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Two minutes after the shocking end to A Wild Epidemic of Magic, this third book in the series finds Kelley and Jeroan stranded in Dubuque, Iowa, after losing their parents—and all the Sorcerers they met in the past two months—to the vengeful Druid.






Apparently, the Druid did not enjoy his 200-year banishment.






And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the twins must once again work together to find a way to regain all of their magic, before time—and magic—runs out for good.






The fantastic third book in the Contagious Magic series, for all ages.
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Prologue






Excerpted from Words of Magic, page 1331:






If you want to know about magic, it starts—and ends—with the Druid.


I know little of his beginnings, but I was present for his demise. It makes for a fascinating story, and my role in it is quite significant, if I do say so myself.


It happened on a blazing hot day on a southland beach in 1790: the day of the Great Split.


I remember thinking on that day that perhaps my good friend Michael was right in his concerns about the Druid. He feared that the creator of our Words may indeed have gone too far in his research and travels, interfered with too many cultures. 


That was what the Druid did, though: he tried to pry the secrets of how a culture manipulated magic from the shamans, wise men, witches, illusionists, healers, seers, and lunatics from around the world. The Druid found them all, and then he took their knowledge, absorbing it, until he became magic, and magic became him.


On the day of the Split, over a decade had passed since we we'd last seen the Druid. 


I stood with four other men and women in dark robes on the smooth yellow sand of the beach, gazing out at the turquoise waters of the sea. Behind us, the restless natives of this island continent crowded together at the brush-covered dunes edging the beach, armed with spears and sharpened sticks. My fellow Sorcerers and I formed a human barrier between the Aborigines and the first boat approaching from the tall ship anchored out where the Tasman Sea met the Pacific. 


Following Michael's lead, we threw our hoods back off our faces. Each of us wore our own color: dark green for Michael, maroon for me, gray for my old friend Yishi, and black and brown for the newest apprentices. I tried not to distract myself with thoughts of my old friends who once wore blue and purple.


Yishi stood calm and silent on my left. Instead of feeling reassured by her presence, my sense of fear and dread grew. I pushed the sweat from my forehead in the backward-summer heat of late October, and I watched the faces of the men in the launch boats grow angry as they rowed closer. White hands now clutched at black guns.


Ever since we arrived here half a week ago—on our ship with sails filled with steady, constant winds from Yishi and young Tanya's Words—the harsh, unfamiliar land had fascinated me. I marveled that the island known as New Holland was so far from other lands, and how its people were so fiercely proud and independent. I wanted to help the Aborigines keep their land and prevent the British from unloading their convicts into this wondrous land of bounding kangaroos and brush-tailed rock-wallabies.


"Look at them," Michael said, nodding at the men in the boats. He pushed his thinning blond hair back into a ponytail and stepped closer to the water. "They see our indigenous friends as trespassers on their land. Keep your wits, and your Words, close at hand." 


Softly, under his breath, Michael added, "If only Maria were here..."


A crisp-looking man with a powdered white wig, carrying an oversized black hat, jumped out of the lead boat and marched up to my fellow Sorcerers and me. He wore the red and white uniform of the British Royal Navy, and his face was pinched and angry as he passed Tanya, Yishi, and the pale-skinned boy from up north, an apprentice whose name I'd already forgotten. The British soldier stopped in front of Michael.


"What is the meaning of this?" the man snapped, wiping sweat from the back of his neck. 


He kept a wary eye on the natives behind us, never meeting Michael's calm gaze. The rest of the men in the launch boat had disembarked, though the two rowers in their chains and leg irons remained. 


"You stand on British soil, and I could have you all arrested for trespassing." The soldier gave us all a yellowed smile. "Trust me, we do have space in our new penal colonies on this land of savages for the likes of you. I will not be threatened by Warlocks."


Michael gave him a smile, replacing some of the dread and fear in my stomach with confidence. I'd never faced this many men with guns before. I hated guns.


"My friend," Michael began. "We are here as moderators, and moderators only. Our native friends want to discuss the terms of use for the land on which they have lived on for thousands of years. They are quite willing to listen to reason. Are you prepared to listen as well?"


The soldier pinched up his face further, finally looking Michael in the eye.


He's scared, I realized. This man with the bright uniform and the guns fears the Aborigines, and wants them removed. Or destroyed. The thought sickened me and made my resolve grow stronger.


Far out to the east, somewhere over the Tasman Sea, came a crack of thunder, though the skies above were a brilliant blue.


