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  Chapter 1








Miss Pettigrew's


I love flying. I mean, I really love flying. I can’t wait until I’m old enough to get my learner’s permit and sit on the front seat of a broom. But that won’t be for a few more years, if I ever get the chance at all. 
Mostly, I love the feeling of the wind rushing past my ears and my goggles pressing tight against my face. It just makes me feel better, and I forget all about my problems.
That’s how I was feeling now as we headed north over the seemingly endless, unbroken forest. 
“Alma, look, there it is!” my little brother Boris said, jabbing me in the left kidney, again, and pointing down at a small cluster of buildings.
I don’t know why he always does that. He knows I can hear him perfectly well, but every time he talks to me when we’re on my father’s broom, he has to poke me in the ribs. It was like the nineteenth time he’d done it since we left. And I can’t turn around and smack him, which is what I’d really like to do. I tried once, just after we flew over Buffalo. I took my hands off the broom to let him have it, but I had to grab the handle again because I nearly fell into Lake Erie, or maybe it was Lake Ontario. They look kind of the same from the back of a broom.
Well, at least there were a couple of good things about being sent to summer school. I wouldn’t be pestered by Boris for six glorious weeks. And I wouldn’t catch my father watching me with that concerned look in his eye. I would miss my mother and her always telling me not to worry about what the other kids said about me, and reminding me that I could never change them. She’d always say, “Just try your hardest, and everything will work out for the best.” She’s the only one who believes in me.
But she doesn’t understand my problems. No one does.
We’d been flying for hours, first over the city, then the suburbs, then farms, and now we were over the woods. My father must have seen the buildings too, because he angled the nose of the broom downward. We descended in slow, leisurely circles, giving me a chance to get a good look at the place where I would be spending the next month and a half.
There it was, ‘Miss Pettigrew’s Summer School for Exceptional Magical Children.’ But no one ever used its full name. It was so famous that everyone in the magical world just called it ‘Miss Pettigrew’s’. The kids who were sent here weren’t exceptional, though, not a single one. They were all the problem children of magical families, like me.
During my last year at school, all my teachers told me if I didn’t learn how to control my magic, I would have to go to summer school. And here I was. They also said if Miss Pettigrew couldn’t help me, I would be sent to Washburn Island, maybe for the rest of my life - the rest of my life!
There were only two places in the world where magical spells wouldn’t work. One was the small hilltop where Miss Pettigrew’s sat, and the other was Washburn Island, a tiny speck of land in the middle of the Indian Ocean that only magicians and a few sea birds knew about. Nobody understood why magic spells failed in these places. My father told me the Magic Circle, which regulates all things magical, thought it had something to do with the geology underlying the hill and the island. Miss Pettigrew’s was now a school and Washburn Island was the place where troubled and disturbed magicians were sent to prevent them from harming themselves or others.
Of course, the highest-ranked magicians could cast a spell over an area or an object so that a lower-ranked magician’s spells wouldn’t work. But that took a lot of energy and skill, and eventually such a spell would stop working. But these two natural areas of unmagic had never changed since they’d first been discovered. Some of the greatest magical scientists had spent their entire careers trying to understand the phenomenon. But no one had gotten further than to blame it on the rocks.
As we circled lower and lower, I got a better view of the school and my mind shifted gears. It was really unfair that I was being sent here. It wasn’t my fault that my magic sometimes got the better of me. I really, really tried to control myself. But occasionally when I was angry or scared, or when I felt threatened, or when I was just daydreaming, something would happen and everybody knew it was me. There was no hiding it. I guess I have a distinctive magical style. That’s probably because my mother is an artist.
There was the time last month in school when Bobby Rexford jumped out from the closet behind me and yelled, “Boo!” I was so startled that I turned him into a giant banana split without even knowing it. When the teachers turned him back, he was really mad and still had strawberry syrup in his hair, and bits of banana sticking out of his ears.
Then there was the time Mrs. Jones was talking to us about non-magical animals - reptiles, to be precise - and I started thinking about snakes. I drifted away and one thought lead to another and pretty soon I remembered a picture in one of my mother’s books of Medusa, the scary Greek goddess. My daydream was interrupted when everybody in the class started screaming and laughing. I looked up to see that Mrs. Jones’s hair had turned into snakes. Not cobras or anything poisonous or dangerous, but just pretty little red and yellow snakes. I’d only not been concentrating for a moment, but it was enough. It took her several tries to undo what I had done, and when her hair was back to normal, she was furious.
After she finished talking to me about how I had done a bad thing and needed more self-control, I got sent to the principal’s office. When Mr. Salazar, he runs our school, finished talking to me, he called my parents, and by the time my father was done with his speech about responsibility, I had a splitting headache.
He said I was well past the age when I should be able to control my magic and that my little brother, Boris, who was only seven, was already able to do so. “Magic,” he repeated for the umpteenth time, “was a discipline that required an orderly and organized mind.” I couldn’t help it. Things just pop into my head. I try to put my thoughts in their proper place, but everything seems to blend together. That’s just the way I am. It’s my father’s fault, really, for not marrying another magician. Why did he have to fall in love with a non-magic woman, and an artist to boot?
I didn’t mean that. I love my mother. She never criticized me or made me feel worthless. But she was non-magic and couldn’t understand the pressures I was facing.
My father didn’t say anything, but I knew it was very embarrassing for him, the youngest member of the Magic Circle, to have a daughter who couldn’t be left alone for fear of something unintended and magical happening.
My mother had said nothing when she’d heard what I had done at school. In fact, I could tell by the look in her eyes that she wished she’d seen Mrs. Jones with snakes in her hair. It might have given her an idea for one of her paintings, or maybe a sculpture. But she never said anything about magic because she wasn’t from a magical family and didn’t live in that world, except what she saw through my father. When I talked to her about being sent away, she’d just smile and say, “That’s not going to happen. I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” before changing the subject.
My thoughts were interrupted by my father shouting, “Get ready for landing!”
I took one last look from the air at Miss Pettigrew’s. It was just a small group of buildings in the vast northern forest next to an unspoiled lake. At its center stood a small, stone house that was nearly two-hundred and fifty years old. Around it, a series of newer wooden buildings, including bunkhouses, classrooms, and a cafeteria, had been erected. At the bottom of the hill, away from the lake, I saw a barn, which was outside the area of unmagic, where, I had been told, meals were prepared and the laundry washed.
My father nosed our six-seater broom lower and lower, bringing it down on an empty beach beside the lake. I extended my toes and felt the sand beneath my boots. Boris dismounted first and ran down to the water’s edge. He looked kind of silly racing around in a dark suit and tie, but recently he had taken to mimicking my father in dress, haircut, and even his mannerisms.
My father got off the broom next and reached for his wand. A quick wave later, his suit was crisp and pressed, his tie and handkerchief perfect, and his short, curly hair looked like it had just been cut. He extended his big, dark hand to help my mother while I lingered on the broom. I didn’t want to be here, but this was my last chance. If I didn’t succeed here, that was it. I was headed for Washburn Island and a life with other untrainable magicians.
Next came the embarrassing part, and I was glad there was no one else around. For some reason, my mother always insisted on wearing a motorcycle helmet when she flew, even after all the years of being married to my father, who was an expert flier. I suppose that’s because she didn’t grow up with magic and never could really get used to it. 
All magicians wear goggles when they fly. You have to if you don’t want dust blown into your eyes and it’s dangerous not to. You might end up flying into the side of a mountain or collide with another magician in mid-air. Only in movies and books by authors who have never flown on a broom do people ride without goggles. It’s silly, really, when you think about it. But no self-respecting magician would ever wear a helmet.
“Boris, honey, can you help me with this chin strap?” my mother asked.
Boris got that look on his face he always wore when he appeared in magical places with his mother, but he returned from the lakeshore to assist her.
“You know you don’t have to wear a crash helmet. Flying is completely safe,” Boris said for the thousandth time, fiddling with the strap before finally releasing it. “Nobody else’s mother wears one.”
“You can never be too careful,” my mother replied, putting her helmet down on her seat.
She then took a moment to check the colorful makeup she’d applied to her pale skin, and fluff up her curly hair she’d dyed purple before straightening out her long, baggy dress.
“So this is Miss Pettigrew’s,” my father said, stretching his long arms over his head. “I’ve heard a lot about this place over the years. But, of course, I’ve never been here before.”
I felt like this was his way of reminding me that I was a disappointment to him. He had always been a star student and never needed to go to summer school, or repeat a class he had failed. He never actually said that, but I could feel it.
“Where is everybody?” I asked, looking around at the empty beach. “Aren’t there supposed to be like a hundred kids coming to the school today?”
“Miss Pettigrew asked me to get here early,” my father replied. “She has something she wants to discuss.”
“Is it about me?” I asked.
“No, it’s not about you,” my father replied, putting his big hand on my shoulder.
I wasn’t sure if I believed what he said, but couldn’t remember him ever lying to me.
Boris pulled out his wand and my mother said, “Be careful with that thing, dear. It’s not a toy.”
“Oh, Mom,” he replied. “Don’t worry.”
Ever since Boris had gotten his beginner wand for Christmas last year and started learning magic, my father had been giving him simple spells to try out. Some of them worked, while others produced unintended results. He was only allowed to use his wand when my father was there to supervise, though I knew sometimes he would secretly practice in his room at night. My bedroom was next to his upstairs, away from my parents, and sometimes I’d hear strange screeching or smell smoke after bedtime.
He had taken to magic from the beginning. So had I, but not in the way they taught it at school. One of the first lessons a magician has to learn is how to channel magic through their wand. Doing this provided a degree of control you couldn’t achieve otherwise.
Even though it was one of the first lessons, I had never been able to master it. Sometimes I could get my wand to work perfectly and other times I couldn’t. Then there were the times I did magic without my wand. That’s when I really got into trouble.
That’s why I had fallen behind at school. Not in the classroom stuff. I could read and write and memorize the dates important magical events occurred. No, it was the practical side of magic that was my problem. So here I was, at Miss Pettigrew’s.
When he thought no one was watching, my brother said a few words over a large rock lying on the beach. His spell transformed it into a giant snapping turtle. I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean to do that because he looked quite stunned at first. Then he bent over for a closer look at his work and it snapped at him, nearly taking off his nose.
My mother screamed and my father wheeled around before quickly turning the turtle back into a rock again.
“Boris, honey, I told you to be careful,” my mother said.
Boris ignored her and said, “I thought magic wasn’t supposed to work here.”
“The unmagic zone is about halfway up the hill, where the buildings are,” my father replied. “It’s a very small area.”
Boris looked where my father was pointing and wrinkled his nose. Then he started walking slowly toward the edge of the zone.
“I don’t feel anything,” he said. “I must be inside the area now.”
He waved his wand at a pebble, and nothing happened. Then he took another pace back toward the beach and tried again. Still nothing. He did this for several more steps before a rock turned into a frog.
“It worked, Daddy,” he cried. “The line must be right here.”
His shout startled the frog, which said, “Ribbit,” and hopped away.
“Now, stop playing,” my father said. “And come over here and do something useful. You can unload Alma’s bags.”
Boris sighed and joined my father next to the broom. The two back seats each contained one of my suitcases as well as my favorite blanket, which had been strapped down so they wouldn’t fall off during our journey.
I was kind of hoping my father would let me unload the luggage, but the rule at Miss Pettigrew’s was that students weren’t allowed to use magic unless a teacher was present, so I stepped back.
“Whenever you’re ready,” my father said.
Boris cleared his throat and uttered a few words, but nothing happened.
“You need to speak more clearly,” my father said.
Boris repeated the spell and the straps holding the suitcases undid themselves and hung in the air for a moment before falling to the ground.
“Good,” my father said. “Now the suitcases.”
Boris waved his wand and my suitcases flew off the broom. They crashed onto the ground several yards away, spilling the contents of the bigger bag.
“Boris,” I shouted. “Be careful with my stuff.”
He just smiled, and the anger rose inside me. I got hold of myself in time, though, before I did anything that would have gotten me in trouble, like cover him in warts or worse.
My father produced his wand and waved it. My big suitcase packed itself again, and both bags flew toward me, landing at my feet.
I looked up at my mother to see if she was going to scold Boris, but she had her back turned and was staring off into the distance.
“These are beautiful mountains,” she said in a faraway voice. “I wish I’d brought my paints. Wouldn’t it be nice if there was just a spot of red, right there over the lake to go with all those lovely blues and greens, maybe something red with orange polka dots?”
My mother was always thinking about her paintings, no matter where she was. I wondered sometimes if she remembered she had children. She didn’t seem to right now. But I knew she loved me, even if she wasn’t as worried about my future as I was.
My mind was a million miles away when Boris yelled, “Look out!”







