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Dedication
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To all the kids I’ve taught over the years, especially those of you who dreamed of going to wizard school, but could never quite see yourself there.

Maybe now you can.
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There’s nothing magical about a broom

It’s one of my earliest memories, vivid as a full moon. I’m only four or five, and Su is walking me to school like any good big sister. We stop at the crosswalk and I see an old woman sweeping the pavement, just a few feet away. She wears a frayed sweater, grimy jeans, and maybe a secondhand pair of sneakers. Her broom is wisps of straw, the handle fashioned from a twisted stick of wood. Everything about her is ordinary. Mundane. But as I watch her, the morning sun catches her just right, and for an instant she ignites with a golden luster, frozen in a perfect moment of magic—a fairy sweeping away the shadows of the night.

Then she vanishes. Maybe it’s a trick of the light, maybe my childish frame of mind, but I’m convinced she’s a witch, that she has leapt upon her broomstick and taken to the clouds. When I tell Su this, she doesn’t laugh or chide me for having an overactive imagination. Instead, her eyes dance with wonder.

“Well, there is magic in the world, Cara. That’s what Dad always says. Right?”

I nod dramatically in agreement.

Of course, that was a long time ago. A lot of things have changed since then—with me, with my sister, with everything.

I know now that you can’t fly away on a broomstick. It’s not that I grew up and stopped believing in magic—actually, I believe in it more, which is what happens when you’re chosen to attend one of the most prestigious wizard schools in the world. But here’s the thing: when I was given my own broom, it wasn’t so that I could soar across the skies, read prophecies in the stars, or fight dragons in wand-to-fang combat.

It was because I’m a failure.

Trust me. It doesn’t matter if you’re some old lady on a street corner or a kid with a whisper of magic in her blood—a broom is for one thing and one thing only: sweeping.

Yay, me. I’m going to wizard school.

And it’s terrible.
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Chapter 1

Meet the Star of Our School (Hint: It’s Not Me)

THERE ARE A LOT OF things worse than being late for school. One of them is being late for wizard school.

I should know. I’m late almost daily, but I can’t blame school buses, alarm clocks, or even the weather because, like any good educational institution for the magically gifted, Dragonsong Academy is a boarding school—which means my only excuse for being late is my attitude. My teachers stopped asking for excuses a long time ago and just went straight to assigning detention. And trust me, detention doled out by a wizard is horrendous.

Which is why I’m completely out of breath when I arrive at the auditorium. Classes officially began last week, but today is the first assembly, and I’m determined to make a strong start to seventh grade after a disastrous first two years here. Of course, arriving late isn’t a good start at all—it’s just that I wanted to wear the fancy hairpin I “borrowed” from my sister, but it took forever to find it (turns out, it had rolled underneath my bed). By the time I slip through the back door of the auditorium, the assembly is well underway. The entire school—four hundred students—is packed inside and, because it’s late August, it’s as hot as a cauldron of basilisk blood on full boil. I lean on my broom, taking a moment to collect myself.

It’s dark, with a single spotlight shining on the stage, but I know my place—it’s at the back. I skirt the perimeter and scramble into the chair next to Gusto. My crewmate is sitting there attentively, his polished goggles nestled perfectly atop his luxurious crop of black hair. Then I spot the vacant seat on the other side of him. Master Quibble is late, too.

“Where’s the Q-Man?” I ask, nudging Gusto.

He purses his lips and stares intently ahead, not wanting to talk during the assembly—that’s Gusto for you, a straight broomstick. But if the Q-Man isn’t here, he can’t punish me for being late, so maybe I’ve dodged some dragon fire. I turn my eyes to the stage, where Headwizard Singh is blathering on about something to do with the tenets of magical education.

“Maybe I wasn’t late enough,” I mutter. Gusto sighs, and I remind myself that I’m supposed to be adjusting my attitude.

“And now, the moment has arrived for our annual Student Stunt!” Singh announces.

I audibly groan. A few heads swivel in our direction, prompting Gusto to sink into his seat with embarrassment. Then someone else appears on the stage, and I don’t have to worry about drawing any attention—because it’s all handed over to Dragonsong’s star student.

Harlee Wu.

