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For Olivia.
From one magical girl to another.




S eattle burned. The entire horizon was lit up red and crimson as a New Year’s Eve firework display, the inferno licking at the sky, so bright and smoky that it blotted out the stars. There was nothing left but starless red-gray sky, and one shaking teenage girl in a brown and green dress that looked something like a costume and something like a uniform and something like a burial shroud.
Piper had fallen to her knees in the ash and wreckage after she saw Paisley go down. She’d been doing her best to keep fighting until then, but Paisley was their leader, Paisley was the one who was supposed to survive even if the Shatterverse slaughtered all the rest of them. None of them mattered as long as Paisley survived. Seeing her fall . . .
But now Paisley was dead, and Elena was dead, and Ashley was dead, and Fergus was gone, and Merit had betrayed them, and she hadn’t seen it in time to stop it. It was just Yuina and Piper now. They were all alone.
They were supposed to be Unbreakable Starlight, and they were broken. But at least Paisley had kept her word. She had fallen like a star. When she had phased the last catastrophic attack of the Shatterverse forces out of the world, she had saved Seattle. It was all over but the burning now. The burning, and the grieving.
Everyone was gone. Everyone was lost. Even Yuina was gone, running toward the burning city in the vain hope that she might be able to find someone she could still save. Piper wept, shoving the physical sensations of her body further and further away to block out the pain, and so she didn’t even feel it when a soft, furry body brushed her cheek, didn’t open her eyes or lift her head.
Fuyu, the White Dream, last of the three Heralds who had invited Unbreakable Starlight into the battle, darted past her and onto a heap of rubble, nose twitching frantically as she turned her face toward the smoky sky and the battle still raging in the heights. “This isn’t over,” she said, and spread her wings, launching herself into the air. She became a mote of bright, blazing light, and she was gone, and Piper, who had never realized she was there in the first place, was alone.
For the first time since she had accepted her invitation, Piper was entirely alone.



PART I:
The Power of Love




W HEN WRITING THE history of the world, scholars and historians—and the occasional folklorist—are perpetually confronted with the question of how to best document the aspects we would rather forget, the elements that make us feel our failures as a species, the revelations that make us question the existence of a logical and compassionate universe.
The first recorded appearance of a chosen magical protector—the current preferred term for these supernaturally empowered children, called “warriors,” “healers,” and simply “the chosen” by cultures around the world—is found in texts documenting ancient Sumer, where the appearance of Enki and Ninhursag has been recorded. The two enter the record as we have it at roughly the same time, and some modern scholars theorize that Enki was a partial or full inspiration for the character of Enkidu in the Epic of Gilgamesh . Based on what can be reconstructed from surviving text fragments, these figures manifested the classic powers now associated with magical protectors. Enki was “strong as a lion” and “swift as a gazelle,” empowered with the ability to understand the language of beasts and compel them, as needed, to his aid. He could further thrive for days upon the smallest crumb of food, the slightest drop of water, and could pass this vitality on to others with the touch of his hand.
Ninhursag, meanwhile, could call forth grain from the ground and water from the firmament, cracking the very stones themselves in twain to nurture her people. She could knit flesh and bone back together with the touch of her hands, and according to some partial, fragmentary accounts, she once called a friend back from the lands of the dead.
By its very nature, the accounting of Enki and Ninhursag is incomplete, worn away by the passage of time. This is true of almost all early accounts. The most complete narrative we have been able to recover is dated nearly three hundred years after the age of Enki and Ninhursag, and comes from Southern Asia, originally recorded in Sanskrit. It chronicles the first full confirmed team of magical protectors. Hansa, Jyoyi, Falguni, and Adyant demonstrated the family of elemental abilities which have since been documented globally, complementing and supporting one another in a battle which lasted, depending on the account, between twenty and fifty years.
These accounts, too, are fragmentary, thanks to the ravages of time and history itself; pieces are missing. We are able to say with some confidence that Falguni was the first to die, and that she did not return after that first inevitable fall. Neither did her companions. This would indicate that while their group did include a healer, Jyoyi, her powers did not extend to resurrection. This makes the success of their team somewhat unusual, unless they included members who were, for whatever reason, not preserved in the final record.
When looking at accounts of earlier magical protectors, it is important to remember that even modern accounts of individual protectors will at times misattribute or improperly record their powers, making it difficult to understand how some of these earlier groups were able to survive long enough to complete whatever task they had been assembled to perform.
The first record of a European team does not appear until 1347, where a Crimean team made their debut in the shadow of the Black Death, rising out of the plague pits to fight for the survival of their civilization. While they were doomed to inevitably fail, their tenure was well-documented, and their battle was successful enough that historians credit them with the eventual salvation of at least two hundred thousand lives, to say nothing of the descendants of those people who have since been born—
—from Children’s Crusades: A World History of Chosen Protectors.
UNPUBLISHED.







CHAPTER 1:
Piper
1.

M Y THERAPIST WOULD be so proud of me. I didn’t throw the manuscript I’d been asked to read over for errors across the room or out the window, merely closed it with a decisive snap as I stood and walked toward the kitchen. This particular path took me past the fish tank, where Ashley’s fucking fish were still swimming in blissful piscine ignorance. At least when we lost Paisley, her stupid cat noticed that her human was gone. Ashley’s fish didn’t even know that someone different was feeding them these days. They didn’t know, and they wouldn’t have cared if I’d been able to get an animal empath in here to explain it to them.
I dropped the book into the tank as I walked by. It sank down to the gravel at the bottom with a small splash, little bubbles forming on the pages and drifting up toward the surface, where they popped and disappeared. I didn’t stay to watch them go.
Opening the fridge, I pulled out a carton of orange juice that smelled only half-fermented, the yeasty whiff of alcohol forming under the citrus brightness. I drank it anyway. What the fuck was it going to do, kill me? If the burning forces of the Shatterverse hadn’t been able to take me down, there was no way in hell that I was going to be done in by a drink of spoiled breakfast.
I left the carton on the counter and made my way deeper into the apartment, heading down the hallway past the few pictures that still clung, unshattered, to the walls, broken glass from their less fortunate brethren crunching beneath my feet. I didn’t feel it, of course. I never feel much of anything unless I want to, and I never want to anymore. Turns out you have to really mean it when you say you’re in the market for feeling physical sensations, that you have to believe the pleasures and perils of the physical world still carry a single scrap of fucking value. They don’t, of course. It took me a long damn time to figure that out, and now that I know the truth, there’s no way I’m going back.
Paisley’s cat was on my bed when I stepped into the room. The damn thing’s about a million years old now—twenty-six, to be exact, which is basically the same thing when you’re talking about a tiny, fragile predator with a standard lifespan of sixteen years or less. I’d only agreed to take it because it was already thirteen—a “senior” according to the vet we dutifully saw once a year—and would probably die soon. But unlike Elena, or Ashley, or Paisley, the cat refuses to die. If my friends had been half as stubborn as the little beast, I wouldn’t be so goddamn alone.
That’s not true. I was always going to wind up like this. They could all have been fit and fine and alive , and this would still be my life. Maybe without the cat and the fish and all that bullshit, but the crappy little apartment with the balcony that always flooded with sunlight in the morning and got cold like a switch had been flipped in the afternoon, and the paparazzi camped outside, yeah. This was the course my life was charted to when I was twelve years old and heard the voice of a god speaking through a fox with rainbow wings, telling me I had to save the world.
I think the real reason kids get chosen so damn young isn’t about flexibility or training or any of the bullshit the researchers pretend to care about. It’s because a twelve-year-old looks at a fox with rainbow wings and thinks “birds can have rainbow wings, and I like rainbows, and why shouldn’t a fox have pretty feathers, too?” There’s no cringe in a twelve-year-old. No sense of irony. No immediate impulse to reject the evidence of their eyes.
The histories say we used to get tapped later. Fourteen and fifteen, like it is in the cartoons they used to make, the ones where everything is bright colors and pastels and glorious last-second saves. The ones where if the team has a healer, she manages to pull out a heroic save every single time. You all walk away happy and whole, and no one winds up under house arrest, no one gets put in therapy, no one needs to see a trauma specialist, no one’s last living friend in the world stops taking their calls because they’re too much of a reminder of the bad old days.
To give a non-specific example.
The cat—he used to have a name, but that died with Paisley, and he’s never seemed to care what I called him, as long as the food dish stayed full and the sandbox stayed clean—lifted his head and looked at me, eyes half-open and rheumy. The vet said he had feline herpes, and that as long as we kept it controlled, he’d be fine in the long run. At least that made one of us.
Sometimes I wondered if the cat remembered Paisley at all, or if she had been swept out of the cobwebby corners of his little animal mind, washed away by thirteen years of living with me in this same crappy apartment. Although I really shouldn’t keep calling it crappy. My therapist said that sort of defeatist thought wasn’t productive, and besides, it wasn’t like there were roaches, or holes in the walls, or weird smells in the hallway. The elevator always worked and the security was impeccable. That was important.
The people in charge of the government stipend that hooked me up with this place were all too aware that any gaps in the security might result in the Shatterverse figuring out where I was and coming for me, and if that happened, I wouldn’t be able to help myself. Literally. It wouldn’t matter how much I didn’t want to reignite, I would, and I would do it in the blinking of an eye. And then all their careful propaganda would fall to pieces like a broken window, and they’d have to explain how we got here.
No one wanted that. So I sat in my apartment with the pets of my dead friends, and checked off the days on the calendar since Yuina had acknowledged my existence or admitted that she wasn’t the last man standing, and tried not to drink myself to death while the government marched on its merry way toward rendering me a footnote to a bad old stage of a bad old history that was better off erased.
And hell, maybe that was what I deserved.
But the others . . .the others deserved better.
I flopped face-first onto the bed, landing with my head about six inches from Cat, who shifted his fat, furry body to curl against my shoulder, a warm, stabilizing weight pinning me to the world. I sighed, closing my eyes, and he purred me into sleep.
2.
 MY NAME IS Piper Jackson, and when I was twelve years old, a fox with feathery rainbow wings flew in my bedroom window and told me it was my duty and my destiny to die defending humanity and the planet and all that other bullshit people use to sugar-coat a pretty poison pill.
He also said I’d get a fancy dress and magical powers and everyone would love me, and so it seemed like a pretty good deal at the time. I said yes. Of course I said yes. Every study that’s been done shows that even now—even today—when one of the Heralds can make it past the alarms and the barriers and reach their target, eighty-two percent of children will say yes to the invitation, and saying yes kicks off a process that no one’s been able to figure out how to disrupt. Despite everything that’s changed, the invitation remains a binding contract and a promise and a death sentence, all at the same time.
So that’s fun.
But I was twelve, and I was sensitive. I was so damn sensitive. The whole world hurt me, all the time. Walking through my daily life was agony, and not just emotionally, although I was emotionally fragile on top of everything else. A childhood of isolation and hospitalization will do that to a person. My bones broke too easily. I cried at the drop of a hat.
Fuck. I haven’t cried in years, not even when the men in black suits and wraparound sunglasses told me my life was illegal and my history was being rewritten and I would go along with it or else the people I still cared about would pay the consequences. Not even when my father died in his prison cell, beaten to death by inmates who truly believed he had sold me into some sort of brutal servitude for his own benefit.
As if the parents have ever been involved with the selection of the Chosen. Used to be there were so many of us that more than a few survived long enough to have kids of our own, to be parents and even grandparents and train the next generation. And you know what we don’t have? We don’t have any records of their kids ever being offered the invitation. We don’t have any records of them ever receiving any attention from a Herald. And yeah, there’s lots and lots of material missing. Even ignoring hagiography like that bullshit Children’s Crusade book, there’s so much we don’t know. So maybe there have been generational Chosen. Maybe if I could get hold of one of the Heralds, they’d be able to tell me all the stories we don’t have now.
If there had been any actual interest in an accurate historical record, they would have let me and Yuina write it. And sure, it would have been biased, but who exactly is saying their versions aren’t biased? Ours would just have been biased in favor of “yeah, it sucked, yeah, it was brutal and terrible and most of us kind of wish it hadn’t needed to happen, but it was also necessary and important and we gained as much as we lost, we benefitted in ways you can’t even imagine, and we saved the world, you know? We saved the world over and over again for centuries , and then once the world felt like it was safe, it stood up and said ‘thank you so much for your service, thank you for fighting and dying and doing what we couldn’t possibly do, thank you for being the frontline in a war too vast for human minds to comprehend, now we don’t need you, so none of that ever happened, hope that’s cool by you.’” We won, and we still didn’t get to write the histories.
Instead, we got government-subsidized apartments and gag orders and limits on who we can talk to and what we can do, and tabloid reporters and internet muckrakers setting up camp in our parking lots in hopes of just a glimpse of one of the last surviving Chosen, and if we’re lucky and play the game well enough—if we’re Yuina—we get talk shows and sanitized autobiographies where every other word is ghost written and every sentence has been boiled as flat and lifeless as the bodies we buried.
We got to fight the war. We got to bury the fallen. We never got to tell our story.
But this is all inside my head. You’re not real: you’re a construct I’m speaking to while I sleep, and that means you can’t threaten to fine me or arrest me or harass my mother if I say something you don’t like. That means I can be honest. Honesty is a bitter pill. It’s not one I get to swallow very often. It’s one I get to offer up even less frequently. So here’s what their histories won’t tell you:
We’ve always existed. My Herald, Fergus, was young as Heralds go—only about six hundred years old when he was sent to offer me the invitation—and I was his eleventh Chosen. Ten children before me had been lured from their beds with promises of adventure and magic and all those other wonderful things that kids are basically hard-wired to want. Ten children trained, ten children buried, ten graves he visited twice a year for the duration of our time together. Ten children who made up my specific lineage. Paisley’s Herald, Merit, was closer to three thousand years old. He didn’t have a grotto, he had a graveyard . So no, even though the history books are sure we started appearing recently enough to have been recorded, we’re not new. As long as there have been people, there have been Chosen.
We’re not all girls, either. The media likes the image of the “magical girl,” because it’s fun and sparkly and easily marketable—or was, back when they were willing to market us, when merchandise wasn’t illegal without government approval—and because no one sees a preteen girl in a sparkly dress as a threat to a government or a way of life. They call us “magical protectors” when they’re trying to be nice, and “Cursed” when they’re trying to be pejorative, and “magical girls” when they’re trying to be simplistic. End of the day, though, what we are is a lot less sparkly, and a lot less ready for the evening news.
We’re Chosen. We’re child soldiers, every single one of us. All the way back to the beginning of time. I have a pretty shitty adult life as such things go, and I can tell you honestly that even keeping my circumstances in mind, it makes sense to me that whatever force sends the Heralds would go for kids. It’s not just for that open-minded acceptance of every damn thing they tell us.
It’s because we have so much less to lose.
Adults act like it’s the worst thing in the world when a kid dies, when a kid gets hurt, because they have so much potential, so much time to wallow in the world and turn out just as bruised and broken as their parents. They look at kids and they see a chance to get it all right for once, to take back their own fuck-ups and get a clean start at being good enough for the world we’ve all been given. But the night Fergus came through my window, I wasn’t thinking about my own infinite untapped potential. I wasn’t thinking about everything I had to lose. I had . . .what? Too many bruises, a drafty bedroom that I shared with two little brothers, a father who drank, a mother who smoked like a chimney and blamed me for the life she never got to leave, bugs in the butter and roaches in the walls. I had nothing. I had no continuity of selfhood.
Children are so new to existence that the thought of not existing anymore doesn’t have any weight behind it. It’s impossible, and you can’t be afraid of things you know don’t exist. Now . . .if Fergus offered me the same deal right now, today, even after everything that’s gone to shit, even after the funerals and the lawsuits and the legislation and everything else, I’d say “sorry, man, I can’t. I’ve got these fish to feed.” Kids don’t think to say “sorry” most of the time. They think hey, sunshine and sparkles and glitter and unicorns and let’s go go go go go!
So we went. We went and went and went and went, and of the five of us who started, two are still standing, and the contracts we signed may not have been legal, but holy fuck, they were binding.
No one knows how the protectors are Chosen, not even the Heralds. They get their marching orders from something none of them has ever seen, something that comes from Outside. Capital letter intended—that’s the way it’s always been written down, when it gets written down at all. The official records don’t mention it at all.
The official records tend to link the Heralds to the individual invasions we get tapped to fight against. So they say Fergus and Merit came from the Shatterverse, and they ignore the fact that both of them have been documented across history as serving with other Chosen, who were fighting against other threats. They say that if they can stop the Heralds from reaching their Chosen to extend the invitations, they can stop the threats from rising in the first place, as if risk and response were the same thing. They never ask us . They say we were brainwashed by the seductive forces of the army we were semi-willingly conscripted into when we were children, and they say we can’t possibly know anything about the war we fought in and they observed, the one we survived. So they don’t want to know about Outside.
Five hundred years ago, you could expect to find one group of us for every hundred thousand or so civilians. Given that you get five members to any given team, that equates to about one life sacrificed for every twenty thousand people. So call it between four and five thousand teams operating globally, when the population was a hell of a lot lower. If the math held true as the population shot up, we should be looking at somewhere on the order of seventeen million individual teams running around the world, fighting the forces from the Outside, doing their best to keep us all from getting eaten by whatever is big and awful enough that this was the best possible response.
My name is Piper Jackson. They used to call me Shatterproof. And I am one of the last two magical protectors in the world.




