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For my mom, Songa, who taught me I could do anything
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I sprint down the sidewalk, flying past designer boutiques, luxury shops, and a fancy art gallery. A few blocks ahead lies the sprawling downtown campus of Whitman Preparatory Academy. The main building’s all-glass exterior sparkles in the morning light, and a line of cars circles the large fountain out front, dropping off kids who – unlike me – might actually get to homeroom before the eight fifteen tardy bell.

Late or not, school is where I should be headed too.

Instead I stop in front of a run-down little shack that looks like it’s been crammed between two larger, much nicer buildings. The faded sign out front reads Marco’s Mini-Mart.

Taking a few seconds to catch my breath, I pull out my phone to listen to the voicemail again.


Voicemail from Elsie

‘Come to Marco’s before school. Emergency!’



If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Elsie Rodriguez during our first year as classmates, it’s that the girl can exaggerate. When I say there’s an emergency, then best believe something major has happened. But Elsie is another story – when she uses the word ‘emergency,’ it could just mean the delivery guy is late with the robot parts for her latest science project.

Either way, being best friends means showing up for each other no matter what – even if that requires blowing my perfect attendance record. Which I should’ve earned on Friday, I might add, but we’ve got to make up for that random snow day back in January.

I head into the store. If the outside of the building is sketchy, inside’s even worse. The place is dimly lit, just bright enough to reveal sections of paint missing from the walls. This is supposed to be a convenience store selling drinks and snacks, but every time I’ve picked anything up, it’s already expired. I don’t think that soda cooler has ever worked.

And did I mention the store always has the faint smell of rotten eggs? Like, always.

I scrunch up my nose and cut through the candy aisle. Up ahead, some poor guy looks completely unimpressed by the chip selection. Same here, mister. I scoot past him and head for the register.

A big, bald bodybuilder guy in a Muscles Win Tussles T-shirt stands behind the counter. His eyes narrow at my approach.

I squint right back at him. Suddenly tufts of bright red fur appear on his head and neck, and two curved tusks jut from his jaw.

But then I blink, and he looks human again. That’s the benefit of the more expensive glamours – even my TrueSight eye drops only work for a few seconds before the disguising enchantment kicks back in. This one is definitely something from Vivi LaBoom’s City-Camouflage Casual Collection.

I clear my throat and politely ask, ‘May I use your restroom?’

He crosses his thick arms and looks me over before grumbling, ‘And why should I let you?’

I grin and roll my eyes. ‘C’mon, Tiny. I’m already late for school.’

A slow smile splits Tiny’s face and he lets out a bellowing laugh. ‘No “Hello” . . . No “How is your day?” . . . Just “Give me key.”’

‘Pretty please?’ I ask.

‘Fine, fine. Anything for a fellow human.’

I lean in, lowering my voice to a whisper. ‘Just so you know, we don’t usually call each other humans.’

Tiny scratches his bald head, his confused eyes flashing bright yellow before changing back. ‘But why? You are human, yes?’

I nod. ‘It’s just . . . we assume everyone we meet is human, so there isn’t any reason to mention it.’

His shoulders droop dramatically. ‘So many things to remember to fit into human world.’

I give him a reassuring pat on the arm. ‘You’ll get the hang of it.’

Tiny nods and reaches under the counter. I hold out my hand, and he drops the restroom key into my palm.

‘Um, excuse me?’ That guy from before pops out from behind the chips rack. ‘I asked about the bathroom a few minutes ago and you said it was out of order.’

Tiny frowns. ‘Out of order for you. Perfectly fine for her. Any questions?’

The guy looks ready to protest, but an inhuman growl from Tiny seems to change his mind.

‘Be careful,’ Tiny says to me in a low voice. ‘That one has look of a Watcher.’

I bite my lip. Watchers are folks who are convinced there’s more to the world than meets the eye. According to them, there’s this huge global conspiracy to hide the fact that supernatural creatures from myths and legends are real and secretly live among us.

These guys have websites and chat rooms and members all over. They try to find evidence that will prove to the world that they’re right. Which is probably why Mr Watcher guy is hanging around a convenience store that’s clearly not really a convenience store.

Most people just think Watchers are conspiracy theorists and don’t pay them any attention. But I kinda have to take them seriously – because not only are they right, but I’m part of an organisation, the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs, that’s committed to making sure the proof they’re so desperate to find never ever gets out.

Sure enough, when I glance back over my shoulder I find the Watcher guy’s eyes on me. He fumbles through his pockets for a phone – then has the nerve to start recording us!

‘Can you give me a distraction?’ I whisper to Tiny.

He grins and steps from behind the counter. ‘This I can do well.’ He throws his arms open and shouts, ‘Congratulations, sir! You are big winner!’

The man furrows his brow as Tiny puts a thick arm around his shoulders and guides him towards the counter. ‘B-but I didn’t enter any contest . . .’ The poor guy whips his head around frantically, trying to find me, but I’ve already ducked down the candy aisle towards the restroom at the back of the store.

I ignore the giant Out of Order sign plastered across the door and stick the key in the lock. Then I take one more glance behind me to make sure the coast is clear.

The Watcher guy frowns up at Tiny. ‘You’re saying I won . . . a mop bucket?’

‘Quality mop bucket,’ Tiny answers. ‘Used many times and never leak.’

I grin and twist the doorknob.

The real Marco’s, the one behind this door, isn’t just a different kind of store; it’s practically a different world. Marco’s Fine Desserts is only open to the city’s supernatural community – meaning no disguises or glamours necessary – and it’s got the best magical treats in Atlanta. Midas Milkshakes that stain your teeth bright gold, Stardusted Scones to give your skin a faint glow, and even the World’s Best Bad Coffee, which tastes so awful it shocks you into perfect wide-awakeness. The moment I step inside, sweet smells fill my nose and I’m instantly in a great mood.

