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    Chapter One


    “Can you describe your experience at the Children’s Bureau?”


After rolling her eyes upwards in a thoughtful gesture, Amanda Jane Fullerton reflected upon her answer, working out the nuances she wished to convey to the three professionally-attired interviewers sitting across, consisting of two men, one woman. The interview had progressed for ten minutes so far, and Amanda was well past the introductory banter that she hoped endeared her to the decision makers. Now she was getting to the gist of why she qualified for this important position: Director, Office for Protection of Children, UNICEF. She’d already visited the vast United Nations complex twice before—once as an easily impressible girl on a seventh grade school trip, and the second as a political science major at Berkeley doing her thesis. 


“I was the director of economic policy,” the twenty-six-year-old executive replied, slowing down her answer so the interviewers could take notes. “I managed an inter-disciplinary team of seven economists and three policy advisors. Our job was to research the latest statistical data and then to draw conclusions upon which policies best reduced child poverty.”


“Have you ever directed original research?” the lady in the middle, Bernice, asked.


“Yes,” Amanda replied, going on to explain about the startling results from one study she’d commissioned and brought to the attention of a legislative committee on Capitol Hill.


“Why do you want this job?” Caden, the man on her left asked, frowning.


She smoothed out her skirt. “Honestly? Our bureau is growing frustrated with the lack of direction from the Department, to whom we report. We have the proposals, but no one wants to fund them.” Her voice firmed with the passion that stirred within since her days as freshman at college. “I want to make a difference for the children. Their welfare is my life’s work.”


“Could it have something to do with the budget cuts at Health?” Lucas pointed out, rubbing his chin. “With the Great Blight still around, there are rumors… that there are more layoffs coming.”


Amanda groaned inwardly. The Great Blight, the buzz term for the latest downturn, now approaching the Great Depression in terms of devastation. Among every friend of hers, almost everyone knew of someone who had lost his or her job. The statistics didn’t lie. Twenty million jobs lost within the United States. Twenty million. She’d remembered the three homeless people on the street just down from her office back in Washington, D.C. Five years ago, there were none. 


Amanda swallowed her unease. “Yes, that’s a consideration,” she said. “But my first priority is to the children. If I can help those in need at your organization, then–”


Two phone rings, nearly at the same time, interrupted Amanda’s answer. Bernice grimaced, pulled out her phone, and clicked it off. “My apologies,” she said, “my family very rarely calls me when I’m in meetings.” To her right, Caden nodded, and also switched off his phone.


Amanda glanced up even before the door opened. It was the receptionist, who’d let Amanda into the interview room with the sincere smile and pronounced dimples. 


“Sorry,” he said. The look of terror on his face startled Amanda. 


“Yes?” Bernice said.


The young man shook his head, his face drained of its usual ruddy glow. “India’s been bombed. With nuclear weapons.”


Amanda cupped her mouth, immobilized by the horrific news.

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Amanda heard the soft click of the lock on her front door as it yielded to her key. She stifled a sob, still shaken by the devastating news that Pakistan had bombed India. Ten 15-kiloton missiles had whistled and exploded in strategic spots within the sprawling, bustling metropolis of Mumbai, reducing it to a smoldering wasteland In the space of several seconds, fifteen and a half million souls had been banished from Earth, those who would never again gaze in wonder at a golden sunset. And, Amanda recollected with a tear trickling down her cheek, thirty percent of the victims were children, never again to clutch a threadbare teddy bear, laugh as they chased friends in a game of tag, or dare themselves to climb one branch higher on the neighborhood tree.


“Drew?” she called, looking up the narrow set of oak stairs, knowing he would still be cooped up in his office. Amanda and Drew lived in the up-and-coming neighborhood of Huntington, Virginia, which maintained a vital link to Washington, D.C. through Metro’s Yellow line. The mid-century brick duplex cost a small fortune, but it was all Amanda and her fiancé could afford while setting down roots in a rapidly gentrifying district that still allowed easy transit to the tumultuous flow and ebb of national politics in the nation’s capital. 


Her fingers caressing the smooth molded railing, she climbed the stairs, her steps heavy and reluctant. She passed by the small, sparse room that Drew affectionately named the “nursery.” A fresh wave of anguish engulfed Amanda, and she broke out sobbing once more. She shuddered as she recalled the heavy rain that had followed her to LaGuardia Airport, forming ominous soot-encrusted puddles on the asphalt—“black rain” they had called it. 


Nuclear winter was coming, the news warned. With the nuclear explosions of the past forty-eight hours, with more prophesized to come shortly, the planet would stagger into a new uncharted climate worldwide, with temperatures plunging. 


