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I cracked the egg, and the gloopy yolk hissed as it dripped on the iron skillet and swirled around the lumps of hastily chopped wild garlic. Beneath the pan, the coals still burned hot, though the fire had burned down hours before. Two days prior, I had scavenged some wild eggs from a bird I didn’t know the name of and dug up the wild garlic from a nearby clearing. My mouth watered at the fragrant breakfast before me as my mind drifted.

It had only been a month since I left Gary and Lenna standing flabbergasted in an alleyway in Freegrove. The train had dropped me off in a tiny town just south of the Rella Mountains, only minutes after I’d left Thistle City. From there, I walked for nearly two days before I finally decided I was far enough away from civilization. I stopped only once to steal some blankets, an aluminum pot, a knife, and a box of matches from a shed in someone’s backyard. It was early summer, and the moderate temperatures made me feel like I could hunker down in the woods without fear of freezing to death. 

Once I’d selected a spot to camp, I plopped down in a heap of last year’s leaves and cried. 

For the first two days, I could hardly stop the fountain of tears that poured down my cheeks. My skin became red and raw. I kept picturing Matias stabbing his mother, and the stunned look on her face. Then his own desiccated corpse, sucked dry by Galen. I had dreams of Willow weeping over her brother’s dead body, and nightmares of being trapped in those horrible magic circles.

Eventually, the reality of my situation had kicked in. If I wanted to survive my jaunt into the wilderness, I needed to find food and figure out some sort of shelter before the next rain. I took a deep breath, told myself to get it together, and began to work. 

The first thing I did was bury the sword, and with it, the memories I couldn’t carry with me. Only Finn’s note remained, its daily reading my single link to the world beyond my isolation. 

Next, I decided to build myself a shelter. It started out rough, nothing more than a few pine boughs leaned up against a stick I had shoved horizontally into the crooks of two trees—a makeshift lean-to. But then, while searching in a part of the forest more popular with hikers, I scavenged a tarp from an empty campsite that hadn’t been properly cleaned up. I added that to the interior, along with a lot more pine boughs, and after a while, I had a pretty dry lean-to to sleep in. I also cleared away the dead leaves from the ground in front of the lean-to and built a stone ring to light a fire in. I had stolen matches, and there was dry wood aplenty to be scavenged. 

My next order of business, after building a shelter, was finding food. 

Foraging, while sometimes difficult and most definitely time consuming, was something I was good at. I had learned a few things from the Alstons as a child—Mr. Alston loved to go camping and hunting, and while I had been too young to learn to hunt with a gun, he had taken me out into the backyard a few times to point out different edible plants. Mrs. Alston had included some lessons in my curriculum about plants as well, and the knowledge had stuck. Not to mention, the last time I hid out in the woods, I got a lot of practice, even stole a book on the subject from a nearby library.

This time, all I had was my memory, but it seemed like enough. Leeks were in abundance, as well as wild garlic and wild onions. I had found a few clearings covered in dandelions, and in a marshy area, I discovered some stinging nettles. I cooked the two together with some leek leaves for extra flavor. I also scrounged up ground nuts, sumac, juneberries, and milkweed—suffice it to say, the woods were filled with food. I just had to figure out where to look.

I also tried trapping. I had learned how to make traps during my last foray into the wilderness, though this time around, it took me a few tries to get it right. Pit traps were the easiest in conception, but probably the most difficult to execute, as I didn’t have a shovel. Instead, I used my knife to sharpen a few sticks and then jabbed at the ground to loosen the soil before removing it with my hands. It took me three days to make a deep enough hole, and by the end, my hands were bloody and raw. I covered the hole with dried sticks and leaves to hide it, and about a week later, I had snagged a woodchuck. 

But I found I couldn’t kill it. It looked at me with scared eyes, scrabbling at the edges of the pit, and I felt so sorry for it, I let it go, feeling both guilty and stupid. 

Not too long after that, I had a stroke of luck—if you can call death lucky in any circumstance. A young hawk grabbed a duck and then dropped it not too far from my camp. I literally watched the bird fall through the trees. The duck must have had its neck snapped when the hawk caught it, and when it reached the ground, it was dead—and fresh. 

