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For my dad, Bruce, who always set the example for what a good man should be
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WHEN QUINTON TOLD US WE’D BE HIDING OUT SOMEWHERE top secret, I pictured an underground bunker way out in the wilderness. Something totally off the grid and really high tech—I’m talking fingerprint scanners and surveillance cameras hidden in the trees. Maybe even a trusted werewolf or two to scare off anyone—or anything—that comes too close.

It’s the kind of protection you’d expect from the supernatural world’s most famous Special Agent.

Instead, I’m sitting cross-legged between Jayden and Elsie on the floor of an outdated motel room. Lots of pink-and-red-striped wallpaper and double beds that are so stiff, it’s comfier down here on the carpet.

While my brother is out doing who knows what, the three of us crowd around Elsie’s laptop. Onscreen, the Vanderbilt Hotel burns, bright flames and billowing black smoke blotting out the stars above. Fire trucks and ambulances race to the scene, sirens blaring.

I can’t look away, even as a jumbled knot of guilt and dread churns in my gut. This is my fault.

Words scroll across the bottom of the screen.

Breaking News: Magicians Attack American Bureau!

As the footage loops, a broadcaster gives commentary. “Last night’s torching of the Vanderbilt Hotel, a front for the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs in Atlanta, sent dozens of known worlders to nearby hospitals. Now the entire supernatural world holds its breath, with many fearing the incident could spark a larger conflict, one as devastating as the Ancient War.

“With Prime Minister Merlin and the Supernatural World Congress still frozen in time, it will be up to the new acting Prime Minister, Elaine Harlowe, to respond. The post had belonged to Deputy Prime Minister Bane, before he unceremoniously quit just hours after the attack. Harlowe’s meteoric rise, first through the ranks of the Bureau and now supernatural world government, is unprecedented.

“Before the time freeze, many officials believed the centuries-old magician threat had finally come to an end after the demise of Raoul Moreau, the last remaining Night Brother. But now another magician, Dylan Van Helsing, has emerged as our world’s most dangerous criminal. Terrifying—albeit unconfirmed—reports claim that he is backed by hundreds of previously unknown magicians—”

Me and Jayden both jump as the computer slams shut.

“That’s enough news for one day,” says Elsie, shooting me a concerned glance. “Don’t you think?”

Jayden nods. “It was gettin’ kinda depressing.”

“We’re stuck in this motel room until Quinton gets back,” I say. “The least we can do is keep track of what’s going on.”

“Sure . . . ,” says Elsie. “But that’s all we’ve done since we checked in this morning. The othernet is nothing but doom and gloom. Let’s try to think about something else for a while.”

“I don’t want to think about anything else,” I say, shaking my head. “The Vanderbilt Hotel is in ashes because I let Dylan win the Great Game. People are in the hospital because he’s wearing the Crown of Vladimir instead of me. If he hurts anyone else, I need to know.”

I make a move to reopen the laptop, but Jayden grabs it first, pushing it out of my reach. I frown at him, but he’s looking at Elsie. They seem to be having a whole conversation with just their eyes. It ends with Jayden giving Elsie an encouraging nod.

My best friend takes a deep breath before turning to face me again. “Jayden and I have been talking and . . . we’re worried about you.”

We’ve been together all day—how’d they do that without me knowing? And what exactly have they been saying about me?

“You were in the bathroom—” Elsie starts to explain but cuts herself short. “That’s not important. Your aura has been blue for most of the afternoon, and it’s only gotten worse. I—no, we think maybe you’re being too hard on yourself.”

There’s no point denying it. As a weredragon, Elsie can tell exactly how I’m feeling from the color aura my emotions give off. So I shrug and say, “I’ve been kinda down but I’m fine. I’ve got to be if we’re going to fix my mistakes.”

“That’s the thing,” says Elsie. “What’s happening isn’t your mistake. Nobody could’ve guessed Director Harlowe was using her supernatural ability to control both the Bureau and the Prime Minister. And it’s not like the Great Game was fair—Cozmo forced your hand in the final challenge. He’s the one who handed Dylan control of the League of Magicians. If Harlowe and Dylan go to war with one another, that’s not on you.”

“You done your best,” adds Jayden. “Can’t ask for more than that.”

I’m grateful to my friends for trying to make me feel better but, truth is, I’m not sure I deserve it. “My best wasn’t good enough. I didn’t accomplish anything I set out to do this summer.”

Jayden shakes his head. “Nah—”

“Yes!” I interrupt, my frustration finally bubbling over. “Merlin and the Supernatural World Congress are still frozen. And when Director Harlowe showed up to gloat, all I could do was run away. Els, we left Lara behind to fend for herself . . .” I pause, fighting down a rush of emotion. “And what about everyone else at the Bureau? None of them are safe from Harlowe’s mind control. Maybe you’re right that I didn’t cause what’s happening out there, but I had chances to stop it, and I failed. You can’t deny that.”

It’s quiet—clearly neither of my friends knows what to say. I hate that I raised my voice like that—it makes me feel worse than I already did.

