my alchemical arsenal.

      The glass of these balls was much thicker than the glass of the smoke bombs. I lobbed them toward the spreading fire.

      When they hit the wood floor, their glass cracked unevenly but did not break. They were designed that way. Highly pressurized water spewed out of the uneven cracks, making the balls spin like tops. Like magic sprinklers, the balls sprayed water everywhere. I had magically treated the interior of the glass so there was more water in the balls than you would ever guess from the balls’ size. There was enough water in each to drown a whale.

      In seconds, the fire was nearly out. The water kept spraying, though. If I had not been in such a rush, I could have cast a water spell to keep the liquid from drenching me. Oh well. A little water wouldn’t kill me.

      The mind wyvern might, though. Confused by the smoke and the water, the wyvern spun clumsily in a circle, like a dog with a bad leg chasing its tail. As its body still expanded, the wyvern’s wings were now almost broad enough to brush the room’s sides. If I didn’t get this monster out of here, it would grow so big that it brought Maddy’s house down and her adjoining neighbor’s houses with it.

      Time for a change of venue.

      I darted toward the confused beast. After dodging its wings, I punched the wyvern in its snout. “Tag! You’re it!” I cried.

      The monster’s jaws snapped at me blindly. I danced out of the way. My fist smarted from my punch. It had been like punching a brick wall coated with alligator skin.

      I backed up, yanked the door open, and darted out of the smoky room.

      “Hey toothy!” I cried. “Yeah you! Over here! Come and get me! Olly olly oxen free!” It sucked as a battle cry, but I was not at my most articulate when goading a monster.

      The monster lunged toward me. It crashed through the wall of the reception area, pelting me with bits of wood and plaster. Had it not been for the Grimoire suit, I might have been knocked senseless.

      I turned and ran like a rabbit.
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      I raced through Maddy’s house with the increasingly massive wyvern dogging my steps. It smashed through the house like a scaly, screaming wrecking ball.

      I leaped down the stairs from the reception area to the front door, almost braining myself on an overhang in my haste. This was why the cliché Look before you leap was a cliché.

      My head smarting, I yanked the door open and flung myself out of it.

      A horn honked. “Over here!” came a shout.

      Instead of Benjamin’s Volvo being parked up the street pointed south, it was right in front of Maddy’s house, double parked and pointed north.

      I jumped, slid across the roof of the muscle car between me and the Volvo like Luke Duke—I knew watching those The Dukes of Hazzard reruns would eventually come in handy—and plopped my panting and wet self into the Volvo’s front seat. The engine was running, but Benjamin did not hit the gas.

      Maddy was in the seat behind Benjamin. She smacked the back of his headrest and said, “What’re you waiting for? A NASCAR official to wave the green flag? Let’s get out of here while the getting’s good.”

      “I’m waiting to ensure the wyvern follows us,” Benjamin said. “We’ve got to lead it out of this populated area to make sure no one gets hurt.”

      “Head to Rock Creek Park,” I suggested, still panting. “It’s not far. It’s about as isolated as this city gets.” I could portal us there, but then we’d lose the wyvern. Gods knew what would happen if the wyvern ran amok in the neighborhood.

      “Way ahead of you. Why do you think I have the car pointed in this direction?”

      The front of Maddy’s house exploded. Wood, siding, metal, and other debris went flying. The sign from the front of Maddy’s place smashed into the windshield. It spiderwebbed my side of the glass and nearly gave me a heart attack.

      The wyvern rose out of the expanding dust cloud billowing from Maddy’s house. It was almost as big as Benjamin’s SUV now. Wings beating the air, the wyvern hovered for a moment. Its neck twisting, its black eyes probed the area. I heard screams. This time they were from people on the street, not the wyvern. I needed the monster to come after us, not the innocent bystanders.

      I rolled down my window and waved. “Hey stupid!” I shouted, letting the Mask of Inscrutability amplify my voice. “Over here!”

      The beast’s neck craned down. Its gaze met mine. I suddenly felt impossibly cold. My breath left my body in a gasp, as if I had fallen through ice into a frozen pond.

      The transfixion of the creature’s gaze was broken when my head slammed back. The SUV zoomed forward like . . . like . . . well, like a flying monster was trying to kill us.

      With more bizarrely child-like shrieks, the wyvern pursued us. Its serpentine body undulated like a swimming snake as it flew. It flew awkwardly, like a teenager who just had a growth spurt and wasn’t used to his new, bigger body.

      Benjamin punched two buttons on the car radio.

      “Play Queen’s Dragon Attack,” Maddy requested.

      Instead of the stereo turning on, the radio console slid to the side. Several toggle switches were revealed. I hoped they were controls for a surface-to-air missile. Benjamin flipped one of them. I heard a faint click, but nothing else seemed to happen. A missile certainly did not rocket from the vehicle’s roof and incinerate the wyvern. Life was full of disappointments.

      “What did you just do?” I demanded.

      His eyes fixed on the road, Benjamin did not answer. We were in a thirty mile an hour zone on 18th Street, yet speeding far faster. Benjamin spun the wheel. We zoomed around cars going too slowly.

      Benjamin flipped another switch. Flashing lights and a siren turned on, as if we were the police. Cars then tried to get out of our way. It was illegal for even a licensed Hero to impersonate a cop, but I was hardly a stickler about the law even at the best of times. This was not the best of times.

      Benjamin’s eyes darted between the road and the creature in the rear-view mirror. He made sure we were going fast enough to stay ahead of our flying pursuer, but not so slowly it caught us. Benjamin seemed as cool as a cucumber, as if this sort of thing happened to him all the time. If I were a mundane going through something like this, I would poop twice and die. Heck, I wasn’t a mundane and I wished I were wearing diapers.

      “I switched to fake license plates and tinted the windows from the outside looking in,” Benjamin finally said after we raced through the red light on Columbia, narrowly missing a plumber’s truck. He spoke as calmly as if we were out on a Sunday drive after church. “If we’re going to be chased through the streets by a flying nightmare, I don’t want the incident traced back to my secret identity.”

      “Hold up,” Maddy said. “Secret identity? You’re a superhero too? I should have known with you not getting ripped to shreds by the wyvern and that whole walking through walls thing. Great Scott! Am I trapped in an episode of Super Friends?”

      We zigzagged through the streets of the city, dodging pedestrians and other cars like we were in a video game. Thank goodness it wasn’t rush hour. We were hardly inconspicuous between our speeding, erratic driving, screeching tires, siren, flashing lights and, last but hardly least, the flying monster in hot pursuit. I wondered how the Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division would explain all this to the mundane public. Simply declaring it “Fake news!” probably wouldn’t cut it.

      “Hey Wonder Twins,” Maddy suddenly said. She was twisted around, looking out the back window. “I know I can’t see well without my glasses, but it seems to me the wyvern is getting closer.”

      She was right. It wasn’t flying clumsily now. It moved through the air with as much dexterity as it had when it first manifested in Maddy’s home. It had obviously grown used to flying with its bigger body. Practice made perfect, apparently even with monsters.

      The wyvern was closing rapidly. It would be on top of us before we got to the relative solitude of Rock Creek Park.

      “I’m not scared,” Maddy said, obviously lying, as the wyvern’s body loomed bigger and bigger through the back window. “Are you two scared? I’m not scared.”

      “Go faster,” I urged Benjamin.

      His eyes did not leave the road as he twisted and swerved like an obstacle course driver. “Can’t. Not without further risking getting someone killed.”

      It was too late anyway. With a sudden burst of speed, the wyvern dived. Its green scaly underside filled the back window.

      Thump! The SUV slowed, sank, and swerved as the weight of the monster settled down on the roof. Its claws gripped the edge of the roof, scraping the side windows next to me and Benjamin. The grating sound set my teeth on edge. The wyvern’s spiky head appeared in the windshield. Its long neck twisted so its black eyes glittered at us, surveying us malevolently.

      “Don’t look it in the eye!” I warned.

      The mind wyvern’s dark gaze focused on Maddy. The wyvern screamed with what seemed like triumph. A sound like ice cracking filled the car as the beast’s claws pressed harder on the windows. Cracks began to form in them.

      “Hold on,” Benjamin said. He abruptly jerked the steering wheel to the left. The tires squealed in protest; oncoming cars blared their horns. The sudden shift in direction shoved me into my door. For a scary, stomach-tossing moment I thought we’d flip.

      We didn’t. Then I was shoved to the other side when Benjamin jerked the SUV to the right, trying to shake the beast riding us. Unlike Maddy and Benjamin, I didn’t have my seat belt on. If Benjamin slammed on the brakes at this speed, I would rocket through the windshield.

      Despite Benjamin zigzagging the SUV like a drunk driver, we could not shake the wyvern. It stared at us through the windshield like a pool player lining up a shot.

      Glass shattered. Maddy screamed. The wyvern’s tail had rammed through a rear window. The tail’s sharp tip stabbed at Maddy, over and over, like a sewing machine needle.

      Still thrown from side to side as the car swayed, I twisted and grabbed at the stabbing tail. I managed to get an arm around it as the tail continued to stab and writhe.

      No time for a spell or something creative. My free hand groped for the Pouch of Infinity and the only weapon handy—the enchanted switchblade I had taken from the dark elves.

      The blade flicked out of the handle with a button press. Still struggling to hold the tail and keep it from Maddy, I stabbed the tail repeatedly. A thick black liquid like dirty motor oil spurted out, filling the car with a rancid stench. Squeals of pain took the place of the wyvern’s usual screams.

      After a few desperate moments of unleashing my inner Jack the Ripper on the tail, it pulled back, ripping the wet switchblade out of my hand. The bleeding appendage tried to withdraw from the car. I let go of it before it dragged me through the window with it. With the switchblade still impaled in it, the tail disappeared.

      I was covered in wyvern blood, assuming that was what this greasy, stinky nastiness was. But I wasn’t the only one covered in blood. In Maddy’s case, black wyvern blood mingled with her red blood. Her pale face was cut up from sprayed glass. She held her side. Her dress was wet, and blood trickled between her fingers.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “The tail nicked me. Tis but a scratch,” she said gamely, though she winced when another swerve of the SUV made her lean to the side. “I’m a tough old bird. Give me some 18-year-old Scotch and an 18-year-old Scot, and I’ll be right as rain.”

      I was concerned, but Maddy was right—a shallow stab wound wasn’t enough to kill a Gifted. She’d be all right for now. I twisted back around. We weren’t out of the woods yet. The wyvern was still perched on the roof. “Trying to shake this thing isn’t working,” I told Benjamin.

      “I know.” His jaw clenched tightly. “Make sure neither of you touch any metal in the car.” After waiting a second to make sure we heeded him, he toggled another switch on the console.

      The wyvern shrieked in pain again. My hair stood on end and it felt like countless ants crawled all over me. I smelled the sweet and pungent odor of ozone mixed with that of burning flesh. I had been near lightning strikes before, and this was exactly what those had felt and smelled like. It didn’t take an engineer to deduce Benjamin had electrified the SUV’s exterior.

      I had been wrong in what I had thought before: this was the Ghostmobile.

      After a few seconds of shrieking like a banshee, the wyvern released the SUV. The beast went tumbling in the air behind us.

      Relieved of the extra weight, the SUV surged forward. But only for an instant. The vehicle’s dashboard blinked, then went dark. The engine shut off. The SUV began to slow. That answered my unspoken question of why Benjamin had not electrified the car before now.

      Already the wyvern was recovering, flapping its wings, righting itself, wheeling, and reorienting on us. It would be on us again in seconds, especially since the SUV was decelerating. There were cars all around us, and people on the sidewalks. If we got out and fought the wyvern here, the bystanders were liable to get hurt. We had not yet made it to the relative isolation of Rock Creek Park, but we were close.

      Close would have to do. I quickly cast a spell.

      A shimmering portal opened in the lane right ahead of us. We coasted into it. Adams Mill Road disappeared with a mystical swirl of black and blue.

      The other side of my portal spit us out into a small clearing in Rock Creek Park. The Volvo jounced over uneven, vegetation-tangled ground. I bounced and hit my head.

      The SUV hit a tree. Metal folded and glass broke. We jolted to a stop.

      Benjamin’s head twisted wildly. He looked with disbelieving eyes at the greenery around us. For the first time since this madness had begun, his stoic composure had slipped away. “What in the world just happened? How did we get here?” he demanded. He had never seen me open a portal before.

      “Sage teleported us away from the wyvern, that’s what happened,” Maddy said. Wonder mixed with pride in her pained voice. “I only know a handful of magicians who can do that. My baby girl’s all grown up.”

      Benjamin gaped at me like my next trick would be walking on water. “If you’re capable of teleportation, why didn’t you teleport both us and wyvern away from all the civilians when it was perched on top of us?”

      “It was too much weight.” I blinked hard, trying to clear my head of the stars I saw from whacking against the SUV’s roof. I wished I had heeded the city’s click-it or ticket seatbelt law ads. “I could barely open a portal big enough to swallow a carful of people. I’m a sorceress, not a miracle worker.”

      “Seems to me you might be both.” Benjamin shook his head in wonder. “Regardless, well done.”

      A nearby inhuman scream pierced the air, reminding us all this was not over. Benjamin reached for his door. “We must lure the monster the rest of the way here and dispatch it before it attacks an innocent. I’ll take care of it. Sage, stay here and protect Madeline.”

      I didn’t like being ordered around. I grabbed Benjamin’s shoulder before he stepped out of the car. “Why do I have to stay here? You stay here.”

      “I can’t stay. I’m a Hero.”

      “So am I.”

      “Not really.”

      “What the heck is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a vigilante in a costume. I’m a licensed Hero. I am specially trained to deal with threats to the public. You’re not. You’re an amateur. You’ve acquitted yourself well so far today, but I’ll take it from here. Stay here with Madeline where it’s safe.”

      “Of all the nerve! You’d be wyvern food if it weren’t for me. You stay here.”

      “I’m not going to argue about this.”

      “Good. It’s settled—you’re staying.” I reached for my door.

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      “I don’t care what you meant. And take your hands off me before I rip them off and make you give yourself the finger. I’m not going to stay here tending the hearth while the he-man woman-hater goes hunting.”

      “This has nothing to do with gender. Must you people always compete in the oppression Olympics?”

      “What’s ‘you people’ supposed to m—Ow! What’s the big idea?” Maddy had just smacked me and Benjamin on the backs of our heads.

      “I was premature in saying you’d grown up, Sage,” Maddy said, breathing heavily, “and my future husband is no better. While you’re squabbling like children, the wyvern is still out there doing gods know what. You’ll both go deal with it. I don’t need a babysitter. I was taking care of myself long before either of you were so much as tingles in your fathers’ groins.”

      “She’s right,” Benjamin said, looking sheepish. “Let’s go.”

      Benjamin hopped out of the SUV. I was about to follow when Maddy stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Wait,” she said, her voice oddly urgent, “I want to tell you what my divination picked up before you broke the spell.”

      “Later. Like you said, we need to take care of the wyvern. We’ll make sure it doesn’t get close to you again. You’ll be safe here.”

      I got out and, with Maddy’s voice trailing me through the vehicle’s broken window, I hurried to join Benjamin in the clearing.

      Though Rock Creek Park spanned over 1,700 acres, since I could only open portals to places I had been before, we weren’t too far from where I had confronted the Wandering Jew after Ghost and I recovered the Spear of Destiny from under the Washington Monument. Benjamin had his right fist lifted in front of him. The face of his law school signet ring popped open. A small white blur shot out of the ring and expanded like a helium balloon in front of Benjamin. In a split second, his Ghost costume was full-sized and floating inches off the ground in front of him. Benjamin turned translucent. He stepped forward, phasing into his costume, his regular clothes dropping to the ground as he did so.

      Just like that, Benjamin had become Ghost again. If I had blinked, I would have missed it.

      “Any thoughts on how to lure the beast to us?” Ghost asked. Tall trees ringed us. We couldn’t see the wyvern, but we could hear it as it screamed not far away.

      “You’re asking little ol’ me? But I’m just an amateur. I’m not even a Hero.”

      “Not now,” he barked.

      I swallowed another smart remark. Ghost was right—now was not the time for snark. “I have some ideas on both attracting the wyvern and defeating it. But first let’s find another clearing away from Maddy. Since the creature seems to be targeting her, I don’t want her nearby when we attract its attention.”

      Ghost nodded agreement. Without a further word, he picked me up. I hated when he did this—it made me feel like Lois Lane to his Superman. The world became a blur as Ghost flew us in a straight line away from Maddy and the Volvo, phasing us through trees and other objects in our path. It was eerie, traveling this fast without the wind whipping around us. Air, like everything else, passed right through us.

      In seconds, another clearing spread open before us. Ghost set us down and we became solid again. Maddy must have been well over a mile from here. This seemed like a good spot to confront the wyvern again. We still could not see the flying wyvern, but we could hear it. Fortunately, no hikers, picnickers, or dog walkers were in sight. I didn’t think there would be, with this being the middle of a workday. Three cheers for Washington’s workaholic culture.

      “What now?” Ghost asked.

      Without answering, I cast a spell. A ball of spellfire winked into existence in my hands. I threw it directly overhead. It hissed like a bottle rocket as it ascended. It exploded high overhead, shooting thin trails of spellfire everywhere, rivaling the sun in brilliance for a few moments.

      The pitch of the wyvern’s scream changed, as if in acknowledgment of seeing the exploding spellfire. After a few seconds, its screams seemed closer. I was betting that spellfire would lure the wyvern to us since I had hit it with some before. I had used the same tactic to attract the attention of Chessie and the Snallygaster when I had fought those creatures.

      With the wyvern’s screams getting closer by the second, I reached into the Pouch of Infinity. I willed the bag of pixie dust stored inside to come to my hand. It had occurred to me during our mad dash in the car that, since my smoke bombs had affected the wyvern the way it had affected the dark elves, maybe pixie dust would also have the same effect on the wyvern that it had on more typical magical creatures. A high dose of pixie dust would kill a typical member of the magical world. I jiggled the bag, gauging its weight. There was enough pixie dust here to wipe out an elf village. Hopefully there was enough here to kill the wyvern.

      Now all I had to do was get the wyvern to swallow the pixie dust. I doubted asking it to open wide and say aaahhh for Doctor Sage would work.

      Hmmm. On second thought, maybe the wyvern didn’t need to open its mouth.

      I pressed the bag into Ghost’s hands. “Phase this deep into the wyvern’s body when it appears,” I instructed.

      Ghost’s featureless mask looked down at the leather bag. “What’s in here? Some kind of magical bomb?”

      “Pixie dust.”

      “Pixie dust? The drug?” Ghost sounded like I had just handed him a dead mouse. “What good will this do?”

      “Just empty the bag inside the wyvern. Trust me. I know what I’m doing,” I said. I thought, I hope I know what I’m doing.

      The wyvern flapping into sight above the tree line cut off my second thoughts. Its neck twisted as the monster’s head scanned the ground below.

      It spotted us. With a scream of triumph, it changed direction and flew toward us.

      Ghost was already in the air, flying to intercept the monster, armed with the pixie dust. It wasn’t until then that I had the sickening thought that perhaps Ghost could not phase through a magical monster. I had never seen him make the attempt before.

      Ghost flew right into the beast’s mouth. The wyvern’s toothy jaws snapped shut. My heart jumped into my throat. I halfway expected a spray of blood and guts.

      Nothing of the sort happened. There was no eruption of body parts and fluid. The wyvern’s jaws closed on Ghost with no effect on the Hero, as if he were a hologram. The monster swallowed Ghost and I lost sight of the Hero.

      Moments later Ghost emerged from the other end of the wyvern, as if he had been pooped out. Though he and the wyvern were high in the air, with my Gifted vision I saw Ghost’s hands were empty. He must have deposited the pixie dust within the wyvern.

      For all the good it seemed to do. The wyvern spun in midair, much faster than I would have thought possible for a creature so large. It snapped at Ghost with its jaws again. Fortunately, Ghost was still intangible, and the wyvern’s attack had no effect. Ghost phased through the creature’s head and popped out of the top of its skull. Then Ghost must have become tangible, because he wrapped his legs around the creature’s neck, right behind its spiky head. Ghost’s fists slammed atop the wyvern’s head, like he was trying to hammer a giant nail home with his ham hock fists.

      The wyvern screeched in pain. It shook its head, as if it was groggy. I guess that answered the question I had wondered about: whether Ghost or I was stronger. When I had punched the wyvern in Maddy’s house, the punch had no effect.

      The wyvern coughed, spitting out black blood in a fine mist. A tremor ran through its entire body. The wyvern ignored the Hero riding him as if it had forgotten Ghost was there.

      I started to think it was the pixie dust and not Ghost’s punch that affected the wyvern this way.

      My suspicion was confirmed when part of the beast’s green underside turned black, as if an invisible giant were scribbling a bullseye on the monster with a huge Sharpie. The spot bubbled up like a black pimple.

      The raised black area exploded with a loud pop. Black blood and wormy bits from the wyvern’s insides sprayed everywhere.

      The wyvern’s wings collapsed, and its screams died. Ghost hopped off the beast. It dropped like a missile had hit it. It spewed a contrail of blood and guts as it tumbled out of the sky.

      I stood staring up with my neck craned, spellbound. The shadow of the falling wyvern expanded around me like freshly spilled ink. It took me longer than it should have to realize that, if I stayed where I was, the wyvern would land on my big fat head.

      I darted to the left. The wyvern hit the clearing with a ground-rattling crash and sickening splat. Soil and stinking wetness slammed into me. It bowled me over.

      I rose quickly, the wind knocked out of me, hoping I wasn’t about to fight a wounded wyvern. No. The wyvern’s massive corpse did not so much as twitch.

      For it was obvious that was what the body was—a corpse. The wyvern’s eyes, previously glittering black with malevolent life, were lifeless now and as clear as crystal.