She has the type of reputation that demands you regularly use both her first and last name. She’s only fifteen, but you’d think she was a seasoned wizard by the way the school treats her. Her mystique is probably helped by her height; Harlee is so tall that most of the school population has to literally look up to her. Her dark hair is cropped short, except for the two long locks dangling down either side of her face. Those locks, along with the tips of her bob, have a dash of red dye, which I begrudgingly admit is very cool, and matches her uniform. I say begrudgingly because, in case it isn’t apparent yet, Harlee Wu and I are sworn enemies.

At least we would be if she knew I existed.

As Harlee assumes center stage, whispers of admiration rise out of the audience, along with murmurs of “the Chosen One.” Most students at Dragonsong believe that Harlee is going to grow up and save us—though from what, nobody knows—because of some famous wizard prophecy, which, like in every fantasy book I’ve ever read, is conveniently vague.

It’s tradition that the top student from the previous year performs a magical stunt to welcome everyone during the first assembly—but it’s the same student every year, so they might as well just call it Harlee Wu Day and end the charade. After receiving a round of applause, the queen of the school offers some remarks about how honored she is to be chosen to perform the stunt. Then she closes her eyes, a thrum rises in her throat, and her cheeks begin to shine. (This is a wizard thing—you perform a spell and your cheeks glow.) She raises her arms, snaps her wrists, there’s a crackle of lightning between her fingers, and—

WHAM!

The whole auditorium quakes as an enormous statue of Riva Dragonsong, the school’s founder, appears next to Harlee. Everyone knows that sculpture—it’s located in the garden right outside the auditorium. Correction: it’s normally located there. Harlee has translocated it to center stage, which is an ability unheard of for someone our age. Then the statue suddenly begins dancing around, sparks crackling at its feet. Everyone oohs and aahs, which prompts me to stick my finger in my mouth and make a gagging motion.

“Stop it,” Gusto hisses.

I scowl at him. Most students don’t have the faintest idea how much work it’ll take to clean up an over-the-top spell like this, but Gusto does. He should be taking my side.

After her performance, Harlee snaps her wrists again, and the statue disappears—presumably returning to its rightful location. The glow of wizardry fades from her cheeks, restoring her flawless golden-brown complexion; the stunt hasn’t even caused her to break a sweat.

As she exits the stage, all the students and teachers are on their feet, madly applauding. I sure wish someone would cheer for me like that. But does Cara Moone ever get any praise? Nope.

The lights switch on, indicating that the assembly is officially over. The students rise, stretching, showing off their colorful uniforms. Each grade level at Dragonsong has its own fancy color scheme, but because Gusto and I are rejects, we have the distinction of wearing the same boring shade until we graduate: mop-water gray. It’s officially known as “ash,” but it’s nothing compared to the other grades’ colors, which are based on precious gemstones. You start with pearl in fifth grade, then topaz, emerald, amethyst, citrine, ruby, sapphire, and finally moonstone. Very cool—and very irrelevant to me.

Everyone begins filtering out, heading off to class, but Gusto and I stay behind because even though our teacher is nowhere to be found, this is our class: Spell Sweeping 101. (Okay, it’s not actually called that, but whatever.) Today’s assignment? Clean up Harlee Wu’s mess.

After the auditorium has emptied out, I stand up with a melodramatic sigh, lower my goggles, adjust my utility belt, and follow Gusto to the stage, broom in hand.

Spell dust is pouring over the sides like sand. We climb up to see the stuff is everywhere; some of it’s even swirling in the air, red and slightly phosphorescent. Craning my neck to peer upward, I spot more of it settling on the rafters high above. Way up there, nestled in the belfry above the dome, is the school bell. And by bell, I mean an actual giant old-fashioned medieval bell. Which is why I can’t blame a malfunctioning alarm clock for being late, because when that bell rings you can hear it clear across Dragonsong Island. I bet the bell is now covered in spell dust, too.

“What a disaster,” I mutter.

Gusto is already gnawing on a stick of candy extracted from his utility belt. The candy looks like licorice, but it’s called witch’s delight—it’s delicious, but if I ate as much of it as Gusto, I’d look like a six-hundred-pound dragon slug. Gusto, though? He’s as thin as a wand.

Gusto cheerfully surveys the situation. “It’s not so bad. Bet we can finish by—”

A loud rumbling emanates from above, causing the entire auditorium to quake. The sound isn’t coming from the bell, I realize. It’s too deep and . . . unearthly. An empty auditorium can be creepy even in the normal world, but here, at a magical school?

“Wizard ghosts have to be worse than regular ghosts, right?” I ask Gusto.

His only response is to take a nervous bite of witch’s delight.