“Sorry.” I blow out a sigh. “It’s not you guys. After last night, all I want is another chance to get things right. But so far we’ve done nothing but wait around this motel room.”

“Quinton brought us here for good reason,” says Elsie, taking my brother’s side as I knew she would.

Elsie’s the biggest VanQuish fan on the planet. Special Agents really are the superheroes of the supernatural world, and nobody is bigger than VanQuish—aka the team of Quinton and Maria Van Helsing. If my brother had his partner instead of his sister, maybe he wouldn’t be out there alone. But Harlowe had Maria arrested for nothing.

“It’s not safe for us right now,” Elsie continues. “Did you forget that Harlowe wanted us sent to the Sightless Depths? Or that Dylan tried to burn the two of us before he set fire to the Vanderbilt Hotel?”

“Quinton is the one who told me to keep fighting,” I say. “That I shouldn’t just lie down and surrender. Of course, if he really meant that he would’ve taken me with him.”

When Jayden raises an eyebrow, I realize I accidentally said that last part out loud.

“So that’s why you all cranky,” he says. “You being treated like a kid when you thought y’all was gonna be partners.”

I can’t help sulking a little. “Maybe?” I admit.

“That still might happen,” says Elsie. “It hasn’t even been a full day since everything went down. You and I have come up with enough plans to know they take time. Especially when it comes to deciding who’s gonna do what. He probably just wants us safe while he figures out our next move.” She grins. “I totally get it, though—whenever one of my experiments goes wrong, the first thing I want to do is try again.”

I rest my chin in my palm and sigh. “I know you’re right—it’s just hard. Sorry again for being such a grump.”

Jayden just shrugs.

Elsie shakes her head. “No apologies necessary. Talk to your brother when he gets back. I bet he’s got a good reason for leaving you behind.”

My pocket buzzes and I reach inside for the boring flip phone Quinton gave each of us. I’m still sad I had to give up the apps on my smartphone, but this thing is supposed to be untraceable.

New Text Message from Q:

On my way back

“Looks like I’ll get my chance soon,” I say, showing Jayden and Elsie the message.

“Ask if he bringin’ food,” says Jayden. “’Cause I’m starving.”

I glance at the pile of empty chip bags stacked on the bed. “Boy, you’ve been munching on Doritos since we got here.”

He sighs. “Chips are good, but burgers are better—so much better.”

“A burger does sound tasty,” Elsie agrees.

Before I can send a food request, my phone buzzes again.

New Text Message from Q:

Heads up: Mama stopping by after work.

Mama’s coming here to the motel? It’s already after ten at night. What if she’s followed?

I make myself relax. Quinton wouldn’t let her near this place unless he knew it was safe. That’s when another, more pressing worry skips through my head. Last night, Dylan and I had a nasty battle to settle the final challenge of the Great Game. And I didn’t just lose, I showed up to my apartment looking like it too. It was lucky Mama wasn’t home to see.

I’ve already changed out of my beat-up Junior Agent uniform and washed the dirt and grass from my hair. I even cleared the nicks and scrapes from my hands and forearms using the Hurried Healing gel in the first aid kit.

But there’s still a bad scratch along my chin. The gel didn’t do much for that one—according to the bottle, deeper cuts can take up to twelve hours to clear.

“You good?” Jayden asks, staring.

I point to the scratch. “Mama’s on her way here, and that lady is gonna freak when she sees me.”

He winces. “Yeah, Mrs. P don’t play when it comes to you.”

Heading to the closet, I grab the bottle of Hurried Healing gel and start for the bathroom.

Elsie follows. “The warning on the bottle says not to use too much.”

“I didn’t survive the Great Game just to have Mama kill me instead.” I step into the bathroom and shut the door behind me.

“Just be careful,” Elsie calls.

“Will do,” I say.

The mirror in here is grimy, and the light bulb is dim. Not the best combination, but I take a long look at myself anyway. No matter which way I turn my face that scratch is front and center.

If I still had my illusions, changing my appearance would be easy. I could snap my fingers and look however I wanted. But losing the Great Game cost me more than just the Crown—Dylan took my magic too. Thinking about it stirs up an awful feeling that I’m not whole.

I flip the bottle around and read the warning again.

Warning: Overmedicating may cause unexpected side effects.

It’s enough to make me rethink putting on more gel . . . at least until I take another look at my chin. Mama’s even more protective than Quinton. If she thinks I’ve been hurt, she might tell my brother to keep me locked away, out of danger. Well, I’ve had enough of sitting around—I need to be out there doing stuff that matters.

I tilt the bottle to dab a bit of gel on my finger but suddenly feel dizzy. I blink as my vision goes so hazy I have to hold on to the sink to keep my balance.

That’s when I hear a voice. It’s faint—barely a whisper. “You’ll be punished for what you’ve done.”

I whip my head around, eyeing every inch of the tiny bathroom. Chipped tile on the walls. Ripped shower curtain. A toilet that barely flushes.

I’m the only one in here.