  
  Chapter 2








Fireball


I whipped my head around and saw a huge black bear trotting out of the woods, heading straight towards us. The bruin wore a smile on his face and looked like he knew what he was going to eat for his next meal – me! 
I started to shake, but concentrated my mind so I wouldn’t use my magic. I had been working so hard to try to control myself. Besides, my father was right there, and he’d do something to keep us safe.
But for some reason he didn’t, and the bear kept coming.
“Daddy,” I shouted, taking my eyes off the beast for just a moment to see my father was also smiling while Boris had collapsed at his feet.
I turned back toward the bear. It was only a few yards from us when it suddenly burst into flames and sparks flew in every direction.
The fire made my eyes water, and I rubbed them furiously with my hands. After the smoke cleared, I could see the bear had transformed itself into a man about my father’s age, but shorter and fatter, with wide shoulders and a face like a fish.
My mother, who had been studying the landscape, unaware of anything around her, started coughing on the smoke and without turning around said, “My goodness, what is going on? Boris, are you getting into trouble again?”
My brother ignored the question. “It’s Uncle George! That was so cool,” he said, picking himself off the ground. “I want to learn how to do that. Daddy, can you teach me?”
“I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait a while,” my father replied. “Only a magician who has earned a class forty-five license is allowed to transform into a large mammal. That’s one of the most difficult spells to master.”
“Sorry if I startled you, kids,” Uncle George said, alternating between coughing and laughing.
“Oh, it’s you, George,” my mother said, finally looking behind her. “How are Thelma and the kids?”
“There all fine, thank you, Gertrude,” he replied.
“George, I hoped I would see you here,” my father said, shaking the man’s thick hand. “Tell me, what have you found out….”
His voice trailed off, and he glanced down at Boris and me as if what he was about to say shouldn’t be heard by children. I could tell it was Magic Circle business, just by the tone of his voice.
Uncle George shot my father a knowing look before turning to me. “My goodness, Alma, it’s only been a couple of weeks since I last saw you, but I’d swear you’ve grown since then.
I forced a weak smile as I greeted him.
The man shifted his gaze and bent over to shake my brother’s hand.
“Hello Boris. My, you look grown up in that suit. It looks like you’re ready to join your father on the Magic Circle.”
I was used to these conversations. Whenever I was around grownups, they’d always talk about how bright my brother’s future was, but never said the other thing - that I wasn’t going to be a success. But I could tell, just by the way they looked at me, that’s what they were thinking.
Uncle George stood up and began talking to my father again. “Harvey, can we have a quick word in private?”
My father nodded and the two men walked down the beach so they couldn’t be overheard. I watched them retreat before joining my mother looking out at the scenery. Boris spent his time enchanting small stones and skimming them along the surface of the water.
My mind started to wander as I listened to my mother talk about all the shapes she saw around us before moving on to a discussion of color theory. Her voice faded, and I wondered what my father and Uncle George were talking about. Then, all of a sudden, their voices got louder inside my head.
“So tell me, George,” my father said. “What have you discovered?”
“I’m afraid I have nothing to report,” Uncle George replied. “I’ve been watching the school for several days and have seen nothing unusual or out of the ordinary.”
“That’s disappointing,” my father said. “We’re going to have to take action if this situation continues. We can’t have a child get seriously hurt, or worse.”
“I know,” Uncle George said. “Maybe once the students arrive, things will start happening, like they did last year.”
I looked behind me, expecting them to be right there, but they weren’t. They were still walking down the beach with their backs turned. Their voices faded again, and it took me a couple moments to realize I must have been using my magic. Somehow, I was able to hear them, even from this distance.
I wasn’t supposed to use magic here, but I was curious to know what they were talking about. Besides, I didn’t see how anyone could ever find out what I was doing. I tried to concentrate and hear them again, but it didn’t work.
Then I remembered what I was thinking about when their voices had become loud. I stared out over the lake and listened to my mother, who was still talking about colors. It worked. 
Uncle George was saying, “If we can’t get to the bottom of this, and soon, we’ll have to close the school, perhaps permanently.”
“That would be a real shame,” my father replied. “Miss Pettigrew has done some great work here. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my family.”
“Ask Alma not to mention that she saw me here,” Uncle George said. “It might complicate things.”
“I will,” my father replied. “Don’t worry. She’s a good girl and can keep a secret.”
Uncle George transformed himself into a crow and flew off with a friendly, “Caw, caw, caw.”
I forced myself to suppress a proud smile. My father had just complemented me.
He rejoined my mother on the shore and she asked him if he could produce a paint set or some charcoal and an easel so she could do some sketching.
“I don’t think there’s time, dear,” he replied. “Just take an image with your mind. We’ll be home in a few hours. You can do your drawings then.”
The three of us stood watching as Boris skimmed a stone that traveled far out onto the water before disappearing. It was very peaceful. For a moment I forgot we weren’t on vacation and that I was going to be left in this place. Footsteps approached from behind. I turned to see a small, white-haired woman using a cane walking down the road toward the beach. As soon as she reached the edge of the zone of unmagic, she left the ground in a long magical leap and landed in front of us.
“Oh, Harvey,” the woman said, shaking my father’s hand. “I’m glad you’ve come so early.”
“Miss Pettigrew,” my father replied. “It’s been too long since we last met.”
It was odd that my father, a member of the Magic Circle and one of the highest ranking magicians in the world, wouldn’t call the woman by her first name. Perhaps he didn’t even know it, or maybe it was a sign of respect.
Then Miss Pettigrew turned to my mother, and they exchanged a few words before she glanced down at my brother and me.
“You must be Alma. I’ve heard a lot about you. And you must be Boris,” she said.
But Boris wasn’t paying attention. He was standing with his mouth wide open, pointing up the road. He made a gargling sort of noise, but seemed unable to speak.
I looked up and saw the strangest creature I’d ever seen, and that was saying something. I’d seen pictures of just about every kind of magical beast, except, of course, the invisible ones, and had been to the magic zoo where some of the creatures lived. But I’d never seen anything as strange as this. It might have been a cross between a dragon and a turkey, or maybe an alligator or perhaps an iguana, or maybe a combination of all four. I can’t think of a better way to describe it.
Miss Pettigrew put her wrinkled hand on top of Boris’s and gently lowered his arm to his side.
“That’s nothing to worry about,” she said soothingly. “That’s just Fireball. He lives here with me.”
Boris mouthed the name, “Fireball,” but no sound escaped his lips.
“He’s a dragon,” Miss Pettigrew said. “Come here, Fireball. Come and meet our guests.
The dragon approached cautiously. When he reached Miss Pettigrew’s side, she took Boris’s hand and placed it on the dragon’s neck.
“He likes to be scratched right there,” she said.
“He doesn’t look like any dragon I’ve ever seen before,” I said, joining my brother and putting my hand on the beast’s scaly skin behind his ears.
I moved my fingers and Fireball twisted himself to get closer. I rewarded him with a vigorous scratching and he started to make a strange, low noise, almost like he was purring.
“See, he likes you,” Miss Pettigrew said. “And you’re right. Fireball isn’t like any other dragon anywhere else in the world. He was orphaned in a landslide that crushed his family in their cave. He nearly died, too. But luckily a young magician was close by and heard the noise. She discovered Fireball badly injured, but the young woman wasn’t skilled with dragons and was more familiar with dogs. She did her best with the magic she knew and saved my darling. However, she did make some mistakes.”
“Mistakes?” I said as I scratched so hard some of the looser scales on Fireball’s neck fell to the ground and his eyes rolled up into his head.
“Yes. In her attempts to help him, she inadvertently stunted his growth, so this is as big as he’ll ever grow. She also shortened his tail and his wings so he can’t fly, and somehow, I don’t really know how, she made his legs grow longer. Maybe she was using a spell meant for a dog or a horse,” Miss Pettigrew said, looking down with love in her eyes at Fireball. “Oh, and she removed the ignitor from his neck so he can’t breathe fire.”
“Poor guy,” I said, enjoying the scratching as much as Fireball was.
“Then she took him home. Her dog had just given birth to a litter of puppies and the mother dog raised Fireball as one of her own. The result is that sometimes he acts more like a dog than a dragon. But that’s alright, if he acted like a dragon, he could never stay with me,” Miss Pettigrew said.
“I guess I shouldn’t feel too sorry for him then,” I said.
“I wouldn’t if I were you. He’s got it pretty good here,” she said with a laugh. “And, of course, he spends the winter with me in Florida.”
Before I could speak again, Boris shouted, “Look out,” for the second time.
I was wondering if Uncle George had returned as a bear when my father’s powerful hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled me to the ground. Something whooshed by close to my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a round boy with freckles on a broom go zooming by. But he wasn’t sitting on the broom like a normal magician. He was underneath it, hanging by the tips of his fingers as it zigged and zagged over the lake. It looked for all the world as if it were trying to shake him loose. Suddenly, it turned vertical and shot directly up towards the sun, leveled off, and then did two loop-de-loops. The boy’s grip failed and he let go of the handle, tumbling in the air as he fell toward the water beneath him.
Both Boris and my father reached into their pockets and produced their wands. What Boris thought he was doing was beyond me. He hadn’t the skill to stop someone falling from the sky, let alone help someone so far away. I think he was just imitating my dad.
I turned back to look at the boy, who was falling faster and faster. I was wondering what my father was waiting for when, before he even uttered the first word of his spell, a rucksack appeared on the boy’s back, and from it emerged a bright red parachute covered in dainty orange polka dots.
Everybody, even Fireball, watched in silence as the boy stopped tumbling and began drifting in the gentle breeze above the lake.
“That’s exactly what I was talking about,” my mother said, getting to her feet and brushing the dust off her dress. “When I get back home, I’m going to paint this scene exactly like this.”
A grin broke out on my face. I shared my mother’s artistic sensibilities as well as her taste. Then I realized what I had done.
Boy, was I going to get it. Not only had I not been able to control myself, but I had used magic at Miss Pettigrew’s without permission. I was doomed. I was going to Washburn Island for sure now.
Miss Pettigrew was the first to speak. “Alma, was that you?”
I nodded my head while staring at my boots before reluctantly looking up at her and then into my father’s disapproving eyes.
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” I stammered, fighting back the urge to burst into tears. “It just happened, like it always does.”
“Mm,” my father replied in a concerned voice. “This is why we’ve brought her here.”
“Well, at least you used your magic to save someone,” Miss Pettigrew said. “It’s the magicians who inadvertently hurt people who are the most difficult to work with. And that parachute certainly is pretty. You cast that spell a long way, even if you didn’t mean to. I know many full-grown magicians who would have difficulty at that range.”
I’m not sure if she said that to make me feel better, but it didn’t. I was embarrassed and ashamed at the same time because I had been doing so well until then.
We all stood there watching the boy before my father waved his wand and uttered a few words I didn’t recognize. The parachute turned and headed toward where we were standing.
“Oh, thank you, Harvey,” Miss Pettigrew said. “I left my wand back at the office.”
My father guided the parachute lower and lower as it approached the beach. When the boy’s feet touched the ground, he stumbled and did a face plant in the sand right in front of us.







  
  Chapter 3








Miss Simmons


My father waved his wand again, and the parachute disappeared as the boy got to his feet and spat out a mouthful of sand. 
“Let me introduce Andrew Popa,” Miss Pettigrew said. “He arrived last night from Romania. His mother got a little muddled and dropped him off yesterday, a day early.”
“Glad to meet you,” Andrew said, shaking each of our hands in turn.
He spoke without a hint of an accent. It was as if he lived in London, not the other side of Europe. I had met many foreign magicians over the years who’d visited my father because of his work. They all spoke nearly perfect English, which was to be expected since that was the language of the founding works of magical science.
“Andrew, what were you doing?” Miss Pettigrew asked in a firm but not unkind voice. “You know you’re not supposed to use magic while you’re here unless you are being supervised by one of the teachers.”
“I know, Miss Pettigrew,” Andrew replied.
“And where did you get a magic broom?” she asked. “They should all be locked away.”
“I didn’t know it was magic,” Andrew said. “I asked Miss Maybe if I could help her get ready for the other students, and she handed me a broom and told me to sweep the cafeteria floor…”
My mind started drifting again as Andrew talked. I was trying to figure out why the cafeteria would need sweeping at all. My parents never swept or vacuumed our house and it was enormous, but we live in a community of magicians, hidden from the outside world. Then I remembered the cafeteria was inside the zone of unmagic, so all the cleaning had to be done by hand, like normal folks did.
The thought made me shudder. My grandmother was a ‘normie’ and didn’t live in a magic house. While she was nice and always made us cookies, even for breakfast, staying with her was difficult. We didn’t go often, but when my mother accompanied my father on the occasional business trip, Boris and I would be packed up and sent to her for a few days with strict instructions not to talk about, or do, magic.
She’d always be reminding us to pick up our stuff or fill the dishwasher. Once she even told Boris to take out the garbage. It was a real drag. I suppose I’d have to do chores like that here, too. I’d have to make my bed and put away my clothes. Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to do any laundry.
When my mind returned to the present, Fireball had stretched out at my feet and Andrew was still speaking.
“I finished sweeping and was heading back to the barn. When I came out of the zone of unmagic, the broom started pulling, but I didn’t let it go. It was Miss Maybe’s, and I didn’t want her to get mad at me if I lost it, though I couldn’t understand why she’d given me a magic broom to clean with. Then it started tugging even harder, so I grabbed it with both hands. It lifted me off the ground and started flying away. I had to hang on for dear life.” Andrew paused and looked at my father. “Thank you for saving me. I wasn’t looking forward to taking a swim this morning with all my clothes on.”
“You’re welcome,” my father said. “But it was my daughter, Alma, who gave you the parachute.”
Andrew stared at me in disbelief for a moment and asked, “Did you make the broom carry me away, too?”
“No,” I replied. “I just got here.”
“But you’re not allowed to use magic,” Andrew said.
I expected either my father or Miss Pettigrew to say the same thing, but they didn’t. They were just staring at each other. Miss Pettigrew wore a concerned expression, while my father just looked puzzled. They made eye contact and exchanged quick nods.
“Well, I’ll have to have a word with Miss Maybe about this,” Miss Pettigrew said. “And don’t worry about the broom. I’m sure it will come back sooner or later. Now Andrew, go and find Miss Maybe and tell her to bring the luggage cart. The other children are sure to be arriving shortly.”
Andrew ran off in the direction of the barn, and Miss Pettigrew turned to my father.
“This is the kind of thing I wanted to talk to you about, Harvey.”
He nodded and flicked his eyes down at Boris and me.
“Yes, I understand,” Miss Pettigrew said. “Now, let’s see about getting you settled in, Alma. Shall we?”
She started talking about the school, mostly to me, but the rest of my family was listening, too. In the distance, hooves clumped along the road and I looked up to see a small wooden cart being pulled by a mule. Next to it walked a stout, older woman with short, black hair.
“Ah, Miss Maybe, come meet our new guests,” Miss Pettigrew said. “This is Alma. She’ll be staying with us this summer and this is her brother Boris and their parents, Gertrude and Harvey Anwansi. Harvey is a member of the Magic Circle.”
Miss Maybe gave us each a curt nod of her head and appeared unimpressed to meet the family of such an important magician.
She produced a wand from her pocket, waved it, and my luggage flew onto the cart.
I couldn’t help myself and got closer to her mule. “What’s your name?” I asked.
“This is Sam,” Miss Maybe replied. “You can pet him, if you want.”
Slowly, I extended my hand and rubbed Sam’s long nose. Then Miss Maybe produced a carrot and fed it to him. I moved my hands to his neck and scratched his thick coat. I like animals better than people. They’re much nicer.
“Perhaps now would be a good time for us to have our conversation,” Miss Pettigrew said to my father. “I’ll find one of the teachers to take your family on a tour of school while we talk.”
I said goodbye to Sam and walked with the others up the hill. As we passed into the area of unmagic, I closed my eyes, trying to feel any difference, but couldn’t. Both sides felt exactly the same.
Miss Pettigrew was speaking to my mother about how she had inherited the house and surrounding land from her great uncle. She hadn’t known what to do with the place until one day she hit on the idea of starting a summer school for magical children who needed a little help with their studies, at which time she’d had the other buildings constructed. She chattered on, discussing how she had tried to keep the place as unchanged as possible from the time she’d first established it over fifty years ago.
I was only half-listening. I was too busy looking around at the buildings and wondering where everybody was. We’d gotten here before the other students so my father could have time with Miss Pettigrew, but where was everyone else, the teachers and the other people who worked here? The place seemed deserted.
While we were on the beach, Boris had transformed a pretty red stone into a rubber ball which he was now throwing for Fireball. The dragon was having a great time, but wasn’t able to catch the ball out of the air. Instead, he’d wait for it to bounce off his snout or the top of his head before racing after it. Boris hit him so many times I worried that Fireball might get a concussion, but that was silly because dragons have very thick skulls.
We walked across a newly mowed lawn, passing two long, narrow buildings that looked nearly identical. One had a sign on the front that read ‘Boys,’ and the other had a sign that read ‘Girls.’ Miss Pettigrew stopped at a smaller building labeled ‘Teacher’s Quarters.’
She knocked, and the door was opened by a tall, thin woman with a narrow face. She was wearing a bright pink blouse that clashed incredibly with her equally bright red hair. The woman appeared startled, like she had been deep in thought when she was disturbed.
“Miss Simmons, our first students are beginning to arrive. Would you have time to give our visitors a quick tour?” Miss Pettigrew asked. “I need to speak to Mr. Anwansi in my office.”
Miss Simmons must have recognized my father because when she saw him, she stood up straight and ran her hand through her unruly hair.
“Of course,” Miss Simmons replied. “Just let me get my shoes on and I’ll be right out.”
A moment later, Miss Simmons joined us in her clunky hiking boots, which were also pink. Miss Pettigrew introduced me, my mother, and Boris before disappearing with my father into the stone house at the center of the compound. Fireball followed them, but didn’t go inside. Instead, he made himself comfortable on the front porch.
I wished I could have heard their conversation, but I knew it would be impossible. Magic didn’t work here.
“Well,” Miss Simmons said, “I’m afraid it’s going to be a brief tour. The school itself is very small, but it has so much history. It’s absolutely fascinating. Tell me, Alma, why are you here? Did you fail one of your classes at school?”
“No, I passed all my classes,” I replied. “I have trouble…trouble controlling my magic, sometimes.”
“Oh, dear, that can be a serious matter. You’ll be working with Miss Gupta then. She’s from India and works with all the children who have,” she paused, searching for the right words, “have issues like yours.”
I could tell from the look in her eyes that she thought I was a freak, like everybody else did. But she didn’t say it. Instead, she began talking about herself.
“Usually I teach college students,” she said. “But for the last few years, I’ve spent my summers here. I’m considered an expert on the life and travels of Phillip Castleton. Do you know who he is, Boris?”
“Everybody knows who he is,” Boris replied. “He’s the greatest magician who ever was. We learned about him in school.”
“That’s right,” Miss Simmons said. “This is where he lived at the end of his life, in the stone house where Miss Pettigrew now has her office. She’s a distant relation of his. She sits at the desk that he once used.”
A faraway look crept into her eyes, and she stopped talking.
“We’ve met, haven’t we,” my mother said. “My husband was the commencement speaker at your graduation a few years ago. You were the valedictorian of your class, weren’t you?”
I was stunned. Whenever my mother accompanied my father on his trips, she never paid much attention to what was happening around her, especially when it came to magic. She was always thinking about her art.
“Yes, that’s right,” Miss Simmons said. “He gave a lovely speech. I found it really inspiring.”
“I remember you because you have the most unusual shade of red hair,” my mother said. “It’s quite unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”
So that was it. My mother didn’t remember the event, just the color of her hair. I couldn’t help smiling.
We had walked from the teacher’s lodgings to the biggest building on the hilltop. Miss Simmons led us inside, where a great room stretched out before us. At one end, a single, long table sat near the far wall, elevated two steps above the floor. Six other tables filled the rest of the space, each surrounded by twenty or thirty chairs.
“This is the cafeteria where everyone eats and we gather for assemblies,” Miss Simmons said.
“Why is one table above the others?” Boris asked.
“That’s where the teachers take their meals,” Miss Simmons replied. “We call it the high table.”
It all looked kind of primitive to me, not at all like my regular school. But it was only for six weeks and I supposed I could cope.
Miss Simmons led us back outside and showed us the building with the classrooms, if you could call them that. They were just open, airy rooms with large windows and fans on the ceilings.
“Our classes are divided by grade, like your regular school,” she said. “The teachers rotate across the grades, teaching their specialties. I teach the history of magic, but others teach alchemy, magical theory, animal magic - all the usual classes. Miss Pettigrew recruits some of the best teachers in the world. Come along now, I’ll show you the bunkhouses.”
As we walked toward the two long, narrow buildings, I saw several brooms in the air above us with families on board. They were all heading for the beach. The school would be filling up soon. Then it hit me. In less than an hour, I would be left here without my family in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of strangers.
“Alma, this is where you’ll be staying,” Miss Simmons said. “This is the girls’ bunkhouse and that one over there is for the boys.”
Miss Simmons led us through a door on the short side of the building, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. It was like something from an old army movie. Inside was a single room with row after row of bunk beds on either side of a long aisle that stretched toward a door at the other end. Small windows near the ceiling provided the only light and ventilation.
“All the girls sleep in here,” Miss Simmons said as we walked through the building.
Suddenly, she stopped and screamed, “It’s a mouse!”
Boris ran forward to where she was pointing and lifted a rolled-up sock off the floor. 
“It’s not a mouse,” Boris said, showing us his trophy.
“Oh, thank goodness,” Miss Simmons said. “I hate mice, and rats are even worse.”
We continued and had just about reached the far door when I saw my luggage on the floor.
“Those are Alma’s bags,” Boris said. “You’re next to the bathroom.”
“And since you’re here first,” Miss Simmons said. “You can choose whether you want the top or bottom bunk.”
I took one of my bags and put it on the lower mattress.
Boris laughed. “If your bunkmate wets the bed, it will drip on you.”
“Boris,” my mother said. “You shouldn’t say such things.”
I turned to see Boris was smiling, and I wished my magic would work here because he’d look really good about now with long, slimy worms slithering out of his nostrils.
Miss Simmons pointed to a small chest of drawers. “That’s where you’ll keep your clothes. Every student is responsible for putting their things away and keeping their area neat. And, of course, you’ll have to make your own bed every morning.”
Boris shot me a smile. “Just like at Grandma’s.”
“We should go back to Miss Pettigrew’s office and see if your father is finished,” Miss Simmons said.
I waited until everyone had turned to leave before heaving my suitcase onto the upper bunk.
When we arrived at the stone house, the door was closed, but through the window I could see my father and Miss Pettigrew in her office, talking. Around us the school was getting busier with other teachers taking families around on tours, while Miss Maybe walked with Sam to the bunkhouses with a cart full of luggage. One group of families was led by a small, Chinese woman wearing a red hat, while another was being shown around by a man with a booming voice and only one arm.
Fireball was still resting on the porch with his eyes open, watching everything that was happening. When he saw me, his stubby tail started wagging.
“Is that where Fireball spends his time?” I asked, climbing up on the porch and scratching his ears.
“Yes,” Miss Simmons replied. “He doesn’t do much, but he’s devoted to Miss Pettigrew. He spends most of the summer lying there watching us.”
I could tell she didn’t like Fireball and something about the way he looked at her told me the feeling was mutual.
“I’m afraid this is the end of our tour. This is Miss Pettigrew’s office. Her bedroom is upstairs and there’s a small library inside, too,” she said. “This is where Phillip Castleton lived his last few years.”
“It’s so small,” my brother said. “Is that really where he lived?”
“This is the place,” Miss Simmons said.
“Why would he live here?” I asked. “I mean the greatest magician of all time living in a tiny house in the middle of the woods in a zone of unmagic? It doesn’t make sense, does it?”
My questions went unanswered.
Miss Simmons continued. “They just finished rebuilding it, so it’s exactly how it was when the great man lived here.” 
“Why did they need to rebuild it?” Boris asked.
“The Magic Circle had it completely taken apart this spring,” Miss Simmons said. “They wanted to settle once and for all the question of whether Castleton’s final book was hidden somewhere inside. The house had been searched many of times, but this time they took it apart, stone by stone, all the way down to the ground. They didn’t find it or anything else. So they put the house back together. They only finished a couple of weeks ago.”
I hadn’t heard about this, but then I often left the room when my father started talking about his work. It just sounded so boring to me.
“Miss Granger at school told us that the tenth book was just a myth,” Boris said. “She said it never existed and people were just wasting their time looking for it.”
“That’s what most magicians think. And now that this search has been completed, no doubt more will think that, too. But others still say he must have tied all the threads of his magic together into a combined theory and if he did, he must have written it down,” Miss Simmons said.
Our conversation was interrupted when the front door opened. My father was the first outside, and he looked worried. I don’t think anyone who didn’t know him would think so, but he was my dad, so I could tell.
“Thank you for coming early and taking the time to speak with me, Harvey. And it was very nice to see you again, Gertrude. Now, if you’ll forgive me. This is my busiest day of the year. Don’t worry about Alma. We’ll do our very best for her,” Miss Pettigrew said. “Miss Simmons, we need to greet our other students.”
Miss Pettigrew shook my mother’s hand before hobbling off on her cane with Miss Simmons in tow. She stopped to talk to nearly everybody she met - smiling, shaking hands, and even giving one woman a hug.
“What were you talking to Miss Pettigrew about?” I asked my father.
He looked down with a half-smile. “Oh, nothing really, it’s just Magic Circle business. Nothing you’d be interested in.”
“Did it have something to do with Uncle George?” I asked.
My father glanced behind his back quickly and, when he saw no one close enough to hear us, said, “I can’t say. And don’t tell any of the other students or teachers you saw Uncle George here. In fact, it would be best if you didn’t even mention it to Miss Pettigrew, in case someone overhears. Do you understand?”
He had a very serious expression on his face, more serious than I’d ever seen before.
“I understand,” I replied, remembering with pride what he had said about me being able to keep a secret.
I walked with my family down to the beach. My parents stopped a few times to speak to people who were coming up the hill. Boris and I were introduced to dozens of people, but I quickly forgot their names. 
I didn’t recognize any of the kids I met. They must have all been from other magic schools. I was pretty sure I was the only one from my school who’d been sent here. And another thing I noticed, too. None of the kids looked particularly happy.
When we got to our broom, my father put on his goggles while Boris helped my mother with the chin strap of her helmet. His face had turned bright pink, and he was seriously embarrassed as the other children stared, nudging each other and laughing.
I gave my father, and then my mother, a hug before nodding to my brother. I was going to miss my parents, but not Boris. And then they flew away, leaving me on my own. Well, not exactly on my own. There were over a hundred other students here, as well as the teachers and Miss Pettigrew herself. But as they flew away, I did feel very, very alone.







