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The thugs were closing in.

Panting, Shinji gazed around the crowded marketplace. It was hard to see through the press of bodies meandering aimlessly among the dozens of stalls and booths, but he caught glimpses of the pursuers through the crowd. And they were coming right for him.

“This way!” he hissed at Lucy, and darted between a goat and a stall selling chickens. Lucy followed as Shinji pushed deeper into the square. The throngs of the marketplace surrounded them, getting in his way and blocking their path. Shinji ducked and wove between bodies, darting under

limbs and slipping through tight spaces, but he could still see the dark sunglasses of their pursuers bobbing through the crowds, getting ever closer.

Heart pounding, Shinji ducked behind a fish vendor’s booth, pulling Lucy with him, watching the group of men comb the marketplace. Lucy was breathing hard. Her blond hair had come free of its ponytail and was sticking out around her face. Her cheeks were red, her blue eyes wide as one of the large men stalked past their hiding spot. Shinji and Lucy hunkered down and held their breath until he had passed.

“I think the exit is that way,” Lucy whispered, pointing across the marketplace square. “If we can just get past those booths, we can hide in the city and escape.”

Shinji peered in the direction she was pointing. He saw the opening, but he also saw a pair of large men standing menacingly under an overhang nearby. “There are two agents blocking the exit,” he said, ducking back. “If we run that way, they’ll catch us for sure.”

“Well, we can’t stay here,” Lucy whispered back. “We have to do something. Come on, Shinji.” She gave him an encouraging look. “You have guardian powers now. You should be able to pull something off.”

“Yeah.” Shinji took a deep breath. She was right. He did have guardian powers. Or he was supposed to, anyway. It had been a few months since a legendary winged serpent that guarded a mystical font had gifted him with magical powers.

The tattoo of a serpent with huge golden wings still graced his forearm, marking him as special.

There was just one slight problem.

Ever since they left the jungle, Shinji had been having a really hard time accessing any type of magic at all. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried. Back at SEA headquarters, he would routinely try to call on the wind, or to communicate with different animals, or to summon a giant snake with magnificent gilded wings. All things that he had done in the Mexican jungle, when the Coatl had first granted him its power. Back then, when he and his friends had been in danger, he had been able to use the magic without thinking about it. Now he couldn’t even summon up a slight breeze.

“Shinji!” Lucy’s voice pulled him out of his memories. One of the agents had noticed their hiding place and was stalking toward them with a murderous gleam in his sunglasses.

“Run,” Shinji said, and they bolted from behind the stall, trying to lose their attackers in the crowded marketplace once more. But this time the agents seemed to converge around them. Everywhere Shinji looked, there was an enemy closing in on them.

Desperate, he darted around a booth and plunged down an alley with Lucy behind him, only to be met with a high brick wall.

“There’s no way out,” he panted. “Turn around. Go back.”

They spun, only to find two of the men standing at the mouth of the alley. Another pair joined them, guarding the exit while the first two began stalking into the alley. Shinji’s gaze darted from side to side, as he searched for a way out, but there was nothing. They were trapped.

“Up there!” Lucy grabbed his sleeve as the men came forward, pointing to something above them on the roof. Shinji looked up and saw several potted plants sitting precariously on the corner of a balcony railing. If he could make them fall somehow, the heavy pots might hit the men and give him and Lucy a chance to escape.

Taking a deep breath, Shinji searched for the magic inside him. I’ll only get one shot at this. As the men stepped forward, closing the distance, he exhaled and flung out a hand toward the plants overhead.

There was a pathetic puff of wind, barely more than a fart, from his open palm. That was it.

The two men closed in, trapping Shinji and Lucy against the wall. One of the men raised an iron club overhead, sneering with contempt. Shinji felt Lucy tense beside him and braced himself for the club to come smashing down.

The lights suddenly flickered, and the two men froze, as did the world around them. A voice, flat and robotic, echoed in Shinji’s ears.

Pause. Simulation ended. Please remove your headsets and wait for further instruction.

Beside him, Lucy slumped in relief. Bowing her head,

she pulled off the thick VR goggles she had been wearing, shaking out her hair as the headset came free. Shinji reached back and did the same, stripping off the goggles and the headset attached to it.

