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PROLOGUE
“I’ll have … the whole grain pancakes with … blueberries, walnuts, and whip cream.”
The waitress looks at me, pen not doing a damn thing on that notepad. “I’ve never seen a girl with arms that cut before,” she says. “You workout?”
I hand the menu back to her. 
“Where at?”
“Can I just get some more coffee?”
She pops her gum. “Sure.”
She walks away, turning sideways to pass another waitress in the narrow diner. I sip the last bit of my coffee and ignore the accusing look from the cook. The other nine tables are full of people—I’m the only person taking one all by my lonesome. Not my fault that Frankenstein Pancakes never moved into a larger building on North Shore. And it’s not my fault their whole grain blueberry walnut pancakes are so damn good.
The door to the front of the diner opens, dinging the bell above it. In walks a guy wearing blue jeans and a black Marmot jacket, lightly dusted with snow. His brown eyes scan the room until they lock with mine. After taking a while to weave his two hundred and twenty pounds of muscle between the tables and people, he sits on the other side of my booth with a huff. 
I shift in my seat, feeling the plane ticket to Paris in my back pocket. Goddamn it—I just had to stop for pancakes first … 
Seeing somebody else at my table, the cook gives a small nod, satisfied that all is now right with the world that is his diner. He returns his attention to the griddle, oblivious that his restaurant may be completely destroyed in the next five minutes. 
“Hey, Ember,” the guy at my booth says.
“How did you find me, Tommy?”
Tommy takes off his toboggan, turning up short tufts of blond hair. “So that’s how it’s gonna be?”
I thumb the rim of my mug, waiting.
“Your eyes are flaming, Ember.”
“They do that when people upset me.”
“Or you’re just too emotional. Like always.”
“… Are you going to answer my question?” I barely keep a trembling anger out of my voice.
 “How do you think we found you? Magick. Do you have any idea how bad this—”
“Can I get you anything?” the waitress asks, stepping between us to pour coffee into my mug. I barely get my thumb moved out of the way. Bitch.
“I’ll have … what she’s having.”
She pops her gum again and walks away. 
He leans forward. “We haven’t heard from you. In forever. And it’s not for lack of trying.”
“I’ve been busy.” 
“Not busy enough.”
“Let me worry about that.” 
“Ember, when a Ward hangs on to Magick for as long as you have, everybody worries.”
“I’ve told you. I’ve told Mystick: I’ll hand it over when I find the right person.”
“And how will you know when you’ve found the right person?”
I shrug. “My gut will tell me.”
He crosses his arms. I swear they’re thick as trees. “And how long will that take? A day? A week? Another nine months? Eldritch trusted you—before he died. Trusted you with the responsibility to—”
“That’s right: trusted me. Not you. And especially not that tart Mystick.”
Tommy’s eyes get dangerous. “She’s not a tart.”
 “Well she looks like one.”
He points at my hair, dyed just a shade lighter than the red on a stop sign. “You’re one to talk.”
I rub my eyes, hoping they’ve returned to normal. “Look—I haven’t changed my mind since the last time we talked about this. Nothing is different.”
“Oh, it’s different.” He looks out to the snow covered parking lot.
I lean back in my chair. “Mystick is here, isn’t she? Listening to us.” 
Tommy lowers his voice to a whisper. “This power needs to be accounted for. Things are serious right now. With Macabre and … Jesus Christ—you did hear what happened to Liberty, right?”
“Liberty finally got what was coming to him. Guy was a nut sack. And I’m sure Galaxy isn’t as bad as everyone says.”
“Your gut tell you that?”
I sigh and look out the window, wondering how close Mystick is. “Does the Liberty thing even matter? It was months ago. Mystick should have things well in hand by now.”
“She has a lot on her plate.”
“So do I.”
“Ember—”
I look back at him. “Stop ‘Ember’-ing me. I don’t want this. I never asked for this.”
“Fate chose you,” he says, more to himself than to me.
“Fate can go eff itself.”
“Are you—”
The waitress sets a mug in front of Tommy and fills it with coffee. “Cream or sugar?”
“No, black is fine.”
The waitress looks at me. “What about you, hon? You doing okay?” She walks away before I can say anything.
“I see the waitress has gotten to know you. When are you going to learn? Treat somebody like shit, they’re going to treat you like shit too.” 
“I’d rather have somebody hate me for what I am than like me for what I’m not.”
Tommy shakes his head, as if I’ve answered an unspoken question. “You’re not coming, are you?”
“What do you think?”
“I think you should do what she asks—for once.” He pulls a twelve inch wooden rod out of his jacket and sets it on the table. The blackened wood covers most of the hieroglyphs. I recognize the item but not the language.
“Seriously? You want to use a capture stick on me?”
“No, I want you to walk outside and get in the car with me. But you’re not giving me a choice.”
“There is always a choice, Tommy. You don’t have to do this. You don’t have to do what she tells you.”
“I owe Mystick everything. I was a nobody until I became a Ward. Now, I can make a difference. I can help people.”
“Help her you mean.”
“Same thing.”
“Is it? Do you ever wonder why she has you do the things you do? What kind of people you’re helping? What kind of people you’re hurting? She and the other Sayers may be doing the good work or not. They never tell us anything. The person that gets this Magick is going to be somebody different. Somebody who questions things. Somebody—”
“Somebody like you.” 
His grip tightens on the stick. I look from it to him, daring him with my eyes …
Two heavy plates slide onto our table. “Alright, two blueberry walnut pancakes with whip cream,” the waitress says. Four blueberries escape a heap of whip cream and slide down the golden stack, leaving a trail of purple syrup. I’m not ashamed to say I almost lick my lips. “Can I get you two anything—” 
Tommy slams my head into the plate, breaking it in two.
The world blurs. I elbow out of the booth and onto the floor, feet still in the chair. I shake my head —flicking away blueberries from my hair. A few highlighted strands fall in my eyes. The waitress screams and falls into the booth behind me.
Tommy slides the capture stick off the table, points it at me, and mouths something in some language, long dead. The tip glows yellow …
 The danger of the Magicks in that thing snaps me lucid. I kick Tommy’s wrist, throwing his aim to the ceiling.
The yellow blast envelops a florescent light. Reality churns for a brief moment before the light and a good portion of the roof swirl into the stick. Mystickal ash falls around us, glowing yellow.
People in the restaurant don’t say, don’t do, anything but stare at us with wide eyes and open mouths.
Idiots.
Tommy grabs the table to pull himself out of the booth. I kick his knee, sending him to the ground with a scream. A twist and spring from the floor has me on his back, forearms on either side of his neck—and squeezing. He grabs for my feet—I walk them up the wall behind us, putting all of my hundred forty five pounds of pressure on him. My right boot slides down the window, desperately trying to keep me perched. He grunts.
Come on, Tommy, don’t make me take this to the next level—pass out, pass out, pass out …
Tommy lets out a gargled scream and twists, jabbing his elbow so deep in my stomach I swear it touches my backbone.
An instant dry heave slides me to the table, bouncing me back to the floor. A burning pain in my cheek, gut, and the urge to puke makes getting up—makes even thinking about getting up—ridiculous. All I manage to do is roll over a little. Tommy grabs the collar of my black turtleneck and slides me to him on my hip, jeans trailing through the blueberry syrup and whip cream covered tile.
Tommy coughs out some more of that dead language, while rubbing the purpling area on his throat. He leans back and raises the stick … 
I scream and throw all of my weight into him. We shatter through the diner’s glass door and hit the ground hard—sliding on three feet of glass and snow covered gravel. 
I lay there, on top of him, for several moments. Too dazed, too hurt to do much else. My eyes flutter open—the capture stick lays three feet to my right, upended in the snow. 
I roll off him, get to my hands and knees, and frantically crawl to the stick. I reach out—almost touching the edge of the stick with my middle finger. Tommy drives his elbow into my ribs, balling me up with a grunt. He climbs over me, hand almost on the stick …
And with a burst of Magickal energy, a katana hums to life in my hand. Its burning colors shifting from yellow to orange, inches from Tommy’s adam’s apple. 
He freezes, hand inches away from the thing that will send me back to Mystick, harmless as a kitten. He looks from the katana to my eyes. Eyes that are burning the same color as the blade. “So it’s come to this?” he says.
“You brought us here.”
“But I never would have used my weapons against you.”
“No, you’ll just use hers. Walk away.”
“And what? Just let you keep Eldritch’s powers forever? You know I can’t do that.”
I shake my head. “I’m not—what good would it do, Tommy? I can’t use it.”
He tenses. “With Magick, anything is possible. I’m going to reach for the capture stick, Ember,” he says, leaning closer to it. 
“Tommy …”
“The only way you can stop me … is to kill me.” 
He reaches for the stick—a breath I didn’t realize I was holding escapes my lips as I accept that I’m about to end Tommy’s life …
The small area of ground between us explodes. 
Nearly blinded by the raining chunks of gravel, snow, and ice, I raise my sword and back peddle. Tommy rolls toward the stick, too far away for me to reach him. A body black as night and filled with stars stands to my right, pointing a glowing blue fist at the smoking crater between me and Tommy.
“Care for a second opinion?” Galaxy says.
 



CHAPTER ONE
Snow is so freaking cool.
And I’m not talking about the Superhero named Snow (but he’s actually pretty cool too). No, I’m talking about snow-snow. Like the stuff people sing about at Christmas. Like the stuff Mom used to make snow cream out of. Like the stuff whitening everything in the city of Prose.
It snowed four inches last night—unusual for Prose even in winter. And downright impossible in March … yet here it is: Clumps falling off the Michael Booth Bridge, only to slowly be replaced by more; every boring rooftop—angled or flat—covered with a cheery, white blanket of awesome; kids building leaning snowmen in front of their apartment buildings. No school. No worries. No Supervillains. The city looks like the coolest snow globe ever. Nothing can ruin this day. 
Gabe, it’s 10:00 AM. How much longer are we going to be out here, galavanting?
Except for the smartass alien I’m bonded to.
“I don’t have to be at work until twelve, M. So for another hour, or until I don’t want to anymore—whichever happens first.”
But there are other things which require our attention. 
I lower my altitude and fly slightly above the streets of Prose, weaving between The Café Show and Hunter Museum. “Casa will find a way to get us to Maul’s coordinates.”
And why do you think that?
“Uh, because he said he would?”
It’s sadly ironic that you completely trust one of the most distrustful humans I’ve ever met.
“You’re disembodied. You don’t ‘meet’ anybody.” I fly up beside the Hair of the Dog Pub and bank toward the river.
Be that as it may, you’re placing an unfathomable amount of faith in him.
We should, at the very least, be exploring more options in the meantime.
“The science stuff is your department, dude. It’s not like we could just fly there.”
Actually, we could. The journey would only require eight days. But transit time isn’t the concern. Earth’s atmosphere prevents The Council—
“From finding us—I know, I know. We just keep going in circles with this, M—all we can do is wait and see what Casa comes up with.”
You say that now. But Earth’s World War II doesn’t compare to Draxis IX’s World End War. Your nuclear weapons are but bee-bee guns compared to the temporal bombs of Caritha. And Earth’s Superheroes would be helpless infants if the Augmented Pirates of the Rakon Nebula ever showed an interest in its resources. 
“I’m sure there is a point in here somewhere, so …”
The point, Gabriel, is that the universe is a dangerous place. Far more dangerous than your limited experience would have you believe. If Deathbot’s information is accurate, and this Tibus Maul individual wants us captured or killed, we’d best find out the details pretty darn fast. Otherwise—
I stop to a hover above a chunk of ice on the river bank. M is obsessed with the sound of his own voice. It’s crazy unusual for him to stop mid-sentence. “M?”
… I’m detecting an odd energy signature emanating from North Shore.
I look at the other side of the river. Most of the shops and restaurants of North Shore are closed because of the weather, giving it a weird sense of calm. “What is it?”
If I knew what it was, I wouldn’t have merely used the word ‘odd,’ would I?
I fly north over the river. “Okay, first: shut up. Second: show me where it is.”
Why? Whatever this is has nothing to do with us.
“You do know the meaning of ‘Superhero,’ right?”
…. Fine. M shows me the location of the radiation by adjusting my vision, turning a section of North Shore blue. I fly toward it—passing over businesses, condos and houses—until I round a hill leading to the parking lot of Frankenstein Pancakes. 
Trails of red splatter on the snow lead away from the diner’s busted front door to a big guy doing all he can to kill a girl with punk red hair. By the time I land, she has a sword close to his throat that hums and glows reddish orange. 
I’m detecting spectacular amounts of that energy from the both of them.
“I’m going to reach for the capture stick, Ember,” the big guy says. He leans towards a stick half buried in the snow.
“Tommy …”
“The only way you can stop me … is to kill me.” 
Tommy makes a move for the stick—Ember raises the sword …
When my blue Grav Blast blows away a good chunk of the ground between them.
“Care for a second opinion?” I say, another Grav Blast glowing and ready around my fist.
Ember faces me. I recognize her instantly: She is that Gina Carano-looking chick that almost killed me over an Indian Tattoos book in Rock Creek Bookstore months ago. Her irises glow the same weird way her sword does. 
“Why are you here?” she says like we’ve known each other for years. She turns her fiery eyes on Tommy, who now can’t seem to decide if he wants to point that stick at me or Ember.
“Uh, being a Superhero?” I say. 
“Well, go be one somewhere else.” she says.
Tommy points the stick at her and mumbles something. The tip glows yellow.
I’m detecting even higher amounts of the same energy coming from that device. 
Ember steps toward Tommy. Tommy’s mumbling turns into yelling and the glowing intensifies.
Whatever you do …
I step between them.
… don’t step between them. By The Void, Gabe.
 I raise my hands, one palm facing each of them. “Okay, look, guys, how about we just stop trying to kill each other for a hot second, huh? I’m sure that whatever—”
“Galaxy?” Tommy says. His eyes focus on me and his boots shuffle in the snow. He adjusts the angle the stick.
The glowing tip now points at me.
“Step away,” he says. “You’re getting involved in something that doesn’t concern you.”
“Does nobody know what ‘Superhero’ means?” I say.
“He’s right,” Ember says from my left swinging her sword. Is she closer? “Whatever you’ve done—whatever you’ve been though with that creep Liberty—”
“You know about Liberty being a creep?”
Then why didn’t YOU do something about it. Could have saved us the trouble. 
“—this is different.” She definitely steps closer. “This doesn’t involve hurting you or some … innocent civilian. The best thing you can do is just step away. Let me and him finish this.” 
He steps closer. 
“Well, guess what, guys: It’s not up to you who gets saved … it’s up to me.” I quickly look back and forth between them as a thought occurs to me. “So … who needs to be saved?”
Tommy yells something in that weird language, and a yellow ball of energy lances from the opening of the black staff. 
Ember—somehow realizing Tommy was going to shoot that thing before he actually did it—tackles me to the ground. The F150 parked behind us—scratch that … reality around the F150 parked behind us churns. The truck’s tires claw the gravel as it shrinks, distorts and then swirls into the stick with a yellow flash. Yellow sparkly-looking things feather to the impressions in the snow where the truck once sat. 
Apparently, we’re the ones that need to be saved.
I pull my face out of the snow. Ember rolls off me right before Tommy fires another shot. The yellow beam goes high and hits a black Escalade, sending it churning into the stick. Another sword hums to life in Ember’s hands. She screams and runs at Tommy, sword held high. 
A Grav Blast from my right hand beats her to him. 
The blue blast smacks Tommy into the driver’s side door of a Corolla, shattering the window. Ember stops her charge as he tumbles to the ground, unconscious.
She faces me and and tosses the sword behind her. It shimmers out of existence before hitting the ground. Her eyes return to a normal shade of blue. “Who needs saved again?”
“Apparently him, if you were about to kill him.”
She walks to the stick and pulls it out of the snow. “Would you rather it be you?”
“There is a different way to do things. As in the one were people don’t get killed. It’s what separates us from the—”
“Please don’t cliché me.”
I’m starting to like this female. 
Sirens wail in the distance. “Look, what you did with Liberty—what you’ve done to help other people, I can get behind that. But this isn’t cape stuff. This is Magick stuff.”
Or, at least, I was starting to like her.
“Which is something you’re not equipped to deal with,” she says.
“I’m cool with Magick. Way cool even.”
Don’t encourage the continued ignorance of your species, Gabe. 
“And my Grav Blast seemed to have taken him down pretty quickly, so …”
“And what were you going to do before that? Just take the blast from Tommy’s capture stick?”
“My force field would have handled it.”
“No, it wouldn’t have.” She tucks the stick under her arm. “Superpowers don’t mean jack against Magick.” 
Perhaps because it’s make believe?
She glances at the crowd leaving the diner—as in the one that will have a couple of people with missing vehicles—and walks toward an alley between two rows of houses. “The best thing you can do for yourself is to stay as far away from all things Magickal as you possibly can. Especially me. I don’t need to be rescued. Ever. And I don’t have the time to keep rescuing you.”
I fly up and land in the alley, in front of her. “Well, don’t think of it that way. You’re obviously in some sort of trouble. Let me help.”
Gabe, helping humans is one thing. But helping someone who adamantly refuses our assistance is preposterous. Just leave her be.
“Don’t need your help either,” she says.
Something booms above us, loud as a gunshot. I look up. “What in …”
It’s that Ms. Mystick person. She just stepped through some sort of portal on the roof of that building on the right.
“Crap—I need your help,” Ember says.
“Didn’t you JUST say—”
She lightly presses my chest with an open palm. An invisible force slams me into a row of garbage cans and everything goes black. 
 