      Ghost landed next to me. As always, his white costume was spotless and looked freshly laundered. I, on the other hand, looked and felt like I had bathed in a pigsty. I reeked to high heaven. Every inhalation made me gag.

      “Are you all right?” Ghost asked.

      I pulled a meaty coil of stinky wyvern internal organ off my shoulder. Shuddering with revulsion, I dropped it to the ground. “I’m just peachy. When I woke up this morning, I had hoped to finish the day covered with wyvern gunk.”

      “It’s good to set daily goals.” A smile was in his voice. It was easy to be cheerful when you didn’t smell like a slaughterhouse.

      “I should cast an earth spell and bury the wyvern so a mundane doesn’t stumble across it.” Considering who stood next to me, I corrected myself. “So another mundane doesn’t stumble across it. But that will take a few minutes. Let’s go check on Maddy first. If she’s still bleeding or in pain, we’ll take her to a healer. Then we’ll take me to a pressure washer.”

      Maddy wasn’t in pain when we returned to the Volvo. She still sat in the back of the SUV, leaning against the door. A slight smile was on her face. Both eyes were aligned in the same direction for a change. Together, they stared out into forever.

      She wasn’t in pain. She wasn’t feeling anything at all.

      Aunt Maddy was dead. Much later, the Gifted doctor who examined her told me the wyvern’s tail had injected her with poison.

      Even so, Maddy managed to speak to us from the grave.

      Follow the hands, read the words scrawled in Maddy’s blood on the back of Ghost’s once pristine white leather seat.
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      Clad in my Grimoire suit, I stood on top of Armed Freedom, the bronze statue which capped the 288-foot tall dome of the United States’ Capitol Building. I came up here a lot when I wanted to think.

      The green space of the National Mall stretched out in front of me. On both sides of the Mall were various government buildings, most of them Smithsonian Institution museums. Straight ahead, over a mile away, the Washington Monument pointed to the heavens. Slightly under a mile from that obelisk sat the Lincoln Memorial. I was glad that not even my Gifted sight could see from my perch the large statue of our sixteenth President sitting in his colonnaded memorial. In times past when I had visited the Lincoln Memorial, it had always seemed to me that the stern-faced, nineteen-foot tall statue of the President looked down on me critically, silently judging me.

      I was in no mood for a statue to judge me today. I was too busy judging myself.

      First Dad, now Aunt Maddy. Another person I loved was dead because of me.

      It was Sunday, two days after Maddy’s death. It was peak vacation season, so tourists thronged the Mall below me. Thousands of people surrounded me, yet I could not remember the last time I felt so alone.

      A red balloon with a string dangling from it rose rapidly into the air, no doubt accidentally released by a child below. The kid was probably crying over her loss, just as I was. Sometimes you lost the things you loved. Maybe it was best to learn that lesson early in life to force the growth of emotional calluses to protect you when it kept happening.

      The thing was, I had learned that lesson early in life when Dad died. Yet I did not feel calloused. I felt tender and raw and oh so alone.

      Ghost’s translucent form soundlessly rose out of the Capitol dome. So much for being alone. I wiped the tears off my face with irritation. I was in no mood for company. I had not even brought Puck.

      Ghost turned solid and floated in front of me. The wind picked up. His cape whipped in it.

      “I have been calling you,” he said. “Don’t you ever pick up your phone?”

      “I turned it off,” I said. “I do that sometimes when I don’t want to be disturbed. Like now. And yet, here you are. How did you know I was up here? No, don’t tell me. You’re the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. You’re practically a god. You know everything.”

      The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched. “There’s that. There’s also the fact a tourist caught sight of you up here, took a photo with a telephoto lens, and posted it online.”

      I silently cursed the tourist. In fairness, though, I was hardly in an inconspicuous place. I had just figured that, way up here, I would not be noticed. “Apparently I have to move to North Dakota if I want peace and quiet.”

      “If you go, you might want to not perch on top of Mount Rushmore while in costume. You’re liable to draw attention there too.”

      “Mount Rushmore is in South Dakota, not North. I guess you’re not all-knowing after all.”

      “How is that possible? I am, as you say, the chief investigator of the Guild.”

      “Do you really think I’m in the mood for jokes?”

      “No, I don’t.” Ghost let out a long breath. “Neither am I, truth be told. I was trying to lighten the mood. I’m sorry. It’s the wrong time for frivolity. I’m especially sorry about what happened to Madeline.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’ve been monitoring the news. Despite the spectacle of a flying monster chasing us through Adams Morgan, there’s been no mention of it in the media. There’s been some chatter about it on social media, but the people who say they witnessed it with their own eyes are being ridiculed. As is the cell phone footage that’s cropped up. People are saying it’s obviously computer-generated.”

      “That’s not surprising. The magical world has its suppression techniques down to a science. Centuries of practice make perfect.”

      Ghost shook his head. “It’s still hard to wrap my head around the fact that powerful forces have been in hiding all this time, pulling strings behind the scenes. It’s a recipe for abuse.”

      “Did you mull that over as you lounged in the Guild’s super-duper top-secret space station?”

      “That’s different.”

      “I fail to see how.”

      “The main purpose of the space station is to alert us in case of another alien invasion. We got caught with our pants down when the V’Loths invaded in the ’60s. We can’t let that happen again. Besides, Heroes and the Guild as a whole are accountable to civilian authorities. The magical world appears to be accountable to only itself.”

      “Heroes are accountable? Really? Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job. All that accountability explains how Millennium has been in prison for years now and how Aunt Maddy is still alive and kicking.”

      Ghost stopped short. He let out a long breath. “I deserved that. I didn’t mean to come up here and start an argument.”

      “Too late.”

      It seemed like Ghost was about to make a retort, but he thought better of it. Instead, he wordlessly floated over to my side. Together, we silently watched the people below.

      Ghost was the first to speak again. “Why didn’t Maddy tell us how badly she felt after the wyvern’s tail struck her? Surely she felt the poison working its way through her system. If we had known the tail had poisoned her, maybe we could have gotten her treated in time.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I think she knew when we came to her that she might die that day. Remember how her appointment book was blank after my name was listed? I think when she did her monthly divination, she saw that the day she met with us could be her final one. Also, remember how that one tarot card popped out when she tidied the cards together? I’ll bet it was the death card, signifying her end was near. Also, she offered to give me the money you paid her. I suspect she knew she would not have need of it. I didn’t think much of any of those things at the time, but it seems so obvious in retrospect.”

      “Her divining abilities told her she was destined to die that day?”

      I shook my head. “‘Destined’ is too strong a word. It implies something will definitely happen. Divination doesn’t tell you what is going to happen. It only tells you what will happen if you follow a certain path.” I pointed straight ahead, at the Washington Monument. “Divination would tell me that if I got on the ground and walked straight ahead, I would reach the Washington Monument.” I lowered my finger to another point on the Mall. “It would also tell me that if I turn right there, I would instead reach the National Gallery of Art. We have free will; nothing is etched in stone. Nothing is destined. Divination merely tells you what will happen if you make a certain choice, the destination you will arrive at if you walk a certain path.”

      “So you’re saying Madeline knew she could die if she helped us, she could have chosen a different path, and yet didn’t?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Remember how she hesitated before agreeing to cast the divination spell to locate Millennium? I think that was when she chose the path leading to her death.”

      “Why choose a path if you know you’re going to die on it?”

      I shrugged. “There’s no way to know for certain. But I have a guess. Maybe Maddy chose to help us for the same reason either of us would dash into a burning building and try to save someone at the risk of our own lives—because it needs to be done and we’re the only ones around who can do it. Maybe she thought Millennium needed to be found, and she was willing to sacrifice herself to bring us closer to accomplishing that.”

      Ghost thought that over. “If you’re right, Maddy sacrificed herself for the greater good. That sounds like the very definition of a hero to me.”

      “On top of that, I could have used some of the pixie dust to cure Maddy of the poison had I known about it. I think she didn’t tell me because I needed all the pixie dust to kill the wyvern. She sacrificed herself to ensure we or others didn’t get hurt. Maddy sure looks like a hero to me.” I shook my head ruefully. “Not that it makes me feel better. I’d rather have a live aunt than a dead hero. I wish I had never brought the issue of Millennium to Maddy. If I hadn’t, she would still be alive. I had thought Friday would be a fun little lark. A break from . . . other issues I’m dealing with. I’m a fool. I should have known better than to let Maddy get tangled up in the hunt for someone like Millennium. I might as well have painted a bullseye on her forehead and handed Millennium a gun.”

      “This is not your fault,” Ghost said.

      “If not mine, whose? This is not the first time someone’s died because of me. I’m practically an expert at getting people I care about killed. It may be the only thing I’m an expert at.”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “My father,” I said, surprising myself by answering. I usually wasn’t such a chatty Cathy when it came to the subject of my father. Maybe Ghost had dosed me with truth serum. Or, maybe I did not want to be alone as much as I thought I did. “When I was sixteen, I ignored his advice and summoned a demon that killed him.”

      “Demons are real?”

      “After all the things you’ve seen, you still have to ask? Magic is real, demons are real, and flying monsters can crawl out of the ether and stab someone to death. Try to keep up.”

      Ghost shook his head. “You’re right. It was a stupid question. It’s just when you’ve spent your whole life thinking magic is myth and superstition, it takes a while to make the paradigm shift. It’s like finding out that not only is Santa Claus real, but that he’s a serial killer.”

      I didn’t tell Ghost it was no accident Santa was an anagram of Satan. Telling people they had better watch out, describing naughty and nice lists, alerting people that Santa saw you when you were asleep and knew when you were awake . . . if you knew Santa’s true nature, the lyrics of Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town were a warning, not a fun holiday tune.

      I shoved thoughts of Santa aside, focusing again on a different evil creature. I said, “I lost control of the demon I summoned, and it possessed my father. It would have killed me—in fact, it relished describing in vivid detail exactly how it was going to kill me— but Dad shot himself in the head and died to prevent it. That’s why I went to live with Maddy. I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and she wasn’t about to let me become a ward of the state. Ever had any dealings with the D.C. Child and Foster Services Agency?”

      “No.”

      “You’re lucky. They’re like something out of a Dickens novel. Not that it’s probably their fault. They’re underfunded, understaffed, and overextended. There’s a lot of talk about protecting the unborn these days. And for good reason. But once you’re out of your mother’s womb? ‘Kick rocks, kid, you’re on your own. Stop whining and pull yourself up by your bootstraps.’ It scares me to think what would have happened to me had Maddy not taken me in. Heck, it was touch and go with me for a while even with someone like Maddy to take care of me.”

      With a thought, I let part of the Grimoire suit dissolve away, leaving my arms bare from the forearms down. I raised them, palm-side up. “See those marks? They’re faint, but they’re there.”

      Ghost floated closer and peered at my arms. He touched one wrist lightly with a fingertip, running it from one side of my wrist to the other. “Slash marks. From a blade. They were deep cuts from the look of them, even though the scars are mostly faded.” He looked up at me. “Are you telling me you were a cutter when you were younger?”

      “To say I was a cutter overstates things. I didn’t make a habit of cutting myself. I cut myself only once. It was the week after Dad died, after I had moved in with Maddy. Her kids were already grown and she was between marriages, so it was just me and Maddy. I waited until Maddy left the house, then used razor blades to slash my wrists in the bathtub. Right upstairs from where Maddy cast her divination spell on Friday.

      “A lot of girls cut themselves as a cry for help or attention,” I said. “Or as a form of self-punishment. Or to avoid emotional pain by masking it with physical pain. Or simply for the rush of it. Not me. I was overcome with shame, guilt, and grief over Dad. I simply couldn’t take it anymore. I was trying to kill myself. I would have succeeded, too, had Maddy not come home early. She found me in the bathtub, floating unconscious in water turned crimson from my blood. She dragged me out of the tub. She kept me from bleeding to death using a healing potion she kept in the house.

      “I didn’t know that at the time, of course. I didn’t know any of what happened after I passed out from blood loss. All I knew at the time was that I woke up in George Washington University Hospital with more tubes coming out of me than the Metro subway system. Maddy was in the room with me, sitting in a chair. She looked like she had been there for a while. And she looked like she would greet Judgment Day there, if necessary.

      “When she saw I was awake, she came over to my bed. You would think she would be relieved I wasn’t dead, or glad I was awake, or sad I had tried to take my own life. She was none of those things. Or at least if she was, I couldn’t tell. She was angry. You met Maddy. You saw what she was like. She was one of the most happy-go-lucky people to walk the face of the earth. But not when she stood over my hospital bed. Her fingers were claws at her sides. It looked like she wanted to strangle me. To finish the job I had started.

      “Until the day I die, I’ll never forget what she said to me as she stood there, literally shaking with anger: ‘After your father sacrificed himself to save you, this is how you repay him? By doing something that would make his sacrifice meaningless? You ought to be ashamed of yourself. I know I am.’

      “Then she returned to her seat and didn’t budge from that spot until I was discharged two days later. We never spoke again about my suicide attempt, or what she said to me about it. But her words had made an impact. I never tried to kill myself again.

      “Which is not to say I didn’t dive into other self-destructive behavior. Because boy, did I ever. I dropped out of school, stopped studying magic, ran with the wrong crowd, did drugs, drank too much, spread my legs for anyone who might make me feel a little better about myself, and ran away more times than I remember. Days, weeks, or even months later I would slink back to Maddy, usually drunk or strung out.

      “Puck recites poetry to me sometimes. He says it’s part of my ‘remedial cultural education.’ There’s a poem called The Death of the Hired Man by Robert Frost he’s particularly fond of. There’s a line about home in it that’s always resonated with me. I wish I could remember the exact words.”

      “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” Ghost recited.

      “That’s it. And that’s what Maddy was to me after Dad died: home. Despite my smart mouth, despite my bad attitude and worse behavior, despite all my shenanigans, despite the fact most people would have told me to get out and stay out, whenever I ran away or returned from one of my benders, Maddy always welcomed me back with open arms, more in sorrow than in anger. For a long time, she was the only person I knew I could rely on. She was more of a mother to me than my biological mother ever was.”

      I stared straight ahead, past the Washington Monument, past the rest of the city, and into the horizon. Looking at it, but not really. Fresh tears blurred my vision anyway.

      Ghost handed me a handkerchief from his utility belt. I took it and wiped my eyes angrily. The only thing I hated more than feeling weak was exposing that weakness to others. First I had cried in front of Puck, then Agatha, and now Ghost. If I ever found Millennium, I’d probably start blubbering before I got around to strangling him.

      I lowered my mask a little and blew my nose with Ghost’s handkerchief, sloppily and thoroughly. I tried to hand it back to Ghost.

      “No thanks,” he said. “You can keep it.”

      His dry tone made me giggle. With my emotions so close to the surface, his remark struck me as far funnier than it was. Soon I was laughing so hard I nearly slipped off of Armed Freedom. Ghost caught and steadied me before I fell and bounced down the white Capitol dome.

      My first instinct was to push him away, but then I relaxed into his embrace. His touch was a welcome relief, like taking off your bra after a long day. Other than Maddy hugging me, this was the first time in months someone had touched me. In a non-violent way, at least—the criminal mundanes, Gifteds, and Otherkin who had tried to clean my clock the past few months did not count. I began to understand why infants died when they were not touched enough.

      We stood there for a while, in silence, surveying the city, surrounded by thousands yet as alone as you could get in Washington.

      With my head snuggled into Ghost’s broad chest, I said, “You’re the first person I ever told about my suicide attempt. Not even Puck knows. And I tell him just about everything. He’s my best friend.”

      “So why tell me?”

      I pushed Ghost away. “Because I want you to understand what Maddy’s death means to me. If Millennium or whoever left the mind wyvern as a booby trap thinks they’re going to get away with killing Maddy, they’ve got another thing coming.”

      “As a matter of fact, that’s what I came up here to talk to you about.”

      “And here I was thinking it was just to get a snot sample.”

      “That’s just a fringe benefit.” The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched before returning to its usual smooth lines. “You said before it was your fault Madeline died. You’re wrong. The fault is mine. You never would have asked Madeline to cast that spell if not for me. I forced you into this. If I hadn’t, Madeline would still be alive.” Ghost shook his head. “That is why I called and why I came looking for you. I wanted to let you know that I’m letting you off the hook. I’m releasing you from your promise to help me locate Millennium. As a Hero, I’m supposed to protect the lives of non-Heroes. Not endanger them. I was so anxious to finally bring Millennium to justice I lost sight of that.”

      “Let me guess: you wanting to protect a non-Hero is why you wanted me to stay with Maddy while you went to go confront the wyvern alone.”

      “Exactly. And I’m sorry I called you a vigilante. But you have to remember, under the law, that is what you are.”

      “Since my abilities are magical and not Metahuman in nature, the Hero Act doesn’t apply to me. I have as much right to put on a costume as a kid at Halloween. But that’s neither here nor there.” I shook my head. “You’ve been looking for Millennium for years without me, and you’ve come up empty. What makes you think continuing to look for him without me will be any different?”

      “I don’t.”

      “What about Mirage? What about your job?”

      “I’d rather lose my job than have someone else lose her life. That’s what’s liable to happen to you if I hold you to your promise. Madeline amply demonstrated that.”

      I didn’t even have to think about what Ghost had said. There was nothing to think about.

      “I’ll be honest with you,” I said. “I was pretty pissed off when you held my feet to the fire and made me help you find Millennium. I already had my hands full and didn’t need the distraction. But when you forced my hand, with Millennium being who he is and you being who you are, I figured there was nothing I would be able to uncover that you had not already looked into. Looking for Millennium would be a fun lark, I thought, a distraction from the thing that’s been obsessing me these past few months. A palate cleanser. Well my palate’s cleansed, all right, and filled with ashes. I don’t like how they taste. If you really think I’m going to just walk away from this after what happened to Maddy, you’ve lost your mind. I’ve already taken a leave of absence from work so I can focus my full time and attention to finding Millennium and bringing him to justice. Oscar was happy to give me the time off when I told him about Maddy. Her knowing him is how I got the job in the first place. Without her to vouch for me, Oscar never would have taken a chance on me. Not with my criminal record. Not that it matters if Oscar was willing to give me time off. If he hadn’t given me the time off, I would have quit.”

      Ghost tried to interrupt. “Look—”

      “Look nothing. When I caused Dad’s death, I had a lot of rage. I turned that rage inward and did a bunch of self-destructive things. Guess what? I’m feeling the same kind of rage now, but I’ve learned it does no good to turn it on myself. I’m going to turn it on Millennium. So you have a choice to make. Here’s door number one: You can help me find Millennium. While you’re at it, flush down the toilet the absurd notion you seem to have that I’m some sort of hothouse flower that needs babying and protecting. I don’t have some fancy piece of paper from the Department of Metahuman Affairs saying I’m a licensed Hero, but I’m as much of a superhero as you are.

      “Or if you prefer, you can pick door number two: You can get out of my way and stay out of my way as I look for Millennium by myself.”

      “Would—"

      “Either way,” I continued, on a roll, “I’m going to find that murderous former Hero, or know the reason why. The fact you would even suggest I turn my back on all this after what happened to Maddy shows you don’t know me. Of all the unmitigated—”

      “Jesus Christ, would you shut the hell up!”

      I was stunned into silence. Before I could recover, Ghost said, “If you’d let me get a word in edgewise, I’ve been trying to say I’m not surprised that’s your reaction. Frankly, I expected it. Though I still don’t want to see you or anyone else get hurt, I know if someone I cared about died because of Millennium, wild horses could not stop me from going to the ends of the earth to find him.

      “Oh,” I said, feeling a little foolish after my diatribe. “In that case, since I’m putting all my cards on the table, you should know something: My estranged biological mother may be trying to kill me. At a minimum she’ll try to have me thrown into magical prison if she gets wind I’ve blabbed details about the magical world to you. Not to mention probably having you killed for knowing too much. What I’m saying is we need to keep the fact we’re working together on the down-low.”

      Ghost took a moment to digest my words. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”

      “Imagine how I feel.”

      Ghost clapped his hands together. “Well, with that terrifying tidbit out of the way, now that we’re on the same page, let’s get started.”

      The sun was going down. The sky was changing colors, from blue to purple with hints of red. The crowd below thinned. It would be dark soon. Thank goodness for my ability to open a portal so I did not have to Metro home from here. The Smithsonian subway stop was likely a madhouse right now.

      “We’ll get started bright and early tomorrow morning,” I said.

      “Why not tonight?”

      “I already have plans tonight. Tonight’s a full moon.”

      “Is this your way of you telling me that, like Madeline’s husband Jerome, you’re a werewolf?”

      “No. I have to buy as many Pop Rocks as I can get my hands on and use them to throw a party for a bunch of pixies. I swore a pinky swear, so I can’t welsh on it.”

      Ghost chewed silently on that.

      “You lead an interesting life,” he finally said.

      “Just like that Chinese curse.”

      “The curse ‘May you lead an interesting life,’ is not really from the Chinese. It’s apocryphal.”

      “I’ve never heard of the Apocryphal before. Where do they live?”

      Silence.

      “Surely you’re joking,” Ghost finally said.

      “Of course I am,” I lied. When I got home, I’d get Puck to show me where the Apocryphal lived on a map. Ghost’s tone made it sound like something I should already know.

      We lapsed into silence again. Together we gazed into the middle distance. The Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, the third-of-a-mile long rectangular body of water between the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial, shone in the rays of the setting sun. From here, its waters looked like liquid gold. The pool didn’t look real, like a piece of Heaven had fallen from the sky to bring some small comfort to us mortals.

      I wondered if Heaven was real. Every religion I knew of had some form of afterlife, which told me there probably was something to it. Belief could will things into existence. If I ever doubted that, all I had to do was ask Athena, who only existed because enough worshippers still believed in her.

      Besides, I was certain Dad’s voice telling me to relinquish the Spear of Destiny after I used it to stop the worldwide flood triggered by the Wandering Jew had not been a figment of my imagination.