"New Holland is a terra nullius," the British officer said in a tight voice. He sounded as if he were reciting a speech he'd made countless times. "This island belonged to no one when Captain Cook landed in Botany Bay. These so-called Aborigines have no rights, no ownership of the land. If so, where are their houses? Where is their agriculture? For all we know, they are simply passing through this land." The soldier stepped closer to Michael. "There is nothing to discuss. And do you really want to stand against the British Empire?"


"We are not standing against anyone," Michael said with an easy smile. 


Again thunder rumbled out in the sea, closer this time. 


"We simply want to make sure both parties understand one another. We have Words of Translation that can help in this respect."


"Oh no," the British officer said, motioning to his fellow men. A second launch boat had landed, and a third was quickly approaching on the now-choppy waves. "None of your tricks, Warlock."


The Aborigines were murmuring lowly behind us, their tone growing sharper as they inched closer to the beach. I wanted to use a Word of Translation right now so we could talk to them, but I didn't dare act without Michael's guidance. 


"Woolyarngungh!" one of the bigger Aborigines shouted. He lifted his arm and pointed out at the place where the Pacific Ocean met the sea, far beyond the tall ship. A dozen guns trained on him as he repeated his loud call, and his fellow Aborigines picked up the cry. 


"Woolyarngungh! Woolyarngungh!"


"What are they saying?" Yishi whispered to me. 


"It sounds like Woolungah," I said. I rubbed my stubbled cheeks and scratched under my chin. With a sudden heating of my blood, I muttered a Word of Translation. "Or Wollongong, perhaps. I believe it means 'The monster comes.'"


The soldiers remained next to their boats, guns raised as if awaiting an attack.


I gazed off to the east, where the Aborigine man had pointed. It was in the same direction where I'd heard the thunder earlier, to the left of the tall ship. I was shocked to see a tiny shadow above the water. 


With my chin, I pointed out over the ocean at the shadow and watched Yishi's dark eyes grow wide.


"There is nothing to fear," Michael said, hands raised to try to calm the soldiers, the Sorcerers, and the natives. "It is just a storm approaching. Remain calm." 


Despite my years of training, I remained less than calm. For the shadow over the ocean was growing. 


It became more defined, moving at great speed across the ocean. Thunder followed it with a rhythmic rumbling, until it was obvious that it was the flying creature causing the thunder.


"Get the people back," Michael said to Yishi and me. His voice was filled with the patient calm of a man who has finally gotten what he has waited for all his life. "Move them as far from the beach as possible, and tell them to keep running. Then get back here to help us. Move."


Yishi and I hurried to push back the already-dispersing crowd of Aborigines. To my shame, I had to fight the urge to retreat with them into the cover of the trees farther inland.


"What is this?" I heard the British soldier say from up on the beach. 


"Get your people out of here as well," Michael hissed. "Return to your ship or find refuge far away down the beach. This is a battle beyond your reckoning."


As Yishi and I returned to the beach, I saw that the great green and blue beast had taken shape and form. It had wings and a tail, and it threw water in twenty-foot high plumes in its wake. Thunder filled the sky with each flap of its gray wings. 


The soldier was about to say something sharp in response to Michael's tone of voice, but when he saw the beast—only half a mile away now and closing fast, its wings skimming the tips of waves—he fled down the beach along with the rest of his men.


I squinted across the sea and saw that a shirtless man in brown leggings sat strapped onto the back of the beast, a crooked black staff in his hand. The deeply tanned man was bald, with glowing green eyes that I could discern even at this distance. 


The Druid had returned.


"He has a Dragon," Yishi whispered, fingering her Hood of Stealth. "The Druid has raised one, after all this time."


At the mention of the word Dragon, our youngest apprentice could handle it no longer. The boy screamed and bolted after the natives. I was about to give chase when Tanya caught my eye.


"Let him go," she said in a harsh voice. "He is not worthy of our reprisal. The coward."


"No," Michael said. Without looking at the apprentice, he pointed two fingers at the fleeing boy. "I will... borrow him for a moment." The air swirled around Michael's eyes as he said, "Gholt." 


The boy froze in place, eyes wide and mouth open, sand dripping from one upraised foot.


I exchanged a bewildered look with Yishi before bracing myself for the approaching beast. The loud flapping of the Dragon's wings filled the air, along with the Druid's triumphant shouts.