But knowing that doesn’t stop my heart thundering in my chest.

Because I know whose voice that was. I’d recognize it anywhere.

Dylan Van Helsing.





[image: image] 2 [image: image]


[image: image]


A SUDDEN KNOCK ON THE BATHROOM DOOR NEARLY makes me jump out of my skin. “W-who’s there?”

“Um, your best friend?” Elsie says through the door. “Are you almost done? I need to show you something.”

It’s just Els. I shut my eyes and try to calm down. “It’s unlocked.”

Elsie bursts in and plops down on the edge of the bathtub. “Sorry to interrupt, but you’ve got to see this.” She holds out her hand and dark scales ripple up her arm, replacing skin. Dragon scales. “I’ve been practicing . . .” Her words trail off as our eyes meet. “Amari—your aura is practically neon yellow.”

I’ve been around Elsie long enough to know that the brighter the aura, the more intense the emotion. She can see how flustered I am.

I try to downplay it anyway. “It’s nothing; tell me about your shifting.”

“Something is clearly bothering you,” she answers. “Out with it.”

I want to pretend like nothing happened. But keeping secrets from Elsie never ends up being the right call. So I take a deep breath and say, “I thought I heard something before you came in. A voice—his voice.”

Elsie looks confused for a moment before her eyes widen. “Dylan’s?”

I swallow and nod. “Weird, huh?”

“‘Scary’ is the word I’d use.” Elsie shivers. “Are you sure? What did he say?”

“Something about me being punished. Which doesn’t exactly make sense seeing as he’s already tried to kill me multiple times.” My eyes flit to the broken bottle of healing gel in the sink. I must’ve dropped it. “It really freaked me out.”

“I can tell.” Elsie follows my eyes to the sink. “There might be an explanation.” She starts tapping away at her computer, leaning in close to the screen. “I knew it. I’m on the company website.” She starts to read. “‘Please use Hurried Healing gel only as directed. Warning: Using too much may cause unexpected side effects, including temporary but extremely saggy wrinkles, patches of rabbit fur, hallucinations . . .’”

“Except I didn’t actually use the gel,” I say. “I got too dizzy.”

Elsie frowns. “Has Dylan ever sent you mental messages before?”

I shake my head. “It’s always been tech magic—text messages, him showing up on my TV screen, stuff like that.”

“Then he’s either found a new way to contact you, or . . .”

“Or what?” I ask.

“Maybe you had a panic attack,” she says. “You’ve been out of sorts all day.”

“You’re saying it was all in my head?” I ask.

She shrugs. “You’re the strongest person I know, but you’re putting all this pressure on yourself. And that’s on top of us almost dying last night. It’s okay to not be okay.”

I’m not sure what to say, so I just settle for, “I don’t have time for a panic attack.”

“Not sure it works like that,” says Elsie. “We should probably tell Quinton when he gets back.”

“No way,” I say. And before she can protest, I add, “If it happens again, I’ll tell him right away. I just don’t want Quinton to look at me differently because of some random fluke thing. Can we please keep this between us for now?”

“It’s not something to be ashamed of,” says Elsie.

“Please,” I repeat.

“Fine,” says Elsie. “But I’m holding you to what you said.”

“Understood.”

Another knock sounds, and I turn to find Jayden poking his head through the open doorway.

“Quinton back. Says he wanna talk to us real quick—before Mrs. P get here.” His eyes move back and forth between us. “Everything a’ight?”

Elsie drops her eyes.

“We’re good,” I cut in. “Totally fine.”

“Cool,” he says. “Don’t look like you had much luck with that scratch.”

“Yeah.” I sigh.

“Still cute, though,” he adds.

My cheeks burn, and Jayden freezes, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. He stammers, “Uh . . . I meant it like . . . in general. You know, like, wow that tree sure is cute. Get what I’m saying?”

I lift an eyebrow. Did that boy just compare me to a tree?

Elsie stifles a grin. “Let’s go see what Quinton wants.”

My brother is bent over two laptops at the little desk in the corner of the motel room. Even though I’m still annoyed at him for leaving me behind, I can’t help the smile that fills my face. After two years asleep because of a nasty curse, my big brother is wide awake.

But he doesn’t look happy.

I clear my throat. “More bad news?”

Quinton nods without looking up from the computer. “An image from last night’s attack at the Vanderbilt Hotel has popped up online. And not just the othernet—it’s on known world social media too. Somebody—likely a Watcher—got a really good photo of Dylan just after he started the fire.”

“Wait, it’s on normal social media too?” I ask. Keeping the supernatural world secret is the whole point of the Bureau. Humans just don’t react well to anything they don’t understand. Which is what makes Watchers so dangerous—they might be ordinary people, but they know enough to suspect that magic and the supernatural are real, and they spend their days trying to prove it. Most folks probably think the fire was just a terrible accident, but I’ll bet the location got the attention of every Watcher in Atlanta.