      If there was a Heaven, I hoped Maddy was there with Dad, telling him some absurd story and trying to convince him to be her latest husband.

      I would like that.

      Ghost broke the silence: “You shared something personal with me, so I’ll share something personal with you. My last name is Robinson.”

      Benjamin Robinson. I liked it. It even had a sidekick’s name built right into it.

      “Can I call you Robin?” I asked.

      Ghost considered it.

      “No,” he said.
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      I pushed through the monstrous building’s revolving doors, moving out of the hot sun into cool air-conditioning. The long plaque over the doors read J. Edgar Hoover F.B.I. Building.

      A chill ran up my spine, and not because of the building’s cool interior. As a former guest of the penal system, walking into the headquarters of the Federal Bureau of Investigation felt like going back to the spot where lightning had struck you.

      I passed through metal detectors under the watchful eye of uniformed security guards. I wondered if I would ever have a building named after me like Hoover did. First he had been the director of the FBI’s predecessor agency, then he founded the FBI in 1935 and served as its director until he died in 1972. He had served under eight different Presidents as director, partly because they had been too scared to fire him. Congress passed a law restricting subsequent FBI directors to a ten-year term to avoid someone else amassing as much power as Hoover had. In all his years in office, Hoover had gotten dirt on just about everyone, including the Presidents he supposedly answered to. Not that Hoover did not have his own dirty laundry. Rumor said Hoover had secretly been a cross-dressing homosexual. Maybe that was why this building was named after him. But I doubted it.

      The FBI’s headquarters was on Pennsylvania Avenue, the diagonal street that ran between the White House and the U.S. Capitol. The FBI building was roughly equidistant between those two landmarks. The blocky, multi-story building took up several city blocks. Constructed in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the structure was built in a style popular back then known as Brutalist. Brutalist architecture favored simple, blocky structures and exposed concrete. The FBI building was a prime example of that style. The building looked like a massive block of concrete a low-bid stonemason had chipped away at for a little while before lazily deciding, “That’s good enough.” The FBI building fit in with the nearby neoclassical public buildings like a kid’s wooden block shoved into the middle of a Rembrandt. A few years ago, the building had taken the top spot on a list of the world’s ugliest buildings. Duh.

      Satisfied I wasn’t smuggling a bomb or a bazooka or El Chapo, the guards waved me through. As I approached the reception desk, I walked over the giant FBI official seal etched into the stone floor. In the middle of the seal were the words of the Bureau’s motto: Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity. FBI for short. Those clever Feds. With such cleverness, it was astounding they had never found Jimmy Hoffa.

      “May I help you?” asked the young man seated behind the long reception desk. He smiled up at me like he really did want to help. He was dimple-faced, clean-cut, and wore a white shirt and blue blazer. Like every male FBI employee I had ever met, he looked like he had been a Boy Scout when he was a kid. A Scout was trustworthy, loyal, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and reverent. I would have asked for a job application, but knew I would have problems with the obedient and reverent parts.

      “I’d like to take a tour of the building,” I said. Another guy sat a few feet away behind the long desk. Unlike the fresh-faced man I stood before, the other guy was bearded and grizzled. With his imposing size, dirty blonde hair and beard, he looked like a Viking fresh off a longship who was taking a break from raping and pillaging. He wore a suit, a button-down shirt, and no tie. All his clothes were gray. His face was partially buried behind the National Inquiry, the paper of record for the magical world. It masked its true nature from mundanes by seeming satirical. Its publisher Devin Copeland was on the Inner Circle and had become one of my main sources regarding Agatha’s activities. He didn’t feed me information out of the goodness of his heart; he did it because he saw Agatha’s lust for power as a threat to his own influence. The old creep had tried to molest me when I was a teen, and I had broken his finger in retaliation. The fact I now collaborated with him blew my mind. Politics indeed made strange bedfellows.

      “Dragon Creature Rampages Through Washington!” shrieked the front page of the tabloid the Viking-looking guy read. The subheadline said, “Scientists theorize the creature traveled through a wyrmhole.” I hoped the article didn’t mention Grimoire; I didn’t want my name associated with a pun like that one.

      “Do you have an appointment?” asked the Boy Scout.

      “No. Do I need one?”

      “I’m sorry to say that you do. You must arrange for a tour at least a month in advance through your Congressional representative. It’s to give the Bureau time to do a background check on building visitors. A security measure. I’m sure you understand.” He smiled at me. Regretful but friendly. I smiled back. His cheerfulness was infectious. It was like having a puppy wag his tail at you. “Where do you live? I can give you your representative’s contact information.”

      I told him and he tapped at his computer. The Viking lookalike finally peered around his newspaper. I winked at him, letting him know I could see him. He gave me a nod of acknowledgment, then went back to reading.

      The Boy Scout slid me a piece of FBI stationery. He had scribbled on it the name and office number of my U.S. Delegate. A Boy Scout was helpful, friendly, courteous, and kind. How could I have forgotten those other parts of the twelve-part Scout Law?

      I glanced at my delegate’s information. As Washington was only a federal district and not a state, we did not have a Representative or Senator in Congress. Instead, all we had was this powerless delegate who sat in the U.S. House of Representatives but could not vote on the House floor. And yet we D.C. residents paid taxes like the rest of America. A clear case of taxation without representation. I was no historian, but even I knew we had fought a revolutionary war over that very issue. Eventually maybe D.C. residents would get fed up, take a page out of history, and dump a bunch of tea into the Tidal Basin in protest.

      The Viking jerked his head, motioning me over. I thanked the Boy Scout, and slid over to the Viking. He put the National Inquiry down and opened a drawer. Rows of keys were inside. He pulled out a cast-iron skeleton key which looked like it might have predated Millennium. He handed it to me. The key was warm to the touch and made my palm tingle. The warmth spread through me like I had just swallowed a hot cup of coffee.

      I felt a tug, as if someone pulled on my shoulder, and then a gentle rip. My spitting image stepped out of me, as if I had just reproduced by fission.

      Sage 2.0 smiled at the Boy Scout, and walked back toward the building’s entrance. The Boy Scout and the security guards seemed completely unaware there were two Sages now. If I hadn’t been expecting it, my clone’s sudden appearance would have flipped me out. Instead of freaking, I admired my butt as the other Sage walked out the door and back onto Pennsylvania Avenue. This was the first time I had ever seen my backside from this angle. Not bad. Cleaning up my diet and exercising more clearly had done some good.

      “Your doppelgänger will dissipate once it’s out of the sight of the building’s street cameras,” the Viking said. His Icelandic accent matched his looks. Now that I looked at him more carefully, I saw his ears were slightly pointed. Not as much as Otherkin like dark elves, but noticeably so. “As for you, you can speak now. The mundanes and their surveillance devices can’t hear or see you.” He studied my face. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Can’t help but think I’ve seen you before. Guess it doesn’t matter. Where are you headed?”

      “I need to speak to the director.”

      An eyebrow raised. He looked like he was reassessing his initially low estimation of how important I was. Maybe I was the first person in history to show up for a meeting with the director in jeans and a t-shirt. “Do you have an appointment?” he asked.

      The Boy Scout had asked the same thing. Déjà vu all over again. “No.”

      “You stroll in off the street and expect to get an audience with the chief law enforcement officer just like that?” The man snorted. “Good luck with that. Take the elevator around the corner. Use the key to get to the seventh underground floor. Return it to me when you leave. Which I figure will be a few minutes from now after the seventh floor finishes giggling at you for trying to see the director without an appointment.” This guy obviously had not taken lessons in dealing with the public from the Boy Scout.

      The huldufólk returned to his newspaper in obvious dismissal. If he had known I played a starring role in the wyvern article he read, maybe he would have asked for my autograph. Then again, considering how the incident had turned out for Maddy, maybe not. No one wants a screwup’s autograph.

      Huldufólk meant Hidden People in Icelandic. Related to elves, huldufólk were native to Iceland and other Nordic countries, but they could now be found all over the world thanks to modern air travel. Airplanes, chocolate-glazed donuts, The Sopranos . . . it seemed to me that mundanes had invented worthwhile things other than just Pop Rocks, but the gaggle of pixies I had met at the National Arboretum night before last never would have believed it.

      The Viking’s Otherkin species was aptly named Hidden People because huldufólk could not be seen by mundanes unless they wanted to be seen. However, members of the magical world could see huldufólk just fine. It made them ideal spies and for jobs like the one this guy had.

      I went around the corner as the huldufólk had instructed. As he had said, the mundanes I passed acted like I wasn’t there. If I smuggled this enchanted key out of the building, I could be the most successful bank robber in history.

      I had to wait a few minutes before an unoccupied elevator car arrived. I stepped into the empty elevator and waited for the doors to slide shut. The control panel said there were eight floors above ground, and three floors below ground. I put the skeleton key into the keyhole on the panel that firefighters and service people used to stop the elevator. I twisted the key. Four new buttons flashed into existence at the bottom of the panel. They burned like miniature gas stove burners, only with spellfire instead of conventional flames.

      I pushed the newly revealed button for the seventh underground floor. The elevator lurched into motion.

      The car doors opened on the seventh floor. I pulled the skeleton key out of the panel. The flaming buttons disappeared, leaving the elevator as normal as it had been when I had first stepped inside.

      I stepped out of the elevator into a short corridor. Straight ahead was a massive oak door etched with magical symbols and glyphs. A circular seal dominated most of the door. The seal was similar to the FBI seal on the first floor. Similar, but not identical. The FBI seal had Department of Justice on the top half of the seal’s rim, Federal Bureau of Investigation on the bottom half of the rim, a circle of thirteen stars representing the original thirteen states, a shield with laurel leaves on either side, and the Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity motto under that. This seal had the words Conclave Enforcement Bureau around the rim, and a circle of seven stars representing the people in the Inner Circle. Instead of a shield and laurel leaves, this seal had the horned head of a unicorn inside a pentagram. And, instead of the FBI’s motto, this seal had the CEB’s motto: Courage, Enchantment, Bewitchery.

      This was the world headquarters of the CEB, the law enforcement arm of the Conclave. The magical analogue of the FBI was right under the FBI building. As I had told Ghost when we were outside Maddy’s psychic business, the magical world loved to hide in plain sight.

      Two male guards braced me. They wore red and yellow CEB unitards with unicorn and pentagram patches on their shoulders. Neither appeared armed. But with us magical folk, appearances were deceiving. One guard was as human as I. The other looked human except he had no mouth, as if the orifice had been spackled over.

      Mr. No Mouth’s nose flared as he sniffed the air around me, like he was trying to get a good whiff of my perfume. I wasn’t wearing any, so I hoped he enjoyed the smell of Dove soap and feminine hygiene products.

      “Did the cat get your friend’s tongue?” I asked the human guard. “Did that thieving cat snatch his whole mouth while she was at it?”

      “Aarov is an Astomi. The Astomi people don’t eat or drink, so they don’t need mouths. They get sustenance through smells.” The guard said it in a bored tone. I got the impression he had told visitors this countless times. “For everyone’s safety and security, visitors are not permitted to carry enchanted weapons or other magical objects beyond this point. Do you have any to declare?”

      “No.”

      Aarov’s fingers flicked. Sign language. I didn’t understand it, but I knew it when I saw it. The human guard eyed what Aarov said, then he pointed at my arm. “What’s that on your wrist?”

      “This old thing?” I waved at the Grimoire bracelet dismissively. “It’s just a leather bracelet. A family heirloom.”

      “Nice try sister. Aarov says he smells more magic in it than the artifacts stored in Area 51.” The guard stuck a palm out. “Hand it over. We’ll secure it in one of our lockboxes. You can retrieve it when you leave.”

      If I had known Aarov could smell magic, I wouldn’t have lied. I didn’t want to take the Grimoire bracelet off. I had not removed it since I had gotten it from Olgram.

      I eyed the guards, assessing them. The old me would have dared these guys to take it from her and tried to push past them. After what happened to Maddy, I was in the mood for a fight. Since Millennium wasn’t handy, these two would do.

      I sighed in resignation. Instead of starting the fight I longed for, I meekly pulled the Grimoire bracelet off. I felt naked without it. I handed it to the guard. I had come for information, not to pick a fight, no matter how much I itched for one. Puck was right: new Sage was more prudent, but a lot less fun. Besides, if I did pick a fight with the guards, there was no guarantee I would win. CEB agents were some of the cream of the Conclave crop. Underestimating them was a mistake.

      The guard put my bracelet into a wood box, then secured the box in one of a series of cubbyholes in the wall. They looked like a bank of safe deposit boxes. He handed me a key to the cubbyhole, then told me to enjoy my visit. I almost said I’d enjoy it more if I still had my bracelet and if I threw him through the wall for taking it, but bit back the response. I was getting the hang of this new Sage shtick. Before I knew it, I’d be so calm and cool, butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth.

      The door with the CEB seal on it soundlessly split open when I approached. On the other side of the door was an office bullpen that reminded me of a busy police precinct. Private offices lined the bullpen’s perimeter. Unlike in a mundane police station, here humans mingled with Otherkin of various species. Most I recognized, including high elves, gnomes, dwarfs, and werewolves. The usual. A handful of Otherkin I did not recognize. The ones I did not recognize were so alien, they could have been extras from the cantina scene in the original Star Wars movie. Most of the CEB employees were in plain clothes, but a few wore uniforms like the guards I had just dealt with.

      The Otherkin manning the help desk at the front of the room both wore a uniform and was one of the species I did not recognize. He had six arms and three heads: one black, one white, with the one in the middle as pink as cotton candy. Two hands held phones up to the ears of the black and white heads while the remaining four arms were busy with other tasks.

      “Are you sure it was a vamp?” the black head said dubiously into the phone. “What did it look like?” Two of the hands on the black head’s side of the body rapidly sketched a skeletal figure on a notepad. It didn’t look like a vampire to me. Then again, I was no vampire hunter. I had not even known there was a difference between a cross and a crucifix until a couple of months ago.

      The white head did not speak. Instead it listened intently to its phone and stared down at a typewriter, while two hands on its side of the body pounded the keys. Old school. This wasn’t the only typewriter in the room, either—the clatter of typewriter keys filled the area. I skimmed an article in the National Inquiry a while ago saying the Conclave was one of the main things keeping typewriter manufacturers in business. Computers could be hacked, unlike typewritten and handwritten documents. If the CEB used computers, that increased the risk some mundane hacker would stumble into evidence of the magical world. As the enforcers of the Rules of Magic, the CEB obviously took the First Rule very seriously. Unfortunately for me. If records were computerized, I wouldn't need to come here in person as I knew some computer people who could hack into anything. Whether I could have talked them into hacking the CEB was a different issue. No rational person wanted a pissed off CEB after them.

      And yet here I was, about to poke the bear. After Maddy’s death, I didn’t give two hoots about what was rational. Even Ghost, knowing my mood, hadn’t tried to talk me out of coming here.

      The pink head looked at me as I approached. Recognition and confusion vied for supremacy on his face. I knew what the issue was. It was the same reason why I had looked familiar to the huldufólk—I looked a lot like Agatha, who had been the director of the CEB before her elevation to the Inner Circle. Darn her and her dominant genes! I wished I looked more like Dad. Minus the beard.

      “May I help you?” the pink head asked. The black and white heads stayed on their phones while the Otherkin’s arms and hands kept busy. Looking at this guy both made me feel lazy and gave me an intense craving for Neapolitan ice cream.

      “I want to file a report against my ex,” I said. “He slipped a love potion into my drink. I’m just now sobering up. You wouldn’t believe all the nasty things he made me do. If that degenerate thinks I’m that kind of girl, he’s got another thing coming.”

      The Otherkin’s eyes said too much information, but his pink mouth said, “You’re on the wrong floor. The CEB’s top brass is on this floor. You want Magical Crimes on the fifth.”

      “My mistake. That rat bastard’s got me so mad, I can hardly see straight.” I paused. “But first, nature calls. Where’s the bathroom?”

      “The public restrooms are right over there.”

      I looked. It was like Grand Central Station outside the bathroom doors. I said, “I was hoping for one not too many people use.” I grimaced, clutched my stomach, and lowered my voice conspiratorially. “I ate a bad batch of chili while under the potion’s influence. It’s gonna get ugly in there.”

      The too much information look spread from the Otherkin’s eyes to the rest of his pink face, but he said, “That’s the only public bathroom on this floor. But since it’s an emergency, there’s an employee-only bathroom on the other end of the floor that’s scheduled to be renovated. Hardly anyone uses it.”

      “Perfect,” I said before covering my mouth and swallowing vigorously. I must have looked like Mount Vesuvius about to erupt because the Otherkin hastened to give me directions. He looked relieved when I scurried away, toward the bathroom. Eat your heart out, Meryl Streep.

      The bathroom was at the end of a hall of mostly empty offices. Inside was a cleaning person’s cart surrounded by spent cigarette butts. The butts were an encouraging sign. If the cleaning person felt comfortable sneaking a smoke in here, that likely meant I could work here undisturbed.

      I checked the stalls. Empty. I did a manual sweep for electronic surveillance and then a Third Eye sweep for magical surveillance. Nothing. I hadn’t been expecting surveillance apparatus in a bathroom, but better safe than sorry.

      There was no lock on the bathroom door, so instead I put the cleaning person’s “Cleaning in progress” sandwich sign outside the door.

      The coast was clear.

      I stared at myself in the mirror. My mirror self looked back at me like I had gone insane. So far all I had done today was tell a few white lies. Now I was about to break several Rules of Magic in the middle of the place that threw Rule breakers into jail. Talk about bearding the lion in his own den. This may not have been the craziest thing I had ever done, but it was certainly in the top ten. And for me, that was saying something.

      Oh well. After what Millennium’s mind wyvern had done to Maddy, I was more than willing to take a few risks to find the Hero turned Rogue.

      First I relaxed my facial features. I summoned my Will and fixed firmly in mind what I wanted to happen, envisioning exactly how Agatha had looked when she had burst into my apartment months ago after over twenty years of not being a part of my life.

      Then I smiled at myself. I felt more than a little foolish, but kept smiling as I Waved my hands. Then I said the Word of the spell Puck and I had spent all day yesterday tweaking and perfecting. “Incipe, parva puella, risu cognoscere matrem; matri longa decem tulerunt fastidia menses. Incipe, parva puella! Qui non risere parenti, nec deus hunc mensa dea nec dignata cubili est.” Begin, baby girl, to greet thy mother with a smile; ten months of weariness she bore for thee. Begin, baby girl! Those who do not smile at their parents, the gods deem not worthy of their board or bed. The wording was a slightly altered version of the end of Virgil’s fourth Eclogue. Mundanes thought the Eclogues were Latin poems. They were, in fact, long spells.

      As I continued to smile and stare, my features morphed and shifted, like my face was wet clay and an invisible artist sculpted it. Subtle changes occurred. I shrank slightly, becoming thinner and shorter. My breasts swelled. My cheekbones got higher and more prominent, both because of changed bone structure and because of the makeup that appeared on my face. My hair lengthened, slicked back with a shine, and developed a white streak at the temple. My bitten nails grew, becoming manicured and painted blood red.

      The image in the mirror stabilized and snapped into place like a completed jigsaw puzzle. Agatha’s face smiled and stared back at me.

      I looked down, twisting and turning to get a good look at myself. High heels click-clacked on the bathroom tile. Instead of the jeans, sneakers and t-shirt I had walked in here with, I appeared to wear a blue Tom Ford suit and Louboutin high heels. I looked just the way Agatha had looked when she had burst into my apartment months ago.

      “I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog too!” Though I had said the words, they came out in Agatha’s voice. Witch words for a witch of a person.

      I panted from the effort of crafting the illusion and holding it in place. Illusion magic was not my forte. If it were not for the fact I looked so much like Agatha to start with and the fact half of me was from her DNA, I never could have pulled this spell off. I had waited to get onto the right CEB floor before casting the spell. Agatha had worked at the CEB since I was a child and had risen through its ranks to become director before she left the organization for the Inner Circle. I had not wanted to come into the building looking like her and increase the risk of running into people she had known for decades. The spell only gave me Agatha’s appearance, not her memories or personality. If I encountered someone who knew her well, I was bound to trip myself up.

      I waited until my breathing calmed and my pulse steadied. I went back to the bathroom door. I stopped with my hand on the handle. Stand up straight, shoulders back, chest out, I reminded myself. I tended to slouch, something I had never seen Agatha do. You are the master of all you survey.

      Hoping I had sufficiently channeled my inner egomaniacal sociopath, I stepped outside.
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      I stopped the first person I saw, a squat, wizened gnome with long earlobes and a big belly.

      “Director Malvolia,” he said, surprised. “I didn’t know you were in the building. It’s a pleasure to see you.” His eyes belied his words. They held wariness and a whisper of fear, not pleasure. If this gnome’s reaction to me was any indication, the rumors I had heard about Agatha having ruled the CEB with an iron fist were true.

      “Where can I find Director Greenleaf?” I asked in Agatha’s voice.

      “He’s in your old office.”

      “Where is that? I’ve gotten myself twisted around.”

      The gnome frowned slightly, but told me where the Director’s office was. I almost thanked the Otherkin but stopped myself. I decided at the last moment it was not in character. I strode away without another word. I felt the gnome’s eyes on me as I walked off. Maybe I should have thanked him after all. I simply did not know how the real Agatha would behave in this environment. The only time I had spent with her as an adult had been when she had escorted me around during the monster hunt the Inner Circle had sent me on.

      I followed the gnome’s directions through a maze of corridors that would have suited any high-end office complex in the world had it not been for the presence of uncamouflaged Otherkin. The people who caught sight of me stared. A few tried to speak to me, but I waved them off without stopping. The more people I engaged with, the greater the chance I would be discovered as a fraud. I had the air of a woman on a mission. That, at least, I did not have to feign.

