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Sweat dripped down my forehead as I flipped the egg from the skillet to the plate. My nine-hundredth perfect egg: just a little bit soft, with the bluish shell splayed out like flower petals beneath the yoke, a sprig of thyme, a dash of pepper, and a sweet bread twist on the side. I shoved the plate across the counter and then rang the bell with my elbow. It chimed softly as Camila grabbed the plate with a grin.

“You’re a pro!” Camila said, giving me a thumbs-up. I noted, for the hundredth time, the little tattoo of an infinity symbol on her wrist. Less extravagant than my timeline tattoo, but I still liked it. She spun around and plopped the plate and a foaming glass of beer in front of a customer. Breakfast & Beer. This restaurant had a specific niche and a specific clientele: people who liked breakfast and people who liked beer. Our biggest rushes always came at 11 AM and 3 AM—brunch and post-drinking pancakes.

“I try.” I turned back to check on the thirty strips of bacon I had sizzling. This job was much better than my old tavern job back in Quartzspring City. I enjoyed the other employees and the laidback atmosphere—but most of all, I enjoyed the fact that they actually let me cook. 

Even better, I had stopped breaking things—the dishwasher still worked, the kitchen fan too. It seemed the trick my father, Silas, had taught me about keeping my magic quiet and contained, had helped me in more ways than I could have imagined. It wasn’t perfect—I still wouldn’t wear anything electronic, for example—but at least I wasn’t a walking, talking android killer anymore.

In the background, a snippet of news played on the vid screen. 

“Augustine, Prince of Tayvara, has just released a statement,” the newscaster said. My ears perked up. I tried my best to stay up to date on what Finn was doing, though we hadn’t been in contact for months. 

“His written statement says, ‘We have made significant strides toward identifying the perpetrators of my attempted assassination, but for now, authorities believe it best that I remain in protective custody.’” The reporter looked up from the piece of paper she was reading. “The Prince was attacked earlier this year while visiting a popular Quartzspring City tourist attraction, the Temple of the Unknown Whisperer. So far, no new reports have been released, but authorities believe it was an employee of AndyTech Industries with access to the androids.”

I sighed, disappointed. There was no new information. Again. The last three statements Finn had released—if he was even the one giving the statements—said he was in hiding for his own protection and no new information had been discovered about the case. His father, the King of Tayvara, had even made one announcement saying exactly the same thing, though he had otherwise remained out of the public eye. I didn’t know why Finn wasn’t just calling out Galen—he was the one who had tried to kill us. 

But that didn’t matter. I knew there was a lot more intrigue, a lot more layers, and a lot more at stake than I could possibly grasp, given my limited information. What mattered right now was that I stay out of sight. We were trying, to the best of our abilities, to hide. And hiding wasn’t easy, not with Galen running around. 

“Your shift is up in twenty minutes,” Camila called from the front. “Don’t forget to clock out. And your check is taped to your locker.”

“Thanks,” I replied, pouring twenty whipped eggs onto another skillet. Scrambled. Very popular. I liked to make scrambled eggs with a bit of cheese, some garlic, and chunks of this spicy vegetable called a zoat, which grew only in this region. Delicious. And the customers here seemed to like it too.

“Hey-o, Melody!” Jaxon greeted me as he stepped into the kitchen. It still felt a little odd whenever I heard someone use the new alias I chose for myself. Melody. A musical name I thought reflected the auditory nature of my magic. Though I liked Aria better, the name my parents had chosen. I’d started to get used to not being called Lenna anymore. Aria felt better... It felt right.

“I’ve got scrambled eggs going,” I said, gesturing to the ones I had just poured, “and bacon. Also mixed up the batter for another round of pancakes and waffles, and the fruit has thawed, just needs to be mixed.”

“You’re a gem,” Jaxon said with a wide grin on his face. He washed his hands and tied on an apron. “One of these days, we’ll be working the same shift again!”

“Been rough since Sofia left,” I replied. She had gone into labor suddenly, now had twins, and was on indefinite maternity leave. Camila was trying to hire more help but had so far been unsuccessful.

“Sure has! Those kids sure are cute, though.” 

I smiled and tossed him a spatula. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Later!” He waved as I threw my apron in the laundry bin and headed out the back, stopping only briefly to grab my check and backpack.

I wandered through town slowly, taking in the warm sun on my face and the calm bustle of life. Everything felt totally different here. We had decided to settle down in the small town of Strait Water on the Tirin Continent, as far from Tayvara as we could safely go. It was hot, dry, and sandy here, and warm year-round, though the busyness of the city varied based on whether any ships were in port. Tourists often came here, not to mention it was a major shipping port, a key connection point for companies shipping goods between the north and south continents.

I wandered down by the waterfront and breathed in the scent of the sea air. Yellow Bird Strait was calm today. I could see no white caps, only gentle ripples caused by wind and current. I looped around the monument of a tall woman wearing a hat with a bird perched on one finger, though I had never gotten close enough to read the plaque for fear of waking her up as I had done with Haya the Unknown Whisperer, her brother Stan, and Rhea—another minor deity I’d never heard of before meeting her.

