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      Billowing puffs of clouds whipped into swirls and eddies as the streamlined wing of Dr. Buchanan’s private plane descended toward an emerald-green island floating in the blue of the sea. I gazed through the cold, clear window, soaking in every detail. I’d been life-flighted to the burn unit at Shriner’s as a baby, but I didn’t remember it. Flying over the Pacific while still conscious? Yeah, this counted as my first flight. And I loved it.

      Temnon unbuckled from the seat next to me and leaned over to push his face up against my window. My nose rubbed against the pane as his blond head shoved mine aside.

      “Hey,” I grumbled, leaning into my luxurious, leather recliner. Flying on a private plane had its perks, or so my mom told me. “I thought you didn’t want a window seat.”

      “I didn’t when there was nothing but ocean, but look at that, would you?”

      “I’m trying to. Your head is in the way.”

      From the second row of cream-colored, leather seats facing ours, Dr. Buchanan pulled a blindfold off his eyes. “Ah. At long last. Isla DeSoto. The finest private island in the Pacific.” He closed his laptop and set it on the fine, wooden coffee table between us.

      “Dr. B? Why do you type blindfolded?” Temnon asked. “I’d think seeing the letters would make typing easier.”

      “On the contrary, dear boy, I have a few talents that are actually hindered by my ability to see. Typing is one of them. However, my creative descriptions have improved dramatically, much to my publisher’s delight.”

      “Maybe I should try a blindfold,” Mom chimed in. “I can’t keep up with him, and I’m only correcting his typos.”

      Dr. Buchanan made his way to the cockpit. The short walk wouldn’t be miraculous in any way, except that six months ago, my mentor was blind. Temnon’s great-grandmother magically restored his vision. Dame Maudine specialized in genetic life magic, so it took, like, two seconds. She offered to have an alchemist heal my scars, but I liked who I had become. My white, lacy scars reminded me of my dad’s sacrifice and example. I did request a magical solution to the damaged nerves in my legs, and they tried a whole myriad of healing spells, but the alchemists claimed my own magic fought against them. No one knew why. Oh, well. At least my neuropathy pain warned me when my life was in jeopardy.

      “Hey,” Temnon blurted out, sliding his rear back into his own seat. “Why didn’t Sadie come? She’s practically your best friend.”

      “Normally, she’d love to lie on the beach, but she’s working on a big project over the winter break. She’s got some poor, lovesick chemistry genius trying to invent a new acne cream. She must be totally into it if she’s willing to stay where it’s so cold.”

      “Fine with me. Easier to train without awkward questions. Or you could tell her you’re a rare Wielder of Truth wizard.”

      “The fewer people who know about me, the better. I don’t want the FBI deciding I’m a national threat and dissecting me.”

      Temnon laughed, until he saw my face. “You’re serious?” His mirth vanished. “Second Earth is a strange planet.”

      Dr. Buchanan returned from the cockpit. “We’re going to land soon, Lillian,” he told my mother. “Your editing can wait until we get settled.”

      “Almost to the end of this page,” Mom said. She typed for several more seconds.

      The “fasten seatbelts” sign blinked on with an electronic tone.

      “Lillian,” cautioned Dr. Burchanan as he sat and cinched his own belt.

      “Sorry.” Mom slid her laptop into her bag and yanked her seatbelt tight, but the belt didn’t steady her quavering voice. “Your new book is mesmerizing. It’s hard to edit for you when I just want to read it again. You’re going to make another fortune off of this. I’ll probably be editing a screenplay version soon.”

      I knew Mom well enough to know she chatted to distract herself from her fear of flying. Or rather, her fear of the plane bursting into flames and plummeting into the ocean dooming us all to a horrifying death. She clutched the armrests, her knuckles turning white, and held her breath as the plane slowed for the landing.

      I closed my eyes and telepathically sent my happy calm directly to her mind. My telepathic skills rocked. I practiced for hours every day. I didn’t even complain—too much—and my skills were increasing exponentially. But the rest of my magic? I had a lot to figure it out.

      “Thanks, Agnes.” She sighed, relaxing into her seat. “Who knew having a wizard for a daughter would be so handy?”

      Steadily sending calm to my mom, I chuckled to myself. How dumb was I to reject my power last summer? I mean, seriously—so naïve. The summer months spent on First Earth at the palace in the presence of skilled wizards taught me loads about telepathy, but I still couldn’t get the hang of other types of magic that wizards used daily. Temnon was here to help me learn transporting. As an arch mage, it was a necessary skill, but no matter how hard I tried, I failed every time.

      More and more detail of the sandy, white beaches and shiny, green trees materialized as the plane landed and came to a stop. When the hatch opened, an extravagant vacation home peeked through the leafy palm fronds. What a great setting for wizard training. And I didn’t have to freeze my butt off in Boston.

      The pilot helped us unload our luggage onto the manicured, pebble pathway, promised to return in two weeks, and took off again. As the jet engines roared on the other side of the landing strip, Temnon sent his golden matter-shaping magic into the pebbles. They rotated and scooted the heap of luggage like a conveyor belt to the tropical vacation home.

      “Welcome, my honored guests,” crowed Dr. Buchanan, “to the DeSoto Estates.”

      Mom gasped with delight. I couldn’t blame her. This place was amazing. Smaller than Dr. B’s New York mansion, but bigger than his Boston penthouse, it had all the lushness of a jungle beautifully incorporated with luxury living. Thick, peaked beams supported the thatched roof, but on closer inspection, the plastic thatch was just for show. Three wide steps led to the front porch and a dozen beach lounges facing the ocean. Dr. Buchanan unlocked the double French doors and entered. Most of the first floor was open living and kitchen space. Plush couches, a gas fireplace, and a beautiful pool table made up the living area. Cool totem poles carved with tiki masks held up the second floor. Dr. Buchanan passed the torch-lit living area into the gourmet kitchen.

      “And now,” he announced with flourish among the gleaming appliances and black quartz countertops, “for my next trick, I shall create, out of only the barest ingredients, lunch.” Dr. Buchanan opened the huge, stainless-steel fridge and started pulling out fresh veggies. I guessed someone had been here earlier to stock up on supplies.

      “You can cook now?” Mom sounded incredulous. “Since when?”

      “Since I no longer have my aide extraordinaire, the talented Ms. Chippy, fretting about burned fingers when I near the kitchen. She’s even parted with some of her choicest family recipes.”

      “She knows you aren’t blind?” Temnon asked.

      “I couldn’t hide it from her. She’s as observant as an eagle and tenacious as a wolverine.” Dr. Buchanan chuckled. “But I did manage to convince her I’m part of a secret clinical trial that has returned some sight. Sadie, however, knows nothing.”

      “Fantastic!” praised Mom. “I’ll help.” She gave me a hug. “Why don’t you and Temnon go pick rooms? We’ll call when the food is ready.”

      “Sure,” I answered.

      “I’ll handle the bags,” offered Temnon. “But afterward, we really need to get to work.”

      I held back a grimace. I’d already been working for months. I felt guilty about making Temnon put off his own duties as a prince on First Earth to spend the week helping me. But the royal Odonata family insisted that transportation was an absolute necessity for Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, the Arch Mage of Second Earth.

      I found a nice suite decorated in tropical flowers with a double bed, private bathroom, and a gorgeous view of the jungle. I unpacked my duffle, freshened up, and then ten minutes later, Temnon and I ran down the front steps leading to the beach to start my transportation lesson.

      “Wait a second,” Mom called from the door. She held up a camera. “Quick picture first.”

      Temnon scooped me up, my white legs flopping about, and grinned at the lens. What else could I do? I yelled, “Cheese,” and threw out my hands in a goofy pose. The camera flashed.

      “Got it,” called Mom. “Get to work, then, you two.”

      She went back into the house and Temnon set me down. In a flash of blue light, he disappeared and then reappeared ten feet away.

      “Transportation,” he said. “See? Super easy.” He drew a circle in the sand three feet away from me. “Now, just want to be in the circle.”

      I focused on the circle. Over there! I shouted inside my head.

      Nothing happened.

      I pulled energy into my chest until it warmed, focused on the circle, and tried again. Again, nothing. I frowned.

      So did Temnon. “Come on, Agnes! You know this! Focus, hard, on where you want to go, build energy in your chest, send your magic to the destination, and release.”

      “I know. You’ve told me that a hundred times. I follow the directions, but it doesn’t work for me. Don’t enchantments have a magic incantation associated with them?” I asked. “What if I say the words out loud?”

      “That’s like saying ‘open door’ whenever you grab a doorknob. You don’t need to say it. My dad already cast the transportation spell on you. All you need are the mechanics.”

      Mechanics I couldn’t seem to figure out. It was like learning French by listening to someone describe it to you. Temnon’s dad was arch mage of First Earth, a top-notch enchanter. He cast a bunch of enchantments on me, but I couldn’t make them work. Wizards had specific talents, often related to their personalities. Temnon was a matter shaper: he could manipulate and change matter. My talent was truth, which is why I could always tell when someone was lying. There were dozens of other talents, like manipulating fire or using light to create illusions. No matter the magic type, every wizard could cast cast simple spells.

      Every wizard except me. I couldn’t get my magic to work on deliberate, easy spells, like transportation, but it exploded with instinctual, complex spells, like separating magic types and reinfusing essences. Maybe Wielders of Truth were different than normal wizards. I defeated Vi Lorina last spring, but that had been sheer stubbornness and luck more than actual skill.

      “One more time,” Temnon encouraged. “Start focusing, really hard, on where you want to go. Build your spell, project your magic along the desired path, release your energy, and let it convey you to your goal.”

      Again, I followed his instructions to the letter. I squeezed my big, brown eyes shut and felt my pale skin redden from effort. Harder and harder I focused, trying to force myself to defy the laws of physics and magically appear in the sandy circle.

      “Come on.” I grunted, but the power fizzled inside of me, and I stayed firmly in my current position. “Argh! I just don’t get it!” I yelled. “What is wrong with me?”

      Temnon turned away and muttered to himself. I heard a few snatches, including “stupid patience” and “what did Nemantia say?” Running a hand through his blond hair, he turned back to me and sighed his unwilling martyr sigh.

      “This must be frustrating for you. How does it make you feel?” he forced himself to say.

      I had to wonder if his sweet cousin, Nemantia, a necromancer with power over the connection between life and death, had somehow channeled her spirit into Temnon’s body and spoken through his mouth. Poor Temnon bit his lip and waited for me to start crying. I laughed instead.

      “Nemmy’s teaching you how to teach me, isn’t she?”

      “She’s trying, but I don’t get her lessons, either.”

      I sat on the bottom wooden step. “I wish Dominath would download transportation knowledge into my brain, but he keeps saying I’m not ready.”

      “He’s a dragon,” Temnon sat next to me. “They’re pretty egotistic. They have every right to be, but still…”

      Dragons. So phenomenal and aggravating at the same time. I knew all about them. Dominath deposited his prolific knowledge of dragon anatomy and history into my brain telepathically. Maybe the secret to transporting hid somewhere in my mind after all. I sat still, barely aware of Temnon trying to coach me by repeating his directions for the hundredth time.

      I closed my eyes and let my mind wander through the video library stored somewhere in the folds of my gray matter. I saw dragon eggs incubating in their mother’s fiery breath, and various scales molting to be replaced by new ones. I saw dragons using magic for lift when flying or to increase the pressure of their bite. I even saw Dominath’s universal knowledge as a vast pool of shifting and swirling silver liquid. Dominath made it do whatever he wanted it to. All that power, and it obediently performed exactly as directed.

      I opened my eyes. Dominath was right. If I couldn’t send my power three feet to the left, I wasn’t ready for total access to my own massive pools of magic. So how could I get my power to respond to my directions? Yelling at it didn’t work; I knew that much. In the past, my magic worked all sorts of ways, instinctually, purposefully, even without me knowing. So what was the key? What was the same about all my spells?

      My first spell was unintentional. I separated King Odric and the wolf demon inside his skin. The mixed magic surrounding them bugged me, and I wanted it to be normal. Then I used telepathy to show my mom she was on another planet and not dreaming. I also used the light of my truth to fight Vi Lorina’s illusionary monsters.

      Temnon’s voice droned on as I realized the answer. All those spells I cast on First Earth were to make things right. And at this moment, here on the beach, things weren’t right. I wasn’t being the wizard I needed to be.

      If I was just over in that circle, then that would be right. My vision blurred for an instant. I shook my head, and it cleared soon enough. Temnon still sat on the wooden step, talking at me, but not really to me. He was trying so hard! Why was I such a thick-headed imbecile? I dug my toe in the ground and accidently kicked a spray of fine white sand onto my friend.

      “Hey! I’m trying to…” He stopped short and stared at me, then the step next to him, and back to me. “You moved,” he accused.

      “Sorry, I was thinking about Dominath and…”

      “No, Agnes! Look!”

      He pointed at my feet, standing inside the circle. Big droplets of blue light pooled around my flip-flops.

      “I did it?”

      “You did it!” He whooped and ran to me. He lifted me up and spun around inside the circle. “Was it my superior instructions?”

      Yes, thank you, I tried to say, but my lips stumbled over the words. I was pretty used to my ineptitude at lying, so I shrugged.

      “You lied to me?” Temnon pouted.

      “Not intentionally,” I insisted. “I guess it wasn’t your lecture.”

      “Then what was it? What was going through your head?”

      “All the other spells I’d cast. What they had in common.”

      “And?”

      “I was always making things right again. So when it came to the circle, I had to have a good reason to be there. It had to be the right thing to do. I don’t think my magic can lie any more than my mouth can.”

      Temnon ran his fingers over my fine, white, pixie-cut hair. I didn’t mind. It was really soft now, and I kind of liked showing it off.

      “Do you think trying again is the right thing to do?” he asked.

      “Would it make me a better wizard and more able to help people in trouble?”

      “Definitely.”

      I exhaled and imagined myself standing in my tropical flower suite. My vision blurred, like before, and when it cleared, I yelled to Temnon out the window.

      “I did it again.”

      “Great job,” he whispered in my ear.

      “Gah!”

      He startled me so much I jumped. One of my feet landed on the bamboo mat, but the other hovered in the air on some kind of invisible box. It threw off my balance and I fell on the bed. Embarrassed, I scrambled back up, and kicked experimentally at the invisible thing.

      Temnon snickered at my clumsiness. “It disappeared as soon as you stepped off,” he said, waving his foot where it had been.

      “How did you get here so fast? I didn’t tell you where I was going.”

      “Tracer spell. Standard for any transportation instructor. I followed you.”

      “Looking out for me?”

      “Always.” The word brimmed with unspoken meaning. So did his intense, blue-eyed gaze. But he blinked and brought me back to transportation lessons. “You may have noticed the safety platform,” he instructed, “as you fell from it with the grace of an albatross.”

      I slugged him; but my weak fist glanced off the solid muscles of his arm.

      “Do you mind?” he said with mock indignance. “I’m teaching here.”

      “Fine. Teach away professor.”

      “The safety platform engages when you transport to a place you can’t see. Just step down when you know that it’s safe.”

      “Safety platform. Got it.”

      “Now, how about a bigger challenge?”

      “Like what?”

      “Try to lock on to a person this time. How about Dr. Buchanan? He’ll get a kick out of you appearing from nowhere.”

      “Okay. Any advice?”

      “Remember to picture him in his environment. If you don’t know where he is, focus on him standing against a white background.”

      I wasn’t afraid. Next to my mom, I was most familiar with Dr. Buchanan. I convinced my magic that learning to find people was important and thought of him working at his desk. Just as my vision began to blur, a stiff, cool breeze from the ocean blew through my open window, and I briefly thought about how nice it felt.

      My vision blurred again, but differently than before. This time, I felt chilly. I shook my head to clear it, but white dots danced across my eyes. White spots everywhere, no matter which way I turned. Confused, I lifted my foot to take a step.

      “Agnes! Don’t move!” shouted Temnon.

      Too late. I stepped off of the safety platform onto nothing. I tilted forward and began to fall. Strangely, familiar gray bricks and dark square windows rushed past both sides of me as I plummeted down toward a small, flat slab of slush-covered cement.

      I screamed and clenched every muscle in my body.

      The white flecks rushed to me. They gathered in a sheet below me, but I plowed through them. Again they gathered, plus trillions of others from every direction, piling into a huge mound below me. I spread my arms and legs and plunged into the soft, white pile with a spectacular lack of composure. The pile absorbed my momentum, and I came to a halt.

      I knew this feeling. Snow. I somehow fell into a huge pile of snow.

      Shaking from the cold, I struggled to climb out of the snowdrift. A warm hand connected with mine and pulled me free. Temnon’s features twisted in panic.

      “Are you hurt?” he shouted into my face.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Good. I wasn’t sure there was enough snow to cushion your fall.”

      “What happened? Where’s Dr. B.?”

      “You brought us here,” he reminded me. “You don’t recognize this place?”

      I did. Sort of. I turned around to get my bearings.

      “I think we’re in the alley next to Dr. B’s Boston penthouse.”

      To make sure, I started to walk out of the alley, but a horrible, awful, terrifying sight froze me in a dead stop. At the end of the alley, a scraggly little mutt stared at me, his leg still lifted mid-pee, and holding the mutt’s leash was the last person on Second Earth I wanted to see.

      Detective Colucci.
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      Colucci’s big, dumb eyes recognized me.

      “Heeey.” He slowly pointed, still stunned. “You’re that kid.”

      I yelped and wanted to disappear. I guess my magic wanted the same thing because blue light filled the alley. Somewhere near the edge of my consciousness, Temnon reached for me and shouted my name as I slipped away from the Boston alley and my vision blurred until I nearly blacked out. A thousand flashing glimpses of various locations circulated in my head. Barely recognizing them, I grabbed onto the next one that popped up. With a violent yank, my vision cleared, and I stood a foot above a narrow road surrounded by small, boxy apartment buildings jammed tightly together. A throng of Filipinos, all dressed in bright yellow and maroon, pressed me into the flow of traffic. A few people glanced at me in surprise and chatted vigorously to each other, but they jostled away into the crowd. Where in the cuss was I?

      “Temnon?” I cried, panic pitching my voice higher than usual.

      “Here. Don’t you dare transport again.”

      Blond, tall, and gloriously familiar, he reached for me.

      “Let her through,” he bellowed at the crowd.

      And they let me. They actually understood him. They stepped aside, and I grabbed his hand. Pulling me behind him, Temnon waded through people until he found a little café lodged in a niche and sank into a chair next to a dirty table.

      I pulled my chair next to his. “You speak Filipino?”

      With a groan he lay his head on one arm and repeatedly banged his free hand on the table top. His arm muffled his exasperated reply.

      “I speak Ademic. Ademic translates into all languages, Agnes. But that is not the issue here.” With strained patience he cupped my face in his hands. “Don’t you realize how many times you nearly died in the last two minutes?”

      He was so worried. And agitated. I sat there, guilt pushing up tears, with nowhere to look except directly into his blue eyes. I blinked several times and swallowed down my erupting emotions. His face softened, and he slipped his arms around me. Glad to be forgiven, I snuggled into his shoulder.

      “Remember when I said you had to concentrate?” he asked.

      “I thought I was. Why did I end up twelve stories above that alley? I had a clear picture of Dr. Buchanan.”

      “Describe it. What did you see?”

      “The same thing I always see when I think of him. Dr. B sitting in his stud…y. Oops. I pictured him in his Boston penthouse study, not against a white background.”

      “Yeah, oops.”

      “But then why didn’t I transport into the study?”

      “Keep describing.”

      “Well, I had the image, and I activated my magic, and that’s it.”

      “Think, Agnes. Something must have reminded you of outside.”

      He was right. The instant I started to go, that cool breeze distracted me. “The breeze?” I guessed.

      “Uh-huh. And what is the first rule of transportation?”

      “Focus. Hard.”

      “Right. And if one bad hop wasn’t enough, you took off again without any idea where you were going. That is such a huge risk. You might have ended up in the middle of the ocean. Then what?”

      “I’m sorry, Tem. I panicked. That guy in the alley was the detective that tried to convict Dr. B for my murder. And when I turned up in the private library in the Castle at Boston University he accused me of conspiracy.” I tucked my head under his chin. “I should have just stayed there. You could have lied for me. You could have told him I fell from the fire escape. And convinced him the snow somehow happened to form a pile right beneath me.”

      “I might have thought of something. Sciftans are expert liars, and Grimmal has tutored me extensively in how to craft a believable lie. But there’s no hiding it now. You filled the whole alley with blue light.”

      “The light isn’t magic?”

      “Nope. It’s a physical reaction to the energy released. Everyone can see it.”

      “So you can see my magic? It’s light.”

      “No, not really. I feel it more than see it, but you’re veering off topic again.”

      “Right. Sorry.” I cringed and waited for the chewing out to begin.

      He didn’t yell or criticize. He only tightened his embrace.

      “It’s all my fault,” he confessed. “I told you to concentrate, but I didn’t tell you why. I thought describing a whole list of potential bodily harm would put you off transporting.”

      “That makes sense. After today I may never try again.”

      “The Agnes I know isn’t such a wussy.” He pushed me upright again. “So—what have you learned?”

      “Focus hard doesn’t mean focus on making my magic work, it means focus hard on creating a clear, defined target.”

      “Good, and…?”

      “Don’t take a step until I’m sure there’s something to step on.”

      “And…?”

      “If I make a bad hop, I should stop and assess the situation.”

      “Right. And never panic.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “That’s my brave little wizard.” He stood and pulled me up from the table. “Let’s get away from this crowd, find some privacy, and transport back to the island.” Temnon stepped into the press of bodies and made his way down the packed street. “You should also get an Apex,” he called over his shoulder. “That way you’ll always have a safe place to picture if you get in trouble. I’ll build you an awesome one.”

      “I don’t know where to put it. I don’t want it where people will accidentally run into it,” I said, having to speak louder than normal as I navigated the crowd. I reached Temnon’s side and lowered my voice. “No one can know I’m a wizard, or that magic exists, so I don’t want it in a city. I’m just so scared I’ll be found out. I don’t want it here, for sure. Way too many people.”

      “Must be some kind of celebration,” he guessed, surveying the yellow and maroon draped crowds. “That banner says Feast of the Black Nazerene.”

      “Nazerene? A Catholic celebration, then,” I guessed.

      “Where are we anyway?”

      I scanned the cramped street and the tightly packed buildings. I was certain I’d never been to the Philippines. I’d have remembered a sea of black-haired people smooshed in a narrow street. “Not sure,” I said.

      “It’s your image. You must have seen it before, or it wouldn’t be in your brain.”

      “Maybe I saw this place in a movie? I can almost picture an action star running over the tops of these buildings.”

      Temnon glanced up. He liked movies. Especially ones with lots of stunts and explosions. Nemantia always said he was more into action than feelings.

      “I’m not sure whether that’s a pro or a con,” he said. His face was askew as he weighed the benefits and drawbacks. “Second Earth media opens thousands of locations for you, but you won’t have any knowledge of the place or any contacts to rely on. Hmm, we might need advice on how to pursue this whole movie location idea.”

      My favorite movies were all fantasies. Oh, jeez—what if I tried to transport to an image of a computer-generated world? That could be soooo bad! I didn’t mention that to Temnon. He had enough to consider.

      We followed the crowd for several blocks, then the space between buildings increased, and giant trees dotted grassy areas, but even more revelers joined the crowd. I clutched Temnon’s hand a little tighter. I didn’t like crowds, and my social anxiety ramped up. Desperate for some space between me and all the strangers, I tried to find a clearing, but hordes of people pressed in on me, and all I saw were yellow and maroon robes, and heads full of thick, black hair. Then, in the distance, between the trees, I saw smoke rising.

      “What’s that smoke? A fire?”

      “It’s coming from a big boat.” Temnon was taller than most of the crowd and had a better view. “Must be a river. Let’s try that way,” he suggested.

      Directly in front of us, a bridge wide enough for a four-lane highway spanned a dark river. But no cars drove on it today. Literally thousands of people slowly marched across the bridge in a colorful procession.

      Before we were herded onto the bridge, Temnon pulled me to the right. “Down to the pier.” He pointed to a stone stairway leading down to the edge of the river. “No one’s down there.”

      He bounded down the stone steps to a dusty, cement pier under the bridge with several wooden docks extending over the water. I followed cautiously, and way more awkwardly, descending into the dank, humid smell of pollution.

      As I stepped onto the pier, my foot kicked a rusty can into the river. “Ew, this place is filthy.”

      But Temnon didn’t answer. He stared out to the west, his face chalk-white.

      “Tem? What is it?”

      “Something’s wrong.” He shuffled away from the pier and back onto the ground under the bridge. “The ground is moving.”

      “Moving?”

      “The whole island.” His breath drew in sharp bursts as he knelt and felt the Earth. “All the islands, and the bedrock below the ocean. It’s shifting.”

      If anyone could feel the Earth shift, Temnon, the most powerful matter shaper in eons, could. Moving bedrock meant only one thing. I landed us in the path of an oncoming earthquake. This was a great time to practice not panicking.

      “Come away from the bridge, Tem. Away from all structures.”

      “The whole ground is shifting,” he repeated as I tried to lead out from under the bridge. “No!” he yelled, yanking his hand from mine. “The ground is shifting!”

      “I believe you. But we need to find open ground.”

      “It’s almost here. Those people are going to die,” he whispered, his neck craning up to the bridge above us.

      “Temnon! Come away!”

      How could I get him to move? Why did he freeze up in terror like that? I pulled and pushed against him, but my skinny arms had no chance against his strength. He began to tremble. Or was it me? I lost my balance and sat down hard on the wooden planks. The ground trembled, not us. The pier shuddered with alarming violence, and the river bounced and splashed as though an enormous hailstorm pelted the slow-moving surface.

      Thousands of Filipino people shouted in unison as the shuddering earth traveled up the cement pylons and through the bridge. Temnon was right. The whole island moved. And we stood beneath fifty-million tons of steel bridgework.
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      An amplified groan of bending steel echoed through the complex weave of crisscrossing beams. The groan rose to a squealing shriek, and I covered my ears. Steel support cables snapped and recoiled, wildly slapping against the straining braces. Above us, valleys and peaks undulated through the yards of metal and cement like ripples in a pond. Broken steel crossbeams and chunks of cement fell into the river, splashing me with cold water.

      I let out a startled cry. Temnon, his eyes flared with hysteria, spread his legs into a wide, stabilizing stance and centered a ball of magic near his chest. A breeze of energy blowing his hair swelled into a rush of power that buffeted the dirty cement around his feet. I shielded my face against the stinging dust.

      “Temnon! What are you doing?”

      Flecks of his bright magic glittered within the blasting dust, shining gold against dull brown. Amid the screams of the people and the groaning of the bridge, Temnon swung his hands in a wide arch, gathering the spell above him, then he thrust his arms straight down and his magic propelled through the pier into the bedrock below us.

      “Stop!” I cried.

      Lost in his fear, he didn’t hear me. This irrational fear was so unlike him. He faced light demons with more courage than this, and he had no power over the light demons. Why in the name of sweet Second Earth did a little earthquake freak him out to the point of losing his mind? And what did he expect to do about it? He was powerful, but I didn’t think he was powerful enough to stop the entire Earth from shaking.

      I had to know, so I could help him. I accessed my magic and opened a line of telepathy to him. Instead of sending him an image, I stole one from him. I plucked it right out of his head.

      I felt a little guilty, but this was an emergency.

      His focus dove down through the island, below the ocean floor, and angled to a point far out to sea, deep in the Earth’s mantle. I’d studied enough in my online high school geology course to know the island we stood on was only the topmost peak of an enormous underwater mountain range. Miles away, and leagues down, Temnon found two massive plates pushing at each other, thrusting the mountain peaks we stood on even higher. The change of position obviously put an incredible strain on the bedrock beneath us. Temnon’s magic raced through the rock to the earthquake’s point of origin. The hypocenter, I recalled from my online geology lessons.

      He intended to steady the shifting bedrock beneath us.

      “Are you insane?” I shouted at his super-focused face. “I don’t care how powerful you are, no single person can produce enough energy to steady an entire tectonic plate!”

      Still, his golden magic flooded into the ground, miles below us, mixed with the numberless minute molecules that combined to form the continent of Asia. If I didn’t stop him, he’d kill himself.

      I ducked my face inside my shirt to stop the dust from entering my lungs, crawled over to him, and used him to pull myself up. “Stop,” I shouted louder. “Temnon, you have to stop!”

      Veins stood out on his forehead and his shaking head tossed his blond hair. I cocked my arm and slapped him hard across his cheek. Surprised, and totally offended, he stared at me.

      I grabbed him by the collar and pulled his face close to mine. If my yelling didn’t get through to him, maybe my magic would. I spoke with the authority granted to me as a Wielder of Truth.

      “Temnon. You can’t stop the Earth from shifting. You cannot produce or borrow the energy required to counter the pressure within the Earth’s core.” White light from my own magic reflected in his eyes, and my calm logic broke through his fear. I kept talking, hoping to distract him from his futile effort to interfere with the nature of the Earth. “But we can help these people, Temnon. Use your energy to steady the bridge.”

      Nodding blankly, he recalled his magic from its fool’s errand and stumbled to a giant support cylinder. Stern, firm, and rigid, Temnon’s magic coated the bridge from shore to shore like a giant splash of golden paint. The bridge immediately settled. No more chunks splashed into the river, and the pitching quieted. A steady stream of heat rose from the concrete beneath our feet. Thinking clearly again, he used the energy generated underground by the shifting earth to stabilize the bridge from being torn apart by the quake. Clever.

      Unfortunately, holding the bridge steady caused a side effect I didn’t anticipate. The thousands of people on the bridge took advantage of the stable ground and stampeded toward the shores. Those pushing and shoving in the middle knocked down the people closest to the shore. The fallen bodies piled up and blocked the escape. Screams of panic or anger drown out the clamor made by cracking stone and crumbling buildings. A few people fell over the side of the bridge, only to be engulfed by the disturbed water.

      “Agnes!” Temnon warned, “I’m losing control! The ground is shaking harder, and the people aren’t making this any easier!”

      A woman, pushed by the crowd, teetered and tipped over the edge of the bridge. Clinging on for dear life, she screamed. An automatic, knee-jerk spell burst from my chest. Help her! I projected into the minds of the people nearest her. Instantly, they reached out and grabbed hold of her maroon tunic. They pulled her onto the wall of the bridge, where she hugged the stone railing.

      Telepathy. A little, instinctive spell, hastily concocted, helped that woman. Maybe, if I tried really hard, I could calm the crowd. Gathering my will and my energy in my chest, I formed my message.

      It’s going to be okay.

      But the words slid out of my mind, refusing to combine with my spell. Oh, for cripe’s sake! I couldn’t even put together a simple phrase of comfort because it wasn’t the truth! Everything’s going to be okay? I didn’t know that!

      I tried again. What was the truth here? Well, the bridge bounced like a snake crawling over a row of baseball bats. That wasn’t very calming. The buildings crumbled like sand castles. Not that either. There really wasn’t anything of a comforting nature anywhere in the near vicinity. I gave up on a message of comfort. I’d try direction. Focusing my power into a brilliant white ball, I threw my telepathic message toward the crowd.

      Stop fighting.

      Fail. A few dozen people struggled a bit less, but I didn’t have the right to command anyone to do anything. My target was comprised of thousands of minds with individual wills, intentions, and frightened reactions. I needed more energy. And I needed a uniting thought to bring everyone together.

      Taking a cue from Temnon, I sought out a nearby source of energy. The mob of terrified people created loads of emotional, adrenaline-induced energy. But should I take energy from living people without asking? Well, their sympathetic nervous systems generated energy to protect them from the crisis, and if I harnessed the energy to save them, I’d be using the energy the way they intended in the first place.

      “Yeah,” I rationalized to myself. “That’s not stealing.”

      Now to bring them together. I ran up the cement stairs, clutching the rail for support, searching my mind for ideas. Surrounded again by gold and maroon, the obvious finally occurred to me. They were already united in their celebration, it shouldn’t be too hard to remind them of that. I knew in my soul that if they worked as one, they’d all survive. So I based a new spell around the concepts of unity and faith. I mentally gathered the emotional energy flying through the air in the form of screaming and fighting and pulled it into my chest. The heat was more intense than anything I’d experienced aside from the actual explosion that killed my dad and scarred me. My throat tightened and smothered my lungs, and panic squeezed my heart, nearly overcoming me.

      But Temnon told me not to panic. He was quite insistent. I took a deep breath, calmed myself, and let my message radiate through the crowd.

      You are one.

      Like a breeze, my message blew over the mobs of people, whispering to their minds and reminding them of their humanity. I felt their thoughts turn to others. The atmosphere visibly changed. A tense but persistent calm hovered over the people. Selfless concern replaced self-preservation. The fallen were lifted, and hands that had pushed in fear now supported their neighbors. As one, the crowd braced each other against the precarious footing.

      I did it.

      “Better Tem?” I yelled down the stairs.

      If it was, it didn’t matter. Temnon had called it. The quaking increased and tossed the earth severely. The cement stairs supporting my weight cracked in two. With my skinny legs flying, I stumbled town the steps, leaped over the crack, and crashed into a heap on the pier. Bending my knees to absorb as much of the shaking as possible, I ran to Temnon, who still stood under the bridge, fighting to hold it still.

      “I can’t hold it stable,” he shouted. “There’s too much movement in the bedrock.”

      “Then don’t hold it still. Make the bridge fluid. Move with the shaking, not against it. Like when we went bench surfing.”

      “People will notice. You sure?”

      “I’m not saying twist the steel into a square knot, just give it a touch of flexibility.”

      With a doubting glance, Temnon adjusted his strategy. Beneath the structure, magic particles twinkled, merrily playing with the nature of stone, steel, and cement. Temnon’s magic, like my bent knees, absorbed the force of the bucking ground.

      “It’s working,” Temnon grinned. “Why didn’t I think of this first?”

      On top of the bridge, surprised voices blurted out at the change in the bridge’s movement, but the unity I suggested to them outstripped their fear. They rode the rippling bridge for what seemed much longer than a minute or two.

      “The movement is subsiding below,” Temnon informed me. “I’m going to end the spell. Visualize your mom. And only your mom. I’ll follow you.”

      No problem. I pictured my mom’s smooth, tan face, hazel eyes, and long, brown hair. And to satisfy my magic, I threw in a touch of why transporting to her would greatly extend my lifespan, then released my spell. The last thing I saw of the Philippines was the underside of a damaged, but intact, bridge through a flash of blue light.
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      A humanoid lump surrounded by blurred greens and browns gradually sharpened, and my very own beautiful mom came into focus. We landed in the DeSoto Estates study, and Mom’s computer hummed away, temporarily ignored, since my sudden appearance distracted her from her typing.

      “Wow,” she shrilled in her super excited voice. “Look at you, Miss Transportation Expert.”

      I stepped down. If she only knew, I’d be in so much trouble.

      She stood up and surrounded me in a proud hug. “Why are you covered with dust?”

      “Uh…”

      “Never mind. No harm done. And you thought learning to transport would take the whole week. But here you are, popping in right next to me like a pro. And I heard you in your room, so that’s two trips in about fifteen minutes? That’s my girl.”

      That’s all? Boston, the crowded Philippine street, and saving the people on the bridge in fifteen minutes? That couldn’t be right. Being in that earthquake felt like an hour at least.

      Dr. Buchanan launched into flowery praise while I returned Mom’s hug and relished the comfort. I needed a good hug after my day of disasters. Should I tell her about Colucci? And the bridge in the Philippines? If she asked me directly, I wouldn’t lie. I mean, I knew I couldn’t lie, but I’d choose to tell her. Moms always needed to know when their kids are in trouble.

      But within seconds, my mind spun through all kinds of reasons not to tell her. She’d freak and imagine all kinds of horrible situations that might happen. She’d never let me transport again, or worse, ban me from magic all together. Then, for the grand finale, she’d ground me from ever seeing Temnon again.

      And on top of all that, I had to worry about Colucci. If Mom knew I hopped over to Boston and Detective Colucci questioned her, she’d have to lie to cover for me. And if my case went to court, she’d perjure herself. Lying to a court of law meant jail time. I’d never let my mom go to jail because of me.

      Temnon, his brow tight with stress, finally stepped onto the ground next to me. Before he could talk, I met his eyes and telepathically sent him a calm shhh. He nodded slightly, and Mom released me.

      “So, she finally figured out transportation, did she?” Mom said, noticing him there. “You must be an excellent teacher.”

      Temnon didn’t blush very often, but when he did, his fair skin reddened with astounding color.

      “Thanks,” he muttered, plus a few more things too soft to hear.

      Dr. Buchanan walked around his thick, steel-framed desk to pat us on the back. “My intrepid explorers!” he said, impressed. “Any more magical traveling on today’s docket?”

      “No,” Temnon and I both shouted at the same time.

      “No use in overdoing it,” Temnon explained a tad weakly.

      “And I’ve had enough for one day,” I agreed with complete candor.

      “Then I’ve just the reward for your efforts.” Dr. Buchanan swished his hand and pretended to pull a small gold key from behind my ear. “Rest and refreshment lie ahead, my young wizards! You need only follow the path and unlock your future!”

      Mom, always the practical one, brushed some sand off my shoulder. “He’s talking about the pool and hot tub out back. We’ll be here working until dinner, so enjoy your day.”

      She kissed my cheek, and Temnon and I headed out of the study and closed the door. Half in shock, we meandered into the kitchen, where Temnon opened the fridge out of habit.

      “We both need to eat. After, you know, everything.” He pulled out a couple of foot-long hoagie sandwiches and placed them on the counter. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell her.” He shook his head at me in disbelief. “I thought I’d get the death sentence. From both of them. Your mom would kill me, then Dr. B. would revive me and kill me again.”

      “I almost told her.” I cut off a manageable hunk of sandwich and took a bite.

      “And?” Temnon was really good at talking with his mouth full.

      I covered my mouth with a napkin and answered around my chewing. “I would have told her everything, if she’d asked me.”

      “Obviously.”

      “No, Tem, I want to tell her the truth. I’m just worried about Colucci. If he questions my mom, she can deny everything. But if she knows…”

      Temnon dropped his sandwich. “Colucci? You’re worried about that idiot detective?”

      “A detective who can put me and my mom in jail. Yes, Temnon, I’m worried about him.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Temnon’s face went slack. “What is wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with you? You want me to go to jail?”

      “No.” Temnon slammed his hands on the countertop, glaring at me with flaming indignation. “I want you to show the tiniest hint of concern that your planet is shaking apart!”

      I didn’t know what to say. Temnon continued to glare at me, fully expecting an apology and a promise to leap into action. But what did he want me to do?

      Puzzled, I ventured a response. “Um. Are you talking about the earthquake?”

      “Duh.” He planted his Bermuda shorts on a stool. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “And what do you want me to do about it?”

      “I don’t know, maybe…fix your planet before it disintegrates?”

      Hurt by his sarcasm, I tried hard to understand. Why was he so upset? He hadn’t lashed out at me like that since we first met. He got all traumatized under the bridge, too, like he’d never even heard of earthquakes. But then, he did come from another planet. Maybe…he hadn’t?

      “You’ve never seen an earthquake before?” My soft tone took the edge from his attitude.

      “You have?” he asked, stunned.

      I pulled out my phone and typed earthquake into the search engine. Dozens of scientific diagrams, and histories of earthquake-ridden countries blinked onto the screen. I scrolled down them while Temnon goggled incredulously at the screen. The word Philippines caught my eye, and I clicked on the link. In a neat little table, the link claimed that the islands had experienced two earthquakes in the past week, seven in the past month, and close to three hundred last year. As we read, my phone dinged and a new stat opened. One today.

      “It can’t be true,” he whispered.

      “It’s the internet, so it’s probably not exactly right, but, you know, close. And most earthquakes are so slight they’re not even noticed.”

      “The mantle of the Earth moved.” Temnon scarcely breathed. “Everyone’s okay with the Earth moving beneath their feet?”

      I turned toward the study and yelled, “Hey, Mom, did you hear there was a massive earthquake in the Philippines today?”

      “That’s terrible, dear.” Mom called back. “Those poor people. I hope they get international aid.”

      Temnon couldn’t believe it. He scrolled through my phone in shock, leaving a yellow mustard thumbprint on the case.

      “It’s like an everyday thing for you,” he moaned.

      “No, it’s a tragedy. A horrible tragedy. Like droughts, or fires, or hurricanes. There’s just nothing anyone can do, except clean up afterward. Natural disasters happen. You can’t change the nature of the planet. The pressure from the Earth’s molten core causes changes that push through its crust. It’s basic grade-school geology. Every kid understands earthquakes and volcanoes. Fifth graders build models and demonstrate the process for science fairs.”

      Temnon typed volcano into the search bar while I took another bite of sandwich. As long as he read, I ate, looking over his shoulder to brush up on my geology terminology. I almost finished all twelve inches before he put down my phone and took both of my hands in his.

      “Agnes,” his concerned eyes boring into mine. “I’ve been to dozens of earths, and studied hundreds of them. No other planet has an active core. Not even one.”

      “That’s silly.” I laughed. “How could mountains form without an active core?”

      “Okay, fine. The cores were active while the planets were forming, but then they all stabilized. They quietly burn, deep inside their planets, completely docile and stationary. They don’t build pressure, they don’t cause faults, and they don’t erupt, spilling lava all over the surface.”

      He told the truth. Even worse, I felt buzzing deep inside my own personal core. This was more than just his limited knowledge, but factual, eternal truth. The ramifications exploded in my mind. If an active core was abnormal, then…

      Temnon said it for me. “There is something very wrong with Second Earth.”

      As Lady Agnes, Arch Mage of Second Earth, I no longer had the luxury of minding my own business. The entire planet was my responsibility, and it intimidated the sheesh out of me. This problem rested squarely on my shoulders.

      “Tem?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m going to need some help.”

      He nodded seriously. “I should think so.”

      “Can I count on you?”

      “You even need to ask? Of course. I owe you my life.”

      “Don’t be dramatic. You saved my life first. Multiple times.” I smiled at him and then a thought occurred to me on what we should do. “Maybe we should go visit Dominath?”

      “Good plan. He knows more about Second Earth’s early history than anyone living. And Nemantia could contact your ancient ancestors and get an idea of the condition of First Earth before your official histories began.”

      “I’d better tell my mom.”

      I grabbed a paper towel and shoved another hoagie into it. Temnon did the same and followed me into the study where Mom sat on a recliner, laptop open, hastily typing. Dr. Buchanan sat at the heavy desk, also typing at a furious pace, blindfolded again.

      “Mom, I have a magical question.” No point in trying to hide our reason for visiting First Earth. “Several questions in fact. Can I go visit Dominath?”

      “Agnes, we traveled for eleven hours to get to a tropical paradise and now you want to leave?”

      “It’s important.”

      Mom stopped typing and searched my face. “What’s this all about? Transporting?”

      I told the truth. Like I had a choice. “Mostly about our Earth’s history, and the Great Council. Why things ended up the way they did, and what they were like before.”

      Mom drummed her fingers on the laptop case. “I have to admit, I’ve wondered about that myself. First Earth changed everything I thought was true. Must be even worse for you. Go ahead, sunshine, but keep in touch.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Living on First Earth for a few months last summer sure helped her chill out about me traveling between planets.

      Mom turned back to her work. “Be safe, honey, and good luck.”

      She said stuff like that to me all the time, but after the events of the morning, the casual phrase weighed more than usual.
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      Back in my flowery suite, I rifled through my luggage for my Aether Stone pouch while Temnon gulped down his hoagie. Because I dropped my Aether Stone the first time I took a Jent Path, he had fashioned me a pouch with several pockets that held condensed copies of all my Aether Stones. Now they were the size of a deck of cards. I only had three: Temnon’s, Phar Sekmet’s, and mine. Technically, I had Nemantia’s, too, but since it led to the throne room, the same as Temnon’s, I didn’t carry it with me. The pouch was handy and more secure than carrying my Stones tucked in my waistband. Temnon even added a pocket for my cell phone. I buckled the longer strap around my waist and the shorter strap around my right thigh. It held my stones securely in place and made me feel kind of like a bad-A biker chick.

      I put my hand on my pouch and called, “First Earth.”

      A golden circle spread across the bamboo mats beneath our feet, and we fell in. The circle closed above us and shut away my room in the DeSoto Estates. The Fulcrum hummed pleasantly as I watched my planet shrink in the distance. After ten minutes in the heart of creation, I felt more like myself.

      A torrential whoosh accompanied the harsh pressure in my ears and the Jent Path bypassed time and space to deliver us to the other side of the universe. As First Earth grew near, I couldn’t help but wonder why it hung so peacefully in space. What was the difference? What made my home erupt with pressure, while Temnon’s home steadily existed? I hoped Dominath could tell me. Scratch that, I hoped he would tell me. He probably knew the answer, but in his quasi-omnipotent glory he might dangle me along until I figured it out for myself.

      “Hope Dominath doesn’t waste our time,” I worried to Temnon.

      “It’s possible. He obviously likes playing with your head. Not mine, but definitely yours.”

      “Maybe you should ask him without me.”

      “Nice try, but it won’t work. He’ll just send me back for you.”

      That seemed right. I’d have to ask the Dragon of Knowledge myself and do my best to interpret his profound replies. I anticipated a frustrating evening and hardly noticed the incredible scenery as we flew around the planet to the capital city of Tirinad.

      “Should we go straight to Dominath?” I asked as our insubstantial bodies plummeted through the palace spires.

      “Nemantia would kill me if I brought you here without stopping in.”

      “Oh, right.”

      Several floors later, our insubstantial bodies drifted down onto a circular landing pad surrounded by two armed sentries and a curtain of golden magic. After demons infiltrated his court last summer, King Odric redesigned the Jent Path security to prevent enemies from using the bodies of allies to sneak in. The curtain acted as an osmotic barrier—spells and physical attacks could get in, but nothing could get out, until the king or his sentries gave permission. If an enemy left the curtain, a totally cool spell able to discern evil intentions atomized them and sucked them through a vortex straight into a prison cell. King Odric’s enchanter magic rocked, and now his throne room was the most secure room in the palace. Maybe even the most secure on the planet.

      Through the golden curtain, King Odric sat on his jade throne, surrounded by a large group of First Earth nobility. The instant my feet hit the landing pad my capris and t-shirt glowed with gold magic and shifted into a sky-blue gown. A pretty one, too. The irregular neckline accentuated my white, lacy scarring and hugged my skinny ribcage. Among Temnon’s matter shaping magic, greenish sparkles landed on my skin. This spell was new.

      “Why is there life magic on me?” I quietly asked.

      “Dame Maudine.” Temnon said, while he shaped his Bermuda shorts and t-shirt into tight black pants, a sweeping gray, tailored coat and white shirt. “It checks for abnormalities in DNA sequences. If it finds something off, it sounds an alarm.”

      “Good idea,” I said.

      Ready for the royal court, Temnon stepped in close to me and linked my arm into his. Thank goodness for him and his prodigious talents. I’d have been pretty embarrassed standing there in my tropical island flip-flops.

      “Forgive the intrusion, Your Majesty.” Temnon bowed to his uncle, King Odric, pulling me into a practiced curtsy. “We’re just passing through.”

      Releasing the security curtain, King Odric stood and held out a hand. The perfect diplomat. “Welcome, Arch Mage, to Tirinad. How may we serve?”

      “Is that Lady Agnes?” cried a delighted voice.

      A wave of silky, colored skirts swished as the crowd turned to see me, and primped and adorned lords and ladies swept in, eager to greet me. I didn’t fit the mysterious and powerful image most arch mages came by naturally. I didn’t even come close. Arch Mage Claude may be able to back off a crowd with a stern glance, but not me. I didn’t have time for an hour of smiling and curtseying right now. The crowd got so close I noticed bizarre white lines on a few of the ladies’ necks. They probably didn’t blend their makeup very well. Determined to get to Dominath sometime today, I held up my hand like a stop sign.

      “My apologies,” I said, trying to act regal and dignified, but failing. “I’m on official Second Earth business. It can’t wait.”

      They came to a disappointed stop. It only took a glance for King Odric to see my worry. Every member of the royal Odonata family was as smart as they come. If I wanted to have any secrets at all, I’d have to work on my issue with showing my emotions. I sent him a mental image of Nemantia and Dominath, along with a big question mark. He got the idea.

      King Odric lifted a magically animated paper swan from a side table and released it into the air. It flew the length of the hall to the twenty-foot golden doors, flattened, and slipped between the cracks. The clockwork cogs within the door clicked, pulling the heavy doors open, and Sentry Jenz stepped inside and bowed smartly.

      “Sentry, please see to the arch mage’s needs,” Odric commanded.

      Jenz clicked his heels in reply.

      “Let us not keep Lady Agnes from her task,” King Odric instructed his nobles. “Back to our own matters of business.”

      And with that, the crowd of admirers separated, allowing us a clear path to Jenz, who received us with a smile breaking through his military training. Jenz’s pace quickened when I asked him to escort us to Nemantia. He was assigned to protect her whenever she visited me and fell totally in love with her. But who wouldn’t? She was pretty close to perfect. It had to be hard on poor Jenz, a lowly soldier in love with a princess. I’d have to ask if status prevented relationships here on First Earth. Lowly soldiers in love with princesses on Second Earth tended to disappear. But then, I knew Nemantia didn’t mind having an attractive and attentive bodyguard, even if she never admitted it to anyone but me.

      It took nearly fifteen minutes to walk across the enormous castle to the alchemist’s wing, the equivalent of a hospital. Nemantia and Dame Maudine worked there together, healing injuries, curing illness, and conducting mind-boggling research on genetic diseases. When Jenz opened the doors and announced us, Nemantia’s huge eyes exaggerated her surprise, and her fair skin glowed with happiness. She rose from her patient and glided to us, light and love brightening her smile.

      “Aggie!” Even her voice sang with beauty. “I didn’t know you were coming.” She shot a mock scowl at her cousin, Temnon, as though my unannounced appearance was his fault.

      “Don’t blame him, Nemmy.” I laughed. “He couldn’t have warned you. Even I didn’t know I was coming.”

      She took my hands and spread them apart so she could see my dress. “Well done, Temnon,” she praised. “Perfect down to the last detail.”

      “You designed this dress?” I should have known Temnon had nothing to do with it. He appreciated pretty dresses, but he had no interest in designing them. “Isn’t the neckline a bit odd?”

      “How can you be so insecure after all you’ve achieved?” she yelped. “Your scars are lovely. A few of the court ladies have taken to drawing white designs on their necks, I’ll have you know.”

      “That’s what it was? I thought they didn’t blend in their makeup.”

      Nemantia giggled. “Makeup is a Second Earth custom.”

      “No way,” I protested. “How do you look so perfect without makeup?”

      “Magic, of course,” admitted Nemantia. “Even the least talented of wizards can blink away blemishes. It’s one of the spells in the box Uncle Claude gave you. Haven’t you tried any of them yet?”

      I hadn’t. I didn’t see the point when I couldn’t cast enchantments.

      “Anyhow,” she continued, “the ladies here are just beginning to use white pencils, so their first attempts can be a little messy. Show them patience. They’re trying to emulate you.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “No,” chortled Temnon. “That’s fashion. You’re going to have to accept it, Agnes. You’re a celebrity.”

      “As if being arch mage weren’t hard enough,” I pined. “Nemmy, is there somewhere we can talk privately?” I asked, not wanting to disturb the patients. “I have a problem.”

      Instantly, Nemantia’s beautiful, azure eyes mirrored my worry, and I felt bad for ruining her mood. She dismissed Jenz with a grateful nod and led us to an office that seemed empty at first, but I could feel a powerful, warm hum from behind a stand supporting a heavy book. I’d know that magic anywhere. It belonged to Nemantia’s and Temnon’s great-grandmother.

      “Dame Maudine?”

      An ancient face, shining with health and energy, peeked over the top of a huge book. “Agnes, my darling child!”

      Dame Maudine scurried around the stand, excitement bursting from her wrinkles. She laughed aloud while she threw her arms around my waist and squeezed me with surprising strength.

      “I had a feeling you’d show up here soon,” she crowed. “Signs never lie. Legends never die. Quandaries are stilled, when visions are filled.”

      Temnon, Nemantia, and I stood there, not knowing how to respond.

      “Uh,” I stammered, “is that a part of the Seer’s vision?”

      “Gracious, no,” Maudine tittered. “I made that up myself. But it sounds deliciously legendary, doesn’t it?”

      Oh, how I’d missed her entertaining dementia.

      “Now, sweetness,” Maudine spread her satin skirt and sat with Nemantia on a bench. “Worry and fear are clouding your light. Anyone can see it. So what is befuddling you?”

      Though Nemantia’s dark, thick hair contrasted with Maudine’s white, wispy locks, they shared the exact same curious expression of complete attention. Maudine must have been an incredible beauty three lifetimes ago.

      “It’s Second Earth—” I began, but Temnon interrupted me.

      “It’s shaking apart! I’ve never felt anything like it. The mantle is scored with giant…um…”

      “Faults,” I filled in his blank.

      “Right. And entire sections—”

      “Tectonic plates,” I corrected.

      “—move! They move! Pushing and collapsing on each other. Even worse, the molten core is active.”

      The princess and her great-grandmother huffed the same scoff of disbelief.

      “No,” I confirmed. “He’s right. Our core is active.”

      “It’s unnatural.” Temnon paced with agitation. “All that energy creates enormous pressure that escapes through the faults and forms—”

      “Volcanos.”

      “And they spew liquid rock—”

      “Lava.”

      “—up through the mantle, burning everything in sight. Cities have been destroyed; whole islands. And the people of Second Earth do nothing. It’s stupefying. They simply accept all that destructive force, like it’s totally normal.”

      “Of course, we think it’s normal,” I grumped at him. “The core has been active since the planet formed, and it’s never been inactive, so it is normal for us. And we are doing something about it. Our scientists study earthquakes and have learned tons. They’re hoping to predict when and where a quake strikes, so they can send a warning.”

      “That doesn’t fix the problem,” Temnon huffed.

      “Tem,” Nemantia chided, “you’re not being helpful.”

      “Nemmy, I’m a matter shaper. No one understands the molecular structure of a world as well as me, and I don’t know what’s causing this. Do you?”

      Confused, Nemantia and Maudine shrugged in unison. No solution there. They didn’t even fully understand the problem.

      Sincerity glowed in Nemantia’s eyes. “It sounds dreadful, Agnes. So what can I do to help?”

      “I’m trying to understand why my planet is different,” I answered. “But all I have is science and incomplete histories. I need to know about Second Earth before the Great Council.”

      “I can contact a soul in the afterlife,” she trilled, happy to help.

      “Maybe someone from the Great Council?” I suggested.

      Her tone grew serious. “The members of the Great Council are well known. I’ve contacted them before, but I have to warn you, Agnes, the longer souls reside in the afterlife, the less interest they have in mortal affairs.”

      That sucked. The only people who might know anything were long dead. I mean, really long dead. A jab of neuropathy pain stuck my leg. Maudine kindly sent a wave of life magic into me and calmed my firing nerves.