  
  Chapter 4








Miss Gupta


I stared into the sky after my family as their broom got smaller and smaller. When they had disappeared, I dropped my eyes. The beach was filled with people. Some were just arriving while others were getting ready to leave, putting on their goggles and giving each other tearful hugs. 
Miss Maybe and Sam came down the hill again for another load of suitcases with someone riding in the back of the cart. It was Andrew, the boy who’d taken the broom ride earlier. He had obviously agreed to help Miss Maybe with the luggage.
He smiled at me as he passed. When the cart stopped, he hopped off and began hoisting bags on to it. I don’t know why he bothered. Miss Maybe could have loaded the cart with a wave of her wand, but I suppose he just enjoyed being helpful.
He lifted two cases off the back of a four-seater broom while a pair of identical twins giggled and hugged their mother.
“Now girls, I have to go,” their mother said. “I need to be at work in a couple of hours.”
“We understand, Mom,” the first twin said. “Don’t worry about us.”
“We’re going to have fun here,” the second added.
“Now, promise me you’ll look after each other,” their mother said, mounting her broom.
“We will,” the twins said in unison.
And with that, their mother kicked off from the ground and was airborne. The twins didn’t watch her fly away. Instead, they walked over to where I was standing.
“Hi,” the first twin said. “I’m Dora and this is-”
“Flora,” the second girl said, finishing her sister’s sentence.
“I’m Alma,” I said, shifting my gaze from one of the girls to the other, trying hard to spot any difference between the two.
“We’re here to finish our sixth year of magic school,” Dora said.
“We got sick and missed the last two months last year,” Flora added.
“I got it first,” Dora said.
“Then I caught it from her,” said Flora.
“We always do everything together,” said Dora. “Why are you here?”
I hesitated and considered lying. I knew if I told them the real reason, the other kids would make fun of me like they did at my regular school. But after a moment’s reflection, I realized that as soon as we started our classes everybody would know anyway, so I told the truth.
The words had hardly left my mouth when the twins stepped back.
“Oh,” Dora said.
“You’re one of those,” her sister said.
And then, without another word, they dashed off and started talking to some of the other kids who had just arrived.
It was going to be a long and lonely summer, I thought to myself.
I moved away from the crowd and sat down at the edge of the beach. The cart was full and Miss Maybe was leading Sam up the hill with Andrew walking behind. Miss Pettigrew moved between groups of people, shaking hands and welcoming families.
Fireball followed her, taking small steps with his big feet and was introduced to everybody he met. Some kids recoiled at the sight of the unusual dragon and reluctantly petted him, while others burst out laughing. At one point, he got separated from Miss Pettigrew and three blonde boys who spoke with German accents approached him. They were all different heights, but they looked enough alike that I guessed they must be brothers.
“You are not a dragon,” the tallest boy said, sneering at Fireball. “You’re deformed.”
“You’re an embarrassment to other dragons,” the second boy said.
“My daddy is the world’s greatest expert on dragons,” the third boy said. “And I’ve seen a lot of them, but I’ve never seen one as ugly as you.”
I could see that the insults hurt Fireball, but he was too well-behaved to lash out. He just lowered his head and walked away, settling on the grass, alone, away from everybody else.
I knew how he was feeling, so I got up and walked over to him.
“Can I sit next to you?” I asked.
Fireball didn’t move. I guess he must have been expecting me to start abusing him, too. But I didn’t. I sat down, crossed my legs in front of me, and began scratching his scaly neck.
“People make fun of me all the time, too,” I said. “And even when they’re nice, I wonder if secretly, inside, they’re just laughing at me.”
Fireball lifted his head and gave me a knowing look. I had never heard anything about dragons being able to understand human speech, but I had a strong feeling that he knew what I was saying.
He placed his heavy head on my lap and I had to stretch out my legs to get comfortable. There wasn’t anything else to do, so as I watched the comings and goings on the beach, I told him my story, all the while scratching him gently. I don’t know why I did this. I suppose I just wanted to talk to someone. By the time I finished, most of the parents had gone.
Andrew and Miss Maybe returned for a final load of luggage as Miss Pettigrew headed toward the school with the last of the students who had arrived.
Fireball sighed and lifted his head.
“Is it time to go, Buddy?” I asked.
I couldn’t swear to it, but I’m almost positive the dragon nodded his bony head before getting to his feet and shaking his whole body. I smiled, remembering he’d been raised in a family of dogs.
I trudged up the hill with Fireball at my side. My heart was filled with both a sense of excitement and dread. This was a new place, and I was going to have a whole set of new experiences, but I knew the other kids would treat me as a freak and an outsider.
We must have passed through the barrier of unmagic, but again, I didn’t feel anything. When we got to the school, I said goodbye to Fireball and watched as he went over to the stone house and curled up on the front porch.
As I entered the bunkhouse I realized I had made a mistake using the door furthest from my bunk because I had to walk past all the other girls. No one said anything rude to me. In fact, no one said anything at all. Most glanced at me before looking away and continuing to unpack, while some stopped and stared. I walked as fast as I could to my bunk at the end, grateful that I was next to the far door, which I vowed to use every time from now on.
When I got to my bed, a blonde girl with her hair in pigtails was standing next to one of the dressers, staring at a pair of mismatched socks. One was green and the other red.
“My mother always does this,” she said in a rich Scottish accent. “She’s colorblind. I’m Suzy, by the way.”
“Alma,” I said.
“Oh,” she said, and I could see what I had told Dora and Flora had reached her ears, too.
Suzy had evidently been well-brought up because even though she knew she was bunking with a freak, she continued her conversation in a pleasant tone.
“Have you come far?” she asked.
“From Pennsylvania,” I replied.
“We came across the pond,” she said.
I knew some people called the Atlantic Ocean the pond, but didn’t understand why. It was bigger than any pond I’d ever seen.
“Thank goodness the weather wasn’t too bad,” she continued. “I’ve finished unpacking. I’ll get out of the way while you empty your cases. Oh, and there’s a letter for you on your pillow.”
“A letter?” I repeated.
“Yes, all the girls have one. It’s from Miss Pettigrew. It just welcomes us and lists our classes.”
I picked up the envelope and opened it. Suzy was right. After a long paragraph about how honored she was to have me here this summer, the letter stated I was to receive personalized instruction from Miss Gupta in classroom seven.
I put the letter back in its envelope, before opening my cases and arranging my clothes in the small chest of drawers.
Suzy was very talkative. She chatted with the girls in the bunk next to ours and the girls across the aisle while I unpacked. She even spoke to me a couple times, though no one else did. They weren’t unpleasant. They just didn’t treat me like I was one of them.
“I asked Miss Maybe what we were having for supper,” Maria, the girl in the next bunk, said. “And do you know what she told me? Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.”
One of the other girls said, “I hate peanut butter. When I tell my parents, they’ll be furious and will certainly have something to say to Miss Pettigrew about this.”
The other girls all started talking at once about how outrageous it was that they would be fed such a meal at an expensive school like Miss Pettigrew’s. They sounded just like a flock of angry seagulls. I couldn’t help smiling ever-so-slightly. I quite liked my PBJs.
After I finished, I climbed up on my bunk and tested out my bed. It was surprisingly comfortable and didn’t smell. In the distance, a loud bell clanged. At first I thought it must be the signal for dinner, but it was too early. Then Miss Simmons appeared at the far door of the bunkhouse.
“It’s time for you to get to your classrooms and meet your teachers,” she called out. “There will be no instruction today, but classes will start tomorrow morning.”
I waited until most of the other girls had gone before I followed them across the lawn to the schoolhouse. Classroom seven was at the very end of the hallway that ran the length of the building. As I passed the other rooms, I glanced in and saw rows of desks filled with boys and girls of different ages, and teachers standing in front of blackboards.
I knew Miss Pettigrew’s only taught students in grades four through nine. Students younger than this were never failed, and older students were sent to other summer schools. I guessed that since we were inside the zone of unmagic, all lessons in practical magic had to occur outside, maybe on the beach.
When I arrived at classroom seven, I found it wasn’t like the other rooms. It was much smaller and darker, with only a single, small window looking out onto the lawn. I paused outside the door, curious to see who I’d be spending the next six weeks with. I wanted to see them before they saw me. When I peered in, I noticed there weren’t any desks in the room and the floor was covered with gym mats.
Three other kids were standing around, looking unhappy and not speaking to each other. Miss Gupta had not arrived. One face I recognized belonged to Andrew, the boy who had been helping Miss Maybe with the cases. The other two girls were new to me. They were both about my height, but looked younger than me. They didn’t seem to be related because they were looking at each other like they were strangers. One girl had long, blonde hair, while the other’s was red and curly.
So, here are the rest of the freaks, I thought to myself, taking a deep breath before walking into the room.
“Hi, Alma,” Andrew said.
He must have a good memory for names and faces. He had been in the middle of the afternoon’s activities and met everyone, yet he remembered me.
“Hi, Andrew,” I replied. “I didn’t expect to see you in here.”
He shot me an embarrassed smile before introducing me to the other girls. The blonde girl’s name was Molly, and the redhead was Stella. We didn’t have a chance to say anything else to each other before a woman, who I guessed had to be Miss Gupta, came rushing into the room.
“Oh my goodness,” she said. “Where does the time go?”
No one answered her question, and she smiled.
“Now, please, everyone, take off your shoes and sit down on the mat with me,” she said. “I want to get to know you a little bit before we start our lessons tomorrow.”
I glanced around the room. Andrew sat down immediately while I hesitated, as did Molly and Stella. 
“Come on, girls,” she said, slipping off her sandals and sitting on the floor.
After we were all assembled in a circle, she began.
“I am Miss Gupta and I am here to help you learn to control your minds better so that you may move forward with your magical lives. The techniques and skills I will teach you have come to me from many teachers, and let me assure you, I have had great success in helping children like you.”
As she spoke, I studied her appearance and estimated she was no older than about forty. She wore a loose fitting dress and had gold rings on both her fingers and her toes. Her long, black hair was tied behind her with a colorful scarf.
“I want each of you to introduce yourselves and tell me why you are here. I have seen the files from your schools, so I am familiar with what your teachers have said about you, but I want to hear it from your own mouths. Who would like to go first?”
Andrew was the only one who raised his hand.
“Alright Andrew, you can begin,” our teacher said.
“My name is Andrew Popa. I come from Romania and attend the magic school in Bucharest,” he said.
“And the reason for you being here?” Miss Gupta asked gently.
“I daydream,” Andrew replied, staring at the mat. “Sometimes, when I’m at school or at home, or even at the dinner table, I start thinking about things and then stuff happens.”
“Magical stuff?” Miss Gupta asked.
“Yes,” he replied, “magical stuff.”
“Can you give us an example?”
“One time last spring, I was in class and I got bored and started thinking how nice it would be to go out for a walk in the fields. I forgot where I was and imaged myself in a meadow listening to the birds. Then there were shouts all around me and when I realized where I really was, the classroom was full of songbirds and animals. I couldn’t deny it. Everybody knew it was me.”
I smiled, and my whole body relaxed. I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t the only freak who couldn’t control my magic. Andrew might live halfway around the world from me, but I wasn’t alone.
Next to speak was Molly. Her problem wasn’t exactly like mine. Hers was anger. She said she didn’t have any friends and everyone was afraid of her because she’d set a swarm of bees on a girl who’d insulted her. As she spoke, Stella nodded, and I wondered if she also had an uncontrollable magic temper.
I was right. Stella described what happened when she got mad and it sounded worse than what Molly had said. One boy who’d tried to put a frog down the back of her shirt had been covered in red, itchy spots and she had turned the family dog into a sofa when it nipped her. Thankfully, grownups had been nearby to fix her magic, but she, too, had ended up being sent here.
Then it was my turn. I decided not to tell everything that had happened and only told the story of turning my classmate into an ice cream sundae, which Andrew must have thought was funny because I saw him trying to suppress a smile.
“That was very good,” Miss Gupta said when we had finished our stories. “The first step to solving your magical problem is admitting you have a magical problem. Tomorrow, we will begin our lessons.”
“But where are our desks and our books?” Molly asked.
“We don’t need those things,” Miss Gupta replied. “What I will teach you cannot be found in books or told to you. What you need to learn is already inside of you. It is my job to help you find it and master it. We have only a few weeks together, so our studies will be intense and they will not end when you leave. You will have to keep working on them, probably for the rest of your lives. But I promise, it will be rewarding and, if you trust me to show you the way, you can lead productive, magical lives.”
She meant we wouldn’t end up on Washburn Island, but she didn’t say that.
The bell clanged again, and Miss Gupta smiled.
“Now it is time for dinner,” she said.







