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      Jade Evergreen sighed with relief and returned her lockpicks to her backpack. She brushed back her wavy red hair from the glasses in front of her green eyes and pulled out a pair of flashlights, and handed one to Catherine. Slowly, Jade swung the door open and peered inside. The interior of the arcade was dark and still. Even the windows along Belmont let in very little light, mostly blocked, as they were by game cabinets.

      “Let’s go,” Jade said, “and be careful with your light.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Catherine said. “This ain’t my first time.”

      They made their way inside, and Jade shut the door behind them. Stardust was larger than she expected, and it was crammed full of game cabinets alongside several pinball machines, arranged in snaking aisles that tried to make as much of the modest space as they could. With everything powered off, finding Polybius in here would have to be a matter of going cabinet to cabinet until they stumbled across it.

      As they made their way down the first aisle, their flashlights held low and out of view of the windows to the street, Catherine spoke softly in the darkness.

      “So, what are we gonna do when we find this thing?”

      “I don’t really know yet,” Jade said. “I guess we try to look the cabinet over and see if there’s anything strange about it.”

      “Strange like how?”

      Jade shook her head. “If I knew that, I’d already know what to do.”

      Games and pinball machines passed beneath Jade’s flashlight beam, decorated with all sorts of artwork to tempt the eye of potential players. Some she’d heard of, and some were completely new to her; she’d never spent much time around arcades, and she was now realizing how varied it was.

      For a moment, she wondered if Polybius was a myth, just some kind of ghost story passed from student to student.

      And then, she saw it.

      Polybius sat in a corner at the back of the arcade, ever so slightly isolated, as if the other cabinets were afraid of it. It was in many ways the least-decorated cabinet in the room, which had the effect of making it look more mysterious, even creepy. The cabinet was solid black, the only decorations being a double stripe of ghostly cyan along its side and the word POLYBIUS on the front, the title in blocky lettering. A minimal set of controls sat on the shelf beneath the screen, just a joystick and a few buttons, with two coin slots beneath that.

      It was very real, but what was it?

      “There’s our mystery game,” Catherine said.

      Jade stared at Polybius for a few moments longer. Something felt strange about it, a sensation that was also oddly familiar, in a discomforting way.

      “Let’s check it out, but be careful,” Jade said.

      “You aren’t scared of that thing, are you?” Catherine asked. Jade noticed the tension in her voice; it sounded less like a tease and more like a genuine question.

      “I don’t trust it,” Jade said, “so I don’t want to let it surprise us.”

      She and Catherine approached the cabinet and shined their flashlights on it. There was one more detail on the front of the unit, small enough that Jade hadn’t noticed it before: the words Sinneslöschen Inc. written above the coin slots. She’d never heard of any company called Sinneslöschen before. Still, it was something, so she pulled out her notebook and wrote it down.

      “What are we lookin’ for, anyway?” Catherine asked.

      “I’m not really sure,” Jade said. “Anything that looks suspicious, I guess?”

      “Do you see anything like that?”

      “Hmm. Not yet. Let’s see if we can pull it away from the wall a little.”

      Jade and Catherine grasped the sides of the cabinet and pulled. It was surprisingly heavy, but with some effort, they were able to pull it back enough to move around behind it.

      At first glance, the back of the cabinet was even less interesting than the front: a single sheet of particle board spray-painted black, without so much as a manufacturer’s label. She sighed and let the beam of her flashlight drift down, and then she suddenly understood why the device felt so heavy.

      The particleboard stopped two thirds of the way down the cabinet; the final third gleamed at her in the flashlight beam. It was some kind of heavy, solid-looking metal, painted black to match the rest of the cabinet. The metal was secured with thick, industrial-sized bolts. A trio of heavy power cables snaked out of a port at the bottom of the cabinet and ran over toward the wall before disappearing behind the next set of games.

      Most curious of all was a rectangular hatch in the center of the metal panel. It featured a cylindrical lock unlike anything Jade had ever seen before. In the center of the lock, a small crystal glowed dimly in the darkness of the arcade.

      Across from her, peering down from the other side of the cabinet, Catherine let out a long, low whistle. “Whatcha make of this? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Me neither,” Jade said. “One thing’s for sure: This isn’t any normal arcade game.”

      “Even I can see that,” Catherine said.

      Jade studied the heavy metal section some more. “If this thing can really mess with people’s heads, I bet whatever is inside there is what does it.”

      Catherine shook her head. “I’d believe this thing can do anything, and that’s kinda scary.”

      “It is. Also …” Jade trailed off.

      Catherine looked at her curiously. “What?”

      “It makes me feel weird.” A shiver went up Jade’s spine. “Like, physically weird. Like it knows something in me.”

      “Jade, that’s kinda freaky.”

      Jade nodded. “I know. I need to know what’s in there.”

      Catherine shined her light on the strange cylindrical lock. “I’m not sure even you can pick that thing.”

      Jade studied the lock more intently and reached out to touch it. As her hand neared the cylinder, she felt a warm sensation, and it all came into focus in her mind.

      “What is it?” Catherine asked. “You just kinda stopped.”

      “I think it’s a magic lock,” Jade said. “I feel it. Hold on.”

      Jade laid her hand on the lock cylinder and concentrated. The feeling of magica was even more intense, and as she focused on it, a surge of power built up in her hand. A moment later, with a small flash of green light, the cylinder rotated with a heavy clack.

      “Be careful,” Catherine said. It almost sounded like she was concerned about more than the lock.

      “Don’t worry,” Jade murmured as she gingerly pulled on the metal latch.

      After a few tugs, the hatch popped open. She swung it down, and a sickly cyan glow poured out of the interior of the cabinet. She exchanged a nervous glance with Catherine, and then leaned down to peer inside the cabinet.

      A cluster of glowing crystals mounted to a box of electronic parts sat in the middle of the cabinet, connected by bundles of wires to dozens of circuit boards, and to one of those thick power cables on the outside. Jade recognized the crystals immediately; they looked like the ones in her guitar. Not exactly the same, but pretty close. The ones in her guitar sparkled clean and clear, like faceted jewels. These looked hazy, their glow dull and clouded.

