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Tracey’s shield sprang out as an invisible bubble around her body and blocked the incoming baseball-sized blob of swirling orange magic. She only just stayed on her feet. Sweat rolled down her nose. It dripped beneath her collar and soaked through the back of her shirt. She hardened the bubble in front of her face and caught the next hit, drawing in her shield to absorb the magic into her body. Ha! Bet they didn’t see that coming. She heard a snort but couldn’t pinpoint its location.

“Over here!”

Tracey twisted hard, her ponytail flicking side to side until she could see the grinning face of her sister, Sarah. The younger girl tap-danced and waved her hands around. Tracey focused inward and pictured her core — the magical node of muscle beside her heart — and imagined it full of glowing golden energy. She pictured strands of magic snaking from her core down to her fingertips. The bubble around her body worked to protect her from attack. It also protected her attackers from Tracey.

When she first discovered her natural way of using her magic was to pull it from the Mage-kind around her she had been horrified. It had caused her to question everything she’d ever been taught. The battle with the Shadowman and his boss, Timothy, showed her how dangerous her abilities truly were. Luckily, she had saved her sister and her friends, but she’d also hurt them. It showed her the cost of magic could be too high.

Her muscles twitched, exhausted from keeping her bubble in place. The Butterfly Stone pulsed against her chest tempting her to clutch it with her fingers. The necklace was a terrible curse and she wished with all her might she had never put it on. A stone the size of her palm with a painting of a butterfly on it should not be so powerful. But it was, and Tracey couldn’t take it off. She had tried and failed. Now it was her burden to carry.

“No shield. Come on, Trace. Free shot! Try to get me,” Sarah shouted.

“Put your shield up,” Tracey snapped back. To launch an attack, Tracey would have to drop her bubble. She couldn’t fire through it. Her sister knew that and was taking advantage.

Sarah whooped and jiggled. “Come on, Trace. You can’t get me.”

Tracey released a slow hiss from between her teeth and allowed her shield to flicker, throwing a ball of magic up into the air. The ball exploded in a shower of glowing pink sparks, lighting the entire area with her magic. In her mind she could see the clearing they were standing in surrounded by giant trees, and as her magic floated down it settled over several human shapes, exposing them to her magically enhanced vision with an orange hue. Two Mage-kind hid in the trees bordering the clearing. Another crouched several feet behind Sarah, hiding in her magic shadow. Couldn’t hide from Tracey’s Sight, though. She saw him clear as day.

Blistering sunlight poured down over them — too hot for early autumn — burning Tracey’s skin. Her nose practically glowed. If only her bubble could block out the sun along with magic. If it did, it would block the air too, and that would kill her.

“Cheating!” Dave shouted from the tree line. Tracey spun in his direction and strengthened her shield, blocking the blast he fired toward her. The once bully, now reluctant friend, radiated joy. He sure loved battle practice.

“I’ll allow it,” said the man standing at the edge of the clearing. Agent Malden’s stern face was carved with lines of deep thought as he watched the battle. Their mentor, the M-force agent, was determined they would be prepared for Timothy’s next attack. Tracey just wished he wasn’t so sure there would be one.

A chorus of complaints filled the air. The momentary lull in the battle slowed Tracey’s reaction time as three blasts, all from different directions zoomed in at her simultaneously. She dove and the energy balls collided above her head, erupting in sparks of energy that shot out in all directions like fireworks. A buzz criss-crossed her skin sending her into a fit of giggles.

“Seriously team? Okay, that’s enough for today.” Agent Malden strode toward them, his hands outstretched in the order to stand down. Tracey brushed dirt from her jeans and camp t-shirt, still chuckling as she walked toward the gathering group. Tony knocked his shoulder against her arm. His camp t-shirt, identical to hers, was still pristine. He didn’t quite meet her gaze. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she replied. “I didn’t get hit.”

“You didn’t fire back at all.” Tony, one of her best friends, stood an inch taller than Tracey and his light brown hair dangled over his forehead in sweaty clumps. His voice didn’t carry the sarcasm she had expected. She searched his face for a hint of what was bothering him. Maybe he’s just tired.

“I outlasted you all,” she said.

He shook his head, denial on his lips. Tracey pretended to scowl as she stopped beside Sarah. No one looked as filthy as Tracey. Even Dave’s camp shirt was cleaner than hers. She was always the messy one.

Agent Malden clapped his hands and Tracey focused her attention on the only adult in the group. The M-force agent straightened his camp shirt — the same one they all wore — and went to adjust his tie. Tracey stifled another giggle. He kept forgetting he wasn’t wearing a tie. Agent Malden said the first step to acting like a team was to look like one. Tracey didn’t think it helped. “It’s only day three of your intensive skills training. Don’t be disheartened, you’re all doing really well.”

Dave barked out a laugh. Tracey felt his glare against her face and tried not to squirm. “She’s not even trying,” Dave accused, pointing a finger in her direction.

Agent Malden’s sharp stare locked onto her. “Tracey?”

Dave didn’t give her time to come up with an excuse. “When Timothy comes back, he’ll slaughter us.”

“He doesn’t want us. He wants the stones,” Sarah said. She pressed against Tracey’s side and clutched her sister’s hand tightly. Tracey squeezed Sarah’s fingers reminding her sister she would always look out for her.