Reality came into focus as the goggles were removed. They were no longer in a crowded market square in some far-off, exotic country. They were in a very large room with no windows and smooth walls that stretched up more than twenty feet. Stalls and booths were scattered about to resemble a marketplace labyrinth even though they were indoors. The “agent” in front of Shinji was now a highly mobile robot holding a plastic stick in one metal clamp. But if Shinji peered at everything through the goggles, the men, the crowds, and the sunny marketplace overlaid reality, making him really feel like he was somewhere else. It was just a skin, though. An augmented reality designed to make everything feel real. And it had felt real, up to the point where Shinji had failed to call on his powers. If this had been the real world, he and Lucy would have been captured. Or dead.

A familiar voice echoed over the speakers, the same speakers that had been playing marketplace and crowd noises in the background. “All right, kids,” said Oliver Ocean. “You’re done. Come on back.”

Oliver didn’t sound angry or disappointed, but Shinji clenched his fists. Lucy gave him a look that was both worried and sympathetic, which only made him angrier. Glancing at the now-immobile robot, he resisted the urge to

kick it in its tanklike treads. A sudden breeze rattled a vase sitting on a nearby stall, which made him grit his teeth. He hoped Lucy didn’t notice.

Oh, now you show up, huh? Where were you two seconds ago when I needed you, stupid magic?

“It’s all right, Shinji,” Lucy said, trying to be encouraging. “Like Oliver said last night, you’re still learning how to use your magic. You’re not supposed to know how everything works all at once.”

Shinji’s jaw tightened. Lucy meant well, but she wasn’t the one with the power of a guardian inside her. He had accepted the mantle of the Coatl; he was supposed to be able to do something with this magic. So far, he hadn’t been able to do anything. At least not willingly.

I’m a guardian now. Why doesn’t the magic work? What is wrong with me?

When Shinji didn’t answer, Lucy’s brow furrowed. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said flippantly, and rolled his eyes. “It’s not really a big deal.”

Only, it was. He had been trying to master these stupid powers for three months now, and nothing was working. The Society had even gotten involved. Maybe because they felt responsible for him, or maybe because they were worried that a thirteen-year-old running around with the uncontrolled power of an ancient mythological creature was a bad combination. But for all their knowledge, research, and

access to old books and artifacts, the Society didn’t seem to know any more about how his magic worked than Shinji did.

This latest exercise in augmented reality had been their—or rather, Oliver’s—attempt to trigger Shinji’s powers, at least enough to study them a little. And though it had been super cool to run around SEA’s version of the “Danger Room,” it didn’t negate the fact that he had failed miserably.

Shinji appreciated that Oliver and the Society were trying to help him, but at the same time, he wished they would stop. The Coatl had given its magic to him; it was his responsibility to learn how to use it.

“Come on,” Lucy said, and turned away. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to notice the mysterious breeze from nowhere. “Oliver and the others will be waiting for us.”

Still annoyed, Shinji followed her, walking back through the maze of makeshift stalls and booths. Without the VR goggles, the room seemed dim and cluttered. It still felt like they were walking through some kind of market square, only this time an indoor one. Even though the marketplace had been an illusion, the booths had been put together to look like the real thing. There were even a couple of chickens clucking away in cages and a goat tethered to one of the carts. The Society of Explorers and Adventurers had been to a lot of places; when they decided to re-create a marketplace of a distant foreign country, they did it right.

Lucy was quiet as they wove their way through the cluttered room. Normally she would be talking excitedly about

the robots or the VR goggles or other tech-related stuff, but today she kept it to herself. Clearly, she knew Shinji wasn’t in the mood.

A green exit sign glowed brightly on the far wall of the room, showing the way out. They pushed through the door, climbed a long flight of metal stairs, and entered a room that overlooked the simulation chamber.

There were two people in the room, standing in front of the glass wall that showed the marketplace on the lower floor. The slight, blue-haired woman in a wheelchair gave Shinji a bright grin when he and Lucy walked through the door. Even though he was feeling morose and irritable, Shinji smiled back. It was hard to keep a sour face when Zoe Kim turned her beaming grin on you.

The person next to her, a lean, rugged-looking man in a long coat, did not smile when they came in. Young and handsome, he carried a walking cane in one hand, and its golden parrot head glittered under the fluorescent lights as he pointed it in their direction. “I am supposed to inform you that you did not, in fact, escape the Hightower agents,” Oliver Ocean remarked in his wry tone of voice. “You have been captured and are on your way to Hightower headquarters to be dissected for your magic.”