      A set of lenses was mounted above the crystals, aimed up toward the game cabinet’s screen. Whatever this strange crystal device was for, the entirety of Polybius appeared to be built around it.

      Catherine was already reaching the same conclusions as Jade. “What the heck? That looks like⁠—”

      “Yeah, it does,” Jade said. “Whoever this Sinneslöschen is, they’ve got a lot to answer for.”

      She wondered if any of these components could be removed; if she could get a better look at them, they might reveal something important. The natural place to start was the crystal device in the center, so she slowly reached her hand inside the cabinet to take hold of it.

      Just before her fingers could grasp the device, a loud, repeating beep sounded from a speaker somewhere in the depths of the cabinet. A moment later, the internals of Polybius lit up with power and activity. Jade yanked her hand out and fell back onto her butt, surprised by the sudden activation of the cabinet.

      “Hey, you okay?” Catherine asked, also stepping back from the now-running game cabinet.

      “I’m okay,” Jade said. “It must have some kind of alarm on it!”

      “That’s probably not good, huh?”

      “Probably not! Whoever’s running this thing might know we’re here!”

      Catherine ran around toward the front of the cabinet. “Did the whole thing turn on? Or was it just…”

      She trailed off, and for several long moments, Jade didn’t think anything of it. She recomposed herself and got back up on her knees as she peered back inside the cabinet.

      “I wonder if we can just pull the power, or if this thing’s set off an alarm somewhere else,” Jade said. “What do you think I should do?”

      Catherine didn’t answer, so Jade called out again.

      “Cathy? You okay? I asked if you think I should try to pull the power cables?”

      Silence. Slowly, a new dread crept up inside Jade, and she stood and walked around toward the front of the cabinet.

      What she saw there made her freeze.

      Catherine was staring directly into the screen of Polybius, her eyes glassy and vacant. A tiny bit of saliva beaded up in the corner of her slack mouth. Cyan and white light bathed her in swirling flashes and patterns as the sound of the game blasted out into the room.

      Jade’s breath caught in her throat and her heart raced. No. No, no, no! This can’t be happening!

      She ran to Catherine’s side and tugged on her arm. “Cathy? Cathy? Come on, snap out of it! Stop looking at it!”

      Catherine didn’t respond. She kept gazing into the screen, growing more and more empty-looking by the second. Her body had locked up, fighting Jade’s pulls with leaden weight.

      Jade’s stomach turned, and her legs went so weak that she felt as if she might collapse.

      This is all my fault.

      Panic roiled inside her, cold and clammy. In desperation, she gave Catherine’s arm a tremendous pull. This, finally, snapped Catherine away from the cabinet. The pair toppled over backward, and Catherine fell into Jade’s arms.

      “Cathy! Cathy, come on, wake up!” Jade shouted as she cradled Catherine and stroked her face, trying to think of anything she could do to wake her up. Catherine simply laid there, blank and empty, though Jade could at least tell she was alive from her slow and steady breathing.

      Jade looked back up at the cabinet, still blasting out some kind of wild pattern of light from its screen. The thought occurred to her that maybe, if she could understand what it was doing and then deactivate or destroy the cabinet, she might free Catherine from its grasp; gently, she laid Catherine down on the floor, got back up, and approached Polybius.

      She knew the game was dangerous, but there was little choice left. As the screen came into view, she chanced a look into it, hoping that her magical abilities would let her break away from it if she felt it trying to take her over.

      Curiously, she didn’t feel anything happening. She walked closer and allowed herself to stare directly into the screen, and the mystery deepened.

      Polybius looked to be playing itself. A little ship, represented by a blocky white triangle, blasted away at similarly blocky enemies as it flew through and around a series of patterns and shapes. Jade wondered if this was some sort of protection against tampering; if someone messed with the cabinet, it could subdue them with the brainwashing effects.

      Except Jade wasn’t feeling brainwashed at all. Instead, she felt something else, something instantly recognizable.

      Magica.

      Behind the mesmerizing graphical patterns, the screen was blasting out an absolutely ridiculous amount of magical energy. She could sense it in her mind, attempting to erase things, capture her, feed her new thoughts. It was as if the Maidensong had inoculated her against this kind of magical virus.

      The feeling was different from the power she was used to; where the magic of the Maidensong was beautiful and melodic, this was crude and atonal, a raw beam of magic drilling into the brain of whoever played the game. It truly felt like magica wielded by somebody with no understanding of how magica actually worked.

      In that instant of realization, the components inside the cabinet and the multiple power cables made a kind of sense to her. There was a tremendous amount of technology inside Polybius, all designed to blast energy into those crystals and feed the magica out through the screen. She wondered if the game’s mind control abilities were simply what the crystals did when shot indiscriminately full of power. But who would want to try that in the first place? And why blast regular people?

      Power. If she yanked those cables from the wall, she could turn it off and break the magical beam.

      She ran around to the back of the cabinet and followed the trio of power cables. They disappeared behind more game cabinets, and she grabbed each one in her way and shoved them away from the wall as she followed the path of the cables to their destination.

      Unfortunately, the cables disappeared into a heavy metal box mounted to the wall, their connections hidden inside. The cables themselves were also were massive, with silver mesh armoring much of their length. Whoever had built Polybius, and whoever had installed it, did not intend to let their precious mind control game get tampered with.

      Jade stood there, trying her best to control the panic in her as she weighed her options. There had to be some way to shut this thing off. She was so consumed by the problem that she almost didn’t notice the air in the room turning chilly, until a wind whipped up around her out of nowhere.

      Jade spun around. Tendrils of black mist snaked past her, carried on that impossible wind. The mist swirled around in an ever-tightening vortex, gradually forming a humanoid shape.

      Along with the mist, Jade could sense a tremendous surge of magica. This was not her own, nor the crude atonal energy of Polybius. It was cold, sinister, but also accomplished, melodic, even beautiful in its own way. It rattled Jade to her core. She tensed, like a prey animal catching a whiff of a predator.

