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FOR REBECCA, JACK, AND DEAN.

YOU GUYS ARE MY WHOLE WORLD.






1 Assault on the Majestic


“They’re coming.”

Joey stood in the lobby of the Majestic Theatre with his face pressed up against the glass door. He had one hand cupped over his eyes to block out the sun and get a better view of the building across the street. “I see them.”

“What are they doing?” Shazad asked from right behind him. “Don’t tell me they’re coming here… already?” There was a pained tone in Shazad’s voice that Joey understood completely. Joey wasn’t ready for another fight, either. It had been less than twenty-four hours since their duel with Grayson Manchester. He needed a break. They all did.

“How many of them are there?” Leanora asked, moving in next to Joey to see for herself.

“I only see two. Over there by the door. That’s them.”

On the other side of the street, a man called Ledger DeMayne, sometimes known as Mr. Black, had just exited the corporate headquarters of the National Association of Tests and Limits. The NATL was the world’s leading producer of standardized tests, servicing every school in America and quietly deciding the futures of children everywhere. The organization was actually a front for a secret society called the Invisible Hand. From what Joey understood, it was one of many. DeMayne had been introduced to Joey as the chief administrator of the NATL, but his real job was something more sinister than grading tests. The Invisible Hand enforced an unyielding measure of control over the world’s limited supply of magic, and DeMayne was their leader. At least, that was the impression Joey got during their brief, standoffish conversation earlier that morning. Joey wasn’t entirely sure if the man across the street was old enough to lead a Machiavellian cabal of evil magicians that dated back to the age of Merlin, but if Joey’s introduction to magic had taught him anything, it was that looks could be deceiving. DeMayne was a young man with thick blond hair, handsome features, and excellent taste in clothing. Dressed in what was clearly a very expensive suit, he had stepped out onto the sidewalk like he owned it. DeMayne looked good enough to grace the cover of a magazine, and the same could be said for the young woman who accompanied him. She wore a stylish bright red overcoat with a dark red ruby brooch pinned to her lapel. Joey wondered what her name was. The few members of the Invisible Hand he had met so far all used simple, color-based aliases. Mr. Black, Mr. Gray… As far as Joey could tell, it was an inside joke mocking the nonmagical “norms” of the world, who were easily fooled by magicians and their tricks. Joey figured he was getting his first look at Ms. Red. Something about her gave him the chills. Deep crimson hair fell down around her shoulders, framing an attractive, but cold and unfriendly, face. Her eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses. DeMayne was talking and she was hanging on every word, which seemed to support Joey’s theory about who was in charge. As DeMayne spoke, he gestured across the street toward the Majestic Theatre and paused midsentence. Looking over the hoods of passing cars and peering in between pedestrians, he made eye contact with Joey and gave him an “I see you” wave.

Joey backed away from the door. DeMayne was taunting him. Something was about to go down; Joey could feel it. It was the reason he had raced to the theater from his school, which was on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, more than twenty blocks away. He had wanted to warn Leanora and Shazad what was coming, but now that Joey had done that, he didn’t know what to do next. Everything was happening so fast. He felt like it was only yesterday that he had first met Redondo the Magnificent and found out magic was real. But that wasn’t yesterday. It was two days ago. Yesterday was the day Redondo died. He had sacrificed himself to save Joey and his friends.

The events of the last week flashed through Joey’s mind. Meeting Redondo, he had discovered that the world was a bigger, more extraordinary place than he had ever imagined possible. Magic was real—but only if you believed in it. Joey had learned about the Order of the Majestic, whose duty it was to keep magic alive and free. At least, it had been until they disbanded some twenty years ago. He had also learned about the Invisible Hand, who selfishly fought to keep the world’s magic to themselves. Unfortunately, they hadn’t disbanded. Without the Order of the Majestic around to check their influence, the Invisible Hand had worked tirelessly to confiscate the world’s remaining magical items and consolidate power. It was an extreme case of magicians not revealing their secrets. The Invisible Hand was like a group of spoiled children who didn’t want anyone else playing with their toys.

Joey had been caught off guard when DeMayne had invited him to join their twisted little club, but he hadn’t extended the offer out of the goodness of his heart. At the time, DeMayne was under the impression that Joey was still in possession of the world’s most powerful magical artifact… Harry Houdini’s wand.

Joey only wished he still had it. He had been master of the wand for such a short period of time. Before Redondo died, he had arranged a contest between Joey, Leanora, and Shazad to determine who should inherit the wand. In the end, Joey won it—and immediately lost it—but he’d managed to keep the wand away from the Invisible Hand. It was a minor victory, but a victory nonetheless. However, there was more at stake than just the wand. The Majestic Theatre was filled with magical artifacts big and small, and at the moment it was all but defenseless. Redondo was gone, the wand was gone, and the theater was back in New York. For twenty long years Redondo had hid the Majestic and its many treasures in an alternate dimension that he had created using the power of Houdini’s wand. With him gone, the theater was back in the normal world. It was vulnerable.

Redondo’s warning about the extent of the Invisible Hand’s greed echoed in Joey’s ears:

There is nothing I have here… nothing I could give you so trivial that the Invisible Hand does not wish to obtain it.

Looking at DeMayne and the lady in red, Joey felt like a pig in a straw house up against the Big Bad Wolf. “They didn’t get the wand, but they’re not done with us. Whatever else Redondo kept in this theater… They’re coming for it. All of it.”

“I knew they would eventually,” said Shazad. “I just hoped we’d have more time.”

“No such luck,” Joey said. Across the street, Ledger DeMayne beckoned with his hands, telling Joey and the others to come out.

“I guess we’d better go out there,” Leanora said.

“I guess so,” Joey agreed.

Leanora pulled the door open and they went outside. As the theater door closed behind Joey, with his nerves dialed up to eleven, he felt like a character in a movie. He and his friends stood on one side of the street with their enemies on the other. It was like a high-noon showdown in an old Western. A harsh wind blew sheets of newspaper down the sidewalk like rolling tumbleweeds. The magical gunslingers sized each other up in silence. DeMayne spoke first.

“Joey, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in school right now?” His voice was crisp and clear, as if they were separated by a dinner table rather than a busy street. “What would your parents say about you cutting class on the first day?” He clicked his tongue in disapproval.