“The Bureau is taking the photo down as fast as it’s being posted,” says Quinton, “spreading the rumor that it’s a shot from a new movie, so it isn’t real. But even if they manage to convince the known world it’s fake, every supernatural knows Dylan’s face. And they’ll be curious who the others in the photo are.”

“Others?” Elsie asks.

Waving us over, Quinton turns one of the laptops around to face us.

Elsie gasps, and Jayden shakes his head. I shudder, my heart racing. Onscreen, hovering above the blaze, is Dylan, his scowling face glowing in the firelight. But he’s not alone. In the air on either side of him are dozens of magicians in bright red cloaks. From the League of Magicians—men and women who are all under Dylan’s leadership now that he’s won the Great Game and the Crown of Vladimir.

“They’re not even trying to hide,” says Elsie. “They want everyone to know who caused the fire.”

“Dylan’s declaring war,” I say quietly. “This is the fight he’s always wanted.”

Jayden crosses his arms. “Look like Harlowe got much bigger problems than us.”

Quinton nods. “The photo is already trending on Eurg, and by this afternoon there won’t be a bigger story in the supernatural world. Dylan leading an army of magicians is about as frightening as it gets. And the fact that he was bold enough to attack the Bureau itself—without a care for potentially exposing our world—means there’ll be an outcry for the Prime Minister and the Bureau to respond. But this actually helps us, because Jayden is right. Dylan and the League of Magicians will have Harlowe’s full attention.”

“So what do we do now?” I ask.

“As soon as we can, we head to a safer location,” says Quinton. “Someplace the Bureau won’t think to look for us. I’ve reached out to some old friends, but it’s short notice, and I don’t want word getting out that I’m awake. If Harlowe is as vindictive as you say, I can’t give her another reason to use Maria against us. So we may have to settle for someplace less than ideal. Once we’re there, we can put together a plan to free the Bureau from Harlowe’s control.”

“What about the League of Magicians?” I ask. “Aren’t they the bigger threat? As much as I hate Harlowe, she isn’t setting buildings on fire.”

“Normally I’d agree,” says Quinton. “But the four of us don’t have much of a chance against the entire League—hundreds of magicians. Gaining control of the Bureau, on the other hand, is only a matter of stopping Harlowe. Once the Bureau is free of her control, we can put an end to the time freeze and get Merlin, the true Prime Minister, back. Under his leadership, we’ll have an army of our own to face the League.”

The way he explains it makes sense. I’ve felt Merlin’s immense power before, so I know what a difference it would make to have him fighting with us. Even so, folks might get hurt while we’re off trying to trap Harlowe. Especially if Dylan doesn’t care about keeping his actions hidden from the known world.

“Um, guys?” says Elsie. “You might wanna see this.”

“What is it?” asks Quinton.

“My Eurg notifications just started going crazy. Looks like I got tagged in a post by Rumors & Whisperings, the, um, gossip magazine. Quinton, I—I think someone already knows you’re awake.”

I peek over Elsie’s shoulder to follow along as she reads aloud.

Rumors & Whisperings [image: image]

Posted 1 minute ago

Psst, listen up . . . there’s a certain photo going around that’s got the entire supernatural world in an uproar. Dylan Van Helsing? Unknown magicians? A fire at the Vanderbilt Hotel?

Many of you are waking up to the realization that your families may not be safe. Who knows what the next target might be? Times like these call for heroes . . . and it just so happens that the QUINTessential hero has returned to VANQUISH the threat. ’Course, you didn’t hear it from us. . . .

Quinton shakes his head. “No one should know I’m awake. I’ve been so careful.”

“But it has to be you they’re talking about,” says Elsie. “Why else would they use the word ‘vanquish’?”

“That was definitely on purpose,” I agree. “They’re even being cute about it. Look how they capitalized the ‘QUINT’ in quintessential.” I look from Elsie to my brother. “Maybe somebody saw you?”

“I’ve been teleporting in and out of places, and there’s no chance my contacts would spill to some gossip magazine.”

Elsie steps to the curtains and peeks out. “Unless someone’s spying on us.”

Quinton turns the second laptop around. The screen is covered in surveillance videos showing every angle of the motel, even the parking lot. “If anyone even got close to this motel room, a dozen alarms would’ve gone off and we’d have teleported right out of here.”

“Maybe they snuck in,” says Jayden. “Mice find a way into my apartment no matter what I do. They so small they can fit anywhere.” He shrugs. “Supernaturals do come in all sizes.”

It gets quiet for a few seconds and we start glancing around.

“The post is only a couple minutes old,” says Elsie. “If someone did sneak in, maybe they’re still here.”

At Elsie’s words, there’s a squeak and a thump from under one of the beds. Quinton starts toward it, but his movements are still slow and kinda stiff. As good as he might look, it’s clear his body hasn’t fully recovered from being asleep for so long.

Jayden gets to the bed first, crawling under. “Nothin’.”

Elsie drops to the floor too. “There’s a hole in the wall!”

Her words remind me of my field training with Agent Magnus, and an idea sparks in my head. “Do flightless fairies live in motels?”

