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      You were supposed to kill the dragon Sage, not kidnap it, Puck chided me telepathically. Did you get confused because both verbs start with the letter K?

      “I wasn’t supposed to kill anything,” I gasped. This part of the winding mountain road was almost flat, and I couldn’t coast anymore. My legs pumped up and down as fast as I could make them. Bicycle tire rubber whirred against blacktop.

      I zoomed farther away from the mountaintop mansion I had just fled. Lance Armstrong, eat your heart out. As a Gifted human and therefore far stronger than a mundane human, I could pedal like my butt was on fire. As it might literally be if I could not shake the magical creatures in hot pursuit. The sign that greeted me when I had entered this mountainous western Maryland county earlier should have read, Welcome to Washington County. Come for the dragon; flee from the monsters.

      “The mission was to destroy the genetically engineered dragon egg before it hatched,” I puffed as I pumped the pedals. “We broke into the warlock’s mansion to find an already hatched dragon. What was I supposed to do, kill an innocent little baby?”

      When it’s Rosemary’s baby, yes, Puck said firmly. What you call an “innocent little baby” will soon grow into a man-eating, fire-breathing, Mack truck-dwarfing, magic-resisting weapon of mass destruction. Why do you think the Conclave’s Inner Circle tasked you with destroying the egg? Why do you think dragons were hunted to extinction millennia ago? Our forefathers knew the score. We should euthanize this thing now while we can. It’s your duty as a sorceress. Throw it off the edge of the mountain and call it a day. You’re taking the media calling you a superhero too much to heart. You can’t save everybody and everything. Especially when one of those everythings is a monster in the making the likes of which the world can do without being terrorized by again.

      “Euthanize? You mean murder. I’m not doing it,” I insisted stubbornly between pants.

      I heard screeching and the flap of approaching wings over the sound of the whizzing bike and my heavy breathing. I tried to pedal faster. I had not ridden a bicycle since I was six. Even with my Gifted body’s magically enhanced strength and endurance, my legs and lungs burned. Whoever had coined the expression as easy as riding a bike had never ridden one after a twenty-year hiatus with a heavy cloak flapping in the breeze behind her, while carrying a baby dragon, and being chased by flying monsters. I was slick with sweat; it soaked my long-sleeved shirt and jeans. The sweat made my Colombina mask slip down my face, making it hard to see the road.

      Afraid taking a hand off the handlebars would slow me down, I twisted my head and nudged the mask back into place with my shoulder. Between the neon orange girl’s bike I rode and my mask and red cloak, I felt like the world’s oldest trick-or-treater. All I needed to complete the picture was a tagalong annoying little brother who’d eat all the delicious peanut butter cups and leave me with the nasty candy corn and Necco Wafers.

      No, the picture was complete. I had Puck, the spirit imprinted on the cloak I wore who was a 635-year-old genius going on twelve.

      My faux little brother sighed in frustration. You know I’m the Cloak of Wisdom, right? That means I’m . . . wait for it . . . wise. What’s the point of wearing me if you won’t listen to my sage—ha!—advice?

      “Vanity. Your red fabric brings out the color of my eyes.”

      More foot pedaling, less joke peddling. Job-stealing scab. I’m the one who’s supposed to be the comic relief, not you. All I can say is when this dragon hatchling grows up, gets peckish and chomps down on a Sage Hawthorne appetizer, I hope your ghost doesn’t come crying to me. I’ll dry its tears with a handkerchief embroidered with “I told you so.”

      I took my eyes off the road ahead long enough to glance down. The baby dragon was curled up in a ball in the wicker basket mounted on the front of the bicycle. With tufts of brown fur covering the patches of its body where green scales hadn’t grown in yet, the dragon looked like a mix between a puppy and a lizard.

      Perhaps sensing me looking at him, the dragon stirred, rustling his batlike wings. He lazily opened an eye. His yellow pupil mounted in an iris of sparkling orange was convex, like two colored contact lenses pressed together and stood upright. The baby dragon stared at me for a moment before he snorted gently, wheezed out a puff of smoke, closed his eye, and settled back down again. His eye held intelligence and unadulterated trust, as if he knew he was safe with me. Ignorance was bliss. The way things had been going lately, the army’s 82nd Airborne wouldn’t be safe around me.

      Although I’ve got to admit, he is kinda cute, Puck grudgingly admitted. When I wore him, Puck saw what I saw and heard what I heard, sensing everything I did. In an “I’m gonna grow up and barbecue everything I see” kind of way. This is no time for you to come down with an acute case of dragon baby rabies. There are far less dangerous things you can hone your maternal instincts on. Like a king cobra. Or a basilisk. You can pick one of those up for cheap. I know a guy. I told you about him before. The one with the penis like a panther’s tail. He used it as a whip. I would too if— Puck broke off abruptly. Incoming! Swerve left. Swerve left!

      I heard it too—a sizzling sound like frying bacon. I jerked the handlebars. The dragon whined in protest at being jostled, making a sound like a puppy’s weak bark mixed with a sheep’s baa.

      A softball-sized black mass glowing like a hot coal hit the road right where I would have been if Puck had not warned me. The mass exploded on impact, flinging fiery bits of black everywhere. A putrid stench enveloped us, so strong it made my eyes water and nose burn.

      More explosions followed on the heels of the first one. It was like riding in a minefield now, the only warning of an impending explosion being hisses in the air as projectiles rained down around us.

      I dodged and weaved, wanting to cover my ears, fear making my tired legs pedal even faster than before. Though my panting lungs protested, I tried to hold my breath against the stench around us. Before I had ridden through crisp mountain air; now I rode through foulness a sewer would be proud of. I unfortunately knew all too well what sewers smelled like thanks to my prior run-ins with wererats.

      Despite my panic, I took care to not go too far to the left. On that side of the road was a waist-high guardrail; beyond that was a cliff plunging almost straight down. The ground was thousands of feet below. I could do a lot of things with my magic, but fly was not one of them.

      The road dipped, inclining downward sharply. Gravity gave my legs a desperately needed assist. I accelerated quickly. My surroundings became a blur as I zipped faster and faster down the road. Soon the explosions were happening behind me rather than around me.

      Thanks to the downward slope, I could take a much needed breather. Panting, I stopped pedaling. I was skeeved out from running the gauntlet of exploding monkey poo, but otherwise unscathed. I glanced backward.

      The flying monkeys pursuing us screeched, hooted, and howled in frustration, baring their fangs at me. The almost man-sized monkeys with colorful birds’ wings on their backs rapidly receded into the distance as we picked up speed. They were slow and clumsy fliers; I was able to put a lot of distance between us and them when the remote mountain road sloped downward. The monkeys caught up when the road leveled out since I could not pedal faster than they could fly, despite the awkwardness of their flight.

      The monkeys continued to chuck their poo even though I was out of their throwing range now. The flung feces exploded into fireballs when they hit the road, but I was far enough away now the explosions were not a threat. Gross, scary, and stupid. The monster trifecta.

      Earlier today, I had hiked up this same road to what I thought was an empty mansion to destroy the dragon egg. The mansion was owned by Hieronymous Bathwell, a warlock who had used black magic to genetically engineer the egg. When I’d discovered a live dragon baby instead, I decided to take it with me rather than kill him as Puck had counseled. I had almost made it safely out of the empty mansion when I apparently ran afoul of a magical tripwire near the front door. Books had literally flown off the shelves, landing open on the floor. The flying monkeys had boiled out of the pages like wasps out of a disturbed nest. The size of mosquitoes at first, the monkeys grew to the size of men as they flapped toward me, murder and mayhem written all over their snarling simian faces. I’d known that some magicians were animators—that is, they had the ability to make literary characters come to life—but I had never seen that particular brand of magic in action before. I wished I never had.

      It had been a fight or flight situation. Since well over two dozen poo-flinging flying monkeys were too many to fight, I had gone with door number two. I had fled the mansion with the dragon curled around my neck like a cat. I had grabbed the only transportation available on such short notice—a bike leaning against a tree in front of the mansion. I assumed it belonged to Bathwell’s teen daughter. At least the darned thing wasn’t a girly hot pink. Things were bad enough as it was without adding insult to injury.

      The bike wobbled. Startled, I stopped looking at the monkeys and faced forward before I wrecked due to inattention. The air rushing by whistled in my ears and made me squint. My leg muscles were starting to cramp. I stood up straight on the pedals to stretch my tired muscles out.

      The road curved sharply to the right. Despite needing to put as much distance between us and the flying monkeys as possible before we hit a flat stretch of road again, I braked a little and hugged the right side of the road by the mountain’s rock face as the road curved around it. I didn’t want to go so fast around the turn that I lost control, hit the guardrail, and plunged off the mountainside. I was grateful I didn’t also have to worry about dodging traffic Frogger-style—Bathwell’s mansion was the only residence on the mountain, and I had not seen a single vehicle on the road yet. The warlock and his family were away on vacation. Maybe they were on a cruise, looking for a kraken to add to the collection of monsters they planned to unleash on the world.

      Did you know that a group of monkeys is often called a barrel? Puck said as I rocketed down the mountain, coasting and occasionally braking. Whoever said “more fun than a barrelful of monkeys” had never tangled with poo-throwing flying ones straight out of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Disgusting. I’ve had more fun cutting the maggoty heads off zombies. This is all your fault. If you had throttled the dragon when we found it in the mansion, we wouldn’t be in this mess.

      “My fault?” I was outraged. “You were the one who taught me the spells that supposedly neutralized the mansion’s magical defenses. Newsflash: You might have missed a few.”

      Now’s not the time to point the finger of blame, Puck said loftily.

      Indignant, I sputtered. The rushing wind instantly cooled the spittle, making my lips cold. “You started it. Why is it when things go well, you take the credit? But when they don’t, you’re all ‘Stupid Sage screwed the pooch again.’”

      You’re on fire.

      “Darn right I’m fired up. I have every right to be. Haven’t you heard there’s no I in team?”

      No, I mean your arm’s on fire.

      “How about more building up, and less tearing down? More esprit de corps. More—"

      Hey dummy! YOUR ARM IS ON FIRE!

      “Wait. What? Oh. Oh!” My right sleeve looked like it had been doused with lighter fluid and lit. I guess I hadn’t escaped the fiery feces unscathed after all. Some of the burning poo must have hit my shirt and been smoldering. Distracted by fleeing the monkeys and trying not to crash, I hadn’t felt the heat before. Sister, did I feel it now. My arm felt like I had shoved it into an oven set on broil.

      I stomped backward on the bike’s pedals, braking hard. The rear wheel squealed in protest, leaving a ribbon of rubber on the road. The bike fishtailed, threatening to dump the dragon and me off as I struggled to stay upright. Startled, roused from his nap, the dragon glared at me and bleated in complaint.

      Though I would’ve happily gone my entire life without learning this, it turned out that time seemed to stand still when you were on fire. After a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, the bike shuddered to a halt.

      Stop, drop, and roll! Puck shrieked. Stop, drop, and roll!

      My left hand frantically fumbled for the fabric on my right shoulder. It got singed as I ripped the enflamed sleeve off. I flung the burning fabric away from me. It fluttered to the blacktop like a miniature phoenix.

      My bare arm was red. It burned. It would probably blister later. But I’d live. I heard the racket of the pursuing flying monkeys. I wouldn’t live long, though, if I hung around here, blowing on my arm, waiting for the monkeys to catch up.

      I sat back down, pushed off, and resumed the trek down the road. The dragon eyed me reproachfully for disturbing his sleep before he settled back down in the basket and closed his eyes again.

      “Must be nice to be so blasé about being on fire. Not everybody’s immune to fire, you know,” I muttered to the dragon. “And not a word out of you,” I added to Puck.

      Me? I didn’t say a thing.

      “You were thinking it.” The world blurred again as we picked up speed.

      How much farther before we’re clear of the wards that prevent you from opening a portal?

      “Several more miles, I think.” On the hike up the road, I had marked on the mountainside where Bathwell’s anti-teleportation wards ended so I could portal out of here in a hurry if I needed to. My earlier experience with the Wandering Jew had taught me much about the virtues of planning ahead. It’s funny how almost bringing the world to an end makes you want to change your ways.

      That’s what I think, too. The downward incline of the road leveled out. I forced my reluctant legs to pedal again. You’re getting tired. Your heart feels like it’s about to pound its way out your chest. You can’t keep up this pace much longer. I could tell Puck was choosing his words carefully now. You have your cell phone. You could call Agatha and ask her to drive up here and help us.

      I felt my jaw tighten. “We don’t need her help.”

      But—

      “I said no!” I snarled.

      Okay, okay. Geez. It was just a thought. But for the record, being fricasseed in feces is not how I imagined I would shuffle off this mortal coil. When Puck talked like that, as he often did, I barely understood what he was saying.

      The flapping of wings became more distinct now that I pedaled on a level stretch of the road. I hated to admit it, but Puck was right about my body’s gas tank running near empty. I had gotten lucky in dodging the monkeys’ poo projectiles so far, but the scorching of my arm and the shaking of my legs were signs that maybe my luck was about to run out.

      I felt and heard something snap, then clatter. The resistance to my pedaling feet dropped to zero. I looked down to see the bike chain, broken, slip off the bike’s sprockets and onto the road. There was a slight jolt as the rear tire ran over it and we left it behind. No longer propelled by my pedaling, the bike immediately slowed, though our momentum kept us going at a pretty good clip.

      Bye-bye luck. It was nice knowing you.

      I was afraid of this, Puck said grimly. The bike was built for a mundane, not a Gifted. Your super strength applied far more torque to the chain than it was designed for. It was bound to break eventually.

      “That might’ve been information to volunteer earlier.”

      I figured you already had enough to worry about. You’re the one who told me to be a team player.

      I frantically looked over my shoulder. Though I could not see the approaching flying monkeys due to the curve of the road, I heard them. They were closing fast, especially because we were slowing rapidly. I hadn’t thought I could fight them off in the mansion, and I certainly didn’t think I could now that I was exhausted.

      We weren’t past the perimeter of the anti-teleportation wards. Not even close. I wished the Hero Ghost were here. He could fly us right out of here.

      Desperation and thinking of that flying Metahuman gave me an idea. I yanked the handlebars, steering toward the guardrail. With one hand, I scooped the dragon out of the basket and tucked him into my body like a wide receiver protecting a football.

      Uh, what are you doing? Puck nervously asked as we shot toward the guardrail. Western Maryland stretched out in a vista below it.

      “Improvising,” I said grimly. “Hold on.”

      To what? Puck cried as we crashed head-on into the guardrail. The front wheel crumpled against the metal guardrail with a crunch, then the entire bike rebounded, like a cue ball caroming off the side of a pool table.

      I didn’t rebound with the bicycle. My momentum flung me forward, over the handlebars of the bike and over the guardrail.

      Spinning wildly, the dragon, Puck, and I arced out and down, off the mountain and toward the ground far below.
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      I don’t like when you improvise! I don’t like when you improvise! Puck wailed as we fell. His fabric flapped in the rushing wind, sounding like a cracking whip.

      “Would you shut up!” I yelled as we tumbled toward the ground. I didn’t need the distraction. Correction: I didn’t need any more distractions. The dragon was doing its weird bleating bark, obviously terrified, flapping its baby wings, trying to learn to fly on the . . . well, fly. I clutched him tighter, pinning his wings. If he wriggled free, the fall would kill him.

      Not that it wouldn’t kill me too. I, at least, had a plan.

      We tumbled near the cliff’s rocky outcroppings but, as I had intended, the forward momentum of the bike crash had propelled us far enough away from the cliffside that we were in no danger of crashing. Into the mountain, at least. Crashing into the ground was a different kettle of rotten fish.

      After impatiently counting off a few seconds in my head, I gathered my Will, picturing firmly what I wanted to happen just as Puck had taught me weeks ago when I first learned this spell from him. At the time, he had implied it was a simple spell; now I knew it was high-level magic few could perform. I executed the Wave of the portal spell with my free hand. I then said the spell’s Word: “Nulla tenaci invia est via.” For the tenacious, no road is impassable.

      Unless continuing to drop like a stone counted, exactly nothing happened. No magical portal opened, no hunky superhero swooped down to save me, I didn’t sprout wings and fly . . . nothing.

      Okay, no need to panic, I told myself. Thankfully Puck was no longer gibbering in my mind; he had obviously realized what my half-baked plan was. We just haven’t fallen far enough to be out of range of Bathwell’s wards, I thought. Give it a few more seconds. Three, two, one . . . I tried casting the portal spell again. When that didn’t work, I regrouped and tried for a third time.

      Zilch, zero, nothing, nil, nada, a big fat goose egg.

      Okay, time to panic.

      I swallowed the dangerous emotion as soon as I felt its icy lump in my throat. My father, who provided my early magical training, had often said, “A sorceress who loses her head in a crisis will be a dead sorceress.” He had been right, as he usually was. Though I was hoping he wasn’t right about the dead sorceress part.

      The ground seemed almost close enough to touch now. Surely we had passed by the wards’ outer limits by now. As powerful a warlock as Bathwell evidently was, surely not even he could ward an entire mountain. His wards’ effects had to end somewhere.

      I clutched the squirming dragon even tighter, calmed my racing thoughts, and executed the Wave, the Word, and the Will of the portal spell for the fourth time.

      I felt a familiar release of magical energy, like my whole body was sneezing. I could have cried with relief when the portal’s swirling blue and black maelstrom of magical energy opened underneath me. I fell into it like a stone dropped into a lake.

      The sky, the ground, the mountain, and everything else blinked out of existence for an instant as the three of us traveled through what Puck had told me before was a magical wormhole. It could have been a magical butthole for all I knew. I was not the magical version of astrophysicist Dr. Neil deGrasse Tyson. All I knew was the place swirled with blues and blacks, a dreamworld set to fast forward.

      In the blink of an eye that felt much longer, the other side of the portal opened. I shot through the portal’s opening into the brightness of sunlight, right above Agatha’s spotless, late model Aston Martin Rapide. The gleaming vehicle was parked at the foot of the mountain in an abandoned, weed-infested parking lot for the nearby state park.

      I crashed into the roof of the luxury car. My head bounced like a dropped melon off the silver roof. I saw stars and strange colors, and only a fraction of that was because of the portal winking back out of existence. The rest was because the impact with the car rang my bell. Metal screeched and glass cracked as the car’s roof folded in around me.

      Ow! Puck exclaimed, echoing my own sentiments exactly as we slammed to a stop. If you weren’t tougher than the average bear, you’d be dead right now. Where would I find another host with a butt like yours?

      “I wish I were dead.” Everything hurt, including the body part Puck liked so much. My words were slurred. I fought to stay conscious. The only good thing about my less than stellar landing was all the damage I must have done to Agatha’s previously flawless car.

      Oh my God! Puck’s voice was suddenly panicked. I can’t see. You hit your head so hard you’ve gone blind.

      “Take it easy, Chicken Little. My mask has slipped and is blocking my eyes.” With a pained effort, I pushed it out of the way. “Let there be light. See? It’s a miracle.”

      The miracle is you didn’t break your foolhardy neck. Don't ever fall into a portal at that velocity again. Didn't you learn about Newton's first law of motion in school?

      "Newton? Yeah. The inventor of the Fig Newton. I know all about him."

      That was met with incredulous silence. Please tell me you’re kidding, Puck finally said.

      I felt something rough and wet on my face. It was the dragon. Tucked safely in the crook of my arm, he had stretched his serpentine neck out and was licking me with his forked tongue. He seemed none the worse for wear. His breath smelled like burnt cinnamon. Puck giggled. That tickles. The little guy is adorable. Can we keep him?

      “You said he was a weapon of mass destruction.”

      He’s growing on me. Surviving a flying monkey attack makes for strange bedfellows. The world’s only sentient cloak and the world’s only dragon. Cloak and Dragon. It sounds like a superhero duo. Besides, it’ll probably be a couple of years before he’s able to eat you and the rest of Washington, D.C. alive. Can we keep him until then? Please? Huh? Pretty please? I think I’ll call him Toto. You know, because of that whole riding in the bike basket and flying monkey thing.

      “The Wizard of Oz. I’m not stupid. I get the reference.”

      It’s hard to tell sometimes what you do and don’t know. That Fig Newton thing shook my confidence in you.

      The driver’s side door of the car I lay on opened. Arctic blue eyes that were almost twins of my own looked at me. Concern was in them. Familial hopefulness surged through me. Maybe Agatha was not as callous as I had thought. I started to feel bad about smashing her car up.

      “What have you done?” Agatha demanded, staring at her car. “Do you have any idea how much an Aston Martin costs?” My hopefulness evaporated, as did me feeling bad about her car. Now I wished an asteroid the size of her ego had crashed into it.

      “The maternal concern is touching, Agatha. Your daughter who just fell out of the sky like a shooting star is fine. Thanks for asking.” My face tingled where Toto licked me. I was hardly fine but, oddly enough, I felt somewhat better than I had seconds before. Either my constitution was on hyperdrive, or Toto’s tongue had some sort of recuperative powers, like a magical version of when dogs licked their wounds.

      Metal and plastic crunched around me as I sat up. My head throbbed. My hand touched the back of my head, and it came back bloody. If the media continued to insist on calling me a superhero, maybe I should get a proper superhero costume that included head protection and fireproofing. I never heard of Captain America getting his head bashed open or his uniform’s sleeve catching on fire.

      “Did you destroy the egg?” Agatha demanded, all business. Her demeanor was matched by the expensive, custom-made suit and heels she wore. Out here in rural Maryland, she stood out like a CEO at a rodeo. Her usual icy cool sangfroid slipped a bit when Toto came into her view as my torso rose out of the crumpled roof. “What in the world is that?

      “It’s my dragon-skin purse, of course. Do you like it?”

      Agatha ignored my sarcasm. Story of my life. Until she burst into my apartment several days ago, she had spent the past twenty years ignoring everything about me, including the fact I existed. “That’s a dragon,” she said accusatorily. She took a wary step back, eyeing Toto like he was a ticking time bomb.

      “Well he isn’t a dragoon.”

      Can I just say I’m impressed you know what a dragoon is? Puck chimed in. And don’t think I didn’t notice your use of the term esprit de corps earlier.

      “My phone’s dictionary app sends me the word of the day.”

      Can I just add I’m impressed you have a dictionary app?

      My seemingly one-sided exchange with an invisible person didn’t faze Agatha in the slightest. Like me, she was a sorceress. She knew all about Puck. She said, “You were sent to destroy the dragon egg, not to bring a live dragon down here and cuddle with it.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Agatha’s eyes hardened into icy chips. “Kill it. Kill it now.”

      “No.”

      “You made an agreement with the Inner Circle.”

      “Circumstances have changed. The deal I entered into was to destroy the unhatched dragon egg, not to murder an already hatched dragon in cold blood.”

      “What are you going to do, then?” Agatha demanded. “Become that thing’s wet nurse? Need I remind you that the Third Rule strictly prohibits the ownership of sentient magical creatures?”

      “I’m well aware of the Rules of Magic.”

      “Apparently you aren’t.” Agatha’s painted lips tightened. “Give the monster to me. If you’re too soft to do what needs to be done, I’ll do it.

      I cradled Toto protectively. He still licked my face enthusiastically, oblivious to the danger Agatha posed to him. “Over my dead body.”

      Agatha’s fingers twitched, like she was itching to cast a spell. “That can be arranged.”

      Uh, Sage, Puck interjected nervously, as much as it would be a wet dream come true to watch a mother on daughter catfight, we have more pressing concerns. Those concerns are flapping their way here as we speak.

      Now that Puck mentioned it, I heard faint noises from far above us. Puck had taught me that the human brain naturally filtered all the sensory information it was exposed to, or otherwise we’d be overwhelmed with data. One of the great things about wearing Puck was, when he was magically bonded with me, he paid attention to stuff and noticed things I missed when I was distracted.

      I looked up to see, high in the sky, the swarm of flying monkeys which had been chasing us. As I watched the swarm, the dots that were the monkey’s bodies got noticeably bigger. The monkeys were descending. They were still after us.

      Seeing me stare, Agatha held her hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun and squinted upward. As a Gifted, her senses were as acute as mine were. She said, “Am I hallucinating, or are those—”

      “Flying monkeys? Yep. They sure are. And here’s a not-so-fun discovery I made: They throw flaming exploding poo. If you thought me landing on top of your fancy car was bad, imagine what they will do to it.”

      I could practically hear the wheels turning in her head as Agatha assessed the approaching cloud of monkeys. “There are too many to fight off,” she concluded. She moved to get into her car again. “This is one of those times where discretion is the better part of valor.”

      “For once we agree.” I twisted, intending to roll out of the Sage-shaped cavity in the car’s roof and land on my feet on the ground. Instead, still woozy, I landed hard on my butt.

      Hey! Puck protested. Be careful with the moneymaker.

      Agatha was already in the driver’s seat. The car vroomed to life, growling like a caged tiger. The passenger side window rolled down. Agatha called out: “If you’re not in this car in fifteen seconds, I’m taking the dragon and leaving you behind. Fourteen, thirteen, twelve . . .”

      Would she really abandon us? Puck asked as the countdown wound down while I used the car’s door handle to pull myself to my feet. I yanked the door open and folded myself inside. I banged my already aching head on the sunken-in roof in the process. The next time I kidnapped a dragon, I’d be sure to wear a football helmet.

      “Of course she would,” I responded, scowling at Agatha. “She abandoned me and Dad when I was a child. Why should now be any different?”

      That is cold-blooded. Whoever said a person’s worst enemy is often family wasn’t just whistling Dixie.

      Agatha acted like she hadn’t heard what I told Puck, though there was no way she missed it. Before I had even finished closing my door, she slammed the car into gear. As if propelled by rocket fuel, the car surged forward, catching me by surprise. My head whipped back, and I banged it on the collapsed roof again. An almost imperceptible smirk played around the edges of Agatha’s mouth. She had made me hit my head on purpose. I wished I had that football helmet so I could take it off and pummel her with it.

      With the baby dragon curled up in my lap, we began the two hour drive back to Washington, D.C. Other than Puck occasionally trying to cut the tension in the air with a frivolous absurdity, we traveled in sullen silence.

      A few minutes into the trip, to add insult to my injuries, Toto peed on me.

      It turned out dragon pee was a powerful, clothes-eating, flesh-scalding acid.

      Of course it was.
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      The road to me becoming the mother of baby dragons began several days before I acquired Toto. Agatha had burst into the basement apartment I rented from the Leverette family in the Columbia Heights neighborhood of Washington, D.C. Agatha had been uninvited, and most definitely unexpected.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My front door had been locked and the entire basement apartment fully warded, and yet Agatha Malvolia strolled through the front door like her name was on the lease. I was glad Agatha went by her maiden name. I did not want to share a surname with the likes of her.

      Her high heels clicked on my floor. Sleek and elegant in a tailored business suit, Agatha looked like she had just stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. She stopped in front of me in my small living room. She somehow managed to stare down her nose at me even though I was taller. I forced myself to look directly into arctic blue eyes that were mirror images of my own. Though I had not seen her in two decades, Dad had shown me pictures of her. She had aged well. There was no mistaking who she was.

      “Hello Mother,” I said, faking a calmness I most definitely did not feel. My heart was beating a mile a minute.

      Mother! Holy shit! Puck said. I had him on because he had been training me in the use of more advanced magic when Agatha had burst in on us. I was so startled by Agatha’s surprise appearance, I didn’t even chastise him for his vulgar language, something I frowned on because of my dead father.

      “Sage. You’re looking . . .” There was a hesitation as Agatha’s eyes looked me over. They lingered on my slight muffin top. “Well,” she finally concluded. Her mouth said well, but her eyes and disapproving frown said well fed. Despite being twenty years my senior, Agatha had a lithe body a Hollywood starlet would envy. A tiny part of me, the little girl who had not grown up who still craved her mother’s approval, wanted me to volunteer that I recently had started exercising more and had eaten plain oatmeal for breakfast the past five out of seven days. The rest of me wanted to take a bowl of that oatmeal and suffocate Agatha with it.

      Holy doppelganger! Puck exclaimed. She's the MILF version of you.

      Puck was right, as much as I hated to admit it. Like me, Agatha had pale white skin, black hair, and piercing blue eyes. But that was like saying that because a beat-up Yugo and a brand-new Maserati both had headlights, they were the same thing. Agatha was a far more put together version of me. Her hair was slicked back and shiny; a streak of solid white ran through it at her temple. She wore a dark blue, notched-collar suit jacket, matching pants, and an ivory blouse. The clothes were expensive and tight, fitting like tree bark. If I squeezed into them, I’d look like an exploded Pillsbury biscuit can. Agatha’s face was subtly made up, accentuating her high cheekbones and making her eyes look huge. Her hands were manicured; her short nails were a subdued burgundy. I fought the urge to hide my hands and their bitten nails behind my back.

      Agatha looked the way I would look if I had a few more miles on the odometer, I ate right all the time, exercised far more, and kept a plastic surgeon and stylist on retainer.

      “What do you want, Agatha?” I silently chided myself for having called her mother before. Her surprise appearance had caught me off guard.

      “What do I want? Now is that any way to talk to your dear mother whom you haven’t seen in . . . oh dear, how many years has it been now?” Her voice was deep for a woman’s and resonant, like she was a trained public speaker.

      “I have no idea,” I said. Twenty years, seven months and eighteen days, the traitorous little girl within immediately supplied. Maybe I could get a priest to exorcise her. “I assumed you were dead. I’m disappointed to see you’re not. And I’ll talk to you any way I feel like. You’re no mother of mine. More like an egg donor. Not to mention a home invader.”

      “I have a few stretch marks on my stomach you caused which prove I was far more than a mere egg donor.” Agatha brushed my couch off with a faint look of distaste on her face, as if my furniture might give her cooties. She sat without so much as a by your leave, as if she owned the place. She leaned back and crossed her legs. Her attitude was that of a queen condescending to give a lowly subject an audience. “And I’m no home invader. I am the head of the Conclave Enforcement Bureau, here in furtherance of an open investigation at the behest of the Inner Circle. I have every right to be here.” The Conclave was the ruling body of the hidden magical world. The Inner Circle led the Conclave and included some of the world’s most powerful magicians and Otherkin.

      “The head of the CEB in my humble abode? Golly gee wilikers! I never thought I’d live to see this day. If the girls down at the beauty salon could see me now, they’d never believe it. If you’ll forgive this lowly peon for speaking without permission in your august presence, is the correct protocol for me to bow until my head kisses the floor, or will a simple curtsy suffice?”

      Maybe you should ease up on slinging sarcasm at the person who has the legal authority to turn you into a slug and dunk you in salt, Puck warned. If she really is the head of the CEB, she’s just a step below the Inner Circle in importance. I would have told him it was his fault for teaching me the words peon and august, but I didn’t want to expose his true nature to Agatha.

      “I read in the National Inquiry a while ago you’d been made CEB chief,” I continued, ignoring Puck. “I later heard through the grapevine you got the job on your back. Tell me, does the Inner Circle provide you with a mattress, or do you have to buy your own?”

      The next thing I’m going to teach you, Puck said with exasperation, is diplomacy.

      Other than a slight tightening of the eyes, Agatha did not react to my provocation. Disappointing. I had been trying to get a rise out of her. How dare she walk back into my life after all these years without so much as a phone call or letter or carrier pigeon message and expect me to treat her with anything other than contempt.

      Agatha brushed lint from my couch off her pants as she said, “You’ve been quite the naughty girl. First you assault Willow Wilde, a high-ranking member of the Fairy Court. Then you, an uncertified sorceress who ought to be minding her Ps and Qs, engage in multiple First Rule violations by exposing mundanes to the hidden world of magic, including casting spells and demonstrating your superhuman capabilities both at the United States Institute of Peace and Howard University. You were even recorded doing so. How are we supposed to keep the magical world hidden from the mundanes if we don’t take the First Rule seriously? ‘There is no magic’ is the first of the Rules for a reason. It’s the foundation of what keeps us magical folk safe.

      “And don’t look so surprised that I know it was you who extinguished that fire at Howard. Did you really think wearing a mask and a cloak would prevent me from knowing my own daughter? The mundane media is having a field day with that last stunt. You were recorded speaking Latin and waving your hands to extinguish the fire, something the world is only accustomed to seeing Millennium do. ‘The District’s latest superhero might be a magician like the disgraced Hero Millennium,’ the media is saying. Why not cut to the chase and just take out an ad in the Washington Post? You could say, ‘Magic is real, and spellcasters live amongst you. Grab your stakes and pitchforks now!’

      “And on top of all that, you are wearing what appears to be the Cloak of Wisdom, a magical Relic which was recently stolen from the Smithsonian.”

      “This old thing?” I spread Puck out with my hands. I ignored his telepathic protest over being called old. “It’s no Cloak of Wisdom, or whatever you just called it. It’s a cape I got from a costume shop. I’m rehearsing for a role in that Omega Superhero biopic Hollywood is developing. You wanna help me run my lines? You can play the part of the evil witch.”

      Agatha shook her head in disgust. Either she wasn’t a film buff, or she didn’t like being called a witch, the worst thing you could call a woman in the magical world. She uncrossed and recrossed her legs. I caught the flash of a red sole. She wore Louboutins, the same brand of expensive shoes Willow had forced me to wear when I was her bodyguard at the Institute of Peace. I could just imagine the ad campaign: Louboutin, the official sponsor of overbearing women in the magical world.

      “Sage, you obviously do not appreciate the gravity of the situation you have placed yourself in. The Conclave has executed people for less than what you’ve done.”

      “I don’t admit to doing any of the things you’re talking about.” Though everything she said was true, I had enough run-ins with the law when I was younger to know that you never copped to anything in front of the police. Despite Agatha’s elegant appearance and regal bearing, that’s what she was—a cop. The CEB was the Conclave’s police force. “I don’t appreciate you breaking in here and tossing around baseless accusations. You’d think the head of the CEB would know better. Just wait until I talk to my lawyer.”

      Agatha gave me a smug smile. “In light of your recent foolishness, consulting with one would be the first smart thing you’ve done in a while. But not even resurrecting Clarence Darrow would do you much good considering the evidence we have compiled against you. The Conclave has already made a preliminary determination of a First Rule violation. We are well within our rights to toss you in prison pending trial. The Well of Souls is not a pleasant place.”

      I had never been to the Well of Souls, but suspected it was as unpleasant as it sounded. Even so, I was too irritated by Agatha to be scared. Well, okay, truth be told, maybe I was a little scared. I had been in a mundane prison for three years, and that had hardly been a picnic in the park. I couldn’t imagine what a magical prison was like. Chain gangs with a ghoul gnawing on one side of you and a vampire dangling from your neck on the other were likely involved.

      “You’re here to arrest me?” I scoffed, masking my mounting anxiety with bravado. “Good luck pulling that off by yourself. Come back later with more people. Lots more.”

      Uh, Sage, Puck interjected, she just breezed through the powerful wards on the door like they were cobwebs. Unless you retrieved the Spear of Destiny from under the Washington Monument and stashed it under your bed when I wasn’t looking, this lady’s the wrong person to get into a fight with.

      Thanks for the vote of confidence, Puck. Whose side was he on?

      Agatha gave me her haughty smile again. I wondered if condescension was a legal defense to matricide. If I ever got around to retaining the lawyer I always threatened people with when I faced legal trouble, I’d ask. I doubted the overworked and underpaid public defender who had handled my assault case years ago was up to the task. Hiring a private lawyer had just moved to the top of my to-do list. Agatha said, “If I were here to take you into custody, I assure you I alone am more than sufficient to do so. No, I am not here to throw you into prison. I am here to throw you a lifeline.”

      “Whatever it is you’re here to do, I wish you’d do it faster. Your threats are boring me. Plus, it’s almost time for Judge Judy.”

      Agatha blinked. “I’m here to offer you a get out of jail free card. You should mind your manners. And your mouth.”

      “It’s been my experience that things that are free cost the most. Especially when the saleswoman peddling the free stuff can’t be trusted.”

      You should hear her out, Puck counseled. We knew there would be a reckoning with the Conclave sooner or later. She’s your mother after all. Maybe she’s here to help.

      Yeah, and maybe snakes slither into bird’s nests to help the baby chicks, I thought, though I knew Puck couldn’t hear my thoughts. I didn’t want to respond aloud and confirm to Agatha that I indeed was wearing the Cloak of Wisdom. I said to her, “Hurry up and tell me about this supposed get out of jail free card so you can leave. I don’t want to miss when the bailiff calls Judge Judy’s court into session. It’s my favorite part.”

      “The Inner Circle has a job it needs performed. Several, actually. If you perform those jobs to the Circle’s satisfaction, it will forgive your recent lapses in judgment. Wipe the slate completely clean.”

      I did not become suspicious because I’d stayed suspicious since the moment Agatha had darkened my door. “What does the Inner Circle want me to do?”

      “Unless and until you commit to doing it, that information is classified.”

      “Of course it is.” The Inner Circle was more secretive than the CIA. Few people even knew who sat on it. The only reason I knew one of its members was Devin Copeland, the publisher of the National Inquiry tabloid, was because he had bragged about his Circle membership in an unsuccessful attempt to get into my panties when I interned in his office at the age of fifteen. Instead of getting my virginity after he grabbed my breast, he had gotten a broken finger. I wondered if he still held the incident against me. It probably wasn’t the only thing that old creep wanted to hold against me. “All right then, why me?”

      “A couple of reasons,” Agatha said. “For one thing, your employer Oscar Hightower of Capstone Security Consultants vouched for you when we interviewed him during our investigation of your First Rule violations. What was the colorful way he put it? Oh yes, I remember now. He said, ‘Sage, though a more than competent bodyguard and security agent, is like the Queen of England’s hemorrhoid—a royal pain in the ass.’ A very perceptive orc Halfling, that one. He must get it from his human side. Orcs are not known for their perspicacity.”

      Hemorrhoid? Ugh. I winced inside while making a mental note to ask Puck what perspicacity meant. “That Oscar is such a kidder. He has a crush on me, you know.”

      “Him being such a big admirer must be why he suspended you from work for two months,” Agatha said wryly. “The second reason why the Inner Circle is willing to task you with these jobs is because I put in a good word for you.”

      “You?” I said, incredulous. “The woman who abandoned me and Dad when I was six who I haven’t heard hide nor hair from since? I’m twenty-six now. How did you put in a good word for me? By telling them what a good pooper I was?”

      “I put in a good word for you because I assumed any offspring of mine must be at least semi-capable. Though I now wonder if I was wrong.” Agatha abruptly stood. “I’m a busy woman. I tire of this conversation and your juvenile japes. The Inner Circle and I are offering you a chance to redeem yourself. One that few get. Will you do it, or not? Take it or leave it. If I walk out that door without your agreement, some of my agents will return shortly to take you into custody.”

      “Give me a minute to think about it,” I said. I turned my back on Agatha. I knew it would piss off someone as high and mighty as she thought she was.

      A narrow rectangular window was high up on the wall facing Tobacco Place, the street which ran outside the house I rented my apartment in. Light streamed in from it. I caught flashes of the twin little girls across the street, laughing as their mother chased them around their small front lawn. I thought about Agatha and the Inner Circle’s offer as I watched the happy family frolic. When I was the age of those girls, I had never been as happy as they seemed to be. I had been too busy wondering what I had done to make my mommy leave me.

      The longer I looked across the street, the more Agatha and her slicked back hair and red soled shoes and superior attitude and all these years of not hearing from her pissed me off.

      “How many people work under you in the enforcement bureau?” I asked Agatha while still peering out of the window.

      “A few hundred worldwide. Why?”

      I turned back around to face her. “As I thought. Why would the great and powerful head of the CEB come see me herself instead of sending one of her underlings?”

      “Because you are my daughter, of course.”

      “That’s a stunning display of maternal devotion and concern after all these years of radio silence.” I shook my head in disbelief. “I don’t buy it. I think the Inner Circle sent their chief lapdog here because, whatever they want done, it’s such a big deal they don’t want low-level flunkeys to know about it. Assuming the Inner Circle sent you at all.”

      “Who else would have?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that I wouldn’t believe you if your tongue came notarized. The only way I’m agreeing to do anything for anybody is if I know the details first and I get the offer directly from the horse’s mouth. I want to meet with the Inner Circle.”

      Agatha looked at me in disbelief before shaking her head firmly. “Impossible. Who sits in the Inner Circle is a closely guarded secret. And even if the membership weren’t a secret, no one demands to meet with them. They demand to meet with you. What you’re asking is akin to demanding an audience with the president of the United States. It’s far more brazen than that, actually. The United States is a representative democracy, so its chief executive is answerable to the people. The Conclave is not a democracy and the Inner Circle most definitely does not answer to you.”

      “Then what’s the point of someone becoming a certified magician so she can become a voting member of the Conclave?”

      “Conclave members vote only when broad policy needs to be set, such as when new Rules of Magic are promulgated. The Inner Circle, acting through agencies like the CEB, administers the day-to-day operations of the magical world. The Inner Circle is more like a benevolent dictator than a president. Stomping your foot and getting an audience with the Circle is quite out of the question.”

      I shrugged. “Then scurry back to the Circle and tell them you failed to hook your fish. All I know is I’m not signing up for some mysterious job on the say-so of someone I haven’t heard boo from in twenty years. I wasn’t born yesterday. You should know, you were there.”

      We stood there motionless staring at each other for several beats. Agatha’s face was inscrutable.

      Finally, Agatha broke our stare-off. It felt like a victory. “Very well. I will pass your demand along to the Circle.” She turned and started to leave.

      “While you’re there,” I added, “ask them if they can find someone else to pass around for a while. Someone younger, maybe, and definitely someone not related to me. It’s no fun being the daughter of a whore sleeping her way to the top. Everybody knows you’re the Circle’s community bicycle—everyone gets a ride. It’s embarrassing.”

      Sage, have you lost your mind? Puck asked plaintively.

      Agatha stiffened and froze. She slowly turned back around. Her face was as calm as a placid lake. Only her hands betrayed her emotions. They shook slightly as they tugged the bottom of her suit jacket, smoothing its lines.

      “I normally don't sink down to someone else's level,” she said as she impaled me with her gaze, “but in your case, I will make an exception. I am a certified Master Sorceress. I am the head of the CEB. You, on the other hand, are an uncertified, undisciplined, petulant child in a woman’s body living in a mundane hovel. Someone like you should only speak to someone like me when you are spoken to. You most definitely should not be trying to insult me about matters you know nothing about. You think you have the right to do it because I left you and your father when you were a child. You hate me. I get that. But if you’re honest with yourself, you will realize me leaving you and your father is not actually the real reason you hate me.

      “The real reason is, on some level, you believe that if I had not left, the dominoes of your life would have fallen differently. You never would have summoned that demon. Your father never would have died as a result. Your life never would have spiraled out of control. But remember, when you experimented with dark magic to summon the demon, you were sixteen, not six. You were old enough to know better. And yet you still chose to behave recklessly. Your tragically bad decisions then and since have nothing to do with me. You broke the First Rule of Magic, not me. You got yourself thrown into a mundane prison, not me. You killed your father, not me. If you are casting around for the appropriate person to hate, just find a mirror.”

      Stunned, I felt as though I had been slapped. Even worse than that was the fact Agatha saw a tear trickle down my face. She smirked with grim satisfaction.

      She turned again, her high heels clicking as she walked toward my door.

      "I’ll be in touch. And learn some stronger wards,” she called out over her shoulder. “Yours are pathetic."

      The door clicked shut behind her.

      I was alone again. If it weren’t for the faint whiff of a stranger’s perfume in the air and the gaping hole in my chest, I never would have known Agatha had been here. The silence of my lonely room was so complete I heard through the walls the happy cries of the family across the street.

      So that’s mom, huh? Puck said, finally breaking the silence. She seems nice.
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      The streetlights of D.C. flickered by as I sat in the passenger’s side of Agatha’s car. We were on 9th Street, traveling south in the direction of the National Mall. It was after 2 a.m. and not too many other cars were on the road. If New York was the city that never slept, Washington, D.C. was the city that took light catnaps, resting up for another long day of screwing the rest of the country.

      We drove by the Walter E. Washington Convention Center. The sprawling building wasn’t too far from my apartment, so we couldn’t have been on the road for much longer than ten minutes. Still, it felt like an eternity.

      My fingers drummed the armrest impatiently. Its leather was as soft as a baby angel’s bottom. I could get used to this kind of luxury and hated that I was experiencing it only because of Agatha.

      “Are we there yet?” I asked.

      “That’s the third time you’ve asked. Stop being such a cliché,” Agatha responded, not taking her eyes off the road. She had on another tight-fitting suit, this one off-white with a maroon blouse underneath. The headlights of oncoming traffic seemed to almost make the white streak in her hair glow. “When we get there, you’ll know.” I wished I suffered from motion sickness so I could throw up all over her car.

      If it had not been Agatha’s car I was contemplating accessorizing with the contents of my stomach, the materialist sybarite within me would have recoiled at the very thought. This was an Aston Martin Rapide, a high-end luxury car I could afford only in my dreams. The vehicle looked like the love child of a missile and a luxury apartment. It was dark blue. No, not merely blue—it was a Mariana Blue, which looked as fancy as it sounded. At any moment, I expected James Bond to pull up alongside and ask me if I too preferred my martinis shaken, not stirred. I would say, “Of course. Look at my car. I’m not one of the unwashed masses.” Then we would have a good laugh at the expense of the little people, he would fall madly in love with me, and we would have a houseful of half-Gifted, half-hunk babies.

      So far, my barren love life had only given birth to an active imagination.

      It was two days after Agatha had burst into my apartment. After calling to tell me the Inner Circle had agreed to meet with me, Agatha had picked me up at my place. I didn’t know what one wore when going to meet the rulers of the magical world. If Miss Manners had addressed the situation in her column, I missed it. I had settled on dark jeans, a loafer with a leather heel, a white blouse, and a boyfriend blazer. Business casual elegance.

      If I’d had a suit of armor handy, I would have worn that instead. Maybe this was a trap. For all I knew, Agatha was lying about taking me to the Inner Circle and she planned to throw me into the ominously titled Well of Souls instead. I would not have put it past her. If that happened, I didn’t have high hopes my boyfriend James Bond would come save me. That fickle Brit. Hard times exposed false friends.

      Agatha turned left at a light. Swallowing the urge to again ask if we were there yet as well as the impulse to open the car door and jump out, I instead sat back and tried to relax and enjoy the ride. It wasn’t often I rode in a car this luxurious. It was my kind of transportation. I’ve always had a rich woman’s tastes on a poor person’s budget, which was why I was in as much debt as I was in.

      “Your CEB gig must pay well,” I said.

      At first, I thought Agatha wouldn’t respond.

      “I’ve slaved for years to get where I am, outperforming people who would give their eye teeth for this job,” she finally said. “I’m fairly compensated for my services.” The words came out like they were being dragged. Agatha seemed uninterested in chitchat. Unlike me, someone must not have told her to be personable. Try to not talk yourself into being executed, Puck had warned me before I had left him behind in my apartment. If I was going to keep pretending I had not stolen him from the Sackler Gallery, it had seemed a bad idea to wear him in front of the Inner Circle.

      “On top of that,” Agatha added, “I’ve invested wisely over the years.”

      “The fact you saved a bundle by not paying alimony and twelve years of child support must’ve been a big help,” I said. It was impossible to shake the memory of Dad struggling to make ends meet on the meager salary of a public school history teacher.

      Agatha stared straight ahead. “I sent Anwell a check the beginning of every month for seven years straight after I left. I stopped when it became clear he never intended to cash them.”

      I was taken aback. “He never told me that.”

      Agatha shrugged slightly. “Your father was a proud man. Self-sufficient. It was one of the things I respected about him.”

      I remembered whom I was speaking to. “I don’t believe you sent him a dime.”

      “Your beliefs don’t change reality.”

      “And if you respected Dad so much, Agatha, maybe you should have come to his funeral. If the universe were just and you had died before him, he would have come to yours.” I was doing a bang-up job of being personable. I could practically see Puck shaking his head at me.

      Agatha’s mouth tightened. “I’m not interested in litigating ancient history.”

      “Because you know you’re wrong.”

      “Because the past is the past.”

      Agatha pulled into a parking space near the U.S. Capitol Building. The sprawling building’s almost 300-foot tall dome rose above the trees and into the sky. Glimmering white in the spotlights which bathed it, the neoclassical dome looked like something out of a dream.

      Agatha shut the car off and got out. She paused when I didn’t budge from my seat. “We’re here,” she said. “Let’s go. It is almost time for the Inner Circle to convene.”

      “You’re in a handicapped parking space.”

      “So?”

      “So move the car to a non-handicapped space,” I said. “You’re emotionally handicapped, not physically.”

      “Stop trying to bait me and get out of the car. Rules are for mundanes, not us.”

      “See that there? That’s your whole problem. You don’t care about others, or at least not those you consider to be less than you. What if someone needs this space while we’re gone?”

      Agatha bent and peered at me incredulously through the open car door. “It’s the wee hours of the morning. If some mundane cripple is out and about at this time of day, he’s got bigger problems than not having his own special space to park in. Now stop being foolish and get out of the car.”

      “If I get out, it will be for the purpose of moving this car. And since I’ll use a spell or brute force, when I’m finished, the car won’t be as pristine as it is now.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. This car is worth a roomful of you.”

      I laced my fingers together and cracked my knuckles. They went off like a machine gun. “Watch me. And when I’m done, you can explain to the Inner Circle we were late for their meeting because you wasted time being a selfish jackass.”

      Agatha glared at me for a beat. “That orc Halfling was right—you are a royal hemorrhoid.”

      She got back in and started the car up. She moved it farther down the street to an available non-handicapped spot.

      “Happy?” Agatha spat as we both climbed out of the car.

      “Ecstatic.”

      I followed her as she briskly walked toward the Capitol building. Her heels clicked loudly on the sidewalk. She walked in them so naturally, I wondered if they were surgically attached like I suspected her boobs were. I had to hustle to keep up despite my legs being longer than hers.

      Other than a homeless person and two joggers who must have loved fitness more than they did sleep, we did not see anyone on our short walk to the Capitol. The homeless person made me think of Daniel, who had turned out to be the Wandering Jew of legend. Daniel had posed as a homeless person when I had first met him. I kind of missed him. If I had to pick between hanging out with Agatha and hanging out with him, the choice was easy. And Daniel had tried to destroy the world.

      As I trailed Agatha, I thought about how different she was than my father. Members of the magical world being contemptuous of mundanes was common, and Agatha seemed to share that contempt. Not Dad, though. Dad had been the best person I had ever known. Him teaching me that the strong ought to protect the weak was why I loved being a bodyguard and why the idea of being a superhero appealed to me despite the fact I had accidentally fallen into being thought of as one by the public. While I obviously had inherited much of my appearance from Agatha, I just as obviously had gotten my attitude about how to treat others from Dad. I did not understand how someone like him had fallen for someone like her. Maybe she had roofied him with a love potion.

      Agatha led us to the entrance to the Capitol Visitor Center. I was old enough to remember the days when a visitor could stroll directly into the Capitol building to watch Congress in inaction. No more. Now people had to pass through this visitor center before entering the main part of the Capitol.

      Covering almost 580,000 square feet, the visitor center was built beneath the east Capitol grounds so as not to mar the view of the Capitol building from street level. Ground was broken on the visitor center in 2000; it didn’t open until eight years later. The initial budget was $73 million; the government had wound up spending over $600 million on it. A congressman had correctly called its construction a monument to government ineptitude and excess. If the United States’ government had built the Egyptian pyramids instead of a series of Egyptian magicians as had actually occurred, the pyramids would be thousands of times over budget and still be under construction, with homeless mummies stacked up like cordwood at the construction site. It was no wonder the government had faked the moon landing. If the world had to wait until the government actually pulled the feat off, we would still be waiting for our moon rocks.

      Agatha paused in front of one of the glass door entrances to the Capitol Visitor Center. The dome of the Capitol, a bit off in the distance, loomed over us like a white giant. I said, “As you pointed out, it’s the wee hours of the morning. This place is closed.”

      “Nothing is closed to a sorceress,” Agatha said. “Remember that.”

      “You’re a couple of decades late to start handing out maternal magic advice,” I muttered. If Agatha heard me, she gave no sign. She waved a hand in front of the door and whispered a word. The door unlocked with a click. She pulled it open and stepped inside. I had to hurry after her before the door closed on me. Politely holding the door for the person coming after you was obviously something else I had inherited only from Dad.

      Two armed security guards straightened, startled by the fact we had breezed in through a supposedly locked door.

      “How’d you get in here? The facility is closed,” the black one said. “You’ll have to come back during business hours.” The guards’ eyes roamed over Agatha’s tight outfit. Hey, what am I, chopped liver? I thought. I found myself sticking my chest out and thinking skinny thoughts. It was a blow to the ego to have your mother checked out, but not you.

      Agatha waved her hand in front of the black guard’s face, said something in Latin I didn’t understand, and then said in English, “We don’t need to come back during business hours.”

      The eyes of both guards became vacant. “You don’t need to come back during business hours,” they agreed in unison.

      “You never saw us here, and we can go about our business.”

      “We never saw you here, and you can go about your business,” they repeated.

      “Come,” Agatha ordered, jerking her head at me. I followed her deeper into the visitor center, leaving the guards behind. They ignored us like we were invisible. I was tempted to ask Agatha to teach me those unlock the door and Obi-Wan Kenobi “these are not the droids you’re looking for” spells, but I didn’t want to admit to her she knew things I did not. Blowing things up, not subtlety, was my magical forte. I was beginning to think Agatha had been right when she had said in my apartment days before that she alone was enough to subdue me.

      Still, I was more than willing to challenge her to a duel and find out.

      I had been to the visitor center and the Capitol building many times before, but never in the middle of the night when it was as empty as Agatha’s heart. The lights, bright during business hours, were muted. Dark shadows were everywhere, making it seem as though we strode through a cave. It reminded me of when Daniel and I had broken into the similarly dark Sackler Gallery to steal Puck in the early morning. Déjà vu all over again. I halfway expected the statues we occasionally passed to come alive and try to kill me just as they had in the Sackler Gallery. What in the world was I thinking coming here alone with Agatha? Come to life and attack me once, shame on you. Come to life and attack me twice, shame on me.

      Magically unlocking the occasional door and enspelling the even less occasional guard and government worker when we encountered them, Agatha quickly led me through the visitor center and into the Capitol building itself. She moved through the humongous building so quickly, it was as if she was trying to lose me. Starting to breathe hard but trying to not show it, I hustled to keep up. The pace didn’t seem to faze Agatha in the slightest. It was embarrassing to have someone twenty years my senior outpace me. And in high heels, no less. I mentally added jogging to my Sage-is-turning-over-a-new-leaf to-do list. Or maybe I should have instead added to the list slow Agatha down by kneecapping her with a baseball bat. The second idea sounded a lot more fun.

      Finally, Agatha stopped in front of an ornate closed door deep within the building, in the central rotunda underneath the Capitol’s dome. She murmured a spell to unlock the door and opened it. Darkness lay within.

      “Inside,” Agatha ordered.

      There was no way I was going to walk into a dark room with Agatha at my back. I might as well paint a bullseye between my shoulder blades and hand her a knife. “Unh-uh,” I demurred. “Age before beauty.”

      “Afraid of the dark?” Agatha smirked at me knowingly. She stepped inside confidently, waved her hand, and said, “Fiat lux.”

      Bright lights in the room came on like someone had flicked their switch. I peered inside. No one was inside other than Agatha.

      “See?” she said as I lingered at the door. “There’s no boogeyman. Now get in here and close the door.”

      Tenderizing Agatha with that baseball bat was looking like a better and better idea. I stepped inside cautiously while trying to not appear cautious. I didn’t want to give Agatha the satisfaction of seeing me anxious. The boogeyman indeed. Ha! Everybody knew his magic prevented everyone but kids from seeing him.

      The room was empty. Well, empty of people. Thirty-six statues were arranged around the perimeter of the large, semicircular, two-story room which was built like an amphitheater. Some metal, some stone, all the statues rested on pedestals which forced me to look up to see their faces. Behind the statues were massive brecciated marble columns topped with white marble in an ornate Corinthian style. The floor was also marble. The black and white tiles sparkled with shine in the light of the dangling chandelier.

