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Dedication
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To Steven.

I’m incredibly proud to call you my big little brother.

You’re someone I continue to look up to!
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I’m standing at the edge of the pool trying my best to stay calm. The moment is finally here.

I glance at the half dozen girls lined up beside me, all wearing swimwear in their school colours. My eyes shift to the packed stands, then to the Georgia Swims Championship banner.

Coach Myers paces the coach’s box in a red Sterling Athletics tee, looking even more anxious than me. She gives me a stiff nod, and I return it.

My mission is simple. Get to the other side of the pool and back before anyone else, and claim the Georgia state title in the fifty-yard freestyle for myself and my school. It’s what I’ve been training for all year.

The mission is also impossible. Because in the lane next to me is Anya Petrov. The best under-fifteen swimmer in the nation. This girl’s already won the hundred-yard freestyle this morning, and she’s never lost a race at this distance. Like, ever.

I turn to find Anya staring – she’s visibly unimpressed. So I meet her eyes to make it clear I’m not easily intimidated.

Anya smirks and pulls her swim goggles down over her eyes. She gives a wave to the crowd, who roar in reply.

I take a deep breath and slide my own goggles into place. A cameraperson is setting up a tripod in front of the stands.

Anya’s the reason there’s a news crew here. This is supposed to be her moment. Her chance to finish middle school undefeated.

But she’s never raced me before. So we’ll see about that.

“Swimmers, take your marks,” chimes the loudspeaker. “You’ll start at the sound of the whistle.”

We step up on to the blocks. The crowd goes quiet.

I shake out my nerves and take a slow, deep breath. I focus on the water, on my lane - blocking out everything else around me.

Beep!

I dive forward, joining my hands above my head as I dip beneath the surface. Keeping my legs together, I use my dolphin kick to propel me underwater until it’s time to surface and begin swimming freestyle – legs kicking, my arms slicing through the water one after the other.

Anya surfaces well ahead of me. She might as well have been shot out of a cannon, she’s so fast.

It’s all I can do to keep my face even with her feet.

I breathe like I’ve been taught, exhaling underwater and turning my head to inhale while my face is above the surface. Turning also lets me keep track of Anya.

She’s pulling away. I try not to panic.

This race isn’t about who can swim the longest; it’s about who can swim the fastest. It’s just two pool lengths – to the other side and back.

I’ve got to swim harder.

Anya gets to the opposite wall first. She ducks underwater, flipping herself around to springboard off the wall and back towards the starting blocks.

A split second later, I’m doing the same. As far as I can tell, the two of us are far ahead of the other girls. But Anya will have seen me too. She’ll know she hasn’t completely left everyone behind.

Coach Myers says the first twenty-five yards are about technique, but the last twenty-five come down to will.

Who can push themselves the hardest. Who wants it more.

I swim as hard as I can, pulling myself forward with each stroke. My muscles burn from the effort.

I don’t know if she’s slowing down or if I’m moving faster, but it doesn’t matter. The result is the same. I’m catching up. And by the time we’re halfway back I’m pulling even with Anya.

I can win this. I can beat the best swimmer in the country.

Me and Anya are basically stroke for stroke as the wall approaches. When it’s close enough, I stretch to touch it.

My head comes out of the water at the same time as Anya’s. We both look immediately to the scoreboard.

Her name appears first. Then mine.

I frown. There are gasps from the stands.

There’s a number one next to both our names. We finished with the exact same time.

My jaw drops. Because what does a tie even mean? Do we have to do a swim-off or something?

The timekeepers huddle with a rules official. Me and Anya glance at one another, anxious. Murmurs rise from the crowd.

I hear one of the timekeepers say something about a tiebreaker, but they’re speaking in hushed voices. I can’t make out what follows.

Finally, a guy in a suit comes over to kneel beside the pool. “The rules arbiter has determined that you two will be co-state champions. Congratulations.”

Anya turns to face me in the water, laughing. And why not – a tie isn’t a loss. So technically she’s still undefeated. The girl wades over and puts her arms around me. “You’re so fast! I can’t remember the last time I had to swim all out like that. I couldn’t shake you.”

I’m too stunned to even move. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

“Believe it.” Anya’s grin widens. “But be ready for a rematch next season. I’ll be thinking of you when I train.”

Her lane gets swarmed before I can thank her and accept the challenge. I pull myself out of the water and get to my feet. Then scoop up my thick-framed glasses and put them on.

Braids and glasses is kinda my look now, since I’ve started swimming. Braids to fit under my swim cap, and the glasses – well, they kinda do the opposite of what normal glasses do. The True Sight Blockers actually make my vision worse – they help me not to see the supernatural world around me.