T HE DAY I was offered the invitation was the best day of my life.
I was ten years old—the youngest member of Unbreakable Starlight—and I thought I was destined to be boring, like my older sister. She was one of those sweet, easily manipulated girls who winds up clerking for a state senator if she’s lucky, and on the evening news if she’s not.
She wasn’t lucky. She wound up on the evening news when I was seventeen, the year the Shatterverse launched their assault on our home town, one of the almost countless casualties of a battle that should never have been able to come that close to the people we loved. The Heralds promised us, again and again, that we couldn’t be traced or tracked when we weren’t transformed, and we were just kids. Of course we believed them. How could we have done anything else? We were supposed to be safe in our beds, even if we were never safe anywhere else. Even if we had traded safety for a sparkly stick and a cool costume our parents would never have let us wear.
We were supposed to be safe.
The day I was offered the invitation was the worst day of my life.
I was in my room, brushing my hair after soccer practice, when this weird weasel-looking thing squirmed through the gap under my window and sat up on its hind paws, looking at me with eyes that were too big and too blue and too human to belong to an animal. I noticed the eyes before I noticed the wings, and then I noticed the wings and the room started to spin, because I knew what this was. I’d seen this scene on a hundred television shows and movie screens, and I could basically have recited the whole spiel without any prompting.
The little weasel told me her name was Fuyu, and she wasn’t my Herald, because I wasn’t going to be one of the leaders, even if I accepted the invitation. Those roles had already been filled. But I was going to be wise, and swift, and clever, and they very much hoped I would take up the banner that was being placed before me, because the world needed me . Then she plucked this delicate silver hairclip out of the air and dropped it on the floor, and there was starlight in my eyes. It was so beautiful. That’s the one thing the shows never got right. There’s not enough CGI in the world to document how beautiful it was.

I put the clip in my hair. I said the words. And the world changed forever, and it would be years before I understood the severity of the mistake I had just made . . .
—from Everlasting Shame: My Time With Unbreakable Starlight , by Yuina Nakano.






CHAPTER 2:
Yuina
1.

O F COURSE, IT would be better if you could get an interview with Piper.” My publicist’s voice was the drone of a wasp. I tucked my hair back behind my ear to get it out of my face, not looking up from the heavily redacted version of my manuscript that had been dropped onto the table in front of me like so much raw meat. Some of the excisions were things I had expected. Others were . . .not so much.
“Really, Angela?” I glanced up, my hair falling back into my face at the motion. She looked into her purse, making a show of rummaging for something, studiously not meeting my eyes. She never did when she could help it. It was like she thought I’d been hiding magical mind control rays this whole time, and would seize her soul as soon as she dared to look at me.
“Hmm?”

“Really?” I slammed my palm on the table hard enough to make the manuscript—and the publicist—jump. She flinched back, clutching her purse, then reddened and looked down again, visibly ashamed.
Amateur.
“You knew there would be changes,” she said, tone placating.
“I knew there would be changes, but this is butchery ,” I snapped. “They promised me the overall integrity of the story would be respected. That they’d follow my lead. That was the only thing I asked for when I agreed to write this propaganda piece, remember? That they would respect the fact that I lived this, I was convinced it was a good idea for a reason , and it wasn’t because I was some naïve kid who didn’t know any better! Plus, some of the rewrites—not the cuts, the rewrites—are straight-up racist. They make it sound like Elena accepted the invitation because she didn’t speak enough English to understand what she was agreeing to.”
Angela seized on this like it was a rope that could drag her out of the situation. “Elena Rodríguez was the daughter of immigrants, and spoke with a measurable accent from the time of her first public appearance until her death. It’s not unreasonable to think that translation difficulties may have played a part in her initial acceptance of an abusive situation—”
“Elena was valedictorian at our high school, had a full scholarship to Stanford to study organic chemistry, and negotiated most of our initial media contracts.” I glared at her. “She was a certified genius, and I am not putting my name on something that implies she was anything else just because she had an accent! Paisley had an accent, and I don’t see you trying to present her as some lost little lamb led astray by the big bad Heralds.”
Their portrayal of Paisley was even less flattering in some ways, although it was just as clichéd: they were painting her as a seductive femme fatale who had been destined for a bad end one way or another, and had simply managed to find it in a sparkly pair of earrings and the ability to walk through walls.
They wanted all of us to be monsters, and they wanted the proof to be written in a monster’s own hand. Angela was still looking at me like she didn’t understand the problem. I sighed, trying to soften my expression as much as I possibly could, and tapped the manuscript again.
“I told them I would write an honest accounting of our side of the story,” I said, patiently. “That means the parts about how beautiful it was in the beginning. How perfect it all seemed to us when we were starting out, before we understood how much it was going to cost us. How we all thought we were going to be heroes, not victims or villains or any of the other things we turned out to be. My contract specifies that level of authorial control. They can’t rewrite the text to change the meaning. I’m allowed to tell them not to publish if they do.”
“Your contract says you can write your side of the story, but that we’re allowed to modify it to suit current governmental standards,” said Angela, suddenly chirpy again, like this was the familiar ground she’d been waiting for. And maybe it was. Maybe this had been a trap from the beginning, and like a fool, I’d gone and wandered straight inside. “Nothing we change is going to change a second of what you lived through, but Yuina, you have to understand, we can’t have you glorifying this life. We’re publishing your account to boost your profile and keep the media appearances coming in, and to make sure parents have something they can point to when their children start talking about forbidden things.”
I frowned.
“So if you’d just be open to contacting Piper, we could probably restore some of the unnecessary descriptors,” she continued. “We don’t want you emphasizing the so-called ‘good times’ before you realized you were being used, but if we had a contrasting perspective, we might be able to restore some of the personal flourishes—depending on feedback from legal, of course.”
“I haven’t spoken to her in thirteen years,” I said stiffly. “I doubt she’d take my call.”
“I think you’d be surprised by what Miss Jackson would accept from you.”
“Why? Do you represent her, too?”
Angela’s candied smile fell away. “Miss Jackson has not retained our firm,” she said, voice going as stiff as mine.
“So that means no. She’s still holding her ground.”
“I don’t see where her representation matters one way or another,” she said. “The fact is, the two of you are the last remaining ‘magical girls’ in the United States. Your stories are in high demand.”
That was us. Last two protectors the Earth had against the Shatterverse, last girls standing, like the blood-drenched heroine in the white dress at the end of the horror movie. Only no one ever pointed to that girl and said that everything was her fault, if she hadn’t been a beautiful virgin who was dating the captain of the football team the monster would never have shown up in the first place, how dare she defend herself, didn’t she know her friends would still be alive if she’d just been willing to lay back and let the monster take her like a good girl? Like it’s better to be a sacrifice than a solider, somehow.
Like the world hasn’t been built on a base of bones from the beginning.
“Our stories, but not the reality of what we went through.”
“No.” She made a small moue with her lips, collecting the manuscript and tapping it against the table to realign the pages. “The reality is too . . .messy. It confuses the issue.”
“Confuses the issue,” I echoed, voice flat.
“Yes. It’s been long enough that some people are starting to question the severity of the restrictions, you understand. They’re starting to ask whether the protectors were really as bad as we say they were. Those shows you cited in chapter one, they’re part of the problem. We scrub them off the internet as quickly as they get reuploaded, but we can’t destroy every illegal recording, and people keep putting them back up.” She stood, sliding the manuscript into her valise. “People watch those shows, and they start to think that maybe it was an overreaction when we shut the whole process down. They think there were good sides to sending children into the field to die for us. They think what you paid was justified. And those people are wrong. You understand me, Yuina? They’re wrong . We did the right thing by locking the whole system down after what happened. You need to accept that, and you need to give us a draft that doesn’t glorify the unforgiveable. We have a contract.”
So many things went unspoken in that statement. They had a contract, and it meant that if I didn’t provide them with something they were willing to publish by the time we reached the deadline, they could publish whatever they wanted to. Slap my name on the cover, hand me another cocktail of sedatives, and send me on all the talk shows to explain one more time what a tragedy my life had been, how every part of it had been terrible, all the way back to the beginning, how nothing could ever possibly have been enough to counter the cost to my innocence.
The contract existed only as a pretty nod to the ongoing legal fiction that I was still a person. I was just as much of a prisoner as Piper, and had been since the day they arrested us both, in shock and covered with the thin film of red dust that had been half the citizens of Seattle. Piper had recovered fast enough to fight back, and I’d been slower, the same way I always was. I hadn’t realized we were both in cages until it was too late.
God, I miss her.
2.
 THIS IS THE way it used to work:
Earth is a little dome of predictable physical forces and pleasant natural laws which, when combined, form a hospitable environment for life as we know it. Hence humans, and cats, and crows, and cows, and every other thing you can think of that’s alive and important and needs things like “an atmosphere” and “gravity” to survive. We’re here because of the bubble that surrounds our universe, and because we’re on the inside, it feels like our bubble is very, very large, but when you look at it from any sort of a distance, it becomes very, very small. Imagine living in the only house in all of California that had breathable air inside, while all the others were, I don’t know, filled with helium, and the outside was just pure argon. You might survive for a few seconds if you left your home, but then you’d drop dead, suffocated before you understood what was happening to you.
That’s reality. That’s the way the cosmos works. That “dark matter” scientists say surrounds us is actually the bulk of creation, only it’s split up into countless bubbles just like ours, all with their own physical laws and their own ideas of what it means to be alive. Existence is so much more fragile, and more negotiable, than we want to believe it is.
There are probably bubbles where people like us would be okay, if we could just make it through the intervening space without dissolving into our component molecules and being slurped up by forces too vast and unspeakable for human minds to understand. Because really the problem isn’t the existence of bubbles where we can’t survive. It’s the existence of the space between them. The bubbles are distinct and separated, but the space between them is everywhere, touching everything—accessing everything. The gaps between the bubbles are filled with entities that are unspeakably ancient, endlessly hungry, and they think of things like us as appetizers. That’s what we need to be afraid of. The space between the bubbles. The space Outside.
The things that . . .don’t “live,” not exactly, because that implies too much commonality with things like us. The things that exist in the Outside, they like to pop bubbles. When they do that, they get to feed. But there’s no benefit to them in popping a bubble that hasn’t matured far enough to have a healthy volume of life inside it. So the most successful of them have developed . . .let’s call it “life sense.” They know when a bubble is ripening, when it contains something worth swallowing, and they come for it, ready for the harvest.
And once upon a time, that was where we came in.
See, as any given bubble develops enough of a volume of life to be considered “ripe” by the things Outside, it will also be developing consciousness. That’s what actually attracts them. Let a bubble grow itself a healthy burden of single-celled organisms and maybe some basic algae and it can go untouched for millennia. But life wants to be in control of its own destiny, and so it organizes toward being able to recognize itself. Life, given time and opportunity, strives for personhood. And once that happens, the things Outside show up, hungry for the harvest.
But sometimes they get to the border too late. Because the cosmos isn’t only hostility and horror. Ashley was the only one of us who really “got” religion, and she used to say that every demon needed an angel on the other side of the scale. So when the things Outside find a bubble, they’re racing against another batch of entities who aren’t from around here, as it were.
We call them Heralds.
Unlike the things, who can’t come into a bubble without tearing a hole in the walls, the Heralds care about the survival of the life inside. They slide through the cracks, shape themselves into forms we can understand, and they seek out developing consciousness, and they offer us a way to fight the Outside. Not all of us—they don’t have that much power to spare—but enough of us that we can stand a chance, if we’ll take up the invitation to fight. They can give us power to fight the emissaries of the things, power to heal the rifts they open, power to defend our worlds.
They can make us into protectors. And because it takes a lot of effort and energy to do that, they try to only offer their invitation to people who they think will probably say yes. Every refusal costs them. Every acceptance costs them, too, and still they keep doing it, because they want us to survive. They want every bubble to have the chance to ripen and mature, to find its own way into whatever future could possibly exist for us.
They want us all to have the chance they had.
I mean, they never come right out and say that—the Heralds are like, notoriously tight-lipped about wherever it is they actually come from—but all the signs point to “occupants of a bubble that was somehow lucky enough to mature, appearing in a form we can comprehend so that they will be able to preserve our fragile, foolish little lives.” It would explain why they always manifest as semi-cartoon animals, and why those animals always match up with something the Chosen have seen before, and why they work so hard to offer the invitations, even though we know it hurts them to manifest that directly to someone who hasn’t already accepted a connection.
So the things Outside want to devour and destroy us all, want to rip us into itty bitty little pieces they can easily engulf and digest, and the Heralds—which are also from Outside in their own way, just in a way that’s less actively, you know, inimical to all known forms of life—want to stop that from happening. But it takes them so much energy to even force their way into our bubble without damaging it that once they get here, they can’t do anything beyond the basics of existing. That’s why they choose us. They invite us to make a connection through them to the space outside our own bubble, to access the same liminal forces that fuel the things Outside, and once that connection is made, we also sustain our Heralds. And we use the connection to power whatever magical talents the invitation unlocked.
Every Herald carries different gifts, and they only invite the kids who have the potential to use them. I’m not sure how they make those selections. No one is. Except for maybe Piper.
I think Piper did the math and figured it out. She was always the math kid, the one who wanted to look at numbers and statistics and the way things fit together. She had this wacky equation when we were all together that she said could predict how many of us the Heralds would need to invite in order to protect the integrity of the world. And it all added up to some absolutely ludicrous number. Something on the order of like, ten million teams or whatever. Not ten million protectors: ten million teams of protectors, each of us fighting off a different manifestation of the Outside, trying to balance out the increasing brightness of our collective consciousness, which was like some sort of cosmic “EAT AT JOE’S” sign blinking into the black between the bubbles.
I guess maybe some of the people who are supposed to be in charge of us did the math too, and they didn’t like it the way she did. Piper always said it was aspirational and awesome that kids could save the world. We were the ones who’d have to live with it, after all. We were preserving our own future, one battle at a time, and it was glorious, it was good, it was a sacrifice we had chosen to make, and maybe we didn’t fully understand that we could die, but what the hell ever, right? Kids make choices they don’t understand all the time. One kid wants to be a ballet dancer, one wants to be a gymnast, one wants to play football, and we let them, because we understand that while it may scare us to think about kids getting hurt, they’re fearless for a reason.
I’m not fearless anymore. I was fearless when I was invited, and I managed to stay fearless when the Shatterverse started predicting our movements, and I learned how to be afraid when they came for my family. When they killed my friends. As soon as I was risking something more than just myself, I learned what it meant to fear.
There were so many of us before that night, all over the world. Which I guess was “that day” for some people, and “that morning” for others, but it was night for us, the way it should have been. It was night when everything changed.





F ERGUS WON’T STOP screaming in my head like a siren on a firetruck, like he thinks he can warn me about the trap even though he didn’t warn me before it slammed shut all around us. Paisley isn’t moving, hasn’t moved since Merit told her he was sorry and disappeared, and without Paisley, we’re visible: she’s the only one who can phase us out of sight, who can make us disappear and hide us. She’s breathing, but she has her knees clasped up against her chest like she’s about five, and she’s crying. She won’t stop crying. I want to ask Elena what’s going on inside her head, but I can’t. Elena isn’t doing much better.


Her eyes are bleeding and her nose is bleeding and I think everything she has is bleeding, and that’s how she can be so pale, even though she’s normally darker than any of us except Ashley. She isn’t talking any more than Paisley is, but at least she’s still standing, and while I’m not sure she can see me, I know she understands that there’s a fight going on. She put up her shield when Paisley collapsed, about two seconds before her own eyes started to bleed, and even though I know it has to be hurting her—she’s never held one for this long before—she isn’t letting it come down.


Elena is my hero. I knew that before tonight, but wow, this proves it. I could never be this cool.


Yuina and Ashley are still acting like normal, thank the Heralds. And I’m still on my feet, even if Fergus won’t stop screaming. I just wish he’d stop long enough for me to hear myself think. But I can fight. All I need is for someone to point me in the right direction.


Everything is on fire. We were going to the movies, just five ordinary girls having an ordinary night, no warning of a Shatterverse incursion, no signs that anything even remotely like that was on the horizon. The two nearest teams—Rose Symphony and Fairy Tale Forgiveness—both checked in through their Heralds earlier this evening, and said things were quiet on their fronts. We should have been able to go and watch hunky men in spandex beat each other up for a while.


It was my turn to pick the movie. I like superheroes. Yuina says it’s childish, but she likes horror movies, with all the blood in the whole world, and Paisley likes romances, and Elena likes cartoons.


Ashley likes everything. Ashley is the sweetest person in the world, and that’s probably why her invitation unlocked healing and the ability to throw damage away from the rest of us, like she’s some sort of guardian angel. Most teams have a member who can fly. Well, we have a member who can make us all fly.


Or we did, five seconds ago, before that whip of light crashed through Elena’s flickering shield. Ashley isn’t the sweetest person in the world anymore, and she doesn’t like everything anymore. She doesn’t like anything, because there isn’t an Ashley anymore. There’s just a fine red dust settling in the air, and the light whip is gone, and the red dust is trapped inside the shield with the rest of us, and everything is burning, and Fergus won’t stop screaming and I—


I—


I don’t think we’re going to win this time.




