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      I was wistfully eyeing the swanlike neck of the gorgeous television star and secret fairy I was supposed to protect and thinking about how good it would feel to punch her in the throat when the gargoyles attacked, changing my life forever.

      “I’m thrilled to be here in Washington, D.C. to receive the United States Institute of Peace’s Humanitarian Award,” my client Willow Wilde said to the assembled throng of reporters and cameramen. “I know I don’t deserve this great honor.”

      You’ve got that right, I thought, wisely keeping the sentiment to myself. First not punching Willow in the throat, and now not saying aloud every thought that popped into my head. Maybe, after twenty-six years of impulsiveness, I had finally learned some restraint. Sage Hawthorne of Capstone Security Consultants was my name, self-control was my game.

      Willow was conducting a press conference on the top floor of the Institute of Peace building before the awards ceremony began on the ground floor. A few dozen members of the media clustered around her in a semi-circle. Willow’s show Born to be Wilde was the biggest on television and had been for years. Willow was rich, an international celebrity and socialite, and had the kind of beauty men would kill their brothers over and launch a thousand ships for. Willow was A Big Deal. She would be the first person to tell you so.

      I stood out of the range of the cameras trained on Willow, but close enough to her that I could get to her if there was danger. Or punch her in the throat if my newfound restraint slipped.

      My eyes scanned the surrounding area, alert to any hint of danger, magical or otherwise. An earbud was in my ear, feeding me status reports from the members of Willow’s mundane permanent security detail I had positioned throughout the five-story Institute of Peace building. Since I was an independent contractor brought in a few weeks ago rather than an employee of Willow’s like her permanent guards, they resented the fact they had to take orders from me. The fact I was a woman didn’t help.

      Oh well. As long as they did what I told them, I didn’t care what nasty names Willow’s mundane guards called me under their breath. Little did they know I could hear the name-calling. We Gifted humans had enhanced senses, reflexes, and strength, as well as the ability to wield magic. The guards’ ignorance of my abilities was understandable. Few mundanes knew the magical world even existed.

      The Institute of Peace was on Constitution Avenue, near D.C.’s iconic National Mall. The building’s curved roof, fashioned to resemble the wings of white doves, glowed faintly overhead. Willow and I stood on a limestone floor near a waist-high, clear protective barrier which overlooked the George P. Shultz Great Hall, a massive atrium on the ground floor facing the National Mall.

      A large crowd of people who had flocked here to see Willow receive her award mingled in the atrium below, awaiting the start of the ceremony. The sounds of their voices wafted up to us, including the high-pitched squeals of children. A lot of folks had brought their kids so they could see Willow. Kids made up a healthy percentage of Willow’s fanbase, though I couldn’t fathom why. Probably because their brains hadn’t fully developed yet.

      I continued to look around as Willow droned on to the media about how awesome she was. I saw the Lincoln Memorial off in the distance through the atrium’s floor-to-ceiling glass curtain wall. It was nighttime, and the memorial glowed thanks to its internal spotlights. I wondered if Honest Abe would have bought what Willow was selling if he could hear her. Lincoln once said of a political opponent that “he can compress the most words into the smallest ideas better than any man I ever met.” Clearly he had never met Willow.

      Willow was saying, “I have dedicated my life to making a difference, improving lives, brightening days, and bringing people together.” Flashbulbs and video camera lights reflected off her jewelry, sequined gown, and porcelain skin, almost making her glow like the Lincoln Memorial outside and the wing-shaped roof overhead. With firm flesh and tight, flawless skin, Willow appeared to be in her early twenties. Appearances were deceiving, as they often were when it came to a citizen of the hidden magical world.

      If Lincoln had never met Willow, it was not because they had not been contemporaries. They had been. Willow was well over three hundred years old. One would think that if Willow really were dedicated to bringing the world together, she would have done it after three centuries of devotion to it, with time to spare to fix global warming. I knew for a fact Willow recently leaked on the Internet a sex tape of her participating in a foursome. I wondered how it fit into her dreams for worldwide kumbaya. Maybe she intended to tame the world’s savagery one horny hung dude at a time. Ambitious, though unsanitary. I’d bet fixing global warming would be less messy.

      “It’s so important that we all work toward making our planet better for the next generation.” Willow’s world-famous voice was low and breathy, reminiscent of Marilyn Monroe’s, somehow simultaneously implying innocence, worldliness, a big rack, and its availability to all comers.

      Comers. I swallowed a giggle, earning me a quick but sharp glance from Willow before she turned her attention back to the assembled media throng. None of them paid me any mind. After all, Willow was a star and the reason why they were all here; I was merely one of her bodyguards. I might as well have been a piece of furniture. If they knew I could perform magic, maybe they would have paid me more attention.

      Then again, maybe not. They were transfixed by Willow, hanging on her every word, as if she was divulging the secrets to cold fusion rather than mouthing platitudes I knew she didn’t mean. But really, who could blame them? She was stunning, though slightly plastic-looking and otherworldly, like a sex doll built by aliens who'd only seen human women in Juggs magazine: all breast, butt, pouty lips, thin limbs, and perfectly sculpted blonde hair. She looked like a million bucks in her glittering jewels and form-fitting evening gown, which might not be too far off from how much the ensemble had cost.

      Though I had been known to turn heads from time to time, next to Willow I looked like sun-parched dog-doo with eyes. Tall for a woman, I had pale skin, shoulder-length black hair, and piercing blue eyes. My ex-boyfriends all told me my arctic blue eyes were my best feature. Though I considered myself a liberated woman, just once it would be nice to hear that my best feature was my butt. I would have to ease up on the breakfast pastries for that to ever happen.

      As Willow blathered on, I wondered which of her many suitors had bought Willow’s duds and baubles for her. Or maybe it had all been gifted to her. Willow publicly wearing a company’s clothes or jewels would blast sales through the roof. I doubted Willow had paid for any of it out of her own pocket. I had learned in the weeks I’d been leading her security detail that, despite her fabulous wealth, she was as tight-fisted with it as a leprechaun with his gold. The only reason she gave so much money away, she had told me on the ride here from the hotel, was because otherwise she’d be eaten alive in taxes.

      “As far as I’m concerned, if the pits of Hell open tomorrow and demons gobble up every mundane on the planet, it won’t be a moment too soon,” Willow had sniffed disdainfully in the limousine. “And that goes double for their crotch spawn. Filthy, screeching, snot-nosed, disease-carrying little brats. Living arguments for the wisdom of abortions.” The voice she used in private was dramatically different than the one she used in public, like coarse sandpaper compared to velvet.

      “Because our greatest resource is our precious, innocent, pure, beautiful children,” Willow was cooing now to the microphones. “I believe the children are our future . . .” Disgusted, I stopped listening to her again. If she started belting out Whitney Houston’s Greatest Love of All, I’d likely choke on my own vomit.

      Tuning Willow out brought my aching feet into focus again. I longed to kick off the idiotic high heels Willow had talked me into wearing with my black pantsuit. “How my chief of security looks is a reflection on me,” she had said, and threatened to call my boss Oscar if I didn’t submit to her foot torture. Every step threatened to send me toppling. My calves burned. My pinched toes felt like they were being slowly pulled through a funnel.

      Willow had said they were Louboutins when she pulled the red-soled shoes out of her massive shoe collection. Though I had expensive tastes, I wasn’t a shoe gal. I preferred a Louisville Slugger over a Louboutin. More useful in my line of work. How female superheroes kicked butt while wearing heels was beyond me. One of their Metahuman powers, maybe.

      I was the only one not listening to Willow. The male media members were slack-jawed as they hung on her every word. The women were almost as enthralled. Even my eyes kept being drawn to Willow, and I knew she was so bewitching only because of her fairy glamour. Fairy glamour was why so many supermodels and movie and TV stars were closeted fairies—when you laid eyes on them, it was almost impossible to look away, especially if you were a mundane who did not know what was going on.

      Standing this close to Willow and getting the full brunt of her glamour, something primal deep inside of me stirred, whispering enticingly to my lizard brain and parts farther south that despite my lifelong glandular bias in favor of men, maybe it was time to put down the balls and bats and start caressing catcher's mitts. Or at least one catcher’s mitt in particular.

      I suddenly found myself caressing Willow with my eyes.

      My conscious mind shuddered at the thought. I literally shook myself, trying to shake off the effects of the glamour Willow constantly projected like an eel’s electric field.

      My movement caught Willow’s eye. Her mouth tightened in an almost undetectable frown. In her mind, all the world was her personal stage, and no one had better dare do anything which might take the spotlight away from her. Willow shot me a quick look of pure venom while she continued to mouth saccharine inanities.

      I winked at her, knowing the impertinence would drive her nuts. Despite the fact Willow relied on me to protect her against the threats she had been getting from the magical world lately, to her, I was just the help who should stay in her place. Before those magical world threats, Willow’s security chiefs had been licensed Heroes. One such Hero, a young one fresh out of Hero Academy, had been murdered a couple of years ago, though in an incident unrelated to Willow. I hoped I would not suffer the same fate.

      Avoid dying. One should always set ambitious goals.

      Knowing I could not afford to let my senses and reflexes be dulled by Willow’s glamour, I opened my Third Eye. To do so, I did not need to use the Word, the Will, and the Wave as I did when I cast spells. Once you were used to opening your Third Eye, triggering it was as easy as riding a bike. I had stumbled into how to do it before I got my first period, long before I had any formal magical training.

      The mundane world I perceived through my biological eyes drained away like water in a sink with the stopper removed. It was replaced by a vision of the magical world my mystical Third Eye permitted me to see.

      A 360-degree panorama unfolded and displayed in my mind. Vivid colors of every shade swirled around me in eddies of strong magical current. Since magic drew its power from life, and especially sentient life, magic was particularly potent in major cities. Sometimes I wondered if urban fantasy novels, which were almost always set in cities, were written by Otherkin or Gifted humans, the two general types of citizens of the magical world. Gifteds like me wielded magic; Otherkin like Willow were magic.

      With my Third Eye open, now I saw Willow for who she truly was. Rather than a blonde bombshell, I saw before me a pinch-faced mousy brunette who looked like she had just sucked on a bushel of lemons. Her skin had so many fine lines that it looked like parchment paper. Willow’s tight dress hugged the lumpy rolls of her body. She looked overindulged, overfed, and under-exercised.

      I closed my Third Eye. I staggered slightly in my infernal heels as the dull mundane world returned and snapped back into focus. Now that I had peeked behind the magical curtain, Willow’s glamour would have no effect on me for a while and I could focus on my job. The lizard part of my brain had needed the reminder that Willow’s looks and allure were no more real than her name was.

      Willow had used a lot of different names over the years: Madame de Pompadour in the 1700s when Willow seduced her way into becoming the official chief mistress of King Louis XV of France; Lola Montez in the 1800s when Willow was the mistress of King Ludwig I of Bavaria, eventually ruining him and nearly ruining Bavaria; and Mata Hari in the late 1800s and early 1900s when Willow was a stripper who parlayed what she called “sacred Hindu dances” (hah!) to international fame and fortune before being arrested in Paris during World War I and tried, convicted, and executed as a German spy. Obviously, it had not been Willow who had been executed by a firing squad. A sorcerer smitten by Willow had animated a golem in Willow’s likeness, replaced Willow with it, and teleported Willow away before the bullets hit her. Fairies were vulnerable to iron, so the firing squad’s bullets would have surely killed Willow if the golem had not taken her place.

      I only knew all that about Willow because I read it in the dossier on her the gnomes in Capstone’s research department had prepared. On my own, I did not know much about history, unless you were talking about what happened during season one of Game of Thrones. I was a butt-kicker, not a nerd.

      I didn’t have to be a history buff to know Willow had forged her path throughout the centuries with her looks and on her back. It was one of the reasons why I did not like her. Women who relied exclusively on their looks and sexuality irritated me. If my mother knew Willow, she would call her “a do-nothing bitch.” I did not agree with Mom on much, but that description hit Willow on the head.

      Willow probably knew I was not her biggest fan since I have never been known for my subtlety and tact. She likely thought I was jealous of her. Jealousy was the go-to explanation for attractive women when less attractive women did not like them. I was not jealous. Well, not of Willow’s looks. I was a tad jealous of her money. Whoever said money was the root of all evil had never been behind on her rent and in credit card debt up to her eyeballs. I was both. Financial discipline, like historical knowledge, was not one of my strengths.

      Willow seemed to be wrapping up her soliloquy of clichés when I saw, out of the corner of my eye, dark forms swoop out of the darkness of the night into the brightness cast by the Institute of Peace’s outside lights.

      My pulse starting to race, I spun to look at the flying figures through the clear curtain wall.

      Before I could raise my voice in warning, the flying forms crashed into the curtain wall, ripping through the thick glass like it was tissue paper. The breaking glass sounded like crashing cymbals. People below us in the atrium screamed. Some pointed up in the air at the monsters beating their wings there.

      For that was what they were: monsters. Three of them. Each the size of a Mini Cooper, each with the body of a different animal—a dog, a ram, and a rattlesnake—and each with giant bat wings that beat the air so powerfully they generated gusts of wind. Their wings were crimson red and leathery, with long sharp talons on the ends. Their bodies were bluish-black. They glistened evilly with an oily sheen.

      Gargoyles. The only gargoyles I knew of in the city adorned the Washington National Cathedral, over three miles away in the northwest quadrant of the city. I didn’t understand what was happening. Gargoyles protected the buildings they perched on from demons and evil spirits, which was why they were often placed on churches. They simply did not sprout wings, become animated and oversized, and crash into buildings miles away from their roost.

      Clearly nobody had told these gargoyles that.

      The dog gargoyle suddenly swooped down. Shrieking, the people in the atrium scattered like ants. The dog gargoyle’s massive jaws clamped down around the waist of a man who had tripped and fallen in his haste to get away.

      The gargoyle rose into the air with the screaming man. Blood spurted from him like fuel from a ruptured gas tank. The gargoyle shook the man like a terrier who had caught a rat. The man’s bones cracked loudly enough to be heard over all the pandemonium. The man’s screaming died as he did.

      The dog gargoyle opened its jaws, spitting the man out like bad tasting candy. The man’s torso hit the floor, followed a second later by his lower body. His guts oozed out of him like a mound of spaghetti drowning in red sauce.

      The gargoyle’s powerful bite had ripped the poor man in two.
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      People’s screams got louder. They trampled each other in their haste to get away from the monsters and out of the building.

      The sound of gunshots rose above the cacophony as Willow’s men opened fire on the gargoyles. Their bullets had no noticeable effect.

      My earbud exploded with sound, the men under my command all yelling at once.

      I grabbed Willow’s bare arm. Dragging her alongside of me, I moved as quickly as I could in my stupid heels away from the area overlooking the madhouse that was the atrium. We left the media behind. They all just stood there like dumb mutes, their eyes following Willow, not even looking up at the gargoyles, still under the spell of her glamour.

      I yanked open an office door. This was the panic room I had supervised the preparation of before I escorted Willow on site. I shoved Willow inside. She went sprawling on the floor. Her heels flew off and one of her boobs popped out of her low-cut gown. In my haste, I had pushed her harder than I meant to. Sorry, not sorry.

      “Stay here,” I commanded. “The room is fully warded. Nothing will be able to get in without your permission.” I started to close the door on her.

      “Wait!” Willow shrieked, climbing to her feet unsteadily. “Where are you going?” The screams in the atrium had not lessened. If anything, they had increased.

      “I’m going to go help those people.” I tried to close the door, but Willow put her hand on it, stopping me.

      “You’re not leaving me alone.” It was an order, not a question. Willow’s sex kitten voice was gone, replaced by a tone more like the crack of a whip.

      “Just watch me,” I said. “There are innocents out there. Kids. You’ll be safe here.” I tried to remove her arm, but she shifted it and still blocked the door.

      “I don’t give two shits about those mundanes and their drooling little STDs,” Willow said. Her green eyes were unyielding emeralds. “And neither should you. I pay you to protect me, not a bunch of slack-jawed mundanes. You’re staying here with me.” She shook her head at me in disgusted disbelief. "In over three hundred years, I've never met a stupider human than you."

      "Three hundred years? Wow, you don't look a day over a hundred."

      Willow recoiled as if I'd slapped her. The vainer someone was, the more insecure she was. "You take that back!" she screeched.

      I smothered a smirk and brushed her hand off the door. I wasn’t gentle about it.

      "If you don’t stay here and protect me you ugly, big-assed witch, you're fired," Willow swore, her face red with anger. Witches and warlocks practiced black magic. Actual witches wore the label like a badge of honor. For those of us who did not walk on the dark side, calling a Gifted woman a witch was the equivalent of calling a mundane woman the C word.

      Willow’s slur broke the camel's back. Willow’s throat beckoned me like a bullseye beckons a marksman. Dear Lord, I silently prayed, lead me not into temptation . . . tomorrow. But not today.

      I punched Willow in the throat. Willow doubled over, gagging, clutching her neck. I’d hit her hard. But not too hard. I was irritated, not homicidal. I could’ve punched a hole clean through her neck if I wanted to.

      "You can't fire me," I said. "I quit. That’s my letter of resignation." I wanted to yank her godawful shoes off and fling them at her as well, but I resisted the impulse. I thought it demonstrated phenomenal restraint, yet no one showed up to give me a humanitarian award. A clear double standard.

      I slammed the door on Willow’s hunched over form. “Claudo,” I murmured as I waved my hand in front of the door in the necessary pattern while I exerted my will, activating the wards a Capstone ward specialist had placed on the panic room. The door shimmered for a quick moment as the wards snapped into place. Claudo was Latin. Latin was the language of magic, much like math was the language of science.

      I turned away from the door, kicking off my despised heels as I did so. I had struck Willow without thinking in the heat of the moment. Acting impulsively was nothing new for me. Now, I was starting to regret the punch. Not because Willow didn't deserve it, but because of what Oscar might say and do about it when he found out.

      Oh well. I'd burn that bridge later.

      In bare feet, I raced back toward the area overlooking the atrium. I peeled off my pantsuit jacket and dropped it on the floor as I ran. It hindered my movement too much. The transmitter and earbud attached to it fell away as well.

      I skidded to a stop at the railing and hastily assessed the situation.

      Things had gotten worse in the short time I’d been dealing with Willow. More people lay on the atrium floor, injured or dead. Blood stained the light-colored floor like red paint on a canvas. The gargoyles were still in the air over the atrium. They were swooping down onto the hapless people below like birds of prey.

      A couple of Willow’s mundane security guards were trying to shepherd people to the only exit on this side of the building. The other guards were gone. I guessed they’d pushed their way to the front of the crowd fleeing the building in the face of these flying nightmares which were apparently immune to their bullets. Cowards. Willow should fire them, not me. Then again, in their defense, they had never faced magical creatures before.

      Most of the media were gone. They must have snapped out of the effects of Willow’s glamour and run away. The remaining two cameramen had their cameras trained on the gargoyles and the carnage they caused.

      Evidence of the hidden magical world was going to be on the nightly news. Fantastic. The Conclave, the magical world’s ruling body, was going to be pissed. And when the Conclave got pissed, the people who had gotten them pissed tended to disappear.

      A woman howled like a banshee as the ram gargoyle swooped down, hitting her with its big head, sending her flying into a wall. A miniature version of the woman wailed as the girl watched with wild-eyed horror. The woman’s daughter, obviously.

      Where the heck was one of those blasted costumed Heroes when you needed them? Licensed Heroes always seemed to be there when you didn’t need them, and they were nowhere to be found when you did need them.

      Somebody had to do something before all these people got slaughtered.

      Since there was no Hero handy, I guessed that somebody was going to have to be me.

      And yet, I hesitated for a split second. There was no way I would be able to deal with the gargoyles without violating the Conclave’s First Rule of Magic.

      Screw the Rules, I thought, chiding myself for my hesitation. More innocent people would get hurt or killed if I did not step in and do something. Dad had taught me that right was right and wrong was wrong. I’d worry about the Conclave later.

      I backed away from the railing to give myself a running start. Aiming for the dog gargoyle, which was the one hovering in the air closest to me, I took off running.

      I hurdled the railing like a track star. My Gifted legs sent me shooting through the air toward the dog gargoyle like I had a jetpack on my back. I was vaguely aware of one of the cameramen filming me flying through the air like no mundane was capable of.

      Yeah, the Conclave was definitely going to be pissed.

      I arced through the air above the atrium, my arms windmilling, my head almost grazing the glowing white ceiling. Then I started to drop. The air whistled in my ears.

      My aim was true. I landed astride the dog gargoyle’s back with a bone-rattling thump, right in front of where the thing’s bat wings were attached to its body. Pain shot through my nether regions. My lady parts weren’t going to be happy with me tomorrow. Assuming there was a tomorrow.

      Now that I was up close and personal, I saw the dog was some sort of mastiff. A bulldog, or maybe a Rottweiler. It didn’t matter. Perhaps I’d investigate its pedigree later.

      There was a dark flash in the corner of my eye. I ducked down low, flattening my torso against the dog’s body.

      The ram flashed by overhead with a rush of disturbed air. The ram gargoyle had claws instead of sheep hooves. Those claws grazed my back, slicing through my blouse and into my flesh. Pain erupted like a volcano on my back. Still, it could have been worse. If I had not ducked in time, the ram would have smacked headfirst into me with its horns, which were large and curved like those of a male bighorn sheep.

      Trying to ignore the pain, I shoved myself back upright. I slammed a fist down, striking the canine gargoyle’s big head with a blow that likely would have decapitated a real dog. My magic made me strong. Not as strong as some Metahumans, but stronger than the strongest non-Meta mundanes and stronger than most Gifteds.

      Ow! Pain rippled through my fist and up my arm. Despite the fact the body my legs were wrapped around felt like flesh, punching this thing’s head felt like punching a concrete block.

      The gargoyle shook my blow off like it had been a mosquito bite. It twisted its neck, snapping at my hand with canines as long as my forearm. I snatched my hand back before I was forced into a Captain Hook impersonation.

      Uh-oh. What now? I hadn’t planned past leaping and punching. Story of my life. Should I now pat him on his head soothingly and ask, “Who’s a good doggy?”

      Before I could implement the lamest plan ever, I felt the gargoyle’s muscles bunch up under my legs. Instinct made me grab the scruff of the gargoyle’s neck.

      I’d barely grabbed the scruff when the gargoyle started bucking and flipping in the air, trying to shake me off. I held on for dear life. If I had known I’d be going through this, I would have gone to more rodeos in preparation. By more rodeos, I mean I would’ve gone to a rodeo. I’d never been to one before. I was a city slicker, not a cowgirl.

      In just a few seconds of being bounced around, my legs’ and hands’ grips started to slip. If I hit the ground from this high up, I’d be so dazed I would be easy pickings for the gargoyles, assuming the fall didn’t break my fool neck.

      Desperate, I waved my free hand in a long-practiced gesture as I waggled my fingers and exerted my will. “Ignis!” I said through clenched teeth.

      My hand burst into flames. The fire was warm, but it didn’t burn me. A sorceress was immune to her own spellfire.

      I shoved my burning hand against the gargoyle’s flesh like I was branding a bull.

      The gargoyle let out an inhuman shriek that was a bizarre mix of a wolf’s howl and a rooster’s crowing. It set my teeth on edge. It was an unmistakable cry of pain. Good.

      Emboldened, I gathered my will and released it in a torrent through my arm instead of in a steady stream.

      Whoosh! Both the gargoyle and I were engulfed in fire, as if we had been drenched with gasoline and set ablaze.

      The gargoyle’s shrieks of pain increased in intensity, deafening me, making me want to cover my ears. I did no such thing. I instead kept shoveling my will into the blaze, increasing the intensity of my spellfire.

      The gargoyle spun wildly in the air, out of control, falling like a shot bird, making me dizzy.

      The gargoyle and I smashed into the stage Willow was supposed to accept her humanitarian award on.

      The gargoyle was on its side, struggling like an injured cockroach to right itself. My leg was pinned under the beast, making me cry out in pain. I didn’t let go of the monster though, nor did I let up on my spellfire. I took care to confine my spellfire to me and the gargoyle, and not let the stage catch on fire. It would be horrific if I destroyed this human-chomping gargoyle, only to also kill everyone else in a raging inferno.

      The gargoyle started to crumble, bits of it flaking away, collapsing under the force of my spellfire like it was a sand castle pounded by a wave.

      Then, suddenly, the gargoyle fell completely to pieces. The weight on my leg lessened dramatically. I was no longer pinned down.

      Cautiously, I withdrew my will, canceling my spell. The raging bonfire of my spellfire went out like it had been deprived of oxygen.

      I stood up. Black fragments like super-sized grains of sand fell off me, joining a larger pile of the stuff all around me. I was no forensic magician, but my guess was my spellfire had burned off whatever magic had animated the gargoyle, not to mention destroying the integrity of the gargoyle’s body. It was good to see the gargoyles had a vulnerability.

      Magicians like me stored magic like a battery, and that big expenditure of magical will had tired me, draining me of a good bit of my magic. My chest heaved with exertion. I got a flash of naked flesh. I glanced down.

      I was as naked as the day I was born. Though I was immune to my spellfire, my clothes were not. They had burned off in the inferno, leaving only soot stains on my otherwise bare body.

      I flushed in embarrassment, then tried to shove the silly emotion aside. People seeing me in my birthday suit was the least of the bad things that had happened today. Even worse things would happen if I didn’t do something about the two remaining gargoyles. Even so, the vain part of me wished I had salad for dinner last night instead of a double cheeseburger with bacon and fries.

      A high-pitched scream cut through the tumult in the room. The scream came from a kid dressed in his Sunday best. The ram gargoyle had latched onto the boy with its claws and was flying toward the high ceiling with him. A woman, presumably his mother, stood underneath them, looking up, wailing almost as loudly as the kid.

      I didn’t know if the ram intended to rip the kid apart or drop him from the ceiling. I couldn’t let either happen.

      Wishing I knew how to fly, I twisted my head around frantically. I spotted a microphone stand nearby on the stage. I lunged for it. I knocked the microphone out of it, causing screeching feedback from the atrium’s speakers that temporarily drowned out the screams of mother and child. Holding the vertical metal part of the stand in my right hand, I stomped hard on its base. With a metallic pop, the circular base separated from the vertical metal.

      I focused my will on the metal in my right hand, waved my left hand in the necessary pattern, and said “Ignis.” The metal pole burst into flames. If your will was strong enough, spellfire could burn just about anything. Magic was not subject to the usual laws of science.

      I took three quick steps forward, and then I flung the flaming microphone stand like it was a javelin. It zoomed through the air with a hiss, toward the ram gargoyle. If I had stopped to think, I probably wouldn’t have thrown it out of fear of hitting the boy by accident. It wasn’t as though I was an expert javelin thrower. I was no Olympic athlete.

      Dread over what the gargoyle would do to the kid must have aided my marksmanship. The flaming metal hit the center of the ram’s chest like it had been guided there by a laser. With a whizzing sound, the metal sliced through the center of the ram like a hot knife through butter. The flaming metal continued upward and poked a hole through the white glowing roof of the building.

      The ram bleated in agony, like a sheep being slaughtered. Green ichor shot out of its chest, like a giant infected pimple had been popped. The ram dropped the kid. The boy fell like a stone, tumbling and screaming.

      “Ventus!” I cried, exerting my will again as I waved my hands around and around each other in the required pattern.

      A small whirlwind twisted into existence on the atrium floor underneath where the boy fell. It grew, stretching upward like a Slinky.

      The boy fell into the wide top of the whirlwind’s funnel. The twirling air currents slowed the boy’s descent. He went from falling like a stone to falling like a feather. By the time he was a couple of feet off the floor, he was no longer falling at all, but rather, hovering, held up by the air currents.

      I relaxed my will, and the whirlwind faded, then disappeared. The boy landed lightly on his feet. His mother rushed up and smothered him in her arms. The boy looked dazed, there was green goo on him, and his hair looked like Einstein’s, but he seemed unhurt.

      The same could not be said of the ram gargoyle. Despite it beating its bat wings ever more weakly to stay aloft, I had apparently hurt it too badly. It touched down on the atrium floor like a hot air balloon with a leak.

      It turned into stone as soon as its claws touched the floor. The collision with the floor broke up the gargoyle’s now stone body. Bits of stone flew everywhere.

      Two gargoyles down, one to go. I turned, looking for the remaining gargoyle, the rattlesnake one.

      No need. The rattlesnake reared up in front of me like an ambush predator. Its beating bat wings made it hover only a few feet from the floor, with its body slightly above the stage I was still on.

      Before I could react, the tip of the snake’s tail began to move faster than my eyes could follow. The tail’s tip rattled so loudly, I wanted to cover my ears.

      I wanted to cover them, but I did not. I could not. I could not move at all. I was completely mesmerized, struck dumb and motionless.

      The snake opened its mouth and hissed. Drops of venom glistened from the bottom of sharp fangs the length of my forearms. I knew I was about to be bitten. And yet, I still could not move. Clearly the snake’s rattle was some form of immobilizing magic. As strong as my magical will was, I could not resist the snake’s potent power. I didn’t think I could have resisted it even if my magical reserves were at full power, which they most definitely were not after the energy I had expended destroying the dog gargoyle and saving the boy from the ram.

      The snake’s eyes glittered like the blackest of onyx. Quick as a wink, its head surged forward, its mouth gaping as it prepared to sink its fangs into me.

      The snake’s surge toward me broke its spell. There was no time to cast a spell of my own. I threw my arms up in a last-ditch effort to save myself.

      By sheer instinct, my hands grabbed the snake’s upper and lower jaws. The snake’s momentum forward pushed me backward.

      I slammed into the back wall of the stage. My already lacerated back erupted in fresh pain while I struggled to keep the snake’s mouth from getting closer and biting me. Thank heaven for my magically fueled strength. I never would have come close to holding the snake off if I weren’t Gifted.

      The snake and I struggled against each other, each of us pushing mightily, vying for supremacy. I couldn’t cast a spell. The Wave was as important as the Will and the Word. If I freed up one of my hands to perform the Wave, the snake would pump me full of venom.

      The snake’s gaping head was so big, it could’ve swallowed me whole. No longer airborne, the gargoyle’s wings beat against me. It was like being whipped by a massive leather belt. I almost lost my grip. A drop of venom the size of a baseball dripped from a fang. It barely missed my leg and hit the stage. The venom sizzled against the wooden stage like water dropped on a hot skillet.

      The snake’s forked tongue lashed my face. It was rough, wet, and disgusting, smelling like two-week-old fish that had been left out in the sun. Fortunately, it did not seem to be coated in venom.

      The snake was winning our reverse tug of war. Its head crept closer and closer.

      Desperate, I changed tactics.

      Instead of merely pushing against the snake’s mouth, I started pulling it apart too, like opening the jaws of a bear trap.

      Almost imperceptibly at first, then more and more obviously, the snake’s mouth got wider and wider. Staring into its fleshy, bluish-black mouth felt like staring into the pits of Hell.

      I felt, then heard, the snake’s jaw begin to pop and crack.

      The snake struggled against me, but in the opposite way than before. The tables had turned. I had gained the upper hand, and now the snake was trying to get away from me. Obviously panicked, the rest of the snake’s body whipped at and thrashed against me as the snake tried to escape.

      With a sound that was like the world’s biggest crab cracking open, the snake’s lower jaw ripped away from the rest of its body.

      Instantly, the snake transformed into stone. Its coils froze in place. They looked like an elaborate slide the Addams Family might have kept in their backyard.

      I dropped the snake’s lower jaw, which was now as stony as the rest of its body. It landed on my bare foot. I yelped in pain and cursed my carelessness. I was strong, but sometimes stupid.

      Panting like a locomotive that had just chugged up a steep incline, I climbed out from within the stone coils of the immobile gargoyle. My adrenaline was draining away, making me feel like an emptied glass. Exhausted and in pain, I stumbled to the front of the stage.

      A bunch of people had not made it out of the building. Some lay on the ground, either not moving at all or writhing in pain from injuries. Now that the gargoyles were gone, Good Samaritans started to tend to the injured. Others were looking up at me with their mouths agape, astounded by what they had just seen and experienced. A couple of guys pulled out their smartphones and pointed them at me, no doubt recording videos.

      It was then that I remembered I was as naked as a jaybird. Plus, I had used magic in front of a bunch of mundanes. I was exposed in every sense of the word.

      Suddenly self-conscious, I covered my crotch with a hand and my chest with an arm. Alas, covering my chest was all too easy to do. A woman as busty as Willow never would have been able to do it. Darn her bodacious body. Okay, I guess I was jealous of both her money and her boobs. If I had to choose between the two, I’d pick the former. With the former, I could buy the latter.

      An adorable little girl who could not have been more than seven approached the stage. She wore a denim overall dress over a shirt with the Hero Omega’s silver logo on it. Omega had become very famous very quickly, and his shirts were all the rage these days. The child was alone. I wondered where her parents were, and hoped they weren’t lying on the atrium floor.

      I got a mental image, as vivid as if it had happened ten seconds instead of ten years ago, of my father lying dead on a different floor, his body twisted, part of his head missing. He had shot himself in the head to save me when I was sixteen.

      Tears welled up in my eyes. With an effort, I pulled my mind out of the past and back to the present. I wiped away my tears with the hand that wasn’t shielding my so-called chest.

      The girl in the denim dress stared at me with brown eyes as big as saucers. She looked up to me like I had hung the moon in the sky.

      “Are you a superhero?” she asked with wonder in her voice.

      I hesitated for a second. Aw heck, after all she had just seen, what would it hurt to tell her the truth? Besides, if she repeated it, who would believe a little kid?

      I got on one knee so I was close to the girl.

      “No honey,” I whispered confidentially. “I’m a sorceress.”
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      Oscar Hightower, a Halfling and the founder and owner of Capstone Security Consultants, drummed his thick fingers on top of his desk. He stared at me, his big head as silent and blocky as the stone heads of Easter Island.

      Oscar wore a tieless gray suit that probably cost more than everything I owned, and I owned some expensive stuff thanks to my spendthrift habits. As for me, I was dressed in dark jeans, a short-sleeved dark green blouse, a ruched sleeve collarless yellow jacket, and black loafers with no socks. Sorceress casual elegance.

      It was two days after the attack of the gargoyles. Attack of the Gargoyles sounded like a 1950s B movie. While it had held my interest, I’d have to give it two thumbs down.

      Oscar most definitely gave my part in the show two thumbs down. I did my best to look contrite as he stared at me. It was a look I was unaccustomed to, so I wasn’t sure if I was doing it right.

      I waited patiently for Oscar to resume berating me again. When I’d been summoned to Oscar’s office earlier, I had taken a few fortifying belts from the flask of Elven wine hidden in my desk. The wine had bolstered my patience immensely. You could patiently await a trip to the guillotine with Elven wine coursing through your veins.

      I knew Oscar wasn’t finished; he was merely taking a break from ripping me a new one. Not literally of course, though Oscar was fully capable of doing it since he was half Orc. His father was the human one, which proved that human men would screw anything that would hold still long enough. Orc women were so ugly that their portraits hung themselves.

      Oscar loomed over me like a mountain thanks to his Halfling heritage. He wasn’t as big as a full-blooded orc, but he was far larger than the average human. He looked like a retired professional wrestler who had taken too many steroids back in the day. Other than his size and the fact he was hairier than normal, you would never guess he was half Otherkin. He had gotten his tusks filed down and his pointy ears bobbed years ago so he could pass as a mundane. He kept his gray hair closely cropped because otherwise it looked like a bird’s nest. He avoided staying out in the sun for too long. Oscar didn’t tan; his skin turned as green as the Hulk’s.

      If he wanted to, Oscar could tear someone in half without breaking stride. Everybody in the company was afraid of him, myself included. I just hid it better than most. I think that’s why he liked me—I didn’t walk on eggshells around him. He respected that. I also hid from him the fact I was attracted to him. Oscar was an older male authority figure. That meant he was right up my alley. I was not terribly self-aware, but even I knew I had daddy issues.

      I was being dressed down in the Fishbowl. We employees called Oscar’s office that because its walls were a clear, thick glass like an aquarium’s. They allowed Oscar to keep an eye on the rows of desks, including mine, arrayed outside his plush office. It was the middle of the workday, and all the agents who weren’t in the field were at their desks. About half of the employees were Gifteds, and the other half were Otherkin. The Otherkin who could pass as human worked on this floor, which presented the public face of Capstone. Those who could not pass as human, such as the gnomes in the research division, were under the building, in Capstone’s underground annex. The twelve-story tall building housing Capstone was in D.C.’s Golden Triangle district, just a few blocks from the White House.

      Oscar’s hairy fingers continued their staccato beat on the desktop. Office scuttlebutt claimed the light-colored desk was made of the laurel tree the nymph Daphne was turned into to help her escape molestation by the lesser god Apollo, but I wasn’t sure I believed the rumor. I did not believe everything I heard, especially when the imp who worked in the sales department was doing the telling. Imps were notorious liars.

      “What am I going to do with you?” Oscar finally asked. His voice sounded like the rumble of an earthquake. His eyes were so dark, they were almost black.

      “Give me a raise?” I suggested hopefully. I had stitches in my back, so I was careful to not lean back in Oscar’s chair. Fortunately, I hadn’t broken any bones in the hand I had punched the dog gargoyle with. It still ached though, as did the foot I dropped the snake’s stone jaw on. The Elven wine helped with that too. Was there any problem Elven wine could not solve? I wondered if the North and South Koreans knew of it.

      Oscar’s thick fingered drumbeat continued. On the antique wood desk, it sounded like galloping horses approaching. The Elven wine made me desperate to cry Hi-Yo Silver! Away! Self-preservation made me not do it. And people said I had no self-control. Ha!

      Oscar said, “I’m far more likely to fire you than to give you a raise.”

      “My vote is for door number two.”

      “You don’t get a vote.”

      “Um, have you heard of a little thing called the Nineteenth Amendment?”

      Oscar’s finger drumming stopped for a second, then resumed. “Do you really think this is a good time to be sassing me?”

      “No sir,” I said, my eyes downcast. I aimed for demure this time since contrite hadn’t worked out so well.

      Oscar wasn’t fooled. “Knock it off with the sirs. You only sir me when you're kissing my ass.” I winced slightly at the curse word. In honor of my clean-mouthed father who had been as close to a saint as you could find on this side of the afterlife, I didn’t curse, at least not out loud. I didn’t like even hearing it if I could help it. Oscar knew I didn’t like cursing, though he didn’t know why. I suspected his use of the vulgar word had been deliberate. All part of the taking Sage to the woodshed experience.

      Oscar sighed. It sounded like the rumbling of a volcano. “Since you obviously need a reminder, what’s the First Rule of Magic say?”

      “The First Rule of Magic is you don’t talk about Fight Club.” The Elven wine had perhaps been a mistake. I was awfully lippy for someone a brownie’s hair away from losing her job.

      Oscar’s finger drumming stopped again. “What did I tell you about sassing me?”

      “You didn’t come right out and say don’t do it, but you strongly implied it.”

      “Exactly. I’m stupefied you were listening. It’s an unexpected change of pace.” More finger drumming. “As you well know, the First Rule of Magic says, ‘There is no magic.’ Meaning, you don’t expose mundanes to the hidden magical world. We can’t let it be widely known that magical creatures and magicians walk among the mundanes. Every psychological study the Conclave has commissioned and every diviner they’ve consulted have concluded that knowledge of the magical world would trigger oppression of magical folk the likes of which haven’t been seen since the Salem Witch Trials. And the oppression would be far worse now than it was then because the mundanes have Metahumans to back them up.”

      Oscar paused, then let out a sigh that sounded like the whistle of a steam engine. “When I started this firm . . .”

      Oh boy, here we go, I thought. I had heard this story many times before.

      “I was the only employee, and I skipped countless meals to pay the bills.”

      I had to walk fifteen miles to school, I thought.

      “I operated out of my rat-infested apartment in the projects of southeast D.C.”

      In the snow.

      “I had to go through people’s garbage to get cans and bottles to take to the recycling center to help make ends meet.”

      Barefoot.

      “Rejected by orcs because of my mixed-race heritage, everyone else was uncomfortable around me because of my size.”

      Uphill.

      “The business almost failed more times than I can remember.”

      Both ways! I added silently.

      “From those humble beginnings, I scratched and clawed my way to where I am now—the owner of one of the preeminent security providers in the country, and the preeminent provider of magic-based security. Orc women who teased me when I was struggling would now give their eyefangs to be with me. I employ hundreds of people. The company is worth millions. Our office space here on K Street is some of the most expensive commercial real estate in the city. We provide security for heads of state, captains of industry, movie stars, Otherkin royalty . . . I could go on.”

      I felt a yawn coming. I admired Oscar, but sometimes he got too caught up in his own Horatio Alger story. I held the yawn back. The Elven wine hadn’t dulled my wits so much that I was stupid enough to let it out.

      “And in a single day, you’ve jeopardized everything I’ve worked decades to build. You assaulted our Otherkin client you were supposed to protect, who also happens to be one of the most famous women in the world.”

      “She deserved it,” I blurted. Oscar’s face darkened like a storm cloud, making me regret my words. I needed to muzzle myself.

      “Or I should say our former client. She’s terminated Capstone’s contract. A sizable contract, I should add. She’s threatening to sue you. More importantly, she’s threatening to sue me and Capstone.”

      “Willow’s not going to sue anybody,” I scoffed. “She wouldn’t risk it becoming public that she tried to stop me from helping those people. She won’t do anything to tarnish her public image. Her entire career is based on it. Not to mention the fact the Conclave would never let her draw even more attention to the incident.”

      Oscar lifted an eyebrow. “So, you actually are capable of rational thought. It’s a shame you didn’t bring your brain to bear at the Institute of Peace.” Oscar drummed his fingers some more. He was likely to dig grooves into the desk’s surface. “I think you’re right about how Ms. Wilde is not going to sue. She’s just posturing. What she’s more likely to do is file a complaint against you with the Conclave. You did strike her, after all. Ms. Wilde is not a turn the other cheek kind of fairy.”

      My stomach turned cold. The Conclave’s Enforcement Bureau was no joke. Innocent until proven guilty was a mundane legal concept, not a magical one. The CEB was more a “you’re probably guilty, so let’s smite you with a spell first and send flowers to your descendants later if it turns out we were wrong” kind of organization.

      “And speaking of the Conclave,” Oscar continued, “there is the not so small matter of your violation of the First Rule. As your employer, I’m as much in the Conclave’s crosshairs as you are. The only exception to the no public use of magic rule is when you’re acting in self-defense or the defense of others.”

      “What do you think I was doing?” I demanded, starting to get irritated. “If I hadn’t done something, more people would have been killed or injured.” It turned out that only two people had died, one being the man who was bitten in half by the dog gargoyle. My only regret was that I had not acted quickly enough to save those two as well. About a dozen people had been injured, but none of the injuries were life-threatening.

      “The exception applies to the defense of Otherkin and Gifteds, not the defense of mundanes. As you well know,” Oscar snapped. “The Conclave thinks it’s the job of Heroes to protect the mundanes, not ours.” Then he paused. His voice softened slightly. “On the other hand, if I had been there, I don’t know if I could have stood idly by when a bunch of mundanes were being hurt either, First Rule or no First Rule. That is the only reason why you’re still sitting here instead of pounding the pavement, looking for another job. And with your checkered past, good luck in getting someone else to hire you.”

      I was so annoyed, I almost said I wished I were walking around in the fresh air and not cooped up here being lectured to. I swallowed the undiplomatic remark in the nick of time. You had to be careful what you wished for, because you might get it. I had lots of unpaid bills and debts, so I needed this job.

      Oscar sighed again. “Sage, you have a lot going for you. You’re tough, aggressive, fearless, you have a big heart, genuinely care about people, and you have more raw magical capacity than almost any other Gifted I’ve ever encountered. That magical capacity is why you’re so strong and have such quick reflexes. In ways, you’re the best field agent I have. Plus, as a sorceress, you’re as rare as hen’s teeth. I’ve landed a lot of high-profile, big-money clients by emphasizing the fact I have a sorceress on staff. It’s why I’ve cut you so much slack in the past.”

      I didn’t bother saying thanks for the kind words. I didn’t have to consult a diviner to know a but was coming.

      “But,” Oscar added, “you’re also impulsive and woefully lacking in self-control. You’re immature, stubborn, insecure about certain things, foolishly arrogant about other things, and too much of a smart-ass for your own good. And while aggression is a good trait for a bodyguard to have, sometimes you go overboard. You’re about as diplomatic as a wolf at a sheep convention. Also, you’re undisciplined and intellectually lazy. You’re a sorceress. You’re supposed to be good at all forms of magic. Especially at your age. You’re no spring chicken, yet you’re still uncertified. Most magicians have gotten their Conclave certifications long before they’re your age.”

      All Gifteds were born with an inherent knack for a certain magical specialty—alchemy, for example, or elemental magic, necromancy, divination, druidry, illusionism, voodoo, or any one of numerous others. All Gifteds, that is, except for those with the potential to be sorceresses and sorcerers. They were magical generalists. Jacks and Janes of all magical trades, but the masters of none. Gifteds were a tiny sliver of the human population. Sorceresses and sorcerers were in turn a tiny sliver of the Gifted population, so they were the rarest of the rare.

      Unlike Gifteds, magicians were made, not born. A Gifted had to train and study to unlock her inherent talent for magic. A Gifted who had undergone some magical training earned the title of magician, though often she was instead called by the name of her particular magical specialty. For example, a Gifted who was born with a knack for illusionism could go by the title of magician, or more specifically, illusionist, once he had trained in the use of his magic. If that magician then earned his Conclave certification, he was called a Master Magician or Master Illusionist and became a voting member of the Conclave. For Master Magicians, the First Rule was somewhat relaxed, the idea being a Master Magician was wise enough to know when to and when not to use his magic where mundanes might see him. In the magical world, all men were most definitely not created equal.

      I was a sorceress—that is, a magician with no specialized knack—but not yet a Master Sorceress since I had not yet earned my Conclave certification. Millennium, the famous former licensed Hero, was a Master Sorcerer, and perhaps the most powerful magician the world had ever known. He was also the only magician I knew of whose abilities were public knowledge. He had gotten a special dispensation from the Conclave to practice magic openly despite the First Rule. Considering all the shady stuff he had been exposed for doing, I bet the Conclave regretted making him an exception to the general rule.

      Oscar said, “But despite all your potential, the only type of magic you’re really proficient at is elemental magic. I suspect it’s because the capacity of air, fire, water, and earth to make things go boom appeals to your inner child. Unfortunately, your inner child seems to sit in your psyche’s driver’s seat more often than not. You’re terrible at just about every other magical discipline because you refuse to put in the work to master them. You’re not living up to your potential. At the rate you’re going, you never will.”

      “Boss, please stop. Such a sweet-talker.” I made a show of fanning my face. “You’re making a girl blush.”

      Oscar slapped his palm down on his desk, making me jump. The wood of the desk cracked loudly. He pointed a thick finger at me. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” he snarled. “You don’t know when to keep your big trap shut.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, then abruptly closed it. Didn’t know when to keep my big mouth shut, huh? I guess I showed him.

      After staring at me for several long, uncomfortable beats, Oscar lowered his finger. He leaned back in his chair. It creaked ominously under his weight.

      He said, “Hopefully the Conclave can cover up the nature of the gargoyles and your use of magic. We still don’t know who animated the gargoyles and why, but that’s something the Conclave will look into. As is usually the case when magic slips into the public eye, the Conclave is trying to explain away what happened by attributing it to Rogues and Heroes. I don’t know how we’d hide magic so well if we didn’t have Metahuman superpowers to point the finger of blame at. The Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division is spreading the word through Fox News, CNN, Twitter, and all the other usual disinformation outlets that a Rogue’s Metahuman powers were responsible for the gargoyles. They’re doctoring all the footage of your exploits they can get hold of to change your features. Unfortunately, they’re sending me the bill for the entire disinformation campaign since you were on site as an agent of this company.

      “The Conclave also opened a First Rule violation investigation. You’ll be under their microscope. As will Capstone Security.” Oscar frowned at the thought. “I’ve got to show the Conclave I take this matter seriously, otherwise there’s the danger they’ll revoke my operating license. Though your smart-aleck tendencies tempt me to fire you, I won’t. Like I said, in ways you’re one of my best agents. But I can’t let you off scot-free, either. What message would that send to the Conclave while they’re going over my business practices with a fine-toothed comb?

      “Here’s what I’m going to do,” Oscar said. “I’m going to suspend you for three weeks.”

      I leaned back, relieved. Oscar had me worried there for a while. Three weeks? That wasn’t so bad. I could use the free time to get my nails done for the first time in years, clean my apartment for the first time in forever, crack open that copy of Alchemy for Dummies I had bought during a short-lived spurt of ambition a few months ago . . .

      “Without pay,” Oscar added.

      . . . and scrounge around in my couch cushions for spare change to buy bread and water. I was already behind on all my bills and living from hand to mouth. I couldn’t go three weeks without pay.

      I shot up straight in my chair. “That’s not fair!” I objected. Dismay burned away my Elven wine buzz.

      “What’s not fair is that you exposed this company to liability and that I have to clean your mess up for you. I’m letting you off easy.”

      “Maybe you should ask all the people I saved if they think you should suspend me. They’d probably say you should throw me a party, give me a corner office, and make me vice president of the company.”

      Oscar’s skin flushed green and his eyes narrowed to black slits. “Make that a month’s suspension.”

      “But—”

      “Make it two months. Say one more word, and you’re fired.”

      My jaw clenched. I stood so abruptly, my chair turned over. I didn’t pick it up.

      I stalked to the Fishbowl’s glass door. I opened it, then hesitated. I turned my head back to Oscar. The devil within opened my mouth. I was about to say Word.

      I closed my mouth before the job-killing syllable escaped. When Oscar said he would do something, he always did it. My better judgment had tackled the devil within in time, gagging and hog-tying it before I wisecracked myself out of a job. I needed this job. With my background, it would not be easy to find another, especially not one that paid as well as this one did.

      I stormed out of Oscar’s office. I left the door wide open behind me.

      That would show him.
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      I hurried past Oscar’s longtime secretary Alice, a Gifted whose knack was inscriptive magic. I went back to my desk, feeling people’s eyes on me the whole way. Many of the Otherkin species here had preternatural hearing, and no doubt had heard everything in the Fishbowl.

      Seething with anger and embarrassment, I struggled to not slam my drawers as I cleaned out my desk. I dumped my belongings into a nylon bookbag. I made sure to grab the leather flask containing the rest of my Elven wine. I would definitely need to drown my sorrows later.

      I approached Loopy’s desk on the way to the elevator. A field agent like me, Blake Longtooth was his real name. Or at least that was the name he went by; I suspected his birth name was unpronounceable by a human tongue. Loopy was his office nickname, a bastardization of his Otherkin species’ scientific name Lupus Mutabilis.

      Loopy’s feet were propped up on an open drawer. The long fingers of one hand were spread wide on top of his wood desk. His other hand casually tossed an open pocketknife into the air. The knife rose five or six feet, then descended. The sharp blade impaled itself between Loopy’s outstretched fingers with a dull thunk. He had been at this for a while judging from the countless gouges in the desk between his fingers. I prayed he’d slice a finger off with the knife, but I knew he wouldn’t.

      Loopy was an intense guy, so much so that much of the office thought he was insane. Hence the nickname Loopy. Few people had the balls to call him that to his face, though. He was muscular and square-jawed, with thick curly black hair most women longed to run their fingers through. When I first met him, I thought he was one of the hottest guys I had ever seen. After getting to know and dislike him, his male model good looks became immensely irritating instead of intensely alluring.

      Loopy’s knife thunked into the desk again as I passed him. Without looking up at me, he said, "Has the teacher's pet finally gotten her tit slammed in the principal's office door?"

      Darn his Otherkin hearing! My fists balled up. I took a step toward him. Then I realized Loopy was deliberately goading me into a fight. I was already on thin ice with Oscar.

      "Bite me, Loopy." I winced. Not a great retort. My rapier wit needed sharpening.

      Loopy looked up. He smiled happily. It was a normal human smile, not the canine-filled one he had when he transformed into his werewolf form. "One day, human bitch. One day." The way he said it, human, not bitch, was the insult.

      The knife thunked into the desk again. I fought back the urge to grab it and perform impromptu plastic surgery on Loopy’s face. And Oscar said I had no self-control? Hah! I oozed self-control like zit-faced teens oozed pus.

      Okay, maybe similes were not my strong suit.

      Suppressing violent thoughts, I swept past Loopy and got on the elevator. I didn’t flip him off as the car door’s contracted. Self-control yet again. I could teach a master class on the subject.

      I exited the building through the revolving doors. I squinted against the brightness. The summer sun beat down like a hammer on an anvil. The city’s humidity hit me like a hot, wet wall. Who needed steam rooms when you had D.C. in the summer? The city was below the Mason-Dixon line, which meant that it was a part of the American South. And the South got so hot during the summer that it felt like Satan’s armpit. I needed to cool off with some iced sweet tea and drown my troubles in Elven wine, not necessarily in that order.

      All the buildings around me were multi-storied, but none were taller than the twelve-story building I had walked out of. Washington, D.C., unlike many major cities, was not a city of skyscrapers. I’d heard it was because, by law, no building could be taller than the Washington Monument, the 555 feet tall obelisk on the nearby National Mall. It was just like men to pass a law saying nothing could be bigger than their giant phallic symbol.

      Traffic crawled by on K Street, all the vehicles’ exhaust adding to the heat. I dropped my knapsack on the sidewalk and peeled off my jacket, earning me an irritated glare from a middle-aged guy in a suit who had to step out of the way to avoid my bag. His suit looked like it cost about as much as Oscar’s. The pricey suit and his I’m more important than God and all His angels attitude made me think the guy was a lobbyist, probably one with a law degree. He likely drove a late model BMW, had a pre-med son who played lacrosse at Harvard, was on a first name basis with the White House Deputy Chief of Staff, and had a five hundred dollar a week coke habit. People like him were like roaches in this part of K Street. Lawyers in general were like roaches all over the city, not just on K Street. There were more lawyers per capita in D.C. than any other place in the United States. All the legal brainpower was needed to figure out how to legally screw the rest of the country.

      K Street was not only a major D.C. thoroughfare, but this part of it was also ground zero for D.C.’s lobbying industry. “Lobbying” was a euphemism for “Senator, I’ll give you a boatload of money, and in exchange you’ll let me write the bills benefitting my industry that you will then vote into law under the guise of helping the American people.” It was legalized bribery. The fact I was the one in trouble when criminal activity was going like gangbusters out in the open showed there was no justice in this world. Maybe there was some in the next, though I doubted it. I had been to enough seances during my magical training and spoken to enough dead people that I wasn’t holding my breath.

      I stuffed my jacket into my bag, pulled out a pair of designer sunglasses, then slung the bag over my shoulder again. I tugged on my blouse, detaching it from where the humidity had pasted it onto my skin. I had just gotten out here and was already sweating. Before she abandoned me and Dad when I was very little, my mother used to say girls didn’t sweat, they glistened. I was glistening like a pig. If I stood in this heat much longer, I’d be putting on a wet t-shirt contest.

      That gave me an idea. Maybe stripping was what I’d do for the next couple of months to bring in much needed cash.

      I looked down at my potential moneymakers. I sighed. My chest wasn’t impressive enough to support a new career. I was again envious of Willow’s rack.

      I hesitated in the middle of the sidewalk. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I wasn’t used to getting off work this early. There were a lot of things I could do in the District in the middle of the day, but a lot of them involved money, something I had a limited supply of. With no cash coming in for the next two months, I needed to tighten my belt.

      I could always go to one of the nearby Smithsonian Museums, all of which were free. I was one of the rare Washingtonians who was born and raised here, rather than having moved here from elsewhere for work like so many other people. My father, who had been far more cultured than I, had taken me to the Smithsonian all the time when I was a kid. I still went a lot. Going reminded me of Dad. I also often went to the Smithsonian for first dates so those dates wouldn’t think I owed them something. A lot of guys thought buying you a burger and a beer also rented your vagina for the night.

      Not that I dated much, anyway. Human/Otherkin relationships were taboo. Halflings like Oscar were rare. I didn’t often date other Gifteds, either. Gifted men often acquired money and status with their magic, meaning they had their pick of the female litter, both Gifted and mundane. As a result, I’d found most Gifted men to be insufferably arrogant. I mixed romantically with them as well as oil and water. And mundane men? Yuck. The mundane world was full of weaklings and crybabies who'd wet themselves if they caught a glimpse of what was going on under society's hood.

      Oops, I had almost forgotten about Metahuman men. The idea of being with a Hero was intriguing. Then again, they came with their own set of issues. Grown men running around fighting crime in masks and underwear? Really? I didn’t have to be a professional therapist to know that anybody who did that had some deep-seated psychological issues.

      I shook my head, and I shoved thoughts of dating aside. I didn’t need a man right now, unless he was going to be my sugar daddy. I needed a job. More to the point, I needed money.

      I didn’t feel like going to a museum. I was still too mad about getting suspended to pay attention to exhibits. I’d just go home.

      My decision made, I started walking. As I moved, I got the weirdest feeling I was being watched, like when the nape of your neck tingled, and you looked up to find someone staring at you.

      I looked around. No one on the street seemed to pay me the slightest bit of attention. Forced idleness was making me paranoid.

      Trying to shake off the strange feeling, I walked toward the nearby bus stop to catch the bus that would carry me to my apartment in Columbia Heights. I did not own a car. A car would be yet another monthly expense I could ill afford. Assuming I could even buy one. The last time I had tried to finance something, the guy who checked my credit had laughed me out of his office. I didn’t need to own a car to get around, anyway, thanks to ride sharing services, cabs, and the District’s extensive public transportation system. Also, D.C. was not that big as far as major cities went and had sidewalks everywhere. It was a very walkable city.

      I weaved my way through a throng of men and women who walked purposefully, spoke on their cell phones like they were planning world domination, and were dressed for success. Dodging them all made me feel like the star of a video game. Frogger: The Lobbyists Dodging Edition.

      Hmmm. Maybe all these well-dressed guys and gals were onto something. I could become a lobbyist instead of a stripper. How hard could it be? Buy an expensive suit, walk up to a congressman and say, “Here’s some money. Now dance, monkey, dance.”

      Now that I thought about it, being in Congress and being a stripper had a lot of similarities.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you out and about this time of day, child,” a voice said, interrupting my reverie and making me jump.

      I tensed, turned my head, then relaxed when I saw who it was.

      “Hi Daniel. I’m . . . just taking a walk.” I stopped myself just in time from admitting I had been suspended. Daniel and I were friendly, but not friends. He didn’t need to know all my business. It was not as though I really knew anything about him. I didn’t even know his full name. I would just chat with him when I encountered him on the street, which I had been doing from time to time the past few weeks, usually near my apartment.

      Besides, I would feel like the world’s biggest jerk complaining to Daniel about anything. My job problems paled to insignificance compared to Daniel’s life problems. He was homeless.

      I could not begin to guess how old Daniel was. Though he had the clear brown eyes, moderately unlined face, dark brown hair, and upright gait of a man in his thirties or forties, his long gray beard belonged on an old man. An air of sorrow hung around him like a dark cloud, like he had lived longer than he had expected to and was none too pleased about it. I supposed life on the streets would do that to you. His hair was long and unkempt, his nails unclipped and dirty, and his white skin was dark with grime. He wore pants than might have started off as khaki-colored, but that had been many years and stains ago. Too big for Daniel’s wiry frame, the pants were held up by a dirty rope around Daniel’s waist. He wore a tattered black blazer over a holey t-shirt.

      As far as I knew, the rusting shopping cart Daniel pushed around contained everything he owned. A thick stick stuck out of one end of the cart. The gnarled, dark wood was so long it was more like a staff than a walking stick. I had no idea why I always saw Daniel with it; he walked around just fine without using it. Maybe it had some sort of sentimental value, or maybe he used it to defend himself. Lowlifes saw homeless people as easy prey.

      Daniel had a hand in his pocket, playing with unseen coins there. Daniel played with those coins every time I saw him, like they were a reminder of something. Some sort of tic, or maybe simply a nervous habit.

      “Mighty hot day for a walk, child,” Daniel said, the jingling of the coins in his pocket providing background music to his words. The non-patronizing way he always called me child added to the impression he was far older than I. The people walking by us pointedly ignored Daniel like he was invisible.

      “I laugh in the face of heat stroke,” I said, though I was more concerned about Daniel getting heat stroke with that black jacket on.

      Daniel bent over to rummage through a trash bin. He pulled out a half-eaten donut. He squeezed and sniffed it. The pastry must’ve passed inspection, because Daniel dusted dirt and ants off and put it on a piece of carboard on top of his cart. Tonight’s dinner, maybe.

      I pulled my bag off my back again and rummaged through it for my wallet. “This is not the best place for you to be, Daniel. The people around here are too hoity-toity. I’m surprised the police haven’t already hassled you.” The cops usually made sure D.C.’s sizable homeless population stayed out of wealthy areas and the areas tourists frequented. The cops funneled the homeless to the poor areas, especially Southeast D.C., and let them run wild there.

      “I fear only the Almighty Father, not men and their weapons,” Daniel said as he played with the coins in his pocket again. His brown eyes were intelligent and knowing, like they had seen everything.

      “Uh-huh,” I grunted noncommittally as I pulled out my wallet, not wanting to get into a religious discussion, though I wondered what kind of father would let so many of his children live on the street like animals. I also wondered how Daniel had become homeless. He did not seem crazy or like he had substance abuse problems like so many other homeless people did.

      I looked down. I had forty-six dollars in my wallet. With all the bills I was behind on and with no money coming in for the next couple of months, I needed to hold onto all the money I could. However, I always made a point to give Daniel some money when I saw him. I sighed. Why couldn’t one of these rich douchenozzles around here hook Daniel up?

      I pulled out a couple of ones. I started to hand them to Daniel, but I hesitated when my eyes fell on the half-eaten donut. Yeah, I had debts and bills to pay, but this guy was sifting through garbage for something to eat. I cried because I had no shoes until I met a man who had no feet. Helen Keller said that. That guilt-tripping blind bitch.

      Before self-interest changed my mind, I pulled all the money I had out of my wallet and thrust it into Daniel’s hands. “Buy something decent to eat. Water too. It’s a hot day. And I’d suggest you move on to another part of the city. I’d hate for you to get arrested for vagrancy.”

      Daniel’s eyes moved from the money in his hands back to my face. “May God bless you, child.” The money disappeared into his pants pocket.

      “Thanks,” I said, slinging my bag over a shoulder again. “I need all the help I can get.” I turned away before I changed my mind and snatched some of the much-needed money back. Nobody likes an Indian giver.

      Daniel and I separated, with me continuing up the street toward the bus stop. I wondered how much money I had left on my Metro card. I hoped I had enough to pay for the bus home. Though I didn’t regret giving Daniel money, I wished I had held onto a couple of bucks to make sure I could cover bus fare. Maybe Oscar had been right about me being impulsive.

      “Help! Somebody help!” a woman’s voice cried, piercing my thoughts of how broke I was.

      A stoop-shouldered old black woman was being pulled into an alley up the street by three young men in t-shirts and sagging jeans. The old woman swatted at the young men with her purse ineffectually. The black and brown-skinned youths looked like extras from a bad movie, some racist casting director’s idea of what a big-city thug looked like.

      The thugs and their victim disappeared into the alley, with the old woman’s cries for help trailing behind them. There were plenty of pedestrians and passing cars, but no one stopped to help the woman, or even looked in her direction. Maybe everybody was too busy making money and amassing power to make time for a little old lady. So many lawmakers to bribe, so little time.

      Where’s a Hero when you need one? I thought for the second time in just a few days. I groaned as I pulled my knapsack over both shoulders, knowing I’d have to step up again. First Daniel, now this. Was I the only person in this selfish, self-involved city who did the right thing?

      My bag secure, I ran up the street toward the alley the woman had been pulled into. People turned to stare as I dodged around them. They noticed me, but not an old lady screaming her head off. I guess the old lady’s mistake was in not being a white woman wearing a half-wet blouse containing bouncing boobs and who was running like a demon was chasing her.

      I darted into the alley. The alley was shrouded in shadow thanks to the tall buildings on either side of it. I was swallowed by gloom, like I had entered a different world.

      I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the comparative darkness. Garbage and trash bins lined either side of the alley. The smell was a potent mix of rotten vegetables, decaying meat, and moldy coffee grounds.

      The alley dead-ended against the side of another building. The old woman was on the ground, cowering with her back against the end of the alley. Her eyes were wide with fear. The three thugs stood around her. Their backs were to me.

      I skidded to a stop a few feet behind the three yahoos. I was breathing hard thanks to my sprint. My back ached where the gargoyle’s claws had raked me.

      The little old black lady was tiny compared to the three thugs. I said, “Didn’t anyone ever teach you knuckleheads to pick on someone your own size? Really, hassling an old lady? Did you run out of puppies to kick?”

      The three turned around to face me. Two black, one Hispanic. They were my height or taller, no older than twenty. Lean guys, corded with muscle. They were risking imprisonment to rob someone unlikely to have much. D.C. street thugs at their finest.

      Oscar’s ear beating about not using magic in front of mundanes still rang in my ears. No matter. I didn’t need spells. Me against three mundanes? I liked my chances. This was actually just what the doctor ordered. I’d take my frustrations out on these criminal masterminds, and maybe pound some sense into them at the same time. Win, win.

      The old woman rose to her feet. Surely she wasn’t trying to help me. While I admired her spunk, she was liable to get hurt.

      “Get out of here lady,” I said. “I got this.”

      The woman didn’t flee. Instead she lifted a hand to her throat where an amulet hung from a chain. “Help! Somebody help!” came the voice I had heard on the street. The lady hadn’t moved her mouth; rather, the voice came from the amulet itself. Magical ventriloquism, no doubt on a frequency only a citizen of the magical world could hear. No wonder no one else had reacted to the woman’s screams.

      The woman’s lined black face split into a wide, satisfied grin. Her teeth elongated, becoming yellow fangs. She dropped to all fours, her body shimmering as it transformed, becoming bestial.

      In the blink of an eye, the supposed little old lady changed into a giant, furry, hissing, terrifying rat. It was the size of a Rottweiler on steroids.

      The young men transformed too. They shimmered into two-legged creatures with rat heads. The heads had beady black eyes, and long narrow mouths full of rows of fangs, with four sharp, discolored incisors poking out the front. The three had humped backs. Their legs were angled at the knees, making them stand at a half-crouch. Even stooped over, they still stood taller than I. Their hands were four-fingered and ended in claws that looked like they could disembowel you with a swipe. Their long, brownish-orange tails looked like steel cables. The two who had been black men had pitch-black fur; the formerly Hispanic one had matted dark brown fur. Short leather loincloths concealed their bulging private parts.

      Wererats. Part man, part rat, all nightmare. I knew them by reputation but had been fortunate enough to not have encountered them before.

      The wererats shifted position so they were in a diamond shape, with me in the center. They moved gracefully, flowing like water, despite how clumsy their bodies looked.

      I was disgusted with myself. So much for rescuing an old lady. I didn’t need Admiral Ackbar to tell me this was a trap. Like an inexperienced fool, I had fallen for the helpless little old lady trick. What was next, me smelling someone’s finger? There was a village somewhere that was missing me, its prize idiot.

      I had been confident when I thought these guys were mundanes. But me against four wererat Otherkin? I did not like my chances.

      So, I did what any butt-kicking sorceress bodyguard on unpaid leave would do in this situation:

      I pointed over the shoulder of one of the wererats. "Oh my God! Look at all that cheese!" I cried.

      I didn't wait to see if they were as gullible as I was. I feinted to the right, spun to the left, juked around one of the monsters, and took off running toward the alley’s exit.
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      I only made it a few steps away from the wererats when something whipped around my ankle. It went taut. I tripped. I toppled over like a felled tree. I caught myself with my hands before I face-planted. The sore hand I had punched the gargoyle with howled in protest.

      I rolled over. The end of the brown wererat’s tail was wrapped around my leg like a boa constrictor. I kicked at the coil, trying to free myself. Despite giving it a couple of solid whacks, the tail did not budge. If anything, it tightened, making me gasp in pain.

      I waved my hand, starting to trigger a spell. Before I could get it off, the brown wererat twisted its body, picking me up by my leg and flinging me into the air. His tail fell away from my ankle. I went spinning like a fastball.

      I slammed into an alley wall. The wind was knocked out of me. I saw stars. I bounced off the wall, collapsing into a pile of trash below.

      The giant rat leaped on me. Its fangs snapped at my throat. Instinctively, I threw my arm up, getting my forearm under her neck, keeping her from biting my face off. She was strong. Heavy too. Her squirming weight pressed down on my chest like a pestle on a mortar. I gagged in desperation mixed with disgust—her breath smelled like a rotting corpse stuffed with putrefied garlic.

      I couldn’t get her off with brute force. I desperately focused my will, waved my hand, and gasped, “Ventus!”

      Trash swirled in the air as concentrated gale force winds lifted the giant rat off me. She hurtled through the air, smashing into the wall on the other side of the alley with a loud thump and an inhuman squeal. She stuck on the wall for a split second before sliding down into the garbage below like she was a wet spitball. Now she knew how it felt.

      I struggled unsteadily to my feet. I used the summoned wind to pelt the male wererats with garbage, hoping to get a chance to catch my breath.

      No such luck. They sprang out of the trash storm and at me like monsters out of a bad dream. They attacked, slashing at me with their claws, all three at once. Chivalry truly was dead.

      The windstorm died as I lost my concentration. I struggled to keep the wererats from landing a lethal blow. Claws raked my forearm, drawing blood. My foot shot out, connecting with the leg of the offending black wererat. There was a satisfying crunch. Screeching in agony, the wererat toppled to one knee, his leg no doubt broken.

      I clouted another on the side of the head. Holy hard heads! I hurt my arm probably as much as I hurt the wererat. He staggered but immediately recovered. He counterattacked in a blur of fur and claw, accompanied by his fellows. I blocked and avoided some of their blows, but not all.

      They didn’t let up for a second, not giving me time to cast a spell or room to escape. Hand-to-hand and three-on-one, I was outmatched. I knew it, and they knew it. It was only a matter of time before it was night-night Sage.

      In my dangerous line of work, I had often thought about what might eventually get the best of me and take me out. Wererats had never even occurred to me. What a revolting way to go.

      A big blur of white dropped out of the sky, landing in the alley behind the wererats. The large, white-garbed figure grabbed the arm of a wererat that was about to swing down on me like a sword.

      An angel?

      The all-white figure didn’t have wings, but he did have a mask and cape.

      Not an angel. A Hero.

      The Hero yanked on the wererat’s arm. The Otherkin shifter went flying. The giant rat, having recovered from me slamming her against the wall, leaped at the Hero’s face, snarling at a high pitch that made my ears hurt. The Hero, moving faster than I would have thought such a big man could, dodged out of the way. The Hero grabbed the rat’s foreleg as it sailed by. The Hero spun, using the rat’s momentum against it to slam it against a wall.

      I kicked the face of the wererat who had only one working leg. Blood sprayed. The wererat’s head twisted sharply, and his body hit the ground. The other wererat, the one with the dark brown fur, slashed at me with his claws. I blocked his arm, grabbed it, twisted, and turned. I slammed him face-first into the alley wall. He bounced off it and fell heavily. On his way down, a bit of his fur got caught on a jagged piece of metal sticking out of the trash.

      Thanks to the Hero, the tide had dramatically and quickly turned. Obviously seeing the writing on the wall, one of the wererats let out a sharp whistle that sounded like a train’s. He and all the others shimmered again, turning into normal-sized rats.

      Before I or the Hero could react, all the wererats scurried for a nearby sewer grate. The one whose leg I had probably broken dragged his foot as he scampered away, but even he was too quick for me to grab before he disappeared down a slit in the grate after his faster friends.

      Just like that, the Hero and I were suddenly alone. The Hero’s face was turned toward the sewer grate.

      “Well, that’s certainly a new one,” he said in a deep voice. He sounded bemused. “And I thought I’d seen everything.” While he faced away from me, I bent over and quietly pocketed the bloody tuft of wererat fur that had snagged on the piece of metal.

      Now that I was no longer fighting for my life, I got a better look at the Hero. He was pro basketball player tall, perhaps as tall as seven feet. He was broad-shouldered, and well-muscled. Something ancient and primal stirred within me at the sight of his powerful body. His costume, which covered him from head to toe, was more off-white than lily-white. His matching cape was so long it almost touched the ground. His costume completely covered his face, not even having holes for his eyes, mouth, and ears. A utility belt was around his waist.

      I felt something on my head. I pulled something green, squishy, and smelly out of my hair. Gross. My clothes were a mess, like I had been doing exactly what I had been doing—rolling around in the trash with vermin. I looked and felt like a bag lady. I felt embarrassed this big, strong Hero was seeing me this way, then chided myself for the stupid emotion. I had bigger fish to fry than the first impression I was making.

      I glanced at the sewer grate. I didn’t like the fact the wererats had caught me with my pants down. I was eager to settle the score. If I was at one hundred percent and a Hero wasn’t breathing down my neck, I might have been dumb enough to follow the wererats and find out why they had attacked me. But I was not at one hundred percent. My arm bled, my back felt like the stitches had opened, and I was as well-shaken as a cocktail.

      I ached to sit and catch my breath, but this was no place to linger. I was already in enough trouble with the Conclave without getting into a conversation with a Metahuman mundane about wererats.

      “I’m hurt. I need to get to a hospital,” I said. I took a couple of steps toward the mouth of the alley.

      “Not so fast,” the Hero said, blocking my path. “I want to talk to you.” His voice was slightly muffled from his mouth being covered. It was like talking to a pillowcase.

      “Later,” I said, sidestepping him. I’d only gotten a few more steps before I felt his vise-like grip on my shoulder, stopping me.