Next to us, Michael took a sharp breath, and then the world turned hazy in front of my eyes. Waves of power seemed to run between Michael and his hapless apprentice fifteen feet away. Just as the mighty beating of the Dragon's wings threw a mix of salt water and sand into my eyes, Michael attacked. 


Screaming Words that I could barely hear over the Dragon's wings and the Druid's own shouting, our leader launched thin lines of dark blue energy from each finger. The energy somehow came from the young apprentice first, as if Michael was channeling the power through the boy's blood, not his own. 


The ten lines of energy cut into the Dragon like razors. As I watched, the dark blue energy coming from the boy flickered and turned a sickly shade of green.


The Dragon shrieked in pain from the attack, just as the boy apprentice shuddered, and then fell face-first onto the sand.


And then Michael Azure turned his gaze on us.


"Finish it off!" he screamed, gasping for breath. "Can't you see the Druid has lost his mind? Only a fool would summon a Dragon to this world! Kill the beast!"


I was almost too overwhelmed to do anything but stare at the immense creature rearing up in the sky before us, wings flapping with the roar of thunder. The Dragon was inhaling. 


I knew what came next. I found my wits long enough to throw up a defensive shield around myself and the other Sorcerers just before the Dragon's flames roasted us. The blast of red-orange Dragonfire turned the sandy beach in front of my blue-tinted shield into a sheet of black, smoking glass.


"My friend," Yishi whispered to me from under the cover of my weakening shield. Her small hand grabbed my shoulder with surprising strength. "Don't be so easily led. We can't betray the Druid like this. I think Michael has gone mad."


"But the Dragon," I said, rising up from behind the shield. Tanya was already screeching her own Words of Attack at both the Dragon and the Druid from just a few feet away. "The Druid has raised a Dragon," I shouted at Yishi, "and that cannot be tolerated."


And so, uttering my first Words of Attack for the day, I entered the battle against the Druid and the Dragon.


By the time Yishi had helped our exhausted fellow apprentice up from the sand, the Dragon was flying with great unsteadiness, and the Druid had grown desperate. The deep voice of the Druid wormed its way into my head. 


Would he never lie? the Druid asked inside my mind. Would he never betray you?


I had a sudden urge to turn my powers on Michael, but I knew that my old mentor and friend would never mislead me. I trusted him with my life.


With more hair falling from his head as a result of his exertions, Michael suddenly clapped his hands together. 


A long moment of silence followed as all eyes turned to him. Michael took a deep breath and began to speak Words that I had never heard before. The Words made my ears ache and my skin crawl. 


I felt something rip, as if the fabric holding together the world of magic had been torn in two. 


I also felt something pulling at my skin, and my blood felt like it was on fire. The Words were harsh and foreign, coming from deep within Michael's chest. I felt my own exhaustion double as wild energy filled the air. 


The energy came not only from the young boy apprentice, but my own body, as well as Yishi's and Tanya's. 


As the energy was ripped out of me by Michael's insane Words, I could only stare at my teacher in numb shock.


How could he do this to me? To all of us? 


The Dragon and its rider had pulled up, as if hoping for a truce, when Michael Azure released the gathered force of his inhuman Words and stolen energy. He smote the Dragon directly in the chest with a bright green clot of magic. The Dragon gave an ear-splitting scream matched only by the enraged bellowing of the Druid as he tried to control his wounded mount. 


The Dragon bucked as hungry green fire covered its body like a second skin. And then it flew straight up at the sun, wings churning madly as it tried to fly away from the fire coating it.


With the air filled with the screaming of the Dragon, Michael turned to the three of us and the unconscious apprentice. His face was triumphant and wild-eyed, but he proved his senses had not left him when he uttered one simple syllable: 


"Run."


As I pushed my drained, exhausted body across the blackened, brittle sand, arms pumping like mad at my side, I risked one final look behind me.


The Dragon was returning to Earth like a falling star, screaming all the way down. 


I made myself run faster, lungs burning and eyes watering as branches slapped my face. I wanted to call out to Yishi to make sure she was still with me, but I didn't have the energy. The shrieking voice of the Dragon blocked all sound and thought.


And then the Druid and his Dragon crashed into the mingled waters of the Pacific Ocean and the Tasman Sea with a blast that knocked us all off our feet.


For long moments after that, I was convinced I was dead. 


My ears were ringing and my sense of balance had been altered. When I caught my breath enough to get to my hands and knees, I looked back at the ocean to see yet another impossible sight—in a day filled with impossibilities.