I squeeze between a couple of harpies, careful to duck beneath their wings. A tall yeti in a chef’s hat literally barks a hello from behind the counter, and I wave back. ‘Hi, Marco!’ But the distraction nearly causes me to trip over a boggart, which thumbs its hooked nose at me and mumbles something about ‘rude humans’ before waddling off.

I spot Elsie at a table with another Bureau kid, Julia Farsight, whose heavy eyelids always make her look sleepy. I rush over.

‘Okay,’ I say, slipping into the seat across from them. ‘What’s so important that we needed to meet here before school?’

Elsie frowns. ‘I don’t think I used the word important.’

‘You literally said it was an emergency.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘I said “emerge and see.”’ She grins mischievously. ‘As in “emerge and see” what I’ve got for you!’

Julia giggles.

‘Els . . . this is going to cost me a perfect attendance certificate. And you know how much Mama cares about stuff like that. The lady has already got a spot picked out on her wall.’

‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘Bear’s bringing his dad’s spare transporter so we can be at school in an instant. As long as we’re on the bus when it leaves for the Georgia Aquarium, Mr Ames will count us as present.’

‘Teleporting to school is allowed?’ I ask. ‘Because I’ve been taking the city bus all year.’

‘Allowed might be a strong word,’ says Elsie.

‘As far as I know, it’s not not allowed . . .’ Julia adds in her singsong voice.

I wince. ‘I’m really looking forward to starting summer camp tomorrow, so maybe let’s not get kicked out of the Bureau before then?’

Elsie just smiles and starts tapping on her cell phone. ‘Would they really kick out somebody who’s getting headlines like this?’ She flips the phone around and shows me all the search results for my name she’s found on the othernet – the protected portion of the internet reserved for the supernatural world. ‘They’re all nice articles.’

‘Even Better Gnomes & Gardens wrote about you,’ says Julia. ‘We’ve got a colony of gnomes on our property and it’s a real pain to get them to talk about anything other than flowers, so that’s a real accomplishment. You’re practically a celebrity.’

‘Yeah,’ says Elsie. ‘Look around.’

I don’t have to, because I know she’s right. Supernaturals around the dessert shop have been pointing and staring ever since I sat down. A few, I’ve noticed, even take pictures that I’m sure will end up on Eurgphmthilthmsphlthm – Eurg for short – the supernatural world’s leading social media site.

Still, I pick up Elsie’s phone and tap on the first link.


AMARI PETERS: THE GOOD MAGICIAN?

The controversial teenager returns to the Bureau this summer

Magicians are known for two things: off-the-charts magic levels and a long history as our world’s greatest villains. Despite this, a thirteen-year-old girl seems poised to prove that magicians don’t have to be bad. She’s already saved the world once and gained fans across the globe in the process. But even that hasn’t stopped critics from questioning her true motives. What else could the Girl Wonder accomplish as a force for good? One thing’s for sure, the entire supernatural world is watching!



I frown at the word ‘villains.’ The Night Brothers – Vladimir and Moreau – are still who the supernatural world thinks of first whenever magicians are mentioned, and for good reason. Not only did those two start the Ancient War, but Moreau survived to commit horrible crimes for seven hundred years – until last summer, when he was betrayed by his magician protégé, Dylan Van Helsing. Someone I thought was my friend. Dylan managed to steal a powerful spell book for Moreau, only to turn on his mentor and keep it for himself. He offered to make me his new partner instead, but I refused. Our magic clashed and I won. Barely.

Even though the whole thing was considered classified, somehow word got out and the supernatural media started asking questions. So the Bureau finally released the footage of our fight, and the supernatural world got to see a magician choose not to become a villain. The video instantly went viral across the othernet. There’s even memes of me clad in armour, reaching up to call down lightning.

I hand Elsie back her phone. ‘One viral video doesn’t make you a celebrity.’

Elsie raises an eyebrow. ‘Have you checked your follower count recently?’

I pull out my phone, open Instagram, and point to my twenty-three followers – two of whom are sitting at this table. ‘Not that impressive.’

Elsie just rolls her eyes and lays her own phone on to the table. ‘You know what I mean.’ She pulls up my Eurg profile.
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1.73 million followers



‘I didn’t know you had that many,’ says Julia. ‘You’re even verified.’

‘The Ban All Magicians page has twice that many followers,’ says a grumpy voice over my shoulder.

Ugh. Bear.

This kid got his nickname because he’s the tallest student at our middle school and an even bigger bully. He’s also the fourth member, and only eighth grader, in our school’s Soup Club – short for SUPErnatural club. It’s for Bureau kids who know about the supernatural world. Lots of middle schools and high schools have them – sometimes they’re even listed in the student handbook. Lucky for us, non-Bureau kids have zero interest in giving up their free period for a club named after soup . . . where you don’t actually eat any.

‘Bear . . .’ Julia wags a finger. ‘Be nice.’

Bear drops into the seat beside me, making sure to lean as far away from me as possible. As much as the supernatural world has started to accept magicians over the past year, there are still folks who will always hate me for being a magician like the Night Brothers. No matter what I do.

‘We’re all here,’ Bear grumbles. ‘What’s this stupid meeting even about?’

Elsie shoots Bear a look before sitting up straighter. ‘Well . . . I just wanted to say that I’ve really enjoyed being president of Whitman’s Soup Club. And I thought I’d gather the four of us together one last time before we’re off to camp. I got you each a gift!’

Julia claps. ‘I love gifts!’

Even Bear perks up a bit.

But I recognise the look in Elsie’s eyes – she’s up to something. ‘What did you do?’

Elsie waves to Marco, and four plates come floating towards our table. ‘I ordered fortune cookies. Real ones.’

