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Prologue Power and Responsibility


“Ladies and gentlemen, our time together is nearly at an end,” Joey announced. “For my final trick, I need a volunteer to join me onstage. Somebody special,” he added, raising a finger in the air. “Preferably someone with a touch of magic in their soul. I don’t suppose anyone here tonight fits that description.…”

The floorboards creaked beneath Joey’s feet as he waited for an answer that wouldn’t come. He looked out to where the audience should be. But there was no audience. The seats were all empty, and Joey was alone on the stage. He was wearing a tuxedo and standing beside a table with his old magic set, Redondo’s Mystery Box, resting on top. Joey had no idea how he’d gotten there. The situation didn’t make any sense.

Despite his young age, Joey Kopecky was a master magician, but he wasn’t a stage magician. It was true he spent nearly all his free time in the Majestic Theatre, but he never performed there. No one did. The Majestic was more of a clubhouse. It was a treasure trove of magical objects that had been left to Joey and his friends by their former mentor, Redondo the Magnificent. Magic shows had been Redondo’s stock in trade, not Joey’s. He had no plans to become a world-famous magician. He had actually taken great pains to avoid the spotlight, but there he was, dressed up like he was trying to be Redondo for some reason. Even the words Joey had used to address his nonexistent crowd were not his own. He remembered hearing Redondo recite those lines the last time he ever performed in public.

“What am I doing?” Joey wondered aloud.

“It looks like you’re doing my act,” a familiar voice called out behind Joey. “You seem to have stolen everything except my mustache.”

Joey turned around and saw Redondo standing at the edge of the stage. In that instant, he understood what was going on. “I get it now. This is a dream.”

Redondo walked over to where Joey was standing. “That’s one way of looking at it. I prefer to think of it as a special appearance. One night only.”

Joey smiled, glad to see Redondo, even if he was just a manifestation of Joey’s subconscious, sleeping mind. Redondo was exactly as Joey remembered him. Stylish and confident, he was the classic stage magician. Redondo was dressed, as usual, in a black tuxedo with a white dress shirt, vest, and bow tie. His stark white hair was combed perfectly, and his pencil-thin mustache completed his polished look. “Aren’t we a pair?” Redondo asked, noting their identical outfits.

“I don’t know why I’m dressed like this,” Joey said. His own standard uniform was a T-shirt and jeans. The only jacket Joey ever wore was a hoodie.

“I like this look on you,” Redondo told him. “Imitation is the most sincere form of flattery. Can I tell you a secret, though? I always hated these things.” He untied his bow tie and let it hang loose around his collar. “There. That’s better.”

“You? Telling secrets?” Joey said. “Now I know I’m dreaming.”

“If you say so. I hope I’m not intruding.”

“No way,” Joey told Redondo. “I wish you were here for real.”

Redondo furrowed his brow. “Who’s to say I’m not?”

Joey hiked his shoulders an inch. “I don’t know. You are dead.”

“And?” Redondo asked, as if death were a small matter, hardly worth mentioning. “When magic is involved, not to mention a magician of my caliber, nothing is impossible. I stuck around to say goodbye after I died, if you recall.”

“Exactly,” Joey agreed. “You died. You said goodbye. That was over a year ago.”

“And what a year it’s been,” Redondo replied, beaming. “You’ve been busy. I said you flattered me before, but the truth is, you’ve put me to shame. I’ve been watching. You’ve discovered secrets even I never knew. The secret history of the world! You found out what happened to rob the earth of its magic all those years ago, and now you’re in a position to do something about it.” Redondo pointed an aiming finger at Joey. “That’s the part that’s got you worried, I expect. What comes next?”

“I’m not worried,” Joey said a little too quickly.

“Really?” Redondo’s lips curled up in a knowing smile, not fooled at all. “I heard you ask for volunteers just now.” He looked around the empty theater. “So far I don’t see anyone raising their hand. You’re all alone, young Kopecky. Why is that?”

Joey said nothing.

“It’s got to mean something. Could it be because you feel like you’re all alone, up against impossible odds?”

“This is just a dream,” Joey maintained. “I’m not alone in real life. I’ve got friends. Shazad, Leanora, Janelle… they’re with me. We’re the new Order of the Majestic.”

“That’s good. That’s important. The purest, most powerful form of magic cannot be created alone, but there’s no getting around the fact that you’re the one with the wand. When the time comes, you’re the one who has to say the magic words.”

Joey looked down and realized he was holding the wand. Had it been in his hand this whole time? He didn’t remember having it earlier.

Redondo held out his hand. “May I?”

Joey gave him the wand.

It was made of polished black wood and had white silver tips at each end. The average person probably would have thought it was a prop from an expensive magic set or a high-end Halloween costume. Only a handful of people knew what it really was. Most of the world’s magical objects were enchanted relics that had survived through the ages. They were ancient artifacts that had been infused with a finite amount of power long ago. The wand was more than that. It was a conduit for pure, undiluted magical energy and could be used to do almost anything. It could literally bring imagination to life. Redondo waved the wand in the air as if to cast a spell. Nothing happened. He lowered his hand, disappointed.

“If I could take this back, I’d do it in a heartbeat, but that’s not in the cards for either of us. Everything’s been building up to this moment. It’s your wand now. Your turn.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Joey took the wand back. Even in a dream, it could have only one master at a time. Right now that master was him.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind,” Redondo said. “Say it out loud. Make it real. Then we can deal with it.”