Dave threw up his arms like he knew it was an argument he was never going to win. “We’re not a threat to him. We defeated him, but we didn’t stop him. He’s coming back, and Tracey will be his first target.”

Tracey stared at her grubby shoes. It wasn’t fair. She had only taken possession of the Butterfly Stone to stop Timothy from getting his hands on it. The magic in the stone, and Tracey’s family connection to it, prevented her from taking it off. She could feel the stares of her friends crawling all over her skin and didn’t want to look up. Eventually, she did force her eyes up to look at them. She had made the decision to wear the necklace. She had to own it.

Tony scrubbed a hand over his face. “Two weeks isn’t long enough to learn what we need to stop Timothy from finding the other four stones. We don’t even know what they look like. The only one we know about for sure is the one around Tracey’s neck. If Timothy needs all five stones to restore his body, he’ll have to come for Tracey.” Tony turned to face her, his worry and fear fighting a battle in his brown eyes. The anger won. “Dave’s right. You weren’t trying.”

“I know.”

“Tracey, these two weeks are for you to work on your magic. It’s also to get Dave and Sarah up to speed. A tough ask I agree, but I know you’re all determined to succeed.” Agent Malden’s words burrowed into Tracey’s skin. “Tracey, we need to talk about this.”

“Later?” Her voice wobbled. Sarah squeezed Tracey’s hand tighter. Tracey bit down hard on her bottom lip determined not to cry.

“Okay.” Agent Malden scanned the rest of the group. “Dave, how are you feeling with your magic? It’s been a little over a month since you discovered your Mage-kind status, hasn’t it?”

Dave rubbed his neck and shuffled his feet in the dirt. “I dunno. All right, I guess.”

All right? Tracey thought he was doing amazingly. Most Mage-kind magic started seeping into their bodies when they were six years old. At fifteen, Dave had only just discovered his power and he’d had a fiery initiation, thrown straight into a fight with Timothy over the Butterfly Stone.

“All right everyone. Do you have any questions?”

Why aren’t we trying to find the other stones? Tracey didn’t give voice to her question.

A hand shot up from every student. “Ah, okay.” Agent Malden’s thin lips quirked at the corner. “Perhaps I should have asked for questions earlier. Let’s start with Sarah.”

Sarah’s face pinked as she fidgeted. No one liked to be picked first. “I know this training is special, and we have to learn how to protect ourselves for when Timothy attacks again, but we only have two weeks here. What happens when we’re back at school? You said we have to work together, but I’m at a different campus and all by myself.”

Agent Malden’s eyes creased when he smiled. “There will be agents placed around both campuses. You will not be alone, Sarah, and your training will continue. These are dangerous times and you are all known to your enemy —”

Tracey stopped listening as she pictured Timothy in her mind. She had seen him wear many faces. From the man in the red mask to Officer Jameson, but the face she saw in her nightmares was the one she’d seen in the memory-dream Grandma showed to her: Piercing brown eyes, a sharp nose and a mouth downturned in a forever frown, belonging to a man the same height as her own dad with clipped, dark hair slicked in place with shiny oil. Tracey’s hands clenched around the Butterfly Stone necklace before she could think it through, and her head spun as her senses were instantly overwhelmed. When she could see again, she stood in an endless white room.

The woman who haunted the Butterfly Stone was Tracey’s ancestor, Stephanie. She stood before Tracey, her arms crossed, and an unhappy expression on her face. She wore the same white dress Tracey always saw, long and lacey. Her hair was twisted up in an immaculate loop, but what was most jarring was that she looked like Tracey, if not a little older and more jaded. Tracey had never smirked like that, nasty and a bit cruel. It was like staring into a funhouse mirror, only there was nothing fun about it.

“You are afraid.”

No duh! Tracey barely stopped from rolling her eyes. “Of course, I am.”

“Of Timothy.”

“Yes.”

“You defeated him before,” Stephanie reminded her.

She had, but only because she’d used the Butterfly Stone. The magic necklace had once belonged to Stephanie. It was why she haunted it now. If Tracey hadn’t used the magic stored inside the stone, Sarah would have been hurt. And in saving her sister and her friends, Tracey had hurt them herself, ripping their magic from their cores to use against Timothy and Doctor Chan. No, she couldn’t use her magic or the stone again to attack. Not until she learned how to use it safely.

“Do not be afraid, Tracey. You must practice with it and become familiar with your new strength. Call on me. Use the stone. Why do you fight it so?”

“I can’t use the stone. It’s too powerful,” Tracey said, shaking her head.

“It is yours to use.”

“Agent Malden said I shouldn’t.”

“Timothy, while defeated, is still out there. You cannot deny who you are.”

“I know, but ...”

Stephanie released a long sigh.

Tracey hated disappointing her ancestor, but it wasn’t going to happen. “I’m sorry. Agent Malden said I have to practice my shielding and fight my tendency to draw on other people’s magic.”

“Then use the stone.” Stephanie walked toward Tracey, her long white skirt flaring around her ankles, exposing small boots that looked both soft and cute. “But that is not what has you afraid today, is it?”

“I —” Of course it was.

Stephanie waited, watching her patiently. Tracey closed her mouth and really thought through the ghost woman’s question. She was afraid. Of everything. How could they go back to school and act as though nothing had happened — that they hadn’t nearly been killed by her ancestor’s ex-boyfriend? Tracey was also afraid of herself. The one taste she’d had of the Butterfly Stone’s magic was...not enough. She craved more. She was also afraid of the Shadowman, Timothy’s monster henchman made of shadow and magic. She had destroyed him, hadn’t she? Could he come back, too? Really, what wasn’t Tracey afraid of?