A gigantic wave had formed from the exact location where the Dragon had buried itself in the ocean. Smoke and steam plumed up, until it was all swallowed by a growing wave. I had no more than blinked twice before the wave had moved closer, then closer still, growing in height as it reached for the land in front of it.


I looked into the tsunami's boiling white heart to see a dozen gray-black whales, most likely caught in the middle of their migration, lifted from the salt water like so much flotsam and jetsam. 


For an instant of unbelievable clarity, the whales hung suspended in the rising wave. I could see the large white bumps on the top of their long gray heads, the bumps continuing along the edges of their lower jaws and around their eyes like the tattoos on the Druid's face. The whales were promised certain death when they hit the unforgiving ground. 


I can't let that happen, I thought. I lifted myself up from the sandy ground, thinking, I can save them.


And I was not alone in that thought, for at that very moment I heard a ticking sound coming from a distant, blackened sand dune.


I looked over, and under the cover of a clump of burnt bushes near the dunes, I saw a familiar figure in a blue robe rise to one knee. The sharp glow of magic filled his youthful face with bright blue light. 


It was Jonathan, my long-lost, exiled friend. 


He'd been here all along, and he was now aiming the loudly ticking contraption in his hand at the oncoming wave. I could just barely hear the Words spilling from his mouth.


He saw me there on the beach and pointed with his clockwork mechanism.


"Moammar!" Jonathan cried. "Bind them with me. We can save them!"


Turning back toward the overflowing ocean, I felt the Words run through me as well. The Words of Binding. 


My blood boiled, my head roared with sudden noise, and my mouth filled with the taste of copper as Jonathan and I caught all twelve whales in a net of light blue energy. We sent the trapped whales out several miles past the oncoming wave, beyond where the Dragon had crashed like a sun into the sea surrounding the island called Australia. The immense weight of the whales brought me to my knees as soon as we let go of them. 


But we saved them.


I turned my heavy head in the direction of my old, exiled friend Jonathan Archibald Masterson Brightwell, but the boy with the over-large name and the undying desire to help those in need had already disappeared. 


I'd lost him, again. And I was now in the shadow of the hundred-foot wave falling onto the blackened and smoking beach.


I was able to draw in a single breath before the roiling waters of the Dragon's tsunami fell on top of me, and then I knew no more.
















Chapter One






It was gone.


She could feel its absence in the coldness of her phone, and in the silence of the big room where Mom and Dad used to hold meetings. It left a kind of emptiness in her head. But most of all she felt it in her chest. 


Kelley Strickland had lost magic, and the thought tore at her heart. She couldn't stop losing things that mattered to her.


And if the dumb look on her brother's face on the other side of the conference table was any indication, Jeroan had lost it, too. He couldn't even speak, for once. Usually he had a comment or an excuse for everything.


Instead—with Jimbo, Polly, Mags, and Azure's hulking operative Mexico gathered around the table, all watching him with one last glimmer of hope—Jeroan gave his audience a nervous smile as he tapped his dead smart phone on the shiny wood of the table. As if that would make magic start flowing again.


When a few seconds passed and nothing happened, Mags slid off the top of the table where she'd been perched. She let out a snort when she landed.


"Good one, dude," the grubby-faced eight-year-old said. "Way to save the day."


Alexander, the tiny white dragon perched on the girl's shoulder, puffed out two small clouds of gray smoke in agreement.


Rubbing her face with a shaky hand, Kelley looked away from her brother and gazed at the long, rectangular room lined with lawyerly books and night-blackened windows overlooking the Mississippi. She and Jeroan and the others were all that was left of the crowd of people that had filled this room earlier. 


That was before Moammar flipped out and used his weird black device to send away their parents, and all the older Sorcerers as well: Archie, Maria, and Gran. It was like Moammar had been trying to erase everything good in the world with just a wave of his crooked hand. Kelley shuddered, thinking of how Jeroan had made the traitorous Sorcerer pay for his misdeeds a few minutes later.


And now the others were all moving away from Jeroan as if he had the plague or some serious b.o., or both. 


Polly dropped into a leather chair next to Kelley and shook her head, making her blonde hair whip around her narrow face. Kelley saw the disappointment in the white girl's eyes as it became obvious that Jeroan wasn't going to take command of the situation. 


Sorry, Polly, she thought. I know it's not the first time he's let you down, but you get used to it after a while. If you stick around.