“Oh good,” Shinji said flatly. “That was what I was hoping for.”

Lucy wrinkled her nose. “Hightower wouldn’t dissect Shinji,” she stated confidently. “Not if they know he has

magic powers. They would first try to buy the magic from him, and if that didn’t work, they would move on to threats and blackmail.”

“Regardless,” Oliver went on, “Shinji would now be in Hightower’s clutches. And we would probably have to rescue you. Again.” He gave Shinji a knowing look. “So, what happened down there, kid? I saw you tried to do something. You were either attempting to use magic or you were shooing away a fly. Were the ‘agents’ not convincing enough? I know you felt you were in a giant video game, but still. This is real-world survival training. You’re going to need to control your magic if Hightower really is after you.”

“I did try,” Shinji protested. “I just…” I can’t do it. I don’t know how to use the magic yet. “Maybe if the ‘agents’ looked more like humans and less like coatracks with wheels, I’d do better,” he finished with a smirk.

“Hmm, maybe you’re right,” Oliver mused, twirling his cane in one hand. “Maybe next time we’ll run the jungle simulation with the angry velociraptors.”

“Oh, give the kid a break, Oliver,” Zoe broke in. “I’m sure he tried his best.” She gave Shinji an understanding nod, which made him feel a little better. “Anyway, you can’t stay here; Priya wanted to see you all in the meeting room after you were done with the training simulation.”

Oliver winced, and Shinji nearly did as well. Priya Banerjee was the chairwoman of this branch of the Society and essentially the person in charge. She had been nothing

but nice to Shinji ever since he arrived at SEA, but she was also a strict, no-nonsense woman who everyone, even Oliver, was a little bit afraid of.

“Go on, then,” Zoe continued as she wheeled her chair gracefully toward the exit. “I have things to do in my lab, but I told Priya I’d send you guys on. You don’t want to be late.”

They left the training room, walking down the long tiled hallway toward the elevators at the end. On the way, they passed Zoe’s lab, where dozens of electronic and mechanical doodads were scattered over every possible surface. Other doors along the hallway led to storage rooms or small offices, though only Zoe had a permanent workshop down here. Shinji hadn’t even known about this part of SEA headquarters until recently. Lucy had, of course. She would disappear for hours, sometimes skipping meals, and when Shinji asked where she’d been, she would shrug and say she had been working with Zoe. Shinji knew Zoe had a workshop somewhere; he just never thought about where it could be. And since the elevators to the undercity, as Oliver called it, had been cleverly hidden behind an ordinary-looking bookshelf, Shinji hadn’t suspected anything was there.

The Society of Explorers and Adventurers did love to hide things behind bookshelves.

As they followed Oliver down the hall, Lucy suddenly tapped his arm. “Hey,” she began. “I don’t have guardian powers, but I do know a little about how magic works. I mean, just look at Tinker.”

She held out her arm, palm facing up. The pocket of her overalls moved, and a tiny creature crawled out of it. It was a mouse made completely of metal, but it moved and acted like a real mouse. The tiny robot creature was one of Lucy’s own creations, a marvel of tech and magic fused together in a way only Lucy knew how to do. Tinker wasn’t just a cool pet, though; he was super intelligent and could do some very handy things, like open locked doors and turn off security cameras. And even though Tinker wasn’t really alive, he and Lucy were inseparable. Tinker’s copper ears and tiny copper feet glittered in the light as he scampered into Lucy’s palm and sat up, nose and whiskers twitching.

“Tinker is a mechanical construct,” Lucy said, though Shinji had heard this all before, “but I still needed a little magic to bring him to life. I know more about working with magic than Zoe or Oliver, or anyone here at Society headquarters. Maybe I could help you.”

“Thanks,” Shinji said, and he meant it. “But you can’t. I have to figure this out myself.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m the guardian,” he replied. “No one else has these powers; the Coatl gave them to me. I have to learn how to use them.”

“You don’t have to do it by yourself,” Lucy began, but at that moment they had stepped into the elevator with Oliver, who immediately pressed the button for the top floor. The doors slid shut, and they started to ascend.