Joey held up the wand, seeing it for what it truly was—a double-edged sword. “A thousand years ago, Merlin used this wand to save the world from a tyrant, a mad emperor determined to wipe magic off the face of the earth. He almost did it, too. Merlin stopped him, but after the fight was over, he didn’t use the wand to set magic free. He used it to hide away whatever was left.”

“He created a refuge for magic and more,” Redondo said, defending Merlin’s choice. “A hidden country where fantastic, unbelievable things could thrive in secret. Merlin saved magic by making it disappear.”

“And that’s what killed him,” Joey countered. “The wand killed Houdini, too. It killed you.”

Redondo scoffed. “The wand didn’t kill me. I sacrificed myself to keep it out of the wrong hands. It was terribly heroic,” he added, sounding slightly wounded, as if Joey wasn’t giving him the credit he deserved.

“It was definitely heroic,” Joey agreed. “But you were already dying by then. That was because of the wand, wasn’t it? It was too much… too much power.”

Redondo nodded, a grim look on his face. “As far as I know, that wand has zero limits. People are a different story. Even people like us.” He turned his palms up. “You once told me that you wanted a magical life. There’s no free admission to this show. If you fly too close to the sun, eventually you’re going to fall. But still… you get to fly. Most people never get that chance.”

Joey grimaced. Redondo was confirming his worst fears, which wasn’t surprising. If this was a dream, he wasn’t even talking to Redondo. He was talking to himself. But that didn’t mean he shouldn’t pay attention. Like Redondo had said, nothing was impossible. What if it was a dream, but at the same time, it was also something more? Joey couldn’t pass up the chance to ask the old man for advice.

“Is it worth it?” he asked. “Using the wand to do something big like that? Like, really big?”

“That depends on what you have in mind. It could be, but you have to wield the wand wisely. Don’t try to do too much at once. You need to make your actions count.” Redondo shrugged. “On the other hand, you could choose to do nothing at all. That’s an option as well. You could hide the wand away, keep your head down, and live your life. A very comfortable life, too, I might add. It wouldn’t take much. Just a touch of magic here and there whenever you felt the need.”

“No,” Joey said. “I can’t do what you did.” Redondo had spent twenty years living off the grid, mired in depression as he and the wand gathered dust in the Majestic Theatre. He changed course at the end of his life, but Joey didn’t get the impression that he had ever been comfortable.

“My situation was different,” Redondo argued. “I had the Invisible Hand after me. You don’t have that problem anymore. No one can make you do anything you don’t want to do. You’re not pressured by anyone.”

“Except by me,” Joey replied. “I can’t just sit on the sidelines when I have the power to make the world a better place. Also, Janelle would never let me get away with that. This wand is like a weapon of mass creation. I’ve got to do something with it.”

“I understand.” Redondo nodded. “Where there is great power, there is also great responsibility.”

“You stole that line from Spider-Man.”

“Actually, I was quoting Winston Churchill, but you make a good point. This is no comic book. In real life, heroes often pay a very high price. I’ve been there.” The expression on Redondo’s face had turned very serious.

“I don’t want to go there,” Joey said. “I’m not looking to be a hero. I just want to make a difference. I don’t want to…” Joey’s voice trailed off as the Majestic Theatre started to wither, aging rapidly from the restored, grand palace he knew and transforming back into the ruined, abandoned wreck it had been when Joey first found it. In the blink of an eye, it changed from a vibrant, glamorous venue into something that was, for all intents and purposes, dead.

“Do I have to end up like you?” Joey asked.

“You already have.” Redondo took in the sight of the decrepit, burned-out husk the theater had become. He nodded to the wand. “You inherited the Majestic Legacy, just as I did, and Houdini before me. But you’re different, young Kopecky. You and your friends have a chance. You might be the ones to complete Merlin’s last great trick.”

Joey scrunched up his face. “What do you mean complete it? What trick?”

“Merlin left behind unfinished business. His story isn’t over yet.” Redondo opened the Mystery Box and found his old deck of fortune-telling cards inside. “Every magic trick, big or small, is like a story. And, like any good story, it has three parts, or acts. The first of these is called The Pledge.” Rather than drawing his customary three cards off the top of the deck, Redondo took only one. It had the image of a heart icon with a hand placed over it. The words on the card read THE PLEDGE. “This is our pledge to the audience that something incredible is going to happen. That what we plan to do is worth their time. We present them with something: an object, a scenario, or sometimes with nothing at all. Even nothing can be something if you look at it the right way. Nothing now represents the possibility of something later.” He ripped off a corner of the card and gave it to Joey. “Hold that.”

Joey took the torn piece, and Redondo flipped the card over. The other side had a bent arrow symbol like a U-turn sign. Below that it read THE TURN. “Our second act is The Turn, in which we deliver on our promise. We take our ordinary something and do something extraordinary with it. Or, more precisely, we begin to. The possibilities here are endless, but it could be as simple as making the item disappear.” Redondo snapped his fingers and the card vanished from sight. “But that alone is not enough. People make things disappear all the time. They lose them, hide them, waste them, and forget about them. Making something disappear does not qualify as magic. More is required.”

