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Chapter One



I never believed turning into a giant monster could happen to me. I’m the last person anyone would suspect of transforming into a beast of uninhibited rage and destruction, which is why I got away with it.

Also, most people would assume that a day that starts with breaking your foot would be a bad day.

My history teacher saw me hesitate in front of the classroom door, and asked “Mirabelle, are you alright?”

A seething torrent of anger boiled within me, bilious and chaotic, and from that festering acid I summoned every ounce of violence and malice in my body to respond, “I’ll be fine, Mr. Tome. I just need to sit down for a moment.”

Sigh.

I was born with three superpowers. The power everyone can see at a glance is that I am made of glass, with the ears and tail of a cat. Woe and alas, for this means I weigh more than the force required to crack myself.

Pulling myself with care up onto the edge of my teacher’s desk, I unbuttoned my padded shoe. Yes, there in the glittery crystal of the sole of my foot ran a thin, jagged line.

The second of my powers is common knowledge. Removing my right glove, I let warmth rise within me. My body cast rainbow spots around the walls as I slid a finger across the wound. The stabbing pain disappeared.

Mr. Tome hovered around me, the avatar of kindness and responsibility and ill-fitting suits, casting about for something to say. Instead, my third, secret superpower activated, and the hallway outside his classroom exploded.

“Dig! Smash!” screamed a shadow that hulked within the dust of broken brickwork. Other people screamed without words. The students screaming in excitement would be the ones whose parents were superheroes or supervillains. One might say Upper High is infested with those.

Enough dust cleared to reveal a beast only loosely shaped like a man, with armored red plates upon its back, a heavy tail, and claws that dragged the ground. The monster panted for breath, staring at nothing, until passion seized it abruptly once more. With a gurgling roar, it tore a radiator from the wall and slammed its head against the twisted metal. The radiator broke first.

About that third power. Somewhere, my older brother, Entropy, was locked in an epic battle of good versus evil. He would be the evil side. What only he and I knew was that when he strained his bad luck powers, the backlash echoed through me, making something strange and unlikely happen.

“Wait, is that Dan?” asked a girl on the other side of the monster, who was still honing his face bludgeoning technique.

“That can’t be Dan. Dan wouldn’t hurt a fly,” argued a boy.

“Those are his claws. Very distinctive claws. Unmistakable in their size and digging potential,” said the girl.

A third voice intervened, rapt with awe and horror. “Is he eating that radiator?”

Denial’s chosen champion steered back to topic. “Dan’s had his power for three years. Do you seriously expect me to believe that because his cake came out flat in Home ec class, he turned into that thing and decided to take his fury… out… on… uh, hi, Dan. Tasty heating coil, huh?”

Taking measured steps to the door, I called out, “It’s not his fault!” Of course, I couldn’t tell them whose fault it actually was. “Superpower growth spurts can cause rage episodes.”

“Rage?” asked a new voice. An oh so familiar voice. It belonged to Marcia, one of my dearest friends and the last person I wanted to show up at a time like this.

Marcia demonstrated why I didn’t want her here by snarling in unholy glee, “If it’s a contest of rage, I’m ready to go.”

Dan turned clumsily to face this challenger, his oversized tail and its bladed scales ripping out another section of wall.

“Wait!” I shouted, in dire hope that I could yet prevent anyone from coming to harm.

The second to last person I wanted to show up yelped, “Mirabelle!?”

Oh, Will, more gentleman suitor than boyfriend. Please don’t—

He did. Dust whirled as my red-haired admirer dashed with super speed past the monster to save me, ducking right under one of its brawny arms. If only he’d ducked under both brawny arms. At least Dan hit him in the gut with the radiator, not his claws. The impact sent Will sailing back into the crowd with a thump that made me wince in sympathy, but no blood was spilled.

No more dillydally. This could only get worse if I didn’t act. Holding up my hand, I set my healing power burning through my nonexistent veins, radiating from my crystal skin like a beacon.

The light show caught everyone’s attention, including Dan’s. He swung a wide, heavy-muzzled face to stare at me with small, black, inhuman eyes.

Of all skills, I had practiced gentle movement the most. Slipping off my hat, I added my shining face and hair to the glow. Sparkling rainbows weaved over everything as I took soft step after soft step toward my transformed classmate. I held my palm up, an invitation and a request.

Dan wasn’t a small boy. Transformed, he was as big as an adult football player. He watched, silent and still, as I closed the last few feet to bring us together. My lights held no hypnotic power. I trusted in a lifetime of being small and fragile and unthreatening not to spook his addled mind.