On the other side of Kelley, Jimbo got ready to say something, but as the tall and skinny guy with the beige Harvey's cap stepped back from the table, he proceeded to trip over his own feet. He fell backwards and landed in one of the other cushy leather chairs surrounding the table. His shiny new cell phone popped up and out of his grasp a few times like a slick bar of black soap before he finally caught it again with both bony hands. 


He gave Kelley a tired, sheepish smile, and she felt an unexpected wave of heat that instantly reminded her of the puff of warmth that used to accompany her lost magic. She returned the older boy's smile, just for a second. She saw that the two roaches—bugs that were actually Azure's operatives York and Orleans, somehow—were now clinging tightly to the brim of his brown cap from Harvey's restaurant. 


Hanging out under the table again, just a few feet from where Jeroan sat with his head down, ornery little Mags was softly cursing up a storm as Alexander the dragon scratched at the office carpeting like a cat sharpening its claws. 


Better watch yourself with those two, big brother, Kelley thought. You don't wanna mess with them.


Tapping her fingers on the table in front of her, Kelley tried hard not to think about the parentals, and where they might be now. She also tried not to think about how they'd pretty much lied to her for years about their real jobs, not working as lawyers but working for Azure and living in the amazing world of magic. 


If she thought about that last bit too much, she could probably convince herself not to go find them. Wherever it was they'd ended up, thanks to Moammar.


He sent them all away, Kelley thought. And I didn't do anything to prevent it. Just dropped to the floor and saved myself.


Without a sound, Operative Mexico slipped away from the head of the table where he'd been perched obediently at Dr. Azure's side earlier. The huge man with the big afro and dark suit walked over to the wall of blackened windows, alternately looking at the dampener in his hand and then gazing out through the glass at the night sky, as if searching for clues.


Except for Mag's soft cursing, nobody else in the warm, stuffy conference room said a word. 


Not even Jeroan. It was a little unnerving. Maybe his two months at Azure's training center had cured him of some of his cockiness. Doubtful, but Kelley could hope.


Unable to stop herself, she stood up and peeked over the table at the chair next to Jeroan, just a few feet in front of the conference room door. The pile of black dust was still there. 


That dust was all that was left of Moammar after Jeroan had finished with him. Black specks of it still fluttered through the air as a lazy winter fly circled the Sorcerer's remains, as if looking for something very well-done to eat. 


Kelley's stomach did a lurch at that thought. She moved from the corner of the room to the head of the table, where Azure had been standing in front of the wall of law books just ten minutes ago. She needed some time to pull herself together, away from everyone else. She glanced out the windows at a black sky above a Mississippi rimmed with ice on either bank. Who knew what Mexico was looking at out there.


Under the table, close to the chair where Mom had been sitting, Kelley saw a floppy hat on the floor. This must have belonged to Dr. Azure—a bald dude like him would need it to keep from getting a serious scalp sunburn, even in the winter here. 


She fought the urge to stomp it flat, thinking of Azure talking about the Druid and the end of magic, like a lawyer trying to present an impossible closing argument to a hostile jury. Kelley hadn't believed him, right up until the moment where she felt magic leave her.


Forever? She wondered as she sat down and spun in a slow circle in the chair. Has magic really left me for good?


Though she didn't remember pulling it out of the inner pocket of her jacket, Kelley now had her eGadget in her hand. She usually fiddled with it when she was stressed or distracted. Right now she felt both, big time. 


Letting her mind go blank, she flipped through all the various apps with her thumb, rearranging icons here and launching and closing apps there. 


She wished, for the first time ever, that her smart phone could do more. 


She'd seen how Mexico's dampener could track outbreaks of magic as well as cancel out a magical attack in no time flat. It could even work like a projector to show other parts of the world, like the black spot in the ocean that Azure had shown everyone during his speech, pinpointing the exact location where the Druid had reportedly made his return.


"When you are part of the world of magic," Azure had said, "you can see things that happen around us that nobody else in the world can."


Kelley saw that her phone's battery was in the red, so she pulled out an instacharger and snapped it on her eGadget.


Maybe, she thought as the charger gave off a loud buzz, we could find them without magic in us. We'd need to start with that black spot off the coast of Australia. Maybe there's still enough residual magic in our gadgets to get us there— 


Kelley jumped when two small objects clattered onto the smooth wood of the conference table. Jimbo had peeled the two roaches from his cap and tossed them onto the table like a pair of dice.


"This is nuts," Jimbo said from the other end of the conference room, looking at Kelley and then Jeroan. "They took Gran, and they took your parents, and we're just sitting here? Mexico, can't you use your doohickey there to track your boss, at least? We've gotta find the others while there's still time."