      This was the National Statuary Hall, a room I had been in many times before when I had toured the Capitol. The hall was a tourist attraction and where special events were held, such as government receptions for foreign dignitaries. Originally this space had been where the U.S. House of Representatives convened after the British burned its original meeting chamber during the War of 1812.

      Or at least that was what we Americans called that war. To the British, the war was merely a minor footnote in the Napoleonic Wars which had embroiled Europe. Perspective was everything. During the War of 1812, in addition to burning the House chamber and other government buildings, the British had also set fire to the White House, which back then was called the Presidential Mansion. The damage from all the fires would have been worse than it was had it not been for a sudden, violent thunderstorm. The storm extinguished the British-set fires and forced the enemy out of the city, shortening their occupation to only twenty-six hours. History called the sudden storm “The Storm That Saved Washington.” Little did mundane historians know the storm had been created by an American general who was secretly a magician specializing in elemental magic. If it had not been for him, we Americans all might speak with a British accent, talk about going to the loo, and being knackered from kneecapping our mums with cricket bats. And yet, there was no statue in this hall honoring that unsung magician/general who saved the country. Us magical folk operating in secrecy had its downsides. I had saved the world from being flooded by the Wandering Jew, and I had not gotten so much as an action figure in my likeness or a grateful handshake out of it.

      I only knew all that historical stuff because of Dad and his love of history. He had often brought me here to the National Statuary Hall and other historic sites in the District. The fact places like this were free had made them even more attractive from a parenting standpoint. Money had been tight when I was a kid. Nobody ever got rich teaching high school history, especially not in a city like Washington with one of the nation’s highest costs of living.

      Each of the fifty states sent two statues to represent their state in this sprawling Capitol building. Thirty-five of those statues were housed in the room Agatha and I stood in. A thirty-sixth statue, one of civil rights activist Rosa Parks commissioned by the U.S. Congress, was also here in the room. I wondered how Parks would feel, if she were still alive, about her statue being in the same room as that of Jefferson Davis, one of the statues representing Mississippi. Davis had been the president of the Confederate States of America and had fought tooth and nail during the Civil War to keep black people like Parks enslaved. The government official who had decided to put both Davis’ and Parks’ statues in the same room had a perverse sense of humor.

      Agatha pulled her sleeve back and looked at her watch. It was a rose gold Rolex, a diamond encrusted timepiece that likely cost more than everything I owned. Apparently, I had inherited Agatha’s taste for expensive things, though I certainly had not inherited her ability to afford those things. Being the head of the CEB was apparently nice work if you could get it. “Despite your asininity regarding parking, we’re right on time,” Agatha said with satisfaction.

      I let being called asinine go. Maybe I was maturing. Or maybe I was too creeped out from being in the Capitol in the middle of the night to take offense. “Right on time for what?”

      As if in response, the lights dimmed and hummed, like when there’s a power surge. Seven indistinct gray shapes which were vaguely humanoid silently swooped through the ceiling as if it was so much thin air. I could see through the ghostly flying shapes.

      Like raindrops into puddles, a translucent shape dropped into each of the statues near the center of the curved row of statuary. From left to right, the statues were William Henry Harrison Beadle from South Dakota; William Jennings Bryan from Nebraska; Hannibal Hamlin from Maine; Daniel Webster from New Hampshire; Barry Goldwater from Arizona; Charles Russell from Montana; and Frances Willard from Illinois.

      Seven sets of statuary eyes opened, blinked, and stared down at me. The seemingly human eyes abruptly appearing where there had a moment before been only lifeless metal and stone startled me.

      I was startled again when the metal lips of one of the seven statues moved.

      “Welcome to the Inner Circle, Miss Hawthorne,” the Bryan statue said.
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      The number seven was hugely important in the magical world, so much so its significance had spilled over into the mundane world as well. There were seven wonders of the ancient world, seven colors in a rainbow, seven continents, seven seas, seven factors of enlightenment in Buddhism, Yahweh rested on the seventh day after creating the world, the Koran said there were seven heavens, and that horny wench with the little person fetish whom the Snow White story was based on had shacked up with seven dwarfs. I was born on July 7; my father had theorized that was partly why I’ve always had so much raw magical power.

      I could go on and on about how the number seven kept cropping up in our culture. Heck, even my fantasy boyfriend James Bond was known as 007.

      In short, the number seven was a big deal. I should not have been surprised that there were seven people in the Inner Circle.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Bryan,” I said to the statue that stared down at me. “You’re my favorite failed presidential candidate. You were the Democratic nominee three times and lost the general election each time. I admire your stick-to-itiveness. I gotta admit, though, I thought you’d be taller.” I tended to be flip when I was nervous, and I certainly was now. The last time a bunch of statues had come to life, they were golems who had tried to kill me for taking the Cloak of Wisdom.

      I glanced at Agatha. She seemed amused by my nervousness. I tried to wipe the emotion off my face, like this was the fifth time today I’d seen statues come to life. Who was she to look down on me because I was nervous? I bet she never even had been chased through a museum by a gaggle of murderous statues while clutching a sentient cloak. Pfft! Amateur.

      The Bryan bronze statue wore a suit with a greatcoat over it. He was bald in the front, with a thick fringe of hair in the back. He said, “We appear to you in this fashion to preserve our true identities.” Bryan’s cultured voice was familiar. I had heard it before. It made me think he was some sort of celebrity. A prominent politician maybe, or an actor. “I am the Grand Wizard, the chairman of the Circle.” He said it like he expected me to bow or something. “We have shown you a great honor by deigning to meet with you.”

      His pretentiousness rubbed me the wrong way. “You’re the Grand Wizard? Wow. Where’s your robe, pointy hood and burning cross? Oh wait, that’s the Grand Wizard of the KKK. I bet people get you two confused a lot.” Sometimes I really couldn’t seem to help myself.

      Bryan frowned, which was not something I saw a statue do every day. Bryan’s blue eyes flicked over to Agatha. “This is your daughter, Agatha?” His voice was incredulous.

      “Allegedly. I can scarcely believe it myself,” she said. “I might get her DNA tested to ensure it’s not some sort of mistake.” She did not appear to be joking.

      Bryan’s eyes focused on me again. “You would be well served to keep a civil tongue in your head, young lady. Otherwise you will only deepen the trouble you are in.”

      “Sorry,” I said, and I meant it. Irritating the people who could decide my fate was suicidal. “Sometimes my mouth has a mind of its own.”

      “That’s all right darlin’. Happens to the best of us,” the Beadle statue said in a Southern accent as thick as molasses. Unlike the dark brown Bryan statue, the bronze of Beadle’s statue was tinted green with oxidation, much like the Statue of Liberty had been before it was destroyed by a supervillain in the 1980s.

      “No, not to the best of us,” the white marble Daniel Webster statue sniffed.

      “I suwannee, Malachi, you got the sense of humor of a hound dog at a flea convention,” Beadle replied. There was an odd tonal quality to Beadle’s Southern accent I thought I recognized. I would have bet money that in his true form, Beadle was a forest gnome. They all sounded like pre-Civil War slave overseers on a Mississippi plantation despite the fact they were scattered throughout the country. I had gotten to know a few forest gnomes in the Pacific Northwest when I had hooked up with Bigfoot.

      “Civility please gentlemen,” Bryan chided. “And remember to use our aliases in front of our guest.”

      “Mah apologies, oh mighty Senator Webster, suh,” Beadle said, bowing mockingly at Webster. “What I shoulda said is that talkin’ to you is as excitin’ as huggin’ a rose bush.” Webster glowered at Beadle. There clearly was no love lost between the two.

      “For the love of the gods, can we get on with this?” Barry Goldwater snarled. “Some of us have businesses to run.” I recognized the voice that came from the brown metal statue. It was that of Devin Copeland. The Goldwater statue glared at me with obvious irritation. I supposed Devin had not gotten over me breaking his finger. If I had known he would one day have my fate in his hands as a member of the Inner Circle, maybe I would have turned the other cheek when he had squeezed my boob. Then again, he might have taken that as an invitation to squeeze the other one too. Greedy, grabby jerk.

      “You’re quite right,” the Grand Wizard said smoothly. “Miss Hawthorne, as Agatha has informed you, the Conclave Enforcement Bureau has made a preliminary determination that you are guilty of certain First Rule violations. Further, you have been accused by a very prominent fairy of having attacked her without provocation or cause, threatening an intermagical incident between the Conclave and the Fairy Court. Lastly, someone matching your description was recorded stealing a magical artifact known as the Cloak of Wisdom from one of the Smithsonian’s galleries, a further violation of the First Rule in that the theft triggered the activation of several golems, all of whom were captured on camera.”

      “She definitely was the one who stole the Cloak of Wisdom,” Agatha supplied. “I caught her wearing it in her apartment. I viewed it with my Third Eye. The magical signature was unmistakable.” I glared at her. She met my gaze coolly, completely unabashed. So much for all the clichés about the depth of a mother’s protective love. Treachery, thy name is Agatha.

      “Girl, you been busier than a one-legged man in a butt-kickin’ contest,” Beadle said.

      “She’s a grown woman, not a girl,” the Frances Willard statue corrected him primly. The white marble statue’s voice was female, just as the statue itself was.

      “You’d never know she was a grown woman from her childish, reckless behavior. I’ve sired pups who conducted themselves with more sense,” Hannibal Hamlin growled. The gold-tinted statue spoke in a snarl, making me think he was an animal-based Otherkin. A werewolf in his half-man, half-wolf form, maybe.

      “Thankfully,” the Grand Wizard continued, “due to the efficiency of Agatha and the magic suppression teams under her purview, the footage of your activities at the Institute of Peace and at the Smithsonian were either destroyed altogether or heavily redacted to erase any evidence of you performing magic.” Obviously the Grand Wizard had not spoken to Ghost—the Hero had captured me and shown me footage of me performing magic at the Institute of Peace. I had the good sense to not volunteer that information to the Circle. “Unfortunately, so many people recorded you when you extinguished the fire at Howard University that the CEB was unable to track all the footage down. We have instituted our usual disinformation campaigns regarding the footage that has made its way onto the Internet and into the media. By the time we are finished, people will either think you are a Metahuman or that the footage of your seemingly miraculous feats is fake.”

      “It looks like you all have the situation well in hand,” I said. “I wish your identity wasn’t a secret so I could leave you a five-star Yelp review. Thanks for meeting with me to personally tell me the situation has been taken care of. My Conclave taxes are clearly money well spent. Keep up the good work. I guess I’ll be on my way then.”

      I had barely taken a step toward the exit before Agatha’s viselike grip on my shoulder stayed me. I did not grab her arm and throw her across the room, a temptation I probably would have succumbed to just a few weeks ago. And they said a leopard couldn’t change her spots. Ha!

      “Though we have contained the fallout from your recklessness,” Bryan said, “that does not change the fact you are in violation of the Conclave’s foundational law: ‘There is no magic.’ It is the first of the Rules for a reason. Without it, the magical world’s existence would be exposed and all our lives would be at risk. Despite the power we possess, we magical folk are a minority, and history amply demonstrates what the majority does to people in the minority: the Jews in Nazi Germany, African slaves in the American South, the pygmies of central Africa, the Romani in Europe, the aborigines in Australia, the untouchables of India . . . the list goes on and on. The history of mankind is written with the blood of oppressed minorities.

      “One of the sacred duties of the Inner Circle is to ensure that members of the magical community do not join that infamous list,” Bryan continued. “We already know from the Spanish Inquisition, the Bamberg witch trials, the Salem witch trials, and other anti-magic purges what happens when we let slip to the mundanes what we are capable of. I am not being hyperbolic when I say that you flaunting your abilities is nothing less than a threat to our survival. Especially since mundanes have superpowered Metahumans in their midst.”

      “While I’m not admitting any of what I’m being accused of,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “assuming for the sake of discussion I have done some of the things you’re alleging, Agatha says there’s a way for me to wipe the slate clean.”

      “As you may know, there are several monsters active in the Washington metropolitan area,” the Grand Wizard said.

      “Monsters?” The word was ominous.

      “Monsters,” Bryan repeated firmly. “Goatman, a half-man, half-goat creature active in Prince George’s County, Maryland; Chessie, a Loch Ness Monster-like creature who makes its home in Astor Bay; and the Snallygaster, a creature in Frederick County, Maryland that is a distant relative of the extinct dragon species. For years the Conclave has managed and contained these and other monsters to prevent them from running amok and exposing the magical world’s existence to mundanes. Recently, however, for reasons we have not been able to ascertain, these creatures have become drunk with bloodlust.”

      “The Monster Division is doing its usual bang-up work,” Goldwater aka Devin Copeland said sarcastically, looking at the Charles Russell statue. “First you let slip that there are reptilians at the highest levels of the U.S. government, now this. Charlie, you’re doing a heck of a job. If I ever want to run one of my businesses into the ground, I’ll be sure to put you in charge.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you this isn’t my fault?” the Russell statue said plaintively. “For whatever reason, these monsters aren’t responding to the usual spells.”

      Goldwater snorted. “I’ll give you the reason in one word: Incompetence.”

      “You’re hardly in any position to point the finger of magic-exposing blame at anyone, Barry,” Willard said irritably. “You expose our existence every damn day in that tabloid rag of yours.”

      “I’m preparing the world for when we can finally come out of the magical closet,” Goldwater said loftily.

      “You’re violating the spirit of the First Rule, is what you’re doing,” Russell said, his tone indicating relief at not being in the hot seat anymore. The real Charles Russell had been a cowboy artist. His bronze statue bore a palette in one hand, and a paintbrush in the other. The statue jabbed the paintbrush in Goldwater’s direction. “You think that just because you’re in the Circle, you’re above the law. On top of that, all your money makes you think you’re better than everyone.”

      “I don’t think I’m better than everyone. Just you,” Goldwater retorted.

      “Gentlemen, please,” the Grand Wizard said in a tone that was equal parts firmness, calmness, and resignation. He waited until the angry voices died down. I got the impression he was used to the squabbling of the Circle members. Leading them was probably like herding cats. “As I was saying, Miss Hawthorne, combined these monsters have recently killed members of the magical world, a few dozen mundanes, and drawn attention that the magical world most definitely does not need. Agatha’s magic suppression teams are working overtime to explain the deaths in non-magical ways. Even so, rumors of what truly caused the deaths persist and are spreading. If the killings continue, especially in this modern age of cell phone cameras, it will only be a matter of time before the monsters are exposed for what they truly are. If magical creatures are exposed, the wider magical world will in turn be exposed. We cannot allow that to happen.”

      I could see the direction Bryan was heading, and since it was toward me becoming Sage the Monster Slayer, I was none too happy about it.

      “And speaking of dragons,” Bryan added, “we have received intelligence indicating that a warlock in western Maryland has genetically engineered a viable dragon egg from DNA stolen from the fossilized remains of a dragon which were supposed to be under lock and key.”

      “Yet another sterling example of Monster Division competence,” Goldwater groused at Russell.

      Bryan hastened to speak again before another argument erupted. “We cannot allow any one individual to possess a creature as powerful as a dragon, much less someone who is a practitioner of the dark arts.”

      A hard knot of dread was getting bigger and bigger in the pit of my stomach. “Lemme guess: You want me to tap the evil warlock and these man-eating monsters on the shoulder and politely ask them to knock it off.”

      “We want you to destroy the dragon egg,” Bryan said frankly. “As for the other monsters, we want you to subdue them if you can, kill them if you must. If you successfully perform these tasks, write a letter of apology to Willow Wilde, and surrender the Cloak of Wisdom, we will overlook the current charges against you.”

      “Why me? You just got finished praising the efficiency of your Magic Suppression Division. Just throw a bunch of magicians and Otherkin at your monster problem.” A lightbulb went off in my head when the Inner Circle glanced at each other instead of answering my question. The knot in my stomach grew bigger. “You already have thrown a bunch of magicians and Otherkin at the problem,” I realized. “And they all were killed. They were part of the deaths you mentioned earlier.”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Bryan admitted. “We are unwilling to send in more agents. That is where you come in. Your recent exploits have shown you to be quite a resourceful and powerful sorceress despite your uncertified status. You preventing a civilization-ending worldwide flood was particularly impressive. Oh, don’t look so surprised. Did you really think magically created storm clouds engulfing the entire world would escape our notice? We tasked our best diviners to discover the cause of the near disaster and how it was stopped. Though they could not divine all the details due to some powerful force that blocked their second sight, they did ascertain you were the woman responsible for averting the near apocalypse. How did you manage such a feat, by the way?”

      I shrugged modestly. “I guess I must’ve eaten my Wheaties that morning.”

      “Indeed,” Bryan said, frowning as I looked up at him with the wide-eyed innocent look I had been practicing. I guessed that the Spear of Destiny’s blinding power or the magic in the Noah’s Ark fragment or both had prevented the Inner Circle’s diviners from figuring out exactly what went down and how. There was no way I was going to tell these jokers I had used the Spear to stop the world-ending storm the Wandering Jew’s destruction of the Ark fragment had created. If I did, they would ask me where the powerful holy artifact was, and I wasn’t about to admit it was buried deep under the Washington Monument, less than two miles away on the other side of the National Mall. I didn’t have a world-conquering bone in my body. I didn’t even like playing Risk. And yet, when I had wielded the Spear, I had wanted the world to bow down at my feet. If I couldn’t trust myself to wield the Spear, I sure as heck couldn’t trust Type A personalities who had the kind of ambition it took to get onto the Inner Circle.

      “To return to the subject at hand,” Bryan said, “namely suppressing our monster outbreak. We hope you will succeed where our agents failed.”

      The lightbulb in my head grew as correspondingly bright as the size of the knot in my stomach. “If I fail and am killed like your agents, then you’ve rid yourself of an annoying First Rule violator without the time and trouble of a trial,” I guessed. “If I succeed, you’ve taken care of your monster problem without risking the lives of any more of your agents. For you, it’s a win-win either way.”

      Seven sets of statuary eyes blinked at me.

      “This little filly sure do catch on quick,” Beadle said. “Maybe she yo chile after all, Agatha.”

      “Maybe,” Agatha agreed, her eyes inscrutable.

      “What do you say, Miss Hawthorne?” the Grand Wizard asked. “We are giving you an opportunity to do both yourself and the magical community some good. Considering the serious charges against you, you would be well advised to take it. You will not get another.”

      I had my answer ready. Puck and I had workshopped for this moment since Agatha had left my apartment. Planning ahead was part of my global turn-Sage’s-life-around strategy. Shrinking the size of my butt and finding an appropriate boyfriend were other parts of that plan. I suspected shrinking the former would help with the latter. Maybe you could be healthy at any size like fat activists claimed, but I had never seen James Bond seduce a healthy chubby chick.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, “but only on certain conditions.”

      “You’re facing charges that, in your best-case scenario, will land you in the Well of Souls,” Bryan said. “In the worst-case scenario, you will be executed. You are in no position to make demands.”

      “Be that as it may, here they are: First, if I pull this off for you, you will certify me as a Master Sorceress. Second, since the public has come to think of me as a superhero and I don’t intend to stop using my abilities when I see an opportunity to help people, from this moment on you will waive all future First Rule violations I commit when I am masked and not identifiable as Sage Hawthorne. Third, assuming I do have the Cloak of Wisdom, I get to keep it. And fourth, you forget all about a letter of apology to Willow. The only thing I regret about punching her is that I didn’t punch her harder.”

      That was met with stunned silence. Then, all seven statues burst into laughter.

      My face got hot as the Inner Circle’s laughter washed over me. I forced myself to keep my mouth shut. No one liked being laughed at, least of all me. I was afraid if I opened my big mouth it might say something I couldn’t take back.

      Only Agatha did not join in the laughter. Her face was blank as she regarded me with the same inscrutable eyes she had looked at me with before.

      “Your chutzpah is so breathtaking it’s almost admirable,” Bryan said once he had stopped chuckling. “Literally no one since the Conclave Compact of 1500 has achieved master magician status without undergoing the Ordeal. I don’t know what makes you think you are some sort of special snowflake Conclave law and tradition do not apply to, but I can assure you you are not. And since you are not that special snowflake, the First Rule applies and will continue to apply to you just as it does to everyone else.”

      “You gave the superhero Millennium permission to wield magic openly despite the First Rule,” I pointed out.

      “Millennium has been alive for centuries. He is the most powerful sorcerer the world has ever known. He is a class unto himself,” Bryan said. “You’re only twenty-six. Despite your relative youth, most magicians earn their master status years before they reach your age. You, young lady, are no Millennium.”

      “And look at how well granting Millennium a special dispensation worked out for us,” Goldwater added, sounding disgusted. “Now he’s a fugitive from justice for several murders and for conspiring to kill one of his fellow Heroes. Even if we were inclined to reveal the existence of the larger magical world to the mundanes, Millennium single-handedly soured public opinion against magicians, the exact opposite of the reason why we made him a First Rule exception in the first place.”

      I had promised to help Ghost, the chief investigator for the Heroes’ Guild, find Millennium and bring him to justice for his crimes. It was like promising to flap your arms and fly—easy to promise, hard to execute. I’d have to deal with Millennium and Ghost later. If I wound up in the Well of Souls, there would not be a later. First things first.

      “You’re going to accept my conditions,” I insisted stubbornly, “and here’s why: You need me. As Agatha pointed out when she first approached me with your proposal, the Inner Circle demands to meet with you, you don’t demand to meet with it. The fact you granted me this audience tells me you’re desperate.” My mind raced as I spoke, putting puzzle pieces together, combining the theories Puck and I had hashed out with the information the Inner Circle had just shared. “As you admitted, you’ve already dispatched your agents to take care of the monster outbreaks. They failed, probably because you were trying to keep the whole thing quiet. I’m guessing that you’re afraid if you try again with a lot more manpower that your agents will create such a ruckus they’ll risk exposing the magical world even more than the monsters already are.”

      Seven sets of eyes darted at one another. The way they looked at each other told me I was on the right track.

      “Also, ever since you told me what you wanted me to do, I’ve been thinking, ‘Why me?’ As you pointed out, while I’m young in the grand scheme of things, I’m long in the tooth for an uncertified magician. You have at your disposal magicians and Otherkin who are far more experienced, skilled, and powerful than I. ‘Why then,’ I’ve been asking myself, ‘is the Inner Circle going out of its way to make this offer to me instead of throwing me in the Well of Souls and calling it a day? What makes me special?’

      “The only answer I can come up with is that the media has been calling me a superhero. As far as I know, I’m the only magician who the public thinks of as a superhero. Other than Millennium, I mean. If he were around and still in your good graces, I suspect you’d be having this conversation about handling the monsters with him instead of with me. If a superhero dispatches these monsters for you, there’s less chance the magical world will be exposed. The story the public will hear won’t be about how a magician wielded magic. It will be about how a superhero did superhero stuff.

      “The long and the short of it is that, yes, I do think I’m a special snowflake. Or, more to the point, I think you think I am one. One who’s uniquely suited to handle your monster problem. And that’s why you’ll give in to my conditions.” I steeled myself, screwing up my courage to throw down an ultimatum. “Take it or leave it.”

      There was stunned silence again. Then, the room exploded with voices:

      “You have some gall making demands in light of the predicament you’ve put yourself in,” the Grand Wizard said.

      “This is an outrage,” Russell sputtered.

      “The answer is not just no, but hell no,” Goldwater said. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “You got bigger balls than the Minotaur in heat droolin’ over a pastureful of heifers,” Beadle said.

      “The nerve of this human bitch,” Hamlin growled.

      “In almost two centuries, I’ve never heard such temerity,” Webster complained.

      Only Willard and Agatha were quiet. Willard blinked at me thoughtfully. As for Agatha, she continued to look at me with an expression I could not read.

      I bit my tongue until the cries of disbelief died down. Then I said, “If you won’t agree to my conditions, I’m out. Find some other suicidal patsy to do your dirty work for you. The next time you want to talk to me, do it through my lawyer instead of sending your flunkey to break into my house.”

      I walked toward the door I had entered the Statuary Hall through. If I was going to keep brandishing my lawyer at people, I really needed to hire one.

      “Now wait just one minute, young lady,” the Grand Wizard sputtered. I’d already strode through the ring of statues, and my back was to them. “You come back here this instant! We didn’t excuse you.”

      “Probably because I didn’t ask to be excused.” I started to open the hall’s exit door.

      “Wait! Wait, goddamn you, wait!” Bryan exclaimed.

      I stayed my hand. I looked over my shoulder at him. Bryan shook his head and sighed in resignation. He said, “Give us a moment to discuss your conditions.” He waved a metal hand in a pattern in the air and murmured a Latin phrase I did not catch.

      Suddenly, I could not hear what was said in the hall, like perfectly efficient noise-canceling headphones had been shoved over my ears. All I heard was the pounding of my racing heart as I watched the Inner Circle talk amongst themselves. Based on how animated most of them were, it was more an argument than a discussion.

      I turned around, crossed my arms, leaned against the door, and nonchalantly watched the statues argue like I was watching a panel discussion on C-SPAN about the national debt. My nonchalance was an act. In reality, I was mentally freaking out. I was bluffing with four to a spade royal flush on the board and only a seven and a deuce of diamonds as hole cards. If the Inner Circle let me walk out this door with no deal in place, I’d have to come crawling back on my hands and knees and plead with them to let me take their initial offer to handle the monster problem with no preconditions.

      For I knew how much trouble I was in. If the Conclave prosecuted me for First Rule violations, I had no defense. I was as guilty as Eve with a mouthful of apple. But I had seen the opportunity to leverage the Inner Circle’s apparent need of me into not only getting out of my past First Rule violations, but also getting my certification and avoiding future First Rule problems in one fell swoop. Though I still had not fully wrapped my head around the idea of me being a superhero, I had enjoyed using my magic to help people. I knew I would do it again if the opportunity arose, First Rule or no First Rule. I had no interest in Agatha bursting through my door every turnaround. Once was more than enough.

      My heart threatened to jackhammer out of my chest as the Inner Circle argued. Finally, they seemed to come to some sort of resolution. Bryan waved his hand, my ears popped, and I could hear again. Thank goodness. I’d spent the last few minutes contemplating enrolling in Gallaudet University, the nearby school for the deaf. If I started waving my hands around willy-nilly while learning sign language, I was liable to turn the entire college into frogs.

      “Get back over here,” Bryan snapped at me.

      I didn’t budge. “What’s the magic word?” I asked.

      Beadle brayed out a laugh but smothered it when Bryan glared at him. Apparently, I could only restrain my big mouth for so long before it wriggled free.

      “Get back over here. Please,” Bryan spat through clenched teeth.

      With my heart still pounding like the Little Drummer Boy was going to town on it, I went back to where Agatha stood in front of the Inner Circle. I recognized the enigmatic look on her face now. It was barely concealed pride. If I hadn’t already been so keyed up, I might have fainted with shock. As I faced the animated statues, Willard winked at me. Hashtag GirlPower. Maybe when all this was over, the three of us could bond over a tub of rocky road ice cream, braid each other’s hair, and giggle over boys.

      “We have agreed to some of your demands,” Bryan said begrudgingly. “If you neutralize the monsters we have enumerated before you are scheduled to report back to your place of employment—that’s two and a half weeks from now, Agatha says—we will award you your Conclave certification. Further, if you insist on making a spectacle of yourself by putting on a mask and playing superhero, we will grant you the same First Rule exemption we granted to Millennium as long as your true identity is not revealed. Finally, you may continue to use the Cloak of Wisdom. It may prove useful in neutralizing the monsters.”

      “Or maybe it won’t be useful and the monsters will kill this brash broad. One can only hope,” Goldwater muttered. I had the feeling he deliberately said it loudly enough for me to hear. I wanted to ask him if his finger I had broken still ached when it rained, but figured I had pushed my luck too much already.

      “But that is all we are willing to concede,” Bryan continued. “You will write a formal apology to Willow Wilde.”

      “Nope, nope, nope,” I said immediately. “No deal.”

      “We must insist,” Bryan said firmly. “Tensions between the Conclave and the Fairy Court are high enough as it is, what with us preventing the fairies from enthralling mundanes and taking them as slaves. You striking Ms. Wilde has added fuel to an already volatile situation. We’ll be damned if we let a war break out between us and the fairies over your hot-tempered foolishness.”

      I thought about that. Maybe I could take a page out of politicians’ books and write Willow a non-apologetic apology. My Dearest Willow: I'm sorry if you're offended by the fact you deserved me slugging you in the throat. Somehow I doubted the Inner Circle would see that as adequate. Maybe Puck could help me punch it up.

      The truth of the matter was, though, that I did owe Willow an apology. Though she was as annoying as nails on a blackboard, that did not justify me hitting her, especially when it had been my job to protect her. I had learned several lessons during my adventures with Daniel, and one of them was I needed to do a better job of controlling my temper.

      I was not as dead set against apologizing to Willow as I had led the Circle to believe. Throwing in a refusal to apologize to Willow had been spurred by something Puck had said when we had been prepping for this meeting: When you’re in a negotiation, always demand more than you expect to get, he had counseled. That way, when you make a concession, the other side feels like they’ve won something. Puck often gave good advice when he took a break from trying to persuade me to shower with him on.

      “Alright. I’ll apologize,” I finally said reluctantly. I made it sound like I was making a major concession. In my head, I exulted.

      Then I remembered the monsters I now had to face had killed several highly trained Conclave agents. My inner exultation died stillborn. One shouldn’t count one’s certified chickens before they’re hatched.

      “One final thing,” Bryan said. “Agatha will accompany you on your mission.”

      The disguised pride slid off Agatha’s face, replaced by a stunned look. “Me?”

      “Her?” Dismayed, my stomach twisted. Spending more time with Agatha was worse than facing an army of monsters. “Naw. Nunh-uh. No way. I work alone.”

      “Grand Wizard,” Agatha said, visibly trying to recover her usual composure, “I ask you to reconsider. My time is too valuable for it to be squandered babysitting.”

      “I’m not a baby,” I snapped.

      Agatha sniffed. “The tears you shed in your apartment say otherwise.”

      “Enough!” Bryan thundered. “Agatha, the Inner Circle trusts no one more than you to accompany this stripling and ensure she honors our agreement. You will observe her but not assist her. If she insists on making outlandish demands, then by the gods she’ll earn them. I will brook no further discussion of the matter.” Agatha closed her mouth, clearly having been about to argue the point.

      “And as for you, you insolent whelp,” the Grand Wizard said to me, “Agatha accompanying you is non-negotiable. To echo your own words, take it or leave it.”

      My fists were clenched so tight my nails probably drew blood. I ached to hit Agatha so badly I likely would have a dream about it later.

      What was it I had just been thinking about controlling my temper? With an effort, I unclenched my fists.

      I could put up with Agatha for a while if, at the end of the day, I got myself out of the mess my First Rule violations had put me into.

      “I’ll take it,” I said.
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      My meeting with the Inner Circle days ago was how I was now the proud pseudo-parent of Toto, the World’s Last Dragon. I would have trademarked the title and charged admission for the public to come and take a gander at him had I not been trying for the last few days to hide the fact I had a dragon. Treating Toto like he was a circus attraction would be taking the concept of hiding something in plain sight a bit too far.

      The World’s Last Dragon was why I now walked up Kenyon Street toward my apartment carrying grocery bags bulging with over twenty pounds of meat from the Columbia Heights Giant on 14th Street. Feeding Toto was worse than feeding a teen boy who was trying to bulk up to make the varsity football team. This was the third time in as many days I had raided Giant’s meat section. I had discovered the first time I tried feeding Toto that dragons were carnivores who turned their smoking noses up at anything not raw and bloody. I further discovered to my pocketbook’s dismay that dragons turned their noses up at hamburger, ground turkey, organ meat, and other cheaper cuts of meat. Like his human foster mother, Toto had a rich person’s tastes on a pauper’s budget.

      So, unfortunately, it was only the best for my bouncing baby beast boy. The grocery bags I toted were full of pricey steaks, roasts, briskets, and loins. At this rate, the money I had left from the Wandering Jew paying me would soon disappear down Toto’s voracious gullet.

      Keeping Toto hidden in my apartment sucked as a long-term plan. For one thing, there was the expense of it. For another, dragons were nocturnal. Toto slept during the day and was active at night. Since his teeth were as sharp as razors and he was a hair’s breadth away from figuring out how to breathe fire, I had to stay up all night with him to make sure he didn’t set the Leverettes’ house on fire or gnaw my furniture into splinters. There was no way I’d be able to take care of the Inner Circle’s monster problem if I was stuck at home every night dragon-sitting.

      Also, Toto was growing like a weed. When I first got him, he had fit comfortably into a bicycle’s front basket. Now, just a few days later, he barely fit into a laundry basket. I could see the rapidly approaching day when he wouldn’t fit into my small apartment, especially the way he gobbled down food. As Puck kept reminding me, when Toto got big enough and his adult instincts kicked in, he would stop seeing me as a fun playmate and start seeing me as a tasty morsel. I would go from the person who supplied the food to being the food supply.

      And then there was the poo. Oh my god, the poo. Maybe dragons had gone extinct because they had drowned in a sea of their own excrement. I had tried to potty train Toto and was certain he knew what I wanted him to do and where to doo-doo it, but the obvious disgust in his eyes when I had him perch atop the open toilet bowl made it clear he thought defecating into a porcelain bowl like a crass human was beneath his dragon dignity.

      Stuffing every single pair of my best shoes like they were pie crusts and his poo was fruit filling, though? That suited his dragon dignity just fine.

      I could not keep Toto much longer. That much was as clear as the bright blue sky I walked under. What I was going to do with him was a lot less clear.

      I was so absorbed in thinking about what I was going to do about my dragon problem that I did not notice the tearing of one of my plastic bags until it was too late. With a sudden ripping sound, packages of meat hit the sidewalk.

      Ugh. If plastic bags were going to destroy the environment, I would have thought they’d at least have the decency to be durable.

      Muttering oaths, I bent to retrieve the meat. Though Columbia Heights was in the District’s city limits and only a short drive from downtown, it felt like the suburbs, especially now, in the middle of the day when most people were at work. Traffic was sparse, and the sidewalk was mostly empty.

      Mostly, but not completely. Two big white guys in light jackets were far behind me, walking in the same direction that I was on Kenyon. As I crouched down and stuffed meat into my remaining unbroken bags, the men stopped under a tree growing in a tree grate on the sidewalk. The guy in the brown jacket pointed up at the branches while the guy in the black jacket craned his neck up at what his friend pointed to.

      I might have thought the two were the toughest looking bird watchers ever had it not been for the fact I had seen the guys before. They had been in the Giant when I was there minutes before, each of them wandering down separate aisles, looking out of place, avoiding my gaze when I looked at them.

      Maybe it was just a coincidence that I had seen these guys in the grocery store, that they were now directly behind me, and that they had stopped walking when I had turned toward them. Maybe. And maybe Toto wouldn’t scarf down every bloody bit of this meat the moment I brought it home to him, but I kinda doubted it.

      The meat tucked away again, I stood back up and resumed walking. Instead of heading straight across 11th Street as I normally did when going home, I took a right. I walked by the soccer field in front of Harriet Tubman Elementary School and various rowhouses painted every color of the rainbow. I kept a casual pace. I was just your friendly neighborhood sorceress out on a pleasant afternoon stroll while lugging more thick meat than you’d see at a gay nightclub. A block later, I took a random left onto Irving Street. A block after that, a right onto Sherman Avenue.

      The guys in the leather jackets stayed behind me for each turn. They looked everywhere but directly at me when I glanced back at them. Another coincidence? Perhaps, though I thought it more likely these guys were following me. To what end, I did not know. Maybe they had seen all the meat I had bought and hoped to invite themselves to the mother of all barbecues. I kinda doubted that too.

      Since I did not own a car and was accustomed to walking around the city, I knew these streets like my tongue knew the inside of my mouth. I therefore knew that further up the block was an alley between two apartment buildings that dead-ended at the side of yet another building.

      When I got to the alley, I turned into it. Now that I was out of eyeshot of the two men, I hastened my pace. I could have opened a portal and whisked myself away from the men following me, but that would not answer the question of why they dogged my heels.

      Near the middle of the alley, I dropped the bags of meat. After taking several steps away from the bags, I stood with my back against the alley’s red brick wall. I moved my hands in execution of a Wave Puck had taught me after Daniel’s death when Puck was giving me a crash course to prepare me for the Ordeal. While exerting my Will to visualize clearly what I wanted to happen, I murmured the spell’s Word: “Causa latet, vis est notissima.” The cause is hidden, but the result is well known.

      I felt pinpricks all over my body, like countless mosquitoes were simultaneously biting me. The sensation made me gasp, but fortunately it passed just as quickly as it had begun.

      I glanced down at my body. I was the color and texture of the brick wall behind me. Thanks to my spell, I was now camouflaged, like a chameleon changing to assume the color of the surface the reptile was on. I would be almost impossible to spot if I stood perfectly still.

      Standing still was exactly what I did. In a few moments, the men following me turned into the alley. They hustled over to where I had dropped my groceries. Baffled, the big men spun around, looking all over. Although they were close enough to spit on, their eyes brushed past me. I thought invisible thoughts and tried to not do so much as blink.

      “Where’d she go?” one of them said. His black hair had been combed and sprayed within an inch of its life into a pompadour. Thanks to his hair and thuggish demeanor, he looked like a West Side Story cast member. Boy, boy, crazy boy, get cool boy! The man frowned, puzzled. His low, sloping forehead made him look like puzzlement was his default setting.

      “Hell if I know. It’s like she grew wings and flew away.” The other man’s long, sandy blond hair brushed his brown jacket as he shook his head in disgust. He looked like an extra from the Vikings television series. He pulled out a cell phone and dialed a number. “Mitch ain’t gonna like this.”

      “Screw Mitch. I don’t like his snooty attitude.”

      “I dare you to say that to his face.” The guy with the pompadour said something about what Mitch could do with himself that sounded both painful and physically impossible, but I noticed he shut up immediately once the blond guy started talking on the phone.

      A couple of minutes later, brakes squealed outside the alley’s mouth. A door slammed shut. A man came into the alley and hastily approached. Of slight build, he was at least a head shorter than the two beefy guys just feet away from me. Except for the gray skullcap on his head which covered the top half of his ears, the smaller man was dressed in dark black, making his pale skin look corpselike by contrast.

      “Oafs! Fools! Idiots!” the man in black shrieked in a high-pitched voice at the bigger men. With high cheekbones and delicate features, he was probably handsome in an emo sort of way when he wasn’t having a hissy fit. His eyebrows were so dark, they looked painted on. “You had one bloody job: surveil the neighborhood until you spotted the woman, follow her, figure out where she lives, then call me. One job!” He snatched up a rotting banana peel from the ground and flung it at the man with the pompadour. It splattered against his broad chest. Despite his earlier bravado, he seemed to accept the projectile meekly. Only the tightening of his eyes betrayed his anger.

      “We’re sorry, Mitch,” the blond said placatingly. “We don’t know what happened.”

      “Dolts! Cretins! Nitwits! I should have hired a blind retarded child to follow the woman. Or just flushed my money down the toilet. The result would’ve been the same.”

      “Hey, my little brother has Down syndrome,” the black-haired man protested. “Don’t use the R-word.”

      Stunned, Mitch gaped in astonishment. Then he scooped up a half-eaten apple and flung it at the man’s chest again. “How topsy-turvy is your people’s idiotic society that even the goons are politically correct?” Mitch raged.

      The black-haired man’s face darkened like a thundercloud. He brushed fruit fragments off his shirt. “We did what you told us. We followed the woman like you said.”

      “Did you? Did you?! Then where in the seven heavens is she? How am I supposed to find the dragon now?”

      “Dragon? What?” The blond made a face and shook his head. “You didn’t tell us this was about drugs. We don’t mess with no drug stuff.”

      “Blockheads! Ignoramuses! Dullards! I’m not talking about drugs. I’m talking about—” Mitch paused, catching himself. He let out a long breath. “Never mind what I’m talking about. Just tell me what happened.”

      “Well,” the blond said, “we tailed the lady like you told us, keeping some space between us so she wouldn’t catch on. She turned into this alley. By the time we got here, she was gone. It’s like she disappeared into thin air. We don’t know where—”

      “Into thin air, eh?” Mitch interrupted. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. He tilted his head up. His nostrils flared as he sniffed the air for a few seconds, like a dog catching a scent. His eyes suddenly widened. “Imbeciles! The witch is still here!”

      I didn’t need a neon sign to flash Sage enters from stage right to know my cue when I heard it. I released my hold on my camouflage spell. Fists clenched, I launched myself at the smallest of the three men. Despite his size, I knew he posed the greatest threat.

      My fist slammed into Mitch’s nose like a dart into a bullseye. Blood sprayed as his head was flung back. His anguished cry echoed off the alley’s narrow walls as he fell over like a bowling pin.

      Cursing, the blond clutched at me. I slid in close, catching him by surprise. I grabbed the lapel of his jacket and tugged down hard. His head descended like a dropped melon. His chin slammed into the crown of my head. His eyes crossed and his arms windmilled. The blond staggered backward. He collapsed onto the ground. He twitched there like a poisoned insect.

      My fight with the first two men was over in the blink of an eye. I shifted my attention to the third man. His eyes were wide with disbelief as they darted from his friend to Mitch to me. “I don’t understand. Where’d you come from?”

      “From your nightmares,” I said. The man’s hands were behind his back, frantically trying to tug something from his waistband. “Show me your hands. If they come out holding anything but air, I’ll make you wish you had never been born.”

      Realization passed over the man’s dull face. His eyes got even wider with fear. “Oh shit! You’re one of them Metas, ain’t you?”

      “Yeah. My code name is Miss Massacre. Massacre is what I’m going to do to you if you don’t show me your hands right now.”

      He whipped his empty hands over his head so quickly he probably sprained something. “I didn’t know who you were. Honest. I ain’t sign up to fool with no Metas.”

      “Well now you know.” I gestured at the big man on the ground. “Help your blond friend up and get out of here. Scram. Skedaddle. Get lost.”

      The black-haired man still held his hands up. He couldn’t believe his ears. “You’re letting us go?”

      Mitch was the only one I was interested in. These chuckleheads were just the hired muscle. “Yep. Unless your dawdling makes me change my mind.”

      The guy didn’t have to be told a third time. He scurried over to where his friend still writhed on the ground. He helped the groaning man to his feet and draped the struggling blonde’s arm around his shoulders. Without so much as a backward glance at Mitch, the black-haired man moved toward the alley’s entrance while half-dragging his friend.

      Go forth and sin no more, I almost said to the retreating men’s backs, but that seemed too much like rubbing their noses in their defeat. I never heard of a superhero like Omega taunting his vanquished opponents. Then again, that earnest Hero had a reputation for having a stick up his butt. Even so, if the media insisted on calling me a superhero, I supposed I should try to act like one.

      I was pleased with myself. I had fended off the men without exposing my true magical nature to mundanes.

      The bleeding, comatose Mitch could not say the same. His fall had made his skullcap slip off, exposing his jet-black hair.

      That was not all that had been exposed.

      If the black-haired man was out of the musical West Side Story and the blond was from the show Vikings, then Mitch was from Star Trek.

      His pale ears were as pointy and his oozing blood was as green as a Vulcan’s.
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      I bound and gagged the still unconscious Mitch using material I found in the alley. I used a lot more than I would have for a mundane. Then, I pulled out my cell phone. A few minutes after putting a request in to Ebenezer, he called me back. He worked in Capstone Security’s research division in my employer’s secret underground annex.

      “Holy hell, Sage!” Ebenezer breathed heavily into the phone. He was a whisper gnome. Whisper gnomes had a peculiar way of breathing, making it sound like they were always out of breath. At least Ebenezer did not sound like Foghorn Leghorn like the forest gnome who sat on the Inner Circle. “Did you know this Agatha Malvolia woman you asked me to look into is the head of the CEB?”

      “I might’ve heard something about that,” I said vaguely.

      “What kind of mess have you gotten yourself into this time?”

      “Nothing I can't handle.”

      “Uh-huh. The last time you said that, you had let the Pentagram Papers fall into the hands of a Washington Post reporter.”

      “I got them back before he published them, didn’t I?”

      “Barely. You almost blew the magical world’s masquerade to kingdom come.”

      “It warms my heart to have people who believe in me in my corner.”

      Ebenezer gave me Agatha’s home address. It was only a couple of miles away in the Dupont Circle neighborhood. “It’s a condominium unit in a complex a ton of movers and shakers live in,” he said. “Foreign ministers, tech millionaires, old D.C. money, those types of people. She owns her unit anonymously through a series of shell companies that are set up like Russian nesting dolls. Very complex, very sophisticated. Nothing I couldn’t figure out, of course.”

      The only reason why they had never found Amelia Earhart was because nobody had ever asked Ebenezer. Speaking of which . . . “While I’ve got you on the phone, Eb,” I said, “let me pick your brain about something else: Let’s say you found an animal thought to be extinct. What would you do with it?”

      “Did you stumble upon a wooly mammoth in the jungles of Columbia Heights?”

      “It’s a Tasmanian tiger, if you must know. Those little suckers get around. Any ideas?”

      “Contact the USFWS,” he wheezed immediately.

      “The who and the what?”

      “The United States Fish and Wildlife Service,” he said, enunciating the words like I was slow. “It’s an agency under the umbrella of the Department of the Interior which protects endangered species. The Department of the Interior is the Cabinet-level executive department that—”

      “I know what the DOI is,” I interrupted. If I let him work up a full head of steam, Ebenezer would give me a rundown on American history from Washington chopping down the cherry tree until now. “And I don’t mean a mundane animal. I’m talking about a mag—uh, the other kind.” I suddenly remembered that, while Capstone’s phones were secure, my over-the-counter cell was not. The Conclave had warned everyone in the magical world to be careful what we said over the phone. The federal government’s official public position was that it did not eavesdrop on citizens’ phone calls. Like many of the government’s official positions, it was a big fat lie.

      “Well that’s an entirely different kettle of fish, isn’t it?” Ebenezer said. “If you were unscrupulous, you could sell it to a private collector. There are some wealthy folks who’d give their firstborn to own a one of a kind creature.”

      The idea was tempting. Despite the money I had left from the Wandering Jew, once all my debt was factored in, I was still as broke as a joke. How much would an honest-to-goodness dragon go for on the open market?

      For a moment, visions of dollar signs danced in my head. Then I dismissed the notion. Despite the fact Toto was eating me out of house and home, I liked the little bottomless pit. I wasn’t going to hand him over to some rich jerk who might exploit and abuse him. Plus, there was the not so small issue of the Third Rule, which prohibited the ownership and sale of sentient magical creatures. I was in enough trouble with the Conclave as it was without adding more Rule violations to my list of offenses.

      “What would an honest person do?” I asked. “After all, Scrupulous is my middle name.”

      “That’s your middle name? I thought it was Convicted Felon.”

      “That was a youthful indiscretion that happened a long time ago.”

      “It was five years ago. Hardly an eternity. But since you insist you’re now as law-abiding as the day is long, how about one of the major zoos? They’re legally allowed to possess the kind of animal you’re describing.”

      That reminded me of someone I had done some protection work for when I first started at Capstone. “Eb, you’re a genius. Thanks a lot.” I looked up. The sky was darkening. Toto would be up soon, raring to rip my belongings to shreds. “Gotta go. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me sixteen. But who’s counting? And you can thank me by not mentioning to this Malvolia lady I was the one who told you where she lives. It doesn’t pay to fool around with the CEB.”

      “Tell me about it.”
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      I pushed my way through the revolving glass door of Agatha’s condominium complex, located on a prime spot on Massachusetts Avenue near the British embassy.

      The night sky and street lights disappeared, replaced by the chandeliered lights of the building’s welcome area. It was filled with dark wood, plush leather furniture, sparkling brass, and tasteful artwork. The smell of fresh tropical flowers, no doubt flown in today from overseas, filled the air. Everything about the place whispered money.

      I seethed with anger but tried to hide it. Foaming at the mouth did not fit in with the building’s palatial ambiance. I thought rich thoughts and strolled toward the building’s elevators like I owned the place and was contemplating buying seven other investment properties just like it out of petty cash.

      The bank of elevators was on the other side of a security desk. A uniformed guard sitting behind it eyed me as I approached. He was a beefy older guy with gray at his temples. Everything about him screamed ex-cop. He probably bled blue when he cut himself shaving in the morning.

      “Can I help you?” he asked. His tone was pleasantly neutral, but his eyes were wary. I wished I had gotten dressed up before coming here. I tried to project an air of seedy, but wealthy.

      “I’m good, thanks.” I favored him with a slight smile designed to convey that, while I was an aristocrat, I wasn’t too snooty to acknowledge the little people. I kept walking.

      “You can’t go upstairs unless you’re a resident or you have an appointment with one.” He sounded like he knew I wasn’t the former. His cop eyes were hard and suspicious. While the building whispered money, this guy’s attitude toward me more than whispered you ain’t got any. My aristocratic smile must’ve been on the fritz. I didn’t have enough moolah to get it repaired.

      I was tempted to keep trucking and dare this burly AARP member to stop me, but then I saw he was armed. His hand wasn’t on his holstered gun, but it was near it. Additionally, I spotted two security cameras; a ritzy place like this undoubtedly had others. The last thing I needed was to get recorded flinging spells at a mundane. Besides, I was mad at Agatha, not this guy. I shouldn’t slug someone old enough to be my father simply for doing his job.

      Though diplomacy wasn’t my strong suit, I thought I’d give it a whirl. I stopped in front of the guard’s desk. I cocked my hips and gave him my best disarming smile.

      “My name is Sage Malvolia.” I was surprised I didn’t choke on Agatha’s last name. “I’m here to see Agatha Malvolia. She’s my mother.”

      “You do look like her,” the guy conceded, his eyes softening slightly. He consulted the clipboard in front of him, though I got the impression he didn’t need to. “But your name isn’t on the visitor’s list.”

      “She doesn’t know I’m coming. I’m visiting from out of town. Today’s her birthday. I’m here to surprise her.”

      “I’m not supposed to let anyone not expected upstairs. I’ll call and let her know you’re here.” His hand reached for the phone.

      I leaned down some over the high lip of the security desk. I wore a scoop neck blouse, and I knew I was giving the guy a peek at the girls. My breasts weren’t much, but they were there. I hoped I had put on a cute bra this morning instead of one of my many holey ones. I couldn’t remember. “But you’ll ruin the surprise,” I cooed. I leaned over some more, turning the peek into a peep show. I smiled beguilingly and channeled my inner Willow Wilde sexpot while trying to keep my flesh from crawling. “Can’t you make an exception just this one time? For me?”

      The guard’s hand froze on the phone’s headset. He took a long look at my cleavage, swallowed, then smiled, still staring. Now he looked like he wanted to pull a different kind of gun out on me. His hand withdrew from the phone. “Sure. Sure. Just this once.”

      “Thanks!” I said brightly. I straightened back up as the guard’s eyes followed my chest like it was a hot drink on a cold day. Show’s over boys. Tip your waitresses on the way out. “You’re a doll.”

      “How long are you in town for?” the guard asked as he hit a button on his desk that unlocked the elevators.

      “A few days. Why?”

      “I thought maybe I’d take you out for drinks.” His mouth said drinks, but his eyes said something else.

      “I’d love to, but can’t. I’m married.” And so are you, I added silently, having noticed a wedding band around one of the guard’s thick fingers.

      “Your husband’s a lucky guy.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell Bond you said so.” Bond, James Bond. I graced the guard with another smile before moving toward the elevators again. I felt the man’s eyes on my backside as I walked away. Men came out of vaginas and spent almost every waking hour trying to get back into them. Idiots.

      Even so, I gave the guard a slight sashay as I moved out of his sight. A girl likes to feel like a sex object sometimes. Just not all the time.

      I punched the button for the penthouse and the elevator door slid closed. I started fuming again now that I didn’t have to pretend to be the loving daughter anymore for the guard’s benefit. Murder shone in my eyes in the elevator car’s reflective brass doors. Head of the CEB or not, I was liable to throttle Agatha when I saw her.

      At the top floor, the elevator opened to reveal a long hallway. I found Agatha’s condo near the middle of the row of doors. At the end of the hall, an older white man in an expensive suit fumbled with keys in front of a door. I recognized him. He was a U.S. Senator, one of those show horses who was always yammering on television but had never passed a major piece of legislation. A devout Christian, he talked a lot about family values and bragged about how he had been married to his high school sweetheart for forty years. A barely dressed Asian woman who looked like she was not old enough to legally drink caressed his arm and giggled as he struggled to get the door open. Maybe she was his adopted daughter, but I doubted it.

      My insides dancing with impatience, I waited until the two stepped inside their condo. I pressed my ear against Agatha’s door. Thanks to my Gifted ears, I heard classical music playing on the other side, and the faint sound of someone moving around. She was in there, all right.

      I carefully looked left, I carefully looked right. There were no cameras on this floor, probably because people like the senator didn’t want a record of who came—in all senses of that word—and went. The coast was clear.

      I cast a portal spell. The magical doorway, swirling with blue and black, manifested next to me. I darted through it, transporting myself back to the alley I had encountered Mitch and his men in. Mitch was right where I had left him, lying in the corner, shielded from view by garbage bags, gagged with a rag, and trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. Conscious now, he looked at me with murder in his eyes when I hauled him to his feet.

      Dragging Mitch with me, I stepped back through the portal into Agatha’s building again and closed the magical doorway behind me. I had come into the building before opening a portal because I could only open a portal to where I had been before or to a place that was in direct eyeshot.

      Holding Mitch’s skinny body up with one hand, I pounded on Agatha’s door with the other. I wanted to break it down, but not even my anger made me foolish enough to break into a Master Sorceress’ place. I couldn’t even begin to guess at the hidden magical booby traps.

      I sensed I was being looked at through the peephole. I did not succumb to the temptation to flip Agatha the bird. And people said I was not mature.

      Locks unclicked and there was the faint whisper of a spell. Agatha opened the door. Barefoot and with her hair down, she wore silk red pajama bottoms and an ivory camisole top. A finger held her place in a thick paperback book. Without makeup on, she looked closer to her age than she normally did.

      “Well, this certainly is a surprise,” Agatha said, though she did not sound particularly surprised. I hated how unflappable she was. Her eyes flicked over to the bound and gagged Mitch. Dried green blood caked his mashed-in nose. “Who is this? Your boyfriend? Though I’m all for live and let live, I would appreciate it if you would leave me out of your BDSM sex play. There are things a mother would rather not know about her daughter.”

      “Don’t play stupid. You know who this is,” I snarled. I shoved the pointy-eared Otherkin through the open door. Agatha gracefully sidestepped him. Mitch fell like a domino onto Agatha’s floor. Her carpet was so lush, I barely heard his fall. Still, Mitch moaned pitifully. I didn’t know if it was in pain or in protest. I didn’t care. “If you’re going to send someone to try to take Toto from me, you’d better send more than just this guy. It’s insulting. A dark elf? Seriously? What, were the Keebler elves too busy baking cookies?”

      Agatha looked down at where Mitch flopped around on her floor, then back up at me. “I don’t know what in the world you’re talking about,” she whispered. “But I do know you need to lower your voice. What if someone hears you? Even with the deal you made with the Inner Circle, you don’t have carte blanche to violate the First Rule willy-nilly.”

      I was too proud and too mad to ask what carte blanche meant. “Do you think I’m an idiot? You and Puck are the only ones who know I have Toto. And I know Puck didn’t hire Spock’s little brother here to follow me and find out where Toto is.”

      Agatha looked at me like I had just medaled in the dum-dum Olympics. “You’re right about one thing—I do think you’re an idiot. How could you be so smart before the Inner Circle just a few days ago, and be so stupid today? Your dislike of me has clouded your thinking. Why would I need to hire someone to follow you when I already know where you live?”

      That brought me up short. I opened my mouth to retort, then closed it. I’d been so angry, that hadn’t even occurred to me. Trying to recover, I said, “Explain how this elf knows about Toto then.”

      “Come in and we’ll talk about it,” Agatha said, still in a low voice. “If we stay out here, someone’s going to hear us.”

      “If you think I’m walking into your parlor, you’re out of your mind. I’ve read The Spider and the Fly.”

      “That’s likely the only thing you’ve ever read.” Agatha rolled her eyes heavenward. “By the gods above. You’re enough to try the patience of a saint. Fine, have it your way.” Agatha straightened and looked me in the eye. “I give you my word under the ancient and sacred traditions of hospitality that no harm will befall you by my hands while you are a guest under my roof.”