Every day, I hiked farther and farther afield, keeping my focus on the wilderness around me, creating a map of the forest in my head, and searching for berries, nuts, fruits, and anything I could use to sustain me or make my life a little more comfortable. Although I did my best to avoid any hiking trails, the best times were when I came across either an abandoned campsite or an abandoned house. 

The abandoned houses always had stuff in them, I learned. I considered trying to make one of them my shelter, but there were only two I had come across in all of my miles and miles of hiking, and they were all so rotten and dangerous, I worried that whichever one I chose might collapse on my head while I was sleeping. So instead, I peered through the windows and snuck in to take anything useful. 

The egg in front of me sizzled. They were large eggs, I guessed from a turkey or a similarly sized bird. And while I felt some guilt for stealing a mother bird’s eggs from her nest, I knew it was just as likely that the mother had abandoned the nest entirely, and the eggs would have never hatched anyway. Plus, I was hungry. And hunger did a lot to assuage guilt.

I glanced up at the sky. I had chosen a particularly dense patch of forest to set up my camp, and sometimes it was hard to see the sky. But today, it was gray, cloudy, and dark. And I had a feeling it wasn’t going to get much better. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

The coals hissed as the first few raindrops made it through the thick canopy of leaves over my head. I plopped the egg onto my plate before quickly crawling back into my lean-to and pulling the flap most of the way closed behind me. 

By this point, my lean-to had become quite comfortable. I had extracted a large section of fabric from a waterproof tent I’d found and laid it out on the floor, tying the edges up like a bowl. This prevented water from leaking in from the ground and from the outside. I’d then added three thick coats and a couple of blankets to make it soft to sleep on, and even scrounged a pillow from a campsite. 

On the opposite end of the lean-to, I had the trunk and a small coffee table I’d dragged back from an abandoned house. I kept my books and extra scavenged clothes in the trunk, and some dishes and a few other odds and ends on the coffee table. All in all, it was quite cozy in my shelter. 

The rain shifted from a drizzle to a deluge, the water crashing down against my make-shift roof. It was a relatively warm day, but I still occasionally worried that if I got too wet and didn’t have time to dry out, I might catch a cold and die out here all on my own. Except Trenton had told me my magic would heal me, at least in small daily quantities.

My magic. The one thing I had avoided thinking about pretty much since I arrived. Every so often, my mind would flicker back to that first day I met Alina, when she told me to imagine a flame to start a fire. Or my conversation with Lenna, where she reiterated the advice everyone always gave: “Just ask.” But I didn’t want to. It didn’t matter how tempting it was to magic up a shelter for myself instead of building one. Or to magically grow edible plants all around me instead of scavenging for them. Or to put up an invisibility shield, so I knew no one could find me out here. 

My magic had done nothing but betray me, over and over and over. When I needed it, I couldn’t use it. And when I didn’t want to use it or needed to keep it contained, it flowed right out of me. All it had done so far was cause me pain. People had died! 

I wanted nothing to do with it. I didn’t need my magic. I could survive on my own.

Of course, that didn’t change the fact that it was here, inside me, whether I liked it or not. But I had resolved to do everything I could to ignore it.

Rain poured down around my lean-to. I had installed a flap to cover the opening, but I left it back a little, so I could watch the water rush down. The sound was soothing, despite the droplets that spattered over my makeshift bedding.

It reminded me of the way my magic sounded when I listened to it. Different, but similar. A soft pattering of different-sized drops, crashing onto my tarp, but also onto the leaves on the trees and splashing into mud on the ground. It was somehow rhythmic and not rhythmic at the same time—a steady pitter-patter, the heartbeat of a cloud sharply accented by a deep rumble of thunder and the sky-rending crack of lightning striking close by. My own magic sounded more like a rushing river than rain. A steady rush or a hiss, with less differentiation in the sound. 

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Maybe a nap.

But I was awake. It was daytime—and morning, to boot. I had just woken up a few hours before. My brain didn’t want to sleep. And I didn’t want to think. 

