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    Chapter One


    Amanda Fullerton would always remember exactly where she was on April 30th, when the Liberators took control.


    She was sitting at her favorite table in her favorite café on campus, slowly sipping her peppermint latté from its paper cup. Amanda loved the campus café because it was central to all of her classes and because it was open late; she had spent many nights huddled inside the café, hunched over a book with a piping-hot beverage and a pastry, studying. She loved this particular table because it provided the best view of both the rowdy frat boys in the north corner and the glowing flatscreen TV mounted in the south, which was permanently set to CNN.


    At the moment, the Cable News Network was reporting on the same story that every news outlet was covering: the impending impeachment of President Walker. The president, for whom Amanda had cast her own precious vote—her first ever since turning voting age—had campaigned on a promise of adding ten million jobs to the United States. Instead, he had quickly become embroiled in a scandal and the U.S. economy had taken a nosedive. Now the Senate Special Committee and the FBI were investigating allegations that the Commander in Chief had personally ordered billions of dollars in coal subsidies from the “Clean Coal Program” to go to his biggest campaign funder, Brookstone Coal. As a result, he was accused of breaking thirteen federal laws and the nation waited with bated breath to see what would become of their leader.


    “The only thing that’s clear is that President Walker owes the American People his resignation,” the political analyst on the screen was arguing. “We cannot allow the executive branch to operate this shadily—this unethically—and remain in power. It sets a precedent that is not only bleak, but dangerous.”


    “…even listening to me?” A familiar voice washed over Amanda all at once, and she tore her eyes away from the TV to focus on the person seated across from her.


    “Of course I’m listening,” she told Drew, only half-lying.


    Drew, her boyfriend of eight months, was giving her that annoyed stare that had been resurfacing more and more these past few weeks. “Then what did I just say?”


    “You asked if I was listening,” she answered smartly.


    “Before that, Amanda?” he insisted, and when she could offer nothing more than a stammer, he shook his head. “See, this is exactly what I’m talking about. All you care about is politics.”


    “I’m a political science major!” she cried. “Excuse me for showing a little passion.”


    They were both students at the University of California, Berkeley, she in her third year and he in his fourth. But while she had attended the school on a full scholarship for political science, Drew had been accepted into the fine arts program. At first the idea of dating an artist had seemed romantic, but after eight months she was beginning to see how different their priorities were. While she was concerned with current affairs, politics, and economics, Drew seemed to only be interested in watching old films and making sculptures from found objects.


    “It’s not just passion,” he told her. “You’re obsessed. You can’t even sit here and talk to me without one eye on the news.”


    “That’s because it’s important!” she explained for the umpteenth time. “This is real life. This stuff matters.”


    “So do I,” he retorted.


    “Just because you’re not interested in what’s going on in the real world, doesn’t mean nobody is,” she spat back. Amanda rarely lost her temper—and never like this. She’d prided herself on marshaling her arguments and laying out theory in a logical progression that a listener could follow. A veteran debater, she’d been awarded the Marshall Wick Prize in Political Theory a few months ago for her discourse on the year’s chosen topic: It’s Time to Retire John Maynard Keynes. But for some reason Drew Chambers always got under her skin.


    “Did you ever stop to think,” he said, shaking his head in frustration, “that maybe you’re confused about what ‘the real world’ means? ’Cause you’re staring at that TV, thinking about things that don’t involve you—that you have no control over—and meanwhile you’re ignoring the guy sitting two feet across from you.”


    But Amanda’s attention had once again been snatched away from her boyfriend. She was looking over at a sophomore seated on one of the café’s sofas, angrily grumbling at the television. She recognized him from one of her classes; another poli-sci major.


    “We need a new American revolution!” the sophomore growled to anyone willing to listen. “Walker’s a total disgrace to the country. If he had any respect at all for the Oval Office, he’d resign. It’s time for him to step down, and let us have a fresh election!”


    In her head, Amanda calculated the impact of such a bold move. Never, never in American history had an unscheduled presidential election taken place. When the president resigned or died, the sitting vice president had always taken office.


    Drawn to debate like a wolf to the scent of prey, Amanda leaned to her side so she could see the sophomore better, almost falling off her stool. “I, too, would very much like President Walker to resign,” she announced, drawing the student’s attention, along with that of a few other patrons of the café. “But that won’t change anything. Under our constitution, his vice president would be sworn into office and continue his administration.”


    “Exactly,” the sophomore said as he slammed his fist against the arm of the couch, “which is why we need to rise up! We need to take matters into our own hands and start a new revolution!” He punched his fist into the air. “A brand-new American Revolution!”


    Drew tugged at Amanda’s arm. “Hey, what are you doing? I thought we were talking.”


    “What he’s suggesting is moronic,” Amanda tried to explain. “Somebody needs to make sure ideas like that don’t get spouted without being shut down. He’s encouraging anarchy.”


