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			1

			 

			I keep having the same dream. Night after night I fall asleep knowing that I’ll wake up sweating, with my heart racing and my hands curled into fists. Even after I’m wide awake, I hear a man whispering in my ear: “I’ve been waiting for you, my son.”

			Nobody calls me “son”—not anymore. Sometimes I wake up so upset that I can’t tell what’s sweat and what’s tears. I wash my face in the bathroom and then try to fall back to sleep. Sometimes I can. Sometimes I can’t.

			I haven’t told Mama. She’s got enough to worry about, and talking about my father just makes her sad. Plus, she’s a really sound sleeper, and I’m too old to be waking my mom up just because I had a bad dream. It’s not really a nightmare, but I told Ma because I don’t keep secrets from her. She’s a good listener, and, well, she’s a witch! So there’s always a chance she’ll be able to share her special knowledge with me.

			Ma isn’t my mother or my grandmother, like I once thought. We’re not related at all, but right now Mama and I are living with Ma while our own apartment is being renovated. Now that school’s out for the summer, I spend a lot more time with Ma. She has a thick Book of Dreams in her library, but Ma won’t let me read it yet. Instead, she made me describe the dream over and over. Then she told me to write down all the details I could remember as soon as I woke up each night.

			I don’t see how that will help, but since I’m Ma’s apprentice, I do as I’m told. Some nights the dream does change. Last week I felt the man’s hand on my shoulder as he spoke—like he was standing behind me. But last night the hand was in front of me, reaching out from a fun house mirror that turned the man’s body into a rubbery smear. I couldn’t see his face, and I hate to admit it, but I don’t remember what my dad’s hands looked like. I remember how safe and strong I felt whenever he wrapped his fingers around mine, but that’s it.

			I’m busy writing all this in my Apprentice Journal when Ma knocks on the door with her cane.

			“Ready?” she asks.

			I nod and close my notebook, but Ma isn’t there to see it. I hear her shuffling down the long hallway that leads to the front door. Today Ma is wearing a bright orange bubble coat that’s so puffy, it rubs against the wallpapered walls as she walks. She’s got her purse slung over one shoulder and her folding stool tucked under her other arm. When Ma’s got a job to do, she’s totally focused and ready to get started with or without me. That’s Rule #1: Always be ready.

			I shove my notebook inside my knapsack before hustling down the hall after Ma. She’s already outside the apartment waiting for the elevator, so I grab my sweatshirt and holler, “Bye, Mama!” over my shoulder as I slip out the front door.

			“Got your gloves?” Ma asks. Her eyes are watching the illuminated numbers that show the elevator’s ascent, but I take my gardening gloves out of my bag and wave them at her anyway. I have just enough time to pull my warmest hoodie over my long-sleeve T-shirt before the elevator bell rings, the doors open, and Ma nudges me inside. She passes her stool to me, and I hold it close to my chest. It’s a tight squeeze with Ma’s puffy orange coat taking up most of the space in the elevator, but soon we reach the ground floor and head over to the park.

			My recurring dream isn’t the only strange thing that’s happening around here. There’s also something wrong with the weather. Summer in Brooklyn is usually sweltering, with lots of humidity and heat rising in waves off the concrete. But when Ma and I reach the park, nobody’s wearing shorts or tank tops. It’s too cold! Even the joggers are wearing tights, and one guy races by with earmuffs on! I don’t blame him—it’s the middle of July, but it feels more like the end of November.

			Ambrose would be warm enough with his many layers of clothing, but he hasn’t been stationed at the park entrance since last spring. Bro’s gone, the guardhouses he protected no longer travel between realms, and Ma’s turning me into a botanist instead of a witch. Almost every day we come to the park to forage. Fortunately, the cold weather has scared off all the bugs, but it’s still no fun crawling all over the park while Ma stands over me pointing to different plants with her cane.

			The first plant she taught me to spot was poison ivy. But turns out that’s not the only plant that can make your skin itch. So I started wearing Mama’s gardening gloves, and that helps, but foraging still isn’t my favorite activity. Ma says being a witch is mostly about helping and healing. And making medicine from plants is one way to help folks heal. I get that—I really do. But when I decided to become Ma’s apprentice, I thought I’d be doing something more…exciting.