When the sound finally comes to an end, I realize something is butting against my leg. Quibble may have decided not to show up, but at least his familiar came to do his part.

Zuki is trembling head to tails—he’s got three of them—and he’s ghost white. Well, I mean, he’s naturally white, but right now he’s so pale he glows. He’s a magic fox and, apparently, he’s spooked. Which doesn’t exactly make me feel better.

“Nice of you to show up,” I say.

“I think I’ll unshow up,” Zuki whines.

“What was that sound?” Gusto wonders.

“Do you think it’s a bandernock?” Zuki moans. He crouches low and peers out between his tails, which are so long that he can easily fold them over his snout.

The lights shut off, casting us into immediate darkness. I slip my goggles to the top of my head. They’re mostly for detecting certain types of spell dust, and they definitely don’t help in the dark. Thankfully, we have Zuki’s moon fur—it’s our only source of light until Gusto and I find our flashlights and switch them on. Still, they don’t do much to negate the darkness in the cavernous auditorium.

“What’s going on?” I mutter.

“It’s a bandernock,” Zuki insists. “Maybe a whole nest of them, maybe an infestation, maybe—”

“You talk too much,” I snap at the fox. “Especially when you’re nervous.”

“Yeah, well, when you’re nervous, you . . . you stink,” Zuki yips.

I roll my eyes. Zuki really needs to work on his burns. “I don’t stink. And I’m not nervous.”

Which is the truth. It’s one of the few things Quibble says I’m good at: staying clearheaded in a “purge situation.” Zuki continues rambling, but I tune him out. He could go on for hours, and by then it’ll be dinnertime. I mean, not for us. For whatever’s prowling in the rafters of the dome.

I tap my fingers on the handle of my broom, pondering. My grandma says brooms are symbols of good luck because they can sweep away bad spirits and protect against evil. I wish. If I were allowed, I’d tell her a thing or two about my broom, like how it’s good for sweeping up spells, but that it won’t do a thing when it comes to confronting a monster. Except maybe giving it something to use as a toothpick when it’s done with its main course.

“I wish I had a wand,” I mutter, though admittedly, given my inferior wizarding abilities, it would probably end up as a toothpick, too.

“Maybe this is a training exercise,” Gusto suggests, already on a second stick of witch’s delight.

I frown. “Would Quibble really—”

“Master Quibble,” Gusto corrects me.

The rumble sounds again; this time, it’s even louder, causing the walls to shake.

“Quibble—sorry, Master Quibble—wouldn’t purposely put us in danger,” I argue, although I have second thoughts as I stagger to keep my footing. “Uh, would he?”

“Not me!” Zuki insists, twitching his tails as if they’re exclamation points to his sentence. “I’m more important to him than sleep. More important than food. More impor—”

“Okay, okay,” I cut him off. “Enough messing around.”

“What does that mean?” Gusto asks.

I roll my shoulders. “That means I’m going up there.”
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How magic works (and why we have to clean it up)

In books and movies, wizards stroll around, flicking their wands, turning people into toads or zapping recalcitrant dragons into submission. In reality, it’s not that simple.

Magic is messy.

It’s like when you squeeze toothpaste onto your toothbrush—there’s always a bit that ends up on your brush handle, the counter, or dripping down your chin. Magic works the same way.

The first thing you learn in wizard school is that there is a Field of Magical Matter. When wizards want to perform a spell (or, if you want to get all official about it, a Magical Occurrence), they have to access the Field. Basically, they have to squeeze a giant magical toothpaste tube. And, like I said, it’s messy, always leaving something behind. We usually refer to it as spell dust, but it’s essentially leftover enchanted residue. How much depends on the Magical Occurrence. A wizard utters a simple spell? You just circle your broom around her feet and go for lunch. Someone magically relocates, let’s say for the sake of argument, a giant statue of the school’s founder? You better strap on your full spell sweeper kit because it’s going to be a loooong day.

But you do need to strap on the kit, because spell dust is definitely not the sort of thing you want to leave sitting around for very long. It causes ALL sorts of problems.

First off, spell dust is visible to normal, non-wizarding people. (We call them “Blisses” because they are ignorant to the existence of wizards and, as the saying goes, ignorance is bliss. I should point out here that I come from a Bliss family, so I know all too well about the finer points of keeping magic secret from non-wizards.) If Blisses see green floaties trickling down the side of the local school, they tend to panic and call 911 or the local news station. The last thing wizards need is attention drawn to their activities, because that usually leads to official investigations (awkward), interrogations (even more awkward), or—in the old days at least—getting tied to a stake and tested for flammability (extremely awkward).