Redondo’s eyes went up to the ceiling of the dilapidated theater, which had several large holes in it. A bird had swooped in through one of them. They watched as the bird flew a wobbly path around the theater. Something was wrong with one of its wings. Redondo held out his hand to it. The tiny bird came down and perched on his finger. “It’s not enough to change something or make it disappear. The real magic comes in the third act, The Prestige—when we bring it back.”

Redondo cradled the bird with the injured wing in his hands, hiding it from sight. When he opened them back up, the bird was gone and the card had returned. This time it had the image of a twinkling star on its face. The words at the bottom of the card read THE PRESTIGE. Redondo retrieved the torn piece from Joey and put it back into place. It reattached seamlessly, as if the card had never been ripped off at all. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Joey took the card from Redondo and stared at it. “I think so.”

Redondo’s trick was an analogy for Joey’s dilemma. The severed corner of the card was like the wand, something magical left in his care. The card and the bird with the busted wing were like the world. They were both broken, and Joey had the power to make them whole again. At least, the wand had that kind of power inside it. Joey wasn’t sure if he had it inside him. He could finish Merlin’s final act, but he worried that if he did, it would also prove to be his own.

Joey shuffled the full deck of cards in his hand. Over the last year, he had gotten in the habit of pulling three at a time, just as Redondo had often done when he was alive. The pictures on the face of each card were always different and always offered cryptic messages about the future. This time, when Joey drew three cards off the top, there was nothing on them. He turned the deck over and fanned the cards out.

“They’re all blank.”

Redondo stroked his mustache, thinking for a moment. “What do you suppose that means?”

Joey grimaced. “No future.”

Redondo seemed unconvinced. “That’s one possibility. You can’t change the cards you’re dealt. Only how you play the hand.”

“Bringing magic back to the world is a pretty big deal. Tell me the truth, Redondo. You think I can do it without dying in the process?”

“The truth?” Redondo thought for a moment. “No. But everybody dies. The question is, what do we leave behind when we go?”

Joey looked up, upset that Redondo was speaking so casually about his impending death. “I was hoping you might have a better answer.”

“Oh, I do,” Redondo assured him. “But it’s not my place to say.” He patted Joey on the shoulder. “This is your time in the spotlight. I have every confidence in your ability to put on an unforgettable show.”

It suddenly felt like Redondo was saying goodbye again, and Joey wasn’t ready. He still had so many questions. “You’re not going to help me?”

Redondo laughed. “Help you? How? According to you, I’m not even real!”

“Yeah, but—”

“You don’t need my help. Not anymore. You’ve got everything you need right here.” Redondo tapped at his temple. “Think about it, young Kopecky,” he added with a wink. “Where’s your imagination?”






1 Showtime


The roof of the Majestic Theatre was Joey’s “go-to” spot when he needed a quiet place to think. He had a bit more on his mind than the average fourteen-year-old boy, so he needed a place like that pretty often. Joey spent a lot of time up there with a foot on the ledge, staring out at the city in silence. In that one respect, the night was no different from any other, but the night was still young.

The theater was not as tall as Joey’s apartment building across the river in Hoboken. At home, he had a clear view of Manhattan’s iconic skyline, but he preferred to be on top of the Majestic. The city had grown on Joey. The neighboring buildings towered over the theater like an urban forest, and Joey liked being in the thick of it. He liked the city’s energy. Tonight, however, that energy was noticeably absent. It was eleven o’clock on a warm October evening, and New York was eerily quiet. The streets should have been bustling with activity as the nearby theaters released their audiences and the sidewalks filled with people, but that wasn’t going to happen. The lights had all gone out, and not just on Broadway. An invisible enemy had swept across the globe, shuttering businesses, taking lives, and forcing everyone into isolation. It wasn’t an evil scheme by dark magicians that had done it, but a virus. The latest crisis in a world filled with problems that were spinning out of control. For Joey, it was the final straw. People everywhere were desperate for the pandemic to end and life to return to normal, but Joey took a different view. In his mind, normal life wasn’t enough. Normal didn’t work, and the truth was, it never had. Joey was after something better.

“You finished brooding up here, Dark Knight?” Janelle asked him.

Janelle liked to tease Joey for spending so much time up on the roof looking serious. She was convinced that he secretly wanted to be Batman, but really, he was more of a Spider-Man/Winston Churchill type.

“I’m not brooding,” Joey said. “I’m thinking. You hear that?”

Janelle paused a moment to listen. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly. It’s like some kind of post-apocalyptic disaster movie out there. Only it’s real.”

“I know,” Janelle agreed. “It’s scary how fast everything changed.”

“You know what’s scary? How much I miss going to school. I never thought I’d say that.” Exemplar Academy, the school for gifted students that Joey and Janelle both attended, had switched to all-virtual classes when the pandemic began. Only the students who were working on a vaccine were allowed back in the building. Joey and Janelle were not part of that effort, but they had their own plan to make good on the school motto and change the world for the better.

“Are you ready?” Janelle asked Joey.

“I’ll be down in a second. I’m just taking one last look.”

“At what?”

“A world without magic.”

Janelle joined Joey at the edge of the roof. She nudged him with her elbow. “Was that your Batman voice? Because if it was, it needs work.”

“Stop it,” Joey complained. “I wasn’t doing a Batman voice.” He narrowed his eyes, trying to look tough. “This… is my Batman voice,” he rasped in a gravelly tone.

Janelle laughed. “That was even worse.”

“No way. That was quality. I stand by it.”