It had been weeks. Probably a full month, I thought, though it was hard to keep track of days here. 

A month since I’d called Wilder to come pick me up and left Gary and Lenna standing in an alley in Freegrove. 

A month since I’d witnessed a murder—two murders, really. 

A month since I’d faced down Galen. 

But he was still out there. I still didn’t know how to use my power. And everything still hurt.

“There you are!” 

My eyes flew open as a face appeared in the gap in my tent, with soaking wet hair and drenched clothes. She ducked in and shook her head, water flying in every direction. 

“Gary?”

She scowled at me and immediately began to steam. Literally. “I hate rain. I hate water. I hate thunderstorms. I hate this. Thank Haya you have a roof.”

“Thank Haya?” Haya was the statue I’d accidentally brought to life in the temple in Quartzspring City.

Gary shrugged. “Catchy, right?”

“What are you doing here?” I scooted back out of her way, snuggling deeper into my bedding, as she shed her soaked outer layer of clothes. The steam hissed, pouring off her body and hair. 

“Looking for you, obviously.” Gary dumped a pile of her wet clothes just outside my lean-to, her underlayers somehow quite dry.

“How did you find me?” I stared at her. My voice sounded strange. I realized I had hardly spoken in the last month—not to myself, not to anyone.

“Well, you sure don’t make it easy!” she retorted, and then launched into an extremely complex explanation that involved a lot of traveling, exploring, and digging into my past, which apparently was extremely confusing and random, and while they were pretty sure they mostly had a timeline of how old I was during what decade and in what location, there were a couple of major chunks missing.

“Some of my childhood happened in the future,” I said. “But that still doesn’t tell me how you found me.”

“Oh.” Gary laughed. “You’re leaking, stupid.”

Panic filled my belly. Had I been leaking this whole time? Could Galen find me? Or people from the city? 

“Stop leaking,” I whispered, and I immediately felt a slight shift inside me. And oddly enough, the shift felt good. Right. Safe. 

“You only just started leaking,” Gary added, “so don’t worry. I wouldn’t have noticed it had I not already tracked you to somewhere in these woods.”

It must have started just now, when I was listening to the water. I really should have been more careful.

“Do you think Galen has tracked me to somewhere in these woods, too?” My voice was tight, worried. “Is it possible he’s going to show up here?”

“Ha. Only if he knows you’ve traveled in time your whole life. Does he?”

I shook my head and gave a half shrug. I didn’t know what he knew. 

“Well, I picked these woods because we discovered some unexplained robberies, some dead androids, and some strange mechanical malfunctions in a town not too far from here, back...” she shook her head, “I don’t remember what year, but we figured that might be you. And you have mentioned a couple of times living on your own, in the woods. So here I am!”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’re in a good mood.”

“I found you!” Gary grinned. “Finn and I had a bet. He thought he would find you first, and I thought I would. And now I’ve won the bet. You have to understand—I never win bets against Finn.”

“You’re not... mad?” I asked, though my mind got stuck on the word “Finn.” He’d been looking for me. Something warm ignited inside me.

“Of course I’m mad! I’m fricking pissed!” Gary rolled her eyes. “You can’t just vanish like that and expect us all to just be fine with it! I was worried you had bopped so far into the future that we’d never find you again.”

“I can’t leave my timeline,” I said.

“Well. That would’ve been helpful to know.” Gary rolled her eyes again. “Anyway, when are you coming back?”

I shrugged. 

“Why’d you leave like that?”

I shrugged again.

“I’m going to burn down your weird stick tent if you don’t talk to me.”

“Hey, now,” I said, holding up my hand. “That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?” The truth was, I was feeling a little overwhelmed. There was a person in my tent. I hadn’t spoken in a month. And the person in question was a rather loud, bossy person demanding that I speak. 

Gary held up her hand. It was on fire. “Talk to me. Or else I’ll do it.” She glared. “And you’ll be stuck out here in the rain with no tent, no food, and no friends.”

I didn’t doubt it. She would do it. Gary was not the type to mince words. She said what she thought, and she meant what she said.