But that was not the worst of it. India was now threatening to retaliate against Pakistan by bombing Pakistan’s largest city, Kirachi, and moreover, deploy double the nuclear destruction that had just torn apart its collective soul. China and the United States blustered everyone else with war games, readying their nuclear stockpiles for the upcoming apocalypse. In hushed tones, stone-faced anchors worldwide on electronic screens predicted World War Three, or worse, the end of the human race. 


Drew wants us to get married, and have children. He’s made that clear from the first date we had, when we held hands and walked by a playground nearby the Berkeley campus. He pointed out a precocious blonde girl and said, “Can you imagine giving so much love to a child like this?” But I’ve told him I’m not ready. I’m so overwhelmed with the pressing issues of child poverty all across the country, and it sickens me. And in developing countries, the situation affecting children is even more dire. How can I even think about having my own, until I’ve accomplished more?


She walked into their bedroom, noticing his fresh-pressed suit—which he probably picked up recently at the laundromat—and flicked away a piece of lint that rested upon the shirt’s stiff collar.


She sighed, her mind overrun by the horrifying images of nuclear clouds and angry faces of world leaders on the news. I’ve put off the wedding date too many times now. I’ve dragged him away from San Francisco all the way to the East Coast, and I could tell he wasn’t happy about it. And now I’m applying for a job in New York! He’ll blow up if he learns I’m considering another move. And his job is threatened too; he just got it through connections when he had to move to D.C. so he could be with me. But the downturn’s bad everywhere, all the high-pay jobs are vanishing one by one, as our economy tanks. I may be next.


She wiped away more tears. I like Drew, I really do. But am I in love with him? He’s too…  


She struggled for the right word. When I’m excited and talk about world affairs, he pretends to be interested, but I can tell his heart isn’t in it. He’d rather plop himself on a sofa and watch a crime drama—the more shooting, the better. He loves listening to classical music and he used to take me to the orchestra on the spur of the moment, but lately we haven’t been able to afford it. 


Her heart leaped as she heard the door open downstairs and then Drew’s shout, “Hey, Amanda! You home?” Craving intimacy, Amanda bounded down the stairs, hugging Drew and savoring the faint scent of fresh lavender.


She gazed at his flaxen crew cut and his blue eyes as he grasped her by the shoulders. “You okay?” he asked, his voice warm.


“Yeah, I just got back. It’s so terrible out there, just awful.”


“I heard. India bombed back. They got Kirachi.”


Her mind freshly numb, Amanda felt a huge, inert stone in the pit of her stomach. Dazed, she sat back against the sofa, the color drained from her face. “My gosh,” she whispered.


“Twenty million more dead is what I heard,” he said, his voice now so quiet that she had to strain to hear. 


“When does it stop?” Amanda shouted, her arms thrashing about. “When does this insanity end?” She allowed the simmering anger to wash over her, like releasing a beast within. Something she rarely ever did. 


Drew embraced her and held her firm. “Come with me,” he said, “Let’s go back to San Fran. We’ll think about what to do with this house, but–”


Mortified, she pushed away from him. “What?”


“It’s our home. My mom’s worried sick about us. She says this is prime territory for a missile attack from China.”


“There’s been no declaration of war!” she shouted back.


He glared. Her heart sank as she experienced the same helpless feeling, one of starting an argument that never ended, never resolved itself. 


“You think we’re in a fantasy?” he demanded, shaking her shoulders. “That everyone’s going to play nice? Besides, your job’s on the chopping block, and you know it.” 


“That’s why I was in New York!” 


She saw the jolt of his head and the icy glare in his eyes. 


“So you’re applying—again?” He stood two feet away from her, but it might as well have been a yawning mile.


“I guess,” she said, surprised how tinny and contrite her voice sounded.


He sucked in a deep breath. He never liked showing his emotions—unmanly, as it were. Crossing his arms, he said, sounding hurt, “I didn’t know that.”


“Drew…” She reached out to touch him on his sleeve.


But he had already yanked away his arm. “No, no, no. Don’t worry about me. You know I follow you everywhere you go. No, Washington wasn’t enough. You had every right to assume that I would follow you on yet another hare-brained scheme, just because…”


“There’s a nuclear war out there, and you’re saying…”


“Damn right I am!”


“Do you even hear yourself talking! I can’t believe…”


“Screw you, Amanda, royally ten times over,” he finally said, his voice soft and measured, biting off the end of every word. 


Stunned, unresponsive, Amanda could only blink, her entire body stiff. 


“I’m leaving, but I’ll be back,” said Drew as he turned to leave.


Amanda stood helpless against the onslaught of the past twenty-four hours. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


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


It was the morning after her arrival home from the U.N. job interview, the stomach-churning annihilation of Kirachi, and her fight with Drew. Not that her personal affairs mattered. What truly mattered was the ongoing worldwide devastation as the world slid toward World War III, as stock markets tumbled and deaths racketed up to the millions. But the political is the personal, she recalled, and her immediate affairs only added to her misery. 