CHAPTER 3:
Piper
1.

O NE NIGHT. ONE betrayal. That was all it took for the Shatterverse to overwhelm us. Technically, we were the lucky ones. Most teams only had one Herald, the one who chose the leader. With us, though, we didn’t have an obvious leader, and we had two Heralds. So when most of them set their Chosen up to die, when Merit betrayed us and left us all to our fates, we still had Fergus pumping power into our invitations, and Yuina and I walked away.
That’s two more people than walked away from any other team. Oh, all of the protectors did a lot of damage on our way out. Rose Symphony died together, hand in hand, turning an entire army of their opponents—I think they were fighting the Frozen Wastes by that point—into ash even finer than the red dust the Shatterverse made of their targets. Their families got bodies to bury. Ours didn’t.
Fairy Tale Forgiveness went down before we even knew what was going on. I don’t remember what their opponents were called. Isn’t that silly? You’d think I’d remember something as big as a hostile dimension trying to invade and consume our own, but there are so many of those that sometimes I lost track even when we were allowed to keep records. Even when people let us tell our stories. And now so much is lost, buried with the bodies of the Chosen who couldn’t stand against the tide.
Plus, I’m pretty sure these days that there was only ever one dimension, only ever the Outside wearing different faces to fit into the fantasies we had been recruited for. But that’s another story.
All over the world, our individual opponents rose and attacked, and we fought back, and we fell, and we fell, and we fell. But we did so much damage going down that there hasn’t been an incursion since that night. There hasn’t been a single attempt to break into this reality. Which is probably a good thing, since as soon as the dust settled—literally in some cases—the governments of the world swept in, so quickly and consistently that it was like they’d been planning for this event for years. Like they knew it was coming.
My therapist says I’m being paranoid when I say things like that, but I was there. I know how quickly they locked us down. How quickly they cleaned out our rooms, and the rooms of every magical protector whose body could be identified. They wiped us out of the world, and then they made it against the law for anyone to follow in our footsteps ever again.
PSAs warning parents about the dangers of talking animals. Lists of warning signs telling them what to watch for in the weeks before the invitation arrived—we’d all felt like it came out of nowhere, because we were kids, and little, magical oddities barely rose to the level of conscious awareness in those days. Lots of movies starring lots of marketable stars, focusing on how we were miserable, exploited, walking disasters. They painted us as villains and victims with the same brush, and if their metaphor got a little muddled from time to time, they didn’t care all that much, because they were shutting down a threat to the children of the world. They were protecting the next generation from going through anything like we’d experienced, and they were protecting themselves from another night like the Great Incursion.
Yuina thought they were right. That was the last thing she said to me before they swept her away and locked us in our respective cages, mine plain and utilitarian, as befit a political prisoner, hers gilded and padded, as befit a half-trusted defector. She’s been featured on several streaming channels, as proof that we can be redeemed. They always start out sweet and enthusiastic about how well she’s turned out, but there’s an undercurrent of pity to their reports, like we should all feel bad for poor Yuina, exploited and thrown aside by forces too big for her to understand. By the time the reports end, they’re all but making fun of her, pointing out everything that’s gone wrong in her entire life. One of them even informed her, on camera, that they’d sponsored a scholarship in her sister’s name, and focused way too long on the glassy smile that stretched across her face, the way the tears pooled in her eyes.
She’s a dancing bear, and I’m a dangerous one, and honestly, if those are my choices, I’ll take the one where they don’t jab sticks between the bars of my cage.
The people who stop the Heralds from reaching their Chosen think that we’re the reason the Outside is attracted to us. That if we’re not pulling on powers they can’t understand, there won’t be another Seattle. We’re the cure and the disease. And maybe they’re right. After all, even the greatest statisticians in the world have trouble proving a negative. So how do we know we did any good at all? How do we know we actually saved a single life? Sure, we got people out of harm’s way and into places where they could have been, should have been, safe and able to go on with their lives, but we didn’t stay with them. We didn’t follow them for the rest of their days. So maybe every single person we thought we rescued was dead within the hour, and we did no good at all.
But we did a hell of a lot of damage. That part, at least, they documented thoroughly. I can see it any time I turn on the television.
Speaking of which . . . I glanced at the clock next to the bed. Analog, of course: can’t trust the former magical protector with access to the internet, even though we never had a technopath. Unbreakable Starlight was a pretty old-school team. Not all the way old-school—we didn’t have elementalists—but none of us could talk to tech, not like the geniuses in Static Salvation, and none of us could manipulate metal. And none of these arguments can get me a cellphone, or an unmonitored network connection, or anything else that might make the days a little less endlessly grinding.
But according to the hour, it was time for my daily dose of “hey, remember how you used to be able to go into the outside world without a government escort? And when you did, people acted like you were a normal teenager, and no one threw anything at you, and parents didn’t hustle their children to the other side of the road? Yeah, that’s never going to happen again. So better suck it up, buttercup, because you survived, and this is how we punish you for that, this is your life now.” I groaned and hauled myself off the mattress.
Cat, once again, lifted his head and blinked, breaking the crusts around his eyes as he watched me leave the room. I made a mental note to clear a visit to his vet with my handler. Feline herpes or not, that could not be a good way for eyes to look.
I stepped into the living room just as the television clicked on. The picture displayed one of those generically spotless television studio sets, beige and ochre and eggshell and the occasional pop of soothing purple—the optic equivalent of oatmeal. Nothing about this image would excite or enflame anything in the people looking at it. The color balance had been designed, even at a glance, to settle tempers and soothe emotions. It was a beautiful piece of propaganda, dressed up with a couple of couches and a politely smiling host in a plain brown suit, his hair dressed just so, his eyes crinkled at the corners. The studio audience clapped and cheered.
I sank onto the couch, pulling my knees up toward my chest. If I had to endure this bullshit, I could at least be comfortable while I was doing it. If not for that damned book sending me into the sort of spiral that could only be broken by spending some time sprawling on the bed and contemplating the meaninglessness of my life, I would have been well into a bottle of vodka by this time of day, nicely anesthetized against whatever lies they were about to spew in my direction.
The cameras didn’t care if I was too inebriated to understand what I was seeing. They only cared that I was in the room where they recorded during my daily “edutainment” assignments. Sobriety was not required, thank fuck. I very rarely was these days.
But sometimes it can’t be helped. I sighed and shifted to see the screen. The cameras did care that I could see what was going on, even if they didn’t need me to understand it. There’s only so much the system can do without people monitoring it around the clock, and it turns out no one wants the job of constantly monitoring the alcoholic shut-in who hasn’t demonstrated any supernatural or magical powers in thirteen years. Maybe if I were younger or cuter or inclined to wandering around the apartment naked it would be different, but I’m not, and I’m not, and I don’t, so they leave me to the automated monitoring systems, and if it’s good enough for those government assholes, I guess it can be good enough for me.
My, how my standards have slipped. I focused on the bland soundstage, the applause of the audience, the too-bright fluorescent lights designed to bleach as much of the life as possible out of the things in front of them.
It felt a little arrogant to think most of this interior design was down to me, but it was: me, and any others like me who might still be out there, the ones who made color and saturation dirty words when we burned so brightly that we burned out, comets flashing across the sky of a monochrome humanity. “A comet killed the dinosaurs,” said one of the anti-Chosen senators during the big hearings that sealed our fates. “The impact shut out the sun for decades. Can we really afford to risk something like that happening again?”
I tried to tell them, when they let me speak at all, when I still thought there was a chance someone would listen. I tried to tell them we’d always been here, that the rise of human consciousness was almost exactly linked to the arrival of the first Herald and the issuance of the first invitation. There’s no gap between humans as we know them and the Chosen, so who’s to say the one will endure if you manage to somehow utterly eliminate the other?
The applause from the screen rose to a fever pitch, like the audience members were afraid they would be punished if they didn’t clap hard enough to fracture their wrists. I blinked, my wandering attention snapping back to the show I’d supposedly been watching all along. The host was still seated behind his desk, still smiling, although there was an edge of fear to it now, an air of uncertainty. That could only mean one thing:
They were having Yuina as a guest again.
I hate seeing my old teammate, whether it’s on a screen or in the pages of a tabloid, and I briefly considered leaving the room. But if I did, they’d just play reruns for me every time I passed through the living room until I either sat down and let it happen or pushed it past an ever-shifting line of tolerable behavior and earned myself a bonus visit from my therapist. Neither of us would enjoy that. I weighed how much I wouldn’t enjoy it against how much I didn’t enjoy seeing Yuina, and stayed where I was. There would be vodka when this was over. I could get blackout stinking drunk and yell at the fish until I forgot what I was angry about. It would be okay.
 “—our national treasure, Yuina Nakano!” said the host, to even louder applause.
He wasn’t wrong, exactly. National treasures are generally kept under lock and key, just like prisoners, and they don’t get to decide what happens to them. I still scoffed and rolled my eyes as Yuina walked onto the screen, one hand raised in a perfect princess wave, dark hair brushed and styled just so, narrow frame dressed in a sleek black sheath dress that did nothing for her complexion. It did explain why they’d tied her hair up, though. When she wore that color, if she left her hair down, her neck basically disappeared, black blending into black and swallowing tan so completely that she might as well have had her head balanced directly atop her shoulders.
Paisley used to say she was our stylist, that without her we would have all walked around looking like we’d just rolled out of bed and through the local Goodwill on our way to school, and to be fair, she hadn’t been entirely wrong, for a whole variety of reasons. Me, I didn’t have the money for anything that wasn’t on its sixth owner by the time I pulled it over my head. Ashley had the fashion sense of someone who’d grown up on a reality dance competition. Elena just didn’t care . And Yuina . . . Yuina tried, bless her forever. She wanted to be cool and collected and win Paisley’s approval. She just didn’t have the knack for it.
Well, she had the knack for it now, or whoever was drawing a governmental salary to serve as her stylist did, anyway, and that was essentially the same thing. She moved across the studio with a studied grace that she had never possessed before our failure and detention—smooth enough to be alluring and inviting, and not remind anyone of a little girl in a starlight-colored skirt fighting to keep from being swallowed whole by the Outside, but not so smooth that anything about her tipped the scales into unnatural. The host rose and offered his hand, still smiling, although I could see the screaming in his eyes.
That was new. Up until the last year or so, they never asked anyone to touch her. Never allowed it, either, preferring to treat us like we had some sort of contagious disease. “Don’t touch the former child soldier, sweetie, you might catch a bad case of magical responsibility.” Eventually, though, their pet physicists must have figured out that there was no energy transfer or anything else ridiculous like that, and finally cleared people to start touching us again. Not that I let them. The first time my therapist had tried to go in for an unsolicited hug, I damn near broke her trachea.
I got a new therapist after that, one who had been informed that just because they could touch us now, that didn’t mean they should touch us now, and things had been better since then. Not great, but better.
On the screen, the host gripped Yuina’s hand long enough to be polite, that smile still frozen on his face, then let go and sat down, a touch too fast to be entirely flattering, his eyes glancing at something to the side of the camera. They were watching him. Of course they were watching him. They watched me every time I left the apartment, and I’m much less high-profile than Yuina. She came with handlers and guards, and any appearance including her would be all but guaranteed to come with the same for him.
For the first time, I wondered whether he had any control over the guests they booked on his show. Was he choosing to continue the dog and pony show, trotting Yuina out every time the government was getting ready for another legislative push to make people like us just that tiny bit more impossible, or was he being told to be grateful because they were willing to lend him one of their tools for guaranteed high ratings?
It was a good question, and one that I mulled over as Yuina sank into her seat, crossing her legs at the ankle and resting her hands, one atop the other, on her knee. She smiled a perfectly bland, perfectly sweetened smile at the host, who recovered what little he’d lost of his composure as he settled at a safe distance, adjusting the knot of his tie and directing a new smile at her. This one was less frozen, less unsure. With her seated and wearing heels, he was sure he could escape if he needed to.
One thing was for sure: he wasn’t going to be trying to surprise her. No shock journalism for us. No need to sensationalize what’s already been sensationalized by news outlets around the world. Upsetting Yuina wouldn’t mean ratings, it would mean casualties.
“So, Yuina,” he said. “It’s been a while since you’ve been to see me. I was starting to think you didn’t love us anymore.”
“Don’t be silly, Craig,” said Yuina, voice silky and practiced. “You know you’ll always be my favorite.”
She was more anxious than she was letting on; she was tapping the fingers of her topmost hand against the bottom, gently drumming. Her attention remained entirely on him.
“What brings you back?”
“Well,” she said, still tapping. “You may have heard that they have me writing a book.”
Tap. Tap tap. Tap.
“Yes! Everlasting Shame: My Time With Unbreakable Starlight , wasn’t it?” Nice title drop. Terrible title, but nice title drop. “They called you ‘Everlasting’ back in the day, didn’t they? Forgive me if this is crass, but that doesn’t seem to have been a very accurate name.”
“I don’t know,” said Yuina, as the audience laughed. “I’m still here, aren’t I? I seem to be lasting pretty darn well.”
The laughter grew louder as the host smirked, acknowledging that she had walked straight into the joke he’d set up for her. A softball, the sort of gentle acknowledgment of what we’d been and were no longer allowed to be.
And the whole time, her fingers were tapping. I sat up straighter, frowning. They were forming a pattern. That’s part of what the invitation gave me, even though no one outside the team ever really acknowledged that fact—I was Shatterproof, the girl who felt no pain, the closest thing Unbreakable Starlight had to an iconographic representation. They named us “Unbreakable,” and all our codenames meant that, one way or another, but I was the most obvious.
Indestructability, super strength, and the dubiously ethical gift of being able to turn off all physical sensations, meaning I could actually stand up to take the blows that wouldn’t kill me, but could sure as fuck have hurt me. Indestructability without pain reduction is an asshole superpower. Pain reduction that doesn’t have to be associated with physical violence is even worse in some ways. Give it to me, and you’re basically dropping an addict into a giant vat of heroin, or morphine, or whatever other horrifically addictive substance they want to use to bring themselves to an early, messy end.
I’ve been in pain one way or another since I was three years old. Tell me I can make the pain stop, and keep it stopped for as long as I need it to be, and you’re basically creating a situation where I’m never going to voluntarily feel anything, ever again.
But even with that being said, most people outside the team never quite caught on to my most useful ability, or the reason that I’d been tapped to have a Herald of my own, despite the fact that Paisley was our leader, Paisley was the one who officially called the shots. Paisley was the photogenic one who liked to flirt for the cameras, pushing the boundaries of what our magical camouflage could do. I was the brute in the background.
The brute whose primary superpower was spotting the patterns in things, running predictive algorithms that would make a supercomputer weep and using them to tell people what was about to happen.
Half of our successes came from the fact that Paisley could phase us through things that should have smashed us flat, and Ashley could bring us back from the literal dead if she had to. The other half came from me looking at the situation and telling the rest of the team exactly what was about to happen, and how we could avoid it. I could see the patterns. I could read the patterns. They were everywhere, consuming everything, and threatening to drive me out of my mind, at least until Fergus explained how they worked. The less pain I felt, the blurrier they became; if I turned my nerves almost all the way off, I could walk through the world and not see anything more than anyone else.
At the moment, I had my bodily sensations turned up enough that I could tell a hot stove when I touched it, even if I couldn’t feel it hurting me; I could feel Cat’s claws when I rolled over on him in my sleep, even if they didn’t register as anything other than a point of data. But I could feel , and that meant that once I noticed Yuina’s fingers, I couldn’t stop noticing Yuina’s fingers.
I also couldn’t tell what they were doing, just that they were doing something, and I needed to understand it. Reluctantly, and regretting it even before I did it, I allowed sensation to creep back into my body, starting at the feet and working its way up.
My feet hurt. I’d stepped on something—probably several somethings—in the last few days, and there were bruises all along the soft parts of my heel and instep. My legs hurt, which didn’t make as much sense, since it wasn’t like I’d been walking anywhere, but then I remembered I’d been sitting with them curled under me long enough to have cut off circulation, and forced myself to stretch them out. It didn’t help as much as I wanted it to, but it awoke screaming agony in my bladder, which I couldn’t do anything about. Not without leaving the room and tipping the security system off to something being up. I don’t turn my physical sensations on very often. Someone would review the footage of the interview, looking for hidden messages, and if I was right about this, they’d find one.
I don’t like pain. I don’t have a lot of experience dealing with it without shutting it down these days. I forced myself to focus on the screen, on Yuina’s tapping fingers. She was talking placidly about her plans for a book tour, something small and tasteful, where she could meet the children whose parents had managed to intercede before they could receive their own invitations—the ones who were grateful enough for their ordinary lives to show up for her, anyway. And her hand never stopped moving.
It was a huge risk for her to take. If someone realized what she was doing, she’d be in for whatever her handlers used to discipline her. Could they discipline her? Yuina could stop time when she wanted to, or used to be able to, back when she called on her invitation. I watched her hand and realized that I had no idea whether she could even do that anymore. I had basically never stopped calling on my invitation and its power, had used the comforting numbness it afforded me from the moment I saw Ashley reduced to powder, and just never let it go. My handlers thought it was a permanent state at this point, something that just happened.
My whole family died the night the Outside attacked. There was no one left to tell them what I’d looked like before, and so they didn’t realize I still hadn’t detransformed.
Yuina, though . . . Yuina looked like Yuina, and not Everlasting. She’d let her invitation go sometime after we’d been arrested, and I didn’t know whether it was possible for her to call it back again after this long. Maybe that was what really happened to us after we retired. Maybe we just faded away.
And maybe I was trying to distract myself from seeing what I needed to see. I narrowed my eyes.
I focused on the screen.
2.
 “PIPER ,” SHE TAPPED, letter by letter, using the code we’d only ever needed when Elena was out of commission, when we didn’t have Radio Free Telepath to link our thoughts and turn us into a smooth, effortless fighting machine. “I KNOW THEY MAKE YOU WATCH THIS. I KNOW YOU SEE ME. I NEED TO SEE YOU. THEY WILL CALL TOMORROW. AGREE TO DO THE SHOW. ”
I frowned, starting to reach for my invitation. I didn’t need to see this.
Yuina was still tapping: “SOMETHING IS HAPPENING. DON’T KNOW WHAT. NEED TO SEE YOU. NEED TO KNOW IF YOU CAN SEE IT TOO. HANDLERS GETTING SCARED. MOVING THINGS. PLEASE. DO THE SHOW. ”
My frown deepened, and kept deepening as the message looped around, returning to my name. She was sending me a message, after all: she wanted me to see something, and that meant she wasn’t just asking me to speak to her. I could have picked up the phone, and she could have done the same at any time. We were allowed to call each other, and I used to, almost daily, before I’d admitted to myself that she was never, ever going to answer.
But if I called her, we’d be monitored on both ends. They’d pick apart every whisper and intonation, looking for secret messages. And since that was exactly what she was sending, I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.
I stayed where I was, slowly dialing my invitation back up until the screaming in my bladder stopped and the tapping of her fingers became just so much fidgeting, barely a pattern at all, just one more background detail.
Eventually, the show ended. The screen clicked off. I startled upright, having not heard a single word Yuina said after her message came through, then I stood, a little unsteady, and made my way down the hall to the bathroom. I was lucky this time: I made it. Turns out not being able to feel it when you’re pushing things too far can lead to accidents. Also, if the severity of the pain was anything to go by, I probably had a pretty nasty UTI.
Nothing to be done for it. My bi-annual physical was coming up in a few weeks: they’d catch it soon enough, and it wasn’t like I planned to spend a lot of time feeling it between then and now. You can live with anything for a short period of time, as long as it’s not actively melting your kidneys.
I washed my hands and went back to the bedroom, swinging through the kitchen on the way for that bottle of vodka. No point in letting on that something was out of the ordinary now , after all.
Television, huh? Guess that meant I was going to have to brush my hair.
3.
 MAYBE THIS WAS a trick and maybe this was a trap, but either way, my therapist called shortly after nine a.m., a nervous squeak in her voice that made me want to reach through the phone line and throttle her.
“—understand the government has put substantial resources into your care,” she said, anxiously. “There have been questions about budget cuts. Things could be a lot less comfortable for you if they go through.”
So this was how they were going to play it? Made sense. It wasn’t like they knew Yuina had tipped me off, or like they expected the drunken shut-in to have paid attention if they did know. I made a noncommittal sound. “So what, you mean house vodka instead of name brand?”
“I mean seltzer water and an in-house AA meeting.”
Hardball. Right. Whatever they wanted me for, they really wanted me. “Okay, okay,” I said, trying to sound cowed. “I’m listening.”
“Your former teammate is writing a book about your time together,” she said. “Something to help the world understand how bad things really were for you at the height of the team’s activity. Something that will shift public sentiment toward your trauma.”
“I thought that was already the story. Blah blah, child soldiers, traumatized victims, blah blah.”
“And maybe that worked when you were teenagers who’d just lost everything they loved, when you were still the girls next door. But it’s been thirteen years, Piper. You’re not kids anymore. No one watches the old footage—it gets out periodically, no matter how stiff we make the penalties for uploading it—and thinks ‘gosh, she could have gone to my high school, gee, maybe she was my brother’s first girlfriend, maybe it wasn’t her fault, maybe she didn’t know monsters were going to follow her home.’ They think ‘look at that bitch in her short little skirt, she thinks she can do anything, and it’s because of her Seattle burned, it’s because of her my mother is ash on the Pacific wind, it’s because of her the museum was destroyed and took priceless cultural artifacts with it, it’s all because she wanted to play magical girl and play at saving the world.’”
“You know I hate that term,” I said, voice level.
“What, magical girl? I know, you like to remind me that boys got tapped too. But—”
“And non-binary people.” Ashley had still been using she/her pronouns when she died, but she’d told us that as soon as she felt like she could tell her parents without upsetting them, she was going to switch to the more fitting, more comfortable they/them. Calling us “magical girls” was erasing her, and others like her, all across history.
“But , when the dust settled, what we had left was two girls . Two photogenic, crying teenage girls. That’s what we took into custody, and that’s what we have to work with, and we want your story to be as simple and straightforward as it can possibly be. That’s what’s going to get us the sympathy you need to keep the funding flowing.”
If I hadn’t already decided to hate her, that would have done it for me. “So you’re saying non-binary people aren’t sympathetic?”
“Don’t put words in my mouth, Piper. You know that isn’t what I’m saying. If we had a non-binary survivor, we’d be asking the same thing of them. But we don’t. We have you, and we have Yuina, and we work with what we’ve got.”
I made a noncommittal noise, wondering whether it would break my silent promise to go into this sober if I allowed myself just one drink, to get through this phone call.
“As I said, Yuina is writing a book. We’ve asked her to reach out for an interview. We know that might be traumatic for you both—stirring up old memories and all—so we’re prepared to have you meet in a neutral space. We’ll have an admin assistant on hand for the day, to record anything you say, so you can be sure your words will be repeated accurately.”
“And not edited?”
There was a very long pause. Finally, she said, “You know better than that, Piper. We can’t have you saying whatever comes into your head. This is intended to be a piece that supports the government position on suppression and control, and we can’t allow you to go off-message.”
“So why interview me at all? Why take the risk inherent in letting us be in the same space, even temporarily? You could say literally anything was from me, and people would believe you. It’s not like they have anything much to compare it to.”
“The public is hungry to hear from you.”
“Which is it?”
For the first time, she sounded flustered. “Which is what?”
“Do you need to suppress and control us, or do you need to let the public humanize us? It’s easier to lock out a monster. Easier to make a recluse look like anything you want her to be. Either we’re criminals or we’re celebrities, and it sounds like you’re trying to split the difference.”
“People love serial killers. We used to have issues with fan clubs forming around the ones with the highest body counts. They’d show up at the prisons, demanding humane treatment for their favorites. Monsters who’d slaughtered innocents without concern for the damage they were doing—people who had no right to expect anything more than a bare mattress and a concrete floor. But people loved them, and so they were treated well, right up until the day they died. Some of them even got released because their fan clubs worked so incredibly hard to prove their artificial innocence. And you know what happened after that?” She didn’t pause long enough for me to even pretend I was going to answer. “People died . So yeah, we need to suppress and control you, and we need to let people see you, or they start screaming about human rights violations and trying to pull down our fences.”
That put the paparazzi who haunted the parking lot and lunged for me every time I had to leave the building into a new light. An interesting one, to be honest. It had been thirteen years since my family, everyone I’d ever known, and almost all of my friends had died: thirteen years since my Herald had vanished in his customary puff of dust and not come back from wherever it was he went when he wasn’t with me. I’d spent most of it drunk off my ass, with my ability to feel the world dialed down as far as I could safely take it, refusing to let myself feel anything that wasn’t absolutely vital to my survival, ignorant to the patterns unfolding around me. How many things had they been trying to tell me this whole time? How much had I missed?
How much did I actually care?
“All right,” I said, trying to sound bored. “What do you want me to do, exactly?”
“I want you to sit down with Yuina for an interview, in a neutral location, and answer all her questions. When you get a transcript, with our edits, I want you to approve them, or reword them so they’ll match up with the videos we have of Shatterproof speaking during your Unbreakable Starlight days. Too many people have seen them. We can’t have you sounding completely different. I want you to sign an affidavit swearing these are your words, and weren’t coerced in any way. And I want you to go on Craig Morris’s show this afternoon.”
“That awful talk show you people make me watch? Fuck you.”
“You realize we have the authority to compel you.”
“You realize I have the authority to get completely wasted, fight the handlers who try to drag me out of this apartment, and rip Craig Morris’s throat out with my teeth.”
“Again, things could be a lot less comfortable for you.”
“Again, eat my ass.”
“Piper.” She actually managed to sound like she was disappointed in my language, which was fairly impressive. “I thought we were beyond this.”
“You locked me up for something that wasn’t my fault, you took my whole life away, and now you’re trying to force me to join your little dog and pony show because . . .why, exactly? What do you think this is going to do for your cause?”
“It’s going to remind people that Yuina wasn’t the only survivor. They’re used to her. They’re asking questions about you. They want to know that you’re doing just fine. And then they want to hate you. They don’t necessarily feel like they can do that when they don’t know how you’re doing.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“That’s people.”
“All right. Say I agree to do this interview without attacking Yuina on sight. Say I agree to go on this show. What do I get?”
“You continue to enjoy access to all the little luxuries you’ve grown accustomed to.”
“Nuh-uh. Not good enough. You can’t bribe me with booze or air conditioning or clean underwear this time.” All things that had been on the table as “luxuries” they could withhold when they needed me to agree to tests, or when they wanted me to speak to people who were trying to study the mechanisms that let us receive and accept the invitations. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought they were trying to find a way to make more of us, but under governmental control. That had always been a bogeyman of the people in charge, all the way across human history. We were their children and their siblings, their childhood friends, and we got invited to be part of this huge, wild, powerful thing, and they didn’t have any method of controlling it—either who got Chosen or what we did once we were on the list. They just had to live with us. Even when we were “unsuitable.”
But if they’d been trying to make more of us, the messaging would have been less about how all the bad things were our fault, and more about how we needed to be kept under control. At the end of the day, we were too hard to hold onto. I was sure they had been gathering data toward that goal at one point or another. Maybe they still were. Our government wasn’t the only one in the world, after all, and no government holds onto power by refusing to be as shady as their neighbors. So that was a point in my favor. If they could kill me and replace me with a newer, more tractable model, they would already have done so.
“So what do you want, if the standard benefits aren’t good enough?”
She sounded weary to her bones, like this conversation was the last thing in the world she wanted to be having right now. The nervousness she’d been displaying at the start of the call was gone; she knew she had me, or she thought she knew, and that was basically the same thing under the circumstances. As long as I agreed to do what she wanted and didn’t demand too much in exchange, she was going to be the winner of this little exchange.
For the last thirteen years, everything has been a fight. Every question, every conversation, it all has a winner and a loser. I’m tired of it. That doesn’t make it go away.
“I’ll go on this show of yours. I’ll even do it sober. And I’ll give Yuina an interview, on the record, so that you’ll have something you can use in the audiobook when you do one. Hell, if you let me approve your edits, I’ll even read them out loud. Make that audiobook more believable.”
“Uh-huh. You’re being much more accommodating than we expected, Piper.” Meaning she knew I wanted something.
Wouldn’t do to disappoint her. “Well, I’m about to ask for something a lot bigger than you want to give me.”
Silence.
“Before the interview, Yuina and I get an hour alone, just the two of us.”
“That . . .could probably be arranged,” she said cautiously. She wasn’t a good enough actress to swallow the trepidation in her voice. She’d definitely been ordered to get this done, or she would have already hung up the phone and told me to enjoy rotting alone in my apartment.
“No cameras.”
“I’m sorry, that’s—”
“You’ll control the location, and you’ll be bringing the recording devices in with your team at the end of the hour,” I said. “I want to see my friend. I want to talk to her without either of us being afraid that there’s someone looking over our shoulders. It’s been more than a decade.”
“I don’t know if I can promise . . . ”
“Then I don’t know if I can promise to do anything but scream expletives and break things. I definitely can’t promise not to have a drink before the show.”
“Fine! Fine. I’ll do whatever I can.”
“And I want a salmon filet for Cat.”
Suspicious now: “Is that all?”
“Sure. I’ve been bored for a while. This is something to do.” I had to be careful not to oversell it. If she realized I was playing her, I could wind up in a world of trouble.
“The show’s today.”
“Even better. No time to get bored again.”
“Take a shower before the crew comes to pick you up. They’ll be there inside of the hour.” There was a click, and the line went dead. I lowered the register, slowly, staring at it.
There was no way in hell they were actually leaving us alone, but if they reduced the number of inputs—if Yuina could still draw on her invitation—this might work out after all.
Maybe.
4.
 I SLAMMED THE bedroom door hard enough to make it rattle in its frame as I made my way inside. A picture fell off the wall. I ignored it in favor of falling facedown onto the bed. Cat raised his head and meowed at me, the creaking noise that had replaced his voice about five years ago. I rolled onto my side and caressed him idly. Two of the last survivors of Seattle, alone until the end.
“Guess I’m going out today,” I said. “But they’re going to bring you something nice to eat, and that should help a little with missing me.”
As if he would. He sneezed, blinking crusted eyes, then collapsed, going flat and limp. I sat up immediately, sudden terror gripping me. My invitation was dialed up almost as high as it would go, and the fear was still almost physically painful. It shouldn’t have been possible. The fact that it was scared me almost as much as the fact that Cat didn’t seem to be breathing.
“Fuck,” I muttered. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Sure, I complained about the mangy old thing, which took the nastiest shits in creation—always in the middle of the night, when I was trying to sleep, or just as my dinner was coming out of the microwave, and I wanted to smell delicious spaghetti, not rancid cat shit—and left hairballs in my jeans when I forgot to pick them up from the floor, but was also the last living link I had to Paisley, the last living link I had to any of them, and the cat couldn’t die, the cat couldn’t die, the cat couldn’t ever, ever die.
I grabbed for it, and it was still warm, and my fingers sank through fur and bone like they were made of so much cotton candy, soft and sticky, ending with my hand resting against the mattress and my heart beating faster than ever. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t breathe, the cat was gone and I had killed him, I had lost control of my strength and driven my hand straight through its fragile old body, this was my fault, this was—
“We only have a little while, if you would please stop having your existential crisis and focus on what’s important here, that would be awesome ,” said an imperious, irritated voice.
I twisted to look behind me. A small white weasel with big blue eyes and iridescent dragonfly wings furled tight against its back was sitting on the bed, erect on its haunches, forepaws folded at chest level, glaring at me.
I didn’t scream. I think I can be proud of that.
I did, however, faint.