“I’m not cutting anything,” Joey said. “I don’t have a class schedule yet. Dr. Cho gave me the day off while they figure out what to do with me.”

“I see. You’re welcome for that, by the way,” DeMayne replied. He turned to the lady in red, adding, “You know he never even thanked me for giving him a leg up at school? I don’t think it even crossed his mind.”

“Ugh,” she grunted in a judgmental tone. “That’s the problem with everyone his age. So entitled.”

“Generation Z,” DeMayne agreed. “They’re even worse than millennials.”

Joey took offense at that exchange, coming as it was from people who thought they were entitled to all the world’s remaining magical artifacts, but he had bigger problems than the Invisible Hand’s hypocrisy.

“What are they talking about?” Shazad asked Joey. “What did he do for you?”

“Later,” Joey said. “It’s not important right now.”

“True,” DeMayne agreed. “Why don’t we talk about something that is important?” He motioned to the grand and newly restored Majestic Theatre. “Redondo kept a store of magical artifacts here. We’ve come to collect them. Understand this—it’s going to happen. You can’t stop us. However, we don’t have to be at odds with one another. There’s no need for violence. In fact, there’s no need for any of you to be here at all. It’s a lovely day. I would advise the three of you to take a walk. Perhaps you could visit the park. Or, if that doesn’t interest you, there are plenty of other theaters around here.… Why not take in a matinee? Doesn’t that sound more interesting than this conversation? Don’t you feel like you have somewhere else you want to be right now?”

Joey scrunched up his face. “What are you talking about?” He looked at Shazad and Leanora, baffled. “Is he serious? Take in a matinee?”

“He’s doing something,” Shazad said. “Look around—the block’s clearing out.”

Joey turned his head, looking up and down the street. Shazad was right. The sidewalks were getting emptier. People passed by in each direction, but once they were gone, no one else followed behind them. No new cars turned onto the street, either. At both ends of the block, everyone and everything just kept going, up one avenue and down the other. Before Joey knew it, they had the street all to themselves. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Where’d everybody go?”

“It’s him,” Shazad said. “Or her. They must have some kind of warding object or obfuscation charm working.”

“A what?”

“It’s a good one,” Leanora said. “Fast acting.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Joey asked.

“Think of it as a big, magic ‘keep out’ sign,” Shazad explained. “I’ll bet right now everyone in this city is feeling a sudden urge to avoid this street. Even people who have business here are probably remembering something else they have to do, or some other place they need to be. They’re deciding to turn down the next block instead of this one for no reason at all.… You get the idea.”

Joey nodded, grateful for Shazad’s and Leanora’s magical knowledge, especially now that Redondo was gone. Shazad had been raised in a secret magical country where his family watched over magical artifacts and kept them safe. Leanora was part of a traveling family of magicians called the Nomadiks, who traveled the world, putting on shows and hiding magic in plain sight. Joey felt safer with them at his side, but he was still worried. What did the Invisible Hand have planned that was so explosive they had to clear out the civilians before they got started?

“If their magic’s so strong, how come it’s not working on us?” Joey asked.

“Because I’m wearing a mental-fortification charm.” Leanora located a blue crystal amulet mixed in among the many enchanted pendants she wore around her neck. “My grandmother gave me this to guard against hypnosis and magical suggestion. A girl can’t be too careful. Lucky for us, you two are standing close enough to fall within its range.” Leanora lifted the necklace chain with two fingers and held it out, dangling the charm in front of her. “Touch the stone. I can lend you some of its power.”

“For how long?” Shazad asked as he and Joey felt at the crystal.

“Long enough,” Leanora said.

The lady in red barked out a derisive laugh. “Long enough for what?” she asked. “Congratulations. You can stay. That doesn’t mean you should. Better you leave willingly than hold your ground and try to put off the inevitable. Don’t be stubborn, children. Walk away. Otherwise, we can’t be responsible for what happens to you.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Leanora said. “And you’re not coming into our theater.”

“Your theater?” DeMayne asked.

“Redondo left it to us,” Joey said. “We’re the new Order of the Majestic,” he added. His voice sounded flimsy and weak.

DeMayne and the lady in red looked at each other, quietly processing Joey’s statement. A second later they erupted with laughter, making a real show of it. The lady in red had to lean on DeMayne’s shoulder for support as she carried on. He had a hand pressed to his side, ready to bust a gut. Evidently, Joey’s half-hearted declaration was so funny it hurt. DeMayne’s and the lady in red’s hysterics chipped away at Joey’s confidence, mainly because he couldn’t blame them for laughing. The words had felt ridiculous coming out of his mouth. Who was he kidding? They weren’t the Order of the Majestic. They were three kids up against fully grown magicians who took what they wanted, did as they pleased, and didn’t care who got hurt in the process. Joey was grateful there were only two of them, but he couldn’t take much comfort in that. For all he knew, DeMayne had a legion of reinforcements waiting inside the NATL building. Also, depending on what kind of magical items they were carrying, two of them would be plenty. Maybe too much.

“We should get started,” said the lady in red.

DeMayne nodded in agreement. “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us. Out of the way, children. You’ve been warned.”

“So have you,” Leanora replied. “Stay on your side of the street.”

As DeMayne stepped off the sidewalk undeterred, Leanora tapped her right heel twice and a tiny pair of wings appeared on the ankle of her boot. She tapped her other foot two times and a matching pair of wings materialized there. Joey was about to ask what was going on when he saw that she was charging up her firestone pendant. Leanora used one hand to grip an orange stone that hung around her neck. Her other hand was lighting up with reddish-orange energy like smoldering wood. Joey watched as an amber wave traveled past her wrist until her entire forearm glowed with power. He never even saw her move her feet. At most, Joey saw Leanora shift her weight. A second later she was across the street, throwing a flaming elbow into DeMayne’s chest. His body sailed back and slammed into the wall of the NATL building. Joey blinked, and Leanora was standing next to him again.

“Whoa!” he blurted out, impressed. “Where’d you get those boots?”

“Inside the theater,” she said with a smile. “They were listed in Redondo’s ledger—the Winged Boots of Fleetfoot, whoever that was.” She twisted her foot to show off the fluttering wings. “They’re elven made. Superfast and completely silent.” She pounded her foot on the pavement with inaudible stomps. “They can run three steps in the air at a time, too. Pretty cool, huh?”