Silas was waiting for me back at the house we had rented together. I never called him Father, though a part of me sort of wished I could. He was Silas sometimes, and other times went by the alias Elias. Not quite an anagram, he had told me. But it felt right. Like how Melody felt right to me. 

I glanced over my shoulder, scanning the area for signs of anyone following me, but today, just like every other day, everything was calm. Quiet. Simple. 

Except that nothing was simple. Not a single thing.

We were hiding. In plain sight. Any day, Galen could appear from out of the blue and attack us, capture us, and throw us into one of his vicious magic circles. I had escaped from him twice. But there was no guarantee I could do it again. 

And Finn was hiding too—the Prince of Tayvara, of all people! He, Gary, and the others were plotting our recourse, but until they knew the true extent of Galen’s power, choosing to confront him publicly was an enormous risk.

We had left Galen on the steps of Haya’s temple, surrounded by androids drawing those terrible circles, and Galen’s guards fighting the skeletons of my ancestors I had somehow woken up. Wilder had picked us up with the train—not just me, but Silas—Elias now, I corrected myself—and Finn and Gary too. When I helped Silas escape from his prison in the Temple, it had somehow freed up some of Wilder’s power, which meant he could pick up more of us at once, or come more frequently—or both, in this instance. 

We spent hours on the train arguing about where to go—when to go. We had eventually agreed to stay in the same time zone. While hiding in the wrong year would inevitably provide the most possible protection, time travel was too complicated—there was no telling what the consequences of us being in the wrong time would ultimately have. And what would happen if one of us got left behind.

The “where” took even longer to decide. 

Finn had wanted to go to one of his vacation homes in the Rella Mountains, but Gary argued that the first thing Galen would do was launch a search for us through all of Finn’s many homes. Silas wanted to go to Morgantown, a small settlement on the southwestern side of the north continent and the last place he had seen my mother. But Gary argued we should go somewhere completely unexpected, somewhere that had nothing to do with any of us—and then do reconnaissance, tap into their network, find out what was going on—and hide. We needed to find my mother, yes. But we had to make a plan first. We had to figure out exactly what was going on in the world, how much power and reach Galen had, and go from there. 

Eventually, we all ended up agreeing with Gary and, after only a little more debate, chose Strait Water as our intended destination. Wilder dropped us off, and then Gary and Finn helped us find housing but left the next day. Finn, a public figure, was too noticeable, and Galen was looking for four of us, so splitting up made us less conspicuous. They had hopped on a ship heading across the strait and were now back on Rel, the northern continent, probably lying low somewhere in the mountains north of Yellow Bird City. We had received three cryptic messages from them since they left—“On north continent,” “Made it,” and “Will be in touch”—but other than that, Gary didn’t want us using digital communication. Too easily hacked, she said. Not to mention, bots read everything these days, even encrypted files.

I leaned against a railing overlooking a small public beach and gazed out at the water. Quickly glancing around me once again, I reached into my pocket and slid out the third most important item I owned, after the picture of my mother and the stone Haya gave me: a letter from Finn. 

Dear Melody, it began. You probably think it’s odd I’m writing you a letter in this day and age, but my dearest fiery friend won’t allow me any form of digital communication with you. 

The line “dearest fiery friend,” which, of course, referred to Gary, always made me smile.

I feel conflicted about leaving you with Elias for the unforeseeable future. I’d much rather have you with me. Not because I think you’d be safer—in fact, you likely wouldn’t be—but for selfish reasons. I can’t say all the things I would like to say to you in this letter, again under threat from you know who, but I will think of you often and hope you will think of me too. —F

That was it. No professions of love or grand statements. But I read the letter nearly every day, relishing the simplicity of it and hoping I wasn’t reading too much into it. And hoping this whole business with Galen wouldn’t keep us separated forever—because I would very much like to discuss whatever Gary had not let Finn write in the letter.

I slid the letter back into my pocket with a small smile on my face, allowing myself the momentary happiness brought about by my daily letter reading. My smile broadened as I remembered the way he had slipped it to me—his eyes meeting mine with a strange intensity, and his fingers ever-so-gently brushing my wrist—just before he and Gary snuck out in the middle of the night, hoping the cover of darkness would help mask their identities as they boarded a ship for the north continent. 

It was extra important that Finn remained hidden for the time being, though I did miss him a great deal. The headlines over these past six months had been grim. Prince of Tayvara In Hiding! one proclaimed. Android Uprising in Blue Sky City! another one announced. Protestor Resurgence After the Prince’s Attempted Assassination! 

More recently, the less-than-reliable tabloids had decided Finn was working with the mysterious leader of the protests, named Nightjar, and together they were behind the android uprising. They had also added the fun detail that he had apparently been killed by one of his own androids, and then, when Finn had released another statement the next week, the tabloid had proclaimed, Prince of Tayvara Android Double Rises From The Grave! I had wondered if they knew about Finn’s actual android double, or if the writer had just made it all up. 