    Her boyfriend grunted, and not for the first time, she saw a mixture of confusion and disillusionment in his eyes as he gazed at her. “I can’t deal with this right now. You know what, Amanda? You go ahead and launch another battle. I think I’ll stay over at Stan’s tonight.”


    She knew Drew was in one of his moods. “Fine,” she said stiffly. “Suit yourself. Don’t forget, your laundry’s still in the washing machine. Wet.”


    He shook his head and glanced once more at the shouting and discord taking place several feet away from them inside the café. He took a parting shot at her. “College students,” he said, implicating even himself. “They think the whole world’s a lab. Well, I got news for you.”


    “Oh?” Now she was really restraining herself from lashing out with a comeback.


    “No one ever listens to youth, thank God. All these half-baked ideas.” And with that, he slid off his own stool and walked past her.


    Amanda swiveled around as he headed for the door. “Drew!” she called as she followed him to the front entrance. Did she want to straighten him out, or did she want to hug him? She couldn’t decide.


    But Drew was already gone. She could still see him through the glass door of the café as he started his trek across the Berkeley campus to their apartment, where he would pack an overnight bag before going over to his friend Stan’s place to crash.


    Amanda exhaled mightily as she turned back toward the television in the corner. This was the worst fight she’d ever had with Drew. She thought she could make the relationship work, but it was almost as if he resented her enthusiasm. In the beginning, their passions for the most abstract of human ideals—she for politics, he for art—seemed to complement each other, fueling the infatuation between them. But lately, he took issue with everything about her: she was an obsessive neatnik, she was a contrarian in every discussion.


    For once, she found herself staring at the live feed of CNN and not paying attention to it. However, when she finally registered what she was seeing on the screen, she forgot all about Drew and the argument they had just had. While mere moments ago, the TV had shown the usual format of the 24-hour news cycle—political talking heads arguing over each other and baiting each other into misspeaking—now it showed something very different.


    President Arthur Kellogg Walker filled the center of the TV camera’s frame, seated behind the iconic desk of the Oval Office. Behind him, an American flag and a flag bearing the Seal of the President stood over his shoulders. His face was grave and anxious.


    “My fellow Americans,” President Walker addressed the nation. “It was three years ago that you, united as a people, cast your ballots and placed your faith in me as your president, an honor that I deeply took to heart. When I swore my oath of office, I immediately thought of each and every one of you…”


    He spoke into the camera with the same cadence and charisma that had won him the election, yet Amanda could see that his shoulders were drooping and he had dark bags under his eyes. This was a president, she thought, who had been drained of the power and prestige that his title held.


    “…and so,” the president continued after briefly outlining his accomplishments in office and the impeachment proceedings against him, “it is with regret—”


    Suddenly, the live feed terminated, and all Amanda could see on the screen was a cloud of random pixels of grey, black, and white.


    Her heart tightened as she feared that something sinister had happened to the president.

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    As Amanda placed her hand over her heart, confused murmurs rippled through the café like flames spreading across a puddle of gasoline. Conversations trailed off and people got to their feet, unthinking. A girl standing by the milk and sugar dropped her coffee at her feet, but she didn’t seem to notice. Every head in the small café was focused on the TV. The feed of the president that had mysteriously cut out had come back on. Once again they were looking at the familiar shot of the Oval Office and the president’s chair. But now the president was gone, replaced by three twenty-somethings in solid-colored shirts.


    “Good afternoon, North America,” the purple-clad girl sitting on the desk said. “My name is Indie. My friends and I would like to welcome all of you to the new world order. We will be in charge now. You may call us The Liberators.”


    Amanda stared at the screen in awe, her hands shaking. What was going on? Who were these people—these young adults who looked like they were her age—who had somehow gotten into the West Wing and taken over the president’s broadcast?


    “As we speak,” Indie went on, “our fellow Liberators around the world are taking control of every country, every continent. Trust us, the world will be safer in our hands. To demonstrate what we mean, we have launched every nuclear missile on the planet…”


    Her remaining words were drowned out by the screams that followed.


    Now the excited hush that had overtaken the coffee shop grew to a frantic eddy of panicked questions and desperate denials. “No way!” a student called out from somewhere near the cash register. “This gotta be a hoax.”


    “Don’t believe us?” Indie asked, having apparently predicted that many of the people watching would have a similar reaction. “Why don’t you go outside and see for yourself?”


    Sliding off her stool and abandoning her coffee, Amanda pushed through the crowd of concerned students and ran outside. Breathing in the fresh air of the San Francisco spring, she looked up to the sky. High up above, the criss-crossing contrails of hundreds of missiles shredded the sky.


    It was true. The missiles had been launched.