  
  Chapter 5








The Tenth Book


I was ready for my peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It had been a long, tiring day, and I was beyond hungry. During the tour of the school with my family, I had seen the cafeteria with its humble wooden tables and folding chairs, and knew there wasn’t a kitchen attached. I had also met many new people, but they were all either students or teachers, except for Miss Maybe, who seemed to do everything else. I had seen no one who looked like a cook, so I figured our food this summer was going to be simple. 
I walked across the lawn with Andrew and he asked me if I thought Miss Gupta could really help us.
“I don’t know,” I answered. “I hope so.”
“So do I,” Andrew said. “She must know what she’s talking about if she’s here. I mean, Miss Pettigrew wouldn’t hire just anybody.”
“She must be one of the best teachers in the world,” I said, trying to reassure both Andrew and myself.
When we got inside the cafeteria, there were little cards with students’ names taped to the chairs, directing us to our assigned seats. Some of the teachers had already arrived and were sitting at the high table. In front of them sat the youngest children.
“We’ve been divided into grades for our meals,” Andrew said, pointing. “You’re over there, and I’m at the back table.”
I grunted, realizing I would have to sit next to girls and boys from the regular seventh-grade class who thought I was a freak. I took my seat and introduced myself to the girl on my right and greeted Suzy, my bunkmate, who was on my left. They were polite, but after a few words they turned away to talk to other students, leaving me feeling alone in the crowded room.
When every chair was full, Miss Pettigrew stood up from her place at the high table and the room fell silent.
“Can I have your attention, please?” she said. “Miss Maybe will be here with our meals in a moment. When she arrives, I want everybody at the first table to form a line at the door. You are to go out to the cart, get your tray, and return to your seat. Then the next table will do the same until everybody has their meal. The teachers will go out last, and only when we are back may you remove the cover from your dinner and begin eating.”
Outside, Miss Maybe appeared leading Sam, who was pulling a cart. It wasn’t the same open cart she had used earlier to move the luggage. This one was a big box on wheels with numerous small doors along its side.
The kids from the first table filed out the door to where Miss Maybe was waiting. After asking each student their name, she handed them a covered tray, and they all returned to their seats. Everyone looked at each other and their trays, but no one removed the cover to see what was beneath.
Then the second table went out and the third. As I waited, the room filled with a combination of the most delicious smells, and I knew Maria had been wrong. We weren’t being served peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.
When it was the seventh graders’ turn, I stood up and received my tray from Miss Maybe. As I returned to my seat, my stomach growled, and I wondered what could possibly be waiting for me under the cover.
It took a few more minutes for the rest of the students to get served. Then the teachers rose and got their food. After everyone was seated, Miss Pettigrew stood again and said, “You may begin.”
The room filled with gasps as everyone lifted their covers at the same time.
In front of me was my favorite meal in the whole world, chicken parmesan. Next to me, Suzy was tucking into some thick-crusted pepperoni pizza.
“This is just the best,” she said with her mouth full.
Across the table, one of the Indian girls who was in the bunk next to mine, but whose name I had forgotten, was enjoying what smelled like curry. In fact, everyone seemed to have been served something different. The room fell silent as we ate. Nobody was interested in conversation with such delicious food in front of them.
After Suzy finished her pizza, she turned her attention to a steaming slice of apple pie. “They must have asked our parents what we like to eat.”
“Yes,” I replied, eying the enormous piece of chocolate cake I had gotten for dessert. “I was thinking the same thing. And Miss Maybe must get our food together in the barn using magic and then bring it up here for us.”
Conversations became louder and louder as the students cleaned their plates. Pretty soon everyone was shouting just so their neighbors could hear them. I glanced up at the high table where the teachers were also finishing their meals.
After taking the last sip from her teacup, Miss Pettigrew rose to her feet and gave us instructions about cleaning up. When she finished, the youngest students took their trays outside where Miss Maybe waited. She had returned with Sam and still another cart that was specially fitted for dirty dishes. After the first table had returned to their seats, the second table went out, and so on.
When I got back to my seat, Suzy leaned over to me. “I hope they’ll let us go down to the beach before bedtime?”
“I think Miss Pettigrew wants to talk to us,” I replied, “some kind of welcome speech.”
Suzy sighed.
I was right. Once all the dishes were on Miss Maybe’s cart and she had disappeared, Miss Pettigrew got to her feet. All conversations ceased as every eye in the room focused on her old, thin frame.
“First of all,” she said. “I want to welcome you all. I know most of you would rather not be here, but the teachers and I will do everything we can to make your stay productive and, hopefully, fun at the same time.”
She paused to look around the room before continuing.
“Now, I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce your teachers this summer. Each is an expert in their field as well as a master magician in their own right. I am very honored they have agreed to spend their summers here. On my left is Miss Simmons. She is a world-famous scholar and teaches the history of magic.”
Miss Simmons stood up, pushing her red hair out of her face and smiling.
“Next to her is Miss Xi, who comes to us from the mountains of China. She’ll be teaching magical theory,” Miss Pettigrew said, as a small woman of about fifty with almond eyes waved from her chair without getting up.
“Then there is Mr. Gomez, who teaches animal magic,” Miss Pettigrew continued, pointing to the one-armed man I’d seen giving tours earlier.
I didn’t hear what she said next because Suzy whispered in my ear, “I know about him. He lost his arm in Scotland trying to make friends with the Loch Ness monster.”
I hadn’t heard that story and shook my head before turning back in to hear what Miss Pettigrew was saying.
“And this is Mr. Afzal, who is our alchemist, and his wife, Mrs. Afzal, who teaches transformation skills.”
A couple, who must have been at least sixty years old, stood up and waved. He had thick, salt-and-pepper hair, while she had dark eyes and a wide nose.
“And this is Miss Grey who teaches plant magic and serves as our school nurse,” Miss Pettigrew said as a round woman with a jolly smile beamed at us.
“Finally, at the end there, is Ms. Gupta, and sitting next to her is Mr. Black, our flying instructor.”
A slight whoosh of admiration filled the room as all the girls sighed, staring at the handsome teacher. I didn’t join them. To be sure, he looked like a movie star, but to me he appeared too thin and there was something creepy about his eyes.
Miss Pettigrew continued talking about the teachers, but I have to admit I wasn’t really interested. I knew I’d be spending my time with Miss Gupta, so I zoned out. I was glad we were in a magic-free zone because I could let my mind wander without having to worry about releasing any inadvertent spells.
When I returned, Miss Pettigrew was reviewing some of the rules we’d all have to follow during our stay.
“As for your wands, since we are in a magic-free zone here, Miss Maybe has removed them from your luggage. They will be stored in my office. Your teachers will have access to them when your lessons require, and you will be able to use them outside the zone at that time.”
“Now remember, you are here to learn and your days will be long. Each class will last an hour and you will have three in the morning and three after lunch, except, of course, for our special students who will spend all day with Miss Gupta. You are not to leave the school during the day. After your classes are over, you will have an hour and a half to relax and may go down to the beach or for a hike in the woods, but if you do so, do not go out alone. Always let someone know where you are going. And in no event should you try to climb Rattlesnake Mountain.”
I wanted to ask why we should avoid Rattlesnake Mountain, but after thinking about it for only a few seconds, I figured the answer was obvious.
Miss Pettigrew continued. “After dinner, you will be expected to do your homework until bedtime. You may work in the cafeteria here, or in your bunks, or in the school library, which is in the founder’s house, across the hall from my office. You are all to be in your bunks by nine o’clock, and you are not to go outside after that. The teachers are also strongly encouraged not to go out at night.”
Miss Pettigrew looked over to the teachers to see if she’d forgotten anything. Miss Grey came up and whispered in her ear.
“Oh, yes,” Miss Pettigrew said. “That is important. After dinner every evening, you will be handed a yellow card. You need to write down what you want for your meals the next day. Please write clearly so Miss Maybe can read it. Last year a young man named Miles, who had terrible handwriting, wanted to order roast beef for dinner but Miss Maybe thought he’d written rutabagas. So if you don’t want that to happen to you, you’ll write clearly.”
I couldn’t believe it. I was going to order chicken parmesan for every meal. I grabbed my menu card and scribbled my order. It took the other kids longer than me to decide and when they had finished, our cards were passed to the front of the room.
I stared through the window. It was a beautiful evening, and the sun was still well above the horizon. Maybe we’d get some time off to wander around. I wanted to go down to the lake and maybe go swimming. But it wasn’t to be.
Miss Pettigrew was still standing by her chair at the high table when I returned my gaze back inside the cafeteria. She lifted her arm, and all conversation ceased.
“Tonight, by way of welcome, I’ve asked Miss Simmons to give a talk about the history of this school and Phillip Castleton’s time here.”
My heart sank. Was I really going to have to endure another lecture about the founder of modern magical thought? I had already sat through at least a dozen in my short life, as well as having to read countless stories about him.
I sighed and tried to get comfortable in my folding chair. I didn’t really need to listen. I knew the story by heart.
Miss Simmons began at the beginning. Castleton had been born on January 23, 1740, in what had been called at the time “Indian Country,” somewhere in the state of Ohio. His mother had been the medicine woman for her tribe. His father had been a white man of Scottish descent who had been born in Salem, Massachusetts. Phillip had inherited magical abilities from both his mother and his father. He was taught by his parents both the magic of the Native Americans and that of the ancient Celts, a tribe who lived on the fringes of Great Britain.
I already knew all about his early life. His mother had died when he was young and his father had brought him back east for a formal education. It wasn’t that interesting, and I found my mind wandering. I thought how nice the lecture hall would look if it was painted in various shades of yellow, maybe with some baby-blue curtains.
I couldn’t have been daydreaming that long because, when I rejoined the lecture, Miss Simmons was talking about Castleton’s years studying at Harvard. After graduating with a degree in theology, he sold the family candle-making business, and used the money to continue his studies abroad, beginning with a sea voyage to London.
I decided I would try to concentrate on the lecture, just to test myself, and listened as Miss Simmons talked about how Castleton had spent several years traveling throughout the British Isles, stopping for a time with the druids in Wales and the keepers of the old ways in Ireland. During his travels, he kept a detailed account of what he learned, which was published after his death by his friend Richard Sherman in his first book, The Magic of the British Isles.
From there Castleton traveled through Northern and then Southern Europe, learning everything he could about the local magics while taking detailed, if somewhat cryptic, notes. Sherman published these observations in two more books posthumously.
Next, Castleton spent a year touring Egypt and several other African countries before continuing on to the Arabian Peninsula, India, and China. At every stop, he would inquire about the local magics and learn everything he could. These observations were written down and later published in four additional books.
Finally, Castleton set sail for home, crossing the Pacific Ocean. He used his time onboard to record what he had learned as a child from his mother and his time among the First Peoples of North America. These recollections formed the basis of the eighth book Sherman produced.
Upon landing in Peru, Castleton traveled extensively throughout South and Central America, always taking notes and writing. When he arrived back in New York, he sailed up the Hudson River into the deep, dark woods and stumbled upon a small hilltop where none of the magics he had learned would work. There he built a small stone house and lived alone for his remaining years, having only the occasional visitor who was hearty enough to make the journey to see him.
Sherman had been one of these visitors, a friend from their days together at Harvard. The two men shared a love of trying to understand the paranormal. Unlike his friend, Sherman didn’t enjoy overseas travel and spent his life as the local vicar in a small parish just north of New York City.
After Castleton returned from abroad, Sherman spent several summers with his friend in the house that was now Miss Pettigrew’s office. It was when he returned for another visit in June 1800 that he found Castleton’s body. He buried his friend and returned home with the nine books he later published.
They weren’t proper books. Castleton’s notes were more like travel diaries with entries for various days recording the weather, what he ate, as well as the magic he learned. And they were very difficult to interpret. Castleton had used a shorthand that only he knew, and would frequently refer to past experiences that only he understood. But Sherman faithfully reproduced each word when he published his friend’s works. A task made easier by the fact that Castleton had such unique, precise handwriting.
Miss Simmons then talked about how Sherman had spent the rest of his life studying Castleton’s works before writing his own book and creating a teachable system of magic. It was Sherman and a few devoted followers who had provided the basis for modern magical thought while guarding it from people who weren’t gifted in magic.
From this small group, the worldwide network of schools and communities had developed, carefully hidden from the non-magic world. Each generation of magicians had worked to expand or clarify the growing body of magical knowledge.
I sighed, hoping the lecture would end here. There was still time to go down to the beach before bed, but Miss Simmons continued talking. She knew a great deal about Castleton that I had not heard before. She spoke about how during his travels he was able to use his instincts to find the local magicians and his charm to get them to reveal what they knew. I had to admit it was kind of interesting. Whatever her faults might be, she was an excellent teacher.
Miss Simmons’s lecture continued. “It is said that Castleton wrote a tenth and final book in which he took everything he learned and combined it into a single, integrated theory. One which explains all things magical and grants the reader great powers. Several ideas have been put forward about why such a book was not found with his other writings. Many, indeed, most say he never wrote it in the first place. Some say he burned it after finishing because it was too powerful. Others speculate he hid it somewhere, and someday a special magician will come forward and find this book of amazing power.”
Miss Pettigrew cleared her throat loud enough for everyone to hear. Miss Simmons turned back toward her and nodded.
“Thank you for your attention,” Miss Simmons said. “Now it is time for you to make your way to the bunkhouses. Remember, light’s out in half an hour.”
Even though my body was exhausted from the day, when my head hit the pillow my mind was still racing. I started wondering what was happening at home. I was sure my father was working in his study. He always had something he needed to do after Boris and I were in bed. My mother was no doubt in her studio. She had an exhibition coming up and was probably preparing for it. Boris had been put to bed and maybe he was asleep, but more likely, he was practicing some new spell in the dark so my parents wouldn’t realize what he was doing. Or maybe he’d set the carpet of his room on fire.
I smiled, imaging how much trouble he’d get into if that happened. Then I heard footsteps outside the window above my head. The sound banished all other thoughts from my mind as I recalled what Miss Pettigrew had just told us about no one being allowed outside at night. I doubted it was a teacher and wondered if it could be Uncle George, perhaps transformed into a bear.
I strained my ears and, after listening for a few more minutes, was sure that whatever it was had only two legs. I couldn’t help myself. I sat up and peered through the window. There was just enough moonlight for me to make out the shape of a tall, thin figure receding into the shadowy distance in the direction of Rattlesnake Mountain. I watched for a while before yawning and climbing back beneath my sheets.