On top of all of this, the elections were coming up. The entire continent was about to vote on our next leader, and the candidates were, well, underwhelming, to say the least. I thought it was most likely that President Walker, the incumbent, would win again, at least if none of the opposition gained any more influence. But the upcoming election brought with it a roiling undercurrent of discontent.

Some of the smaller news outlets had picked up on the android murders—the ones Finn had been investigating when he had found me working at the tavern. The displays had stopped for a period of time, during the years I’d been hiding in the past, but oddly enough, they had begun again in the past few months. At least this time, I knew for sure I wasn’t causing them. They were in locations I’d never been—not to mention, I had figured out how to stop killing them—more or less. At the same time, though, someone had a reason for doing it. And I was the most wanted suspect—and had been, ever since Finn had begun his investigations. It was entirely possible someone might try tracking me down all over again.

I wandered away from the waterfront park and headed north, trying to clear my head of the barrage of thoughts threatening to overwhelm me. Our small apartment was located on a hill overlooking the town, and I aimed in that direction while still keeping an eye out for any unwanted attention. I had spent the last six months doing this. Sometimes, I wondered if I was being paranoid and considered letting my guard down a little, but all it took to jerk me back to reality was to visualize the androids waiting for us outside the Temple of the Unknown Whisperer. Galen had power. A lot of it. And he wanted me dead, or at least under his control—and he would do anything to make that happen.

On the opposite side of the street, a small group of protestors stood with signs, yelling at the hover vehicles that went by. One sign read, “Conjuries—never free!” Another had been scrawled with nearly illegible letters, but from what I could tell, said, “My blood is not my fault, and I will not release you from your complicity,” or something along those lines. The third sign read, “Your fear is showing.”

I passed them without meeting their eyes. It was best if I didn’t engage, though I found I desperately wanted to talk to them. But people protesting the mistreatment of potential conjuries were likely from conjury families themselves, which meant there was a significant risk of me waking someone up unintentionally. And nothing would alert Galen to our presence faster than that.

I had learned a more about the movement in the last few months, simply because I was paying more attention to the news than I had been before, and because Silas was constantly paying attention and watching for information. He was a very analytical person, always looking for connections between things that seemed somehow disparate to me, and spent most of his time researching and trying to catch up on all the news he missed while trapped in the Temple. 

There had been three more deaths of conjuries in the last few months. One was clearly prejudice-fueled: a woman and her daughter owned a restaurant, and poisoned the food of a regular customer when they learned of his conjury ancestry.

Another murder happened in police custody: a man suspected of graffitiing a public walkway had received his DNA test and then mysteriously died in his cell that night. The coroner called it a heart attack, but the private autopsy conducted by his family listed the cause of death as “unknown” and “suspicious circumstances.” Unfortunately, other than that, the family had no evidence. 

The third death was in Yellow Bird City. A family was out for a bike ride on the coastal road. One of the teenagers hit a rock and went flying through the air. He flew so far, there were reports that he actually flew. As in, magically flew.

When the EMTs arrived, they refused to treat him, citing a fear that his “magical powers would rise up and injure them.” He died from blood loss, and after his death, it was determined that he didn’t even have the conjury DNA marker. 

I found these stories absolutely insane. Who cared what a person’s DNA said? They were still people, right? Who even cared if they had magic? As long as they weren’t hurting anyone, it shouldn’t matter. But Silas said the problems went much, much deeper than that. They were woven into the very fabric of our society; it was no wonder everyone was protesting. 

I, myself, considered whether I should somehow join the resistance. After all, I wasn’t just a conjury—I was a conjury who could awaken other people’s power. A conjury of conjuries. And whatever laws or rules they put in place—eventually, they would impact me. In fact, they had already impacted me. They’d ruined my life, forced my family to go into hiding, and kept me imprisoned in a life I hadn’t even realized I didn’t want.

Though that was a thought I didn’t like to spend too much time dwelling on.

“Melody!” a voice called. I turned to see the neighbor kid, Skip, pedaling his bike furiously in my direction. I had tried to not to create too many connections with the people who lived here, to avoid waking up someone’s magic accidentally, but Skip was the most gregarious and outgoing child I had ever encountered. Not to mention, he was my landlord’s son. It was basically impossible to avoid him. 

“Hi, Skip,” I said, smiling at the child as he skidded to a halt in front of me. “What are you up to?”

“Looking for you!” he exclaimed. I guessed he was about five or six, and honestly, he had way too much freedom for a child of his age. But crime in Strait Water was almost non-existent, and his parents were very hands-off in terms of parenting.

“Why’s that?” I kept walking in the direction of the apartment as Skip wheeled his tricycle around and pedaled along beside me. 

“Wanted to see if you brought home any sweet bread today!” He flashed a huge grin in my direction. 

I smiled down at him and reached into my bag, pulling out a sweet bread twist wrapped in a napkin. “For you.” 

