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For Michael.

Thank you for

lima beans,

alien road trips,

and legendary dad jokes.

Your humor got me through this one.
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CHAPTER 1

KYANA
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I love Park Row Magick Academy and all . . . ​but when there’s no one here, it’s kind of creepy. The clock ticks on the wall of what used to be Ms. Mo’s shop. It’s empty on this Saturday, since Ms. Mo moved her salon to a new location when the building work started.

Now the windows at the front are boarded up and half of the back of the building is in rubble. The Park Row Learning Center is going to be a large new building attached to the original school. It’ll be so big, it will span three lots. The two lots next to our school never had houses on them, and the money I raised winning the city baking competition and inspiring a ton of matching contributions allowed us to buy those and build on them. It almost seems like it would have been easier to just move to a new location with a whole new building big enough for all of us. But Ms. Mo said the bones of our shop are the roots of our community’s magic. And our roots aren’t going nowhere.

Construction on the new learning center is under way, which means our beauty shop building with a school in the back is now empty except for all our old school things shoved in a storage room until it’s time to move back in. (Can’t exactly store a school’s worth of magic supplies just anywhere.) With a dozen safety charms and help from the Magick Board and PRMA’s resident Available, Lucy, Ms. Mo was able to put protections in place to keep the supplies safe from tampering, protected from theft, and maintained at the right temperature.

Classes ran for a couple of weeks after winter break, but once work crews began tearing down walls, everything was shut down. We weren’t allowed even to come to hang out. Thankfully, we’re using magical contractors, who build faster and with very little mess, so we should be moved into the all-new PRMA by the end of the school year. But meanwhile, it’s really hard to practice magic together. There’s nowhere to even chat about magic stuff, discreetly. Ms. Mo is hoping I can change that for PRMA students over spring break.

I check my phone and the text I sent to everyone.

Me: Meet me at the park Monday night for magical kickball!

Forty-something students in the chat and it got a single reaction: a question mark. Kickball at midnight when the park is technically closed is our only hope of playing around with a bit of magic.

I even invited everyone to meet me today at the school to grab a few supplies, since Ms. Mo got me permission to enter the building. But here we are, Saturday at noon, and Mo’s is empty.

I sigh, annoyed that I have to plan it at all. That every little thing, every single decision for this, is in my hands. I check the window outside the shop again. What use is special permission from the Magick Board to peruse a magical construction zone and host a playdate in a public park if no one is going to come? With one last pointless glance out the window, I give Lucy’s doorframe a tickle. She giggles, and it’s so shrill and silly, I do, too. My annoyance at planning a spring break fun day (that I’m ninety-nine percent sure no one is going to come to) is momentarily gone.

I’ve missed Lucy. She’s been around PRMA since forever. Sometimes when I arrived early for classes or had a long wait to get in Mo’s chair, instead of sitting there flipping through dusty magazines, I’d chat with Lucy about what it was like where she was born. She has the wildest spooky stories her mother used to tell her. And oddly, a lot of them involve oranges. Oranges of all kinds: oranges on trees, orange-flavored candies, tiny easy-to-peel oranges, the giant juicy ones that have seeds and are such a pain to eat since they give you sticky orange juice fingers. But I don’t know why she’s afraid of oranges, actually.

Sometimes at home when Memaw is busy or Mom is working, I find myself talking to our doorframes, then remember we only have one Available living with us, Shirley, attached to Memaw’s recliner. She laughs at me every time. Spend enough time around PRMA and you sort of forget that magic like this isn’t everywhere.

“All ready to get inside, sugar?” Lucy asks, and her voice is fruity sweet. Apparently Meryl, the Available tethered to a closet door, is gone because that part of the school’s been taken down. And Gus, attached to the chest of drawers where we kept magical timepieces, went home with Ms. Mo. Poor Luce has been here all by herself. She’s probably just so excited to talk to someone.

“Yes, please,” I say.

“What are you here looking for again?”

“Ms. Mo gave me permission to get into the supplies for spring break!”

“Ah. You know the words!”

“Ooweppe d’yo,” I say, and a fizz of light dances across the wall before the door to Park Row Magick Academy opens. The school doesn’t sparkle like before, since everything’s boxed up, boards in piles on the floor, wires poking out the walls like unruly hair, and yellow CAUTION tape everywhere. I wriggle my toes. Soon it will sparkle, though. I squeal. The new PRMA is going to be a sight to see, with two floors of Magick classrooms, a dueling lab, a potions brewery, and a Magick creature pit where we can host visiting creatures from Winzhobble. I even heard we might get to set up a dragon rescue facility. The ones in Winzhobble are overflowing. PRMA is like a present being wrapped to go under a Christmas tree, only Christmas will be in summer.

But the minute I step inside the school my skin prickles, my heart thunders, and my conversation with Mo blares in my head like a siren. Get everyone together to do something fun, she said. Just because you can’t do potions together doesn’t mean you can’t scratch up your knees at the skating rink. It was a tempting idea. But the skating rink near PRMA closed shortly after school started.

With all you did last year to keep our doors open, she said, I can’t imagine a better leader to dream up ways to keep our students close while we wait for the new building.

That word she used—“leader”—made a lump rise in my throat. I didn’t want a title, but I am pretty good at figuring things out. Still, what if no one shows Monday? Then I’m a leader who failed? Will that be my new title? I steady myself against a concrete pillar.

“You’re as pale as an Available licking a clementine,” Lucy shouts from behind me. “You a’right, dearie?”

I swallow. “I just really want to do a good job.”

“Then set your mind to it and go on about it!” she says as her door swings open. “What does Kyana Turner set out to do that doesn’t turn out fantastic?”

I squeeze my eyes shut. That’s not helping.

“Go on, then.” Her door nudges me in the caboose.

I stagger forward and force in a deep breath. Lucy’s right. I’m going to plan the best Magick midnight kickball party these guys have ever seen. The farthest corner of the gutted school space still has the supply closet intact. I take out my wand and wave it in an arc over the door. The wood glimmers, glows green.

“Ooweppe d’yo.”

It opens. Inside, boxes are piled high, taped in wild patterns as if someone decided to play a game of tic-tac-toe on the cardboard. I slide a box off the top and ease it to the ground before opening it. But inside are only dusty books. After replacing it, I try another, then another, determined to find the magic supplies. Ms. Mo said we can use whatever we find for the special spring break event. I’ve been itching to do something with charms. But where is our supply crate for charm making? I tap my temple, my eyes roving every corner and crevice of the dusty old closet.

I sift through another tall stack of boxes but find nothing more than hair conditioner and towels. Another box is full of wands that haven’t been bonded to their carriers yet. It’s amazing how much more stuff our school has now because of the extra funding we won last year.

I peek at a few unopened boxes with content lists taped to their sides, and a buzz of excitement bubbles through me. Bulk-size jars of Cousann’s oil, packs upon packs of rat whiskers, and tubs of raw local honey. My tongue pokes my cheek. I’m sure there’s plenty of stuff we can use, but sifting through hundreds of boxes by myself isn’t going to be quick. I sigh, lean against a rigid stack, and text Ashley.

Me: Are you still coming?

She said she was going to join me. Eric did, too.

“Not finding much, hon?” Lucy chirps in the distance. “Oh, dearie, I wish I’d have paid more attention when they were packing up. These eyes don’t see as well as they used to.” She rubs a peephole in the center of her door.

“There’s General Spells stuff. But I’m drawing a blank on what to use those for.” I can’t let spring break be a dud.

When I move the next box, it clinks. A dozen or more glass jars with corked tops are inside. MoveItMister, for when an alarm clock just won’t work. IntruderAlert. Oo, that’s a good one. BlankSlate, for scrapping a potion in an instant, hazard-free. And a handful of other glass vials with potions I’ve read about but never seen. A ripe stench hits me in the face. Is the charm Mo used to keep the closet temp controlled malfunctioning? These smell like they need to be kept cooler, and soon. Russ should look into this for Ms. Mo. But he has been so hard to reach lately. He didn’t even reply about the kickball date.

I can’t leave these here. I slip the vials one by one out of their slots in the box and give each stopper a firm push to ensure it’s secure before tucking the potion into my bag. MoveItMister could have helped me last week. We had a solid week of testing, and I did okay, I guess. But one day Memaw and I both overslept. By the time I got to class, I could answer three or four questions right or take my chances and guess C on everything. Naturally, I did the latter.

“How’s it looking?” Lucy’s voice is faint from the hall.

“Uhm, nothing yet!”

“The youngest Balestrieut witch in Rockford who saved her magic school will come up with something, I’m sure of it.”

I know she’s trying to encourage me, but it only makes my throat feel like it’s constricting. I open another box and set aside a jar of toad-toenails and two packets of red Kool-Aid powder. Maybe we can try a StickItStuck potion. If I could just find . . . My fingers trail a line of boxes until I spot one labeled Binding Ingredients. Exactly what I needed. One activity figured out!

My phone buzzes.

Ash: Who all is there?

Me: Uh . . . no one. This whole thing feels like a bust.

“Your hometown is in Winzhobble?” I ask Lucy. I don’t know much about the place, really. It’s where Magick was born, of course, and the Magicks who live here in Park Row mostly came from there hundreds of years ago. And Ashley was telling me something about social unrest there now that’s making all kinds of Magicks—witches, wizards, and creatures—want to leave these days . . . ​I guess I have a lot more learning to do about our history next year at PRMA.

“Yes, yes,” she says dotingly. “Have you been?”

“I don’t even know where Winzhobble is.”

“Winzhobble is the Realm where spirit creatures like me are born.”

“Spirit creature?”

“Anatomy of a creature but can move like a spirit. In our original form we can travel between other Realms, too. Yours, ours, and the dozen others. But once we’re tethered in one Realm, we’re stuck. That’s the way it works. Some hate the idea. I quite like it. Because, well, I quite like you, Kyana, and Ms. Mo and all of you. You’re my stickies.”

“Your stickies? What on earth—”

“A family of Availables is called a sticky. Because in our natural form our bodies are rather adhesive.” She chuckles. “To put it in terms of your world’s materials, we are a bit like a marshmallow covered in crazy glue.”

I didn’t ever consider where Lucy was from. That she must have had her own family. Her own place where she belonged before she came to PRMA.

“And, sweetie, it’s probably better that you don’t know much about Winzhobble. It’s not the place it used to be, I tell you. The mass migration from there happened for a reason.”

“The king?” Winzhobble is on its fortieth monarch. I don’t recall his name. Kings rule by number there, not name, Ash’s mom mentioned once. It struck me as so odd, I couldn’t forget it. “His Majesty the Fortieth is a bad one, isn’t he?”

“Of course, I do have fond memories of the place. When I was little, I used to play on the beaches near my mother’s cottage. The rainbow water sparkled brighter than a crown of jewels. We’d pick noodle crabs from Blue Sand Beach and collect the bright stones from their bellies to admire. Then we’d let them go, of course.”

I blink, trying to picture sand the color of the sky. “What are noodle crabs?”

“Bred by witches in Italy. A special variety—they only eat spaghetti. Sometimes fettucine.” Lucy shrugs and the whole wall shakes.

“They sound so cool.”

“Cool but feisty. Especially if you overcook the pasta.” She sighs. “But now the beaches are closed, and the crabs have been taken to the palace to provide jewels exclusively for the king.”

“Is the king very powerful?” I ask, opening another box. Maybe it’s like the king of England, more of a formality these days than an actual ruler. Or maybe it’s like here, and the king is like a president who has others in their cabinet to help them rule and keep things in balance. Hopefully he isn’t like the kings in the stories in old books, who ruled with an iron fist and did whatever they wanted.

“Powerful enough that I prefer to be here, stuck to a door.”

“Well, Luce, I quite like being your sticky, too.”

Lucy smiles, the door bowing in the middle. Then suddenly, she stops and the door trembles, drizzles of fluid leaking from its peephole.

I close the distance between us and stroke the doorframe. “Are you all right?”

“Just thinking about my friends who stayed . . .” The doorway shudders, dust raining from the ceiling as Lucy shakes and sobs. “They should have gotten out while they could.”

I go cold all over. This sounds serious. “What happened?”

“Oh, you’ve got enough on your shoulders. I’ll tell you that story another time. Now, tell me what you’re thinking of doing with those toad-toenails.”

I want to press so Lucy knows that I’m here for her like she’s been here for us, guarding the door to PRMA all these years. But sometimes the kindest thing you can do for a hurting friend is listen. I bring over the pile of supplies I managed to collect during our chat.

Together we’re able to come up with a few rules that should make magical midnight kickball extra memorable. First, Charms students must use their wands to control the ball, not their feet. But to make it trickier, their hands will be tied behind their backs. I also have ingredients for a Fast-Bloom potion recipe in case some want to decorate the park with flowers instead. I’ll get some seeds from Memaw.

“I’m going to try to make a trophy for the winning team out of chocolate cupcake batter. Hopefully that’s enough to make it worth their while,” I say, showing Lucy everything I have. “Do you think I should bring Chutes and Ladders or dominoes?”

The door dents above the peephole, like an eyebrow arched in confusion.

“Never mind.” I guess they don’t have those in Winzhobble. I study my pile of supplies. It’s everything I need, I think. But will they like it? Will everyone have fun?

“You know best.” Lucy winks.

“Right.” I swallow.

I want to ask Lucy more about Winzhobble, what her life in the other Realm was like before she came here. How she ended up tethered to a door at Mo’s in the first place. But suddenly the walls shake again, this time all over. “Is that you?”

“No, not me, I swear!” Lucy’s peephole dances around the door, eyeing every direction. She gasps. “Do you hear that, sugar?” she whispers.

I hear a rumble, like the building is shifting, as if it’s about to come down on top of us.

“Oh goodness, what do we do . . . ​You hear them, don’t you?” Lucy looks at me. I don’t hear anything more.

“Uh . . .” I press against the wall and a sharp waft of saltiness, like ripe, fishy ocean air, fills my nostrils. The ceiling doesn’t crack; the building appears structurally sound. I strain, listening for the noise again. Trying to pin it down.

“Hurry, Kyana! You have to get—”

My phone buzzes. Ash. I move to answer but before I can get a word out, something cold wraps around my arm.




CHAPTER 2

ASHLEY
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I kick the box in my closet and immediately regret it when my toe starts throbbing. The scraps of my community project prototype are in there, and it grinds my annoyance. I worked so hard on that last year.

Ms. Mo was so proud. She said tethering Availables to an entire lab of supplies to minimize human risks was the best project she’d seen because it provided safety for Availables fleeing Winzhobble and served labs’ needs here as well.

Things in Winzhobble have been concerning for a long while. I remember reading in my magical history books about all kinds of ways Winzhobble folded in on itself once the king became older. He closed trade routes from other Realms and placed so many restrictions on, well, everything. Creatures were moved into captivity or put in service to the royal family. Any kind of movement from one magical Realm to another grew more restricted. Witches and wizards used to travel at will, but now Availables are the only magical beings that can slip in and out of Realms. And even that is supposedly watched closely by Winzhobble officials. What the history books couldn’t pin down was why. I combed through them all, alongside my mom, who studies up on this kind of news with her breakfast. And the only note we made was that when the king’s brother went rogue, all the rules began to change.

So when I put together my presentation, I was hoping to not only help our magical community here, but provide a safe haven for creatures from other Realms. It seemed like an all-around brilliant idea. All the research and putting together my presentation cost me a whole three weeks of sleep. Plus my school load that time of the year was thick. Tests in every subject. Everyone seems to think that because I’m homeschooled, it’s easier. Uh, spoiler alert: it’s not. But here we are months later and the lab supplies I tested tethering on are still in a box. The Magick Board told me they were interested in putting some real money behind my project to see if we could actually use it, but they found some “fundamental flaws” in the design and decided to pause on pursuing it until I’m “more magically mature.”

When I hear my mom shout my name, I shut my closet door and grab my gardening gloves, which is what I came in my room for. It’s just, every time I see that box . . . ​all my hard work . . . I . . .

“Ashley,” Mom shouts up. “Now, please, come on!”

I hurry downstairs and through the growing crowd of people filing into my living room. Mom is on the board for the Creature Conference this year and the planning committee will apparently be meeting in our house every day this week.

“The splaukens,” she says, and shoos me out the door. “Trim them back a bit, will you?”

Outside the sun glares overhead and I scurry to the lawn, where our sprawling bed of splaukens has all but taken over the entire front yard. Wide purple leaves surround each plant’s round body, which is tightly coiled like a cabbage. In the center, if you peer close enough you can see the beady eyes and razor-sharp teeth.

I slide the gloves over my swollen fingers, striped with cuts from old splauken bites. They’re such temperamental little buggers. They prefer water in the hot season but milk in the spring, and in winter, they only drink hot chocolate. Get it wrong, annoy them in any way, and they bite hard. The gel in their leaves has magical healing properties, though, so since they’re useful Mom insists on keeping them around.

Thankfully I hydrated them earlier. I pull the shears out of my coat and a feisty one rears back, coiling its leaves like a serpent preparing to strike. I hold the leaves down with my foot and snip, then jump back, stuffing the bits of leaves in my pockets. A gate of tiny razor teeth chomps in my direction. I dodge it and move to the next one.

With so many guests coming over, Mom is worried the overgrown splaukens will make the address numbers and Please Leave Your Links in the Designated Outside Area sign hard to see. I think any witch or wizard passing by will recognize the quirky angles of our house, the way the windows sit crooked in the walls depending on what mood Beverly—the Available attached to the glass—is in that day. I mean, who else has magical plants all over their yard? But when Mom is focused on her creature-rights work, there’s no use trying to get a word in edgewise. If she wants me trimming the plants back, trimming the plants back is what I’ll be doing or I’ll never hear the end of it.

Another stampede of guests hustles by, this time with a llama in tow. I crouch low to the ground near a thick brush of splaukens to reposition the Links Outside sign. I clear my throat, hoping the guests will look at the giant black sign with white letters. Actual words stick in my throat. The people hurry inside, oblivious, but the llama hangs back, sniffing my sign curiously.

“Shoo! You have to stay outside,” I say, finding words since all the strangers are indoors and there’s only a llama to hear me. He startles at my shout and runs toward the door, smashing the sign in half with his hoof before disappearing inside.

I scrub a palm down my face when sharp teeth sink into my ankle, a whole nest of splaukens chomping in my direction. One strikes, then another, and I don’t jump back in nearly enough time. Should have worn boots. I know better. My shoulders sag and my skin stings with a fresh collection of tiny cuts. This is pointless. Isn’t everyone almost here, anyway?

I toss my gloves aside. Another flock of cars parks, and people stream toward the house. I squeeze inside, the door barely opening now that the crowd has grown considerably.

“Excuse me,” I think I say, but no one moves. Maybe I just said it in my head. I hold my arms tight to myself, imagining I can be invisible, and shove through the crowd of people. My heart thumps in my throat at all the wide-eyed smiles and greetings as I pass by.

Mom is at the front of our living room, standing on a chair with a clipboard. Beside her, a pair of flamingos are in a fight with our umbrellas. She bats a chastising hand their way every few moments but it only seems to encourage their aggression toward the umbrellas. Posters, paper, markers fly in every direction. And pizza too, since our stove, Lou, is determined to keep everyone fed.

“A few more things to discuss in our first of several meetings this week,” Mom says.

Everyone’s eyes move to her and the knot in my chest unravels. I squeeze past a land mine of chairs popping up out of thin air as people try to make more room for latecomers. If this is what Mom has planned for spring break, I’m not coming out of my room. I stumble over a band of ferrets and gerbils darting through the room. Thankfully, I catch myself on Lou.

“Be careful there,” he says as he spits out a sizzling pepperoni and sausage pizza. It flies across the room like a Frisbee and is caught by one of the guests. We have got to make that Links sign out of concrete or something.

Another few pizzas fly off, one with a sock on it. What can I say, Lou’s getting old. Thankfully, I manage to pull the sock off as it whirs past.

“If you don’t get your slimy tongue off me I’m going to pop you in the caboose,” Beverly shouts, the panes of the window sliding up and down as the llama chews the curtains. An idea pokes me.

“Lou, where are the peppermints?”

“Top shelf above the sink,” my dutiful stove says.

I dash that way. Links love mints. Peppermint, red or green, chocolate mint, minty peppermint bark. Mint leaves. I even read somewhere once that they’ll eat your toothpaste and mouthwash if you’re not careful.

I grab the jar of candies and as I unwrap several I can practically hear heads swiveling in my direction. Tiny feet scritch the floors, racing between the rows of chairs. Someone yelps, another howls, as one ferret dives off the fireplace banister onto an elder lady’s head, knocking off her wig, before leaping onto Lou, then into the kitchen. The llama charges his way through the crowd and the windows flutter open and closed—Bev’s relieved. I set a bunch of mints in dishes all over the kitchen. Then I grab the blow-up pool from the back deck and fill it with water and drag it next to the breakfast table. To my relief, the flamingos don’t require too much coaxing to abandon their fight with the umbrellas for a refreshing spot in the water.

“Thank you, dear,” Mom shouts.

“Very clever indeed,” someone else says.

“Good thinking, Ash,” Lou chimes in, and slides out a single slice of extra-cheesy pizza with pineapple—just the way I like it. I scarf it down when the door opens and another group of latecomers arrives with apologies. They’re decked out in Winzhobble colors: lavender, eggplant, and mint green. On their shirts is the symbol of the Resistance: the Winzhobble flag, with five black stars across. A series of chairs appear with a pop and Mom welcomes them.

“How many folks with ’em?” Lou asks, shaking his drawer, preparing another pizza.

“Four,” I say.

His oven door flies open because he’s about to toss another pizza in their direction, but suddenly the oven’s back display fills with water and Lou is sniffling, crying, while gaping at their shirts. The Resistance is a sensitive topic for anyone who’s lived in Winzhobble. When the king began to make Winzhobble a less fun place to live, groups of citizens who didn’t like that began to voice their opinion. Loudly. They’d write what they thought on big signs and bewitch them to stain the castle walls.

After a while, according to the pictures in the history books, the royal Winzhobble palace looked more like a little kid’s graffiti art project. The king was very upset. And no matter of magic could remove the stains. He resolved to tear down the castle and build a new one. And he came down on the citizens of Winzhobble with tons of new rules to control what they could do with their free time, for work, in their homes. He established early curfews, increased tariffs. For years witches, wizards, and magical creatures lived this way. And many gave up fighting against it.

Others banded together and called themselves the Resistance. There is only a short footnote in a few of my history textbooks (because, well, most of those are put out by the royal press), mentioning that the Resistance launched a failed attack on the palace. There’s a documentary on MagickTube about it that I want to watch with my mom. It’s so hard seeing terrible things happen all the way in another Realm and feel like there’s nothing I can do to help. I bite my lip and stroke Lou’s top.

“Sorry, don’t mind me,” he says, shoving out another pizza.

This one is soggy with tears. I catch it and dump it. I give his top another good rub, this time with his favorite microfiber cloth, and that seems to cheer him up. “I think that’s enough pizza for today. Take a break.”

His oven door closes and the water in the display dries up. “One star for each year they fought. It just always gets me.”

“It’s all right. Tonight, how about you and I read Leo the Lucid and the Mangly Monkin Bear?”

“Me mum used to read that one to me every night.”

“I know, it’s your favorite.”

“Well, it’s only fitting I bring a cherry turnover, your favorite.”

“Deal! I’m so glad you’re a part of our family, Lou.”

“And you. Best stickies there ever was.”

I smile, unable to bite it away. Lou is one spirit creature from Winzhobble. But he’s here, and he’s safe, and I think, happy. It seems small but it’s really not. I pat his top. “Now, you rest.”

“Right, but Ash, your arms . . . ​and legs! You’re bleeding all over the place.”

The cuts. I almost forgot. I hurry to the bathroom and shut the door and sag against it in relief, soaking in the peace and quiet. I don’t see how Mom does it. She is one of those people who gets super energized by having a bunch of people around all the time. It drains me. I flip through the potion basket and find a MediSkin potion. My heart twinges. Kyana gave me this one last year.

I miss my friend. I miss Russ, too. With PRMA under construction, it’s been months since we’ve been together practicing our magic. And while I can do magic at home . . . ​ I’m itching to be around everyone. I peek out the door. Mom is fielding questions between ferret squeaks. Someone is yelling at the llama again. Hopefully Kyana has something good planned for this week.

I grab my phone and realize in all the commotion I missed a buzz.

Kyana: Are you still coming?

Ugh, I want to.

Me: Who all is there?

I apply MediSkin to my cuts and the skin starts to re-form, healing right before my eyes. A jar of coconut oil is also in the basket. I sit on the vanity stool and coat my arms in it. The only fun thing I’ve done since winter break ended is dip into the Between Realms. I’m really good at it now. Holding a spirit to chat with me is a cinch. Being one-on-one with someone I don’t know doesn’t make me feel like my throat is closing anymore. But crowds. I shiver.

I clutch my phone, waiting, and close my eyes. A light feeling drapes over me like a blanket. It’s as if I’m floating. The world quiets. No sounds. No people. My heart thrums at an easy pace. Then my senses light up with an aroma of honey and something else. I inhale deeper. Cherry. I sink deeper into my stool as the Between Realms materializes.

At first it is only a void, the nostalgic smells of my favorite things, and nothingness.

Then, I hear footsteps.

I look for the source. Availables are usually curious when they hear someone’s popped into the Realm. They usually stroll over to me, eager to say hi. As I form in the Realm, my limbs feel squished and appear flattened and two-dimensional. I hold my nose, suck in a breath, and squeeze my chest, shoving the air into my mouth like a blowfish. My head fills with pressure, my ears pop, and my chest is tight. Then my body plumps like an inflated balloon and I feel and look like myself again.

I stretch. The first few minutes in the Realm feels a bit like sitting in an airplane bathroom for a whole flight. Everything’s cramped. But as I walk toward the footsteps, the space expands. It was odd walking in the darkness the first time I appeared here. But now the absence of all things sensory hugs me like a weighted blanket.

“Hello?” My voice echoes, and I spot a spirit hovering in its natural form, a squishy blob whose color today is a bright shade of yellow. Yellow means happy. Their mood matters. Engaging a red one is more dangerous than a slow dance with a bouquet of splaukens. I inhale. Sometimes you get a waft of salty ocean smell, but this one has no smell.

“I’m Ashley.” They prefer when I say who I am first, which was weird for me at the beginning. But the more I did it, the easier it became.

“Jake.”

“Hi, Jake.”

He hovers nearer. “What happened to your arms? You have cuts all over.”

“Oh yeah, they’re healing. They’ll be as good as new in no time.”

Jake moves a bit closer, the yellow shade of his marshmallow body graying. Gray means scared.

“I came here to avoid my house, which is full of people at the moment. Would it be all right if I hung out here with you for a bit?”

“I actually came here for sort of the same reason. My dad was getting on me about things. He’s always getting on me about things.” Jake’s color brightens. “But Between is nice and peaceful.”

I sit, folding my legs under myself. And Jake stretches his body like a ball of slime being pulled in opposite directions, until legs and arms poke out of his sides and he looks just like me.

“How do you do that, anyway?”

“Used to be, mimicking was more of a protective ability. Now it’s evolved to something we just do whenever we feel like it.” He combs a hand through his long dark hair that looks just like mine. “I thought you’d be more comfortable talking to another human. Most of you all get a bit weirded out talking to us in our natural form.”

“Oh, I don’t mind! You can do whoever you want.”

He pinches his nose and it lengthens. Next he musses up his hair and it shortens and lightens to a sandy brown. Then he taps each of his eyelids, and suddenly Jake looks like a distant cousin of mine instead of my twin. I check my watch out of habit.

Five minutes. I’d need eleven to tether him. “It’s nice to meet you, by the way.”

“People say the weirdest things about this place,” he says. “But I think it’s so cool. Every time I come here I meet someone new.”

“Weird, like what?”

“Yeah, like if you hear someone poking around they could be trying to trap you.”

My heart hiccups.

“I just came to say hi,” I say. “I’m not trying to tether you, I swear.”

He snaps. “Tethering, that’s what it’s called. Yeah, I don’t know. I’ve heard it means I can’t go back home and, well, I don’t know if home is a place I want to be anyway.”

I hold up my hands. “No tricks up my sleeves, I swear.”

He shrugs.

“I’m waiting on my friend to call me back and talking to you here is way less intimidating than talking to the tons of people in my house right now.”

Jake rambles on about some of the people he’s met in the Realms. How sometimes they seem super insistent to talk and keep checking their watch. But he likes that I’m cool. By the time he’s done, it’s well past eleven minutes. I could tether him to my mirror if I wanted—spirits in mirrors are popular right now. But I wouldn’t want to do that if he isn’t okay with it. Lou, Bev, all the others Mom tethered in our house—they came along willingly. They wanted to leave Winzhobble.

The world rattles and it takes me a moment to realize that jittery feeling is coming from my hands. “Oh, Jake, my friend is calling. I have to go, but it was nice meeting you.”

“You too,” he says, before dissolving back into a blob. “Do you come here often?”

“I try to.”

“Well, I’m around. Maybe I’ll see you again next time.”

My cheeks burn. “Maybe.” I tighten my stomach muscles and hug my knees, picturing my bathroom at home. A chill zips through me; that blanket feeling from earlier abandons me like a coat being ripped off in the midst of a blustery winter storm. The sensation moves from my toes up to my head, and when I smell the lemony scent of Mom’s toilet cleaner, I blink. The hall bathroom walls surround me and I feel for my phone.

Kyana: Uh . . . no one. This whole thing feels like a bust.

If no one is there, I definitely want to go. Anything to get out of here. I crack the bathroom door again and exhale when I hear Mom asking for final questions. I wait a few moments, then gulp down my nerves and hurry through the thinning crowd to find her. I tug her arm as she’s saying goodbye to a few people.

“Hey, Mom? Can you please take me to PRMA?”

“I thought you didn’t want to go today.”

“Well, it’s just Kyana there. I thought it was going to be a bunch of people or something.”

“The kids at PRMA are your friends.”

“Mom, I have two friends, up from zero last year. That’s like a two hundred percent increase, so I think I’m doing great.”

Mom moves a hair off my face, and her lips pucker in a sugary smile that I cannot take. “All right, Ash, but before we go, this came.” She holds out a bright pink envelope and my heart stutters with dread. I know that shade of pink.

I groan. Enrichment Week is the worst. I’d prefer to go through ten of Mom’s meetings like today rather than spend one day at that camp.

“Ash, this is a really special opportunity. It’s by invitation only. And looks to be loads of fun.” She wiggles the envelope at me.

“But, Mom, it never is.” I rake my hands through my hair. I went to Enrichment Camp the last four years because Mom made me, and it’s a full week of magic classes in the middle of nowhere, some undisclosed location where magic is completely undetectable. And I hated it.

First of all, there are hundreds of kids. And I never know anyone. I’m pretty good at being a loner and avoiding people. But the worst part is the fact that the classes, which sound super cool from the brochure, are always very simple and very boring and the instructors hardly let you even touch the magic yourself. It’s a joke. They even promised dragon riding but when we showed up there were only simulators. Who wants to ride a robotic dragon? I don’t. Also, most kids just go because it’s a week away from home with their friends. But none of my friends ever go. I would have more fun hanging out with Lou.

“Please don’t make me go.”

“Ash, this year’s is extra special because it was supposed to be canceled. It’s usually during winter break, you know. But they’ve managed to gather enough funding to pull off a spring one. There will even be a special guest teacher.” She sets the brochure in my hand. “I won’t make you go, but I do want you to give it some serious thought. It’s a good opportunity to make friends, meet people.”

“Mom, I’m not like you.” I sigh. “That came out wrong. What I mean is, I’m okay with not being like that. I’m not going to get up in front of a bunch of people and lead meetings. I just—”

She hugs me. “And I would never want you to be anyone other than who you are. All I’m saying, Ash, is that how do you know what all you can do if you don’t get out there and try something different?”

My community project pokes my memory and I’m annoyed all over again. I could do something cool and important and big like Mom does, but I’m not . . . ​how did they say it . . . magically mature enough. I feel sick.

“Look,” she says, peering over my shoulder. “It even says you can bring a guest.”

I slip the invite from the envelope begrudgingly as Mom says goodbye to the last few committee members and starts cleaning up. I retreat to my room and close myself inside.

I read the front of the brochure, then the back, where I spot a familiar face: Dr. Minzy of Minzy Industrial. Underneath it says:

Minzy to unveil his latest invention at camp!

I gasp and sit on my bed, reading it again and again.

Dr. Minzy is the leading producer of magic supplies. He specialized in Available magic, like I’m doing. But he’s mastered General Spells, some Charms and Links, and Summoning Magic too. A true prodigy of his time! His Hot Pot Cauldron Deluxe sits on my highest shelf, and I never go to magic class without his wand cleaner. He’s the most brilliant magic innovator alive. He’s going to be teaching a class at camp? My heart races. I bite my nail. I could meet the most brilliant wizard to exist. What would he think of my community project? Or any of my other ideas?

My tongue pokes my cheek. And I can bring a guest. I grab my phone to call Kyana and can hardly sit still as it rings.

Someone answers. I hear heavy breathing on the line.

“Key? Hello?” I press the phone harder to my ear.

“Aaah!!!” Kyana’s shrill scream sends shivers up my arms. The line goes dead. I dash out of my room and find Mom.

“We have to get to PRMA, now!”




CHAPTER 3

KYANA
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My body buzzes all over and I feel slimy goo running down my arms. I want to hurl and scream all at the same time. A brush of cold squeezes me like a bear hug and I realize I can’t get away . . .

from . . .

something . . .

I look for arms around me but there’s nothing there. But I feel it. I wriggle, arms pressed to my sides, but can barely move my body. My bag of potions clinks as I struggle, and an idea strikes me. I work my fingers as best I can against the invisible hug and slip my hands inside my bag. I close my fist around a cold potion vial. Too cold. The one I need, Imperma-Juice, will be warm to the touch, maintaining a bubbling temperature from its spicy ingredients. I grab another vial and another while whatever it is holds on to me like a koala attached to my back.

Lucy yelps as the door to PRMA flaps open and shut. Dust flies everywhere and the whole building shudders just as my hand closes on a hot, round glass jar. I pull it out, blow out a quick cooling breath, and guzzle down the steaming liquid.

The potion scorches my tongue but in seconds my limbs disappear. Then, my trunk. I catch a glimpse of my floating head and hollow clothes in the glare of the door’s window. My hands rove for my face but in seconds they only push around air, the potion having cloaked me in invisibility and impermanence. The arms wrapped around me grasp at the air but I dash from them and rush out the door, then ease it closed.

“Kyana, sugar,” Lucy says breathlessly as I tingle all over, my body flickering back into view. “Are you all right? I hollered as loud as I could, hoping someone would hear me.”

“I’m all right.” I swallow a dry breath and feel my clothes, my bag. All is intact. Lucy trembles and I realize the rattling of the building is her doing this time. “Hey, Luce, it’s really all right. I’m all right,” I say, trying to calm her down.

Lucy is not quite convinced. “Some rubble must have come lose, or something dislodged a tethered creature. It probably grabbed hold of whatever it could out in your Realm.” Lucy is still trembling.

I stroke the frame of the door. “You’re okay. We’re okay.”

The motor of a car thrums outside.

“I’ll break the news to Ms. Mo.”

Lucy’s door straightens in the frame as she fully settles down. I wait a moment for another shudder, but it doesn’t come.

I sag against the wall and rest my head back to slow the hammering in my chest. That was an Available? I can still feel the cold wrapping around me. How does Ashley deal with Availables all the time? A shiver runs down my spine and it feels like slime as I imagine doing what my friend does.

Suddenly, the world tips sideways. My insides squirm like a goldfish is wriggling around in there. I try to shake it off, but the wriggling moves from my belly into my ribs and I can’t stand still.

“Kyana!” Ashley dashes through the old beauty salon toward Lucy and tackles me in a hug.

“Ash!”