***
GABE!
I jump up and immediately splash into garbage cans and snow. A plastic lid tumbles open, spilling cat litter across the back of my bare neck. 
Wait—bare neck?
I look at my hands: The silhouette and stars are gone. I’m just regular Gabe Garrison: complete with blue jeans, blue long sleeve crew neck, and a grey hoodie way too thin for Hoth-like weather. 
“M, what—”
Get down, Gabe!
Before even looking to see what’s what, I bury myself in a mound of freezing trash. Between the garbage cans and white heaps, I see a purple plume going back and forth at the mouth of the alley.
Silver Sentinel.
I haven’t seen him since we fought months ago. He’s probably upgraded his Andrium armor several times since then. But it’s still the same take on the same ridiculous theme: A medieval looking getup with laser cannons, boot jets, and a random series of blinking lights that do God knows what. And then there is the plume. That ridiculous, two foot tall purple plume on top of his helmet that he insists on having in every model of armor. 
He and Ms. Mystick are two of HEROES’ A-listers. If they’re both here, whatever Ember was up to is pretty freaking serious.
The top part of the plume bobs away from the mouth of the alley, back towards the murmuring crowd in the diner’s parking lot. It sounds like everybody that was in the diner is there, plus another thirty or so people, along with police. “M, what happened?” I whisper. 
After providing assistance which neither she nor I wanted you to give, the Ember female forced a ridiculously high dose of that mysterious energy into us. The procedure, and my attempted resistance to it, rendered you unconscious.
I wipe the litter slushy combo off the back of my neck. Not really having anywhere to dispose of the gray fluff, I settle for wiping it on more snow. “Transferred—is it keeping us from powering up?” 
Figure all that out by yourself? It’s dampening my senses as well. I can tell even less about the energy now than I could before she shoehorned it into us.
“Is there any way to get rid of it?”
Perhaps if I knew what it was. But without further analysis, I’m unsure.
“Uns—what do you mean you’re unsure?!” I say, far more loudly than I meant.
The plume reappears. 
Oh well done, Gabriel. Why don’t you throw in an obscene gesture while you’re at it?
The plume bobs this way.
“You might as well come out,” Sentinel says through the speakers of his Silver armor. “I can see your heat signature plain as day.”
Crap. Crap—crap—crap. Things are strained between me and HEROES to say the least. I don’t know if Sentinel will recognize me. I don’t know if he’ll … hell, I don’t know what he’ll do. What I do know is that Silver Sentinel versus a powerless Galaxy equals a dead Gabe Garrison.
“Come out,” he says, voice echoing off the brick walls of the alley. “I’m not going to tell you again.”
I raise my hands and slowly, soul crushingly, stand.
Oh, this is absolutely wonderful. I wonder if they have a special cell put aside for us since they’ve revamped The Bend?
The T-shaped visor on Silver Sentinel’s helmet changes from blue to red. “You …” A barrel telescopes out of a forearm compartment, and he points it at me. “What are you—”
I go for broke: “Shut up.”
He tilts his head back slightly—the weapon still on me. 
Maybe they’ll allow conjugal visits from that Scarlet Johansen poster in your room.
“Listen,” I point at my reflection in his visor. “You know who I am. You know what I can do. So do yourself a favor: Walk away, forget you saw me. There is no other scenario that ends well for you or what’s left of HEROES.” 
After a moment’s hesitation, Silver Sentinel lowers his arm and—keeping his visor on me—slowly turns back to the mouth of the alley. The gun retracts into his forearm compartment and, after giving me one last look over his shoulder, Silver Sentinel walks back into the crowd.
 What … just happened? 
“What do you mean?” I brush the rest of the snow off my jeans. “Home-Slice knows who he be dealing with.”
Who?
“Home Slice; it’s a metaphor.”
…. I seriously doubt that.
“It is, I—just forget it. You were saying?”
At the very least, ‘Home-Slice’ should have called for assistance. Instead, he just shrank into the crowd. As if he were actually afraid of you.
I back further into the alley and give my shirt tail a yank. Another patch of snow falls out. “I was clear in the video I sent them: They come after me and Liberty’s conversation with Deathbot goes viral.” I check the time on my phone: 11:45. “Crap on a stick: I have to be at work in fifteen. We’re going to have to figure out this stuff later.”
These energy signatures may be approaching a cosmic level. The person responsible, for all we know, may very well be on her way out of the country at this very moment. A government funded Superhero group that has every reason to want us dead is cowering in our presence like a Tingian canine—and you’re worried about that pathetic excuse for a job?
“Relax, M. I have an epic plan …”
 