  
  Chapter 6








The First Test


The next morning, after breakfasting on an enormous plate of chicken parmesan, I joined Andrew, Molly, and Stella in classroom seven. I couldn’t help wondering what Miss Gupta was going to teach us that would help us control our magic, and I didn’t have to wait long to find out. 
“Today I’m going to show you how to breathe,” she said.
Breathing? Really, that was it? I wanted to tell her I’d been breathing my entire life, and it hadn’t helped me. In fact, if I wasn’t breathing, I wouldn’t have my problems, or be here now, but I kept my mouth shut. This class was my last chance.
“Only when you find and understand your breath will you truly be able to control yourself and your magic,” she explained. “What I will teach you is not difficult, but it will require your entire concentration. It is only by focusing on your breathing that you will be able to prevent unfortunate events from occurring.”
As she continued to speak, the combination of her musical voice and the deadly boringness of the subject got to me. Almost immediately, I started daydreaming. I caught myself and brought my mind back, trying with all my might to stay in the moment and listen to what she was saying.
As she spoke, she crossed her legs, lifting each of her small feet until it rested on her opposite thigh. Then she extended her arms so her wrists rested on her knees.
“This is the lotus position,” she said. “I want each of you to sit like this. It is the first of the poses that I will show you, and it is the most important.”
It took me just a second to imitate her and the other girls quickly joined us, but poor Andrew wasn’t that flexible. First, he tried to put his right foot on his left thigh and, when he couldn’t do that, he tried to put his left foot on his right thigh. When that didn’t work, he tried doing them both at the same time and rolled over onto his back.
I burst out laughing, but stopped as soon as I saw the injured expression on his face.
“That’s alright, Andrew,” Miss Gupta said. “You can work up to that position later. For now, why don’t you just sit like this?”
She moved her feet off her thighs so that she sat cross-legged. With difficulty, Andrew was able to mimic her position.
“Now, close your eyes and breathe with me,” she said. “Take a deep breath in...and now out.”
After a few minutes of doing this, she had us change our breathing pattern, so that we took three quick breaths in, followed by a long exhale. Then she had us do the reverse, taking a long breath in, followed by three short, quick blows before we returned to slow deep breaths.
We practiced dozens of breathing patterns, which were all variations of this, breaking every half hour or so for some gentle stretching. Then Miss Gupta showed us how to meditate and guided us through a short one.
When the lunch bell rang and I opened my eyes, I was completely disoriented. It wasn’t that I’d forgotten it was the middle of the summer, or that I was in a classroom in the middle of the woods, but somehow I wasn’t quite ready to find myself lying on the floor. It was as if I’d been on a journey and just gotten back. I can’t explain it any better than that.
Another huge plate of chicken parmesan waited for me at the lunch table and even though the meat was tender and crispy, the cheese melted to perfection, and the sauce delicious, I only ate about half of it. As I pushed my plate away and thought about dinner, I started to regret ordering the same thing for every meal.
Our afternoon was much the same as our morning. More breathing exercises and stretching, but it wasn’t as boring as I feared. It took a lot of concentration to complete the exercises correctly and if my mind wandered and I lost my place, it would take a few minutes to get back into rhythm.
Our first few days with Miss Gupta seemed to be both never-ending and incredibly short at the same time, but at least when the dinner bell rang, we were free. As we mastered our breathing exercises, Miss Gupta gave us each a mantra and showed us how to meditate on our own. She also began teaching us how to be aware of our bodies by having us concentrate on each muscle in turn. All this, she said, was so we could build an awareness of ourselves. Only with this knowledge could we move forward to an awareness of our magic.
She explained what she was teaching us would normally take months or even years to learn, but because we were special cases, we had to absorb this knowledge more quickly. She didn’t say it, but we all knew what awaited us if we failed.
Unlike the other students, who had heaps of homework piled on them every night, after the four of us ate, we didn’t have any assignments. We could, of course, work on our breathing, or meditate, or practice the other mind control techniques we’d been learning, but after spending all day doing these things, no one was in the mood.
Usually I’d go for a walk. Sometimes I’d ask Andrew if he wanted to join me, but he was always busy tutoring the other kids. He was very clever and knew everything about all his subjects, so he would volunteer to assist the younger students with their homework. He had boundless energy to help others.
Molly and Stella weren’t interested in hiking, either, and had discovered they shared a love of card games. As soon as dinner was over, they’d find a corner of the cafeteria and pull out their deck.
Of course, I wasn’t allowed to go off by myself, but Miss Pettigrew seemed happy enough to let Fireball accompany me on my treks.
“He needs the exercise,” is what she’d said when I first suggested it.
So every evening we’d wander off down the hill. Sometimes I’d talk to my dragon friend about my day, but most of the time I was too tired. Even though we’d spent all day sitting or lying on the mats in classroom seven, I always found Miss Gupta’s classes so exhausting.
More often than not, Fireball and I would end up on the beach, but sometimes we’d walk in the other direction on the trails in the woods around the school. They were all clearly marked with blazes nailed to the trees at regular intervals. Each trail was marked with a different color, so it was easy to know where we were. There was only one trail students weren’t allowed to use. That was the one that led up Rattlesnake Mountain. The blazes on that trail were big and red with ‘DANGER’ written on them, and included a drawing of a rattlesnake about to strike.
Even though we were the only ones outside the school, I often felt we weren’t alone. Sometimes I would catch a glimpse of one of the teachers in the distance and guessed we were being watched to make sure I wasn’t using magic or getting into trouble. I also wondered if Uncle George wasn’t out there somewhere, maybe transformed into a bear or squirrel or some kind of bird.
After lunch on Friday the first week, Miss Gupta announced that we’d have our afternoon class outside. It was a beautiful day, not too hot or humid. She led us down the hill and through the barrier of unmagic. When we got to the lakeside, she had us all take off our shoes and sit on the sand in our usual circle before explaining.
“I brought you here to assess your progress,” she said. “As you know, I have read the files your schools sent me about your conditions, but I want to see for myself. During this test, I want you to try as hard as you can to control your minds and your magic. When you feel yourself weakening, you should use the techniques I have been showing you. We have not finished our training together, of course, so don’t be upset if you can’t control yourselves fully, yet. Are you ready?”
We all murmured we were.
Then she began the most boring lecture I have ever heard about the magical healing properties of common garden flowers. And her voice changed, too. Instead of her usual musical way of speaking, she droned on in a dull monotone.
I quickly figured out this had to be the test for Andrew, since plant magic was his least favorite subject, and he was at Miss Pettigrew’s because of his daydreaming magical episodes. It was also a test for me because when my mind wandered, unexpected things sometimes happened as well.
I fixed my gaze on Andrew to keep my own mind focused and watched as his eyes moved from Miss Gupta’s face across the lake and then up to the clouds. Suddenly, he jerked his eyes back, and I could tell he was really trying not to daydream. I was concentrating so much on him that my mind didn’t wander at all.
On and on she went. Andrew’s expression changed again, and he started biting his lip. Then it happened. We were suddenly surrounded by dozens of house cats, each purring and rubbing against us, asking to be petted. Andrew looked down in horror and immediately the cats disappeared.
“Sorry,” Andrew said, staring at his feet. “I started thinking about home and Fluffy. He’s my cat.”
I expected Miss Gupta to be angry, but instead, she appeared quite pleased.
“That was very good, Andrew,” she said, returning to her normal voice. “You lasted much, much longer than I expected.”
“I was using what you taught us,” he said, in a halting voice.
“Don’t be downhearted,” Miss Gupta said. “You have made excellent progress this week. There is still a great deal more I have to teach you, but you are doing well. I have every confidence you will be able to pass your final test if you continue to try your hardest.”
“Now, Alma,” Miss Gupta said, turning her gaze to me.
It was my turn, and I focused everything I had on her face. Suddenly, a hand grabbed me from behind. I hadn’t heard anyone coming up behind me and was completely surprised.
Before I could turn around to see who it was, there was a splashing sound, followed by gulping and sputtering. Molly and Stella broke out laughing while Miss Gupta and Andrew looked concerned.
I knew this wasn’t good, even before I twisted my head around to see what I had done. Behind me stood Mr. Black, who Miss Gupta must have recruited to test me, and he was covered in chocolate syrup from head to toe. Some of it must have gotten up his nose because he was sneezing and coughing.
Miss Gupta produced her wand from beneath her dress and, with a wave of her hand, restored Mr. Black to his usual creepy self. Molly and Stella stopped laughing and everyone stared at me. I had failed my first test.
“I’m afraid, Alma, that wasn’t very good,” Miss Gupta said, understating the point. “You knew you were going to be tested and your response was exactly as described by the teachers at your school. You have much more work to do if your time here is going to be successful.”
I nodded, fighting the feeling of hopelessness filling my mind by remembering I still had five more weeks of instruction to go.
Mr. Black said his goodbyes before trotting back up the hill. Then Miss Gupta turned to Molly. As she spoke, she produced a small metal disc from her pocket and held it in front of her.
It took me a moment to recognize the object. It was a spell mirror. Of course, I had heard about such things in my other classes, but I’d never actually seen one. It protected its owner from any spell that might be cast on them by reversing the curse and sending it back to the magician who uttered it.
These mirrors were the talk of every playground and I was sure that, even without having it explained to them, the other students knew what it was, too. So Miss Gupta was going to try to get Molly angry and if she did, any spell would be returned to her.
“Now, Molly, I have read the report submitted by your teacher, Mrs. Ford about your problems,” Miss Gupta said in a stern voice. “From what I’ve read, she seems like a nice woman and an excellent teacher.”
Miss Gupta had obviously chosen the right subject to test Molly because her reaction was immediate.
“Mrs. Ford is a liar,” Molly blurted out. “You can’t believe anything she says. I hate her.”
Molly’s face reddened and her nostrils flared, but she stopped herself before she went any further. Then a faint smile crossed her lips. She closed her eyes and started taking slow, regular breaths as Miss Gupta spoke.
“According to Mrs. Ford, you experienced several instances last year in school where you attempted to injure your classmates. These events, she says, were completely unprovoked.”
Molly’s eyes shot open, and she shouted, “I told you she was a liar. I was totally provoked.”
Then she stopped herself again and stared at the spell mirror that Miss Gupta had raised to protect herself. I could see Molly was really struggling to control her anger. I was glad she wasn’t getting mad at me and doubly glad that Miss Gupta had her protection.
“One instance in particular alarmed Mrs. Ford,” Miss Gupta continued. “It was when you caused the hair of one of your classmates, Bobby Jones, to catch fire. Mrs. Ford said you behaved in a reckless manner, and that if a teacher had not been present at the time, your classmate might have been seriously injured. It was her opinion that you were a dangerous, juvenile magical offender and should be sent away so you wouldn’t be a threat to anyone. And I have to say, after reading this account and the other reports in your file, I am beginning to agree.”
That was it. Molly lost control. She opened her eyes and yelled, “Oh, yeah. Is that what you think? Well, what do you think about this?”
I was curious to see how a spell mirror worked and was expecting Molly to be on the receiving end of her own curse, but that’s not what happened.
She fired off a spell, but when it hit the mirror, it suddenly became visible and I could see it as a streak of purple light. But instead of reflecting off the mirror and returning at once to her, it fractured into three thinner streaks. One streak headed for Stella, one for Andrew, and the last came straight toward my face.
I’m not sure what happened next because my vision became blurred as a shower of daisies fell on me. When I could see again, Stella and Andrew were covered with red spots that looked really painful.
Stella stared down at her swollen arms and narrowed her eyes, fixing Molly with a wicked gaze. Before Miss Gupta could say anything, Stella fired off a spell of her own at Molly. Miss Gupta must have sensed what was coming, because she leaped between the two girls with the mirror and intercepted the spell. It, too, fractured into a pair of fiery red threads of light. One beam headed for Andrew and the second for me.
This time blue irises rained down on me and when they cleared, I could see that on top of his spots, poor Andrew was now covered in large black and brown warts.
“That’s enough, girls!” Miss Gupta shouted as she got to her feet and dusted the sand from her dress.
She shifted her gaze from Molly to Stella and back again, making sure they weren’t going to try anything else while Andrew stared at his hands, whimpering.
I also looked down at my limbs, expecting the worst, but they were normal. I guessed that, in my surprise at being attacked, I had used my magic to defend myself without meaning to. I knew that was bad, maybe even worse than covering Mr. Black in chocolate sauce.
After taking care of Stella’s spots, Miss Gupta turned her attention to Andrew and, with a quick wave of her wand, restored his skin to its normal, healthy hue.
“Wow,” he said. “Thanks.”
“Someone has tampered with my mirror,” Miss Gupta said.
She didn’t ask us if we had done it. I doubted anyone except the most skilled magician could execute such a powerful spell.
We resumed sitting in our circle and Miss Gupta put her spell mirror away before speaking.
“I have to say that I am quite disappointed in you, girls,” she was talking to Molly and Stella, but what she was saying applied to me as well. “Controlling the magic within you is essential if you want to live a normal life. We have much, much more work to do.”
She led us back up the hill and told us to wait for her in the classroom. As I sat there on the mat, I looked out the window and saw her striding into Miss Pettigrew’s office.
While I waited for her to return, I started thinking about who could have tampered with the mirror. It had to be a teacher, but which one would dare to pull off such a stunt? Or maybe it was a different magical creature lurking in the woods. It would have to be one with a sense of humor because, as I thought about what had just happened, it almost made me laugh.
When Miss Gupta returned, she seemed like her usual self, and we resumed our breathing exercises. Just before the dinner bell rang, she spoke to us.
“This has been a difficult week and we are all tired. We will end here for the day. But I think we should meet again tomorrow morning. Please be in the classroom immediately after breakfast.”
Molly and Stella sighed, but Andrew appeared quite happy. I tried to control myself and not show any disappointment on my face. I caught Miss Gupta looking at me and thought that maybe, just maybe, I saw a slight smile in her eyes, but none passed over her lips.