When I don’t spot Coach Myers anywhere, I duck through Anya’s admirers and head towards the locker room. I’ll need to get changed before the trophy presentation.

Two arms wrap around my middle and lift me into the air, spinning around.

“State champion!” says Coach Myers. “I knew you could do it!”

“Where did you come from?” I ask, laughing. “Don’t you care about getting wet?”

Coach sets me down and grins. “You should see the commotion you caused in the coaches’ section. I’ve got a dozen high school coaches wondering where I’ve been hiding you.”

It’s a fair question. Truth is, I never considered swimming competitively until this year. It was always something I just did for fun, back before my summers were consumed by the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs.

My guidance counsellor suggested taking up a sport as a release for my emotions. An outlet for the constant guilt I feel about what happened last summer. The night Agent Magnus gave his life to save mine.

“I told them you basically dropped into my lap,” adds Coach Myers. “Just showed up at tryouts and smoked everybody. But you could still benefit from a summer swim camp.”

I shake my head. “You’re really going to make me ask, aren’t you?”

“Yup.” Coach grins.

“Did I get any camp invites?” More than chasing a state title, it’s the whole reason I’m here. And why I didn’t invite anyone to watch me swim today. Because everyone from Mama to my friends wants to know if I’m returning to the Bureau this summer. And I’m not ready to tell them the truth. Not yet.

Coach Myers nods. “Several! I’ll forward them to your email tonight.”

That gets me excited. But there’s one camp that stands out above the rest. A dream invite. “What about – ?”

Coach flushes bright red and gestures over my shoulder. The lady looks starstruck.

Anya sprints over with a balding Asian guy.

“Sorry to interrupt,” says Anya. “But my coach really wanted to meet you.”

The guy smiles and extends a hand. “Hi, I’m Charlie Nguyen. I’m the head swim coach at Stanford, and I also work with the US Youth Olympics swimming programme. You were incredible today.”

For a few seconds I can only stare. Until Coach Myers nudges me.

“S-sorry,” I say. “Thanks so much.”

“I do want to be honest, though,” he says. “I didn’t think Anya had any real competition, so I told her to go out slow in the first twenty-five yards. Conserve energy for her other events.”

I raise an eyebrow. “That was her taking it easy?”

Anya just shrugs. “We heard you were fast. But we didn’t know you were that fast.”

“But here’s where you should be encouraged,” says Coach Nguyen. “Your second twenty-five yards were as good as anyone your age. Have you considered longer distances? I’ve got a hunch you could be special.”

Coach Myers makes a show of crossing her arms. “I’ve been telling Amari that all year. But this girl’s all about the sprints.”

I wince. The truth is that longer distances require strategy and patience. But I don’t want to think in the pool. I just want to swim as fast and hard as I can. It’s the only thing that calms me.

But I just say, “The other events don’t seem as fun.”

Coach Nguyen chuckles. “Once you start smoking the competition like I think you can, something tells me you’ll enjoy it a lot more. The Stanford youth camp is full already, but I’ll see about adding an extra spot if that’s something you’d be interested in.”

It’s all I can do to keep from squealing right in this guy’s face. Somehow, I manage to keep my cool and say, “That would be a real honour, Coach. Thank you.”

Nguyen nods. “Keep training and improving over the next couple years, and a swimming scholarship could very well be in your future. Heck, the sky’s the limit. Are your parents around?”

“My mom’s at work but I can give you her number,” I say.

Coach Nguyen smiles. “Please do. Take this for now.” He hands me a business card with his name and email on it. It’s got the Stanford Swimming & Diving emblem as well as the USA Swimming logo embossed on the top. “Feel free to reach out at any time. I mean it.”

Me and Coach Myers wait until Anya and her coach are gone before jumping up and down, screaming. Did that really just happen?

“Do you know how many swimmers would sell their own mother to work with Nguyen?” asks Coach Myers.

I shake my head. “I don’t even know what to say. This doesn’t feel like real life.”

A swimming official steps up to us. “Amari Peters?”

“Um, yes?”

“This way, please. Very important matter to discuss regarding today’s result.” The guy gestures towards an office.

Coach Myers moves to block him. “Hold on just a minute. Anything you have to say to my student can be said to me too.”

The official looks between us. “I think Miss Peters would prefer to discuss this matter alone.” His expression turns knowing. “We try to be discreet in our delivery of certain information.”

My heart skips as I understand what he’s saying. “It’s fine. I think I know what this is about.”

Coach Myers looks concerned. “Are you sure?”

I nod.

The official escorts me into the empty office and shuts the door.

I whirl around to face him. “Are you who I think you are?”

The man nods, lowering his voice. “If you weren’t wearing those True Sight Blockers you’d have seen through my disguise already. I work for Discreet Deliveries.”