      A shiver ran through me as the magical oath that was as old as the gods themselves snapped into place like a deadbolt on a door. Millennia ago, the lesser god Zeus smote King Ixion with a thunderbolt and condemned him to burn for all eternity on a spinning wheel of fire for violating the sanctity of hospitality. Ixion had hit on Zeus’ wife Hera while an invited guest at Mount Olympus. Most people in the magical world thought Ixion had gotten off easy. Not even someone like Agatha would dare break a solemn oath of hospitality.

      “Happy now?” she asked.

      “I’m in nirvana.” I stepped inside, wary even with the hospitality oath in place. I glanced around. Maybe I really was in nirvana.

      A living room the size of Delaware stretched out to my left. Decorated in dark colors and dotted with expensive furniture and artwork, the condo looked like it might be featured in Better Homes and Gardens. The far wall was glass, affording a stunning view of the Dupont Circle area. A floor to ceiling bookcase groaning with books was against the connecting wall. I wondered how much this place cost but didn’t have to ask to know I couldn’t afford it.

      Agatha closed and locked the door, then made a gesture in front of it that was like pantomiming inserting a key into a door and turning it. “Silentium aureum,” she said, tossing the imaginary key over her shoulder. She turned to me. “Now you can rant and rave all the foolishness you want without the neighbors hearing you. The elf can’t hear us either. How do you know where I live, anyway?”

      I shrugged modestly. “I’m a sorceress.” I was not going to throw Ebenezer under the bus or give Agatha the satisfaction of knowing I hadn’t figured it out on my own. I frowned, irritated about how defensive I suddenly felt, like I was a kid summoned to the principal’s office. This wasn’t going down the way I had expected. “I’m the one who’s asking the questions here.”

      Mitch clawed at my ankles with his bound hands. I kicked him in the ribs. He grunted and stopped grabbing me. “Explain how this thieving elf knows about Toto if he didn’t get the information from you.” Dark elves were notorious sneaks and cutpurses, so much so Mitch probably considered me calling him a thieving elf a compliment.

      It was Agatha’s turn to shrug. “That is easy enough to explain. I told the Inner Circle you have the dragon. One of its members or someone they told probably retained your green-blooded boyfriend to take the beast away from you. I warned you this would happen. You have the only dragon in existence. In a world with no explosives, if you get your hands on a bomb, someone is going to come around and try to take it from you.”

      My mouth was open in astonishment. “You narced on me to the Circle?”

      “If by ‘narced’ you mean I updated my employer as to the status of the projects you agreed to undertake, then yes, I narced on you. The Circle assigned me to monitor your progress in dealing with these monster outbreaks, not to keep you company and cheer your every move. What did you expect from me? The Circle pays my salary. I answer to them, not you.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, then abruptly closed it. I had been about to retort I expected her to show me some familial loyalty; then I realized I was foolish to have any such expectation. Agatha had gone over twenty years without reaching out to me despite the fact we lived in the same city. Heck, we lived in the same northwestern quadrant of the city. Agatha could have sent me a smoke signal had she been so inclined. Being forced to spend all this time with Agatha had made me let my guard down a little regarding her. A part of me was apparently still a lonely little girl who just wanted her mommy. But this snitch was not my mommy. Going forward, I’d have to keep reminding myself Agatha was not family except strictly in the biological sense.

      And yet, even though I knew all that intellectually, Agatha ratting me out to the Inner Circle felt like more of a betrayal than when I had thought she had sicced Mitch on me herself.

      As much as it galled me to share anything with this blabbermouth, I told Agatha how I had encountered Mitch. “Who on the Circle would stoop to hire a bottom-feeder like this?” I asked. “Respectable people don’t associate with dark elves.”

      “How should I know? Ask him.”

      “I did. He’s not talking.”

      “There’s asking him, and there’s asking him.”

      “Agatha, if you’re suggesting I beat the tar out of him to get some answers, that’s not how I roll.”

      “I literally just watched you kick him.”

      “That was a love tap.” Truth be told, I’d been feeling guilty about the kick. Punching someone in the nose who could defend himself was one thing; kicking a defenseless man was quite another. “I’m not going to torture somebody. I’m not like you.”

      “You would be better off if you were. But I’m not talking about torture. I’m talking about magic. Since Otherkin are magic and therefore resistant to it, a truth spell won’t work on this guy. A truth potion likely will, however. Alchemy affects Otherkin physiology differently than naked spellcasting does.”

      “Who do I look like, the supervillain Doctor Alchemy? I don’t know how to brew a truth potion.”

      “But you’re a sorceress,” Agatha said mockingly, throwing my own words back at me. As most of Zeus’ worshippers had died off centuries ago, I wondered if he still had enough believers left to give him the juice to zap me with a thunderbolt if I twisted Agatha’s head off her neck. “I can’t say I’m surprised you don’t know how to do it. I’ll do it for you.”

      I blinked, surprised. “You will?” My eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why are you suddenly so eager to help?”

      “Because knowing who wants the dragon might prove useful to me some day. Knowledge is power. And power is everything. Remember that.”

      “Where’d you get that gem from, a Nazi fortune cookie? I’m a little long in the tooth for you to hand out Machiavellian maternal wisdom.” With that said, I trusted Agatha’s naked self-interest more than I did what I had at first thought was her selflessness. Still, the thought of accepting her assistance rankled. Sage, did you do your alchemy homework all by yourself? No teacher, my long-lost mommy helped me.

      I looked down at Mitch and chewed my lip in thought. He blinked up at me sullenly. Did I really want to cut him loose without learning anything from him?

      The desire to know who was plotting against me won out over my knee-jerk desire to reject Agatha’s help. “Okay, where do you keep your truth potion? The sooner we douse him with it and get some answers, the sooner I can get out of here.” I had already gone to my apartment to feed Toto, but I shuddered to think of the mischief he was getting into in my absence. With my luck, tonight would be the night he figured out how to breathe fire.

      “It’s not like I keep the stuff lying around,” Agatha said. “It’s unstable and spoils quickly. I’ll have to make a fresh batch. Come on.”

      Agatha laid her paperback down on an end table. It was a steamy romance, one of those with an improbably fit shirtless man in tight, bulging pants on the cover. The book was Up All Night, a novel in the Will Dickdown series. Classy. I admired when a character’s name also described his preferred activity. As the cover said it was the fifth book in the series, I also admired Will’s stamina. Agatha saw me peering at the book and looked embarrassed. Maybe she was a red-blooded American and not a soulless robot after all.

      On second thought . . . nah.

      Agatha went over to the bookcase. It was filled with tomes far more serious than Up All Night. Maybe she kept her other trashy romance books in the bedroom. No, my mistake—the floor plan of a place like this no doubt called the bedroom the boudoir.

      Agatha pulled out a copy of The Art of War by Sun Tzu that was in the middle of a waist-high shelf, and then slid it into an empty slot on the top shelf. There was a small click. The heavy bookcase noiselessly slid to the side, revealing an entryway. Runes I did not understand luminesced on the wall above the entryway.

      Darkness was on the other side of the entrance. Agatha executed a Wave that looked like the pantomiming of a rising sun and said, “Igne natura renovatur integra.” The darkness transformed into a warm yellow glow. Agatha stepped inside.

      “Are you coming, or not?” came her voice from the other side. “If the former, bring the elf with you.”

      I hesitated a moment. I still had no reason to trust Agatha, and twenty years of reasons to not trust her.

      Oh, what the heck? I wasn’t going to get answers out of Mitch standing here twiddling my thumbs.

      I squatted and flung Mitch over my shoulder like he was a bag of cement. A squirming, wriggling bag of cement. A couple of hard smacks on the rump made him settle down.

      “Your lucky day. Usually a guy gives me jewelry before he can sweet-talk me into spanking him,” I muttered, though of course Mitch couldn’t hear me due to Agatha’s silence spell.

      I followed Agatha into her secret chamber, blinking against its yellow brightness.
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      Agatha’s bookcase eased back into place behind me, covering the only exit. I was in a broad room with curved walls. A hodgepodge of items filled the space, making it look like a combination of a laboratory, occult bookstore, and hothouse. A translucent globe floated in the center of the domed roof; a miniature yellow sun burned brightly within it.

      “Put him down here,” Agatha said, pointing at a heavy wooden chair next to a cluttered stone table that was big enough to have an orgy on.

      I sat Mitch down. “What is this place?”

      “My workshop. Every good sorceress has one.” I certainly did not have a workshop and, what’s more, Agatha knew I didn’t have one. Just this once I let the thinly veiled insult slide. Agatha was helping me, after all.

      Agatha secured Mitch’s waist to the chair with its attached leather strap. She used a knife from the table to cut his hands free. Mitch immediately lunged for her throat. Agatha backhanded him so hard his head spun to the side. Mitch slumped in the chair, dazed.

      I almost protested her hitting him, then bit my lip. Hadn’t I just kicked the guy in the ribs? If I kept up this uncharacteristic practice of letting things go, soon I would be a mute.

      Agatha secured Mitch’s wrists to the chair with leather straps, then cut his ankles free of the rope and strapped them to the legs of the chair. The expert way she did it and the fact the chair and its straps were here at all demonstrated Agatha had done this sort of thing before.

      Agatha straightened, and twisted her hair into a bun around a pencil to keep it out of the way. She pulled a couple of books off the shelves behind her and flipped them open. The books’ pages were vellum, parchment made from the skins of young animals. One was a dog-eared copy of Practical Alchemy, the definitive work on the subject that had been the bane of my existence when I wrestled with alchemy during my early magical training. The other, a textbook full of anatomical sketches entitled Elf Physiology, was written by J.R.R. Tolkien. I wasn’t shocked to see his name. I had always thought The Lord of the Rings was too detailed to be completely imaginary.

      “A garden-variety truth potion I can mix from memory,” Agatha said as she leafed through the books’ pages. “One for a dark elf, though, will require a bit of research.” She scratched notes on a scrap of parchment using a quill pen. The old-fashioned writing instrument and the books’ composition were not a surprise. I knew from my childhood magical studies that magicians preferred to work with all-natural, entirely organic material. Materials that were highly processed or, even worse, machine-made, tended to yield unexpected magical results. Being in this workshop was like stepping back into time. Everything I had glimpsed so far would look right at home in Merlin’s workshop.

      “Feel free to look around,” Agatha said, her nose in the books. It was not a request; her tone made clear me looking over her shoulder distracted her. “But don’t touch anything.”

      I knew when I wasn’t wanted. Agatha abandoning me as a child had accustomed me to the feeling. I walked away, moving toward the other side of the vast room as I looked around. There were items related to almost every magical discipline as befitted someone like Agatha, a Master Sorceress who dabbled in every form of magic with no specialization in just one. There were plenty things I did not recognize, but other things I did like amulets, charms, scrolls, herbs, crystal balls, tarot cards, voodoo dolls, saplings growing in pots of the variety some magicians liked to make wands out of, and various insects and small animals in cages.

      There was even a small summoning circle. I steered far clear of it. It reminded me too much of the circle I had used to summon the demon which resulted in Dad’s death.

      Shoving the unpleasant memory aside, I stopped in front of a skeleton. It floated a few inches off the ground with its head roughly at eye level. It was not suspended by wires or any other mechanism I could see. The skeleton looked not quite human. An Otherkin, maybe. To my inexpert eye it looked like there were bones were there should not have been bones, and none where there should have been some.

      I got closer to the skeleton, peering at its skull with curiosity as its hollow eye sockets stared back at me.

      “Boo!” it exclaimed.

      I jumped back and almost out of my skin. Its bones rattling with mirth, the skeleton’s maniacal laughter trailed me. Agatha also laughed. I became nonchalant and acted like I got yelled at by a bag of bones all the time. I ain’t afraid of no skeleton ghost.

      I turned my back to the mocking skeleton. My eyes fell on a large glass terrarium on a wooden stand. The profusion of plants inside it looked like a miniature jungle. A clearing was in the middle of the plant life. In that clearing, a circle of large, hungry-looking mice was closing in on a much smaller mouse at the center of the circle.

      Mice? Yuck. I had my fill of mice thanks to my experiences with wererats. Even so, I hated to see the strong pick on the weak. I wouldn’t stand for it if I could do something about it.

      I put my hand on the terrarium’s glass top, intending to open it and pluck the small mouse to safety. Its incisors flashing, one of the biggest mice leaped at the small one. The intended victim’s eyes turned from pink to as black as ink. Black beams shot out of its eyes. The beams hit the other mouse in midair, making the mouse’s body look like an x-ray for an instant, all bones and dark lines.

      The large mouse’s body fell to the terrarium floor, still, as dead as a doornail. It had two smoking holes in its chest.

      The encircled mice froze, seeming as stunned as I was. The small mouse’s eyes faded back to pink. He shook himself like a wet dog, then scurried forward and hungrily nibbled on the nose of the dead mouse. The others scattered into the surrounding vegetation and disappeared from view.

      “I thought I told you not to touch anything,” Agatha said sharply, jarring me out of my frozen astonishment. I yanked my hand back from the terrarium like I had touched a hot stove. The smaller mouse had eaten most of the larger one’s snout now. “I’ve tweaked the truth potion formula. Why don’t you come back over here and help make it instead of sticking your nose into things you don’t understand?”

      I was tempted to pick the small mouse up and pew pew Agatha with it like it was a ray gun. Instead, I walked back over to where she was working.

      Agatha gently shook a black object about half the size of my fist out of a leather pouch and into a large mortar. She thrust a pestle into my hands.

      “Make yourself useful by grinding this down,” she said, indicating the black thing in the mortar. “It’s very important you make it into a fine powder. Don’t leave any lumps.”

      I started to grind. “What is this thing, anyway?”

      “The desiccated heart of a con artist,” she said absentmindedly as she poured what appeared to be dirty water into a small clay pot.

      “A what?” I froze. “Oh my god Agatha, did you—”

      “Kill someone and rip his heart out?” Agatha didn’t even look at me as she carefully lit a magical fire under the clay pot with her finger. “Of course not. I bought it from an organ dealer who harvested it from a corpse. It’s perfectly legal. At least it is in the magical world, which is the one that matters. Despite what you think of me, I’m not a murderer.”

      Even so, my flesh crawled as I ground the black heart up. Agatha hummed merrily as she added more ingredients to the now boiling pot. I interrupted every now and then to ask what she was doing so I could replicate it should I need to interrogate a wannabe dragon thief in the future. Some mothers taught their daughters how to bake a cake using an old family recipe. My so-called mother taught me how to use a crook’s heart, a serpent’s forked tongue, shavings from a mistress’ lipstick, and a bunch of other stuff to make a truth potion for an elf. The Hawthorne/Malvolia clan had strong Addams Family values.

      “Hand me the oak box from that shelf over there,” Agatha said as she carefully stirred the powder I had ground up into her bubbling concoction. “The one with the all-seeing eye symbol on it. For gods’ sake don’t drop it.”

      Treating it like a bomb that might go off if I joggled it, I brought the small box to Agatha. “What’s in here?”

      She opened the box and carefully pulled out a glass vial half full of a clear liquid. She eased the vial’s cork stopper out and gingerly shook a few drops into the bubbling clay pot. “Tears from an honest lawyer. Exceedingly rare. It’s almost impossible to find one to get some from. I had to trade a unicorn horn for this batch.”

      Agatha’s concoction now looked like bubbling tar. It smelled like a wrestler’s never washed lucky jock strap. She waved her hands over the stuff, wiggling her fingers like she was imitating a centipede. “Vi veri universum vivus vici,” she said as she stared intently at the bubbling brew.

      There was a flash of light and smoke like a tiny flash bang grenade had gone off inside the brew. The acrid smell burned the inside of my nose. I held my breath and waved away the smoke.

      When it dissipated, the black goo in the pot was gone. In its place was a shiny silver liquid which reminded me of quicksilver. It took up maybe a fifth of the volume of the original black substance.

      Picking up the clay pot with her bare hand—it was apparently cool to the touch now—Agatha carefully poured the liquid into an earthenware cup. “Help me make him drink it,” Agatha said, taking the cup over to Mitch.

      “Will it hurt him?”

      “What does it matter?”

      “It matters to me.”

      Agatha smirked. “So says the woman who flattened this guy’s nose, tied him up like a pretzel, and left him in a dirty alley for several hours.”

      “That was different.”

      “I fail to see how. Regardless, no it won’t hurt him. In fact, the side effects are quite pleasant, like that of a narcotic. Do you want to try it? Your CEB file says you’ve experimented with narcotics before, so this is right up your alley.” She held the cup out. “This dark elf formulation is probably toxic to humans, but there’s one way to find out for sure.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks.”

      “I thought you might.”

      Mitch’s eyes darted wildly like he was a kid about to get a shot from a doctor as we approached with the cup. Agatha let the silence spell she had cast on him dissipate so he could hear what we said. I got behind Mitch and ungagged him.

      “You’ll regret this witch,” he immediately snarled. “Just wait until—” He clamped his mouth shut when I yanked his head up by his jet-black hair. I held his nose until his mouth was forced open again. As he wriggled in his restraints, I held his head still as Agatha poured the truth potion into his mouth. I forced his mouth closed and held it that way. Mitch grunted and thrashed around some more. He’d be forced to swallow or suffocate.

      As Mitch struggled, I regretted wanting to know who had sent Mitch after me. I felt queasy, like I was a willing participant to the Spanish Inquisition. What would Dad say if he could see me now? I couldn’t imagine the licensed Hero Omega doing something like this. Some superhero I was.

      I glanced at Agatha. Though she did not seem to be enjoying herself, neither did she seem to share my discomfort. Her face was neutral, like she was performing an everyday task like folding laundry.

      Mitch finally swallowed the brew. Relieved, I let go of him and stepped back. He sputtered and spat, gasping for air.

      “How long before it takes effect?” I asked. My squeamishness had mostly made me lose interest in questioning Mitch. Now I just wanted to go home, take a bath, and rinse off how icky I felt. Maybe I could mug a nun on the way there.

      “Almost immediately,” Agatha said. “Come see.”

      I joined her in front of Mitch. He had already calmed down, and no longer thrashed and gaped like a fish out of water. His once normal pupils were now like saucers. With a Wave and whispered Word, Agatha ignited her index finger and held the flame right in front of Mitch’s eyes. His dilated pupils did not contract even slightly against the light.

      “He’s ready,” she concluded, extinguishing her finger. “What’s your real name?” she directed at Mitch.

      “Hey!” I interrupted. “I needed your help with the potion, but I’m more than capable of asking him questions. I’m the one who captured him, after all.”

      “My apologies.” Agatha gave Mitch a be my guest wave. “I eagerly await seeing a master interrogator in action.”

      I didn’t know if I was more annoyed by her sarcasm or by the fact it sounded like what I would say if the roles were reversed. No wonder I got on some people’s nerves. I turned my attention back to Mitch.

      “What’s your real name?” Agatha made no effort to hide her smirk at my repeat of her question.

      “Aimon Zyllar,” the elf formerly known as Mitch said. His voice was dreamy and there was a half-smile on his face. Had it not been for the potion’s truth-telling component, I might have said I’ll have what he’s having.

      “Aimon, why did you hire men to follow me?”

      “I was paid to do so.”

      “For what reason?”

      “To locate and then steal the dragon I was told you have.”

      “Who paid you?”

      “A human named Damon Portnoy.”

      Agatha cursed. She looked shaken. “Does that name mean something to you?” I asked her.

      “Damon works for And—” She caught herself, then said, “He works for the Charles Russell statue. The Inner Circle member who is the head of the Monster Division. Damon is his second-in-command.”

      “Aimon,” I said, “when Damon hired you, was he acting on behalf of someone else?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Damon wouldn’t wipe his own butt without Russell’s say-so,” Agatha provided.

      “Did the Inner Circle get Russell to try to take Toto from me?” I demanded of her, halfway expecting her to not answer. Agatha was a dough before daughters kind of gal.

      “I don’t know for sure,” she said, surprising me by answering. “But I’d say no. They told me they would give you time to resolve the dragon situation on your own before intervening. I have no reason to think they were lying or that they’ve since changed their minds. My guess is that Russell is freelancing by trying to get the dragon from you. Perhaps to redeem himself in the eyes of the Circle for the Monster Division’s recent failures. Or to possess the dragon for his own selfish reasons. I suspect the latter. Most of the Circle would not approve of one of its members associating with a dark elf, even by proxy, much less following someone with the intent of stealing from her. The Inner Circle follows certain protocols. The magical world would descend into chaos otherwise. Though there are Inner Circle members who are more unscrupulous than others. I never would have guessed until now that Russell fell into the unscrupulous camp.”

      I asked Aimon every other question I could think of but did not get much more out of him. However, I did find out how much he was paid to follow me and take Toto. He had gotten a quarter of the agreed payment as earnest money and would get the rest upon delivery of the dragon to Damon. I whistled at the huge number. It was a good thing Damon had not come to me directly waving that kind of money around. I might have been tempted to hand Toto over.

      “Any thoughts as to what I should do with our pointy-eared friend?” I asked Agatha once I had wrung all the information I could out of Aimon.

      “I can give him a forgetfulness potion. It will make it so he doesn’t remember coming here. Or even encountering you at all. Then we’ll just let him go and he’ll be none the wiser.”

      “How about completely making him forget that he’s supposed to take Toto from me?”

      “I could do that too, I suppose, though it’s a taller order because that memory is older and therefore more firmly lodged in his mind.” Agatha shook her head. “I wouldn’t advise it. If he doesn’t report back to Damon about the status of his mission, Damon will know something is amiss. Aimon isn’t the only dark elf, you know. Nor is he the only thief. The kind of money Damon and presumably Russell are throwing around, all sorts of people will jump at the chance to take that dragon away from you. And the next time, you might get hurt or killed in the process. You must get rid of that dragon. The sooner the better. My advice? Kill it.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “At least turn it over to the Inner Circle.”

      “Stop talking about him like he’s a thing. He’s a he, not an it. And his name is Toto.” I shook my head stubbornly. “I’m not giving him to the Circle. They’re liable to kill him. Or, take a page out of the book of the warlock we took him from and weaponize him when he gets bigger. As you say, some of the members of the Circle aren’t overflowing with scruples. I won’t tempt them by handing them the world’s only dragon. I know for a fact Devin Copeland is itching for the chance to remake society with us magical folk on the top and the mundanes as little more than slaves on the bottom. He all but told me so himself back when I interned at the Inquiry. I suspect he’s not alone on the Circle in his sentiments. After all, most Gifted and Otherkin are contemptuous of the mundanes.” Including you, I directed at Agatha silently. I wondered if she shared Devin’s feelings. “The Metas are the only people who keep folks like Devin in check. Toto would be just the kind of reusable nuclear bomb Devin and people like him would need to feel confident the magical world could finally step out of the shadows and conquer the mundanes even though they have Metahumans on their side.”

      “The Circle gave you a job to do,” Agatha said. “Several, actually. While you are dragon-sitting, those jobs are going undone. The clock is ticking. The Circle’s patience is not infinite. It won’t hesitate to throw you into the Well of Souls if you have not completed your monster mission in the allotted time. You need to think more about yourself and less about the mundanes.”

      “I’m thinking about all of us,” I said. I thought of the conversation I had with Ebenezer before coming here. “In fact, I may have a way to kill two birds with one stone.”
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      The escalator slowly lifted me out of the darkness of the Dupont Circle subway station. At least the darned thing was working today. It and many other escalators in the D.C. Metro system broke down so often that mundane residents joked there were gremlins in the subway. Little did they realize there were. Gremlins. Ugh! Nasty little buggers.

      At 188 feet, this escalator was among the Metro system’s longest. On the extended ride up it, it felt like my arms were literally stretching out as I held the heavy cardboard box Toto was curled up in. Since I was in the market for a superhero name, maybe I would go with Elongated Arms Woman. As silly as that name was, I had heard sillier.

      I stepped out onto the sidewalk on Q Street. Agatha’s condo was several minutes’ walk away. It was two days after my conversation with her there. I blinked against the strong mid-morning sunlight. The streets and sidewalks were busy, filled with tourists, shoppers, and the overworked for whom Saturday was just another workday. It was a clear, brisk day. A good day to acquire a new suit of clothes.

      I made the short walk to an address on Connecticut Avenue. Long and Short was etched into the haberdashery’s glass door. Fumbling with the unwieldy box, I tugged the door open and went inside.

      A sea of men’s clothing stretched out before me. Prosperous looking men were picking through clothes someone like Agatha could afford, but I couldn’t. A few of the customers stood in front of mirrors with various dwarf employees fussing over them, taking their measurements, and dispensing sartorial advice. The Long of Long and Short was the last name of the family that owned the place; Short was a reference to the stature of everyone who worked here. Those wacky dwarfs.

      For that was what all the employees here were: dwarfs, hiding in plain sight, posing as Little People. It was easier for some Otherkin to operate in the mundane world than it was for others. A dwarf could walk down Pennsylvania Avenue in the middle of the day and few people would give him a second look. If an orc was foolish enough to do the same, people would react like Godzilla was about to eat them.

      “Can I help you?” the dwarf perched on a high stool at the front register asked. Maybe just a few years younger than I, the woman had brown hair, a blocky head, a square jaw, and the figure of a refrigerator. She eyed my ripped jeans and hoodie with distaste. Her gruff tone indicated she probably couldn’t help me and, even if she could, she didn’t want to. I looked like I didn’t have money and I sure as heck did not have testicles, so I did not fit the store’s customer demographic.

      “I’m here to see Olgram,” I said.

      “Mr. Long is retired.” The way she emphasized Olgram’s last name made clear she did not appreciate me calling the store’s founder by his first name. “He does not see walk-ins.” Her jaw was darker than the rest of her face. She had a five o’clock shadow, and it wasn’t even noon yet. Dwarf females’ facial hair grew as aggressively as dwarf men’s did. And here I thought merely shaving my legs was annoying.

      “I have an appointment.”

      The woman’s face said she very much doubted it. I wondered if her attitude would change if I drop kicked her to Mars. She turned to her computer. “Name?”

      I told her, and she tapped keys with stubby fingers. “Oh. Here you are.” She sounded surprised and disappointed I really did have an appointment.

      “I would never lie about something as serious as a tailor appointment. I’m famous for my integrity and truthfulness. ‘My strength is as the strength of ten because my heart is pure.’” The dwarf eyed me suspiciously, not knowing what to make of me. I gave her my best innocent smile, the one I practiced in the mirror because it certainly didn’t come naturally. I guess she did not recognize Tennyson’s Sir Galahad. Puck had been reciting poetry to me lately out of the vast stores of his photographic memory. Your mind needs broadening, he had said. And sister, is that ever an understatement.

      The dwarf’s gaze descended, looking at my closed box. “What’s in there?” she asked.

      “A dragon.”

      “There’s no need to be rude,” she sniffed. Her lack of faith in my truthfulness was disheartening. Some people simply would not believe the truth even if it popped out of a box and breathed fire on them.

      The dwarf climbed off her stool. “Follow me,” she said grudgingly, jerking her big head toward the back of the store.

      We wound our way through a maze of menswear to a closed door. The dwarf rapped on it politely, then opened it.

      On the other side was a medium-sized room. Fabrics and clothes were draped everywhere, mixed in with chainmail, plate armor, and other pieces of metal you’d expect to find at a blacksmith’s forge, not in a haberdashery. On a large table against the left wall was a sewing machine, scissors, measuring tape and other tools of the tailor’s trade, mixed in with hammers, tongs, saws, grinders, and other metalworking tools. A tall three-way mirror was in the corner.

      Against the wall in front of us was a smaller table. Olgram the dwarf sat behind it on a high chair wearing a three-piece suit. While his expensive suit was neatly pressed, his tie looked like it had been tied by a clumsy orangutan.

      Actually, sat was not quite right. Reclined was more like it. Olgram’s short legs were propped up on the table as he leaned back in the chair. His eyes were closed. He snored so loudly I was surprised I had not heard him on Connecticut Avenue. A thick line of drool ran from his open mouth and was lost in his beard. The thick, salt and pepper beard was tucked into his pants’ waistband. The Long surname he and the rest of his family went by in the mundane world was short for his true name, Longbeard.

      The female dwarf cleared her throat pointedly. When Olgram did not move, she knocked on the inside of the door. She had to pound on it like it owed her money before Olgram finally stirred.

      The snoring turned into choking sounds as Olgram sat up. He shook his big head groggily. He groped for a pencil and held it awkwardly, wrong-side down. He blinked the sleep out of his eyes. His coke-bottle glasses made his blue eyes look the size of Easter eggs.

      “Ardilyn, don’t you know better than to disturb me when I’m hard at work?” he demanded of the female dwarf in a quavering elderly voice. He unsuccessfully suppressed a yawn. His bushy eyebrows were white, and tufts of more white hair sprouted out of his ears like weeds. With that white hair, long gray beard, liver-spotted bald head, and heavily wrinkled Shar-Pei face, Olgram looked old enough to have changed the Wandering Jew’s diapers. Despite his advanced age, he was stockily built. He looked like a fireplug with an Easter Island head screwed on top.

      “Forgive the interruption, honored great-grandfather,” Ardilyn said with a slight bow. “Your eleven a.m. appointment is here.”

      “What?” Olgram cupped his ear and blinked, looking confused.

      “Your eleven o’clock appointment is here.” Louder this time.

      “What?”

      They went back and forth like that several times. Finally, Ardilyn sighed. She went over to Olgram’s desk, picked up an antique ear trumpet that looked almost as old as Olgram, and handed it to him. He stuck it in his ear and Ardilyn yelled into its wide other end.

      “My appointment’s here?” he said impatiently. “Why didn’t you say so? Show the gentleman in.”

      “She’s right here, honored great-grandfather,” Ardilyn shouted, pointing at me. Olgram stared myopically at the other side of the room from me for several beats. Ardilyn took his head and gently turned it until he faced me. He jumped, startled. Olgram eyed me like I was a rattlesnake on a hiking trail.

      “Who the hell are you? Who let you in?” he demanded.

      “I let her in, honored great-grandfather. This is your appointment.”

      “Eh?” Olgram looked confused. “Of course it is. I knew that. I was just seeing if you knew that. You’re a good girl, Ardilyn. Even though you peed in my lap yesterday.”

      “That was over twenty years ago, honored great-grandfather.”

      “What? Of course it was. I knew that too. Just another test. Well, what are you still doing here? Don’t you have work to do? Get out, get out. I’m quite busy.”

      Ardilyn passed me on the way to the door. She gave me a look which implied I was likely to steal something. I gave her my best trustworthy smile again. It was starting to feel natural. Practice made perfect.

      Once Ardilyn closed the door, Olgram put his feet back on his desk, leaned back, and closed his eyes. Seconds later, his snoring commenced again. I stared at him for several long beats, then shrugged.

      I went over to the larger table and put my box down. I then stood in front of Olgram’s desk and waited. Olgram did not stir.

      Finally, impatience won out over the deference his age and skill as a tailor had earned him. I shoved his feet off the desk.

      Olgram’s eyes flew open. Sputtering, he caught himself before he fell off the high chair. His eyes were confused and unfocused before they finally centered on me. “Who the hell are you? Who let you in? What do you want?”

      “Olgram, I want you to make something for me.”

      “What?” he said, sticking his ear trumpet back into his ear.

      “I want you to make something for me,” I repeated at the same conversational volume.

      Olgram shook his head in confusion. A line of drool clung to his beard. “I can’t understand you, dearie. My ears aren’t working right today. Come back next week. Better yet, next year. The new year’s cold weather does wonders for these old eardrums.”

      Cradling his ear trumpet, Olgram leaned back again and closed his eyes. I reached over the desk and snatched the trumpet out of his hands. Olgram’s eyes sprang open again. He looked all around in confusion, as if he had forgotten where he was.

      “That’s quite enough of your senile old man act,” I said. “Cut the bull. You can hear as well as I can. And take those ridiculous glasses off. You look like Mr. Magoo.”

      Olgram stared at me with his magnified big eyes. Then, the confused look faded from his face. He pulled his glasses off. He looked at them with disgust before flinging them on the desk. “I was certain those would work.” His voice was now strong and certain, no longer that of a doddering old man. He pulled a handkerchief that matched his tie out of his pocket and dabbed away the drool.

      I said, “The last time I saw you less than two years ago, you swatted a bullet out of the air with your bare hands. Did you really think I’d think your faculties had decayed that much so quickly?”

      “I had hoped. You humans have the lifespan of mosquitoes. I assumed you had the memory to match.” Olgram pulled off his cartoonishly tied tie and retied it properly with swift, sure movements. “What do you want Sage? Like I said, I’m quite busy.”

      “And like I said, I want you to make an outfit for me.”

      “One that will make you svelte?” He eyed my hips appraisingly. “I make clothes, not miracles.” I let the slight go. If only the people who always said I could not control my temper could see me now. “Besides, you can’t afford me. Go talk to one of my less skilled descendants out there. Not that you can afford them, either.”

      “I want the best. I want you.”

      “And I want a roomful of Vestal Virgins but got you instead. Just goes to show we can’t always get what we want. Go see somebody else.”

      “But you owe me one.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Maybe it was you saying after I saved your life, ‘Thanks Sage. I owe you one.’”

      Olgram blinked at me. “You remember that too, eh?” I nodded. Olgram cursed. “Just my luck to have hired as a bodyguard the one human who has the memory of an elephant. Well, congratulations—you did me a favor by saving my life, and now I’ve done you a favor by meeting with you. The niceties of dwarf honor have been satisfied. Meeting’s over. I hope you enjoyed it more than I did. Close the door on your way out.”

      Olgram picked up his pencil again, this time with it pointed in the right direction. Putting his head down, his gnarled, fire-scarred hands moved with sureness as he drew on a large sketchpad.

      I stayed where I was and watched Olgram sketch a blueprint. Soon, the figure he drew looked like it would come to life and leap off the page. Olgram really was a brilliant artisan.

      When it became obvious he wasn’t going to say anything else to me, I cleared my throat loudly.

      Olgram’s head shot up. “You’re still here?” Unlike before, this time he seemed genuinely surprised to see me. Master craftsmen like Olgram were used to people doing what he said, when he said it. “I told you to go. Apparently you’re the one who’s hard of hearing. Scat.”

      “Not until you hear me out.”

      “I did hear you out. You wanted me to make something for you. And I said no. Now get out.”

      When I didn’t budge, Olgram put his pencil down with a long-suffering sigh. “Because you did save my life, I’ll take the time to explain the facts of life to you.”

      “I already know them: When a man and a woman love each other very much, they follow a stork to the cabbage patch where they find a little baby girl or boy of their very own.”

      Olgram impaled me with his eyes. “Now don’t you get smart with me, girl. The facts of life are these: Even if I gave you the mother of all discounts, you still couldn’t afford me. Do you know who fashioned the Nemean lion’s pelt into armor for Hercules? Who created Hermes’ winged hat? Who forged Thor’s hammer Mjölnir? Who sewed Joseph’s coat of many colors?”

      “Timothy Gunn from Project Runway?”

      “What did I tell you about getting smart? No, the answer is my ancestors. I’m the direct descendant of the most storied dwarven blacksmiths and tailors in all of history. Their knowledge, skill, and techniques have been passed down through the millennia to me. I’ve worked for gods, legends, and the most powerful magicians and Otherkin alive. Hell’s bells, child, I was the one who forged Millennium’s helmet. And I get paid handsomely for my work. The last job I did cost my client more than the gross national product of many countries. Unless you have a mountain of gold talents stashed in a cave somewhere, you can’t afford me. Nor, frankly, do you even need someone of my caliber to make you a bedazzled miniskirt or whatever other absurd thing you want done.”

      “I don’t want you to make me a skirt. Sexist much? I want you to make me a superhero costume.”

      Stunned into silence, Olgram just stared at me with bulging eyes.

      “Sweet baby Thor!” he exclaimed when he recovered. “That’s a thousand times worse than a miniskirt. I create functional works of art, not Halloween costumes. My revered ancestors would roll over in their tombs. I don’t do capes. Absolutely no capes!”

      “Who are you, Edna from The Incredibles?”

      “Who from the what?”

      “Never mind. It’s just one of the greatest superhero movies of all time, is all. And you call yourself a dwarf of culture.” I shook my head. “I know the kind of work you and your family have done in the past. That’s why I’ve come to you. As I said, I want the best. And, I’m not surprised to see you refuse me, even though I did save your life. The stereotype of dwarfs being money-grubbing is a stereotype for good reason. The favor I’m cashing in on is not for you to create the suit. It’s for you to keep quiet about it after you create it. The first rule of creating a superhero identity is to not let someone go around telling everyone your superhero identity.”

      “You’re awfully confident for someone who’s dressed like a hobo,” Olgram said. “What do you plan on giving me in exchange for making this suit? If you’re thinking ‘My eternal gratitude,’ think again. You people don’t live long enough to make your eternal gratitude worth a tinker’s damn. Besides, I can’t spend your thanks.”

      I went to the box I had left on the other table. “I’m not giving you my gratitude in exchange for the suit. Though I’ll give you that too. I’m giving you this.”

      “What’s in there?” Olgram eyed the cardboard box contemptuously. “Wishful thinking?”

      “It’s a mountain of gold talents. Come see.”

      Olgram frowned. Then, muttering under his breath about how I was wasting his valuable time, he got up and waddled over to where I stood. I took the lid off the box and tilted it so Olgram could see inside. Toto was curled up on top of a blanket, dead to the world. A column of thin smoke spiraled up from his nostrils with each exhale.

      The ancient dwarf jumped back like he had seen a ghost. “By Thor’s hammer!” he exclaimed. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “If you think it’s Mjölnir, no. If you think it’s a dragon, then yes, it’s exactly what you think it is.”

      “It’s an illusion. A trick.” Olgram rubbed his eyes, then blinked at Toto. “I swear to Odin, Sage, if you’ve somehow bewitched me—”

      “You and I both know I’m not capable of doing that. Come over and touch him if you don’t believe your eyes. But pull your fingers back quick. His teeth are getting sharper every day.”

      Olgram cautiously stepped back toward Toto and me. He stared at Toto. He kept his hands clasped carefully behind his back. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve seen an actual dragon? Where in the world did you get him?”

      “Some might say I stole him. But, since Conclave law says you’re not legally allowed to own someone like him, the people who say that would be wrong. It’s more like I liberated him.”

      “And you’re giving him to me in exchange for me making you a superhero costume?” The words superhero costume came out contemptuously.

      “Am I willing to give him to you, Olgram Longbeard, master tailor and blacksmith?” I shook my head. “No. Toto’s quickly become my friend, and I wouldn’t sell him at any price. Besides, doing so is prohibited by the Third Rule of Magic. But am I willing to give him to you in your capacity as the senior trustee of the National Zoological Park? The actual one, not the pale imitation of the real deal the mundanes patronize here in D.C. Well, that’s a different story entirely. Conclave law says a zoo taking a magical creature like Toto for the purpose of safeguarding him is as legal as a mother’s kiss. A colleague turned me on to that fact, and that in turn reminded me one of my former Capstone clients is a zoo trustee. The National Zoo is one of the most secure places in the world. It has to be with all the rare and dangerous creatures you have on display. Gorgons, hippogriffs, harpies, rocs . . . I could go on. Plus, the National Zoo treats the creatures it houses very well. It’s the gold standard of zoos. If you agree to accept Toto into the zoo, it’s a win, win, win. Toto will get a good home where he’ll be safe and where people will be safe from him as he matures. You and the zoo will get a one of a kind creature other zoos would exchange every other creature they had for. And I get a proper superhero costume, one uniquely suited to my magical abilities.”

      Olgram stared at me like he had never seen me before. “You’ve been boning up on the intricacies of Conclave law.”

      “I have. My nose has been buried in law books the past couple of days to confirm what my colleague suggested.”

      “I don’t remember you as someone inclined to study up on anything.”

      I shrugged. “People change.”

      “My experience has been they usually don’t.” Olgram worked up the courage to touch Toto gingerly. Toto opened a sleepy orange and yellow eye and examined Olgram with wary curiosity. The wariness faded when he saw I was here too. Toto contentedly sighed out a stream of smoke, shifted position slightly, and went back to sleep. He’d be his usual rambunctious self come nightfall. Lord help me. I was almost out of poo-free shoes.

      “And if I agree to your proposal,” Olgram said, sounding tentative, though I couldn’t miss the fact he now looked at Toto the way a woman on a diet looks at ice cream, “what sort of superhero suit did you have in mind? If you want to look like other female superheroes, you’ll need something high-heeled, tight, and skimpy that shows off your big chest.” Olgram’s eyes flicked to my bosom critically. “You’ll also need a big chest.”

      I ignored the comment about my body. People who couldn’t stomach body shaming shouldn’t talk to dwarfs. “You’re the expert tailor, so I’ll defer to your expertise. But I do have a few ideas.” I had been thinking about all my misadventures lately, like my clothes burning off me during the gargoyle attack at the Institute of Peace, my sleeve catching fire while fleeing the flying monkeys, wererat claws slicing me open, slamming into Agatha’s car roof, and getting so many bruises that I couldn’t remember them all. “I’m looking for something functional, not something to strut around in on a catwalk. It should be fire-resistant, impact-resistant, and cut-resistant. All without sacrificing freedom of movement. It should mask my identity, of course. And there needs to be room for a cape. Well, a cloak if you want to be technical about it. And you’ll guarantee to repair it should it get damaged.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Olgram’s voice dripped sarcasm. “Should the suit diddle you and give you orgasms too?”

      Yes, please, I thought. “No,” I said. “But feel free to let your professional creativity run wild. And one more thing.” I scratched Toto behind his ear. He grunted happily. It was his favorite thing. Well, his favorite thing right after eating me out of house and home. “If we arrive at an agreement, part of the deal is that I get to visit Toto at the zoo whenever I want, night or day.”

      Olgram thought about it for a moment.

      “All right, you’ve got yourself a deal,” he said, thrusting out a small hand. I looked at it like it was a dead fish.

      “Unh-uh. Get out your ceremonial dagger.”

      Olgram’s outstretched hand wavered. His eyes flashed with anger. “My handshake’s not good enough for you?”

      “After you showed me how far a promised favor got me? No, a handshake deal is not good enough. And neither is a written contract. You’re liable to later argue you can’t be compelled to honor a contract where the consideration is a dragon I cannot legally own under the Third Rule and therefore don’t have the right to sell. I’ve been studying the law on this, remember? You’re going to swear a blood oath that you will spare no expense to make the best superhero costume in your considerable ability, that you will keep it a secret, that you will repair it as needed, and that you will house Toto in the National Zoo. No dwarf would dream of breaking his solemnly sworn blood oath. So, go get your ceremonial dagger. Otherwise, no deal. I’ll take my dragon friend and leave. I’m sure the London Zoo would be thrilled to have the world’s only dragon.”

      “The London Zoo?” Olgram sputtered in outrage. “That second-rate petting zoo? You’d be better off entrusting the dragon to some backwoods county fair.”

      “Sir Edmund, the director of the London Zoo, said something similar about the National Zoo after I emailed him a video of Toto and told him I’d also be speaking to you.”

      Olgram glared at me. I continued to pet Toto as a range of emotions played out on Olgram’s wizened face. He slowly lowered his hand.

      “You drive a hard bargain,” he said grudgingly. Mingled with the irritation in his tone was newfound respect. “Maybe you’re right—maybe people do change.”

      He went and fetched his ceremonial dagger while Toto’s smoke trickled out and pooled on the ceiling like a gathering storm cloud.
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      “I still say you should have killed that dragon,” Agatha said. “But short of that, making the National Zoo its custodian was a smart move.”

      “I’m so glad you approve,” I said.

      Agatha was driving. Her eyes flicked off the road and onto me for an instant. “You sound like you don’t care whether or not I approve.”

      “Oh wow, you cracked the Sage code. I wonder if the CIA has intercepted an encrypted foreign message it needs your help deciphering.” The truth was I actually was somewhat pleased that Agatha approved, and was irritated beyond words that her approval meant something to me after all these years. I would eat a plateful of hot coals with a side of rusty razors before I admitted that to her, though. Especially today. I was in a particularly foul mood. “The only thing that matters is that the Inner Circle approves.”

      “If it didn’t,” she said, “instead of driving you to Maryland for you to attempt to deal with one of the monster outbreaks, I’d be taking you to the Well of Souls.” Her eyes flicked to the computer tablet in my hands. “Speaking of which, shouldn’t you be reading the briefing material my people compiled instead of wasting time on sarcasm? I’m driving to give you time to review it, not because I enjoy being your chauffeur.”

      “It’s called multitasking. I can study and be contemptuous of your opinion all at the same time.” Another lie. I didn’t need to go over the newspaper articles, police reports, eyewitness statements, and CEB reports stored on the tablet because I had already pored over them. As part of my ongoing Sage is turning over a new leaf, doesn’t procrastinate, and thinks ahead program, I had spent part of the past few days carefully reviewing everything.

      “Did you tell the Inner Circle about the dark elf and his potential connection to Charles Russell?” I asked.

      “No. I work for the entire Circle, not for any particular member or group of members. If I started pointing fingers at my bosses, I would soon be out of a job. I have worked too hard for too long for that.”

      “You would’ve been out of a daughter if things had gone down differently between me and Aimon. But of course you’re more concerned about your career than you are about my welfare. Story of your life.”

      Agatha’s lips tightened. “We’re not talking about this.”

      “Of course not. That would require too much emotional availability on your part.” I winced on the inside. Emotional availability? What lame psychobabble. I’d watched too much Dr. Phil. I desperately needed to go back to work at Capstone. Daytime television was rotting my brain. I’d had the TV on as I studied the material on Agatha’s tablet even though I knew studying something in silence was the best way to absorb it. I had also had bear claws and Froot Loops for breakfast this morning instead of the oatmeal and fruit I was slowly transitioning to. I was turning over a new leaf, but there was no need to give myself whiplash doing it too abruptly. Plus, I had been trying to eat my emotions away.

      It was a beautiful day a few days after my conversation with Olgram, though I was having a hard time appreciating that beauty since I was cooped up in a SUV with Agatha. At the best of times I was often sharp-tongued. This was not the best of times, so I was having a harder time than usual biting my tongue. I had surrendered Toto to Olgram yesterday, having put off giving the dragon away for as long as I dared. When I left Toto with Olgram, Toto had looked at me with knowing eyes full of heartbreaking emotion. I recognized the look: it was of loss and abandonment. I had walked around with the same look in my eyes when Agatha had left me and Dad. I planned to visit Toto early and often, but of course he did not know that.

      Though I knew putting Toto in the National Zoo was the best thing for him, me, and, in the long-term, the entire world, that did not change the fact I felt like the world’s biggest heel. If I felt this way about giving up a dragon, I could not imagine what it would feel like giving up a child. Agatha must’ve had a lump of coal where her heart should be to have walked out on us.

      My anger smoldered as I watched Agatha drive. If Dr. Phil were here, he would say it was displacement: I was transferring the upset I felt about Toto and using it to stoke the rage I always felt toward Agatha. And maybe Dr. Phil would be right. That did not change the fact I wanted to shove my hand through Agatha’s chest like that scene in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, pull out her coal heart, squeeze it until it became a diamond, and sell it to get out of debt. Lemonade out of lemons.

      We were on Route 50, heading out of the District and toward Bowie, Maryland. Bowie was the home of Goatman, one of the monsters the Inner Circle had tasked me to take care of. Despite the fact he had murdered several people, it was hard to take his name seriously. Goatman? Sheesh. Were the Fates mocking my recent desire to be a superhero? Batman had to fight Joker, Superman had to fight Lex Luthor, Spider-Man had to fight Doctor Octopus and, in the real world of superheroes, Omega had to fight Doctor Alchemy. I had to fight Goatman. If I did not already own a mask, I would’ve bought one to hide the embarrassment. Goatman sounded like a supervillain a third-tier comic book superhero had to face. Like Aquaman, aka Mister Look At Lame Little Ol’ Me, I Can Talk To Goldfish. Or, worse yet, Aqualad.

      Agatha changed lanes to go around a slow driver. Morning rush hour was over, so traffic was light. Well, as light as traffic in D.C. ever got. Puck was folded up neatly and packed in a small suitcase on the back seat, along with a change of several days’ clothes. I did not know how long hunting down Goatman and neutralizing him would take. God forbid if I got killed in a monster hunting accident and wasn’t wearing clean underwear.

      We traveled in a Jeep Grand Cherokee with peeling burgundy paint and a decaying interior that had almost 300,000 miles on the odometer. The headliner drooped like an old lady’s boobs, stuffing poked out of the upholstery, the floorboard was damp because the heater core leaked, and the dash was weathered and cracked. Agatha—impeccably dressed, coiffed and made-up as always—fit behind the wheel of the old SUV the way a supermodel would fit in at an inner-city Walmart.

      “This mission requires stealth, not a brass band,” Agatha had said when I asked why she drove the Jeep instead of her Aston Martin when she picked me up at my apartment earlier. She had explained that while Bowie was an affluent town, especially compared to the rest of the country, the people there tended to not conspicuously consume the way some people in the District did. If Agatha paraded her Aston Martin around in Bowie, we might as well hang a sign on it reading, We’re not from around here.

      While I agreed with Agatha’s reasoning, riding around in this Jeep was quite the letdown after tooling around in her Aston Martin. Apparently, this Jeep was just one of many vehicles Agatha had access to. As the head of the CEB, she had a fleet of vehicles at her disposal, not to mention several aircraft, boats, and God only knew what else. Flying brooms and carpets, maybe. My Conclave tax dollars at work.

      I was pretending to study the tablet while really thinking about how Agatha riding a broom like a witch suited her more than driving this SUV when she said, “What did you get in exchange for the dragon?”

      “Huh? What makes you think I got anything in exchange?”

      “Because you would be an ineffable chump not to, and I have come to realize you are not as foolish as I first thought.”

      Not as foolish as I first thought. Such a lovely, passive-aggressive, pseudo-compliment. Textbook Agatha. That scene from Temple of Doom replayed in my head again. It would be so easy to whip around, catch Agatha off guard, punch a hole through her chest, and fish around for her heart. Would serving time in the Well of Souls really be all that bad? I had survived a prison stint once; I could do it again. It would be a nice rest after all the mess I had gotten myself into lately.

      I resisted the impulse to go heart fishing. If Dad were here, he would not like the fact I was even thinking such a thing about my mother. After Agatha had left us, Dad had always spoken about her with respect and had gotten upset when I did not. He was a better person than I was and a better husband than Agatha had deserved.

      I also bit back what I wanted to say about where Agatha could shove her question about what I was getting in exchange for Toto. If I was going to operate as a superhero with the Inner Circle’s sanction, I would have to tell her sooner or later anyway.

      I said, “I’m getting a superhero suit in exchange for Toto.”

      The Grand Cherokee abruptly swerved. I clutched the armrest in panic. Cars around us honked in protest. Agatha yanked on the wheel and brought us back into our lane. Her normal composure slowly replaced the astonishment that had flashed over her face when I told her about the suit.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “You caught me off guard. Just when I thought you could not do something else to flabbergast me, you go and pull something new and stupefying out of your hat.” Agatha shook her head in disbelief. “Let me get this straight: You took a one of a kind creature that is literally priceless and exchanged it for a pair of colorful spandex? Did you swap the family cow for some magic beans while you were at it?”

      “You are the family cow. And it’s not spandex.” Oh God, I silently prayed, please don’t let Olgram make it out of spandex. “It’s a custom-made superhero suit that will help keep me alive while I do what you and your agents were unable to do.” Try to do, my subconscious amended, unhelpfully. I was not as confident as I pretended to be in front of Agatha. Despite his ludicrous name, Goatman had slaughtered a bunch of people. If I weren’t careful, I might become one of them.

      “Where is this amazing suit that’s worth a dragon? Is one of its features invisibility?”

      I ignored her sarcasm. “It’s being constructed. Rome was not built in a day.”

      “But a sucker is born every minute.”

      “If I wanted your opinion, I’d pull the Inner Circle’s penises out of your mouth and ask for it. I neither want or need your approval.”

      Agatha’s jaw tightened. We drove for a while longer in grim silence.

      We passed into Prince George’s County, the Maryland county Bowie was in. People from lily-white parts of the country who thought black people who weren’t named Oprah, Tiger, Barack, or Beyoncé were mostly poor had never visited Prince George’s County. It was majority black and affluent. Our route carried us past sprawling houses with equally sprawling yards. As the District was only about sixty-one square miles of land, even rich people tended to not have big houses and yards because there was only so much real estate to go around. As a result, a lot of wealthy people who worked in the District lived in surrounding Virginia or Maryland counties like Prince George’s where they could get more housing bang for their buck. Also, the public schools were better in the neighboring states. Or so people said. I went to D.C. public schools, and I had turned out swell.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Agatha finally said.

      “If I say no, that won’t stop you.”

      Agatha smiled grimly. “You’re quite right. I am not easily dissuaded. That, at least, we have in common. No doubt a family trait. My question is this: Why is being a superhero suddenly so important to you? Isn’t being a sorceress enough?”

      I stared out of the window, uncertain I wanted to answer. Uncertain I even knew the answer.

      Minutes ticked by. We passed a black teenager wearing a Washington Wizards cap on a riding lawnmower, cutting a yard the size of Kansas. Area schools had just started up again with the end of summer break. For a moment I wondered why he wasn’t in school, then remembered hearing something on the local news about area schools being closed today for teacher professional development. The fact this kid was cutting grass instead of loafing on his day off said a lot about what his parents were like. Based on their palatial house, they could easily afford a lawn care service. Yet they wanted to instill the right values in their son.

      Just as Dad had instilled the right values in me. Or at least he had tried to. I had let my life spiral out of control after I summoned the demon who killed him. I feared Dad would be ashamed of the way I had conducted myself in the years after his death.

      “The idea of being a superhero makes me feel like less of a loser,” I said quietly, surprising myself both by the realization and by sharing it with Agatha.

      Agatha did not respond at first. Then I was surprised again when she said, “You’re not a loser.”

      “Really? Let’s do a quick Sage inventory. I’m a convicted felon. I’m a flask of Elven wine away from being an alcoholic. I’m an uncertified sorceress years past the point most people have gotten their Conclave certifications. I have no family. The family I did have I’m responsible for the death of as you pointed out earlier. I’m not married. Assuming I survive these monsters, I’ll probably die not only alone, but lonely. I don’t have a boyfriend and, because I can be a bit much, have few friends of either sex. My ovaries are shriveling up like a raisin in the sun, so if I want to have kids, I need someone to plow this field quick, while it’s still somewhat fertile. Oh wait, I forgot. That’s a no go because of what I just said—no man, and no prospects on the horizon. And even if I had one, I’d probably drive him away with my habit of saying the first thing that enters my mouth without running it by my brain first. That habit nearly got me fired from my job. A job I desperately need because I’m in debt to my armpits thanks to years of spending money on the wrong things like they were about to be outlawed. Because of that debt, even with my salary, I’m as broke as a two-legged stool.

      “Add all that up, and you know what it equals? No really, tell me Agatha. Because, on top of everything else, I’m bad at math. Never mind, the answer just hit me—it equals L-O-S-E-R. The worst part is I only have myself to blame. I chose to chase Bigfoot when I should have been dating some nice guy with a good head on his shoulders and a 401k plan. I chose to get high when I should have been studying for the Ordeal. I chose to buy things I didn’t need with money I didn’t have. Ever since Dad died, I’ve done pretty much the complete opposite of what I should have been doing. Puck thinks I’ve been self-sabotaging, punishing myself for Dad’s death. He’s probably right.

      “Despite being a loser, I have two redeeming qualities that keep me from being a complete waste of blood and bones: I have a lot of raw magical power, and I like to help other people. The last part is because of Dad. You know what he always used to say? He used to say, ‘It’s the duty of the strong to protect the weak.’ Well, I’m pretty strong, and I’m done squandering that gift by chasing all the wrong things for all the wrong reasons. Taking a job as a bodyguard is one of the few things I’ve done right the past few years. Saving Toto instead of killing him is another. A third thing I’ve done right is helping those people at the Institute of Peace and at Howard, even though doing so got me into hot water with the Conclave. So if I need to put on a costume and mask to continue to do the right thing and start to make up for all the wrong things I’ve done, that’s what I’m going to do. I like helping people. And, to be perfectly honest, helping others feels like the path to helping myself.”