My brother nods. “Any big building, really. Motels, apartments, schools . . .” I see the moment when he understands what I’m really asking. “There’s a maintenance closet behind the main office. That’ll probably be the main entry point—”

I’m already out the door and racing down the stairwell. I don’t stop until I reach the maintenance closet, which just so happens to be propped open with a broom handle. The light has been left on too.

No sooner do I step inside than a twinkling fairy comes stumbling out of the vent, a cell phone as tall as he is strapped to his back. He looks like a detective from an old movie—dressed in a brown trench coat and a tiny matching fedora. And he appears very pleased with himself.

Until he notices me.

“Ah, crap.” The fairy groans.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re busted.”
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THE FAIRY MAKES A MOVE TO DUCK BACK INTO THE vent, but the weight of his cell phone slows him down. I scoop him up and head back down the hall.

“Unhand me!” he squeaks. “Aren’t you supposed to be the good magician? A good person wouldn’t kidnap an innocent fairy!”

“And an innocent fairy wouldn’t be spying on people,” I shoot back.

He crosses his little arms and lets out a harrumph.

When I get back to the room, I hold him out for the others to see. “Found our snoop.”

“Columbo?” Quinton shakes his head. “Since when did you start working for a gossip magazine?”

“You know this fairy?” I ask.

My brother nods. “Columbo here used to be a well-respected journalist for the Discreet Daily News.”

“Folks don’t want actual news anymore,” says Columbo. “They want gossip—especially gossip that confirms what they already believe. An enterprising fairy like myself goes where the money is.”

Jayden frowns. “Seem like hustlin’ backward to me.”

Columbo grumbles. “All right—you caught me fair and square. At least be decent enough to set me down so we can talk like reasonable adults.”

We all look at my brother—he’s the only other adult here.

“Go on,” says Quinton.

I place Columbo on the table, and the four of us surround him so he can’t try another escape. My brother plucks away his phone. “I’ll hold on to this.”

Now that he’s free of the phone, Columbo pulls off his jacket, revealing a tiny shirt and tie. Shimmering butterfly wings unfold from his back. They make him seem much more pleasant, even while he glares at me.

The fairy begins to pace. “I would first like to say that while I’m sure you all are upset about being professionally snooped upon, I broke no laws. It’s well understood that fairies have special privileges allowing us to use the passageways behind the walls.”

“You mean flightless fairies have permission to use those passageways,” I say, recalling my field training. “And that’s only because this is their home too.”

Columbo looks deeply annoyed that I know this. “And when did you get to be such a know-it-all, huh?”

“I’m still an agent,” Quinton cuts in. “I could arrest you for trespassing and unlawful entry. It won’t get you sent to Blackstone Prison or anything, but I’m guessing I can get your known world license suspended. Good luck snooping if you can’t even enter human cities.”

Columbo pales. “H-hey now, we can work something out!”

“I’m listening,” says Quinton.

“I heard you guys talking earlier,” says Columbo. “You ain’t as safe as you might think.” He turns to face me and Elsie. “Especially you two.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Elsie asks in a worried voice.

“Let’s just say that we at Rumors & Whisperings have snoops everywhere, and we tend to know things before the public does. In this case, my info involves you lot. I could be persuaded to trade it for something worthwhile.”

“How about getting to keep your known world license?” I ask. “And staying out of jail.”

The fairy holds up his hands. “What if I sweeten the pot? I can put a stop to the whole ‘Quinton is back’ story I teased before. I’ve got a follow-up post scheduled to go live in one hour that confirms Quinton Peters is awake and hiding out with Amari Peters and Elsie Rodriguez. It’s my own blasted fault that I got caught—I was rushing and tagged you in the wrong post!”

“Can you really stop the story?” Elsie asks. “Especially since you’ve already made it obvious you were talking about Quinton?”

Columbo shrugs. “I’ll just tell my boss I got it wrong. That’s the thing about gossip. If it turns out to be false, hey, it’s only gossip!”

“Okay,” says Quinton. “Do that and I’ll give you my first exclusive interview once I do announce my return. But only if the info you’ve got is worth it.”

The fairy grins. “Oh, it’s worth it.”

“Fine,” says Quinton. “Then we’ve got a deal.”

“Fairy promise?” asks Columbo, his wings shimmering extra bright.

“Fairy promise,” my brother agrees.

Columbo takes a bow. “Pleasure doing business with you.” He waves us closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Rumor has it our new Prime Minister took over ’cause she didn’t want Bane getting the credit for defeating magicians in the coming war. Harlowe wants her name in the history books.”

Quinton looks unimpressed. “From what I’ve heard, Harlowe having a bloated ego isn’t all that shocking.”

“Then try this on for size,” Columbo answers. “Our favorite faun’s first official act will be to declare Amari Peters and Elsie Rodriguez as League sympathizers. Gonna say you two were helping Dylan all along. She’s naming you both enemies of the supernatural world.”

Quinton falls back into his chair with a thud.