“I was so worried. I called and you screamed and—” She holds her hand at the back of my head, then looks in my ears and pats down my legs. “Are you all right? Lucy, are you okay?” Her brows smoosh at my continuous jerky movements.

“We had quite a scare,” Lucy says.

“What happened?” Ash asks, a colorful brochure in her hands. “Magick Camp” is plastered across its front in bright neon letters.

“What’s that?” I reach for it and a tickle runs down my back. A guffaw rises in my throat like an air bubble and I clamp my mouth shut.

“Uh, no,” she says. “You first!”

“It’s fine, I swear.” I tell her how the building has been a bit rickety with the construction going on and that something shook loose, and Lucy says an Available grabbed me for a minute.

Ash’s brow crease deepens. “You think he was stuck in here somehow?” she asks.

“I mean, what else would explain it?” I’m a Potions witch but I know a little about spirit-creature magic from hanging around Ashley. Availables don’t make contact with our world unless they’re tethered to something. So it’s definitely odd.

Ash paces in a circle, tapping her lip. Next she runs her hands across the walls, then inspects her hands. I watch, rocking back and forth to ignore the fuzzy feeling now digging into my funny bone.

“An Available being trapped would mean they’re attached to some kind of inanimate object,” Ash says. “The building is in shambles, though, and I didn’t know there were any other Availables but Lucy still in the school during the construction. There’s nothing here.”

“Unless that something fell from the ceiling?” I pick up a hunk of wood that in all the commotion must have fallen from the rafters. I shrug, tossing it aside. “It’s fine now. My potion got me freed.”

Ashley’s lips purse sideways.

“What is this Magick Camp thing?” I take the brochure and skim the words.

She smiles tentatively. “It sounds much cooler than it is. They used to call it Enrichment Week. But I guess they’re changing it up this year, and Dr. Minzy is supposed to be there.”

“Minzy. Do I know that name?”

Ash pulls a shiny cauldron out of a box and flips it over. Minzy Industries Inc. is printed on the bottom. It’s finer than any pot I’ve ever seen, with auto on and off and cooling and simmering features. It even has a drum barrel inside it that turns, to shimmy the ingredients inside.

My jaw drops. “That must have cost Mo a fortune.”

“It’s a sample. They want her to order a classroom set for the new PRMA, see?” Ash points to the fine print in a brochure that came with the cauldron.

“So this Dr. Minzy fellow is going to be teaching at the camp? That sounds like a big deal, yeah?” The fuzzy feeling niggles its way back into my stomach, fluttery like a feather, tickling my insides. I squirm.

“You okay over there?” Lucy asks.

“I’m fine.” Something feels like it’s biting into my tummy with tiny little teeth. “You . . . think we . . . uh, oooh . . . ​ could all do this for . . . ​spring break?” I yank and pull at my skin as the weird feeling worms its way through my body.

“Key?” Ash peers at me harder and the world goes lopsided again.

“I’m fine.” Everything is under control. After all, Ms. Mo left me, the leader that I am, in charge.

Ashley presses her glasses to her nose and a crease forms between her brows. “Uhm, it’s by invite only, actually, so unfortunately we can’t bring the whole school.”

I sigh. “We’re just going to have to make kickball work.” The tickle feeling suddenly works its way onto my back in a spot impossible to reach.

Ashley’s dark eyes brighten. She pulls at the end of the invitation as if working up the courage to say something. “I hate going to the camp every year,” she says. “But my mom makes me.”

“Oh?” I bite down hard, trying to hold still as the tickle tugs back into my belly.

“I never really have anyone to talk with and all the classes are so easy,” Ash goes on. “It’s such a waste.”

Now in my chest, the tickle wriggles like a bubble trying to come up. And all I want to do is—­

“But I don’t know, I was thinking maybe . . .” Ash eyes her feet, her lips shrugged in a shy smile. “Would you want to come with me?”

I burst out laughing, so loud Lucy yelps.

Ashley’s cheeks redden.

I try to force out an apology—I’m not laughing at her—but all I manage is a feeble “Ash! I’m not so sure I’m okay!”




CHAPTER 4

ASHLEY
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My cheeks are still hot from the split second I thought Kyana was laughing at me. I force myself to meet her eyes and realize she’s still laughing hysterically, hands clamped over her mouth trying to hold it in. Something’s really wrong.

“Kyana? Can you talk?”

Kyana jumps up and down howling with laughter. She barrels into the wall and rolls on the floor. It isn’t funny, but a laugh bubbles up my throat.

“Oh heavens,” Lucy squeals.

I crouch down on the floor beside my friend and run every single thing I’ve ever learned about spirits touching humans through my mind on repeat. Mom has shelves and shelves of books about Available magic from some of my favorite Winzhobblian authors and I’ve read every single one. I can figure this out. I bite my lip. I know I can.

Kyana’s body feels like a normal temperature to the touch. A good sign.

“Ash . . .” She grabs onto me. “Hel—ha ahh ahahaha.” Her grip tightens. “Puhleeeassse” is all she manages between cackling.

“Describe every little thing that you feel.”

“Uh, there’s a tickle in my belly and it . . . ​AH AHH HAHA!” Her nails dig into my skin. “Won’t stop. Oh . . . ​ ooooo, now that’s a weird feeling.” Kyana sits up and the knot between my shoulders shifts.

“What is it?”

“It’s not a tickle anymore, it’s a . . . ​ah, ooo, yeooow.” She moans.

“Kyana, describe it to me.” I hold her tightly.

“The tickle, it’s heavy now or something. And not tickly anymore. It’s . . . ​like a flutter of snowflakes hardened into a giant ball of ice.” She hugs herself. “And it’s . . .” She sniffles, her brows drawing together. She sniffs again. “Sitting on my chest.” Kyana bursts into sobs, sniffly snot running down her face in an instant.

My heart knocks in my chest. What. Is. Happening? “Books. I need my books.” But first, what happened here?

“Uh . . . ​Lucy?” I force myself to look at the peephole on the door to PRMA, swallowing the sick feeling I get every time I look at someone I’m talking to. Especially someone I haven’t really talked to before, even if I’ve seen them a dozen times. The door bows in the center in a doting smile and I imagine myself shrinking into a tiny ball and disappearing in the cracks in the wall. No. I blow out a breath. “Lucy, c-can you tell me everything that happened, just as it happened?” I manage, shielding myself behind the curtain of my hair.

“We were just hanging out, having a good old time, and the building shook. That’s when I sensed something, heard something . . . ​but I’ve heard your kind can tell when an unknown Available is nearby, you know? The air apparently gets salty and stinky, like a warning. Stranger danger.”

“Key, did you smell anything funny?”

She nods.

“She’s never interacted with an unknown spirit creature before,” I tell Lucy, “so she wouldn’t have known something was awry. And they don’t always smell like the ocean. Sometimes there’s no smell at all. It just depends on how their magic is doing.”

“Ah, well, at any rate, she was leaning on that part of the wall over there and it just grabbed onto her! I’m so sorry I couldn’t do more.”

“And the laughing?” I ask.

“That just started. She seemed fine at first.”

Tickles, incessant laughter, relentless sobbing . . . ​ Extreme emotions! “Kyana, I know what it is!”

Her eyes widen with hope.

“When tethering an Available, there are certain risks. Which is why you have to follow the protocol just so. It takes eleven minutes for it to be safe to try to tether. What most don’t know is that in those eleven minutes, physical contact or a spell of any kind is strictly forbidden. It’s dangerous to make contact in those early moments because the Available has a defense around itself. Usually they’ll run off before their defense wears down. But if your conversation is engaging enough . . .” I sit up. “Well, that’s when you can hold them there, past when their defenses dissolve. Then you tether.” I clear my throat. “Are you following?”

“The short version, please.”

“Of course, sorry,” I say. “An Available has touched you with its defenses still up. And that throws your emotions all out of whack. That’s why you’re laughing one minute and sobbing the next.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t understand. Am I stuck like this?”

“I think I can figure this out.” I squeeze her hand. She squeezes back. “But—” I gulp down a breath, dreading telling her the next part. But she must know what happens if I don’t succeed, and soon. “It can get worse. The effects can last longer and morph into . . . scarier emotions.”

Her eyes widen.

“Don’t think about any of that, okay? Just . . .” I look around for Kyana’s bag. “Do you have a calming potion?” I ask, handing it to her.

“I don’t,” she says, her sobs subsiding a bit. “Gave my last one to Momma.”

“How do you feel? Any better?”

“I feel like . . . ,” she chokes out, “I’m wearing a jacket that’s too small for me, backwards!”

Oh, that sounds awful. I hand her a napkin for her leaky facial parts. She sobs harder, and in seconds the napkin is dripping wet. I hand her a bunch more before passing through Lucy’s doorway into PRMA to inspect the wall where Lucy said everything happened. “And it was here, you’re sure?” I ask Kyana. “This exact spot?”

Kyana nods. My tongue pokes my cheek as I run my hands along the walls, back and forth, feeling every groove. My hands stop on something sticky. I gasp.

Available residue.

“What is it?” Kyana asks, her watery eyes finally drying.

“When it grabbed you, what did it do?”

“It just held on to me tightly. Is that weird? Does that not happen?”

“Availables only tether to inanimate objects. They don’t even touch humans.”

That’s not what happened here, of course. But whatever happened, an Available made physical contact with a human. That is serious. We have to figure this out, now. Then I realize my mom is still outside and probably wondering what’s taking me so long.

“Key, I can ask Mom to take you to Maladies. They have the best magical medicinal care. They might have—”

“No.” Kyana pulls herself up off the floor. “Ms. Mo is trusting me to handle things. I can figure this out. Promise me, Ash.” She turns to the door behind us, ajar, Lucy gaping. “You too, Luce. This stays between us.”

“Right,” Lucy says. “As you say then, boss.”

I don’t like this. But Kyana is my friend. My only friend. Well, there’s Russ. He’s fine. But Kyana is my best friend. I will help her figure this out, whatever it takes. “I promise. But I need to get to my books. We have to do something, because you’re not okay.”

The Magick Camp invitation, with Dr. Minzy’s big head, green glasses, and fuzzy gray beard on it, dents my periphery. I search until I find the box of Ms. Mo’s magazines, then flip through one after another until I locate the July issue of MagickTech with Dr. Minzy’s face on the front. He wears the same green glasses, but his beard is shaped like a sprouting flower and he is holding a pointy wand. His scrappy silver hair sits straight up on his head. I flip to the pages I remember thumbing through this summer and find a picture of a boxy contraption, like a plunger, flashlight, and shoe-box were all brewed in a cauldron together. I show Kyana the photo.

“What is it?”

“Something he’s been working on. It’s supposed to make the Available tethering process much simpler. He’s an expert on Available magic. All magic, really, but I read that his specialty was the same as mine.” My cheeks heat; I’m not sure why. “He’s the smartest wizard to ever live. I bet he’d know what to do. Maybe we could talk to him about what’s happened to you . . . ​hypothetically. Like a pretend case study for research or something.”

“At camp?”

“Yes, what do you think?”

“No way! There is no way we are telling a complete stranger what happened. He—” Kyana stops and her expression brightens. It’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen on her face since I arrived. “He wouldn’t be able to tell our parents or Ms. Mo . . . because he doesn’t know them.”

“Exactly.”

“Maybe you could figure out how to work his machine, Ash? Then we wouldn’t even need to tell him anything at all.”

Sneaking around. Breaking rules. “I don’t know. Maybe. But either way, we aren’t going to find any answers here. You have to come with me to camp. It starts tomorrow.”

Kyana deflates. “My mom will never agree to that. She doesn’t do things on short notice. I think it stresses her out.” Kyana’s lips purse but before she can respond, a high voice chimes from the hall.

“Moesha?”

“Hello?”

Two of them.

“Mom!” Kyana and I say at the same time that our mothers enter, their arms folded.

“We’ve been worried,” Mom says. “We left in such a rush,” she tells Ms. Turner, Kyana’s mother.

“Yes, and Kyana, I’ve been trying to get you on your phone for the last twenty minutes. I was worried sick.”

Lucy’s gaze darts between them and Kyana gives her the you-promised-to-be-quiet face. She creaks closed.

“Well?” Ms. Turner says.

“Ashley?” Mom asks me.

“I . . .” I start, then Kyana bursts into wailing sobs.

She knocks into me, head pressed into my shoulder. “The camp,” she whispers in my ear.

Right. I grab the brochure from the ground and find the biggest voice I can muster. “Key really wanted to go to this with me.” I hand it to Mom, who shows it to Kyana’s mother.

Ms. Turner’s brows cinch.

“It’s a really great program, Earlene,” Mom says. “Ashley’s done it every year.”

“Is it . . . safe?”

“Absolutely safe.”

Kyana’s shoulders shake she cries so hard.

“Sweetheart,” Ms. Turner says, embracing her. “Calm down. Is this what you want to do?”

Kyana nods, and sneakily throws me a wink.

“And you’re okay with that? Having her tag along?” Ms. Turner asks me.

My gut sloshes. “Yes,” I manage.

Kyana wipes her eyes but more sobs come.

“All right, all right, child. Calm down. You can go.”




CHAPTER 5

ASHLEY
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It’s Sunday and I’m at the door with my polka-dot fuzzy slippers and a six-pack of orange soda, which I read in the wee hours last night helps calm symptoms related to Available magic gone wrong. I couldn’t find anything about what happens when you actually touch the spirit creatures, but hopefully this will help. I zip them both up in my yellow hard-shell suitcase as Kyana’s mom pulls up outside. I burst through the door before Beverly can say a word and help Kyana out of the car.

“How did it go with your mom?” I ask under my breath as she lugs her suitcase out of the trunk.

“Thankfully it’s been more laughing than crying since yesterday. I’ve convinced her I’m just giddy excited about this camp. Let’s just get her out of here and fast.”

Ms. Turner hands me Kyana’s pillow. “Thank you for letting her come along.”

My mom hurries out of the house, coffee in one hand and keys in the other. She tickles the hood of our car and it sneezes before starting up. “Looks like we’re all ready.”

“And you’re sure there’s no way she can call?” Ms. Turner asks.

“No, unfortunately. The whole point is to be completely off the grid, but rest assured this Enrichment Camp is regulated by the Magick Board. All their camp counselors are students at Hexit University and specially trained by the Board, plus there’s an incredible team of Availables on staff, too.”

Kyana’s mother’s expression crinkles in confusion.

“Availables are the spirit creatures tethered to objects in our world.”

“Like the spirit in the recliner Ashley gifted us with? So there are . . . ​college kids and magical animals in charge at this camp?”

Mom sighs. “I’m not explaining it well, but trust me, there are all kinds of emergency procedures. The entire staff is required to go through rigid security protocol. One year Ash’s cabinmate messed with a spell wrong and caught herself on fire. The cabin Available had her doused and coated in healing salves before the counselors even arrived. There is no safer place for a magic kid to spend spring break.” She sips her coffee and the pillow of whipped cream sticks to her nose.

Kyana plasters on a wide smile. “I’ll be okay, Mom. Really.”

Her mother nods and kisses her on the head. “All right, have a good time.”

They say goodbye and we slide into the backseat. In minutes, Rockford is in the rearview mirror and we’re on open highway.

Kyana suddenly gasps. “I almost forgot!” She gets out her phone and sends a text.

Mine buzzes.

Kyana: Sorry but Magick Midnight kickball is off. I will come up with something fun after spring break. Promise!

Kyana whispers, “Are you sure this Dr. Minzy guy’s contraption is going to help? Maybe he’ll fix me and we can get back in time for the last weekend of spring break and I can still do what Ms. Mo expects me to do.” She hugs herself and looks out the window, and my heart pricks for my friend.

“He’s the smartest wizard there is. And his invention, I’ve been reading up on it more.” I pull a stack of books out of my backpack. I was up all night reading through everything I could find on Minzy and his inventions. “Apparently he gets really into his discoveries, locking himself in his lab for months, refusing to emerge until he’s bent the magic to his will. Once he tried to make a Link translator—a device to let Magicks communicate with their Links in a language just between them.”

Kyana looks at me funny.

“Links is one of the specialties, remember? Animals that pair with their owners emotionally and become an extension of them. Like the ferret Ms. Mo had, and the security squad who investigated PRMA last year.”

“Right,” she says.

“But his Link translator wasn’t working. He was so determined to get it to work, he stayed in the lab for three years. He didn’t see daylight. No friends. No family. The news reported that it was his father who eventually came looking for him, insisting he make himself seen or he’d be presumed dead and all his funding would be gifted to someone else. Minzy is the epitome of dedication.”

She turns to the magazine article I’ve given her about his latest contraption. “And so you think this invention he has for working with Availables is going to help me stop crying?”

“And laughing.”

“Well, I prefer not to get any adults involved if we can. Somehow I feel like I’ll end up in trouble.”

“This isn’t your fault.”

“It doesn’t feel that way. No adults unless we absolutely have to. That was the deal. Even Minzy.”

I nod. “I’m going to figure this out, Kyana.”

She squeezes my hand. “I know you will. You’re the smartest witch I know.”

I squeeze her hand back, and the lull of the car warps time. Before I know it, I’m wiping drool off my face and shaking Kyana’s shoulder to wake her as the car rolls to a stop. When the whir of cars and a long line of tractors pass, Mom gets out and urges us to do the same.

The sun shines over a vast cornfield and I stretch my legs.

“Uh, where are we?” Kyana asks.

My mom opens the trunk and hands us our bags.

“Every year the camp portal openings change,” I say. “This is way better than last year, trust me. It was at midnight in an old junkyard that I’m pretty sure was haunted.”

“Have a good time,” Mom says, hugging me and then pinching Kyana on the arm before hopping back into the car. “See you Friday!”

“Wait! You’re leaving?” Kyana gasps. Her head swivels in every direction until she spots a stream of cars parked down the highway with parents and kids unloading.

“Just follow the path of harvested corn husks,” my mom says. “It’ll halt at the portal.”

Kyana gapes. I grab her suitcase and wave. “Bye, Mom.”

Kyana waves a tentative hand. “Bye, Ms. Martinez.”

Dried husks rustle under our feet as we haul our luggage through the snaking path of chopped-down corn until it halts at a hollowed center in the field. There are lots of other students waiting in line. I keep my head down. Gosh, I hate this part. Kyana stands close to me. When it’s our turn, we step up and I grab my wand and say, “Ooweppe d’yo.”

The ground opens like a trapdoor.

“Ready?” I point to the hole. “We have to jump.”

Kyana’s eyes widen. But she slips her hand in mine and we leap into the portal, plummeting through the air.




CHAPTER 6

KYANA
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My feet hit the ground at the bottom of a pit with rocky steps carved into its wall. Blue sky shines above us as I climb out of the portal, and my feet touch sand. Thick, humid air coats my skin in a layer of sweat immediately. The cornfields are long gone, replaced by the most beautiful beach I’ve ever seen. A tropical oasis stretches out in front of us with a hilly landscape wreathed in palm trees. I blink, hard. The wide waxy leaves cluster together like a Christmas wreath laid flat on top of a tree trunk.

“Those trees,” I say, unable to stop gawking. “They sort of look like a UFO landed on a Popsicle stick.”

Ash laughs, shouldering her bag, and we trudge forward over the soggy sand.

“First time to the beach?”

“How’d you know?” I wink. “Was camp here last year?”

“Nope, it’s always a surprise.”

The place is so breathtaking. I’ve never been on a vacation like I see in the movies. Momma would love it here. The air is thick and sticky but the breeze is nice. “I don’t know Ash, it looks like this week is going to be pretty sweet.” I smile, which feels a bit foreign as of late. And I’m suddenly reminded of the tickle and sobbing problem I have. “Assuming things go . . . well.” I gulp.

“Let’s hope,” Ash says, and my gut wriggles with nerves. She doesn’t sound as certain as she did this morning.

We follow the crowd of campers emerging from cavernous crevices around the island past maps on giant wooden stages. We pass under a welcome sign. Beside it is a notice:

Omper Island remains a safe space for magical wildlife. No poaching, hunting, fishing, or logging allowed.

Omper Island? Never heard of it. What continent was that on exactly? OMG, am I in a different country? A thrill buzzes down my spine. Momma would love it here. Memaw, too.

A staff member wearing a bright green tee with a picture of a weasel holding a wand on the front waves a clipboard in our direction, steering the crowd of students streaming onto the island to a path through a ring of trees.

In the distance there are rooftops poking through the bright island shrubbery. We pass tennis courts, a batting cage, basketball courts, a massive sand pit with a volleyball net. A huge sign for a zip line stops me in my tracks. I’ve always wanted to try that. Ash pulls me along. Past the rec area, the buildings and names of places begin to look oddly unfamiliar.

There’s a Links Lodge, which is a collection of huts in a fenced-in area; a Charms laboratory, which is the only multistory building I’ve seen; and a boxy building with large windows. Inside it I see all kinds of potions equipment. Next there’s a domed building covered by a silver web, like someone threw a giant fishing net over it. Its sign reads, Available Atrium. Ashley dips out of line for a better view. The final specialty building we pass is a sprawling one-story for students who are skilled at General Spells. The walk is long, and there are a whole host of courts and pits for activities I’ve never heard of. I gawk at everything, wishing I could send Mom a pic.

The crowd skirts meandering bike trails, a large pond called Weasel’s Watering Hole, and a cluster of bushy trees, different from the UFO ones. These have bright red leaves, and hammocks between their branches. Red drips down their trunks and the smell of burnt copper wafts past.

“Is that blood?”

“Ah, a bloody oak,” Ash says. “They’re harmless.”

“Bloody oak sap!” I recognize the name from a potion recipe for healing severe wounds.

“Yeah,” Ash says. “The whole tree is quite useful. Available spirits drink tea steeped from the leaves to help them recover from mimicking.” She taps her chin. “I thought they only grew in Winzhobble.”

I point at the unnatural pits dug around the base of their trunks. “Looks like these were transplanted here.”

“Oooo, maybe we will be doing a lot with Minzy’s new invention.” Ash’s expression brightens. She geeks out on this stuff. I’m hoping this camp week is not a complete dud for her, since she’s really only here trying to help me. Once we get me sorted, I hope she can have a good time, too.

We pass a lounge area full of firepits and low chairs. “Ash, I don’t know if I am ever going to want to leave this place.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re impressed,” she says, craning over the heads in front of us for a glimpse of I’m not sure what. “Do you see anyone who looks like Minzy?”

I shake my head and stop to look at a map along the path. Where we are is labeled in bright green, but just above it there’s a red stop sign and the words “Staff only.” “Maybe his office is in there,” I say.

Surveying the map further, I better orient myself. This is the Weasel section, where all the community activities are. There’s a mess hall for eating, several bathrooms, and an oversize cabin everyone is disappearing into. A wooden sign above it swings back and forth.

WEASEL HALL

As we enter Weasel Hall, a staff member in a green shirt stuffs a paper map into our hands and another slides a bag of goodies onto our arms. Yet another ushers us toward color-coded, taped-off designated areas. Each is filled with camp counselors with various color shirts with their sections’ mascots on the front. I glance at the diagram.

GROUPS BY CAMP SECTIONS*

*No reassigning will be done, so don’t ask.

Cablesnake Cottage

Iskoola Island

Skwit Sanctuary

Llama Lair

Ash and I dig the T-shirts out of our bags. They’re different colors—hers pink and mine yellow—and my heart sinks. But before I can say anything, I’m swallowed by a throng of yellow shirts with a funny winged creature on them. Somehow my shirt’s suddenly on my head, and music starts playing somewhere. The crowd jostles me and it’s a bit dizzying. I can feel a simmer of something funny bubbling in my chest. Oh, no. I look for Ash but can’t see her in the mass of pink T-shirts where she disappeared.

Everyone settles and sits, folding their legs under themselves. I pull my yellow T-shirt down over me, my stomach still sloshing at not being with my friend.

“This way, Skwits.” A counselor wearing the same shirt I am motions for the last few entering the building.

“I was in Skwit Sanctuary two years ago,” someone behind me says.

“I was hoping to get something cooler this year. Sometimes they have you actually do a real-life encounter with your mascot. And let me tell you, you do not want to be stuck in a closed building with a swarm of skwits.”

“What’s a skwit?” I ask, unable to help myself.

“It’s this bright yellow bug.” She points to our shirts’ winged creature, which sort of looks like a pudgy butterfly with a big body and tiny wings. “They like to fly around your face and steal your eyelashes. So watch out.”

“Goooooood evening, Magicks!” The same counselor with the clipboard at the arrival portals hops onto the stage, a huge, pink-lipped smile on her face. Her bright blue eyes scan the crowd. She claps a few times until everyone’s attention is on her.

“Welcome to Enrichment Week!”

The whole building cheers and I hear it like a hurricane in my head. The bubble in my chest moves up and I feel a laugh coming. No. Please, not now.

“I’m Camp Director Tealey, lead staff member here at E-W, or e-dub as we like to call it. This is my fourth year at the camp and my first as director.” A squad of Green Shirts applauds from somewhere in the back. “This year’s camp is the most awesomest yet!”

“Do we have dragons?” someone shouts from the back, and Director Tealey’s bright smile cracks.

“Let’s be respectful and not interrupt. No dragons this year. Winzhobble has had the hardest time getting them over, but we do have our well-loved simulator again.” Chatter breaks out. Tealey raises her voice above it. “And we have an incredible special guest with us this year.”

The chattering quiets, heads swiveling in every direction.

Tealey clears her throat. “Dr. Minzy is here, and you’ll meet him when specialty classes kick off tomorrow afternoon. All camp staff are wearing bright green shirts, so should you need anything that your team lead can’t help you with, feel free to ask any of us weasels!” She pulls out a paper like the one we’ve been given. “Before we settle you in your cabins, let’s review the schedule for the week.”

While papers shuffle, the tightness buzzing in my chest is demanding air. I hold my breath and grab my paper when I notice my camp counselor—a lady with brown coiled hair pulled into two high ponytails—staring at me.

SCHEDULE

9A: Morning Chow

10A: Class 1

11A: Class 2

12P: Class 3

1P: Midday Chow

2–4P: Specialty Exchange Classes at Your Leisure or Elective Session with Special Guest *

*See full schedule on camp brochure. Spaces are first come, first served.

5P: Bonus Class 4

6:00*–9:30P: Supper Chow & Free Time

*Dragon Simulator building opens at dusk each day.

10P: Curfew

“And the ten o’clock curfew time is sharp. This is a zero tolerance camp . . .” Tealey drones on. As everyone skims the schedule I try for a glimpse of Ashley, but it’s no use. She’s been drowned in the Pepto-Bismol group.

When the air splits with a scream, a tickle hits the back of my throat. Every head in the place swivels to the door. There’s another Green Shirt at the entrance to Weasel Hall, eyes as big as moons, and huffing for breath.

“Tealey!” the staff member pants, their face pale. “The portals.”

Tealey’s grin flinches. “Roger? Do we need to speak privately?”

“They closed. There’s no way off the island!”

Tealey’s face drains of color and the room goes quiet.

What does that mean? Closed like . . . ​how? Panic takes flight in my chest. Then suddenly the tightness in my chest explodes. I burst out laughing, shredding the silence.




CHAPTER 7

ASHLEY

[image: ]


Weasel Hall empties. They tried telling us to stay put, but . . . ​ yeah, right.

“Everything is under control, I assure you,” Tealey shouts while glaring daggers at Roger.

I can’t get out of there fast enough. Portals don’t just close. Could he have been mistaken? When we get to the edge of the water, the cavernous holes that dotted the beach earlier are filled and sunken, like someone poured a mound of quicksand into them.

“Bizarre,” Tealey says, studying one.

“Should we ask Dr. Minzy to look at it?” I ask.

She doesn’t respond, but pulls a wand from her pocket and waves it over the sunken hole. The sand doesn’t move. I tiptoe as close as I can. If the sand was altered magically, it would have an unnatural texture or scent. Tealey’s lips push sideways. “Well, what’s a camp week without issues?” She squats beside the pit and moves some of the sand around, rubbing granules between her hands, and then smells it.

I get as close as I possibly can and step on someone’s toe. They glare at me.

“Sorry!” I scoot over, but closer to the front, and get down on my hands and knees for the best view of what Tealey’s inspecting.

“It’s all consistent,” she says. “Nothing obviously abnormal. Definitely not disturbing the doc with something as trivial as this.” She sets her hands on her hips. “It’s some kind of glitch,” she concludes. “Roger, you scared everyone half to death. This is his first year, you guys; don’t mind him.”

The crowd laughs and the stares shift from strained to curious. But I’m still on all fours, trying to get my own whiff of the scent.

Roger is still beet red, but he smiles bashfully, waving an apologetic hand.

“We will need all the staff to stay behind so we can get working on this,” Tealey instructs. “Leads, take your teams to their cabins and get them settled in for the night. Classes start bright and early tomorrow.”

As the crowd disperses, a hand closes around my arm.

“Ash!” It’s Kyana.

“Skwits, huh? I heard meeting them is the worst.”

She grins then wriggles, and I recognize the squirm right away. “Oh dear, it’s flaring up again.”

She nods, chuckling between cupped hands.

As I stand I get a sharp whiff of a fresh citrus scent. I inhale deeper. Orange? I look for where the smell is coming from as Director Tealey walks closely past. It’s her perfume.

“Ash!”

“Is everything okay, Kyana?” her camp counselor asks as the Skwit campers group around us, waiting with shouldered bags to head to their cabins. Their eyes rove over me curiously.

Kyana tugs at her clothes. “I—I’m fine, I think. I just . . .” Her eyes water and she mouths, “Help.”

Oh dear. “Uh, she’s fine.” I grab her bag. “She just really needs to go to the bathroom. I’ll bring her to the Skwit Sanctuary cabins when she’s done.” I shake my map and walk off, dragging Kyana with me and ignoring the burning glances.

When we’re alone, Kyana whispers, “What happened?”

“The portals closed.”

“Meaning . . . ?” Kyana says.

“Meaning no one else can get here. And no one here can leave.”

“It’s a glitch, though, right?”

I purse my lips as we approach the bathrooms. “That’s what Tealey said.”

“You think she’s wrong?”

“I know it.”

Kyana gasps when a microphone is shoved in her face. She relaxes a bit when she sees it’s attached to a familiar friend.

“Russ?! What are you—” But I snap my mouth closed when the microphone and camera are suddenly shoved in my own face.

“Ashley Martinez, can you tell everyone watching on MagickNet exactly what happened?” He sticks his head in the view frame. “You’re hearing it first here, guys!”

“Russ, what are you doing!?”

“I’m—”

But before he can finish, Kyana is trying to muffle a giant laugh.

“If you could keep it down a pinch, this thing picks up everything,” he says to her, and I could scream. He turns back to me. “I heard someone say it’s a glitch?”

“Russ, get that thing out of our faces,” Kyana says.

“The larger magical community deserves to know what’s happening here.”

“Since when did you start a MagickNet channel?” Kyana asks.

“And how are you even getting signal?” I say out loud, on accident.

“That you would underestimate my prodigious charm ability saddens me, girls. I thought you were my besties.”

“You’re compromising the secrecy of the location,” I say, deeply uncomfortable at Russ not only breaking a rule, but broadcasting to who knows where over MagickNet.

“I’m exercising my freedom of speech.”

“Ahahahaha!” Kyana barrels over laughing and Russ grins.

“Started it last week. It’s a good look for me, huh?” He smiles, showing every single one of his teeth. Then he looks right at me.

“Uh, sure. But I’m not interested in any part of that. Or in being on camera, thanks.”

“Fine, fine.” He unzips his backpack and slips the equipment inside. “Seriously, though, Ash, what happened? The portal was supposed to be open until sundown. People are arriving all day.”

“I know.” A chill skitters up my spine.

“What could cause it to close?”

“That’s the thing. Nothing, usually. If the spell malfunctioned, that would usually leave it open, not closed.” And then there was Tealey’s weird perfume . . .

Russ taps his lip. Kyana folds her arms around her head and continues giggling into her arms.

A silver-haired wizard walks past and I recognize the bright, jewel-like eyes and hairy mole on his cheek right away. He looks just like his picture in the brochure. A few campers from the Iskoola group, dragging behind their leader, slip their team and follow him instead. Several stare in awe; others shove pictures in his face.

I freeze. “It’s him.”

Kyana and Russ both look in that direction, Russ fiddling with the switches on his camera.

“As much as I’d love to sign those,” Minzy says to the dazzled crowd, “I’m afraid it’ll have to wait. The portal needs my attention.”

The Iskoola group hangs on his every word and it cinches something tight in my chest. Imagine being that good at magic. My skin tingles. Maybe one day.

“I just want to ease everyone’s concern,” he continues. “Everything is going to be fine. It is, as Director Tealey has assessed, likely a glitch.” He smiles and the gleam in his eye is contagious.

Suddenly I’m walking in his direction, eager to hear what else he might have to say.

“I would like to meet with the counselors at once to go over some safety measures we need to put in place,” he goes on. “Campers, you really should forget about all this and get to your bunks. First night’s spent doing icebreaker games near the firepits.”

“Could Tealey want to smell like oranges because she’s worried about Availables?” I want to ask, but the words stick in my throat. I bite my lip. It could be that she just likes the scent.

As the crowd disperses, fewer eyes prick my confidence. I feel sick, but I open my mouth. Out comes a squeak. I clear my throat. “Dr. Minzy.”

But he doesn’t look up from the device he’s using.

“Ash?” It’s Kyana. “Were you gonna talk to him about, you know—”

“Uh.”

“Oh, hello there. Was there a question you had?” Minzy meets my eyes.

“Uh.”

Kyana nudges me.

“Nope. Not now. There’s the portal crisis to solve. It can wait for tomorrow.” I turn and rush off.

“What was that?” Kyana asks.

“I don’t know! I’m sorry.” I bite my lip again.

Kyana sighs. “It’s all right, Ash, I’m sure the idea of talking to someone you admire so much isn’t easy.”

“I literally feel sick.”

“What were you going to say?” Her eyes narrow.

“I was going to ask him about the portal . . . ​There’s something off about it. And I think . . .”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t know exactly what I think yet.” Which is why I don’t need to be bothering Dr. Minzy. “How are you doing?”

“My ribs are sore from all the laughing.” She guffaws, and I can’t tell if she really thinks it’s funny or if it’s the curse. I loop my camp bag onto my wrist before grabbing Kyana’s stuff as well.

“Let’s get out of here,” I whisper. She needs to keep her head down before someone realizes she’s not laughing by choice.

Russ hurries our way, his orange lanyard swaying back and forth, the image of a white cablesnake on its front.

“Here’s this,” he says, handing us each lanyards. “I went back inside to get mine, saw your names, and grabbed them, too.” Ash’s badge is pink with a red-winged iskoola, the bird’s short beak stretched wide in a smile. And mine, yellow, with the fluttery skwit.

“Thanks,” I say.

“You good?” he asks Kyana.

“I just hope we can”—she looks at me like she’s deciding something before she finishes the sentence—“figure out this portal thing soon.”

We walk around the perimeter of the camp, past some kind of pit with raised bleachers. Beyond its tall walls, some creature growls so loudly I walk faster.

“Ugh,” Kyana says, scraping something slimy off her leg. “This stuff again. Ugh, it stinks like the ocean.”

Available goo? It’s said most can smell a spirit creature coming in our Realm because the gooey texture they’re coated in has a briny scent. Wait. “Kyana, where did you get that?”

“It’s been on me since the thing happened at PRMA. I thought I got it all off, but it keeps appearing in new places.” She skims her skin with her thumb and shakes the gooey substance onto the sand.

It knocks the wind out of me. “We have to get back to the portal.”

Kyana says something to my back as I dart off, but pieces of the last day or so are clicking together in my mind, forming a picture that makes my heart stutter.

If Tealey wearing orange juice for perfume is an indication she’s worried Availables are involved . . . ​then there could be gooey evidence. It takes a bit of sly sneaking, but I get to the beach with Kyana not far behind. Back on all fours, I inspect the sand, this time not for textural differences but for the globby residue Availables leave behind.