  
  Chapter 7








Thinking of Home


After lights out that evening, I tossed in my bunk, unable to sleep. Failing Miss Gupta’s first test kept preying on my mind. I was so disappointed. I really thought I had been making progress. 
I reminded myself that summer school had just started, and I still had five weeks left. Miss Gupta surely had techniques other than breathing and meditating to teach me, so I tried to think about other things. I wondered what my mother might be doing at that very minute.
She was probably hard at work in her studio. That’s where she went after Boris and I were in bed and my father was in his study finishing his day’s work. In my mind’s eye, I saw her wearing a dirty smock with a brush in one hand and another between her teeth, moving her head back and forth, studying the canvas she was working on.
She did all her own painting and had done so for as long as I could remember. Shortly after their wedding, my father had brought home a magic paint set for her, but it had stayed in the box for many years until Boris found it. Now, he used it mostly, though I tried it once or twice. I preferred to paint my own pictures, like my mother.
Boris, on the other hand, liked the ease of the enchanted pigments and brushes. He would open the box with a blank sheet of watercolor paper in front of him and say “tree” or “bird” or whatever he wanted to paint. Then he would take hold of the brush and his hand would be guided between the paper and the paints until his picture was finished. 
His paintings never took him very long, and each one resembled a color photograph of the object he had told his brush to paint. It made him very happy, and he hung his paintings proudly next to my mother’s all over the house. Of course, his paintings didn’t have to look like photographs. He could say “Matisse” or “Picasso,” or the name of some other famous artist, and his paintings would come out in their style. But Boris liked his paintings to look like the real thing.
My paintings were completely different and sometimes looked nothing like what I was trying to paint. Boris would often criticize me and tell me my trees looked like green lumps, and my people were drawn like Martians, but my mother never said a bad word about my art. She understood how hard it was to express yourself, and what one person saw often wasn’t what everyone else did.
My thoughts were interrupted by a noise outside my window. It wasn’t a natural sound like the wind in the trees, or a critter scurrying across the lawn. No, this noise was regular and soft. It was footsteps, just like the ones I had heard on my first night here. Suddenly they stopped. I lay still, listening. Suzy’s deep breathing in the bunk below told me she was fast asleep and none of the other girls were out of bed.
Then the footsteps resumed. The noise had to be made by a two-legged creature, but whether it was a human or some sort of magical beast, I couldn’t tell. As the footsteps receded into the distance, I pulled myself toward the window and peered out.
There was definitely something out there, and it was walking upright. The figure was dressed in a dark coat with some sort of hood over its head, so I could only see the outline of its form. Why would someone be creeping around at night when we were all supposed to be in bed? Was it a student, a teacher, or something else? Did it have something to do with Miss Gupta’s fractured spell mirror? Or maybe with the renegade broom that had taken Andrew for his ride? Was that what Miss Pettigrew wanted to talk to my father about, and why we had gotten here early? I wanted to find out.
I pushed these questions from my mind and debated getting out of bed. If I was going to follow the footsteps, I’d have to hurry because they were getting further and further away. I tried to think it through. I could probably climb down without waking Suzy, but then what? Get dressed or go out in my pajamas?
No. If I was going after the footsteps, I would need a plan. I’d have to prepare and be lying in bed fully dressed with my boots on.
I listened until the footsteps disappeared into the chorus of crickets and started to think about my father. I wondered if he was playing his enchanted piano. He sometimes did that when he was working on a particularly knotty problem for work. If it was after bedtime, he’d play softly, but I could still hear him from my bedroom upstairs. He always played ragtime. Scott Joplin was his favorite.
I liked it, too, and sometimes I’d sit with him on the bench in front of the keyboard and watch his long fingers as they pressed the keys with perfect timing. The spell on the piano allowed you to hover your hands over the keyboard and it would guide them to play any tune you wanted.
Often I would play with him. My hands were smaller and my fingers shorter, but the piano compensated and made the piece of music simpler, so my fingers could play every note. Sometimes, when no one else was around, I would turn off the enchantment and try to play the piano myself without any help. There was something about doing it that way that made me very happy, even though the sound I made could barely be called music. I had taught myself several of Joplin’s shorter works and would play them to myself at different speeds, emphasizing different notes.
I played one of the tunes in my head and before I finished, I must have fallen asleep. The next thing I knew, Suzy was shaking me and warning me that I was going to be late for breakfast.
I had a bowl of cereal that morning, just like I usually did at home. Even though I could have anything I wanted, after experimenting all week with waffles, omelets, and pancakes, I found I was happiest with what I was used to.
The kids sitting around me in the cafeteria were all talking about having the day off from classes and making plans for where they would be studying. It was different for me. I didn’t have any homework, but I did have class that morning.
After I finished eating, I trudged across the lawn and plopped myself on the mats in classroom seven. I nodded at each of the others as they came in and could see from their long faces they were as exhausted as I was.
Miss Gupta also seemed tired when she appeared. She led us through a series of stretching and breathing exercises, but after a brief meditation, she cut our class short.
“I don’t think there is much point in showing you anything new today,” she said, rising to her feet and putting on her sandals. “We’ve had a long week. It will be best if you take the rest of the day to relax. Try to do something different for a few hours. Go for a hike or go swimming, something to take your minds off your studies. But be prepared on Monday morning to get back to work.”
She smiled at us and left. I glanced around the room, but nobody moved. Instead, we laughed weakly and stretched out on the mats. None of us woke up until the lunch bell sounded.
I took Miss Gupta’s advice, and after eating, went with Fireball on a long hike on the trail that led all the way around the lake. The woods were thick and the gnats ferocious, but it was good to get away for a few hours. Every once in a while, the trail would lead to a point where we could gaze out over the water in the direction of Miss Pettigrew’s. The buildings looked so out-of-place sitting there on the small hill in the middle of the woods with the stony crag of Rattlesnake Mountain rising behind them. I could see movement on the beach below the school and guessed the other kids were playing in the lake, but they were so far away I couldn’t tell what they were doing. They looked like ants scurrying in the distance.
Fireball was enjoying himself, too. I stayed on the trail, but from time to time he’d go off, sometimes leaving my sight for a few minutes. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could always hear his big feet clumping along as he ran, stopped, and then ran again. I imagined he was chasing something, but he never came back with anything between his mighty jaws.
When we got back, everyone was still at the beach. Some kids were lying on towels, a few were swimming, and the rest were scooting around on the lake’s surface on magic boogie boards, which were disc-shaped pieces of wood that had been enchanted to allow a person to stand on top while moving across the water.
I considered going back to the bunkhouse to change into my bathing suit, but I was too tired and, besides, it was nearly time to eat.
After dinner, the other kids took out their books to study. Andrew was helping a group of fifth graders with magical theory while Molly and Stella played another hand of cards. This time it was gin rummy. So I was left on my own, again.
I wandered over to the front deck of Miss Pettigrew’s house where Fireball was fast asleep on his back with his feet in the air. I didn’t want to disturb him, so I went inside to take a look at the school library. Maybe I’d take out a book. If I found something interesting, I could read it on the porch next to Fireball.
I pulled open the front door and looked around. I walked past the building several times a day, but had never been inside. Before me stood a narrow set of stairs that led to the second floor where Miss Pettigrew had her bedroom. On my left was the door to her office. It was closed but the sound of voices beyond told me she was in a meeting, so I turned right, into the library.
It wasn’t a real library, not like the one we had at my regular school. It must have been the front parlor of the house when it had been built. Perhaps this was the room where Phillip Castleton had met his friend Sherman when he’d come to visit, all those years ago. Now, the walls were lined with bookcases from floor to ceiling. In the center of the room were four small, padded chairs which students sometimes used when studying. They were empty now and there was only one other person in the room with me, Miss Simmons.
“Oh hello, Alma,” she said, turning away from the the bookcase next to the front window for a moment to glance at me. “What are you doing here?”
“I thought I might try to find something to read,” I replied.
“Don’t you have enough to do?” she asked before answering her own question. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t have any books on your course.”
She looked at me like she wanted to say, “You’re one of the freaks,” but she didn’t, and returned her gaze to the bookshelf in front of her.
“I’m just looking up some information for one of my classes,” she said.
I wasn’t sure why she said this. She didn’t need to explain herself to me.
I grunted and began browsing the books on the far wall, starting in the section on magical history. There was nothing there that interested me, so I moved to the next wall and a bookcase labeled ‘Magical Plants’. From the dust on the tops of most of the books, I guessed they hadn’t been read in a while.
Miss Simmons pulled several volumes and made a note of the titles on the pad by the door. There were no librarians or library cards here.
“Goodbye, Alma,” she said as she left.
I turned to reply, but she was already gone.
I couldn’t find anything I wanted to read, so I kept looking. When I got to the front wall, I came to the section on magical animals and noted several spaces among the books on dragons. I was interested, not only in the subject, but why Miss Simmons was reading about it. She taught the history of magic. Mr. Gomez was the school’s expert on magical animals.
I didn’t dwell on the question for too long because my eyes fell on a thick, new-looking book entitled An Introduction to Dragons, by Hans Froelich. I pulled it down using both hands and glanced first at the front cover and then the back, where a photograph of the author was placed among the text. He looked familiar, and it took me a minute or two to realize that he bore a striking resemblance to the German boys who had taunted Fireball on the day I’d arrived. They’d said their father was an expert on dragons. This had to be his work.
I signed the book out and joined Fireball on the front porch. He had rolled over on his side and was snoring. I rested the book on my knees and started flipping through the pages. Inside were hundreds of photographs and drawings of the various kinds of dragons known to exist. They seemed to come in every size and color. It took a while just to look at all the pictures, but none of them looked exactly like Fireball, and I couldn’t even begin to guess what species he was.
I had just finished the first chapter when the students began crossing the lawn toward the bunkhouses. It was bedtime. I debated taking the book back with me but, in my opinion I was just wasting my time. The author had written that dragons weren’t friendly or intelligent or affectionate, which I knew from my time with Fireball wasn’t true. He also said they didn’t enjoy spending time with other creatures, hated the water, could never be ridden, and were not playful. I wondered if any of that was accurate as well.
I returned to the library and put the book back on its shelf. As I was crossing my name off the pad at the door, I took a moment to see what books Miss Simmons had taken out. On the list next to her name were titles about snake charming, navigating secret passages, as well as three on dragons. She had also taken out a book called Magical Spelunking, whatever that was.
I gave Fireball a kiss goodnight before returning to the bunkhouse. After brushing my teeth, I debated leaving my clothes and boots on, in case I heard the mysterious footsteps again, but I was just too tired and changed into my pajamas. I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
Sunday was laundry day, and we stuffed our dirty clothes into bags with our names on them before breakfast. When we got back, Miss Maybe had left our clean clothes neatly folded on our bunks. I spent most of the day hiking the trails around the school with Fireball.
Then it was Monday again, and we resumed our classes with Miss Gupta. In addition to the group exercises we had done the previous week, she started working with us individually, demonstrating several ways to address our problems, but stating that only we could decide which worked best for us. It was much more difficult and exhausting than the first week, and I was glad when our classes finished on Saturday morning.
After lunch, I put my bathing suit on under my clothes and went out for a short walk with Fireball. An hour or so later, I found myself sitting on the warm sand of the beach with my dragon friend, away from the other kids. Some were swimming in the cool water while others were waiting impatiently for Miss Maybe to unload the magic boogie boards she had brought down from the barn.
She was glaring at the students, waiting for them to stop talking and form a line. When it was quiet enough to hear the small, wind-blown waves break on the beach, she began her speech, which she must have given the previous week, too.
“These boards are the school’s property, and I want you to treat them with respect. Each has been enchanted for a beginner, which means that its speed has been restricted and it will not go within ten feet of another board or the shore.”
“C’mon, Miss Maybe,” said one of the older boys at the front of the line. “We don’t need baby boards.”
Miss Maybe shot him a frozen stare, which he couldn’t return. He just looked down at his feet and muttered, “I’m sorry.”
“The dangers of collision and drowning are too great to allow you to use unrestricted boards,” Miss Maybe said. “Those boards are for adults. Do you understand?”
She stood in silence, staring at the boy who had spoken until he said, “Yes, ma’am.”
“Now, anyone who wants a board can use one. But when I blow my whistle, you must return to shore. Do I make myself clear? You may stand or sit on the board and you can steer it by leaning slightly in the direction you want to go. It will stop if you put your weight in the middle and stay still. Since these are beginner boards, if you sit down, you will not be thrown into the water. But if you stand up, you may lose your balance. Do not take the boards out past the buoys in the lake. If you get into trouble, wave your arms over your head and Mr. Black or Miss Simmons will come to you. They will be watching from their brooms. Failure to follow the rules will result in the suspension of your privileges, and you will not be allowed to use a board for the rest of your time here. Are there any questions?”
There weren’t. Everybody was eager to get out on the lake.
The boy who had spoken took his board first. He raced to the lake’s edge and splashed in. When the water was up to his waist, he hoisted himself up on the board and shouted, “Watch me.”
Standing in the middle of his board and leaning slightly forward, he moved slowly away from shore. Then he leaned a little more, and the board picked up speed. He tried to turn back toward the beach, but lost his balance and tumbled into the water.
A roar of laughter erupted from the kids still in line and I couldn’t help chuckling myself. I looked down at Fireball and even he had a smile on his wrinkled face.
Mr. Black flew over the crash site and hovered as the boy swam back to his board and climbed on again. 
By now, other students were on the water and the air was filled with delighted screams, splashing, and laughter. 
When most of the kids had their boards and the line was much shorter, I turned to my companion.
“Well, Buddy,” I said. “Wish me luck.”
The dragon nodded, and I thought he looked a bit concerned.
“Don’t worry,” I said, stripping off my shoes and clothes. “I’ll be right back. I’ve used these things before. I even rode Daddy’s once. And it wasn’t enchanted for beginners.”
In fact, my father had been a skilled rider when he was a young man and had several trophies on display in our house that he’d won in magical tournaments.
As I took my board from Miss Maybe, I glanced behind me. Several of the teachers had wandered down the hill and were chatting to each other while gazing out at the kids on the lake. Miss Gupta was with them. She was talking to Mr. Gomez, and I got the feeling she was watching me while trying to appear like she wasn’t.
I stood on the beach with the board under my arm for a few minutes, waiting for a break in the traffic. Nearly everyone was out there. The younger kids were staying closer to the shore while the older ones were riding in deeper water near the buoys. I even saw Andrew sitting on a board. The other kids were shouting at him, encouraging him to stand up, but he wouldn’t. I think he must have been too scared.
I spotted a gap between two groups of kids and waded out until the water was deep enough for me to mount my board. Then I sat down and guided it out onto the lake, taking my time to get used to the steering while watching the chaotic scene around me.
As soon as I was away from everybody else, I stood up and leaned forward. I was off. It was almost like flying, but not quite. For one thing, it wasn’t nearly as fast. The air rushed past my face and my hair bounced in the wind behind me. When I got to the first buoy, I turned and set my course for the second one, sailing toward it as fast as my board would take me.
My mind cleared and all my worries melted away. I didn’t think about why I was here, or what the other kids were saying about me, or Miss Gupta’s class, or even what a pain in the neck Boris was. I was flying, and that was all that mattered. Then I looked down and realized I was actually flying. My board had left the water, and I was twenty feet or more above the lake’s surface and was rising, fast!