      The Jeep fell quiet again. I turned my head and pretending to look out the window. I wiped my wet cheeks on my sleeve, praying Agatha wouldn’t notice. Now that my bout of verbal diarrhea had run its course, I was mortified I had shared so much with her. It was like handing a dagger to someone who had proven herself untrustworthy and showing her your soft underbelly with the words stab here written there with a marker. Add talks too much to my list of flaws.

      Agatha said, “That makes sense. I understand now why you want to be a superhero.”

      My head whipped around. “It does? You do?”

      “Yes to both. Don’t look so shocked. Though you obviously do not think much of me, you just as obviously think I think I’m perfect. Well, you’re wrong. I don’t think I’m perfect. I have made mistakes I’m trying to atone for too. Like you, I’ve done things I’m ashamed of. Too many. Just thinking about some of them makes it hard to breathe.”

      Agatha clutched the wheel so tightly, the skin around her knuckles got extra white. I felt the door to her emotional availability crack open a bit. She said, “And one of those mistakes was what I said earlier about you and your father. I should not have blamed you for his death. I only said it to be hurtful. It was wrong of me, and I apologize.” Agatha let out a long breath. “Anwell was a good man. A great man, in his way. I’m sorry he’s gone. I miss him.”

      “Then why did you leave him? Why did you leave me?”

      There they were—the questions I had been dying to ask Agatha without consciously even realizing I had been dying to ask them since the moment she walked into my apartment and back into my life. They just popped out. My mouth really did have a mind of its own.

      At first, I didn’t think Agatha was going to respond. My throat felt like it was closing, making it hard to swallow.

      “There’s no point in rehashing ancient history,” she finally said, staring at the road ahead. And, just like that, the cracked door to Agatha’s emotional availability closed again. “What’s done is done. It is best to focus on the things we can still do something about. Like Goatman. Have you considered how you are going to locate him? The last time the CEB spotted him, it took teams of agents combing the woods near where he had been last seen to flush him out.”

      I considered pressing the issue but sensed it would just lead to a fight. Already emotionally spent from baring my soul, I was tired of fighting. Picking fights unnecessarily was one of the reasons my life was in shambles.

      Especially when I had a necessary monster fight to get ready for that could kill me.

      “I’ve given how to locate Goatman a lot of thought,” I said. I wished I had the privacy to blow my runny nose. “I have an idea.”

      “Goatman has killed a lot of people, and will kill more if he isn’t stopped,” Agatha said. “Including you if you are not careful. I hope your idea is a good one.”
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      This is a terrible idea, Puck said.

      “You said it was genius yesterday,” I protested.

      That was when I thought it would involve you pulling a boob out.

      “Why would I need to pull my boob out?”

      Verisimilitude. You’re supposed to be making out with hunky James here.

      “I don’t know what verisimilitude means,” I said, stumbling over the unfamiliar word, “but it sure as heck doesn’t mean I’m going to show you my boobs. Or even just one.”

      Prude.

      “Lech.”

      You should adopt Killjoy as your superhero name. And it’s weird you know lech but not verisimilitude.

      “My word of the day toilet paper, remember? L comes before V in the alphabet. Maybe I’ll learn verisimilitude when I get to the end of the roll.”

      With a butt the size of yours, that shouldn’t take long, Puck muttered.

      “What did you just say?”

      I said would you move your butt over? James’ long arm is poking us in the boob I’m not allowed to see.

      I shifted James the Mannequin, moving him so his arm didn’t press into my chest so hard. James hadn’t even had the decency to tell me I was pretty before getting grabby. Unsurprising. It was the story of every relationship I ever had.

      James’ full name was James Bond in honor of my fantasy husband. I knew better than to share James’ last name with Puck, however. He would roast me mercilessly. I could just hear him now: Your Bond girl name would be Fanny Fordays, he would chortle. Or do you prefer Lotta Cheeks?

      Puck and I were in the driver’s seat of the beat-up Grand Cherokee Agatha and I had made the drive to Prince George’s County in. It was the second night after our arrival. We were parked off of Fletchertown Road in the town of Bowie. Despite this area having grown by leaps and bounds the past few years, there were still spots like this one where the town was very rural. Woods rose out of the gloom around us, its ominous darkness making the trees rustling in the breeze seem like an enemy army preparing to attack. The night was cloudy. The moon and stars were blotted out.

      Yards ahead of us, a halogen streetlamp hummed while moths danced under it. It provided enough illumination that someone outside the Jeep could see dim figures clutched together within the vehicle, but not make out details. James straddled the center console of the Jeep and was against me. From the outside, it looked like James was real and he and I were making out.

      Agatha was in a nearby hotel, likely in bed, snug as a bug in a rug, probably reading a romance novel about some dude’s throbbing loins. Meanwhile I was out here in the swampy humidity, sweating my loins off, and pretending to get it on with a giant piece of plastic. The only thing throbbing out here was my panicked heart when rustling in the surrounding underbrush provided a counterpoint to the racket cicadas, crickets, katydids and other insects were making. So far, the rustling had all been due to small wildlife, not the monster Goatman.

      Pretending to make out with James was a Goatman honey trap. My review of Agatha’s CEB briefing books had indicated that most of the mundanes Goatman had killed were attacked on this very road when they had stopped here in the middle of the night. This part of Fletchertown Road was a notorious lovers’ lane because it was secluded. Teens with no place of their own and adults who had places of their own with clueless spouses inside them often came out here to park, neck, and more. The CEB did not know why Goatman targeted the couples who frequented this area, but clearly that was what he had been doing. Maybe he had been unlucky in love and was taking it out on innocent bystanders. My love life was nothing to brag about either, but I wasn’t going around chopping people in half with an axe the way Goatman was.

      Goatman had been in Prince George’s County for decades, quietly living in these woods. The CEB didn’t know why the monster had suddenly stopped living his quiet life and started going all Lizzie Borden on people. He had occasionally been spotted by mundanes even before his recent murder spree, which was how he had become an area urban legend. Mundanes had a bunch of different theories about the supposed urban legend that was Goatman: that he was entirely made up (the prevailing theory thanks to the work of the Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division); that he was the work of Satan; that he was a Metahuman; that he was merely a hairy old hermit who lived in the woods; and that he had been a scientist at the nearby Beltsville Agricultural Research Center who had been experimenting on goats when the experiment backfired, turning him into a human-goat hybrid.

      Regardless of Goatman’s motivation for suddenly targeting amorous couples, the fact he did had given me the idea to have Agatha use her seemingly infinite CEB budget to buy James the Mannequin from Bowie Town Center, and then lug him out here and pretend to make out with him in the hopes of luring Goatman out in the open so I could neutralize the beast.

      My life had gotten so weird that, if it were a biopic, I’d say it was too ludicrous and would demand a refund from the theater.

      The Jeep was the only car parked here tonight, just as it had been the only one here last night. Despite all the work the Magic Suppression Division had done to erase the memories of Goatman’s survivors and mislead the authorities by planting fake evidence, it was impossible to completely whitewash and explain away multiple murders. There were whispers in the community about something big, weird, and dangerous on Fletchertown Road. Most mundanes avoided the area now.

      So, I had dark, creepy, and isolated lovers’ lane all to myself. Lucky me.

      Well, not exactly to myself. James Bond and I were finally together. A dream come not exactly true. James’ artificial body was rock hard. When Mae West said a hard man was good to find, she probably didn’t have this in mind. My plastic blue heaven. Just James and me, and Puck made three.

      Have you decided what you’re going to do about Goatman in the unlikely event we ever find him? the third wheel asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      You know what I mean. The Conclave wants you to kill him if necessary. If our experience with Toto proves anything, it’s that you’re squeamish when it comes to killing something that needs to be killed.

      “I’m no murderer.”

      Then why did you sign up to be the Inner Circle’s hitman? Uh, hitwoman.

      “I’m not a hitman either.”

      You contracted to eliminate several monster threats in exchange for something that benefits you. If that’s not a hitman, I don’t know what it is. Don’t get me wrong—I’m not judging. I not only encouraged you to take the deal with the Inner Circle, but I’m helping you satisfy it. I’m an accomplice before, during, and after the fact. I’m just as morally culpable as you. But don’t kid yourself as to the nature of what the Inner Circle wants you to do. It’s murder. Justifiable murder akin to executing a proven serial killer, but it’s murder all the same. The sooner you face that ugly fact and stop kidding yourself, the sooner you’ll be able to do what needs to be done to save both yourself and the people Goatman will no doubt kill in the future if you don’t stop him. Goatman is not some cute, legendary beast like Toto you’ll be able to ship off to some zoo and thereby get yourself off the moral hook.

      With the immature way Puck usually behaved, it was easy to forget how smart he was. He was right—I had signed up to murder magical creatures in exchange for saving myself. They deserved to be put down due to all the innocent people they had killed. But did I feel comfortable being the one wielding the executioner’s axe?

      The answer was no, which was why I did not have the heart to kill Toto when I found he had already hatched. I had done enough bad things in my life. I had no interest in adding murder to the list.

      But what choice did I have if I was going to save myself?

      Hey, turn the AC on, would you? Puck said, interrupting my mental dithering. I’m sweating my balls off.

      “You don’t have balls.”

      Rub it in, why don’t you? Puck chuckled lewdly. That’s what she said.

      “If I can stand the heat, so can you. Besides, we’ve been over this. I’d have to start the car to turn the air conditioner on. I won’t be able to hear something approach over the sound of the engine and the fan blowing.”

      I’m starting to think the only thing there is to hear out here is horny crickets chirping. By the way, did you know that only the males chirp? They’re trying to stand out from the crowd and attract lady crickets so they can get laid.

      “Then they’re not much different than human males.” Something made me pause. I listened intently. “Wait. Hear that?”

      Hear what? All’s quiet on the western front.

      “That’s what I mean,” I whispered. “What happened to the racket the bugs were making? I think something’s out—”

      I couldn’t complete the thought. There was a flash of bluish gray. My head whipped around.

      The passenger side window imploded with a crash. Glass showered me, cutting my face. A furry, heavily muscled arm with a four-fingered, black-clawed hand shot into the SUV like a piston. The smell of peat moss and musk filled the car, so strong it made me gag.

      Whip fast, the massive hand wrapped around James’ neck like it was a noose. The arm tugged. James was jerked out of my arms like candy from a baby’s. The SUV rocked as James was ripped through the window. One of his arms tore off. It landed on the passenger seat with a thump.

      Just like that, James was gone.

      An inhuman howl that seemed like a mix of a lion’s roar and a goat’s bleat split the air and made my hair stand on end.
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      I fumbled for the door. Puck gibbered about how we should drive home and forget we had ever heard of Goatman or the Inner Circle. Ignoring him, I scrambled out of the Jeep and onto Fletchertown Road. Thwacking sounds like a lumberjack chopping down a tree filled the air.

      I stared at the cause of the ruckus. It was no lumberjack and no tree. It was Goatman. Who else was over seven feet tall, had the horned, bearded head and hooved, crooked hindquarters of a goat, the thick arms and torso of a roided out professional wrestler, and was armed with an axe? This was certainly not the Jolly Green Giant. Though this creature had the giant part down pat, he was blue, not green, and he looked about as jolly as a demon while he hacked into James the Mannequin. His blue coat was shaggy on his goat head and legs and thin elsewhere, revealing muscles like steel cords. The only clothing he wore was a short leather loincloth that barely covered a big bulge between his legs.

      His bizarre howl was fit to wake the dead. His muscles writhed like anacondas trapped under his skin as he maniacally chopped James up. The axe almost looked like a toy in his monstrous, four-fingered hands. However, the axe’s sharp edge gleaming in the streetlight made clear it was anything but a toy.

      I rued the day I heard of the Inner Circle, much less the day I met them. However, unless I was going to turn tail and run, the die was cast, as the inventor of the Caesar salad had said.

      Screwing my courage up, I called out to the beast yards away on the side of the road: “Hey! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

      Though he did not stop chopping James into smithereens, Goatman’s eyes flicked up at me. They blazed red as rubies, like he was possessed. If the eyes truly were windows to the soul, Goatman’s soul was dark, twisted, and evil. They reminded me of my father’s eyes when he had been possessed by the demon I had summoned.

      The Washington Monument is not this thing’s size, Puck said nervously.

      “It’s just like David and Goliath,” I murmured back. “The bigger they are the harder they fall.”

      Who’re you trying to convince, me or you? The rioting butterflies in your stomach give me the answer. And, hate to be the one to tell you, but David and Goliath aren’t real.

      “Thanks. Great pep talk.”

      James was little more than scattered debris now. Goatman stopped howling as his red eyes fixated on me. I froze, transfixed, like a mouse by a cat that was about to pounce.

      The monster’s crooked goat legs bent further, then straightened. Goatman came sailing through the air like an uncoiled spring, directly toward me. The blade of his axe glinted like a descending guillotine.

      Self-preservation brought me to my senses. I spun to the left. The axe whizzed by, narrowly missing me. It hit the road so hard, sparks sprayed up.

      With my left leg planted and right leg raised, I spun. My roundhouse kick slammed my shin into Goatman’s leg. It was like kicking a tree. Pain rocketed up my leg.

      Quick as lightning, Goatman grabbed my raised leg with his clawed hand. He twisted and spun.

      The world blurred as I went flying like a frisbee. I crashed into the side of the Jeep. Plastic and metal crumpled around me. Broken glass rained down.

      I was stuck in the SUV like a wad of disposed gum. The pain in my leg was joined by greater pain throughout the rest of my body. Who needed the stars in the sky when there were all these stars in my head?

      Get up, get up, get up! Puck exhorted anxiously. I shook off the darkness forming at the edges of my vision in time to see Goatman stalking toward me. His hooves clattered on the road. His gait was made awkward by one of his legs dragging slightly. It was the leg I had kicked. I didn’t congratulate myself for hurting him. After all, I was the one stuck in a car like a bug smeared on a windshield, not him.

      Pushing mightily, I shoved my way out of the Sage-shaped dent in the car. I tucked into a ball and rolled in between Goatman’s legs.

      Just in time. With a screech of metal on metal, Goatman’s axe bit deeply into the Jeep right where I had been. Goatman had swung so hard, most of the weapon’s shaft disappeared into the car.

      With a hair-raising howl of rage and frustration, Goatman struggled to free the axe from the clutches of the Jeep. Back on my feet now, I used Goatman’s distraction to counterattack. I landed several hard jabs on his lower back, where a human’s kidneys would be. Goatman’s howl of frustration turned into one of pain. Goatman’s arm shot out. I danced back, out of the way. Goatman’s thick claws raked the air instead of me.

      Abandoning the axe, Goatman crouched down. His muscles bunched and flexed. If surging adrenaline hadn’t already shorted out my dumbstruck circuits, my jaw might have dropped as I watched Goatman pick the big SUV up like it was a Tonka toy.

      Shocked down to my panties, I scurried farther away from the monster. I was plenty strong, but I wasn’t strong enough to clean and press a SUV. Outside of some Metahumans I had seen on television, I didn’t know anyone or anything was as strong as what I was witnessing.

      Goatman ponderously turned to face me. The Jeep was balanced over his head.

      Uh-oh, Sage. This is not good, Puck aka Captain Obvious said.

      I had been trying to outmuscle someone who was way outside my weight class. Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb. Now that I knew better, I could do better.

      Time to change tactics. I gathered my Will and began a Wave.

      Goatman tensed like a shot-putter. With an inhuman grunt, he flung the Jeep at me. It flew toward me like a stone out of a catapult. I didn’t try to move out of its way. I was too deep into the process of casting a spell to stop now.

      “Nulla tenaci invia est via,” I said in the Word of the spell right as the Jeep was about to turn me into roadkill. My mind felt like it was about to fly apart as a portal—the biggest one I had ever opened—flickered into existence directly overhead. It bathed me in blue-black light.

      The glowing magical doorway swallowed the Jeep like a seal swallows a fish. The SUV disappeared.

      It reappeared when it dropped out of the other end of the portal I opened in midair directly over Goatman.

      Gravity and the Jeep’s considerable velocity did the rest. Goatman did not have time to look up or otherwise react. The Jeep smashed into him, knocking him down. The ground shook as the vehicle hit the ground like a spent missile. Goatman disappeared in a cloud of dust and debris.

      A tire flew out of the expanding dust cloud, right at my head. I ducked in the nick of time; the tire whizzed overhead.

      That tire had to be shrapnel and not Goatman, Puck said confidently. There’s no way he survived an impact like that to fling tires at us.

      I didn’t answer. I was too busy coughing. I had inhaled a lungful of dust and gas fumes. I covered my nose and mouth with Puck. I blinked away gritty tears as I peered into the dust, alert for any sign of movement.

      There was none. After what felt like an eternity, the dust finally settled enough to see.

      The Jeep looked like a wrecking ball had been taken to it. Much of it was in pieces. Maybe I should’ve gotten out of my bodyguarding gig and open my own business: Hi, I’m Sage, your friendly neighborhood demolition expert. Got a clunker you need crushed? Got a monster you need mashed? Ask about our special back to school two-for-one rates.

      I suppressed a giddy laugh at the thought. Despite the fact I felt like I had been tenderized by a crowbar, in my heart, I felt pretty good about myself. I had defeated Goatman. I’d had my doubts about killing him, but when he had attacked, there had been no time, no room, for doubts. It had been fight or die, kill or be killed. It hadn’t been murder. It had been self-defense.

      Because of me, Goatman would not hurt any more innocents. I had done what Agatha’s CEB agents had not been able to do. And, I had done it without the Spear of Destiny or any other help. Well, except for Puck, but I didn’t count him. In the short time I’d known him, he had practically become an extension of me, like an arm or a leg.

      Despite my initial doubts, maybe I would be able to defeat the other monsters after all. Maybe I would be able to work my way out of the fix I had gotten into with the Conclave and the Inner Circle.

      Maybe I wasn’t a loser.

      My exultation drained away as the rest of the dust settled. I saw Goatman’s prone body for the first time. He lay faceup with his eyes closed under a twisted, detached bumper. His left arm was bent into an unnatural angle; bone poked through muscle and skin. One of his horns had broken off and was nowhere to be seen. His fur was matted with blood and fluids from the Jeep. The fur was more red and black than blue now.

      My stomach lurched and threatened to spew. I wanted to look away from what I had done but forced myself not to. Actions had consequences, and this was the consequence of mine.

      I still thought killing Goatman had to be done, but I didn’t feel good about it anymore.

      What now? Puck asked. I felt like he was trying to distract me from my churning stomach.

      “My cell was in the car, so who knows where it is now,” I said, swallowing bile. “Smashed to bits, probably. We’ll hike up to the nearest house and use their phone to call Agatha. She can contact her CEB agents and have them collect Goatman’s body and clean this mess up.”

      I stepped closer to Goatman’s corpse, intending to cover it with something. Not only did I not want a mundane to spot the monster if one should happen to drive by, but it seemed a desecration to leave his body out like this.

      Goatman’s eyelids snapped open like yanked on window blinds. His eyes glittered red like rubies. Startled, I scrambled back.

      Too late. Goatman’s good arm shot out. My legs were swept from under me. I hit the ground hard. I tried to crab walk away from him as Goatman twisted, clutching for me. I kicked at him, connecting several times.

      It didn’t matter. Goatman clawed his way on top of me. His claws raked me. His massive body pressed me down despite my struggle to wriggle free. He stank of blood, musk, and gasoline. He squealed when I kneed him in his genitals, but he didn’t get off.

      His left arm dangled uselessly, yet his right one found my throat. In the nick of time, my left hand wriggled between his massive hand and my neck. Goatman squeezed. My throat constricted as I tried to pry his hand from around me.

      There was no time for thinking, for planning, only acting and reacting.

      My right fist repeatedly punched Goatman’s head. One of his big goat incisors went flying. His blood blinded me as I struck him, over and over and over. His huge hand continued to squeeze while I tried to relieve the pressure on my neck with my left hand. If it weren’t for my left hand, his grip would have already found my carotid artery and knocked me out.

      I could barely see. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs were on fire. My fist felt like an anvil that was getting heavier and heavier. My punches got weaker and weaker. Goatman’s grip got tighter and tighter. I wondered which would happen first—I passed out from lack of oxygen, my windpipe got crushed, or my neck snapped.

      Goatman’s inhuman bleating seemed triumphant. So this is how my world ends—not with a bang, but with a bleat, I thought from some oddly calm and resigned oasis in my desert of panic. My life did not flash before my eyes. I was grateful. I doubted I would like what I would have seen.

      Puck was saying something. Light him up, he kept hollering, over and over. What in the world was it he thought I had been trying to do? Knit Goatman a sweater?

      I tasted gasoline when bloody gas dripped from Goatman into my mouth. I suddenly realized Puck spoke literally, not figuratively.

      I stopped punching. With my free hand, I executed a Wave that was as familiar to me as breathing, focused my Will, and said “Ignis.”

      At least I tried to speak the Word. It wouldn’t come out. Goatman squeezed my neck like he was trying to get the last dab of toothpaste out of an empty tube. I tried again and again as darkness swept over my mind like an invading army.

      Finally, I managed to rasp out the Word. My right hand blazed like a torch. I touched my enflamed hand to Goatman’s shaggy shoulder.

      Whoosh! Thanks to the gasoline on him, Goatman ignited like charcoal briquettes.

      Goatman’s agonizing shriek jabbed my ears like a knife. Night became day. My eyes narrowed to slits against the blinding glare of the living inferno blazing on top of me.

      Goatman’s hand fell away from my neck. Coughing and gasping, I sucked in air like someone who had nearly drowned.

      Maybe it was a trick of the fiery light, or a hallucination caused by oxygen deprivation. But, for a few seconds, it seemed as though the fiendish red gleam faded from Goatman’s eyes, replaced by blue eyes that were as human as mine.

      The words were distorted, but intelligible: “Help me!” Goatman begged, with his now human eyes pleading.

      Yeah, right, I thought. There was no way I was going to fall for another of Goatman’s tricks. I maintained my Will and kept the spellfire burning.

      As quickly as the initial change had happened, Goatman’s eyes transformed back to burning coals. Still howling in agony, he rolled off me and onto the ground. He spun like a dog trying to brush something off its coat.

      My body wouldn’t obey my mind’s commands correctly, and I couldn’t get to my feet. I scuttled on the ground like a cockroach away from the fiery pandemonium. Other than maintaining the spell, my only thought was to get away from the Jeep’s debris. If Goatman’s writhing ignited the gas tank, we’d both be goners. I was immune to my own spellfire, but not to explosions and conventional fire.

      Goatman’s rolling did not smother the fire. It couldn’t—it was my magic, not oxygen, that fueled the blaze. Perhaps some animal instinct told him that.

      Regardless, Goatman scrambled to his hooved feet. I don’t know how he managed it between the injuries the Jeep had caused and him burning like a forge.

      Howling like a banshee, he bounded away like a kangaroo, toward the woods.

      He crashed through the underbrush. In seconds, the dark woods swallowed his fiery figure.

      Only the echoes of his howls were left behind.
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      I maintained the spellfire burning Goatman for as long as I could, but with nothing visual for me to focus on, my spell soon dissipated.

      Panting on the ground, I took stock. Breathing was a chore. My throat felt like it had been squeezed in a vise. I could barely move my left arm and hand. My head felt as if it had been cracked open like an egg and my brains scrambled. I was wet with blood. Some of it was Goatman’s, but not all of it. There wasn’t enough aspirin and Bengay in the world to soothe all my aches and pains. On top of all that, Goatman burning on top of me had burned holes through the front of my clothes. If I moved the wrong way, Puck would see my boobs whether I wanted him to or not.

      I wished I already had Olgram’s superhero suit. Maybe it would have protected me from the worst of my injuries. Oh well. I should go ahead and wish for the moon while I was at it for all the good it would do me.

      Pushing off with my good arm, I hoisted myself to my feet. The world swam. I staggered, and almost fell. I closed my eyes until the dizziness passed. When I opened them again, the world sat still. Progress.

      I wobbled with my first step, but by the time I took several more toward where Goatman had disappeared in the woods, my gait was steadier. All I had to do was continue to put one foot in front of the other. Soon, I’d put my foot up Goatman’s—

      Where the hell do you think you’re going? Puck’s voice was aghast.

      “We’ve got Goatman on the run.” I coughed and spit out a mouthful of phlegm and blood. I wiped my mouth with the back of my good hand. I found myself grinning savagely. The lack of oxygen to my brain from Goatman choking me had made me giddy. “We’ll hunt him down and finish what we started. ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more.’”

      Puck cursed. I should’ve known better than to recite Shakespeare’s Henry V to you. A little education is dangerous without the wisdom to use it properly. You’re hurt. The only thing you’re going to hunt down is a doctor.

      I was on the edge of the woods now. “Goatman first. We’ll beat up Doctor Feelgood later.”

      I’d barely taken another step before Puck’s fabric wrapped tight around me like a straitjacket. He normally draped all the way down to my ankles, so when he was wrapped tight like this, I couldn’t walk.

      Bound like a mummy, I almost fell over. “Hey! What do you think you’re doing? Let go!” Puck hadn’t animated himself since the day we first met when he had groped me.

      Stopping you from committing suicide, that’s what I’m doing, he said grimly. You’re in no condition to go after Goatman, much less fight him again. You’re hurt.

      “Goatman is hurt worse. I dropped a SUV on his ugly head, then burned what was left half to death. It’s best to strike when the iron and the monster are hot. I’ve got him on the ropes.”

      Uh-huh. It’s that old rope-a-dope strategy. And you’re the dope. If you face him again in this condition, you’ll get yourself killed. I won’t stand for it.

      I struggled against his confines in vain. “Blast it, I told you to let go.”

      And I told you I won’t. Damn it Sage, I thought you had learned to not be so stupidly impetuous.

      “I’m not being impetuous. I’m being strategic. If I take time to heal up, that’ll give Goatman time to heal too. There’s no better time than now to go after him.”

      Puck’s folds didn’t loosen. My jaw tightened in frustration. “Maurice Henderson,” I said, spitting out the name.

      Who’s that, the guy you want to have your meager belongings after Goatman kills you?

      “Maurice is the seventeen-year-old high school student Goatman disemboweled just a few feet from where we stand. You don’t know about him because I didn’t have you on when I reviewed the CEB’s files on the monster. Maurice was killed in front of his girlfriend. She was one of the few survivors of Goatman’s attacks. Janice was so traumatized by what she witnessed, she dropped out of school. As for Maurice, he was supposed to go to Morehouse for college, but he went to an early grave instead.”

      What’s that got to do with—

      “Or maybe,” I interrupted, “you’d rather hear about John Day. I suppose a forty-five-year-old man like him should have been home with his wife of twenty years instead of giving his nineteen-year-old girlfriend hickeys in his car, but that still doesn’t justify what Goatman did to him. John’s body was found a few miles up the road. His head was found right over there.” I motioned with my chin. “You might say John’s decapitation was karma paying him back for cheating on his wife, but how does karma explain his four kids being deprived of their dad? Or maybe you’d rather hear the stories of the several other people Goatman slaughtered. If I don’t stop him, he’ll slaughter more. Reading about him is one thing; facing him is quite another. I was a fool to have doubts before. Now I know as sure as I’m standing here the only thing that will stop that monster is to kill him. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Not tomorrow, when I’ve had a chance to rest up. Not the day after, giving Goatman the chance to kill others. Tonight. Right now. So let me go.”

      Puck sighed. I’m just as sorry as I can be about the people Goatman killed. But I’m not going to add you to the list of victims. I know I tease and give you a hard time sometimes, but no one is more impressed by your potential and abilities when you’re at your best than I am. Right now, you’re not at your best. We’ll go after Goatman again. I promise. Just not tonight. Most of my other hosts treated me like I was just a talking magical encyclopedia. You’re the first person in a long time to treat me like the person I am. I don’t want to lose you.

      This debate was worsening my already severe headache. “I’m sick of arguing,” I snarled. “The longer we stand here yapping, the greater the chance Goatman gets away. Free me and come with me, or I’ll release my hold on the spell binding us and leave you here with your panties in a knot. I’ll pursue Goatman alone. Your choice. But one way or the other, I’m going after him.”

      Puck mulled that over. Fine. I’ll free you, he finally said begrudgingly. The fabric binding me relaxed. Only because you have a better chance finding and defeating Goatman with me than you do without me. But I swear to all that’s holy that if you get yourself killed, I’m going to find a magician powerful enough to reanimate you so I can say “I told you so” to your dumb dead face.

      I couldn’t help but smile. It was impossible to forget how it had been Puck’s idea to set Goatman on fire. “Thanks for everything. We’re better together than we are apart.” I started to move again toward where Goatman had disappeared in the woods.

      Something was still wrong with my left arm. I could barely move it and I couldn’t make a fist. Realizing I had dislocated it—something I had done before in earlier years—I put my left shoulder against a thick tree at the edge of the woods. “Brace yourself. This is going to hurt,” I warned Puck.

      What’s going to hurt? What are you talking ab—YOWCH!!! Puck yelped as I pushed my shoulder into the tree and twisted at the waist sharply, making my dislocated arm pop back into my shoulder’s socket. I winced as I rotated my left arm in a circle, clenching and unclenching my fist. It hurt like the dickens and I’d need to see a doctor later, but the arm worked again.

      I paused as I was about to step into the woods. Maybe Puck had been partly right about me being impulsive again. Unless Goatman had dropped a trail of bread crumbs behind himself, how was I supposed to find him in unfamiliar thick woods that stretched for miles? In the dark, no less. I was a city slicker, not Daniel Boone. It had taken a team of CEB agents combing these woods for days to finally stumble upon Goatman.

      “Do you have a spell that can help me track Goatman?” I asked Puck.

      He hesitated for a beat. Nope. I got nothing.

      The hesitation had given him away. “You’re lying. You’re trying to sabotage my search for Goatman. I guess you didn’t believe me when I said I’d leave you behind if you won’t help.” I started to remove him.

      Wait! Wait. Fine. Have it your way. It’s your funeral. Puck sighed in resignation. Maybe I do have a spell that will help. You’ll need to find a tick.

      “A tick?”

      Did I stutter? he snapped irritably. Yes, a tick. Of the class arachnida and the order ixodida. A bloodsucking arachnid. It shouldn’t be hard to find one. We’re in a rural area. It’s a tick jamboree out here. And don’t go searching for a lawyer. That’s not the kind of bloodsucker I’m talking about.

      I wasn’t afraid of much, but creepy-crawlies gave me the heebie-jeebies. The last time I had come across a tick while looking for someone, that someone had been wererats. Finding a nest of them down in the sewers had not worked out so well for Team Sage.

      Oh well. I pulled my pants up, exposing both legs from the knee down. I set my hand ablaze so I could see better. I didn’t feel up to casting a proper light spell, but elemental magic like creating spellfire was second nature to me and as easy as falling off a bike.

      My skin crawling, I went wading in the high grass that skirted the edge of the woods. When I lifted a leg to see if my gams had attracted any interest, I found several ticks and a few other bugs I didn’t recognize getting cozy with me.

      I said I needed a tick. Not some nerd’s entire bug collection, Puck groused. I guessed he figured that while he had agreed to help, he had not agreed to be cheerful about it.

      Stepping out of the grass, I flicked off all the bugs on my legs except for one tick the size of a teardrop. It had embedded its head in my shin and was sucking my blood like the disgusting little vampire it was. Concern about the tick carrying Lyme disease flashed through my mind. Then I remembered Lyme disease was the least of tonight’s worries.

      The ticks I had brushed to the ground twisted around, somehow oriented on me, and were starting to crawl back toward me. See what those little parasites are doing? Puck asked. They have a sensory pit in their legs called Haller’s organ that they use to sense body heat, humidity, pheromones, and a bunch of other stuff potential hosts emit. In short, they can smell your blood, which is how they knew to latch onto you when you waded through the grass and how they’re following you now. I’m going to teach you an animal mimicry spell that will give you this tick’s ability so you can sniff out Goatman’s blood. He’s bleeding like a sieve, after all. You should be able to track him like a hunting dog by the time I’m through with you.

      I had to mimic a tick? Gross. I shuddered with revulsion. Well, I had asked for Puck’s help. Magical beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      Using my spellfire, I blasted the unused ticks crawling toward me into that big dog pound in the sky, then said, “What do you need me to do?”

      You would already know what to do if you had spent your time studying druidry and other magical disciplines like a good little sorceress instead of playing grab-ass with Bigfoot and gods know who else. The fact Puck was cursing when he knew I didn’t like it showed how irritated he was. Or maybe he was just scared for me. Or both. But that’s all water under the burning bridge now. Pay attention.

      Puck projected images in my head of two hands gesturing in a complex pattern. The Wave of the spell, obviously. I aped the gestures until Puck was satisfied I had them down. It only took me two tries. In the time I had known him, I had gotten used to Puck teaching me new spells in this fashion. We had it down to a science.

      Then we worked on the Will portion of the spell, which involved visualizing myself shrinking to merge with the tick feasting on my leg. Becoming one with it. If someone had told me that morning I would finish the day by trying to become one with a filthy tick like some kind of arachnophilic Jedi becoming one with the Tick Force, I would have called them a dirty liar.

      Then I practiced the Word of the spell. As with most spells Puck taught me, the Word was the easiest part as it involved rote memorization of a Latin sentence, with an emphasis on getting the inflections just right.

      Finally, I was ready. I summoned the Will, executed the Wave, and said the Word: “Sanguinem duc exercitum.” Blood lead the way.

      I felt the spell surge through me. The tick on my leg flashed brightly, like a match when it’s first struck against a matchbox.

      When the flash dimmed, the tick was gone, replaced by a faint glow on my leg where the tick had fed on me. The glow spread on my skin like a fast-moving rash, covering my entire body, sending chills through me, making me luminesce like a glowworm.

      Then, as quickly as the glow had appeared and spread, it disappeared. Its effects had not, however. Suddenly, a new world of smells was revealed to me. I felt like a woman who had been blind her entire life who could suddenly see with crystal clarity.

      Feet away, rodents scurried unseen through the underbrush. I could sense the heat of their bodies and almost taste the warm blood coursing through their veins. I smelled the unseen silent birds who dotted the surrounding trees; they were sleeping members of a mute choir. Dozing squirrels and other small animals shared the birds’ tree houses. A shifting breeze brought to my nose the distinct smell of a small pack of canines several miles away. Coyotes, probably, or maybe some dogs gone feral.

      You’re going to want to get a taste of Goatman’s blood so you won’t lose track of the scent as we traipse through the woods like Little Red Riding Hood with a death wish, Puck said. There are a lot of animals out there, and we don’t want to confuse one of them for him.

      Normally I would find the idea of that repugnant and stomach-turning. Now, though, I didn’t have to be told twice. My magically super-charged nose immediately led me to the Jeep’s detached bumper. A large splotch of Goatman’s blood was on it, with a smell as distinct as frying bacon thanks to Puck’s spell. I dipped my finger in the wetness and eagerly licked it clean. Goatman’s blood was both salty and sweet, with an undercurrent of metallic notes, like a good wine. It was delicious. The temptation to drop to my hands and knees and lap up all the Goatman blood I could find was almost irresistible.

      Take it easy Dracula. Puck felt my body’s urges as acutely as I did. You already had dinner tonight, so how about skipping the blood pudding dessert. The bloodlust will fade in a bit. Focus on finding Goatman, not sucking him dry. He paused. That sounded dirtier than I meant it to.

      He was right. My sudden bloodthirst had almost made me forget why I had cast the tick mimicking spell to begin with.

      I inhaled deeply, steeling myself for round two with Goatman. I plunged into the dark woods after the monster like a bloodhound on the scent of prey.
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      History says that, before the white man invaded and stole their land, some Native American tribes could glide through the forest soundlessly, like ghosts. I, unfortunately, did not have a drop of Native American in me. I had watched the movie Pocahontas twice, but following Goatman through the woods made it clear I had not picked up any Native American stealth through osmosis.

      I stomped through the gloomy woods, unintentionally making more noise than I would have thought possible for one person to make as I followed the monster’s spoor. Trees seemed to sashay like dancers in the dim light of my enflamed hand. Thorny vines tugged at and ripped my clothes further, drawing even more blood than already dripped from me. Twigs snapped, dead leaves crackled, and fallen branches popped underfoot. It was like trekking across a monstrous bowl of Rice Krispies.

      You are the very definition of a tenderfoot, Puck complained. I’ve heard rogue elephants make less noise while rampaging through a jungle.

      “It’s not like I’m doing it on purpose,” I whispered back. I wiped away a thick cobweb I hadn’t seen until I had a faceful of it. I didn’t give the possibility of a spider crawling on me a second thought. I already felt like a ruptured punching bag, and I was closing in on Mike Tyson. A spider bite was the least of my problems. “Navigating the concrete jungle is more my speed.”

      You’re no Lewis or Clark, Puck agreed. You’re not even Sacagawea.

      I kept my voice low when I spoke to Puck, but I didn’t need to. Goatman had gotten a pretty good head start thanks to me arguing with Puck and learning his spell. My blood-attuned nose told me the monster was miles ahead. Unless he had super-hearing, there was no way he could hear me talk to Puck.

      My nose informed me that my spellfire had cauterized Goatman’s wounds, stopping his bleeding for a short time. Once the fire had extinguished and Goatman had plunged deeper into the woods, some of his wounds had reopened, dripping fresh blood. The bloody spots on the ground and surrounding vegetation were as easy to discern as neon signs thanks to Puck’s spell.

      Unfortunately, Goatman was not the only danger I needed to worry about as I moved through the woods toward him. I caught the scent of something big and lumbering. It was most likely a bear. Fortunately, I was moving away from it instead of toward it. And, there were poisonous snakes galore in these woods—rattlesnakes and copperheads, Puck informed me—but they were easy enough to avoid thanks to Puck’s spell. Their venom and cold-blooded bodies had a completely different odor profile than the warm-bodied mammals, birds, and non-venomous reptiles I smelled. Bizarrely, the poisonous snakes’ scent was reminiscent of burnt cookies.

      After crashing through the woods for a long while, Puck told me to stop.

      Though he’s still a good distance away, Goatman doesn’t seem to be moving anymore, he said. I don’t know how sensitive his magical goat nose is, but mundane goats have a keen sense of smell. To be on the safe side, we should approach him the rest of the way so he’s upwind of us. That way, he won’t smell us coming and we can surprise him. Stick your finger in your mouth.

      “Why?”

      So you can give yourself a wet willie, Puck snapped. He was still annoyed I had ignored his advice about not stalking Goatman. He let out a long-suffering sigh. So you can see which way the wind is blowing, of course. Don’t you know anything?

      I mulled it over. “I’ll do you one better than that.” I wasn’t particularly adept at druidry or alchemy or a bunch of other forms of magic like a proper sorceress should be, but manipulating the ancient elements of earth, fire, water, and air was my wheelhouse. I gathered my Will, Waved my free hand—it still hurt like heck—and said “Aer.”

      If someone had been with us, they would have seen nothing different. I, however, saw faint wavy bands of different colors materialize all around me. Thanks to my magical command, I could now see the wind. Its currents and cross-currents rippled around me like long, translucent ribbons that were as delicate as soap bubbles.

      “Now we can literally see which way the wind is blowing,” I whispered. I felt smug. “Do you still need me to put my finger in my mouth?”

      You can shove your finger where the sun don’t shine, Puck muttered. No one likes a show-off.

      “You’re one to talk. You’re the world’s biggest show-off.”

      Do as I say, not as I do.

      Guided by the visible wind currents, I circled to the right, making sure to keep the monster upwind of me in case Puck’s concerns about his sense of smell were justified. I dimmed my spellfire as low as I dared. Agatha would have a good laugh at my expense if I tripped over an unseen vine and broke my neck while trying to sneak up on Goatman.

      Thinking of Agatha brought a sudden, unwelcome realization: On top of what I had told Puck, one of the reasons I was determined to finish Goatman tonight was I didn’t want to go back to Agatha empty-handed. Even though I had no good reason to care what she thought of me, I still wanted to please her. To gain her approval. To seem worthy.

      Son of a gun. If I survived tonight’s madness, I needed to get my thick head examined by a shrink. A good one, not Doctor Phil.

      Moving as quietly as my city-raised self allowed me to, I crept closer to Goatman’s location. My nose told me I was merely yards away from him. I froze, every one of my senses on high alert.

      I stared at the area my nose told me Goatman was in. I could not see him. It was beyond bizarre because a bloodied, blue-furred, homicidal half-man, half-goat should have been hard to miss. All I saw was a tangled thicket of vines and branches.

      The longer I stared, though, the more it became clear the tangled thicket was not merely that. It was a structure built between two trees, more a primitive hut than a building. Though rough-hewn, it was cleverly constructed to blend in with its surroundings. If not for my magically enhanced nose, I would have walked right by it without a second look, thinking the structure was just a part of the woods’ random growth.

      Do you see what I see? Puck asked. I nodded in affirmation, not daring to speak so close to Goatman’s location. It must be Goatman’s lair. I wonder what he’s doing in there. Maybe he’s sharpening his spare axe and daydreaming about all the heads he’ll lop off. Yours is probably at the top of the list.

      There was one way to find out what Goatman was up to in there. With a tiny exertion of Will that came as easy as snapping my fingers, I opened my Third Eye. The mundane world faded away, replaced by the vivid, almost psychedelic colors of the magical world.

      Now I could see through the walls of the hut. While magic drew its power from all living things, most of it came from intelligent life, which was why the pool of magic was particularly deep and potent in and around major population centers. Some of the vegetation which composed the hut’s walls was still alive, but its faint magical glow was not enough to obscure what was going on inside the hut. It was like looking into a place that had thick, cloudy plastic walls—the walls weren’t completely transparent, but you could see inside readily enough.

      Goatman’s big body glowed red, yellow, orange and green, as if I were looking at him through infrared goggles. That was no surprise—as a magical creature, Goatman’s body should of course have a strong magical signature.

      The surprise was what was in the hut with Goatman. It was an object slightly smaller than a basketball and shaped like a gem, that is, flat on the top and bottom, with faceted sides. It definitely wasn’t alive. Looking at something with my Third Eye made it as easy to tell the difference between something alive and not-alive as it was to tell the difference between white and black with my normal eyes.

      Whatever the strange object was, it had a magical signature. Most things that weren’t alive did not; they looked black or gray under my Third Eye’s gaze. This object glowed as red as blood with magic. Its color reminded me of the color of Goatman’s eyes, or at least his eyes before they had changed to something more like normal eyes when I had hit him with my spellfire.

      Clearly the object was enchanted, imbued with potent magic.

      But that wasn’t all. A trail of blood-red magical energy ran from the enchanted object to Goatman’s head. The sight reminded me of artist depictions of black holes, sucking into their maw everything that came near them. Here, Goatman’s head was the black hole, swallowing the trail of magical energy that emanated from the enchanted object. As Goatman moved around the hut, the energy trail stretched from the enchanted object to Goatman’s head like a red leash.

      What in the world is that thing? Puck asked. I’ve never seen anything like it.

      I shrugged in response, still not wanting to risk talking, even at a whisper. If Puck hadn’t seen something like it in all his 600-plus years, I sure as heck hadn’t.

      I guess it doesn’t matter, Puck said, though he didn’t sound convinced. He clearly didn’t like going into a situation he did not understand. Welcome to the club, Puck. Not understanding what was going on was the story of my life. Like elemental magic, ignorance was unfortunately kinda my wheelhouse.

      You want my advice? No answer? Doesn’t matter, ‘cause I was gonna give you some anyway. I rather enjoy this mute version of Sage. It’s a nice change of pace. Sometimes I can’t get a word in edgewise. Anyhoo, my advice is to go straight through those walls so we don’t lose the element of surprise. That’ll be easy enough if you get a running start from here. The walls aren’t thick. With your super strength, you’ll burst through them like the Kool-Aid Man. Go in hard, fast, and noisy. Blast that beast with spellfire again and try to end the fight before it gets started good.

      For once Puck and I were on the same page. I had a small addition to his plan, though. After closing my Third Eye, I mustered my Will, Waved my hands, and whispered the Word softly: “Terra.”

      The ground between us and the hut rustled almost imperceptibly. Just as I visualized it, the soil turned over beneath the vegetation, decomposing leaves and dead twigs as if an invisible farmer were plowing it in preparation for fall planting. In seconds, a broad path of soft soil ran from under my feet to Goatman’s hut.

      This way, you can run to the hut without alerting Goatman by making a bunch of noise breaking everything underfoot, Puck said approvingly. Good thinking.

      That wasn’t the only thing I was thinking. I was also thinking about how Goatman had lived in these woods for decades without doing so much as mussing someone’s hair until recently, the enchanted object in the hut with Goatman, the magical contrail that stretched between him and it, and his eyes becoming normal when he was consumed by my spellfire. And, him pleading Help me. I was especially thinking about that.

      I steeled myself. Ignoring the aches and pains that still plagued me, I bolted forward along the dirt path I had cleared. The softness of the freshly tilled soil slowed me down some, but not much.

      I rushed toward the hut at a dead sprint. Like a kid trying to break through a human chain during a game of Red Rover, I brought my arms up in front of myself and flung myself forward.

      I tore through the vegetable wall like a bullet through paper.

      Crude lamps lit the hut. Obviously taken unawares, Goatman froze, startled. The enchanted object I had seen with my Third Eye sat on a makeshift shelf behind Goatman. Now that I wasn’t looking at it with my Third Eye, the gemlike object was as dark as Satan’s heart.

      “Ignis,” I roared. A huge ball of spellfire combusted into being in my cocked-back hand. Scrambling, Goatman reached down for something.

      Blast him! Puck yelled.

      I hesitated for a split second. If recent history was any guide, it would take a while for my spellfire to kill Goatman. And, I had even more doubts than before if I even should kill the monster.

      I made a game-time decision. I hurled the ball of spellfire. Sizzling, it rocketed toward Goatman.

      It sailed over his bent-over form.

      You missed! Puck howled.

      No, I hadn’t.

      The fireball hit the dark gem like I had used a laser to guide it. With a dull whoosh, the gem began burning like kindling. Spellfire, being magic, could burn just about anything if its wielder’s Will was strong enough. Lack of a strong Will was not one of my many vices.

      Goatman straightened up with an axe in his functioning hand. I guess it was too much to ask for him to have had just the one. His red eyes glowing with maniacal rage, he closed the gap between us with a single bound of his crooked legs. He swung the axe wildly. The weapon whizzed by with a rush of air as I danced out of the way.

      Are you insane? Blast him! Blast him! Blast him! Puck jabbered in my head, his words tumbling over each other.

      “I know what I’m doing,” I spat through gritted teeth, though I was not at all sure I did. But there was no time to explain. There were too many things to juggle all at once—like keeping my spellfire on the dark gem burning while I kept Goatman from killing me.

      Goatman swung his axe at me faster than I would have thought possible for someone badly injured. I leaped high in the air in the nick of time. Goatman’s axe swept through where my legs had just been.

      It was a trap. Goatman surged forward, horns down. His goat head butted me while I was still in the air. The impact drove the air out of me. His intact horn punctured my side. I saw red, literally and figuratively.

      Goatman’s weight bore me to the dirt floor. He collapsed on top of me like a house of bricks. He snapped at me with broken goat teeth, tearing flesh, drawing more blood. Thank goodness he was hurt and one of his arms dangled uselessly, or else it would have been game over then and there.

      As it was, I was still in the fight of my life. It was a wild melee. Goatman’s limbs smashed into my body like mallets. I twisted, shoved, and punched, trying to get from under him. A part of my attention was diverted by maintaining my spellfire on the dark gem. Even with the pandemonium of our fight, I heard the gem begin to hiss and sputter, like an overheated steam engine threatening to explode. I hoped my hunch wasn’t wrong.

      My elbow connected with the side of Goatman’s head. It felt like elbowing a boulder. The monster groaned and recoiled, stunned. I used that as an opportunity to claw, wriggle, and shimmy my way free from him, kneeing and kicking him several times along the way.

      Bruised, bloodied, covered with dirt, I scrambled to my feet. Goatman struggled to do the same, but he couldn’t. He was like a marionette with its strings cut. His limbs didn’t seem to want to obey his commands. His commands, I wondered, or the dark gem’s? Visible fissures now marred its once solid face. It still burned in my spellfire. Throughout my mad scramble with Goatman, I still had somehow maintained my Will to keep it burning. Hooray for multitasking.

      I spotted Goatman’s axe on the ground. It had skittered away from us during our struggle. I snatched it up.

      Ignoring the protests of my dislocated shoulder, I lifted it high over my head with both hands, like I was about to split a log. Goatman’s battered head made for a tempting target. It hung between his shoulders as he struggled in vain to rise.

      Blood dribbled out of Goatman’s mouth, extending in a crimson line to the ground. He said something. At first I couldn’t quite make it out. He sounded like he had a mouthful of marbles.

      “Do it.” He lifted his head. His eyes met mine. They were still red. Only now they were red with blood, not glowing red with magic as they had been before. His bloody eyes moved up to the hovering axe, then back down to mine.

      “Do it,” he repeated. His eyes were as pleading as they had been when he asked me to help him back at the Jeep. “It’s what I deserve. Do it. Please.”

      That was all I needed to hear. He didn’t have to tell me a fourth time.

      I strode over to the still-burning gem. I brought the axe head down on it with all my might.

      Yeah . . . that part might have been a mistake.

      The ruptured gem exploded like a grenade. Razor sharp particles sprayed everywhere. A visible shockwave lifted me into the air, blasting me backward, shooting me across the hut, tumbling me end over end.

      I hit something hard, ricocheted off, hit something harder still, and jounced to a stop.

      I almost passed out. Only Puck’s jabbering prevented it. His voice tethered me to this side of consciousness.

      A bit later, once the danger of blacking out passed, I pulled myself to my feet. The enchanted gem was now just tiny fragments littering the hut. And, unfortunately, me. Wincing, I pulled a gem sliver out of my shoulder as long as a pine needle. Dark as night when it had been intact, the gem’s fragments were as clear as crystal now.

      Goatman was on his knees, sitting on his haunches. He looked as bad as I felt. Blood was everywhere.

      “So much blood. So much blood. So much blood.” He repeated it over and over, like a mantra.

      His anguished tone, haunted look, and the flood of tears pouring out of his bloody, non-glowing eyes told me he was not talking about his own blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      “What I don’t understand is how you knew the enchanted gem was what made Goatman homicidal,” Agatha said as she drove us out of the District days later.

      “I didn’t know for certain,” I said, speaking carefully through swollen and throbbing lips. I sat up straight in the passenger seat. It hurt too much to lean back. I could’ve taught a class in posture. And in having the crap beaten out of you. “It was an educated guess. When I burned Goatman with my spellfire at the Jeep, I had thought him begging me to help him referred to me stopping burning him. But, when my Third Eye saw the magical contrail that stretched between him and the enchanted gem, I started to wonder if maybe he had meant something entirely different. Spellfire disrupts enchantment. It’s why I was able to use it to destroy a couple of the gargoyles who had been magically animated and used to attack the Institute of Peace. Once I saw the gem, I wondered if Goatman was under its influence, an influence my spellfire temporarily disrupted when I burned Goatman with it. It explained why a creature who had lived in PG County’s woods for decades without so much as stepping on someone’s toes had suddenly gone on a murderous rampage.”

      I shrugged, then winced. Until my body finished healing, I needed to learn to sit as still as a statue. Maybe I’d have Agatha swing by the Lincoln Memorial so I could pick up some immobility tips from the nineteen feet tall seated President. “So, when I burst into Goatman’s hut, instead of killing someone who might’ve been innocent, I decided to target the object that was likely the true source of all the trouble.”

      My thought process had been right, but I had taken it a step too far. It had been a mistake to smash the gem after I neutralized its mind control magic. Doing so had nearly finished the job Goatman had done on me. If my superhero career wasn't going to end before it had barely started, I needed less Hulk smash! and more Batman forethought. Being ruled by impulse was a hard habit to break.

      “You took an awfully big chance,” Agatha said. “What if you had been wrong?”

      I channeled Honest Abe and didn’t shrug this time. I was learning. Next up, saving the Union. I hoped to skip the part where I was assassinated. The way things had been going lately though, I wouldn’t have bet money on it. “Then I’d be dead instead of merely suffering from twelve bruised ribs, seven torn ligaments, five pulled muscles, four cracked bones, three loosened teeth, two broken toes, and a partridge in a pear tree.”

      Agatha laughed. It sounded the way a sunrise looked. It startled me. I realized I had never heard her laugh before. Before spending all this time with her, I would have guessed her laugh sounded like a witch’s evil cackle.

      Agatha was driving us toward the small coastal Maryland town where the sea monster Chessie was last spotted. Chessie sounded like a stage name adopted by a buxom stripper who couldn’t spell. But I knew better than to underestimate the aquatic beast based on its name. Goatman had taught me the dangers of that.

      The scenery flicked by on Agatha’s mirrored designer sunglasses. On the road again. Monster hunting was probably not what Willie Nelson had in mind when he wrote those lyrics. The CEB vehicle Agatha drove this time was a silver Honda CR-V with a roof rack that hadn’t quite lost its new car smell. An upgrade from the raggedy high mileage Jeep I had destroyed. Movin’ on up. Next up, a deluxe apartment in the sky.

      I suppressed the urge to belt out The Jeffersons’ theme song while impersonating Willie Nelson. The healing potions still in my system had narcotic side effects which made me slightly giddy. Instead of singing, I risked leaning back in my seat to relieve the pressure on my stiffening back. I immediately regretted it. I closed my eyes until the pain that shot up and down my spine subsided. The potions the CEB’s doctors had been plying me with the past few days had only partially rejuvenated me after my fight with Goatman. They had given me as much of the stuff as they dared without risking overdosing me. My body’s natural healing abilities would have to do the rest. Fortunately, we Gifteds had stronger constitutions than other humans and, thanks to the unusually strong magic that flowed through me, my constitution was stronger than most Gifteds. In a few more days, the doctors assured me, I would be as right as rain.

      But for now, even with the potion-induced giddiness, I didn’t feel good and looked worse. Naked, I looked like I had singlehandedly taken on a cageful of mixed martial arts fighters without the protection of padding, gloves, headgear, or common sense. The long-sleeved shirt and jeans I wore covered most of the bruises; makeup fought to conceal the rest. Who needed lip injections when you had Goatman’s right cross? It had given me that kissable, knocked into the next universe look that every girl craves. Like Agatha I wore dark sunglasses, but mine weren’t designer and I wore them to hide my black eyes. It looked like a black rubber figure eight mask was around my eyes. Maybelline concealer could only do so much. In my case, the Maybelline commercial’s tagline would need a revision: Maybe she’s born with it. Maybe it’s neoprene.

      Unlike me, Agatha looked good. Elegant as always, today she wore a crisp white button-down blouse tucked into skinny ankle pants. A dude would probably say her pants were yellow. They were in fact golden khaki. How men still ran almost everything despite such breathtaking ignorance was beyond understanding.

      Agatha said, “Your plethora of injuries is all the more reason why you should recuperate more before going after Chessie.”

      “The doctors say my bones are mended and the worst of my injuries are almost completely healed thanks to their potions. It will be a while before all the bruises fade and the pain completely goes away, though.” If I were mundane, I would already be completely healed. Magic, however, had a natural resistance to other magic. Having no resistance to healing magic was the one advantage mundanes had over us magical folk. When sick mundanes miraculously recovered from things like terminal cancers and other fatal diseases, a doctor who was secretly a Gifted healer was usually at the root of it. “Unfortunately, I can’t wait until I am one hundred percent healed. The Inner Circle gave me a deadline. The clock is ticking. You know better than anyone they don’t care about aches and pains when they want something done. But more importantly, how many more people will lose their lives at the hands of the remaining monsters if I continue to lie in bed watching people get overly excited about detergent on The Price Is Right? The National Inquiry reports Chessie killed a woman yesterday. When I read that in the Inquiry, I knew it was time to peel myself out of bed and climb back on the horse.”

      “Chessie killed a mundane woman.” Agatha’s lips curled with disgust. “You’re talking about mundane lives being at risk. Mundanes are not worth endangering your life over. Especially when you not being completely healthy reduces your chances of prevailing against Chessie. You were completely healthy when you faced Goatman and look what he did to you.”