She’d called her work at 8:30 a.m. sharp, and despite her nagging conscience, she’d advised she was sick and couldn’t come in to work today. The Children’s Bureau’s sympathetic receptionist, Maude, told her that due to the ongoing worldwide crisis, half of the office staff and management had decided not to report to work, so please not to worry. Her chest tightened as she listened, knowing she was not the only one depressed today.


She glanced at the empty half of the bed, knowing that Drew was staying over at Stan’s, his colleague from work. He’d left her a text message last night. An adoring son, he was probably on the phone with his mother, trying to calm her fears of the impending apocalypse. As for her own friends and family, she had answered, returned, or initiated nineteen calls in a row, a personal record for her. She talked at length with her loved ones—first her parents, then her older brother, Adam, and then on to her favorite aunts, uncles, and cousins, following up with her best friends. Her mother had pleaded with her to visit, but after checking out all the travel options on the Internet—with many websites crashing due to the overwhelming demand---she discovered within minutes that all reservations for air, rail, and rental cars were exhausted. There was no way to escape Washington, D.C. However, her father’s cousin lived in nearby Baltimore, and despite the grinding gridlock now gripping the capital, she’d agreed to pick up Amanda in two days, and together, they would endure the four-day road trip to northern California. I’ll just take an early vacation from work, Amanda thought. Maybe by the time I return, this will all blow over—or (she gulped) this will all blow up.


In her bathrobe, she trudged down the stairs to an empty kitchen, and made herself a simple breakfast. She sat in her favorite chair and switched on the rice grain-thin hologram television image on her wall. 


Every channel featured terrifying images of a world going insane. Children and parents sobbing for their lost relatives, who died because they’d lived in a city targeted for nuclear destruction. Bombast from world leaders who pointed fingers, but had no clue how to swerve their people away from the precipice. Ticker symbols that flashed on electronic boards, showing the collapse in stock prices.


Shaking her head, Amanda commanded the screen to vanish. I really, really need to get out, no matter how bad things are. I’ll just go to The Steaming Mug, my favorite café. 


She texted a message to Drew: Sorry you didn’t sleep over last night. I miss you. The world’s gone to hell, huh? Please come home soon. You okay? When she showered, she shuddered for a moment. Is the water steaming out of the showerhead radioactive? Get over it, ninny! This is nothing compared to the devastation half a world away! She thought again of the millions of people dying as the nuclear inferno raged around them, snuffing out their screams.


At The Steaming Mug, she stood facing the glass enclosures displaying her favorite pastries, and spotted Rachel brewing espresso from the slick, steampunk-looking machine. 


“Not many people today,” Amanda said, her words somber.


Rachel wasn’t her usual bubbly, perky self. “No. The usual?”


Amanda nodded, and walked over to the table in the corner, wanting to be alone. She draped her jacket over her favorite chair, returned to the counter to pick up her peppermint tea, and sat down, looking through the large window.


When she heard an excited buzz, she glanced at the café’s mounted television screen. It was the President. Arthur Kellogg Walker sat behind the iconic desk of the Oval Office, about to begin his monumental address to the nation. Two flags appeared in the backdrop; one displaying the Stars and Stripes, and the other bearing the Seal of the President. His face betrayed the sleepless nights and endless emergency meetings ever since the nuclear abomination struck Mumbai.


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


He spoke into the camera with the same cadence and charisma that had won him the election, yet Amanda could see that his shoulders were drooping and he had dark bags under his eyes. This was a president, she thought, who never expected to govern during one of the worst crises in world history. 


“…And so,” the president continued after briefly detailing the geopolitical advances of nuclear stockpiles by two other superpowers, Russia and China, “America stands strong against intimidation, against those who seek to extinguish America’s insatiable desire for freedom and democracy. After consulting with my Cabinet, the National Security Council, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, we have commanded our warheads to be on full alert. I understand how frightening it is to every American family to contemplate a nuclear explosion in our towns, to think our way of life will end. Not in the distant future, not in ten years, but today.” His eyes blazing, his voice deepening, he jabbed his finger onto the polished surface of his desk. “But make no mistake, as President–”


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


Her heart tightened as she feared that it was not a technical glitch that had interrupted the President’s address, but rather the prophetic horsemen heralding the drumbeat of war.



  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    As Amanda placed her hand over her heart, confused murmurs rippled through the café like flames spreading across a puddle of gasoline. Conversations trailed off and people got to their feet, unthinking. A middle-aged woman standing by the milk and sugar counter dropped her coffee at her feet, her mouth wide open and her hands shaking. Every head in the small café focused on the TV. As everyone gasped, the feed of the president that had mysteriously cut out had come back on. Once again, they were looking at the familiar shot of the Oval Office and the president’s chair. But now the president was gone, replaced by four twenty-somethings in solid-colored shirts—two men, two women. But at the center of attention was the purple-shirted woman sitting upon the president’s desk out in front, the toe of her sleek leather moccasin grazing the carpet.