      My adrenaline already sky-high thanks to the wererats, my temper was on a hair-trigger. Besides, Hero or no Hero, hunk or no hunk, you did not get to put your hands on me without permission.

      Before I consciously thought about it, my elbow shot out. It struck the Hero in the groin. He grunted in pain and surprise. His hand fell away from me. I took off running for the alley’s opening.

      I had almost made it out of the alley when I felt an explosive pain in my chest. Fireworks seemed to go off right behind my eyes. I looked down to see the costumed hand and forearm of the Hero sticking through my chest. There was no blood. His arm was now translucent; I saw the dirty ground of the alley through it. It was as if the Hero had turned into a phantom and shoved his arm through me.

      “I’ve ached to have a man inside of me before, but this isn’t what I meant,” someone said, as if from far away. As my eyes fluttered closed and I slumped to the ground, I realized that someone had been me.

      An expanding darkness in my mind swallowed me whole.
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      I dreamed of wererats, street thugs, Heroes, my body being torn apart at the seams and put back together again, and of me being poked and prodded. I had dreamed of being poked and prodded before, but those dreams had involved fewer medical instruments and a lot more nudity.

      I felt a sharp prick in my arm. I was jolted awake as if I had just mainlined a pot of coffee. My eyes snapped open. A woman in a white lab coat with a needle in her hand opened the door to the room I was in. She closed the door behind her, and I was alone.

      Alone, but alone where? The room I sat in gave me no clue. It was completely nondescript with white, windowless, featureless walls. The floor was metallic, and a dull silver in color. A small, four-legged table was directly ahead of me. My backpack was on it. The door the woman had walked out of was beyond the table.

      I looked and smelled like the trash the wererats had thrown me into. I sat in a black padded chair. I was strapped into the chair with leather bands around my ankles, wrists, and waist.

      I tried to move. I could wiggle, but that was all I could do thanks to the leather restraints. The slight movement made my stomach flip and my head feel like it was about to slide off my neck.

      The claw wounds on my arm had been treated and bandaged. It felt like the cuts on my back had been freshly treated too. And unless I missed my guess, I had been given painkillers. Considerate, except for the tying me up part.

      Putting aside my treated injuries, I felt weird. I felt hollow, weak, and achy, like I was getting over the flu.

      The last thing I remembered was that Hero’s arm sticking through me. Or at least I had assumed he was a Hero since he had helped me fight off the wererats. Maybe he had been a Rogue. What kind of Hero went around kidnapping people?

      For it was clear that was what I had been: kidnapped. How else had I gotten to this strange place?

      I could not move my arms and hands enough to cast a spell. Fortunately, I didn’t need to cast a spell to get out of this chair. I examined the leather straps again. They were thick enough to restrain a mundane, but not someone like me. My magic-based super strength would make short work of them.

      I glanced around again, this time looking for cameras. I did not see any, but that did not mean there were not any around. Oh well. I certainly was not going to stay here, waiting for God only knew what to happen. If someone saw me do something no normal woman could, then I hoped they enjoyed the show.

      I flexed, trying to raise my arms. I expected the leather bands to rip free of the chair. They did not. The bands did not do as much as quiver in fear.

      I struggled and strained against my confines, completely befuddled.

      Then I realized why I felt so weird and was so weak.

      I had lost my magic.
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      Bound to a chair and unable to free myself, I felt like a damsel in distress. I hated feeling that way. I loathed damsels in distress. I liked to think of myself as the heroine who rushes in to save the day, and on the way there slaps the damsel in distress upside the head for being such a weak bitch.

      By the time the door opened again and the big costumed man in white who had fought the wererats with me walked in, I was ready to claw his hidden eyes out for making me feel so helpless.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” I demanded. “Let me out of here this instant.” It was not hard to play the role of an indignant mundane. Though I was no mundane, I had the indignant part down pat.

      “In time, Ms. Hawthorne,” the deep-voice man said. He carried a computer tablet that looked like a toy in his massive hands, and a manila folder containing a bunch of paperwork. Facing me, he cocked a hip over the corner of the table. “Or may I call you Sage?”

      “You may call the cops so they can arrest you. You kidnapped me and strapped me to a chair. We’re certainly not friendly enough to be on a first name basis. How do you know my name, anyway?”

      “I know a great deal about you, Ms. Hawthorne.” He flipped open the manila folder. “Born and raised in Washington, D.C., you currently live in a basement apartment on Tobacco Place in the District’s northwest quadrant. You’re behind on your rent, something that is not at all unusual. You have substantial credit card debt. Your checking account is nearly empty; your savings account is empty. You have no assets to speak of. You served three years with the D.C. Department of Corrections for assault and battery, threatening an official, and contempt of court, and you were released two years ago. Since then, you’ve been employed by Capstone Security Consultants. Age, twenty-six. Height, five-nine. Weight—”

      “Okay, okay, I get it,” I interrupted. Some things were best left unsaid. “You know all and see all. Who the heck are you? And where are we?” The nearly complete loss of my magic shook me to my core.

      “Where we are is not important. My name is Ghost. I am a licensed Hero. I am also the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild.” His voice was that of an educated man.

      “Bully for you. I hope your liability insurance is all paid up, because I’m going to hit you and whatever the Heroes’ Guild is with a lawsuit so big, your great-grandchildren will still be paying off the judgment.” Despite the bluster, I was scared and confused. Not only had I been abducted by a Hero who somehow knew all this stuff about me, but I had never been without my magic since it had manifested when I was a child. Despite what I had thought earlier, it was not completely gone. Just mostly. The magic I usually drew on from all around me was mostly absent here. Wherever here was. I thought I might still be able to open my Third Eye, but that was about the extent of my magical capacity right now.

      “The Heroes’ Guild is the organization that sanctions and regulates Heroes.” Ghost paused. “How much do you know about the U.S. Hero Act of 1945?”

      “Other than having heard of it, not much. I’m guessing it doesn’t suggest Heroes should go around assaulting and kidnapping private citizens and scaring them out of their wits. Just wait until my lawyer hears about this.” I didn’t have a lawyer, but decided it was something a mundane woman would say in this situation.

      Ghost proceeded as if I hadn’t spoken. “In 1945, an American Metahuman named John Tilly grew concerned about the mounting casualties of World War Two. Based on news reports, he came to believe that the Allies were losing the war.” Ghost recited all this as if it were rehearsed, like he had said it many times before. “On his own initiative, Tilly used his powers to fly to Japan. There he used his powers again to set off nuclear explosions in the cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Japan surrendered shortly thereafter, bringing the war to a rapid close.”

      I vaguely remembered what Ghost was saying from school. Recess, not history, had been my best subject. “What in the world does all that have to do with anything? If John Tilly isn’t about to use his powers to blast me free from this chair, why should I care about him?”

      “Metahumans had existed before 1945 of course, but not in sufficiently large numbers that the government had seen fit to regulate them,” Ghost said, ignoring my comments again. Rude. “And before Tilly’s actions in Japan, none of them had done anything quite so . . . dramatic. What Tilly did made the powers that be realize Metahumans were potential loose cannons with the ability to change the course of history. As a result, the Hero Act sailed through Congress. It established a system for the regulation and control of Metahumans for the safety and protection of the rest of society.

      “The Hero Act established the U.S. Department of Metahuman Affairs. Under the dictates of the Hero Act, any person who manifests Metahuman abilities must register with the USDMA. Further, Metahumans are prohibited from using their powers unless they are first trained in their use and receive a license granted by the USDMA and the Heroes’ Guild. Such people are licensed Heroes like me. Or as we’re often called by laymen, superheroes. Anyone who uses their Metahuman abilities without a license is a Rogue under the terms of the Hero Act. A supervillain, in more common parlance.”

      “The history lesson is fascinating,” I said sarcastically, “but it still doesn’t explain why you, a so-called Hero and supposedly one of the good guys, has abducted me and tied me to a chair. If a guy wants to tie me up, he usually has the decency to buy me dinner first.”

      The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched. He was smiling. When I got free, I’d wipe the smile off his face with a brick.

      Ghost said, “It’s my understanding that a few nights ago you had an encounter with some, how shall I say, unusual creatures at the Institute of Peace in Washington.”

      Uh-oh. If I admitted he was right, I would be violating the First Rule. Again. Maybe I could bluff my way out of this. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Ghost poked at his computer tablet. He moved to stand directly in front of me. He held the tablet up to my face. A video started to play. It was of me fighting off the gargoyles. So much for the Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division having gotten hold of and doctoring all the footage.

      The video finished playing. I said, “It’s amazing what they can do with CGI these days.” It sounded lame, even to me.

      “You deny it is you in the video?” It was disconcerting to not see this guy’s eyes. How were you supposed to know how a lie was going over if you couldn’t read someone’s face?

      “Sure, it looks like me. But I didn’t get into a fight with those . . . whatever they are.” I had been about to say gargoyles before I caught myself.

      Ghost perched on the table again. “The USDMA is constantly on the lookout for reports of unregistered Metas. When news of this incident at the Institute of Peace crossed my desk, I decided to investigate it myself. It was consistent with certain other incidents I have heard of. Incidents that cannot be explained away by Metahuman involvement.

      “Using the footage I just showed you, I ran your face through federal and state databases. Thanks to your criminal conviction, I got a ping. Locating you after that was child’s play. I have been discreetly following you for a little over a day now.” I remembered that nagging feeling of being watched when I left Capstone. “I was trying to get an understanding if you’re simply an unregistered Meta, or if you are something I do not quite understand. When those rat creatures seemed to be getting the best of you, I intervened.”

      “And thanks for that. I don’t know what those things were, but whatever they were, they were terrifying.” I wasn’t about to tell this joker what I knew about wererats. They were a mercenary race. Wererats wouldn’t piss on you unless someone paid them to do it. I wondered who had sicced these particular ones on me. The Conclave for violating the First Rule? Maybe, though it didn’t seem the Conclave’s style. The Conclave wasn’t big on due process, but there was usually some attempt at an investigation before they rubbed someone out. Willow Wilde? I wouldn’t put anything past her. Unfortunately, there were several additional people I had annoyed over the years who’d be happy to see me six feet under. My personality was not such that everyone fell madly in love with me.

      I’d worry about the wererats later. First things first. I said to Ghost, “This is all one big misunderstanding. I’m not Metahuman. If you let me go now, maybe I won’t sue after all. From what you were saying, you were just doing your job.”

      “I agree that you are not a Meta. While you were unconscious, I took the liberty of having your blood drawn so it could be tested for the Metahuman gene. You are no more a Meta than the lab tech who awakened you a short while ago.”

      “You drew my blood? You had it tested? You’ve got no right!” I was outraged by the invasion of my privacy.

      “I have every right. The terms of the Hero Act are quite clear—anyone who appears to have Metahuman abilities must be tested. Normally we seek that person’s consent before testing them, but considering your recalcitrance in the alley, I had you tested without it.”

      “Let me guess—my blood proves I’m not a Metahuman. I could’ve told you that. I’m just an ordinary and increasingly pissed-off woman. I guess I won’t have to pick out a mask, cape, and sidekick. And here’s a news flash: Even if I were a Meta and needed to select a sidekick, it wouldn’t be you.”

      The fabric of Ghost’s mask twitched again. “Since, as you say, you are not a Metahuman, that begs the question of how you were able to do the things you did at the Institute of Peace and in the alley against those powerful rat creatures.”

      I didn’t respond. The room fell quiet. Neither of us spoke for minutes. Though I couldn’t see Ghost’s eyes, I felt the weight of his gaze as he stared at me, motionless and silent.

      I wondered if Ghost worked as a lawyer when his costume was off. This was an old lawyer’s trick, keeping quiet in the hopes the person you were questioning would fill the silence and say something she should not. I had played this game before, back when I had my tangles with the law. Since this was not my first rodeo, good luck in getting me to talk. Loose lips sank ships and sorceresses. Lousy lawyers and their tricks! The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers. Shakespeare had known what he was talking about.

      Ghost was the first to break the silence. I felt smug for a moment. Sage, one; Ghost, zero. Then I remembered I was bound to a chair, and he wasn’t. Perhaps my scorecard was inaccurate.

      Ghost said, “I assume you’ve heard of Millennium, the licensed Hero gone Rogue?”

      I just glared at him and kept quiet. Stick with what works, that was my philosophy.

      Once he saw I wasn’t going to answer, Ghost said, “Millennium is an Omega-level Meta, meaning he is one of the most powerful Metas in the world. He has sullied the title of Hero by conspiring to kill another Metahuman. That conspiracy resulted in several deaths, not the least of which was that of a young Hero a couple of years ago who had barely begun her career.” As coincidence would have it, that Hero had been Willow’s security chief back in the day, but I wasn’t about to tell Ghost I knew that.

      “Maybe Millennium took a page out of your criminal handbook, Captain Kidnap,” I blurted. So much for keeping quiet. My mouth had a mind of its own.

      Ghost again continued as if I had not spoken. I wished I were married to him so I could divorce this ill-mannered clown. He said, “Millennium has always said that he drew his powers from the mystic plane, whatever that means. In short, he billed himself as a magician. For a time, I thought that was merely an affectation. Schtick. Like the Rogue Ares insisting he is really the immortal Greek god when I know for a fact he’s just a Jewish man from New Jersey.

      “Over the years though, I have heard of and seen things that cannot be explained through conventional means: Wolves transforming into men. The persistent Bigfoot and ghost sightings, in a few instances by people I know and trust. When it rained frogs in Astor City, Maryland for a solid forty-five minutes last year.”

      I obviously was not going to tell Ghost this, but Bigfoot was very much real. I had dated him briefly in my wild late teens when I spent a summer in the Pacific Northwest. Actually, “dated” is perhaps overstating things. Mainly I had been curious if there was truth to the old wives’ tale correlating foot size to penis size. Sister was there ever!

      And as for the raining frogs thing, that had been the talk of the magical world. John Woxell, an uncertified magician specializing in demonology who thought he was more powerful than he was, had tried to summon Baal, one of Satan’s chief lieutenants. The downpour of frogs had been a side effect of opening a portal to Hell. It had taken the combined might of the Conclave’s Inner Circle to close it again. The only remains of Woxell the Conclave later found was a film of greasy residue next to Woxell’s smoking summoning circle. To my eternal dismay, I knew all too well the dangers of summoning a demon you were ill-equipped to handle.

      I blinked away sudden tears at the memory, willing myself to not cry in front of Ghost. It was bad enough I had been kidnapped and tied up by this guy. I’d be darned if I embarrassed myself by bawling in front of him too.

      If Ghost noticed me getting emotional, he gave no indication. He said, “In my years of work for the Guild, I have either witnessed or heard from reliable sources of other unusual things I cannot reasonably attribute to a conventional source or to a Metahuman. Interestingly, when I checked into some of those unexplained phenomena out of curiosity, some opposing force always seemed to spring into action to throw me off the scent.” The Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division at work, I thought. “I began to wonder if I had misjudged Millennium, and if the miraculous feats he performed were indeed magic and not subject to conventional laws of reason and science.

      “Now that Millennium’s criminal conspiracy has been exposed, he is apparently on the run. I say ‘apparently’ because he is simply nowhere to be found. The Guild has focused its considerable resources on apprehending him, as have the governments of several world powers. To no avail, despite the fact we’ve looked for him for over two years now. It is as if Millennium has dropped off the face of the Earth.

      “If magic was indeed real as I had begun to believe and since superpowers were proving ineffective in locating a magician, I started to think that perhaps I need a magician to track a magician,” Ghost said. I saw the direction he was headed, and since it was toward a certain broke and bound sorceress who was already in trouble for flaunting her magic in front of mundanes, I didn’t like it the least little bit. “So, for the past several months, I have kept an eye out for any new unexplained phenomena, hoping it would lead me to another magician who could in turn help me locate Millennium.”

      Ghost leaned forward. “And then the footage I just showed you of the incident at the Institute of Peace came across my desk. Your abilities evidenced in that footage could be explained easily enough if you were a Metahuman. Those creatures you fought? Not so much. However, footage can be doctored, and eyewitness testimony is notoriously unreliable. That is why I placed you under surveillance, thinking that perhaps the incident at the Institute of Peace was some sort of trick or hoax. But what happened in the alley with those rat creatures I saw with my own two eyes. Those were not tricks or hoaxes I helped you fight. And now that I know for a scientific fact you’re not a Meta, I can only conclude that you are a part of this mysterious magical world that Millennium is also a part of.”

      The room fell quiet again. Then, I began to laugh. Part of it was me acting, reacting how I thought a mundane would react if she were accused of performing magic. Part of it was near-hysteria from the pain I was in, from being bound like a mental patient, and from the nearly complete loss of my magic.

      “You’re as nutty as all those Bigfoot hunters,” I said once my laughter had died down. “Maybe this Millennium guy is a magician as you say. Maybe magic is real. Maybe the Easter Bunny and Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy are too. I don’t know. All I know is I don’t know the first thing about magic, magicians, or how to go about finding the one you seem to have misplaced.”

      “You and I both know better,” Ghost said. I sensed he was frowning.

      “I don’t know any such thing,” I said fiercely, not having to pretend to be angry. “I’m the victim of an attack by creatures straight out of a nightmare. I’m hurt, I’m hungry, I’m tired, I’m dirty, I smell, I’ve got a headache the size of your nerve, and yet all you can do is throw around wild accusations and treat me like I’m a criminal. Sure, I had some anger issues in my youth, but I served my time. You’ve got no right to treat me this way. You apparently have the legal authority to detain someone long enough to find out if they are a Meta. Well I’m not. You said so yourself. Now let me go. If you don’t, you’re as much of a criminal as Millennium apparently is. If you’re a hero, I’d hate to meet a villain.”

      The room was quiet again for a while. I didn’t mind. I was starting to find the long patches of silence soothing. I had not been lying about that headache.

      Finally, Ghost let out a long sigh of resignation. “Very well. I will release you. As you say, I no longer have the legal right to detain you.”

      He stepped forward, so he stood directly in front of me. He bent over, putting his big head right in my face. If he was trying to intimidate me, he was barking up the wrong tree. I was too pissed to be intimidated.

      “But know this: This is not over,” Ghost said. “I do not know if you know where Millennium is or how to locate him. But I do know you know about magic. I suspect you can point me in the right direction as to how to find Millennium, or at least give me the name of someone who can. We Heroes take our obligations to use our powers for the benefit of the public very seriously. Or at least most of us do. What Millennium has done is a black stain on the rest of us. I will find him, and I will bring him to justice. No matter what it takes to do it. There is simply no way I am going to let a lead to his whereabouts—no matter how tenuous—slip through my hands simply because you are an accomplished liar and play the role of innocent victim well. From this moment on, I’ll be watching you. If you don’t want me as your shadow, you’d be wise to help me find Millennium.”

      Even when he was still, Ghost’s presence was like a force of nature. The fervent way Ghost spoke of Millennium and his crimes made me see Ghost for what he was. He was a fanatic for justice. I had dealt with fanatics before. Religious fanatics, political fanatics, sex fanatics (Bigfoot again—he was insatiable), sports fanatics . . . I could go on. They were all the same—single-minded, dogged, and stubborn. I knew Ghost would do whatever he had to do to bring Millennium to justice. Including trampling all over the civil rights of little ol’ me.

      The truth of the matter was that I could probably point Ghost in the right direction. Though I was not particularly skilled at location magic, I knew people who were. A sorcerer as powerful as Millennium shouldn’t be allowed to run around scot-free if he was guilty of the crimes Ghost said he was. Would it kill me to help Ghost track him down?

      Yes, it literally might if the Conclave found out I helped a mundane find a magician. Snitches got stitches. I was in enough trouble with the Conclave as it was without adding fuel to the fire. If I knew what was good for me, I needed to mind my own business.

      So I said, “Now you listen to me, Javert. You can chase this Millennium character until your cape falls off for all I care. Just leave me out of it. And if I ever catch you following me, I’ll have you arrested for stalking. Despite what you seem to think, Heroes aren’t above the law. I’ve got my rights.”

      “Javert?” Ghost stood up straight, taken aback. “The police inspector obsessed with the pursuit and punishment of the convict Jen Valjean in Hugo’s Les Misérables? You surprise me, Ms. Hawthorne. I would not have thought you a reader of the classics.”

      “I’m chockful of surprises.” I had never read the book, and only knew the reference because I’d seen the musical on TV. I wasn’t about to admit that to this smug know-it-all. “Now are you going to let me out of here, or not? And again, where is here, anyway?” I still had no clue why my magic was mostly depleted.

      “That information is classified.” He pulled a piece of cloth from his utility belt. “Hence the blindfold.” Ghost sounded annoyed I wouldn’t tell him what he wanted to know. He could join the annoyed club I was the founder of.

      I did not struggle as Ghost blindfolded me. Weak and bound, struggling would have been futile. Besides, I was just happy to finally get out of here.

      Once blindfolded, I was as blind as a bat with glaucoma. Ghost unstrapped me from the chair and had me stand up. Then he cuffed my hands behind me. Even blindfolded, I knew handcuffs when I felt them. Men had cuffed me before, and not in a sexy fun way.

      Ghost led me out of the room. Based on the echoing of our footsteps, we went down a narrow hall. Ghost’s massive hand was on my shoulder, guiding me as he walked alongside me.

      Then the echoing stopped even though we still walked. I surmised we were in a much larger area now. I heard the faint murmur of others’ conversations.

      Burning curiosity finally got the better of me. I just had to know where I was and why my magic was so depleted.

      I dug deep, tapping into the dregs of magic that my body was still absorbing from my surroundings. I tried to open my Third Eye. Normally opening it was as easy as whistling. Now, though, it was hard, like picking up a dumbbell far heavier than the one you were used to.

      It was like waking a stubbornly drowsy bear in the middle of its winter hibernation. Finally, though, my Third Eye opened. I went from not being able to see anything at all to being able to see everything around me, after a fashion.

      The last time I had opened my Third Eye, at the Institute of Peace, multicolored swirls of magical current had been all around me. Here, things were dramatically different. The magic I saw was faint and almost unsubstantial, manifesting as dull flashes of light in the air, like an empty canvas had been dabbed at by a mostly dry paintbrush.

      There was little magic in this environment. That explained why I had so little magic to draw from. It did not explain why there was so little magic in the first place.

      Ghost was a glowing form next to me, his strong life force making his body distinct. As I had guessed from the low hum of conversations, others were in the area we walked through. No more than a dozen total, the glowing forms of the people stood either alone or in small groups. Black shadows of varying shapes were all around us, including the floor, indicating inorganic material. A wall of shadow was on the left, curving around all of us for as far as I could see.

      I stopped walking and ducked my shoulders down, feigning a sneeze. Ghost’s firm grip left my shoulder for a moment. A moment was all I needed now that I could see well enough to maneuver without losing my balance.

      I stepped to the side, planted a foot, raised the other leg, and pivoted sharply. Even with my super strength gone, my roundhouse kick slammed into Ghost’s midsection like an ax biting into a tree. The air whooshed out of him with a loud grunt, and he doubled over. It served the big galoot right. Kidnapping me, tying me up, and taking my blood to see if I was a Meta? Maybe it was legal like he said, but it wasn't right.

      Before Ghost could recover, I darted toward the wall of blackness that surrounded us all. My arms being bound behind me made the sprint awkward.

      I tripped over something in the black murkiness of the floor. I went sprawling.

      I struggled to my knees. I rubbed the side of my face against the edge of the blocky black shape next to me. My blindfold peeled partially off, freeing my eyes. I closed my Third Eye. The magical world—what there was of it here—faded away, replaced by the mundane one.

      The thing I had rubbed my face against was a brown couch, rumpled and well-used. Other couches and chairs were haphazardly arranged in the area, reminding me of what I might see in a heavily patronized clubhouse or a college dorm. Costumed men and women were scattered around the area, some masked, some not. I recognized a few: Dynamite Dan based in Los Angeles, Myth from Astor City, and Astonishing Woman from Chicago. All Heroes. The Heroes gaped at me like I had escaped from an asylum for the criminally insane.

      The most striking feature of the area, though, was the massive curved window that was before me and that all the seats were arranged in front of. Or maybe it was a crystal clear viewscreen. It didn’t matter. What mattered was what it displayed: The entire Earth, with green land and blue water and white clouds. The glittering orb was so beautiful that it made my throat tighten looking at it. The void of space surrounded it, serving as an inky black backdrop that made our planet even more gorgeous by comparison.

      Holy celestial bodies! I was in space. For the first time in my life, I was not surrounded by teeming humanity and its combined life force that generated pools of magic. No wonder I was as magically weak as a newborn Sphinx kitten.

      Movement and a deep-voiced curse behind me roused me from my gawking. Before I could react, I felt an explosive pain in my chest again. I looked down to see Ghost’s well-muscled, translucent arm sticking through my chest like a stake through a vampire. This was the sequel to a movie I’d seen before.

      My eyes closed as my body slumped to the floor. My last thought was of how sick I was of Ghost shoving his hulking limbs through me.

      I wished I had kicked him harder.
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      I opened my eyes, and immediately regretted it. My chest hurt. My head throbbed, like the drumline of a historically black college was really going to town inside my skull.

      My vision, blurry at first, slowly came into focus. I sat with my legs sprawled in front of me. My back was against a hard wall. The air was warm, humid, and fetid. Trash surrounded me like a play fort built by the Garbage Pail Kids. Tall buildings rose around me. It was almost night. The moon was bright overhead.

      I recognized my surroundings. I was in the alley the wererats had attacked me in. I blinked, confused. Had the wererats knocked me out? Had I been sitting here comatose for hours? Had Ghost abducting and somehow taking me into space all been a dream caused by my bell getting rung?

      I looked down. A folded piece of paper was pinned to the front of my shirt, like the note a preschool teacher might send home pinned to a kid. The thick glob of red wax that sealed the note shut had the imprint of a masked man on it, like a signet ring with that shape on the face of it had been pressed into the wax when it had still been warm and pliable.

      I pulled the note off me and opened it. In bold handwriting, it read: If you change your mind about helping me, give me a call. And remember, I’ll be watching you. A telephone number was printed underneath. The note was signed Javert.

      That cheeky Heroic schmuck.

      The note was certainly not a dream. I really had been kidnapped by Ghost and spirited away (hah!) to some sort of space ship or space station with a bunch of Heroes on it.

      I got shakily to my feet. My legs were as unsteady as a newborn foal’s. A loafer was missing, baring my left foot. It hurt. I didn’t even remember hurting my foot. Correction: I didn’t remember hurting my foot today. My other foot still ached a little from when I’d dropped the snake gargoyle’s stone jaw on it.

      My blouse and jeans looked like someone messy had used them as a napkin. Where the wererat had raked my arm was still bandaged, and the rest of my arms were bruised. They looked like they would be mottled black and blue by tomorrow. I smelled like week-old fish.

      I had started the day off with sorceress chic and was ending it with sorceress shabby.

      Despite not feeling the best physically, I was enormously relieved to feel that my magic was back. I had lived with its presence most of my life, like music that was always quietly playing in the background. It was as much a part of who I was as my eyes or my arms. Being mostly without it in space had been like looking in a mirror and seeing an unfamiliar face stare back at me. It had been both unsettling and more than a little frightening. I did not know how mundanes walked around feeling so weak and vulnerable all the time.

      My knapsack was on the ground next to me. How thoughtful. Maybe Ghost had left two months’ salary inside it, along with a polite but firm note ordering muggers to not molest me or steal my stuff while I was comatose.

      I pulled my cell phone from the bag and checked the date and time. It was the same day Oscar had suspended me. How in the world—or off the world, as the case was here—had Ghost taken me off planet and back in a few hours? I had seen him fly, toss wererats around like they were pieces of cheddar, and become intangible like the spirit whose name he shared. Could Ghost teleport too? I knew of a few powerful magicians who could.

      A sudden dark suspicion overcame me. Maybe that big jerk had invisibility in his power set too. I opened my Third Eye and took a careful look around. There were no ghosts of either the Heroic or spiritual variety.

      Fortunately, my wallet was still in my knapsack, as was my Metro farecard. I slowly walked out of the alley and made my way toward the bus stop again. This time no little old ladies set traps for me. Things were looking up. Besides, I had learned my lesson. If a little old lady was attacked by the entire cast of The Sopranos tonight, I wouldn’t lift a finger to help.

      I boarded the bus that was eastbound toward Fort Totten. I was relieved to find when I scanned my farecard that I had enough money to make it to my apartment. If I had been forced to walk the three miles to my apartment, my aching feet’s little piggy toes would not cry Wee! Wee! Wee! all the way home.

      Though the bus was crowded, the well-dressed young passengers who looked like they had just left work parted like the Red Sea as I pushed my way to the back of the bus. Between my dirty clothes, my smell, and the pissed-off look on my face, no one wanted to mess with me.

      I was pretty angry, and I got more so as I stewed about things while the bus swayed and lurched around me. Not only was I suspended from the job that I liked and desperately needed, but the Conclave would soon knock on my door asking uncomfortable questions about First Rule violations, someone had sicced a bunch of wererats on me, and I was under the microscope of a Hero who had a hard-on for someone in the magical world.

      The whole thing was a mess, no doubt about it. Why did everything always happen to me? If I were watching shooting stars in a crowd of people, I’d be the one to have a meteorite cave in my skull.

      I felt like punching something. Instead, I fished my Elven wine flask out of my bag and took a long pull from it. The potent, magic-laced brew quickly spread through my system and washed my aches and cares away. I smacked my lips with satisfaction. Whoever said laughter was the best medicine had never tried Elven wine.

      A woman standing nearby frowned in disapproval. She looked pointedly from me to the no food and beverage sign. I stuck my tongue out at her. I have always been the very soul of maturity.

      I transferred buses, getting on a new one heading north on 7th Street. Farther north, 7th Street turned into Georgia Avenue, the street I lived off of. The people on this bus were different than the ones on the first bus. Those on the first bus had all looked like white-collar workers and had been mostly white with a sprinkling of blacks and Asians. The people on this bus were a mix of white-collar, blue-collar and the no-collar poor, and every race was represented. The demographics reflected the neighborhoods this bus serviced. The D.C. of my youth had been majority black, just as it had been for decades before my birth. Though there were still plenty of black people, they no longer made up a majority of the city now. The District’s longtime nickname of Chocolate City was no longer accurate. I guess Rainbow Swirl City did not sound as good.

      I giggled at the thought. By now, the wine had hit my system like a nuclear bomb, blowing most of my worries to bits. I felt better about things. I was in a mess all right, but I’d muddle through somehow. I always did.

      I would start by gathering some intel.

      I opened the National Inquiry’s news app on my phone. The National Inquiry was a supermarket tabloid headquartered here in D.C. It was known for headlines like Severed Arm Claws Its Way To Hospital; Horse With Human Head Found, Says “Nay” When Asked For Comment; Giant Woman Uses Washington Monument As Toothpick; I Kissed A Girl Bigfoot (And I Liked It); JFK Faked Own Death: Lives in Cuba With Marilyn Monroe; and God Converts To Atheism, Saying “I No Longer Believe in Myself.” No one in the mundane world took the National Inquiry seriously. They thought it was parody or satire. Some of what appeared in the newspaper’s pages was indeed fictional—the John F. Kennedy and God stories were completely made up, for example. The other stories and so many others which sounded outlandish were in fact one hundred percent true.

      The National Inquiry was the paper of record for the magical world, at least in this country. Its stories were slanted to seem preposterously ludicrous so mundanes would not catch on to the magical world’s existence. Mundanes read it because it was funny. Those of us in the magical world read between the lines of it to get the news.

      Its publisher Devin Copeland was a big muckety-muck with a seat on the Conclave’s Inner Circle, which was how he got away with his paper’s constant First Rule violations. In the magical world, as in the mundane, people with money and power were held to a different standard. I interned in Devin’s office before Dad died, and Devin had told me then that he had started National Inquiry to acclimate mundanes to the idea of magic and magical creatures, so that one day the magical world could operate in the open. Devin also owned the District’s professional basketball franchise, and him getting mundanes used to the idea of magic was also why he had changed the team’s name from the Washington Bullets to their current name, the Washington Wizards.

      Devin had grabbed my boob one morning during my internship. I broke his finger. It had seemed a fair exchange until someone from human resources visited me that afternoon. She said I was insubordinate. Since I was fifteen, I told her Devin was a child-molesting creep. I lost my internship, yet Copeland was still humming merrily along as the National Inquiry’s publisher. I was a trailblazer for the #MeToo movement.

      I skimmed National Inquiry’s articles on my phone as the bus rumbled around me. I looked for any news about increased wererat activity or the gargoyle attack on the Institute of Peace. I found an item in the Wizard’s Whisperings gossip column that penetrated the numbing effects of the Elven wine:

      
        
        A certain naughty sorceress is in hot water after publicly destroying three of Chocolate City's most iconic gargoyles without so much as a "What's a nice goyle like you doing in a place like this?"

        I won't name names because of pesky libel laws, but the sorceress shares the name of an herb and an author, so let's call her Dill Twain. She's under investigation by Those Who Must Not Be Named, so Dill might soon land in the soup. Those Who Must Not Be Named have already made a preliminary determination of a First Rule violation. PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of the Animated) has condemned Dill's actions as well. Dill really is in a pickle.

        "I hope that witch topples off her broom and then a house falls on her," commented a prominent fairy we'll call Tinker, since she spoke to this scribbling scribe on background. Dill reportedly rang Tinker's bell during the gargoyle incident. Tinker looks forward to Dill being punished with relish.

        This statuary lover and annoyed author cannot help but conclude this entire gargoyle incident is grotesque.

        

      

      I groaned, both at the terrible puns and the information. If the Conclave had already made a preliminary determination of a First Rule violation, that meant I would go to sleep in my own bed one night and wake up to find I was in a Conclave prison awaiting trial, a trial in which I was presumed guilty and would have to prove my innocence. And since I was guilty, proving I was innocent would be like proving the sky wasn’t blue.

      I was tempted to drown my mounting dread in more wine, but I resisted the notion. With everything in my life spiraling out of control, I needed to keep my wits about me. Such as they were.

      I tugged on the stop request cord, and the bus ground to a halt at my stop. I got off, and the bus continued up Georgia Avenue with a loud hiss and the smell of exhaust. The Maryland state boundary line and the town of Silver Spring were farther north. I looked at the bus wistfully, dreaming of getting back on it and escaping from the District and my troubles. Alas, the Conclave did not care two diddly-squats about mundane jurisdictional boundaries. If I knew where Millennium was successfully hiding from Ghost and the Heroes’ Guild, maybe I’d go there.

      I walked down Tobacco Place. The entire tree-lined street was occupied by rowhouses of differing colors and levels of upkeep. Like the surrounding area, the street was transitioning from being poor and mostly black to middle class and racially mixed. The local news called it gentrification. Longtime residents who were being priced out of their own neighborhoods and displaced called it something far more vulgar.

      Two structures were stubborn reminders of what my entire block used to be like years ago: Chocolate Thunder on the corner of Georgia and Tobacco, and a run-down house on the other end of the block that the local drug dealer operated out of. Chocolate Thunder was a strip club with only black dancers. I went in there once, for a goof. Never again. I don't shock easily, but I had been so mortified by what I saw I had a hard time looking black women in the eye for a while afterward.

      The evening had cooled off considerably, and a lot of people were out, enjoying the mild temperature. On the other side of the street from the house I lived in, a young black accountant sat on his porch, reading something on a computer tablet. In the property next to him, a white teacher played in the yard with his young son. Ebony and ivory, living together in perfect harmony.

      Or not, I thought when I saw my black landlady sitting on the porch of the well-maintained gray rowhouse I rented the basement of. Though the Conclave was a problem, getting into my apartment without the formidable Vidalia Leverette harassing me about my unpaid rent was suddenly the more immediate problem.

      Mrs. Leverette was a woman in her seventies who’d lived on this block since she and her husband Vernon moved here from the Deep South as newlyweds over fifty years ago. Vernon was a courtly old gentleman who was as sweet as pie. His wife was as hard and tart as raw cranberries. A Vidalia onion was a sweet onion. Whoever had named it that had never met this human Vidalia.

      I wished my knowledge of magic was advanced enough that I could cast an invisibility spell. Maybe if I walked really quietly, Mrs. Leverette wouldn’t see me.

      Nope, no such luck. Mrs. Leverette looked up as I crept up the stairs to the house’s small yard. I froze like a deer who had just been spotted by a hunter.

      “Hiya, Mrs. Leverette,” I said, forcing a cheeriness I did not feel. “Mighty nice weather we’re having this evening.”

      “Be nicer if my bank account weren’t emptier than it should be,” she harrumphed pointedly. She folded the newspaper she had been reading and impaled me with her steely gaze. Why did I get the feeling she had been sitting here for hours waiting for me to show up? Ambush predators could learn a lot from this lady.

      I laughed nervously. “Yeah, well, money’s tight for everyone these days.” Even the rare times I wasn’t behind on my rent, Mrs. Leverette still somehow made me feel like I was a jewel thief with a pocketful of loot who had run into a cop—nervous and eager to not draw attention to herself.

      Feeling like a cockroach scurrying away when the light has been turned on, I tried to hasten down the walkway leading to my apartment door on the side of the house.

      With speed that belied her age, Mrs. Leverette glided off the porch and blocked my path. Less than one hundred pounds dripping wet, even at her age she was as lithe as a dancer. She had short salt and pepper natural hair, brown eyes that missed nothing, and dark skin dotted with moles. She had a knack of making me feel tiny even though I was much taller and heavier than she. Maybe it was a trick she mastered over decades of teaching in public schools.

      Mrs. Leverette looked me up and down with obvious disapproval. Her broad nose wrinkled as she got a whiff of me. I felt like what the cat dragged in under her gaze.

      “What in the world happened to you?” Her teeth were white and perfectly even. Dentures, probably.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Well, it’s been nice chatting. Good night.” I tried to sidestep her. She blocked me again. Maybe Ghost should sic Mrs. Leverette on Millennium.

      “Where’s the money you promised you’d have for us? You’re already two months behind on your rent.” It looked like the small talk portion of the conversation was over. I mourned its passing.

      “A few things came up. I’ll have it for you as soon as I can. I already worked out a grace period with your husband.” I tried moving around her again, and she blocked me again. It was worse than trying to shake a cold.

      “As soon as you can is not good enough. It’s always the same story with you. ‘I’ll have it for you tomorrow.’ ‘I’ll have it for you next week.’ Yet tomorrow and next week never seem to arrive. I know you have a good paying job. What in the world do you spend your money on? It’s certainly not your rent.” Mrs. Leverette shook her head in disgust. “As for Vernon, you leave him out of this. He’s a good man. Too good for his own good sometimes, I fear. You bat those pretty blue eyes of yours at him, give him a sob story and a backside wiggle, and suddenly he’s looking out for you more than he is for himself.”

      “I don’t bat my eyes. And I certainly don’t wiggle my backside,” I protested, outraged. Who was I, Willow Wilde?

      “Please,” she scoffed in disbelief. “I haven’t always been old. In my time I did my fair share of eye-batting and backside-wiggling to get what I wanted, so I know what it looks like. I’m not as innocent as my Vernon. Or as vulnerable to your wiles and sob stories. In the time you’ve lived here, you haven’t paid your rent on time. Not once.” She shook her folded-up newspaper at me. I felt like a dog who had taken a crap on her carpet. “I’ve had enough of your freeloading. You have exactly one week to get current on your rent, plus all the late fees our lease calls for. It’s a week more than you deserve. If you don’t pay up, I’ll throw you out. Given your record and your rental history, it’ll be tough for you to find another place, especially a place as nice as this one. But you can go live on the street for all I care. At least then you’d be somebody else’s problem.”

      Something inside of me snapped. Being spoken to like this after the day I’d just had was too much.

      I stood up straight so I towered over Mrs. Leverette even more. If she found me intimidating, she did not show it. “Listen, I realize that I’m in the wrong here. But I’m doing the best I can to get the money together. I’ll get it to you guys eventually.” Now seemed a bad time to admit I had been suspended from work. Occasionally—but only occasionally, unfortunately—I was capable of self-editing. “But in the meantime, I know something about D.C. landlord-tenant law. If you want to evict me, you must first give me thirty days written notice. This browbeating you’re giving me right now does not count as such notice. After the thirty-day notice period passes, only then can you file an eviction action with the court. It will take a while for the court to schedule and then hold a hearing. Then, and only then, can I be evicted. Call it four or five months from now.

      “So you can go through the time, expense, and stress of jumping through all those hoops, or you can be a little more neighborly, stop hassling me, sit back in your rocking chair, bounce your grandkids on your knee, and take it easy while I finish getting the money together.” If I had a mic handy, I would have dropped it.

      Unfortunately, Mrs. Leverette was not as impressed with my speech as I was. Her eyes flashed with anger.

      “You’re right about how the landlord-tenant system works,” she said. “But you’re wrong that I’m going to wait that long. If you have not paid up in a week, I’m going to have my three sons come over here and have every stitch of your things thrown out on the street. Then we’ll change the locks.” She punctuated her words by tapping me in the chest with her newspaper. If she were not an old woman, I would have put her in the obituary section. “Then you would be in the position of suing me over your stuff and to get back into your space. By then, your stuff will be long gone, taken by your fellow ne’er-do-wells wandering the streets who’ll take anything that’s not bolted down. And I wonder how much sympathy a court will have for someone who can’t be bothered to pay her rent due to her elderly landlords.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” I hissed.

      “Watch me.”

      We stood there for a moment, glaring at one another, neither of us wanting to give an inch. Then, before I completely lost my temper and did something I couldn’t undo, I stepped around Mrs. Leverette and continued toward my apartment.

      I seethed. I’d been bested by a mundane septuagenarian. Thank God my coworkers weren’t here to see this. Loopy would never let me hear the end of it. First Oscar, then the wererats, then Ghost, now this. Some days it did not pay to get out of bed.

      “One week from now, I said. And not a second longer.” Mrs. Leverette’s voice trailed after me like a banshee’s cry.

      I fumbled for my keys, muttering darkly to myself about Mrs. Leverette and her sons as I went down the short patch of stairs to my apartment’s front door. She brandished her boys like they were a weapon. Nonetheless, I knew I could handle three brawny mundanes as long as they didn’t bring a few wererats or an intangible Hero along with them to help. I could not handle them, however, without exposing the fact I was no ordinary woman. I remembered what the National Inquiry column said about the Conclave. This dill was already in a pickle without adding to the brine by sending a bunch of mundanes to the hospital. On top of that, I did not know if I could bring myself to rough up three guys who would only be trying to rid their parents of what they perceived to be a deadbeat.

      I took a long, calming breath as I stood in front of my door. Mrs. Leverette was right—I did have a good paying job. Unfortunately, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from spending a ton of money on non-essentials like designer clothes, absurdly expensive Elven wine, and eating out at pricey restaurants. I didn’t need to consult a therapist to know I was trying to fill a hole in my heart with stuff I didn’t need.

      I’d deal with my collapsing financial house later. Tonight, I would take a nice hot bath, one or two or two dozen aspirin, and get some sleep. My ever-expanding list of problems would wait until tomorrow.

      I gave the door a quick glance to make sure nothing had been disturbed. A horseshoe hung above the heavy wood door, and above the shoe was a large cross. I was not particularly religious. When I walked into a church, God probably elbowed Saint Peter and asked him who I was. Plenty of other people were religious though, and those billions of believers gave religious symbols like the cross lots of protective magical power.

      A small bundle of rowan twigs and a sprig of wolf’s bane hung from nails on the left doorframe; a small bagua mirror and a head of garlic hung on the right. The Leverettes thought I was just overly superstitious of things that went bump in the night. Little did they know I’d seen the things that went bump in the night, and those things did not always confine themselves to just the night.

      Also, every three months or so I sprinkled on and around the door holy water from the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, a mouthful of a church that was about a thirty-minute walk from here. The Basilica was the largest Catholic church in the country and the second largest in North America. God never smote me during one of my jaunts to the Basilica, so I guess Saint Peter vouched for me.

      I waved my hand, exerted by will, and said “Resero.” I felt the wards on my apartment unlock and slide away. The same Capstone ward specialist who had put the wards on the panic room at the Institute of Peace had done me a favor and warded my apartment for me.

      Now that the wards were deactivated, I used my keys to unlock the door’s three locks. I went inside and deactivated the burglar alarm before it started shrieking at me. Despite being a sorceress, I did not sneer at technology’s usefulness.

      Between my alarm, locks, wards, door talismans, holy water, and the residual protective threshold magic built up over the years of the Leverettes living in this house and raising a loving family in it, good luck to any person or creature who tried to get in here without my consent. I was as well-protected as a secret sorceress could be. As the last few days showed, I made enemies as easily as a baby made diaper doo. My apartment being so hard to get into let me sleep easy at night.

      Tired, I yawned so wide that my jaw cracked. I stretched, and I regretted it. My whole body ached. It had been a long, eventful, stressful, and strange day. The adrenaline I had been operating on much of the day was receding, leaving exhaustion in its place. Sleep would not be a problem tonight.

      I dropped my keys on a stand by the door. Seeing a glow of lights, I chided myself for leaving the lights on in the room that served as everything but kitchen, bedroom, and bath. Someone with my money problems needed to be more frugal.

      I stepped out of the gloom of the short hallway and into the light of the room.

      “Hi!” a middle-aged stranger dressed in only my crimson bathrobe said cheerily. He sat in one of my kitchen chairs with his bare feet propped up on another chair. He was surrounded by empty beer bottles.

      The man looked me up and down. “You look terrible,” he said. “Oh, I had a few of your beers. Home invasion makes me thirsty.”
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      Cursing, I sprang for my end table. I ripped its drawer open and shoved my hand inside.

      The man said, “Looking for this?” He brandished the Smith and Wesson 629 revolver my father had shot himself with. He didn’t point it at me; he held it as if it were a baseball, with his fingers around the barrel and trigger guard. The fact this guy was touching Daddy’s gun made me madder than the fact he had broken in, and I was plenty mad about that.

      I leaped over my small couch like it was an Olympic hurdle. In a wink, my hands were on the stranger—one on his hand with the gun, one around his throat. Beer bottles went flying.

      I jerked him off my chair, surged forward, and slammed him against the wall. My robe parted, exposing the stranger’s hairy chest and naked white flesh. There were scars all over his body, but especially on his torso. Five silver coins fell out of the robe’s loose pockets and hit the linoleum floor with a clatter. Though shiny, something about the coins made them seem ancient. On the face of the coins was a man with laurel leaves on his brow; on the back was an odd-looking bird. It’s weird the little details your mind noted in the heat of the moment.

      I sharply smacked the man’s wrist against the wall twice. He dropped Dad’s gun with a pained cry. The weapon clattered on the linoleum floor. I kicked it across the room.

      The man was slightly taller than I and wiry. I had him pinned to the wall like he was a bug in a collection, holding him up so his feet were off the ground. My fingernails dug into his neck, drawing blood. My palm shoved hard into his Adam’s apple. His neck’s skin was soft and smooth, like it was freshly shaved.

      The man struggled against me, kicking. I brought a knee up, ramming it into his exposed genitals. He yelped and stopped struggling as hard.

      “You’ve got five seconds to tell me who you are and what you’re doing here, or I’ll ram your balls into your throat,” I snarled.

      “My child, I can explain,” the man gasped hoarsely. His brown hair was damp, making it look almost black. He smelled of lavender. The scent was all too familiar. Unless this guy shopped at the same high-end soap store I did, he had taken a shower in my bathroom. His breath was minty, like he had just gargled with mouthwash. It smelled like mine too.

      Breaking into my place, using my things, touching Dad’s gun . . . everything about this guy was a violation.

      “Two seconds.” My knee lifted on its own accord. I was pissed, acting on auto-pilot.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something fly across the room. It smacked into the man’s hand I had knocked Dad’s gun out of. It was a long staff of gnarled, old wood, so dark it was almost black. It started shimmering slightly in the man’s hand in all the colors of the rainbow, like rainbow swirls on a soap bubble’s surface.

      I slid my hand across the man’s wrist, intending to snatch the staff out of his hand. The staff’s rainbow colors flashed brightly when my hand touched the wood. A massive invisible force hit me like a tidal wave. I was flung backward through the air, head over heels.

      I slammed into my couch. Cushions went flying. The couch tipped over backward, spilling me onto the floor. I hit the linoleum hard. The couch added insult to injury by falling on top of me. Jarred, I felt the wererat wound on my arm reopen.

      I stood, stiff-arming the couch off me. My head swam for a moment before the world snapped back into focus. The man was still by the wall where I had held him. He was doubled over, coughing, clutching his throat. He looked at me through teary eyes. His hands were up in what was probably meant to be a pacifying gesture. I was not pacified, though, especially not with that staff in his hand. I wanted to pick the couch up and shove it down his throat.

      “Touching this is not a good idea,” the man said between coughs, gesturing with the still-shimmering staff. “Especially not when you intend violence. Good Lord, you’re strong. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I snapped. In truth I felt like I had just stepped out of a snow globe some hyperactive kid had shaken up. That staff was no joke. I had been hit with a lot of things in my time, but I had never felt something like the staff and its raw power before. It had made me feel like an ant being flicked off a giant’s shirt. Was I dealing with a Meta, or a member of the magical world?

      Keeping a wary eye on the guy, I retrieved Dad’s gun. I went for the gun because I did not want to use magic around this guy until I knew who he was.

      Stainless steel with a wood grip, the gun felt heavy in my hand. After checking to make sure the man had not taken the bullets out, I disengaged the safety. I didn’t point it at him yet; I just let its barrel point toward the ground.

      I said, “You’re the one who won’t be fine if you don’t tell me right now what you’re doing here and how you got in, Daniel. Assuming that is your real name.” I realized now that was who this was: Daniel the homeless guy. The wooden staff Daniel always had with him and the fact this man had called me child had clued me in. Daniel looked radically different cleaned up and without his long gray beard. Handsome, even. And, not a bad body for a supposedly homeless guy I had seen scrounging for donuts in the trash hours ago. An air of sorrow still clung to Daniel like a storm cloud, though.

      “I’m more than happy to answer your questions,” Daniel said. His cough was subsiding. He stood up straight, then grimaced in pain, no doubt due to me kneeing him in the groin. “And Daniel is my real name. Well, it’s the name I go by these days. I’ve had so many. Why don’t you put the gun down, sit down, and we’ll talk?”

      I eyed the gnarled wood in his hand. “You first.” Once swatted like a fly, twice shy.

      The corners of Daniel’s mouth curled. Part smile, part wince. “Prudence. I admire that,” he said. He could shove his admiration where the sun didn’t shine, and I was more than happy to assist if he did not drop that staff. Since my robe was askew, exposing Daniel’s backside, I had a nice white round bullseye to aim for.

      Daniel put the wood staff on the floor. He did it gently, like the wood was something sacred. The staff stopped its gentle rainbow shimmering as soon as Daniel’s hand was off it.

      Daniel pulled his robe closed—or rather, my robe, the expensive silk one I had spent too much money on, the cheeky creep—and bent over to pick up the coins that had fallen out of its pocket. Once the coins were back in the robe’s pocket, Daniel was visibly relieved, like being without the coins was almost painful.

      Daniel righted the overturned kitchen chair he had been sitting in before. He sat again. He winced, his bait and tackle probably still tender from where I had kneed him.

      “Better?” he said. His voice was hoarse from the pressure I had applied to his throat. “Now come. Let’s smoke a peace pipe together.”

      If he thought I really was going to drop the gun, he was smoking something a lot stronger than a peace pipe. Still holding the weapon, I moved my other kitchen chair farther from Daniel. I kicked broken beer bottles, empty food containers, stacks of old magazines and other junk out of the way and sat.

      “Have you considered cleaning this place?” Daniel said.

      “I don’t take home improvement tips from burglars.” I put my father’s big gun between my legs. Freud would’ve had a field day with that one. “You’re going to be smoking on the end of this gun instead of a peace pipe if you don’t tell me what’s going on right this second.” My hands rested on my thighs where I could get to the gun in a hurry. Now that I had calmed somewhat, I noticed an old green duffel bag on the floor near the television. It was not mine. Daniel’s, I supposed. Sherlock Holmes had nothing on me.

      “It’s kind of a long story, but I’ll give you the Reader’s Digest version.” Daniel’s brown eyes bored into mine intently. “I am an angel. The world is in danger. I need your help to save it.”

      Daniel’s words sank into my brain. I didn’t respond right away. I never had been at a loss for words before, but there was a first time for everything.

      “You, the guy who was scrounging in a trash can earlier today and whose windpipe I almost crushed, are an angel? And you need my help to save the world?” I made no effort to keep the disbelief out of my voice. I couldn’t believe how absurd my life had become lately.

      “Yes.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to have wings? Or is that just an urban legend?”

      “It’s no legend. I do have wings. Well, I did. They were removed.”

      “By who?”

      “As the object of the preposition, it should be by whom, not by who.”

      The temptation to shoot Daniel grew almost irresistible. “Do you really think now is a good time to correct my grammar?”

      Seeing the look on my face, Daniel hastily said, “You’re quite right. My mistake. Who, whom . . . what does it matter between friends?”

      I was starting to envision a bullseye on Daniel’s forehead. If I shot this nutjob and buried him in the Leverettes’ backyard, who would know? “We’re not friends.”

      “Yet. We’re not friends yet. You’ll find I’m quite charming.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “As for who my wings were removed by,” Daniel said, emphasizing my incorrect word with a placating smile, “who do you think? The Big Guy, of course.”

      “The Big Guy?” I repeated slowly. “The Big Guy meaning—”

      “God.” Daniel blinked, as if it was a stupid question. “Who else?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. The center for the Washington Wizards. The Incredible Hulk. A leprechaun if you were being ironic.”

      Daniel frowned. “I feel as though you’re not taking this seriously, my child.”

      “It’s because I’m not. And stop calling me ‘My child.’ I only stood for that before because I thought you were a guy down on his luck. Now I see you’re just a robe-stealing cuckoo bird.”

      “Sorry. About both the robe and calling you child. The latter is habit. I’m considerably older than you. I’m considerably older than everyone on Earth, come to think of it.”

      “So you say. And I say I’m the Queen of England, but saying it doesn’t make it so. What’s that thing?” My eyes flicked over to the length of wood on the floor. “The world’s biggest lockpick? Or maybe you heard I’m the Queen and decided to present me with a royal scepter. I don’t like it. Not enough bling.”

      “That?” Daniel waved at it in a casual manner that said This old thing? “That’s a fragment from Noah’s Ark.”

      “Of course it is. Why would it be anything else? How stupid of me to not have recognized it. I assume you have the Shroud of Turin stuffed in the duffel bag over there. And those coins in your pocket must be a portion of the thirty pieces of silver Judas got paid off with.” My robe was sliding open at Daniel’s throat, exposing the scar tissue on his chest. I was curious despite myself. “How did you get all those scars? Did the knife slip in God’s hands when he was removing your wings? So much for Him not making mistakes.”

      If Daniel noticed the boatload of sarcasm, he gave no indication. “The coins are a reminder from God of my sin. I must carry them everywhere I go. As for the scars, they’re from various injuries I’ve gotten over the years, my ch—um, Sage. I don’t remember all of them, but I can tell you about some. This one,” he said, shifting in the chair to expose a pucker of flesh on his upper thigh, “is from where Al Capone shot me during Prohibition.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “He went mad from syphilis, you know. Horrible way to die. I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone, not even someone who shot me.”

      Daniel shifted again, showing the side of his left calf where there was a crimson scar about the size of my hand. “This is where I got hit by French grapeshot during the Battle of Waterloo. It would make for a great story if I could say Napoleon himself shot me, but alas, no. Just some random soldier. He’s taller than people give him credit for, by the way. Napoleon, not the soldier. The soldier was actually quite small.”

      Daniel pulled my robe down, exposing a long scar on his upper chest. “And this is where a Roman centurion slashed me with his sword in Gaul.” He paused, frowning in thought. “Or was it in Constantinople? I can’t remember. Cities and countries tend to blend together after a while.”

      A wave of exhaustion mixed with exasperation washed over me. I picked up Dad’s gun and pointed it at Daniel.

      “It’s been a long day. I’ve tangled with bosses, landlords, Heroes, and vermin, and I’m not about to add to the list a burgling whack job who says a religious artifact is his homie. I’m tired, I’m hurt, I’m dirty, I smell, and I’m growing a headache the size of the Pentagon. I just want to take a bath, a fistful of aspirin, and go to bed. I had hoped to figure out how you managed to get in here first, not to mention how you flung me across the room. Now I find I’ve stopped caring. De-winged angels? Noah’s Ark? The Battle of Waterloo? A Roman centurion? Me help you save the world?”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Either you’re crazy, a con artist, or both. Either way, I’m in no mood to add your particular flavor of wacko to today’s absurdity stew. I’ve got enough problems already. Get out and never come back. Take your kooky stories and rainbow stick with you. Leave the robe, though. That thing’s expensive.”

      Daniel didn’t get up. He seemed unfazed by the gun. He started playing with the coins in the robe’s pocket. “I can see we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. It was a mistake to let myself in and wait for you.”

      “You got that right. Add using my bathroom, mouthwash, robe and drinking my beer to the list of mistakes.” I waved the gun. “Now beat it before I give you a brand-new scar.”

      Daniel waved breezily at the gun with his free hand. “You’re not going to use that gun. You don’t have the heart to shoot an unarmed man. If there’s one thing I’ve learned while observing you these past few weeks, it’s that you’re no killer.”

      “Oh, so you’re not just a crazy con artist. You’re a crazy con artist stalker. One who’s about to come down with an acute case of lead poisoning.”

      Daniel proceeded as if I hadn’t spoken. That did not make him more endearing. “Your good heart is one of the reasons I’m here. Besides, you couldn’t kill me even if you wanted to. Whether you believe it or not, I am in fact an angel. Which means I’m immortal.” He gestured at his scarred chest. “It’s how I survived all these wounds over the years. I can be hurt, but I can’t be killed. Now put that thing down before you shoot your big toe off.” He blinked, looking down, as if his conscious mind registered for the first time one of my feet was bare. “Why are you wearing only one shoe, by the way?”

      “To make it easier to shove my foot up your—” I stopped myself, having almost violated my resolution to not curse. I brandished the gun. “Leave. Now. Or so help me, I’ll field test your so-called immortality by shooting you in the head.”

      Daniel raised a restraining hand. “Calm down,” he said. Why was it the most infuriating thing a man could say when you were mad was Calm down? “I can prove the truth of what I’m saying. Or rather, you can. Just open your Third Eye and take a gander.”

      Caught off guard, I hesitated for a beat. “Third Eye? What’s that?”

      “Oh please. I’m no mundane. There’s no need to maintain the First Rule masquerade around me. I’m an OG member of the magical world.” Daniel made flapping motions with his hands. “An angel, remember? I know you’re a magician. More specifically, a sorceress. So, stop pretending you don’t know what I’m talking about, and use your Third Eye.”

      I was still dubious. Obviously, Daniel knew the magical world was real and that I was a part of it. It didn’t mean he was telling the truth about everything else, though.

      Still pointing the gun at Daniel, I opened my Third Eye. The non-magical world faded away as it always did, replaced by the swirling, colorful, mystic currents of the magical one.

      A white aura surrounded Daniel, like a full-body halo. It was the same sort of aura that surrounded the holy water I got from the Basilica and that was around some churches, mosques, temples, and synagogues. It was as if Daniel had been infused by the holy power of something eternal and unspeakably powerful.

      That aura was not the only unusual thing about Daniel. Normally when I looked at people with my Third Eye, I could see them decaying, their life force flaking away from them. It was like watching a stopwatch that was slowly, almost imperceptibly, but inevitably ticking its way down to zero. The rate of decay was much slower with Otherkin who had long lifespans—Willow, for example—but even with people like that, the decay was still visible.

      That decay was completely absent in Daniel’s life force.

      There was but one conclusion: Daniel was immortal.

      Daniel clearly was no mundane. But, he wasn’t a Gifted or Otherkin, either. He was something else entirely, something I had never encountered before.

      That went double for the piece of wood Daniel said came from Noah’s Ark. It throbbed like something alive with a white light similar to Daniel’s aura. It was suffused with the same holy power as holy water, yet several orders of magnitude more powerful. It reminded me of a dam, holding back countless tons of water pressure. The sheer breadth of its pent-up force stabbed at my brain like a serrated knife. Looking at it with my Third Eye was akin to staring at the sun with my biological eyes—blinding and painful. It felt as though looking at it too long would cause permanent damage.

      I hastily closed my Third Eye. The glimpse I had gotten of the wood’s power made my head throb. I panted, like I had just sprinted through the neighborhood. It took a few seconds for my biological eyes to come back into focus.

      When they did, I saw Daniel looking at me. Smugness played around his lips.

      “Now do you believe me?” he asked.

      My hand was empty. I had been so overwhelmed by looking at the staff, I had dropped Dad’s gun. It was a good thing the gun was designed to not discharge when dropped. Accidentally shooting myself would put the cherry on top of a bizarre day.

      I picked the gun up, engaged the safety with shaky hands, and put it between my legs again.

      “You I’m not sure about,” I said, breathless. “But that,” I pointed at the piece of gnarled wood on the floor, “I believe. It feels like the Vatican on steroids.”

      I wanted to leave the room, crawl into bed, pull the covers over my head, and pray Daniel would get bored and just go away. Suspended from work, attacked by wererats, surveilled by a nosy Hero, and now this. Why was all this happening to me? I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve someone leaving this big box of bizarre on the porch of my life, but whatever it was, I regretted it.

      I sighed in resignation mixed with equal parts of weariness, wariness, and curiosity.

      “Now what’s this about saving the world?” I asked.
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      Daniel leaned forward in his chair. His eyes burned with zeal. “What do you know about the Spear of Destiny?”

      “The British rock band?” I said. “Not much. But British rock is not really my cup of tea.”

      Daniel’s mouth fell open. He stared at me like I had started spouting Greek. “You can’t possibly be serious.”

      I flushed with embarrassment. I felt like a child who had given the wrong answer in front of the class. “I guess you’re not talking about the band. Is there another Spear of Destiny?”

      “How are you a magician and you don’t know what the Spear of Destiny is?”

      “How are you an angel and you don’t know better than to break into people’s houses?”

      Daniel leaned back. “Touché. Alright, let’s take a step back and start from square one.” He took a deep breath. I felt like I was about to be the victim of a lecture. “There are various Relics of great magical power. Some are of holy origin, some are of unholy origin, others are neutral. This fragment of Noah’s Ark is an example of a holy Relic. The thirty pieces of silver Judas was paid to betray Jesus you referenced earlier are examples of unholy Relics. The Omega Weapon, the Philosopher’s Stone, and Pandora’s Box are examples of neutral Relics. Relics are rare and scattered throughout the world. Those of us who pay attention to such things know where some of them are. The Omega Weapon, for example, is wielded by Omega, a young Hero who took his name from the Relic. Others are lost. The Philosopher’s Stone, for instance, was being used by the Rogue Doctor Alchemy, but it seems to have disappeared now that he’s been captured by the authorities.

      “One such lost Relic is one of the most powerful of them all—the Spear of Destiny. It has had many names over the centuries: the Holy Lance, the Holy Spear, the Spear of Christ, the Spear of Longinus, and the Lance of Longinus. Regardless of what name you give it, it is the spear a Roman soldier named Longinus stabbed Jesus with as he hung on the cross to make sure he was dead. The Bible’s Gospel of John talks about how blood and water came out of the puncture wound cause by the spear. Coming into contact with fluid from Jesus’ body imbued the spear with wondrous powers. Those powers range from the ability to heal the sick on the benign side, to the ability to cut through any substance on the neutral side, to the ability to rule the world on the evil side. Whoever wields the Spear holds the destiny of the world in his hands, for good or for ill.”

      “That sounds like a fairytale,” I scoffed.

      “Is that a fairytale?” Daniel pointed at the wooden staff on my floor. “You’ve glimpsed the power this fragment of Noah’s Ark possesses. The fragment is not even an offensive weapon, unlike the Spear of Destiny. Besides, if what I’m telling you is a fairytale, would Adolph Hitler have started World War Two over the Spear? Because that is exactly what happened. Obsessed with the occult and having heard of the powers of the Spear of Destiny, Hitler was convinced he would rule the world once he possessed the Spear. Since the Spear was in Vienna, Austria, Hitler’s first land grab in the months before the outbreak of the world war was to annex Austria. Once the Spear was in Hitler’s possession, Nazi Germany began the invasions that led to the formal declaration of war against Germany by France, Britain and others, most notably the invasion of Poland in 1938.

      “Fortunately for the world, Hitler did not have the knowledge or the ability to unlock the Spear’s full potential. Even so, things were touch and go there for a while. Had things gone slightly differently at certain key moments, the Axis powers would have won the war instead of the Allied powers, and the world would be a much darker place than it already is.

      “But fortunately, the Allied powers did win the war. The Spear of Destiny was recaptured by U.S. General George S. Patton when he and his men advanced into Germany in 1945. Luckily, Patton retrieved the Spear before the Red Army did, which had seized Berlin.” Daniel shuddered. “I hate to think of what would have happened if Joseph Stalin had gotten his hands on the Spear instead of the Americans. Stalin was as bad if not worse than Hitler, despite the Soviet Union having fought on the side of the Allies.”

      I suppressed a yawn. By this point I’d gotten sucked into what Daniel was saying, but it had been a very long day. “That’s quite a history lesson. But what has any of it got to do with me?”

      “I’m getting to that,” Daniel said, waving away my impatience. “Patton supposedly returned the Spear of Destiny to Vienna after the war was over. The artifact Patton returned to Vienna is on display in the Hofburg Palace there. But Patton, being a Master Magician and a member of the Conclave, knew better than to risk a Relic so powerful falling into the wrong hands again. So—”

      “Whoa, wait, hold up,” I interrupted. “You’re telling me General Patton was a magician?”

      “Oh yes. Quite a powerful one. He concealed that fact, of course. The First Rule of Magic was in place then as much as it is now. However, if you check the history books, there are hints of Patton’s magical nature. For example, he openly discussed how he had been reincarnated several times. Before the 1943 Allied invasion of Sicily, a British general told Patton that he would have made a great marshal for Napoleon had Patton lived in the nineteenth century. Patton’s response was ‘But, I did.’” Daniel laughed. “Patton got a visit from a representative of the Conclave shortly thereafter, who told Patton to keep his lip buttoned about his past lives. Many prominent figures, both historical and present day, are either Gifted humans or Otherkin passing as humans. Or Metahumans, but that’s far more so the case historically than it is now since Metahumans are so tightly regulated by the Hero Act of 1945.

      “Anyway, as I was saying, Patton did not take the real Spear of Destiny back to Vienna. Rather, the Spear that’s on display there is a replica. In fact, the Vienna spear is not the only fake Spear of Destiny. A so-called Spear of Destiny is preserved under the dome of Saint Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican. Another object carrying the name of the Spear of Destiny is in Vagharshapat, the religious capital of Armenia.”

      “First Armenia gives the world a fake celebrity like Kim Kardashian. Now, a fake relic,” I joked lamely. I was exhausted, and this history lesson wasn’t exactly a shot of espresso. My jokes were better when I was well-rested and hadn’t just been kidnapped by Space Ghost.

      “Indeed,” Daniel said dryly. He was a tough crowd. “Patton shipped the real Spear of Destiny to friends of his here in the United States for safekeeping. High-level members of the Conclave. After all the horrors of World War Two, they concluded the Spear was too powerful for anyone to know where it was. Since they did not know how to destroy such a powerful Relic, they hid it. They were so committed to the idea that no one should ever discover the location of the Spear that they all committed suicide afterward. They hoped the location of the Spear would go to the grave with them.

      “It’s recently come to my attention that the Hero turned Rogue Millennium has been searching for the Spear of Destiny. Now that he’s been exposed as a Rogue, he wants to conquer the world he once was sworn to protect. Millennium’s hands were severed during his battle with the Hero who exposed Millennium’s evil deeds. Since it is difficult to effectively perform magic without hands, Millennium hopes to restore his hands with the healing power of the Spear. With his hands, Millennium is the most powerful sorcerer in the world. With his hands intact and armed with the Spear of Destiny, no one would be able to stand against him.” Daniel paused, and looked at me probingly. “Why do you have that look on your face?”

      “It’s a long story. The short version is that a Hero was asking me just a little while ago how to locate Millennium.”

      “It is indeed a small world. In any event, I cannot let a Relic as powerful as the Spear of Destiny fall into the hands of someone like Millennium.”

      “Why you? Why is that your responsibility? Tell some Heroes about it and let them handle it. This looks like a job for supermen.”

      Daniel stared at me in disbelief again. “I’ve told you that one of the most potent artifacts in history might fall into the hands of an unscrupulous sorcerer, and you’re making jokes?”

      “I do that sometimes when I’m skeptical. And boy, am I ever.”

      “I’m making it my responsibility for two reasons. One, because it’s the right thing to do. Two, because if I foil Millennium’s quest for the Spear, I’ll earn my angel wings back. I’ll be allowed back into Heaven.”

      “What did you do to get kicked out? Did you bore the heavenly host to death by talking too much? I see you haven’t learned your lesson.”

      “I questioned divine policy. If you read the Bible, especially the Old Testament, you know that sort of thing is frowned upon. I was stripped of my wings and banished to Earth. I am compelled to roam from place to place, doing good deeds to try to earn my wings back. You were not wrong in thinking I am homeless because, by divine decree, I am very much so. I cannot stay in one place for very long.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like the premise to Highway to Heaven.”

      Daniel ignored my reference. Maybe he didn’t understand it. Perhaps fallen angels weren’t allowed to watch TV. That sounded like cruel and unusual punishment to me. Instead of complimenting my classic TV knowledge, Daniel said, “I’ve been roaming the world for over two thousand years now. Thwarting Millennium’s attempt to acquire the Spear will be enough to finally allow me to ascend back to Heaven.”

      Exhaustion felt like a weight on the back of my neck. “It seems like it was a mere fifteen years ago when you said you were going to explain what this all has to do with me. I’m going to have to become immortal like you to live long enough to get a straight answer.”

      “I’m here in Washington because I have intelligence which indicates that the Spear of Destiny has been hidden in the city or in the surrounding area. Millennium has learned the same thing. I need to find the Spear before Millennium and before my divine compulsion forces me to move on. I believe I’ll need several different forms of magic to find it before Millennium does. I therefore need the services of a sorcerer or sorceress. I want that person to be you.”

      I was glad I was sitting down for that one. “Me? Why me? There are far more powerful and accomplished magicians than me. Go talk to one of them.”

      “If I approached a really powerful magician with this, he might be tempted to keep the Spear and use it for his own selfish purposes. It was bad enough with the Spear of Destiny in the hands of a mundane like Hitler. But in the hands of an unscrupulous powerful Gifted?” Daniel shuddered at the thought. “It would be almost as bad as handing the Spear over to Millennium. I won’t risk it. I’ve been watching you. You’re a lot of things, some good, some bad. Power mad is not one of them. You’ve got a good heart. I’m more concerned in this situation about the content of a magician’s character than I am about how powerful her magic is.

      “Besides,” Daniel added, “as I said, the Spear of Destiny is not the only Relic. There are others, some of which can augment your abilities. I know of one here in D.C., less than four miles from where we sit.”

      The issue of protecting the world aside, I had to admit the idea of having something to augment my abilities was appealing. With my magic augmented, maybe I could get certified as a Master Sorceress and become a voting member of the Conclave. That would mean the Conclave’s punishment for my violation of the First Rule would not be as severe, assuming they punished me at all. Rank had its privileges.

      Daniel might have sensed I was wavering because he added, “And you wouldn’t be helping me simply out of the goodness of your heart. I’ll pay you. How does a ten thousand dollar retainer sound? I’ll give you another twenty-five thousand when the Spear of Destiny is in my possession.”

      I perked up like a plant getting watered for the first time in a while. Then I tamped down my sudden surge of interest, remembering that Daniel had been rooting around in garbage earlier today. “I don’t think you have that kind of money,” I said.

      Daniel stood, went to the duffel bag, unzipped it, and pulled something out. He tossed it to me.

      It was a bundle of hundred dollar bills. A currency strap, bankers called it. Assuming it was a traditional strap, I now had one hundred hundred dollar bills in my hand. I quickly riffled through the bundle. It was real, not Monopoly money.

      Ten thousand dollars in cash. I had never held this much money at once in my entire life. The temptation to slip the bundle down my blouse, insist I’d grown a third boob, and say I had no idea where the money had gone was almost too much to resist. With thirty-five thousand, I could pay my rent, avoid eviction, and erase some of my debt.

      I looked with amazement at the money, over at the other bricks of money peeking through the open duffel bag, then back up at Daniel. “How in the world did you get all this money?” I asked.

      Daniel shrugged modestly. “I’ve been on Earth for over two millennia. I can’t have a home, but there’s no prohibition against me having money. Time and compound interest are a powerful combination.”

      Daniel smiled down at me with satisfaction, putting me in the mind of a fisherman who had hooked a fish.

      “Let’s go save the world,” he said as he played with the coins in his pocket again. “What do you say?”

      I thought about it. Thanks to Oscar’s suspension, I had lots of free time. Why not fill it by doing something good for both the world and me, and kill two birds with one stone? Daniel’s money would solve my financial issues. The nearby Relic Daniel described would maybe solve my Conclave issues. And, if I found out where Millennium was, I could tell Ghost and get that nosy Hero off my back.

      Add all that up, and the answer was clear. How could I say no?

      “No,” I said. I gave the ten thousand dollars one last longing look, then tossed it back to Daniel. “Gimme back my forty-six dollars I gave you on the street. I need it more than you do.”
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      I heard somewhere that if you wanted to turn your life around, instead of tackling everything all at once, you should take baby steps: first make your bed, organize your closet, fold your laundry, that sort of thing. In honor of that, when I padded sleepily into my tiny kitchen the morning after yesterday’s craziness, I thought today was as good as any to turn over a new leaf and transform the hot mess that my life was right now.