S OME PEOPLE HAVE asked what the purpose of this history is. Why are we bothering to record the history behind a phenomenon which no longer impacts our daily lives, chronicling a barbarous practice which has been put to a merciful, life-saving end?
We record because we must be sure this doesn’t happen again. Over and over throughout history, records have been lost, teams have been forgotten, threats have been temporarily defeated—often at the cost of multiple lives, or even entire civilizations (see chapter six, “The Legend of Atlantis” for further details)—only to rise again decades or even centuries later, with nothing to help the new defenders of the status quo protect the people they care about. In the necessary absence of those defenders, who must be prevented from entering into inappropriate binding contracts without expiration dates for the sake of their own futures, it is best that we understand who they were, what purpose they served, and what threats, real or imagined, they rose to “protect” us against. Only through full comprehension of their natures can we account for their absence.
Children of all ethnicities, religions, cultural backgrounds, and genders were tapped by the animal companions. The presence of the companions signaled the difference between a genuine, supernaturally empowered team of protectors and a group of copycats looking to feel special. The fact that chasing the feeling of importance had been known to put the unpowered in the path of supernatural forces who were just as happy to kill powerless children as the ones who had agreed to fight against them was almost irrelevant.
These animal companions, habitually referred to as “Heralds” by the protectors who were willing to discuss them at all, rarely joined in the ongoing fight, showing few offensive capabilities, but somehow managed to outlive their charges again and again. The same Heralds put in multiple appearances across cultures and centuries, showing up in association with magical protectors of all shapes, sizes, and supernatural themes.
The most commonly documented form of animal companion is the cat, followed closely by the rabbit, rat, weasel, and bird. Other forms have been encountered. One of the first companions to appear in Ireland was a fox by the name of “Fergus,” described as “like a normal beast in form and feature, save for the broad and rainbowed wings which sprout from its shoulders, impossible and fine.”
Where one of these beasts is seen, an invitation is soon to follow. Despite the best efforts in the modern day, they have proven impossible to kill. Isolation is possible, if they can be captured, and several of the Heralds have been successfully contained. Even dissection does not destroy them, however; they have been known to continue moving even after being entirely vivisected. It is unclear at this time precisely what the creatures are , only that they come from a reality whose rules are different than our own . . .
—from Children’s Crusades: A World History
of Chosen Protectors . unpublished.






CHAPTER 4:
Yuina
1.

