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Magic: the side effects are painful, if not fatal…


Two months after the explosive and unexpected ending to A Sudden Outbreak of Magic, Jeroan learns all about magic at Dr. Azure’s mysterious training center. Meanwhile, Kelley can’t even leave her hotel room in Dubuque without a chaperone.


When people they care about start disappearing, and people they didn’t think they should care about—like Dr. Azure—get attacked by rogue magic-users, Jeroan and Kelley must work together. Before this growing epidemic of magic turns deadly.


Unfortunately, they learn too late that magic no longer works properly, and they suffer some serious side effects whenever they use it…


The fantasy series for all ages continues with A Wild Epidemic of Magic!


A Wild Epidemic of Magic is an 80,000-word novel (240 print pages).




























Prologue






Excerpted from Words of Magic, page 915:






In a village tucked into a rain-soaked valley in chill Snowdonia, I stood inside the shell of an old church and watched a dozen ragged children stumble through the early morning darkness. I'd been watching them for the past three mornings as I recovered from my exhausting activities of half a week earlier. Watching the barefoot boys and girls push through the mud and gather in front of the baker's shack, their breath steaming in the cold, I felt a glimmer of hope that this journey to the soggy north lands of Wales would prove fruitful after all. 


Because one of the children had caught my eye as a potential candidate. 


And I knew better than any of my cohorts that we needed fresh conscripts. He always needed more apprentices to swell his ranks, while I needed to prove my loyalty to him again after I'd foolishly voiced aloud my concerns about his methods. 


But that was neither here nor there.


The baker cracked open the door to his wooden shack, and the smell of bread and sweets reached me inside the musty, darkened church. My own empty belly rumbled, making me stand up straight and wince at the pain in my side. I couldn't let my injuries distract me, however. The boy's final audition was about to commence.


With a hearty laugh, the red-faced baker emerged from his shack with a pail in each hairy hand. Soon the gathered children were fighting for position to catch the moldy bread and dry crusts from the previous days of baking. The boy I'd been watching caught an entire loaf in one hand, and then spun to catch a crumbling pastry without crushing it. He had both stuffed into his shirt before the baker turned back to his kitchen with his now-empty pails. 


"Eat hastily," I whispered as the crowd of orphans and urchins dispersed with curses and tears from the less-fortunate. "You will need your strength where we are bound, my boy."


I gathered my dark green robes around me and slipped from the shadows of the church into the stable next door. I knew the boy slept in the loft above the animals most days, safe from the rains and the cold.


I noticed with a wince that the sun had at last forced its way through the gray-black clouds above, poking like a fist through the mist-shrouded mountains surrounding us. The rest of the village would soon be waking. My time here was growing short, and—injuries or not—I could tarry here no longer.


I paused as I felt a sudden pain in the side of my neck, sharp as a bite. I plucked a fat tick from the spot and squeezed it until it popped with a tiny burst of dark red on my thumb and forefinger. I gazed at my stolen blood with disgust. 


Always, there was blood.


I took a deep breath that made me groan, exhaled a quick and simple Word to cleanse my fingers, and waited for the boy to come to me. 


Patience, I reminded myself. Our work was slow and secret to the outside world, but it would be rewarded one day by the man I knew only as the Druid.


The flood of last week had been yet another reminder to me that our mystic leader required additional assistance—someone hand-picked and trained by me. The rains had come down hard on these northern lands for nearly a month, and a majority of the crops had been soaked past saving for this fall's harvest. The Druid had sent me, along with one of my more experienced young apprentices, here to Wales to reroute a branch of the flooded River Conwy and siphon off the overflow from the fields. 


Having labored over the Words for thirty hours straight, the Druid had then taught us those Words to enable us to move water and earth to save the north lands. He had never attempted such a large undertaking before. Maria, my apprentice, had stared wide-eyed from under her wet purple hood at the churning landscape as we finished speaking the harsh, unfamiliar syllables. The Druid's Words had shifted both earth and water before our very eyes.


But despite the potency of his Words, the Druid hadn't planned for the angry reactions of the farmers who found their old, familiar river either moved onto their neighbor's land or now cutting through their own after we'd completed the rerouting of the waterway. 


I pushed down my own hood for a moment to run a hand over my hair, trying not to think about how thin it had gotten in recent years. Other than the lost hair, which had dropped into my hood like silk from an ear of corn as we worked on the swollen river, I had mostly recovered from using the Words. 


But the damage from the beating I took at the hands of the farmers still lingered. I didn’t dare whisper a single Word of Healing on my wounds for fear of weakening myself more. Or raising the wrong sort of attention here in this remote village.