      I would start with breakfast. I’d blow the dust off the unopened canister of oats on the counter and make myself some heart-healthy oatmeal, perhaps with a side of vitamin-rich sliced grapefruit.

      After further contemplating turning my life around one small change at a time, I threw the grapefruit away. I had let it sit uneaten for so long that it was collapsing in on itself like a dying star. Instead of making oatmeal, I nuked some bacon in the microwave and paired it with a side of the champagne donuts I had picked up from Georgetown Donuts a few days ago. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day was probably just oatmeal company propaganda, anyway. The donuts were made with actual champagne and were topped with edible gold leaf. The cost of just one would feed a Third World family for a while.

      Oscar paid a good wage, yet I was always broke and behind on my bills. I knew part of my problem was I lived a Sex in the City lifestyle when I should have been living like Roseanne. I would not have been in the monetary fix I was in now if I spent less money on frivolities like gold leaf donuts and more money on necessities like rent. But that realization had come too late. I’d already bought the donuts, so what was I supposed to do with the decadent treats? Throw them away? Wasting food was a sin. Surely that was in the Bible somewhere. If I ever ran into Daniel again, I’d ask him to be sure.

      I bit down on a donut. A donut had never given me an orgasm before, but this donut came close. My taste buds cheering me on drowned out the sound of my thighs cursing me.

      I turned the oats canister around to face the wall when I got up for a third donut. The Quaker Oats guy had seemed to be staring at me reproachfully. Body-shaming bastard.

      I thought about Daniel’s visit while I ate. Daniel had an obsessive glint in his eye. I had seen that look in other people before, and it always spelled trouble. People with that look in their eye would do anything it took to achieve their aims, heedless of the danger they might expose others to. If I had seen Ghost’s eyes, I suspected he would have had a similar look in them.

      Taking Daniel up on his offer would solve most of my problems. That was another thing that troubled me about Daniel’s offer. Beware Greeks bearing gifts was a cliché for a reason—if something seemed too good to be true, it probably was. Something about Daniel and how he had shown up at just the right time to solve my problems set off alarm bells in my head. If I went along with every single thing a smooth-talking man wanted me to do, I'd be a single mother with baby daddies of every color in the human rainbow.

      Then again, maybe Daniel had been telling me the gospel truth and the world really was at risk in the face of a Spear of Destiny-toting Hero turned Rogue. If so, somebody else would have to deal with it. I had my own problems to worry about.

      I hopped in the shower after breakfast and stood under water as hot as I could stand for as long as I could stand. Though I had soaked in the bath for a while after throwing Daniel out last night, I still felt dirty after tangling with the wererats and being abducted by Ghost.

      In a fancy sports bra and matching panties I knew I had spent too much money on, I contemplated myself in my full-length bedroom mirror. This was the only mirror in the apartment, and I kept it covered with a heavy tarp when I wasn’t using it. Too many nasties could use a mirror as a peephole, or even as a doorway.

      The gargoyle-inflicted wounds on my back were healing nicely, the wererat claw wounds on my arm had already scabbed over, and my numerous bruises were fading. The magic that made me super strong and enhanced my speed and reflexes also helped my body heal at an accelerated rate. I did not yet feel one hundred percent, but I did not feel like lying down and dying either. Good enough.

      I poked my tummy. I winced as it jiggled. If eating too many donuts gave you a belly, was it still called a muffin top? Tomorrow, I silently vowed to my donut top, the Quaker and I will start trimming you down to size.

      As I turned away from the mirror my belly quivered, but not in terror. It had heard my vow before. Its convex contours silently mocked me.

      Like the rest of my apartment, my bedroom looked like a bomb had been set off in it. I dug through a pile of laundry in the corner, eventually finding what I was looking for: a black t-shirt with the white image of a stylized mouse’s head with huge ears. I put it on along with dark jeans and black sneakers. I’d picked the shirt up at a Deadmau5 concert a while ago. Deadmau5 was pronounced “dead mouse.” It seemed an appropriate shirt to go wererat hunting in.

      Of all the trouble I was in, the wererats were the issue I could do the most about immediately. I did not know what I was going to do for money while I was suspended, how to keep a certain nosy Hero from following me around like a creep in a bar who would not take no for an answer, or how to deal with the Conclave when they came knocking on my door (or, as was more likely, upside my head). I could do something about my rodent problem, though.

      If I didn’t do something about the wererats, they would surely do something about me. There was no way I had seen the last of them. They were a mercenary people the shadier elements of the magical world hired when they wanted to intimidate or kill someone. The wererats who attacked me had not been merely trying to scare me, though they had certainly done that. My lingering wounds were proof those wererats had been sent to kill me, and they would have succeeded in their mission had Ghost not intervened.

      But they were not merely a mercenary people—they were a stubborn mercenary people. If wererats had been hired to kill me, they would not stop trying until they succeeded.

      I had enough problems already without needing to look over my shoulder every two seconds for bared wererat fangs. So instead of waiting around to be attacked again, I would take the fight to the wererats. It was better to fight at a time of your own choosing than to fight at a time of the enemy’s choosing. I think the military strategist Sun Tzu said that. Or maybe it was Optimus Prime. I couldn’t remember.

      I would confront the wererats and get them to tell me who had hired them. Then I would deal with whomever that was. If I had to put money on it, I would’ve bet Willow had hired them, but I’d keep an open mind until I knew for sure.

      Anyway, first things first.

      I covered my mirror back up. I unsealed the plastic sandwich bag in which I had put the brown wererat fur that I had picked up from the alley yesterday. Fortunately, Ghost and his goons either had not gone through my pockets when I was unconscious, or they had and simply left the fur where it was in my pocket, perhaps not understanding what it was.

      There was dried blood at the roots of the fur. A tick engorged with blood crawled around in the bag. I shuddered with revulsion. To think I had carried this filthy thing around naked in my pocket. What if it had latched onto me? I felt like getting a flea dip.

      I upended the bag and flicked it until the tick fell out, on top of my dresser. It oriented itself, then started crawling toward me. I conjured up a bit of spellfire and burned the disgusting bug into oblivion, while being careful to not set the dresser on fire. Then I teased a long strand of fur free from the rest of the clump in the plastic bag. Uncoiled, the brown strand was maybe six inches long, and as coarse as pubic hair.

      I shuddered. I really wished I had not thought of that pubic hair thing.

      I sealed the sandwich bag again, suppressing the urge to set the whole thing on fire. I wound the long strand around my left wrist. I gathered my thoughts, drawing on dusty knowledge I barely remembered. As Oscar had said, elemental magic was my strength, but I had trained in other magical disciplines under my father before quitting my formal training when he died.

      I focused my will, visualizing precisely what I wanted to do. I waved my right hand in the barely remembered pattern over the strand of wererat fur on my wrist, and I murmured the words of the spell: “Mus invenit.” Find the rat.

      Tiny green arcs of magic sparked around the strand of fur, making my wrist tingle, as if an electric current ran through it. The green arcs then ran up my wrist, right under my skin’s surface, and into my palm. There the arcs spread out, molding themselves into the shape of a small green glowing arrow. The arrow rose off my skin, stopping when it hovered about a quarter of an inch above my palm. The arrow quickly spun around in a circle several times. Then it slowed, coming to a stop in what appeared to be a southeastern direction.

      I slowly turned my body around. The green glowing arrow rotated as well, keeping its head pointed in the same direction. I had invented a wererat compass. Perhaps I should’ve patented it.

      “Ready or not wererats, here I come,” I announced. I grinned, delighted to see that not all the spells I had learned as a youth had trickled out of my brain over the years. Oscar had called me intellectually lazy. This proved he didn’t know what in the heck he was talking about. Maybe, after I tracked down the wererats who had attacked me, I would go to Oscar’s office and throw him through his window for calling me names.

      I frowned at the thought. Who was I kidding? Oscar was half orc. Even with my magic, it was more likely he would throw me through his window than vice versa.

      While part of me concentrated on maintaining the locator spell, I grabbed some cash I had hidden in my closet and stashed it and my cell phone in my pocket. I put the sandwich bag with the rest of the wererat fur in another pocket in case I needed more later, or in case I ran into someone I wanted to gross out. I thought about bringing Dad’s revolver too, but decided against it. I shared the contempt most Gifteds had for mundane weapons. If you carried a gun, that implied you were insufficiently skilled in wielding magic that you needed one. Plus, the gun was the only thing of Dad’s I had left, and I did not want to risk losing it.

      I set my burglar alarm, went outside, locked all three locks on the front door, and set the wards. Maybe I should not have bothered. Daniel had no problem getting past all that yesterday thanks to the Ark fragment. Maybe what I needed was a magic guard dog. I wondered if Cerberus was available for rent.

      I walked around to the front of the house. It was mid-morning, and the sky was bright and clear. The air was already hot and muggy. Ideal wererat hunting weather. I believed in the power of positive thinking.

      Everyone on my block who worked was long gone, so Tobacco Place was mostly quiet and was empty of cars. Following the twisting green arrow on my hand led me to Georgia Avenue. Since I had no idea if the wererat I looked for was five minutes or five hours away, I hailed a cab.

      “Where to, lady?” the black cab driver asked. He spoke with a heavy Caribbean accent. I deduced he was not originally from the District. The wererats did not stand a chance in the face of my awesome detecting abilities.

      “Just drive. I’ll tell you when to start turning.”

      The man shrugged, hit the gas, and we were off. My request had not fazed him in the slightest. As a cabdriver in D.C., he had probably seen everything before. I might have been his fifth Otherkin-hunting fare of the day.

      I cupped my left hand so the cabbie would not see the glowing arrow. It shifted and spun as the cab made its way through the city, with me telling the driver to turn as the green arrow dictated.

      The buildings and people around us slowly shifted, going from well-maintained and racially mixed to run-down and almost one hundred percent black. We were in Southeast now, the District’s poorest quadrant.

      By the time I told the cabbie to pull over, we were in Washington Highlands in Ward 8. The D.C. area was one of the wealthiest in the country. That wealth had not trickled down to Washington Highlands. The neighborhood was one of the poorest and most crime-ridden in the city.

      The cab idled in front of a public housing project which looked like it was slowly collapsing in on itself. There was so much graffiti on its façade that you could not tell what color the building had started off as. Trash littered the sidewalk and the street. The cars parked on the street looked like they were a hairsbreadth away from the junkyard.

      I stuck my right hand over the front seat to pay the fare. The cabbie twisted to look at me. “You sure you want me to let you out here? This place is not safe.” The for a white woman was implied in his tone. I doubted even SEAL Team Six would be safe here for long if they lingered.

      “I appreciate the concern, but I’ll be fine,” I said as he took the money. Understanding flickered over his dark face, followed by a look of barely concealed disdain. He thought I was here to buy drugs. Why else would someone who looked like me come here?

      If he only knew.

      As soon as I climbed out of the cab, the cabbie locked his doors and peeled away with a screech of burning rubber. He could not wait to get out of here and into a better neighborhood. I knew how he felt. There were a lot of people loitering, especially dangerous-looking young men. They looked like they had been here for a while and were not going anywhere anytime soon. I got looks from them ranging from apathetic, to curious, to predatory.

      Still cupping my left hand to conceal the glow there, I hastened to follow the arrow’s direction before someone accosted me. I could fight off a bunch of mundanes, of course, but why draw unneeded attention to myself?

      Following the arrow led me through a weed-infested lot behind an abandoned single-family dwelling, which in turn was behind the housing project the cabbie had dropped me off at. When I got to a narrow street that ran behind the house, the arrow dipped down, pointing toward the ground. The arrow directed me to a storm drain in the middle of a partially torn-up, weed-overgrown street that clearly had not seen traffic in quite some time.

      I was going to have to climb into the sewer? Ugh! Was I chasing after Master Splinter from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles? I supposed I should not have been surprised considering how the wererat and its friends had escaped me and Ghost by crawling through a sewer grate.

      The idea of wandering around in D.C.’s sewer system made me pause, not only because the prospect was disgusting, but also because I would be on unfamiliar terrain. I had no idea what I would find down there, aside from disgusting muck. Maybe I should just turn back.

      No! I said firmly to myself as soon as the thought crossed my mind. The magical community was a small one, and gossip spread like wildfire. I would never live it down if word got out a bunch of wererats got the best of me before a Hero intervened. Who would want to hire a bodyguard who was not even capable of protecting herself? I could not continue to do what I did if I ran scared every time something crawled out of the shadows and said Boo! to me. Plus, there was the not so small issue of me not wanting to grow eyes in the back of my head until the wererat issue was resolved.

      Thinking of Ghost made me look around for him. I had been keeping a wary eye open for him since leaving my apartment. The only people around, though, were two old men who sat on the warped stairs of the abandoned house. They eyed me with curiosity.

      “What you doin’ over there, girl?” one of them called out to me. One of his eyes was cloudy and seemed to look out into forever.

      “My wedding ring fell off earlier, and I think it fell into this storm drain,” I said.

      The man barked out a harsh laugh. “You better off letting the rats have that thing than foolin’ around down there.”

      “You may be right,” I said honestly, “but I’m going to do what I’ve got to do to find it.”

      I bent over and shoved my fingers through the grates of the storm drain cover. Such covers typically weighed over a hundred pounds to secure them as vehicles drove over them and to prevent people from removing them without the right tools. I tugged, flexed, and lifted, removing the heavy metal cover from the storm drain in one smooth movement. If the old guys staring at me realized an ordinary woman could not remove the cover so easily, they gave no sign.

      I looked down the now exposed hole into darkness. The smell wafting up from it was like that of a landfill. Pee-yew! I really didn’t want to go down there.

      I glanced at the glowing arrow in my cupped hand. I said to it, “Are you sure Timmy fell down this well, Lassie?” The arrow did not bark, wag its tail, or do anything but continue to point downward insistently.

      I sighed with resignation. I was procrastinating.

      I got down and sat on the edge of the manhole with my lower legs dangling down. Gripping the edges of the hole, I lowered myself until the hole’s darkness swallowed me.

      “White people be crazy,” I faintly heard Cloudy Eye say to his friend, who grunted in agreement. When it came to this particular white person, I could hardly argue with them.

      The smell of the sewer tunnel hit me like a wall as I dangled above it. The stench would gag an elephant. It smelled like . . . well, a sewer. I held my breath and waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness below me.

      Finally, they adjusted, allowing me to see part of the sewer tunnel thanks to the sunlight canting through the hole I clung to. The ceiling of the tunnel was an arch made of old, discolored concrete. Each side of the arch ended at narrow stone walkways. Those walkways flanked a shallow channel at the bottom of the tunnel that was about three feet wide. The channel oozed with fetid, chunky water. The water was such a dark green, it was almost black.

      Space yesterday, a sewer today. From heaven to hell in less than twenty-four hours. What was next, a trip to purgatory?

      I pumped my legs, making my body swing back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock. At the top of a forward swing, I released my hold on the manhole. I dropped like a gently tossed ball.

      I landed on one of the walkways, bending at the knees to absorb the impact from the over twelve-foot fall. I gave myself a ten out of ten for sticking the landing.

      I was forced to take a breath. The noxious fumes down here burned the inside of my nose. My stomach churned, and bile rose to my throat. I gave the smell a zero out of ten.

      Sewer gas was a combination of hydrogen sulfide, carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, ammonia, methane, sulfur dioxide, and a bunch of other stuff. Some toxic, some not. I bet the wererats I was after would have a hearty laugh at my expense if I suffocated or poisoned myself to death on the way to find them.

      While still maintaining the locator spell, I marshalled my will, and visualized clean, fresh air entering my body instead of the soup of noxious fumes that surrounded me. I waved my right hand in a familiar pattern and said, “Aer.”

      The air around my head shimmered faintly, like my head was suddenly enclosed by an iridescent fishbowl. I took an experimental breath. Though the air still didn’t smell like a bouquet of roses, it did not burn my nasal passages when I inhaled it anymore.

      The bubble around my head was keeping the bad stuff out and only letting in breathable air, a mixture of mostly nitrogen and around twenty percent oxygen. Though it was a far more complicated spell than the locator one, casting it had not been hard at all. Like Oscar had said yesterday, elemental magic was kinda my jam.

      The air situation taken care of, now I needed to take care of the light situation. It would be as dark as a cave down here once I moved away from the open manhole above me.

      I paused, concentrating, getting the spell’s exact effects firmly fixed in my mind. Though I knew this was a simple spell in the grand scheme of things, light magic was most definitely not my jam. Some of the gases in the air were not only toxic, but flammable. If I accidently caused a spark while casting the light spell, goodbye Sage Hawthorne and hello Sage Flambé. I was immune to my spellfire, but not to regular fire. Prick me, do I not bleed? Light me on fire, do I not burn to a crisp?

      With part of my will still focused on maintaining the locator spell and the air spell, I made continuous small circular motions in the air with my right hand. I murmured “Lux” while I eased my will into the circle I drew in the air.

      A pinprick of light blinked into existence in the center of the circle. It spread out as I eased my will into it. In seconds, the light became the size of a softball. Its illumination cast a soft light all around me. So the light was not shining directly in my eyes, I made the ball move to float slightly above me with a hand wave and an exertion of will.

      I let out the breath I had been holding. I was not on fire, a sign I had cast the spell correctly. It had taken me months to master creating light when I had gone through my magical training. God had created light in less than a day. It was further evidence I wasn’t Him.

      I glanced at the glowing arrow above my hand. It pointed straight ahead into the pitch blackness in front of me. I walked forward, following the arrow’s direction. I frowned in concentration as I walked. Maintaining three spells at once was an effort, like walking while juggling three balls.

      The tunnel gently curved left, and slightly down. The narrow walkway I stepped on was slick and smooth. There were a couple of times I almost slipped and fell into the waste gurgling in the channel next to me. I wished I had worn my waterproof boots instead of these sneakers. And a hazmat suit.

      After I had walked for a while, the tunnel came to an intersection. I could proceed straight or turn left or right. I went left after consulting the green arrow.

      I made several more turns like that as I went deeper and deeper into the tunnels. The tunnels transitioned from concrete to being made from bricks that, even to my inexpert eye, looked hand-molded. I surmised I was in a much older part of the sewer system now.

      I also realized I was thoroughly lost in this maze of pitch black, stinky tunnels. I would have a hard time retracing my steps. Next time I would have to leave a trail of bread crumbs.

      I prayed to heaven there would never be a next time.

      After a while, I got a vague itchy feeling between my shoulder blades, like someone who might stab me in the back was watching me. Though I did not see anyone, I did not discount the feeling. I had a similar feeling when Ghost had been watching me, and I had been right about that. I wished Ghost had shadowed me down here. As annoying as he was, Ghost would be an improvement over what probably lurked down here.

      I started hearing scratching and squeaking. At first I thought I was finally approaching the wererat I stalked. Then the noise became too loud for it to come from just one creature. And, the louder the sound became, the more obvious it was the noise came from all around me.

      The surface of the water in the channel began to ripple. Whatever caused it was closing in on me fast.

      Fear crawled out of my belly and wrapped its icy claws around my throat. The impulse to run became almost irresistible. But where in the heck would I run to?

      Suddenly, my light was reflecting off of dozens—no, hundreds—of beady red eyes.

      Rats. So many, it was like a Biblical plague.

      They crawled out of the darkness all around me. They were on the ceiling, in the muck of the channel, and on both walkways. They were everywhere.

      They swarmed around me. They didn’t crawl on me, thank goodness, but they got close enough to almost touch me. They carpeted everything for as far as my light let me see. The squirming, squealing, tangled, disgusting mass of small bodies was everywhere.

      Two wererats in humanoid form stepped out of the shadows. One was on the walkway in front of me, the other on the other walkway. Their front incisors were terrifyingly long. The better to eat you with, my dear, popped into my head. I wished I had never heard of Little Red Riding Hood.

      “Oh look,” one wererat said to the other over the din of squealing rats. “It’s lunch.”
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      Though I would not have sworn on a Bible about it, I was pretty sure neither of the wererats in front of me were the ones who had attacked me in the alley. The one on my walkway, the one who had spoken, was light brown, with a patch of darker brown on its long snout. The other one had dirty gray fur. Like the wererats who had attacked me in the alley, the only clothing they wore was soiled leather loincloths that covered their private parts.

      In addition to the two wererats, I was surrounded by hundreds if not thousands of squealing rats that could rip me apart if they turned on me. Despite what my fluttering stomach urged me to do, fleeing was out of the question. I’d have to brazen my way out of this.

      I said to the brown wererat on my walkway, “I’m looking for someone. And you’re not him. Stand aside and let me pass. I have no quarrel with you.” I said it with a confidence I most definitely did not feel. However, I knew from experience that the best way to get attacked was to show you were afraid of being attacked.

      The wererats let out a noise that sounded like a hacksaw cutting through a nail. Laughter. I’d hate to hear the sound they’d make if I told them the only rat joke I knew. It was just as well. The punchline was too cheesy.

      “You’re in no position to make demands, witch,” Brown Patch said. His voice was hard to understand, alternating between low guttural rumblings and high-pitched screeches that were almost whistles. “Nothing can stop us from killing you, drinking your blood, gnawing your flesh, and grinding your bones to powder and making them into bread. You’re in our domain, not Aboveworld.”

      They clearly weren’t afraid of me. Maybe they hadn’t gotten a good look at my Deadmau5 t-shirt.

      I ignored the witch slur and the threat. He was trying to provoke me to violence. “I said stand aside. My patience wears thin.”

      “And if we don’t?” Dirty Gray said.

      “All right, I was trying to do this the easy way, but have it your own way. I formally request safe passage and an audience with your leader under the terms of the Conclave Compact of 1500.”

      They laughed at me again. “Foolish witch,” Brown Patch said. “The wererats are not a part of your Conclave, or your Compact.”

      “True, but almost all of the rest of the magical world is. Which means that if you don’t honor my request, the Conclave will fall on you like a ton of bricks. Remember what happened to the vampires? They weren’t signatories to the Compact either, so they thought they could violate its terms with impunity by attacking and turning Conclave members. And you know what happened to them? The Conclave has almost exterminated them as a species.”

      “Conclave, Conclave, Conclave,” Dirty Gray repeated mockingly. “You wield the word like it’s a sword. I don’t see the Conclave here. I just see a foolish woman, alone and surrounded by my kin.”

      “Do you really think I would be stupid enough to come down here without telling others where I was going?” Unfortunately, I had been stupid enough to do just that, but I was not going to volunteer the information. Maybe Oscar had been right about me being impulsive. In my defense, I had no idea I was walking into what was apparently a nest of wererats. “If something happens to me, a bunch of Conclave Otherkin and magicians will come down here and kill every rat and wererat they can get their hands on. The Conclave is not to be trifled with.” That last part was true. It was why I was so scared of them.

      The wererats hesitated for a moment. Then, Brown Patch said to his companion, “Let’s take our chances with the Conclave. They’re not here, she is, and I’m hungry.” He stepped toward me. His companion followed after a moment’s hesitation. The swarming rats parted in front of them like the Red Sea.

      “Stop right there,” I said sharply. “Don’t you know what I am? Look at this globe of light, the sphere around my head that lets me breathe down here, and the glowing arrow hovering over my hand. Add it all together, and it equals sorceress. And as a sorceress, it’ll only take a split second for me to conjure up some spellfire. Here’s another math problem: Add spellfire to the flammable gas swirling around down here, and what do you get? If you’re thinking ‘Kaboom!’ then you’re smarter than you look.”

      The wererats froze in their tracks.

      “You’re bluffing,” Brown Patch said nervously. “If you set off an explosion, you’ll kill yourself too.”

      “I die in an explosion, or I die while you’re chugging my blood and tearing my flesh. Either way, I’m equally dead. And an explosion that kills me quickly is more appealing than what your teeth and claws would do to me.” I shrugged. “You two have a choice: You can continue to stand in my way, threatening and annoying me. In that case I’ll light the invisible powder keg surrounding us, and we’ll blast off to that big mousetrap in the sky together. Then the Conclave will come down here and kill all your friends and relatives in retribution.

      “Or option two, we can play nice with one another, and you can take me to your leader as I requested pursuant to the Compact. I know which option I’d take if I were in your loincloth, but maybe you’ve got a death wish.”

      The wererats just stared at me. Their beady eyes glittered malevolently in the light of my glowing orb. Then they broke eye contact with me and looked at each other. They screeched at one another in what must have been their native tongue. It sounded like a bagful of drowning cats.

      “Follow,” Brown Patch finally directed me grudgingly. He turned and retreated into the darkness. I hesitated for a beat, then cautiously followed him. The swarming rats moved out of the way as I walked, narrowly avoiding my footsteps.

      Dirty Gray leaped from his walkway onto mine once I passed him. He trailed behind me as I followed his companion. I felt like the Pied Piper of Hamelin with Dirty Gray and all his disgusting rodent friends behind me. I did not like having Dirty Gray’s claws and fangs where I couldn’t see them. I wished I had eyes in the back of my head. I kept my fire spell at the ready, alert for the first sign of treachery. I had not been joking before—I would blow us all to kingdom come before I let myself become a wererat snack.

      There were more twists and turns as I followed Brown Patch with Dirty Gray as my creepy shadow. On a positive note, my tracking spell indicated we were moving toward the wererat whose fur I carried.

      On a negative and nauseating note, droppings from the rats crawling on the ceiling fell on my head and shoulders as we traveled. It was the most disgusting drizzle ever. I resisted the temptation to brush the rat dung off. I pretended to be unfazed, like I got pooped on by a swarm of rats every day of the week and twice on Sundays. I feared the wererats would see anything else as a sign of weakness and pounce on me.

      Finally, the tunnel we were in widened dramatically, becoming a massive cavern that, thankfully, had no sewage running through it. I was even more twisted around now than I had been before the wererats showed up. If someone told me we had reached the center of the earth, I would not have been surprised.

      I had hit the rodent mother lode. Rats and wererats dotted the cavern for as far as the eye could see. My heart, already pounding like a drum, skipped a beat and tried to take refuge in my throat. I fought to keep my anxiety off my face.

      The rats who had escorted me here fanned out in the cavern, most of them getting lost in the gloom of the large space. Other than my magical floating sphere, the only sources of light in the vast space were luminescing objects mounted high on the curved walls of the cavern.

      I realized with a jolt the glowing objects were skulls. They were mostly human and werewolf skulls, but there were several others I could not figure out the origin of.

      Brown Patch paused until I was abreast of him; Dirty Gray came up and joined the two of us. Both of their nostrils flared. Wererats were said to have a very acute sense of smell. A look of disgust passed between them as if it were I, not they, who reeked.

      With the two wererats on either side of me, they escorted me through the cavern. I only saw male wererats. I wondered where the females were. Maybe the regular-sized rats were all male too. I had no idea how to tell a male rat from a female one, and I had zero interest in learning.

      The rats and wererats in the cavern stared at me as we passed by. Their hard looks did not say, Oh goodie, a guest. Let’s break out the good china. It was more like, Oh goodie, long pork. Let’s break her bones and eat her on the good china. I wished, for probably the hundredth time since encountering Brown Patch and Dirty Gray, that I had told someone where I was going before I descended into the sewer. If my skull wound up joining this wall of glowing skeletal fame, no one aboveground would be the wiser.

      I relaxed my will, and let my light spell dissipate. Not only did the skulls glow enough so I could see without my spell, but I also wanted to have as much of my will available as possible if the rat poop hit the fan. I had no illusions about surviving if all these wererats attacked, but I would go down swinging. There was no way I would let myself become the star of a wererat gangbang and dinner party.

      We came to a short line of wererats who were queued up in front of steps to a stone dais. The dais was pitch black, and it glittered dully like it was wet.

      Thirteen grinning skulls shined down on a throne resting on the dais, bathing the massive chair in an otherworldly light. Initially, I thought the throne was made of a white wood. As I got closer to it, I realized it was not. It was made of bones of different body parts, species, and lengths, arranged so cunningly that it was as if the throne had been carved from a single block of wood rather than assembled out of hundreds of bones.

      It had taken me a while to realize what the throne was made of because I had been too busy staring at who was on the throne. Or maybe what was on the throne was more accurate.

      A three-headed wererat sat there. The eyes of each head glowed like they were radioactive—red on the left, white in the middle, and blue on the right. God bless America. The creature was bigger by far than any other wererat in the room; it was probably almost nine feet tall if it stood up. Its fur was slick, and black as soot. The oiliness of the fur reminded me of how a snake looks right after it sheds its skin—slick, wet, and evil.

      That was not the only way the wererat reminded me of a snake. The wererat’s fur rippled and spasmed like a molting snake’s skin, as if small creatures were crawling around inside the wererat, right under its skin, trying to break out.

      Each of the wererat’s heads bore a crown, one platinum, one crystal, one gold. Unlike the other wererats I had seen, this wererat’s loincloth was made of gold cloth, not leather. I wondered if the gold was real. The thought of getting close enough to touch it and find out gave me the heebie-jeebies.

      On each side of the throne stood two strapping wererats, one white, one black. Each had a gold collar around its neck, and each was armed with halberds. The shaft of the weapon was wooden, while the ax and spear parts appeared to be silver. The edges of the axes gleamed with sharpness.

      “Who’s this, Cerberus’ distant cousin?” I asked Dirty Gray about the three-headed wererat in a low voice. I tended to say silly things when I was nervous, and I was most definitely nervous now.

      “This is the Rat King,” Dirty Gray said, also in a low voice. Even with his heavily accented voice, I heard the surprise in it, as if I had just asked what the sun was. “Now hold your tongue before I bite it off.” I didn’t like being told to shut up, but being surrounded by dozens of Otherkin with sharp fangs and claws was not the best time to take offense.

      I did not know how anybody could have heard my whispered question over all the noise in the room, anyway. The noise did not come from all the rats and wererats in the cavern. Rather, two wererats knelt on the dais in front of the Rat King, screeching at each other in their native language. It sounded like they were arguing. However, since I didn’t understand wererat, for all I knew they were singing the praises of the city’s cat spaying program.

      The Rat King’s red-eyed head said something. The kneeling wererats immediately fell silent, as if their vocal cords had been cut. The red-eyed head spoke again, and the white rat armed with a halberd stepped forward. The halberd descended like a silver scythe toward the head of one of the kneeling wererats. The wererat’s alarmed squeal shut off like a light when his head was sliced off his neck. Like a dropped watermelon, his head hit the dais with a dull thud and a spray of red.

      The other kneeling wererat stood up while his companion’s headless body fell sideways, spurting blood from its neck like a geyser. The standing wererat picked the other’s head up by its ears and held the still-bleeding head over his head like it was a trophy. He lifted his snout and drank the blood dripping down from the severed head. Screeches and squeals rose all around me. They were cheering the blood-drinking wererat. I deduced the two wererats had been arguing, and the Rat King had decided on the winner. To the winner, apparently, belonged the bloody spoils.

      My mouth filled with saliva. My stomach churned, threatening to spew at the revolting sight. Conscious of Brown Patch’s and Dirty Gray’s malevolent eyes on me, I fought the internal eruption down by sheer force of will. I forced myself to look calm and disinterested, as if this was my fourth decapitation of the day. I sensed that, Compact or no Compact, the wererats would be on me like rabid dogs if I showed any sign of squeamishness or weakness.

      While the cheering continued, I glanced down at the green arrow still hovering over my palm. It pointed to the left, blinking instead of being solid green as it had been while I followed its lead. That meant the wererat I sought was close.

      I looked at where the arrow pointed. I spotted in the crowd an Otherkin who I thought was the brown wererat I had fought in the alley. Without the guidance of my locator spell, I would not have known it was him. For all I knew, the other wererats who had attacked me were in this cavern as well. Except for their differing coloration, one wererat looked much the same as another to my untrained eye. In fairness, they probably thought I looked like every other human female. Kate Upton would have been insulted.

      Perhaps feeling the weight of my gaze, the brown wererat turned his head and looked at me. He did a quick double-take. He obviously recognized me.

      I smiled broadly at him. I mimed shooting him with my forefinger, dropping the hammer that was my thumb. The wererat’s bloodshot eyes just glittered at me, and he turned to face the dais again. My quivering insides gave lie to my surface self-assurance, but I believed in faking it until I made it. I had hoped to find the wererat alone, not find him surrounded by dozens of his closest friends. Beating answers out of the Otherkin about who had hired him and his friends to attack me was out of the question here.

      The wererat who had drunk the decapitated head’s blood stepped off the dais, still carrying the dripping head. Several wererats mounted the dais, picked up the headless body, and carried it away into the gloom. A shrill whistle from the black wererat with the halberd brought dozens of four-legged rats scurrying onto the dais. The rodents licked the black dais clean of blood. In seconds, the dais glittered again. My stomach gurgled anew at the sight.

      The rats scattered off the dais. Three wererats in line ahead of us mounted the steps onto the dais. They knelt before their king. The center head said something to them, and they answered with a series of shrieks, screeches, and caterwauls. It was like listening to a violin concert performed by six-year-olds. It set my teeth on edge.

      Eventually, the three kneeling wererats were dismissed, and left the stage. Two more in line ahead of us took their place on their knees on the dais. I started to think the wererats were bringing problems and disputes before their king for him to resolve them. It was like The People’s Court: Wererat Edition. I hoped my turn on the dais was a lot less bloodthirsty than the first adjudication I witnessed.

      Finally, Dirty Gray, Brown Patch, and I mounted the dais. Dirty Gray and Brown Patch knelt as the others had. I hesitated for a beat, then remained standing.

      The king’s right head, which had seemed bored and half-asleep through the rest of the proceedings, perked up. His glowing blue eyes looked down at me with interest. The king’s other four eyes studied me as well, making me feel like I was pond scum examined under a microscope. The constant writhing under the Rat King’s skin made it appear like he was always moving, though he sat still. It creeped me out.

      “Kneel before the king, Aboveworlder,” the white halberd wielder snarled. At least he had the decency to say it in English. The way he brandished his weapon threateningly needed no translation.

      “No,” I said loudly. My voice echoed through the cavern. “I kneel before no one.” A stunned hush fell over the assembled wererats. I was still playing my show-no-weakness game. My bold words were betrayed by my mind recoiling from the sudden mental image it got of the halberd whistling through the air and biting into my neck.

      Incensed, the white wererat stepped toward me. My thoughts might have become reality had the king’s blue-eyed head not stopped the white wererat with a sharp whistle.

      “Let her be,” the right head said. “I am curious what has made this human bold enough to enter our domain.”

      “Why do you soil our presence with an Aboveworlder?” the white-eyed head asked of Dirty Gray and Brown Patch. His snout wrinkled, as if his big nose had just gotten a whiff of me and he did not like what he smelled.

      “This creature is grotesquely ugly and it stinks. We should kill it before it reproduces,” the red-eyed head said.

      So far, old blue eyes was my favorite. I would have laid massive odds a few short hours ago I would not now be thinking things like the right head is my favorite.

      “She claims safe passage and the right of entreaty under the Compact,” Brown Patch said. Neither he nor Dirty Gray looked the Rat King in the eye. I knew how they felt. Looking the Rat King in the eye felt akin to a deer staring a tiger in the eye. I forced myself to do it anyway. If I didn’t play this right, my head would do its best bloody basketball impersonation on the stone dais. I’d have to rely on my wits, not my magic. The wererats on the dais with me were too close. There was no way I’d be able to get a spell off before they were on me.

      “I’m perfectly capable of speaking for myself,” I proclaimed, putting a lot of haughtiness into my voice despite my flip-flopping stomach. I addressed the Rat King, saying, “My name is Sage Hawthorne. I am a sorceress. Four wererats attacked me without cause aboveground yesterday. I used my magic to track one of them here. I want to know why they attacked me and, if they were hired to do so, who hired them.”

      “The creature is immensely stupid to come here alone,” the red-eyed head said. “We should kill it before it reproduces.”

      “My brother king has a point,” the blue-eyed head said to me. “You are either very powerful, very brave, or very foolish.”

      “All of the above,” I said. The blue-eyed head laughed out loud. Even the homicidal red-eyed head chuckled slightly. A ripple of laughter ran through the rest of the cavern. Apparently, when the king laughed, everyone did. Rat see, rat do. Perhaps wererats and humans were not so different after all.

      Only the white-eyed Rat King head didn’t laugh. Glowering down at me, he said, “We know nothing of such an attack.”

      “Maybe you don’t, but he does.” I pointed at the wererat in the assembled throng whose fur was wrapped around my wrist. “He is one of the ones who attacked me yesterday, and the one my magic led me to today.”

      When it became obvious whom I pointed at, the wererats around the brown wererat shied away from him. The fearful way they did it, I got the feeling a wererat attacking someone without the king’s knowledge was a definite no-no. Assuming, that is, the king wasn’t lying about not knowing of the attack.

      After hesitating for a moment, the brown wererat I pointed at said, “I have no idea what this human is talking about.” He said human the way Loopy had said it yesterday, like it was an insult. “I’ve never seen her before today. But if she comes over here and bends over, I’ll introduce myself to her.” The wererat thrust his pelvis back and forth suggestively. All three heads of the Rat King laughed, followed a beat later by everyone else in the cavern. The laughter was not good-natured. More like gleefully mocking.

      I waited for the laughter to die down.

      “He’s lying,” I said. I held my left palm up so the Rat King could see the glowing arrow hovering above it. “See? My locator spell points directly at him.”

      “The creature foolishly tries to trick us. We should kill it before it reproduces,” the red-eyed head said. I had never seen a broken record in rat form before.

      “Any Gifted fool can produce a lightshow in an attempt to dupe us,” the white-eyed Rat King head agreed. “I knew an illusionist who could make his manhood appear as long as his leg. I bit his leg off, making his leg and his manhood equally long in reality.” The throng laughed again. When you were a king, the whole world laughed with you.

      “Several of our brethren can vouch for my whereabouts here in the sewers all day yesterday,” the brown wererat said. The others who attacked me, no doubt, I thought. “I have not been Aboveworld in days. The human lies, not me.”

      The white-eyed Rat King head impaled me with his gaze. “The protection the Compact affords you is nullified if you abuse its provisions by deceiving your host.” The red-eyed head whistled, and the wererats armed with halberds instantly lowered their weapons, pointing their silver tips at me. Under different circumstances, I might have admired how on the ball they were.

      “If I’m lying and that wererat has never seen me before, then how do I have a clump of his fur?” Moving slowly so as to not provoke the wererats with the halberds, I pulled the sandwich bag containing the fur out of my pocket. I unsealed the bag and pulled the fur out. I kept my disgust off my face as I held the fur out toward the Rat King. “I retrieved his fur from the alley he attacked me in.”

      The blue-eyed head looked at me with interest, with things still writhing right under the skin of its body. A part of whatever the squirming things were rose into the blue-eyed head’s throat. It looked like a giant, wriggling Adam’s apple.

      As I watched with disguised disgust and horror, the blue-eyed head opened his mouth. The bulge at his throat slid upward. Two big rats crawled out of his mouth, one after the other, like noxious gas bubbling out of a swamp. Both rats were black and slick with film, like they had just crawled out of an oil spill. They landed on the Rat King’s lap with wet plops. Their tiny eyes glowed blue, just like the head they had come out of.

      In a flash of revolting insight, I realized the things crawling around inside of the Rat King were rats. There must have been dozens of the rodents inside his big body.

      The two rats hopped from the monarch’s lap to the dais. They shook themselves dry like wet dogs. I thanked my lucky stars I was far enough away I didn’t get splattered by the droplets. No amount of bathing could cleanse me of that grossness.

      One rat scampered off the dais toward the brown wererat. The other scurried over to me. As I suppressed shudders of disgust, the black rat crawled up my leg, past my stomach, and perched on my breast. Its twitching whiskers were so long, they grazed my chin. It took a superhuman effort of will to remain still and not slap the thing off me.

      From my chest the rat bounded onto my outstretched arm, scampering across it to where I held the fur of the wererat who had attacked me. Its small claws dug into my wrist as it sniffed the wererat fur. I looked over and saw the other rat which had come out of the Rat King’s mouth doing the same thing to the brown wererat. The rat sniffed the brown Otherkin like a bloodhound catching a scent.

      The blue-eyed head turned sharply to stare at the brown wererat. His blue eyes blazed, like a fire splashed with gasoline. “The sorceress speaks truly,” he hissed balefully. “It is your fur. You dare lie to your king?” The wererats near the brown wererat shrank even farther away from him, obviously not wanting to be near someone who had incurred the wrath of the Rat King.

      The brown wererat cursed. He snapped his long tail around like a whip. It smacked the sniffing black rat. The rat’s body split open like an overripe cantaloupe. Blood went flying like spray from a sprinkler. The ruptured rat’s keening died stillborn.

      The brown wererat looked at me with hate in his bloodshot eyes. His hand disappeared under his loincloth. It reappeared holding a curved silver dagger.

      The wererat’s legs coiled and sprang. They propelled him into the air, over the heads of the throng. He shot toward the dais.

      The brandished dagger glinted evilly under the skulls’ glow as the wererat hurtled toward us.
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      I reacted without thinking. I released my hold on the locator spell. “Terra!” I cried, waving my hand in the necessary pattern at the dais and exerting my will as Dirty Gray and Brown Patch scrambled out of the way. The blue-eyed black rat fell off my gesticulating arm with a squeal.

      The brown wererat was about to land on the dais near me. The small part of me that wasn’t focused on casting my spell realized the dagger-wielding brown wererat hurtling through the air wasn’t aiming for me. He was aiming for the Rat King.

      The wererat was going to land on the dais between me and the Rat King. Knowing what was going to happen, I dove to the right, out of the way.

      The brown wererat’s feet touched down on the dais. The stone under him exploded like he had stepped on a land mine thanks to the earth-based spell I had cast.

      The wererat was blasted backward. He fell heavily. The force of the blast made him roll like a ball. He tumbled back off the dais.

      The wererats armed with the halberds rushed forward in pursuit of the brown wererat. The Rat King stayed them with a whistle.

      The Rat King rose from his throne. He had been terrifyingly large seated. Standing, he was the stuff horror movies were based on.

      Moving faster than I would’ve expected a creature his size being able to, the Rat King snatched the halberd out of the hands of one of his guards. With his skin still rippling with all the rats inside his body, he stepped off the dais toward the brown wererat.

      The brown wererat was back on his feet. He staggered slightly due to being blasted off the dais, and he bled from a gash on his snout. He still held the curved silver dagger. He waved it in front of himself at the Rat King in silent invitation.

      The Rat King and the smaller wererat circled each other, brandishing their weapons, like wary gladiators in an arena. The wererats and rats near them quickly got out of the way. Everyone else in the cavern just stood and watched. I might have intervened had I known which side to intervene on. After all, the brown wererat had tried to kill me, and two of the three of the Rat King’s heads wanted to kill me as well. Maybe I should have been cheering, “I hope you both die!” but even someone as undiplomatic as I knew that probably wasn’t the right move.

      The cavern was so quiet, you could’ve heard a pin drop. The only sounds were the shifting of the dueling wererats’ feet and the brown wererat’s labored breathing. I had really walloped him with my spell. The fact he was still moving was a testament to how tough he was.

      The Rat King made the first move. He lunged forward, thrusting the spiked tip of the long halberd at his opponent. The brown wererat sidestepped the thrust, and rushed forward, slashing with the dagger.

      The brown wererat had made a big mistake. The Rat King’s thrust had merely been a feint. The Rat King spun out of the way of the flashing knife, and simultaneously yanked the halberd back. The sharp axe edge of the weapon sliced through the back of the brown wererat’s leg.

      Blood flooded from the wound. The brown wererat shrieked. He staggered and fell to a knee, his injured leg rendered useless.

      The Rat King kicked the downed wererat hard. Like a toppled domino, the wererat fell on his back with a thud. The halberd became a blur in the Rat King’s hands as the weapon spun, reversing direction. The Rat King slammed the weapon down. Its blunt butt hit the supine wererat square in his chest. There was the loud crack of breaking bones. The wererat’s scream abruptly died to a whimper. The dagger fell out of his hand. The Rat King kicked it away.

      The Rat King flipped the halberd around again. He stood over the brown wererat with the axe edge of the weapon pressed against the downed creature’s throat. The brown wererat’s limbs twitched, but he otherwise appeared to be incapacitated.

      The center head of the Rat King screeched at the supine wererat in the creatures’ native tongue. The brown wererat responded in a weak voice.

      The two went back and forth like that for a while, with the rest of the cavern completely quiet as the two spoke. Maybe they were talking about what they would have for dinner post-fight, but I doubted it.

      I was right. Once the two finished talking, the Rat King took a step back. He raised the halberd over his three heads like he was about to chop wood. The halberd descended. The axe part of the halberd cleanly chopped off the brown wererat’s head like his neck was made of butter. The brown wererat’s head went rolling. His decapitated body gushed blood.

      The cavern erupted into squeals, squeaks and cheers so loud I wanted to cover my ears. I wanted to, but did not. I was still doing my tough as nails impersonation, despite the fact I wanted to turn away from the revolting sight and throw up everything I had ever eaten in my life.

      The Rat King dropped the halberd. He stepped over to where the head had stopped rolling. Picking the head up by its ears, the Rat King drank blood from the dripping head just as the wererat on the dais had done earlier. Clearly this was not the place to lose an argument or fight. The cheering got even louder as the three Rat King heads took turns drinking the dead wererat’s blood. Wererats stomped their feet; rats jumped up and down in glee. I felt the vibration of the pandemonium in my teeth. It was as if I stood in the home stadium of a football team who had just scored the winning touchdown.

      The Rat King dropped the head like it was an empty milk carton. With his faces’ mouths slick with blood, he mounted the dais again. He went right by me on his way back to the bone throne. I got a whiff of blood as he passed, strong and sickly sweet. My stomach rumbled threateningly again. I really regretted those rich champagne donuts I had for breakfast.

      The Rat King sat on his throne again. He raised a single clawed finger. The screeches and cheering died off into nothingness as if a dimmer switch had been twisted to an off position. The king’s white guard hopped off the dais to retrieve the halberd the Rat King had taken from him. Other wererats in the crowd hustled forward to pick up the brown wererat’s decapitated body and his head. They disappeared deep into the crowd with him. Four-legged rats scurried forward to lick the blood off the cavern floor.

      The rat that had crawled up me to sniff the brown wererat’s fur bounded back over to the Rat King. It crawled up the monarch’s seated body and began to lick the blood off the muzzle of the blue-eyed head. The other two heads vomited up rats of their own, and those rats licked the muzzles they had been disgorged from.

      All three sets of the Rat King’s eyes stared at me as the heads were groomed. Incredibly, the heads’ crowns had not fallen off. Because I didn’t know what else to say, I said, “I guess it’s true what they say: If you attack a king, you’d best kill him. I’m glad that did not happen here. I was rooting for you.”

      “It was your moral support that sustained me in my hour of need,” the blue-eyed head said. The other two heads laughed, which set off a chain reaction of laughter which rippled throughout the cavern. Now I knew what my life was missing: A sea of sycophants who would laugh and cheer me on command.

      I decided to not mention that if it hadn’t been for me and my spell, the brown wererat might have been the one to survive the fight with the Rat King. Diplomacy. If I ever lost my job permanently with Capstone, I could become the ambassador to the wererat underworld. It would be the worst job ever.

      “I’m happy about what happened, but I must admit I don’t entirely understand it,” I said. “Why did that wererat attack you and not me?”

      The rats that had been grooming the Rat King were finished, and they crawled back into the Rat King’s throats. Once his rat’s tail disappeared down his throat, the blue-eyed head said, “In our society, all mercenary work must be approved by me. Further, I receive a percentage of all the proceeds. Since that wererat attacked you without my approval and without tendering my kickback, he violated wererat law. Rather than submit to punishment, he chose to challenge me. Had he succeeded, he would have assumed my mantle and become the new king.”

      “Before he died, did he tell you who hired him and his companions?” I asked.

      “He did,” the blue-eyed head said. “He made a full confession after I defeated him, as is our way.”

      “Good. Then if you’ll tell me who hired him and his friends, I’ll be on my way.” I couldn’t get out of here soon enough. I didn’t know if there was water hot enough or soap strong enough to wash the stench of this place off me.

      “No,” all three Rat King heads said at once.

      “No?”

      “No,” they repeated firmly.

      “It is not our way,” the white-eyed head said.

      “This creature is more valuable dead than alive. We should kill it before it reproduces,” the red-eyed head said.

      “My brother speaks truly,” the blue-eyed head said to me. “We must assume the obligation of the contract on your head. You indeed are far more valuable to us dead than alive.” So much for him being my favorite head.

      I was suddenly hyperconscious of the fact that the white guard was back on the dais, having retrieved his halberd. I didn’t want either guard to use their weapons on me. I had gotten used to my head being right where it was. “But I saved your life,” I protested. Diplomacy could go to Hades. My diplomacy ended where my life began.

      “We hardly needed your help to fend off one wererat,” the white-eyed head scoffed. “And even if you did assist in some small, insignificant way, it is of no matter. You should not expect gratitude. Gratitude is a human emotion, not a wererat one. As we wererats say, a contract is a contract is a contract. If we do not do the job we are hired to do, soon people will stop hiring us.”

      “Under our laws, the only way to nullify the contract on your life is if you buy it out,” the blue-eyed head added.

      My heart sank to my stomach, and they both took up residence in my feet. I couldn’t even pay my rent. How was I supposed to pay for my life? But what choice did I have? If Ghost hadn’t intervened, I wouldn’t have survived the first wererat attack. There was no way I’d survive swarms of them coming after me.

      “How much to buy out the contract?” I asked. I dreaded the answer.

      “The contract itself is ninety-three gold talents,” the blue-eyed head said. Gold talents were the universal currency of the magical world. “Add to that the twenty percent buy-out surcharge, for a total of one hundred and twelve gold talents.”

      I did a rough conversion to dollars in my head. My stomach twisted at the answer: over forty thousand dollars. It was both too much and too little. Too little because my life was apparently only worth that. Too much because I didn’t have forty thousand dollars. When you were almost flat broke like I was, forty thousand dollars might as well be forty billion. There was no way I could pay that amount.

      “I’ll give you twenty-eight,” I countered. Twenty-eight gold talents equaled a little over ten thousand dollars. I did not have ten thousand lying around, but it was better than trying to raise forty.

      “This is not a negotiation,” the white-eyed head snarled. The Rat King’s fist thumped the throne’s armrest in irritation. “Our rate is our rate. Take it or leave it.”

      I felt the eyes of all the rodents in the cavern on me. With a word from their Rat King, it could just as easily be their teeth and claws on me.

      Again, what choice did I have?

      “I’ll take it,” I said.
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      I paced the floor of my tiny living room. My hair was wet. I only had on my robe. I had just finished showering after returning from the sewers. The stench of the sewers seemed to be baked into my clothes. I would just throw them away instead of trying to wash the filth and smell out of them. Besides, the fewer the reminders of my idiocy, the better.

      I took a swig of Elven wine. The fact it did not make me feel better showed just how massive a mess I was in. I was worse off now than I had been before I had gone down into the sewers. Before, only four wererats had been trying to kill me. Now, the entire wererat community would try to kill me if I did not come up with forty thousand dollars. The Rat King had given me two and a half weeks to produce the money. If I didn’t, my life would turn into The Fugitive, with me playing the role of Harrison Ford, and every wererat in the world chasing me.

      Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb. I wished I had never heard of a sewer, much less ventured into one. I was like a reverse King Midas—everything I touched turned into complete crap. First the Institute of Peace, now this. I shouldn’t even venture outside. I was a hazard to myself. I should lock myself into this apartment and throw away the key.

      The problem with that plan was that first Mrs. Leverette and her sons would come knocking, and shortly thereafter, a hit squad of wererats would then knock to knock me off. And that was assuming the Conclave didn’t get to me first for my First Rule violations.

      I took another swig of wine. What to do, what to do, what to do? Coming up with forty thousand dollars was problematic. Even if I sold everything I owned, I would not come even close to that amount. Ghost had been right when he said I had no assets to speak of.

      Could I borrow the money? The only person I knew who had that kind of money at his fingertips and who might be inclined to help me was Oscar.

      Ugh! The thought of crawling back to the office and begging him for a loan after what he said about me and after he suspended me turned my stomach. I’d be like a dog returning to her vomit to lap it up.

      No. Going to Oscar would be the last resort. There had to be another way.

      I could attack the wererat problem at its source and go after the person who put out the contract on my life. I could persuade them to cancel their contract with the wererats. By “persuade them,” I meant beat them to a bloody pulp. My fists could be quite persuasive when I needed them to be. And oh boy, if there was a time I needed them to be, that time was now.

      The problem was I did not have a better idea now of who hired the wererats than I did before I ventured into the sewers. However, I still thought the leading candidate was Willow Wilde. The fact the wererats attacked me just a couple of days after I punched Willow was too big of a coincidence to ignore. Despite all the other enemies I had made over the years, surely this wererat-hiring enemy had to be her.

      But what if it wasn’t? If I beat the tar out of Willow and it turned out she had not hired the wererats, there would be consequences. The wererats would still come after me, Oscar would probably fire me, the Conclave would punish me even more severely than they already would, and I’d be in trouble with the mundane authorities if Willow called the cops. I’d be even more in the soup than I already was. I’d be jumping from the frying pan into the fire.

      What the heck was the deal with all my cooking metaphors? Maybe it was a side effect of Elven wine mixed with panic.

      I shook my head at myself. The idea of beating up someone who might in fact be innocent didn’t appeal to me. I was no bully. I was stupid sometimes, but not a bully.

      No, strong-arming Willow without evidence she was connected to the wererats was out.

      More wine disappeared into me. Its disappearance inspired me, which further proved Elven wine had never let me down:

      I could disappear. I could go hide somewhere the wererats and the Conclave couldn’t find me.

      I thought more about running away as I paced. The problem was, running required money which I didn’t have. Plus, I was not sure a place where I couldn’t be found existed. And even if it did, the idea of spending the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for the wererats and for Conclave enforcement officials didn’t appeal to me. My life wasn’t much, but it was mine. I didn’t want to walk away from it because I was afraid.

      The thought of running away like a scared girl was repugnant to me. If I was going to get stabbed to death, I’d rather get stabbed in the chest while fighting back than get stabbed in the back while running.

      Running was out, borrowing money was out, and smacking Willow around was out. That left me with one option, the one I had been trying to avoid because of all the misgivings I had.

      I put down the wine and picked up the slip of paper Daniel had left me. It had his cell phone number on it.

      I stared at the piece of paper for a while.

      Finally, I picked up my cell phone and tapped out a text message to Daniel. It took me longer than it should have. The wine had made my fingers clumsy.

      Make it $60,000 total and I’m in, the text read.
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      I was sweating, both from nerves and from the District’s relentless summer humidity, even at this time of the day. I glanced at my watch. It was just a few minutes before 3 a.m. Almost the witching hour. How appropriate.

      I looked around, making sure nobody was nearby. The coast was clear.

      I pulled a ski mask over my head. The black mask matched the color of my pants, socks, and long-sleeved shirt. Then, to avoid leaving fingerprints, I tugged on the $600 leather black gloves I picked up at Neiman Marcus last year. Stylish and thin, the gloves were almost as good as not having anything at all on my hands. Sorceress turned cat burglar chic.

      “I’ve been involved in some cockamamie schemes in my time,” I whispered to Daniel, “but this one takes the cake. This is a terrible idea.”

      “You might have mentioned that a time or twenty already,” he whispered back. “Cool your jets. I wouldn’t have pegged you as a worrywart.” Also dressed in dark clothes, Daniel had the Ark fragment tucked between his legs as he slipped on his own ski mask and gloves. A thick coil of black nylon rope was wound diagonally around his torso.

      The red, white, and blue of a D.C. Metropolitan Police car approached on Independence Avenue. Despite the bright moon overhead and the numerous nearby street lights, we were shrouded in the shadows of the museum we stood next to and probably couldn’t be spotted from the road. Even so, I held my breath and thought invisible thoughts until the cop car passed.

      “I worry because there’s reason to worry,” I said once the cop’s taillights faded from view. “I can’t believe you talked me into stealing this Cloak of Wisdom thingamajig. What if we get caught? I’ve already got a record. The judge will throw the book at me.”

      “It’s not a thingamajig. It’s a Relic of great power. One of the neutral ones. Show some respect. It can augment your magic to help us find the Spear of Destiny. And, we’re not stealing it.” Daniel saw me roll my eyes. “Okay technically, under mundane law, we are stealing it. But under magical law, the Cloak belongs to whomever has the wit to find and wield it.”

      “If we get caught, it’ll be a mundane judge we’re dragged in front of, not a magical one.”

      “We’re not going to get caught. And even if we did, it’s for a just cause.”

      I snorted. In the still hours of the early morning, the sound was louder than I meant it to be. “Yeah, I can see me in court now: ‘You should just let me go, your Honor. The fallen angel I broke into the Smithsonian with so we could steal a magic cape assured me we did it for a just cause, namely to help us find a spear that’s also magic and that can be used to conquer the world.’ I imagine that defense will go over like a lead balloon, assuming the judge stops laughing long enough to hear it.”

      “Stop being such a nervous Nellie.”

      “And you stop being such a . . .” I groped for an appropriate alliteration.

      “Definite Daniel? Decided Daniel? Dauntless Daniel?” he supplied.

      “No one likes a know-it-all. Especially not an overly confident one.”

      We stood next to the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, a squat, rectangular pink and gray granite building on the District’s National Mall, the huge area which stretched between the United States Capitol building and the Lincoln Memorial. The one-story granite structure was the only part of the gallery that was aboveground; the other three stories were underground.

      I had been to the Sackler Gallery many times, but never in the wee hours of the morning when it was closed. It was part of the Smithsonian’s Quadrangle Complex, which also included the National Museum of African Art and the S. Dillon Ripley Center. The African museum with its domed roof was directly ahead of where Daniel and I stood. Independence Avenue ran by us on the right. The four-acre Enid A. Haupt Garden was to the left. The towered Smithsonian Institution Building was on the other side of the garden, and the rest of the Mall beyond that.

      The Smithsonian Institution Building loomed over us. That building was more commonly called the Castle because that was what it looked like—a red sandstone, Gothic castle. Urban legend said the Castle was haunted. A necromancer at Capstone Security had assured me a while ago the legend was true. I wondered if some of those ghosts were staring down at me now from the Castle’s towers, wondering what in the world I was doing here in the middle of the night. I wondered the same thing.

      Ghosts looking at me would be far better than the Hero Ghost looking at me. I scanned the air for him but did not see anything but the night sky. Now would be a terrible time for the meddling Hero to show up, right when I was about to commit several felonies.

      “Okay, let’s get this party started,” Daniel said. He looked at me expectantly.

      I took one more wary look around. I still did not see anyone, but it was what I could not see that I was worried about. “Are you sure we’re not being electronically surveilled? A major tourist destination like the Mall must have hidden cameras all over the place.”

      “There are cameras everywhere, but not here. The tiny area we’re standing in is a dead zone the cameras don’t cover.” Daniel shook his head impatiently. “We’ve been over this. Just like we’ve been over how the gallery’s alarms don’t cover the roof. Just like we’ve been over how there are cameras inside, but no one monitors them in real-time, so if we keep our masks on, no one will be able to identify us later. Just like we’ve been over how there are no security guards in this particular gallery from 2:00 a.m. until 5 a.m. Thanks to budget cuts, only certain museums get round-the-clock protection, like the National Museum of Natural History where the Hope Diamond and other priceless gems are on display. The lack of round-the-clock guards at certain museums is not common knowledge, so keep it under your hat.”

      “I still can’t believe a homeless guy is on the Smithsonian’s board of directors.”

      “It’s called the Board of Regents. The fact I’m not allowed to keep a permanent residence doesn’t mean I don’t keep my fingers in a bunch of pies. How am I supposed to do enough good to earn my wings back if I don’t know what’s going on in the world? My connection with the Smithsonian is how I got this piece of the Ark. In the 1960s, the Smithsonian secretly excavated where Noah’s Ark landed on Mount Ararat in Turkey. You can accumulate a lot of money, power, and intel in a couple thousand years. Now would you hurry up and get us to the roof before another thousand years passes me by? You’re procrastinating. The longer we linger, the greater the chance somebody will wander by and spot us.”

      “Stop jogging my elbow. Add Demanding Daniel to the list of names. All right. Hold still.” Trying to swallow my fears and doubts, I summoned my will, visualized what I wanted to do, waved my hands in the necessary pattern, and said, “Ventus.”

      The moist air, still up until now, stirred. The gentle breeze became a gust of wind, which in turn became a powerful mass of air that swirled around me and Daniel, picking up dust and small debris from the surrounding area. The whirlwind lifted us into the air like an invisible elevator.

      The whirlwind deposited us on top of the Sackler building. I relaxed my will and allowed the whirlwind to dissipate. Daniel immediately crouched down between two of the six pyramids that adorned the roof, hiding from the view of someone who might be passing by. I also crouched down.

      “This way,” Daniel murmured, still crouching down as he led me toward the center of the roof. A trapdoor was there, secured by a large padlock that would make a picklock gnash his teeth in frustration. Daniel touched the tip of his staff to the lock. The dark wood shimmered rainbow colors for a moment, and the lock snapped open. First my place, now this gallery. No supposedly secure location was safe from this guy.

      “Why does the staff always shimmer like that when you draw on its power?” I asked.

      “Like a rainbow? It’s because of God’s promise to man.”

      “What promise? What are you talking about?”

      “It’s in the Bible. Genesis. Don’t you read the Bible?” When I hesitated, he said, “Don’t you read anything?”

      “Sure. My horoscope. The National Inquiry. Twitter. I read lots of things.”

      “You’re quite the scholar,” Daniel said wryly. “Since you’re such a big reader, perhaps we should go after the Philosopher’s Stone instead of the Cloak of Wisdom. The Philosopher’s Stone is a book, you know.”

      “Of course I know.” I did not.

      “Back to rainbows and the Bible. After God destroyed the world with a massive flood, the one He had Noah build an ark to escape from, He promised Noah He would never destroy the world again by flooding it. Rainbows are a reminder of that promise. As long as this fragment remains intact, the rainbow and God’s promise remain intact.”

      Daniel flipped the trapdoor open. He then took the rope from around his body and tied one end of it to a thick metal pipe that jutted from the roof. After tugging hard on the rope a few times to make sure it was secure, he tossed the other end of the rope into the open trapdoor. The rope disappeared into the void below.

      On our hands and knees, Daniel and I peered into the dark gallery below us. Other than the first few feet of rope, nothing was visible. I was reluctant to climb down. The last time I descended into a dark and scary place—namely the sewers—it had not worked out so well for Team Sage.

      “Ladies first,” Daniel urged me.

      “Me?” I said, balking. “Why don’t you go first? Whatever happened to chivalry? Or does that concept not exist in Heaven?”

      “My chivalry ends where your employment begins.”

      “I’m not your employee. I’m an independent contractor.”

      “You’re also procrastinating.” Daniel motioned with his head. “Down you go.”

      Daniel was right. I was procrastinating, and I had been since we’d gotten here. I knew that me going into the building was like Julius Caesar crossing the Rubicon—once I did it, there would be no going back. I would have fully committed myself to this insane enterprise.

      I sighed. After a bit of haggling, Daniel and I had finally settled on a total of fifty thousand instead of my initial demand of sixty. He had already paid me a fifteen thousand dollar retainer, and the rest would be paid if I located and obtained the Spear of Destiny for him. I had already used some of Daniel’s retainer to get current on my rent. I would need the rest of the money Daniel promised to pay off the wererats and get them to cancel the contract on my life. There was no turning back now.

      I reached for the rope. “If I wind up getting arrested, I’m telling the cops you coerced me into this. If I give them my wide-eyed innocent look and squeeze out a few tears, they’ll believe me. Men are such chumps. Hopefully they’ll curb stomp you and accidentally shoot you a few times while taking you into custody. It’ll give you some lovely new scars.”

      “If your yammering could find the Spear of Destiny, I’d have it already.” Daniel’s eyes twinkled in the moonlight.

      The only reply that sprang to mind was Oh yeah?, and I was too ashamed of its lameness to say it aloud. Since I didn’t have a wittier retort handy, I instead replied by lowering myself down the rope into the darkness of the gallery.

      Soon my feet touched the museum’s floor. I froze, straining to hear the slightest noise. Despite Daniel’s assurance about the absence of guards, I halfway expected to hear footsteps on the gallery’s stone floor.

      I heard nothing. No footfalls, no alarms, no swarming police yelling I was under arrest. The place was as silent as a tomb. Unlike outside, the air in here was dry and cool, no doubt to preserve all the exhibits on display. Other than the faint moonlight which trickled in from the skylights on the roof, it was as dark in here as the inside of a whale.

      I cast a light spell like the one I had used in the sewers. I made the light dim so it would not draw the attention of someone who might pass by outside and see the light through the windows on this floor. Even on low, my magic globe’s glow gave me plenty of light to see by.

      I stood in the gallery’s atrium, near the building’s grand staircase which led to the underground floors. I waved to Daniel. He tossed down his staff, which I caught before it hit the floor. I did not like touching something that had blasted me across a room, but Daniel had assured me the staff was harmless unless I was trying to do violence to its bearer.

      The plan was for Daniel to lead us to the Cloak of Wisdom on the lower levels, we’d grab it, and return here. I’d climb back up the rope to the roof, use my super strength to pull Daniel up, and we’d then beat a hasty retreat before the guards returned to their patrols. Simple plans were the best plans.

      Even so, I was on pins and needles. I expected Murphy’s Law to exert itself at any moment. Things had not exactly been breaking my way lately.

      As Daniel shimmied down the rope with the coins in his pocket tinkling faintly, I realized the nylon rope was not the only thing hanging from the ceiling. A suspended sculpture hung from the roof’s skylight and disappeared into a hole the grand staircase was built around. The sculpture hung all the way down to the third underground floor, almost touching the reflecting pool there.

      I knew from prior visits the sculpture was called Monkeys Grasp for the Moon. It was composed of twenty-one laminated pieces of dark wood, with each piece fashioned to look like a stylized monkey. Each piece was a rendering of the word monkey in a different language, including Chinese, Japanese, Thai, English, and Braille. Monkeys Grasp for the Moon was based on a Chinese folktale in which monkeys in trees were intrigued by the moon’s reflection in a pool of water. Linking tails and forming a monkey chain, they hung down from one of the trees, with the last monkey in the chain trying to scoop up the moon’s reflection. The moon’s reflection disappeared as soon as the monkey disturbed the water by touching it. The moral of the story was that the thing you work to achieve might prove to be an illusion.

      I stared at the sculpture, reflecting on its moral. The thing you work to achieve might prove to be an illusion. Huh. If the universe was sending me a message about finding the Spear of Destiny, it was not being terribly subtle about it.

      Daniel touched down on the stone floor next to me, jarring me from my reverie.

      “Where to next?” I whispered. The whisper turned into a surprised shriek when I caught sight of a hulking figure sitting in a chair against the wall. I nearly jumped out of my skin. “What the—”

      “It’s all right,” Daniel said as he grabbed my arm. He probably didn’t know if I had been about to run or blast the shadowy figure with spellfire. I didn’t know either. I rarely knew what I was going to do up until I did it. “It’s just a sculpture.”

      I stepped toward the seated figure, bringing my magic light closer. Now that I could see it better, I saw Daniel was right. The figure was a very rough sculpture of a naked man sitting on a stone chair. Whoever the sculptor was had taken a page from action figures because the nude figure was not anatomically correct. The fact that I looked probably meant it had been far too long since I had gotten laid. The man was made of what appeared to be clay. The clay was such a dark red, it was almost black. Even seated, the sculpture was almost as tall as I, and it was much wider than I was. It had hollow eyes which were set deeply in a rough-hewn face that only a mother could love.

      “What in the world is this thing?” I asked. “It wasn’t here the last time I visited the museum.”

      “Ichiro Kato, the last magician to wear the Cloak of Wisdom, willed the Cloak to the Sackler Gallery upon his death, along with a slew of priceless Japanese artifacts. The bequest stipulated that this statue and several others like it be housed in the same facility as the Cloak.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m an angel, not a medium. Who knows what a dead man was thinking?”

      There were yellow letters engraved on the forehead of the statue. “I wonder what that says,” I said, pointing. “It doesn’t look like Japanese.”

      “It’s not. It’s Hebrew. In English, the letters spell out emet. Emet is the Hebrew word for truth.”

      “You understand Hebrew?”

      “I understand all languages. I’m an angel, remember?” Daniel shook his head impatiently. “C’mon, you’re wasting time again.”

      I eyed the back of Daniel’s head wistfully as he led us down the grand staircase, with my globe of light traveling overhead with us. Maybe when all this was over, I’d smack him upside the head for repeatedly talking to me like that. I didn’t know if assaulting a fallen angel was a sin, but I’d be willing to risk it.

      While going down the stairs, we spotted on the first underground level a couple of the same sort of rough clay sculptures as the one we had seen on the ground floor. I wondered how many of the statues were in the building.

      We got off the staircase on the second underground level. Now that windows were not a concern, I made my magic light brighter. Daniel walked confidently, leading the way, since he knew where the Cloak was on display.

      Despite our soft-soled shoes, our footsteps echoed off the laminated wood floors in the otherwise total silence. Dark shadows shifted as my floating overhead light passed by various objects, making it appear as though we walked amid living things.

      We passed through exhibits that would make the heart of an Asian art enthusiast go pit-a-pat. I spotted Chinese jades and bronzes, Indian tapestries, Japanese ceramics, and more pieces of sculpture from various cultures than you could shake a Noah’s Ark stick at. Also, the ugly red clay sculptures were everywhere. They dotted this level like acne on a teenager’s face.

      Even to my unsophisticated eye, it was obvious a bunch of the items on display were valuable. Even so, a lot of the items were not in security cases and were simply out in the open. With no security guards to stop me, it would be all too easy to fill my arms with stuff. If I were a criminal, I could make out like a bandit.

      Then I remembered why I was here. If I were a criminal. Ha! More like if I were a greedier criminal. Fresh anxiety surged through me. I had not enjoyed prison and was not anxious to go back. The sooner we grabbed the cloak and got the heck out of here, the better.

      “This is the room we want,” Daniel said. Through a doorless entrance, we went into a large, square room. Another rough red clay sculpture sat in a stone chair near the entrance. A second doorless entrance was in the wall on the left. A massive, ancient tapestry depicting armored samurai warriors fighting each other took up the far wall ahead of us. The other walls were bare and white. Objects of various sizes were on display atop white pedestals, some enclosed in clear display cases, others not.

      “Everything in this room was gifted to the Sackler Gallery by Kato, but this is what we’re looking for,” Daniel said as he stopped in the center of the room in front of a thick, transparent glass case.

      A headless mannequin was inside the case. Around the mannequin’s neck was a thick cloak. The cloak was the color of blood and was secured around the mannequin’s neck with a gold clasp. The clasp was shaped like an eagle with its wings spread wide. The clasp was so artfully wrought that it almost looked alive.

      Except for the clasp, the Cloak reminded me a little of the red cape Avatar used to wear. Avatar had been the world’s greatest Hero until he was murdered a few years ago.

      The Cloak of Wisdom, circa 1400, read the plaque mounted on a stand next to the case. Acquired by wealthy businessman and occult enthusiast Ichiro Kato in 1971, Kato believed he could make the Cloak become a part of his body, and the Cloak then imparted to him knowledge and wisdom Kato used in the pursuit of his supernatural studies.

      Next to these words on the plaque was a drawing of two hands with their palms out, wrists crossed, and the thumbs twisted around one another. Behind and slightly above the hands was the shadow of a bird, as if a light was shining at an upward angle on the entwined hands and throwing a bird shadow puppet on a wall behind them. I concluded it was supposed to be an eagle like the eagle on the clasp, but I still thought it was weird the drawing was there.

      “Occult enthusiast? Supernatural studies?” I said. “Whatever happened to keeping the secret magical world a secret? Though I’m one to talk. That might not be a First Rule violation, but it’s awfully close.”

      “I’m told everything on the plaque was taken verbatim from Kato’s will,” Daniel said. “Knowing someone else might need the Cloak one day, I suppose he thought he would hide it in plain sight à la The Purloined Letter.”

      “The what kind of letter?”

      Daniel sighed. The sound echoed off the walls of the enclosed space. “Promise me you’ll spend some of the money I’m paying you on books. A sorceress who doesn’t read is like a rusty sword: You can still use it, but it doesn’t work as well.”

      Smacking Daniel upside the head when this nonsense was over looked like a better and better idea with each passing moment.

      But this nonsense was not yet over. The first step toward finding the Spear of Destiny and getting this know-it-all out of my life was to grab the Cloak of Wisdom and get the heck out of dodge. The longer I stayed here, the greater the chance I’d get caught here.

      I raised my hand, about to probe the case the Cloak was in to see how strong it was.

      Daniel pushed my hand away. “Let’s look before we leap,” he said. “Maybe there’s an alarm or some other sort of protection in place.” He raised his wooden staff. He held it in front of the transparent case. He closed his eyes, concentrating. The dark wood began to shimmer with rainbow colors.

      Increasingly impatient to get the cloak and get out of here, I glanced around for something to break the case with once Daniel gave me the go-ahead.

      A few steps away was a dark metal rod resting on a waist-high display case. I went over to it. Up close, it reminded me of a metal baseball bat, only the rod was over five feet long. Also, the rod had wicked-looking metal spikes on its top half. According to the plaque next to the rod, it was a kanobō, which translated into metal stick in English. The plaque said it was a two-handed war club used by the samurai in feudal Japan.

      If it was good enough for the samurai, it was good enough for me. I picked the two-handed club up with one hand because, unlike the samurai, I had super strength. Score one for feminism.

      I took it back over to the Cloak of Wisdom. Daniel still stood before the case, with his eyes closed and the Ark fragment shimmering.