***
Gabe, you are aware of the meaning of ‘epic,’ correct?
I finish looking through the I’s in the computer’s order database and groan, low in my throat. 
A quick phone call to Bo—our latest hire and my pseudo friend—had me to Rock Creek Bookstore in time for my shift … barely. Once we made it to work, he agreed to cover my turn in the coffee shop while I check the computer for anybody that had ordered a book on Indian Tattoos. Where I find … nothing.
Allow me to educate you. Epic: heroic or grand in scale. Your plan: anything but. In fact, I would go so far as to say, ‘exact opposite.’ 
I take a quick glance to make sure there aren’t any people nearby. Since we’re one of the few businesses open today, there are more customers than usual, all of which probably walked here from downtown condos. “Maybe she came back in later and ordered it. And it never made it to the computer.”
You do know there are other bookstores in this city, right?
“Do you have a better idea?” 
If I did, it would certainly be ‘epic’ by comparison.
I head to the bookstore’s coffee shop, barely stopping myself from walking the wrong direction. After that night in the bookstore with Reagan and Dr. Villainous (the older version, not the Japanese robot looking one) Jessica Gem, the owner, used the insurance money to give the place a reboot. She moved the coffee shop to the left side of the store, closer to the door. A dark, hardwood floor now covers what was once bland, white tile. The pressed wood bookshelves are now solid oak and the dark green walls became a subtle yellow with a whitewash. M, not being a fan of change, thought the new look was ridiculous, but I like it. Seems more bookstore-y. 
“So, what can I get for you, babe?” Bo says to the next person in line at the counter.
She’s taking off thick gloves and freezes, eyes wide. “…. Babe? Really? That’s how you greet customers?”
Bo shrugs. “Only the hot ones. Know what I’m saying?”
Her eyes roll and she seems to really think about how much she wants whatever it is she’s about to order. “I’ll have a dirty chai latte. Small.”
Bo wipes a mug with a towel and raises an eyebrow. “How dirty do you want it?”
She grunts, turns and walks out. 
“What? That was an honest question!”
“Hey, Bo,” I say. “Do you remember somebody coming in to order a book on Indian Tattoos? Something that never made it into the computer?”
“Chick or dude?”
“Chick.”
He rubs the brown soul patch at his chin. “Ugly?”
“Nope—definitely a looker.”
“No.”
“That’s it? That’s all you needed to jog your memory?”
“Yep. I Never forget a chick with nice naughty curves. Why? You in love or something?”
I shrug. “Sure.”
“Right on. Hey, you wanna hear something cool? Last night I had a beer. Then another beer. Then three shots of José and one of Jack. Then this morning, I threw up tuna.”
“…. So, what’s—”
He slaps me on the back. Hard. “I never even ate tuna! It was like magic or something!”
Unable to avoid the chance of prodding M, I say, “Magick with a k or magic with a c?”
Here we go …
“What’s the diff?”
“Magic with a c is smoke and mirrors. David Copperfield type stuff. 
Also real.
“Magick with a k is the real thing. Like with Ms. Mystick.”
Therefore unreal.
“You’re telling me Ms. Mystick is, like, really mystical?” 
“With a k.”
Bo wipes his forehead with the same towel he’s been using on the mug. “That’s krazy with a k. Supers I can wrap my fine head around, but that Magick stuff is just for show. And Mystick does put on a fine show, especially in that outfit.” He makes cupping motions in front of his chest. “Have you ever seen anybody finer?” 
See? Even the neanderthal agrees. Just because one doesn’t understand the way that something works doesn’t mean it involves bed knobs, broomsticks, or that Jessica Fletcher person.
“Angela Lansbury.”
“Okay,” Bo says. “Gross, but okay.”
“…. No, I—will you just tell me if you see a redhead come in? Punk red?”
“Deal. But you gotta let me know if lady love’s carpet matches the drapes. Punk red carpet has gotta be HOT!”
We turn and look at the next person in line: A woman in her mid-eighties with pursed lips.
Bo nods. “ ‘Sup?”
I lower my head and weave through the coffee crowd, towards Jessica Gem. She sits at a table next to the window. “Hey, Jessica.”
She looks up from her newspaper: The Prosian. “Gabe. She leans over and nods her clipped features towards the direction of Bo. “How is your friend working out?”
“Honestly? Better than I thought.”
With a cluck of her tongue, her eyes return to the paper. “Alright. Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but alright.”
I ease into the bench across from her. “Do you remember anybody coming in recently to order a book on Indian Tattoos?”
“You mean before or after Galaxy wrecked my bookstore?”
I take a deep breath. “It wasn’t his fault.”
“So you told me. But you were here after hours. With a girl. Kind of discredits you.”
“I said I’m sorry.”
“And I told you I would keep bringing it up until I was over it. Guess what.”
“You’re not over it?”
She touches the tip of her nose with her index finger. “And you do realize you’re defending a known felon.”
“I don’t think—”
“And that was before the mess at The Bend. WTF to that, right?”
The best thing I can do—sometimes the only thing—is to just let an uncomfortable silence pass when faced with a secret identity moment. Just let the person’s assumptions fill the silence instead of whatever pitiful excuse for a lie that I can come up with. 
“…. You do know about The Bend. It’s only been the biggest thing on the news in the past two months.”
I open my mouth and stutter out a sound. Again, another useful tool for getting around being a sucky liar.
She plops The Prosian on the table between us. “Gabriel Garrison, you don’t know about The Bend? UNACCEPTABLE! This is the biggest thing that’s happened in Prose since the last Zyborg invasion!” She tucks loose strands of brown hair behind her ear and points at The Prosian’s article: LIBERTY VIGIL TONIGHT AT CUTLEDGE PARK — WILL GALAXY ATTEND? 
I can’t help but shake my head. The news has been taking pot shots at me since that night, probably due to whatever HEROES has been feeding them. Nothing has been expressly stated about me, but articles like BREAKOUT AT THE BEND—GALAXY INVOLVED? and GALAXY AND DEATHBOT—FRIENDS OR FOES? implied plenty. Plus, they gave way for more scandalous headlines, like the one about the vigil and my personal favorite: IS GALAXY NAKED UNDER THOSE STARS?
HEROES had to be testing me. Seeing how far they can push me before I reacted. They knew I had video of Liberty’s conversation with Deathbot. And they knew I would post it if they did anything to me. But if they’re doing some sort of passive aggressive approach, trying to get the people of Prose to come after me … I might have to rearrange the agreement.
 A quick skim of the article tells me it gives a few details—along with healthy amount of speculation—about what happened at the Supervillain prison. “So what’s the big?” I say. “It’s just tabloid-y. Doesn’t even really discuss the vigil.”
“Oh, I don’t know. How about questioning the fact that Galaxy—the aforementioned ‘Superhero’ that single handily ruined my bookstore—”
“Don’t forget he had some help from Dr. Villainous. The guy whose last name is ‘Villainous.’ ”
“—and the same guy that just tore through The Bend, killing prisoners and breaking out Deathbot. The guy, alien—THING—that almost turned me, you, and everybody else into robot zombies months ago … how about questioning the fact that HEROES has let him get away with being unregistered … for how long?”
“Couldn’t tell you—”
“Eleven months!” She shakes the paper for emphasis. “You have to look at what’s not being said, Gabe, and think—why? What’s the conspiracy here? Should we hate him? Should we fear him? I’ll tell you what we shouldn’t do: We shouldn’t keep quiet! Do you know what the worst thing is you can do in a civilized society, Gabe?”
“I … uh …”
“NOTHING! Apathy is the worst enemy democracy has. And if you don’t know about this stuff, how can you have an informed opinion about it? How can you take action when you need to? You’re apathetic, Gabe Garrison, and you need to remedy that.”
Actually—if the headlines have proven anything—it’s a severe lack of apathy.
“So,” I say softly, “is that a no to the whole Indian Tattoo thing?”
“Henna.”
“That’s a ‘Henna’ to the whole tattoo thing?”
“No, Indian Tattoos are called Henna Tattoos. At least the ones that people are interested in, generally speaking. And somebody did come by looking for a book the first day we reopened, but she didn’t order anything.”
“What did she look like?”
“Dyed red hair. Like too red.”
“Will you let me know if you see her again?”
“Will you let me know if you get back to work?”
I turn away and roll my eyes. She’s a real gem, that Jessica Gem.
The door chimes as another customer walks in. She is an attractive, well bundled blonde in her late thirties. Anybody who lives in the city of Prose would recognize her immediately: Lisa Lancaster from iWitness News. 
“Hi,” she says after moving a tuft of hair back into her toboggan. It’s one of those really cute ones that has a fuzz ball on top. 
Bo rushes back to the counter, picks up another cup, and starts wiping it again. “What can I get for you, ba— ma’am?
She walks up to the counter, stuffing the gloves in her pocket but leaving on her pink Ray-Bans. “What is, like, the thing you have that sucks the least?”
That doesn’t sound like Lisa Lancaster. 
She looks at me and smiles. I’ve seen that smile a lot of times on a lot of different faces: It’s Pink.
She’s inside Lancaster.
I walk to her, with a fake grin. “That’s okay, Bo, I got this.”
“And let you wait on the prettiest lady in Prose? Don’t think so, G-Dog.”
“Take a breath, hefty,” she says. “You’re not my type.”
“Hefty?” Bo slaps his pudgy belly. “You talking about this, babe? This ain’t fat—this a fuel tank for a love machine.”
“Bo, really, I got this. It’s okay, we know each other.” I place my hand on Lancaster’s shoulder and steer her away from the coffee shop.
“How do—oh, yeah right, the whole Dr. Villainous destroying the store thing. Guess you met then. Well, all right, babe. Let me know if you’re ever ready for a ride on Bo Street.” 
We step into the science fiction and fantasy section, still walking toward the stock room in the back of the store. “What are you doing?” I say.
“Getting a cup of coffee. That a crime?”
“No—that’s—what are you doing in Lisa Lancaster’s body? And why did you bring it here, to the place where I work for a cup of coffee?”
“Relax, hero. She isn’t gonna remember a thing when I leave. Just like everybody else.”
“… I didn’t know that happened.”
She takes off her sunglasses, exposing two glowing pink eyes. “It’s not something I like to advertise. Weirds people out.”
“Yeah, well,” I take the sunglasses away from her and put them back on her face, a little crooked, “I would say it’s the initial riding around in someone’s body that really weirds them out.”
I wouldn’t say the experience is generally “weird.” Dreadfully awful, perhaps. But not weird.
I look behind me and over her shoulder, just to make sure nobody sees us, and lead us into the stockroom. We stop next to an unopened case of Game of Thrones and stacks of twenty ounce cokes. “Criminals are one thing, but—”
“Trust me, she’s criminal.”
“What do you mean? What’s she done?”
“Well, for starters, she was an advocate for getting that Sarah McLachlan service announcement on TV. You know the one where you see all the puppies dying and stuff? And these shoes, with this coat? And—ungh,” she reaches behind her and pulls on the seat of her pants. “Thongs? Really?”
“Pink, you have to stop. You can’t just ride around in somebody’s body whenever you like.”
Pink screams.
It’s a horrible, shrieking sound, full of terror and pain that echoes off the walls and high ceiling of the stock room. With a flash of light, a pink mist seems to be blown—hurled—out of Lancaster’s body. The scream changes to a higher pitch and follows the whooshing cloud, away from the body, and to the rafters.
Pink left her. 
Lancaster blinks rapidly and shakes her head. “What …” She stumbles forward. I barely catch her before she fumbles into three cases of Dasani. She mumbles something else before going completely limp.
“I didn’t mean to leave her right now!” I say. “Take her home first!”
Pink darts to the other side of the stockroom and hovers above the lockers. She keeps her pink, transparent body turned away, but looks at me out of the corners of narrowed eyes. “That wasn’t me, Garrison. I don’t knock people out when I leave willingly. It was you—you forced me out.”
“How? I don’t know of any—”
“I do,” she says. “I’ve felt it before. You’ve been Magicked.” Pink’s voice is full of fear.



CHAPTER TWO
It takes the ambulance seven minutes to arrive—Lancaster never wakes. 
“So what happened?” Jessica says, watching the ambulance pull away. It fishtails slightly in the grey slush covering Broad Street. 
I shrug. “Don’t know. She asked me some questions about some stuff and then just … passed out.” It wasn’t hard to talk my way around this one. Considering it wasn’t a lie to begin with.
“What did she ask you?”
Okay, now it’s awkward lie time. “She wanted to know why … I …”
Jessica locks eyes with me, waiting.
I swear, I never grow tired of these moments …
“Why I … do—did do what I did. When I did it.” Blood rushes to my face.
“Huh? No, forget it. Whatever. At least it happened here. I mean, not really, but at least she wasn’t by herself. So, you’re okay?” 
I nod. 
Jessica looks at the crowd of customers walking back into Rock Creek. “Okay. Do you need a little while out here? I can clock you out if I need to.”
Such a gem, that Jessica Gem.
“No, I … I’ll just be a minute.”
She nods and walks back into the bookstore. A warm wave of air hits me from the closing door. Customers talk to each other, caught up in the caffeine fueled excitement of the moment. A few of them mime a passed out reporter and point to the area the paramedics carried her. 
“Any idea where Pink went?”
None. The tawdry tween bolted right after you screamed nine eleven to Jessica Gem.
“Nine-one-one.”
Same thing.
“Not really, no.”
Two ladies in their early twenties give me strange looks from the table next to the window. I turn and head down the alley. “Do you have any idea what happened? Did you sense any sort of weird energy or anything?”
No. But right now, with my limited senses, we could be in the middle of Chernobyl and I wouldn’t know it.
I stop and stare at the snow covering my Keens. “ ‘Magicked’ … what does that even mean?”
Nothing of importance, I can assure you. Especially since it doesn’t help us understand this situation any better.
“Even after everything you’ve seen, on this planet or any other, you can’t accept that something like Magick exists?”
Do you really want to open this door?
“Actually, I would like to close it. Once and for all.”
Fine. If it will put this matter to rest, I’ll say it: It does exist, Gabe. But let’s use the far more common, less semantical synonyms, shall we? Ignorance. Nonsense. Thoughtlessness. And let’s not forget ludicrousness. 
“Something is causing all this,” I gesture around me in the alley. “If you’ve got a theory let’s here it.”
Nothing.
“Yeah, awesome. You’re so quick to poke fun at me—at everybody, for what we do, what we say, and what we believe. But you never serve up anything better.” 
Just because I don’t understand something doesn’t mean I’m about to retreat into the cave like some homosapien, point a trembling finger into the unknown and say, “Beware—it’s Magick!”
I lean against the brick wall of the bookstore. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”
Oh, it’s far more complicated: Your race had the audacity—the absurdity—to assign such a ridiculous and all powerful concept to something that it didn’t understand. “Magick” … the very notion implies the discouragement of any further, rational means of comprehension. 
“If people didn’t understand it, they wouldn’t be able to control it,” I say in a small voice.
Most of your kind attempts to control things it doesn’t understand all the time: combustion engines, computers, the atom—
“No, this is different.” After everything I’ve learned about Superheroes, about how horrible, how human, they can be … I really want—need—this Magick stuff to remain the way I’ve always seen it: Proof of wonder, of amazement. Of a power so crazy fantastic it defies reason, logic, or any that other adult stuff. “M, using something like this—it’s mighty. Dope even. Using it means that you have to know how to hocus pocus something before you actually hocus pocus it. You need the know-how.”
No, you need the perception of ‘know-how.’ Instead of existing as what something actually is, it then becomes something smaller. Limited, like yourself. Only then may you understand it through the prism of mediocrity that you’ve constructed. Your hesitation—your flat out refusal—to recognize the logic of what I’m saying is proof enough. 
I walk around the corner of the alley, towards the rear entrance of the store. “Don’t turn this into something else. It’s—”
Someone slams me against the wall, hand clamped over my mouth.
He’s just a little taller than me, but leaner. I strain to see around the furry edges of his mad bomber hat, catching just a glimpse of a man in his early fifties with salt and pepper stubble. I recognize him immediately. 
Casa.
Great googley moogley, how does your kind survive without knowing what’s in their immediate surroundings? It’s like I’m as blind as, well—as a human.
Casa lowers his hand, quickly holding an index finger to his lips. His other hand goes into the pocket of his black coat. He pulls out a green stone, about the size of a quarter, attached to a silver necklace. 
I jump away from the wall. “What—”
“Quiet!” he says hurriedly. “You want to kill us both?”
I shake my head slightly, trying to understand exactly what he’s talking about.
He rubs his stubbled chin in agitation. “Pink told me what happened. Unless you want to start making faces melt or buildings implode, put this on.” He dangles the necklace from his index finger. There are weird markings on the stone that look like two crescent moons facing each other. 
I snatch it off his finger and hold it up, queueing M to do his thing.
It’s no use. I can’t tell anything.
I start to say something. Casa shakes his head, points to the necklace, and then points to my neck.
I sigh and fasten the clasp under my chin. “Now—what is this thing?”
“That ‘thing’ is all that stands between you and a really bad day. It suppresses Magickal abilities, if you’re wearing it willingly.”
Ugh—you too?
“Why didn’t you lead out with that,” I say. “Instead of slamming me against the wall?”
“Remember that part about faces melting? I kinda need mine—I’m paying a nice young woman to sit on it later.” 
Why on Earth would you … oh. Never mind.
I circle the green stone around to my throat. “Pink told you what was going on.”
“She said that you’d been Magicked. And since you stayed here and didn’t come immediately to me, I can only infer you have no idea what that means.”
“Since you’re acting like an ass hat, I can only infer you know exactly what it means.”
His eyes scan my face, hurriedly. “You have the power to make anything happen, simply by saying it should happen.”
I step back. “What? That …” 
“Doesn’t make sense? How about simply willing Pink out of a Lisa Lancaster’s body. Does that make sense?”
“ …. You’re starting to make this sound like a genie in the lamp kind of thing.”
“For some, it can be. People have to train for years to be ready for the kind of power you have. It takes a very disciplined mind to handle it.”
And yet one only has to be an idiot to accept it.
“Doesn’t seem so discipline-y. You want something to happen, it happens.”
Casa laughs under his breath and reaches down to scoop up a handful of snow. He packs it into two snowballs. “You didn’t even know you had this power and look what you did to Pink. It’s not what you mean that’s so scary.” He pelts me in the neck with the first snowball; it hits my neck and clops down the front of my shirt. “It’s what you don’t mean.” I look back at him right in time for another snowball, right in the ear.
“Stop!”
“Stop what?” He holds his hands out, palms up. “Throwing snowballs? Talking? Breathing?”
I feel the blood leave my face—the fill impact of what Casa says hits me. “But that’s—I didn’t mean that.”
He shrugs. “If you’re not clear, it’s not up to you. It’s up to wherever the Magick comes from.”
You mean your imagination?
“Ninety-five percent of Magick is small time. On par with anything you could get out of an energy weapon, a drug, or a computer. The remaining five percent—that’s the stuff nightmares are made of. It takes a perfect balance of emotion and intent. Too much of one or the other and minds turn inside out, souls are cut in two, realities turn upside down. The consequences are more dangerous than whatever the Magick’s being used against. Few Magick Sayers can access it—even fewer try to. Unless, like you, they don’t know any better.”
I rub my forehead, mind reeling. No wonder this stuff wasn’t common knowledge. People would freak. “How do I get rid of this?”
“Depends. First you need to tell me how you got it.”
Casa paces back and forth, occasionally looking back in the alley, while I tell him everything that happened in the diner. I leave out anything about losing my powers or M and finish with what happened with Silver Sentinel. Casa stops his pacing and looks at me. “And you thought what?” he says. “That you intimidated him?”
My feet shuffle in the snow. “I thought I … I—can we move on to the part where I get rid of any accidental face melting concerns?”
“I thought—hoped—it was some sort of Magickal object that gave you these powers. But you’ve been given them by a Ward—which is far more problematic. And serious.”
“A ward? You mean like Dick Grayson?”
Casa furiously rubs his head. “When a Magicked person dies, one of three things happens. One: His mojo goes to the person that kills him. Two: If the killer already had the mojo to begin with, he gains more … precision—he can access Magick more efficiently; it becomes easier to control the balance. Or three: The mojo safely goes on standby, into a Ward. The Ward then choses who she passes the power to.”
“So Ember’s person is dead.”
“Sayer.”
“Ember’s Sayer is dead. And she picked me. But why did she pick me? I don’t know how to use this stuff. I’m like a Harry Potter time bomb.”
“She shouldn’t have picked you,” Casa says. “She wouldn’t have. Things must have been desperate.”
“Like running from Ms. Mystick desperate?”
“And running from Mystick’s Ward, Tommy Rivers. Maybe Ember didn’t trust them—” Casa paces again—“thought they were going to force the power from her. She thought that hiding it in you—somebody that had proven himself, his intentions—would be the lesser of two evils.”
“Hiding it? But that would mean she can take it back.”
“I don’t know,” Casa says. “Hopefully. And hopefully within the next twenty four hours. The juice in that necklace will run out by then.”
“Well, I have the rest of the day off if I need it. Let’s go find her.”
“Can’t.”
“What? Why?”
“Mystick has Magick at her disposal, yet Ember somehow managed to stay hidden. Which means Ember can stay hidden from anything I’ve got.” He adjusts the ears on his hat. “You’ll have to wait until she contacts you.”
“How do you know Ember will contact me? She doesn’t know my name, what I look like, or where I am.”
“Ember gave you this power because she had to—not because she wanted to. She’ll want it back. And she’ll find you because part of being a Ward means you can sense your Sayer’s power, regardless of who has it. At this point, the only thing that would stop her from coming to you would be Ms. Mystick’s capturing her. In which case, things will go from crappy to shitty. For both of you.”
My phone buzzes, letting me know I have a text. I pull it out of my pocket and check it:
 