My fingers touched his chin. I slid them around his cheek, taking care not to scratch myself on his scales. The most delicate of touches was enough to release my power into him. He had no breaks to put back together, but I had heard no shortage of times how pleasant and relaxing my power felt. It soothed the beast in Dan like a massage.

In truth, my power to heal is no radiation. It remains part of me as it extends, giving me hints of the shape and hardness of superhumanly dense muscles in Dan’s plated body. Angry energy crackled through his spine but eased at the comfort I gave him.

Hark, but that anger felt most peculiar, like a spike of pain. I followed that pain as if it were my own, fingers sliding around Dan’s shoulders, across his chest, and up to the joint of his collarbones. There I found something that resisted my power, pushing me out and scalding my fingers.

Truly scalding. Touching that hard, jagged shape hurt, but let’s be honest: I suffered worse than burned fingers every day. Closing my fist over the object, I yanked it free of Dan’s scales.

He roared. He backhanded me, sending me flying back through the door of Mr. Tome’s class. I curled up into a ball, wrapping my tail around my waist and closing my fists, waiting for the pain when I hit the wall.

Please don’t let anything break off. That hurts worse than anything.

I hit and fell heavily to the floor.

And yet… nothing hurt. Nothing hurt at all.

Dizzy from the relief at not being a pile of shattered parts, I rolled up into a sitting position and called out, “I am fine! Take care of Dan!”

Marcia stepped into the door, all wild black hair, gleaming lopsided smile, and badly rumpled clothes. Her expensive silk blouse was missing two buttons today. She gave me a searching look that gave lie to her demented expression. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I am, indeed. I need only a moment to recover,” I assured her.

Marcia shrugged. “You heard the lady. Get. OUT!” Grabbing Mr. Tome, who was starting to unfreeze from his own panic, she hauled the teacher out of his own classroom and stood in the door to block off a well-meaning stampede.

I flexed my fingers. Intact. I wiggled my whiskers. They hadn’t broken off, and practically anything breaks my whiskers, which is why they were so short most people didn’t know I had them. Reaching back, I slid my fingers over the curves of my hair. Not a chip out of place.

“That was my doing,” said a lugubrious man’s — no, boy’s voice.

Looking down in my lap, I got my first good look at the artifact I’d pulled from Dan’s chest. It resembled a thorn of red crystal, jagged at the base and on one side. Bloody red light stirred like slime inside its shell.

The voice returned, sly and flirty. “Invulnerability. Power. Right now I can offer you only a few seconds, girl of glass, but if you help me gather my other pieces, we can make that permanent.”

“Indeed,” I non-answered, distracted by the fiddly effort of reaching back to the decorative bow on the back of my dress.

Drawling with smug confidence, the boy’s voice chided, “I’ve touched your heart, Mirabelle. You’re pretending. I know what you felt when you touched that monster. Not compassion. Not fear. Envy. Envy that he gets to be angry, and you never—what is that?”

I managed to free the tube-shaped cloth bag hidden in the bow and shook it open. So close to a source of magic, the silver runes embroidered across the black velvet sparkled, and the fabric began to harden.

“It’s a sealing pouch, to contain cursed objects and lock away their power from touching the world,” I answered.

“What is a fourteen-year-old girl doing with something like that?!” squealed the gem, its spectral voice cracking like a real boy’s.

Loosening the golden twine noose around the bag’s mouth, I explained, “This fourteen-year-old girl’s older brother is an evil sorcerer supervillain. I know. How strange and unlikely!”

Making sure not to touch the gemstone with my fingers, I scooped it into the bag with my skirt. Desperately, it stuttered, “W-wait! You want me! You need me! You crave what I can give you: Safety, violence, freedom!”

I nodded. “Yes, but I’m not stupid.”

Then I pulled the drawstring tight and went to lunch.
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Chapter Two



Even after a semester and a half of public school, walking into the cafeteria was an act of terror and glory. A legion of adolescents occupied one room, almost all of them in groups talking and having a good time.

Most importantly, I was part of this legion, not watching from the outside.

Will’s waving arm proved that point, from a table shared by Charlotte, Marcia, and a girl I didn’t recognize. Marcia emphasized the invitation by leveling a finger at me and jerking her thumb back to the group.

Will sat alone on one side of the table and scooted over still more to show that I should take the place next to him. He had the rangy figure common to boys with physical superpowers, lean and strong, and with his badly faded t-shirt and knee-length shorts, with hair fiery red and in wild disorder, it surprised no one ever that he was blessed with super speed. Charlotte was even thinner, with skin so dark brown it was nearly black, and hair in dozens of thin braids seat with beads. Her figure, too, exposed her nature, a natural warrior of justice, though her actual power seemed harmless—telekinetic control of those beads. One, freed from her braids, orbited a waving pinkie finger as she ate. The true warrior never lays down her blade.