But wizards aren’t just worried about self-preservation. Unpurged spell dust can harm wizards and Blisses both. It morphs, expands, and takes on a life of its own, performing unsupervised magic. (Imagine leaving a two-year-old unattended in the chainsaw section of your local hardware store. Now give that two-year-old magic powers).

We call it “feral magic.” You think your lost car keys simply disappeared? Of course not. You’ve probably got feral magic in your house, hankering for a taste of metal (I don’t know why, but feral magic has a thing for keys). You can’t find that cool pizza place, the one you went to last summer, then you turn around and it’s sitting right in front of you? That’s feral magic, toying with the dimensions of time and space. Crop circles? That’s feral magic, too.

I haven’t even mentioned the various beasties who have a magical sweet tooth. Leave spell dust sitting around for long, and you’re sure to have a squix or a bandernock on your hands (though you tend not to worry about your hands when you are being slowly digested inside one of a bandernock’s nine stomachs).

Of course, there are many wizarding activities that don’t involve using the Field. Brewing potions, divining the future from the stars, communicating with animals—these are all Field-free activities. But mention that to a wizard and most of them shrug and say, “What’s the fun in that?” As far as they’re concerned, if you want to get real wizarding done, you’ve got to use the Field.

Which takes us back to the unfortunate fact that wizards DO NOT clean up after themselves. The closest they ever get to cleaning is sweeping the room with an ornery gaze.

Which is why you need someone to do the dirty work.

In other words, someone like me.
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Chapter 2

A Spell Sweeper’s Gotta Do What a Spell Sweeper’s Gotta Do

GUSTO NEARLY DROPS HIS CANDY. “Are you crazy?! You can’t go up there!”

“Sure I can,” I say. “I’ll just take a quick snoop. Stay here—see if you can get the lights working.”

Before he can protest further, I sling the strap of my broom across my back, head to the ladder built into the backstage wall, and begin climbing. Maybe this is a test—but I’m not going to give Quibble the satisfaction of failing. Not today.

By the time I reach the rafters, I’m huffing. The ladder continues upward to the belfry, but I decide to stop and investigate. When I shine my flashlight around me, I don’t see anything except cobwebs and spell dust. Lots of spell dust. Gee, thanks, Harlee Wu.

I heave myself onto the nearest crossbeam. While I’m up here, I might as well clean up. I unsling my broom, stick my flashlight in my mouth, and start sweeping. My broom sucks up the spell dust like a vacuum, the straw turning increasingly red as it absorbs the waste. The wooden beam is a couple of feet wide, ample enough, but the tricky part is carefully stepping around the braces and not plummeting to my death. Not exactly easy with all my gear, but I don’t have a choice—this is the job.

“Cara?” Gusto calls from below. “Are you okay?”

“Mrmph mrhrmp.” Right. Flashlight. I pull it out of my mouth. “Yeah, I’m fine. No ghosts up here. Not sure where that sound came from.”

“Maybe it was an earthquake,” Gusto suggests, his voice sounding distant and echoey. “Maybe we should leave.”

“Yeah,” Zuki adds. “What if there are aftershocks? What if—”

“Ugh, just be quiet and let me concentrate!” I shout down. “What about the lights?”

“Switches don’t work,” Gusto replies. “Need to find the breaker. But I really think we should get help.”

“Just hold on . . .”

“What is it?”

I don’t respond. There’s black gunk dripping from above, like a long string of saliva. Even though I’ve only been a spell-sweeper-in-training for less than a year, I’ve seen all kinds of magical residue. It comes in various colors, textures, and luminosities, especially if it’s gone feral—but this is something new. Something different. Trying to hold my flashlight at the same time, I cautiously reach out with my broom and touch it to the slime. The straw immediately starts to smoke and sizzle. Which is definitely, one hundred percent not what’s supposed to happen. The gunk smells rotten, prompting me to lift my scarf up over my nose.

This isn’t just something new. It’s something wrong.

“Do you see black stuff down there?” I call down.

“Everything is black down here!” Gusto retorts. “It’s dark.”

“Zuki! Whatever you do, don’t touch it with your tails.”

“Don’t touch what with my tails? Is something wrong with my tails? Ah! My tails! My beautiful tails!”