  
  Chapter 8








The Little Problem


I struggled to keep my balance as my boogie board flew higher and higher. I was going to get into trouble for sure. My magic had gotten away from me again. All of my efforts and Miss Gupta’s teaching had come to this. Nothing. I’d probably be expelled as soon as I hit the ground. 
But I didn’t have time to think about that now, or worry about the future. I needed to concentrate on the present. I tried to focus my mind, but nothing happened. Then I started to use the mental exercises that Miss Gupta had taught me while trying to keep my balance. Still, I felt like I had no control over my board. Then another idea popped into my head - maybe it wasn’t me. 
I looked down. All of the other kids had stopped what they were doing and were staring up at me. My board took me to the left, then to the right, before it zigzagged through the air. I crouched low and the small muscles in my feet tensed and relaxed as I shifted my weight from side to side each time it changed direction.
Miss Simmons brought her broom up on my left and started shouting something to me while Mr. Black came up on my right. They were both expert flyers, but were having trouble matching my speed and darting movements.
Then all of a sudden my board stopped dead, sending me tumbling head over heels. Everything slowed down as my feet flew over my head and the landscape spun before my eyes. It was quite pretty and peaceful. Somehow my body righted itself, and I entered the water at exactly ninety degrees, hardly making a splash.
When I surfaced again, my board was bobbing in the water next to me, and Miss Simmons and Mr. Black were hovering above.
“What are you playing at?” Mr. Black said in an angry voice.
“It’s not my fault,” I answered.
“I should just let you drown,” he snorted before flying off.
Miss Simmons tried to force a smile, but I could see she was mad, too.
“Can you swim back, or do you need a ride?” she asked. “You’d better leave your board where it is.”
“I can make it,” I replied, taking my first stroke toward the shore.
When I reached the beach, it was completely quiet. No one said a word. Some of the kids had come ashore, while others waited on their boards. I could feel the eyes of everybody on me as Miss Maybe handed me a towel.
“I think it might be best if you go up to Miss Pettigrew’s office directly,” she said in a quiet voice that only I could hear. “I’ll gather your clothes and bring them up later.”
It was a softer tone than I’d ever heard her use before and sounded almost kindly. I suppose she was feeling sorry for me, having to spend the rest of my life on Washburn Island.
I nodded and thanked her for the towel, which I wrapped around myself before walking barefoot up the hill. Behind me, everyone started whispering at once. I glanced over at Miss Gupta, expecting to see a look of disappointment on her face, but there wasn’t one.
I didn’t have to trek up the hill on my own. Fireball trotted beside me, wagging his stumpy little tail. At least I had one friend here.
“I’m going to miss you when they send me away,” I said to him.
My feet felt like giant stones and each step took a tremendous effort. I knew I was doomed and my movements must have communicated my mood, because Fireball kept nuzzling my hand as I walked up the hill.
The school was deserted when I got there. Everyone was still down on the beach and by their shouts, I could tell the other kids were back in the water with their boards. But I didn’t look back.
I walked across the lawn to Miss Pettigrew’s house and opened the front door. Fireball gave me a last look, as if to say good luck, before lying down on the front porch. I went inside, staring at the wide, pine floorboards beneath my feet.
The door to Miss Pettigrew’s office was closed, so I tapped lightly and waited. A moment later, the door was opened by Uncle George, of all people.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
He smiled and said, “We’ll explain everything to you in a few minutes.”
Why was he smiling? Didn’t he realize this was the end of my life in magical society? This wasn’t anything to be happy about. I moved my eyes from his face to that of Miss Pettigrew’s, who stood to greet me. She was smiling as well. This was all too weird.
Uncle George ushered me to one of the two seats across from Miss Pettigrew’s desk. I took the towel from my shoulders and put it on my chair while he sat down in the other. For a moment the three of us looked at each other and I glanced up at the portrait of Phillip Castleton on the wall, wondering what he would think about all this.
I dreaded what was coming, a long lecture in a concerned voice about my failure to control myself. There was no point in trying to explain that it wasn’t my fault. I just sat stiffly in my chair with my spine as straight as an iron rod.
“Well,” Miss Pettigrew said in a tone of voice I didn’t expect. “You certainly have had an adventure this afternoon.”
This wasn’t the way any of the lectures I’d been subjected to about my magic had ever started before.
“Yes,” I said, glumly.
“You’re not hurt, are you?” she asked.
“No,” I replied. “You’re going to send me away, aren’t you?”
She laughed, and I stared at her. This was hardly the time for merriment.
“Not today,” she said. “I gather you know George here?”
“Of course she knows me,” the big man said, reaching over and putting his hand on my shoulder.
“He’s my uncle,” I said, “not my real uncle. But he’s Daddy’s best friend.”
I was confused, really confused. What was going on here? I was about to be expelled from summer school, exiled from magic life, and sent away. Why was everyone acting like we were at a tea party? Then it dawned on me. Maybe they were going to give me a chance to explain.
Before anyone could say anything else, I blurted out, “It wasn’t my fault.”
I don’t know what reaction I expected, but I didn’t think they’d both nod with understanding expressions on their faces. Well, if I had an opening, I was going to take it.
“The board just took off under me,” I said. “It was like it had a mind of its own.”
“It had been cross-enchanted,” Uncle George said. “Someone or something had put a spell on it to make it act like that. It was only by chance that you were the one who got on it. Any one of the students here could have been taken for a ride.”
“In fact, we’re lucky you were the one who used it,” Miss Pettigrew said. “You are a gifted boarder, like your father. Another child might have been hurt or worse.”
I wasn’t ready for this conversation. I had been preparing for the ‘Alma we’re very disappointed in you’ talk I’d received so many times before. So when I understood what they were saying, it took me a few moments to adjust my brain and, when I did, my whole body relaxed and slumped back in my chair.
“Alma, are you alright?” I heard Uncle George say through the fog in my mind.
“Perhaps now isn’t the best time for this,” Miss Pettigrew said.
“No, no, I’m fine,” I said, bringing myself back to our conversation. “You said someone or something had enchanted my board?”
Uncle George shot a glance at Miss Pettigrew, who nodded. Then he proceeded.
“Yes,” he said. “For some time now, Miss Pettigrew has been reporting strange events here. At first, the Magic Circle didn’t take them seriously. It was thought they were just practical jokes, like the kind magicians sometimes play on each other. But they continued and became more and more serious. One boy last year broke a leg in an incident that, well, didn’t seem like an accident. If you know what I mean.”
“I considered closing this school,” Miss Pettigrew said. “I can’t put my pupils at risk. But when I spoke to your father and the other members of the Magic Circle, we decided that George here, would be sent undercover to monitor the situation and see if we couldn’t get to the bottom of what’s going on here.”
Suddenly, all the pieces fell into a neat row in my head and I spoke without thinking. 
“That’s why you wanted to meet with Daddy,” I said. “And the reason behind Andrew’s runaway broom and Miss Gupta’s broken spell mirror?”
“And half a dozen other incidents that we’ve managed to keep from the students and teachers,” Uncle George said.
“You mean the teachers don’t know?” I asked.
“We haven’t made the extent of the problem known to any of them, but I’m sure some are starting to suspect. Only Miss Maybe knows the whole story. She and I started this place together and we don’t keep any secrets from each other,” Miss Pettigrew said.
“We’re taking a risk telling you this,” Uncle George said. “But I told Miss Pettigrew that you can be trusted not to tell anyone about our little problem.”
They both stared at me for a moment and I nodded.
“You can count on me to keep my mouth shut,” I said before asking, “So, I’m not in trouble then?”
“No, you’re not in trouble. We know what happened with the board wasn’t your fault,” Miss Pettigrew said. “Though you did use your magic at the end, I think, when you dove into the water?”
“I guess so,” I replied. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”
“Many would argue that the inadvertent use of magic in any circumstance is to be avoided,” Miss Pettigrew said. “I don’t agree. Your use of unintended magic often seems to be in self-defense or the defense of others. I think that is admirable, though, it may prevent you from ever joining your father on the Magic Circle.”
Uncle George had a look on his face like he didn’t agree with what Miss Pettigrew was saying, but he stayed silent. He and my father thought magicians should have control of their magic at all times.
“So, who’s behind all this?” I asked.
“I’m afraid we really have no idea?” Miss Pettigrew replied. “It is the work of a sophisticated magician or magical creature with a malicious streak, or maybe a grudge against me or the school.”
“And a sense of humor?” I ventured, but neither Miss Pettigrew nor Uncle George seemed to agree.
“I’ve been watching this place now for several weeks and have seen nothing out of the ordinary,” Uncle George said. “I can find no trace of the cause of these problems.”
“Could it be a student?” I asked.
“That’s unlikely,” Miss Pettigrew said. “These incidents began last year and none of the students here now were present then.”
“A teacher?” I asked.
“It’s possible,” Uncle George replied. “But we’ve examined their records and none of them seem to have any history of this kind of behavior.”
“Then who’s left?” I asked. “Is someone hiding in the woods nearby, or a magical creature, maybe an invisible one?”
“That’s why I’m here,” Uncle George said. “But I can’t find anything like that.”
“Maybe it’s a pooka,” I said. “They’re mischievous, aren’t they?”
“We’ve considered that possibility and many others,” Uncle George said. “It’s unlikely to be a pooka because they are social creatures and wouldn’t enjoy living in the woods.”
“They also like whiskey,” I added.
“Yes, that’s true,” Miss Pettigrew said with a smile. “And there isn’t anywhere around here where they could get a drink.”
I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes. “Why are you telling me all this?”
“To be honest,” Miss Pettigrew replied, “because we’re desperate. George has not been able to make any headway in solving our little problem and we need help. We chose you because you’re a student and can watch for things inside the school.”
“We also thought that you were beginning to figure out what was really going on,” Uncle George said.
“We’re not asking you to conduct your own investigation,” Miss Pettigrew said. “We only want you to keep your eyes open and report back if you see anything. Your focus must continue to be on your work with Miss Gupta. There is nothing more important to you now than that. Your failure to pass her final test means…”
She didn’t need to finish her sentence. I knew what it meant.
“Will you help us?” Uncle George asked.
“Yes,” I answered, getting up to go.
“There’s just one more thing,” Miss Pettigrew said. “You’re going to need a story to tell the other students about our meeting. I think it is best if we keep it simple. You met with me. I told you what you had done was very serious and that if anything like it happened again, you would be expelled.”
“Perhaps you should tell them you are on probation,” Uncle George suggested.
I nodded. My bathing suit was dry by now, and I picked up my towel and left. When I got to my bunk, Suzy was waiting for me and my clothes were folded on next to my pillow.
“Well?” Suzy said. “Did you get expelled? Do you need help packing your stuff?”
“No,” I replied, changing out of my bathing suit.
“Come on,” Suzy said. “Tell me what happened. I promise I won’t tell anyone else.”
I sighed and looked into her eyes. “Well, if you promise.”
“I do,” she said.
I knew she was friends with Dora and Flora and would tell them the moment she left the bunkhouse. Then it would only be a matter of a few minutes before everyone in the school had heard our secret. But that was OK. That was what I wanted.
“Well, I got another lecture about controlling my magic. I’m on probation. Miss Pettigrew said if anything like that happens again, I’ll be thrown out.”
I could see the excitement in Suzy’s eyes. She now knew my secret and was dying to tell everyone about it. It took all my strength not to break out into a grin.
After dinner, I found Fireball and went for a walk while the other kids settled down to study for a couple of hours before bedtime. As we hiked along the trails, I told him everything that had happened, leaving out no detail. It was good to have someone I could confide in, even if he couldn’t talk back to me.
We walked slowly, and I interrupted my story many times to peer this way and that, imagining every kind of creature was watching us and plotting some kind of mischievous magical prank. But I saw nothing out of the ordinary.
Once I was in bed, I lay awake, going over the events of the day and listening for the mysterious footsteps. I wondered if I should have mentioned them to Uncle George and Miss Pettigrew during our meeting, but couldn’t decide before I fell asleep.
Another week passed with nothing extraordinary happening and on the next Sunday, we all bagged our clothes before breakfast. After eating, I went into classroom seven by myself and practiced some of the exercises Miss Gupta had shown me. I was finding the more I worked on them, the easier they became. She had said the goal was for us to get to the point where we did them without thinking.
The window was open and the quiet inside the school was broken by voices as kids headed back to the bunkhouses. I figured it was getting close to lunchtime and everybody was changing into their bathing suits so they could get down to the beach right after they ate.
I finished what I was working on and stretched out on the mat. As I relaxed, the voices outside the window turned into shouts and then screams. I clambered to my feet and gazed out on the lawn where some kids were running around in circles while most of the others were sprinting down the hill to the lake.
When I got outside, Andrew was lying on the ground with his shirt off, wiggling like a worm.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Someone’s put itching powder in the clean clothes,” he yelled, getting to his feet and dashing down to the lake.
I watched him until he splashed into the water. Then I started to think. This was the kind of thing that Miss Pettigrew and Uncle George wanted me to be on the lookout for. So instead of heading down the hill with everyone else, I went off to investigate.
I started in the girls’ bunkhouse, walking down the aisle between the beds. Clothes were strewn everywhere and shoes were scattered across the floor, but there was no sign of anybody or anything. Next, I looked inside the cafeteria and then the classrooms, again I found nothing. As I crossed the lawn, I saw Miss Maybe through the window of Miss Pettigrew’s office. The two of them were deep in conversation. Fireball came up to me looking confused and worried, so I explained what was happening.
He nodded like he understood and the two of us went off to inspect the perimeter of the school where the lawns met the woods. We took our time doing our circuit but found nothing.
“Whoever did this must have tampered with the laundry down at the barn,” I said. 
So we headed in that direction and walked around, but there was nothing to see there either. Sam was grazing peacefully on some wildflowers, oblivious to the commotion. In the distance, I caught sight of a deer in the woods and guessed Uncle George was also looking for clues.
A couple of hours later, everyone had assembled in the cafeteria. After consuming our very late lunches, Miss Pettigrew rose to her feet and explained that Miss Maybe had made a mistake when doing the laundry and was very sorry. I knew this wasn’t true and that the mysterious prankster had struck again.