From Mom: will u go w me to Liberty’s vigil tonite?
 
I sigh. “Things are already shitty.”
 
***
“…. surrounded by candlelight and sorrow, thousands have gathered tonight at the steps of Doss’ Landing for the vigil of the World’s Greatest Hero. Liberty, the Superhero that has been defending American idealism since 1938, disappeared mysteriously during a prison riot at The Bend three months ago. It’s important to note that HEROES, the organizers of the event, haven’t given up hope looking for Liberty. The government sanctioned Superhero organization released an official statement this morning stating (quote) While the weather may make it difficult for many to attend tonight’s vigil, we still think that it’s important to let the event continue as planned. Now more than ever we need to send a message to those responsible. We need our voices, our sadness, our anger, our desire for justice to be heard (end quote). 
Rumors and speculation, fueled by anger and sadness, have surrounded the vigil like a dark shroud. Signs with phrases such as “Why did you take him from us, Galaxy?” and “Galaxy: World’s Worst Hero” are a common sight tonight. And since HEROES hasn’t commented on witness reports of Galaxy being at the scene during the night of the riot, people have been left with nothing BUT rumors and speculation. This is Ted Benjamin, filling in for Lisa Lancaster—iWitness News.”
 
***
I shut the passenger door to Mom’s Mini Cooper and meet her at the front of the car. She buttons her black coat and refolds her gold scarf. “Thanks for coming with me tonight,” she says. “It means a lot.”
I avoid her eyes. “No problem.”
She smiles faintly and we walk down the lit sidewalk, absorbed into the wave of people slowly shifting toward Doss’ Landing. They wear coats, toboggans, and gloves in variations of red, gold, and black—the colors of Liberty’s costume. 
I just stuck with a blue jacket.
The crowd slowly weaves its way down the sidewalk, to the concrete stadium facing the landing. A lot of music concerts are held here in the summer, with crowds in the stadium facing performers on barges docked at the landing. HEROES has one such barge here now, set up with a platform, curtains, and stage equipment. 
Soft lights shine from the stage to the stadium, giving people enough light to move around. People clutch candles punched through paper cups closely to their bodies, as if they’re the most precious thing in the world. Poster signs decorated with paint and glitter dot the crowd. The most common are “Liberty—World’s Greatest Hero” and “Galaxy—World’s Greatest Zero.” 
That is actually fairly clever.
I clench my fist …
These people—these idiots—cry, they whisper about how great Liberty was, all of the things he did for the city, the country, the world. They don’t know. They don’t know the man they call … worship, as a hero—as in The World’s Greatest Hero, as in the Superhero to which all others must be judged—was nothing more than a sadistic asshole. He built an image of himself based on a series of lies that everyone embraced. And now that he’s gone, they wail and curse into the night. They curse whomever took him from them …
They curse me.
The guy who saved them from him.
“Why isn’t anybody doing anything about Galaxy?” a woman says behind me. “Why aren’t they even saying anything?”
That would be the fault of our great plan to prevent HEROES from coming after us. Which they haven’t in the strictest sense. Just another example of how a language, as slippery as yours, has managed to turn an omission into an implication, and later into an inference. 
“It’s like they’re afraid to say anything,” a male voice says.
“But how can they be afraid of anything?” the woman replies. “They’re HEROES.”
“I don’t know. But if they’re afraid of him … how should WE feel about him?”
“Mom,” I say, loud enough to drown out the conversation behind us. “What do you think about Galaxy? I haven’t heard you say either way.”
She looks down at her feet, the way she always does when she’s trying to think of what to say. “Well, I think the news can make it easy for us to believe that things are … uncomplicated.” She looks back at me and stuffs a strand of blonde-gray hair back under her red toboggan. “I met Galaxy. He saved my life and the life of everyone in Marko’s, including yours. In a world where so many people tell you what to think, what to feel, it’s more important than ever to question ideas. To believe something blindly is like … intellectual suicide.”
“There’s an incoming but.”
“What?”
“You look like you’re going to say ‘but.’”
“Oh, well … ‘but’ too many people have said they saw Galaxy at The Bend. Why isn’t he doing anything? Why isn’t he saying anything?”
At least half of him has been trying to find a way off planet.
I lean closer to her, looking over my shoulder to make sure nobody else can hear. “Why haven’t you said something? About you and Lib—Jacob—being together?”
She takes a deep breath. “Jacob and I … we weren’t together long enough to be close, but I was happy. And there was a connection. It’s like when he looked at me, he really knew me. And he talked a lot about you.”
Imagine that.
“Even though he never really knew you, he could tell a great deal from the stories I told him.” 
A wave of anger tingles in my chest. 
“Those moments—where he talked about you, him, or us—were private,” Mom says. “And if I share them with Lisa Lancaster or whomever, they’re not going to be my moments. They’ll be Prose’s. Maybe it’s selfish, to keep that part of someone who gave so much to everybody else … but I’m okay with that.”
A large theater screen on the barge flickers to life, bringing the murmuring crowd to a silence. Mom grabs my hand. I try to give her a convincing, reassuring squeeze.
“World’s Greatest Hero” shines on a black screen in white letters. It then fades, holding on a black image for a few moments while the Liberty Anthem, an original score by John Williams, slowly comes in with deep brass instruments. Spotted and streaked black and white footage flickers in: A Japanese aircraft carrier floats on open water in World War II. The Liberty Anthem slowly gets faster, jitterier, building to its crescendo by the time a streak of movement, an ant by comparison to the aircraft carrier, streaks by overhead and smashes into the the deck of the massive ship, breaking its bow. Liberty tears through the top and sides, too fast to see clearly, and the ship buckles. Planes, sailers and debris tumble away from the ship right before the image cuts to footage of Liberty pushing the moon back into orbit. Then it goes into a full montage, each scene perfectly timed with the goose bumpy music: Liberty throwing a Zyborg spaceship into the sun; Liberty shaking hands with Eisenhower; Liberty saving Lisa Lancaster from Major Mayhem’s troll army; Liberty waving at a parade crowd from a float; Liberty fighting his evil clone; Liberty fighting the tentacle monster that crawled out of the Tennessee River fifteen years ago; Liberty tearing apart tanks in some desert; and the music stops when the footage freezes on the last image …
 It’s Liberty shaking hands with me on the Michael Booth Bridge.
People look at each other, their candles whitening angry and surprised faces. I take a deep breath. This has been easy to ignore. Because of the snow, because of Liberty being gone, because of HEROES knowing to stay the hell away from me. All of it—every single bit has been easy to ignore—until now. When I’m right smack in ground zero of a vigil that HEROES not-so-subtly crafted into a Galaxy hate fest.
Thinkor, the Human Brain, walks onto stage. The guy doesn’t have a mouth, eyes, or a nose—his head is just one big brain, the same green color as the rest of his body. He nods in the direction of the crowd, I guess in some form of acknowledgement. Silver Sentinel follows him, his Andrium armor reflecting the stage lights back at us. 
A microphone has been provided but Sentinel, using the speakers in his armor, completely ignores it. He holds his arms wide: “Friends of Prose and Liberty … thank you for coming tonight.” He gestures to Ted Benjamin and the news cameras. “Thank you for reminding the world of what makes this city great. Liberty, wherever he may be, would be honored to know that those he gave so much for are, in turn, giving so much back for him.” Sentinel walks in front of the giant screen, becoming nothing more than a silhouette, backlit by a frozen image of me and Liberty. 
The signs in the crowd pump up and down. 
“To know that people will never forget the sacrifices he made,” Sentinel says. “Or that people will never stop looking for him. And most importantly—”
“WHAT ABOUT GALAXY?!” someone with a Galaxy Zero sign says from the front row. He’s a younger guy, in his early twenties.
Sentinel steps away from the screen, closer to the edge of the stage. “What about him?”
The guy looks around him, as if the answer is ridiculously obvious. He then points at the screen. “Galaxy was there, at The Bend! The night Liberty disappeared! But nobody’s said nothing about him!”
“Our investigation is still ongoing. But if anyone knows Galaxy, please urge him to come forward, so that we can—”
“MAKE HIM COME FORWARD!” A woman behind me says, nearly blowing out my eardrum. Sounds of agreement echo throughout the crowd.
“Are you okay?” Mom says.
“Yeah, why?”
“You’re squeezing my hand. Really hard.”
I look down and immediately let go. “Sorry.”
Sentinel raises his hands and the crowd quietens. “Friends, now isn’t the time for thoughts of revenge.” He steps in front of the image again. “It’s a time for—”
“I CALL FOR A CITIZEN’S ARREST!” the same woman says, the cold making her breath frost angrily. Most of the crowd faces us, with nodding heads and narrowed eyes. 
“GALAXY HAS TO ANSWER FOR WHAT HE’S DONE! CITIZEN’S ARREST! CITIZEN’S ARREST!” She keeps repeating, pumping her fist each time. The crowd follows her chant, slowly at first. Then, within a matter of moments, concrete benches vibrate with hateful cries, and the amphitheater fills with pumping signs and candles. 
Ted Benjamin tells his camera people where to scan. The Human Brain shifts back and forth, probably suffering some kind of telepathic backlash from the fury of the crowd. Silver Sentinel steps away from the screen and crosses his arms. 
And nods the purple plume on top of his head in my direction.
I lean close to Mom’s ear: “This is too much! Are you staying?”
Mom leans back. “For a little while! I want to see if HEROES has anything else to say! I’ll meet you at the car!”
“This may take a while! I’ll call Bo! I may just stay with him tonight!”
Mom seems to think about saying something, but gives me half a nod instead.
I turn and weave through the fist pumping crowd, assaulted by bumping shoulders and jabbing elbows. Nobody tries to move out of my way or even looks at me. It’s a good thing we can’t use our powers right now. I’d be tempted to shove the dumb-ass ingrates away with a Grav Blast.
I finally make it to the edge of the mob and take a long breath, like I’ve been swimming underwater forever. 
This is beyond belief, Gabe. 
“Right? How can so many of them be so blind to—”
Not them—you.
“Come again?”
Throughout all of that Superheroing nonsense, you actually thought that nothing like this was going to occur. You thought that ridiculous ploy of yours actually had a chance of working against an organization that’s been spinning lies for mindless drones since long before you were born. 
“We’ve done—I’ve done—what I’ve done because it was the right thing to do.”
Take a look at that lynch mob behind you, Gabe. Does it look like the “right thing” is getting us anywhere?
Supervillains I can handle. Creeps posing as Superheroes I can handle. An entire town where ten percent of the population has Superpowers? Hellbent on arresting me or worse? That might be too much. I rub the back of my neck, trying to figure out a response to M. Trying to figure out what my next move is going to be.
And then I see Ember.
She stands twenty feet away, hair brightly flowing from a black hoodie. Her eyes briefly flicker in the dark, like a dying campfire.
She stays still long enough to make sure I see her, and then turns, walking away from me and the river.
I follow Ember into the night.