“Sweet bread!” he yelled as he grabbed it from my hand. He stuffed the entire thing in his mouth at once and then began to pedal furiously, flying past me and up the hill. He and his parents lived two houses down from us. Our house was split into four units, with Silas and me renting a two-bedroom apartment on the first floor. It was the first time I had ever paid rent to live somewhere. My entire life I had either been given housing for free or squatted.

When he reached the top of the hill ahead of me, Skip slammed on his brakes and then turned to face me. He swallowed his mouthful of bread, then yelled, “Melody, watch this!”

I raised my eyebrows as he barreled down the hill toward me. I grimaced, wondering if he was supposed to be doing this—and then gasped as his front tire hit a stone. 

He screamed as his body flew through the air. I dove forward, landing on my knees, reaching out to catch him as he fell. 

We both landed in the gravel with a hard thud, but he was cradled in my arms, crying. He seemed scared but no worse for the wear. I took a deep breath and sat up, carefully setting him down.

“Are you okay?” I peered into his eyes. 

“I... I... think so,” he sobbed, furiously brushing away the tears.

“Does anything hurt?” I certainly hurt. My knees bled where they had scraped against the gravel, my elbows were bruised, and I was pretty sure I had pulled a muscle in my back. 

He shook his head, and then, without warning, threw himself into my arms and hugged me as tightly as he could. 

I took a deep breath, trying desperately not to listen, not to hear—but there it was, his heartbeat. And along with it, something else... a deep, hollow murmur.

I gasped and pushed him back. “I’m sorry, Skip, but I have to go. Please go have your mother make sure you’re okay.”

He nodded and then sprinted up the hill without another glance back at me. I swallowed and tried to close my mind off, shut it down, but I could still hear the deep murmur resonating in the back of my mind. He had magic. I just hoped, desperately, I hadn’t woken it up.

I picked up his tricycle and carried it up the hill, where I left it at the end of their driveway.

“Welcome home,” Silas said as I entered the apartment. He was sitting at the kitchen table, fixing a hole in a secondhand pair of pants he had purchased a few days earlier. He smiled as he looked up at me—then he saw the look on my face. “What’s wrong?”

“Skip... I...” My heart raced, and sweat beaded on my forehead as I told him what happened. “What if... what if I ruined his life? What if... what if Galen somehow can sense it? What if he knows I did it? What if he shows up and... and...” 

I realized as I spoke that this was one of the first times we had really talked about magic since Finn and Gary left, other than two other moments when Silas had warned me I was leaking power again. We had agreed that the risk of being overheard was too great to delve into the intricacies of magic, though one part of me sometimes wondered if I was missing out on an opportunity to learn. Another part of me, however, agreed—survival came first, learning second.

“Don’t panic, Ar—Melody,” Silas said in a calm, cool tone of voice. “We need to think it through and approach this rationally. We have time. Galen has to find out it happened and then get here before he can do anything. We have time,” he repeated.

I nodded and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down. “What do we do, then?”

“You said you didn’t know if you awoke... it? You just heard a murmur?”

I shrugged and nodded. “I mean, I don’t have very much experience with this.”

Silas nodded, pursing his lips. “I suppose, then, the first thing we should do is find out whether our young neighbor actually has... it.” 

“How?” I asked. It wasn’t like we could simply ask, “Oh, hey, neighbor, did your son recently start demonstrating potentially magical abilities?”

Silas stood and strode into the kitchen, picking up a box of baked goods he purchased from the bakery a few streets over. “You wait here while I do a nice, neighborly thing and offer them donuts.”

I watched as he stepped out the front door and vanished into the yard. 

And then I began to pace. Back and forth, back and forth, ignoring my stinging knees. The pain had already eased, and all I wanted was to find out if Skip was okay. If I had awoken magic in him, what would that mean? What would happen? I hadn’t encountered anyone with magic since we’d been in this town, at least that I knew of—what would people do? To him? To me?

After we came here, there had been a few news stories about the sudden appearance of people in other cities with strange powers—but they’d quickly been pushed off the news cycle by more protests, the election, and Finn’s random non-helpful announcements. What would a new person with magic appearing on the scene mean for the world? What would Galen do to him? I knew Galen wouldn’t hesitate to kill—would he kill Skip? Skip’s family? 

And those other people—I didn’t know if they had run into me somewhere, if they’d had their powers all along and just been discovered, or if there was some other way to awaken powers I didn’t know about. Skip was a kid! If he had powers... I didn’t know what might happen to him.

I shuddered and tried to rein in my thoughts, but they kept flooding through me. What if the magic he had was something terrible? Like killing people with a single touch? Or poisoning the food he tried to eat? 

I realized at that moment I didn’t really know what kind of powers people had. I didn’t even really know what power Silas had, though I had seen him use it back at the Temple. Was everyone’s power absolutely unique? Or if everyone had magic, would there be patterns, similarities? 

I ran through the powers I knew of in my head—Mac, the tattoo artist, could create wards; Margaret, the guard who worked for Finn, could sense whether someone was telling the truth; Gary could manipulate fire. And then Galen had employed one person with super strength, another who could manipulate heat, another who could fly. I wondered what Galen’s power was. He seemed like he had a lot of it, like he could do a lot of things. But maybe he was just smart and knew how to use his power to maximize its effects. 