			I mean, Ma and I went back in time and saw dinosaurs! We found a special crystal, and I delivered baby dragons to the realm of magic. I know no job can be that exciting all the time, but…well, pulling up plants day after day is just boring! Ma won’t even let me study the different plants listed in her books. All of a sudden, her entire library is off-limits.

			I snuck into the living room last week and pulled one book off the shelf—Shape & Substance: A Beginner’s Guide to Transmogrification Spells. I managed to smuggle the heavy tome into my bedroom without anyone noticing, but when I locked the door and opened the book, all the pages were blank! And I could hear Ma cackling with delight in the room next to mine. She outsmarts me every time.

			Ma says I’m not ready to learn about the spells contained in those books. She insists that I need “hands-on training,” but I’m the only one who’s crawling around on their hands and knees. Ma supervises me while sitting comfortably on her collapsible stool that I carry to and from the park. I doubt her back aches as much as mine, but what bothers me most is, I don’t feel like I’m learning anything important.

			“What’s that over there?” Ma asks after her long, loud yawn finally ends.

			Since she’s sitting a couple of feet behind me, I follow the general direction her cane’s pointing and reach for a plant that has round, glossy leaves and tiny yellow flowers. “This one?” I ask.

			“No!” she barks. “That other one.”

			I move my hand to the left and point at another plant. “This one?”

			Ma sighs with impatience. “No! Look where I’m pointing, Jax.”

			I press my lips together so I won’t say anything that might sound like sass. Mama taught me to respect my elders, and at her age, it’s not like Ma can get down here in the dirt with me. So I just point my index finger and slowly move my arm from left to right. Ma grunts and sighs some more until I point at a strange purple plant with triangular leaves. It’s nowhere near where she was pointing her cane, but Ma finally seems satisfied.
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			“That’s the one,” she says. “Pull it up gently, Jax, so you don’t break off any of its roots. That’s the part we need.”

			I do as I’m told and shake off the loose soil before handing the plant back to Ma. She sniffs the roots and even takes a small bite before placing it in a mesh bag.

			“Good. Now keep your eyes peeled. We need a whole lot more of these.”

			“How many more?” I ask.

			Ma shrugs and pulls her pipe out of her coat pocket. She taps a bit of ash out of the bowl and says, “A couple hundred should be enough.”

			Two hundred! I sit back on my heels and scan the grass around us for more purple triangular leaves. “I don’t see any more, Ma.”

			She grunts and says, “That’s ’cause you don’t know how to look properly.”

			“Well, how am I ever gonna learn if you don’t show me?” That’s what I want to say, but I bite my tongue and say nothing instead. I don’t know if witches can read minds, but Ma must know I’m feeling salty, because she suddenly suggests we take a break.

			I happily yank off my gardening gloves and pull a granola bar out of my knapsack. Ma sticks the pipe in her mouth and searches her bag until she finds the mint tin that once held three baby dragons and then a feisty fairy. Ma flips open the lid and frowns when the tin turns out to be empty.

			Ma grumbles as she leans forward on her stool to peer at the grass between us.

			“What are you looking for?” I ask, even though I know the answer to that question might mean the end of my break.

			“Gum grass,” Ma says with a groan as she pushes back on her stool. “You found some for me last week, remember?”

			I don’t. But lately Ma has taken to smoking her pipe every evening, so I must have found a lot of this particular plant. Mama thinks smoking a pipe sets a bad example, so Ma leans way out the kitchen window and blows the smoke into the alley behind our building. Gum grass doesn’t smell like bubble gum—it’s more like the spicy incense I smell at Vik’s place sometimes. Once I went into the kitchen for a glass of water and heard Ma talking to someone in between puffs on her pipe. It was hard to see past her body, which filled up most of the window, but I’m pretty sure I saw a squirrel’s fluffy tail waving above the fire escape railing.

			“Ma!”

			We both look across the meadow and see a park ranger making his way over to us on a mountain bike.

			Ma waits till he’s within earshot and then calls out, “Got anything for me, Cyrus?”

			The ranger laughs and reaches into the pocket of his khaki coat. Rangers normally wear short-sleeve shirts and shorts in the summer, but not this year.

			“Good morning to you, too,” he says with a smile and a tip of his funny dented hat. “I was going to offer you the pleasure of my company, but I found this last week and suspect you might prefer it.”

			The ranger winks at me before handing a small white envelope to Ma. She peeks inside and then beams up at Cyrus. “Gum grass!”