CHAPTER THREE
Ember leads me through the freezing sidewalks of Prose for twenty minutes. After throwing a look behind her to make sure I’m still following, she enters an alley beside Betty’s Barbeque off Walnut Street. I round the corner and find her there, waiting.
With glowing eyes and a humming sword in each hand. 
“Is that necessary?”
“Until I know a little more about you, absolutely.” She shakes her head a little, throwing the hood back. The swords bathe her button nose and slender cheeks in a fiery light. “You expect me to apologize for it?”
“For that, no. For knocking me up with this Magick stuff—yes.”
“Interesting metaphor,” she says.
He does that.
“I—okay, can you just tell me why you did this? My life has gotten a lot more interesting than I would have liked in the past few hours. And considering it was already pretty freaking interesting to begin with, that’s saying something.”
She takes a step forward, catching a few flakes of snow in her red hair. “Wait—you can USE the Magicks?”
“That uncommon?”
“More like impossible”
“Well … good. Cause I don’t want to keep it. I just want to give it back. Whatever is going on—it’s keeping me from using my powers.”
She hesitates for a long, awkward moment. Her eyes narrow from the other side of the sprinkling snow, barely showing two fiery slits. 
Wonderful idea. Why don’t we advertise our helplessness to HEROES as well?
Ember takes a breath and tosses the swords away. They fade into nothingness before touching the ground. “I’ve heard of things like that happening before. If a Sayer had Superpowers beforehand.”
“Yeah, well everything I know you could fit into Thimbleman’s helmet.
“Okay,” she says, eyes returning to normal. “So what do you know?” 
I fill her in on everything Casa told me. Then, I cut right to the chase: “So why put this crap in me?”
“You mean why did I let you help me? After you offered your help? After I told you in no uncertain terms to walk away, that you were dealing with powers you didn’t understand?”
“Okay, enough with the touché already—I get it. But … like this? Getting all of this power? It seems like a stupid dangerous thing to do.”
“Had to hide it somewhere to keep Mystick and her goon from getting it. And the chances of your being able to access it were like 3,720 to one.”
“Did you just make that number up or did I actually have the same chance as successfully navigating an asteroid field?”
Gabe, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times: Those are not the correct odds.
The corner of her lips rise, just a little. “I’ve been waiting to contact you until I found a way to get the Magick out. When I—”
“So you definitely can get it out?”
“—when I felt you headed for the vigil, I thought you might have been trying to contact Ms. Mystick. I assumed the worst and got preemptive.” 
“But they’re no longer on your tail?” I look over my shoulder, painfully aware of how much easier this less-than-easy-life has been with M able to sense dangerous things long before they became dangerous.
She steps closer. “Oh, they’re still on my tail. That’s probably why she didn’t go to the vigil. But as long as I don’t stand still for too long, I’m okay.” 
“Alright, well, let’s make with the de-Magicking already. This amulet is only going to last another few hours.”
“Hang on, cowboy, I’m still not sure if it’s possible to get it out of you. There’s a stop I have to make. I’ll find out what are options are and then I’ll catch up with you later.”
“Yeah, I don’t think so.”
She narrows her eyes at me and takes a breath, getting ready to tell me why I can’t go, how I’m in over my head, or some other crap.
I hold up my hand. “Stop. Before you say what you’re gonna say, just stop and listen. I have a right to see this through—every freaking bit of it—until the Magick is out of me. After that, if you want me to help you do whatever, I’ll help. If you want me to disappear from your life and never see me again, that’s peachy too. But letting you just walk away when everybody else knows frak-all about what’s going on? That’s so off the table it’s in a different time zone.”
Ember cocks her head to the side, as if she’s studying me. After a few moments, she seems to make a silent decision and digs into her back pocket. I try not to take notice of her perfectly round breasts, swelling with each breath under a tight runner’s shirt. It’s purple and I can just barely see the outline of a nipple.
Gabe … are you getting an erection?
I clear my throat. 
You’re such a simpleton.
She checks the pockets of her hoodie and looks up. “Problem?”
“No, I, just um … what are you doing?”
“Looking for …” she pulls something white out of the left pocket, “… this.” A gust of wind howls through the alley. 
I squint. “A piece of old chalk?”
“Not just a piece of old chalk.” 
MAGICK CHALK!
She draws lines on the brick wall of Betty’s Barbeque. “It gives us a doorway to Old Prose.”
“Us?”
 Ember finishes drawing a rectangle the size of a doorway and mumbles something under her breath, more Latin I think. She taps the wall three times. Sections crack inside the chalk line, turn sideways, and retreat inward.
I step closer, peering in. “What’s Old Prose?”
She gestures into blackness. “Where the Magick happens.”
 
***
Come to find out, Old Prose is a lot like the Star Wars cantina scene … on crack.
Something that looks like a ninja turtle passes in front of us, leading reins attached to a horse-sized frog. Saddlebags loaded with gold trinkets clink and clank with every hop.
“Come on,” Ember grabs my wrist. “This way.” She weaves us into the motley crowd of people, creatures, buildings and kiosks. 
“This—all of this—is directly under the city?” I say.
“More or less. We’re a little under it and a little—” we part to let a gondola pass overhead, oar paddling the air between us. “—a little between it.”
“I, uh,” I point behind us. “That was a gondola.”
“Yeah.”
“In the air. Flying through the air.”
“You get used to the weird in places like this.”
“I’ve had plenty of practice with the weird, but nothing on this level. I do a couple of circles, taking in everything. “This place is huge. How does it all fit?”
“Prose had a bunch of floods back in the 1800’s, before the Rickamauga Dam was built. People were tired of seeing everything float off, so they did the only thing they could in the meantime: built up the city. Everything that was at ground level—plus two or three more stories—was buried, bricked up and forgotten about. A bunch of Sayers later Magicked the shit out of Old Prose to keep it hidden. Only Sayers or people with the chalk can get in. And even then, you have to know where to be.”
I start to resist the idea, to say there is no way something this big could have gone hidden under everybody’s collective noses for so long. Then I think about all the crap Liberty did without anybody knowing and don’t say a damn thing.
Kids run up to us, looking through a storefront window on the other side of Ember. We turn and see Magicked pencils frantically writing by themselves, as if guided by invisible hands. “They have a pencil for every subject!” says one little girl to another. 
“If Magick works by using words, how about just … stuff? Like these pencils. Or this necklace.”
“Magickal objects have words written on or carved into them.” She points at the pencil closest to us. I can just barely make out some gold letters on its side. “Sayers put them there, infusing them with a specific power and meaning. The person that reads them aloud then gets to use whatever Magick is inside.”
“Why make them? What do people get out of it?”
“What do you mean? They get money.”
I sigh.
“What’s the matter?” Ember says with a laugh. “Bit too normal for you?”
“Something like that.”
“Does that mean you don’t want one?”
“Oh no, I want one.” I reach into my pocket, fishing for money that I hope is there.
“Come on.” Ember puts her hand on my forearm, grin still on her face. It looks nice and a little unusual. Like she doesn’t do it much. “We’ll buy you one on the way back, cowboy.”
An old woman steps between us. “Our children need to do their homework to learn!” she shrieks. She wears a blue dress and holds a picket sign displaying a pencil with a slash through it. “How else will they grow to be responsible citizens? How else will—” a ringing cell phone stops her short. “Excuse me,” she says, holding up a finger. She pulls a ringing cell phone out from her bra and opens it. “Hello? Yes, this is she …” A mouth morphs from the sign and resumes the tirade in the woman’s stead, using the same, shrilly voice: “Our children need to do their homework to learn!”
I step around the old woman and her sign, rushing to catch up with Ember. “Are there other places like this one? Others that have …” I gesture around us.
She nods. “We call them Hideaways.”
Put a lot of thought into that one.
“There’re some in other countries, on other planets—” she steps sideways to let a family of blue people, about three feet high, pass—“and other dimensions.”
“Wait, so Magick exists everywhere? Not just here?”
“It’s called different things in different places, but the way it’s used—the way it’s accessed is all the same: Words on lips. Words on objects.”
“So not everyone here is …”
“Oh no, most of them aren’t Magicked. They just like to be around it.”
Another crowd forces me to stop. A man wearing a starry cloak and a pointed hat dazzles them with a miniature fireworks show immediately above our heads. He moves a wand back and forth, blue and yellow sparks following his motions. One firework breaks free from the rest, streaking over my head and then straight into the air. It screams up, up, up until finally exploding with a chest thumping boom. Sparks flitter into the swirling mist thinly covering the sky. The old man bows for the audience. They clap loudly, briefly drowning out the four foot squirrels playing folk music on the roof of a place called Obi’s Magick Shoppe.
I tap Ember’s shoulder and point up “How is there a sky down here? Shouldn’t it be concrete? Or dirt? Or anything other than sky?”
“Rules don’t really apply down here”
Does she not realize that she has been spouting ‘rules’ for the past ten minutes?
 The squirrels resume playing, with even more gusto than before, and Ember nods in their direction. “We’re here,” she says, stepping through the open doorway. She closes it behind us, muffling the sound of the crowd and the music overhead.
Inside, is a dimly lit shop with rich earth tones. Metal, wood, and stone knick-knacks cover every shelf and every corner.
“Obi?” Ember yells to the back of the store.
Beads rattle from behind the counter and out steps a black man in his late fifties, parting a twirling cloud of incense. He’s just under six feet, medium build, sports a goatee, and wears rich burgundy and yellow robes. “Ah, Ember Rose,” he says through a Nigerian accent. “It ‘as been too long.”
She steps up to the glass counter, smirking. “I was just in here yesterday.”
“An’ I was saddened by your leaving.” He inflects syllables at odd places. “How can I help you? Back for more charms to keep you hidden?”
“Is that an Optimus Prime?” I say, pointing to a toy truck on the counter. “Like, an original one from the 80’s?” 
Obi smiles. “More or less. You may look at it if you weesh, but be very careful.” He wags a finger. “It is a collector’s item.”
Grinning like an eight-year old, I grab the truck and try to fold out the legs and arms. I flip Optimus Prime over and over, like I’m trying to figure out a Rubik’s Cube. “It doesn’t transform?”
Obi gives me a toothy grin, as if I’ve said something funny. Ember rubs her forehead.
“Wait, what does this mean …” On the bottom of the red and blue truck, right where the manufacture’s date is stamped, is a Latin word. I read it out loud, before I can even think of the consequences: “Novo?”
With a series of nasally hums, Optimus Prime transforms all by himself.
I yelp at the wiggling autobot bouncing between my hands. I pull it close, desperately trying not to drop it. It fidgets like a restless puppy.
Obi looks from me to Ember. “What is ‘dis boy you have brought to my shop? He does not understand Mageeck?”
Ember sighs and yanks the flailing toy out of my arm. “Novo!” She tosses Optimus back on the counter before he finishes transforming. “He’s the one I told you about. The one I Magicked.”
“You did not say he was a Noob!”
“Seriously,” I say. “You guys use that word down here?”
“We use all words down here!” he says, every other word a squeak. “Ember … why? He ‘as no respect for language! No responsibility!”
This individual is criticizing YOUR use of language?
“I wasn’t about to take my chances with Mystick or Tommy,” Ember says.
“Better them ‘dan dis-dis boy!”
“Hey, here is an idea,” I say. “How about we all pretend like I’m standing right here, huh?”
Gets old quickly, doesn’t it?
“And stop with ‘ ‘dis boy’ crap. I’ve saved this city several times over in the past year—including everything above, below or between it.”
Obi leans over the counter and points at me: “You are but a worm playing with gods! You have no business being here. Ember can handle ‘dis on her own!”
“Hey, Obi—” she puts her hand on top of his, lowering his finger—“back off. He’s here because of me—for me. So unless I’m not welcome here anymore—”
“Ember, don’t lump me in with ‘de rest of those imbeciles!” 
“Don’t make me.”
“Ahhh!” Obi whips his hand through the air between us. “Wait here. I have what you’re looking for in ‘de back. And feel free to browse the clothing in the corner while I am gone. There ‘es no reason to show off everything God gave you.” He vaguely gestures at Ember’s chest before disappearing behind the clattering beads. 
Ember groans under her breath and zips up her black hoodie. “Has he even seen the getup Mystick wears?”
“Why did you say that to Obi?” I say. “I thought you didn’t want me here either.”
“I didn’t want you here unless you really wanted to be here. This stuff is too dangerous unless you’re ready to go full throttle.”
“Did I not prove that at the diner this morning?”
“No, you proved it in the alley earlier.”
My mouth moves, trying to put it all together.
“Look, see this?” She rolls up her left sleeve. A series of tattoos covers her forearm and disappear into the sleeve at her elbow. They look like some kind of language, with intricately patterned curves, lines, and dots.
“Are those the Henna Tattoos you almost killed me over?”
“Don’t be melodramatic. I woke up one morning and there they were. Found out what they meant and read it out loud. Then all this stuff I can do—with the swords and my eyes—it was there too.” Ember tugs her sleeve back, smoothing it out. “I was flipping out, looking for answers, until an Indian named Eldritch finally found me. He explained about being a Ward, what it meant. That the Magick chose me. Everybody hated me for it. And hated him too.”
“Why, what’s the big? You weren’t the only Ward.”
“I was the only one like me. Other Wards, like Tommy, studied for years to up their chances of the Magicks choosing them. But Eldritch’s spell was different. He created it to choose a Ward based on what I had the potential to do—not what I had already done.”
Another series of fireworks thumps and fizzles outside.
 “I’m telling you all this,” she rubs her eyes, “so you’ll understand me when I say this is the only big thing I’ve ever been responsible for—and people have been trying to take it away from me since the day I got it. Like I’m not, like I never can be, good enough. It pisses me off. When you said all of that stuff in the alley—about having the right to see this through—it sort of reminded me about how it feels.” She shrugs. “I just couldn’t do it to another person.” Her blue eyes turn away, desperately searching for something to look at. “Especially someone who got involved in this because he was trying to help.”
How fortunate that you’re letting us help with the situation that you forced us into. The pinnacle of generosity, this one.
“Quiet,” I say.
She flicks her red hair around, looking at me. “What?”
“I said quite the thing to think about.”
Her forehead crinkles.
“Ah, here we are,” Obi says, reappearing from the back. Ember straightens her back and hardens her eyes. 
“ ‘Dis book was very hard to find. Old Obi had to call in a lot of favors.” Obi places a musty book on the counter between us. It’s large as a man’s torso and leather bound. He leafs through yellowed pages and stops near the middle.
 “And here it is,” he says. He turns the book around and points to the large, Latin words: “The Legacy of Token. Commissioned some fifty years ago by a concerned father who didn’t want his daughter to be a Sayer. ‘De boy—” 
“Seriously, dude?”
He sighs and points at me. “You will place your hand upon it, read the inscription, and ‘de Magick will be pulled out of you. Ember then destroys it, pulling the Magick into her.”
“Destroy it,” I say. “If it has to be destroyed, how is it still around? The previous Ward didn’t want the Magick back?”
Obi shakes his head. “It does not say. Maybe the original Ward wasn’t around to return the power to.”
I lean over looking at the page. I don’t know why—I can’t read jack. “So this Token’s Legacy thing may have more power in it? Where does it go?”
“Tokeeeen’s Legacy,” Obi says.
“Token, that’s what a I said.”
“No-no, read my lips—Tokeeeeeeen.”
“I … what?”
“Tokeeeeee—”
Ember slaps her hand on the book between us. “Obi, if this thing has other Magicks in it, where do they go? I don’t want today to end worse than it started.”
“Well, there is no way to know for sure, but presumably ‘dey will only return if they belong to you. Only Eldritch’s power belonged to you, so that’s all you should receive.”
“Where is it?” I say.
“It resides in some tunnels under Old Prose. The ones that ‘de first Mindu refugees used from long, long ago.”
“Mindu?” I say.
“Little Gremlin looking things,” Ember says. “They were some of the first to travel here from other dimensions.”
 Obi looks back and forth between the display case in front of him and the book. “Time is of ‘de essence. And Magick can carry you ‘dere quicker ‘dan your legs. I think I have everything needed to send two people ‘dere right here.” 
“What, you just keep all the inter-dimensional portal stuff up front?” I say.
He looks at me, incredulously. “ ‘Dey are small idoms. Very esy to steal.” He pulls a jade green feather, several bags of powder, and a vial filled with a swirling liquid that glows blue and red. He places all of the contents into a large pestle, producing an odd smell. Like sulfur and cinnamon. “That will be eleven ninety-five,” he says, turning a dial on the bottom of the pestle. 
“Seriously?” I dig into my pockets, hoping I’ll still have enough to buy a Magick pencil later for algebra. “All the stuff that’s going on right now, and you’re going to charge us?”
He shrugs. “A man ‘as to make a leeving.”
A bell rings at the front of the shop, announcing the entrance of the old woman with the picket sign. “What are you trying to pull on me?” she says. “The sign stopped working.”
“I did not sell you that sign.” Obi’s eyes narrow. “And you are not welcome here. Leave.”
Ember and I look at each other and then at Obi.
The old woman opens her mouth, like she is ready to let loose with a tirade, then closes it again and drops the sign. She takes three steps from the door and begins to change: the Blue dress blackens and shortens into a cloak; grey hair falls to her shoulders and changes to brunette; wrinkles smooth to reveal a woman in her early forties. 
“Sometimes we have to go where we are not welcome, Obi,” says Ms. Mystick.