“Good morning, North America,” the purple-clad woman said. “My name is Indie. My friends and I would like to welcome all of you to the new world order. We will be in charge now. You may call us The Liberators.” As the camera zoomed in on Indie’s face, Amanda observed her oval face, framed by brown hair that fell just short of her shoulders. Her cheekbones were pronounced, giving prominence to her earthen eyes. Golden hoops dangled from her earlobes, and the sparkle created a halo effect around her face.


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


“With the incomprehensible loss of millions of lives, and the upheaval facing your world,” Indie went on, “we understand that you, your families, your loved ones are very afraid and upset about what’s next. Let me assure you, this crisis will end, right now. Never in human history have millions died within the space of a few days, and we’re just as shocked and dismayed as you concerning the events in Mumbai and Kirachi. As you have seen from the Oval Office, millions more lives were at risk. We simply cannot allow more of you—and your children—to be at risk of total nuclear annihilation. Let me sum up this for you: the human race was facing a tipping point, one that is most unacceptable to your basic right to live. A threat to the very existence of our global village.”


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


“Shh!” said a grey-haired woman in a patterned black-and-white dress standing only five feet to the side of the screen.


Indie’s stern face conveyed both solemnity and confidence. “We regret that this had to happen, and rest assured, we did not make this decision lightly. Our fellow Liberators around the world are taking control of every country, every continent. Trust us, the world will be safer in our hands. To demonstrate what we mean, in order to destroy those agents of slaughter, we have launched every nuclear missile on the planet…”


Her remaining words were drowned out by the screams that followed, as several customers exited the café, scrambling towards the doors, so they could look outside and witness the end of the world.


Sliding off her stool and abandoning her coffee, Amanda pushed through the crowd and ran outside to look up to the sky. High up above, the criss-crossing contrails of hundreds of missiles shredded the sky. 


It was true. The missiles had been launched.


All around her, she heard frantic screams as the bystanders looked to the heavens, shaking their heads at the nuclear warheads flying overhead. It was impossible to tell from this distance where any of the projectiles were targeted, but there were so many of them that it didn’t seem to matter. Dread stalked her heart as Amanda remembered where she was standing right now—Washington, D.C., Ground Zero for any nuclear attack on America.


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


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


“Now, watch,” Indie continued, her voice impossibly calm. “Together, let’s neutralize the threat, shall we?”


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


As Amanda mulled over the stunning developments, Indie snapped her fingers and the four Liberators disappeared, herself included. More confusion rippled throughout the bustling street as the giant screen in the sky lingered on the shot of the empty desk. The image cut to a new place: the skies above Washington, D.C.


The four Liberators were hovering above the capital, staying afloat with the ease of lilies in a pond. Amanda watched the televised image of the flying youths nodding to one another, then splitting off in different directions. The giant screen split into four quadrants and separated, each quarter following one Liberator.


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


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


How are they doing this? she thought.


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


But before the missiles changed direction and fell back to Earth, where they would no doubt wipe the human race off the face of whatever smoldering rock remained, something happened. Instead of surrendering to gravity and being pulled toward the planet, the missiles rocketed away from Earth, thanks to some unseen force.


The screen split up again, showing a mixture of flying Liberators with their hands in the air and close-ups of the warheads as they shot out into space. Watching in awe, Amanda thought it clever that each of the “superheroes” appeared to have an air bubble around his or her head. Finally, when the weapons of mass destruction were far above the atmosphere, the Liberators clenched their fists in unison. The nuclear payloads erupted in brilliant orbs of white light that ballooned out and then collapsed in the vacuum of space, imploding as suddenly as they had exploded. Far below the nuclear detonations, Earth remained untouched and safe.


Humanity had just been treated to a global fireworks display.


Sighs of relief could be heard from the spectators gathered together on the block, punctuated by eruptions of cheers. However, some bystanders stood stone-faced, dumbstruck out of disbelief, or still angry at the monumental decision the wizards had seized from their turf. 


The screen switched back to the single shot of the president’s desk, and there appeared Indie and her three original cohorts. “Never again will the human race be threatened by those evil agents of death,” she said. “However, armies are amassed, and your national economies are on the verge of collapse—as are your paychecks and your investments. Therefore, it is imperative that we eliminate conventional weapons and secure the money supply, and this requires our immediate attention. We will explain everything later this evening, and we apologize in advance for the necessary wait.”


And then, as Amanda reached for her phone to call her mother right away, the giant billboard-like screen in the sky disappeared.