      My toe tapped impatiently as I waited. To say I was antsy would be a massive understatement. My fears of going back to prison had me convinced an armed guard was going to stroll in here any minute now on an unscheduled patrol.

      Finally, I couldn’t stand waiting any longer. “You detect any alarms on the case?” I asked.

      “No,” Daniel said, frowning slightly with his eyes still closed. “But—”

      “Then what the heck are we waiting for?” My patience was at the end of its rope. “Stop pussyfooting around.”

      I stepped forward. I swung the metal club at the case like I was trying to hit a homer at Nationals Park.

      There was a huge crash, like that of a car driving into a streetlight. The impact of the kanobō on the case reverberated up my arm painfully. The case cracked like a dropped hard-boiled egg, with ever-expanding fissures racing all throughout it. Daniel’s eyes flew open. He jumped back, startled.

      The case shuddered for a moment, as if an earthquake had hit it. Then, all at once, the case collapsed loudly into a multitude of pieces on the wood floor.

      I looked with satisfaction at my handiwork. Sometimes a situation called for a hammer instead of a scalpel. Now nothing stood between us and the Cloak of Wisdom. All I had to do was reach out and take it. Easy peasy lemon squeazy.

      I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned to see the red clay sculpture rising out of its chair as if it had been napping and the racket had awakened it. The Hebrew letters on its head and its sunken eyes glowed red, as if a LED was in its skull.

      The glowing red eyes looked straight at me and Daniel. The sculpture grabbed the solid stone chair it had been sitting on and picked it up with one arm. The chair must have weighed several hundred pounds.

      The sculpture whipped the chair at me and Daniel.

      I dove to my left, plowing into Daniel with my shoulder. We fell to the hard floor as the stone chair rocketed through the space we had occupied an instant before. The chair slammed into the far wall with a crash that might have awakened the First Family over a mile away as the crow flies in the White House.

      “I was saying the Ark fragment detected some sort of magical trigger in the case,” Daniel yelled in my ear, “and that we shouldn’t act until I figured out how to disarm it.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      The big statue lumbered toward us. The floor shook ominously with each of its steps.
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      I scrambled to my feet. I grabbed the kanobō I had dropped when I’d tackled Daniel. I brandished it at the statue like it was a sword.

      “Grab the cloak and stay behind me,” I snapped at Daniel. I eyed the approaching red clay statue. “I’ll take care of this thing.” Since Daniel was the immortal one, I probably should have been the one to stay behind him. You could take the girl out of the bodyguarding gig, but not the bodyguarding gig out of the girl.

      I swung the kanobō at the statue, expecting the statue to shatter like the case around the Cloak of Wisdom had.

      Moving faster than I expected, the statue lifted its hand and grabbed the end of the kanobō racing toward it. The statue pulled. I was yanked off my feet. The statue was much stronger than I, and I was no weakling.

      I had been the swinger, now I was the swung. The room became a blur as the statue pulled its arm holding the kanobō back, then flicked it forward, like someone casting with a rod and reel.

      I was not sure if the statue let go of the kanobō, or if I did. Maybe the kanobō let go of me, figuring I wasn’t safe to be around. Regardless, I went flying.

      I slammed into the tapestry-covered wall with a bone-rattling thump. It felt like a few of my internal organs got rearranged.

      I fell to the floor, ripping the tapestry down with me. It fell on top of me like a giant rough blanket. The opaque artwork blinded me. I pawed feverishly at the tapestry, trying to get it off me before the statue came over and stomped me like a bug trapped under a rug.

      No good. It was like one of those Chinese finger puzzles—the more I struggled, the more entangled I became.

      New plan. Hoping this wasn’t a one of a kind irreplaceable work of art, I grabbed two handfuls of the tapestry. I yanked hard. With a rending sound, the tapestry ripped apart, freeing me.

      I stood, blinking bits of fabric out of my eyes. Daniel came hurtling through the air toward me, with something red fluttering behind him like a streamer. I halfway caught him, halfway served as a human airbag. Daniel’s collision with me slammed my back into the wall again. We both went sprawling.

      Daniel had the Ark fragment in one hand, and the Cloak of Wisdom clutched in the other. The fact the Ark fragment had not protected Daniel from the statue’s attack the way it had protected him from me in my apartment did not bode well.

      Pushing Daniel out of the way, I scrambled to my feet again. I summoned a ball of spellfire. I flung it at the approaching statue.

      Bullseye. The fireball hit the statue square in the chest. The statue’s whole body caught fire with a whoosh, like a lit match had been put to a pile of charcoal drenched in lighter fluid.

      The fire stopped the statue’s advance. But before I could dislocate my shoulder patting myself on the back, the statue’s body sucked up the spellfire like a thirsty sponge. The statue vibrated, growing visibly bigger off the magical energy I had flung at it.

      The fire now extinguished and the statue bigger than ever, it continued its thunderous advance toward us.

      I hastily tried an earth-based spell, hoping that since the statue appeared to be made of clay, I could break it apart.

      No go. Trying to latch onto the statue with the spell was like grabbing a fistful of air. Something about the statue made it impossible for me to get a magical grip on it.

      Brute force had been a bust, as had magic. Time for Plan C.

      “Run!” I cried. I headed for the exit furthest from the statue, with Daniel hard on my heels. My globe of light zoomed over our heads like a drone. I was grateful I had not lost hold of my light spell despite having been flung around like a rag doll. A small—very small—victory.

      With the statue lumbering after us, we darted out of the room. I turned left, toward the stairs leading back up.

      We left the statue behind. Fortunately, as fast as the statue had been in an enclosed space, it did not seem capable of running. Plodding was more its speed.

      I skidded to a stop when I turned a corner. Daniel almost slammed into me. Another statue, its eyes glowing red malevolently, was in the middle of the corridor between us and the stairs. It advanced toward us.

      With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I wondered if me breaking the case had brought every single red clay statue in this joint to life. Me and my impulsiveness. Would I ever learn?

      “Another way out?” I panted.

      “The elevator,” Daniel said, turning and running before the words were out of his mouth.

      I trailed after him. We left the second statue in our dust. If those things could run, we’d be dead already. Or at least I would be. Daniel would likely be twisted up into a pretzel. He wouldn’t die, but certain types of pain were worse than death.

      I turned a corner. Daniel was already halfway down the hall, past the entrance to another exhibit room. As I hurtled down the hall, a red clay statue stepped out of the exhibit room, bent at the waist to fit through the entryway. It straightened up once clear of the doorway. It blocked the corridor between me and Daniel, standing facing me with its legs wide.

      I silently cursed. I didn’t want to get separated from Daniel. So instead of stopping, I increased my running speed. Adrenaline and fear gave my feet wings.

      The statue grabbed for me as I approached. My glowing orb skimmed the ceiling, over the head of the clay monster.

      I dropped, sliding feetfirst, like I was a batter sliding into second base. My butt burned from the friction with the wood floor. For the first time ever, I was happy to have all that extra padding down there.

      “Ventus!” I cried breathlessly. I made the necessary hand motions as I skidded toward the statue grasping for me.

      A sudden gust of magically induced wind sent me shooting between the statue’s legs like a wet watermelon seed flicked across a tabletop.

      The statue’s hands clutched for me but came up empty. I was already through its legs and behind it. I stumbled to my feet. My right thigh burned, as did my derrière. Better burning buttocks than a mangled everything.

      I took off running again toward Daniel. He looked at me like I had scored the winning run of the World Series. I didn’t let it go to my head. We weren’t out of the woods, not by a long shot.

      The statue whose legs I slid through turned and pursued us, but Daniel and I quickly left it behind. The problem was we could hear the thud of multiple statues approaching, from all sides.

      When we got to the corridor the elevator was at the end of, two statues were already there, blocking our access to the elevator. We were forced to retreat.

      “C’mon, this way,” Daniel shouted over his shoulder as he led me deeper into the gallery. I was glad he knew where everything was because I was completely lost.

      Daniel stopped in front of a closed door. “In here,” he said. He touched the Ark fragment to the doorknob. The knob and staff glowed for an instant, and the door swung open.

      I shot inside, followed by him. Daniel slammed and locked the door. Not that a locked door was going to do any good against statues that were stronger than I was.

      I looked around. There were rows of metal shelving which groaned under the weight of various boxes and artifacts. Some sort of storage area for the gallery, obviously. There was no exit other than the door we had come through.

      “We’re trapped,” I exclaimed. “Let’s get out of here before the statues come.”

      Daniel blocked the door. “I know.” He panted, and his nose bled. The blood made the bottom of his ski mask glisten under my magic light. “Running is doing us no good. They’re tightening the noose around us, cutting off our avenues of escape. We need to make a stand.”

      “You mean like General Custer did? That worked out great for him. What are we supposed to do when they bust down the door?” I felt the vibration of their distant approach through the floor. The shelf closest to me began to shake. Pretty soon we would be standing in the middle of a red clay statue jamboree. “I hope you’ve got a brilliant idea, because I’m fresh out.”

      Daniel flung the Cloak of Wisdom at me. “Put the Cloak on. It can help us.”

      “That seems like more of a Hail Mary pass than a brilliant idea,” I said, but hastened to put the cloak on anyway. My fingers fumbled with the eagle clasp.

      Finally, I got the cloak on. I fastened the clasp around my neck. The fabric was heavy on my shoulders. It felt like I wore a Halloween costume. I was Wonder If I Am About To Die Woman.

      I waited expectantly for several seconds that felt like hours. Nothing happened. Other than feeling like I was getting hot flashes because of all my running and the fact I had a heavy piece of fabric draped over me, I did not feel any different. If the cloak was making my magic powers level up like a character in a video game, I couldn’t tell.

      “Am I supposed to say ‘Shazam’ or something?” I demanded of Daniel.

      “How the hell am I supposed to know? You’re the sorceress. It’s why I hired you. Make it work.” Daniel turned away from me and faced the door. The sound of the approaching statues was noticeably louder. His jaw clenched, and his grip tightened on his staff. “And do it fast. I may be able to secure the door for a while with the Ark, but I can’t do it forever. Those things can absorb magic.”

      No pressure. I’ve always sucked at tests, especially ones with a literal deadline.

      I took a deep breath and let it out, trying to force my panicking brain to slow down and reason us out of this situation.

      The Cloak of Wisdom was a magical Relic. Magic usually required a spell to activate it. So, maybe I needed a spell to use the cloak. But what was that spell?

      Okay, a spell was triggered using the Word, the Will, and the Wave. That was Magic 101, the first thing every Gifted learned when she trained in the use of her inherent magical capacity. What could the Word, the Will, and the Wave be in this case?

      I remembered what was on the plaque next to the case I had smashed. Daniel said the former owner of the cloak had mandated what appeared there. There was an image of two hands intertwined in the shape of a bird. Maybe that was the Wave. And the plaque had said Kato believed the cloak became a part of his body, and then it imparted to him occult knowledge. Maybe that was the Will part—I had to will the cloak to become a part of my body.

      If I was right, that only left the Word. What could the Word be? The only thing that immediately sprang to mind was abracadabra. I suspected that wasn’t it.

      The Word did not have to be a single word. It could be a phrase, or a sentence. Heck, with really complicated spells, ones that were beyond my capacity, the Word could be pages and pages of text. It was why most Master Magicians kept spellbooks, so they wouldn’t mess up complex spells.

      The sound of the approaching statues got even louder. My mind frantically groped for the Word that might activate the cloak.

      It came up empty, at least as far as the Word was concerned. Instead I got a mental image of the statues squeezing the life out of me.

      Wait a minute! The statues! Obviously, they were magically programmed to be guardians of the cloak. Kato had mandated they be on display wherever the cloak was. And they all had the same Hebrew word on their foreheads: Emet. Truth.

      What was the word for truth in Latin? Crap! I couldn’t remember. I cursed myself for not hitting the books after Dad’s death. If only that Roman centurion who had stabbed Daniel was handy.

      Wait. Daniel had said he knew all human languages. “Quick, what’s the word for ‘truth’ in Latin?”

      “Veritas,” Daniel supplied immediately, still staring at the door. A rainbow shimmered over its contours, just like the shimmering wood in Daniel’s hand. I assumed he was trying to fortify the door to make it harder for the statues to get in.

      I remembered now. Veritas. Yes!

      Feeling a bit like a clown at a children’s party, I put my hands together in the bird shape I had seen on the plaque. “Veritas,” I said, willing the cloak on my shoulders to become a part of me and impart the magical wisdom it possessed.

      The eagle clasp got warm, enough so that I felt it through my shirt. The cape’s fabric around my neck shifted like something alive, moving so that it touched my bare skin.

      Once it did, I felt a strange sensation, like my mind was being sped up. Everything I had seen and done whizzed by in my head, almost like my life was flashing before my eyes the way people said it did as you were dying.

      I gasped when the strange sensation stopped as abruptly as it had begun. Moving on its own, the cloak enfolded my body. It tightened around me like a boa constrictor.

      Finally! A girl! said a male voice. I did not hear the voice with my ears. I heard it inside my skull. The cloak got even tighter around my breasts and buttocks. And what a girl! Yowzah!
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      Startled and confused, it took me a moment to react. I had been sexually harassed before, but never by an inanimate object.

      “Stop that,” I said aloud, spreading my arms with effort to move the cloak away from my body. The cloak struggled against me. It was like wrestling an octopus.

      Aw, come on baby, the voice in my head said. The voice was young, like that of a teenager. Don’t be like that. Me love you long time.

      “I said stop it!” I exclaimed sharply. I was arguing with a piece of laundry. Just when I thought my life could not get any crazier, it had. “I’m in trouble and need help.”

      I need help too, the cloak said. A tendril of fabric caressed my butt. Help you’re just the type to provide. I like my girls on the healthy side. More cushion for the pushin’, if you know what I mean.

      Dry cleaning had just implied I was fat. Now I’d heard everything. I felt insulted, and I felt even sillier for feeling insulted.

      I gathered the groping folds of fabric into a bundle, and held the squirming mass away from my body, with the warm clasp still around my neck. “Stop trying to touch me, you creep. This is serious. Creatures are trying to kill us.”

      The vibrations from the stomping statues were so loud now, I felt them in my teeth. Loud pounding on the door started.

      I’m a creep, am I? The voice in my head was indignant. How rude. I’d hoped we’d be friends, but we won’t be if you’re gonna call me names. Way to win friends and influence people. If someone’s trying to kill you, I wish them Godspeed. You’re on your own.

      Daniel, still holding the shimmering Ark fragment, peered over his shoulder at me. He looked concerned about the statues pounding on the door, but not at all puzzled about why I had suddenly started talking to myself. I realized he knew I was talking to the Cloak of Wisdom. The rascal had known this would happen when I activated the cloak. If I could travel back in time, I would go ahead and slap him upside the head the way I had daydreamed of.

      Who’s the third wheel? I assumed the cloak meant Daniel. Apparently, it could see. Your boyfriend?

      “He’s definitely not my boyfriend. He’s the reason we’re in this mess. But he’s not important right now. Animated statues that are super strong and immune to magic are trying to kill us. You’re the Cloak of Wisdom, so drop some wisdom on me. How do we escape?”

      The cloak sniffed contemptuously. What about “you’re on your own” did you not understand? I’m a spirit bound to a magic cloak. Conventional means can’t destroy me. So, whatever’s after you is not my problem. Not my circus, and not my monkeys. Be a doll and try not to bleed on me too much when you die. Blood is a beast to get out.

      There was so much pounding on the door now, the sound was like jackhammers. Sweat poured off Daniel’s brow as he concentrated on keeping the door shut with the Ark fragment.

      “You’ve got to help us,” I insisted. “We’re going to get slaughtered.”

      My advice? Stick your head between your legs and kiss your ass goodbye. Next time, dig your well before you’re thirsty by being nice to the person who can help you instead of insulting him. Not that there’ll be a next time if what you say is true.

      The pounding had spread from just the door to the walls surrounding the door. Cracks began to appear on the walls. With Daniel visibly straining, the rainbow colors shimmering on the door spread to encompass the walls.

      Out of curiosity, what’s trying to get in here? the cloak asked. Whatever it is, it sure has a hard-on for you.

      “Like I said, they’re statues that have become animated. Tall, big, blocky, and made of red clay.”

      Wait a minute. These statues don’t by any chance have a Hebrew word carved into their foreheads, do they?

      “They do.”

      Glowing red eyes? The voice sounded worried now.

      “Yeah. You know what they are?”

      The cloak cursed. Golems, the voice said bitterly. I told Ichiro they were too single-minded and stupid to serve as protectors. But noooooo, Captain Know-It-All goes right ahead and uses them as guard dogs anyway. A Japanese sorcerer fooling around with Jewish animated beings was bound to end in disaster. A clear case of cultural appropriation. For the first time, the cloak sounded panicked. Take me off right now!

      “Why?”

      Because when the golems rip you apart, they’ll do the same to me. Now he was talking so fast, his words tumbled over each other. Like I said, they’re stupid. If I’m linked with you, they’ll perceive me as the enemy also even though I’m the one they’re supposed to protect. And since they can absorb magic, they’re one of the few things that can kill me. Take me off right this instant. Toss me in a corner somewhere, out of harm’s way. There’s no sense in both of us going to that big golem heap in the sky.

      “I won’t take you off until you help me figure a way out of this.”

      The cloak was silent for a moment. Fine. But I’m only telling you this because my own neck is on the line. The cloak sighed in resignation, like a kid whose parents were forcing him to eat his brussels sprouts. You can’t defeat the golems with magic. Retreat is the only option. The magic that animates them will dissipate once I’m sufficiently far from them.

      “We can’t retreat. That door is the only exit. We’re trapped.”

      Whose genius idea was it to seek refuge in a spot with no exits? The cloak’s tone was incredulous. No, don’t tell me. I can already guess. Somebody rude and hippy. Not terribly bright, are you? All body, no brains. No matter. That’s all water under the burning bridge now. Just open a portal and whisk us right out of here.

      I was confused. “Open a what?”

      A portal. A magical doorway from one place to another. Chop, chop, hurry it up. That wall’s cracking like a teenager’s voice. It’s not going to last much longer.

      The cloak was right. The wall and door were as cracked now as a dry riverbed. Daniel was barely holding them together with the Ark fragment.

      “I don’t know how to open a portal,” I said. “That kind of magic is way over my head.”

      Wait, hold up. With all the magical capacity I sense in you, you don’t know how to open a portal? I was opening portals when I was 12-years-old. What are you, stupid?

      “Don’t call me stupid.”

      Stupid is as stupid does.

      “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

      You don’t make any sense.

      I wanted to rip the cloak off and set it on fire. “You know, I’ve had just about enough of you.”

      “Sage!” Daniel yelled. “Focus on getting us out of here. I can’t hold these things off much longer.”

      The third wheel’s right. First we need to get out of here, then we can talk more about how dumb you are. I’ll give you a crash course in portal opening. Hmmm, where to begin? I got a sudden image in my head of a pipe-smoking college professor writing on a chalkboard. To open a portal, you must cast a spell. To cast a spell, you need the Word, the Will, and the Wave.

      “I know about the three Ws,” I snapped. “I’m not an idiot.”

      Could’ve fooled me, the voice muttered. Alright, if you already have a grasp of the fundamentals, we’ll jump ahead. We’ll start with the Word, which is the simplest part of this particular spell. Repeat after me: Nulla tenaci invia est via.

      I repeated it several times, until the cloak was satisfied I had the pronunciation right. It didn’t take long; having homicidal golems literally beating down the door to get to you concentrated the mind. It will never do for you to say the words even slightly wrong, the cloak said. If you’re not precise, you might open a portal to the bottom of the Arctic Ocean. Or worse.

      Okay, now let’s tackle the Will. When you open a portal, it can only be to a place you’ve been to before. You’ll be using magic to open a wormhole from here to that other place. Visualize it like two funnels, rotated so the bottoms of each are facing and connected by a tube. Like this. I got a mental image of what the cloak described. Later—if there was a later—I’d have to ask it how it projected those images into my mind. You’ll be focusing your magical will to push us from this side of the funnel, through the tube, and out of the other side of the funnel. Don’t lose focus on what you’re doing, or else we won’t wind up where you want us to wind up.

      “Got it,” I said.

      I hope so. He did not sound like he was drowning in optimism. Finally, the hardest part of this spell. The Wave. First, take off those idiotic gloves. Are you driving Miss Daisy? You can’t cast a complex spell wearing gloves. You need nimble fingers. Better. Okay, pay close attention.

      A picture appeared in my mind of two disembodied hands. They moved in a complex pattern, so quickly I couldn’t follow. It was like watching someone speak in sign language at high speed.

      “Wait! You’re going too fast,” I said. The hands stopped and started over from the beginning, more slowly this time. I mimicked the movements, my sweaty hands feeling clumsy performing the unfamiliar motions.

      “Hurry!” Daniel urged. His face was red, and his arm holding the Ark fragment shook. Some of the cracks in the door and wall were now holes. It was obvious that only the Ark’s power held the golems back, but the rainbow colors shimmering on the surface of the wall got visibly dimmer with each blow from the golems.

      Okay, those are all the components of the portal spell, the cloak said once I finally finished mimicking the motions of the hands in my mind. Just put them all together, and we’ll blow this popsicle stand.

      I gathered my will, visualizing what I wanted to happen as the cloak had instructed. I started the motions of the Wave and said, “Nulla tenaci invia es via.”

      Stop! It’s “est,” not “es.” Merlin’s beard! What are you trying to do, blow us to kingdom come? Start over.

      Despite being able to see the golems through all the holes in the wall now, I tried to calm myself. I started again.

      Nope, nope, nope, the cloak said, stopping me in the middle of the Wave. Are you an old crone? Do you have arthritis? Why are your fingers curled like that? Straighten them out. Are you trying to commit seppuku and save the golems the trouble? Begin again. Hurry!

      I started from scratch for the third time. Sweat dripped into my eyes, but I didn’t dare take time to wipe it away. The golems were almost through the wall.

      Daniel cried out and staggered backward. The rainbow sheen on the door and wall disappeared. Two golems burst through the damaged wall like the Kool-Aid Man. Others followed. Plaster and sheetrock went flying. A piece of debris hit my temple. I ignored the starburst of pain that expanded in my head, keeping my focus on trying to open a portal back to my apartment in Columbia Heights.

      Daniel backed hastily away from the approaching golems, to where I stood my ground. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it now,” he yelled.

      I’m only 635 and three-quarters years-old. I’m too young to die! the cloak wailed.

      The golems were almost on top of us. The air crackled with building magical power as I neared the end of the Wave, praying I was doing it right.

      The shambling golems reached for us like Frankenstein monsters run amok. The rumble of their steps made my teeth chatter. Running, or even moving out of the way, was not an option. I was too deep into the process of casting this spell. There was no time to start over. The third time had to be the charm.

      My stomach gurgled as I began the final motion of the Wave. I wondered if what I had for dinner last night had been my last meal. I wished I had gone out for chili dogs instead.

      One of the golems reared back, its fists over its head, about to smash us to a pulp, right as I spread my arms wide, completing the Wave, willing a portal to open so we could step through it into my apartment.

      The air crackled like a powerful electric current ran through it. With a ripping sound that was like dozens of thick books being simultaneously torn apart, a swirling blue and black mass that looked like a mini-thunderstorm spread out on the floor under my and Daniel’s feet.

      We fell into it like a trapdoor had swung open under us.

      We tumbled, end over end, falling as a kaleidoscope of endless shades of blue and black danced around us. Nauseous, I wanted to throw up. I fought the impulse. It felt as though if I succumbed, every fiber of my body would fly apart like an exploding grenade. I had never taken psychedelics, but this was what I imagined a bad LSD trip was like.

      In a fraction of a second that felt like minutes, we fell out of the bad acid trip into near darkness. The swirling blue and black mass boiled above us before winking out of existence, revealing the night sky.

      This was not my apartment. The portal had deposited us into mid-air, like we were passengers on a plane that had abruptly disappeared.

      Spinning wildly, Daniel and I fell like dropped rocks. The Cloak of Wisdom fluttered around me like a broken glider. The air whistled around us. The cloak was screaming. Daniel was screaming. I was screaming. All God’s chillun were screaming.

      I slammed into something hard. My breath whooshed out of me. Daniel followed a split second later. We tumbled down a hard and jagged slope. The world spun around us.

      I snatched a glimpse of emptiness below. I flung an arm out, grabbing with my hand. I caught hold of a hard protuberance right as the rest of me tumbled off the edge of whatever it was we had fallen on.

      My shoulder shrieked with pain as my body jolted to a halt. I dangled off the edge of something. Daniel tumbled past me, clutching the Ark fragment. The tip of the staff smacked my head, making my ears ring.

      I shot my free arm out. My shoulder shrieked again when I caught Daniel, preventing him from hitting the ground below.

      Daniel and I swung like a pendulum. Panting, I held on to both Daniel and the outcropping for dear life.

      I looked around. I clutched a stone on the edge of a roof. We had obviously fallen out of the sky, hit this sloped roof, then tumbled off it. I had barely stopped us from slamming into a sidewalk nearly two stories below us.

      I’m guessing this is not where you wanted to wind up, the cloak said. I give you a five out of ten for execution. I deducted three points for showing up at the wrong place, and another two points for not sticking the landing. Now that we seemed out of danger and he wasn’t screaming like a little girl in my head, the cloak sounded like he was having the time of his life. All in all, not a bad first effort. I’ll admit you had me worried for a second or two there. It could’ve gone worse.

      The mortar under the stone I clutched suddenly shifted and crumbled. The stone fell away from the roof. Daniel and I tumbled again.

      We bounced off an awning. Daniel hit the sidewalk first. I fell on top of him with the Cloak of Wisdom flipped over my head. The cloak covered both of us like a shroud.

      Daniel groaned in pain under me. Falling on Daniel didn’t hurt as badly as hitting the concrete sidewalk directly would have, but it didn’t feel great either. I felt bad about landing on Daniel. I also kinda didn’t. This was all his fault.

      Ow! the cloak complained, as if the fall had hurt him too. “It could’ve gone worse,” I foolishly said. Me and my big mouth. I should know better than to tempt Fate. She’s probably still pissed about what I said about her centuries ago. She has the memory of an elephant.

      I rolled off of Daniel. I sat up. Everything ached. I felt like an old woman. If this was what being an elderly woman was like, I didn’t want to become one. Then again, the way things had been going, something would kill me soon and I wouldn’t have to worry about growing old and decrepit. Every dark cloud had a silver lining.

      I tugged the cloak from around my face. A bright yellow light shined in my eyes. I blinked, letting my eyes adjust.

      We were on the sidewalk in front of a building painted a garish yellow, red, and white. I knew this place all too well. It was the iconic Ben’s Chili Bowl on U Street, about a thirty-minute walk from my apartment. Ben’s was famous for its chili dogs and chili half-smokes. A half-smoke was a half-beef, half-pork, all-delicious smoked sausage popular in the District and the surrounding area. I had eaten at Ben’s many times and had a few dimples on my thighs to show for it.

      Obviously, thinking about chili dogs when I’d been trying to open a portal to my apartment had been a mistake.

      Though it was the wee hours of the morning, Ben’s was still open. A racially mixed group of men stood on the sidewalk near us with hot dogs and sodas in their hands. They stared at me and Daniel with open-mouthed surprise. They must have never seen a sorceress, an angel, and a haunted cloak fall out of the sky before. If they started hanging out with me, stuff like this would soon be old hat to them.

      Eyes roved over me, taking in my all-black outfit, mask, and red cloak that looked like a Hero’s cape.

      “Yo lady,” one of the men said. “You some kind of superhero?”

      She most definitely is not, the cloak said firmly in my head.
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      “Why in the world didn’t you tell me the Cloak of Wisdom was inhabited by a horny, adolescent, smart-mouthed ghost?” I demanded of Daniel angrily.

      Unfazed by my anger, Daniel puffed placidly on a cigar. He leaned on the large sweetgum tree in the small backyard of the Leverettes’ house. The Ark fragment rested against the base of the tree.

      It was mid-morning, just hours after we had escaped the art gallery. Birds chirped and fluttered in the branches above us. They seemed carefree. For them, it was just another day. Unlike me, they must’ve had the good sense to not get involved in a bunch of shenanigans.

      It was hot, even in the shade of the tree. The sticky heat exacerbated the aches and pains I suffered in the wake of stealing the cloak. I had changed into shorts and a t-shirt. My arms and legs were bruised from last night’s craziness. I looked like a battered spouse.

      The Cloak of Wisdom was inside my apartment, draped over the back of my couch. I had been tempted to stuff the mouthy thing into the garbage instead.

      Daniel blew a smoke ring. He watched it expand as it wafted heavenward, perhaps thinking he would be joining it soon. Daniel responded, “I believe he was eighteen when his spirit was bound to the cloak. He was an adult, not an adolescent.”

      “Don’t bandy words with me. That is not the point, and you know it. The point is you lied to me.”

      “I didn’t lie. I just failed to disclose certain facts.”

      “You’re as slippery as a politician. You should run for Congress.”

      “I already did. I served in the Second Continental Congress for almost a year after the Declaration of Independence.” Daniel shook his head at the memory, then winced in pain at the movement. He was even more banged up than I was. He had a big bruise on the side of his face that looked like a giant inkblot. “Politics wasn’t to my liking. Too much talking, not enough doing. Much like now. Shouldn’t you be inside, working with the cloak to figure out how to find the Spear of Destiny? For all we know, Millennium is closing in on the Relic as we speak.”

      “If the Spear’s been hidden all these years, it can stay hidden a few minutes longer. I’m still waiting to hear why you didn’t tell me everything you knew about the cloak.”

      “If I had told you, would you have put it on?” Daniel asked.

      “No.”

      Daniel shrugged, and winced again. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      I stepped closer and got in Daniel’s face. “You listen to me, and you listen good. When I’m in the field, what I don’t know could get me killed. I need to know everything you know if we’re going to continue to work together. It’s too dangerous otherwise.”

      “If memory serves, it was you flying off the handle and smashing the case which activated the golems, not me not gossiping like a school girl about the cloak.”

      He certainly had me there, but I was in no mood to admit it. “I’m not going to tell you again: No more lying or not disclosing information.” I poked Daniel in the chest with each word for emphasis. I took sadistic pleasure from the fact he winced as I did so.

      Daniel brushed my hand away. He looked irritated. “There’s far more at stake here than the fact your tender feelings are hurt because I withheld information and because the Cloak of Wisdom did not speak nicely to you. Stop being childish. The end goal here is to find and secure the Spear of Destiny before Millennium does. The Cloak of Wisdom can help us do that. It’s already proved its utility by helping us escape from the golems.” He jiggled the coins in his pocket. “The divine compulsion for me to move on is getting stronger. I’ll have to leave the city soon. Who knows when I’ll be able to return? Millennium will have the Spear long before then. So how about you stop wasting time, go inside, play nice with our new friend, and use him to figure out how to get the Spear? I’m paying for results, not your griping.”

      I wanted to slam Daniel’s head against the tree so badly, it was almost a physical ache. “No more lies or omissions,” I insisted. “Promise me right now, or so help me, I’ll quit. You can find your precious Spear all by your lonesome. I don’t need your money that badly.” I did need it that badly, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

      “Very well. No more omissions. Everything I know, you’ll know. You have my word.” He grinned, then made a motion on his chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      I felt like I was being mocked. The indulgent smile on Daniel’s face was more than just a little patronizing. I yearned to wipe it away with a tree branch.

      “When this is all over, you and I are going to have a long talk,” I vowed. “And there's not going to be a lot of talking.”

      Still smiling, Daniel blew another smoke ring. The threat did not seem to concern him. "Looking forward to it."

      Unsatisfied with the exchange but not wanting to beat a dead horse, I turned away from Daniel and started back toward my apartment. If Daniel was an angel, angels were more disappointing in reality than they were in theory. Then again, who wasn’t more disappointing in reality than in theory? My father was the only person who had never disappointed me.

      On the way to the stairs to my apartment door, I noticed movement between the slightly cracked curtains on one of the Leverettes’ second-floor windows. Since Mr. Leverette still worked part-time and therefore wasn’t home, I guessed it was Mrs. Leverette, spying on me. Using Daniel’s retainer to get up to date on my rent clearly had not also bought me privacy. Mrs. Leverette likely thought she was watching me and Daniel post-booty call. With all the bruises on our bodies, she probably thought we were real freaks. We were, just not the kind of freaks she thought.

      I waved and blew a kiss at the window. The curtains flicked closed. The real-life soap opera is over, I thought to Mrs. Leverette. Go back to watching your TV ones.

      Correction: The soap opera was over for Mrs. Leverette. Not for me.

      I went into my apartment. I was vaguely disappointed the Cloak of Wisdom was still on my couch, right where I had left it. Nobody had broken in and stolen it. People broke into my place when I didn’t want them to, and they didn’t break in when I did want them to. Perverse.

      I sighed in resignation. I didn’t want a snarky and condescending voice in my head again, but I did want to hurry up and find the Spear of Destiny so I could pay off the wererats and get back to a normal life. Well, as normal as my life ever really got.

      Feeling like a superhero cosplayer getting ready for Comic-Con, I draped the cloak over my shoulders, closed the eagle clasp, and cast the spell to activate it.

      Oh, it’s you again, were the first words out of the cloak’s invisible mouth. The tone was that of someone who had slammed his front door on Jehovah’s Witnesses, only to open it again to find them still there. Where are we? This place is a dump.

      It was going to be a long day.

      “This is my apartment in Washington, D.C.,” I said, keeping my voice calm and level. I was not going to be baited into arguing with a piece of clothing again.

      You should hire a maid, the cloak sniffed. Better yet, a team of maids. Or rent a flamethrower and start over from scratch.

      I bit back a caustic response. I was going to be the adult in the room if it killed me. It might since I wasn’t used to it.

      “I feel as though we got off to the wrong foot before,” I said diplomatically, in disbelief I was sucking up to an article of clothing. Next, I’d be assuring my panties I loved them just the way they were and that they were so much prettier than their Size Small cousins. “I’m sorry about that. It was my fault. Let’s start from scratch. First, thank you for your help in us getting away from the golems. My name is Sage Hawthorne. What’s yours?”

      The cloak hesitated for a beat, then said dramatically, You may call me The Caped Crusader. I got a vivid mental image of the cloak standing on top of a skyscraper with the wind rustling the folds of its fabric, somehow managing to look heroic as the sun’s rays glinted off it.

      I swallowed a snort. “I’m not calling you The Caped Crusader. What’s your name? Your real name.”

      You’re the biggest wet blanket I’ve ever met. And that’s saying something because I’ve been around for a while. His voice was surly. Fine, have it your way. My name is Puck. Like the sprite in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. That character is named after me, you know. Will never did give me a penny of the royalties the way he promised he would. Writers can’t be trusted. They’re almost as bad as lawyers.

      “You're some kind of sprite?”

      Of course not. He sounded offended. I’m a spirit imprinted on a cloak. Do I look like a fucking sprite?

      “No cursing.”

      Why?

      “Why?” My patience was slipping. “Because I said so, that's why. You’re in my head, not the other way around. I make the rules.”

      You can take your “I said so”s, fold them up until they're all sharp corners, and shove them up your prissy ass. You're not the boss of me. I don't take orders from somebody who can't even cast a simple portal spell without her hand being held.

      My resolve to be the bigger person crumbled. My fingers fumbled at the clasp around my neck. “I don’t have to put up with this. I tried being nice to you, and this is the thanks I get. Goodbye, and good riddance.” I’d just have to find the Spear of Destiny without this smart aleck’s help.

      Wait! Hold on. Don’t take me off. I’ll be good, I promise.

      The fear and panic in Puck’s voice made me hesitate, staying my hands. “Why? What happens when I take you off?”

      When I’m not bonded to anyone, it’s like I’m in a dark, cold room. Like solitary confinement, but worse. No light, no sound, no anything. It’s been years since anyone’s worn me, and I think I’ll go crazy if I have to go back there. Please don’t make me. He sounded like a little kid now, both scared and powerless. Maybe I was the world’s softest touch, but I felt sorry for him.

      “All right, I won’t take you off right now. But if you’re going to be in my head, we both must make an effort to get along. The first step is no cursing. I don’t want that kind of language in my head. How does that work anyway, you being in my head? Can you read my mind?”

      Nah, it doesn’t work like that. When you cast the spell that bonded us for the first time, I downloaded a bunch of information from the Wernicke and Broca areas of your brain—cultural references you understand, colloquialisms, that sort of thing—so you and I can communicate effectively. The fact I can project images into your mind helps with that. But it’s not like I have access to your thoughts or memories or anything like that. The same thing happened with my last host, Ichiro. I couldn’t speak a lick of Japanese until I bonded with him for the first time.

      “The Wernicke and Broca areas of my brain,” I repeated slowly, stumbling over the unfamiliar terms. “I don’t know what those are.”

      Oh wow, someone who doesn’t know how to open a portal and who lives in a sty a pig would be ashamed of isn’t an expert on brain anatomy? Imagine my surprise.

      “Sarcasm? I thought we were going to be nicer to one another.”

      You’re right. My bad. It’s hard for me to communicate with lesser minds without sounding condescending. I’m a genius, you know. He didn’t say it boastfully. It was more like him saying “The sun is hot.” He said it matter-of-factly, like he was stating a fact that should be obvious to everyone. Not only is my IQ off the charts, but I have an eidetic and photographic memory. Even at the tender age of eighteen, when my consciousness became bonded to this cloak, I was the most gifted magician of my generation. Over the centuries I’ve bonded with dozens of magicians of various disciplines. Since they wore me to help them create and cast spells and do magical research, thanks to my perfect memory, I know just about everything they knew. I’m the closest thing the magical world has to a Library of Alexandria.

      I didn’t know what the Library of Alexandria was either, but not wanting to be ignorance-shamed again, I kept my lack of knowledge to myself. “How did your spirit get bound to the cloak?”

      It’s a long story, Puck said in a tone that made it clear he was not interested in telling it. He changed the subject. While you’re wearing me, I hear what you hear, see what you see, feel what you feel. He hesitated. Speaking of feeling things, are you by any chance a lesbian? His voice was hopeful.

      "No."

      A shame. I wouldn’t mind having a front row seat to some girl-on-girl action. Bi?

      "No."

      Bi-curious?

      "No. And even if I were, I wouldn't satisfy any such curiosity while wearing a cloak.”

      Ooooh, I’m intrigued. What would you be wearing instead? Speak slowly, and don’t leave out any details.

      “Um, no.” I shook my head. If someone had told me two weeks ago I’d be discussing my sexuality with an article of clothing that had the brainpower of a mystical supercomputer and the maturity of a horny 16-year-old boy, I would have said a meteor must’ve hit them in the head. “Daniel and I didn’t take you out of the Sackler Gallery to discuss the intimate details of my life.”

      And by “take,” you mean steal. Not that I’m complaining. Even though this is a dump—no offense—it’s still light-years better than being draped over some dumb mannequin’s shoulders and trying to stave off going crazy by replaying past experiences repeatedly in my mind. Puck chortled. The Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division must be tearing its hair out trying to explain away camera footage of a bunch of statues coming to life.

      “Yeah,” I said, suddenly more uncomfortable than I already was at the mention of the Conclave. The faster I found the Spear of Destiny, the faster I could do something about the Conclave investigation into my First Rule violation. Well, the violation they knew about. Thank God I’d been smart enough to wear a mask to the Sackler Gallery.

      I told Puck about our quest to locate the Spear of Destiny before Millennium did. And, since presumably Puck would not be bonding with anyone else anytime soon, I went ahead and completely spilled the beans about the madhouse that my life had been lately, starting with the gargoyle attack at the Institute of Peace and everything that followed thereafter. I figured the more he knew, the more he could help me.

      It was the first time I had told anyone everything that had happened to me lately. Honestly, I found getting it all off my chest was a bit of a relief. Maybe that old cliché was true: maybe a problem shared really was a problem halved.

      Puck whistled when I finished my tale of woe. Well, you’ve been quite the busy beaver. He giggled lewdly, tickled about the vulgar double-meaning of the word. I’m not gonna lie—part of the reason you’re in this mess is you’ve got some deep-seated anger and impulse issues that need to be addressed.

      “I don’t have anger and impulse issues,” I protested. It was one thing for me to sometimes think I did; it was quite another for an uppity cloak to tell me I did.

      Sure you don’t, cupcake. That’s why your hands aren’t balled up in anger right now. I looked down, and realized my fists were clenched so tightly that my nails dug into my palms. Feeling foolish, I unclenched them. Then again, what do I know? I’m a cloak, not a counselor. At any rate, you’ve got problems more pressing than the need to get your head shrunk.

      Lemme recap those problems to make sure I’m not missing any: For Daniel to get his angel wings back and for you to not become a wererat entrée, you need to find the Spear of Destiny, one of the most sought-after holy Relics in world history. And despite the fact some people have fruitlessly spent their entire lives searching for it, you—an uncertified, half-trained sorceress—need to find it sometime between yesterday and right this second, before Daniel is compelled to ease on down the road and before the most powerful sorcerer in the world gets his grubby hands on the Spear and goes on a rampage with it.

      After that, you need to deal with whomever hired the wererats to come after you in the first place. You also need to somehow get your Master Magician certification after years of neglecting your magical studies to try to stave off the Conclave imprisoning you—or worse—for flouting the First Rule of magic. All while looking over your shoulder for this Ghost character so you won’t further expose the magical world to a mundane.

      Whew! What a clusterfu—um, I mean, nightmare. Did I miss anything? Perhaps one of the lesser gods having a vendetta against you?

      Feeling overwhelmed by the odds against me, I sat down heavily on the couch. I was careful to not sit on Puck. He hadn’t said anything sexual in a while, and I wanted to keep the platonic streak alive. “When you put it like that, it sounds impossible.”

      Difficult, yes. Impossible? No. The difficult I can do immediately. The impossible takes a little longer. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers stole that adage from me. First Shakespeare and my name, then those sappers and my awesome expressions. Good engineers copy; great engineers apparently steal.

      Despite everything, I found myself smiling. When he wasn’t being insulting or lecherous, Puck’s irrepressible energy was almost charming. “I don’t think you’re telling the truth about that one.”

      Maybe, he said breezily. Only the unimaginative tell the truth all the time.

      “Does your allegedly stolen can-do saying mean you’re going to help me with the Spear and with the Conclave?”

      Sure. Why not? I haven’t had a challenge worthy of my abilities since I formulated the theory of relativity for Einstein. Besides, you’re not quite as bad as I first thought. You’re growing on me. You’re not as knowledgeable, composed, wise, thoughtful, or as disciplined as a sorceress really ought to be, but you’re plucky.

      “Wow. All this flattery is going right to my head.”
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      My eyes were so bleary and watery that the words of the dense book I read seemed to come alive and dance on the pages.

      I blinked. The words still swam on the pages. Not that I understood half of what they said, anyway. The fact the seer stone Puck had taught me to create days ago translated this book’s ancient Greek to English did not change the fact that the import of the words was still Greek to me. Daniel playing with the coins in his pocket more than usual did not help my concentration.

      Irritated, I slammed the book shut. The Soul: Theory and Practice were the words etched in Greek on the cover of the ancient, thick, leather-bound book. What someone like me needed was The Idiot’s Guide to the Soul.

      What was the point? I would never figure this stuff out. I had hit the wall.

      I hadn’t slept in four days. Red anger and dark frustration cut through my exhaustion. Though Puck had warned me more volatile than normal emotions were a side effect of the no doze spell he had taught me, that did not make the emotions feel less real.

      I flung the fist-sized seer stone. It whistled away from me with such force that it embedded itself into the wall of my apartment. I swept the book I’d been reading off my storage chest that did double duty as a living room table. It thumped onto the floor, knocking over a stack of equally obscure and abstruse books there. Puck had taught me the word abstruse. At least I had learned something these past few days.

      Daniel was reading an epic fantasy novel, sitting with his feet propped up. He played with those infernal coins in his pocket like they were a talisman. He looked up at my outburst. His eyes flicked from the seer stone in the wall, to the scattered books, then to me.

      “Well, that’s certainly productive,” he said.

      “Shut up,” I snapped irritably. I flung myself back on the sofa and stared at the popcorn ceiling. Though I was weary due to lack of sleep, I was simultaneously wide awake thanks to the no doze spell, like I had mainlined gallons of coffee. “This is stupid. Why do I have to read all this stuff, anyway? While I’m sitting here cramming, Millennium could be putting his hands on the Spear of Destiny.”

      We’ve been over this, Puck said. I had not taken him off in days. Though I did not always like what he had to say, I was getting used to having his voice in my head. I think the best way to find the Spear is to teach you to astrally project so you can search the city for it. Unless you want to just search door-to-door, which was the boneheaded suggestion you had yesterday.

      “I’d rather do that than sit here going blind poring over ancient texts which are as clear as mud. Why can’t you just teach me the blasted astral projection spell without putting me through this idiotic remedial education course?”

      We’ve been over this too. It’s like asking why NASA can’t just teach you which buttons to push in the space shuttle instead of making you go through astronaut training. To be able to astrally project safely, you must understand the theory and the methodology behind it. It’s not as simple as saying a word, waving your hand, and conjuring up a ball of spellfire. It’s really high-level magic. Some of the highest, actually. I only know of one Master Magician who can do it safely, and he’s a soul manipulation specialist. I doubt even Millennium can do it. If you don’t have a solid foundation in the theory, you’re liable to get yourself killed. Or worse yet, me.

      “Well why don’t you give Soul Man a jingle and get him to find the Spear? I’m sick of sitting here, sick of reading stuff I barely understand, and sick of forcing myself to stay awake. Plus, I can’t shake the feeling something terrible is going to happen if I go through with this.”

      The man I’m thinking of is a black guy from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, so I wouldn’t call him Soul Man to his face if I were you. Racist. I get that you’re tired, but you’ve made a lot of progress. We’re compressing years of study into just a few days, after all.

      Feeling stubborn, I said, “I don’t care. I’m through wrestling with high-level magic. I’m no good at it. Quick and dirty stuff is more my speed. The last time I did high-level magic, I got somebody I cared about killed.” I started tearing up at the memory. I blinked hard, embarrassed, hoping neither Puck nor Daniel noticed. My exhaustion had made my emotions volatile and had made me reveal more than I normally did. I willed myself to not start crying. “Never again. We’re going to have to find another way. I’m tapping out.”

      Daniel put his feet down and spun in his chair to face me. “Stop being such a baby.”

      “Excuse me?” I said, startled.

      “You heard me. Stop being such a whiny baby. Ever since I brought you all these books after scrounging for them in obscure occult bookstores armed with the Cloak of Wisdom’s reading list, it’s been one complaint after another.” His voice became high-pitched and mocking. “‘I’m tired.’ ‘This stuff’s too hard.’ ‘I don’t want to do this anymore.’ ‘Ooooh, I’m scared of what might happen.’ ‘Me, me, me, me, me.’” Daniel looked at me contemptuously. “I for one am sick of your belly-aching. The world does not revolve around you. Everybody’s got their own problems. I don’t know what happened in your past or who died because of you. And frankly, I don’t care. What I do care about is finding the Spear of Destiny before it falls into the wrong hands. We went to a lot of trouble to acquire the Cloak of Wisdom. If it says you need to hit the books before you attempt astral projection, then that’s what you’re going to do.”

      Hey! Puck said, sounding outraged. I have a name, you know. Tell him to stop calling me an “it.”

      Daniel of course couldn’t hear Puck. Daniel continued, saying, “I’m paying you a lot of money to do a job, and I expect results. So shut up, man up, get your head out of your ass, and put it back in those books.”

      I got off the sofa and stepped over to Daniel. I stood over him. I was so mad, I was shaking.

      I stopped myself with a herculean effort from reaching down and throttling Daniel. “Get out of here right now,” I said, my teeth clenched, “or so help me I’m going to pick you up by the scruff of your neck and kick you back up to Heaven.”

      Daniel stared up at me, holding my gaze in challenge. Finally, he stood.

      “I’ll go,” he said, reaching for the Ark fragment. “But once I’m gone, get back to work. I’m not paying you to whine.”

      It took every ounce of will to not fling one of the heavy books I had been studying and cave the back of Daniel’s skull in as he walked out the door.

      Once the door was closed, I punched the wall as hard as I could. My fist punctured the drywall. My arm sank into the wall up to my elbow. In my anger, I barely felt the impact.

      Wow, Puck said. It’s not often that I’m the level-headed one in the room. What did that poor wall ever do to you?

      “You looking to get thrown out too?” I snarled.

      Nope. Just making conversation.

      “Well don’t.”

      I yanked my arm out of the wall, raking my skin on the jagged hole’s edges. My arm bled, and my fist throbbed. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Now I’d have to pay to get the hole patched. And what if I had broken my hand, hindering my ability to cast spells? I gingerly clenched and unclenched my aching hand. Fortunately, it didn’t feel like I had broken anything.

      Though you’re hardly Miss Calm, Cool and Collected yourself, Daniel’s gotten increasingly antsy the past few days, Puck said thoughtfully as I went to the kitchen sink and washed the blood and drywall dust off my arm.

      “He has to move on from D.C. soon. He says it’s his divine compulsion.”

      Don't you think that's a little weird?

      I laughed bitterly. “There's nothing about this whole situation that's not weird.”

      After gingerly patting my bleeding arm dry with paper towels, I pulled the last of the Elven wine I had left out of the cabinet. I uncorked the flask and took a long swallow. Almost immediately I felt the drink’s effects. It washed away the pain of my arm and most of my anger, leaving only numb sorrow.

      Hey, go easy on that stuff, Puck said. The no sleep spell you’re under has already weakened your ability to control your emotions. Mixing Elven wine with it will just make it worse. No one enjoys being alone with a pie-eyed girl who’s liable to make bad decisions more than I do, but now’s not the best time to get a snootful. We’ve got too much work to do.

      “I don’t care.” It was a lie. I did care. Despite how much of a jerk Daniel sometimes was, he had paid me to do a job. When you were paid to do something, you should do it to the best of your ability. Dad had taught me that. I didn’t have much—no family, few friends, and the kind of personality which made it likely that would not change—but I did have the pride I took in doing what I said I was going to do. And I said I would try to find the Spear of Destiny. But, what Puck was trying to teach me to do was hard. Beyond my capacity to learn, maybe. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to pull it off.

      And, I was equally afraid I would pull it off. The last time I had fooled around with high-level magic, it had ended disastrously.

      Miserable, I drank more wine. The wine’s warm glow spread from the pit of my stomach all throughout my body. Elven wine wasn’t the solution to my problems, but it did an awesome job of masking them.

      Are you going to tell me what’s wrong with you, or am I gonna have to guess? Puck asked.

      “Nothing’s wrong with me. Besides, what could be wrong when you’ve got a bellyful of Elven wine?” I hiccupped, burped, then giggled. Nobody ever complained about Elven wine not being fast-acting.

      Oh sure, everything’s clearly just dandy, Puck said sarcastically. We’re racing to see who can find the Spear of Destiny the fastest, yet you’re flying off the handle, punching walls, and getting drunk off your ass in the middle of the day when you ought to be studying.

      “No cursing,” I said automatically.

      Oops. Force of habit. Ichiro used to curse like a whore stuck at a celibacy convention. I’ve been meaning to ask, what’ve you got against cursing, anyway? I thought cursing and badass chicks went together like peanut butter and jelly. Thunder and lightning. Sturm and drang. Strippers and daddy issues. Black guys and—

      “My father,” I quickly interjected, afraid of what was coming next. “I don’t curse in honor of my father.” I had never told anyone that before. The lack of sleep, the no doze spell, and the wine must have conspired to loosen my lips.

      Does he live around here?

      “No. He’s dead.” Hot tears formed and started dripping down my cheeks. “I killed him.”

      There was stunned silence in my head for a moment. Then Puck said, I haven’t known you very long, but I find that hard to believe.

      “No, I killed him all right. Just as sure as if I had pulled the trigger myself.” I was bawling now. I felt my face contort as I wept. Mortified about being so vulnerable in front of Puck, I tried to stop, but couldn’t. Exhaustion, frustration, anger, and Elven wine obviously were not a good mix.

      I flung the wine flask away before I drank more and further embarrassed myself. The open flask bounced off the wall and landed on the floor. Its contents gurgled out, forming a pool of red on the linoleum. It reminded me of the pool of blood I sat in ten years ago as I held Dad’s lifeless body after he shot himself.

      The remembrance made me cry even harder, long racking sobs that made it hard to breathe. I sank down onto the floor.

      Puck was uncharacteristically quiet as I cried. My back was against the wall, and my legs were sprawled out in front of me. My sobbing rebounded off the walls of my tiny kitchen.

      After a long while, when I finally quieted down some, Puck spoke gently, so much so that I thought at first his words were my imagination. Tell me what happened to your father, he said.

      I blew my nose on a paper towel. It was rough against my nose. I angrily wiped my cheeks dry with the back of my hand. Daniel had been right—I was a baby. The world’s oldest. If the world needed someone like me to protect it by locating the Spear of Destiny, the world was in serious trouble.

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

      You may not want to talk about it, but it seems to me that you need to.

      I opened my mouth, about to tell Puck no again. Salty snot dribbled onto my tongue. I spat it out, disgusted. While Millennium was honing in on the Spear, I was eating my own mucus. I was a mess.

      Maybe Puck was right. Maybe I did need to talk about it. How was I going to continue the search for the Spear like this?

      “As is often the case with Gifted people, being Gifted runs in my family,” I began after blowing my nose again. It was a good thing Puck was a cloak; most guys would run away screaming in terror when a woman cried the way I had. “My parents were both Master Sorcerers. My mother abandoned me and my Dad when I was a baby. Dad’s name was Anwell. He raised me by himself. He was a good man. The best I’ve ever known. He never had an unkind word to say about anybody, always helped people when he could, and lived a good life. He was one of those guys you think is too good to be true when you meet them, that there’s got to be something dark and disturbing under all that surface virtue. That wasn’t the case with Dad. With him, what you saw was what you got. Everyone who knew him adored him. But nobody adored him more than I did. How he ever got hooked up with someone like my mother is to this day a mystery to me.

      “In addition to taking care of me, Dad also trained me in the use of my magic when my abilities manifested. I absorbed his lessons like a sponge. Both because I loved magic, and because I loved pleasing him. When I was little, he had to make me go outside and play instead of me spending every second poring over books, studying magical theory, and learning new spells. Soon, I was casting spells magicians years older than me couldn’t tackle. Dad often said I had the most magical potential of anyone he had ever known. And that was saying something because Dad knew some of the leading magicians of his time.

      “Though Dad permitted me a lot of freedom in my magical studies, there was one area he declared off-limits: black magic. ‘Black magic perverts its practitioner, often without her ever even realizing it,’ he said. He made me promise I would stay away from it. Being a dutiful daughter, I promised. But, like telling a Catholic girl to stay away from sex until marriage, Dad telling me to stay away from black magic made it even more alluring.

      “I managed to get my hands on some books on the subject. In the circle of young Gifteds I ran in, books on black magic were passed around the way mundane boys used to pass around copies of Playboy.

      “After secretly devouring those books, I was convinced I could perform the feats of black magic they described. After all, as Dad had told me, I had the most magical potential of anyone he had ever known. I knew there was nothing I couldn’t do.

      “When I was sixteen I got everything ready one evening when Dad was supposed to be gone most of the night. First, I moved the furniture in the living room out of the way. I scrubbed down a part of the wood floor with the unholy water I’d bartered with a warlock for. Then I sprinkled holy water in a circle around that. The holy water smoked where it came into contact with the unholy water, searing a dark circle into the wood. I drew a large pentagram in fresh animal’s blood on the part of the floor I had rendered profane with the unholy water. Then I positioned black tallow candles on each point of the pentagram and lit them with matches fashioned from a rotting oak tree.

      “With the physical preparations complete, I executed the Word, the Will, and the Wave of the demon summoning spell I had decided on. I had practiced the components of the spell for a week, making sure I had everything right.”

      I paused. I felt sick to my stomach, like the wine wasn’t agreeing with me. The wine wasn’t to blame. It was the sickeningly vivid memory of what I called up from the pits of Hell that turned my stomach.

      “It was the hardest spell I had ever cast, but I did it. I summoned a demon. It rose up from the pentagram like a fine red mist that hardened into flesh and bone once I completed the words of the spell. It looked like the bastard child of a ram and a spider, with huge curved horns and an exoskeleton dripping mucus that bubbled and popped when it hit the floor.” I shuddered at the thought of the thing. I had a sudden sense memory of the way the demon smelled: of skunk, brimstone, decay, rot, and eternal grasping evil made flesh.

      “The demon struggled against my Will, trying mightily to free itself. Its attempts to get free were like ocean waves smashing against the levees of my mind. But, my Will and the pentagram held.

      “I had done it. I had summoned a demon, something I was sure no one my age had ever done before. At the rate I was going, I just knew I would become the youngest Master Sorceress in the history of the Conclave.

      “If I hadn’t been so busy congratulating myself, maybe I would have realized the demon and I were no longer alone. Dad had come home earlier than expected, and he had walked into the living room without me noticing.

      “‘Sage, what have you done?’ was what he said. Simple words, yet I’ll never forget them.

      “Startled by Dad’s unexpected appearance, my Will imprisoning the demon in the confines of the pentagram faltered for an instant. An instant was all the fiend needed. It sprang out of the pentagram and circle of holy water like a rabid dog that had broken its chain.

      “It didn’t leap at me, though. I wish it had. It leaped for my father. The demon’s body merged into my father’s like a raindrop hitting a bucket of water, disappearing as if it had been a figment of my imagination.

      “Dad turned to me. I had never seen such hate on his face before. He flicked his wrist at me. I flew backward into the air like I had been thrown by an invisible giant. I slammed into the wall behind me and was held there by some powerful unseen force, unable to move a muscle. I dangled on the wall like a painting, with an immense weight pressing against my chest.

      “My father stepped toward me, looking up at me with a twisted face I barely recognized. I’ll never forget his words: ‘Foolish girl, playing at magic you can’t begin to understand, much less control,’ he said in a voice that was his yet, somehow, not his. ‘I could squash you like the bug you are, but this body’s memories give me a better idea.’

      “My father, obviously under the demon’s control, climbed the stairs. He returned a few minutes later holding a knife in one hand, and the Smith and Wesson Dad kept in his nightstand in his other hand. It’s the same gun I keep in the end table in the living room.

      “Brandishing the gun at me, my father explained that he would carve me up like a veal cutlet, yet be careful to leave me alive. Only then, when I was begging to be put out of my misery, would he shoot and kill me. He would call the police and report that he had tortured and shot his own daughter. When the police arrived, the demon would vacate my father’s body, leaving him to be arrested and imprisoned for murdering his only daughter.

      “I would die, the demon said through my father, knowing that not only had my stupidity gotten myself killed, but it had ruined my father’s life as well.

      “I literally could not move a muscle as I hung on the wall. The demon’s dark magic was too powerful. I couldn’t even blink. I could hardly see through my tears by that point. The demon was right. Dad had warned me about fooling around with black magic. My arrogance and stupidity were about to get me killed and ruin Dad’s life. Not only would Dad go to prison for something he was not responsible for, but he would have to live the rest of his life with the memory of cutting into and shooting me.

      “Laughing maniacally like an escapee from an insane asylum, my father put the gun down on the table, about to get started on carrying out the demon’s plan. But, Dad’s hand hesitated when he tried to remove his hand from the gun. His arm started to shake, like when you’ve been working out a body part too hard and it gets tremors.”

      My blubbering, which had mostly subsided, started up again. “Dad picked the gun back up. He slowly lifted it. His arm shook like moving the gun took a superhuman effort. He pressed the barrel against his temple.

      “‘No! Stop! What are you doing? I command you to stop!’ my father screeched, his voice almost inhuman. I’ll never forget them, the last words Dad ever spoke. His last words, but not his last message.

      “Dad was facing me. His face was still twisted and feral as his shaking hand pressed the gun against his head. But, for one brief instant, his face cleared, becoming normal, becoming the face I loved again. His lips flashed a brief, sad smile. He winked at me.

      “Dad pulled the trigger, blowing his own brains out. His body toppled over. The magic holding me immobile against the wall dissipated. I collapsed into a heap on the floor, my legs so stiff they couldn’t hold me up.

      “I crawled over to where my father had fallen. I held him as his blood pooled around us, expanding like a dilating red eye.”

      I coughed, clearing my throat. “Dad loved me so much he was able to overpower the demon’s control over him. When he killed himself, he also destroyed the demon which was bonded with him. He sacrificed himself to save me. He died because of me. I killed him just as surely as if I had pulled the trigger myself.”

      It took a little while for me to compose myself again. Puck was uncharacteristically silent, but I felt his presence, like a warm comforting blanket around me.

      Eventually I said, “It was two days before someone found us on the floor of the living room. One of Dad’s co-workers got worried because he hadn’t shown up for work and wouldn’t answer his phone, which wasn’t like him. The police had to literally pry me from Dad’s stiff body. Though I remember them doing it, I remember it like it’s a scene from a movie. You know, like it was happening to someone else. Shock, I suppose.

      “A big part of me died along with Dad. I stopped studying magic altogether. To this day, everything I know how to do is a variant on what Dad taught me. It’s why I don’t have my Master’s status. After Dad died, it was a long while before I cast another spell. It was years before I returned to some semblance of normal. During that time, just looking at me the wrong way would set me off. I was mad at the world, but especially mad at myself. I got into fights constantly. It’s why I have a record. I had serious anger issues.” I thought of me punching Willow and how I had wanted to cave Daniel’s skull in. I shook my head. “Some things never change, maybe.”

      You ending your magical training at sixteen is why you aren’t as skilled a sorceress as you could be? Puck asked.

      I nodded, wiping my nose again with the paper towel balled up in my hand.

      And that’s why training for astral projection is so hard for you? Because you’re afraid of what might happen if you practice high-level magic again?

      I nodded again. “I am terrified of what might happen if I continue to pursue high-level magic. I clearly don’t have the good judgment to handle it. Look at what I did to Dad.”

      You were a child then. Children do childish things. Now you’re a woman. You must learn to trust yourself more.

      “Yeah, and me trusting myself worked out so well for my father, didn’t it?” I asked tartly. “Besides, ‘trust yourself’ is easy for you to say. You’re a centuries-old magical genius.”

      Puck laughed bitterly. Yeah, I’m a genius. But being a genius doesn’t mean I’m wise. I’ve made my fair share of mistakes. Like how I got stuck in this cloak. That mistake was a humdinger.

      “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      Nah. We’re talking about you, not me.

      “Believe me, I’m sick of talking about me.” I again wiped my cheeks dry with the back of my hands. “You must think I’m the world’s biggest crybaby.”

      Nope. Abraham Lincoln was hands-down the biggest crybaby. You should’ve seen the way he bawled his eyes out when he was engaged to somebody he didn’t want to be engaged to, but was too much of a pus—uh, a scaredy-cat to break it off. I dictated a letter for him to send to her that subtly suggested how awful her life would be if she married him. And that was the end of that. He never heard from her again. Abe was so grateful, he later almost named his firstborn Puck, but Mary Todd put her foot down. If a guy with no backbone like him could win the Civil War, imagine what you can do.

      “Sometimes I wonder how much of what you say is true, and how much is your way of distracting me.”

      Telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth all the time is boring. The truth is for those who lack creativity. That reminds me of the time I gave my penis a nickname. Back when I had one, that is. I called it The Truth because it was so big, no one could handle it. Except for this Halfling named Big Bertha. She was half human, half giant, and all woman. Her vagina was so big, when she shaved it, the Environmental Protection Agency arrested her for deforestation. You could shove a—

      “Okay, okay, stop.” I shook my head. “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to take my mind off my father, away from how you got trapped in the cloak, and onto whatever tall tale you were about to spin. I appreciate the effort, but it’s not working. I want to know how you got trapped in the cloak. You’re the first person I’ve ever told about my father. I shared a deep, dark secret, so now it’s your turn.”

      Oh, all right, Puck said. But only because you already spilled the beans about yourself.

      Like I told you before, I’m a genius. I knew it even at an early age. I made sure everyone else knew it, too. And as you know, people just love somebody telling them how much smarter he is than they are. Ha! Sike! Suffice it to say, before I got trapped in this thing, I didn’t have many friends. I certainly didn’t have any girlfriends. The only way I would’ve gotten girls to pay attention to me was if I had dosed them with a love potion. And believe me, I considered it. Never did it, though. It seemed a little too rapey, even though I was desperate for female companionship.

      My lack of friends didn’t bother me. Well, it didn’t bother me much. I told myself everyone was just jealous of how smart I was. In hindsight, I might’ve been a little on the obnoxious side.

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      Sarcasm is so unbecoming of a sorceress. Anyhoo, I thought that if I did something really spectacular, everyone would have to finally recognize my genius. They would finally be forced to like me. It wasn’t until years later I realized that the words “forced” and “friendship” don’t really go together.

      But before I came to that realization, I strove to prove myself, to show the world how awesome I was. I wanted to achieve something big, something that would make the world sit up and really take notice.

      After careful study, I became convinced it was possible to magically transfer human consciousness to an inanimate object. Think of how it would revolutionize human society if I pulled that feat off! Dying would be a thing of the past. People discounting me, ignoring me, not wanting to be my friend would be a thing of the past too. Or so I thought.

      I concocted a spell I was sure would work. It took months to plan and work the kinks out of, and days to cast. Obviously, I pulled it off. The spell removed my consciousness from my body and transferred it to this cloak. The spell was supposed to wear off after a few hours and return my consciousness to my body. Unfortunately, it didn’t. The spell’s been going strong for centuries now. My body’s long dead, obviously. I was only eighteen at the time of the transfer, and my body lived on in a coma for less than a year. I hadn’t even lost my virginity.

      That last admission confirmed a suspicion I had about Puck. People with a lot of sexual experience didn’t talk about it incessantly like Puck did.

      My parents and my sister Carmela are as dead as my biological body, of course. My sister had a few descendants, but they all died out, so I’m the only branch remaining of my family tree.

      I never did figure out what went wrong with the spell, and I’ve literally spent decades trying to puzzle it out. Some of the other magicians who have donned me have tried to free me from the cloak, to no avail. Frankly, I’ve given up trying. I’m trapped here, probably forever. I’m eighteen going on infinity. Puck sounded bitter. So, I understand when you said you were arrogant by summoning that demon. I’m the god-king of arrogance. Unfortunately, the title doesn’t come with randy female worshippers. Just dry cleaning bills.

      Puck fell quiet. I let what he had told me sink in for a while.

      “We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” I asked. “We’re both a hot mess. We’ve really screwed ourselves over.”

      I disagree. Despite the fact I sometimes feel sorry for myself, my life’s not all bad. Thanks to my association with a string of magicians, I know more about magic than I would if I had lived conventionally. There’s something to be said for knowledge for the sake of knowledge. Also, some of the magicians I’ve bonded with have been pretty good eggs. Don’t get me wrong—I wish I hadn’t gotten stuck in this cape. But it is what it is. There’s no use in moaning and gnashing my teeth about it.

      As for you and your situation, I’m not gonna lie: You shouldn't have been fooling around with black magic. Your dad was right about that. You made a mistake. A big one. But frankly, so what? Everyone makes mistakes. Unless you’ve got a time machine you haven’t told me about, the past is the past. All you can do now is make sure your past mistakes intelligently inform your future decisions.

      I'm buried alive in a coffin of my own making. You're not. You can move on with your life. I didn’t know your father, but I suspect he’d say the same if he were here. He sacrificed his own life so that you could live. You should honor his memory by doing just that—living your life to its fullest. And for someone like you with your magical potential, that means embracing that potential, not being afraid of and running from it.

      I mulled Puck’s words over for a long while. Ten years had passed since Dad died, yet I was in many ways the same 16-year-old girl who had cradled his lifeless form in her arms. My magic hadn’t advanced since then. I was impulsive and impetuous. Anger always boiled right under the surface of my psyche. I had flings like that one with Bigfoot instead of serious relationships. I lived for today with no thought of tomorrow, which was how I had gotten into so much debt and was always behind on my bills.

      I was a fly stuck in amber of my own making, trapped in the mistakes of my past as much as Puck was literally trapped in his.

      I was a grieving and fearful 16-year-old in a 26-year-old’s body. As much as I hated to admit it, Daniel was right about me being childish.

      Maybe it was time to grow up.

      I stood up, stretched, and washed my face in the kitchen sink. I used cold water. A baptism of sorts. I was still tired, and I hoped the coldness of the water would give me a much-needed pick-me-up. I still had a lot of studying to do if I was going to attempt astral projection.

      The water didn’t do much. Maybe a baptism needed to be performed by a minister for it to work correctly. Preferably a hot one. Oh well. Nobody ever said turning over a new leaf and becoming a new woman was easy.

      “You’re pretty smart for an 18-year-old,” I said to Puck as I dried my face.

      You ain’t just whistling Dixie. I am a genius after all.

      “There’s one thing you were wrong about, though. You said you didn’t have any family. Well, now you’ve got me. I think we’re going to wind up being pretty good friends.”

      Friends with benefits? Puck suggested eagerly.

      “Definitely not. Besides, you’re trapped in a cloak. How would that even work?”

      I've given it lots of thought, he said with excitement. We could—

      “No.”

      But—

      “No,” I repeated firmly.

      Killjoy.
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      For the love of all that’s holy, Puck exclaimed irritably, there’s a gap in that line in the upper right corner. Are you really that desperate to have the jikininki make a meal of your guts while we’re gone?

      I looked closely where Puck had indicated. He was right. I was learning he usually was.

      I shuddered at the thought of what might have happened had Puck not caught my mistake. Jikininki were ghosts with mouths filled with piranha-like teeth who ate human corpses and other bodies whose souls had vacated them. The jikininki were but one of the many dangers that could waylay the unwary astral projector. I had learned about them and things even more terrifying over the past week and a half during my crash course in astral projection.

      I had drawn a complex symbol in the middle of my living room floor with ash wood charcoal. While I was doing my spiritual walkabout, the symbol was supposed to keep away from my body all the invisible nasties who flocked to soulless bodies like vampire moths to a flame.

      I grabbed the charcoal and filled in the gap Puck had pointed out. Then, careful to not smudge any of the other carefully drawn lines, I reviewed the protective symbol, painstakingly going over it inch by inch.

      The symbol was a giant circle with a large square inside it. Each corner of the square touched the circle. The square was big enough for me to sit in its middle without smudging it. In the four spaces formed between the square and the curve of the circle were various glyphs from my recent studies. I had carefully drawn them under Puck’s sharp-eyed and even sharper-tongued supervision. Despite the heart-to-heart moment we shared several days ago, he still sometimes treated me like a child who couldn’t be trusted with blunt-tipped kid scissors unsupervised.

      “Well it certainly looks impressive,” Daniel said once I stepped away from the circle after my final review. “But will it work?”

      Daniel and I hadn’t spoken about our blowup from days before. Since then, Daniel acted as though nothing untoward had happened. I was still angry about what he had said to me, though. The anger simmered right under the surface of my consciousness, like a pot threatening to boil over. It wasn’t often that someone called me a whiny baby and I let them get away with it. Even if they were right.

      In fact, I was so pissed at Daniel that I was starting to wonder if I had developed feelings for him. Otherwise, his comments would have slid off me like water off a duck’s back by now. Daniel was an immortal angel who couldn’t stay long in one spot. In other words, he was an unavailable older man with power and authority. A man like my father. Could I be more of a Freudian cliché?

      I pushed the thought and my irritation with Daniel to the side. I had to focus.

      “It should work,” I answered him.

      “Should” being the operative word, Puck said. The Titanic was marketed as an unsinkable ship. It should not have sunk. Yet it did.

      “Well, aren’t you a ray of sunshine?” I was already nervous enough without Puck pissing in my Cheerios. “You missed your calling as a motivational coach.”

      Sorry. I thought you were looking for objectivity, not a cheerleader. How about this? Puck’s voice became sing-song. Sage, Sage, she’s our gal. If she can’t do it, nobody shall. Better?

      “Very inspirational.”

      “From my perspective,” Daniel said, with amusement in his eyes at my exchange with Puck, “you look like a crazy person who’s talking to herself.”

      “You’ve got the crazy part right.” I was still amazed I was about to attempt something only one other person in the world could do safely. I was the chick who had done little more than elemental magic for the past decade. It was like going overnight from only having your learner’s permit to racing in the Indy 500.

      I gave one last look around the small room. My tiny amount of furniture had been moved into the corner of the room, out of the way. It reminded me of how I had moved things out of the way to draw a pentagram on the wood floor of Dad’s and my house ten years ago. I prayed this excursion into higher levels of magic did not also result in disaster.

      I let out a breath and tried to push out my doubts along with it. I pointed at the intricate pattern I had painstakingly drawn on the linoleum. “This will keep out any spiritual threats to my body while my soul is out of it during the astral projection,” I said to Daniel with more confidence than I felt. Fake it until you make it. If faking it worked here, maybe I’d start padding my bra too. “Your job is to keep out any physical threats by watching over my body while my consciousness is out of it.”

      “If any vampires or door-to-door salesmen come a-knocking, I’ll send them packing,” Daniel said. He patted the Ark fragment. “You’re safe in my hands. I’m not going anywhere. At least not right away.” He started playing with the coins in his pocket again. He’d gotten antsier and antsier with each passing day. He would have to leave the D.C. area soon.

      I drank the cup of blue lotus tea I had left cooling. Daniel had bought the lotus flowers I had brewed into a tea, just as he had bought all the other preparatory material that dotted the room. My research indicated the tea would help calm me—and sister, did I ever need that!—heighten my awareness, and help me separate my soul from my mortal body.

      I went around the room, lighting frankincense and myrrh incense. I breathed in the smell deeply. Between the tea and the incense, I was starting to feel unusual. Not bad, but definitely strange. Calm. I was a lot of things, but calm was usually not one of them.