The straw on my broom has turned the color of ink and, for lack of a better description, is recoiling, like the slime is slowly dissolving it. I exhale in confusion. What is going on?

“Cara?” Gusto calls. “Come on! I think—”

This time it’s not a rumble. It’s a roar, so loud and violent that the entire dome shakes. I cling to the nearest brace and manage to hang on to my broom—though my flashlight goes spinning away (a couple of seconds later, I hear a pronounced “OW!” from Gusto below). The roar is coming from above, so I muster the courage to stare upward. The darkness is somehow rippling. This is no earthquake. This is . . . magic.

I consider leaping for the ladder, clambering down, and fetching the nearest teacher. That’s what the spell sweeper manual says to do when you encounter an unusual entity. I mean, I think it says that.

Darn. Maybe I should have read the manual.

It’s too late now—to read the manual, and possibly to do a lot of other things, like graduate from seventh grade—because that’s when I see the giant, puckering mouth open up above me.

It’s even drooling—this is where the black gunk is coming from—but there’s no face, no body. Whatever it is, it’s suspended in the air, and I can only really see it because the cavity—or throat?—beyond glows with a toxic purple color.

I hear Gusto and Zuki screaming and scampering around below—basically being useless. Which means I’m going to have to do this on my own. I swing my broom at the slime, catching it before it can splatter against the crossbeams or the stage. The goo keeps gnawing at my broom head. Soon, there will be nothing left.

“What’s going on?” someone shouts from below—someone who isn’t Gusto or Zuki.

Harlee Wu has returned. I’ve heard her voice at enough assemblies to recognize it anywhere.

“Get out of here!” she orders.

“I’m a little busy!” I snap.

“I’m talking to these two!” she yells at me. “They’re freaking out!”

She makes me want to scream. Sure, Gusto and Zuki are acting like idiots—but they’re my idiots. Who’s she to boss them around? But I guess they’re happy to bow to her, because I hear them quickly exit.

“I’m going to find the breaker box,” Harlee calls up.

I continue swiping my broom through the air, capturing all the toxic spit, but my broom head is still smoking, and the handle is growing red hot. I should have worn my gloves, though I doubt it would make a difference. I could just drop my broom, but that would mean the mouth-thingy wins, and that’s annoying. But I can’t hold on to my broom any longer—I need to do something.

The thing belches at me, which gives me an idea. If it is a mouth, its gullet has to lead somewhere—hopefully to some vital organs. I pitch what’s left of my broom into the entity, and it’s swallowed whole. Next comes a loud, irritated grumble.

Yes! Point for Team Cara! In a moment of inspired rage, I begin pulling things from my utility belt—every vial of neutralizing potion and stain remover I have—and chuck them at the mouth-thingy. Its grumbling turns from frustration to anger and possibly pain—then, just as it gulps down my bottle of qilin powder, it vanishes.

In that instant, every light in the auditorium flares back to life. The sudden brightness is so blinding and shocking that I stumble, sway . . .

And fall.

It’s like every atom in my body has been smashed and rearranged. It’s painful, but not the kind of painful I was expecting. I suddenly realize my throat is full of water—I’m drowning.

I thrash and claw, completely disoriented, until someone grabs me by the collar and yanks me from the water. It takes me a few seconds to comprehend that I’m lying alongside the ornamental pond in the garden adjacent to the auditorium. It’s Gusto who has pulled me out, and now he and Zuki are staring down at me with eyes bulging like they’re a couple of cartoon characters.

“What happened?” Gusto asks.

“Don’t know,” I gasp as I pull myself to my elbows, dripping wet.

Though I do know. Harlee Wu translocated me so that I’d land in the pond instead of slamming into the stage and breaking every bone in my body, a feat she probably accomplished with nothing more than a blink of her pretty brown eyes. If it were me, I would have conjured a giant feather bed or a massive trampoline—but nope, she sent me for a dip.

My broom is gone, and so are my neutralizing potions. My hair is wet and matted against my face, my sister’s hairpin dangling awkwardly next to my ear. At least I didn’t lose it—my sister would kill me, especially since I didn’t ask permission to take it in the first place.

I realize there are other students congregating—a blink of fifth grade wizards (I can tell by their pearl-colored uniforms) has been drawn out of the nearby classroom by the commotion.