CHAPTER FOUR
The first time I saw Ms. Mystick in person was at HEROES tower on the night of that Deathbot craziness. She never said anything—just rubbed her temples and looked around the room with bloodshot eyes. She didn’t join in when the others came after me either, which was mysteriously weird … but, then again, mysteriously weird was par for the course for her.
The Superhero fan sites don’t have a lot of stuff about Ms. Mystick. And it’s not for lack of trying. She first appeared fifteen years ago, when HEROES was fighting some big tentacled thing, trying to crawl its way out of the Tennessee River. iWitness News showed crazy close footage of the creature’s grinding beak chomping cars in half and its thirty foot eyeball reflecting spotlights back at the police boats. Eyewitnesses gave inconsistent counts of the tentacles, but there were anywhere from fifty to eighty around the beak, all thrashing and pulling at the Rickamauga Dam. By the time HEROES got there, the creature had managed to pull itself more than halfway out of the river. 
The HEROES roster back then was Hunter (the old one, not the new guy), Fusion, Tantrum, Amazon, and Liberty. The tentacles slapped away Liberty and Amazon. Tantrum’s Superspeed wasn’t super enough to dodge a piece of the dam. The rockets, freeze rays, and laser netting from the Hunt-Jet had no effect. And Fusion was swallowed whole by the chomping beak. A brief swelling and bubbling in the creature’s side was the last anybody saw of him. 
A wing started to appear from under the glowing, churning water. People panicked more and screamed louder. Even the camera guys from iWitness News started to run. 
Then Ms. Mystick showed up.
She hovered above the creature, the news cameras, and the other HEROES on a flat circle of light. Hieroglyphics spun rapidly around the glowing circle, adding an even cooler sense of what the papers later called “arcane.” Mystick uttered a few words—the cameras weren’t close enough to tell just what she said—and the creature imploded out of existence.
Just like that.
Prose, the country, heck—the world—was stunned by what happened that day. Everyone was used to Superpowers. There was a general understanding to it. And even if most couldn’t get behind the specific science of Liberty’s flight or Tantrum’s speed, they felt comfy knowing somebody else could. But this was something new. Something nobody could explain. And it was something that scared people as much as it fascinated them.
A few days later, after Fusion’s funeral, Liberty went on national television, saying that what crawled out of the river wasn’t alien, inter-dimensional, from the future, the past, or any of the stuff that HEROES was used to dealing with on a daily basis. No, it was something terrifyingly and mind boggingly new: It was Magickal (CNN ran a caption at the bottom of the screen so that everyone knew how to spell it).
Liberty stated that if the experience proved anything, it was that HEROES didn’t know how to deal with the Magickal, but thankfully that was all about to change. He then formally announced Ms. Mystick as HEROES latest member. Mystick stepped into view, arms crossed, full of character and charisma—and she was a total knock out. She was dressed in a black bikini number, largely open in a bullet shape from her throat to below her belly button, exposing the inside curves of two double D’s. Straps crisscrossed at her thighs, just barely covering what needed to be covered. Strong, bare legs lead all the way to two black high heels. Gold buttons ran up each side of the opening at her chest. 
From then on, people spent a lot more time talking about her outfit than the Magicks she used (the chicks on The View spent an entire episode talking about Mystick’s lack of tan lines; Tina Fey accused her of using Magick to hold up her breasts; David Letterman wondered why her nipples never stood up in cold weather—because he’d looked REALLY hard). 
I never put much thought into why she dressed the way she did. I mean, I thought about her body plenty, especially during puberty. But I never thought about why she put it out there. If HEROES did it just to distract the public from the nightmares Magick caused in the river that day, I gotta say, it was a pretty clever move. 
Isn’t she just the slightest bit cold?
“I say again,” Obi says. “Leave my store, Mysteek.”
Mystick puts her hands on two gorgeously round hips, parting the black cloak to expose what little of an outfit she has. “I’ll leave when she comes with me, Obi. Tommy and I have invested a great deal in searching for her. She put him in the hospital you know.”
I raise my hand. “Actually, I think that was me.”
“But she was ready to kill him. Ember is too dangerous to be left unchecked. I’m not leaving empty handed.”
Then place your hands upon your breasts—you’ll have two handfuls and then some.
Obi squares his shoulders. “Ember is in my care and—”
“And she can speak for herself.” Ember steps in front of Obi. “I already told Tommy how this is going to happen, Mystick. You can like it, hate it, or hump it. I’m not giving up this power until I find the right person to give it to. If I die in the meantime, that’s on me. If others die trying to force it from me, that’s on them. Or you.”
Obi throws a quick glance my way and then looks down at the mortar and pestle in his hands. He begins to grind the contents as gently, as quietly, as he can.
Mystick raises her head, sticking her chin out slightly. “Eldritch wasn’t the last Sayer Macabre killed He’s slain five more since then, three of which he absorbed. He grows stronger while our numbers grow weaker. I can only assume his next move is finding and killing more Sayers or Wards. Ember, you—the world—will be a safer place if you’re with me.”
Obi adds another ingredient and then grinds a little faster.
“You mean if the power is with you,” Ember says. “After you pry it out and give it to whoever you want.”
“That was not my intention. But, like you, I will do what I feel must be done.”
“Isn’t ‘dat all any of us can do?” Obi says, raising the mortar above his head. 
Mystick’s eyes widen. She raises her palms. “Obi, I’ve always liked you. But if you do this, if you send them to wherever you’re about to send them, know that I’ll do whatever it takes to find that location in your brain. Depending on how much you resist, there may not be much of you left.”
Obi grins. “If I do not help this young ladee, ‘dere will be even less of Obi left.”
He slams the mortar on the ground between us. 
There is a vibrating in my chest, in my eyeballs, and—I swear—my very soul. The wooden floor whirlpools in on itself and churns in glowing splashes of green, blue, and yellow. Mystick yells Ember’s name. Obi laughs.
I look up—Mystick runs at us, boobs not bouncing somehow (maybe The View was right). A sphere of energy forms in each of her hands, surrounded by some funky symbols and words. And right when I think the Magicks in her hands are about to do something horrible, something that I’ve only had nightmares about, Mystick, the shop, Obi—and everything around us—completely disappears with a violent flash. 
 