“What are you looking for?” Kyana asks, but my mind is running full speed to a conclusion that sends a chill up my arms. I widen my search circle and inspect other sunken pits. Part of the issue with Tealey drawing that conclusion so quickly is that she only inspected one portal. There are two dozen or more filled holes on this beach.

I inspect several and nothing appears awry until I reach the one Kyana and I came through. Globby wet lumps of sand trail from the shore toward the center of the island. I grab a glob of sand, squishing it with my fingers to be sure it’s Available goo and not a jellyfish trying to camouflage itself.

“What is it?” Kyana asks.

“The same stuff as on your leg. That goo is a residue left behind by Availables when they’ve been using magic for too long.”

“What kind of magic was the one who grabbed me using?”

“Probably something to help him pierce the Realm barrier.”

“But how could the goo get here, too? Unless they were trying to break—” Her eyes widen.

“Exactly. Help me see where it went.” I follow the trail of slimy footprints. They disappear at a rim of trees that hug the camp.

Kyana thrusts a branch in my face and gooey, salty-smelling stuff drips from it in globs. “On the trees!”

My heart rams in my chest. I take her hand and crouch low, staying on the trail as the globs get thicker the farther into the island we go. The trail leads us around the entrance to camp, sticking to the island’s perimeter. Soon the sounds of camp can’t be heard anymore. Then the trail juts sharply ninety degrees toward the center of the island.

By the time we get there, a thirst scratches my throat. A small clearing at the heart of Omper Island is wreathed in bloody bushes. Each sits inside a hole that appears to have been freshly dug in the earth, so also transplanted here. But a statue of a wizard at the center of the clearing is sunk so deep in the dirt, it must have been here for years. The stone wizard is brandishing his wand, and beneath him a giant W is carved into the base of the statue. Kyana inspects the base closely, slides her fingers along it, then holds them out to me.

“More goo.”

I gulp. I just don’t know what to make of this. Availables are usually friendly, not aggressive. The one at PRMA seemed like a fluke. Now, I’m not so sure. And where did the one who left all this goo come from? Did it travel through the portal with us? I work a bit of goo between my fingers and hold it to my nose. Its briny smell isn’t as pungent as the globs on the beach. It isn’t as fresh.

“Ashley, say something. Please, you’re worrying me.”

“Well, I thought the Available traveled from the beach to the center of the island. But these drier globs with a fading scent were deposited before the ones on the beach.”

“Which means?”

I stare at the drying glob in my hand. “The Availables didn’t travel through the portal with us and then hide in this forest like I originally assumed.” I hug myself. “They were already on the island. In this forest. And they came out to the beach when campers showed up.”

Kyana blinks.

“It definitely isn’t a glitch. Tealey is wrong.” It’s disappointing that our camp leadership isn’t more competent. “Minzy will realize it, I’m pretty sure.” If he follows the clues here . . . My tongue pokes my cheek. Should I tell him? The thought makes me feel sick again.

The incident at Ms. Mo’s suddenly doesn’t seem so accidental.

“Hey, guys, wait up!” Russ comes gallivanting through the forest, camera on. “Geez, you guys move fast.”

I groan, Kyana bursts out laughing, and Russ flashes a cheesy grin. He cracks some dumb joke and I don’t even hear it. An Available trapped us at Enrichment Camp. Could there be another explanation? My stomach flips. I know the answer.

Kyana is hunched over laughing, not by choice. Russ grins intermittently at his camera and I want to shake him by the shoulders. Kyana was attacked by a spirit creature, but that is only a piece of the puzzle here.

“Key, are you one hundred percent sure about what happened at Ms. Mo’s?” I ask. “The Available was definitely trying to hold on to you?”

“Definitely,” she says between chuckles.

“Sorry, Ash, I’ll stop distracting Kyana.” Russ dusts himself off, as proud as a peacock.

Then I’m right. An Available tried to grab Kyana on purpose and now another Available, or maybe the same one, has trapped us here. I bite my lip.

“Ash, something’s wrong,” Kyana says. “I can see it in your face. You have to tell me.”

Russ’s microphone bumps me on the chin. “Tell us, Ash, what’s going on?”

“Uh . . .” Dr. Minzy commanded the crowd, kept them calm, assured them he would figure this out. I blow out an even breath. I’ve studied Availables but nowhere near as much as he has. Everyone listens to him because he has all those clever contraptions and “Doctor of Magick” following his name. He has earned his big voice. I scrub a palm down my face. How ridiculous would I look trying to give Doctor Minzy advice?! Running from him earlier was the best decision I made tonight. The back of my neck flushes as I remember. I wish I could shrink. He doesn’t need me telling him anything. He’s probably already two steps ahead of me. And I could be wrong. This would be a really big thing to be wrong about. Unease sticks me in the ribs. I bind my lips and push Russ’s microphone away.

“We’re just really lucky Dr. Minzy is here,” I say to my friends.

“Come on, tell us what you think,” Russ pushes.

“Turn that thing off, Russ, geez!”

“Really, Ash, we’re your friends. At least tell us what you’re worried about.” The red record light on Russ’s camera fades.

“Fine, but this stays between us.” I take a deep breath. “I think an Available closed the portal.”

Kyana swallows. “So you’re saying . . . ,” she whispers, “something wanted to . . . trap us here.”

I nod. “And with you being attacked—”

“Wait, Kyana, you were attacked?” Russ asks.

“That’s why she can’t stop laughing. And crying.”

Russ kicks rocks. “I thought you thought I was funny.”

Kyana bursts out laughing and I suspect it isn’t the effects of the curse this time. “We have to do something.” She shrugs nervously, then straightens and clears her throat. “We will investigate the portal ourselves.”

“You will?” I ask, wholly confused. I didn’t know Kyana knew anything about Available magic.

“Well, no, but you can, right? Someone needs to make a decision here. We can’t just do nothing. I’m—” Shoulder-shaking sobs steal the rest of her words.

I know it in my gut: Availables trapped us here on purpose. But why? It has to do with whatever happened to Kyana back at Mo’s.

Maybe if I was sure, then I could say something to the counselors or Minzy? If I had proof. I need to find it.

I dig out the six-pack of orange soda still in my bag and hand it to Kyana. “Keep this on you, and drink some when your symptoms get bad. Orange is supposed to help repel Availables, but some of the old tales I’ve found about it suggest it can help with anything Available related. Hopefully that includes curse symptoms. If you run out, find whatever you can with orange flavoring. It should help. Russ, take Kyana to her cabin without alarming the counselors,” I say. “I’m going to start looking into this tonight!”




CHAPTER 8
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“Good night!” Ash says, waving, and Russ and I begin to make our way back to the shore and then toward the cabins. The entire walk I tell Russ all about what happened at PRMA, how Lucy was really freaked out. Then I give him the play-by-play of how we followed the goo globs from the shore to the forest clearing at the center of the island.

By the time camp comes in view, Russ is still jaw-dropped.

“Are you feeling all right now?” he asks, and I can tell he’s looking to me for some kind of assurance.

“Everything is going to be fine,” I tell him before we stop at a cluster of Cablesnake cabins with bright orange roofs and two small windows on either side of the doors. It takes me a moment to realize that the low voice I hear is coming from the door.

“Cutting it close to curfew, aren’t you, buddy?” the Available tethered to Russ’s cabin says, the frame along the top of the windows bouncing. The cabin’s door swings open.

“Try to get some sleep,” I tell Russ.

“Me? I’m not the one with an overactive funny bone and tear ducts. You’re really going to be okay?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“All right, good night.”

I follow the gravel trail that traipses from Russ’s orange-roofed cabin through a thicket of trees to a yellow-roofed cabin with arched windows and lace curtains on them. A winged skwit is etched into the chartreuse door.

“Almost all the bunks are taken, so scoot along, pumpkin!” The lace curtains flutter over the windows as the cheery Available swings her door open. “I’m Hannah, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Hannah. I’m—”

“Oh, I know just who you are. Kyana from Park Row, who saved that school. I heard some campers talking about all you did last year! I happen to have a connection to Park Row, too—my good friend Lucy got tethered there. We’re friends from way back in Winzhobble. I’m glad to know one of her stickies!”

“Right, um, thanks.” I stare at my shoes, then hurry inside the cabin, the largest of three with yellow roofs, where I’m greeted by a dozen girls with warm smiles and curious stares.

“Are you taking this one?” a girl wearing a shimmery bronze hijab asks me, indicating the last bottom bunk left of a bunk bed.

I sniffle. Oh gosh, not now. But it’s too late; the sniffle turns into a chorus of sobs.

“It’s okay! Really . . . ​take it.” The girl smooths the covers, smiling apologetically.

“Sorry, I’m—” I blow into a tissue and it feels like my brain is trying to come out through my nostrils. “I’m not sad. It’s, uh, allergies. And the bed’s all yours.” I toss my bag to the top bunk and climb the ladder.

“Oh, all right then, if you’re sure. You’re that witch from Park Row, aren’t you?”

I meet her eyes and I’m sure I look like a deer caught in headlights. Hers are soft and kind. “Yeah . . .”

“I heard all about what you did last year, to save your school.”

“You did?”

She nods. “I’m a Potions witch, too.” She sticks out her hand. “Meeha. Nice to meet you.”

“You as well,” I say, gulping down the weird feeling in the back of my throat. The way she looks at me reminds me of the glint in Ms. Mo’s eyes.

“You made it,” my camp counselor with the cute coily pigtails says. “I’m Miss Rhonda. I don’t think we officially met.” When she notices my tear-streaked face, she says, “Oh, Kyana, are you okay? Have you ever been away from home before?”

“It’s allergies,” I say flatly.

“Oh, well, okay then. You let me know if those allergies get any worse.” She winks. “Now that everyone’s here, we’re going to do a little icebreaker.”

All I want to do is climb in bed and not embarrass myself again. But she beckons for Meeha and me to join her along with the others. And so we do.

Just outside our cabin, the dozen or so girls gather at the firepit. Miss Rhonda empties a potion vial into the pit and a flame erupts in the center. Marshmallows are passed around. I hold mine out on a skewer toward the fire. Some of the kids talk to each other; it’s obvious they’ve known each other for years. There are a few others who pick at their clothes or a rogue thread on their shoes, avoiding everyone’s eyes. Then there is a pair of twins with long red braids draped over their shoulders. They sit facing each other, playing sticks with their fingers.

“I don’t know anyone in our cabin either,” Meeha says. “I do have a friend, one of my neighbors, in Cablesnake.”

“One of my best friends is in Iskoola.” I smile at Meeha.

Miss Rhonda tosses a stuffed skwit at one of the kids. “Before we dive in, let’s get to know each other. Say your name, a fun fact about yourself, and what magic school you attend. Then toss the skwit to someone else.”

One of the twins starts. They are from Vermont and this is their second year at camp. One’s specialty is Links and the other is in General Spells. The skwit flies across the group and Meeha catches it.

“I’m Meeha. This is my first time at camp. I specialize in Potions and attend Larchmont Magic Academy in Orange County.”

“Where?” one of the twins asks, twisting her red braid around her finger.

“California, duh,” her sibling retorts.

“Why don’t people from California say California?” the first twin grumbles. “No one knows all the places in that giant state.”

“Thank you, Meeha!” Rhonda says, raising her voice above the rising tension. Meeha’s turned her attention to her lap.

I nudge her with my elbow. “Don’t worry about it. Some people are just crabby. You’ll find your people here.”

She smiles bashfully and I hope my attempt at fixing that for her helped. She didn’t ask. And yet . . . ​I felt compelled. She hands me the skwit, and I urge down the lump in my throat.

“I’m Kyana, I do Potions, and I attend Park Row Magic Academy in—”

“Rockford, we know.” The twin folds her arms.

“Angela, let’s try to be gentler with our words.”

“ ‘Angela,’ ” she mocks, “ ‘let’s try to be gentle.’ ” She laughs.

I sniffle. No, no, no. But the tears come.

Rhonda hops up. “That’s it, madam. E-dub is about celebrating our larger community. You will be serving detention tomorrow during first class to think more about that.”

Twin Girl folds her arms with a huff. “I hate it here. Every time.”

Her sister doesn’t say anything and the group’s glances land back on me. I toss the stuffed toy before I’m prompted to talk again.

The introductions finish and I wipe my cheeks to hopefully stop getting so many weird looks.

Miss Rhonda reviews the schedule that we were given at the welcome. “Your class schedules are mixed so that you get to socialize with other campers. Pay attention to your schedule on the back of your lanyard. And remember, Dr. Minzy’s classes will be in the afternoons. But because of everything going on, he won’t be meeting with students tomorrow.” She smiles. “Use that time to pop into a specialty exchange course. When else do you get to play around with other specialties?”

The disappointment in the group is palpable.

“Any questions?”

We sit in awkward silence.

“Go on. Anything?”

One of the girls who has spent the whole time pulling at her shoe, even as she told us that she was from South Carolina and this was her first year here, speaks up. “Is everything okay with the portal?”

All gazes slide to Miss Rhonda. No one moves.

“I’ll be honest and tell you more than my peers want you to know, because you deserve the truth. You are some of the brightest minds in magic. And we are a team.”

I lean forward.

“The portal closing is very alarming to all the staff here. Our leader, Tealey, is confident she can get it repaired, but we aren’t sure what caused it and what could prevent it from closing again. Dr. Minzy is going to forgo classes for a bit to spend as much time as possible helping us figure this out. We’ll keep you posted.”

“So it is serious,” the girl from South Carolina says.

“Very. But of course we don’t want you to worry. I just want you to be informed.”

Do they know an Available is behind it? The question hangs on my lips as Miss Rhonda dismisses us for bed.

Inside, Meeha lingers at the edge of our bunk. “Are you worried?”

“A little bit,” I say, desperate to be fully honest with someone.

“Me too.” She gets in bed. I climb up to my bunk and watch out the window for Ash, but there’s no sign of her. I lie back and dab my rubbed-red eyes as I glare at the ceiling. Soon the room is dark, save for moonlight streaming through a window, and I listen to a chorus of snores. Ashley always talks about how Availables are friendly, that it’s not in their nature to be unkind. So then why would they trap us here? Maybe it isn’t about us at all. Maybe it is truly a glitch and everyone is just spooked.

I’m still tossing and turning under my covers when a rock hits the tiny window beside my bed. Ash waves at me from the other side of the glass and I undo the latch, peering down at her.

“Can you get me in?”

I look around and spot a similar push-out window where the bathroom is. “That way.”

I grab my flashlight, climb down from the bunk, and slip into the restroom. Then I unlatch the window and push the glass out. Ash hoists herself up and into the bathroom, landing with a thunk on the hard tile floor.

“Oop!” she grunts. She’s covered in sand and her pants are wet and a little bloody.

“What happened to you?” I whisper as loud as I dare. I shine my flashlight to see her better.

“I retraced all our steps.”

I swipe the blood with my finger and realize it is sap. “So? Anything?”

“I couldn’t find any more goo. And get this, the goo that I had a sample of, from your leg? It’s all dried up.” She turns out her pockets. “I thought maybe I’d just fess up and tell the counselors, but what would I even show them?”

“You’re brilliant, Ashley. If you tell them something is wrong, they’d be dumb to not listen.”

“That’s easy for you to say. Everyone listens to you after what you did back in Rockford. As they should! But no one has any reason to listen to me. My community project didn’t even get off the ground.”

“It didn’t? But it was so good.”

She shakes her head and updates me on how the design had flaws. And how the project was put on hold, even though they said her project was the most advanced they’d ever seen a witch her age do.

“See?! That part!”

She shrugs. “I better get to my cabin. I saw some counselors out looking for me. We’ll put our heads together tomorrow. What’s your first class?”

“Charming Cheats,” I say, recalling from reviewing the schedule with the group before bed.

“Okay, I’ll make sure I’m in that class, too,” Ash says.

“It’s too bad we’re not in the same cabin or group.”

“I know. We were supposed to be. Something goofed up with the last-minute registration. But the invite arrived late, so how was that my fault?”

“It’s okay.”

“I don’t like it. First I drag you here, we’re trapped, and now we’re not even bunked together.” She shrugs again before pushing the window open.

Ash slips back out the window and I return to my top bunk bed. I lie back down, not feeling super amazing either. I try to think of something to say to lift Ash’s spirits tomorrow. Instead, I lie there sobbing for what feels like forever, and I’m unsure if it’s the curse or it’s from dread that I’ll be stuck like this forever.
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Morning comes with a crow, and it startles me out of sleep.

“What are chickens doing on an island?” I murmur groggily. No one answers. The whole cabin is empty. There’s a little note beside my pillow from Ash.

You can say you’re sick if you’re not feeling up

to it today.

See you in class, maybe!

Ugh, I came all this way. I want to be in my first camp class. I check my schedule to see which building the class is in, throw on clothes, and sob through brushing my teeth before rushing out the door.

Charming Cheats is packed. I look for Ash or Russ, but realize he wouldn’t be in here. This class is super-easy charms for non-Charms students. Meeha might be here. I scan the room for her bright smile, until I see Ash waving, hand tucked to her chest. She and Meeha are at a table together.

“This looks fun,” I say, forgetting my out-of-whack emotions for a moment.

“Kyana,” says a familiar sugary voice. It’s the boss lady Green Shirt, Director Tealey. “Welcome. I was very thrilled when I saw that you’d begin your day with me, out of all the staff. You’re not too late to get started. Maybe one of you can fill her in?”

Meeha and Ash update me on the charm we’re doing—FakeAwake, which is supposed to make you look awake but allows you to actually sleep in class. It sounds easy enough.

“Just don’t boil the toad water by mistake—it’s like having ten cups of coffee, my mother said,” Meeha says, and I laugh, a genuine one this time.

“Do you think you know what all you need to do?” Ash asks, sliding a branch of chiouga root to me.

“I bet she does,” Meeha says.

I blow out a breath. “I think so, yes. I have to boil the chiouga in the lemonade mixture, stir until it thickens, then say the spell four times rapidly followed by two times very slow.”

“Yes,” Meeha says. “And don’t forget to enunciate every syllable.” She grins bashfully. “I always forget that part.”

Sounds simple enough. I stretch my neck and flex my fingers. My chest doesn’t twinge with tickle. And I haven’t sobbed since flossing. Maybe the curse is wearing off? Maybe I’m in the clear? I grab the root and submerge it in the yellow lemonade. I stir until its sprawling hairs start to break into pieces in the pot. The yellow mixture resists as my wand circles the cauldron.

“Yumma yoo lalee okay. Yumma yoo lalee okay. Yummy yah—” A tickle wriggles in my chest. My grip on the wand slips. I burst out laughing, and the lemon mixture browns and the whole pot catches flame.

I yelp.

Meeha shrieks.

Flames glow in Ashley’s widened eyes.

Giggles rock my chest, and I’m so overcome I barrel into the table and fall on the floor. My ribs ache. Inside I’m sobbing, but outside I am rolling on the floor making a momentous fool of myself. Stop, just please stop. Ash crouches beside me, fright dug into her expression. I try to say something but the only thing that comes out is a spitting guffaw.

“Come on, up.” Ashley lugs me up and I realize she’s shoving my bag at me. I’m grinning ear to ear (and dying inside miserably) but I get her drift and shove my hand into my bag of potions, feeling for a short, stubby vial. My hand closes around the glass and I unstopper the BurnOut potion and pour it on the flames. They extinguish with a hiss, leaving a singed, ashy mess all over the table.

“Kyana!” Tealey rushes over and I blow out sharp breaths. With each one, the tickle clawing at my insides eases.

Tealey gapes at the table, then works her wand in a big sweeping motion over the mess, muttering a spell under her breath. When she finishes, the table looks brand new. She tucks her wand in her usually prim ponytail, which has become disheveled in the process, and plants a hand on her hip. “This surprises me from you.”

I twist the end of my shirt around my finger.

“You’re Kyana from Park Row?”

“That’s me.” I dig the toe of my shoe into the ground.

“Holy cow, girlie. Your name is known from Rockford to the azul shores of Winzhobble. I honestly expected better leadership.”

Great. I feign a smile. Ash stands closer to me.

“It was just a mistake, Miss Tealey,” Meeha says. “Anyone could have done the same. We were joking earlier, and she laughed when saying the spell.”

“Yes, well, we need to be more careful. Following directions exactly is going to be required if you plan to participate in Dr. Minzy’s special sessions later in the week. The invention he has brought is not one to miss.”

Ashley stands up straight as a board. Our eyes meet.

I steady myself on the lab table, the world spinning. I’m not sure how many more days I can deal with hiding this.

“His elective classes today are still canceled?” Ash asks the floor.

“He’s swamped figuring out the portal situation and”—she stiffens—“everything that’s requiring. His work is very precise and takes an inconceivable amount of focus. We wouldn’t dare interrupt.”

“Have there been any developments on how the portal closing could have happened?” Ash spoke so low I’m not sure Tealey heard her. I repeat the question to help out my friend.

“None that I can share. You all just enjoy camp.” Tealey paints on a smile and it’s so plastic it shines.

Ash nudges me with her elbow, but I’m too consumed with Tealey’s last words. I can’t “enjoy camp” like this. My emotional outbursts aren’t as frequent as they were the last couple of days, but they’re much more intense. It’s impossible to make good and right decisions every single time and hold this imploding disaster all together in my hands. How can I be the good leader I’m expected to be? I can’t even simply enjoy my spring break like this.

Meeha gathers up her charm and Ash puts the finishing touches on hers. I shoulder my bag. We’ve gotten distracted with the portal issue but that has to wait. I need to get this curse figured out now. Starting with finding out all I can about why an Available would curse a kid.




CHAPTER 9

ASHLEY
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“Key, it’s okay,” I say. The droop of her shoulders lodges a brick of guilt in my gut. I can’t imagine how she must feel. Maybe she should have played sick. She looks like she hardly slept. I mean I didn’t really, either, and I’d never wish my exhaustion on anyone. My head still throbs and the bright lights in the room aren’t helping.

I line up my charm ingredients to try another simple one from our list. My hands move mindlessly; I’m still bugged by the worry that kept me up all night. The girl in my Iskoola cabin who sleeps in the bunk above me kept asking if I was all right. Her name’s Caroline, I think. I didn’t want to be rude so I just ignored her, pretending to be asleep.

But truly I lay there, trying to think of ways to prove Availables are in fact behind the portal being closed. And it occurred to me that if I blow the whistle and things spiral out of control . . . ​we have nowhere to go! We have no way to get off this darn island. I know Kyana needs a fix for this curse she’s under, but something tells me understanding why and how the portal was closed is the key to figuring out how to help my friend. Besides, I won’t even have a shot at seeing Minzy’s invention for another two days. In that time I could have proof an Available is trying to trap us here.

The thought feels like hands squeezing around my throat. I pull out the spell book I borrowed from Kyana’s things. It was her memaw’s. I started reading at sunup and didn’t stop until class started. I have one idea, but I don’t know if it’ll actually work and I need Kyana’s help.

My mind wanders to the creatures tethered to each of the cabins: Hannah at Kyana’s Skwit cabin, Georgina at my Iskoola cabin, and the others. They are stuck to the cabins, so it wasn’t them. But would they know something? Could they have overheard something? Perhaps I should make another trip to the forest. But the Available goo from yesterday is probably already dried up. I’m holding my head in my hands when I realize Kyana’s halfway to the classroom door.

“Wait.” I catch up to her and dig out orange gummy candies from my pocket. “Try these.”

“Where did you get them?”

“Breakfast chow, actually.”

“Strange breakfast food,” she says before tossing them into her mouth.

“They also had lima beans upon request, which was even stranger.” I lead her back to our table. “I have a plan. Look here.” I show her the steps for a repair potion that seems simple enough, especially for a talented Potions witch like Kyana. We can do this together, I think.

Ingredients

Potion base

Lion mane

Unicorn sparkles

One obsidian egg yolk

Two bunches of wild parsnip

Dash of wolf’s fur

Squirt of cablesnake venom

Directions

Mix the first three ingredients over low heat with a steady clockwise stir until the potion has reduced by half. Then add the remaining ingredients, all at the same time. Sneeze twice, convincingly. (Magic knows when you’re faking it.) And do a jig. Any dance will do. But do it with your best effort. Before singing “Mruntina fwa’l do’ju” twice, once in falsetto and once in your best baritone, allow the potion to cool to—12 degrees Celsius under moonlight. Once the potion has reduced down to the size of a stick of gum, it’s ready.

“We can use it to try to repair the portal,” I whisper. “Didn’t you have some lion mane extract in that bag of yours?”

“Maybe. But—” She flips back and forth in her grandmother’s book. “I don’t know. This repair potion is for small things, not something like a portal.”

“It’s the only option we have.”

“I’m sorry, why aren’t we working on a cure for this thing I have again?” She takes a cursory glance around.

“I think they’re related. One will lead to the other.”

“Well, then, start with . . . the curse,” she whispers. “It’ll lead us to the portal issue.”

“We should do it the other way around, Kyana. We know more about the portal closing. We know that it was done by an Available. We know where the Available resides on the island. We know that we were intentionally trapped here. If the Available who wanted us trapped here finds out we are on to them, what will they do then?”

She shakes her head, then cackles. She balls her fists. “No, if Minzy is working on the portal, that’s all the more reason for us to work on me.”

I sigh.

She does, too.

“Please? It’s one potion, ” I plead. “That portal has to open for more than one reason. If things get hairy on this island, we have no way to get out of here.”

“You don’t think someone’s already tried this?”

“It was still broken this morning, so no.”

“I guess they could have done it wrong.” She flips the tome over, checking the title. “And Memaw’s book has all kinds of spells lost to time.”

“There are a bunch of repairing options here if this one doesn’t work.” I thumb through the pages. “Let’s get out of here and try.”

“Fine,” she says, but she sounds a little short. “I’ll ask to go to the bathroom first. Then you, two minutes later.”

“Meet at the Potions building?”

“Deal.”
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Tealey doesn’t question it when I ask to go to the bathroom. Outside the Potions building I spot Russ fidgeting with his microphone, banging it against his palm.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“It’s being weird or something.” The light stutters, then blares bright. “There it is.”

I stuff down a sigh. Russ is focused on the most insignificant things right now and it’s kind of annoying. “Uh, Kyana and I were up all night trying to figure out what to do about this whole portal and Available mess. We—”

“Me, too.”

I blink.

“My channel was flooded with comments I had to answer.”

“How are you getting a signal out?”

He rocks forward on his toes and whispers in my ear. “All I needed was a charm to open a signal through the Realms to my specific channel. Took months to make. I’ve been working on the charm since my first year at Mo’s. Functions like two cans on a string between me and MagickNet only. But if I use the magic for too long at one time, I risk it being picked up by the Magick Board.” He tugs at his collar and lowers his voice. “And it’s not exactly legal in this Realm.”

“Russ!”

“You wish you could make your own charms, huh?” He winks.

I roll my eyes. “No. Kyana and I are working on . . . ​You know what? Never mind.” I leave him standing there and enter the Potions building. It’s a maze of labs and brewing stations. Cauldrons of every imaginable size are piled high on shelves in each room. There are walls full—top to bottom, racks upon racks—of potion jars filled with substances in every texture and color, some I recognize from the index in one of my potions books and a bunch I don’t. The mix of smells is almost nauseating, but the thrill of seeing so much potential for magic all over this building makes my heart thrum. And I’m not even a Potions witch. I reach toward a glittery green jar, then stop when I spot a door labeled Supplies at the end of the hall. I hurry to it and twist the knob, but it resists. Locked.

Russ jogs down the hall to me.

“Seriously, Ash, everyone in my comments seems so concerned,” he says. “The word is spreading that things are awry at camp. And Magicks everywhere are tuning in to hear updates. I had a dozen followers yesterday—now I have a few hundred.”

“Good for you, Russ.” I jiggle the knob but it still doesn’t give.

“Here.” He scoots beside me and I shuffle aside. “Ooweppe d’yo,” he says, and sparks burst from his wand tip. The door flies open.

Duh. Why didn’t I think of that? Heat rushes to my cheeks. I guess Russ can be useful when he wants to. “Thanks.”

He trails inside after me, going on and on about all the people he’s connected with and all their tinfoil-hat theories over why the portal closed. Apparently some think the portal inverted itself and is just working in reverse now. If they were to dig a hole, they’d come out on the other side, wherever home is.

Yeah, or they’d end up buried alive. “Russ, I’m trying to focus on finding—”

“Russell? Is that you?” a Green Shirt calls, and I spin to find Dr. Minzy on their arm.

I stop, hands feeling for my pockets. Evidence, I should have evidence by now. I bite my lip, then shove Russ toward them. “Find out what you can without giving away what’s going on with Kyana! Hurry.”

His mouth screws up in confusion but he jogs in their direction and I close myself inside the supply room. It’s bigger than Mo’s shop at PRMA. A maze of boxes and bins keeps me busy until the door opens again. It’s Kyana.

“What took so long?” I ask.

“I actually had to go to the bathroom,” she says, and I chuckle. She does not. “And then I got stuck in there crying. I decided to hide out until it went away.”

“I’m sorry. I really think if we can figure out why the Availables wanted to close the portal, we will be able to suss out why they tried to grab you.”

“I don’t know if I care why. I just want it gone.” She sets down her bag. “Ignore me. What are we looking for again?” She takes a look at her grandmother’s spell book. “Oh, right.”

I go back to sifting through boxes. Kyana sorts through a wall of plants with every shape and style of leaf. Some nip at her fingers, but she moves in and around them with confidence, like a witch who knows what she’s doing. She’s helping but she’s silent, except for a sniffle here and there. Her entire mood has shifted. The sulk of her shoulders. The way she doesn’t say a word to me.

“Are you okay?”

“Do I seem okay, Ashley?”

“Sorry, wrong question.”

“No, I’m sorry. You’re just trying to help.” Kyana exhales sharply. “Here’s the wild parsnip and lion mane—found them over there on that botany wall.” She checks the book again, flipping through a few pages. “I don’t see unicorn sparkles, and there are no substitutions for it.” Her lips purse. “But I should really get going. I am going to grab some books to read up on Availables.”

“I brought a bunch. You can borrow whichever you want. But I was expecting to work on this potion together. Quickly. Before things could get worse.”

“Worse!? How could things possibly get—” She rubs her temples, then a single tear trails down her cheek. She growls, smudging it away.

“Sorry, that came out wrong,” I say.

She grabs the spell book and starts checking the ingredients. “Let’s get this over with.”

“In class this morning before you arrived, I overheard Tealey say there’s a smaller supply room in the General Spells building.”

Kyana folds her arms.

“Second class just started,” I go on. “We should hurry, before someone realizes we’re missing.”

“I’ll check there myself and link up with you later.”

I shift on my feet. I could go with her? But Kyana’s folded arms make my stomach slosh. “All right, thanks, see you in a bit,” I say, holding open the door. But she doesn’t respond.




CHAPTER 10

KYANA
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The locked door to the supply room in the General Spells building is no match for my purse of potions, but inside, magic is not much help with its empty shelves. On the floor of the closet, box upon box appears to have been rummaged through. I kick the door. This is a bust.

A scritch pricks my ears and I jump, expecting to see some sort of critter. But instead I find melted dollops of chocolate, which have spilled all over the floor. I step backward and knock into another box of chocolates. Squishy, soft chocolate mushes all over my shoes and the hems of my pants. A hograt pokes its tiny little head out, scurries to grab a chocolate with its tiny little raccoon hands, and disappears through whatever crack it came out of. Gross. Covered in mess, I feel tightness welling in my chest but fight the tears. And I know it’s not the curse this time. I don’t have time for this!

I head back to Skwit Sanctuary. When Hannah spots me, her lace curtains draw together in question.

“Shouldn’t you be in your second class? Is everything all right?”

I stuff my hands in my pockets.

“Oh, you look like you’re about to burst into tears! Should I call Miss Rhonda?”

“No! Please don’t. I, uhm, just need to get cleaned up.”

She swings the cabin door open. “Third class of the day should be starting by the time you make it back over. Or if you’re needing some downtime, you can hurry over to the mess hall. You’ll be first in line for lunch and I hear the specialty item is lima bean pizza today.”

My gut lurches. “Gross.”

“Not to your liking, huh? Good.”

Unsure what to make of that, I rush inside and throw on a fresh pair of jeans and toss the ones with soiled hems in my laundry sack. I stare at my bed. I’m tempted to crawl under the covers and pretend all of this is not happening. But I picture Ms. Mo’s face if she were to catch me and hurry back out the door. I run smack-dab into Ashley and Russ.

“Watch it!” I snap.

“Sorry,” Ashley says. “Are you eating your candies?”

“Ate them all,” I snap again. “Sorry, Ash. I’m frustrated—not with you, I guess, but with this whole situation.”

Russ’s gaze darts between us.

“I can only imagine,” she says. “We’re going to fix this.”

How?! By fixing the portal?

“All right, that’s it,” Hannah says. “One of ya missing your first full day of classes is unfortunate. Two is a coincidence. Three is a conspiracy. What are you trio up to?”

“Uh, nothing,” I say. “We were just hoping to be first in line for lima bean lunch.”

Russ dry-gags indignantly as I pull us out of earshot of the Skwit cabin. Once we’re in the clear, Ash turns to Russ. “So, you learn anything?”

“Minzy told a Green Shirt something too low for me to hear and was gone right after. No dice.”

Ash, reading my confusion, explains. “He saw Dr. Minzy but couldn’t get a chance to talk to him.”

I turn the vial of lion mane extract in my hand. Think. Where can I find unicorn sparkles? So I can get this portal investigation out of my hair.

“What do you need that lion mane for?” Russ eyes the dark blue liquid in the glass. I fill him in on Ashley’s plan with the most convincing team-player voice I can muster.

His brows slash downward.

“Just tell us if you know where we can find any unicorn sparkles, please,” I say. So we can get this over with. “Actually, maybe I can ask Meeha if she brought some.”

“Who?”

“This girl in my cabin. She’s a Potions witch and knows who I am somehow.”

“Everyone knows who you are. Every time I show a shot of you on my channel, the views go wild. Actually . . .” Russ massages his chin in thought.

“Watch it or you’re gonna have to start paying me for my time,” I say.

“Seriously, guys,” Ash says. “Russ, any ideas? We need to figure out how to repair the portal.”

“Why not use a repair charm? Charms are simpler to do if you have a skilled charmist, which I am delighted to assure you you do. They require far fewer ingredients to make than potions and there aren’t as many steps for mixing, which means less chance of making a mistake.”

Does that mean I can spend my time focusing on the curse? “That sounds great!”

Ash folds her arms. “Aren’t charms temporary? By definition, they give an object a temporary emotional aura or change. We need the repair to be permanent. A potion makes more sense. Their effects last far longer and most of them are permanent.”

Russ shakes his head. “You’re thinking about it all wrong. Once the portal is open, even temporarily, we can use it immediately to get off this island. It doesn’t need to work after that.”

“Hey, I love charms, and I know them well,” Ash says. “But I also know their limitations. I don’t know if a temporary charm is the wisest choice in this case.”

“Look,” I interrupt, “we just need to pick something and be on the same side.” So we can move on to more important things like my waffling emotions.

“I am ninety percent sure he’s just trying to show off.” Ash huffs. “I’m not concerned with ego here. I’m thinking about what makes the most sense. You actually agree with him?”

“If I had time to think about it for longer than a second, I might! Potions are notoriously difficult to make and perfect. That part’s true. It could take all week.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. No need to start taking shots,” Russ says. “It’s not my fault charms beat potions every time.”

“This is what I get for speaking up,” she mutters.

I realize they’re waiting for me to tell them which direction to go. “Uh—” I peek at Memaw’s spell book to look over the steps again, resigned to choose—repair potion or charm. The repair potion Ash chose isn’t too hard. Especially with the twist Memaw taught me how to put on it. But the ingredient list is steep. And it has to cool to a certain temperature. That could take all night or days, depending on how hot it is when the sun goes down. “Uh, let’s go with the charm, Ash. It’s quicker. What does the repair charm require?”