      A woman’s voice, dark and alluring and utterly confident, echoed out of thin air. There was no escaping it; it seemed to emanate from every corner of the empty arcade.

      “What sad, rudimentary display is this?”

      Jade ran back over and kneeled at Catherine’s side as she looked around and tried to determine the source of the voice. “Come out and show yourself!”

      “I do not accept demands from lesser beings,” the mysterious voice said, “but I will reveal myself to demonstrate my superiority!”

      The tendrils solidified, and from them emerged a woman of some species that was decidedly not human. She towered over the cabinets; by Jade’s eye, she must have been at least seven feet tall, her height emphasized by the regal way she carried herself. Her skin was an elegant gray, like a shark. It showcased a form that was curvaceous and toned, an embodiment of whatever power she drew upon. Her ears were elven, long and pointed, and framed a face marked by turquoise eyes, an imperious nose, and smirking lips that wore black lipstick. Turquoise hair puffed up from her head and cascaded down the long black dress she wore, a dress that clung to her shape and was slit high, revealing both of her thighs.

      In her right hand, she held a staff as tall as she was. It was made of dark wood, burnished until it gleamed, and topped by a golden sigil of geometric rings and inky black crystals.

      Jade had never seen anything like this woman, and it pinged some deep-down terror inside her. She knew instantly that this being was as dangerous as she was striking. Sweat beaded up on Jade’s forehead, and a very real part of her screamed at her to run away as her heart pounded.

      But she couldn’t run, not with Catherine in trouble. That wasn’t an option, so she buried the fear, as deep as she could, and willed herself to stay.

      The woman looked down at Jade, regarding her with visible disdain. “Does this satisfy your curiosity, child?”

      Jade’s blood turned to ice at the sound of her voice. Every muscle in her body strained against her, begging to flee.

      She swallowed, and tried to slow her breathing.

      “No!” she eventually answered, her voice shakier than she’d hoped. She forced herself to summon a bit more confidence, and tried again. “I want a name!”

      The woman chuckled. “Perhaps introductions are in order. You, dear girl, find yourself in the presence of the seventh-generation diviner of the twelfth-dimensional House of Marelia. The keeper of the arcane dark arts of the Undertow. Life-sworn wielder of the Staff of Sorrows. The one, and only, Cosmic Sorceress Makula!”

      Jade’s stomach turned as she realized how out of her depth she now was. This was no possessed deck of cards or mindless slime monster. The aura of power this Sorceress Makula exuded was undeniable. Jade’s situation was instantly a million times worse than it had been moments before, and her mind raced as she tried to think of what to do next.

      Maybe she could buy some time to think.

      “Did you do this?” Jade asked.

      “Did I do what, exactly?” Makula shot back.

      “This!” Jade shouted, as she pointed back at Polybius. She felt tears building up in her eyes, but she didn’t slow down. “Did you make this thing? Did you brainwash all those kids? Did you hurt Catherine?”

      Makula looked at Polybius, and Catherine’s motionless body, then back at Jade. She laughed. “Child, your babbling makes no sense. I would not craft such mediocre magica.”

      Jade was overwhelmed, gripped by panic for Catherine and deeply scared of what Makula might do, but somehow she knew the sorceress wasn’t lying. Every note of magica that surged around Makula felt refined and precise, completely unlike the ragged and blunt Polybius magica.

      “Alright, then who did?” Jade asked.

      Makula stepped closer. “How am I to know? I have been tracking this pathetic, reckless use of magica across the dimensions, seeking to put whoever unleashed it back in their proper place. This species of yours is out of its depth! I will set this right, and I will go through your pathetic frame to do so, if I must!”

      “That thing has been hurting innocent people, taking their minds,” Jade said. “If you destroy it, what’s going to happen to them?”

      “It has already taken victims?” Makula asked. “Well, then, they would die, I assume. I’m not especially concerned about a handful of inferior, non-magical beings.”

      “You’re not even going to try to help them?”

      “Why go to the effort, when grinding that device into dust would be so much simpler?”

      Makula’s callous disregard for the game’s victims made Jade boil inside, her fear sparking into anger.

      “That’s despicable,” Jade said, glaring back at the sorceress. “How could you let all those people die? They haven’t done anything wrong!” Her eyes glanced down at Catherine’s mesmerized body, and she took a deep breath, stood up, and stared Makula down. “Only a monster would hurt people like that. And…I’m going to punish you for it!”

      “You?” Makula laughed. “You? What could you do to a being of such magnificence as myself? What power could you possibly wield that would be anywhere near my own?”

      Jade wiped her eyes behind her glasses and raised her right hand skyward. “Let me show you!”

      With a flash of magical light, a microphone laced with glittering green crystals materialized in her hand. She lowered it to her mouth and shouted the phrase the song had taught her that first day it had called to her when she’d been reawakened as her new self.

      “Maidensong harmony power…go live!”

      In the span of a heartbeat, her body shined, engulfed in radiant light. Magical energy swirled around her and lifted her off the floor of the arcade. Suspended in the air, she slowly twirled as her street clothes vanished, piece by piece, shattering into glowing shards that flew off her body. Ribbons of green magica flowed across her, wrapped her up, and left a new outfit in their wake.

      A silky white blouse formed on her torso, with billowing ruffles cascading down the chest, secured in the center by an emerald crystal. Joining it was a dark green skirt with wide pleats that hung down to her mid thigh. Matching boots with wide cuffs materialized on her feet, reaching up to her knees. A long jade coat with golden braided epaulets, like something a 19th century naval officer would have worn, draped down her chest, fastened in place with gold buttons.

      Her hair lengthened and swooped to the side, piled high atop her head and flowing down in a torrent of radiant auburn. Behind her glasses, a streak of dark emerald makeup splashed across her eyes, and glistening earrings popped into existence on her earlobes.

      She touched back down on the floor of the arcade with a solid thump of her boots. The sensations of magica were familiar to her now, and she embraced them fully. The Maidensong’s power surged into her body from the cosmos itself, chasing away fear and doubt. Whatever Sorceress Makula’s fearsome abilities might be, Jade had her own. As the magical whirlwind faded around her, she stood up straight and tall, pointed at Makula, and shouted the final words of her transformation.