"No appreciation for all that we do," I muttered, fingering the cut on my cheek, breathing shallowly to keep from irritating my broken ribs again. "There is so much you common people do not know."


When I'd seen the angry farmers approach, shouting at me about what I'd done to their river, I'd immediately sent away Maria. I'd pushed her halfway back home with a series of Words that had left me drained and almost defenseless against the men armed with clubs and pitchforks. I'd finally been forced to dive into the still-swollen river and swim away, without coming up for air for nearly fifteen endless minutes. Magic sustained me underwater, but the damage to my body had already been done.


I shook my head as I tightened the leather string for my ponytail and pulled up my hood again. I had to convince the boy to join me. Or else.


Short seconds later, I heard two pairs of bare feet thumping on the dirt road in front of the stable.


"Give us some," a whining voice said. "You took that biscuit right from me hand, Johnny."


"Did not," the voice of the taller boy responded, without heat. "But I'll share with you, if you keep your mouth shut."


"Will do, will do! Haven't eaten in two whole days, you see."


Both boys moved into sight, the taller boy with his blue eyes squinting against the morning light. He walked in front of a thin, dirty-faced boy whose back looked permanently hunched, as if he'd been cringing away from a harsh hand all his life.


You should save that food for yourself, my little friend, I thought from my hiding spot. Your friend will not be long for this world if he already cannot fend for himself.


The boys sat down no more than five strides from where I stood in the shadows, leaning heavily against the rough wooden wall. They had no inkling that I was there.


"I'll give you half," the boy named Johnny said. He held out a chunk of his loaf to the smaller boy, one dirty hand to another. "But never again. Instead, I'll teach you how to work your way to the front of the line, and I'll show you how to dodge the elbows of the others. You've got to give 'em a little shove, like this, see, when they're off-balance." 


The taller boy demonstrated to the other. The smaller boy did not look convinced. 


I gave them a few more seconds to savor their meal before I could stand still no longer. My injuries dogged me like bad memories, and my patience was wearing thin. The Druid would be waiting.


"I see you have a bit of the teacher in you," I said, my loud voice shocking both boys to their feet. "Though I'm sorry to say you shall not finish your lesson today."


"Warlock!" the smaller boy screamed, pivoting on his heel and running headlong out of the stables into the dirt road. The boy named Johnny sprinted off in the opposite direction, toward the fields, splattering mud and horse droppings as he ran. Neither boy was foolish enough to drop his precious bread as he ran.


Ignoring the smaller boy, I pointed a pair of fingers at young master Johnny, my ribs complaining at the movement. The stable blurred around me in the instant before I spoke.


"Gholt!"


The boy froze above a mud puddle, his right leg cocked in mid-air and his left foot planted on the dirt. A glob of mud dangled from his suspended right foot, and then fell with a loud plop. 


I strode in front of Johnny. He was beginning to shake, nearly losing his balance as the effect of the Word already began to wear off. At the same time, I felt a wave of dizziness hit me, followed by a bout of nausea in my belly. 


I made a fist in frustration. My powers were still weak—normally this Word would hold a person motionless for half an hour, and I would barely feel the impact of channeling magic through my blood.


The boy's bottom lip quivered, but his sharp blue eyes followed me as I paced back and forth in front of him. I did my best to not think about the acid filling my insides like increasingly hot lava.


"First lesson," I said, throwing back my hood for theatrical effect. "Never run from an elder, no matter what the consequences may appear to be. Shows a marked lack of respect, my young Johnny."


"Whhhh—" he said, trying to make his lips work.


I held up a hand, fighting the urge to smile at the boy's spirit. His eyes remained clear and focused on me, instead of clouded by panic and fear. I'd chosen well.


"Second lesson: never interrupt. I've been looking for a young person like you for quite some time now." 


As lines of power swirled toward me, forming out of the air inside and around the stable, igniting my blood, I touched the boy on the forehead with the palm of my hand.


"You are released."


With a sudden inhalation, the boy regained control of his body. He wobbled for a half-second on one foot, and then he tumbled to the dirt floor. He managed to catch himself with his hands before falling into the mud puddle, but he crushed his hard-earned food in the process.


With a frustrated shout, the boy threw his muddy piece of bread at me. The bread stopped in mid-air after I muttered another Word, almost without thinking. His mouth hanging open, Johnny looked from me to the bread floating above him. I had to smile at that.


"Who are you?" he whispered. With an effort he stood and began wiping the mud from his clothes with shaking hands. "You're not from around here, I can tell by your accent. Are you the one who flooded the northern half of town?"


My smile disappeared at that. No appreciation at all, I thought, resting a hand on my roiling stomach.