      I stepped into the charcoal pattern on the floor, careful to not smudge or break any of its lines. I sat crisscross applesauce in the middle of the square at the pattern’s center. I carefully arranged Puck around me. I was going to do this with him because two heads were better than one, especially when one of those heads was centuries old.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Puck.

      Road trip! he exclaimed. I call shotgun.

      I took that as a yes.

      I executed the Wave and said the Word of the spell designed to protect my body from spiritual threats while my spirit was out of it, and I Willed the symbol I sat in to form a protective barrier.

      The charcoal symbol flashed brightly, glowing like a white-hot ember, but with no heat. The glowing stopped just as quickly as it had begun, leaving the black symbol as I had originally drawn it. It felt different though, as if I was now surrounded by an invisible barrier. It was like being inside a perfectly transparent glass tube—I couldn’t see the barrier, yet I still sensed it was there.

      You’ve completed the first step. Well done, Puck murmured encouragingly.

      “Shhh!” I was trying to focus my mind on the next spell, the most complex one I had ever attempted. I didn’t need any distractions.

      Puck grumbled something about how it must be my time of the month, then thankfully shut up. I had a quick but gratifying daydream about setting him ablaze with spellfire before I shunted the thought to the side. I’d deal with him later.

      I closed my eyes. I did my best to shut out the world. Focusing on my breathing, I tried to stop thinking about anything but my body and the spirit that inhabited it.

      Eventually, everything fell away. The weight of the Cloak of Wisdom on my shoulders, my awareness of Daniel’s presence, the creaks and groans of the Leverettes’ old house which always served as subtle background music . . . everything disappeared. There was only me and Puck. He was attached to my consciousness like a suckerfish to a shark.

      I was ready. With my eyes still closed, my arms began to move. I flicked my fingers as my arms performed the intricate pattern of the Wave for this spell. I began to speak the Word. The memorized spell was so complicated, it would take several minutes to complete. As I spoke the Word and performed the Wave, I Willed myself to separate from my body. I envisioned it like I was magically removing the core of an apple, leaving the apple’s flesh and skin completely intact.

      The Wave complete, my arms slowly dropped to rest on my knees. They felt like leaves falling off a tree. My lips fell silent once the last syllable of the Word was out.

      I opened my eyes. I blinked hard, disoriented for a moment. Everything was suddenly deathly quiet, like I was wearing noise-canceling headphones which were one hundred percent effective.

      I stood up. “It didn’t work,” I said. My voice was especially loud in the eerie quiet which had fallen over my apartment. Even the kitchen sink, which normally dripped every few seconds like a metronome, was quiet. The quiet didn’t much register on me, though; I was too busy being bitterly disappointed after all the work and studying I had done. What if I had to start over from scratch? I didn’t even know what it was I had done wrong.

      Daniel didn’t respond to my statement. As if I hadn’t said anything, he just stared at the spot I had risen from.

      It didn’t work? Puck sounded amused. Look down.

      I did. I was startled to see I still sat with my legs crossed and eyes closed, wearing the same blue jeans and loose cotton t-shirt. Yet the seated me wasn’t this me, the standing me who now realized the astral projection spell had worked after all and who felt like she had entered the Twilight Zone. That me stood in the middle of my seated body, with my legs rising through her shoulders.

      I lifted a foot and eased it forward. My foot poked through the chest of my seated body, as if some kid had put Mrs. Potato Head together incorrectly. It was as though the standing, thinking me was a hologram, capable of moving, but possessing no physical substance. If I touched my spirit self, I seemed solid; I passed through everything else like a phantom. And, I obviously was invisible since Daniel did not react to me at all. The astral me, that is.

      It was disconcerting to say the least to see myself in two places at once. Especially because this version of me was now sinking into the floor like it was quicksand.

      I couldn’t step out or push out because my hands and legs passed through everything. In seconds, I had sunk into the floor up to my waist. What would stop me from sinking to the center of the earth, if not farther, I wondered. Fear nibbled at me, threatening to grow into full-scale panic. “Uh, Puck? A little help?”

      First you shush me, now you want my help? You’re giving me whiplash. Make up your mind, will ya?

      “Help first, berate later.” My arms windmilled like those of a gymnast about to fall off a balance beam. Not that it did me any good. I was still sinking into the floor. At this rate, I’d wind up on the other side of the earth before I knew it.

      Fine, Puck huffed. The first thing you need to do is stop freaking out. You were doing so well until now. Your spirit—your soul, if you will—has separated from your body. You’re on the astral plane. The laws of physics don’t apply here. At least the laws of physics you are used to don’t. When you want to move in a certain direction, don’t move your body. Just think yourself there.

      Dubious, but anxious to do something before I wound up in China, I did what Puck suggested. I thought about not sinking.

      I stopped on a dime.

      Encouraged, I willed myself to rise.

      I rose out of the floor like a zombie from the grave. My feet dangled several feet off the floor before I willed myself to stop.

      I grinned. “This is kind of cool,” I said to Puck.

      Yeah, you’re a real unsinkable Molly Brown.

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      Imagine my surprise.

      Daniel scratched himself with one hand and played with the coins in his pocket with the other. I could not hear them or him. I couldn’t hear anything. It was as if I had hit the mute button on the world.

      I glanced around the room from a perspective I did not normally have. From up here near the ceiling, the dusty cobwebs in the upper corners of the room were even more obvious than usual. When this craziness with the Spear of Destiny was over, I desperately needed to clean.

      The fact I was floating in the air like a balloon suddenly filled me with childlike glee. I grinned, and I spun around in the air like a top. The room became a blur around me. There was no sound or sensation of rushing air, no dust kicked up, no indication that anything I did affected the physical world in the slightest.

      I slowed to a stop. I wasn’t dizzy. I was a spirit—I didn’t have an inner ear to make me dizzy. I also wasn’t winded. In fact, I wasn’t breathing at all. I wondered how Puck could hear me when I spoke. It probably had to do with the fact we’d been magically bonded together when I cast the spell that activated him.

      Your Linda Carter spinning and turning into Wonder Woman rendition is cool and all, Puck said, interrupting my conjecture, but doing superhero impressions is not why we’re here.

      Puck was right. It was time to get down to business.

      I opened my Third Eye. The room abruptly became as bright as the sun. The Ark fragment was the source of the harsh light. The light stabbed me like it was thousands of razor-sharp daggers. I winced in pain, and nearly fell through the floor again before I caught myself.

      I hastily closed my Third Eye. The room returned to normal. Looking at the Ark fragment with my Third Eye when my spirit had been in my body had been overwhelming, like staring into the sun. In my astral form, looking at the fragment with my Third Eye wasn’t merely like staring into the sun. More like traveling too close to the sun.

      Ow! Puck moaned in pain. I hope you got the license plate of the 18-wheeler that just hit us. I’d predicted your astral form would be more sensitive to the magic that radiates from holy and unholy Relics, but I wasn’t expecting it to feel like that. Maybe you should slip back into your body, take me off, and go searching for the Spear on your own. Think of it Tonto! Your very own adventure. You’re welcome. The Lone Ranger will sit this one out.

      I tried to shake off the lingering pain of looking at the Ark fragment with my Third Eye. “First of all, if anybody here is the Lone Ranger, it’s me. You’re the sidekick, not the hero. Second of all, casting the spell that got us to this point took a lot out of me. I’m not going through it again just because you’re scared.”

      Tonto, every individual is the hero of his own life story, Puck said pretentiously. And I ain’t scared. Just cautious. I haven’t survived this long by leaping before looking. You could learn a lot from my example.

      “Yeah, I could learn how to be a fraidy-cat. Come on, let’s start our search. Bickering isn’t helping us find the Spear.”

      As I had learned to do in my studies, I locked onto my physical body so I could return to it later. Magicians’ souls becoming unmoored from their bodies was the main reason why few attempted to astrally project.

      Then, I willed my astral form to float upward, through the ceiling of my apartment into the Leverettes’ house above. I passed through everything like I was a ghost. I went through the Leverettes’ kitchen. Its tidiness was in stark contrast to mine. Mrs. Leverette was there, appearing to be whistling merrily as she washed dinner dishes. It was yet another reason to be wary of her. A person who was happy about doing dishes was not a person to be trusted.

      I went through the roof of the Leverettes’ house, into the night air. Something other than me floated above the house.

      No, not something. Someone.

      “Speaking of ghosts,” I murmured, though there was no need to keep my voice down since the figure hovering over the house couldn’t hear me.

      Who’s this guy? Puck asked. Friend of yours? He’s mighty big to be dressed up for Halloween. Wrong time of year too.

      “No, he’s definitely not a friend. This is that Hero named Ghost I told you about.” The so-called Hero hovered over the Leverettes’ house like a superpowered stalker. He wore the same full-body, off-white costume I had last seen him in. His lips were moving under the fabric of his mask. Though I couldn’t hear him, he clearly was talking to someone. Since no one was nearby, I surmised he had some sort of communications gear built into his cowl. “He’s probably here to check up on me like he threatened to when I refused to help him find Millennium.”

      The married couple who lived farther up the block walked by, arm-in-arm. A neighborhood kid pedaled his bike down the sidewalk on the other side of the street. None of them looked up at Ghost.

      “Why do you suppose nobody’s staring at Ghost?” I asked. “He’s a big man wearing a white costume floating over a two-story house. You’d think that would catch somebody’s eye.”

      Maybe he’s invisible, Puck suggested. Maybe that’s one of his superpowers. You said he had followed you when you were on K Street without you spotting him. Maybe you can only see him now because you’re in your astral form.

      “That would certainly explain it,” I agreed. “I wonder how often he’s spied on me without me realizing it.”

      I floated over to Ghost. I lifted my hand until it was inches from his face. I flipped him the bird. He could not see it, of course, but it made me feel better. Me dipping my toes back into the waters of advanced magic had obviously not advanced my maturity level.

      My inner child satisfied, I ignored Ghost and rose higher into the air, until the Leverette house was just one of many geometric shapes below me. Once I was sufficiently far from my apartment, I cautiously opened my Third Eye.

      The whirling colors of the magical world exposed themselves again. The Leverettes’ house, thanks to the Ark fragment it contained, was lit up like a Christmas tree, standing out like a beacon amongst the mundane households.

      Sweet! Puck said. Now all we have to do is perform a sweep of the city, find another spot like this one that looks like it’s sending out a mystical Bat-Signal, and bingo bango, that’ll likely be the Spear of Destiny. We’ll be back in time to catch Dancing with the Stars.

      “Bingo bango? Really?”

      It’s a very advanced and sophisticated magical term of art, Puck said loftily. Beyond your years, no doubt. I wouldn’t expect a young pup like you to understand it.

      Since I was already in Northwest, I started my search here, the largest of the District’s four quadrants. I flew so high up in the sky that the city looked like a giant Lite-Brite. I searched for anything like the kind of mystical energy the Ark fragment emitted.

      The whole time, part of me kept a lock on my physical body in my apartment. As per my crash course in astral projection, I visualized my link to my body as a massive ball of unwinding string which connected the spiritual me to the physical me. If I allowed the mystical filament to break, I would never be able to reenter my body. My body would wither away, and my spirit would be a ghost forever. I already had a name picked out if, God forbid, that happened: Sage the Pissed-Off and Very Unfriendly Ghost.

      I doubted they would make a kid’s cartoon about me.
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      Early in my astral search for the Spear of Destiny, I flew over McMillan Reservoir, a body of water within walking distance of my place which supplied most of the city’s drinking water. On the other side of it was Howard University, one of the country’s most prestigious historically black colleges and one of the top colleges in the country, period. I did not see anything on the sprawling, 250-plus acre campus that made me think the Spear of Destiny was hidden there, but I did see something that made me pause.

      I closed my Third Eye and dropped down to get a closer look.

      One of the university’s dorm buildings was on fire. The fire had already engulfed the bottom four stories of the tall rectangular building, and the blaze was rapidly spreading. Students were at some of the windows, screaming for help. People were clustered around the base of the building, staying a safe distance away. The thin crowd was composed mostly of black people with a sprinkling of other races, which was not surprising considering Howard was a HBU. A few in the crowd had their phones out, filming the inferno. Helpful. The people trapped in the building would burn to death, but at least they could take comfort in knowing their mass cremation would be immortalized forever on the Internet.

      A few of the people around the building were in sooty nightclothes. I guessed they had managed to escape the mounting inferno. The way the fire was spreading, the people who remained in the building would not be so lucky.

      I again rose high enough in the sky so I could see far down the roads leading to the campus. The flashing lights of fire trucks were nowhere to be seen.

      “Puck, we’ve got to do something,” I said. “A bunch of people are about to die.”

      There’s nothing we can do. You can’t perform magic in your spirit form, remember?

      “I’ll go back and get my body.”

      No. You need to stay focused on your mission. Our job is to find the Spear before Millennium does, not go around playing Smokey the Bear.

      I was shocked by Puck’s callousness. “How can you say that? Those are students in that building. They’re practically kids.”

      If they were newborn babies I’d say the same thing. A lot more people than those few in that building will get hurt if Millennium gets his hands on the Spear. I’ve seen generations of people live and die. It gives you perspective, makes you realize no individual or group of individuals is all that important in the grand scheme of things. We need to do the most good for the most people, which means we should focus all our attention on the Spear. We gotta keep our eyes on the prize.

      I thought about Puck’s words. This was like the incident with the gargoyles all over again. Fighting those gargoyles had exposed my magic and landed me in the soup. Maybe I should just mind my own business this time.

      It only took me a moment to decide. I took careful note of a spot near the burning dormitory that didn’t have bystanders close by. I started racing back toward my apartment to retrieve my body. Right was right, and wrong was wrong. Dad had taught me that. I would not dishonor his memory even if doing the right thing wound up screwing me in the long run.

      This is a mistake, Puck warned. You’re being impulsive again.

      “There’s a difference between being impulsive and giving a flip about others,” I said as I zoomed toward my apartment, careful to not lose my mystical tether to my body in my haste. I traveled so fast that the buildings below were a blur. “You say your long life has given you perspective. No offense, but maybe it’s warped your perspective instead. A lot of the magical world is cavalier about the welfare of mundanes, but you’re taking it to a whole new level.”

      What about the First Rule? You’re in enough trouble with the Conclave as it is. And what if Millennium finds the Spear while you’re roasting chestnuts on an open fire?

      “Then he finds it,” I said grimly. “I won’t sacrifice humans to save humanity. If we become the kinds of people who’ll let others burn to death, then we don’t deserve saving.”

      Since it’s your body, not mine, you get to call the shots. But I’ll go ahead and say “I told you so” now in case I forget when this misadventure goes sideways.

      “Thanks for the support.”

      I dropped into my apartment through the walls of the Leverette house. My body and Daniel were where I had left them. I sank into my body. I released my hold on the astral projection spell. Like a key sliding into the lock it fit, my spirit reincorporated into my body.

      My body’s eyes flew open. I nullified the protective spell that surrounded my body. I stood hastily. My legs were stiff from being in the same position for a while.

      Daniel stood too, obviously excited. “You found the Spear?” he asked eagerly.

      “Working on it.” I dashed into my bedroom with Daniel dogging my heels. I neither had time to explain what I was doing, nor did I want to give Daniel a chance to tag-team me with Puck and try to talk me out of helping the Howard students.

      With Daniel standing in my bedroom doorway asking questions I ignored, I raced around the room. Lives were at stake, and here I was scrounging around my disaster of a room, looking for something I had Daniel buy a few days ago. Darn my messiness!

      I found it on top of a pile of laundry, under a pair of underwear.

      If your panties were smaller, maybe you’d have found it sooner, Puck suggested. I didn’t dignify that with a response, though the notion of throwing him into the building fire looked more and more appealing.

      What I had found was my mask. More specifically, it was a Colombina mask, one of those ornate half-masks some women hid their faces with at the annual Carnival of Venice in Italy. This one was a glossy tan and black. I had Daniel get it for me while I was busy studying so I would have something to hide my face with other than a ski mask if I needed to use my magic in public to get the Spear of Destiny. Wearing this kind of mask made me look like I was going to a costume party; wearing the ski mask had made me look and feel like a criminal.

      I secured the mask to my face with the ribbons attached to its end.

      Now you really do look like the Lone Ranger, Puck said. Except subtract the big horse and add small boobs. He was being super helpful. I was learning Puck got snarkier than usual when I dared to ignore his sage advice.

      I glanced at the digital clock on my dresser. Not even a minute had passed since I’d come here to get the mask, but it felt like an eternity. I needed to get back to the fire before it was too late.

      I began the Wave for the portal spell I had learned from Puck.

      “Where are you going?” Daniel demanded.

      “I’ll explain later,” I said, then shut his protests out of my mind as I completed the Wave, said the Word, and Willed a portal to open. The magical doorway, roiling with black and blue colors, opened directly in front of me. I mentally high-fived myself. It was a vast improvement over the magical trapdoor I’d opened for us at the Sackler Gallery.

      I stepped into the portal. The disaster area that was my room disappeared, replaced by the disaster area that the fire was causing at Howard University.

      I closed the portal behind me. I had exited the portal at the spot near the dorm I had made note of before I’d flown back to get my body. I was behind most of the people around the building. No one seemed to notice that a masked woman in a red cloak had stepped out of a glowing hole in the time-space continuum. Even if I hadn’t materialized behind everyone, they were too busy staring at the ever-growing fire.

      Since I could hear and smell now that I wasn’t in astral form, the scene seemed vastly different than it had before. Even this distance from it, I felt the heat of the fire. It crackled like something from the pits of Hell. The screams of people trapped in the building mingled with the crackling. The smoke was choking, and it smelled of burning plastic and chemicals. I heard the wail of police cars and fire trucks, but it was obvious they were still far off in the distance. They would be too late to save many of the students in the building.

      Puck let out a loud, long-suffering sigh. I still think it’s a stupid waste of valuable time, but since you insist on doing this, there’s a spell that should put out the fire. Hopefully you can learn it in time. The first thing you’ll need to do is—

      “Take it easy with the capesplaining,” I said, cutting him off. “I’ve got this.”

      “Those stupid Metas wear capes. I’m a cloak,” Puck protested, sounding offended.

      I ignored him, my mind focused on extinguishing the fire. Truth be told, I was not certain I’d been right about having the situation under control, but there was no time to learn a brand-new spell. Besides, successfully tackling astral projection had boosted my confidence. Perhaps disaster did not have to inevitably follow me engaging in high-level magic.

      I didn’t think I could use magic to extinguish the fire directly. The fire was too big, and fire I did not create was much harder to control than fire I generated. On top of that, I was tired after maintaining the powerful astral projection spell. Now was not the time to rest, though.

      The first thing I needed to do was get the gawkers farther away from the building. I envisioned what I wanted to happen, planting it firmly in my mind. Then I executed the Wave, said “Ignis,” and unleashed my Will.

      With a loud whoosh that could be heard over the roar of the dorm fire, a ring of orange and red spellfire erupted into existence around the building, between it and the onlookers. They cried out in surprise and alarm.

      Gritting my teeth with the effort of maintaining the biggest batch of spellfire I had ever conjured in my life, I willed it to expand. It got closer to the bystanders. They stumbled over themselves in their haste to run away from the encroaching fire.

      There! The bystanders were far enough away from the building now. Unfortunately, in retreating from the spellfire, a few had gotten close enough to me to notice me. They nudged each other, pointing at me. With me wearing a mask and what looked like a cape, they probably thought I was a Hero. Either that or they thought I was a Rogue, maybe one who had set fire to the building in the first place. Oh well. I was more concerned about being identified as a sorceress than about being misidentified as a Metahuman.

      I relaxed my Will, and the ring of spellfire winked out of existence. I switched mental gears, again envisioning what I wanted to happen now that the bystanders were out of the way.

      “Ventus!” I cried, and unleashed my Will as I finished the Wave by extending my hands toward the building.

      Winds kicked up around the base of the building, picking up debris as they circled the structure, faster and faster. It looked like a Metahuman speedster was running around it. I drew in magic from all around and poured it back out of me, channeling it into the burgeoning windstorm around the building.

      While still maintaining the ever-expanding whirlwind, I moved my hands to the Wave of a different spell. “Terra!” I exclaimed, channeling magic into the building itself.

      In seconds, a raging tornado surrounded the inflamed building, though there wasn’t a single storm cloud in the sky. The tornado raged with the building in its eye. The wide end of the tornado’s funnel reached far into the heavens, drowning out the sound of the fire and sucking in debris from all around us. People screamed, some ducking and covering to protect themselves from the debris that whipped through the air and into the magically created tornado.

      So much magic poured out of me, it made me gasp. I was getting cold, like I had just fallen through ice and into a frigid lake. I knew I was draining too much of my magic and life force in maintaining the massive spells I had cast, the biggest forms of elemental magic I had ever attempted. But I also knew I had to hold on a little longer.

      The fire inside the tornado dimmed, as if a giant jar had been placed over the building and the fire was running out of oxygen to consume.

      Then, abruptly, the fire went out.

      I maintained the tornado for a few seconds more to make sure the fire was out. When darkness started closing in from the edges of my vision like a closing camera shutter, I relaxed my Will and my hold on the wind and earth spells before I passed out.

      With desultory swirls of air, the tornado dissipated, then disappeared altogether. Small pieces of debris pattered the ground like hail. The building still smoked, but the fire was out. The air was noticeably colder. People’s breaths condensed in the night air when they exhaled.

      I stumbled and fell to my knees. I panted, my lungs burning, with my head hanging between my shoulders. I felt like an orange with all the juice squeezed out of it.

      Sweet baby Odin! Puck exclaimed. Tornadoes create freezing conditions and a lack of oxygen in their eyes, like the death zone conditions high up on mountain peaks. You used that phenomenon to extinguish the fire. You simultaneously used an earth spell on the organic material in the building to help hold the structure together while the tornado whipped around it. His voice was full of wonder, like he had just seen Willow Wilde and Marilyn Monroe making out while naked and standing atop a galloping unicorn.

      I nodded yes. Talking right now was out of the question. I was too busy remembering how to breathe.

      Holy magical mojo, Batman! Puck exulted. I was wrong when I said at Ben’s Chili Bowl that you’re no superhero. You are a superhero. Not too many people could pull off what you just did. If I had a penis, I would be so hard right now.

      Through the haze that shrouded my sluggish brain, I became vaguely aware of people staring at me. I looked up.

      Many of the bystanders who had been gawking at the fire were now gawking at me. Multiple phones were trained on me. I got a flashback of when I had been videoed at the Institute of Peace. Déjà vu all over again.

      This was no place to linger. Cops and firefighters would be here soon, and they would have uncomfortable questions to ask, questions a certain conspicuously masked and caped sorceress who was already in trouble with the Conclave did not want to answer. Plus, I vaguely remembered something about how the Hero Act made it illegal to dress like a Hero unless you were licensed as one.

      Though I didn’t want to, I staggered to my feet. I lifted my arms. They felt like lead weights. Though people were looking at me, I was going to open a portal in front of everyone anyway.

      Crap! I lowered my hands before I barely began the Wave. There was no way I had the energy to open a portal right now. And if by some miracle I did open one, I was so exhausted and unfocused, it might deposit me at the gates to Hell. However, to be honest, I was so cold from draining my magic that the warmth of Hell did not seem like a bad idea right about now.

      Oh well. I’d just have to return home using conventional means. Once I got away from all these gawkers, I’d simply grab a cab home.

      Then I remembered.

      Double crap! I didn’t have any money or my phone. My pockets were as empty as my magical reserves were. The next time I took a stroll down astral lane, I needed to make sure I had an emergency twenty in my pants pocket.

      I had no choice. I started walking away from the smoking building and the increasing crowd of spectators. Once I was away from everyone, I’d pull Puck and the mask off so drivers and pedestrians wouldn’t stare at me like I was a freak as I trudged the streets toward home.

      Applause trailed me, picking up in volume as I walked through the bystanders. I lifted Puck, shielding my masked face from the people who were recording me with their phones. I felt like a celebrity trying to escape paparazzi.

      Dude, this is embarrassing, Puck said. You’re making my imaginary woody go limp.

      “Shut up,” I whispered. I tried to say it without moving my lips. It would never do to be filmed talking to myself.

      The only thing worse than people thinking I was a superhero was them thinking I was a crazy superhero.
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      The night after the fire at Howard University, I again flew over the city in my astral form with my Third Eye open, looking for any sign of the Spear of Destiny.

      It was dark, with clouds covering the moon and most of the stars. Just like yesterday, the world was as quiet as a mute. It had taken me over eleven hours of sleep to recover from my first astral projection and extinguishing the fire at Howard.

      Daniel sure was pissed at you, Puck said. Daniel had pitched a fit when I returned to my apartment after extinguishing the Howard fire and I told him I would have to put off looking for the Spear until I rested up some. He had taken the same position that Puck had, namely that it was more important to find the Spear than it was to save the lives of college students. Only Daniel had been more adamant about it and more colorful in his language than Puck had been. I wound up having to throw him out of my apartment again. He was back now, however, watching over my body as I did my ghost impersonation throughout the city.

      “Daniel will get over it,” I told Puck. “Or he won’t. I don’t care, frankly.”

      The name’s Puck. Don’t call me Frankly.

      I groaned. “That’s a terrible joke.”

      They can’t all be good. With all the pitches I swing at, I’m bound to strike out from time to time. It’s the law of averages.

      “How about making just some of them good? You know, as a change of pace.”

      Now you’re just being hurtful. You put out one fire, and suddenly you’re an expert on everything, including humor. It was a mistake letting you people vote and wear pants. It’s made you uppity.

      “You people,” I repeated. “Has anyone ever told you you’re sexist?”

      Of course I’m not sexist. Sexism is wrong, and only you broads can be wrong.

      I laughed despite myself. The way Puck spoke to me had changed subtly since yesterday. Though he still had no problem teasing me, now it was the good-natured teasing of one colleague to another. Like we were equals. Before the Howard fire, much of the time Puck spoke to me like I was a mentally challenged child struggling through a remedial class. I must have impressed him at Howard.

      The fact that an article of clothing being impressed with me gave me a warm glow of accomplishment made me wonder when my sanity had jumped the shark.

      We had searched the city for a few hours. We were flying over the National Mall now. As cynical as I sometimes was about how the country was run, seeing symbols of our democracy like the Capitol building, the World War Two Memorial, the Lincoln Memorial, and the Washington Monument made my heart swell with pride and patriotism. I probably would have hummed The Star-Spangled Banner if I hadn’t known Puck would tease me mercilessly.

      The lit-up Washington Monument glowed like something magical, both the tall obelisk itself and the structure’s reflection which stretched across the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool. The base of the 555-foot tall structure was surrounded by fifty flags, one for each state.

      I stopped flying, hovering high in the air over the monument.

      Here are some fun facts about the monument, Puck said. It’s both the world’s tallest stone structure and the world’s tallest obelisk. The upper two-thirds of it is a slightly different color than the bottom third because of a twenty-five year pause in the monument’s construction, after which time they got the marble for the rest of the monument from a different quarry.

      “Here’s a less than fun fact about you: You talk too much. Less talking, more looking. Don’t you see that?”

      Don’t I see what? Rudeness is not visible to the naked eye.

      “That,” I said, pointing. The base of the monument glowed.

      Those are called spotlights, Puck said, speaking slowly, as if I would not understand him if he spoke normally. They’re used to light things up at night.

      I shook my head in irritation. “I’m not talking about the spotlights. There seems to be a glow coming from underneath the monument itself.”

      Maybe, Puck said dubiously. Or maybe you’re so anxious to find the Spear that you’re starting to imagine things.

      It’s not my imagination, I said, though I was already starting to wonder if Puck was right. The glow was so faint, it could have just been my overly sensitive imagination exerting itself.

      I closed my Third Eye. The magical world faded away. Though the Washington Monument’s night lights were still on, the faint glow which had seemed to come from under the structure had disappeared.

      I started to get excited. “That’s not my imagination,” I said triumphantly. “Maybe it’s the Spear.”

      Maybe. But let’s not count our chickens before they use the Spear’s tip to hatch.

      “Only one way to find out.” I opened my Third Eye again. The glow at the base of the monument reappeared.

      I dove down, toward the ground. I passed through the stone base of the monument as if it did not exist.

      I was underground. Even down here, colorful eddies of magical current swirled around me. Straight down, hundreds of feet below the monument, was a whitish-gold glow. From up here, it looked like the light at the end of a tunnel.

      Okay, now I’m cautiously optimistic, Puck said.

      I continued straight down, toward the glow, passing through the ground like I was some sort of superpowered earthworm. If getting paid for finding the Spear did not work out, I could always try gold mining.

      I passed through countless tons of soil and rock before arriving at the source of the glow.

      Whatever it was, it was big, the size of a very large room. It was vaguely ovoid, shaped somewhat like an egg. It glowed, though its light was not blinding the way the light from the Ark fragment had been. The glow did not seem to emanate from the surface of the thing itself, but rather, from inside the thing. It was as if a lit candle had been sealed inside an egg, making the egg’s shell luminesce.

      That’s certainly not the Spear of Destiny. Unless the Spear of Destiny is a supersized ostrich egg.

      “It might be inside, though,” I responded. Increasingly excited, I continued to descend, intending to see if my optimism was justified.

      “Ow!” I exclaimed. My head had bounced off the surface of the glowing thing like I was corporeal again and had done a swan dive into an empty pool. The collision hurt and startled me so much that I struggled for a moment to maintain my spirit’s mystical tether to my physical body.

      “How did I not pass through this thing?” I asked Puck once I recovered sufficiently. “I thought I could go through anything in my astral form.” I poked at the glowing thing cautiously with a finger. My finger met with solid resistance; there was no give whatsoever. It was like poking a brick wall.

      I have no idea, Puck said. His voice was filled with wonder. I’ve never even heard of anything that can keep out somebody’s astral form. And I’ve heard of just about everything. This thing must be enspelled with some next-level kind of magic.

      I slowly but carefully flew through the ground around the massive ovoid, running my hands over it, probing for any kind of opening.

      When I finally finished, I concluded there was not one. If the Spear of Destiny was inside—and I didn’t know what could cause this kind of Third Eye glow if it wasn’t a holy Relic—I couldn’t get to it.

      If the Spear is inside, it might as well be on the dark side of the moon for all the good it’ll do us. As much as it pains me to admit I don’t have any idea how to get inside, I don’t.

      “I do,” I said grimly. I started to rise, heading back toward the surface. I needed to get back into my body and make a phone call.

      I sighed, not looking forward to the call. I hoped the world appreciated the sacrifice I was about to make for it. As I had thought when I didn’t fling my Louboutins at Willow, I wondered when someone was finally going to show up to hand me my much-deserved humanitarian award.
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      Ghost carried me in his arms as he flew high in the air toward the National Mall. He was covered from head to toe in his usual off-white costume and cape. I wore all-black, except for Puck. Ebony and Ivory, the Dynamic Spear-Retrieving Duo. I doubted the title would catch on. It hardly rolled off the tongue.

      The wind screamed in my ear like a banshee. My hair whipped into my eyes, and the bright sun and rushing wind made me squint. I wished I had thought to bring a scrunchie and some sunglasses. Better yet, goggles like the ones early aviators wore when they flew planes with open cockpits. In my defense, I had never flown before. Well, not without either an airplane around me or me casting an astral projection spell. I did not like it.

      Weee! Puck exclaimed. This is fun. Flying’s the best!

      I did not respond. I had already told Ghost too much about the magical world without adding a telepathic 600-plus year-old magic cape to the list. Besides, I did not share Puck’s enthusiasm. I felt like Lois Lane in Superman’s arms as Ghost zoomed toward the Washington Monument. I had become a cliché. It was mortifying. I’ve always empathized with Superman more than I ever did Lois. The powerless chick who needed some big strong man to come save her was not my cup of tea.

      Before I rendezvoused with Ghost, I had told Daniel I had a lead on where the Spear might be, but I had not told him where. The argument we had about me saving the students at Howard still troubled me.

      “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Ghost said. He almost had to shout to be heard over the wind despite the fact I was inches away from him. I already had my cell phone and leather gloves in my pocket; I’d have to add an ear trumpet along with a scrunchie and goggles to my hanging with Heroes pre-flight checklist. “In exchange for you helping me locate Millennium, you need me to phase you deep under the Washington Monument and into a hidden chamber which you believe contains an ancient spear that pierced the side of Jesus Christ as he hung from the cross.”

      “Repeating it over and over isn’t going to change my answer,” I said, irritated not only by the fact I was doing a Lois impersonation, but also by the fact I had been forced to ask this Heroic kidnapper for help. If the Boston Strangler had the Metahuman power to move through solid matter, I would’ve called him instead. “Yes, that’s what I need. You want me to draw you a picture to make it clear so you’ll stop asking me?”

      Maybe you should be nicer to the guy who could drop us like a girlfriend who won’t put out, Puck suggested nervously. If you go splat, I’ll feel it too.

      “I’ll demur on the picture and settle for an explanation,” Ghost said. “Whatever happened to you not knowing anything about magic and magicians?” Thanks to Ghost’s featureless mask, I couldn’t tell if he was looking at me or looking where he was going. What if he hit an airplane while not watching the road? Uh, I meant the sky. What if I became a smear on an airplane windshield on my way to save the world? Embarrassing.

      “Circumstances change,” I said. “I’ve decided this is an instance where I need to look out for others before I look out for myself. Though I must admit I’ll get into even more trouble than I’m already in if you tell people I’m the one who told you about all this stuff, so I’d appreciate it if you’d keep it under your hat.”

      Cowl, Puck corrected me. I wanted to tell him to be quiet so badly it was a physical ache.

      “Tell people?” Ghost laughed. “Who in the world would I tell? If I told people a magical holy spear was hidden under the Washington Monument, the Heroes’ Guild would relieve me of duty and send me to a psychiatrist. Believe me, I’ll keep this between us.” Ghost paused. “On an unrelated note, that’s an interesting cape you’re wearing.”

      “It’s a cloak, not a cape.”

      Darned right I’m a cloak. Set him straight Sage.

      “Sometimes I get chilly,” I added. “Thin blood, you know.” My cloak cover story would have made a lot more sense if it weren’t the middle of summer.

      “Uh-huh,” Ghost said noncommittally. “It’s strange, but your cloak bears an eerie resemblance to a Japanese artifact that was recently stolen from a nearby art gallery. For some reason, the security footage from the night of the theft all got erased.”

      I’m not Japanese, Puck said derisively. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.

      Finally, the Conclave’s Suppression Division was doing its job right, I thought. If only it had been more on the ball when those gargoyles attacked. Maybe I wouldn’t be in the arms of a Hero right now. Big, muscular, sexy arms, I thought wistfully, before chiding myself. Betrayed by my man-hungry glands yet again.

      “Is that a fact? Wow, what a coincidence.” I gave Ghost my best wide-eyed innocent look. It was a hard look to pull off when you were squinting, not innocent, and had mostly forgotten what innocent looked like.

      “Uh-huh,” Ghost said again. I didn’t have to see his face to know he wasn’t buying what I was selling. “A couple of nights ago, a masked woman who wore a red cloak and matches your description was seen putting out a fire at Howard University. She appeared to have superpowers. She saved a lot of lives. But I suppose that’s just a coincidence too.”

      “You took the words right out of my mouth. It’s just a coincidence.” I was not going to tell Ghost any more than he needed to know about the magical world or my recent exploits. He’d likely pat me on the back for saving lives and then turn me in for stealing the Cloak of Wisdom. I knew his type. Literally super sanctimonious.

      Ghost said, “There’s an expression in my line of work: If there’s more than one coincidence, it’s not a coincidence.”

      “Oooh, super sleuth aphorisms,” I squealed in my best breathy Willow Wilde impersonation. “Tell me more Mister Detective Man.”

      The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched. “You know, I can’t decide if I really like you or if I really despise you.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      I gotta be honest, Puck said. I wouldn’t have guessed you knew the word “aphorisms.” Fortunately, due to Ghost’s presence, I did not have to dignify that with a response.

      We arrived at the Washington Monument. We hovered high in the sky over it, but underneath the cloud cover. The tourists who swarmed the Mall looked like ants from up here.

      So we would not freak people out when we dove down toward the Washington Monument, Ghost turned us invisible. Or at least he said he did. From my perspective, we were still as visible as my donut top was when I pulled my shirt off. I wondered if Puck knew a chub reduction spell. Only the deluge of mockery I would open myself up to kept me from asking.

      Ghost plunged straight down. We dropped next to the tall marble monument like it was a plumb line. It felt like we were going to splatter on the ground like a dropped watermelon. Though I knew we were in no danger, it was hard to stifle a scream. Millions of years of human evolution had programmed my instincts into believing falling from a great height was a very bad thing.

      We passed through the ground like it was made of thin air. We plunged into complete darkness. Ghost had warned me about that. There was no light underground, after all.

      I’m not having fun anymore, Puck said, sounding nervous. It’s dark and scary down here. It reminds me of where I go when you take the cloak off. I want off this ride.

      I opened my Third Eye. The glow I had detected deep under the monument flicked on like it had been turned on by a light switch. The glow was not as vivid as it had been in my astral form, but now that we were deep underground, I could see it, albeit very faintly. I never would have spotted it from aboveground if I hadn’t figured out how to astrally project.

      I still felt Ghost as he cradled me in his arms. He was as tangible as he had always been. The rock and soil we passed through was not tangible, though I vaguely felt it as we passed through it. It felt like someone gently blowing on my hand, except all over, even on my insides. It was creepy.

      We were right on target to hit the glowing structure. Since I couldn’t speak to Ghost while we were intangible, and he could of course not see the underground structure, I squeezed his right arm in the pattern we had worked out while flying to the Washington Monument.

      As per my non-verbal instructions, Ghost slowed his descent. We were almost on top of the glowing ovoid structure. Thanks to my earlier collision with the structure in my astral form, I halfway expected us to bounce off the glowing structure like a dropped ball.

      We did not bounce off it. We passed through the surface of the structure just as easily as we had slid through the dense earth.
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      The egg-like structure was hollow. Once we were through its wall, blinding and painfully bright magical light stabbed at me like thousands of razor-sharp daggers slicing through me. I gasped in pain. It was like when I had looked at the Ark fragment with my Third Eye, only more so.

      I hastily closed my Third Eye. The searing light disappeared.

      “Are you all right?” Ghost asked. I realized he had already asked a couple of times, but I had been so overwhelmed by the magical light that had slammed me, Ghost’s concerned question hadn’t registered.

      I also hadn’t realized Ghost had brought us to a halt. We were standing. I leaned against a wall of the hollow structure, with one hand on the wall, and the other on Ghost’s broad muscular chest.

      Embarrassed, I snatched my hand away from Ghost. “I’m fine,” I said. I shook my head, trying to clear it of the fireworks still going off in my head. I knew not to open my Third Eye in here again. It felt like if I did so, the overwhelming magical power here would burn a hole through my brain. It was no wonder the chamber containing this potent magic had been visible to my astral form even from high in the sky.

      When you looked at the Ark fragment, I said it felt like a truck had hit us, Puck said, his voice woozy. Now it feels like a jumbo jet slammed into us. If the Spear of Destiny isn’t here, I’d hate to be around when you actually find it. I don’t think my aching head’ll be able to stand it.

      My vision was clearing. “I’m pretty sure we’re in the right place,” I said.

      The chamber we stood in was about twice the size of my apartment’s tiny living room. The walls were spherical, forming a dome over the perfectly flat floor Ghost and I stood on. The walls and floor were made of a whitish-gold substance. Looking at it, I would have said it was metal. Touching it did not feel like touching metal, though. It was warm and pliable, like a fine leather that had been left out in the sun.

      Directly under the apex of the dome floated a massive, thick, wooden cross. The cross was perhaps seven feet tall, and its crossbeam was equally long. It was on fire, like one of those crosses the knuckleheads in the Ku Klux Klan burned. The light from the fire was the only illumination in the room. Despite the size of the fire and the enclosed space, the air was fresh and easy to breathe. The fire produced no smoke or sound. It did not seem to consume the wood of the cross.

      It was magic. Hercule Poirot had nothing on me and my deductive powers.

      The main reason I thought we were in the right place was below the hovering burning cross. Seven small mounds of the same substance as the floor and the walls were under the cross. They reminded me of the circular bases of microphone stands. In six of the seven mounds stood spears of differing designs. The ends of their shafts rested in the mounds, with their tips pointed straight up toward the ceiling.

      One of the seven mounds near the middle of the array was empty. I was so busy taking the chamber in, it took me a few moments to realize where the seventh spear was.

      It was on the floor, on the other side of the chamber from where we stood. I walked over there. Ghost followed.

      The spear that had apparently been removed from the empty mound was clutched in the hand of a tall man lying faceup on the floor. I didn’t need to consult a coroner to know the man was dead. Even Stevie Wonder could have seen it.

      The man’s eyes were hollow and lifeless. His hair was the color of sun-bleached straw. His mouth was stretched wide in a silent scream. His skin was as gray as a storm cloud, and tight around his bones. He was literally skin and bones, like an incredibly powerful vacuum cleaner had sucked everything out of him, including the water in his body. Looking at him was like looking at a mummy. A well-dressed one. He wore a navy-blue suit, a tieless white shirt, and shiny brown shoes. The clothes, while old-fashioned and years out of style, were so spotless it was as though they had been made ten minutes ago. With the man’s body being in the condition it was, it was as if the clothes were worn by a scarecrow.

      Ghost and I stared at the man, then at each other.

      “I’ll be honest,” Ghost sad. “I halfway didn’t believe what you told me about why you wanted to come down here.” His face turned up to the burning cross hovering silently overhead. “But seeing is believing. What do you think happened to this man?”

      I warily eyed the metal-tipped spear in the desiccated man’s hand. “I’d say he came here to do what we’re here to do—retrieve the Spear of Destiny. There are seven spears to pick from. I’m guessing this guy chose the wrong one. A booby trap. Be careful to not touch anything.” I remembered how difficult it had been getting Puck out of the Sackler Gallery. “I should have known retrieving a Relic wouldn’t be as simple as strolling down here and grabbing it.”

      I bent over, peering more closely at the man on the floor. “Could this be Millennium?”

      Ghost bent over as well. “I’ve seen pictures of Millennium without the brown helmet he wears as part of his Hero costume. But this man is so disfigured, I wouldn’t be able to tell if he was my own brother.” Ghost straightened back up. “Even so, I say this isn’t Millennium. Millennium is shorter than this unfortunate gentleman. And also, remember that Millennium’s hands got chopped off during a battle with a Hero. This man’s hands are intact.”

      I’ll tell you who this guy is, Puck said. He’s Mr. Creeping Me Out, that’s who he is.

      “The fact he figured out how to get down here means he’s a powerful magician, whoever he is. Was,” I corrected myself. “If his out of fashion clothes are any indication, he’s been down here for decades.”

      Other than us, the dead man, the burning cross, and the seven spears, the large chamber we were in was empty. I had not expected there to be a sign telling us which spear was the true Spear of Destiny, but it would have been helpful.

      “I wonder why there are seven spears,” I said.

      “I have no idea,” Ghost said.

      She wasn’t talking to you, you big galoot, Puck said. It’s probably because the number seven has a lot of significance in the Christian faith. Genesis says it took God seven days to create everything, if you include his day of rest. Why an omnipotent being would need a rest day is beyond me. There are seven sacraments in the Catholic church. Noah was instructed to bring onto the Ark seven of every kind of clean animal—whatever that means—and seven of every bird. According to the Book of Joshua, God instructed the Israelite army to march around the city of Jericho seven times over seven days before they blew their horns, blowing down the city’s walls. I could go on.

      “Don’t. We’ll be down here forever.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Ghost protested.

      “I wasn’t talking to you.” I crouched down next to the spear clutched in the dead man’s hands. I balanced on the balls of my feet and examined the spear, being very careful to not touch it. I had no interest in becoming mummified like the dead man.

      Before Ghost had picked me up, I had looked up pictures online of the so-called Spear of Destiny housed at the Hofburg Palace in Vienna, Austria. When I’d first met Daniel, he had told me the Austrian spear was a replica of the real spear. I’d figured that before I came down here with Ghost, I’d better know what the Spear looked like. Score one for thinking ahead. Perhaps I was finally beginning to plan ahead instead of acting on the fly all the time.

      The spear in the man’s hand looked identical to the pictures of the Austrian spear I saw online. Like the Austrian spear, the tip of the spear on the floor was a brown metal, and over a foot and a half long. Shiny gold leaf that looked a little like angel’s wings was wrapped around the middle of the metal tip. In the online pictures, the Austrian spear was missing its shaft. The spear in the dead man’s hands had one, though. The shaft was a dark, smooth wood.

      “Doesn’t this look like the pictures we saw online, Puck?” I asked, wanting a second opinion.

      “Who’s Puck? Who do you keep talking to?” Ghost demanded. I waved at him to be silent. I wished I had a sign that read Quiet! Sorceress at Work.

      Yep. Puck’s voice was thoughtful. I don’t understand why this dude’s dead if this is the right spear.

      “Me neither.” I stood. “Let’s check out the others.”

      One by one, I stood in front of the spears sticking out of the floor, careful to not touch any of them. They were all exactly the same length, about six feet high. One of the six upright spears matched the one on the floor of the chamber. Five of the others were gem-encrusted and had shafts or tips made of precious metals; they were weapons fit for royalty. The last of the six spears was plain, with a head made of rusting iron and a shaft made of a medium-brown lumpy wood. Ash, maybe.

      Puck said, Two spears here match the one in Vienna. I guess one’s a replica, and the other’s the real McCoy. Obviously, Mummy Man picked the replica. It’s Darwinism in action. Only the fit shall survive. Sucks for him, but great for us. Grab the real Spear, and we can get out of here. Puck made a vivid image of dark walls closing in on a red cloak flash in my mind. I’m not claustrophobic, but if I stay down here in the bowels of the earth much longer, I’m gonna be.

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said. I had misgivings, though. Something nagged at the edge of my mind, trying to get my attention.

      Pushing my misgivings aside, I reached for the upright spear that matched the one Puck and I had examined online.

      My hand hesitated before it touched the smooth wood of the spear’s shaft. I pulled my hand back. I started to undo the eagle clasp on Puck.

      Hey! What are you— Puck’s voice in my head cut off mid-sentence as the clasp came undone and I released my hold on the spell which kept me connected to Puck.

      I carefully folded Puck up. I handed him to Ghost. “I know this sounds crazy, but this cloak is a friend of mine. One of the few I have. I don’t want something bad to happen to him if something bad happens to me when I touch the spear. He’s grown to be too important to me.”

      I thought of whom I could entrust with Puck if I was about to do a female reboot of The Mummy. Daniel was the first to spring to mind. Then I dismissed him as a possibility. I had too many unanswered questions about him. “If something happens to me, give the cloak to Oscar Hightower. He’s my boss at Capstone Security. Tell him the cloak is a Relic of great power. An ancient and valuable one. He needs to be safeguarded, and a good home needs to be found for him.”

      Ghost held Puck gingerly, like an insane person had just handed him a rattlesnake. “I’ll tell him. But I must admit I do not fully understand what is going on.”

      “Join the club,” I said. I hesitated. I had the sudden, inexplicable impulse to lift Ghost’s mask and kiss him. Whether goodbye or for luck, I did not know. I guess him cradling me in his big powerful arms had appealed to me more than I wanted to admit. That or I had an unexamined fetish for masked men who liked to tie me up. Maybe I had seen Fifty Shades of Grey one too many times.

      I turned away from Ghost before I gave into the temptation. Focus, Sage, focus. What was next? Me texting my BFF about how the barrel-chested Hero who had whisked me off my feet was Soooooo dreamy, followed by a string of heart emojis? Staring potential death in the face had apparently turned me into a hormonal adolescent again.

      I again reached for the spear Puck and I had picked out.

      Again, I stopped before touching the spear. I dropped my hand. The nagging thought at the edge of my consciousness had leaped to the front of my mind and grabbed me by the lapels.

      Something about this whole situation was wrong. As Daniel had pointed out to me on more than one occasion, I was no Biblical scholar. But I did know enough about the Bible to know the people who crucified Jesus did not think he was the son of God. To them, he was just a common criminal. Surely the Roman soldier who used his spear to pierce Jesus’ side had not been an elite soldier. He’d be some low-level grunt who had been stuck with the unpleasant task of dealing with the men who had been crucified.

      Why would such a grunt be armed with a spear as nice as the one I’d been about to grab? Maybe it, like its replica in Vienna, was fake. Just like the five spears here which were fashioned from gems and precious metals. The magicians who had hidden the Spear of Destiny here were trying to trick the unwary and the careless.

      Besides, even if I was no Biblical scholar, I was something of a scholar of action and adventure movies. One of my favorites was Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade. In that movie, Indy and his antagonists searched for the Holy Grail, the cup Jesus drank from at the Last Supper. It turned out that instead of the cup being ornate, it was a plain cup someone who was a carpenter like Jesus would drink from. Indiana correctly deduced that when he picked the true Grail from a lineup of counterfeits.

      My jaw clenched with resolve. If that logic was good enough for my boy Indy, it was good enough for me.

      I stepped away from the spear I had been about to grab.

      I instead reached for the spear with the lumpy shaft and the rusty iron tip.
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      In the wild and reckless years I went through after Dad died, I experimented with illegal drugs. One of my favorites was cocaine. After a few snorts of coke, I felt on top of the world, like I could do anything.

      Touching the spear with the rusty iron tip was like that times a billion.

      The spear throbbed under my touch, beating like a heart. As I hoisted the spear out of its holder, my mind expanded, disgorging thoughts, ideas, and feelings like an overstuffed suitcase I had never bothered to unpack.

      I felt the currents of magic here and everywhere all around the world. It felt like all the magical waters of the world were dammed up and ached for release.

      And I was just the woman to do it.

      Why had I been afraid of the wererats? My former fear puzzled me. My anxiety about rodent Otherkin seemed foreign now, like the emotion belonged to a different person. A weak person. With a simple Word, Wave, and exertion of Will, I could teleport into their midst. From the Rat King on down, I could slaughter every one of them. I could erase their species from the face of the earth. I could use their blood to write my name in the sky to remind everyone who looked into the heavens to never threaten me again. It would not only be easy, it would be laughably easy.

      My money problems? Why was someone like me living the life of a pauper, hounded by her money-grubbing landlord and creditors? I could raze my entire neighborhood, and erect my palace in its place. The world was my oyster. I merely needed to crack open its shell. I could do that easily now. Everything was free if you were strong enough to take it. Money was unimportant and irrelevant.

      Millennium? People thought he was the most powerful sorcerer in existence. Hah! What a joke. A simple spell would summon him to me, wherever in the universe he might be cowering from his pursuers. I could squash him like the bug that he was. Show him and the world true power.

      The Conclave? I had no need for their certification, no need for their approval. I dared them to question me and my actions now. I was to them what a goddess was to chimpanzees. I could make them my pets. Willow I could make my slave. I looked forward to whipping her morning, noon, and night.

      I glanced at Ghost. I had thought to steal a kiss from him, though for the life of me I could not remember why. He was puny. Weak and worthless. Not worthy of my presence, much less my affection. I could have any man I wanted. Gifted, Otherkin, Metahuman, mundane—to the woman I could easily become, they were all the same. I could slake my thirst with thousands of men if I so chose. Millions. I could have the pick of the litter. And if they did not submit willingly, I could bend them to my will.

      With my magic and the Spear of Destiny—for it was obvious that was what I held in my eager hands—no one could stand against me.

      I could have anything.

      I could have everything.

      I could be a god. I could make the world worship me.

      I wished my father were still alive to see me now. I would make him worship me too.

      I suddenly shuddered. Thinking of Dad shook my delusions of grandeur.

      Killing? Enslaving? Become a modern-day magical Hitler? That wasn’t who Dad had raised me to be. That wasn’t me.

      And it wasn’t who I would let myself become.

      I dropped the Spear of Destiny like it was a red-hot poker. It clattered on the floor. I stepped back from it. Before I knew it, my back was pressed against the wall.

      I found myself panting like I had just run a race. Everyone had dark thoughts from time to time, but holding the Spear of Destiny had taken mine and amplified them a thousandfold. If I wielded the Spear, I knew I could make those dark thoughts a reality.

      If this was a holy Relic, I’d hate to see an unholy one.

      “Are you all right?” Ghost said. His voice was filled with concern.

      “No.” I was still breathing hard. Now I understood why the magicians who had hidden the Spear here had committed suicide afterward to try to keep its whereabouts a secret. The Spear’s power should not be allowed to fall into the wrong hands. It shook me to my core to know I was one of those wrong hands. I knew I wasn’t perfect, but at heart I’d thought I was a good person. The dark thoughts that lurked in my mind, unknown until now even to me, disturbed me. I thanked heaven Hitler hadn’t been Gifted. He had done enough damage to the world with the Spear as a mundane.

      What they said was true: Power corrupted, and absolute power corrupted absolutely.

      I reached into my pocket. With shaking hands, I pulled out my gloves. I didn’t know how I knew, but I somehow knew I could handle the Spear safely if it didn’t touch my skin.

      I picked the Spear up with gloved hands, careful to not let the Relic touch any of my exposed skin.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I told Ghost. “We have what we came for.”

      And more, I feared, than I had bargained for.
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      I leaned against a tree on the edge of a small circular clearing deep in Rock Creek Park. Rock Creek Park was the over 1,700-acre green space that ran roughly north and south through the District. I came here sometimes when I wanted to get away from the hustle and bustle of the city.

      The sun was bright in the cloudless blue sky. Nature’s canvas. Cicadas and birds chirped in the surrounding trees. Nature’s symphony. Horseflies and mosquitoes kept landing on my face and neck, trying to get a sip of Sage cocktail. Nature’s vampires.

      Gnats buzzed around my damp face. Sweat trickled down my spine. Though I was in the shade of a vine-entangled tree, I was still hot and sticky. I didn’t know how D.C. residents survived the summer before the invention of air conditioning in the early 1900s. Maybe they didn’t; maybe they all had spontaneously combusted.

      The fact I wore long pants, a long-sleeved shirt, gloves, and Puck did not help. Other than my head and neck, none of my skin was exposed. I didn’t want to chance touching the Spear of Destiny with my bare skin again, not even by accident. It lay on the ground in front of me.

      Puck said, If somebody told me a few hundred years ago that I would one day be hanging out in the wilderness waiting for a fallen angel to show up to claim a magic spear while being pooped on by birds and sweated on by a sorceress, I would’ve called them a filthy liar. Back when there was still slavery in this country, there were house slaves and field slaves. Well, I’m what you’d call a house cloak. Being out here is for the birds. Literally. You need to get me back inside before I drown in sweat.

      “I don’t sweat. I glisten.”

      Your glistening reeks. Have you considered changing your diet?

      A rustling in the undergrowth across the clearing saved Puck from my withering retort. Daniel stepped out from the shadows of the tree line and into the light of the clearing. He was dressed more appropriately than I for the hot weather in cargo shorts and a plain gray t-shirt. He carried the Ark fragment. The same old duffel bag Daniel had pulled money out of when he broke into my apartment was slung over his shoulder.

      Daniel spotted me and headed toward me. I picked up the Spear with my gloved hands. When Daniel was within earshot roughly in the middle of the clearing, I called out to him. “Why don’t you just stay there.”

      He stopped, frowning. “Why?”

      “I want to talk to you before I give you the Spear. It’s why I had you meet me out here, away from everyone.”

      “Don’t be silly. We’ll talk face to face. I’m not going to yell a conversation with you like some kind of savage.” He started walking toward me again.

      “Terra,” I said, waving my free hand in the pattern of the spell as I exerted my will.

      The ground erupted under Daniel, climbing up his legs like green and brown snakes. In the wink of an eye, the ground covered him from his waist down, immobilizing him.

      The duffel bag slid off his shoulder as Daniel squirmed and sputtered, demanding to know what I was doing. The bag hit the ground next to him. A separate earth spell made the ground under the bag ripple like a rope whose end has been picked up and flicked. The ground’s ripple carried the bag across the rest of the clearing to me.

      I bent over and unzipped it. Even a cursory glance made it clear there was more in there than the thirty-five thousand Daniel owed me for recovering the Spear.

      Seeing the questioning look on my face, Daniel said, “I decided to pay you extra for recovering the Spear. It’s not like I need the money. Though I’m regretting my generosity now. I take it you trapped me here to verify I had the money before you give me the Spear?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Our deal was I’d pay you the rest of the money in exchange for you giving me the Spear. You have the money. Now give me the Spear.”

      “Perhaps I will in a minute. But first, I want to talk without you getting too close to me with the Ark fragment. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in retrieving the Spear, it’s that it should not fall into the wrong hands. Convince me you’re the right hands.”

      “How many times do we have to go over this? Millennium is looking for the Spear. If someone doesn’t safeguard it, he’ll eventually find it.”

      “So you say. But, I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him since this whole crazy excursion started. Nor has anybody else. And I know for a fact there are some determined people all over the world looking for him.” I shook my head. “All I have for proof that Millennium is looking for the Spear and that he knows it’s here in the city is your say-so. And that’s not good enough anymore. Though I’ve always been a little skeptical of you, how you reacted to me saving those Howard students the other night turned my skepticism to full-blown doubt. What kind of a person, much less an angel, gets upset about the fact I acted to save lives? Plus, you and your money showed up in my life right when I needed it the most due to my tangles with the gargoyles and the wererats. Maybe that’s just a coincidence. But, as someone recently said to me, if there’s more than one coincidence, it’s not a coincidence.

      “It’s almost as if someone was conspiring behind the scenes to push me into searching for the Spear. Since you’re the only person I’ve encountered in a lather to find the Spear, I have a sneaking suspicion that person was you.”

      Daniel just stared at me for a bit, blinking. Then he smiled at me indulgently, like a parent at a child who had just told the parent two plus two equaled four. “You are not nearly as foolish as I had first supposed,” he said.

      Me neither, Puck agreed. Lovely. It’s good to have people in your corner.

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t swoon at the backhanded compliment,” I said to Daniel. Since I had him trapped, I had the Spear, and he couldn’t touch me with the Ark fragment, I had the upper hand. And yet, Daniel smiled at me like the cat who had just eaten the canary. His inexplicable confidence made me nervous. “It was you who animated the gargoyles and sent them to the Institute of Peace, wasn’t it? I’m guessing with the Ark fragment. And it was you who hired the wererats.”

      Daniel nodded. “When I became aware the Spear was in this area, I knew I needed the assistance of a magician, someone naïve enough to help me, powerful enough to find the Spear, and selfless enough to not keep it for herself. I told you the truth when I said I had been observing you for some time. You seemed to fit the bill of what I needed. I correctly surmised that, thanks to your fundamentally good nature, you would risk exposing your magic for the sake of protecting those people from the gargoyles. That in turn would get you into trouble with the Conclave, which would pressure you into agreeing to steal the Cloak of Wisdom. Hiring the wererats put financial pressure on you to further goad you to help me.”

      “And what if the gargoyles or the wererats had killed me?”

      “Then you would have proven yourself not strong or resourceful enough to help me.” Daniel shrugged. “I eventually would have found another magician who was. I was not lying when I said I am immortal. Time was on my side.”

      “You’re immortal, but not an angel, I’m guessing. Unless you’re the world’s worst one.” I was beyond disgusted. “People at the Institute of Peace died because of you.”

      “Billions have died in the millennia I’ve walked the earth. A few more won’t matter in the grand scheme of things. And no, I’m not an angel, fallen or otherwise. I am as human as you. Have you heard of the Wandering Jew?”

      Holy crap, Puck whispered in awe.

      Clearly Puck knew something I did not. “The plant?” I asked Daniel.

      Daniel looked startled for a moment, then gave me his smug, indulgent smile again. “Sage, you’re an interesting woman. You have oases of unexpected brilliance surrounded by deserts of breathtaking ignorance. No, not the plant. I am the Wandering Jew. Though the plant is named after me.

      “I was born over two thousand years ago in Jerusalem and, when I grew up, I worked there as a cobbler. I was a contemporary of Jesus Christ. As Jesus walked through the streets of Jerusalem, struggling under the weight of the cross he was forced to carry to where he was to be crucified, he stumbled and fell.” Daniel’s eyes were distant now, as if he saw the scene playing out again in his mind’s eye. “I didn’t know who he was. I just thought he was some criminal who deserved the punishment he was getting. I kicked him and said, ‘Hurry up and get off the streets. Decent folk are walking here.’

      “I’ll never forget the look in his eyes when he turned and looked up at me. His eyes seemed to burn like fire. ‘My journey on this world will be over soon,’ Jesus said, ‘but yours shall not end until the world does.’”

      Puck cursed. I didn’t admonish him. I felt like cursing too. That explains those coins Daniel is always playing with. Centuries ago I read some ancient Christian texts about how the Wandering Jew was forced by God to carry around five Tyrian silver shekels everywhere he went to remind him of the five wounds suffered by Jesus, namely the one on his side from the Spear of Destiny, and the four on his hands and feet from where he was nailed to the cross. Those texts also said the Wandering Jew could speak every language in the world. Puck cursed again. It never even occurred to me to connect the Wandering Jew legend and Daniel.

      Daniel was still talking. It was hard to follow both him and Puck. “Since then,” Daniel said, “I’ve been cursed to wander the world. Never allowed to stay in any one place for long, never allowed to put down roots, and never allowed to die until the world ends.

      “At first, it actually wasn’t that bad. I was immortal. I’ve been an eyewitness to some of history’s greatest events. Other men have dreamed of what God cursed me with. But over time, I grew to hate my existence. If I got close to someone, I was inevitably forced to leave them thanks to the divine compulsion God forced on me. I’ve married and had children more times than I can even remember, yet my compulsion to wander always forced me to abandon them. On top of that, I outlived them all. Can you imagine what it feels like, looking down on a newborn baby boy, knowing you can’t watch him grow up, knowing he will wither and die long before you ever will?

      “After a while, I gave up on forming relationships with people. Century after long century, I lived the life of a hermit wanderer. It was hell on earth, like solitary confinement with no end in sight.

      “I turned all my attention to finding a way to end my punishment. Eventually, I learned that if a part of Noah’s Ark was destroyed, God’s covenant to man to never flood the world again would also be destroyed, triggering the end of the world. The end of the world would mean the end of my punishment. The problem was the only thing I knew of that was powerful enough to destroy an artifact like the Ark was the Spear of Destiny. And I didn’t know where it was.

      “I’ve spent centuries looking for the Spear. Eventually, I traced it here. Unfortunately, I had to wait for many years before my divine compulsion to wander brought me to this area. I already had obtained this fragment of the Ark thanks to my association with the Smithsonian as I already explained to you. All I needed was the Spear. And now, you’ve acquired it for me. My long torment is finally near its end.”

      “You’re the poster boy for counting his Armageddon chickens before they’re hatched,” I scoffed. I still didn’t understand why Daniel was so confident and why he so readily confessed his true motivations. “I have the Spear, you’re trapped way over there, and there’s no way I’m going to give it to you.”

      “As I said, you’re sometimes brilliant, but more often than not you’re simply ignorant. I’m not surprised you don’t know holy Relics have an affinity for one another.”

      The Ark fragment shimmered in Daniel’s hand. The Spear of Destiny was ripped out of my grip like an invisible giant had come along and grabbed it.

      The Spear whipped through the air. It smacked into Daniel’s empty hand.

      I felt an external, implacable force push against my will, like a finger pressing into a fragile soap bubble. My will maintaining my earth spell collapsed. The dirt holding Daniel in place dropped back to the ground.

      Daniel gave me his canary eating smile again.

      Uh-oh, I thought.

      Uh-oh, Puck said.

      “Surprise,” Daniel said.
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      I flung a ball of spellfire at Daniel. Before it got halfway to him, Daniel moved his hand holding the Spear of Destiny in a gesture that seemed almost contemptuous.

      The fireball dissipated, instantly disappearing like it had never existed.

      Before I could get another spell off, the vines dangling from the trees behind me grew like someone had sprayed them with magical Miracle-Gro. Fast as lightning, they wrapped around my arms and hands, tightening around my limbs like countless little anacondas. Despite my strength, I couldn’t free myself

      The vines spread my arms far apart. My shoulders howled in protest. The vines yanked me off my feet. I dangled several feet off the ground. Vines also whipped around my ankles. They spread my legs just like my arms had been spread. My joints were on fire. I felt like a human wishbone.

      Despite struggling, I could not free myself. Thanks to my hands being bound, I couldn’t cast a spell.

      Daniel walked closer until he stood just a few feet away from where I dangled.

      “It’s a real shame things had to end this way,” he said. He seemed genuinely regretful. “I have grown quite fond of you. Despite your flaws, you’re a good woman. There are too few people like you in the world. If things were different, we could have been good friends. Perhaps even more. I would have preferred to end the world without you knowing the truth about me. It’s strange, but after all these years, I find myself caring what you think of me.”

      He put the Ark fragment on the ground. With both hands around the Spear, he lifted it over his head, with its iron tip aimed at the Ark fragment.

      Thrashing, I struggled futilely against the vines binding me. “Daniel, don’t do this. There are billions of people in the world. You can’t kill everybody. I’ve spent a lot of time with you. I know you’re not a bad person. You’re better than this.”

      Daniel looked up from where he focused on the Ark fragment. His eyes met mine. I saw resolve and determination within them. “I once was better than this. I was a good man.” He shook his head. “But that was a very long time ago. Not anymore. My punishment ends today.”

      The Spear of Destiny descended like a guillotine.

      “No!” I screamed.

      The tip of the Spear bit into the Ark fragment. The fragment exploded with a deafening, deep, bell tolling sound I more felt than heard.

      A barely visible shockwave expanded from where the Ark fragment had been. It passed through me, taking my breath away and making every fiber of my being tingle.

      The shockwave grew up and out like the mushroom cloud of a nuclear explosion. It reached high into the clear blue sky.

      Like a button had been pressed on Photoshop, the sky instantly got dark, changing from a bright blue to an angry gray. Storm clouds quickly rolled in, covering the sky. It was like watching time-lapse footage of a gathering storm.

      I felt my hair stand on end. A bolt of pure white lightning lanced down from the sky. It struck Daniel.

      Blinded, my eyes squeezed shut. The afterimage of the lightning strike seemed burned into my retinas. A thunderclap hit. It made my insides shake, like I was at the epicenter of an earthquake.

      I forced my eyes to open. It took a few moments for my vision to clear.

      When it did, Daniel still stood before me. Though he appeared unhurt by the lightning strike, the strike had burned off all his clothes. He was as naked as a newborn. The silver coins he always carried were on the ground at his feet. The scars on his body danced on his skin like they had come alive.

      Daniel’s arms were outstretched. His face was turned up to the heavens. He had a beatific smile on his face. For the first time since I had known him, the sorrow that hung around him like a dark cloud was gone.

      The heavens opened up. Perhaps literally, in this case. Sheets of rain began to fall. It was though we were suddenly in the middle of a monsoon. The world became as dark as a closet with the door left ajar. The rain sounded like countless pans of frying bacon as it hit the ground and the surrounding vegetation. I had been damp from perspiration before, but now I was drenched, like I had dived fully clothed into a swimming pool.

      At first I thought it was my imagination, or that I couldn’t see right because of the darkness and the pounding rain. Then I realized it was definitely not my imagination:

      Daniel was melting. The water flaked away his skin and flesh like he was made of salt. In seconds, Daniel’s bones were partially exposed.

      “It is done!” Daniel shouted, his bones and teeth flashing white in the darkness. “Forgive me!”

      I had no idea if he was talking to me, the world, or someone else entirely.

      Daniel, entirely skeletal now, fell backward. His bones separated from each other and flew apart when he hit the wet ground. The Spear of Destiny rolled out of the bones that had been Daniel’s hand.

      I felt the vines that bound me relax. The tension had gone out of them. I steeled myself, then heaved, bringing my arms and legs together in front of me like a high diver.

      The vines snapped around me, freeing me. I went tumbling. With a splash of water, I landed heavily on the ground on my side. Though the fall jolted me, I had not been very high up. I was unhurt.

      I blinked mud out of my eyes. It was hard to believe how hard it was raining when the sky had been clear minutes ago.

      Splashing on the already soaked ground, I got to my feet. I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. I pulled Puck over it, using him like a canopy so I could read my phone despite the pounding rain.

      Hey! I’m not an umbrella, Puck said indignantly.

      “Now’s not the time,” I said tersely as I tapped my phone. I checked social media. It confirmed what I already knew in the pit of my sinking stomach: Storm clouds bringing torrential rain had appeared out of seemingly nowhere everywhere around the world.

      “How long did it rain in the Noah’s Ark story?” I asked Puck.

      Forty days and forty nights. The floodwaters allegedly covered the highest mountains.

      “And how long before all life will be destroyed if it keeps raining like this?

      What am I, a meteorologist specializing in the Apocalypse? How should I know? I’m guessing not long, though, at the rate this water’s coming down. Days, maybe. Weeks, certainly.

      A small bone floated by my foot in a small stream of water.

      Ewww! I think that’s one of Daniel’s metacarpals.

      “Forget about that,” I said, though the sight made my flesh crawl too. This was all my fault. I never should have confronted Daniel. Since I was already suspicious of Daniel when I ventured under the Washington Monument, I should have left the Spear right where I found it.

      Too late. It was all water under the bridge now. Literally. I had to fix this.

      “Do you know any spells that can stop this from happening?” I asked Puck.

      A spell that will counteract the effects of the destruction of a holy Relic? His voice was incredulous. Um, no. I know a lot of stuff, but that kind of magic is way above my pay grade. It’s way above everyone’s pay grade.

      “I was afraid you’d say that.” I started to peel my gloves off. Soaked, they were hard to remove.

      What are you doing?

      “I’m good at elemental magic. Including water and air. That’s exactly what this storm is: water and air. I’ll try to dissipate it.”

      Are you insane? You’re not powerful enough to control the weather on a worldwide scale. Nobody is.

      “On my own, you’re right. But I won’t be on my own. I’ll use the Spear.”

      It took me a couple of minutes to find the Spear in the rain and gloom. Puck spent the time giving me a hundred reasons why my plan wouldn’t work, saying that it wasn’t a plan at all and just wishful thinking, that I’d just wind up tearing my body apart and frying my brain, and that we needed to take this problem to the Conclave’s Inner Circle and maybe they could figure out a way to deal with it.

      I tuned him out. I had created this mess. I was going to clean it up.

      Or die trying.

      My groping hands finally found the Spear. As soon as my flesh touched the Spear’s wood, my mind expanded, exploding like a mental Big Bang was occurring in my brain.

      I grasped the Spear firmly. I stood upright. How dare Puck question my abilities. Of course I could reverse what that suicidal fool Daniel had done. I could do anything.

      I strode into the center of the clearing. I hardly realized I repelled the rainwater from me as I walked. The water sloughed away from me without touching me, as if I were surrounded by an invisible force field.

      The Spear was in my right hand. Shifting so I grasped the end of its shaft, I lifted the Spear over my head. Using the Spear as a conduit, somehow my mind probed the raging storm. My mind examined it not merely overhead, but all around the world.

      I had magically condensed water and created wind many times in the past. To stop the storm, I needed to simultaneously trigger both air and water spells, only in the reverse of what I normally did, and on a much more massive scale.

      If you want my advice, what you need to do— A flick of my wrist, a murmured Word, and an exertion of Will cut Puck’s voice off like he had been muzzled. He was a fool, unworthy of being bound to me.

      My left hand moved in an unfamiliar pattern that still somehow felt as familiar as brushing my teeth. I was creating a brand-new spell, one that was an improvised riff on the standard air and water spells I knew so well. Normally, creating a new spell took weeks if not months of research, testing, and refinement.

      With what I wanted to accomplish firmly in mind, I finished the new Wave, spoke several complex sentences that were the new Word, and unleashed my Will as my left hand came to rest on the Spear above my right one.

      A blue light shot out of the tip of the Spear, stretching at the speed of light into the sky. It was so bright it lit up the clearing and beyond.

      The blue light hit the dark clouds above, piercing them like a laser. Where the light hit the clouds, the clouds thinned and disappeared, like the morning sun dissipating a lingering fog.

      As I continued to channel my Will through the Spear, the hole I poked through the clouds expanded, exposing the sun. The hole chasing the clouds away continued to grow. In seconds, the rain had stopped in the clearing. Several seconds after that, I sensed the dark clouds over the entire city dissipating, leaving behind a clear blue sky.

      I kept at it. The hole destroying the storm clouds grew and grew, expanding beyond the city like antibodies destroying bacteria.

      Suddenly, I met with resistance. An unexpected opposing will. It was a dark, malevolent force I did not recognize that was still somehow familiar, like the face of someone I had fleetingly glanced at in a crowd years ago.

      The force pushed against me. Some of the dark clouds I had erased returned.

      Annoyed, I increased my efforts. The opposing will matched me, stopping me from progressing further.

      Enraged that anyone would dare stand against me, I drew on magical and mental reserves I didn’t even know I had. The blue beam of light grew blindingly bright, into a second sun.

      Whatever it was that fought me howled almost bestially in rage, frustration, and a hint of fear. I felt it withdraw into the deep, dark shadows it lived in.

      All resistance to my Will gone now, the hole I caused which chased the storm clouds away rocketed around the world, evaporating the rain clouds created by Daniel’s destruction of the Ark fragment.

      In minutes, it was over. The rain was gone everywhere. I had done it.

      I relaxed my Will. The blue light flicked off. I lowered the Spear of Destiny. I cradled it in my hands. I had been foolish to reject it before. I looked at it with satisfaction and anticipation.

      I had saved the world. Now it was time for me to rule it.

      Let it go, Sage. Let it go. This is not your path, came a voice in my head. For an instant, I felt a warm, loving hand caress my cheek.

      The voice in my head was not Puck’s. I knew whose voice it was:

      It was my father’s.