    All around her, she heard frantic screams as more and more people looked up to the heavens, shaking their heads at the nuclear warheads flying overhead. It was impossible to tell from this distance where any of the projectiles were targeted, but there were so many of them that it didn’t seem to matter. Even if her own city wasn’t directly hit, the fallout would be global.


    Tears streamed down Amanda’s face as she stared up at the thatched pattern of doom. She dug into her pocket and fumbled to call her parents, suddenly sure that this would be her last chance to speak to them.


    Before she could finish dialing, the image of Indie and her two partners appeared in the sky. It was projected there, as if on a giant movie screen that had somehow been plastered to the atmosphere.


    “Believe us now?” Indie said with a grin, her voice magically amplified over the city. More cries came from the gathering crowd that was forming on the quad as students and professors alike spilled out of the buildings to see what was happening.


    “Now, we understand that some of you might be scared,” Indie continued, her voice impossibly calm. “After all, the looming threat of nuclear annihilation has been a constant source of fear for several decades now. That’s why we thought it would be best if we took it off the table altogether. Let’s neutralize the threat, shall we?”


    What? Amanda asked in her head. How can you neutralize the threat of nuclear winter when you just set it in motion?!


    As if in answer to her internal question, Indie snapped her fingers and the three Liberators disappeared, herself included. More confused mutterings rippled across campus as the giant screen in the sky lingered on the shot of the empty desk. Then the image cut to a new place: the skies above Washington, D.C.


    The three Liberators were hovering above the capital, staying afloat with the ease of lilies in a pond. Amanda watched the televised image of the three flying youths nodding to one another, then splitting off in different directions. Then the giant screen split into four quadrants and separated, each quarter following one of the three Liberators and a fourth—a muscular boy in a yellow shirt—who hadn’t been on TV, but who was clearly part of the team.


    Each of them shot across the United States in seconds, flying in excess of the speed of sound from one coast to another until they were positioned over each corner of the continent. Together they formed a strategic network over not only the U.S., but Canada, Mexico and Central America as well.


    “Now!” Indie called out. In unison, they lifted their arms over their heads and shut their eyes. The giant screen split yet again, showing more Liberators flying above other parts of the planet. A dark-skinned boy in a red shirt hovered over the Horn of Africa, his arms raised. An Asian girl in a purple shirt had struck the same pose over Beijing. There were twenty of them in all, and their images filled the sky. Amanda stood outside the café, staring up at the young people who were projected up against the heavens, flying like superheroes.


    How are they doing this? she thought.


    Then, all of a sudden, the different screens became one again, and the image changed to a live satellite feed of Earth. It was as if the Liberators had held a gigantic mirror up to the planet. Amanda and the others on the quad stared up at the overwhelming spectacle, marveling with mixed wonder and fear as the nuclear missiles reached the zenith of their arc.


    But before the missiles changed direction and fell back to Earth, where they would no doubt wipe the human race off the face of whatever smoldering rock remained, something happened. The missiles did turn, but instead of surrendering to gravity and being pulled toward the planet, they seemed to be pushed out, away from Earth, by some unseen force.


    The screen split up again, showing a mixture of flying Liberators with their hands in the air and close-ups of the warheads as they shot out into space. Finally, when the weapons of mass destruction were far above the atmosphere, the Liberators clenched their fists in unison. The nuclear payloads erupted in brilliant orbs of white light that ballooned out and then collapsed in the vacuum of space, imploding just as suddenly as they had exploded. Far below the nuclear detonations, Earth remained untouched and safe.


    Humanity had just been treated to a global fireworks display.


    Sighs of relief could be heard from the spectators gathered together on the campus, punctuated by eruptions of cheers. A moment later the screen switched back to the single shot of the president’s desk, and there appeared Indie and her three original cohorts. “You see?” she said. “It’s as I said: the world is safer with us in charge. Now, we’re sure you all have plenty of questions, and we intend to answer all of them. However, we still have some business to attend to. In the meantime, we encourage you to return to your homes and wait patiently. We will explain everything later this evening. Thank you for your cooperation.”


    And then the giant billboard-like screen in the sky disappeared.

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    Amanda had always been an eager observer of political affairs, but the sheer magnitude of the overthrow by the Liberators—a movement of supremacy that far outweighed their numbers—left her stunned and grasping for answers. After the image of the four multi-colored youths in the Oval Office faded away, the campus had gone into an uproar. It was chaos. Many people were in tears, sobbing in fear as they contemplated what this could mean for the country—for the world. Still others celebrated, cheering on the Liberators’ destruction of nuclear weapons and what appeared to be a fresh start for a cynical world that had long ago stopped dreaming in the possible. And amid these two polarized reactions, many students simply took the opportunity to party, streaking across campus, whooping and hollering as though the events of the afternoon had given them a free pass to do whatever they wanted.


