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Dedication
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Previously at Valebrook

Lila Vance arrived at Valebrook Estate as a punishment, convinced her summer had been ruined forever. Then she discovered that her elegant, suit-wearing grandad, Percival Vale, was a retired Guardian with a secret headquarters beneath his mansion.

Now Lila is choosing to stay. She wants to train, help, and prove she can be more than the girl who made one enormous mistake at home. But Valebrook is not finished testing her. A sealed tower is about to wake, and the memories hidden inside it will reveal secrets even Grandad was afraid to face.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Tower Starts Snoring
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The secret tower did not wake with thunder, lightning, or a heroic trumpet blast.

It snored.

Lila Vance sat straight up in bed at two seventeen in the morning because the west side of Valebrook Estate had begun making a sound like an enormous bear sleeping inside a trombone. The curtains trembled. The water glass on her nightstand jittered. Baxter, the tiny gray dog at the foot of her bed, lifted his head, sneezed once, and looked personally offended.

Lila whispered, "Please tell me that was Grandad."

The sound came again, longer this time.

Grrrrrrr-honk.

Baxter jumped down and waddled to the door.

"That is not Grandad," Lila said. "Grandad snores politely. Probably in a suit."

Valebrook was supposed to be safer now. Dr. Silas Crowe had been defeated at the end of the last disaster. The shield around the estate had been repaired. Lila had chosen to stay for the rest of summer, partly because she loved her family and partly because nobody at home owned a secret underground headquarters.

But choosing Valebrook had not made it normal.

The hallway outside her room glowed blue. A portrait of a stern woman in feathers muttered, "Not again," then pretended to be a regular painting when Lila looked at her.

"I heard you," Lila said.

The portrait closed its painted eyes.

Baxter barked and trotted toward the west corridor. Lila followed in pajamas, socks, and a hoodie that said I MAKE BAD PLANS WITH CONFIDENCE. She found Grandad Percival Vale standing at the end of the hall in a charcoal dressing gown, polished slippers, and a tie.

Lila stopped. "Grandad. Why are you wearing a tie at two in the morning?"

"Emergencies deserve standards," he said.

Mira Flint stood beside him with a silver tablet. Her hair was pinned perfectly. Her expression was not.

The sealed portrait at the end of the corridor had opened like a door. Behind it, the spiral stairs of the secret tower glowed with sleepy gold light.

The tower snored again.

Mira tapped her tablet. "The upper wards are activating. The tower has not made that noise in twenty-three years."

"Houses are not supposed to make noises with history," Lila said.

Grandad's face grew serious. "This tower contains old Noble Guard records. Some of them are dangerous."

Lila looked at the glowing stairs. "Dangerous like villain dangerous or dangerous like Grandad tries to cook without Mira dangerous?"

Mira said, "Both have caused fires."

Grandad ignored her. "No one goes inside until I understand why it woke."

The stairs flashed. A sleepy mechanical voice spoke from the wall.

"Secondary Guardian candidate detected. Welcome, Lila Vance. Please stop shouting. The tower is sensitive."

Lila pointed at the wall. "It knows me."

"It should not," Mira said.

Grandad stepped in front of Lila, protective and worried. "Back to your room, please."

Lila crossed her arms. "The haunted staircase just invited me by name. I feel involved."

A golden light shot from the tower and wrapped around her grandmother Celeste's bracelet on Lila's wrist. The bracelet buzzed like an angry bee.

Then the voice said, "Memory Engine warming. First forgotten file unlocked."

Every mirror in the hallway turned black.

From the nearest one, a man's smiling face appeared. He had silver spectacles, a velvet coat, and the dramatic look of someone who expected applause for entering a room.

"Percival," the stranger said. "Did you miss me?"

Grandad's jaw tightened. "Orville Mirrorly."

The man bowed inside the glass. "Professor Orville Mirrorly, if you are feeling accurate."

Lila whispered, "Great. A villain with theatre energy."

Mirrorly's smile widened. "And this must be the granddaughter. How deliciously untrained."

Lila lifted her chin. "And you must be the reason the tower sounds like a sleeping walrus."

Mira's mouth twitched.

Mirrorly's smile cracked.