I SAT DOWN ON my couch five minutes before the broadcast was slated to begin, nearly vibrating with the need to see what was going to happen next. I’d been aware that they were going to reach out to Piper, and ask-order her to do Craig’s show, even though she had refused them every single time they’d try to make her do it before this. They’d warned me. Had they warned me because they knew I’d try to signal her? Had they finally, after all these years, finally figured out what she could actually do, rather than going off their firsthand accounts and their assumptions?
That couldn’t be so. If they knew how dangerous she was, they’d never be letting her go on live television. Fuck, they’d never be letting her out of her apartment . She’d be sedated until she couldn’t remember her own name and left to quietly drool in a corner somewhere until she had the good grace to go ahead and die and put herself out of their collective misery.
So no. They hadn’t warned me because they were trying to test me, or because they thought I’d somehow be able to reach her when no one else could. They’d done it so I wouldn’t be surprised.
So much of the last thirteen years had been a long dance of never letting me be surprised. They told me when legislation was being proposed, when it was being voted on, when it passed or failed. They told me when there were going to be changes in my staffing, in my schedule, in my small, jealously-guarded routine. And they told me when Piper called. Again and again, they told me when Piper called, even as they let her think that I was the one who wasn’t taking her calls, that I was the one who had decided we were finished with each other. Like we could ever be finished with each other.
I didn’t have any delusions about their candor meaning I was somehow trusted or cleared to receive classified information. They told me things because if they didn’t, they might upset me, and if they upset me, they might find out my invitation wasn’t as dead as they all wanted it to be. None of their tests had ever revealed it to still be active, but that didn’t mean anything. I could feel it if I reached for it, in the space none of them could see.
In the space where I was still unbreakable.
I folded my hands between my knees, fingers laced together, and watched the screen as the seconds counted down, until it clicked on without me doing anything, and there was the soundstage, even duller and more boring when seen through a screen. It was like distance somehow made something so utterly mundane that it seemed unrealistic into something bland enough to tear a hole in the fabric of the universe. Craig sat behind his desk wearing the same tie he’d been wearing every time I saw him. If not for the fact that he always smelled of sweat and cheap whiskey under the pancake makeup he wore caked over every centimeter of his face, I would have suspected him of being a very advanced animatronic only rolled out for the talk show.
But no, he was a real man, and judging by the look in his eyes, he was an absolutely terrified one. He still forced a smile for the camera, looking directly into the lens, as he said, “You’ve been requesting her for years, and we’ve always had to disappoint you. Well, that ends today. Our next guest is none other than Piper Jackson herself, the eponymous Shatterproof of Unbreakable Starlight, teammate of our very own Yuina Nakano, second survivor of the massacre in Seattle.”
The audience went wild. If there was an echoing undercurrent of fear to their frenzied cheering, I was sure it wouldn’t translate for most of the people at home. They didn’t know what it was like to be in that studio, under those lights, aware that if someone had managed to smuggle a gun past security—or if someone was a gun—you’d be a casualty before they could lock the place down. The air always smelled like stale sweat and terror, and half the audience was there as a form of civic penance, paying back for minor crimes by allowing themselves to be forced into a room with a known magical protector.
They turned us into monsters after Seattle, and we let them, because we didn’t realize it was happening until it was already too late. Because we were terrified, shellshocked teenage girls who’d just lost everything we’d ever cared about, and what was a little vilification compared to knowing that your beloved big sister was dead because of you? What was a little targeted hatred when compared to the sight of your class valedictorian melting off her own bones?
I couldn’t speak for Piper, but I’d always been brutally sure I deserved what I’d gotten. How dare I think I deserved to be anything special? How dare I lift up my head?
How dare any of us?
Piper emerged from the narrow hallway where they always kept me tucked away between introduction and appearance. She looked . . .
She looked exactly the same. I’m the one whose invitation plugged her into the flow of time like it was a ribbon to tangle and tie into bows, and she was the one who had managed not to age in thirteen years. She could have still been eighteen years old, stepping into our meeting room after a long day of not punching any of her teachers.
Her pristine white sundress just added to the impression that she was still an innocent teenage girl, even after everything that had happened to us. Her stylist had matched it with nude stockings and demure heels, keeping her subdued and elegant. Her hair, still the color of sun-ripened corn, was twisted up into a sleek chignon at the back of her neck, clasped with a silver pin. She had no other jewelry, no little bits or bangles that people might interpret as channels for her invitation. They never let us have jewelry. Even though they’d confiscated my focus years ago, the one time I’d suggested an outfit might look better with a necklace, they’d reacted like I wanted to eat their children. She wasn’t smiling.
They could do everything else in the world, could groom her and style her and order her to walk out on that stage like a performing pony being sent to the circus, but they couldn’t make her smile. That was almost a relief.
Her eyes flickered over the crowd, assessing, taking measure, and I relaxed, just a little. If her appearance hadn’t been proof that she’d received my message, this was: she was allowing herself to feel more physical sensations than she usually did, in order to see the patterns.
Give a group of teenage girls access to magical powers and you shouldn’t be surprised if they immediately find innovative ways to start abusing them. It had taken me maybe a week to figure out that being able to stop time meant I would never miss a homework assignment—or a nap—again. Elena had gone from being a mediocre pool player to running cons on her older brothers, taking them for every cent of their collective allowance. Paisley regularly walked through small obstacles even in her civilian clothes, trusting the fact that people would assume she’d stepped over that rock, not through it, and Ashley had become completely casual about taking little risks, stubbing her toes and jumping off of things too high to be reasonably jumped off.
And Piper, who had never gone a day in her life without suffering, turned off the world. So far as I knew, she’d only ever turned it back on when she needed to analyze it, stealing glimpses that could give her the information she needed and then carrying them back to the walled fortress of her thoughts.
She was feeling it now. She grimaced as she sat, pressing one hand to her abdomen, right above her bladder. Another UTI, then. She’d always been prone to those, turning off her ability to feel the need to urinate, or the increasingly urgent pain signals that told her she needed to go, until well past the point where it was a good idea. Ashley used to say that one day, Piper would melt her own kidneys with uric acid. Piper always laughed and said it would be a long time in the future, and then we’d move on to giving each other crap about something else and fuck. Fuck. Fuck , I missed my friends.
Craig offered her his hand, as he always did, and she smiled tightly—feral animal with its leg caught in a trap—as she took it and shook, distaste flashing in her eyes like a neon sign.
“Thank you so much for finally agreeing to do our show, Miss Jackson—or may I call you Piper?” He was really dialing up the faux-chummy warmth in his voice, trying to make it sound like they were the best of friends, like they had known each other for years on end.
Piper reclaimed her hand, smile dying a slow and withering death. “No,” she said.
“No?” He turned to the audience, eyes wide, somehow turning that single syllable into a joke. The audience laughed. They sounded less anxious now. This was all familiar ground, something they knew and understood. He was playing with his guest. They liked it when he played with his guests. It was something comfortable and enjoyable for them.
Piper looked at him, the calm, unblinking gaze of a predator. “No,” she repeated. “We’ve just met. I’m not sure why you’d think that was something I would welcome. It’s not like I have a reputation for friendliness.”
“You don’t have a reputation for much these days, Miss Jackson, since you’ve been absent from the public eye for the past thirteen years. People were very concerned when you vanished after the destruction of Seattle.”
“Can I really be said to have vanished when my own government had tucked me away in a sealed facility for the crime of not dying alongside essentially everyone I had ever known? That feels less like ‘vanishing’ and more like ‘illegal detainment.’”
Craig paused, blanching. She wasn’t following whatever script he’d approved for this encounter. That was Piper for you. She’d be punished for this. I had no idea what kind of controls her handlers used to keep her behaving herself, but whatever they were, they were going to be tightened and locked down until they found something that could hurt her.
“Ah-heh,” said Craig. He cleared his throat. “As a member of the magical protector team commonly known as Unbreakable Starlight, you were referred to by the name ‘Shatterproof.’ Some people said this was because you didn’t feel pain like an ordinary person. Is this correct?”
“In part, yes,” she said. “Can I tell you a secret, Craig—can I call you Craig?”
“Of course,” he said, back on more familiar ground. “We’re friends now, after all.”
“They called me Shatterproof because I didn’t feel pain unless I wanted to, because I didn’t take damage the way the rest of them did—I was a wall. When the Shatterverse came after us, if I was the one holding the front line, they would just bounce off the barrier I represented. Adamantine—sorry, Elena—had the actual shields, she could bubble us up so the bad guys never got close, but when those weren’t enough, they let me take the blows, because they knew it wouldn’t hurt me, and they knew I couldn’t feel it. But that wasn’t the only reason.”
Her voice cracked when she said Elena’s name. We’d been coached, again and again, by Fergus and Merit, that no matter what else happened, we must never speak our actual names in conjunction with our secret identities. The mask that concealed our identities from the rest of the world, that protected us from Shatterverse spies and the pictures snapped by our classmates when they saw us streaking through the night, it could only handle so much strain. Once we were put next to our personas, the wave form would collapse, and the two would become one and the same.
All our identities were revealed years ago, becoming public knowledge after Seattle, when it became impossible for them to be anything else. It still felt like a betrayal to hear her speak them, at least to me, even after all this time.
“I assume you’re referring to the secret you said you were going to share with my audience,” said Craig.
“I am.” She smiled again, leaning forward very slightly. She wasn’t wincing anymore. She had the information she needed: she’d seen the patterns, and she knew what she was going to do. I just hoped like hell that whatever it was, it wasn’t going to get us both in trouble.
According to my handler, she and I were supposed to have a private meeting after she left the show, just me and Piper in a room, one on one, no cameras or recording devices. That meant they’d spend more effort concealing them. There was no way in hell they were allowing us to talk off the record, not after they’d spent so much time and effort keeping us apart, not after they’d lied. They were going to want the ability to burst in on a second’s notice if we started trending toward any forbidden topics.
Forbidden like this one. I knew that look in her eyes. She was about to blow their tiny worlds all to hell.
“I see things,” she said, smooth and light and not at all like she was dropping a bombshell on everything they thought they knew about the limits of our powers, the way our team had slotted together. “Patterns. Signs. Signals. I have to let myself feel if I want to do it, but when the pain comes, it brings the patterns along, and it tells me what’s happening.”
“If that’s the case, how did you not predict the night your team lost? The night all the teams lost?”
“We were betrayed.”
She said it so lightly, so easily, so matter-of-factly, and I went rigid, eyes wide as I finally realized what she was saying. She’d been on edge for days before the attack, and I’d assumed she was having trouble at home again—Piper was always having trouble at home—and that she’d tell us when she was ready. But if we’d been betrayed, if she’d thought one of us was responsible . . .
So much suddenly made sense about that last fight, and I didn’t have all the pieces. I didn’t even have half of them.
“Betrayed by who?”
“Merit, Paisley’s Herald, the Singing Shadow.” She kept her eyes on Craig, not flinching, not wavering. “You call them animal companions. You think they’re adorable. They used to make plush toys of them, you know, back when it was legal to admit that we served a purpose, that we weren’t all monsters. They sold them in toy stores, and my Herald, Fergus, was the hot toy of the season the year we first made the scene. You remember?”
I remembered. I remembered how furious she’d been, how much Fergus had laughed when all these kids started running around with little replicas of him clutched in their arms, like they could play pretend hard enough to become the real thing.
“They don’t have common forms, though,” said Piper. “They have continuity of existence. They’re the same Heralds for team after team, and most teams only get one, because there aren’t that many of them. But they each issue a different sort of invitation, and that means most teams are actually chosen by multiple Heralds. They sort through the candidate pool and they pick the ones who seem most like they’re going to survive, and they invite us, and when we say yes, they plug us into the Outside.”
“The . . . Outside?”
There was no way this was going out live. There was just no way. Piper was saying too much, and some of these were things I had never heard before, which meant our handlers probably didn’t know them either, and that meant they weren’t going to want this information feeding to the public. They’d probably already cut all the cameras except for the one feeding into my apartment, audience of one, lucky me, lucky Yuina. Lucky last girl standing who didn’t know what happened to all her friends, while the only other survivor apparently knew everything.
Bitterness uncoiled inside my chest like a ribbon materializing around an outstretched arm, transforming my feelings in a whole new, painful way. Piper knew why they were gone. Piper knew why our friends were dead, why my sister was dead, and sure, they’d been stopping her calls, but she was smart. She could have reached me if she’d really been trying, just like I’d been able to reach her when I realized that I needed to try.
Sure, my epiphany had come from the realization that my handlers were going to force it, but still. She could have reached me.
“That’s where all this begins,” she said. “Outside. Outside our version of reality there’s a void, and it’s deep and it’s empty and it’s hungry, and it howls . It screams to be filled. It never can be. All the little wars we fought, all the little victories we claimed, they were just us fighting the Outside in a thousand different forms, wearing a thousand different faces. My team threw itself against the Shatterverse. Rose Symphony fought the Frozen Waste. We were really fighting the same enemy, just in different forms. And when one of us won a decisive victory, that tear sealed for a little while. Not forever. Outside is just a soap bubble away. It’s like one of Elena’s shields. One of these days . . . ” She made a popping sound with her lips.
Craig flinched. Piper smiled.
“Can’t be helped, I’m afraid. But the bubble is porous, and so we don’t just fight the monsters, we get helpers, too. The Heralds. They come from Outside, same way the bad guys do. You acted like we were the reason all the bad stuff kept on happening. But it was never us, not ever, not once. We threw the Outside back at itself, and if we don’t, if we don’t stand up and fight, then nothing stops it.”
Craig stared at her. “So these Heralds . . . ?”
“They’re baby Outsiders,” said Piper, as calmly and reasonably as if this was something he should already have known, something everyone should have known, something I should have known. I stared at the screen. They were going to cut this feed, too. They had to. There was no way this was information they wanted anyone to have, including me.
But it kept playing. Piper kept smiling.
“It’s okay if this is hard to believe,” she said. “I didn’t believe it myself, until it was explained to me by someone else’s Herald. They don’t like this part of their story getting out.”
“Baby Outsiders?”
“They’re sort of the . . .larval form of the world-eaters,” she said. “They come through the holes because they’re young enough not to need to devour entire realities to sustain themselves, and they offer invitations because they have to eat something . They give us power from the Outside, we give them a narrow channel through which to feed off the life energy of our world. Fergus has been feeding off of me since the day he invited me, and as long as that chain doesn’t break, he won’t need to mature. Having me keeps him tethered to this reality, keeps him from growing up. If I died, he’d need to find a new Chosen as quickly as he could, or he might start growing up. Once that process starts, it can’t be stopped. They grow and they grow and they grow, and eventually they join the howling masses. It takes millennia, of course. By our standards, civilizations rise and fall before they even get toilet trained. But while they’re young, they care about the life that’s smaller and weaker than they are, because they remember what it is to be small and weak. They won’t, always. Once they’ve been strong for long enough, they start to think that being anything else is a sign that you deserve it, and they’ll eat you the same as anyone.”
“What happened?” asked Craig. He sounded horrified, and he wasn’t only asking for himself: he was asking for the audience he had in the studio and the one he didn’t have at home, for the government agency that directed his little mockery of a talk show. Watching Piper sitting there and smirking at him like a cat who’d just discovered the canary spawn point, I suddenly realized how ridiculous I’d been to think, even for a moment, that they were actually sending me on television almost weekly. They were erasing all traces that we’d ever existed, all record that we’d ever done anything other than destroy. How could they do that and humanize us that directly? How could they make the world forget us and remind them that we had been real people, just like them, at the exact same time?
Answer: they couldn’t. The seconds burned and fizzed around me, igniting my synapses, lighting up the air. The weight of my invitation was almost palpable, begging me to draw upon it, whispering that I could have it all back, all the excitement, all the adventure, all the power , if I would just reach out and take it.
I took a breath to steady myself, forcing the feeling away, and focused on the screen, where Piper was smiling her unflinching predator’s smile as she watched Craig squirm.
“They betrayed us, of course,” she said.