      “I am a guardian of song and heart! Agent of malevolence, be silenced by the song of Jade Evergreen!”

      The sorceress stared back at her, and after a moment, smiled broadly. “How fascinating! It would appear there are humans who have connected with true magica again! Even if it is still through a shaper as pedestrian as the Maidensong.”

      That was strange; what did Makula mean by “connected with true magica again”? Not that it changed Jade’s immediate job.

      “I’m connected to it, alright,” Jade said, “and I’m gonna use it to teach you a lesson!”

      Makula pointed the tip of her staff in Jade’s direction and laughed. “Try it if you wish, and let us see if those words will mark your grave!”

      The tip of the staff glowed with intense energy. Jade realized she’d perhaps been a little hasty diving straight into combat, but there was nothing to be done about now. First things first: Get Catherine out of harm’s way.

      She hefted Catherine’s hypnotized form up in her arms, spun around, and took off running in the direction of the arcade manager’s office, zigzagging as best she could. A blast of magica arced out of Makula’s staff and sizzled past her, slamming into a nearby pinball machine and blowing it into a thousand pieces. Jade didn’t dare look back; once Catherine was relatively safe, she could face Makula properly.

      Her muscles burned as she pushed herself harder, flying toward the manager’s office at top speed. No time to slow down now. She braced herself, shielded Catherine, and smashed straight into the door with her shoulder. Her magical girl strength blew the door off its hinges, sending a shower of splinters into the room. She slid to an emergency stop before she crashed into the office’s far wall.

      She chanced a look back. As she expected, Makula was closing the distance. Jade set Catherine’s body down on the floor behind the manager’s desk. She reached out and touched her cheek, then took a deep breath and stood up.

      Time to be a hero.

      She strode back out of the office, directly into the path of the angry sorceress.

      “Running will not help you, girl,” Makula said, charging her staff for another attack. “You must fight or perish!”

      Jade smiled back at her and nodded. “Okay. Deal!”

      She summoned her guitar into her hands. It materialized from a cloud of sparkling energy, its strings replaced with six glowing strands of magica.

      Makula fired, and Jade rang out a chord. A wave of magica rolled out of the guitar and shot across the room at Makula and into the sorceress’s blast. The shot from the staff deflected up into the ceiling, and the rest of Jade’s wave crashed into Makula and knocked her back across the arcade floor.

      After steadying herself, Makula grinned back at Jade. “That is more like it, human! You’re actually giving me something to fight!”

      “If you like that,” Jade said, “get a taste of this!”

      She fretted a chord and held her guitar out by the neck with her left hand. With her right, she ran her fingertips across the strands. They crackled with energy as she pulled them back. An arrow of glittering emerald magica slid out of the aether, nestled in the strands.

      She smirked, took aim, and loosed the arrow at Makula.

      It sliced through the air, trailing sparkles in its wake. The arrow shot straight for Makula’s chest. The sorceress, however, was faster than Jade expected.

      Makula held up her free hand. With an intense flash of energy, a glowing disc of intricate geometric sigils appeared at her palm. A split second later, Jade’s arrow crashed into this sigil disc. A blast of green exploded from the arrowhead and shoved back against Makula’s shield. While the sigils protected her from the magical explosion, it didn’t stop the force. Makula flew back into a row of game cabinets and groaned as her body smashed the wooden frames to bits.

      The sorceress scrambled back to her feet and shot an angry glare at Jade. “Very well, child. I’m done holding back!”

      Makula whipped her arm and swung her staff around. A long arc of energy sliced out of it from it across the room.

      The attack was simply too fast and too big to dodge.

      Searing force slammed into Jade’s chest. The the percussive shockwave that followed knocked her back across the room and she smashed into a pinball table. The machine crumpled, sending glass shards flying up all around her. She gasped, the wind knocked from her lungs as she crashed to the floor atop a mangled pile of pinball components.

      The world spun. She shoved her way up from the mess and wiped the debris from her face. A trickle of blood rolled down her forehead and streaked her hand.

      Makula was upon her in seconds. “As I suspected! You put up a decent fight, but you are no match for a true master.” She gestured over at the Polybius cabinet. “Now, I shall put you down, then deal with that crude mockery of magica.”

      Jade raced for a solution, anything that could stop the inevitable—and then, she felt something under her right hand. Something cold, metallic, and round.

      “I might not be a master of magica,” she shot back, “but I am a pinball wizard!”

      With every ounce of her remaining strength, Jade hurled the metal ball at Makula’s grip on her staff. Her aim was true, and the ball cracked into the sorceress’s hand.

      Makula shrieked, and the staff flew out of her grasp. It smacked the floor on the other side of the room and clattered away, out of sight.

      That was just the surprise she needed. Jade scrambled to her feet and brought her guitar up. She nocked another magical arrow, aimed at Makula’s leg, and let it fly. The arrow stabbed into Makula’s shin with a flash of magica and knocked her to the floor as she shrieked in pain.

      Jade wasn’t about to let the advantage slip away. She forced her battered body up and ran over to Makula before the sorceress could stand. She fretted a new chord on the guitar and pulled back the energy strings. A trio of arrows shimmered into existence, aimed directly at Makula’s face.

      “Don’t even think about moving,” Jade said.

      “Oh, well done,” Makula said. “Color me impressed, girl.”

      Jade pulled back her ethereal strings a little more. “I’m not just a girl. I’m a magical girl.”

      Makula laughed. “Before you loose those arrows, magical girl, you might want to consider what you’re about to do.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jade asked, eyeing her suspiciously.

      “I’m simply saying that I can help you.”

      “Help me? You’ve been trying to kill me!”

      Makula shrugged. “Clearly an incorrect decision on my part. You’ve shown you’re at least slightly more clever than the non-magical nobodies that inhabit this worthless dimension. And you still have to help one of those unremarkable little people, don’t you?”

      “Stop trying to get inside my head,” Jade said.

      “I’m just trying to make you think, magical girl. Your little companion lying in that room over there is in real danger. And I can sense that you’re worried.”

      “Shut up!”

