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​CHAPTER 1

​FAMOUS (AND HATING IT)
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Three weeks after saving the town from a magical sock storm—yes, that was a real thing that happened—Milo Martinez was discovering that being a hero was significantly less fun than it sounded.

"Is it true you can fly?" asked a second-grader Milo had never met before.

"No," Milo said, trying to get to his locker.

"Can you shoot lasers from your eyes?"

"No."

"Can you turn invisible?"

"Still no."

"Then what CAN you do?"

Milo looked down at his right foot, where the purple sock with gold stars glowed softly under his sneaker. "I can do magic. Sort of. Sometimes. When it doesn't go completely wrong."

"COOL!" the kid yelled, then ran off to tell his friends.

Milo groaned and finally reached his locker. Marcus was already there, organising his comic books (he kept three in his locker at all times for "emergencies").

"Rough morning?" Marcus asked.

"That's the fifth kid who's asked me if I have superpowers."

"Well, technically you do have superpowers."

"I have a sock that won't shut up and occasionally makes things float. That's not exactly Superman-level."

"Hey!" the sock protested from his foot. "I'm VERY powerful! I could make this entire hallway float if I wanted to!"

"Please don't," Milo and Marcus said together.

The sock had stayed with Milo after the curse broke, which Milo was mostly okay with. Mostly. The sock was helpful in emergencies and genuinely cared about him. But it was also constantly offering terrible suggestions ("Let's enchant the cafeteria food to taste good!" "Let's make all the teachers' chairs float!" "Let's turn the playground into a waterpark!") and had opinions about EVERYTHING.

Zoe appeared, phone already out and recording. "Milo! Can you give a statement about yesterday's incident?"

"What incident?"

"When did you make Principal Morrison's coffee cup follow him around the office?"

"That was an accident! I was practising levitation and lost concentration!"

"Great, I'm posting that." Her thumbs flew across her phone screen.

"Don't post that!"

"Too late. Posted."

Milo had learned that Zoe treated their magical adventures like she was a war correspondent, documenting everything for posterity (and social media). She'd promised not to post anything that would reveal magic to the wider world, but her "Weird Stuff at Fabricville Elementary" account had gotten surprisingly popular.

"Come on," Marcus said, pulling Milo away from Zoe and her phone. "We're going to be late for class."

"Wait!" A familiar voice called out. Rosie ran up, her backpack bouncing. She was in first grade but somehow always knew where to find Milo between classes. "Did you see it?"

"See what?"

"The THING! At the mall! It was on the morning news!"

Milo felt his stomach drop. The last time something weird happened at the mall, he'd ended up fighting a pants monster. "What kind of thing?"

"Pants! Walking around! On their own!"

"Oh no."

"Oh YES!" Rosie's eyes were shining with excitement. "This is SO COOL! We have another adventure!"

"We don't WANT another adventure," Milo protested. "We want a normal week. Remember normal? When our biggest problem was homework?"

"Boring!" Rosie declared. "Magic is way better!"

The sock glowed in agreement. "The kid's got a point."

"You're supposed to be on MY side!"

"I'm on the side of adventure! And pancakes! But mostly adventure!"

The bell rang. Students rushed to classes. Milo stood in the hallway, torn between his desire for normalcy and the sinking feeling that normal was no longer an option.

His phone buzzed. A text from his mom: "Saw the news. Please tell me those aren't magic pants."

Milo texted back: "Can't confirm yet. Will investigate after school."

"BE CAREFUL," came the immediate reply, followed by three worried-face emojis and a purple heart.

His mom had adjusted surprisingly well to magic being real. She'd gone from "this is impossible" to "if you're going to fight magic pants, at least wear a helmet" in about two weeks. His dad had taken longer but eventually accepted that his IT skills were useless against enchanted footwear.

"After school," Milo told his friends. "We check out the mall. But we're just LOOKING. No fighting pants."

"Yet," the sock added.

"No fighting pants at all!"

"We'll see."

Milo had a bad feeling the sock was right.