“I just needed time is all,” I managed slowly. The fire flickering around Gary’s fingers vanished. I didn’t think she’d really burn down my tent, but relief still flooded through me.

“Time to do what?”

“I don’t know. Figure out myself. Figure out what I want. Figure out my magic.”

“Fair enough.” Gary plopped down on the ground across from me and leaned forward, gazing at me intently. “It’s been a month. What have you learned?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing, I guess.”

Gary let out a huge sigh and leaned back against the coffee table. “Look. Everyone is looking for you. Everyone wants to know where you are and what you’re doing. They want to know how you’re doing, because what happened in the city was really shitty, and we want to make sure you’re okay. You don’t have to come back. But we want you to. Finn wants you to. Lenna. Silas.

“You have to understand, we want to help you. We think you’re important. Moreover, we like you. We’re actively looking for your mom. We’re trying to find Galen, shut down his operations and prevent him from ever hurting anyone again. Truthfully, we would love it if you came home. But, all that said, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

I stared back at her, my thoughts racing. The problem was, I did want to. I just didn’t trust myself. I didn’t know how much magic I had, and I didn’t know how to control it. I didn’t know who to ask for help either, because I didn’t know who I could fully trust. After all, I had given criminals back their magic! And because I did that, the Lady of Thistle City had come to find me and got herself killed in the process. Alina’s house was destroyed, Gary was captured and then almost killed by Galen, and Galen killed his brother and then almost took all the power of the Thistle City fountain for himself! All of that was because of my magic! And even if it wasn’t all my fault, it sure felt like it. I had definitely played a role.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Gary ordered. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d been staring at her and not saying anything for several minutes. 

I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say. It’d been so long since I talked to anyone, even myself. 

“Literally,” Gary pressed, giving me the gentlest smile I’d ever seen from her. “Just say exactly the thought you just had.”

“It’s been so long since I’ve talked to anyone, even myself,” I said haltingly.

“Good.”

“So, I don’t know what to say.”

“Keep going,” Gary encouraged me.

“It’s all my fault.” Of course, the first real thing to pop out of my mouth had to be that. My deepest fear. My deepest regret. My deepest insecurity.

“What is?” Gary’s expression was open and kind, no hint of judgment or criticism anywhere. 

So I barreled forward. “Giving Griffin and Hilda back their powers. The Lady dying. Alina’s house burning down. Galen finding the city and taking the power from the fountain. Matias getting killed.”

Gary nodded slowly and then replied, “Okay, first of all, Griffin and Hilda lied to you, and the Lady ignored you. How were you supposed to know? Second, the Lady’s death is Matias’s fault. Alina’s house burning down is my fault. And everything else is Galen’s fault.”

“I know,” I said weakly, sagging back against my pillows. I did know. I’d been over and over and over every detail for weeks. 

I knew I didn’t actually do anything illogical or wrong. I knew it in my head, at least. I’d had the argument with myself a thousand times. But that didn’t change the way it felt.

“So, what’s the problem?”

“If... if...” I stuttered, trying to figure out how to express the feeling I was having. “If I’d only known how to use my powers, I could have stopped it all.”

That was it. The feeling that I’d been trying to pinpoint these last few weeks. Sure, I knew rationally it wasn’t all my fault. But I was the one who didn’t know how to use my powers. I was the most powerful person in that room. I could have prevented it! All of it! If only I’d been smarter. Worked harder. Figured it out sooner.

“I see.” Gary frowned at me for a moment, clearly pondering the idea. Finally, she said, “And when exactly were you supposed to figure out how to use your power? Was it when you were five and found yourself on your own without your family? When you were in an orphanage? When you were living with random families hoping they truly wanted to help you and weren’t planning to abuse you or sell you or something? Or maybe when you were sleeping on a park bench. Or when you were hiding from the cops behind a dumpster. Was it when you were working twelve-hour days to make enough money to eat and pay for your random gym membership—?”

“That was for showering,” I protested weakly, but Gary ignored me and kept going.

“—or was it when you were on the train, and the dampener was so strong, you could barely move, let alone figure out how to control the magic you didn’t even know you had? And that caused you debilitating migraines whenever you tried to think about it? 