I turn to see Elsie’s reaction. She looks as if she’s seen a ghost. Jayden, though, seems just as confused as I am.

I swallow and ask, “Is being an enemy of the supernatural world as bad as it sounds?”

“It’s the highest crime in our world,” Quinton answers. “All the rules go out the window. A worldwide manhunt—agents everywhere will be scouring their cities to find you. They’ll even involve the known world authorities. At that point, capturing you is considered worth the risk of possible exposure. Your face will be on the nightly news . . . you’ll start showing up on the FBI Most Wanted list. They could even bring Mama in for questioning.”

I don’t know what to say. I feel so stupid for thinking Harlowe would ever forget about me and Elsie. Dylan’s attack might have slowed her down, but no way would she allow the only two people who know the truth about her mind-control ability to remain free. She’s coming after us—and she’s willing to do whatever it takes to keep us quiet. Even if means charging us with the worst crime in the supernatural world.

Quinton continues. “Harlowe’s building a case against us in the court of public opinion, making sure that when we’re found, the whole world will think we’re traitors. Anything we might say about her using her ability to control the Bureau will seem like a desperate attempt to escape guilt.”

Elsie covers her face. “This is horrible.”

“That’s an understatement,” I whisper. “What are we supposed to do now?”

Quinton starts to answer but an alarm begins to wail on his computer, then his phone. Headlights fill the window, and for a split second I wonder if agents are about to storm in.

Columbo uses the distraction to zip past me, disappearing under the bed and back through the hole in the wall.

Jayden makes a move to go after him, but my brother shakes his head.

“I know who it is.” Quinton’s eyes meet mine. “Mama’s here.”
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IF MAMA CAN SEE HOW SHAKEN WE ARE, SHE DOESN’T show it. The second her eyes land on my brother, she runs to throw her arms around him, laughing and sobbing at once.

“I prayed for this moment every night.” Mama sniffles. “Having you with us again feels like a miracle.”

Quinton takes a deep breath and hugs her back. I’m sure it’s taking him a lot to get past what Columbo just told us, but he’s able to smile. “I’m glad to be back, Mama.”

“What changed?” Mama asks. “How’s it possible you’re awake?”

“Amari made it happen,” Quinton answers. “She never gave up on me.”

I join in the hug too, squeezing them both. With everything there is to worry about right now, being with my family makes me feel safe. Even if deep down, I know I’m not.

Mama lets go first, swiping at her eyes. “Oh my goodness. Jayden and Elsie, I didn’t even see you there.” She begins to laugh but it trails off.

Because my friends both look shell-shocked. Those two aren’t playing it off at all.

“Kids . . . ,” Mama begins. “Everything okay?”

“Nah, not really,” says Jayden.

Elsie scrambles, saying, “Don’t mind us. This is a happy moment.”

Confused, Mama turns her attention to me. I try to avoid looking at her, but she lifts my chin until I’m forced to meet her eyes. She searches my face, and her gaze snags on the scratch. “Babygirl, you’re hurt?”

My lip quivers and I tell myself that I won’t cry, but the truth is this whole enemy of the supernatural world thing is just one thing too many. Our situation keeps getting worse and I don’t know what to do about it. I feel so powerless.

All that emotion comes bubbling up to the surface and next thing I know I’m bawling like a baby. Everyone looks on, unsure what to do.

Mama seems really worried now. “Somebody please tell me what’s going on?”

It’s Quinton who answers. “Amari and Elsie are in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“The worst kind,” Quinton answers. “It’s a long story but—”

Mama interrupts. “I want every detail. And I want it right now.”

Maybe it’s Mama’s tone, but suddenly my brother seems more like a kid than a twenty-three-year-old. He turns to me. “Maybe it’s best if you tell it?”

I understand why he’s asking. Because this is my story. I’m the only person who’s been there for all of it. So I tell Mama about the past two weeks, from the time freeze to confronting Harlowe to losing the last challenge of the Great Game and my magic. Then I tell her how much trouble we’re in now.

By the end of it, I expect Mama to look as anxious as the rest of us. But she doesn’t. If anything, she looks determined.

“Y’all need to snap out of it, you hear me?” Mama puts her hands on her hips. “You’re acting like you’ve already lost.”

We look at one another. I don’t think any of us expected that reaction.

“Now, I’ll admit,” says Mama, “I’m not as familiar with the supernatural world as a mother with two kids at the Bureau ought to be—it’s all a bit much for me—but even I know that everyone in this room has faced scary situations before. Am I wrong?”

Jayden starts to raise his hand then quickly puts it back down.

Mama continues. “The only way we’re going to come out of this is if we believe we can.” She turns to my brother and asks, “You’ve got a plan for what to do next?”

He nods. “I have a place for us to go. It’s not my first choice—but it’ll work. We’ll need to leave right away. Because once that announcement goes out, we won’t be safe anywhere. And Mama . . . neither will you.”

“Me?” Mama frowns. “What are you saying?”