A shout interrupted my furious pacing. I rushed to the door and flew out into the yard. A small crowd had gathered in front of Skip’s house. 

Uh oh.

Then someone laughed—it sounded like Skip. 

I peered over the shoulders of a couple of our neighbors to see Skip sitting on his tricycle with a beaming smile on his face—and a butterfly perched on his nose.

Relief flooded through me. A butterfly. That was all. 

Then I felt a hand on my arm.

“We have to go.” Silas pulled me back toward our house. 

“Why—” I started to ask, but then glanced back over my shoulder to see another butterfly land on Skip’s finger, and then another. Three butterflies at once? That wasn’t a coincidence. That was a pattern. That was magic. 

“Shouldn’t... shouldn’t we help him?” I stuttered as Silas dragged me back inside. “What if... what if Galen... kills him?

Silas shook his head and then winked at me. “I’ll handle it. You pack.” He picked up the one cheap comm we had and typed in a number. “Yes, I’m looking for Holly?”

He was quiet for a moment, and then his voice took on a strange, hesitant timbre. “Um, yes, Holly? My neighbor gave me this number, um, I just thought, well, I’m not sure if I should be saying this...” He trailed off, listening for a moment, and then continued, “Something, well... odd? I guess... is happening at my neighbor’s house. It’s probably nothing, but, well...” He paused again as the voice on the other end of the line spoke and waved at me as if to tell me to focus on packing. 

I pulled open the closet to grab the backpacks we had purchased a few weeks earlier, specifically for this reason—should we have to up and leave suddenly. 

“Yes, well, my neighbors have a son, you see,” he continued. “Cute kid, real friendly. But today something odd started happening. He, well, he started talking to butterflies.”

The voice on the other end said something, but Silas interrupted, “I know, I know. It wasn’t the talking that was weird—it was that the butterflies listened! They, well, they started landing on him, a lot of them. It isn’t even the right season for butterflies. I just thought, you know... maybe it was... the thing you’ve been looking into.”

He listened again for a moment as I dug through the kitchen cupboards and pulled out some easily transportable food—nuts, trail mix, peanut butter.

“Sure, sure, I can send a picture and the address as soon as I hang up,” Silas said. “Thanks, thanks so much.” He hung up the phone and then winked at me as he sent a text. 

“But he’ll find out!” I exclaimed. “I mean, Galen will! You called a reporter? This kid is going to get on the news!”

“That is entirely the point,” Silas said. “He’ll make local news, then national, and everyone will know about him and his parents and the sudden powers he has. And if he or his parents suddenly disappear, well... We can’t stop Galen, but we can make it a lot more difficult for him to do anything nefarious.”

I nodded, rolling it over in my mind. The only problem was, well, us. We had to get out of here, and fast. Before anyone came around asking questions. As soon as Galen discovered we were living right next door, he probably wouldn’t care about the kid anymore. Either that or... he’d round us all up together.

I swallowed and forcibly fixed my mind on our next steps. “Where are we going?” 

“North,” Silas replied confidently. “If Galen is coming here, we are going there.”
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In under an hour, we had our bags packed. We went out the back door to avoid the crowd surrounding Skip, and it was a good thing too—it hadn’t taken long for the reporter and her camera team to show up. We walked the long way out of the neighborhood and then cut down toward the water. 

There were two ways to cross the strait: by plane and by boat. Or by train, of course, but we didn’t want to bother Wilder unless absolutely necessary. We considered his magic a limited resource and would rather use it in an emergency rather than for convenience. 

So we opted for a boat. An airplane would be faster but riskier, mostly because I had been known in the past to make mechanical things stop working, and neither of us wanted to be in an airplane when I forgot how to hold in my magic. At least in a boat, even if the engines died, it would still float. And there was always a chance of swimming to shore.

The tickets were pricy. I had cashed my last paycheck on our way through town and felt guilty for leaving Camila and the others on their own, without even a warning about my departure. But I had done this to many other employers in the past. Camila wasn’t the first, and she certainly wouldn’t be the last. I tried not to think about it too much. 

I sat on a bench at the port transportation center and looked around me. It was busy, but not overwhelmingly so. A cruise ship had just docked, but the passengers had not yet disembarked. This meant there were plenty of staff milling about but not too many tourists just yet.

“What do you mean, there’s an extra fee?” I heard Silas ask. He was handling the transaction because he wanted as few people as possible to see my face. I had been on the most wanted list for a couple of years, whereas he had been stuck in a dungeon, which meant someone might recognize me, but it was unlikely anyone would recognize him. I wore a big, floppy summer hat and sunglasses to help stay hidden. 

“I thought there was a family discount,” he pressed.

“Family as in four or more,” the teller replied. “I’m sorry, sir.”

I heard Silas sigh. “I’ll be right back.”