“I am scared,” she said. Admitting that truth lifted a weight pressing down on her shoulders. “What if I can’t stop him next time? What if he finds the other stones first?”

“Is that really what you fear?” Stephanie’s stare drilled into her. Tracey chewed on her thumbnail.

“I do want to use the Butterfly Stone.” The words were a whisper on her breath. Even now, Tracey could sense the necklace begging her to open up and let it in. The hunger gnawed on her bones. She wanted — oh, how she wanted — another taste of that pure chaotic magic.

Stephanie smiled, her eyes alight with joy. “Why would that scare you?”

Tracey poured all of her fear and anger into her words. “Because it killed you!”

Her body yanked sideways. Tracey found Tony squatting right in front of her. She was lying on the uneven ground. Broken twigs dug into her back and she could feel leaves and dirt beneath her hands. Tony’s eyebrows made a V shape as he shook her shoulders gently. “Tracey?”

Agent Malden shifted Tony aside. “Tracey? Are you dizzy? Is it another blackout?”

She glanced from Agent Malden to Tony and Dave before finding her sister sitting cross-legged beside her head. Her face was scrunched up in worry. Tracey gulped and lifted a hand. She had dirt under her fingernails. “Ah, I —” She squeezed Sarah’s hand. “I’m fine. Sorry. Must have spaced for a second.”

“It was way longer than a second, Tracey,” Sarah told her.

“Whoa.” Shock hit Tracey like icy water, and she tried to sit up. Sarah grabbed her arms and helped her upright. “I — uh.”

“Let’s head back to camp and prepare some lunch. We have a few things to go over and I’ll try to answer the rest of your questions while we eat. Come on.” Agent Malden waved at the path that led to the campground.

Tracey didn’t let go of Sarah’s hand. Giant trees towered above the overgrown path casting them all in cool shadows. Tracey imagined the trees were watching her, judging her. Did they know her secret desire to use the Butterfly Stone? This isolated area of Mount Hawthy showed no signs of civilization — a primitive world free from technology and modern conveniences. Much to Tracey’s annoyance, there were no WI-FI towers out here. Not that it mattered. Agent Malden had confiscated their cell phones.

The ground was rock hard beneath her feet, bugs attacked her exposed skin and they were at the complete mercy of the elements. Supposedly, this helped their training. Ha! It just made Tracey miserable. Lack of sleep from her nightmares about the Shadowman didn’t help either.

Tracey’s thoughts drifted to her fellow Mage-kind. They walked around her like Prince Henry’s bodyguards. Tony was at her back, Sarah was beside her, and Dave was two paces away. It was weird, Tracey was stronger than all of them, but their protective behavior made her feel safe. “How do we pretend everything is normal when we go back to school?” she mused.

Sarah’s lips ticked up on one side. “At least you won’t be alone.”

“I can’t do anything about that, Sars. I wish you weren’t alone, but it is what it is.”

Her sister shot her a snotty look.

Dave waved his arm around like he held a streamer — a funny look for the muscular boy who would have been more at home on a football field than attending magic camp. His nearly shorn head and blue eyes could have been mistaken for a tenpin bowling ball. The new Mage-kind identification student wristband on his left wrist glowed bright emerald. “How do I hide this?” The tremble in his voice was clear under the veneer of anger lacing his tone. Tracey hated her ID bracelet too, now that she understood it as the way the government kept track of Mage-kind. Every bracelet had a green stone or bar that flashed red when Mage-kind used magic. Tracey’s band had been altered by her parents when she was little. That probably should have warned her that her magic was different.

Tracey eyed Dave’s wristband. The light stayed green. His control was getting better. “It’ll be o —”

“Don’t, just don’t. It will be hell. All my friends ...” Dave’s frown was etched deep in his face. Tracey’s heart went out to him. How hard must it be to grow up thinking you were a Norm only to learn you were not. Norms were not wholly accepting of Mage-kind, even though they looked exactly the same. To make matters worse, Dave had spent his entire school life bullying Mage-kind before finding out he was one himself. He was right to be worried.

“We’re your friends,” Tony offered, though he didn’t look up from his feet when he said it. Tracey hoped he was okay. He had been really quiet over the last few days.

“Dave. We’re a team. Well, we’re supposed to be,” Tracey said. “Besides, we have other problems. Timothy is still out there, and he knows who we are.”

The tension in Dave’s frame didn’t diminish. If anything, it grew tighter. Tony shot Dave a dark look. Whoa! That escalated quickly. Tracey expected anger from Dave, but Tony’s abrupt mood swing surprised her. She moved between the two boys. “Guys come on. This is not helping.” Would she now have to worry about Tony as well? Tracey’s stomach twitched as Tony continued to ignore her.

A tired voice greeted them from the middle of their camp site. “You’re back early.” Tracey’s stomach growled at the sight of the picnic table laden with food, sending flames of embarrassment over her whole body. Prince Henry — or Hank as they had come to call him — waved at the campfire.