“You look like a drowned rat!” one of them says. I recognize him as Lucas, the younger brother of one of my other enemies, Georgia Dirk. He’s a smug little monster, like his sister, and he soon has the entire group pointing and laughing at me. Is there anything more embarrassing than being taunted by kids younger than you?

“Hey!” I yell. “Do you know what happened in there? I just killed a—”

There’s a boom as Harlee Wu suddenly appears, standing over me in a puff of scarlet smoke. Dratch, the girl knows how to make an entrance. Talk about being upstaged.

“Are you okay?” she asks me.

“Uh . . .” I’m so surprised to be addressed by the Queen of Dragonsong that my words evaporate on my tongue.

Harlee doesn’t seem to notice—or care—that I haven’t replied. Instead, she points at Gusto and Zuki and says, “You two can go finish the job. Seems safe now, except there’s spell dust everywhere in there.”

“I wonder whose fault that is?” I grumble under my breath. Like I said, translocation is messy.

Harlee wrinkles her nose at me. “You might want to shower.”

She says it like I’ve had a lifelong aversion to soap and water, and I hear a couple of snickers from the assembled students. At the best of times, I’d look like a complete and utter loser in comparison to Harlee Wu. My hair has a weird reddish tinge and my face is painted with freckles—Mom’s “Irish gift,” as she likes to say. I certainly don’t have any sense of style like Harlee or half the girls at Dragonsong, and nearly drowning in a pond full of goldfish doesn’t help.

“What happened, Miss Wu?” Professor Plume asks Harlee (it’s his class that is flocking around). He has to look up at Harlee when he speaks, partly because she’s so tall, but mostly because he’s as short and squat as a garden gnome. (His pointed beard only adds to this impression—the man really should take a look in the mirror, though he’ll probably have to find a stool first.)

“Uh . . . I forgot this in the auditorium,” Harlee says, plucking a tattered sketchbook from her pocket. “I went back to get it and that’s when I saw her slip from the rafters. So, I translo—”

“What?!” I cry. “I didn’t sl—”

“You saved her,” Lucas says with a gasp. “You’re a hero, Harlee Wu.”

“She’s more than that!” the girl next to him, Aleah Farhad, adds. “She’s the Chosen One!”

Everyone surges forward, nearly trampling me to death in the frenzy to reach the Queen of Dragonsong. They want a piece of her, a glance, a word of acknowledgment—maybe an actual scrap of her robe. Lucas has the audacity to ask her for an autograph.

That’s what happens when you’re someone like Harlee Wu, someone who is the exact opposite of me. She’s a star and I’m a set piece. She’s award-winning and I’m remedial. She’s a wizard and . . . me?

I’m just a plain old MOP.
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It’s as bad as it sounds

Yep, I’m a MOP. If I had an Instagram account, then my username would be @caramoone_MOP. (But I’m not allowed to use Instagram—not because of my mom, but because WIZARDS. Being a secret society, they have this thing about social media.)

MOP stands for a much fancier-sounding title: Magical Occurrence Purger. But no one says that. They say MOP. Or spell sweeper (which sounds slightly cool) or scrub (which does not). But, officially, it’s MOP. I’d like to have a conversation with the wizard who came up with that acronym.

There is nothing glamorous about being a MOP. I can’t rewind time, remove a zit hex from your chin, or erase your memory so that you forget that you saw a dragon pooping on your neighbor’s lawn on the way to school. All I can do is scrub up that dragon poop—and the residue of magic left behind after a real wizard has dispatched said dragon.

And by real, I mean a wizard like Harlee Wu.
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Chapter 3

Even at Wizard School, They Put the Janitors in the Basement

AFTER HARLEE AND HER LEGION of adoring fans disperse, I’m left alone in the garden. Which is fine by me. I prefer the school grounds this way; without the gaggle of students, they’re serene and majestic. Magical, even—which sounds like a ridiculous thing to say, since it’s a wizard school, but I mean it in a more aesthetic way. Dragonsong Academy is a realm of spires, towers, and stone walls decorated with gargoyles. There are different buildings and wings housing the various classrooms and facilities. There are winding pathways, terraces and courtyards, and even an extremely tricky hedge maze. And, of course, there is the tranquil walled garden, where I am right now.

I peel myself from the stones and stand up. I can see the dome and belfry above the auditorium; from the outside, you would never know that some evil mouth-thingy tried to devour me.

Strange.

I plop down on the nearest bench, tug off my wet boots, and contemplate the statue of Riva Dragonsong—which Harlee did indeed return to its pedestal. It stares back at me with an expression that I interpret as slightly judgmental.