      “Thanks,” I acknowledged.

      “I can’t help for long, dear,” she admitted sadly. “You’re still too powerful for me to interfere without consequences.”

      “I know.” Nemantia perked up with an idea. “Give me your ancestry, Agnes.”

      “Ancestry? You mean all of it?”

      “Yes, all of it.” She laughed as though I had made a hilarious joke. “Families have a connection that lasts beyond death. If I can contact one of your ancestors, they will certainly help.”

      “I don’t know my ancestry that far back. I don’t even know my great-grandparents.”

      “Really?” Her hand reached over to pat her own great-grandmother on the knee. “That seems so…unlikely.”

      I understood her doubt. She’d told me before that necromancers were strongly invested in the past. To them, the dead weren’t dead, just living somewhere difficult to visit.

      “I’m serious,” I insisted. “Second Earth’s early civilizations were brutal. The wars, and disease, and hunger.…They were too busy surviving to keep records.”

      “That’s so shortsighted,” Temnon criticized.

      “Life was different for us. What would your ancestors have done if the bubonic plague killed thousands and they had no alchemists to cure it? If they starved and no life wizards grew food? If enemies plowed through their village and no magical enchantments defended it?”

      “I wouldn’t act like a barbarian and lose all common sense.”

      That irritated me. “You don’t know what you’d do. You weren’t there.”

      “So what if I wasn’t? It isn’t my world shaking to pieces and nobody knows what to do because your forefathers were too witless to write anything down.” He turned away, hands in pockets, and kicked a table.

      Ouch. That stung. A hot rage grew inside me, and I almost hurled a stinging insult at him, but I caught myself before it escaped. Ticking off Temnon wouldn’t help. I didn’t get it. Why the hostility toward my ancestors? Nemantia and Maudine sat silent, as shocked by the outburst as me. Temnon fumed, refusing to back down. Dang it. I hated it when he got mad at me—I never knew what to say. A patch of light shined on his blond hair; just normal sunlight coming from the window, but it reminded me of my magic, and I calmed down.

      “Temnon,” I said softly, “please be patient. This is my first arch mage problem, and I promise I’m doing my best.”

      “I know,” he replied in defeat. “but this is way beyond us.”

      “Temnon Claude,” chastised Dame Maudine, springing from her seat. “Stop your sulking.”

      Temnon’s posture straightened and he faced his great-grandmother, who only came up to his sternum. Maudine railed on him with authority I’d never seen her use before.

      “You are an Odonata. This hopeless angst is unbecoming of any young man, let alone an heir to kings. An Odonata comes to the aid of innocent, ally, and enemy,” she recited from heart, pacing in front of Temnon like a drill sergeant. “We face difficulty without despair,” she shouted at his stomach. “We show only courage and compassion. And most of all, we use our heads!”

      “Yes, Great-grandmother,” Temnon barked.

      He’d clearly been yelled at before.

      “Now,” Maudine clapped her hands together. “Nemmy and I will track down Lady Agnes’s ancestors and gather all the information we can on Second Earth’s early history, while you two hike up to Dominath’s lair. He is one of the few ancient beings that has lived on Second Earth, so, shoo.” She flipped her hands at us and propelled us toward the door. “Begone. Away. And don’t come back without answers.”
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      Our journey to Dominath’s lair was similar to my visit six months ago, except for one significant difference. I hiked up the dragon’s mountain with stamina and strength I didn’t have before. Accepting myself greatly improved my health. Sure, I was still skinny and weak compared to other kids, but I could handle physical difficulties better than before. I wasn’t gasping for air when the ground split open beneath our feet.

      I knew it was coming, but a surprised squeal still burst from my throat. Then, I spread my arms and legs like a skydiver and hurtled into the cloudy revealing spell. I blinked against the sudden coolness. Wisps of misty vapor curled around my jacket sleeves and filtered between my fingers. It moistened my face and wet my lips, a refreshing relief after the hours of hot hiking. The cloudy spell revealed a person’s id, their true self. Last time I fell, Temnon’s bravery and integrity made him look perfect, all shining with nobility and compassion. I didn’t come out looking quite so awesome, and I sincerely hoped my id painted a better picture today.

      After several magically extended seconds, we passed through the cloud spell and drifted slowly through the branches of the massive forest of silver, tree-shaped pillars that supported the cavern ceiling. We landed next to a white, agate statue of a centaur. An odd thought ran through my head. If there was a depiction of a centaur here in the cavern of knowledge, did that mean centaurs were real?

      “Whoa,” Temnon yelped with a rare, adolescent squeak.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He looked completely normal. A teeny bit disappointed, I decided the spell didn’t activate this time. Or maybe it did. Temnon’s jaw hung open, and he gaped at me in astonishment.

      “You look…way…I…” he stammered.

      “Way what?” I felt my face, nervous of my id’s physical appearance, but searing heat blew against our heads.

      A huge torrent of fire burst through the silver branches high over our heads and left crackling, blackened charcoal smeared across the white, agate ceiling. An enormous white dragon with glittering silver magic hovering under his wings darted through the trees with the agility of a hummingbird. Swiftly weaving and twisting through the forest, avoiding his precious library of floating books, he flew out over a vast expanse of silver coins, flipped in the air, and dove downward. His wings faded into nothingness, and the lower half of his body morphed into a whale’s tail just before he plummeted into the sea of coins. The coins splashed with the tinkling of raining metal as the dragon plunged beneath the surface.

      I grabbed Temnon’s hand and pulled him toward the silver sea. Coins scattered around our feet as we ran closer to Dominath, but soon, the coins began to swell and dip as the dragon swam beneath the surface toward us. A deep, reverberating growl made the coins convulse and bounce against each other. A mound grew in front of us until Dominath burst out and leaned on his elbows.

      Returned already, child? I heard in my head. I saw you only moments ago.

      It’s been six months, I projected telepathically back to him.

      Is that all? Surprised inflection raised his deep, telepathic voice to a higher tone. Little wonder I’m still drowsy. Your visit interrupted my nap. I still feel a bit sore from my battle with the illusionary cyclops. I need a longer restorative sleep to fully recover.

      I didn’t doubt that. He battled four gigantic illusionary cyclops at the same time. Vi Lorina kept creating more every time he defeated one. He and several of his fellow dragons helped King Odric’s army fend off the demons, while Temnon and I faced Vi alone. None of the dragons escaped without injury. Even with his knowledge of healing alchemy, Dominath still had to recover his strength.

      He yawned, his long, slender neck stretched upward, and I felt his tail reaching beneath the coins I stood on. His curved horns tilted back further and further until he splashed in the coins and lay on his back, semi-floating near the surface. With lazy flaps of his tail, he swam in a slow circle around us. He might have been on vacation, backstroking in a pool.

      “He’s way more relaxed than he was last time,” I whispered to Temnon.

      “All part of playing with your head,” he said into my ear. “Um, you know he can hear us, right?”

      “I know. But whispering seems less rude.”

      An echoing chuckle resounded in my head. Your candor and innocence are so novel, child. You are completely unaffected by your power’s potential. It’s quite amusing. It puts me in a beneficent frame of mind. So, my youngling, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?

      Apparently, earthquakes aren’t natural, I responded telepathically, including Temnon in the conversation. Second Earth has earthquakes all the time, and I need to know why. Please.

      I hoped the direct approach would elicit a direct answer, but Dominath continued floating around us.

      I tried again, this time aloud. Sometimes spoken words were better when your species normally communicated that way. “You were on Second Earth long before our records began. Did you experience any earthquakes?”

      He still didn’t answer.

      “Any idea what could be causing them?” I added lamely.

      Patience, he chided. I’ve an entire universe of knowledge to sift through.

      Argh! What was so hard about finding an answer? Google only took a few minutes. Why did it take a dragon—a dragon—so long? I waited. And waited. And still waited, while he backstroked with his eyes closed. Was he asleep? My impatience grew, and I tapped my fingers on my arm, wishing I could see into his head. If I could see inside his head, maybe I could help locate the history of my planet. If only I could get in there.

      Suddenly, I reeled; a storm of power and information extending beyond even the Fulcrum pelted my mind. Dominath’s magical talent engulfed me, consumed me, and my quest became lost in the swirling images, facts, and legends that rained down on me. Floods of history washed out my sense of individuality, and tidal waves of scientific truths swept away my purpose. Droplets of silver power fell about me—one filled with unending reason, another with philosophical deliberation. Streams of ponderings, disputes, and cogitations eroded my physical shape. My own consciousness faded away in the vastness of it all. I found myself disappearing like a printout with no ink left in the cartridge.

      “No!” I yelled, totally offended that Dominath exposed me to such danger. A defensive burst of light radiated through the silver knowledge, and my magic pushed it away.

      Interesting, I heard from far away in my head.

      I forced my eyes to blink and followed the smell of heat back to reality. My vision cleared. Dominath’s head lay on the silver coins in front of me. In Dominath’s warm, brown eye, framed by a circle of white scales, my reflection stared back at me, shocked. The last time I saw my reflection in Dominath’s realm, my selfish pettiness nearly destroyed me. This time wasn’t much better. I looked like a baby. I mean, not an actual drooling baby, but young, helpless, and completely dependent on others. Six months ago, I imploded into a depressed state of introspection. Today, I did the opposite: I exploded.

      “What kind of a psycho, nut-job are you?” I shouted at his eye. “You’re a mentor; you’re supposed to help me! I nearly got lost in your consciousness, and then you immediately mess with my head by showing me that baby image of myself? I’m going to need therapy now. I hope the castle has a mental health alchemist.”

      “Agnes!” hissed Temnon. “Please don’t anger the carnivorous dragon.”

      Psycho? Dominath raised up a bit and blew a warm, annoyed puff of air at me. You invaded my head, hatchling. I showed you your true self to warn you. Infants shouldn’t crawl beyond their limits.

      “I invaded your head? You mean, you didn’t pull me in there? Are you sure?”

      Quite sure. And as a Wielder of Truth, you should be sure, as well.

      Crud. The warm hum of my magic agreed with him. Even with my truth power, I still misinterpreted what happened. Did I cast another unintentional spell?

      “I didn’t mean to do it,” I explained.

      No. Rather like a hatchling who rolls from the nest doesn’t mean to find herself crumpled on the stone floor.

      Dominath, I said telepathically, my magic is still so hard to control. I’m sorry.

      I understand, he forgave me. Little interests me anymore, but you, my dear, are intriguing. You were unaware that your telepathic skills can search another mind without invitation?

      “I’m aware,” I admitted. “I took a thought from Temnon when he tried to stabilize the earthquake in Manila.”

      “You did?” Temnon had no idea.

      “I’m so sorry about that,” I told him. “You weren’t exactly communicating with me. I’d never dream of stealing your thoughts if your life wasn’t in danger. And that spell would have killed you.”

      “Yes.” Guilt pulled his eyes to the floor. “I didn’t follow my own advice. I panicked.”

      Fear is a potent motivator, Dominath mused. Perhaps, Agnes, once your quest is complete, you and I should discuss the ramifications of this ability, and the moral obligations that accompany it. I must admit this talent could result in disaster if misused.

      “What do you mean?”

      One with nefarious intentions could produce all manners of havoc.

      A super villain who could read minds? Yeah, that would be bad on so many levels. Even if I would never steal thoughts, a bad guy could force me to do it. Nervousness shuddered across my shoulders. Yikes.

      And one with innocent intentions could induce all manners of danger. Your unintentional foray into my mind being a prime example. You’d best not employ this talent until you’ve had sufficient training.

      “Are you saying you want to train me?”

      You are not ready.

      I should have seen that coming. He climbed onto the surface of the coin ocean and shifted his whale tail to a reptilian shape. Claws sliced into the coins as he walked toward his forest. Temnon slumped beside me and sighed with disgust. He raised his arms, and his golden magic flitted toward the smear of black on the ceiling. Dominath must have privately asked him to repair the damage.

      “Every time,” Temnon muttered to me.

      “I think he destroys his cavern on purpose to distract you,” I whispered back. He half-smiled, and then concentrated on his task, as I followed the dragon.

      Once we stood on solid ground, Dominath lowered himself to his belly, his tail switching like a cat’s. A book as large as a library building, bound in white dragon scales, flew down from the silver trees.

      My own history. Dominath pointed a claw to the building-sized book. Would you like to read through thousands of years of my existence, or would you prefer lay siege to my conscience again?

      “Um…what?”

      You previously asked about Second Earth’s early history.

      “Oh, right.” I flinched as the book descended toward my head. “Maybe you could just tell me the relevant parts?” I suggested.

      As you will.

      His scaled lips stretching over his fangs looked suspiciously like a teasing smile, but I was never sure with him. He crossed his front legs and blew silver magic into the book. As it returned to the sky, he coughed. A cloud of smoke enveloped me, and I had to brace myself against the forced air.

      I have many memories of your Second Earth. It and I shared our youths. I thrived in the raw nature of the forming planet, diving through the cracks in the mantel to swim in the molten core and using the thermal updrafts to learn how to fly.

      It was strange to hear an intelligent being speak of deadly and destructive natural forces with such fondness. But I was finally hearing some good information and didn’t interrupt him.

      Dragon parents often vacation with their young on newly formed planets, for we enjoy the natural phenomenon you call volcanoes. Third Earth is covered with them. But our volcanoes are maintained and controlled by magic. Wild, naturally occurring volcanoes are rare, and appreciated for their recreational value by my kind, but I must concede they are catastrophic to humans. Temnon is right to be concerned. Something has prevented your Earth’s core from stabilizing. Unfortunately, I am unaware of this phenomenon happening elsewhere, so the answer is as yet undiscovered.

      “Drat it all.”

      Well said. I have never appreciated a mystery. I much prefer answers. I can’t tell you how irksome it is to be puzzled. I can tell you, your planet’s beginnings were typical. Once the planet fully formed, the crust of Second Earth cooled and all seemed stable. Just after the Great Council’s decision to ban magic, an earthquake was reported, but the council members considered it an isolated incident and ignored it in the face of the political upheaval. According to your genetic memory, which I recorded during our last visit, earthquakes and volcanoes have steadily happened for millennia, but they have increased in number over the last few centuries.

      “Probably. Our histories are pretty limited.”

      Yes. How appallingly true.

      “So, during the last few centuries, something changed,” I deduced.

      Changed or intensified.

      “That sounds ominous.”

      Dominath stood. Worried he’d dismiss me, I blurted out, “But what am I supposed to do?”

      You are the arch mage of Second Earth. If something is activating your planet’s core, you must discover what it is. Then you must return and inform me, so I can record it.

      “But your talent is knowledge. Can’t you figure it out and tell me?”

      Once again, he placed an image in my mind. Fully formed hawk’s wings flew down from the sky and attached to a scrawny chick, making it even more awkward. I got it. I wasn’t ready for ultimate knowledge, but I was determined to get some kind of help. Fueled by cheeky energy, I sent an image back to him. A grown hawk joined the chick and placed a fat worm into its mouth. For added emphasis, I gave the chick a growth spurt.

      Dominath burst out in dragon laughter, which consisted of a series of barking growls. Big drops of liquid fire sprayed the nearest trees, melting the silver like wax.

      Very well, child. I shall offer you a tidbit of my talent to strengthen you for your quest. Open your mind.

      Two philomanths, feathery, mustache-like appendages, sprouted from the sides of his muzzle and drifted toward my head. I soon felt a tiny portion of his vast conscious entering mine. Letters, words, sentences, and complete dictionaries swirled about, sinking with organized precision into my permanent memory. Without further meddling, the dragon withdrew and left me wondering what he did.

      Ademic, he explained simply.

      “Really?” I squeaked with excitement. “I can speak any language now?”

      No. You can speak Ademic.

      “Okay, fine. I can speak and people of any language will understand me, and I them?” I ran to him and threw my arms around his claw. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”

      He flinched in surprise, and I backed away respectfully, smiling all the same.

      You are clearly satisfied with your worm, he thought to me. Now I must return to sleep. I give you permission to use magic to transport from my realm.

      He arched his back and opened his jaw in a huge yawn, then shook himself from his head all the way down to the tip of his lizard tail. Silver glistened on each side of him and wings appeared.

      “Wait!” I cried. “I’m not done asking questions.”

      No more questions, child, but one departing bit of advice from the voice of experience. He lowered his head, his brown eyes burning with intensity. Be careful of where you wish to go. You are powerful enough to embark on the journey, but you lack the experience to find your way home again. There are consciences broader than mine. Unfathomable, in some cases. Agnes, do not roll out of the nest. I have no desire to see you crumpled.

      A philomanth stroked my cheek, much like my mom’s soft fingers did, and then he sprang into the air and beat his wings, blasting me with air and knocking me flat on my behind. I covered my face against the wind, until he soared over the lake and dove deep into his silver horde to sleep.

      “Are you all right, Madam?” Temnon knelt next to me and held out a hand.

      What the…? “Madam?” I repeated sarcastically.

      Temnon stammered and stuttered nonsense from sheer embarrassment. He had been acting weird since we got here. Dominath must have done something to him. Maybe the cloud spell made me appear differently.

      “How do you see me?” I asked. “Because I’m actually the same person that I’ve always been.”

      Sighing, he sat next to me and leaned back on his hands while he studied my face. “I think I’m seeing you in the future. Maybe when you reach your full potential? You look grown up, more confident, powerful, and…beautiful. Really, really beautiful.”

      “Hmph,” I huffed. “I guess Dominath isn’t above messing with your head after all.”

      “Nope. He probably thinks it’s hilarious.” He stood and offered me his hand again. “Let’s get out of here. I want the old Agnes back. This Agnes makes me nervous.”

      Gold mixed with blue as Temnon simultaneously shaped my clothes and transported us back to the palace. Nemantia waited in the throne room. She bounced on her toes and clasped her hands, obviously eager to share something very exciting. I’d hardly materialized before she ran to me and grabbed my shoulders.

      “Agnes,” she giggled. “You have an ancestor on the Great Council. You’re practically royalty!”

      “Huh?” I blinked, not following, as usual.

      “Well, not royalty in the traditional sense,” she clarified. “The Great Council was more of a parliament than a monarchy, but still, you are descended from a very noble family.”

      “That makes sense,” joined in Temnon, shaking a finger at me. “Knowing how magic runs in families, we should have guessed that you had some kind of wizarding heritage.”

      “Of course, she does.” Maudine pinched my cheek and scrunched up her wrinkled face like a proud grandmother. “A heroine like Agnes could be nothing less than the finest of stock. In fact, there might be mention of it in the Seer’s vision. Hmm. It could be connected…you never know…” Thinking hard, her eyes darted about and a smile crept on her face. Curiosity grew into an unquenchable itch, and Dame Maudine suddenly bolted for the door. “Only one way to know for sure. I’ll let you know what I find my dears.” Her voice trailed off as she ran off, silk skirts bouncing around her.

      Totally used to Maudine’s eccentricities, I brought the conversation back on track. “So, Nemantia, you were able to speak to this Great Council member about Second Earth’s quakes?”

      “Yes. He was so smart and dashing. And you’ll never believe what his name was. Agnostus!” she blurted out before I could guess.

      “Agnes is a family name, right?” Temnon said. “Not exactly coincidental. Both Agnostus’s magical skill and name reemerging in you. You really are special.”

      So many tangents today. “So, what did he say about the quakes?” I encouraged.

      “Oh, right. It’s a rather long story.” Nemantia sat on the bench and invited us to sit by her. “He said he doesn’t know.”

      I blinked at her. “That’s it? He doesn’t know?”

      “No. Well, yes, he doesn’t know what’s causing the earthquakes, but there’s more. Agnostus has been quite concerned about them for eons. In fact, he’s been doing everything possible from the afterlife to help.”

      “What can a spirit do?” I asked.

      “Our ancestors can influence living family members, though it never trumps personal choices. They can inspire us, warn us, or nudge us in certain directions if we are open to suggestions. Agnostus has been guiding distant cousins of yours to study earthquakes for hundreds of years, and now, one is an expert. Alvaro Silva. He runs a research center in Chile. Agnostus wants you to go see him.”

      Not the answers I hoped for.

      “It’s a good start, Agnes,” Temnon encouraged, reading my disappointed face. “Where is Chile?”

      “Western coast of South America. Same ocean as Dr. B’s island but further southeast,” I estimated.

      He stood and pulled me up. “Let’s go right now!”

      “Today? Just like that?” For once Temnon was deluded. “I’ve never been to Chile. I can’t just appear there. I guess I could look up pictures on the internet, but you said yourself how risky that can be.”

      “Agnes is right, Tem,” agreed Nemantia. “A thousand things could go wrong. She might transport herself inside a mountain or under a lake.”

      “We could find a picture of Alvaro,” suggested Temnon. “Go directly to him.”

      “And how would she explain her sudden appearance?” Nemantia pointed out. “No magic on Second Earth, remember?”

      “I’m starting to understand why it took you so long to use your magic,” he told me. “You’ve been handicapped by Second Earth. I never thought science would ruin a perfectly good wizard.”

      Temnon slumped in frustration, but not me. Science, huh? Dominath once said Second Earth’s creativity had no bounds. Maybe I just had to get more creative.
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      The Jent Path to Second Earth dropped us into Dr. Buchanan’s study at his Boston penthouse. Temnon had rewritten Jent Paths before, but he asked his dad to fix my Aether Stone, to ensure it was done properly. After all, we couldn’t keep showing up in a high security area like the private viewing room at BU. Not when Detective Colucci snooped around there like an obsessed bloodhound.

      Temnon and I stepped onto the thick, white carpet, and I darted over to the desktop computer. My fingers rapped in my password and clicked open the search engine. Two minutes later, I found Alvaro Silva’s university, Universidad del Talco. Easy enough. Then I started a new search.

      “What are you doing?” asked Temnon.

      “Looking up real-time satellite images.”

      “Real-time what images?”

      “Satellites are machines that orbit Second Earth,” I explained. “They take pictures from space and send them back to whoever owns the satellite. Chile is a friendly nation. I’m seeing if I can find the exact GPS coordinates.”

      “GPS coordinates? Are you speaking Ademic?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Do I sound any different?”

      “Your cute, little accent is gone,” Temnon teased. “So, I guess you are, but I still don’t understand what you said.”

      “Must be because there isn’t a matching Ademic term. That happens, doesn’t it?”

      “Occasionally. Grimmal has all kinds of feline specialty words that don’t translate into human speech. You’ve probably heard them. Yowls and hisses and the like.”

      “Speaking of Grimmal, where is he? You’d think he’d be back by now.”

      Temnon’s face fell. “I did think that,” he sighed. “But I haven’t heard a thing from him. He’s never been away this long. Do you think he’s decided to stay on Fifth Earth?”

      I thought while I scrolled with the mouse. “I hope not, but maybe. He seemed pretty wrapped up in Phar Sekmet.”

      “She flirted hard with him after the battle on First Earth. Maybe he’s in love?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. I missed Grimmal, and I had only hung out with him for a week. He’d been Temnon’s best friend for years.

      I found a likely maps site and clicked on the link. A professional page came up, and I typed in the full street address of the Universidad del Talca. The latitude and longitude coordinates popped up first, then a bird’s eye view of the city.

      “Is that Chile?” Temnon asked, distracted from Grimmal.

      “More importantly,” I clarified, zooming in on a drab, cement roof. “It’s Alvaro Silva’s research lab. Want to do a science experiment with me?”

      His eyes narrowed, and he stepped back a bit. “What kind of experiment?”

      I typed in a new address and then found the coordinates, including the exact altitude. “Don’t be suspicious,” I soothed. “It can’t be worse than the Philippines disaster.”

      “Yes, it can!” he shouted. “Agnes, it can be infinitely worse!”

      “Your tracing spell is still active, right?” I asked, just to be safe.

      “Wait, don’t!”

      I warmed up my magic, concentrating intently on the numbers on the screen, and let myself slide into the spell. My vision scarcely blurred. Blue light dripped, and I appeared two feet to the left of the computer.

      “Perfect. It works.” I cheered.

      “What works?” Temnon yelled, exasperated with me.

      “GPS coordinates. Don’t you get it? Second Earth is completely mapped out. Every square foot has a mathematical numerical assignment. I concentrated on the numbers, and I transported exactly where I wanted to go. This is how I can get to Chile. In fact, this is how I can get anywhere on the planet.”

      Temnon’s panic melted off his face as he realized the potential of GPS. “So you can think of the numbers, north-south, east-west, and up-down…” I could practically see his brain spinning. “Yes, that would give you an exact, fixed point. And the pictures from the satellite thingy would show any potential dangers. Agnes, I think you might be a genius.”

      Thrilled, I laughed out loud. “How about locking onto the roof of Alvaro’s building? If people see the blue light flashing, they will probably guess it’s a security light or something. You can get us down from there.”

      “Sounds like it will work. Are you ready for this?”

      “Yes.” And I meant it. There was something factual and solid about transporting with math. It gave me confidence.

      “Then clear your mind of everything except those numbers.”

      I focused, but at the last second, a loud, shrill voice outside the study door startled me.

      “Who’s there? I have pepper spray, and I know how to use it!”

      “It’s Sadie,” I whispered. “She’ll see us.”

      Temnon took my hand. “Block her out. See only the numbers.”

      “Is that you, Ms. Chippy?” Sadie yelled. “Agnes? Papa James?”

      I emptied my head of Sadie and focused on the GPS coordinates shining brightly in white digits. As the door handle turned, my vision blurred into blue light and fuzzy lines.

      Sadie’s voice faded into the distance. “I could have sworn I heard some…”

      Flashes of light and color melted, mashed, and gradually sharpened into a new scene. The transportation safety feature held me a foot above a blocky building comprised of gray cement. No one shouted in alarm, and the gritty rooftop looked solid enough. I gingerly stepped down and walked to the edge of the building. This campus shared the same harried, stressed atmosphere of finals, assignments, and deadlines as BU.

      Temnon peered over the wall next to me.

      “It’s the right place,” he judged. “Well done. Let’s see if we can find your long-lost cousin and get some answers.”

      He spotted a fire escape and vaulted over the wall onto the rattling metal ladder. I watched as it swayed.

      “No way,” I protested.

      “You’re okay jumping across the planet to a place you’ve never seen, but you don’t dare climb a ladder?” he mocked.

      “A sturdy ladder? Sure. That one’s going to shake loose from the building any second.”

      “Fine,” Temnon smiled. “I’ll just do some civic service, shall I?”

      His golden magic spilled down the ladder, into the bolts, and even the cement wall itself, repairing the damage. Recalling his magic, he climbed down a few rungs and shook the ladder with all his might. It didn’t budge, and stayed bolted to the wall.

      “All better, see?”

      “Okay. I’ll try.”

      A few prickles raced up my legs as I climbed over the wall and placed my foot on the first rung. Even with the solid ladder, I felt nervous.

      “I won’t let you fall,” Temnon assured me.

      “I know.”

      The bottom of the ladder ended eight feet before the ground. Temnon dropped lightly and stood right up.

      “Jump, and I’ll catch you.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “No. You could jump and hit the ground instead.”

      Yeah, right. My legs would love that. Oh, wait. No, they wouldn’t. With a grumble, I dangled from the last rung and dropped. Temnon didn’t even grunt when he caught me. He was such a gentleman.

      “All right?” he asked.

      “Perfect.”

      He smiled that smile I loved and set me down. “Let’s see if Alvaro is in.”

      I tried to hide my blushing by hurrying around to the front door. He followed, his teasing burning a hole in the back of my head. He really was a man of action. And I was grateful for it. It didn’t matter how powerful I was supposed to be: without Temnon, I was pretty much helpless. At least I knew I’d never get a diva complex with him around.

      In the front of the building, a slick, modern façade embellished the cement square shape. Large, plaster overlays ran across the top, then angled down across glass windows and framed the big, double-wide glass doors. Two plaster planters containing round, squat palms guarded the door. The palms were nothing like those on Isla DeSoto. These had trunks broader than they were tall.

      A couple of students exited the building as I reached the doors. Time to see if my Ademic worked. “Could you tell me where to find Dr. Alvaro Silva’s office?” I asked.

      As usual, their eyes swooped to my scarred face and advertised their pity, but to their credit, they remained polite.

      One of them pointed behind him. “Stairs are over there,” he said with an accent similar to Ms. Chippy’s. “Third floor, number six.”

      “Thanks.”

      I couldn’t contain my smile. I spoke to a Spanish-speaking kid and he understood me. I mean, his accent was really thick, but my magical Ademic translated the words perfectly in my head. I even felt their true meaning. It was awesome.

      Temnon laughed and grabbed my hand. “You get so thrilled over the simplest things.”

      “What would you know?” I asked, squeezing him back. “Have you ever had anyone talk to you in a foreign language? Try to communicate, but you don’t understand?”

      “Sure,” he quipped. “Just about every female I’ve ever met.”

      I tried to kick him. But he dodged and kept avoiding my mock hostilities all the way up three flights. Watching him easily bound up the stairs, I suddenly wondered if we would end up permanently together. I mean, I knew it was dorky to think about getting married, but he changed my life. For years, I honestly thought no one would want to look at my ugly scars all day, and here he was, treating me like a princess. Yeah, I could see myself saying yes, if he asked.

      On the third floor, we followed the hall until we found number six. A name plate next to the door said, Alvaro Silva, Geology.

      “This is it.” Temnon knocked on the door just as I realized I had no idea what to say.

      A little girl, about four years old, opened the door. Black pigtails framed her huge black eyes, and she smiled shyly at us. “Look, Papa!”

      A short, mustached man with a curious twinkle behind his serious expression swiveled his desk chair away from his computer screen. He stood and took off his reading glasses to get a better look at us.

      “Alvaro Silva?” Temnon asked.

      “Yes. And my daughter, Mia,” he introduced, patting the little girl’s shoulder. “Her mother is coming soon to pick her up.” He gestured to a stack of printer paper and a pen. “Finish your picture, Mia. Good girl.”

      Mia knelt by the paper and grabbed the pen in her fist as her father came to greet us.

      “I didn’t know I had any foreign exchange students in my classes.”

      Like the kid downstairs, Alvaro’s accent reminded me of Ms. Chippy’s, but I understood every word he said.

      “We aren’t students here. We’re from Boston University,” Temnon lied. “Could we interview you about earthquakes?”

      Temnon lied pretty well. He added just enough truth to make his claims believable. My spine buzzed with an uncomfortable jitter, but only a slight one, since he lied for my benefit.

      “Now? This isn’t a good time,” he said. “Sorry, but my lab is getting some odd readings. You’d best come back tomorrow. If you can.” Alvaro moved to close the door, but Temnon stepped into the doorway.

      “We hate to intrude, but we travel home soon.”

      Annoyance replaced Alvaro’s curious expression. He was on the verge of dismissing us. He had to know how important this was.

      “Why have the frequency of earthquakes increased in the last three hundred years?” I asked, desperate for an answer.

      That curious, serious gaze landed on my face, and he flicked his index finger at me. “Burn scars,” he recognized. “From an earthquake?”

      “No. Just a regular old explosion. But we were in Manila this morning.”

      “Aye,” he groaned, stepping back into his office and letting us in. “I’m surprised you weren’t stranded at the airport. All travel is suspended.”

      “We had access to a private jet,” Temon said. “We got out just in time.”

      Alvaro glanced at his watch. “That was a fast flight. Why did you come here? You should have gone home to be with your families.”

      I recognized a familiar sadness in his tone. I sounded that way whenever I thought of my dad.

      “Your parents must be very worried if you were in the Philippines quake. It was a 7.2, strong enough to bring down buildings. There were fourteen deaths.”

      “Fourteen, too many,” I sort of whispered to myself. There would have been more if the bridge collapsed into the river.

      Alvaro, eyes full of empathy, looked deep into me. “You are troubled by these quakes.”

      “More than you know.”

      He stared at me, trying to judge my true motivations. I didn’t look away, even though I wanted to. Alvaro abruptly shoved his glasses back on and plopped down in his office chair. His attention remained on a table of slowly clicking numbers displayed on his computer screen.

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “Earthquakes are increasing in frequency. No one knows why. I will try to answer your questions, but I must watch these readings.”

      “Are the magnitudes getting stronger too?”

      “It’s complicated. Billions of years ago, several earthquakes occurred with enough force to change the shape of continents. Nothing like that has happened since people began recording the quakes.” He paused for a few seconds, and tapped on the computer’s mouse, changing the screen. “However, taking into account records beginning in the 1700s, then yes, earthquakes are more frequent and more severe. Especially here in Chile.”

      “Why here?” Temnon asked, acutely interested.

      “Look, yes?” Alvaro leaned backward in his office chair and pointed at his screen. Temnon and I both stepped closer.

      A huge, blue shape labeled “Nazca Plate” pushed against a huge, green shape labeled “South American Plate.” Alvaro clicked on the mouse and the Nazca Plate, because of the heat moving in the core, dove under the South American Plate, pushing it higher and higher. Alvaro clicked again, and a map of Chile superimposed over the blue and green shapes. The Andes Mountains ran along the rising green plate.

      “Those shapes are tectonic plates?” clarified Temnon.

      “And the South American Plate rises and forms the Andes Mountains?” I added.

      Using the mouse, Alvaro traced the line where the two plates met. “The San Ramon fault. Chile has endured many high-magnitude earthquakes with repercussions that few people are aware of. For example, several years ago a magnitude 8.8 quake discharged so much energy, it paused the Earth’s rotation by a fraction of a second. Can you imagine? The whole planet bucked. And that wasn’t even the strongest in recorded history. A magnitude 9.5 happened here in 1960. More than five thousand people died.”

      Alvaro’s phone rang, disrupting our lesson, but since we had already interrupted his work, he answered it.

      “Yes?” He paused to listen. “I’m tracking the numbers now. I know they don’t make sense. Call IT and see if it’s a coding glitch. I’ll keep watching.”

      Disconnecting the call, Alvaro stared back the screen, focusing on the quickly changing numbers on the screen. He seemed to forget we were there.

      “So Chile is the worst country for earthquakes,” Temnon stated, trying to bring Alvaro back to the conversation.

      “Chile?” He stared at us, annoyed by our distraction. “No. Not even close. Though we are in the Pacific Ring of Fire, we are not the worst. Countries such as Japan, Indonesia, and, as you know, the Philippines are constantly being hit. It is estimated that ninety percent of the world’s earthquakes originate in the Ring of Fire.”

      “What’s the…?”

      Alvaro turned back to the numbers next to the map of tectonic plates and clicked his mouse on them experimentally.

      “The Ring of Fire is actually horse-shoe shaped, traveling around the edge of the Pacific Ocean. It follows an almost continuous series of oceanic trenches, volcanic belts, and tectonic plate movement.”

      “So, it’s a giant ring of weakness in the Earth’s crust.” Temnon always did like to pare complicated matters down to the basics.

      “Essentially, yes.”

      The computer beeped just as Mia yelled, “Boom!”

      I jumped at the noise. Alvaro suddenly pushed away from his desk and almost ran over my toes with his chair.

      “I need you to leave now,” he demanded.

      “Dr. Silva, why is the Earth’s crust so stressed?” I asked.

      “This makes no sense.” Alvaro wasn’t speaking to us anymore, but to his computer. “This program has to be wrong.” He stood, forcing us to shuffle out of his way, and punched numbers into an older model cell phone. He walked to the window, separating himself from us to have his conversation.

      Temnon leaned into the computer. He studied the graphs and numbers for a few seconds, then pointed to the ground. Flecks of his golden magic trickled into the floor.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      “Don’t worry.” He nodded west toward the Pacific Ocean. “I’m just checking.”

      Alvaro spoke into the phone with low, concerned tones while I watched the screen. All the numbers were moving backward and the blue and green tectonic plates seemed to be separating.

      “Does this mean what I think it means?” I asked Temnon, even though he concentrated too hard to hear me. “The plates are reversing in their paths?”

      The computer continued rendering, and it got worse. Much worse. The blue plate pulled away until it popped out from under the green plate. A huge wave, running the length of Chile, rippled through the Ring of Fire. The gap between the two plates widened until the edge of the green plate snapped off, and the entire west coast of South America fell into the newly formed trench. On the other side of the world, Japan, the Philippines, and the hundreds of islands that make up Indonesia rose so high out of the ocean they tilted sideways, perpendicular to the ocean. Some cities slid off their foundations and crashed into rising waves, others were encased by lava as volcanoes burst through the rising plate. Millions upon millions would die.

      Horrified by the potential loss, I watched, helpless, as the computer screen showed the destructive force cascading through every continent in the world. Was there no way to stop it?

      A tugging on my arm shook me away from the screen.

      “Look!”

      Mia held up a paper with dark scribbles on it. Jarred, I glanced back at the screen. The blue and green plates had hardly moved, and the numbers slowly clicked. The computer finished its rendering and reset. Funny how much more vivid it had seemed a second ago.

      “Do you like my doggie?” asked Mia, lifting the paper higher. Then I noticed it: scarring on her hand. No wonder Alvaro worried about the changes in his numbers. Mia must have been hurt by an earthquake. I stroked her wrinkled scar.

      “It’s an amazing doggie. You are a beautiful artist.”

      Temnon wrapped his arm around my shoulders, his muscles clenched. His eyebrows quivered with stifled fear.

      “The plates are moving,” he informed me. “A quake is coming.”

      Alvaro harrumphed. Half-listening, he thought Temnon spoke to him.

      “It may seem like it, but my program is complicated,” Alvaro said with his hand over the phone’s mouthpiece.

      “It’s already begun,” Temnon insisted, ignoring Alvaro.

      “How bad?” I asked.

      “Remember the ladder on the side of this building? We have to leave now.”

      By “we” I knew he meant the two of us. I gestured to Mia. She’d already been scarred, who knows how deeply, by an earthquake, and I had no intention of leaving her in another. With one very determined expression, I informed Temnon that I wasn’t leaving Mia to face this catastrophe alone.

      Temnon paled slightly. “Then get her out now. We have two minutes.”

      “Do not frighten my daughter!” Alvaro snapped the phone shut and stomped to us. “You should know better,” he scolded. “Mia, honey, everything is fine.”

      He lifted his daughter into one arm while punching a few computer keys with the other.

      “Please, Dr. Silva,” I pleaded. “My friend is very sensitive to changes in the Earth. He felt the earthquake in Manila too.” I pulled his hand away from the keyboard. “We have to get out of here. This building is already damaged.”

      That seemed to affect him. “Yes, from the last big one.” He hesitated, still tracking the numbers on the screen. “But my program isn’t indicating data typical of an earthquake.”

      “That’s because this quake is different.” Temnon yelled. “The plates are splitting apart, and it’s coming fast.”

      Temnon waited three seconds while Alvaro thought, then he couldn’t stand it anymore. His instinct for action took over, and he picked me up and threw me over his shoulder. “We aren’t waiting while you stand there being stubborn! We’re gone!”

      “Tem, wait!” I yelled, hopelessly reaching for Mia and her father. At least Temnon ran for the door and didn’t try to transport in front of the Silvas.

      Halfway down the stairs, the alarms went off.

      “Put me down!” I yelled, not enjoying the ride.

      Without stopping, he slid me down in a fluid motion, placing me on the stairs and supporting me until my running feet caught up with his. With sirens blaring, we ran down two more flights, my legs stinging and shaking with each step. A few students bolted out of a classroom and joined the dash, running just ahead of us. As they yanked on the front door, the quake hit. The ground surged upward, snapping off the thick facade. Temnon’s golden magic shot to the falling debris, holding it in place while the students made their escape. From outside, they turned. With them watching, Temnon had to let the suspended cement facade crash to the ground, blocking the front exit.

      “I could move it,” he suggested.

      “Not very subtle,” I shouted.

      “To the back,” Alvaro yelled, sliding down the shaking stairs behind us and rounding the banister. Over Alvaro’s shoulder, Mia’s chubby cheeks bounced as he ran, and her dark eyes filled with tears. “Quickly!” he commanded. “Before the gas lines break!”

      Did he say gas lines? Flammable gas spilling all around me? I froze in place as deep-seated terror wrapped its dark hand around my throat. I’d rather be crushed than risk a fire, but Temnon dragged me after the Silvas, and I had to run or fall to the floor. His golden magic flew, deflecting falling beams and holding together the floorboards under our feet. Finally, twenty feet ahead, I saw the rear exit.

      We’re going to make it, I thought, just as Temnon dragged me headlong into the smell of gas.

      “Why is there a pocket of gas here?” he shouted.

      “Heating pipe must have broken!” Alvaro shouted back, “The door! Before something sparks!”

      Distracted by the insanity of using gas to heat buildings instead of magic, Temnon didn’t notice the section of the ceiling in the corner collapse.

      I saw the whole thing in slow motion. A metal desk from the floor above fell through the widening hole, plummeted down, and hit an exposed gas pipe. Flying sparks ignited the gas, and flames blossomed, curling through the spreading fumes and reaching for little Mia. The sudden orange glow caught Alvaro’s eye, and he instinctively flinched, turning his back to the flames. He hunched over Mia. Protecting her. Saving her.

      My mind leapt back to the past. My dad’s yellow tie pressing into my face as the flames blasted him off his feet. I felt the heat searing my neck and cheeks, the orange light blinding the edges of my blocked vision. The flames invaded the air, pulling at our clothes, worming near our skin. Terrified, I screamed. I couldn’t tell if I screamed in the past or present. Maybe it was both.

      Another scream joined mine. Little Mia. I couldn’t let her be burned.

      Desperate to save Mia, and myself, from the fire, I snatched the heat out of the room and held it in front of me. I’m not sure how; it just happened. Once I had the fire in my control, I pushed it away with the force of a tornado. White light pulsed through the room. The heat retreated to the walls, and I hit the floor.

      “Not very subtle,” I heard as my head swam between now and then. “There! That crack in the wall!”

      I felt myself picked up and shoved into a narrow space. Golden particles gleamed on the cracked cinder blocks, and I knew the explosion didn’t crack the wall. I managed to wiggle through. Cool air brought me back to my senses. I sat on the ground, and after a few heaving breaths, I noticed the ground remained solidly where it should be. Beside me, Alvaro held Mia. Tears streamed down her smooth, unburned cheeks as he rocked her.

      “It’s a miracle, my baby,” he soothed. “A real, heaven-sent miracle. Angels blew the fire away. You’re safe, hush now.”

      Last out, Temnon flopped on the ground next to me. “More shaking?” I asked, the computer rendering of Chile dropping into the sea still haunting me.

      He sent exploratory magic trickling into the ground and sighed with relief. “It’s stabilized. What happened in there?” he asked, concerned. “You kind of lost it. Was it the fire?”

      Luckily, I didn’t have to answer him.

      “There is no way to stop them.” Alvaro stared at the damaged building, his eyes heavy with hopelessness. “We cannot anticipate them. The movement is too random. For hundreds of years they converge, then they reverse and diverge. Why?”

      I crawled over to him. “Everything is okay, Alvaro. You are safe.”

      “For now. But what about the next one? I can’t control the Earth’s core,” he muttered. “The core’s pressure pushes the tectonic plates, so why is the core movement so random? Something has to be affecting it. Why does the center of the Earth roll around under our feet? What am I to do? Go down and take a look? This is madness.”

      And I thought I lost it. Poor Alvaro teetered on the brink of a panic attack. His hair shook as he hugged his daughter close. No, wait a sec, he wasn’t shaking. The quake again? Nope. It was sunlight, dancing in his black hair. Light shining on my distant cousin. My magic hummed.

      “Um, Alvaro?” I gently touched his arm. “What did you mean…? Go to the center of the Earth? Would that give you the answer? Could you drop a probe?”

      “Ha,” he scoffed. “The pressure would crush any man-made device. And if you could create a metal dense enough to withstand the pressure, the core’s temperature would melt it. Over six thousand degrees Celsius. That’s as hot as the surface of the sun.”

      “So, it’s impossible?”

      “Yes, unless you have some magical way to cool liquid iron.”

      The humming magic increased to a buzz. Temnon moved closer to listen, curiosity lighting his face.

      “We’d have to slow the vibrations of the molecules, right, Alvaro?”

      “In theory,” he conceded, his calm returning. “But I have no idea how to do that.”

      “So, in theory,” I prompted, “what would be the best way to get to the center of the Earth?”

      Alvaro sat straighter and wiped the dust and tears from Mia’s face while he thought. “The Mariana Trench is the deepest point in the ocean. But you’d still have to drill into the Earth’s crust and beyond. There is the Kola Superdeep Borehole in Russia, but I’m not sure that’s feasible. It would take years to get permission. So, in theory, I’d take the trench and drill from there. At least there is scientific proof that humans can travel to the bottom of the ocean. After that, there is no guarantee of anything.”

      “You’re right.” Nodding, I dragged myself to my legs. “There is no guarantee of anything. But if we ever have the means to go to the center of the Earth and take a look, we’ll at least know where to start. Thank you, Alvaro.”

      He didn’t answer but reached his hand out where the dancing light played between his fingers. He saw my magic? How could that be? Sirens whined in the distance. Time to leave before we got stuck in a hospital for hours. I scurried away from the burning building. Temnon ran after me, and together we found a deserted alley.

      “Now comes the hard part,” I sighed to Temnon, still wondering about Alvaro and the light.

      “Traveling to the center of Second Earth?”

      “No. Telling my mom what I’m up to.”

      Temnon groaned and took my hand. The welcome image of Mom’s face filled my head, and with a firm desire to leave Chile, I let my vision blur.
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      I must have been a mess. Mom took one look at me and jumped to her feet, her laptop clattering to the floor.

      “Agnes,” she shouted. “What on Second Earth happened!”

      At least she was beginning to get the lingo down.

      “Calm down, Mom,” I began.

      Her face tensed and I immediately regretted saying it.

      “Calm down?” she shrieked. “Calm down? You’re bleeding and covered in soot! You look like you’ve been through the apocalypse!”

      Bleeding? I took a quick inventory of myself and found blood dripping from my fingers. I didn’t notice I got hurt. Temnon lifted my arm, found the scrape, and went to the kitchen.

      “Agnes!” Mom yelled. “What have you been doing? I thought you were going to see Dominath!”

      “I did,” I assured her. “But then we went to Chile.”

      “As in the South American Chile?” Her face flushed as her anger heated. “What could you possibly have to do in Chile?”

      “I had to talk to Dr. Silva.”

      “So now you’re talking to strangers in foreign countries?” Her hands exploded upward, with her fingers flared. “And what in your sixteen-year-old brain made you think that was okay?”

      “I had to talk to him. Agnostus said he had answers.”

      “Who is Agnostus? Another stranger?”

      “Not technically, he’s our ancestor. He was a member of the Great Council.”

      “A dead ancestor?” Mom’s tone swooped upward in shock. “You’re talking to dead people? Have you gone crazy?”

      Temnon returned with a napkin for my scrape, but he stayed near the door, ready to run. Unfortunately for me, so did Dr. Buchanan.

      “You are SO grounded, young lady!” Mom hurled the words at me. “In fact, I have half a mind to…”

      “Young lady?” I repeated, softly, irony buzzing in my voice. “Yes. I am young. Too young to be the Arch Mage of a whole planet. But that’s what I am, Mom.”

      “That is no excuse for running off to foreign countries,” she countered, her anger’s momentum slowing.

      “It is the perfect excuse. Because the alternative is to do nothing and watch Second Earth destroy itself.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Mom,” I gently reached out and took her hand. “Earthquakes aren’t normal. Something unnatural is causing them. I’m arch mage. I have to protect this planet.”

      “Of course, they’re normal.”

      I shook my head. Mom’s hazel eyes peered deeply into mine, trying to find a reason to argue with me. After a few seconds, she gave up.

      “How long have you known about this?” she asked.

      “Since this morning. I accidentally transported to Manila.”

      “Where that big earthquake hit?”

      “Yes. I didn’t do it on purpose, but Temnon felt the earthquake coming, and we couldn’t let all those people die. Then he told me that earthquakes aren’t normal.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

      I shrugged, unable to meet her gaze. “I knew you’d be mad. I thought you’d forbid me from using magic and ground me from Tem.”

      Mom considered my story, her mouth taut with stress. “Did you leave anything out?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, remembering. “Before I accidentally transported to Manila, I went to Boston. On accident. Where I accidentally saw Detective Colucci. Which is part of why I didn’t tell you, because I don’t want you to go to prison.”

      “You might have been right about that part,” she conceded, picking up her fallen laptop. “I was certainly convincing when I insisted you were here on the island with me this morning. I sent him that picture of you on the beach. The time stamp confirmed that you were here, but I felt like he didn’t believe me.”

      Uh oh. This might be bad. “He called you?”

      “Obviously. You fell out of the sky into a snowdrift that wasn’t there a moment before and disappeared into a flash of blue light.”

      “Um, yeah. That happened, too.”

      “Oh, Agnes! What am I going to do with you? Here I thought I was the luckiest mother in the world because I had a daughter who couldn’t lie. And now this? Keeping me in the dark is every bit as bad as lying.”

      My lie detector didn’t go off, but I didn’t need it to tell me she was right. “I didn’t mean to, Mom. I was scared you’d ground me from magic.”

      “Maybe I should. To teach you a lesson.”

      Temnon finally found his courage and stepped into the room, pressing the napkin to my arm to stop the bleeding. “You could, Mrs. Cavanaugh. But you’d be dooming the planet to destruction.”

      “Right,” Mom huffed to herself. “The earthquake calamity. What I wouldn’t give for some normal teenage drama, for once.”

      “Lillian, my dear.” Dr. Buchanan crossed to Mom and placed a calming hand on her shoulder. “Our Agnes needs support right now. The consequences for her mistakes can come later.”

      All the exasperation leaked out of Mom, and she deflated into a chair. That meant I wasn’t grounded yet, but eventually I’d have to face the music. I’d never been grounded before, so I didn’t know what to expect. Before I met Temnon, a month with no friends was normal for me, since I didn’t have any. I guess I didn’t want to drag anyone into my sad life.  It was stupid.  Now, I’d never survive a punishment that severe.

      “All right, sunshine,” she said, giving in, “how can I help?”

      Before I could answer, my cell chimed with Sadie’s custom text notification. On the screen was a picture of Detective Colucci dressed in a city worker’s uniform clinging to a telephone pole outside our Boston apartment.

      Below the picture, a text popped up. The moron is back. What should I do?

      “Maybe you could help with this?” I showed the picture to Mom.

      “Great,” she slammed her laptop shut. “Just what we needed. Okay, James and I will distract Colucci while you investigate this whole earthquake puzzle, but I insist you inform me of every step.”

      I started to protest, but she interrupted with a dangerous warning in her voice.

      “Believe me, Agnes, you don’t want my maternal imagination to take over. The truth, and all of it, is better than what goes on inside my head. You would not believe what I imagined when you disappeared last time.”

      “Worse than monsters squished inside of people trying to kill me?”

      “Yes. That had a happy ending.”

      I smirked a little. Her imagination must be ruthless. “Okay, Mom.”

      She rubbed her forehead. With a quiver of trepidation, she asked, “What are you going to do next?”

      Temnon answered for me. “Nothing drastic. We’re just going to call a few friends.”

      “Friends?” I asked him. “Who do you have in mind?”

      “I figure we’ll need a few elementals to follow through with Dr. Silva’s plan. Fire and water should do it.”

      “And…?” Mom prompted.

      “And they will help us see what is going on in the center of the Earth.”

      Dr. Buchanan chuckled. “Jules Verne would be very jealous.”
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      By the time we took the Jent Path back to the throne room on First Earth, King Odric’s council had completed their business. The throne room was empty, but Jenz and another sentry stood guard outside the curtain. Jenz let us out and Temnon asked him to deliver me to Nemantia, while he ran off to contact the friends he had mentioned. He didn’t tell me much about them—too busy thinking about his exciting adventure to the core of Second Earth, I guessed.

      I changed out of my sweaty hiking clothes and had lunch with Nemantia, then she took me to the throne room. King Odric had returned to his throne, and told me Nemantia had informed him of my dilemma. Like a good monarch, he asked a few questions about the earthquakes. He didn’t seem too distraught, but then, he hadn’t gotten stuck in a crumbling building either.

      “What did Dominath say about the situation?” he asked, while Temnon entered the golden doors and rejoined us.

      “He only confirmed that the Earth shaking isn’t natural and told me to let him know what’s causing it.” A tiny hint of resentment hid in my response.

      “Hmm.” Odric nodded at me. “I see.”

      I had the feeling Odric didn’t really believe the earthquakes were as desperate as I described. I should have let Temnon explain. He would have drummed up an appropriate amount of fear. He was as scared of earthquakes as I was scared of fire.

      “Here comes Rein,” Temnon hooted, watching a ball of light descend to the throne room landing pad.

      “Rein?” King Odric glowered at Temnon. “You chose him as the water elemental? And arranged an Aether Stone to the palace?”

      “It’s only a single-use pass,” Temnon said, sheepishly. “I thought our treaty with Second Earth warranted passage.”

      “We’ll talk later,” Odric growled as Temnon’s friend materialized onto the marble tiles.

      The armed sentries lifted their weapons, but Maudine’s spell didn’t sound an alarm, and Odric released the security curtain. Maybe it was just me, but it seemed like King Odric half expected the palace security spells to atomize the young man as soon as he stepped off the landing pad. Nothing happened, though, and King Odric tightened his lips in disapproval. Wow. Why did the king dislike this kid so much?

      “Rein!” Temnon’s welcoming arms flung open, giving no hint of Odric’s anger.

      “Tem! You dog!” Rein ran forward and hugged Temnon like an old friend that hadn’t seen him in years.

      As Rein paid his respects to King Odric and the princess, I tried to gauge his character, but he was…perplexing. He looked normal enough. Not quite as tall as Temnon, but broader in the chest; he filled out his long, tailored coat nicely. Sadie would call him hot, and I’d have to agree. He had black hair and olive skin, but I noticed his black hair had an odd, green sheen to it, and his skin occasionally rippled, like he stood behind a sheet of water.

      Curious, I accessed my gift of truth and searched for a lie. There wasn’t one; and no magic swirled around him, either. Whatever caused his skin to move like that wasn’t a spell.

      “Yes, of course, she’s right here.”

      Temnon suddenly led the strange young man over toward me and nervousness seized my chest. Crud. I was so distracted by his mysterious appearance, I forgot to pay attention.

      Temnon introduced us. “Rein, this is Lady Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, Arch Mage of Second Earth.”

      Rein’s eyes caught me and refused to let go. He bowed without lowering his head, and his eyes changed color. I’m not talking about how Temnon’s blue eyes pop when he’s wearing a blue coat; Rein’s eyes literally changed from a smoldering gray to a rain-forest green in a clear sweep of color. I blinked in surprise and a tiny smile curled his lip. My surprise pleased him. I had no idea why.

      “Lady Agnes,” his voice crooned, smooth and sultry. “Words cannot express how I’ve longed for this moment.”

      He cradled my hand as though it was the most precious thing in the world, and leaned in to kiss it, still gazing into my soul.

      With a tight chuckle, Temnon punched him in the arm. “Why so formal, Rein? It’s not like you’re courting her. You’re only here because you’re the best water elemental around.”