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    A deeply upset Arthur Kellogg Walker hurried into the Roosevelt Room, situated within the West Wing of the White House. After a heated exchange with the four invaders who’d stormed out of nowhere into the Oval Office, he’d found himself in a dazed state standing on a street corner in location he could only guess to be a typical American city. Now, thanks to an emergency call through his prized secure phone, he’d arranged for an immediate airlift back to the White House.


“Mr. President,” the guard saluted him. The President didn’t even glance at him.


The Secretary of Defense stood up to greet him, but was unceremoniously rebuffed. “Mr. President, are you okay?”


President Walker waved him off and snarled. “I’m fine. Let’s get on with it.”


The entire Joint Chiefs of Staff stood around the cabinet table, eyeing their leader with fearful anticipation. 


Walker seated himself at the end of the table, and the others followed. He glanced around quickly, and then said, “I’ll get right to it. We’re facing a crisis. We’re being attacked by magical beings—goddamn wizards—who’ve invaded not only the United States, but all other superpowers around the world.”


He paused. “I somehow ended up in Columbus, of all places. I had to call in a helicopter to get back.” He swallowed. He had been unceremoniously deposited at the intersection of High Street and Price Avenue in the Ohio city, where dozens of citizens blinked in surprise at seeing their leader completely alone, with no security staff or entourage.


Now, everyone else stared at President Walker. The chairman raised his eyebrows and asked, “Magic?”


Walker ignored him. “We’ve no time to lose. I’ll tell you what I’ve been briefed on.” He looked around the table in a sweeping motion. “All our deployed missiles have been destroyed. I’ve been told all the missiles deployed from Russia, India, Britain, France, China, North Korea, and Pakistan have also been destroyed.” He checked his notes. “Both the sea-launched and land-based missiles. 


“Mr. President…”


President Walker held up his hand. “But there’s an emergency now. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing in D.C., and the Western Currency Facility in Fort Worth are under siege. All printing of our money has ceased for the time being.” He shot a concerned look at his chairman. “I’m told that you’ve mobilized troops.” 


Bradley Maginnes, Chief of Staff of the U.S. Army, frantically input data on his remote control, opening up the sliding panels, and then fumbling with the live video feed. Some of the participants nervously stole glances at the static on the flat-panel hologram, despite the president’s commanding presence.


When the video finally started transmitting, Maginnes spoke in a deep voice. “An hour before the glass enclosure appeared—out of nowhere—we received a bomb threat at the Treasury Department, requiring us to evacuate the entire building immediately.” He glanced at his notes. “Same for the Fort Worth facility.”


He pointed at the screen, which was now showing tanks rolling down the street in front of the imposing, multi-pillar building that was the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. Situated several feet in front of it was a glass wall, bouncing off the sun’s rays. “The army’s now in position to take control. We’re ready to act on your orders, Mr. President.”


President Walker thoughtfully studied the images, especially the intimidating translucent barrier that had materialized out of nowhere. “Who did this? And what’s that material?”


The chief replied, “We believe the lady who barged into your office did it. Several eyewitnesses identified the same woman who gave that broadcast—Indie, she called herself. She was waving her arms at the building shortly before the enclosure appeared.”


He tried to recall the next question. “As for the material, we’re not sure. We’ve fired at it with assault weapons. No damage. Appears to be some type of impenetrable polymer.”


Walker’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know who—or what—is behind this, but we have to act decisively.” He pointed at Maginnes. “You take care of it. Destroy the barrier.”


“And Fort Worth too, sir?”


“Both. Do it.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Three tanks lined up, side by side, on Fourteenth Street Southwest in Washington, D.C., a hundred feet apart. Their weapons were pointed at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, which printed billions of dollars in various denominations every day. Dozens of Army troops gathered in military formation behind the tanks. They faced a massive, three-foot thick, transparent barrier that surrounded the entire building. The soldiers and distant onlookers stared in wonder at the gigantic structure that had appeared out of nowhere.


Acting on General Maginnes’ order, the middle tank fired a volley directly into the barrier.


A huge blast thundered at the point of impact, emitting an enormous flash and clouds of thick, black smoke. The deafening sound of the detonation caused the troops nearby to cover their ears.


When the smoke cleared, the troops observed the shattered debris from the ammunition strewn around the area.


The effect on the transparent wall: nothing.


The soldiers heard a command from the sky, as if a goddess issued edicts from the heavens.


“Get out of the tanks now!”


They craned their heads and spotted, sixty feet up in the sky, the young woman whom they recognized from her omnipresent bulletin-board broadcast before millions—Indie. Just like she did in her first public appearance, she wore black slacks and a long-sleeved purple shirt that fit tightly to her well-toned body. They looked for any structure supporting her, but there was none.