With a sudden movement, Mexico turned away from the window. Jimbo sucked in a loud, nervous breath and nearly dropped his phone again as Mexico crowded in next to him.


"This is the Druid," Mexico said, his eyes narrowing in anger and frustration. He rubbed his forehead with one hand and set his beat-up, hand-held dampener on the table with the other. The roaches eagerly climbed onto the dampener, working it with their tiny roachy feet, but the gadget remained dark and dead. 


"This is a man who can raise Dragons from the core of the Earth. The man who created magic, can you comprehend? You want to try and cross him, kid?"


"Come on, dude," Polly said in a squeaky voice. She held her delicate blue camera with the cracked screen in her hands again, nervously tapping the buttons as she spoke. "How do we even know it's the Druid causing all this?"


Mexico let out a short, barking laugh, and then his eyes went cold again. 


"Trust me," he said. "It was the Druid behind this. With Moammar helping him. The traitor."


"You're like seven feet tall," Polly said, lowering her camera, "and you're afraid? Look at us! We're just a bunch of kids."


"Kids with magic," Mexico said, brushing off the lapels of his jacket. "Go to it, then. Go find your people. I'm out of this game. I'm through."


"That's the truth," Mags said from somewhere under the table. "Too bad the rest of what he's saying is a lie."


The squirrelly little girl popped out next to Jeroan, elbowing him on her way up. 


Balancing the tiny white dragon on her shoulder, Mags stood up and promptly bumped into the chair holding the pile of black dust that used to be Moammar.


"Ah crap!" Mags shouted, swatting at the stubborn fly still buzzing around the room. "Dead guy dust on me! Freakin' great!"


The elbow he'd gotten from Mags seemed to wake Jeroan up a bit. He blinked and looked around the table, his expression changing from sheepish to a slow burn. 


"Kelley," Jimbo said, his voice sharp, as if he was worried that Jeroan was going to try to butt in any second now. "We can find them," he said. "I know we can. But the longer we wait, the harder it'll be. We've got to get to them while the trail's still warm."


All eyes turned toward her, including the frustrated and angry brown eyes of her brother. Jeroan's silence was really starting to bother her. He looked too much like that zombified guy they'd met earlier today in the college dorm. The guy who had taken forever to let go of magic, despite all that magic had done to him.


"Bad reaction to magic," Maria had said. Kelley shuddered at the memory.


Druid or no Druid, she thought, we've got to find the others, before it's too late. If I lose the parentals forever, right after learning they were actually pretty cool people with more interesting jobs than being lawyers after all. 


She didn't want to follow that train of thought, especially not now, with everyone staring at her. 


So Kelley took a deep breath and started talking.


"Despite what Mexico says about us having magic, we're most likely going to have to do this without magic," she began, and then winced. "I have to admit, that was painful to say." 


She closed her eyes out of frustration and let out a breath that turned into a frustrated sigh. 


"So we'll have to do this the old-fashioned way—and I hate the old-fashioned way. No magic. You guys up for that?"


Holding her breath, Kelley opened her eyes.


Jimbo and Polly were nodding at her. Kelley exhaled.


"Fine with me," Mags said, touching her nose and checking her grubby fingers. She was joining the group again after leaving Jeroan all by himself at the other end of the table. "I'm tired of magic and the stinkin' nosebleeds it gives me."


"Come on, sis," Polly said, "don't start that again." 


"But all that doesn't mean," Kelley continued, "that we have to be completely old-school. We still have our tech. So let's start with what we've got." 


Kelley slid her parentals' two abandoned Blueberry phones closer, along with Mexico's taped-together dampener. The roaches slid off his dampener for a second, tickling her bare hand with their nasty little feet, and she let out a noisy hiss of air.


"Relax, miss," Mexico said. "They're with me."


"Right." She tapped the big man's gadget. "What else can this thing do, anyway, besides work as a movie projector and a magic canceler? It looks a lot like the gadget Moammar used to send everyone away. So can it do the same for us, and get us to where we need to go to find the others?"


"You don't want that," Mexico said in a low voice. Up close, Kelley could see—for the first time—streaks of gray in his 'fro, along with fine lines of wrinkles around his brown eyes. It was like Mexico had aged twenty years, all in the past few minutes.


"Why not?" Mags said. "What do you know about any of this, Mister Men in Black?"


"I know where they all went," Mexico said.