			“Found a patch of it growing over by the Nethermead meadow—some good mushrooms, too, if you’re interested.”

			“No time for mushrooms today,” Ma says while packing a bit of gum grass into her pipe. “We’re on a mission.”

			“Top secret?” the redheaded ranger asks.

			“Naturally,” Ma says with a wink.

			Cyrus turns to me. “Then this must be your accomplice.”

			“Actually, I’m Ma’s apprentice,” I tell him.

			Cyrus’s eyebrows go up, and I realize too late that he probably doesn’t know that Ma’s a witch. Ma glares at me before forcing a fake laugh to distract the ranger.

			“Jax has been helping me gather some wild silver root. How you been feeling, Cy? You look tired.”

			“Tell you the truth, Ma, I’ve been under the weather the past couple of days. No fever or body ache,” he explains. “I just feel worn-out.”

			“I thought a little fresh air would perk me up, but I’m feeling kind of drowsy myself. Why don’t you take a couple days off, Cy—get some rest,” Ma suggests.

			The ranger shakes his head and stifles a yawn. “Can’t—we’ve already got five people who called in sick this week. Seems to be spreading all over the city. Strange, huh? Just one symptom: fatigue.”

			Ma sucks on her pipe and studies Cyrus for a moment. Then she reaches into the mesh bag we’ve been filling and pulls out the purple plant with the triangular leaves. Ma snaps off a length of root and blows on it. She pops half into her own mouth before offering the rest to the ranger.

			“Here—chew on this.”

			Cyrus turns it over before popping it into his mouth. The root must be bitter, because he crinkles his nose and then takes a drink of water from the bottle clipped to his bike. “Whew! That’s got quite a kick.”

			“Silver root is a natural stimulant. A little of that root goes a long way. Keep an eye out for it when you’re making your rounds. Get some to your coworkers if you can.”

			“Will do,” the ranger says, looking more alert already. “Thanks, Ma,” he adds with genuine gratitude.

			“Right—break time’s over, Jax.” Ma leans heavily on her cane and eases herself off the collapsible stool. “Time to head home.”

			A moment ago, Ma said we needed to pull up a couple hundred silver root plants, but if she’s changed her mind, I’m not about to argue. I fold her stool and tuck it under my arm. Cyrus waves as he pedals off.

			“I gotta make a call,” Ma says with a frown.

			Unlike most people, Ma doesn’t have a cell phone that she can carry in her purse. Instead, she’s got an old-fashioned rotary phone that doesn’t actually plug into the wall. I’ve only seen her use it once before.

			“Do you need to talk to L. Roy?” I ask. I met L. Roy in the realm of magic last spring. He’s the one who mailed Ma three baby dragons from Madagascar.

			Ma shakes her head and doesn’t seem to notice when something small and white falls off her Afro.

			My first thought is Does Ma have dandruff? But it would be rude to say that, so instead I ask, “Is that snow?”

			Ma sticks out her hand, and within a few seconds, several tiny flakes drift down from the sky and land on her palm. They don’t melt when she rubs them between her fingers.

			“Not snow,” I conclude.

			Ma sniffs at the white bits and then blows them away. “Hmm.”

			“Feathers?” I guess next.

			Ma shakes her head and starts heading toward the park exit. “It’s ash.”

			Ma complains about her knees a lot, but with the help of her cane, she can move pretty fast when she wants to. I hustle to keep up. When we reach the street, Ma doesn’t turn right. Instead, she heads north—away from our building.

			“I thought you needed to make a phone call,” I remind her.

			“I want to check something before we head home.”

			I follow Ma along Empire Boulevard and think about my grandfather as we pass the fast-food place where he got us burgers last spring. That was the first time we ever met, but we hit it off right away. Trub and Mama don’t always see eye to eye, but they’re learning to trust each other again. When my granddad’s around, I feel like my family’s whole again. Nothing can take the place left by my dad, but now with Ma and Trub and a little magic, my life feels a lot fuller.

			I haven’t seen Trub much lately. Ma says he’s become Sis’s right-hand man, and that my granddad will be around more once Ma retires and goes to live with Sis in the realm of magic. Whenever I ask her when she plans to retire, Ma just looks off in the distance and says, “Soon.” I guess that’s when I’m going to see my grandfather again.