      Though much of me didn’t want to, the rest of me forced my hands to let go. The Spear plopped into the mud at my feet.

      I staggered backward, almost falling. Dazed, I felt like I had just awakened from a dream.

      Though the ground was wet and muddy, the clearing was as bright and sunny as it had been when I had arrived. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

      Puck was jabbering in my mind.

      That. Was. Awesome!!! he crowed. Omigod, look!

      Still stunned and bewildered, I blinked, focusing my eyes.

      A breathtaking rainbow curved from the middle of the clearing, up through the sky, into forever.
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      C’mon Sage. We’ve been practicing for hours. You said I could watch South Park. You promised, Puck whined.

      I sat in the middle of my living room floor with my legs crossed. “I said you could watch it after I levitated successfully. I haven’t yet. I’ve almost got it. I can feel it.”

      At this rate, I’ll be ten thousand years-old before I get to binge-watch season two, Puck muttered darkly. I wanna find out if they killed Kenny.

      “Did you say something?”

      I was saying how you’re right on the cusp of flying like a bird, Puck said in a fake, cheerful, saccharine tone. I’ve got all the faith in the world in you.

      I grinned, then got back to business. I closed my eyes and began to cast the levitation spell for the umpteenth time. I could easily float by creating air currents under myself of course, but if I was going to get certified as a Master Sorceress, I needed to be well-versed in all disciplines of magic, not just elemental magic. I was trying to levitate by making my body lighter than air.

      The sooner I could try for my certification, the better. It felt like an invisible clock was ticking. I was surprised I had not been contacted by the Conclave regarding my First Rule violations already. My only chance of saving myself was to get my certification.

      It was over a week since Daniel had died. As crazy as it sounded, even to me, I felt sorry for him. I knew what it was like to be filled with such despair that you wanted to take your own life. I had felt that way for years after I caused Dad’s death.

      That’s probably why I had cried over Daniel while I buried his bones in the clearing in Rock Creek Park. I had buried the five silver shekels with him. If I had known who his descendants were, I would have instead sent his remains to them so he could finally rest in peace, surrounded by family. As it was, I knew I would visit his unmarked grave from time to time. I would be his family.

      With Ghost’s help, I had returned the Spear of Destiny to the chamber deep under the Washington Monument. If I knew how to destroy it, I would have. It was better for everyone if an artifact like that did not exist. I had made Ghost swear he would never tell anyone about the Spear, just like he had made me swear to never tell anyone the Heroes’ Guild had a secret space station. I also made him swear he would never take anyone back into the chamber under the Washington Monument. Even me. Some things were best buried forever.

      As for Millennium, I would follow through on my promise to Ghost to help him locate the Hero turned Rogue. I didn’t know how just yet, but I’d figure something out. I had given Ghost my word.

      Besides, if I had a chance to spend more time with Ghost, I could figure out if I really wanted to kiss him.

      I used the money Daniel had given me to cancel the wererat contract on my life. When I delivered the gold talents, the Rat King told me to contact him personally should I ever decide to put a price on someone’s head. I told him I would keep him and the wererats in mind.

      I would not.

      I had thoroughly cleaned my apartment. It was now as neat as a pin. I had even eaten a healthy breakfast the past five out of seven days. I thought of those two chocolate filled days as cheat days. Though I was trying to turn over a new leaf, I figured I still needed to enjoy myself every now and then. I was a sorceress, not a nun.

      Two things still bothered me about me wielding the Spear in Rock Creek Park. What was the evil force that had tried to stop me from preventing the world from flooding? And, who or what was that voice in my head that had gotten me to drop the Spear?

      Was it my imagination? My subconscious? The angels of my better nature? Or, somehow, some way, did Dad still live, perhaps on a different plane of existence?

      That caress on my cheek had not felt like a figment of my imagination.

      I chided myself for my errant thoughts. It was no wonder I couldn’t levitate. I was too busy distracting myself with non-magical thoughts. I tried to refocus. I needed to get ready for the Conclave. Everything else had to take a backseat for now.

      My supposedly locked door exploded open. Startled, I scrambled to my feet.

      Someone stepped through my doorway as if all the protections on my threshold did not exist.

      Run Sage! Puck’s voice was suddenly as serious as a heart attack. I personally designed the wards I had you cast on the door. Few can rip through them like that. My Spidey sense detects some major league bad juju approaching. This is bad news with a capital B. Run!

      Someone stepped into view. It was big trouble. The Conclave was here.

      Is that fire and brimstone I smell? Don’t try to stand your ground. No one’s more impressed with how you handled the Daniel situation than I, but discretion is the better part of valor. Run!

      I stayed right where I was.

      By Thor’s hammer! Have you gone deaf? Run! Get outta here!

      The intruder stood in front of me. She stared down her nose at me. I did not look away. I forced myself to look directly into arctic blue eyes that were mirror images of my own.

      “Hello Mother,” I said.

      Mother! Puck was thunderstruck. Holy shit!

      
        
        The End
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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.
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        * * *

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A fusillade of gunfire greeted my peekaboo.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hooray!” squeaked a third.

      “Huzzah!”

      “I thought I was going to perspire.”

      “You mean retire.”

      “That’s not right either.”

      “Catch on fire?”

      “Maybe she meant expire.”

      “Yeah, that’s it!”

      “Expire means die.”

      “Dying is sad.”

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

      “It’s icky.”

      “Like a potato without the chip.”

      “Ugh!”

      “The worst!”

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

      “Me too!”

      “Me three!”

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

      “Who is this masked woman?”

      “My hero!”

      “Mine too!”

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

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

      “Just say no to drugs.”

      “She’s not a drug.”

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

      “She’s a mighty warrior.”

      “The mightiest!”

      “The mightiest of the mightiest!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Blech! I hate guns.”

      “All that metal. Gross!”

      “Tastes like butt.”

      “Hairy ogre butt.”

      “Then the butt-kicking started.”

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

      “Oh snap, I forgot about the smoke.”

      “The smoke was the best part.”

      “The bestest part!”

      “They couldn’t see through the smoke.”

      “But we could.”

      “Cuz we got that pixie power!”

      “You got that right!”

      “Then came the butt-kicking.”

      “Finally!”

      “Pow! Zap! Biff! Boom!”

      “Smack! Crack! Bang! Pop!”

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

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

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

      “No.”

      But—

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You have powerful lungs.”

      “As befits a mighty warrior.”

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

      “Does not.”

      “Does too!”

      “But what about her lungs?”

      “What about them?”

      “They’re mighty!”

      “The mightiest!”

      “The mightiest of the—”

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

      The pixies made a face. “We do.”

      “Especially mundanes.”

      “We hide from them.”

      “Mundanes smell like metal.”

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

      “Stinky!”

      “Pee-yoo!”

      “Metal is yucky.”

      “Especially iron.”

      “It’s the worst.”

      “Touching it makes me bleed.”

      “It even makes my hair bleed.”

      “Hair doesn’t bleed, silly.”

      “Mine does. See how red it is?”

      “That’s cuz of pigment.”

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

      “Oooh! I want pig mint too!”

      “Sounds yummy.”

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

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

      “It was a trap!”

      “The nerve!”

      “Rude!”

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

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

      I frowned. “Pop Rocks? The candy?”

      “Uh-huh. I love Pop Rocks!”

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

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

      “Delicious and nutritious!”

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

      “Like the cereal.”

      “But better than some soggy old cereal.”

      “Way better.”

      “Explosions of flavor!”

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

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

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

      “Me too!”

      “Will you give me some, mighty warrior?”

      “Pretty please?”

      “With sugar on top.”

      “I’ll be your best friend.”

      “I’ll be your bestest friend.”

      “Too late! I already called dibs!”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Really sure?”

      “For sure, for sure?”

      “Maybe you forgot.”

      “Sometimes I forget what I’m carrying.”

      “Easy to happen.”

      “Happens to me all the time.”

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

      “Better safe than sorry.”

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

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

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

      The pixies nodded woefully.

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

      The pixies gasped and clutched their hands to their mouths.

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

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

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

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

      “Got it,” the redhead added.

      “It’s good advice,” another said.

      “The best advice.”

      “The bestest.”

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

      “I won’t forget.”

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

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

      “A catchy saying might help us remember.”

      “Stranger danger!”

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

      “Yell and tell!”

      “Beware elves bearing gifts!”

      “But what if the gift is Pop Rocks?”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Pop Rocks are yummy.”

      “The yummiest!”

      “I wish I had some right now.”

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

      “Not if I get there first!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “An all you can eat Pop Rock buffet?”

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

      “Nirvana!”

      “Shangri-La!”

      “Wow!”

      “Yippee!”

      “Will you serve Blue Razz Pop Rocks?”

      “And green apple?”

      “And strawberry?”

      “And tropical?”

      “Tropical is my favorite flavor.”

      “Mine’s watermelon.”

      “Mine’s cherry.

      “Mine’s cotton can—”

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

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

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

      “I promise!”

      “Count me in!”

      “Me too!”

      “I double promise.”

      “I triple promise.”

      “I promise times a gazillion.”

      “Cross my heart.”

      “And hope to die.”

      “Stick a needle in my eye.”

      “Ouch! Won’t that hurt?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hippity hip hooray!”

      “O frabjous day!”

      “Callooh!”

      “Callay!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Um, hello!”

      “Mighty warrior!”

      “Maybe she passed out.”

      “With her eyes open?”

      “It can happen.”

      “Happens to me all the time.”

      “Poor thing.”

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

      “I’m pooped myself.”

      “Haha! She said poop!”

      “So did you!”

      “Butt kicking is exhausting.”

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

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

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

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

      “But just one.”

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

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

      “You get a reward.”

      “Cuz you freed us.”

      “From a bottle.”

      “A bunch of bottles.”

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

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

      “What’s a trope?”

      “It’s a cliché.”

      “I thought it was something you climb up.”

      “That’s a rope, silly.”

      “I thought it was a dark brown color.”

      “That’s taupe, dope.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “What was I just talking about?”

      “A pixie wish!”

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

      “No good deed goes unrewarded.”

      “It’s pixie tradition.”

      “Ancient tradition.”

      “The ancientest!”

      “But choose your wish wisely.”

      “Cuz pixie wish magic is powerful.”

      “The powerfulest!”

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

      “Course. Everybody knows that.”

      “We were there when the Big Bang banged.”

      “Kaboom!”

      “It was really loud.”

      “Hurt my ears.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Not to mention modest.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Insane?”

      “Loony tunes?”

      “Cuckoo for cocoa puffs?”

      “Did the elves hit you on the head?”

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

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

      “Those are cushions, silly.”

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

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

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

      “Everyone knows that.”

      “Be careful what you wish for—”

      “—because you just might get it!”

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

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

      “Unintended consequences.”

      “Things will go horribly wrong.”

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

      “Like King Midas.”

      “The muffler guy?”

      “No, that’s King Goodyear.”

      “What’s a muffler?”

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

      “What was I just talking about?”

      “How a quick wish goes wrong.”

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

      “Gross!”

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

      “You should be more careful.”

      “Look before you leap.”

      “Haste makes waste.”

      “Marry in haste, repent in leisure.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

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

      “Think your wish over.”

      “Give it a really good think.”

      “Take a few days.”

      “Better yet, weeks.”

      “Months!”

      “Years!”

      “Decades!”

      “Centuries!”

      “Millennia!”

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

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

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

      I frowned. “Wish upon a star?”

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

      “You know, the ones in the sky.”

      “Not the Hollywood ones.”

      “More like Hollyweird.”

      “But only at night.”

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

      “Cuz the sun.”

      “The sun’s a star too.”

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

      “Course not.”

      “That’s silly!”

      “It’s unheard of.”

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

      “So wait until night.”

      “Pick a star you like.”

      “Any one will do.”

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

      “And just like that . . .”

      “Bing, bang, boo . . .”

      “We’ll come around—”

      “—and make your wish come true.”

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

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

      “Misplaced your marbles?”

      “Gone loco?”

      “Cracked up?”

      “What if someone hears you?”

      “Somebody else owns that song.”

      “They have a copyright.”

      “More like a copywrong.”

      “They’re very litigious.”

      “That means they’re huge.”

      “Nunh-unh!”

      “You’re thinking of prodigious.”

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

      “Briefs are underwear.”

      “They’ll examine our underwear?!”

      “Eeek!”

      “Perverts!”

      “Creeps!”

      “Degenerates!”

      “What’s a degenerate?”

      “It’s a kind of lawyer.”

      “Most kinds.”

      “The song was originally ours.”

      “They stole it from us.”

      “A clear case of intellectual property theft.”

      “We oughta examine their underwear—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My wish would have been this:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      That all went through my mind in a flash.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But—”

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

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

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

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

      The room was still and silent.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Uh-oh, Puck said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ve had a lot on my plate.”

      “Such as?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll be a lot less irritated?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Gods help me. He was right.

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

      “Fiddlesticks!” I finally said.

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

      I could hardly wait.

      Not.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Nope. Misery loves company.”

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

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

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

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

      “Mutant!” one protester cried.

      “Abomination!” another said.

      “Monster!”

      “Meta freak!”

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

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

      God Hates Metas!

      The only good Meta is a dead Meta!

      God laughs when Heroes die!

      All Heroes Are Rogues!

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

      Heroes: Gods or Devils?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      It’s “with whom.”

      “Don’t be so pedantic.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Whoa! Puck marveled once my eyes adjusted.

      “Never been in the Hall of Heroes before?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That’s not my name.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where am I going?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Criminals aren’t my type.”

      Ask her if cloaks are, Puck said eagerly.

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

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

      “Shut up.”

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

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

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

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

      Hey, who turned off the lights! Puck complained.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Puck! I thought.

      “Puck, are you all right?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I take it all back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This is an 1845 daguerreotype of Hiram Milton.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sound familiar? Puck asked. I ignored him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What sort of crisis?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Kidnap is a strong word.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why did she put herself into a coma?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Lucky me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And why would he think that?

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

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

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

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

      “I want some advice.”

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

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

      “Hmph! That’s what you think.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Olgram blinked. “I said that?”

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

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

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

      “Not,” he said flatly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Even so, you should have—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “‘Glace’ is not a word.”

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

      “I will not give up.”

      “But—”

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

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

      Ghost stopped short. “You can do that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You’re not?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why in the world not?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “At least I’m consistent.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Brown eyes under thick eyebrows met mine.

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

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

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

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

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

      Aw fudge.

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

      Don’t get caught.

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

      “Benjamin,” Ghost said.

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

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

      “No, not Ben. Benjamin.”

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

      Ghost considered it.

      “No,” he said.
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      I stepped out of my apartment, about to go see the diviner who would use the three items Ghost and I had gathered to attempt to locate Millennium. It was a warm, clear day which lacked the city’s trademark humidity. There was a smile on my face and a song in my heart. That song was We’re Off to See the Wizard. My heart was more optimistic about finding Millennium than my mind was.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Mine.”

      “Do you floss every day?”

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

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

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

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

      “Worried someone is following us?” Benjamin said.

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

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

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

      “I’m serious.”

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

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

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

      “But—”

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

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

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

      “It’s all right.”

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

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

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

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

      “It suits you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This woman’s your aunt?”

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

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

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

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

      “I don’t have a mother.”

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

      “Everyone has a mother,” Benjamin said.

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

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

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

      “Are all psychics members of the magical world?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Benjamin.”

      “You married, Benjamin?”

      “No.”

      “Gay?”

      “No.”

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

      “I’m sure.”

      “Ever been married?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kids?”

      “No.”

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

      “Divorced.”

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

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

      “When I said you can speak, I meant when spoken to. I’ll be the one asking the questions here.” Maddy’s eyes danced. “But the answer is maybe, you fast thing. Why did you divorce?” This reminded me of the grilling Maddy would give the boys I brought home to her. I was tempted to step in and save Benjamin from the interrogation, but I was interested in the answer.

      “It’s complicated,” Benjamin said.

      “It’s complicated,” Maddy repeated. “Also known as ‘I screwed something up.’ You remind me of my third husband. Pretty as a picture and horny as a goat. He’d screw a Mexican jumping bean if he could get it to hold still long enough. I caught him in bed with the nanny. He had no problem getting that particular Mexican to hold still. Did you cheat on your wife too? Well speak up! Time’s a-wastin’. I’m not getting any younger.”

      “No, I didn’t cheat on her.”

      “What happened, then? And stop looking at Sage for help. Maybe Jesus can save you, but she can’t.”

      “If you must know, I put in too many hours at work, she thought I neglected her, and that’s why she left.”

      “Now was that so hard? I respect a hard-working man. Especially because that means he ain’t broke. I take it you have a job.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re a lawyer, but you’re not practicing.” It was a statement, not a question. I thought Benjamin was a lawyer based on things he had said to me and how he said them, but had no idea how Maddy had come to her conclusion.

      “Who are you, Sherlock Holmes?” I asked her. “Why in the world do you say that?”

      “She knows I’m a lawyer because she noticed my Harvard Law class ring,” Benjamin said, rubbing his signet ring with his thumb. “You’re a very observant woman, Madeline.”

      “Being observant is the nature of my business,” Maddy said. “You don’t need supernatural abilities to tell you something if the information stares you in the face. That ring tells me you’re a Harvard Law graduate, but the fact you wear it also tells me you don’t practice. This city is overrun with lawyers—some are clients of mine—and I’ve never met one who actively practices who wears a class ring. It’s like a doctor going to a party wearing a stethoscope. It’s just not done. So what do you do for a living, Mr. Non-Practicing Lawyer Man?”

      “I’m in investigations and security.”

      “That explains why you’re built like a brick outhouse. Make good money?”

      “I do all right.”

      “You can’t fool me, Benjamin. Not only have I been around the block, but I was there when they first poured the concrete. You speak well, you dress well, and you carry yourself well. ‘I do all right’ is code for ‘I make a lot of money, but I don’t go around rubbing people’s noses in it.’ Money and modesty, the latter leavened with a soupçon of elitism. You are wearing a Harvard ring, after all, which is hardly the act of someone who is completely a humble man of the people. You’re looking better and better as a romantic prospect. Maybe there’s still time for husband number seven.”

      “Eight,” Benjamin corrected her with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Don’t you get smart with me, Benjamin. Clearly Sage has rubbed off on you. Are you dating anybody?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “What about my darling Sage? She’s single. If she’s going to make a scandal of herself by rubbing off on you, you might as well make her an honest woman.”

      “Aunt Maddy!” It was my turn to be embarrassed.

      “What? Why you two aren’t dating is a perfectly reasonable question. He’s single. You’re single. Shucks, why not go whole hog and fall in love? Birds do it. Bees do it. Besides, Sage here is a catch. Good-looking, strong-willed, young, fertile, big birthing hips. Not as big as they used to be as she’s lost weight, but still appealing. Don’t you agree, Benjamin? No, don’t answer—I can see the way you look at her, so I already know you agree. Sage is a bit of a spendthrift and a little mouthy sometimes, but nobody’s perfect. You might have gotten that mouthy thing from hanging around me, truth be told. You certainly didn’t get it from your sweet father. Gods rest his soul. A better man never walked the earth. I would have added him to my stable of husbands if he would’ve had me. It wouldn’t have lasted, though. I’ve got the attention span of a hummingbird when it comes to men. A bullet-dodging wise man, that Anwell Hawthorne. His father Proctor was just as handsome as Anwell. Your grandfather Proctor was a powerful druid, you know. How in the world Anwell let Agatha get her hooks into him is a mystery for the ages. I wish I would run into that child-abandoning harpy again. I would slap the taste clean out her mouth. I would snatch her bald-headed. I would turn her into what she really is and call the dogcatcher. I would . . . no, no, don’t even get me started. Life’s too short. Let’s dwell on more pleasant subjects.”

      Maddy blinked in confusion. “Speaking of which, what in the world was I just talking about? I lost my train of thought.”

      “I think you were saying I’m too mouthy,” I said, “but that was several hours ago so I’m not sure.”

      “And a smart aleck. Did I mention you’re that, too? It’s rude to disrespect your elders, especially right after she just got finished talking you up. Oh yeah, I remember now what I was talking about: Benjamin, why not date Sage?”

      Benjamin smiled, exposing dimples I had not seen before. “I hoped I was still in the running for husband number seven. Seven is, after all, my lucky number.”

      Maddy smiled like the Cheshire cat. She wrapped her arms around one of Benjamin’s. “That’s the correct answer, you darling boy. I was going to play Cupid for Sage, but now I think I’ll keep you for myself. Just imagine all the beautiful white chocolate mocha babies we’ll have together.”

      I said, “Your youngest son is older than Benjamin. I’m pretty sure your childbearing years are behind you.”

      “Don’t womb-block,” Maddy said as she rubbed Benjamin’s bicep and cooed appreciatively. “Jealousy is beneath you.”

      Before Maddy disrobed and tried to test-drive potential husband number eight—I would not have put it past her—I hastened to tell her why we were here. “This is not just a social call, Aunt Maddy. We need you to divine something for us. Assuming you’re feeling up to it after dealing with your previous client. I know how much a divination takes out of you.”

      “I’m feeling fit as a fiddle.” I wasn’t sure if she directed that more at Benjamin or at me; she still clung to his arm. “I didn’t need to cast a spell to advise Jessica. All I needed was common sense. Imagine, her lummox of a husband investing in a chain of bookstores in this day and age. No one reads anymore. Makes as much sense as investing in a dinosaur food company.”

      “I’m glad your batteries are at full charge,” I said, “because this is not your usual divination job. We want you to try to find someone for us.”

      “Who?” she asked, still looking at Benjamin like she was a child with a new toy.

      “Millennium.”

      Maddy dropped Benjamin’s arm like it was a hot potato. Her head swiveled around, her eyes even bigger than before with shock. “Millennium? The Thousand Year Man? The world’s most powerful sorcerer? That Millennium?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ah. I see,” Maddy said. Her eyes suddenly became distant. “That explains . . .” She trailed off.

      “That explains what?” I asked.

      Her eyes snapped back into focus. “Nothing. My mind wanders sometimes. Getting old is a hell of a thing.” Maddy shook her head. “Why in the world are you looking for him? If what they say about his crimes is true, if I were looking for him, I’d pray I didn’t find him.”

      “I promised Benjamin I would help him find Millennium.” Maddy turned to stare at Benjamin. “And before you ask your future husband why he’s looking for Millennium, don’t. He can’t tell you.” The fact I knew Benjamin was Ghost did not mean he wanted it to be public knowledge. As someone who wore a mask, I understood the desire to keep one’s secret identity a secret. “Let’s just say he wants to make sure Millennium is brought to justice for his crimes. Do you think you can find him, or not?”

      “Jeez Sage, you don’t ask for much, do you? Do you want me to find Jimmy Hoffa, Atlantis, and Blackbeard’s treasure while I’m at it?”

      “You’re saying you can’t do it.” Benjamin sounded both unsurprised and disappointed.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, my darling man. I’m saying I’m not sure I can do it. I’m a talented diviner—some say one of the best—but finding the world’s most powerful sorcerer if he doesn’t want to be found? It’s not as easy as finding a whore in a whorehouse.”

      It was no different than I had suspected. The sooner Maddy tried and failed, the sooner I could turn my attention back to Agatha. “Can you at least try?” I urged.

      Maddy hesitated, her pale face inscrutable. She waited so long, I thought she was going to say no.

      Then she shrugged. “Sure. Helping to bring a murderer to justice? It’s a good cause. What’s the worst that could happen? Besides, I can’t remember the last time I had a really good challenge. Stretching my abilities’ muscles would be good for me.” She rubbed against Benjamin, and said to him, “And once I’m done, maybe you can stretch my—”

      “Aunt Maddy!”

      “Oh poo! Sage, when did you become such a wet blanket?” Maddy took Benjamin’s arm again. “C’mon, handsome. Let’s go hunting for Millennium and leave Sage here, stuck in the mud.”

      Maddy led Benjamin into the adjoining dark room she and Jessica had come out of.

      I grabbed Benjamin’s portmanteau and followed, feeling like the third wheel.
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      Dozens of candles lining shelves sputtered into flames as soon as we entered, illuminating the square, large, windowless room. The lights cast our flickering shadows everywhere, as if we were ghosts. Well, one of us was.

      Maddy had not lit the candles with magic. Unlike a magic generalist like me, her knack was divination, and she could not perform elemental magic as I could. The candles must have been enchanted. The candles lighting themselves must have impressed the heck out of Maddy’s mundane clients.

      Some of the candles were scented. With the door closed, the smell of lavender and incense quickly became cloyingly strong. Unlike the carpeted reception area, the floor here was wooden. The walls were too. An antique wood table, thick and sturdy, dominated the center of the square room. An Eye of Providence was etched on the table, covering its entire top. In the middle of the table was a crystal ball that was bigger than my head. It rested in a holder that looked like a dragon’s claw. It looked like a dragon’s claw because that was what it was—a fossilized dragon’s claw. Fossilized dragon remains were rare as hen’s teeth. Maddy had once told me this one was the most expensive thing she owned. Since I knew how much her seaside Baltic vacation home cost, that was saying something.

      In front of the crystal ball was a deck of tarot cards spread out in an arc, in the fashion a poker room dealer spreads the cards of a new poker deck. Maddy sat in the cushioned chair positioned at the open end of the arc, on the other side of the table from me and Benjamin. Her pale hair refracted the candlelight and seemed to glow. It made her look even more otherworldly than she normally did. The glow was no accident. Maddy had once told me that being a psychic with a mostly mundane clientele was fifty percent showmanship, forty-nine percent being a therapist, and one percent using her psychic abilities.

      Maddy raked the tarot cards together and began tapping them into a deck. A card popped out and landed on the table facedown. Expressionless, Maddy picked the card up and glanced at its face before sliding it back into the deck.

      “I’m quite the butterfingers these days,” she said. “My hands aren’t as nimble as they once were. Be a dear and clear the rest of the table, would you Sage? The last time I moved the ball by myself, it aggravated my bursitis.”

      “You don’t need the crystal ball to help you focus?”

      “Not in this instance. Unless I miss my guess, I’ll be throwing a lot of raw magical power into finding Millennium. If I use the ball, I’m liable to overload it and make it explode. It’s like running too much electric current through a low amp wire. That’s how I lost my first husband, you know.” She winked at Benjamin with her good eye. “I don’t want to lose husband seven before he becomes number seven. We haven’t even consummated our relationship yet. The consummation is the best part.” That bit about her first husband was a tall tale. Hudson, Maddy’s first husband, died of cancer before I was born. With the bittersweet way Maddy always talked about Hudson, I was pretty sure husbands two through seven were just failed attempts to recapture what she had with him. The two sons Maddy had with Hudson were the only biological children she ever had.

      Benjamin volunteered to move the crystal ball. Maddy clapped her hands and said, “Hercules! Hercules!” like that scene in The Nutty Professor as he moved the heavy clear crystal to the corner of the room. I moved the dragon claw myself. I took special care with it. I knew Maddy loved me, but I did not want to put that love to the test by dropping and shattering the priceless artifact.

      “I assume you followed the Rule of Three,” Maddy said once the table was clear.

      “The what?” Benjamin asked, confused. Maddy’s knowing look and slight smile made me think she did not believe Benjamin was any more a member of the magical world than a robot was.

      “She means the three things we brought,” I said. I pulled Olgram’s steel chisel out of my pocket and set it on the table. Benjamin opened the portmanteau and did the same with the saber-toothed tiger head and the blood slides. Maddy did not flinch at the sight of the tiger head. At her age, she had probably seen just about everything.

      I told Maddy how each item on the table related to Millennium. She told me Olgram was likely to skin me alive once he discovered I had taken one of his tools. She was right. I did not look forward to giving it back.

      Maddy made us sit next to one another, across from her. The room fell quiet. We stared at her, and she stared right back expectantly.

      “Well?” Benjamin finally said impatiently.

      “Someone has to cross my palm with silver,” Maddy said in the ancient vernacular of fortune tellers.

      “Do what?”

      “She’s waiting to be paid,” I said, having completely forgotten about the cash I had made Benjamin bring. If she could have, Maddy probably would do this job for me for free. Then again, maybe not—seaside vacation homes were not cheap. But Maddy could not do the job for free. That was not how divination worked. Value had to be given for value.

      I had told Benjamin how much to bring. Maddy’s hefty fee for a true divination hadn’t changed in over twenty years. Benjamin retrieved the bundle of cash from the portmanteau and dropped it on the table with a thud. This was Heroes’ Guild money, not money out of his own pocket, Benjamin had said earlier. Nice work if you could get it. There was more money there than I would make in a whole year at Capstone.

      Maddy pulled the cash toward herself. She did not bother counting it. She hit a button on the underside of the table, and a small trapdoor silently swung open on the floor next to her. Maddy was about to drop the bundle of cash into the opening, then hesitated. “The magical proprieties are satisfied by Benjamin’s offer of payment and my acceptance. I can’t refund the money to you Benjamin without gumming up the works, but I can give it to you Sage.”

      I was surprised. “Me? I can’t take your money, Aunt Maddy.”

      “Why not? I’m old as Methuselah. I’ve got one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel. At this late date, what the hell do I need more money for?”

      I eyed the money wistfully before meeting Maddy’s gaze again. Maddy seemed like she always did—timeless and healthy as a horse. She’d probably outlive me. “Thank you, but no. I don’t need your money.”

      “You don’t need money?” Maddy repeated in disbelief. “Who are you and what have you done with my Sage? That’s exactly what you told me when I offered to hire a high-priced lawyer when you had your legal troubles a few years back. You refused and your too proud broke butt used a public defender instead. And look how well that worked out for you, my dear sweet jailbird.” Despite her words, Maddy nodded approvingly. “Still not willing to accept money you did not earn, I see. It speaks well of you. Your father’s influence, no doubt. You sure as hell didn’t get it from me.”

      Maddy dropped the money into the hole in the floor, and the trapdoor swung shut again. “Maybe I’ll give this money to my ne'er-do-well son Malcolm. If I know him, he’ll spend it on gambling and fast women. If I give it to my youngest instead, he’s liable to do something responsible with it and let the money go to complete waste.”

      Maddy took her glasses off and placed them on the table. She took a deep breath. “I have everything I need. Let’s begin. And for gods’ sake sit back down Benjamin and stop that damned pacing. I need to focus. You’re making me as nervous as Pinocchio at a sawmill.”

      Benjamin resumed his seat next to me. Together we watched as Maddy closed her eyes. She breathed deeply and regularly, like she was meditating. She started murmuring in Latin, saying a string of Words I barely heard and couldn’t understand.

      Her voice got louder and stronger as her arms began to weave in the air. Her fingers flicked in the Wave of the divination spell. The three items on the table began to tremble, as if an earthquake was beginning and getting stronger by the second. My skin tingled as I felt Maddy’s Will swell, focus, and get stronger. I knew Benjamin did not feel the same sensation since he was not attuned to magic like I was.

      Maddy’s eyes snapped open. Her crossed eye slowly drifted forward until it stared straight ahead like her other one, toward me and Benjamin. Her violet eyes looked more through us than at us. A swirling red dot formed in the center of Maddy’s forehead, reminding me of the Great Red Spot I had seen in pictures of the planet Jupiter.

      “Holy—” Benjamin exclaimed. I shushed him with an arm on his hand. I did not think Maddy could hear him in her trance, but I did not want to take the chance and break her concentration. The swirling dot on her forehead was a visual representation of Maddy’s normally invisible Third Eye now that her second sight was fully engaged.

      The three trembling items related to Millennium levitated off the table, as if invisible hands picked them up. They floated until they were several feet directly above Maddy’s head. Then they began twirling in the air. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, like moons orbiting an invisible planet. Soon they were a spinning blur over Maddy’s head.

      Then both of Maddy’s violet eyes clouded over, like thick cream was poured into them. The swirling red dot on her forehead turned the same color white. The space the three items orbited around turned white too, as if a fluffy cloud was materializing out of thin air.

      Maddy’s voice speaking the Word of the spell was a booming shout now. Her litany of Latin reverberated off the walls of the enclosed space so loudly I covered my ears. The magical energy in the air made my skin prickle and my hair stand on end, as if lightning were about to strike.

      Suddenly Maddy’s gyrating arms thumped to the table. Like shot birds, they lay still. Her shouting stopped too. I cautiously uncovered my ears. With the sudden silence, it was as if we had moved into the eye of a storm. Maddy sat ramrod straight in her chair, still as a statue. It was as if her creamy white biological eyes were the base of a pyramid, and the white eye in her forehead was the top of that pyramid.

      Maddy sat noiselessly like that for at least a couple of minutes as the three items spun overhead. I had seen Maddy do this before, but it was still creepy. I felt my pulse thumping in my neck. The silence in the room was so complete, I heard a bead of sweat from my face hit the floor.

      Then a different sound marred the silence. There was a distant wail. It was reminiscent of the sound a screaming child might make if you heard the scream through a thick wall.

      At first, I thought it was my imagination. Then the shrill scream got louder and louder. It began to set my teeth on edge. I looked at Benjamin. The look on his face said he heard it too.

      Something poked out of the white cloud in the middle of the spinning objects. I thought that was my imagination too, but as the scream got louder, the thing that slowly crept its way out of the cloud became more visible.

      Whatever it was, it was purplish in color. The scream seemed to come from it. The smell of rotting meat began to compete with the scent of the candles.

      Benjamin and I gawked as the thing clawed its way out of the cloud. For it was now obvious that was what the thing was doing: clawing. The sight reminded me of how a newborn wasp struggles and claws its way out of the cell of a wasp’s nest.

      A few inches of the thing had writhed out of the bottom of the cloud. It had small, glistening, snakelike scales and a spiky head at the end of a serpentine neck. Even as it struggled out of the cloud, its beady little eyes stayed fixated on Maddy. They glittered malevolently.

      “Is this normal?” Benjamin whispered hoarsely, sounding like he already suspected the answer.

      Fear crawled out of my fluttering stomach and lodged in my throat. “No, this is not normal.”

      I knew an agent at Capstone whom Oscar had sent to Chad to do some security work for that African country’s president. While there, the agent drank some contaminated water. Over a year later, long after the agent had returned to the United States, a parasitic Guinea worm wriggled out of a painful blister on his leg. I had watched it happen. It was one of the most disgusting things I had ever seen. Something about the worm emerging had seemed inherently wrong, evil, like it was a violation of nature, an affront to how things ought to be.

      Watching this thing slowly claw its way out of the cloud toward Maddy gave me the exact same feeling.

      “Maddy, snap out of it,” I said urgently. She was covered with sweat now, which was also unusual. I risked injuring her by ending her trance prematurely, but it was becoming more obvious it was a risk I had to take. “Something’s wrong.”

      Still in her trance, she did not respond. I clapped my hands sharply, hoping to snap her out of it.

      Maddy did not stir. She stared straight ahead into forever, dripping moisture like a cold soda on a hot day, her eyes still as cloudy as the space the thing was wriggling out of. Batlike wings were visible now. The more the thing crawled out, the more it reminded me of Toto, like this thing was a very distant cousin to dragons.

      “Maddy!” I repeated sharply.

      With a loud scream that sounded exultant, the creature popped completely free of the cloud. It was the size of a large puppy, but it had none of a puppy’s cuteness. The scaly creature had a long, prehensile tail terminating at what reminded me of a supersized hypodermic needle.

      With that terrifying tail tip pointed at Maddy’s head, the creature dived toward her like a bomb dropped from an airplane.
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      I reacted first, with Benjamin a heartbeat behind me. I leaped over the table, toward Maddy, with the Hero on my heels.

      I crashed into Maddy, knocking her chair backward, sending us both sprawling to the floor. The creature’s sharp tail stabbed the air where Maddy had been a split second before.

      The screaming creature beat its wings and hovered, swiveling its spiked head to where Maddy and I lay on the floor. Rows of small, sharp canines lined the inside of its mouth. Mouth snapping, saliva dripping, the creature swooped toward us.

      Benjamin smashed into the creature like an offensive lineman. He grabbed it above the sharp tip of its tail and at its neck, below its snapping mouth. Flying through the air, Benjamin slammed the creature into the far wall.

      Benjamin held it there as the small creature screamed, flapped, writhed and thrashed, trying to get at the Hero with its mouth and barbed tail. Unlike Toto who had four legs, this beast only had two at the base of where its tail stretched out of its torso. The three claws at the end of each leg raked Benjamin, ripping the clothes covering his arms. There was no blood, though. Benjamin must have used his Metahuman powers to increase his density, making his body as hard as a rock.

      I made sure I covered Maddy’s body with my own in case the creature wriggled free. “Have you got it?”

      “I’ve got it. Though its size belies its strength,” Benjamin said through gritted teeth. Still pinning the creature against the wall with straightened arms, Benjamin stopped hovering in the air and touched down. Now that the creature’s whole body was visible, I saw that its entire body was not purple. The underside of its torso was puke green. “What the devil is this thing?”

      “A flying purple people eater? How the heck am I supposed to know? Whatever you do, don’t let go of it.”

      “Now that is some sound tactical advice,” Benjamin said. The creature still screamed and thrashed like a feral cat, trying to escape the Hero’s grasp.

      “Hey! Who turned out the lights?” came Maddy’s muffled voice. My stomach covered her face. She tried to push me off. “Is that you Sage? Sage Matilda Hawthorne, you get off me this instant! I love you, but not like this. I’m strictly dickly.”

      I rolled off her and clambered to my feet. Maddy lay faceup, gasping and sputtering. Her eyes were back to normal. Well, normal for her. Her crossed eye was back to being crossed. The milky divination film over her eyes was gone, as was the mystical eye on her forehead. I had been too busy saving Maddy to notice before, but the three items related to Millennium no longer spun in the air. They had been flung into different walls. The small cloud they had rotated around was gone too, as if it had never existed.

      “What’s the big idea?” Maddy asked indignantly. “Why did you interrupt my divination? Some mystical force unlike any I’ve felt before was resisting me, but I was making progress. I was almost—” She stopped, finally noticing the racket the trapped creature was making. She tilted her head and saw the shrieking creature pinned against the wall. She gasped, then stood up faster than I had ever seen her move. “Where in the name of all that’s unholy did that thing come from?”

      “It crawled out of the divination cloud you opened,” I said. “I’ve never seen something like it before. What is it?”

      “A mind wyvern,” Maddy said grimly. She took a couple of steps away from the creature. “I’ve heard of them, but have never seen one before. Thank goodness for small mercies. I thought they were just myths. They’re said to be set as booby traps for the unwary diviner. I could happily have gone the rest of my days without seeing one in the flesh.” She cocked her head as she squinted at the creature myopically. “As nasty as that bugger is, I thought they would be bigger.”

      As if on cue, the wyvern began to grow, expanding like a balloon pumped full of gas. It had started off puppy-sized. In seconds, it was the size of a large dog. Then, the size of a small pony. Benjamin’s jaw flexed and tightened as he struggled to keep the wyvern pinned down. If the wyvern kept growing, there was no way Benjamin could continue to keep it immobilized.

      “I thought they would be bigger,” Maddy repeated her words with disgust. “Me and my big mouth.”

      “What do we do?” I demanded.

      “How the hell do I know? You’re the bodyguard. Start guarding our bodies.”

      The wyvern got so big Benjamin lost control of it. The creature’s prehensile tail twisted around Benjamin’s waist, yanked him off his feet, then flung Benjamin across the room like he was a rag doll. Benjamin smashed into a wall, cracking and cratering it. He bounced slightly and fell to the floor. He struggled to get to his feet.

      Benjamin was tough. He’d live. I probably could not say the same for the rest of us if I let the wyvern get much bigger than it already was. The monster was still growing.

      The beast had fallen to the floor. Perched precariously upright on its two legs, it turned to face me and Maddy with a scream that would haunt my nightmares.

      “Get behind me,” I ordered Maddy. I triggered the Grimoire suit with a mental command. The leather bracelet that contained it spread over my body like oil spilled on water. Simultaneously my clothes disappeared into the magical pocket dimension they always went to when I suited up.

      “Holy secret identities, Batman!” Maddy squealed behind me. “You’re Grimoire. I’ve seen you on TV. Can I have your autograph?” Despite the trouble we were in, the lunatic sounded like she was enjoying herself. I never would have guessed Maddy had this devil-may-care side to her. As some great philosopher probably never said, you never knew the true measure of a woman until a monster tried to eat you.

      The wyvern fell forward, catching itself on its bat wings. Using those wings as makeshift front legs, it slowly scurried toward me and Maddy. I backed away, pushing Maddy behind me. The still-growing monster’s awkward gait reminded me of a praying mantis’.

      Maddy’s table was between us and the wyvern. The wyvern snaked its head forward and latched onto the table. The wyvern flung the table out of the way as if it were made of toothpicks instead of heavy wood. The creature advanced toward us again.

      I marshaled my Will, did the simple Wave, and said the Word: “Ignis.”

      Whoosh! Spellfire shot out of my outstretched hands like I was a human flamethrower. The powerful stream of magical fire slammed into the wyvern. The wyvern stopped moving and fell silent.

      I shut off the spellfire blast after only a few seconds. Though I had stopped the creature’s charge, I did not want to risk making a bad situation worse. I had learned from a previous mistake. The last time I had hit a creature I did not understand with spellfire—the golem that had come to life when I liberated Puck from a Smithsonian Museum—I had made it bigger and stronger.

      The wyvern stared at me with beady eyes that glittered like black onyx. Other than its body steaming like a hot cup of coffee, the wyvern seemed none the worse for wear from my spellfire blast. At least it was still now and not growing like a toadstool after a shower. Both good signs.

      The wyvern’s long throat began to pulsate, like it was trying to throw up. Uh-oh. That was not a good sign. I had seen someone do this before: Toto, right before the young dragon spewed fire.

      Hitting the wyvern with spellfire had not been a good idea. I spun, grabbed Maddy, and hit the floor rolling.

      Just in time. A blast of regurgitated spellfire whooshed overhead.

      The good news was it missed me and Maddy.

      The bad news was the room was now on fire.

      The fire crackled, growing bigger despite me trying to extinguish it by relaxing my Will. As regurgitated spellfire, I guess it was no longer under my control. Thick smoke filled the room.

      “We can’t fight the creature here,” Benjamin cried, back on his feet. “There are rowhouses on either side of us. Someone’s liable to get hurt.”

      “Yeah, us!” Maddy said from on top of me. I pushed her off. I agreed with Maddy, but knew Benjamin referred to the innocent civilians around us.

      I scrambled to my feet, pulling Maddy up with me. I shoved her toward Benjamin. “Get Maddy out of here.”

      “What about you?” Benjamin said, coughing. Neither he nor Maddy had a smoke filter the way I did with my Mask of Inscrutability.

      I focused on the wyvern. It screamed its weird cry again and slowly scuttled toward us once more with its awkward four-legged gait. It was growing again too. I reached into the Pouch of Infinity and summoned alchemy balls. “I’ll put out the fire and get the monster to chase me so we can lure it to a more secluded place. Go! I’ll be right behind you.”

      Benjamin didn’t hesitate. He picked Maddy up and slung her over his shoulder.

      “Hercules! Hercules!” Maddy sputtered between coughs.

      Benjamin was no coward, but he must have realized I was better equipped to handle this situation than he. Benjamin’s and Maddy’s bodies turned translucent as Benjamin phased, meaning he triggered his Metahuman intangibility power. Benjamin ran straight through the wall and vanished. Smart. Had Benjamin opened the door instead, he would have fueled the fire by introducing even more oxygen into the room.

      The wyvern twisted. It altered its path to head toward where Maddy and Benjamin had disappeared. What was I, chopped liver? It made me think the beast focused on Maddy since she was the one who performed the divination that triggered the monster’s appearance.

      I flung the smoke bombs I had been shaking at the wyvern. They were just like the ones I had used on the elves who had imprisoned the pixies.

      The glass balls exploded on contact with the monster. They enveloped the wyvern in smoke and spread rapidly, mixing with the smoke already filling the room. The wyvern slowed and begin hawking like a dog with a bone stuck in its throat. I opened my Third Eye so I could watch the beast even with the smoke plumes obscuring the room.

      Now that I had slowed the beast down, I turned my attention to the rapidly spreading fire. If I didn’t do something soon, the entire block was liable to go up in flames.

      I shoved my hand into my suit’s pouch. A different set of glass balls came to my hand at my silent command. For the first time I was grateful Mirage had tricked me with that fire in Anacostia. Dealing with that supposed fire had inspired me to add to my alchemical arsenal.

      The glass of these balls was much thicker than the glass of the smoke bombs. I lobbed them toward the spreading fire.

      When they hit the wood floor, their glass cracked unevenly but did not break. They were designed that way. Highly pressurized water spewed out of the uneven cracks, making the balls spin like tops. Like magic sprinklers, the balls sprayed water everywhere. I had magically treated the interior of the glass so there was more water in the balls than you would ever guess from the balls’ size. There was enough water in each to drown a whale.

      In seconds, the fire was nearly out. The water kept spraying, though. If I had not been in such a rush, I could have cast a water spell to keep the liquid from drenching me. Oh well. A little water wouldn’t kill me.

      The mind wyvern might, though. Confused by the smoke and the water, the wyvern spun clumsily in a circle, like a dog with a bad leg chasing its tail. As its body still expanded, the wyvern’s wings were now almost broad enough to brush the room’s sides. If I didn’t get this monster out of here, it would grow so big that it brought Maddy’s house down and her adjoining neighbor’s houses with it.

      Time for a change of venue.

      I darted toward the confused beast. After dodging its wings, I punched the wyvern in its snout. “Tag! You’re it!” I cried.

      The monster’s jaws snapped at me blindly. I danced out of the way. My fist smarted from my punch. It had been like punching a brick wall coated with alligator skin.

      I backed up, yanked the door open, and darted out of the smoky room.

      “Hey toothy!” I cried. “Yeah you! Over here! Come and get me! Olly olly oxen free!” It sucked as a battle cry, but I was not at my most articulate when goading a monster.

      The monster lunged toward me. It crashed through the wall of the reception area, pelting me with bits of wood and plaster. Had it not been for the Grimoire suit, I might have been knocked senseless.

      I turned and ran like a rabbit.
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      I raced through Maddy’s house with the increasingly massive wyvern dogging my steps. It smashed through the house like a scaly, screaming wrecking ball.

      I leaped down the stairs from the reception area to the front door, almost braining myself on an overhang in my haste. This was why the cliché Look before you leap was a cliché.

      My head smarting, I yanked the door open and flung myself out of it.

      A horn honked. “Over here!” came a shout.

      Instead of Benjamin’s Volvo being parked up the street pointed south, it was right in front of Maddy’s house, double parked and pointed north.

      I jumped, slid across the roof of the muscle car between me and the Volvo like Luke Duke—I knew watching those The Dukes of Hazzard reruns would eventually come in handy—and plopped my panting and wet self into the Volvo’s front seat. The engine was running, but Benjamin did not hit the gas.

      Maddy was in the seat behind Benjamin. She smacked the back of his headrest and said, “What’re you waiting for? A NASCAR official to wave the green flag? Let’s get out of here while the getting’s good.”

      “I’m waiting to ensure the wyvern follows us,” Benjamin said. “We’ve got to lead it out of this populated area to make sure no one gets hurt.”

      “Head to Rock Creek Park,” I suggested, still panting. “It’s not far. It’s about as isolated as this city gets.” I could portal us there, but then we’d lose the wyvern. Gods knew what would happen if the wyvern ran amok in the neighborhood.

      “Way ahead of you. Why do you think I have the car pointed in this direction?”

      The front of Maddy’s house exploded. Wood, siding, metal, and other debris went flying. The sign from the front of Maddy’s place smashed into the windshield. It spiderwebbed my side of the glass and nearly gave me a heart attack.

      The wyvern rose out of the expanding dust cloud billowing from Maddy’s house. It was almost as big as Benjamin’s SUV now. Wings beating the air, the wyvern hovered for a moment. Its neck twisting, its black eyes probed the area. I heard screams. This time they were from people on the street, not the wyvern. I needed the monster to come after us, not the innocent bystanders.

      I rolled down my window and waved. “Hey stupid!” I shouted, letting the Mask of Inscrutability amplify my voice. “Over here!”

      The beast’s neck craned down. Its gaze met mine. I suddenly felt impossibly cold. My breath left my body in a gasp, as if I had fallen through ice into a frozen pond.

      The transfixion of the creature’s gaze was broken when my head slammed back. The SUV zoomed forward like . . . like . . . well, like a flying monster was trying to kill us.

      With more bizarrely child-like shrieks, the wyvern pursued us. Its serpentine body undulated like a swimming snake as it flew. It flew awkwardly, like a teenager who just had a growth spurt and wasn’t used to his new, bigger body.

      Benjamin punched two buttons on the car radio.

      “Play Queen’s Dragon Attack,” Maddy requested.

      Instead of the stereo turning on, the radio console slid to the side. Several toggle switches were revealed. I hoped they were controls for a surface-to-air missile. Benjamin flipped one of them. I heard a faint click, but nothing else seemed to happen. A missile certainly did not rocket from the vehicle’s roof and incinerate the wyvern. Life was full of disappointments.

      “What did you just do?” I demanded.

      His eyes fixed on the road, Benjamin did not answer. We were in a thirty mile an hour zone on 18th Street, yet speeding far faster. Benjamin spun the wheel. We zoomed around cars going too slowly.

      Benjamin flipped another switch. Flashing lights and a siren turned on, as if we were the police. Cars then tried to get out of our way. It was illegal for even a licensed Hero to impersonate a cop, but I was hardly a stickler about the law even at the best of times. This was not the best of times.

      Benjamin’s eyes darted between the road and the creature in the rear-view mirror. He made sure we were going fast enough to stay ahead of our flying pursuer, but not so slowly it caught us. Benjamin seemed as cool as a cucumber, as if this sort of thing happened to him all the time. If I were a mundane going through something like this, I would poop twice and die. Heck, I wasn’t a mundane and I wished I were wearing diapers.

      “I switched to fake license plates and tinted the windows from the outside looking in,” Benjamin finally said after we raced through the red light on Columbia, narrowly missing a plumber’s truck. He spoke as calmly as if we were out on a Sunday drive after church. “If we’re going to be chased through the streets by a flying nightmare, I don’t want the incident traced back to my secret identity.”

      “Hold up,” Maddy said. “Secret identity? You’re a superhero too? I should have known with you not getting ripped to shreds by the wyvern and that whole walking through walls thing. Great Scott! Am I trapped in an episode of Super Friends?”

      We zigzagged through the streets of the city, dodging pedestrians and other cars like we were in a video game. Thank goodness it wasn’t rush hour. We were hardly inconspicuous between our speeding, erratic driving, screeching tires, siren, flashing lights and, last but hardly least, the flying monster in hot pursuit. I wondered how the Conclave’s Magic Suppression Division would explain all this to the mundane public. Simply declaring it “Fake news!” probably wouldn’t cut it.

      “Hey Wonder Twins,” Maddy suddenly said. She was twisted around, looking out the back window. “I know I can’t see well without my glasses, but it seems to me the wyvern is getting closer.”

      She was right. It wasn’t flying clumsily now. It moved through the air with as much dexterity as it had when it first manifested in Maddy’s home. It had obviously grown used to flying with its bigger body. Practice made perfect, apparently even with monsters.

      The wyvern was closing rapidly. It would be on top of us before we got to the relative solitude of Rock Creek Park.

      “I’m not scared,” Maddy said, obviously lying, as the wyvern’s body loomed bigger and bigger through the back window. “Are you two scared? I’m not scared.”

      “Go faster,” I urged Benjamin.

      His eyes did not leave the road as he twisted and swerved like an obstacle course driver. “Can’t. Not without further risking getting someone killed.”

      It was too late anyway. With a sudden burst of speed, the wyvern dived. Its green scaly underside filled the back window.

      Thump! The SUV slowed, sank, and swerved as the weight of the monster settled down on the roof. Its claws gripped the edge of the roof, scraping the side windows next to me and Benjamin. The grating sound set my teeth on edge. The wyvern’s spiky head appeared in the windshield. Its long neck twisted so its black eyes glittered at us, surveying us malevolently.

      “Don’t look it in the eye!” I warned.

      The mind wyvern’s dark gaze focused on Maddy. The wyvern screamed with what seemed like triumph. A sound like ice cracking filled the car as the beast’s claws pressed harder on the windows. Cracks began to form in them.

      “Hold on,” Benjamin said. He abruptly jerked the steering wheel to the left. The tires squealed in protest; oncoming cars blared their horns. The sudden shift in direction shoved me into my door. For a scary, stomach-tossing moment I thought we’d flip.

      We didn’t. Then I was shoved to the other side when Benjamin jerked the SUV to the right, trying to shake the beast riding us. Unlike Maddy and Benjamin, I didn’t have my seat belt on. If Benjamin slammed on the brakes at this speed, I would rocket through the windshield.

      Despite Benjamin zigzagging the SUV like a drunk driver, we could not shake the wyvern. It stared at us through the windshield like a pool player lining up a shot.

      Glass shattered. Maddy screamed. The wyvern’s tail had rammed through a rear window. The tail’s sharp tip stabbed at Maddy, over and over, like a sewing machine needle.

      Still thrown from side to side as the car swayed, I twisted and grabbed at the stabbing tail. I managed to get an arm around it as the tail continued to stab and writhe.

      No time for a spell or something creative. My free hand groped for the Pouch of Infinity and the only weapon handy—the enchanted switchblade I had taken from the dark elves.

      The blade flicked out of the handle with a button press. Still struggling to hold the tail and keep it from Maddy, I stabbed the tail repeatedly. A thick black liquid like dirty motor oil spurted out, filling the car with a rancid stench. Squeals of pain took the place of the wyvern’s usual screams.

      After a few desperate moments of unleashing my inner Jack the Ripper on the tail, it pulled back, ripping the wet switchblade out of my hand. The bleeding appendage tried to withdraw from the car. I let go of it before it dragged me through the window with it. With the switchblade still impaled in it, the tail disappeared.

      I was covered in wyvern blood, assuming that was what this greasy, stinky nastiness was. But I wasn’t the only one covered in blood. In Maddy’s case, black wyvern blood mingled with her red blood. Her pale face was cut up from sprayed glass. She held her side. Her dress was wet, and blood trickled between her fingers.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “The tail nicked me. Tis but a scratch,” she said gamely, though she winced when another swerve of the SUV made her lean to the side. “I’m a tough old bird. Give me some 18-year-old Scotch and an 18-year-old Scot, and I’ll be right as rain.”

      I was concerned, but Maddy was right—a shallow stab wound wasn’t enough to kill a Gifted. She’d be all right for now. I twisted back around. We weren’t out of the woods yet. The wyvern was still perched on the roof. “Trying to shake this thing isn’t working,” I told Benjamin.

      “I know.” His jaw clenched tightly. “Make sure neither of you touch any metal in the car.” After waiting a second to make sure we heeded him, he toggled another switch on the console.

      The wyvern shrieked in pain again. My hair stood on end and it felt like countless ants crawled all over me. I smelled the sweet and pungent odor of ozone mixed with that of burning flesh. I had been near lightning strikes before, and this was exactly what those had felt and smelled like. It didn’t take an engineer to deduce Benjamin had electrified the SUV’s exterior.

      I had been wrong in what I had thought before: this was the Ghostmobile.

      After a few seconds of shrieking like a banshee, the wyvern released the SUV. The beast went tumbling in the air behind us.

      Relieved of the extra weight, the SUV surged forward. But only for an instant. The vehicle’s dashboard blinked, then went dark. The engine shut off. The SUV began to slow. That answered my unspoken question of why Benjamin had not electrified the car before now.

      Already the wyvern was recovering, flapping its wings, righting itself, wheeling, and reorienting on us. It would be on us again in seconds, especially since the SUV was decelerating. There were cars all around us, and people on the sidewalks. If we got out and fought the wyvern here, the bystanders were liable to get hurt. We had not yet made it to the relative isolation of Rock Creek Park, but we were close.

      Close would have to do. I quickly cast a spell.

      A shimmering portal opened in the lane right ahead of us. We coasted into it. Adams Mill Road disappeared with a mystical swirl of black and blue.

      The other side of my portal spit us out into a small clearing in Rock Creek Park. The Volvo jounced over uneven, vegetation-tangled ground. I bounced and hit my head.

      The SUV hit a tree. Metal folded and glass broke. We jolted to a stop.

      Benjamin’s head twisted wildly. He looked with disbelieving eyes at the greenery around us. For the first time since this madness had begun, his stoic composure had slipped away. “What in the world just happened? How did we get here?” he demanded. He had never seen me open a portal before.

      “Sage teleported us away from the wyvern, that’s what happened,” Maddy said. Wonder mixed with pride in her pained voice. “I only know a handful of magicians who can do that. My baby girl’s all grown up.”

      Benjamin gaped at me like my next trick would be walking on water. “If you’re capable of teleportation, why didn’t you teleport both us and wyvern away from all the civilians when it was perched on top of us?”

      “It was too much weight.” I blinked hard, trying to clear my head of the stars I saw from whacking against the SUV’s roof. I wished I had heeded the city’s click-it or ticket seatbelt law ads. “I could barely open a portal big enough to swallow a carful of people. I’m a sorceress, not a miracle worker.”

      “Seems to me you might be both.” Benjamin shook his head in wonder. “Regardless, well done.”

      A nearby inhuman scream pierced the air, reminding us all this was not over. Benjamin reached for his door. “We must lure the monster the rest of the way here and dispatch it before it attacks an innocent. I’ll take care of it. Sage, stay here and protect Madeline.”

      I didn’t like being ordered around. I grabbed Benjamin’s shoulder before he stepped out of the car. “Why do I have to stay here? You stay here.”

      “I can’t stay. I’m a Hero.”

      “So am I.”

      “Not really.”

      “What the heck is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a vigilante in a costume. I’m a licensed Hero. I am specially trained to deal with threats to the public. You’re not. You’re an amateur. You’ve acquitted yourself well so far today, but I’ll take it from here. Stay here with Madeline where it’s safe.”

      “Of all the nerve! You’d be wyvern food if it weren’t for me. You stay here.”

      “I’m not going to argue about this.”

      “Good. It’s settled—you’re staying.” I reached for my door.

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      “I don’t care what you meant. And take your hands off me before I rip them off and make you give yourself the finger. I’m not going to stay here tending the hearth while the he-man woman-hater goes hunting.”

      “This has nothing to do with gender. Must you people always compete in the oppression Olympics?”

      “What’s ‘you people’ supposed to m—Ow! What’s the big idea?” Maddy had just smacked me and Benjamin on the backs of our heads.

      “I was premature in saying you’d grown up, Sage,” Maddy said, breathing heavily, “and my future husband is no better. While you’re squabbling like children, the wyvern is still out there doing gods know what. You’ll both go deal with it. I don’t need a babysitter. I was taking care of myself long before either of you were so much as tingles in your fathers’ groins.”

      “She’s right,” Benjamin said, looking sheepish. “Let’s go.”

      Benjamin hopped out of the SUV. I was about to follow when Maddy stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Wait,” she said, her voice oddly urgent, “I want to tell you what my divination picked up before you broke the spell.”

      “Later. Like you said, we need to take care of the wyvern. We’ll make sure it doesn’t get close to you again. You’ll be safe here.”

      I got out and, with Maddy’s voice trailing me through the vehicle’s broken window, I hurried to join Benjamin in the clearing.

      Though Rock Creek Park spanned over 1,700 acres, since I could only open portals to places I had been before, we weren’t too far from where I had confronted the Wandering Jew after Ghost and I recovered the Spear of Destiny from under the Washington Monument. Benjamin had his right fist lifted in front of him. The face of his law school signet ring popped open. A small white blur shot out of the ring and expanded like a helium balloon in front of Benjamin. In a split second, his Ghost costume was full-sized and floating inches off the ground in front of him. Benjamin turned translucent. He stepped forward, phasing into his costume, his regular clothes dropping to the ground as he did so.

      Just like that, Benjamin had become Ghost again. If I had blinked, I would have missed it.

      “Any thoughts on how to lure the beast to us?” Ghost asked. Tall trees ringed us. We couldn’t see the wyvern, but we could hear it as it screamed not far away.

      “You’re asking little ol’ me? But I’m just an amateur. I’m not even a Hero.”

      “Not now,” he barked.

      I swallowed another smart remark. Ghost was right—now was not the time for snark. “I have some ideas on both attracting the wyvern and defeating it. But first let’s find another clearing away from Maddy. Since the creature seems to be targeting her, I don’t want her nearby when we attract its attention.”

      Ghost nodded agreement. Without a further word, he picked me up. I hated when he did this—it made me feel like Lois Lane to his Superman. The world became a blur as Ghost flew us in a straight line away from Maddy and the Volvo, phasing us through trees and other objects in our path. It was eerie, traveling this fast without the wind whipping around us. Air, like everything else, passed right through us.

      In seconds, another clearing spread open before us. Ghost set us down and we became solid again. Maddy must have been well over a mile from here. This seemed like a good spot to confront the wyvern again. We still could not see the flying wyvern, but we could hear it. Fortunately, no hikers, picnickers, or dog walkers were in sight. I didn’t think there would be, with this being the middle of a workday. Three cheers for Washington’s workaholic culture.

      “What now?” Ghost asked.

      Without answering, I cast a spell. A ball of spellfire winked into existence in my hands. I threw it directly overhead. It hissed like a bottle rocket as it ascended. It exploded high overhead, shooting thin trails of spellfire everywhere, rivaling the sun in brilliance for a few moments.

      The pitch of the wyvern’s scream changed, as if in acknowledgment of seeing the exploding spellfire. After a few seconds, its screams seemed closer. I was betting that spellfire would lure the wyvern to us since I had hit it with some before. I had used the same tactic to attract the attention of Chessie and the Snallygaster when I had fought those creatures.

      With the wyvern’s screams getting closer by the second, I reached into the Pouch of Infinity. I willed the bag of pixie dust stored inside to come to my hand. It had occurred to me during our mad dash in the car that, since my smoke bombs had affected the wyvern the way it had affected the dark elves, maybe pixie dust would also have the same effect on the wyvern that it had on more typical magical creatures. A high dose of pixie dust would kill a typical member of the magical world. I jiggled the bag, gauging its weight. There was enough pixie dust here to wipe out an elf village. Hopefully there was enough here to kill the wyvern.

      Now all I had to do was get the wyvern to swallow the pixie dust. I doubted asking it to open wide and say aaahhh for Doctor Sage would work.

      Hmmm. On second thought, maybe the wyvern didn’t need to open its mouth.

      I pressed the bag into Ghost’s hands. “Phase this deep into the wyvern’s body when it appears,” I instructed.

      Ghost’s featureless mask looked down at the leather bag. “What’s in here? Some kind of magical bomb?”

      “Pixie dust.”

      “Pixie dust? The drug?” Ghost sounded like I had just handed him a dead mouse. “What good will this do?”

      “Just empty the bag inside the wyvern. Trust me. I know what I’m doing,” I said. I thought, I hope I know what I’m doing.

      The wyvern flapping into sight above the tree line cut off my second thoughts. Its neck twisted as the monster’s head scanned the ground below.

      It spotted us. With a scream of triumph, it changed direction and flew toward us.

      Ghost was already in the air, flying to intercept the monster, armed with the pixie dust. It wasn’t until then that I had the sickening thought that perhaps Ghost could not phase through a magical monster. I had never seen him make the attempt before.

      Ghost flew right into the beast’s mouth. The wyvern’s toothy jaws snapped shut. My heart jumped into my throat. I halfway expected a spray of blood and guts.

      Nothing of the sort happened. There was no eruption of body parts and fluid. The wyvern’s jaws closed on Ghost with no effect on the Hero, as if he were a hologram. The monster swallowed Ghost and I lost sight of the Hero.

      Moments later Ghost emerged from the other end of the wyvern, as if he had been pooped out. Though he and the wyvern were high in the air, with my Gifted vision I saw Ghost’s hands were empty. He must have deposited the pixie dust within the wyvern.

      For all the good it seemed to do. The wyvern spun in midair, much faster than I would have thought possible for a creature so large. It snapped at Ghost with its jaws again. Fortunately, Ghost was still intangible, and the wyvern’s attack had no effect. Ghost phased through the creature’s head and popped out of the top of its skull. Then Ghost must have become tangible, because he wrapped his legs around the creature’s neck, right behind its spiky head. Ghost’s fists slammed atop the wyvern’s head, like he was trying to hammer a giant nail home with his ham hock fists.

      The wyvern screeched in pain. It shook its head, as if it was groggy. I guess that answered the question I had wondered about: whether Ghost or I was stronger. When I had punched the wyvern in Maddy’s house, the punch had no effect.

      The wyvern coughed, spitting out black blood in a fine mist. A tremor ran through its entire body. The wyvern ignored the Hero riding him as if it had forgotten Ghost was there.

      I started to think it was the pixie dust and not Ghost’s punch that affected the wyvern this way.

      My suspicion was confirmed when part of the beast’s green underside turned black, as if an invisible giant were scribbling a bullseye on the monster with a huge Sharpie. The spot bubbled up like a black pimple.

      The raised black area exploded with a loud pop. Black blood and wormy bits from the wyvern’s insides sprayed everywhere.

      The wyvern’s wings collapsed, and its screams died. Ghost hopped off the beast. It dropped like a missile had hit it. It spewed a contrail of blood and guts as it tumbled out of the sky.

      I stood staring up with my neck craned, spellbound. The shadow of the falling wyvern expanded around me like freshly spilled ink. It took me longer than it should have to realize that, if I stayed where I was, the wyvern would land on my big fat head.

      I darted to the left. The wyvern hit the clearing with a ground-rattling crash and sickening splat. Soil and stinking wetness slammed into me. It bowled me over.

      I rose quickly, the wind knocked out of me, hoping I wasn’t about to fight a wounded wyvern. No. The wyvern’s massive corpse did not so much as twitch.

      For it was obvious that was what the body was—a corpse. The wyvern’s eyes, previously glittering black with malevolent life, were lifeless now and as clear as crystal.

      Ghost landed next to me. As always, his white costume was spotless and looked freshly laundered. I, on the other hand, looked and felt like I had bathed in a pigsty. I reeked to high heaven. Every inhalation made me gag.

      “Are you all right?” Ghost asked.

      I pulled a meaty coil of stinky wyvern internal organ off my shoulder. Shuddering with revulsion, I dropped it to the ground. “I’m just peachy. When I woke up this morning, I had hoped to finish the day covered with wyvern gunk.”

      “It’s good to set daily goals.” A smile was in his voice. It was easy to be cheerful when you didn’t smell like a slaughterhouse.

      “I should cast an earth spell and bury the wyvern so a mundane doesn’t stumble across it.” Considering who stood next to me, I corrected myself. “So another mundane doesn’t stumble across it. But that will take a few minutes. Let’s go check on Maddy first. If she’s still bleeding or in pain, we’ll take her to a healer. Then we’ll take me to a pressure washer.”

      Maddy wasn’t in pain when we returned to the Volvo. She still sat in the back of the SUV, leaning against the door. A slight smile was on her face. Both eyes were aligned in the same direction for a change. Together, they stared out into forever.

      She wasn’t in pain. She wasn’t feeling anything at all.

      Aunt Maddy was dead. Much later, the Gifted doctor who examined her told me the wyvern’s tail had injected her with poison.

      Even so, Maddy managed to speak to us from the grave.

      Follow the hands, read the words scrawled in Maddy’s blood on the back of Ghost’s once pristine white leather seat.
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      Clad in my Grimoire suit, I stood on top of Armed Freedom, the bronze statue which capped the 288-foot tall dome of the United States’ Capitol Building. I came up here a lot when I wanted to think.

      The green space of the National Mall stretched out in front of me. On both sides of the Mall were various government buildings, most of them Smithsonian Institution museums. Straight ahead, over a mile away, the Washington Monument pointed to the heavens. Slightly under a mile from that obelisk sat the Lincoln Memorial. I was glad that not even my Gifted sight could see from my perch the large statue of our sixteenth President sitting in his colonnaded memorial. In times past when I had visited the Lincoln Memorial, it had always seemed to me that the stern-faced, nineteen-foot tall statue of the President looked down on me critically, silently judging me.

      I was in no mood for a statue to judge me today. I was too busy judging myself.

      First Dad, now Aunt Maddy. Another person I loved was dead because of me.

      It was Sunday, two days after Maddy’s death. It was peak vacation season, so tourists thronged the Mall below me. Thousands of people surrounded me, yet I could not remember the last time I felt so alone.

      A red balloon with a string dangling from it rose rapidly into the air, no doubt accidentally released by a child below. The kid was probably crying over her loss, just as I was. Sometimes you lost the things you loved. Maybe it was best to learn that lesson early in life to force the growth of emotional calluses to protect you when it kept happening.

      The thing was, I had learned that lesson early in life when Dad died. Yet I did not feel calloused. I felt tender and raw and oh so alone.

      Ghost’s translucent form soundlessly rose out of the Capitol dome. So much for being alone. I wiped the tears off my face with irritation. I was in no mood for company. I had not even brought Puck.

      Ghost turned solid and floated in front of me. The wind picked up. His cape whipped in it.

      “I have been calling you,” he said. “Don’t you ever pick up your phone?”

      “I turned it off,” I said. “I do that sometimes when I don’t want to be disturbed. Like now. And yet, here you are. How did you know I was up here? No, don’t tell me. You’re the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. You’re practically a god. You know everything.”

      The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched. “There’s that. There’s also the fact a tourist caught sight of you up here, took a photo with a telephoto lens, and posted it online.”

      I silently cursed the tourist. In fairness, though, I was hardly in an inconspicuous place. I had just figured that, way up here, I would not be noticed. “Apparently I have to move to North Dakota if I want peace and quiet.”

      “If you go, you might want to not perch on top of Mount Rushmore while in costume. You’re liable to draw attention there too.”

      “Mount Rushmore is in South Dakota, not North. I guess you’re not all-knowing after all.”

      “How is that possible? I am, as you say, the chief investigator of the Guild.”

      “Do you really think I’m in the mood for jokes?”

      “No, I don’t.” Ghost let out a long breath. “Neither am I, truth be told. I was trying to lighten the mood. I’m sorry. It’s the wrong time for frivolity. I’m especially sorry about what happened to Madeline.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’ve been monitoring the news. Despite the spectacle of a flying monster chasing us through Adams Morgan, there’s been no mention of it in the media. There’s been some chatter about it on social media, but the people who say they witnessed it with their own eyes are being ridiculed. As is the cell phone footage that’s cropped up. People are saying it’s obviously computer-generated.”

      “That’s not surprising. The magical world has its suppression techniques down to a science. Centuries of practice make perfect.”

      Ghost shook his head. “It’s still hard to wrap my head around the fact that powerful forces have been in hiding all this time, pulling strings behind the scenes. It’s a recipe for abuse.”

      “Did you mull that over as you lounged in the Guild’s super-duper top-secret space station?”

      “That’s different.”

      “I fail to see how.”

      “The main purpose of the space station is to alert us in case of another alien invasion. We got caught with our pants down when the V’Loths invaded in the ’60s. We can’t let that happen again. Besides, Heroes and the Guild as a whole are accountable to civilian authorities. The magical world appears to be accountable to only itself.”

      “Heroes are accountable? Really? Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job. All that accountability explains how Millennium has been in prison for years now and how Aunt Maddy is still alive and kicking.”

      Ghost stopped short. He let out a long breath. “I deserved that. I didn’t mean to come up here and start an argument.”

      “Too late.”

      It seemed like Ghost was about to make a retort, but he thought better of it. Instead, he wordlessly floated over to my side. Together, we silently watched the people below.

      Ghost was the first to speak again. “Why didn’t Maddy tell us how badly she felt after the wyvern’s tail struck her? Surely she felt the poison working its way through her system. If we had known the tail had poisoned her, maybe we could have gotten her treated in time.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I think she knew when we came to her that she might die that day. Remember how her appointment book was blank after my name was listed? I think when she did her monthly divination, she saw that the day she met with us could be her final one. Also, remember how that one tarot card popped out when she tidied the cards together? I’ll bet it was the death card, signifying her end was near. Also, she offered to give me the money you paid her. I suspect she knew she would not have need of it. I didn’t think much of any of those things at the time, but it seems so obvious in retrospect.”

      “Her divining abilities told her she was destined to die that day?”

      I shook my head. “‘Destined’ is too strong a word. It implies something will definitely happen. Divination doesn’t tell you what is going to happen. It only tells you what will happen if you follow a certain path.” I pointed straight ahead, at the Washington Monument. “Divination would tell me that if I got on the ground and walked straight ahead, I would reach the Washington Monument.” I lowered my finger to another point on the Mall. “It would also tell me that if I turn right there, I would instead reach the National Gallery of Art. We have free will; nothing is etched in stone. Nothing is destined. Divination merely tells you what will happen if you make a certain choice, the destination you will arrive at if you walk a certain path.”

      “So you’re saying Madeline knew she could die if she helped us, she could have chosen a different path, and yet didn’t?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Remember how she hesitated before agreeing to cast the divination spell to locate Millennium? I think that was when she chose the path leading to her death.”

      “Why choose a path if you know you’re going to die on it?”

      I shrugged. “There’s no way to know for certain. But I have a guess. Maybe Maddy chose to help us for the same reason either of us would dash into a burning building and try to save someone at the risk of our own lives—because it needs to be done and we’re the only ones around who can do it. Maybe she thought Millennium needed to be found, and she was willing to sacrifice herself to bring us closer to accomplishing that.”

      Ghost thought that over. “If you’re right, Maddy sacrificed herself for the greater good. That sounds like the very definition of a hero to me.”

      “On top of that, I could have used some of the pixie dust to cure Maddy of the poison had I known about it. I think she didn’t tell me because I needed all the pixie dust to kill the wyvern. She sacrificed herself to ensure we or others didn’t get hurt. Maddy sure looks like a hero to me.” I shook my head ruefully. “Not that it makes me feel better. I’d rather have a live aunt than a dead hero. I wish I had never brought the issue of Millennium to Maddy. If I hadn’t, she would still be alive. I had thought Friday would be a fun little lark. A break from . . . other issues I’m dealing with. I’m a fool. I should have known better than to let Maddy get tangled up in the hunt for someone like Millennium. I might as well have painted a bullseye on her forehead and handed Millennium a gun.”