I gape at the plates landing softly on the table before each of us. ‘But these things don’t just reveal your fortune – they cost a fortune too.’

Elsie nods. ‘Only because they’re so difficult to make. You have to infuse the dough with used tea leaves from a successful prediction, a Magic 8-Ball has to be present in the room, the stars have to be in the proper alignment, the fire pit you bake it in has to have yielded at least three visions in the past year . . . and those are just the requirements I can remember. This totally drained my science fair winnings, but I happen to think you guys are worth it.’

Julia grins and cracks hers open, pulling out the tiny slip of paper and setting it down. It’s blank. But then she closes her eyes, whispering to herself before placing a piece of cookie in her mouth.

Suddenly red letters appear on the paper.

‘What’s it say?’ asks Elsie.

Julia holds it up for us to see.


The grass isn’t always greener on the other side.



‘I asked the cookie if I should switch departments this summer,’ Julia says. ‘Guess I should stay in the Department of the Dead. Being a medium does make me a good fit.’

I remember Julia going onstage at the Welcome Ceremony last summer to touch the Crystal Ball – gaining the ability to talk to ghosts seemed like the last thing she expected. But the Crystal Ball is funny like that; you never know which talent of yours will be upgraded to a supernatural ability. It could be something totally obvious, like turning my super-creative best friend into a mastermind inventor, or something you never imagined.

In my case, the Crystal Ball woke up the magic that had been dormant inside me my entire life. Except humans aren’t supposed to have magic until after they get to the Bureau. Every member is given a small 10 per cent dose at the welcome ceremony, just enough to give us each a supernatural ability. But since I already had magic (and a lot – as in 100 per cent magicality), I was labelled a magician. And magicians can use their magic to perform seemingly impossible feats.

That didn’t exactly go over very well, and the higher-ups at the Bureau freaked out – some of them even suggested erasing my memories or sticking me in a lab to be studied. Luckily I was given the chance to prove I belonged.

Bear tries his cookie next. He frowns when his fortune comes back as:


Sometimes the real enemy is in the mirror.



He crosses his arms and turns away from us. No chance he’s gonna tell us what he asked.

Elsie is up next, and I already know what her question will be. Elsie’s a weredragon – only she’s never been able to fully shift. The closest she’s come is blowing fire a few times. Between her books and her dragon expert adoptive mom, all she knows is that shifting for the first time requires a great act of courage. As the last of her kind, I know it’s something that really bothers her.

My best friend closes her eyes and places the cookie into her mouth. She holds her breath as the letters begin to appear on the paper.


Your hard work will pay off.



That girl hollers so loud the whole place jumps.

‘Does that mean –’ I begin.

‘I think so!’ She beams. ‘I might actually shift into a full dragon this summer! Finally. Of course, the cookies are only right about seventy per cent of the time, but I feel so much better now.’

‘That’s amazing!’ I say. ‘I’m really happy for you.’

My turn! I break my own cookie. There’s really only one answer I’m looking for.

The whole reason I joined the Bureau last summer was to find out what happened to my missing brother, Quinton, who’d been working there as an agent fighting supernatural crime for years. I eventually found him, but not before Moreau had already put a curse so terrible on Quinton that he still hasn’t woken up from it.

At first it was easy to believe that he’d get better. That any day now he’d come home to me and Mama, and everything would go back to how it used to be. But that never happened, and now every day it’s a little harder to keep my hopes up. Quinton’s spent the last two months getting experimental treatments from cursebreakers in Sydney, Australia, but even they couldn’t help.

I go back and forth in my head about whether I should ask. Because what if the answer is no? Would I be okay with that?

I blurt it out before I lose my nerve. ‘Will my brother ever wake up?’

Elsie grabs my wrist before I can eat the cookie. ‘Sorry – two things. You can’t ask your question out loud. Also, um . . . it has to be about yourself for it to work.’

‘Oh,’ I say, deflated. I’m not sure what else to ask. So I place the cookie in my mouth and think. After a few seconds I shrug and ask, Is there anything important I should know?

Gasps sound around the table and I look down at my fortune.


Beware of unseen dangers.
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Once we finally get to Whitman Prep, Elsie and I wait in the side parking lot with all the other students who signed up for Mr Ames’s famous last-day-of-school field trip. Which sounds weird, but Whitman Prep prides itself on making every day a learning day, so it was either visit the Georgia Aquarium or report to the school auditorium for day five of Mrs Laurel performing dramatic readings of various Shakespeare plays.

Believe it or not, it wasn’t an easy choice. That lady’s acting is so over-the-top that even Romeo and Juliet feels like a comedy.

Elsie gives me a nudge with her elbow. ‘Still worrying about your fortune cookie?’

‘It’s that obvious?’ I ask.

She nods. ‘Your aura is really yellow.’

Reading auras is a perk of being a weredragon. Emotions give off certain colours, called auras, which Elsie can see. Even after a year of being her friend, I still forget sometimes.

‘You guys got advice,’ I say. ‘But I got a warning.’

A bright flash in the darkened clouds overhead shifts my focus upwards. For the briefest moment, my mind wanders back to my battle with Dylan. My magic allows me to create illusions, so I still don’t get how I was able to summon real lightning to beat him.

‘Maybe the “dangers” are just the normal stuff Junior Agents deal with every summer,’ says Elsie. ‘Everyone knows Supernatural Investigations is the most dangerous speciality in the whole Bureau. You’re going to be literally fighting bad guys.’

‘That makes sense,’ I say. ‘But why would it say unseen dangers?’

Elsie’s brow furrows and I can tell she’s racking her genius brain for something encouraging to say. Finally she shrugs. ‘You’ll have tons of other agents around whenever that danger does decide to show itself. So don’t worry, okay?’