			My stomach growls as we pass another burger joint and the doughnut shop as well. Ma turns up Franklin Avenue, and that’s when I realize she’s heading for the spice factory. That’s what it is in the real world, at least. The brick building is covered in graffiti, and half the windows are boarded up. But last spring, when my friend Kenny decoded the magic writing on the outside of the building, it turned into Esmeralda’s Excellent Emporium of Exotic Spices, Magical Potions, and Mythical Creatures of All Kinds. Blue was brewing smelly stuff inside, and that’s also where he held Vik’s sister and aunt hostage.

			The brick smokestack is still standing, and for the first time, it seems to be in use. I stand next to Ma and remember how Sis left the realm of magic to reclaim the baby dragon that Kavita tried to keep for herself. Blue was hiding creatures on his body as tattoos, and Sis claimed them, too. Before returning to her own realm, Sis gave me a potion that cured Ma of her sleeping sickness. We had to say goodbye to some of our friends, but I still feel proud when I think about that night. Now I stare up at the smokestack and wonder why Ma’s frowning again.

			“You okay, Ma?” I ask finally.

			She grunts and brushes a few white flakes off my shoulder before asking, “How ’bout you, Jax? You feel okay?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Ma grunts again before turning away from the spice factory and heading in the direction of home. I’m about to follow her, when I see a flutter of black wings on top of the chain-link fence.

			“Soot?” I call, but it’s not my pigeon friend. It’s a giant crow that caws loudly at me before flying off. I hurry after Ma and hear her muttering something under her breath.

			“Shoulda known he was up to no good.”

			“Who?” I ask. Then I shiver and glance at the park across the street. Two elderly men are playing chess, but I don’t see anyone else. I still cautiously whisper, “Do you mean Blue?”

			The last time I saw him, Blue did say he wasn’t ready to give up on his mission to keep magical creatures in the real world. Sis stripped him of his entire collection, but Blue said there were other people who shared his point of view. Were they still running the emporium?

			“That weasel’s been operating right under our noses,” Ma says, her lips twisted in disgust. “Soon as we get home, I’m gonna need you to pack your bag, Jax.”

			I nod and allow myself just one more question. “Er…where are we going?”

			Ma stops walking and glares at me but in a way that lets me know she’s not really mad. “You really have to ask? For weeks you’ve been begging me to take you to the annual convention.”

			“Chicago!” I clamp a hand over my mouth to keep the rest of my excitement inside.

			Ma starts walking and talking really fast. I’m so happy, I practically skip the rest of the way home.

			“We’ll need a day or two to get everyone organized, but I can’t leave you here on your own. It’s too risky. Whatever that fool’s concocted doesn’t seem to bother youngsters, but you never know….”

			Ma looks up at the sky and sighs heavily as the white fluff drifts down around us. “You tell your little friends to stay inside as much as possible. Don’t tell ’em why—just say it’s important. There’s no need to panic…yet.” Ma stops and bars my way forward with her cane. “Can you do that, Jax?”

			I stop jumping around and wipe the “I’m going to Chicago!” grin off my face. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Ma nods and pushes me forward with her cane. “Then let’s get going. It’s time for us to leave New York.”
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			Mama’s eyebrows are mashed together like two warring caterpillars. I can’t tell if she’s actually angry or simply confused by everything we’ve just told her. Mama doesn’t like magic, but she’s learned to accept that the rest of her family feels differently. Ma is cleaning her teeth with a toothpick. It’s clear she doesn’t want to rush Mama into making a decision, and neither do I. I don’t have a toothpick, so I just keep my fingers crossed under the kitchen table and hope Mama agrees to let me leave with Ma for Chicago tomorrow morning.

			Pushing back her chair, Mama sighs as she stands to gather the plates. I jump up to help clear the table, and as I reach the sink, I hear her say, “If it’s as bad as you say it is, Ma, then Jaxon will be better off with you. I guess I’ll be on my own for a few days.”

			I set the glasses in the sink and pump my fist just once. When I turn around, Mama’s shaking her head at me, but there’s a little smile on her lips that lets me know she knows how much this trip means to me.

			“You be on your best behavior, Jaxon. Do everything Ma tells you to do, and call me if you need anything.”

			“Call you?”

			Now’s not the time to ask Mama for a phone of my own, but she surprises me by pulling my dad’s phone out of her pocket. I know she still listens to the greeting on his voicemail sometimes.

			“Take this. Remember to keep it fully charged,” she says.