I reach up to touch my glasses defensively. “They, um, help me feel normal. I’ve taken a leave of absence from the Bureau.” The supernatural world is much easier to ignore when you can’t see it everywhere you go.

“Well, I’ll be doggone,” says the man, pulling out his phone. “The gossip is true then? I’m afraid somebody leaked that bit of information to the press.” He taps on his phone to show me a Eurg post.

I take off my True Sight Blockers to read the othernet social media page.

From AMARI AMAZING to AMARI AWOL … The disappearance of the world’s most promising Junior Agent Has heroism taken its toll?

The picture beneath the headline is my shell-shocked face from that night. The night we lost Magnus. It must’ve been just after he took the Regretful Blade from me. When he accepted its terrible curse in my place.

Heavy emotions settle into my gut, and I shiver. “I don’t mean to be rude, but could you put that away? I don’t like thinking about what happened if I can help it.”

“My apologies,” the guy says. “I’m here to deliver urgent paperwork from the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs. You can retrieve it from inside that desk at your earliest convenience.”

I stare at him incredulously for a moment and then grin. “You couldn’t have just handed me the papers?”

The man looks offended. “That don’t sound very discreet to me, young lady. We’ve got standards, you know.” He shakes his head and pulls back his sleeve to work a transporter. A moment later he’s gone.

I take a deep breath and head over to the desk. I’ve got a feeling I know what this is about.

I plop down in the chair and open the drawer. There’s a single silver envelope inside. I pull it out and open it up.


The Bureau of Supernatural Affairs Official Letter of Warning

Dear Amari Renee Peters,

Your leave of absence will end in exactly twenty-four hours. As you have already been granted a six-month extension, no further extensions will be offered.

You have the following options available to you: you can sign the Reinstatement Request section of this form within the next twenty-four hours or accept Early Retirement, ending your career with the Bureau.

Should you decide upon Early Retirement, you are hereby ordered to report to your nearest field office, 1440 N. Main St., Atlanta, GA 30305, to accept the conditions and sign the relevant paperwork. Understand that this decision is permanent and cannot be reversed. Further guidance and details regarding your specific situation should be discussed with a Retirement Officer.

***

SHOULD YOU WISH TO BE REINSTATED PLEASE SIGN AND DATE BELOW

Name: ___________ Date: _______



Stamped at the very bottom of the page is an ink timer counting down from twenty-four hours.

That’s how long I’ve got to decide my future.

I pull out Coach Nguyen’s card and place it on the desk next to the letter. There’s a reason I wanted to find a good swim camp this summer. And it’s because I want to be doing something other than the Bureau.

I turned in my badge. Losing Magnus stole the joy out of being a Junior Agent for me. Maybe I’ve been dragging my feet on making my decision official, but I’ve always known what that decision would be.

I’ve already spent the past year ignoring the supernatural world.

I ball up the letter and shoot it into a trash can like a basketball. “Looks like I’m gonna be a fourteen-year-old retiree.”
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The Bureau’s letter of warning has no intention of remaining trash.

Coach Myers drives us back from the swim meet in Athens, and while we’re stopped for snacks, a trucker knocks on the window to inform me the silver envelope has just been redelivered to my duffel bag in the back seat.

I stretch to unzip the bag and, sure enough, there’s the envelope. Only this time it’s stamped Persistent Delivery in bright red letters.

I march it to the dumpster beside the gas station, but once I return to the car I find the shiny envelope right back in my duffel. Only this time it’s stamped:


You do know what persistent means, right?

We can do this forever, by the way …



“Fine,” I mutter. “Doesn’t mean I’m going to sign it.”

Besides, I’ve got other things to think about. Like my eighth-grade graduation tonight.

A bad wreck on the interstate means I almost don’t make it back in time. As soon as we pull up to the school auditorium, I thank Coach Myers for the ride and dash inside.

I quickly put on my crimson cap and gown and head upstairs, where I take my place just offstage. For now, I’m putting everything supernatural out of my mind completely.

The auditorium is buzzing. Just below the stage are rows of kids in red caps and gowns, same as mine. Behind them, even with the lights dimmed, I can make out smiling parents and other family members.

I scan the seats until I find Mama, and I grin. She can’t see me yet, but the programme will tell her I’m next up to the microphone. In fact, that lady is already on her feet and fumbling to get her phone ready for pictures.

Thankfully my best friend, Elsie Rodriguez, is right next to her, recording the entire ceremony through a tiny camera she installed in her glasses.

You’d think being on opposite sides of the Atlantic this past school year might have hurt our friendship, but we’ve never been closer. The six-hour time difference is tricky, but we FaceTime nearly every day. Even if it’s only for a few minutes.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, so I steal a quick glance.

New Text Message from Lara:

Cutting it close, aren’t we?