‘But –’

TWEEEEP!

The sound of Mr Ames’s whistle has every kid covering their ears, but our biology teacher doesn’t seem to notice. ‘It’s nine o’clock! Everybody on to the bus!’

Bear shoves past us. ‘Clear the way! Eighth grader coming through!’

Elsie and I turn and follow him to the bus door, where Mr Ames is taking attendance.

‘Why the long face, Ms Peters?’ asks Mr Ames. ‘Today’s a day of excitement!’

I swallow. ‘I know, I just –’

BOOM! A clap of thunder makes me jump, and suddenly rain begins to pour down.

Me and Elsie dash up the bus steps and find a seat near the back. Through the window, I can see other kids scrambling to get inside.

‘Okay, so I’m not saying your fortune was right,’ Elsie says worriedly. ‘But I am saying this storm is making me a little queasy.’

Biting my lip, I squint through the rain at the black clouds above. Somehow the sky looks – no, feels – menacing, like the storm in this scary movie me and Quinton watched forever ago, right before the guy with chainsaw hands appeared.

Maybe I’m just overthinking.
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After a nervous twenty minutes, something happens that finally takes my mind off that silly fortune cookie: Elsie yawns.

Which probably doesn’t sound like that big a deal, but it’s the reason I’m now sitting perfectly still, not making a sound. After two whole months, I’m finally going to win our bet.

Maybe.

See, Elsie’s come close to dozing off a few times now. She’ll give a great big yawn, her eyelids slowly drifting shut. But that’s when my luck runs out – the bus will hit a bump in the road that jostles her awake, or somebody’s phone will go off, or the kids in the seat in front of us will start another shouting match that no one with ears could sleep through. Last time it was about who would win an arm-wrestling contest between a gargoyle and the world’s strongest man. Who even thinks up a question like that?

Besides, it’s obvious the gargoyle would win – it’d simply turn its arm into stone and howl with laughter until someone declared a tie. Gargoyles are notorious pranksters who love hiding on old buildings making faces at people behind their backs.

This time, though, when Elsie’s eyes close, they stay that way. And when the bus sways a few seconds later and her snoring head slides on to my shoulder, I can’t help grinning. This is going to be so perfect – even better than the picture she got of me dozing off during that pep rally a couple of months back. Head drooped, mouth open . . . I still don’t know how she did it. I swear I only nodded off for a second.

Later at lunch, she bet me that I couldn’t get her back. I took her up on that bet, even added to it – the loser gets their photo posted on the winner’s Eurg, just in time for the #CaughtEmNapping challenge.

Carefully I reach into my pocket for my phone and then position it for the perfect selfie. I wait until she’s right in the middle of a loud snore, then make my silliest face as I reach to snap the picture –

‘FANTASTIC!’ yells Mr Ames out of nowhere, jumping to his feet. The bus makes a wide turn, and he stumbles, grabbing the back of a seat to stay upright. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the guy so happy. He’s grinning as if he just won the Georgia lottery or something.

Elsie’s eyes pop open, and the moment she spots the phone, a smile spreads across her face. ‘Did you just get me back?’

‘Almost,’ I say with a groan. ‘Your favourite biology teacher saved you.’

Mr Ames is coming down the aisle now, scanning the seats as he goes. As soon as he finds us, he squats and shows Elsie his phone. ‘Great news, Ms Rodriguez! You got accepted – the dean just forwarded the email.’

At first Elsie clearly has no clue what he’s talking about. Then her eyes go wide. ‘Wait, you mean Oxford?’

‘That’s right!’ says Mr Ames. ‘You rocked the entrance exam and they’re offering you a place in their specialist programme for exceptionally gifted children. You’ll be studying among the brightest minds in the whole world!’

Elsie just stares. ‘I’m really going to study science and mathematics at Oxford University . . . in England?’

Mr Ames nods enthusiastically. ‘From seventh grade to Oxford! I’m so proud of you. What an accomplishment!’

Elsie squeals as she turns to me, and I try to give her my best smile – I really do. She’s the most brilliant person I’ve ever met, but as happy as I am for her, I can’t help the sinking feeling that I’m about to lose my best friend. This past school year at Whitman Prep has been the best I’ve ever had. Mostly because I got to share it with her.

Elsie’s smile wavers as she turns back to Mr Ames.

The guy sniffles and takes off his glasses to wipe his eyes. ‘Are you crying?’ asks Elsie, embarrassed.

‘It’s just been such a pleasure to teach you,’ he says. ‘The brightest student I’ve ever had.’ His eyes shift to me. ‘Your friend here is going to do amazing things, right, Ms Peters?’

‘Yep.’ I nod. ‘Amazing things.’

He gets to his feet and gives Elsie another big grin before heading back to his seat.

I try to keep up my own smile, but I’m not sure how well it’s going. My mind races with what Elsie leaving could mean for us. Will we even still be friends?

Elsie fiddles with her hands nervously and a long moment passes before she turns to face me again. ‘Okay, so what are you really thinking?’

‘I’m happy for you,’ I say quickly. ‘You’ll be one of those genius kids they show on the news who graduates college as a teenager. Then you’ll go off and cure rare diseases or solve world hunger or something.’

Elsie gives me a look. ‘Be honest, Amari. A blue aura is the opposite of happy. And yours is really blue.’

I shrug. ‘I just wish you’d told me. I didn’t even know you applied.’ I mean, sure, she’s complained about how easy schoolwork is for her. And yeah, she’s even mentioned skipping grades before. But how many thirteen-year-olds are applying for college?

‘I know,’ she says. ‘But, honestly, I didn’t take it seriously. I only took the entrance exam because Mr Ames kept going on about it. I didn’t think I had a real shot. Some of the kids in that program got in when they were, like, eight or nine years old. I’m pretty smart, but . . .’