      I didn’t need an investigator like Ghost to know when I had found the right place. Office of the Director, Paeral Greenleaf read a gold plaque next to the door to an office suite. It took a lot of nerve to try to con the director of the CEB out of information, but Puck and I had decided it was safer to get the information out of him rather than one of his underlings. Greenleaf had been an outside hire and, though he of course knew Agatha, had not worked with her for years the way other people in the CEB had. I thought it less likely I would expose myself as an imposter if I approached him directly. Plus, as the head honcho, Greenleaf could get me the information I wanted without having to jump through a bunch of hoops and navigate red tape the way someone lower on the CEB totem pole would.

      Steeling myself, I opened the door and went in.

      As with the warren of corridors I had traveled through, nothing in the medium-sized office I found myself in would have been out of place in a fashionable mundane office building. A woman old enough to be my grandmother looked up, peering at me over half-moon glasses. Her steel-gray bun and matronly, no-nonsense manner reminded me of the times I had been sent to my high school principal’s office after getting into fights.

      It was hard to not wilt under the woman’s sharp gaze. Fearing the jig was already up, I fought the impulse to turn and run.

      The woman’s face suddenly brightened and beamed. “Agatha!” she cried with delight. She bustled from around her desk and enveloped me in a hug that would have done a bear proud. Thank goodness my illusion spell tricked all five senses or else my cover would have been blown then and there. My real body was squishier than Agatha’s.

      “No one told me you would be coming around today,” the woman crushing me said. “You’re looking well.”

      The woman’s effusiveness caught me off-guard, but I tried to hide it. I read the nameplate on the woman’s desk as she patted my back. Prudence Gladwell, Executive Secretary to the Director.

      “Thanks,” I said. “You look well too, Prudence.”

      Prudence pulled away. She patted her stomach, which spilled over her orange dress’ belt. “I’m looking plump, that’s how I’m looking. But Mr. Gladwell doesn’t seem to mind, and that’s what matters, right? He asked about you the other day. He told me to tell you the next time I saw you he sends his love.”

      “Tell him I send my regards too.” I was afraid to say anything more. The less I said to this woman, the better. She seemed to know Agatha all too well. Maybe she had been Agatha’s secretary too when she had been the Director. The fact she liked Agatha was startling. I was so used to thinking of Agatha as a monster, it was hard to wrap my head around the idea of anyone liking her. Then again, Hitler loved dogs. Even monsters had positive traits.

      The sooner I got away from this sharp-eyed woman, the better I’d like it. I said, “I need to speak with the Director. It’s urgent. Is he in?”

      “You’ve come at the perfect time. I was just about to interrupt to slip him the number of someone who called earlier. He’s at the tail end of his intelligence briefing anyway.” With her back to me, Prudence jotted a quick note onto a notepad on her desk. She ripped the page out, folded it, and turned back to me, smiling warmly. “Follow me.”

      I trailed after Prudence. She obviously was human and not Otherkin. Since every Gifted had a magical specialty, I wondered what Prudence’s specialty was. Obviously not good judgment since she was a fan of Agatha’s.

      Prudence rapped on an inner door and opened it when a voice from the other side responded. We stepped inside. If I had not been in character, I would have gasped at the scene before me.

      It was as if Prudence and I had stepped into a clearing in the middle of Yosemite National Park in California. Huge sequoias stretched up into the sky around us. The smell of pine and fresh air filled my nostrils. A carpet of pine needles on top of soft dirt dampened our footfalls. Other than a brook babbling in the distance, the area was unnaturally hushed, reminding me of the reverent quiet in a church. The puffy clouds in the rich blue sky were a moving fresco above. I wondered if we had been magically transported to some forest, if this setting was as much of an illusion as me being Agatha was, or if some other magical artifice was responsible. I didn’t ask. If I were really Agatha, I would already know.

      At the center of the clearing was a gnarled desk that looked like it was growing out of the forest floor. Seated behind the desk was a high elf. Paeral Greenleaf, I presumed. Tall, lean, and lanky with porcelain skin, Greenleaf wore a three-piece suit and tie that better suited a boardroom than this place. The suit fit in with this rustic setting like a hooker in a convent. Greenleaf had prominent pointy ears. His eyebrows and the hair on his head were the color of milk. Otherwise, he was hairless and looked like he would stay that way even if he did not shave for a month.

      High elves I had seen before. What I had not seen before was spread out on Greenleaf’s desk. Over a dozen birds of different types and sizes perched on the wood. I only recognized a few of the bird species here. I was an Agatha impersonator, not an ornithologist. All the birds were as silent as mummies except for an owl, who hooted like he was seducing a lady owl. Or like she was seducing a gentleman owl. I didn’t know a boy owl from a girl owl. Again, not an ornithologist.

      Greenleaf listened to the owl intently. When the owl finished, Greenleaf pursed his lips and whistled like a songbird. The birds all listen intently. Prudence had said this was an intelligence briefing. I resolved to keep my big mouth shut the next time a bird was nearby.

      With a sharp whistle of dismissal from Greenleaf, the birds flapped their wings and fluttered away. Greenleaf turned his attention to me and Prudence. Like all high elves, he was as handsome as a movie star. No, not handsome. With his delicate features, he was more pretty than handsome. His unlined face made him seem decades younger than he likely was.

      “Ms. Malvolia,” he said, his voice reverberating slightly. High elves’ dual set of vocal cords made their voices seem like they were echoing. “This is an unexpected surprise.” Though he kept his face neutral, he did not stand to greet me or offer to shake my hand. I got the impression that, unlike Prudence, he was not glad to see me. Devin had once told me Greenleaf did not much like Agatha as he had heard the rumors of her being involved in shady activities. High elves were known for their honesty and high morals—in that way they were the polar opposite of their dark elf kin—so it was no surprise Greenleaf did not think much of Agatha. Greenleaf’s rectitude was why Devin had lobbied the rest of the Inner Circle to hire Greenleaf to replace Agatha as CEB Director. Devin hoped that someone like Greenleaf at the helm of the CEB would serve as a check on Agatha’s behavior.

      “Agatha says she is here on an urgent matter,” Prudence said, “which is why I showed her right in. Anything for a former Director and current Inner Circle member.” Prudence winked at me familiarly. Who sat on the Inner Circle was supposed to be a secret. Greenleaf knew, of course, since he reported directly to them. The fact Prudence knew too told me she and Agatha were even closer than I feared. “Here’s that note about your earlier call.”

      Greenleaf glanced at the note before refolding it on his desk. “I’ll leave you two to it,” Prudence said. She smiled warmly at me before trundling away. I was glad to see her go. Her presence made me nervous I would say something to expose who I really was. I was also glad she did not hug me again. My ribs had not yet recovered from the first one.

      Greenleaf motioned for me to sit. I was about to ask where when a green shoot quickly rose out of the ground like a plant sprouting in time-lapse footage. The shoot thickened and twisted, weaving itself into a crude chair. I sat. Greenleaf’s chair was taller than mine, putting me at a height disadvantage. I suspected it was intentional. My boss Oscar did something similar with the chairs in his office. It was a psychological trick designed to put a visitor off balance and make her feel subordinate.

      But I was Agatha Malvolia, former Director of the CEB, current member of the Inner Circle, and future Grand Wizard. Long live the queen! I wasn’t subordinate to Greenleaf. He was my subordinate even though he literally was looking down his nose at me.

      Channeling the I am the monarch of all I survey attitude Agatha wore like a blouse, I straightened the imaginary crown on my head and dived right in. How would Agatha address this guy? Definitely not by his last name. Too respectful of an underling. Director? No, too formal.

      “Paeral,” I said, “I want you to do something for me.”

      “What would that be?” His face was placid and his blue eyes unblinking. Though there was no fondness for Agatha in those eyes, there was no suspicion either.

      “I want you to supply me with a list of all the Gifteds who have either gone missing since Millennium’s disappearance or who have turned up dead with their hands removed and unaccounted for. While you’re at it, I want the names and last known address of anyone connected to a Gifted organ harvesting operation, legal or illegal, during the same time period.”

      Follow the hands, Maddy had written in her blood. If Millennium was performing magic again—as he obviously was if he had set the mind wyvern booby trap—he needed hands again. His original hands had been destroyed during Omega’s fight with the corrupt Sentinels. Which meant Millennium must have gotten a hand transplant to perform magic again. Hand transplants in the mundane world were crude and gave the transplantee only limited use of the hand. Things were different in the mystical world—with a good magical world surgeon, a concert pianist who had lost her hands could get back to tickling the ivories again. Ghost had been on the right track when he had checked into organ harvesting operations when Millennium first disappeared. But those were mundane operations he had looked into. He did not know at the time that, if a handless magician wanted to cast spells again, the magician needed the hands of a fellow Gifted. Only hands from another Gifted could absorb and channel the magical energy needed to cast spells.

      “I see.” Greenleaf folded his hands on his desk. “Why do you want that information?”

      “That is none of your concern.” I put a touch of the whip into my voice. “Confidential Inner Circle business. I’m sure you understand. Even if you do not, I do not care. You will give me what I want.”

      “I do understand. Just as I understand I am bound by CEB regulations to not provide information to someone outside the CEB unless so ordered by a majority of Circle members or I as Director have a good faith belief there is a compelling reason to disclose that information.” The way he rattled that off, I got the feeling he had quoted the regulation to me verbatim. “You have a choice. You can either return later with an order compelling the information’s disclosure signed by three other Circle members, or you can convince me to give you that information now.”

      This was not going as I had expected. I had expected blind obedience, not rules and regulations thrown into my face. Getting a written order signed by Inner Circle members was obviously a non-starter. I had to convince Greenleaf to give me the information now. When in doubt, tell the truth. “I am trying to track Millennium down based on a tip from a diviner,” I said. “It’s long overdue that he be brought to justice for his crimes. If the magical world is ever going to attempt to operate out in the open, how will it look to the mundanes if we let one of our most powerful members evade justice?” I had learned over the years that the best lie was as close as possible to the truth while omitting key details. That way, you were less likely to trip yourself up telling the lie.

      “Apprehending Millennium is the CEB’s job.” Greenleaf said.

      “And a bang-up job you have been doing of it,” I said sarcastically. As the words came out, I realized they sounded like something either Agatha or I would say. I was more like her than I cared to admit. “If you were capable of finding Millennium, you would have done so already. As you clearly are not up to the task, I am taking matters into my own hands.”

      “Millennium went missing during your term as Director. Not mine.”

      “You of all people know the varied responsibilities the Director must juggle. Millennium did not have my undivided attention before. Now he does.” I crossed my legs and leaned back, feigning the confidence of someone holding three Queens versus her opponent’s busted flush draw. “I am a busy woman. I tire of explaining myself to you. You work for me, not vice versa. Perhaps it’s time for the Inner Circle to find itself a more cooperative CEB Director.” I waited a beat for the threat to sink in. “Are you going to tell me what I want to know, or not?”

      Greenleaf’s hands disappeared behind his desk. They reappeared holding a silver-plated gun. Having the modern weapon it in this bucolic setting seemed wrong.

      It seemed even more wrong when Greenleaf pointed the gun at me.

      “Not,” he said.
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      From this distance, the muzzle I stared into seemed as big as a cannon’s.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I demanded. “Put that gun away. Have you gone mad? I’ll have your job for this.” Despite my peremptory tone, I was careful to not move. Greenleaf’s finger rested on the trigger. I didn’t want to find out the hard way his elf reflexes were faster than my Gifted ones.

      “The bullets in this gun are silver, dipped in holy water, blessed by a shaman, and enchanted to seek out the heart. Whatever you are, Otherkin or Gifted, these bullets can kill you.” Greenleaf said it conversationally, like he was discussing the weather. His face was still as placid as a lake. “And they will kill you if I don’t get some answers. Drop the facade, tell me who you really are and what you want.”

      “What the devil are you talking about?” I sputtered. “Put that gun down before I take it from you and make you eat it. Need I remind you I am your superior?”

      “No, you are not. For one thing, you smell wrong. Almost exactly like Agatha, I’ll admit, but the odor is not quite right. The unmistakable smell of enchantment clings to you.”

      Darn his elf nose! “You’re pointing a gun at me simply because I changed my body wash since I last saw you? Have you lost your mind?”

      “More significantly, my secretary doesn’t think you are Agatha. That’s what she wrote in the note she slipped me. She’s known Agatha for over twenty years. Agatha always calls her Roo, the nickname Agatha gave her. When you didn’t, Prudence tested you by mentioning her husband. Her husband’s been dead for over a decade. You didn’t seem to know that.”

      I had been right to be wary of Prudence. I had slipped up without even knowing it. “Someone’s got their wires crossed. You’re threatening a member of the Inner Circle. You’ll regret this.”

      “I’ll give you until the count of three to reveal your true self. Then we’ll find out if this gun is worth all the time the CEB spent making it.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “One.”

      “Just wait until the rest of the Circle hears of this.”

      “Two.” Greenleaf’s grip tightened on the gun.

      Crap. I relaxed my Will, allowing the illusion to dissipate. My real form reappeared. Though I was fully dressed, I felt as exposed as a streaker.

      Greenleaf’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the real me. “Sage Hawthorne. Why am I not surprised?”

      Maybe he wasn’t surprised, but I was. We had never met before. “You know me?”

      “I know of you. Your CEB file is quite extensive.”

      “It says all good things, I’m sure.”

      “Don’t be.” Greenleaf put the gun down. Not away, just down on his desk. I relaxed, but just a tad. It would be all too easy for Greenleaf to scoop the gun up again. The implicit threat was clear. I resolved to not make any sudden moves. “Have you any idea how many Rules of Magic you broke by impersonating a member of the Inner Circle for purposes of obtaining confidential CEB information?”

      “None?” Hope sprang eternal.

      “You are even more ignorant than your file indicates if you believe that. What is this really all about?”

      “I told you. I’m trying to get a line on Millennium’s whereabouts.”

      “And why in the seven heavens would I have reason to doubt your honesty and forthrightness?”

      “I’m telling you the truth. If I had come to you as Sage Hawthorne, would you have told me what I want to know?”

      “Of course not. But that does not excuse your illegal behavior. Why would you go to such lengths to find Millennium? What does he have to do with you?”

      Again, when in doubt, tell the truth. Not that the tactic had worked so well the first time. “My foster mother Madeline Butler was killed by a mind wyvern I believe was created by Millennium after she cast a divination spell in an attempt to locate him. I’m not going to let him get away with it.”

      “I heard about Madeline’s death,” Greenleaf said. “I knew her. A bit on the eccentric side, but a good woman. She was one of the top diviners in the city. The CEB consulted with her occasionally. I am sorry she’s gone.” Greenleaf pursed his lips. “I wish you had been more discreet in killing the wyvern. A monster flying around the streets of Washington in broad daylight? Our magic suppression teams have been working overtime throwing a wet blanket over that dumpster fire.”

      “Me killing the wyvern? What are you talking about?”

      A frown sprouted between Greenleaf’s eyes. It looked like a paper tear in his otherwise unlined face. “Come now. I had hoped your dissembling was at an end. I know you are Grimoire. The Inner Circle told me. How could the CEB honor Grimoire’s First Rule exemption if I did not know who the woman behind the mask was?”

      Crap again. I was still new to the whole superhero gig, but I knew enough to know that if there was a superhero prime directive, it was Don’t let someone discover your secret identity. “Have you told anyone?” I asked.

      “Of course not. Not even my executive staff knows. Your secret is safe with me. If you want to cavort around in black leather like some magical dominatrix, that’s your own business.”

      Magic dominatrix? Hmpf! I swallowed the smart remark threatening to bubble out of me. I still wanted information out of this elf, and he wasn’t likely to hand it over if I ostracized him more than I already had. It was a tribute to new Sage. Old Sage would have turned this cool cucumber into a pickle.

      “Though I will admit,” Greenleaf added grudgingly, “that the tips you have provided the CEB have helped us foil several crimes. Your latest one regarding the pixie dust operation, for example. On the whole, your activities as Grimoire have been more help than hindrance.”

      “So you’ll give me the information I’m looking for?”

      There was no hesitation. “No.”

      My temper flared. I tamped it down with effort. “Why the heck not?”

      Greenleaf leaned back in his chair. “May I be frank?”

      “Sure. I’ll be Joe. Together we’ll solve the mystery of the uncooperative CEB director.”

      That got a smile out of the jackass. His smile exposed more canines than were present in a human mouth. “I’m more of a Nancy Drew person that a Hardy Boys person.”

      “How very progressive of you. Though I’m surprised you find time to read. I would think you would be too busy baking cookies with the other Keebler elves. Should I ask Nancy why you won’t help me?”

      “No need. I’ll tell you myself. I will not help you because I don’t like you.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “I know people like you,” Greenleaf said firmly. “People of your ilk don’t think the Rules of Magic apply to them. You see them as mere suggestions, to be ignored when they are inconvenient. The Rules are in place for good reason. Without them, there would be chaos. You are an agent of that chaos. I am an agent for order. Though the Inner Circle says I must tolerate your activities, I won’t encourage or condone them.” He pointed a slender finger at me. “You remind me of your mother.”

      Being compared to Agatha felt like a slap in the face. “I’m nothing like Agatha.”

      “Your behavior says otherwise. How did the human wit Ralph Emerson put it? ‘What you do speaks so loudly I cannot hear what you say.’ The subterfuge you attempted today is just the sort of stunt Agatha would try.” The elf shook his head firmly. “No, I will not help you. You are fortunate I don’t have you arrested. The only reason why I’m not is you seem to be working against your mother’s interests. She is an even bigger agent of chaos than you are. We elves have an expression: The cat eats the robin, and the dog chases the cat, so the dog is the robin’s friend. There is an analogous human proverb: The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Your mother is my enemy and the enemy of all who seek justice and order. You are her enemy. And so, for now, I am your reluctant friend. If your actions today are any indication, though, eventually you will do something so egregious I will not be able to look the other way. Even with your agreement with the Inner Circle. Sooner or later, you will do something that lands you in the Well of Souls. It’s as inevitable as the night follows the day.”

      I stood abruptly. My fists were clenched so tight, my knuckles ached. It rivaled my ache to shove my fists down the elf’s throat. “I’m not going to sit here and be lectured to.”

      If Greenleaf was the slightest bit afraid of me, he didn’t show it. If anything, he looked vaguely amused. “Then stand there and be lectured to. The truth is the truth regardless of your body’s position. Instead of being angry, you ought to thank me for not helping you. Better men and women than you have looked for Millennium. Even if by some miracle you found him after all this time, you would wish you had not. You’re audacious, I’ll grant you that. The fact you stand here in my office is evidence of that. But you will need more than audacity against Millennium. Despite his evil deeds, he is the most powerful sorcerer the world has ever known. You are . . . not.”

      I was so mad, it took me a moment to find words.

      “When I was a kid,” I finally said, “my father encouraged me to not curse. ‘Cursing is coarse and a crutch for the small-minded,’ he’d always say. When he scrimped and saved to take me on a trip to Disney World, I learned its employees couldn’t curse either. Whenever they wanted to curse out some know-it-all customer who was in fact just an obnoxious, know-nothing moron, they were trained to smile and instead say, ‘Have a Disney day!’”

      I leaned over Greenleaf’s desk and looked him right in the eye. Neither of us blinked.

      “Someone I love was murdered,” I hissed. “If you had done what the CEB Director is supposed to do, Millennium would’ve been in custody long ago and Maddy would still be alive. I’m going to do the job you clearly are too impotent to do. And you’re going to help. One way or the other, you will give me the information I need to find Maddy’s killer.”

      I straightened. I forced myself to smile.

      “In the meantime,” I said, “I hope you have a Disney day.”

      I turned and left.
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      My stomach roiled as I walked up the steps from my basement apartment to the Leverettes’ lawn. I was sick to my stomach. I had just gotten a call that the appointment I dreaded waited out front. I was doing what I thought I had to do to get the information I needed out of Director Greenleaf, but that did not mean I had to like it.

      It was mid-afternoon a few days after my meeting with the CEB director. Apart from a few dark clouds, the day was bright and sunny. The opposite of my mood. Birds chirped in the trees as I approached the front of the Leverette house. I almost flipped them off in case one of them was a Greenleaf spy, but giving birds the bird seemed a little too meta. Besides, I was pissed at the situation, not these harmless animals.

      A black stretch limousine came into view as I rounded the corner. It was parked on Tobacco Place directly in front of the Leverette house. A dapper man in a black chauffeur’s uniform and hat leaned against the vehicle with his arms folded, facing me.

      I got the feeling someone was watching, and not just the limo driver. I turned and saw that the blinds of one of the Leverettes’ second-floor windows were slightly parted. Thanks to my acute vision, I saw an eye and the shadow of a face through the crack. Mrs. Leverette, no doubt; Mr. Leverette was too refined and proud to spy on people. As a retiree, Mrs. Leverette had a lot of time on her hands. She watched people’s comings and goings like she was the neighborhood watch. She was the bane of the drug house further down the street. Its operators knew better than to try to sell their wares on Tobacco itself.

      I plastered a fake smile on my face and waved at the window. The blinds flicked closed. Despite my foul mood, I was not tempted to flip Mrs. Leverette the bird the way I had been with the birds. Though I could snap Mrs. Leverette like a dry twig, something about her terrified me. Inducing terror was no doubt a skill she had honed over a lifetime of teaching public school here in the city. If I had her as a teacher, I doubted I would have gotten into as many fights as I did.

      The parked limo sparkled with shine. It looked like it was cleaned every day with a toothbrush. The windows were tinted, so I could not see inside.

      The chauffeur driver straightened as I approached. “Ms. Hawthorne?”

      “The one and only. Since you recognized me, you must be a fan. Would you like my autograph?”

      The man’s bland expression did not change. “No, thank you.” He had an accent that was vaguely British, but not quite. He was maybe in his 60s, short and wiry, with not an inch of excess flesh. He looked like the kind of guy who played a lot of handball. His face was tanned and deeply lined. His green eyes burned with a strange intensity, reminding me of a cat’s. His salt and pepper mustache was precise, like it had been trimmed by a laser with the aid of a spirit level.