"I know you have many questions. But first—"


With another Word, I gestured at Johnny's clothes. An instant later, the mud and horse manure were removed from the boy's pants, shirt, and skin. I bit back a gasp at the sharp pain in my ribs and in my innards.


Johnny grinned wide-eyed at his suddenly-clean hands and clothes. "How did you—?" He blinked twice and nodded, as if answering his own question. "Of course. You're a Warlock. One of the Druid's men."


"Please," I said, shaking my head with a short, almost bitter laugh. "Warlocks are... simpletons and amateurs. We prefer the term Sorcerer."


"Sorcerer," Johnny repeated. "Is that why you came for me today? To put a curse on me? Or," he said, eyes blazing with the sudden realization, "did you come to take me with you?"


I nodded and laughed, proud of my future apprentice. 


"The latter, of course."


One of the horses in the stall behind us nickered, as if in agreement. The boy looked at the horse with a hint of longing on his face before turning back to me. A tear shimmered in one of his blue eyes, and then he wiped it away with the heel of his newly clean hand. He nodded, as if he had made some sort of decision with himself.


"What's your name, Sorcerer?" Johnny said.


I smiled and bowed low in front of the boy. A flood of hope extinguished the flaring of my injuries. I looked up at the boy from the bottom of my bow with a smile.


"Michael Severson Azure. At your service, Johnny."


The boy grinned at my overly grand manner. "Jonathan Archibald Masterson Brightwell, back to you, my lord. But please, don't call me Johnny."


"But of course, Johnny," I said. I straightened up with a bit of effort and plucked a piece of mud off of my otherwise spotless green robes. "Now we must leave. You need not bring anything but the clothes you are wearing. I know you have no family to say farewell to, so that simplifies the situation immensely." 


I clapped him on the back and inhaled sharply at the stab of pain in my ribs. He had to be the one, or I was surely doomed.


"Come along, son," I said with what I hoped was a convincing grin. "The Druid will be waiting. And believe me, he is not a patient man."


And, I added silently to myself as I led young master Brightwell out into the brilliant late-morning light, the Druid will never suspect either of us of plotting his downfall.
















Chapter One






Before coming here, Jeroan Strickland had never read a book voluntarily in his life. 


That was his sister's area of expertise. He considered himself more of a street-smart kind of guy, not a book-smart geek like his twin sister Kelley. Even if most of his street smarts were faked in a constant attempt to impress others. 


But here at the Center, all of that was behind him. Another life.


He kept finding the most amazing books to read at the Center. But he never had the time to devour them all because he was constantly getting pulled from his reading and his self-propelled education—one book from the Center's three-story library at a time—by York, Mexico, and Orleans.


Today it was looking like a sneak attack at noon.


With a sigh, Jeroan closed the impossibly small white book with the blank cover and the squiggly symbol on its spine. He'd been sitting on the hard floor all morning, reading the book in one of the many empty office cubicles of the first floor, all of which were made up of three beige walls five feet high and nothing else. No desks, and not even a chair to sit in. 


He had been focusing all his reading in this book (and countless others) on stories about the man responsible for his arrival here: Dr. Michael Azure. 


The trick was figuring out which stories were Azure's, because for some reason all the stories in the History section of this book were in first person. So Jeroan had to read closely—but not too closely, because each of the book's stories held a strange power over him. He'd glance at the first sentence or two to see who or what it was about, and then he'd get sucked in. He'd lose hours reading. That had never happened to him before.


This morning he'd ended up reading about some crazy dude from the Ukraine, explaining the ins and outs of Blood Sorcery, and then a woman from the Revolutionary War who'd been apprenticing with the renegade magic-user Ben Franklin. He'd finally hit upon this latest story featuring the absent Dr. Azure in some place called Snowdonia, recruiting a new apprentice. The hints about the Druid had fascinated Jeroan, and he had to learn more.


Something shifted on the other side of the long, twisty hallway lined with dozens of cubicles. Jeroan slipped the book into his back pocket without a sound, and he saw to his surprise that the sun was now high in the sky. He'd started reading when it was barely light out that morning. On the other side of the floor-to-ceiling window of one-way glass next to him, the gently rocking waters of the Cape Fear River reflected the bright sunlight onto a dozen boats as well as the tall buildings built right up to the water's edge.


That was totally a footstep, Jeroan thought, moving from a sitting position to a crouch in a flash.


His pulse quickened, and his vision went unfocused for a moment, just like in the books. In the air around him he could vaguely see the shimmering lines of power that the book was always talking about, the lines blurring the walls of the tiny cubicle where he'd been hiding out, reading.