Priya Banerjee was standing alongside the large, sturdy wooden table in the meeting hall. The room itself was enormous, with a high ceiling painted with depictions of numerous animals, both real and mystical. The walls were covered with letters, paintings, and postcards, and the numerous shelves held artifacts from around the world.

Kali, Priya’s large, aggressively friendly black bear, lounged on the nearby couch, all four paws in the air. She huffed a greeting when Shinji entered the room and started to rise, as if to give him one of her infamous bear tackles. But Priya cleared her throat in a firm manner, and Kali lay down again with a groan.

Priya’s dark eyes met Shinji’s for a moment and narrowed before they shifted to Oliver. “Oliver,” she greeted, “Zoe has already informed me of what happened, but I wanted to hear it from you. I take it the simulation did not produce the desired results?”

Oliver looked uncomfortable for just a moment but managed to shrug. “It was the kid’s first time in augmented reality,” he said. “I wouldn’t write it off as a failure just yet. I think once he gets used to the goggles and the weirdness of the training simulations, he’ll have a much easier time.”

“Hmm.” Priya did not seem convinced. She turned to Shinji then, her gaze intense. “And what do you think, Shinji? Are you able to better control your powers now? Is any of this working?”

“Um.” Shinji didn’t really want to lie. “I don’t know,” he said evasively. “Maybe a little? It’s hard to tell. It’s not like I’ve ever done something like this before.”

“In Mexico, you showed extreme power when you called on the Coatl’s magic,” Priya went on. “It was reported that you could summon wind, speak to animals, and even call upon the Coatl itself when you were in danger. Have you been able to do any of that since you returned from the jungle?”

“No,” Shinji admitted. That day, when he had used the full extent of the Coatl’s magic, felt like a dream now. “But I haven’t really been in any danger,” he joked. “Maybe I need a bunch of Hightower agents, real Hightower agents, not coatracks on wheels, chasing me down to be able to use it again.”

Priya’s frown deepened. “That is what we are trying to prevent,” she told him firmly. “You have an untested magic that, left uncontrolled, can be very dangerous to you and the people around you. Learning how to harness it is vital.” She sighed, tapping her fingers on the table beside her. “Clearly, the methods we’ve been trying are not working. Which is why I’ve called for a specialist to help.”

A specialist? Like he had some sort of mysterious disease no one had ever seen before? “No,” Shinji said. “I’m fine. I don’t need a specialist; I can figure this out on my own.”

“We’ve got this, Priya,” Oliver broke in at the same time.

“I said I would help him get a handle on this magic, and I will. We just need a little time.”

“Unfortunately, Oliver, time is what we do not have.” Priya walked around the table to pick up a folder, holding it up somberly. Shinji could see the word Classified written in large red letters along the top. Priya paused a moment, gazing at the folder, before turning back to Oliver.

“Have you ever heard of the Natia people?” she asked.

The ex-pirate frowned. “Vaguely,” he replied. “They were a lost civilization that supposedly lived somewhere in the Polynesian Triangle of the South Pacific. But no one has ever found evidence that the Natia actually existed, other than a few vague references here and there. There are even a couple seafaring legends that their island moves or is hidden by a constant fog that never goes away.”

Priya nodded. “Yes. The location of the Natia’s island, and the Natia people themselves, has never been discovered. But…” She raised the folder. “Recently, I received word that a shipwreck has been discovered in a remote section of the Polynesian Triangle. According to my contacts, that ship might be carrying several artifacts belonging to a lost civilization, possibly the Natia.”

Oliver straightened, a flash of excitement crossing his features. “Well, that is something,” he said. “The Natia have been nothing but rumor and legend until now. Nothing but ghosts.”

“Yes,” Priya agreed. “If we could discover something about them, something real and concrete, we could share their existence with the rest of the world. They wouldn’t be ghosts any longer. However, there is one small problem.”

For just a moment, her gaze flicked to Lucy. It was only a split-second glance, but Shinji caught it. And he knew what she was going to say next.

“Hightower has also gotten wind of the shipwreck,” Priya said, making Lucy’s lips tighten. “And we can be sure that they will be looking to claim it and whatever treasures they find. We cannot allow that to happen. Hightower would simply sell or collect the artifacts, and whatever we could learn about the Natia would be lost forever.”

“Yeah,” Lucy chimed in. She sounded disgusted, but it was directed at Hightower, not at the people in the room. “That sounds like them.”