Russ flips his camera on and taps his mic. “Actually, I happen to be well practiced in repair charms,” he says to the screen. “I have Kyana here, the Kyana from Park Row, and the plan currently is to repair the portal so you lovely worried folks out there can see families reunited soon.”

My insides do cartwheels and I feel sick.

“You okay?” Ash asks.

I gesture at Russ and roll my eyes.

“I feel the same way when he has that camera of his on,” she whispers, and I don’t burst her bubble that that isn’t the only reason I want to barf and hide under the covers for the rest of the week . . . ​or maybe forever, if we don’t get rid of this curse.

“Russ, focus!” Ash says. “What do we need for the charm?”

His video light blinds me, brighter than the sun.

“Molinoir dust?” he says. “It’s used in most repair charms. I should have the rest of the stuff in my cabin.”

“Great,” I say, eager to wrap this conversation up and get to the Available lore books I’m itching to flip through. “Was there molinoir dust in either supply closet?”

“Doubt it,” Russ says. “It has to be used fresh from being harvested.”

“Pollen from iskoola beak flowers has molinoir dust. They thrive in tropical climates,” Ash says, slapping a skwit buzzing around her face. “But who knows how long that will take to find. It’s almost midday chow. Green Shirts will be looking for us.”

We start walking toward the mess hall.

“We’ll do the charm tonight,” I say. “Somewhere secluded and private once everyone’s in bed.” I glance at a map we pass. “Russ, meet us between the Dragon Simulator building and Llama Lair cabins after lights out. That’s the most remote part of camp.” I turn to Ash. “Those books you said I could borrow—are they in your bag?”

“Uhm, yes.” Ash digs out three magical encyclopedias and hands them to me. I stick them in my bag and the knot between my shoulders unravels a bit. I may not sleep after I lead our charm escapades tonight. But I’m going to find whatever there is to learn about Availables touching humans.

Russ shoves the microphone at me and it bumps my lip. “And tell us, Kyana, how are you feeling with everything happening?”

I set a hand on my hip. How could he ask such a question? Does he not see what’s going on? Tears stream down my face, my stomach muscles clench, and I let out a few strangled cries. Can’t he tell how I’m . . . ​My insides gurgle. The world tips sideways and a burning rushes up my throat. I bend over, my palms slamming my knees, and barf climbs out of me. The books tumble to the ground. More tears try to come as sadness moves over me like a thundercloud. Unsure what to say, I pick up Ash’s books, tuck them under my arm, and walk away.
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I eat lunch solo. A few of my cabinmates wave and say hi, but I’m not in the mood to talk. I spend the time reading as fast as my eyes will go, searching out anything and everything about Availables in the books Ash gave me. Ash’s books are a fair help for general Available knowledge, but there’s nothing in the contents about curses.

When lunchtime finishes, I head to my class, which is held in the Potions building. The line to the front doors is wrapped around the building. This is a waste of time. Precious time I don’t have. I ditch the line and head back to Weasel territory, searching my map for a library. There has to be a library at this camp. I find one that’s not too far from the rec sports area and hurry that way.

Thankfully, it’s open and no one asks for proof I’m allowed to be there. I slip between the rows and skim the spines. A tickle nudges my ribs. I literally could not be in a worse place for making noise. I manage to find a few books on Availables in the magical history section. A bright green marshmallow creature is on the front of one. The other has a plain cover with nothing but a shiny W. I take them both, slipping them into my bag, and finish skimming the other rows. By the time I’m done, I’ve grabbed two more books about Availables, one on general curses, and another on ancient magical history.

When I exit the library, I see Miss Rhonda, arms folded and foot tapping.

“You are one distracted camper and hard to find. I’ve been looking for you all day.”

“Oh?” I draw circles in the ground with my shoes.

“Yes, no one saw you at your morning classes and I taught your third class—you weren’t there, either. So I checked with Hannah, thinking you might be under the weather, but you weren’t in the cabin. So I was on my way to Medical to see if you’d gone there.”

I hold up a bag of books. “Sorry.”

“Hey, I get it. I’d live in a library if I could.” She pats my shoulder, then looks pointedly at me. “There is no wandering the island. You should be in a class, following your schedule, if you are able. If you don’t feel well, let someone know you’ll be missing, next time. Can you do that for us?”

“I can.”

“Good, I’d hate to have to issue a detention.”

“No need, Miss Rhonda.”

She sends me on my way, and I book it to catch the end of my bonus class.

Russ spins in his chair when I enter. “How’s it going today?”

“Fine, I guess. Our absences are being noticed.” I set my books under my desk.

“Did you get in trouble?”

“Almost. Which is why I’m here.”

“Have you seen Ash?”

“Nope.”

“I saw her when we all split before chow. Not since.” He cracks his knuckles. “Ready for tonight?”

“Sure. I’m going to try to finish this assignment and get dismissed early.” I turn my back on Russ and get started. Today’s bonus class is a mildly interesting charm-dissecting class. A baseball mitt and a colorful box with all kinds of wacky designs sit on the desk in front of me. Ribbon is glued on every side and there are large yellow buttons on the top. I turn it in my hands and steal a glimpse at Russ. What on earth am I supposed to do with this poorly wrapped Christmas present?

At the top of the sheet of directions are the words “Reduction Charm.” I read the instructions, which explain that each element of the design is a different ingredient of the charm. Unlike potions, Charms can be a mix of other charms, raw ingredients, and spoken spells. That part makes sense, but my eyes start to glaze at the next paragraph. I read it ten times before massaging my temples and glancing at Russ again. With the mitt on one hand and a wand in the other, he swishes and flicks his wrist at his box.

Pop!

The box flies high in the air, toward the ceiling, then disappears from view, and two eggs fall back down in its place. He catches them, and the staffer gushes over Russ’s perfect dissection.

I am utterly lost. Eggs? I thought we were trying to dissect a charm. I shove my items away and get up from my desk. I’ve never even tried dissecting a potion before. Any other day I’d probably love to really get into it. But I’m focused on one thing—leaving without a massive disruption.

When the supper chow bell rings, I can’t get out of there fast enough. But I’m not hungry—my stomach squirms with nerves about tonight. Still, I gave my word to my friends that I’d help them with this repair potion. Being a leader isn’t about doing what you want—it’s about keeping your word to others. I skip supper and curl up in my bunk in my Skwit cabin with my books, hoping to find something about this curse that I can use to help me get well.




CHAPTER 11

ASHLEY
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“Ow!” I swat the skwit on my cheek a bit too hard and my face stings as I try to crouch lower in the brush outside the mess hall, which Dr. Minzy entered exactly forty-seven minutes ago. Green Shirts eat after everyone else, the hour before curfew. I slip out of my hiding place, checking the position of the moon. I have to meet Russ and Kyana near Llama Lair soon. But I keep thinking if I can catch a glimpse of Dr. Minzy working with his Available contraption, wherever he’s keeping it, I can figure out how it works. And see if it indeed could help with our Available problem.

The sticky humid air glues my shirt to my back and I wedge myself deeper into the bush, its branches poking my ribs. The rest of the day today sped by and I spent a lot of it ruing Kyana’s obvious frustration. But fixing the curse can’t be worked on until we know what this Available who trapped us here wants. That’s the first step.

When I finally stopped sulking over my friend’s frustration, I dragged myself to my specialty lab in the afternoon. They demonstrated a basic charm that was mundane but fine. Then they gave us a word search worksheet to do for the rest of the class. And every time I asked a Green Shirt for something else to do, or if I could go to the specialty supplies instead and poke around, I got a sharp no. Enrichment Week was never this bad in previous years. And I can’t even believe I’m saying that. Classes are running according to plan but nothing about this year’s camp feels right.

The mess hall door finally opens and Dr. Minzy steps out. My heart hiccups. I try to stand but my legs go all loosey-goosey. What if he catches me? What would I say? He’d think I’m some clueless kid. I chew my nails until they’re nubs. But when I manage to stand, Boss Green Shirt Tealey appears. Dr. Minzy hands her a box of pizza. She is cracking the box open for a bite before they make it around the building. I follow them around the pond and rec area until they halt at a staff building with a Keep Out sign. They disappear inside, Tealey licking pizza sauce off her fingers. I blow an exasperated breath into my bangs and rush off to meet Kyana and Russ.

Three pink rooftops wreathed in tropical plants come into view as I approach Llama Lair. Just beyond the cluster of cabins is a tall windowless building. It’s far from all the other recreational activities tucked closer to the center of the island and is nearly swallowed by trees. I spot a notice stuck to the large metal doors of the building.

ATTENTION, CAMPERS

We regret to inform you that due to circumstances out of our control, dragon simulations will not kick off this evening as scheduled. Dragon riding lessons are postponed until further notice.

I slip alongside the building and somewhere behind me I hear a giddy yelp.

“Over here.” Russ waves me toward them just as I spot Kyana pulling a long strip of silver duct tape.

“Did you guys hear that?” I ask.

“Hear what?” Russ fiddles with a satchel full of trinkets and charm ingredients.

“That noise. It sounds like someone else is out here.”

The floodlights on the Dragon Simulator building turn off and the darkness in the forest thickens.

“We’re not the only ones ditching curfew, I assure you,” Russ says, cleaning the lens of his camera.

“Kyana, what are you . . .”

She measures the duct tape against the width of her mouth.

“That’s going to hurt when you pull it off!”

“We’re sneaking out tonight to make a charm in the middle of the woods. We can’t afford for me to have a laughing or crying attack. I was going to stay back but . . . ​I can’t let you all be out here doing this alone, even if it is a charm.” She huffs and holds up the tape. “Leading requires grit.”

I then realize she has two black stripes under each eye. I have so many questions. But time is ticking and it’s already past curfew. I rehash the plan and show them a few pictures of the plant we’re looking for. It has green leaves and bright teal flowers that are black in the center. “The black stuff is what we need. It’s grainy, almost like toothpaste, so . . .” I hand them each a vial and Popsicle stick. “We need three or four dozen of these filled if we can.”

“I’m not sure I ever heard you talk this much, Ash,” Russ said.

“Well, maybe if you put your camera away more often, I would.” I stick out my tongue, then giggle.

Russ chuckles.

I almost say, “I’m serious.”

We follow the trail of plants from the simulator building around each cabin area, starting with Llama Lair. There’s thick foliage, but to find the tiny teal plant requires pushing aside some of the heavier bushes. I am able to scrape a half vial of molinoir dust before we leave the Llama Lair area and follow the gravel trail to the nest of Cablesnake cabins. We make sure to keep to the thicket of foliage on the island, sticking to the shadows. When we wrap up there, a thick trail of flowers leads to the Weasel area, right past the building where Dr. Minzy and Boss Tealey disappeared. The lights are off inside. He must be done for the night.

I halt in my tracks when I spot Tealey and the other Green Shirts huddled nearby.

“Curfew is critical,” she says, and I hold every muscle in my body still just to make out their low voices. Kyana and Russ freeze beside me. I point and their eyes widen. Then I tap my ear and no one breathes.

“And the kids must stay on the camp grounds. No wandering the open island.”

A chill tickles my skin and I nudge Kyana in the back for her to keep going. While Tealey and the others finish their meeting we need to wrap up and sneak to our beds.

Kyana nods, pointing toward another bit of bushes that looks promising. But I shake my head firmly. Green Shirts are too close. We need to peruse another area. Kyana seems to get my meaning because she keeps walking, putting the Weasel buildings at her back. Suddenly I barrel into her. Russ keeps going.

“What’s wrong?” I whisper.

She holds her hands over her taped mouth, her eyes widening.

“Russ, wait!” I shout in the quietest whisper I can, Green Shirts still audible in the distance. “Something’s wrong.”

“Wh—”

Kyana gives an earsplitting sob through the duct tape. How on earth her lungs work that well despite her mouth being taped shut is a mystery. I yank her deeper into the trees. And when she quiets I duck a cautious head out. The spot where the Green Shirts were just meeting is empty. My heart thumps harder in my chest. My mind whirs.

“Kyana, you have to go back.”

Russ nods. “They have to have heard. Go throw them off our trail. Pretend to be sleepwalking or something.”

She peels the tape off her mouth with a strained grimace, and I shiver at how awful that must feel. “I’m so sorry, guys,” Kyana says.

She slumps and I give her shoulders a squeeze, wishing I had some more orange candies or soda or something to offer. “Maybe I can make some orange tea tomorrow,” I say. She doesn’t respond.

Russ digs in his bag and I don’t need to ask what for. “I can record everything so you don’t miss a thing,” he says.

“Russ, you really think recording us breaking the rules is the best move?”

“Sometimes we have to sacrifice—”

“Russ, let’s go,” I say, yanking his arm so sharply his fingers drop the tech equipment back in his bag. He zips it up as I face Kyana, who still has a red rectangle of irritated skin across her face. “We’ll gather as much as we can and meet you later tonight.”

She darts off after apologizing ten more times for letting us down.

A hundred things to say to Russ about that camera of his are competing in my mind, but I decide to focus on the matter at hand instead. “You know, if her flare-ups are getting this intense, the Available who grabbed her must have had very strong magic.”

“What do you know about it?” he asks, leading us deeper into the island as if he knows the way.

“Just that Availables don’t want to come into physical contact with humans. It’s a risk for them.”

“I don’t really get why an Available not connected to anything would want to hang out in Mo’s shop anyway.”

“There’s literally no reason an untethered Available should have been in Mo’s at all. It didn’t just spontaneously decide to break through the barrier.” The reality of what I’m saying sends a shiver up my spine. “Availables are nice. There’s got to be some other explanation. We just have to find it.”

With my twelve full vials and Kyana’s and Russ’s, I count twenty total. “We’re almost done, but we need more,” I say, showing him the empty glass we have left.

“We’ve picked the areas around the cabins clean. Where to?”

“We have to go deeper into the island, away from the cabins.”

“You sure?”

I swallow, remembering the last time we were there. “Yeah.”

Russ and I follow the gravel path from the Weasel buildings out to the shore, then trace it along until it cuts sharply to the left, leading us deeper into the island. We travel farther than we did before, giving the clearing with the statue a wide berth. The farther we traverse into the forest of the island, the wider the leaves on the trees are, the trees’ roots reaching across the earth like long bony fingers. There’s no sign of the tiny teal petals we’re looking for. The whole time, Russ picks up clump after clump of seaweed, and after a while I can’t hold in my question anymore.

“Why are you looking underneath things?”

“You guys are always side-eyeing my camera. But I was telling my Gickies—”

“Your what?”

“My Gickies, short for Magickies. You know, my followers.”

I roll my eyes and wish Kyana was here to do the same. “Go on . . .”

“I told them the type of dust we’re looking for and they told me the plants that carry it prefer shaded sunlight. So they usually grow under other plants.”

A retort sticks in my throat. “That’s actually really helpful.”

“Right?”

We spend what feels like forever hunting under every tree, rock, and bunch of seaweed we find, until my fingers cramp.

Then Russ shouts, “Here!”

I rush over and, sure enough, there’s a patch of the green-blue plants. The leaves bristle in the wind, so beautiful they remind me of rippling water. I get out my Popsicle-stick scraper and start filling my vial, then realize there are only a handful of blooming flowers. The whole place looks as if it’s been picked over. “You think the counselors thought of this already?”

Russ’s lips push sideways. “Maybe . . . ​but there are a bunch of repair charms. What are the odds they chose the exact one we want to try?”

“Good point.”

A breeze brushes past us and its saltiness sticks in my nose. My eyes burn from its stench. “Do you smell that?”

“Salty!” He chokes.

Realization knocks into me and I stumble. “Russ!” I pull at his arm, the salt stench growing, burning, warning.

He holds his nose and reshoulders his bag. “What is that?”

The world blurs. “With a smell that strong . . . ,” I mutter, trying to blink the world back into focus. “More than I’ve ever sensed before.”

“More what? Ash!” Russ hugs his bag. “You’re scaring me.”

“Availables . . . here!”




CHAPTER 12

ASHLEY
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“Hurry, slather this on!” I hand Russ a jar of Cousann’s Creole Coconut Oil. “It helps ward off unkind magical creatures from other Realms. By the smell of things, we are surrounded.” I drop my bag and Russ reaches for his camera with timid hands.

“Wh-what do you think we should do?”

“I’m going to tap into the Between Realms to see if I’m right,” I say, a glob of saltiness wedged in my throat. It’s so tangy my eyes water. “You sit tight here, but if it takes me too long to come back, get back to the cabin and—” The words “call for help” stick to the roof of my mouth. Availables are not naturally unkind. I bite my lip. None of this makes sense . . . I’ve missed something.

Russ gulps but nods and I close my eyes.

Slipping into the relaxed meditative state is harder than usual. So I settle against a tree trunk and count backward from twenty. The rustles of the tropical forest around us quiet and a wave of calm laps over me. I inhale, then exhale, and the world darkens. Silence. Nothingness. The scent this time is of rose petals, but its effect is the same. The thrum of my heart slows. I sink deeper against the tree trunk. When the Between Realms comes into focus, it takes a few moments to fill out my limbs. I blink against the black void and look for a squishy, squat body. But no one is there. I tiptoe, a bit unsteady at first, moving through the emptiness. I’ve never gone this deep into the Between Realms before.

I walk until I pass beneath something cold that shudders through me. Suddenly the dark void lifts and I’m back on the island—but some distorted version of it.

Everything’s mismatched in size, tiny things large and large things shrunken. The palm trees are all stumpy instead of tall and towering, with thick bottoms and toothpick-skinny tops, like a Christmas tree with needles only at the bottom. Some trees are so tiny I could pick them up and put them in my pocket. But the foliage that sprawls across the sandy earth is oversize, with waxy petals bent backward like a peeled banana. And the colors! The colors are like a fresh box of crayons—sharp and vibrant. Something fuzzy whips past, grazing the side of my face. Above is a bird covered in purple fur with giant leathery wings and a long monkey tail. Ahead is a thick maze of waxy tropical leaves.

Is this Omper?

But I know the answer. No. I’ve left the Between Realms and entered a new Realm. One I’ve never seen before. I’m fully on their side now. My feet prickle with each step, equally mesmerized and hesitant. The Between Realms gateway hangs behind me like a curtain. The scent of rose petals is gone. This far, I almost wonder if I should run back to the gateway. Kyana. The portal.

“Hello? Anyone?”

I keep walking, careful to skirt the tree frogs roving the ground, clutching skwits above their heads in their spindly fingers. “Excuse me,” I say. and one winks its giant green eye at me. I swallow, but place another timid step in front of the other. Suddenly a break of light illuminates the darkness up ahead. I hurry nearer, and halt when I spot glowing masses of pudgy flat bodies, in every shade of blue. I still. Availables.

I ease closer to their huddle. Muffled voices talk over one another.

A meeting.

My heart ticks faster. I’m in someone else’s world now . . . ​ and I don’t know who they are and if they’d like me here.

I strain, and their voices come in clearer.

“You did,” one says, with a sharpness that ricochets through me. “The human’s name is Kyana.”

They’re talking about Kyana? My Kyana! I crouch down low, hiding myself in the green landscape, and try to see who exactly is speaking.

“You touched her! Don’t deny it now.”

My heart hiccups and I clamp my mouth shut, hoping they didn’t hear me gasp. The Available who tried to grab Kyana in Mo’s shop.

“The rest of you may go,” another Available says. He emerges from the crowd and I can finally make more of them out, individually. This one is a dark shade of red. “But you, you come with me.” The marshmallow body that lingers behind him is a deep blue. The color of the sky after a long hard rain. I slap a hand over my mouth. Jake? The Available I talked to days ago when I was safe at home before any of this chaos started.

The others disperse. A few vanish in a burst of light. Others hover along until they are specks in the distance. A few even whir past me toward the veil to the Between Realms. I follow the angry Available and the other with him until we come to a clearing where the trees disappear and the brown earth morphs into soft blue sand. Water laps the shore with gentle waves that glisten emerald, then lavender, changing their hue and color with each rhythm of the ocean.

“Do you have any idea of the gravity of what you’ve done? We don’t touch humans, you know that. Explain yourself.”

The Available’s blue shade darkens. “I needed to grab hold of her.”

“It is forbidden! It hurts them and it can hurt you.” He paces in a circle. “It also hurts us. Crossing Realms is a privilege, a gift that we Availables have. There are no other creatures like us. Do you think the king would blink at the chance to take that freedom away from us? To force us to work in the jewel mines like the others or be caged like the eweglies?” His red shade fades to a warm yellow. “Son, what made you do such a thing?”

“They made me.”

“They?”

“You know who I mean.”

Their conversation doesn’t move on for several moments and my mind races. Someone put them up to touching humans, trying to tether to us? But that’s impossible. Availables can only tether to inanimate objects. That’s why it didn’t work. It would never work. It isn’t the way known magic works. I bite my lip, desperate to barge in and say something. But I press back into the shadows instead.

“I had no choice.”

“There is always a choice, Gregory.”

“They have my brother. Your son.”

Now both of their shades are matching tones of gray blue. Limbs poke out of Gregory’s squishy figure. It stretches and out of its blue glow pops a head. He takes a humanlike form with dusty hair and familiar freckled, pale skin and I wonder where he’s getting the image to mimic. The father, taking his cue from Gregory, contorts, joining him in humanlike form as well. When he finishes transforming, dregs of white hair sit on top of a balding head. He wears a funny-looking jacket that’s so long it covers his feet. On its lapel there’s a giant W embroidered in shiny gold thread.

Winzhobble.

The colorful water. The blue sand. Oh, I’ve wandered into the wrong Realm all right. I stumble backward, my heart in my throat. All the stories I’ve read of this place are about refugees trying to leave here because of its tyrannical king. The veil calls to me and I move toward it, my ears perked to the final words of their conversation.

“There’s got to be another way,” the father says.

“Not this time, Dad.”

“Tell me what’s going on?” He sets a hand on Gregory’s shoulder.

“I can’t. It’s already begun. You’re too late.”

I turn toward the veil and run.




CHAPTER 13

KYANA
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I stand at the bathroom sink of my Skwit cabin shoving a wad of tissue up my sniffly nose. It’s drenched in seconds so I replace it with another. Ashley paces behind me and Russ hangs outside the open window. He refused to come inside the girls’ restroom even with everyone asleep. It is almost midnight but I’m wide awake. Fortunately, when I wandered into the group of Green Shirts with heavy-lidded eyes and groggy mumbling, they bought the sleepwalking act. But because of it, they had Hannah lock down the front doors of the cabin. So I lay there and lay there, staring at the cobwebbed ceiling. The longer it took Ash and Russ to come, the harder it was to sleep. Eventually I gave up. Then I heard pebbles hitting the bathroom window.

“Tell me everything, exactly as it happened,” I say. “Don’t skip anything.”

Ash takes a deep breath. “We were filling the vials with molinoir dust when suddenly I sensed Availables—so many of them!—nearby. So I dipped into the Between Realms but it was empty.” She hugs around herself. “Never seen that before. So I wandered until I passed into another Realm—Winzhobble.”

“What!” Tissue falls out of my nose, but all I can do is blink at Ashley. “You wound up in Winzhobble?”

“Shout it louder, would you?”

“I thought it was unbelievable, too,” Russ says. “But listen, it’s wilder.”

“There were hundreds of Availables there,” Ash goes on. “And then I heard them say your name.”

“My actual name?” I cover my ears. Now I’m pacing.

“One of the Availables was getting chewed out for grabbing you.” She explains how the conversation between an Available named Gregory and another Available who was his father went, and it still sounds just as unbelievable. “He said he didn’t want to grab you but he had to.”

“Do you think they’re still after me?”

Ash scratches her head. “I couldn’t tell. It almost sounded like whatever he was going to do he was already done with.”

I can’t breathe.

“The other Availables were not happy that he grabbed you.”

My heart knocks against my ribs and panic takes over. A sob pushes its way from my throat and comes out a hysterical laugh. I hold on to the porcelain sink, waiting for the feeling to pass, my ribs sore from all the laughing.

“I’m sorry, Kyana.” Ash tucks her lip.

“You have to find out what Gregory meant,” I say. “You have to go back to the Between Realms, into Winzhobble if you must, and find him!”

Ash’s eyes widen. “You mean, like, seek a specific Available out on purpose?” she asks in a stunned whisper. “Draw attention to myself there? That is not done.”

“How else are we going to find out specifically why he grabbed me? Maybe he can tell us how to get this curse off me. I’m not sure how much longer I can take it.” I hold up the edge of my shirt, revealing a big bruise on my side. “This is the most we’ve talked about my curse since it happened. Come on, Russ is working on the charm. So, Ash, this is something you’re freed up to do.” Please.

“Ash, I don’t need any help with the charm,” Russ says, shaking the bag full of molinoir dust vials. “I should have everything I need. I can get started tomorrow.”

Ash doesn’t respond. And because she’s my friend I can tell her heart is racing on the inside. Talking in front of multiple people, drawing attention to herself in a big way, is not her thing. She probably feels like the walls are closing in. But I mean, same.

I can’t take the silence anymore. “You guys are always talking about how everyone listens to me. How I’m such a leader. But you won’t listen to me now. I want to find Gregory and make him tell us what he wants and how to get my emotions back in check.”

Ash tugs at my shirt. “Kyana, that’s so dangerous.”

“An Available’s biggest fear is trusting humans,” Russ says. “RotoTex871 was telling me—”

“Who?”

“One of my Gickies,” Russ answers.

“Don’t ask,” Ash says.

“What I think Russ was about to say, what Roto whoever said, is that if I actually cornered one and questioned it,” Ash says, “it would confirm their fears of us. That could backfire huge. Not to mention, we are supposed to be limited to the Between Realms. Today I snuck through the veil and into an entirely different Realm. If anyone were to catch me . . .” Ash goes pale.

“Ashley, please.” How am I supposed to be a good leader if they won’t listen to me?

“I’m sorry, Kyana, I can’t. It’s too big a risk.”

Russ, sensing the awkwardness, fiddles with his camera.

Ugh! She has to see how big a deal this is. Has she even thought about what this is like for me? All I ever hear about is that stupid portal. That’s not why we came here! That’s not why—­

More tears spill from my eyes. And these are salty and warm and real.

Ash digs out another orange candy. “Found this one deep in my pocket earlier today and saved it for you.”

I shove it away. “Orange won’t fix this! Did either of you manage to corner Dr. Minzy?” I ask, my voice cracking. They both shake their heads. Sharp words hang on my lips, my shoulders shake, and I bury my face into my soft feather pillow. I hate this. I hate it so much.

Ash’s lips part, but whatever she was going to say, she swallows it.

“So?” Russ says, looking at me. “What do we do?”

Ashley peels her gaze off the floor and looks at me. Tired lines hug her eyes.

“Everyone’s worn out,” I say. “We should pick this up tomorrow once we’ve all . . . calmed a bit.”

“My counselor said I have to attend my classes tomorrow unless I’m sick, or I risk getting in trouble,” Ash says, grabbing my schedule card hanging from my lanyard. “We don’t have any class overlap tomorrow.”

“Let’s try midday chow,” I say. That will give me some time to ponder this curse on my own.

“Kyana, I’m—” Ash starts, but my head throbs. I can’t listen to this anymore.

“Ashley, get some sleep. You too, Russ.”

If my friends won’t help me, I will just have to do this myself.




CHAPTER 14

KYANA
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I stay up in bed reading until I can’t hold the Available book open anymore. I’ve only managed to get through one from the library. And if I’m going to figure out how to fix this curse, I need to better understand how it works. But I can’t even find a book that mentions it.

When the stir of my cabinmates nudges me awake in the morning, my whole body feels like lead. I lug myself out of my bunk and meet a bright-faced Meeha.

“Ready for day two?”

She has no idea just how much of camp I missed yesterday. “Sure.”

“What classes do you have?”

“Girls?” It’s Miss Rhonda. I throw a blanket over my stack of books. “Quick update on classes with Dr. Minzy. He’s had to postpone our afternoon classes, again. I’m so sorry. He’s hoping that the portal situation will be figured out and he can devote himself fully to everyone tomorrow.”

“So we should pencil in class with him for Wednesday?” Meeha asks.

“Yes.”

“All right.” She shoulders her bag. “See you at chow, Kyana?”

“Maybe.”

Miss Rhonda leaves and I grab the book I fell asleep reading last night. Curious Creatures That Roam the Realms. Availables are unique in their ability to move between the Realms. It’s really interesting, too, how they discovered the ability. It was all because of their hostile king.

Generations ago, when Winzhobble coronated His Majesty Thirty-Eight—grandfather to the current, reigning Majesty Forty—every magical creature in the kingdom was brought before him and was asked to explain how they could serve the kingdom. At the time, Availables lived in all parts of the kingdom; they didn’t really have a localized community or a designated leader. But the pressure of the king’s attention brought one forward. The Available joined the king’s court as an official of Winzhobble and acted as a go-between for the spirit creatures and the king. But as time wore on, the king still hadn’t found any value that the Availables brought to the kingdom, so he issued a decree: They had one year to prove their usefulness to the kingdom. If they did not, they would be eliminated.

Flocks of Availables fled, trying to get away, and a sticky of them wandered into the Between Realms, a place they had always moved in and out of. One day an Available pushed against the barrier of the Realms and a new veil ripped right through. The dark Realm flooded with light and sounds completely unfamiliar to them. They’d found another Realm. Availables began to search for other places where they could take refuge and uncovered dozens of Realms, all of which they could move seamlessly between.

When the king heard of this, he declared Availables were creatures of the utmost value. He changed the rules to encourage Availables to move between the Realms and bring him back information about other civilizations. But the arrangement grew adversarial over the years as the king’s pressure for information on his enemies swelled. Availables were done away with when they couldn’t provide the king satisfactory answers upon interrogation. The relationship between the king and Availables is still strained, at best.

I sit on Meeha’s bunk, pondering. Could the king be pressuring Availables to spy on our Realm? Was that why Gregory tried to grab me? To question me? I close the history book and pick up a medicinal one: Healing Hexes and Curing Curses. I skim the contents for any mention of being touched by an Available, but there is only an unhelpful footnote at the bottom of the page on Availables. Most of the page is about healing Availables when they get hurt.

I skim that section for anything that might be helpful.

Availables have porous skin, which is what makes them susceptible to being tethered. However, their absorbent skin also works as a defense. When attacked, Availables can release a poison into their attacker through the tiny holes in their epidermis. Sometimes this can stave off the attack.

My eyes narrow and I read that again. Availables consider tethering an attack?! I read the spine of the book, then the copyright page. The book was published in Winzhobble, not by Abracadabra Press like most of the other volumes. Hmmm. Lucy made it sound like she chose to be tethered. But she did mention not everyone likes it. My thoughts about how Availables feel about being tethered begin to spiral. I reread the last two sentences and they hit me like a punch in the ribs.

Poison. I didn’t attack Gregory. He attacked me, and it sounds like he could have emitted a poison into me. I flip for more info on the poison, but no manner of searching for the words “Available” and “poison” brings about anything.

I shove the books aside, my stomach churning, and hurry out the door. By the time I make it to Weasel Mess, morning chow is almost done. But I rush inside, looking for Ash or Russ. I wonder if they’ve heard about Availables’ poison defense before. There’s no sign of them. I grab a burrito and banana and rush out to my first class.
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I try to pay attention in my Palette for Potions class. Meeha is enthused, showing me all of her concoctions, but I can’t think about anything other than the poison that could have caused this curse. By the end of class I’m crying uncontrollably, so I put my head down until the room empties. Meeha loiters near my table.

“It’s fine, go on ahead without me,” I say.

She hands me a vial, and on it in slender handwriting is AllergyBuster. “I overheard your convo with Miss Rhonda. I hope it helps.”

I thank her, and when she leaves I add her potion to my bag with the others and drag myself to my second class. It is a complete blur since I spend most of it crying, so I ask to return to my cabin until lunch. On the way back to the Skwit cabins I walk past the cluster of buildings where the other classes are, hoping to get a glimpse of Ash or Russ, but I don’t see them.

When my cabin comes into view, Hannah’s front door swings on its hinges in a wave.

“Back so soon?”

“Yes, I, uh, finished up everything early. And since I’m not feeling good I’m going to sit out my third class. Fingers crossed I feel better this afternoon.”

“Oh, well, of course. If there’s anything you need, you just let me know, Kyana.”

I stop in my tracks. “Actually, can I ask a personal question?”

“Well, all right.”

“When you were tethered to this cabin, was it . . . ​scary?”

Her lace curtains flutter. “Oh, ‘scary’ isn’t the word I would use.”

“Did you . . . ​give off a poison when you were attacked?”

“Well, hold on, who said I was attacked? No, dear, you’ve got it all wrong. My friend Lucy and I fled Winzhobble together many, many years ago. In the Between Realms we met with a representative from the Magick Board who offered us positions in their magical education division. Lucy ended up in a school, and me, here.”

“So . . . so you weren’t attacked?”

“Goodness, who have you been talking to?”

“I read it in my history book from Winzhobble Press.”

“Consider the source, I always say, whenever you’re reading something.” The blinds in one of her windows close, winking.

“And the poison? Were the Magick Board officials who tethered you to the cabin . . . hurt?”

“By golly, I don’t think so! There were healing witches and wizards everywhere. Why do you ask, dear? Is Dr. Minzy having you study up on this kind of thing? His new invention is supposed to be quite something.”

“Uh, y-yeah, sort of.” Gosh, I hate lying.

“Was there anything else you wanted to ask?”

A million things. But I can’t risk Hannah alerting Miss Rhonda or any of the other Green Shirts. At least now I know that Availables don’t have to poison those who touch them. It means that Gregory meant to poison me. He was trying to hurt me. That’s the scariest thing in all of this.

“One more question, actually.” I run the words over in my mind, choosing them carefully. “If you had poisoned the Board members who tethered you, what would have happened to them?”

“I don’t actually know. I’ve heard all kinds of rumors, but I wouldn’t want to spook you.”

Too late.

“I’ll just say they wouldn’t have been okay. After a while that poison would have had its way with them.” Hannah gapes at me. “Kyana?”

I try to respond, but I realize my legs are actually trembling in my boots.




CHAPTER 15

ASHLEY
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On the second day of camp I am determined to make it on time to all my classes. I’m trying not to step a toe out of line so I don’t jeopardize being able to attend my first class with Dr. Minzy, which for the Iskoola group is supposed to be tomorrow, Wednesday. I still don’t know where he’s keeping his invention but maybe I can get a glimpse of it in class. If I can just see it in action, I bet I can find a way to use it to help us with the portal and maybe even the curse.

The day goes pretty well until lunchtime, when everything gets weird.

I arrive late to lunch because I stopped by my cabin for a book on charm troubleshooting that I found for Russ just in case we run into issues with the charm tonight. I look for him and Kyana but don’t see them anywhere. I look for Caroline from my cabin but don’t see her either. I hang around a bit, then decide I must have missed them. With not a lot of time left, I have to rush to get my lunch. But the menu is pretty gross—lots of lima bean–flavored options, way more than yesterday—so the lines are short. (Like, who is giving rave reviews and requesting more options?!)

I get my food pretty quickly. But then Green Shirts arrive and force us to take the rest of our food with us. They break us up into groups and escort us to our classes and stay through the whole thing. I try to stick close to the counselors and eavesdrop. Have they discovered something awry about the portal? Did they find out about the Availables on the island? Why the increased oversight? And where are Kyana and Russ?

During class, I get up for a tissue and take a sneaky glance at the staff’s unattended clipboard. But there is nothing more than a schedule of classes with the Minzy afternoon block crossed out in red. Green Shirts take us to our classes for the rest of the day.

When the staff bring us to my bonus class—Dragon Riding Safety—everyone’s eyes widen, because the Green Shirts depart, leaving us with only the teacher.

“What’s going on?” someone whispers.

“I heard there’s kid-eating goblins roaming the island trying to snatch us and eat us. That’s why we’re trapped here.”