I smile and look past the podium where Principal Marchese drones on about the values of the Sterling School, to where Lara Van Helsing stands offstage in her own cap and gown. She points to the principal and pretends to nod off.

I cover my mouth to hide my laugh. Seeing us now, it’s hard to imagine we started off hating each other two summers ago. What a difference saving the world together can make.

With Elsie studying overseas, I took Lara up on her offer to join her at Sterling for the school year. Lara could never replace Elsie, but we haven’t stopped being partners, even outside the Bureau. Lara brought me into her charmingly bougie friend group, and we do lots of the same extracurriculars.

I’m typing up a sarcastic reply when another text appears.

New Text Message from Jayden:

See you soon Superstar!

For a few seconds, I just stare at the screen. Because that’s one message I didn’t expect to receive.

“Allow me to introduce two of tonight’s graduates, Scholar-Athlete of the Year Amari Peters and Student Body President Lara Van Helsing!”

Applause fills the auditorium, and it’s my cue to stuff my phone back in my pocket. Me and Lara step onstage together, approaching the podium from opposite sides.

I give Mama and Elsie a quick wave. Elsie jumps up and down, and Mama lets out a “That’s my babygirl!” so loud it practically echoes.

My grin falters as I spot the empty seat next to Elsie. That’s where Quinton should be sitting. My big brother promised he’d make it – said he wouldn’t miss my graduation for anything.

As much as I want to be annoyed, I’m more worried. I’ve seen firsthand how dangerous being an agent can be.

Lara gets to the podium first and lowers the microphone to our height. She pastes on her perfect smile. “Welcome, parents, faculty, and fellow students. My name is Lara Van Helsing …”

“And I’m Amari Peters,” I say, leaning in. “Together, we’ll be hosting tonight’s eighth-grade graduation ceremony.”

Lara continues. “We are both extremely proud to be joining the growing list of Sterling’s accomplished alumni. We may still have some growing up to do, but throughout high school and beyond, we plan to be positive representatives of this school in the world. Just as we proudly represented our classmates in athletics and student government.”

I lean in to read my lines but my eyes snag on a flash of red at the back of the auditorium. It almost looks like –

Lara gives me a nudge.

“Sorry,” I mutter. “We are so proud to introduce our musical guest tonight, a Sterling School grad who has reached heights we too hope to achieve someday. Here from the North American Symphony, on piano, performing ‘Ode to Joy’ from …”

My words trail off as I spot a mop of wild red hair at the back of the auditorium.

It’s Director Fiona – who I haven’t seen in nearly a year. And she’s looking right at me.

Is the Red Lady really here at my graduation? For a moment, all I can do is stare.

Lara whispers, “What’s wrong? Do you need me to read the rest?”

I shake my head and refocus on the script. “Um, performing ‘Ode to Joy’ from Beethoven’s magnus opus …” I blink at the page. “Magnus?”

And suddenly I’m back there again. Back on that warehouse floor. Giving Director Magnus the Regretful Blade – an act that will end his life. It’s not fair – it’s me who deserves that fate.

But I can’t stop myself. Like a coward I hand Magnus the knife anyway. To save my own skin.

“NO!” I shout, the sound echoing through the auditorium, jarring me back into the present.

Murmurs from the audience sound around me, along with a chorus of “Are you okay?” from my classmates. There are even a few snickers.

Lara throws her arm around me, guiding me offstage. I’m shaking. Tears stream down my face.

Ms Marin, our guidance counsellor, rushes up the stairs on the side of the stage. She’s been helping me through my “grief attacks,” though I haven’t had one in months. She calls my name, but I slip past her and plough through the exit door into the warm night air. A moment later Director Fiona appears at a different door, and I rush over, my chest so tight I’m barely able to breathe.

“Did something happen?” I ask. “Please tell me Quinton is okay.”

At first Director Fiona looks confused, but then nods. “Your brother’s fine, lass.”

“Are you sure?” I ask. “I can handle the truth.”

Director Fiona grabs my shoulders. “My goodness, you’re shaking. I’m not here to deliver bad news. In fact, it’s your brother who sent me.”

“He’s really okay, then?” I ask. “When I saw you, I thought … I just assumed …”

Director Fiona lowers her eyes, face flushing. “I’m realisin’ now what you must’ve thought.”

I feel so dumb. Why did my mind jump to the worst possible thing? How can I still be such a mess nearly a year later?

Suddenly Mama and Elsie are there too.

“Babygirl,” says Mama, “you okay?”

I nod. “I saw Director Fiona and then … I don’t know what came over me.”

Fiona gestures for her and Mama to talk alone. I already know Mama is gonna make a huge deal out of this.

Elsie steps closer, searching my face.