She still couldn’t get her head around their training being conducted by an M-Force agent and a prince. A prince she once had a celebrity crush on. Hank’s smile was not as bright as usual, and dark hair hung over a face that was a little too pale. The lines around his chocolate brown eyes were more pronounced too. Camp life didn’t suit the actor prince, who seemed far more comfortable around starlets and five-star hotels. Hank’s training sessions had taken the sheen off Tracey’s affections. That and the fact that even a camping prince smelled of boy sweat and wood smoke. Without his hair perfectly made up and his skin gleaming, he was just like one of Tracey’s brothers.

Thinking back on when she had first met Prince Henry, she couldn’t believe she’d had no idea he was Mage-kind. How had he hidden his abilities? She thought about Dave and his wristband. Prince Henry didn’t wear one, probably because he was Agent Malden’s undercover operative. Tracey rotated her wrist. The heavy weight of the bracelet was a hand cuff encircling her life. What would it be like to be a Norm? Her other best friends — Laura and Jonny — were Norms, as was her brother Simon. She had always thought they were missing out not getting to play with magic. Maybe they were the lucky ones.

Between Hank’s acting lessons and Agent Malden’s fighting drills, Tracey was exhausted. And it had only been three days. The Butterfly Stone pulsed against her chest. She warned it she was not in the mood and silenced its urging. With her burnt hotdog still smoking, she slumped down on one end of the wooden picnic seat and groaned, happily taking weight off her aching feet. Sarah slid onto the bench seat beside Tracey, adding her own moan to their chorus. “I’m so tired.”

“Me too,” Tracey shared a grin with her sister. The best part of all this training stuff was the time she got to spend with Sarah. “Wonder what Mom and Dad are doing?”

“Didn’t the boys have some football thing this week?” Sarah asked.

“Oh yeah, Mom’s probably been bouncing back and forth, taking them from training to school and back again. I can’t believe we’re missing it.”

“Pfft! You hate football.”

Busted! Tracey laughed. Sarah joined in, bumping her shoulder into Tracey.

Agent Malden cleared his throat. “As I know from experience you can talk and eat at the same time, so let’s continue. Tony, how are you feeling? Any questions?”

Tracey glanced across the table at her friend. Tony’s stare burrowed into his plate, his bread roll torn to shreds by worried fingers. When he looked up, Tracey was shocked to see a shimmer in his reddened eyes. “What happens to us now?”

Agent Malden sat at the head of the table in the red director’s chair Prince Henry had brought with him. He leaned back, the chair creaking with his weight and studied Tony. “You return to school.”

“And then what?” Dave grumbled, waving his lunch around. Ham and bacon poked out of his flattened bread roll. Tracey eyed it with fascination, wondering when it would fall out and hit the dirt.

“You study hard and continue your training.”

Tracey frowned. “But what about Timothy? We have to find the other stones before he does.”

“Hank and I will continue the search, alone,” Agent Malden announced, his voice firm.

Tracey shot a quick look at her friends. Tony’s mouth hung open. Sarah tilted her head and Dave gritted his teeth, his eyes narrow and suspicious. What worried Tracey was that Prince Henry wouldn’t look at her. “But you said finding the stones was my mission,” she said.

“I did. Tracey, but right now, your magic is too uncontrolled. Can you honestly tell me you feel comfortable using your abilities at the moment? We will call you when we find him. I promise you that. You all need time to heal.”

“How can we act like everything’s normal?” Tracey’s voice matched her anger. The Butterfly Stone pulsed hot against her chest. The urge to explode something was growing harder and harder to fight.

“Tracey!”

She spun on her sister. “What?”

“You’re doing it again,” Sarah warned.

Tracey’s shield had weakened while she wasn’t concentrating on it. The pressure waves of five protective bubbles were raised against her. Her skin tingled from the raw power. With her inner eye she examined her own core, aghast to find tendrils of golden magic, like dental floss, stretching out from her chest to her friends. Not to, from. She was pulling magic from her friends. Tracey’s core, like a black hole, was forever hungry. She slammed her mind down on it, and in her heart heard five little pings as she cut off the transfer of magic.

Tony held up a hand. “Breathe, Tracey.”

“Nothing has changed,” she shouted, leaping to her feet. “Three days of practice in using my magic differently and it’s not working. It’s too hard keeping a shield up all the time.” Her heart pounded. She spun away from Sarah’s pained expression and glared at Agent Malden. “You said you’d fix me. I — I can’t do this.” Tracey ran for the woods. “Pathetic,” she snarled at herself.

“Tracey!” Sarah called out, but Tracey ignored her. She ignored all of them.

Picturing her core behind a little door, Tracey locked her magic away inside her chest and blinked back tears. Trees appeared as sentinels, looming over her, casting judgement and finding her guilty. Behind them, shadows waited to consume her. Tracey darted off the stony path and plunged into the unknown, uncaring where she headed, just desperate to disappear. 
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Spying a tree with low branches that acted as uneven stairs, Tracey climbed until she found a wide perch. She braced her back against the thick trunk and stared out over the canopy of green around her.

I can’t believe I ran away again. Just like a little kid. Her stomach ached with all of the bad feelings that twisted and bit at her insides. With her shield bubble around her, the world seemed cold and frighteningly unreal. The sound of birds, even the wind, was muffled and hard to distinguish from her heavy panting. Colors faded and blurred. Even her sense of smell seemed off. No one was around, who would know? She pressed a hand against her chest and threw open her inner closet door. Her body tingled with warmth as color exploded before her eyes, every shade of brown and green. Golden motes danced in the sunlight. Her skin sparkled. Glorious!