“Can we stand somewhere besides the roof? Shazad and Leanora are downstairs in the Map Room. Their parents just got here.”

“They’re here? Why didn’t you say so?”

“I just did.” Janelle gave Joey’s arm a tug. “Let’s go, Boy Wonder.”

“Did you just demote me from Batman to Robin?” Joey winced, stung by the comment. “That’s cold.”

Joey followed Janelle down to Redondo’s old office. Having never met Redondo, she always called it the Map Room, which made sense because one of its walls was covered with a giant interactive map. It was a mural of the Secret Map of the World. Leanora and Shazad had painted it using magic brushes, and the map moved just like the original had done, allowing them to zoom in on lost realms and magic gateways that led all over the planet. This was the room where Joey, Shazad, Leanora, and Janelle made all their big plans. A year of talking, researching, plotting, and scheming—not to mention a whole lot of rooftop thinking—had finally led to a breakthrough. The Order of the Majestic was ready for action.

“You found him,” Leanora said to Janelle as they entered. “Where was he?”

“In his office.” Janelle smirked.

“The roof again?” Leanora asked. “Pretending to be the DarkBat?”

Joey snorted, trying to keep a straight face. “Exactly. That’s one hundred percent right. How’s it going down here?”

“Everything’s fine,” Leanora’s mother said, smiling warmly at Joey. “We’re just mapping out our plans for the evening.”

“For the hundredth time,” Shazad’s mother added. “How are you, Joey?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Joey replied. “I’m ready.”

“Hello, Joey,” Shazad’s father said from a few feet away, where he stood studying the map alongside Leanora’s father. Both men waved to Joey and went back to strategizing. “I think we need more people at Stonehenge,” Shazad’s father said.

“Da,” Leanora’s father agreed. “My cousins can join you there. The rest of our family will be here, here, and here,” he added, tapping spots on the map.

Shazad’s father rubbed his chin, staring at the map. “Yes, this is good. This can work.”

“How is everyone else doing?” Joey asked. “All set?”

“Just about,” Shazad said. He spun the Staff of Sorcero around in one direction, extending it to the size of a bo staff, then twirled it back the other way to shrink it down to the length of a ruler. He handed it to Janelle, who thanked him. “Are you sure you don’t want to take anything else with you?”

“I’m sure,” Janelle said. “I like this one. It makes sense to me. Somewhat.”

“Good thing Hypnova brought it back to us,” Shazad said.

“It was the least she could do,” Shazad’s mother said. “After keeping the Caliburn Shield for herself.”

“She needed it more than we did,” Shazad told his mother.

“I know. And you left it in good hands—that’s the important thing. But I would have liked you to have it tonight. For protection.”

“I’ll be fine,” Shazad reassured his mother. “I’m ready for tonight.”

“Are you ready?” Leanora asked Joey. “Everything taken care of at home? Your parents all tucked in, safe and sound?”

Joey nodded. “That tea you gave me worked like a charm.”

“That’s because it was one.” Leanora grinned.

Leanora’s mother said something in Russian. Joey didn’t understand the words, but he knew a reprimand when he heard one. From the way the grin slipped off Leanora’s face, Joey knew he was right.

“What?” Leanora said. “Dreamleaf is a natural sleep aid. It’s harmless.” She had given Joey and Janelle a special blend of enchanted tea leaves that her family kept in their pantry. It was amazing stuff, guaranteed to put anyone who drank it to sleep within minutes, but only if they were in a safe place. Also, they would wake up immediately if they were in danger.

“My parents had two cups each, they liked it so much,” Janelle said. “They should be out for the next forty-eight hours at least.”

“Same here,” Joey said.

“And while they sleep, everything’s going to change,” Leanora’s mother said. “They’re going to wake up in a whole new world.”

Joey shrugged. “More like the old world back again, but yeah. That’s the plan.”

“You’re not concerned about what they’re going to say?” Leanora’s mother asked. “It’s going to be quite the rude awakening. And then, when they find out you are responsible?”

“Mamushka,” Leanora said. “If Joey has to explain himself to his parents when this is over, that would be a very good thing.”

“I’m just worried about all of you,” Leanora’s mother said. “Our plans tonight are dangerous. Joey’s and Janelle’s parents deserve to know the truth of what you are doing.”

“They can’t handle the truth,” Joey said, making a rare, non-comic-book movie reference.

“You never know,” Leanora’s mother said. “They might surprise you. We’ve faced our share of difficult audiences over the years, and always, we’ve been able to reach them. My daughter might disagree, but not everything has to be a fight.”

“We’ve been through this,” Leanora said. “And tonight does.”

Onstage, Leanora’s family was known as the Nomadiks. They performed all over the world, hiding magic in plain sight and inspiring a belief in the impossible. Their shows helped keep magic alive in people’s hearts, but their influence was always limited to a single town or village at a time. The act had never been enough for Leanora. She wanted to take on the forces that held magic back directly. Getting her parents to come around to her way of thinking had not been easy, but she had done it. Convincing Joey’s parents to do the same was out of the question.

“Mrs. Valkov, my mom and dad would never let me go ahead with this,” Joey explained. “They wouldn’t understand. They can’t understand. Not yet.”