    Determined to learn more before acting, Amanda resolved to make her way back home. She walked across campus, avoiding the insanity as best she could, hoping against hope that Drew would be home. Though she was still mad at him for their earlier fight, she desperately wanted to be with someone she knew, someone familiar. After nuclear missiles had threatened the very existence of the world and giant faces had appeared in the sky, Amanda didn’t want to be alone.


    But the apartment was empty when she reached it. Remembering the checkered history of the U.S. when riots followed calamitous events, she locked the door and pulled the drapes closed. Then she pulled out her cellphone and dialed her parents. Yes, they were safe, she learned. And yes, they had seen the same broadcast in the sky. Unfortunately, though, that was the extent of the information that they had. They knew just as much—or rather, as little—about the Liberators as Amanda did.


    Their safety confirmed, she then made the same call to her older brother, Adam. He too was safe, though he sounded scared and angry. Finally, Amanda called Drew, hoping he might be on his way back to her, but he didn’t pick up. Her stomach churned. She wondered what she would do if something had happened to him. Her mind raced, going over and over their last conversation. Their last words to each other.


    Nothing happened to him, she had to tell herself. He’s fine, you’re just scared. Focus on something else.


    And so she made herself turn on the TV, hoping to learn more about what had happened. She was not disappointed. Every station had abandoned their scheduled programming to deliver the breaking news. Not only had the Liberators taken over the United States government, they had somehow taken over every country in the world simultaneously.


    In what must have been the most highly coordinated coup in history, the young people who called themselves The Liberators had managed to secure the capitals of China, Russia, Brazil, Japan, South Africa, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Australia, along with several smaller countries. And in addition to shutting down the production of U.S. currency, they had paralyzed the entire global economy, disabling mints and currency facilities all across the globe.


    From the news footage she was seeing, Amanda surmised that none of the Liberators were much older than she was. They were all just young adults. And they all wore the same long-sleeved, solid-colored shirts; either red or yellow for the boys and purple or blue for the girls. Amanda also noticed that the Liberators didn’t seem to have a single unifying nationality. Of the four that had been seen flying over North America, three of them had been Caucasian, with the girl in blue seemingly of Hispanic descent. Meanwhile, the Liberators who had taken over Asia appeared to consist of representatives from the countries in that continent, and those who had been glimpsed soaring over the cities, deserts, and jungles of Africa were African.


    As the news outlets and analysts continued to speculate about who the Liberators were and what their plans were, Amanda opened up her laptop and began surfing the Web, looking for yet more information. There she found a plethora of theories, ranging from the practical to the absurd. Some thought that the Liberators were aliens who had come to Earth with the intent of enslaving the human race. Others took a more skeptical perspective, unwilling to believe that the “superpowers” the Liberators had demonstrated were anything more than smoke-and-mirror illusions, meant to fool the world into surrendering power.


    After sifting through a dozen different crackpot theories, Amanda gave up. The only way to find out what was really going on would be to be patient, and wait for the facts to present themselves. Until then, there was no point in speculating any further. The only thing that she knew for sure was that the Liberators had managed to destroy the world’s supply of nuclear warheads. For that alone, she thought, they at least deserved to be heard.


    It would be another few hours before she—or anybody for that matter—would get any real answers.


    At seven o’clock sharp, the news coverage cut out and was replaced yet again with a shot of the original four Liberators. They were no longer in the Oval Office, Amanda saw, but instead filming from inside some sort of studio, a twilight-orange backdrop behind them.


    No, Amanda thought. That’s no studio… that’s the sky!


    She was right. That was no backdrop, it was the real sunset she was looking at. The Liberators were floating at least a mile above the ground, looking as confident and energetic as the hosts of some chipper morning talk show. They had placed themselves in boy-girl-boy-girl fashion, facing each other and forming the corners of an invisible square. Although they assumed seated positions, there was nothing directly beneath them and it looked as though any one of them could plummet from the sky at any moment. If that was a possibility, though, none of the Liberators seemed too concerned.


    Indie, the woman in purple, spoke first. “Greetings, mortals of North America.”


    The voice flowed forth from the speakers on Amanda’s television, but she could also hear the sound outside her window. She walked over and, peering up through the glass, Amanda wasn’t surprised to see the same broadcast projected against the sky, just as before. It was no less amazing the second time, and Amanda didn’t look away as she opened the window and stepped out onto her rustic fire escape. Planting herself down on the ledge of the windowsill, she joined the rest of San Francisco and the continent in watching the Liberators’ address.