“What?!” I demanded of the empty apartment, and immediately clapped my hands over my mouth, eyes going huge as I stared at the screen.
“What?” echoed Craig.
“The Heralds. They’re the children of the things Outside—not in the human sense. The things aren’t banging each other between attempts to devour us all, and I doubt they date or get married or even mate in ways we could understand. But when they reproduce, they make Heralds. They don’t have any fellow-feeling toward their babies. They don’t care about them, don’t protect them or nurture them or any of those things. If the Heralds want to know what it’s like to be cared for, they have to go into the Inside spaces, the places like our universe. Places where warmth and love and hope exist. So they come here, and they offer their invitations, and they give us the power to fight their parents.”
Piper shifted in her seat, smile fading. She wasn’t looking at Craig anymore; she was looking at the camera. She was looking at me .
“They come here, and they pay us to love them, and they stay as long as they can, because we make them happy. Most of them, when they feel their grasp on their current life stage start to slip, they tell the others. They rescind their invitations. and they go Outside and they finish it without involving us. Merit was one of the oldest Heralds in the world. She guided Ninhursag all the way back in the beginning of the system. She loved this world. She loved her children. She loved Paisley, maybe even more than I did. And when she felt herself starting to grow up, she couldn’t stand the thought of letting go. She thought if she surrounded herself with love, it would give her the strength to stay herself even through the change. So she stayed too long. She started to grow into one of the things Outside. All the other Heralds were used to taking directions from her. She was as close as they really had to a leader. When she got too close to fully maturing, she started trying to convince them that it was time to crack the eggshell, time to challenge their parents. She got most of them to believe things could be different this time, that they could eat our world and then go content into the howling void, and keep all the other bubbles safe forever. She lied to them. But they loved her, and so they believed her, and they let her convince them to betray their teams. They didn’t realize all her love had already turned into hunger.
“Not every Herald in the world went along with her. Fergus didn’t. But enough did that the ones who didn’t couldn’t stop them. They tore open the holes that were already in our bubble, opened them wide enough that the whole Outside could try to come in at once, and they dropped the veils that were supposed to keep us hidden, and they let their parents in. But we fought back the way we’d been trained, we stood our ground, and even if we all died, we still won enough of the fights that the holes closed again, for a little while.”
“Are you saying that without these Heralds, there would be no incursions from the, ah, ‘howling void’?”
Piper turned to look at him, expression almost pitying. “No. I’m saying the howling void was always there, was always going to be there, and since it’s, you know, howling and a void , it was always going to rip holes in the membrane of our world. Things from Outside were always going to be able to come through. But because we were warm and soft and so much safer than the void, the babies came here looking for food and comfort. And they latched on to us, and they liked us, and they didn’t want their parents to eat us, so they gave us the ability to fight back. We’re not the cause. We’re not even a symptom. We’re an immune response. We’re the Outside vaccinating our reality against itself. When Merit started growing up but didn’t want to die, she set off a disaster we couldn’t have predicted, and we’re still in the safe space that followed all the damage she did. Time runs differently Outside. As soon as the adults realize we’re still in here being all delicious, they’re coming back. And if we haven’t found a way to convince the Heralds we’ve been chasing away for a decade that we want to be friends again, they’re going to eat us all.”
Piper looked back to the camera. “Yuina, I’m sorry. But we made a vow, unshakeable. In the starlight, we’re unbreakable. We’ll protect the world with all we are, and when we die, we’ll die like stars.”
The broadcast cut off in a blaze of brilliant white starlight as Piper fully reached for her invitation and pulled the power that had been building there all this time, only bled off a little by her persistent refusal to feel the world around her. I should have known as soon as I’d seen her that she had never detransformed: the Heralds, slow, unaging creatures that they were, didn’t know how to power her and let her grow up at the same time. Magical protectors always aged slowly compared to their peers. It was one of the ways they got caught, even when the veils were functional.
The picture never came back, replaced by rolling blackened static and the hissing of a severed connection. I sat rigid on the couch, counting the seconds.
They were going to be coming for me.
2.
 THE THOUGHT GALVANIZED me into action. I leapt to my feet, sending pillows scattering in all directions, and nearly toppled over as my head spun with the speed of the motion. Unlike Piper, some of us weren’t eighteen anymore.
The footsteps outside the door told me that I was going to find out how bad this was sooner than I had wanted to. I turned to face it, forcing myself to take a deep, slow breath. The door slammed open.
Men in tactical gear poured into the room like a flood, Angela at the center of them in a black suit, her hair pulled back into a ponytail and a stern expression on her face. She looked at me like I was a uniquely disappointing student.
“Oh, Yuina,” she said, shaking her head. “Thirteen years of questions and coaxing, and we learn more in an afternoon interview with your former teammate than you gave us that whole time. You’ve been holding out on us.”
I tried to look terrified. It wasn’t difficult.
“I haven’t!” I protested.
“You let us think Piper was just a bruiser, when it seems she was the brains of your operation all along,” said Angela. “Advanced pattern detection? That’s a tactician’s weapon. She was a threat, and we kept her sedated with vodka when we should have been using titanium chains. We have so many of those ‘Heralds’ of yours in containment, and we never knew what we had. Half of our rivals let us take theirs for research purposes years ago, because they seemed so useless, and now we find out they’re the key to the whole thing. Debts are going to get called in today. No one’s going to believe we didn’t know, since we were also the people who had two honest-to-God magical children left in custody.” She looked at me, lip curled, finally letting the disdain she’d been feeling for years show through.
“Of course, you’re not precisely a child anymore, are you? Guess when she was getting all the really useful powers, she decided not to share the good parts.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been living a fake life for thirteen years—if you can really call it ‘living’—and you want to upset me by calling me old? I’m happy that I get to be a grown-up. Most of the people I love didn’t.” Ashley would have made an amazing adult. We’d all known she was the kind of person who didn’t really blossom until college, where her little eccentricities would have suddenly become awesome, and people would have recognized her for the rockstar friend she was.
Elena had been a genius, and Paisley had been planning to go to Hollywood and become a star, and had been the combination of gorgeous, savvy, and lucky that made that sound realistic. All of them had deserved the chance to be adults, and who’d gotten it? Me. Quiet, obedient, people-pleasing me, the only one of us who didn’t know what to do with that kind of opportunity.
Well, I knew what to do with it now. I smiled at Angela, unflinching, as more men in tactical gear entered the room, forming a wall that would have been flattering, if there had been any chance in hell that they were going to stop me.
Okay, that was arrogant. They had a solid chance. I’d say probably as good as fifty-fifty. I’d released my invitation a long time ago, when I’d realized no one was coming to save me, that powers were just a temptation I couldn’t give in to if I couldn’t use them, and I’d never once tried to call it back. I wasn’t honestly sure it was even there for me to reach for anymore. But I did. I reached anyway.
We all knew the stories, when I was a kid. The princess, usually—we were kids, we liked stories about princesses—who’d been convinced she was supposed to be protected by warriors, not fighting alongside them, and was persuaded to give up her connection to the magical world until something terrible happened, a dragon in her tower or an invasion in her kingdom. And then, under greatest duress, she had reached out her hand, and the forces that Chose her once had willingly Chosen her again, because they had been with her along.
Or they hadn’t, and she’d been eaten by a dragon. But we didn’t tell those stories as often. They weren’t uplifting. So I reached and reached, hands down by my sides, and just as I thought it was pointless, I felt something pressed into my left palm. I traced it with my thumb.
A metal hairpin. If I’d been able to hold it up to the light, I knew it would have been impossibly pristine, untarnished by the passage of time.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you everything, Angela, but some secrets weren’t mine to tell,” I said, politely. “And it’s not like you ever told me what you were looking for. If you had, I might have been more useful. But most of what Piper said was stuff I didn’t even know.”
She scowled. “You knew what we were looking for.”
“I suppose I did.” I reached up and ran my hand along the side of my head like I was anxious, like I was trying to soothe myself. And maybe it was believable. A dozen armed men were in my apartment and my former teammate had just called upon her invitation on supposedly live television, after all. Some nerves were really to be expected. “Still, I thought we were friends.”
I dropped my now-empty hand back to my side as Angela laughed.
“Friends? A zookeeper isn’t friends with a tiger. They have all the power, but only because the tiger’s behind glass. If they start letting themselves feel like freedom and security protocols and tranquilizer darts mean they’re actually in charge, they die. Full stop. I wanted to live, and you wanted to die, and that’s the only reason we’ve done as well as we have for as long as we have.”
“I don’t want to die now,” I said quietly.
“What’s that?”
“Goodbye, Angela.”
She blinked, startled, as I held one hand out in front of me like I was inviting someone to dance. And maybe, in a way, I was. “We made a vow, unshakeable. In starlight, we’re unbreakable.”
“Stop her!” snarled Angela, realizing what was happening as my body began to glow lambent with burning plasma. “Shoot her!”
Oh, but it was too late. Once the transformation starts, even an attack from the Shatterverse isn’t powerful enough to interfere—and while Angela was plenty scary, she was no Shatterverse. I think one of the men fired. The bullets melted into slag before they could touch me. I kept looking at Angela.
“We’ll protect the world with all we are, and when we fall, we’ll fall like stars.”
Everything went white. Angela screamed for a sliver of a second before I stopped time in the apartment and ran into the frozen world, my body the only place where the future was still counting down. I wondered whether she was going to survive, or whether she’d been too close to the point of ignition. What’s more, I wondered whether I still cared, and I kept running.
I had a teammate to find.



PART II:
Old Debts Made New



CHAPTER 5:
Piper
1.

S HE’S NOT GOING to come,” I said, pacing back and forth on the rooftop. The stars were a blanket of diamond brightness overhead, a million tiny, glittering points of light, and they were cold and they were cruel and they only seemed beautiful because they were too far away to hurt us. A lot of things are like that, it turns out.
“She’s coming,” replied a small voice, words painted in the indefinable accent all Heralds shared, the one made up of thousands of years of human history pressed flat and pinned together into a single set of complicated vowels.
“How can you be so sure?”
Fuyu yawned. She wasn’t a weasel, or a ferret, or any other member of family Mustelidae, but she had the teeth to fit into the rest of the taxonomical structure, if she’d really wanted to try making her case. Her tongue curled up at the end, pink and soft, and fuck. She’d been pretending to be Paisley’s cat . Cat had been dead the whole time. The Heralds could make themselves look like ordinary animals. I resented how much I had loved her as something she wasn’t, and hated that she’d taken Cat away from me. My last living link to Paisley. It wasn’t fair. But here we were, on a rooftop in a city I didn’t know, despite living here for thirteen years, waiting to see whether the last of us was going to bother showing.
“She called on her invitation twenty minutes ago,” said Fuyu, spreading and refolding her wings in a delicate display of planes and angles. “I’d have felt it if they killed her after that. So she’s active, and that means she’s on her way.”
“Wish I shared your confidence,” I grumbled, and folded my hands behind my head, looking up at the stars. They were probably blinking out a message, something profound and helpful and important to getting us out the other side of all this bullshit in one piece. But it was cold as balls on this rooftop, and I’d dialed my physical sensations all the way back to zero basically as soon as we got up here.
Even without the cold, running around in a short spangled skirt and spanky pants with an active UTI is not what I would call a good time. So the less I had to feel that, the better.
I paused to grab the bottom of my skirt as I sat down on the roof, glowering at Fuyu. “If you guys are really the larval form of world-eating monsters, who the hell does our costume design?” I demanded. “Fergus always said we were wearing the newest fashions from the Shatterverse.”
“Fergus is young, he’s still dedicated to the masquerade,” she said. “It’ll be a few centuries before he realizes he’ll have more fun if he relaxes about the details, and just enjoys the broad strokes.”
“You keep talking about him in the present tense, and my invitation has been active this whole time,” I said. “You said Yuina would be able to transform because she got her initial invite through you, not through Merit.”
“The traitor,” said Fuyu. It seemed to be almost a reflex response for her: mention Merit’s name, watch her bristle and accuse. I stopped pacing and sat down, cross-legged on the roof as I frowned at her.
“Okay. I’m going to need you to explain a bit more.”
“All I’ve done since I revealed myself is explain,” said Fuyu, unfurling her wings and shaking them in frustration. “We used to fight. We used to run and fight and do things—”
“We used to have numbers, and backup, and a clear enemy, even if you’re telling me now that they didn’t actually exist,” I said. “Now we don’t, and that means you get to explain things until I understand them. I’m sorry I’m not a genius like Elena was.” I’d always wondered why Elena, who was smart enough to change the world, got kinetic energy and shields, while hit-it-until-it-stops-moving me got the pattern analysis that could crack the whole world open. Our powers were supposedly unlocked by the invitation, but innate to who we were as people.
“I’m sorry too,” said Fuyu. That stung, even though I knew she was right. “Unfortunately, Elena was one of Merit’s, and there was no way she was going to activate someone with that kind of potential.”
“You said before that Merit stayed inside our bubble because she loved it here, and she thought love would be enough to let her fight against her own biology.” It was almost funny, in a horrible way. As magical protectors, we were encouraged to trust in the power of love and friendship, like those would be enough to keep us from getting hurt when monsters from outside the defined boundaries of the universe were trying to rip us limb from limb. Still, a surprising number of powers manifested in pink glitter and cartoon hearts, like our own belief in what we were meant to be could somehow influence the way the invitation chose to manifest.
“Yes,” said Fuyu. “She had been here so long that she started to think she could resist the inevitable. She got too old, and she issued too many invitations, and the weight of all the power he channeled built up inside him, until the change began.”
“But she was still Merit right up until she disappeared,” I said. “She told Paisley she was sorry, and then she went wherever it is you go when you’re not with us, and she still looked like Merit.”
“Not to us. Not all the way,” she said, and looked away, head ducked like she was ashamed of herself. And maybe she was. I’d only met Fuyu once before this, when she’d come to visit Ashley. She’d issued the invitations to both Ashley and Yuina, but her own assigned companion was one of the girls on Rose Symphony. Damask, I thought, although I couldn’t be sure, and it wasn’t like the databases we used to use would still be accessible.
There was a scuff behind me, the sound of a footstep where no footstep belonged. I inhaled, exhaled, and allowed some of the sensation to creep back into the world. I didn’t want to feel this, which meant I probably had to. My therapist—who I was choosing to believe had been giving me good advice this whole time, even if she’d been working for the government to keep me clamped down and inebriated—said that I had to let myself feel things every once in a while, and that it was even more important when I didn’t want it to happen.
“Hello, Yuina,” I said.



CHAPTER 6:
Unbreakable Starlight
1.