      “And then some,” Rein boasted in jest. His eyes shifted back to gray and he half grinned at Temnon, as though he resented being interrupted but didn’t want to ignore his friend. The moment Temnon turned away, Rein shot me a targeted glance. “All my talents are at your disposal, Lady Agnes. I’d move oceans to satisfy your whim.” And then he winked at me, rather flirtatiously, which oddly caused me to blush.

      He needed watching. Partly because of his intriguing appearance, partly because of his pointed glances, but mostly because my heart fluttered, my face flushed, and my sweaty hands clutched my silk gown. Weird.

      “The three of us on a mission, then?” Rein asked, tearing his eyes away from me and clapping Temnon on the back.

      “No, four.” Temnon peered toward the tall golden doors. “Sempira is coming.”

      All efforts to impress me abandoned, Rein slumped. “Sempira? But why her?”

      “You’re the best with water, she’s the best with fire,” Temnon stated simply.

      I knew my friend, and I had the feeling there was more to this story.

      “Ah.” King Odric perked up. “Sempira. Excellent choice, Temnon.”

      That was a much more positive reaction than Rein had received. I’d never heard of either of them, but Rein and Sempira obviously enjoyed a much longer history with the royal family than I did. I only met the royal family six months ago; it made sense that they had all sorts of connections I didn’t know. Rein was a puzzle, what would Sempira be like?

      Expanding on his approval of Temnon’s choice for fire elemental, King Odric turned to me. “Madam Chief Sempira is a trusted ally, Agnes,” he explained. “She governs First Earth’s southern continents and serves on my international council. She and her people, the Jolo, are fearless. Many Jolo serve in my army. You may recognize her magic, as she is one of the wizards you restored after the war with the demon army.”

      With a swell of trumpets, the golden doors opened, and a sentry I’d never met entered and clicked his heels.

      “Madam Chief Sempira of the Jolo,” the sentry announced.

      She strutted in, blue transportation light still dripping from her waist-length braids and golden leather armor. Her ebony skin reflected the light from every carved angle. Her black eyes were huge, and her nose, proud and wide. She had the tight, muscled figure of a track star and the face of a statue, and if that wasn’t exotic enough, live fire flickered through her fingertips. I resisted the urge to step back. She was amazing. Seriously! What was the deal with wizards? Why were they all so picture perfect?

      She appraised the room, and then she addressed the king.

      “Highest King Odric,” she voiced musically, dipping her head in respect. “Salutations from the Jolo.”

      “Salutations to the Jolo,” greeted the king, with a similar nod. “And our gratitude for answering our call.”

      “Lady Agnes?” she asked me.

      I nodded.

      “A pleasure.” Her head dipped to me too.

      I copied the king and bowed my head in return. It seemed the right thing to do.

      “My friends!” Her demeanor opened as much as her arms, and Temnon and Nemantia ran to her in a group hug.

      Then, she stepped back, appraised as if measuring up its occupants, and suddenly flung a hand at Rein and attacked, blasting a torrent of fire at the water elemental. He didn’t even flinch. A wedge of water, smooth as glass, formed in front of him. The fire hit the wedge and careened off to the sides. Half of the flames flew toward Temnon and Nemantia, and the other half toward King Odric and me. Temnon shaped a shield out of the marble floor to block the fire, protecting himself and Nemantia, and the king sat calmly as the palace enchantments evaporated the flames into gold dust, which left everyone safe. Except me.

      Flames curled toward me in slow motion. Fear bubbled in my chest and heat surrounded my heart. The flames licked within a hair breadth of my face before a defensive spell popped out of me. White light filled the room, overpowering and absorbing the glow of the flames, extinguishing them entirely.

      Everyone stared at me.

      Surprised, Sempira turned her palms up and checked her flameless fingers in awe.

      “You took my fire.” She snapped her fingers, as if trying to create spark. “I did not think this possible.” Turning to me, she dipped her head—in respect, I think. “You are a most formidable wizard. My compliments.”

      I hardly heard her. I shook with anger. Some jerkface warrior princess glided in here and shot fire around without a warning. What the cuss was that all about?

      “What is wrong with you?” I shouted.

      Temnon leaped to my side and stood between me and Sempira. “It’s a noble tradition passed down for generations, Agnes.” he soothed. “It’s a sign of respect.”

      “What about my tradition of not being fried by total strangers?” I yelled around him at the Jolo lady.

      Sempira strode over to me. “Perhaps you were not informed of my culture?”

      “I’ll say not.”

      Temnon failed to mention this sort of detail all the time, but Nemantia? She should have said something. I glared at her. Embarrassed, she reddened and rocked back and forth on her toes.

      “Still,” I barked at Sempira. “Tradition or not, I can’t be upset when a tidal wave of flames is hurled at my face?”

      She searched my face for something only she knew, then she glanced at the king, who  leaned on the arm of his throne to hide an amused smile. Abruptly, she stormed over to Nemantia.

      “She cannot lie, correct?” she asked the princess.

      “Her gift does not allow it.” Nemantia smiled at me.

      Sempira’s nostrils flared as she regarded me. “You are an interesting phenomenon, Lady Agnes,” she said at last. “I shall have to ponder on this exchange for a time.” She snapped her fingers again with insistant rhythm. “In the meanwhile, will you return my fire?”

      “I didn’t take it,” I told her. “Return it yourself.”

      She lifted her hand and spread her fingers wide, breathing deeply. Nothing happened for a moment, then she made a fist, straightened her fingers, and once again, the flames danced.

      “I’ve not had to call the fire from my heart since I was a child,” she explained. “I’d almost forgotten how.”

      Then, just like that, it was over. She marched over to Temnon.

      “Fire and water, Prince? What exactly does this quest of yours entail?”

      “Fire, water, and earth,” clarified Temnon, who seemed relieved to be moving on. “I’ll handle the earth, but this is Agnes’s quest, not mine.”

      Everyone turned and waited for me to explain.

      “I should have prepared a PowerPoint.” I laughed, lamely.

      “What is that?” asked Sempira.

      “It’s a bunch of pictures on a computer…for school or…business meetings?” Their blank expressions told it all. They thought I was loco-nuts, but it was okay. I had an idea. “Will you allow me to show you telepathically?”

      When everyone agreed, I formed a spell, gathered a bit of heat in my chest, and let the truth flow into their consciences. I showed them the bridge shaking in Manila, the building crumbling in Chile, and last but not least, the computer rendition of the tectonic plates separating and dropping whole nations into the sea. In conclusion, I showed them Alvaro, covered with soot as he comforted his baby girl, explaining how to get to the center of Second Earth. Then I terminated the connection to their minds.

      “So, to sum up,” I said like a regular presenter, “I need Rein to get us to the bottom of the ocean, Temnon to get us through the Earth’s crust and mantle, and Sempira to contain the heat in the molten core. Any questions?”

      They all stood, eyes wide, staring at me. Even Temnon, who had seen it all before and helped come up with the plan.

      “Umm…no questions then?”

      No one moved.

      “Did I do it wrong?” I whispered to Temnon.

      “Agnes, my dear,” the king broke the awkward silence. “I must apologize. I didn’t realize the full scope of your plight. Second Earth is indeed in dire trouble.”

      “Your task is immeasurably difficult,” added Sempira. “Were it not for my debt to you I would decline. But, you saved First Earth only months ago, as well as my sister, my brother, and myself. The Jolo and I owe you everything. So I will help you, as the professor said in your image, ‘go down and take a look.’”

      “Thanks.”

      “I suggest you leave the morning after next,” King Odric informed us. “Though we can’t travel with you, we can still help. We’ll dedicate tonight and tomorrow to your quest, devising ways to increase your chances of survival in the core.”

      King Odric sent a magical paper swan to alert the sentries. They entered and escorted Sempira and Rein out. Nemantia and King Odric approached us.

      “Tem?” Nemantia said. “What is it?”

      I hadn’t noticed until Nemantia spoke, but Temnon stood there, pale and staring at nothing. It worried me.

      “You okay?”

      “When did you see Chile falling into that giant gap?” he asked me.

      “In Dr. Silva’s lab. The computer program. You were there.”

      “I only saw numbers clicking.” He put his hands on my shoulders. They trembled. “No pictures. No cities falling into the sea or melting in volcanoes.”

      He didn’t see it? The graphics were clear to me. I put my hands on his to steady them.

      “It was right there on the screen.”

      “Was it a vision?” asked Nemantia. “Can she prophesy like the Seer?”

      Temnon drew in a sharp breath and wrapped his arms around his chest. “Then that is destined to happen? The volcanoes? The islands popping out of the sea?”

      “Hold on, now.” King Odric calmly puzzled through the information. “Agnes has a unique gift, but it has to follow rules like all magics. Tell me about computers, Agnes. What exactly are they?”

      “Um,” I started, not knowing what to say. “They’re machines. People put in code, and the computers follow their programming. They calculate, store, and process data.”

      “What’s code?”

      “Essentially a language. The simplest code is binary. Zeroes and ones.”

      King Odric jabbed a finger at me in understanding. “That’s it. Numbers.”

      Temnon shook his head, confusion pulling at his brows. I felt as confused as he looked.

      “Numbers are factual,” Odric explained. “Absolute truth. Two added to two equals four in every case. Agnes didn’t have a vision, her gift interpreted the numbers, the…uh…computer’s language.”

      “Which is why using using GPS coordinates to transport worked so well,” mused Temnon. “Is that why she can read writing in other languages? I’ve always wondered.”

      “Probably,” King Odric agreed. “The written word is also factual, though the words may not speak the truth, the symbols representing letters and words are fact. Agnes, you might explore this further on your planet. Computers may be dependable tools for you.”

      I’d never even thought about studying computers. I just took them for granted like everybody else on Second Earth.

      Nemantia gently shook my arm. “You keep surprising us, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Odric paused, “but save that for another time. For now, Agnes, you’d best go home, prepare, and be with your mother.”

      “In case…” Nemantia swallowed. “You know…”

      Yes, I knew, even though I hadn’t really thought about it before now. We could all die. Crap.
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            Me + Flirting = Awkward
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      Mom did her best, but she struggled to contain her emotions. For the next thirty-six hours, she cooked too much, laughed too loud, and hugged me so hard my spine popped. Dr. Buchanan patted her back and stayed quiet, for once not knowing what to say. The awkwardness almost killed me. I longed for the days when I didn’t have time to contemplate the danger in front of me because dwelling on it all night while I tossed and turned was torture. Unable to take it any longer, I got up and spent the night learning all I could about what science had to say about my home planet. I studied the oceans, the composition of the Earth, and as much as science knew about the core.

      I finally fell asleep at the computer just before dawn. The smell of bacon woke me. Mmm. Bacon.

      Mom sat by me as I savored the taste. Who knew if I’d ever taste bacon again? I’d just swallowed the last piece when Rein, Sempira, and Temnon flashed into view. Temnon dropped a large duffle on the floor.

      “Sadie almost caught us again,” he told me.

      “She’s probably paranoid with Colucci poking around the apartment. I’m glad you didn’t get pepper sprayed.”

      “The shrill one is a friend?” Sempira asked me. “Then you shouldn’t conceal your nature from her. The Wielder of Truth should know better.”

      “It’s complicated,” I insisted.

      Poor Sadie. I hated hiding the truth from her. She deserved better than half a friendship. I’d make it up to her someday. For now, I had a planet to save.

      “Mom, Dr. Buchanan,” I introduced, “this is Madam Chief Sempira of the Jolo, a fire elemental, and Rein, a water elemental. Sempira and Rein, my mother and my mentor.”

      “My…” Mom sputtered at the two new-comers. “You’re both so young.”

      “Young?” Sempira bristled and her fire flared about her fingertips. “I far outstrip your age, woman.”

      “Sempira,” I explained in a rush, “my planet doesn’t have wizards, remember? You actually do appear young to us.”

      “I’m not insulted.” Rein’s voice had a singing quality to it. “I really am only eighteen. Not too old for a stunning arch mage like your daughter, Mrs. Cavanaugh.” Though he spoke to Mom and tucked her arm into the crook of his elbow, those green eyes stayed on me. “In fact, I’ve been searching for a maid much like her for myself.”

      My hands clenched again, and Mom’s face relaxed into a weird grin. Was he really so attractive he affected me when I didn’t want to be? And why was Mom falling for his charm? She giggled like a brainless fan girl.

      Temnon emitted a tight laugh that contained no humor and punched Rein in the arm again. I thought I heard him hiss quit it, but I wasn’t sure.

      “Do you have the coordinates, Agnes?” he asked.

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. I researched online all of yesterday. I’m confident the coordinates are correct.”

      “Stop.” Sempira balked and held up a flaming finger to my face. “You are going to transport us into the middle of an ocean based on machines and numbers? You have never been there?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “It works, Madam Chief,” soothed Temnon. “We’ve done it before.”

      “I’m not afraid to try,” Rein boasted, sliding up next to me. “As long as this cutie is by my side, I can accomplish anything.”

      “Of course, you are not afraid.” barked Sempira. “You thrive in the ocean, but one misjudgment would be the end of me.”

      Fire and water didn’t only conflict as elements, but as personalities. I stepped in between them, aware of the heat rising from Sempira’s dark skin.

      “I’m sorry I had to ask for help. But I need all of you to succeed.” I filled my assurance with truth and aimed it at Sempira. “Using coordinates will deliver us exactly to where we need to go. Rein will not let you drown any more than you will let him burn. We all need each other to survive this trip.”

      She calmed, and I knew she accepted my truth.

      “Now,” I continued, “everyone has their Aether Stones? If we find something down there that we can’t handle, jump straight into a Jent Path to your respective homes. The Fulcrum will heal injuries and replenish magic and energy, so don’t try to transport. We will reassemble when we are safe.”

      “Time to get ready.” Temnon opened the duffle and pulled out four sets of red armor.

      He passed out a set to each of us. It was light and flexible and came complete with a hood that stretched over our faces. Super-hard, fitted plates tucked into mesh pockets that protected all the important parts, and the mesh linked like chain mail to cover the joints. I saw no less than twelve different enchantments bearing the signatures of Temnon’s uncle and parents racing in patterns across the surface. I ran my finger over the magic and watched it swirl like powder in the wake of my touch.

      “A gift from King Odric, Arch Mage Claude, and Ambassador Serene,” Temnon explained to the others. “Enchanted armor. My family doesn’t want any of us to…you know. Put it on before we go.”

      We separated into different rooms to pull on the form-fitting suits. The armor fit perfectly and flowed with my every movement. There was even a little pouch for my Aether Stones and my cell. Once dressed, Temnon checked each of us to make sure we wore the suits correctly. The others looked like comic book superheroes. I looked like a red stick figure, but I didn’t let it bother me.

      “The armor is super-dense and impenetrable,” Temnon said.

      “What do the enchantments do?” I asked, watching the golden patterns lie beautifully dormant.

      “Excellent question,” Temnon said. “There are three major hurdles in this mission: heat, pressure, and suffocation. Mom, Dad, and King Odric hired loads of elementals and enchanters to help create new spells. Some spells counter the pressure, some counter the heat. I added a spell to change the surrounding elements into oxygen. The armor should keep us alive, but we have to use our wizarding skills, as well. There is a time limit on how long the enchantments work. They won’t last longer than an hour. So we have to be smart about using them.”

      “How do we engage the spells?” asked Sempira.

      Temnon turned to show his hood, complete with a clear face shield dangling at his neck. “The armor has to be completely on,” he demonstrated, pulling the hood over his head and tucking it under his chin. “Gauntlets, too.”

      A pair of armored gloves were attached at my waist. They pulled off easily, and I slid my hand in one. Nice.

      “Any more questions?” Temnon asked. “No? Then we are good to go.”

      “Okay.” I gave my mom one last kiss. “See you soon,” I told her. Her chin quivered in an effort to hold back her tears. “Mom,” I whispered to her. “Tem won’t let anything happen to me.”

      The tears flowed over her rims as she smiled and nodded fiercely. She squeezed my hands and then let me go. It was the bravest thing I’d ever seen her do.

      The others stepped in close as I struggled to block out my weeping mother and focus on the numbers that would take us into the western end of the Pacific Ocean. Blue light saturated us, and my mother blurred until she faded from view.
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      I did it. The four of us stood a foot above miles and miles of heaving water.

      “We are directly above the Mariana Trench,” I stated. My mouth didn’t stumble over the words, so I knew it was true.

      “Phenomenal.” praised Rein. “I can feel how deep the water is here. You really can use math to travel anywhere on the planet. Brilliant!”

      “Yes, yes, the arch mage is brilliant.” Sempira’s agitation darkened her tone. “We already knew that. Just get us through this wet abyss in one piece.”

      “As you command, Jolo mistress.”

      Rein whooped and clapped his hands together. Like Moses parting the Red Sea, giant waves crashed up around us as Rein carved a huge hole in the water.

      “Soft or hard?” he asked Temnon.

      “Better go hard for the newbies.” Temnon grinned.

      “Soft or hard what?” I asked.

      “Surface tension,” explained Rein. “I can make the water’s surface tension solid or flexible. Here, I’ll show you.”

      The bottom of the hole leveled out and stiffened. Like the wedge of water Rein used to guard against Sempira’s fire, it was as smooth as glass.

      “Cool,” I breathed.

      With another flick of his wrist, the water formed a grand, sweeping staircase for us to walk down. Impressed, I stepped onto the stairs. They felt as hard as any marble staircase in First Earth’s palace. I smiled and invited Sempira to join me. With a scowl, she stepped down as well, but she didn’t land on a solid surface. She slipped through the first step and floated inside the staircase. Furious, she drew a knife from her armor and hurled it at Rein. It didn’t go far in the water, but Rein got the hint and the staircase spit Sempira out and hardened properly.

      “You slippery little sire—” she started.

      “Now, now,” Rein interrupted. “You promised.”

      His face held a ferocious warning and Sempira lifted her head high and sat down on the steps. What was that all about? I wondered what Sempira promised him.

      “Just a bit of fun, Chief,” Rein teased, coming down the stairs. “Let me make it up to you.” He formed a comfy chair out the water. “No more getting wet, I swear.”

      But Sempira stayed sitting rigidly on the solid steps, steam rising as she heated herself to dry off. Between the steam and her furious expression, I thought she might explode.

      “Suit yourself.” Rein shrugged and extended the water chair into a long couch. He kicked up his feet and reclined on the couch with his hands behind his head, like manipulating water was the easiest thing in the world.

      “Look, Agnes.” Temnon clasped my hand in his and led me down the stairs. Below the hole, a pod of dolphins gamboled through the water.

      “Oh, how cool is that?” I fell to my knees to watch them play beneath me.

      It was better than a glass-bottom boat. The blue water shone in every direction and the chattering mammals swam centimeters below me. Temnon put his hand through the hardened surface of the floor and stroked a dolphin as it swam by. No magic particles glowed about his fingers, so I tried pushing my hand through. To my delight, my fingers passed into the cold ocean waters, and a dolphin swam right up to my hand.

      “Hi there, Flipper,” I greeted.

      It squeaked at me and rolled over. I rubbed its belly, loving the firm, rubbery feeling.

      “If you like them, they’ll follow us down as far as they can,” Rein announced.

      “I do like them. But why will they follow us?” I asked.

      “Because we are fascinating,” Rein deflected, staring intently at the pod.

      It wasn’t exactly a lie, but it didn’t seem the whole truth either. Something was up. I tried to glean a hint from the others. Temnon played with the dolphins, Rein concentrated on the ocean, and Sempira sat sullenly on the staircase. Once again, I had the feeling my three teammates weren’t telling me everything.

      Rein flicked his wrist, and the hole sunk into the ocean. The water filled in above us, forming a ceiling, and our cylindrical water room descended. The staircase melted into another sofa, and Sempira cursed at the sudden shift in her seating. She didn’t fall through the water this time. If she had, I guessed my team would be violently deprived of one cocky water elemental.

      The dolphins leapt to the surface to fill their lungs, then chased us down. Before long, other fish appeared. Tuna and marlin were the first to join the dolphins. Their silver scales glinted as they wove past each other. I caught a glimpse of a slow-moving sunfish, but it couldn’t keep up with our falling pace. The blue of the ocean and the tranquil gliding fish quieted my stress. It was so peaceful. I loved it down here.

      “Look here, my sweet lady.” Rein beckoned me over to his water couch.

      A delicate, translucent jellyfish undulated within the water cushions.

      “Pretty,” I breathed and went over to see it.

      Rein slid aside to I could sit and get a closer look. It waved peacefully in the water, almost glowing.

      “It looks like glass,” I said reaching my fingers to touch it.

      “Best not,” Rein warned, reaching an arm around me to hold my wrist. “It’s venomous. And some jellyfish have tentacles that reach one hundred and twenty feet long.”

      “It’s not that big,” I scoffed, watching the little jellyfish puff through the water within the back of the couch.

      “This specimen? Perhaps not, but we may fall on a larger one at any time.”

      “Isn’t it unusual for there to be so many fish in one spot?” I turned to ask him.

      “Not for me.”

      His eyes shifted to green, making me acutely aware of how close he had gotten to me. My shoulder pressed into his armor covered chest. I instantly felt beads of sweat forming in my hairline.

      “Rein, watch where you’re steering this thing,” Temnon blurted out.

      Rein’s eye turned back to gray, and he removed his arm from around me to thrust both hands down to slow the pace of the water room, barely avoiding a collision with a huge beast with a mouth the size of a small trampoline. Sempira stiffened and her flame leaped, causing the water couch she sat on to steam and bubble.

      “It’s okay,” I told her, happy for an excuse to get up from Rein’s side. “It’s a whale shark. They’re harmless.”

      “And what about them?” she flicked her eyes to the water behind me. “Are they harmless?”

      Behind me, over a hundred sharks of various species glided through the water. The smaller fish darted away, and I became eerily aware of the light dimming. I saw a few hammerheads, and a couple of tiger sharks. I knew them from last night’s research, but I didn’t recognize most of the types of sharks. Only that they all had vicious, curving teeth.

      “Awesome!” Temnon gushed, but I went to sit next to Sempira.

      Once the whale shark passed, Rein continued the dive. The dolphins reached their depth limit, and with a goodbye squeak, they abandoned us and flipped their fins toward the surface. The sharks lurked for a while longer, snapping at anything that got in the way. Temnon kept sticking his hand out and jerking it back if any teeth were near. Nemantia would have called it reckless. I’d have to agreed.

      “I thought sharks were solitary,” I mentioned to Sempira. “These sharks crowd around us by the dozens. What is drawing them in?”

      “Young Rein is one of unusual talent, and unusual…er…attributes,” she answered politely, but with a hardness in her eyes. “He is at home in the sea.”

      “You don’t seem to like him much,” I muttered.

      She adjusted herself to face me more fully. “Lady Agnes, Rein is the best person for this stage of the quest. Very few beings have the power required to counter the full weight of the ocean. The pressure, I believe you call it, is over several tons, now. It will only continue to get heavier. In addition, Rein is uniquely qualified to prevent attacks from harmful creatures.”

      “That’s good to know.” Especially since I noticed a few huge great whites plowing through the smaller species.

      “Bearing that in mind,” Sempira continued, almost at a whisper, “I feel obligated to encourage you to be vigilant of unforeseen threats.” She paused long enough to look up at Rein before finishing her thought. “And, I am not convinced that even Rein knows exactly what swims in your oceans.”

      “Humph.” Rein scoffed, but he didn’t counter Sempira. “You shouldn’t frighten her, Chief. The oceans are magical and full of life. Sit by me, Lady Agnes, I’ll be more engaging company than that prickly fire-chief.”

      I hesitated, but Rein’s insult made Sempira grow uncomfortably hot, and Temnon knelt on the floor trying to lure over a great white by waving his bare hand out of the water room. I had to choose between getting cooked, eaten, or flirted with. I chose the flirting. Rein’s couch felt like a waterbed. A few smaller, striped fish flitted up into the sofa back to avoid the sharks.

      “Watch, my lady,” Rein said.

      He glided his finger along the surface, and the fish followed it, mesmerised by the movement. He drew complex shapes on the surface, but the fish never lost interest in the tip of his finger. Sempira had hinted that Rein had power over more than just water. Could he control the fish too? Rein slid nearer to me again and flicked his finger toward me. The fish swam toward me, tickling as they nibbled at the surface behind my neck. But then, the cold of the deep ocean seeped through my armor, and I shivered.

      “Prince Temnon?” Sempira stood, flexing her fingers. Apparently she’d been watching me. “It’s cooling in here. Should we stoke some heat?”

      “You’re cold already?” Rein sighed, casually dropping an arm across the couch back behind my head. “I’m quite comfortable, but fine, for my Lady Agnes.”

      Sempira’s magic sparkled with a reddish hue that I remembered separating from Vi Lorina’s stolen magic as she cupped her hands into a ball. When she opened them, a sphere of fire drifted to the center of the room and gave off a radiant heat. Within a few minutes, I sat on the cold water-sofa without shivering. Temnon’s golden magic flashed occasionally on the walls of the water room. I pondered for a minute or two before I realized its purpose. Sempira’s fire needed oxygen to burn. Temnon’s magic separated oxygen from the water and released it into the room.

      Pressure, oxygen, heat, and light—there were so many details I hadn’t thought of. Good thing Temnon and his family were so smart.

      “What in Poseidon’s name is that?” Temnon exclaimed, leaping from the floor up onto the sofa next to me. “A sea serpent? You have those here?”

      His surprise put me on edge, and I tucked my feet up beneath me. I wasn’t entirely sure what swam in my oceans either. Sitting on my knees, I leaned over the sofa and gazed into the growing murkiness. Beneath the sharks, a creature at least fifty feet long undulated like a long ribbon. It had a red dorsal fin running the entire length of its body, and no scales, but a silvery, smooth skin. Rein slowed our descent, and the creature swam past the bottom of the room and curled up the wall to peer at us, swimming vertically, its mouth open.

      “It’s creepy!” Temnon said. “Rein, what is it?”

      “Uh, don’t know.”

      Great. I felt reassured. Rein got up to stare at it. I stepped off the sofa and crept closer. It focused more on the light than on us, and inside its small mouth were no visible teeth.

      “Some type of eel, maybe?” Rein guessed.

      Then I remembered. This species popped up briefly in my study of earthquake legends. “I think it’s an oarfish,” I concluded. “But I thought they were found in the Atlantic Ocean. They only show up at the surface when they are dying. Or when earthquakes happen, stories say. But that hasn’t been proven or explained.”

      “Earthquakes? Is it a sign?” Temnon sent a trickle of magic down out of the water room and toward the bottom of the ocean. Presumably to check the stability of the ground beneath us.

      “Are you certain?” Rein asked. “How much time do you spend in the ocean?”

      “None,” I admitted.

      “Will it eat us?” Sempira hissed.

      “With that small mouth and no teeth? I doubt it.” I pulled my phone from its pouch to snap a picture. The flash drove it away, and Sempira relaxed.

      With the oarfish gone, Rein sank the room through the herd of sharks at an accelerated speed. I approved. I liked the surface of the ocean much better than the depths. Without sharks to tease, Temnon relaxed on the sofa. I sat by him, leaving no room for Rein to wiggle in next to me, but he no longer seemed interested in flirting. He focused much harder than before.

      “Did you feel the bottom?” I asked Temnon.

      “Yes. No earthquakes. And we have about thirty minutes to sink before we hit the ground.” He glanced at Rein, who still stood at the edge of the water room, no longer relaxed. “We shouldn’t talk to Rein any more. Diffusing the pressure of the ocean from here down will take his full concentration. He’d be fine down here on his own, but he has to keep us healthy.”

      “How?”

      Temnon lowered his voice, presumably to avoid distracting Rein. “He’s actually keeping your blood and brain fluid expanded. It’s necessary to avoid the bends and to keep your head at equilibrium. If not, you’d probably get a big headache or worse.”

      “Oh.”

      “Once we connect the helmets on our armor, Dad’s enchantments will take over, but they have a time limit. We need to use Rein’s power while we can and save the enchantments for exploring the core.”

      I guessed Rein was pretty powerful if he could control the pressure inside my body. Weird. I didn’t see any magic particles on me. Maybe they were inside of me. But now that I thought about it, I didn’t see magic particles at all when Rein shaped the water. The water simply changed. Why was Rein’s magic different? Or maybe it was Rein who was different. Temnon liked him well enough, but Sempira, King Odric, and even Nemantia seemed barely tolerant. As for me, I didn’t know what to think. Part of me was drawn to him, and part of me suspected his intentions. My magical talent didn’t help discern the truth about him either.

      “Almost two thousand feet down.” Rein’s voice sounded a smidge tight. “We should hear whale song here.”

      Five minutes later, we did. Interspersed squeals and deep, vibrating grunts ruptured the silence. The walls and floors of the water room danced in complex patterns with the different sounds. I hoped to see a whale, but the dark water swallowed all light. Even my friends’ red armor faded to black.

      “It’s dark down here,” I commented. “Why can’t I see color anymore?”

      “We are so far under the water, light doesn’t pick up the red portion of the color spectrum,” Rein told me with a wink, and his skin rippled in a blend of water and light.

      He was still at it. Why? I didn’t get him at all. I’d never gotten any attention from guys before, and now, Rein kept playing Romeo even though he knew I liked Temnon. Not all the color dissipated in these depths. The green sheen in Rein’s hair shone like a forest in the morning sun. I felt awkward and oddly wanted at the same time.

      “It’s a whole new world under the ocean,” he said with poetic lilting. “It’s comforting, don’t you think?”

      I absolutely did not. It was creepy down here. I felt both exposed and trapped. The peace of the upper, life-filled water left me when the sharks showed up.

      “We are like a floating lure with the light from the fire,” Sempira mused to herself. Then her black eyes, full of worry, caught mine. “I truly hope you haven’t any larger, more aggressive predators that Rein isn’t familiar with.”

      Funny, I hoped that too.

      Sempira paced around the edge of the room, gazing off into the dark water, her muscles bunched with concern. If a warrior like her worried, maybe I should too. Anything could be swimming right next to me and I’d never see it coming. I joined her in searching the dark water. For a while I saw nothing but blackness, but then a slight movement in the distance caught my attention.

      “Tem? Can you see something over there?” I pointed.

      Temnon followed my finger from the couch, staring intently. “Nope.”

      But I kept watching. A minute or two later, I pointed and said, “There it is again.”

      Temnon came to the wall and scoured the ocean for movement. We waited only a few seconds when a dim flash in the distant gloom disappeared before we could focus on it.

      “That,” I said. “Did you see that?”

      “Yes, but it’s so far away. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”

      But Temnon was wrong for once.

      A startled yell burst from Sempira right as a heavy impact shook the water room and we all fell to the floor. My knees splashed in an inch or two of cold water. Rein cursed a super bad word and crouched in alarm. A thick web of long arms, each covered with hook-lined suckers, clung to the water room, and in the very center, a sharp curved beak chomped against the hardened sides.

      “Kracken!” Rein yelled.
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      I didn’t know why Rein yelled about a kracken. The creature that held us tight was a mystery, but no myth. Anyone who read 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea knew about giant squids. Being the introverted nerd that I was, I read it when I was ten and immediately researched everything I could find on killer squids. The closest match I found were colossal squids. They’d never been filmed, but evidence, like detached tentacles getting caught in fishing nets and huge sucker scars on sperm whales, proved they existed. I might have grabbed my phone to take a picture, but a second squid and then a third hit the water room.

      White, fleshy suckers and curving, chewing beaks hacked at the surface tension and water poured into the room. Sempira backed away from the chomping beak, her flames reaching up to her elbows. Temnon wrapped an arm around my waist and yanked me to the center. Water splashed up around his knees, almost tripping him as he stumbled away from the side. The ceramic plates of my armor made it difficult to feel the cold water and made walking harder.

      “I thought kracken were only found on Fourth Earth,” Temnon shouted to Rein.

      Rein’s head whipped back and forth, stunned by the number of squids still gathering. “Obviously not!”

      “But they are only babies,” yelled Sempira. “You cannot control them?”

      “Obviously not!” Rein glowered, all bravado gone.

      “They aren’t kracken,” I told everyone, still hanging from Temnon’s arm. “They’re just squid.”

      Rein rounded on me, more afraid than angry. “They are cephalopods, Agnes. I have no influence over cephalopods.” He slowly backed up to join the rest of us in the center. “And even if they’re not kracken, they’re territorial, and big enough to tear us to shreds.” He held both hands up and strained to hold the room together. “I can’t hold them back. They are breaking through the surface tension!”

      “Pull up your hoods,” Temnon commanded as he yanked my hood over my head and under my chin. A transparent shield protected my face but allowed me a clear view. The others scrambled to pull up their hoods and find their gauntlets.

      Temnon put me down to grab at his hood, and I shoved my hands into my gauntlets. As soon as the mesh of the gloves connected to the sleeves, golden magic coated my armor, creating a barrier that covered every inch of me. I hoped one of the spells held back thirty tons of water pressure, because the water room collapsed into a curtain of bubbles.

      Without the magical room to hold them back, the fleshy arms lashed everywhere, buffeting and flipping us through the water. About a dozen colossal squids flashed in a frenzy of bioluminescent color and light. The biggest squid, about thirty feet long, shot out two tentacles and entangled me before I could blink. My armor and its enchantments prevented me from being squished, but not from being carried away. It jetted from the melee, shooting clouds of black ink into the water. The hood, magically, allowed me to see underwater, although it was like a black and white movie more than anything.

      “No!” I screamed, terrified.

      I pushed and struggled against my captor. I banged my fists against the springy flesh and tried to aim a kick at the huge eye, but the squid whipped me into the center of its body and started chewing on my head with its beak. Its efforts were futile, however, for my brilliant matter shaper friend made my armor too dense to cut through. The hard, curved beak, capable of tearing Kevlar, scraped across the transparent face shield without even scratching it. Hugely relieved, I tried to calm down, but shivered instead. I wouldn’t be shredded, but how long until I drowned? I drew in an experimental breath. The air tasted fresh, so my enchanted armor provided oxygen, but Temnon mentioned a time limit. I shuddered again, and my fingers went numb. The cold of the deep ocean started seeping into my suit, and I saw no enchantments activating. It wasn’t cold enough to freeze the squid, but a warm-blooded person like me might get hypothermia before I ran out of air. And what happened to the others? Did they get caught too?

      “Move, you disgusting wad of jelly!” I yelled at the monster. “I can’t see!”

      I wiggled until I found a gap between the squeezing arms. Behind me, the squid flashed with biolumiescent light and fought over my friends, zipping through the black water like a UFO dogfight. A golden flood of Temnon’s magic lit the water and two squid froze, floating unmoving in the glimmer of magic. He must have frozen the water and encased them in ice. A huge explosion of fire roasted a few more into calamari before the ocean crushed the flames. In the brief light of the fire, I saw another spray of black ink. A squid must have seized one of them and bolted. Who had been dragged away?

      “Okay, Agnes,” I told myself. “You can’t die down here. Now, think!”

      But nothing came to mind. I couldn’t slow electrons or shoot fire at it. I could hardly see in this black water. I didn’t know how the squid could.

      “Wait a minute! That’s it!”

      The oarfish swam away from my camera flash, so maybe light would scare off the squid too. I couldn’t use my phone, the pressure would compact it into a lump of plastic. But truth is light, and I was a Wielder of Truth, so…

      I had to make light. My magic hummed at the idea. It was the right thing to do.

      I sucked some energy from the squid; it had plenty to spare. I wanted to glow. Scratch that, I needed to shine like a freaking beacon. As I built my spell, the heat in my chest felt good, and it kept the cold of the ocean away. Once it grew hot enough, I let it go. Beams of bright, white light extended from me in every direction, and the squid dropped me like a hot coal. Billowing ink surrounded me, but my light blazed right through it. Somehow, this seemed more than simple light; it was light and magic combined. The radiant beams sliced through the ink and the gloom and reached my friends, making the rest of the attacking squids flee from the penetrating glare. My light, warm and familiar to me, must have caused serious pain to those giant eyes. As the beams reached into the distance, particles of golden magic found me, attached to my armor, and pulled me through the water. Temnon had sent his magic to fetch me. I held onto my light spell, needing the little bit of warmth it gave me, all the way into Temnon’s embrace.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay!” I told him telepathically. “What about the others?”

      “Sempira cooked a few of the kracken. Rein got carried off.”

      I saw his face clearly within the lighted hood, but I heard his voice next to my ear. The armor had communication insignias. King Odric’s army had used them last summer: an enchantment used a telepathy spell to send voices from one insignia to the others. Temnon’s parents thought of everything except a heating spell. Another wave of cold hit me and he held me tighter.

      “You’re shivering.”

      “We have to find Rein.”

      “No, we have to reverse your hypothermia. Hold still.”

      “He c…c…could be in danger.”

      “He’s fine. Hold still.”

      “How d…d…do you know h…he’s fine?”

      “Because he’s Rein. Now, hold still, Agnes. Speeding electrons is a delicate process.”

      The effects of his magic hummed in my bones. I stopped shivering and the feeling returned to my fingertips.

      “Ahh. I feel better.”

      “I’m sure you do. Keep shining, though. It will help Rein find us.”

      A few feet away, Sempira’s black eyes fought to stay calm, and I noticed her breath fogging a spot on her face shield in fast, short intervals.

      “Sempira?” I asked. “Are you hurt? Or freezing?”

      “My fire keeps me warm enough for now.” She stroked her arms in the water to face away from us. “But we can’t float here forever. Should we try to follow the sire—the boy?”

      “We’d best wait for him,” Temnon interjected. “He’s much more mobile than we are in the water. And I can’t control our electrons if we move about too much.”

      “Very well,” she agreed.

      So we waited. For what seemed like an eternity, but it was really only a couple of minutes.

      We heard the whale song slightly before the vibrations hit us. Then my light shone on a huge shape coming from the direction Sempira faced. A sperm whale approached us, with Rein happily reclined on its boxy head. He waved, and shot through the water to us, swimming way faster than any normal person. He seemed very relieved that no one died, especially me, and then started gesturing wildly.

      “We can use telepathy,” I pointed out.

      “Oh, yes, your gift.” He grinned, and his eyes changed to emerald green. “And you shine with all the beauty of the morning star. You make me fall even more in love with you.”

      I scowled. The nerve! With me in Temnon’s arms and everything? I mean, flirting was one thing, but he went too far.

      “I must see to your safety above all else,” Rein continued. “Please, if you would, my enchanting angel, tell Temnon I want to re-form the water room. I can create the space, but he has to fill it with air.”

      “Okay,” Temnon answered for himself, his offense coming through loud and clear.

      “I meant, we can all use telepathy,” I clarified to Rein, pointing to the telepathy insignia embedded in hood next to my ear. “The armor is enchanted.”

      Rein eyes changed to an ever-darkening gray. “Oh, Tem, buddy. You—uh—heard that?”

      “I might have forgotten to mention the telepathy spells on the armor,” Temnon said, low and fierce, “what with the stress of the mission and all.”

      “You promised, as well, boy,” Sempira growled at Rein.

      “I haven’t broken my promise,” he almost sang. “Well, no harm done, right?”

      His smile seemed shallow to me. And what was with all these promises?

      Unable to endure Temnon’s hostile glare, Rein turned away and clapped his hands together. While he separated the water around himself, he boasted about his adventure. He held his attackers at bay by snapping them with water whips and sent a vibration through the water to call the sperm whale. The whale happily munched on the squid, then followed my light back to us. He went on about how disappointed the whale was to find most of the squids scattered, but the two roasted carcasses were thanks enough for his help.

      Temnon refused to let go of me as he shifted a big chunk of water into air to fill the room. Then he pushed us both into the room, and we removed our hoods to conserve the enchantments. Sempira followed, pulling off her hood and intentionally ramming her shoulder into Rein’s as she passed. Rein’s hands clenched into fists, until he saw me watching him, then pulled off his hood and smiled at me.

      “Let’s press on, shall we?” He knelt and slapped his hands on the hardened floor, and we plummeted downward. Hopefully with no more ocean visitors.
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      No more leisurely rides. I clung to Temnon as the water room hurtled to the ocean floor. Startled, Temnon released his spell on me, but I didn’t get colder.

      “Is it getting warm?” I called above the whoosh of the water.

      “Rein,” Temnon yelled, “take us to the west, over there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is getting warmer. There’s a crack leading straight to the planet’s core.”

      “A volcano?” I gripped his armored bicep harder.

      “Not really,” Temnon assured me. “But the rock is much softer, and the heat of the core is breaking through.”

      “Soft rock?” That sounded familiar. “Oh, it’s the Mariana Plate. This is where it meets the Pacific Plate.” Rein propelled us toward the slight increase in heat, and I adjusted my balance. “I watched one of Alvaro’s online lectures last night,” I told Temnon, since he knew Dr. Silva. I held up both of my hands horizontally, fingers touching. “He says, the Pacific Plate is heavy, so it sinks back into the core.” I curled my left fingers and pushed them under my right hand. “As it falls, it grinds the Mariana Plate into mud. It’s called, uh”—I struggled to recall the right term—“oh, yeah, subduction. The mud makes the plates slide past each other smoothly, so there are fewer earthquakes here.”

      “Wow,” Temnon said, impressed. “And that is how the trench is formed. It feels like that is exactly what is happening here.”

      Sempira had been watching my fancy hand demonstration. “Your scientists discovered the nature of this place without magic?” she asked. “That is very insightful.”

      “Well, it took years of gathering data and puzzling through all the possibilities,” I conceded. “But yes, eventually science comes through.”

      “And then they make the information available to everyone?”

      “Everyone willing to learn. And with access to computers.”

      Sempira tightened her lips as she contemplated. “Your planet may be slightly less devolved than I initially thought,” she told me. “Perhaps it is worth my efforts.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “We have officially run out of ocean,” Rein announced. “Take over, Tem.”

      “Hoods on, everyone,” Temnon instructed. “The enchantments should work. I mean, there’s no reason they won’t…”

      “Hey,” I said, squeezing his hand with my warm fingers. “They worked great when the water room died, and without your armor, I’d be squid chum.”

      Temnon lifted his head; my encouragement worked.

      “True. They did handle the pressure of the ocean. We should be fine, but remember, the enchantments only last an hour. Once we get to the center, I’ll slow the molecular movement to a temperature that Sempira can manipulate. It will take both of us to handle the heat.” Then Temnon addressed Rein without looking at him. Still mad about the unabashed flirting, I guessed. “Rein, you might want to return to the surface. There’s not much you can do in the core.”

      “I’ll tag along,” Rein decided. “I can still help keep your body fluids expanded.”

      “Then put your hood back on. Not even you can withstand the pressure in the core.” Temnon smirked at his friend. “I’d hate to see you squished into pulp.”

      But I got the impression Temnon actually wouldn’t hate that at all.

      Rein donned his hood and gloves, engaging the enchantments. Through the racing golden streams of magic, his eyes darkened to a smoldering black. Once we all had our hoods properly fitted, I heard the telepathic spell engage. It was Rein, glaring at Temnon, eyes still black as night.

      “If you’re done lecturing, Professor, let’s get on with it.”

      Sempira bristled. Behind her face shield, flames entwined her dark braids and threw stark shadows beneath her cheekbones. “We will get on with it,” she spat with disgusted authority. “And we will go without this infantile quarreling. Lady Agnes is correct in saying we need each other to survive this mission, so quit acting like children and be worthy of your titles.”

      Temnon tensed his jaw for a second, but then nodded in agreement. Rein responded with his own reluctant nod.

      “Now we are ready to go,” Sempira huffed.

      Temnon swirled his arms in a great circle. His magic spun faster and faster, drilling into the mantle of the Earth beneath the floor of the water room. Mud and rock compressed into a slick, stone tube. He held  out his hand to me. I went to take it, but he wrapped his strong fingers around my wrist.

      “We can’t get separated.” He was so serious and grave. I grasped his wrist as well.

      Sempira took my other wrist and grabbed a hold of Rein at the same time.

      “Ready,” she confirmed.

      “Then down we go. In the hole on three. One, two, three!”

      Rein released the water room and we plunged into the slick hole.

      My armor grated against the side of the compressed rock. The ocean water didn’t follow us down. Either Temnon or Rein sealed it above us. Either way, it didn’t matter, I didn’t have time to think about it. I was busy focusing on not throwing up. The sight of the rock pushed out of the way only feet ahead made my stomach hiccup into my throat.

      We slid faster and faster along the side of the tube. Soon we hardly even touched the stone. After a few seconds, we didn’t. The tube curved into an angle so steep, we fell freely. It terrified me at first, but as the minutes ticked by and nothing happened, I forced my eyes closed and imagined floating in the Fulcrum with my friends. With a few slow breaths, I calmed down.

      “Temnon’s ability is inspiring.” I heard Sempira in my ear.

      I cracked open one eyelid and saw a thin trickle of telepathic enchantment float to my hood.

      “Uh-huh,” I agreed, closing my eyes again.

      “And you are being very brave.”

      That was a nice thing to say. She probably couldn’t tell that my eyes were closed. “Thanks. And thanks for agreeing to help me.”

      “The Jolo embrace all challenges. But I must admit, none of my nation have ever attempted a quest of this magnitude. I pray for us all.”

      “Me, too, Madam Chief.”

      Just then we hit the side of the tunnel with a bump.

      “Temnon!” shouted Rein.

      “Sorry. I forgot to compensate for the planet’s rotation,” Temnon answered.

      He adjusted the angle of the tube, and we drifted away from the side.

      Several minutes later, heat penetrated my suit. I opened my eyes again and had to blink several times. I could see the air. It swirled around us in a partially liquid form.

      “Water Prince,” Sempira said, “free my hand that I may disperse some of the heat.”

      Rein moved his grip up to Sempira’s shoulder and she thrust a rounded shield of fire in front of us. I wasn’t sure how more fire made it cooler. I guessed she used the energy of the heat to fuel the spell and the shield pushed the excess energy off to the sides.

      “The matter is getting brittle,” Temnon told us with a sigh of relief. “We’re through the crust. It’s easier to manipulate this rock.”

      “Dr. Silva called this layer the upper mantle,” I told them. “Earthquakes originate here.”

      “I feel it shifting in a dozen different places,” Temnon confirmed. “But I can handle it.”

      “Everyone okay with the pressure?” I just thought I’d check, since I wasn’t contributing in any other way.

      They all assured me they were fine. I was too. If I remembered right, Dr. Silva’s lecture had a graphic showing the pressure equalling a hundred and thirty elephants stacked on each other. I didn’t even need to pop my ears. Science and research solved some truly intricate mysteries, but magic rocked!

      The fall through the upper crust took about ten minutes. We were lucky no major earthquakes hit, but the heat gradually intensified. Then my ears popped.

      “Um, my ears popped, Rein,” I mentioned.

      “Maybe that’s because there are twenty-three-thousand tons of pressure down here.” Rein sounded a bit frantic.

      “We’ve crossed into the lower mantle,” Temnon added.

      “It’s getting harder to keep your fluids expanded,” Rein complained. “Plus, it’s painfully hot!”

      “I got it,” Temnon volunteered. “The heat’s partially melted this peridotite rock. It’s so soft I can shift it and simultaneously create a vacuum.”

      “That would be nice,” Rein grunted. “Any time now.”

      Temnon’s golden magic pushed out in a sphere and Sempira’s flame shield encircled it. It became much more comfortable. The magic blocked out some of my view and watching the busy spells glitter and dance distracted me from the rock grinding out of our way. No longer afraid of passing out, I checked on Rein. He panted, hard, and his face glowed red from exertion and heat exhaustion. I supposed anybody who felt comfortable in the icy deep ocean would be miserable on Dr. Buchanan’s island, let alone the center of the Earth. Wondering how I could help, I filtered energy from the heat around Rein to fuel my light spell.

      Rein’s breath slowed, but he didn’t seem to know why he cooled a bit.

      “No more cracking in the rock,” Temnon said.

      “Nope,” I agreed, noticing how easily Temnon’s magic penetrated the Earth. “The rock is too soft to stay together. No more quakes from here down.”

      “Lucky us.” Rein’s discomfort made him grumpy.

      It only took a few more minutes to fall through the lower mantle. Temnon’s matter shaping slowed until we gently landed on the crumbling ground within the vacuum. Around us, chunks of solid rock glowed with heat as veins of magma ate away at their edges.

      “Twenty feet from the core,” Temnon told us. “Agnes, we’ll be surrounded by fire. Are you going to be alright?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good. The enchantments on the suits are keeping us alive but we can’t stay here long. It’s over four-thousand degrees Celsius, and over a million atmospheres are pushing on us. Magic can only do so much.”

      “And by my reckoning we have only twenty minutes until the enchantments run out of potency,” Sempira added. “We have delivered you to your destination, arch mage. What do you expect to see?”

      “I honestly have no idea,” I admitted. “I just hope my magic will show me what’s going on.”

      “As do we.”

      Slowly, and with great care, Temnon sifted through the last twenty feet. The blackness of the rock gave way to a bright, orange glow. The liquid thinned, swirling and splashing about us. Sweat burst out on my face as even the powerful enchantments struggled to withstand the intense heat. I fought back the flood of panic that swelled in my chest and forced myself to breathe. The air was hot, but I still somehow stayed in control of myself.

      Sempira released my wrist, and with a gentle push, she moved me to the front of the protective bubble. “See anything?” she prompted.

      I stared, letting my magic get a good view of the pattern of magma flow. But liquid iron was still iron, and I couldn’t see very far. A stream rushed past me, almost like a current through the middle of the ocean. It followed a distinctive path, even though I expected a more random, oozing kind of movement. At least, that’s how the animated videos online had showed it. Looking at the path, I decided what we had to do. We’d come all the way down here to take a look, what better way than to let the rushing stream carry us along?

      “Move us into the stream, Tem.” I suggested. “Let’s see where it goes.”

      Our little ball of vacuumed space pushed through the magma and got caught up in the swift flow. My balance went screwy, like my body didn’t know which way to fall. All four of us leaned this way and that. For a while we rode the stream, seeing little other than an orange glow. But eventually, my magic light flashed, and I noticed something different. A section of more solid magma arched in a giant curve. The stream carried us past before I could take a good look, but soon another appeared, then another. They curved in rows, equidistant apart, like prison bars or stripes. The flowing streams of magma pulsing within the stripes reminded me of something I couldn’t quite nail down.

      Pulling Temnon close, I pointed out the curving lines as soon as the next one appeared. “Look…there!”

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “What was what?” Rein slurred. The pressure—from the planet but also from the situation—must have been getting to him.

      “A change in the heat’s density,” Sempira answered. “I see them as well.”

      “Tem,” I asked, “do those sections of magma feel different?”

      He sent a trickle of magic to investigate. “Weird,” he said, puzzled. “It’s liquid, but it’s holding together like a solid. I don’t get it.”

      “There are many of those forms,” Sempira added. “They all line up.”

      Line up, like what? The flowing streams, the curving bars, why couldn’t I recognize what I looked at?

      The stream banked away from the row of curved bars.

      “We are moving toward the center.” Temnon informed us.

      I gazed into the orange glow, but no more bars passed; instead, the magma oozed by more slowly. I did see a strange, wall-like section approach, but the stream slipped right through it. Within the wall were bunches of circular blobs. Smaller streams of thinner magma swirled about within the blobs. All I could think of was a tub of water balloons.

      “Balls now instead of bars?” Temnon commented. “These shapes are far more flexible. This isn’t what I expected to see at all.”

      “It reminds me of surface tension,” said Rein. “But this is molten iron, not water, so it shouldn’t be possible.”

      Again the form reminded me of something, but what?

      The swirling blobs abruptly ended when we came to another wall, and I knew we just passed through some sort of complete formation, then re-entered the usual ooze. Our pace slowed even further and we flowed through several more strange formations, each one slightly different. Then, more ooze. For several minutes nothing changed.

      “The solid inner core is just ahead.” Temnon said.

      “Are we going to hit it?” asked Rein.

      “The stream is going through,” I pointed out. “If we stay in the stream we should be fine.”

      We approached and then my magic sparkled on the solid iron wall. Just before we hit it, it shuddered. No, more like convulsed.

      “Did you see that?” My companions shook their heads. “It moved!”

      “We float through a liquid core. Everything moves.” Sempira flung around a hand to emphasize her point.

      But that wall convulsed. I had the feeling that it was an important clue. Directly in front of us, a flap of flexible material opened and we were quickly sucked through, and immediately pushed through a second flap.

      “Did you see it that time?” I asked.

      “Yes.” They all answered in unison.

      “But what is it?” Temnon added.

      I shrugged.

      “Look there.” Sempira pointed.

      We entered a vast expanse of glowing light. It wasn’t gas, solid, or liquid. I couldn’t tell what it was, but I could see right through it. It filled a huge cavern. My light played through the glow, trying to get me to understand, but the only concept I could focus on was how very, very small I was.

      On the opposite side of the expanse, another set of flaps sucked us through and we careened around a tight curve, picking up speed. The flapping material convulsed, and we rushed through the ooze again. And again, the huge curving bars flew past at consistent intervals.

      “Anything Agnes?” Temnon asked, moving us out of the stream and back into the normal, thick magma. “That current took us through the whole core. What do you think?”

      “It’s all so familiar,” I admitted. “I know I’ve seen something similar. I just can’t think of what it is.”

      “Hold on,” Temnon shouted. “Something’s moving!”

      Though we stayed in place near the edge of the outer core, the enormous, curved rows zipped past us staying exactly equidistant apart. More and more rows came and went, the curves increasing and shortening until the last one passed, and I suddenly realized why they looked so familiar.

      “Oh, sweet Second Earth,” I breathed. “We are in so much trouble.”

      “Why? What do you see?” Temnon asked.

      “That was a giant rib cage. The core of my planet is alive.”
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      Shock, dread, and disbelief—I received a different reaction from each teammate. Temnon leaned against the weak gravity to stare at the glowing, molten iron, his jawline slack. Rein turned away from the core, his eyes faded to a dull, ashy color, and he sank into a defeated crouch. Sempira faced me, her weight on one foot and arms crossed. She scrunched her full lips into a scoff.

      “Impossible,” she said and almost laughed. “Who has ever heard of such a thing?”

      “The flowing streams,” I explained, as much to myself as to her. “They are the veins and arteries of a circulatory system. The round blobs were internal organs.” I gestured to the center of the core. “The flapping thingies were heart valves. The big, empty cavern was a lung, and then the heart sent us back out again. This whole core is one giant, living creature.”

      “Have you lost your senses?” Sempira yelled. “How could this be?”

      She didn’t believe me, but the more reasons I gave, the more sure I became.

      “Why can’t it be true?” I asked, determined to convince her. “Dominath told me there are consciences far more vast than his. Phar Sekmet saw demons on Six Earth capable of destroying entire planets. The sciftans living on Second Earth didn’t bother to leave when the Great Council banned magic. If they stayed, maybe this creature stayed as well. And if that isn’t enough for you”—I stared stubbornly—“I can’t lie.” I emphasized each syllable.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It means, that intentionally or not, I can’t lie. Watch.” I leaned back my head, threw out my hands, and spoke loudly to the universe. “The core of my planet is alive.” I met those fierce black eyes with mine and pointed to my mouth. “See? The words were nice and clear. Now let’s try a lie. The core of my planet is just a beench oov moohltard raahk.”