If it weren’t for her pink dreadlocks and the bottles sticking everywhere out of pockets in her backpack, the last girl would be wholly unremarkable.

They were all mostly done eating, as I had arrived even later than usual. If Entropy ever found out I had class on the second floor of a building without elevators, all would rue the day. Charlotte and the pink-haired girl ate conventional lunches on trays. Will stuffed the last sandwich from a large bag into his mouth and swallowed it with barely any chewing, a slave to the hunger accompanying a power like his. Marcia sat in front of half a pile of lemons and half a pile of empty lemon rinds.

Splitting one of the lemons open with her fingers, Marcia shoved her face into it, gnawing out the pulp like a gorging beast. I chose a more delicate path, drawing a pill bottle out of my bag and swallowing the shards of quartz inside one by one.

One place at the table remained empty, so between swallows I asked, “Where is Cassie?”

Will pointed back over his shoulder, scowling. “Where else? She’s beating her head against a brick wall again.”

At the back of the cafeteria, his best friend, Cassie, with her blue-edged blonde hair and dressed as sleekly as Marcia was rumpled, sat at a table with the mousy, freckled, infamously competent Penelope Akk and the lushly beautiful, infamously corrupt Claire Lutra. Cassie seemed to be carrying the conversation, talking animatedly while Claire smirked and Penelope fiddled with her bulging clockwork wristband.

The girl with the pink dreadlocks shook her head and tsked. “Can you imagine if we could get Penny to sit with us?”

Her presence no longer ignorable, the four of us stared at her in perplexed curiosity.

She scowled, more resigned than exasperated. “I’m Magenta.”

“Oh!” we chorused, sharing a group sense of guilt. There was no point in apologizing for the thousandth time. Her second power of not being recognized must be flaring up mightily today.

Being made of glass is not the worst curse superpowers can bestow.

Now that we knew who she was again, conversation could resume. Marcia wiped her citrus-smeared face on a silk sleeve. “You can’t force someone to be social if they’re not, just like you can’t force them to love you.”

Magenta tapped her chin. “Except with a love potion. Hmmm. I’d need to start with passion fruit and those pink marshmallow cereal hearts.”

Charlotte paused drinking her carton of milk, eyes wide. “That sounds like a very bad idea.”

On the other side of Charlotte, Marcia rubbed her hands together in sudden glee. “Yes. Yes, it does. Let’s do this thing.”

Charlotte shook her head with the ferocity of a non-negotiable veto.

Marcia pouted. The pink-haired alchemist—Magenta, yes—merely shrugged, her expression blandly untroubled. “That would have been big time tough, anyway. A conjunction of souls is philosopher’s stone level.”

Will looked over at Penny’s table with a wide smirk. “Cassie would be happy with a conjunction of—”

The table banged as Marcia hit it with both fists. “What about a love spell? I needs me some romantic hijinks!”

That turned everyone’s attention back to me. A twinge of frustration stabbed me, as Will suddenly blushed and clasped his hands together, thumbs fidgeting. Oh Marcia, what hath thou wrought? For a few shining minutes, Will had forgotten who was sitting next to him and been his true self.

And for no purpose. I tucked my empty pill bottle into my satchel and shook my head. “I would not know. My magical powers are far weaker than you seem to think.”

Halting as he struggled not to stutter, Will gushed, “But your power to put things back together is amazing!”

I patted his hand. “Yes, but it makes for poor magic.”

Head tilted back, Marcia crushed a lemon in her hand, drinking the pulpy juice that fell messily into her mouth. Dropping the mangled fruit into the pile of rinds, she said, “My dad thinks magic is martial arts for energy powers and people like Magenta are lying to themselves, and he’s never been right about anything.”

“Alchemy isn’t magic, it’s chemistry with different processes,” Magenta sulked.

Gripping his knees now, Will leaned toward me with an awed smile. “You—you have so many magic books, though!”

Charlotte waved her last soggy French fry. “Yeah. Aren’t they why you’re the math queen?”

I shook my head slowly and regretfully. “Geometric circle magic is a specialized branch indeed. It’s all about manipulating space and time. My brother is trying to use it to focus his bad luck powers into lasting, specific curses.”

Marcia rubbed her hands together, flashing her crazed grin. “Circles and space manipulation, you say? Are we talking demon summoning? Please say yes.”

I lifted my chin and flicked my tail. “Not even if I could, Marcia Bradley.”

“Time manipulation?” she pleaded, jutting out her lower lip.

I shook my head again. “I could not turn a minute into fifty-nine seconds, and it would take a week to do the math.”

“Okay, but levitation is space manipulation, right?” suggested Charlotte.

I hesitated.