Reading, and avoiding the daily lesson from Azure's operatives. Sometimes it was just one operative, occasionally two (usually greasy-haired York and big-afroed Mexico), but sometimes he had to take on all three of them. Orleans was a particularly nasty piece of work who never smiled and didn't take kindly to having to train newbies.


"In the wrong career path," Jeroan muttered as he tiptoed out of the cube, holding his breath. Mom had always been talking to him about career paths, he realized, nearly tripping on the industrial green-gray carpet at the memory. A wave of homesickness hit him then, so strong he could barely breathe or swallow. 


They haven't even tried to get in touch with me, he thought. And I've been gone over two months now.


At first, Kelley had been constantly trying to text or call or email, but he'd let his eGadget's battery go dead weeks ago and never bothered recharging it. There was no place for gadget magic here in any of the thirteen stories of Dr. Azure's International Center for Magical Study and Containment.


And Azure himself still hadn't shown up here to teach Jeroan all about magic. It had just been Jeroan and the Three Big Stooges, ever since he'd agreed to join Azure's team last November on the riverboat.


So Jeroan had been reading and learning all he could on his own. Azure's operatives seemed to like it better that way, instead of actually having to teach or train him. They were only responsible for Jeroan's daily "review" sessions. Azure must've worked some magic to force them to do that much in his absence.


Hunched low, Jeroan crept down the zigzagging maze of drab, colorless cubicle walls, checking each cube he passed to make sure it was completely empty. He heard no more furtive sounds. 


He wiped sweat from his forehead and grimaced. That had to be Orleans' handiwork—he liked to crank up the heat in the building during a lesson to get Jeroan all off-balance. Orleans was a real pain in the butt about stuff like that.


Jeroan made it to the Fishbowl, the big rectangular conference room with glass walls just outside the elevators, without anyone dropping down on him from the ceiling tiles or sneaking up behind him. The henchmen couldn't actually use magic, not in the way Jeroan had been doing since that day in November in Dubuque with the old guy Archie and his former friend Polly. But all three of these dudes were big as houses and knew their way around the huge Center, while he still got lost about every other day. 


And all three operatives could pull out their dampeners if Jeroan got too cocky with the latest Words he'd learned.


Jeroan patted the book in his back pocket, reassured a bit by its warmth. The office had grown warm as well, uncomfortably so, even with the cold and rainy winter weather outside. He lifted a sweaty hand to punch the Up button for the elevator, but then he remembered Mexico ambushing him inside the elevator last week. He thought better of it and tiptoed back from the elevator doors. He couldn't believe that he'd made it to lunchtime today without a lesson.


Maybe they're tired of getting kicked around by the new kid, he thought.


And then the lights went out.


Jeroan's first instinct was to speak the Word for light, but he quickly thought better of it. No sense announcing where he was. Instead he kept on inching backwards in the dark, slowly, slowly, until he touched the glass door to the Fishbowl. The big one-way windows looking out onto the river and the rest of downtown Wilmington had gone opaque at the same time the lights had gone out.


Three questions, Jeroan told himself as he slipped inside the Fishbowl in complete darkness. I just have to answer three questions.


The only sound was the tiny creak of the glass door as he closed it behind him.


He forced himself to relax, even though his heart was hammering. His gaze flickered all over the place, trying to detect movement as his eyes adjusted. He held his breath and listened. He'd originally thought that guys as big as York, Mexico, and Orleans would be loud as bulls, but somehow Azure had trained them to move as silently as musclebound ninjas. Jeroan's best defense had been smelling them—Orleans smelled like sweat, York like fried food, and Mexico like the old-fashioned cologne Dad always wore.


Thinking about Dad made Jeroan tighten up again inside, just for a moment. Even though he and Kelley the Beast barely used to see Mom and Dad—the parentals were always busy working at their law firm downtown—Jeroan still missed them. They should've contacted me by now, he thought, the tightness in his chest spreading through his body.


Pull it together, he told himself, but then it was too late. He smelled sweat and fried food. His heartbeat quickened and his blood turned hot as he let the power flow into him in an instant. 


"Quarzinck!" Jeroan shouted, and the Fishbowl filled with a brilliant red light. 


Mispronounced it, he thought, and then he dove under the conference table as two huge men in black suits punched their way through the thick glass walls of the Fishbowl. The room exploded with fist-sized shards of glass that rained on top of the table and fell to the floor next to Jeroan. 


"Light's supposed to white, not red, my friend," said the big white guy with the slicked-back hair and droopy mustache. That would be York. 


"Who's been teaching you, newbie?" laughed an equally big man with light brown skin, a long black ponytail, and no hint of a smile on his round face. Orleans.


The men split up and circled the table, heading right for Jeroan.


"Is that your first question?" Jeroan said, getting to his feet on the far side of the conference table. 