    “As I said before, my name is Indie, and it is so very nice to meet you all.” She beamed at her massive audience. Now that Amanda was home, and had had a few hours to gather her thoughts, she finally was able to really take in the Liberator’s features. Indie had an oval face, framed by brown hair that fell just short of her shoulders. Her cheekbones were pronounced, giving prominence to her earthen eyes. Golden hoops dangled from her earlobes, and the sparkle created a halo effect around her face. “Allow me to introduce my colleagues: Regi…”


    The broadcast in the sky cut to a single shot of the boy in the yellow T-shirt. He was short, but stocky—built like a football player—and he had jet-black hair that was just long enough to be blown back by the mile-high winds. At the sound of his name, he smiled and waved at the camera. If there even is a camera, Amanda thought. How are they doing this?


    “Justica…” Indie said, introducing the Hispanic girl in the purple shirt. Her brown skin looked smooth, and her soft blue eyes looked down on those below with kindness. She was petite, but her smile was big as she nodded.


    “And Demus,” Indie said as the image switched to the fourth Liberator in their floating quartet—the boy in red. His steely blue eyes illuminated the sky as he winked down at North America and gave the humans below a cocky salute. He was tall, Amanda saw, with close-cropped sandy hair that complemented his pronounced jaw.


    The screen returned to Indie’s smiling, yet commanding, face. “We four make up the new Council of North America. We are your Liberators.”


    Amanda looked up and down her street, listening for any reaction from the people of San Francisco, but she heard nothing. No booing. No cheering. Everyone remained silent, waiting to hear more.


    “Now, as I mentioned before, we know you have a lot of questions. I told you we would answer them. I imagine the first thing people want to know is ‘How?’ How did a handful of twenty-two-year-old kids manage to take over the world? How did we destroy those missiles? How did we seize the world’s currency facilities? How can we teleport and fly and project our images in the sky? Well, the answer is simple: we are wizards.”


    Wizards, Amanda marveled to herself.


    “Unlike you mortals,” Regi said, taking over from Indie, “we have the ability to make our thoughts and desires manifest. In other words: we can do magic. We realize that may be hard for many of you to believe, but after what you’ve all witnessed today we urge you to accept this fact. Magic is real. Get over it.”


    The Liberators chuckled together, and Amanda saw that what must have been blowing the minds of every human being on the planet was considered normal by these four. When they finished laughing, Justica spoke.


    “The first thing you must understand, is that there is nothing to fear from us. It is not our intention to frighten or harm any of you. As your self-appointed Liberators, we merely hope to guide you into a new era of progress. For some of you, this will be a difficult adjustment, but many of you will enjoy a more comfortable lifestyle based on fairness.”


    “We’re sorry for being blunt,” said the boy named Demus, “but think of the coming changes as the medicine you need to cure what ails you. The world is a mess right now, as you all know. Unemployment is at record highs. The economy is circling the drain. The planet is withering away. That is why we wizards have taken it upon ourselves to clean up after your mess. And by the time we’re done with you, your civilization will have advanced a century in just a few short years.”


    Indie took up the speech again. “In short, we will be running things from now on, and you will benefit. Firstly, it’s important to know that we’ve established five zones of governance for this planet. As I said, we are the Wizards’ Council of North America, or as we call it, NAM. There are four other councils, one for each continent: South America, which we call SUDA; Asia and Australia, or AJI; Europe, or EURO; and finally, Africa, which we call AFRI. Each of the five councils will govern their respective continents. We know them all and we work very closely together.


    “This consolidation of power means that there will be no more enemies. No more wars. You are all now one—five fingers of a single fist. We’re all friends working together. This is the only way to ensure peace on Earth, and if you have a problem with that . . . again, we urge you to get over it. From this day forth, the regimes that have dominated their people with fear and cruelty are finished. As of now, there will be no more hostilities on Earth.


    “In addition to the twenty Council members, there are more wizards all over the world, who will act as our ambassadors of peace and prosperity. They’re most eager to serve you.


    “‘Who are the wizards?’ you’re probably wondering. ‘What are they?’ Let us be clear. We are not aliens from some distant planet or galaxy. Each of us was born and raised here on Earth. Yes, we can perform magic, but that does not make us as different as you might assume. I assure you, as fellow inhabitants of Earth, we mean no harm. It is simply in our best interest to help. And much help is needed here.”


    The camera shifted to Justica, who flashed a sweet and soothing smile. “We realize this is a huge paradigm shift for you. However, without great change there can be no great leap forward. It will be best if you embrace the coming changes, and follow us into a new, more honest world order.”


    “That being said,” continued Regi, “the last thing any of us wish is to replicate the tyrannical dictatorships that we aim to extinguish. With that in mind, allow us to explain our own self-imposed mandate for ruling: we pledge that we will remain in power only three years. After that time, we will return power to you. It is the only way.”


    “I do believe you’re going to like what we have planned,” said Demus. “To keep everything simple, we’re going to have a new weekly structure. You mortals, of course, can continue your lives the way you like it if you choose. But hear me out! We Liberators will have Mondays as Debate Days. That means we will meet here—right above you—every Monday and debate the issues affecting you. You’ll have full access to these debates, mind you. We will not discuss anything in secret and to that end they will be broadcast live, just as we are now.