      Slowly, her scorning eyes widened, and her mouth hung open. I couldn’t tell if she was terrified of being inside a mega-sized magma demon or if she thought I was crazy. Either way, I understood why she stared at me like that: the truth was unbelievably terrifying.

      “The tectonic plates on the crust are shifting,” Temnon told us, his voice hollow and empty.

      I carefully walked to his side. My feet sort of bounced like walking across a trampoline.

      “An earthquake on the surface? Right after we saw the ribcage pass,” I noticed. “So, when that demon moves, it causes the pressure that shifts the plates. Dr. Silva said the core of the planet was rolling around—he has no idea how right he was.”

      “Wonderful. We know what’s causing the earthquakes,” Temnon pointed out. “So now what?”

      “I have no idea.” My voice shook a little. Knowing what was down here and knowing how to fix it were completely different problems.

      “Something is moving toward us.” Temnon backed up a step or two. “It’s huge.”

      “Is the creature changing position again?” Molten iron oozed around me, but no ribcage.

      “This is different.” Behind his face shield, Temnon’s head shook slightly as he tried to make sense of what his matter shaping skill found. “The whole creature is holding still, but an organ of some sort is moving independently within it.”

      “Organs are held in place by tendons and stuff,” I told him, getting worried about what headed toward us.

      “Not this one,” Temnon’s golden magic twinkled as he felt the great object get nearer. “This formation moves all by itself inside the demon. Like a yolk inside an egg. It’s right on top of us. Can anyone make it out?”

      “It’s looking at us.” Sempira’s haunted voice penetrated me. She stared into the core blankly.

      I followed her gaze, and after a few seconds of searching the bright orange glow, a circular shape contracted slightly. Just like the iris of an eyeball trying to focus on a very small speck of dust.

      “What kind of monster has an eyeball that can see inside its own body?” I whispered to myself.

      A mega-huge demon made of magma? A megalomag. This thing could melt Godzilla in seconds; and like the people in Godzilla, I was too terrified and stunned to think straight.

      A blob of magma hurled through the air at us, and Sempira shrieked as it shattered her heat shield. She flung out a hand to restore the shield and, with the other hand, blew a torrent of fire into the eye. It didn’t even wince. Another blob hit us, and the heat shield shuddered.

      “Rein,” shouted Temnon. “Water jet!”

      “Give me a hole, Madam Chief.”

      Rein jumped up, and from both hands, a jet of water streamed through the hole Sempira created. Temnon cooled the magma into a solid crust around the water and sent it flying back into the eye. The heat expanded the water inside the crust, and it exploded in a steaming volley of shrapnel. The mega eye jerked away in obvious pain.

      Angered, the demon attacked in earnest. A billowing cloud of heat overflowed us, and we nearly melted, but Sempira managed to push away the fire. Then missiles of crackling, semi-solid iron screamed toward us. Flicking his wrists, Temnon batted each one away an instant before they penetrated our vacuum bubble. The missiles sailed past us and blasted craters into the partially solid rocks of the lower mantle behind us.

      Rein sprayed a volley of bullet-shaped water drops into the demon, and it flinched in pain.

      “Again,” Temnon instructed.

      Rein formed another batch of water bullets, and Temnon froze them to ice as they fired away. With a huge jerk of pain, the megalomag’s rib cage raced past, following the eye as it twisted violently to protect itself. Flaming liquid sprayed at us as it rolled. My scars burned in the surge of heat, and my legs felt like a thousand swords sliced into my nerves.

      “Stop,” I yelled. “It’s shaking my planet to pieces!”

      “We have to kill it,” Rein shouted back. “It’s a monster.”

      “You’re only making it fight harder. It’s every move puts pressure on the tectonic plates.”

      “Listen to her,” Sempira insisted, touching the Aether Stone tucked inside her armor. “We know nothing of this enemy. We must abort and form a battle plan.”

      “Wait,” Temnon barked. “If this thing is alive, we need a sample to prove it.”

      Sempira nodded curtly and braced herself against the heat. Temnon sent his magic out into the orange glow and scooped out a glob the size of a watermelon. Cooling the outer layer, he encapsulated the sample in its own iron. The megalomag didn’t seem to notice. It was kind of like drawing blood without the needle.

      “Got it,” he shouted. “Let’s go.”

      Temnon expanded the vacuum bubble and cooled the liquid iron around us into a super dense shield. Darkness blocked out the orange glow.

      “First Earth!” Temnon shouted, and a golden circle expanded in front of him.

      “First Earth!” shouted Sempira.

      “Fourth Earth!” Rein yelled.

      I touched my Aether Stone through my armor and called out “Second Earth!”

      The iron bubble shook as the fire demon battered it from the outside.

      “Go now!” yelled Temnon, and he fell into his Jent Path.

      I readied myself, but before I fell into my Jent Path, a pair of strong arms wrapped around me hard and dragged me away from the golden circle. I lost my balance and fell against the weak gravity. I remembered tipping, and falling, and…

      “I’m so sorry about this.”

      The spoken words had a comforting, musical quality.
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      Morning bells chimed a lovely melody in the distance, but I snuggled deeper into my warm sheets.

      “Wake up, darling.”

      Temnon’s voice jolted me out from under my covers. I rubbed the blurriness from my eyes, and the guest quarters at the palace of First Earth shone around me. Temnon sat on the edge of my bed. I blinked as I realized how odd that was. Beds caused my nerve pain to flare. I’d been sleeping in the Fulcrum since I discovered it helped with my energy and calmed my neuropathy. The Fulcrum was why I didn’t have to take medicine anymore.

      “Today’s the big day,” Temnon announced. “Nemmy and an army of ladies are waiting to help you prepare.” He stroked my cheek, his face soft with happiness. “Not that you need any improving.”

      “Whaaa?” I mumbled.

      “Shake off the sleep, dearest. Don’t you remember what’s happening today?”

      I scowled, because I did remember. Today was my wedding day. My wedding dress and veil hung near my wardrobe in the corner. I’d known it was coming for months and months, but it still happened so fast.

      “Oh, right.” I sat up, but Temnon didn’t move away. His smile brightened every corner of his face.

      “No kiss for your future husband?”

      Confused, I leaned in and softly pressed my lips to his. He slipped his hand around mine, still grinning with blissful joy. I’d kissed Temnon a hundred-million times, but this kiss still felt new. He waited for me to say something. What should I say? Why was it so hard to make my brain think?

      “I thought the groom wasn’t supposed to see the bride before the ceremony,” I mentioned casually.

      “That’s an outdated Second Earth custom,” he protested. “One I fully intend to ignore. How can I spend even one minute away from you?”

      “Fine. But you’d better not follow me into the bathroom before we’re officially married.”

      I rolled to the other side of the bed and hurried into the bathroom. He ran around the bed, laughing. I slammed the door closed and locked it, strangely relieved. He knocked.

      “I have to go give directions and get ready. I’ll see you later at the carriage. But it pains me to no end to leave you alone in the bathroom.”

      Oh, that nutty fiancé of mine.

      Dragging myself to the sink, I stuck a toothbrush in my mouth and thought about my wedding day. I’d planned meticulously. I’d scoured through a thousand color swatches and sampled food delicacies until my tummy ached. I’d picked out the flowers, decorations, and music and approved of the bridesmaid dresses and groomsmen coats. I knew every detail, after all, I’d been eating, sleeping, and breathing wedding plans for months, but I still felt swept away in how fast it happened.

      I spit out the toothpaste and leaned on the sink, staring at myself in the mirror. I still scowled. Why? I was about to marry my only true love. I should be beaming. I tried to erase the grumpy, confused lines in my forehead but gave up with a sigh.

      Maybe a hot shower would help.

      Twenty minutes later, Nemantia called through the bathroom door. “Agnes? We need to get started, or you will be late to the procession.”

      “Coming.”

      My fluffy, cotton bathrobe absorbed the water droplets as I opened the door. The happy swell of morning bells did nothing for my mood.

      “There’s the bride!” exclaimed Nemantia happily as a dozen other ladies all wearing various shades of teal, blue, and green spouted similar greetings.

      I recognized most of them as noblewomen in King Odric’s court. Dame Maudine held my bouquet and Temnon’s mother, Serene, held my day dress. Mom waited by the huge mirror with a towel for my hair. Sadie wasn’t among them. I had no memory of including her at all.

      “Mom,” I asked, “where’s Sadie?”

      “Sadie?” A glimpse of panic raced across Mom’s face, then she relaxed. “She’s ill. Remember? She didn’t want to contaminate you on your wedding day.”

      Serene hummed while she fiddled with my dress. Oh, yeah. I did remember Sadie catching the flu from her boyfriend, Greyson. But why did I pick blue and green as my wedding colors when my favorite color was red?

      “Come on, dear, you’ve got to hurry.” Mom kissed me on the cheek and pushed me back into the bathroom to start getting dressed.

      After several minutes of squeezing and grunting, Mom managed to stuff me into my underclothes, including the stiff girdle I picked out. That was a mistake. It pinched. She wrapped a dressing gown around me and led me back out to the rest of the noble ladies.

      “Just hold still while we fix you up.” Nemantia winked.

      I let the swishing, satin skirts flow about me as the ladies did their best to make me princess worthy. It took a while. With so many women huddled around me I couldn’t see what they did. Nemantia usually just used her magic, but not this time.

      Once my face and hair were styled to perfection, Serene and Mom carefully lowered my day dress over my hair, and I slipped my arms into the long, tight sleeves. The sleeves were made of thick laces, and my fingers kept getting stuck in the holes.

      Nemantia fastened me up and squealed in delight. “Your waist is so tiny. And this dress is perfect. You are as beautiful as a mermaid.”

      Blue, teal, and green swirled magically across the shiny fabric. Unlike the usual royal dresses I wore, this one clung to me from my wrists down to my knees, then flared out at least three feet in every direction.

      “Yup,” I agreed. “I look like a mermaid.”

      The others showered me in shrill compliments, and Mom and Serene sandwiched me in a double mom hug.

      “Right on time,” Maudine said, handing me my bouquet. “Jenz is here to escort us to the carriages.”

      Jenz and five of his fellow sentries marched in military precision, weaving through the complex halls until we reached the main doors. A huge band outside trumpeted a fanfare, and the clockwork gears within the doors turned, unlocking the giant, golden cross beams with an echoing clack. The doors swung outward onto the courtyard, and a cacophony of music and shouting nearly blasted me off my feet. Thousands upon thousands of people were packed in the courtyard and cheered at the top of their lungs while flinging blue, green, and teal scarves, giving the appearance of a tsunami heaving at me.

      I stepped backward and almost ducked into the palace, but Serene locked her arm in mine and firmly halted my escape.

      “Now then, my dear, Temnon is waiting for you.”

      Sure enough, my handsome prince stood holding his hand out to me at the bottom of the grand staircase. I supposed I could go through all this ruckus for him. But I’d have to go carefully, because I couldn’t even see the stairs under my poufy dress. I slid my foot until I felt the edge of the marble and eased myself down to the next step.

      It took forever. Those steps were long.

      Finally, I reached Temnon. His happy face cheered me and I smiled as I took his hand. He led me to the step of the carriage.

      “Um,” I said, tugging on the tight fabric of my dress, “can you help me up on the step? I can hardly walk in this thing.”

      I expected him to send his golden magic to discreetly lift me up to the step, but no golden flecks flitted from his fingertips. He stood behind me, wrapped his big hands around my waist, and hoisted me into the carriage like a piece of luggage.

      I squealed in surprise. “Uh, thanks?”

      “Anything for my angel of First Earth.”

      He knew I hated being called that. I may have saved his planet, but I was the first to admit it was mostly luck.

      The carriage bucked forward and rolled through the street with the uniformed band blaring a sweeping waltz. Strangely enough, I couldn’t see any refracted light turning the clockwork engine. Magic obviously propelled it, but I couldn’t see it.

      “Is everything exactly as you wanted it to be, my darling?” Temnon asked, waving at the flood of subjects.

      I didn’t answer. It was, but it wasn’t. My confused scowl returned.

      By the time we finished the procession through the capital city of Tirinad, my arms sagged from waving and my ears went numb from the noise.

      I barely tasted the food in the great hall and hardly listened as romantic violins played in the background. I felt completely detached as the ladies changed my day dress into my white wedding gown.

      Before I knew it, I stood in the golden throne room with my hand on King Odric’s arm. A sparkling dais surrounded by strange, rippling flowers replaced Odric’s jade throne at the head of the wedding aisle. Several solid stands lined the back of the dias, each bearing a fancy golden artifact. There was a bust of a queen, a harp, a book, and a narrow scepter. On the dais stood a holy, official guy, who turned and took the book in one hand and the scepter in the other. I’d never seen the artifacts in Odric’s palace before. They must have special wedding significance. Music played our cue to start walking and King Odric strode forward, tugging me until I had to step or fall over. Why wasn’t Dr. Buchanan walking me down the aisle?

      A slew of guests, seated arena-style between the huge columns, followed my every step down the aisle, excited anticipation on almost every face. Really? All of them were happy at my wedding? Nobody was bored, or tired, or indifferent? Plus, most of them were beautiful, young women. Nobody was old, short, or average. Weird. For how much time I spent slaving over the guest list, there were a ton of strangers. As King Odric led me up the aisle I studied their faces, hoping to recognize at least a few. I found no family other than my mom, no neighbors, and no classmates from BU. I couldn’t see Ms. Chippy, or Sadie, or Greyson. Dr. Buchanan wasn’t even in the back row, and he was like a father to me. In fact, other than my mom, not one person from Second Earth attended my wedding. How could I forget all the people I swore to protect?

      But I remembered inviting every single person. I wrote out the names on the envelopes myself.

      I chose this. Me.

      The music came to a romantic swell as we finished our long walk, and King Odric placed my hand into Temnon’s, liked we’d rehearsed, then stood next to the robed official. Temnon stared at me intently, his excitement beaming via perma-grin.

      “It’s finally time,” he said. “We’ve waited so long.”

      That’s right: we’d been planning this for years. Years and years and…how old was I?

      “Oh, my angel, I love you.” He stroked my cheek once.

      No matter how strange it felt to be getting married, I knew one thing. I loved Temnon. I smiled back.

      “And I lumph ewoshh.”
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      What the cuss? I tried again.

      “I loofee yobe.” My mouth labored to speak the words, but they mushed into nonsense.

      I lied. I didn’t intend to lie, but I knew what lying felt like. Temnon chuckled nervously.

      “I love Temnon,” I said as clear as a bell.

      “Yes,” he replied. “That’s why we’re getting married.”

      I tested the situation with my gift of truth. Looking at my almost husband in the eyes I said, quietly enough so only he could hear, “I love Temnon, but I don’t love you.”

      Horror abolished the joy on his face. He knew what I knew. The words glided freely. It could only mean one thing. The Temnon I was about to marry wasn’t the real Temnon.

      “Agnes,” he began, but I shook my hand from his grip.

      “What’s going on here?” I shouted, backing away from the dais.

      Serene glared. “Don’t waste time, arch mage. Stop this foolishness.”

      She’d never spoken a harsh word to me. Never. But there she stood, hands gripped into fists, and pure irritation and suspicion leaking out of her. Nemantia and Dame Maudine as well. I saw no love in their faces, only ambition.

      Maudine’s tiny feet stomped the floor in impatience. “You ungrateful child. You are to marry a prince. Accept your dream life and commit to him as you’re told.”

      I looked at her again. Something was missing. Maudine’s life magic always weaved through her wrinkles, making her sparkle with health and vitality. This Maudine’s face was bland and free of magic sparkles.

      “What’s wrong with your face?” I blurted out.

      “Nothing.” She reached up and felt her wrinkles. “This face is perfect to the minutest detail.”

      Nope. It wasn’t. I scooted farther away from her and searched the room for spells. Odric’s throne room normally glittered with defensive magic, but not even the tiniest spell raced along these pillars.

      “Where’s the magic?”

      “The what?” Serene gasped.

      Temnon rounded on her. “I told you she can see magic.”

      “How am I supposed to know what magic looks like?” she hissed back.

      Like a possessed choir, the guests in the seating arena slowly rose, their arms drifting and swaying in unison, and sang an echoing melody. My head buzzed, and my confusion swiftly elevated to scared-to-death.

      I turned to run away, but Serene and Maudine scuttled across the floor with inhuman speed and each grabbed an arm. They dragged me, with my heels squeaking like tennis shoes on a gym floor, all the way back to the clergyman.

      “Let me go!” I shouted.

      My eyes darted around, desperately seeking a spell I could unravel, but I couldn’t see any glittering magic. I hadn’t seen any all day. How could I reveal the truth if I couldn’t find the spell? I fought and strained against fake Serene and Maudine, but their fingers gripped like shackles. Drat my skinny arms! The clergy guy started the ceremony, hurrying through the memorized words. I yelled in frustration and fright.

      “Stop! Stop! You can’t do this!”

      The man droned on without hesitation, so I kept yelling, trying to drown out his stupid speech.

      “It’s over, Mother,” Temnon said to the fake Serene. “You have to let her go.”

      “Agree to the union, arch mage!” Serene’s frantic command sprayed spittle into my ear. “He will be the best husband in the world to you. You’ll never want for anything. Every dream you ever had will be your reality. Just say you’ll marry him. It’s the only way. Say it.” Serene forced my body forward with my arm twisted behind me. “Say it!”

      “I can’t,” I cried, pain shooting through my shoulder.

      “I’ll make you!” She shoved my arm forward, dislocating my shoulder.

      It popped loudly, and I screamed in pain as my bone ground unnaturally against my tendons. Tears streamed down my face, and heat grew in my chest.

      “What are you doing?” Temnon yelled at his mother.

      “Please stop!” I begged, my voice shaking, “Don’t you get it? I can’t lie! Anything you force me to say is a lie!”

      Serene cursed a word I’d never heard before. “Complete the ceremony anyway,” she commanded the official. “We’ll fix the reality later.”

      He went on with his speech, not in the least bit concerned about a young girl tortured and forced into marriage against her will. Not a single compassionate face shone out in the crowd. My mom, King Odric, Dame Maudine—all watched with greedy eagerness. Regret pooled in Temnon’s blue eyes, but even he stood there frozen in shock like a pale statue. No one was going to help me. I had to get myself out of this.

      A purely defensive spell, created by a need to end the pain, grew in my chest. I pleaded with my magic for protection, to understand what was happening, and to know why my world suddenly turned into lies. My white magic shone through the wedding dress as bright as the sun.

      “Hurry!” snapped Maudine to the official shading her eyes against my glow.

      “And in the name of the Original One, I unite you in…”

      I pushed my magic out, and it rippled through the crowd. The evil duo yelped and released their grip as my spell stripped away a layer of their elaborate disguises. Streaks of Serene’s blond hair shaved away to show a murky green underneath. Folds of Maudine’s wrinkles flapped open, revealing young skin. But the most startling change happened to Temnon. Layers of pale skin and several inches of height wafted away like dry leaves and a blast of air blew the blond from his hair. Blue eyes turned to a longing, emerald green. He was Temnon no longer.

      “Rein?!” I shouted, holding my dislocated arm to keep it from swinging.

      “Agnes…”

      He put up his hands, but I screamed at him.

      “How could you? You—you—!”

      I grabbed the scepter from the official with my good arm and whacked him on the side of the head. He flopped to the ground. Serene hissed ferociously at me, so I swung the scepter around and pointed it at her.

      “Back off!” I shouted. “All of you!”

      King Odric knelt by Rein and put a gentle hand on his head. “Suelta,” he said to the fake Serene, “it’s over. Let the lass be.”

      “This changes nothing!” Serene ran to the center of the room and shrieked to the guests, “Sing! Your future depends on it!”

      The penetrating melody escalated to a harmonic frenzy, and the soundwaves beat against my ear drums. What I’d stripped away, the song restored, and increased in intensity. My head blurred between the false and the real. I built another defensive spell and heaved it into the crowd. A few of the crazy women howled in fear, and Serene’s hair blew back to green. I had to be faster than them. I created a row of the stripping spells and threw them one at a time.

      “I—said—back—off!!!” I hit them again, and again, each wave of my light scraping away another coat of the false world.

      Odric’s palace peeled away layer by layer until I stood in a palace of green pillars and waving columns of seaweed. Serene became a woman of stark beauty, with bluish skin, deep red lips, black eyes, and thick, green hair that floated as though invisible water surrounded her. Maudine, Mom, and all the other guests had a similar appearance, except one. Where King Odric knelt there was a totally ordinary man. He had thin, wiry arms and a balding head. He was the only real-looking thing in the palace.

      “You horrid, little monster!” Serene wailed at me. “You’ve taken everything from us!”

      She charged at me, and I released another defensive spell. It knocked her back onto the floor. A dorsal fin sprouted from her spine and, when she raised her head, scales covered her face. With an alien cry, she opened her mouth, and I got a glimpse of barbed teeth. Her silk dress turned to seaweed, and beneath the slimy leaves, her legs wove together into a single tail.

      There were still more secrets in this place. Another wave of magic changed the watery palace into a huge cavern with slimy mud on the ground and natural rock columns instead of pillars. Scores of writhing female creatures where the guests had been moaned and sobbed, crawling toward me and reaching with webbed fingers. Serene shrieked and propelled herself across the ground, digging her long, black fingernails into the muck. She grabbed my leg and sank her teeth into my calf.

      “Ow!” I yelled.

      I dropped the scepter, grabbed a fistful of flowing hair, and yanked her face away from me. She strained toward me, still trying to bite, fury darkening her eyes.

      “Quit it!” Fear and anger cracked my voice, and I barely squeaked out the words.

      I drew energy from the earth, the rocks, the air, and the slimy throng of awful sea monsters. I focused the energy in my chest, and a hurricane of power blew around me. With a soul full of anger, hurt, and betrayal, I aimed my blast at the mutant freak at my feet. I lifted my uninjured hand over my head and flung it at the mockery of Temnon’s mother.

      But the man jumped in the way. My spell blew his tattered sailor’s coat and scarf as he took the full force of my truth magic.

      “Blimy,” he blurted. “I felt that, I did. No need for any more, Missy, I’ve no secrets to strip away.” He opened his coat. “All I am is what you see.”

      “Then move,” I shouted, tears flowing freely, glaring at the cringing creature in the mud.

      “Can’t be doing that. One more spell, and you’ll reduce her to bones.”

      “But she’s…”

      “She’s a lot of things,” he said with a hint of sadness. “She’s the queen of the sirens, and a brilliant warrior, but to me, she’s my wife.”

      Astonished, I stumbled back, holding my limp arm. My disgust shouted from my face, and he lowered his head.

      “She can’t help what she is, lass. And regardless of what you think you know, she is true to me and our son.” He looked back at Rein, crumpled on the ground, still unconscious.

      “He’s her son?” I cried.

      Rein was a siren! My life before this crazy wedding business flooded back. I had traveled to the core of my planet and the magma demon attacked us. We had been about to die, and we all had opened our Jent Paths to escape. Then someone had tackled me. It must have been Rein.

      “I get it,” I said. “This was all his fault.” A bump on the head wasn’t payment enough. I staggered toward him, slipping in the mud and gripping my injured arm. “He pushed me into the Jent Path that brought me to this awful place. He lied to me and pretended to be my friend. He let his psychotic mother force me into marriage. Worst of all, he pretended to be Temnon.”

      But before I reached him, his father wrapped his arms around me from behind.

      “Easy there, little nipper, no more.”

      “Let me go,” I cried, struggling.

      “Easy,” he soothed, holding me only hard enough to stop me from kicking Rein in the head. “Easy.”

      I pulled until the pain in my shoulder exhausted me, and I sank to the ground. Rein’s father lowered himself with me and as soon as I relaxed, he popped my shoulder back into place. I cried out briefly, but it felt so much better, I didn’t yell at him.

      He rolled over and sat next to me. “You deserve an explanation, methinks.”

      I sniffed. “I’d say.”

      He sighed and rubbed his finger under his nose, leaving a big streak of mud. “How did you feel to be called the girl of legend?”

      I thought for a minute. “I didn’t believe it was true. I still have my doubts.”

      “I reckon you do at that. Well, m’dear, the Seer traveled the universe, leaving bits o’her sight in her wake. She’s addled her share of lads and lasses, including young Rein there.”

      “Rein is a part of a prophecy?” I clarified, kind of surprised.

      “Aye, he is.” He leaned back on his hands, trusting that my anger had cooled. “You see, Suelta, my wife, and her sisters are sirens. Here on Fourth Earth, all the beings are immortal and magical. But there is a fixed limit of magic on each planet. Over time, Fourth Earth’s magic spread so thin, it began affecting the health of the citizens.”

      “Wait,” I said, more confused than before. “I can see magic, and I don’t see any magic here.”

      “Hmm,” he thought. “Perhaps that be because the sirens don’t use magic, they are magic. They cast no spells. They change what’s real.”

      Oh. That’s what Serene, or Suelta, meant when she said she’d fix the reality later. And why I had memories of planning the wedding. In the reality she created, I did.

      “Their world isn’t real. Not to me.” I slapped my hand in the mud.

      “You must be a true and sure wizard to see that. I’ve never known anyone to see through a siren’s song.”

      That’s why music played all day. It sustained the false reality. I’d heard of siren songs in my research of Greek mythology. I didn’t have the energy to wonder why the people of Second Earth somehow remembered them.

      “There are no male sirens,” he continued, but I interrupted him.

      “You’re not from Fourth Earth?”

      “Not in the slightest bit. I’m but lowly sailor hired to haul goods. Name of Hawkins. Like many humans from other planets, I hoped for a comfortable retirement. Crossing siren territory means bonus pay for sailors.” He laid a slimy finger on the side of his nose, an ambitious twinkle in his wink. “It’s a dangerous course, because the only way sirens can mate is to lure sailors under the sea and convince one to fall in love. But they have to show their basest form. In most cases, if a sailor survives the trip, a sweet chanty isn’t enough to counter their frightening appearance.”

      The monster mermaids turned away from my gaze, ashamed of their basest forms. Rein’s legs lay in the mud where he’d fallen. He had been stripped down as much as the others, and he still looked normal. Must be the human genes. Suelta hid her hideous face behind her stringy hair and moaned in defeated anger when I gawked at her in horror.

      “So why did you fall in love?” I asked Hawkins. “How could you?”

      Completely relaxed, he peeled a leg from the muck and flopped it over the other.

      “A fair question. I’ve asked myself the same question many a time. At first, I agreed to the marriage out of despair. I had lost what I thought to be my true love and figured a life with a siren queen would be better than a life alone.”

      Suelta peeped between strands of hair at her husband, her shoulders rounding forward defensively. When her eyes darted to me, however, they held nothing but hate.

      Hawkins smiled in fond memory at her. “Once I swore my heart to her, she changed into the watery beauty with the sky-colored skin. And, over time, my love grew. Now, she is my reality, so please, lass, let her be.”

      I had a hard time believing anyone could fall in love surrounded by all this slime. But then, Suelta had created a perfect reality of Odric’s palace. I felt certain had I not been a Wielder of Truth, I’d have never known about the spell.

      “What does all this have to do with me?”

      “Ah. Yes. The crux of this bedlam. The Seer’s prophecy lay forgotten for centuries. But when Rein was born, the first bit was fulfilled. You see, Rein’s power is not decreased by being half-human, but increased, as the Seer prophesied. So Suelta seeks to bring the second half of the prophecy to pass.”

      “Which is?”

      “The union of Rein and a mage with the magic of a whole planet. The union will refresh the magic of Fourth Earth and save its tribes from oblivion. Sirens are a fairly low rank here on Fourth Earth. This prophecy is a chance for my wife to earn respect.”

      I took a second to let it sink in. There couldn’t be that many planets with only one wizard. That’s why Suelta targeted me, and why Rein went along with it. He was trying to save his home. But it didn’t matter. Rein lost my trust forever, and so did his monster mother. I’d never agree to the marriage now, no matter how many people it would save. I completely understood why Maudine hid the Seer’s prophecy about me. If knowing his future justified a kidnapping plot for Rein, I wanted nothing to do with the Seer.

      “I’m not the girl in Rein’s prophecy,” I said. I didn’t stumble over the words. What a relief.

      “Well, perhaps that’s yet to be seen.” He didn’t realize I tested the prophecy with my gift of truth. I decided not to explain it to him.

      A few feet away, Rein stirred, even though I hit him hard enough to cause serious brain damage. Holding his bleeding head, he sat up, and I saw my Aether Stone pouch tucked in his waistband. I staggered to my feet and sloshed over to him. Rein’s eyes creeped open.

      Grabbing my pouch, I called, “Second Earth.” A golden circle spread on the ground in front of me.

      “Agnes?” Rein slurred, “Please wait.”

      “After what you pulled? No way. And I never want to see you again.”

      “Trollop!” wheezed Suelta, humiliation twisting her scaled face. “You dare attack my son? Destroy my kingdom? If I ever see you again I’ll rip you apart.”

      “Lie,” I judged. “It’s you who should be afraid of me.”

      I nodded gratefully to Rein’s father, for telling me the truth, and jumped into the golden light.

      The warming hum of the Fulcrum calmed my outrage, but it would take a lot longer than a quick trip across the universe to recharge my magic. I flew through the deep, black space past an incredible purple nebula spinning around a bright, white star, but I didn’t have the focus or energy to enjoy it. I couldn’t remember ever being that furious with anybody—not the company that scarred me and killed my father, not even Vi Lorina when she drained Temnon. I wondered why. Exhaustion weighed down my thoughts as I tried to understand it all.

      As Second Earth came into view, I figured it out. It was because Rein violated the most precious parts of me. My heart and my trust. He stole what I wanted to give to someone else, and expected me to be happy with him? Not likely. And his mom? What a wench. Thinking she could just create a new life for me and no one would notice? That crazy nut job needed a dose of reality. Real reality, not the kind she made up.

      I broke through a billowing bank of thick, gray clouds, descended through the roof of our apartment building, and landed on the white carpet. But Dr. Buchanan’s study wasn’t empty.

      Sadie stared at me in a way that could only be described as stupefied.

      “Okay,” she blurted to someone behind her, “now she’s here.”

      I peeked around her.

      It was Detective Colucci.
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      “Hah!” he shouted in triumph, jabbing a pencil toward my chest. “I knew there was somethin’ hokey goin’ on here! I knew it the whole time!”

      I should have transported, or run, or hit him on the head, but I simply froze. A jolt of pain shot through my legs, punched me in the stomach, and then raced up to lay siege to my throbbing shoulder. This had to be what car accident victims felt like, when their bodies are jarred by a huge impact and they can’t process what’s happening.

      Colucci ran to open the study door. “She’s in here!” he yelled into the hall. “She just appeared out of thin air in a ball of light. How’s that for a threat to national security?”

      Immediately, two serious people in dark suits stormed in. A black woman, as tall and as solid as an amazon warrior, and a ripped man with a shaved head. They took one look at me, dripping mud on the carpet, and without the slightest hint of amusement, the man spoke into a slick watch on his wrist and the woman went back into the hall.

      “Set up in here,” I heard her say.

      Colucci bounced proudly on his toes. “I got you now, girly,” he crowed. “No way to wiggle out of this one. These nice folks are FBI. They don’t take kindly to aliens.”

      FBI? Oh crap! My stomach lurched again and images of me strapped down in a cement lab prepped for scientific experimentation peppered my mind. I started to build a transportation spell, but a small whisper from Temnon’s lesson stopped me. With two FBI agents as witnesses, transporting would only confirm I was a national threat. I had to assess the situation and not panic.

      Sadie scooted closer to me. “Agnes,” she whispered, taking in my mud-smeared wedding dress. “Are you okay, babe? What happened to you?”

      She didn’t accuse, or blame, or assume I was an alien. She showed only concern. Tears leapt up and wet the mud on my face. Was it the sirens, the FBI, or was I happy to see Sadie? Maybe it was all three. Sadie grabbed me into a muddy hug. I gasped in pain as her arms wrapped around my shoulder. Confused, she let go.

      A stream of agitated Spanish, which I now understood, rose to a furious crescendo. The amazon agent escorted in a small Asian woman wearing thick glasses and carrying a heavy briefcase, and right behind them scurried Ms. Chippy. Her Latina skin paled a shade when she saw me.

      “Agnes?”

      There was a brief pause of confused silence, then she let them have it, half in English and half in Spanish; I recognized the difference but understood it all.

      “You can’t question a child without her mother,” she yelled at the agents. “That’s illegal! You shouldn’t even be here. You can’t barge into the doctor’s private home without probable cause, you worthless male offspring of female canines!” (My Ademic translated the slang literally. Good thing, or my ears would have burned.) “The doctor will have your badges for this outrage. This is harassment. This is practically assault.”

      Agent Baldy firmly ushered Ms. Chippy by the arm to the door, herding out Sadie on the way.

      “Identification, please,” he rumbled in a deep voice.

      “I am a naturalized American citizen!” shouted Ms. Chippy. “How dare you profile me? Dr. Buchanan’s lawyers will shred this case. Agnes!” She clung to the doorway as the agent yanked on her. “Don’t say anything to them. They have no right—ayah!”

      Baldy physically disengaged Ms. Chippy’s fingernails from the oak trim and muscled her and Sadie to my bedroom across the hall. He planted himself outside the door, where he could guard both rooms.

      The amazon and the examiner cleared an area on Dr. Buchanan’s desk, and within two minutes, they connected a bunch of wires to a laptop. I knew exactly what it was. A polygraph machine. They were going to interrogate me right here. Not that they needed the polygraph. I couldn’t lie if I tried, but I wasn’t going to let them know that.

      “Ms. Chippy’s right,” I protested. “I’m a minor and a US citizen. I have rights, you know.”

      The amazon agent smiled at me. A smile that held no friendliness. “Of course you do. Unless you’re a terrorist”—she rolled her eyes in Colucci’s direction—“or an alien. In which case, you have no rights at all. A few questions will assure us of your motivations.” She tried to attach a wire to my arm, but I pulled it away. Her gaze hardened. “Would you prefer we take you into custody and question you at headquarters?” The threat was less than subtle.

      With Colucci between me and the door, and the agent in the hall, I had no chance of slipping past and escaping. Crap. There was only one thing to do. I had to trust the truth. My magic warmed in my chest. I felt a bit less intimidated and sat down, avoiding the arm rest so my shoulder wouldn’t move. As the examiner attached the leads to my skin, the agent’s shiny, black eyes studied me. I had the feeling she’d be harder to fool than the polygraph.

      Once the wires were placed, the Asian examiner tapped on the keyboard. “I need to record your stress levels. Tell the truth, first,” she instructed me. “What color are your eyes?”

      “Brown,” I said. “My eyes are brown.”

      “Now tell a lie. What color is your hair?”

      It used to be white. Now it was brackish mud-colored. But she told me to lie, so I gave it a shot. “Blooob.”

      They all looked at me funny. Even Colucci.

      “What color?” the examiner asked again. “Speak clearly.”

      “Blllewf.”

      The two women checked the screen.

      “It’s a good reading,” confirmed the examiner, shrugging. “A great reading, in fact.”

      The FBI agent half sat on the edge of the desk and stared at me for several seconds. I knew the polygraph programs measure your stress. But how could it tell the difference between the stress of lying and the stress of having a trained agent turn you in for dissection? I was way too worn out for this. A few beads of sweat broke out of my hairline and forged trails through the mud splatters on my brow.

      “What’s your name?” The agent officially began the interrogation.

      “Agnes Ann Cavanaugh.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Ever been out of the country?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “A private island with Dr. James Buchanan and my mom. Isla DeSoto.”

      “Ever been to a country that sympathizes with terrorist or extremist organizations intent on harming the United States of America?”

      “No.” So far, so good.

      “Do you have any hostile thoughts toward our government or our nation’s citizens?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever maliciously circumvented border security in order to criminally enter the United States?”

      “No.”

      I could honestly answer. But I knew I lucked out on the wording. I did skip security, but my traveling intentions weren’t malicious or criminal. She cocked her head a bit and analyzed my face, my ruined dress, and my cradled arm.

      Then, her expression softened, and with way more kindness and sympathy, she asked, “Are you in some kind of trouble, kid?”

      Trouble? A giant megalomag shook my planet apart, a slimy siren queen wanted me to marry her liar son, and a conspiracy-obsessed detective dogged my every move. Of course, I was in trouble. Tears rose again, threatening to join the sweat trails, but Colucci saved me from having to answer.

      “I told you,” he shouted. “She’s an alien, not a terrorist. Ask the right questions.” He pushed his way between me and the agent. “She claims she was kidnapped by aliens, and then she appears magically in the alley? Then again here in this closed room? Of course, she’s an alien. Or in cahoots with them.”

      “What?” I blurted.

      “Oh, that’s right, girly,” he whispered, leaning on my chair’s armrests, his face inches from mine. “I saw you and a blond kid falling into the snow in that alley when your mother insisted you were on some mysterious tropical island. Then poof! Both of you gone.” His big eyes stared, hungry for me to break and vindicate his outrageous claims. “But I know for a fact I’m not crazy. So give it to me. Spill the beans or you’re going to a secret federal prison where they’ll torture it out of you.”

      This was it. The moment I dreaded. I had to trust the truth. And, I hated to admit it, but I had to trust Colucci. I gave him one last chance to back out.

      “Don’t ask me.” My voice was barely louder than a breath. “Because I’ll tell you, and you won’t like it.”

      “The truth. And all of it, right now!” he shouted.

      So I gave it to him. I infused the last six months of my life with my gift of truth and let it telepathically slide into his mind. I didn’t even force it. I simply gave him every experience I’d had, including the fear, pain, rage, and terror that went with it. I showed him how I was kidnapped from the BU Castle, Vi Lorina and her monster-men, and the battle with the demon army. I spent extra time on Dr. Silva’s computer rendering that showed the Earth shatter, and the megalomag attacking us in the core. I let him feel the pressure of being responsible for billions of lives, despite the stabbing pains in my legs that accompanied danger and my gripping fear of fire. I showed him the good times, like Temnon and Sempira, and even Rein, coming to help me. I shared the betrayal of Rein, his ogre mother, my dislocated shoulder, and even my fear—of him. Everything I had in my heart was now his as well.

      Thump. He hit the floor. He laid there like someone glued craft store googly eyes on a speedbump.

      “Colucci?” Agent Amazon stooped and felt for a pulse.

      After a few seconds, he pushed her hand away. “I’m good, I’m good.”

      He blinked in the light and shook as he pushed himself up to his feet. With wild eyes, and a face as pale as the snow outside, he staggered over to a window. He tried to open it, but his hands trembled too violently, so he leaned on the sill and hung his head. Then he sucked in a huge breath and heaved it out again.

      “Let her go,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” asked the agent. “You know what that means for you.”

      He nodded calmly. “I know.” Then he blustered, “Look, lady, I lied about her magically appearing here. Sue me. I just wanted some street cred. So, I lied.”

      The female agent’s eyes seemed to drill right through Colucci, but the small man stayed steady and unflinching.

      “This will go in my report,” she said.

      “Whatever,” he huffed.

      “All right, then,” she stood and pulled the leads off of me. “We’re done here.”

      Agent Baldy spoke into his wrist communicator as he headed to the elevator.

      “Thank you for your cooperation, Miss Cavanaugh. I apologize for the intrusion.” The amazon offered her hand.

      I shook it. I saw no reason to further provoke the FBI. Then she reached into her suit pocket for a business card.

      “Just in case you need help with that trouble you aren’t in, hmm?” I took the card, and her long legs strode after Agent Baldy.

      The examiner following her snuck in a sideways glance at me. Like I was a puzzle she decided to solve. I thought for a second she was going to say something to me, but Ms. Chippy bulldozed in and smothered me with her plump arms, so the examiner pushed her glasses up her nose and left.

      “My baby girl!” Ms. Chippy cried. “What a horrible thing for you.” Over my shoulder she saw Colucci slumped on the desk. “And you!”

      She started to scold Colucci in Spanish, but I caught her eye and shook my head solemnly. The lady agent hinted that defending me caused unpleasant consequences for him. And since his face cemented into a stony, unreadable expression, I guessed that he wrestled with those consequences internally. That, or my telepathic images pulverized his brain.

      “Thank you, detective.” I wasn’t sure he heard me at first.

      “Huh?” he mumbled. “Oh, yeah, yeah, I…I gotta go now.”

      He wobbled over to the door, his knees weak and buckling. I felt sorry for him. Just before leaving, he stopped and pulled his wrinkled jacket straight. “Good luck, girly. With everything that, uh, ya know.”

      I was pretty sure he wasn’t my enemy any more. But did that make him my friend? Time would tell I supposed.
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      Ms. Chippy reached for the landline phone on the desk.

      “I’m calling the doctor and your mama right now.” But before she dialed, she hung up. “How did you even get here? Didn’t they come with you?”

      I shook my head.

      She lifted the phone again. “Then I must call them and tell them all about that sleazy little detective.”

      “I’ll call them, but can I eat first?” I asked. “I’m starved.”

      “Eat? Yes! Yes! Oh, I’ll heat up some empanadas.” She hurried for the kitchen. “Trouble is better on a full stomach. Then we’ll call the doctor and Mrs. Lillian. Sadie, you see to Agnes, yes?”

      Sadie nodded, but she stood near the doorway, unsure of what to do.

      “Sadie,” I said, “I’m sorry about all of this, but could you please get me some ice for my shoulder?”

      “You’re hurt? Why didn’t you say something?” She dashed off to the kitchen while I went to our room. I opened the door but didn’t go in. I loved my medieval decorated bedroom and hated the idea of spreading Suelta’s mud all over it.

      Sadie found me still standing in the doorway. She handed me an ice pack and spread an extra blanket on my bed so I could get comfortable without dirtying my brocade bedding.

      “How is your beauty project coming?” I said, easing the ice pack onto my strained tendons.

      “Not so well.” She cast suspicious glances at my wedding dress. “Greyson thinks I should give it up and get a fashion degree. But I don’t want to live off Papa James’s money. I want to start my own business.”

      “The cream doesn’t get rid of acne?”

      “Well, Stewart is brilliant, and I gave it my best effort, but in the end…zits happen.” She pointed to one on her forehead. “And there is no magical cure. Maybe I will just study fashion.”

      I suddenly remembered Nemantia telling me about the spell she gave me. I leaned over to open my nightstand drawer and pulled out my box of gifts from the royal family.

      “Let’s see the cream,” I said. Flipping through the pages of the enchantments Claude gave me, I recognized the princess’s handwriting.

      Sadie grabbed a plain, plastic jar from her desk. I’d never been able to cast an enchantment before, but now seemed like a great time to try. After all, my best friend on Second Earth needed my help. I read through the words on the page until magic glowed from my fingertips. I unscrewed the lid.

      “Facere epidermai,” I said. My Ademic translated it. It meant “purify skin.” Simple enough.

      The cream glowed white and sparkled with purity. I handed it back to Sadie. “Try it now.”

      Humoring me, she dipped a finger into the jar and roughly swiped the cream across her forehead, but she refused to be distracted any more.

      “Agnes,” she blurted, jumping on the bed next to me, “why did those agents just leave? When I saw you appear in front of Colucci, I thought for sure they’d haul you off to Area 51 and I’d never see you again.”

      I dabbed some cream on a hairy mole on the side of my wrist. “I’m not an alien, Sades. They left because Colucci told them he lied when he saw me appear.”

      “No way. That bloodhound gave up a juicy bit of conspiracy like that? Why?”

      “I showed him the truth about me. It scared him into letting me go. You’re my best friend. You need to hear the truth, too. But fair warning, it’s kind of a long story.”

      “Then we’d better get comfy.”

      She propped a pillow up against one of the posts and wrapped her arms around her knees. Sadie waited for me to speak first, uncharacteristically silent. It felt like a game of truth or dare at a slumber party. Only I had so much more to confess than who I crushed on.

      “It started when I was little. A baby even. The sun chases me. It shines in my face even when clouds cover the sky or when I’m indoors. But now I know it isn’t the sun. It’s my magic. I would never have survived that explosion without magic. It saved me. It pushed away the fire.”

      Poor Sadie, she tried so hard to understand. “Are you speaking figuratively?” she asked, confused.

      “No,” I said. “Do you have a lighter?”

      She hopped over to her cherrywood vanity and rifled through the impressive collection of makeup and skin products.

      “I use it to soften my makeup pencils,” she explained, handing me the lighter and climbing back onto my bed. “It makes them glide better.”

      I flicked the lighter and a small flame glowed. I asked my magic to push the flame away. Sadie was my friend, and she needed to know the truth. A warm hum assured me that this was the right thing to do. I put my hand next to the steady flame and wafted it away with my magic. The flame separated from the lighter and drifted several inches before burning out.

      Sadie’s gasp got stuck in her throat and she coughed loudly. “You can control fire?” she wheezed.

      “Not fire. Truth. And since truth is light, I have some control over light.”

      “How long have you known about this?”

      “Since Temnon. He kidnapped me from the Castle at BU.”

      Offended, Sadie went rigid. “Temnon? How could he? That jerk! I always thought his nose was too big for his face, but I didn’t say anything. Why do you even like him?”

      “He didn’t mean to kidnap me. He had to save me from a crazy ghost-woman who tried to kill me, and once he took me to his planet, he couldn’t bring me back without my Aether Stone.”

      “He’s not from Earth?”

      “Not this Earth. Another Earth.”

      “He’s an alien?” Her voice took on her customary, high-pitched indignation. “What was he doing at BU? Stalking you?”

      “Temnon is as human as we are. He needed help saving his planet. You see, I’m the arch mage of Second Earth.”

      She stared blankly at me. Of course, she didn’t know what that meant. I sighed. Sadie needed patience, and I was too tired for long explanations.

      “Can I show you?” I asked. “I can put images in your mind. I’m awesome at telepathy.”

      She nodded, but only after a slight hesitation. So I gently, carefully, downloaded my knowledge of the other Earths, the Fulcrum, the Great Council, and the duties of the arch mage into her head. Her eyes darted around while her mind sorted through the new knowledge.

      “Okay,” she accepted. “I get it. So because you are the only wizard on our Earth that makes you responsible for all the magic stuff. So truth, huh? What else can you do?”

      “All wizards can use minor enchantments. I recently learned how to transport.” To illustrate I built a transportation spell and sent myself to the other side of the room. Sadie rose up on her knees.

      “That…is so…seriously cool! Could you imagine how much time I could save by blinking to class? I could sleep in for, like, an hour! You must transport absolutely everywhere!”

      “Not really. It takes a lot of time and focus to build a spell. And I’m nervous about someone seeing me.”

      “Oh! That’s what got you in trouble with Colucci, right? He caught you when you transported here?”

      “Um, yes and no…it’s a long story.”

      Sadie winked. “But you are awesome at telepathy, right?”

      I climbed back onto the bed and grabbed the ice pack. “I’d love to show you, but I showed Colucci, and he went comatose. Are you sure you want this?”

      “Well, he’s a jerk and a moron. I’m your friend, and I can handle it.” She put her feet together, yoga style, and closed her eyes. “Go for it. Wait!” her eyes snapped open. “Explain the wedding dress too.” Then she instantly settled again.

      I placed the relevant images in her mind. I didn’t show her the megalomag or share the feelings I’d experienced. I knew she would fill in the emotional gaps with her own sympathies, and she didn’t need a double helping of sorrow, fear, or pain. And I was right. As I shared my fake wedding day, her lip began to quiver. Drat it all! Never, in my six months of knowing her, had I ever seen her cry. Sadie was irrepressibly excited and it hurt me to see her sad. I crawled over and wrapped my good arm around her. Fortunately, she returned my embrace.

      “I’m going to punch Rein in the mouth if I ever meet him,” she sobbed into my shoulder. “Unless Temnon gets him first.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. Thanks to Colucci, I didn’t have time to think about anything. What would Temnon do? Murder his best friend or brush it off? It bothered me that I didn’t know.

      “Wait! My cream! Did you magic it?” She flipped off the bed and ran to her vanity. She squealed as she leaned into the mirror. “My zit is gone! My skin! It looks amazing! My roommate is a wizard and an arch mage.” She leaped back over to me and grabbed my wrist to check if my mole had vanished. It had. “I know it’s selfish, but Agnes, I’m so grateful for that explosion when you were a baby. Without it, you would never have met Papa James, you’d have never gotten the internship with him, and I’d never have met you! You and I are going to rock this world!”

      “I have to save it first.”

      “Huh? This world? From what? There can’t be that much to do, right? Because magic was banned?”

      “That’s what I hoped, but it isn’t the case. I just discovered that earthquakes are being caused by a giant demon in the center of the Earth. I guess the Great Council didn’t know it was there when they left, so it’s been living, and possibly growing, in the molten iron this whole time. I have to stop it. But I don’t know how.”

      “Yikes,” she said, excitement gone again. “What about Temnon and Nemantia? Do they know how to kill it?”

      “I wish. Temnon was as surprised as I was when we realized the core was alive. None of the other Earths have ever heard of earthquakes happening once a planet is formed.”

      “So even the people who’ve lived with magic for thousands of years have no idea how to deal with this…demon? Is it going to destroy us?”

      “I don’t know, Sades. I’m on my own for this.”

      “Agnes, babe,” Sadie said, her energy returning. “Haven’t you learned in the last six months that you aren’t alone? I’m here for you. I can’t do magic, and I don’t know how to stop demons, but I can be your best friend. I’ll figure out some way to help you.” Suddenly, she jumped off the bed. “I got it. I can track the earthquakes for you.” She ran to her laptop and a surge of gratitude swelled in my chest. “I’ll check on the National Geological Society’s site. You go jump in the shower. Seriously. Go on now. That mud smells like rotten seaweed.”

      Once she mentioned it, I smelled it too and hurried into our shared bathroom, trying not to gag. In the bathroom, I peeled off the dress and let it splat on the tiles. It lay there, completely real. As the warm water washed away the mud of the underwater cavern I had time to think about Suelta’s power. She could actually change reality? It was nuts. I considered hitting the mud-soaked heap of white silk with another of my spells to see if I could strip away the false reality and turn it back into the armor Temnon made for me. I figured I could, but my arm throbbed painfully in the hot water and my eyes drooped with exhaustion. I really wanted the Fulcrum, but I left my magical golden crest with Mom and Dr. Buchanan. I hoped Ms. Chippy’s empanadas would give me enough energy to transport to the DeSoto Estates.

      I dried off and snuggled into a clean bathrobe. But there would be no relaxation. Sadie hunched over her computer, distraught.

      “What is it?” I asked, fearing the worst.

      “Twelve hundred and seventy-nine,” she whispered. “All over the world. A record for the most earthquakes in three days. We even had one here. Too small to feel, though.” The blue light from the screen enhanced her pale, frightened face. “Agnes. What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to fix it and…wait. How many days?”

      Sadie held up three fingers. Crap. Three days. I’d been gone three days. I yanked on some leggings and a warm sweater and pulled out my phone. Ms. Chippy knocked, and I opened the door. She bustled in, laboring under a platter stacked with empanadas. I grabbed one and took a huge bite off the tip.

      “Fanks.” I mouthed around the hot beef filling while speed dialing my mom. “Can I have something to drink too?”

      “Are you calling Mama Lillian?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You are a good girl.” She patted my cheek and turned back to the kitchen. “I want to talk to the doctor when you are finished.” I closed the door behind her.

      “Agnes?” Mom answered before the first ring ended.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Thank heavens you’re not dead!” Her voice broke with relief. “James! She’s alive.” she yelled away from the phone. I heard Dr. Buchanan cheer in the background. “Oh, sunshine! I’ve been crazy with worry! Where on Earth have you been?”

      “Not this Earth, that’s for sure.” I gave her the nutshell version of my second kidnapping this year, knowing I could fill in the details later.

      “I see.” She sounded tight with anger. “I knew I didn’t like something about that kid. Where are you now?”

      “Home.”

      “Did Colucci see you?” she changed the subject. “Is he there?”

      “He was,” I said, taking another bite of empanada and swallowing it whole. “Along with the FBI. But I don’t think he’ll be a problem any more. He lied to the agents for me and left.”

      “That doesn’t sound like him.” Mom was still suspicious.

      But I had more important things to worry about. “Mom, has Temnon tried to contact you?”

      “Only fifty times. Why do you think I thought you were dead? He searched here, BU campus, First Earth, and everywhere else he thought you might go. Last I heard, he was headed to the New York mansion to see if you went there. James thought Colucci arrested you.”

      “Sadie?” I asked, so my mom could still hear. “Have you heard from Temnon?”

      “No.” Then she lifted her head like she remembered something. “I have felt like our apartment was searched several times, and Mr. Johanson from the New York mansion called to report a break-in. I suspected Colucci, but it could have been Temnon, looking for you.”

      “Probably,” I agreed.

      “Sadie is with you? So, you told her the truth,” Mom deduced. “I’m glad.”

      “Me, too. She’s been awesome about all this. But I have to get to Temnon. He must be frantic by now.”

      “Are you going to stop here first?”

      “I can’t, Mom. I’ve lost three freakin’ days, thanks to the Slime Sisters. The demon in the core is going to cause more and more damage until we stop it.”

      There was a long pause on the phone. Then, Mom said, “Please don’t go fight that thing.”

      “You know I have to.”

      Another pause, and a grieving sigh. “Yes. I do. But promise me you won’t do it alone.”

      I glanced at Sadie. “I won’t. Because I’m definitely not alone. By the way, Ms. Chippy is going to need an explanation as to why I’m here. Could Dr. B talk to Sadie and come up with a plan?”

      “Oh. Yes, of course. But say goodbye to me when they’re finished.”

      I handed the phone to my best friend on this Earth and wolfed down the empanada mountain, while she and her grandpa concocted a believable story about me. It was fairly close to the truth. Since Greyson’s roommate was getting married the next day, they’d claim I came back for the wedding. I volunteered to stand in for the bride so the photographer could check lighting, and we all got mud thrown on us by the crazy mother-in-law. I was so upset I didn’t want to stay for the actual ceremony, and Dr. B sent a cab to pick me up and bring me to the airport, so I could fly back to the island. Boom. Awesome to have some support.

      Sadie handed back the phone. “Okay, Mom,” I said. “Looks like you have things handled here. I’d better go let the Odonata family know I’m alive, or else Temnon might tear apart the planet before the megalomag does. I promise to come and tell you our strategy before we attempt to stop the demon.”

      “Oh,” she moaned. “This sucks.”

      “Yup. But what can I do?”

      “Believe me, sunshine, I wish I knew.”

      “Okay, Ms. Chippy is coming. Have Dr. B call her and I’ll slip out while she’s talking.”

      “I love you, Agnes.”

      “Love you, too. Mom. And thanks.”

      The penthouse landline rang right as Ms. Chippy knocked. It must have been Dr. Buchanan.

      “Oh, I’ll get it,” Ms. Chippy said mid-knock.

      I heard her feet jog across the hall. He’d keep her busy while I jumped into the Jent Path to First Earth. I felt a little better after all the food, and I grabbed my pouch of Aether Stones. Sadie left her laptop and came to see me off.