“Perhaps it was when Finn and the rest of us were tracking you down because we thought you were deliberately murdering androids? Or when you were on the run from Galen when I was only three years old? Or maybe when you were hiding out with Silas in Strait Water, trying not to get noticed by Galen or his goons? Or when you were suddenly dumped into the middle of a magical city where you were asked to restart the magical fountain and then figure out who was who, all the politics that were going on, and where you fit—all while hiding from Galen? A murderer? Who was hunting you to steal the very thing you are now trying to figure out how to use, and which is an inextricable part of you?”

“Well, when you put it like that—” I was beginning to feel a little silly, but Gary cut me off again.

“And tell me,” Gary said, cocking an eyebrow. “What exactly have you figured out by living in the woods? How to make a tent out of—” she scanned my makeshift home with a raised eyebrow, “—old tree parts, tent scraps, a beat-up tarp, and... what is this stuff? Used coats and pants? Scavenged dishes? Moldy books?” She glanced back at me. “Have you figured out how to use your magic? Well?”

“No,” I said sheepishly.

“That’s what I thought.” Gary glanced around my tent one more time and then back down at the hodgepodge of bedding I’d been sleeping on. “Well, I hope you have more where that came from. Because I’m staying. And I’m going to teach you how to start a fire.”
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“At least we know now why it seemed like all the people with powers had died out,” Gary was saying.

I tried to retain all Gary’s words as I pulled out some nuts from my stash to have with my eggs, which were now quite cold. The problem was that she hadn’t stopped talking since she’d arrived. 

“Galen wasn’t killing them—he hunted them down through his non-profit and then took their powers away. Sucked it right out of them. We found a few and interviewed them, and most were completely willing. They didn’t want their powers because they didn’t know how to use them. These people were afraid of magic!” She let out a laugh. “Can you even imagine?”

“Yes,” I replied, glaring at her from the opposite side of my lean-to.

“Well, you’re different,” Gary said with a shrug. “Your supply is basically endless.”

“What do you mean?”

“We did a little research on wellsprings, which, by the way, was not easy. But Trenton, the new Lord of Thistle City, has been incredibly helpful and gave us access to their libraries and librarians.”

“Oh, they picked Trenton?” A warm feeling filled me. He would make a good leader. 

“Apparently, they had to hack the entire ceremony since you ran off with the sword. But they made it work.”

“Oops.” I hadn’t thought of that when I left. I’d just been trying to get out of there.

“Where is it, anyway?”

“Safe.” I’d buried it not too far from here, under a very distinctive tree. I had a dug down into the roots of the tree as deep as I could without a shovel and then covered up my work with last year’s leaves and old moss. I didn’t want anyone finding it unwittingly—or wittingly, for that matter.

Gary narrowed her eyes at me but didn’t push. “Anyway, wellspring magic—your magic—apparently operates a little differently than the rest of ours does.”

“And you think you’re going to be able to teach it to me?” I raised my eyebrows. I had trouble imagining Gary as a teacher. She seemed more like the type who would dump you off a boat in the middle of a shark-infested lake to teach you how to swim.

Gary barked a short laugh. “Me? Teach? Yeah, no. I can’t teach you. I have no idea what it’s like. I’m just going to tell you what I know and then threaten you until you figure it out.”

I laughed out loud at that. It seemed about right.

“Oh look, a smile.” Gary grinned back at me.

“When did you start talking so much?” I asked, thinking back to when I had first met her. She had barely said a word to me—and here she was blabbing on like a teenager.

“I’ve always talked a lot.” She frowned at me. “Just not to strangers.”

“I see.” It made sense. A distrustful Gary would never let a potential enemy have any information that might give them leverage over her. But clearly, I was no longer an enemy—or a potential enemy. I was trusted. A friend. It felt... good.

I picked up my plate of eggs and a fork and took a bite.

“What is that?” Gary peered curiously at my food.

I shrugged. “Some kind of eggs.”

“Gross.” Gary shook her head. “Well, I brought food.” She pulled off her backpack and began to unload. 