“Pretty cool,” Joey agreed, wishing he had something similar on his person. He wondered what else Redondo had inside the theater and worried he’d never get the chance to find out. Redondo had left Joey, Leanora, and Shazad more than the building when he died. Also included in his final bequest was a ledger describing all the magical artifacts he was entrusting them with. They were items he knew the Invisible Hand would want, and they had to be protected, because there were precious few things like them left in the world. For Joey, they were his only link to magic now that Houdini’s wand was gone. Redondo had told Joey that once upon a time magic had flowed through the air like the breeze, accessible to everyone who believed. Today it was different. At some point in history (no one knew exactly when), magic had gotten lost. Locked away. Now it took more than belief to tap into its power; it took magical items. Ancient artifacts, created for extraordinary purposes, that retained varying degrees of magical energy. Leanora’s new boots, her firestone, and her fortification charm all qualified. The transfiguration cape that Shazad wore around his shoulders was another example, and there were others inside the theater. Leanora and Shazad had spent the morning going through Redondo’s ledger while Joey was at school. When he’d arrived at the Majestic, they weren’t even halfway through the treasure trove of magical artifacts. The Invisible Hand hadn’t given them enough time to go through everything, but they had apparently had enough time to grab a few things to help defend the theater—and themselves. Joey, on the other hand, was unarmed. All he had was Redondo’s magic deck of cards. Redondo used to pull three at a time and get cryptic insights on what was happening in the moment and nebulous hints about future. Joey didn’t feel like drawing any cards at the moment. He was afraid what his fortune might be.

“So much for diplomacy,” the lady in red said, helping DeMayne to his feet.

“Looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way,” he agreed, dusting himself off. “Time for an object lesson. Speaking of which…” He slid back the cuff of his sleeve to reveal a bulky, shiny metal watch. Even at a distance, Joey could tell it probably cost more than the average car. “I didn’t expect I’d have to use this today, but that’s why I keep it with me. To iron out unexpected problems.”

“Emphasis on iron,” said the lady in red.

DeMayne smiled and pointed an aiming finger at her. “That’s good. I like that. Let me just shake off this glamour.…” He shook his wrist, and the watch became a plain black metal bracelet. He flexed his fingers, forming a fist, and the wristband morphed into an iron gauntlet covering his whole hand. It didn’t stop there. DeMayne bent his arm forward as the black iron climbed upward, eventually covering his entire body in a hulking suit of armor. The last piece that fell into place was a helmet, which grew around his head. “Last chance, children,” he said with the visor up, looking like something out of Game of Thrones. “I promise you, if we go down this road, it won’t end well.”

Joey gulped. He and his friends traded uneasy glances. “Shazad, tell me you took something useful out of the theater too.”

“Yeah, I got some stuff,” Shazad said. He went into his pocket and took out a small cube the size of a golf ball. It had a cloudy white, quartzlike quality and gilded details that lined the edges of each face of the cube. “Here goes nothing.” Shazad clutched the cube tight in his hand, and a wave of white energy swirled around him. He vanished from sight and reappeared standing next to DeMayne. Shazad touched his armored shoulder, and the two of them vanished in another swirl of magical light. They reappeared up in the air, twenty feet above the ground. A split second later, Shazad vanished again, returning to Joey’s and Leanora’s side. DeMayne dropped like a stone and hit the street with a crash, cracking the pavement.

“What happened?” Joey asked. “What’d you do?”

“What is that?” Leanora added, indicating the cube.

Shazad held the cube in an open palm. A soft glow at its center was fading down to nothing. “Redondo’s book called it Kadabra’s Cube. It’s a magical transport item. Teleportation,” he clarified. “One catch. You can only go as far as you can see.”

“Ouch,” Joey said, gawking at DeMayne’s body sprawled out on the ground. “That was hard-core.”

Unfortunately, it wasn’t hard enough. DeMayne picked himself up, no worse for wear. “Now I’m starting to get annoyed,” he said, rising to his feet. “Do you have any idea what this is? What I’m wearing?” He slapped his iron breastplate with an open hand. “This is the Armor of the Ages. Nothing can harm it, not even the passage of time. The older it gets, the stronger it gets, and it’s over a thousand years old. You could drop me from orbit and it wouldn’t make a dent. I told you, you can’t stop me. The best you can hope to do is slow me down, so if that’s all you’ve got, you might as well give up now. Before I have to hurt you.”

Shazad took out a small, polished piece of black wood, the size and shape of a rolled-up diploma. “That’s not all I’ve got.” He twirled the stick around, transforming it into a full-size bo staff. “The Staff of Sorcero,” he said to Joey.

“Right. The Staff of Sorcero,” Joey repeated, as if everyone knew what that was.

Leanora took the firestone pendant off her neck and tied it around her left hand. “Joey, I think we’re going to have to team up against the Black Knight here. Can you hold off the red lady?”

“With what? Card tricks?”

“Try this.” Leanora handed him a familiar length of thick, maritime rope.

Joey took the Gordian rope reluctantly. He had not had great success with it in the past. “I’ll try.”

“Try hard,” Leanora said. With that, she and Shazad went off to fight DeMayne. Shazad took the lead, charging in first. Just before he reached DeMayne, he activated Kadabra’s Cube and disappeared. DeMayne swung hard, trying to punch him, but his fist found nothing but air. Meanwhile, Shazad reappeared behind DeMayne, swinging the staff. Sparks flew as he connected with the side of DeMayne’s helmet. It was a jarring blow, amplified by magical energy. DeMayne stumbled a step, but he recovered quickly, sweeping an armored hand around at Shazad, who backpedaled, spinning the staff in front of him defensively. At the same time, Leanora was running up through the air, getting into position over DeMayne. Golden discs lit up under her feet with each step she took. One, two, three—and she threw a fiery punch into the back of DeMayne’s neck, driving him to his knees. Shazad followed that up with a hard strike across his faceplate. DeMayne fell backward, landing with his feet up in the air. Leanora moved in for another firestone-charged punch. DeMayne rolled fast—way faster than Joey would have thought possible in that armor. He dodged her blow, sprang up, and caught Shazad by the cape. The next thing Joey knew, DeMayne was swinging Shazad around like a mace, right at Leanora. She got out of the way with time to spare, thanks to her magic boots. DeMayne let Shazad go, and he tumbled through the air, but he vanished and reappeared, landing safely on his feet thanks to his magic cube. While they were busy saving themselves, DeMayne marched on the theater. He didn’t have far to go. Just the width of the street. Shazad and Leanora paused for a quick conference.