      “Good luck, babe,” she said, giving me a long, but gentle, hug.

      “Tem and his family are awesome. They’ll think of something,” I assured her. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “You’d better.”

      I stepped away from her and called, “First Earth!” The golden circle spread, and I made sure Sadie wasn’t standing within its glow. “Bye, Sadie!”

      I fell in, and the golden circle closed, hiding her look of wonder.
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      I shut my eyes and tried to soak in as much of the Fulcrum as possible. I really needed a good night’s sleep in the warm heart of space, but that wasn’t going to happen right now. The best I could do is relax for a few minutes as the Jent Path magically bypassed time and distance to deliver me to First Earth.

      Sunset was my favorite time of day on First Earth. The sunset elongated as I chased it around the globe, hurtling over the ocean and past a dense evergreen forest. As the trees thinned and winding roads converged, I knew Tirinad neared. The golden hour of the setting sun painted the silvery-gray, domed buildings a rosy pink, and in the center, high above the city, the caramel-colored, granite spires of King Odric’s castle glowed with an amber light. I enjoyed the view until the last second.

      I descended through the roof to the landing pad. Dozens of people, talking loudly, filled the spacious throne room.

      As soon as I solidified, someone called out, “It’s Lady Agnes!”

      Everyone stopped talking and turned toward me. Odric immediately released the curtain, and without the golden magic shining around me, I had a clearer view. Not all of the people were human. Four huge centaurs, hooves clopping on the tiles, signaled their respect by touching their right hands to their left shoulders. I guess Dominath’s sculptures were true depictions. Tiny pixies with transparent wings flew in close, and several tall, graceful beings with long, white hair and skin as brown as tree bark nodded. Circles of light framing the images of dragons floated near the throne. It must have been how the dragons communicated since they were too big to fit in our buildings. I thought I even saw a Siamese cat slip between the centaur’s hooves. Could it be Phar Sekmet?

      “Thank the Fulcrum! Agnes!” Nemantia cried out.

      She and Sempira forged a path to me through the crowd. Nemantia grabbed me and squeezed me tight. My shoulder revolted with a stab of sharp pain.

      “Ow!” I blurted.

      “Oh,” she backed away, her hands covering her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I was just so happy to see you.”

      “It wasn’t you,” I assured her. “My shoulder was dislocated earlier.”

      “The arch mage is wounded,” barked King Odric to the crowd.

      Twenty-seven different streams of magic, each glittering with its own unique pattern, flowed through the crowds into my shoulder. In a heartbeat, the strained tendons mended and the throbbing disappeared. Then the magic explored me from my head to my toes, searching for more injuries. Suelta’s bite on my calf closed up, my neuropathy eased, my exhaustion lifted—even the scab on my arm from Manila healed.

      “Wow,” I said. “Thank you. That feels so much better.”

      “Your body has been under an extreme amount of stress,” said an older wizard with dark skin and brown eyes. “Both physical and emotional. Your internal chemistry is out of balance.”

      “I’m sure it is,” I agreed.

      “Lord Chevlin,” introduced King Odric, nodding at the wizard. “He is a prime alchemist and proficient in the art of healing.”

      “Thanks,” I said again. “To you, Lord Chevlin, and the others who helped.” I nodded to a dumpy, freckled lady and a couple of middle-aged guys who I noticed sent magic into me. Many in the crowd murmured, especially the white-haired beings.

      King Odric smiled. “This is quite the assembly, Lady Agnes. Once Princess Nemantia made Second Earth’s parasite known, First Earth’s wizards and my entire military cabinet volunteered to gather and discuss the dilemma.” He gestured to the crowd of finely dressed nobles, and I recognized Generals Chattaway and Rufus from the battle last summer. “Several of our guests are from other worlds. We all wish to help you save your planet. We are all eager to repay your bravery in the battle against Vi Lorina.”

      “They’re here to help me? I’m so grateful. Thank you.”

      They responded with waves, nods or smiles, and the dragon in the communication portal blew a blast of fire. Maybe I had a chance after all. All these important people must have a ton of great ideas.

      Impatient with the polite diplomacy, Sempira hissed quietly to me, “Where have you been?” She pointed at my sweater. “Have you been hiding on your planet this whole time?”

      “No,” I replied ruefully. “King Odric, may I report in private before addressing everybody?”

      “Of course, arch mage.” Odric gestured to the great golden doors. “If you’d all like to partake of the evening meal, we will continue discussing Second Earth at a later time. Lady Agnes will address you then. Now, please excuse us.”

      The crowd filed out the great doors. The Odonatas and Sempira stayed behind, but one very important person was missing.

      “Where’s Temnon?”

      “Looking for you, sweetling,” answered Dame Maudine. “He returned three days ago and spun a frightening tale of a monster living in the heart of Second Earth. An hour later, Sempira joined us and confirmed every word. I’ve spent the last three days studying the sample he brought me. It is indeed, some sort of biological being.”

      “Temnon thought we would benefit from a telepathic image from you, so we waited,” added Arch Mage Claude. “But you didn’t come. After twelve hours, Temnon grew agitated and went to find you.”

      “We all panicked a bit when he came back with no news of your whereabouts,” Nemantia pitched in. “He thought you might have gone back to the magma demon by yourself.”

      “No. I’m not suicidal.” Oh, crap! What if he… “He didn’t go there looking for me, did he?”

      “It’s not likely, dear.” Temnon’s mother, the real Serene, reached for my shoulder. With Suelta and the fake wedding still raw, I flinched. She pulled back her hand, hurt by my reaction.

      “Sorry,” I apologized. “I’m so sorry, Ambassador Serene. It’s just that…well…Suelta took your form, and I’m still kind of upset.”

      “Suelta?” asked Odric, anger rising. “Queen of the sirens?”

      I nodded.

      Sempira burst into flames. “That lying, devious, selfish brat of the sirens!” she bellowed. “Rein! He did this, didn’t he? He took you.”

      I nodded again; pouring fuel on Sempira’s firey tirade.

      “I knew he wouldn’t fight his nature. The boy is half siren, they are driven to lure the innocent. Sirens seek lovers like people breathe air. Every world knows to never trust them.” Sempira left flaming footprints on the tiles as she paced in fury. “Agnes, this is my fault. I promised not to reveal his heritage in exchange for his promise to never use his siren song to lure you. I should have guarded you more closely. I tried to warn you, but I should have been more direct.”

      Oh, yeah. She did say something about “unforeseen threats.” I thought she was talking about dangerous ocean creatures, but she was glaring at Rein when she said it. I didn’t get her hint back then. I moved away from Sempira as her temper and flame grew hot, and nearly backed into King Odric.

      “Sirens have been luring men to their deaths since the dawn of their creation,” he told me. “Rein assured us he wasn’t like his mother’s clan, but I found it hard to trust him. Now I understand why.”

      “It’s because he’s a liar,” Sempira said. “After he swore on his dying planet that he wouldn’t use his song to lure you, he did it anyway. I’ll roast him to ashes!”

      “You won’t get the chance.” Nemantia brought our attention to a ball of light plunging through the ceiling. “Temnon is back.”

      Golden magic fell like dust as Temnon hit the ground, his face contorted in a mixture of worry and hope. He spotted me with his first glance and ran straight for me, his black, leather boots pounding on the tiles. He curled his arms around me, rested his chin on the top of my head, and rocked me back and forth. His warm chest chased away the chill of my fear. I knew without the slightest doubt that he was my Temnon.

      “Thank the Fulcrum…I’ve been searching…I thought…” He must have been really upset. He couldn’t even finish a sentence. “Your mom told me I just missed you. What happened? Where have you been?”

      “Rein,” Sempira answered for me.

      “Rein?” Confused, Temnon let me go. “No. No, he…” His eyes filled with sadness. “You’ve been with Rein? Do you like him?”

      Holy misinterpretation. “Like him? How could you think that?”

      Nemantia stroked her cousin’s forearm with compassion and comfort. “Temnon, dearest, I know Rein is your friend, and he promised not to use his song on Agnes, but…she didn’t go to Fourth Earth willingly.”

      “He lied to me?” Temnon’s face went blank as he tried to comprehend what happened. “He broke his promise?” He moved his hands to my cheeks. “He sang to you?”

      Sempira smoldered with rage. “Rein promised to our faces he wouldn’t use his siren voice on you. I should have known blood and tradition would outweigh his honor.”

      “He didn’t sing to me,” I assured Temnon, mentally running through my wedding day to make sure. “Not even once. Music played the whole time, but it wasn’t him. He tackled me into his Jent Path and his mother took over from there. She created a false reality where Rein appeared as you and…well…” I swallowed and suddenly found it embarrassing to look at him. “It was our wedding day.”

      The whole family gasped. Claude actually growled with anger.

      “They didn’t!” cried Nemantia. “How awful! Are you married to Rein now?”

      I shook my head hard. “No. No. No way.”

      “But, how did you see through their reality?” breathed Serene.

      “I’m a Wielder of Truth,” I continued, pulling Temnon’s hands into mine. “I remembered my truth along with the false one, and I saw so many inconsistencies, I knew something was off. I realized Rein wasn’t Temnon when I couldn’t say…you know…when we were at the altar.”

      Temnon stood there listening, his eyes blank and jaw hanging open. I had no idea what he thought of all this. Some kind of reaction would have been nice—anger, relief, anything. I hoped he wasn’t mad at me. I mean, I knew I didn’t do anything wrong, but still.

      “Fiends,” spat Claude.

      “You poor, dear thing,” cried Maudine.

      “I wouldn’t say yes.” I explained. “Serene, I mean, Suelta masquerading as Serene, tried to force me to agree to the marriage.”

      “Physically force you? She dislocated your shoulder?” guessed Serene. “She’s always been such a brute. Oh, my Agnes, no wonder I startled you.”

      “Oooo, this is so exciting!” Maudine giggled. “What happened next? How did you defeat the hooligans and return to your family?”

      “My magic sort of did it for me. I wanted to see the truth so badly. I built a defensive spell, and it stripped away the false reality one layer at a time. Like old paint.”

      “Did you see her basest form?” gasped Nemantia.

      “Yes, and ew. She scared me so bad I almost stripped her down to the bones, but Rein’s father stepped in. He explained it all. You see, Rein is also named in a prophecy of the Seer. He believed, just as you did once, that I was the only one who could save his planet from extinction. He thought he had no choice.”

      “That is still no excuse to deny your will!” Sempira burned with rage. “There is no excuse for that. None at all!”

      “And Temnon was actually worried about him,” said Nemantia. “How could they do such an unforgivable thing?”

      “Fear.” The word tumbled out of my mouth, coated with truth. Even Sempira dimmed her flames to listen to me. “The queen of the sirens has fought long and hard to protect her people. With a solution in sight, she saw no other way.”

      They all paused to ponder my truth. It had been a while since my gift of truth decided to talk without me. But their anger boiled and resentment overpowered forgiveness.

      “There are better ways to find help.” Claude put his arm around his wife. “Deception only fosters distrust. Queen Suelta may have found allies among us had she been humble and truthful.”

      “Instead,” agreed Odric, “they have only confirmed that they can’t be trusted.”

      A loud, warning shout outside the golden doors startled us all.  Then the doors groaned under an enormous strain. With a metallic pop, the bottom hinges shattered and the doors hung askance, leaving a narrow crack near the floor. A young man wiggled through the crack and turned to face us.

      It was Rein.
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      I had to admit, the kid had some nerve. At least he had the sense to change out of his wedding suit. He wore a white, laced-up shirt and deep green pants.

      “YOU!” Temnon bellowed, stepping protectively in front of me.

      Tem took my side. After a whole day of confusion over his false and odd behavior when Rein pretended to be him, Temnon’s genuine fury made me glow inside. I don’t know why I ever doubted him.

      Rein waved timidly with a fearful smile. “Hi there, Tem,” he said, “my good friend.” Then he read all the angry faces and dropped his hand. “Don’t kill me, buddy.”

      The Jent Path sentries darted forward, weapons aimed at Rein. I quickly glanced at Odric, expecting the palace enchantments or the sentries to atomize the siren intruder.

      King Odric held up a hand to the sentries. “Stand down,” he ordered. “This business is my nephew’s.”

      Judging by the hot energy blowing from Temnon, Rein would probably prefer getting atomized.

      “How dare you!” Temnon’s magic circled him, and he shrugged out of his long coat. “You coward!”

      With long, determined strides, he marched forward with his quarry in his crosshairs. Rein lifted his hands and encased himself in a hardened cylinder of water. He floated inside. The green sheen in his black hair rippled as the light from the throne room chandeliers shone through the water.

      “Let me explain,” started Rein, perfectly able to speak and breathe underwater. Temnon flung a punch, and his knuckles rang like a gong against the stiff water surface. “Whoa!” Rein covered his ears. “I understand that you’re upset, Tem.”

      “Upset?” raged Temnon. “I’m going to rip your face off!”

      His golden magic pulled a tile from the floor and softened it into a glob of putty. Temnon pushed his hand into it and it coated his skin like a glove. The marble flexed with his fingers as he clenched them into a fist, then hardened again.

      “It wasn’t my idea,” Rein insisted, as Temnon pulled back for another punch. “Tem, wait!” Temnon’s marble-coated knuckles broke through the hardened surface and his fingers closed around Rein’s throat. “Tem? Buddy?” Rein gurgled, and Temnon wrenched him out of the cylinder.

      The water lost its shape and splashed onto the floor. Rein lifted both arms and swung them to the side and down while twisting out of Temnon’s grip, then he whipped his elbow back into Temnon’s mouth. Temnon retaliated, driving a powerful left-handed punch into Rein’s side. Rein staggered away and pointed to the water streaming across the floor. Coils of watery rope lashed up from the puddle and bound Temnon from head to foot. Temnon struggled against the ropes, his neck muscles tight and a snarl twisting his mouth.

      “Isn’t anyone going to do something about this?” I asked.

      “I will,” Maudine replied seriously. She lifted her skirt, and with a stiff, determined lower lip, she marched over and planted herself in front of Claude and Odric. She placed her hands on her hips, and glaring furiously, she declared, “I’ll wager a hundred on Temnon.”

      “What?” I gawked at her in shock. “I meant to stop them from whacking each other!”

      “And lose out on a sure thing?” She winked at me. “You should get in on the action.”

      Claude shook his head. “You’re out of luck, Grandmother,” he said. “No one is foolish enough to bet against Temnon.”

      “No one?” Maudine asked. “Sempira? Nemmy?”

      “The Jolo are not fools,” Sempira scoffed.

      “Sorry, Great-grammy.” Even Nemantia watched the brawling with interest.

      “You approve of this?” I asked her, stunned.

      “Tem is fighting for your honor, Aggie,” she said. “It’s romantic. Besides, Rein has it coming.”

      “Give up and listen to me, Tem.” Rein hunched over, holding his side with one hand and the water ropes with the other. “You’ve never beat me in a fist-fight before.”

      “I’ve never wanted to hurt you before!” Intense heat radiated from Temnon and the water ropes boiled. Steam hissed as the ropes evaporated. Mist rose in a heavy cloud and clung to his blond hair, pasting it flat to his skin.

      “Blast you, Tem!” Rein yelled, his biceps straining within his wet shirt. “I’m going to make you listen to reason!”

      With a wild shout, Rein charged and leaped into the air. He tackled Temnon, and they slid across the slick, wet tiles. The sound of closed fists pummeling torsos punctuated the large room.

      “See?” Odric said to me. “They aren’t doing real damage. I think Tem is showing remarkable restraint, considering the situation.”

      “Mmhmm,” agreed his twin brother, Claude. “I’d have pounded him by now.”

      Ugh. I didn’t understand men.

      “Why are you so peeved?” Rein grunted, pushing the heel of his palm into Temnon’s face. “Nothing happened.”

      Temnon’s squished mouth muttered, “You kidnapped my girlfriend and tried to force her to marry you!” He slapped a hand on the floor and his magic raced in a perfect square around Rein. “You changed yourself to look like me!” The marble floor within the square propelled up, formed into bars and caught Rein in a human-sized cage. “And you lied to me, my family, and my friends!”

      “Technically, I didn’t lie,” Rein maintained, holding up a cautionary finger. “I never sang to her, not even during the wedding my mother engineered. Mom tried to get me to sing, but I kept my promise.”

      “You still deceived us, and her!” Drops of sweat mixed with water dripped down Temnon’s furious expression, and he pinched his forefinger to his thumb. The bars slowly shrunk, tightening around Rein.

      My chest trembled with anxiety. Would Rein be squished? Or sliced by the bars like a brick of cheese? I didn’t want to watch, but my eyes stayed fixed on the shriveling cage.

      When the lowering roof forced Rein to his knees, he grabbed the bars, his knuckles white and face ruddy with rage. “Like you never lied?” he sneered at Temnon. “Or changed your appearance?”

      At the last second, Rein poured through the bars, like water, and re-formed outside the cage. It was crazy, and I had to replay it in my mind to be sure it really happened. Yup. Rein physically turned into water, and I wasn’t the only one surprised by the move.

      “I didn’t know he could do that,” Sempira said.

      “That is quite the trick,” giggled Maudine, impressed against her will.

      Freed from the cage, Rein lost it. He yelled and lunged toward Temnon, shooting condensed water bullets from his fingers. “Like you never kidnapped Agnes to save your planet?” he screamed. “How are you any better than me?”

      Temnon deflected the bullets, but Rein’s accusations found their mark.

      Rein continued shouting. “You say I’m a big jerk, but last summer you were guilty of everything I did! You took Agnes! You appeared as an old man and tried to make her help! Why are you a hero while I’m a criminal?”

      Temnon’s shocked face hardened in determination. He formed a brilliantly shining ball of golden light in his hands and threw it into the watery prince. The particles spread to every inch of Rein’s skin and his movement slowed until he froze. His eyes darted around, and he pulled against the force that held him. The more he pulled, the more distorted he became. His face sunk down into his stomach and patches of green hair floated along his arms. Loosely formed fists beat against the clear coating that surrounded him.

      My hands covered my mouth in horror, but the royal family didn’t flinch.

      “Ah,” Claude said, casually. “Water takes the form of its container. Clever thinking.”

      That explained it for me. Temnon struggled with biological matter, but understood the molecular nature of liquids down to the sub-particle. When Rein turned into water, he gave Temnon power over his body. Temnon formed an impenetrable container out of the water and trapped Rein inside himself.

      Temnon’s boots splashed as he closed the few feet between them. “I went to Second Earth to ask Agnes for her help, not to knock her out and kidnap her.” Soaked from head to toe, his white shirt clung to his clenched muscles. “I only took her to save her from Vi Lorina. And when Agnes demanded to go home, I was ready to take her, but she lost her Aether Stone.”

      Still infuriated, his chest heaved as he panted heavily. Feeling his tension, my own nails dug into my clothes. Temnon squatted down to look Rein in the eyes. They were floating near his sternum.

      “Rein, I respected her desires. I didn’t force anything. Sure, I made plenty of mistakes. I know I’m not perfect, but I didn’t force her. You don’t like being forced, do you? Well, neither does Agnes.”

      Temnon stared at his friend for a few seconds, then he lifted his hand. His finger passed through the golden magic and he flicked Rein hard on the nose. Rein’s floating eyes flinched in pain.

      “And now, buddy,” Temnon spat, “I’ve beat you in a fist fight.”

      Temnon released his control, and Rein splashed onto the ground. A second later, he pulled himself together, steaming with fury, the veins on his arms bulging.

      Temnon faced him, weight even on both feet, spine straight, and arms crossed. “Don’t even think about doing anything other than leaving quietly.”

      Rein wiped the small stream of blood dripping from his nose. I guess he changed back into a real person when he re-formed. “Forget you, Tem. This is between me and Agnes anyway.”

      “You think I’d let you talk to her?” Temnon said. “You’ll never see her again. I’m here to defend her.”

      “She’s plenty able to defend herself.” Rein worked hard to control his anger. “My mother’s palace is in shambles. Her sisters are crawling around like babies. Mom’s too weak to even yell at me. Besides, I’m not here to kidnap Agnes. I’m here to apologize.”

      “Say it again.” My soft demand surprised even me.

      “I’m here to apologize,” he said sincerely. “You can tell when a person is lying, right?”

      I wasn’t sure. He was different. I couldn’t see his magic working, so maybe I couldn’t tell when he lied either. My gift of truth didn’t buzz or give me any indication of a lie. He seemed truthful. But, to be honest, I really couldn’t tell.

      “An apology?” I said. “That’s supposed to make up for what you did to me?”

      “My mom,” he said, plopping down in the water and sitting cross-legged and dejected, “she’s always been ambitious, and even controlling, but lately, something changed. As soon as she heard about Agnes, she hatched this plan and wouldn’t listen to me or my dad anymore.”

      “How did she hear about me?” I asked. I found it hard to believe even a tribe of sirens living under an ocean knew who I was.

      “The annual Fourth Earth Affiliation. She goes every year, but for some reason, this year was different. Mom’s not the same. I tried to say no to her stupid plot, but she threatened to cut me off.”

      “Poor you.” Temnon’s sarcasm cut hard.

      “Yeah, what would you know, Golden Boy?” Rein shot back. “You have a perfect family. You don’t know anything about my life.” He smashed a fist into the floor and water sprinkled all of us. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I can never go home now.”

      “Why?” Serene asked kindly.

      “I refused to try again. Mom disowned me.”

      “And you came here?” Temnon was incredulous. “You must have known I’d want to kill you.”

      “Jeez, Tem, use your brain! I’m a siren! Where else am I going to go? You’re the only friend I have in the universe.”

      No one knew what to say. Nemantia put a hand on her heart. The others fidgeted slightly; shifting their weight or glancing away. Even Sempira’s fire dimmed. Rein stared at the water for the longest time.

      “I’d rather accept whatever punishment you have for me than face my mom again. So, go ahead and bring on the sentence.”

      I waited for Odric to use his booming, official king voice, but he stayed quiet. When I looked to see why, his eyes were on me.

      “The offense was against a citizen of Second Earth, Lady Agnes,” he said to me. “That falls under your jurisdiction.”

      “Me?” I squawked, stunned by that emotional whammy. “But that doesn’t seem fair. Isn’t it a conflict of interest or something? Right now, I’m so mad I’ll probably give him the death sentence.”

      “You have a point,” Serene conceded. “We’ll provide an impartial judge if you wish. According to our law, the punishment for kidnapping is imprisonment. A great deal less severe than execution. And since he confessed, Prince Rein will certainly serve time. Ultimately, dear, how to proceed is up to you.”

      Wasn’t a megalomag demon enough for now? If I had to deal with one more problem I’d…I’d…I don’t know, I’d crumble or something.

      “I can’t deal with this right now,” I protested. “I’ve already lost too much time, and with the increasing earthquakes, I need to focus on the big picture.”

      “Very wise,” agreed King Odric. “After evening meal, we’ll convene and listen to the plans of the others. Your planet is in good hands. Have you eaten?”

      I nodded. “Ms. Chippy fed me, but I’ll go to the Fulcrum. I think half my magic is still floating around in Suelta’s cavern.”

      Rein sat there, not making eye contact, as if he shoved down whatever he had on his mind. Even with the apology, I didn’t want him skipping free around the palace.

      “Do you have somewhere to hold him in the meantime?”

      “I’ll take care of him.” Temnon volunteered with a bit too much enthusiasm. He stomped over to Rein, grabbed him by the collar, and then hoisted him off the ground. “Let’s go, felon. And if you try anything, I’ll boil your cellular fluid.”

      Rein let Temnon drag him away, all his former arrogance gone. When they reached the broken doors, Temnon widened the crack so they could fit through.

      “What the…Rein!” Temnon shouted from the hall. “They’d better still be breathing!”

      “They’re fine!” Rein insisted. “See?”

      More water poured through the cracked door, and two soaking-wet sentries ran in. One of them was Jenz. Coughing water from his lungs, he drew his sword to defend the king.

      “It’s all over,” King Odric announced.

      “Forgive us, Sire,” Jenz said, his teeth clenched in irritation. “Prince Rein attacked without warning. We were not aware that he had fallen out of favor with the court.”

      “Neither were we. Get dried off and return to duty. And one of you escort Lady Agnes to her quarters.”

      Jenz clicked his heels and bowed before the other sentry even sheathed his sword. Sentries escorted guests everywhere in the palace. It was so huge I always got lost.

      “Should I come with you, Aggie?” Nemantia asked.

      Her offer was for me, but her eyes were on Jenz. I got the hint.

      “If you wouldn’t mind,” I said.

      “It’s no trouble. None at all.”

      Jenz’s jawline relaxed.

      “All right, then,” her father dismissed us. “We’ll see you at the assembly.”

      I curtsied to the king, and then Nemantia and I tip-toed through the water to where Jenz waited, smiling. We eased through the crack between the doors, and I noticed the palace’s golden restoration spell playing about the hinges. The door would be repaired in time for my big meeting. The second sentry followed us out, took his position by the door, and wrung out his red coattails onto the tiles. Poor guy.

      “This way, ladies.” Jenz guided us to the right with his hand.

      I followed him, familiar with the first few turns through the gilded hallways. Nemantia walked next to me, her eyes on Jenz’s long strides. Jenz had put on several inches around his chest and arms since last summer.

      “How’s training coming?” I asked him.

      “Very well. Thanks for asking. I’ve been promoted to marshal,” he mentioned without a hint of boasting. “Marshals are experts in magical arms as well as hand-to-hand combat.”

      “Wow. Way to go,” I praised. “Does that mean you can fight with the military now?”

      Nemantia elbowed me. “Agnes! Jenz is a paladin, not a soldier.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Allow me.” Jenz held open a door for us, and we entered an arch-lined hallway.

      I wasn’t sure if I remembered coming this way before. The door seemed different than last time.

      “Paladins are separate from the military,” Jenz explained. “Our responsibility is intelligence and protecting the royal family.”

      “Oh, I get it. You’re like the CIA mixed with the secret service,” I said. “Only with magical weapons. Is it hard to become a paladin?”

      “Quite.”

      “Jenz is from a partially magical family,” Nemantia said. “His mother and older brother are wizards, which helped in the application process, because he’s familiar with magic.”

      Jenz wiped some water out of his eyes and flicked it away. “I still had to study and train like mad. But it was worth it.”

      The last archway opened up into an intersection with halls leading in five different directions. Each new hallway had a different accent color. I remembered this place. My room lay beyond the twisting hallway with a blue sky painted between the arches and blue orchids growing in delicate curving urns. Jenz turned into a hall accented with bright orange goldfish swimming in bowls on little square tables.

      “This way, my lady. Please stay close,” he urged.

      “That way?” I hesitated. “I’m sure I took the blue hall last summer. Am I in a different room?”

      “No, Lady Agnes.”

      “Then why…?”

      Jenz smiled mysteriously. “Looks like the Odonatas have kept at least one of their secrets from you.”

      “Huh? What is that supposed to mean?”

      Nemantia linked her arm into mine and steered me toward Jenz. “It’s a security spell, Aggie. Only a member of the royal family or a sentry can find their way through the halls. Anyone else will get lost.”

      “My room moves?”

      She smiled. “No. The way to get to your room changes. I don’t know how it works, only that it does.”

      “Just like me and computers,” I compared. “That explains why a sentry appeared every time I left my room last summer. I thought you were all just super polite. Wizards sure like to complicate things.”

      “I’m afraid this spell is the doing of a paladin, not a wizard,” Jenz admitted. “We take our responsibilities seriously.” He stopped and stood next to a door. “Safely delivered. The grand master will be so impressed,” he teased.

      I opened the door, revealing my usual palatial suite.

      “Shall I come in?” Nemantia asked, but I knew she’d rather wander the halls with the attractive and attentive young paladin marshal.

      “I’m just going to drift in the Fulcrum. Thanks, but you’d be bored.”

      “In a bit, then.” She kissed me on the cheek.

      As I closed the door I saw her hand slip into Jenz’s. My heart swelled a little for her.
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      I loved my room. Someone must have told the palace decorator that my favorite color was red. Red and gold toile papered the walls, and in every corner stood an ornate planter filled with poppies and topiary trees spiraling to the ceiling. At the top of three carpeted steps, a windowed wall, inlaid with rubies and framed by rich, scarlet drapes, opened onto a balcony. I considered sitting on the balcony to watch the sun set, but I’d missed most of it. Besides, a slight twinge in my legs reminded me that I needed to replenish my magic. I’d use the balcony later, for now I needed my mage door.

      It was to my left; a heavy, glossy, wooden door with a delicate chain wrapped around the door knob. In the door’s center hung the enchanted gold crest that linked it to Arch Mage Claude’s Apex. It would send me anywhere I wished to go; another reason I loved my suite. On First Earth, this door connected to thousands of places. My mage door back home only connected to the Fulcrum. At least for now.

      “Some day,” I promised myself. I wished for the Fulcrum and turned the knob.

      The endless expanse of outer space stretched on in front of me, but I closed my eyes to the visual wonders and felt the powerful hum on my face. I attached the chain to my wrist and fell in. Weightless, I drifted to the end of the chain and breathed in the power as my depleted magic reserves filled again. My cells hummed with such lovely intensity I almost fell asleep, but the nagging stress of the megalomag and Rein pestered me even in the warm heart of creation.

      I had help with the demon, one of Odric’s allies must know about it, but I had to decide Rein’s punishment on my own. Stupid Rein and his stupid wedding. Should I prosecute? Execute? Banish? There were so many possibilities my brain nearly burst from indecision.

      “Stupid, Rein,” I complained to the universe.

      “If you say so,” a deep, reverberating voice answered.

      What was that? Distracted from my stress, I felt like I was being stalked. It had been months since I’d felt the prickly, eerie feeling, but I honed in on it, certain that I wasn’t alone in the Fulcrum. I scanned the billions of stars, trying to find a constellation of Leo. For several annoying minutes I witnessed astronomical miracles of every variety except the one I searched for.

      “We are not known for our patience, you know.”

      The bored voice yawned right next to me and I finally found the Leo constellation. I didn’t see it before because I expected a huge, far away shape, but this Leo was the size of a housecat, and only a few feet from me.

      “Grimmal!” I used the chain to turn to him. “Where the heck have you been?”

      The starry shape flicked its tail. “Out and about. Where the heck have you been?”

      “Here and there.”

      “So, I’ve heard.”

      He sauntered over and ducked his head under my wrist, demanding a good scratch behind his starry ears. He was solid between the stars, but invisible. I wondered if he even felt my nails. He purred, so I guess he did.

      “If I’d known you’d land yourself in so much trouble I might have come by earlier,” he said.

      “None of this was my fault. I wasn’t even born when that demon got inside my planet.”

      “Perhaps not. But you let that water elemental ambush you. You should have followed your instincts.”

      “I did, Grimmal. That’s how I got away from his mother’s underwater looney bin.”

      He had enough of my scratching and sat down out of reach. His star eyes dimmed in a judgy scowl. “If you say so; a sciftan wouldn’t fall for a false friendship from the start.”

      That made me think. Was it a false friendship? It didn’t feel false. Rein seemed to like me, and I knew he liked Temnon.

      “It’s not entirely false,” I countered. “Rein stood up to his mom and apologized. It seems like he values our friendship.”

      “Seems? You don’t know?”

      “Not really. I can’t see his magic, so I don’t know if he’s lying or not. I’m not sure my gift works on sirens.”

      “Why wouldn’t the truth apply to sirens?”

      That was a really good question. Maybe I couldn’t tell if Rein lied, but I could tell when I lied. With my magic refreshed by the Fulcrum, I accessed my personal lie detector and warmth heated my chest.

      “Rein is honestly sorry about his decision,” I said aloud. The words came out clear. “Rein is lyong too meah.”

      Now I knew. Rein told the truth. Come to think about it, he knew about my gift—why even attempt to lie in the first place?

      “I guess I was too upset to think straight.” I mused.

      “Understandable.” Grimmal licked his paw and washed his face. “Which is why I never let emotions sway me.”

      I scoffed out loud. What a liar! He ignored me.

      “How are you going to punish Rein’s treachery?”

      “Don’t know. What would you do?”

      “I’d have scratched his eyes out long ago. But humans are far more lenient. What is a typical punishment for a similar crime?”

      “Here and on my planet, kidnapping means prison sentence.”

      “And on Fourth Earth?” He wrapped the tip of his tail around his paws. “What is the punishment there? For example, how would you be punished for destroying a magical realm and assaulting their prince?”

      “Hey. His nutso mother attacked me first.”

      “I see. Then what did Rein do?”

      I rubbed my shoulder that felt perfectly fine now. “He sat by and let it happen.”

      “The black-hearted villain. Obeying his mother. What a scoundrel. And then he had the audacity to come make amends. He should be shot.”

      Wow. Grimmal had serious sarcasm skills.

      “Enough, Grimmal,” I said. “I get it. Every story has two sides. But even if he had good reason, he still kidnapped me and stood watching while his mother wrenched my arm out of its socket.”

      “Then she deserved what she got. A scratch for a scratch.” Grimmal arched his back and sidestepped around me. “And if you’re powerful enough to scratch her palace and people into mud paste, then she shouldn’t have plotted against you in the first place. Suelta earned her misery. Now judge Rein for his sins, not his mother’s.”

      There it was. The simple truth that had gotten so muddled by hurt and betrayal that I didn’t recognize it any more. Queen Suelta took a gamble in hopes of a better life for her people. I didn’t cooperate, so she pushed it too far. Rein didn’t have anything to do with that. All he did was shove me down a hole.

      “I’ll have him released,” I said, “on probation. I want to be sure he won’t get homesick and try it again.”

      “That’s reasonable, and shrewd. I wouldn’t trust him either—not without proving himself.”

      “Thanks, Grimmal.”

      “For what? I didn’t do anything.” He purred loudly, drifting to the open mage door. As he exited the Fulcrum, his stars faded and shifted into fluffy, yellow fur. “Your business is none of mine. Sciftans don’t care much for anything that’s not a sciftan.”

      “Liar,” I accused with a grin.

      “Only you would know. Sciftans are expert liars. Are you coming?”

      “Where? I have a meeting about the megalomag in a couple of hours.”

      He stretched out his front paws and yawned. “Then you’d best stop dawdling. You’ve already wasted three days playing around.”

      I pulled on the chain connected to the door. “I guess it was all my fault I was either unconscious or trapped in an alternate reality the whole time.” I grabbed the doorframe and righted myself to step onto the thick, patterned carpet. “Shame on me. Now where are we going?”

      He lifted his tail high and trotted over to my small dining table. Sempira sat there, drumming her fingers on the polished wood while orange fire flickered on her knuckles. She stared at me with a determined glint in her black eyes.

      “We are going to train,” she said.

      Grimmal leapt up to the tabletop and sat down, curling his tail around his feet. Is there such a thing as an evil purr?
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      “Train?” I asked. The flames around Sempira’s fingers danced with anticipation, and I broke out in a nervous sweat.

      “If you are to be effective in the core, you must be able to defend yourself,” Sempira told me. “Fire elemental training may help you stay alive.”

      “But I’m not a fire elemental.”

      “Not in the least,” she agreed, standing and striding to the door to the hallway. “However, you have some control over light, and a portion of fire is light. Come, Agnes, I have experience training youngsters. An arch mage will catch on with little effort.”

      Obviously, Temnon didn’t tell her how long it took me to learn transportation.

      Sempira had a sentry waiting in the hallway. Grimmal and I had to jog to keep up with her warrior strides. Flames leapt about her fingers and licked her bracers, probably excited about the chance to roast me like a luau pig. My heart pumped along at a decent clip by the time we made it to our destination, a large room, about the size of a high school gym, and completely empty.

      “I’ll wait out here, then, Madam Chief,” the sentry’s voice echoed off the distant walls and high ceiling.

      “Very good,” Sempira answered. “You as well, sciftan.”

      Grimmal’s green eyes scowled, but he exited as the Jolo chief closed the door and reached into a nearby chest.

      I checked out the room. A heavy, white, plastic material covered every inch of the walls and floor. Pushing my hand against the plastic, I found it supple and cushioned underneath. Then I knew I was in the right place, a padded room, because I was crazy to train with a master fire elemental.

      “Let us begin,” she said.

      I yelped and covered my face with my arms. Sempira laughed gently.

      “I have learned my lesson, Lady Agnes. You need not fear an unexpected attack from me. We are allies, and I shall behave as such.”

      I lowered my arms. Sempira smiled at the relief on my face and held up a set of armor.

      “Thanks.” I unconsciously touched the armor; it felt like wool woven over ceramic plates. “I’m kind of terrified of fire.”

      “Understandable. I hope to relieve you of that fear by teaching you to protect yourself. But you will never control fire as a true elemental.”

      “I’m okay with that,” I assured her.

      She strapped on my legs guards with practiced efficiency.“Explain how you deflected my attack when first we met,” she instructed, easing the torso section over my head.

      “I really don’t know.” I stuck my arms through the sleeves. “The first time I pushed away fire, I was only a few weeks old. It’s almost like my magic protects me on its own.”

      “Interesting.” She yanked torso straps, and the gaps at my sides closed. “You’ve never intentionally tried manipulating a flame?”

      “I did once, to show Sadie, but it was tiny.”

      She plopped a helmet over my white hair. “Then that is where we begin.” She doused all but a flick of flame on her index finger and held it up to me. “Move the flame.”

      I took a breath and held my bare palm up to the flame, but as I brushed my hand toward the fire, I only felt a sudden burning on my skin.

      “Ouch.”

      “Feel a barrier of power forcing the flame back,” Sempira guided. “You must believe you can do it.”

      “I don’t have to believe,” I said. “I know I can do it. I just have tricky magic. It doesn’t work without a good reason. Like to save a life or prove the truth.”

      She cocked her head, puzzled. “For an elemental, controlling their element is as natural as blinking. I must account for your difference. Wielders of Truth are not elementals.”

      “Nope.”

      I placed my hand on my chest and internally asked my magic to allow me to learn how to control fire. The megalomag in the center of Second Earth was mine to kill, and in order to survive the confrontation, I needed to control the fire around me. It surprised me when my magic didn’t glow in agreement. Something I thought to myself opposed it. Hmm. Maybe my thought was selfish. I tried again. I told my magic I might be able to save someone else with this ability. Finally, I felt the warm glow in my chest.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m good to go.”

      “Do your scars always glow when you use your magic?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m not usually looking at my own face when I cast a spell.”

      Sempira chuckled and held up her index finger like a thin, brown candle. I easily waved the flicker of flame away. Like with Sadie, it drifted a few inches and burned out.

      “Very good,” she praised. “I assume you found an acceptable reason to learn this skill?”

      “Yeah.”

      I wondered why my first reason didn’t work. Defeating the megalomag to save Second Earth seemed a pretty compelling reason to me. Sempira didn’t let me dwell in my confusion for long.

      “Now we try a bigger flame.”

      With her whole hand burning, I blew away the flames again. I put out fire after fire. At first, it was easy. As the hour passed, I progressed to pushing away campfires, then car fires, then a house fire. It got way harder after that. Sempira shot streams of magic that curled through the big open room and struck at me in different places. Forced to change my strategy, I created a layer of light that blocked attacks from every direction. Pleased with my progress, Sempira started blasting powerful waves of flames at me with increasing fury. I wore down quickly, and soon my light shield shrunk into a tiny pocket of safety within the burning.

      Finally, I sunk to my knees in exhaustion. “I’m done.”

      “How do you feel?” she asked, striding to the door.

      “Wiped out, but more in control.”

      “And your fear?”

      “I was too busy fighting to think about it. I guess I feel more confident.”

      “Excellent. Rest for a moment.”

      She poked her head out the door and spoke to the sentry while I stretched out on the padded floor and caught my breath. The floor bounced a bit when she sat next to me.

      “Thanks for not scaring me,” I said.

      “Yes.” She hesitated, then awkwardly patted my arm. “It is unusual for an arch mage to decline a chance to prove their mettle. I should not have assumed the same of you. You are a puzzle to me, Lady Agnes. I admit, I’m confused how one as weak and afraid as you was able to defeat Vi Lorina.”

      So much for my newfound confidence. “Just lucky, I guess.”

      “But you also defeated Suelta of the sirens, and both were challenging enemies. I don’t believe luck is all that lies within you.”

      “I also have a strong sense of self-preservation.”

      “And a good deal of wit.” Her amusement chuckled through. “But your potential strength is largely untapped. If your courage and intuition carry you through your battles now, I look forward to seeing you at full strength.”

      Laying on the cushioned floor, I remembered how Temnon described me in Dominath’s lair. Was I for sure going to grow into a beautiful, powerful wizard? A beautiful, powerful woman?

      Then Dame Maudine’s voice called up through my memory, Oh no, dear, disaster would ensue! It wouldn’t do to know your future. You just go on being you, and the future will follow. Within my chest, the truth glowed. I could only control what happened right now. And right now, I needed to let go of my childhood fears.

      The padded door opened and the sentry stepped in carrying a basket full of food. Even though I ate an hour ago, I dug into it as soon as I thanked him. Ever since accepting my role as a wizard, my stomach never felt too full, just better. Spooning some kind of casserole stuffed with meat and vegetables into my mouth, I held the lid open for my fire instructor.

      “No,” she declined. “This is all for you.”

      “After all that fire you flung around? You must be starving.”

      “I am a bit more battle hardened than you. Forgive the stark comparison, but training you is as challenging as supervising toddlers.”

      “I’m not insulted. I saw you hold back the heat of the megalomag, and I know where I stand compared to that thing.”

      Sempira sat, straight-backed and strong, watching me chow down the food. After a lengthy silence, she took a breath, as though to speak, but shut her mouth again. I dished up a second serving and spooned in another mouthful when she opened and shut her mouth again.

      “Something on your mind?” I asked.

      She braced herself, fists clenched as if preparing to face a mighty and intimidating enemy. “You were different from the other children, correct?” she finally said. “Your scars…they made you different.”

      She spoke with genuine interest, so I tried not to be offended. “Yes, they did. They still do.”

      “Is it difficult?”

      I swallowed my bite of casserole and met her large, black eyes. “Yes. But because it’s difficult, I treasure the relationships I do have. They mean everything to me.”

      Again, she almost spoke, but she held something back.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Those big, dark eyes, usually hard with challenges and battles, softened with worry. “It’s my little sister, Chiri.”

      She slumped. Physically slumped, like all the bravado wheezed out of her. Madam Chief Sempira faded, replaced by a normal, concerned big sister. Her uncharacteristic vulnerability drew me in, and my plate dropped to my lap. Sempira reached under her arm and caught a long braid. She stroked it between her fingers out of habit as she told me of Chiri.

      “She is different,” Sempira confessed, “and bullied, though her sweet, kind nature is perfectly suited for friendship. Even my brother despises her existence, though she had no choice in the manner of her birth.”

      Poor kid. Was she handicapped in some way? How awful. I hardly believed there was a problem Sempira couldn’t burn away, and she confided in me of all people. Then again, I was weak and afraid, but somehow still managed to be useful. Maybe I gave her hope for her sister’s future. I had to say something to help. I needed to know what sort of disfigurement Chiri had.

      Gently I asked, “What’s wrong with her?”

      With a shamed sigh, Sempira said, “She is not a fire elemental.”

      What the cuss? “So…?”

      “The Jolo are one of two things—” Sempira gripped her braid, and spit out her words with passion. “—they are fire elementals, or they are warriors. To think a common illusionist would be born into our noble line. It is disgraceful. Yet, my little Chiri, she had no say in her fate. I am beyond hope of helping her.”

      “So,” I ventured, “your people hate Chiri because she can turn light into solid matter? Fuel machinery? Create demons, or buildings, or whatever her imagination can think of?”

      “She is not a fire elemental! She is not even a warrior!”

      “Maybe not, but she is still a wizard with unlimited potential to create.”

      Sempira’s anguish was honest. “Try to understand,” she pleaded with me. “I can’t help but love her, but she is common and a weakling.”

      “Being an illusionist doesn’t make you weak. I fought Vi Lorina, remember?” I shuddered at the memory of her terrible power. “She was definitely not weak. If your little sister struggles with her magic, bring her here. You’re training me, and I’ve improved, so let her be trained by a master illusionist. She’ll make you proud, I’m sure.”

      It seemed like the perfect solution, but Sempira hesitated, refusing eye contact while she stroked her long braid. “Then who will I read stories to?”

      Sempira’s love for her sister only perpetuated the problem. Without proper training, Chiri’s situation was not likely to improve.

      “I’m not saying you’ll never get to see her again,” I said, trying to convince her. “My mom had to leave all her friends and family when I got burned so I could be close to the hospital. Her sacrifice improved my life. You can do the same for Chiri.”

      For a long time Sempira gazed into my eyes, thinking. Then, she sniffed, rubbed a flaming hand across her nose, and smiled.

      “Finish your meal. I’ve one last lesson for you, then you must ready yourself for assembly.”

      She gave no indication of whether I helped or not, so I kept quiet and polished off every lick of food in the basket. Poor little Chiri. I hoped Sempira would get her the help she needed.

      I tossed my plate and spoon into the empty basket, and Sempira slapped her leather-clad knees. “Let us continue then.”

      She leaned over her crossed legs and rose to her feet without using her hands. She was so seriously strong. I needed to start working out. With my nausea and neuropathy under control, I didn’t have any excuses. As she carried the basket back to the door, I crossed my legs, leaned over them, and tried to lift myself up with my leg muscles alone. I teetered and fell on my butt. I glanced at the back of her head, with any luck, Sempira didn’t see that.

      “Start with squats,” she called to me over her shoulder. “Even you should be able to lift your own weight.”

      Ugh. How embarrassing. I scrambled to my feet, and Sempira opened a panel near the door. The panel shuddered with refracted light and the white, padded walls glowed orange. Heat hit my bare face, and my scars tingled. A swirling surge of magma flowed between me and my instructor. Expanding, it soon filled the room. My usual fear, which normally rose into my throat by now, stayed muffled in the pit of my stomach. Glittering streams of illusion magic and telepathy, almost overpowered by the glow, showed me the truth. This room telepathically took an image from Sempira’s mind and then used illusion magic to recreate the picture.

      “Oh!” I said. “That’s why the walls are padded! In case I run into them while I’m surrounded by this illusion.”

      “You know it’s an illusion?” Sempira asked from somewhere in the ooze. “Oh, yes. Of course you do. Seeing magic puts you at an advantage normal wizards only dream of. Well, pretend it’s real. Feel the light. Look for patterns. Follow the flow of the streams, and allow your attention to snap to movement outside of the usual.”

      At first, everything mushed around in a jumbled mess, but with concentration, I saw what Sempira did. A flow of normalcy. Caught up in the concept, I focused on the unusual. A slight burst of movement to my right caught my attention, and I put up a small shield. The burst of flame splattered against my white light and dissipated. Another movement hit, then another. For once in my life, I felt like a warrior. Instead of choking on my fear, I used my racing adrenaline to heighten my reaction time.

      And my awareness apparently, because somewhere between fireballs I noticed an eerie feeling tickling the hairs on the back of my neck.

      I found you, Grimmal, I telepathically sent into the room.

      From the back corner, I heard an irritated hiss. Grimmal hated it when I sensed him stalking me. Seized by an abnormal desire to show off my new spell for him, I sent wave of truth through the room and blew away the magma illusion.

      Sempira lowered her flames. “Perhaps the illusion device has malfunctioned,” she guessed.

      “No, it was me,” I admitted.

      “You did this?” Her shock was evident in her rising tone. “You are quite effective against illusions. And adequate against fire. Accept my praise, Lady Agnes.” Her fire raced up to her elbow, and she reached out to shake my hand.

      Thrilled, I gripped her hand vigorously. “Thank you for teaching me. I feel much better about returning to the core.”

      “It was my duty and pleasure. You may be excused to prepare for the assembly.”

      “Coming, Grimmal?” I asked, running to the door.

      “Very well,” he purred.

      Sempira’s head jerked in the yellow housecat’s direction. “How did you get in here?”

      “He’s a sciftan, Madam Chief,” I said. “He used unusual means.”

      Grimmal flicked his tail with pride. “You managed to recall a fairly intimidating training scenario, Chief,” he remarked to Sempira. “How accurate was your temperature?”

      “Not even a fraction of the actual core.” Sempira narrowed her eyes. “Ah, you took the form of a helcat, correct?”

      “Just curious to see if helcats can withstand the core without protection.”

      Sempira’s foot tapped as she considered it. “I estimate your flaming form offers as much protection as our armor. Even you need enchantments to keep from melting into molecular goo.”

      “Then I’ve the perfect excuse to go see Temnon.”

      “You intend to join us on Second Earth?” Sempira asked.

      “On the order of my phar, yes. But even without her order, I’d have come. Agnes is always getting into trouble. Clearly, she needs someone clever to watch over her.”

      “Very well.” Sempira half-smiled. “Be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice. Both of you.”

      “Thank you,” I called, rushing to the door. “And send my regards to your little sister.”

      I asked the sentry to return me to my suite. He set off at once. Grimmal scampered next to me.

      “Enjoying the new spell?” the sciftan asked. “It’s the one you used to strip away Suelta’s false reality, right? Too bad you didn’t know it last summer. It would have been helpful fighting the illusion demons.”

      “I know, right? I might have saved Corporal Naft. I truly regret that. But then, you’d never have figured out how to create your own form.”

      Grimmal huffed his cat laugh. “Oh, the fuss I caused at the gate of our military keep. Sekmet purred for days. Every few hours our medics had to repair a failed attempt to copy me. No one has been able to achieve my original form.”

      “Wait,” the sentry cut in, “are you the sciftan who shifted into a giant with the panther head? You are a hero, Sir Sciftan. You have my admiration.”

      Grimmal yawned, bored. “I didn’t do it for you.”

      No, he did it for me, and he saved my life. Grimmal was my favorite. I’d missed him so much. “Why did you stay away so long?”

      “I had my reasons. Mostly, I waited for something exciting to happen. A planet-sized, flaming demon will do just fine.”

      “So, you’re worried about me?”

      He flattened his ears and sulked. My steps and my heart lightened. I had Grimmal back again.
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      Grimmal left me at my suite and trotted off without a sentry. He’d lived here in the palace with Temnon for years, so maybe he figured out the palace secrets on his own. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      Awkwardly grappling with the straps of my practice armor, I dumped it in a bulky heap and sat at my vanity to freshen up. Nemantia kept my room stocked with brushes, creams, and every toiletry a girl could want. After a few minutes, I no longer smelled like burnt sweat and decided to recharge in the Fulcrum for what little time I had left. The huge basket of food helped, but Sempira’s training tired me out as sure as running the Boston Marathon.

      A few steps from my mage door, a small shape darted out from under my foot. Thinking it was a bug, I jumped three feet in the air before I truly focused on it. The shape wasn’t an icky bug; a glimmering star where Grimmal stood earlier lay on the carpet. Curious, I knelt on the carpet and poked at it. It flickered and danced with enthusiasm along the patterned carpet to the door to the hall, asking me to follow it. It was a patch of magic light. My chest buzzed, and I stood eagerly. It waited patiently by the knob, but as I reached the door, someone knocked.

      “Yes?” I called.

      “Agnes?” It was Temnon. “It’s time for the assembly.”

      The instant I opened the door, the patch of light zoomed out and down the hall, where it waited at the next bend.

      “Um, now?” I asked.

      “Yes, now.” Temnon’s golden magic wrapped around my ankles and rose up to my neck, shifting my leggings and sweater into the sky-blue gown I’d worn a few days ago. “The throne room is packed with the most important wizards on the Jent Paths.”

      Right. The plans for the megalomag. The future of Second Earth relied on that meeting. I slipped my hand into the crook of Temnon’s elbow, and he led me away from the patch of light. I glanced back and the light zipped to the left, down the next hall. I wanted to follow, but finding a solution for the earthquakes was a higher priority.

      Temnon walked slower than usual. I matched his pace. I didn’t really want to go to a long, boring meeting with a bunch of strangers. I’d rather spend time with Temnon. We could go to my balcony, and talk, maybe sit by a fire—like normal teenagers. That’d be nice. But it wasn’t going to happen tonight.

      “Are you disappointed in me?” Temnon asked.

      “What?” I jerked my head to look at him. “Why would you think that?”

      “Everything that happened in the siren realm happened because I trusted Rein. I’ll never forgive myself for being so gullible.” He slapped his hand against his thigh. “How could I be so naïve? Nobody else liked him! Not even Nemmy, and she likes dead people!”

      Floored by his self-hate, I stopped.

      Temnon took another step and turned to face me. “I’ll understand if you never forgive me.”

      Poor, noble Temnon! It was so like him to think this was all his fault. I put a hand on his cheek and stoked a soft spell in my chest. Truth warmed my words and my skin glowed as I spoke with power.

      “Temnon, I don’t blame you. And I forgive Rein. Please put it behind you, for every time we allow it to hurt us or make us doubt ourselves, we play the victim all over again.”

      I meant the advice to be for Temnon. But my gift spoke for me, too. Peace filled my heart, and my anger toward Rein truly left. Temnon let the concept soak into his heart.

      “So, after all he did? You forgive him?” Temnon asked.

      “All he did was obey his mother. I’m not ready to forgive her. But Rein? I don’t think he deserves execution.”

      “Wow. I’m kind of…stunned. So what are you going to do with him?”

      I shrugged. “I’m thinking of some kind of probation. Forgiveness is one thing, but he’ll have to earn my trust. And believe me, after his manipulative crap? That won’t be easy.”

      Temnon put his hands behind my neck and rested his forehead on mine. He hadn’t buttoned up his shirt from his fight, and his mouth hovered inches from mine. My breath caught in my throat, and my heart flopped behind my ribcage.

      “And what will I have to do to earn your trust?” he whispered.

      “Don’t be dumb, Tem. You never lost it.”

      He slid his head into my neck and wrapped his arms around me. “And I promise to never lose you again,” he said, his lips brushing behind my ear. “You’re going to be so sick of me.”

      “Doubt it.”

      Now I really wanted to go back to the balcony and sit in front of a fire with Temnon. But an amused cough interrupted us. Jenz and Nemantia found us. Nemantia’s large, azure eyes lowered, embarrassed at the intrusion, but Jenz saluted and grinned.

      “Everyone’s waiting,” he said. “I’ve been sent to fetch you.”

      “Aw, nuts,” I complained. “Jenz, you have the worst timing.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Temnon started down the hall, tucking my hand back into the crook of his elbow. I walked close enough for our hips to touch. When we reached the other couple, I noticed their clasped hands and winked at Nemantia. She blushed the sweetest pink. Why did I always blush like an emergency light on top of a speeding ambulance?

      “So, Agnes, when is our next group date?” Jenz asked as we navigated the maze of hallways.

      “Yes!” Temnon joined in. “I haven’t seen a movie in ages. Or we could go rock climbing.”

      “Have you heard of skiing?” Jenz asked him. “They don’t control the snow on Second Earth. They use it for recreation.”

      The boys’ friendly chatter reminded me of all the good things about Second Earth that might disappear. Since I was the only one who didn’t know where I was going, I let them lead and focused on the meeting. Would someone ask to see the megalomag? I’d better be prepared this time.