Despite the distance, they could hear Indie clearly as though she was just an arm’s length away. She was not using a megaphone or public announcement system, but her voice resonated. Some began to wonder if she was a spiritual force commanded down from the heavens, since her voice was everywhere. 


The troops saw a blur behind her. When the moving object came to a stop, they realized it was another flying woman. This one wore a long-sleeved, blue shirt, equally form-fitting. The two magical beings hovered together, a sisterhood looking down at the bewildered humans. Indie held up her finger. “I am going to destroy the tanks on the count of twenty, so I advise you all to get out and move back!” She started chanting, “One, two, three…”


In the tank on the left, three soldiers clambered out through the hatch. 


“…seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty,” she finished. “My goodness. It appears that two tanks didn’t hear me.” She turned to the woman in blue. “What do you think of that, Justica?”


Justica pointed at the one empty tank and said, “This is what I think.” The formidable tank gun bent with a loud creak, until it was pointing back at the tank itself. She quickly aimed at the two remaining tanks, causing their tank guns to twist. Cre-aa-kk! Cre-aa-kk! The once-imposing tank guns crumpled as if they were made of aluminium foil.


Using assault machine guns, several soldiers fired at the two wizard women in the air. The bullets ricocheted off a force field and sped past the heads of the shooters. 


“Let me finish,” said Justica, sounding like a friend wishing to pitch in a shared chore. Twisting her hand and wagging a slender finger, she pointed at the recently vacated tank. It exploded into a raging fireball. The nearby soldiers buckled down to the ground, shielding their heads from the flaming debris scattering all around them.


“Now get out!” she yelled at the two remaining tanks. 


The tank operators didn’t need any more warning. Clenching the rims with white-knuckled fingers, they bolted from the hatches of the two lone holdout tanks. Taking measured steps backward, the soldiers retreated from the two tanks, their trained eyes on standby and their fingers trigger-ready.


The two remaining tanks spontaneously combusted with ear-splitting booms, sending pillars of fire and smoke into the air. Thick, noxious, black clouds swept over the army, causing fits of coughing and teary eyes.


“Bloody hell,” Vice President Moresby murmured from the Roosevelt Room as he watched the disturbing images on television.


“Sirs,” said the voice on the speaker in the Roosevelt Room, “we’ve received word that two male magicians are confronting the army in Fort Worth.”


Aghast, the President of the United States gave the next order. “Pull back. Do not fire.”

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    Amanda had always been an eager observer of political affairs, but the sheer magnitude of the overthrow by the Liberators—a movement of supremacy that far outweighed their numbers—left her stunned and grasping for answers. After the image of the four invaders in the Oval Office faded away, the U.S. Capital had gone into an uproar, pulling thousands of police officers into mob control duty. Many people were in tears, fearing the end of the world was nigh. Others celebrated, cheering on the Liberators’ destruction of nuclear weapons and a fresh start for a cynical world that had stopped dreaming. Amid these two polarized reactions, malcontents had taken to smashing store windows and looting, exploiting the chaos.


Amanda walked the three blocks back home, avoiding the insanity as best she could. Their duplex was empty when she arrived home. Remembering the checkered history of the U.S. when riots followed calamitous events, she locked the door and pulled the drapes closed. Then she dialed her parents. Yes, they were safe. And yes, they had seen the same broadcast in the sky. Unfortunately, that was the extent of their information. They knew just as much—or rather, as little—about the Liberators as Amanda did.


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


Nothing happened to him, she told herself. He’s fine, you’re just anxious. Focus on something else.


She made herself turn on the television, hoping to learn more about what had happened. Every station had abandoned their scheduled programming to deliver the breaking news. Not only had the Liberators shut down the United States government, they had paralyzed governments in every major country in the world simultaneously.


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


From the news footage, Amanda surmised that all the Liberators were young adults. They all wore the same long-sleeved, solid-colored shirts; either red or yellow for the men, and purple or blue for the women. The Liberators represented a microcosm of the world, however imperfect and riddled with exceptions. Of the four seen flying over North America, three were Caucasian, with the woman in blue being of Hispanic descent. The Liberators who had taken over Asia were of the Asiatic race, and those who had been glimpsed soaring over the cities, deserts, and jungles of Africa were dark-skinned.


As the news outlets and analysts continued to speculate about who the Liberators were and what their plans were, Amanda opened up her laptop and began surfing the web, looking for yet more information. There were a plethora of theories, ranging from the practical to the absurd. The Liberators were aliens intent on enslaving humanity. Their “superpowers” were smoke-and-mirror illusions, meant to fool the world into surrendering power.


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


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


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


The Liberators were floating at least a mile above the ground, looking as confident and energetic as the hosts of some chipper morning talk show. They had placed themselves in fashion, with the two men facing each other and the two women similarly so, forming the corners of an invisible square. Although they assumed seated positions, there was nothing directly beneath them; it looked as though they could plummet from the sky at any moment. None of the Liberators seemed concerned about the possibility.