“That’s dumb. Goblins don’t eat people,” another argues. “You’re just making that up.”

“Am I? Goblins eat lima beans. How else do you explain the menu change from yesterday?”

“Not just yesterday,” someone chimes in. “There’s been all kinds of weird lima bean stuff. And all the orange stuff is gone.” They shake their head. “Something’s off. It’s probably goblins.”

“Goblins are real?!” a girl gasps, dropping her tray so hard, her juice spills.

“The orange stuff being missing is curious, for sure,” asserts the kid who started the conversation.

A goblin hasn’t been spotted since the fifteenth century in Winzhobble. Do people read anymore? I move seats. My brain cannot handle idiotic speculation. I’m almost sure part of the reason is that we got caught going into the forest last night, because of Kyana’s scream.

I sit through the rest of the mind-numbing lesson on protocol for climbing scaly skin, emergency exit procedures for dismounting, and how to properly secure a chute for mid-flight departures. Rumor has it there will be an actual dragon visiting from Winzhobble on the last day of camp. But judging by previous years, I’m not holding my breath. Also, I am too tangled in a knot to even be remotely excited about anything.

I raise my hand.

“Yes, Ashley?”

“Is there an update on the portal?”

Every eye in the place is on the Green Shirt at the front of the classroom.

“Sorry, bud, there isn’t. I wish I could say more.” He tidies his clothes. “Please, back to your assignment. You’d hate to miss out on Friday.”

“We really are trapped here,” someone behind me mutters.

“Beats my house,” a kid says, slapping hands with his friend.

I review the flame-retardant features of the caps and robes we have to wear riding, the weirdness between Kyana and me still swirling in my mind. I really want to help her with this curse, but we have to be smart. When the class wraps, I hustle back to Weasel Mess Hall to hopefully find Kyana and Russ. But inside I only find Russ.

I slide in next to him at the table. “So?”

“So?” His camera sits beside him and my stomach gurgles.

“Have you started working on the charm?”

“With the Green Shirts following me around like Roman soldiers? This is the first time today I’ve been able to catch my breath. Besides, I was waiting to hear what Kyana wants to do.”

“Did she tell you anything?”

“I haven’t heard from her all day. Have you?”

“Nope, haven’t seen her.”

“So we’ve accomplished nothing.”

Russ flips his camera on, and I’m out of my seat. “You know what, I’m going to eat in my cabin. Not feeling too great. Get working on that charm, please.”

“You sure? Before we hear if Kyana’s still on board?”

“Why wouldn’t she be on board?”

He shrugs.

“Just start it. You have everything you need.” I hurry off before he can respond.

Back at Iskoola, the cabin is emptier than usual. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen anyone from my cabin all day. Maybe they’re out doing some fun team activity. My mouth sours as I slip under my covers, and tears prick my eyes. Camp has never been great, but this week is a nightmare. And the worst part is that I don’t like the distance I feel between my friend and me. I lie there, waiting in my cabin for a knock at my window or something from Kyana. But it never comes. So I roll myself up in my covers and set my mind on tomorrow.

I toss and turn. Where is my friend? What is she thinking? She hasn’t been able to look me in the eyes since I tapped into the Realm last night. I have to fix this. All of it. The portal. The curse. I invited Kyana here and things have gone from bad to worse. If I don’t hear any updated plans from Kyana, I at least have my class with Minzy tomorrow. I know she said not to involve any adults unless we were absolutely desperate. But I’ve never felt more desperate in my life.




CHAPTER 16

ASHLEY
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Wednesday morning my mind is made up. I’m going to talk to Dr. Minzy about Kyana’s cursed emotions. I skip breakfast and hurry to my first class, determined to get my work done properly and quickly. I do and am allowed to dip out early for class two. With the extra time, I swing by the class where Kyana should be and peer in. I spot her at her lab station working on a potion.

Her gaze moves in my direction, then she does a double take. She waves and my heart squeezes. When her teacher steps into view, I duck.

When I look back again, Kyana has the teacher’s full attention. I check my watch and scoot along to my second class to ensure I’m on time. My second and third classes zoom by and afterward, on my way to midday chow, I spot Kyana heading into Weasel Mess.

“Hey!” I chase her down and curious eyes stick to me. My face flushes with heat at their stares, but I’m so happy to see Kyana I don’t even care. “How’s it going?”

We head inside for lunch.

“It’s going all right,” she says. “Sorry I was missing in action yesterday. I needed some time to myself.” She tells me all about how she couldn’t get a handle on her sobbing so she retreated to her cabin early. And about her conversation with Hannah. “Does what Hannah said mean anything to you?”

“Well, Gregory didn’t seem rude. He seemed . . .”

“Yeah?”

“Coerced, I’d say.”

“Did you look up that poison in your potion books?” I ask.

“Every single one. Not a mention anywhere. The only solution I see is to ask Gregory directly.”

This again. I shift in my seat. We spend the rest of lunch speculating and making a plan to meet up later. I don’t tell her about my plan to talk to Minzy because she might become upset. I’d prefer to get something useful first, then share it with her. There’s also the chance that I will chicken out, and the last thing I need to do is get her on board and my plan falls through.
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Minzy’s class is full of students. The building where the special class is held is not near the other classes or specialty buildings, but near the back side of camp beside Llama Lair and the Dragon Simulator building. It’s a generously sized building with a single room. Bright lab lights and special tables for handling dangerous chemicals give it a hospital feel. There’s a blanketed contraption in the middle of the room. Witches and wizards form neat rows in the classroom. With these two days of canceled classes to build anticipation, the entire class is buzzing with excitement. It’s like no one is even thinking about the fact that we’re literally stuck here.

Director Tealey is present, her pencil tapping her clipboard. She’s a bit more shifty than usual. I eye the clock: class started two minutes ago. Where is Dr.—­

The door opens and Dr. Minzy blusters in, his arms full of books. This is the closest I’ve ever been to him. His silvery head shines, and stars and moons are marked around his ears, neck, and wrist. A familiar gold W is pinned to the lapel of his lab coat, and it sparkles as he leans to whisper in Tealey’s ear.

She whispers back in his.

He nods and her lips tighten before she departs.

“Well, well, Iskoola!” Dr. Minzy booms. “I hope you’ve had an exciting week so far. I’m so sorry we’ve had to miss our scheduled time together the last two days. Before we begin, you may have noticed your lead counselor is very busy today. But she did clear me to give you all an update on the portal.”

I sit up.

“The portal is still broken, technically. But we’ve been able to isolate the problem. It appears to be a minor incident with an Available who got lost.”

Whispers break out, but my head cocks in confusion. When I overheard the Availables talking, Gregory didn’t make it sound like whatever was happening was an accident . . .

I bite my lip, and I raise my hand tentatively before I lose courage.

“Yes, you there, long dark hair.”

“Uhm . . .” My voice comes out a squeak. I can feel the eyes in the room looking at me. I clear my throat but it doesn’t help. “How does an Available get stuck in a portal? Because, uhm, don’t they have to be tethered to things to move through our world?” I twist my shirt around my finger.

“That’s a perceptive question, Miss . . . ?”

Oh gosh, now he wants my name. I want to shrink.

“Her name’s Ashley!” someone behind me shouts.

How do they know that? I don’t dare turn around.

“Ashley?”

I nod.

“Well, that’s the part that still has us perplexed. Maybe someone brought an Available with them from home by mistake? Or—” The lines in his brow dissolve. “Well, we don’t want to get ahead of ourselves.” He strides to the center of the room. “I suspect the situation is fixable. Especially with this contraption here—the Shadowfinder Maximus.” He snatches the cloth from the covered object in the middle of the floor. “Which brings me to what we will be doing today.”

Gasps swarm like flies and I crane for a view between the heads in front of me. Why didn’t I sit in the front?!

“I know many of you have been following my research journey for many years—” he begins.

“You made the Links Launcher!” someone shouts.

“Yeah, and my dad told me that you are the reason potions are studied at the molecular level now, which made Potions a hard-won specialty.”

Minzy’s cheeks are pink.

The crowd cheers and chants.

“The coolest is the Ticker, which keeps track of time in all the different Realms. That was the hardest invention you ever made, I read.”

No, the coolest is his most difficult invention. It took him thirty years and an archaic sleeping potion—the Eraser, a magical device that could remove any trace of magic.

Minzy takes off his watch and tosses it to the kid in the crowd who mentioned the Ticker. “Only fair that you have one if you’ve been following me that long. The Ticker was my third invention. I have a bit of a thing for the Realms.”

He gestures for us to settle down and the class quiets. “I hope this invention will surprise even the most loyal of you. With everything going on at camp, I’ve been working double time on finishing the last parts of this contraption, which is technically still in beta testing. I think it’s going to be just what we need to ensure we get that portal back open.”

I pump my fist and move for a better view in the crowd. The contraption he uncovered looks like a copy machine at the library, but with a giant microscope on top. A seat attached to the side has screens all around it and green goggles dangling beside it.

“What does it do?” someone asks, snatching the question out of my mouth.

Dr. Minzy smooths his jacket and straightens his bow tie. He struts over to the contraption, walking in a circle around it before bouncing his eyebrows. “This here locates magical bugs in every strand of magic.”

So it’s not only for Spirit Magic specialty?

“No, madam, it’s not.”

My cheeks flush. I didn’t realize I asked that question aloud.

“In my earlier research it was, but this is more of a catchall problem solver, which I hope to expand to encompass troubleshooting for every strand of magic. Right now, if you have a potion not working? Pour it in here”—he pulls an arm on the machine and a bowl emerges from a lower compartment and situates itself beneath the arm. The arm drizzles a murky potion into the bowl—“and the Shadowfinder Maximus will run it through the system and tell you the ingredients in the potion, exactly what its properties are, and all the things it can do. It’ll also tell you if anything’s off.”

“And what about Available magic?” I say, forgetting myself. My heart races because my question dances very close to the big question Kyana, Russ, and I have about the curse and the portal.

“It can locate Availables, making tethering simple. It can also release an Available back into the spirit world. And that’s just the beginning.” Dr. Minzy adjusts his glasses before shoving the bowl of potion back inside the machine and tapping several buttons on a screen. “It’s still in testing, so I can’t be sure it works perfectly.”

I bite into my knuckle watching scrambling letters on the screen twist and untwist, until a diagram pops up along with a long list of ingredients.

“Snooze. That’s the sleeping one. That’s not supposed to . . . ​Well, okay, here’s a sleeping potion. There are the twelve ingredients used to make it.” His finger runs along the side of the screen, where there are green and red half-filled bars. “These show you how accurately each step was followed. The moth wings in here, for example—looks like they were a bit short, which is why this bar next to it is red. The twenty-seven clockwise stirs appear to have been done precisely, however. See that green bar?”

Wow. This is huge. Kyana is going to love this. I can’t wait for Skwits to have their class. And technology like this could probably revitalize my community project idea. I slump, remembering how that whole mess ended. Dr. Minzy is so smart. He’s a doctor, for goodness’ sake.

The audience’s eyes sparkle with awe as he goes on explaining and demonstrating the ways the machine works for Availables. “Simply tap the Enter Between Realms button when you’re coated in Cousann’s, or even better, my cutting-edge Minzy brand oil, and—”

All the lights on the machine turn red and Minzy’s mouth pushes sideways.

“Hmm, sorry about that. It should work. There’s also a charms feature. Any Charms students here?”

A swath of students raise their hands.

“I can’t wait to show you what it can do to help you.” He fiddles with buttons and a fishy smell hits my nostrils. Is that from the machine or . . . ? My head swivels in every direction. A few other kids sniff, but most are too starstruck by Dr. Minzy to notice anything.

“Well, I’m not sure what’s going on, but why don’t you all line up and get a closer peek. Then we, uh, should get out of here a bit early and make room for the Skwits coming next. Tealey, here, please.”

I didn’t realize the camp director had returned. Minzy’s mouth is a hard line as he waits for Tealey to meet him. They whisper and I step up for my turn to get a close look at the device. A button is flashing on the screen.

But when only the first half of the line has had their turns, Director Tealey’s plastic bright smile is pasted onto her face. She pulls at the sleeve of her shirt, staring daggers at Minzy.

Is something wrong?

Minzy clears his throat. “Dear campers, forgive me, but it looks like, uhm, I’m needed elsewhere again.”

Something is wrong.

“I want each of you to be able to sit in the seat and try it out. But alas, we are short on time today.” A crowd rushes in front of me to steal a closer look before being shooed away, out the door of the classroom.

I stare, unmoving, at the blinking light. The contraption has sensors, small platelike devices on each side. Is that how it can tell what’s nearby? I inhale and the fishy smell still lingers. It’s odd because it looks like the machine is working just fine.

“Ashley?” It’s Tealey. “This way, dear.”

“Wait.” I’m not missing my chance.

Dr. Minzy is hastily gathering his things. It’s now or never.

“Excuse me, uh, Dr. Minzy?”

“Ashley.” He beams, if a little distractedly. “How can I help you?

My tongue must be glued in my mouth because I can’t find words. I’m standing in front of the Dr. Minzy, the brightest magical mind in all of magic. And he knows my name.

“Uh . . . ,” I manage. “I love you.” What! My cheeks burn hot. Cold sweat breaks out on my forehead and I want to sob. Could this be any more mortifying? I said I LOVE HIM?!?! “Love . . . your, uh, work.”

His smile grows and I expect the walls to feel like they’re closing in, but somehow the kindness webbed under his eyes calms my pattering heart.

“Summoning must be your specialty?”

“Y-yeah.”

“I’ve heard of you, actually. There was a witch the counselors told me about whose family sends her every single year. A whiz in all the classes, very interested in Availables.” He points at me. “I suspect they were talking about you.”

I try to swallow. But can’t.

“I could tell you were bright by your questioning. Most young Magicks don’t know very much about spirit magic. Charms is all the trend these days, but a summoning specialty is rare.”

I manage to nod, still not believing my ears. He’s heard about me?! The counselors talk about me being . . . ​smart!? I’m not sure if I want to jump up and down or vomit.

“Dr. Minzy, we really should get—” Tealey says from the door.

He holds up a hand and she quiets. “Go on,” he says to me.

Talk! “I can see you’re really busy right now. But, uhm, I wanted to, uh, talk about spirit magic more.” I eye the contraption. “And maybe the machine? I had some, uhm, questions . . . about Availables. For research!”

“How about we meet outside my lab here after supper chow?”

“I’ll be there,” I say, and try not to faint as Dr. Minzy walks out the door. Oh my gosh, something is finally going right. I did it.




CHAPTER 17

ASHLEY
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I can hardly focus for the rest of the day. I try to catch Kyana on my way from Puzzling Potions to her next class, but she’s nowhere to be found. The last time we spoke she seemed off . . . ​or something. It’s been an entire day. I enter Weasel Mess Hall for supper chow and my gut sloshes with nerves as I spot Russ at a table and take my tray in his direction.

“Hey, have you seen Kyana?” I ask, setting down my tray of chili cheese fries.

“Yesterday I tried to find her to interview her on how she is feeling with the end of camp coming and still no way to get out of here. I’m doing a panic room series for my channel on what it’s like being here cut off from everyone.”

Of course he is.

“It’s weird because everyone seems pretty chill about it. Everyone’s convinced Dr. Minzy has things under control.”

“He does,” I bark, surprising myself with its bite. “He’s Dr. Minzy.”

“Right, well, anyway. I wanted to get Kyana’s take with the curse and all but I couldn’t find her.”

“I have a funny feeling she’s up to something. She’s been feeling the pressure, I think, ever since saving the school last year.”

Russ strokes his chin.

“Can you find her after supper?” I ask. “I have something else I have to do.”

“Where are you going?”

I update him on my talk with Dr. Minzy, about how he has this incredible machine that is a problem solver and he thinks it’s going to fix the portal. How it helps find Availables, risk-free. I can still hardly believe it. I got to attend a class by Dr. Minzy. And I’m meeting him later.

“That Shadowfinder Maximus is cool,” Russ says. “I had his class today, too. It can take apart charms. Like, actually take a completed homogenous charm and dissect it into its original ingredients.” Russ’s eyes glaze with the same awe the other kids had watching Minzy.

“I don’t know much about charms, but that sounds really cool.”

“It is. I’ve been studying that for the last few summers. And it’s tough stuff.” He taps his foot. “Next series—dissecting charms the Russ way.” His starry gaze only grows wider. “Gickies are going to love it.”

“Russ, can you possibly plan your future for Magick stardom after we figure out how to get us off this island and remove the curse from our friend?”

“Right.”

“So you’ll catch up with Kyana after this and meet me outside Minzy’s building? I think it’ll be good for Kyana to see that we’re making progress, finally.”

“Got it.”

I stuff down the rest of my food, say goodbye, and hustle off to see Dr. Minzy. But then I realize I have a bit of time to kill, so I walk along the shore of the island. I forgot to ask Russ how the repair charm is coming. Shoot. The sun is low, a dusky pink sky is over the lapping blue waves, and I suddenly remember the beauty of Winzhobble. The frustration between Gregory and his father. The kindness of Jake. By the time I reach the building where Minzy held our class, dusk has settled fully on the island.

I cup my hands against a window and peer through the glass. The lights are off inside. I knock on the door, my heart thumping. But no one answers. I knock again, harder this time, and listen for some indication he’s in there and just . . . ​ sitting in the dark? A sigh lodges in my throat. But I stuff it down stubbornly and pound the door harder.

“Ash?” It’s Russ. But when I turn around, I hardly recognize the person on his arm. Someone Kyana’s size with Kyana’s flower-print purse, Kyana’s poofy pigtail hairstyle, and her clothes is standing next to Russ and covered head to toe in oil. Globs of it are puddled on her cheeks, arms, and legs, all over her clothes, and in her hair.

“Kyana, what’s all over you?”

Russ throws up his hands in defense, a black bag dangling from his arm. “This is how I found her. And you wouldn’t believe how hard it was dragging her here, as slippery as she is.”

Kyana’s lips tighten as I scoop a bit of oil from her arm onto my finger and bring it to my nose. “Cousann’s?” I ask.

She huffs a big breath. “I’ve thought about it and thought about it and, well, I’m just going to have to go through the Between Realms into Winzhobble myself to find that Gregory kid, since you won’t.”

I groan. “Key, please listen. That’s so dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing. The Between Realms takes practice. Winzhobble teaches Availables that humans in our Realm are ugly and unkind. If you spook them, who knows what they would do! I’ve heard horror stories. And your emotions are already cursed.”

“Oh, I know. I’ve been holed up in my cabin for almost an entire day pretending to be sick. I’ve read every single book there is on the topic, and there’s no mention of the curse. Whatever lore this is, they’re not writing it down. Gregory is going to have to give me answers.”

“I don’t know this Gregory dude, but his father sounded intense,” I say.

And then Russ says, “You think he’s going to take you seriously looking like a walking, talking booger?”

Kyana is defiant. “Yep, and I’m going all the way.”

My stomach plummets. This is not smart. How do I get her to see? Kyana’s brows smoosh together and my heart twinges. She shines with oil like a glazed pastry, but there is a different sort of glaze in her eyes. Sadness. Fear, maybe.

“I’m so tired of this, Ash. I can’t help, or be a good leader, or any of that this way. I’m useless!”

“Sorry to interrupt, but, uh . . .” Russ points at a pair of Green Shirts heading toward us and hides his black bag behind his back.

They halt, eyeing Kyana with equal measure of curiosity and concern. Then one of them turns to me. “Dr. Minzy doesn’t see students outside of class,” he says. “He’s very busy.”

“He told me to meet him here,” I say.

“I seriously doubt that,” the Green Shirt says, lips puckered like he tastes something sour. “And at any rate, he’s not in his lab. He’s in his research den and he said he’d be there all night.”

My heart sinks.

The Green Shirts’ attention moves to Kyana. For a moment they don’t say anything; they only grimace. A walking, talking booger is hard to look at.

“Uhm, she’s okay,” Russ cuts in, holding up his camera. “We were just being silly. Pranked her for my channel.”

“You should get back to the cabin and get cleaned up, Kyana,” the other Green Shirt says. “Curfew is almost on us anyhow. Ashley, Russell, make sure you are in bed on time as well. These are very precarious times. It’s important we follow all the safety rules. In fact, we’ll escort you.”

“Not needed!” I shout.

“What Ashley means,” Russ interjects, “is, we know you all have better things to do than babysit us. We can get to our cabins, that’s no problem.” He pulls Kyana back toward the walking trail. “Come on, Ash.”

The Green Shirts watch us depart.

When we’re deep into the wooded trail, we duck into the trees and hide.

Kyana slips along back on the trail and I try to help keep her upright. When she falls behind, she shoos us away, determined to navigate the slippery ground herself.

“Oh, here’s this.” Russ hands me the curious black bag he’s been carrying. “The repair charm is finished; it’s in there. And all the extra vials of dust. We had way too much.”

I high-five Russ. “I can’t wait to tell Minzy what we did! Assuming it works.”

“Of course it’ll work.” He covers the mic to his camera. “Wait, why wouldn’t it work?”

Kyana catches up to us. “What are you two celebrating? I told you coming out by Minzy’s wasn’t smart. I should have just gone to the center of the island straight from my room.”

Kyana can’t do this. Dr. Minzy stood me up. Probably not on purpose.

“I’ll do it,” I say, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I can stop them. “I’ll go to Winzhobble again and find Gregory. I’ll do it. Kyana, you’d get hurt or worse. It should be me. I know the Between Realms best among the three of us.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, Ashley is going in by herself,” Russ whispers into his microphone in a funny voice.

Kyana grimaces.

“What?” he says. “It’s just a voice-over. No camera. I figured that would annoy you guys less.” His voice changes again, becoming smooth and suave. “Sorry, Gickies, the other two in this trio aren’t a fan of me showing their faces, apparently.”

“Russ, just—be quiet, please.” I turn back to Kyana. “I’m going. Final answer. End of story. Go get cleaned up.” I consider Dr. Minzy’s device and wish the Green Shirts weren’t lurking. Using his machine would be much safer. But the building is locked and we’re being watched. “And on your way back, stop by Iskoola and tell them I am stuck in the bathroom throwing up.”

“Ash,” Kyana says. “We’re not going anywhere. We’re staying right here.”

“Well, then, Russ, you should oil up, too,” I say, before walking a few paces away to a flat bed of earth. I sit, back to the tree, and with my heart in my throat let my eyes close.

A blanket of crisp cool air wraps around me and I exhale. Nostalgic smells curl in my nose. Today’s are pumpkin spice and lemon. I settle deeper against the bark and the sights and sounds of the forest melt away.

When I open my eyes, the familiar black void stares back at me. My heart patters an easy cadence. I wait for a sound but the Between Realms is silent. No one wanders into the Realm, and once I’m sure the coast is clear, I walk, farther and farther until my feet ache, looking for the veil to Winzhobble. Nothingness raises each hair on my skin. When a light breaks ahead, I stop. A veil rustles in wind. I blow out a big breath and step through.

A sheet of ice passes through me, it feels like, and the scents of my favorite things fade. My head swivels in every direction and I see tangled overgrown flowers ahead of me. I set a foot in the direction of where I saw the Availables before, and a shrill voice pricks my ears.

“Ashley, we’ve been waiting for you.”

Several things happen at once. A swarm of blue light chases away the glimpses of Winzhobble. There’s a scent of lemon on fire nearby as a bone-chilling cold latches onto me. I wriggle in the grip of the Available, kicking. A funny feeling lodges in my stomach, then worms its way up my insides. A laugh bursts from my throat and my eyes glaze with tears. I kick and laugh and cry. The world glows deep, dark blue as more and more Availables grab hold of me.

Until suddenly everything goes black.




CHAPTER 18

KYANA
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“Russ, grab her hands!” I hold Ashley’s thrashing limbs as she laughs hysterically. Her eyes are glued shut, and she’s snoring between laughs, as if she’s having the world’s best dream. Russ holds her wrists and I scan the ground for my dropped bag of potions.

“Ow!” Russ yelps when Ash’s foot connects with his ribs. “Hurry, Kyana. Think of something.”

My bag hangs on a plant where a cablesnake is nibbling on berries. I snatch the bag up and it slips from my greasy fingers. I dry myself off as best I can, covering my hands with sand, then dig through my potion bag.

SureShrinker . . . GlowLo . . . “Where’s my—” My fingers close around a slender bottle with a screw-on cap. I open it and sniff. Cardamom and cinnamon swirl in my nostrils.

“What is it?” Russ asks, grimacing as he tries but fails to dodge Ashley’s flailing limbs.

“It’s a sleeping draft.”

“Wait, she’s already asleep,” he says. “Don’t we need a wake-up one?”

“Uh, genius, if I had one of those, I’d have grabbed it.”

Tears stream from Ashley’s closed eyes, and my own burn. She’s laughing uncontrollably but I know that feeling. It’s not funny at all. It’s frustrating. I close my eyes tight, trying to remember all Memaw said about sleepwalking. Sleepwalkers aren’t asleep but they aren’t fully awake, either. “She’s not asleep.”

“Well, she’s not awake,” he says, ducking under a swinging jab by Ash’s right fist. Like she’s . . . fighting someone.

My stomach twists. And to think I asked her to do this. “We need to hurry.” I try to pry her teeth apart but she’s got a mean bite. So I hold the potion over her mouth, waiting for her next laughing outburst. “Hold her as still as you can,” I tell Russ.

“How does it work?”

Ashley guffaws, her mouth gaping open, and I drizzle the honey-colored liquid between her lips. She grimaces, then licks at it. The rumble of her laughter weakens, then fades. Her limbs stop thrashing.

“I think it’s working,” Russ says.

I hold on to my friend tighter. “I think so, too.”

Ash’s eyeballs roll back and forth behind her lids. She rolls onto her side, cushions her head with her hands, and stills.

“Zzzzzzzzz,” she snores, and I sag against a nearby rock. Russ raises a fist and I bump it as a whistle blares in the distance. It’s Tealey, Miss Rhonda, and another counselor. We’re outside after curfew and past the student boundary. My heart knocks into my ribs.

We’ve been caught.
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Inside the camp director’s office are three chairs and a leftover plate from lunch with a slice of lima bean pizza on it. Ashley, still drowsy, walks ahead and we follow. Director Tealey keeps a close eye on her, then a judgy, squinted one on me. Behind her is another Green Shirt I don’t recognize, then Miss Rhonda, and a camp counselor in a pink shirt, who must be Ashley’s cabin team lead. I feel awful. After all, this was my idea.

“In the chairs,” Tealey says. She rests her arms backward on a teacher’s desk behind her as Ash, Russ, and I sit. “Blake, Rhonda, please go notify Dr. Minzy of what’s happened tonight.”

Miss Rhonda shakes her head at me and the weight of her disappointment sits on my shoulders. The Iskoola Island cabin’s counselor tucks her lips, staring at Ashley another moment, before the pair depart. We’ve ruined their impression of us. It’s just Tealey, us, and the other Green Shirt, who is scribbling fiercely in a notebook. When she finishes, she flips a few pages to one with lots more writing, then nudges Tealey. They share a brief word, and Tealey takes the notebook, clicking her pen.

“We’ll start with you, Kyana. Can you explain why you’re covered in—”

“Cousann’s, to ward off Availables,” I say.

Tealey and the Green Shirt share a glance. “We are well aware what Cousann’s is used for,” Tealey says.

The Green Shirt leans forward. “Why were several collected vials of molinoir dust in your possession?”

That isn’t the question I expected. Maybe those fields of iskoola beak flowers we found had been picked over by them. Maybe Minzy was working on a repair charm, too. Though if it had worked, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, I guess. Ashley, Russ, and I glance at each other, apparently thinking the same thing.

Tealey holds up Russ’s black bag. “This is quite a lot from the island’s supply. Where’s the rest?”

“Wait, so you didn’t pick the rest of it?” I ask.

Russ starts to talk but I shake my head at him. I sort of got us into this mess.

“I’m asking the questions, Kyana.” Tealey tsks. “I really expected more from you.”

That stings. I look down.

Tealey hands the bag to the other counselor and checks off something in the notebook they keep passing back and forth. “And this charm is quite an impressive repair potion,” she says, holding up a vial. She drops it in a trash can.

“I worked so hard on that!” Russ says.

“It’s impressive. But I’m afraid in the haste of whatever you were doing in the forest, the glass cracked. It’s empty.”

Russ rushes over to the trash can and inspects the glass. From where I’m sitting, I can see the vial is practically empty. He falls back in his chair, defeated.

“Don’t listen to her, Key,” Russ whispers when the Green Shirt and Tealey huddle at the back of the room.

Ashley trembles with worry, arms hugged around herself. Her face is flushed and she keeps rubbing the rails of her chair in the same repeated motion.

What happened in the Between Realms? Director Tealey checked her vitals before bringing us in here. She said she was just fine. But I’m not sure if I buy it.

“Ash . . . ,” I whisper, but she only gazes into the distance. Then she squints and I realize she’s looking at the notebook, which they left on the desk. There’s so much I want to say to Ashley. How I’m sorry for getting us in trouble. How forcing this tonight could have really put all of us in danger. How it isn’t fair for Ashley to be sitting here when she counseled patience in the first place. But Tealey’s brooding over us again with her blond eyebrows slashed downward before I manage to get a word out.

“When did you collect these vials?” Tealey asks as she comes back to the desk.

“First night of camp.”

Her lips purse. “And you’re sure about that?”

“Yes.”

“They looked as if they were already picked over by then,” the Green Shirt says under her breath.

Tealey smiles, her edges softening a bit. “What were you doing in the forest tonight?” She eyes each of us.

Ashley doesn’t engage, gaze fixed on the notebook, which Tealey closes and shoves into a desk drawer.

“Someone needs to answer and quickly, or the consequences here are about to get worse.”

Ash’s grip tightens on the chair.

“Relax,” Russ mutters to Ash. “They can’t exactly expel us from camp. We’re trapped here, remember?”

“I heard that, Mr. Watkins!”

A laugh bubbles up my throat, the curse prickling my insides. “Sorry!” I say, pinching my lips to try to keep them under control.

Tealey’s mouth forms a hard line. “That may be true, but we can lock you in your cabins until we figure out how to get off this island.”

“You still haven’t figured out how to fix the portal?” Ashley’s voice comes out like a mouse squeak and my head swivels in her direction. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her talk back to a teacher before. Her tone softens. “Sorry. That just surprises me.”

“Not for lack of trying, Miss Martinez.” Tealey lets out a big breath and takes off her glasses to rub her temples. “We only want to keep you all safe, okay? You almost blew a big investigation tonight. We need you to stay at the camp and not go wandering on the island. This is serious, Kyana, Russell, Ashley. I mean it.

“And this greasiness . . . ​I gather you’ve pieced a few things together?”

I look to Ashley, pleading wordlessly to her to tell them everything she’s discovered. She’s ten times smarter than them; if only they’d listen to her. But I got us into this mess. I’m the leader here; they looked to me to keep this situation under control. It’s my job to decide how to fix this. I know what I have to do.

“I’ll tell you everything,” I say. “But you have to let them go, free of punishment. They’re innocent.”

“Is this true?” Tealey eyes my friends and I bite my lip, hoping they go along with it. After all, it’s almost the full truth.

“Uh,” Russ says, his hands doing something weird behind his back. “Yeah.”

Ash tucks her lips and I mouth, “I got this.”

She doesn’t say anything so I fill the silence instead. “Do we have a deal? It’s not fair to them.”

Tealey inclines her head in agreement. “Tell me everything you know. Even the things you think you know.”

“They were there trying to help me fix the portal. And since we think an Available broke it the first time, I greased myself good. I don’t know a lot about Available magic, but I have the basics down and in case you didn’t know, there’s Availables all over this island, breaking—”

Ash coughs and gives me please-shut-up eyes, then several things happen at once.

Russ shifts in his seat and Tealey gasps, her eyes widened in horror. “What on earth is that?” she yells.

Russ’s hands are wrapped around his camera, the red button blinking on top. He turns it to film himself. “You heard it here, folks. There are Availables all over this island! So you might not know where your kid is, but hundreds of magical creatures from Winzhobble do. This should get interesting, and fast. Don’t miss an update, tell your friends, subscribe!”

“Get that camera!” Tealey yells, and the room explodes.

The Green Shirt dashes for Russ, who is running circles around the room, still somehow chatting to the live screen. Tealey snatches at Russ, and a scuffle for the camera breaks out.

“Ash!” I turn toward her seat, but it’s empty.




CHAPTER 19
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Commotion swims around me, my ribs ache with a burning tickle fighting to come out, hot tears sting my eyes, and a weight sits on my chest, but I gulp down the laughs and sobs with every ounce of determination I have. I grab the notebook from Tealey’s desk and faintly hear someone calling my name.

Their notes on the investigation. I read the first page and the next and the next. Each one taking my breath away. But the pages are lists of questions, incomplete thoughts, half-drawn pictures. They haven’t even finished making a repair potion or charm to fix the portal. Half the pages are scribbles, all starting with “Dr. Minzy says.” It seems they are mostly acting under his direction. Which makes sense. But then why haven’t they done more? Faster? We managed to make the charm and could have tried using it if things hadn’t gone sideways. And Russ hasn’t had nearly as much magic practice as the camp staff should have.

But the next page makes the world sway. Under the heading Top Theories is a long list, all crossed out except for one item, circled in red, which says:

Available is behind the portal closing.

So they have figured out something. And . . . I was right.

Next to it is the word “CONFIRMED” and today’s date. Today? They only learned that that today!? We are miles ahead of them. I scrub a palm down my face, guilt nicking me between my ribs. What if I’d said something sooner? What if I’d offered to help Dr. Minzy? Perhaps they’d be further along in their investigation. I keep skimming and get to the last two pages. My heart skips a beat.

Beware of coming into contact with Availables.

Alpha level risk.

They are more right than they realize. Do I say something now about what happened to Kyana at Mo’s? And what I heard between Gregory and his dad? Would they even listen? My stomach twists as the last hour replays in my head. My shoulders sag with disappointment. Despite all the good stuff that Kyana told them I found, our being out of bed after curfew is their entire concern. So I doubt it. My voice isn’t big enough, I guess. They’re listening to Dr. Minzy. But he isn’t as . . . efficient as I expected.

Tealey’s office is still chaos, as the director and Green Shirt chase Russ around the room. Kyana’s pinned to her seat, eyes glued to me.

Tealey suddenly charges in my direction with her hold tight on Russ’s arm. “Put that down,” she yells.

I turn my back and tear out the last few pages I didn’t get to read thoroughly and ball them in my fist. Then I hand the director the closed notebook.

“Here you go.”

“Thank you, Ashley.” She turns her attention to Russ, hand held out. “The camera.”

“No can do, ma’am,” Russ says, checking his camera, held in an iron grip in his hand. “Thousands of Gickies are watching this and they are outraged.”

She lets go of his arm. “You will do as I ask, or . . . ​or . . .”

“Never. The First Amendment—”

“Does not apply here!”

“Would that be because we’re on Magick soil? Have we left our home country? Do tell, where exactly are we located? You seem to know what everyone wants to know.”

Tealey turns beet red.

My breath sticks in my chest.

“I do not know,” she shoves out between gritted teeth. “No one does. Not even Dr. Minzy. As a security measure.”

“As I thought.” He shrugs. “Then I assume I’m on my home soil. And here, the First Amendment sticks. You’re not getting my camera.” He turns to the screen. “Know your rights, Gickies.”

Tealey balls her fists just as the door opens and Miss Rhonda and Blake come in. They tell Tealey something and she folds her arms. “Understood, thank you.” Tealey digs circles into her temple and grabs a stick of gum from her desk. It’s a brown and beige speckled type of gum and I can guess what flavor it is. Lima bean. I dry-gag, imagining that disgustingness all over my tongue. Bleh! Then its oddness hits me.

Lima bean . . . gum?