      “This is not your fault,” Ghost said.

      “If not mine, whose? This is not the first time someone’s died because of me. I’m practically an expert at getting people I care about killed. It may be the only thing I’m an expert at.”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “My father,” I said, surprising myself by answering. I usually wasn’t such a chatty Cathy when it came to the subject of my father. Maybe Ghost had dosed me with truth serum. Or, maybe I did not want to be alone as much as I thought I did. “When I was sixteen, I ignored his advice and summoned a demon that killed him.”

      “Demons are real?”

      “After all the things you’ve seen, you still have to ask? Magic is real, demons are real, and flying monsters can crawl out of the ether and stab someone to death. Try to keep up.”

      Ghost shook his head. “You’re right. It was a stupid question. It’s just when you’ve spent your whole life thinking magic is myth and superstition, it takes a while to make the paradigm shift. It’s like finding out that not only is Santa Claus real, but that he’s a serial killer.”

      I didn’t tell Ghost it was no accident Santa was an anagram of Satan. Telling people they had better watch out, describing naughty and nice lists, alerting people that Santa saw you when you were asleep and knew when you were awake . . . if you knew Santa’s true nature, the lyrics of Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town were a warning, not a fun holiday tune.

      I shoved thoughts of Santa aside, focusing again on a different evil creature. I said, “I lost control of the demon I summoned, and it possessed my father. It would have killed me—in fact, it relished describing in vivid detail exactly how it was going to kill me— but Dad shot himself in the head and died to prevent it. That’s why I went to live with Maddy. I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and she wasn’t about to let me become a ward of the state. Ever had any dealings with the D.C. Child and Foster Services Agency?”

      “No.”

      “You’re lucky. They’re like something out of a Dickens novel. Not that it’s probably their fault. They’re underfunded, understaffed, and overextended. There’s a lot of talk about protecting the unborn these days. And for good reason. But once you’re out of your mother’s womb? ‘Kick rocks, kid, you’re on your own. Stop whining and pull yourself up by your bootstraps.’ It scares me to think what would have happened to me had Maddy not taken me in. Heck, it was touch and go with me for a while even with someone like Maddy to take care of me.”

      With a thought, I let part of the Grimoire suit dissolve away, leaving my arms bare from the forearms down. I raised them, palm-side up. “See those marks? They’re faint, but they’re there.”

      Ghost floated closer and peered at my arms. He touched one wrist lightly with a fingertip, running it from one side of my wrist to the other. “Slash marks. From a blade. They were deep cuts from the look of them, even though the scars are mostly faded.” He looked up at me. “Are you telling me you were a cutter when you were younger?”

      “To say I was a cutter overstates things. I didn’t make a habit of cutting myself. I cut myself only once. It was the week after Dad died, after I had moved in with Maddy. Her kids were already grown and she was between marriages, so it was just me and Maddy. I waited until Maddy left the house, then used razor blades to slash my wrists in the bathtub. Right upstairs from where Maddy cast her divination spell on Friday.

      “A lot of girls cut themselves as a cry for help or attention,” I said. “Or as a form of self-punishment. Or to avoid emotional pain by masking it with physical pain. Or simply for the rush of it. Not me. I was overcome with shame, guilt, and grief over Dad. I simply couldn’t take it anymore. I was trying to kill myself. I would have succeeded, too, had Maddy not come home early. She found me in the bathtub, floating unconscious in water turned crimson from my blood. She dragged me out of the tub. She kept me from bleeding to death using a healing potion she kept in the house.

      “I didn’t know that at the time, of course. I didn’t know any of what happened after I passed out from blood loss. All I knew at the time was that I woke up in George Washington University Hospital with more tubes coming out of me than the Metro subway system. Maddy was in the room with me, sitting in a chair. She looked like she had been there for a while. And she looked like she would greet Judgment Day there, if necessary.

      “When she saw I was awake, she came over to my bed. You would think she would be relieved I wasn’t dead, or glad I was awake, or sad I had tried to take my own life. She was none of those things. Or at least if she was, I couldn’t tell. She was angry. You met Maddy. You saw what she was like. She was one of the most happy-go-lucky people to walk the face of the earth. But not when she stood over my hospital bed. Her fingers were claws at her sides. It looked like she wanted to strangle me. To finish the job I had started.

      “Until the day I die, I’ll never forget what she said to me as she stood there, literally shaking with anger: ‘After your father sacrificed himself to save you, this is how you repay him? By doing something that would make his sacrifice meaningless? You ought to be ashamed of yourself. I know I am.’

      “Then she returned to her seat and didn’t budge from that spot until I was discharged two days later. We never spoke again about my suicide attempt, or what she said to me about it. But her words had made an impact. I never tried to kill myself again.

      “Which is not to say I didn’t dive into other self-destructive behavior. Because boy, did I ever. I dropped out of school, stopped studying magic, ran with the wrong crowd, did drugs, drank too much, spread my legs for anyone who might make me feel a little better about myself, and ran away more times than I remember. Days, weeks, or even months later I would slink back to Maddy, usually drunk or strung out.

      “Puck recites poetry to me sometimes. He says it’s part of my ‘remedial cultural education.’ There’s a poem called The Death of the Hired Man by Robert Frost he’s particularly fond of. There’s a line about home in it that’s always resonated with me. I wish I could remember the exact words.”

      “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” Ghost recited.

      “That’s it. And that’s what Maddy was to me after Dad died: home. Despite my smart mouth, despite my bad attitude and worse behavior, despite all my shenanigans, despite the fact most people would have told me to get out and stay out, whenever I ran away or returned from one of my benders, Maddy always welcomed me back with open arms, more in sorrow than in anger. For a long time, she was the only person I knew I could rely on. She was more of a mother to me than my biological mother ever was.”

      I stared straight ahead, past the Washington Monument, past the rest of the city, and into the horizon. Looking at it, but not really. Fresh tears blurred my vision anyway.

      Ghost handed me a handkerchief from his utility belt. I took it and wiped my eyes angrily. The only thing I hated more than feeling weak was exposing that weakness to others. First I had cried in front of Puck, then Agatha, and now Ghost. If I ever found Millennium, I’d probably start blubbering before I got around to strangling him.

      I lowered my mask a little and blew my nose with Ghost’s handkerchief, sloppily and thoroughly. I tried to hand it back to Ghost.

      “No thanks,” he said. “You can keep it.”

      His dry tone made me giggle. With my emotions so close to the surface, his remark struck me as far funnier than it was. Soon I was laughing so hard I nearly slipped off of Armed Freedom. Ghost caught and steadied me before I fell and bounced down the white Capitol dome.

      My first instinct was to push him away, but then I relaxed into his embrace. His touch was a welcome relief, like taking off your bra after a long day. Other than Maddy hugging me, this was the first time in months someone had touched me. In a non-violent way, at least—the criminal mundanes, Gifteds, and Otherkin who had tried to clean my clock the past few months did not count. I began to understand why infants died when they were not touched enough.

      We stood there for a while, in silence, surveying the city, surrounded by thousands yet as alone as you could get in Washington.

      With my head snuggled into Ghost’s broad chest, I said, “You’re the first person I ever told about my suicide attempt. Not even Puck knows. And I tell him just about everything. He’s my best friend.”

      “So why tell me?”

      I pushed Ghost away. “Because I want you to understand what Maddy’s death means to me. If Millennium or whoever left the mind wyvern as a booby trap thinks they’re going to get away with killing Maddy, they’ve got another thing coming.”

      “As a matter of fact, that’s what I came up here to talk to you about.”

      “And here I was thinking it was just to get a snot sample.”

      “That’s just a fringe benefit.” The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched before returning to its usual smooth lines. “You said before it was your fault Madeline died. You’re wrong. The fault is mine. You never would have asked Madeline to cast that spell if not for me. I forced you into this. If I hadn’t, Madeline would still be alive.” Ghost shook his head. “That is why I called and why I came looking for you. I wanted to let you know that I’m letting you off the hook. I’m releasing you from your promise to help me locate Millennium. As a Hero, I’m supposed to protect the lives of non-Heroes. Not endanger them. I was so anxious to finally bring Millennium to justice I lost sight of that.”

      “Let me guess: you wanting to protect a non-Hero is why you wanted me to stay with Maddy while you went to go confront the wyvern alone.”

      “Exactly. And I’m sorry I called you a vigilante. But you have to remember, under the law, that is what you are.”

      “Since my abilities are magical and not Metahuman in nature, the Hero Act doesn’t apply to me. I have as much right to put on a costume as a kid at Halloween. But that’s neither here nor there.” I shook my head. “You’ve been looking for Millennium for years without me, and you’ve come up empty. What makes you think continuing to look for him without me will be any different?”

      “I don’t.”

      “What about Mirage? What about your job?”

      “I’d rather lose my job than have someone else lose her life. That’s what’s liable to happen to you if I hold you to your promise. Madeline amply demonstrated that.”

      I didn’t even have to think about what Ghost had said. There was nothing to think about.

      “I’ll be honest with you,” I said. “I was pretty pissed off when you held my feet to the fire and made me help you find Millennium. I already had my hands full and didn’t need the distraction. But when you forced my hand, with Millennium being who he is and you being who you are, I figured there was nothing I would be able to uncover that you had not already looked into. Looking for Millennium would be a fun lark, I thought, a distraction from the thing that’s been obsessing me these past few months. A palate cleanser. Well my palate’s cleansed, all right, and filled with ashes. I don’t like how they taste. If you really think I’m going to just walk away from this after what happened to Maddy, you’ve lost your mind. I’ve already taken a leave of absence from work so I can focus my full time and attention to finding Millennium and bringing him to justice. Oscar was happy to give me the time off when I told him about Maddy. Her knowing him is how I got the job in the first place. Without her to vouch for me, Oscar never would have taken a chance on me. Not with my criminal record. Not that it matters if Oscar was willing to give me time off. If he hadn’t given me the time off, I would have quit.”

      Ghost tried to interrupt. “Look—”

      “Look nothing. When I caused Dad’s death, I had a lot of rage. I turned that rage inward and did a bunch of self-destructive things. Guess what? I’m feeling the same kind of rage now, but I’ve learned it does no good to turn it on myself. I’m going to turn it on Millennium. So you have a choice to make. Here’s door number one: You can help me find Millennium. While you’re at it, flush down the toilet the absurd notion you seem to have that I’m some sort of hothouse flower that needs babying and protecting. I don’t have some fancy piece of paper from the Department of Metahuman Affairs saying I’m a licensed Hero, but I’m as much of a superhero as you are.

      “Or if you prefer, you can pick door number two: You can get out of my way and stay out of my way as I look for Millennium by myself.”

      “Would—"

      “Either way,” I continued, on a roll, “I’m going to find that murderous former Hero, or know the reason why. The fact you would even suggest I turn my back on all this after what happened to Maddy shows you don’t know me. Of all the unmitigated—”

      “Jesus Christ, would you shut the hell up!”

      I was stunned into silence. Before I could recover, Ghost said, “If you’d let me get a word in edgewise, I’ve been trying to say I’m not surprised that’s your reaction. Frankly, I expected it. Though I still don’t want to see you or anyone else get hurt, I know if someone I cared about died because of Millennium, wild horses could not stop me from going to the ends of the earth to find him.

      “Oh,” I said, feeling a little foolish after my diatribe. “In that case, since I’m putting all my cards on the table, you should know something: My estranged biological mother may be trying to kill me. At a minimum she’ll try to have me thrown into magical prison if she gets wind I’ve blabbed details about the magical world to you. Not to mention probably having you killed for knowing too much. What I’m saying is we need to keep the fact we’re working together on the down-low.”

      Ghost took a moment to digest my words. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”

      “Imagine how I feel.”

      Ghost clapped his hands together. “Well, with that terrifying tidbit out of the way, now that we’re on the same page, let’s get started.”

      The sun was going down. The sky was changing colors, from blue to purple with hints of red. The crowd below thinned. It would be dark soon. Thank goodness for my ability to open a portal so I did not have to Metro home from here. The Smithsonian subway stop was likely a madhouse right now.

      “We’ll get started bright and early tomorrow morning,” I said.

      “Why not tonight?”

      “I already have plans tonight. Tonight’s a full moon.”

      “Is this your way of you telling me that, like Madeline’s husband Jerome, you’re a werewolf?”

      “No. I have to buy as many Pop Rocks as I can get my hands on and use them to throw a party for a bunch of pixies. I swore a pinky swear, so I can’t welsh on it.”

      Ghost chewed silently on that.

      “You lead an interesting life,” he finally said.

      “Just like that Chinese curse.”

      “The curse ‘May you lead an interesting life,’ is not really from the Chinese. It’s apocryphal.”

      “I’ve never heard of the Apocryphal before. Where do they live?”

      Silence.

      “Surely you’re joking,” Ghost finally said.

      “Of course I am,” I lied. When I got home, I’d get Puck to show me where the Apocryphal lived on a map. Ghost’s tone made it sound like something I should already know.

      We lapsed into silence again. Together we gazed into the middle distance. The Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, the third-of-a-mile long rectangular body of water between the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial, shone in the rays of the setting sun. From here, its waters looked like liquid gold. The pool didn’t look real, like a piece of Heaven had fallen from the sky to bring some small comfort to us mortals.

      I wondered if Heaven was real. Every religion I knew of had some form of afterlife, which told me there probably was something to it. Belief could will things into existence. If I ever doubted that, all I had to do was ask Athena, who only existed because enough worshippers still believed in her.

      Besides, I was certain Dad’s voice telling me to relinquish the Spear of Destiny after I used it to stop the worldwide flood triggered by the Wandering Jew had not been a figment of my imagination.

      If there was a Heaven, I hoped Maddy was there with Dad, telling him some absurd story and trying to convince him to be her latest husband.

      I would like that.

      Ghost broke the silence: “You shared something personal with me, so I’ll share something personal with you. My last name is Robinson.”

      Benjamin Robinson. I liked it. It even had a sidekick’s name built right into it.

      “Can I call you Robin?” I asked.

      Ghost considered it.

      “No,” he said.
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      I pushed through the monstrous building’s revolving doors, moving out of the hot sun into cool air-conditioning. The long plaque over the doors read J. Edgar Hoover F.B.I. Building.

      A chill ran up my spine, and not because of the building’s cool interior. As a former guest of the penal system, walking into the headquarters of the Federal Bureau of Investigation felt like going back to the spot where lightning had struck you.

      I passed through metal detectors under the watchful eye of uniformed security guards. I wondered if I would ever have a building named after me like Hoover did. First he had been the director of the FBI’s predecessor agency, then he founded the FBI in 1935 and served as its director until he died in 1972. He had served under eight different Presidents as director, partly because they had been too scared to fire him. Congress passed a law restricting subsequent FBI directors to a ten-year term to avoid someone else amassing as much power as Hoover had. In all his years in office, Hoover had gotten dirt on just about everyone, including the Presidents he supposedly answered to. Not that Hoover did not have his own dirty laundry. Rumor said Hoover had secretly been a cross-dressing homosexual. Maybe that was why this building was named after him. But I doubted it.

      The FBI’s headquarters was on Pennsylvania Avenue, the diagonal street that ran between the White House and the U.S. Capitol. The FBI building was roughly equidistant between those two landmarks. The blocky, multi-story building took up several city blocks. Constructed in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the structure was built in a style popular back then known as Brutalist. Brutalist architecture favored simple, blocky structures and exposed concrete. The FBI building was a prime example of that style. The building looked like a massive block of concrete a low-bid stonemason had chipped away at for a little while before lazily deciding, “That’s good enough.” The FBI building fit in with the nearby neoclassical public buildings like a kid’s wooden block shoved into the middle of a Rembrandt. A few years ago, the building had taken the top spot on a list of the world’s ugliest buildings. Duh.

      Satisfied I wasn’t smuggling a bomb or a bazooka or El Chapo, the guards waved me through. As I approached the reception desk, I walked over the giant FBI official seal etched into the stone floor. In the middle of the seal were the words of the Bureau’s motto: Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity. FBI for short. Those clever Feds. With such cleverness, it was astounding they had never found Jimmy Hoffa.

      “May I help you?” asked the young man seated behind the long reception desk. He smiled up at me like he really did want to help. He was dimple-faced, clean-cut, and wore a white shirt and blue blazer. Like every male FBI employee I had ever met, he looked like he had been a Boy Scout when he was a kid. A Scout was trustworthy, loyal, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and reverent. I would have asked for a job application, but knew I would have problems with the obedient and reverent parts.

      “I’d like to take a tour of the building,” I said. Another guy sat a few feet away behind the long desk. Unlike the fresh-faced man I stood before, the other guy was bearded and grizzled. With his imposing size, dirty blonde hair and beard, he looked like a Viking fresh off a longship who was taking a break from raping and pillaging. He wore a suit, a button-down shirt, and no tie. All his clothes were gray. His face was partially buried behind the National Inquiry, the paper of record for the magical world. It masked its true nature from mundanes by seeming satirical. Its publisher Devin Copeland was on the Inner Circle and had become one of my main sources regarding Agatha’s activities. He didn’t feed me information out of the goodness of his heart; he did it because he saw Agatha’s lust for power as a threat to his own influence. The old creep had tried to molest me when I was a teen, and I had broken his finger in retaliation. The fact I now collaborated with him blew my mind. Politics indeed made strange bedfellows.

      “Dragon Creature Rampages Through Washington!” shrieked the front page of the tabloid the Viking-looking guy read. The subheadline said, “Scientists theorize the creature traveled through a wyrmhole.” I hoped the article didn’t mention Grimoire; I didn’t want my name associated with a pun like that one.

      “Do you have an appointment?” asked the Boy Scout.

      “No. Do I need one?”

      “I’m sorry to say that you do. You must arrange for a tour at least a month in advance through your Congressional representative. It’s to give the Bureau time to do a background check on building visitors. A security measure. I’m sure you understand.” He smiled at me. Regretful but friendly. I smiled back. His cheerfulness was infectious. It was like having a puppy wag his tail at you. “Where do you live? I can give you your representative’s contact information.”

      I told him and he tapped at his computer. The Viking lookalike finally peered around his newspaper. I winked at him, letting him know I could see him. He gave me a nod of acknowledgment, then went back to reading.

      The Boy Scout slid me a piece of FBI stationery. He had scribbled on it the name and office number of my U.S. Delegate. A Boy Scout was helpful, friendly, courteous, and kind. How could I have forgotten those other parts of the twelve-part Scout Law?

      I glanced at my delegate’s information. As Washington was only a federal district and not a state, we did not have a Representative or Senator in Congress. Instead, all we had was this powerless delegate who sat in the U.S. House of Representatives but could not vote on the House floor. And yet we D.C. residents paid taxes like the rest of America. A clear case of taxation without representation. I was no historian, but even I knew we had fought a revolutionary war over that very issue. Eventually maybe D.C. residents would get fed up, take a page out of history, and dump a bunch of tea into the Tidal Basin in protest.

      The Viking jerked his head, motioning me over. I thanked the Boy Scout, and slid over to the Viking. He put the National Inquiry down and opened a drawer. Rows of keys were inside. He pulled out a cast-iron skeleton key which looked like it might have predated Millennium. He handed it to me. The key was warm to the touch and made my palm tingle. The warmth spread through me like I had just swallowed a hot cup of coffee.

      I felt a tug, as if someone pulled on my shoulder, and then a gentle rip. My spitting image stepped out of me, as if I had just reproduced by fission.

      Sage 2.0 smiled at the Boy Scout, and walked back toward the building’s entrance. The Boy Scout and the security guards seemed completely unaware there were two Sages now. If I hadn’t been expecting it, my clone’s sudden appearance would have flipped me out. Instead of freaking, I admired my butt as the other Sage walked out the door and back onto Pennsylvania Avenue. This was the first time I had ever seen my backside from this angle. Not bad. Cleaning up my diet and exercising more clearly had done some good.

      “Your doppelgänger will dissipate once it’s out of the sight of the building’s street cameras,” the Viking said. His Icelandic accent matched his looks. Now that I looked at him more carefully, I saw his ears were slightly pointed. Not as much as Otherkin like dark elves, but noticeably so. “As for you, you can speak now. The mundanes and their surveillance devices can’t hear or see you.” He studied my face. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Can’t help but think I’ve seen you before. Guess it doesn’t matter. Where are you headed?”

      “I need to speak to the director.”

      An eyebrow raised. He looked like he was reassessing his initially low estimation of how important I was. Maybe I was the first person in history to show up for a meeting with the director in jeans and a t-shirt. “Do you have an appointment?” he asked.

      The Boy Scout had asked the same thing. Déjà vu all over again. “No.”

      “You stroll in off the street and expect to get an audience with the chief law enforcement officer just like that?” The man snorted. “Good luck with that. Take the elevator around the corner. Use the key to get to the seventh underground floor. Return it to me when you leave. Which I figure will be a few minutes from now after the seventh floor finishes giggling at you for trying to see the director without an appointment.” This guy obviously had not taken lessons in dealing with the public from the Boy Scout.

      The huldufólk returned to his newspaper in obvious dismissal. If he had known I played a starring role in the wyvern article he read, maybe he would have asked for my autograph. Then again, considering how the incident had turned out for Maddy, maybe not. No one wants a screwup’s autograph.

      Huldufólk meant Hidden People in Icelandic. Related to elves, huldufólk were native to Iceland and other Nordic countries, but they could now be found all over the world thanks to modern air travel. Airplanes, chocolate-glazed donuts, The Sopranos . . . it seemed to me that mundanes had invented worthwhile things other than just Pop Rocks, but the gaggle of pixies I had met at the National Arboretum night before last never would have believed it.

      The Viking’s Otherkin species was aptly named Hidden People because huldufólk could not be seen by mundanes unless they wanted to be seen. However, members of the magical world could see huldufólk just fine. It made them ideal spies and for jobs like the one this guy had.

      I went around the corner as the huldufólk had instructed. As he had said, the mundanes I passed acted like I wasn’t there. If I smuggled this enchanted key out of the building, I could be the most successful bank robber in history.

      I had to wait a few minutes before an unoccupied elevator car arrived. I stepped into the empty elevator and waited for the doors to slide shut. The control panel said there were eight floors above ground, and three floors below ground. I put the skeleton key into the keyhole on the panel that firefighters and service people used to stop the elevator. I twisted the key. Four new buttons flashed into existence at the bottom of the panel. They burned like miniature gas stove burners, only with spellfire instead of conventional flames.

      I pushed the newly revealed button for the seventh underground floor. The elevator lurched into motion.

      The car doors opened on the seventh floor. I pulled the skeleton key out of the panel. The flaming buttons disappeared, leaving the elevator as normal as it had been when I had first stepped inside.

      I stepped out of the elevator into a short corridor. Straight ahead was a massive oak door etched with magical symbols and glyphs. A circular seal dominated most of the door. The seal was similar to the FBI seal on the first floor. Similar, but not identical. The FBI seal had Department of Justice on the top half of the seal’s rim, Federal Bureau of Investigation on the bottom half of the rim, a circle of thirteen stars representing the original thirteen states, a shield with laurel leaves on either side, and the Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity motto under that. This seal had the words Conclave Enforcement Bureau around the rim, and a circle of seven stars representing the people in the Inner Circle. Instead of a shield and laurel leaves, this seal had the horned head of a unicorn inside a pentagram. And, instead of the FBI’s motto, this seal had the CEB’s motto: Courage, Enchantment, Bewitchery.

      This was the world headquarters of the CEB, the law enforcement arm of the Conclave. The magical analogue of the FBI was right under the FBI building. As I had told Ghost when we were outside Maddy’s psychic business, the magical world loved to hide in plain sight.

      Two male guards braced me. They wore red and yellow CEB unitards with unicorn and pentagram patches on their shoulders. Neither appeared armed. But with us magical folk, appearances were deceiving. One guard was as human as I. The other looked human except he had no mouth, as if the orifice had been spackled over.

      Mr. No Mouth’s nose flared as he sniffed the air around me, like he was trying to get a good whiff of my perfume. I wasn’t wearing any, so I hoped he enjoyed the smell of Dove soap and feminine hygiene products.

      “Did the cat get your friend’s tongue?” I asked the human guard. “Did that thieving cat snatch his whole mouth while she was at it?”

      “Aarov is an Astomi. The Astomi people don’t eat or drink, so they don’t need mouths. They get sustenance through smells.” The guard said it in a bored tone. I got the impression he had told visitors this countless times. “For everyone’s safety and security, visitors are not permitted to carry enchanted weapons or other magical objects beyond this point. Do you have any to declare?”

      “No.”

      Aarov’s fingers flicked. Sign language. I didn’t understand it, but I knew it when I saw it. The human guard eyed what Aarov said, then he pointed at my arm. “What’s that on your wrist?”

      “This old thing?” I waved at the Grimoire bracelet dismissively. “It’s just a leather bracelet. A family heirloom.”

      “Nice try sister. Aarov says he smells more magic in it than the artifacts stored in Area 51.” The guard stuck a palm out. “Hand it over. We’ll secure it in one of our lockboxes. You can retrieve it when you leave.”

      If I had known Aarov could smell magic, I wouldn’t have lied. I didn’t want to take the Grimoire bracelet off. I had not removed it since I had gotten it from Olgram.

      I eyed the guards, assessing them. The old me would have dared these guys to take it from her and tried to push past them. After what happened to Maddy, I was in the mood for a fight. Since Millennium wasn’t handy, these two would do.

      I sighed in resignation. Instead of starting the fight I longed for, I meekly pulled the Grimoire bracelet off. I felt naked without it. I handed it to the guard. I had come for information, not to pick a fight, no matter how much I itched for one. Puck was right: new Sage was more prudent, but a lot less fun. Besides, if I did pick a fight with the guards, there was no guarantee I would win. CEB agents were some of the cream of the Conclave crop. Underestimating them was a mistake.

      The guard put my bracelet into a wood box, then secured the box in one of a series of cubbyholes in the wall. They looked like a bank of safe deposit boxes. He handed me a key to the cubbyhole, then told me to enjoy my visit. I almost said I’d enjoy it more if I still had my bracelet and if I threw him through the wall for taking it, but bit back the response. I was getting the hang of this new Sage shtick. Before I knew it, I’d be so calm and cool, butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth.

      The door with the CEB seal on it soundlessly split open when I approached. On the other side of the door was an office bullpen that reminded me of a busy police precinct. Private offices lined the bullpen’s perimeter. Unlike in a mundane police station, here humans mingled with Otherkin of various species. Most I recognized, including high elves, gnomes, dwarfs, and werewolves. The usual. A handful of Otherkin I did not recognize. The ones I did not recognize were so alien, they could have been extras from the cantina scene in the original Star Wars movie. Most of the CEB employees were in plain clothes, but a few wore uniforms like the guards I had just dealt with.

      The Otherkin manning the help desk at the front of the room both wore a uniform and was one of the species I did not recognize. He had six arms and three heads: one black, one white, with the one in the middle as pink as cotton candy. Two hands held phones up to the ears of the black and white heads while the remaining four arms were busy with other tasks.

      “Are you sure it was a vamp?” the black head said dubiously into the phone. “What did it look like?” Two of the hands on the black head’s side of the body rapidly sketched a skeletal figure on a notepad. It didn’t look like a vampire to me. Then again, I was no vampire hunter. I had not even known there was a difference between a cross and a crucifix until a couple of months ago.

      The white head did not speak. Instead it listened intently to its phone and stared down at a typewriter, while two hands on its side of the body pounded the keys. Old school. This wasn’t the only typewriter in the room, either—the clatter of typewriter keys filled the area. I skimmed an article in the National Inquiry a while ago saying the Conclave was one of the main things keeping typewriter manufacturers in business. Computers could be hacked, unlike typewritten and handwritten documents. If the CEB used computers, that increased the risk some mundane hacker would stumble into evidence of the magical world. As the enforcers of the Rules of Magic, the CEB obviously took the First Rule very seriously. Unfortunately for me. If records were computerized, I wouldn't need to come here in person as I knew some computer people who could hack into anything. Whether I could have talked them into hacking the CEB was a different issue. No rational person wanted a pissed off CEB after them.

      And yet here I was, about to poke the bear. After Maddy’s death, I didn’t give two hoots about what was rational. Even Ghost, knowing my mood, hadn’t tried to talk me out of coming here.

      The pink head looked at me as I approached. Recognition and confusion vied for supremacy on his face. I knew what the issue was. It was the same reason why I had looked familiar to the huldufólk—I looked a lot like Agatha, who had been the director of the CEB before her elevation to the Inner Circle. Darn her and her dominant genes! I wished I looked more like Dad. Minus the beard.

      “May I help you?” the pink head asked. The black and white heads stayed on their phones while the Otherkin’s arms and hands kept busy. Looking at this guy both made me feel lazy and gave me an intense craving for Neapolitan ice cream.

      “I want to file a report against my ex,” I said. “He slipped a love potion into my drink. I’m just now sobering up. You wouldn’t believe all the nasty things he made me do. If that degenerate thinks I’m that kind of girl, he’s got another thing coming.”

      The Otherkin’s eyes said too much information, but his pink mouth said, “You’re on the wrong floor. The CEB’s top brass is on this floor. You want Magical Crimes on the fifth.”

      “My mistake. That rat bastard’s got me so mad, I can hardly see straight.” I paused. “But first, nature calls. Where’s the bathroom?”

      “The public restrooms are right over there.”

      I looked. It was like Grand Central Station outside the bathroom doors. I said, “I was hoping for one not too many people use.” I grimaced, clutched my stomach, and lowered my voice conspiratorially. “I ate a bad batch of chili while under the potion’s influence. It’s gonna get ugly in there.”

      The too much information look spread from the Otherkin’s eyes to the rest of his pink face, but he said, “That’s the only public bathroom on this floor. But since it’s an emergency, there’s an employee-only bathroom on the other end of the floor that’s scheduled to be renovated. Hardly anyone uses it.”

      “Perfect,” I said before covering my mouth and swallowing vigorously. I must have looked like Mount Vesuvius about to erupt because the Otherkin hastened to give me directions. He looked relieved when I scurried away, toward the bathroom. Eat your heart out, Meryl Streep.

      The bathroom was at the end of a hall of mostly empty offices. Inside was a cleaning person’s cart surrounded by spent cigarette butts. The butts were an encouraging sign. If the cleaning person felt comfortable sneaking a smoke in here, that likely meant I could work here undisturbed.

      I checked the stalls. Empty. I did a manual sweep for electronic surveillance and then a Third Eye sweep for magical surveillance. Nothing. I hadn’t been expecting surveillance apparatus in a bathroom, but better safe than sorry.

      There was no lock on the bathroom door, so instead I put the cleaning person’s “Cleaning in progress” sandwich sign outside the door.

      The coast was clear.

      I stared at myself in the mirror. My mirror self looked back at me like I had gone insane. So far all I had done today was tell a few white lies. Now I was about to break several Rules of Magic in the middle of the place that threw Rule breakers into jail. Talk about bearding the lion in his own den. This may not have been the craziest thing I had ever done, but it was certainly in the top ten. And for me, that was saying something.

      Oh well. After what Millennium’s mind wyvern had done to Maddy, I was more than willing to take a few risks to find the Hero turned Rogue.

      First I relaxed my facial features. I summoned my Will and fixed firmly in mind what I wanted to happen, envisioning exactly how Agatha had looked when she had burst into my apartment months ago after over twenty years of not being a part of my life.

      Then I smiled at myself. I felt more than a little foolish, but kept smiling as I Waved my hands. Then I said the Word of the spell Puck and I had spent all day yesterday tweaking and perfecting. “Incipe, parva puella, risu cognoscere matrem; matri longa decem tulerunt fastidia menses. Incipe, parva puella! Qui non risere parenti, nec deus hunc mensa dea nec dignata cubili est.” Begin, baby girl, to greet thy mother with a smile; ten months of weariness she bore for thee. Begin, baby girl! Those who do not smile at their parents, the gods deem not worthy of their board or bed. The wording was a slightly altered version of the end of Virgil’s fourth Eclogue. Mundanes thought the Eclogues were Latin poems. They were, in fact, long spells.

      As I continued to smile and stare, my features morphed and shifted, like my face was wet clay and an invisible artist sculpted it. Subtle changes occurred. I shrank slightly, becoming thinner and shorter. My breasts swelled. My cheekbones got higher and more prominent, both because of changed bone structure and because of the makeup that appeared on my face. My hair lengthened, slicked back with a shine, and developed a white streak at the temple. My bitten nails grew, becoming manicured and painted blood red.

      The image in the mirror stabilized and snapped into place like a completed jigsaw puzzle. Agatha’s face smiled and stared back at me.

      I looked down, twisting and turning to get a good look at myself. High heels click-clacked on the bathroom tile. Instead of the jeans, sneakers and t-shirt I had walked in here with, I appeared to wear a blue Tom Ford suit and Louboutin high heels. I looked just the way Agatha had looked when she had burst into my apartment months ago.

      “I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog too!” Though I had said the words, they came out in Agatha’s voice. Witch words for a witch of a person.

      I panted from the effort of crafting the illusion and holding it in place. Illusion magic was not my forte. If it were not for the fact I looked so much like Agatha to start with and the fact half of me was from her DNA, I never could have pulled this spell off. I had waited to get onto the right CEB floor before casting the spell. Agatha had worked at the CEB since I was a child and had risen through its ranks to become director before she left the organization for the Inner Circle. I had not wanted to come into the building looking like her and increase the risk of running into people she had known for decades. The spell only gave me Agatha’s appearance, not her memories or personality. If I encountered someone who knew her well, I was bound to trip myself up.

      I waited until my breathing calmed and my pulse steadied. I went back to the bathroom door. I stopped with my hand on the handle. Stand up straight, shoulders back, chest out, I reminded myself. I tended to slouch, something I had never seen Agatha do. You are the master of all you survey.

      Hoping I had sufficiently channeled my inner egomaniacal sociopath, I stepped outside.
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      I stopped the first person I saw, a squat, wizened gnome with long earlobes and a big belly.

      “Director Malvolia,” he said, surprised. “I didn’t know you were in the building. It’s a pleasure to see you.” His eyes belied his words. They held wariness and a whisper of fear, not pleasure. If this gnome’s reaction to me was any indication, the rumors I had heard about Agatha having ruled the CEB with an iron fist were true.

      “Where can I find Director Greenleaf?” I asked in Agatha’s voice.

      “He’s in your old office.”

      “Where is that? I’ve gotten myself twisted around.”

      The gnome frowned slightly, but told me where the Director’s office was. I almost thanked the Otherkin but stopped myself. I decided at the last moment it was not in character. I strode away without another word. I felt the gnome’s eyes on me as I walked off. Maybe I should have thanked him after all. I simply did not know how the real Agatha would behave in this environment. The only time I had spent with her as an adult had been when she had escorted me around during the monster hunt the Inner Circle had sent me on.

      I followed the gnome’s directions through a maze of corridors that would have suited any high-end office complex in the world had it not been for the presence of uncamouflaged Otherkin. The people who caught sight of me stared. A few tried to speak to me, but I waved them off without stopping. The more people I engaged with, the greater the chance I would be discovered as a fraud. I had the air of a woman on a mission. That, at least, I did not have to feign.

      I didn’t need an investigator like Ghost to know when I had found the right place. Office of the Director, Paeral Greenleaf read a gold plaque next to the door to an office suite. It took a lot of nerve to try to con the director of the CEB out of information, but Puck and I had decided it was safer to get the information out of him rather than one of his underlings. Greenleaf had been an outside hire and, though he of course knew Agatha, had not worked with her for years the way other people in the CEB had. I thought it less likely I would expose myself as an imposter if I approached him directly. Plus, as the head honcho, Greenleaf could get me the information I wanted without having to jump through a bunch of hoops and navigate red tape the way someone lower on the CEB totem pole would.

      Steeling myself, I opened the door and went in.

      As with the warren of corridors I had traveled through, nothing in the medium-sized office I found myself in would have been out of place in a fashionable mundane office building. A woman old enough to be my grandmother looked up, peering at me over half-moon glasses. Her steel-gray bun and matronly, no-nonsense manner reminded me of the times I had been sent to my high school principal’s office after getting into fights.

      It was hard to not wilt under the woman’s sharp gaze. Fearing the jig was already up, I fought the impulse to turn and run.

      The woman’s face suddenly brightened and beamed. “Agatha!” she cried with delight. She bustled from around her desk and enveloped me in a hug that would have done a bear proud. Thank goodness my illusion spell tricked all five senses or else my cover would have been blown then and there. My real body was squishier than Agatha’s.

      “No one told me you would be coming around today,” the woman crushing me said. “You’re looking well.”

      The woman’s effusiveness caught me off-guard, but I tried to hide it. I read the nameplate on the woman’s desk as she patted my back. Prudence Gladwell, Executive Secretary to the Director.

      “Thanks,” I said. “You look well too, Prudence.”

      Prudence pulled away. She patted her stomach, which spilled over her orange dress’ belt. “I’m looking plump, that’s how I’m looking. But Mr. Gladwell doesn’t seem to mind, and that’s what matters, right? He asked about you the other day. He told me to tell you the next time I saw you he sends his love.”

      “Tell him I send my regards too.” I was afraid to say anything more. The less I said to this woman, the better. She seemed to know Agatha all too well. Maybe she had been Agatha’s secretary too when she had been the Director. The fact she liked Agatha was startling. I was so used to thinking of Agatha as a monster, it was hard to wrap my head around the idea of anyone liking her. Then again, Hitler loved dogs. Even monsters had positive traits.

      The sooner I got away from this sharp-eyed woman, the better I’d like it. I said, “I need to speak with the Director. It’s urgent. Is he in?”

      “You’ve come at the perfect time. I was just about to interrupt to slip him the number of someone who called earlier. He’s at the tail end of his intelligence briefing anyway.” With her back to me, Prudence jotted a quick note onto a notepad on her desk. She ripped the page out, folded it, and turned back to me, smiling warmly. “Follow me.”

      I trailed after Prudence. She obviously was human and not Otherkin. Since every Gifted had a magical specialty, I wondered what Prudence’s specialty was. Obviously not good judgment since she was a fan of Agatha’s.

      Prudence rapped on an inner door and opened it when a voice from the other side responded. We stepped inside. If I had not been in character, I would have gasped at the scene before me.

      It was as if Prudence and I had stepped into a clearing in the middle of Yosemite National Park in California. Huge sequoias stretched up into the sky around us. The smell of pine and fresh air filled my nostrils. A carpet of pine needles on top of soft dirt dampened our footfalls. Other than a brook babbling in the distance, the area was unnaturally hushed, reminding me of the reverent quiet in a church. The puffy clouds in the rich blue sky were a moving fresco above. I wondered if we had been magically transported to some forest, if this setting was as much of an illusion as me being Agatha was, or if some other magical artifice was responsible. I didn’t ask. If I were really Agatha, I would already know.

      At the center of the clearing was a gnarled desk that looked like it was growing out of the forest floor. Seated behind the desk was a high elf. Paeral Greenleaf, I presumed. Tall, lean, and lanky with porcelain skin, Greenleaf wore a three-piece suit and tie that better suited a boardroom than this place. The suit fit in with this rustic setting like a hooker in a convent. Greenleaf had prominent pointy ears. His eyebrows and the hair on his head were the color of milk. Otherwise, he was hairless and looked like he would stay that way even if he did not shave for a month.

      High elves I had seen before. What I had not seen before was spread out on Greenleaf’s desk. Over a dozen birds of different types and sizes perched on the wood. I only recognized a few of the bird species here. I was an Agatha impersonator, not an ornithologist. All the birds were as silent as mummies except for an owl, who hooted like he was seducing a lady owl. Or like she was seducing a gentleman owl. I didn’t know a boy owl from a girl owl. Again, not an ornithologist.

      Greenleaf listened to the owl intently. When the owl finished, Greenleaf pursed his lips and whistled like a songbird. The birds all listen intently. Prudence had said this was an intelligence briefing. I resolved to keep my big mouth shut the next time a bird was nearby.

      With a sharp whistle of dismissal from Greenleaf, the birds flapped their wings and fluttered away. Greenleaf turned his attention to me and Prudence. Like all high elves, he was as handsome as a movie star. No, not handsome. With his delicate features, he was more pretty than handsome. His unlined face made him seem decades younger than he likely was.

      “Ms. Malvolia,” he said, his voice reverberating slightly. High elves’ dual set of vocal cords made their voices seem like they were echoing. “This is an unexpected surprise.” Though he kept his face neutral, he did not stand to greet me or offer to shake my hand. I got the impression that, unlike Prudence, he was not glad to see me. Devin had once told me Greenleaf did not much like Agatha as he had heard the rumors of her being involved in shady activities. High elves were known for their honesty and high morals—in that way they were the polar opposite of their dark elf kin—so it was no surprise Greenleaf did not think much of Agatha. Greenleaf’s rectitude was why Devin had lobbied the rest of the Inner Circle to hire Greenleaf to replace Agatha as CEB Director. Devin hoped that someone like Greenleaf at the helm of the CEB would serve as a check on Agatha’s behavior.

      “Agatha says she is here on an urgent matter,” Prudence said, “which is why I showed her right in. Anything for a former Director and current Inner Circle member.” Prudence winked at me familiarly. Who sat on the Inner Circle was supposed to be a secret. Greenleaf knew, of course, since he reported directly to them. The fact Prudence knew too told me she and Agatha were even closer than I feared. “Here’s that note about your earlier call.”

      Greenleaf glanced at the note before refolding it on his desk. “I’ll leave you two to it,” Prudence said. She smiled warmly at me before trundling away. I was glad to see her go. Her presence made me nervous I would say something to expose who I really was. I was also glad she did not hug me again. My ribs had not yet recovered from the first one.

      Greenleaf motioned for me to sit. I was about to ask where when a green shoot quickly rose out of the ground like a plant sprouting in time-lapse footage. The shoot thickened and twisted, weaving itself into a crude chair. I sat. Greenleaf’s chair was taller than mine, putting me at a height disadvantage. I suspected it was intentional. My boss Oscar did something similar with the chairs in his office. It was a psychological trick designed to put a visitor off balance and make her feel subordinate.

      But I was Agatha Malvolia, former Director of the CEB, current member of the Inner Circle, and future Grand Wizard. Long live the queen! I wasn’t subordinate to Greenleaf. He was my subordinate even though he literally was looking down his nose at me.

      Channeling the I am the monarch of all I survey attitude Agatha wore like a blouse, I straightened the imaginary crown on my head and dived right in. How would Agatha address this guy? Definitely not by his last name. Too respectful of an underling. Director? No, too formal.

      “Paeral,” I said, “I want you to do something for me.”

      “What would that be?” His face was placid and his blue eyes unblinking. Though there was no fondness for Agatha in those eyes, there was no suspicion either.

      “I want you to supply me with a list of all the Gifteds who have either gone missing since Millennium’s disappearance or who have turned up dead with their hands removed and unaccounted for. While you’re at it, I want the names and last known address of anyone connected to a Gifted organ harvesting operation, legal or illegal, during the same time period.”

      Follow the hands, Maddy had written in her blood. If Millennium was performing magic again—as he obviously was if he had set the mind wyvern booby trap—he needed hands again. His original hands had been destroyed during Omega’s fight with the corrupt Sentinels. Which meant Millennium must have gotten a hand transplant to perform magic again. Hand transplants in the mundane world were crude and gave the transplantee only limited use of the hand. Things were different in the mystical world—with a good magical world surgeon, a concert pianist who had lost her hands could get back to tickling the ivories again. Ghost had been on the right track when he had checked into organ harvesting operations when Millennium first disappeared. But those were mundane operations he had looked into. He did not know at the time that, if a handless magician wanted to cast spells again, the magician needed the hands of a fellow Gifted. Only hands from another Gifted could absorb and channel the magical energy needed to cast spells.

      “I see.” Greenleaf folded his hands on his desk. “Why do you want that information?”

      “That is none of your concern.” I put a touch of the whip into my voice. “Confidential Inner Circle business. I’m sure you understand. Even if you do not, I do not care. You will give me what I want.”

      “I do understand. Just as I understand I am bound by CEB regulations to not provide information to someone outside the CEB unless so ordered by a majority of Circle members or I as Director have a good faith belief there is a compelling reason to disclose that information.” The way he rattled that off, I got the feeling he had quoted the regulation to me verbatim. “You have a choice. You can either return later with an order compelling the information’s disclosure signed by three other Circle members, or you can convince me to give you that information now.”

      This was not going as I had expected. I had expected blind obedience, not rules and regulations thrown into my face. Getting a written order signed by Inner Circle members was obviously a non-starter. I had to convince Greenleaf to give me the information now. When in doubt, tell the truth. “I am trying to track Millennium down based on a tip from a diviner,” I said. “It’s long overdue that he be brought to justice for his crimes. If the magical world is ever going to attempt to operate out in the open, how will it look to the mundanes if we let one of our most powerful members evade justice?” I had learned over the years that the best lie was as close as possible to the truth while omitting key details. That way, you were less likely to trip yourself up telling the lie.

      “Apprehending Millennium is the CEB’s job.” Greenleaf said.

      “And a bang-up job you have been doing of it,” I said sarcastically. As the words came out, I realized they sounded like something either Agatha or I would say. I was more like her than I cared to admit. “If you were capable of finding Millennium, you would have done so already. As you clearly are not up to the task, I am taking matters into my own hands.”

      “Millennium went missing during your term as Director. Not mine.”

      “You of all people know the varied responsibilities the Director must juggle. Millennium did not have my undivided attention before. Now he does.” I crossed my legs and leaned back, feigning the confidence of someone holding three Queens versus her opponent’s busted flush draw. “I am a busy woman. I tire of explaining myself to you. You work for me, not vice versa. Perhaps it’s time for the Inner Circle to find itself a more cooperative CEB Director.” I waited a beat for the threat to sink in. “Are you going to tell me what I want to know, or not?”

      Greenleaf’s hands disappeared behind his desk. They reappeared holding a silver-plated gun. Having the modern weapon it in this bucolic setting seemed wrong.

      It seemed even more wrong when Greenleaf pointed the gun at me.

      “Not,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      From this distance, the muzzle I stared into seemed as big as a cannon’s.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I demanded. “Put that gun away. Have you gone mad? I’ll have your job for this.” Despite my peremptory tone, I was careful to not move. Greenleaf’s finger rested on the trigger. I didn’t want to find out the hard way his elf reflexes were faster than my Gifted ones.

      “The bullets in this gun are silver, dipped in holy water, blessed by a shaman, and enchanted to seek out the heart. Whatever you are, Otherkin or Gifted, these bullets can kill you.” Greenleaf said it conversationally, like he was discussing the weather. His face was still as placid as a lake. “And they will kill you if I don’t get some answers. Drop the facade, tell me who you really are and what you want.”

      “What the devil are you talking about?” I sputtered. “Put that gun down before I take it from you and make you eat it. Need I remind you I am your superior?”

      “No, you are not. For one thing, you smell wrong. Almost exactly like Agatha, I’ll admit, but the odor is not quite right. The unmistakable smell of enchantment clings to you.”

      Darn his elf nose! “You’re pointing a gun at me simply because I changed my body wash since I last saw you? Have you lost your mind?”

      “More significantly, my secretary doesn’t think you are Agatha. That’s what she wrote in the note she slipped me. She’s known Agatha for over twenty years. Agatha always calls her Roo, the nickname Agatha gave her. When you didn’t, Prudence tested you by mentioning her husband. Her husband’s been dead for over a decade. You didn’t seem to know that.”

      I had been right to be wary of Prudence. I had slipped up without even knowing it. “Someone’s got their wires crossed. You’re threatening a member of the Inner Circle. You’ll regret this.”

      “I’ll give you until the count of three to reveal your true self. Then we’ll find out if this gun is worth all the time the CEB spent making it.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “One.”

      “Just wait until the rest of the Circle hears of this.”

      “Two.” Greenleaf’s grip tightened on the gun.

      Crap. I relaxed my Will, allowing the illusion to dissipate. My real form reappeared. Though I was fully dressed, I felt as exposed as a streaker.

      Greenleaf’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the real me. “Sage Hawthorne. Why am I not surprised?”

      Maybe he wasn’t surprised, but I was. We had never met before. “You know me?”

      “I know of you. Your CEB file is quite extensive.”

      “It says all good things, I’m sure.”

      “Don’t be.” Greenleaf put the gun down. Not away, just down on his desk. I relaxed, but just a tad. It would be all too easy for Greenleaf to scoop the gun up again. The implicit threat was clear. I resolved to not make any sudden moves. “Have you any idea how many Rules of Magic you broke by impersonating a member of the Inner Circle for purposes of obtaining confidential CEB information?”

      “None?” Hope sprang eternal.

      “You are even more ignorant than your file indicates if you believe that. What is this really all about?”

      “I told you. I’m trying to get a line on Millennium’s whereabouts.”

      “And why in the seven heavens would I have reason to doubt your honesty and forthrightness?”

      “I’m telling you the truth. If I had come to you as Sage Hawthorne, would you have told me what I want to know?”

      “Of course not. But that does not excuse your illegal behavior. Why would you go to such lengths to find Millennium? What does he have to do with you?”

      Again, when in doubt, tell the truth. Not that the tactic had worked so well the first time. “My foster mother Madeline Butler was killed by a mind wyvern I believe was created by Millennium after she cast a divination spell in an attempt to locate him. I’m not going to let him get away with it.”

      “I heard about Madeline’s death,” Greenleaf said. “I knew her. A bit on the eccentric side, but a good woman. She was one of the top diviners in the city. The CEB consulted with her occasionally. I am sorry she’s gone.” Greenleaf pursed his lips. “I wish you had been more discreet in killing the wyvern. A monster flying around the streets of Washington in broad daylight? Our magic suppression teams have been working overtime throwing a wet blanket over that dumpster fire.”

      “Me killing the wyvern? What are you talking about?”

      A frown sprouted between Greenleaf’s eyes. It looked like a paper tear in his otherwise unlined face. “Come now. I had hoped your dissembling was at an end. I know you are Grimoire. The Inner Circle told me. How could the CEB honor Grimoire’s First Rule exemption if I did not know who the woman behind the mask was?”

      Crap again. I was still new to the whole superhero gig, but I knew enough to know that if there was a superhero prime directive, it was Don’t let someone discover your secret identity. “Have you told anyone?” I asked.

      “Of course not. Not even my executive staff knows. Your secret is safe with me. If you want to cavort around in black leather like some magical dominatrix, that’s your own business.”

      Magic dominatrix? Hmpf! I swallowed the smart remark threatening to bubble out of me. I still wanted information out of this elf, and he wasn’t likely to hand it over if I ostracized him more than I already had. It was a tribute to new Sage. Old Sage would have turned this cool cucumber into a pickle.

      “Though I will admit,” Greenleaf added grudgingly, “that the tips you have provided the CEB have helped us foil several crimes. Your latest one regarding the pixie dust operation, for example. On the whole, your activities as Grimoire have been more help than hindrance.”

      “So you’ll give me the information I’m looking for?”

      There was no hesitation. “No.”

      My temper flared. I tamped it down with effort. “Why the heck not?”

      Greenleaf leaned back in his chair. “May I be frank?”

      “Sure. I’ll be Joe. Together we’ll solve the mystery of the uncooperative CEB director.”

      That got a smile out of the jackass. His smile exposed more canines than were present in a human mouth. “I’m more of a Nancy Drew person that a Hardy Boys person.”

      “How very progressive of you. Though I’m surprised you find time to read. I would think you would be too busy baking cookies with the other Keebler elves. Should I ask Nancy why you won’t help me?”

      “No need. I’ll tell you myself. I will not help you because I don’t like you.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “I know people like you,” Greenleaf said firmly. “People of your ilk don’t think the Rules of Magic apply to them. You see them as mere suggestions, to be ignored when they are inconvenient. The Rules are in place for good reason. Without them, there would be chaos. You are an agent of that chaos. I am an agent for order. Though the Inner Circle says I must tolerate your activities, I won’t encourage or condone them.” He pointed a slender finger at me. “You remind me of your mother.”

      Being compared to Agatha felt like a slap in the face. “I’m nothing like Agatha.”

      “Your behavior says otherwise. How did the human wit Ralph Emerson put it? ‘What you do speaks so loudly I cannot hear what you say.’ The subterfuge you attempted today is just the sort of stunt Agatha would try.” The elf shook his head firmly. “No, I will not help you. You are fortunate I don’t have you arrested. The only reason why I’m not is you seem to be working against your mother’s interests. She is an even bigger agent of chaos than you are. We elves have an expression: The cat eats the robin, and the dog chases the cat, so the dog is the robin’s friend. There is an analogous human proverb: The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Your mother is my enemy and the enemy of all who seek justice and order. You are her enemy. And so, for now, I am your reluctant friend. If your actions today are any indication, though, eventually you will do something so egregious I will not be able to look the other way. Even with your agreement with the Inner Circle. Sooner or later, you will do something that lands you in the Well of Souls. It’s as inevitable as the night follows the day.”

      I stood abruptly. My fists were clenched so tight, my knuckles ached. It rivaled my ache to shove my fists down the elf’s throat. “I’m not going to sit here and be lectured to.”

      If Greenleaf was the slightest bit afraid of me, he didn’t show it. If anything, he looked vaguely amused. “Then stand there and be lectured to. The truth is the truth regardless of your body’s position. Instead of being angry, you ought to thank me for not helping you. Better men and women than you have looked for Millennium. Even if by some miracle you found him after all this time, you would wish you had not. You’re audacious, I’ll grant you that. The fact you stand here in my office is evidence of that. But you will need more than audacity against Millennium. Despite his evil deeds, he is the most powerful sorcerer the world has ever known. You are . . . not.”

      I was so mad, it took me a moment to find words.

      “When I was a kid,” I finally said, “my father encouraged me to not curse. ‘Cursing is coarse and a crutch for the small-minded,’ he’d always say. When he scrimped and saved to take me on a trip to Disney World, I learned its employees couldn’t curse either. Whenever they wanted to curse out some know-it-all customer who was in fact just an obnoxious, know-nothing moron, they were trained to smile and instead say, ‘Have a Disney day!’”

      I leaned over Greenleaf’s desk and looked him right in the eye. Neither of us blinked.

      “Someone I love was murdered,” I hissed. “If you had done what the CEB Director is supposed to do, Millennium would’ve been in custody long ago and Maddy would still be alive. I’m going to do the job you clearly are too impotent to do. And you’re going to help. One way or the other, you will give me the information I need to find Maddy’s killer.”

      I straightened. I forced myself to smile.

      “In the meantime,” I said, “I hope you have a Disney day.”

      I turned and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      My stomach roiled as I walked up the steps from my basement apartment to the Leverettes’ lawn. I was sick to my stomach. I had just gotten a call that the appointment I dreaded waited out front. I was doing what I thought I had to do to get the information I needed out of Director Greenleaf, but that did not mean I had to like it.

      It was mid-afternoon a few days after my meeting with the CEB director. Apart from a few dark clouds, the day was bright and sunny. The opposite of my mood. Birds chirped in the trees as I approached the front of the Leverette house. I almost flipped them off in case one of them was a Greenleaf spy, but giving birds the bird seemed a little too meta. Besides, I was pissed at the situation, not these harmless animals.

      A black stretch limousine came into view as I rounded the corner. It was parked on Tobacco Place directly in front of the Leverette house. A dapper man in a black chauffeur’s uniform and hat leaned against the vehicle with his arms folded, facing me.

      I got the feeling someone was watching, and not just the limo driver. I turned and saw that the blinds of one of the Leverettes’ second-floor windows were slightly parted. Thanks to my acute vision, I saw an eye and the shadow of a face through the crack. Mrs. Leverette, no doubt; Mr. Leverette was too refined and proud to spy on people. As a retiree, Mrs. Leverette had a lot of time on her hands. She watched people’s comings and goings like she was the neighborhood watch. She was the bane of the drug house further down the street. Its operators knew better than to try to sell their wares on Tobacco itself.

      I plastered a fake smile on my face and waved at the window. The blinds flicked closed. Despite my foul mood, I was not tempted to flip Mrs. Leverette the bird the way I had been with the birds. Though I could snap Mrs. Leverette like a dry twig, something about her terrified me. Inducing terror was no doubt a skill she had honed over a lifetime of teaching public school here in the city. If I had her as a teacher, I doubted I would have gotten into as many fights as I did.

      The parked limo sparkled with shine. It looked like it was cleaned every day with a toothbrush. The windows were tinted, so I could not see inside.

      The chauffeur driver straightened as I approached. “Ms. Hawthorne?”

      “The one and only. Since you recognized me, you must be a fan. Would you like my autograph?”

      The man’s bland expression did not change. “No, thank you.” He had an accent that was vaguely British, but not quite. He was maybe in his 60s, short and wiry, with not an inch of excess flesh. He looked like the kind of guy who played a lot of handball. His face was tanned and deeply lined. His green eyes burned with a strange intensity, reminding me of a cat’s. His salt and pepper mustache was precise, like it had been trimmed by a laser with the aid of a spirit level.

      “I must search you,” the uniformed man said. “Are you unarmed and bear no electronic devices or magical talismans as our office instructed over the phone?”

      “I’m as clean as a whistle. Though that expression never made any sense to me. Do you know how dirty people’s mouths are?” I put my hands on the limo and assumed the frisk position. Who would have guessed my criminal history would come in so handy? “I look forward to you verifying I’m not armed. I kinda have a thing for older men. Usually not as close to the grave as you, but the pickings have been slim lately. Any port in a storm.”

      Still expressionless, the man began frisking me, quickly but thoroughly. He clearly had done this before. If Mrs. Leverette still watched, I wondered what she thought was going on. Probably that my side gig as a hooker had caught up with me.

      “A little higher please,” I said. “You’ve almost found my G-spot.”

      The man hesitated for an instant before continuing to run his hand down my leg. “I am merely doing my job. I take no pleasure in this.”

      “Me neither. Which is why I’m directing you to my G-spot. Here’s a hint: it’s not on my ankle.”

      The man did not find anything on me because there was nothing to find. I had obeyed to the letter the instructions given me earlier. I did not even have my Grimoire bracelet on.

      The man straightened and glanced around before pulling a thin wooden wand out of his jacket pocket. He waved it around me, covering every inch of my body.

      “A dildo?” I said. “Finally, something that can satisfy me! Now we’re talking. I suspected you couldn’t get it up anymore. Have you tried Viagra?”

      The man finished with the wand and slipped it back into his pocket. He acted like he had not even heard what I said. He said, “While you are in the presence of the Circle member, be sure to not cast spells of any sort.”

      I looked down at the small man contemptuously. Mrs. Leverette could put up more of a fight than this dude. “And what if I do? Are you going to ‘Pip pip, cheerio!’ me into submission?”

      The man just stared up at me with his intense green eyes, not blinking. I suddenly felt like they were pulling me into them. The day became dark as night. A cold wind cut through me, chilling me to the bone. Everything around the two of us disappeared, like it had all been so much sand blown away by a strong wind, leaving only inky blackness behind.

      Now instead of me looking down at the chauffeur, he looked down at me. His body had swelled to easily twice my size. He wasn’t a man anymore, at least not from the neck up. From the neck up, he had the head of a cat-goat hybrid. His hulking body was as naked as a Chippendale dancer’s, slick with an oily sheen and dancing with red flames. His genitals were massive and grotesque, almost right in my face.

      I wanted to look away from the man turned monster, but couldn’t. His green eyes were mesmerizing. I was as frozen as a mouse caught unawares by a snake.

      “I do not find you amusing,” rumbled the man who clearly was not a man. His many canines ground together as he spoke, setting my teeth on edge. His accent was so thick now you could chew it. Not that you would want to. The sound made me want to retch.

      Then I blinked and, just like that, the world returned to normal. The man, small and human again, looked up at me. His face was as expressionless as a wall.

      He opened the limo’s back door and motioned for me to get in. I hesitated. Then, shaking like a leaf, I got in. The sight of the man’s true nature had taken all the starch out of me. The man shut the door behind me, swallowing me in the idling vehicle’s air conditioning.

      Agatha Malvolia sat opposite me with her legs crossed, exposing well-toned legs in a skirt and blade heels. I thought she looked like a high-end hooker, but I was hardly an impartial observer. Arctic blue eyes that were all too much like my own danced in amusement.

      “I see you’ve met Oliver,” she said. Even her voice sounded like a more aristocratic version of my own.

      I nodded, swallowing, trying to not throw up. I normally would have been thrilled to spew all over Agatha and her spotless car, but throwing up would have shown weakness. Vulnerability was the last thing I wanted to show Agatha. “What the heck is that thing?” I gasped.

      Agatha said a word that sounded like a dog choking, then shrugged. “‘Gloomfang’ is the closest word for his species in English. He’s my driver, bodyguard, familiar, and general factotum. One of the many perks of an Inner Circle seat.”

      The Circle obviously suited Agatha. She looked even sleeker and more refined than when I had last seen her when I confronted her in her condominium months ago. She had cut her hair. Now it was in a bob, with the pale streak that started at her temple looking like a strip of wet white paint on black tar. Her black and red clothes were all designer and perfectly tailored. The air reeked of her expensive perfume. A thick gold chain studded with diamonds was around her throat. I eyed it wistfully. I could choke her to death with it, then use it to pay off the rest of my debts. A win-win.

      I glanced around the car’s interior, mainly to take my mind off of Agatha’s driver and the temptation to fling myself at her throat. I had sworn to myself that the next time I saw her, it would be to drag her to the CEB to answer for her crimes. Things did not always work out the way I wanted them to. Lately, nothing had worked out the way I had wanted it to.

      “Nice car,” I said, relieved to see my voice returning to normal. Spotless with that new car smell, it was as if the limo had just been driven off a showroom floor. The leather seats made a baby’s bottom feel like sandpaper. I could probably sleep better on them than I did on my own bed.

      Agatha made a slight it’s nothing hand gesture. “Another perk of Circle membership.”

      Agatha’s pet monster slid into the driver’s seat. My back was to him through the open partition separating the driver from the passenger compartment. I slid across the long bench seat to keep a wary eye on him. Agatha looked like she wanted to laugh. Fortunately for her, she didn’t; her choker still beckoned beguilingly.

      Oh, who was I kidding? Agatha was a more powerful sorceress than I. If I attacked her directly, I would find I had bitten off more than I could chew. Not to mention the small matter of not so small, dark, and scary in the driver’s seat.

      “Would you prefer to idle, or shall I drive around?” he asked Agatha.

      “Drive. Sage’s landlady is too nosy for my liking.”

      The limo pulled away from the curb. With the press of a button, Agatha raised the privacy glass between Oliver and us. He disappeared behind the opaque glass. I had never been so happy to see something disappear since my teen acne went away.

      Agatha settled back into her seat and eyed me coolly. I had nailed her regal demeanor when I had impersonated her at the CEB. Oscars were never awarded to those of us who deserved them the most.

      “I was surprised to receive your message,” Agatha said. “When we last spoke, you made clear you weren’t interested in maintaining any kind of relationship.”

      “I want something,” I said flatly, not wanting to beat around the bush. The sooner this conversation was over, the sooner I could get Agatha out of my sight. Sitting here made my skin crawl.

      “And so the prodigal daughter returns with her hand out. What do you want?”

      You languishing in the Well of Souls, I thought. I said, “I want you to order Paeral Greenleaf to open the CEB’s records to me.”

      Agatha raised a sculpted eyebrow. “That’s a big ask. What records?”

      I told her, repeating the request I had made to Greenleaf. Then Agatha asked why I wanted the information. I told her that too, leaving out the parts about Ghost. I did not dare give Agatha any leverage on me by telling her I was consorting with a mundane and giving him insight to the magical world.

      “You’re chasing after Millennium?” Agatha said once I had finished. She shook her head. “When you go hunting, you certainly do set your sights high.”

      “Someone has to do it. I’m not going to let him get away with Aunt Maddy’s murder.”

      “You would be wise to do just that. What will you do should you find him? Millennium is not a gang of dark elves pushing pixie dust whom you can simply pummel into submission.” That was her way of saying she knew I had been the one to break up her pixie dust ring without actually saying it was her pixie dust ring.

      I was not going to be goaded into an off-subject argument. “I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it.”

      “Want my advice?”

      “I’m on pins and needles waiting for it.”

      “Let this thing with Millennium go. Not only are you biting off more than you can chew, but you’re wasting your time. We at the CEB looked for Millennium when he disappeared, and we could not find him.”

      “I’m guessing you did not look particularly hard for him,” I said. “When he disappeared, he had only been involved in the murders of mundanes. We both know most of the magical world in general and you in particular don’t give two flips about mundane deaths.”

      “The CEB is charged with protecting the magical world, not the mundane one. I will admit we did not break our necks looking for Millennium. We just went through the motions, mainly because not knowing the whereabouts of a sorcerer as powerful as Millennium was . . . disconcerting.” Agatha drummed her fingers on the armrest thoughtfully. They were well-manicured. The paint on her fingers perfectly matched the paint on her toes. Of course it did.

      The sky was darkening, with clouds covering the sun. There was a distant rumble. Sudden thunderstorms were common this time of the year.

      Agatha stopped tapping her fingers. She smoothed the lines of her skirt. “You’ve told me what you want from the CEB and why. The question now becomes why I should help you.”

      “Because you’re my mother and you love me.” I had been trying to keep my usual sarcasm under wraps, but it had wriggled free again. A horse used to running free did not submit readily to a bridle.

      A regretful look passed over Agatha’s face, gone just as quickly as it had come. “I do love you, Sage. Not that I expect you to believe me.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

      Agatha leaned forward. Her eyes bored into mine. “My affection for you is why I have not taken steps to neutralize you before now. Your activities as Grimoire against my interests have proven most annoying. Eventually, when a mosquito has buzzed around you long enough, you grow weary of it and swat it.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a simple statement of fact.” Agatha leaned back again. “Other than my maternal regard for you, explain why I should help someone who is doing everything in her power to thwart me? In short, what’s in it for me?”

      I had given that a lot of thought. I had known I could not rely on Agatha’s altruism to get her into my corner. “Two things,” I said. “Thanks to what you call my activities as Grimoire, I know you’re amassing money, power, and allies. To what end, I’m not sure. What I do know is that, whatever you have planned, it’s big. Millennium was the most powerful sorcerer in the world. His mere existence poses a potential threat to your plans. When the ball drops, will Millennium be on your side, against you, or not care one way or the other? I don’t know. And neither do you. As someone recently put it, having Millennium at large is like having a nuclear missile stashed somewhere, and not knowing who has the launch codes.

      “If you help me and if I can bring Millennium to justice, that takes the most powerful piece in the game off the chessboard.”

      “And if pigs could fly, they would be pigeons,” Agatha said. “That’s a lot of ifs. You said there were two things in it for me. What is the second thing?”

      “We both know I’m magically outmatched by Millennium. If I do find him and try to subdue him to turn him over to the authorities, he’ll probably kill me.” That cold fact had stared me in the face ever since I had gotten serious about finding Millennium, but I wasn’t going to let it stop me. There were worse things than death. Like knowing you had let a loved one die unavenged. “If he does kill me, there will be no need for you to swat your annoying mosquito. He’ll have done the job for you.”

      “I could simply kill you now,” Agatha mused quietly, almost to herself. “Dump your body in the Anacostia River. No one would know I was behind it. It’s not as though you live in the safest neighborhood. Murders are hardly unheard of.” She said it casually, like she was thinking of swinging by the grocery store to pick up toilet paper.

      I wasn’t surprised by Agatha’s comment, and too jaded to be disappointed. However, the off-handed way she talked about rubbing me out did make me wonder how many other deaths she was responsible for I did not know about. I said, “Do you really think I’m foolish enough to climb into a car with you without taking precautions? I had an invisible accomplice take pictures of your driver and me together, the limo, and its license plate. He’s tracking us even as we speak. And did you notice that when your driver opened the door, I hesitated before getting in? That was so my accomplice could get a nice clear picture of you inside the car. If something happens to me, those pictures will make their way into the hands of people who are itching for a reason to put you in your place.” People like Olgram Longbeard and Devin Copeland, but of course I did not tell Agatha that. “You’re not the only one who’s been busy forming alliances.”

      Expressionless, Agatha just stared at me. I could practically hear the wheels of her mind turning.

      Then she sighed. “No, I don’t suppose you would be alone with me without taking precautions. Perhaps you would have been foolish enough to do so months ago. But not anymore. You’ve changed. You’re becoming more like me with each passing day.”

      “If I wanted to be insulted, I’d step on a scale while wearing Puck. Are you going to help me, or not?”

      Agatha drummed her fingers on the armrest again, looking out the window as she thought. I looked out the opposite window. Oliver seemed to be driving randomly. Now we were in Georgetown, the ritzy old Washington neighborhood named after British King George II that had existed before Washington itself did.

      We drove up Wisconsin Avenue, one of the city’s major thoroughfares. Georgetown was one of the wealthiest parts of the city. High-end shops lined the road on both sides of us. I used to come here to buy things I couldn’t afford with money I didn’t have. I missed the days when my biggest concern was how to pay off my credit card bills. I would not have guessed it while I was living them, but those days were a simpler time.

      The promise of the ever-gathering dark clouds was kept. Big splotches of water fell, streaking the windows, darkening the limo’s interior and turning the outside world into a crazy kaleidoscope of movement and colors. We passed a man and a woman and three small kids walking on the sidewalk, all holding hands, laughing in spite of the rain. Or maybe because of it. Because of the wet window, the family looked like an impressionist painting come to life.

      I envied the family. Agatha had left Dad and me when I was six. Despite how young I was, I remembered her leaving like it was yesterday. Before Agatha left us, surely we three had enjoyed some happy moments like the family walking in the rain. And yet, I could not remember a single one. It was as if I was born the day Agatha left.

      The only memories I had were of our broken family. The family I broke further when I summoned the demon that killed Dad. The family I broke even further still when I got Maddy involved in this mess with Millennium. Now all I had left was glass shards that promised to slice me open. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty back together again.

      I watched the family through the rain-soaked window until they receded from view. I bit my lip hard. If I started crying in front of Agatha, I would throw myself through the glass.

      No, that’s wrong. I would throw Agatha through the glass.

      Agatha’s finger drumming stopped. She turned to me again, saving me from embarrassing myself with tears.

      “I have decided you are right,” she said. “Helping you helps me. I will contact Paeral and have him give you any and everything you want.”

      “Good. Have what’s-his-name pull over. I’ll get out here.”

      “It’s pouring. We’ll drive you back home. You’ll catch your death of cold.”

      I snorted. If she saw the irony of her of all people being worried about that, she gave no indication. “No. Pull over.”

      Agatha studied the look on my face. She sighed, hit another button, and instructed the driver to pull over.

      As soon as the limo stopped, I opened the door. I had to get out of here before I started screaming.

      Agatha leaned forward. Her viselike grip on my forearm stopped me from hopping out. We locked eyes. Looking into eyes that were so much like my own was like looking through a glass darkly.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,” she said. Her face was intent, almost pleading. “We should be on the same side. Together, nothing and no one can stand against us.”

      I ripped my arm away and jumped out of the car into the pouring rain. I leaned down to look Agatha in the eye again.

      “You made clear whose side you were on twenty years ago,” I said. I slammed the door in her face.

      I watched the limo pull back into traffic and drive away. I was left alone, standing in the rain.

      But not for long. Soon Ghost landed next to me. I had not been bluffing when I told Agatha I had someone follow us as a precaution. I had let my guard down with Agatha once before, back when we had gone monster hunting together. Fool me once, shame on her; fool me twice, shame on me.

      Sensing my mood, Ghost did not speak. He just draped his cape over my shoulders and stood protectively next to me. I suppose people stared at him and his costume. I didn’t notice. I didn’t care.

      The rain hitting the street and buildings sounded like frying bacon. With Ghost standing silently next to me, I stared for a while at where the limo had disappeared into traffic. Despite Ghost’s cape, I still got soaked.

      I didn’t mind the rain, though. I was glad it fell.

      I could pretend it was the only reason why my face was wet.
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      Benjamin and I jolted and bounced over the unpaved road in an unincorporated area outside Lindsey, a city in the southwestern corner of Mississippi. Kicked-up dust surrounded us like a smokescreen as we creeped along in the Chevy Impala. Woods were on both sides of us. The sun beat down implacably while the air conditioner fought valiantly. It wasn’t even noon yet. When the sun was directly overhead and at full force, I feared we’d burst into flames.

      Mississippi was the Magnolia State. They probably called it that because everyone walked around looking like wilted flowers due to the state’s heat and humidity. Washington, D.C. was no slouch in the heat and humidity department, so I had previously thought I was an expert on the subject. No more. Mississippi was teaching me I was but a novice. Maybe the South had lost the Civil War because they’d gotten too overheated to continue fighting.

      Not that people around here seemed to be aware they had lost the war. I had seen more Confederate flags while driving in Mississippi than I had ever seen during a Civil War reenactment. On top of that, the Confederate flag was a part of the official state flag.

      “The South will rise again!” cried people down here who longed for the so-called good old days. Based on the poverty-stricken area we drove through, the South sure was taking its own sweet time about it.

      Every residence we passed on the dirt road was a broken-down mobile home. Most had cars on cinder blocks in front. All had the beginnings of junkyards. Occasionally we spotted half-naked children playing and adults in dirty clothes sitting on stoops, smoking and drinking. Everyone stared as we drove by. Since everybody seemed to know everybody around here, as strangers, Benjamin and I stood out like pink monkeys. No one had yet told us to go back to where we had come from, but I expected it any moment now.