“You go high, I’ll go low?” she asked.

“That works.”

This time Leanora went in first. As she approached, DeMayne shot a hand out at her like a football player trying to stiff-arm an opponent. She slid under that and delivered a crushing blow to the side of his knee. It probably would have crippled him if he wasn’t armored up, but with the protections he had, she succeeded only in throwing him off-balance. As DeMayne bent over, steadying himself, Shazad leapfrogged him. When his hands hit DeMayne’s armor, Kadabra’s Cube whisked them both away, moving them back to the door of the NATL building, effectively hitting a reset button on the fight.

Joey and the lady in red stood transfixed, watching the battle begin again. She shook her head as it went on. “They’re wasting their time. This is only going to make him angry. That’s not going to be good for anyone.” Joey didn’t think a happy Ledger DeMayne was good for anyone, either, but that went without saying. The lady in red took off her sunglasses and fixed Joey with a penetrating gaze. “You’re the one who wielded Houdini’s wand. Is it true you threw it into a black hole?” Joey said nothing. She took his silence as confirmation. “What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking about keeping it away from people like you. And I did.”

“For now.” She let out a condescending sigh. “Such a lack of imagination. I don’t have that problem. I’m an artist. You can call me Scarlett.”

Joey tensed up as Scarlett opened her coat. She had holsters for several long paintbrushes sewn into the lining of each side. “Have you ever studied art? Really studied it? You should. It’s a magic all its own.” She inspected her brushes, tapping the bristles, trying to decide which one to use. “Think about it.… Making something out of nothing? The infinite possibility of the canvas? What’s more magical than that?” She chose a paint-splattered brush from the right-hand side of her coat. “Lately I’ve been on something of a pop-art kick. Warhol, Lichtenstein, Haring… Are you familiar with their work? No?”

Joey stared at Scarlett with a blank expression. He found it odd that she wanted to have a discussion about famous artists while their friends duked it out five feet away.

“Never mind. I’ll show you.” Scarlett turned away from Joey to address the wall of the NATL building. Working quickly with what was clearly a magical brush, she re-created several images Joey recognized from a recent class trip to the Museum of Modern Art. There were multiple-exposure images of Elvis Presley and Marilyn Monroe, handsome men and women who looked like the romantic leads of a fifties-era comic strip, and colorful, clean-lined, faceless figures with rounded heads and hands. “See? You recognize it. I can tell. It’s one thing to hear the names, but when you experience the art up close, that’s when it comes alive.”

She patted the wall, and the figures she had painted started moving. No longer content to be two-dimensional images, they stepped out of the wall, leaving person-shaped holes in the concrete. Joey backed away as they advanced on him. Scarlett scoffed at Joey’s lack of art appreciation. “What are you doing? Don’t run away. Pop art is supposed to be less intimidating, more relatable. That’s the whole idea. Don’t be afraid, Joey. Embrace it. Open your mind!” The artwork chased Joey through the street, swinging heavy stone fists that would literally open Joey’s mind if he wasn’t careful. He kept moving as iconic pulp images tried to smash him into a pulp. Marilyn Monroe in particular had never looked so dangerous. Once again, Joey wished he hadn’t thrown away Houdini’s wand.

Across the street, Leanora and Shazad were still fighting DeMayne, but they couldn’t stop him. Shazad was teleporting and Leanora was speeding. Their attacks hit hard and looked painful, but their magical weapons had no lasting effect. Joey’s friends were getting tired. Meanwhile, DeMayne hadn’t lost a step.

Joey wanted to help them, but he had his own problems to deal with. Elvis, Marilyn, and the others had him cornered with his back up against the theater wall. Hopelessly outnumbered, Joey had one chance—the Gordian rope. As they closed in on him, Joey let the rope go. It shot out, springing to life like an out-of-control fire hose. Joey hugged the wall as the rope grew impossibly long, running circles around his attackers, weaving in and out of gaps between their arms and legs, around torsos, over shoulders, and then pulling itself tight to draw them all close together. After the rope had the stone figures tied up, it kept going—and growing—until they were all trapped at the center of a giant, impenetrable knot.

“I can see this is lost on you,” Scarlett said. “Pearls before swine.” Frowning, she waved her brush like a wand, and her living homage to the pop-art movement stopped struggling. Paint dripped away like melted ice cream and pooled on the street. The concrete figures crumbled into dust and returned to the wall behind Scarlett, leaving no trace they had ever left it. “Let’s try something else.” Scarlett put the pop-art brush away and selected another. “What do you know about abstract expressionism? Ever hear of Jackson Pollock?” She came around the tangled mess of now empty rope and shook the new brush at Joey, firing splotches of paint like bullets. Joey dove behind a parked car just in time. Scarlett kept up her assault, pelting the car with paint. It splattered everywhere in a mix of colors, hitting hard enough to dent the doors and shatter the passenger-side windows.

Keeping as much of his body behind the car as possible, Joey peeked his head around the rear bumper. The Gordian rope lay in a tangled heap, three feet away. If Joey could reach it, he could turn it loose on Scarlett, but he wasn’t close enough. More paint struck the car, smashing the taillights. Joey pulled himself back behind the car, but an idea popped into his head. He couldn’t get to the rope, but maybe the rope could get to him. He stuck a hand under the car, mentally asking the rope to slither into his hand, and most important, believing it would listen. Sure enough, the rope did as it was told, but as soon as he had it, a well-aimed shot of paint tagged him in the shoulder. It ripped through his shirt, hitting him with the force of a thrown brick. “Ahh!” He fell backward, losing his grip on the rope—and his only chance at defending himself. “Guys, I’m hit!” he called out. He had no feeling in his right arm. “A little help here?”

Shazad and Leanora were in no position to help anyone. They were too busy fighting an invulnerable enemy who hadn’t even busted out his big guns. “Enough,” DeMayne said, drawing out half a sword. “This ends now.”

Shazad froze in place. “Is that…?”