He appeared around the corner and plopped down next to me on the bench. “It’s going to be almost $200 more than we have.”

I frowned. “Why so much?”

“A new tax was levied and apparently went into effect this morning.” Silas shook his head. “Basically, they’re trying to limit individual and tourist travel between continents.”

I frowned. “Who is?” 

“President Walker.” He shrugged. “I saw one news report about it, but I didn’t pay too much attention. It didn’t seem that important, but now...” He shook his head. “It’s either an untimely coincidence, or Mr. G has his fingers in a lot more pies than we thought.” Silas had taken to calling Galen “Mr. G” when we were in public, if it was necessary to mention him.

“How are we supposed to get to Yellow Bird City, then? Do we find money elsewhere? Or do we find another way?” 

Silas shook his head. “Maybe we don’t. Maybe we stay here. Or head south instead. Take a bus.”

“Hey there,” a voice came from our left.

Silas looked up, but I looked down at the comm I held in my hand, so they couldn’t see my face. It sounded like a woman, but thankfully, I didn’t recognize the voice.

“Can I help you?” Silas asked. 

“I heard you’re looking for a way across the strait. Prices have really jumped, huh?”

“They sure have!” Silas replied. “My daughter and I have been planning this trip for months, and now it looks like we won’t be able to go.”

“I have another option,” the woman replied. “A bit cheaper, though it’s under the table, if you’re okay with that.”

Part of me was, but a small voice in the back of my head also wondered if this wasn’t actually a trap of some kind. What if someone had recognized me? What if Galen was somehow already here and had people searching for me on this continent? I took a deep breath and squinted at my comm as though I was completely distracted. News reports scrolled past, but I didn’t read any of them; I was too focused on their conversation.

“What’re you offering?” Silas asked. I frowned a little. I hoped he was at least suspicious, though his voice sounded calm and interested. 

“You pay me directly,” the woman said, “and you get to cross. That’s it.”

I frowned under my hat. 

“I’m not really sure I’m comfortable with that,” my father said. “We are law-abiding folk. Doesn’t seem safe. What if we get caught?”

“Well, you let me know if you want to do it,” the woman said. “They’re not the best accommodations, but they’ll get you where you’re trying to go.”

“We’ll need to chat.” Silas gestured toward me.

“No problem,” the woman said. “I’ll be over there.” I could see from under my brim that she was gesturing toward the gated entrance to the port. I kept my face averted but focused on her figure out of the corner of my eye as she strode away.

“What do you think?” Silas asked, sitting back down beside me.

“It’s an option, I suppose,” I replied, although I knew my hesitation was clear in my voice. “They could just be trying to score on folks who can’t afford the new rates.”

“Or it could be a trap.” Silas leaned back against the wall and surveyed the scene around us. Tourists had begun to debark the cruise ship. In no time, the port would be swarming with people. “If he’s figured out we’re here...or suspects we are.”

“Yes. It could be a trap,” I replied. 

My father nodded, a contemplative expression on his face.

A wave of exhaustion flooded over me as I sighed. I’d been working at the restaurant for months now, on my feet for hours nearly every day. I’d been on constant alert, trying to avoid prying eyes, hoping Galen wouldn’t show up out of nowhere. And now, these things that should be easy decisions seemed almost impossible. It was just a ticket, after all. What were the chances of that woman really reporting to Galen?

“We could ask around,” I suggested. “See if there are any other options for travelers. How long is the trip, anyway?”

“It runs around twenty-four hours,” Silas replied. “Depending on conditions.”

“That’s not too long.”

“Long enough for Mr. G or his minions to be waiting for us at port when we arrive, though.”

It was a fair point, especially if the woman had recognized us. She could act all nice, take our money, put us on the boat—and then the moment we arrived, we could be arrested and taken to one of Galen’s secret dungeons. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea. On the other hand, how else were we supposed to get back to Rel? 

I peered up from under my brim toward the woman walking away from us. She seemed normal enough. Blue pants, white shirt—probably a generic uniform of some sort. Sturdy shoes. A tattoo on her forearm. 

I frowned. Something about the tattoo seemed off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I squinted, but it didn’t become any clearer. 

“Did you notice her tattoo?” I asked Silas, shifting my attention back to him.

He glanced over at me. “What tattoo?”

“The one on her forearm.” I jerked my head in her direction.

Silas looked over as the woman paused and turned to talk to a man, slightly taller than her and wearing a variation of the same uniform. Her forearm was now clearly in view.

“I don’t see a tattoo,” Silas said. “Which arm?”

“It’s right there,” I hissed, then ducked back as the woman glanced over toward us. She was clearly telling the man she had talked to us.

“I don’t see a tattoo at all,” he said. “On any visible skin.”

I could feel my frown deepening. “What does it mean if a person has a tattoo that is visible to me but invisible to you?”

Silas looked down at me and shook his head slightly. “Nothing good.”

“We can’t accept their offer.”

“No, you’re right,” Silas agreed. 

“We could steal money and buy a ticket on an official boat,” I suggested.