Indie, the woman in purple who had first broadcast to a startled world hours ago, spoke first. “Greetings, mortals of North America.”


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


The woman in purple announced, “As I said before, my name is Indie, and again I apologize for the sudden shift in the world order.” She beamed at her massive audience. “But if we didn’t act, you, as a people, might not exist today. Your world, which we share with you, was that close to total nuclear oblivion and economic collapse. This dire consequence required our special intervention, that of magic.”


Magic. Amanda felt a chill of inspiration, not fear, as she rested her head on her hand. 


“We’ve all assigned important roles to each other. I’ll be responsible for law and order. Now allow me to introduce my colleagues: Regi, in charge of economics…”


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


“Justica is in charge of infrastructure,” Indie said, introducing the Hispanic in the blue shirt. Her skin was chocolate-colored, and her soft brown eyes looked down on those below with kindness. She was petite, but her smile was big as she nodded.


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


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


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


“Now, as I mentioned before, we know you have a lot of questions. I imagine the first thing people want to know is ‘How?’ How did we destroy those missiles? How did we seize the world’s currency facilities? How can we teleport and fly and project our images in the sky? Well, the answer is that we are wizards.”


Wizards, Amanda marveled. 


“Unlike you mortals,” Indie continued, “we have the ability to make our thoughts and desires manifest. In other words: we can do magic. We realize that may be hard for many of you to believe, but after what you’ve all witnessed today, there’s no denying it. Again, we apologize for the surprise. We did not mean to upset anyone; it’s just that we felt that duty called, otherwise there would have been nothing left.”


Hmm, Amanda thought. It’s true that the world was on the verge of breakdown, but at the same time, I’m not sure that we wouldn’t have been ingenious enough to work out a way to avoid disaster. We’ve done so successfully for millennia. Then again, who knows what would’ve happened if the wizards didn’t step in? After all, nuclear bombs didn’t exist until near the end of World War II. Since then, we’ve had thousands of these horrendous agents of death, and yesterday we were definitely at the brink of Doomsday.


Still gazing up at the billboard in the sky, Amanda saw Indie hold up her hand as a sign of respect. “I hope you don’t mind us calling you mortals. It has nothing to do with immortality. It’s a term of honor, actually. It only means you don’t have magic powers. In fact, each of us was born and raised here on Earth.” 


Amanda squinted, trying to decide if she was betraying humanity by starting to like this de facto leader of the Liberators. No, she thought, trying to resist Indie’s allure. They can smile all they want. The fact is they seized our authority without consent. By any definition, that’s the very essence of tyranny, no matter how magical.


“It’s time for my colleagues to speak out about what we have to offer,” Indie said, sitting back. “The first thing you must understand, is that there is nothing to fear from us. It is not our intention to frighten or harm you. As your self-appointed Liberators, we hope to introduce a new era of progress. For some of you, this will be a difficult adjustment, but the world will return to the way it should be—free from fear of extinction, and with a global economy that finally works. Free at last from the Great Blight.”


“We’re sorry for being blunt,” said the red-shirted wizard named Demus, “but think of the coming changes as medicine. The world is a mess, as you all know. Humanity nearly nuked itself out of existence. We have to—and we will—restore the vanquished metropolises of Mumbai and Kirachi to their former glory. Unemployment is at record highs. Under the Great Blight, the economy is circling the drain. The planet is withering away. That is why we wizards have taken it upon ourselves to clean up your mess. By the time we’re done with you, your civilization will have advanced a century in just a few short years.”


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


“This consolidation of power means that there will be no more enemies. No more wars. You are all now one—five fingers of a single fist. In addition to the twenty council members, there are more wizards all over the world, who will act as our ambassadors of peace and prosperity. They’re most eager to serve you.”


Flattening her lips, Indie held up a fist.


“That being said, the last thing any of us wish is to replicate the tyrannical dictatorships that we aim to extinguish. With that in mind, allow us to explain our own self-imposed mandate for ruling: we pledge that we will remain in power only three years. After that time, we will return power to you. In the meantime, we will convene, in the next few days, a grand conference with the leaders of North America, including the many nations in Central America. We can work together on how to split duties. For example, we can set up a continent-wide wizard alarm system that any mortal in danger can trigger—and work closely with your local police forces to rush to the scene. There are so many things we can do together, as partners. Together, we’ll set up the rules of engagement to ensure predictability and accountability. You may find magic inexplicable, but rest assured, we wizards live by a code.” Indie beamed her brightest smile yet. “Now over to Demus, who will manage the details of power-sharing with you.”