“It happened again,” I whisper.

My best friend reaches over to give my hand a squeeze.

When Mama and Fiona step back over to me, Mama’s arms are crossed. But it’s Director Fiona who speaks.

“Didn’t mean to cause any alarm,” says Fiona. “Your brother wanted to be here tonight, but there was a setback in an important investigation. He’s under a lot of pressure right now, but he wanted to make sure you got this.”

Fiona reaches out to drop a holodisk into my hand. I press the button and tiny fireworks shoot from the top, leaving Congrats, Amari! shimmering above my palm.

“There’s, er, actually another reason I volunteered to play messenger,” Fiona adds. “I know you’re still on a leave of absence.”

I lower my eyes and nod. I wonder if she knows about the letter of warning and how close I am to early retirement.

Fiona sighs. “S’pose I’m here to ask if you’ve given any thought to returning. Training starts back up in a couple days. I know losing Magnus was hard – but as I was telling your ma, the thing that’s helped me most is coming back and facing things head-on. Breaks my heart to think you’d give it all up.”

I sigh. “Why do you still want me? I can’t even get through my graduation.” Lara’s having to cover for me at the podium as we speak.

“Tell you what,” says Fiona. “Let me make my pitch, and then if you still feel the same you’ll not hear another word from me.”

I nod.

“You might remember me mentioning a special training programme this summer for a brand-new position, Junior Special Agent.”

“Think so,” I say. “But I don’t remember the details.” If I’m being honest, some new Junior Agent programme is the last thing on my mind. But Fiona was the person closest to Magnus, the lady he was gonna marry, so the least I can do is listen.

“Well,” she continues. “Each Bureau has nominated their top two Junior Agents. And while the Atlanta Bureau respected your wishes and put forward someone else, you got far and away the most votes as one of the two at-large nominees. It’s a stamp of approval from Bureaus around the world.”

I nod. There was a time when I’d have been overjoyed to be acknowledged like that.

Fiona adds, “The point of the programme is to help us replenish our agent losses from last summer. The public seems really taken by the idea. If anything, it’s a morale boost.”

“And the public could use a morale boost right now,” says Elsie.

Fiona shoots her a look. “That’s enough, Rodriguez.”

“S-sorry,” Elsie sputters.

I narrow my eyes at that, and Fiona’s attention returns to me. “But it’s about more than that – we’re giving young people a chance to start working their own cases. Something you tend to do anyway.” She grins. “At eighteen years old, a Junior Special Agent would jump straight to Special Agent boot camp without needing to spend years as a Senior Agent first. If it means anythin’, your old partner will be participating.”

“Lara’s part of this?” I wanna be hurt that she’s never mentioned it. But that’s unfair. Because why would she bring it up when she knows I’m on leave? She’s seen firsthand how hard I’ve tried to keep myself separate from the supernatural world this past year. I never even joined the school’s Soup Club. It’s the only club where Bureau kids can be open about the supernatural world, so it’s a pretty big deal.

Fiona nods. “You’d be surprised what opportunities helping to save the world gets you.” She glances at Mama and then back to me. “S’pose that’s the pitch. Decision’s yours, of course.”

Mama looks ready to tell Fiona just what she thinks about that pitch. But she’s got nothing to worry about.

I shake my head. “I don’t think I can.”

I’ve faced danger as a Junior Agent. But until last summer, I’d never lost anyone I cared about. Agents have to be prepared for casualties – it’s part of the job. But I haven’t been the same since the night Magnus died.

Me and Fiona were supposed to keep in touch, so I’d be able to talk about him if I needed to, but I never took her up on it. It was just too painful. Though I’ve had my suspicions that Ms Marin – a grief specialist – taking a position as the Sterling School guidance counsellor the same time I got here was probably not a coincidence. It wouldn’t shock me one bit to find out Fiona set the whole thing up.

Fiona’s face falls, but she doesn’t press me. “I understand, lass.”

The director gives me a final nod, but as she turns to leave, I say, “Wait.”

This is a long shot, but not wanting to return doesn’t mean I don’t still worry about Quinton’s safety. “Can you tell me what my brother’s been working on? This case that’s kept him away? Is it dangerous?”

Fiona and Elsie exchange a look before the director says, “I’m sorry. But that’s official Bureau business, and you aren’t an active member any more.”

“I get it,” I say. “It’s just hard –”

Beep … beep … beeeeeep! Both Fiona and Elsie reach for their phones.

“Is there a red alert?” I ask.

Elsie gasps.

“Impossible.” Fiona’s shaking her head at her phone. “Another one? Here in Atlanta?”

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Neither Fiona nor Elsie answers. In fact, the director is already pulling back the sleeve of her grey jacket to access her transporter. “Say your goodbyes and report to the Bureau right away, Rodriguez.”