    “Now here’s where you can get involved. Fridays will be Petition Days. Anybody on Earth will be able to submit a petition to us in advance. We will pick the most relevant ones to review in this public forum every Friday. People can even join us live, and speak their minds in front of the rest of the continent. Everyone will hear you. Then we’ll answer your questions as best we can. No questions are off limits.


    “Tuesdays and Thursdays will be Games Days. We wizards have a rich competitive culture, and we are eager to share our magical games with the world. They involve stamina, speed, and cunning. Once you see them, we’re confident you’ll all want to stop watching Monday Night Football!


    “Finally, the remaining three days of the week—Wednesdays, Saturdays, and Sundays—will be Progress Days. That’s when Indie, Regi, Justica and I will be busy creating much-needed infrastructure all over North America—in El Salvador, in Canada, in America—you name it. Moreover, such facilities will be permanent. They may be created by magic, but the foundations will be very real, using the materials you yourselves use. Since no construction costs will be incurred, these new installations will be a huge boon to your local economies.”


    When he finished explaining the weekly schedule, Indie took over again. “As for law and order, we’d first like to apologize for any confusion that was caused by our arrival this afternoon. We did not wish to cause a commotion. However, that is no excuse for rioting, looting, or violence of any kind. We have dispatched our fellow wizards out to quell this behavior peacefully, and we hope that soon such crimes will stop. From there, I’m sure much of our work here will involve reforming your court systems to ensure more just trials and punishments.”


    “In the meantime,” said Justica, “we would like to ask that the countries of the world disband their militaries. Since we have effectively removed the threat of war, there is no longer any point in nations having such vast standing armies. No one should ever be trained to harm another human being.”


    “Here, here,” said Regi, nodding emphatically. “And lastly, allow me to explain why we took the liberty of cutting you all off from your money supplies. I know this may have seemed like a hostile act at the time, and we completely understand. However, there is an underlying logic behind our actions.


    “Paper money is an invention of the government for the government. It is an illusion of the wealthy for the wealthy. To quote what many of you refer to as ‘the Good Book’: ‘The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.’ In society today, we see that evil on proud display. We see the rich and the mighty with a stranglehold on the money supply—how they’ve maintained a tight grip on your lending institutions. They print money at will, reaping the fruits of their expanding purse. Meanwhile, the average men and women on the streets, who are decent and hardworking, but who see little change in their income, struggle to purchase bread and milk, which are sold at an ever-rising price. You are forced to pay the high cost of your leaders’ greed.


    “As this worthless paper floods the market, the common people see their dollars count for less and less. The value of their money falls to nothing, all while the gap between the rich and poor gets ever larger. Those who need money the most don’t have it, and those who don’t need it have more than they can possibly use.


    “Starting immediately, we will switch to a value-based system. All transactions will be based upon the value that you—the people—place upon it. No longer will institutions hoard your money. No longer shall they devalue your currency and profit off your misfortune. In the future, money shall be organized and maintained by the people collectively. The supply of money will rise or fall as you see fit. This new electronic currency will be called Mortal Coins, or M-Coins for short.”


    He held out his hands and a smartphone-sized device suddenly appeared in his grip. “This is called a tab,” he said. “We will create millions of these devices, and deliver one to each person in North America. These will keep track of your M-Coins. When you start using them, you’ll find that you are each allotted two thousand M-Coins every day for the next year. You can use them just like any other currency, paper or otherwise, to exchange goods and services. After the year is up, no new M-Coins will be issued; the value of the currency will be set in stone, and it can only be adjusted by popular consent. Here. Let me show you—”


    Regi turned his palms up and lifted them up in the air. As soon as he did, a beautiful modern American kitchen rose up around the four Liberators. They were now seated around a breakfast table inside an upper-middle-class home. The kitchen was spotless; no dirt, no grime, and no dishes. Regi got up and walked over to the sink, their magical camera following him. “Say you want five M-Coins worth of water. Simply input the purchase and the value automatically transfers to your utilities provider.”


    Holding the tab out, he pointed it at the faucet and clicked a button. The faucet came on and water gushed down toward the sparkling sink. Lightning quick, Regi reached out and a drinking glass appeared in his hand just in time to catch the single serving of crystal-clear water. Regi took a sip and smiled down at them.


    At the table, Justica snapped her fingers and the kitchen was gone. The four of them were now suddenly inside a generic grocery store. Justica was pushing a cart full of produce and meat toward the register, where Demus stood wearing a red apron. He began to scan the items in Justica’s cart as she took out a tab of her own. “Or imagine you’re at the grocery store. The cashier tells me that all this food costs thirty-four M-Coins. I simply transfer it with my tab.” She tapped the device and clicked the central button.