      I brought the glowing orange images of the core to the front of my mind. That giant contracting iris made a dramatic image, and the moving rib cage. The spacious lung showed its size and scale. So big. I stifled the urge to shudder. Since earthquakes were unknown on other worlds, I prepared the image of the crumbling buildings and swaying bridge in Manila, and I had some great mental shots of the gas fire in Chile. Energy pooled in my chest, and my scars faintly glowed. I was ready.

      Without thinking, I turned my head over my shoulder. The intense little patch of light was nowhere to be seen.

      At the golden doors of the throne room, Jenz pulled a red, velvet cord. Illusion magic took a slab of light, refracted it, and sent it running through the clockwork gears within the door. Clicking softly, the gears opened the twenty-foot-high doors. The hinges swung without a hint of the damage that Rein caused.

      “Princess Nemantia Odonata, heiress to the royal throne of First Earth.” announced Jenz. “Prince Temnon Odonata, son of Arch Mage Claude and Ambassador Serene Odonata. And Lady Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, Arch Mage of Second Earth, and the Angel of the Jent Paths.”

      Wait, what? Angel of the Jent Paths? When did that happen? Fame sucked. I grumbled under my breath while Temnon softly snickered at me. Argh.

      King Odric sat on his jade throne, between two swirling portals. A green dragon with gray streaks on his muzzle and a furry ruff behind ram’s horns filled one portal, and Dominath occupied the other. A long banquet table stretched down the aisle in front of his dais, encircled by hundreds of arena-style seats between the tall, marble pillars. Suelta must have attended one of these meetings in the past; that was how she copied the throne room with such accuracy for my fake wedding. Wizards, military officers, and people in scholarly robes stood in the arena seats as I entered.

      “You’ll sit at the sovereign’s table with the other Earths’ representatives,” Jenz informed me.

      Leading us to the head of the table, we passed a diverse group of dignitaries. A black-haired centaur with armor strapped over his bulging muscles stood at the table’s foot. Next, a spry little pixie had her own tiny chair on top of the table, and one of the white-haired beings, though sitting, towered above her. I heard purring; a Siamese cat reclined on the table top a few seats in. Phar Sekmet had come. I smiled at her, but she stared with unreadable eyes. The rest were human, including Sempira, who I’m sure represented the Jolo. Whispers of curiosity and debate filled the air. I hoped no one expected me to run the meeting.

      “Is that Phar Sekmet?” whispered Temnon.

      “Oh,” I said, remembering, “Grimmal’s here, too. He visited me in the Fulcrum.”

      “He’s back?” He tried to suppress his excitement, in view of the solemn meeting, but happiness leaked out of his stifled grin.

      “Now that we are all present, let’s begin.” King Odric took charge.

      Whew. I took my seat near the head of the table next to Temnon and Nemantia.

      Odric continued. “I have already described in detail the danger Second Earth is facing. It is the general consensus that the unstable mantle on Second Earth is unnatural and will result in grave consequences if left alone. The scouting party that accompanied Second Earth’s arch mage returned with a report that is difficult to comprehend. We do, however, have a Wielder of Truth among us who is quite skilled in telepathy. Lady Agnes, herself. Lady Agnes,” he addressed me loud enough for all to hear, “since the creature inside your planet is a mystery to us, several have requested for you to telepathically share an image of it.”

      Good thing I prepared. That was a lot of people. “Does everyone want to see it?” I asked King Odric.

      He relayed my question to the crowd in his royal way. “Does anyone wish to decline? Indicate so, now.” No one stood or raised their hands, so Odric turned back to me. “Agnes,” he said quietly, “can you do it?”

      “I’ll try,” I said, standing.

      “Don’t try too hard,” Odric advised, a note of concern in his tone.

      He probably remembered the time I accidentally put an image in his mind. I almost knocked him and the other generals off their feet. Over in the military section, Generals Chattaway and Rufus braced themselves for my mental onslaught.

      “Okay, then,” I coached myself. “Nice and easy.”

      I gauged the size of the room and how many minds I had to reach. I concentrated on my megalomag images and a slightly edited-for-time version of our trip through the circulatory system. I infused it with some stifling heat, the wonder of realizing it was alive, and then, for added measure, I sprinkled in the fear of being as powerless as a speck of dust. The energy in my chest grew, and when I had a decent blaze roaring, I pushed my megalomag tutorial into the minds of all present.

      Several cries of surprise and fear rose from the crowd. Some people gasped and clutched their heads, and a few fell to their seats.

      Odric stayed upright, but beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. “Too hard?” I whispered to him.

      “You did fine,” he assured me with a slight tremor in his voice. “I believe most of our esteemed guests thought we were exaggerating.”

      I turned to Dominath inside his portal. “Did you see it?” I asked.

      Surprisingly, yes. What a fascinating creature. Have you named it?

      “Me? No. I just call it a megalomag.”

      How appropriate.

      King Odric heard me. “Lady Agnes has designated the creature by the name ‘megalomag,’ and as you can see, it is quite real.”

      “Is it a demon?” someone yelled. “Is it from Sixth Earth?”

      “That has not been proven,” Odric answered. “Phar Sekmet? You have been to the demon world. Do you recall seeing anything like this creature?”

      “Impossible.” The fur along her back still stood up in fear. “How could it exist on the surface of a planet? Its head would extend beyond the atmosphere.”

      King Odric conceded with a nod. “An astute observation.”

      “If one lived in the core of Sixth Earth,” Sekmet added, “it did not cause the ground to shake. At least, not while I was there.”

      “Thank you, Phar.” Odric turned to the portal to Third Earth. “Regent Meneth, many are aware of the unstable environment on your home planet—”

      Unstable in appearance only, the green dragon interrupted telepathically. Many of my kind swim through the magma, and we’ve never seen the images provided by Lady Agnes.

      They could swim through the core? It was as hot as the surface of the sun. That didn’t sound exactly right to me. But who was I to doubt the king of the dragons?

      “Thank you, Regent,” Odric said. “Does anyone else have any information on this creature?” No one answered. “No legends or rumors referring to its existence?” Again, silence. “Then we will proceed as though this creature is new.”

      “Well, not exactly new,” I spoke before thinking. Everyone stared at me. “It’s been inside our planet for millions of years at least.”

      The centaur at the end of the table clomped a hoof on the marble tiles. “How would a mortal child of sixteen know that?”

      That centaur had an intimidating voice, and I saw the doubt on his face from thirty feet away. My self-confidence evaporated, but Temnon grabbed my hand under the table. He believed in me. Then Nemantia took my other hand.

      Tell him, child, I heard in my mind. Dominath spoke only to me. Show him.

      I had to prove it? Crap. I scoured my memory for Dr. Silva’s online lecture. I had researched all this geology only a few days ago, and to my relief, most of the information remained in my head. I recalled Alvaro’s lecture on magnetic field changes.

      “Lady Agnes?” King Odric encouraged. “Chief Galdor requires an answer.”

      I stood, and in spite of the tidal wave of stressy nausea rising in my stomach, I met that huge centaur’s gaze.

      “Since magic was banned, Second Earth relies on science. Men and women much smarter than me have discovered the core of my planet flips every several hundred thousand years, and the magnetic field around the Earth switches poles. So, instead of pointing to the north, magnetic compasses point to the south. The megalomag is made of liquid iron. Prince Temnon can confirm that.”

      Temnon agreed. “There were other molecules in the mix, but the majority was iron. Especially the solid, inner core.”

      “When the core flips,” I continued, “the magnetic particles in the crust point in the other direction.”

      Enough heat built inside me, and I shared Alvaro’s image of minute metal shards all lined up with the crowd. Understanding dawned in their eyes. Next, I showed them Alvaro’s computer rendering. I’d prepared the spell for the Odonata family earlier, so it was easy.

      “Dr. Alavro Silva, a scientist and distant cousin of mine, has been studying geology and earthquakes his whole life. His equipment has recorded unusual changes in the movement of the core. According to the patterns in the rock layers, the movement stayed somewhat predictable for millions of years. But over the last three hundred years or so, the movement has changed.”

      Or intensified, Dominath added.

      “Or intensified,” I repeated, in case Dominath still only spoke to me. “See these numbers?” I telepathically pushed the numeric table to the crowd. “They show two tectonic plates that converged for millions of years are now diverging. This points to a change in the megalomag’s behavior. Something is different now.” I brought up a map of the Pacific Ocean with a black line marking the ring of fire. “This is where most earthquakes are concentrated. It is a continual weakness in Second Earth’s crust.”

      But as I sent out the image, my focus snapped to a tiny island near the black line, nestled in the Pacific Ocean. It struck me as familiar, and I suddenly got the impression I forgot something important. No, something critical. An icy chill of oh crap clenched my heart. It was Isla DeSoto. Mom and Dr. Buchanan were right in the middle of earthquake central, with a wounded megalomag raging in the core, and no escape if an earthquake hit.

      “This is sophisticated data for a non-magical world,” a scholar remarked. “And it is well presented.”

      “Ah! This is PowerPoint,” Sempira realized. “A way to teach on Second Earth. Their scientific discoveries are made known to all who have means to learn. I have gained new respect for Second Earth from serving with Lady Agnes.”

      A creaky, old voice sent a challenge across the hall. “But is saving a planet devoid of magic worth risking our worlds?” One of the tall beings with white hair stood from the arena seating and descended the stairs to the floor. He waved a hand at me. “You have described this monster as a parasite. It feeds off your planet, correct?”

      My spine jittered. “Huh? No one said that,” I said, concerned about my mom. The old guy kept talking.

      “Who’s to say that once it drains its current host it won’t attack another world?” He stopped near the centaur. “Chief Galdor, it may infect our planet, Fourth Earth.” He pointed at Phar Sekmet, who didn’t appreciate his long finger in her face and hissed. “Fifth Earth couldn’t stand against it.” He walked up the table toward the dragons’ portals. “A monster of this size may find Third Earth a tempting host and devour even the mightiest of dragons without effort.”

      “Um, it doesn’t eat anyone,” I broke in. “It stays in the core.”

      The jerk ignored me and provoked the crowd. “Miss Agnes flaunts the accomplishments of science, but what has science done to prevent this demon from shattering their crust and consuming their people?”

      What was with this guy?

      “Hey.” My volume teetered on the edge of yelling. “You’re giving the wrong idea.”

      “No,” he bellowed at me while playing the crowd. “You are not giving credence to the danger you are putting us in! There is only one recourse here. We must destroy Second Earth. Kill the demon inside before it escapes and throws the Jent Paths into a state of ruin and carnage.”

      The crowd burst into argument; some for annihilating Second Earth, and some for institutionalizing the old guy. Now I was worried about way more than my mom and Dr. Buchanan. This guy wanted to blow up my entire planet. I felt torn between going to Mom and staying here to defend Second Earth from Old Man Destructoid.

      “Lady Agnes?” The white-haired being at the table stood and bowed slightly to me. His movements were graceful, but deliberate. The crowd settled to hear him. “I am Chief Rowan of Fourth Earth’s aridin tribe. Please pardon my colleague, Elder Daron, and know that he does not speak for all of us.”

      “Rowan!” Elder Daron clenched his long, brown fingers. “Don’t pass this up. Spread your name throughout the Jent Paths as the brave hero who slaughtered the megalomag.”

      “And what of Second Earth’s population? Over seven billion souls? Shall I be known for slaughtering them as well?”

      “You green sapling. Show your strength for once!”

      “If you insist,” Rowan replied.

      He interlocked his fingers with the index fingers and thumbs extended. Then he closed his eyes and his hair lifted weightlessly from his back. When his eyelids snapped open, a white glow replaced his brown irises. Elder Daron tensed, and his skin roughened into tree bark.

      “Rowan, don’t you dare!” Elder Daron croaked.

      Branches grew from his hands and shoulders, and in a matter of seconds, a handsome tree rooted where the old guy had been.

      “My apologies, Lady Agnes,” Chief Rowan said. “The Elder recently lost his Chiefdom to me by the voice of the majority. I hoped his age and experience would benefit you, but alas, I was wrong. How disappointing.” With a deep bow to King Odric, he continued, “My deepest regrets to you and your guests, as well, Highest King. The extermination of any life must be a last and desperate decision, not a means to notability.”

      I leaned over to Temnon. “Um,” I whispered, pointing to the tree, “he’s not dead, is he?”

      “No,” he assured me. “The aridin are tree spirits. They can change back and forth at will. Chief Rowan forced him into a dormant state to shut him up.”

      Good. Because I liked Chief Rowan, and I would feel guilty about liking someone who just murdered a grumpy old man.

      “To be clear,” King Odric stated to the whole crowd, “we are here to form a plan to save Second Earth, not destroy it out of fear. Now, who else has a plan to present?”

      At least Elder Daron Destructoid got put in place, but now what? My right foot started nervously bouncing on my toes. How long should I wait before checking on Mom?

      General Rufus stood. “What are the chances of condensing a fleet of hedgehogs for transportation? We’d expand them again inside the core. A few thousand atomizers would cut that thing down to size, eh, Prince Temnon?”

      “I don’t think that’s feasible, General,” Temnon said. “Hedgehogs would be crushed without magical protection.”

      “If they don’t melt first,” Sempira added.

      “An enchantment then?” Rufus turned his attention to the king.

      “Enchant a whole fleet of hedgehogs?” the king asked. “They are too big. It can’t be done.”

      “But the atomizers themselves aren’t too big.” General Chattaway bobbed a finger up and down. “Let’s plant shells all around the edge of the core and ignite them from a distance.”

      “A coordinated strike!” Rufus pounded an excited fist into his palm.

      “What is the blast radius of your largest shell?” asked one of the scholars. The generals threw out a list of numbers, and the scholar scrawled out a bunch of calculations. “No good,” he said, frowning. “If we place the atomizers around the outside of the core, they will blow craters into the surface of the megalomag, but they won’t reach any vital organs.”

      “Please don’t make it mad,” I implored, imagining a volcano exploding through Isla DeSoto. “There have been over a thousand earthquakes since we went to the core. Our attacks made it thrash. The surface damage is intense.” My neuropathy fired up, stabbing my toes, and my bouncing foot kicked under my sky-blue gown.

      “What about feeding the shells into the circulatory system?” suggested Sempira. “If we released them at regular intervals, the demon’s own heart would dispense them evenly.”

      “That could be the solution,” the scholar agreed. “We’ll start on the calculations at once.”

      “In the meantime,” a pixie joined in, “what about a poison? Less physical impact on the crust.”

      “But more on the environment,” Chief Rowan pointed out.

      Regent Meneth shifted in his portal. What if it is genetically targeted?

      They debated on, but I couldn’t focus on them anymore. Were Mom and Dr. B okay? Darkness filled my head, and a crushing weight pressed on my torso. I knew I had to go to Second Earth. Right now.

      “Temnon,” I whispered. “I just remembered I left my mom and Dr. Buchanan on an island in the middle of the ring of fire.”

      “Oh crap,” he breathed, reflecting my feelings to perfection. “They were fine when I left them. Do you think…?”

      “I’m not sure, but Sadie told me earthquakes are still happening all over.” I didn’t want to offend a room full of dignitaries by leaving, but the crushing darkness grew. When my magic started to buzz, I stood up. “I think I’d better go check.”

      “Lady Agnes?” King Odric seemed stunned.

      I grabbed my Aether Stone pouch through my gown. “I’m sorry, everyone, I just need a few minutes. Second Earth,” I shouted. The golden circle opened and I fell in. “I’ll be right back.”

      At least, I hoped I would.
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      The Jent Path home never took so long. I leaned forward, trying to propel myself faster through the magical wormhole. The same storm that covered the eastern United States this morning still hung low in the sky. While plunging through the heavy, wet clouds, I pictured the island beach where I transported for the first time. The instant my feet hit the white carpet in Dr. Buchanan’s study, I gathered energy in my chest and built the transportation spell. Waiting for the spell to complete was agonizing, but I had to take the time to do it right.

      My mom needs me, I told my magic. It agreed and sent me to Isla DeSoto.

      My vision blurred, and my head spun in a violent tizzy. Blue light dripped, as usual, but then my vision didn’t clear in the darkness of nighttime. My feet bore my weight and the dizziness subsided, but in every direction, I found nothing to focus on. I saw no palm trees and no luxurious vacation home, only blurred lines dimly lit by moonlight. I didn’t dare step off the safety platform, so I squatted down and stretched out my toe. To my relief, it dug into soft sand, and I eased my weight onto the beach. Cautiously, I took a few steps, but I cracked my shin on something hard.

      Enough of this. Time to glow. Warmth crept up my neck and a clean, white light fell on the beach.

      Palm trees lay crisscrossed like spilled toothpicks, their root systems ripped from the ground and their long palm fronds jutted out at impossible angles. Shredded bushes and ferns littered the pebble paths, and with fear grasping at my breath, I picked my way over the fallen tree trunks toward the resort home. Now I knew why I’d been so nervous. Only an earthquake could reduce a tropical island paradise to a mess like this.

      Even with my light, I couldn’t see the DeSoto Estates—because it wasn’t there. The resort home caved into a heap of broken beams, smashed beach chairs and shattered glass.

      “Mom!” I screamed. “Dr. Buchanan!”

      I scrambled up the broken steps, but there was no doorway to enter, and no hallways to run down. I climbed around the side, yelling for Mom and Dr. B, through swelling tears. A heart-squeezing part of me worried they were dead under the mess, smashed by the wooden building meant to protect them.

      Shut it! I ordered my fear. I’m not giving up!

      I jumped onto a slab of plastic thatch that slid out from under me and dumped me onto the jagged wood below. I spread my arms and fell hard, one leg sliding between the crumpled wall frames. I groaned and tried wiggling out, my leg and foot flopping wildly, but an ominous knocking froze me in place. I’d have to be careful; kicking might shift the loosely piled rubble and shear off my leg. I found handholds on a solid beam that used to hold up the plastic-thatched roof and tried to push myself up, but I lacked the strength. Stupid skinny arms. I wished I’d brought Temnon with me.

      The knocking rang out again, even though I held still. That could only mean…I grabbed a splintered chunk and banged it three times on the solid beam.

      Three knocks answered.

      “Mom?” I called. “Dr. Buchanan?”

      Three knocks again. They were alive.

      I reached up, grabbed a section of wall, and then pulled for all my worth, but it burst loose and fell on me, careening off to the side before it crushed my skull.

      “Drat it!” I shouted, rubbing the lump growing on my head.

      The fallen section opened up a hole, about the size of a pizza box, just big enough for me to fit through. I quit trying to muscle my way out and shimmied instead. By squirming back and forth I worked my leg out from between the twisted beams and eased my head into the hole. My light shone on a grinning tiki mask, the thick wooden lips and open teeth laughing at my dilemma. The totem pole had broken in half, but it still held up the bulk of the collapsed second floor.

      I army crawled through the hole, avoiding the jagged end of a broken wall stud, but my long gown snagged on it. Unable to turn around to free it, I yanked on the soft material until it ripped. A deep groan of cracking wood echoed through my narrow crawlspace. I had to hurry. This pile of disintegrated luxury home was far from stable.

      Light glowing on wreckage cast ghostly shadows that crawled along with me. I snaked under half the smashed pool table, and my knee hit the cue ball. The sound of it rolling, falling, and rolling again, echoed out of the wreckage as it ricocheted through the rubble into the depths below. Only a few fractured floorboards kept me from falling into the foundation. Fifteen feet in, my reaching hand sliced on the shards of a glass table top, and blood dripped off my palm. I pulled my fluffy skirt up and ripped off a strip of fabric. Wrapping it around my bleeding hand, I used the makeshift bandage to sweep away the glass. The knocking echoed directly in front of me, where the study had been. That made sense. That was where they had been researching earthquakes for me. With a destination in mind, I slunk over remnants of furniture, scraps of walls, and glittering bits of glass until I reached the study, but a crumpled section of wall blocked my path.

      “Dr. Buchanan?” I yelled. “Can you hear me?”

      “Agnes!” His answer was faint and muffled. “We are under the desk in the study.”

      Dr. Buchanan’s desk was a massive block of wood with a steel frame. They’d be safe under there. Well, safe-ish.

      “Agnes, my dear, you must hurry! Lillian is hurt and unconscious from blood loss. Have Temnon get us out!”

      Mom was bleeding to death? She was going to die only a few feet away from me, and I couldn’t get to her! Crap! Why, oh why, hadn’t I brought Temnon? I worried about an earthquake, jumped into the Jent Path, and didn’t bring the matter shaper? Duh!

      My hands trembled beneath me and hot tears smeared in the powdered debris I lay on. What was I going to do? I could use telepathy and transport, but that was about it. My magic hummed in my chest. Maybe that was enough.

      “Dr. B!” I shouted. “Is there room under that desk for me?

      “No,” I heard.

      “Any space at all big enough for me to fit in?”

      “Hang on. Yes, I think so. The second floor is wedged over the desk. You may be able to fit, but you’ll have to crouch.”

      “Picture the space in your mind, Dr. B. Focus hard on it! Block out everything else!”

      I imagined Dr. Buchanan under the desk and sent my telepathy searching for his mind. For a few agonized seconds, my mind felt blindly for his, but then I made a connection. I saw a grimy corner tucked under a massive support beam. I grabbed onto it, memorized it, curled up into a tight ball, and then begged my magic to send me there. My vision blurred and blue light bounced through my crawlspace.

      When my eyes cleared, I lifted my head and bumped it on a hard surface. I transported to somewhere I couldn’t see. The safety feature of the transportation spell held me a foot above the ground and the fallen second story brushed against my shoulders and hips.

      Next to me, Dr. Buchanan’s face blinked and squinted against my brightness. Beneath him, limp and unresponsive, lay my mom, Dr. B’s jacket shoved against a huge gash running from behind her ear down to her collarbone. A rivulet of deep red blood trickled down her chest and soaked into the broken floorboards.

      “Is she breathing?” I rolled off the safety platform and onto my hands and knees, fitting into the small space I had seen through Dr. B’s mind.

      “Faintly.” Fatigue and concern suppressed his usual cheer. “Agnes, she’s not going to last. Where’s Temnon?”

      “Closer than you think,” I assured him. I grasped the pouch containing my Aether Stones and called, “First Earth!”

      My Stone activated and a glowing circle of golden light opened up beneath all three of us. Dr. Buchanan and my unconscious mother fell into the Jent Path, but only my top half dropped through the floor. A sizable portion of my poufy skirt had molecularly merged with the second floor. My transportation stunt was riskier than I thought. Grateful it wasn’t my thigh fused with the wood, I bent my legs, planted my feet, and pushed with all my strength. Stabbing, prickling pains raced up my legs as I noticed the golden circle closing. Straining against the wood, the layers of fabric refused to tear. I’d be cut in half!

      Panicking, I clawed at the sky blue skirt to get to the metal hook on the waistband of my thick petticoat. Finding the bit of metal sewn into the layers of fluff, I unhooked it with shaking fingers. My slender hips slipped out of the petticoat and the ripped part of my sky-blue dress tore under my weight. I pulled my feet into the Jent Path just as it closed. Drawing in a deep breath, I resolved to never, ever, ever do that again.

      Once my shuddering calmed, I turned over and caught up to Mom and Dr. Buchanan. He held her tightly, his jacket still pressed against her wound. I wrapped my arms around her and helped staunch the bleeding, but as the Jent Path’s wormhole engaged, the pressure built and roared in our ears. The strain was too much for Mom. She convulsed once and stopped breathing.

      “Mom!” I yelled, shaking her. “Mom! Stay with me!”

      Dr. Buchanan tried to do CPR, but his compressions just pushed us away from him. “Agnes,” he whispered, crestfallen, “I can’t…”

      “It’s okay,” I told him, cradling Mom’s head. “Nemantia won’t let her die.”

      The seconds stretched impossibly long as we hurtled around First Earth and fell into the throne room. The delegation debated away as we materialized. Mom crumpled to the ground, too heavy for me to hold.

      “Nematia! Lord Chevlin!” I yelled. “My mom is dying!” My strained and fear-filled voice silenced the debating crowd.

      In an instant, the security curtain fell and Lord Chevlin rushed past the wizards seated in the arena. He knelt, and put a hand on Mom’s chest.

      “Her heart has stopped. Princess!”

      Nemantia stayed in her seat and tilted her head back. Soft, blue particles drifted like goose down up in the air and collected near the arched ceiling above Mom. More and more joined until they surrounded a space shaped like a middle-aged woman with long hair. Mom’s spirit. Nemantia’s lips spoke words I didn’t understand, even with Ademic, and her magic held Mom’s spirit hovering over her body.

      Lord Chevlin’s magic trickled into Mom’s chest cavity. Her heart, surrounded by rose-gold healing magic, glowed inside her skin. The master alchemist gently squeezed his hand and his magic massaged Mom’s heart, pumping sparkling particles through Mom’s arteries and veins, patching the damage. Dame Maudine’s thriving life magic join the effort, and her green-tinted particles danced along with the rose-gold ones, reviving the oxygen-deprived cells. The green-tinted particles flowed up her body and closed the wound on the side of her head, even causing the blood on her skin to disappear.

      Nemantia’s blue, glowing magic guided Mom’s spirit down from the ceiling. A graceful, magic-coated hand reached for me, and spirit-Mom smiled. Then she slid her arm into her body like she was putting on a coat. Once spirit and body united, her heart beat once again. She drew a gasping breath, and her eyelids fluttered. A relieved squeak blurted out of me, and I felt something drape over my shoulders. Behind me, Temnon wrapped his coat and a comforting arm around me. He wiped my face with a hanky, and it came away damp. I didn’t even realize rivers of tears streamed down my dusty face.

      “Is she going to be okay?” I asked.

      Lord Chevlin scrunched his eyebrows as his rosy magic grasped bits of the shattered collarbone and knit the delicate pieces back together. “She very nearly drifted beyond my ability to help. What happened to her? Have you no alchemists on your planet?”

      “We have doctors,” I told him. “But Mom and Dr. Buchanan were trapped. There was an earthquake and their house fell on them.” A chorus of horror rose from the crowd. “I couldn’t get them out,” I explained. “Taking a Jent Path was the only thing I could think of.”

      Temnon pulled me into his chest to still my shaking. “I should have come with you,” he whispered. “I can be such a dolt sometimes.”

      “I wish you had. But I didn’t think of asking you until I saw the mountain of destroyed house.”

      Dr. Buchanan patted my back. “None of this is your fault, kids. We’d been tracking the earthquakes for three days. We knew the danger. I should have radioed for the plane the moment you told us about the megalomag.”

      The golden doors opened and two sentries steered a gurney hovering on refracted light over to us. The gurney lowered to the ground, and they gently lifted Mom onto it. Then they guided my unconscious mom past the hundreds of peering eyes.

      “This clinches it,” King Odric announced as we approached the door. “We cannot use any of the physically violent plans. The risk to Second Earth’s innocent citizens is too great. We must try the genetically targeted poison.”

      “You’ll need a sample.” Chief Rowan sighed, almost with regret.

      “Prince Temnon provided one,” Maudine announced. “And I’ve done a fair bit of investigating into this biological mystery. I’ve already isolated small bits of its genome sequences. It is exceedingly more complex than the average demon, but I should have enough information to develop a poison. I’ll begin working on it at once.”

      “See? Everything’s fine, Agnes,” Nemantia comforted. “Rest now and see to your mother. Worry about the megalomag tomorrow.”

      I hesitated. Our last visit caused so many earthquakes. How many people would die tomorrow?

      “What about Rein?” I asked. “He kept our fluids expanded. Can we go without him?”

      Temnon spoke evenly in spite of his clenching his jaw. “We’ll have to compensate for his powers with enchantments.” He paused, and then said, “If we can. We won’t need him to traverse the ocean. We can transport from Dr. B’s study directly into the core. Our enchanted suits will keep us alive until we can put up protective spells. We’ll administer the poison before the megalomag even knows we’re there.”

      Ambassador Serene’s chair scraped across the marble as she slapped her palms on the table and stood.

      “I know that Second Earth is Agnes’s responsibility,” she cried with passion. “But hasn’t she been through enough? Can’t we send a team of soldiers to administer the poison? We owe her that much at least. She’s only a child, and one who very nearly lost her mother.”

      The room went quiet. Serene offered me a way out. I only had to choose to stay home. One little thank you, Serene, and I could sit on my balcony and roast marshmallows with Mom or go swimming in Dr. Buchanan’s indoor pool in New York. But a niggling wrongness tickled in my throat. Even thinking about it triggered my magic.

      I had to go, and I knew why. “If I stay here, who will see what others can’t? Who will see the truth?”

      Turmoil filled Serene’s face. She had no solution for me, and it upset her.

      “I will protect you, Lady Agnes,” Sempira offered. “And return you to your family. I swear on the Jolo.”

      Maudine’s wrinkles deepened in a strange mixture of sadness and pride. “We know it’s asking a lot of you, dear. We discussed it while you were rescuing your lovely mother. All life forms reproduce. If there is one megalomag, there are surely others. Saving your planet may be only the beginning.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. It increased the stakes a hundredfold, because the truth I might learn could help multiple planets. My brain knew what needed doing, but my heart still feared it. Why did all this happen to me? What made me so special? Maybe I had stress-induced insanity.

      “Come on, Aggie dearest.” Nemantia led me out of the throne room, beyond the pitying stares of the well-meaning assembly. “I’ll take you to your mom.”

      Mom’s disembodied spirit leapt up in my memory, and my knee buckled under the next step. The nerves in my legs still fired shots of electric pain.

      “I don’t know if I’m cut out to be an arch mage,” I confessed to Nemantia. “I don’t deal with death well.”

      She held my hand and shifted her forearm under my elbow. I leaned on her.

      “No one is going to die,” she soothed.

      “Mom almost did. And Temnon and Maudine did before.”

      “Your bravery saved them, and if something happens, I’ll help you visit them.”

      “You’d better stay away from my planet. So you don’t die. What would I do then?”

      “Believe in yourself, Aggie. We all do.”

      I didn’t know why. All I did was make mistakes and get people in trouble. I let Rein push me into his Jent Path. I didn’t tell Mom or Dr. Buchanan to get off the island. I freaked out poor Sadie when the FBI barged in and strapped me to a polygraph. It had been a sucky few days.

      Lost in my stress, I followed Nemantia. A dozen twists and turns later we turned up in front of the alchemy wing. Nemantia opened the door, and we entered, but I didn’t see Mom in any of the beds.

      Nemantia glanced over at an official-looking lady, who pointed to a door in the back.

      “They took her to a private room,” Nemantia said. “She is the mother of a celebrated dignitary, you know.”

      We crossed a pretty stone bridge spanning an indoor stream and entered Mom’s room. She lay on a bed off to the side. A field of refracted light surrounded her, the surface swirled with blues and pinks, like a soap bubble. Strange, little clockwork machines on a side table clicked softly, funneling streams of magic directly into Mom’s veins. Her face was tight and pale, but her chest rose and fell in a comforting, consistent rhythm. Nearby, Lord Chevlin magically examined Dr. Buchanan.

      “How’s my mom?” I asked.

      “Your mother should make full recovery,” Lord Chevlin told me. A thread of magic monitoring Dr. Buchanan’s heartbeat connected to the alchemist’s ear. “I’m infusing her with oxygen and fluids to speed the healing process, but she must be kept asleep for the night. It’ll take time to reproduce the lost blood.”

      Reassured, I watched Lord Chevlin’s magic work. Magic sparkled on a chart as he made notes just like our doctors did. A thin sheet of golden magic shot from Lord Chevlin’s eyes and scanned Dr. Buchanan from head to toe.

      “He’s looking for broken bones, brain swelling and organ damage,” Nemantia explained.

      Cool. Lord Chevlin was his own MRI machine. He placed a hand on Dr. B’s lower back and more magic trickled into his patient.

      “Your adrenals are still producing cortisol,” he said to Dr. B. “I’d like to give you an infusium of lavender to calm you. It may make you sleep, but that’s a good thing.”

      “Don’t look so worried, my dear.” Dr. Buchanan grinned at me. “I’m fit as a fiddle, thanks to your prodigious ability to crawl through tight spaces.”

      “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      Lord Chevlin washed his hands in a fountain of shells with circulating water, then he lifted my hand and unwound the strip of sky-blue silk that bound it.

      “It was very close, though, arch mage,” he warned. “If you’d been even minutes later, the damage to your mother would have been irreversible. You were right to leave in spite of the significance of the meeting.”

      I hardly remembered why I left. An overwhelming sensation of dread for Mom and Dr. B filled me, then my magic buzzed in alarm. Knowing what happened to them, my concern was warranted. Maybe my magic somehow connected me to those I loved. One thing was certain: if I ever felt that way again, I wouldn’t hesitate. I’d jump into action. And take Temnon with me.

      Lord Chevlin clicked his tongue and reached for an instrument that resembled an elongated pair of tweezers and an empty ceramic bowl. His magical scanner worked over my hand, and he tweezed four shards of glass from my palm. They clinked as they fell into a bowl.

      “That must hurt,” he said, still scanning. “No severed ligaments. Good.”

      In truth, my firing legs hurt so bad I didn’t notice the pain in my hand. Nemantia brought the alchemist a fresh bowl filled with a brownish liquid that smelled like rubbing alcohol and weeds. I wrinkled my nose.

      “It’s to disinfect the wound,” Nemantia told me.

      She assisted Lord Chevlin with practiced efficiency, anticipating his needs. Lord Chevlin held my hand over the fountain and rinsed my hand with the brown liquid. It stung, but I felt better at the same time. Then his magic coated my cut and wove the flesh back together. Next, he put a hand on my head. I’d forgotten about the piece of wall whacking me.

      “Surface swelling only. No concussion. I can fix that right up. Run into a wall?”

      “It ran into me.”

      Lord Chevlin grimaced. “How rude.”

      The dull throbbing faded away and the tightness eased. Magical medicine was awesome.

      “Your cortisol levels are higher than James’s. You could use a lavender infusium as well. Or rest in the Fulcrum for twenty minutes.”

      “I sleep there every night.”

      He huffed in disbelief and kept on working. “Your flesh would boil after a few hours.”

      “Nope. I love it there.”

      That made him pause. “Your magic reserves must be immense,” he said.

      “I am the only wizard on Second Earth,” I reminded him.

      Eager curiosity gleamed in his eyes. “Right. I did hear that. I’d love to run a few tests on you.”

      I thought Second Earth’s scientists were scary, but the glint in Lord Chevlin’s eye, the thurst for answers, freaked me out. “Another time, maybe.”

      “You are welcome to stay with your mother,” Nemantia told me, rubbing a green paste on the back of Dr. Buchanan’s neck, “but you and Dr. B should get some sleep.”

      Dr. Buchanan didn’t wait to get to his room. His head lolled back, and he snored loudly.

      “Oops,” giggled Nemantia. “Dr. Buchanan is quite sensitive to lavender, isn’t he?”

      “I’ll have him taken to his room,” Lord Chevlin volunteered. “Princess, why don’t you take the arch mage to the Fulcrum so she can recharge?”

      “Thanks,” I said. “But I can’t rest until Mom is better. I’ll stay here.”

      Lord Chevlin didn’t seem too worried about me staying. “Just as long as you get into the Fulcrum for at least twenty minutes before dawn.” He washed his hands again. “And try to get some sleep tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “For saving Mom, and for fixing Dr. Buchanan and me.”

      “It’s the least I could do. The way I see it, I owe you free healing for the rest of your life, since you saved mine.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I muttered, kind of embarrassed. “I didn’t restore everyone expecting payback.”

      His efficient, professional demeanor disappeared, and his eyes twinkled with appreciation. “And that, Lady Agnes, is why we are so taken with you. Modesty is rare among wizards. Especially powerful ones. Take care.”

      As he left, a couple of orderlies brought in a gurney, and Dr. Buchanan slumped onto it. I’d never seen him asleep before. Like Dame Maudine, he usually brimmed with energy. I squeezed his hand as the orderlies steered him to the door. If I hadn’t gone to Isla DeSoto when I had, things might have turned out so differently. Imagining Mom dead and Dr. B trapped for days started the tears flowing all over again.

      “Aggie?” Nemantia wrapped her arms around me and stroked my neck.

      “What if I hadn’t gotten there in time?” I sobbed into her shoulder.

      “You have to stop this. The ‘what if’ game is a cruel one. Your body’s defenses can’t tell the difference between a real experience and an imagined one. Your mom is safe. And Dr. B is getting the best sleep of his life. Put away your fear and see the bright side.”

      “You’re right,” I sniffled, gaining control.

      “Of course, I am.” She guided me over to the recliner and sat me down. “Now, what else can I do for you?”

      “There is one thing,” I admitted. “Sadie and Ms. Chippy are in Boston. Not exactly on the ring of fire, but with the megalomag so angry…” I trailed off, considering again all the destruction the megalomag might cause.

      “Say no more. I’m sure Father will allow it since Boston is relatively safe. Will I have to explain First Earth to them?”

      “Sadie knows. But not Ms. Chippy.”

      “Not to worry. Jenz is a marshal and has access to zen-shots.”

      “You really like him, don’t you?”

      She beamed at the floor. “I do. I think he may ask for my hand someday.” She softened at the thought and glowed with love. “I’d be honored to be his wife.”

      I’d wondered for ages, but never dared ask. I smiled though, having gained courage through my many wizarding adventures, and decided to risk it. “I don’t want to offend, Nemmy. But how does that work? You’re a wizard, and he isn’t.”

      “Father married a non-wizard. Great-granny married two, her first marriage lasted a hundred and twenty years, and her second fifty-four.”

      “A hundred and twenty?”

      “Great-granny is a life wizard. She kept her first love quite healthy. Between her two husbands she had three children. I have generations of Hiatts and Raydin relatives living in the afterlife. Cousins two or three times removed are my age.”

      “Raydin and Hiatt? Not Odonata?”

      “The Odonata name is given to wizards. If a non-wizard is born, they inherit the traditional family names. If I do marry Jenz, he will keep his surname. If our children are born wizards, they will carry the Odonata name; if they aren’t, they will take Jenz’s surname of Nighting.”

      It sounded complicated, but no more complicated than blended families on my planet. It was nice to learn about my best friend’s family.

      “Wizards are rare,” Nemantia continued, perching gracefully on the arm of my chair. “Finding one you love is even rarer. I’m willing to outlive someone I truly love. After all, we’ll have eternity together in the next life.”

      Since she was being so nice and open, I dared ask another question I’d always wondered about. “What happened to your mother? Or is that too personal?”

      “Aggie, you are so sweet. You are my dearest friend. Nothing is too personal.” She stared at nothing, and her perfect posture lost a bit of energy. “Mother left my dad when I was three. It broke his heart, but I believe he will find love again. He’s still handsome and young, for a wizard. I’m quite certain he longs for what Claude and Serene have, but like I said, wizards are rare.”

      “I’m sorry about your mom.”

      “I hold no resentment. Being queen isn’t for everyone. She sends me notes every so often, and I have Great-granny Maudine. I’ve never felt neglected. Now”—she clapped her hands—“I’ll go and fetch Sadie and Ms. Chippy, and make sure they get rooms. You rest here with your mom. I’ll check on you in the morning.”

      “Thanks, Nemmy.” I leaned back into the chair. It magically molded to my shape. Cool.  Comfortable in the custom recliner, I faded fast. An itch prompted my hand to fly up to my neck, and my fingernails scratched into a thin coat of lavender-scented film. “Did you rub an infusium on me when we hugged?” I asked, yawning.

      “You’re welcome.”

      My head fell back against the soft recliner. Above me, fish drifted through the tank in the ceiling, their ghostly white bellies contrasting with the dark sky. Nemantia draped Temnon’s coat over my partially exposed legs, and I snuggled deep into the high collar. The fine, woolen fibers held his smell, and I turned up the lapel over my nose to breathe him in. Okay, yeah, this coat was now mine. His scent mixed with the lavender, and my lashes grew heavy. Apparently, Dr. Buchanan wasn’t the only one sensitive to lavender infusium.
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      I woke in the Fulcrum, surrounded by stars, feeling warm and relaxed. My nerves had calmed, so I lifted my arms high above my head and stretched from my fingers to my toes. I felt the tiniest bit stiff. Probably from crawling through the wreckage of the DeSoto Estates. I wasn’t used to moving like that. A slight movement caught my attention.

      “Grimmal?”

      But it wasn’t a starry cat. Instead, a white rose floated next to me. When I caught it, a blush of deep red poured into the bloom. Temnon must have put me in the Fulcrum while I slept. At least someone followed Lord Chevlin’s orders.

      I stuck the rose’s stem through a loop in his coat’s lapel and pulled myself over to the door. I was still connected to Mom’s hospital room. Night contrasted with the fish tank ceiling, and Mom slept peacefully, her face relaxed and her color much healthier. I leaned through the swirling bubble film and kissed her on the head. She opened her eyes.

      “Agnes? Hi, sunshine,” she said like she hadn’t nearly died a few hours ago. “Where are we?”

      “Alchemy Wing on First Earth. I used a Jent Path to get you out of the wreckage.”

      “Wreckage?” Her memory dawned. “Oh, right. We got hit by a quake. Temnon came looking for you and told us about the huge monster in the core. Is James okay?”

      I’d almost forgotten about the megalomag. “Better than you. You almost bled to death.”

      She closed her eyes and touched her collar bone. “I thought it broke.”

      “It did. Lord Chevlin repaired it. He’s an alchemist. A wizard doctor.”

      “A heavy beam fell on me.” She stared up from her bed, confused by the swirling magic film surrounding her, as she put her shattered memory back together. “It happened so…quietly,” she remembered. “After all the pictures of destruction I researched, I expected explosions and crashes, or alarms, but it was quiet—and eerie. My only warning was a wave of motion sickness, then I noticed the light fixtures swinging in a circle. The earthquake didn’t even seem very strong.”

      “It had to be. Every tree fell, and the house splintered.”

      “Really?” she asked, puzzled. “That doesn’t make sense. The ground barely moved.” She stared up at the swimming fish, then smirked with ironic understanding. “The ground. It was made of sand. Liquefaction uprooted the trees and shifted the foundation. Plus, I doubt that house had a very strict building code.”

      “I guess not.”

      “I ran for James as the roof came down. It broke my collarbone and knocked me to the floor, but the desk stopped it from crushing me. He dragged me the rest of the way. Good thing that desk was so sturdy.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, grateful to be talking to her, but still guilty I didn’t warn her. “Mom, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry? For what?”

      “For not realizing you were in danger.”

      She put a hand on my cheek. “Oh, Agnes. Sometimes you open your mouth and your dad comes out. He always worried about others and blamed himself for everything. Sweetheart, my trials, my pain, my grief—they are for me. They’re not yours to bear. You have enough on your shoulders without taking on my problems. I’m an adult. I should have gotten myself out of there.”

      “But…”

      “No buts, sunshine. You can have empathy for others without piling blame on yourself. Promise to work on that.”

      “I’ll try. But it seriously goes against my nature.”

      “You can do it. Everyone has to master themselves. Now, is there a nurse around? I need to use the bathroom. Or some magical substitute. Then I’ll go back to sleep, and so will you. No arguing. I can tell when you need sleep.”

      I kissed her again. “Goodnight, Mom. I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      “Thanks to you,” she grinned at me. “My little girl’s an action hero.”

      Not really, but I blushed anyway. I found someone to help Mom and headed into the hall to find Nemantia and see if she’d brought Sadie and Ms. Chippy. I’d feel a lot better knowing they were out of the megalomag’s reach. A sentry usually stood at every intersection, but I didn’t see any red jackets. Not knowing which way to go, I wandered, expecting to run into a sentry soon. Portraits of royal ancestors lined the stretching hall, and those who depicted wizards sparkled with magic. Up ahead, I saw a face very similar to Dame Maudine and went to inspect the painting. The placard read, Her Royal Majesty, Philomenth Odonata, and the magic on her painted face glittered as bright as sunlight reflecting off a mirror. I watched, mesmerized, when the sparkle flitted up and over the arching hall and perched behind me. It was the patch of magic I had seen in my room. The light gave me a second chance to follow it.

      Determined not to lose it this time, I chased it down the left side of the hall and around the corner. Stumbling over Temnon’s long coat, I spotted the patch waiting at the end of a long hall. I hurried past dozens of gilded arches to where it glimmered on a portrait of Henri Shavier. The same matter shaper in Dominath’s book who shaped the palace from the bedrock. It swooped to the right of the portrait and circled a carved fleur-de-lis next to an empty section of paneling. I pushed the wooden decoration and the paneling twinkled into nonexistence, revealing a door behind it. My patch of light fell to the floor and slid under the narrow crack beneath the door.

      Should I open it? Would I get in trouble? My light always led me to something important, but never somewhere illegal. And I had the feeling that opening that door was dangerously close to trespassing. I grasped the handle, paused to wonder if I was crazy, and then turned it slightly. With footsteps quieter than a breath, I entered into the darkness.

      Shadows of strange shapes leapt around me as my light darted through and behind hundreds of crowded objects. Dizzied by the strobe effect of my zooming light, and nervous about trespassing, I stayed close to the door and tried to make out the shadows. Something seemed familiar about this place, but not familiar enough to make me let go of the doorknob. Finally, my light landed on a shelved object wedged between dozens of other knick-knacks. Even with the glow of my magic, darkness shrouded the shelves, and I held my breath until my face expanded with pressure. It took several seconds, but I convinced myself to stop being a wimp and stepped forward. The moment I did, the small object lit by my patch of magic twitched, pushed through the other trinkets, and rolled off the shelf. A musical jangle sounded as it hit the thick rug beneath the shelf. Then, as if possessed by a poltergeist, it jerked unevenly over the carpet pile until it bounced against the toe of my shoe. I froze. But the impatient gadget nudged my shoe repeatedly until I squatted down to take a closer look.

      It was a rattle. Small and silver, with a delicate handle on one end and a rounded, egg-shaped bulb on the other. Judging by the sound it made when it fell, various-sized bells filled the bulb. But what held my fascination was the radiating magic wafting from inside the silver. I’d never seen magic like it. It pooled and drifted, like smoke from a fire, but only if the fire were dark and the smoke gave off deep-plum light. This was the same rattle Dame Maudine used to classify my magic months ago. The one she pressed into my hand before jumping away in fear. The one she said contained a djinn.

      I knew from before that a powerful force occupied that rattle. If Maudine feared it, should I? If whatever lived inside the silver hull wanted to harm me, why did my magic bring me here? Truth magic confused me at times. I gave the rattle a little test and accessed my gift of truth.

      “Touching this rattle won’t hurt me.” My words formed clearly. Perfect. I reached down and picked it up.

      As my fingers gripped the handle, the rattle thrashed and a jolt of power made the hair on my arms stand up. A thin, feminine giggle echoed from inside the silver bulb.

      “Uff. That wasn’t very smart of you,” the voice judged.

      “Why not?” I asked out loud.

      “Touching the rattle may be harmless, but you didn’t ask about what’s inside it. I’m much more powerful than any wizard. What if I decided to possess you and use your body to execute the royal family?”

      Playfulness softened the threat, so it didn’t scare me. The being inside the rattle sounded more like a chastising kid than a sinister monster.

      “I like the royal family,” I told her. “Please don’t.”

      “I’m not going to. The point is, the truth can be deceiving, or incomplete, or even in limbo. But you know that better than anybody.”

      The voice had good insight, and goosebumps raised on my arms. Even simple truths are complicated sometimes. Like right now. If she was powerful enough to execute the Odonatas, why was she stuck in a rattle? If I kept her talking, maybe she’d tell me.

      “You know who I am?”

      “Agnes Ann Cavanaugh, Arch Mage of Second Earth and Wielder of Truth,” the voice within the rattle sang out. “Everyone knows who you are.”

      “That isn’t true,” I corrected.

      “Well, maybe not, but you’re gaining notoriety every moment.”

      “Being famous isn’t one of my life goals, believe me.”

      “You are not spoiled by your power? How refreshing. You remind me of Delphi. She was never ruined by her influence either. Even though she had six bodyguards keeping away the masses at all times. Handsome bodyguards. Ya hiee, Delphi. How I miss you.”

      The smoke’s glow dimmed, and a wave of sad loneliness drifted around my hand.

      “Was she a wizard?” I asked, trying to be polite.

      “Was she a…? Delphinium Trendicles?” Offended, her smoke warmed. “Only the most famous wizard of all time. How have you never heard of her?”

      “I’m from Second Earth,” I explained. “Magic was banned.”

      “If I am not mistaken, Lady Agnes, you are the arch mage of Second Earth thanks to one of Delphi’s prophecies. I should think a bit of appreciation is in order.”

      “Oh.” Now it all made sense. “Delphi was the Seer. I’ve never heard her real name. I’m not sure anyone even knows it any more. You knew her personally? Just how old are you?”

      The tinny voice made it seem like she murmured an answer under her breath, but in the quiet of the night I heard her clearly. “Old enough to be given in marriage and young enough to hate it.”

      “What?” I asked, confused.

      “I’m as old as the Earth, but as young as a maid,” she said, louder this time.

      “That was cryptic.”

      “What do you expect?” she snapped. “My kind ages differently than humans.” I imagined her turning away and crossing her arms with angst. If she even had arms.

      “So, then, are you a djinn?”

      “That’s like me asking if you’re a boy. I’m a genie. Males are djinn, females are jiniri.”

      “Sorry. I’ve heard of genies, and djinn, but Second Earth doesn’t have contact with other magical worlds and Dame Maudine mentioned djinn…”

      “Well, she’s never really spoken to me, so she wouldn’t know. I’ve talked to Nemantia, though. She’s lovely. Just like a princess should be.” The smoke magic slowed and curled daintily.

      Nemantia knew her. And she probably knew all about genies, since conjuring was a sub-talent of necromancy. It made me feel much more comfortable about the whole conversation.

      “Did you meet Nemantia when Maudine tested her with this rattle?”

      “Not exactly. I haven’t been out for three hundred years. Dame Maudine used magic to classify Nemantia, but I’ve spoken to the princess like I’m talking to you. It gets lonely in here.”

      “Why don’t you come out?”

      “That is none of your business, and none of hers either.”

      Her smoke glowed and roiled with jerking gusts. I made her mad. Afraid she’d retreat into the rattle before I figured out why my magic brought me here, I changed the subject.

      “What is your name?”

      “Kinza. It means treasure,” she said, calming down. “What does Agnes mean?”

      “Pure or holy.”

      “How fitting for a truth wizard.”

      I never thought about it before, but it really did fit. I doubted my mom knew I’d be a truth wizard when I was born, but it was a cool coincidence.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “Well, then Lady Agnes,” Kinza sang with official importance. “Pure Wizard of Truth, Holy Angel of the Jent Paths, and Arch Mage of Second Earth. Why have you summoned me?”

      “Huh? I summoned you?”

      “Well, it sounded like a summons,” she backtracked, “but hearing your reaction, now I’m not so sure. What are you doing here?”

      “I followed my magic. It brought me to a hidden door, then your rattle jumped off the shelf, and I picked it up. Like an idiot, apparently.”

      “Your magic acts on its own? How can you tell? Do you feel a tug?”

      Kinza didn’t know I could see magic. I liked the idea of having at least one secret. “Something like that,” I answered. “I’m new to this whole wizard gig. I usually follow my instincts.”

      “Then perhaps I know a truth you are seeking. Ask me a question.”

      Yes! Finally! My magic was so awesome! I needed answers about the megalomag and a flashing patch of light led me to the one being who might know.

      “Do you know of a demon that lives inside the core of a planet and causes the surface to shake?”

      Nothing. For several tense seconds, she said nothing. My knee bounced in anticipation as I waited.

      “Like a fire demon living in the magma?” she clarified. “A big fire demon?”

      “No. The entire core is alive. Cells, organs, eyeballs—all made of magma. Even the bones are a sort of a solidified liquid. As it moves around, it causes the Earth’s crust to shake and crack.”

      “It can’t be a demon.”

      “What else could it be?”

      “Agnes, Sixth Earth is my home. I know all about demons. There is no such creature as what you are describing.”

      My hope crashed into my stomach. If a genie from Sixth Earth had never heard of it, then why did my magic bring me here? What a waste.

      “I guess I’ll just have to hope the poison works,” I said, disappointed.

      “Poison? Uff. I suppose first impressions can be wrong.”

      The rattle rolled off my hand and jangled as it landed on the plush carpet. The smoke splashed in a circle and plum droplets diffused around my ankles. For a being as old as the Earth, she sure changed her attitude in a blink.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing,” she tossed back, rolling away from me. “You’re arch mage. You can do what you want. It’s just surprising to see someone who risked her life to save her friends have so little regard for other forms of life.”

      “What choice do I have?” I chased after her and knelt down, trying to convince her. “It’s shaking my planet apart.”

      “True.” The rattle wobbled across the carpet, as if Kinza paced inside the bulb as she debated with me. “But consider this; would you approve of a colony of ants killing a little girl because she stepped on their anthill and smashed hundreds of their workers?”

      “Of course not.”

      “How about putting down a unicorn who kicked someone while trying to avoid capture?”

      “Uh, probably not. I’ve never seen—”

      “But because the magma creature is scary,” she interrupted, her indignant tone rising in volume, “killing it is your only option?”

      “It’s dangerous,” I protested. “It’s killed thousands of people in earthquakes.”

      “Maliciously?” The rattle’s handle swung around and pointed accusingly at me. “Do you know its intent?”

      Defending myself against a rattle was one of the strangest things I’d ever done, but I did it anyway. “Throwing fireballs is pretty malicious.”

      The shining smoke formed into a thick forefinger and pointed at my face, forcing me to lean back. “You were in its territory. You are in the wrong here. This is your fault.”

      “My fault?” I whispered, shocked.

      “Any death affects the environment. A monumental creature has a monumental effect. You are the arch mage. You are supposed to solve problems, not create bigger ones.”

      I tried to hear a lie, but she spoke the truth. I bristled. My fault? I wasn’t cracking the foundation of my planet. A fierce tightness clamped down in my neck and shoulders. Armies of dedicated wizards were helping me find a solution, and none of them thought we should start a twisted hippie Save the Megalomag Foundation. That horrible, violent, destructive beast nearly crushed my mom. It almost fried me and Temnon. After all I had done and suffered to help save my planet, and this…this…this pro-demon genie was telling me to let it live? To what end? The destruction of my home planet? The loss of billions of lives? No way. No way ever.

      “What do you know?” I yelled,  standing up and stomping the plush carpet. “You’ve never been to my planet! You’ve never faced the megalomag! You don’t even dare leave your precious rattle!”

      The smoke dissipated, and the glow vanished. The silver rattle lay inanimate among the piles of the carpet, all traces of Kinza faded from my mind. I sank to my knees as angry tears swelled behind my closed eyelids. Now on top of the enormous pressure of saving a whole planet, I had to feel guilty about killing a monster? Being arch mage was the worst job ever!

      A door opened in the darkness and light shone on a vibrant, ancient face. “Agnes? Is that you?” Maudine’s familiar voice called out. “Goodness, sweetling, whatever is going on in here?”

      “A whole mess of confusion.” I sniffed, wiping tears from my eyes.

      She knelt by me and put a hand on my hair. “Dear child, how did you get in here? Are you lost?”