Everyone else stopped what they were doing and moved closer to Kelley's end of the table.


"Do tell," Jimbo said, fidgeting with nervousness in his chair.


"Yeah," whispered Polly.


Mexico had opened his mouth to speak, but Kelley beat him to it.


"Australia," she said, snapping her fingers, amazed that nobody else knew it. She looked from Polly to Jimbo, shaking her head. "It was right there in Azure's slide show, guys. Weren't you paying attention?"


"Umm…" Jimbo said, staring down at the table.


"Well…" Polly added.


Mags just made a raspberry sound: Pbbbbbt.


"She's right," Mexico said. "What she doesn't know is where, exactly, in Australia. Nor does she know what she will find in Australia. The Druid might be in a weakened state from riding the recent wave of magical distortion back to the surface of the world. But even a weak Druid leaving his banishment behind is no match for all of us. He'd incinerate us all and leave nothing. We'd wish we were Moammar over there on the chair after the Druid finished with us."


Kelley felt her enthusiasm break apart more with each new revelation from Mexico.


"Well," Mags said. "That was totally discouraging, dude."


"Just being honest here, child." Mexico tapped on his dampener, trying to get it to light up again, but it appeared too far gone. "If you thought Azure was a bit harsh in his methods, well, guess who trained him. The Druid. And he makes Azure look like a saint. From what my former boss has told me, the Druid does not have a shred of mercy in his body."


Kelley slipped a hand into her coat pocket and pulled out an instacharger. With a quick movement, she snagged Mexico's dampener and attached the charger to it. It gave a stubborn buzz, and then began charging.


Mexico just shook his head at that. 


"You won't need a dampener if there's no more magic," he said in a low voice. "Soon there won't be any left in the world, except for the Druid's. He takes what he needs, just like he did in the past. He tracks it, locates it, and gathers it for himself."


Kelley sank back into her chair, watching the needle on the charger approach the plus sign to show the dampener was fully charged.


We can't just give up like that, she thought. I don't want to live in a world without Mom and Dad, much less a world without magic.


"Speaking of dampeners," Mags said, digging for something inside the pocket of her faded purple sweatshirt. "What d'you guys think about this?"


She held up the shiny tablet-sized gadget—dotted with tiny bits of blackened Moammar here and there—that the traitorous Sorcerer had used to send the others away. She set it on the table next to Mexico's taped-up dampener.


"Hey," Jeroan said from the far end of the table, his voice gravelly from not talking for so long. It was the first thing he'd said in almost fifteen minutes. Kelley noticed that he'd been fiddling with his phone up until that point. "I had that. What gives?"


"Finders keepers," she said with a laugh. 


 Kelley also noticed that Mags didn't have Alexander on her shoulder any longer, but she didn't have time for dragon-spotting.


Instead, she rearranged Mexico's crappy-looking dampener next to the sleek, electric-tape-free dampener that Moammar had used. Along with the parentals' Blueberries, they now had four gadgets, plus her smart phone. 


"Get your phones out, everyone. Mags, you too. And Polly, get out your camera."


When the table was covered in gadgets and everyone was gathered around, Kelley made sure all the gadgets were fully charged. 


We haven't lost everything, she thought. This was a good start.


She felt an actual smile touch her lips as she said, "Let's fire these things up."


While each roach took possession of a dampener—one got its tiny legs up on Mexico's banged-up 1.0 version, and the other hopped up on Moammar's sleek version 2.0—Kelley grabbed her own phone. The others picked up their gadget of choice.


The room felt warmer already. 


Kelley felt a wild glimmer of hope. Was it possible? Was magic really coming back? 


She swallowed. That was assuming that magic could come back at all. 


It was also assuming that the Druid or Azure—or both of them, for that matter—hadn't ruined magic for everyone, for good.


"Hey, what about Jeroan's phone?" Jimbo said. Kelley could feel the skinny guy quivering with excitement at their emerging plan. "He's got an eGadget too, right?"


"Yeah, you're right, he does," Kelley said. She'd forgotten about Jeroan. He should've been right in the middle of this, adding his opinion and trying to convince everyone to follow his plan.


But when Kelley looked down at the far end of the table where Jeroan had been sitting and moping, there was nobody there. 


Just like magic, Jeroan had disappeared.
















Chapter Two






Jeroan knew where to go.


He didn't know how or even why he had to go there. It probably made more sense to head to Australia to find that black hole in the water next to the coastline. But no, not the land down under—that seemed too obvious. 