It’s said that Riva “created” this island centuries ago when she was flying over the Strait of Juan de Fuca on her dragon. Some nasty leviathan surged out of the sea to snack on her, and Riva counterattacked by transforming it to stone (I don’t want to know how much spell dust that created). Instant island. Eventually, other wizards came and built the school here and, over time, Dragonsong Academy has expanded to become one of the premier wizardly institutions in the world. Technically, we’re located in Canada (the closest city being Victoria), though wizards don’t pay much attention to international boundaries. “A wizard is a wizard,” Master Quibble is fond of saying, and we have students from all over the place.

Me? I’m from just around the corner. As the dragon flies, Dragonsong Island is only an hour away from my family in Seattle. Of course, they don’t let us take dragon transport when it’s time for a visit home, because seeing a giant flying lizard land in your backyard is the kind of thing that tends to give Blisses heart attacks. Instead, I’m left to get home by ferries and car rides. It’s a five-hour quest to taste home cooking.

I wave a palm over my boots in an attempt to dry them with a spell, but they remain as soggy as my brain. I could try again, but I feel way too frazzled—I mean, I did just fight some mouth-thingy. Of course, Harlee came along and stole my thunder. Do I get any credit for vanquishing a monster? Nope. Just imagine if all those fifth grade kids had seen me in action! Then everyone would be talking about me instead of Harlee.

“Whatchya doin’?”

“Ahh!” I cry, suddenly realizing that Zuki is sitting in front of me. I was so deep in thought, I didn’t see him slip into the garden. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

Zuki flicks his long tails. “Master Quibble wants to know why you haven’t come back to class.”

“Uh . . . because I nearly died?”

More tail flicking. “No, you didn’t. Harlee saved you!”

“I’m not talking about that. I mean the mons—”

“Soooo,” Zuki interrupts, “if you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, let’s head to class. By the way, what happened to your broom?”

“Got eaten,” I mutter as I pick up my soggy boots and follow him.

“Eaten?” he says incredulously. “You mean you lost it? Your broom? The most important tool of a—”

“Just leave me alone,” I interrupt. “I’ve had my fill of evil tricksters today.”

“I’m not evil!” Zuki protests. “Or a trickster!”

“You can shapeshift. What’s trickier than that?”

Zuki turns on me, flashes a smirk, then instantly transforms into a fluffy white poodle. “I think you mean, ‘What’s cuter than that?’”

I roll my eyes. In Japan, where Master Quibble found him as a pup, Zuki’s kind are known as kyūbi no kitsune, foxes that can grow nine tails. Those nine tails allow them to shapeshift into humans, but Zuki only has three so far—the best he can do is transform into different canines. (What will he be able to do with four tails? Hopefully not become even more annoying.)

Zuki flashes back into his regular fox form. “What is it with you, Cara?” he asks. “You’ve got some extra pop in your potion today. Some sizzle! Some—”

“I’m wet and grumpy. I just need to go back to my room. Take a shower.”

“I told you, Master Quibble wants you now.”

“At least let me get out of these wet clothes. I’ve got a spare uniform in my locker—I’ll be there in the blink of a gorgon’s eye.”

“You better,” he mutters.

We separate once we reach the Crucible, which is what we call the main concourse of Dragonsong. It got its name because it’s a giant round hall with concave walls that stretch upward into shadow—also, crossing it can be a real trial when classes let out. Spiraling staircases lead to different levels, while the walls are decorated with paintings of different shapes and sizes, all hung slightly askew (on purpose—it’s a wizard thing). Back in fifth grade, I was convinced that the subjects of the pictures secretly moved about when nobody was looking—I mean, isn’t that what artwork is supposed to do at a magical school? I even spent one afternoon staring at a painting of a sasquatch, determined to catch it in the act, but the only thing I discovered is that my Rune Reading teacher, Professor Leon, didn’t think that my experiment was a good excuse for being late.

“One day, I’ll get you,” I tell the sasquatch in that same painting as I hurry past it.

It’s possible it winks in response.

My locker is tall and skinny, like one at a regular school, but that’s where the similarities end. The door is thick oak, carved with an intricate floral pattern and featuring decorative metal hinges, giving it the appearance of an old-fashioned wardrobe. There are no combination locks either; you open them with personal spells. Regular students just say the spells in their minds and the doors creak open. Being remedial, that rarely works for me and I have to say my words out loud—which is kind of embarrassing and more than just a little risky. Ella MacIntyre’s locker is right next to mine and I’m pretty sure she’s been trying to overhear my spell. I can only imagine what type of mischief she’s cooking up.