‘Pretty smart?’ I say. ‘Elsie, you’re brilliant and you know it.’

Her cheeks go pink, and she grins. ‘Okay, maybe a little.’

I start to laugh, but then another thought comes to mind. ‘Wait, if you’re moving to England, does that mean you’ll go to summer camp at the London Bureau next year?’

She opens her mouth to say no, then shuts it. ‘I didn’t really think about that –’

Suddenly the bus begins to shake so hard it rattles the windows and bounces me in my seat. A chorus of nervous shouts goes up.

I turn to look out of the window to see what’s going on, but it’s all fogged up.

That’s when everything goes quiet – no more rattling windows, no more voices.

‘Els, what’s happening?’ I ask, turning to her – and gasp.

Elsie’s gone completely still, her body hovering a few inches above the seat. The confused expression etched on her face doesn’t change. Not even a blink. And her long black ponytail floats motionless above her head. It’s almost like I’m staring at a picture of Elsie instead of the real thing – like someone pressed the pause button on her.

I give Elsie a gentle nudge, hoping it might jolt her out of whatever’s happening, but it’s like touching a mannequin at the mall. She doesn’t react at all to my touch – she’s completely still.

No, no, no. This isn’t right. Heart racing, I get to my feet, looking around the bus for help.

But it’s not just Elsie – no one’s moving. The kids in the seat in front of us are frozen too, a tangle of arms and legs. And the girl across the aisle floats in midair, eyes wide and arms outstretched for a phone that hovers just out of her reach. Using my forearm, I wipe a bit of fog off the window and feel my heart skip. Even the raindrops are frozen in place.

It’s like time has stopped completely. Well, for everyone except me.

Beware of unseen dangers. Is this what the fortune cookie warned me about?
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My eyes dart frantically around the bus again until they land on Mr Ames, who’s crouched at the very front next to the driver.

I shake out my nerves and scoot past Elsie into the aisle. Maybe whatever is going on didn’t affect him, just like it didn’t affect me. But the closer I get, the less hope I have. Each row of seats I pass has frozen kids. So by the time I finally do reach Mr Ames, I’m not surprised to find him and the bus driver frozen too.

I swallow. Why is this happening?

And then it’s over. Suddenly, there’s sound again – movement too. Everything goes back to normal so fast, I jump.

Mr Ames startles when he turns to find me directly behind him. ‘Uh, Ms Peters? Did you need something?’

With my heart still racing, I’m not sure how to respond. ‘Do you, um, remember what happened? Just now?’

He scrunches his forehead in confusion. ‘I’m not sure what you mean.’

I just stare. How can he not remember being frozen?

Mr Ames raises an eyebrow. ‘Is everything okay? Are you wanting to talk about something?’ Understanding settles over his face. ‘Perhaps you’re concerned about Ms Rodriguez leaving?’

I shake my head quickly. ‘It’s nothing. Sorry.’ I turn and head back to my seat, eyeing the other kids, who carry on joking and laughing with each other like nothing happened. Even if they don’t remember being frozen, shouldn’t they at least remember the bus shaking? It’s all so strange. Only when I get back to Elsie and find her happily tapping away at her phone do I breathe a sigh of relief. I give her the biggest hug. ‘Thank goodness.’

‘Um, Amari?’ she says. ‘I haven’t made a decision about leaving yet, you know.’

I look her in the eyes. ‘You too? You don’t remember anything?’

‘About what? The Oxford stuff?’

I shake my head. ‘After that. We were talking and everything just froze. Well, except me.’

Elsie lifts an eyebrow. ‘Everything . . . froze?’

‘I’m serious.’

My phone starts to beep in my pocket like crazy. And then so does Elsie’s. We lock eyes. That only happens for one reason. I pull it out and a notification flashes across the screen:


Red Alert!
Emergency!



Elsie’s jaw drops.

‘Told you,’ I say.

A text pops up on Elsie’s phone.


New Text Message from Bear:
Meet me at the back of the bus.



Of course he’d only text Elsie and not me.

Elsie and I double-check that Mr Ames isn’t looking,	then we sneak to the back row. Bear scowls when he	sees	me	but slides over to the window to give us both room to	sit.

‘Checked out the red alert yet?’ he asks, looking past me to Elsie.

Elsie and I both shake our heads. ‘We came straight back after we got your message.’

He holds out his phone and taps on the notification. Elsie and I lean in close to read it:


RED ALERT

The Department of Magical Science confirms that a massive time freeze occurred over most of Georgia today, with the Department of Half Truths and Full Cover-Ups moving swiftly to correct affected clocks. The cause of such an unprecedented and dangerous display of magic remains unclear.



‘Magic?’ whispers Elsie.

‘That time freeze must’ve hit our bus,’ I say. ‘But –’

‘Wait, what?’ Bear interrupts, frowning. ‘I don’t remember being frozen.’

‘Well, you were,’ I say. ‘I’m the only one who wasn’t. Trust me, it was strange.’

Elsie nods, distracted. ‘Time isn’t something you can feel, even if it stops. What I don’t get is why they think it’s magic related. A magical time freeze that big shouldn’t be possible.’ ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ asks Bear. ‘Amari just admitted it didn’t affect her. It’s got to be another magician trick.’

I roll my eyes at that. ‘Of course you’d think that.’

Elsie looks between us and pales. ‘A freeze grenade can stop time around one person for maybe a minute, but even that takes an incredible amount of magic – and they take months to recharge. For something like this your magic would have to be off the charts, like . . .’ She looks right at me as her words trail off.

‘Like a magician?’ Bear sneers and crosses his thick arms. ‘Think about it. Wouldn’t it make sense for whoever set off the time freeze to make sure they couldn’t be trapped by their own spell? For a magician to make it magician-safe?’