      “I must search you,” the uniformed man said. “Are you unarmed and bear no electronic devices or magical talismans as our office instructed over the phone?”

      “I’m as clean as a whistle. Though that expression never made any sense to me. Do you know how dirty people’s mouths are?” I put my hands on the limo and assumed the frisk position. Who would have guessed my criminal history would come in so handy? “I look forward to you verifying I’m not armed. I kinda have a thing for older men. Usually not as close to the grave as you, but the pickings have been slim lately. Any port in a storm.”

      Still expressionless, the man began frisking me, quickly but thoroughly. He clearly had done this before. If Mrs. Leverette still watched, I wondered what she thought was going on. Probably that my side gig as a hooker had caught up with me.

      “A little higher please,” I said. “You’ve almost found my G-spot.”

      The man hesitated for an instant before continuing to run his hand down my leg. “I am merely doing my job. I take no pleasure in this.”

      “Me neither. Which is why I’m directing you to my G-spot. Here’s a hint: it’s not on my ankle.”

      The man did not find anything on me because there was nothing to find. I had obeyed to the letter the instructions given me earlier. I did not even have my Grimoire bracelet on.

      The man straightened and glanced around before pulling a thin wooden wand out of his jacket pocket. He waved it around me, covering every inch of my body.

      “A dildo?” I said. “Finally, something that can satisfy me! Now we’re talking. I suspected you couldn’t get it up anymore. Have you tried Viagra?”

      The man finished with the wand and slipped it back into his pocket. He acted like he had not even heard what I said. He said, “While you are in the presence of the Circle member, be sure to not cast spells of any sort.”

      I looked down at the small man contemptuously. Mrs. Leverette could put up more of a fight than this dude. “And what if I do? Are you going to ‘Pip pip, cheerio!’ me into submission?”

      The man just stared up at me with his intense green eyes, not blinking. I suddenly felt like they were pulling me into them. The day became dark as night. A cold wind cut through me, chilling me to the bone. Everything around the two of us disappeared, like it had all been so much sand blown away by a strong wind, leaving only inky blackness behind.

      Now instead of me looking down at the chauffeur, he looked down at me. His body had swelled to easily twice my size. He wasn’t a man anymore, at least not from the neck up. From the neck up, he had the head of a cat-goat hybrid. His hulking body was as naked as a Chippendale dancer’s, slick with an oily sheen and dancing with red flames. His genitals were massive and grotesque, almost right in my face.

      I wanted to look away from the man turned monster, but couldn’t. His green eyes were mesmerizing. I was as frozen as a mouse caught unawares by a snake.

      “I do not find you amusing,” rumbled the man who clearly was not a man. His many canines ground together as he spoke, setting my teeth on edge. His accent was so thick now you could chew it. Not that you would want to. The sound made me want to retch.

      Then I blinked and, just like that, the world returned to normal. The man, small and human again, looked up at me. His face was as expressionless as a wall.

      He opened the limo’s back door and motioned for me to get in. I hesitated. Then, shaking like a leaf, I got in. The sight of the man’s true nature had taken all the starch out of me. The man shut the door behind me, swallowing me in the idling vehicle’s air conditioning.

      Agatha Malvolia sat opposite me with her legs crossed, exposing well-toned legs in a skirt and blade heels. I thought she looked like a high-end hooker, but I was hardly an impartial observer. Arctic blue eyes that were all too much like my own danced in amusement.

      “I see you’ve met Oliver,” she said. Even her voice sounded like a more aristocratic version of my own.

      I nodded, swallowing, trying to not throw up. I normally would have been thrilled to spew all over Agatha and her spotless car, but throwing up would have shown weakness. Vulnerability was the last thing I wanted to show Agatha. “What the heck is that thing?” I gasped.

      Agatha said a word that sounded like a dog choking, then shrugged. “‘Gloomfang’ is the closest word for his species in English. He’s my driver, bodyguard, familiar, and general factotum. One of the many perks of an Inner Circle seat.”

      The Circle obviously suited Agatha. She looked even sleeker and more refined than when I had last seen her when I confronted her in her condominium months ago. She had cut her hair. Now it was in a bob, with the pale streak that started at her temple looking like a strip of wet white paint on black tar. Her black and red clothes were all designer and perfectly tailored. The air reeked of her expensive perfume. A thick gold chain studded with diamonds was around her throat. I eyed it wistfully. I could choke her to death with it, then use it to pay off the rest of my debts. A win-win.

      I glanced around the car’s interior, mainly to take my mind off of Agatha’s driver and the temptation to fling myself at her throat. I had sworn to myself that the next time I saw her, it would be to drag her to the CEB to answer for her crimes. Things did not always work out the way I wanted them to. Lately, nothing had worked out the way I had wanted it to.

      “Nice car,” I said, relieved to see my voice returning to normal. Spotless with that new car smell, it was as if the limo had just been driven off a showroom floor. The leather seats made a baby’s bottom feel like sandpaper. I could probably sleep better on them than I did on my own bed.

      Agatha made a slight it’s nothing hand gesture. “Another perk of Circle membership.”

      Agatha’s pet monster slid into the driver’s seat. My back was to him through the open partition separating the driver from the passenger compartment. I slid across the long bench seat to keep a wary eye on him. Agatha looked like she wanted to laugh. Fortunately for her, she didn’t; her choker still beckoned beguilingly.

      Oh, who was I kidding? Agatha was a more powerful sorceress than I. If I attacked her directly, I would find I had bitten off more than I could chew. Not to mention the small matter of not so small, dark, and scary in the driver’s seat.

      “Would you prefer to idle, or shall I drive around?” he asked Agatha.

      “Drive. Sage’s landlady is too nosy for my liking.”

      The limo pulled away from the curb. With the press of a button, Agatha raised the privacy glass between Oliver and us. He disappeared behind the opaque glass. I had never been so happy to see something disappear since my teen acne went away.

      Agatha settled back into her seat and eyed me coolly. I had nailed her regal demeanor when I had impersonated her at the CEB. Oscars were never awarded to those of us who deserved them the most.

      “I was surprised to receive your message,” Agatha said. “When we last spoke, you made clear you weren’t interested in maintaining any kind of relationship.”

      “I want something,” I said flatly, not wanting to beat around the bush. The sooner this conversation was over, the sooner I could get Agatha out of my sight. Sitting here made my skin crawl.

      “And so the prodigal daughter returns with her hand out. What do you want?”

      You languishing in the Well of Souls, I thought. I said, “I want you to order Paeral Greenleaf to open the CEB’s records to me.”

      Agatha raised a sculpted eyebrow. “That’s a big ask. What records?”

      I told her, repeating the request I had made to Greenleaf. Then Agatha asked why I wanted the information. I told her that too, leaving out the parts about Ghost. I did not dare give Agatha any leverage on me by telling her I was consorting with a mundane and giving him insight to the magical world.

      “You’re chasing after Millennium?” Agatha said once I had finished. She shook her head. “When you go hunting, you certainly do set your sights high.”

      “Someone has to do it. I’m not going to let him get away with Aunt Maddy’s murder.”

      “You would be wise to do just that. What will you do should you find him? Millennium is not a gang of dark elves pushing pixie dust whom you can simply pummel into submission.” That was her way of saying she knew I had been the one to break up her pixie dust ring without actually saying it was her pixie dust ring.

      I was not going to be goaded into an off-subject argument. “I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it.”

      “Want my advice?”

      “I’m on pins and needles waiting for it.”

      “Let this thing with Millennium go. Not only are you biting off more than you can chew, but you’re wasting your time. We at the CEB looked for Millennium when he disappeared, and we could not find him.”

      “I’m guessing you did not look particularly hard for him,” I said. “When he disappeared, he had only been involved in the murders of mundanes. We both know most of the magical world in general and you in particular don’t give two flips about mundane deaths.”

      “The CEB is charged with protecting the magical world, not the mundane one. I will admit we did not break our necks looking for Millennium. We just went through the motions, mainly because not knowing the whereabouts of a sorcerer as powerful as Millennium was . . . disconcerting.” Agatha drummed her fingers on the armrest thoughtfully. They were well-manicured. The paint on her fingers perfectly matched the paint on her toes. Of course it did.

      The sky was darkening, with clouds covering the sun. There was a distant rumble. Sudden thunderstorms were common this time of the year.

      Agatha stopped tapping her fingers. She smoothed the lines of her skirt. “You’ve told me what you want from the CEB and why. The question now becomes why I should help you.”

      “Because you’re my mother and you love me.” I had been trying to keep my usual sarcasm under wraps, but it had wriggled free again. A horse used to running free did not submit readily to a bridle.

      A regretful look passed over Agatha’s face, gone just as quickly as it had come. “I do love you, Sage. Not that I expect you to believe me.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

      Agatha leaned forward. Her eyes bored into mine. “My affection for you is why I have not taken steps to neutralize you before now. Your activities as Grimoire against my interests have proven most annoying. Eventually, when a mosquito has buzzed around you long enough, you grow weary of it and swat it.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a simple statement of fact.” Agatha leaned back again. “Other than my maternal regard for you, explain why I should help someone who is doing everything in her power to thwart me? In short, what’s in it for me?”

      I had given that a lot of thought. I had known I could not rely on Agatha’s altruism to get her into my corner. “Two things,” I said. “Thanks to what you call my activities as Grimoire, I know you’re amassing money, power, and allies. To what end, I’m not sure. What I do know is that, whatever you have planned, it’s big. Millennium was the most powerful sorcerer in the world. His mere existence poses a potential threat to your plans. When the ball drops, will Millennium be on your side, against you, or not care one way or the other? I don’t know. And neither do you. As someone recently put it, having Millennium at large is like having a nuclear missile stashed somewhere, and not knowing who has the launch codes.

      “If you help me and if I can bring Millennium to justice, that takes the most powerful piece in the game off the chessboard.”

      “And if pigs could fly, they would be pigeons,” Agatha said. “That’s a lot of ifs. You said there were two things in it for me. What is the second thing?”

      “We both know I’m magically outmatched by Millennium. If I do find him and try to subdue him to turn him over to the authorities, he’ll probably kill me.” That cold fact had stared me in the face ever since I had gotten serious about finding Millennium, but I wasn’t going to let it stop me. There were worse things than death. Like knowing you had let a loved one die unavenged. “If he does kill me, there will be no need for you to swat your annoying mosquito. He’ll have done the job for you.”

      “I could simply kill you now,” Agatha mused quietly, almost to herself. “Dump your body in the Anacostia River. No one would know I was behind it. It’s not as though you live in the safest neighborhood. Murders are hardly unheard of.” She said it casually, like she was thinking of swinging by the grocery store to pick up toilet paper.

      I wasn’t surprised by Agatha’s comment, and too jaded to be disappointed. However, the off-handed way she talked about rubbing me out did make me wonder how many other deaths she was responsible for I did not know about. I said, “Do you really think I’m foolish enough to climb into a car with you without taking precautions? I had an invisible accomplice take pictures of your driver and me together, the limo, and its license plate. He’s tracking us even as we speak. And did you notice that when your driver opened the door, I hesitated before getting in? That was so my accomplice could get a nice clear picture of you inside the car. If something happens to me, those pictures will make their way into the hands of people who are itching for a reason to put you in your place.” People like Olgram Longbeard and Devin Copeland, but of course I did not tell Agatha that. “You’re not the only one who’s been busy forming alliances.”

      Expressionless, Agatha just stared at me. I could practically hear the wheels of her mind turning.

      Then she sighed. “No, I don’t suppose you would be alone with me without taking precautions. Perhaps you would have been foolish enough to do so months ago. But not anymore. You’ve changed. You’re becoming more like me with each passing day.”

      “If I wanted to be insulted, I’d step on a scale while wearing Puck. Are you going to help me, or not?”

      Agatha drummed her fingers on the armrest again, looking out the window as she thought. I looked out the opposite window. Oliver seemed to be driving randomly. Now we were in Georgetown, the ritzy old Washington neighborhood named after British King George II that had existed before Washington itself did.

      We drove up Wisconsin Avenue, one of the city’s major thoroughfares. Georgetown was one of the wealthiest parts of the city. High-end shops lined the road on both sides of us. I used to come here to buy things I couldn’t afford with money I didn’t have. I missed the days when my biggest concern was how to pay off my credit card bills. I would not have guessed it while I was living them, but those days were a simpler time.

      The promise of the ever-gathering dark clouds was kept. Big splotches of water fell, streaking the windows, darkening the limo’s interior and turning the outside world into a crazy kaleidoscope of movement and colors. We passed a man and a woman and three small kids walking on the sidewalk, all holding hands, laughing in spite of the rain. Or maybe because of it. Because of the wet window, the family looked like an impressionist painting come to life.

      I envied the family. Agatha had left Dad and me when I was six. Despite how young I was, I remembered her leaving like it was yesterday. Before Agatha left us, surely we three had enjoyed some happy moments like the family walking in the rain. And yet, I could not remember a single one. It was as if I was born the day Agatha left.

      The only memories I had were of our broken family. The family I broke further when I summoned the demon that killed Dad. The family I broke even further still when I got Maddy involved in this mess with Millennium. Now all I had left was glass shards that promised to slice me open. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty back together again.

      I watched the family through the rain-soaked window until they receded from view. I bit my lip hard. If I started crying in front of Agatha, I would throw myself through the glass.

      No, that’s wrong. I would throw Agatha through the glass.

      Agatha’s finger drumming stopped. She turned to me again, saving me from embarrassing myself with tears.

      “I have decided you are right,” she said. “Helping you helps me. I will contact Paeral and have him give you any and everything you want.”

      “Good. Have what’s-his-name pull over. I’ll get out here.”

      “It’s pouring. We’ll drive you back home. You’ll catch your death of cold.”

      I snorted. If she saw the irony of her of all people being worried about that, she gave no indication. “No. Pull over.”

      Agatha studied the look on my face. She sighed, hit another button, and instructed the driver to pull over.

      As soon as the limo stopped, I opened the door. I had to get out of here before I started screaming.

      Agatha leaned forward. Her viselike grip on my forearm stopped me from hopping out. We locked eyes. Looking into eyes that were so much like my own was like looking through a glass darkly.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,” she said. Her face was intent, almost pleading. “We should be on the same side. Together, nothing and no one can stand against us.”

      I ripped my arm away and jumped out of the car into the pouring rain. I leaned down to look Agatha in the eye again.

      “You made clear whose side you were on twenty years ago,” I said. I slammed the door in her face.

      I watched the limo pull back into traffic and drive away. I was left alone, standing in the rain.

      But not for long. Soon Ghost landed next to me. I had not been bluffing when I told Agatha I had someone follow us as a precaution. I had let my guard down with Agatha once before, back when we had gone monster hunting together. Fool me once, shame on her; fool me twice, shame on me.

      Sensing my mood, Ghost did not speak. He just draped his cape over my shoulders and stood protectively next to me. I suppose people stared at him and his costume. I didn’t notice. I didn’t care.

      The rain hitting the street and buildings sounded like frying bacon. With Ghost standing silently next to me, I stared for a while at where the limo had disappeared into traffic. Despite Ghost’s cape, I still got soaked.

      I didn’t mind the rain, though. I was glad it fell.

      I could pretend it was the only reason why my face was wet.
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      Benjamin and I jolted and bounced over the unpaved road in an unincorporated area outside Lindsey, a city in the southwestern corner of Mississippi. Kicked-up dust surrounded us like a smokescreen as we creeped along in the Chevy Impala. Woods were on both sides of us. The sun beat down implacably while the air conditioner fought valiantly. It wasn’t even noon yet. When the sun was directly overhead and at full force, I feared we’d burst into flames.

      Mississippi was the Magnolia State. They probably called it that because everyone walked around looking like wilted flowers due to the state’s heat and humidity. Washington, D.C. was no slouch in the heat and humidity department, so I had previously thought I was an expert on the subject. No more. Mississippi was teaching me I was but a novice. Maybe the South had lost the Civil War because they’d gotten too overheated to continue fighting.

      Not that people around here seemed to be aware they had lost the war. I had seen more Confederate flags while driving in Mississippi than I had ever seen during a Civil War reenactment. On top of that, the Confederate flag was a part of the official state flag.

      “The South will rise again!” cried people down here who longed for the so-called good old days. Based on the poverty-stricken area we drove through, the South sure was taking its own sweet time about it.

      Every residence we passed on the dirt road was a broken-down mobile home. Most had cars on cinder blocks in front. All had the beginnings of junkyards. Occasionally we spotted half-naked children playing and adults in dirty clothes sitting on stoops, smoking and drinking. Everyone stared as we drove by. Since everybody seemed to know everybody around here, as strangers, Benjamin and I stood out like pink monkeys. No one had yet told us to go back to where we had come from, but I expected it any moment now.

      Sweat trickled down my spine as Benjamin drove. I was tempted to turn the air up, but didn’t. The last time I had touched something in a Heroes’ Guild loaner car without asking first, back when Benjamin and I were in New Delhi, India, I had activated the rocket-propelled ejector seat I did not know I was in. I’d had a crick in my neck for a week from the unexpected g-force. Fun times.

      We jolted over a particularly nasty crack in the road. “The Guild will probably take replacing this car’s shocks out of my salary,” Benjamin said. He sighed. “If someone had told me a year ago I would spend weeks traipsing around the world looking for a ring of illegal magic organ harvesters alongside a sorceress and her talking cape, I would’ve had that person committed.”

      “Things tend to get a little wacky when I’m involved. You get used to it,” I said. “Lucky for you Puck is in my bag in the back. He doesn’t like being called a cape.”

      “And I don’t like chasing my tail. And yet, here I am. If I can stand it, so can he.”

      It had been well over a month since Director Greenleaf had handed over the information I had asked for about organ harvesters. Benjamin and I had been on the road since then, investigating every lead around the world, hoping one of them would lead us to Millennium. We were taking Maddy’s “follow the hands” admonishment literally.

      Fortunately, the Guild had matter transmitters stashed in strategic spots all around the globe, so we did not have to waste time flying to each location. Matmitters, the Guild called the devices for short. Matmitters were how I had been transported to the Guild’s space station so quickly when Mirage had taken me to meet with Ghost. Like the space station, matmitters and the technology that made them possible were kept a secret from the general public. The Guild could give the Conclave a run for its money when it came to keeping secrets.

      Thanks to the information Greenleaf provided and our travels, I knew far more than I ever wanted to know about the organ harvesting market:

      Organ donation was strictly regulated. In the United States alone, over 100,000 people awaited an organ of one type or another. Over twenty people died waiting every day as there were not nearly enough organs to go around.

      In any market, when there was a huge demand and a limited legal supply, black markets formed to help satisfy the demand. The organ market was no different, especially since needing an organ was often a life or death situation. The World Health Organization estimated about 11,000 organs were obtained through the black market every year, with kidneys as the most sought-after.

      Some black marketers purchased organs from people desperate for money. Such people, for example, would give up one of their two kidneys in exchange for a few thousand dollars. The purchaser would then sell the kidney for six figures to someone who had the financial means to circumvent the organ donation waiting list. The rich are different than you and me, Puck had said. They don’t wait in lines, even when it comes to organs. Especially then, come to think of it.

      Other black marketers simply took organs from people. The urban legend of people being knocked unconscious, only to wake up bloody, in a bathtub full of ice, and missing a kidney was not just an urban legend. Such things and worse had happened to people. A few years back there had been a sex trafficking ring in China that would kidnap young girls, force them into prostitution, and then harvest their organs and kill them when they got older and less attractive. The authorities had broken the ring up, thank goodness.

      The incident confirmed my experience that the worst monsters were human. Prison was too good for certain people. The best thing was to weed them out of the gene pool.

      The existence of the magical world added a layer of complexity to the organ harvesting business. Human organs were not compatible with most Otherkin species, and vice versa. And, since Gifted flesh absorbed magical energy like a sponge, Gifted people preferred to get organ transplants from other Gifted people. The more powerful the Gifted host the organ came from, the better. It was even better if the host had the same magical knack as the organ recipient. If a sorceress like me got a kidney transplant from a weak Gifted or from someone who was not a sorcerer or a sorceress, it would reduce my magical capacity, but not as much as if I had gotten the organ from a mundane.

      In the time Benjamin and I had been on the road, all but one of the leads the CEB had given me had turned out to be duds. Only one suspected organ harvesting operation had turned out to be the real deal, one in Chicago, Illinois. Benjamin and I had staked the operation out for over two weeks and confirmed it was kidnapping Gifteds, harvesting their body parts, and selling the parts off. The operation did not seem to have any connection with providing hands to Millennium, though. Benjamin and I had busted the operation up and turned everyone over to the CEB for prosecution. Well, I turned them over to the CEB. If the CEB got wind of the fact I had dialed a mundane like Benjamin in to the inner workings of the magical world, I would be thrown into the Well of Souls alongside the organ harvesters.

      If history was any guide, the lead we had followed to Mississippi would also prove to be a dud. It didn’t matter. Benjamin and I would leave no stone unturned.

      On the bright side, looking for Millennium had forced me to get to know Benjamin better. We had been pretty much inseparable as we traveled the world together. He was a good guy. A bit on the obsessive side when it came to Millennium, but a good guy. Then again, thanks to Maddy’s death, I was obsessive too. I would have given up on the search for Millennium weeks ago had it not been for Maddy’s death. It took an obsessive to know an obsessive.

      All this time with Benjamin made me conclude that, if all Heroes were like Benjamin, the mundane world was in pretty good hands. So good, in fact, that if we weren’t so focused on tracking down Millennium, I might have suggested to Benjamin we get a single hotel room to stay in instead of two. The nights we even got a hotel room, that is. There were plenty of days we did not sleep at all or took turns catching a few winks in the various Guild cars we schlepped around the world in.