    “It’s just like using any other currency,” Indie said, dressed in a blue manager’s shirt, “only easier, and more stable.”


    It was as if the whole world were watching a corporate training video. “M-Coins will revolutionize the entire world,” Indie went on. “It will become the world’s common currency, created by the people and for the people. M-Coins cannot be over-inflated or devalued. Nor can they be managed by an elite group. Also, its central database will be able to analyze data in real-time, so you can be sure your pricing is fair and natural. So work hard, create value and never again worry about your personal fortune depreciating.”


    Behind the cash register, Demus snapped his fingers and the grocery store scene disappeared. Once again the four wizards were seated in the air high above their new realm. Demus spoke with his charismatic smirk and a reassuring tone. “Lastly, people of North America, we’d like you to know that we would never dream of ruling without your interests being represented by one of your own. That’s why we’re asking for mortal volunteers for the position of Supreme Liaison. One lucky person will be the living, breathing link between ourselves and you, the general population. This individual will be attending all our debates and petitions, right up here in the sky with us.”


    “So don’t apply if you’re afraid of heights!” Regi joked, and the other wizards burst into laughter.


    Indie waved her hand at him dismissively. “He’s just joking, folks. Under the protection of our magic, you’ll never be in danger up here with us. Here’s the job description: you must be able to articulate logical and objective arguments and moderate debates about any issue, including civics, justice, economics, and ethics. It is also worth mentioning that we will only be considering applicants who were under the age of twenty-two, like us, as of five p.m. Eastern time yesterday.


    “Four applicants will be selected to be interviewed live here tomorrow morning, in front of the whole continent. This way we will see how well you can adapt to this, shall we say, unorthodox work environment. We’ll be accepting applications until midnight tonight. For further details on what you need to apply for this prestigious and historic job, and how to submit your applications, I will say that if you’re qualified for the position then you will have no problem finding that information yourself.”


    “And now!” boomed the voice of Demus, the boy in red, as the broadcast cut over to him. He had puffed out his chest confidently and looked down on the mortals below with mock menace. Then he broke into a winning smile, shattering the angry façade. “We celebrate!”


    The other Liberators cheered along with him and all around them, fireworks began going off in the four colors of their shirts. Soon the sky swelled with loud, celebratory marching music. “Good luck applicants! And welcome to a better world, North America!”


    That was how the world first met the wizards.

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    Amanda’s apartment was a gallery of contrasts, just like her relationship with Drew. Drew’s side of the bedroom was cluttered and chaotic. Amanda’s side was tidy and organized. The living room—where Amanda enjoyed spending hours studying and tapping away at her laptop, or reading both textbooks and works of fiction—was tastefully done, with an antique, round maple table with a golden-yellow woven tablecloth on top. The hardwood floor in that room was always swept and lightly mopped.


    However, the kitchen—Drew’s realm—stood like the set of the reality TV show Chef Knock-Down! after the grand season finale had just concluded. Dirty dishes were piled high in the sink, smears of mustard and butter dotted the granite-tiled counter, and the once ripe and tempting basket of fruit now displayed splotchy bananas and wrinkled apples. Amanda had given up months ago on trying to instill order in the filthy kitchen. Instead, she had been carrying out her cooking on her prized study table and meticulously cleaning up after, or after swearing under her breath that Drew’s pigsty habits had forced her into it, snatching precious dollars out of her purse for a take-out meal.


    And yet a few hours after the Liberator’s broadcast, she found herself down on her hands and knees, scrubbing at a sticky, dried-up juice stain on the linoleum, letting off steam the only way she knew how: working. And between the reality-shattering events of the day, and the emotional adrenaline of her fight with Drew, she had quite a bit of steam to let off.


    She had almost finished with the stain when her phone rang.


    “Hello?” she answered, wiping sweat from her forehead as she bent and flexed her aching knees.


    “Hey.” Drew spoke quietly. She couldn’t tell if he was contrite, angry, or, worst of all, indifferent.


    “Are you okay?” she asked. “I tried to call you, but you didn’t pick up. I thought…I don’t know, I just didn’t know what to think.”


    “I’m fine,” he told her. “I’ve just got one question. Are you going to apply for that job? That Supreme Liaison nonsense?”


    “I’ve been thinking about it,” she said, glancing down at the floor sponge in her hand.


    “Amanda.” His voice was now firm. “Let me guess. You already applied.”


    It had been, in fact, the first thing she did when the Liberators had finished with their announcements. After a quick search of the Web, she discovered a website the wizards had set up to handle the application process. It hadn’t been very magical, but it was practical, and an hour later Amanda had officially tossed her hat in the ring.