“I think we’d have the same problem, though,” Silas replied, his voice low. “As long as they know we’re on that boat, they can tell Galen where we are.”

I didn’t answer. A feeling had begun to grow in my gut. A bad feeling. A feeling that sounded like... a thud. And another thud. One thud after another, a solid, resounding sound that became louder and louder and louder the more I noticed it. As if it were moving closer or getting bigger. 

“Stop it,” Silas hissed, grabbing my elbow. “You’re leaking.”

“They have magic,” I replied, taking a deep breath and silently asking my magic to please be quiet, to please calm down, to please, please, please be as invisible as possible. “We have to run the other way as fast as we can. We can’t get on a boat—we’ll be trapped there. And if they have magic—they probably belong to... to him. And if they belong to him, there’s no telling how many people here—”

Silas cut me off with the wave of his hand. “You’re absolutely right. Let’s go.”

“If we run off, though, they’ll notice. They’ll know for sure it’s us, if they aren’t sure already.” Fear billowed up inside of me, encased in a solid shell made of a desperate longing to run as fast and as far as I could. I had to get the feeling under control—otherwise, Wilder might show up. And here, in the middle of the port of Strait Water? Two people disappearing would certainly be noticed. It could not only put us at risk, but Finn and Gary as well. “We have to assume they are watching us.” 

“I know what to do.” Silas stood and walked toward the woman. She saw him coming and covered the rest of the distance. I could still hear them.

“How long will you be here?” Silas asked, giving her a polite smile. “What time does the ship leave?”

The woman glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. “We leave in two hours. Boarding is in an hour and a half.”

“And what time do we need to let you know?”

“Within the hour.”

“Great,” Silas said. “I discussed it with my daughter, and we’ve decided to go see if we can pull together a few more dollars for an official ticket—I need to talk to my wife, you understand. But if we can’t, we still want to take our trip, and so would love to take you up on your offer.”

“That sounds fantastic,” the woman said. “Just don’t delay.”

“I understand,” Silas said. “We’ll be back and let you know within the hour.”

“I’ll be here.” The woman waved as Silas strode back toward me. We picked up our bags and made our way out of the port—quickly, as if we were in a hurry, but not too quickly, as if we were running for our lives.

“They’ll probably follow us,” I said as soon as we were outside the gate.

“Likely,” Silas replied. “And my plan to make them think we’re coming back will only work if they haven’t already identified us. But right now, we need to come up with an alternate plan. One that doesn’t leave us cornered.”

“We have to go south,” I said. “Into the Caliginous Mountains. It’s our only other option.”

“I agree,” Silas said with a nod. “We didn’t bring the right supplies, though.”

“We have to get there first. We can get supplies later.” I had survived on my own in the wilderness long enough to know I could figure out how to do it again. It might even be easier with two people. I knew the wild food and terrain would be a little different here than farther north, but we would figure it out. 

I glanced around for any signs that someone was following us, but I didn’t notice anything—no casual wanderers looking pointedly out over the water, no relaxing gentlemen peering over the edge of their newspaper, no suspicious-looking utility trucks driving slowly just a few hundred feet behind us. But just because I couldn’t see them, didn’t mean they weren’t there.

“Should we split up?” I asked.

Silas shook his head. “They could grab us more easily if we’re alone.”

“How do you want to travel, then? Bus, taxi, car rental, walk?” I asked. “What’s our best option?”

“Neither,” Silas said. “Train.”

“We can’t take the train!” I exclaimed. “It—”

“Not that train.” Silas gestured to a sign right beside us. An actual train. As in, a train-train, not my magical train.

“Oh.” 

Silas grinned and led me toward the station.

[image: image]

The train tickets were less than half the price of the boat, so we settled into the front car comfortably, with a little money left over for food and any supplies we might need. This train would take us from Strait Water to a small town called Freegrove. Not to mention, it was due to leave in ten minutes, which meant we would be well on our way before the woman with the invisible tattoo even realized we weren’t coming back.

As the train moved away from the station, I leaned back in my seat and stared out the window. This was very different from my train. For starters, there was no magic dampener. That meant that I didn’t feel tired and sluggish, as if it were difficult to move or think. Secondly, my train didn’t move on tracks, so there were no vibrations beside the drumbeat of magic that resonated within it. This train hummed happily along, with the occasional bump and very steady rumbling.

Silas and I sat beside each other, and across the aisle, a young couple held hands and murmured softly to one another. Two old men sat in front of us, chatting happily to each other about the news, and behind us, a young woman carried a small child on her lap. Scanning everyone I could see, I searched for any mysterious tattoos or other indications someone might be working for Galen.

“I’ve never ridden on a train before,” I said to Silas, trying to make generic conversation. Buses, yes. Cars, yes. Hover cars, once. But never a real-life, non-magical train.

“Once, when you were two,” Silas said with a gentle smile. “We went to visit a friend in Bay City. You giggled the whole time, pointing out how fast the trees went past. You loved trains and couldn’t stop talking about it after that.”