“They will… in time,” Shazad’s mother said. “It’s all right,” she added to Leanora’s mother. “Sometimes people need to be shocked into seeing things differently. Look at us. Before Camelot, we never would have approved of this crusade. Now we’re lending the children magic artifacts to take with them into battle. Speaking of which…”

Shazad’s mother placed one last item into Joey’s overstuffed backpack and handed it to him. Joey peeked inside and thanked her. It was loaded with enchanted objects. For generations, the Hassans had acted as the guardians of rare and powerful magical items. They traveled around the world, collecting them and keeping them out of the wrong hands. Up until now, that had been as far as they were willing to go, but the secrets that Joey, Shazad, and Leanora had uncovered in Camelot had changed everything.

“A pity the rest of the world didn’t learn from Camelot,” Leanora’s mother said. “If they had, we wouldn’t have to do this.”

“We got the crowd warmed up,” Leanora told her mother. “Tonight we hit them with the showstopper.”

Joey was inclined to agree. Camelot had been a good start, but it was only a start. The lost kingdom’s inexplicable return had led many people to conclude its existence was magical in nature. Before the pandemic had curtailed travel, millions of visitors had journeyed from all over the world to see the castle with their own eyes. Most of them went back home open to the idea that magic was real. However, for every new believer, there were countless others who refused to entertain the possibility. It wasn’t hard to see why. The modern world, with its many problems, beat magical thinking out of people, and powerful forces conspired to push them away from the truth. Well-funded social media campaigns and dubious news organizations spread misinformation and lies, claiming that Camelot was a publicity stunt for an upcoming movie, or some kind of elaborate prank. People accepted these ridiculous explanations because they understood them. They fit with a picture of reality that the general public already knew and believed in.

Joey saw Ledger DeMayne’s handiwork in all of it. As the leader of the Invisible Hand, DeMayne had connections everywhere. His considerable resources, plus the natural suspicion that people held for things they didn’t understand, made for a powerful combination. That was how the Invisible Hand had kept the world’s magic to themselves for so long. By leveraging the twin powers of manipulation and denial. After Camelot, there had been flare-ups of magical happenings all around the world, but they were quickly swept under the carpet and pushed out of the news cycle. For example, Janelle and Joey’s alternative energy project at Caltech had been taken over by the government and shut down. They were told it was due to safety concerns and national security interests, but Joey knew it was just more behind-the-scenes maneuvering by Ledger DeMayne and the Invisible Hand. That setback, over a year ago, had lit the fuse for tonight’s mission. The Order of the Majestic couldn’t beat the Invisible Hand inch by inch, one step at a time. They had to do something big. Something no one could explain away, deny, or cover up.

“It was always going to come to this,” Joey said. “It’s why the Order of the Majestic exists. It’s why I have the wand.”

Joey stopped short of calling it destiny, but there were definitely times when it felt that way. This night had been a thousand years in the making. Ever since the mad emperor of a lost, forgotten country had decided there was too much magic in the world. Joey joined Leanora’s and Shazad’s fathers at the map. It told the story of a great injustice and what could be done to set it right.

“In the beginning, there were three cursed objects strategically placed at key points around the world,” Joey said, running through their plan of action one last time. “Three dark magic markers that blocked the flow of magical energy. We destroyed one of them at Camelot last year. The other two are here and here.” Joey pointed out targets in the North Pole and somewhere between Hawaii and Japan. “If everything goes according to plan, Shazad and Leanora will take them both out tonight.”

“Don’t say ‘if,’ ” Shazad said. “There is no ‘if.’ We’re doing this. Security around the dark markers was on high alert after Camelot, but now?” He shook his head. “It’s a skeleton crew. They’re not ready for us.”

“The next twenty-four hours are going to be very interesting,” Leanora said.

Her father chortled. “You don’t have to tell us.” He and Shazad’s father stepped away from the map so everyone could see what they had done to it. Using the magic paintbrushes, they had marked up the map like two generals laying out troop positions in a battle plan. Nomadiks and Hassans were stationed all over the world in places that were strong in magic and steeped in lore. “We’ll be there to greet the new world when it gets here.”

“And we’ll make sure everyone gets to see it,” Joey added.

He kept his eyes on the map, tracking the Imagine Nation as it moved slowly across the Atlantic Ocean. A year ago, the magical, roaming island had vanished from the map by the time the paint on the wall had finished drying. It had been gone most of the time since then, but it had recently resurfaced without warning or explanation. Joey and his friends took it as a sign. Another reason to believe it was time for them to act and give magic back to the world.

“I can’t believe this is actually happening,” Janelle said. “No more planning and waiting. We’re going to change the world—tonight.”

“No sense in putting it off any longer.” Joey took the wand out of his sleeve. “I haven’t used this thing all year, I’ve been saving it for this. Chances are, after tonight I’ll never use it again.”

Everyone got quiet when Joey produced the wand. His choice of words was a sobering reminder of the dangers associated with its use.

“I think I speak for everyone when I say the restraint you’ve shown with the wand has been remarkable,” Shazad’s mother said to Joey a few moments later. The adults in the room all nodded in agreement. Joey felt a “but” coming on. He was right. “But are you really sure you want to go through with this plan? All of it? Surely it’s enough just to destroy the dark magic markers?”

Joey shook his head. “This wand has unfinished business in the Imagine Nation. A thousand years ago, Merlin used it to hide the island away from the world. I’m going to bring it back. I know it’s hard to understand, but it’s something I have to do.”

“I understand why you don’t want to tell your parents,” Leanora’s mother said with grudging approval.