For a while she watched the finger-sized leaves shudder in the light breeze. A bug crawled the length of a twig at the height of her eyes, fortunately heading away from her, but she could see its tiny feet grip and release the wood. Birds tweeted to each other and she wished she understood their conversations. Were they laughing at the silly girl hiding in the tree? Fruit tingles. What am I doing?

Tracey swiped her tongue over her dry lips. She should have remembered to grab a bottle of water when she ran away. Mottled sunlight painted her arms, bringing shadows of cool air and gooseflesh to her skin. Closing her eyes, she breathed slow and deep, and focused on slowing her racing heartbeat. Angry quivers of heat and fragmented thoughts drained out of her along with her anger and fear.

She became aware of the bark beneath her fingers, flaking off the branch. Speckles of heat kissed her skin as sunlight found her hiding place. How much time had passed since she had run away? She opened her eyes on a ladybird sitting right in front of her nose, startling back before she stretched forward to follow it, wishing she could shrink herself down to join it on its grand adventure.

Sarah was angry Tracey had left. The strange sixth sense they had shared since Tracey merged their magic to defeat Timothy had not faded. Even at this distance she could feel Sarah’s emotions and Tracey hated that she had upset her sister again. Maybe Sarah got a taste of Tracey’s emotions too. Could she feel how angry Tracey was? She would have to ask Sarah if she shared this weird connection, hoping it wasn’t one-sided. Maybe then Sarah wouldn’t feel so alone. She wasn’t alone. She had Tracey and Tony, even Dave. There were heaps of Mage-kind for her to hang out with now who would look after her. She just had to see that.

Hank and Agent Malden wanted Tracey to keep her shield bubble raised all the time, but it was harder than she had imagined. She had to be conscious of her core at all times, and couldn’t resort to magic to do even the simplest of tasks the way she used to. Her body ached like she stood still holding up bags of groceries. Muscles she didn’t know she had hurt. Even her teeth hurt, which was the strangest feeling ever. She touched the Butterfly Stone and thought of Stephanie. Knowing she shouldn’t, Tracey called on it. Power filled her mind instantly, flooding her veins with magic. She swelled with it, her skin fighting to contain the stone’s raw energy. Suddenly, it was easy to hold her shield. The ache in her tired muscles disappeared and she felt buzzed like she had drunk a whole energy drink without taking a breath. Why shouldn’t she use the stone’s magic if it helped her feel better? What was wrong with that?

She felt alert, wide awake, like she could take on Meena, Carla, and Dave One all by herself. The school bullies would be unable to stand against her. She could take on Timothy and defeat the Shadowman, and no one could stop her. Laughing a little at her wild imagination, she patted her pockets. No cell phone, remember? A crinkle in her back pocket reminded her of the poem she had shoved there last night before changing into her pajamas.

It was the story of the stones Tony printed for her a few weeks ago. The one he had found on the M-net. The Five Stones of Power. She had been unable to stop reading it, pondering its message, sure it was a clue to the rest of the stones. She removed the creased paper and spread it out over her jeans, straightening the folds until she could read it.


Five spirited mages,

Five stones of power.

Spelled to hold, will and wish,

Binding soul to life, forever.




To contain or conceal,

Enslave or ensnare?

Bewitch or betray,

Deceive or repay?




Dealers of death,

Absorbing magic through dreams.

Strength growing, unknown proportions.

Their end will reveal,

The mistakes they’ve made.




The one who leads,

Who dreamed of more,

Lost her mind in the fire,

Her charge now her curse.




Another in love,

Betrayed by fear.

Trapped, bitter and frozen;

Vision lost.




One full of passion,

For learning and love.

Left bereft and empty,

Wind burnt and cross.

One filled with hope,

A fire for the world.

Destroyed all that he loved,

Heart black, soul scorched.




The last held desire,

For power and purpose.

His soul, but shadow,

Alone in his curse.




Together, bound to the flame,

Five stones to carry their name.

But as with magic,

Truth begets truth.

Death, loss, and madness marked,

Their lives now accursed.



There was no author named. She sighed and crumpled the page in her hands. Without her cell phone she couldn’t research it further.

One of the five passages had to be about Stephanie, but which one? From the memories Grandma shared with her, Tracey suspected her ancestor was one of the masterminds of the group. Stephanie’s ghost told Tracey her Butterfly Stone had once been known as the Ice Stone. Fruit tingles. Why does everything have so many names? It was all so confusing.

The fifth passage spoke of being frozen and lost. Stephanie did speak to her from inside the so-called Ice Stone. Perhaps that part was about her. Was Stephanie stuck inside the Butterfly Stone as Timothy was trapped inside the missing stone Officer Jameson had held?

Chewing on her thumbnail, Tracey tasted blood. The eighth verse had to be about Timothy. “His soul, but a shadow,” she mumbled.

All Tracey knew of Stephanie was from the memory-dreams Stephanie had passed down through the generations until Tracey’s nana — her mom’s mother — gave them to Tracey’s grandma — her dad’s mom — for safe keeping, to protect them from her rapidly attacking dementia. Grandma showed them to Tracey, but even then Stephanie kept her secrets. The memories were locked, to be shown to Tracey only at the right time. And who determined that? Stephanie.