      I shook my head. That, at least, did not pain me. Agatha’s attitude about mundanes was a pain in my butt, though. “That’s one of the many differences between us. Unlike you, I know mundane lives matter too.” I winced, but not in pain this time. I sounded like a social justice warrior’s picket sign. Soon I’d be dyeing my hair pink and posting about body positivity on Twitter. “As for my health, I’m well enough. And well enough will have to do.”

      “Why don’t you have your superhero costume?” Agatha said superhero costume with distaste, like the words were vulgar. “I thought part of the whole point of having Longbeard make it for you was to use it to protect yourself from the kind of punishment Goatman subjected you to.”

      “I called Olgram right before I called you. The suit’s not ready yet. Olgram said, ‘Do you want it done right, or done quickly? The problem with you humans is you have the patience of fleas.’ Or at least I think that’s what he said. It was hard to be sure over the racket in the background. One of his apprentices was apparently working on a portion of my suit with a hammer and anvil. I’ll have to make do with just Puck and my mask for now. The world hasn’t stop turning just because I ordered a superhero costume.”

      Agatha shot me a look before turning her attention back to the road. “You’re taking this whole superhero thing seriously, aren’t you?”

      “If I don’t, who will? The Conclave is doing its best to continue to suppress news about the remaining monsters, so mundane licensed Heroes won’t do something about the problem because they don’t know about it.”

      Agatha faced the road ahead, but I felt her studying me out of the corner of her eye.

      “There’s more to you than I had first supposed,” she finally said. “You did well against Goatman. You succeeded where my agents failed. You not only eliminated Goatman as a threat, but you did it without killing him. I’m proud of you.”

      I opened my mouth, about to say I didn’t care if she was proud of me or not. I closed it before the words escaped. Why spit in her face when Agatha clearly was trying to extend an olive branch? On top of that, if I said I didn’t care, it would have been a lie. I did care. Agatha saying she was proud of me gave me a warm glow that wasn’t merely the doctors’ healing tonics continuing their work on me.

      I was suddenly uncomfortable at the realization. My throat tightened. Maybe Agatha wasn’t the only one who wrestled with emotional unavailability issues.

      Traveling on Route 50 again, we crossed out of the District and into Maryland. Instead of stopping in PG County as we had with Goatman, this time we were heading to Saint Michaels, a town which lay on Astor Bay in Talbot County on the Eastern Shore. The Eastern Shore was the mostly rural nine-county Maryland region on the east side of Astor Bay. Saint Michaels, a tiny town with around 1,000 people in it, was an almost two hour drive from my apartment. Or at least that was what my phone’s GPS said. I had never been there. Except for my dalliance with Bigfoot, I had not spent much time in rural America. It was just as well. If tangling with Goatman had shown me anything, it was that it might be safer to be a city mouse than a country mouse. And people said big cities were dangerous. Hah! That showed what they knew. No big city mugger had ever almost gutted me like a fish the way Goatman had.

      I said to Agatha, “So what’s going to happen to Goatman?”

      “He’s being held in the Well of Souls pending completion of the CEB’s investigation. Our forensic magicians have made a preliminary determination based on their study of the enchanted gem’s fragments that it indeed spurred Goatman to murder all those people. If nothing happens to change that finding and we conclude the gem did not adversely affect Goatman’s mind permanently, we will release him. We can hardly hold him accountable for something he was magically compelled to do. To be honest though, I think Goatman would rather if we held onto him and threw away the key. He feels terribly about what the gem made him do. He feels responsible for all those deaths. I interviewed him personally. Despite his fearsome appearance, he’s a gentle, thoughtful creature.”

      “Except for when he’s trying to disembowel everyone’s favorite sorceress and amateur superhero.”

      Agatha smiled slightly. “Except for then.”

      “Did he tell you why he targeted people on lovers’ lane?”

      “It has to do with how Goatman was created. His mundane name is Levy Kepler. In 1971, he was a 23-year-old having an affair with a much older married woman. They had snuck out to lovers’ lane in her car to . . . you know. The usual. Unbeknownst to Levy, they were followed by the woman’s husband. Also unbeknownst to Levy, that husband was a powerful warlock. When the husband caught the couple in flagrante delicto, he used his black magic on Levy. ‘Since you are as randy as a goat, a goat you shall remain all your days,’ the warlock cursed Levy. The warlock’s magic turned Levy into Goatman.

      “Levy has lived in the woods near Fletchertown Road since then, a recluse, avoiding everyone, living off the land,” Agatha said. “The way Levy tells it, the gem created an irresistible, murderous compulsion for him to go after the people who parked on lovers’ lane, the site of his transformation into a monster.”

      I didn’t know exactly what in flagrante delicto meant, but it wasn’t hard to guess. I said, “The question now becomes who created that gem, and why he was using it to make Goatman run wild.”

      “We don’t know. The fragments of the gem have given us no clue.”

      “What about Goatman? What does he say?”

      “He says the gem was in his place one evening when he returned home. Obviously someone planted it there, but Goatman didn’t see him and has no idea who it was.”

      “The other monsters the Inner Circle wants me to deal with all started running amok right around the same time Goatman did,” I pointed out. “Surely that’s no coincidence. Maybe they’re running wild because they’re all under someone’s magical influence.”

      Agatha’s jaw tightened grimly. “Believe me, we’ve thought of that. If that’s true, whoever is responsible has a lot to answer for. Not only for multiple violations of different Rules of Magic including the one prohibiting mind control, but for the deaths of the mundanes and my CEB agents at the hands of these monsters.”

      “Which begs the question: Why? What does someone have to gain by making these monsters go mad with bloodlust?”

      “I don’t know. The CEB is looking into it.”

      “Maybe the way to go about figuring out why is to start with who. I don’t know much about mind magic, but I know enough to know it’s high-level magic not many can perform. Puck says only a handful of people could create a gem like the one that controlled Goatman. You should start with those people.”

      “I said we are looking into it.”

      Agatha’s sharp tone made me twist to stare at her despite my aching body. “Why do I get the feeling you have a pretty good idea who’s responsible for this?”

      Agatha’s lips became stubborn slits. “I’m not supposed to talk about an open investigation. Especially when the type of people who might be involved might be involved.”

      “Look at me Agatha. See all these bruises? Do I look like I care about the niceties of CEB procedure? Goatman beat me half to death. If you have any idea who’s responsible, I need to know. The information might prove useful in dealing with the other monsters.”

      Agatha considered that. “All right, I’ll tell you my suspicions,” she finally said. “But you have to keep it to yourself.”

      “My lips are sealed. Puffy, but sealed.”

      “Damon Portnoy’s specialty is mind magic. And, he’s powerful enough to have created the gem which controlled Goatman.”

      It took me a moment to realize why the name was familiar. “You mean the guy who hired the dark elf to take Toto from me? The one who works for Charles Russell on the Inner Circle? You told me before that Portnoy doesn’t make a move without clearing it with Russell first.” The thought of someone on the Inner Circle having caused this monster outbreak made my head hurt even more than it already did. “But why would he or Russell want to stir up Goatman?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I was trying to figure out before I had to put my investigation on hold to chaperone you again.” Agatha puffed out a long breath. “It’s like any other criminal investigation: the person responsible for the wrongdoing is the one with the means, motive, and opportunity. As the head of the Monster Division, Charles had the opportunity to plant mind control objects in these monsters’ lairs. Assuming that’s what is going on here and what happened with Goatman isn’t just a one-off. And, since Damon works for him, Charles had the means to do it.”

      “That leaves the motive. What does Charles have to gain from doing it?”

      “I don’t know. But whatever the motive is, it’s something big. Otherwise, Charles wouldn’t risk his position by breaking multiple Rules of Magic.”

      “You should go to the rest of the Circle with this,” I suggested. “Not only did Russell try to steal Toto, but now it also looks like he might have been the one to start this whole monster madness mess.”

      “Perhaps I will go to the Circle. But not unless and until I have actual proof that Charles is responsible. Right now all I have is one gem making one monster go mad, and no connection between that monster and Charles other than conjecture and supposition. Maybe it will turn out that the other monsters running amok the same time Goatman did is just a coincidence. And, maybe Charles had nothing to do with the planting of the gem in Goatman’s lair.” Agatha shook her head. “I can’t accuse Circle members of serious Rule violations without proof. Otherwise, the Circle won’t take the allegations seriously. Not to mention the fact I would likely lose my job for slandering a Circle member. Don’t forget whom we’re talking about here. Inner Circle members are the rulers of the magical world. Though they don’t wear crowns, for all intents and purposes, they’re kings and queens. As Ralph Waldo Emerson said, ‘When you strike at a king, you must kill him.’ Because if you don’t, he and his subjects will kill you in retaliation.”

      “That’s awfully cynical,” I said.

      “Cynical is the word the naïve use to describe those of us who are realistic.”

      I felt a surge of irritation. I didn’t like being condescended to. “You think I’m naïve?”

      “About some things, yes. Such as the intricacies of Inner Circle politics. I’m used to dealing with the Circle. You’re not.”

      She had me there. Like most of the magical world, I knew next to nothing about the Circle other than the fact they were in charge and we were not. “Okay, I’ll admit it—I don’t know how the Circle works. How does someone become a member?”

      Agatha’s lips curled in amusement. “Thinking of a career change?”

      “Just trying to cure my supposed naivete.”

      “I certainly can’t blame you for that. As I told you before, knowledge is power. But remember your promise to keep your mouth shut about what I’m telling you. I’m not supposed to discuss this sort of thing with someone outside the Circle.”

      Agatha hesitated, searching for where to begin.

      “Since the Conclave’s founding in 1500,” she said, “there have been seven members of the Inner Circle. Both human and Otherkin. Who sits in the Circle is a closely held secret, the entire membership known only to the members themselves and a select few non-members. Like me, for example, as head of the CEB. A member serves for life unless he becomes mentally disabled, is removed for cause, or voluntarily retires.” Agatha snorted. “I am aware of only one person who voluntarily retired in the entire history of the Circle. Power, once grasped, is rarely willingly relinquished.

      “When there is a vacancy, the Circle elects a new member from among the certified members of the Conclave. Similarly, the Grand Wizard is an elected position, with the members of the Inner Circle being the sole electors. Other than the Grand Wizard, who oversees the governance of the magical world from a big picture perspective, each member of the Circle heads a division which supervises a portion of the magical world. Russell, as you know, heads the Monster Division.

      “Think of it this way: The Conclave is akin to the U.S. House of Representatives, representing the entire magical world and all the sentient species it contains. Or at least the species who are signatories to the Conclave Compact of 1500, which is most magical species at this point. To further the analogy, the Grand Wizard is the Speaker of the House, and each other Circle member is the chairman of a major House Committee. With the mundane House of Representatives, despite the fact there are four hundred and thirty-five elected members, nothing much happens unless the Speaker and a handful of relevant committee chairs want it to happen. The same is true of the Conclave and the Inner Circle. Though the Conclave is on paper the ruling body of the magical world, nothing of importance happens unless the Grand Wizard and the rest of the Inner Circle want it to happen.”

      Agatha stopped talking and rolled her window down as we pulled up to one of the several toll booths at the entrance to the Astor Bay Bridge. The male toll booth attendant looked appreciatively down Agatha’s shirt when she leaned over to hand him the toll.

      I piped up, irritated: “Why don’t you take a picture? It’ll last longer.”

      Flushing, the attendant tore his eyes away from Agatha’s chest. He practically flung Agatha’s change at her in embarrassment.

      As the bay bridge was over four miles long, it would take us several minutes to drive over it. Amusement tugged at the corner of Agatha’s mouth as we eased forward onto it. “Defending my honor?”

      “Such as it is,” I said. I was annoyed at myself. The attendant’s leer had made a protective impulse surge through me. Why was I leaping to defend the woman who had abandoned me and Dad all those years ago? Maybe Goatman had beaten the good sense out of me.

      The smile which threatened to overtake Agatha’s face morphed into a frown. “Some people might say what that attendant just did is sexist. I’m not one of them. There’s nothing wrong with a man admiring the female form. There’s plenty of genuine sexism without there being the need to cry wolf about the fake kind. Take the Inner Circle, for example. Guess how many women are on it.”

      “The only female voice I heard in the National Statuary Hall was Frances Willard’s,” I said. “It was a bronze and marble sausagefest in there.”

      “Colorful. Yet true. Not only is Frances currently the sole female on the Circle, there have been less than half a dozen female members in Circle history. And there never has been more than one woman at a time. It’s an open secret that the seat Frances holds is the female one. There likely won’t be another woman on the Circle until Frances leaves. Since she’s among the Circle’s youngest members, that won’t be any time soon.

      “Or take even me, for another example. Did you know I’m the first female head of the Conclave Enforcement Bureau?”

      “No.” I said. I felt a flash of pride. Then I chided myself for the feeling. I couldn’t believe all the positive feelings I was having about Agatha. Goatman must have given me brain damage.

      “Well I am. In fact, I and another woman are currently the only two females heading Conclave departments under the Circle’s leadership. Historically, there have only been a sprinkling of us. The lack of gender diversity on the Circle reflects Conclave leadership down throughout the ages. Mundane women often complain about the so-called patriarchy holding them back. Sometimes with justification, sometimes because they are trying to explain away their own shortcomings. But there can be no arguing with the fact the magical world is patriarchal. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. It is what it is. It would be like complaining about gravity. If you’re not clever enough to figure out how to fly despite it, there’s no point in whining it’s holding you down. Gravity, like men, doesn’t care about complaints. Power is not something that is given to you. Power, like flight, is something you take.”

      Agatha’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, so much so her knuckles drained of blood, becoming paper white. “I know what people say about me. They say the only reason I have the position I do is because I’m a woman. That I’m some sort of affirmative action hire, a sop the Inner Circle has thrown to the females of the magical world. That I slept my way to the top.” She smiled a mirthless smile as she stared at the road. “You yourself said something along those lines not long ago.”

      “I’m sorry I said that.” And I was.

      Agatha shook her head ruefully. Her grip on the wheel was so tight, I feared she might crack it with her Gifted strength. “Don’t be sorry. You were right. I have used my looks and my body to speed me along the path I've chosen. I'm not proud of it. However, one must use the tools she has available. When your best tool is a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail.”

      I didn’t know what to say. The car fell quiet for a while as we slowly made our way across the long bridge. During rush hour, holidays, and summer months, traffic on the bridge was bumper-to-bumper. Now was a non-peak driving time. We moved over the bridge steadily.

      Agatha jerked a thumb toward the window, pointing at the waters of Astor Bay far below. “Ever since the 1500s, this had been known as Chesapeake Bay,” she said. “It was renamed after a strike force of Heroes and other Metahumans’ defeated the V’Loths in 1966 at a battleground less than an hour from here. The V’Loths were a nomadic alien species of conquerors. ‘Astor’ is a corruption of the Greek word ‘aster,’ meaning star. That’s why this bay was renamed Astor Bay, in honor of humanity’s defeat of that alien race from the stars.”

      Agatha continued in a voice so low I didn’t know if she was still talking to me, or to herself.

      “The V’Loths had planned to terraform the Earth to make it palatable to their unique biochemistry,” she said. “Every man, woman, and child would have died in the process. Sometimes—not often, but sometimes, when I think of the ways I’ve debased myself because it was the only way to get ahead—I wish the V'Loths had won instead of the Metahumans.”

      Agatha suddenly shook herself, as if she had just remembered I was still in the car. “Despite the means I’ve used to get to where I am, I’m not here because I’m a woman like some say. I am here despite it. My journey has not been without its costs, though.” She puffed out a long breath. For the first time ever, she looked tired. “I can’t tell you how hard I’ve worked to get where I am. The hours I’ve grinded. The sleep I’ve lost. The strings I’ve pulled. The backs I’ve stroked. The lies I’ve told. The truths I’ve swallowed. The things I’ve missed. The sacrifices I’ve made.”

      The car fell quiet again. The blue-gray waters of Astor Bay roiled far below us. I was tempted to ask if I was one of those sacrifices. I did not, though. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked instead.

      For a minute, I thought she had not heard me.

      “Partly because a burden shared is a burden halved,” she finally said quietly. She stared straight ahead, not looking at me. “But mostly because you almost died, and I realized we barely know one another.”

      We exited the bridge. We were now in Queen Anne’s County, one of the nine in the Eastern Shore. Trees instead of the buildings my city slicker self was used to lined the highway. A few vehicles on the road sported Confederate flag bumper stickers, something I almost never saw on the other side of the bridge, at least not near the metropolitan areas. It was a reminder that Maryland was below the Mason-Dixon line, and therefore a part of America’s South. A lot of people around here still hadn’t gotten over the Civil War. Or, the War Between the States as some people more euphemistically called it. Or, the War of Northern Aggression as the more dyed in the wool Southern sympathizers called it.

      My mind was in the past too. But not as far back in the past as the people sporting Confederate flags. I was thinking about the past twenty years since Agatha walked out of my life.

      Agatha abruptly straightened up in her seat. Her grip on the steering wheel relaxed.

      “But that’s all over and done with,” she said briskly. Just like that, the door to her emotions seemed to have closed, barred by her usual unflappability. “We should concern ourselves with the present and the future. And that future involves Chessie. How do you propose to locate the beast?”

      “Plan A was to spot it in the water as we drove over the bridge,” I said. Agatha’s mask of choice was unflappability; mine was jokes.

      A smile played around Agatha’s mouth. “Astor Bay has a surface area of almost 4,500 square miles. The bridge covers just a sliver of that area. With that in mind, how did Plan A work out?”

      “Not so great,” I admitted. “I saw some boats, but unless Chessie can shapeshift, the monster wasn’t one of them.”

      “I hope your backup plan is better than your first one.”

      “I guess we’ll find out. Plan B is to lure Chessie to me, much like I did with Goatman. As they say, if your monster finding plan ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

      “No one says that.”

      “They should. Take it from me. I’m quickly becoming a monster hunting expert.”
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      My arms flailed. My legs kicked. The water around me churned like I was in the middle of a washing machine.

      “Help! Help!” I cried. “I’m drowning! Somebody save me!”

      The only answer from the fog enshrouded Astor Bay was a silence that was peculiarly unique to the post-daybreak bay.

      “Help! Help!” I shrieked, swallowing water. I thrashed even more wildly in the chilly water.

      My pleas were met with more silence.

      I spit out a mouthful of brackish water. I stopped flailing and started treading water as readily as a seal. I frowned, peering into the thick fog. I saw nothing and no one.

      “Anyone? Anyone? Bueller? Bueller?”

      No one responded. What else was new? The cotton-like fog which clung to the water like a fluffy blanket was still. It muffled the ambient sound, making it seem as though I was the sole occupant of a watery world. The fog dispersed the light of the morning sun, giving the area an otherworldly glow.

      What’s a girl gotta do, I thought, to get attacked by a sea monster? Hang a copy of Moby Dick around her neck?

      “Call me Ishmael,” I called out into the fog. Still nothing. Maybe Chessie wasn’t much of a reader. It only stood to reason. Water wreaked havoc on books.

      I was of course in no actual danger of drowning. I could swim like a fish thanks to Dad’s patient tutelage of me in one of the District’s YMCA pools when I was barely out of diapers. I had been chumming the waters of Astor Bay with my own sweet self for the past few days, hoping to attract Chessie, just like the thrashings of Amanda Hawking in these same waters had led to Chessie attacking and killing the student earlier in the week.

      “Astor Bay Sea Monster Strikes Again!” had been the National Inquiry headline which spurred me to drag myself out of my sick bed and get Agatha to drive me to the Eastern Shore. The story’s lede had read, “A busty boating 20-year-old Salisbury University student named Amanda Hawking was reduced from a D cup to a sea cup by Chessie.” I knew the tabloid could only openly report news about the magical world if it appeared farcical to mundane readers, but I didn’t like the fact it cracked jokes about people who died at the hands of the monsters I was going after. Especially when Goatman had nearly made me one of those people.

      I had not caught so much as a glimpse of the sea monster while out here in the bay. The only thing I had gotten for all my trouble was a sore throat from my pretend panicked screaming, a bellyful of salt water, and prune-like skin. The Pale Prune, while descriptive, sucked as a potential superhero name. If this was what the life of a superhero was always like, it was a lot less glamorous than I had expected.

      The only good thing about Chessie not making an appearance was its absence had given my body a chance to further heal from my encounter with Goatman. Aside from a few lingering bruises, I felt almost as good as new. Pruny, but good.

      With strong strokes, I swam back to where my bobbing brown wherry was held in place by a kayak anchor. A wherry was a type of light rowboat, a fact I had been happily ignorant of until recently. Amanda had been rowing a wherry like mine when she had been attacked by Chessie. When I had first ventured onto the bay days before, I had capsized the wherry a few times until I got the hang of handling it. To right the boat and get back in it, I had used a technique called the Capistrano flip. It had been taught to me by the guy Agatha had bought the boat from with CEB funds.

      Anchors, wherries, Capistrano flips . . . my landlubbing days were over. I was turning into Jacques Cousteau. Ahoy matey.

      I kicked hard with my legs, propelling my torso partly out of the water with a splash and into the middle of the wherry. The maneuver further squished my boobs, which were already squished by a tight sports bra. I wiggled the rest of the way onto the boat, dragging my legs out of the water. The wherry rocked threateningly but didn’t overturn. It wasn’t a victory on the level of defeating Chessie, but it was the biggest victory I had experienced in days. I would take it.

      My clothes—Salisbury University maroon and gold sweatpants and a matching hoodie—were identical to the ones Amanda had worn when she was attacked by Chessie. All cotton, they retained water like a sponge. I sat in the wherry’s cockpit, wet as a baby pulled from the womb. The air wasn’t as cold as the water, but it was chilly. I started shivering.

      I cast a fire spell, setting my body on fire. It was more like a weak pilot light than a blaze. Steam rose from my clothes as they rapidly dried. Soon I was dry as Bob Newhart’s wit. Victory number two. At the rate I was piling them up, surely Chessie didn’t stand a chance.

      I sat still and bobbed in the wherry for a moment, reflecting on Newhart, Cousteau, and the fact I made a lot of old person references for someone in her twenties. Maybe I had an old soul.

      My reverie was interrupted by my stomach rumbling loudly. My healthy, waist-slimming breakfast—oatmeal with raisins, black coffee with no sugar, and a glass of hotel tap water—seemed forever ago. Hours of pretending to drown burned a lot of calories.

      I pulled from the wherry cockpit a waterproof bag and retrieved a protein bar. Unwrapped, it looked like particle board. It’s packaging read, “No artificial flavors. No preservatives. No sweeteners. No B.S.” I took a cautious bite. And no taste, I mentally added as I chewed. I wondered why they had left that part off the package. Maybe they had run out of room.

      The heat of the morning sun was starting to burn off the thick fog. Later in the day these waters would be plied by watermen and recreational rowboats, sailboats and powerboats. Now, though, I was the only person in sight. It was quiet out here. In Washington, D.C. and other major cities, there was always some sort of ambient noise: Traffic. The whoosh of the subway. The rumble of the city bus. People hustling, bustling, talking, laughing, crying, loving, living fast and dying slow. It was like a heartbeat—always there, but not noticed until it was disrupted. I liked the city’s noise and missed it.

      Not being amid it gave me lots of time to think, though. As my mouth wrestled with the protein bar in a silence broken only by lapping water, I mulled over what Agatha had shared with me in the car days before.

      I was warming to her. They say to understand all is to forgive all. I did not yet understand why she had chosen to abandon me and Dad, but I was starting to understand her as a person and what motivated her. While Agatha wasn’t perfect—like mother, like daughter, apparently—she wasn’t the perfectly evil monster I had always assumed her to be. Like fissures forming in a block of thawing ice, cracks were forming in the icy block of hate I had been carrying around in my heart since childhood. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I had hated Agatha for so long, the emotion had become like an old shoe—comfortable and familiar. The hatred was fading, and I didn’t know how to process that. Walking around in these stiff new shoes where Agatha wasn’t an evil monster would take some getting used to.

      Right now, they were pinching my pruny feet. I pushed thoughts of Agatha to the back burner. Chessie was on the front burner.

      I choked down the rest of the protein bar. It settled in my stomach like a lead weight. A sticky film coated my teeth. The aftertaste was . . . interesting. This must’ve been what decomposing cardboard dipped in wax tasted like. I wondered if a life of healthy eating was one worth living. Chessie might make the issue moot and put me out of my misery. If I ate many more protein bars, I would start rooting for it.

      I brushed crumbs off my lap, sighed, and reluctantly started pulling up the wherry’s anchor. Chessie couldn’t put me out of my clean eating misery if I never found her. Aquaman’s marine telepathy was looking pretty good right now. I was sorry I had ever mocked him. If I could consult with the bay’s fish, I likely would have found Chessie already. I could be drooling over a plate of celebratory, cheat day barbecue ribs right now instead of digesting cardboard.

      I was anchored in a U-shaped cove, not too far from the Astor Bay Maritime Museum in Saint Michaels. The rapid dissipation of the fog under the glare of the morning sun revealed the trees lining the coast in the distance. I had used an earth spell to bury a knapsack containing Puck at the base of one of those trees. An X marked the spot. Maybe I’d try being a pirate next if this whole superhero thing didn’t work out. Wearing Puck while I dove in and out of the bay had seemed foolish. If I got tangled up in a heavy, waterlogged cloak, my pretend drowning might turn into a real drowning.

      Besides, Amanda had not been wearing a cloak, magical or otherwise, when she was attacked by Chessie. According to the CEB files I reviewed, the Salisbury University student had been wearing what I now wore when she had been attacked by Chessie in this very cove. Bystanders on the far shore had witnessed her wherry being overturned, her crying out for help using the same words I now used, and then being pulled under by Chessie. I was trying to replicate the circumstances of Amanda’s attack as closely as possible, not knowing if something specific had made Chessie attack Amanda and her boat, or if it was simply a case of Amanda having been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Chessie had lived peacefully in Astor Bay for decades, presumably living off fish and other marine life. It was only around the time the other monsters became violent that Chessie had started attacking and, in several cases, killing swimmers and boaters. All of Chessie’s attacks had taken place in or around this cove. As a result, I did not have to patrol the entire bay to look for Chessie. Thank goodness. Just this area was big enough.

      I paddled out of the cove. Since no one was around, I really put my back into it. I skimmed speedily across the water like a skipped rock. I wondered how many Olympic athletes who medaled were secretly Gifted. As the day waxed and more people got onto the water, I would stop my drowning woman routine—I was trying to attract Chessie’s attention, not a gaggle of Good Samaritans—and just patrol the massive area in my boat, hoping to spot Chessie. Once I found the sea monster, I would subdue it. Well, try to.

      I knew it wasn’t the world’s best plan. Thrashing around in the water in the hopes Chessie was nearby and would attack me was akin to agitating pond water, inch by inch, hoping to stir to the surface a single, very specific grain of sand. Worse, actually, because the bay was much bigger than some rinky-dink pond. Approximately 200 miles long, the bay was the largest estuary in the United States, and the third biggest in the world.

      There had to be a better way. If so, I didn't know what it was. I just had to keep trying and be patient. Unfortunately, patience had never been one of my virtues. This was the only plan I had come up with. Well, other than praying Aquaman would become real so I could consult with him. Puck had scoffed at that one.

      So far out now I couldn’t see the shore, I slowed and came to a stop. I tossed out the anchor. I dove into the water again. I swam a bit away from the wherry. I started my damsel in distress routine, churning the water as loudly as I could.

      “Help! Help! I’m drowning! Somebody save me!” I should’ve been in movies. Actress, pirate . . . it was good to have backup plans.

      I was about to give up and move to yet another location when something streaked out of the lingering fog. The yellow and blue blur shot toward me like a speeding bullet. Before I could react, I was yanked out of the water. I zoomed into the air like a rocket’s payload.

      A cape flapped loudly behind the person in whose arms I unexpectedly found myself. For a split second I thought this was Ghost, the licensed Hero who had carried me like this when we had flown to retrieve the Spear of Destiny.

      No. Though this guy wore a costume, he was not Ghost.

      “Hey! What’s the big idea?” I tried to shove myself away from the big stranger. It was like shoving a sequoia. “Let go!”

      “Never fear, good citizen,” the masked man rumbled. “You’re safe now.”

      Never fear, good citizen? Who taught this guy to talk? The Boy Scouts? “What are you talking about? Put me down this second. What’re you, crazy?”

      “I’m a licensed Hero. I’m saving your life.” The costumed man said it soothingly, deliberately, like he was calming a child having a tantrum. The wind whistled in my ears as we zoomed high over the bay. The man’s yellow-blonde hair blew around like Medusa’s snakes in the wind. The more I squirmed, the tighter he clasped me. “You were drowning. Please remain calm while I fly you to safety. You’re probably in shock.”

      “Are you an idiot? I’m not in shock. I’m mad. I wasn’t drowning you jackass.”

      The man frowned. “Then why were you thrashing in the water, crying for help?”

      “Because—” I stopped myself. What could I say? That I was pretending to drown to attract the attention of a magical sea monster so I, a sorceress acting on behalf of the rulers of a hidden magical world, could subdue it? I might as well throw myself into the Well of Souls for violating the First Rule if I said that to a mundane, even a Heroic one. “Never mind why. All you need to know is that I’m fine. Definitely not drowning. No need for a rescue. Thanks, but no thanks. Now put me down.”

      We descended. The man tilted me over, and my feet touched sand. Just like that, I had been whisked all the way back to the shore. I couldn’t even see my wherry from here.

      “This is not what I meant,” I snapped, swiping wet hair out of my eyes. “I meant put me back down in the water.”

      Now that I was standing and not being cradled like a baby, I got a good look at my so-called rescuer. His cape and boots were metallic blue. A large belt of the same color was around his waist. It reminded me of the belts professional wrestlers were awarded when they won one of their fake championships. On the front of the belt was the white outline of a sledgehammer. The rest of his costume was dark yellow, matching the color of his long hair. The yellow costume clung to his muscly body like a second skin. His mask only covered the area around his eyes. He had a young face. If I saw this guy in civvies, the only thing that would stop me from making the connection between him and his Heroic alter ego was the guy’s wishful thinking.

      The man’s muscles squirmed under his tight outfit as he crossed his arms and glowered down at me.

      “If you were not in need of assistance, you should not have been crying for help,” he lectured in a deep voice. It sounded like a not-quite-right James Earl Jones impersonation. Luke, I am your father. “People crying wolf draw attention and resources away from those who legitimately need help.”

      I might have been intimidated by how he loomed over me if he didn’t remind me of a puppy—inexperienced, not fully grown, and liable to tuck his tail between his legs if you ignored his posturing bark and growled back at him.

      “How old are you?” I demanded.

      Startled, the costumed man blinked. “Thirty.”

      “Sure you are.” If this puppy was a day over nineteen, I’d eat an acre of protein bars. Heroes like Ghost had gravitas, wearing it like it was an additional costume. This kid was trying to project the same aura of authority, but he didn’t have the experience to back it up. It came across as play-acting. Two could play at that play-acting game. I sensed I was better at it than this novice. “And stop it with that fake Batman voice,” I said brusquely. “That only intimidates people in the movies. What’s your name?”

      He took a step back, suddenly unsure of himself. “Sledgehammer. Sledgehammer, ma’am.” Though he spoke in a regular, non-gravelly voice now, he said his name proudly, like he hoped someone would leap out of the sand and take his picture. Many Heroes were household names. I had never heard of Sledgehammer. It bolstered my suspicions this guy was new to the mask and cape game. I didn’t need a superpowered mundane, inexperienced or otherwise, looking over my shoulder as I continued the search for Chessie. Unless it was Aquaman.

      “Sledgehammer, I appreciate you pulling me out of the water,” I said briskly, though authoritative curtness was hard to pull off when you were dripping like a wet rag and your eyes burned with salt water. Plus, the cold was having its usual effect on my nipples; I looked like a contestant in a wet t-shirt contest. “I’m proud of you. Your heart is in the right place. Unfortunately, you’re interfering with a covert Heroic operation. You’re going to have to evacuate the area so I can get back to my mission.”

      Sledgehammer’s eyes widened. “You’re a licensed Hero too?”

      “Of course.”

      The Hero eyed my wet clothes. “But where’s your costume? Your mask?”

      I smiled, projecting the amused indulgence an old hand might deign to give a rookie. “It’s hard to conduct an operation covertly with a neon sign reading ‘Hero’ around your neck.” I saw the uncertainty in Sledgehammer’s eyes. He was young but not stupid. Not surprising. I certainly didn’t know the ins and outs of being a Hero, but I did know it was nearly impossible to earn a Hero’s license if you were a dummy.

      “I sense your skepticism and commend it,” I said. “We can’t have people running around falsely posing as Heroes. Perhaps this will allay your concerns.”

      I glanced around to verify no one else was around. I visualized what I wanted to happen, gathered my Will, executed the Wave, and said the Word: “Ignis.”

      A spark of spellfire ignited in the palm of my hand. As Sledgehammer watched spellbound (hah!), the spark floated out of my hand. It came to a stop over my head. The spark exploded with a bang, expanding like a miniature supernova. The fire took shape, spelling out the letters H-E-R-O. Sparks shot off the letters like they were sparklers. A fiery arrow extended out of the bottom of the O to point down at me. I knew it was over the top, but keeping my magic a secret from the wider world rarely gave me this kind of chance to indulge my inner ham.

      “Wow!” Sledgehammer said, his face glowing in the light of my spellfire. “You’re a pyrokinetic.”

      “Among other things.” I waved my hand dramatically—add stage magician to actress and pirate on the list of backup occupations—and my spellfire puffed into nonexistence. “Believe me now?”

      The doubt in his eyes wavered but did not disappear. “You’ve only proven that you’re a Metahuman. Not that you have a Hero’s license. Using Metahuman powers without a license is a violation of the Hero Act of 1945. If you are illegally using superpowers, that makes you a Rogue. If you can’t satisfy me you are a Hero, I have a legal obligation to hand you over to the authorities.”

      Sheesh, this do-gooder was worse than a dog with a bone. Seeing me hesitate, Sledgehammer stepped closer and reached for me. My mind raced and dug something out of my interactions with Ghost.

      “What about the space station?” I said.

      Sledgehammer froze. “What?”

      “Come now, don’t be coy. We both know I’m talking about the secret space station orbiting Earth the Heroes’ Guild maintains as part of an early warning system in case of another alien invasion. Only licensed Heroes know of its existence.”

      Sledgehammer’s arms fell to his side. “I’m sorry I doubted you,” he said sheepishly.

      “That’s quite all right,” I said magnanimously. “We Heroes can never be too careful. We must be ever vigilant against the unscrupulous.” Dealing with this Cub Scout was making me sound like a comic book character. Pretty soon I would be using a catchphrase like that wizard superhero from the comics. Doctor Stranger Things, I think his name was. By the hoary hosts of Hoggoth! Blech. As if any self-respecting magician would be caught dead saying such a thing. Who writes that stuff?

      Sledgehammer lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Does your secret mission have something to do with the giant sea creature that’s been spotted in these waters?”

      I kept my face neutral, though I cursed internally. Obviously talk of Chessie had gotten out despite the work of the Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division. Rumor was the only thing known to science or magic that traveled faster than the speed of light. “I can’t discuss the details of my mission,” I said. “It’s classified. Suffice it to say I’m here on Guild business. On the orders of Ghost himself.” Since Ghost was the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild, his seemed like a good name to drop.

      Sledgehammer’s eyes widened. “You know Ghost?” he asked in a hushed tone. He said it the way a devout Christian might if I told him I had drunk wine with Jesus.

      “Of course I know Ghost.” I hesitated. I had been about to say, I taught him everything he knows, but that lie seemed like a bit much. “I work closely with him.”

      “You’ve got to let me help,” Sledgehammer said eagerly. “If Ghost is involved, it’s got to be something big. I recently graduated from Hero Academy and am looking to make a name for myself. It’s why I started patrolling the area, hoping to find and defeat the sea creature that’s said to be terrorizing the region. If I make a big enough splash, I can parlay it into a berth on one of the major Hero teams. The Heartland Heroes, or maybe the Gulf Coast Guardians. I even heard that Omega is looking for Heroes to round out the new team he’s formed to replace the Sentinels. If I can get on a team like that, with that kind of platform, just think of all the good I can do in the world.” Sledgehammer almost quivered with excitement, reinforcing my impression of him as an overgrown puppy. His green eyes burned with enthusiasm. I regretted using Ghost’s name. Me and my big mouth. “You’ve got to let me help you. I know I can be of use. I just know it. I’m a flying brick.”

      “Flying brick?”

      “Yes, a flying brick,” he repeated, frowning at my ignorance. I supposed flying brick was a term I would know if I really were a licensed Hero. If I was going to continue to impersonate a Hero, I needed to bone up on the lingo. “I can fly, I’m super strong, and super tough. Not invulnerable, but tough. I’m no Avatar. Though who is? But I’m tough enough that I can do stuff like fly all the way to outer space and survive unprotected. Not for long, though. I still need to breathe.”

      I shook my head firmly. “As impressive as that all is, it does not change the fact my secret mission is just that—a secret. Meaning I can’t use your help. Sorry. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to it. You must leave the area and stay away. Far away. Guild business. I’m sure you understand.”

      Sledgehammer’s face fell. “Are you sure?”

      “Quite.”

      Sledgehammer’s shoulders slumped. He looked deflated. “All right then.” Sledgehammer started to rise. “Regardless, it was nice meeting you. Good luck with your mission.”

      He floated into the air rapidly. A startled bird veered out of his way.

      Nice guy, I thought as I watched him rise, though as green as a turnip. Even so, if people like him were Heroes, the mundane world was in pretty good hands.

      Sledgehammer became a tiny streak of color heading east. I lost him in the glare of the sun.

      Darn it! I suddenly realized I should have gotten him to fly me back to my boat. I could not simply open a portal to it. Not only would I risk a passerby on the water spotting the glowing mystical opening, but Puck had repeatedly warned me that opening a portal on or around a non-fixed location like water was not only nearly impossible, but exceedingly dangerous. Materialize in the middle of something, kill myself, plus cause a massive explosion kind of dangerous.

      I let out a disgusted breath. I reluctantly trudged toward the water. Even with my Gifted strength and endurance, a long, tiring swim to my anchored wherry was ahead of me.

      Sledgehammer’s visit had not been a total waste of time, though.

      Watching him rise into the air had given me an idea of a better way to locate Chessie.
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      I soared over Astor Bay. I flapped my wings, letting my crow instincts guide me upward to an air current.

      Once in it, I stretched my wings out and glided, conserving my energy. I peered down at the water while simultaneously keeping a wary eye out for predator birds through my wide crow peripheral vision. It would be mighty ironic if I had survived Goatman only to get ripped to shreds by a bald eagle’s talons. Since the bald eagle was the United States’ national bird, maybe there was some sort of honor in being killed by one. There were limits to my patriotism, though.

      It was a little after midday. The reflected sun turned the bay into a glittering jewel. I saw boats and people galore on the water below, but no sign of Chessie. Why should today be any different than yesterday? The only marine animals I had spotted with my bird eyes the past couple of days were bottlenose dolphins. If I could have spoken to them, I would have asked them if they had seen Chessie. I longed for Aquaman yet again. I bet I was the first woman who had ever done that.

      “This would go a lot faster if you would let me possess more than one bird at a time,” I said to Puck.

      Or at least I tried to say that. It came out of my crow throat as a series of caws and gurgles.

      Ooops. Flying was easy once I’d gotten the hang of it—I just let my bird host’s instincts take over once I mentally pointed him in the direction I wanted to go. Vocalizing thoughts was much harder. I wasn’t used to tooling around in a crow’s brain like the driver of a flying car. Puck was riding shotgun in the crow’s brain with me, attached to my chi like—as he had put it—a barnacle attached to a whale. It had not gone unnoticed that I was the whale in that insulting analogy.

      “This would go a lot faster if you would let me possess more than one bird at a time,” I said to Puck, thinking the words at him this time instead of letting them squawk out of my bird throat.

      That’s a terrible idea, he said.

      “Why is it such a bad idea to monitor the entire bay through the eyes of a flock of crows instead of a portion of the bay through the eyes of just one?”

      Murder.

      “Wait. Someone would get murdered if I did it?”

      A murder of crows. I’m saying that a flock of crows is called a murder of crows. Precise diction is important, especially for a sorceress. And yes, someone would die. But it would be suicide, not murder. There are some Master Druids who could pull off projecting their consciousness into multiple animals at once without going mad and dying horrifically, but that’s not you. It took you hours to master the spell to possess just one.

      I felt stubborn, not to mention increasingly impatient about not having spotted Chessie. “If a Master Druid could do it, I bet I could too. You should at least let me try. My magical capacity has surprised you in the past.”

      I've bonded with Master Druids. I know Master Druids. Master Druids have been friends of mine. Sage, you're no Master Druid.

      That sounded familiar. I mulled over why as I beat my wings, moved out of one air current, and started gliding on yet another. I remembered. “You stole that from Lloyd Bentsen. He said something similar to Dan Quayle during a vice presidential debate when Quayle compared himself to Jack Kennedy.”

      Did I steal it? Or did Bentsen steal it from me? One of the main problems with being stuck in a cloak is I can't trademark my best witticisms. And frankly, I'm surprised you know the difference between Texas Senator Bentsen and the TV show Benson.

      “My father was a history teacher, remember? I know things about things.”

      I'll concede you know more about American history than I would've expected. And you're proving you know a thing or two about butt kicking. But high-level magic? That's my bailiwick. And I'm telling you you're not ready to control more than one bird at a time. You know what they say: "Insanity is magicians casting spells they're not ready for, them dying over and over, and yet expecting a different result."

      “Literally no one says that.”

      Only because that's one of my witticisms no one's gotten around to stealing. Regardless, the fact it's not yet a shibboleth doesn't obviate its truthfulness.

      I didn't want to admit I didn't understand obviate, shibboleth, or bailiwick. I got the gist of Puck’s point, though. Dad had died when I fooled around with magic I wasn't ready for. I should not repeat the same mistake, especially not when I was trying to break the destructive tyranny of my old habits.

      I pushed my impatience and what Puck said I should not do aside and tried to focus on the here and now. I had possessed a crow because Puck had told me crows, ravens and owls were naturally amenable to being taken over magically. It was why mundane literature and folklore often associated those birds with witches and magicians—as with the mystical number seven, a magical truth had bled into mundane public consciousness. I had gone with a crow instead of an owl because Puck said most owls were nocturnal. I didn’t want to search for Chessie at night. All its attacks had occurred during the day.

      Crows had an unusually wide field of vision compared to other birds. The world spread out below me like a panorama. This was the first time I had ever flown. Under my own power, at least. Being carried by airplanes, Ghost, and Sledgehammer didn't count.

      Unshackled from gravity’s usual constraints, I felt as free as . . . well, a bird. I dove, did a belly roll, then swooped back into the air current I had been gliding on.

      The sun was warm on my beating wings. A couple of young women were sunbathing topless on a sailboat below. If I had been looking for chests rather than Chessie, mission accomplished. Several fish leaped out of the water like synchronized swimmers.

      Seeing the fish reminded me I was hungry. Maybe I should take a break from the search and grab a snack. Back on the shore, I had spotted the nest of a late brooding bluebird, high up in a tree near where a motorcyclist and his girlfriend camped. The bluebird had left her eggs unattended. They would make a tasty snack.

      Sage.

      There was a rest area off a nearby highway where tourists threw out corn for the ducks. I could swoop in and gobble a bunch of it up. The ducks would protest, but let them. Their quack was worse than their bite.

      Earth to Sage.

      Or, I could go scratch the ground for a bit. A fat, juicy worm would really hit the spot.

      Hey Sage! Snap out of it!

      Startled, I came to my senses. Without realizing it, I had dropped out of my glide, and was heading back to the tree-lined shore, ready to fill my belly with worms. My mind recoiled at the now revolting thought.

      What were you just thinking about? Puck demanded suspiciously.

      “Nothing.”

      Nothing my butt. It was as if you were on another planet there for a second. What did I tell you about staying focused? If you let your mind wander, the bird's instincts will start to supplant yours. If you're not careful, it'll swallow your chi whole. And you think you’re ready to possess multiple birds? Hah! That’s enough searching for today. Let’s get you back into your own body.

      “But—"

      But nothing. I only agreed to teach you this spell if you in turn agreed to stop on my say so. And I say so. It’s time to close the aviary for the day. We’ll try again bright and early tomorrow morning.

      “Fine,” I snapped, though I was more annoyed at myself for losing focus than I was at Puck.

      I was about to release my hold on the spell allowing me to possess the crow when I saw a dark shadow under the surface of the water near several large sailboats.

      “Do you see that?” I asked Puck excitedly.

      Does a monster mash?

      As the shadow rose to the surface, its true size was revealed. Lengthwise, it was much longer than the longest of the sailboats it was near.

      The shadow broke the surface with a splash. It roared, producing a sound that was like a combination of a lion’s roar and a jet fighter taking off. Even up here, I felt the vibration of the sound in my chest and hollow bones.

      It was Chessie. It had to be. What else looked like a submariner’s nightmare come true?

      Mottled green, brown, and black, Chessie looked like a mad scientist had combined the DNA of a snake and a moray eel, and then force-fed the resulting monstrosity a growth serum. Its gaping, almost circular mouth was almost as wide as my human body was long. Sharp bony projections—more like fangs than teeth—ringed the mouth. Two large, curved barbels hung under its mouth, writhing there like hyperactive anaconda. Several large black flippers arrayed the beast’s torso. Rocklike spikes of irregular lengths poked out of the monster’s eel-like head, and ran to about midway down the monster’s body. From there down to the tip of its tapered tail, Chessie’s body was smooth, like a snake’s. Its wet scales shimmered under the sun. The rainbow colors would have been pretty if the body producing them had not been so grotesque.

      You see its eyes? Puck’s voice was a combination of awed and disgusted.

      “How can I not?” Chessie’s head was raised out of the water like the Loch Ness Monster’s in the supposedly fake (it was not) 1934 famous photo of the Scottish beast. Chessie’s huge, wideset orbs were red and glowing, just like Goatman’s had been.

      It bolsters the theory that an external force has made Chessie go mad, just like with Goatman, Puck said.

      I hovered in the air, stunned by Chessie’s abrupt appearance after all these days of searching in vain. As I stared at the beast, its head twisted. Its eyes fixated on the closest of the surrounding sailboats, an anchored catamaran. Several people were aboard; they scrambled like ants at Chessie’s sudden appearance. Their mouths were agape. I couldn’t hear them scream, but surely they weren’t singing Under the Sea from The Little Mermaid.

      It was as if the people’s reaction had pulled Chessie’s trigger. The monster started swimming toward the catamaran, moving the way a snake does, curving a sine wave through the water.

      I didn’t have to hear the Jaws theme start to play to know we were about to witness a boat attack. I couldn’t do anything about it in this crow body.

      “We’ve got to go,” I said to Puck, preparing again to release my hold on my spell and return my consciousness to my body. It was concealed among the trees on the far shore. I didn’t know how I could get my body from where it was to Chessie in time to stop the sea monster from attacking the catamaran, but I had to try.

      A blur of yellow streaked from overhead like a lightning bolt, followed by a loud pop as the object broke the sound barrier. The blur slowed and came into focus as it approached Chessie.

      I cursed. “It’s Sledgehammer.”

      The Hero you mentioned? I thought you told him to beat it.

      “The idiot must be hard of hearing.” My mind raced with thoughts of why Sledgehammer would still be here. “Maybe he stuck around because he thought he could make a name for himself by helping out with the Heroes’ Guild project I lied about. It was a mistake to drop Ghost’s name the way I did.”

      Sledgehammer’s racing body dipped close to the bay’s waters, then arced up, right under Chessie’s big head. His fist collided with Chessie’s chin. Chessie’s massive head was slammed to the side.

      Ouch! That must’ve hurt. I’ll say this for him—homeboy sure does hit hard. Maybe Meddling Man will take care of Chessie and we won’t have to risk our necks, Puck suggested hopefully.

      Chessie’s tail rose from the water. It curved up and around like a whip. The thick tail smacked into the flying Hero. Sledgehammer’s body folded into a U. Sledgehammer rocketed backward, like a baseball smashed by a baseball team’s best slugger.

      Or not, Puck said.

      With his blue cape fluttering around him, Sledgehammer’s limp body arced through the air toward the trees on the shore. Thick trunks snapped like toothpicks as his body crashed through them. Broken trees began to fall like dominoes. Sledgehammer was lost to view in the gloom of the tree thicket. A cloud of birds rose from the trees like a swarm of disturbed flies.

      I hoped Sledgehammer was still alive. There was no way I could have survived a blow like that. Hopefully the Hero had not been exaggerating when he told me how tough he was.

      Chessie moved toward the catamaran again. The people aboard scrambled like ants. First things first. I’d have to see about Sledgehammer later.

      I released my hold on the avian possession spell. When I had astrally projected in search of the Spear of Destiny, my spirit returning to my body had been like a stretched rubber band snapping back into place, with the world springing into fast forward around my retracting spirit.

      This was not like that. As soon as I relaxed my Will, I went from being in the crow to being back in my human body. I blinked my bleary eyes. It was like waking from a disorienting dream.

      I stood, staggered, and almost fell. My legs were stiff, having been in the lotus position all the hours I had inhabited the crow. My foot kicked the sand, smudging the intricate lines of the protective circle around me. The protective magic dissipated with a small pop of rushing air I more felt than heard. Guided by Puck, I had drawn the circle around me to keep evil spirits and other nasties out of my body while my consciousness was absent.

      I took a moment to orient myself, then strode off through the trees. In a few seconds, my legs recovered enough that I could run. I bounded through the underbrush like a deer fleeing a predator. I headed toward the beach.

      How are we going to get to the monster? Puck asked. I ran so fast he was whipping behind me. I’m no Magellan, but it seems to me Chessie is pretty far out in the bay. Even with your strength, that catamaran will be kindling by the time you can paddle there in the wherry. And you can forget about portaling there. Need I remind you portals and water don’t mix?

      “I’ve got a plan,” I panted.

      Whenever you say that, it winds up being something terrifying, Puck said grimly. Should I go ahead and start screaming now?

      I burst into a clearing near the water’s edge. At the last second, I remembered to pull my mask out of my pocket and shove it on.

      Startled, the man and the woman cooking over a small fire looked up as I burst into their campsite. I glanced at their motorcycle I had seen from the air. Black with a splash of chrome, it was an Indian Chief Dark Horse with a keyless ignition. I hurried closer to the couple.

      “I need to borrow your motorcycle,” I huffed.

      “What?” the man said, rising to his feet. He was big and burly. The woman wasn’t much smaller. She should have tried my oatmeal and cardboard diet.

      “I’m a superhero. It’s an emergency. Lives are at stake,” I panted. “I’m commandeering your motorcycle. Where’s the key fob?”

      The man stared at me like I was crazy. A broken twig dangled in the corner of my eye. It was entangled in my hair. I yanked it out. I knew how foolish I looked in my cloak, mask, shorts and t-shirt. I must have looked like Captain Underpants. Olgram needed to hurry the heck up with that super suit if I ever was going to be taken seriously.

      The man shook his head. “I don’t know what your game is cupcake, but whatever it is, we’re not—”

      The rest of the words gurgled in his throat when I clipped him in the jaw. He collapsed like a sack of cement. Cursing, the woman heaved her bulk up. She swung a frying pan at my head. I ducked it easily, palmed her face like it was a basketball, and shoved. Her arms windmilled, she staggered backward, tripped, and fell heavily.

      My foot nudged the man’s outstretched hand away from being too close to the fire. I patted him down and pulled from his pocket the wireless key fob that would let me start the motorcycle. I stepped over to the bike and threw a leg over. A helmet dangled from a handlebar. Safety first. I shoved it on. It smelled like sweat and tobacco.

      “Sorry about this,” I called out to the woman. She struggled unsuccessfully to get to her feet. “But there’s no time for a debate. Plus, I don’t like being called cupcake.”

      I slapped the helmet’s visor down, tucked Puck under my butt to make sure he didn’t get snagged in a moving part, and started the motorcycle. I revved the engine. With a spray of sand, I bounced over the rough ground toward the water.

      Holy moley, Easy Rider! Puck exclaimed. I didn’t know you knew how to ride a motorcycle. Who taught you?

      “Bigfoot. Now hush. I need to focus.”

      Marshaling my Will, I fixed in my mind what I wanted to happen. I took my hand off the handlebar long enough to execute the Wave, and said the Word: “Aqua.”

      The bike vroomed into the bay. Rather than the bike sinking into the water with a splash, its tires whirled on the water like the liquid was as solid as a highway.

      Encouraged—I hadn’t been certain my water spell would work—I gunned the engine.

      Like a spurred stallion, the Dark Horse cycle surged deeper into the bay, toward where I had seen Chessie pursuing the sailboats.
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      Jesus Christ! Puck exclaimed as we zipped across the surface of the bay on the motorcycle. And I mean that literally. I’ve heard of walking on water but riding on it is a new one.

      “Would you zip it? I’m trying to concentrate.” Puck mumbled in irritation at being shushed. I blocked him out. It took a lot of effort to both maintain the spell—I unspooled it in front of the bike’s wheels like an invisible red carpet—and to keep the bike on the narrow magical path that dipped and rose like the fickle fluid it was.

      The wind roared around me. Spray from the water spritzed my bare legs and arms. In moments, we zoomed past the dogleg of land that blocked my view of where we had seen Chessie and the boats.

      My worst fears had not been realized: the catamaran Chessie had been swimming toward when I last saw it had not been reduced to floating debris. It was still intact, and its occupants unharmed. The boat had pulled up anchor and was moving away from Chessie. All the nearby boats were hastening away as well. Smart. I was the only dum-dum who was rushing toward the giant sea monster.

      No, not the only dum-dum. Sledgehammer buzzed around Chessie like a yellowjacket, diving in to punch the beast, and then zipping away before the monster could get its teeth or whiplike tail on the Hero. Sledgehammer had not been kidding when he told me he was a flying brick—he obviously had recovered enough from being smacked into those trees to fly back and continue the fight. The people on the catamaran undoubtedly owed their lives to him.

      The bike’s engine roared as I zoomed closer toward Chessie. Chessie’s teeth snapped at the flying Hero. Sledgehammer dodged out of the way. In proof the monster was not unintelligent, the attack had merely been a feint: to avoid Chessie’s teeth, Sledgehammer flew right into its waiting tail, which extended out of the water like a swaying cobra. The tail coiled around the Hero like a thick rope. Sledgehammer struggled to free himself, but obviously couldn’t.

      Chessie’s tail slapped the water. Still trapped in its coils, Sledgehammer was submerged. The water where he disappeared bubbled like a jacuzzi. The Hero did not reappear. I remembered what he had told me about why he could not stay long in the vacuum of space—despite how tough he was, he still needed to breathe.

      Sledgehammer would drown. I had to save him.

      I gunned the throttle wide open. I closed in on the sea monster. It got bigger and bigger as I approached, looming up out of the water like an iceberg. I rocketed toward its back end, the part closest to its submerged tail. Chessie had not spotted me. Fortunately, its head faced away from my approach. I glanced at the speedometer. It read over 120 miles per hour.

      Um, Sage, Puck interjected nervously as we got closer and closer to the wall of monster flesh. What are you doing?

      I didn’t answer. There was no time for a discussion, no time to formulate the perfect plan. Sledgehammer was going to die. I had to act, and act now.

      I readied myself. We were practically on top of Chessie. I released my hold on my water spell, simultaneously casting an air spell and letting go of the motorcycle.

      A potent puff of air lifted me off the cycle. Without me to steer it and with nothing solid underneath it, the motorcycle plowed into the bay, slowing with a spray of water as it tumbled on the water’s surface.

      But not me. My momentum carried me forward. I shot like a cannonball toward the monster. I tucked my chin into my chest and braced myself. I was faintly aware of Puck wailing in my head.

      THOOM! My helmeted head hit Chessie’s body like a bullet slamming into a wall. Chessie roared in pain.

      I saw stars. I tasted blood. I bounced like a thrown ball. I hit the water. It felt like hitting cement. The air whooshed out of my lungs. Water rushed in through the now cracked helmet. Soon I’d be wearing a fishbowl.

      Get up! Get up! Puck begged. I wanted to. But I couldn’t. Stunned, my limbs weren’t working right. I couldn’t figure out which way was up. I inhaled water.