Marcia leaped on that, almost literally, leaning far across the table. “Levitate the table! Do it! Do it do it do it!”

Charlotte raised a finger in protest. “The table is bolted to the floor.”

Marcia leaped to her feet, taking a grip on the edge of the table with both hands. She trembled as the anger that seethed forever in her heart boiled toward the surface, anticipating freedom. “I’ll rip it loose.”

“No!” the rest of us shouted together.

Marcia scowled, still shivering. “I’ll pay for it. I’ll pay to decorate and refurnish this whole cafeteria if they’ll let me wreck the tables they’ve got now.”

That got no response. What could we say? There are some secrets that are no secret at all, merely facts so huge and weighty and strange that they can only be ignored. That Marcia Bradley was a multi-billionaire was one of those facts. That Barbara Tinsley could destroy the universe was another. What did it say that those were the two friends I cherished the most?

I took over to prevent devastation. Fishing around in my bookbag, I explained, “Guessing the measurements and doing the math in my head, I’d be lucky to raise this table an inch, but I’ll show you what the circle would look like. That will have to be enough.”

Magenta handed me a non-magic marker, and I went to work. Let’s see. How many circles? I couldn’t know without calculation, so I used two. Levitation required a lot of squares hooked together, and I could fill in the symbols by memory.

“Is there a ritual to activate it, or what?” asked Charlotte, elbows on the table as she studied the design.

I traced a gloved fingertip along the circle’s rim. “Not this style of magic. If I had the power, I would project it into the design, and the power would run around and around, producing the effect.”

The end of lunch bell rang, saving me from demands to actually try that.

Students got up with various levels of enthusiasm and headed for the doors. Marcia leaned up on her tip-toes and yelled, “Yo! Akk girl!”

Trailing Cassie and Claire, Penny circled around to us on her way to the door. She arrived with a warding hand already raised. “If this is a frenemy thing, I have to get to math class.”

Marcia’s manic grin faded into an awkward grimace and a hand flap. “I just wanted to find out, you know… the empty spot at your table this semester is kind of obvious. When’s he coming back?”

“I don’t think he is,” Penny answered, face carefully blank.

“Which is why Cassie’s trying to catch her on the rebound,” Will murmured into my hair where another girl’s ear would be.

Marcia hesitated a second, then lunged, catching Penny in an enveloping hug and lifting her up off her feet. That went on for several seconds, and then she spun around and set Penny down next to our table.

The mousy girl tugged on one of her braided pigtails, muttered, “Criminy,” and rushed out.

Smiling serenely, Claire confided, “That means ‘thank you.’”

Marcia flashed a relatively sane grin. “I know. I get Penny.”

With that, the whole group broke up. I took my finger off the magic circle and waited until the cafeteria was almost clear to get up. Getting caught in the rush would be begging for a fractured tail or hip.

Not one person had asked me about the monster attack this morning, or why I wasn’t hurt. Thank you, Marcia.
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Chapter Three



After my exciting morning, trigonometry class looked to be exceedingly bland. The vast majority of students have no powers, or have small, unobvious, practical powers like resistance to hot food burns. As Mr. Whitesbreath finished chalking up the equations to divide logarithms on the board, I took my seat next to the only other visible oddity in class: Barbara Tinsley.

Not that Barbara’s powers are usually visible, either. Barbara was obviously strange for her elaborate goth dresses, not her link to the realms of nightmare. Today she’d gone more colorful than usual, with a lot of purple in the linings and ribbons, and white petticoats. Thin purple and red stripes decorated her ink-black pageboy haircut.

She gave me a questioning, worried glance, and I whispered back, “Too much to tell you. Let’s enjoy a little normalcy.”

Barbara accepted that without question. She understood.

A third person did stand out a little bit. Penelope Akk and I were the only two ninth graders in a twelfth-grade class. This rarely mattered. After all, as nice as Penny was, Mr. Whitesbreath did the vast majority of talking.

Today, as Penny answered a question right and Whitesbreath yelled, “We have a winner!” while banging his little counter bell, something crawled onto my dress at my hip. It kept climbing, tiny but just heavy enough to feel.

I didn’t want to draw attention to it, so I waited. If it was a beetle or spider it would crawl away again. This kept moving in a steady, purposeful straight line, first up my waist and then out along the underside of my sleeve. Now I could get a glimpse: A metal bug the size of a finger joint, holding a tiny slip of rolled up paper. The robot deposited its message in my hand and crawled back down again.

Unfolded, the paper read:

Clubhouse after school

Only Penny Akk, mad scientist and daughter of a mad scientist, could have sent it.

I got back to work on the next problem, so I could get a few bell rings myself.