Quinton explains. “Once Amari’s declared an enemy of the supernatural world, there aren’t any limits to what the Bureau can do to find her. The laws that normally protect known worlders won’t apply anymore. They could come after you to get to Amari.”

Mama tries to keep a brave face, but I see her tremble just a little. “So what should I do?”

“You can come with us,” I say.

But Quinton shakes his head. “It was hard enough to convince the Chamberlains to hide four of us. There’s no chance they’d allow a known worlder in their home.”

“Then what’s Mama supposed to do?” I ask.

But my brother is already moving toward the closet. He comes back with a memory remote.

Panicked, I put myself between him and Mama. “You can’t take her memories!”

“My memories?” Mama whispers.

“He’s going to take your memories of us,” I say. “So even if you get captured you won’t be able to tell them anything useful. Because you won’t even know who we are.”

Mama just blinks. Quinton’s silence confirms I’m right.

“It doesn’t have to be permanent,” says Elsie.

I glare at her. “Stay out of it!”

“Sorry.” Lowering her eyes, Elsie steps behind Jayden.

“Elsie’s right,” says Quinton. “The effects of a memory remote can always be reversed. When all this is over, returning Mama’s memories will be the first thing we do.”

“And if something happens to us,” I begin. “What then? She’ll live out the rest of her life not knowing we ever existed.”

Quinton just shakes his head. “I promise you, Chicken Little. I don’t like this any more than you do. But I don’t see what other choice we have.”

“I don’t care,” I tell him, crossing my arms. “I won’t let you.”

Mama speaks in a low voice. “It’s not your choice to make, Babygirl.”

I whirl on her. “You agree with him?”

“I agree with whatever will keep my babies safe—no matter the cost.” Mama reaches up to wipe the tears from my face. “Maybe you can’t understand this decision right now but, Lord willing, one day you may be holding your own child in your arms. And I promise it’ll all make sense.”

What am I supposed to say to that? I can tell from her expression that her mind is made up, so I settle for an angry “Fine, do whatever you want.”

Mama takes my hand. “Don’t be upset with me—or your brother. You two are going to need one another to get through this. This is my choice; no one’s making me do it.”

“I don’t like this,” I say. “I hate it.”

Mama puts an arm around me and waves the others closer. “Come here. All of you.”

We gather around and Mama looks each of us in the eyes. “I’m counting on you four to look out for one another, okay? The last thing I want is to get my memories back and learn something terrible has happened to one of you. Now I want to hear each of you promise to meet me on the other side.”

“I promise,” I say.

Quinton follows. “It’s a promise, Mama.”

“Elsie, Jayden,” Mama says, “let’s hear it.”

Elsie nods rapidly. “I’ll be there.”

Jayden grins. “You can count on me, Mrs. P.”

“Good.” Mama takes a deep breath. “Quinton, do what you need to do.”

Quinton taps a few buttons on the memory remote, and music starts playing. Aiming the remote at Mama, he presses a bright red button, and we watch her eyelids begin to droop as though she’s falling asleep.

“Renee Peters?” says Quinton.

“Yes,” she answers dreamily.

“You’ve got the sudden urge to see your childhood friend Grace, the one who’s always inviting you to visit her farm out in the country.”

“Poor thing invites me every year knowing I won’t come.”

“Y-you . . . ,” Quinton stutters, his eyes flitting to me for a moment. “You never had any kids, and if someone asks you about Quinton or Amari, you’ll just change the subject. Same goes for Elsie and Jayden.”

Mama nods, her eyes still shut. “Any of those names come up, I’ll just change the subject.”

“Wake up,” says Quinton.

Mama’s eyes flutter open, and she stares at the four of us, confused. “I don’t know who you kids are or why we’re here, but I really need to see an old friend. She’s always going on about her goats and chickens, and I reckon it’s time I see what all the fuss is about.”

She gets to her feet and heads for the door.

“Mama?” I say before I can stop myself.

She pauses, smiling at me. But it’s not an Amari smile. Not a Babygirl smile. Her warmth is missing. That look that says I’m yours and you’re mine.

Mama finally says to me, “I don’t know who your mother is, sweetheart, but I do hope you find her.” And then she walks out the door.

“I’ll see you soon,” I whisper, watching through the motel window as Mama climbs into her car.

This war has only just begun and already it’s cost me so much. Losing Mama is just one more thing on a long list.

I ball my fists at my sides. I’m going to make things right, no matter what it takes.

Everything depends on it.
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WHEN IT’S TIME FOR BED, I CAN’T SLEEP. NOT SURE IF it’s because of everything that’s going on or the glow from Quinton’s laptop as he monitors the surveillance cameras overnight. Maybe it’s Elsie’s muffled snores on the double bed we share.

Whatever the reason, it’s annoying. But I close my eyes and try again anyway.

My thoughts go back to the final challenge of the Great Game, where I proved once and for all that my magic was stronger than Dylan’s. I commanded the skies, swirling winds and roiling black clouds. Bright flashes of lightning answered my call. I had the Great Game pretty much won, but Cozmo—the steward of the League of Magicians—had other plans.