      Sweat trickled down my spine as Benjamin drove. I was tempted to turn the air up, but didn’t. The last time I had touched something in a Heroes’ Guild loaner car without asking first, back when Benjamin and I were in New Delhi, India, I had activated the rocket-propelled ejector seat I did not know I was in. I’d had a crick in my neck for a week from the unexpected g-force. Fun times.

      We jolted over a particularly nasty crack in the road. “The Guild will probably take replacing this car’s shocks out of my salary,” Benjamin said. He sighed. “If someone had told me a year ago I would spend weeks traipsing around the world looking for a ring of illegal magic organ harvesters alongside a sorceress and her talking cape, I would’ve had that person committed.”

      “Things tend to get a little wacky when I’m involved. You get used to it,” I said. “Lucky for you Puck is in my bag in the back. He doesn’t like being called a cape.”

      “And I don’t like chasing my tail. And yet, here I am. If I can stand it, so can he.”

      It had been well over a month since Director Greenleaf had handed over the information I had asked for about organ harvesters. Benjamin and I had been on the road since then, investigating every lead around the world, hoping one of them would lead us to Millennium. We were taking Maddy’s “follow the hands” admonishment literally.

      Fortunately, the Guild had matter transmitters stashed in strategic spots all around the globe, so we did not have to waste time flying to each location. Matmitters, the Guild called the devices for short. Matmitters were how I had been transported to the Guild’s space station so quickly when Mirage had taken me to meet with Ghost. Like the space station, matmitters and the technology that made them possible were kept a secret from the general public. The Guild could give the Conclave a run for its money when it came to keeping secrets.

      Thanks to the information Greenleaf provided and our travels, I knew far more than I ever wanted to know about the organ harvesting market:

      Organ donation was strictly regulated. In the United States alone, over 100,000 people awaited an organ of one type or another. Over twenty people died waiting every day as there were not nearly enough organs to go around.

      In any market, when there was a huge demand and a limited legal supply, black markets formed to help satisfy the demand. The organ market was no different, especially since needing an organ was often a life or death situation. The World Health Organization estimated about 11,000 organs were obtained through the black market every year, with kidneys as the most sought-after.

      Some black marketers purchased organs from people desperate for money. Such people, for example, would give up one of their two kidneys in exchange for a few thousand dollars. The purchaser would then sell the kidney for six figures to someone who had the financial means to circumvent the organ donation waiting list. The rich are different than you and me, Puck had said. They don’t wait in lines, even when it comes to organs. Especially then, come to think of it.

      Other black marketers simply took organs from people. The urban legend of people being knocked unconscious, only to wake up bloody, in a bathtub full of ice, and missing a kidney was not just an urban legend. Such things and worse had happened to people. A few years back there had been a sex trafficking ring in China that would kidnap young girls, force them into prostitution, and then harvest their organs and kill them when they got older and less attractive. The authorities had broken the ring up, thank goodness.

      The incident confirmed my experience that the worst monsters were human. Prison was too good for certain people. The best thing was to weed them out of the gene pool.

      The existence of the magical world added a layer of complexity to the organ harvesting business. Human organs were not compatible with most Otherkin species, and vice versa. And, since Gifted flesh absorbed magical energy like a sponge, Gifted people preferred to get organ transplants from other Gifted people. The more powerful the Gifted host the organ came from, the better. It was even better if the host had the same magical knack as the organ recipient. If a sorceress like me got a kidney transplant from a weak Gifted or from someone who was not a sorcerer or a sorceress, it would reduce my magical capacity, but not as much as if I had gotten the organ from a mundane.

      In the time Benjamin and I had been on the road, all but one of the leads the CEB had given me had turned out to be duds. Only one suspected organ harvesting operation had turned out to be the real deal, one in Chicago, Illinois. Benjamin and I had staked the operation out for over two weeks and confirmed it was kidnapping Gifteds, harvesting their body parts, and selling the parts off. The operation did not seem to have any connection with providing hands to Millennium, though. Benjamin and I had busted the operation up and turned everyone over to the CEB for prosecution. Well, I turned them over to the CEB. If the CEB got wind of the fact I had dialed a mundane like Benjamin in to the inner workings of the magical world, I would be thrown into the Well of Souls alongside the organ harvesters.

      If history was any guide, the lead we had followed to Mississippi would also prove to be a dud. It didn’t matter. Benjamin and I would leave no stone unturned.

      On the bright side, looking for Millennium had forced me to get to know Benjamin better. We had been pretty much inseparable as we traveled the world together. He was a good guy. A bit on the obsessive side when it came to Millennium, but a good guy. Then again, thanks to Maddy’s death, I was obsessive too. I would have given up on the search for Millennium weeks ago had it not been for Maddy’s death. It took an obsessive to know an obsessive.

      All this time with Benjamin made me conclude that, if all Heroes were like Benjamin, the mundane world was in pretty good hands. So good, in fact, that if we weren’t so focused on tracking down Millennium, I might have suggested to Benjamin we get a single hotel room to stay in instead of two. The nights we even got a hotel room, that is. There were plenty of days we did not sleep at all or took turns catching a few winks in the various Guild cars we schlepped around the world in.

      Also on the bright side, the hunt for Millennium had brought me to what felt like Satan’s armpit, also known as the scorching hot backwoods of Mississippi.

      Yay me.

      Benjamin turned right on the dirt road. We came to a stop behind a rusted-out pickup truck that looked like it would disintegrate if you breathed on it hard. Benjamin squinted at the faded address stenciled on the front of the mobile home ahead of us, then shut off the engine. “We’re here,” he said.

      Here was a small plot of land on which a single-wide mobile home rested on concrete blocks. Most of the blocks were crumbling. The same could be said of the home. When it had been new, it had probably been a cozy little white number. Now it was yellow and brittle with age and had holes in the roof that had been patched and re-patched.

      We got out of the car. It felt like stepping into a steam room. Benjamin slid on a dark jacket over his long-sleeved white dress shirt. Masochist. You could not have paid me to add a layer of clothing to what I already had on, cotton pants and a blue blouse with the sleeves rolled up. I would have worn a bikini to better suit the weather had it not been for Benjamin’s earlier admonition that we should dress to impress, especially since we wanted to encourage strangers to talk to us. Well, Benjamin’s admonition and the fact I did not feel comfortable flaunting my body in a bikini. Maybe a few more spinach smoothies would do the trick.

      A mutt who looked like Heinz 57 Varieties in dog form emerged from the shade under the home’s wood porch. She padded toward us, growling, showing her teeth. Benjamin let her smell his hand. The dog stopped growling. Benjamin patted her, sending up small puffs of dirt from the pooch. Her tail twitched in a couple of half-hearted wags, then fell limp again. She probably had decided it was too hot for tail-wagging. Wise.

      The fact this dog liked Benjamin was a good sign. Aunt Maddy always said to never trust a man dogs didn’t like. Then again, Maddy had been married seven times, so she might’ve been the wrong person to take relationship advice from.

      We mounted the rickety porch and knocked on the screen door’s rotting wood. I heard a television playing inside and then the shuffle of approaching footsteps.

      The inner door opened, revealing an obese woman in a formless muumuu. She was as pale as a piece of paper except for red spider veins on her cheeks. She looked like she did not get out much and, when she did, it was to get liquor. The spider veins were a telltale sign of heavy drinking. She was probably only late middle-aged, but she looked much older. Life had not been kind to her.

      “Mrs. Bellows?” Benjamin asked. “Eunice Bellows?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice was uncertain, like she didn’t use it much.

      Benjamin pulled an ID badge out of his pocket and held it up to the closed screen door. “I’m with the U.S. Department of Metahuman Affairs. This is my associate.” I smiled at the woman reassuringly, as if to say, We’re from the government, and we’re here to help you. The way Benjamin had introduced us, he implied I too was with the USDMA without coming right out and saying it. All this time with Benjamin had taught me he avoided outright lying whenever possible. Not me. Sometimes I lied unnecessarily just to keep the skill set nice and sharp. He continued, “You made a report about suspected illegal organ harvesting in the area. We’d like to speak with you about it.”

      Her watery blue eyes wary, Mrs. Bellows carefully examined the badge pressed against the screen door. It had the USDMA’s circular seal on it, containing a shield painted red, white, and blue with a superhero’s mask hovering over it.

      “Superheroes?” The woman said the word distastefully through discolored and missing teeth. “I ain’t report nothing to no superheroes.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Benjamin agreed smoothly. “The report was referred to us for follow-up. May we come in to discuss this matter privately?”

      When the woman continued to look doubtful, Benjamin added with a wry smile, “Please, ma’am, I’m begging you. I am from up north and not used to this kind of heat. The sun is frying what little brains I have left. Save me before it’s too late.” Benjamin was charming when he wanted to be. It was another reason I had been tempted to suggest a joint hotel room.

      Mrs. Bellows’ wary face softened a bit. She unlatched the screen door, surrendering to Benjamin’s charm and oblique appeal to her southern hospitality.

      We stepped into a living room. I got a good whiff of Mrs. Bellows when I passed her. She smelled like a brewery buried in cigarette ashes. I wondered how much she already had to drink this morning. An air conditioner mounted in the window across the room blew welcome cold air into our faces. I closed the door behind me, grateful to leave the heat outside.

      The interior of the mobile home was a surprise. Because of the exterior’s condition, I had expected a pigsty. Instead, the inside of the home was as neat as a pin, though everything was old, well-worn, and reeked of cigarette smoke. A television that had seen better days was on a stand, blasting The Price Is Right. An old recliner was across from the television, with a Mrs. Bellows-shaped depression in it. A TV tray was next to the recliner, on which rested an ash tray, a pack of cigarettes, an open can of cheap beer, and a remote control. A small couch with an ugly paisley pattern was under the air conditioner. A Formica countertop behind the recliner separated the living room from a small kitchen. The floors were linoleum.

      Several pictures hung on the faux wood walls. Some of the older ones featured three people: Mrs. Bellows when she was younger and thinner, a man a little older than she, and a boy who looked like a combination of the two. The newer ones were of just Mrs. Bellows and the boy, or the boy by himself.

      “Offer ya’ll some iced tea?” Mrs. Bellows asked. “Fresh brewed this morning.”

      “That would be great, thanks,” Benjamin said.

      We sat on the couch—it creaked threateningly under Benjamin’s bulk—while Mrs. Bellows shuffled off in pink house shoes to the kitchen. She walked with a pronounced limp. An ugly scar ran from her heel to her thigh. While she wasn’t looking, I opened my Third Eye and confirmed what I already knew from the information the CEB had provided—Mrs. Bellows was a Gifted. A very weak one, but the magical signature was unmistakable in her aura.

      Mrs. Bellows returned with two Mason jars of iced tea. I took a sip. It was so thick, I could almost chew it. I should have asked for some tea to go with my sugar.

      Mrs. Bellows settled into her recliner with a wheeze. She punched a button on the remote control and lowered the television volume. Thank goodness. A woman on the game show was jumping up and down and shrieking like a banshee. Unlike her, I had never gotten so excited about laundry detergent.

      “What this all about again? Mrs. Bellows asked.

      “The report you made about your son being killed by an organ harvester,” Benjamin said.

      Mrs. Bellows’ wariness, previously somewhat relaxed, returned with a vengeance. “Don’t know what you talkin’ about. I told you, I didn’t report nothin’ about nothin’ to no superheroes.”

      Mrs. Bellows put a cigarette into her mouth. She patted her muumuu, obviously searching for a lighter. I stood and stepped toward her. I marshaled a bit of Will and Waved my hand. “Ignis,” I murmured. The tip of my index finger burst into flames. Mrs. Bellows’ eyes widened.

      It took her a moment to recover from her surprise. Then she leaned forward and lit her cigarette with my finger. She carefully blew the smoke away from me. She stared up at me with more relaxed eyes than before.

      “It’s okay,” I said, letting the flame on my finger go out with a relaxation of my Will. “You don’t have to worry about the First Rule with us. The CEB told us about the report you filed about your son.”

      “Sorry about before. I thought ya’ll were mundanes. I ain’t never lookin’ to get in no First Rule trouble.” Mrs. Bellows shook her head. “A CEB agent came round to talk to me over a year ago, and I ain’t heard hide nor hair from those people since.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Benjamin said, leaning toward Mrs. Bellows intently. “But we’re here now. Tell us what happened.”

      I returned to my seat and Mrs. Bellows told us her story. Her voice started off weak, but grew stronger the more she spoke:

      The boy in the pictures was Marshall, Mrs. Bellow’s son. The older man in some of the pictures was her husband Colby, who died over a decade ago. Like his parents, Marshall was Gifted. Marshall’s knack was alchemy, but he did not do much to develop his abilities. Magic never ran particularly strong in her and her husband’s families anyway, Mrs. Bellows said.

      Almost two years ago, when Marshall was twenty-two, he had left the Bellows house in the early evening for his job as a late-night security guard in neighboring Lindsey. Mrs. Bellows discovered he never showed up for work when his irate boss called for him early the next morning. Mrs. Bellows called the local police and reported her son missing, but they did not take her seriously. They suggested maybe Marshall had blown off work to hook up with a girl or to go drinking with his friends. He would surely turn up soon, they told her.

      He did turn up. Three days later, he was found dead in an alley, partially concealed by trash. Needle marks on his arm gave the police their first hint regarding how he died. A toxicology report confirmed it: Marshall died of a heroin overdose.

      “I couldn’t believe it,” Mrs. Bellows said, fighting back tears. “I always told that boy to stay away from them drugs. It’s how his uncle died.”

      Barrett’s Funeral Home in Lindsey volunteered to handle Marshall’s funeral and bury his body free of charge. The funeral home made a habit of doing this for people who were down on their luck. Mrs. Bellows—whose husband had died of cancer, whose son died of an overdose, and who could not work because of a debilitating car accident—certainly fit that bill.

      Mrs. Bellows did her best to move on after Marshall’s death. About a year after Marshall’s burial, Mrs. Bellows went to Barrett’s Funeral Home again for the viewing of her friend’s deceased husband. As she passed by the husband’s casket to pay her respects, Mrs. Bellows heard the whispering of two funeral home workers standing nearby.

      “They thought I couldn’t hear ‘em, but I could,” Mrs. Bellows said. “Cuz of my Gifted hearing, you know. I’ll never forget what they said. ‘See that fat bitch over there?’ one said. ‘I seen her before at one of our free funerals. That’s the mom of the guy we grabbed and whose organ’s we ganked last year.’”

      Mrs. Bellows was so shocked, she didn’t say anything to the funeral home workers at the time. Could it be Marshall had not really died of a drug overdose? Could it be he was actually murdered and stripped of his internal organs? Rumors of people, both Gifted and mundane, being killed for their organs had swirled around these parts for years, but Mrs. Bellows had always thought they were just that—rumors. Like Mississippi native and blues legend Robert Johnson having sold his soul to the devil for musical talent.

      When she got home, she called the CEB and reported her suspicions and what she overheard at the funeral home. A CEB agent showed up a week later to interview her but, despite Mrs. Bellows having made follow-up calls to the CEB, she had not heard anything else from anyone about the matter until today.

      Benjamin and I looked at each other. We had read the CEB case file regarding Mrs. Bellows’ complaint. The report from the gnome who had interviewed her had read, “The complaining witness is an alcoholic trying to make sense of the unexpected drug overdose of her son. She is not credible. Recommend case be closed and no further action taken.”

      I could understand why the CEB agent had come to that conclusion. Mrs. Bellows had drunk three beers in the time we spoke to her, and she was working on a fourth. Only she and her liver knew how many more she’d had before we arrived.

      It seemed to me she wasn’t drinking so much as self-medicating. I knew the look. I had done my fair share of self-medicating earlier in my life.

      “Did you have Marshall’s body exhumed and an autopsy performed?” Benjamin asked her. “That would prove whether or not his organs were missing.”

      “I talked to the cops and the coroner’s office about it. They all but laughed at me. ‘No reasonable cause for an exhumation,’ they said. They think I’m crazy. That or the coroner’s in on it with the funeral home. He’s cousins with Will Barrett, you know. Grew up together. They thick as thieves.” This all sounded like crazy conspiracy talk, the imaginings of a still-grieving mother trying to make sense of her son throwing his young life away. “And I ain’t got the money to dig up Marshall’s body myself and have him looked at.”

      “Where was Marshall buried?” Benjamin asked.

      “Right outside of Lindsey. In the Beulah Grove Baptist Church cemetery.”

      Mrs. Bellows was crying now. Fat tears rolled down her plump, ruddy face. Benjamin tried to give her a handkerchief, but she ignored it and him like they didn’t exist.

      “They killed my boy,” she said. She wasn’t looking at us anymore. She even ignored her beer. Condensation dripped from the can, mirroring her tears. Mrs. Bellows stared straight ahead, seemingly at the TV, but really more through it. Maybe she was looking at a time in the past when her husband and son were still alive. Happier times.

      “They killed my boy,” she repeated. She said it tonelessly, like it was a mantra she had repeated many times before. Only her cascading tears revealed the depth of her emotions. “My beautiful baby boy. He was the only thing I had left in this world. The only thing at all. And they killed him. They killed my boy.”

      Benjamin tried to ask a few other questions, but Mrs. Bellows did not respond other than to repeat how they had killed her boy.

      Realizing Mrs. Bellows was wrapped in a cocoon of drunkenness, self-pity, and grief we could not penetrate, Benjamin collected me with his eyes. I stood and joined him at the front door. I could not wait to leave. Watching someone trapped in her grief like this seemed obscene. Also, with the self-destructive way I had dealt with Dad’s death and nearly ruined my life, watching Mrs. Bellows hit a little too close to home. There but for the grace of God went I.

      “Thank you for the tea and the time, Mrs. Bellows,” Benjamin said. “We’ll let ourselves out. If your son was murdered, we’ll do our best to bring his killers to justice. We’re very sorry for your loss.”

      I didn’t know if Mrs. Bellows heard him. I didn’t know if she could hear him.

      We left.
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      Puck was not pleased.

      Become a superhero with me, you said. It will be exciting, you said. Together we'll protect the innocent and smite the wicked, you said. Phooey! I was duped! Bamboozled! Instead of us doing something heroic, you've got me out here at the ass end of the day, robbing a grave.

      “Language, please,” I chided Puck. My Grimoire mask muted my voice. Not that it mattered to the occupants of Beulah Grove Baptist Church’s cemetery. They were well past my voice disturbing them. “And don’t put words in my mouth. I've never used the word ‘smite’ in my life.”

      It means ‘to strike.’

      “I know what it means. Just like I know what it means to rob a grave. And we’re not doing that. We’re just looking for one.”

      Well, let’s hurry up and find it and get out of Dodge.

      “The town’s name is Lindsey, not Dodge.”

      There was stunned silence. Then Puck said, Bless your heart, as one of the passive-aggressive Southerners around here might say. “Get out of Dodge” is an expression, not a place. After that breathtaking display of ignorance, I don’t believe you really knew what smite means.

      I smothered a smirk. I knew what get out of Dodge meant. I had just been yanking on Puck’s chain. That and distracting myself from where I was. If there was a creepier place to be in the dead—hah!—of night than a cemetery, I didn’t know where that place was.

      During the day, I liked cemeteries. The eighty-six acres of rolling green landscape known as Rock Creek Cemetery was one of my favorite places to visit in Washington, especially since it was one of the few D.C. attractions not overrun with tourists. At night, though, cemeteries made my skin crawl. Probably because I sensed on some subconscious level the things anxiously roaming in cemeteries like Beulah Grove Baptist’s. I didn’t dare open my Third Eye here. I knew I would see things I’d rather not.

      The light of the flashlight I had borrowed from Ghost flickered over countless headstones. I searched for a specific one, that of Marshall Bellows. I could have cast a light spell, of course, but was afraid a spell might attract some of the unseen, restless supernaturals giving my subconscious the heebie-jeebies. Even without attracting those nasties like moths to a flame, it felt as though something would reach out and grab me at any moment.

      Beyond the illumination of my light, all else was inky blackness. Dark clouds covered the moon and the stars. It was cooler than it had been during the day, but it was hardly cool. More like muggy.

      I couldn’t see Ghost’s flashlight from here. He was on the other side of the sprawling cemetery, searching for Marshall’s grave just as I was. He didn’t want to be out here either, but we had agreed on the need to look at Marshall’s body to see if there was any truth to what Mrs. Bellows had told us. If Gifted organ harvesters operated in the area, maybe they were connected to Millennium.

      Ghost and I had split up to cover more territory. And, oh boy, was there a lot to cover. The cemetery consisted of over 150 acres. According to the historical marker outside the front of the church, Beulah Grove dated to the early 1800s, and was one of the oldest churches in Mississippi. A lot of church members had been buried here over the centuries. But only white ones, the marker stated, until 1971 when a black churchgoer sued for the right to bury his son who had died fighting in the Vietnam War. Jesus loved everyone, but not everyone equally until forced by the courts. I had wanted to add that part to the marker, but Ghost stopped me. He said we were here to investigate, not to critique these people’s history. Spoilsport.

      After what felt like an eternity stumbling around in the dark, my flashlight finally fell on Marshall’s name. A flat stone grave marker listed only his name and years of birth and death. The grave marker was so shallow and overrun by weeds, I had nearly missed it.

      “Whoo, whoo.” I did my best owl impersonation as I called out to Ghost in our prearranged signal.

      A grave robber, that’s who, Puck grumbled.

      “Oh shush.” I stuck the flashlight into the dirt with the shining bulb pointed straight up. I repeated the hoot to Ghost. There was probably no one else around for miles, but better safe than sorry. The local authorities would take a dim view of out-of-town costumed people rummaging around in a cemetery.

      While I waited for Ghost to find us, I pulled up weeds, cleaning up Marshall’s grave. It seemed the least I could do. I had not forgotten how Mrs. Bellows had looked when we had left her house.

      I almost jumped out of my skin when Ghost swooped out of the sky and plopped down next to me. Skulking around this cemetery had me jumpier than a bullfrog during a frog gigging tournament.

      A frog gigging tournament? Huh. Clearly I had spent too much time here in the Deep South.

      “You found Marshall?” Ghost asked. His flashlight probed the ground.

      I nodded and pointed at his grave marker. “The rest is up to you. Please don’t disturb the body. This already feels like a desecration.”

      “Don’t worry. Marshall won’t feel a thing.”

      “Was that a joke? It’s not funny.”

      “No, I suppose it isn’t. Sorry. Gallows humor. I don’t like this anymore than you do. I’m going to phase through Marshall and look inside his body to see if anything’s missing. I won’t disturb so much as a molecule.” Ghost stood directly over Marshall’s grave. “See you in a bit.”

      Ghost turned translucent and sank into the ground like a descending elevator. He disappeared.

      As many times as I see him do that, Puck said, it never fails to creep me out.

      “That makes two of us.”

      I paced, surveying the surrounding area with my flashlight. I did not know what to do with myself until Ghost returned. All around, headstones poked out of the ground like monster teeth.

      Ugh. A scary cemetery in the middle of the night was a bad time to come up with that particular metaphor.

      A flash of faint blue light came from around Marshall’s grave marker. It spread out rapidly in a massive circle, with Marshall’s grave at the epicenter. The light rippled like water as it spread, covering the ground dozens of headstones rested on.

      I froze in front of a tall headstone as the wave of light passed under me. I didn’t feel anything, but my hackles rose. Whatever the strange light was, I didn’t understand or like it.

      Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the rippling blue light disappeared. If I had blinked, I would have missed it.

      What in Hades was that? Puck asked anxiously.

      “You’re the Cloak of Wisdom. I was about to ask you.” My instincts shrieked at me to open a portal and get the heck out of Dodge as Puck might have put it. I resisted the panicked impulse. I refused to be spooked by something that could be a whole lot of nothing. Besides, I couldn’t abandon Ghost. “Maybe it was my imagination.”

      Uh, I saw it too. Definitely not just your imagination. I didn’t buy my lame explanation either, but I did not have a better one.

      There was a faint rumble, as if someone were tunneling below me. Maybe it was Ghost returning to the surface. I had never known his phasing to cause rumbling, though.

      Dirt exploded below me. A pale white hand shot out of the ground right underneath me. The hand was dirty and decomposed, more bone than flesh.

      The hand grasped my ankle. It tightened like a vise, making me yelp.

      The hand yanked hard, and I fell. The flashlight slipped out of my hand and went spinning.

      Like a flickering movie projector, the spinning flashlight showed dozens of corpses clawing out of their graves.

      The horde of zombies attacked.
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      It was like being at the bottom of a pile of football players after a fumble. The fetid stench was horrific.

      The zombies piled on top of me, chittering like insects, scratching, biting, and raking me with their talon-like nails. If it had not been for the protections of the Grimoire suit, they would have killed me immediately.

      Ow! A set of nails pierced my suit, and then my body. The Grimoire suit was not invulnerable, and neither was I. I had to get from under this pile of rotten and rotting flesh and bone before my dead body was added to the collection.

      I fought back, trying to push, punch, wrestle, and claw my way free. But there were too many of them. They were too strong. They fought with the savagery and recklessness of things that felt no pain.

      Puck was shrieking something in my head. The words finally sank into my panic-stricken mind.

      Fire! he cried. Zombies are vulnerable to fire.

      I knew exactly nothing about zombies, so I didn’t know if he was right. I did know brute force wasn’t working, though.

      I struggled to free a hand enough to perform the simple Wave to cast a fire spell. Finally, I ripped a hand away from a couple of zombies who gnawed on my gauntleted hand like it was a rack of ribs.

      “Ignis!” I cried as I performed the Wave and released my Will.

      My entire body caught on fire. Fortunately, I and the Grimoire suit were immune to my own spellfire. Then, with a rush of Will, I let the fire expand.

      With a terrific boom, the spellfire exploded like a supernova. Night became day. The zombies piled on top of me were flung violently off, like ants whose nest had been detonated with a firecracker.

      The pressure on and around me was gone. I was free. I staggered to my feet. Bits of burning zombie rained on and around me. It was the grossest hailstorm ever.

      A massive ring of spellfire burned around me. I normally would have released my Will to extinguish the fire before it got out of control, but I dared not. Despite having destroyed many of the zombies, dozens more approached from all sides. The circle they formed tightened like a noose. They shied away from the fire like skittish horses. The ring of fire was the only thing preventing them from rushing me as the others had.

      I was panting. I felt like a wrung-out sponge. It would take my body a while to store up more magic. At my best, I could destroy the rest of these zombies with another explosion. I was not at my best. I didn’t have the magical juice left to set off another blast like the first one. I could barely maintain the ring of fire keeping the zombies at bay. In a fight, I normally husbanded my energy better. But, at the bottom of that zombie scrum, there had been no time for thought or subtlety or conserving energy.

      Unholy night of the living dead, Puck whispered in frightened awe as I warily surveyed the encircling zombies. This is not good.

      A horizontal white object smoked in the burnt grass a few steps away. Thinking a weapon would come in handy, I picked it up.

      Yuck. I nearly dropped it, having realized it was a man’s femur. A piece of one of the destroyed zombies.

      Then my jaw clenched with resolve. My fist tightened around the makeshift weapon. Another fire spell ignited the femur, making the bone look like a flaming short sword. The bone wasn’t itself burning. It was really more of just a focal point for me to focus my Will on. My magic was what burned. A flamethrower would be nice, but this would have to do.

      White flashed in the corner of my eye. Hopped up on adrenaline, I spun and swung the flaming bone, thinking one of the zombies had penetrated the ring of fire.

      The burning bone passed harmlessly through Ghost, who was ascending from the earth. “Hey! What gives?” he said, startled. Then he did a double take. His head twisted as he surveyed the scene. Between the holes in the ground where the zombies had burst out of graves, the smoldering body parts, the fire, and the chittering ring of zombies, this once peaceful cemetery looked like a battle scene in a post-apocalyptic movie.

      Ghost’s masked face swung to mine. “What the hell did you do?”

      “Me? This isn’t my fault. It all started when you went underground. What did you do?”

      “Me? I didn’t do anything to cause all this.”

      “Well I sure as heck didn’t.”

      “You must have.”

      Enough! Puck exclaimed. Sheesh! I can’t believe I have to be the mature voice of reason. Ghost must’ve triggered a magical booby trap when he went underground to examine Marshall. It animated the zombies. We’ll point fingers later. You’re clearly not up to opening a portal. Now that Captain Casper is here, have him fly us to safety.

      “Ghost isn’t flying me anywhere,” I said, letting Ghost hear my response to Puck. “If we run, these zombies will run amok. There are plenty of homes in the surrounding area. Innocents will get hurt.”

      “Wait.” Ghost’s head swiveled wildly. “Those things are zombies?”

      Welcome to the conversation, Puck said, though of course Ghost could not hear him.

      “Go airborne and out of harm’s way,” I told Ghost. “I can’t maintain the ring of fire keeping the zombies away much longer. I’ll take care of them with this.” I brandished my make-do sword. I was Sage the Zombie Slayer. I feigned a confidence and bravado my aching body didn’t really feel. I wanted to impress the Hero. Later—if there was a later—I’d find a good therapist and have a nice long chat about my Oedipal issues.

      “Not a chance.” Ghost spun around. He put his back to mine and faced the ring of fire and the frenetic zombies beyond it. He put his fists up. “Extinguish the fire.”

      “But—”

      “Do it. I can handle myself.” He’d have to. If I tried to maintain the fiery ring much longer, I’d collapse from exhaustion.

      I raised my flaming bone and eyed the zombies.

      I let the fiery barrier wink out of existence.

      Without hesitation, the horde of zombies surged forward. They were a ragtag mess of raggedy clothes and bodies in varying stages of decomposition. The fact the only light source now was the flickering glow from the bone I wielded made this look even more like a scene from a nightmare than it already did.

      Ghost and I kept our backs together and let the wave of undead come to us. And come they did, chittering like a swarm of cicadas.

      One zombie was swifter than the others. I lunged forward. My flaming bone went through the zombie’s chest like a hot knife through butter. He burst into flames. He recoiled from me, somehow screaming inhumanly with his entire body instead of just his mouth. He bumped into several other zombies, setting them ablaze as well. They all fell, twitching, sizzling, and popping as the spellfire consumed them.

      I swung my bone wildly, keeping zombies temporarily at bay. I turned slightly to see how Ghost fared.

      Ghost shoved an open hand forward, toward the skull of an advancing zombie. Ghost’s big hand passed right through the zombie’s skull. His forearm muscles writhed under his costume as Ghost twisted his arm, then yanked it back. His hand reappeared, clenched around the decayed brain of the zombie. The organ looked like a dirty giant sponge.

      Ghost dropped the removed brain. The brain hit the ground, followed by the zombie’s now listless body. Without its brain, the zombie collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. Good to know.

      Timing his phasing abilities perfectly, Ghost punched another zombie’s brain clean out of its skull. Suddenly immobile, the brainless zombie body collapsed.

      I’m not a huge fan of the big galoot, Puck said, but even I have to admit that was pretty cool.

      Talons clawed at my head. I had let zombies get too close while checking on Ghost. Gotta focus. Ghost could obviously defend himself.

      A swipe of my burning bone lopped off three heads at once. I kicked one twitching headless body, forcing it into the other two. All three collapsed like bowling pins.

      I hesitated for a beat when confronted by a small zombie. She had been a kid when she had died, no more than eight-years-old.

      The hesitation was a mistake. The zombie child launched herself at me. She buried her head in my crotch, biting, trying to penetrate my suit. I grabbed her by her dirty blonde hair and flung her away from me. She landed on all fours like a spider. She skittered back toward me along with larger zombies.

      Wielding the bone like it was a scythe, I mowed down zombies like stalks of wheat. I did not hesitate this time when confronted with the zombie child again. A swipe from my flaming bone split the small zombie completely in two.

      Ghost and I had been forced to separate a bit in the wild melee. Before long, piles of zombie parts surrounded us like sawdust in a sawmill.

      If it had just been me, maybe I would have fallen before the onslaught of zombies. With Ghost fighting alongside of me though, it soon became obvious we would prevail.

      After what felt like an eternity, the fight was over. No more zombies moved. Their remains littered the ground for as far as my flaming light let me see.

      Once Ghost fished another flashlight out of his utility belt, I extinguished my fire. I bent over, panting, using the femur as a crutch. Then I remembered what it was and dropped it with a fresh stab of revulsion.

      Everything smelled like a condemned slaughterhouse. I was covered in zombie filth and gore. If I took a bath for a week, that still might not be long enough.

      “Are you all right?” Ghost asked.

      Still panting, I nodded. Other than when I had been under that zombie pileup, the creatures had not succeeded in penetrating my suit. “You?”

      It was gratifying to see that even he, normally unflappable, was breathing hard. He might have to burn his costume. Aside from being covered in zombie filth, it was ripped in several places. His broad chest was almost completely exposed. Human blood mixed with zombie gore.

      “No permanent damage,” Ghost said. “At least I hope not. There were so many, I got tagged a couple of times when I turned substantial. They broke the skin in a few places. Do zombies spread diseases?” He paused, then shuddered. “Or worse: could I end up like one of them?”

      Nah, Puck said. Tell him that only happens in the movies. Zombies only occur when dark magic animates a corpse. Speaking of which, I only know a few warlocks with the ability to animate zombies. I know zero who could do it without being physically present at the animation site. You see any warlocks here? There’s only one magician with the raw magical power and the know-how who might be able to pull something like tonight’s zombie apocalypse off in absentia.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Millennium.”

      Ding! Ding! Ding! Give that lady a cigar. Or better yet, lye soap and steel wool to scrub down with. You stink.

      “First the mind wyvern booby trap, now this. It looks like we finally might be on the right track.”

      I repeated to Ghost Puck’s end of the conversation.

      “If this was Millennium’s doing, I think I know why he booby-trapped the cemetery,” Ghost said. “When I phased through Marshall’s body, I discovered his brain was missing. Along with his heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, and the rest of the organs in his torso. His body cavity was stuffed with newspaper.”
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      “You ever kill someone, Benjamin?” I asked. I reached over from the passenger seat and grabbed a bunch of french fries from the container between Benjamin’s legs. I had already eaten my burger and fries and was still hungry. This stakeout was doing a real number on my diet.

      Benjamin’s eyes did not leave the Barrett Funeral Home building we were parked diagonally across the street from. The funeral home was a two-story Colonial-style building located in a sleepy commercial district several blocks from Lindsey’s downtown. We were at the back of the building, watching the employees-only entrance.

      “Sure,” Benjamin said. “Just the other day I murdered someone for stealing my fries. She deserved it. I have no regrets.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I. I take french fries very seriously.”

      I had learned in these weeks with Benjamin that, when he did not want to answer a question, he changed the subject, hoping I wouldn’t follow up. Feigning irritation, I flicked a fry at him. Instead of smacking him on the cheek I had aimed for, it sailed right through it. Benjamin chewed the recaptured fry, still not taking his eyes off the funeral home.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      “I’m fun at parties. You should see me juggle.” He probably really could. The man was full of unexpected talents. When we started keeping the funeral home under surveillance four days ago, the first day we had gone inside Barrett Funeral Home to case the place from the inside. We posed as a married couple new to the area who were looking for a place to handle Benjamin’s dad’s funeral. Benjamin had adopted a spot-on deep Southern accent for the visit. He had sounded like Foghorn Leghorn.

      Unfortunately, though I had discovered Benjamin’s flair for accents, we had not discovered in the funeral home a sign reading Secret headquarters for the local organ harvesting ring. P.S.—We gave Millennium hands. The bad guys never made things easy for the heroes.

      I said, “Remember when Congress renamed these freedom fries on congressional cafeteria menus after France opposed the U.S.’s invasion of Iraq?”

      Benjamin made a face. “I’m trying to forget. Reprinting all those cafeteria menus just to give one of our allies the middle finger? Another example of our tax dollars wisely spent.” He frowned. “Wait. Do you even pay taxes?”

      “Did you take a job with the IRS when I wasn’t paying attention? Of course I pay taxes. What kind of question is that?”

      “You’re right. Zombies being real, dwarfs running tailor shops, and a magic law enforcement bureau hiding literally under the FBI’s nose make total and complete sense, but the magical world not paying taxes is too bizarre to even suggest.”

      I chewed a fry thoughtfully. “Okay, I see your point.”

      Aside from the sounds of us munching freedom fries, the car fell quiet again. All was quiet on the Southern front. Why should today be any different? Nothing of any consequence had happened in the days we’d staked this place out. We sat in the same Heroes’ Guild vehicle we had driven to Mrs. Bellows’ home in, but it no longer looked like a Chevy Impala. Thanks to holographic technology imbedded in the car, it changed its look more often than a pop star. Today it appeared to be a white van. Yesterday it was a Toyota Camry. Benjamin had explained he changed the look of the car and where he parked it from day to day to avoid rousing suspicions within the place we had under surveillance. I was learning a lot from Benjamin. Including how to be bored to death.

      We kept the funeral home under surveillance twenty-four hours a day. Both Benjamin and I were here during the day. We alternated who kept watch at night, with the other person getting some much needed shut-eye at a nearby hotel. We were both already exhausted from this schedule. Television made detective work look more glamorous than it was. I hadn’t even spotted Charlie or any of his Angels.

      Thanks to this stakeout, I knew the employees who came and went from the funeral home the way a fan knew all the characters on one of those detective shows. An extremely boring detective show. In all this time, we had seen nothing out of the ordinary, aside from the fact my Third Eye had determined a few Gifteds and a handful of human-passing Otherkin worked here. Magical folk operating in a mundane world was no crime, though. If it were, I would need to go back to prison. Then again, I had spotted a few disguised dark elves who worked for the funeral home. That had to mean something was up with the place. Dark elves rarely did honest work.

      In light of Marshall Bellows’ hollowed-out body—something the funeral home must have known about since it had prepared the body for burial and had not raised any alarms with Mrs. Bellows or the authorities about the body’s condition—our working theory was that Barrett either was the front for an organ harvesting operation, or that it worked with one. If Millennium was responsible for the mind wyvern and zombie booby traps, he clearly was casting spells again. Which meant he had obtained a new set of hands from somewhere. Had Barrett provided them? And what did Marshall Bellows have to do with Millennium? A lot of Marshall’s body parts were missing, but his hands were not, so his were not the hands Millennium was using. We had a lot of questions, and too few answers.

      Unfortunately, sitting out here staring at the funeral home had not answered any of those questions. I was bored out of my mind. Though I was bored, the city of Lindsey wasn’t. What had happened in the Beulah Grove Baptist Church cemetery days ago was still the talk of the town. Why, the local media breathlessly speculated, had dozens of graves been ripped open, the bodies removed, torn apart or burned or both, and the remnants left scattered? Grave robbers? Satanists? Disrespectful kids pulling a prank? A sign from an angry God? One eagle-eyed sheriff’s deputy said on camera it seemed to him that the graves had been ripped opened from the inside out, but the TV reporter interviewing him all but rolled her eyes at him. In a time of deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act. George Orwell said that. I was a big fan of his popcorn.

      Truth be told, I felt horribly about leaving the zombie remains to litter the cemetery grounds. How would I feel if Dad’s body was ripped out of his grave and left lying around? If Benjamin and I had known which remains went where, we would have re-buried them in their proper spots.

      A van with the funeral home’s name on the side of it pulled up to the back of Barrett’s. Two men in coveralls I had seen several times before got out. Their movements were slow and deliberate. They probably thought if they moved faster, they might spontaneously combust in the oppressive Southern heat. They pulled a gurney from the back of the van. A sheet covered the gurney.

      I opened my Third Eye. The mundane world faded away, replaced by the swirling colors of the magical one. The bodies of the men in coveralls swirled with magical energy. They were dark elves, with their ears surgically bobbed so they could pass as human. But I already knew that, having looked at the elves with my Third Eye before. The mass under the cover of the gurney was a black blob in my Third Eye’s view. It clearly was a dead body, just like so many others I had seen since we started watching the building.

      A dead body taken into a funeral home? It was clear evidence criminal activity was afoot. Somebody call the cops!

      I closed my Third Eye and, with my biological ones, watched the men open a door with a keycard and then wheel the gurney into the funeral home. Riveting. It was the most exciting thing that had happened all day.

      I sighed. Patience had never been one of my virtues. What little I had was almost used up from cooling my heels in this car. I desperately wanted to do something more proactive than watching and waiting. By contrast, Benjamin seemed comfortable sitting here watching the funeral home until he was old enough to need one.

      “Why can’t we just suit up, go in there, and shake the tree until a piece of fruit falls out?” I complained.

      “We’ve been over this. For one thing, we’d need a warrant. We don’t have cause to get one yet.”

      “Warrant? I’m not a cop. Neither are you. Just turn invisible and mosey us on in there for a little look-see. We’ll poke around more than we could the other day.”

      “It’s true I’m not a cop. But the Fourth Amendment’s protections against searches and seizures apply to any government agent, not just police officers.” When Benjamin talked like this, his lawyer colors shone through.

      “Do I look like I’m from the government? Make up your mind. A minute ago, you wondered if I even paid taxes.”

      “And neither am I from the government. But at the same time, I sort of am.”

      “Well, that’s clear as mud.”

      “A Hero’s license is granted under the auspices of the Guild in conjunction with the Department of Metahuman Affairs. The USDMA is obviously a government agency. Because of that, a lot of criminals thwarted by Heroes over the years have argued in court that Heroes are quasi-government officials who are bound by the same rules that government officials like cops are. There’s a lot of conflicting case law on the subject. Eventually the Supreme Court will probably step in and give us clear guidance.” Benjamin shook his head. “In the meantime, especially in a matter involving someone like Millennium, I don’t want to do anything that even hints at illegality. Not when we have an actual lead after all this time of looking for him. If we do find him and bring him in, I don’t want some sharp lawyer arguing I didn’t dot my Is and cross my Ts while searching for Millennium, and therefore his apprehension is fruit of the poisonous tree and he should go free despite all his crimes.”

      I chewed on that. “There’s more to being a licensed Hero than I thought. Thank goodness I’m not one.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “So we’re going to just sit here and wait and watch until we have reason to actually do something?”

      “Unless you have a better idea.”

      “As a matter of fact, I was thinking we could—”

      Benjamin cut me off. “Unless you have a better legal idea.”

      “Oh. Then no.”

      I ate the last of my stolen fries, licked my greasy lips, and considered reaching over for more. How bad could they be for you anyway? The human body was a living machine, machines needed lubrication, oil was a lubricant, fries were cooked in oil, so therefore fries must be good for you. The logic was unassailable.

      I grabbed the last of Benjamin’s fries. He did not even try to stop me. He seemed lost in thought. He was probably thinking how friends wanted their friends to be healthy.

      I munched the fries. What if my logic was flawed and they weren’t healthy? If that were the case, I was doing Benjamin a favor by taking them. I was practically saving his life.

      I felt a warm glow inside. Putting others before oneself felt good. That, or all this fast food when my body wasn’t used to it anymore was giving me heartburn.

      “You asked if I ever killed anyone,” Benjamin suddenly said. As he spoke, he looked at the building through binoculars. “Once. Fifteen years ago.”

      I was surprised he had brought it back up. “Who?”

      “A Hero named Protector. His real name was Gary Gabriel. He turned Rogue. The Guild carefully vets whom it gives a Hero’s license to, but despite all the background checks and psych tests, every now and then a potentially bad seed slides through the process. I guess I don’t need to tell you that. Look at Millennium.”

      Benjamin put the binoculars down. He wasn’t looking at the building anymore, nor at me. He looked straight ahead, through the windshield.

      “Gabriel was having an affair with a married woman,” he said. “Her husband came home unexpectedly and found her in bed with Gabriel. Gabriel killed him. Sliced him right in half with his laser vision.

      “Gabriel panicked and fled. The wife called the police. Because it was a Hero-involved killing, the police contacted the Guild. I went after Gabriel. Eventually I cornered him. He was holed up in an elementary school. He slaughtered five kids. ‘Just to let you know I mean business,’ he said over the phone. He threatened to kill a classroom more if we didn’t let him go.

      “A murder in the heat of the moment I can understand. Your girlfriend’s husband surprises you, you freak, he dies. I don’t condone it. I hope to God I wouldn’t do it. But I can understand it.” Benjamin shook his head. “But kill first and second graders just to make a point? Especially when you’re sworn to protect the weak and innocent? That I don’t understand.”

      The car fell quiet. A dragonfly hovered over the windshield like a tiny helicopter, then zoomed away. I thought Benjamin was not going to finish his story.

      “So I phased into the school building,” Benjamin continued quietly, “and went to the room where Gabriel held all those terrified kids hostage. I snuck up behind him. I shoved my hand through his chest. I stopped his heart. He died almost instantly. No more kids got hurt.

      “Later, the city gave me a medal. The Guild gave me a special commendation. ‘For saving lives and upholding the highest ideals of Heroism’ it read.” Benjamin said the words bitterly.

      I didn’t understand the reason for his tone. “How is that not true? It sounds like you did what you needed to do.”

      “That’s just it. I didn’t need to kill Gabriel. There were half a dozen ways I could have incapacitated him and taken him into custody without anyone else getting hurt. If it had just been the husband he had killed, I’m sure that’s exactly what I would have done. But he had killed kids. Babies! That I could not abide. I saw the chance to exact justice, and I took it.”

      Benjamin took a long breath. “I felt guilty about what I had done even before Gabriel’s dead body hit the floor. It ate at me night and day, until it got to the point I couldn’t stand it anymore. I kept thinking, ‘How am I any better than Gabriel?’

      “The Guild giving me the commendation was the last straw. I confessed what I had done to Amazing Man. He’s an experienced Hero. Been around forever. At the time, he was the chairman of the Guild’s Executive Committee and therefore my boss. I told him I was going to resign as Guild investigator, surrender my Hero’s license, and turn myself in to the civilian authorities.”

      Benjamin got quiet again. I again feared he would not finish the story. “What did Amazing Man say?” I prompted him.

      Benjamin’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. “I’ll never forget what he said. He looked at me with those famous steel-gray eyes of his and said it spoke well of me that I felt guilty about killing Gabriel. Then he added, ‘But Protector was a baby-killer. A rabid dog who needed to be put down. If you surrender your license and throw your life away over the likes of him, I’ll shove this blue boot of mine so far up your butt you’ll taste shoe leather the rest of your life. Now get out of my office and don’t tell anybody else what you told me.’

      “When a Hero like Amazing Man tells you to do something, you do it. I didn’t tell anyone else about what happened with Gabriel.” For the first time, Benjamin turned and looked at me directly. He impaled me with his dark eyes. “Until now.”

      “Why tell me?” I asked.

      Benjamin shrugged. “Because you shared something personal with me back when we were atop the U.S. Capitol Building. It seems only fair. And, I know you asked me if I ever killed anyone because you’re thinking about killing Millennium when we find him. No, don’t deny it. I see it in your eyes every time his or Madeline’s name comes up. We are Heroes. Heroes aren’t supposed to kill.”

      “What’s with this ‘we’ part of ‘We are Heroes,’ Kemosabe?” I often made light of things when I was uncomfortable. I could not deny the truth of what Benjamin said. I spent a lot of time daydreaming what I would do to Millennium if we ever found him. When we find him, I told myself firmly. The power of positive thinking. “I’m not a licensed Hero. I’m just a vigilante in a costume. Remember?”

      Benjamin winced. “Are you ever going to forget I said that?”

      “Forgiving and forgetting is not one of my strengths.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.” He smiled, and his dimples flashed for a moment. Then he sobered again. “I was wrong to say you’re just a vigilante. Though you’re not a licensed Hero or even a Metahuman, you’ve amply proven you’re a superhero in all the ways that count.”

      This time I knew the warm glow I felt was not heartburn. “Thanks. I appreciate you saying that. It means a lot coming from you. I have a lot of respect for you.”

      Benjamin shifted, bringing his face closer to mine. I thought, for one heart-fluttering moment, that he was going to kiss me. I was going to let him.

      “Then believe me when I say to not make the mistake I did,” Benjamin said instead. “Even a fool can learn from his own mistakes; a wise person learns from the mistakes of others. Killing Gabriel haunts me to this day. I often can’t sleep nights thinking about him. Killing Gabriel did not really kill him. He’s been living rent-free in my head all these years.”

      Benjamin shook his head ruefully. He looked at me with a strange intensity. “We have to be better than the killers of the world. If we do what they do, we’re no better than them.”

      “Who are you trying to convince?” I asked. “Me? Or yourself?”

      Benjamin shifted in the driver’s seat again, away from me. He raised his binoculars. He studied a woman who had stepped out of the back of the funeral home. Thanks to my Gifted eyesight, I saw why Benjamin’s gaze lingered. Men! Sure, the woman had a nice figure. But did she have the kissable, greasy, french fried lips I had? Benjamin was missing out.

      “Both,” Benjamin finally said.
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      Late the next night, I was alone in the car, bored out of my mind, watching Barrett Funeral Home and rethinking my life choices, when something finally happened.

      A Barrett van drove into the back parking lot, then backed up to the employee’s entrance. It was the same van that had left a few hours ago. The two dark elves with bobbed ears I had seen before got out. They seemed to look around furtively, but maybe that was my imagination.

      They opened the back of the van and pulled out a gurney with a covered mass on it. Another body.

      As I had done every time a body came into or left the funeral home, I opened my Third Eye and checked it out.

      It was no dead body this time. The swirling colors of the mass under the sheet were unmistakable. The man under that sheet was as alive as I was.

      Why would someone alive be taken into a funeral home on a gurney? With what we suspected about the funeral home, the conclusion was inevitable:

      They were bringing him inside to remove one or more of his organs.

      The men in coveralls pushed the gurney inside the funeral home through double doors. It was one thing if the guy under the sheet voluntarily sold his organs. Yeah it was illegal, but maybe that was what this guy had signed up for.

      If the guy was not giving up one or more of his organs voluntarily, if he was a kidnap victim like we thought Marshall Bellows had been, that was an entirely different kettle of fish. There was no way I was going to let some poor guy have his organs ripped out of him and then have him dumped somewhere like a gutted fish.

      I picked up a Guild walkie-talkie and called Benjamin. He had just left the car a little while ago and probably had not made it to the hotel yet. I told him what I had seen.

      “I’m on my way,” he said. “Wait for me. I’ll be back shortly.”

      “There’s no time,” I said. The image of the still-living person on the gurney burned in my mind. “I’m going in. Meet me inside.”

      “But—” I shut the radio off before Ghost finished his thought. I put the Grimoire suit on with a mental command, grabbed Puck from the back, and hastily cast the spell to bind him to me. I rushed to explain the situation to him.

      “We should wait for Ghost,” Puck said. “He leaves, we’re all alone, and then all of a sudden this happens. It’s mighty fishy. It could be a trap.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? We’ll just have to take that chance. I’m not going to let someone else get hurt or killed because of me. Every second might count. Now hush. I’m busy.”

      A portal spell took me from the car to right outside the door the gurney had been pushed into. A security camera was mounted above the door, covering the area where I stood. I had already known the camera was here, Benjamin and I having previously spotted it during our stakeout. I ignored the camera. My intent was speed, not stealth.

      The metal double doors were locked. A keycard panel granted access. The doors looked solid. I could try forcing them open, but there was no need: a thin vertical window was built into one of the doors, allowing me to see the antiseptic-looking corridor in the back of the funeral home. If I could see a place, I could open a portal to it.

      I cast the spell and stepped from outside the door to inside the funeral home.

      The instant I did, a jolt of energy ran through me, reminiscent of a strong electric current. Whatever it was made my entire body feel like it was on fire. I cried out from pain and startle.

      The last thing I saw was the funeral home’s tile floor rushing up to greet me.
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      “Look at these readings, Orvist!” the dark elf said. He waved a wand over my bound and limp body. He peered at numbers and symbols the wand projected over itself. “Her magical capacity is off the charts! The master was right about this one.”

      “When is he not?” his companion Orvist said. “Come on Vulas, let’s get this bitch to him so he can examine her himself. He’ll want to confirm our readings before we fetch Dr. Pennington.”

      Dark elves—the same ones I had seen carting a live body into Barrett Funeral Home—wheeled me out of the room they had been examining me in and down a narrow corridor. They thought I was still unconscious. I wasn’t, of course, as I had awakened several minutes ago from whatever force had zapped me. The elves were right: I had unusually strong magic, and recovered from jolts to my system far faster than most Gifteds. Keeping my eyes closed, I monitored what was going on around me with my Third Eye. The Mask of Inscrutability was off as it receded whenever I lost consciousness, something I had discovered with my fight with the Snallygaster. The rest of the Grimoire costume was still on me, however, as was Puck.

      I don’t like this, Puck said as the elves brought us into a room that had in it what looked like a walk-in meat freezer. You should get up, pop these guys in the jaw, and call it a day.

      Ignoring Puck’s advice and unable to respond to him without alerting the elves, I continued to play possum. Not that getting up as Puck advised would be easy, anyway. I was strapped down to the gurney the elves wheeled me in. Worse than that, my gauntleted hands were individually strapped to the gurney, making casting a spell difficult.

      Difficult, but not impossible. I already had some thoughts on the matter. I would see how all this played out before making my move.

      The elves opened the freezer. It was hard to not wince at the sight that confronted my Third Eye. Instead of there being bodies inside the freezer, inside was a mass of magical energy that hurt to look at. The swirling, silver vortex reminded me of the funnel water forms when you have a sink full of the liquid and then pull the stopper out.

      Whoa! I’ve never seen anything like this before, Puck said. If I could speak, I would have said Ditto.

      I almost tried to free myself then and there at the sight of the magical vortex. The only thing that stopped me was the fact one of the elves grabbed the gurney by the foot of the wheeled stretcher, and entered the vortex before me as he dragged me behind him while his companion pushed. If the elves were willing to risk whatever strange magical energy the vortex represented, then I was too.

      Entering the magical vortex reminded me somewhat of traveling using the Guild’s matmitters. I itched all over my body, including inside it, as if I were pulled apart piece by piece and just as meticulously put back together again.

      The sensation ended quickly. With my eyes still closed, I looked around with my Third Eye.

      Puck whistled. He said in an awed voice, Toto, I've a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore.

      Puck was right. For as far as my Third Eye could see, there was no freezer, no funeral home, no parked cars outside, no street, no people . . . heck, everything I was used to was gone. In its place was a lush jungle. A series of large, interconnected glass domes provided shelter from that wilderness. The two elves and I were in one of those glass domes.

      The magical vortex was still here, but now it resided inside a huge wooden cabinet. This dome was full of wooden tables and benches groaning with books, chemicals, potions, plants, and caged small animals. It reminded me of the sorceress’ workshop Agatha kept hidden in her condo, only on a much grander scale.

      It was hard to keep my Third Eye open because there was so much magic and potential magic in this place. The colorful visual stimuli were overwhelming.

      “Let’s pour some immobilizer around the witch’s hands before she wakes up,” Vulas said. “Better safe than sorry.”

      Immobilizer? That didn’t sound good. If I was going to make a move, it needed to be now.

      I closed my Third Eye. I opened my biological eyes, startling the elves who were both still near the gurney. I made the Grimoire gauntlet recede into my flesh, leaving my hand bare. The thick gauntlet’s disappearance left just enough play in the bond securing my hand to perform the simple Wave I had mastered when I was a kid. I gathered my Will and said the Word: “Ignis.”

      A stream of spellfire shot from my finger and hit Vulas flush in his face. He shrieked, his head suddenly ablaze. Fire blazed around the same arm that conjured the spellfire. I gave it a hard jerk, and my arm ripped free of the restraints.

      Cursing, Orvist lunged for me, trying to pin down my free arm. I smashed him against the side of his head with a closed fist, sending him reeling.

      While the elves were temporarily out of commission, I burned and ripped my way free of the remaining restraints. I jumped off the gurney.

      My heart jumped into my throat when I realized I stood less than twenty feet from the helmeted sorcerer Millennium. He had appeared out of thin air.

      I recovered almost instantly. I had been mentally preparing for this moment since Maddy died.

      My hands did the Wave of the spell Puck and I had carefully prepared. Summoning my Will, I said the Word, bringing my hands together in front of me, pointing at Millennium.

      A glowing blue magic orb burst out of my hand. It rocketed toward Millennium like a heat-seeking missile. It would cause even more damage than a missile when it hit him.

      But it never did. Millennium Waved a single hand and whispered a Word. My magic orb winked out of existence before it came even close to touching him.

      “That is not going to work,” he said. His voice had a rustling quality to it, like dry twigs rubbing together. “Try again.”

      I did not know what bothered me more—the fact he had so easily negated the powerful spell Puck and I had so carefully formulated, or the fact he did not seem to view me as a real threat.

      Gritting my teeth, I tried again. This time I went with an old standby. A powerful stream of fire rushed out of me toward Millennium.

      But it did not hit him. Millennium made a small gesture, said a Word, and the stream split in two. The two streams went around his body, joined together behind him, and thereby formed a fiery circle around him. As hard as I tried to make the fire engulf Millennium, it simply would not. Getting the spellfire to obey my Will felt impossible, like trying to row a canoe up Niagara Falls.

      Millennium snapped a finger. Just like that, my fire dissipated. I was panting, already tired.

      “Now it’s my turn,” Millennium said. With a casual Wave of his gloved hand, I was swept off my feet, like an invisible giant had grabbed me by the neck and picked me up.

      A wooden table behind me was magically whisked clean. It turned upright, and I slammed into it. I stuck to the table like a bug smeared on the windshield of a speeding car. I could not move a muscle, much less cast a spell or grab something from the Pouch of Infinity.

      Millennium’s boots clicked on the wood floor as he stepped toward me. He looked just as he did in the footage I had watched with Ghost. He wore gloves, cavalier boots, a floor-length cape, and a belt, all brown. The brown matched the brown of his flat helmet. His tunic and leggings were a rich blue.

      Millennium looked up at me as I stuck to the long table, still unable to move. I could not see eyes through the two slits in his metal helmet, only pitch blackness.

      “Aren’t you a feisty young thing,” he said. To say I was struggling to free myself would be putting things far too strongly—I still could not move a muscle.

      Sage, I’ve got an idea, Puck said urgently. Try—

      Millennium spoke a few words in Latin and Waved his hand. It felt like my mind was being ripped apart. Puck ripped off my body, and he flew into Millennium’s outstretched hand.

      I was beyond shocked. I did not know it was even possible for Puck to be taken away from me when he was bonded with me unless I so Willed it.

      “Naughty, naughty,” Millennium said, looking at the cloak in his hands. “The vaunted Cloak of Wisdom. Its wisdom is questionable. Its boorishness is indisputable. Didn’t anyone ever teach you it’s rude to talk behind someone’s back?”

      Millennium dropped Puck on the floor like he was so much trash. Millennium stepped on him as he got closer to me.

      “I’m sure you have questions,” Millennium said, looking up at me. Though he was a slender man, he seemed much bigger than he was. Power radiated from him like it was a tangible force. “I have answers. So ask. Oh, I almost forgot.” Millennium gestured and, abruptly, my mouth worked again. I couldn’t move otherwise, but at least I could speak.

      My mind was awhirl. “Where are we?” I demanded.

      “Lindsey, Mississippi, of course.” There was amusement in Millennium’s voice. “Well, Lindsey, Mississippi as it existed over 15,000 years ago. My minions brought you here via my temporal vortex.”

      “You’ve been here this whole time? Since your confrontation with Omega?”

      “Here, there, a little bit of everywhere. No one is more aware than I that I am a wanted man. I have been careful to stay where my enemies cannot reach me.”

      “And why am I here?” It was obvious the dark elves had lured me into the funeral home building.

      “I should think that would be obvious,” Millennium said. “I need your hands.”

      Dread clawed at me. “My hands?”

      “Your hands.” Millennium pulled off his gloves. Scars looking like something Frankenstein’s monster would sport were around each hand, below the wrist. The flesh of the hands above the scars was brown, a clear mismatch from the fish-belly white skin below the scars.

      “I’ve been in the market for an upgrade from these for quite some time now,” Millennium rasped in his odd voice. “When the Hero Omega cut my hands off, I of course needed replacements to continue to perform magic. I acquired these hands from the proprietors of Barrett Funeral Home, who run an organ acquisition operation for select clientele. I provide their operation with certain magical protections in exchange for them staying on the lookout for more suitable hands than the ones I have. Your defeat of my mind wyvern piqued my curiosity about you. Your ready defeat of the undead automata I created as a trap for those who might investigate Barrett’s activities was when I realized you are what I have long looked for. Or more to the point, you have what I have been looking for.”

      Millennium turned his brown hands in front of his face, as if examining a broken piece of equipment. “The sorcerer Barrett got these from was a capable Bolivian sorcerer, but no world-beater. Using his hands limits me.” He lowered his hands. He ran a thin brown finger up one of my hands. “Yours, however, will make for quite the upgrade. Your magical potential is quite impressive.”

      He suddenly stopped caressing my hand. “You have no idea what you are, do you?” His voice held surprise.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes,” Millennium said slowly. “I can see you tell the truth. No matter. Your ignorance is of no import. Once we remove your hands, we’ll be forced to kill you anyway. Dead women tell no tales, as the cliché goes. A shame. It would have been interesting to watch your development.”

      I didn’t understand most of what he said. However, the part about cutting off my hands and killing me I understood all too well. “You’re a monster! A killer! You’re supposed to be a Hero!”

      Millennium levitated off the floor. He got right up in my face, getting so close his helmet pressed against my nose. I looked into pools of blackness behind his helmet.

      “Don’t you see, child? I am a Hero. My heroism guides my every action. It’s the greater good I’m concerned about. Not my own welfare. A crisis looms for humanity the likes of which the world has never seen before. Who is to protect it? Omega? Pah! He’s but a callow youth. Perhaps given another decade he would be ready to stand against the darkness the world faces. But the world cannot wait a decade. The crisis is almost upon us! The world needs a sorcerer of my caliber to protect it. Without someone like me ready, willing and able to do what needs to be done, all will surely be lost.

      Millennium moved his head back. “And you will play a key role in the world’s protection. With your hands, my magical abilities will be almost as potent as they were when I possessed my original hands. I will be ready to confront the great crisis.

      “I have summoned my surgeon. The surgery begins tomorrow morning.” Millennium caressed my cheek. “Don’t be upset. Comfort yourself with the knowledge your sacrifice might literally save the world. After all, the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one. What is one sorceress’ life when the world is at stake?”

      Millennium dropped back to the floor. He turned his back, and began walking away. My mind groped for something, anything, to get me out of this mess and stop this murdering madman.

      “Wait!” I called out to him. “Won’t you grant a condemned woman’s dying wish? If you are the Hero you say you are, surely you will grant me a simple request.”

      Millennium paused, then turned around.

      “What is your request?”

      “My paternal grandfather was a druid. Since love of nature runs in my veins, I’d like to spend my last night on earth outside. Amongst nature. Where I can see the stars.”

      Millennium came close again and stared at me. He Waved his hand over my face. Then he nodded. “I see you speak the truth about being descended from a druid. Very well. I will grant you this wish. As you can see, I’m a reasonable man. I’m no monster.”

      Millennium had his minions cart me to the darkness outside. I was surrounded by trees and rustling bushes. The elves told me Millennium had cast a spell to protect me from molestation by animals, but that they wished he had not. Then they left me alone in the wilderness.

      I lay there under the night sky, immobilized on the table like an insect in an entomologist’s collection. In this prehistoric time, there was no light pollution or other pollution from human civilization, so nothing obscured the sky. It looked like something you would only see in an observatory. Stars sparkled like jewels everywhere.

      I picked a star and made a pixie wish.
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      Dr. Pennington sliced Millennium’s hands off. The brown, slender hands plopped into the awaiting container like dead fish. Yellow-green blood went spurting, but not very much. The Gifted doctor had cast a spell to prevent Millennium from bleeding overly much.

      I was next. Dr. Pennington would remove my hands, then graft them onto Millennium’s stumps. Dr. Pennington—a portly, bespectacled man with a shock of unruly black hair—had explained that to me earlier, like I was a valued patient instead of a victim of these fiends.

      The pixies had not made an appearance. Not that I expected them to. When nothing happened last night after I spoke my pixie wish as they had instructed, I had lost all hope. I had not slept a wink. I had spent the time under the stars alternating between cursing the ditzy pixies and racking my brain for a way out of this bind.

      The pixie wish had been a Hail Mary, anyway. Did I really expect flighty little creatures like pixies to be able to do things like travel back in time to help me? The answer was a resounding no. But I was and had been desperate. I simply did not have another card to play.

      The enchanted saw glinted in Dr. Pennington’s hands as he turned away from Millennium and toward me. I would have cried if my tear ducts were working. Millennium had completely frozen my body again for this surgery and had forced the Grimoire suit off me.

      I had failed again. Failure was, I now realized, the story of my life. And now, failure was my life’s bookend.

      I saw a spark above me. At first I thought it was my imagination. Then there were several more.

      It was pixies. They were popping up high above us, appearing out of nowhere.

      En masse, they all swooped down with a spray of glittering pixie dust. They began tugging on Millennium’s helmet. Millennium sat upright but was strapped down, and could hardly move. The pixies’ faces were more serious than I had ever seen them before. Their demeanor was so different, it was like they were entirely different creatures.

      Millennium’s two dark elf minions swung into action, trying to swat the pixies away from Millennium. Some of the hurt pixies fell to the ground and lay still. Then, a small contingent of the fairies stopped tugging on Millennium’s helmet. They raised their tiny hands and shot sparkling pixie dust out of them at the elves. The elves slumped to the ground, unconscious.

      The doctor backed away from the pixies, clearly out of his element, not sure what to do.

      Millennium began screaming.

      “No!” he cried. The more the pixies tugged on his helmet, the more he cried and thrashed in his bonds. Pixies shot pixie dust directly at the helmet they tugged on. It seemed to help them ease the enchanted helmet off the sorcerer.

      Finally, with a blinding flash of light, the helmet flew off. Pixies went scattering.

      When my eyes cleared, I saw Hiram Milton’s face again instead of Millennium’s brown helmet. As I stared at the former Hero, he aged before my very eyes. His body withered like a plum turning into a prune.

      In seconds, Hiram was a dried-up husk of a man. He seemed more dead than alive, like someone had strapped a corpse into a chair.

      His brown eyes did not match his withered body, though. The eyes darted and rolled like those of a frightened horse looking to escape a burning barn. His eyes were still very much active, very much alive, and very much aware of the fact Hiram would live the rest of his thousand year lifespan trapped in a corpse-like body.

      As Dr. Pennington cowered in the corner, the pixies fluttered overhead. They shook their pretty little heads, as if awakening from a trance.

      Silly expressions were back on the pixies’ beautiful faces again. They looked down at Millennium’s desiccated body. They cried out in unison.

      “Ewww! Gross!” they said.
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      I stepped out of the Uber, shouldered my bag, and surveyed the house. It was a tasteful two-story Tudor on a small plot of land in Fairfax, Virginia, a wealthy area about two hours’ drive outside of Washington, D.C. The lawn was green and immaculate, as if someone had gotten on his hands and knees and carefully trimmed each blade of grass with scissors.

      I smiled at the well-maintained property. It fit him like a glove.

      I rang the doorbell. The door opened on the second ring.

      “Sage, what a pleasant surprise,” Benjamin said. His forehead creased. “How do you know where I live?” All he had on was a tight t-shirt and gray athletic shorts. His hair was mussy and he had a five o’clock shadow. I saw the striations of his muscles every time he moved.

      He looked good enough to eat.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” I said, “but I happen to be good friends with the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. He taught me a few things.”

      He grinned down at me. He had a half-drank beer in his hand. “I’m glad to see you were paying attention.” He glanced at my bag. “What’s that?”

      “This,” I said, holding his gaze, gauging his reaction, “is my overnight bag.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Oh,” he said again an instant later as the import of the bag sank in. Men!

      “After all we’ve been through, I could really use one of those beers. Are you going to invite me in, or am I going to just stand out here and slowly die of embarrassment?”

      He invited me in.

      I never did get that beer.
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      A long while later, after Benjamin exceeded high expectations several times, we fell asleep in his bed.

      Sometime after midnight, I awoke when Benjamin creeped out of bed. A few minutes later I heard him pacing the hardwood floor downstairs.

      I stared up at the dark ceiling for a while. I thought about Benjamin, Aunt Maddy, and Millennium. Millennium was imprisoned in MetaHold. Not that he really needed to be kept in that federal prison. His body itself was a prison thanks to me. It would be for the next several centuries until he died.

      I had told Benjamin Millennium’s helmet had accidentally come off during a fight between the two of us. I didn’t tell him I had wished for the pixies to remove Millennium’s helmet. I did not think he would approve of me deliberately doing what I had done to Millennium. I could have wished for the pixies to neutralize Millennium in some other way. What I had done to Millennium was worse than killing him. I did not want to risk Benjamin thinking less of me. What he thought of me was more important to me than I ever would have thought possible before we began the hunt for Millennium.

      According to the pixies, they had waited so long to take Millennium’s helmet off because they had to wait until Millennium’s grafted hands were neutralized. Not even they, they said, could remove Millennium’s helmet while he was still capable of casting spells.

      It had taken a very long time to get that answer out of them, and longer still to talk them through freeing me from my bonds. They might have been powerful Elementals who pre-dated the Big Bang, but it was mighty hard to pin them down when they were not bound by the dictates of a pixie wish.

      I did not think Benjamin really bought the story I sold him. The world’s most powerful sorcerer’s helmet accidently came off in a fight with a half-trained sorceress like me? I mean, c’mon. You could drive a semi-truck through the holes in that story. Benjamin had not pressed me on it, though. Even though he was a Hero, he was still Javert. He had finally gotten his man. And maybe, in the end, that’s all that mattered.

      I listened to Benjamin pace for a while. Maybe he couldn’t sleep because he was thinking about Millennium. Maybe what happened to Millennium brought back memories of Gary Gabriel, the Meta Benjamin killed.

      I was not going to get out of bed and join Benjamin. This was the first time I had felt good since Aunt Maddy’s death.

      I rolled over and snuggled up against Benjamin’s pillow. It smelled like him.

      I went back to sleep and slept like a baby.
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      Thank you so much for reading these books. I hope you enjoyed reading about Sage as much as I enjoyed writing about her. I lived in the Washington, D.C. area for over a decade, and it was fun exploring my old stomping grounds again.

      When I started writing the first book, I only knew the three main characters (Sage, Puck, and Daniel), how I wanted the book to begin, and how I wanted it to end. Everything in between was as much of a surprise to me as it was to you. I started each morning in front of my computer with only a vague idea of what would happen next. It’s both an invigorating and terrifying way to write. I wrote a murder mystery novel the same way once. As I told a friend when I was about three-fourths of the way through, the lead detective had no idea who the murderer was. The problem was, I didn’t either.

      As you know if you follow me on social media, I’m a full-time writer. This would be no surprise to my ninth grade English teacher, who told me way back then I should write for a living. She even invited a professional author friend of hers to school to talk to me about being a writer. Thanks Mrs. Driscoll! But, before I followed Mrs. Driscoll’s sage advice, I tried out several other careers first. I’ve been a newspaper reporter, a lawyer, and a small business owner, among other occupations. I even considered running for public office before I came to my senses. If this writing gig doesn’t work out, maybe I’ll take a page out of Sage’s book and try stripping next.

      I mostly write superhero novels. Sorceress Super Hero got its start when I had the itch to write urban fantasy. Since I already have two superhero series set in the same fictional universe, namely the Omega Superhero Series and the Superhero Detective Series (the links for which can be found in the following section), I thought it would be fun to add magic to the mix in that universe. Some of the superhero characters referred to in the Sorceress Super Hero series make an appearance in those other two series. The superhero Omega, for example, is the main character in the Omega Superhero Series. The Hero Myth who Sage spotted on the space station Ghost took her to is also a featured character in that series. And, Ghost makes an appearance in both series, but especially in the last two books of the Superhero Detective Series.

      I’ve included excerpts from both superhero series after the links to my other books. Be sure to check those other books out if you’re jonesing for some superhero action.

      I plan to write at least one more book about Sage and Company. If you want to read more than just one additional book, there are a bunch of ways you can help persuade me to write more books about Sage:

      First, you can tell your friends about this series and urge them to read it. Heck, tell your enemies and strangers on the street too.

      Second, you can leave a review on Amazon. Reviews are huge in helping other readers who share your tastes find books they’ll like.

      Third, you can join my email newsletter HERE. I track where my mailing list signups come from, so if a bunch of new people sign up for my mailing list through this series, I’ll know people like it. By signing up for my mailing list, 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.

      Fourth, you can follow me on social media and send me a message. I’m very active on Twitter (http://www.twitter.com/dariusbrasher), and moderately active on Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/dariusbrasher).

      Fifth, you can simply email me and let me know you want to see another Sage story. My email address is darius@dbrasher.com. I love hearing from readers. Unless of course you’re a Nigerian prince who only needs $10,000 from me to gain access to a million dollar fortune. In that case, don’t email me to tell me about this opportunity of a lifetime. I’ve already wired tens of thousands to Nigeria, and I expect the investment to pay off any day now. There’s no need for me to be greedy by going to the well again.

      Lastly, you can support me on Patreon in exchange for cool stuff only my patrons have access to for as little as $1 a month: http://www.patreon.com/dariusbrasher.

      Speaking of Patreon, I want to give a special thanks and shout-out to my patrons who support my work at the $5 level or higher per month: Marie Brant, Robert Britton, Marion Dillon, Tommy Hennessy, Andrew Jones, Flint L. Miller, Kathy Mills, Bill Mooney, Douglas Park, Jr., Arthur Raisfeld, and Bernadette Turner. Guys and gals, thanks for your support. You rock!

      Thanks again for reading. You could have spent your time in thousands of ways, and I really appreciate you having spent some of it with Sage.

      Please turn the page for links to my other books and for excerpts from a couple of them.
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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 were 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 blond, 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, gray 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 backward 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.

      “Let 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 me and flinging them against the wall. Donovan I would shove backward 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 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 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!
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      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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