      I felt something hard under my body. I braced for Chessie’s bite or being crushed in the coils of its tail.

      My helmet was ripped away. The water encircling my head fell away. I sputtered and coughed up liquid.

      A bright light blinded me. I squinted, and realized it was the sun. I was airborne. Sledgehammer carried me. His wet yellow hair plastered his head like thrown spaghetti. One side of his masked face was a bloody mess, as if he had been beaten with brass knuckles. His costume was ripped. His body was a mass of cuts and welts.

      “Are you all right?” he asked around coughs. The way he was hawking up water, he sounded like me.

      You two are like the Wonder Twins, Puck said. Wonder Twin powers, activate! Shape of a camel! Let this yahoo have the water powers. I’ve had all the water I can stand. I didn’t know what Puck was talking about. What else was new?

      “I’m fine,” I sputtered. My coughing belied my words. I felt the way a nail probably felt after being smacked by a hammer. “What about you?” My eyes moved from the Hero’s face to his arm which supported my legs. His hand was at an unnatural angle. His wrist was obviously broken.

      “All this?” Sledgehammer grinned. His teeth were red with blood. “Tis but a scratch.” The fool looked like he was having the time of his life. We clearly weren’t twins, Wonder or otherwise. I would rather be in a nice, safe, dry, monster-free bed eating chocolate and watching something non-terrifying and non-aquatic on TV. Definitely not Shark Week. “I take it you freed me from the embrace of that monster. Thank you for saving my life.”

      “Right back at you.” I looked down. Now that Sledgehammer and I were out of its reach up here, Chessie beelined toward one of the retreating sailboats. The monster cut through the water much faster than the boat did. Chessie would be on top of the boat soon. “This isn’t over yet.”

      Sledgehammer looked down too. His brow furrowed. “Indeed. But fear not. With our combined might, together we shall slay the beast, protect the innocent, and save the day.” He sounded like a comic book character again. Maybe talking that way was what they taught in Hero Academy.

      “Uh-huh.” I was not nearly as optimistic. From what I had seen of Chessie so far, we were more likely to be the slayees than the slayers.

      There had to be a better way. I opened my Third Eye. As usual, the mundane world drained away, and I was left looking at the magic swirling in the mystical one.

      Chessie’s big body, being magical, glowed like a neon sign. Just as with Goatman, a cloud of red energy engulfed its brain, much like the fog had obscured the bay early this morning. A broad trail of red magical energy ran from the cloud. It extended through the air and far down through the water. The trail got noticeably narrower and more diffuse the farther Chessie swam away from the point where the trail dipped down into the water.

      “Take me over there,” I ordered Sledgehammer, pointing to the location in the bay about a mile away where the red trail entered the water. Sledgehammer looked at where I pointed, but of course could not see anything.

      “Away from the beast?” Surprise mingled with disappointment in his voice. He thought I was being cowardly.

      “You don’t understand. Something is controlling the monster. That something is underwater over there. If we can neutralize it, no one and nothing needs to die today.”

      Sledgehammer hesitated, looking doubtful. Chessie was closing in on the boats. “Trust me,” I urged. “Hurry! You’re wasting precious time.”

      The Hero made up his mind. We shot away from Chessie and toward the area in the water I pointed at. I shouted to be heard over the rushing wind. “When we get there, just drop me into the water. I’ll find the object controlling the monster. Meanwhile, you fly back to the monster and keep it busy. Stop it from reaching those boats.”

      The young Hero nodded. He suddenly beamed. “Do you know what this is? It’s a superhero team-up. My first one.” The maniac was enjoying this. Ah, the reckless ignorance of youth. I for one was terrified—for myself, him, and the people fleeing from Chessie. I knew from bitter experience not every adventure had a happy ending.

      “Now!” I said as we were almost over where the magical red contrail dipped into the water. I closed my Third Eye. Though holding it open didn’t take much effort, I needed my full concentration to pull this off.

      Sledgehammer let go of me. I dropped like a stone toward the water. Sledgehammer curved around in the air, his cape sounding like a cracking whip as he changed direction to pursue Chessie.

      I had a quick moment of panic as I fell toward the water. Puck was right—life with me was terrifying. I calmed myself, gathered my Will, executed two Waves right after the other, and cast two spells—one air, one water.

      I slammed into the water. Or rather, the bubble of air I magically held around myself slammed into the water. I sank into the bay, surrounded by a pocket of air.

      The world disappeared, replaced by a watery one. Thanks to my spells, the water did not touch me. It was as if I stood in a giant, transparent beach ball. The bubble of air sank straight down. Though water pressed against the sphere, my spells kept the bubble from popping as we approached the bay’s bottom.

      Just when I think I’ve seen everything, you go and pull something new out of your butt, Puck said, his voice full of wonder.

      “Remember that the next time you’re berating me about my ignorance about something.”

      I can’t make any promises.

      The deeper we sank, the murkier it got. Soon I could barely see. I wanted to cast a light spell but didn’t trust my ability to cast one while keeping in place the spells that maintained the air bubble and kept it sinking. I set my hand on fire instead, turning it into a torch. A school of fish was illuminated in the sudden glare. They froze, startled, before turning as one and darting away.

      They act like they’ve never seen a sorceress-cum-superhero in a submersible built out of air before, Puck said.

      Soon we touched down on the sandy bottom of the bay. Impatience burned in my belly as I waited for the disturbed sediment to settle back down some so I could see around me.

      Moving my burning hand behind my head so my eyes would better adjust to the surrounding gloom, I peered into the murk. Spellfire burned mostly magic and not oxygen, so I wasn’t worried about suffocating unless I stayed down here too long.

      Other than sparse underwater grass and water, water, and more water, I didn’t see anything.

      I extinguished my spellfire. Darkness immediately fell over us like a shroud. Ignoring the irrational part of my brain which shrieked Chessie was sneaking up on us in the darkness and was about to gobble us whole, I took a firm grip on my existing spells and opened my Third Eye again. The colorful shimmering of stray magical currents replaced the darkness all around me.

      Just a few yards away was the same sort of blood-red glowing gem I had found in Goatman’s hut. The red contrail I had seen above the water extended from the gem up through the water.

      I turned slightly so the gem was straight ahead. I closed my Third Eye and lit my hand afire again. Carefully, deliberately, I floated my air bubble toward where I had spotted the gem with my Third Eye.

      In seconds a large structure that looked like it had been woven out of seaweed and other plant matter came into view. It reminded me of a giant woven basket flipped on its side.

      Deep in the corner of the structure—which I could only assume was where Chessie rested whenever it was not doing whatever it was sea monsters did—was the gem. It floated in the water, held in place by a rope tied around it. The other end of the rope was tied to a solid piece of metal. The metal and rope held the gem in place like my anchor held my wherry in place.

      I gently moved my air bubble until it touched the dark gem. I Willed the bubble to encapsulate the gem.

      No longer buoyed up by water, the gem fell into my hand. I halfway expected something disastrous to happen when I touched the gem, but nothing did. Hard and cool to the touch, the gem felt no different than a big mundane rock.

      The rope around the gem was secured with a complex knot. It would take a while to untie it, especially since it was wet. Instead I used my spellfire to burn through the rope. I was careful to not let the fire touch the gem. I had not forgotten the concussive blast which had hit me when I had used spellfire to destroy Goatman’s gem.

      The burnt end of the rope hung in the side of my bubble like a wick in candle wax once I finished. Gem in hand, I moved out of the confines of the woven structure.

      Once the structure no longer hung over my head, I willed my bubble to float back to the surface. I let my spells dissipate as soon as I broke the water’s surface.

      I treaded water and took stock.

      Thanks to my acute vision I saw, far off in the distance, Sledgehammer fighting Chessie. He swooped around the monster like a buzzing bee, though it seemed as though he was not moving as quickly or as agilely in the air as before. I surmised he was getting the worse of his battle with Chessie.

      I had the gem which surely controlled Chessie. Yay me. Now what?

      You can’t destroy this gem like you did Goatman’s, Puck warned. Especially at this range. You’ll blow your head off.

      “I know. But I’ve got to do something. Chessie is liable to kill Sledgehammer.”

      Get the gem away from here, Puck suggested. You saw how the magical contrail running to Chessie got weaker the further the monster moved away from the gem. If you move the gem far enough away, that’ll likely break its hold on Chessie.

      Chessie’s tail smacked Sledgehammer. It was only a glancing blow, but it took Sledgehammer a moment to recover before he dived back down at the monster. “How am I supposed to get the gem away quickly enough to save Sledgehammer? I can swim fast, but not that fast. And I can’t open a portal.”

      Didn’t you tell me Sledgehammer said he could fly to space?

      I should have thought of that! “Puck, you’re a genius.”

      Duh.

      I conjured a ball of spellfire with my free hand. I sent it shooting high into the sky. It exploded there like a firework.

      After I sent up my improvised flare a second time, Sledgehammer broke off from Chessie and started flying toward me. Churning water like a battleship on the move, Chessie turned to pursue him.

      In seconds, Sledgehammer reached me. He slammed to a stop in the air over me. His costume was in tatters. Bruised and bloodied, he looked even more like a human punching bag than he had before.

      “Find what you were looking for?” he asked. He turned in midair to face the approaching sea monster. As battered as he was, he looked eager to engage with Chessie again. I couldn’t decide if he was brave or stupid.

      “Yeah.” I threw the gem up and he caught it. “Fly that thing out of here. If you get it far enough away, the monster will stop being aggressive.” I hope, I added silently.

      Sledgehammer looked reluctant to leave. He was a better man than I. Considering the rapidly approaching monster, if I could fly, the only thing left of me here would be a whiff of my mounting fear. The Hero stared at the gem. “Where am I supposed to take this?”

      “As far away as possible. Space would be good. Throwing it into the sun would be better.”

      “What about the creature?” Sledgehammer jerked his lantern chin at Chessie.

      “I’ll hold it off and keep it from turning back toward the boats.” I didn’t know if Sledgehammer was stupid or brave, but I knew which one I was. Sledgehammer’s mangled appearance was a stark reminder of Chessie’s viciousness. “Now go. Hurry!”

      Sledgehammer looked at me admiringly. “You’re very brave,” he said. Nope, the other one, I thought. My insides quivered like a bowlful of jelly as Chessie got closer.

      “I will return as soon as I can,” Sledgehammer promised solemnly. The sun seemed to give him a halo. Sledgehammer tucked the gem into his body and rose with a whoosh.

      Up, up, and away! Puck cried. In an instant, Sledgehammer was a speck in the air. In the next instant, he was gone.

      Chessie slowed. Its big head twisted up, and its burning red eyes followed Sledgehammer’s ascent into the sky. I was afraid that with the Heroic gadfly gone, Chessie would turn its attention back to the boats. There were none in the immediate area anymore, but Chessie could rapidly catch up to them at the speed with which it swam.

      Before Chessie could decide to go after the boats again, I conjured another ball of spellfire and flung it at the monster. The fireball exploded with a flash of light before it reached the distant monster. Chessie’s big head swiveled away from the heavens.

      “Hey! Big, wet, and ugly. Over here!” I threw another ball of spellfire. It hissed toward the beast and exploded right in front of its face. “That’s right—I’m talking to you. You too scared to fight a girl?”

      Chessie blinked, appearing stunned by the light for an instant. It shook its head as if to clear it. It roared. Its long teeth glinted like swords in the sun. It started undulating hard again, churning the water, swimming toward me faster than I would have thought possible for a creature its size. Its glowing red eyes glinted malevolently as they fixated on me.

      Yeah, Chessie was scared, all right. Terrified.

      No wait. That was me.

      I knew your plan would eventually result in me screaming, Puck said anxiously. Thankfully, he didn’t do it. If he started, I knew I would too.

      I bobbed in the water like a fishing cork thanks to the waves generated by Chessie’s approach. I was a sitting duck. I wished I had the motorcycle I had commandeered. I felt badly about having sunk it, and not just because I could have used it to get away from Chessie. The man and woman I had taken it from didn’t look like they could easily replace the lost motorcycle. Oh well. That’s what Satan had invented insurance for.

      Chessie loomed over me like a mountain. I summoned more spellfire and hit the monster with fireballs as quickly as I could unleash them. The spellfire sizzled against Chessie’s wet body but did no damage I could discern.

      Chessie’s head dove toward me, its big teeth snapping. I dove under the surface, adrenaline turning my arms into propellers. Chessie’s head plunged into the water with a splash, narrowly missing me.

      Underwater, I couldn’t vocalize a Word to cast a spell. Instead, I lashed out at Chessie’s submerged neck, punching it as hard as I could. Pain reverberated up my arms. Hitting Chessie’s scale-covered body was like punching a slippery brick wall.

      Chessie’s body suddenly rotated, twisting around in the water like an alligator’s death roll. My watery world of foam and bubbles spun like I had been dunked in a washing machine. Trapped under Chessie’s twisting body, I couldn’t get free. I wondered why getting the gem away from Chessie hadn’t worked. I hit my head on something hard. Chessie’s body probably. The impact made me gasp despite my effort to hold my breath. My nose and chest burned as I inhaled water. Blackness began spreading in my head like someone had dropped a bottle of ink inside it.

      I was drowning. Knowing that was happening and doing something about it were two very different things, however. Up and down, left and right were all the same in the kaleidoscope of water, bubbles, foam and spiraling monster body I was trapped in.

      Slowly, my chaotic watery world calmed. I became faintly aware that Chessie’s body had stopped rotating.

      My facedown body limp, I floated upward. My backside bumped against Chessie’s underside. Puck was shrieking something, but I could not understand what. I was hazily aware that now was the time to act, to swim, to move, to get to the surface, to get some air, to do something.

      I’ll do it in a minute, I thought. I was exhausted. I would take a quick nap here first.

      Like an old lover, darkness beckoned beguilingly. I closed my eyes and embraced the darkness.

      Something wrapped tight around one of my ankles. Water glugged in my ears as I was dragged by my ankle.

      The world abruptly brightened. Water poured off me like I was a surfaced submarine. I took a breath. Mostly air, not water this time. Even so, I choked on the inhalation. I started coughing so hard I thought my lungs would come out.

      I was moving, but not under my own power. My eyes opened to slits. My dripping hair dangled like seaweed. Through it I saw I hung upside down, suspended by my ankle. Chessie’s tail was wrapped around it. The tail held me high out of the water as the rest of the monster’s body swam in its snakelike way.

      I’m going on a cruise, I thought groggily. I like cruises. Well, not that I’ve ever been on one, but they look like something I’d like. Lots of food, lots of lounging around, and no fighting for your life. I wonder where the bartender is. I hope they serve mai tais. I know for a fact I like them.

      Chessie coasted to a stop. We were near a beach. It looked as though we were as close to it as we could get without the monster running aground.

      Chessie’s tail swung gently back, like a fisherman about to cast his rod and reel. The tail swung forward. Its coils fell away from my ankle. I sailed through the air toward the beach.

      I landed, tumbling and spinning on the ground. Sand got in my eyes, my ears, my nose, my mouth . . . in my everything.

      I came to a stop. I spat up water and grits of sand. It was the worst cruise ever.

      Is this any way to treat a passenger? I thought in outrage as I glared up at Chessie. You’ll be hearing from my lawyer, my good man. I corrected myself. My good monster.

      Chessie looked down at me with eyes that were as dark as the review I was going to leave on the cruise line’s website. Hadn’t those eyes been red before? The fact they were not anymore seemed significant somehow, but I could not remember why.

      A couple of Chessie’s flippers splashed water in my direction. It looked almost like a wave. I wasn’t sure, though. I didn’t speak sea monster.

      Chessie turned and undulated back into the bay. It sank like a submarine. In seconds, it was completely gone. Only bubbles on the water’s surface remained.

      I was starting to come to my senses. I felt nauseous. I had inhaled and swallowed a lot of water. My stomach rumbled threateningly. I struggled to my feet, hoping that would help.

      It didn’t.

      Sweet baby Poseidon! I’m such an idiot! Puck suddenly exclaimed.

      Gods above! I had assumed the crisis was over. “What now?” I croaked.

      Your superhero catchphrase. It’s been staring us in the face: What’s Kraken? Puck sounded like a kid with a new toy. What’s Kraken? he repeated. Get it?

      I responded with the withering silence that deserved.

      You’re right, Puck said, disappointed. It’s too specific to this exact situation. You need something with more general application. Back to the drawing board.

      Sledgehammer dropped out of the sky like a fallen angel. He landed in front of me with a spray of sand.

      “There’s no sign of the monster,” he said. He was panting just as hard as I was. “Did throwing the gem into space work?”

      I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak again. I bent over and put my hands on my knees. My head threatened to slide off my neck and hit the sand like a coconut. The salt water I had swallowed gurgled inside of me.

      Sledgehammer grinned victoriously despite the fact he looked like he had been beaten with a cat o’ nine tails. His fist smacked his palm. He winced, obviously having forgotten in his excitement that his wrist was broken. “I knew we would prevail if we joined forces,” Sledgehammer crowed. “Good always triumphs in the end.” Experience had taught me otherwise, but I didn’t feel up to arguing the point. I was too busy willing my belly to not erupt like Mount Vesuvius.

      “We should continue to wage war on the forces of darkness together. We make a great team.” The Hero’s green eyes grew distant, as if he were visualizing a graphic novel cover emblazoned with our names. “Sledgehammer and—” He paused, frowned, and looked down at me. “I just realized I don’t even know your name.”

      “That information is classified,” I panted. In reality, I had not settled on a superhero name yet. And even if I had one, I had been through too much to get second billing. I was Batman, not Robin; Wonder Woman, not Steve Trevor; Spider-Man, not . . . whoever his sidekick was. Spider-Kid? Spider-Mite? Itsy Bitsy Spider? I wasn’t sure. I was more of a DC Comics gal than a Marvel one.

      I opened my mouth to protest Sledgehammer’s prioritization of our names.

      It was a mistake. My stomach heaved.

      I threw up all over Sledgehammer’s blue boots.
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      Two days after my fight with Chessie, I walked into Long and Short. Ardilyn Longbeard remembered me and was not glad to see me. I got that a lot.

      Nonetheless, she ushered me into Olgram's back office and left me alone with him. I had assumed he had called me in to give me my superhero suit, but I was disappointed to see no sign of a suit in his cluttered office.

      Olgram stared at my puffy and bruised face from his seat behind his cluttered desk. “You look like what the cat dragged in,” he said.

      “Gee thanks. You look swell too.” At least Olgram wasn’t giving me the senile old man act this time. I was getting grumpy old man instead.

      Unlike me, Olgram actually did look swell. As usual, the dwarf was turned out in a beautifully tailored three-piece suit. This one was charcoal gray with faint pink pinstripes.

      Olgram impaled me with hooded blue eyes. “You’re Agatha Malvolia’s girl.”

      I felt my hackles rise at the way he said it. “Yeah. So?”

      “I looked into you after you left and found out who your mother is. It explains how you so readily manipulated me into getting what you want. Now I know why you’re such a pain in the derriere. The fruit hasn’t fallen far from the rotten tree.”

      “I don’t much like your tone.”

      “I don’t give a wererat’s ass if you like my tone or not. Just because Malvolia is next in line to be elevated to the Inner Circle, it doesn’t mean I won’t call a spade a spade. I’ve dealt with far too many of you people in my time to be afraid of one. No human scares me.”

      Everything about this unexpected conversation confused me. “Next in line? What are you talking about?”

      “You don’t know?” He searched my face. “No, I see that you don’t. Running the CEB is the traditional stepping-stone to Inner Circle membership. Four of the five newest members of the Circle used to head the CEB.” Who was in the Circle was supposed to be a secret, but I supposed little was a secret to a dwarf who had been around as long as Olgram had been.

      “Yes, I’m related to the head of the CEB. What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “At this point, I suppose nothing. I like to know whom I’m dealing with, is all.” Olgram brushed a speck of lint off his vest. “If I had known earlier you were related to that grasping, conniving witch, though, perhaps I never would have—”

      Olgram trailed off, making a strangling sound. My hand was around his throat, pinning him to the wall. I had seen red and hurtled over the desk. It had been a knee-jerk reaction. I had barely been aware I was doing it until I had done it.

      “Now you listen to me, and you listen good,” I hissed. My face was so close to Olgram’s, one of his stray whiskers tickled my chin. “That's my mother you're talking about. Do you have any idea how hard it was for her to get where she’s gotten to? She deserves respect. You'll keep a civil tongue in your head when you talk about her. If you don't, I’ll shove my foot so far up your shriveled little sphincter, you’ll have to hire a diviner to find it. Do you understand me?”

      His eyes bulging, Olgram nodded. I released my hold, and the old dwarf crumpled to the floor.

      Olgram slowly pushed himself up. “Egad, you’re strong,” he said as he rubbed his throat. He blinked at me for a few moments. He shook his head ruefully. “I can’t say I didn’t get what I deserved. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I was both embarrassed and surprised by my visceral reaction over what Olgram had called Agatha. I had thought and said much worse about her over the years. Plus, I had called her my mother. My use of the term shook me.

      “No, I mean it. I apologize. Getting old has made me mean and spiteful. I shouldn’t have talked about your mother that way. We can’t help whom we’re related to.” Olgram tugged his vest back into place. He jerked his bearded chin toward his closed door. “Believe me, if I could control whom I was related to, a third of my crotch spawn out there wouldn’t exist. Thumb-fingered simpletons. Some of them can’t be trusted to sew a button without putting an eye out. I fear the Longbeard blood may have thinned some over the centuries.”

      “And I apologize for putting my hands on you,” I said. “I’ve been working on controlling my temper, but it still slips its leash sometimes. Let’s call it even.” I let out a long breath. I was shaken, not so much by what Olgram had said—sticks and stones and all that—but how I had reacted to it. “But surely you didn’t ask me to come here to talk about our dysfunctional families.”

      “No. I asked you here to talk about you. You’re turning into quite the celebrity.” I looked down at where Olgram pointed on his desk. Copies of the National Inquiry newspaper were there. Old school, though I supposed it was no surprise considering how old Olgram was. I for one read the Inquiry on my phone.

      “Sorceress Gets Goatman’s Goat” blared one Inquiry headline from several days ago. The subheadline read, “Monster admits ‘I’ve been a baaa-aa-ad boy.’” A headline in this morning’s paper read, “Spellcaster Puts Sea Monster on Strict Diet: No More Fish and Ships.”

      “Though you’re never explicitly named in the articles,” Olgram said, “anybody who knows you would know you’re the sorceress the paper is describing. Is everything they said in those articles true?”

      I had read the articles already. Devin had obviously pulled information out of Agatha’s report to the Inner Circle about my fights with Goatman and Chessie to create these articles. “Aside from the bad jokes and the usual liberties the Inquiry takes with good taste, yes, it’s true. Why? Do you want my autograph?”

      “No. Though I am pleasantly surprised to hear you can write.” Olgram’s slight smile took the sting out of the words. “I ask about the truth of those articles to see if all the charitable things I had been thinking about you were justified. I started building your superhero suit because I had sworn a blood oath to do so. By the time I finished it, I did so because I wanted to. I wouldn’t have guessed it before, but maybe you are worthy of wearing one of my creations. At least I thought so until I found out you’re Malvolia’s daughter. No offense.”

      I couldn’t decide if I should be insulted or flattered. Then his words fully sank in. I got excited. “The suit is ready? Where is it?”

      “Right there.”

      I looked at where Olgram pointed on his desk. My high hopes fell. “That thing? It looks like a bracelet you’d buy from a frustrated artist at a craft show.”

      “You are old enough to know that looks can be deceiving. In fact, they usually are.” Olgram picked the thing up and thrust it toward me. “Put it on.”

      Still dubious but knowing Olgram wouldn’t dream of gypping me due to the blood oath he had sworn, I took the item from the dwarf. It was a black leather bracelet with a small metal pentagram holding the ends of the leather together to form a circle. Considering Olgram’s skill and his blood oath to me, maybe putting the bracelet on would turn me into She-Ra or something.

      With my pulse starting to race, I slid the bracelet over my hand and onto my left wrist.

      I stared at the bracelet expectantly. Exactly nothing happened.

      I shook it. Other than spinning around my wrist like a miniature hula hoop, more nothing happened.

      It was the worst superhero suit ever.

      Swallowing my disappointment, I said, “Am I supposed to say, ‘For the honor of Grayskull!’ for this thing to do something?”

      “Who in blazes is Grayskull? A zombie friend of yours?”

      “Never mind. Surely this is not all there is to this thing. Does it at least stop bullets like Wonder Woman’s Bracelets of Submission?” I asked hopefully.

      “Of course that’s not all there is to it. What do you think I am, a welcher?” Olgram sounded offended. “It’s just that the suit has not imprinted on you yet.” He pulled up a pant leg and drew a jeweled dagger from a scabbard strapped to his lower leg. He handed it to me. “Draw some blood and put it on the bracelet.”

      Still doubtful, I nicked my palm. Blood welled up from the cut. Using the bottom of my shirt, I carefully wiped all traces of my blood off the blade. A lot of nasty things could be done to me magically if the wrong person got ahold of my blood. Olgram watched with amusement as I eyed the blade critically to make sure I hadn’t missed a single red speck.

      “Don’t trust me?” he said when I handed the clean dagger back to him.

      “I don’t trust anyone.”

      “Smart woman.”

      I held my cut hand over the leather bracelet. A couple of drops of blood hit the bracelet. They disappeared like water droplets on a dry sponge.

      The bracelet began to shake, like a miniature earthquake was hitting it. It shrank in size and tightened until it was flush against my skin, though not uncomfortably so.

      Then the bracelet’s black leather began to spread like ink from an overturned inkwell. The blackness spread over my skin, coating me in black leather. The process tickled slightly, like someone was fluttering his eyelashes against my skin. Where the spreading blackness met my t-shirt, jeans and shoes, the clothing disappeared, as if it had been eaten by an insatiable magic moth.

      In seconds, the black leather covered me from neck to toe. I went over to the three-way mirror in the corner and inspected myself.

      I wore what looked like a suit of armor concocted by a high-end fashion designer who worked only with metal and leather and loved the color black. Instead of sneakers, I now had on black boots that looked like something out of a sci-fi movie. My hands, instead of being bare, were covered by ridged black gauntlets extending to the middle of my forearm. Something reminiscent of a corset was around my waist, giving me an hourglass shape years of eating everything I wanted did not justify. The bodice made me look bustier than I was.

      Except for some loose black fabric around my neck, the outfit was skintight, tightening and tucking everything so that I looked better now than I did naked. And yet, despite this tightness, the outfit was more comfortable than the casual clothes I’d just had on. I clenched my fists experimentally. Despite the thickness of the gauntlets, it was as if nothing at all was around my hands. Performing spells’ Waves would not be a problem at all.

      Around my waist was a black metal and leather belt, the pentagram buckle of which was a larger version of the metal that had adorned the bracelet on my wrist. A small black pouch the size of a change purse hung off the right side of the belt.

      Olgram sidled up alongside me as I twisted and turned, staring at myself in the mirrors like a bride-to-be who had found the perfect wedding dress. The dwarf’s eyes shone with pride. He said, “The fabric is completely immune to your own spellfire. You could walk around in an inferno of the stuff and the suit won’t get so much as a scorch mark. Other magician’s spellfire is a different kettle of fish. The suit is resistant to others’ spellfire, but not immune to it. It is also resistant to traditional fire and heat. The cold, too. You can walk around in a desert or on top of a glacier and be as comfortable as a baby in her mother’s arms. The suit is also highly resistant to energy discharges, blows, and weapons. You’ll barely feel the punch of a mundane. It’s only when you tangle with super strong Metas and particularly strong Otherkin will you need to start worrying. Small caliber arms fire will sting but won’t penetrate the suit. Don’t get it into your head to stroll into a warzone, though—the suit is tough, not impenetrable.

      “Now that the suit is attuned to you, it will respond to your thoughts. As long as you are wearing the bracelet, the suit will manifest when you will it to do so. Will it to disappear, and it will reduce back down to bracelet size. Unless it is destroyed, neither the suit nor the bracelet can be removed without your consent.”

      “What happened to my clothes?” I asked. “Will I be naked if I remove the suit?”

      “You’re still wearing your clothes. Well, in a way. They move to a pocket dimension while you have the suit on. They will reappear when you will the suit away. Speaking of pocket dimensions, open the pouch on your belt. Now, shove your hand inside.”

      I was shocked right down to my pocket dimension underwear when the mouth of the pouch widened to accommodate my hand. My hand sank into the pouch like the container was bottomless. I pushed my arm into the pouch all the way to my elbow before I stopped.

      Olgram smiled broadly at the astonishment on my face. “Women often complain about their clothes not having pockets,” he said, “or if they have them, about the pockets not being big enough to be of practical use. The suit doesn’t have pockets either. It would ruin the lines of the suit. Form is not as important as function, yet it still has its place. The suit has that pouch instead, which is literally infinitely better than any pocket. I call it the Pouch of Infinity. It’s an opening to another pocket dimension. It is bottomless and can carry literally anything without you feeling the weight of its contents. Potions, powders, wands, weapons . . . whatever you might need. If you put something into it, just put your hand back inside and will whatever you’re looking for to come to your hand in order to retrieve it.”

      I pulled my arm out of the pouch. I wiggled my fingers in front of my face to make sure everything still worked correctly. Nifty. Maybe I would shove my increasingly conflicted feelings about Agatha into the pouch until I figured out what to do with them.

      “The Pouch of Infinity is but one of the suit’s features,” Olgram said, sounding like a car salesman who sensed he was about to close a deal. “Will the suit to mask your face.”

      At my mental command, the loose black fabric around my neck rose to cover my face from the nose down. It tightened. Despite my nose being covered, I could breathe as if nothing at all was there. I looked badass, like a bandit about to rob a bank in an old Western.

      “Ever since you gave me this commission, I’ve looked at a lot of superhero masks,” Olgram said. “Many would only fool Stevie Wonder. As if a bit of fabric around the eyes is enough to hide a person’s identity, especially from people who know you in your non-superhero form. A lot of younger Heroes solve that problem by embedding light-bending technology in their masks which distorts their features.

      “Your mask does something similar,” Olgram said, “only with magic, not science. I call it the Mask of Inscrutability. Unless you will it otherwise, no one who looks at you while you wear it will see your true features. The mask’s magic interferes with the facial recognition centers of the brain, both human and Otherkin. Further, the mask will disguise your voice. It will also prevent others from hearing when you cast a spell to prevent mundanes from catching on to what the true source of your abilities is. On the flip side of the coin, it can make your voice so loud, it will be as if you’re making an announcement over a stadium loudspeaker. It will also protect you from airborne gases, toxins, and biological agents.”

      Olgram paused. He gazed at the suit the way a proud parent might look at his child.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “Are you happy with the suit?”

      I spun around more, looking at myself from every angle in the mirrors. I looked like a work of art, but also like someone you didn’t want to mess with.

      Many female Heroes wore costumes that made them look like futuristic porn stars. I had always thought that was stupid. What female could realistically kick anybody’s butt teetering around in high heels with her boobs about to spill out of her costume? Maybe the strategy was to distract evildoers with nipple flashes. If Power Girl were real, she would get arrested for indecent exposure.

      I didn’t look like one of those Heroic hoes in my new suit. I looked sexy, which I liked, but not sexual. It was like wearing a well-designed, form-fitting gown to the Oscars versus wearing lingerie in the Victoria’s Secret fashion show. I felt like the belle of the ball. A belle who would ring your bell and punch your teeth down your throat if you stepped out of line.

      I visualized what the suit would look like if I wore Puck. One word was the answer: Awesome. In just him and my mask, I often felt like a child pretending to be a superhero. In this suit, however, I not only looked like a superhero, I felt like one.

      Olgram had exceeded every expectation.

      “If I were married to James Bond,” I concluded, “I’d ditch that loser and marry this suit.”
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      “Do you know what the biggest problem with cell phones is?” Agatha asked.

      “Dick pics?” I suggested. “By the way, them being called ‘dick pics’ instead of ‘junk mail’ is a real missed opportunity.”

      Agatha smiled. “No, that’s not the biggest problem with cell phones.”

      “Clearly you haven’t gotten enough of them if you think it’s not the biggest problem.”

      “I’m getting a peek into your personal life I definitely don’t want to see,” Agatha said. “And in the defense of men, cameras are said to add ten pounds.”

      I let that sink in. “Did the exalted, buttoned-down head of the Conclave Enforcement Bureau actually just make a joke?”

      Agatha smiled again. “You’re rubbing off on me.”

      I swallowed the That’s what she said balanced on the tip of my tongue. All this death defying I had been doing lately must have had a maturing effect. Puck definitely would have said it if I had him on instead of him being packed up in a bag in the back.

      We were heading out of the District again. This time we were going to Frederick County, Maryland. Frederick County was home of Snallygaster, the last of the monsters I had to wrestle with. I hoped things would go more smoothly with her than they had with my other Inner Circle tasks. I wasn’t holding my breath, though. Based on the terrifying CEB reports I had read about the flying monster, I had saved the worst for last. Agatha drove the same Honda CR-V she had transported us to the Eastern Shore in. Considering how fearsome Snallygaster apparently was despite her ludicrous name, I wished Agatha had upgraded to a Sherman tank. Some air support would have been nice too.

      Sleek as always, today Agatha had on an azure Armani single-breasted glossy jacket, matching pants, and black high-heeled shoes. Her makeup was subtle but immaculate. Her hair was shiny and slicked back; its white streak reminded me of a lightning bolt. Agatha’s Hermes purse was in the back seat next to my overnight bag containing Puck. My bag looked seedy in comparison to the Hermes. Agatha’s purse cost over $20,000. I knew that because I had wistfully eyed a similar purse a few months ago. Unfortunately, now that I was trying to get my life and finances in order, my luxury brand buying days were over.

      As for me, I had on jeans and a t-shirt reading “The Future Is Female.” Since the CEB believed Snallygaster was female, I wore the shirt in hopes the monster would go easy on me out of girl-power solidarity. I wasn’t drowning in optimism over that plan. Plastic barrettes kept my hair out of my eyes. Since I suspected Snallygaster would not simply surrender if I batted my eyelashes at her, I wore no makeup. Compared to Agatha’s sleekly refined look, I looked like the before picture of an extreme makeover.

      Agatha said, “I’ll just go ahead and tell you what the biggest problem with cell phones is. I shock too easily to hear your second guess if dick pics are your first one. The biggest problem is nearly every mundane has a camera in their pockets. It makes it hard to suppress evidence of magic and magical creatures with everyone snapping pictures and uploading them to social media.”

      “You’re talking about Chessie, I assume.”

      “I am. You were hardly subtle in neutralizing the threat of the sea monster. Several boaters witnessed your antics.”

      “It’s hard to be subtle when you’re fighting for your life.”

      “There’s no need to get your back up. I was commenting, not criticizing. Fortunately, telling that young Hero Sledgehammer that you too were a licensed Hero was an inspired lie. Since he has already been telling news outlets a fellow Hero helped him defeat the sea creature, the CEB has run with that version of events. We’ve explained Chessie’s existence and attacks by spreading the rumor that it is a normally peaceful dinosaur remnant that a Rogue made run amok using the gem Sledgehammer threw into space.” Agatha paused, and shook her head in disbelief. “Rogues telepathically controlling dinosaurs. Unbelievable. Saying it aloud underscores just how ridiculous that story is. Thank goodness we live in a world where adults dress up to fight crime in their underwear. When reality itself is ridiculous, a ridiculous lie is easy to swallow.”

      I played with the leather bracelet on my wrist self-consciously. I had told Agatha Olgram had given me my costume, but I could not bring myself to show it to her despite how much I loved it. I was afraid she would make fun of both it and me. I wasn’t sure which bothered me more: the prospect of Agatha making fun of me, or the fact I cared if she made fun of me. My working theory was that tangling with these monsters had knocked the good sense out of me.

      Speaking of theories . . . “Now that our theory that these monsters have gone homicidal because they are being controlled by an outside force has been further confirmed by my encounter with Chessie,” I said, “what kind of progress have you and your agents made in figuring out who is responsible? Is Charles Russell still the prime suspect?”

      “He is. I wish you had held onto the gem that controlled Chessie. It is hard to build a case against someone when a prime piece of evidence is shooting through space.”

      “Again, evidence collection is not uppermost in your mind when you’re fighting for your life.”

      “And again, I was commenting, not criticizing. Must you take umbrage at everything? You did well.”

      “I had help.”

      “You’re being modest. Sledgehammer would not have prevailed without you. Even he says so in the media interviews he’s given. Unlike most men, he seems unafraid to give credit where credit is due. Though you are unorthodox, I’m proud of how you’ve conducted yourself against these beasts.”

      “First Goatman, now Chessie. My dear mother has said she’s proud of me twice after twenty years of radio silence. I’m liable to get a big head at the rate you’re lavishing me with all this praise.”

      Agatha’s jaw tightened, but she did not respond. She drove in silence for a while.

      We traveled north on Georgia Avenue and crossed out of the District into Silver Spring, Maryland. It was the middle of the day and traffic was light.

      We soon drove by the Discovery Channel’s headquarters. I looked up at the building as we passed it. The head, tail, and fins of a giant inflatable shark protruded out of the sides of the ten-story building. The inflatable was there to commemorate the network’s annual Shark Week. Chompie was the inflatable’s name. Chompie, Chessie, Goatman, Snallygaster . . . what six-year-old named these things? After dealing with Chessie, I knew I would never be able to look at Chompie in the same way again. Murderous sea creatures seem like fun and games until Sage almost loses an eye. Not to mention everything the eye is attached to.

      From Silver Spring, we picked up Interstate 495. Traffic was not light on I-495. It rarely was. It would be reduced to a maddening crawl the closer the day got to rush hour. I-495 was the Washington Beltway, so named because the circular highway encircled Washington, D.C. like a belt. I-495 was so iconic that “inside the Beltway” was an idiom describing matters related to the federal government. Candidates challenging Congressmen for office often referred to those incumbents contemptuously as “creatures of the Beltway,” like they were creatures from the Black Lagoon or something. Saying D.C. was a cesspool and then begging voters to throw you into it always struck me as perverse. Maybe politicians were masochists. Then again, I was the fool driving toward a man-eating flying monster instead of away from her. People who lived in masochistic glass houses ought not throw stones. They should stockpile them and throw them at the flying monster instead.

      By the time we exited the Beltway onto Interstate 270 heading north toward Frederick County, I was glaring at Agatha. If I had that pile of rocks handy, I would have given Snallygaster a pass and thrown them at Agatha instead.

      I hated that I had slipped and called her mother again, just as I had at Long and Short. I hated that I was again pleased she was proud of me. I hated that I sounded like a petulant child around her. I hated that I liked spending time with her.

      Most of all, I hated that Agatha had come back into my life. Before she showed up on my doorstep, I could loathe her without conflicting emotions diluting the hate’s purity.

      “I cried for three weeks straight when Dad told me you had left and weren’t coming back,” I suddenly blurted out. It was as if a dam had burst in my mind after holding back years of repressed emotion. “I was only six. I didn’t know where you were. I didn’t understand why my mommy had left me. I was inconsolable. For weeks, I went to bed crying and woke up crying. Dad had to pull me out of school for a while. He even took me to a therapist. Doctor Goldman. She suggested I write you to tell you how I was feeling. I did that. Every day at first, but later, after the shock of you leaving had worn off some, once a week. Every Monday. Momday, I used to call it. Every Momday for over two years. Dad said he made sure you got my letters. I only stopped writing because it felt like shouting into the wind. You never wrote back. Not once. You never called. Never came by to see me. I thought maybe you would at least have the decency to show up for Dad’s funeral. Every time the church door opened, I looked back, expecting to see you. But I never did.”

      Salty tears dripped into my mouth. I wiped my face roughly, angry that I was crying, and that Agatha was seeing me cry.

      But, most of all, I was angry at her.

      “Why did you abandon us?” I asked. I felt compressed, small, like the world was closing in around me. “Why did you abandon me?”

      Agatha stared straight ahead at the road with her hands at ten and two on the steering wheel.

      “Do you really want to talk about this now?” she said. Her voice was tight. “Your mind ought to be on Snallygaster. Not the past.”

      “If Chessie and Goatman taught me anything, it’s that I may not have a future once I tangle with Snallygaster. Anything I want to know I need to find out today. There may not be a tomorrow.”

      Agatha didn’t respond. For a while, I thought she was going to just ignore me. What else was new?

      Then, finally, in a soft voice, she said, “I never should have married your father. Don’t get me wrong, what I said before about him is true: He was a good man. But how good of a man he was does not change the fact we were not suited for one another. He wanted the so-called American dream: two point five kids, a white picket fence, a dog, a job that paid the bills, and to retire with money in the bank and a golf club membership. There’s nothing wrong with that. That’s what a lot of people want. Maybe most. I, however, wanted more. A lot more. I was ambitious. I wanted money. I wanted power. I wanted to make a mark. I wanted to feel and be special. I could never have those things as long as I was with your father. I was the type of person who, no matter how much I had, it was not enough. He was the type of person who, no matter how little he had, it was enough. He was content with being ordinary. To me, there’s nothing worse.”

      If Agatha hadn’t been driving, I might have slapped her. Dad was like a god to me. I didn’t like the way she was talking about him. “Then why did you marry him?”

      “Anwell was kind, handsome, smart, loyal, and had strong magic. He was everything a young Gifted woman dreams of. In short, I loved him. That’s why I married him. Because I loved him.” Agatha smiled sadly. “It sounds and seems naïve when I say it now. Even when I said yes to his proposal, I knew we had different attitudes about life. Different goals, different dreams, different definitions of what a good life consists of. Back then, though, I had bought into the myth that love conquers all. There’s an old saying: A man marries a woman hoping she will never change; a woman marries a man expecting him to. When I married Anwell, I thought I could change him, to make him as ambitious as I was. I wanted to set the world on fire, and I wanted us to light the flame together.”

      Agatha shook her head. “But that was not who he was. He was a caterpillar satisfied to remain one. Yet I was a caterpillar desperate to become a butterfly. Early in our marriage, I realized my mistake: I could never force a caterpillar into wanting to be a butterfly. Instead, I concluded, I had to learn to be content both with being a caterpillar and being with a caterpillar.

      “And then you came along. I know it’s probably hard for you to believe this, but I never loved something or someone as much in my life. And it was instantaneous—the moment the doctor put you on my chest, it was as if a switch flipped. I thought, ‘Oh, so this is what mothers have been going on about. I understand now.’ As much as I loved your father, I loved you infinitely more. It’s hard to explain if you’re not a mother.

      “As the years rolled by, I tried to content myself with the life I had—that of wife and mother. I had a low-level job at the Enforcement Bureau at the time. I watched as people—and when I say people, I mean men—advanced up the ranks while I, someone more capable than any of them, remained at a standstill. I’m not saying it was entirely sexism though, as we discussed before, the Conclave is by its nature patriarchal. But even more significant than that bias was the fact I could not put in the hours men did because I was a wife and mother. I didn’t take the dangerous assignments men did because I was a wife and mother. If I continued to be a wife and mother, I would not go as far as I was capable as quickly as I knew I could. And, as much as I tried to be content with the home life Anwell, you and I had, as much as I loved both of you, it was not enough. It would never be enough. I felt like the walls were closing in around me. If I did not leave and leave soon, I would be trapped forever.”

      Agatha shook her head. She was crying now too. Her cell phone in the Honda’s cup holder was vibrating. She ignored it.

      “I woke up one morning with what felt like a lead weight on my chest,” Agatha said. “I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Like the walls were closing in around me. It was a panic attack. The first one I ever had. I knew it would not be the last if I did not make a change. As much as I had tried, I would never be happy with the life I lived. I was miserable. I was making Anwell miserable. My misery would infect you too if I stayed.

      “And so, I left. I packed a change of clothes and left. I left literally everything else behind. Our house. My belongings. Anwell. You. I’m not saying what I did was right. It wasn’t. Anwell deserved better. You deserved better. But it was right for me. And, I had decided I had to be selfish if I ever was going to become the woman I felt I was destined to be.

      “Six months later, Anwell and I divorced. The grounds were a voluntary separation, although the separation was anything but voluntary on Anwell’s part. Nonetheless he went along with it. He understood I was not happy and never would be if I stayed. I gave him full custody of you. He was twice the parent I was. In ways, ten times the person I was. I knew you would be in good hands with him.”

      I blew my nose. The mountains of western Maryland were off in the distance. Agatha’s cell phone buzzed again. I resisted the urge to find out if I could throw it far enough to hit one of the mountains. I said, “That doesn’t explain why you dropped off the face of the earth. Why didn’t you contact me until now?”

      Agatha wiped her cheeks with a sleeve. She kept her eyes on the road. She could not seem to bring herself to look at me. “At first, it was because I needed to make a clean break. I knew if I got into touch with you, I wouldn’t be able to stand being away from you and I would come back. I figured after a little time passed and I got accustomed to being away, I would get into touch with you then.

      “Days became weeks. Weeks became months. Months became years. And still I did not reach out to you. At the very beginning it was because of fear like I said. After a while, that turned into shame and embarrassment for walking out like I did. What kind of mother would abandon her only child? The answer was obvious—a terrible one.

      “Free of my family obligations, I threw myself entirely into my work and into my magical studies. Able to focus all my energies on my career, I rose like a rocket at the CEB. When your father died, I thought about contacting you then. I could not bring myself to do it, though. I used the awareness of how bad of a mother I was to talk myself into believing you were better off without me.”

      Agatha shook her head ruefully. “While true, it was only partly the truth. The whole truth is that I was selfish. I liked my new life. It was difficult, it was lonely, it was often dirty, but I liked it. I was finally on the path I had yearned to walk my entire life. I was afraid if I came back to you after your father died, I would derail my career and take myself off that path. I know it’s hard for you to hear—believe me, it’s hard to say it—but that was how I felt.

      “Being a good mother, being a good wife, having good friends, having a lot of money, having a fulfilling career, amassing power, making a mark . . . you can’t have it all. You must decide what you’re going to make a priority. You said something earlier that really resonated with me when you explained why becoming a superhero was important to you: You said you didn’t want to feel like a loser. I felt the same way before I left all those years ago. I felt like a loser. I didn’t want to be a loser. I wanted to be—I still want to be—exceptional. If you want to be exceptional, you must commit to one thing and give it your all.

      “So that was why I left and didn’t contact you until recently. The burning desire to be extraordinary started me down the path away from you, and that same desire kept me on it. If the Inner Circle had not dispatched me to speak to you about the monster outbreak, I don’t know if I ever would have strayed from that path. Habit and momentum are powerful things.

      “But now that I’ve spent time with you, now that I’ve gotten to know you as an adult, now that I’ve seen the woman you’ve grown into . . .” Agatha trailed off, shaking her head. “I realize I made a mistake. The biggest of my life. I couldn’t see before, but now I do. I didn’t know what I was missing.”

      Agatha looked at me for the first time. I might have been worried about her getting us into an accident if I had not been so busy bawling.

      She said, “I know it’s a lot to ask after all this time, but I’d like it very much if you’d let me be a part of your life. I’m not expecting you to treat me like your mother. I’ve been anything but that to you. But I’d like it if we could become friends.”

      Her phone was buzzing constantly now, sounding like a nest of angry wasps. I wished I knew who invented cell phone technology so I could throttle him.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve hated you for so long. Like you said, habit and momentum are powerful. If you had asked if I was interested in a relationship with you a few weeks ago, I would have laughed in your face. But now . . .” I trailed off, not sure how to finish the thought. Maybe it was time to forgive and . . . well, maybe not forget. How could I forget twenty years of having a hole in my heart? Rather, maybe it was time to forgive and move on. After all, I was hardly Mother Teresa myself. If anybody understood regretting past decisions, it was me. Besides, if my time with Agatha had shown me anything, it was that I was hungry for family.

      “Just think about it. I—” Agatha broke off when her phone stopped buzzing and started beeping shrilly like a truck backing up. She cursed. “That means there’s a CEB emergency. I have to take this.”

      Agatha picked up the phone. “What?” she snarled into it.

      Agatha listened intently. Her face hardened. “No, don’t dispatch agents to the scene,” she said, now calmly. In contrast to her tear-streaked face, her usual composure was back in her voice, as if she had completely shifted emotional gears. “I’m close to Frederick County. I’ll be there shortly. I’ll take care of it. In the meantime, activate the usual suppression protocols. And make sure all the cell phone footage gets scrubbed from social media.”

      Agatha hung up. The engine roared. My back pressed into the seat as Agatha accelerated rapidly. Before we had been moving at the pace of the rest of the traffic. Now we zoomed by the other cars. I unconsciously clutched the door’s armrest so tightly that I heard it crack. It would be mighty ironic if I had survived all I had been through only to be killed in a wreck.

      “Where’s the fire?” I asked. Mounting anxiety about our breakneck speed was tossed into the storm of my already swirling emotions.

      Agatha focused intently on the road as she weaved in an out of lanes to zoom around cars. Her mascara had run, giving her racoon eyes.

      “It’s Snallygaster,” she said. “She’s on the rampage.”
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      The Honda CR-V rocketed down the road. We passed a highway patrol car so quickly, it was almost as if the trooper were standing still instead of driving the seventy miles per hour speed limit.

      I looked back at him through my side view mirror. His lights started flashing. He changed lanes and his car accelerated after us. Agatha took her hand off the wheel for a moment, waved it, and mumbled the words of a spell. The trooper’s lights shut off and his car slowed. He was quickly lost to view.

      Our surroundings were almost a blur. I leaned over to see how fast we were going and regretted it. The speedometer only went up to 140 miles per hour. The speedometer’s needle hovered past that top mark.

      Agatha screeched around cars in the way. This car ride had become almost as terrifying as facing monsters. As a bodyguard, I was used to taking my life in my own hands; having it in someone else’s hands made me super nervous. I wanted to tell Agatha to slow down, but bit back the impulse. The sooner we got to where we were going, the sooner I could stop Snallygaster from hurting people. Or at least try.

      My mouth watered. What a time to get car sick. It had been bad enough to throw up in front of Sledgehammer. If I threw up in front of Agatha right when she was starting to respect me, I would stuff myself into the Pouch of Infinity and die of shame.

      I stared at the floorboard instead of my blurred surroundings to try to stave off nausea. “Where are we going?” I said as I thought non-pukey thoughts.

      Agatha’s eyes didn’t leave the road. She swerved abruptly to get around a tractor trailer. My stomach did a backflip. The driver Agatha had cut off laid on his horn. Agatha was unfazed. She was as calm now as she had been emotional before. If it had not been for her smeared mascara, I would never know she had been crying moments before. Her composure and sure-footedness while driving like a drag racer hopped-up on speed would make a NASCAR driver envious. And she, unlike a NASCAR driver, was doing it in stilettoes. “Snallygaster has left her roost on Braddock Mountain and is terrorizing Middletown,” she said. “Footage of it has gotten on social media. We need to get there and take care of the situation before news about her spreads.”

      Or before someone gets killed, I silently added. I didn’t say it aloud because I was well aware of Agatha’s attitude about the unimportance of mundanes. I didn’t want to get into an argument. Not now, right after everything she had told me.

      I thought I had seen something in the CEB files about how the bureau didn’t know the specific place Snallygaster called home, but Agatha had mentioned the monster’s roost. Maybe I was misremembering what I had read. “Middletown? I don’t know where that is,” I said.

      “I’d be surprised if you did. It’s a tiny town. Only around four thousand people. Fortunately, it’s just a few minutes from Braddock Heights.” Braddock Heights was the place we had initially been heading to in Frederick County. It was the site of Snallygaster’s last attack. Once there, I had hoped to lure the monster to me, as I had with Goatman and Chessie.

      As we tore down the highway, I tried to distract myself from the breakneck speed we traveled by mentally reviewing what I knew about Snallygaster from the CEB reports:

      Snallygaster was a huge flying monster thought to be distantly related to dragons. It was a one-eyed half-bird, half-reptile, with octopus-like tentacles around its mouth, and a metal beak at the epicenter of those tentacles. Snallygaster sightings had been reported ever since German immigrants settled the Frederick County area in the 1700s. The Native Americans who lived there when the Germans arrived would no doubt say the German immigrants “settled” Frederick County the way modern day Mexicans were crossing the United States’ border and “settling” Texas, but that’s neither here nor there. The monster got its name from those German immigrants: Snallygaster was a corruption of the German words “schnelle geist” or “schneller geist,” which meant “quick spirit” or “fast ghost.” The fast-flying monster was so named because it would swoop out of the sky and snatch up wild animals, farm animals, and pets.

      Despite the Conclave’s best efforts over the centuries, rumors about Snallygaster had still occasionally gotten out to the mundane world. To prevent Snallygaster from being spotted more than it already had been, the Conclave let it leak that special seven-pointed symbols would keep the beast away. Down throughout the years, area farmers had painted the symbols on their barns. Despite those preventative measures, Snallygaster became such a known nuisance in the area that in the early 1900s, President Theodore Roosevelt, a big game hunter and secret magician, almost postponed an African safari to hunt Snallygaster instead. The Inner Circle ordered him not too. Having a sitting President traipse around the mountains of western Maryland on the hunt for a monster that wasn’t supposed to exist would draw too much attention.

      It was unclear if the current monster was the same one who had been in the area since the 1700s, or if there had been a series of Snallygasters and the current was but the latest iteration. Regardless, the monster had rarely molested humans until very recently. That fact bolstered the theory that the same person or persons who had stirred up Goatman and Chessie had done the same to Snallygaster. Regardless of what had suddenly given Snallygaster a taste for humans after centuries of leaving us alone, the beast was making up for lost time—in the past several weeks, over two dozen people had been snatched up by Snallygaster and carried away. They had not been seen since and were presumed dead.

      Agatha twisted the wheel. The tires screeched as we veered off the interstate at almost full speed. My body tilted to the side. I tensed. I feared we’d flip. I wished Jesus would take the wheel.

      We didn’t flip. We hurtled off the exit and rocketed onto US-40 heading west.

      I swallowed bile. “How much longer?” I got a weird feeling of déjà vu. I had asked Dad the same question when I was a kid in the middle of a terrifying rollercoaster ride at King’s Dominion, an amusement park near the District.

      “A few more minutes.” Agatha was still as calm as a cucumber as she zoomed around vehicles in the way.

      I twisted around, unzipped my bag, and pulled Puck out. It was literally a pain in the neck to drape Puck around me and cast the spell to activate him—the seatbelt got twisted around my head in the process and I almost got lynched when Agatha slammed on the brakes to avoid crashing into a truck she couldn’t zoom around.

      Whoa, whoa, whoa, what’s happening? were the first words out of Puck’s mouth. What’s with Agatha’s lead foot? Are we running from the 5-O? Did we rob a bank or something? Where’s my cut?

      By the time I explained what was going on, we roared into Middletown’s small downtown. We skidded to a stop on West Main Street behind empty cars clustered in the middle of the road. Since there were people around, I activated my suit and donned the Mask of Inscrutability before getting out. Agatha’s eyes widened at the sight of me in my costume.

      Debris crunched underfoot as I surveyed the scene. Even if I had not known of Snallygaster’s attack, I would have known something was amiss. Ray Charles would have known. Middletown’s quaint downtown looked like Mayberry from The Andy Griffith Show if Mayberry had been hit by a meteor.

      In addition to the abandoned cars we had parked behind, other cars were strewn haphazardly up and down the street. Some were overturned. The smell of gasoline and diesel was in the air. Broken glass was on the road. Streetlights and power lines were down and sparking like fireworks. Some of the storefronts of the businesses that lined the street were shattered. What looked like giant claw marks marred some of the cars and the roofs of the buildings.

      A few dozen people were milling around in the street and on the sidewalks, some in clusters, some off by themselves. Some people were crying; many others looked like they wanted to. Everyone looked stunned. The scene reminded me of the aftermath of a mass shooting or a natural disaster, when the survivors could not believe what they had just gone through and had not yet figured out how to process it.

      Agatha and I scanned the sky. There wasn’t a cloud in the heavens. No monster either. Agatha and I looked at each other. We knew we had arrived too late. If the raw emotions on people’s faces were any indication, however, Snallygaster had not been gone for long.

      People nudged each other and pointed. One after another, people turned to stare at me. Soon, everyone was staring like I was the elephant in the room. It was like one of those anxiety dreams where I walked into a crowd of people, and I was the only one who was naked. Unlike in my dreams, no one here was laughing.