He demanded I hand over one of my Victor’s Rings to Dylan and threatened to hurt Elsie if I refused. How could I not save my best friend?

By getting a third ring, Dylan won the Great Game. He received the Crown of Vladimir as the prize, and he also got to take all but a drop of my magic as his own. Without it, there’s this hollow feeling inside me that never completely goes away. Like part of me is missing.

I reach beneath my pillow for the one Victor’s Ring I’ve got left. The thin band of silver is cool to the touch, and a hum of power, though faint, sends a satisfying jolt through my body. For a moment, it reminds me of what it felt like to have my magic. Elsie seems to think there might be enough left inside the ring to cast one last spell, but who knows.

When the sensation fades, I’m back to feeling powerless. Things were hard enough with magic; without it, I can’t help wondering if I’ll just be in the way.

I shake off my worries before I drown in them. There’s gotta be something I can do. I have to believe that. And now’s as good a time as any to take Elsie’s advice and talk to my brother about treating me like an actual partner. No more being left behind.

I start to sit up, but a sudden wave of dizziness sends my head spinning. It’s just like before in the bathroom when I heard Dylan’s voice. Except this time my eyelids grow super heavy.

Desperate, I try to speak, to let Quinton know something is happening to me. My brother’s right there on the other side of the room, but my mouth won’t work and neither do my arms and legs.

A wave of drowsiness washes over me and my body goes limp. I feel myself drifting off . . .

And suddenly I’m standing on a stone balcony overlooking a vast forest. Stars twinkle overhead and the moon shimmers. A cool breeze tickles my nose.

I go still. Where am I? And how did I get here?

There’s a commotion behind me and I whip my head around to find a sea of bright red cloaks. Men and women huddle in groups, whispering.

Those are League of Magicians cloaks! There’s one draped around my shoulders as well. If the League is here, then Dylan must be too. The last time we saw each other he tried to bury me in flames.

Panicking, I pull the hood of my cloak tight over my curly fro. My hair doesn’t allow my cloak to hide me as well as I’d like, so I keep my head low and speed-walk toward the nearest doorway. I need to get myself out of sight. Once I’m no longer out in the open, I’ll figure out what’s going on.

Keeping my eyes on the floor, I make it all of ten steps before bumping into someone—hard enough to knock me off my feet and onto the cold stone floor.

It takes a few seconds for the surprise to wear off. When it does, I clutch my throbbing shoulder and wince. But that’s the least of my worries as my terror swells. How many people saw me fall? What if someone recognizes me?

Before I can pick myself back up, a boy with messy brown hair kneels in front of me. He’s a little older than I am, and his bright green eyes go wide when we lock eyes.

“You shouldn’t be here, Amari Peters,” he whispers, glancing over his shoulders. “It’s not safe.”

I flinch at the sound of my name. I’m tempted to run, but there’s real concern in this boy’s expression. It makes me pause. He could’ve alerted everyone in the room the moment he recognized me, but he hasn’t. Maybe I can trust him.

“I don’t even know where here is,” I say quickly. “What’s happening?”

He frowns. “No time to explain. Take this.” He pulls off his cloak and drapes it over my own. Because he’s taller than I am, it practically swallows me—a good thing, because the oversized hood allows me to better hide my face.

“Lucas, quit playing on the floor!” snaps a raspy voice. “I’ll not have my apprentice embarrassing me before the entire League.”

“Coming, Master,” the boy answers, before turning his eyes back to me. “Whatever you do, stay out of sight—okay? You’ve still got friends here, but we’re not many. Find me after.”

I nod and watch him turn and disappear into the crowd.

Worry prickles my skin as I get back on my feet. But a peek from under my new hood reveals that no one is watching me at all. Everyone seems too anxious to pay me any attention. As I move through the crowd my ears catch pieces of conversations. I’m fearful but also curious about what’s going on.

“Van Helsing wasted no time in summoning us . . .”

“Haven’t met like this in centuries . . .”

“I get that he’s angry. But what did he mean by punishment?”

My breath hitches. They must’ve heard the same thing I did in the bathroom earlier. Which means I didn’t have a panic attack at all. That really was Dylan’s voice.

But how did I get here? And why would Dylan include me in a message to the League? It doesn’t make any sense. Unless I’m still technically a member even without my magic?

“Come forth!” someone shouts. It’s Cozmo. “And swear loyalty to the champion of the Great Game—and your newly crowned leader.”

The chatter grows louder as the magicians begin to shuffle toward the opposite side of the room, passing through towering arched doors.

I keep close but stay at the back so I won’t be noticed. When I spot an especially tall magician with broad shoulders, I follow him through the door and over to a staircase.

Once I’m up the stairs, I realize where I am. It’s the League meeting grounds, and I’m on one of the balconies overlooking the throne.

I remember standing on the throne room floor, staring up at a sea of magicians in red cloaks. Maria and I had come seeking the League’s help, only for me to be forced to enter the Great Game.

The massive black Midnight Throne sat empty then, but tonight Dylan
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