      Makula grinned. “Yes, that’s it, isn’t it? You care for that poor wretched thing.”

      “She’s my … friend,” Jade said, quieter than she meant to. “You were going to let her die. You were going to let all of them die!”

      Makula shrugged. “And now I’m not. That has to count for something.”

      “Hardly,” Jade muttered.

      “The fact is,” Makula purred, “only I know how to save them.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “How to save her.”

      Jade had no reason to trust this Sorceress Makula, but she was out of options.

      “Talk,” Jade said, “and do it quickly.”
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      My hands flew across the keys of my purple Korg keytar’s angular body. Sweat rolled down my forehead and the band’s amplifiers roared from the back of the stage. Cass and I locked eyes, our solos intertwined and snarling, her twist-out hair bobbing with every beat.

      To my left, Nova attacked her drum kit. Her arms were a blur as she rolled through her toms and snare. Her foot smashed the kick drum pedal.

      Hana thumped the beat on her bass. She raised her leg and planted her boot on the top of Nova’s kick drum. Her ponytail swayed as she bobbed her head and unleashed her megawatt grin on Nova.

      The pent-up energy of the crowd was palpable in the air of the Daedalus Theater. As we came to the final notes of our last encore, I waited for that energy’s release.

      To my right, Sara spun as she rang out thick, overdriven chords on her guitar. As she twirled to face the crowd, she reared back and banged her head and torso. The final chord rang out, and Nova crashed down on her kit and brought the song to a stop.

      The final notes hung over the room, quickly drowned out as the crowd of twelve hundred people erupted in cheers, screams, and applause. I looked across the stage, completely overwhelmed. There were so many people here.

      And then, for a moment, my head spun.

      In that instant, I saw a memory of the cosmos. The faces of every magical girl who had ever existed and would ever exist. Limitless dimensions and world lines stretching out into corners of existence that nobody had ever seen before. The grand universal torrent of magica that connected it all yet lay beyond the reach of most people.

      The room pulled away from me, and I felt as though I were falling into creation.

      Four weeks ago, I’d seen everything in the span of a heartbeat. Flashes of that moment had danced across my mind in the days since Magica Riot saved the world, but they’d never been this intense.

      The energy of our performance tonight must have turned up the dial. I’d unlocked the true powers of magical girls, but as far as I could tell, nobody else had experienced what I had. They felt the surge of magica from the Maidensong that day, but they hadn’t gotten my cosmic revelation. That was something I had to carry alone.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with that.

      Before the moment could overwhelm me, I forced myself to slow my breathing and look away from the crowd. My focus shifted to Sara. She glanced over her shoulder and grinned at me, then turned back to the audience.

      “Thank you, friends!” she shouted into her microphone, still catching her breath as sweat dampened her short red hair. “We have been Magica Riot! Be good to each other! We love you, Portland!”

      I glanced from her to Cass, Hana, and Nova, and we exchanged nods. With a moment’s concentration, we called upon our magica to send our instruments back to the aetheric plane, drawing another wave of cheers and gasps from people in the crowd.

      As we headed toward the stage access door, Nova gave me a nudge.

      “I’m so flammin’ glad I don’t gotta pack up a dang drum kit ever again! We shoulda gone public as magical girls way sooner!”

      I laughed. “All the other drummers out there are going to be jealous.”

      “Maybe,” Nova shrugged, “but they don’t gotta fight monsters, so I figure it’s a fair trade!”

      I reached the stage door and opened it for her. As she walked through, Hana caught up and smiled at her.

      “You’d rather fight monsters than lug around a drum kit?” Hana asked.

      Nova nodded. “Fightin’ creeps is way more fun!”

      “I suppose you’ve got a point,” Hana giggled.

      As our rhythm section exited the stage, Cass walked up and I held the door open for her.

      “How are you doing after all that?” she asked. “Gotta be the biggest rush on stage you’ve had so far.”

      “I was nervous, yeah, but I feel great,” I said, honestly. “I’m not used to seeing so many eyes on me, but that was a blast.”

      Cass grinned. “That’s what I like to hear! I’m glad you’re feeling it. Me, I haven’t played a show that good in a long time!”

      She walked through the door and off stage, and finally, Sara followed. As she passed me, she gave me a smile, though I couldn’t help but notice the tears in her eyes.

      I knew she had to be full of complicated emotions right now. Tonight was Magica Riot’s biggest musical triumph in two years. It was also the first show since we had all discovered that Sara’s girlfriend, Iris, wasn’t actually dead. Even though Iris was alive, she was still being occupied by the entity known as Bloom.

      The same Bloom who had disappeared with Iris’s body and mind after we saved the world.

      To come so close to having the love of your life back only to feel her slip away again for some unknown period of time? It was entirely understandable that Sara would be delicate right now.

      I stepped through the stage door and let it close behind me, muffling the crowd. Nova, Hana, and Cass were headed for the green room, but Sara stood there by the door, waiting for me.

      “You did great, Claire,” she said. “I needed to tell you that.”

      “That means a lot coming from you,” I said. “Are you okay? I saw⁠—”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” she said. “It’s just been a long time since we had a show go that well. Takes me back, y’know?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I hope I did justice to Iris’s parts.”

      “Without a doubt,” Sara said. “You two are different, but you’re both good at what you do in your own ways. You learned to be your own magical girl, and you became your own musician, too.”

      “Aw, thank you. Maybe Iris can tell me that herself one day, if everything goes well.”

      She sighed. “I hope so.” Then, she re-centered herself and motioned in the direction of the green room. “Let’s go finish up. The others would never forgive us for skipping out on the victory party.”

      We made our way down the creaky wood hallway to the green room. The moment I stepped through the door, a pair of warm arms wrapped me up and held me tight.

      My girlfriend—and Magica Riot’s new band manager—Hazel Hoffman gave me a kiss, then broke away and beamed at me. “You all did great! Did you hear that crowd? They were eating it up!”