He crunched on bits of glowing red glass with each move he made. His face was slick with sweat, and he felt a little light-headed from the blood-rush of speaking his Word. 


"Easy. The answer is nobody. Nobody's been teaching me."


"Good one, Orleans," York said, just a few feet away on Jeroan's left. "Way to waste a question—"


"Yeaarggh!" Orleans interrupted, charging at Jeroan in frustration.


Jeroan slid a rolling chair in the big man's way and headed to the corner of the big conference room, away from York and the busted glass walls.


"Rasputin," York called out, coming fast toward Jeroan as Orleans pushed the chair out of his way and then tripped over another chair. They could only take a swing at Jeroan after a question was asked, but York liked to get in position ahead of time, while he was doing the asking.


"What are the Words Rasputin created to animate the dead?"


Jeroan had his hand on the cold metal knob to the second glass door leading out of the Fishbowl. The red light from his Word was starting to fade, so he had to hurry. With a swirl of energy blurring his vision, he did what always worked best for him in the past: he said the first thing that popped into his head.


"Grozinga Morcalzt!"


A pair of roaches a few feet from Jeroan flipped from their backs to their tiny feet and skittered through the bits of glass that still reflected the fading red light next to the table.


"Yes!" Jeroan exclaimed, now gasping for breath from this second set of Words. He thought he saw a nod of approval from York at his correct answer, even as the big man threw a punch. Jeroan ducked, just in time.


One more question to go.


But Orleans wasn't asking anything. He let York do all the work while he pushed chairs out of his way and crunched toward Jeroan. At some point he'd pulled out his black, tablet-sized dampener, and he was brandishing it in one big hand. The conference room was stifling hot now, and sweat dripped into Jeroan's eyes.


 Can't use the Words on Orleans directly, Jeroan knew, flipping through his mental list of Words like shuffling playing cards. His dampener will just cancel it out.


"Who was," York asked from just a foot away, exasperated by his partner's actions, "the rogue magic-user responsible for—"


Jeroan ducked again as Orleans took a swing at him, breaking the rules of their so-called training. Jeroan didn't want to run out the door just yet, not when he was so close to finishing his daily questions. Plus, Mexico might be out there waiting in one of his patented ambushes.


So he focused his energy on the two roaches trying to escape under the table. The room went all blurry and grew even hotter as he pointed two shaking fingers at the brown bugs. Filled with the rush of magic, Jeroan's vision cleared, and his hands were no longer shaking. The Word came to him in a flash, and this time he didn't mispronounce it.


"Fyorotufall!" he shouted as his two fingers changed targets, moving in an arc from the bugs to Orleans. 


The pair of cockroaches flew through the air right at Orleans' wide-eyed face. If the big henchman hadn't shut his mouth, they would've shot right into it. Instead, they went for his eyes. With a yell and a crunch of glass under his shiny black shoes, Orleans slapped at his face, slipped on the debris, and fell back onto the big black conference table with a heavy thud.


Jeroan let out the breath he'd been holding and nearly fell over from exhaustion. He'd never used so many Words this quickly before, and he felt a bit like throwing up. His stomach kept doing flips.


On his left, York cleared his throat with a sound that almost sounded like a laugh. 


"Final question, once again. Who was the rogue magic-user responsible for the San Francisco earthquake of 1906?"


As soon as he finished asking the question, York tried to distract Jeroan by launching the big speakerphone from the conference table at him, but Jeroan had seen it coming. Tired as he was, he still managed to block it with his right hand, but the force of the throw knocked him backwards and nearly broke his wrist. 


And he couldn't think of the name of the rogue York had been asking about.


"I don't study terrorists," he yelled in frustration. He gripped his sore right wrist with his left hand and backed up until he hit the warm glass of the door behind him. Orleans had finally crushed the unlucky pair of reanimated cockroaches and gotten back to his feet. The Fishbowl was like a sauna now, and Jeroan couldn't concentrate.


"Let's hear your answer," York said, just a few feet away and creeping closer.


"He don't know it," Orleans said. "He ain't got a—"


A loud buzzing interrupted him, a sound louder than any alarm clock, just as the dampener in Orleans' hand suddenly burst into bright green light. Despite the buzzing, Jeroan heard tiny skittering sounds as the two reanimated roaches peeled themselves up off the floor and fled.


"What is that?" Jeroan said, pointing at the glowing dampener and leaning away from Orleans and his sweaty odor. His legs still felt wobbly. "Can you turn off that alarm already?"


Loud footsteps approached from the hallway. The buzzing must have masked the sound of the elevator doors opening.


Orleans was looking at his dampener, his wide face green and confused.


"Is this what I think it is?" he muttered. 