Priya gave her an approving nod. “Given this information, we have no time to waste. Hightower could already have a head start on us. I know you are determined to help Shinji, Oliver, but you are our most experienced member when it comes to shipwrecks and underwater extractions. Captain Mano of the Seas the Day has specifically requested your presence for this mission. You leave for the South Pacific tonight.”

“Mano?” Oliver snorted, and a wide grin crossed his face. “That scurvy walrus is still at it, huh? Why am I not

surprised?” Glancing at Shinji, he sobered. “What about the kid?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said a new voice behind them. Shinji saw Oliver tense, fingers tightening around his cane. “I’ll be taking extra good care of our young guardian.”


[image: ]

A woman stood in the doorway, beaming a bright smile as she peered into the room. Shinji had never seen her before, but by the way Zoe gasped and Oliver’s eyes widened, the Society members recognized her. She was almost painfully thin, with jet-black hair pulled into a messy bun, and wore a bright sea-green coat. A large red umbrella, thankfully closed, was clutched in one hand, though there hadn’t been any rain for weeks.

“Hello there!” she called, raising the umbrella in greeting. “Sorry I’m late. There were a few complications with the plane before we took off. Nothing serious—I’m here now!”

On the couch, Kali jerked up with a grunt. Seeing the

newcomer, she gave a happy bellow and rolled onto the floor. With a huff, she started loping across the room. Shinji knew from experience that a bear tackle was imminent, and hoped Kali’s overenthusiastic greeting wouldn’t break the thin woman in half.

To his surprise, the woman laughed, waving cheerfully at the three hundred pounds of bear lumbering toward her. “Hello, Kali!” she called, sticking her free hand into the pocket of her long coat. “Yes, I have something for you! I wouldn’t forget my favorite Ursus americanus.” She pulled out a peppermint stick that was nearly a foot long, holding it high above her head. “Sit!”

Kali skidded to a halt a mere two feet away. With a grunt, she plopped into a sit, nose twitching as she gazed up at the candy. “That’s my adorable elite predator,” the woman crooned, handing her the stick. Kali snatched the peppermint in her jaws and turned, snuffling happily, to waddle back to the couch.

Impressed, Shinji leaned in toward Lucy and whispered, “I gotta try that.”

“Phoebe?” Oliver sounded surprised, and not entirely happy about the sudden arrival. “What are you doing here?”

“I called her,” Priya said, stepping around the table. “Shinji, Lucy, this is Phoebe Mystic. She and her family have been part of the Society of Explorers and Adventurers for a very long time. She has advanced degrees in philosophy, anthropology, kinesiology, world mythology, and juggling.”

“You can have an advanced degree in juggling?” Lucy whispered.

“She has also studied ancient magic, yoga, and meditation with some of the world’s finest practitioners,” Priya continued. “Phoebe was kind enough to travel all the way from Tokyo to help Shinji better understand his magic.”

“Phoebe is your specialist?” Oliver asked incredulously, but Phoebe was already bounding into the room, coat flapping behind her, that beaming smile directed fully at Shinji.

“And this must be Mr. Takahashi!” Coming right up to him, she stuck the umbrella in the crook of her elbow and thrust a dainty hand out before her. “Shinji Takahashi, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. We of the Eastern chapter house have heard all about your exciting adventures with Hightower and the font. Imagine seeing the legendary Coatl with your own eyes…Oh!” She gave a dreamy, dramatic sigh. “I can only hope to be so fortunate one day.”

“Yeah. Fortunate.” Uncertain, Shinji glanced at Oliver, who rolled his eyes. Not wanting to seem rude or awkward, Shinji grasped the offered hand, and the woman’s fingers immediately clamped over his like a vise. He jumped as the smiling woman pulled his arm forward and turned it over, revealing the tattoo of the Coatl right above his wrist.