I glare at Bear. Mostly because that does make sense. A knot of dread starts to twist in my belly. This couldn’t really be a magician’s fault, could it?

Elsie drops her eyes. ‘We shouldn’t just assume.’

Bear doesn’t seem to hear her. He’s too busy frowning at his phone. ‘I’m missing the next update.’ He taps the screen a few times, and suddenly I hear the voice of Director Van Helsing, head of the Department of Supernatural Investigations. He adjusts the volume so that only we can hear.

Van Helsing: . . . magic unlike we’ve ever seen before.

Reporter: What can you tell us, Director?

Van Helsing: This was no harmless accident, but rather a targeted attack on our very way of life. It will not be tolerated and it will not go unanswered.

Reporter: Any idea what or even who could’ve caused it? Van Helsing: Magic this dangerous, on this scale, has traditionally been the dark work of magicians. And it’s with that in mind that emergency measures shall be taken to ensure the safety of our world.

The clip ends and Bear sits back, his smirk widening. ‘Hear that! Bet they got your jail cell in Blackstone already picked out.’

‘Just shut up, okay?’ My knot of dread has bloomed into full-blown panic.

Bear just laughs in my face.

I turn to Elsie. ‘Can Van Helsing do that?’

It’s Bear who answers. ‘You bet he can!’

‘This isn’t fair.’ Elsie’s jaw tenses like it does whenever she gets frustrated. ‘Amari was sitting right next to me.’

‘You sure about that?’ Bear asks. ‘Because when I got up to ask Mr Ames something, you were dozing off. Matter of fact, it looked to me like Amari was watching you, waiting for you to fall asleep. Looking for her chance to cast that spell, I think.’

I shake my head. ‘I was trying to win a bet! Besides, my magic makes illusions. I don’t know anything about stopping time. You heard Elsie – magic that powerful isn’t possible.’

‘That’s the thing about you magicians,’ he answers. ‘You’re always doing stuff that shouldn’t be possible. Heck, everyone knows you stirred up a nasty thunderstorm last summer and brought down lightning on Dylan Van Helsing. That wasn’t just an illusion, now was it?’

I don’t answer. That spell may have started as an illusion, but the lightning was very real.

Bear continues. ‘I’ll bet it’s no coincidence that there’s another bad thunderstorm outside right now. Maybe that’s your secret – who knows what kind of magic you’re hiding.’ ‘I’m out of here.’ I get up and stomp back up the aisle, Elsie close behind me.

When we get back to our seats, Elsie says, ‘The fact that they’re calling this an attack and not an accident means there’s more to the freeze than they’re telling us.’

I nod. ‘What do you think Director Van Helsing meant by “emergency measures”?’

I don’t have to wait long to get my answer. An email pops on to my phone. It’s from the Bureau.


Amari Peters,

You are hereby UNINVITED to summer camp at the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs effective immediately.

– Office of the Deputy Minister of the
Supernatural World Congress
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Turns out that awful storm knocked out the power to much of downtown Atlanta, including the Georgia Aquarium, so we end up turning around and heading back to Whitman Prep. As soon as we arrive, Mr Ames disappears with Elsie to spread the Oxford news around school. The rest of us get sent to the auditorium to watch Mrs Laurel wail inconsolably through the ending of Macbeth.

Not that I’m listening much. All I can think about is being uninvited to summer camp. If I’m not allowed back at the Bureau, how am I supposed to see Quinton? The only thing that got me through the months he spent receiving treatment in Australia was knowing I’d eventually get to see him this summer. What if he gets worse and I’m not there?

I need to talk to someone . . . like Maria Van Helsing. Dylan and I weren’t the only magicians who got outed last summer. Maria, Dylan’s older sister, was too. Turns out, the prestigious Van Helsing family had been secretly passing down their own magic to select members of the family for centuries.

Maria is also the reason I can’t take all the credit for changing folks’ minds about magicians. She’s way more famous than me, not only as a Van Helsing, but also as one half of VanQuish, along with Quinton. Before he got cursed, they were one of the most accomplished Special Agent teams ever. They’ve even got action figures.

If anyone can tell me more about what’s going on, it’ll be her.

But when I tap on the Eurg app, an error message pops onscreen.


Error! Othernet Access Denied



For a few seconds I can only stare. Being uninvited to camp is bad enough, but now I can’t even use the othernet? It feels like I’m not just being kicked out of the Bureau, but the entire supernatural world. This is all so incredibly unfair. It makes me want to scream.

I settle for sending Elsie a quick text instead. She replies instantly.


Can’t talk. Mom and principal want to discuss Oxford after school.



If Elsie’s mom is talking to the principal, does that mean Elsie’s definitely leaving? And not only that, I was sort of counting on Elsie’s driver to give me a ride home.

So now I’ve got to take the city bus.

It’s just my luck that a pale-skinned orc sits down beside me. He’s so huge he takes up like three seats. Nobody else pays any attention because people don’t notice what they don’t expect to see. Well, that and he’s wearing a trench coat and a ton of Unsightly brand eye-repellent – it makes people not even want to look at you. It’s also the bare minimum disguise the Bureau requires for supernaturals to go out in public. Only my TrueSight eye drops allow me to notice his wide, flat head and solid black eyes. His thick arms burst through his sleeves in places.

The orc catches me staring and snarls.

I’ve ridden the bus with enough supernaturals that I’m not offended. Sure, there are times when a snarl means ‘I’m going to eat you for lunch,’ but most of the time it just means something like, ‘It’s a hundred degrees outside and I’ve still got to wear this trench coat!’

I just smile and point to the newspaper he’s pretending to read, whispering, ‘You’ve got it upside down.’