Plus, he just had a feeling about this other place. A hunch.


And he couldn't stay in that stuffy, smelly conference room any longer. Not with Moammar's ashes constantly getting stuck in his nose, and the smell of Azure's sweat and Archie's b.o still lingering in the air. Not with Kelley and the others looking at him like a total failure for not getting magic to come back (something he still expected to happen, at any second, dang it).


It was past time for him to go out on his own. 


Back in Mom and Dad's office, he'd wanted to tell Kelley that going to Australia was a mistake, that if the Druid really was there with the parentals and Azure and the other old folks, he'd be waiting for them to walk into his trap. 


But nobody wanted to listen to him, not after his colossal failure to do any magic earlier. He'd even thought about trying to get a call through to Archie, wherever he was. Jeroan hoped the old guy was still using Polly's pink phone, but after trying three times back in the conference room to make a call to her number, he gave up. His eGadget was utterly dead and no longer working. 


Even if his phone did have a charge, he couldn't have called Mom and Dad, because they'd left their Blueberry phones on the conference room table. And he doubted the two old ladies, Maria and Gran, even knew what a cell phone was. So there was no way of knowing where they were, or if they were still alive.


So as usual, Jeroan had to come up with his own plan to get where he needed to go. Which was why he'd let Mags take Moammar's dampener from the table next to him, while in return he'd snagged the little dragon from her shoulder. She'd been too distracted by the dampener and the chitchat that had broken out at Kelley's end of the table to even notice that Alexander had disappeared. 


And then—using the sneaking skills he'd picked up at Azure's Center, hiding out from the three operatives every day for the past two months—Jeroan had slipped out of the conference room while everyone was busy gathering up their phones and cameras for his little sister's desperate scheme. 


You don't take a knife to a gun fight, he thought—one of Dad's favorite sayings. He tiptoed out into the hallway, holding the squirming dragon in both hands. This fight was going to take more than some cell phones and a camera. It was going to require something bigger and more powerful.


Which was why Jeroan had borrowed Mags' little dragon, Alexander. That dragon was going to get him where he needed to go. Fast. And take out anyone that tried to stop him along the way.


But first he had to convince Alexander to do just that.


 "A black kid and a tiny white dragon walk out of a lawyer's office," Jeroan whispered as he rushed down the steps leading to the front entrance. It really did sound like the opening to a bad joke.


By the time he got to the darkened lobby, Alexander had grown, and Jeroan was huffing and puffing from carrying him. The critter was no longer a miniature dragon half a foot tall, but easily five times that. Jeroan could barely hold onto him anymore.


Thinking fast, trying to remember all the tips from the various books about dragons he'd read during his self-education at the Center, Jeroan set Alexander down on a table near the front doors before he dropped him. 


A dragon is loyal to a fault, one book had said. You just have to earn its trust, and then give it an important job to do.


Jeroan rubbed his hands together in the chilly lobby and looked Alexander in the eye, thinking, I hope this works for dragons that used to be wind-up toys, too.


"Y'know, Alexander, we've been through a lot together," he began, talking in a soft voice. His breath steamed in the cold air. "That time in the operatives' crappy old van, and helping those folks on the riverboat." 


Jeroan swallowed hard, hoping Alexander didn't remember all the details from that night. Crushing the music box he'd taken from the hand of Jimbo's grandmother hadn't been Jeroan's finest hour. 


"And you've done a great job taking care of my sister and Polly's little sister, too."


Alexander looked Jeroan in the eye. If dragons had eyebrows, Alexander would've had one of them raised right now. He puffed hot smoke in Jeroan's face, so far looking pretty unconvinced.


Jeroan bit back a cough from the second-hand dragon breath. This wasn't working.


He was about to continue his trust-building exercise with the now four-foot-tall dragon when he heard movement behind him. He half expected silver-haired Tanya to leap out of the shadows of the lobby with her band of Blood Sorcerers. Glancing around at every inch of the small room, he waited a few seconds before saying anything else. He didn't hear any more noises other than the hammering of his heartbeat in his ears and the annoyed puffing of Alexander's nostrils. 


He turned back to the dragon, expecting to have to look down at him. But Alexander was now gazing down at him, and Jeroan could see the impatience in the creature's narrowed, black eyes.


"I know," Jeroan said. Time to get to the point. "I know you were tasked to take care of Mags, and Kelley before her. But I, um, I mean, we—Kelley and Mags and me—we have a more important task for you... a, um... a quest."
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