“There it is,” Phoebe whispered, staring at the winged serpent with wide eyes. “The mark of the Coatl. Oh, it’s even more beautiful than I imagined. Interesting that the wings are gold instead of rainbow colored like in the

common renditions of the myth. Very interesting.” She traced the sweeping golden wings with a painted teal nail, causing goose bumps to creep up his arm. Gritting his teeth, Shinji tried pulling back, but her grip was like steel. “So, given that the Coatl was referred to as a god of wind, among other things,” Phoebe muttered, completely absorbed in her study of his tattoo, “I’m thinking we’ll have to take a more…creative approach in unlocking this magic. Something whimsical and free-flowing. Perhaps we’ll start with some simple meditation to control one’s breath.…”

Meditation? Nope, not happening. Shinji finally managed to pull his arm free. “Thanks,” he began, taking a rather large step back, “but I don’t need a specialist. I’m doing fine.” He nodded at Oliver, who watched them with a dark expression. “Oliver has been helping me, and everything is going great. I really don’t need anything else.”

Lucy gave him a slight frown, knowing he wasn’t really telling the truth. He wasn’t “fine,” and things—at least concerning his magic—were not “great.” But Shinji trusted Oliver a lot more than this so-called specialist. And he really did not want to spend the next few days in boring meditation while learning how to breathe properly. The magic was his, and the Coatl had chosen him; he had to figure it out on his own.

“Oh?” Unperturbed by this news, Phoebe glanced up at Oliver. “Well, that is wonderful to hear,” she said, “but now

I’m confused. I thought Mr. Ocean had been called away on a very important mission for the Society this week.”

“He has,” Priya said with a stern look at Oliver. “A very important mission. He departs tonight, in fact.”

Oliver met Priya’s glower for only a moment, then sighed. “Yeah,” he said, giving Shinji an apologetic look. “Sorry, kid. I gotta go. As much as I want to help you conquer your magic, this mission is important. The Natia people have been nothing but myth for decades. Finding concrete evidence of their culture and ways of life would be a massive discovery. Besides”—he smirked, returning to his swaggering, ex-pirate self—“I’d rather be tied to an anchor and tossed in with a school of starving barracuda than let Hightower beat us to this ship. Mano is a great captain but a terrible strategist. He’s going to need a retired scoundrel to outmaneuver a corporation like Hightower.”

“Take me with you, then,” Shinji offered. “I’m part of SEA now, right? And I’ve lived most of my life on a ship. I can help.”

Oliver scratched the back of his neck with the golden parrot beak. “Look, kid,” he began, “you know me. Personally, I’d have no problems taking you along, but I don’t think that’s an option.” He shot a glance at Phoebe. “We all have a mission, and yours is to get a handle on your guardian powers. Your new teacher isn’t going to let you go traipsing off to the South Pacific in search of sunken treasure.”

“Why not?” Phoebe asked, surprising them all. “In fact, I think that sounds like a fabulous idea!”

Priya blinked. Clearly, she had not been expecting this, either. “Phoebe,” she said, “are you sure? Shinji might be a member of the Society, but he is still just a boy. It would be safer to keep him here while he is under your tutelage. Oliver is an accomplished adventurer, but this mission might bring him into contact with Hightower. It could be dangerous for Shinji to be on that ship.”

“Exactly!” Phoebe jabbed a finger at the ceiling. “When dealing with magic and mystical powers, I’ve found that they are often triggered when there is something exciting going on. Danger and adventure seem to draw them to the surface much faster than, well, silence and boredom. So, it would actually benefit Shinji to be a part of this mission, rather than sitting in an ordinary classroom trying to tap into his powers. If this trip is not extremely hazardous, I see no problems with letting Shinji accompany Mr. Ocean. A fun adventure might be just the thing he needs for his magic to show itself.”

Shinji felt a swell of hope and glanced expectantly at Priya. “See?” he said. “That’s perfect, then. Oliver will still be there to help, and I can concentrate on learning magic.”

To his surprise, it wasn’t Priya who gave a long, extended breath at the suggestion, but Oliver. “A Mystic aboard a ship,” he muttered. “I’m not sure Mano is going to go for that. He still doesn’t allow bananas on board because he thinks they’re bad luck. The kid might be better off here.”

Betrayed, Shinji gave Oliver an incredulous look, but Priya held up her hand.

“Leave that to me,” she said. “I’ll talk to Mano and work something out, if…” She glanced at Phoebe again. “You really think bringing Shinji along will help him learn to control his magic?”

“I do!” Phoebe said enthusiastically. “Trust me, nothing awakens mysterious powers better than going on an adventure. Like walking into a dragon’s lair in North Wales smelling of fish. Be sure to have fire-resistant pants on if you do—little life advice there.”

“What about me?”