I stared at him for a moment, letting the story sink in. I had gone to visit my parents’ friends, with my parents, as a toddler. We had ridden on a train. I didn’t remember it myself, but I believed him. I knew we couldn’t talk about our pasts on a public train, where anyone might be listening, but I so desperately wanted to know all the details of his life, of my childhood, of everything. Alas, it would have to wait.

He gave me a soft smile and shifted his attention back to the newspaper he’d picked up at the station. I turned and stared out the window.

The small town of Strait Water flew by outside, slowly at first, but then faster and faster, until it was a blur. The houses turned into fences and farmhouses, and eventually, all I could see were rocky hills and small trees, silhouetted by a bright blue sky.

“We should make a plan,” Silas said quietly once we were well out of the city. He turned the page of the newspaper, which made a loud rustling noise.

I glanced around. Behind us, the mother and her baby napped together; the couple across the aisle from us were talking to each other and giggling, completely immersed in each other; in front of us, one of the old men had nodded off, and the other was listening to something with his headphones in. A few other people were scattered around the train car, but they all seemed equally immersed in whatever they were doing.

“We don’t know if anyone followed us, though,” I said, slouching deeper in my seat and dropping my voice to a whisper.

“We should assume they did.” Silas’s face was worried, severe. 

“What if there are police—or Mr. G—waiting for us when we get to Freegrove?”

“We should assume someone is waiting somewhere,” Silas replied. “But we can’t prevent it. We can only deal with it when we get there. Our first priority should be getting out of the station and acquiring supplies. If we can get out of town, no one will find us in the wilderness.”

Out the window, a grouping of beehives caught my attention as the train rushed by. A man in a white suit was tending to them—and then the scene was gone, replaced by more trees and bushes.

“If we can get off the train safely,” Silas continued, “we’ll go to some stores and buy hiking gear—a tent, matches, that sort of thing.”

“How do we get off the train without being seen, though? I mean, assuming someone is waiting for us at the station.”

“Start by changing our clothes, and then we’ll have to play it by ear.”

I nodded. Neither of us really knew what we were doing; we were operating on limited information and limited resources. All we could do was our best, which clearly meant figuring it out as we went along.

“You should rest,” he said. “I’ll keep watch for now.”

“How long until we get there?”

“Two hours.”

I nodded once, took a deep breath, and let myself relax into a doze.

About an hour later, Silas woke me up so that he could nap. I took the time to stare out the window some more and think.

At first, I thought about Finn. I missed him. Over the months, I had read the letter many times and often dwelled on him, but would then berate myself. It wasn’t smart for me to become too emotionally invested. After all, he was the Prince of Tayvara! But I found I couldn’t quite help it. I liked him, despite the fact he had thought I was the android murderer, and despite him catching me and putting me in that stone house. He had tried to understand me, tried to get to know me. And he hadn’t freaked out or panicked or done anything crazy when I’d told him about myself. And while I knew I should try to keep my thoughts on more practical things, the truth was, daydreaming about him was a pleasant distraction that didn’t involve Galen or magic or survival. 

Then my thoughts turned to Skip. I felt incredibly guilty about him. I remembered what I had done to Gary, waking her magic when she was only a child, and how Galen had murdered her parents while searching for me. I worried Skip would suffer the same fate. Hopefully, calling the reporters would help, but if Galen had shut down other reports of newly awakened magic, he could likely do the same with this one. Maybe being on another continent would help, but I wasn’t counting on it. 

Two different children whose lives I had ruined. That I knew of. I resolved to avoid children as much as possible. At least adults might actually have a fighting chance.

Magic. The third thing that haunted my thoughts. It seemed like a bad thing. I’d had this same argument with myself over and over throughout the past few months. Everyone I’d awoken had been killed or enslaved or manipulated by Galen, at least that I knew of. Even Gary’s life was irreparably tied to Galen. And my life? A complete mess. So it seemed like my ability to awaken magic in others was more of a curse than a blessing. 

But there was nothing inherently bad in it I could see. Gary liked it well enough—she’d told me it was the best thing that had ever happened to her. And a lot of people had the ability within them. If enough people had it that it became normal, would it still be bad? How did one decide what was good or bad? And if I didn’t know what good and bad were, how could I possibly trust that my decisions were the right decisions? And was I even responsible for the wellspring within me, when I couldn’t even control it half the time? 

Was my magic a different thing than me, a different entity? Or were we inextricably linked—the same thing, the same person? 

It made my head hurt to think about.

I reached out and grabbed the newspaper from the pouch in the back of the seat in front of Silas. The headline read, “Protestors Arrested by Group of Unmarked Android Police in Quartzspring City Now Missing.” I flipped to the second page, where the smaller headlines read: “President Walker to Send Federal Police Androids to Quell Protests in Major Cities”; “Young Mom Walking By Protest Suffers Broken Wrist and Concussion From Out-Of-Control Police Android”; “Three More Suspicious Conjury Deaths While In Police Custody,” and “Suspected Magic Users Arrested In Rinwood Raid.”
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