But that only seems to annoy him. He folds the paper and frowns. ‘Who do you think you are –’

I see the exact moment the orc realises I’m Amari Peters, the magician girl, as his words trail off and his whole body goes suddenly stiff. That snarl becomes a whimper as he gets up from his seats and slinks as far from me as it’s possible to go.

Right, I think, because I’m the scary one in this situation. Does the Bureau blaming magicians for the time freeze mean everyone will be afraid of me again? Will this one thing – that isn’t even my fault! – really erase all the good I did last summer?

Nearly forty-five minutes later, I step off the bus at the end of my block, my belly still doing anxious flips. That was a long time to do nothing but worry.

As stressed as I feel, it’s the complete opposite of the mood at the Rosewood housing projects. Now that the rain has stopped, it’s practically a block party here in ‘the ’Wood,’ with all the kids and grown-ups packing the sidewalks. Music booms from windows and car stereos, and people are out laughing and dancing and having a good time. Especially the little kids splashing in rain puddles.

A few people nod or say ‘what up’ as I pass. Most folks in the ’Wood know me from being Quinton’s little sister. He’s practically a local legend for getting into two Ivy League schools, and for all the good he did with the neighbourhood tutoring programme. Of course, nobody around here knows what he really did after high school. The saddest part is that because of the curse, he’s never been able to come home, so people still think he’s missing.

But that doesn’t stop people from celebrating him. To my neighbours, it’s enough that he was from here. One good story to go up against all the bad ones that outsiders like to tell about us.

Jayden, a friend from the neighbourhood, waves at me from the other side of the street. If he were next to me, he’d swear all the people greeting me is proof that I’m just as big a deal as my brother was. But then that boy is always trying to boost my head up like that.

As if I wasn’t already feeling awful about summer camp, seeing Jayden hurts big-time. Of all the things I accomplished last year, being able to nominate him for a tryout this summer is at the top of the list. Tomorrow will be his first time at the Bureau, and I won’t even be there to look out for him like I promised.

I’m frowning as I reach my apartment building. Out of habit I glance towards Mrs Walters’s window and stop cold when I see that it’s empty.

Mrs Walters is always in that window. Doesn’t matter the time or the day, she sits right there so she doesn’t miss one second of everyone else’s business. Even keeps a notebook to jot stuff down so she won’t forget. That lady’s the nosiest person I’ve ever met.

She also happens to be a witch disguised as an old woman – not that I had any idea about her real identity until last summer. Contrary to what people think, witches aren’t human at all. That bright green skin is a dead giveaway.

An idea pops into my head. Mrs Walters might just be nosy enough to know something about the time freeze. Maybe enough to point me in the direction of who caused it.

It’s a long shot, but it’s worth a try. I jog past my doorway and give her door a soft knock. Even with all the noise in the street I can hear music coming from inside.

Nobody answers. But the door is slightly ajar. That’s strange, and it makes me a little worried.

‘Hello? Anyone here?’ I push the door open just wide enough to peek inside. All the witch’s belongings seem to be shoved into one corner. A bundle of broomsticks hovers in midair, and dusty old books fill up a large copper cauldron. But my eyes go directly to the shirt folding other shirts and packing them neatly into the suitcases. Kinda gives ‘work shirt’ a new meaning.

What’s going on? Is Mrs Walters moving?

‘Um, excuse you?’ Mrs Walters yanks the door fully open. ‘You lost or something?’

I can barely see her face behind a thick scarf and giant shades, then my TrueSight kicks in and her brown skin shifts to its natural green. Her nose lengthens until it’s pointy and crooked, and her chin juts out so far that her face looks like a half-moon from the side. Exactly like the Wicked Witch of the West.

It’s not the first time I’ve seen her true appearance, but the change still throws me.

‘I – I didn’t see you in the window, and . . .’ I tilt my head as I hear a familiar song coming from the other room. ‘Wait, since when do you listen to rap?’

Mrs Walters smiles a wide gap-toothed grin and does a little shimmy in the doorway. ‘These feet been cutting a rug for centuries, baby! We just having ourselves a lil going-away party.’

Going away? I glance back to the luggage. To where?

‘See if the girl knows how to play spades!’ someone shouts from farther inside.

Mrs Walters looks me over like she’s sizing me up. ‘Well, do you?’

I’m almost offended by the question. Spades is practically the national pastime for Black folks in the South. You can’t even show up to certain cookouts if you don’t know how to play. I give her my most confident smile. ‘Of course. But –’

‘Then come on in!’ She pulls me inside and shuts the door.

‘Uh, Mrs Walters?’ I say as she guides me towards the next room. ‘I really just came to ask you about the time freeze . . .’

‘Girlie, hush that fuss and pull up a chair.’

‘But –’ My mouth drops open. Two more identical-looking Mrs Walterses sit at the dining table. It takes a few seconds before their glamours fade too and I can see the witches underneath. One is tall and skinny, the other short and stout.

‘You’re all Mrs Walters?’ Well, that explains how she’s always in that window. I mean, there’ve been times when me and Mama were leaving the grocery store and Mrs Walters was only just entering, yet she’d still be sitting in that window when we got home. Used to creep me out.

‘That’s right,’ says Short Witch. ‘We could only get our hands on one fake ID to be in this city, being wanted criminals and all –’

‘Shh!’ Tall Witch shivers. ‘There you go tellin’ all our business. She works for the Bureau, remember? She could turn us in.’

I glance between them. Did she really just say criminals?

Short Witch rolls her eyes. ‘Well, we leaving, ain’t we? Besides, being a magician and all, I reckon this girlie’s got much bigger concerns than four witches on the run.’

‘But you guys were wrongfully accused, right?’ I laugh nervously. ‘Like, you didn’t actually do anything . . .’