***
After another burst of light, Obi’s Magick mortar dumps Ember and me in a grimy brick tunnel, lit only by flickering torches. The space is massive, at least five football fields wide and I can’t see the ceiling. It feels like we’re deep though. Like the weight of the very world presses on us.
Ember stares at the ground, but doesn’t really look at it. Her chest heaves. 
I put my hand on her shoulder. “Obi knew what he was doing. And he wanted to help.”
“What if I’m wrong?” she says. “What if—”
“You’re not wrong. What’s our next move?”
“But—”
“You’re not wrong. What’s our next move?”
She takes a deep breath. And nods. “We need to get this over with quick. Mystick can—she’ll find out where we went soon enough. And I can’t fight her. Nobody stands a chance against her except another Sayer.”
Or another one like me. Or like I used to be.
“What do you mean?”
I’ll explain later. 
Ember’s eyes search the brick. “Superpowers … they don’t work like normal against a Sayer. Telepathy reads the next closest person instead of them. Energy blasts get deflected. Even Superstrength just doesn’t act like it’s supposed to. It’s like they get a cheat card. Even if you get your powers back, we need to be long gone.”
I nod, again wondering why Ms. Mystick never came after me on Deathbot night. Also wondering why she didn’t come after me when I sent the video. If what Ember says is true—and there is no reason to think that it isn’t—M and I didn’t stand a chance against her.
“Okay, so let’s make with the getting it-over-with already. Which way?” I say, gesturing into the blackness on either side of us.
“Well—” she’s cut off by a gust of hot wind to our left. It blows back her hair, bright even in this low light. We look at each other as the force changes direction, pulling at us.
“That certainly seems ominous,” I say. 
“Which means it’s probably Magick. The dark kind, like you only read about.” She ignites a katana in her left hand, throwing a little more light around us.
“Are you being sarcastic? Cause, if so—not cool.”
Ember’s glowing eyes, dancing with firelight like the torches around us, look into the blackness. “Come on.” 
We walk for what seems like hours, feeling the weight of everything—the slime covered brick, the torches that have stayed lit for who knows how long, the ceiling that we can’t see, and that wind. That damn, hot wind that keeps pushing and pulling at us. Its sound increases, like we’re getting closer to a pulsating waterfall. The torches don’t flicker in the slightest. 
Some faint snaps and pops under our feet abruptly stop us. Ember takes a deep breath and ignites another blade in her right hand, giving the room a little more light—just enough for us to make out the white and yellow objects on the ground. Some are slightly straight, like sticks. Others curve into recognizable patterns.
Human bones. 
I back up and—with a sharp crack—step on a human skull.
Ember looks at my feet and then her glowing eyes lock with mine, hard to stare at for too long in the darkness. 
“Sorry,” I say.
She shakes her head and motions me forward, giving me just enough light to avoid stepping on more yuck. Just ahead are jagged and round shapes, just a little blacker than the darkness surrounding them. They’re taller than us and seem to go on forever. The wind is even louder, and has a tighter sense of rhythm to it. 
Ember drops a sword, letting its light fade. She grabs my hand, and weird things happen in my stomach. Things that haven’t happened since Reagan. She pulls me toward the largest object and I feel the source of the wind pushing and pulling at us. I let go of her hand and place mine on the object. It’s smooth and cold, like polished stone. But there are no holes. It’s like the gusts literally come from nowhere. 
“Here!” Ember whispers, pointing to the far side of the object. I didn’t even realize she had walked over there.
“What is it?” I step closer.
She wipes at dust and cobwebs. “Here is the inscription that Obi was talking about. The one you have to read.”
I squint and read the inscription silently. “It’s in English?”
She nods, glowing eyes bobbing in the darkness. “It must change for whoever is reading it.”
“Wish my Spanish book did that. What does the inscription mean?”
She takes a moment, processing it. “Maybe that Magick doesn’t pick me this time? That I’m choosing to do this, to be a Ward.”
I nod, and place my hand on the inscription. It vibrates with each rush of air that passes in and out of it. I read it out loud: “For the first time, Fate did not make.”
I step back, head suddenly swimming. 
It’s gone Gabe. Thank The Void, the energy is gone.
I pull the necklace off, shove it into my pocket. M powers us up, replacing my skin and clothing with stars. My glowing eyes fill the darkness alongside the flames from Ember’s irises. “Okay, so it’s your turn now. How do you destroy this thing?”
“Thought I might try this:” She raises the sword above her head and holds it for a moment, allowing it to double in size. Its hum and glow furiously increase before she brings it clashing down onto the boulder. 
And nothing happens.
Ember looks at me, with sagged shoulders.
“Well, that was anticlimactic.”
Suddenly, something yellow on the surface of the boulder joins us in the darkness. It’s the size of a basketball and casts a slight reflection, like a window. Ember raises her sword.
Gabe, I’m sensing a life-form. Something massive. Of the we-need-to-run-away-from-it variety …
A black, dagger-like pattern cuts down the middle of the yellow. It shifts to the right, towards us. The yellow narrows.
It’s an eye.
The rushing of air increases. It’s then that I realize it isn’t just air—it’s breathing.
The object shakes and shifts, replacing its smooth grey surface with a red scaly one. It—or rather the head—pulls away from us and rises up … up … and up into the air. Two bursts of yellow and red flame briefly pour from nostrils forming at the end of a long snout. A rippled neck leads into a white, slightly sparkling belly. Muscles twitch and ripple under scales, stiff wings awkwardly stretch fifty feet away, and a growl rumbles from deep within the beast’s throat.
All I can do is stand there. Even after all of the crazy things I’ve seen, all I’ve done … something like this is still beyond belief, beyond sick, beyond dope.
The dragon snaps its horned head around, looking down at us.
Beyond epic.
Gabe … if we’re not going to run from the giant thing that wants to kill us, perhaps we should shoot it with our nifty Grav Blasts, yes?
I raise my hand and fire a Grav Blast at it. It turns its head sharply and blinks and the blue energy exploding off its snout. 
And that’s it. 
Just a blink.
A bubble ripples from a swollen belly all the way up its long neck. It lowers its head and extends an angry, tooth-filled jaw. 
A sea of roaring flame rushes at us.
M raises our force field. Ember jumps in front of us, fiery shield raised. My foot hangs out from under her shield, and I yelp before pulling it back in.
“How high is our force field right now?” I say, surprised at the pain in my foot.
It’s maxed, Gabe. Whatever powers that creature’s flame … our field is no match for it.
“This is all I have!” Ember yells over the gusts, blazing into her shield. 
The flames peter out, leaving nothing but the silence of the burnt and smoking brick around us. The dragon’s breath quickens and it paces back and forth anxiously, in a half circle. Its yellow eyes narrow as if its trying to figure out how it didn’t kill us.
“Dragons, really?!” Ember says through a quick whisper. “We have to kill a dragon to get the Magick back?! Why didn’t Obi’s book say something about this?”
The firelight dances across the shiny scales on the dragon’s belly and then I notice something on its chest: a bare spot, free of scales or sparkle. “Wait, the book did! That’s what Obi was trying to say: it’s not the Legacy of Token—it’s the Legacy of Tolkien? As in The Hobbit Tolkien.”
Ember nods, seeing the bare patch on its chest. “As in Smaug. That means—wait, you think a Sayer read Smaug to life?”
I shake my head. “I think a Sayer read something like Smaug to life. Something that would hoard Magick the way he hoarded gold.”
“What kind of sick, twisted shit came up with this?” Ember says. “And how is a Ward supposed to kill it? I can’t reach that spot on its chest. It’s too quick, too big—”
The dragon lets loose with another douse of flame. Ember raises her shield and keeps her head low. I stoop behind her, hands on her thighs. “And too goddamn deadly!” she says.
“Where’s our closest route back to the surface?!”
“HOW SHOULD I KNOW?” Ember yells, right in my ear.
I’m sensing a thinner layer of brick and concrete one mile behind. We should be able to blast through there.
My grip tightens around Ember’s waist and I fly backwards, careful to keep her shield between us and the scorching flames. 
“What are you doing?” Ember yells, wiggling. “I can’t kill it if I’m not in the same goddamn room with it!”
Such a potty mouth.
“Don’t you think they thought the same thing?!” I say, pointing to the Ward skeletons under us. “This thing will roast us in here. I’m faster in the air. So that’s where we need to be!”
I flatten out and Ember twists onto my back. “But I can’t fly!”
“You worry about swinging those swords. Let me worry about the flying!”
The tunnel fills with the angry, terrifying screech of a dragon. I risk a look back: It flies through the tunnel, galloping on the very air itself. It turns slightly sideways, opens its jagged, toothy maw and the wink of another fiery gust flares from somewhere deep inside it. I bank right and roll left—the geyser of flames claw the wall, narrowly missing us.
I pour on more speed, trusting M to tell me if there is a sudden turn. Ember tightens her muscled arms around my shoulders. The tunnel curves up.
“How is he flying?” I say. “His wings aren’t even flapping!”
“Magick! Has to be!”
Its method of flight seems very similar to ours.
“How is that possible?!”
“With Magick, anything is possible!” Ember says.
Ember, Tommy, that creature, even the device that Tommy used—all of them have that same sort of odd energy pattern. So whatever gave them their abilities is obviously connected in some way. But the dragon has something new: Its flight has the same sort of emissions we do.
“Ramma Radiation,” I whisper, just so M can hear. 
Exactly. And I believe the dragon senses our Ramma Radiation as well. 
“The dragon wants me,” I say. “He thinks my powers are Magickal, and he wants to add them to his stash.”
I believe so. But that also implies something else …
“What?” Ember says. “How is—”
Another gust of flame spreads over the ground under us.
“Explanations later! Where can we get out of here?”
“Why do you keep asking me that?!” Ember says.
Just ahead to your left. There. M turns a section of the brick blue for me.
“Hang on!” I slow enough to blow the total crap out of the wall with three massive Grav Blasts. Brick and concrete explode, bouncing off the forcefield M throws up around both me and Ember.
The snowy streets of Prose open up in front of us. We’re hovering next to the Apple Street diner. An old man stares at us from one of the diner’s windows, cup of coffee frozen at his lips. 
“That thing may use Magick to fly,” I say. “But it breathes. It definitely has to do that.”
The dragon roars from deep within the blackness behind us. The windows rattle and car alarms wail down Cheery Street . 
Ember adjusts her weight on my back. “Can we solve the mystery of the breathing dragon after you let me down?”
People in the diner rush to the window, anxiously looking from me to the hole. They’re waiting to see what’s going to happen, what they can take pictures of, and what kind of story they’re going to have to tell people for years to come. 
Two glowing yellow dots appear, deep within the darkness.
“Sorry, letting you down isn’t part of the plan that kills this thing.”
“Well, what is the plan?”
“Hold on. As tightly as you can.”
She wraps her legs around my waist. The yellow eyes grow brighter and they bounce up and down, with the steady cadence of the dragon’s flight. Flames pour out of the hole …
And we take off—straight up, sending a funnel of snow into the air.
“M, keep the forcefield up, even if we don’t get hit!”
What?
“What?!” Ember says.
“Just hang on!”
The night around us brightens, light as day. I bank left—barely missing a fireball roaring into the clouds. 
What are you doing? We can fly faster than this.
“I’m not trying to outrun it! I just want to lead it!”
Then, in a move I wouldn’t have given the dragon credit for being able to do, it produces a massive burst of speed and extends its neck right at me. Its jaw closes on either side.
We’re trapped inside the freaking thing’s mouth.
The dragon shakes its head and works it jaws into five quick, furious chomps. Its teeth slide and bounce off M’s maxed out force field, filling the reptile’s mouth with arcing blue energy. Ember lets loose with a mouthful of swears that would make Major Mayhem blush.
Know this, Gabe: I’ll leave you and take my chances with The Void before I let all that I am end up as this creature’s defecation …
The dragon screams in frustration, and jerks its head away, sending us cartwheeling through the clouds of the night sky. It swipes a massive paw our way, barely missing us. 
I pour on the speed. Ember screams and we haul ass by the clawing, flaming, pissed off dragon—the clouds parting in our wake.
Gabe, we won’t be able to stand much more of those attacks. The force coming out of the creature’s jaws is considerable. 
A chomp, I jerk right.
Another chomp, I jerk left.
The world curves away from us on either side. I slow and roll, looking back. Below us, the dragon rears back, puffs out its belly and lets loose with another jet of flame.
Or rather it tries to …
The dragon looks at its snout—the one that should be pouring fire but isn’t. Its yellow eyes bulge from its sockets, looking at me as if I’ve somehow betrayed it. Massive talons claw at its own throat.
“Isn’t oxygen a bitch?” I say.
The dragon flails and tries to yell—either in panic, anger, or both—but no sound comes out of its mouth. It tries to inhale, getting nothing for its trouble. Its eyes grow lazy, its limbs limp, and it plummets back to the Earth, in free fall.
I look at Ember, floating miles above Earth. Just like I knew it would, M’s forcefield trapped enough air for her to breathe before we headed up. “Now’s the time to back out,” I say. “We don’t have to—”
She kisses me. Long and hard. 
When she pulls away, her eyes are lit, their color matching the sword humming in her right hand. “Come on,” she says. “Let’s make Fate our bitch.”
We fly back down. 
The dragon falls in a leisurely spin, its eyes rolled deep in its sockets. I wait until its belly rolls into view and then we spot it: a bare patch of skin where scales should be covering its left breast. 
I fly down next to it. Ember reaches out, and pulls herself closer to it by a scale. She climbs up its breast, raises her fiery sword—
And Ms. Mystick appears on the other side of the dragon, coming out of the clouds like an angry banshee. She rides the same circle of light, spinning its arcane hieroglyphics directly under her. An energy bolt lances from her fingertips and wraps around my midsection, shoving me away.
The world slows … my eyes lock with Ember’s for just a moment. Even with the fire dancing inside them, they seem calm. Like they’re saying, “It’s not your fault. You did all you could.”
And then she’s gone, out of sight.
The white energy arcing around me whispers, angrily, in a language I’ve never heard. Whatever propels it jerks me to a sudden stop, pinning me to an invisible wall. I try to fly, pushing one way and pulling another, but it’s no use. It just won’t budge. 
“M!”
I have no idea. Can we talk about that kiss? We agreed you were going to consult me before fleeting attempts at fornication …
“Another time please?!” I wiggle right and left, desperate to break free before … “How far are we away from the ground?”
One mile. Even if Ember manages to slay the beast, she doesn’t have much time.
I fire a Grav Blast at Mystick’s energy. The whispery voice laughs at me. The arcing gets louder, thicker.
The energy just tripled in output. Our power seems to be feeding it. 
I stop struggling and power down when a thought occurs to me. I reach into my pocket, fish out the necklace and clasp it around my neck. 
What are you doing?
“Giving it something else chew on.” I power back up and point a fist at the sparking energy. Its whispery laugh ramps up to a scream right before my Grav Blast shatters it.
You used our Grav Blasts as a conduit to deliver the dampening properties of the amulet. I must admit, that was fairly ingenious. Especially for one so—
“Where are they?!”
Right below the cloud line. M outlines their silhouettes in blue.
I take off, back at them in an instant.
The dragon falls steadily, its back facing the ground. Ember clings to the thing’s chest. Mystick hovers directly above her. Ember is refusing to make the kill, knowing Mystick will just whisk her away to wherever once the deed is done. But just in case, Ember does have her sword raised above the bare patch. Raised and waiting …
For me.
Ember sees me out of the corner of her eye, flying toward her. She smiles and plunges the sword into the dragon’s chest. The dragon’s eyes snap open, fixing on Ember and Mystick. It screams and rolls, sending both of them in opposite directions.
Ember’s hand reaches into the blackness, grabbing mine. She spins herself onto my back and I slow to a hover, watching the dragon scream and writhe all the way down to the Tennessee River. Right before impact, it flickers into sparks and ash. Orange glowing dust mixes with the snow feathering through the night, twirls against the wind, and then meanders into Ember.
“Booya,” she says in a weak voice.
 