Thankfully, the Crucible is currently deserted, and I can utter my spell with impunity. I unstrap my utility belt, hang it on a hook, and grab my spare uniform. It has the same basic design as the other students’ outfits: a white blouse, plaid skirt, and a robe-like cardigan with a hood. The difference, of course, is that my uniform is the color of sludge.

I also keep a spare set of socks and underwear in my locker (thanks for the sage advice, Mom), along with some flats, so I grab everything, scurry to the bathroom and change, then stuff my wet clothes back into my locker, at which point I’m extremely grateful that no one’s around, because I happened to put on my pink unicorn underwear this morning. Yes, I’m really too old for them now, but I’ve always considered them lucky.

Correction: I used to consider them lucky.

Once I’m as presentable as I’m going to get after being translocated to a pond full of overfed carp, I make my way to the MOP department, which means heading down the nearest set of stairs and into the basement. The place is damp, the walls stone, and its nooks and crannies home to all kinds of scuttling critters. I pass by our MOP classroom, which is a combination of lecture room and workshop, and arrive at our master’s office.

There’s a plaque on his door that reads: Patrick Quibble, Department Head, Magical Occurrence Purging. The other teachers call him “Trick” for short, but that’s way too playful to fit my master’s somber personality. Which means that, as I place my hand on the doorknob, I take a moment to review the chain of events in the auditorium so that I can properly present them. Quibble has this way of turning me into a mumbling mess, but I’m not going to let that happen today. For once, it wasn’t me who screwed up! I actually solved the problem, and this time he’ll be impressed with me, and—

The door swings open from the other side and I stumble through, colliding awkwardly with Quibble himself.

“Caradine,” he says quietly. “Do you mind explaining to me how you lost your broom?”
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Chapter 4

Go Ahead, Drink the Queen of Dragonsong Kool-Aid

OF COURSE THE ONLY THING Master Quibble is concerned about is my broom. Not about me. There’s no, “Are you all right, Cara?” Or, “Do you need to take the rest of the afternoon off?” He’s only worried about my stupid gear.

The truth is, Quibble never wanted me in his program. I mean, I didn’t want to be assigned here either, but at least I can look him in the eye, which is something he rarely does with me. Even now, as he levels his question at me, his gaze is fixed somewhere over my shoulder. I stare at him, hoping for some glint of sympathy in his expression, but all I get is the pulsing of the red, hand-shaped mark that mars his otherwise pale white face. For the longest time I thought it was a birthmark, but Gusto told me that it’s from a fight that happened with some dark wizard years ago, when Quibble was the headwizard at Dragonsong. The fight did more than wound him, though—it caused him to quit his position and go on a three-year drinking binge. When he finally returned, it was to take a demotion and run the MOP department.

Quibble’s ever-present disappointment in me is usually deflating. But today? Well, as Zuki says, I’ve got some pop in my potion, so I tilt my chin high, march into the room, and take the vacant seat between Gusto and Zuki, facing Quibble’s massive desk.

“If you must know, Master Quibble, my broom was eaten by a monster that I single-handedly defeated in the auditorium.” I keep my chin tilted upward as I speak because my sister once told me it’s a way to project confidence.

The Q-Man shuts the door, shuffles around to the other side of the desk, and sits. He doesn’t make a sound. He just stares into space. It’s not unusual, but it is unnerving. Sometimes I wonder if he’s a few straws short of a broom. He’s obviously having a bad day, since he didn’t show up for the assembly. Or maybe he’s just trying to make me uncomfortable.

Shifting nervously in my chair, I glance around, searching in vain for something to distract me. You’d think that a wizard’s office would be cluttered and eccentric, but maybe Quibble missed an important memo or something because the room is bare and bereft of magical items. There are no leering skulls, no haphazard stacks of books. At the very least, he could have a candle or two, maybe a jar with a pickled claw. Anything. But nope—other than the desk, the chairs, and us, the office is completely empty.

“Monster?” Quibble asks at last. “What are you talking about, Caradine?”

“This humongous belching mouth appeared and tried to eat me—it wasn’t feral magic, it was something different, like I’ve never seen before, and . . .”

So much for a
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