Grandad moved closer to the mirror. "You are not welcome here."

"No," Mirrorly said. "But your tower woke me anyway. The Memory Engine remembers my genius, even if all of you forgot it."

The mirror shattered without glass falling.

Silence returned.

Then the tower snored again.

Lila turned to Grandad. "So. Still sending me back to bed?"

Grandad sighed.

"No," he said. "Apparently the summer has other plans."
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Chapter Two: Training Disaster
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By breakfast, Lila had been promoted from grounded teenager to "possible Guardian candidate," which sounded exciting until Mira handed her a mop.

"Training begins with discipline," Mira said.

Lila stared at the bucket. "This looks like cleaning."

"Cleaning is discipline with bubbles."

Grandad sat at the breakfast table in a navy suit, sipping tea as if the tower had not spoken to mirrors during the night. Baxter sat beside his chair wearing a tiny blue training vest that said SECURITY CONSULTANT.

Lila pointed at the vest. "He gets a title and I get a mop?"

Baxter sneezed proudly.

Grandad lowered his teacup. "The tower recognized your bracelet. That does not mean you are ready to enter it."

"I helped stop Crowe."

"Yes, by flooding a tunnel."

"Heroically."

Mira slid a stack of plates toward her. "You must learn control. Mirrorly's tricks are not simple attacks. He twists what people see and remember."

Lila grabbed a plate. "So I should practice not believing weird stuff? I grew up with the internet. I am prepared."

Grandad did not smile. "Orville Mirrorly was once one of the Noble Guard's inventors. Brilliant. Charming. Desperate to be admired."

"That last part sounds like a school talent show villain," Lila said.

"He built reflection devices that could project false soldiers, hide safe houses, and preserve memories. In the beginning, he helped us."

"Then he went bad?"

Mira's fingers paused on her tablet.

Grandad said, "He believed his work deserved more praise than the lives it saved. When people thanked the Guardians in the field, he grew bitter."

Lila looked from Grandad to Mira. "You both look like there is more."

Grandad stood too quickly. "Later."

There it was again. The wall. The door. The adult secret wearing polite shoes.

Lila hated it.

Training moved to the courtyard. Mira set up three mirrors on stands. The exercise sounded simple: Lila had to walk across the stones without reacting to illusions.

"What kind of illusions?" Lila asked.

"Harmless ones," Grandad said.

The first mirror showed a giant spider wearing Grandad's tie.

Lila screamed and threw the mop.

"Not controlled," Mira said.

The second mirror showed Lila's mother standing with crossed arms, saying, "Lila Mae Vance, explain the goat again."

Lila stumbled backward. "Unfair. That is emotional warfare."

The third mirror showed a perfect version of Lila. Perfect hair. Clean shoes. Calm smile. No messy hoodie. No panic. No party disaster.

Perfect Lila said, "Grandad only likes you because you are Vale blood. Without the bracelet, you are just the girl who ruined the living room."

Lila froze.

Grandad stepped forward. "End exercise."

The mirror went dark, but the words stayed inside Lila's chest.

Grandad reached for her shoulder. "Lila—"

She pulled away. "I'm fine."

"That illusion was not part of Mira's program."

"So Mirrorly is already here?"

Mira checked the mirror frame. "A whisper trace. Weak, but clever."

Lila looked at Grandad. "Why does he know what scares me?"

Grandad's silence answered before his words did.

"The Memory Engine contains old emotional records," he said. "If it is leaking, Mirrorly may glimpse what the tower knows."

Lila laughed once, sharp and nervous. "Great. The villain can read family insecurities. Very healthy."

The tower bell rang. Not like a normal bell. It sounded like glass being tapped underwater.

Mira looked toward the west wing. "Another file unlocked."

Grandad turned to Lila. "You will stay with Mira."

"No."

"Lila."

"You told me no more unnecessary lying. You did not tell me Mirrorly used to be your friend. You did not tell me the tower could know my fears. And now you want me to wait while secrets attack me from furniture?"

Grandad's face softened. "I am trying to protect you."

"Then stop protecting me from the truth."

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then every courtyard mirror showed Professor Mirrorly clapping slowly.

"Beautiful," he said. "Family conflict. My favorite doorway."
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