The footsteps stopped outside the Fishbowl. The fading red light from Jeroan's mispronounced word—mixed with the unhealthy green light from Orleans' dampener—illuminated a big puff of curly black hair atop a six-foot-five frame decked out in a black suit. Jeroan got a whiff of cheap cologne.


"It's his distress code," said operative Mexico in his deep, rasping voice. 


He poked his dark brown face into one of the holes in the glass walls that York and Orleans had made earlier and glared at Jeroan and the other two operatives. 


"Kindly clean up this mess and get yourselves upstairs, jokers. Dr. Azure has returned."
















Chapter Two






Kelley Strickland held her phone to her ear and crossed her fingers for luck. 


This would make call number twelve; if it didn't work this time, she wasn't going to try again. Waiting for the connection, she rubbed her arms through her thick sweater in the chill air of her hotel room. It would be a huge loss to never talk to him again, but she couldn't keep doing this or she'd go crazy.


After three buzzes, a tentative "Hello?" tickled her ear from the other end of the line.


"Jimbo, " Kelley said, in as calm a voice as she could muster. "It's me, Kelley. How's Gran?"


"I'm sorry," he said. It was becoming his favorite phrase. "I can't talk."


"That's fine. Just listen, then. I know you've been through a lot, and this is pretty overwhelming and all."


A sudden hiss of air came from the other end, but nothing else. Kelley forged ahead, determined to get through to him at last.


"But you're not alone. And you've been given an incredible gift. You can't just let that slip away. We could do so much—"


"A gift? My grandmother can barely get up out of her bed anymore. Her hair turned white after that night on the boat. Completely white. And the way your brother broke her music box, and, and..."


"I know," Kelley said, fighting the urge to apologize once more for what Jeroan had done. She'd vowed never to do that, ever again. And now she was losing Jimbo, too. "But this is something bigger than all that."


After a pause, Jimbo finally spoke. 


"Some of us don't want to be a part of something bigger, Kelley."


And then he hung up on her.


After five seconds of shocked silence, Kelley hit the End Call button on the eGadget gripped tight in her hand and bit back the urge to scream. 


Instead of screaming, though, she hooked her phone up to its charger and paced around the tiny confines of her hotel room, glaring at its chipped beige walls and nasty brown carpet and crooked, fake art on the walls. With each step she ran through a series of dagger-sharp thoughts, first about Jimbo, and then her twin brother Jeroan. 


It always came back to Jeroan, and the stupid, reckless, dangerous decision he'd made.


Nothing, Jeroan had said that night, his last words to her in two months. Nothing's happened to me, and everything's happened to me.


Despite the cold in her room, she could feel the heat building inside her, and she had to remind herself to let it out before she exploded. Again.


She exhaled, and saw a hint of her own breath cloud the cold air.


She could almost sympathize with Jimbo's attitude about all that had happened. His grandmother had been hurt badly by Dr. Azure's magic during that wild fight up on top of the Diamond Jo riverboat back in November. For a while there it looked like she wasn't going to make it to see Christmas. And the way Jeroan had betrayed her by taking that ancient music box from her hands and crushing it... 


Kelly couldn't really blame Jimbo for not wanting to have anything to do with magic—or her—these days.


She cringed, thinking about how, near the end of the call, Jimbo had sounded petrified. As if he was afraid she'd try to pull him through the phone and into her hotel room.


I'd actually considered doing just that, Kelley realized with a surprised grin. She turned and began pacing the length of the cold hotel room. But I know that Jimbo has to do this on his own accord. If I just pull people here and there with magic, then I'm no better than that madman Dr. Azure.


She would never forgive Jeroan for volunteering to join Azure's team. Like a kid running off to join the circus. Those two goons who lifted him off the roof of the runaway riverboat back in November most likely just dropped him into the Mississippi from a hundred feet up after listening to his trash-talking for a couple of miles. He was probably dead by now.


"No," she whispered. The sound of her thin voice gave her the goosebumps. "I can't think that. Ever. Plus, he's not gone gone. I'd know if anything like that happened to him."


She sat down on the edge of her unmade, unbouncy hotel bed and picked up the tiny white book from Maria's shop. More than anything else, she felt trapped and helpless in her hotel-room prison. 


After I helped save all those folks on the boat, too. But do Jimbo or his grandmother remember that? Does anyone remember that? 


Nope. 


It was as if everyone in Dubuque, Iowa, had selective amnesia about that night. Even the news and the local paper had neglected to cover the huge story about the Diamond Jo riverboat busting loose and taking a night-time cruise down the Mississippi, much less the magic battle that took place on the roof of the boat. Kelley had done all sorts of searches on the Internet with her smart phone, and not even a single conspiracy theory had reared its ugly head. The event had been swept under the rug, most likely by Azure or his flunkies.