      On the other side of the small room, Hikari Tomori, our new computer expert, nodded imperceptibly. They brushed their cyan hair away from the glasses in front of their amber eyes, and the faintest hint of a smile flashed across their face. When they spoke, it was in their usual monotone mumble. “For sure for sure you executed the maximum amount of rock allowed by physics and perhaps even a little more considering the magical nature of things I doubt anybody out there was disappointed in the quantity or quality of said rock.”

      “Yeah, the Magica Riot family’s back on top, and I flammin’ love it!” Nova shouted as she toweled off the sweat from her face. She draped the towel across her shoulders beneath her twintail hair, ran over, and put her arm around me, squeezing so tightly that I worried I might crack a rib. “And Claire cutie’s finally got a real show to be proud of!”

      “I still can’t believe I got through it,” I said, “but it feels good, yeah! Even if the stage fright was a little rough.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Hazel said, “you’ll have plenty of other opportunities to work on that stage fright! I’ve actually got a surprise for you girls that I didn’t want to tell you about until after the show tonight, because I didn’t want to add even more anxiety.”

      From the back of the room, our team commander, the tough former rancher Meredith McCoy, let out a hearty laugh. “It’s been a pain keepin’ this from y’all, but I promised I wouldn’t spoil the big news.”

      “Well, don’t keep us hanging,” Cass said. “Let’s hear it!”

      Hazel stepped to the center of the room, cleared her throat, and grinned. “Magica Riot’s the most famous band on Earth now, right?”

      “That’s right,” Hana said. “At least, for now, while we’re the only public magical girls.”

      “Exactly,” Hazel nodded, “and you just played your biggest show so far, yeah?”

      “Right …” Cass said.

      “So what’s the next step?” Hazel asked. “What’s bigger in Portland than the Clarion Room and the Daedalus Theater?”

      “Well, there’s the Schnitzer, and the Keller,” Sara said.

      “Yeah, aren’t those, like, twenty-five hundred seats? Three thousand?” I asked.

      Hazel’s grin broadened. “You need to think bigger! Way bigger!”

      Nova made the connection first. “Wait a flammin’ minute, babe! You ain’t talkin’ about⁠—”

      “I am,” Hazel said. “What do you girls think about playing the Rose Garden Arena?”

      The room went quiet for a moment before Cass spoke again. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m very serious,” Hazel said. “I’d been working on something at the Keller, but it was tracking to sell out so fast, the promoter and I worked out a chance to move it to the arena instead. You girls are hot now.”

      “How long do we have?” Sara asked.

      “A month,” Hazel said. “Short notice for something like that, but it’s all about the numbers. There’s that much demand to see the magical girl band that saved Portland.”

      “That makes sense,” Hana said. “We showed the world that literal magic exists. That’s bound to pique some curiosity!”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “That’s incredible, Haze. A little terrifying, but incredible.”

      “You girls are ready for it,” Hazel said. “You’re Magica Riot. This isn’t even close to the most impossible thing you’ve done!”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Cass laughed.

      The commander walked over and stood beside Hazel. “Now understand, the final say’s up to you girls. We want y’all to be comfortable with this. If you think you’re ready, though, this’ll be the biggest thing you’ve ever done, musically speakin’ of course. And it’ll give us some major income on top of what the Alliance spends on us. Always good to have some breathing room.”

      Sara looked to each of us. “What does everybody think?”

      “Don’t gotta twist my arm, babe,” Nova said. “You couldn’t keep me off that stage!”

      “I agree with Nova,” Hana said. “It’s a wonderful opportunity!”

      Cass nodded. “No way I’d miss this, boss.”

      Sara’s attention fell to me. “And how about you, Claire?”

      It would have been a lie to say I wasn’t nervous about the idea. Twelve hundred people was one thing; if I walked onto a stage with fifteen or twenty thousand watching me, would I even be able to move? Would I remember to breathe? Would I have to transform into Riot Purple just to summon up enough courage?

      On the other hand, it would be an amazing opportunity for the band, and after I’d made myself step up as a magical girl, I really didn’t want to let them down as a performer. I took a deep breath, exhaled, and spoke.

      “I think we should do it. Not saying it won’t be a lot of work, but I think it’s worth it.”

      “Yeah?” Sara asked.

      “Yeah. Everybody’s right. It’s a huge chance to show the world who we really are again. We’re magical girls, but we’re also people.”

      Hana nodded. “A very important thing to show.”

      “That settles it, then,” Sara said. “I feel the same way. Commander, Hazel … let’s go for it.”

      “Yes!” Hazel exclaimed, pumping her fist. “You girls are going to do great!”

      Hikari perked up from their laptop again and nodded. “For sure and I can’t wait to get my hands on that arena’s sound system do you know the kind of power one of those things puts out think about the possibilities think about all the laws of decency I can break with my engineering skills I’m gonna make you girls sound like a magical thunderstorm it’s gonna be truly awe-inspiring and frightening and maybe even a little bit horny but you know in an auditory sense.”

      “See, it’s even got the Hikari seal of approval,” Nova said. “It’s gonna be a big cutie crew party!”

      “I’ll start finalizing everything tomorrow,” Hazel said.

      Cass grabbed her bag from the floor and motioned for the exit. “Alright! I say we go have ourselves a celebration.”

      “I agree with that,” Hana said. “Mom and Dad said they’d keep a private table open for us at the restaurant, if we wanted one.”

      “Sounds perfect,” Sara said. “What do you say, Claire?”

      I smiled. “Yeah. I could use some food. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, we all hopped back into Vancent Price, the dark-gray extended-length 1993 Dodge van that had been transporting magical girls since the days of Portland’s original protector, Jade Evergreen, and had seen more than his fair share of action.

      I settled into the plush bench seat, upholstered in what I could only describe as “bordello red” cloth, and enjoyed the happy, warm combination of a full stomach and Hazel snuggled up against me. The sensation was pleasantly domestic, and I let my mind wander to thoughts of many happy days to come as Sara drove us around and dropped people off.

      “Okay, here we are,” Sara said, breaking my train of thought as she pulled Vancent up to the curb. “Hazel, does this look right?”

      “Yeah, that’s my apartment over there,” Hazel said. “Thanks!”