      I felt like a spotlight instead of a superhero suit was on me. Normally when Agatha and I were together, everyone paid attention to Agatha and none to me. Now the tables were turned, and she was the one who seemed invisible. I didn’t like it. All the attention made me uncomfortable. I supposed I had asked for it. No one had put a gun to my head and made me commission this suit.

      Thanks to my Gifted hearing, voices pattered around me like hail:

      “Thank God! A Hero! She’ll know what to do.”

      “Just wait until she gets her hands on that monstrosity. She’ll punch it into the next century.”

      “Where was she when we needed her fifteen minutes ago?”

      “I’ve never seen her before. Have you?”

      “I wish Omega had come instead.”

      “Can you bring my mommy back?”

      That last one came from directly below me. I looked down to see a boy, no older than six, tugging at Puck.

      I knelt, bringing the boy to nearly eye level. He had a mop of unruly brown hair. He had been crying. “That depends,” I said. “Where did she go?”

      The boy’s hazel eyes were wild, like he had just awakened from a horrible nightmare. He pointed up into the sky. “That big mean monster picked her up and flew away.”

      “Brody! How many times have I told you to not wander off by yourself?” A man who looked like an older version of the boy darted over and scooped him up. Brody flung his head into the man’s chest and started wailing, clinging to the man’s neck like it was a life preserver.

      “I’m sorry my son bothered you,” the man said as he stroked the boy’s hair. The man looked me over and frowned. “Who are you? I’m familiar with most of the Heroes in the area, but I don’t recognize you.”

      “I’m—” I hesitated. I had been about to say new, but that hardly inspired confidence. If I said that, I might as well introduce myself as Amateur Woman. “I’m from out of state. I heard about there being some sort of trouble and came to see if I could help. What happened here?”

      “Some sort of massive flying animal, bigger than a truck, flew overhead. It swooped down, causing pandemonium. It grabbed a bunch of people with monstrous tentacles. It snatched three, maybe four people. Including my wife Alyssa.” The man’s eyes were rimmed with red. He looked like he wanted to cry like his son but was holding it back. “Then it flew off again, taking Alyssa and the others with it.”

      “Did the animal—” I had been about to say kill them but didn’t want to talk that way about Brody’s mom where the child could hear me. Behaving like a responsible superhero took getting used to. “Did the animal hurt the people it took?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. At least not here. It just grabbed them and took off.” The father shook his head. “I had heard stories about there being some sort of flying monster in these parts, but I thought it was just an old wives’ tale. If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

      There was a faint whistle in the distance. “How long ago did this happen?” I asked the man.

      “Ten, fifteen, maybe twenty minutes ago. I’m not sure. Everything happened so fast.”

      The whistling was louder now and impossible to ignore. “Do you hear that?” I asked Agatha.

      She frowned, cocked her head to the side, and listened intently. Finally, she nodded. The sound reminded me of an approaching locomotive, but it was like no train whistle I had ever heard before. I got a sudden suspicion.

      “Did the animal you described make any kind of noise when it was here?” I asked Brody’s father.

      “Yeah. It whistled like a steam engine. Why?” Apparently, the sound was not distinct enough for mundane ears to have picked it up yet. The mundanes would hear it soon enough—the whistling sound was getting louder and louder.

      Snallygaster was coming back. And here we all were, standing out in the open, like a platter of monster hors d’oeuvres.

      My eyes roamed the street. The steeple of a large white church farther up the street caught my eye. I activated my mask’s projection abilities with an exertion of Will.

      “The flying monster who attacked before is returning,” I announced to the throng of people. Thanks to my mask’s magic, my voice boomed out like I used a bullhorn. Brody’s dad stepped back, startled. Brody wailed louder. “Everyone get off the street. Take cover in the church.”

      The mundanes all just stared at me like I had spoken Greek. No one moved. I wondered if Omega had these kinds of problems.

      I summoned a fireball and flung it high into the air. It exploded with a flash that rivaled the sun. To get everyone’s attention, I had put more oomph into it than I had meant to.

      “Take cover in the church,” I yelled. “Now! Move!”

      The shock of the explosion did the trick. Like the crowd in a disaster movie that’s gotten a glimpse of the danger it’s in, the bystanders turned and ran toward the church.

      I looked at Agatha and jerked my head at the church. “You too,” I told her.

      Now Agatha was the one looking at me like I had spoken another language. “I’m not going to leave you to face that monster alone,” she said.

      “This is what I signed up for. The Inner Circle told you to observe me, not help me. I’ve got this. I’m an expert at defeating monsters now.” Why, then, were my insides quivering at the increasingly loud whistling noise? If I wasn’t an expert at defeating monsters, I certainly was an expert at pretending I was. “Besides, someone’s got to protect the mundanes. I know how you feel about them, but you also know how I feel about them. Like Dad always said, it’s the duty of the strong to protect the weak. Promise me you’ll keep them safe. Especially if I . . .” I trailed off, not wanting to jinx myself by finishing the thought aloud.

      Kick the bucket? Assume room temperature? Buy the farm? Get monster mashed? Enroll in that big magic school in the sky? Puck supplied. There were times when I didn’t want his help, and this was one of them.

      Agatha stared at me like she was seeing me for the first time. “You really are your father’s child,” she said. “And he, as I’ve said before, was a great man in his way. All right, I promise to protect the mundanes. But I’m not doing it for them. They don’t matter. You do.”

      She stepped forward and enveloped me in a hug. Startle made me stiffen. It was the first time I had felt Agatha’s touch since I was a child, and I had successfully learned over the years to block out the memory of what that had felt like.

      I relaxed into the hug and returned it. I felt my heart melt. I was well aware of the fact a few weeks ago, Agatha would have left me to fend for myself without a second thought. Times had changed. Maybe people did too.

      After a few golden moments, Agatha pulled back. The source of the shrill whistle was so close now that surely even the mundanes could hear it. Agatha grabbed me by both shoulders and looked me in the eye intently.

      “Be careful,” she said.

      “I always am,” I said.

      That’s not been my experience, Puck said.

      With one last look at me, Agatha turned away. She ran toward the church. She stopped to help a mundane up who had tripped and fallen. He limped. Pulling his arm around her neck, Agatha helped him hobble toward the church. Even with her high stilettoes on, she moved gracefully, like she had been born wearing them. If I survived this, maybe I would get her to teach me how to navigate so readily in the infernal things.

      If I survived this. That was a mighty big if. The CEB files on the monster had described Snallygaster as fearsome. If the apocalyptic scene I stood in was any indication, those files might have understated things.

      I pulled my mind away from Agatha and fixed it on the looming monster threat. The whistle was almost ear-splitting now.

      Not to be a Debbie Downer, Puck said nervously, but I would feel a whole lot better about how this situation was going to turn out for Team Puck if we had dug up the Spear of Destiny before tackling this particular monster.

      “Team Sage, you mean. What’re you, scared?”

      The whistling seemed to be right on top of us now. I sure am. Anybody with half a brain would be.

      “We don’t need the Spear of Destiny. We have us. And we’re enough.” I recited:

      
        
        
        Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho'

        We are not now that strength which in old days

        Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

        One equal temper of heroic hearts,

        Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

        To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

      

        

      

      Silence. Then Puck said, You know Ulysses died at the end of that poem, right?

      I was suddenly a lot less pleased with myself. It was a bad omen. “He did?”

      Puck barked out a laugh. Sike! No, he didn’t die in the poem. That’s what you get, though, for taking Tennyson’s words and using them against me. Or I should say “my words.” Alfie Tennyson is another one of those hacks who stole my best stuff. Of all the poems I’ve recited to you, how come you only remember the rah, rah, sis boom bah stuff? I’m sure I must’ve recited a poem about caution and fools rushing in where angels fear to tread.

      I smiled. After all this time interacting with him, I had realized there was more to what Puck was saying than nonsensical tomfoolery. Since he felt what I felt, he knew I was nervous, bordering on scared, verging on terrified. His banter was designed to calm me down, to distract me from my mounting anxiety about facing Snallygaster.

      And, it worked. I was a lot more relaxed.

      Well, it worked until I caught my first glimpse of the monster in the sky. Her terrifying mass blotted out the sun when she passed under it.

      My heart started hammering like it was counting down the moments until my doom.
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      Evolutionary biologists said fear was hardwired into the human brain. Fear was what kept our caveman ancestors out of the jaws of saber-toothed tigers and other predators long enough to evolve into us.

      To be honest, really what I mean is that Puck had told me that was what evolutionary biologists said. I wasn’t a nerd—I didn’t lounge around reading biology journals in my spare time. Twitter and the National Inquiry were more my speed.

      Regardless, fear was apparently not only natural, it was a good thing. It had kept our ancestors alive. If I heeded the siren song it sang from the base of my skull at the sight of the monstrous beast soaring overhead, fear could keep me alive too. It would be so easy. I could open a portal to my apartment, climb in bed, pull the covers over my head, and try to forget all about the Inner Circle and this insanity I had foolishly signed up for. Handling two out of three monsters wasn’t bad. Someone else could deal with this one. Someone, perhaps, whose quaking bladder was not threatening to soil her brand-new superhero suit.

      As tempting as the thought was in the face of Snallygaster flying toward the town, I knew I could not run. I had been running most of my life. From facing up to what I had done to Dad, from advanced magic, from pursuing my sorceress certification, from paying my bills, from adulthood, from taking responsibility . . . heck, I had even run from the law for a while until they caught me and threw me in prison.

      The time for running was over.

      I swallowed my fears. I conjured a fireball. I threw it straight up into the air like when I had attracted Sledgehammer’s attention when he’d fought Chessie and when I had gotten the attention of the Middletown bystanders just a few minutes ago.

      The fireball exploded high overhead like a firework. Snallygaster wheeled in the air, turning to face the explosion. The whistle it had been shrieking stopped.

      I waved my arms overhead. “Hey!” I cried, using my mask to amplify my voice. “Dragon wannabe! You don’t know it yet, but you’ve just met your match. Why don’t you surrender now and save me the bother of ripping the wings off you?”

      The beast flapped her wings, hovered, and hesitated for a moment. Then she tucked her wings in tight toward her body and dove like an attacking hawk. Fear shrieked at me to run. I resisted its tempting call and stood my ground.

      At the last moment, Snallygaster spread her wings and glided the rest of the way to the ground. A rancid smell assaulted my nose. It was like being downwind of a landfill stuffed with rotting skunks. The street rumbled underneath me when the monstrous beast touched down, even though she landed almost half a block away. Snallygaster had been big in the sky; she seemed even bigger now that she was close. I was shocked that a thing this size could fly as agilely as she just had.

      The CEB’s description of Snallygaster, while accurate, did not do the monster justice. It was the difference between someone describing a nightmare and personally experiencing it. Her torso, tail, and neck were that of a reptile with green and black scales. The scales looked wet, as if they were coated with an oily sheen. The torso was huge, it alone almost twice the size of a hippopotamus. The tail was long, serpentine, and barbed. It tapered down to a triangular tip. The tail swished back and forth behind the monster like a metronome come to life.

      The wings were those of a bird, feathered and gray, the color of spoiled hamburger. Spread out, they easily could touch the storefronts on either side of the street. The monster’s four legs and claws were birdlike too, except the legs were thick and the claws were metallic. They glinted in the sun, looking almost like they were stainless steel.

      The giant head was that of a bird too. Well, if a bird and a cyclops and an octopus had a threesome and gave birth to a freakish baby with the characteristics of each parent. Snallygaster’s beak was metallic like her claws. It was recessed in the monster’s head, like it was more of a tongue than a mouth. Around the beak writhed eight octopus-like tentacles. Beige in color and mottled with irregular brown spots, the slimy tentacles expanded and contracted like they were made of Silly Putty. They each appeared to be well over six feet long, though it was hard to tell for sure because they constantly moved and morphed.

      In the center of the monster’s forehead was an eye as big as a barrel. Like Goatman’s and Chessie’s, it glowed malevolently red.

      Snallygaster cocked her head to the side and looked at me with what seemed like curiosity. It reminded me of a bird examining a worm it was about to peck in half.

      The monster’s long neck lowered until it was almost parallel to the street. Snallygaster’s tentacles spread wide. Tendrils of goo stretched among them. The recessed beak opened, exposing jagged teeth like those of a saw.

      Snallygaster roared her peculiar locomotive-like roar. The sound was so loud, it was like getting punched in the chest. I took a step back before I steeled myself. Flecks of foamy brown spittle splattered the street like giant raindrops.

      I guess that means she’s not going to surrender, Puck said.

      Wanting to cover my ears, I instead focused on the quickest way to neutralize the monster. I opened my Third Eye. If Snallygaster was under the control of a magic gem like the other monsters had been, I could find the gem and either destroy it or get it far from Snallygaster just as I had with Goatman and Chessie.

      The mundane world drained away, replaced by the magical one. The magical currents that flowed through everything swam colorfully before me. As a potent magical creature, Snallygaster emitted such a glare, it was hard to look at her. It was like staring directly into the bulb of a powerful flashlight.

      Just as with Chessie and Goatman, a red cloud of magic encircled Snallygaster’s brain. It extended from the monster into the sky and far off into the distance, miles from where we stood.

      My hopes dashed, I closed my Third Eye. The source of the magical power controlling Snallygaster was much too far away to get to it before the monster wreaked even more havoc than she already had.

      Snallygaster stopped roaring. The sudden silence was jarring. Snallygaster stepped toward me. The ground trembled. The monster’s freakish mouth tentacles waved like they were trying to hypnotize me. The monster eyed me the way a cat eyes a mouse before pouncing.

      This mouse wasn’t stupid enough to wait for that. I grabbed a mangled chrome bumper that dangled off the front of a smashed up antique car. I twisted and pulled. The bumper screeched free of the car. It was heavy. Good. Heavy was what I was looking for.

      Twisting like a discus thrower to generate maximum force, I flung the metal bumper at Snallygaster.

      The bent bumper whizzed like a giant boomerang toward the monster’s big eye. I thought I was going to score a bullseye.

      One of Snallygaster’s massive wings moved forward and descended like a dropped curtain. The bumper hit the wing with a clang and ricocheted off like the wing was made of rubber. The bumper smashed through the glass of one of the few unbroken storefronts.

      Snallygaster’s wing withdrew. The monster stepped closer. It had only been my opening salvo, anyway; I had not expected that taking down a monster this size would be that easy.

      I turned my attention back to the antique brown car I had torn the bumper from. I began casting a spell.

      Oh no, not the car! Puck protested. It’s a 1935 Chrysler Airflow C2 Imperial Eight. It’s a classic!

      “It’s just a weapon now,” I said as a portal opened under the Chrysler. Gravity did the rest. The car plunged into the magical opening and disappeared.

      The other end of the portal opened high over Snallygaster. I was taking a page out of my fight with Goatman. If a tactic wasn’t broken, why fix it?

      The car fell out of the portal over Snallygaster. It plummeted toward the monster’s head like a meteorite. The monster didn’t even look up. This was going to be easier than I had thought.

      Moving incredibly fast, Snallygaster’s barbed tail whipped around. Its triangular tip ripped through the falling car like an arrow through butter. The descending car jerked to a halt. The monster held the car over her body by her tail, like a fisherman who had just speared a fish. The car hanging over her head made it even clearer just how massive Snallygaster was—the car almost looked like a toy as it hung suspended. Gasoline gushed down on the beast; she must have ruptured the gas tank.

      Snallygaster’s tail whipped forward. The Chrysler flew off the tail like a ball out of a pitcher’s hand. Still leaking gas, the car zoomed toward me like a missile.

      Muscle memory took over. Without thinking, I launched myself into the air, somersaulted, and in mid-air watched the car spin through the spot I had just been in an instant before.

      I landed awkwardly on my feet as the Chrysler smashed into another car on the street. Debris sprayed my back. My suit protected me, and I barely felt the debris’ impacts. I staggered slightly before righting myself. I felt a pain in my right knee. I wasn’t a ten-year-old taking gymnastics anymore. Still, I thanked the gods Dad had made me sign up for the YMCA class.

      “Holy shit!”

      I didn’t even admonish Puck for the curse word as he had captured my sentiments exactly. Then I realized it hadn’t been Puck.

      A chubby woman in a fast food uniform stood in front of a sandwich shop near Snallygaster. Her black hair was mostly dyed electric blue. Her mouth was agape as she stared at the monster. She held a smartphone in front of herself, obviously recording the beast. I didn’t know where the woman had come from. Maybe she had been holed up in the sandwich shop all this time.

      “Run! Get out of here!” I yelled.

      “No way,” she said breathlessly, still recording Snallygaster like the monster was the lead singer of a rock band. “You won’t believe all the new followers my blog’s already gotten from this video. I’m gonna be famous.” I had seen mundanes react this way before to magical creatures. Thanks to modern civilization, the mundane world had been nerfed, full of soft foam and rounded edges. When the more dangerous hidden magical world spilled into the open, mundanes often reacted like it was a movie, merely an entertaining spectacle that couldn’t hurt them.

      Calling out to the woman had been a mistake. Snallygaster’s head twisted. The beast oriented on the woman. Her head darted down like a striking cobra’s. A tentacle whipped out and encircled the woman like a lasso. The tentacle tightened. The woman cried out in pain. She dropped her phone. She struggled for a moment before her eyes closed. She went limp.

      Cursing, I set my hand on fire. I slapped it down on the street on the trail of gasoline that had spilled from the Chrysler.

      Poof! The fuel ignited. The fire streaked down the street toward the monster, with me hard on its heels.

      The fire hit the monster’s gas-doused body. Flames engulfed Snallygaster like she was an oily rag. The monster shrieked in pain and lifted her head, snatching the limp woman into the air. I took a running leap.

      I snagged the tentacle which ensnared the woman right before it got out of reach. It was slick and spongy. It rose higher into the air. I clung to it like it was a flying trapeze.

      As the burning monster thrashed and I held on like a circus acrobat, I tried to loosen the tentacle coiled around the woman. It was like trying to untie a giant wet knot.

      It’s not working! Puck cried. Tell me about it, I thought.

      I changed tactics. I set my hand ablaze again. I pressed it into Snallygaster’s tentacle like I was branding a cow. Snallygaster shrieked even louder, making my ears ring. The coil around the woman loosened. She started to slide out of it. Holding onto the thrashing tentacle with one hand, I grabbed the woman’s belt buckle with the other hand before she fell to the spinning ground below.

      I let go of Snallygaster and pulled the limp woman into a bear hug. We fell toward the ground, tumbling like a dropped sack of potatoes.

      This was going to hurt.

      I slammed into the street back-first, with the woman clutched protectively into my chest. Ow! I had been right about it hurting. If it hadn’t been for my suit, I probably would have broken something.

      Snallygaster twisted, dropped, and rolled on the street, making everything rumble like an earthquake was hitting as the monster tried to extinguish the blaze that burned her. Though I kept the fire going, I felt something resist my spell. Magical creatures were naturally resistant to magic, and it seemed like Snallygaster was more resistant than most.

      I wouldn’t be able to maintain the blaze for much longer. While Snallygaster was distracted, I scrambled to my feet. I slung the comatose woman over my shoulder like she was a bag of fertilizer. I darted into a red brick storefront.

      I gently deposited the woman on the floor. Knickknacks and trinkets filled the store’s shelves. It was a gift shop. A sign announced the store’s name: Snallygaster. It was further proof the gods had a sense of humor. The building rumbled ominously due to Snallygaster’s thrashing outside. I hoped it wouldn’t collapse around us.

      The woman’s eyes were still shut, and she didn’t move. I knelt and checked her pulse. It throbbed forcefully. She was alive, thank the gods.

      I shook the woman’s shoulder. “Hey! You’ve got to wake up.” She didn’t respond. I slapped her lightly. She stirred and moaned weakly, but didn’t open her eyes.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I asked Puck.

      How am I supposed to know? I’m a cloak, not a doctor.

      I peeled back one of the woman’s eyelids. Her pupil was a pinprick of black in the middle of her brown eyes.

      “It’s almost as if she’s been drugged,” I said. I noticed a ring of teeny-tiny holes in the woman’s shirt where Snallygaster’s tentacle had encircled her. Curious, I ripped the shirt open. Buttons went flying. The woman’s plump upper body was exposed, including her bra and deep cleavage.

      Helllloooooo, nurse! Puck exclaimed appreciatively.

      “Not now,” I snapped.

      Sorry, Puck said, though he didn’t sound it.

      A red ring like a rash encircled the woman’s stomach. Within that ring were countless tiny puncture wounds.

      “It’s almost as if Snallygaster injected her with something.”

      I think that’s exactly what happened. That’s why she won’t wake up.

      “But why? Why not just kill her?”

      Maybe Snallygaster is not trying to kill people, Puck said thoughtfully. Well, not right away at least. Remember what Brody’s father said—that his wife and several others were snatched up by Snallygaster in her tentacles and then the monster flew away with them. There’s similar behavior in certain species of the mundane animal kingdom. Some parasitoid wasps, for example. They’ll paralyze their prey with venom, and then lay eggs on or in them. That way, when the eggs hatch, the babies will have fresh food to dine on.

      The gruesome prospect gave me goosebumps. “Wait. You’re saying Snallygaster’s been snatching people the past few weeks to stock up on baby food?”

      I’m not saying that for sure. But, as a working theory, it fits the facts we have so far. It explains why Snallygaster took those people a little while ago and now has come back for more.

      “If you’re right, maybe all the people Snallygaster has taken are still alive.”

      Maybe. Until any eggs Snallygaster has laid hatch. Then it’s goodbye humans, hello breakfast buffet. I’ve got an anti-venom spell I can teach you in a few minutes that might revive the people Snallygaster took. Assuming my theory is right. We can test it out on busty Bertha here.

      I felt my spellfire dissipate. The store stopped rumbling. The quiet, in its way, was scarier than the noise had been. What in the world was the monster doing now? I stood. “There’s no time for that now.”

      You’re right. As the cliché goes, let sleeping people with blogs lie.

      I let that ridiculous statement lie. “We have to figure out where Snallygaster has stashed the people she’s carted off and save them.”

      How are we going to do that?

      “I was kind of hoping you’d tell me.”

      I’m the Cloak of Wisdom, not the Cloak of Omniscience.

      I left the unconscious woman on the floor. She was safer here than where I was going. I closed her shirt on the off-chance someone happened along and saw her.

      Spoilsport! Puck said with disgust. I ignored him. Those of us with less than perfect bodies had to look out for each other.

      I cautiously poked my head out the store’s door. There was no sign of Snallygaster, though I did hear a racket from further up the street. I crept out of the shop to get a look.

      Snallygaster was perched on top of the white church up the street. She was positioned behind the church’s tall steeple like an oversized gargoyle. Her metal claws scratched at the building’s roof like a chicken scratching in the dirt for worms. Shingles and the roofing underneath them sloughed away.

      The bystanders! I thought, panicked. Agatha!

      I ran toward the church. Puck streamed in the air behind me. As I approached the church, I saw the sign out front: Zion Lutheran Church. Four stately Ionic style columns marked the entrance to the church; the steeple, which included a clock and bell tower, soared above them. The rest of the building was a massive rectangle. Snallygaster was on the rectangular part.

      Marshalling my Will, I began a Wave as I neared the church. At its completion, I said the Word: “Aer!”

      The wind began to pick up. At first just leaves and stray pieces of trash were blown around. Then, as my magically induced wind got stronger and stronger, bits of debris took flight. In seconds, gale force winds whipped around Zion Lutheran and Snallygaster.

      Screeching, Snallygaster tucked her wings close to her body and gripped the roof with her talons, trying to resist being blown off the church by the powerful wind.

      The roof gave in before the monster did. With a sound like a giant book being ripped into two, the pieces of the roof Snallygaster clutched ripped away from the rest of the building. Snallygaster was tossed end over end into the air, away from the church, screeching to wake the dead.

      I knew better than to rest on my laurels. While still buffeting Snallygaster with my windstorm, I strained my magical Will and opened portals, one after another.

      Cars, trucks, and SUVs disappeared from the street, reappearing in the sky above the struggling monster. The vehicles pelted the tumbling, shrieking monster like gargantuan hail.

      A silver SUV slammed into Snallygaster. I recognized it. It was the Honda CR-V Agatha and I had driven up here in. Whether by instinct or deliberate intelligence, Snallygaster latched onto the Honda with her metal claws. With their combined weights, Snallygaster and the Honda fell out of the sky despite the fearsome windstorm which buffeted them. They tumbled end over end like a broken kite toward a two-story brick building with a sloping green roof up the street from the church.

      BOOM! Snallygaster and the SUV slammed through the building’s roof and disappeared. The street rumbled when they hit the ground. Dust and debris shot through the gaping hole in the roof like the building was an erupting volcano. Bricks and other debris whizzed from the building like a bomb had been set off inside it. I ducked, avoiding the shrapnel. The stench of gasoline, already strong, got stronger. The brick building’s frame quivered but, incredibly, did not collapse.

      I released my Will and let the windstorm dissipate. Debris the windstorm had picked up fell from the sky like thick hail.

      Soon, the dust began to settle. Other than the occasional clatter when a piece of the brick building fell off it, everything was quiet and still, like the eerie silence that settles after a violent storm.

      Did we just win? Puck asked hopefully. It feels like we just won.

      “Maybe.” I was panting. I felt like a drained battery. Conjuring up the powerful windstorm and opening multiple portals back to back had taken a lot out of me.

      I advanced cautiously toward the building. The smell of spilled gas was almost choking the closer I got. I conjured another ball of spellfire. Because I was exhausted, it took a lot more Will than it normally did.

      “Remember when Goatman played possum to lure me close to him?” I asked Puck. “Better safe than sorry.”

      I launched the fireball at the building. The building ignited with a whoosh. Thick smoke rose into the air. Between the spilled gas and my own Will, the building burned like it was made of kindling instead of brick.

      I stared at the inferno. Nothing within it stirred.

      “I guess we did win,” I said. “It’s over. Now we just have to find where Snallygaster took the people she abducted. Hopefully they’re still alive.”

      The heat from the burning building made me avert my eyes. I was not happy the way I thought I would be. This victory was bittersweet. Though I had accomplished the task the Inner Circle had given me, this was the first time I had killed a monster instead of finding another way to neutralize it. In fact, this was the first time I had ever killed a living thing more complex than a cockroach. Though no one could say I had killed Snallygaster in anything other than self-defense and the defense of others, I didn’t much like the way this victory felt. It felt like murder.

      The fiery building exploded, spraying shrapnel like a giant grenade. Projectiles whizzed around me. Something hard hit my temple, making me stagger.

      Snallygaster, her wings outstretched, burning like a phoenix, screaming like a banshee, rose from the fiery remains of the building.

      Snallygaster leaped toward me and descended like a bird of prey. I tried to dodge out of the way, but my exhaustion and the blow to the head had made me clumsy. Snallygaster’s metal talons clawed at me, bearing me to the ground under them.

      Only my suit stopped the monster’s razor-sharp claws from ripping my insides out. A four-clawed foot bore down on my chest like a hydraulic press. The pain was unbearable. Instinct made me grab two of the claws and try to push the monstrous beast off me. The foot did not budge. It felt like I was trying to bench press the world.

      Come on Sage, you can do it! Puck urged.

      The street buckled around me as I was pushed down into it. I wailed in pain and frustration, making my throat raw. I couldn’t free a hand to cast a spell. I would already have been squashed like a grape if I hadn’t pushed back against the beast.

      My arms shook. Everything was on fire. I couldn’t breathe.

      Puck was wrong. I couldn’t do it. Snallygaster was too strong. And, to add insult to injury, a bolt of inspiration had hit me as to how I should’ve tried to defeat Snallygaster instead of confronting her directly.

      Should’ve, could’ve, would’ve. It was too late for all that now. It was too late for me now. I felt and heard things inside me pop and snap. I screamed.

      It's okay honey, Puck said. He was crying. I know you did your best. You came close. I love you. You’re the best friend I ever had.

      Close only counted with horseshoes and hand grenades, not monster fighting. I was going to die. Puck knew it. I knew it.

      The people Snallygaster had abducted were going to die. The mundanes in the church would die. Agatha would die. All because of me.

      I had failed. I was a loser. Just like I had been most of my life.

      Darkness gathered like a black storm and closed in from all sides, dimming my vision. Lightning bolts erupted from the storm and struck Snallygaster. Her body shuddered, making what was left of my world shake. Agatha flashed by in my peripheral vision.

      What they said about dying was apparently true. I expected the rest of my life to flash before my eyes as well.

      It did not. I must have been too far gone for that.

      My hands went limp. My arms fell.

      The black storm contracted like a camera’s shutter and swallowed me whole.
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      My eyes opened. Jesus Christ looked down at me.

      “Heaven? Really?” I said to him. “This is unexpected. I’m surprised I made the cut. Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

      Or at least I tried to say that. It came out as a low moan. Something pressed painfully on my chest repeatedly. I couldn’t breathe. Heaven was a lot more uncomfortable than I had been led to believe.

      The pushing on my chest stopped. Agatha’s face filled my field of vision. She pinched my nose closed and tilted my head back. She put her mouth on my mouth and forced air into my lungs.

      Yuck! Puck said. A mother on daughter lip-lock is not as hot as porn led me to believe.

      A dam within me burst. Suddenly, I could breathe again. Agatha pulled her head back and took her hand off my nose. I started coughing so hard, I thought I’d hawk up an organ. I spat up blood.

      I could see past Agatha’s head again. Jesus wasn’t Jesus. Well he was, but he wasn’t. He was a statue looming over us. Unless Heaven housed an annex of Madame Tussauds’ wax museum, this wasn’t Heaven.

      “Where . . . am . . . I?” I wheezed between coughs. It felt like someone had taken a jackhammer to my chest. I sat up with effort.

      “Inside Zion Lutheran,” Agatha said. Her voice was thick with emotion. Her Armani blazer was ripped and, like the rest of her, streaked with soot. “I saw from the window that Snallygaster was crushing you. I went out to help. I was able to dislodge her grip on you with a spell, then carried you back inside. You weren’t breathing. I had to give you CPR.” She shook her head. Her eyes got wet. “If you weren’t so strong . . .”

      Agatha flung herself on me, nearly knocking me over. She hugged me tight. She was crying. “I thought I’d lost you again.”

      She was crushing me. I was too weak to push her away. “Can’t . . . breathe,” I croaked.

      “What? Oh! Sorry.” Agatha untangled from me. I could breathe again. Not that I particularly wanted to. Every breath felt like a stab to the chest. At least my cough was subsiding.

      The church shuddered. Bits of plaster rained down like confetti. I looked up at the high ceiling. “Snallygaster?”

      “Who else?” Agatha said. “This being consecrated ground, a magical creature like her has a hard time breaking in. I cast a spell that augments the building’s natural protective holy magic. It won’t last much longer, but it’s holding for now.”

      I tried and failed to stand. Agatha helped me to my feet. I clung unsteadily to her. Once up, I saw the bystanders I had sent here slumped over in the church’s pews. Agatha followed my gaze.

      “A simple sleep spell,” Agatha explained. That was easy for her to say—I had no idea how to cast a sleep spell, simple or otherwise. “I thought it was the best way to keep them from panicking and trying to flee the church. It’s safer for them in here than out there. Them being asleep has the side benefit of not letting them witness acts of magic. The fact they saw Snallygaster is bad enough.”

      What Agatha had done finally penetrated my skull. Dying and coming back to life had made me slow on the uptake.

      “You saved my life,” I said.

      “Of course.” Agatha smiled through her tears. “I’m your mother.”

      “But what about the Inner Circle? You were supposed to just observe and not interfere.”

      Agatha smiled again. “What the Inner Circle doesn’t know won’t hurt them. I won’t tell them if you won’t.”

      “My lips are sealed. Thanks for rescuing me, Agatha.”

      “You know how you can thank me? You can call me mom. Just once.” Agatha glanced at the shuddering church walls. “Especially when I may not get another chance to hear it.”

      “Sure Mom. Sure,” I said.

      Agatha beamed. The word had felt unfamiliar on my tongue. And yet, it felt good. I could get used to saying it.

      Snallygaster screamed her whistling screech. More bits of plaster rained down.

      I would have to get used to saying it later. If I didn’t do something about Snallygaster, none of us would have a later.

      This wasn’t over after all. I hadn’t failed. There still was a chance for all of us.

      I gently extricated myself from Agatha’s—no, Mom’s—arms. I looked down at my suit. Other than being filthy, it seemed none the worse for wear. I wished I could have said the same. Oh well.

      I willed my mask to cover my face again. Apparently, almost dying had allowed it to slip off so Agatha could give me mouth to mouth. I staggered toward the church’s exit. Every step felt like it would be my last.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Agatha’s voice was aghast.

      “What else? I’m going to confront Snallygaster again.”

      Agatha stepped in front of me and barred my path. “You’re injured. Look at what she did to you when you fought her healthy.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, lying through my teeth. I shouldn’t have wasted my painful breath—Agatha didn’t look like she believe me. “Besides, I have a plan. It hit me when Snallygaster was trying to crush me.”

      “If you go back out there, you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      Again, Puck added grimly.

      “And if I stay here,” I said, “we’ll all get killed.” I did not want to share my plan because Agatha would try to stop me. As weak as I was, she’d succeed. “At least if I go back out there, there’s a chance to save us all.”

      Agatha regarded me silently. She must have seen the resolve on my face because she sighed, then stepped aside. “You really are a hero, aren’t you? You must get it from your father’s side.”

      I grinned. It hurt my face. “Says the woman who risked her neck to save me.”

      I put my hand on the door, about to push it open. I hesitated. What if I never came back? Some things were best not left unsaid. I looked over my shoulder.

      “I love you, Mom,” I said.

      Tears ran down Agatha’s face again. “I love you too.”

      Awww! Puck sniffled. I’m not crying. You’re crying!

      I pushed the door open. I blinked against the brightness.

      I stepped outside. The street looked like even more of a warzone than it had before. Based on the noise, Snallygaster was on the roof of the church again.

      Moving as quickly as my aching body would allow, I sidled around the church to its long horizontal side. With my back pressed against the side of the church, I psyched myself up.

      Then I stepped out into the open. Snallygaster’s head twisted at the movement, orienting to look down at me. Her tentacles twisted like giant worms around her metal beak.

      “Ready for round two?” I called out, letting my mask amplify my voice.

      A tentacle stretched out like a whip. I saw it coming but did not move.

      The tentacle wrapped around my waist. It pinned my arms to my side. The tentacle glistened with what must have been the beast’s paralyzing venom. It yanked me into the air, toward the monster’s snapping metallic beak.

      I’m not sure what your plan is, Puck yowled, but whatever it is, I hate it.

      The tentacle squeezed tighter. My body erupted in pain.

      My eyes closed, and I was again swallowed by blackness.
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      My eyes opened. Cloudy whiteness surrounded me. This time I knew I was not in heaven. It was so creepy, it might as well have been hell.

      I was on my back, bound in a white cocoon like a caterpillar with dreams of becoming a butterfly. I was deep in a mountain cavern. Which mountain exactly, I did not know.

      All I knew was that after Snallygaster had ensnared me with her tentacle at Zion Lutheran, she had flown north with me for miles, eventually crawling into a large crack on the side of a mountain. After passing through several other chambers, Snallygaster had deposited my limp body here. Then she had vomited on me through her beak, coating me with a gross white substance. Like a spider spinning a web, her tentacles had shaped the goo into the cocoon I was now bound in.

      I knew all of that because I had been awake ever since Snallygaster had grabbed me outside of the church. I had closed my eyes and played possum once the monster’s tentacle ensnared me. I had correctly gambled my suit would protect me from the paralyzing venom Snallygaster seemed to inject her victims with. When I had let Snallygaster lasso me outside the church, I had hoped that, if Snallygaster thought I was just another victim, she would carry me to her lair. Then, hopefully, I could find her other victims, not to mention the magic gem that had made the monster go on a rampage like Goatman and Chessie had.

      I listened intently. My Gifted ears told me Snallygaster had left the cave and was flapping away from the mountain, no doubt on the hunt for other people she could abduct. Now I could set the rest of my plan into motion.

      I flexed, trying to break the bonds of the cocoon with brute strength. Pain arced through me like an electric current. The cocoon barely budged. Maybe I could have broken free if I were uninjured, but there was no way I could do it in my current condition.

      There was more than one way to skin a cat, though. I could move my hand enough to execute the simple Wave needed to cast a fire spell.

      My hand burst into flames. My fiery hand cut through the cocoon like a knife through butter. Some of the gunk got into my mouth. It tasted the way a cockroach looked.

      Ugh! Puck said. The next time you come up with a nutty plan that involves something vomiting webbing on you like Spider-Man with the flu, take me off before you implement it.

      I lurched to my feet. The cavern I was in wobbled. I closed my eyes, fighting queasiness until the unsettling feeling faded.

      You all right?

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m fine.”

      This is me you’re talking to, not Agatha. I feel what you feel, remember? You need to see a doctor.

      “Unless you know one who makes cave calls, that’ll have to wait until later.”

      On the cavern’s irregular high rock ceiling and walls were clusters of lights, reminding me of the Lite-Brite I had played with as a child. The light clusters glowed an eerie blue, making it seem as though we were in a fairyland.

      Bioluminescent larvae, Puck explained. Glowworms.

      Thanks to the glowworms, I could see just fine even though we were deep inside a mountain. Thick stalagmites rose out of the rough rock floor like stony teeth. Arranged around some of them were cocoons like the one I had just escaped from. The ones with cocoons had five of them around their rocky foundations in star-shaped formations. From the end of each cocoon abutting the stalagmites flowed a glowing milky white liquid. The liquid defied gravity, trickling uphill in channels carved in the stalagmites. Each channel emptied into a cavity at the top of the stalagmites. Resting in those cavities and the pools of white liquid in them were brown eggs mottled a putrid green. The eggs varied in size. The smallest was the size of a five-gallon bucket; the largest was the size of a barrel of whiskey. There were six eggs and therefore a total of thirty cocoons clustered around them, including the one I had busted out of.

      I opened my Third Eye. The mundane world faded away, leaving the colorful magical one. Now I could see through the opaque cocoons.

      Each cocoon contained a person. The people were alive, thank the gods. The cocoons which enshrouded them were slowly sucking their life force, like a possessed infant nursing at a woman’s breast. That life force was crawling up the stalagmites, feeding the eggs perched on them. The eggs contained embryos in different stages of development. None were fully developed yet, but it was obvious each would hatch into a Snallygaster.

      My flesh crawled. Something about the scene was obscene. It was like watching demons feed. Trying not to gag, I hastily closed my Third Eye.

      “What do you think?” I asked Puck.

      I think my theory is right, Puck said grimly. Snallygaster has been abducting people to give her offspring something to feed on. When these eggs hatch, they’ll probably make what’s left of these people their first post-birth meal, just like those parasitoid wasps we talked about.

      My jaw clenched. “We’re not going to let that happen.”

      I went over to the nearest cocoon. I bent and carefully slit it open with spellfire. Not wanting to use more fire on the cocoon and accidentally burn the person inside, I stuck my hands into the incision I had made. I started prying the cocoon’s stiff material apart. My chest shrieked in protest. I tried to ignore the pain.

      After a painful struggle with the material, I peeled the cocoon open. A tall, heavyset black man was inside. His eyes were closed. Though he did not move when I tried to wake him, his pulse was strong.

      Something inside me popped audibly when I stood upright. I panted with exertion. The shooting pains in my chest when I breathed in Zion Lutheran had subsided, but now they were back with a vengeance.

      “I can’t carry this guy out of here, much less over two dozen people,” I gasped. “We’re going to have to try to revive them. Didn’t you say something about an anti-venom spell when we were in the store with the blogger?”

      Yeah. You can learn it in a few minutes. Pay attention. Hands materialized in my mind’s eye. With them, Puck led me through the motion of the spell’s Wave. He had me practice it several times until I had it down pat. Then he taught me the Word. He made me repeat the phrase several times, correcting my pronunciation and emphasis, until I had it.

      Okay, the Will is the trickiest part of this spell. If you don’t get it right, you’re more likely to kill this guy than revive him. Have you ever done a controlled burn? You know, like burning a field in the winter to kill weeds to prepare it for crop planting in the spring.

      “Of course I have.” Pain had fouled my mood. “As a lifelong city dweller, I do controlled burns all the time. The U.S. Park Service does get a little persnickety when I practice by lighting the National Mall on fire, though.”

      Of all the things Snallygaster broke inside of you, I see your sense of snark was not one of them, Puck muttered. What’s your superhero name going to be, Lippy Lass? I brought up controlled burns because that’s how you’re going to visualize what your magic will do to this guy: namely, burning away the paralyzing venom inside his body, so that his physiology’s natural processes can resume. Like this.

      I got a mental image of a weed infested field. It burst into flames as if it had spontaneously combusted. Like I was watching time-lapse footage, the weeds quickly burned away, the fire died, the blackened earth faded and disappeared, and row upon row of neatly planted healthy green plants sprouted in place of the weeds. I committed the images to memory as if I would be asked to paint them later.

      Once I thought I was ready, I stood over the unconscious man. I marshalled my Will and fixed the images I had memorized firmly in my mind. I exercised the Wave over the man’s body and said the Word: “Adolebitque sunt venenum.” Burn the venom away.

      I felt the magic pour out of me and into the man like I was a cup giving water to someone dying of thirst. The man’s body clenched up, as if every muscle in his body was tensing. Then, his body relaxed again. He did not open his eyes.

      “It didn’t work,” I told Puck in disappointment. I nearly jumped out of my costume when the man’s hand moved and grabbed my ankle. His eyes fluttered open. They slowly focused on me. His dark eyes bulged. They took in my costumed form.

      “Who are you?” he asked hoarsely. “Where am I?”

      “I’m a superhero. You were abducted by—” At the last moment, I stopped myself from saying a magical creature. “By an animal genetically engineered by a supervillain to resemble the monster urban legend says inhabits western Maryland. How do you feel?”

      “Like I’ve been hit by a truck.” Welcome to the club, I thought. The man struggled to stand up. I gritted my teeth when I bent to help him.

      “What’s your name?” I asked him. I fought to keep the pain out of my voice. I knew from being a bodyguard that, if I was going to save this man and the others, they needed to trust me. Letting him know it felt like a strong wind might knock me over would not inspire confidence.

      “Curtis.” He was unsteadily on his feet now. Middle-aged, he was taller than I. His hair was cut into a flattop.

      “Curtis, you’re not the only one the animal abducted. See all these white things on the floor? A person is trapped inside each one. How about helping me free them?”

      With Curtis helping me pry apart the cocoon, reviving the next person was easier. The first thing the pinch-faced woman did when she got to her feet was pull out a cell phone and start to record our surroundings. I snatched the phone out of her hand. I told her everything here was classified by order of the Heroes’ Guild. If the lie had worked on Sledgehammer, surely it would work on a civilian. I stuffed the woman’s phone into the Pouch of Infinity.

      After that, I frisked the person in each cocoon for a phone and confiscated it before I tried to revive him or her. I made a mental note to return the devices when we got out of here.

      I’m ninety-eight percent convinced that machines have become self-aware and they’re using mundanes as their reproductive organs, Puck said when it became obvious most of the captives carried smartphones.

      With more and more hands to help, freeing people went faster and faster. One of the freed captives was Brody’s mom Alyssa. I recognized her because her hazel eyes were identical to Brody’s. She cried when I told her I had spoken to her husband and son and that they were both safe.

      The stronger of the freed captives helped the weaker ones walk. The weakest of them all was a hulking man who looked like he could be a professional weightlifter. Seeing him hobble around made me wonder if the weaker ones had been confined here the longest and therefore had been drained of their life force the most.

      By the time everyone was free, I dripped in sweat. Though the cavern was cool, my injuries and casting so many spells in such a short period of time had taken a lot out of me.

      Unfortunately, my spellcasting wasn’t over. While freeing the captives, I had been wondering if, even when I got rid of the gem influencing Snallygaster, its residual magic had infected these unhatched monsters since Snallygaster had laid them when she was under the gem’s control. I decided I couldn’t simply leave the eggs here and hope for the best.

      “Stand back!” I waited until everyone had clustered against a far wall. Then, I stepped up to the largest egg. Hoping I was doing the right thing, I marshalled my Will, executed the Wave, said the Word, then placed my hand on the egg’s hard shell.

      Like a torch dipped in napalm, the egg ignited. After a few seconds, it began to sizzle loudly. I stepped back. The egg exploded like a giant piece of popcorn, spraying thick gunk everywhere. Sizzling yolk ran down the stalagmite, hardening as my spellfire cooked it.

      Soon, all that remained of the massive egg was a charred, twisted mess perched on top of the stalagmite. A few of the mundanes muttered darkly at the sight.

      “You destroyed the poor baby growing in that egg,” the pinch-faced woman said accusatorily. “You ought to be ashamed. We’re all God’s creatures.”

      She’s probably still mad you took her phone, Puck said. Ingrate. She’s the kind of person who’d be admitted through the Pearly Gates and immediately complain to Saint Pete about the harps being too loud.

      I was tempted to seal the woman back into her cocoon and let her god decide if he wanted to save her. Instead, I stepped toward the next egg.

      “Do you think I’m enjoying this?” I said to her. “It has to be done. If I let these things hatch, the world will have to deal with seven of the creatures who abducted you all, instead of just the one.” The CEB files had indicated only one Snallygaster was thought to exist at a time. As a magical creature, it was not subject to the usual mundane mating pattern where two different sexes were needed for reproduction. I wondered if the gem which had enchanted the adult had interfered with her normal reproductive cycle.

      “One of those flying freaks is more than enough,” Curtis agreed. He turned to the woman who had complained. “How about you shut up and let the lady do her job? She clearly knows what she’s doing.” Most of the throng babbled in agreement. The pinch-faced woman looked stubborn, crossed her arms, and said something under her breath about reporting me to the Heroes’ Guild. The joke was on her. I of course wasn’t a member of the Guild, or even a Meta. However, it made me wonder—and not for the first time—if I would eventually get into trouble for presenting myself as a superhero when I was not a duly licensed Hero. As Sledgehammer had said, operating as a superhero without a license was illegal under the federal Hero Act.

      I would worry about that later. This wasn’t the first time I had broken the law. At least now I was breaking it for a good cause.

      One by one, I set the eggs ablaze and destroyed them. Each one made me feel worse.

      My hand hesitated when I raised it to set fire to the last surviving egg, the smallest one that was the size of a bucket. I felt like I was committing genocide.

      Awww heck, I thought. I dropped my hand and reached for the Pouch of Infinity instead. I untied the leather band that secured it to my belt. I opened the pouch, turned it upside down, and placed it on top of the egg. The pouch looked like an undersized floppy hat there. I tugged down on it. The pouch’s magic made its lip expand to encompass the egg. I pulled down on the pouch. The watching mundanes whispered in shocked awe as the pouch swallowed the egg like a boa constrictor unhinging its jaws to swallow a deer, all without the main body of the pouch expanding beyond its original change purse dimensions.

      “How in the world did you just do that?” Alyssa asked, her mouth agape.

      “Superpowers, of course. How else?” I retied the Pouch of Infinity to my belt. Despite containing the large egg, it was no heavier than it had been when I first pulled it off my belt.

      When Snallygaster had brought me here while I pretended to be unconscious, I had spotted with my Third Eye a gem like the ones that controlled Goatman and Chessie. The gem was in the first chamber in the series of caverns Snallygaster had carried me through. Now I just had to grab the gem and neutralize it before Snallygaster came back.

      “Come on,” I said to everyone. “Let’s get out of here.” Pangs of urgency gnawed at my belly. I didn’t know how long it would be before Snallygaster returned, and I didn’t want it to return to find us clustered around her destroyed eggs.

      With me taking point, I led everyone out of the sole exit to the cavern. As before, the stronger people helped the weaker ones. I did not help. If Snallygaster returned, I needed my hands free.

      The glowworms weren’t as plentiful in the tunnel we traveled through, so I had to set my hand on fire again so we could see. Shadows flickered like they were alive, creeping me out even more than I already was. Being the pied piper for a gaggle of mundanes in the middle of a mountain with an aching body, a monster egg in my pocket, destroyed eggs on my conscience, and my belly quivering in fear that their ill-tempered mommy would find us and kill us all in vengeance was not how I thought I would be spending the day when I woke up this morning. Unlike the song, mama hadn’t said there would be days like this. And mine was the head of the CEB, so she should have given me a heads-up.

      I stopped walking. Here the tunnel branched off into several different directions. I hesitated.

      “Don’t you know which way to go?” a scared voice rang out behind me.

      “Of course I know which way to go,” I replied.

      I muted my mask. “I don’t know which way to go,” I said to Puck.

      Don’t look at me, he said. You had your eyes closed when Snallygaster carried us through here. I have an eidetic memory, but I can’t remember what I never saw.

      The air stirred, making my hand torch flicker. It gave me an idea. I executed the necessary Wave with my free hand, summoned the Will, and said the Word: “Ignis fatuus.”

      A glowing will-o’-the-wisp about the size of a candle’s flame materialized in front of me. It bobbed gently in place for a moment before drifting down a branch of the tunnel on the right. Thanks to my spell, it would seek out the nearest source of fresh air, which I assumed would be the entrance Snallygaster had brought me into the mountain through.

      I followed the will-o’-the-wisp and the mundanes followed me. The winding tunnel started to incline upward. Soon, every step exacerbated the pain I already felt in my chest.

      Eventually, the tunnel brightened. I felt a gentle breeze on my face. The tunnel emptied into a massive chamber with curved, mustard brown rock walls. Wide and tall, a bunch of cars could be stacked in here like Legos on top of one another without grazing the rock roof. The center of the cavern was mostly clear and unobstructed. Long, thin stalactites and stalagmites ringed its perimeter. Sunlight spilled in through a massive crack in the rock face straight ahead, providing enough light that I extinguished my spellfire. I was so relieved to see this literal light at the end of the tunnel that, if the mundanes hadn’t been with me, I would have kissed the rocky floor of the cavern in gratitude. Assuming my battered body let me bend down that far.

      Is this the place Snallygaster brought us in through? Puck asked.

      “I think so. Let’s find out for sure.”

      I opened my Third Eye. Mounted high up in one of the walls was the enchanted gem I had spotted with my Third Eye when Snallygaster had brought us into the mountain. It had the same sort of magical signature as the gems which had possessed Chessie and Goatman.

      After taking careful note of the gem’s location, I closed my Third Eye. Addressing the mundanes, I said, “The supervillain who created the monster stashed the device which controls it in the wall over there. I’m going to retrieve it. Stay here.”

      I weaved my way through the stalagmites and stood at the base of the wall the gem was in. Though I couldn’t see it with my eyes, thanks to the view I had gotten of it with my Third Eye, I knew the gem was concealed in a crevice high up on the rock wall, near the ceiling. As the wall gently curved, it was not completely perpendicular to the floor, but it was nearly so.

      I stared up at the high crevice. My arms and legs hurt at just the thought of scaling the wall.

      “Can I portal the gem out?” I asked Puck hopefully.

      And risk opening the magical doorway in the rock face? Puck projected the image of an explosion and an expanding mushroom cloud in my mind. I wouldn’t advise it. Plus, I’m not sure it’s a good idea to try teleporting a high-level magical item like that, anyway. Bad things are liable to happen.

      “I was afraid you’d say that.” I sighed in resignation. I winced. Sighing hurt too.

      With a thought, I Willed the parts of my suit around my hands and feet to disappear. With my muscles and joints screaming in protest, I started climbing the wall. Muscle memory kicked in, making it easy to find hand and footholds on the craggy rock surface.

      Whoa! Puck exclaimed as I moved up the wall. You’re chockful of surprises. Who taught you to rock climb? No, never mind. Let me guess: Bigfoot.

      “Yep,” I gasped.

      That is one versatile ape.

      “Don't call him an ape. It's offensive. He's a cryptid.”

      If calling him that makes you feel better about hooking up with something that looks an awful lot like an ape then, fine, he's a cryptid.

      An outcropping collapsed under my foot. Dislodged rock bits bounced down. They pinged against the distant floor. My foot groped for a new perch. Fortunately, Bigfoot had taught me to maintain three points of contact with a rock face, so my hands had kept me from plummeting to the floor.

      “Would you zip it?” I rasped to Puck. “You’re distracting me.”

      Puck muttered something about me being a zoophilic in denial, then shut up.

      Before I could move another inch, my heart froze.

      I had heard a train-like whistle.

      I listened hard. I heard it again. It was louder and closer this time.

      There was no doubt about it: Snallygaster was returning.
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      My mask amplified my voice. “Run back to the tunnel! Now!”

      I didn’t risk turning my head to see if the mundanes complied. I focused my complete attention on the crevice I had been aiming for. The fast-approaching whistle gave my feet wings.

      I reached the crevice. I shoved my hand in and groped around.

      My hand met with something hard and angled. I tugged on it.

      It was stuck.

      Of course it was.

      Adrenaline helped me ignore the painful protestations of my body as I yanked on the object, over and over.

      Finally, it broke free from the crevice with a clatter of shattered rock. I got a faceful of debris. My backward momentum almost flung me off the wall before I caught myself.

      I glanced at the object in my hand. It was a gem identical to the ones I had encountered with Chessie and Goatman.

      The whistling was even louder now. I froze like a fly on a wall for a moment as my mind raced. I couldn’t open a portal without using both hands to execute the Wave. And if I freed both hands to cast the spell, I’d fall off the wall. Crashing into Agatha’s car with Toto had taught me the dangers of exiting a portal from a free fall. I was already injured. Crashing into an unforgiving rock floor in this condition might prove fatal.

      Using a portal was out. I’d have to climb down.

      That all went through my mind in a flash. To free my hand, I tossed the gem over my shoulder and let it fall. I began climbing back down the wall as quickly as I could.

      I probably set some kind of record. My feet touched the floor of the cavern. I didn’t see the gem. It took a few panicked seconds, but I found it behind a thick stalagmite a few steps away. I grabbed it again.

      You can’t destroy it. Not when you’re this close to it, Puck warned. Remember what happened in Goatman’s hut.

      He was right. I could not destroy it. I had to get it away from Snallygaster, just like I did with Chessie. Only this time I didn’t have an overeager flying Metahuman sidekick handy. Despite Puck’s earlier warning about teleporting a high-level magic item, I’d have to risk portaling the gem away from here.

      Then a third option hit me: I didn’t have to open a portal to get the gem away from here. I could send the infernal thing to another dimension without a portal.

      With Snallygaster’s whistle shrieking in my ears, I fumbled the Pouch of Infinity open. The lip of the pouch widened to accommodate the large gem when the pouch touched it. I shoved the gem inside, then closed the pouch again.

      I opened my Third Eye and looked down at the pouch. While the pouch itself glowed a warm magical orange, the red contrail that usually ran from one of the gems to the monster it controlled was completely gone.

      I closed my Third Eye. Chessie and Goatman had stopped being homicidal lunatics when freed of their gem’s influence. I assumed Snallygaster was no different.

      My chest heaved with exertion and relief. I had done it. It was over. Finally.

      And just in time too. Snallygaster wriggled through the crack in the face of the mountain and into the cavern. Her metal claws clattered loudly on the rock floor. She unfurled her wings, dominating the large space like I would a dollhouse. Though there was dirt and soot on her, especially on her gray wings, she barely looked the worse for wear from our earlier fight. I again wondered if she was more resistant to magic than most magical creatures.

      I watched as the glowing redness of her single giant eye faded like a bucket of eye drops had been dumped on it. The redness was replaced by swirling blacks, browns, and whites, like the eye was a giant agate marble. There was no obvious pupil.

      Snallygaster shook her head and blinked in confusion, as if she were awakening from a dream. Then her head twisted toward me. The swirling colors of her eye seemed to orient on me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the heads of several mundanes sticking out of the tunnel I had told them to take cover in. We were all trespassing in Snallygaster’s home. I knew how that felt, having experienced the same incivility with both the Wandering Jew and my mother.

      I waved at Snallygaster. The simple motion hurt. It felt like my arm would fall off. “Hi there. Sorry for the intrusion. However, let’s not forget you’re the one who brought us here. It’s a great place. The glowworms especially are a nice touch.”

      Snallygaster’s head tilted as she stared at me. I had no idea if she understood me or not. Her tentacles fanned wide and wriggled. The motion reminded me of a snake’s tongue flicking as it smelled the air.