Nobody wanted to remember the magic.


Kelley shook her head and touched the elaborate, dark blue symbol on the spine of her white book. Each blue curlicue made the tip of her finger tingle, like a tiny shock of static.


To be honest, she'd been having trouble remembering that night out on the freezing Mississippi River herself. 


Running her finger once more over the strange, twisted symbol on the spine of the white book, she remembered the riverboat, full of gamblers on the three floors below them, breaking loose from its dock. How it had drifted downstream, picking up speed. And how it almost crashed into the cement columns holding up the bridge to Highway 20. 


But a lot of the details had grown fuzzy in the two months since then. Had it been Jimbo or Polly at her side at the end, stopping the runaway steamboat at the last second, and then hauling it back to the dock? Kelley truly couldn't remember.


As she skimmed through her copy of Words of Magic, she wished once more for a tiny dragon to silently flutter down onto her shoulder. She'd even welcome the clattering gears and strangely heavy weight of Alexander the dragon's original version, with his metallic green and blue scales and gray wings. Back before he became a living, breathing dragon all in white, measuring thirty feet from wing to wing, with a Sorcerer snatched up in each front paw.


A memory popped into her head, something she'd forgotten for weeks. Maybe thinking of her dragon had snapped it back into her brain. It was something Maria had said, two months ago, back in her shop.


"Not everyone can be a Sorcerer, you know. Everyone has the ability for it, but not everyone has the knack to maintain it and use it."


That would explain Jimbo, Kelley thought. And if he doesn't keep practicing, it'll probably just go away. For the past few months, Kelley had made sure to channel magic through her phone at least once a day, even if it was for something silly like getting her wild black hair to stay in place, or making the bus run a few minutes later so she could catch it. She wondered if Jeroan was learning all sorts of good tricks at the place Azure had called "the Center." 


Maybe, she thought, he was learning more than I'll ever learn.


Maybe. Maybe maybe maybe...


Kelley closed the book after running her tired eyes over sentence after sentence that looked like so much gibberish to her. She set the book down and pulled herself up into a sitting position.


It was time to try the door again.


Rubbing her cold hands together to generate some heat, she grabbed her coat and walked up to the scuffed metal door. If I were my parents, she thought, and I knew all that had happened back when Jeroan skipped town, I'd use some gadget magic to keep this door from ever opening. But Mom and Dad were the most un-magical people Kelley knew. They were both lawyers, for crying out loud.


"Ah crap," Kelley said with her hand on the icy doorknob. She turned and headed back to the dresser, where her eGadget sat connected to its charger. "How could I forget that?"


She unhooked her smart phone from the charger, and then snagged two instachargers from the top drawer. She made a face at the loud squawk the drawer made as she pushed it back in. After tucking the phone, the chargers, and the book into the various pockets of her big leather coat, Kelley tiptoed to the door again.


When she touched the cold doorknob this time, she realized who it was she needed to see. Not Maria, who had been so busy at her used book shop since November that she never had time for Kelley, but Polly. The skinny white girl had started out as Jeroan's friend, possibly even a potential girlfriend, but she now hated him with a passion because of the way he'd bailed on them. 


Polly gets it, Kelley thought. She not only has magic in her blood, but she's not afraid to use it the way Jimbo is. 


Plus I need to see if she's forgetting stuff, too. If I can just remember to ask her...


Kelley tapped on Polly's cell number and glared at the closed door as she listened to the phone ring four, five, six times before Polly's voicemail kicked in. Just a computer voice, announcing that Polly was not available.


"No kidding," Kelley whispered. She ended the call without leaving yet another message. "Nobody's available these days."


Sucking in a deep breath, she grabbed the doorknob tightly. Turning it all the way to the right without making any sound took at least a minute. Opening the door a crack took twice as long. But when she peeked outside, the coast was clear.


She squinted into the bright noon-time sunlight stabbing at her eyes. She'd forgotten it was daytime out there. After missing the last few days of school and spending most of her time nose-down in her little white book, she couldn't even recall what day it was. Probably Saturday. Maybe Sunday.


Whatever day it was, it was way past time for her to get out and find some answers. She closed the door behind her without a sound.


Outside in the cold, walking fast across the empty parking lot, Kelley made it two dozen steps before a sharp voice stopped her.


"Miss Strickland! Just where do you think you are going, ma'am?"


Kelley groaned and turned. A tall, thin, white woman with a puffy blue winter jacket and a black Iowa Hawkeyes baseball cap pulled low over her eyes was striding across the parking lot toward her. If it weren't for the serious look in her eyes and the determined way she carried herself, the woman could have been someone on her way to tailgate at a football game. Instead, she looked like a plain-clothes cop on a stakeout. 