None of them quite meet my eyes. That answers that.

I take another glance around the room. ‘Didn’t you say there are four of you?’

Tall Witch leans her head back and laughs. ‘That’s Dottie over there in the jar.’

‘The frog?’ I ask, eyes wide.

‘That’s right,’ says Short Witch. ‘House rules say you cheat, you get an hour in the jar. So I do hope you know how to play fair.’

I swallow. What in the world have I been dragged into?

‘Why don’t you go over to the desk and pick out a deck of cards,’ says the Mrs Walters who answered the door.

I decide to think of her as ‘First Witch’ and make my way over to the desk. There’s a red deck with menacing dark eyes etched on the back and a blue deck with a frowny face. ‘Either one?’

‘They’re both enchanted, so choose wisely!’

I glance back and forth between the blue and red cards. ‘Enchanted how?’

‘Oh, girlie, a witch’s deck is never harmless. Some cards bite!’

‘Some cards fright!’

‘And some cards set your clothes alight!’

They all burst into laughter. ‘And that’s not all those cards do. But we wouldn’t want to spoil the fun!’

I don’t like the sound of that. I bite my lip for a second and think. I do need information, but there’s got to be a way to get it without getting hexed. I decide to play along but promise myself to quit the game the second I get them to tell me whatever they know about the time freeze. They won’t be sticking me in a jar with Dottie if I can help it.

I grab the blue deck and head back to the table. Tall Witch starts to deal the cards, and I’m just about to start asking about the time freeze when I notice one of my cards shimmying across the table towards Short Witch, who scoops it up.

‘Hey, that’s mine!’ I say. ‘We’re on the same team.’

‘Says who?’ Short Witch taunts. ‘This here is Witch’s Spades. Every witch for herself.’

First Witch shakes her head. ‘Best mind your cards if you mean to play with us.’

I frown at these weird rules. If stealing cards is allowed, then what’s considered cheating?

When my next cards come, I form a neat stack and cover them with my hand. A quick glance around the table tells me all three witches are taking this game super serious.

‘So . . .’ I begin. ‘That time freeze was kinda crazy, huh?’ That seems to snap their focus. Short Witch frowns and shakes her head. ‘You would know all about that, wouldn’t ya?’

‘I don’t know anything,’ I say quickly. ‘I hoped you might’ve heard something – like who caused it or how it was done.’

‘Don’t know nothing,’ she snaps, ‘and don’t wanna know nothing. Ain’t my business.’

Now I’m the one staring. Since when has anything not been these witches’ business?

‘Oh, I know what you’re thinking,’ follows Tall Witch with a frown. ‘But even we’ve got our limits.’

I glance among the three of them. ‘Do you think it could happen again? Another time freeze? Maybe somewhere else?’

‘Ain’t another freeze we’re concerned with. It’s all the funny business that’s been going on with this one.’

I lean forward in my seat. ‘Like what?’

‘Like how we haven’t heard from the Prime Minister yet. Any time something major happens, Merlin wastes no time hopping on the othernet to say everything’s gonna be okay. But he ain’t said a doggone word today, has he?’ She leans closer, grimacing. ‘Instead, we hear it’s that awful Deputy Minister making all the moves.’

I think back to the message uninviting me to the Bureau. It was signed by the Office of the Deputy Minister.

Tall Witch makes a fretful face and places a card at the centre of the table. It’s a ten, but not in any suit I recognise. Instead of hearts, diamonds, clubs, or spades, this card has little jester hats.

‘The ten of pranks,’ says First Witch, laying down a queen with the same symbol.

Short Witch follows with the king.

I quickly glance through my own cards. None are familiar, but I know enough about spades to know that the ace of pranks should win me the hand. So I play it.

The moment the card touches the table, giant buckets appear over the witches’ heads, tipping over to drench them all with water. ‘Hold your breath!’ one of them shouts through the downpour.

I cover my mouth, both in surprise and to keep from laughing, until it stops. ‘What just happened?’

‘You won the hand,’ says Tall Witch, shaking out her dripping wet robes. ‘Prank cards are never fun. No rhyme or reason to what they’ll do. It’s on you to play the next card, girlie.’

I nod, still a bit frazzled. ‘So, um, who is the Deputy Minister?’

‘Bane,’ says Short Witch with a snarl.

Tall Witch shivers. ‘Don’t much blame you for not wanting to keep a wretched thing like that in your memory.’

‘It begs the question, though, don’t it . . . ?’ asks First Witch. ‘Only reason for the Deputy Minister to take charge is if the Prime Minister ain’t available.’

I sit up straighter. ‘Are you saying something might’ve happened to Merlin?’ You’d never know it from his hunched figure and mottled tree-bark skin, but the old elf led the supernatural world’s armies against the Night Brothers in the Ancient War, and he’s been leading the supernatural world as Prime Minister ever since. ‘Isn’t he, like, the most magical being in the supernatural world?’

‘Was till you came along, wasn’t he?’ says Short Witch.

My cheeks burn. ‘I guess so.’ The difference is Merlin has had centuries to master his magic, and I’m still a beginner.

First Witch leans back in her seat. ‘If it ain’t magicians behind all this, wouldn’t surprise me one bit if that Bane fella is. He’ll be calling himself Prime Minister Bane any day now, just you watch. And that’ll be especially bad for everyone in this room.’

‘Really? Why?’

Short Witch leans forward and juts out her chin. ‘For all the carrying on about how smart you Peters kids are, you sure don’t show it! You do know that Bane is a wraith, doncha?’ ‘Really?’ I remember learning about them last summer. ‘They’re cursed, right?’

Tall Witch nods. ‘One of the nastiest curses there’s ever been. Imagine being ripped out of your body and forced to live on forever as a spirit, half in this world and
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