I watched with wide eyes. When she said “food,” what she actually meant was “an entire grocery store.” Her pack must have weighed half a ton. There was trail mix, canned beans, bags of pasta, apples, peanut butter, bread—and the deeper she got, the more ridiculous the items became. Milk, cheese, frozen meat, and a plethora of seasonings.

“How—” I stuttered, reaching out to touch the meat. “It’s still frozen!”

“I just extracted the heat, obviously,” Gary replied. “Not that hard.”

I suddenly realized how deeply hungry I was.

“We have to cook it, though.” I gestured to my fire, which the rain had thoroughly extinguished. “It’s out.”

A grin stole across Gary’s face. “Yes. It is.”

I went to take another bite of eggs, but she reached out, yanked the plate away from me, and gobbled down all the remaining eggs herself.

“Hey!” I exclaimed. “That was my breakfast! Do you know how hard it is to get food out here?”

“These aren’t as bad as I expected,” she said, nodding approvingly. 

“Now I’m going to have to wait to eat more than a few nuts!” I sat back and crossed my arms, feeling quite irritated and hungry.

“No, you can cook this!” She produced a half pound of frozen bacon from her pack. “Lots of protein and fat, which you clearly need.”

“It’s pouring rain,” I protested. “Are you going to start a fire in this?”

“No,” Gary replied. “You are.”

She stuck her head out of the lean-to and then threw out a hand. A shield appeared, hovering over us. It wasn’t a dome-shaped shield, like most of the ones I’d seen, but flat, operating more as a roof than anything. Water splashed against it and then rushed over the edges in a torrent.

I scowled at Gary. “You made the shield, you can light the fire.”

“Nope.” Gary shook her head firmly. “I made the shield, you can light the fire.”

I sighed loudly and grabbed my matches. The wood would be soaking wet, but—

“Nope.” Gary reached out and pulled the box of matches out of my hand. “Without matches.”

“Give those—” Before I could grab them back, the entire box went up in flames. She tossed it into the soaking wet fire pit, where the flames flickered for a moment and then burned down to nothing. 

Anger welled up inside me. Who did she think she was? Barging in here? Criticizing my choice to isolate myself so I could have some time to think, to breathe? And then stealing my food and destroying my possessions (although, to be fair, I had stolen the matches, so it wasn’t like they were truly mine), and then demanding I... what? Perform magic? 

“Take a deep breath,” Gary ordered me, her voice even and calm.

To my surprise, I felt myself obeying almost automatically.

“Forget about everything,” Gary continued. “Forget about the storm and the city, forget about Finn and your weirdly comfortable lean-to out here in the middle of nowhere. Forget about foraging for food and trying to survive. And just look at the fire pit. Notice it. Everything about it.”

I glared at her for a moment longer, but then sighed. I was hungry, after all. And if I could really learn how to start a fire with my magic, I could survive out here for as long as I wanted. And probably even hide myself so well even Gary wouldn’t be able to find me.

I shifted my attention to the stone ring where my fire used to be, taking in the steam curling up from the doused box of matches and the stones, now dark gray and slick with rain.

When I built it, the first thing I did was select the safest spot possible. I made sure it wasn’t too close to any trees, even ripping out a few tiny saplings growing too close. I’d cleared away all the dead leaves, sticks, and pine needles in a good ten-foot circle around where I wanted the pit, leaving nothing but plain dirt. Then I chose stones—not too large and not too small—and laid them in a circle.

It was a perfect fire pit. In fact, the only thing wrong with it was that there was no fire. It seemed like there should be, but there wasn’t.

“That’s good,” Gary said.

My attention shifted back to her, and I frowned. “What’s good?”

“You’re leaking, which probably means whatever you’re doing is making your magic want to... I don’t know, do stuff.”

“Well, there’s still no fire,” I retorted. 

“You aren’t trying,” Gary said with a sigh. “You don’t even want to do this.”