T HE WOMAN IN the blue and white skater dress walked across the rooftop toward the teenager in green and brown, both of them lit by the stars above and the city light drifting up from below. The woman moved like she was unsure of her welcome, like she was expecting to be attacked at any moment. The teenager, seated cross-legged with her hands resting on her knees and her head half-bowed toward the white-furred weasel in front of her, didn’t move.
“Hello,” said the woman, once she was close enough.
Seen together, they had obviously been styled by the same hand: their dresses were of similar cut and design, down to the belts and short vests, the way their sleeveless shoulders were stitched off. Tiny embroidered stars glinted from their hems, etched in slightly reflective thread almost exactly the color of the fabric around it. Both of them had silver pins in their hair, although the woman’s was black with lines of gray, and the girl’s was dark wheat blond.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” said the girl.
“I was,” said the weasel, opening her wings and shaking them out, imperiously. “We’re very short on time, so if the two of you could get whatever posturing you need to do out of the way now, I’d be grateful.”
The girl’s attention snapped back to the weasel, and she stared for a long moment before narrowing her eyes in apparent fury. “It’s been less than an hour ,” she snapped. “Have a little respect.”
“It’s been thirteen years,” said the weasel. “We gave you the time you needed to mourn, while your world recovered, and your people stopped us from serving our purpose. They’ve been hunting us down like animals this whole time. Fergus is in one of their holding cells.”
The girl looked suddenly alarmed, eyes going wide and color leaving her face. “Fergus? Is that why . . . ?”
“He would have come to you if he’d been able,” said the weasel. “He loved you. We loved all our children. We learned what love was from you, and then we felt it for you, even though you never lasted any time at all. Your lives are the length of a breath to us.”
“Is that why it was so easy to let us die?” asked the woman.
“It wasn’t easy ,” said the weasel. “It was the hardest thing in all reality.”
“But you did it,” said the girl.
“We didn’t have a choice,” said the weasel.
“Explain.”
The weasel looked from the woman to the girl, and sighed. “Thirteen years,” she said. “We gave you thirteen years, and it wasn’t long enough for you, and now there isn’t any more time.”
“Oh, is that all?” asked the woman, and laughed, sounding inexplicably delighted. She raised her hands, brought them together, and made a complicated gesture with her fingers. The world . . .stopped. The stars ceased their twinkling, the sounds of traffic from below died like the flipping of a switch. The woman lowered her hands and smiled serenely at the weasel. “There,” she said. “Now we have all the time we need.
“Now talk.”
2.
 “WE HAVE TO talk about these things using words you can understand, because we don’t have the language for all the concepts we’re trying to express,” said the weasel. “It’s like trying to explain holding your breath to a fish, or algebra to a canary. Even if we somehow could find common ground, your brains wouldn’t be able to retain enough of what I’m saying to make any sense of it. So forgive me if this is clunky. I’m doing the best I can, and I’m not a historian. Most of those sided with Merit.”
“I thought you were all kids,” said the girl. “Like we were.”
“We were. I mean, we are, those of us who are still here. But kids have hobbies, and some of us got fixated on the history of how our kind interacted with yours,” said the weasel. “Your bubble is a pretty young one by the way we measure things. Merit was the first of us to hit the end of the larval stage. Honestly, we’d been starting to hope that this was one of the bubbles where something about the natural laws prevent growing up.”
“Sort of the . . .Outsider equivalent of Never-Neverland?” asked the woman.
“Sure, we can go with that,” said the weasel. “There are bubbles where we can come in, we can offer invitations and defend against the adults, all that, but once we’re inside, we can stay children forever. We never grow up, we never get old enough for the hunger to begin, and it’s like a playground that never closes, where bedtime is never and playtime is always.”
“So why did you come here, and not there?” asked the woman.
“Those bubbles fill up fast, and the longer someone stays, the stronger they get, and the harder they fight to keep their place. Most of us go looking for newer bubbles, like this one, where we have a chance of getting a spot and some good toys we can play with.” The weasel giggled—actually giggled—as the woman and girl exchanged a look, unified for the first time. “I got invited here by some friends I’d made while we were all still Outside, running from the adults, trying to stay alive long enough to get to be adults ourselves.”
“Why would you want that?”
The weasel blinked enormous blue eyes, and sounded honestly puzzled as it replied, “Because life wants to live. We begin because one of the adults has a thought that gets away from them, like a dream too big for the body it’s in. And then those thoughts become independent creatures, and when the adults sense us, they see us as a way to slake their endless hunger. Most of us are devoured long before we find identities of our own. The whole dream I came from died that way, snapped up by the Outsider who may have been our mother, and may have had nothing to do with us. I escaped. I found other tiny dreams, and we moved through the void like ghosts, evading the adults, growing stronger and more self-sufficient, but unable to mature in the environment we had. We learned about the bubbles from older dreams, who told us that if we could find one with space, there would be light and warmth and sustenance enough to get us through the early stages of our lives. It took a long time for us to find a bubble that had space for more dreams inside. When we reached this one, we entered through the holes the adults had already made, and we learned from the eldest dreams—from Merit and her cohort—that if we could keep the holes from growing bigger, we would be safe until the time came for us to mature. And then we could be the adults, and they would need to fear our hunger, our teeth and claws.”
“You sound a little too excited by the idea of becoming all-consuming terrors from outside the stars,” said the girl. “Maybe dial that back a bit.”
“Why? You asked me to be honest, and honestly, that’s why we helped you to begin with. If you fought, if you held the line, you could preserve your reality long enough for it to nurture us. Without an environment like this one, we can never grow up, can never become what we were meant to be, and never devour our living parents from the inside out. It was reciprocal. You gave us time. We gave you a delay on the inevitable.”
“And you couldn’t have told us all this any sooner?” demanded the woman. “You couldn’t have given us a warning?”
“It wouldn’t have done any good,” said the girl. She had tilted her head back slightly, eyes on the untwinkling stars above. “It would have been Seattle but sooner. As soon as they told us they were here so they could get strong enough to destroy us, they would have become the enemy, even if they also said we couldn’t survive without them. They were trying to help. All along, they’ve been trying to help.”
“That still doesn’t explain why they want to become terrible things, or why Merit didn’t leave when she realized it was starting,” snapped the woman.
The girl turned to glare at her. “Yuina, this isn’t helping.”
“So what would help?” asked Yuina.
“You need to free the rest of the Heralds,” said the weasel. Both turned to look at her. “Your people were clever enough to figure out how to contain us, even if they couldn’t figure out how to destroy us, and they’ve been preventing new invitations from being issued. We need to issue the invitations. We need to get you back up to fighting strength. Merit convinced her whole cohort it was time for them to hatch, and she let you all get slaughtered so they’d have a clear exit, but it didn’t break the bubble. Clearly you’re all still alive in here, and those of us who aren’t ready to go face the family are still feeding power into the invitations to try and keep you that way.”
“She means if we don’t fight, and soon, and get more people to fight with us, also soon, we’re all going to die,” said the girl. “Either the Outside is going to pop our pretty little bubble, and they’re going to come pouring in, and they’re going to swallow us all whole, or the Heralds we still have in here are going to get so hungry that they hit puberty, and then they’re going to eat us on their way out the door.”
“Nice way to sugarcoat it, Piper,” said Yuina. “All right, we need a plan. And I need one more honest answer. Fuyu?”
“Yes?” asked the weasel.
“Is there any way—any possible way—we win this and the Outside goes away and leaves us alone? Because I don’t want to be eaten by some unspeakable cosmic horror just because you call it ‘Mom.’”
Fuyu hesitated.
“There is,” said Piper.
“I can see that,” said Yuina.
“It won’t be easy,” said Fuyu. “And we’re going to need all the invitations to go out at once if we want it to work. But if we Choose every potential protector whose powers would include shielding, we might be able to generate a second, self-sustaining bubble. One that feeds off of the energy being put off by the invited.”
“Which is coming from Outside,” said Piper.
“We wouldn’t be able to leave, ever,” said Fuyu. “We’d need to throw out anyone who’s close to growing up before we started, but if we just kept the youngest . . .we could buy you a few millennia to work on the problem.”
“And those youngest . . . ?”
“Would be locked in here with everybody else, to remind you that it’s a good idea to work as fast as you can,” said Fuyu. “You need us to issue the invitations. We . . .form a circuit between you and the Outside, which is where the magic comes from. No us, no magic. No magic, no shielding.”
“No shielding, no second bubble,” concluded Piper grimly. “No second bubble, and eventually the adult versions of whatever the hell you actually are rip through the sky and eat us all for breakfast.”
“Crude but accurate,” said Fuyu. “We’ll grow up eventually, of course. Everybody does. But it’ll take a long, long time, and maybe if you know what’s coming, you’ll be able to figure out how to fight back. Kill us, or kill our parents, or reinforce your bubble or . . .something. But you’re not doing anything without magic, and that means you have to let us stay.”
Piper looked to Yuina. “Doctors who study viruses have to keep samples in their labs if they want to understand the way they work,” she said. “This is essentially the same thing, just with adorable, traitorous baby monsters from outside the walls of reality.”
“Adorable, traitorous baby monsters that we’re going to have to allow to spend time around children if we want them to keep giving us the magic we need to survive,” said Yuina.
“Symbiosis occurs frequently in nature.”
Yuina stared at her. “You really want to do this?”
“Do you have a better idea? More importantly, do you have a better idea that ends with us still having a universe? Because I’m the one who reads the strategy we need to follow, and I’m not seeing another answer unless there’s information we still don’t have.”
“Well, maybe there is,” said Yuina. She stalked toward Fuyu. “You weren’t even going to tell us about this possibility. You were just going to let us think it was over.”
“Because it might as well be,” wailed the little weasel. “There are two of you! Two! Do you have any idea how many of you there should be right now?”
“Eighty-five million, give or take a few hundred thousand,” said Piper, almost casually. Yuina turned to stare at her. She shrugged. “One active team for every hundred thousand people, five members to a team, times the current global population.”
“Your math,” said Yuina.
“Isn’t all that far off,” said Fuyu. “Two is nothing.”
“How many of you are there?” asked Piper, looking to her. “We always knew we outnumbered you, but most teams had one permanent Herald, even if all five members had been invited by different ones. We had Merit and Fergus.”
“I had Damask on Rose Symphony most recently,” said Fuyu, her voice turning wistful. “She was smart and funny and not very kind, but she tried as hard as she knew how, and she was going to be amazing someday. She’s why I couldn’t go along with Merit when she said it was time for us all to grow up and break free. Even if I’d been old enough to go, I wouldn’t have been able to leave her. I loved her. I loved them all. I’ve had twelve companions since I came to this bubble, and I loved them so much, and I can’t believe they’re gone.”
“So each Herald invites a bunch of protectors, but stays with one as, what, a sort of a special friend?” asked Yuina. “I always wondered how that worked. How did you decide who you’d stay with?”
“Most teams had a clear leader. One protector who could pull more power through their invitation than any of the others. When we feel a potential leader, we all argue about who gets to issue that invitation, and then we stay with them,” said Fuyu. When the two looked at her in silent question, she shrugged, a gesture that translated oddly to her long, sinuous body. “The more power you’re feeding through your invitations, the longer you can go without growing up. It’s like you’re . . .bleeding off the energy that eventually kicks off the process. But leaders are rare, so we tend to try and make sure everyone gets a shot. We love all the protectors. We really do. We just can’t stay with them all.”
“I wasn’t the leader,” said Piper. “Fergus stayed with me.”
“You could have been,” said Fuyu. “If Paisley hadn’t been so close to you, you could very easily have ended up leading. You were both beautiful bonfires, and we could keep throwing fuel onto you forever, and you’d keep burning it up. Fergus is doing better than most of us, because you’ve been drawing on him this whole time.”
“Wait,” said Yuina. “Are you saying the other Heralds aren’t doing well?”
“Of course not,” said Fuyu. “They’re locked in cages, most of them, and the others can’t issue invitations, because when they try, they get snatched up and locked away by humans who think our physical bodies can be destroyed, and that if they do that, we’ll go away. So they’re just getting fuller and fuller of power, and hungrier and hungrier, it’s going to start triggering adulthood in some of them soon, when they can’t leave. I guess once they grow up enough to change, the cages won’t be able to hold them anymore—there isn’t a cage in this universe that can hold an adult—but then you’ll have new problems.”
“We have to get them out,” said Yuina.
Piper raised an eyebrow. “How are we going to do that?” she asked. “Everyone knows what we look like. They have to be looking for us by now, and it’s not like we can stroll in to whatever alphabet agency is running this show and say ‘ho hum, how have you been, you’re holding our magical animal companions, and anyway if you don’t let them go and get back to the business of turning your kids into soldiers, they’re going to hatch into monsters and destroy the world’? Oh, and also, ‘hey, all those hostile dimensions we used to fight? None of them were real, they were all the adult forms of our pretty little friends trying to break in and eat what we think of as reality, hope that’s not a problem for you.’”
“We lied because we had to,” said Fuyu.
“And that’s worked so well ,” snapped Piper.
“We can . . .we can . . . Fuyu, do you know how they’re holding the other Heralds?” asked Yuina.
“No. Only that they put them in little cages, and they don’t come out.”
Yuina frowned. “Angela used to ask me about sonics,” she said, slowly.
“Sonics?” asked Piper.
“Yeah. If you look at all the different kinds of power, you get all the elements, you get healers and shapeshifters and people who mess with time, or minds, or lasers. But you don’t really get much in the way of sonic attacks. We don’t tend to manipulate sound.”
“It hurts us,” said Fuyu, apologetically. “It would be a good weapon against the Outside, but we couldn’t explain why it would also be a good weapon against us—and against you. Your power comes from Outside. Sonics would hurt you as badly as they hurt us, and we didn’t want to do that while we were friends.”
“Not while you were liars,” said Yuina. “She asked me all these questions about sound, whether I’d ever heard of anyone with sound powers, whether I’d ever seen a Herald near a source of something loud and high-pitched. I think they’re using sonic cages.”
“That would make sense,” said Piper.
“If we can get to wherever they’re holding the Heralds, I can throw a stasis field over their lab, and we can free them.”
“That assumes they’re holding them all together.” Piper looked to Fuyu. “Are they?”
“No. But if we free one of the bigger groups, we can start issuing invitations right now,” said Fuyu. “We need enough of us that we can invite and train at least a little before we move along. Just handing a kid a connection to the Outside and disappearing isn’t going to fix anything.”
“Not if we’re specifically going for the shielders,” said Piper. She looked to Yuina. “You down for a jailbreak?”
Yuina smiled.



CHAPTER 7:
A Vow Unshakeable
1.

F UYU COULD FEEL the locations of her fellows, through a sense she couldn’t explain or even accurately describe, but which told her the nearest lab was about fifteen miles away, directly between the apartments that had been maintained for her two charges all those years. “Fergus is there,” she said. “They wanted to see whether being close to his last known protector would make a difference.”
“Did it?” asked Yuina.
“No, but the fact that Piper never stopped calling on her invitation did,” said Fuyu. “You’ve been sustaining me passively. She’s been sustaining him actively. We’re in better shape than most of the others.”
“How many of you are still free?” asked Piper.
“Not many. A few dozen, and all terrified to issue invitations, which means they’re getting hungrier and hungrier.”
“Can we see them?”
Fuyu nodded, then spread her wings, eyes glowing a lambent blue. Motes of light began raining down from the sky, striking the ground one by one and transforming into adorable animals designed to be marketed in plush form. Most had wings. The ones that didn’t had antennae or extra limbs or impossibly colored fur, skin, or scales. None of them looked quite right, and for the first time, Piper could understand why. They looked idealized for children because they were children, manifesting themselves in a form they could imagine as their own.
They were also, all of them, clearly starving. They looked at the two remaining protectors with huge, hopeful eyes.
“Can we hold multiple invitations at once?” asked Piper.
“Not very many, and not for very long,” said Fuyu. “It would be too much of the Outside. It would devour you.”
“So one way or another, we’re getting devoured,” she said. “All right. I’ll—”
“I’ll do it,” said Yuina.
All of them, Piper and Fuyu included, turned to look at her. She shrugged.
“I’ll do it,” she repeated. “I didn’t mean to help them make things worse, but when they asked about sonic weapons, I answered, and this is partially my fault. I always wondered why we survived that night, when no one else did. Piper did it so she can help you find the patterns to get out clean. I did it so I can do this. You only need me to last long enough to throw a stasis field over the lab. After that, you can let me fall. You can let me be a shooting star.” She turned to the gathered Heralds. “Invite me!” she commanded. “Come on, you know I have the potential, you know I can feed you, so—invite me.”
The first to move was a little gray rabbit with a unicorn’s spiral horn. It hopped forward nervously, looking at her.
“Yuina Nakano, I see in you great potential,” it said. “You could help to protect and defend this world. You could be amazing. Will you accept my invitation?”
“I could be unbreakable,” said Yuina, and smiled. “Yes.”
One by one, the others approached and made their offers, and Yuina accepted every single one as Piper and Fuyu watched, the night sky overhead, the city far below, and everything still turning.
2.
  LIGHT.  

The world is brilliant blazing light and why had she always assumed the Outside would be dark? Why had she always thought absence wouldn’t have a color? This is all the colors at once, like drifting in the heart of a prism, and it’s so bright, and it burns, it burns, it burns, it’s filling every inch of her. It wasn’t like this the first time. It was a tingle and a turning the first time, and this is a bonfire, this is becoming a firework for the sake of someone else’s children, this is—


This is everything.


She opens her eyes, or she would, if she had eyes, and she knows she sees the Outside, knows she sees infinity. The bubbles are everywhere, drifting through the white and formless void, and between them move leviathans of light, hunger and power intertwined, tiny specks moving around them like shoals of fish around sharks, and she’s looking at the Heralds who have yet to find a bubble of their own, she’s looking at the life cycle of worlds.


The leviathans swirl around the bubbles, probing for weaknesses, their maws sharp, their tentacles agile. But they’re big, so big, that when they make a small break, they can’t get through the opening. They recoil in frustration, and the small fish dart through the openings their parents have made. The leviathans swat at them, trying to stop their entry, and Yuina watches intently. If Fuyu is telling the truth, this is when she’ll know for sure.


But the small fish make it through the tears, and the tears begin to heal, as the leviathans struggle to rip them open again. The fight has begun. The Heralds have invited their first Chosen, and they push back against the Outside with the strength of their own selves.


“It’s a life cycle,” she breathes.


“Yes,” says a newly familiar voice. She turns. The rabbit is there, form flickering between the lapine and a long, sinuous ribbon of light and brilliance and power. The shape she knows and can comprehend, and the shape it wore in the Outside. “We can’t mature unless we make it through a tear. The adults would never allow it. So we seek the bubbles even before we know what they are, what we are, and the adults try to stop us, because it’s so much harder to eat a meal that fights you.”


Another bubble suddenly bursts from the inside, and a leviathan surges forth, as large and terrible as the others, joining in their endless dance.


“But you destroy us,” said Yuina.


“When we grow up. You get so much time before that happens! So much time you wouldn’t have without us. We help you heal the world even as the damage occurs, and you give us a safe place to grow up.”


Yet another bubble pulses, before two streaks of light emerge, leaving the shell unbroken. They’re smaller than the leviathans, larger than the Heralds. They twist and spin in a panic, diving back toward the bubble. Not quickly enough: a leviathan is there, snatching them out of the void, devouring them. Yuina shrinks away.


“They were ejected or they left before they could break the bubble that nurtured them,” said the rabbit. “They didn’t finish growing up. If we don’t finish growing up before we leave, the bubble can survive our passing, but we aren’t big enough to fight back if there’s an adult waiting nearby.”


“Did that happen to Merit?” she asks.


“Probably,” says the rabbit. “We don’t know. She left, she went back to the Outside, and she didn’t come back in—your world is too small for her now. So probably she got eaten up, and that’s sad, but we’re still here, and we can still be friends. We can still have all the adventures ever.”


“We have to find a way to stop it.”


“Maybe. Now you know. If you can make people believe you, and if we invite the right people to help us, maybe. Maybe not. Either way, if we don’t stop it, it’s going to happen. Isn’t it better to try? Isn’t it better to fight until the last minute?”


“Yes,” sighs Yuina, and the light is everything, the light is blinding, the light is brilliance and scintillating color and everything burns and everything burns


and everything


burns —
3.
 YUINA GASPED. PIPER leaned over and put a hand on her forehead, skin cool against hers.
“Breathe,” she said. “Rest.”
“What happened?”
“You took, like, twenty-six invitations in under a minute, and then you screamed and collapsed and had some sort of a seizure,” said Piper, sounding almost unnervingly calm. “They’re all still here, by the way. So I hope you’re still cool with Heralds.”
Yuina sat up, her uniform rustling around her. Magical protectors had always gotten new clothes when they transformed, confections of ribbons and lace and impractical fashion design, and she had always wondered why, at least a little, but now she knew. The Heralds were children too, children playing pretend, and they made their toy soldiers over in the image of whatever game they thought would be the most fun to play. As she took on invitation after invitation, her costume had changed to accommodate all the different versions of play, and what she wore now was a fantasy that no tailor could have stitched, no artist could have drawn. It bent light. “I saw it.”
Piper blinked. “Saw what?”
“Outside. I saw Outside.” Quickly, she sketched out everything she’d seen, concluding with, “Fuyu was telling the truth. The Heralds really do need us, and they really will destroy us eventually.”
“But not right now.”
“No. Not right now.” Yuina looked around at the gathered petting zoo of magical companions. “We need to get them out.”
“Then let’s go.” Piper stood, offering her hand.
Yuina took it, and let the girl pull her to her feet, the massive gauze and spangle wings on the back of her dress rustling with the motion. When Piper tried to pull away, Yuina held on. Piper gasped.
“What did you—?”
“One of the invitations was for healing,” said Yuina. “UTIs are bad for you.”
“Jerk.”
“Brat.”
Piper grinned. “Let’s go.”