After her normal color has returned, she calmly says, “Back to your team cabins for the night, then you’re in detention the rest of the week. When not in detention, you are permitted to go to your team cabin and the mess hall only, where you will eat at an isolated table. All of you except this one.” She points at me. “Miss Ashley, fortunately for you, Dr. Minzy seems to think you’re pretty bright and can’t imagine you skipping classes to get in the way of an investigation. So he’s advised us to let you attend your morning classes and report to detention after lunch. However, if you slip even a toe out of line, it’ll be detention for you, too. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes,” I say, a giggle scraping at my chest. I bite down, determined to hold it in.

“It’s for your own safety,” she repeats, as if that justifies her trying to steal Russ’s camera and locking him and Kyana away.

Before leaving I meet Kyana’s and Russ’s eyes, hoping they can read my mind. That I want to meet up later. This investigation is far from done. If I learned anything tonight, it’s the importance of sticking by friends. If Kyana and Russ hadn’t pulled me from that . . . ​I shiver, imagining what could have happened. A giggle bursts from my throat, jarring and annoying.

Russ’s eyes widen as he realizes I’m cursed now, too.

“Ash,” Kyana says. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’m okay.” I squeeze her hand, stuffing the crumpled-up paper from the notebook inside. I hope she gets the message: I’m all in on figuring out the curse now.

“I’ll see you guys after class, I guess,” I say, and turn to go out the door. The staff will be watching us like hawks, so we have to leave the portal alone for now. Even if they’re going about it too slow and only have half the insight we’ve been able to drum up. I’m switching gears to figure out this curse first. That isn’t technically breaking camp rules. And more importantly, I know my friends will listen to me.




CHAPTER 20
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The next day, my pencil thunks my desk in the detention cabin and the Green Shirt’s eyes snap to me. His name’s Jake. I’ve only seen him at the welcome and occasionally at chow. But he’s wearing one of those highlighter-green shirts, so I know he’s uptight. I grab the pencil and tuck it behind my ear. When we arrived, the Available attached to this building seemed to glare at us in judgment, his awnings rising above the windows. This is going to be a long morning.

“Ssssh,” Jake says, and I sink deeper in my seat. The detention cabin is one large room in Weasel territory. Wide windows overlook the pond. Across it is the rec area with tennis courts, batting cages, and the starting post of the zip line, ensuring those of us locked inside regret our “poor choices.”

Russ hangs out at a desk beside me, hunched over what I assume is a book. We were allowed three items: one book, paper, and one pencil. No other belongings, including my bag full of potions. I wriggle in my seat, holding a hidden glass vial in my armpit just so.

Jake’s gaze darts between Russ and me. “It’s my lunch hour and my sub is running a little behind.” He dangles a key with a gleaming gold W on it. “The door will automatically unlock when you’re allowed to leave for lunch, if that happens before they get here. You are to go straight to Weasel Mess and sit in the assigned area. Don’t go through the line, don’t stop and chat with friends. Your food will be waiting at the designated table. Any questions?”

We shake our heads.

“I will see you all and Ashley later today.” The door to our prison opens, and then in seconds the door shuts, its seam glows a moment, and the whole wall shudders. The lock clicks and my heart sinks.

“Well, this isn’t going to work.” I slip the potion from beneath my arm and show Russ the sparkly blue mixture that can unlock any door. Except spelled doors. “This sucks.”

Russ shrugs. “Meh. I have a lot to do anyway.” I look over again and realize he is swiping up on a screen.

“A phone?! How’d you get a phone in here?”

“It’s not a phone, calm down. It’s a detachable playback screen connected to my camera.” He shows me the front and there are paragraphs of words across the screen. “I have my book loaded on here.” He winks.

“They bought that?”

“Hook, line, and sinker.”

“So what are you actually doing?” I crane for a peek.

“Going through my comments from my last episode. See if there’s any gems in there to help us figure out this whole mess. You know, my Panic Room series, the—”

I roll my eyes. “Russ . . .”

“Yeah?” His fingers still and he meets my eyes. His glint with a fire I know mine don’t have anymore. I led us into this mess and now we’re trapped in detention. Yet somehow Russ is still optimistic, working on . . . ​whatever he thinks will help.

“Nothing.” I just want to curl up in a ball and cry. Not curse-cry, but real cry, though the two aren’t much different these days. I sobbed so hard last night, I rolled out of my bunk onto the floor. I worried I’d wake Meeha, but she wasn’t in her bunk. Miss Rhonda was gone, too. Meeha must have gotten sick or something.

I rub the goose egg on my forehead and turn the blue vial in my hand again, trying to remember which other potions I stowed away.

“What about you?” Russ asks. “You usually have tricks up your sleeves.”

“Funny.” I have another potion stuffed in my other armpit and one in each shoe. I figured hiding potions in my pockets would be too obvious if they searched me. So those four are all I could manage. I never intended to stay in here. But if the unlock one won’t work . . . ​I don’t know what to do. I pull out the other three and line them up on my desk.

SmokeScreen SludgyShhh NightLight

Being able to be invisible for a couple of minutes is always a good thing. And the other two are known for being sneaky so I just grabbed them. I run their properties over and over again in my mind, feeling a drop of each in my palm to sense the hum of the ingredients. Trying to figure out how best to use these with my plan A—the unlock potion—a bust. But it’s like putting together a puzzle with only half the pieces and no glimpse of the box.

Outside, the palms around the lake sway and a kid leaps off the zip line landing, disappearing in the trees. A pair of witches tumble down a slide into the pond.

Wait a minute.

“Russ, do you have any charms on you?”

“Huh?”

“Any at all?”

He pats his pockets. “Just this one I was going to sell to some kid in Cablesnake.” He holds out a small box wrapped in ribbons. “InvisiGo. Makes you invisible for a few minutes . . . ​ but I don’t see how that’s helpful here.”

I snatch it, the puzzle pieces in my head coming together.

“I think I have an idea to get us out.”

He barely acknowledges my declaration, shifting his focus back to his screen.

“Fine.” I tsk. “I’ll just get out of here myself.”

“And do what?”

The truth of his question pushes me into my seat like a twenty-pound bag of flour just dropped in my lap. He’s right. I have no plan. What kind of leader am I? First I lose control of things, then I’m running dry on ideas.

“I’ll tell you when I get us out of here!” It’s the best retort I can muster.

“Instead of breaking us out of here to do nothing, if you want to help me sort through these comments, I could use an extra set of eyes.”

“That’s your plan? Get rid of this curse by reading MagickNet?”

“Hey, you wouldn’t believe how much traction our videos have gotten. Everyone’s enraged. All of us stuck at this magic camp. Worried parents have found my channel. The Magick Board has apparently been petitioned. They want to do away with Enrichment Week all together.” He shoves his phone in my face. “Look! We even made the news.”

My brows cinch as I stare at a picture in Russ’s comments of a crowd of rowdy protestors outside Building X, the Magick Board headquarters, holding a Free the Campers sign. He’s definitely gotten the word out.

“But we’re still stuck here.” And I’m still cursed. Tears sting my eyes. But I unstopper my SludgyShhh potion and give it a whiff. Mintiness blows through my nose like a mountain breeze. Still fresh. I’ll think of something.

“I know what I’m doing,” I say. “Everything’s under—”

“Control, right . . .” He sighs and goes back to scrolling.

Here goes nothing. I slather the SludgyShhh on my hands and coat the cabin window. The potion is gritty and cold but really watery, making it easy enough to spread across most of the glass. I grab the chair at the teacher’s desk and it doesn’t move at first, heavier than a pile of bricks. A pack of gum falls out of the seat. Lima bean gum. Whoever made the meal choices for this camp should be fired even if the staffers have fully embraced the menu. I stick the gum in my pocket and lug the chair across the room, far from the big window.

Russ watches me.

“Some help would be nice.”

“What are you—”

I give the chair a rolling start and rush it toward the window, slamming it into the glass, and cover my head as specks of glass rain overhead without a sound.

He gasps.

I wink. “Now you coming?” I toss him the charm because I know he can use it far better than I can.

“We’ll have to hurry,” he says. “It doesn’t last long.”

”Just long enough for us to get into the brush of the island unnoticed.”

Russ’s mouth slowly curves in amusement. He grabs his screen and takes a few video clips. “This is genius! Gickies,” he says to the camera, “a real live jailbreak. You’re seeing here—” He pulls the ribbon on the end of the charm and it explodes in a burst of confetti. The colorful flakes float through the air, landing all over us, and every place it touches disappears.

“Your head!” Russ shrieks. “You’re headless.” But in seconds a pile of frill lands on his head and he is, too. The magic slips across my skin, down my arms, fluttering all around me until my whole body, clothes and all, is as clear as the glass window that I just broke. Russ has vanished, too.

“Let’s go!” I leap through the window to run for it. Russ’s feet pound behind me. We clear the glass and land hard on the dirt shore of the pond. “Come on, into the brush, before this wears off.” I dust myself off and dash . . .

And slam into something hard.

Russ and I slam into each other, our bodies coming back into focus. He rubs his head. My goose egg throbs. I blink, expecting to see some giant wall, some barrier around the whole detention building. But nothing is there but a sign.

It’s magical detention.

We’ve thought of everything.

Now get back inside and to your seat.

Thanks,

EW Staffers

I climb through the shattered window frame, my butt still sore from hitting the ground so hard.

“You okay?” Russ asks.

“I’m fine.” I shrug, knowing it’s a lie. Nothing I think of works. I’m an entire letdown. Not only to Mo when I couldn’t figure out spring break. But here, to the counselors. They said it to my face. Twice. And to my friends, too. I sag against my chair. The best idea yet was Ashley’s: sneaking to use Dr. Minzy’s machine to find Gregory. That would have been safer; she was right. She’s always right. Why wasn’t she chosen as leader?

“You sure you’re okay?”

I look over, expecting to see Russ’s screen in my face, recording, but it’s not there.

I nod, because if I actually try to say something I might sob. And frankly, I’m tired of that.

“Here, check out this comment.” He holds his screen out and because I literally have nothing else to do I read it.

Potions are good for 72 days at room temperature. But their potency ripens over time. So they are most effective right before they expire.

“Oh, that is random. And . . . ​interesting.” I swipe and read further.

Russ’s lips bow in a smile. And I can practically hear him saying “I told you so.”

I scroll further and find whole sections where Russ has been giving out charm tips, full lessons on how to create and dissect charms—something super difficult and rare that he knows how to do. They see him as a real expert.

“You’re pretty good at this MagickNet stuff,” I say.

“You think so?”

“Uh, yeah. You don’t?”

He shrugs, doing the weirdest thing with his lips. They pucker as if he’s bitten into a lemon. His cheeks swell, pushing up under his eyes.

“Russ, are you . . . blushing?”

We burst out laughing and something shatters in my chest. It’s gooey and warm and it reminds me of chocolate chip cookies—without lima beans in them. I scoot closer for a better view of his screen.

“You’re going to help me catch up on reading these?”

“May as well, we have three more hours in here and apparently escaping isn’t an option.”

He grins, then starts talking a million miles a minute about all the stuff he’s been trying to sift through since his first video went viral.

I listen, but tug at his arm with a gasp when I spot a few comments cautioning against humans coming into physical contact with Availables. The user, Jazzy308_RussSTAN-ClubPrez, goes on and on, spouting facts about spirit magic and Available lore. I pull out the crumpled papers Ash took from the Green Shirt’s notebook. There’s a smattering of colors and notes on scents, sketches of an Available in its natural form, and a long list of mathematical equations. No idea what this has to do with the portal or Availables, but it was in the counselor’s notebook so it could mean something.

“Russ, do you think Jazzy308_RussSTANClubPrez could help us decipher these?”

“Let’s see!”




CHAPTER 21

ASHLEY
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My skin is still sticky from the orange juice bathtub soak I did earlier. Thankfully, it lessens my urge to sob and guffaw during my morning classes. Still, I can hardly pay attention. At lunch I look for Russ and Kyana but they are in a walled-off corner of the mess hall. A Green Shirt stands sentry to ensure they don’t talk to anyone. I spot Caroline, the girl from Iskoola cabin who sleeps above my bunk, but she doesn’t even speak, so I leave her to her lima bean pizza. Which, judging by how she is devouring it, she must really be enjoying. Anyway, it’s not as if I need friend drama to add to my list of problems.

I depart lunch as fast as I can to make my way to detention, which is clear across Weasel territory by the rec area, and dragging myself there is an all too painful reminder that things are spiraling out of hand.

Each one of my steps feels heavier than the last. Tears trickle down my face and a pinch twists tighter in my chest. With Kyana and Russ locked up most of the day, I have to figure this curse out more than ever. I’m the one who knows most about Availables. I should be able to hack this. I bite my lip. But it’d be so much easier if I had Kyana’s or Russ’s or even my mom’s bravado. The way they just stand up for and go after what they want.

Self-pity won’t get me anywhere, though. I hug my arms tighter around myself, my body still buzzing from being caught by those Availables in the Between Realms. I still haven’t had a second to give Kyana and Russ the full scoop on what happened. How they were waiting for me. How they knew I was coming and knew my name. How so many of them grabbed me, and how my crying and sobbing fits are ten times more frequent than Kyana’s seemed. My shoulders shake; frustration tangles in my chest. I want to scream but it comes out as sniffles.

The only way they could have known I was coming is if . . . they’re watching us.

But how could they see us? How could they know what we’re doing? Are Hannah or the other Availables tethered here giving them tips? Is there someone else at camp keeping an eye on us and telling them what we’re doing? I shiver, imagining what could have happened. Thank goodness for Kyana. Thank goodness I was doused in Cousann’s. No doubt that helped me slip from their grasp.

But what do they want?

The question we still haven’t managed to answer pecks at me as I round the pond and tennis courts. The detention building with a shattered window looms in the distance. What did Kyana and Russ do?

“There she is,” someone says, interrupting my brooding. A flock of witches exiting the tennis courts eye me warily.

I stare back at them, wondering why they were talking about me in the first place.

“What are you looking at?!” one asks.

I try to walk faster, but my feet are frozen.

“Yeah, go on, then. Keep walking on to detention!”

“Getting everyone’s curfew moved earlier—that girl is lucky all I did was say something to her,” another says.

I clear the rec area, and the detention building is just up ahead. But the girls are following me or something.

“And did you hear, we are no longer allowed to use any advanced potions or charms? All those supplies have been removed from the specialty buildings.”

“She’s from Park Row. Those kids are always getting their noses in business that doesn’t belong to them.”

“Look at her practically running, she’s so scared.”

They snicker.

I turn back and ball my fists even though my eyes sting with tears. I can’t take it anymore. The witch with the sassy attitude wears a visor over her long ponytail with an old English B on its front. Berkeley Oaks, that fancy magic prep school in the ritzy part of Rockford.

A fizzy feeling wriggles into my ribs. Oh dear goodness, not now! A guffaw bursts from my mouth.

Visor Girl startles. Shock wipes the mocking smiles off their faces.

“She obviously doesn’t care what we think,” the girl says.

“Let’s get out of here.”

A smile curls my lips and my feet decide to listen to me again. I walk the rest of the way past the pond with my chin up. I’m nearly to the detention building when footsteps behind me stop me in my tracks.

“Ashley, is that you?”

The dry voice is Dr. Minzy’s. He’s exiting a building that has a door painted with a giant weasel holding a red stop sign. A bag hangs across Minzy and his arms are full with a crate of jars and jars of oil for warding off Availables. But none of them are Cousann’s. Instead, a Minzy Industrial label, complete with a cutout of his head, is stuck to their fronts.

“Uh, hi, Dr. Minzy.”

“Just some stuff that should help keep our campers safe.” He shimmies the crate before setting it on the ground, then locks the door to his office and slips the key into his lab coat pocket. “Moved the Maximus back to my office for safer keeping.”

I peek for a glimpse through the windows of his Shadow-finder, but their blinds are pulled shut. Then I smile, and I’m not sure if it’s shutting up those bullies earlier or my desperation to end this curse, but I open my mouth and actual words come out.

“Can I talk to you for a second, please?”

“Actually, it is I who was hoping to catch you, dear girl.”

“Really?”

But he doesn’t hear me because he’s busy looking in his bag and then patting his pockets. “Now, where did I put that . . . I need to lock this door.”

“It’s in your pocket.”

“Right.” He taps the pocket near the lapel of his coat, then twists the doorknob. “Oh, yes, yes, okay. Not getting much sleep these days so I’m forgetting all sorts of things.” He slides his hands along the seam of the door and it gleams. “You wanted to have a word?”

I glance at the detention building, then at my watch. I have ten minutes . . . ​Nerves tie me in a knot but I can’t miss this chance. Not again. “Yes. We never were able to revisit our conversation for my, uhm, research project. A-about what could happen if an Available comes into contact with a human. You’re the smartest wizard in the world so I figured you’d know more than I could find in any old book.”

His beard twitches, his lips pinched in a smirk. “Well, that’s quite nice of you to say. And I meant to mention I was very surprised to hear you were mixed up in all that detention business.” He wiggles his glasses, then presses them closer to his nose. “You’re a very bright witch.”

I tingle all over. Me . . . He said I’m smart!

“One of the brightest at this camp. And I’d guess one of the brightest to exist. You’re naturally curious, like I was.” He taps his temple. “A thinker. You probably wanted to figure out the issue of the portal yourself, if I had to guess.”

I shift on my feet.

“Clever, too.” He smiles knowingly and for some dumb reason I do, too. The back of my neck heats. Dr. Minzy—the smartest, most innovative wizard in the entire world, just complimented me. Twice!

“Well, how’d it go? What did you figure out about the portal closing?” He sets his hands on his hips and I blink.

“Er, uhm. You want to know what I—I think?”

“If you don’t mind sharing.”

I tell him about the repair potion and charm we were going to try and how that didn’t end up working out. I skip over mentioning the fact Kyana and I have been touched by Availables, in case that might get us snatched up for observation or something. Or worse, get us in a world of trouble for keeping it secret. But I do tell him about finding the globs of goo near the center of the island and all over the closed portals. I also mention going through the veil to Winzhobble and seeing the Availables talking there, but am careful not to say anything about Gregory knowing who Kyana is.

He taps his lip, stewing on all I’ve said, then pulls a notebook out of his jacket and jots down a note. “And how many of them was it you said?”

“The globs of goo? Uhm . . .”

“The Availables in Winzhobble.”

“Oh.” That wasn’t the part of my explanation I expected him to be most curious about. “There were so many. Dozens.”

“How were they feeling, their colors?”

“Lots of blues, various shades . . . ​so, sad. And one who was bright red.” My time in the Between Realms, and being attacked, swims in my memory. But they’re not usually like that. Do I mention it? “Aren’t Availables usually kind?”

“Friendlier than most people, I like to say.” He chuckles. “So, gloomy, huh?” Oddly his lips twist into a smirk. “And who all knows about this?”

“The gooey, closed portals?”

“I want to get to that, but I meant your time in Winzhobble.”

“Just me.” The lie falls out of my mouth and I’m not sure why. Maybe I like the idea of him thinking I was smart enough to figure this all out myself, or maybe I’m worried about this falling on my friends’ shoulders if sharing all this with an authority blows up. Either way, it’s on me for now.

He makes a few more notes. “Well, I should get going. Work to do. You’ve given me much to ponder.”

“Wait,” I say, realizing I never got an answer to my question. “I need to know something else.”

He narrows his eyes. “Did one happen to touch you?”

“It was a near miss,” I lie, again. “B-but it scared me. So I wanted to make sure to cover the topic thoroughly in my research.” I bite my lip, hoping I’ve disguised my intent well.

“Mmm, yes, that makes sense. Well, I don’t want to spook you, dear, but coming into contact with an Available is very dangerous business. In the Between Realms you can hold them there in conversation for eleven minutes to tether them to an object in our world. But of course it works the other way around, too. I should really be going.”

“Wait, what do you mean it works the other way? Please.”

“If one touches you and holds you long enough to secrete their poison into you . . . ​they can’t tether you to a door, of course, but they can throw you all out of whack. Sometimes it’ll fiddle with your feelings. Those can get really out of hand. In rare extreme cases, that can morph into dexterity confusion. People start using their toes as hands, eating food through their nose. Healers have marginal success fixing the effects when the poisoning is severe. There’s no way to stop it, really, unless you can find the Available who touched you and have them give you a bit of their personal poison to brew a remedy.”

My mouth is on the floor.

He smiles gently. “Not to worry. None of this will matter soon, I promise.”

Fear pins me in place. I’m not sure I’m breathing.

He pats my shoulder. “See now, I didn’t want to get you all worked up. You haven’t been touched, remember? It was a near miss.” He winks, then puts a jar of his oil in my hand. “Be sure to use my special concoction three times a day while you’re at camp—it’s much better than Cousann’s. Aim for once a day when you leave here. Because we will get that portal open, you have my word.” He winks again. “Now run along, get that detention out of the way.”

“All right,” I manage.

“And, Ashley—you stay out of all this Available magic mess, do you understand?” His voice sharpens. “Leave the rest of it to me. No more exploring the island or tapping into the Realms. Understood?”

I nod in agreement, questions swirling in my head as he bends over to pick up his crate. Its weight shifts in his arms and a few orange lollipops tumble from his pocket to the ground.

“Well, shoot.” He bends over to collect his items and the lab coat pocket at his waist gapes open, the gold key inside glistening at me.

The last time someone said to leave it to them, it was the Green Shirts about fixing the portal. And that’s still not done. They are all behind me—a student—in discovering what is really happening. And didn’t I just give Dr. Minzy a whole lot of helpful information that he didn’t even know for his investigation?

As Dr. Minzy shuffles distractedly through his bag for something, I bite my lip and slip my hand carefully into the lab coat pocket and pull out his key. He can handle the portal. But I’m not leaving fixing this curse in anyone’s hands but mine.

Dr. Minzy’s out of sight when I realize . . . ​he didn’t ask a single question about the goo all over the sunken portals.




CHAPTER 22

ASHLEY
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I crouch in the bushes, eyeing the detention building. The name “Rufus” is scrawled in blue swirled letters over its doorframe. Rufus’s expression is rigid, the hard lines of the roof dented downward as if he’s perturbed about something.

I step out of the bushes just so for a better peek.

Rufus narrows his eyes when he spots me, his window drapes lowering. “You sure are moving slow for someone on their way to detention.”

Inside I can see Russ and Kyana, but they don’t move. A Green Shirt I don’t know is at the desk, and seeing me, he motions for me to come inside.

“Nice chatting, Rufus,” I say.

His door swings open. “And there’s no talking in there.”

I step inside and there’s an entire wall that was once a window, now shattered outside. Neither Russ nor Kyana turn around. I open my mouth to say something to get their attention, then notice the staffer watching me like a hawk. Nothing comes out. The words won’t form. In fact, there are no sounds in the room at all. I clear my throat. Not a sound.

OMG, what is happening?

“Ah!!!” My voice doesn’t exist. The room is utter silence.

I pass the Green Shirt’s desk and the counselor studies me, his mouth falling open. Is it that shocking that I landed a detention? Geez. I arrive at my desk and there’s a note explaining the absence of sound.

Thanks to your detention mates, a silence charm has been cast on the room. Enjoy.

I plop in my seat. This detention is going to be great.
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When detention ends just before curfew, I book it to the door. But Kyana gets up from her seat, rolls her eyes, and points to a broom at the corner of the room near the shattered window. The staffer follows me outside empty-handed while Russ rearranges the desks. And Kyana has to sweep up before they can leave, a little extra dose of punishment.

“Ashley?” the staffer asks, shoving a pack of lima bean gum in his pocket.

“Yeah?” I still don’t recognize him, but he stares at me intently.

“I was just checking. Uhm, will you be here tomorrow?” With his free hand, he holds the cabin door ajar behind him as if he’s hesitant to come outside and talk to me at all. As if half of him wants to run back inside to his desk. Oh my goodness . . . is he shy, too?

“Yes?” A giggle digs into my ribs and it makes me want to pull my hair out.

“Good. Sorry. Not good. Never mind.” He stuffs his hands inside his pockets. “I’ll see you then.” He walks back inside as Russ exits.

“Key, I’ll meet you out here,” Russ shouts before waving at the Green Shirt. “See ya, Jake.”

Jake waves back with one more glance over his shoulder at me.

His name’s Jake, too? Weird.

“What’s up, Ash?”

Rufus shudders. “Can we keep that door closed? It gets drafty in the evenings.” Rufus shuts his door.

We loiter, waiting on Kyana, who is having a hard time catching a dust bunny hopping two steps faster than she can sweep.

Russ proceeds to tell me about their attempted escape from detention earlier. How they shattered the window to sneak out and how that backfired completely.

Kyana comes out of the cabin just as Russ asks, “You think I could get some footage of the Between Realms?”

She dusts residual dirt off her pant legs.

Rufus eavesdrops, his windows sliding in our direction, then away when he notices me noticing.

Wait a minute. Does Rufus know anything?

“Russ, Kyana, will you give me a minute alone with Rufus?”

“Huh?” Russ pulls out a screen.

Availables prefer one-on-one conversation. Especially someone as standoffish as Rufus. “Please.”

“Come on, Russ.” Kyana pulls a wad of dust out of her hair, grimacing as they ramble a little ways down the path.

“Rufus? I noticed you were listening to Russ.”

“I might’ve been.”

“Please don’t tell anyone . . . ​but, uhm,” I whisper, “I know things in the Realms are getting scary.”

The blinds on his windows roll up with a snap. He doesn’t say anything, but his eyes don’t dart away from me this time. “How’d you hear that?” he asks.

“How’d you hear it?”

“You hear and see a lot being tethered around Magicks here. They forget you’re listening.”

Someone else at camp is talking about the Between Realms?

“You all aren’t up to nothing, are you? The Between Realms can be a dangerous place.”

I watch Kyana and Russ in the distance.

“Uh, not really, no. We’re just trying to help. That’s how we landed in detention. If you know anything that could help, please tell me. I’ll keep it secret. Witch’s honor.”

“What do you know, exactly?”

“Well, I know that there are Availables, some you could be related to, who are really sad and some who are really angry right now. But I’m not sure why.”

He gulps, the floor of the cabin rising in a wave. “I’ve been part of this program for so long, well longer than you’ve been alive.” He lifts the shade on one of his windows all the way up, and beneath it are five black stars. One for each year the Resistance fought. But the fifth star has red stripes on it. That means someone close to him died.

“Oh, Rufus. The Resistance. I’m sorry.”

“It’s almost funny how everything has something to do with the Resistance.” He beckons me closer, his door handle flailing. “I don’t hear much from faraway friends since I’m tethered here. I can’t travel between the Realms anymore. Stuck here by choice. But—”

The floor rises like a wave again.

“There are whispers that—” Rufus huffs. His door shrinks, and it looks like Rufus is tightening his mouth shut as if he’s said too much.

“Go on,” I say, but the moment’s passed.

“Forget I said anything. Go on to supper chow. You and the trouble-making duo best be careful. But mum’s the word.”

I thank him, grateful that he isn’t going to out our investigating. But I sigh at his hesitance to tell me anything more. Any bit of intel he might have of what’s going on in the spirit world could help. But how can I blame him? They’re taught to not trust Magicks in our Realm. And my friends just blew a hole in his side, apparently. So, yeah. I catch up to Kyana and Russ.

“Night, Rufus,” Russ shouts, waving to Rufus, far behind us now. “See you tomorrow, I guess.”

“And sorry about that window, really,” Kyana yells. “I’ll repair it as soon as I can.”

“Thanks, Rufus.” I wave and Rufus gives a curt nod.

Russ hunches, dragging one foot after the other. “What a slog. Detention is the worst.”

“Hurry, we don’t have much time.” I drag my friends off the gravel trails and deeper into the island until Rufus and the cluster of cabins are barely perceptible in the distance.

“What’s happened?” Kyana asks.

I tell them about my conversation with Dr. Minzy, how he said being touched by an Available is a big deal and our emotions can get even worse, and that contact with Availables works both ways. “Meaning our touching them could give them the giggles and sobs, I guess?” My brows furrow.

They both gasp at that part.

“There’s more.”

Kyana’s breathless. Russ’s hands are stuffed in his pockets, his eyes wide.

“If we can get poison from Gregory, we could potentially brew that into a remedy. But going back . . . ​it feels risky because somehow they saw me coming. I think we’re being watched.”

“By who? And what do they want?” Kyana asks, hugging herself.

I shrug. “I still don’t know.”

“I read a theory—” Russ starts.

“Russ, please.” I don’t have time for his MagickNet foolishness. “So if I enter the Between Realms to find the Available who grabbed you, Kyana, it’s very risky. Dr. Minzy—”

“His machine is our only option now,” Kyana says.

“Yes, that’s what I was going to—”

“We have to break into his office, Ash.”

I nod. “That was my plan.” If she’d just let me get it out.

“Well, technically, I suggested it.”

“But it was my idea.”

“Tomayto, tomahto.”

Russ and I make eyes at each other. Maybe the curse is getting to her. I’ve never seen Kyana this insistent. “Are you okay?” As I ask this, I sniffle. In moments, I’m wiping away tears that are swallowing my cheeks. But I blink through it all.

“I’m fine,” she says.

I don’t buy it. She isn’t bathing in orange juice. And she got touched way before I did. And it held on to her much longer by the sounds of it. But I don’t press the issue. We have bigger concerns at the moment. “We have to split up to execute the next part of the plan, I think. Counselors are watching you two very closely,” I say. “And I’m the best at spirit magic, so I think I should be the one to try the machine.”

“But how are we going to get inside—”

I dangle the key I stole from Dr. Minzy.

“Suh-weeet!” Russ punches the air. “Things are finally looking up. I need to run back to my room for something.”

I don’t have to even ask what. But before I can protest Russ bringing his thousands of Gickies or whatever they are called along, he’s dashing back toward his Cablesnake cabin.

“Meet you there in ten,” he shouts.

“I can run interference to distract the counselors while you all do that,” Kyana suggests.

“It’s going to have to be something good to keep all the Green Shirts busy. And something big enough that they’ll grab Dr. Minzy.”

She bites her lip.

“You sure you’re up to it?” I ask her. “You’re going to get in a world of trouble.”

“This is the moment leaders are made of.”

My brows cinch. I want to tell her she doesn’t have to take the fall for all of us again. That if she’s caught—when she’s caught, rather—she should throw us all under the bus. We’re in this together. But Kyana has a habit of carrying the weight of the whole world on her shoulders. And this is beginning to feel like that.

“This isn’t your fault,” I say. “None of this is your fault. A spirit grabbed you at Mo’s. You didn’t ask for that.”

Her eyes glaze but her lips stretch in a wide smile. Wide and shiny. Like plastic.

I sigh. When I find this Available and remove this curse, hopefully then she’ll uncinch a bit.

“Kyana, be careful.” I squeeze her hand and she squeezes back, then pulls me into a giant hug.

“Oh!” It startles me.

“We’re going to get off this island, too,” she says. “And we’re going to be okay. I promise.”

I rope an arm around my friend and hug back. And for a marvelous moment, I don’t sob or laugh. I just smile, happy I’ve found friends who get me. And that I get them.
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As promised, Russ is outside Minzy’s, with a camo vest and black streaks under his eyes. Beneath his coat are hints of ribbons and lumpy objects. I don’t even ask. It’s Russ.

“What’s Kyana’s plan?” he asks.

“I don’t know, but she’s been a bit off lately,” I say, chuckling. “Could be anything!”

Russ looks past the oddly placed laughter, thankfully immune to it at this point. “The pressure is getting to her. I think,” he says.

I stuff down a guffaw. “Pressure?”

“Yeah, she finally looked at my channel and I was showing her how so many of my Gickies are fans of hers.”

Being known by thousands of strangers on MagickNet sounds mortifying. But he’s right. “The counselors knew her, too.” That much pressure makes my throat clench and yet stokes an ember of something in my chest. Imagine being that listened to. That heralded as smart. But Kyana saved Park Row, and made headline news. Of course she, like Dr. Minzy, has a big voice.

“Ash? You okay?”

“I’m fine. Tired of crying, but what else is new?”

He laughs and I do, too. Not forced this time.

“Should we wait for Kyana,” I ask, “to do whatever she’s—”

A horn blows and a voice blares from the camp loudspeaker, “All counselors should report to Iskoola Island cabins immediately. Code Snurfluffle. I repeat, Code Snurfluffle!” The voice softens. “Dr. Minzy, please report to Weasel territory STAT.”

Perfect timing. I slip the key in Dr. Minzy’s door and shut us inside before feeling for the light switch. My heart’s in my throat at being so close to answers and to big trouble if we’re caught. But when the lights flicker on, Dr. Minzy’s office is empty. I blink, but the room doesn’t change. The Shadow-finder Maximus—arced by rows and rows of chairs that Minzy just used in class yesterday (and again later today, presumably)—is gone.

“Huh? That thing was way too big to move quickly,” Russ says.

“And it’s too wide to fit through the door,” I add.

“Didn’t he say he had to assemble it inside this room for weeks leading up to camp?”

“He . . . did.” Then how did that machine get moved out of here? I pass too close to a desk and slimy goo from its leg grazes my skin.

“Ew, Ash, look,” he says, just as understanding clicks.

“An Available was here . . . ​and now it’s stolen Minzy’s invention!”

I share my jar of Minzy’s oil with Russ and we slather down quickly. Then I follow the goo trail from the desk, across the floor, and to the window. The window. I feel around it, digging my nails into its every crevice, pushing it at the corners to figure out how the Available got it open. It’s a giant floor-to-ceiling window. A heavy thing. I can’t imagine it would actually move. Suddenly, the glass shifts against my push.

“Here, help me!”

Russ and I shimmy the glass aside, and it takes some maneuvering but eventually it slides out of the wall. Then it tips forward, too far. And starts falling. Russ grabs a wrapped bundle from inside his vest and tosses it beneath the glass. Tiny balls fly from his fingers, hit the ground, and roll into a grid pattern before the window can slam into the ground.

“Mah pinya ouwip,” Russ mutters, and the glass stops, frozen midair. “And now . . . ​Pinya ya pongus.” The glass lowers carefully to the ground outside without a sound or a crack.

“Who are you, even?!”

“After what happened in detention earlier today, I’m not going anywhere without my emergency charm stack.” He opens his vest and on the inside are a series of charms dangling from ribbons.

“Nice!”

We slip outside. The trail is littered with thick, gooey globs burrowed in the sand like clear rocks. We follow them off the gravel trails that weave around the pond and into the thicket of foliage. Thorny branches of bloody bushes scrape our knees, red sap painting our legs in stripes. We walk forever.

“How much farther, you think?” Russ asks.

The globs are growing gooier, fresher, and they’re appearing closer together. “Not much.”

The moon glints above us. My calves burn and my lungs are gasping for air by the time we stop at the foot of what I realize is the Dragon Simulator building. Its entrance is on the other side, but here is a side door, shrouded in thick plants, hardly visible. I push them aside, pull the excess brush away, and sure enough, an iron door is there, with a giant lock hanging from its handle.

“Two seconds,” Russ says, rummaging through his vest. I expect to see him pull out a camera of some sort, but he takes out a blue box with an orange bow instead. He throws me a charm. “Toss the charm at the lock and back away.” He takes a giant step backward.

“And the spell?”

“No spell needed for this one.”

I do as he says and the lock bursts into blue flames, then snuffs out in a cloud of blue smoke. When it clears, I unlatch the lock and grab the door handle.

Russ’s hand closes around my wrist. “We don’t know what’s in there.”

“It’s got to be where the Shadowfinder Maximus is.”

“Yes, but is Minzy in there? More Availables?”

“Russ, I don’t know!”

“We have to be careful.”

“What, aren’t you worried your Gickies won’t be entertained?”

He laughs, but his expression softens. “More like I want to make sure we come out of here alive.”

I still. He’s serious.

“This isn’t just about followers, Ash. This is about our whole community. If we go in there and don’t come out, whatever we find out is lost with us.”

I gulp.

“Take this.” He hands me a charm wrapped in purple paper and a yellow ribbon. Inside is some sort of silver nut. “It’s DumbLuck, a protection charm. I only have one. You should have it.”