And then Fiona’s gone.

“Els,” I say. “Is everything okay?”

My best friend swallows. “Things are bad, Amari. Really bad.”

“But –”

Elsie shakes her head. “It’s all I can say.”

I watch my best friend reach under her sleeve for her own transporter. Then she vanishes too.

Me and Mama stare at one another. And I know we’re both thinking the same thing.

What in the world is going on? And how much is Quinton involved?
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Later that night, I’m sitting on the rooftop of my apartment building, my legs dangling over the edge. Stars are just beginning to twinkle overhead.

I keep hearing Elsie’s anxious voice in my mind. How bad are things in the supernatural world? VanQuish only takes on the highest priority cases, and it seems even they can’t get a handle on whatever’s going on.

And how exactly is my best friend involved? Last I checked, Elsie is a Junior Researcher, not an agent. Yet Director Fiona gave her orders as if they’re working together.

It’s all so confusing.

It’s also the reason I’m thinking about reinstalling the Eurg app on my phone for the first time in months. To get answers.

Thing is, I didn’t just take a leave of absence from the Bureau – I’ve done my best to leave everything to do with the supernatural world behind.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, and I still get nightmares sometimes, but it’s kept me going. Though now the fear that my brother, and maybe my best friend, are facing something so dangerous it spooks even Director Fiona has me worried. I can’t lose anybody else.

I’ve got to know what they’re up against.

I bite my lip, staring down at my phone. Suddenly my heart is beating so fast. My thumb hovers over the screen.

Click to Download Eurg App

Something shimmery appears inches from my face.

“Boo!”

I nearly jump out of my skin. “Peek-a-Boo! You can’t sneak up on people like that! What if I’d fallen off the roof?”

“You’d be dead.” The ghost shrugs. “Big deal – some of the best people I know died ages ago.”

I shoot him a look, my heart still racing. Then I realise something. “If you’re here, does that mean … ?”

“Was wondering how long it’d take.” Jayden Daniels’s voice comes from behind me. “What up, stranger?”

I leap to my feet and rush over. He wraps me in a giant hug.

“Boy, you’re even taller than the last time I saw you.”

Jayden is grinning when he steps back. “Ma says I’m shooting up like a tree. Probably gonna top six feet soon. Coach at the high school already on me about trying out for the basketball team. But enough ’bout me – I ain’t the one winning state titles. Saw you on the news earlier. Just remember who called you Superstar first.”

I laugh but immediately want to change the subject. Because talking about swimming could lead to telling him about swim camp and my plans for the summer. It was bad enough seeing Fiona’s and Elsie’s disappointment – I can’t handle Jayden’s too. “How’s your mom doing?”

His grin widens. “Really good. She been sticking with the rehab programme. Even got a job now.”

I smile. It was bittersweet when Jayden revealed he and his mom were leaving Atlanta for Charlotte. We’d got really close by the end of last summer, and I kinda thought his not-so-secret crush would lead him to ask me out.

But we’d barely been home a week before he packed up and moved two states away. As much as that sucked, I knew how much he craved a real relationship with his mom. Joining that rehab programme up in North Carolina was a chance for them both to start over.

I wish I could say we kept in touch the same as Elsie and me, but besides helping his mom, Jayden’s also been busy with AAU basketball. And a pretty freshman cheerleader, judging from his Instagram. Which he has every right to do – even if it does sting a bit.

“So … what brings you back to Rosewood?” I ask.

He scratches the back of his head in that nervous way of his. “Figured I’d stop by to see how you was doing. Nobody answered my knock, so I knew you must be up here.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You could’ve messaged me to ask that. Or just called …”

“Yeah …” Jayden sighs dramatically. “A’ight, so basically Elsie throwing you a surprise party tomorrow night, and I’m supposed to bring you. But I wasn’t sure if we was still on good terms.”

I lower my eyes. “Because we stopped texting?”

“Nah,” he says. “’Cause you stopped texting.”

I sigh – so I guess we’re having this conversation. “Jayden, you were so excited about Charlotte. I just thought maybe you’d be better off without me being sad all the time. I’m a mess – you should’ve seen how I freaked out at my graduation tonight. Trust me, you’re better off.”

Jayden frowns. “El Smooth went to another country and y’all still close.”

I shake my head. “I know … it’s just different with you.”

Now it’s his turn to shake his head.

“Maybe you let me decide if I’m better off without you,” he says. “Instead of just cutting me out completely.”

“It’s not what I wanted,” I say. “It was just easier, I guess. Turns out the supernatural world’s teenage hero is a big coward.”

“We throwin’ a party,” he says. “But it ain’t a pity party.”

My jaw drops open.

Jayden winces. “Too far?”