She also looked familiar, but Kelley couldn't place the woman's name. All she could think of was Harvey's, the name of the fast-food restaurant where Jimbo used to work. Her stomach rumbled with the thought of a roast beef sandwich and some curly fries.


"Going for a stroll," Kelley said as the woman power-walked up to her and stopped a few inches away. The woman's blonde ponytail wagged like a dog's tail under her cap. "Is that against the law?"


"You're supposed to be in your hotel room, ma'am."


Kelley took a step back. She wished she could remember the lady's name. She never forgot a face. 


So she just asked: "Who are you?"


"Your parents asked me to help keep an eye on you, Miss Strickland. Ever since your brother went missing, they've been understandably very concerned for your safety."


Kelley touched the eGadget in her jeans pocket. 


Looks like it's about time for my daily dose of magic, she thought. Maybe I'll see how far I can transport myself with one quick burst of magic. Or maybe see how far I can toss this woman into the air.


"So I can't even leave that nasty hotel room and get some fresh air?"


"This is one of the finest establishments in Dubuque, ma'am. My cousin is the manager. And to answer your question, yes, you may leave your room. But not without a chaperone. I'm Nanci Beyers, by the way."


You've got to be kidding me, Kelley thought, staring at the woman's unsmiling face and feeling the cold January wind cut through her coat and sweater. I sent away a Sorcerer who was hundreds of years old from Mercy Hospital and helped stop a humongous riverboat from crashing into a bridge. I don't think I need a babysitter.


"I'm going to meet a friend," Kelley said. "And she, um, she's expecting me. So I'll be seeing you, Miz, um, Beyers—" 


Without waiting for a response, Kelley turned and started walking into the cold January wind.


The woman fell in step next to Kelley without missing a beat. She sniffed in a deep, noisy breath and let it out in a big plume of air that the cold wind dispersed in an instant.


"Good day for a walk," Beyers said, with the hint of a grin on her lean face.  


"I don't believe this," Kelley muttered. She gave up on heading over to Polly's place. This woman would certainly not be welcome there. Instead she turned and headed east toward the river, her boots crunching on the gray snow at the edge of the sidewalk. She heard a distant train whistle and hurried after it.


Maybe I can jump aboard that train, she thought, just like old Archie did with Polly's pink phone in his gnarled hand, and lose her that way.


"Strange times here in Dubuque," Beyers said as they walked. 


Kelley glanced over at her and the memory clicked into place—this was the female cop that Jeroan somehow knew first-hand. Beyers and her cop partner had been at the scene of Jimbo's accidental "triggering" at Archie's hands, when the old guy knocked Jimbo out while eating a late, greasy breakfast. Boom. Just like that, the old guy had infected Jimbo with magic.


The same old guy who was now completely out of her life, along with just about everyone else Kelley cared about (outside of her parents, of course, who were rarely around anyway).


They passed under Highway 151, cars and trucks thundering overhead, and then stepped over the rows of train tracks breaking up the sidewalk. Up ahead, the ancient tan and brown shot tower loomed over the river and the black railroad bridge stretching over the water.


After walking another block, Kelley's curiosity got the best of her. She put on her most neutral face and looked over at Beyers.


"What do you mean, 'strange times'?"


Beyers gave Kelley a curious glance before turning back to the road.


"Well, other than your brother going missing, that is, there have been reports of weird behavior and dangerous activities. Did you know that Mercy Hospital has been treating people for a rash of fall-related activities? Nearly three dozen such cases since Thanksgiving. And we're talking big falls here, like people thinking they could fly or something. Gravity told 'em otherwise."


"Wha—?" Kelley nearly coughed as she sucked in a cold breath of air. "Did you say 'fly'?"


"I know, it's weird. And most of them had trouble remembering the circumstances related to their accident. Like they'd just blanked out or something." Beyers pulled her cap down a bit lower over her eyes. "Funny how none of this ever got on the news or the Net. You never hear or read anything about stuff like this. Strange."


Kelley flinched as a shadow shot across the road to her right. She recovered and gave Beyers a nervous look, hoping the lady cop hadn't seen her jump. 


It was just a plane, she thought. I'm jumping at shadows, like a nervous old lady who was afraid to ever leave her home.


"Listen, your parents care about you," Beyers said after they'd crossed another deserted street and came up on a gray warehouse as wide as a city block. "You know that, right? They're not doing this to punish you, but to keep you safe. We'll find your brother soon, don't worry."


"Safe," Kelley said, suddenly short of breath. 
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