After an hour of honest mental labor, the school’s bell rang for final period. I let the rest of the class leave first, of course, and stepped out into the hallway just in time for a rush of wind and Will to skid to a stop next to me.

He gave me his puppy dog smile and I smiled back. We walked side by side toward my last class. Cursed with a shyness like the bonds of Tartarus Will might be, but it only reinforced how kind and sweet he is. After only a little silence I said, “Thank you for trying to save me this morning.”

Alas, poor Will. The compliment left his mouth opening and closing as though possessed by a spirit. It settled as he changed the subject. “What are you working on in Art?”

“Oh, I’m life modeling again today.”

His eyes went wide. His cheeks turned nearly scarlet. With a heroic effort I held back the urge to giggle. Pulling off a glove, I wiggled my transparent fingers in front of his face. “Hand modeling, Will.”

Since my glove was already off, and he was already embarrassed, I slid my hand into his and squeezed gently. That kept him in delirious silence until we reached the art room, down at the very end of the hall. With one final smile I took my leave of him and stepped into the studio.

At some point in the past an art teacher had decided to make a point of their creativity and lined this one room in dark wood paneling. That gave an impression of shadows even when the room was decently lit. Taking a seat on the pedestal in the middle of the room, I held up a hand so that the sunlight from the window shone through the glass. Twelfth graders hovering by easels or sitting with sketchbooks got to work.

The only teacher willing to be open about having superpowers, CR-34-T unfolded its metal body from the ceiling to murmur into my pointed ear, “Thank you again for being willing to do this, Mirabelle.”

“Thank you for letting me take a senior level class while the other freshmen are in PE,” I murmured back.

So for an hour I sat very still, moving only to sit very still in a different position when everyone was satisfied with the first. As I sat here, what was my brother doing? Nothing else that had happened today really counted as unlikely enough to be a backlash of his powers. Did that mean he was okay? Did that mean he was hurt? Or in jail?

Or dead?

Did Entropy have to push the heroes he fought so hard that they pushed back?

Time passes without relent, and sooner than I would have believed the final bell rang. School had ended for another day.

My way home waited in the art supply room. I could go check on my brother.

Penny wanted to see me. Anyway, how often did Entropy lose at all, much less get hurt? Knowing how heroes and villains got along in L.A., it was more likely he was out on a date now with whoever he’d been fighting, arguing and laughing about who’d pulled the more unfair trick.

I would go see what Penny wanted. I liked Penny, and wished I saw more of her.

That meant going across the street to Northeast West Hollywood Middle School, and around the recess ground. Not that far, really, but I took my steps carefully and crossed only with the light, ignoring the thronging jaywalkers and the twinges in my ankles crossing the recess ground’s rough asphalt.

At the far end of the recess ground is a broken door that opens onto an elevator, which I rode down to what used to be a supervillain’s lair hidden underneath the school. A dome lined in green metal formed the main room, with passages leading out like the arms of a kraken. It contained little except tools for the young mad scientists of the school. A girl named Laverne looked up from a table saw, where she’d been crafting a series of telescoping wooden tubes. A wooden pogo stick? Ah, but such oddities hurtled every day from the minds of technological superpowers. A small plastic and glass bird ran out of one doorway, sloshing with the water inside it, and ran back out another. Two seconds later, the boy Rocky chased after, arms extended.

“Hi, Mirabelle!” he shouted before disappearing.

In the middle of the room Penny and Claire waited, the former wearing her official mad scientist’s goggles, made of brown leather and brass trimming. Claire lounged behind her wearing a white skirt and blouse that set off her platinum blonde hair. Claire was the kind of girl who could lounge standing up.

Where Penelope Akk goes, there goes Claire Lutra. I could only hope for a friend so close and dedicated and fun. If mischief was afoot, Claire was surely behind it.

Penny skipped forward as I arrive, brown pigtails bouncing. She grabbed my hand in both of hers, and exclaimed, “You got my message! I’m glad you came. I saw that pattern you were drawing on the table at lunch. Did I hear right that it’s for levitation?”

Penelope Akk, a girl so wedded to technology she’d spent two months as a robot, wanted to know about magic? Caught unprepared, I stammered, “Well—yes, in theory, but it was only a crude mock-up.”

“And it goes around and around?” Penny asked, with a wild, eager smile.

“The magic does,” I admitted. My tail lashed as I noticed that Laverne, Rocky, and the bird robot had all stopped what they were doing to watch us.

Clasping her own hands together, Penny twisted around, leaning her head back and pleading theatrically, “Can I pleeeeeease ask a big favor? Can you draw one that will lift an object approximately thirty feet long and weighing five tons?”

Feeling downright lost, I pointed out, “You will never find a mage to power it.”