“Maybe a little.” I laugh, then frown. “Don’t you see, though? I’m not the same girl you called Superstar last summer.”

He grins. “You right. You even cuter than I remember. And definitely still a superstar.”

I blush so hard I have to turn away. When did he get so confident?

Unsure what else to say, I steer the conversation back to the party. “Um, who’s gonna be at this party tomorrow? Not too many people, I hope.” Swimming has made me more comfortable being the centre of attention, but parties still make me nervous.

“Just the War Four,” he says. “El Smooth wanna celebrate what we accomplished last summer. Something just for us.”

The things you miss by staying off supernatural social media. This “War Four” must refer to me, Elsie, Jayden, and Lara. We were already being hailed as heroes last summer before we got a cool nickname. The kids who disobeyed orders to stop Dylan Van Helsing and the anti-magick threat once and for all. That’s how the story is told anyway.

The truth isn’t so grand.

Last summer, the only other born magician in the world besides me, Dylan Van Helsing, led the League of Magicians, and a conniving faun named Elaine Harlowe controlled both the Bureau and the prime minister’s office. And war broke out between the two sides.

Dylan eventually came out on top, forcing me and my friends to look for magical inventions created by the first magician. Unfortunately, the devices – called Wonders – were powered by anti-magick, a force capable of destroying anything that possessed even a hint of magic. Dylan tricked us into helping him get the Wonder that would let him wield anti-magick itself as a weapon. We stopped him, but not before losing a lot of good agents. Including Magnus.

Especially Magnus.

“Can’t believe they’re calling us the War Four,” I say.

Jayden shrugs. “I think it’s kinda catchy.”

Peek puffs up extra bright and pouts. “We should be called the Partially Alive Five. But of course they leave out the dead kid.”

“Sorry, dude,” says Jayden. “At least you invited to the party. Heard there’s gonna be ghost peppers.”

That seems to perk Peek up a bit.

I meet Jayden’s eyes. “Promise me this isn’t some elaborate plan to get me back to the Bureau this summer. Because Fiona already tried.”

Jayden shakes his head. “I get it. Don’t mean I’m happy about it, but I understand.”

I exhale, relieved. “If it’s just gonna be the five of us, then okay.” That letter of warning pops into my head. “I’ll probably have some really big news to announce – about my future.”

“Cool,” he says. “Is this big news the reason you up here by yourself?”

“Not exactly.” I blow out a sigh. “Quinton’s been busy on some dangerous case – he didn’t even make it to my graduation. You don’t know what’s going on, do you?”

“Nah, I’m just creature control – we leave the scary, world-savin’ stuff to y’all agents.”

I nod but notice Peek-a-Boo doing his best to fade away without being noticed.

“How about you, Peek?” I ask. “Heard anything?”

The ghost shimmers back into view, looking torn. “I’m supposed to be a more mature ghost this year, not give into my natural talent for mischief …”

“Meaning what?” I ask.

“Meaning I might know something,” he answers. “Something super secret!”

I step closer and put my hands on my hips. “Well, now you have to tell me.”

“Are you twisting my arm?” asks the ghost. “’Cause if you’re forcing me to tell, guess I’ve got no choice.”

“Of course not, I would never –”

Peek shoots me a wink and then sticks out his arm. “Twist it …”

I pretend to do as he asks, even though my fingers go right through him. “I’m twisting your arm, um, metaphorically?”

“Woe is me!” the ghost hollers. “To be treated in such a way by one’s own friends!” He shimmers extra bright, a familiar look of mischievous glee filling his expression. “Dearly Departed magazine says there’s a brand-new C.O.D. But we aren’t supposed to share the news with the living. Isn’t that exciting?”

“C.O.D.?” Jayden asks.

“Cause of death,” answers Peek. “The first of its kind ever recorded. Meaning nobody in the history of the world has ever died this way until now.”

“And you think it’s related to whatever Quinton’s got going on?” I ask.

The ghost nods. “I’d bet my undead life on it!”
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The next morning, I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Mama’s car, doing my absolute best not to freak out. Because I’m on my way to meet with the Retirement Officer.

Today will be my last as a member of the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs.

I can’t stop fidgeting with the silver envelope containing the letter of warning. I don’t even know why I’m so nervous. I know what I want to do, now it’s just a matter of doing it. Making it official.

Starting my new life as a civilian. As a swimmer. And whatever else I might choose to do.

So why does it feel so scary? I open the silver envelope and give the letter a read for the hundredth time. That’s where I find my answer.

Understand that this decision is permanent and cannot be reversed.

Once I retire, that’s it. I’m done with the Bureau forever. It’s so … final.

My gaze slips to the inky timer at the bottom of the page.