“The Tempest Blade,” DeMayne said, flipping up his visor with his free hand. “Also known as the Sword of Storms,” he added, holding up a broken sword that cut off in a jagged line a foot from the hilt. “Do you understand now? We’re armed with the most powerful items of magical antiquity. You can’t hope to defeat us.” DeMayne turned to Joey, who was lying on the street, covered in paint. “You chose the wrong side.”

DeMayne pointed the sword at Leanora and Shazad, and tornado winds lifted them off their feet. Gripping the Tempest Blade with both hands, and struggling to hold on, DeMayne turned, blowing Leanora and Shazad over to where Joey was. As he angled the sword down to deposit them on the street, Joey thought the winds might drive him into the pavement. Scarlett turned her shoulder to the wind and found shelter behind the same paint-splattered car that Joey had used for cover. Even that was no good, as Joey saw two of its wheels lift off the street. The car was about to flip. “Ledger! Turn it off!” Scarlett shouted over the roaring gale.

DeMayne nodded in reply. His arms were shaking. A large vein appeared in his forehead, and he tightened his jaw as he worked to get the blade’s wild magic under control. Judging by the strained look on his face, it was a hard-fought effort, but he stopped the wind before he blew everyone away. It cut off suddenly, as if someone had turned off a giant fan. Grateful, Joey let out a deep breath. His ears were ringing. He couldn’t sit up just yet.

“There we are,” DeMayne said, spinning the sword in his hand with a dramatic flair. He cocked his head and smirked at Scarlett, amused. “Look at your face. You were worried.”

Scarlett tucked her paintbrush away and put her sunglasses back on. “I hate that thing,” she said, pouting.

DeMayne gave a shrug and sheathed the Sword of Storms in a scabbard at his waist. “What can I tell you? It had more finesse back when it was whole.” He tapped his wrist, and the Armor of the Ages retracted into his gauntlet, which shrank into an armband, then turned back into a watch. He swept an arm out, presenting the theater to Scarlett and stepping aside in a gallant motion. “Shall we?” he asked.

Her dour face brightened. “We shall.”

Joey propped himself up on his elbows and watched DeMayne and Scarlett approach the door. Leanora and Shazad did the same. There was nothing they could do to stop them. They had given it their all, but it wasn’t enough. The Invisible Hand was going to loot the theater and do what they had already done to the world at large—rob it of its magic.

But first they had to get inside. When Scarlett touched the handle of the Majestic’s front door, Joey heard a loud boom, like a cannon going off. Time slowed down as a concussive force rippled out from underneath the theater marquee. Something happened to the air. It turned thick and took on a viscous, gel-like quality. Joey actually saw the shock wave spiral out of the theater in slow motion, focused entirely on DeMayne and Scarlett. The intruders went tumbling back onto the street, settling next to Joey and his friends, completely unconscious.

Joey rubbed his head as time sped back up and the air returned to normal. He staggered to his feet in a state of shock. “What just happened?” He nudged DeMayne’s body with his toe. Leanora checked Scarlett. “They’re out cold, both of them.”

“They couldn’t get in,” Shazad said in a daze. He got up slowly. They were all struggling to process the Invisible Hand’s sudden reversal of fortune.

“What stopped them?” asked Joey. “Did you leave something in the lobby? A last line of defense?”

Leanora and Shazad exchanged curious looks, asking each other the same question with their eyes. “It wasn’t us,” Leanora said. “Maybe Redondo?”

“I don’t think so,” Joey said. Redondo was gone. They were on their own now. Weren’t they? “What if it was the theater?”

“You think the Majestic defended itself?” Shazad asked.

“Stranger things have happened,” Joey said. “They happened right here.” He gestured to the street where they had just had a bombastic magic duel unbeknownst to the rest of the city.

“I guess it is possible,” Shazad admitted.

They all looked at Redondo’s former stronghold in awe. “I wish I’d known that was going to happen,” Leanora said. “We could have saved ourselves a lot of trouble.”

“I would have stayed in school,” Joey said. “Is that it, then? The theater’s safe? It’s over?”

“No way,” Shazad said. “They’re not going to give up that easy. Especially now that they’ve seen a bit of what we’ve got here. This is just this beginning.”






One Month Later






2 Green Energy


Joey’s mom and dad dropped him off outside Exemplar Academy. Normally, Joey rode the PATH train in from Hoboken with his father and took the subway by himself from there. Today both his parents were with him, and they’d taken a car into the city. Door to door service. Joey’s mother had said it was because Joey had a big bag to carry, but he knew his luggage wasn’t the reason they drove in. It was because she wanted to put off his actual departure as much as possible. He wasn’t just going to school for the day; he was going away for the week on a school trip. His mom was more anxious about it than anyone else was.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

“Mom, it’s no big deal. Really. I’m thirteen years old, don’t forget.”

Joey’s mother looked at him. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Come on, honey,” Joey’s father said, putting an arm around his mother. “He’s a very mature thirteen. He’s not going to get into any trouble.”

“I know that.” She pulled Joey into a group hug. “I still worry. I don’t like the idea of you traveling by yourself, all alone on the plane.”

Joey thought his mother was being overly dramatic. “You don’t have to worry. After everything I’ve been through in the last month, a little plane ride is nothing. Besides, I won’t be alone. I’ll be with Janelle.”

“I know,” Joey’s mother said again. She gave him one last squeeze before letting go. “That’s the only reason I’m okay with it.” Janelle Thomas was a fellow student at Exemplar Academy. She was Joey’s age and also from Hoboken, but the similarities between them ended there. Janelle was a legitimate genius—a child prodigy in the field of physics. She was Joey’s best friend at school and the only “normal” person in his life who knew that magic was real. His parents didn’t have any idea.

“He’s going to be fine,” Joey’s father said. “If Joey can handle going to school here, he can handle anything.”

Joey smiled. There was a time when the thought of enrolling at a school like Exemplar Academy had been enough to freak him out. Discovering magic and the conflict between the Order of the Majestic and the Invisible Hand had put life’s little challenges in perspective for him.

“Okay, okay,” his mother said, putting her hands up in surrender. “What do you want me to say? I’m his mother. I can’t help worrying. It’s my job.” She looked at Joey like she didn’t want to let him leave. “You’ve never been away from us this long. And it’s a big trip! California. You’ve never been that far from home before.”