She cracked her knuckles. Even behind her goggles, I could see her dark eyes wide with pride and determination. “That’s my problem. Can you draw it?”

Behind Penny, Claire grinned with more feline satisfaction than either my brother or I could ever manage. She was enjoying all of this, including my discomfiture.

Not that this helped me rally. My ears tugged at my sun hat as they twitched, and my tail lashed widely. “Here? Now? Not accurately. It would require hours of calculation. Spacing of symbols and rings, how many triangles, that sort of thing.”

Leaning closer, Penny sing-songed, “I’ll make it worth your whiiiile.”

“And we’re not talking money,” added Claire with a languid head shake.

No, I knew what they were offering.

Trouble.

Adventure.

Not sitting quietly at home all evening reading.

All offered by someone I trust, rather than a blatantly evil demonic shard.

“Okay.” I was capable of no other answer.

Suddenly Claire lunged forward, forcing Penny out of the way with a push of her hip. “My turn now!” she announced gleefully.

That seemed fair, so I waited to find out what she wanted.

Pulling her phone out of her shirt, the aggressively immodest blonde pressed its buttons and then held it up for me to see.

“Check this out! A brand-new heroine named Pretty Bubbles fought the supervillain Entropy today, and somebody caught it on video!” she squealed.

Bad video, but a clumsy, shaking viewpoint lifted out from behind a counter of what looked like a jewelry store. Black suit on black fur, my feline older brother stood across from a young woman with wheat-colored hair and a bodysuit made of white foam bubbles. Entropy held out one hand contemptuously, blackness pouring out of it toward her. She met the attack with a spray of those same suds.

The bubbles won. Yes, the darkness broke them down, popping bubbles too small to see by the thousands, but there were too many. They foamed over and around the released mist, forcing it back towards Entropy.

If you knew to look, you could spot the flash in his yellow eyes. Otherwise, there was no warning and he had no obvious involvement when the ceiling split, and a water pipe sprayed down at the young heroine. Very young. Just barely college age, at best.

Despite her age, she reacted quickly. Yes, the water washed away her suds, but she skidded out of the way. As a pool quickly formed on the tile floor, patches of white bubbles raced over that surface, stampeding toward the black cat supervillain.

The video ended abruptly. Phones did not last long when my brother flexed his powers.

“Wasn’t that cool?” exclaimed Claire, her smile rapturous and the phone held to her chest like a golden treasure. “Word is he got his butt whupped.”

“I have to go,” I said. I had to go right now.

“Oh, but he wasn’t hurt or anything! He escaped!” Claire called out to my retreating back as I made for the elevator.

The dull metal platform raised me toward the street, but I could still hear Penny scolding, “Claire, why didn’t you tell her he’s fine first? Can’t you be a little considerate?”

I ran. I couldn’t run, but I hurried, walking fast, jogging as many steps as I dared. Flooding my power into my legs, I let the heat consume the constant twinges of pain, of tiny little fractures in my glass bones as my feet hit the pavement too hard.

My breath ran out before I reached the art room and I leaned against the wall and panted—but still kept moving forward, dragging my shoulder against the painted concrete.

Through the dimly lit art studio, into the cluttered and shadowy art storage room. Against one wall leaned a full-length mirror covered by a sheet. Pushing the cloth aside, I stepped through.

Walking through a mirror needed no magic, or for me to be made of glass myself. Anyone can step through a mirror. All you have to do is know how, and you learn by someone else taking you through a mirror with them. The only reason few people know the trick is because so few are willing to teach.

Thank the stars for that. The other side of mirrors is not safe. The unprepared do not come back. The prepared don’t put themselves at risk.

However, in this case magic was involved. My brother had connected this mirror directly to one at home, so that I had a safe way to get to and from school.

I stepped out into our dining room and made straight for the living room. Entropy was not here. I always knew if he was in the house. What I didn’t know was if that came as a relief or made me even more worried.

Mama sat naked on the living room carpet in front of the couch, body sparkling, legs pulled up into the lotus position, and holding a pinkie-sized crystal in her cupped hands. It glowed as she meditated.

Rarely did I mind, but after the excitement of today jealousy and resentment plucked at me. Mama spent half her time wearing nothing at all, and I had to cover myself from neck to ankles, plus a hat large enough to hide my face. That I knew why didn’t help. Mama and I could hardly be more physically different. She looked like a black silhouette decorated with stars, galaxies, and nebulae rather than body features. I was so transparent that a bare midriff presented embarrassing problems. I was fragile, and Mama practically indestructible, so good at healing herself that she had to bleed off that energy like she was doing now.

Her whisper echoed. “I sense a disturbance.”