      I slid over and opened Vancent’s double side doors, and stepped out to make room for Hazel as she exited. She took my hand, gave it a squeeze, and looked in my eyes.

      “You okay?” she asked. “You seemed a little quiet.”

      I nodded. “I’m okay, yeah. Just having nice daydreams, I guess.”

      “What a coincidence,” she said. “So was I.” She leaned closer. “I’m so proud of you. You got through that show, and you did great.”

      “Aw,” I blushed, “thanks, Haze. It felt good to finally do it.”

      “I’ll bet,” she said. She grinned and gave my hand another squeeze. “You know, if you’re too tired to go the rest of the way to your apartment, you could just crash here.”

      I laughed and protested instinctively. “Oh, you don’t have to do that, Haze. I know you’re tired, too. I’ll just head home. I should check on my apartment, anyway.”

      Hazel gave me an odd look and nodded. “Okay! We’ll see.” She smiled, leaned in, and kissed my cheek. “Goodnight, Claire.”

      I managed to croak out a “goodnight” as she turned to head up to her apartment. I returned to the van, only to find the rest of the band blocking the side doorway, giving me disappointed looks.

      “Claire, what are you doing?” Cass asked.

      “Um, going home?” I replied, as if I were unsteadily answering a teacher after being called on in class.

      “Is that really the best course of action here?” Hana asked.

      “I mean, that’s where my bed is,” I said.

      Cass shook her head. “Claire. I ask again, what are you doing? Get up there and celebrate with her!”

      “Didn’t we already do that?” I asked.

      “Celebrate,” Cass repeated.

      Slowly, realization crept up on me. “Oh. Oh!”

      Sara laughed. “You’re such a useless lesbian. It’s impressive.”

      “I just didn’t want to bother her!” I protested.

      “Pretty sure she’s already bothered, if ya get my drift, babe,” Nova said.

      Cass grabbed the doors to pull them shut. “Go have fun, alright?”

      “Consider it an order,” Sara added.

      “Understood,” I said, already feeling the redness in my cheeks. “Thanks.”

      Hana giggled. “Goodnight, Claire!”

      Satisfied that I’d been thoroughly educated, Cass closed the doors. Sara shifted Vancent into gear and pulled away from the curb. I stood there for a moment, more than a little embarrassed, before I turned and dashed up toward the steps to Hazel’s apartment.

      She was waiting for me by her door, her green eyes sparkling mischievously behind her shaggy blonde hair. “Mmhm. Thought so!”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said, nervously rubbing the back of my neck. “I’m not so good at picking up on things.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll just have to make my signals a little more obvious!”

      Before I could say anything else, she took my hand, pulled me close, and kissed my lips. Her kiss was warm and needful, and I felt my nerves melting away instantly.

      With her lips on mine, she reached back with her free hand, opened her apartment door, and guided me inside. As the door shut, she broke our kiss, locked the door, and turned her gaze back to me.

      She grinned. “C’mon, rock star. Let’s really celebrate.”

      Her hands moved slowly and with purpose, taking me and guiding me toward her bedroom. Like every moment with Hazel since I’d come out, it felt exactly right. She made me feel safe and desired and cared for in ways I hadn’t thought possible.

      I closed my eyes, even as I felt joyful tears well up in them. Hazel fit me so well that it was hard to believe we hadn’t been together for years. And, for a moment, I had the thought that I could see myself living like this, together with her, every single day. Maybe that was something we could talk about sometime.

      For now, though, there was this moment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, we made a slow, giggly breakfast together, and then it was back to business. Hazel had a meeting scheduled with the promoters about ticket prices, and I actually did need to check on my apartment.

      I left her place and walked to the nearest Cycleburg station, where I grabbed an e-bike and set off for my apartment in Northeast, off Sandy Boulevard. The morning sky was cloudless and boldly blue, contrasting off the green of the trees passing overhead as I followed bike lanes and routes north across Burnside and into my part of town.

      The whole way north, I felt like I was flying. That warmth from the night before carried over so effortlessly into the morning after. Spending time with Hazel—whether it was carefree or that happily harried time when we both had to be responsible adults—was so right. I’d found somebody who truly cared about me for who I really was, somebody who, despite my cluelessness, I cared about just as deeply.

      It was so easy to imagine moving in with Hazel, or her moving in with me. Just making this us, with no asterisks. The thought made me feel fuzzy, and a huge grin broke across my face.

      I pedaled faster, and laughed out loud to the city that had given me a life that was so much better than I’d ever dared to dream.

      In short order, I reached my neighborhood. After stowing the bike at the nearest dock and walking the rest of the way to my apartment, I climbed the stairs and walked to my door, where I found an agitated figure trying to open the lock. I yelped, falling hard as I stumbled back.

      All of this noise drew the attention of my mysterious guest, and as they turned around, I caught a better look at their long violet hair and their disheveled, but strangely familiar, clothes. They faced me and gazed down with unearthly red eyes and a wild expression, and I finally realized who it was.

      “Bloom?!”
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      There was no mistaking her: Menagerie Bloom, former leader of a trio of corrupted consciousnesses occupying the bodies of magical girls, who had very nearly unleashed Mistress Rennia and unspeakable ruin upon the world. After an unexpected impact with Vancent Price that woke up Iris’s mind inside her, Bloom had grown a conscience and betrayed her sisters to help Magica Riot prevent that global cataclysm.

      Now, she stood outside my apartment door, looking like a stray cat.

      “Claire,” she said, attempting to affect the theatrical voice she’d always used, but sounding weak and shaky. “I see you do actually return to your home. I was beginning to think you had taken up permanent residence in that drab underground tin can of yours!”

      “Bloom, what the hell are you doing here? I thought you’d vanished to go figure yourself out.”

      She grumbled. “Are you aware that your grotesquery of a society requires currency to obtain even basic necessities?”

      The thought of Bloom being turned loose in America with no money hadn’t occurred to me before. I clamped my hands over my mouth.

      “Oh shit, you didn’t have any money,” I whispered between my fingers.