Joey smiled innocently. “First time for everything.” The truth was, he had once traveled as far as Siberia to visit a friend of Leanora’s family, and there no way to quantify the distance he had traveled to the alternate dimension Redondo had created to hide the Majestic Theatre. His parents knew nothing about that and probably never would. They couldn’t handle the truth. His mother could hardly handle California. “It could be worse,” Joey said. “Janelle’s staying in LA for a month.”

“Oh!” Joey’s mom made a noise like such a thing was unthinkable. “Don’t tell me that.”

“Remember?” Joey asked. “Janelle told us about it the first day we came here.”

“He’s right, she did,” Joey’s father said. One of the first things they had learned about Janelle was her upcoming trip to the California Institute of Technology to work on a cutting-edge renewable-energy project.

“I remember,” Joey’s mother said. “I was very impressed. I still am. I just didn’t think you’d be going with Janelle. I don’t know how her parents do it. A month?”

“They’re going out there next week to visit,” Joey said.

“Maybe we should do that too,” Joey’s mother suggested. “Make a vacation out of it?”

“You know I can’t,” Joey’s father said, apologetic. “With the company getting acquired, I’m swamped at work. It’s the worst possible time.” He was a partner at a small accounting firm that was in the process of being swallowed up by a big one. Long term it was going to be a good thing for Joey’s dad career-wise, and a good thing for the family financially, but in the short term it meant a lot of work and a lot of late nights. “When this is over, I promise we’ll do a real family vacation. Something big. Hawaii maybe. Trust me, I’ll need it more than anyone.”

“Sounds good to me,” Joey said. “I’ll be all right,” he reassured his mother. “Really.”

His mother made a “hmmph” sound. “Sure, you’ll be fine. What about me?” She opened her arms. “One more hug.” Joey groaned, but he leaned in like a good son and his mother wrapped him up tight. “You’re growing up so fast.”

“In a good way, though,” Joey said.

“That’s true,” his mother admitted. “I’m really proud of the work you guys are doing. Who knows? Maybe you can get us off fossil fuels by Wednesday and come home early.”

Joey chuckled. “We’ll do our best.”

“Got everything you need in here?” his father asked, tapping the top of Joey’s rolling luggage.

“Just about.” Joey flipped his lucky coin—formerly his father’s lucky coin—into the air and caught it. Added to the long list of things his parents didn’t know was the fact that the coin was a magical item, enchanted by Redondo to help recruit children into the Order of the Majestic. His father didn’t remember it fully, but he had gotten the call back when he was Joey’s age. Unfortunately, Grayson Manchester had seen to it that he never got the chance. Joey didn’t know how much magic was left in the coin, but he kept it for sentimental reasons. It was one of the two magical artifacts he had with him at all times, the other being Redondo’s deck of cards.

“Call us when you land,” his father said.

“I’ll text you.”

“Call us,” Joey’s mother stressed. “Every night.”

“We’re going to be working crazy hours,” Joey said, doing a little bargaining. “I’ll call you, sure, but sometimes we can just text each other too, right?”

“I want to talk to you at least once a day,” his mother said.

Joey backed away toward the school entrance without committing to anything. “I better get in there. Bye, guys!” He waved, a big smile on his face. “Love you!”

“I’m serious, Joey,” his mother called after him. As Joey turned around to pull his bag through the door, he saw his mother miming a telephone, holding up her hand with her pinkie and thumb extended.

Joey returned the gesture with a slight tweak. Pretending not to understand, he shook his hand with his thumb and pinkie stuck out in a Hawaiian, “hang loose” kind of way. “That’s the spirit, Mom! Aloha!”

“Not funny!” his mother said, trying to suppress a grin. Joey’s father did the same, with less success.

Inside, Joey made a quick stop at the school cafeteria and picked up breakfast to go. One of the things he liked about going to school at Exemplar Academy was that they had the best of everything. State-of-the-art facilities, brilliant teachers, top-of-the-line lab equipment, and even the food was great. Every morning there was a big buffet set up with an omelet station, waffles, pancakes, fruit, fresh-baked muffins, and more. Joey grabbed some bagels and went up to a laser science lab on the fourth floor, where he found Janelle hard at work, as usual.

“Where’ve you been?” she asked as he came in.

Struggling with the door, his backpack, luggage, and a carry-out bag from the cafeteria, Joey checked his watch. “It’s nine o’clock. You didn’t stay here again last night, did you?”

“No, I came in early,” Janelle said as she checked the connections on some wires. “You think my parents would let me pull an all-nighter right before I go away for a month? Not a chance. And it’s 9:06, by the way.”

“Sorry, Professor,” Joey said, making light of Janelle’s minor scolding. “I brought food.”

Janelle’s eyes brightened as Joey held up the bag of bagels. “Cinnamon raisin?”

“Toasted with cream cheese.” Joey knew that Janelle often got so lost in her work that she forgot to eat. One time she had gone eighteen hours in the lab with nothing but water and some Altoids.

“I guess we can take a break,” Janelle said, pretending that Joey was twisting her arm.

“Let’s eat it over here,” Joey said, dumping out the contents of the bag at an empty workstation. “Suhash won’t like us eating anywhere near his laser. Especially now that he’s finally got it working again.”

“That’s not his laser,” Janelle said, joining Joey at the table. She peeled off the tinfoil he had used to wrap her bagel and took a bite. “Suhash’s laser is over there under the tarp.” She pointed to a separate lab station in the corner of the room. “I replicated his design over the weekend.”

“What?” Joey put his breakfast down and went to the back of the lab. Sure enough, there was another laser apparatus there, identical to the one Janelle had just been working on. “You built another laser?”

“Just in case ours doesn’t work,” Janelle explained in a tone that said it was no big deal. “I don’t want to wreck Suhash’s project if this thing blows up in our faces. Also, I want to be able to take everything with us to Caltech if it does work.”

Joey looked back and forth between the two lasers in disbelief. “I don’t understand how you did this over the weekend. It took Suhash a month to rebuild this thing after the last one melted down.”

“That’s true, but it’s not a fair comparison really. I didn’t have to come up with the design. I just followed the instructions on his blueprints.”