I hand it back to him. “No, you should.”

“I insist.” He sets it in my hand. “You’re putting so much on the line for all of us. Somehow I’ve managed not to be grabbed at all.”

I close my fist around the charm. “How does it work?”

“It protects against unexpected physical injuries. Best I got.” He shrugs.

“Thanks, Russ. Really.”

He smiles, studying his shoes.

Then, together we latch our hands on the iron door. And pull.

Inside the Dragon Simulator building, there are no dragons or even anything reminiscent of magical creatures. There is one great room with stone walls, no windows, and rows and rows of narrow cots filled with kids from camp, fast asleep. I try to breathe but can’t.

Russ peers out to see if we’ve been followed, then the door clamps closed behind us. He twists the lock.

I stand there in utter shock.

Russ shakes one of the campers by the shoulders. “Wake up. Come on, wake up.” But the boy only thrashes, muttering nonsensically, before rolling on his side and snoring.

I nudge another. “Please wake up.”

No one responds, and the cave fills with eerie, hollow laughter.




CHAPTER 23
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When I arrive at the Skwit cabins, Hannah’s in a mood. I hurry inside and grab my satchel from under my bed. Meeha’s bed is made with her blanket and pillow in the same exact spot it was this morning, and her bag is still partly open, with her swimsuit hanging out like it was this morning. The rest of the cabin is empty, but I notice that for after supper chow time, nearish curfew, things are quiet. The door to the cabin shudders, Hannah’s blinds flapping wildly.

I sift through my luggage, grab all the potions I brought with me, and stuff them into my satchel. Quickly, I combine a few potions in empty bottles for maximum impact and throw those in my bag as well. I take the biggest breath I have ever taken in my life and sling my potion satchel around me. I hurry out the door, where Hannah is still making a racket.

“Hannah?”

“Have you seen Miss Rhonda? I haven’t seen her since late last night.”

“Uh, not recently.”

“What about the others. The twins?”

“No, actually. But I’ve been in detention most of the day.”

“Well, wouldn’t you have seen them at midday chow?”

“I had to sit in the corner like a toddler. But the mess hall wasn’t packed today. A bunch of kids must have skipped lunch or eaten somewhere else, I don’t know. Sorry, Hannah, I have to run. But take a deep breath, all right? I’m sure Miss Rhonda will show for bedtime tonight.”

“Looking for me?” Miss Rhonda appears out of nowhere, her coily buns and clothes a bit disheveled.

Hannah exhales. “There you are. It’s been almost a day—I was worried.”

“Nothing to worry about.” She tosses a piece of lima bean gum in her mouth. “We all good here, Kyana?”

“Uh, yep. I was just leaving.” I turn. Their stares burn my skin.

“Come to think of it,” Hannah goes on, “I haven’t seen a few of the girls in a bit.”

“I’m sure they’ll be back soon,” Miss Rhonda says, as I jog back toward Weasel territory.

“Commotion Coup to commence in three minutes,” I mutter.
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The last kids leaving Weasel Mess head to their cabins because of the early curfew in place. I jog in the same direction, to arrive at an Iskoola Island cabin first. Its slanted, hairy gold roof looks like two blond pigtails. I slip two potions from my satchel, each in a fist.

“Kyana, how are—” the Iskoola cabin Available begins when I yank the door open. “Oh! Gentle, please.”

Inside, several beds are tidied, untouched. A handful of campers ready themselves for bed. A witch, toothbrush hanging from her mouth, stands near her bunk in peppermint-pattern pajamas, gaping at me in confusion.

“Sorry in advance.” I toss one potion into the room. The glass hits the floor and shatters in a cloud of dark yellow dust. The dust permeates the air, filling every crack and crevice in the building. The cabin howls and the campers inside screech as the pungent smell of my StinkItUp potion swells, ballooning into bigger and bigger clouds of funk.

This is the worst.

“I really am sorry,” I try to say to Peppermint Pajamas, but she’s spitting toothpaste everywhere and trying to hold her nose at the same time. I pinch my own nose tight as I dash out of the cabin and into another one nearby.

Chaos rings around me. Green Shirts and team leads in pink shirts flood the area, scratching their heads, then gaping in horror as the next two Iskoola cabins also turn into yellow-clouded funk fests.

I run toward the farthest nest of cabins in Llama Lair next, and thanks to the ruckus, the cabin doors are all already open. I unloose my next potion, tossing it right through the open door of a cabin. This one combusts when it lands inside, erupting into a thunderstorm of colorful confetti. A flake of magic grazes the cabin door and the Available tethered to the pink-roofed cabin sneezes, its doorframe twitching. I roll up my pant legs, bracing for the potion’s impending impact.

“Wake up, friends!” the Available shouts at the other pink-roofed cabins, and they rumble awake as the confetti sprinkles of my BubbleUp potion swell into bubbles. Small at first, then bigger, like a shaken bottle of dishwasher soap. In moments, suds pour from the windows and ooze through the doors of the Llama team cabins. The area gushes like an overrun bathtub as campers pour out of the cabins, sopping wet and shrieking. At least this one smells nice.

I chew my lip as I approach one of the Cablesnake cabins. Russ is going to be so glad he’s not in there. I almost didn’t grab this potion because, well . . . ​it’s particularly icky. The idea came to me when I remembered that critter in the supply room hoarding chocolate. I bite my lip. The assignment was to create chaos. I unstopper the brown sludge potion made to smell and taste like chocolate and open the cabin’s door.

“Kyana, get inside, dear. Hurry. Something on the island’s run amok,” the Available tethered to the cabin says, eyeing the commotion in the distance. It’s wild how literally everyone knows me.

“I’m sorry, Matty, but I have to do this.” I push Matty’s door open and drizzle the potion all over the floor, ignoring the gaping stares of the campers inside. The dark brown liquid swells like an ink spill, spreading across the floor. Campers shriek, hopping up on their beds as the bottom of the cabin turns into a swimming pool of brown.

“Relax, guys, geez.” I lick my finger. “It’s basically chocolate.”

A few curious campers swipe a finger against the floor, others climb to the top bunks, some pry their way out the window. Matty, behind me, is freaking out, her door rattling so hard it’s knocked clean off the hinges. I check my watch, counting the seconds.

Then I hear them.

A chorus of squeaks and tiny scritches. I step aside as a stampede of hograts barrels past me, their wriggly noses twitching. They spill from cracks in the cabin walls, emerge from the sinks, and climb through the windows, then press their giant floppy tongues against the floor, lapping up chocolate. I check my watch again and when I look back up, a stampede of hograts is charging toward me, kicking up dust in their sprint.

“Hograt infestation!” Matty shrieks. “Help!”

I dash away, hograts still after me, as I finish the last three cabins. Then I stop to catch my breath. Thankfully, the chocolate distraction has the hograts off my tail. Green Shirts and campers run amok, most in their pajamas and nightcaps. I didn’t quite imagine this was what leadership could look like. But if duty calls, so be it!

Cause a huge commotion: Check!

Now to the chow hall . . . ​ not done yet. But when I turn, I crash into a hard, firm something.

“Kyana. Turner.”

I didn’t know Director Tealey’s lips could turn down that far.

“You are in a world of trouble,” she spits.

Behind her is Dr. Minzy in striped pajamas and a long nightcap, confusion written into his face.

“Why on earth—” he starts, when a bubble bursts up my throat. It catches me off guard. Laughter bursts out and I jump up and down howling in laughter.

A few kids’ heads cock in my direction, then they giggle, too. The pandemonium is contagious and Tealey grows redder. She grabs me by the arm. “You’re coming with us!”

The wave of laughter churns in my chest, slowing and heavy. It aches suddenly, and the world shifts. Gloom blankets me and tears run down my face, my shoulders shaking.

“Oh, it’s too late to cry now, missy!”

Dr. Minzy’s eyes narrow. “Curious,” he mutters. “Let me see her.” He pulls off his glasses and examines me with one eye, so close his beard scratches my skin.

“Explain yourself, Kyana!” Tealey yells, but Minzy holds up a hand.

“No, something is gravely wrong with Miss Turner, Director Tealey.”

Her eyes widen. “What is it?”

“I recognize the symptoms quite well. Leave her with me.”

“Oh. I understand, okay.” She shoves a stick of gum in her mouth and cuts one more hard glance at me. “You will regret your mischief, Miss Turner.”

Dr. Minzy pulls me uncomfortably fast away from the chaos of the cabins toward the other side of camp, where I left Ash and Russ. We pass several buildings, including one I’m pretty sure is his office, past Llama Lair, to the farthest edges of the camp.

Words stick in my throat, but I manage a pitiful “Where are we going?”

The only thing this far out is the Dragon Simulator building. Its tall walls and Keep Out signs are barely visible in the distance.

“Somewhere where you can get a good . . . long . . . sleep.”




CHAPTER 24

ASHLEY
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I shake my head, unable to comprehend what I’m seeing. The salty tang in the air is so pungent I expect to hear ocean waves. There are rows and rows of beds full of people, sleeping. So this is why the Dragon Simulator building is always suspiciously not working. Two girls who have the same orangey-red hair twisted in long braids and freckled cheeks share a bed. They wear yellow Skwit cabin shirts. Beside them is another bed with an adult whose coily ponytails I recognize immediately.

“Miss Rhonda?”

She snores and I gasp.

“Russ, get over here!” I keep walking and spot Caroline, her short, dusty blond hair pulled back. She mumbles to herself, fast asleep. I gape. Words stick in my throat. I saw her today, at lunch, eating lima bean pizza. I feel sick. “What is happening!”

“Hey! This kid stole my pencil in my first class.” Russ digs in a pocket of a sleeping kid with a buzz cut and blue Cablesnake shirt and pulls out a shiny mechanical pencil. A boatload of orange peels falls out. “Uhh, Ash?”

I dash over. “Check his other pockets.”

They’re full of orange candies, orange suckers, tiny oranges.

“Doesn’t orange help with symptoms of being touched by an Available?” Russ asks.

“Well, it’s supposed to, but at a certain point I don’t think it works. It didn’t help Kyana much.” I had to use it a lot and in concentrated forms to get any real relief.

“So there were others here who were grabbed, too,” he says.

“It appears so. I mean, if the Availables have been trying to get their hands on Magicks, they could have been going for any of us,” I say.

Russ gulps. “Then it wasn’t just Kyana.”

“So many of us are trapped here. It’s like going fishing in a bathtub. No one’s getting away.”

“Do you think what happened to Kyana at Mo’s is how they ended up here? The Availables grabbed them, held on, and dragged them here?”

“No, that doesn’t make sense. An Available can’t take you places. Touching you and moving you aren’t the same type of force. Besides, it would take a mountain of magic, more magic than we have on this one island, to pull off something like that.”

“So an Available didn’t drag them here.”

“That, I’m sure of. But that smell . . .” I’m thinking.

“All the orange stuff at lunch, there was a lot the first few days, then suddenly there wasn’t enough to keep up with demand,” Russ says. “So many others have been fighting this battle silently themselves.” His grip tightens on his camera.

Outside, wind howls and the iron grate on the door groans.

“Do you think they’ve taken a sleeping potion?” Russ asks.

I lift Miss Rhonda’s eyelid and it doesn’t even stir her. “They are under some kind of sleeping magic. How long have Caroline and Miss Rhonda been here? I saw them both today.”

Russ shakes his head. “I guess the important question is, how do we wake them up?”

I pace, thinking. Availables are here, everywhere. I can smell them, I almost can feel them. I tap my foot. They didn’t do this. But they have something to do with it. I hand Russ more oil.

“Lather up again, just in case. And keep looking through this building for campers you recognize.” On top of everything else, people are going missing. The others are probably worried sick. I sit down on the edge of a bed and toss Russ’s protection charm in the air. It explodes in a burst of light and showers tiny fizzy things all over me that seep into my skin.

“Wait, what are you doing?”

“We have to be sure.”

“Ashley, you can’t go back into the Between Realms!”

“Russ, look around. I have no choice.” The last thing I see is Russ taking a big gulp and giving me a tentative nod.

I close my eyes and lull myself into the quiet of the Realm. The world fades faster, a tickle nudging me in the ribs. The curse has only connected me more deeply with the Available world. I swallow. Then I inhale. The saltiness has been replaced with the smell of swimming pool and warm notes of flowers blooming. It smells like summertime, and I am lulled by it.

I open my eyes and the void of the Between Realms greets me. My heart thumps an easy cadence as I pad quietly in the bleakness looking for someone, anyone.

Ahead, a glow of stormy blue catches my eye. I pad closer, and there is an army of blue Availables spread out like a field of wildflowers. There in neat lines, snaked through the Between Realms, and well beyond the veil into another Realm.

I creep closer, my heart lodging in my throat. I shouldn’t be this near . . .

The Availables at the front of the line bob along, most in their natural form, but a few stand on legs. My heart skips a beat as I realize an Available in human form has the long red braids and freckled face of one of the twins from Kyana’s bunk who I just saw sleeping. A chill skids up my spine, and I stumble backward when something cold and gooey stretches across my face, barring my mouth shut.
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A muffled scream escapes my lips as I’m pulled backward by squishy marshmallow arms morphing into long limbs that match mine. The Available takes its human form fully, its grip on me tightening. The veil we pass through chills me as though I’ve been wrapped in a blanket of ice, and the grip on me slackens when we reach a patch of blue sand.

“Stop all that kicking,” he hisses.

I turn and it’s Gregory. “Get away from me!” I put distance between us.

Gregory glances over his shoulder at the veil. “Please calm down. You’re Ashlin, right?”

I ball my fists. “How can you expect me to be calm?! A-and it’s Ashley.”

“Shhh, please. Someone might hear.”

Realizing this is my chance, I swallow my fright and say, “You grabbed my friend and she can’t stop laughing and crying!”

“The poison tends to do that. I’m real sorry about that.”

“You have to take it away. Give me some more . . . ​you can put it in this.” I pat my pockets but find nothing. “Ugh, do you have anything?”

“Ashley, listen to me.”

“Wait a minute, how do you know my name?

“My brother Jake told me he met you. He said I should reach you if I could. That you were one of the trustworthy Magicks in your Realm.”

“H-he did?” Jake. The Green Shirt in detention comes to mind. The odd way he was looking at me. “Where is your brother now?”

“It’s too late for him. He’s already been tethered.”

An eerie feeling sloshes in my gut. “Tethered to. . . . ​what?”

“To whom, you mean.”

“No. No—”

“Tethering works both ways, only it’s a bit different on our end of things. When an Available inhabits an object in your world, the object and the Available bind, becoming one.” He swallows. “But if an Available does the tethering, they replace the object . . . or in this case, person.”

I back away from him. “No, no, that’s impossible.”

“My brother is tethered to a Magick, a person, in your Realm. He’s hardly in control of himself anymore.”

The more Gregory stares at me in earnest, the more I know he is not lying. Jake, the Green Shirt in detention, wanted to tell me but stopped himself. Or maybe he couldn’t say the truth. Maybe whoever put him up to this is holding something over him.

Not just him. “Oh my goodness!”

The twins.

Caroline.

Miss Rhonda!

“You might notice that an Available masquerading as a Magick in your Realm takes a strong liking to lima beans.”

The mess hall has been serving more and more lima beans. On pizza, in sandwiches, soup puree. I’d never heard of lima bean gum, nor did I see it on the first day, but now of course it’s everywhere.

Oh. My. Goodness. Director Tealey. She’s an Available in disguise! That’s why she’s always colluding with Minzy. She’s under his control. “I have to go. I have to get back to my friends. They need to know.”

“Yes, you need to go. You’re only making things worse by coming here over and over. Get off the island. Run.”

“How? The portal is closed!”

He pales.

“You have to remove the curse, Gregory. Give me some of your poison.”

Now it’s him who steps back from me.

“I can’t!”

“But—”

“Listen, get out of the simulator building and off the island! Stay far away from any Availables you see.”

Something tugs at my belly button. Russ. He’s trying to wake me up. I plant my feet firm, seeing Kyana’s face on the back of my eyelids.

“The curse! I’m not leaving without a fix for my friend!” I don’t know how it works when you’re poisoned by several Availables at once. But if we can at least get Kyana patched up, we can worry about me later. Tears sting my eyes. Real, fat, hot ones.

“I can’t give you some of my ‘poison,’ as you call it. It’s not that easy—that’s our lifeblood. It weakens me. And there’s evidence. They’d know.” He glances back toward the veil. “Besides, it’s too late. There will be hundreds more tethered soon. The whole island will have more to worry about than the curse. I’m so sorry. We didn’t want this. None of us wanted this. He—”

“He?”

He, Jake? He, his father?

But the world pulls at me and Winzhobble fades.

The Dragon Simulator building’s ceiling prickles back in focus, hazily. Russ hovers over me and the last few moments shove through me in a rush.

“Availables are being tethered to Magicks! But they aren’t behind it. Someone else is!” The words fall out like vomit in the glare of Russ’s video light. My heart ticks faster. The screen scrolls with comments. A tiny number ticks up at the bottom: 100,000 viewers and counting. A red Live button blinks at the top and its every flash quickens my pulse.

“Get it out of my . . . ,” I try to say, but my throat is dry and empty. The back of my neck flushes with heat. The world dents at the edges.

People.

Availables are being tethered to living people . . . ​replacing them.

Here!

“Ashley?” Russ says, nudging me with the mic fisted in his hand.

The chat box is flooded with comment after comment heralding me. Questions, cheers, criticism. I shove the screen and mic out of my face hard. They hit the ground with a crack.

I run.
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Dr. Minzy’s grip tightens on my arm the deeper we go into the island. The green leafy plants between the palm trees are wedged so thickly together, I can hardly make out the campgrounds in the distance. We’re heading toward the center of the island. Nervous energy buzzes through me like a swarm of fireflies.

“I could probably just lie down back in my cabin.”

Dr. Minzy’s mouth bows upside down and my heart plummets.

“Seriously.” I try to wiggle from his grip. “Where are you taking me?”

“Hush now, nosy girl. You’ve caused enough trouble. Ruining all my plans.”

“Your—” The words catch in my throat.

“You think getting this many young Magicks to an undisclosed location without parents protesting, and corralling an army of Availables here, too, at the same time—all under the Magick Board’s nose—was easy to pull off?!” He huffs in exasperation.

I blink. “You’re behind the portal closing? And the Availables . . .” The world tips on its axis as everything Ashley told me about the conversation she’d overheard between the father Available and his son replays in my head.

“Bravo.” He scowls. “You and your little band of friends have been a thorn in my side. But I know just what to do with thorns—use them to get what I want.”

“Maybe I can help,” I say. “What do you want?”

“What any inventor of my stature and brilliance deserves: to be respected as the leading Magick supply distributor in the world.” He waggles his finger at me. “Parents won’t listen to me. But they’ll listen to you pesky kids.”

“I’m never buying a Minzy product again!” I don’t know where the courage comes from but it tangles in my chest.

“You won’t have a choice!” His eyes glint with ambition that sends a shiver up my spine. “Once you’re replaced by an Available I control.”

I gasp and stagger back, but he yanks me along. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I’m not fixing this curse. I’m not ever getting off this island.

“Just need to put you to sleep.”

I feel like I’m going to faint. How did I let this happen? My mind spirals at the monumental mess of this last week. Hot tears prick my eyes. But the truth sinks in my stomach like a lump of fudge swallowed whole.

I lost control of the situation, again.

I let those counting on me down, again.

My lip quivers and the tears plummet down my cheeks. I suck as a leader! Ms. Mo was wrong to put me in charge. The Green Shirts were wrong to expect better from me. I was stupid to expect better of myself. I sob silently, but Minzy only pulls me along faster.

The ground between the trees begins to clear, the high walls of the Dragon Simulator building coming into view.

“Almost there,” he growls.

We stop at a back entrance with a tall, locked iron gate buried in sprawling tree limbs. He digs for his keys with one hand. What potions do I have left on me? I’m not spending the rest of my life trapped on this island!

As he flips through a giant ring of what must be a dozen keys, I feel around my potion satchel for a square glass vial that’s larger than the others.

Minzy pulls a long skinny key out of his bag. “Now, hold still,” he says, firming his hold on me with his free hand before slipping the key inside the gate’s lock.

SlicketySparkle is scrawled on the square vial. The slimy mixture is usually used for cleaning up big messes quickly. I made it for Momma but had extra. She needs all the help she can get when it’s just her and Memaw home alone. I pull the stopper out with my teeth and hesitate, unsure what this potion does when in contact with bare skin.

Minzy twists the key and the lock clicks open.

I drizzle the green runny liquid all over my wrist held tight in Minzy’s fist. The potion oozes down my wrist, hand, and fingers, like hot maple syrup. It spreads to Minzy’s, too. And then suddenly my whole arm burns.

“Oww,” I yelp, unable to help myself.

“Yikes!” Minzy’s hand slips from my wrist.

I tuck my burning arm free and run.

Keys clang to the ground and thudding footsteps follow me.

I run and run, so fast the island is a blur of bright colors. Wind whips through my hair. I barrel as fast as I can toward camp, until my lungs are a rock in my chest. When my side cramps and I hurt all over, I risk a glance backward. But find only the island’s trees bathed in moonlight. I pant, stopping for a big breath. When I hear thudding footsteps again, I dash, watching every shaded crevice in this forest for a long beard and white lab coat. But there’s no sign of him.

When I turn, I slam into something hard.
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I hit the ground, stumbling over whatever I just ran into, then spot a pink satchel and jeans I recognize. “Kyana?”

“Ash!”

I throw my arms around her and the world feels right for a moment. “Are you okay?”

“Ahhhh!” A yell breaks from the trees in the distance.

As I dust off my pants, Russ tumbles into us. My knees hit the dirt and pain shoots up my spine. Again. “Ow! Seriously?”

“What? That part of the island is all downhill.” Russ brushes his shirt. He turns to me. “Girl, you can run.”

My cheeks still burn with shame over breaking Russ’s things. They annoy me, but they mean the world to him. That wasn’t cool.

“Actually—” Russ starts.

“Guys, I have to tell you something!” Kyana butts in. “Dr. Minzy is a monster!”

Her words slap me back to the present. “It’s Minzy?” That’s the “he” Gregory meant? “Oh,” I go on. “And the Dragon Simulator building is an entire hoax. It’s really a hideaway where Minzy does his dirty work.” Nausea sloshes in my gut.

Of course Dr. Minzy is behind all this. He is brilliant, the resident expert—no one would ever think to challenge him. He used his smarts to do awful things. And I thought I wanted to be like him.

“The simulator building? I think he tried to take me there, he said to put me to sleep?”

“Oh, Kyana, it’s terrible.” I update her on finding Miss Rhonda, Caroline, the twins from the Skwit group, and so many others asleep. “Nothing we did would wake them.”

Her mouth falls open.

I also tell her how there were others gobbling up orange candies trying to fend off symptoms. “It wasn’t just us dealing with this. Even though it sort of felt like it.”

“Isn’t it weird how that works,” Kyana says. “It always feels isolating when you have something going wrong. But we never really are alone, I guess.”

“Power in numbers, I’m telling you,” Russ says, patting his camera. “Community is everything. Come on, we know that.”

“Gregory,” I continue, “the one who grabbed you at Mo’s, said—”

“Wait, you found him?” Kyana asks. “What did he say about the curse?”

“Uh, you want the good news or bad news first?”

“Bad. Always end on a positive note.”

I tell her all about how Gregory said he couldn’t give us any of his poison to remove the curse, that the curse would be the least of our worries as soon as hundreds of Availables were on the verge of replacing every living Magick on this island.

I wait for her to gasp but she doesn’t. “Dr. Minzy actually told me all about it,” she says. “When he captured me after the commotion we planned.”

“Oh, man, how’d that go?” Russ asks, eager. “I bet it was epic.”

“It worked brilliantly until I got caught. And then the curse reared up at the wrong time. Minzy saw me guffawing, then sobbing, and he just knew. He dragged me off. Told Director Tealey that he would get me all patched up.”

“Tealey is one of them!” I face-palm, realizing I forgot to tell her about the lima beans. I update her and her expression teeters between shock and disgust.

“Lima beans?! I mean, anybody chewing lima bean gum should be looked at as suspicious automatically.”

“We can’t go to the Green Shirts for help. Tealey is over them all. And most of the others worship him,” Russ says.

“Not all of them,” I say, remembering Jake. But can he betray Minzy? What kind of magical hold does he have on him? Jake wanted to say something in detention but he didn’t. Which means he either can’t or he’s being watched.

“We do need help,” Kyana says. “From someone outside this island.”

“We don’t even know where to tell them we are,” I say. “The camp’s location is undisclosed.”

Russ’s jaw ticks. “There’s no chance we can sway a Green Shirt to our side?” he asks.

“Are you kidding? Everyone here is glitzy-eyed at him.”

“Ash is right,” Kyana says. “Trying to convince them we’ve pegged Minzy for everything bad happening here is pointless.” Her chin hits her chest. “I’m so sorry, guys, I’ve failed you. Again.”

“You? Hardly! This is on me,” I say, the guilt corkscrewed in my chest wedging itself deeper at my best friend thinking she’s suddenly not good enough. “Key, you have proven yourself ten times over! You saved our entire school. People know—”

“That’s just it! People know I did one great thing but everything else in my control is a mess. And now they know I’m no leader. I’m a fraud!”

“I hate to break up this tender moment, ladies, but—” Russ pulls us toward him, fear carved in his expression. In the distance, a glaring Dr. Minzy, lab coat flapping like wings behind him, dashes toward us from a thicket of trees. “Run!”

I take off without a thought. My feet pound the dirt but I urge them faster, harder. Over fallen trees, under bent-over branches, between thickets of tropical nests, past flocks of hograts with cheeks full of chocolate, I run like I’ve never run before. Until the island quiets.

I look back and spot Russ, panting for breath, practically dragging himself along.

“Where is Kyana?” I ask.

His brows cinch. He turns, looking. But only dark forest gapes back at us. I listen for footsteps but hear only rustles of trees. We backtrack a bit, but stop when we hear iron clanging.

“Key?” I’m cold all over.

A shrill giggle erupts in the distance.

Then the laughter melts into a long, loud snore.
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“Kyana!”

We follow the trail of sounds and see the latch on the iron gate to the simulator click shut.

Russ and I meet eyes and my insides quake as we race deeper into the forest, far enough from the simulator building to not be overheard. When we stop running, sobs shudder through me and the next thing I know I’m on the ground hugging my knees.

“Minzy took her. She’s—”

Russ stares, stunned, into the forest. We have to do something. But what? What can I possibly do? Me, who didn’t speak up to the Green Shirts sooner about Availables being behind all this. Me, who was too much of a wimp to tell the staff they were two steps behind our investigation, to tell them anything about what I suspected, even if it meant they didn’t believe me. I’m not sure what use it would have been since Tealey is at the top of the chain of command and she’s part of whatever scheme this is . . . ​But it could have planted some seed of suspicion, made someone look into things.

“I’m so sorry, Russ, for letting our best friend get trapped. For breaking your stuff.”

He shakes my shoulders but I still can’t bear to look at anything but the grainy sand.

“You blame yourself,” he says with an inflection that suggests he thinks it’s preposterous. “Are you kidding? This isn’t your fault, Ash!”

I shrug.

“You’re brilliant, Ash. Like, really smart.”

I shift uncomfortably.

“You are.”

I shake my head, the regret tangled in a knot sitting like a weight on my chest. “It’s not that, Russ.”

“Then what is it, huh?” His voice cracks, snatching me from my brooding. I’ve never heard strain like that in his tone. Nothing ever shakes Russ. Talking in front of millions of people about stuff he hardly knows doesn’t intimidate him. He rubs circles on my back. “Listen, Ash, we have about three point two seconds for you to pull it together because you’re the only one here who’s clever enough to figure out how to save Kyana.” He taps a button on his watch. “So go ahead, wallow.”

“I should have said something.” The words wrestling their way up my throat tumble out.

“Even if I didn’t believe anyone would listen to me. I think I’m smart, Russ. But . . . ​I guess deep down I thought being smart wasn’t enough. I needed some official big accomplishment to validate it . . .” My gaze falls back to the ground, my cheeks hot at hearing the words coming out of my mouth. “Then people would listen to me.”

Russ grabs his camera and I flinch. He turns it in his hands and I realize the screen isn’t cracked anymore. In fact, it doesn’t appear damaged at all.

“I thought—”

“I always keep a spare.” He winks.

Of course he does.

“And when I get back home I should be able to make a repair charm that works with tech. So no worries. But I didn’t pull this thing out to taunt you. I realized back there that you don’t think your voice has a big impact. And you’re wrong.”

He flips on the video playback and I watch a few clips of myself from the last few days. It’s awkward and odd. “I hate the sound of my nasally voice. And my hair is all flat and boring. Ugh, and look how I’m stumbling over my words. This is torture.”

He flips out a screen. “That’s not what everyone else sees.”

“Easy for you to say, Russ. Everyone in Park Row loves you. People are interested in what you have to say.”

I want to curl into a ball when Russ opens his channel and shows me where he posted these videos on MagickNet for the whole world to see. “When I started my channel, I thought some of my Park Row flare would give me instant popularity on MagickNet. But honestly, nobody cared what I had to say. I just kept talking, though, and eventually”—he swipes down to another video of me, and another—“people started to listen.”

“Nine hundred thousand followers?!”

“Most of those from just this week, upset over what’s happening at camp.”

I chill all over, realizing most of Russ’s videos aren’t just of him talking. If anything, a lot of them are of me.

“I spoke up . . . ​I shared those things with you and Kyana because . . .” Because they’re my friends and I don’t have to prove myself to them.

“But all this mess that’s happening on this island isn’t just affecting the three of us, Ash,” Russ says.

He’s right. Our community isn’t just us. We learned that last year with Park Row. Our community is the entire Magick world, and we proved then that we are stronger when we stick together.

“I mean, nine hundred thousand people care about what’s going on here and are rooting for us. And the comments, those are public. And most of these thousands of strangers have been actually helpful.”

I chew my lip as I skim some of the comments with my name.

“They’re logging on daily to see how we are. Protesting at the Magick Board headquarters, demanding they look into where we are. Things are happening, Ash!”

I scroll through the comments, reading the outrage, the petitions they’ve filed to the government, the way these people all over our community are . . . ​listening. To things I’ve said. To Russ. Maybe it’s not about having a big voice or some fancy title next to my name. Maybe it’s about having the courage to say something at all and not quieting that voice, ever.

“Courage is the key to fixing all of this . . . ,” I say under my breath. Now I’m pacing, determined to think of something.

“Courage,” he repeats to himself, his expression brightening as if he too has had some huge revelation.

Minutes tick past as I stew. Russ is mumbling something, his voice far away. But I hardly hear him, laser-focused on Kyana being in that building and how we can get her out.

An idea pokes me. “Oh my gosh, Russ, I know how to save Kyana!” But when I turn around, Russ is sprinting back toward the way we came. “Russ!” I dash toward him and spot his camera lying on a rock, a red upload bar loading on his screen. Huh . . . I hit play to watch the last few seconds he recorded and uploaded that I missed amid my brooding.

“Courage,” he says on the video. “My friend Ashley is brilliant, you guys.” The upload complete button blares green, signaling that it’s done. “Kyana has been captured to be tethered to an Available. The famed Dr. Minzy is behind it! There’s only one way to find out what he’s done with her.” He takes a huge breath. “This is where I leave you, Gickies. Be brave!” The video feed goes dead.

I gasp.

He’s gone to the simulator building.

To get captured, too.
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My heart thuds in my ears as I watch Dr. Minzy fiddle with the Shadowfinder Maximus, which is beside a sleeping kid. Dots in varying shades of gray run across the screen. He rotates a navigator stick until a cursor on the screen grabs one of the dots. He smashes the joystick. The selected gray dot swells, filling the entire screen, and empty boxes to enter information in appear.

“Available located,” he says to himself before checking the kid’s lanyard name tag. He pecks at the keys, spelling his name.

“Stop! What are you doing? That machine is supposed to help Magicks! Not help you trap them.” I tug at my restraints, magical ties holding my wrists together, trying to imagine some way this doesn’t end with me tethered to a magical creature.

“Oh, hush, what do you know?” The suction cup of the machine expresses with a gush of air, and a gaggle of laughter melting into sobs echoes through the building. “Emotional manipulation, set.”

He situates a domed hose on the machine at the kid’s head, buckling it underneath his chin. Then, looking quite satisfied with himself, he spins in his chair to face me. “The machine is designed to locate Availables. To problem solve. I never said what it does, specifically with those located Availables. Nor did I say what kinds of problems it solved.” He grins wickedly. “You’re naive if you think I’d show all my secrets to a class of know-nothing brats.”

A moment later, a leg pokes out of the Available machine, followed by an arm, then a whole person, a replica of the sleeping kid with the hose on his head. His brows furrow as he stares at the real version of himself.

“Chuck,” Minzy’s machine says in a robotic voice.

“Chuck,” the replica kid says. Minzy removes the real Chuck’s name tag and hands it to the fake Chuck before shoving a piece of lima bean gum in his mouth. The boy’s eyes light up. Minzy turns him on his heels.

“Wait for my instructions,” he whispers to him. “For now, blend in.”

The boy walks toward the iron door, a bit robotically at first, then he loosens up and finds a natural swagger. The door opens, then shuts.

I scream.

Minzy removes the hose from the camper and takes it to another snoozing person. This one is wearing a bronze hijab.

“Meeha!” That’s why I haven’t seen her.

But she doesn’t respond. She just curls up on her side, a smile at her lips.

“You are the worst person alive.” I spit the words at Dr. Minzy. “How did you even convince her to come with you?”

“Kids really should watch what they eat. All it took was a little bonus ‘good job’ piece of candy slipped in each camper’s hand. Ten minutes and the sleeping potion works beautifully.” He slaps his knee, tickled. “Lugging them here gets a bit awkward at times, of course. Especially if Tealey doesn’t have the other Green Shirts out of my hair. But once they’re in here, the beds they’re on keep them sedated until I’ve had time to hook them up and find their replacement.”

“You’re not a magical mastermind, you’re a monster!” Tears choke me.

“Oh, don’t be dramatic, Kyana. She’s having the best dream, full of all her favorite things.” He glances at the screen of his contraption. “Aw, flying ponies and giant ice cream sundaes. Oh, look, and a field of flowers and bright sunshine. Meeha is feeling nothing but happiness. And she gets to relive that dream over and over and over again.” His lips curl. “Forever.”

“It’s not a happy dream if she can’t wake up from it. It’s a nightmare.”

“Hush up, you hear me?” His lips tighten. “I’ve done nothing but provide the top tier in magical supplies, giving witches and wizards the best of the best. Leading innovation, discovering new ways to use magic where others were stumped. And what thanks do I get for it?”

I swallow. Dr. Minzy is the most recognized name in Magick industry. What more could he want?

“But I ask the Magick Board to make Minzy their official exclusive supplier for all magic schools and government and they deny me?! Something about keeping fair competition in the market.” He scoffs. “Magicks everywhere will demand my products. First kids, then parents. The Board will listen.” He smiles an eerie smile. “In the meantime, you all will enjoy a nice, sweet sleep.”

He rolls the machine toward me and begins to undo my ties. “It’s really quite generous when you think of it. If I were a worse wizard, I could use Magick to do all sorts of horrid things.” His expression darkens, his fingers tracing around the emblazoned W on his lab coat. “But I am not my brother. The king is a lost cause, I’m afraid.”

“Your brother . . . is king in Winzhobble!”

“The younger one, at that. A travesty, truly. I have so much to give and yet it was wasted there.”

No, our Realm is just the only place he can have power.

“You think you’re doing something . . . good.”

“Aren’t I? I’m the leader of magical innovation! Who else should be trusted to control every magical item produced? And these items are of the best quality, I might add. I mean, you’re really the lucky ones, if you think of it.” He taps his chin. “I’ll open up a whole world of magic supplies the Magick Board has prohibited in this Realm. And decide which parts of Magick should finally be unrestricted. And do away with some others. I’ve seen all of what Magick can do. So who better to make every decision, to have every answer, but me?” He tugs his coat, standing straighter.