“Of course I don’t!” I exclaimed. “Why would I? My magic caused everything bad that has happened to me! If I hadn’t woken people’s magic, Galen wouldn’t have stolen it. If I didn’t have magic, he wouldn’t be hunting down me and my family! If I didn’t have magic, I wouldn’t have lived my entire life alone, hunted, cold, and hungry. If didn’t have magic, your parents would still be alive!” It was a low blow, and I knew it. But Gary didn’t even blink.

“Galen would have murdered my parents whether you were there or not.” Gary leaned back and crossed her arms. “Your magic has enabled thousands of people to wake up from an enchanted sleep. Your magic allowed me to have my magic, which I wouldn’t give up for anything in the world. And your magic is allowing other people like me to come out of hiding, to not fear for our lives anymore. It’s giving us space to breathe and live and exist. Surely that’s not for nothing.”

I frowned at her and repeated what Justice  had told me: “Magic isn’t good or bad. It’s people who are good or bad.”

“Yes, exactly,” Gary said firmly. She leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. “But you have to decide whether you’re going to be good or bad. And regardless of which direction you choose, you have to learn how to use your power. It’s not going anywhere.” She took a deep breath. “Here’s a fun fact you probably didn’t know. Wellsprings are not the only way to awaken magic in people.”

“They aren’t?” I pursed my lips. No one had ever told me about alternative methods of getting magic before, though I had wondered what they did without a wellspring handy.

“It’s true. Thistlefounts have always been rare—so how do you think people did it when there wasn’t one around? Back in the olden days, you know?”

I shrugged.

“Well, people can wake up their own magic, if they have it, and if they want to.” Gary shifted to get more comfortable amid my makeshift blankets. “But because King Valian murdered so many magic users, parents discouraged their children from searching for their own magic. The technique for awakening one’s own magic slowly became less and less known. But you know what? So many people know about magic now, they’re going to look. They’re going to figure it out. And then guess what will happen?”

“Lots of people will be able to do magic, and I won’t matter anymore?” 

“No.” Gary shook her head firmly as she met my gaze. “Galen will start hunting down every single one of them to reacquire the same amount of power he had before you drained him.”

I stared at her with wide eyes. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to achieve by telling me that. What did she expect me to do about it? Hunt down Galen and stop him all by myself?

“He’ll eventually hunt down you too,” Gary added. “And take all of your power. And then take government power—the non-magical kind. And then he’ll rule everything. He’ll be the king of the world. A magical king of the world who can coerce everyone to do his bidding.”

“He’s old, though,” I protested, knowing the argument was weak. “He’ll die eventually.”

“You don’t think he has a plan for that too? Who knows? Maybe he’s figured out immortality. Maybe he has a kid and is planning to pass the power and knowledge along. Or give it to his assistant, this Ashton person we keep hearing about.”

“What do you expect me to do?” I suddenly felt helpless again. I hadn’t felt this way since I’d been in Thistle City. I had felt very independent and self-sufficient here—collecting my own food, building my own home, lighting fires and cooking, scavenging supplies. But now, once again, a problem had presented itself in front of me, and I had no idea what to do about it. 

The thing was, as much as I wanted to reject the idea, I did feel like it was my responsibility. I did want to help. I wanted to make things better in the world. But the problem felt so immense, so enormous—what was I supposed to do?

“One step at a time,” Gary said gently. “You can’t just fix the problem. You can’t just make it go away. So you start small. And every little step you take will grow into something much, much better.”

I stared at her, still trying to process everything she’d just said.

“You learn to start a fire,” she said bluntly, her tone clearly indicating she thought I might be an idiot.

“Okay, fine,” I said, exasperation clear in my voice. “I’ll learn to start a fire.”

I shifted my attention back toward the fire pit. Focus and intention. That’s what Lenna had told me. And Gary imagined what she wanted to happen and directed her thoughts that way—it was basically the same thing. Focus and intention. 

But everyone said my magic was different. Even Gary had just said they needed to do research on wellspring magic specifically, and she wasn’t even sure she could teach it. So maybe the problem was that focus and intention were the wrong method for me. Maybe I needed a lack of focus and some, I didn’t know, hope?