      Was some monster maternal instinct telling the creature what I had done to her eggs? I suddenly was hyper-aware of the sole egg I had not destroyed sitting in my pouch. I had the urge to pull it out, place it on the floor, and slowly back away from it.

      Snallygaster lowered her head. With her tentacles writhing maniacally, she opened her metal beak wide. She roared at me so loudly, I covered my ears.

      Uh-oh, I thought.

      Uh-oh, Puck said.

      The cavern trembled from the thunderous cacophony. Dust and bits of rock fell from the ceiling. Some of it got into Snallygaster’s swirling eye. Seemingly irritated by the debris, one of her tentacles curled up and whisked the stuff out of her eye like it was a giant windshield wiper.

      With claws clattering and wings flapping, Snallygaster charged me. I backpedaled, into the maze of stalagmites behind me. The stone outcroppings snapped, collapsing around me like bowling pins as Snallygaster charged into them after me.

      I tripped and fell. Snallygaster was on top of me in a twinkling, grabbing me with her tentacles. I was whipped into the air like a rag doll. The tentacles retracted, reeling me in like a fish toward the monster’s snapping metallic maw.

      I tried to pull free but couldn’t. The tentacles were like wet steel cables. Spellfire lanced out of my hands, hitting Snallygaster over and over to no visible effect. Snallygaster’s beak closed on my ankle and squeezed like a vise. I shrieked. Snallygaster’s swirling eye focused on me malevolently.

      I remembered how sensitive the beast’s eye had seemed moments before. I hit the eye with a ball of spellfire. Again, no effect.

      The beak was around my knee now. Even with my suit’s protection, I felt bones snapping. My mind exploded with pain.

      It’s resistant to magic! Puck cried. Hit it with something non-magical!

      Yeah, but what?

      Inspiration cut through my pain and panic. I executed an earth spell.

      A broken stalagmite spun from the floor and whipped into my hands. Long as a lance, the thick rock fragment tapered to a point.

      I stabbed with all my might. The stalagmite’s point sank into Snallygaster’s eye like a needle into a pincushion.

      The eye exploded like a popped pimple. Thick green ichor erupted, drenching me. Snallygaster screamed. My leg was free. The monster bucked like a bronco. The tentacles writhed, trying now to brush me away instead of pulling me in. I twisted an arm around one of them and held on. The other arm shoved the stalagmite deeper into Snallygaster’s eye.

      The stalagmite suddenly met with resistance, as if it pressed into something as hard as it was. With a clatter of metal claws against rock, Snallygaster charged forward like a giant bull, toward the wall behind me. If I hit it and then Snallygaster rammed me, I’d be crushed like a soda can.

      I could have let go and tried to roll free. But this was the first time I had really hurt Snallygaster. I knew I would have no better chance to end this ordeal than now. Every fiber of my being echoed my mouth’s scream as I shoved on the stalagmite, trying to get it to go all the way in. Stalagmites broke against my back as Snallygaster rammed me through them, closer to the rock wall.

      Desperation, pain and panic tapped into a hidden reserve of strength I didn’t even know I had. I yanked on the tentacle with one hand, and shoved harder on my rock lance with the other.

      The stalagmite in my hand surged forward. Making a sound like a wet zipper being zipped, the stalagmite’s tip burst out of the other side of Snallygaster’s head.

      Snallygaster’s whistling screams died like a switch was flipped. The monster’s legs collapsed like they had turned into rubber. Her torso hit the floor. Choking dust rose and broken rocks went whizzing as the rampaging monster skidded to a stop. Her tentacles went as limp as wet ropes. The one I had wrapped my arm around slithered out of my grasp.

      With one hand, I dangled off the thick end of the stalagmite poking out of Snallygaster’s ruined eye. I glanced back. The rough wall was only a foot or so away. A close call. Story of my life.

      I was a good six feet off the ground. This was going to hurt. Also the story of my life.

      I let go of the stalagmite and dropped to the floor. The knee Snallygaster had chomped down on collapsed under me and I fell. Holding back curses of agony, I stumbled back up, supporting all my weight on my good leg.

      Panting, I stared at Snallygaster, halfway expecting another shoe to drop.

      The monstrous beast didn’t move. She was as dead as a doornail. The stalagmite extended all the way through her head and out the back of the monster’s skull like an arrow through a scarecrow.

      Oooo! Oooo! I’ve got it! Puck crowed triumphantly. Your superhero catchphrase: Here’s mud in your eye. You know, because a stalagmite is an accretion of mineral deposits. Get it?

      I was too busy catching my breath, trying not to pass out, and thanking my lucky stars to veto that absurdity.

      The mundanes cautiously started coming out of the tunnel they had taken cover in. Soon they all crowded around me.

      “That was incredible!”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. And Avatar saved my life once.”

      “You kicked that thing’s butt!”

      “You’re some kind of Hero!”

      “But wait,” Curtis said, his voice rising above the tumult. “You saved us all and we don’t even know your name.”

      Though it hurt like the dickens, I slowly drew myself up to my full height and stood tall.

      I knew the right moment would eventually come. Here it was. This was my shining hour. My superhero coming out party. I had given long and hard thought about my superhero name, and I had picked a good one. One that was memorable. One that would strike fear into the hearts of evildoers. One that was a nod to my magical roots. And yet, one with the dignity befitting my status as a sorceress and twenty-first century woman. I would be no Bewitching Lass, no Miss Magic, no Glamour Girl, no She-Supernatural.

      I waited for the mundanes’ voices to die down for the unveiling.

      “My name is Grimoire,” I declaimed dramatically. A grimoire was a book of magic spells. It was a little on the nose, but we superheroes were not known for our subtlety. “Remember the name well. Soon the world will ring with it.”

      With an exaggerated flourish, I opened a portal and stepped out of the mountain cavern and back onto West Main Street in Middletown.

      The sun shone on me like a spotlight. Now that I no longer had an audience, I bent over like an arthritic old woman. I felt like throwing up. Again.

      And yet, despite the pain I was in and all I had been through, I was pleased with myself. That was one heck of a dramatic exit I had just made. A little over the top maybe, but that was par for the course with us superheroes. I bet they couldn’t even teach that kind of exit in Hero Academy. Pfft! Hero Academy? I didn’t need no stinkin’ Hero Academy. That was for try-hard Metas. I was a sorceress superhero. I was a natural. Superheroics were a snap.

      I was alone on the torn-up street. The place seemed like a ghost town. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but a loose end seemed untied.

      It took a few seconds to hit me.

      Darn it!

      Favoring my gimp leg, I straightened up again. I reopened the portal and stuck my head through it and back into Snallygaster’s mountain cavern. Twenty-nine pairs of eyes stared at me with bemused expectation.

      “Uh, I guess you guys need help getting off this mountain, don’t you?” I said.

      Smooth, Grimoire, Puck said. Very smooth.
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      Garbed in my Grimoire suit and mask with Puck flapping in the wind behind me, I stood on the twenty feet tall bronze statue which was atop the tall dome of the United States’ Capitol. A bronze female clothed in flowing cloaks, the statue’s name was Armed Freedom. A sheathed sword was in her right hand. A laurel wreath and a shield were in her left. The laurel wreath was an ancient symbol of victory. Like me, Armed Freedom was a winner. You go, girl!

      The green rectangular lawn of the National Mall stretched out in front of me. The tourists teeming on it looked like ants from up here. Various Smithsonian museums lined each side of the greensward. Straight ahead, over a mile away, the marble obelisk that was the Washington Monument soared toward the sky, an enduring symbol of hope and liberty.

      It looks like a giant dildo, Puck said.

      Deflated, I sighed. “In every superhero movie, there’s a scene at the end where the victorious hero stands on top of a tall building and surveys the city she’s sworn to protect. This is my moment. And you’re ruining it.”

      I’m not ruining anything. That brisk wind is ruining it. We never should have come up here. Brrr! It’s colder than a witch’s—

      “Hey!”

      I was going to say heart.

      “No, you weren't.”

      Okay, fine, I wasn't. What are you, a mind reader now?

      I was perfectly comfortable up here in my Grimoire suit, but I guess its temperature controls did not extend to Puck’s fabric. If it weren’t for the suit, I would be freezing my lady bits off. If this unseasonably cold weather was any indication of what the future had in store, it would indeed be brutal.

      My knee throbbed from standing on the precarious perch Armed Freedom provided. Even after drinking healing potions, my knee had not fully healed from Snallygaster breaking it well over a week ago. I shifted to take my weight off it. I slipped and nearly fell off of the statue before I caught myself. Puck chortled. I did not know how movie superheroes made this pose look so majestic. It was further proof that real life usually did not work out the way it did in movies.

      You’re right about one thing—we are victorious, Puck said. I’m not too big to admit that I couldn’t have done it without you. You’re a good sidekick.

      “I’m not your sidekick.”

      Sure you’re not, Robin. Anyhoo, we neutralized the monster threat, saved lives, kept you from getting thrown into the Well of Souls, got you your sorceress certification from the Inner Circle, and established your superhero persona. The National Zoo got the world’s last Snallygaster egg, and you got another IOU from Olgram Longbeard. We even reconciled you with your estranged mother. We still don’t know who stirred up the monsters or why, but that’s the CEB’s problem, not ours. Not a bad piece of work for a heroic cloak and his hippy sidekick. All's well that ends well. Puck paused. Shakespeare stole that expression from me, you know. That thieving Limey bastard.

      I smothered a grin, not wanting to encourage more silliness from Puck. Though I had completed my mission for the Inner Circle, I still had things on my to-do list. After all, I had not yet fulfilled my promised to Ghost to help him locate Millennium, the powerful magical Hero who had gone Rogue. Also, I was concerned about what would happen when the Heroes’ Guild realized I was pretending to be a Hero, yet I did not have a Hero’s license.

      But those were fish to fry another time. For now, I would enjoy the view up here and continue to take a much needed break in preparation for returning to Capstone Security Consultants. My involuntary sabbatical from my job was nearly over.

      Despite my efforts to relax, however, something had been nagging the back of my mind ever since I had dealt with Snallygaster. I could not put my finger on what it was. It was like an itch I could not scratch.

      Trying to shake the feeling that something had been left undone or that I was overlooking something, my gaze fell on the White House, which was off in the distance north of the Washington Monument. During a press conference yesterday, a reporter had asked the President about reports of a monster having abducted a bunch of people in western Maryland. The President had called the reports “fake news.” I knew the CEB had been working overtime to explain away Snallygaster and the other monsters, but the fact the President himself pooh-poohed Snallygaster made me wonder just how high in the mundane world the CEB’s reach extended.

      My cell phone buzzed. I had set my phone up to send me notifications whenever my new superhero name and certain keywords related to my recent adventures were mentioned online. I was enjoying my fifteen minutes of fame. I was sure there would come a day when I got sick of reading about my exploits, but that day was not today.

      I pulled my phone out. The alert wasn’t about me.

      It was about Damon Portnoy, Charles Russell’s lieutenant, the guy who had hired the dark elf to follow me and the mind magician who Agatha suspected had created the gems which controlled the monsters I had fought.

      The mind magician was dead.

      I read Portnoy’s obituary in the online version of the National Inquiry twice. Unlike in the tabloid’s other sections, the Inquiry played it straight when it came to obits and didn’t engage in its usual wordplay, puns, and jokes. According to the obit, Portnoy had died a few days ago. An apparent suicide. He had left a note. The Inquiry did not state what it said.

      It’s weird this Portnoy guy should turn up dead right after the monsters are taken care of, Puck said. Maybe guilt over the destruction he caused made him off himself.

      “Yeah, maybe.” I was dubious. The thing nagging at my memory tugged harder, but I still could not pin it down.

      I wonder if he planted the gems he created himself, or if his boss Russell did it. Whoever did it was as bold as a hooker at a seminary. You couldn’t have paid me to go into Snallygaster’s creepy mountain nursery to plant that mind controlling gem there.

      Puck’s words brought what was bothering my subconscious abruptly to the surface:

      When Agatha had driven us to the site of Snallygaster’s attack in Middletown, she had said the monster must have left her roost in Braddock Mountain.

      How had she known where the monster’s roost was?

      I brooded over it for a while. The longer I thought about it, the more I got a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      I cast a spell. A shimmering portal opened at my feet.

      Where are we going? Puck asked.

      I closed my phone’s National Inquiry app. “To go talk to the horse’s mouth,” I said grimly.

      I stepped forward and fell into my portal. The National Mall and all its carefree tourists disappeared.
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      I stood alone in the dark room in front of the floor to ceiling windows. I was exhausted. I had been very busy the last couple of days, and had gotten little sleep. The lights of nighttime Dupont Circle twinkled below me. It was a spectacular view. Rank really did have its privileges.

      I heard a key in the door. I turned just as it opened. Agatha walked in and flicked the lights of her living room on. I blinked against the sudden illumination. Agatha jumped when she saw me.

      “Sage! Good gods, you nearly gave me a heart attack.” She closed the door. “How in the world did you get by my wards and alarms?”

      I shrugged modestly. “I’m a sorceress.”

      Agatha smiled indulgently. “And a good one. As you’ve amply demonstrated.” She kicked off her high heels with a sigh of relief, cutting her down in size some. Her toes were blood red, matching her hands. She had on a sleek charcoal belted pant suit set. Her eyes danced. “Regardless of how you got in, I’m glad to see you. I’ve got some good news. It has been killing me to wait until our dinner tomorrow. I’m supposed to keep it a secret, but what’s the point of having good news if it can’t be shared with loved ones?”

      “Let me guess: You’ve been elected to a seat on the Inner Circle.”

      Agatha looked thunderstruck again. “How in the world do you know that?”

      I knew because after leaving the Mall, I had paid a visit on my old boss, Devin Copeland, the publisher of the Inquiry who was also on the Inner Circle. Since I had broken his finger when he groped teenaged me, he had been less than happy to see me. I was used to that reaction. However, Devin’s tune changed when I told him I’d give the Inquiry an exclusive interview with Grimoire, the world’s latest superhero who was the talk of the town. In exchange for the scoop, Devin had told me everything he knew about Damon Portnoy’s apparent suicide and the membership changes on the Inner Circle that were a direct consequence of that suicide, including Agatha’s elevation to the Circle. Devin had turned into quite the chatty Cathy once he got rolling, like we were old pals or something. Intelligence gathering, like politics, made for strange bedfellows.

      But I could not tell Agatha all that as Devin had sworn me to secrecy. So instead, I shrugged modestly again in response to Agatha’s question. “I know a lot of things,” I said.

      “Apparently.” Agatha pulled out a leather flask from a cupboard and poured herself a cup of Elven wine. The cup was rough earthenware instead of glass. Glass and Elven wine did not play well together. “Want some?”

      I desperately did, which was how I knew I shouldn’t have any. “No. I’m trying to lay off the stuff. Really what I want is to know how you knew Snallygaster’s roost was in Braddock Mountain.”

      “What?” Agatha blinked. “It was in the reports from my CEB agents.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I didn’t think it was at the time you first mentioned Snallygaster’s roost, and I went back and checked to make sure.”

      “It wasn’t?” Agatha took a long sip of wine. “Then one of my agents must have told me orally, and that particular tidbit never made it into the report.”

      I studied Agatha’s face carefully. Half of me was her. Though I had gone twenty years without her in my life, in a way, I knew her the way I knew myself.

      I hadn’t been sure before—I didn’t want to be sure before—but now that I was looking at her, I was.

      “You’re lying,” I concluded.

      Agatha frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “In Damon Portnoy’s suicide note, he said he created the gems and gave them to his lover Frances Willard, the sole woman on the Inner Circle. Frances then planted the gems in the monsters’ lairs using the information Damon had provided her. Portnoy’s note said he and Frances had conspired to stir up the monsters so that his boss, the head of the Monster Division, would be removed from the Circle for incompetence. Then Frances would nominate Damon to take his old boss’ seat on the Circle and pull strings with her allies on the Circle to make sure Damon was elected.

      “But, seeing all the death and destruction the monsters caused made Damon regret his role in the plot. He shot himself because he was overcome with guilt and shame, and left the note implicating Frances.

      “Due to that note, your CEB agents raided Frances’ house. They found several mind-controlling gems there, just as Damon’s suicide note said they would. On the strength of Damon’s suicide note and the uncovered gems, Frances has been tossed into the Well of Souls pending trial. She denies being Damon’s lover. She denies plotting with him to make the monsters go mad. She doesn’t know how the gems got in her house. She insists someone must have planted them. No one believes her, of course, considering the evidence against her. The Inner Circle stripped her of her Circle seat and elected you to take her place provisionally. You will take over the seat permanently if Frances is found guilty.”

      “I already know all that,” Agatha said. “What does any of that have to do with your ridiculous accusation that I’m lying about Snallygaster’s roost?”

      My eyes bored into the eyes that were so much like mine. “You knew where the roost was because you had been there before, back when you planted the magic gem there.”

      Agatha barked out a laugh. “That’s absurd. You just got finished saying Frances did it. Why would I have done such a thing?”

      “You said it yourself the last time we were in this condo together: Power is everything. And in the magical world, ultimate power rests in the hands of the Inner Circle. Someone like you, someone with burning ambition, wanted to climb the greasy pole to the Circle.

      “There was just one problem. A big one. As you said yourself, the Conclave is patriarchal. There’s just one slot for a woman on the Circle, and that slot was occupied by Frances Willard. So, you hatched a plot to get her out of the way so you could move up the ladder.

      “You conspired with Damon, not her. You were Damon’s lover, not her. You yourself admitted you slept with people to get ahead. I’m guessing you whispered in Damon’s ear during pillow talk that he should be in the Circle, not his boss. You hatched the monster plot with him. After he created the gems, you planted them in the monsters’ various dens.

      “After Damon served his purpose, you double-crossed him, which had been your plan the whole time. You shot him, making it look like a suicide, getting rid of the one person who could implicate you. You forged the suicide note. Puck assures me that an experienced Master Sorceress like you, one who had spent intimate time with Damon, could pull it off and make it look authentic. You planted the gems in Frances’ house. As head of the CEB you know the true identities of the members of the Inner Circle and where they live. With Frances kicked out of the Circle, you figured you, a qualified woman who had been carefully kissing the butts and other body parts of the rest of the Circle would be elected to her vacancy. Especially since, as someone recently informed me, being the head of the CEB is the traditional stepping stone to the Inner Circle. I can’t help but wonder what your next step will be. If I knew the real identity of the Grand Wizard, I’d warn him to watch his back.

      “On top of all that, you were the one who got Damon to send that dark elf after me. I’m guessing you didn’t tell the elf where I lived to make it look as though you had nothing to do with it if I caught him and questioned him. I shudder to think of what someone like you would do if you had gotten your hands on a baby dragon. My initial instinct that you were behind the dark elf was the right one. I was a fool to have doubted it. I was a fool to have trusted you.”

      Agatha had been silent this whole time. “That’s quite the conspiracy theory you’ve spun,” she said. “It’s ludicrous.”

      “I admit it sounded crazy to me when I first thought of it. But now that I’ve laid out my theory while looking you in the eye, it’s no longer a theory. It’s a fact. I know you did it. I know it just as sure as I know I’m standing here.”

      Agatha put her cup down. “Feelings aren’t evidence. They aren’t proof. You can’t prove a thing.”

      “Not a blessed thing,” I admitted. “I’ve spoken to a lot of people in the past couple of days and chased down a lot of leads. There’s whispering and innuendo and circumstantial evidence that point toward the truth of what I just said, but no hard proof. Of all the nasty things one might say about you, you being stupid is not one of them. You were too careful to leave hard proof behind. You mentioning Snallygaster’s roost is the only time you really slipped up.

      “But eventually, I will be able to prove what I just said. Those monsters killed fifteen mundanes, not to mention the CEB agents they killed and the people Snallygaster would have killed had I not rescued them. All those people are dead because of you. I almost died. Because of you. You’re more of a monster than those other monsters combined. I’m not going to let you get away with the things you’ve done.

      “So, congratulations. Not for ascending to the Inner Circle—which you don’t deserve—but for becoming my pet project. You will take Frances’ place in the Well of Souls. It won’t happen today. It probably won’t happen tomorrow. But it will happen. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I turned my back on her and walked toward the door. I paused and turned back around.

      “Was it all a lie, Agatha? What we talked about. What we shared. Was it all a lie? Have you no feelings at all?”

      Agatha just stared at me for several long beats.

      “Wait here,” she said. She disappeared into her bedroom. Despite the fact I now knew Agatha for what she was, I was not afraid of what she might be going into her bedroom for. The hospitality oath she had sworn when I had brought the dark elf here was still in place. It was why I had confronted her here instead of out in the open. Outside these walls, I knew I was not safe from her.

      Agatha returned with a large fireproof box. She put it down on her coffee table and opened it. I went over and looked inside.

      The box contained cards and letters. I recognized them immediately. They were the cards and letters I had written Agatha every Monday—every Momday—for over two years of my childhood.

      I looked up and met Agatha’s eyes. “At least three times a year for the past twenty years,” she said, “I’ve sat down and read every one of your letters to me. Once on your birthday, once on your father’s, and once on mine.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      Instead of speaking, I lit a bit of spellfire. I touched the papers inside the box.

      The letters ignited. We watched smoke rise in silence. Agatha looked stricken as over two years of a child’s love crackled and burned. Tears trickled down her face.

      As for me, I did not cry. I had done enough of it before I came here. Now I just felt numb.

      When the fire died and only ashes were left, I was suddenly more tired than I had been in a long time. The walls were closing in on me. I had to get out of this place.

      “Enjoy your seat on the Inner Circle, Agatha. Don’t get too comfortable though. I’ll make sure you’re not there long.”

      My hand was on the front door when Agatha spoke again.

      “Remember what I told you before,” she said. “When you strike at a queen, you must kill her.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Agatha and I held each other’s gaze. Neither of us blinked.

      “Can’t wait,” I said.

      I closed the door behind me.
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      Here’s what happened when I sat down to write the book you just read:

      Me: All right Sage. Your character and a few of the supporting characters have been established in the first book. Now we’re going to give you a love interest.

      Sage: Nah. I’m not in the mood for a bunch of mushy stuff. I know what I’ll do in book two—I’ll go and fight some monsters.

      Me: Monsters? What? This book isn’t about monsters. You don’t understand. I’ve read several books about crafting a romance in preparation. I’ve even outlined the book before writing it, which I almost never do. You’ll never guess who your love interest is. You’re going to fall in love with—

      Sage: Nope. Not interested. I want to fight monsters.

      Me: But—

      Sage: Monsters.

      So, I put aside the outline I had created for book two of the Sorceress Super Hero series and the first few chapters I had written based on it and started writing about monsters instead. And thus, Monster Madness was born. Its working title was Monster Hunter, but I changed the name prior to publication to avoid confusion with a series of books by Larry Correia which share that name.

      Each of the monsters Sage encounters in the book—Goatman, Chessie, and Snallygaster—are real monsters that exist in the Washington, D.C. area according to urban legend. If I had made up my own monsters out of whole cloth, I like to think I would have come up with more ominous names for them. As Sage said, Chessie sounds more like a stripper who can’t spell than it sounds like the name of a monster.

      In fact, as much as possible throughout the book, I hewed to reality as closely as I could. The so-called Storm that Saved Washington during the War of 1812 really occurred, for example, though I presume in the real world a magician did not conjure it up. There really is a store named Snallygaster on West Main Street in Middletown, Maryland. And, urban legend really does say that Theodore Roosevelt considered hunting Snallygaster. I can’t speak to whether that President was a magician. Considering all the crazy adventures he had over the course of his life, I would not be the slightest bit surprised if he was.

      In pursuit of maintaining in Monster Madness what Puck would call verisimilitude, several months ago I emailed the Architect of the U.S. Capitol to get the exact order of the statues in the National Statuary Hall, the site of the Inner Circle meeting in the book. Since the office of the Architect is a government agency, I halfway expected to either not get an answer to my email at all or to get a response months after this book was published. I got a response the very next day. So, here’s a shout-out to the Architect of the Capitol. Never let it be said the United States’ government is not capable of efficiency. I’ll be sure to grumble a little less this year when I pay my taxes.

      Speaking of names, you might be interested to know Sage was originally named Agatha in the initial draft of the first book, Sorceress Super Hero. I changed her name to Sage because it seemed to suit her personality better. Since I still liked the name Agatha, though, I recycled it in Monster Madness, giving it to Sage’s mother.

      Also, Puck was named Oberon in the initial drafts of Sorceress Super Hero. Oberon is the king of the fairies in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and that is where I had gotten the name from. During the editing process, it was brought to my attention Oberon is also the name of the telepathic Irish wolfhound in the Iron Druid Chronicles, an urban fantasy series by Kevin Hearne. At the time I hadn’t read any of those books, so my Oberon was not inspired by Hearne’s Oberon. However, to avoid being accused of copying Hearne, I changed my magic cloak’s name to Puck, another character in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In retrospect, I like the name Puck better anyway.

      Without you and readers like you, this book would not exist. As I mentioned in the Author’s Note of Sorceress Super Hero, that book would be a one-off if it was not well received by readers. Fortunately, it was well received. In addition to the book selling well and readers being kind enough to leave reviews, I received a slew of emails and social media messages asking me to continue the adventures of Sage et al.

      Unless Monster Madness crashes and burns sales-wise, there will be a book three. It’s tentatively titled I Have No Idea Yet, Don’t Rush Me. I’m doing my best to get the third book finished sooner than I did Monster Madness. I’ll be able to accomplish that goal if Sage doesn’t reject the direction of the third book the way she did the original direction of Monster Madness. What Sage said about the Grand Wizard leading the Inner Circle applies equally well to her: Trying to lead her is like trying to herd cats.

      And I love that about her.

      You’ve already helped this book succeed by downloading it and reading this far. You can help further by leaving a review on the Amazon storefront you downloaded this book through. Reviews are huge in helping readers who share your tastes find books they’ll like.

      Also, join my email newsletter HERE. You’ll get news of my new releases, sales and discounts regarding my existing releases, and the occasional freebie. I usually send out an email to my mailing list once a month.

      Speaking of people who help my books succeed, I have a superhero fiction writing campaign on the website Patreon which people support my work through. I want to give a special thanks and shout-out to my Patrons who support my work at the rate of $5 or more per month: Marie Brant, Robert Britton, Marion Dillon, James Anderson Foster, Michael Hofer, Andrew Jones, Flint L. Miller, Kathy Mills, Jeffrey O’Neal, Tiffani Panek, and Tommy Hennessy. Guys and gals, thank you so much for your support. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.

      If you want to join those fine folks and help me publish more and better books in exchange for getting exclusive perks such as cover reveals, sneak peeks at books, and other cool stuff for as little as $1 a month, check out my Patreon campaign: www.patreon.com/dariusbrasher.

      Thanks again for reading. Please turn the page for links to my other books and for excerpts from a couple of them. ~ Darius, February 2019
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      I never wanted to be a superhero.

      I admired them, sure. I followed their adventures, absolutely. But be one? No thanks. Superheroes got punched, tortured, shot at, cut up, plotted against, and had buildings and other insanely heavy things dropped on them. And that was if you were lucky. If you were unlucky, you were killed like Avatar was. If it could happen to Avatar, the world’s greatest and most powerful Metahuman and licensed Hero, it could happen to anyone. I had no interest in being one of those anyones. If it was up to me, I would have stayed a nobody and a no one. Being a nobody was no fun and God knew it would not get you laid, but at least it gave you the chance to die at home in bed instead of at the hands of some bloodthirsty supervillain. Being a licensed Hero was super dangerous, not to mention super scary.

      Uh, no pun intended, I guess.

      So no, I never wanted to be a superhero. But, like Dad always said, you had to play the cards you were dealt. I found out what kind of cards fate had in store for me the day I got into a fight in the men’s bathroom at my college.

      If I had known about all the crazy and deadly stuff that encounter would lead to, I never would have gone to the bathroom that day. I would have just held it. Or, peed my pants. Gross and unsanitary, maybe.

      Safer though.
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        * * *

      

      I washed my hands after using the urinal. I was in the bathroom of the Student Activities Center at my school, the University of South Carolina at Aiken. My hands still were hot, as if they were being held too close to a fire. I held them under the faucet’s stream of cold water for a while. The water felt great, but did not solve the problem. My hands still felt hot.

      I was starting to get worried. Maybe I needed to go to the doctor, or at least to USCA’s health clinic. Though I had been inside of air-conditioned classrooms most of today, I had spent a lot of time earlier this week working outside on my dad’s farm. Maybe what I was experiencing was heat stroke. It was very hot outside. It was August in South Carolina, after all. It was supposed to be hot out. I had never heard of heat stroke affecting just one part of your body, though. Nor had I ever heard of it setting in long after someone had gotten out of the heat.

      My hands had felt weird the past several days. The feeling had started as a tingle, as if my hands had fallen asleep and circulation was being restored to them. A couple of days later the tingling had become pins and needles. The pins and needles had then transformed into a dull ache, like the ache of underused muscles that had been worked out hard at the gym. Now my hands were hot, like they were in an oven set on low. They were not in pain, but if whatever was going on with them got worse, I could see them getting painful. They had been distracting me in class all day, like an annoying itch you could not quite reach to scratch.

      I pulled my hands from under the stream of cold water. I examined them carefully. Other than them being wet, they looked perfectly normal, like they always did. I held them up to my cheeks, like I was checking for a fever. They did not feel hot against my cheeks. Maybe the heat was entirely in my head. Maybe what I needed was a shrink, not a doctor.

      I grimaced in distaste at the idea of going to a shrink again. I had been to one when my mother had died from brain cancer five years ago. My school counselor had recommended to Dad that I go, so go I did despite the fact I didn’t want to. Even at the age of twelve, going to that shrink to talk about my feelings had seemed like a huge waste of time. My mother was dead, and no amount of talking was going to change that fact. When that knuckleheaded shrink had suggested I was secretly glad Mom was dead because I was tired of dealing with her lingering illness, I had gotten up and taken a swing at that know-nothing dummy. Dad had been mad at me until I had told him what the shrink had suggested. Dad never made me go back. I had thought at the time he kind of wanted to take a swing at the shrink too.

      I grimaced yet again when I looked up to see myself in the mirror. I did not think I was ugly, so that was not the reason for the grimace. Brown hair, brown eyes, average height, average-looking face. If you did a Google search for “average white guy,” I would not be the top result—I was too much of a nobody to turn up in an Internet search—but I felt like the poster boy for “nothing special.” I had grimaced at myself because I was struck again by how skinny I was. Though it seemed like my stomach was a bottomless pit, I never could gain weight.

      Whenever I said that to a girl, she always said she wished she was like me. Not being able to put on weight might be awesome if you were a girl, but it sucked when you were a seventeen-year-old college freshman who was trying to attract girls. Girls went for big dudes who were athletic, dressed well, drove nice cars, and were into sports, not a skinny farmer’s son who read all the time, wore clothes from Walmart, drove a hand-me-down powder blue Chevy Cavalier the inside of which leaked like a colander when it rained hard, and who knew more about actual falcons than he did about the Atlanta Falcons. It was probably why I was a virgin. I desperately did not want to be. I had never heard of someone dying from lack of sex, but it often felt like I would be the first to pull it off. What a way to make it into the history books. If my name were Mary instead of Theodore Conley, at least then I could put “The Virgin Mary” on my tombstone. On second thought, I would be a boy named Mary. I doubted that would help my virginity problem.

      My hot hands forgotten for the moment, I rolled up the right sleeve of my Avatar tee shirt a bit and flexed. My bicep barely moved. Ugh. I really needed to go to the gym more. The problem was, every time I went, I felt like a weak baby in comparison to the meatheads who seemed to live there. It was demoralizing. I was only seventeen, though. I prayed I was not finished growing yet. Thanks to my bookworm tendencies, I had graduated high school early and was a year or two younger than most of my classmates here at USCA. I had always been scrawny compared to other guys my age, and being around older guys here at college made the size difference worse. Maybe I would have another growth spurt and catch up to my larger classmates. And, maybe pigs would sprout wings and start calling themselves pigeons. I was not optimistic about either prospect occurring.

      The bathroom door swung open. Startled, I jumped a little. I pretended like I was scratching my arm instead of feeling myself up. Too many of my fellow students thought I was a weirdo as it was.

      John Shockey slowly entered. His left foot dragged a little on the floor as he came in. He was blonde, and shorter than I with a slightly hunched back and severely bowed legs. His right hand was twisted around at a weird angle, and the fingers on that hand pointed out in several different directions. He had a big overbite, so much so his mouth was never completely closed. His upper front teeth, yellow and angled like collapsing tombstones, were exposed a little. He always looked like he was grimacing, even when he was not.

      “Hey Theo,” John said to me. His voice was slow and nasal. It sounded like he was mentally challenged. I knew he was not. I had a couple of classes with him and had been in study groups with him. Whatever was wrong with him physically did not affect him mentally. Because of his appearance, most people treated John like he had leprosy or something. Not me. I knew what it was like to be different than the people around you. I made it a point to be nice to him. John and I weren’t exactly friends, but we were friendly. I figured that those of us who lived on the Island of Misfit Toys had to stick together.

      “Hey John.” I glanced down at his shirt. It was identical to mine, grey with a big stylized red A on the front—the colors of Avatar’s costume and the A that he had on his chest. I grinned. “Nice shirt,” I said.

      John’s mouth widened into what was supposed to be a smile. It looked more like he was in pain. “Thanks. You too,” he said in his slow, slightly slurred voice. “Shame what happened to him. I still can’t believe it.”

      I nodded my head in agreement. “I know, right? The world’s greatest Hero, shot and killed. I never thought the day would come Avatar would be killed, and certainly not killed by a bullet. I always heard he was invulnerable.” Avatar had been murdered a couple of months ago. The world still mourned for him. I had seen more Avatar shirts in the past two months than I had seen before in my whole life. I thought of most of those shirt-wearers as Johnny-come-latelies. I had been a fan of Heroes like Avatar and Amazing Man and of licensed superheroes in general for as long as I could remember. They were everything I was not—beloved, strong, confident, and fearless.

      “I met him once,” John said. “He shook my hand. Greatest moment of my life.” He shook his head at the thought, though it looked like more of a muscle spasm than anything else. John shuffled slowly off. He went to stand in front of one of the urinals.

      My hands were still hot. I turned on the cold water again and put my hands under the stream. Though running water over my hands had not made the burning feeling go away, it did make me feel a little better.

      The bathroom door opened again. Three guys walked in, laughing and talking loudly. I glanced at them. I immediately looked away. I willed myself to be invisible. I wondered if this was how a deer who had spotted three approaching lions felt. Guys like me were the natural prey of the guys who had come in. They were Donovan Byrd, Marcus Leverette, and a guy I only knew as Bubba. They were upperclassmen, star football players, very popular, strong as bulls, and not shy about reminding you of all of the above. They hung out together all the time; you rarely saw one without the other two. They called themselves the Three Horsemen. The Three Jackasses was more like it. I knew better than to say that aloud. I did not have a death wish. If you were a pretty girl, the Three Horsemen tried to sleep with you; if you were an ugly girl they made fun of you; and if you were a guy who was not an athlete like them, they pushed you around. They were bullies. I did not like them. The fact I did not like them did not mean I was dismissive of them. I respected them the way a mouse must respect a snake.

      The Three Horsemen ignored me like a king ignores a peasant. They strode past me and the sinks to the urinals behind me. I sighed slightly in relief. Though my hands still hurt, I pulled them out of the water and shut the faucet off. This was no longer a good place to linger. The Three Horsemen might suddenly decide my mere presence somehow offended them. I got the sudden mental image of them pounding me into the floor of the bathroom like I was a nail. I suppressed a shudder at the thought. I hastily pulled out paper towels from the dispenser and started to dry my hands.

      From the mirror in front of me, I could see that Marcus and Bubba went to stand in front of two empty urinals. Donovan stood in front of John’s back. Donovan was a tall, good-looking, light-skinned black guy with a shaved head. He was the football team’s star running back. He did not walk so much as he flowed, like a big cat. Bubba and Marcus were defensive linemen. Bubba was white, Marcus was black. Bubba had a head like a doorknob, a brain that was probably the size of a walnut, and a body like a side of beef. Marcus was equally imposing, though his head was more proportionate to the rest of his body than Bubba’s was. They were a bit shorter than Donovan, but much bulkier.

      “Move out of the way, gimp,” Donovan said to John. “I gotta take a piss.” There was a fourth empty urinal he could have used, not to mention three empty stalls. Donovan was being an ass again. Big shock.

      John looked over his shoulder at Donovan. “I-I-I’m not finished,” he said, stuttering a bit. He was obviously intimidated by Donovan and his friends. I was too. “That one is open,” John said, nodding his head to the available urinal next to him. John was being bolder than I would have been.

      “I don’t wanna use that one, retard,” Donovan said. “The one you’re at is my favorite.” He unzipped his pants. “Now move out of the way before I piss all over you.” Bubba and Marcus laughed.

      I hated bullies. I myself had been bullied more times than I wanted to remember, so I knew how it felt. And, John was not even able-bodied, making picking on him even more despicable. I wanted to say something. You keep your big mouth shut, my mind said firmly. Who do you think you are, Avatar? The fact you’re wearing a Hero’s tee shirt doesn’t make you one. Mind your own business, pick up your bookbag, and leave.

      “Why don’t you leave him alone, Donovan?” my mouth said before my brain could stop it. “Why do you always have to be such an ass?”

      My brain and my mouth needed to have a serious talk later about getting on the same page. Assuming there was a later.

      As I watched through the mirror, Donovan turned to me. He looked stunned. “What did you just say to me?” he demanded.

      I turned to face him. I had already put my big fat foot in my mouth. Might as well try to swallow the whole leg. “I said leave him alone. He’s not bothering you.” I said it more firmly than I felt. Inside, I was quaking. At least I had the good sense to not call Donovan an ass again. What in the world had come over me? Maybe my hands were hot because I had a fever and was delirious.

      Donovan strode over to me. He loomed over me like a mountain. He was trying to intimidate me. He was succeeding. “Why don’t you mind your own business?” he said. “Or maybe the retard is your business. Maybe he’s your boyfriend. I see you are wearing the same stupid shirt he is. You two are the retard twins. Is your retard twin also your boyfriend, faggot?”

      “No,” I said. Words flashed through my mind. I knew it was stupid to voice them. But, in for a penny, in for a pound. “Just because you walk around with your boyfriends all the time, that doesn’t mean everyone else does. How does your threesome work, anyway? Are you always the bottom, or do you guys alternate? Maybe you draw straws. Does the short straw get the,” I paused, moving my index finger back and forth suggestively, “long straw?” It felt good to talk back to a bully for once.

      That good feeling only lasted an instant. Donovan grabbed me by the front of my shirt. With a single arm, he pulled me up, almost off my feet. My tiptoes dangled on the linoleum. Donovan leaned down and put his face right into mine.

      “I don’t know who the fuck you think you’re talking to,” he snarled. His breath was hot against my face. “I’m going to punch your loser faggot ass into next month.” His free arm reared back. I pulled at his arm holding me up. It was like trying to uproot a tree. I turned my head away in fear. I was about to get my stupid head knocked off my stupid body. I did not want to watch the blow land. Feeling it land would be bad enough.

      Suddenly Bubba and Marcus were standing on either side of me.

      “Don’t hit him,” Bubba said, grabbing Donovan’s arm. I could have kissed him. “The coach said the next time you got into a fight, he’d have to bench you. We’ve got some big games coming up. We need you on the field.”

      From behind the Three Horsemen, I saw John creeping up. Though I did not know how much help he would be, it was good to see I was not in this pickle alone.

      John continued right past where the Three Horsemen were clustered around me. Moving as quickly as his legs would let him, he opened the door. John fled the bathroom without so much as a backwards glance at me.

      Huh. I guess what they said was true—no good deed went unpunished. So much for the idea of all for one and one for all. Maybe that was only true in books.

      Nobody other than me seemed to notice John was gone. The Three Horsemen were too focused on me. Lucky me.

      “You’re right Bubba,” Donovan said after a long hesitation during which I anxiously visualized my head being knocked off my body like a golf ball driven off a tee. Donovan lowered his clenched fist reluctantly. He still held me up by my shirt. “I’m not going to risk getting benched over this loser. Can’t let him get away with talking to me like that, though. Tell you what, faggot,” he said to me, “since you’re so concerned about where I pee at, how about I pee on you?”

      “No thanks. I’ve been peed on twice today already. I’ve had my fill.” I was trying to joke my way out of this. No one laughed.

      “Hold him down,” Donovan said to Bubba and Marcus.

      Oh my God, he was serious! I started to kick and struggle. It was already too late. Bubba had me by my legs; Marcus had me by my arms. Donovan let go of my shirt. Grinning like kids on Christmas Day, Bubba and Marcus separated until I stretched out lengthwise between the two of them.

      Looking up at the tiled bathroom ceiling, I twisted and bucked, trying to free myself. If the viselike grips of the two loosened even slightly, it was not enough to notice. They put me down on the cold floor. Already much taller than I, Donovan now stood over me like a giant. I continued to struggle, succeeding only in banging the back of my head against the hard floor. I saw stars.

      “Get me go!” I shouted.

      Donovan reached into the fly of his pants. “As soon as my bladder is empty, we’ll let you go,” he said. He laughed a short sadistic bark that made me want to punch his lights out. He aimed. A stream of wetness hit my face. I turned my face away from it.

      “Let me go, let me go, let me go!” I screamed over and over. I tasted urine in my mouth. Some of it got into my eyes. I tried to blink it away. I snorted as some of the urine went up my nose. I bucked violently, still trying to free myself. Marcus and Bubba held me down as easily as holding down a child. I felt a combination of anger, impotence, and humiliation. Especially humiliation. I started to cry tears of frustration. Crying made me feel even worse about myself. I was nothing but a big baby who could not even defend himself. And, like a wet baby, I stank of urine. What if Mom was looking down at me and saw me like this? I was filled with shame at the thought.

      The sounds of the Three Horsemen’s laughter and the splashing of liquid against my face and neck filled my ears. I bucked even harder in Bubba’s and Marcus’ grasp. My heart pounded, harder and harder, until it seemed it would explode right out of my chest. My hands now felt even hotter than before, as if they had been thrust into the hot coals of a fireplace.

      I had the sudden mental image of being strong enough to pull Bubba and Marcus off of me and flinging them against the wall. Donovan I would shove backwards into the stall behind us, stuffing him into the toilet. I saw it clearly in my mind’s eye like I was looking at a vivid photograph.

      “GET OFF OF ME!” I shouted yet again. The words felt like they came from the depths of my soul. The burning sensation of my hands, already intense, moved up to a whole new level of pain, as if they had been left in the hot coals long enough to catch fire themselves.

      Suddenly, all hell broke loose. Both Bubba’s and Marcus’ hands were pulled off of me. They both launched into the air, as if they had been picked up by an invisible giant and thrown. They cried out in surprise and confusion. They sailed through the air. They slammed into opposite walls of the bathroom with a loud crash. Bubba bounced off the wall a bit, landing face-first on the tile floor. The tile cracked where Bubba’s face slammed into it. He did not move. As for Marcus, he slid like a wet towel down the wall he had been thrown into. He slid until he landed hard on his butt, with his legs splayed out in front of him. His head lolled a little from side to side.

      Donovan was not immune from whatever was happening. He flew back into the partially closed door of the stall behind him like he was a cannonball shot out of a cannon. The stall door flew all the way open, crashing into the stall wall. The crash sounded like a shotgun blast. Donovan landed butt-first in the open toilet. He went down deep into the bowl, like a dunked basketball. His legs dangled from the toilet, with his feet barely touching the floor.

      There was dead silence for a moment, as if the entire world was stunned by what had just happened. The silence was then broken by the sound of the automatic toilet flushing. Water sprayed up, hitting Donovan in the face.

      I might have laughed at the sudden turnabout had I not been so astonished.

      I sat up. I turned my head repeatedly from side to side like a crazy person, frantically looking to see who had done whatever had just happened. I saw no one. Other than the groans of Marcus and Donovan, I heard no one. The Three Horsemen and I were still alone in the bathroom.

      I lifted my hands up. They still felt like they were on fire. They also looked different than they normally did. As I looked at them, twisting them from side to side, waves of energy radiated from them, like waves of heat coming off a hot highway. I tore my eyes off of them and looked down at my wet Avatar tee shirt.

      I could scarcely believe it, though it was as obvious as the big A that was on my chest and the stench of urine that filled my nostrils.

      I had superpowers. Like Avatar, I was a Metahuman.

      Holy crap!

      
        
        CAPED

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt From Superhero Detective For Hire

          

        

      

    

    
      Late one afternoon about a week and a half after David Hoff was killed, I returned to my office building after standing up for truth, justice, and the American way. Actually, that’s not true. Upholding truth, justice, and the American way was above my pay grade. I let world-renowned Heroes like the Sentinels and the other Heroes who flew around in tights worry about such things. My daily concerns were a lot more prosaic: doing the things my clients hired me to do. If truth and justice were a side effect of that, so much the better. What were truth and justice anyway? I might not recognize them if I tripped over them. I was a Hero, not a philosopher.

      Unfortunately, as far as my client Eileen Rothbury was concerned, I was doing a pretty lousy job so far of doing what she was paying me to do. I still had no idea of who killed George Chase. By that point I had spoken to a slew of the women George had slept with and blackmailed. I had not even gotten to all of them yet. George had been quite prolific in his bedmates, and there were still women I needed to interview. I had also interviewed some of their husbands and the people who could attest to their alibis. The ones who had alibis, that is. I had also spoken to some of my contacts in the underworld to see if they knew anything about George’s death. I had consulted with the police. I had a bunch of facts and leads and things to follow up on. It was times like this I wished I had a staff to help me. Or, at least a young male sidekick who wore tights, exclaimed “Holy Toledo Truman!” periodically, and with whom I could have homoerotic tension.

      I knew a lot, but not the thing I was most concerned about: Who had shot George Chase? I had so many details and facts from so many different people I felt like I was drowning in them. The more I learned, the less I knew. But, that was how it was in an investigation. You gathered information and facts and eventually, patterns began to emerge, and what you were looking for fitfully revealed itself. I hoped for my sake this would happen in George’s case before I was old and grey.

      The frustration I was feeling almost made me put my key into my office door without consciously registering what my powers were telling me. But, before I slipped the key into the lock, I became aware of what my powers were saying: someone was in my office. No, not just a someone. Two someones.

      The hand my key was in froze. I concentrated and confirmed it—there was the unmistakable water signature of two people in my office. Based on the amount of water, it was two men. One of them was on the far side of my office across from the door. The other was on the left, unhinged side of the door, leaning against the wall.

      I had locked the office door as usual when I had left hours before. Without moving, I examined the door and lock. Everything looked normal. I was tempted to try the door to see if it was still locked, but I did not want to alert the men to my presence if they did not already know I was on the other side of the door.

      Maybe the men were door-to-door salesmen of burglar alarms who had entered my locked office to demonstrate how easy it was to defeat a lock. Maybe they were especially pushy religious missionaries who knew how to pick locks. Maybe they were cops waiting to give me a Crimebuster of the Year award. Maybe the men were friends of mine who were surprising me for my birthday. But, my birthday was months away, and I did not have any friends stupid enough to break into my office to surprise me. Lurking in my office for the purpose of surprising me was a good way to get shot by me.

      It seemed more likely the men were in my office awaiting my return with the intent to cause me harm. The fact anyone would bear me ill will showed exceedingly poor taste. Unfortunately, a lot of people had poor taste.

      Or, maybe I was being paranoid. But, as I have said before, even paranoids had enemies.

      Information was power. I needed to know who the men were in my office so I could act accordingly. I turned away from my door and walked back down the hallway to the flight of stairs. I went down to the ground floor and out of the front of my building. I stopped at my car and grabbed a small pair of binoculars I kept in the glove compartment. I also kept a spare gun in there, but I already had one holstered under my shoulder concealed by my jacket.

      I was tempted to be a scofflaw in the interest of speed and cross to the other side of the road in the middle of the street. But, my office window directly overlooked that part of the street. If drivers blew their horns at me as I crossed the street illegally, it might draw the attention of whoever was in my office. So, like a good little law-abiding citizen, I went up to the crosswalk and waited for opposing traffic to have a red light before I crossed. As I crossed, I felt a faint itch between my shoulder blades, as if there was a bull’s-eye painted there. I knew it was just my imagination. Yet all the same I was happy to enter the building across the street from mine and to get from out in the open.

      I took the stairs up to the third floor. I found the office directly across the street from mine. The name on the outer glass doors to the office read Sullivan and Keith, Attorneys at Law. I opened the door and went inside. The interior was bright, tidy, and modern. Sullivan and Keith appeared to be prospering. Maybe I should have consulted with them about updating my will before I went back into my building.

      I breezed past the receptionist with a wave and a smile. I moved so quickly I was well past her by the time she reacted. She shouted “Hey! You can’t go back there!” to my already receding back.

      Moments later, I located the office of secretaries I had observed so closely from time to time from my window directly across the street. I entered it, and strode to the window across from mine. I was faintly aware of several people looking at me.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” one of the secretaries asked me. I recognized her as one of my favorites to look at from my office window. She had glossy black hair and was slightly overweight, but the weight was distributed in all the right places. I put a finger up to my lips.

      “Be vewwy, vewwy quiet,” I said in my best Elmer Fudd impersonation. “I’m hunting wabbits.” I looked at her more closely. I jabbed my raised finger at her skirt.

      “That’s my favorite color on you,” I said. “You should wear it more often.”

      The woman blinked at me in confusion. She did not know whether to be flattered by the compliment or scared of the crazy man who had barged in.

      I turned away from her back to the window. I raised my binoculars to look at my window across the street. As I did so, I was faintly aware of someone behind me calling the police. Two men were trespassing in my office, and yet I was the one the police were being called about. There really was no justice in the world.

      I focused the binoculars. A part of the interior of my office came into view. There were two costumed men in my office. Their costumes covered them from head to toe. One man was leaning against the front of my desk facing the door. The other was still leaning against the wall by the door. The one by the door was husky, and shorter than his companion. Both of their costumes were a dull red and yellow, though in different patterns. Unless they were on their way to a costume party, they were Metas. I did not recognize either of them. That little mattered. A Meta I did not know could kill me just as dead as one I did.

      I had confirmed what I had hoped to. I did not know those guys, and they almost certainly wished to do me an injury. I hoped to disappoint them.

      I lowered the binoculars. A plan was already starting to form in my mind.

      I turned around. The secretaries were all on their feet looking at me. I had seen most of them at one time or another through my window. From the look on their faces, they either thought I was crazy, a criminal, or a crazy criminal.

      “I’m off to set a wabbit trap,” I said. I waggled my fingers at them. “I’ll see you ladies around. I’m a big fan, by the way.” I suddenly noticed a man standing off to the side. I had never seen him before. Perhaps he was a recent hire.

      “I’m a big fan of yours too, my man,” I said to him with a wink as I walked out of the office. My hormonal tendencies did not lean in his direction, but I did not want him to feel left out. I was no sexual bigot.

      I walked quickly out of the office suite. The receptionist I had walked past on my way in looked like she wanted to tackle me, but she controlled the impulse. The fact I outweighed her by almost one hundred pounds probably stopped her.

      “The police are on the way,” she said as I swept past her desk.

      “Bully for them,” I said over my shoulder. “Tell them they’re needed across the street.”

      I went back downstairs, across the street at the crosswalk again, and back up the stairs in my own building. Who needed to do cardio when you could instead stalk supervillains?

      When I arrived at my own floor in my building, I paused before opening the stairwell door leading to my hallway. I unzipped and took off my jacket. I dropped it on the stair landing. I took my gun out of my shoulder holster. It was a Glock 9mm semi-automatic pistol. I knew there was a round in the chamber as I always kept one chambered. Even so, I moved back the gun’s slide to double-check. Readiness was all.

      I sensed no one in the hallway beyond the door. With the gun in my right hand, I opened the stairwell door with my left hand. I peeked out. My eyes confirmed what my powers had already told me. The coast was clear. No one was in the hall. All appeared normal.

      I walked towards my office. I felt my heart rate increasing. I could feel the pulse in my hand thumping against the gun. I took deep, deliberate, calming breaths as I crept closer to my office door. Thank God the people who shared my floor were all in their offices with the doors closed.

      When I was about thirty feet or so away from my office, I stopped. I stretched out my water awareness again. The men were still in my office. Better yet, the water I kept in the glass bowl on my desk was still there. Perhaps the men were not aware of my powers. Or, perhaps they were aware of them but thought they would surprise me and neutralize me before I would be able to bring them to bear.

      I flattened myself against the wall of the hallway, with the front of my body facing out and my extended right hand holding my gun out towards my door. I felt a sudden stab of fear and anxiety. I shoved the feeling to the side. I did not have time for it.

      I summoned my will, holding clearly in my mind what I wanted to do with my powers. Then, I did it. Half of the water in the bowl in my office flew with lightning speed at the face of the man by the door; simultaneously, the other half flew the shorter distance to the face of the man by the desk. I engulfed the front of their faces with water. It did not take much water for a man to drown. I had much more than that necessary amount on the faces of the two men.

      I sensed the men suddenly jolted into movement. If the men were amateurs or they panicked, they would run around blindly in the office until their air was depleted and they passed out. If they were pros and kept their cool, they would leave the office and try to neutralize whoever controlled the water that was drowning them. I knew that was what I would do. That was why I had flattened myself against the wall: to expose as little of my body as possible if the men burst out of the office and tried to take me out.

      The men were pros. My office door flew open and the two men burst out of it. The taller, skinnier one came out first, followed by the stockier one. Water swam on the front of the men’s faces, blocking their noses and mouths and obscuring their vision. The men flailed about outside of my door for a moment, clearly panicking. Panic would make their bodies’ oxygen levels deplete sooner. The men would pass out soon.

      The skinnier one must have caught a glimpse of my form in the hall despite his obscured vision. He raised his fist. It glowed. A blast of energy shot out of his fist towards me, missing me by inches. My skin tingled. I felt my hair stand out on end. The smell of ozone filled the air, like after a lightning strike. I heard an explosion behind me where the energy bolt hit the wall further down the hall.

      I fired my gun. It was instinctual. The trigger jerked once, twice. The skinny one staggered and fell backwards. He was still.

      The stockier one turned towards me at the sound of the gunshots. He moved towards me faster than a big man had any right to move. I shifted slightly. I fired again. I hit the center of his chest. The man fell to his knees. He then fell face forward. He shuddered for a moment. Then he was still.

      It all only took a few seconds. I let out the breath I did not realize I had been holding. I stepped towards the men, still holding my gun out. I knelt over the stockier one. With my free left hand, I checked the pulse at his neck. He was dead. I checked the other man. He was dead too.

      I released my hold on the water I had still kept on the men’s faces. The water soaked into the carpet of the hallway, darkening a circle around the men’s heads. In seconds, it looked like the men had cried a flood of tears.

      I pulled the masks off the two of them. I did not recognize either of them. They were maybe in their late twenties or early thirties. They looked young, too young to be bleeding out into the hallway of a man they did not know.

      “Damn it,” I said aloud. My ears still rang from the sounds of gunfire. My voice sounded tinny. I did not intend to kill the men. My training had taken over. I had instinctively shot at the center of the men’s masses, just as I had always practiced doing at the gun range. I had hoped to capture them alive, though, so I could find out who had sent them. As I was not then working another case, I assumed they were connected to my investigation of George’s murder. But, now that the men were dead, how would I know?

      The men were dead and I was alive. I liked it better that way than the reverse. But, despite all the death I had seen and sometimes had a hand in, I still viewed death—any death—as a tragedy. Even the most depraved evildoer could change his ways. But, he would never get a chance to do so if he was dead.

      A couple of my neighbors opened their doors and stuck their heads out. Most of them quickly closed them again once they saw me holding a gun over two men lying on the floor.

      I put my gun’s safety on. I put the gun back into my holster. I suddenly felt drained, as if I had just finished a long race. It was as if I had aged a few decades in a few seconds. I felt dirty. I wanted to take a bath and then a nap.

      “Damn it,” I said again. I pulled out my cell phone. My hand shook a bit due to the adrenaline coursing through my body. A shaking hand was better than a deathly still one, though.

      I called the police.
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