“In that case, forget it. I’m not impressed,” Joey said sarcastically. “It’s just like a fancy Lego set.” Joey put the tarp back in place and returned to his bagel, wondering why he was even surprised that Janelle had done something incredible. She was exactly the kind of person Exemplar Academy was created for. It was a school for supergeniuses, where every kid had their own individual curriculum based on their personal area of expertise. Joey’s classmates displayed a wide range of talents, including robotics, math, laser science, physics, art, athletics, music, and more. Everyone at Exemplar excelled at something specific and spent their school days getting better at it—making their brand of magic. Joey didn’t have a clear specialty like the other students. Ledger DeMayne had arranged for his placement tests to state that he could do anything he wanted. That was the way the Invisible Hand went through life. DeMayne had said it could be that way for Joey, too. It had been part of his sales pitch to get Joey to join up with them.

Joey had told him to get lost.

At the moment, Joey’s school schedule was to sample a wide range of subjects, tagging alongside every student and doing everything they did. His favorite study partner, for a couple reasons, was Janelle. First of all, she was awesome, and second, she knew what his secret specialty was. Her ideas about how to use it were exciting, too. Together they made a great team—magic and science joining forces. Shazad and Leanora didn’t think the two could work together, but Joey had a different opinion. He wasn’t entirely sure where magic ended and science began. The way he saw it, both scientists and magicians had the potential to do the impossible. He had seen it up close. After all, it was Janelle’s science project that had saved everyone’s life a month ago.

Shazad and Leanora had first met Janelle when Joey got the idea to use her mini Hadron collider—and the Frisbee-size black hole it had created—to dispose of Grayson Manchester. Shazad and Leanora had taken Janelle for a fellow magician that night, and she had been working to prove them right ever since. Rather than breaking down when faced with the fact that magic rendered the laws of physics obsolete, Janelle embraced the challenge of learning something new and incorporating it into her research. That was her way, relentlessly optimistic in the face of any challenge. A passionate environmentalist, Janelle’s project at Caltech revolved around sustainability and clean energy sources. In her mind, magic had the potential to be the biggest scientific breakthrough of all time. It was the definition of alternative energy. That was what she and Joey were working on that morning. Figuring out how to use magic to change the world.

“What time are Leanora and Shazad coming?” Janelle asked. “Did you talk to them this morning?”

“We talked yesterday.”

“Why don’t you text them? Tell them you’re here.”

“They don’t text.” Joey finished eating and gathered up the remnants of his breakfast. “Don’t worry, they’re coming.” Just then there was a specific knock at the lab door. The first half of a simple but memorable rhythm. “What’d I tell you?”

Joey went to the door and gave the return knock, finishing the tune and signaling that he and Janelle were alone. They had to take precautions like that whenever they used magic in public, just in case anyone was watching. Leanora and Shazad were using the same door Joey had used to enter the lab, but they weren’t coming from the same place. Only after Joey had given the “all clear” did the door open to reveal the two young magicians.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing stuff like that,” Janelle said, shaking her head in wonder.

Joey stepped back to take in the impossible sight. Through a lab window on the wall, they could see the school’s conventional, nondescript hallway on the other side of the glass. Through the open doorway a foot to the left of the window was not the hallway, but the Majestic Theatre’s grand lobby. Leanora and Shazad said hello and stepped across the threshold, trading plush red carpeting, crystal chandeliers, and palatial decor for linoleum, fluorescent lights, and clinical functionality.

“It is pretty wild,” Joey agreed as Leanora reached back into the Majestic to collect a golden doorknob with a red ruby handle from the other side of the door. It had been in her family for years, and enabled her to go wherever she pleased, turning any door into a supernatural gateway. It was an extraordinary magical object that bent reality to her will, but even more extraordinary was the fact that, for Joey, seeing it in action was starting to feel normal. Commonplace even. He was grateful Janelle was there to share these “magic moments” with him. She kept him grounded, reminding him to appreciate the miracles he witnessed on a daily basis and not take them for granted.

As the friends greeted each other, Joey couldn’t help but feel that Janelle met Leanora and Shazad’s arrival with more enthusiasm than she had his own. Sure, he saw her every day, but still. “How come you don’t ask them why they’re late?” Joey asked.

“They’re allowed. They come bearing gifts.”

“I brought bagels,” Joey said in his defense. “You guys hungry?” he asked Leanora and Shazad.

“I could eat,” Leanora said.

Joey slid the bag across the table. “Help yourself. I got enough for everyone.”

“No thanks,” Shazad said, passing on the food. “And I wouldn’t exactly call this a gift.” He held up something wrapped in a blue quilted silk blanket. He guarded it closely, cradling it in one arm like a football with his free hand covering it on top.

“It’s just an expression,” Joey assured Shazad. “We know the deal.”

Janelle held out her hands. “Can I see?”

Shazad looked at Joey as if he had reservations about handing the bundle over, which was funny considering it was the reason he was there.

“Dude, we talked about this,” Joey said. “You’re doing the overprotective thing again.”

“Is something wrong?” asked Janelle.

“Don’t take it personal,” Leanora told Janelle. “He’s always like this. You’ve got to learn to let go,” she told Shazad, patting him on the shoulder.

Shazad grimaced, but he gave in. “I can’t help it. It’s how I was raised. Be very careful,” he said, passing the wrapped object to Janelle as if it were a delicate newborn baby.

“I promise,” Janelle said.

Leanora toasted Shazad with her bagel. “I’m proud of you.”

“Me too,” Joey said, hoping the gesture was a symbol of things to come and that Shazad would be open to more creative uses of the magic items they had going forward. If today’s experiment went well, it would certainly help with that.

Janelle set the bundle down on a lab table and carefully unwrapped it. “Wow. Look at that.”

Inside the blanket was a hand-carved stone mask the size of a hardcover book. It was forest green, streaked with white marbling, and had a smooth, polished texture. A few chips and scratches aside, the mask showed no physical signs of age, but it clearly belonged to another time. A lost time. There was something about it… an energy it gave off… an aura. Everyone felt it. Joey was convinced that even if he had not known that magic was real, he would have sensed it. He wouldn’t have understood it, but he would have had a funny feeling about the mask. The face carved into the mysterious green mineral was formidable. More than human. Most likely it was the image of an ancient deity. The idol of some forgotten, vengeful god. Joey felt like it was the kind of thing Indiana Jones would try to find before the bad guys did.