In the memory-dream Grandma showed Tracey, Stephanie had called the rest of the Sect of Five her friends. If only Tracey had kept a copy of the image she had seen, the photograph Doctor Chan had of the four people with her ancestor–three men and a woman. She had seen the woman, Millicent, in the memory-dream and the other man named Charles. She remembered his long-drawn face and tiny eyes. There had been another name too. Stephanie had said it — Matthew, her future husband.

All Tracey really had was a heap of clues and no real information. If Agent Malden and Hank were not going to let Tracey help find the stones, then she would have to find them on her own. If she didn’t, Timothy would come for her again. And she feared this time he wouldn’t just threaten Tracey. He would kill her. 
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She stayed away until dark, slinking back into camp as the group was cleaning up after dinner.

“I kept you a plate,” Sarah said, hunching her shoulders as if expecting Tracey to shout at her. Tracey took the plate with the burger and chips from the picnic table and carried it over to the campfire with a soft word of thanks to her sister and plonked down beside Tony. No one spoke to her. Actually, they completely ignored her, and she was thankful for it. Their disinterest helped keep the peace.

She picked at her cold dinner in silence. Dropping the paper plate onto the grass at her, feet she stretched her hands toward the flames to warm them. The campfire crackled, hungrily consuming the wood. Popping sap sounded a counter-beat to distant animal cries. The wind shifted, swirling the sharp scent of smoke and burning paper. Tony coughed, waving a hand in front of his face. His movement acted as a siren announcing the silence was over.

“Hey,” she mumbled, checking her shield was in place. The strain of keeping it in position bunched her neck muscles. Before coming back she had closed off her link to the Butterfly Stone, knowing Agent Malden would be pissed she had used it. “Awful habit.”

“What is?” Tony glanced at her from the corner of his eye, his gaze fixed on the campfire.

“Me running off.”

“Yeah, you should stop doing that.” He shifted on the tree stump he was using as a seat. “Are you okay now?”

“I just needed some alone time, you know?”

“It’s been a crazy few days,” he said.

He had to mean since the attack. The afternoon alone had given her plenty of time to reflect on what had happened since the events that had changed her life. After the battle at the film studio, Agent Malden had swept them all off to a “safe” room — what he called it — and within hours had spoken to all of their parents, dropped Laura and Jonny off at home and then hiked Tracey, Tony, Dave and Sarah out here, the middle of nowhere, for magic training. If they had wanted to talk about what they’d been through, there had been little opportunity. Agent Malden and Prince Henry often disappeared to “plan” leaving Tracey and her friends alone, and Dave, well, he was not a talker. Tony wanted to be by himself and Tracey had been so worried about Sarah’s trauma, she had let her sister prattle on about whatever she wanted. Tracey hadn’t mentioned her fears or her ongoing nightmares of the Shadowman. She worried her friends were scared of her and if she was honest, she sort of was too. She wanted to call Mom.

Sitting next to Tony, Tracey realized she was worried about him too. Her friend had been acting weird since their arrival and whenever they were alone, he closed in on himself. She bit at her little fingernail. Is he afraid of me? She didn’t want to ask in case he said yes.

In a camp full of people, Tracey had never felt so alone. Today in the woods she’d had an epiphany. She was suffering from trauma too and she needed to talk to someone — had to — or she would go mad. You are not alone, Stephanie whispered. Tracey ignored her. Stephanie was not the one she wanted to talk to. She needed her mom.

“Hey? You in there?” Tony nudged Tracey’s shoulder.

Her gaze snapped to his. “Ugh yeah, what did I miss?”

“Agent Malden.”

She tilted her head. Agent Malden sat across the campfire examining her through narrow eyes. “Tracey?”

“What was the question?” Her face burned. If she covered her cheeks with her palms it would only make her embarrassment obvious.

“You seem distracted.”

“I’m tired.” It was all she felt comfortable revealing.

His expression softened. “Go on.”

Why did he have to push this? “It’s exhausting holding up my shield all the time. It’s worse when I fight. You’re making me split my brain in two directions. I can’t focus on what’s happening because I’m too busy making sure I don’t do anything bad. There must be an easier way.”

“It will take practice, Tracey. You are starting to learn your strengths —”

“Not all of them,” Dave muttered, scowling in Tracey’s direction. She snarled at him. He knew why she couldn’t use her powers.

Tony touched her arm. Sighing, Tracey focused on her shield, unsurprised to find a crack in it. A thin stream of fiery orange magic whispered through her cracked bubble. “Sorry.” She tightened her grip on her shield and sealed the split. Use the Butterfly Stone, Stephanie whispered. Tracey shook the ghostly voice away.

Tony waited a moment longer and then removed his hand. Nausea swirled in her belly. She rubbed her stomach, hoping the burger she had just eaten would stay down, and breathed slowly through her nose. The campfire smoke smelled funky — like one of the pieces of wood was rotten.

“Let’s speak more tomorrow,” Malden suggested. “Head on to bed.”

––––––––
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Sobbing woke Tracey from her unsettled sleep. All was darkness. A hiccup and a soft sniffle from her sister’s sleeping bag brought her upright. “Sarah?” Snoring from the tents outside would block her voice from waking anyone else.

“What?” Sarah’s voice was phlegmy.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I had a bad dream.”