			The screen is cracked, but Dad’s smartphone still works. I reach for it, and for a moment Mama and I stand there at the kitchen counter, the thin black phone like a bridge keeping us connected. Then Mama lets go, and I’m the only one holding on to this precious piece of my father.

			Mama steps around me and turns the hot water on full blast. Clouds of steam rise from the sink, but they can’t hide the emotion in my mother’s face. I wrap my arms around her waist and hold on for a little while.

			Finally, Ma says, “Time to pack, boy. And don’t forget what I told you about getting that message to your friends.”

			I nod and take my father’s phone back to my room. Vik is the first person I call, but when I hear his voice, he sounds upset.

			“Can I come over—like, right now?” Vik asks urgently.

			“Sure—are you okay?”

			“I’ll tell you everything when I get to your place. Meet me downstairs.”

			“Will do,” I reply, but Vik doesn’t hear me because he has already hung up. It’ll take him a while to walk over to Ma’s building, so I call Kenny next. He’s laughing so hard, he can hardly speak. Vik and I used to think Kenny was a bully, but we got to know him better last spring. Kenny is big and strong, but he’s smart, too. He’s the one who figured out a way to open Ma’s tin with the fairy inside. Kenny’s been kind of glum since Jef went back to the realm of magic, so it’s surprising to hear him laughing so hard.

			“Kenny? Kenny, calm down. I have to tell you something. It’s serious. Kenny!”

			Finally, Kenny stifles his laughter enough to listen to me. “Ma says you need to stay inside for the next few days. Can you do that?”

			Kenny cracks up again but manages to say, “Sure, Jax. No problem. I’m mostly hanging out in my shed anyway.”

			“Don’t you want to know why you need to stay indoors?” I ask.

			Kenny clears his throat and says, “It’s got something to do with magic, right?”

			“Right. But not the good kind. Blue’s up to something. I was at the factory today and—”

			“Whoa!”

			I can’t tell whether Kenny dropped the phone or just found something else to laugh at, but after a few attempts at calling his name, I end the call. I poke my head into the kitchen to say I’m meeting Vik downstairs.

			Mama’s sitting across the table from Ma once more. Both of Mama’s hands are folded over Ma’s. I can tell by the look on her face that that kind of contact makes Ma uncomfortable, but she just bows her head and listens as Mama talks in a low voice.

			I won’t be long, so I decide not to disturb them and quietly let myself out of the apartment. When I get downstairs, I see Vik pacing back and forth in front of the building.

			As soon as he sees me, Vik thrusts a package at me and says, “Here—take this! I can’t keep it anymore. It’s not safe—not when my sister’s such a…a…I don’t even know what she is! I mean, she’s always been a bit of a brat, but now she’s seriously dangerous!” Vik throws his hands up and yells at the sky, “Argh! I can’t believe this is happening!”

			I’ve never seen my friend so upset, but I do my best to calm him down. “Take it easy, Vik. Slow down and start from the beginning. What’s Kavita done now?”

			Vik sits down on the low brick wall that surrounds the flower garden in front of Ma’s building. He sighs heavily and says, “She’s always been weird—you know that. And I know she misses Aunty—we all do. So at first I thought she was just…I don’t know. Mourning? Moping? But then I went into her room one morning, and she wasn’t sleeping in her bed.”

			“Where was she?”

			“On the floor, Jax! Curled up like a cat. So I went over and touched her leg—lightly—with my toe. I didn’t kick her or anything. But she made this sound…it was like a low growl. At first, I thought it was her stomach, and so I laughed. And that’s when she woke up.”

			“And?”

			Vik shudders and presses his own eyes shut. “It wasn’t Kavi, Jax. The thing sleeping on the floor that growled at me…it wasn’t my little sister anymore.”

			I shiver and pull my hood over my head.

			Vik takes a deep breath to steady his nerves before continuing. “She only opened one eye. But, Jax—it wasn’t a human eye. It was…like the eye of a lizard.”

			“A lizard!” I exclaim.

			“Or…a dragon.”

			If Vik didn’t look so serious, I’d think he was pulling my leg. All I can think to say is “No way…”

			Thinking I don’t believe him, Vik hurries on. “I know—it sounds weird, but I swear I’m not making this up. I started to back away from her—it—and that’s when I tripped over Aunty’s birdcage. I guess that startled her or something, because Kavi came back. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, and when she opened them…they were back to normal! But I know what I saw, Jax. I don’t know why or
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