      “Yes,” I cried. “Completely, hopelessly, and utterly lost.”
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      I spent the last few hours of the night bawling in the Fulcrum. Even the reviving warmth of creation cooled, overwhelmed by my despair. Drat that genie! I had to kill the megalomag or watch Dr. Silva’s computer rendering come to pass. The images of Japan rising out of the ocean, volcanoes erupting through Indonesia, and the west coast of South America snapping off and plummeting into a watery abyss played repeatedly in my head. I kept imagining my mom’s spirit, bound to life only by the grace of Nemantia’s blue magic, multiplied by the billions. Families torn apart by pain, fear, and death.

      I had to kill it. I had to.

      But Kinza’s words had rooted in my soul. You’re supposed to solve problems, not make them worse. My magic didn’t waver. Kinza spoke the truth. I knew beyond the slightest doubt it was the truth. So what would happen if I killed the megalomag? What disaster could possibly be worse than the scenarios already playing in my head?

      With my head buried in my arms, I spun weightless in space, teetering on the verge of a mental breakdown when my mage door opened. A curly, blond mop of hair on top of a curvy female figure stood silhouetted by the morning light filling the doorway.

      “Agnes,” Sadie called. Her voice was dispersed by the enormity of the Fulcrum. “There you are! Nemantia and Jenz told me about the earthquake! How’s your mom?”

      She was so…normal. So…Sadie. Somehow her familiarity pulled me out of my calamitous imagination and back to the present. I still had time to figure things out. My future hadn’t overtaken me yet. I swiped my face on the lapel of Temnon’s coat and forced my trembling voice to steady.

      “Hi, Sades. Mom’s better.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad. I couldn’t bear it if you lost both your parents.” Using the chain attached to the doorway, she pulled me in and started to hug me, but backed off. “Oops. Your shoulder. I almost forgot.”

      “It’s fine.” I swung my arm in an arch to show her. “They have wizard doctors here. I’m totally healed.”

      “Really? I love this place.” She took my hand and dragged me to my table heaped high with food. “I’m kind of mad about you keeping it a secret. Hey! Do you think the wizard doctors know anything about blindness?”

      “Yup. Dr. B’s been able to see since last summer.”

      She slammed her hands on the table. “Are you freaking kidding me?” Her tone rose to an ear-piercing height. “I’m so going to hold this over him. I mean, you I understand, with Colucci trying to pin you as an alien, but Papa James is family. He’s going to have to make this up to me, for sure.” She picked up a knife and cut into a thick slice of ham. Juices ran over her plate and the savory aroma made my tummy rumble. “You’re giving me a tour after breakfast, right?”

      I pressed a napkin to my mouth to keep my half-chewed eggs from falling out. Failing at that, I swallowed them whole. “I have to go back to the core soon. I need to prepare. But don’t worry, Dr. B lived here for months last summer. He practically memorized the whole history of First Earth. He’ll give you a tour and introduce you to Temnon’s family.”

      “I guess that will do. I’d rather go with you, but at least I didn’t end up like Ms. Chippy.”

      “Why? What happened to Ms. Chippy?” I asked.

      “She’s zoned out in a high security room.”

      “She’s in prison? She’s not dangerous.”

      “No, hon, it’s not like that.” Sadie reached out and squeezed my hand. Her selfless, loving act comforted me much more than she knew. “Jenz dosed Ms. Chippy with a spell. She’s blissfully happy and totally oblivious of all this First Earth stuff. Security is keeping an eye on her, so she doesn’t wander and get lost in the hallways.”

      “Maybe I should tell her…” I started.

      “I wouldn’t,” Sadie advised. “She has questionable relations. I’d hate to see you kidnapped and held for ransom.” I smirked, but Sadie frowned at me. “I’m serious. Why do you think she treats us like her own kids? Working for Papa James changed her life. Honestly, she’d probably rather die than give you up, but why make her choose?”

      Wow. I’d known Ms. Chippy for years. It never occurred to me that she had a sketchy history. It gave me a lot to think about.

      “Speaking of kidnapping, what happened to your kidnapper guy?” Sadie asked.

      “Rein?” I’d practically forgotten about him. “He’s being held.”

      “In a real high security room, I hope. With armed guards. He deserves no less.”

      “He showed up here right after I did,” I explained. “Temnon beat the crap out of him.”

      “Good,” Sadie approved. “But why did he even dare come here?”

      “To apologize.”

      “Wow. That was gutsy. Pointless, but gutsy.”

      Sadie stabbed at her plate, but I felt at peace about Rein. Temnon told me he’d be released, but with everything that had happened since, I had no idea if the siren prince sat in a cell or shopped in the capital. I wondered if he was okay.

      We talked and ate until the pile of food had vanished, mostly into me.

      “Much better.” Sadie sighed, completely content. “Almost as good as Ms. Chippy’s cooking. Now, Agnes, I’m your friend, so babe, I have to ask. What are you wearing?”

      I blushed, since only Temnon’s coat covered my bare legs. That’s when I noticed the pile of armor I left on the floor after my training session with Sempira.

      “Hey, Sades! Watch this.” I ran over to the mage door. “I wish for a set of lightweight, fire-resistant armor, please.”

      Beyond the door, several sets of armor mounted on pedestals filled my personal closet.

      “Whoa.” Sadie wandered through the sets of armor, touching them in awe.

      “Being arch mage has some perks,” I admitted, dragging the armor through the door. “Once I get these put away, I’ll let you borrow a dress. Trust me. Around here, no one wears denim.”

      “So whatever you wish for? The room just magically gives it to you?”

      “Um…sort of. The doors don’t create stuff. They link to real places. This armory is probably here in the palace somewhere.”

      “So these doors are standard for First Earth people?”

      “Oh, no. Only arch mages have access to mage doors.”

      “You’re an arch mage. Do you have a mage door at  our home?”

      “Yes, but the only place it connects to is the Fulcrum. Which I’m grateful for, but I don’t exactly have a wizard network back there. I don’t even have an Apex yet.”

      Sadie ran a finger over a shiny suit of armor and zoned out. I wasn’t sure where her brain went, but I was sure it had something to do with fashion. I searched for an empty mannequin through the sets of armor. Some were traditional iron or steel sets, like a medieval knight would wear. A few sets matched Sempira’s leather armor. Near the back I found the ceramic-plated armor and dumped my pile near an empty mannequin. With Sadie’s help, I strapped it on.

      “So, are you going to change into armor?” she asked.

      “Not yet. Just a second.” I pulled her back into my room, closed the mage door, and wished for a selection of royal dresses in both our sizes. As I pulled it open again, Sadie exhaled in utter awe.

      “No way!” She all but floated into the rainbow cloud of silks and satins. “You really need a closet like this at home. So I can borrow absolutely everything.”

      I relaxed a bit and slid into the first dress I grabbed, a taupe day dress devoid of frills. I figured I’d have to change into my enchanted armor soon enough. Sadie went for a dramatic, red ball gown.

      She didn’t know it, but she saved me, from my own imagination. She didn’t provide a solution to my problem or take any of the weight from my shoulders, but she made me remember what and who I fought for. And I intended to fight. For Sadie, and Mom, and Dr. B, and all the Alvaro Silvas and their chubby-cheeked, adorable daughters. There were no nameless masses. There were only billions of real lives and each one was precious. Each one worth saving.

      I could do this.

      Sadie happily twirled in front of a mirror, modeling dress after dress. I smiled, and breathed, and remembered every moment I had with my mom. I drew in joy and enthusiasm to balance out the misery and confusion I wrestled with all night. By the time Temnon knocked on my door, I felt normal.

      Well, almost normal.

      Stress grasped at my throat as I told Sadie it was time to go. I had to cough a few times to get the words out. She came with us to the hospital wing and held my hand as we said goodbye to my mom. My poor, brave mother. She was able to sit up but shook with the effort to keep from crying. So did Dr. Buchanan. Sadie didn’t have the same personal experience with earthquakes, so the severity of the mission escaped her. She hugged me with all her heart and made me promise to show her all of First Earth when I conquered the demon. Funny how someone else’s genuine words can make you feel better and worse at the same time.

      As I left the room, Dr. Buchanan stood next to Mom with his hand on her shoulder. Partly to support her, partly to prevent her from jumping out of bed to stop me. Sadie stroked her back. I knew, even if I didn’t return, she had someone to love her. It was a small comfort.

      Temnon led me away from the hospital wing down hallways that gradually faded in opulence. First, rich decorations were replaced by plain tables and benches, then we passed the last of the beautiful paintings. Soon, even the carved, golden arches changed into simple stone beams.

      Heading down our fourth flight of stairs, I said, “This isn’t the way to the throne room.”

      “No.” He intertwined my arm into his and stepped closer. “We are going to the bunker below the palace to pick up our weapons. And the other supplies.”

      “Weapons?”

      Why didn’t I think of using weapons? Probably because to the megalomag, a missile launcher felt like a tap-dancing gnat, but if Temnon wanted a weapon…

      At the bottom of the stairs, a long tunnel of gray cement wall between steel beams led under the palace. Temnon’s grim expression scrunched into worry. He stepped in front of me and gently cradled my face in both of his hands.

      “Agnes, will you promise me something?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’m serious about this, and I need you to be serious, too.” I let his blue eyes stare into mine. “Agnes,” he floundered, trying to find the right words, “if you have to choose between living and dying, I want you to live.”

      “That seems obvious.”

      “No, I mean, you might have to choose. Do you see? You might have to choose between yourself and your planet.”

      I didn’t expect that. Of all the awful scenarios that plagued me while I drifted in the Fulcrum, sacrificing myself to save the planet never entered my mind.

      “Can you do that, Agnes?” he urged. “Can you promise me that you will live?”

      “You’re asking me to save myself over billions of people? Temnon, how can you ask that?”

      “Easily. I want you to live. I want everyone else to live, too, but I’m not in love with everyone else, so if you have to choose…”

      I reached up and ran my fingers through his hair. “Temnon, you know I can’t make that promise.”

      “I know.” He wrapped his fingers around my hand and pressed his lips into my palm. “But I’m going to choose you. How can I do anything else?”

      I tucked my head under his chin and cuddled into the warmth of his chest. “Forget about that. Let’s save everybody and live happily ever after instead.”

      He hugged me so tight the air blew from my lungs. “I like that idea,” he said into my hair.

      We took ten minutes to walk down the subterranean tunnel at a leisurely pace. The tingle in my legs increased with each step closer to the bunker. Temnon held my hand, and I tried to distract myself from my aching legs with the feel of his skin.

      At the end of the tunnel, Ambassador Serene stood in front of a plain, solid, steel door devoid of any decoration. As big as a loading bay, it had no lock or handle and no spells protecting it.

      “Lady Agnes,” she greeted, with a nod and a tight smile.

      “Ambassador,” I returned. “I didn’t expect you here.”

      She didn’t reply, but she turned away from me to face the door. I thought I might have seen her chin quivering.

      She traced a complex pattern across the metal surface with her index finger. A light-blue trickle of magic followed the drawing, and I watched the magic scan her fingerprint and track the pattern. That was a cool security measure. Then, with a loud clunk, the brace bars shifted, allowing the door to swing open.

      “Surprise.” Temnon guided me through the door.

      King Odric, Arch Mage Claude, and dozens of wizards, scholars, and military commanders milled in a group. As I entered, they parted to give me a clear view of the bunker.

      Among the acres of tanks, ballistae towers, and racks upon racks of artillery, two regiments of soldiers stood straight and tall in perfect formation. They wore the same red armor we used to enter the core four days ago. Judging by the intense magic shifting across the mesh, the same enchantments imbued the armor. The regiments had seven lines and seven rows, with one commander at the head, equaling fifty soldiers per group. I recognized Sempira at the head of one regiment and Jenz at the head of the other. But if Jenz led these troops, then they weren’t soldiers.

      “Paladins?” I asked.

      “Nice.” Temnon placed a hand on the small of my back. “How did you know?”

      “Jenz. He’s a marshall, so I guessed.”

      “Smart,” he praised. “Sempira is the commander, with Jenz as second-in-command.”

      Sempira and Jenz marched forward to meet us. Having a hundred extra people floating around the core worried me. How could Temnon and Sempira hold back that much heat? Or create a vacuum pocket for all of them? And what about the pressure? Rein wouldn’t be there to keep our bodily fluids expanded.

      “This isn’t a good idea, Tem,” I whispered to him. “All these people will attract attention. The megalomag will be furious. Isn’t it better if we’re quiet? Just a few of us drop the poison and then get away?”

      “And leave you without protection?” Sempira questioned. She heard me in spite of my whisper. “We will not have it. You must be there to see what we cannot. There is no avoiding your participation, but we will not risk your safety. The paladins are trained in the art of protection. This is the best approach for this mission.”

      “But,” I began, but Jenz smiled and put a strong hand on my shoulder.

      “No getting out of this, Agnes. We’re coming.”

      My brain went wild with every possible way this could go wrong. Sempira scowled at me. She knew what I was thinking. My face gave away my fear without me saying a word.

      “We have planned extensively, arch mage. You shall not enter the core itself, but will remain in the edge of the lower mantle. That will put you close enough to connect telepathically to Temnon and myself as we administer the poison.” She gestured to dozens of pallets piled with metal capsules about half the size of torpedoes. There had to be at least a thousand of them. “Our scholars have carefully calculated the time it will take to distribute the capsules. Then a timer will release the poison. All that is left is to escape through a Jent Path.”

      “Speaking of Jent Paths, there won’t be space in Dr. B’s study for all these troops,” I pointed out.

      “Mother rewrote a path and connected a temporary Aether Stone,” Temnon explained. “It will take us all straight to the core.”

      “Wow,” I said to Serene. “That must have been hard.”

      “It only took a few sleepless nights.” Her smile exaggerated the bags under her eyes. “Claude and Odric have been working nonstop, as well as all the enchanters we could find, to improve the enchantments on your armor. You and the paladins are safe from the temperature and the pressure. You only have to worry about the megalomag itself. Watch it carefully, and report whatever you see to Madam Chief Sempira.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to see anything if I stay in the mantle. The floating rocks will get in the way.”

      “If you must venture into the core, I will take you.” If the voice didn’t give away the speaker, the heat did.

      Grimmal must have been hiding behind the door, waiting to make a dramatic entrance. And believe me, it was dramatic. He swelled up to the size of a tank, his fur sizzling like a million Fourth of July sparklers. Fangs stretched below his jaw, and dripping saliva burned holes in the cement floor. Flaming wings unfurled, and a wave of heat hit us. A few drops of sweat broke out in my hairline.

      “What form is that?” I gasped. “A helcat on steroids? Grimmal, you’ll cook me before I even get close to you.”

      He purred. Being feared as a dangerous hunter pleased him like no normal compliment could.

      “The king and his twin have taken my power into account.” He lifted a paw to watch his own white-hot claws extend and retract. “Your armor’s enchantments should provide adequate protection.”

      “And the megalomag won’t notice a giant, flaming, feline intruder?”

      “That’s where my troops come in.” Now Jenz tried to convince me this madness was a good idea. “We are all armed with elemental ammunition. Prince Temnon reported that ice had the greatest effect. We will provide you with cover, and hopefully distract the megalomag from you.” He turned to the troops and shouted, “Present arms!”

      With one movement, all ninety-eight of the paladins whipped up a nasty-looking weapon with a long barrel. The weapons loosely resembled rifles, but they didn’t have parts that fit together like the guns at home. These rifles were molded from a single piece of, um, not metal, maybe ceramic?

      Jenz aimed his weapon at Grimmal and fired a small bullet-shaped spell. The sciftan stayed put as the spell zoomed around him and hit the wall. Ice spread across the entire bunker wall. It froze and cracked, and chunks of cement crumbled to the floor.

      “Holy crap,” I whispered. I knew the palace weapons were enchanted to avoid friends of the king, but I’d never seen an ice bullet do so much damage.

      “These projectiles have been specially amplified for this mission. But we do have to be careful,” Jenz explained. “Because they spread so far, an ally might get caught in the scope of the enchantment by accident. Which is why we’d rather not have to use them.” He grinned. “But, we have them if they’re needed.”

      “Now,” Sempira added, a bit more kindly. “You have been trained in fire magic, and you are well-supported. No more stalling, arch mage.” She doused her flaming right hand to enclose mine. “Your armor, your troops, and your planet are waiting for you.”

      She took me to change into my armor. My skin vibrated with each piece I tugged on. The powerful layers of magic were thicker than the ceramic plates. Once dressed, Temnon’s family hugged me with genuine love, and then went to say goodbye to Temnon. Every one of those dignitaries lined up to wish me luck. With so much support, I should’ve felt encouraged. Heck, I should’ve felt invincible. After all, they’d addressed every possible contingency, right?

      Wrong, buzzed my magic inside my heart.

      The truth about the megalomag remained in question.
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      Temnon opened the Jent Path, and jumped in with Grimmal and I close behind. Sempira’s front regiment marched in after us, while Jenz’s paladins waited to take a second Path with the poison. I half-expected the paladins to fly through the Jent Path willy-nilly, but Sempira’s regiment stayed shoulder to shoulder as one unit all the way across the universe. Even as the pressure of the wormhole flung us all into hyperdrive, they remained in disciplined formation. I heard a few remarks about the similarity between my planet and theirs as we approached Second Earth, and a lot of exclamations as we all experienced the unique sensation of intangibly falling through a planet.

      The Jent Path to the core was far more comfortable than our previous trip. We didn’t freeze in the ocean or have to move the rock, just observe the scenery passing before us.

      Near the core, his temples tight from gritting his teeth, Temnon moved to the front of the group and gathered a huge, swirling ball of golden magic. As the Jent Path opened, he released it and shifted both rock and magma to create a large cavern for the troops to land in. At the last second, I realized why he was so focused. If he hadn’t opened a cavern, the Jent Path would have dropped us off in solid rock. Remembering how my dress fused with the wood of the DeSoto Estates, I appreciated materializing in an open space. Grimmal landed right after Temnon and stalked to the thin wall separating us from the megalomag. Sempira’s unit landed right after me, each line marching forward to make room for the next line to land. They were really well trained.

      As soon as my feet solidified, I gasped into my face shield. Heat and pressure pressed on me, but the enchantments coating my armor held, and my body wasn’t mushed into my helmet. The paladins didn’t seem to mind being a few spells away from instant death and scattered into a new formation, which made me curious. How could they walk in the weak gravity? Their feet didn’t even actually touch the uneven floor of the cavern. I lifted my hand and picked out an interesting pattern of magic on my gauntlet I didn’t see on our scouting mission. A gravity spell. Cool. Another new spell, some type of illusion magic, caught my attention. I wondered what it did.

      “Well done, Prince Temnon,” Sempira praised with the slightest trace of relief.

      “Yes,” I added, way too late. “Well done.”

      Temnon grinned through his panting as second golden circle opened. Jenz and his regiment, along with the pallets of poison capsules, landed safely.

      “Feel anything, arch mage?” Sempira asked me. “See anything unusual?”

      I went to where Grimmal sat with his ear pressed against the flowing magma. My boots depressed the air slightly. It felt like walking on foam rubber. Tense, with weapons ready, the paladins watched the thin wall bow and flex against the movement of the megalomag. Even after four days, it rolled around in agitation. I couldn’t see anything, so I tested the truth with my magic.

      “The megalomag knoos wer heere,” I fumbled. My chest clenched with the lie. “It hasn’t detected us yet,” I told her.

      “Excellent.” She turned to the paladins. “Offensive positions. Dispense the poison.”

      Sempira’s troops lined up in rows behind me and Temnon, while Jenz’s unit swarmed around the pallets. Four men picked up a capsule full of genetically modified poison and held it in front of the wall. The deadly poison within the enchanted capsule waited six inches from its intended target.

      “Any change?” Sempira double-checked.

      I ignored her and stared at the capsule. It was a metal bullet of guaranteed death. It and its sibling capsules carried a poison created for one purpose: to seek out and disintegrate the genetic code of the megalomag. It couldn’t fight back; it had no hope of recovery. I found myself wondering, would it hurt? How long would the creature suffer before death relieved the pain?

      Temnon shaped a capsule-sized hole in the rock. The four Paladins eased their capsule to the hole.

      A memory of purple smoke flaring in anger triggered my breath to seize. Any death affects the environment. A monumental creature has a monumental effect. You are the arch mage. You are supposed to solve problems, not create bigger ones. Kinza’s warning blared in my head like an air raid alarm. A monumental effect on Second Earth? I was a human on a planet constantly correcting the unintended effects of beneficial inventions. Car emissions, plastic waste, chemicals in the groundwater—all results of good ideas brought to life. The megalomag dwarfed those inventions. I could never correct the negative effects if I was wrong about ordering its death. A breathless cry choked out of me. I dashed over to the hole to stop the poison, but a rushing stream of magma carried it away. I was too late.

      “Did the demon feel the capsule?” Sempira asked, unaware of my sudden panicked regret.

      “No,” I groaned. I doomed this creature to death.

      The lethal poison drifting through the megalomag veins disturbed only me. The paladins celebrated the success of their mission with whispered congratulations and triumphant handshakes.

      A second capsule and a third were inserted into the hole. With each heavy capsule pushed into the megalomag’s bloodstream, a matching weight settled into the pit of my stomach. What was wrong with me? Why was I the only one who felt terrible? I opened up my magic, hoping for direction, guidance, or even a hint of justifications, but none came. My magic gave me no sense of relief. I felt only a heavy, swallowing pit of wrongness.

      I recalled visions of the many earthquakes’ destructive wakes to try to alleviate my depression. But all the visions of horror I’d seen blurred and ran off to the side. Only Kinza’s pointing finger appeared in crystal-clear view. She told me I was in the wrong. I was the bad guy.

      No! I shouted to my brain. I’m the victim! I’d been shaken, burned, pounded, cut, and crushed by this monstrosity’s earthquakes. I was the victim here. Truth and lies mushed into a confounding jumble. Where were right and wrong? Was the truth in limbo? Did coming here change it into something else?

      “Agnes?” Temnon gently took my hand. “What’s happening? Your scars are glowing.”

      Once he pointed it out, I noticed the warm hum of my magic. The truth tried to make itself known, but I fought my own perceptions. I slowly exhaled, closed my eyes, and let it work within me, ready to humbly accept what my own magic had to teach me.

      A vision began to form. A little girl in a jumper with an embroidered unicorn on the chest skipped down the sidewalk while she gripped the string of a bouncing balloon. But then my vision zoomed in and hundreds of smashed ants lay crushed beneath her sneaker. Zooming out again, the fabric unicorn began to move. Struggling and kicking, it pushed away from her jumper. A real, silver horn pierced the jumper, and a full-grown, live unicorn escaped the embroidery. But as it leapt from its prison, it kicked the little girl and she fell crying on the sidewalk. The balloon popped and fell down, down through the sidewalk into an underground cavern, where it splashed in wet, murky mud. Groans of pain and shame sang a requiem of regret. Suelta’s head rose from the mud, and hair trailing through the slime, she dragged herself painfully up into a big nest. On the bed lay a sweet, happy dragon fledgling. Unaware of her position, the baby rolled over and fell into a shining, silver pool of knowledge. She was lost in an instant. Dominath’s telepathic voice rang through the chorus of groans.

      There are consciences broader than mine. Unfathomable, in some cases. Agnes, do not roll out of the nest. I have no wish to see you crumpled.

      The images faded, and with a bit of mental adjustment, I brought my brain back to Temnon, the paladins, and Sempira. The paladins hurried about their task to end the life of the megalomag, but I didn’t join them. My vision couldn’t have been clearer. There were two sides to every story. Two experiences with every interaction. In truth, victims and perpetrators aren’t always defined. Sometimes both are wronged, and sometimes wrongs aren’t intentional. I was the arch mage of Second Earth, responsible for all magic on my planet, and the megalogmag was a magical creature. Who would see its side if I didn’t? In spite of Dominath’s warning, I had to see its side.

      A feline huff close by alerted me of Grimmal’s curious stare.

      Temnon touched my face shield. “You okay?”

      I was. Okay, I mean. At this moment I didn’t face death or pain, so yes, I was okay. I nodded, and Temnon, still concerned, turned away from me to check on the delivery of the poison.

      The rock between me and the megalomag broke up and melted into magma. I didn’t need any further invitation. I stepped into the magma and muscled my way deep into the thick liquid.

      “Agnes!”

      A flurry of strokes disrupted the flow of magma, and soon Grimmal’s intensely burning fur came close enough to see. Wait, I saw him? Through a molten solid? So, that’s what the illusion magic did: it made the magma translucent for a circle of about twenty feet. Nice.

      “Have you abandoned your senses? What is wrong with you?” the sciftan scolded.

      “Grimmal.” I leaned in and hugged his neck. “I’m glad you’re here. I probably shouldn’t do this by myself.”

      “Do what?” he growled suspiciously. “Agnes? What are you planning?”

      “I was so mad at Rein for kidnapping me, but you told me not to blame him for his mother’s dumb decisions. It helped me learn that there are two sides to every story. The megalomag must have a side to his story too, right? I have to learn what it is.”

      “What?”

      “I have to look inside its mind.”

      “Agnes, no!” he yowled, his mouth twisted in distress. “This thing is nothing more than a dangerous animal!”

      Grimmal’s frightening appearance only cemented my resolve. He looked like a dangerous animal at the moment, but I knew a noble, protective spirit brought life to the sizzling body. Kinza asked if I knew the megalomag’s intent, and I didn’t. Telepathically connecting to it was the only way to judge whether killing it was justified. I shoved forward until a rushing current swept me away from Grimmal’s reaching paw.

      I raced through the core’s circulatory system and asked my magic to form a dangerous spell. To my surprise, my magic responded without hesitation. A powerful telepathic spell as hot as the magma surrounding me collected in my chest. Once it hummed with perfection, I reached out through the ooze until I found a consciousness universally larger than the vast mind of Dominath.
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      For millennia all was right. Only the occasional shift in position altered the monotonous march of normal. But gradually, I noticed a change. Normal became lacking, sick, drained, and alone. Uncomfortable, I tossed back and forth, trying to relax. I couldn’t sleep with this strange, uneasy feeling, and I knew I needed to sleep or I wouldn’t develop. Afraid, I searched myself for the source of the illness. After a while, I noticed a fleck of dust floating on me. Then a small, cold, stinging pain made me jerk. I blew it away, and it stung me again. I tried to slap it, but I couldn’t find where it went. Determined, I hunted for it. I looked around the edge of my shell, but found nothing, so I searched in my organs, carefully examining every possible place the dust might hide…

      Hold on. I thought. Something doesn’t make sense. I can’t look at my own organs.

      A warm buzzing, familiar and wanted, comforted me and showed me the truth. These feelings weren’t my own. The mind I joined with rivaled the universe itself. It was self-aware, afraid, and sick, but it wasn’t me. I experienced what the creature did, and from its point of view, the last three hundred years happened in only a few minutes.

      It didn’t intend to harm anyone. It merely reacted to pain and illness. I knew what caused the pain, Temnon and Rein’s ice bullets, but what made it sick?

      I fanned my mind out, trying to find thoughts beyond the impulsive responses. Unembodied, my conscious self flew deeper into the creature’s brain. I passed the centers of creative thought, intellect, and coordinated muscle movement. I paused at the personality center. Perhaps the answer to the unease lay there? In the end, my buzzing magic led me deeper than the brain. I traveled into the megalomag’s genetic code, where the history of its kind lay embedded in ancient genomes. Dominath told me once that my genes contained information I couldn’t access. That is where I’d find answers. I plowed into the x-shaped chromosome and let myself sink into the genetic history of the megalomag.

      A beautiful creature, bright with pure, blazing light cruised through space, its wings of energy steering between the unending stars until it found the perfect setting. A cloud of dust and raw magic orbited the colony. The cloud of dust was barely big enough, but the magic was plentiful. This spot would grow a healthy being, and in addition, the plentiful magic would support other forms of life on the surface, whereas many planets orbiting the colony would not. Pleased, the creature gently placed a precious egg in the center of the dust. Satisfied with the placement, the magnificent mother curled its wings to gather dust, ice, and magic into a protective disc encircling the egg. Infusing the dust with her energy, she started it spinning. Now gravity would do the rest. She fulfilled one of the purposes of her creation and left to rejoin the colony, having given warmth, light, and energy to the developing planet.

      Time passed. The gravity of the spinning disc collected more and more matter until it became a sphere. Matter cocooned the egg, protecting it. The magic formed a magnetic field that flowed from one pole out into space in a giant arch and back into the opposite pole. This river of magic nourished the egg and kept it healthy. As it grew and developed in the core, dramatic changes happened on the surface. An atmosphere pushed back the cold of space. Soon, water separated from earth, and plant life grew. Animals and men covered the planet. Nations rose and fell, battles and innovations marked history, heroes triumphed and despots tainted the human race.

      Time stretched to several trillions of years. The planet grew old and no longer able to support life. Its people had abandoned it, taking much of the magic with them. The egg inside the planet felt the magic leave and the protective crust thin. The time had come. It absorbed the remaining magic and energy from the dead planet and broke through its cocoon. Energy expanded its compressed form and it grew to the size and image of its mother. It stretched its wings, and reveled in the heat and power of its adult form. Its leap into space crumbled the last of the once-living planet into matter dust where it drifted, cold and lifeless, until it found another sun to gravitate to.

      The newly hatched creature, pulled by instinct, soared through space until it met another of its kind. They circled each other in joyful greeting. Another joined, and another. Anxiously they waited as more beings joined the colony. For a while, they drifted, unable to fully combine, until a late-comer approached from the farthest corner of the universe. Each sibling found its way home. At last they could form a colony. Magic glowed and fire heated a chemical bond between the beautiful creatures forming a new sun. Together, their united gravity attracted matter dust and raw magic.

      The criteria had been met, and the sun stabilized. One at a time, each creature left the colony to find a pocket of dust suitable for an egg and the cycle of life began anew.

      A universe of suns and innumerable planets surrounded me. Each star was a friend, and planets were merely pebbles one had to sail around in case there might be an egg inside. Soaring through space, searching for a nest of my own, I noticed an egg being pulled by a gravity stronger than a sun. With sorrow, I wrapped the little egg in my wings and shepherded it away from the swirling black hole of emptiness. Sorrow, death, and wasted life hurt my soul. Not enough of my kind joined that colony, so the chemical bond didn’t form. Without the power of a colony, its members died, and their unmet potential spun into a pit of destruction. Turning away from the black hole, I went in search of two nests, one for the egg I found, and one for my own. My wings drifted up and down, rocking the egg back to sleep.

      Rocking.

      Or shaking.

      I couldn’t tell.

      A desperate word drifted through my head. I’d heard it before, I think. It sounded like…

      “Agnes!”
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      My head whipped back and forth. My eyes felt glued shut, but I forced them to open. Temnon leaned over me, shaking me as hard as he dared.

      “Are you with us?” he yelled through the telepathic link.

      Only part of me was. The megalomag’s memory was all so foreign, so unbelievable that I struggled to wrap my head around it. There were beings so massive that the endless reaches of space was their neighborhood. And the life and death of planets were only one of their generations. The love and concern of a mother, however, remained the same. Whether the infant was flesh and blood or flowing liquid magma, mothers want their offspring to grow happy and healthy. The genetic vision faded, and at last, I understood.

      The megalomag wasn’t a demon. It was a baby sun. And if I killed it, a new sun couldn’t form. I’d be denying entire planets of humans, animals, and plants the chance to live. Trillions upon trillions of lives cut off because I was too blind to help a sick baby. I mean, yeah, a baby bigger than the moon, but it was still a baby. A strong desire to save the megalomag welled up inside me. I wanted to wrap the shining little thing in my arms and rock it to sleep.

      “It’s like a phoenix,” I muttered. “It rises from death on flaming wings to create new life.”

      “Why are you talking about legends?” Temnon cried, half upset, half relieved. “We have bigger problems!”

      “Let me handle this.” Grimmal swiped a paw and batted me. It wasn’t even close to full strength, but I still flew like a cat toy. I slammed into Sempira and a couple of paladin soldiers who caught me and set me down. I didn’t feel a thing through my armor, but still…

      “What the cuss, Grimmal!” I yelled.

      “You’re welcome,” he purred, like he had just saved me. Arrogant son-of-a-sciftan.

      “Where are we?” I asked, still dizzy and confused.

      Sempira turned me around and showed me the cavern of rock with the paladin troops, but I saw them through an undulating tunnel about a hundred yards away. Glancing around, I gathered that I was still inside the megalomag, but Temnon created a space connected by the tunnel to the cavern.

      Yells of battle, and the sharp reports of firing rifles peppered inside my helmet. Giant splashes of magma smashed into the thin wall protecting the troops. The rock melted, and Sempira’s paladins shot ice rounds repeatedly into the glowing orange that hardened the magma into boulders of solid iron. The megalomag thrashed in pain and turned away. A seismic tsunami of magma pitched our little space like a ping pong ball, and we tumbled around inside it. Thicker than water, the waves were far more forceful than the ocean.

      “Temnon,” shouted Sempira, springing to her feet. “You must hold us steady.”

      “You try holding a liquid planet still!” Temnon shot back. His hands and feet were splayed open, and his magic braced the space against collapse.

      Sempira grabbed a fallen paladin by his armor, yanked him to his feet, and thrust his weapon into his hands.

      “Do not drop that again,” she barked at him.

      He nodded and raised it. The other paladins scrambled to their feet before the Jolo chief grabbed them too.

      “Commander Jenz,” she yelled into her telepathic insignia. “How many capsules are left?”

      “Not quite half,” came the reply. “Is Agnes safe?”

      “None of us are safe,” Sempira retorted. “But she is at least awake.”

      Temnon strained under the power of the hurling magma. “Throw them all in and let’s get out of here,” he groaned with shaking limbs.

      “We can’t.” Jenz’s weapon fired several times, drowning out half his sentence. “…specific timing or it will take years to kill it…” I heard more firing and a pained cry. “…continue to cause quakes.”

      “We have to draw its attention away from the capsules,” Sempira decided. “Forward unit! To me at once!”

      Twenty paladin warriors left the cavern and stumbled down the heaving tunnel. They piled in our small space, weapons at the ready. Then my brain finally started thinking again.

      “No!” I cried. “We can’t! We have to stop!”

      The Jolo ignored me and issued more commands. “Temnon, move us away from Jenz.”

      “Sempira!” I grabbed her arm. “No more shooting! You’re hurting it!”

      “You are confused, arch mage.” Focusing myopically on her mission, she flung me toward the tunnel. “Go to Jenz. We will draw away its attacks.”

      Another huge wave catapulted us upward and the tunnel disconnected. The paladins on the outer edges braced themselves against the semi-solid walls held by Temnon. Those in the middle flew to the ceiling and fell in a heap. The man who Sempira threatened remained on his feet and wrapped his arm around my shoulders to keep me from flying up with the others. We were thrown who knows how far from Jenz, but Sempira didn’t miss a beat.

      “Grimmal, deliver the arch mage to Commander Jenz,” she ordered.

      “Finally,” he growled, “an order I agree with.”

      He swiped his massive paw and scooped me onto his back. “Hang onto my collar, Agnes. I will take you to safety.”

      “No!” I pulled the kinetic energy from the super-heated air and fueled the truth. “This being is no demon. We must cease fire and protect it at all costs.”

      Shocked faces behind the clear armor shields stared at me. They heard, but they didn’t understand.

      “Agnes, what…?” Temnon asked.

      I slid off of Grimmal and elbowed between the paladins to get to him. “Tem, we have heard of the megalomag before. I connected to its genetic memory. That’s why I was unconscious. It’s a phoenix! But not like the legend. It creates life by forming a new sun. Killing it will cause irreparable damage to the life cycle of the universe. Trillions will be affected. We have to get back all the capsules. We can’t let it die!”

      “But what about Second Earth? Your friends? Dr. Silva and Mia?” he asked, still sweating and straining. “What about us? We’ll die here and now if we don’t kill it.”

      To prove him right, a giant iris peered into our speck of a cavern. The megalomag spotted us. An eardrum-popping roar of pressure that challenged the strongest enchantments on my armor pushed me to my knees.

      “We don’t matter!” I screamed into the bedlam. My insignia carried my fear directly to the hoods of the others. “We have to collect the poison! We have to!”

      The paladin next to me yelled in terror. A grasping, reaching wave of magma flung down toward us. With a bellow, Sempira bounded to the front. Fire poured from her gauntlets as she threw up a blazing shield to block the wave. For several pounding heartbeats her fiery magic wrestled for dominance over the magma. But she fought against a being of planetary power.

      “Grimmal!” she panted, “take her away, I can’t…”

      The solid tidal wave of molten iron drove downward. Sempira cried out in pain, her own magic driven by the weight of the magma into her arms.

      “Save her. She’s burning.” I couldn’t hear my own words through the yells of panic and the fear rushing in my ears.

      “Fire!” Temnon ordered. “Fire, now!”

      The paladins raised their weapons and fired their ice bullets, but the frozen boulders of iron pummeled against Temnon’s golden magic and he lost control. Without the matter shaper supporting her, Sempira’s magic crumbled.

      “Arch Mage,” she sputtered through the pain, “help my sister, Chiri—”

      The wave cut her and the paladins closest to her out of the group, and I watched the proud Jolo chief dissolve before my eyes.

      “No,” I whimpered. “Sempira.”

      I saw the sad truth. There was nothing left of her to heal. There wasn’t even anything left to bury and mourn. The Jolo chief, so full of depth and strength, had been wiped from existence. This was my fault, and that dull pain filled me with guilt. Sempira didn’t even want to begin this mission with me. She joined me out of obligation and paid with her life. This precious but enormous fussing infant was more dangerous than any demon. How could I protect everyone?

      What am I supposed to do? I shouted to the magic inside me.

      My own glow reflected off the face shield into my eyes and my magic opened the telepathic channels to everyone who followed me down here. The truth inside me spilled out on its own.

      “We have to put it to sleep and activate Second Earth’s dormant magic.”

      Sleep. The megalomag was supposed to be asleep. That’s why it felt so sick, but how in the holy Hannah was I supposed to put it to sleep in the next few seconds before it swatted at us again?

      Groaning with effort, Temnon re-formed the cavern. “We need a new plan! Spread out!” he shouted to all of us. “We’ll be harder to spot. Hide near the crust if you can. Jenz, you and your troops retrieve the poison as the circulation brings it back around. Grimmal, you take Agnes. Watch out!”

      A second wave slammed into our little cavern. Instinctively, I ducked my head into my arms. I felt the power slicing into the enchantments on my armor, but I didn’t dissolve. Something much smaller than a megalomag tackled me and carried me away from the magma.

      Heat and gravity vanished. I lowered my arms. Stars surrounded me. Stars. Each one a blazing sun containing blissfully innocent and massively powerful adult megalomags. Each one sustaining Earths full of life and families, trials and joys.

      I’d traveled across space enough to know a Jent Path when I saw one. A paladin warrior flew next to me. The one who stopped me from falling. Why did he open a Jent Path? Why did he take me away from Temnon?

      He retracted his face shield and pulled back his hood. Cloudy gray eyes swirling with green in a conflicted storm of emotion stared back at me. It was no paladin.
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      Rein. He abducted me again. Fury and shame boiled in my chest. Idiot, I called myself. Naïve, brainless imbecile of trusting stupidity. Why did you tell Temnon to let him go?

      Rein read my expression, or maybe he just had enough sense to know how I’d react.

      “I know how this looks, Agnes,” he began, “but I’m on your side.”

      “My side! Oh, really? You think forcing me to marry you is on my side?” Fury shook my voice, and I pounded on his armor-plated chest. “Temnon is alone back there! How could you?”

      “Just listen, Agnes.” Rein caught my wrists and held them still. “Tem would have killed me if I let you die.”

      “He knows you’re disguised as a paladin?”

      “Uh, no…but he would have killed me later. Look, he can handle himself, and Grimmal will protect him. I promise we’ll go back. We just have to grab the harp.”

      He was nuts. “The what?”

      “The harp. I’m a siren. Remember?” He smirked guiltily. “Siren song can affect entire populations. No one has ever used an artifact on a planet before, so I’m not positive it will work, but it’s our best hope.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Right. Let me start over.” Since I stopped beating on him, he let my hands go. “You said we had to save the megalomag. You said we had to put it to sleep. I can do sleep!”

      “You aren’t making any sense!”

      The rush of pressure preceding the wormhole built up around us, but Rein shouted over the noise.

      “I’m trying to! But that was really scary! I know Sempira didn’t like me but that doesn’t mean I wanted her dead, and I’m kind of shaken, you know?”

      I knew. A sick, empty sadness collided with my anger and confusion. We emerged on the other side of the wormhole and Fourth Earth appeared before us. It was mostly green, with far fewer oceans than my home planet. We veered off to the north.

      Rein took a deep breath to calm himself and continued explaining at a normal level. “Sirens can sing different songs. Changing reality is only one of our abilities. We can lure people and cause fear or confusion. But we also have a song for sleep.”

      I started to follow his line of reasoning. “And…?” I prompted.

      “We’ve been storing different songs in magical artifacts for centuries, as a way to defend against attacks from other clans. You know we aren’t well liked, right? I’m not saying we don’t deserve it, but…”

      “Back to the point, Rein.”

      “Exactly! This is the point! One of our artifacts, the harp, is saturated with the siren song for sleep. All we have to do is sneak into my palace, steal the harp, head back to Second Earth, and play it for the megalomag. With any luck at all, it will fall asleep.”

      “Does it even have ears?” In my foray into its genetic memory, I didn’t really remember seeing much by way of external senses. “I think its only senses are touch and sight.”

      “Why is that by the way?” he wondered out loud, his arms hugging himself. “I can understand touch, with vibrations and all, but why sight?”

      It would have been a mystery before my connection to the megaolmag’s mind. “They don’t stay inside the planet forever. As adults, they fly across the universe. There are light spectrums we can only imagine, but no sound in space.”

      Rein pondered as we sailed over a range of snowcapped mountains. I swore I saw a giant watch us pass. Rein didn’t bother with the scenery. He’d probably seen it a million times. A wide, emerald-green ocean covered the northern pole of Fourth Earth. Its mossy color explained why siren hair had a green sheen. They’d be camouflaged in these waters. We plunged into the surface without a splash and sank deep beneath the waves without getting wet.

      “Telepathy,” Rein shouted, snapping his fingers in triumph. “You can project the song into its mind.”

      “Won’t I fall asleep? And everyone else down there?”

      “Not if I sing the counter spell to keep you awake.”

      I calmed down a bit. Rein seemed genuinely invested in redeeming himself. I had no idea how to put a baby sun to sleep, so his plan was my only choice.

      Long streams of seaweed appeared as we reached the bottom of Rein’s ocean. Suelta’s underground cave lay just below a bed of sand and stone.

      “Thank you, Rein. This might actually work.”

      “Yes, it might. If we survive my mother.”

      I wanted to sneak into the sea queen’s lair. I wished for a secret entrance or some sort of magical back door, but the Jent Path encased us in a shining ball of light and dropped us between the columns of rock supporting the dome above Suelta’s throne room. Strange glowing stones placed around the walls cast an eerie photoluminescent glow that faded our red armor to gray but picked up the green in Rein’s hair and made his eyes glow like emeralds.

      The mud crawled with moaning sirens, their tails slapping the ooze. One shrieked as I materialized on her long hair. I felt it pull beneath my boot. I hopped closer to Rein, and she scuttled into the crowd, her waist-length hair dragging through the muck. Those nearest to us hissed in fear, their fangs bared, and they clambered away, pushing the others deeper into the mud in their haste. They were heedless of the long scratches their pointed nails left in the backs of their sisters and the pain of the hair they pulled.

      No wonder no one liked sirens. Their basest forms not only looked awful, but their natures matched in ugliness. Rein tried to hide his disgust. It must have been so hard for him to bring me back here.

      A course, gravely chuckle silenced the hissing sirens, and their murky eyes turned to the source. On a heap of stones where the cleric once stood, Suelta glared at us. She had managed to reclaim touches of her former beauty. Her thick hair curled and flowed in the air around her, and her face displayed a smooth, blue tint. Shining scales lined her cheekbones and forehead, reflecting the soft glow of the light. But her dorsal spine, slimy seaweed covering, and tail remained unchanged.

      Before she was dejected and beaten, but now, she brimmed with calculating revenge. She was scarier than ever.

      “The traitor and the trollop,” she drawled. “What a majestic couple.”

      Sitting up, she drew her long nails across the surface of the stones, leaving deep gashes. The change of position revealed several stands behind her, and the same artifacts I saw during my wedding. I paid more attention this time. Each stand supported a curio of some sort. I saw the stuff from before; the bust of the queen, the book, the harp, and the scepter I wacked Rein with—plus an urn and a green globe.

      Suelta swung her tail around and struck it flat against the stones. The resounding slap made me jump. She smiled, her needle sharp fangs hideous against the blue skin.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure, son?” She sat up, straight and elegant, unabashedly mocking her own status as queen. She ran a graceful hand over her buoyant hair and tilted her deformed face daintily. “I must admit your visit comes as quite a surprise.”

      Delighted by the derisive exhibition, the other sirens choked out crude chortles of approval. A few of them on the edge of the cavern felt safe enough to cat-call insults that must have made sense to sirens, because Rein blushed. I counted myself lucky that Ademic had no translation.

      “Stop it, Mother.”

      Rein stood strong and unflinching amid the hostile women. I hoped he didn’t expect me to help if they attacked. Using my truth wave again might kill them all. Or maybe it would just blow against them with no falseness to strip away. In either case, I doubted my ability to fight them off.

      “Stop what, darling? Being myself? Am I not queen?” Her hair rose with her anger, and her nails ground the stone to powder. “Do I not represent you sufficiently, prince of the sirens, as the head of our noble clan?”

      She stretched out her tail and the other sirens lifted her from her stone perch. Mud slicked arms reached, eager to pass their queen hand to hand, delivering her to us without letting her touch the mud. It was creepy. The queen’s biting actions emboldened her clan, and they snapped their fangs at my ankles, so I couldn’t back away.

      “Perhaps not,” she pined with sardonic sadness, growing ever nearer. “Perhaps my own son is embarrassed of his heritage.”

      She sat on a stool of siren hands right in front of us, leering in vengeful delight, and waiting for Rein to dare to reply.

      “Embarrassed to be a siren?” Rein mused. “No. But I am ashamed to be your son.”

      The vocal blow jolted her and hurt replaced the hate.

      “You are the queen,” he continued. “You should teach your subjects how to cooperate with the clans of Fourth Earth. There are plenty willing to give sirens the benefit of the doubt, but you act only with deceit and conspiracy.”

      “Silence,” she hissed. More hissing echoed through the cavern.

      “Father tried to teach you,” Rein continued. “Humility is true strength, but your pride has kept you blind.”

      “Respect your mother,” she whispered.

      “How can I? When all your actions and decisions are unworthy of respect?”

      The tense anger surged to an uncomfortable degree, bubbling through Suelta’s feigned nobility. I prayed in my heart of hearts for Rein’s power to match hers. Temnon had already been fighting the megalomag without Sempira for almost ten minutes, and the megalomag melted Sempira in a fraction of a second.

      Suelta’s expression played like a drama—from hurt to anger to acceptance and finally concluded with a strong desire to murder her son.

      “Don’t do it, Suelta,” I pleaded, remembering Delphi’s prophecy. “Rein is your only chance to recharge the magic on Fourth Earth. If you kill him, you’ll destroy yourself and all your sisters.”

      I made a mistake. Venomous hatred twisted her already hideous face and her jaws stretched in an outraged shriek.

      “So be it!”

      Rein yanked my hood over my head and a sheet of water poured from his hand, lifting me above the grasp of the siren horde. Rein knew this would happen. He expected his mother to attack with siren song and was ready to pull on my helmet. Without the telepathic link engaged, I heard nothing but my own nervous breaths. I sat on my watery flying carpet and watched the battle erupt below me.

      Hundreds of mired, pale bodies grasped each other in a tawdry group embrace, their tail fins pulsating in rhythmic beats. Heads flung back, their thin mouths stretched over their fangs in unison, enunciating the chant as one. Rein also sang, fighting off the chorus of the sirens with a melody of his own.

      Enraptured by their spell, the sirens passed their queen in a spinning circle around Rein, her hair drifting behind her and her arms reaching, imploring some unholy deity for the power to subject her son. Rein refused to waver, his own power nullifying the bewitched harmonies of siren song.

      Frustrated by her failure to spellbind her son, Suelta changed tactics. Her hands extended to the murky pool of water leading to the open ocean. Crunching her fingers, the water mutated into a hammer. Rein encased himself in his hardened water cylinder a fraction before she swung a magical handle and pounded the hammer repeatedly on her son. Rein’s cylinder held against the onslaught. Still singing, he whipped up several water blades and set them spinning. Slicing through a stone column as easily as peanut butter, the whirling blades hurled at Suelta’s neck.

      I covered my eyes, expecting a bloody decapitation. I didn’t envy Rein at all, and my heart swelled in gratitude for my own awesome, loving mom. Poor guy, having to kill his own mother in self-defense. If he killed her, that is. What if he missed? I had to look.

      Suelta’s crazy siren fingernails grated the blades down to the center, and a microburst of enchanted water rained inside the cavern. Suelta and her sisters cavorted in fiendish rapture as the rain washed the slime from their skin. Rubbing the pure water into her face, something suddenly jerked Suelta from the grasp of her subjects. A watery snake constricted around her tail fin and flailed her around the cavern.

      I cheered, presuming Rein beat her, but my cheer caught in my throat as Suelta used those satanic claws to carve a chunk of stone from a column as the water snake whipped past her. Flipping around, she hurled it at the back of Rein’s head. Without his helmet, he dropped to the ground, his blood mixing with the mud.

      My platform dissipated, and I rained down on the sirens. They pounced on me, dozens of hands gripping and pulling parts of me in a dozen different directions. If not for my enchanted armor, I guarantee they’d have drawn and quartered me, but my impervious, red, mesh suit kept me intact, and my hood blocked out the evil laughter and song.

      They held me suspended in the air where I could see their queen lift Rein by the hair and fling him onto her stone throne. She clawed through the mud and climbed up the pile. Curling her tail beneath her, she hovered over him.

      She didn’t appear to be singing any more. Still blocking out any sisters who might be serenading me with a death song, I telepathically listened in on her ranting.

      “All hail the savior of Fourth Earth,” she cried, kowtowing over his limp and bleeding body.

      What a horrible, horrible woman! What could I do? A sudden, flickering movement caught my eye. Rein’s father, carrying a simple torch, scampered to his son, his thin legs slipping in the slimy mud. The warm, natural light of the fire dispelled the freaky photoluminescence. I opened my telepathy to hear him.

      “Suelta, my love, leave him be! He’s flesh of your flesh and blood of your blood!”

      “Get back, Hawkins,” Suelta commanded. “He’s defied me for the last time.”

      The pot-bellied sailor placed his torch on a rock and persisted, hands clasped, begging. “He’s only a boy. And punch addled at that. My dearest queen, show mercy. You can’t be heartless enough to end an unconscious lad.”

      Tenderly and without judgment, he slid one arm under her tail and another behind her back. He lifted her from the rocks, seeing no monster, only his true love. Suelta’s face softened, her eyes puzzled at his acceptance. But her hatred burned away her love, and with cold venom, she drove her nails into her husband’s heart. He fell to his knees and used the last of his strength to set his wife down before slumping into the mud. The fire from his torch flickered on the heartbreak painted for eternity on his face.

      Still as statues, even Suelta’s sisters froze in unbelief. A few, so enraptured moments before, withdrew their gazes. Some leaned away, and several slid soundlessly into the ocean. Suelta noticed the change in their attitudes.

      “Eyes to me,” she commanded. Very few obeyed her. The hands that held me loosened their grips. “Eyes to me!” she shrieked. More sirens slid into the dark water. “All who abandon their queen shall be marked forever as traitors!”

      Many turned away their faces. Several turned their backs on her. I saw thin lips muttering, but I didn’t dare try to listen in.

      “You think to give my throne to this bottom feeder? This algae sucker? This half-blood apostate?” She slithered over the body of her dead husband and climbed up the stones again. Fingers flexed, she aimed at Rein’s heart.

      The sirens released me. Peering desperately into my face shield, one moved her lips. I didn’t understand. Her frightened eyes somehow reminded me of Dame Maudine. This siren might be the one who impersonated Temnon’s great-grandmother. She pointed to her young prince and spoke again. This time I read the shape of her lips.

      “Help him.”

      I wanted to. But what was I supposed to do? Did Rein bring his elemental rifle from the battle with the megalomag? I scanned the mud, but I saw only siren tails flopping anxiously. Instead of a gleaming weapon, the flickering fire of Hawkins’s torch caught my eye. Rein’s father gave me the only ammunition I needed, and Sempira taught me how to use it. My magic hummed, pleased with the chance to honor her memory and noble sacrifice. Remembering the fire elemental training, I lifted the ball of fire from the torch. I fed it my own magic to keep it burning without fuel and guided it over to the siren queen.

      Wary, but unafraid, she pointed one finger at the pool, and the other at my little ball of fire. A stream of water channeled directly into the flames. Fed with my magic, the fire burned on, glowing brighter than any natural flame. I pushed it closer. She lifted two slabs of hardened water from the pool and smashed them together, sandwiching my little fire between them. Steam rose from the slabs, and the fire, magically enhanced by the light of truth, refused to be quenched.

      Unable to kill the spell, she sought out the caster. It wasn’t hard to guess who that might be. Fury hardened her blue skin when she saw me free to move.

      “Take her,” she screamed, “or I’ll cut out your hearts with my bare hands!”

      The sirens moved away from me, clearing a path to Rein. The defiance of her own sisters pushed Suelta over the edge of sanity. Cackling maniacally, she plunged her fingers down at Rein’s chest. But her nails, strong enough to cut stone, bent and shattered against Rein’s enchanted armor. Stunned, she held up her ruined nails, and tears filled her eyes.

      She didn’t cry killing her own husband but teared up when she broke a nail? What a wench. I’d had enough. I pushed my little fire into her floating hair. The thick, dry hair ignited in seconds. Suelta wailed like a banshee, beating her own head in an attempt to put out the flames. The horde of sirens wriggled to her, grabbed her with many hands, and shoved her burning head into the mud. They held her there, squirming helplessly against the crowd.

      I ran to Rein. A gash in his head oozed blood. I couldn’t help him or Temnon here. Careful not to bash Rein’s damaged skull, I dragged him from the pile of stones and over to a clear spot in the mud. I hurried over to the pillar holding the harp and pointed at it. The sirens muttered to the Maudine-siren. Doubt clouded her face, and I worried she wouldn’t part with it.

      “Please,” I mouthed silently.

      She looked at the harp and nodded.

      Thrilled, I cradled the harp in my arms, ran to Rein, slapped my Aether Stone pouch and called out, “Second Earth!”

      A golden circle opened, and Rein fell through.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to the sirens as I fell in after him.