Tracey scooted closer, still inside her sleeping bag, and pressed against Sarah’s side. She stretched out a hand to rub Sarah’s shoulder, feeling the minute jerking as her sister tried to hide how upset she was. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

Fair enough. Tracey was pretty sure she knew what Sarah relived in her sleep. If it wasn’t Sarah waking Tracey with a nightmare, it was Tracey waking Sarah. Tracey leaned her head against her sister’s shoulder, hoping that just being near would provide comfort.

“Your hair smells funny.”

“Needs a wash,” Tracey murmured. “Yours too.”

“Yeah.” Sarah cleared her throat. “Where did you go today?”

“Climbed a tree.”

“Really?” There was a tiny laugh inside Sarah’s voice.

“Yeah. There’s this really cool old tree about, I don’t know, fifteen minutes away toward the river. Giant branches look like a ladder. There was a fat branch to sit on.”

“You climbed a tree?”

“It was nice up there. All I could see was green. There was a cool breeze, but it was hot too.”

“Sounds nice. Maybe you can show me tomorrow?”

“If Agent Malden gives us time off.”

“I wanna stay with you, Tracey. I don’t like it when you leave me alone.”

“You weren’t alone.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I left you with the boys. I was, uh, grumpy.”

“You’re always grumpy, Trace. I just don’t wanna get left behind again.”

She breathed silently and listened to her sister’s sniffles. “Hey, since uh” — she hated to bring it up — “that night we merged magic, have you had any strange senses. Like —”

“Your emotions? Yeah, they’re pretty clear to me now. Do you think it will always be like that?”

“Dunno, I get your feelings too. I know you’re sadder than you tell me.”

“And you’re madder.”

A faint light made one side of the tent slightly brighter than the other side. Someone had a light on. Tony’s tent was on that side.

“Why does Timothy want the stones so badly?” Sarah asked suddenly.

“To come back? To make a new body? I don’t even know how he can do what he does.”

“Why is he so angry?”

“I don’t know. He... I think he was in love with Stephanie, but she didn’t love him back.”

Sarah sat up. “How do you know that?”

“Nana’s memories.”

“Nana has dementia, Tracey. She doesn’t —”

“Grandma’s holding onto her memories, special ones that Stephanie passed down. Grandma showed me.”

“So that’s where you two kept sneaking off to? Why couldn’t I come with you?”

“Sorry, Sarah.”

“He’s horrible. Why try to hurt Stephanie if he loved her?”

“I don’t know.” Tracey remembered the memory-dream Grandma showed her. Timothy had wrapped Stephanie up in his magic “I think he wanted her to be in love with him. I think he wanted to control her.”

“That’s not love.” Sarah sniffed.

“Yeah.”

“How did he lose his body?”

“I don’t know. There were five Mage-kind, friends of Stephanie’s. Somehow, they put their magic into the stones and now they’re all lost. Timothy thinks if he has them all, he can come back.” Tracey had the crawly sensation that Sarah was staring at her in the dark.

“Can he really do that?”

“He thinks he can.”

“What’s it like? The Butterfly Stone. What is the magic like?” Sarah’s voice sounded softer, like a whisper against Tracey’s skin.

Fruit tingles. It took Tracey a while to speak. “It’s different.”

“How different?”

“I dunno. Different.”

Sarah was quiet for a moment, then hummed. “Before that night, you used to be like you, but softer, more yellowy. Your magic I mean. Then we — together — we like, mind-melded and now you feel sharper, more like the edge of a blade. It’s hard to explain.”

Tracey stared at the lighter side of the tent. “Weird.”

“I feel your edges more. Like I always know where you are.”

“I get it. I know when you’re close by too.”

“Weird, yeah?” Sarah’s voice was growing soft, sleepy.

“It’s a good weird, Sars,” Tracey whispered. She listened to her sister’s breathing deepen and become regular. Do I feel different to anyone else? Mom would know. Again Tracey wished she had her cell phone. She scooched away from her sister and wriggled back to her spot in the tent. A bird cried out making her jump inside her sleeping bag. It didn’t seem to wake any of the other campers. Tracey brushed her fingers over the Butterfly Stone and stared up at the dark canvas of the tent. Her mind whirred.

––––––––
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A little while later she crouched outside Tony’s tent. “Tony, are you awake?”

“Yeah.” His voice sounded croaky, as if he had been sleeping, which was silly because she knew he hadn’t been asleep. She had listened to him toss and turn for ages. A flashlight clicked on.

“Can I come in?”

“Tracey, it’s late.” His shuffling increased. She jumped her sleeping bag backward as his shadow grew to fill the wall of the tent. The zipper sounded way too loud even beneath Prince Henry’s snores and Dave’s heavy breathing.

She had no idea how Sarah and Agent Malden managed to sleep through it all.

Tony peered around suspiciously but Tracey was the only one moving. He shuffled backward — still in his sleeping bag — and beckoned her inside. She wrapped her own sleeping bag tighter, poked her feet into the corners, and shuffle-walked inside, nearly falling on her face twice. Rocking unsteadily, she flopped onto his blown-up mattress, bouncing back up as Tony sat down. The up and down motion slowly settled and then all she could hear were snores broken by the occasional snort.

Tony’s tent smelled of boy sweat and socks. It also smelled of sugar. Her eyes sprang wide. “Have you got sweets hidden in here?”

Lit by only his flashlight, Tony’s face darkened. “Is that all you came in for?”