“I’ll be the first one to tell them when it’s over,” Joey promised. “I’m not looking to sacrifice myself for the cause. On that note… check it out.” He pulled up his sleeve, revealing a green rectangular mark on his inner forearm. Everyone leaned in for a closer look.

“You got a tattoo?” Janelle asked. “When did this happen?”

“Five minutes ago, up on the roof. It’s not ink. I used the wand to do it.”

“Joey!” Janelle gave him a shove. “You can’t be using the wand on pointless stuff like that.”

“It’s not pointless,” Joey said. “It’s like a power meter in a video game. This mark lets me know exactly how much energy I have left. Every time I cast a spell, the green bar goes down based on how much magic I used. See? It’s not quite a hundred percent full.”

Upon closer examination, everyone saw there was a black border around the green bar on Joey’s arm. The color measured how much Joey had used the wand, going almost to the top of the rectangle, but not quite.

“So, when the power runs out…,” Shazad prompted.

Game over, Joey thought.

He pulled his sleeve back down. “The idea is for it not to run out.”

The room got quiet again. Everyone knew what it meant if Joey pushed himself too far with the wand.

“Stick out your hand,” Leanora told Joey. He did as he was told. She put her firestone pendant in his palm. “I want you to take this.”

Joey looked down at the priceless magical weapon. He was stunned. Leanora’s firestone was a Valkov family heirloom that had saved their lives on more than one occasion. Giving it to him was an incredible gesture. “Lea, this is too much. I can’t.”

“I’m only lending it to you,” she said. “The idea is for you to bring it back.”

“Right. I knew that,” Joey said, feeling a little foolish. He should have known she wasn’t giving him the stone. She probably wanted to hand it down to her children one day. “I appreciate the offer, but I already have this whole bag of tricks.” He lifted the backpack that Shazad’s mother had packed for him.

“So? Now you’ve got one more,” Leanora said. “Between that and what’s in the bag, you’ve got no excuse to use the wand. Not unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Don’t you need the stone? What if I lose it?”

Leanora’s eyes narrowed.

“You’d better not,” her father said. “Then she’ll kill you.”

Joey put the pendant around his neck. “Thank you. I’ll put it to good use.” He held up his right hand as if swearing a vow. “After I use the wand to get everyone where they’re going, I’ll put it away. Emergencies only from now on. I promise.”

“Be sure to hold him to that,” Leanora’s mother told the children. “Fortunately, you don’t need to send us anywhere,” she added to Joey. “We made our own travel arrangements.”

Leanora’s father flashed his palms. At first they were empty, but the second time he opened them, a golden doorknob with a red ruby in the handle appeared in his hand. It was another prized Valkov family possession, this one with the power to turn any doorway into a magic portal. “Can we help you get where you’re going?” he asked Shazad’s parents.

“No, thank you,” Shazad’s father replied. “Shazad’s brother is waiting for us at home. That’s our first stop. We’ll collect him and depart from Jorako.”

Leanora’s father offered his hand. “Good luck.”

Shazad’s father gave it a hearty shake. “To all of us.”

The grown-ups said their farewells, first to each other and then to their children. As Joey watched everyone embrace and tell one another not to worry, he wished he could have had a proper goodbye with his parents, but he also knew leaving things the way he had was the only option. The number of red eyes in the room confirmed even families who understood magic as a daily reality couldn’t help but worry at a time like this. But they let their children go and left to do their part.

Eventually, only the four children were left in Redondo’s old office. Everyone looked at each other. The awesome scope of what they were about to do hung heavy in the air between them.

Janelle broke the silence. “Everybody ready to make history?”

“Ready or not, it’s showtime,” Leanora said.

Joey held up the wand. “Guess I better say the magic words.”

“What do you have in mind?” Shazad asked. “Anything special?”

“Let’s see.…”

Joey never planned out what he was going to say before he used the wand. It was always something that came to him in the spur of the moment. Either a single word or a turn of phrase that signaled what he wanted to do, captured how he felt at the time, or had real meaning for him. Past choices had been old-timey, modern, and everything in between. Movie quotes and tag lines were not out of the question. Joey’s spontaneous method had not been Redondo’s approach to wielding the wand, but it was his way of making magic and bringing his imagination to life. As he and his friends prepared to embark on the adventure of a lifetime, there was only one thing he wanted to say.

“You guys are the best friends I’ve ever had.” Joey waved the wand. “Godspeed.”

A light appeared at Leanora’s and Shazad’s feet. It swirled around them as if it were alive, growing brighter with every revolution until it was so intense that Joey and Janelle had to shield their eyes. When the light blinked out and they lowered their hands, Shazad and Leanora were gone. The world’s last night without magic had officially begun.






2 The Thirteenth Floor


“How do you feel?” Janelle asked Joey.

He checked his arm. The green power meter glowed as it went down a tiny, almost imperceptible amount. “I’m fine. See?” He held his arm out for her to see. “That was hardly anything.”

“Good.” Janelle rubbed her hands together, eager to follow in the others’ footsteps. “Our turn now.”

“Right.” Joey tucked the wand up his sleeve and strapped his backpack on his back. Rather than use the wand to send them on their way, he used a cane to hook a latch in the attic door above their heads. A set of stairs folded out from behind it. Joey and Janelle went up through the opening and came out through a trapdoor in the stage floor down below. After that they lowered themselves into the orchestra pit and walked up the aisle toward the lobby. When they got there, Joey paused a moment, struck by the sight of the old posters of Redondo that still hung on the walls. He needed a second to psych himself up before he took another step. At that moment, Shazad was hiking across a city-size iceberg in the Arctic Ocean and Leanora was climbing an active volcano in the North Pacific, but he and Janelle had the most perilous journey of all. They had to cross the street.