      Also on the bright side, the hunt for Millennium had brought me to what felt like Satan’s armpit, also known as the scorching hot backwoods of Mississippi.

      Yay me.

      Benjamin turned right on the dirt road. We came to a stop behind a rusted-out pickup truck that looked like it would disintegrate if you breathed on it hard. Benjamin squinted at the faded address stenciled on the front of the mobile home ahead of us, then shut off the engine. “We’re here,” he said.

      Here was a small plot of land on which a single-wide mobile home rested on concrete blocks. Most of the blocks were crumbling. The same could be said of the home. When it had been new, it had probably been a cozy little white number. Now it was yellow and brittle with age and had holes in the roof that had been patched and re-patched.

      We got out of the car. It felt like stepping into a steam room. Benjamin slid on a dark jacket over his long-sleeved white dress shirt. Masochist. You could not have paid me to add a layer of clothing to what I already had on, cotton pants and a blue blouse with the sleeves rolled up. I would have worn a bikini to better suit the weather had it not been for Benjamin’s earlier admonition that we should dress to impress, especially since we wanted to encourage strangers to talk to us. Well, Benjamin’s admonition and the fact I did not feel comfortable flaunting my body in a bikini. Maybe a few more spinach smoothies would do the trick.

      A mutt who looked like Heinz 57 Varieties in dog form emerged from the shade under the home’s wood porch. She padded toward us, growling, showing her teeth. Benjamin let her smell his hand. The dog stopped growling. Benjamin patted her, sending up small puffs of dirt from the pooch. Her tail twitched in a couple of half-hearted wags, then fell limp again. She probably had decided it was too hot for tail-wagging. Wise.

      The fact this dog liked Benjamin was a good sign. Aunt Maddy always said to never trust a man dogs didn’t like. Then again, Maddy had been married seven times, so she might’ve been the wrong person to take relationship advice from.

      We mounted the rickety porch and knocked on the screen door’s rotting wood. I heard a television playing inside and then the shuffle of approaching footsteps.

      The inner door opened, revealing an obese woman in a formless muumuu. She was as pale as a piece of paper except for red spider veins on her cheeks. She looked like she did not get out much and, when she did, it was to get liquor. The spider veins were a telltale sign of heavy drinking. She was probably only late middle-aged, but she looked much older. Life had not been kind to her.

      “Mrs. Bellows?” Benjamin asked. “Eunice Bellows?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice was uncertain, like she didn’t use it much.

      Benjamin pulled an ID badge out of his pocket and held it up to the closed screen door. “I’m with the U.S. Department of Metahuman Affairs. This is my associate.” I smiled at the woman reassuringly, as if to say, We’re from the government, and we’re here to help you. The way Benjamin had introduced us, he implied I too was with the USDMA without coming right out and saying it. All this time with Benjamin had taught me he avoided outright lying whenever possible. Not me. Sometimes I lied unnecessarily just to keep the skill set nice and sharp. He continued, “You made a report about suspected illegal organ harvesting in the area. We’d like to speak with you about it.”

      Her watery blue eyes wary, Mrs. Bellows carefully examined the badge pressed against the screen door. It had the USDMA’s circular seal on it, containing a shield painted red, white, and blue with a superhero’s mask hovering over it.

      “Superheroes?” The woman said the word distastefully through discolored and missing teeth. “I ain’t report nothing to no superheroes.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Benjamin agreed smoothly. “The report was referred to us for follow-up. May we come in to discuss this matter privately?”

      When the woman continued to look doubtful, Benjamin added with a wry smile, “Please, ma’am, I’m begging you. I am from up north and not used to this kind of heat. The sun is frying what little brains I have left. Save me before it’s too late.” Benjamin was charming when he wanted to be. It was another reason I had been tempted to suggest a joint hotel room.

      Mrs. Bellows’ wary face softened a bit. She unlatched the screen door, surrendering to Benjamin’s charm and oblique appeal to her southern hospitality.

      We stepped into a living room. I got a good whiff of Mrs. Bellows when I passed her. She smelled like a brewery buried in cigarette ashes. I wondered how much she already had to drink this morning. An air conditioner mounted in the window across the room blew welcome cold air into our faces. I closed the door behind me, grateful to leave the heat outside.

      The interior of the mobile home was a surprise. Because of the exterior’s condition, I had expected a pigsty. Instead, the inside of the home was as neat as a pin, though everything was old, well-worn, and reeked of cigarette smoke. A television that had seen better days was on a stand, blasting The Price Is Right. An old recliner was across from the television, with a Mrs. Bellows-shaped depression in it. A TV tray was next to the recliner, on which rested an ash tray, a pack of cigarettes, an open can of cheap beer, and a remote control. A small couch with an ugly paisley pattern was under the air conditioner. A Formica countertop behind the recliner separated the living room from a small kitchen. The floors were linoleum.

      Several pictures hung on the faux wood walls. Some of the older ones featured three people: Mrs. Bellows when she was younger and thinner, a man a little older than she, and a boy who looked like a combination of the two. The newer ones were of just Mrs. Bellows and the boy, or the boy by himself.

      “Offer ya’ll some iced tea?” Mrs. Bellows asked. “Fresh brewed this morning.”

      “That would be great, thanks,” Benjamin said.

      We sat on the couch—it creaked threateningly under Benjamin’s bulk—while Mrs. Bellows shuffled off in pink house shoes to the kitchen. She walked with a pronounced limp. An ugly scar ran from her heel to her thigh. While she wasn’t looking, I opened my Third Eye and confirmed what I already knew from the information the CEB had provided—Mrs. Bellows was a Gifted. A very weak one, but the magical signature was unmistakable in her aura.

      Mrs. Bellows returned with two Mason jars of iced tea. I took a sip. It was so thick, I could almost chew it. I should have asked for some tea to go with my sugar.

      Mrs. Bellows settled into her recliner with a wheeze. She punched a button on the remote control and lowered the television volume. Thank goodness. A woman on the game show was jumping up and down and shrieking like a banshee. Unlike her, I had never gotten so excited about laundry detergent.

      “What this all about again? Mrs. Bellows asked.

      “The report you made about your son being killed by an organ harvester,” Benjamin said.

      Mrs. Bellows’ wariness, previously somewhat relaxed, returned with a vengeance. “Don’t know what you talkin’ about. I told you, I didn’t report nothin’ about nothin’ to no superheroes.”

      Mrs. Bellows put a cigarette into her mouth. She patted her muumuu, obviously searching for a lighter. I stood and stepped toward her. I marshaled a bit of Will and Waved my hand. “Ignis,” I murmured. The tip of my index finger burst into flames. Mrs. Bellows’ eyes widened.

      It took her a moment to recover from her surprise. Then she leaned forward and lit her cigarette with my finger. She carefully blew the smoke away from me. She stared up at me with more relaxed eyes than before.

      “It’s okay,” I said, letting the flame on my finger go out with a relaxation of my Will. “You don’t have to worry about the First Rule with us. The CEB told us about the report you filed about your son.”

      “Sorry about before. I thought ya’ll were mundanes. I ain’t never lookin’ to get in no First Rule trouble.” Mrs. Bellows shook her head. “A CEB agent came round to talk to me over a year ago, and I ain’t heard hide nor hair from those people since.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Benjamin said, leaning toward Mrs. Bellows intently. “But we’re here now. Tell us what happened.”

      I returned to my seat and Mrs. Bellows told us her story. Her voice started off weak, but grew stronger the more she spoke:

      The boy in the pictures was Marshall, Mrs. Bellow’s son. The older man in some of the pictures was her husband Colby, who died over a decade ago. Like his parents, Marshall was Gifted. Marshall’s knack was alchemy, but he did not do much to develop his abilities. Magic never ran particularly strong in her and her husband’s families anyway, Mrs. Bellows said.

      Almost two years ago, when Marshall was twenty-two, he had left the Bellows house in the early evening for his job as a late-night security guard in neighboring Lindsey. Mrs. Bellows discovered he never showed up for work when his irate boss called for him early the next morning. Mrs. Bellows called the local police and reported her son missing, but they did not take her seriously. They suggested maybe Marshall had blown off work to hook up with a girl or to go drinking with his friends. He would surely turn up soon, they told her.

      He did turn up. Three days later, he was found dead in an alley, partially concealed by trash. Needle marks on his arm gave the police their first hint regarding how he died. A toxicology report confirmed it: Marshall died of a heroin overdose.

      “I couldn’t believe it,” Mrs. Bellows said, fighting back tears. “I always told that boy to stay away from them drugs. It’s how his uncle died.”

      Barrett’s Funeral Home in Lindsey volunteered to handle Marshall’s funeral and bury his body free of charge. The funeral home made a habit of doing this for people who were down on their luck. Mrs. Bellows—whose husband had died of cancer, whose son died of an overdose, and who could not work because of a debilitating car accident—certainly fit that bill.

      Mrs. Bellows did her best to move on after Marshall’s death. About a year after Marshall’s burial, Mrs. Bellows went to Barrett’s Funeral Home again for the viewing of her friend’s deceased husband. As she passed by the husband’s casket to pay her respects, Mrs. Bellows heard the whispering of two funeral home workers standing nearby.

      “They thought I couldn’t hear ‘em, but I could,” Mrs. Bellows said. “Cuz of my Gifted hearing, you know. I’ll never forget what they said. ‘See that fat bitch over there?’ one said. ‘I seen her before at one of our free funerals. That’s the mom of the guy we grabbed and whose organ’s we ganked last year.’”

      Mrs. Bellows was so shocked, she didn’t say anything to the funeral home workers at the time. Could it be Marshall had not really died of a drug overdose? Could it be he was actually murdered and stripped of his internal organs? Rumors of people, both Gifted and mundane, being killed for their organs had swirled around these parts for years, but Mrs. Bellows had always thought they were just that—rumors. Like Mississippi native and blues legend Robert Johnson having sold his soul to the devil for musical talent.

      When she got home, she called the CEB and reported her suspicions and what she overheard at the funeral home. A CEB agent showed up a week later to interview her but, despite Mrs. Bellows having made follow-up calls to the CEB, she had not heard anything else from anyone about the matter until today.

      Benjamin and I looked at each other. We had read the CEB case file regarding Mrs. Bellows’ complaint. The report from the gnome who had interviewed her had read, “The complaining witness is an alcoholic trying to make sense of the unexpected drug overdose of her son. She is not credible. Recommend case be closed and no further action taken.”

      I could understand why the CEB agent had come to that conclusion. Mrs. Bellows had drunk three beers in the time we spoke to her, and she was working on a fourth. Only she and her liver knew how many more she’d had before we arrived.

      It seemed to me she wasn’t drinking so much as self-medicating. I knew the look. I had done my fair share of self-medicating earlier in my life.

      “Did you have Marshall’s body exhumed and an autopsy performed?” Benjamin asked her. “That would prove whether or not his organs were missing.”

      “I talked to the cops and the coroner’s office about it. They all but laughed at me. ‘No reasonable cause for an exhumation,’ they said. They think I’m crazy. That or the coroner’s in on it with the funeral home. He’s cousins with Will Barrett, you know. Grew up together. They thick as thieves.” This all sounded like crazy conspiracy talk, the imaginings of a still-grieving mother trying to make sense of her son throwing his young life away. “And I ain’t got the money to dig up Marshall’s body myself and have him looked at.”

      “Where was Marshall buried?” Benjamin asked.

      “Right outside of Lindsey. In the Beulah Grove Baptist Church cemetery.”

      Mrs. Bellows was crying now. Fat tears rolled down her plump, ruddy face. Benjamin tried to give her a handkerchief, but she ignored it and him like they didn’t exist.

      “They killed my boy,” she said. She wasn’t looking at us anymore. She even ignored her beer. Condensation dripped from the can, mirroring her tears. Mrs. Bellows stared straight ahead, seemingly at the TV, but really more through it. Maybe she was looking at a time in the past when her husband and son were still alive. Happier times.

      “They killed my boy,” she repeated. She said it tonelessly, like it was a mantra she had repeated many times before. Only her cascading tears revealed the depth of her emotions. “My beautiful baby boy. He was the only thing I had left in this world. The only thing at all. And they killed him. They killed my boy.”

      Benjamin tried to ask a few other questions, but Mrs. Bellows did not respond other than to repeat how they had killed her boy.

      Realizing Mrs. Bellows was wrapped in a cocoon of drunkenness, self-pity, and grief we could not penetrate, Benjamin collected me with his eyes. I stood and joined him at the front door. I could not wait to leave. Watching someone trapped in her grief like this seemed obscene. Also, with the self-destructive way I had dealt with Dad’s death and nearly ruined my life, watching Mrs. Bellows hit a little too close to home. There but for the grace of God went I.

      “Thank you for the tea and the time, Mrs. Bellows,” Benjamin said. “We’ll let ourselves out. If your son was murdered, we’ll do our best to bring his killers to justice. We’re very sorry for your loss.”

      I didn’t know if Mrs. Bellows heard him. I didn’t know if she could hear him.

      We left.
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      Puck was not pleased.

      Become a superhero with me, you said. It will be exciting, you said. Together we'll protect the innocent and smite the wicked, you said. Phooey! I was duped! Bamboozled! Instead of us doing something heroic, you've got me out here at the ass end of the day, robbing a grave.

      “Language, please,” I chided Puck. My Grimoire mask muted my voice. Not that it mattered to the occupants of Beulah Grove Baptist Church’s cemetery. They were well past my voice disturbing them. “And don’t put words in my mouth. I've never used the word ‘smite’ in my life.”

      It means ‘to strike.’

      “I know what it means. Just like I know what it means to rob a grave. And we’re not doing that. We’re just looking for one.”

      Well, let’s hurry up and find it and get out of Dodge.

      “The town’s name is Lindsey, not Dodge.”

      There was stunned silence. Then Puck said, Bless your heart, as one of the passive-aggressive Southerners around here might say. “Get out of Dodge” is an expression, not a place. After that breathtaking display of ignorance, I don’t believe you really knew what smite means.

      I smothered a smirk. I knew what get out of Dodge meant. I had just been yanking on Puck’s chain. That and distracting myself from where I was. If there was a creepier place to be in the dead—hah!—of night than a cemetery, I didn’t know where that place was.

      During the day, I liked cemeteries. The eighty-six acres of rolling green landscape known as Rock Creek Cemetery was one of my favorite places to visit in Washington, especially since it was one of the few D.C. attractions not overrun with tourists. At night, though, cemeteries made my skin crawl. Probably because I sensed on some subconscious level the things anxiously roaming in cemeteries like Beulah Grove Baptist’s. I didn’t dare open my Third Eye here. I knew I would see things I’d rather not.

      The light of the flashlight I had borrowed from Ghost flickered over countless headstones. I searched for a specific one, that of Marshall Bellows. I could have cast a light spell, of course, but was afraid a spell might attract some of the unseen, restless supernaturals giving my subconscious the heebie-jeebies. Even without attracting those nasties like moths to a flame, it felt as though something would reach out and grab me at any moment.

      Beyond the illumination of my light, all else was inky blackness. Dark clouds covered the moon and the stars. It was cooler than it had been during the day, but it was hardly cool. More like muggy.

      I couldn’t see Ghost’s flashlight from here. He was on the other side of the sprawling cemetery, searching for Marshall’s grave just as I was. He didn’t want to be out here either, but we had agreed on the need to look at Marshall’s body to see if there was any truth to what Mrs. Bellows had told us. If Gifted organ harvesters operated in the area, maybe they were connected to Millennium.

      Ghost and I had split up to cover more territory. And, oh boy, was there a lot to cover. The cemetery consisted of over 150 acres. According to the historical marker outside the front of the church, Beulah Grove dated to the early 1800s, and was one of the oldest churches in Mississippi. A lot of church members had been buried here over the centuries. But only white ones, the marker stated, until 1971 when a black churchgoer sued for the right to bury his son who had died fighting in the Vietnam War. Jesus loved everyone, but not everyone equally until forced by the courts. I had wanted to add that part to the marker, but Ghost stopped me. He said we were here to investigate, not to critique these people’s history. Spoilsport.

      After what felt like an eternity stumbling around in the dark, my flashlight finally fell on Marshall’s name. A flat stone grave marker listed only his name and years of birth and death. The grave marker was so shallow and overrun by weeds, I had nearly missed it.

      “Whoo, whoo.” I did my best owl impersonation as I called out to Ghost in our prearranged signal.

      A grave robber, that’s who, Puck grumbled.

      “Oh shush.” I stuck the flashlight into the dirt with the shining bulb pointed straight up. I repeated the hoot to Ghost. There was probably no one else around for miles, but better safe than sorry. The local authorities would take a dim view of out-of-town costumed people rummaging around in a cemetery.

      While I waited for Ghost to find us, I pulled up weeds, cleaning up Marshall’s grave. It seemed the least I could do. I had not forgotten how Mrs. Bellows had looked when we had left her house.

      I almost jumped out of my skin when Ghost swooped out of the sky and plopped down next to me. Skulking around this cemetery had me jumpier than a bullfrog during a frog gigging tournament.

      A frog gigging tournament? Huh. Clearly I had spent too much time here in the Deep South.

      “You found Marshall?” Ghost asked. His flashlight probed the ground.

      I nodded and pointed at his grave marker. “The rest is up to you. Please don’t disturb the body. This already feels like a desecration.”

      “Don’t worry. Marshall won’t feel a thing.”

      “Was that a joke? It’s not funny.”

      “No, I suppose it isn’t. Sorry. Gallows humor. I don’t like this anymore than you do. I’m going to phase through Marshall and look inside his body to see if anything’s missing. I won’t disturb so much as a molecule.” Ghost stood directly over Marshall’s grave. “See you in a bit.”

      Ghost turned translucent and sank into the ground like a descending elevator. He disappeared.

      As many times as I see him do that, Puck said, it never fails to creep me out.

      “That makes two of us.”

      I paced, surveying the surrounding area with my flashlight. I did not know what to do with myself until Ghost returned. All around, headstones poked out of the ground like monster teeth.

      Ugh. A scary cemetery in the middle of the night was a bad time to come up with that particular metaphor.

      A flash of faint blue light came from around Marshall’s grave marker. It spread out rapidly in a massive circle, with Marshall’s grave at the epicenter. The light rippled like water as it spread, covering the ground dozens of headstones rested on.

      I froze in front of a tall headstone as the wave of light passed under me. I didn’t feel anything, but my hackles rose. Whatever the strange light was, I didn’t understand or like it.

      Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the rippling blue light disappeared. If I had blinked, I would have missed it.

      What in Hades was that? Puck asked anxiously.

      “You’re the Cloak of Wisdom. I was about to ask you.” My instincts shrieked at me to open a portal and get the heck out of Dodge as Puck might have put it. I resisted the panicked impulse. I refused to be spooked by something that could be a whole lot of nothing. Besides, I couldn’t abandon Ghost. “Maybe it was my imagination.”

      Uh, I saw it too. Definitely not just your imagination. I didn’t buy my lame explanation either, but I did not have a better one.

      There was a faint rumble, as if someone were tunneling below me. Maybe it was Ghost returning to the surface. I had never known his phasing to cause rumbling, though.

      Dirt exploded below me. A pale white hand shot out of the ground right underneath me. The hand was dirty and decomposed, more bone than flesh.

      The hand grasped my ankle. It tightened like a vise, making me yelp.

      The hand yanked hard, and I fell. The flashlight slipped out of my hand and went spinning.

      Like a flickering movie projector, the spinning flashlight showed dozens of corpses clawing out of their graves.

      The horde of zombies attacked.
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      It was like being at the bottom of a pile of football players after a fumble. The fetid stench was horrific.

      The zombies piled on top of me, chittering like insects, scratching, biting, and raking me with their talon-like nails. If it had not been for the protections of the Grimoire suit, they would have killed me immediately.

      Ow! A set of nails pierced my suit, and then my body. The Grimoire suit was not invulnerable, and neither was I. I had to get from under this pile of rotten and rotting flesh and bone before my dead body was added to the collection.

      I fought back, trying to push, punch, wrestle, and claw my way free. But there were too many of them. They were too strong. They fought with the savagery and recklessness of things that felt no pain.

      Puck was shrieking something in my head. The words finally sank into my panic-stricken mind.

      Fire! he cried. Zombies are vulnerable to fire.

      I knew exactly nothing about zombies, so I didn’t know if he was right. I did know brute force wasn’t working, though.

      I struggled to free a hand enough to perform the simple Wave to cast a fire spell. Finally, I ripped a hand away from a couple of zombies who gnawed on my gauntleted hand like it was a rack of ribs.

      “Ignis!” I cried as I performed the Wave and released my Will.

      My entire body caught on fire. Fortunately, I and the Grimoire suit were immune to my own spellfire. Then, with a rush of Will, I let the fire expand.

      With a terrific boom, the spellfire exploded like a supernova. Night became day. The zombies piled on top of me were flung violently off, like ants whose nest had been detonated with a firecracker.

      The pressure on and around me was gone. I was free. I staggered to my feet. Bits of burning zombie rained on and around me. It was the grossest hailstorm ever.

      A massive ring of spellfire burned around me. I normally would have released my Will to extinguish the fire before it got out of control, but I dared not. Despite having destroyed many of the zombies, dozens more approached from all sides. The circle they formed tightened like a noose. They shied away from the fire like skittish horses. The ring of fire was the only thing preventing them from rushing me as the others had.

      I was panting. I felt like a wrung-out sponge. It would take my body a while to store up more magic. At my best, I could destroy the rest of these zombies with another explosion. I was not at my best. I didn’t have the magical juice left to set off another blast like the first one. I could barely maintain the ring of fire keeping the zombies at bay. In a fight, I normally husbanded my energy better. But, at the bottom of that zombie scrum, there had been no time for thought or subtlety or conserving energy.

      Unholy night of the living dead, Puck whispered in frightened awe as I warily surveyed the encircling zombies. This is not good.