He usually was.
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​CHAPTER 2

​THE MALL INCIDENT
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After school, Milo, Rosie, Marcus, and Zoe met at the bike racks. The plan was simple: go to the mall, observe the situation, report back to the adults, and let them handle it.

Milo knew this plan would last approximately ten minutes.

"So what exactly did the news say?" Marcus asked as they biked toward Fabricville Mall.

"A security guard reported 'ambulatory legwear' in the food court," Rosie said, reading from her phone. (She wasn't supposed to have a phone, but their parents had given in after the magical sock storm incident, reasoning that they needed to be able to contact her during emergencies.) "That's fancy talk for walking pants!"

"Did they say what kind of pants?" Milo asked.

"Does it matter?" Zoe said. "Pants are pants."

"Actually," the sock interjected from Milo's foot, "different pants have different magical signatures. Jeans are sturdy but stubborn. Khakis are practical but boring. Sweatpants are comfortable but lazy. Cargo pants are—"

"We get it," Milo interrupted. "You have opinions about pants."

"I have opinions about ALL clothing! I'm five hundred years old! I've seen a LOT of pants!"

They reached the mall and locked up their bikes. It was a Thursday afternoon, so the place wasn't too crowded. That was good—fewer people meant less chaos if things went wrong.

When things went wrong, Milo corrected himself mentally. Not if. When?

The food court was on the second floor. As they rode the escalator up, Milo could hear commotion ahead. People were laughing and pointing at something.

They reached the top and stopped.

In the middle of the food court, a pair of camouflage cargo pants was doing what could only be described as strutting. The pants walked with confidence, occasionally stopping to pose, then continuing their parade. They weren't hurting anyone—just walking around like they owned the place.

"Okay," Zoe said, already filming. "That's simultaneously the weirdest and most anticlimactic thing I've ever seen."

"Wait for it," the sock said ominously.

"Wait for what?"

As if in answer, a teenager reached out to grab the pants. Maybe he thought it was a prank with a remote control. Maybe he just wanted internet fame. Either way, it was a mistake.

The pants dodged his grab with surprising speed. Then they kicked.

Not hard enough to hurt—more like a warning tap. But it was definitely a kick.

The teenager stumbled backward. "Did those pants just kick me?!"

The pants struck a pose that somehow conveyed "yes, and I'll do it again."

More people started trying to catch the pants. It became a game, with the pants dodging and weaving through the crowd like a football player. Occasionally they'd do a little spin, as if showing off.

"They're... dancing?" Marcus observed.

"They're definitely showing off," the sock confirmed. "Those are the Pants of Power. I'd recognise that swagger anywhere."

"You know these pants?" Milo asked.

"Know OF them. They belonged to Gregor the Backwards, a legendary warrior who conquered half of Europe by retreating so fast his enemies couldn't catch him. The pants gave him super strength and speed."

"That doesn't sound too bad."

"There's a catch. There's always a catch. The pants make you walk backwards."

"Wait, what?"

Before the sock could explain, the pants spotted Milo.

Or more specifically, they spotted the glowing purple sock on Milo's foot.

The pants stopped showing off. They turned (even though they didn't have a front or back, they definitely turned) to face Milo.

Then they charged.

"RUN!" Milo yelled.

But the pants were FAST. Impossibly fast. One second they were across the food court; the next they were right in front of Milo, leg-holes flaring like nostrils on a bull.

Milo dived to the side. The pants zoomed past and crashed into a planter, sending fake palm trees flying.

"They're attracted to magical items!" the sock yelled. "They want to reunite with others of their kind!"

"So they're attacking me because of YOU?!"

"Technically yes! But look at it as making friends!"

"THAT'S NOT MAKING FRIENDS!"

The pants extracted themselves from the planter and turned for another charge. This time, Rosie stepped forward.

"Bad pants!" she scolded, hands on her hips. "We don't charge at people! That's rude!"

The pants paused, as if considering this.

Then they charged at Rosie instead.

"ROSIE!" Milo thrust out his hand without thinking, channelling magic through the sock.

A purple wave of energy shot out and hit the pants mid-charge. They froze in mid-air, suspended like someone had
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