She gulped. “No. I wanted to ask if you’re feeling okay.” She kept her voice low, aware the other tents were pretty close. She didn’t want to wake everyone up.

“I’m really tired.”

Well, so was she. That didn’t explain why he was giving everyone the silent treatment. She wriggled on his air mattress and stared at the tent wall. “I wanted to talk to you.”

“You think it’s my fault.” He hissed the words as though wanting to stay quiet but shout at the same time.

She snapped around to face him. “What? No. What ... what’s your fault?”

“You ran off because of me, right?”

She thought about grabbing his arm but clenched her fists inside her sleeping bag instead. “No! Of course not. Why would you think that? My magic is out of control. My magic. Why would you think I blamed you? What would I even blame you for?” She told herself all this whispering was hurting her throat and that it wasn’t sore because she was trying not to cry.

He hunched his shoulders and turned away. “What did you want to talk about then?”

Sorrow burrowed into her heart. It hurt to breathe. “I — do you want me to leave? I just wanted to ... well, I’ve been ...” How could she ask for his help when he was scared of her? “The stones,” she blurted, needing a way to start.

“They want to keep us out of it,” he said. So, he had picked up on that too? Agent Malden was being shifty. The way he had spoken to her, as if he was already distancing her from the investigation? “I think we —”

“— should look for it ourselves. Yeah, me too. Actually, I’ve already started.” Tony pulled his cell phone from beneath his pillow. Blue light refracted off the cracks in the glass, creating crazy shadows along the walls of the tent.

“What? How have you got signal...? Wait. Hang on. How did you get your phone back? We had to give them to Agent Malden.”

He didn’t answer. She didn’t press.

“So, what did you do?”

“Redirected Doctor Chan’s mail.”

“Why would...?” Her head snapped up as realization dawned. “The journal?” When they had first met Doctor Chan, he was working at the university and investigating the history of the stones. The man had shown Tracey the photograph of her ancestor, shocking her when she realized she and Stephanie looked almost the same. Doctor Chan had told them he was waiting for a book, a journal he thought had been written by one of the Sect of Five.

“Yeah. He said it was coming from a collector’s estate and, well, when Doctor Chan disappeared from the University, I wondered if he was real or not.”

“I wondered that too.” They had discovered Doctor Chan was a bad guy when he’d fallen for the trap Tracey and her friends set at the film studio. He had betrayed them all in his desperation to get the Butterfly Stone.

“Mail is real, and to get mail you have to have an address. So, I sort of got into the mail records.”

“That’s super illegal, Tony.”

“Trace!”

“I know, I know, just ... we are in so much trouble already and, no ... sorry, go on. Did you get the journal?”

He held up his phone. “Please.”

She shouldn’t be surprised.

“They’re holding it for me at the post office. We just have to collect it.”

Finally, things were going their way. “Tony, that’s great.” In the past, she would have hugged him or at least grabbed his hand. She clasped her fingers together and bounced up and down on the air mattress. “That’s just great, Tony.” There was no way Agent Malden and Hank could keep Tracey and her friends from searching for the stones. With Tony being his genius self, they now had their first real clue. They just had to suffer through the rest of this training camp and get back home so they could get that journal. She grinned at Tony. “Awesome.” 
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Good morning, campers!” Hank’s voice exploded across the campground like one of Jonny’s stink bombs. Tracey moaned and pressed her fingers into her skull. If Mom was here, she would have let them all sleep in.

“I have a new activity for you if you’ve all finished eating,” Hank bellowed. He bounded into the middle of the camp. After five days, the prince was looking and acting more chipper. Tracey stifled a moan. Ugh. Why is he such a morning person? Grumbles followed the happy announcement. There was a cool breeze, and it brought the scents of the camp wafting over them — grass, the dying campfire smoke, boy sweat. Ew gross!

Tracey shifted on her uncomfortable log and squinted up at the smiling prince. “It’s not even 7 a.m.” Her breakfast bar lay unopened in her lap.

“Trust is a feeling that must be earned,” Hank said loudly, ignoring her complaint. Trust games? This is going to go well. As though he could hear her doubts, Hank’s gaze locked on to Tracey. “Without trust, a team is not a team. Trust builds confidence and confidence builds trust. Lack of trust can break a team apart and create gaps that can be exploited by the enemy.”

Great! Another role-playing game. Tracey left her breakfast bar on the log and trailed after her team as they followed Hank out of camp.

“We’d work better if Tracey would use her magic,” Dave grumbled from the back of the group. Tracey scowled over her shoulder at him. Dave used a finger to show his response to her glare. Tony barely opened his eyes as he walked along and Tracey kept expecting him to trip or stumble, but he somehow stayed upright. Sarah’s fear leaked through their mental connection. Tracey sent back positive feelings while trying to disguise her own concerns. Could she use her magic today like Dave wanted? Her palms were damp with nervous sweat. She scrubbed them against her jeans.

Hank’s face was stern as he glanced over his shoulder. “To truly be a team you need to rely on each other in the face of the unexpected.”

Tracey peered around the overgrown path. No Agent Malden. He must be off preparing the test.

Hank held up a bent branch weighed down with thick green leaves for them to pass under. They stepped into another clearing, different from yesterday’s arena. This one was square-ish, almost the exact length of an actual football ground. The boundary line was an impenetrable wall of foliage. In the middle of the grassy area was a small mound with a pole that held a little white flag fluttering in the breeze.
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