CHAPTER 8:
Starfall
1.

W ITH THE POWER of twenty-seven invitations running through Yuina, it was almost too easy. Fuyu led them to the facility, and Piper dialed her physical strength up as high as it would go before literally punching through the wall. They proceeded inside.
Then there was another tactical team like the one that had accompanied Angela—no Angela, though—and these ones had guns drawn, these ones meant business. Their bullets ricocheted off Yuina’s shield, bouncing harmlessly into the walls. Yuina made a complicated gesture with her hands and the guns were gone, reduced to rust that looked so much like red dust that Piper shivered and looked away. Yuina gestured again, and the men were gone, leaving raccoons scurrying around the hall.
“Almost there,” said the rabbit, eagerly. “Almost, almost.”
“Yuina?” asked Piper. “This godmode thing is cool and all, but—how long do you think you can keep this up?”
“Long enough,” said Yuina. She sounded winded. There was a terrible light behind her eyes, bright and burning and filled with rainbows. Piper couldn’t look at it for very long.
They kept moving. Another door slammed open. Yuina waved her hand. Someone screamed. Piper looked back and saw the people who’d been coming out of that room melting like so much strawberry ice cream, running along the floor in fleshy rivulets.
“We need them to believe us when we say they have to let the Heralds do their jobs because we’re trying to save the world,” she said, anxiously. “Maybe dial back the lethal? Just a little bit?”
“I’ll try,” said Yuina. “It’s hard, though. There’s so much, and the powers—they all slot together in such interesting ways, Piper, like when you used to let Ashley launch you into the air because you could just punch through anti-tank armor if you got the momentum behind you, or when Paisley would phase one of Elena’s shield-bubbles through a wall.”
“Code names in the field, remember?”
“Please, they’re dead. Do I really need to be calling our dead friends ‘Infrangible’ and ‘Adamantine’? Promise me you’ll encourage the new kids to pick better names. Ones that don’t need a thesaurus.” She coughed, and the sound was deep and bubbling.
“I promise.”
At the end of the hall was a door, until Yuina waved her hand and there wasn’t a door at all, just an open space leading into a room lined with cages that sang a terrible, screeching sonic song. The Heralds wailed and collapsed. Piper staggered, clapping her hands over her ears.
Yuina barely paused. She kept walking, raising her hands, and when she brought them crashing down again, everything was stillness and silence. The sonics stopped with everything else. Piper hesitantly uncovered her ears.
Yuina was shaking, hands raised, trembling with the effort of holding a stasis bubble against the sonic wails. “I’m pulling the invitations as hard as I can, but I can’t hold on forever,” she said. “Go. Go!”
Piper ran into the room. It was set up like the research lab at a pharmaceutical company, walls lined with cages, cages occupied by rainbow animals. They trembled, pressed into the back corners of their cages, and Piper kept running, heading for the bank of controls on the far wall. She balled her hands together and slammed them down again and again, human sledgehammer, until Yuina shouted behind her,
“You’ve got it! I can hold out a few more seconds!”
Piper glanced back. Yuina wasn’t shaking anymore, but her hands were still raised, her stasis still holding. Piper nodded and kept moving, now ripping the doors off cages, letting the animals out.
They poured out of their cages, swirling together in an endless spiral of fur and feathers. Fuyu darted into their midst, barking orders, and they nodded, beginning to blink out, becoming motes of light and disappearing, even as Piper continued to move. They were off seeking children, off seeking Chosen to be invited, off to start the cycle all over again. All but three disappeared. Fuyu, the rabbit, and a fox with rainbow wings, who hurled himself at Piper like a slingshot stone. She snatched him out of the air, laughing as she hugged him.
“You’re not a fuck-off giant monster yet, right?” she asked.
Fergus buried his face against her neck, babbling nonsensically. Piper laughed and wrapped her arms more tightly around him, and they were together again, after everything, they were finally together. Unbroken.
Unbreakable.
With a sigh, Yuina collapsed, dark blood pooling from her nose and the corners of her eyes, brilliance burning in her irises. Piper let go of Fergus and rushed to catch her before she could hit the floor, cradling the larger woman’s body to her own.
“Hey,” she said. “Hey, hey. No. We’re the last, remember? Unbreakable Starlight, you and me. These new kids, they’re going to need people to teach them what to do. And someone has to tell the assholes who’ve been toying with us for the last decade how this really works. Someone has to make them understand. You don’t get to die on me.”
Yuina smiled up at her. “You weren’t the leader,” she said. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” She coughed, and Piper heard things tearing.
“You have healing powers now,” she said, half-frantically. “Fix yourself! Do like you did for me, and fix . . .fix what’s broken . . . ”
“What was wrong with you came from this world. What’s wrong with me comes from Outside. You can’t let them take more invitations than the Heralds approve. We can’t survive it.” Yuina sighed again. “I knew that. But Piper, you’re getting out. You’re going to live.”
“Let go of the extra invitations!” pled Piper. “You can do that, you know you can do that. Remember, that one boy from Diamond Fog? He didn’t want to be a magical protector anymore, he wanted to be a normal boy and take his girlfriend to homecoming, so he dismissed his invitation, he broke the connection, and he lost his powers . . . ”
It had turned out badly. The version of Outside that his team had been fighting attacked the homecoming dance, and without him to bolster their defenses, they had gone down, hard. The boy died. So did the girl he’d given up his powers for. So did half the high school. The Outside didn’t play nicely.
Yuina shook her head. “It wouldn’t make any difference. I can feel it. I’d let go if I thought it would change anything. I don’t want to go, but we were supposed to go with the others. The night Seattle burned. We were supposed to fall together if we ever fall. Unbreakable Starlight, remember?” She stiffened, back arching. Then she smiled. “They’re issuing invitations. I can feel it, Piper. I can feel it every time one of the Heralds I’m connected to invites a new warrior into the fight. You can take two more, if they offer themselves to you. You can carry three and survive. You’re strong enough.”
“Yuina . . . ”
“Take Fuyu’s. She’s going to need someone to keep her honest. You have to get out of here, Piper. You have to survive. I’m sorry, it’s a terrible thing to ask of you, but you have to, because one of us has to, because someone has to make sure they understand that we can’t stop the invitations from going out. We have to let the Heralds do their jobs, or the end of the world is going to come a lot faster than anyone wants it to. We can work with them. We can fight for them. They can give us the power to fight for ourselves. But we have to understand . We have to know what we’re fighting, and why, or we’re going to give up, and if we give up, we lose.”
Yuina coughed, and something ripped and tore inside her. Her eyes were starting to glow the same lambent blue as Fuyu’s had when she summoned the other Heralds out of the ether. Piper took her hand and squeezed, hard.
“No,” she said. “I’m sorry, but no. I can’t do this. I can’t be the last one. I was never supposed to be the last one. I was the bruiser. I punch things. I don’t lead revolutions.”
“Fergus stayed with you because you could have been the leader,” said Yuina. She smiled. “Now lead.”
She raised her free hand, clearly struggling with even that small motion, and touched her index finger to Piper’s forehead. There was a spark like a live wire being tapped against a metal plate, and Piper was gone, vanishing in a spray of silver mist. Fergus vanished at the same time. It was only Yuina, Fuyu, and the rabbit.
The rabbit looked between Fuyu and Yuina, then vanished like the others, leaving the two alone. Fuyu spread her wings and jumped into the air, gliding through the space between her and the woman who she had once summoned to battle.
“Hey,” said Yuina, when Fuyu landed on the floor next to her. She smiled, despite the blood in her eyes. “I thought you weren’t going to stay with me.”
“And I thought you weren’t going to be one of the leaders,” said Fuyu. “But here we are.”
“Here we are,” agreed Yuina. “Will you survive this?”
“I don’t know.” Fuyu pressed herself into the crook of Yuina’s neck, curling into a small ball of fur and diaphanous wings. “I guess we’ll find out.”
“I won’t.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“I’m not.”
Yuina closed her eyes, so filled with light and the power pouring into her from Outside that she felt as if her body had already fallen away, as if it belonged to someone else, in some other world, facing some other terrible danger. Then she exhaled, and the power cascaded into the space her breath had left behind, and everything was light, everything was brilliance, everything was burning, and everything was—
Everything was—
Over.
2.
 PIPER APPEARED, KNEELING, on a rooftop some two miles away from the lab she had broken into with her friend and last surviving teammate. “Yuina, I—” she said, and stopped as she realized she was somewhere different now, the sky above her was dark and filled with stars, and the lab was gone. She jumped to her feet and spun around, feeling every brush of the cold night air against her skin, every fleck of gravel that had been pressed into her knees before she stood.
Fergus appeared a second later, wings beating hard to keep him in the air. He darted for her, wrapping the furry, familiar weight of himself around her neck and draping across her shoulders. Piper didn’t react. She was busy lunging for the roof’s edge, gripping it just as the pulse of incandescent white light surged outward from the low, nondescript shape of the lab, vaporizing it, along with what looked like roughly the surrounding block and a half of structures. People appeared in the street below at the same time as the flash, clearly bewildered. Piper sagged, sinking into a sitting position on the roof.
“She got them out,” she said. “Did she get out?”
The stars overhead said that no, she hadn’t: there was no iteration of this pattern where Yuina made it out of that lab alive. Fergus shivered, wings brushing her neck.
“Fuyu’s gone,” he said. “She was there, and now she isn’t. I don’t think . . . I think she’s dead .” He sounded so utterly confused that Piper reached up, automatically, to stroke his head.
“But we don’t die,” he said, more agitated. “Not until we grow up and try to leave, and then we die Outside. We don’t die in here.”
“You’re just kids,” she said. “But so were we, and we died for your games. Maybe sometimes that means you’re going to have to die for ours.”
“I don’t like it.”
Piper laughed unsteadily. “You know what, buddy? Neither did we.”




E VERYONE WHO GETS offered an invitation knows they’re going to be part of a team, and that they won’t get to choose that team. That would be too easy. The Heralds choose the teams, and we don’t know what their criteria are, or why some people get Chosen while others don’t. There was a magical protector in the next town over who had a twin sister. Why did he get an invitation when she didn’t? I wasn’t scared about the thought that I would have to fight, or that I might get hurt. I was afraid I’d be put with a team I didn’t get along with, or who thought I was too little, or too weird, to be friends.
I shouldn’t have worried. The members of Unbreakable Starlight were the best friends I ever could have asked for. I don’t think there was a better team for me in the whole world, and there never could have been, ever.
Paisley was our leader, on paper and in the field. We called her Infrangible. Her parents moved from England about a year before she got the invitation; she used to say they moved because her best friend from primary school got invited, and they wanted to keep her out of harm’s way. Look how well that worked out for them. She walked through walls. She turned herself invisible for fun. And her Herald, Fuyu, was the one who invited me. I adored her. She was everything I wanted to grow up to be, and I know they’re going to edit this part out, but she wasn’t a femme fatale. She never even kissed anybody. I don’t think she liked the idea of kissing people.

People think Ashley was her second in command, but it was Elena. Sweet, quiet Elena, who was a genius, who read minds and threw up shields made of nothing, who got us through a hundred fights without a fatality, who promised she’d get us all the way to the end, whatever it took. Elena always knew what she was doing. Elena always took her time. I thought for sure that if any of us made it, it would be Elena. They try to say that she wasn’t very smart, because she never talked much, but Elena was smarter than all the rest of us put together. Elena was so smart she sometimes scared me a little bit. We called her Adamantine.
Ashley was so nice that Piper used to say she’d been designed in a Disney animation lab to market magical protectors to children. I laughed. I probably shouldn’t have, but I did, because no one could be as nice as Ashley, not forever. I was always afraid someone would say the exact right wrong thing and break through that sugar shell, and we’d get to see what Ashley was like on the inside. I was sure it wouldn’t be pretty. She healed people. She put us back together a thousand times, and she saved us over and over again, and I miss her every day. We called her Unyielding.
Then there was me—Everlasting—and Piper—Shatterproof. Together, the five us were Unbreakable Starlight, and we were going to save the world or die trying.
I just wish I’d realized the second was a genuine option.
—from Everlasting Shame: My Time With
Unbreakable Starlight , by Yuina Nakano.






CHAPTER 9:
Supernova
1.

I T DIDN’T TAKE a genius—didn’t take Elena—to understand that Yuina had just gone supernova, or that this was going to change everything. I turned shakily away from the roof’s edge, afterimages dancing on my retinas, and took a deep, shaky breath.
“Are the invitations going out?”
Fergus paused a moment, sniffing the air. Then he nodded. “They are,” he said, with evident relief. “Everyone I can still feel is reaching the ones with the potential and offering them the invitation. Some of them have gotten caught again already, but most are free.”
“We’ll have to put a stop to them getting caught,” I said, thoughtfully. “Fuyu said they’d be reaching for people with the potential to make shields. Does that mean we don’t all have the same potential?”
“Everyone who can survive making a connection with the Outside has a different sort of . . . I don’t know exactly how to say this.” Fergus sounded frustrated. “Capacity? Ability? Channel? You can’t all move magic the same way. So you could never have been a telepath, even if Merit had invited you. She was always best at inviting the psychics. I don’t have the knack.”
“All right,” I said. “Yuina said I could hold three invitations, and I guess I don’t need to save one for Fuyu now. Is there someone who could invite me that has teleportation? I think I need to go and talk to some people. I need to tell them the way things are going to work from now on.”
Fergus pulled back, nodding. “There are a few,” he said. “Do you want me to go get them?”
“Yes, Fergus, I would like that very much.”
“I’ll be right back! Stay here, okay?” He rubbed his furry head against my cheek, then jumped into the air and disappeared, and I was finally alone.
I sank back to the roof in my ridiculous little dress, put my hands over my face, and laughed until I cried. I felt it all. I was still feeling it all. The weight of what was in front of me was too much to carry alone, but I was going to have to: Yuina was gone, everyone was gone, and the world was full of children just waking up to a war that had never actually stopped, that had to be fought in order for our reality to survive.
And I had to be the one to convince the people in charge that letting us fight for our own future was worth it, even if we might get hurt in the process. They couldn’t just let us pull our invitations and then spend the magic we were given on endless tests and trials. They had to let us fight off the adults, or this would all have been for nothing. It was going to be so much work. I’d been happily numb for the better part of thirteen years, and this was all so much, and it was all happening so fast.
Fergus rubbed against my hip. I looked down at him, blinking away tears. The gray rabbit was with him, the one that had offered Yuina the first invitation after she’d said she wanted to help them.
“Guess you got away, huh?”
“Fergus says you would like additional invitations,” they said, solemnly. “I would be the first of them, if you would have me.”
“What can you give me?”
It felt oddly impersonal, asking it like that, but I could only carry two more invitations: I needed them to be good ones.
The rabbit bobbed their head. “I can let you move through space without traveling the distance it includes,” they said. “And I can show you the Outside. I showed Yuina. Her name is a star in my heart now. She will shine there forever. You could shine there, too. You could help to protect and defend this world. Will you accept my invitation?”
“You can—okay. Deal.” I held out my hand. “I accept your invitation.”
And the world burned white, and I understood at last.
2.
 SO YEAH, THIS is a lot, and I get that. It was a lot for me, too, and I guess it’s going to be a lot for whoever comes next. But this is where we are, and complaining about how much it is doesn’t change the situation. Thirteen years ago, most of the magical protectors in the world died when we were betrayed by our own companions. The oldest Herald in the world, Merit, was reaching the next stage of her lifespan, and she wanted—for whatever reason—to take as many of us with her as she could. Why? That part, I still don’t know, because the Heralds we have in here with us don’t know. They can’t know until they get old enough to turn on us, and no one’s in a hurry to see that happen. Maybe the final step into adulthood only happens if they swallow enough souls. Maybe she was afraid we’d suffer more if she left us behind.
Maybe she was just a dick.
Whatever her reasons, she betrayed us, she let the adults try to break through the walls of the world, and everybody died, and for a long time, the governments of the world tried to make sure there wouldn’t be any more magical protectors, because they can’t control us very well, and because we’re almost always kids or teens—“think of the children” always gets support, unless what you’re thinking about is leaving them with a better world. Somehow, we never need to think of the children when we’re talking about climate change, or preventing pandemic diseases, or anything else that costs money. But here we are.
For thirteen years, we thought of the children, and the monsters Outside chewed bigger and bigger holes in our universe. And now we’re fighting back again, and this time, we can’t stop. We have to keep fighting, until we figure out how to save ourselves. What does that look like? Fuck if I know. Maybe we find a way to kill ancient space monsters from outside the walls of reality as we understand it. Maybe we find out that they can’t be killed, and one day our adorable cartoon companions hatch into less adorable adults and eat us all. Maybe we find a third option, or a fourth, or a five hundredth that I can’t even conceive of from where I’m standing.
One thing’s for sure, though. If we give up now, the only thing that happens is that monsters eat us all. I don’t know about you, but I’m not into it. So come on, say it with me:
I see in you great potential. You could help to protect and defend this world. You could be amazing. Will you accept my invitation?
Will you fight?
We could be unbreakable.
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