      A horizontal white object smoked in the burnt grass a few steps away. Thinking a weapon would come in handy, I picked it up.

      Yuck. I nearly dropped it, having realized it was a man’s femur. A piece of one of the destroyed zombies.

      Then my jaw clenched with resolve. My fist tightened around the makeshift weapon. Another fire spell ignited the femur, making the bone look like a flaming short sword. The bone wasn’t itself burning. It was really more of just a focal point for me to focus my Will on. My magic was what burned. A flamethrower would be nice, but this would have to do.

      White flashed in the corner of my eye. Hopped up on adrenaline, I spun and swung the flaming bone, thinking one of the zombies had penetrated the ring of fire.

      The burning bone passed harmlessly through Ghost, who was ascending from the earth. “Hey! What gives?” he said, startled. Then he did a double take. His head twisted as he surveyed the scene. Between the holes in the ground where the zombies had burst out of graves, the smoldering body parts, the fire, and the chittering ring of zombies, this once peaceful cemetery looked like a battle scene in a post-apocalyptic movie.

      Ghost’s masked face swung to mine. “What the hell did you do?”

      “Me? This isn’t my fault. It all started when you went underground. What did you do?”

      “Me? I didn’t do anything to cause all this.”

      “Well I sure as heck didn’t.”

      “You must have.”

      Enough! Puck exclaimed. Sheesh! I can’t believe I have to be the mature voice of reason. Ghost must’ve triggered a magical booby trap when he went underground to examine Marshall. It animated the zombies. We’ll point fingers later. You’re clearly not up to opening a portal. Now that Captain Casper is here, have him fly us to safety.

      “Ghost isn’t flying me anywhere,” I said, letting Ghost hear my response to Puck. “If we run, these zombies will run amok. There are plenty of homes in the surrounding area. Innocents will get hurt.”

      “Wait.” Ghost’s head swiveled wildly. “Those things are zombies?”

      Welcome to the conversation, Puck said, though of course Ghost could not hear him.

      “Go airborne and out of harm’s way,” I told Ghost. “I can’t maintain the ring of fire keeping the zombies away much longer. I’ll take care of them with this.” I brandished my make-do sword. I was Sage the Zombie Slayer. I feigned a confidence and bravado my aching body didn’t really feel. I wanted to impress the Hero. Later—if there was a later—I’d find a good therapist and have a nice long chat about my Oedipal issues.

      “Not a chance.” Ghost spun around. He put his back to mine and faced the ring of fire and the frenetic zombies beyond it. He put his fists up. “Extinguish the fire.”

      “But—”

      “Do it. I can handle myself.” He’d have to. If I tried to maintain the fiery ring much longer, I’d collapse from exhaustion.

      I raised my flaming bone and eyed the zombies.

      I let the fiery barrier wink out of existence.

      Without hesitation, the horde of zombies surged forward. They were a ragtag mess of raggedy clothes and bodies in varying stages of decomposition. The fact the only light source now was the flickering glow from the bone I wielded made this look even more like a scene from a nightmare than it already did.

      Ghost and I kept our backs together and let the wave of undead come to us. And come they did, chittering like a swarm of cicadas.

      One zombie was swifter than the others. I lunged forward. My flaming bone went through the zombie’s chest like a hot knife through butter. He burst into flames. He recoiled from me, somehow screaming inhumanly with his entire body instead of just his mouth. He bumped into several other zombies, setting them ablaze as well. They all fell, twitching, sizzling, and popping as the spellfire consumed them.

      I swung my bone wildly, keeping zombies temporarily at bay. I turned slightly to see how Ghost fared.

      Ghost shoved an open hand forward, toward the skull of an advancing zombie. Ghost’s big hand passed right through the zombie’s skull. His forearm muscles writhed under his costume as Ghost twisted his arm, then yanked it back. His hand reappeared, clenched around the decayed brain of the zombie. The organ looked like a dirty giant sponge.

      Ghost dropped the removed brain. The brain hit the ground, followed by the zombie’s now listless body. Without its brain, the zombie collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. Good to know.

      Timing his phasing abilities perfectly, Ghost punched another zombie’s brain clean out of its skull. Suddenly immobile, the brainless zombie body collapsed.

      I’m not a huge fan of the big galoot, Puck said, but even I have to admit that was pretty cool.

      Talons clawed at my head. I had let zombies get too close while checking on Ghost. Gotta focus. Ghost could obviously defend himself.

      A swipe of my burning bone lopped off three heads at once. I kicked one twitching headless body, forcing it into the other two. All three collapsed like bowling pins.

      I hesitated for a beat when confronted by a small zombie. She had been a kid when she had died, no more than eight-years-old.

      The hesitation was a mistake. The zombie child launched herself at me. She buried her head in my crotch, biting, trying to penetrate my suit. I grabbed her by her dirty blonde hair and flung her away from me. She landed on all fours like a spider. She skittered back toward me along with larger zombies.

      Wielding the bone like it was a scythe, I mowed down zombies like stalks of wheat. I did not hesitate this time when confronted with the zombie child again. A swipe from my flaming bone split the small zombie completely in two.

      Ghost and I had been forced to separate a bit in the wild melee. Before long, piles of zombie parts surrounded us like sawdust in a sawmill.

      If it had just been me, maybe I would have fallen before the onslaught of zombies. With Ghost fighting alongside of me though, it soon became obvious we would prevail.

      After what felt like an eternity, the fight was over. No more zombies moved. Their remains littered the ground for as far as my flaming light let me see.

      Once Ghost fished another flashlight out of his utility belt, I extinguished my fire. I bent over, panting, using the femur as a crutch. Then I remembered what it was and dropped it with a fresh stab of revulsion.

      Everything smelled like a condemned slaughterhouse. I was covered in zombie filth and gore. If I took a bath for a week, that still might not be long enough.

      “Are you all right?” Ghost asked.

      Still panting, I nodded. Other than when I had been under that zombie pileup, the creatures had not succeeded in penetrating my suit. “You?”

      It was gratifying to see that even he, normally unflappable, was breathing hard. He might have to burn his costume. Aside from being covered in zombie filth, it was ripped in several places. His broad chest was almost completely exposed. Human blood mixed with zombie gore.

      “No permanent damage,” Ghost said. “At least I hope not. There were so many, I got tagged a couple of times when I turned substantial. They broke the skin in a few places. Do zombies spread diseases?” He paused, then shuddered. “Or worse: could I end up like one of them?”

      Nah, Puck said. Tell him that only happens in the movies. Zombies only occur when dark magic animates a corpse. Speaking of which, I only know a few warlocks with the ability to animate zombies. I know zero who could do it without being physically present at the animation site. You see any warlocks here? There’s only one magician with the raw magical power and the know-how who might be able to pull something like tonight’s zombie apocalypse off in absentia.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Millennium.”

      Ding! Ding! Ding! Give that lady a cigar. Or better yet, lye soap and steel wool to scrub down with. You stink.

      “First the mind wyvern booby trap, now this. It looks like we finally might be on the right track.”

      I repeated to Ghost Puck’s end of the conversation.

      “If this was Millennium’s doing, I think I know why he booby-trapped the cemetery,” Ghost said. “When I phased through Marshall’s body, I discovered his brain was missing. Along with his heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, and the rest of the organs in his torso. His body cavity was stuffed with newspaper.”
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      “You ever kill someone, Benjamin?” I asked. I reached over from the passenger seat and grabbed a bunch of french fries from the container between Benjamin’s legs. I had already eaten my burger and fries and was still hungry. This stakeout was doing a real number on my diet.

      Benjamin’s eyes did not leave the Barrett Funeral Home building we were parked diagonally across the street from. The funeral home was a two-story Colonial-style building located in a sleepy commercial district several blocks from Lindsey’s downtown. We were at the back of the building, watching the employees-only entrance.

      “Sure,” Benjamin said. “Just the other day I murdered someone for stealing my fries. She deserved it. I have no regrets.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I. I take french fries very seriously.”

      I had learned in these weeks with Benjamin that, when he did not want to answer a question, he changed the subject, hoping I wouldn’t follow up. Feigning irritation, I flicked a fry at him. Instead of smacking him on the cheek I had aimed for, it sailed right through it. Benjamin chewed the recaptured fry, still not taking his eyes off the funeral home.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      “I’m fun at parties. You should see me juggle.” He probably really could. The man was full of unexpected talents. When we started keeping the funeral home under surveillance four days ago, the first day we had gone inside Barrett Funeral Home to case the place from the inside. We posed as a married couple new to the area who were looking for a place to handle Benjamin’s dad’s funeral. Benjamin had adopted a spot-on deep Southern accent for the visit. He had sounded like Foghorn Leghorn.

      Unfortunately, though I had discovered Benjamin’s flair for accents, we had not discovered in the funeral home a sign reading Secret headquarters for the local organ harvesting ring. P.S.—We gave Millennium hands. The bad guys never made things easy for the heroes.

      I said, “Remember when Congress renamed these freedom fries on congressional cafeteria menus after France opposed the U.S.’s invasion of Iraq?”

      Benjamin made a face. “I’m trying to forget. Reprinting all those cafeteria menus just to give one of our allies the middle finger? Another example of our tax dollars wisely spent.” He frowned. “Wait. Do you even pay taxes?”

      “Did you take a job with the IRS when I wasn’t paying attention? Of course I pay taxes. What kind of question is that?”

      “You’re right. Zombies being real, dwarfs running tailor shops, and a magic law enforcement bureau hiding literally under the FBI’s nose make total and complete sense, but the magical world not paying taxes is too bizarre to even suggest.”

      I chewed a fry thoughtfully. “Okay, I see your point.”

      Aside from the sounds of us munching freedom fries, the car fell quiet again. All was quiet on the Southern front. Why should today be any different? Nothing of any consequence had happened in the days we’d staked this place out. We sat in the same Heroes’ Guild vehicle we had driven to Mrs. Bellows’ home in, but it no longer looked like a Chevy Impala. Thanks to holographic technology imbedded in the car, it changed its look more often than a pop star. Today it appeared to be a white van. Yesterday it was a Toyota Camry. Benjamin had explained he changed the look of the car and where he parked it from day to day to avoid rousing suspicions within the place we had under surveillance. I was learning a lot from Benjamin. Including how to be bored to death.

      We kept the funeral home under surveillance twenty-four hours a day. Both Benjamin and I were here during the day. We alternated who kept watch at night, with the other person getting some much needed shut-eye at a nearby hotel. We were both already exhausted from this schedule. Television made detective work look more glamorous than it was. I hadn’t even spotted Charlie or any of his Angels.

      Thanks to this stakeout, I knew the employees who came and went from the funeral home the way a fan knew all the characters on one of those detective shows. An extremely boring detective show. In all this time, we had seen nothing out of the ordinary, aside from the fact my Third Eye had determined a few Gifteds and a handful of human-passing Otherkin worked here. Magical folk operating in a mundane world was no crime, though. If it were, I would need to go back to prison. Then again, I had spotted a few disguised dark elves who worked for the funeral home. That had to mean something was up with the place. Dark elves rarely did honest work.

      In light of Marshall Bellows’ hollowed-out body—something the funeral home must have known about since it had prepared the body for burial and had not raised any alarms with Mrs. Bellows or the authorities about the body’s condition—our working theory was that Barrett either was the front for an organ harvesting operation, or that it worked with one. If Millennium was responsible for the mind wyvern and zombie booby traps, he clearly was casting spells again. Which meant he had obtained a new set of hands from somewhere. Had Barrett provided them? And what did Marshall Bellows have to do with Millennium? A lot of Marshall’s body parts were missing, but his hands were not, so his were not the hands Millennium was using. We had a lot of questions, and too few answers.

      Unfortunately, sitting out here staring at the funeral home had not answered any of those questions. I was bored out of my mind. Though I was bored, the city of Lindsey wasn’t. What had happened in the Beulah Grove Baptist Church cemetery days ago was still the talk of the town. Why, the local media breathlessly speculated, had dozens of graves been ripped open, the bodies removed, torn apart or burned or both, and the remnants left scattered? Grave robbers? Satanists? Disrespectful kids pulling a prank? A sign from an angry God? One eagle-eyed sheriff’s deputy said on camera it seemed to him that the graves had been ripped opened from the inside out, but the TV reporter interviewing him all but rolled her eyes at him. In a time of deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act. George Orwell said that. I was a big fan of his popcorn.

      Truth be told, I felt horribly about leaving the zombie remains to litter the cemetery grounds. How would I feel if Dad’s body was ripped out of his grave and left lying around? If Benjamin and I had known which remains went where, we would have re-buried them in their proper spots.

      A van with the funeral home’s name on the side of it pulled up to the back of Barrett’s. Two men in coveralls I had seen several times before got out. Their movements were slow and deliberate. They probably thought if they moved faster, they might spontaneously combust in the oppressive Southern heat. They pulled a gurney from the back of the van. A sheet covered the gurney.

      I opened my Third Eye. The mundane world faded away, replaced by the swirling colors of the magical one. The bodies of the men in coveralls swirled with magical energy. They were dark elves, with their ears surgically bobbed so they could pass as human. But I already knew that, having looked at the elves with my Third Eye before. The mass under the cover of the gurney was a black blob in my Third Eye’s view. It clearly was a dead body, just like so many others I had seen since we started watching the building.

      A dead body taken into a funeral home? It was clear evidence criminal activity was afoot. Somebody call the cops!

      I closed my Third Eye and, with my biological ones, watched the men open a door with a keycard and then wheel the gurney into the funeral home. Riveting. It was the most exciting thing that had happened all day.

      I sighed. Patience had never been one of my virtues. What little I had was almost used up from cooling my heels in this car. I desperately wanted to do something more proactive than watching and waiting. By contrast, Benjamin seemed comfortable sitting here watching the funeral home until he was old enough to need one.

      “Why can’t we just suit up, go in there, and shake the tree until a piece of fruit falls out?” I complained.

      “We’ve been over this. For one thing, we’d need a warrant. We don’t have cause to get one yet.”

      “Warrant? I’m not a cop. Neither are you. Just turn invisible and mosey us on in there for a little look-see. We’ll poke around more than we could the other day.”

      “It’s true I’m not a cop. But the Fourth Amendment’s protections against searches and seizures apply to any government agent, not just police officers.” When Benjamin talked like this, his lawyer colors shone through.

      “Do I look like I’m from the government? Make up your mind. A minute ago, you wondered if I even paid taxes.”

      “And neither am I from the government. But at the same time, I sort of am.”

      “Well, that’s clear as mud.”

      “A Hero’s license is granted under the auspices of the Guild in conjunction with the Department of Metahuman Affairs. The USDMA is obviously a government agency. Because of that, a lot of criminals thwarted by Heroes over the years have argued in court that Heroes are quasi-government officials who are bound by the same rules that government officials like cops are. There’s a lot of conflicting case law on the subject. Eventually the Supreme Court will probably step in and give us clear guidance.” Benjamin shook his head. “In the meantime, especially in a matter involving someone like Millennium, I don’t want to do anything that even hints at illegality. Not when we have an actual lead after all this time of looking for him. If we do find him and bring him in, I don’t want some sharp lawyer arguing I didn’t dot my Is and cross my Ts while searching for Millennium, and therefore his apprehension is fruit of the poisonous tree and he should go free despite all his crimes.”

      I chewed on that. “There’s more to being a licensed Hero than I thought. Thank goodness I’m not one.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “So we’re going to just sit here and wait and watch until we have reason to actually do something?”

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      “As a matter of fact, I was thinking we could—”

      Benjamin cut me off. “Unless you have a better legal idea.”

      “Oh. Then no.”

      I ate the last of my stolen fries, licked my greasy lips, and considered reaching over for more. How bad could they be for you anyway? The human body was a living machine, machines needed lubrication, oil was a lubricant, fries were cooked in oil, so therefore fries must be good for you. The logic was unassailable.

      I grabbed the last of Benjamin’s fries. He did not even try to stop me. He seemed lost in thought. He was probably thinking how friends wanted their friends to be healthy.

      I munched the fries. What if my logic was flawed and they weren’t healthy? If that were the case, I was doing Benjamin a favor by taking them. I was practically saving his life.

      I felt a warm glow inside. Putting others before oneself felt good. That, or all this fast food when my body wasn’t used to it anymore was giving me heartburn.

      “You asked if I ever killed anyone,” Benjamin suddenly said. As he spoke, he looked at the building through binoculars. “Once. Fifteen years ago.”

      I was surprised he had brought it back up. “Who?”

      “A Hero named Protector. His real name was Gary Gabriel. He turned Rogue. The Guild carefully vets whom it gives a Hero’s license to, but despite all the background checks and psych tests, every now and then a potentially bad seed slides through the process. I guess I don’t need to tell you that. Look at Millennium.”

      Benjamin put the binoculars down. He wasn’t looking at the building anymore, nor at me. He looked straight ahead, through the windshield.

      “Gabriel was having an affair with a married woman,” he said. “Her husband came home unexpectedly and found her in bed with Gabriel. Gabriel killed him. Sliced him right in half with his laser vision.

      “Gabriel panicked and fled. The wife called the police. Because it was a Hero-involved killing, the police contacted the Guild. I went after Gabriel. Eventually I cornered him. He was holed up in an elementary school. He slaughtered five kids. ‘Just to let you know I mean business,’ he said over the phone. He threatened to kill a classroom more if we didn’t let him go.

      “A murder in the heat of the moment I can understand. Your girlfriend’s husband surprises you, you freak, he dies. I don’t condone it. I hope to God I wouldn’t do it. But I can understand it.” Benjamin shook his head. “But kill first and second graders just to make a point? Especially when you’re sworn to protect the weak and innocent? That I don’t understand.”

      The car fell quiet. A dragonfly hovered over the windshield like a tiny helicopter, then zoomed away. I thought Benjamin was not going to finish his story.

      “So I phased into the school building,” Benjamin continued quietly, “and went to the room where Gabriel held all those terrified kids hostage. I snuck up behind him. I shoved my hand through his chest. I stopped his heart. He died almost instantly. No more kids got hurt.

      “Later, the city gave me a medal. The Guild gave me a special commendation. ‘For saving lives and upholding the highest ideals of Heroism’ it read.” Benjamin said the words bitterly.

      I didn’t understand the reason for his tone. “How is that not true? It sounds like you did what you needed to do.”

      “That’s just it. I didn’t need to kill Gabriel. There were half a dozen ways I could have incapacitated him and taken him into custody without anyone else getting hurt. If it had just been the husband he had killed, I’m sure that’s exactly what I would have done. But he had killed kids. Babies! That I could not abide. I saw the chance to exact justice, and I took it.”

      Benjamin took a long breath. “I felt guilty about what I had done even before Gabriel’s dead body hit the floor. It ate at me night and day, until it got to the point I couldn’t stand it anymore. I kept thinking, ‘How am I any better than Gabriel?’

      “The Guild giving me the commendation was the last straw. I confessed what I had done to Amazing Man. He’s an experienced Hero. Been around forever. At the time, he was the chairman of the Guild’s Executive Committee and therefore my boss. I told him I was going to resign as Guild investigator, surrender my Hero’s license, and turn myself in to the civilian authorities.”

      Benjamin got quiet again. I again feared he would not finish the story. “What did Amazing Man say?” I prompted him.

      Benjamin’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. “I’ll never forget what he said. He looked at me with those famous steel-gray eyes of his and said it spoke well of me that I felt guilty about killing Gabriel. Then he added, ‘But Protector was a baby-killer. A rabid dog who needed to be put down. If you surrender your license and throw your life away over the likes of him, I’ll shove this blue boot of mine so far up your butt you’ll taste shoe leather the rest of your life. Now get out of my office and don’t tell anybody else what you told me.’

      “When a Hero like Amazing Man tells you to do something, you do it. I didn’t tell anyone else about what happened with Gabriel.” For the first time, Benjamin turned and looked at me directly. He impaled me with his dark eyes. “Until now.”

      “Why tell me?” I asked.

      Benjamin shrugged. “Because you shared something personal with me back when we were atop the U.S. Capitol Building. It seems only fair. And, I know you asked me if I ever killed anyone because you’re thinking about killing Millennium when we find him. No, don’t deny it. I see it in your eyes every time his or Madeline’s name comes up. We are Heroes. Heroes aren’t supposed to kill.”

      “What’s with this ‘we’ part of ‘We are Heroes,’ Kemosabe?” I often made light of things when I was uncomfortable. I could not deny the truth of what Benjamin said. I spent a lot of time daydreaming what I would do to Millennium if we ever found him. When we find him, I told myself firmly. The power of positive thinking. “I’m not a licensed Hero. I’m just a vigilante in a costume. Remember?”

      Benjamin winced. “Are you ever going to forget I said that?”

      “Forgiving and forgetting is not one of my strengths.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.” He smiled, and his dimples flashed for a moment. Then he sobered again. “I was wrong to say you’re just a vigilante. Though you’re not a licensed Hero or even a Metahuman, you’ve amply proven you’re a superhero in all the ways that count.”

      This time I knew the warm glow I felt was not heartburn. “Thanks. I appreciate you saying that. It means a lot coming from you. I have a lot of respect for you.”

      Benjamin shifted, bringing his face closer to mine. I thought, for one heart-fluttering moment, that he was going to kiss me. I was going to let him.

      “Then believe me when I say to not make the mistake I did,” Benjamin said instead. “Even a fool can learn from his own mistakes; a wise person learns from the mistakes of others. Killing Gabriel haunts me to this day. I often can’t sleep nights thinking about him. Killing Gabriel did not really kill him. He’s been living rent-free in my head all these years.”

      Benjamin shook his head ruefully. He looked at me with a strange intensity. “We have to be better than the killers of the world. If we do what they do, we’re no better than them.”

      “Who are you trying to convince?” I asked. “Me? Or yourself?”