      “Precisely,” Bloom muttered. She stumbled forward, straddling me and leaning in closer. “It pains me to ask a magical girl for assistance,” she said, chewing on the words like drywall, “but I require some things. A chance to bathe. Water. Food. Something called ‘hormones.’ And … to talk about the next steps for me and this accursed do-gooder sharing my physical form.”

      “Bloom, I⁠—”

      “Claire, I am starving,” she said. “We can talk once I’m not on death’s door, okay?”
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        * * *

      

      I brought Bloom inside and let her take a shower, telling her to take her time. While she cleaned up, I decided I needed to put together a meal for her. I wasn’t exactly a professional chef, but I could feed somebody. The only question was with what?

      My first obstacle was the basic matter of supplies. I’d been spending a lot of time with Hazel at her place, and as a consequence I’d let my grocery shopping atrophy a bit. I dug through my cabinets and the fridge, pulling together as much as I could. I hoped to get around my lack of knowledge about Bloom’s tastes through sheer variety.

      Some things were easy. I poured her a bowl of cereal, opened a bag of chips, gathered up some fruit that was still fresh, and threw together a quick sandwich. What if she needed more, though? I had some leftover rice that I’d made, so I brought it back to life and tossed some instant teriyaki noodles over it, along with some shredded cabbage that was still good.

      It all looked pretty solid. It’d help her, which was the important thing. I was feeling rather proud of myself until a thought occurred: What about allergies? Did Iris’s body have any? Would Bloom even know about them? What if I made her sick, and I⁠—

      The sound of the bathroom door opening kicked me out of my anxiety spiral.

      Bloom emerged from the bathroom wearing my bathrobe, her hair wet, looking significantly more clean and calm than before.

      “Feel better?” I asked.

      “Mmph,” she mumbled as she walked over to my couch and sat down. “From the smells in here, am I correct to assume you prepared food?”

      “I did, yeah,” I said as I brought the various offerings to the coffee table and laid them out for her, along with a pitcher of water and a glass. “I made a bunch of stuff, just to cover all the bases. Not that I had too much in the kitchen. Um, anyway, please, go on and eat.”

      She looked over the offerings, nodded silently, and dove in with ravenous energy.

      I sat in a chair across from her as she guzzled the water and inhaled the food I’d set before her. Some minutes of furious eating followed before either of us spoke.

      “So, um, is it good?” I asked.

      She paused, and considered the question. “I do not know. It could be vile. I have no idea what I like yet.”

      A defense of my modest cooking skills flared up inside me. “What do you mean vile?”

      “No matter,” she said with a dismissive wave as she looked up at me and swallowed a bite of cereal. “I got quite some distance from your city before I realized I was experiencing an entirely new set of sensations. Apparently, Mistress Rennia’s magica had frozen the biological processes of this body, so that it could serve the singular purpose of enacting her will.”

      “That means you never had to eat?”

      “No eating, drinking, sleeping,” she nodded, “none of the complicating factors of your human existence.”

      “I guess that explains how you and Burst and Blaze could be so dedicated to the cause.”

      “Precisely,” she continued. “When Rennia was sealed away, the magica broke and those urges slowly returned. I do not know what food or drink I enjoy. I suppose I could call this food inoffensive, if I must.”

      “That’s a start. If anything stands out to you, I can get you more of it.”

      Bloom frowned and stared deeply at the plates and bowls before her, and pointed at the cereal. “If pressed, I would say these crisped orbs bolster my dark heart.”

      “So you want more Peanut Butter Crunchlins?”

      She nodded. “If you wish to express it in more pedestrian terms, yes.”

      “I can do that,” I grinned. I got up, retrieved the box from the kitchen, and refilled her bowl before I sat back down. “So, um, where have you been while you’ve been dealing with these new needs?”

      “I went northwest,” she said, “until I found myself in a place called Astoria, sleeping on rooftops and stealing stale bread from a bakery to survive. And, I would like to add, feeling awful about it, thanks to this damned conscience festering in me.”

      “I don’t think you need to feel bad about stealing food to live,” I said as I reached over and refilled her glass from my water filter pitcher.

      She frowned. “Not all of the people I have encountered on my travels would agree with you. Your society and its rules are terribly complex, and quite often infuriatingly nonsensical!”

      I nodded. “You aren’t wrong. You mentioned Iris’s conscience. Does that mean she’s alright? What does she think of all this? I remember when she popped up before, it caused you a lot of pain.”

      “She is dealing with things surprisingly well, considering the circumstances. She’s very much still alive. In fact, she’s getting stronger inside me by the day. And I no longer experience the distress I did when she became active before. I believe that was a side effect of Rennia’s magica. With that gone, Iris is free to be as quiet or loud as she likes. That does mean she and I are a bit blurrier than before.” She sighed. “This has all become rather complicated.”

      “Become complicated? Wasn’t it that way before?”

      “As Iris grows stronger, things in here—” she tapped the side of her head “—become more noisy. Indistinct. The wall between our consciousnesses becomes more permeable, and I experience more of her mind as if it were my own. And all the while, I’m trying to figure out what I even am now.”

      “How’s that been going?”

      She sighed. “Menagerie Bloom was a remorseless agent of chaos. Bloom, the creature before you, is a blend of that being and Iris Carr. Or perhaps she’s a creature colored by Iris. It is hard to explain.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That sounds like a lot to get used to.”

      She nodded. “Indeed. My sense of self is a mess, Claire.”

      “I know how that feels,” I said. I sat back and nodded. “How can we help?”

      Bloom leaned closer to me. “I want out. I want my own body. I want to be free of this confusing existence. And with Rennia gone, well, you magical girls are my best option, as loathe as I am to admit it.”

      “I know we’ll do anything we can.” I sat forward again and looked Bloom in her eyes. “You know that means going back to the Vault and meeting with everybody. Um, are you okay with that? You didn’t seem to be last time you were around Sara.”

      Bloom frowned. “I expect it will be awkward, yes, but I have nowhere else to go. Perhaps it makes me weak, but that is my situation.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not weak to ask for help. And helping’s what magical girls do. I might still technically be the new girl, but I know that much.”

      Bloom laughed and rolled her eyes. “Corny as always.” She
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