Three years, Amanda thought, her chest releasing a huge sigh of relief. Doesn’t everyone promise to go away, yet never do? She observed Demus rubbing his hands together as he prepared to speak. “Now here’s where you can get involved. We’ll also have Petition Days. Anybody on Earth will be able to submit a petition to us in advance. We will pick the most relevant ones to review in this public forum. People can join us live, and speak their minds in front of the rest of the continent. Everyone will hear you. Then we’ll answer your questions as best we can. No questions are off limits.”


“That’s right,” said Regi, nodding emphatically. “And lastly, allow me to explain why we took the liberty of cutting you all off from your money supply. I know this may seem like a hostile act, and we completely understand. However, there is an underlying logic behind our actions.


“Paper money is an invention of the government for the government. It is an illusion of the wealthy for the wealthy. We see the rich and the mighty with a stranglehold on the money supply—how they’ve maintained a tight grip on your lending institutions. Meanwhile, the average men and women on the streets, who are decent and hardworking, but who see little change in their income, struggle to purchase bread and milk, which are sold at an ever-rising price.


“Starting immediately, we will switch to a value-based system. All transactions will be based upon the value that you—the people—place upon it. In the future, money shall be organized and maintained by the people collectively. The supply of money will rise or fall as you see fit. This new electronic currency will be called Mortal Coins, or M-Coins for short.” 


He held out his hand and a smartphone-sized device appeared in his grip. “This is called a tab,” he said. “We will create millions of these devices, and deliver one to each person in North America. These will keep track of your M-Coins. When you start using them, you’ll find that you are each allotted two thousand M-Coins every day for the next year. After the year is up, no new M-Coins will be issued; the currency will follow where the demand goes. Let me show you—”


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


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


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


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


It was as if the whole world were watching a corporate training video. “M-Coins will revolutionize the entire world,” Regi went on. “It will become the world’s common currency, created by the people and for the people. M-Coins cannot be over-inflated or devalued. Also, its central database will be able to analyze data in real-time, so you can be sure your pricing is fair and natural. So work hard, create value and never again worry about your personal fortune depreciating.”


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


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


Indie waved her hand at him dismissively. “Here’s the job description: you must live within the boundaries of our continent, North America, and be able to articulate logical and objective arguments and moderate debates about any issue, including civics, justice, economics, and ethics. You must show that you have experience managing staff on policy issues and implementing reports and recommendations. It is also worth mentioning that we will only be considering applicants who were under the age of twenty-seven, like us, as of five p.m. Eastern time yesterday.


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


Huh? Amanda’s heart pounded as she imagined herself, up in the sky working with the Liberators. She dismissed the thought, but couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to speak on behalf of an entire continent. And why did they insist upon the applicants being twenty-seven or under? She did the math. I’m twenty-six, my birthday is on July 5, a little more than two months from now. So yes—I qualify! But should I even apply? Wouldn’t I be a traitor to my own people? Could I stomach the thought of working with those dictators, as youthful and appealing as they may look on screen?


Justica finally spoke, and when she did, her face appeared solemn. “Let us repeat: we are horrified at the loss of thirty-five million people within days of each other. Let us have a minute of silence.” All four wizards closed their eyes and hung their heads, stone-faced. With nothing but silence to distract her, Amanda felt tears running down her cheeks. She thought of two gigantic craters, littered with millions of tons of pulverized concrete and twisted metal, along with the haunting imprints of incinerated residents who vanished in the blasts. After thirty more seconds, with the still image of the wizards’ bowed heads, Amanda sniffled, believing for a moment that the omnipresent deities could make everything right again.


A bell sounded out from the sky, announcing the end of the minute of silence. Amanda saw Justica’s tear-strewn face as she proclaimed, “I have volunteered to be on the ground in those two zones of destruction, which formerly boasted ancient cradles of civilization. They were so beautiful, and so magnificent, and…” Justica choked back her words, unable to continue. Flattening her mouth and wiping one eye, she forced herself to continue, “I will be working closely with the AJI Council, plus a group of volunteer wizards from our continent. With our magic, we can instantly recreate many buildings as closely as possible to any blueprints, building plans, or maps we can find. Since these would be constructed of real materials, they will survive the test of time, without any further need for magic. Alas, we cannot bring back the people who died, nor can we cure the millions now afflicted with radiation sickness. However, we can use magic to build more hospitals and treatment centers. Meanwhile, you humans will do the one-on-one services that the survivors so desperately need.” With a nod of her head, she disappeared. 


Left to chair the meeting, Indie sniffled, and said, “That’s all for now. We’ll be hard at work, reaching out to everyone. We’ll be back shortly. Applicants, please send in your credentials.”


As Amanda scrunched her mouth, her eyes still skyward, the ethereal image from the heavens vanished.


That was how the world first met the wizards.


    “Both. Do it.”
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