This was from Lucy. Shinji had nearly forgotten about her and felt a tiny prick of guilt when she stepped forward. She had been with them for so long, he’d just assumed she was coming, too.

“Oh, of course Miss Frost should come as well,” Phoebe stated loudly. “She’s the other half of the daring duo, after all. Having a familiar element around will also help Shinji when he is trying to tap into his powers. Besides,” Phoebe went on, still smiling at Lucy, “I heard all about your exploits in Mexico, Miss Frost. Bravo, standing up to Hightower like that. Shinji is very lucky to have you as a friend. Of course, you will accompany us on our important mission, right, Mr. Ocean? Another hand on deck never hurt.”

“No arguments here,” the ex-pirate said, tipping his cane at Lucy. “She’s always welcome on my ship.”

Lucy’s smile made Shinji weirdly proud. The Hightower Corporation was the bitter enemy of the Society, believing in completely opposite ideals. While SEA tried to preserve the land, cultures, and wonders of the world, Hightower only wanted to exploit and use them for their own gain. Lucy’s full name was Lucy Frost, and she was a direct descendant of Harrison Hightower the Third, the founder of the Hightower Corporation. Her father, Gideon Frost, currently ran the entire company.

When Oliver first met Lucy, he didn’t trust her at all. He thought she might be a Hightower spy. Lucy had to prove herself to him and everyone in the Society that she wasn’t working for Hightower, that she hated them and everything they stood for. She had earned Oliver’s trust, and even more, she had earned his respect. That was saying something.

Priya looked like she might be regretting calling on Phoebe, but she sighed. “Very well,” she said after a moment, “if you really think it will help Shinji, then I suppose I will allow it. On one condition,” she added quickly, and darted a fierce glare at Oliver. “I am trusting you with the well-being of our two youngest members, Oliver. Their safety is going to be your number one priority. I do not want to hear about having to drag them out of a smuggler’s den, or off a kidnapper’s boat, or from the bottom of the ocean. If things

become too dangerous, you will send these two back to the Society immediately, is that clear?”

As Oliver assured her that they would be fine, Lucy looked at Shinji and gave him a triumphant smile. He grinned back, but mixed feelings swirled inside him. He was happy that he’d be going on this important mission with Lucy and Oliver. He was happy to be doing something about his magic. He just wished Phoebe wasn’t coming along to peer over his shoulder the entire way.

And, deep inside, he was worried. The Coatl had chosen him to carry the power of the font, but…what if it had chosen wrong? What if Shinji was just no good at being a guardian and screwed everything up?

“Wonderful!” Phoebe clapped her hands together. “It’s all decided, then. This is so exciting! Oh, I should get my bags, shouldn’t I? Be right back!”

She started to bound off, but then a rumble went through the floor, like a mini earthquake. On the couch, Kali sat up with a growl of alarm as spiderweb cracks appeared in the ceiling above Priya’s desk. There was a sudden, deafening crunch as part of the ceiling came loose, and the miniature chandelier attached to it abruptly plunged toward them. Oliver yanked Lucy and Shinji out of the way as the glass fixture smashed to the carpet, where Phoebe had been standing moments before. Tiny crystals flew everywhere, peppering the carpet and walls, and Shinji’s heart nearly lodged itself in his throat.

In the stunned silence, Oliver shook his head. “And there it is,” he said dryly. “The Mystic curse is still alive and well, I see. Mano is going to be so thrilled to have you aboard.”

Mystic curse? Shinji blinked. Had Phoebe been cursed? Before all this happened, before Shinji had even known about the Society, he thought he had been cursed by the Coatl statue. It was this supposed curse that caused him and the others to venture deep into the Mexican jungle, searching for the Coatl’s temple, to return what had been stolen. Shinji’s curse turned out to be fake, but he knew that real curses existed. Had Phoebe angered something or touched an artifact she wasn’t supposed to?

“Oh dear.” Phoebe gazed up at the ceiling. Bits of plaster floated to the ground from the hole left behind, ruining the mural’s image of a Pegasus. Plaster dust had settled in her hair, turning it gray. “Don’t worry,” she announced, pivoting back to the table. “I can pay for that. At least it wasn’t a one-of-a-kind eighteenth-century Ming vase like last time. Um…” She gazed down at the shattered crystals inches from her toes. “Do you have a broom anywhere?”