      Still clutching the harp, I tried to stem Rein’s bleeding. His breaths kept a steady pattern, so dying from the blow didn’t concern me. I pulled my hood away from my face.

      “Rein,” I called. “Wake up. We got the harp. We can put the baby to sleep. Rein?”

      But he answered with disoriented moans all the way to Second Earth. We entered the atmosphere, and I pulled our hoods on, expecting to plunge into the core. But we didn’t. The Jent Path carried us to the western coast of North America and headed straight for Boston.

      “Crap on a cracker!” I yelled to my slap-happy companion. “My Aether Stone leads to Dr. B’s penthouse. You’d better wake up, Rein. Temnon has the special Aether Stone. We have to transport to the core.”

      It wasn’t fair. Suelta took up so much time. Why did she have to ruin everything when I tried so hard? I knew Temnon’s magic was super powerful, but how long could he hold out against those impossible conditions? And now I had to transport to the center of the Earth? I didn’t have time to do a ton of computer research to find the exact coordinates, so I’d have to use my memory of the core. Using memory was hard for me. I’d bombed a simple hop to Dr. Buchanan; a complicated trip to the core generated a host of potential disasters. Fusing with rock, getting lost in a sea of magma, or appearing accidentally on the sun topped my list.

      “Argh!” I screamed as we approached Boston.

      But there was something different about the skyline this time. Haze covered the city, and the buildings blurred. Maybe mud smeared my face shield. But retracting the shield didn’t sharpen the bleary city. What was going on? A dust storm?

      The Jent Path followed its enchanted course to Dr. Buchanan’s penthouse and into the study, where books, furniture, and walls shook with a force that surpassed Manila.
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      This earthquake was not quiet. Car sirens, fire alarms, and screaming tenants pervaded the choking clouds of dust. Chunks of broken mortar crashed into cars parked on the street. Babies cried, elevators groaned, and distant explosions joined the din. An expensive pen and ink set rattled across Dr. Buchanan’s mahogany desk and fell on the white carpet, marring the whiteness with a black splatter. The desk rattled across the carpet, scraping against broken glass, and bumped into an empty window frame in the corner of the study. Rein flopped to the floor and bounced along the desk’s path until he ran into a mahogany leg.

      I bent my tingling knees to keep my balance, and clung to the shaking desk. The glassless window casing framed a scene of apocalyptic destruction. Apartment buildings shimmied, roads split, and fire mushroomed where gas lines had ruptured.

      Thank the Fulcrum, Sadie and Ms. Chippy were safe at the palace, but I had to get out of here fast. My neuropathy pain increased, and I knelt by Rein’s head.

      “Wake up, Rein!” I cried. “Please, please wake up!”

      The spams in my legs ramped up and detonated in a firestorm of pain. The last time I hurt this much, I faced my own imminent death. We were in serious trouble if we stayed here.

      With horror, I felt the floorboards snap beneath my stinging legs. A crack spread under the thick carpet, carved a jagged line up the plaster wall, and across the ceiling. I scuttled backward as the carpet tore, fibers fraying. Twenty stories of the apartment building’s corner toppled down into the road below, Dr. Buchanan’s window landing in the middle of the next block. His heavy desk tilted, hanging half-way over the street beneath us.

      Without the support of the corner, the center of the ceiling collapsed in a folded sheet of wood and drywall. The loud crunch startled my arms up over my head as a huge weight careened down, smashing me deep into the cracked floor. The red armor prevented my bones from shattering but did nothing to stop my own neuropathy. The pain was too much to bear. Trauma and shock shivered through my muscles and my blood chilled with fear. Pushing against the slab of ceiling was useless. There was no possible way to move that thing.

      These quakes must be happening all over the world, and only Rein’s harp could stop them. I had to think of a way out of this. I could transport directly to Temnon, but leaving Rein here alone and unconscious would be a death sentence.  The harp plan wouldn’t work without both of us, and the megalomag would thrash the world to pieces, or worse, suffer a horrible death by poison and never become a sun.

      “Drat it!” I cried, coughing on inhaled drywall chalk. “Help! Someone help me! Help.”

      But no one knew I was here. Sobbing, I focused within my chest, hoping for an answer in my magic. But no light buzzed. Only my legs throbbed, with excruciating, endless pain.

      Three, four, five more crashes banged behind me. What now? Was the rest of the study falling into the street below? I craned my neck to see under the debris. The door to the study shook repeatedly. Someone tried to break it down, but the distorted frame wedged the door in place. Whoever it was couldn’t budge it. For a moment, the banging stopped. Then I heard running footsteps, and with a loud crash, the door splintered and a man flew into the half a study.

      “Kid!” he yelled. “Kid! Agnes! You in here?”

      “Detective Colucci?” I whimpered. What on Second Earth was he doing here?

      “Kid.” He ducked under the ceiling and ran to me. “You hurt?”

      “My legs,” I sputtered through the tears.

      “Hang on there, missy,” he soothed, surprisingly cool considering the crumbling building. “I gotcha.”

      I never thought I’d be happy to hear him say that. “How did you know I was here?”

      He braced his shoulder under the slab and pushed with all his strength. “Reports of a ball of light falling from the sky,” he grunted. “I saw you coming from miles away.” The slab lifted an inch or two. “Pull yourself out!”

      I tried, but he didn’t lift the slab high enough. “I can’t! I’m stuck.”

      Colucci didn’t give up. Still pushing against the slab, he shouted out the door. “Kymm! Kymm! She’s in here! Hurry!”

      Through the blur of tears, I saw a petite Asian woman with glasses rush in. She was the polygraph tech with the FBI agents. What the cuss was going on here?

      “Colucci?” I wished I could wipe my nose. “You turned me in?”

      “He tried to lie for you, Agnes,” she said, pulling on my arms. But I didn’t budge. The weight pinned me tight into the floor. She shoved her head under the mess to assess the problem. “It’s not his fault I’m a huge sci-fi nerd,” she said, her voice muffled by the ton of building materials. A black lock of hair escaped her sensible FBI bun and brushed against my face as she pulled herself out. “Six more inches, Colucci. She’s smashed into the floor.”

      “Kymm was on loan from the CIA,” Colucci said as he adjusted his footing and heaved against the weight. “She cornered me as soon as I left the building and hooked me into that blasted polygraph set up!”

      The floor cracked under Colucci’s cheap loafers. What did it matter who knew? I was going to die here.

      “Your readings were off the charts.” Kymm raked away loose rubble to clear a path for me. “I thought you were psychic. But magic is way better.”

      They were talking to distract me. It was almost sweet. Except they basically told me they knew my secret. Any freedom I had was over. If I survived.

      “I didn’t believe his story at first. I mean, who would, right?” Kymm hefted a small boulder of cement away. “But the record earthquakes were quite convincing.”

      Colucci’s efforts had more effect on the floor than the ceiling. A spider web of cracks snapped beneath me. Only the thick white carpet prevented me from falling through the floor.

      “I got it!” Colucci yelled. “I can pry it off!”

      The weight suddenly eased off of me and Kymm hauled me out of the depression in the floor. I reached out and grabbed the harp. It was covered in ink.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I pointed back under the mess. “Rein,” I choked out.

      Without a pause, she dove under the slab, her sensible black boots kicking as she wiggled Rein from under the wreckage. Holding my breath, at last Rein’s hood emerged.

      “Anyone else under there?”

      “No.”

      The ceiling fell into the depression, widening the web of cracks.

      Colucci knelt by me. “We gotta go, kid. What’s broken?”

      “Nothing.” I rapped on my armor. “But my legs. I can’t walk.”

      Chuckling in disbelief, he scooped me up. “St. Peter himself must be your guardian angel.”

      Kymm stumbled across the hall, dragging Rein and using the wall to keep her balance. She dumped Rein near the foot of my shaking four-poster bed and held on tight to the corner post. She lifted a cell phone from her pocket.

      “Don’t bother,” Colucci told her. “Every emergency responder in the city is already swamped with victims. I’ve never seen anything like this. Agnes, what’s the plan?”

      The plan? I didn’t have a plan for this. And how could I even think with my legs screaming in pain? Colucci propped me against my pillows, then lifted Rein onto the bed just as my end table fell over. The box of spells Claude and Serene gave me clattered out of the drawer.

      “The box,” I yelled.

      Colucci caught it trying to bounce away and handed it to me. I snatched out the papers inside and leafed through them until Claude’s glorious, ugly handwriting spelled out the words I searched for.

      “Tracer spell! Yes! Yes! This might work!”

      Using the same mechanics as transporting an individual, extend the enchantment to a second person by casting the following spell.

      I reread the directions as I dragged my useless legs over the rumpled and chalky bedding to Rein. Pleading with my magic to save our lives and countless others, I put the paper and both hands on him.

      “Folgan aeternalis. Folgan aeternalis. Folgan aeternalis,” I said. Follow eternally.

      Blue transportation light dripped down my arms and trickled all over Rein. The spell worked! Kymm watched in awe. Her last bit of disbelief faded with the blue light.

      “I’m going to the core,” I told them. “I’m going to hope my matter shaper friend can fix Rein’s fractured skull, and then we are going to sing the baby sun—the sun larva—to sleep before he destroys the planet and itself.” I unfastened Rein’s armor enough to push the delicate harp in against his stomach. Without protection, it would melt in a microsecond. “Can you two get out of here?”

      “Don’t worry about us,” Colucci insisted. “We can handle ourselves.”

      “Okay, then. Thanks for your help,” I told Colucci with genuine gratitude. Then I turned to Kymm. “Please don’t dissect me.”

      Pulling my shield over my face, I closed my eyes and tried to focus on Temnon’s face, but explosions and screams blared in my head. I saw Temnon fighting demons, or Temnon in the core, or Temnon melting to ash, but I couldn’t separate his face from dangerous, near-death situations! Anxiety threatened to shut down rational thought, and I yelled in frustration.

      “I can’t to this! I can’t focus!”

      Kymm reached over and put a hand on my helmet. I retracted the face shield.

      “You got this, Agnes.” Her calm voice comforted me. “Take a deep breath and blow away all this scary nonsense. Things are not ideal, but it doesn’t matter. You can do it.”

      That was no lie. Only truth. I followed her advice, and as I emotionally blew away the earthquake, a far more dramatic image crowded into my head. A giant, constricting iris made of molten iron. It stayed etched in my mind. Not ideal, like Kymm said, but it would take me where I needed to go. I built up a big pool of magic in my chest. It took an agonizingly long few minutes. Once everything felt right, I sent my magic along the path and faded into the spell.
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      My vision faded from dusty, crashing chaos to an orange, glowing menace. Just as I had pictured, the sun larva’s giant iris spread out before me and shrunk as it focused on my dust-sized body. I barely had time to feel the heatwave before a swell of magma swept Rein into me, surrounded us, and squeezed.

      My legs twitched from electric shocks zapping down my nerves. The enchantments on my armor raced, struggling to keep up with the colossal pressure.

      “Stop, baby!” I grunted, sweat dripping down my face. “I just want to help you!”

      Oceans of magma rushed past, and the gravity spell spun in oscillating circles, trying to find up from down. Rein’s chest pressed into my back, his spells running into mine. We escaped one hopeless trap only to end up in one far worse. We needed help.

      I reached my mind out in every direction and telepathically screamed, Temnon!

      Hoping he was near enough to hear, I stole energy from the heat around me and threw together a little light shield. A fraction of pressure lifted. Sweating and gasping for air, I pushed more magic into the shield, and it grew and lessened the pressure. If I could just hold on…the sun larva intensified its grip, determined to squish the life out of me.

      “No, you don’t, baby!” I dug deep and poured magic into my shield. It held, but only just. “Hurry, Tem,” I whispered to myself.

      Then the squeeze jerked and let me go. The giant iris, with a boulder of hardened iron wedged in it, dashed away, magma flowing in its wake. Labored flapping caught my eye and Grimmal paddled through the thick glow.

      “Agnes?” he growled. “That had better be you.”

      On his back, with one hand clutching pyrotechnic fur and the other holding an ice rifle, sat Temnon. His golden magic thinned the molten iron, so Grimmal swam close at a decent clip.

      “You’re both okay!” I shouted. “I was so worried!”

      “Heaven save me, Agnes,” Temnon cried, pulling me to him. “I thought you were dead. Disintegrated like Sempira.”

      “I had to run an errand with Rein.” I pointed to the unconscious figure floating in the orange glow.

      “With who?”

      “Don’t kill him,” I preempted. “We have a plan. He’ll use the siren song for sleep, while I project the song into the sun larva’s mind. Rein will keep me awake with a counter song. It’s the only way to save Second Earth and the future universe.”

      He paused, and his heat-flushed face, near exhaustion and wet with sweat, shook in puzzlement.

      “I don’t understand you sometimes,” he sighed. But he resigned himself to my crazy plan. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Can you fix Rein? His mother bashed him pretty good.”

      Temnon inspected the wound through the shield. “I’m not good at biological matter, especially if I can’t touch it.” I didn’t think of that. Removing Rein’s helmet wasn’t an option, he’d die instantly. Temnon shook him hard, and blood splattered the clear shield. “He’s fine.”

      “Fine?” I pointed at the blood. “You call bleeding from a cracked skull fine?”

      “He’s a siren. They can withstand the pressure of the whole ocean. A little bash on the head isn’t going to hurt him, much.”

      “Suelta threw a boulder at his head. She knocked him cold!”

      “Rein stood up to his mom?” Temnon gave his friend an impressed half-smile. “What happened?”

      “He fought her with song and water. Then I set her hair on fire and the others dogpiled her. Sirens are creepy.”

      “Mutiny under the ocean. Good for Rein. But why was he here in the first place?”

      “He was trying to make amends with us.  But now I need him to play the harp stuck in his armor so the baby sun will go back to sleep. How can we wake him?”

      “What’s a baby sun?”

      I forgot he didn’t know yet. “The megalomag. It’s a sun larva. When it hatches, it joins a colony and forms a sun. Without enough members, they will die and form a black hole. I found out about them when I telepathically joined its mind.”

      “Baby sun. Sleep song. Got it.”

      Temnon put his hands around Rein’s neck. For an insane second I thought he was going to choke the life out of Rein, but his golden magic slipped between the enchantments and atoms of the armor.

      “Rein hates the heat,” he pointed out. “Let’s cool him down and see if it helps.”

      Condensation pooled on the inside of Rein’s shield and washed away the blood. Rein’s eyes fluttered. The cold helped.

      “Tem?” Rein squinted to see past the foggy shield. “What happened?”

      “It’s back,” Grimmal warned.

      Another wave of magma built up. Grimmal flapped his wings and sliced his claws through the wave. It split and washed around us, slowly circling in a clockwise direction. Almost like a pack of wolves stalking prey, waiting for a sign of weakness.

      “Explanations later,” I said, eyeing the circling waves. “Tem, is the poison out of the sun larva’s system?”

      “We’re still missing five capsules. Jenz is in the cavern at the edge of the core, waiting for the circulatory system to bring them back around. They might be stuck somewhere. They should have returned by now.”

      “We have to get them all, Tem. Before the penthouse crumbles on top of Colucci and Kymm.”

      “Colucci?” Tem asked. “What…?”

      The magma rushed by us now and connected beneath us into a cone shape. Oh, jeez. The megalomag turned the magma into a whirlpool of liquid iron, and it was sucking us in.

      “Sleep now, stories after!”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Temnon saluted. “Come on, Grimmal. We have a job to do.”

      “Wait,” Rein garbled, still clearing his head. “Tem, stay. Help Agnes.”

      “Why?” I asked, “Tem needs to find the poison.”

      “No, the counter-song for the sleep, it’s…uh…” he hesitated, even though we had no time for hesitation. “You see, to counter a song, you need a stronger song, and the only song stronger than sleep is…well…” He trailed off, not wanting to say any more. He looked at the deepening maelstrom of death with less fear than his old friend.

      Temnon understood before I did. He glared at Rein. “The song of luring. How convenient. You’re honestly going to lure my girlfriend right in front of me?” Sarcasm ripe with fury lowered his tone.

      “If I could think of another way, I would!”

      “You can fight for top tom later,” Grimmal yelled, flapping against the current of magma. “If we stay here, we’re all dead.” The giant iris spread in anger above us with the heat and power of a sun descending on us. Grimmal yowled a challenge, then turned to Temnon. “What’s the plan, Tem?”

      “I’m staying with Agnes. You grow bigger and lead it away from us.”

      “That, I can do.”

      Grimmal arched his back and swelled to a giant’s height. His increase of size interrupted the flow of magma, and the sucking power stopped. He yowled a challenge, spitting white hot sparks into the iris, and flapped away through the magma. The iris followed Grimmal, and my firing nerves calmed a bit.

      Rein rubbed a gauntlet over his stomach. “What’s digging into my gut?” he asked.

      “The harp. Do you have to touch the strings to make it work?” I answered.

      “No. Just unleash the song. You ready to transmit it to the sun larva?”

      I reached through the glow to find the enormous consciousness and forced my way in. A vast ocean of pain, exhaustion, and anger swept over me. Gripping to my own id, so as not to slip away, I listened for Rein. The harp played music unlike any I’d heard. It had no melody, just the same twelve pitches jumbled in an atonal continuation of mayhem. My mind faded to black.

      “Agnes! Wake up. Temnon, you too,” I heard. Rein shook me awake and peered into my face shield. “You both fell asleep. Tem, disconnect my telepathic line, then you won’t hear me,” Rein instructed.

      “Good idea. I blacked out on the first note.” The thin stream of magic connecting Temnon’s helmet to Rein’s faded.

      “Agnes, you have to focus on me,” Rein said. “Not the harp.”

      “Were you singing?” I asked. “I didn’t even hear you.”

      “No?” He was somewhat offended. Probably because I didn’t fall instantly in love with him. “Let’s try this again,” he suggested. “I’ll sing before I play the harp. You have to pay attention to me, while channeling the harp to the sun larva.”

      I scowled. That wouldn’t be easy.

      “Come on, now,” he said, reading my skepticism. “Girls are supposed to be good at multitasking.”

      “I’m not exactly curling my hair and talking on the phone here,” I snapped.

      “Sorry! I’m a water elemental. I’m helping as best I can. Do your thing and tell me when you’re ready.”

      Okay, so maybe I didn’t rock at telepathy. Maybe I was a beginner after all. I’d only ever sent one message to multiple minds, never multiple messages to a single mind. Was it even possible to send a message without listening to it? Sadie use to do homework with the TV on. I never understood how, but she claimed the TV drowned out distractions and helped her focus. Maybe this was kind of the same. Maybe the harp background noise could help me focus on Rein’s song. Only one way to find out.

      I reopened the channel to the baby’s mind and focused on Rein. He waited for my go-ahead, his deep, emerald eyes contrasting brilliantly with the glow surrounding him. I nodded, and he began to sing.

      An incredible, rich sound of longing captivated my soul. Helpless against the false reality of pure love, my lie detector buzz went unnoticed, upstaged by the song. I wanted to follow that voice over the tallest frozen peak, the murkiest jungle, even the cold depths of the Nia Nega Abyss, for perfect joy and endless love lay within those green eyes. For half of one angelic second, I loved Rein with infinite, sublime passion. But then the prince of the siren clan released the harp, and my eyes began to droop.

      I shook my head hard to rattle out the dissonance. I had to focus on Rein’s song. Again, the captivating seduction carried on his ringing timbre fluttered in my bones, and the atonal harp settled uneasily in the background.

      I listened to Rein’s unearthly melody sing in a range that no human male ever achieved as the minutes ticked by. Notes as clean and high as a piccolo ringing with perfect vibrato sailed over notes as deep as the pedals of an organ. The melody called me, beseeched me to follow. Certain my love alone could carry me through the magma to his side, one hand lifted toward him. But another hand caught mine and held it in faith. Temnon.

      For him I could fight. And I fought hard against the pull of that ethereal voice, to stay put and act as a conduit for the twelve-tone din to reach the sun larva. Time became painful to bear, and I mentally wore down. If the song of sleep didn’t carry me to dreamland, my own exhaustion did. My shoulders became too heavy to hold straight, and the weight of my own arms dragged them down.

      Other arms surrounded me and held me upright.

      “Hang in there, glowbug.”

      Glowbug? Aww! How sweet! My true love gave me a nickname. My own Temnon, with his blond hair and crazy fear of earthquakes, and his nose that was too big for his face. He called me glowbug.

      Happiness gave me new energy, though the energy of the magma surrounding us dimmed. It grew sleepy, but continued to move in irritation. Why didn’t it fall asleep? Surely, the song was powerful enough to affect it. Through Rein’s song, I checked on the consciousness of the sun larva.

      It no longer screamed in anger. It tossed and turned with an uncomfortable ache that couldn’t be satisfied. It was hungry. The poor baby couldn’t sleep even though it wanted to.

      I cut off my telepathic link to Rein. A harsh onslaught of reality, complete with heat, pain, and stress flooded into a vacuum created by the lack of the siren promise of bliss. Rein’s water magic was anemic compared to his song. I’d have to remember that in the future. But the bliss of Temnon holding me? That was real.

      Rein tried talking to me, but when I didn’t answer, he pointed to my helmet and shrugged. I opened a sliver of my mind to him. No music, atonal or angelic, played. Thank goodness. Temnon’s telepathic link engaged as well.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      “It can’t sleep even though it wants to,” I explained. “It’s starving. Second Earth’s magic is supposed to follow the magnetic field, but since the Great Council’s ban, it’s mostly dormant. That’s why the sun larva woke up and started tossing around in the first place. The flow of magic is off and it got sick from magic deprivation.”

      “Is that all?” Rein sighed in relief. “It’s had enough sleep song to incapacitate every dragon alive. So activate the magic and we can go.”

      “How do I activate dormant magic?”

      “How should I know? I’m a siren.”

      Temnon took over. “You’re arch mage of Second Earth,” he told me. “You have jurisdiction over all unclaimed magic, and since none of it here is claimed, you govern it all. You can just tell it where to go.”

      Oh for the love of pickles! These deluded wizards and their unfounded assumptions that magic was so freaking easy. Learning a new spell tortured me. I spent months on transportation and casting simple spells. Argh! Fine. I had to try. I kicked my arms and legs to turn away from Rein. I didn’t need him staring at me with those beckoning green eyes while I concentrated. I kept holding onto Temnon’s hand, though. I needed his comfort.

      Time for some serious introspection. What did I know about truth magic? First and foremost, I couldn’t lie when I tried to use it. Any spell I used had to satisfy the truth. Second, it worked when saving a life, mine or others. Third, truth is light, so it worked when light was involved. Fourth, when all these rules were met, I could invent spells.

      So, I just needed to think of a spell. But I didn’t know anything about acres of moving magic. Then I remembered that wasn’t true. I did have experience with moving magic. I separated the cloud of magic stolen by Vi Lorina. By recognizing patterns in the different types of magic, I picked them out of the broiling mush pot. That technique might be able to pick magic particles from matter.

      And even better, I remembered touching my Aether Stone for the first time. I had felt the torrent of rushing power when all the active magic on the planet flooded into me. But what about the dormant magic? It could be anywhere. Sleeping in rocks or floating in the atmosphere. Would the magic activate if I primed the pump with my own magic? And how could I get it to follow the magnetic field? In the library at BU, when it flooded into me, it stopped at the soles of my feet and bounced back up into my chest. Recalling the experience, I figured I manipulated magic well enough now to let it flow out of my feet. What if I pulled it in from the top and pushed it out through the bottom? Maybe I’d generate a current of magic.

      In theory, it all seemed plausible. Practically speaking, I had to get to the very center of the core. I didn’t dare try sending a planet’s worth of magic flowing off-center. Who knows what that might do?

      “We have to get to the center,” I said.

      “Any vein will get us there,” Temnon said. “What are you going to do?”

      “Feed the baby, I hope.”

      “Not alone you’re not. Let me get Rein into a vein. He can ride it back to the paladins.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “And Rein,” I said, with a soft dose of truth, “thanks for helping me.”

      Eyes glossy and green, he smiled. “Any time.”

      Temnon’s golden magic, weaker than I’d ever seen it, guided Rein away from us. I lost sight of him after several feet.

      To spare Temnon’s waning magic, we used the gravity spell to walk to a vein. The rush carried us better than magic. Several restless minutes later, the vein met a heart valve and pumped us into an empty chamber. I put up a light shield to hold us against the force of the pumping magma.

      “Do you think sending out my magic will activate the dormant stuff?”

      Temnon thought for a second. “It should, if you want it to.”

      That was good enough for me. Just as I was about to begin my spell, Jenz and twenty paladins tumbled into the chamber.

      “Jenz!” Temnon yelled. “Over here!”

      I expanded my light shield to include them, and they hurried to us.

      “Are Grimmal and Rein safe?” I asked.

      “Grimmal is badly wounded,” Jenz said, his face drawn with worry. “We found him floating in a vein. It took both regiments to pull him out. We opened a Jent Path and sent him back to First Earth for medical attention.”

      Not Grimmal too. This had to end.

      “The poison?”

      “We found them. All the capsules are accounted for. The remaining regiments and the siren have returned to First Earth with it. We are the only people remaining in the core. Arch Mage, without the poison, has our mission failed?”

      Temnon rubbed my arm, but I couldn’t feel it. “Without the poison,” I breathed to myself, “I have to succeed. If I don’t…” My heart sickened from stress. Without the poison, I had to succeed, or my planet, a sun, and future planets would die.

      “What can we do?” Temnon offered.

      I wasn’t sure he could do much. He looked like he might pass out from overexertion.

      “You look trashed, Tem.”

      “Only mostly trashed,” he teased. “I have a little left for you.”

      “I need to be in the very center of the planet.”

      With a tired sigh, he sent trickles of magic in six different directions, measuring height, width, and depth. I held my breath, guilty about adding to his fatigue. He led me a few paces farther into the heart.

      “There,” he confirmed. “Dead center.”

      “Can you point my head to the north pole and my feet to the south?”

      He rotated me counterclockwise and to the left. My gravity spell adjusted, and soon I perceived the new direction as upright. Everyone else stood sideways.

      “Okay, then,” I ventured. “Here I go.”

      A sleepy, giant eyeball entered the heart chamber. The megalomag could even look inside its own heart. Jenz and the paladins raised their weapons.

      “Stop,” Temnon commanded. “Don’t do anything to anger it. Just protect Agnes.”

      The paladins joined Jenz in wrapping themselves in a tight ball around me, and Temnon sent the last bit of his power to condense and cool iron into a super hard sphere. Worried, grieving, terrified, and in pain, I now had to shut out a nagging claustrophobia.

      I retreated into myself, deeper than the pain, further than the fear. I searched beyond my memories into the center of my own self-awareness. There I found a shining lake of light. My magic. Or, at least, my magic the way my brain interpreted it. I dove in and took a few relaxed strokes. The magic swirled at my touch, eager to please me. Climbing out, I stood on its surface. I pointed, and a lovely shining fountain sprouted from my fingertip.

      Could you make a fountain spring from my feet? I requested.

      Beneath the surface, an equally beautiful fountain splashed from my feet.

      Very nice! Well done! Bigger this time! The water sprayed for miles below me. To feed the fountain, I mentally pulled shining light from the lake into my palms. It shot down through my feet and arched in a conceptual, voluptuous curve up over my head.

      Even bigger! I encouraged.

      Bigger and farther it spread, until a dim barrier interrupted the spread of light.

      What is that barrier? I asked. The light shifted and opened a vision of my own self-doubt. But it wasn’t like a slap-in-in-face revelation of my own worthlessness like Dominath showed me. It was a simple fact. The only thing holding me back was myself. I learned how to love myself, but I still doubted my magical abilities.

      Interesting, I said, how do I break through?

      Believe you can.

      How many times had Temnon told me that only to have me shoot him down? He knew the truth. But that same truth hung in limbo within myself. I couldn’t see it as truth until it was true.

      My magic showed patience. It takes time to learn.

      Another truth. Yelling at myself didn’t solve anything. Practice did. I tried again. My fountain grew until it hit the barrier. The barrier held back the light, unyielding and obstinate.

      Don’t give up. I encouraged the light. I’m tired and hurt. But I also want to help. I know I can help.

      The barrier gave a little. Excited, I pushed harder. The light fountain splashed against the barrier, softening it, until at last, it broke through.

      My senses burst with expansion. Through the solid core of the Earth and the liquid magma, my light rushed, collecting particles of magic along the way. I gathered magic from the lower and upper crust, from the oceans and mountains, and from the ice of the poles. Up into the atmosphere my light rushed, amassing every dormant bit of magic in its path.

      Surrounded by light particles so thick they swirled around me in a massive swarm, I led them to the fountain I created.

      This way, if you please.

      I extended my arms. Happily, the light particles flooded into my hands and joined the spray from my feet. The fountain propelled the particles through the southern pole of the Earth where it arched out into space, curved, and returned in through the northern pole. Activated and coursing along the geomagnetic field of the Earth, a strange, warm energy left traces on my magic.

      What is this warmth? I asked.

      You’ve restored the future.

      Positivity filled me. I withdrew my hands and stepped out of the arch flow of magic. The fountain sprayed without me. I did it. I activated the dormant magic and sent it on its proper path.

      Thank you, I told my magic, understanding that I actually spoke to myself.

      A quick search into the sun larva’s mind confirmed the disappearance of the hunger pangs. Without the hunger, the baby gave in to the harp’s call of sleep. The fussing and tossing calmed into peace, and the magma returned to the normalcy of stillness.

      From somewhere very far away, someone called my name. I abandoned my magic reserves and opened my physical eyes. Heat and pressure, and a bone-crushing fatigue, suffocated me, but my legs felt fine. The danger was gone.

      “Tem?”

      “Here, Agnes.”

      “Let’s go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

        

    

    







            The Weight of Life

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Temnon insisted I return with him to First Earth to recover. Though I wanted to check on Second Earth, I knew I needed medical attention. Temnon activated the Jent Path right there in the heart chamber. During the trip, I nearly fell asleep more than once.

      We hardly materialized before our loved ones pounced us. Over mom’s shoulder, I saw fourteen black flags. Thirteen bore the crest of Tirinad, but the fourteenth’s crest differed. The proud flame and spears of the Jolo. A tear fell from my eye onto Mom’s shirt for the fallen Madam Chief, then the alchemy staff wheeled me to the hospital wing.

      While tending to me and Temnon, Nemantia told us Rein apologized to King Odric for impersonating a paladin, mentioned something about sorting things out at home, and left immediately for Fourth Earth. After a strong scent of lavender penetrated my nose, I didn’t hear any more.

      The next day was a blur of trying to recharge in the Fulcrum only to be dragged out before my reserves were recovered. Dominath left his mountain cavern and perched in the courtyard, threatening to burn down the castle unless I agreed to share my knowledge of the creature I discovered. King Odric and the rest of the assembly gathered so I could show them all at the same time. If the concept of a magma parasite destroying a world was hard to swallow, learning an infinite population of these beings sustained every form of life and had always existed blew their minds. Scholars swooned with ecstasy and set to their calculations. They estimated that every planet with a molten core, iron or otherwise, populated or not, housed its own sun larva. The Dragon of Knowledge insisted that I rename the new species. I pondered for a few minutes. I had gradually started calling the baby a sun larva. It described the true nature of the creature much better than megalomag. I announced that as long as the being remained in its planetary shell, it was a sun larva. As an adult, it rose from death and destruction to create new life, so I called it simply what it was: a solar phoenix. Dominath’s joyful roar blew a hole in the cloud cover and rained glowing embers all over the city.

      The assembly returned to their respective planets, each eager to record and spread the new wealth of information. Grateful it was over, I asked King Odric to order a gurney and wheel me back to the Fulcrum.

      It took forever to replenish my magic. Days longer than usual. Every so often, I’d take a trip inside myself to see if my lake of light had filled yet, but after four or five times, I gave up. The lake spread far beyond its former shoreline and grew to the size of a small ocean.

      Mom, Sadie, and Dr. Buchanan set up a little table in my suite and taught the Odonatas how to play Uno. Infatuated by the novelty, the royal family organized an Uno tournament and took turns watching over me. At mealtime, they pulled on my delicate chain and woke me. We’d eat and share stories until the food disappeared.

      Late into the fifth day, I finally felt whole and, with great ease, propelled myself to the door without using the chain. I stepped through my mage door to see most of the royal family and my own family cheering as their favorite contender battled it out in the First Annual Uno Finals. Mom faced off with Dame Maudine, and the competition was fierce. But I didn’t see Temnon. I quietly stepped out and asked the sentry to take me to Grimmal. Since Temnon wasn’t with his family, I figured he’d be with his best friend.

      In the special hospital room dedicated to magical creatures, Grimmal’s fluffy, yellow body lay curled up in a blanket within a bubble film. Lord Chevlin welcomed me and pulled up a chair next to Temnon’s. He tried to be discreet, but as I sat he gave me a quick scan. Probably to check the status of my adrenals.

      “You’re awake.” Temnon dragged my chair, with me on it, closer to his. I guess a few inches away was too far for him. “It’s been days.”

      “I know. I’m still groggy. And I’m really sick of Uno.” I leaned on his shoulder. “How’s Grimmal?”

      “Milking it for all his worth,” Temnon huffed. “What a wussy.”

      An irritated growl floated through the bubble film. “I nearly died, I’ll have you know.”

      “Maybe, but you’ve been patched up for two days. Have you been waiting for Agnes?”

      Grimmal unwound and stretched. “No. But if I were, it took her long enough.” He leaped onto Temnon’s lap and rubbed his head against my hand. I scratched him under his chin. “Ah, finally,” he purred. “Temnon bites his nails.”

      “You helped save my planet, Grimmal. How can I ever thank you?”

      “I’m sure you’ll be able to return the favor someday,” he purred, completely forgetting that I prevented a demon army from enslaving his planet last summer.

      “And you, Tem?” I said. “How can I repay you?”

      “Well,” mischief narrowed his eyes. “I can think of one thing.”

      He dipped his head and guided my lips to his. Grimmal sighed in disgust, and giving up on any more chin scratches, he flicked his tail in Temnon’s ear and jumped to the floor. Somewhere in the back of my mind a rich melody of longing played. Hmm. Could Temnon sing?

      Jenz and Nemantia found us wandering the halls an hour later. We had to prepare for Sempira’s voyage ceremony. Out of respect for Sempira and her countrymen, the delegation from Tirinad all planned to wear traditional Jolo clothing. Leather armor. Big surprise. Serene and Nemantia gave their best estimations of my measurements to the palace tailors, but I needed to be there for the final fitting. I balked until they showed me a formal, white wrap with a golden, embroidered sun stitched into the curve of my waist. They told me the wrap represented my magical talent and draped over the tight leather, which did wonders to hide my boney limbs.

      I didn’t have enough hair for the traditional braids, but they gave me a leather headband encrusted with jewels. Nemantia’s hair turned out amazing, though. Her dark braids wrapped around her fair face and dangled behind her knees. Temnon wore a soft gray, floor-length ceremonial cape with armholes in the sides. The Jolo interpreted matter as stone, so matter shapers were always gray. As enchanters, his parents’ wraps were gold. I thought gold fit him much better. When he spread his arms, the cape opened in the front and showed his bare chest. It made me blush every time. I’m such a dork. But I wasn’t the only one. Nemantia kept stealing glances at Jenz. I have to admit, I didn’t blame her. He looked amazing without a shirt.

      Since I’d never been to the Jolo capital, Arch Mage Claude let us use his mage door in his Apex, which Temnon used during his temporary arch mage assignment. The round room with its circular hearth brought back so many memories.

      The door opened on a scene of celebration. Bonfires burned in the center of the streets, and the Jolo danced around them to the rhythmic pulse of percussion instruments. There weren’t any instruments that played notes because the people sang in joyful harmony. Tables laden with food and flowers lined the streets, but the best part was the color. Every banner, every flag, and every Jolo wrapping celebrated Sempira’s talent in the warm glow of reds, oranges, and yellows.

      “Why the party?” I whispered to Nemantia.

      “The Jolo believe this life to be a trial of hardships, and bodies constrain the true power of the spirit. Sempira’s death freed her from her bonds and released her strength.”

      “Are they right?”

      Nemantia softened with fond memories. “In their own way.”

      “So Sempira is happy?”

      “Dear, Agnes. Anyone who tries to live a good life can’t be anything other than joyous in the spirit world. Never think for a moment that the dead are suffering. It is they who worry over your grief.”

      Nemantia always knew what to say. She’d make bank as a grief counselor.

      “Hey, it’s Rein!” shouted Temnon.

      He grabbed me and Nemantia and pulled us over to the siren prince. Something about him had changed. Rein’s usual grin hid behind novice authority. He no longer flirted or teased but held himself with nobility.

      Dressed in blue-green wraps, two siren women, their underwater beauty restored, accompanied him. One peered at me anxiously through a lock of floating hair. Her eyes seemed familiar.

      “You gave me the harp,” I said, recognizing her. “I’m sorry,” I added, “but I don’t know your name.”

      Astonished, she bowed deeply to me. “Coralis, Lady Agnes.”

      “It’s lovely. Thank you for helping me. The harp saved my planet.”

      “A suitable payment for the life of our king,” she gushed.

      “King?” Temnon gaped, incredulous.

      Rein almost snickered, but he held it back. “I challenged my mother for the throne. Without the support of our clan, she lost.”

      “Oh, my,” Nemantia gasped. “What happened to her?”

      “By decree of the king,” cited the other siren, “Suelta has been banished.”

      Something in her voice gave her away. “You were my mom,” I said, pointing like an idiot.

      With an embarrassed sob, she bowed so deep her hair fell into the dusty street. “My sincerest apologies, Lady Agnes. Desperation blinded us. How can we earn your forgiveness?”

      “Booting Suelta was a good start.” I couldn’t help it. I resented her twice as much now.

      The two women glanced at each other, confused at how to respond.

      Rein helped them out. “I’ve reached out to a few of the other tribal leaders. I’m investigating what happened at the last Annual Affiliation. Maybe I’ll find a clue as to why my mom changed so drastically. We’ll continue by forming an alliance with Second Earth, if you’ll have us. Our resources are at your disposal, arch mage.”

      “And I’ll help you out, too,” I agreed. “As long as your aims are noble.”

      “They will be, Agnes. I promise.”

      “Since alliances are being forged,” Nemantia said. “I’d best introduce His Majesty to the ambassador of First Earth, Lady Serene Odonata.”

      A flash of terror chilled the faces of the siren women, but they followed Nemantia over to Claude and Serene. I hoped they would be received graciously.

      A well-built Jolo man wearing a cape embroidered with flames approached us. I knew he was a fire elemental even without the cape. Live flames licked at his fingers. Sempira’s eyes challenged me from a manly, proud face.

      “Sempira’s brother,” I blurted out loud.

      “The Wielder of Truth,” his deep voice returned. “Greetings from the Jolo.”

      “Greetings to the Jolo.” I hoped I said the right thing. He didn’t throw fire at me, so probably. I never knew with the Jolo.

      “I’ve come to escort Madam Chief’s companions to the seat of the Jolo.”

      “We accept your hospitality,” Temnon responded with a dip of his head.

      He strode off, and Temnon followed easily, but I had to jog. Jolo revelers parted out of respect for the big man, and soon we came to a spacious lodge. At the top of the steps, the entrance led to a long, wide hall. Instead of portraits, sconces burning with fire lined the walls. Sempira’s brother crossed the hall and sat in a throne carved from stone. In a thick, metal sconce attached to the high back of the throne, burned another torch.

      “I am Kiros. Chief of the Jolo,” he said. He gestured to the torch above his head. “My flame now burns for my people. I wish to know how Sempira was freed from her body.”

      It was an odd way of asking. But I got the idea. “I can show you my memories, if you wish.”

      “I have heard of your ability to do this. Please, proceed.”

      I showed him Sempira fighting to protect us in the core. I let him experience the overwhelming strength of the solar phoenix, so he knew Sempira died facing a mighty enemy. I ended the vision with her disintegration.

      He nodded, pleased. “I am no longer angry that her body was not recovered,” he announced. “You shall be spared my wrath. Sempira’s body experienced cremation by the power of the sun. A blessing, and a holy end for a chief of the Jolo.”

      Wrath? Yikes. I guess I dodged a bullet there. “Thanks?” I said.

      From behind the throne another face similar to Sempira’s appeared. Much younger than Sempira, this girl was only nine or ten. Sometimes it was hard to tell with wizards. Over her leather armor, she wore a gauzy wrap of transparent fabric. I knew in an instant who she was. Chiri, the rejected illusionist.

      “Chiri,” scolded her brother. “You are hiding again. You are not supposed to be here.”

      “I am so,” she shot back. “Sempira always gave me permission.” She took my hand and led me to the sconce on the wall closest to the throne. “My sister’s flame,” she explained. “We take great care to keep the flames of former chiefs always burning.” She sniffed, and a tear rolled down her brown cheek. “I can never let this flame die. I loved my sister.”

      I knew how she felt. Turning to the flame, I gathered a bit of light from my little ocean.

      “I can help you,” I said.

      I reached up and touched the warm metal sconce and funneled the power I collected into it, infusing Sempira’s flame with my light of truth and my gratitude.

      “Nothing will douse it now,” I told Chiri. Then I turned to Kiros. “You saw what I saw, you heard what I heard, and you know I cannot lie. It was Sempira’s wish that Chiri be taken to Tirinad to be trained.”

      Chief Kiros sat unmoving, his hand wrapped around his chin in thought. “Our burden is not yours—”

      “She is not a burden,” I interrupted, power infusing my words. “She is the precious daughter of Jolo chiefs and the beloved sister of the woman who gave her life to save mine.”

      Chiri’s black eyes alternated between me and Kiros, anxious for an answer. Kiros gave away no hint of emotion. I wished I had his stoicism.

      “Out of respect for my elder sister,” Kiros announced, “I will allow it. But Chiri will only be allowed to return if she proves herself a warrior. It is the way of the Jolo.”

      “I’ll do it!” cried Chiri, her small hands clapping in joy. “I’ll learn to fight with light!”

      “We can do it together,” I told her.
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      With the penthouse study crumbled, Claude and Serene rewrote my Jent Path to land in Dr. Buchanan’s New York mansion. Much of the mansion lay in heaps, but one wing of livable rooms remained. Similar conditions dotted the world. The earthquakes affected every country, though some more than others. Without magic, Second Earth relied on hard work and generously sharing resources to recover from the tragedy.

      Dr. B opened up his mansion as a homeless shelter, and Dame Maudine disguised herself in nurse’s scrubs to bring in food, supplies, and small moments of healing with her magic. Ms. Chippy and Mom helped distribute food and clothing, and I used my enhanced telepathy to reunite separated families. The operation was so successful, Dame Maudine expanded it worldwide. For two months, she and a team of wizards and other volunteers from First Earth showed up all over the world, feeding people displaced by the earthquakes and secretly healing their wounds. They became known as the Bounteous Life Foundation, and Dr. Buchanan poured his heart and soul into serving the needy. Ms. Chippy never asked where the volunteers or all the food came from. Good thing, because telling the truth would have been awkward.

      The hardest hit places were in the ring of fire and on the coasts. Scientists all agreed that only a massive meteorite hitting the Earth, or the Yellowstone super-volcano erupting, could top the damage. The death toll reached over two hundred thousand, but because the worldwide quakes tapered off so suddenly, the losses were kept to a minimum.

      After nearly two tremor-free months, a slushy February coated the mansion grounds. The last of the New York earthquake refugees had returned home. Dr. B salvaged a laptop and charged it with a cracked solar panel. We managed to find an article written by Dr. Alvaro Silva saying the Earth’s core had stabilized, though he had no idea why. Then, blindfolded, Dr. Buchanan began to type. This book was no fantasy, but a collection of stories told by survivors around the world.

      Wrapped in a blanket, I sat on my bed by a fire in the living room and listened to the keys firing at a rapid pace. Since new gas pipes had to be laid from scratch, we all slept here, dependant on mansion rubble burning in the fireplace for warmth.

      “Hey, everyone.” Temnon walked in.

      He’d been a frequent visitor and helped repair the mansion when no one was around.

      “Good evening, Temnon.” Ms. Chippy picked up a dish towel and slung it over her shoulder. “You want some food? I’ll cook for you.”

      “No, thanks, Ms. Chippy, you rest.”

      I patted the bed beside me. “Have a seat. Enjoy the fire.”

      “Not now. I have something to show you. Can I take Agnes for a while, Mrs. Cavanaugh?”

      “Sure,” Mom answered. “But stay warm. This chill is going to give everyone colds.”

      Temnon took my hand, and we walked outside, my boots mushing the slush. With a flick of his fingers, blue transportation light dripped in my hair.

      “Tracer spell?” I asked.

      “Follow me,” he joked. With the tracer spell, I didn’t have a choice.

      My vision cleared to the sparkling of the ocean, and my snow boots sank into white sand. Palm trees and tropical flowers grew in tailored beauty off the beach, and the sun shimmered high in the sky. I took off my parka and knit cap.

      “Where are we?”

      “A new island. The sun larva created it for you.”

      “With mature trees? And flowers? And no wreckage washed up on the beach?”

      “Okay, maybe I’ve been working on it. And Great-granny. Rein helped, too.”

      “Rein? What did he do?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Vision blurring again, we appeared in a huge, luxurious, yet comfortable room. There was a full kitchen, a gaming center, a gorgeous bathroom with an indoor hot tub and an expansive computer monitor.

      “Nice place,” I said, then Temnon turned me around.

      Behind a cushy sofa, a glass wall curved from under my feet to up over my head. Outside the window swam schools of colorful fish. Sea plants, corals, and anemones grew in a beautiful, undersea garden. Light filtering through the sparkling water pooled on the sofa.

      “Oh, wow,” I ran over and touched the glass. A school of angelfish drifted over and tried to nibble my fingers. “Where are we?”

      “Your Apex. Mom is tired of having to rewrite the Jent Path. It’s not easy, you know.”

      “You built this for me?”

      “I promised I would. And down here you won’t ever be seen. Not even satellites can pick you up. This island is on top of a fissure, so the sun larva’s thermal gusts disguise your heat signature. And if any stray boats happen by…”

      A huge shadow blocked out the sun. A great white shark the size of a yacht swam by.

      “Eep!” I squeaked.

      “That’s Fido.” Temnon laughed. “Rein told him to keep an eye on you. You should try throwing him dead chickens! It’s a blast!”

      I glared. “I’m not throwing him dead chickens.”

      “Okay, fine. But look here.”

      He ran to the computer and clicked the mouse. Two faces lit the black screen.

      “Hey there, kid!” Detective Colucci called. “It’s good to finally see you!”

      “What’s this?” I asked, confused.

      Kymm pushed her glasses up, nearly busting them in excitement. “It’s your command center. Ta da!” She waved her hands like an amateur magician. “Isn’t it cool? I’d love to run some tests, sometime…”

      “Kymm,” Colucci said, elbowing her in the arm. “We talked about this. Agnes is not a lab rat.”

      “Not anything invasive, just an MRI, or an EEG.” I folded my arms stubbornly and Kymm changed the subject. “Oh, and hey. Colucci and I put this together for you.” She held up a watch. “It has a tracker, and a recorder, and access to the internet. Plus, it will warn you if any government agents are nearby.”

      “Cool.” I said, while she grinned and bounced.

      “Sooo,” she looked like she might rupture from excitement. “Are you going to come and get it? Like, now?” She glanced over her shoulder at a door behind her.

      “Oh.” I understood. “Temnon connected my mage door to you?”

      “Yes!” she shouted. Even Colucci squirmed in anticipation.

      I went to the mage door and wished to see Colucci and Kymm. I opened the door into a dark room with monitors and banks of computer equipment on every wall, and there they stood, Colucci and Kymm, right in front of me.

      “It worked!” squealed Kymm, as she bounded over and strapped the watch to my wrist. “Magic is so cool.”

      “Where are we?” I asked, glancing at the small room.

      “The basement of a hotel in DC.” Colucci sauntered over. “Turns out Kymm is some sort of hacker genius.”

      “When I was twelve, I hacked into the school district’s server and changed the staff names to Star Trek villains,” she admitted. “I had to write the superintendent of the school district an essay about why computers should never be used for evil. I’ve been a white hat hacker ever since. I can’t tell you how great it is to have a noble cause. I’m a polygraph tech to pay the bills, but now I have dozens of government connections. You know, everyone wants to be on good terms with the lady that can get them fired.” She giggled so hard she snorted. She was a bigger nerd than I was.

      Colucci interrupted, “If anyone bothers you, just tell us and we’ll deal with them.”

      It seemed too good to be true. But my magic hummed with the truth. These people wanted to help me watch over Second Earth. I had a network.

      “I don’t know what to say. Thanks. For rescuing me in Boston, and now this. Thanks.”

      “Sure,” spouted Kymm. “But if you change your mind about the tests, I promise they won’t hurt. Just a few electrodes…” Her fingers twitched and reached for my head.

      “Stop it, Kymm,” Colucci insisted, slapping her hand away. “We’ll talk again soon, kid.” He lifted my wrist and scrolled through a menu on the tiny screen. The word “Flatfoot” appeared and he touched it. A ring tone sang from his own watch. “Call if you need anything. And I mean that.”

      “I will,” I said, meaning it.

      “Ok,” Temnon said, “we have to go back now. I have one more surprise for Agnes.”

      I went back through the door and closed it. On the computer screen in my Apex, Kymm ran to open the door, but when she yanked it open, a mop fell out.

      “I have to know how that works,” she squealed as Temnon tapped the keyboard and the monitor went dark.

      “Phar Sekmet insisted that we connect Fifth Earth’s Jent Path here,” he said. “I hope that’s okay.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “I have an Aether Stone to her throne room. It’s only fair.”

      “Good. Because Grimmal is here.”

      The yellow sciftan lay curled up on the sofa. I hadn’t noticed him before with all the fish and the giant shark.

      “Hi, Grimmal.” I greeted, sitting next to him. “How are you doing?”

      “The air is wet here,” he complained. “Penthouse back in order?”

      “No wizards,” I reminded him. “It’s going to take years to rebuild.”

      “What a miserable way of doing things.” He yawned. “I have something to show you, too.”

      He lifted a paw and showed me a newborn kitten. “Her name is Lumi. She’s mine and Sekmet’s.”

      “Grimmal!” I cooed. “You’re a father? Is that why you were gone so long?”

      “Maybe.”

      The indifference didn’t fool me. I heard him purring with pride.

      “Second Earth isn’t the paradise of magical peace we all thought it to be, so I can’t keep an eye on you and Tem at the same time. Lumi might grow into a good protector. If she likes you enough to bother.”

      The kitten raised a white head, blinked dewy, blue eyes, and mewed the sweetest little mew. Expectantly, she waited for me to melt in the cuteness. I knew better.

      “Liar,” I scoffed.

      The kitten crawled out from under her father and grew. The white fur mottled with gray spots, and fangs sprouted from the pink gums. A powerful snow leopard rubbed her head against my hip and wrapped her long tail around my leg.

      “I guess she’ll do,” Lumi purred to her father. “I’ll stick around. Unless I get bored.”

      I had a baby sun to look after, an Apex, a network, and a new best friend. What a great set up for a fresh start as arch mage of Second Earth.
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        Follow Agnes into danger and intrigue on a hostile world where dragons plot against dragons and nothing is as it seems. Click the link to read Third Earth.
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        Join Cami’s newsletter for the latest updates on her writing: https://sendfox.com/camimurdockjensen
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      Fresh from her discovery of a brand-new species, Arch Mage Agnes is in high demand. Planets across the Fulcrum, all eager to know if a sun larva lives in their core, clamor for Agnes’s personal attention. It’s dangerous work, but a great way to earn money and resources to help her home world recover from the devastation of the Great Quakes. But, typical for an arch mage, normal doesn’t last long. The ancient dragon, Regent Menneth, sends her a desperate message: a secret society of dragon radicals, led by a master of strategy and deception, plots to overthrow Third Earth’s government. Even though she’s terrified of visiting a planet inhabited by carnivorous reptiles, even Agnes has to admit the best weapon against lies is the truth. At least, until her gift stops working. Hijacked by an unknown force, Agnes’s truth is twisted into lies, and the evil mastermind manipulates every step of her journey until she is left discredited, and her sciftan friends are accused of murder. Determined to save them from certain death in the magical purgatory of the Nia Nega Abyss, Agnes must outwit the ultimate manipulator, or the dragon government will fall and pave the way for a terror greater than time has ever known.
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        Some readers have requested a pronunciation guide for the various people, places, and things in the Arch Mage series. I have dutifully tried to outline how I pronounce the various words; however, I am no linguist and encourage readers to pronounce words as benefits their own reading experience.

      

        

      
        Ademic — /uh-DEM-ik/

        Agnes Ann Cavanaugh — /AG-ness / AN / KAV-uh-naw/

        Arch Mage — /ARK MAYJ/

        Aridin — /EHR-ih-duhn/

        Ayda — /EYE-duh/

        Buchanan — /byoo-CAN-nuhn/

        Cetus — /SEA-tuhs/

        Chiri — /CHIH-ree/

        Claude — /KLAWD/

        Colucci — /kuh-LOO-chee/

        Coralis — /kohr-AL-ihs/

        Delphinium Trendicles — /dehl-FIHN-ee-uhm/ TREHN-dih-kleez/

      

      

      



  






      
        
        Djinn — /JIHN/

        Dominath — /DAW-mih-nath/

        Galdor — /GHAL-dohr/

        Grimmal — /GRIHM-uhl/

        Hawkins — /HAW-kihnz/

        Jenz Nighting — /JENZ/ NAHIT-ing/

        Jiniri — /JIHN-ih-ree/

        Jolo — /JOH-loh/

        Kinza — /KIHN-zuh/

        Koban — /koh-BAHN/

        Lillian — /LIL-lee-uhn/

        Linnea — /LIN-ee-uh/

        Lord Chevlin — /LORD/ SHEV-lihn/

        Lorelai Atoll — /LORE-uh-lie/ A-tahl/

        Maudine — /maw-DEEN/

        Mythrion — /MYTH-ree-on/

        Neller — /NEL-er/

        Nemantia — /nuh-MAN-chee-uh/

        Odonata — /oh-duh-NAW-tuh/

        Odric — /AW-drik/

        Orion — /oh-RYE-uhn/

        Paladin — /PAL-ih-duhn/

        Pauliweb — /PAH-lee-web/

        Phar Sekmet — /FAR/ SEHK-MET/ (Both syllables  accented equally.)

        Philomanth — /FAIH-loh-manth/

        Regent Menneth — /REE-juhnt/ MEN-eth/

        Rein — /RAYN/

        Rowan — /ROH-wuhn/

        Sadie — /SAY-dee/

        Satyr — /SAY-ter/

        Sciftan — /SKIFF-tuhn/

        Seraph — /SEHR-uf/

        Serene — /suh-REEN/

        Suelta — /soo-WEHL-tah/

        Taeda — /TAY-duh/

        Temnon — /TEM-NAWN/ (Both syllables accented equally.)

        Tomte — /TAHMT/

        Urcha — /UR-chuh/

        Vi Lorina — /VAI-lor-EE-nuh/ (VAI rhymes with fly)
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