    “This is an amazing opportunity, Drew!” she insisted. “Do you understand what’s going on? Everything’s changing and I have a chance to be a big part of it. A part of history. And I can make the world a better place while I do it.”


    “A better place?” Drew shot back. “They attacked us, Amanda. They’re terrorists!”


    “They are not! You saw what they did! They destroyed the world’s nuclear missiles! They’re unifying everybody! They want world peace.”


    “Are you really that naïve?” he sniggered through the phone. The tinny sound of his voice so close to her ear made her shudder with anger. “They’re just as phony as the politicians! They’re just a new version of Walker with a fresh look.”


    “Drew, they can do magic! How else do you explain—?”


    “I don’t care how they did it, I just know they did it. They took over the world by force, and now you think they’ve come in peace? We’re talking classic super villain stuff here, how can you not see that?”


    “This isn’t one of your dumb action movies. I think they’re here to do good and I want to help. Don’t you?”


    There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. “I’m disappointed, Amanda. I thought you were smarter than that. If you support them…if you support them I can’t support you.”


    Her fist clenched involuntarily, gripping the sponge like a stress ball and squeezing sudsy water out onto the floor by her feet. She seethed with anger, but refused to lower herself by attacking him. “Well, I guess this is goodbye, then.”


    Drew sighed on the phone. “If you say so.”


    “Well, maybe that’s for the best, Drew,” Amanda said and hung up. She had seen the end of their relationship coming for a few weeks, but she hadn’t wanted to believe it. And she certainly hadn’t expected it to end like this. She gently placed her phone back on the counter.


    The disagreement over the Liberators was really the perfect example of why we didn’t click together, she realized. She used to think that their differences made them two sides of the same coin, but really they were two sides of two different coins. The next guy I date, she thought, I’ll make sure I have more in common with.


    Just then, the phone rang again. Drew calling back, she assumed, probably to talk about the logistics of who would keep the apartment, and who would keep the TV. They were conversations she knew they would have to have, but not yet. She thumbed the answer button and spoke into the receiver. “Drew, I don’t want to talk to you right now. Just stay over at Stan’s tonight and we can talk sometime tomorrow—”


    A male voice greeted her cheerily. “Amanda Fullerton.” He sounded familiar, but he wasn’t Drew.


    “Yes?” she asked. “Who is this?”


    “This is Regi, of the Wizards’ Council. I believe you applied for the position of Supreme Liaison?”


    “Uh, yes. Only about forty-five minutes ago—”


    “Congratulations,” Regi told her. “I’m pleased to inform you that you are one of the four applicants selected for the interview process.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    The next morning at 9:58 a.m., Amanda stood in front of her bedroom mirror, checking her outfit and makeup one last time. If she was going to be interviewed in front of the entire continent of North America, she wanted to look professional. She had chosen her favorite pantsuit, a crisply pressed outfit she always wore when debating in public.


    Satisfied that everything was in order, she picked up her notes, all organized on a one-page crib sheet, and eyed the clock. It was 9:59. Regi had instructed her the night before to be ready to join the broadcast at exactly ten o’clock.


    “Don’t worry about transportation,” he had told her over the phone. “Wherever you are at the time, we’ll get you here. And then you’ll be in front of everyone.”


    Now, completely unsure of what to expect, she clutched her notes and waited. Her eyes were locked on the clock as the second hand spun around lazily, sweeping over the nine, the ten, the eleven and the—


    Amanda felt something slide around her, like a warm blanket clinging to her with static electricity. Then she felt a tremendous force tugging at her solar plexus, making her lightheaded. Then all at once her apartment was gone and she was high in the air, eye level with the clouds.


    Completely disoriented, she whipped her head around, trying to register her new surroundings. She was sitting in a line with three other people, whom Amanda assumed were the other three interviewees. They too were looking every which way, trying to regain their bearings. Of the four of them, though, Amanda was the first to look down.


    We have to be at least a mile above the ground, thought Amanda as her stomach did a backflip inside her abdomen. Instinctively, she reached down to seize the chair under her, suddenly desperate to grab hold of something. Only there was no chair, she realized, as she blindly groped at the seat of her pants. Though it felt like there was a hard surface supporting her, the four applicants were simply sitting on nothing, just as the wizards had been in their previous broadcast.


    One of the other applicants screamed as he discovered the same thing, which only frightened Amanda further. She vividly imagined how it would be to drop out of the sky. She could all but feel the immense G-force as they plummeted back to the Earth from this height, the wind whipping at her hair and skin, and she could hear the howl of air flying past her ears.


    She closed her eyes, commanding herself to remain calm. No harm will come to you, she told herself. They said their magic would protect you, you have to trust them. Then Amanda let out a short chuckle. Not that you really have a choice at this point…


    “Good morning, mortals!” Indie’s voice rang out, and Amanda opened her eyes to see the Wizards’ Council of North America sitting
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