For Joey, it meant going back to where it all began. The place where he had first encountered magic and the Invisible Hand: the headquarters of the National Association of Tests and Limits. Joey’s life had changed in so many ways since that fateful day. He had learned about the world and how it really worked—or didn’t work—and what the people in the building across the street had to do with it. Joey had extensively researched Ledger DeMayne’s day job at the NATL, where he went by the alias Mr. Black. In the course of his investigation, Joey discovered that the NATL was not a private company, but rather a subsidiary of a much larger entity called Consolidated Global Interests. CGI was a sprawling corporate empire, the biggest and most powerful company in the world. It was also a front for the Invisible Hand, which explained why it was almost impossible to find anything written about it anywhere. What Joey was able to find confirmed that the NATL building was actually the CGI building, and the man in charge of it all was responsible for a lot worse than manipulated test scores. Joey and Janelle were going to break into his office, and the plan couldn’t have been simpler: They were going to walk in the front door.

“It’s funny,” Joey said as they approached the dark tower. “The first time I saw this place, it made me think of a supervillain’s fortress.”

“Very perceptive of you,” Janelle replied, reaching for the door.

“Comic books taught me well.”

The main entrance of the CGI building was locked, which came as no surprise. There was a security guard at a desk behind the glass doors. She wasn’t terribly interested in Joey or Janelle and barely looked up from her phone when they tried to get in. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to use this thing,” Joey said, making a face as he took the Hand of Glory out of his backpack. It was the severed left hand of a thief, mummified and bloodless, but no less disgusting for all that. Joey had first come across the item in Transylvania a year ago. He and his friends had gone back to retrieve it after their quest for Camelot had ended. Joey hated it there, but going through Dracula’s castle was much easier the second time around, once they knew there were no real vampires inside. Unfortunately, touching the Hand of Glory never got any easier for Joey. It was wrapped in a cloth. He had wanted to use a ziplock bag for it, but Janelle was dead set against single-use plastics with no exceptions. “Ugh,” he said, wrapping his fingers around the wrist like a handle. “So gross.”

Suddenly, he could see as clearly as if it were 10:00 a.m., but that wasn’t why Joey needed the hand. In addition to granting its holder the ability to see in the dark, a Hand of Glory had the power to unlock any door. Joey tapped the fingers of the hand against the pane of glass in front of him and heard a latch click. He and Janelle pushed through the revolving doors and strolled into the lobby.

Now the security guard took an interest in them.

“Excuse me! The building’s closed. You kids can’t come in here,” she said, striding toward them. As Joey wrapped the hand back up, the guard pushed past him to inspect the door. “How’d you even get this open? It was locked. I know I locked it.”

She was a tough-looking woman who clearly took her job seriously and would have been intimidating under normal circumstances, but these were anything but normal circumstances.

“Don’t worry about it,” Janelle told her. “We’re just here to pick something up.”

“Pick something up? What are you talking about?”

“We’ll be in and out. Ten minutes tops.”

The security guard snorted out a laugh. “Try ten seconds tops. Play time’s over kids. Let’s go. You can’t be here right now.”

“Yes, we can,” Janelle said, polishing a red ruby brooch that was pinned to the lapel of her jacket. A crimson glow appeared on the guard’s face. “It’s okay, really.”

The more the guard stared at the jewel, the more her eyes went blank. Eventually, a red glow appeared in the center of her pupils, and she said, “It’s okay.” Her voice was completely monotone. Any trace of confrontation had been drained out of it.

“We have an important meeting on the thirteenth floor,” Janelle told her.

“You… have a meeting upstairs.”

“And we don’t want to be late.”

The guard nodded slowly, staring at the jewel. “You’d better hurry,” she said. She gestured toward the elevator bank with a sweeping motion. “This way, please.”

Joey and Janelle followed the guard to the elevators. She kept looking back at Janelle’s red ruby brooch as she walked, unable to take her eyes off it for more than a few seconds at a time. The enchanted crystal, which made people very susceptible to suggestion, was another new addition to the Order of the Majestic’s arsenal. It had previously belonged to a woman called Scarlett, who had been part of the Invisible Hand. She had used the sparkling relic against Shazad in Transylvania, but lost it after a confrontation in the Amazon on the road to Camelot. By the time that adventure was over, Scarlett would suffer more grievous losses, including the ability to do magic altogether. She had no further use for the ruby, so Joey, Shazad, Leanora, and Janelle had made a special trip to South America to find it. It took the better part of a week and an exhaustive grid search of the area surrounding a village that had been completely swallowed up by the jungle, but in the end, they’d reclaimed the magic item from the rain forest. Janelle was the one who had found the gem, and she had taken quite a shine to it. So had the guard, but in a very different way, and not one that she would ever understand.

When they reached the elevator, Janelle told the guard to stay in the lobby. “You’re doing an excellent job,” she added.

The guard lit up, clearly very proud of herself. “I’m doing an excellent job.”

“As soon as these doors close, you’re going to forget about us and go back to your desk.”