I took a deep breath and stopped focusing on the idea of fire. Instead, I thought about the fact that because Gary was here now, I would have to feed her. And she brought food, but we would have to cook it. So it would be nice if we had a way to cook it, and fire seemed like the easiest option. And then, I imagined my magic filling me up like a jar, because, after all, my magic did flow like water—and suddenly, I felt a faint, almost imperceptible tingling in my toes and fingertips—

“Hold up there, tiger!” Gary exclaimed, jerking me out of my reverie.

My eyes flew open, though I hadn’t even realized I had closed them, and I saw flames leaping out of the fire pit in front of us, four or five feet high, licking the bottom of Gary’s shield. The warmth rolled off it toward us. 

“I did that?” I exclaimed. 

“Sure did.” Gary grinned at me.

I scowled back. “How do I know it wasn’t you, just trying to make me feel better?”

Gary let out a peal of laughter. “Do you even know me? What purpose would that serve? And why on earth would I care about your feelings?”

“Fine.” I crossed my arms and shot her a glare, but a tiny bubble of hope welled up in my abdomen. Maybe I could do this after all. 
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The storm lasted for the rest of the morning and through most of the afternoon. Gary cooked her bacon on the fire I’d created and talked. And talked and talked and talked. She gave me updates on everything from Finn and the others, to the elections, to the protests, to what they had discovered about Galen. It all seemed so distant to me—like it was happening on another world, another planet. My current worries mostly revolved around finding food and water, staying dry, and not getting sick. But there was a lot more going on in the world. So much more.

My key problem was that I didn’t know my role in all of it. Or what I was actually responsible for. All I knew was that there were a lot of moving pieces.

It was nice to hear someone else’s voice, I decided after a while. Occasionally she would direct a question at me, and I’d be forced to reply, but otherwise she just chattered on.

The first news that shocked me was that Finn’s father had died while I was in the city, and Finn had taken his father’s position on the board of directors at the android company, called AndyTech. I had missed the funeral, apparently, not that I would necessarily have been invited. I slid my hand into my pocket, where I kept the note he’d left for me. 

The biggest regret I’d had after escaping Thistle City and coming to live in the woods was not seeing Finn before I left. But, just like when I lived in Strait Water, I read the note he’d left me almost every day and hoped he hadn’t met someone else in my absence. Some days, thoughts of him were the only thing keeping me from wandering deep into the mountains and disappearing forever. I didn’t know if he hoped for more than just friendship, but I at least wanted a chance to see him again. And if I decided to disappear forever, I wanted to be able to say goodbye.

According to Gary, one of the first things Finn did was fire Galen and put out a public warning to alert government leaders and the general public that he was a menace. Apparently, there had been some backlash against that, since Galen and his non-profit had been responsible for “rescuing” people like Mac the tattoo artist and Skip my previous neighbor boy from their sudden onset of magic, but overall, it had been enough to keep Galen in hiding, wherever that was. 

Though managing the android business took a great deal of time away from Finn, he continued to work with Silas, Gary, Lenna, and the others on the side to hatch a plan to catch Galen—and to find my mother. 

Gary also mentioned there had been no signs of people with new powers popping up anywhere for at least a couple of months, and the public seemed generally relieved about that fact. Finn and Silas were not relieved—they thought it was because Galen was getting to them before the news reporters. The alternative was that I was in hiding and not waking anyone up, but they felt there should have been far more based on my previous activities.

Silas missed me, Gary said, and Lenna was anxious for me to come back so we could get to know each other better. My sister was still trying to find her own father as well, so they had added that to the list of things that needed to be accomplished. Apparently, she had sent all of us into some sort of magical hiding when she was only a teenager, but had no idea how she’d done it or where everyone had gone. All she knew was that we were safe. And now she was helping Finn and Silas organize community volunteers on the ground and gather information.

“Sounds like everyone is having a grand old time,” I finally broke in, feeling a little excluded that they were all doing this without me. At the same time, I knew it was my own fault. I was the one who had come here. I was the one hiding in the woods while the world moved on without me. What else were they supposed to be doing? 

“You should come join us,” Gary said, grinning at me. “Leave this godforsaken hole in the ground and come eat real food, sleep in a real bed, and—”
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