“Mama,” I scolded her, rolling my eyes. She had told that joke more often than I could count and would keep telling it until the stars fell. Yes, she was right, but only by coincidence. Mama had no magic at all, although her fluffy tail, pointed ears, and triangular muzzle advertised at a glance that we were family.

Magical or not, she lived her life surrounded by it. Luck charms real and fake covered the walls. Horseshoes, four leaf clovers under glass, masks, dreamcatchers, crystals, and the symbols of a hundred religions decorated every surface, including patterns in the furniture upholstery. Almost all of it was fake, with no power at all.

Almost all.

I should ask her how to dispose of the cursed jewel.

Before I could, the front door slammed open.

My brother stepped inside. He looked awful. Upright, yes, with no sign of injuries except his pride, but a complete mess. His fur tangled or stood out every which way. His suit had been originally black, but now had so many pink and green stains you could hardly tell. Rather than immaculately pressed, it wrinkled and sagged in odd places. Most of all his slitted yellow cat eyes glared with wounded fury.

When he closed the door behind him, it fell out of the frame and slid down the ramp from the porch to the front walkway.

“Entropy!” Mama chided.

“I’ll get it!” I declared, hurrying forward.

“It’s too broken, sweetheart, use this,” Mama offered, holding out her glowing crystal.

Entropy couldn’t scowl worse than he already was, but his voice rasped with angry disapproval. “Mama, overloading Mirabelle for a broken door is unacceptable. Here.”

“It’s not a door if it’s ajar, kitten,” Mama reminded him.

Ignoring the pun, he held out his arm and traced a quick squiggle with a claw tip. It spread into a black geometric design, a circle very like the one I had drawn at lunch. Darkness flickered over the door, which rose into the air and back into place.

I laid my bare hands against the door frame, and pretended I wasn’t already tired as I forced my power into the door itself. Metal clattered. I felt the pins of the hinges slide home properly, and the lock’s pieces screw back together nice and tight.

My power withdrew, the heat faded, and the door remained upright.

Mama rose to her feet, looking my brother over. Her expression was never visible, but she sounded amused. “If you’re back this early—” She hesitated half a second and the amusement disappeared. Rushing over to Entropy, she plucked at his jacket, at his sides, examining him. Worried now, she asked, “Are you okay, kitten?”

Entropy growled, more high pitched than a dog but still a snarl of fury. He didn’t move, except his fists clenching at his sides.

Mama continued to pick at him, until finally she seemed satisfied and wrapped her arms around his stomach to give him a hug. Mama is short. Very short. Shorter than her fourteen-year-old daughter, and I am neither giant nor amazon. Sighing in relief, she concluded, “Well, nothing seems damaged except my little lion’s pride and his suit.”

Raising my hand, I offered, “I can fix that. Give me an hour or two to rest, first.”

Entropy’s furious yellow eyes turned to me and softened. His whole posture sagged and he gave me a weak, awkward smile with peeks of only slightly pointy teeth inside his muzzle. “I have other suits. Here, these are for you.”

From one of his stained pockets, he pulled out five sparkly little stones, holding them out in his open palm.

“Diamonds?” I asked, my voice now a faint squeak. Helpless to resist, I toddled forward and scooped them out of his hand.

Holding them, I managed to fight down my temptation and frowned. “I don’t want you to rob stores to give me treats.”

My brother waved a dismissive, black-furred hand wearing half a dozen rings. “I was there for the Heart of Vermiel.”

From a pocket inside his jacket he pulled out a large pink gemstone, jaggedly edged, which looked very, very like the one in a sealing bag hidden in my bow right now. So, another reason not to tell my brother. I would not be responsible for uniting two pieces of such an unhealthy artifact.

Mama tugged at my brother’s lapels, although one side had shrunk and straightening them was now an impossible dream. More content as she became more and more certain Entropy was unharmed, she said, “If you got away with the loot, you won.”

“No, it’s useless!” With a ferocious swing of his arm, Entropy threw the shard down, lodging its pointiest end in the carpet. Lifting his hands with curled claws now, he snarled, “The power of one piece is pathetic! There’s supposed to be a voice! It’s supposed to lead me to the other fragments!” His fist whipped down, pointing a warning finger at me. “But still, don’t touch it.”

I folded my arms, giving him a small, amused smile. “I have no desire to.”

He sighed and slipped his hand under my hat to rub my hair. “I should have known you’re smarter than that.”

With no further reason to resist, I chose the largest of the diamonds, tossed it into my mouth, sucked, and swallowed. Oh. Oh, so good. How could I explain to anyone made of flesh and blood the satisfying hardness, the peculiarly slick texture, the exactness of it sliding down my throat, or how I could feel it in my stomach? How could they understand what an ecstasy all of those traits held?