The security guard nodded as if accepting an order. “As soon as these doors close, I’m going to—”

The elevator doors shut, cutting her off midsentence. Joey hit the button for the fourteenth floor. “Nice work with the Jedi mind trick. That couldn’t have gone any better.”

“I’m not using the Force,” Janelle said with a little side-eye. “It’s hypnosis. I did the research on this. The induction phase—flashing the ruby—quiets the part of the brain involving sensory perception and emotional response. The suggestion phase—telling the guard what to do—counteracts unhelpful and unwanted behavior.”

“Janelle, just admit it. You’re using a magic ruby.”

“I’m using it as a catalyst for a well-studied and legitimate form of treatment by medical doctors and therapists.”

Joey had to laugh. Despite everything Janelle had seen and been a part of, her scientific instincts died hard. Over the last year, she had been able to use a variety of magical objects, but only when she was able to view them through the lens of some kind of scientific principle. “You might have to rethink the way you look at magic before this is all over.”

“I don’t have a limited view of magic,” Janelle argued. “If anything, I have a bigger view. My view includes science. I don’t see them as opposites. Magic is just science we don’t understand yet.”

Joey put his hands up. “If that helps you.” He had heard this argument before. “Go with it until it stops working.”

Joey stared at a digital screen on the wall in front of him. It was installed just above the buttons for each floor and cycled through images, stats, and corporate slogans while he and Janelle debated the fine line between magic and science. It was all public-friendly PR stuff from the many businesses CGI owned and operated. As usual, there wasn’t a single mention of CGI to be found in any of it. Even in their own building the company kept a low profile. CGI was a massive conglomerate that spanned every major industry on earth, including financial services, energy, media, education, transportation, aeronautics, technology, and arms manufacturing. They were so big that in some countries, it was hard for Joey to tell where the national government ended and CGI began, but somehow, they managed to fly almost completely under the world’s radar. Consolidated Global Interests was not a name people knew. It was a holding corporation that owned a lot of other companies, including the bank that had acquired the accounting firm where Joey’s father worked. When Joey thought about the motives behind that transaction, he was grateful that Ledger DeMayne no longer knew who he was. There was no business reason for an enterprise the size of CGI to buy Joey’s father’s tiny firm. It could only have been done to gain leverage and influence over Joey. That was how Ledger DeMayne stayed on top of the world—by exercising influence from the shadows. He was always two steps ahead, pulling strings from behind the scenes to manipulate events to his advantage. CGI was a far-reaching spiderweb that covered the globe, and DeMayne sat at the center, connected to everything. Wherever and whenever magic appeared in the world, he and his Invisible Hand cronies would skitter across the web to get there first, wrap it up, and vanish before anyone knew what had happened.

Ironically, it was the acquisition of his father’s firm that had tipped Joey off to CGI’s existence. That and the fact that the company’s corporate headquarters had the same address as the NATL. Once Joey started digging, he even found an article that mentioned Ledger DeMayne by name, or more accurately, his fake name. It was buried in the middle of a news story about another one of CGI’s curious acquisitions. The article had credited “John Black” as the force behind several unconventional business decisions that had paid off surprisingly well and noted that he was rarely seen outside his thirteenth-floor office, where he was always hard at work plotting the company’s next big move.

The elevator bell dinged, announcing the fourteenth floor. It was an unwritten rule that no building in New York should have a thirteenth floor. The numbers in every elevator Joey had ever been in skipped from twelve to fourteen because of pure superstition, and everyone just accepted it as normal. Joey viewed it as proof that people still had the capacity for magical thinking. Even the most pragmatic, fact-based designers and architects understood that no one wanted to live or work on a floor with such an unlucky number, and they constructed the world accordingly. At least, that’s how it was in Western culture. Joey wondered if buildings in China skipped the fourth floor, which was an unlucky number in Chinese culture. Either way, Joey understood that a belief in unknowable, unprovable things impacted people’s lives and behavior every day all over the world, and that knowledge gave him hope.

When the elevator doors parted, Joey and Janelle stepped out into a dark and quiet space. The lights flickered on, triggered by motion sensors, revealing an open office floor plan with rows of empty desks and blank monitors. Private offices and conference rooms lined the perimeter of the floor. They all had glass walls that offered no privacy. Joey and Janelle took a moment to survey the scene. It was all very corporate, sterile, and boring. “I expected something different,” Janelle said.

“Me too,” Joey said. “I was here before, back when this was a testing center. It didn’t look anything like this.”

“They could have renovated.”

“Maybe.” Joey pictured the floor filled with employees during the day. He couldn’t imagine Ledger DeMayne spending any amount of time crowded in with the people who worked here. He was the kind of guy who would have wanted his space. And the glass-walled offices were a non-starter. DeMayne was allergic to transparency. Joey knew right then and there he was in the wrong place. DeMayne’s office, assuming he really had one, would be something fancier. More exclusive. Special. He returned to the elevators and hit the call button.

“What’s wrong?” Janelle asked as the doors opened up.

“This isn’t it.”

Back in the elevator, Joey hit the button for the lobby, taking the car down. “Don’t worry. We’re not leaving. I’ve got an idea.” As soon as the digital display with the floor numbers started to change, he activated the emergency brake. Joey did it right after the number fourteen dimmed out but just before the number twelve lit up, effectively halting the car in between the two floors. He hit the “doors open” button a few times, but nothing happened.
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