Your Leave of Absence Has:

6 Hours and 24 Minutes Remaining

“And you’re sure about leaving the Bureau?” Mama asks, glancing over as we pull up to a red light. “You’ve put so much time and effort into being a Junior Agent.”

Memories of the past two summers flash through my mind, stirring up a flood of emotions. The idea of stepping back into the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs, walking the same hallways that Magnus walked … I wince just thinking about it.

But all I say is “Think so.”

Mama nods, looking relieved. “Well, I won’t say I’m broken up about it. Bad enough having one kid facing untold dangers on a daily basis.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Did you hear anything from Coach Nguyen about Stanford?”

Mama laughs. “It’s barely been a day, Babygirl. He may not have even flown home yet.”

“I know,” I say, cheeks burning. “It would just make me feel better if I knew for certain what I’m going to be doing this summer.”

Mama steers us around a curb, and my eyes wander to a guy in shades walking his dogs in the park. I’m about to look away when I blink, and my True Sight kicks in to reveal those aren’t dogs at all – each canine sports its own pair of glowing antlers. Since I’m headed to a Bureau field office, I didn’t wear my True Sight Blockers.

But the thing that stands out even more than leashed calopus walking around downtown Atlanta is the guy’s bright yellow armband with the words Curse-Be-Gone written in big red letters.

What’s that about?

I’m still staring when the car slows to a stop.

We’re here. Suddenly my hands are all clammy.

The office building at 1440 North Main Street is the same as I remember it. A small skyscraper that’s all dark glass and metal. Men and women in professional attire stream in and out its doors, and as I make my way up to the entrance, it’s all I can do not to be run over by people shouting into their phones.

I scoot to a not-so-busy area and scan the place until I find a metal door with a keypad next to it. It’s the direct entrance to the Bureau’s field office here. For members only.

As I make my way over, I can’t help glancing at the elevator bank on the far wall. Two years ago, that’s where I was headed. And it just so happens there’s a boy pacing before the elevators now, looking every bit as nervous as I was that day.

The day I accepted my nomination to the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs.

I bet that kid is here for the interview. Maybe I should ask.

I check the clock on my phone. I’ve got like fifteen minutes before I’m supposed to meet with the Retirement Officer. Surely that’s enough time to help. Technically we’re going to the same place.

I walk over to the boy. “Hi,” I say. “My name’s Amari.”

He barely glances in my direction, instead keeping his exasperated eyes pinned on the busy elevators.

I clear my throat. “Um, are you maybe looking for something … kinda unusual?”

The boy frowns, finally turning to look me over. “I, uh, well, I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

I smile. “So you have been nominated.”

At that, his eyes go wide. After a second looking over, his expression softens. “You too?”

“I’m, um, actually here for a different reason today,” I say. “But I was nominated two years ago.”

He leans in close, lowering his voice. “What’s this nomination for, exactly? I’m James, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, James. It’s probably best I let the guy you’re here to meet explain things.” I join him in watching the busy elevators empty and then immediately refill with people. “But you’re never going to get the chance to find out why you’re here if you don’t get an elevator all to yourself.”

James shakes his head. “I’ve been here for like thirty minutes, just waiting. The elevators are always packed.”

For a moment, I consider sneaking him through the members’ entrance. But something tells me the Bureau wouldn’t look kindly on having an interviewee not follow directions.

“We need a distraction,” I say. “I think this is a test – to show initiative or problem-solving or something. When I got nominated, I pretended to have a bad cold so no one would want to ride the elevator with me. I could probably win an Oscar for my fake coughs, or at least an Emmy. But that was on the weekend – it was tame compared to this crowd.”

“I’m not a very good actor,” says James. “In drama class, I always get stuck playing a tree – even when the scene is indoors.”

“I’ll try to keep that in mind. Come on.” I grab James by the hand and pull him into a quiet alcove. “We need to make you look important.” One advantage that even I didn’t have two summers ago is being aware of my own magic.

Still, I hesitate. After my retirement, I won’t be able to use my ability any more – being a magician is still illegal outside the Bureau. Magic is just one more thing I’ll have to give up so I can move on with my life.

I shake off the surge of disappointment that causes. Still, helping someone in need seems like a good reason to use my illusions one last time.

I stretch my fingers and change the kid’s pin-striped suit to royal military regalia, complete with gold buttons and tassels. Getting all the details just right is tedious work, but I’m satisfied with the results.

James stays quiet as I work, but now that I’m done, he just stares at me. “What are you?”

“What I am is pretty good with illusions,” I say with a grin. “Just don’t tell anyone it was me. I’m about to retire, so I shouldn’t be doing magic in front of civilians.”

The boy opens his mouth a few times to respond but can’t seem to find his words, finally sputtering, “M-magic
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