They did. So much. I drifted in wonder at the experience.

Mama put her hands on her hips and lashed her own tail, so much broader than mine or Entropy’s. “You know if it could speak, the other pieces might be scattered around the world.”

I shook my head automatically, in perfect sync with Entropy. He explained. “The shards are tied by a strand of fate, Mama. They will always be near one another.”

My blissful diamond reverie ended as a thought hit me, and I squeaked, “Vermiel the dragon?!”

My brother smirked. “Just a name, but anything powerful enough to pretend to be a dragon’s heart would ensure I never again lose to a little—”

“Language, Entropy!” Mama warned, since his snarling tone had promised not one, but a string of profane insults.

He wrestled down his anger again, and merely grumbled, “But it’s worthless if I can’t put the pieces together.”

Mama slid her arms around Entropy’s waist for another hug. His anger makes him loom, but he isn’t all that tall or burly, and Mama is good at hugging. Also at sounding loving and relieved. “I’m just happy my little boy made it back in one piece again.”

Entropy shot me a helpless, pleading look, but I returned a smile, abandoning him to Mama’s love. That forced him to very gently, very slowly unwind her before stomping off down the hall to his bedroom.

“If you’re spending the night here, what would you like for dinner?” Mom called after him.

“Chili!” he shouted, then slammed his door shut.

Mama and I stood for a few seconds before I whispered, “Her name was Pretty Bubbles.”

Cocking a fist on one hip, she shook her head. “I’ve warned the boy that it’s heroes with silly weak powers you have to watch out for. They have to be smart or they’re nothing at all. Go do your homework, sweetheart, while I make supper.”

I smiled obediently, but did not do my homework. Instead I lay on my bed with an old cloth-bound copy of Geometry of World Changing, a plastic-bound copy of Pudgy Bunny Draws A Circle, and my notebook, doing lots of math. I kicked my bare feet in the air as I worked. My bedroom was old fashioned, with dolls and bookshelves and no electronics, but also comfortable. Rare were the surfaces without cushions or padding, and my carpet was thicker and softer than any other I’d ever seen. In here, I was safe.

The sharp ring of a hand-held bell signaled dinner. Pulling my shoes on, I stepped out of my room at the same time as Entropy. He had changed suits, but still scowled like a thunderhead—until he saw me. Then he extended his hand, I laid mine in it, and I got to enjoy my brother’s brief, peaceful, precious smile as he led me to the dining room table and my cushioned chair.

We sat down. Mama dished out chili and cornbread for herself and my brother and laid a pure white salt lick on my plate, with a glass of vinegar.

As pleasantly sharp as the taste of both were, the rich smells of the real food enchanted me. Ah, well. I licked and nibbled on my block of salt, and enjoyed it.

Entropy ate a few forkfuls of chili, a square of cornbread, and then dunked another square of cornbread into the chili and ate it that way. Only then did he look around at the three places set, and ask, “When is Papa getting home?”

Good question. Mama answered it. “Three weeks.”

Entropy pushed himself halfway out of his seat. “He’s gone again? He just got back!”

Similarly surprised, but more calm about it, I asked, “Where to, Mama?”

Mama lifted her pointed animal face, voice radiating pride. “Antarctica.”

Entropy dropped back into his seat, stunned. “Why would anyone pay a stage magician to go to Antarctica?”

Mama cut another slice of cornbread and leaned over the table to place it atop her black cat son’s remaining chili. “It was a cold call. They dug something up. A tomb? A giant mask? You know how word of Motshan’s skill with puzzles gets around.”

I saw the sense immediately. My father was good at puzzles, yes, but he was not truly a stage magician. Rather, he was a debunker, an expert in separating fake magic from real, and a lover of both. He always said he’d fought so hard against the ”gypsy” stereotype he’d fallen into it from the opposite direction.

I reached out and patted Entropy’s hand. His bewildered scowl turned back into a weak smile and he dug some chili up on his fork. Quietly, he said, “Thank you, Mama. This is delicious.”

“I’ve had enough experience making it for you, kitten.” Mama’s expression, even her eyes, were invisible in her star-bedecked body, but I could hear her smile.

So could Entropy, and he spent the rest of the meal in awkward, happy silence.

Later, as I got ready for sleep, I unwrapped my ribbon belt and the sealing bag fell out into my hand. I would have to get rid of this piece of the Heart of Vermiel when Entropy wasn’t around. Tossing it under my bed, I resumed undressing. Entropy never looked under there and Mama finding it would not be a problem.

Holding my ankle-length dress out in front of me, I remembered Barbara’s elaborate goth outfits and grinned. The turn of the twentieth century style my family
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