      Benjamin shifted in the driver’s seat again, away from me. He raised his binoculars. He studied a woman who had stepped out of the back of the funeral home. Thanks to my Gifted eyesight, I saw why Benjamin’s gaze lingered. Men! Sure, the woman had a nice figure. But did she have the kissable, greasy, french fried lips I had? Benjamin was missing out.

      “Both,” Benjamin finally said.
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      Late the next night, I was alone in the car, bored out of my mind, watching Barrett Funeral Home and rethinking my life choices, when something finally happened.

      A Barrett van drove into the back parking lot, then backed up to the employee’s entrance. It was the same van that had left a few hours ago. The two dark elves with bobbed ears I had seen before got out. They seemed to look around furtively, but maybe that was my imagination.

      They opened the back of the van and pulled out a gurney with a covered mass on it. Another body.

      As I had done every time a body came into or left the funeral home, I opened my Third Eye and checked it out.

      It was no dead body this time. The swirling colors of the mass under the sheet were unmistakable. The man under that sheet was as alive as I was.

      Why would someone alive be taken into a funeral home on a gurney? With what we suspected about the funeral home, the conclusion was inevitable:

      They were bringing him inside to remove one or more of his organs.

      The men in coveralls pushed the gurney inside the funeral home through double doors. It was one thing if the guy under the sheet voluntarily sold his organs. Yeah it was illegal, but maybe that was what this guy had signed up for.

      If the guy was not giving up one or more of his organs voluntarily, if he was a kidnap victim like we thought Marshall Bellows had been, that was an entirely different kettle of fish. There was no way I was going to let some poor guy have his organs ripped out of him and then have him dumped somewhere like a gutted fish.

      I picked up a Guild walkie-talkie and called Benjamin. He had just left the car a little while ago and probably had not made it to the hotel yet. I told him what I had seen.

      “I’m on my way,” he said. “Wait for me. I’ll be back shortly.”

      “There’s no time,” I said. The image of the still-living person on the gurney burned in my mind. “I’m going in. Meet me inside.”

      “But—” I shut the radio off before Ghost finished his thought. I put the Grimoire suit on with a mental command, grabbed Puck from the back, and hastily cast the spell to bind him to me. I rushed to explain the situation to him.

      “We should wait for Ghost,” Puck said. “He leaves, we’re all alone, and then all of a sudden this happens. It’s mighty fishy. It could be a trap.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? We’ll just have to take that chance. I’m not going to let someone else get hurt or killed because of me. Every second might count. Now hush. I’m busy.”

      A portal spell took me from the car to right outside the door the gurney had been pushed into. A security camera was mounted above the door, covering the area where I stood. I had already known the camera was here, Benjamin and I having previously spotted it during our stakeout. I ignored the camera. My intent was speed, not stealth.

      The metal double doors were locked. A keycard panel granted access. The doors looked solid. I could try forcing them open, but there was no need: a thin vertical window was built into one of the doors, allowing me to see the antiseptic-looking corridor in the back of the funeral home. If I could see a place, I could open a portal to it.

      I cast the spell and stepped from outside the door to inside the funeral home.

      The instant I did, a jolt of energy ran through me, reminiscent of a strong electric current. Whatever it was made my entire body feel like it was on fire. I cried out from pain and startle.

      The last thing I saw was the funeral home’s tile floor rushing up to greet me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Look at these readings, Orvist!” the dark elf said. He waved a wand over my bound and limp body. He peered at numbers and symbols the wand projected over itself. “Her magical capacity is off the charts! The master was right about this one.”

      “When is he not?” his companion Orvist said. “Come on Vulas, let’s get this bitch to him so he can examine her himself. He’ll want to confirm our readings before we fetch Dr. Pennington.”

      Dark elves—the same ones I had seen carting a live body into Barrett Funeral Home—wheeled me out of the room they had been examining me in and down a narrow corridor. They thought I was still unconscious. I wasn’t, of course, as I had awakened several minutes ago from whatever force had zapped me. The elves were right: I had unusually strong magic, and recovered from jolts to my system far faster than most Gifteds. Keeping my eyes closed, I monitored what was going on around me with my Third Eye. The Mask of Inscrutability was off as it receded whenever I lost consciousness, something I had discovered with my fight with the Snallygaster. The rest of the Grimoire costume was still on me, however, as was Puck.

      I don’t like this, Puck said as the elves brought us into a room that had in it what looked like a walk-in meat freezer. You should get up, pop these guys in the jaw, and call it a day.

      Ignoring Puck’s advice and unable to respond to him without alerting the elves, I continued to play possum. Not that getting up as Puck advised would be easy, anyway. I was strapped down to the gurney the elves wheeled me in. Worse than that, my gauntleted hands were individually strapped to the gurney, making casting a spell difficult.

      Difficult, but not impossible. I already had some thoughts on the matter. I would see how all this played out before making my move.

      The elves opened the freezer. It was hard to not wince at the sight that confronted my Third Eye. Instead of there being bodies inside the freezer, inside was a mass of magical energy that hurt to look at. The swirling, silver vortex reminded me of the funnel water forms when you have a sink full of the liquid and then pull the stopper out.

      Whoa! I’ve never seen anything like this before, Puck said. If I could speak, I would have said Ditto.

      I almost tried to free myself then and there at the sight of the magical vortex. The only thing that stopped me was the fact one of the elves grabbed the gurney by the foot of the wheeled stretcher, and entered the vortex before me as he dragged me behind him while his companion pushed. If the elves were willing to risk whatever strange magical energy the vortex represented, then I was too.

      Entering the magical vortex reminded me somewhat of traveling using the Guild’s matmitters. I itched all over my body, including inside it, as if I were pulled apart piece by piece and just as meticulously put back together again.

      The sensation ended quickly. With my eyes still closed, I looked around with my Third Eye.

      Puck whistled. He said in an awed voice, Toto, I've a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore.

      Puck was right. For as far as my Third Eye could see, there was no freezer, no funeral home, no parked cars outside, no street, no people . . . heck, everything I was used to was gone. In its place was a lush jungle. A series of large, interconnected glass domes provided shelter from that wilderness. The two elves and I were in one of those glass domes.

      The magical vortex was still here, but now it resided inside a huge wooden cabinet. This dome was full of wooden tables and benches groaning with books, chemicals, potions, plants, and caged small animals. It reminded me of the sorceress’ workshop Agatha kept hidden in her condo, only on a much grander scale.

      It was hard to keep my Third Eye open because there was so much magic and potential magic in this place. The colorful visual stimuli were overwhelming.

      “Let’s pour some immobilizer around the witch’s hands before she wakes up,” Vulas said. “Better safe than sorry.”

      Immobilizer? That didn’t sound good. If I was going to make a move, it needed to be now.

      I closed my Third Eye. I opened my biological eyes, startling the elves who were both still near the gurney. I made the Grimoire gauntlet recede into my flesh, leaving my hand bare. The thick gauntlet’s disappearance left just enough play in the bond securing my hand to perform the simple Wave I had mastered when I was a kid. I gathered my Will and said the Word: “Ignis.”

      A stream of spellfire shot from my finger and hit Vulas flush in his face. He shrieked, his head suddenly ablaze. Fire blazed around the same arm that conjured the spellfire. I gave it a hard jerk, and my arm ripped free of the restraints.

      Cursing, Orvist lunged for me, trying to pin down my free arm. I smashed him against the side of his head with a closed fist, sending him reeling.

      While the elves were temporarily out of commission, I burned and ripped my way free of the remaining restraints. I jumped off the gurney.

      My heart jumped into my throat when I realized I stood less than twenty feet from the helmeted sorcerer Millennium. He had appeared out of thin air.

      I recovered almost instantly. I had been mentally preparing for this moment since Maddy died.

      My hands did the Wave of the spell Puck and I had carefully prepared. Summoning my Will, I said the Word, bringing my hands together in front of me, pointing at Millennium.

      A glowing blue magic orb burst out of my hand. It rocketed toward Millennium like a heat-seeking missile. It would cause even more damage than a missile when it hit him.

      But it never did. Millennium Waved a single hand and whispered a Word. My magic orb winked out of existence before it came even close to touching him.

      “That is not going to work,” he said. His voice had a rustling quality to it, like dry twigs rubbing together. “Try again.”

      I did not know what bothered me more—the fact he had so easily negated the powerful spell Puck and I had so carefully formulated, or the fact he did not seem to view me as a real threat.

      Gritting my teeth, I tried again. This time I went with an old standby. A powerful stream of fire rushed out of me toward Millennium.

      But it did not hit him. Millennium made a small gesture, said a Word, and the stream split in two. The two streams went around his body, joined together behind him, and thereby formed a fiery circle around him. As hard as I tried to make the fire engulf Millennium, it simply would not. Getting the spellfire to obey my Will felt impossible, like trying to row a canoe up Niagara Falls.

      Millennium snapped a finger. Just like that, my fire dissipated. I was panting, already tired.

      “Now it’s my turn,” Millennium said. With a casual Wave of his gloved hand, I was swept off my feet, like an invisible giant had grabbed me by the neck and picked me up.

      A wooden table behind me was magically whisked clean. It turned upright, and I slammed into it. I stuck to the table like a bug smeared on the windshield of a speeding car. I could not move a muscle, much less cast a spell or grab something from the Pouch of Infinity.

      Millennium’s boots clicked on the wood floor as he stepped toward me. He looked just as he did in the footage I had watched with Ghost. He wore gloves, cavalier boots, a floor-length cape, and a belt, all brown. The brown matched the brown of his flat helmet. His tunic and leggings were a rich blue.

      Millennium looked up at me as I stuck to the long table, still unable to move. I could not see eyes through the two slits in his metal helmet, only pitch blackness.

      “Aren’t you a feisty young thing,” he said. To say I was struggling to free myself would be putting things far too strongly—I still could not move a muscle.

      Sage, I’ve got an idea, Puck said urgently. Try—

      Millennium spoke a few words in Latin and Waved his hand. It felt like my mind was being ripped apart. Puck ripped off my body, and he flew into Millennium’s outstretched hand.

      I was beyond shocked. I did not know it was even possible for Puck to be taken away from me when he was bonded with me unless I so Willed it.

      “Naughty, naughty,” Millennium said, looking at the cloak in his hands. “The vaunted Cloak of Wisdom. Its wisdom is questionable. Its boorishness is indisputable. Didn’t anyone ever teach you it’s rude to talk behind someone’s back?”

      Millennium dropped Puck on the floor like he was so much trash. Millennium stepped on him as he got closer to me.

      “I’m sure you have questions,” Millennium said, looking up at me. Though he was a slender man, he seemed much bigger than he was. Power radiated from him like it was a tangible force. “I have answers. So ask. Oh, I almost forgot.” Millennium gestured and, abruptly, my mouth worked again. I couldn’t move otherwise, but at least I could speak.

      My mind was awhirl. “Where are we?” I demanded.

      “Lindsey, Mississippi, of course.” There was amusement in Millennium’s voice. “Well, Lindsey, Mississippi as it existed over 15,000 years ago. My minions brought you here via my temporal vortex.”

      “You’ve been here this whole time? Since your confrontation with Omega?”

      “Here, there, a little bit of everywhere. No one is more aware than I that I am a wanted man. I have been careful to stay where my enemies cannot reach me.”

      “And why am I here?” It was obvious the dark elves had lured me into the funeral home building.

      “I should think that would be obvious,” Millennium said. “I need your hands.”

      Dread clawed at me. “My hands?”

      “Your hands.” Millennium pulled off his gloves. Scars looking like something Frankenstein’s monster would sport were around each hand, below the wrist. The flesh of the hands above the scars was brown, a clear mismatch from the fish-belly white skin below the scars.

      “I’ve been in the market for an upgrade from these for quite some time now,” Millennium rasped in his odd voice. “When the Hero Omega cut my hands off, I of course needed replacements to continue to perform magic. I acquired these hands from the proprietors of Barrett Funeral Home, who run an organ acquisition operation for select clientele. I provide their operation with certain magical protections in exchange for them staying on the lookout for more suitable hands than the ones I have. Your defeat of my mind wyvern piqued my curiosity about you. Your ready defeat of the undead automata I created as a trap for those who might investigate Barrett’s activities was when I realized you are what I have long looked for. Or more to the point, you have what I have been looking for.”

      Millennium turned his brown hands in front of his face, as if examining a broken piece of equipment. “The sorcerer Barrett got these from was a capable Bolivian sorcerer, but no world-beater. Using his hands limits me.” He lowered his hands. He ran a thin brown finger up one of my hands. “Yours, however, will make for quite the upgrade. Your magical potential is quite impressive.”

      He suddenly stopped caressing my hand. “You have no idea what you are, do you?” His voice held surprise.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes,” Millennium said slowly. “I can see you tell the truth. No matter. Your ignorance is of no import. Once we remove your hands, we’ll be forced to kill you anyway. Dead women tell no tales, as the cliché goes. A shame. It would have been interesting to watch your development.”

      I didn’t understand most of what he said. However, the part about cutting off my hands and killing me I understood all too well. “You’re a monster! A killer! You’re supposed to be a Hero!”

      Millennium levitated off the floor. He got right up in my face, getting so close his helmet pressed against my nose. I looked into pools of blackness behind his helmet.

      “Don’t you see, child? I am a Hero. My heroism guides my every action. It’s the greater good I’m concerned about. Not my own welfare. A crisis looms for humanity the likes of which the world has never seen before. Who is to protect it? Omega? Pah! He’s but a callow youth. Perhaps given another decade he would be ready to stand against the darkness the world faces. But the world cannot wait a decade. The crisis is almost upon us! The world needs a sorcerer of my caliber to protect it. Without someone like me ready, willing and able to do what needs to be done, all will surely be lost.

      Millennium moved his head back. “And you will play a key role in the world’s protection. With your hands, my magical abilities will be almost as potent as they were when I possessed my original hands. I will be ready to confront the great crisis.

      “I have summoned my surgeon. The surgery begins tomorrow morning.” Millennium caressed my cheek. “Don’t be upset. Comfort yourself with the knowledge your sacrifice might literally save the world. After all, the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one. What is one sorceress’ life when the world is at stake?”

      Millennium dropped back to the floor. He turned his back, and began walking away. My mind groped for something, anything, to get me out of this mess and stop this murdering madman.

      “Wait!” I called out to him. “Won’t you grant a condemned woman’s dying wish? If you are the Hero you say you are, surely you will grant me a simple request.”

      Millennium paused, then turned around.

      “What is your request?”

      “My paternal grandfather was a druid. Since love of nature runs in my veins, I’d like to spend my last night on earth outside. Amongst nature. Where I can see the stars.”

      Millennium came close again and stared at me. He Waved his hand over my face. Then he nodded. “I see you speak the truth about being descended from a druid. Very well. I will grant you this wish. As you can see, I’m a reasonable man. I’m no monster.”

      Millennium had his minions cart me to the darkness outside. I was surrounded by trees and rustling bushes. The elves told me Millennium had cast a spell to protect me from molestation by animals, but that they wished he had not. Then they left me alone in the wilderness.

      I lay there under the night sky, immobilized on the table like an insect in an entomologist’s collection. In this prehistoric time, there was no light pollution or other pollution from human civilization, so nothing obscured the sky. It looked like something you would only see in an observatory. Stars sparkled like jewels everywhere.

      I picked a star and made a pixie wish.
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      Dr. Pennington sliced Millennium’s hands off. The brown, slender hands plopped into the awaiting container like dead fish. Yellow-green blood went spurting, but not very much. The Gifted doctor had cast a spell to prevent Millennium from bleeding overly much.

      I was next. Dr. Pennington would remove my hands, then graft them onto Millennium’s stumps. Dr. Pennington—a portly, bespectacled man with a shock of unruly black hair—had explained that to me earlier, like I was a valued patient instead of a victim of these fiends.

      The pixies had not made an appearance. Not that I expected them to. When nothing happened last night after I spoke my pixie wish as they had instructed, I had lost all hope. I had not slept a wink. I had spent the time under the stars alternating between cursing the ditzy pixies and racking my brain for a way out of this bind.

      The pixie wish had been a Hail Mary, anyway. Did I really expect flighty little creatures like pixies to be able to do things like travel back in time to help me? The answer was a resounding no. But I was and had been desperate. I simply did not have another card to play.

      The enchanted saw glinted in Dr. Pennington’s hands as he turned away from Millennium and toward me. I would have cried if my tear ducts were working. Millennium had completely frozen my body again for this surgery and had forced the Grimoire suit off me.

      I had failed again. Failure was, I now realized, the story of my life. And now, failure was my life’s bookend.

      I saw a spark above me. At first I thought it was my imagination. Then there were several more.

      It was pixies. They were popping up high above us, appearing out of nowhere.

      En masse, they all swooped down with a spray of glittering pixie dust. They began tugging on Millennium’s helmet. Millennium sat upright but was strapped down, and could hardly move. The pixies’ faces were more serious than I had ever seen them before. Their demeanor was so different, it was like they were entirely different creatures.

      Millennium’s two dark elf minions swung into action, trying to swat the pixies away from Millennium. Some of the hurt pixies fell to the ground and lay still. Then, a small contingent of the fairies stopped tugging on Millennium’s helmet. They raised their tiny hands and shot sparkling pixie dust out of them at the elves. The elves slumped to the ground, unconscious.

      The doctor backed away from the pixies, clearly out of his element, not sure what to do.

      Millennium began screaming.

      “No!” he cried. The more the pixies tugged on his helmet, the more he cried and thrashed in his bonds. Pixies shot pixie dust directly at the helmet they tugged on. It seemed to help them ease the enchanted helmet off the sorcerer.

      Finally, with a blinding flash of light, the helmet flew off. Pixies went scattering.

      When my eyes cleared, I saw Hiram Milton’s face again instead of Millennium’s brown helmet. As I stared at the former Hero, he aged before my very eyes. His body withered like a plum turning into a prune.

      In seconds, Hiram was a dried-up husk of a man. He seemed more dead than alive, like someone had strapped a corpse into a chair.

      His brown eyes did not match his withered body, though. The eyes darted and rolled like those of a frightened horse looking to escape a burning barn. His eyes were still very much active, very much alive, and very much aware of the fact Hiram would live the rest of his thousand year lifespan trapped in a corpse-like body.

      As Dr. Pennington cowered in the corner, the pixies fluttered overhead. They shook their pretty little heads, as if awakening from a trance.

      Silly expressions were back on the pixies’ beautiful faces again. They looked down at Millennium’s desiccated body. They cried out in unison.

      “Ewww! Gross!” they said.
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      I stepped out of the Uber, shouldered my bag, and surveyed the house. It was a tasteful two-story Tudor on a small plot of land in Fairfax, Virginia, a wealthy area about two hours’ drive outside of Washington, D.C. The lawn was green and immaculate, as if someone had gotten on his hands and knees and carefully trimmed each blade of grass with scissors.

      I smiled at the well-maintained property. It fit him like a glove.

      I rang the doorbell. The door opened on the second ring.

      “Sage, what a pleasant surprise,” Benjamin said. His forehead creased. “How do you know where I live?” All he had on was a tight t-shirt and gray athletic shorts. His hair was mussy and he had a five o’clock shadow. I saw the striations of his muscles every time he moved.

      He looked good enough to eat.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” I said, “but I happen to be good friends with the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. He taught me a few things.”

      He grinned down at me. He had a half-drank beer in his hand. “I’m glad to see you were paying attention.” He glanced at my bag. “What’s that?”

      “This,” I said, holding his gaze, gauging his reaction, “is my overnight bag.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Oh,” he said again an instant later as the import of the bag sank in. Men!

      “After all we’ve been through, I could really use one of those beers. Are you going to invite me in, or am I going to just stand out here and slowly die of embarrassment?”

      He invited me in.

      I never did get that beer.
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      A long while later, after Benjamin exceeded high expectations several times, we fell asleep in his bed.

      Sometime after midnight, I awoke when Benjamin creeped out of bed. A few minutes later I heard him pacing the hardwood floor downstairs.

      I stared up at the dark ceiling for a while. I thought about Benjamin, Aunt Maddy, and Millennium. Millennium was imprisoned in MetaHold. Not that he really needed to be kept in that federal prison. His body itself was a prison thanks to me. It would be for the next several centuries until he died.

      I had told Benjamin Millennium’s helmet had accidentally come off during a fight between the two of us. I didn’t tell him I had wished for the pixies to remove Millennium’s helmet. I did not think he would approve of me deliberately doing what I had done to Millennium. I could have wished for the pixies to neutralize Millennium in some other way. What I had done to Millennium was worse than killing him. I did not want to risk Benjamin thinking less of me. What he thought of me was more important to me than I ever would have thought possible before we began the hunt for Millennium.

      According to the pixies, they had waited so long to take Millennium’s helmet off because they had to wait until Millennium’s grafted hands were neutralized. Not even they, they said, could remove Millennium’s helmet while he was still capable of casting spells.

      It had taken a very long time to get that answer out of them, and longer still to talk them through freeing me from my bonds. They might have been powerful Elementals who pre-dated the Big Bang, but it was mighty hard to pin them down when they were not bound by the dictates of a pixie wish.

      I did not think Benjamin really bought the story I sold him. The world’s most powerful sorcerer’s helmet accidently came off in a fight with a half-trained sorceress like me? I mean, c’mon. You could drive a semi-truck through the holes in that story. Benjamin had not pressed me on it, though. Even though he was a Hero, he was still Javert. He had finally gotten his man. And maybe, in the end, that’s all that mattered.

      I listened to Benjamin pace for a while. Maybe he couldn’t sleep because he was thinking about Millennium. Maybe what happened to Millennium brought back memories of Gary Gabriel, the Meta Benjamin killed.

      I was not going to get out of bed and join Benjamin. This was the first time I had felt good since Aunt Maddy’s death.

      I rolled over and snuggled up against Benjamin’s pillow. It smelled like him.

      I went back to sleep and slept like a baby.
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        Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on Amazon. Reviews help readers like you find books they might like.
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