“What’s it called?” Janelle asked. Joey had told her about a variety of magical items, such as the Staff of Sorcero, the Winged Boots of Fleetfoot, Kadabra’s Cube, and more. “Does it have a name?”

“Redondo’s ledger listed it as the Finale Mask,” said Shazad.

“Spooky, huh?” Joey said.

“What does it mean?” Janelle asked.

“We don’t know,” Leanora replied.

“Have any of you tried it on?”

Joey, Shazad, and Leanora looked at one another. No one had been willing to test out the mask on their own face without knowing what would happen. Redondo hadn’t put it down as an entry in his book for nothing.

“I don’t think it was meant to be worn on the face,” Joey said. “At least not by the living.” He pointed out that neither the eyes nor the mouth had cutouts to see or breathe through. “I did a little research. Turns out, the Metropolitan Museum of Art has a similar piece on display.” He brought up the browser on his phone and checked a web page for details. “Theirs is made of jadeite, a rare form of jade, which is what I think this mask is made of too. The Met traced their mask back to 1500 BC. They think it was a ceremonial item used in funerals.”

“Funerals.” Shazad grunted. “Sounds promising. Can you explain to me what we are doing here again?”

Janelle clapped her hands together. “I’d love to.” She laid out the experiment she had planned, trying to fire the laser using the mask as a power source. Her theory was that magic could revolutionize the energy industry and change the way the world worked from top to bottom. “Solar and wind power are great and all, but magic is a game changer—if we can figure out how to harness it at scale.”

Joey touched a hand to the mask. It lit up with green energy. “We know this artifact is an enchanted mineral, like Leanora’s firestone. Obviously, it’s larger and potentially more powerful. We want to see how powerful.”

“And what we can use that power for,” Janelle added. She was clearly excited. If this worked, it would be a huge breakthrough for her renewable-energy project. The test with the mask was a dry run before the trip to Caltech. She had hinted at a major breakthrough in her conversations with the faculty there, but her “magic bullet” solution to climate change had to make the grade at home before she could even think about bringing it out West. The California Institute of Technology was one of the best universities in the world and home to some of the greatest minds in the fields of science and engineering—in other words, Janelle’s peers. She didn’t want to introduce any radical ideas she couldn’t fully explain if she didn’t know for sure they were going to work.

“And this isn’t going to damage the mask in any way?” Shazad probed. “You’re sure about that?”

“We’re sure,” Janelle said.

“Pretty sure,” Joey hedged.

That comment earned Joey a minor groan from Shazad and a harsh look from Janelle. “Here,” she said, thrusting a set of wires with sticky gel nodes into Joey’s hands. “Start putting these on the mask.”

Joey stuck the puttylike nodes on the forehead and cheeks of the jadeite mask, and Janelle plugged the other ends into various ports on the laser. Leanora looked back over her shoulder at the lab window and unlocked door. “What’s our story if one of your teachers comes to check on you? How do we explain who we are and what we’re doing here?”

“You’re my guests,” Joey said, finishing with the mask. “A couple friends dropping by to say hi, that’s all. I just had you do the secret knock so no one would see you using the magic doorknob to get here. Now that you’re in the lab, we’re fine.”

“What about that?” Leanora asked, indicating the unconventional science project on the table. She had a point. An experimental laser hooked up to an ancient artifact from a lost civilization would be difficult to explain.

“Don’t worry,” Janelle said. “No one’s coming to check on us. They treat kids like adults here.” Joey nodded, backing up Janelle’s statement. It was especially true where she was concerned. Dr. Cho and the rest of the teachers gave Janelle a ton of autonomy, drawing the line only at her mini Hadron collider experiment (which she had gone ahead and built anyway). The truth was, the scientists that Exemplar brought in to work with Janelle had a hard time keeping up with her. Also, they knew she was flying out to California today and didn’t expect to see her in the lab.

“Almost ready to go,” Janelle said, checking the connections one last time as Joey set up a cinder block target in front of the laser. Janelle gave everyone a pair of goggles and asked them to go stand behind a pane of safety glass before she fired the laser.

“You really think this is going to work?” Leanora asked, putting on her goggles.

“I wouldn’t get my hopes up,” Shazad said.

“Too late,” Joey said.

“Too late for a lot of things.” Janelle joined the group behind the glass and opened the laser control program on her laptop computer. “It has to work. We’re running out of time. The world has about twelve years before we pass the point of no return on climate change. If we don’t do something, we’re going to cause irreversible damage to the planet. Rising sea levels, food shortages, drought, wildfires… not that we don’t have all that stuff right now, but it’s going to get worse. Everyone just argues about it like it’s a political issue.… We have an opportunity to change that. Magic is clean, renewable energy. Maybe limitless energy. If we can tap into it? We could literally save the world.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Joey said, meeting Leanora’s and Shazad’s doubts with optimism. Janelle’s passion was infectious, and he was fully on board. The school motto at Exemplar Academy was “Our Students Change the World.” Joey had previously thought it was ridiculous to expect such a thing of children, but here they were on the verge of actually doing it.

Janelle typed in a keystroke command on the laptop, turning on the laser. Out on the table, it powered up with a rising hum. “Here we go,” Janelle announced. “Activation in three… two… one!”

The laser made a noise like a car that wouldn’t start. It was the strained, whining sound of an engine that refused to turn over for lack of fuel.

“Hang on,” Janelle said, not giving up just yet. She typed in fresh commands on the keyboard, adjusting the power levels for a second attempt. “Okay. Firing laser in three, two, one… go.” She hit the enter key hard. Nothing happened. The mask didn’t light up and the laser didn’t fire. Not even a fizzling spark. She slumped her shoulders and stared at the idle laser. “I don’t understand.”

To their credit, neither Leanora nor Shazad said “I told you so” after Janelle’s anticlimactic countdown.

“I’m sorry,” Shazad said, trying to be supportive. “It was a good effort.”

“A good effort and an… interesting idea,” Leanora added, searching for something positive to say.

“Maybe one of the wires came loose?” Janelle wondered aloud, speaking more to herself than to anyone else. She came out from behind the safety glass to do a manual systems check on the laser.

“I don’t think that’s the problem,” Leanora said, following her out. “It’s technology, Janelle. Technology is the opposite of magic. They don’t mix well.”
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