***
I land on the Michael Booth Bridge, setting Ember down beside me. It’s probably pushing 3 AM by now, so the bridge is deserted. “Are you okay?”
She nods and raises a finger, holding her other hand at her belly. “If I don’t throw up, I’ll be fine. But I should probably sit,” she barely manages to say before collapsing into the snow on her hip.
I’m not sure how much time we’ll have for sitting.
I look up. Ms. Mystick hovers back to the bridge on her circle of light and lands beside us. 
A few moments pass. Ember shuffles in the snow, trying to get to her feet. I pull her up and she leans on me, head swaying a little. 
Mystick smiles, approvingly. “Fighting until the last.”
“Obi?” I say. “What did you do to him?”
She slightly purses her lips. “Nothing.”
I tilt my head.
“It was quicker to find out what you were doing by examining the contents of the pestle than by … questioning him,” Mystick says. “His pride will be the only thing injured when he wakes.” 
Another silence. I think about how fast I can get Ember out of here. I think about all of the things I’ve heard Ms. Mystick can do. And then I think about all of the things I’ve seen her do. The falling snow pit-pats onto the bridge … my hand tightens at Ember’s side.
“Don’t do this,” I say. “Ember’s proven herself.”
“It wasn’t Ember’s intentions that were called into question, as much as her ability to communicate those intentions. Now, ironically, it’s been her fear that I would take the power from her that’s forced my hand. She’s just too much of a loose cannon.”
“Don’t make this about me.” Ember steps away, keeping most of her weight on her left leg. “You’ve always wanted to take this power away, without giving me a choice, a say in who gets it. That’s not fair to Eldritch. To what he wanted.”
“Are we talking about Eldritch or are we talking about you?” Mystick says. Unlike Ember, her breath somehow doesn’t frost into the cold.
“There’s no difference. Eldritch picked me.” Ember limps closer to Mystick. I hope she doesn’t fall over. 
Mystick looks away. “Perhaps, but …”
“No,” Ember straightens. “You listen. You want me? Fine, we can’t stop you. But you can’t stop me either.”
Mystick’s eyes narrow. “What do you—”
Ember’s sword hums to life in her hand. She collapses to her knees and holds the tip of the burning blade inches from her throat, chin thrusted out.
Mystick’s hands fall from her hips, closing her cloak.
“Can’t risk it, can you?” Ember says. “ ‘Macabre grows stronger while our numbers grow weaker.’ That’s what you said in Obi’s shop. You may be able to do something to me before this thing goes into my throat. But I’ll find a way to end myself eventually—before you get this power out of me. I guaran-damn-tee it.”
I step forward, about to say something—anything—that would end this insanity. But seeing Mystick’s shoulders sag, just slightly, stops me.
Mystick raises her palm. “Okay, Ember. You’ve made your point. We’ll do it your way, but on one condition: We meet regularly, in a neutral place, to discuss your progress in finding a new Sayer. If you don’t agree to those terms, you might as well open your throat right here on the bridge. Because I’ll chain your soul to mine if that’s what it takes to protect the Magicks inside you. From Macabre or from yourself.” 
The three of us stare at each other. 
Ember nods and the sword winks out of existence. 
“So that’s it?” I say. “It’s that easy?”
Mystick arches an eyebrow at me. “On the contrary, I would say the situation has grown increasingly complicated.”
I tense, not sure if I want to hear the answer to my next question, but I have to ask: “Why didn’t you come after me on the night of the whole Deathbot thing?”
She smiles. “Honestly, I was too tired. I had already gone weeks without rest, looking for Macabre. But I did have reason to question Liberty’s motivations for going after you and said as much. He told me I was no longer part of HEROES the following morning.” Mystick looks past me. “It made my meeting with Silver Sentinel somewhat awkward this morning, but we got past it.” I turn and follow her eyes to Ember. She leans on the bridge railing, staring at the river. 
“So does this mean we’re … allies? United, common enemy and all that?”
“I wouldn’t say HEROES is my enemy. Let’s just say a friend of Ember’s is somebody I can use to my advantage if need be.”
“That’s not even a little like an ally.”
Yet, it repeatedly seems to be the closest thing we manage to find.
“Perhaps. But that’s all we have for the moment. And considering Tommy is still recovering in the hospital from your altercation earlier, I think it’s better than it could be.” The light disc thingy forms under Mystick’s feet. “Tell Ember I’ll call on her after she has a chance to rest.” With a rush of air, Mystick flies off, the disc fading into the night. 
I walk over to Ember. “How are you feeling?” 
She looks at me, and tucks some bright red hair behind an ear. “I’m still not entirely sure if I’m going to throw up, but I’m okay. That was …”
“Yeah.”
“We almost …”
“Yeah.”
“But you never gave up. On yourself. On me.”
If it makes a difference, I gave up on the both of you long ago.
“I’ve had a lot of practice in the not-believing-what-others-say category.”
“Yeah, same here. But still, it starts to wear you down after a while. Even with everything I said, everything I did, I started to wonder …”
She looks back at the water. 
“Ember, I don’t know Macabre. And there is still a lot I don’t know about your world, but be careful. Guys like him don’t give up. And they make things personal in the worst way.”
She reaches into the pocket of her hoodie and pulls out another piece of chalk. “I’m going to stay with Obi for a while. Until this blows over a little. If you want to …” she places the chalk in my hand, not knowing what else to say. She looks me in the eyes and pulls my face to hers. Our lips touch tenderly, the only heat on the snowy bridge. 
Ember pulls away before I do and gives me a grin. The lonely kind of grin that you give other people to make it seem like everything is okay. And then she limps away, into the cold, pulling up her hood.



EPILOGUE
“Casa?” I say into his apartment.
He’s not here, Gabe. The only thing I’m detecting is the wretched apparition upstairs.
“That’s the person I really wanted to speak with anyway.” I close the door behind me and turn on the light so that I don’t trip over the jungle of book stacks in the living room. Casa could give Rock Creek Bookstore a run for its money. 
Void knows why.
I walk up the creaking stairs, in the direction of Pink’s bedroom. She stayed with me the night we broke into The Bend, but has been here with Casa ever since. He had an extra bedroom anyway, so it kind of worked out. Well, it at least worked out as good as it could have, given that HEROES now hated her almost as much as they hated me. 
“So you think Ms. Mysick’s powers—that the Magicks in general—are somehow connected to us?”
Not us directly, but the radiation indicates someone like us. Or to be even more specific: someone like I used to be.
I stop, near the last step. “You think another one of your race—somebody else who was bored like you—created … Magick?”
Essentially. But not here—on another world or maybe even another dimension. And if such an affected being managed to find his way here, either through a natural portal or on artificial one, and then was killed …
“But someone from your race couldn’t have caused this. Everything works differently. They kill each other—the Sayers—and somehow manage to take their powers. Powers that work off just saying words. That’s nothing like Supers.”
Supers’ powers don’t work like that simply because I didn’t want them to—not because I was incapable of making them do so. These abilities—these ‘Magickal’ powers—work very similar to the abilities I personally had after The Accession. My species’ understanding of the inter-workings of existence was second nature at that point. If I wanted something to happen, Gabe, simply saying it aloud was generally all it took. 
I sigh and marvel—not for the first time—at the stupid amount of power M had before he was sent here.
And the point of the cosmic game my kind played with one another was, ultimately, to have the creatures in our planetary sandboxes outlive those of our peers. These Sayers killing others like themselves to gain better access to their abilities today—it may have started as some form of evolutionary experiment. 
I lower my voice to a whisper to keep Pink from hearing me. “But what about the ‘odd’ energy? Wouldn’t you have been able to recognize something from your own race?”
Not if another member of my race created it and then kept it hidden.
“…. Does this change anything?”
It might later. I suspect there is more to this than we’ve witnessed thus far. We should be ready to encounter something more … relatable in the future. And furthermore, we may be able to get Ember to help us with finding Maul, given the nature of those inter-galactic portals in Old Prose.
“She has enough problems, M.”
So did I, and yet we helped her anyway.
“Fine—fine, I’ll ask.” I stop at Pink’s bedroom door and knock.
 Nothing but the sounds of echoing voices playing on the television …
I open the door, and there she is: a pink, cloud-like tweenager hovering above a bed topped with a black comforter. Moving boxes surround the bed, some of their contents spread across the floor like opened Christmas presents. Mostly DVDs, knick knacks. There aren’t any dolls, games, or stuffed animals—the stuff you’d expect to find from someone her age. Or at least the age she appears. 
The night she stayed at my house, she changed while she slept. Into a woman in her early twenties. Which meant she looks this young on purpose. I’ve been waiting, giving her the room she needs to bring this up on her own, but given what happened with Lancaster, the waiting may need to come to an end.
She looks at me with her round face. “So, did you like, save the world or something?”
I sit on the bed. “Or something. But everything is how it should be.” 
She makes a noise, like air blowing from pursed lips. 
I turn and look at her. “What?”
“Nothing. Forget it. I hate you, that’s all.”
“Why? I—do I deserve that? I came here to check on you.”
“No, you came here to say everything was okay.”
“I don’t—”
“Do you remember what you said in the bookstore? Specifically?”
“That you can’t just …” the words die on my lips. 
“ ‘… ride around in somebody’s body whenever you like,’ ” she finishes for me. 
My face burns. 
“Yeah, now you get it.”
We stare at the television in silence for a few minutes. Finally I say, “You can’t possess people anymore.”
More silence is her only response. 
“Pink, I-I’m sorry, I …”
“And it’s your fault. So now that we have that settled, think you can shut up now?” She stares at the television.
I rub the bridge of my nose, stand up, and turn off the television.
“Hey!”
“Now that I have your attention, let me say I’m sorry—”
“I don’t want to hear ‘I’m sorry.’ It doesn’t make what you did go away.”
“Well … did you ever start to think that maybe, just maybe, what I said—what I did—was the right thing to do?”
Her head turns away slightly, but she keeps her eyes on me. Eyes filled with hate and anger.
“You’re not—I don’t think you’re very responsible with this thing.”
“Don’t talk to me like that. I may look like a kid, but—”
“But you don’t have to, right?”
“What?”
“I saw you when you were sleeping. You were older. Which means you look like this intentionally. Why?”
She drifts toward the window. “This—forget this. I’m outta here.”
“Oh, yeah, that’s good. Just going to rush out. Instead of dealing with the truth.”
She rushes back, pink misty body enveloping me—making me flinch.
“No! I’m rushing out of here, Gabe, instead of dealing with YOU! Can you even imagine what it’s like?” She looks at the television. “Not being able to touch anything?”—she looks back at me—“Anyone? To have the most suckiest experience turn you into something like this, and then-then things just get epically worse from there?”
Now THAT is the correct use of ‘epic.’
I close my eyes for a moment. Not now M, please. “I don’t know what your situation is, Pink. But I get that it sucks. Mine sucks too.”
“Don’t you DARE compare us!” her voice echoes around me. “My life is nothing like yours! It’s—even before I was like I am now … it …” Her eyes squint, like she’s holding back tears. She begins to shift—from the tweenager wearing the Brittany Spears t-shirt—into the woman that I saw that night after The Bend.
All I can do is silently move my mouth like an idiot. 
Confused, she looks at her hands and then faces her reflection in the dresser’s mirror. Pink’s round face is replaced with longer features, her button nose becomes slightly clipped, and her eyes lose all innocence. She turns on me with those same eyes—now hardened with loss and pain. “Now I can’t even …” she pauses briefly before bolting through the window, into the night.
An invisible weight presses on my chest. I’ve never felt as rotten—as absolutely horrible—as I do right now. I look around the room, desperately—as if I’m trying to find something that will make me feel better.
All I find is today’s Prosian, spread out on the floor. There is an article about how great Liberty is and about how bad I am. It’s written by Lisa Lancaster and beside it are some notes in Casa’s handwriting. 
And then the reason for Pink being in Lisa Lancaster’s body hits me. 
She didn’t just grab Lancaster at random. She grabbed her so that she could do a video interview with me. Something to derail what was about to happen at the vigil. Casa probably came up with it; Pink would have worked out the smaller details. Create a reason for Lancaster’s following memory loss, find a way to explain her wearing sunglasses, and nobody ever would have been the wiser. The only person really taking a gamble would have been Pink. She was willing to drag her own name through the mud, unasked, for me. 
And what did I do?
I acted like an insensitive dick.
 
***
Ember finally answers the Magick Shoppe door on the third nock. 
Gabe, before you do this … please, just think—
“Gabe?” she says, rubbing her eyes. “What time is it?” She wears a long brown shirt that says Muggle across the front. It reaches half way down her bare thighs, both of which are covered with purple bruises. There is a cut on her right cheek that I didn’t notice earlier.
“It’s, I don’t know. Late,” I say. It’s easy to speak softly because the crowd behind me in Old Prose is pretty thin. “Or early. How’s Obi?”
“He’s good … just pissed. Mystick was just trying to rattle his cage. Are you okay?”
I nod—then slowly turn it into a head shake. “No, I’m really far from okay. Lightyears even. Think I’ve pissed off or hurt everyone close to me. And I just want to feel … different for a little while. Better, y’know? Like—” 
The irises of Ember’s eyes flame up.
We press our lips and bodies against each other and fumble our way back into the shop, closing the door behind us. 
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