Priya was pressing two fingers to her forehead. “It’s fine, Phoebe,” she said, forcing a smile as she lowered her hand. “I’ll take care of it. You just…go to your quarters and relax.” Without breaking anything else was the unspoken request.

“Of course,” Phoebe said genially. “I need to do a bit of study on ancient Mesoamerican practices, anyway. No need to show me the guest room; I remember where it is.” She

bounced to the door, shedding plaster dust as she did, but paused and smiled broadly at Shinji from the frame. “Our first adventure together, Shinji,” she announced, raising her umbrella like a conductor’s baton. “This is going to be great!”

Shinji was pretty sure she was the only one who thought that.


[image: ]

Back in his dorm room, Shinji dragged the suitcase the Society had given him out from under his bed and plopped it open on the mattress. His mind was spinning so much that he could hardly concentrate on what he needed to pack.

Another adventure. Another mission with SEA. Only this time, instead of trying to find the Coatl’s temple to return a statue to the font, they had to find a sunken ship that held the ancient artifacts of a lost culture. And they had to reach it before Hightower got there first.

Also, Phoebe Mystic would be there, to “help” him learn to control his guardian powers.

Shinji clenched his jaw. He wished he could make them all understand. The Coatl had chosen him, but more important, Shinji had accepted the mantle of the guardian. Which meant it was up to him to figure his magic out. If he couldn’t learn how to control his own magic himself, he would be a failure as a guardian. He didn’t need help, especially from someone who seemed to be cursed herself.

As he was tossing clothes and other necessities into his suitcase, his phone vibrated. Pulling it from his pocket, he stared at the screen, seeing a new text had come through.

Hey Shinji. Having fun here in New Zealand but it is C.O.L.D. Hope you’re enjoying your classes and not giving SEA any trouble. Wish you were here.

The text also came with a picture of a slender Asian woman in an enormous puffy coat, waving to him against a backdrop of snowdrifts taller than her head.

Aunt Yui. Shinji grimaced. His legal guardian had been worried about leaving him with the Society while she went on a business trip to see an old friend. Shinji had urged her to go, insisting he would be fine. Aunt Yui was very understanding, but if she knew he was going on a mission for the Society, and that the nefarious Hightower corporation could be involved, she might be worried enough to come home. She might even forbid him from going in the first place. Shinji didn’t want that to happen, so after some quick thinking, he texted back:

Hey Aunt Yui. No troubles here. Me and Lucy are going on a field trip to the SOUTH PACIFIC with Oliver tomorrow. I’ll order a fruity drink with a tiny umbrella for you. Enjoy your snow.

He added a sun emoji, a palm tree, and an ocean wave before sending the text off with a grin. A few minutes later, his phone buzzed a second time.

Not jealous was all it said, next to the sobbing emoji. With a smile, Shinji stuck the phone in his pocket and continued packing.

As he was tossing in the last of his socks, there was a knock on his door, and Lucy poked her head in.

“Hey,” Lucy greeted, coming into the room. “Are you done?”

“Almost,” Shinji grunted, forcing the lid of the suitcase closed and zipping it shut. The clothes he’d stuffed in would have fit better if he’d folded them beforehand, but who had time for that? Grabbing the handle, he heaved the suitcase off the bed and set it on the floor before turning to Lucy. “There. I’m finished. You?”

She snorted. “Not even close. I’m still choosing what shirts I’m going to wear for the next week. Plus, I need to figure out what’s going in my emergency kit. So far, I have bandages, mosquito repellent, disinfectant, and hand sanitizer. Can you think of anything else?”

“The kitchen sink?” Shinji smirked. “You know, there’s this thing called ‘traveling light’ that’s really popular these days.”

“I like to be prepared.” As she glanced at Shinji’s suitcase, her nose scrunched up. “And at least none of my clothes are going to be a wrinkled lump of nasty when I take them out again.”

He shrugged. Wrinkled clothes never bothered him, though Aunt Yui would sigh in exasperation if he wore a shirt for more than three days. “Did you need something?” he asked Lucy.

“Yes,” Lucy said. “I lent you a book a couple weeks ago. On the different mythologies around the world. Remember? Did you ever read it?”

“Not really,” Shinji admitted. It was a massive tome that could break his toes if he dropped it on them. “I meant to. But I kept
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