A leader . . . blinded by a need to make every decision, control every little thing, because . . .

My insides cinch.

Because without that control he doesn’t feel like much of a leader at all. The world sways and a freeing truth hangs on my lips, unraveling an ache between my shoulders that’s been there since Mo put me in charge. It’s impossible to be in control over every little thing, make every single decision. Look what can happen to a person who craves that. That isn’t leadership.

“The Magick Board is full of witches and wizards who put their heads together to come up with fixes,” I say. I’ve disagreed with them before but they lead as a team. Maybe there’s something to that. Maybe being a leader is more about using what I’m good at and inspiring other people to use what they’re good at. Maybe part of leading is following, sharing the big decisions with a bunch of brains in the room.

“The Board is a bunch of half-baked balls of dough.”

“First of all, half-baked cookies are delicious, so you for sure have zero clue what you’re talking about. And second of all, you’re no leader. You’re a tyrant!”

“Don’t get any ideas.” He glares at me when a banging sound ricochets overhead. “Don’t move.” He tugs me by my bound wrists to an empty cot, and when I sit on it, the restraints on my wrists vanish. He departs. When the patter of his footsteps quiets, I try to get up but hit an invisible field of magic, like the one outside detention, around my cot.

I sigh, falling back on the cot but stopping myself from lying down on it, unsure what kind of effect it might have. Maybe it’s what’s keeping the others asleep. So I sit up tall, legs folded beneath me.

“Meeha,” I whisper as loudly as I can, but she doesn’t even flinch.

When Dr. Minzy returns, he has a wide-eyed Russ in restraints.

“Russ, no!”

“Get off me.” He struggles against Minzy’s grip. “When my friend comes for me, you’re going to be toast!”

Minzy growls but Russ flashes me a wink. What is he doing?

Minzy glances toward the iron door, his brows knitting with worry. And I catch Russ’s meaning. There are two of us in here. The third wheel in our trio is still free.

Oh my goodness, he is brilliant.

“He’s right,” I say loudly. “Ashley’s probably reached the Green Shirts by now. Russ, what should we write as Dr. Minzy’s epitaph? Here lies the failed leader of magical innovation. A fraud.”

“I think it fits.” Russ nods.

“You two,” he spits, then lugs Russ to his own cot. “I will get this third link in your troublesome trio and finish all of you.”

Minzy shoves Russ toward a cot before hustling out the door.

“That was so clever, Russ. Good thinking,” I say.

“You’ll get us out of here, right?” he says, and I realize he is trembling.

“Uh . . .”

He groans, about to climb onto his cot.

“Wait! Don’t sit or lie down! It will hold you there in some kind of force field. And if you lie down it makes you sleepier or something.”

He he stands beside his bed, sulking. I’ve never seen Russ this knotted up. “Your camera, where is it?”

“We didn’t know what Minzy was going to do when he captured you. And I knew that if we stood any chance, it was because Ashley was out there. So I told my Gickies I was going to get caught. It seemed like the brave thing to do.” He twists his shirt around his finger and I feel terrible.

“Russ, I’m sorry for letting us all down. So much of this is my fault.”

“If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine,” he says. “I’ve been so distracted with my channel and doing stupid videos, I haven’t been really brainstorming how to help with the curse. And now all I managed to do is be trapped with you. Which, for a moment, seemed like a good idea. But now what?” He buries his face in his hands. “A great idea for more followers. But a terrible solution for actually getting us out of this.” Russ deflates. “But thanks to this whole mess, I’ve realized what I need to do.”

“Russ, what you’re doing right now is brave, even if the world can’t see it.”

“I’m cowering!”

“You’re frustrated with what’s happened, taking responsibility for your part, and holding on to hope that there’s a way to fix it.”

His mouth opens but no words come out.

“In fact, I think it’s what you do when no one is watching that makes me so proud to call you friend.”

His lips push sideways. He sits up a little taller.

“You’ve connected us to the larger Magick community this week. Your channel is so helpful. I’ve looked over your shoulder as you scrolled through your videos.”

“You have? You never said—”

“I didn’t want to make your head any bigger than it already is. But yes, I’ve seen a bit. Your videos are so helpful and clever. You’re teaching witches and wizards across the world how to manipulate magic in ways only you have learned. Creating charms, dissecting spells. And not only that—you managed to get the whole Magick community riled up about what’s going on here.”

He grins bashfully, then wanders near Minzy’s machine tapping the screen.

“What are you doing?”

“Wait a minute.” His fingers circle the screen and he taps it. Then a weird feeling buzzes under me. I try to step off my cot and the tightness holding me there is gone.

“Russ! You’re a genius. In fact, I’m not going to get us out of here. You are!”
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The camera shakes in my hand, the reality of what I’m about to do bobbing in my throat. I gulp down my fear and tap the Live button on Russ’s camera. The video screen unfolds and I stare at my face, growing paler by the second. I blink, and the chat box beside the video floods with comments, a few at first, then a stampede.

User28302: Ashley! Are you guys okay??? Where’s Russ?

__Magickish919: Ashley u all SO BRAVE

WitchyThang11: Ashley!! Is Kyana with you?? Please tell her she inspires me!! After you save her life, of course.

The viewer count jumps.

Users watching: 938

It was just a few hundred before. My heart ticks faster.

GeniusFrog444: Aloe vera can help with the curse! My grams told me! Just rub it in your eyes.

User28302: Don’t listen to GeniusFrog444, you’ll burn your eyes off. You have to find the Available who grabbed you. They can remove it.

GeniusFrog444: Shut up 28302, no one asked you.

User28302: Keep talking like that and I’m telling Mom.

GeniusFrog444: Chloe?!?! Ughhhhh little sisters are so annoying. Get off my computer.

User28303: Make me!

“Hi, I’m Ashley.” They know that, duh! I clear my throat and tug at the end of my shirt, the camera wobbling in my clammy hand.

Users watching: 3,107

WishingWorm_x1x1: Seconding the Available suggestion. Any luck finding the one who grabbed you?

HiKix389: Is Russ okay????? Is he really captured???

***SOBS***

“You’re right, Russ got himself captured—on purpose. And I’m trying to figure out how to save us all from Dr. Minzy.” I swallow and update them. The words stumble out of my mouth, all on top of each other at first, then little by little the hum of my heart settles into an easier cadence. Each word comes a bit easier than the one before it. “Dr. Minzy is tethering kids to spirits. He’s pushing his Available cream here at camp. I think he wants Minzy Industrial supplies to be the only magic supplies used. I remember seeing his name in the news earlier in the year. The Magick Board was looking into a SmartWand he’d put on the market. At the time I thought nothing of it. But now I think Minzy has been under heat from them for a long while.”

User3083977: As in ****Doctor**** Minzy? HOW DARE YOU!

Charming99: Get off Russ’s channel!! This is a MINZYSTAN zone

The chat floods with fans of Dr. Minzy. I ignore the noise and focus on the truth coming out of my mouth, imagining it rising above all the chatter. “I came on here to thank you all for helping. Those of you that have been watching and supporting and spreading the word. We’ve seen your protests. Please keep trying to put this camp on the Magick Board’s radar. But in the meantime, we have to get off this island.” And somehow tackle a curse.

User911: !!!!!! ASHLEY!!!! PLEASE LISTEN—This is Agent Firr, with the Board. We’re trying to find the camp. But there’s no sign of you all anywhere.

“Agent Firr! We are trying to think of something. It’s Dr. Minzy! He’s behind all this.”

User3083977: WOW! You can’t be serious

PotionPrincess122: Oh now she’s a comedian. Minzy?!

WhizzyMan9292: ahahahhahhahahahahaha

Ugh. Of course they don’t believe me. “I understand that it’s hard for some of you to believe me, but I’m not going to stop speaking the truth. Now if anyone has any useful suggestions about how we can notify Agent Firr and team about our location, I’m all ears.”

User28302: Sorry I’m back. My brother kicked me off his computer. What about a beacon charm? That could work!

“A beacon charm . . .” My tongue pokes my cheek. “I’m not very good at charms unless they’re super simple.”

Users watching: 7,993

Rz289: It’s pretty simple

User28302: Better than nothing! Maybe try it?

“Uh, okay. Let me see if I can find anything on it.” I swipe through a bunch of Russ’s old videos where he’s walking his followers through charms. I see one on beacon charms and dissecting charms like we did in camp class that one time. But I’d have to watch this and practice it. What if it requires ingredients? “That’s an idea, 28302. But it might take some time. Any other ideas?”

The number of viewers has jumped to a number with so many digits I immediately look away.

Charming99: She can’t even do a beacon charm?! Booooo get off my screen.

Rz289: Charming you are welcome to leave any time. Ashley, ignore Charming. He prides himself on being an oxymoron.

User28302: Sorry, catching up. Doctor Minzy, huh? Are you sure?

“Dr. Minzy is behind all this. If only I could show you—” A certain friendly Available comes to mind. “Guys!! Get as many people to log on to the channel as you can. Minzy is behind all this and I can prove it. Give me five minutes!”

The Live button on Russ’s camera glares at me.

Users watching: 24,333

I close my eyes and concentrate on the task ahead. I sink into my seat and focus on the Realm, picturing myself surrounded by nothing. The scents around me change, the thick, earthy smell of the soggy island forest dissolving into wisps of mint. My pulse patters faster as I arrive in the Between Realms. The bleakness that comforted before slows my steps as I peer around, watching for someone. I have to find Gregory. And somehow I have to convince him to trust me and my friends to tell the world everything Dr. Minzy has done.

The line of Availables waiting for tethering has shortened since the last time I was here. A shiver slides down my spine as I remember just how many campers and counselors were in those beds. How on earth can we undo that? One crisis at a time.

When I spot Gregory, he is in human form toward the end of the line. The others around him glow blue, brooding in silence. His father is also there, in his Winzhobble vest. He paces, not talking with his son or even acknowledging the line. He seems preoccupied. Something’s happened.

I creep closer with silent steps, until I’m within earshot. “Gregory!”

He spins, whispers frantically, “You shouldn’t be here!”

“I need to talk to you, please.”

“It’s too risky.”

“I’m not leaving until you do!”

He leaves the line, gesturing subtly for me to follow, and we slink through the shadows until we find a familiar veil to another Realm. Winzhobble welcomes us with a rumbling and gray overcast sky.

“If my father finds out I’m talking to you . . . ​You have to go, really.”

“What happened with your father?”

Gregory shakes his head.

“I saw him.”

His gaze falls. “Some of us tried to stage a counterattack, to swarm Wizard Minzy and drag him here where he has no fame or followers. We tried to stop him.” Gregory’s eyes water. “But after my father saw that Minzy’s plan to replace the kids on this island seemed to be working, he switched sides and betrayed us to him in order to earn Minzy’s trust.”

“What?”

“He told Minzy what we were planning, to secure himself as his ally.” He looks around. “And as an enemy of the king.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“We really tried. We don’t want this. We don’t want to do any of this.”

“I have a plan and it will work.”

“How do you know?”

“Because . . . ​I’m—I’m good at Available magic. I know what I’m doing. You’re just going to have to trust me. I’m right about this. It will work if you help me.”

I explain to him all we’ve found out since I last saw him. How Russ got captured, too. How I met so many of Russ’s Gickies and they told other Magicks they knew. And together, everyone is making sure the Magick Board finds out what’s going on. But no one believes it’s Dr. Minzy. They find it too hard to believe. “It’s my word against his.”

“Yeah, no kidding.”

“You have to speak up, Gregory. You have to tell them everything you know.”

“I could never . . . ​put my face out there on screens like that . . . ​All over the Realm, you say?” He shakes his head emphatically. “No way.”

“Listen, I get being scared of speaking up. Worrying about what others will say, if they don’t believe you know what you’re talking about. But sometimes you just have to speak up because it’s the right thing to do, and trust that good will follow.”

A crater dents between his drawn-up brows. “No one would listen to me. My father already thinks I’m naive around the Magicks in your Realm.” His posture sags.

“You’re a hero, Gregory. Your father knows that and he’s scared that you’ll realize it. That’s why he wants to strongarm you into saying nothing. You saved me last time I was here, urging me to get out of harm’s way and leave the Realm—why?”

“Well, because it was the right thing to do.”

“Exactly. Your father knows that you’re brave.”

His mouth pushes sideways as he chews on all I’ve said.

“Gregory, this is the right thing to do, too.” I hold out my hand. “Come with me.”

Gregory takes a big breath and grabs my hand. We hurry back through the veil and into the Between Realms, where I can use tethering magic to bring Gregory into our world.

“I’m going to have to tether you to something you’re familiar with.” I remember the night when we sensed all those Availables in the heart of the island’s forest. We stumbled on a tall wizard statue brandishing a wand. “There’s a statue of a wizard near the center of the island. Do you know the one?”

“Yes. Sometimes we have meetings around there.”

“I’d like to tether you to that, with your permission. Is that okay?”

“I mean, until ten minutes ago I was going to be tethered to a kid, so sure.”

I laugh and he does, too. He slips back into his natural form and takes another big breath. The blue of his squishy skin is fading into a soft yellow.

“On three, you’re going to feel a wiggly sensation inside, like a worm’s been set loose in there. Just relax, it’ll be over in a flash.”

He agrees.

“Yor’boza lex amentum. Lex amentum yor’boza.”

The void flickers, remnants of the island bleeding through the blackness. The statue comes into view.

“Zee romyle meesk a mi,” I say the second part, which does the attaching, with as much force as I can muster.

“Ooo,” he says.

“Almost there. Zee romyle meesk a mi.”

The statue glows and so does Gregory. Suddenly, the darkness fades and the whole world bleeds with color again. My feet form on solid ground. I blink and one of my hands is holding the hand of the wizard statue. The other is gripped tightly to Russ’s camera.

Its red light blinks in my face, still recording. The chat is going on and on about waiting and watching for what is about to happen. The statue’s eyes open and its stone hand squeezes mine.

“Ashley?” Gregory says timidly, hands roving his new rocky form. “Wow. I’m out of there! I’m done. They can’t make me—” His gaze snaps to the blinking camera, which I’m now holding so that we’re both in frame.

“Who is ‘they,’ Gregory? Please, tell everyone.”

He hesitates.

“Go on.”

“Dr. Minzy . . . he’s trying to control us, all free Availables, for his own gain.”

“Start from the beginning,” I say, and Gregory does. He explains everything. How Minzy spent months in Winzhobble recruiting Availables to explore our Realm during this particular week, when there would be “unique opportunities to discover new facets of magic. He promised them that hanging around the Between Realms would help them unearth new abilities. The king forbade Minzy’s self-promotion, so Minzy got his message out . . . by word of mouth. And it caught like a noodle crab on pasta. But quickly after they showed up, Minzy started luring them to be tethered.”

After several minutes only one person has typed “THIS IS AWFUL” in the chat box. And yet the audience has swelled.

Gregory goes on. “There’s a building here on the island where all the real Magicks who’ve been replaced are slumbering. Minzy even had a few of us close the portals on the first day to trap you all here. And then one of the first Availables he took was my—”

“Greg?” someone says. “Is that you?”

The Green Shirt from detention emerges from the thicket of trees.

“Brother?” Gregory’s stone mouth parts in shock.

Jake runs to his brother, throwing his arms around him. “You made it out. You’re going to be okay!”

My eyes sting. Sobbing emojis flood the chat.

“I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you,” Jake says to me. “When I met you the first time in the Between Realms, I knew what was coming. Minzy told me I’d be bound to a camp staffer named Jake. I was so frustrated, I ran to the Realms. When you asked my name, I told you the name Jake, hoping . . . ​ I don’t know, that you’d meet the real Jake at camp and notice the coincidence. But then I realized how silly and far-fetched that was. When I saw you again in detention, I wanted to just tell you right there. But he has so many eyes on this island. And, well, I thought you’d think I was making stuff up.”

“What’s your real name?”

“Geoff.”

“Well, Geoff, it is nice to meet you. When you said ‘he’ just then, you meant . . . ?”

“Dr. Minzy,” Geoff confirms.

I thank the brothers and turn the camera on myself.

“Guys, I hope you believe me now. And I guess I’m just realizing that our Magick community isn’t just us on this island or you all on MagickNet—Gregory and Geoff and the rest of the Availables are our community, too. We have to do what’s right, even if it’s intimidating or makes us feel like we’d prefer to hide in a hole.” I can’t believe how impossible talking to millions of people felt to me just a few days ago. Nothing like your best friend’s life being in danger to make you get over fear. “We have to save Geoff, the real camp staffer Jake, and the rest of the Availables.”

“But how?” Gregory asks, along with a flood of chat messages.

User28302: Tell us what to do Ash!

“We have to get the word out in every single city all at once. Call your local Magick news station and let them know what’s going on. Even if they don’t believe you. Call over and over. Meanwhile, I’m going to work on freeing Russ and Kyana and also every single Available trapped in Minzy’s clutches.”

User28302: Where is everyone from? Shout out your place.

Let’s get organized. Meet up at your local schools. We have

WORK TO DO.

Rz289: I’m in Boston

Tykoo1920: Seattle here

FunSun111: Anyone in North Carolina? I’m in Charlotte.

LinkLover__434: LA, babeeee

WhizWitch12837: H-Town on the map

WizardMan00: The Chi SSide Reppin’

I set the camera down. “We won’t need this for the next part of my plan.”

Jake gulps. “And what is that?”

“We’re going to tear down the barrier between our Realms.”
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“You want me to do what?” Russ plants his hands on his hips.

“My potion cleverness isn’t going to get us out of this.”

His furrowed expression catches me off guard. “Russ, I skimmed the videos on your channel. Hundreds of thousands of . . . what do you call them? Gickies . . .” Gosh, that word rolls off the tongue weird. “They consider you a charm expert. You’re going to pull out that charm expertise and get us out of here.”

“Uh, I don’t understand—why aren’t you figuring this out?” He shuffles on his feet. “Those videos are for fun, you know. Like . . . ​for laughs. It’s interesting. People like hearing me talk.” He scratches his head. “I like hearing me talk, if I’m being honest.” His inquisitive expression hardens. “This is serious. We can’t make a single mistake. You and Ash . . . ​ you guys are better at fixing problems, that sort of stuff, than me. I’m just here to make sure y’all keep getting along and make you two laugh.”

“Russ—” I rub my temples. “You have to think of something, and fast. Ash isn’t here. Potions won’t work, so that leaves you. Pretend there’s a camera watching if that’s the kick in the pants you need. But think of something!” I almost feel bad for pressuring Russ. Almost.

“Geez, no pressure!” He slides down the wall and pulls at a fraying thread on his jeans. “Uh, I mean . . . ​there is this one charm that I had, somewhere.” He pats along his vest and pulls out a black box with orange polka dots and a tuft of green fur. “It’s a DareToScare charm.”

“Uh, I don’t think we need any more reason to be scared.”

“Right. But to make it requires combining a beacon charm, a shadow charm, crushed moth wings, and the right spell.” He twists the green fuzz on top, muttering a spell under his breath too low for me to hear. The fuzz blooms open like a flower, the tiny box coming open. “If I can dissect the charm back down to its original ingredients, then maybe we can use the beacon.”

My heart squeezes. The only experience I have with charm dissection is when we learned about it in camp class and it ended horribly for me. But Russ of course nailed it. “You think it can work?”

“I think so.” He gnaws his lip, his eyes glinting with the spark I only ever see when the camera’s in his face. “If we can get a beacon out, it’ll shoot a bright light with the magnitude of a small star through the simulator up into the sky. It’ll hang there for days. If the Magick community sees it, they can find us.”

“Russ! That’s genius.”

“Help me clear some space.” Russ pulls a sheet from an empty bed and spreads it on the ground. He sets the charm in the center. He plucks his wand from his pocket and waves it over the box.

“Can you stand, like, over there? Nearer the door?”

I walk a few paces away. “Here?”

“Farther.”

I back up until I’m against the farthest wall from him. “Better?” My voice echoes against the stone walls.

“Now, have you ever played baseball?”

“Russ, what?!”

“Just . . . ​crouch down, okay? Like a catcher. As if you’re ready to catch a pitch.” He tosses me a sheet of fabric. “Cover your hand in that like a mitt.”

This is only getting more weird. “Uh . . . okay.” I bend my knees and hold my hands at the ready, fingers spread, ready to catch.

“Ready?”

I gulp. “Sure.”

“Stay steady. If the beacon ingredient comes out of here, it’s going to fly. I hope you’re a good catcher.”

“Russ—” But before I can get my question out, he’s winding his wand in a circle around the box. Its black edges catch fire. The orange polka dots on its sides bleed like ink into the sheet, and from the center, something round and green emerges.

“Here it comes!”

“What’s coming?”

“CATCH!”

A blur of color shoots through the air and I dash for it, crashing into someone’s cot frame and slamming to the floor. I roll on my back, aches pinching my spine, and hold my hands cupped ever so carefully to each other.

“Let me see,” Russ pants.

I part my hands open and inside are three eggs: a white one, a black one, and a blue one.

He sags in relief. “The beacon charm! It worked.”

“The charm is an egg?”

He sets aside the black egg. “The shadow charm.” Then, the blue one. “Moth wings, and . . .” He holds up the white egg.

“The beacon charm?”

“Ding ding ding.” He holds it carefully between his thumb and forefinger. “This bad boy has all we need to get out of here.”

“Russ is back, ladies and gentlemen!” I say to everyone (and no one) in this sleeping building.

“Ready?” He holds an arm back.

At this point I think I’m ready for anything. “Ready!”

He winds his arm and tosses the white egg at the ground hard.

Pop!

It cracks. But instead of yolk, a burst of light cuts through its shell, blaring a hole through the ceiling and up into the sky.
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Users watching: 917,502

“I’m going to need everyone’s focus on this,” I say, ready to share the plan Greg and I have been whispering about with the masses.

Gregory, more comfortable in his new form, says, “And you’re sure this’ll work?”

It feels like the entire world is watching.

“The Between Realms is a void,” I say. “There’s nothing there but space. Creating a tear should work. Based on what I know, it should. What about you?”

“I’ve studied veil breaches backwards and forwards. And you’re right, there are certain vulnerabilities the Between Realms has. Some are sensory, others are metaphysical—”

“In a language everyone can understand, please?” I ask, realizing the Gickies may not be following.

“A tear in that nothingness should let Availables through it.”

“Because there’s no world there—no plants, sky, ocean, trees—this veil should tear fairly easily. The existence of those things makes a Realm barrier difficult to tear.”

Geoff nods at my explanation. And the comments on Russ’s channel are still.

“Wait, what about my brother?” Greg asks. “What about him and all the Availables like him who are already here tethered to things . . . or people?”

“It’s a charm,” I say. “It’s not permanent. So when the wall between our worlds comes down, it won’t last very long. The Availables here will temporarily be dislodged from their attachments. They can flee to either side of the veil. Once the tear closes, they’re stuck wherever they are. It should work.”

“So Geoff will detach from Jake and he can either stay here untethered, free, or go back into the Between Realms in his natural form, to his life as it was before,” Greg clarifies.

“Yep,” I say, skimming the comments to be sure there aren’t any critical questions.

“No one’s going to want to stay there. I hope you’re right about this, Ashley.”

“I am as long as you do your part. Remember, you want to get back to the Between Realms and convince as many Availables as you can to wait for the tear and come through. They’ll be granted safety on this side. You have my word.” I hope Ms. Mo doesn’t have my head for what I’m about to do.

“My dad’s going to kill me,” Gregory says.

“I’ll be right there with you,” his brother Geoff responds.

I turn back to the camera, where the chat has been flooded with images of Magicks all over, demanding answers for where Omper Island is located. Others calling for Dr. Minzy’s head.

“We’re going in, guys! Stay tuned.” But the moment I say it, a bright light shoots through the trees and up into the sky.

A beacon! My heart squeezes. “Look to the sky, do you see it!?” I shout to the live feed.

Rz289: Nothing in Boston

LinkLover__434: Clear skies here

WizardMan00: Wait, what does it look like

User28302: Oh my goodness I SEE IT! It’s here guys!!!

Rz289: send pics

DogFriend22: OMG, you’re near me! I SEE IT TOOOOO

Help is on the way. I don’t know how the Magick Board would feel about me letting hundreds of spirits loose in our world. But it’s the right thing to do. “Guys, listen! If you have an Available specialty, join me in the Between Realms, right now. Help convince the Availables to listen to Gregory and me.”

The chat floods with comments but there’s no time to read them.

“Into the Realm on three. One . . .” I rear back where I’m sitting and close my eyes. “Two . . .” The lull takes me in an instant. Three. The Between Realms surrounds me, scents of fresh grass and swimming pool swirl in my nose. Gregory’s stone hand is somehow even more rigid in my hand.

I squeeze. “It’s okay.”

What is usually an empty void is full of bodies. My heart ticks faster. Someone barrels into my back. “Ashley?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s User28302! The one who saw the beacon. I’m a Summoning specialty, too.” She offers a hand. “I’m Kenyatta.”

Meeting strangers usually makes me want to puke but I throw my arms around Kenyatta and my eyes burn with tears. We might actually survive this.

“Hurry,” I say, realizing we aren’t the only ones in the Realm. An audience of Availables watches from a distance in colors vacillating between green and red. They huddle as if they’re equally uncomfortable and unsure.

An Available I recognize zooms toward us. Gregory tenses beside me.

“Father,” he says, and I squeeze his hand harder.

“Minzy told me you’d switched sides,” his father says. “The Magicks from that Realm are—”

“A lot better than you!” Gregory shouts, then turns to address our growing audience. “Listen up, everyone. Ashley and her friends are going to get us out of the clutches of the king’s brother.”

“I don’t like neither one of ’em,” someone shouts.

“We can flee to Ashley’s Realm. Untethered. Free.”

Gregory’s father’s bloody hue deepens. “Son, you better stop this madness, this instant!”

Gregory raises his voice. “I don’t know what Minzy has promised my father now that he’s switched sides. But we don’t have to live this way.”

His father gapes, unable to stop him from using his sharpest weapon—his voice.

“Those of us who are tethered in the human world have enjoyed a comfortable life by choice. But what Ashley is offering us is different.”

The sea of blue shifts to bright yellow and then to white, the colors of happiness and hope. Gregory nods at me to take over and I step forward. Hundreds of stares burn my skin. Strangers from MagickNet, Availables I’ve never met. But no lump rises in my throat.

“He’s right,” I say. “If you come to our Realm this way, you’ll be untethered.”

Whispers swarm.

“If you stay here, you will have no say in what happens to you. Don’t let Dr. Minzy control you. And don’t let fear stop you from doing the right thing. All at once everyone here can push against the barrier between our Realms. And that should tear the veils between our Realms down for just enough time to let you all through.”

Chatter erupts all around us.

“But Availables can only enter your world tethered to something or . . .” The speaker gives an audible gulp. “Or someone.”

“Earlier this week Gregory grabbed my friend, Kyana. I know Dr. Minzy put many of you up to it, trying to see if an Available could break through the barrier between our Realms and grab Magicks in my Realm. But it didn’t work. None of the Availables could get a good enough hold on the Magicks they grabbed. But I realized that if one Available could weaken the barrier enough to grab someone, how much more would it be weakened if we tried to break it through together?”

Some Availables put more distance between us and them. Gregory’s father goes on shouting about us being liars. But his campaigning is drowned out by questions tossed at Gregory and me—about if it’ll hurt and where would they all live if not tethered.

“We can do this!” Gregory’s fist pumps the air.

“Go on,” I tell the mass of followers who’ve appeared from Russ’s channel. “Get in there, talk to them, show them we mean them no harm.” In a rush, the masses of Summoners intermingle with the Availables and the angry red blob that is Gregory’s father is lost in all the excitement.

“You sure this will work?” Kenyatta asks.

“Positive. But we’ll have to be quick,” I tell her.

“Gather around, friends,” I shout. “I’m going to count us down. On three we push. One!”

Kenyatta wraps her arms around a pair of glowing purple marshmallows.

“Two!”

“It’s going to be all right,” she whispers to them.

“Three!”

The mass of colors in the Between Realms squeezes together in one massive explosion. The dark room glows, illuminating every corner of the shadowed void.

Until everything and everyone and everywhere disappears.
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When I wake up, I’m wrapped in bandages from head to toe. The magical maladies ward of the hospital is on the top floor, with windows that look out to the entire city of Rockford.

“How’s your head, dearie?” a voice says. But there’s no one in sight.

“Hello?” I try to sit up but I ache all over.

“Over here.” The voice is coming from a nurse podium. “I’m Shelly, your attendant.”

I blink. “You’re an Available tethered to a nurse station?”

“Oh, I’m more than that.” An arm stretches from Shelly with a translucent hand. She wiggles her fingers. “Safe to touch.” She holds up her hand and I press mine to it, not believing my eyes. I must be in an alternate Realm, but I blink and Park Row is visible just beyond my hospital room window. This was my community project idea. To have hospital and lab facilities staffed by Available spirits instead of people.

“Can you help me sit up?”

Shelly rolls over to my bed and fluffs my pillow. “How’s that?”

With the better vantage I can see clearly. The world is not a delusion, no matter how many times I blink. “How . . . ​ how long have you been like this?”

“Cutting-edge magic invention. There are only three of me in existence, made in this very hospital.”

“Oh?”

“Yep, a young witch from Park Row . . . ​you might know her.” She winks. “Researched and proposed this as her community project, and here we are being tested.”

Wait . . . a young witch. “Me?! Y-you know about my community project?”

Shelly spins her podium and arches her back. An engraved plaque protrudes out at my nose.

Project x638929 Phase 1 Testing Author: Ashley Martinez, Witch Park Row

I tingle all over. “Why didn’t anybody tell me? I—I got the one note saying it couldn’t be used until it was further investigated.”

“Initially it was shut down, yes. But with all the commotion happening this week at camp, the Magick Board looked into you and your friends thoroughly. Our director pulled out your project and was blown away. He put it into development and ordered it to begin beta testing right away.”

I can’t believe my ears. All this was happening and I had no idea.

“We sent notices to you. But we’ve since discovered that Dr. Minzy has been up to more than just trying to tether Magicks. He’s also been stealing ideas from bright witches like yourself by intercepting mail from the Research and Development Division.” She pulls out a letter. “This went out to you yesterday. We recovered it from his things.”

I take the letter and hardly believe my eyes. They’re going to use my project. My eyes sting with tears.

“Oh dear, you’re crying. Are you also feeling particularly giggly?”

“No, actually. What happened with the curse?”

“We’ve come into quite the supply of excretion samples, from every Available who crossed into our Realm. The Magick Board has a database now and is actively brewing remedies for those still showing symptoms. Everyone will be as good as new in no time.” A paper shoots out of a printer built into her podium. “Let’s see how things are looking . . . ​ Very good. The secretions from the Availables who grabbed you are sixty-seven percent out of your system. Another couple of days here, and you’ll be feeling great.”

I cry. And I’ve never been happier to. Suddenly I realize I haven’t seen Kyana or Russ yet.

“Shelly, do you know what happened to my friends?”

“Oh, Kyana and Russ were also here, but they were released today. In fact, since you’re awake . . .” A blue button on Shelly’s side smashes in and her voice echoes over the intercom. “Room 1233 is open for visitors.” She turns off the intercom and hands me a purple flower with glittery petals unlike anything I’ve seen before.

“Wow, thank you. I’ve never seen a more beautiful flower! Who is it from?”

“They only grow in Winzhobble. My cousin sent one to you as a thank-you. She and her sister were caught up in Dr. Minzy’s mess. You saved them. And all those campers.” Waxy liquid runs down the podium and I realize Shelly is sobbing.

“I’m so glad they’re okay.”

She sniffles. “All right, then, before I let visitors in, any other questions?”

“So many. But . . . what happened to Dr. Minzy?”

“The authorities were able to get the kids out of that horrid Dragon Simulator building. That story’s been all over the news. But Dr. Minzy, well . . . ​they confiscated his warehouses. Minzy Industrial has been shut down and all his products banned. But he himself appears to have escaped back to Winzhobble.”

I sag against the bed. “That’s too bad.”

“He’ll get his due. They always do. Don’t you worry.” She hands me an orange soda. “Drink up.”

“My favorite. Thanks.”

I want to ask about the Between Realms opening, but I’m not sure admitting that I orchestrated something so hugely against the rules of the natural world is a good idea.

“I’d like to see my friends now, if that’s okay.”

She smiles and the doors open.
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I push the doors to Ashley’s hospital room open and give the nurse who tried to convince me and Russ to just go home an I-told-you-so look.

“Ash!” I hug her and she throws her arms around my neck. “We’re so glad you’re okay!”

“Me too,” she says. “I’ve been worried sick about you!”

“We did it, though! Well, Russ did.”

“Not without you convincing me I could be ‘that dude’ even if the camera isn’t watching.”

I roll my eyes.

“Wait, what happened? What did you do, Russ?” Ash asks, perking up, orange rising in her straw.

I update Ash on Russ’s brilliant charm dissection and he insists on mentioning how I helped push him to see that he’s not just good at jokes and videos. That when it comes down to it, Russ too can save the day.

“Are there more sodas?” Ash asks, and Nurse Shelly hands Russ and me one each.

“So is it true, you . . .” I lean in for a whisper when Nurse Shelly has walked away. “You let Availables cross into our Realm?”

“I tried. But I blacked out at the end so I’m not sure if it worked.”

“Oh, it worked.” My mom hovers in the doorway, arms crossed, a playful smirk on her lips.

Next to her is Ms. Mo. “And apparently the new PRMA is housing them,” Mo says.

Then Ash’s mom rushes in and covers Ash with kisses.

“All right, Mom. Geez!”

“I’m just so proud of you. Standing up for those creatures.” Her eyes water. She clutches her chest. “Oh, Ash!”

Ash squeezes her hand, a bit glazy-eyed, too. “I guess I just had to find my voice, huh?”

“And that you did,” I chime in.

Her mom winks. “We all knew it was in you.”

“Ms. Mo,” I ask, “are you serious about the Availables being housed at our new school?”

“Yep.” She dangles a letter with a giant Sector X stamp on the bottom. “Approved, signed, and sealed.”

Ashley grins. “Oh my gosh, Ms. Mo, thank you for being okay with that. I wasn’t sure—”

Mo holds up a hand. “No need to explain. From what I hear from Gregory and his brother Geoff, you were quite the trailblazer.”

Ash blushes.

“And you, Miss Kyana.” Mo turns to me. “I hear you were quite the leader. I’m thinking we should put you in charge of—”

“Sorry, Ms. Mo, but I need to stop you right there. In this new PRMA, I was thinking Ash and Russ could be in charge of things, too.”

“Gregory would make a good Available liaison,” Ash chimes in.

“I could help oversee community outreach,” Russ says.

“And what are you going to do, Miss Turner?”

“Maybe I’ll just practice my potions for a bit. That’s plenty of work for now.”

Mo’s smile deepens. “I think it all sounds like a brilliant idea.

“Speaking of Park Row Magic Academy, I have news.” She steeples her hands, her voice sugary. “The bigger and better PRMA building is just about finished, well ahead of schedule. The architects and builders heard about all you Park Rowers have done and they pulled in teams from all over the city to speed things up as a thank-you from the Magick community to you.”

“So when does it reopen?”

“Next month!”

I squeal. Ash and Russ gasp. “No way!”

“Oh, that’s the best news,” Ash’s mom says. “Moesha, do you know if there will be community space available for meetings and such? I’d love to discuss renting that out.”

“Yes, please, somewhere other than our house.” Ash rolls her eyes before bursting into laughter.

“We can chat about that for sure,” Mo says. “The extra income would be useful. I love community supporting each other.”

Russ nudges me with his elbow. “Some sucky spring break, huh?”

“No kidding,” Ash says.

I rub my hands together. “Let year two of magic school begin!”
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