  
  Chapter 9








Crabs


On Monday, I was back in classroom seven with the others. We started, as we always did, with stretching, moved on to breathing exercises, and then began our meditations. I was having trouble getting started that morning. Each time I tried, I was interrupted by some distracting thought. Miss Gupta had told us sometimes it would be difficult or impossible to meditate, but we shouldn’t worry about it. We needed to keep trying to see if it would come. 
Just as I felt myself moving deeper, I heard a soft knock, and my mind returned to the room. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know that Miss Gupta had gotten to her feet and crept out. Faint voices reached my ears as she spoke to Miss Pettigrew in the hallway. From the tone of their conversation, I guessed they regularly spoke during our meditations, but I had never been aware of it before.
“How is everything?” Miss Pettigrew whispered.
“Overall, it is going well,” Miss Gupta replied. “Andrew continues to progress. I think he could pass the final test now. Molly and Stella are also improving. Anger is a powerful emotion, but it is not uncommon, and many magicians have conquered their tempers to go on to do great things. I have great hopes for them.”
“And Alma?” Miss Pettigrew asked.
Miss Gupta sighed. “I am very worried about her. She’s a smart girl, very smart, and she understands what I am trying to teach her, but she has so many different problems. She daydreams like Andrew. She occasionally gets angry like Stella and Molly. And her reactions to being startled are completely unpredictable. I understand using magic in self-defense, but she can’t seem to distinguish between danger and surprise. In all my years of teaching, I’ve never come across another student like her before.”
“No, I’ve never met anyone like her, either,” Miss Pettigrew said. “It seems all her problems come from a single source. She doesn’t think like a magician needs to. Her mind lacks discipline. A magical mind needs to be like a scientific mind, orderly and precise. She’s just too….”
“Artistic?” Miss Gupta said, finishing the thought.
“Yes, that’s it. The magical mind is not a creative mind,” Miss Pettigrew said. “Magicians need to understand how things work and be able to coldly reason through problems. Alma is too much of a freethinker. I fear she may not be cut out for life in our world. I’m sure it must break her parents’ hearts.”
“Yes,” Miss Gupta said. “I understand her mother is not a magical person.”
“That’s right, she’s an artist, quite a well-known one, too,” Miss Pettigrew said.
“And her father is Harvey Anwansi, the famous magician,” Miss Gupta said. “We’ve never met, but I only hear good things about him.”
“Yes,” Miss Pettigrew replied. “I’ve always wondered what brought them together. I know them both and they couldn’t be more different, but they are absolutely devoted to each other.”
“Sometimes opposites attract,” Miss Gupta said. “Maybe Alma’s problem is that she has too much of her mother in her.”
“Mm,” Miss Pettigrew said. “I’m beginning to wonder if it wouldn’t have been better if Harvey hadn’t married Alma’s mom, for the girl’s sake.”
Even though I had thought the same thing myself, it was different when someone else said it. My face got hot and my arms and legs twitched. I struggled with the urge to rush out into the hall to tell them they didn’t understand.
Somehow, I controlled myself and directed my mind back to my meditation. But before I got there, I resolved I would show them I wasn’t a freak and there was nothing wrong with my mother.
Miss Pettigrew said goodbye and Miss Gupta returned to the classroom just as our meditation ended. She took time to review the lessons of the previous week before working with us one at a time on our individual problems.
She spent the most time with me, of course, and explained that my magic was deep within me, as it was with every magician. But unlike me, others could use logic and their conscious minds to control themselves. I was different because my magic was more of an instinct and my mind was more creative, like the minds of artists often are. If I was going to learn how to stop my unintended magical episodes, I needed another way to manage my magic, and that was what she was trying to teach me. This knowledge, she explained, was beyond what words could communicate, but she would try to show me how to find what I needed inside myself.
I listened to every word, and when we were finished, I tried to do everything she told me. It wasn’t just about me. It was also about my mother.
That evening in the bunkhouse, everyone was still talking about the events of the previous weekend. Flora and Dora were sure Miss Maybe was losing her mind. It was the only explanation they could think of for her using itching powder instead of laundry soap. The other girls were generally in agreement and no one said anything about a practical joker being on the loose.
It seemed unlikely the prankster would be out again that night, but I prepared anyway. I got into bed early with no one seeing me, still wearing my clothes and boots. I wanted to be ready, in case I heard those footsteps again. But I also wanted to see if I could get out of the bunkhouse without anyone noticing. It would be a dry run for when I did hear something.
I lay there waiting for the other girls to get into bed with my eyes closed. Half an hour later, the lights were off and the room was silent. I sat up slowly and paused to listen, but heard nothing. So I started my descent.
Suzy hadn’t noticed I’d moved her dresser closer to our bed when she was in the shower, or that I’d placed a chair next to it to make it easier for me to climb down. I put my right foot on the dresser, then my left on the chair, and a moment later I was standing on the floor. I paused to look around before tiptoeing away. Noiselessly, I closed the door behind me and crept into the shadows.
Standing in the cool night air with the crickets chirping all around me, I relaxed. I had done it. Now, all I had to do was get back inside unobserved and my practice run would be complete.
I did a short set of breathing exercises to clear my mind and was reviewing my journey back to bed when I heard footsteps in the distance - and they were getting closer. My heart pounded so loud in my ears that I could barely hear anything else.
I shrank back into the shadows, wondering if I was really hidden. It occurred to me that if it was a magical creature, it might be able to see in the dark or it might have a keen sense of smell, like a dog, and spot me like I was standing in the middle of a field at noon. But it wasn’t.
Out of the darkness emerged a tall, thin figure dressed all in black, and it looked human. I couldn’t see his or her face because a dark-colored hood covered its head and hid its features. I suppose it might have been a magical creature, like a shape-shifter or something that had assumed human form, but I was pretty sure it was either a teacher or one of the older students, one or two of whom were very tall. I tried to think who it was most likely to be and concluded it might be Mr. Black. He was tall and thin and there was something about him I didn’t like.
My heart beat even faster as the figure approached. I was ready to scream if confronted, but I wasn’t. The mysterious stranger continued past me, stopping to look around every few paces. I guessed that whoever it was would get into as much trouble as me if they were caught out of bed in the middle of the night.
As soon as I thought it was safe, I followed, ducking for cover each time the figure turned to look back. We were heading down the hill toward the trail that led up Rattlesnake Mountain when I stepped into a hole and twisted my ankle.
Pain filled my body, and I wasn’t sure if I’d cried out or not, so I stayed still, listening. The footsteps ahead of me kept going, their rhythm unbroken, and I knew I hadn’t been heard. I tried to put weight on my foot, but it was tender and starting to swell. I was in no condition to continue my pursuit, so I turned around.
Returning to my bunk wasn’t easy with my sprained ankle, but somehow I made it without waking anybody up. I even fell asleep for a few hours after lying awake for a while, trying to figure who I had been following and where they were going.
My leg healed quickly and two more weeks of exhausting lessons passed without incident, except one morning there was a foot of snow on the ground when we woke up. It melted quickly and Miss Pettigrew explained we had a freak storm overnight, which I knew wasn’t true.
The end of the summer term was fast approaching, and I really felt like I was making progress, but I had learned not to get my hopes up. Miss Gupta was showing me things she’d been taught on her travels around the globe, studying with many great teachers. She had modified them, of course, to suit the magical mind, and I found a couple that seemed to work for me. Now I was optimistic I might be able to pass the final test. And if I did, I wouldn’t have to worry about being sent away or being called a freak anymore.
When I wasn’t working on my exercises, Fireball and I would go for walks, always staying close to the school, looking for anything out of the ordinary. But we saw nothing that got us closer to solving the mystery.
When Thursday of the last week rolled around, the air was thick with tension and all the students showed signs of worry on their faces. Final exams would be the next day. For most of the kids, the results would determine whether they had to repeat their classes in the fall. For Andrew, Stella, Molly, and me, the stakes were much higher.
We assembled for breakfast in the cafeteria, sitting in our assigned seats and waiting for the signal to go out and get our meals from Miss Maybe. Everyone was used to the system now, and it only took a few minutes for us to get our trays and return. As soon as Miss Pettigrew gave the signal, we all lifted our covers, and that’s when the commotion began.
Instead of the waffles I had requested, there was a huge, angry looking crab on my plate and it was still alive! Everyone else must have gotten one, too, because the room erupted in a series of shouts and screams.
I looked up and the one on my plate snapped at me with its pinchers, grabbing me on the little flap of skin between my left thumb and forefinger. I think I yelled before I shook my hand and sent the crab flying.
It sailed across the room and landed on poor Andrew’s head. He was already doing a kind of dance with one crab biting him on the butt, and another attached to his left forearm. When the third one landed right above his eyes, he screamed at the top of his lungs and swatted the crabs off before running outside.
I dashed after him and stood for a moment on the lawn where the other students and teachers were checking themselves and each other for crabs. Many had small cuts on their hands and arms. Miss Grey had grabbed the first aid kit on her way out the door and was attending to the injured.
Blood was still flowing from my wound, dripping off my forefinger and onto the grass. It wasn’t too bad, so I wiped my hand on my pants. If Uncle George and Miss Pettigrew were right, then something or someone was causing these disruptions. And if that was the case, wouldn’t they want to stick around to enjoy the results of their practical joke?
I scanned the faces of all the teachers. None of them wore a look of satisfaction or pleasure. In fact, several of them had blood-soaked bandages on their hands and Mr. Gomez had one across the tip of his nose. I didn’t bother with the students because none of them had been here last year when the problems started. So I concluded it had to be an outsider, someone I had never met.
I turned my gaze from the lawn to the woods surrounding the school and walked slowly toward the bunkhouses, where I tripped over Fireball, who had appeared at my feet. He must have heard the commotion and left the comfort of the front porch.
“Geez, Fireball,” I said, picking myself up and dusting off my clothes. “Where did you come from?”
The dragon shot me a concerned look, but when he realized I wasn’t hurt, he flicked his nose in the direction of the woods.
“What is it, Buddy?” I asked. “Do you see something?”
I stared over to where he was indicating and saw nothing before looking back down at him.
“There isn’t anything there,” I said.
But the dragon didn’t move. He stood stock still, staring, just like a dog who had spotted his quarry.
I looked back at the woods again, trying to follow Fireball’s gaze. He was definitely focused on one spot. His eyes weren’t moving or even blinking. Then I saw a tiny movement. It was nothing I would have normally noticed, like a leaf falling, or a branch blowing ever-so-slightly in the wind. But Fireball didn’t move, so I figured it had to be something.
There’s a lot of magical knowledge in the world that has yet to be revealed by magicians. Probably more than is already known, maybe ten or a hundred times as much. One of the things I had heard my father talk about at the dinner table was the relationships between the various magical animals, which was an area that no magician had even begun to explore. And dragons seemed to be one of the greatest mysteries of all, if that library book I’d started to read was anything to go by. The author knew less about dragons than I did.
Perhaps Fireball could sense something in the woods in front of us. Perhaps he could see invisible, magical animals, or maybe he could smell shape-shifters or even pookas. I didn’t know, and I didn’t have time to think about it. All I knew was he was definitely trying to tell me something.
“OK,” I said. “Let’s go check it out.”
I took a reluctant step in the direction of the woods with Fireball advancing at my side, but he wasn’t walking like he normally did. Instead, he crept, staying close to the ground, like an animal stalking its prey. His head was low, his eyes fixed, and he reminded me of a cat.
We moved slowly toward the edge of the woods and would have been laughed at if anyone else on the crowded field had been watching us. But all the students and teachers were busy. Only a solitary eagle perched at the top of a tall hemlock gazed in our direction.
We entered the woods and after about ten paces, Fireball broke into a run, darting away from me. I had no idea how quickly he could move when he wanted to.
I raced after him, but he kept getting further and further in front of me. I had to slow down to navigate around trees and over fallen branches, but his speed was constant as he raced ahead, bouncing around and over obstacles like a deer. Eventually, I caught up to him. He was sitting in front of the trunk of an immense oak tree, wagging his stumpy dragon’s tail along the ground and stirring up a cloud of fallen leaves from the forest floor.
“What is it?” I asked, gazing first at the tree trunk and then up into the branches above my head. “I don’t see anything.”
But then I wouldn’t have if Fireball had been chasing a creature invisible to human sight. I brought my eyes back down to the base of the tree and walked around it, looking for a handhold or a place to put my foot so I could climb up. There was nothing. It was just solid, unbroken bark all the way around, and the lowest branches were way above my head.
I shook my head when I returned to Fireball’s side. “Whatever it was, I think it got away. Maybe we’ll get it next time.”
I turned to go, but the dragon didn’t move, and I wondered if he was looking at something invisible to me. Something that was right in front of me.
“OK,” I said, waving my hands in front of my face and taking baby steps toward the old oak. 
I hadn’t really thought about it before, but wondered if I might be able to feel an invisible creature, even if I couldn’t see it. I closed my eyes, thinking that might help. I stopped when my hands struck the tree and turned back to Fireball.
“There’s nothing here, Buddy,” I said. “We need to get back to the school before someone notices we’re missing.”
I had only taken a few steps when Fireball began to move. But he wasn’t moving slowly, and he wasn’t following me. Instead, he was charging directly at the trunk.







  
  Chapter 10








Dennis


“What are you doing?” I yelled, worrying Fireball might hurt himself if he ran straight into the tree at full speed. 
But he didn’t slow down, and I closed my eyes just before he crashed into the trunk. When I opened them again, I expected to see him lying on the ground with a nasty bump on his head. But to my surprise, he had burst through a previously hidden door and tumbled inside some sort of room at the center of the tree itself.
Fireball righted himself and looked out at me with a satisfied smile on his long face.
Cautiously, I moved forward until I was at the doorway and peered inside at a circular room.
“What is this place?” I asked in an amazed voice.
At my feet was a mat made of pine needles sitting on a floor of small stones. In front of me sat two small chairs and a couch, only big enough for a young child. On the far wall I saw a small, round window and guessed it must have been a knothole. Next to it, a spiral staircase disappeared upwards.
“Wow,” I said, before repeating my question. “What is this place?”
“This is my home,” an angry voice replied. “And that was my front door before this oaf of a dragon knocked it down.”
I stared. I hadn’t noticed anyone in the room, but then I saw in the shadows on my left a tiny, hairy creature. He couldn’t have been more than two feet tall and had long, thin arms, which he was waving over his square head that sat so tightly on his body that he didn’t appear to have any neck at all.
He was obviously furious, making all sorts of snorting and spitting noises, but he didn’t move forward. He seemed to be afraid of Fireball, who sat on the floor where he had rolled.
The three of us stared at each other for a few moments before I spoke.
“What are you?” I asked.
“You mean, who am I, don’t you?” the creature replied.
“Dennis,” a voice behind me said.
I jumped about three feet into the air. I hadn’t heard anyone come up behind me and was concentrating on what was going on inside the tree, so the voice took me completely by surprise.
I spun around to see the familiar face of Uncle George above me in the doorway. He must have transformed himself into the eagle I had seen and been watching the events on the lawn before following Fireball and me into the woods.
I groaned when I looked at him. I wasn’t sorry to see him, but I was upset that on the top of his head sat a little mound of whipped cream covered with chocolate sprinkles and a maraschino cherry.
I had failed!
All of my work this summer and all of the time Miss Gupta had spent teaching me had been wasted. I wasn’t able to control my magic when I needed to. There was no way I could possibly pass my test tomorrow and began wondering how I’d spend my days on Washburn Island.
My thoughts were interrupted by shrill, high-pitched laughter. It was Dennis, and he was pointing at my handiwork. Uncle George lifted his hand, bringing it down on his scalp with a squish. When he realized what had happened, he produced his wand and cleaned up my mess, but not before shooting me a look that was somewhere between disgust and pity.
Then he turned his attention back to the hairy creature in front of him. “We’ve been looking for you for a while now, Dennis. There’s a world-wide alert out for you. Your family has been very worried. Nobody guessed you’d come up here. Are you the one who’s been causing all the problems at the school?”
“You know this creature?” I asked.
“I am not a creature,” Dennis replied. “I’m a gremlin and my name is Dennis. Thank you very much. But I don’t think I’ve been introduced to any of you.”
I spoke first. “My name is Alma, and this is my Uncle George.”
“And this creature?” Dennis asked, gesturing at the dragon in his front parlor.
“This is Fireball,” I said. “And he’s not a creature. He’s my friend.”
“Well Alma, it seems you and your friend have caught me,” the gremlin said, taking a tiny step toward Fireball and watching his reaction closely.
“You don’t like dragons, do you?” I said.
“Dragons and gremlins are sworn enemies,” Dennis replied.
“Well, Fireball isn’t like other dragons,” I said. “Come over here, Buddy. Sit next to me.”
Fireball looked at me, then at Dennis, before slowly complying.
“A tame dragon?” Dennis said. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. Now, who’s going to fix my front door?”
He plopped himself on the couch while still staring at us.
“Before we get to that,” Uncle George said. “You and I have some business to attend to. I am here by special order of the Magic Circle, investigating certain incidents. I must warn you I am a class fifty magician and fully capable of dealing with anything you might try.”
“Oh yeah,” Dennis said, lifting his long arms.
Before he could do anything else, Fireball growled. It was a noise I’d never heard him make before and the whole tree shook around us. Dennis lowered his arms again.
“Why did you have to bring a blasted dragon?” he said in a complaining voice. “I was having so much fun. It’s just not fair.”
I’d never seen a gremlin in the flesh before. But looking at the expression on Dennis’s face, I’d swear he was pouting.
“You’ve been causing a great deal of mischief around here recently,” Uncle George said.
“Yes, I have, haven’t I?” Dennis replied with a touch of pride in his voice. “I was particularly pleased with my work on that spell mirror. You should have seen the look on Miss Gupta’s face when those kids broke out in boils. I wish I’d had a camera.”
“Well, it’s going to have to stop,” Uncle George said.
“Harrumph,” Dennis replied.
“What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought gremlins liked to live in a warm climate with lots of humidity.”
“As a rule they do,” Uncle George replied when Dennis didn’t. “But this one here ran off last spring and no one’s heard anything about him since then. Isn’t that right?”
“Oh, just go away and leave me alone,” Dennis said.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Uncle George said. “You’re going to have to leave this place and promise not to bother Miss Pettigrew or any of her students ever again.”
“Or what?” Dennis asked.
Uncle George didn’t answer. 
The gremlin folded his long arms in front of him. I guessed he must have known the answer to his question.
“And I’m going to have to tell your family I found you,” Uncle George added.
With these words, the gremlin leaped to his feet. His tone of voice changed completely and instead of pouting or being nasty, he sounded like he was begging.
“Oh no, you can’t,” he said.
“What’s the problem?” I asked. “Don’t you miss them?”
“Your family has been wondering what happened to you,” Uncle George said. “Your mother contacts the Magic Circle regularly, asking if we’ve received any word about you. And I know the other gremlins have been searching as well.”
Dennis stared down at the floor, but said nothing.
“What is it?” I asked. “Why don’t you want to go home?”
We waited in silence until Dennis finally spoke. “It’s embarrassing.”
“Is this an affair of the heart?” Uncle George asked in a kindly, almost gentle voice that was quite unlike the official one he had been using.
Dennis nodded. “I met this girl, you see, and we really hit it off. I fell in love with her.”
“But,” Uncle George said.
“But she wasn’t a gremlin like me. She was a leprechaun, on vacation with her family from Ireland. Colleen was her name. She was pretty sweet on me, too. We knew her family would never approve of her spending time with a gremlin and my family wouldn’t accept her as one of their own.”
“So you eloped?” Uncle George said.
“Yes, we talked about it many times before leaving to build a life for ourselves, far away from our families,” Dennis explained.
“Is she here?” I asked. “I’d like to meet her. I’ve never met a leprechaun before.”
“No, she’s not here,” Dennis said.
There was a long pause. Uncle George, Fireball, and I stared at Dennis while the gremlin just looked down at his hands.
Finally, he said, “After a week or so together, she realized she didn’t like living here in the woods and, more importantly, didn’t like living with me. She wrote me a note saying she was sorry and slipped out one night. I haven’t seen her since.”
“Why didn’t you go back home after that?” I asked, “because you were embarrassed?”
He nodded.
“And after she left, you started to play practical jokes on the folks at Miss Pettigrew’s?” Uncle George said.
“There’s not much to do around here, especially in the winter. So, I decided to have some fun while people were around. I mean, why should anyone be happy if I’m so miserable? And I am a gremlin, after all,” Dennis said. “Has my mother really been asking about me?”
“Yes,” Uncle George replied. “Your whole family really misses you.”
Dennis sighed and got to his feet. “Can you take me to see them?”
Uncle George nodded. “I’ll just get my broom. You should pack up anything you want to take with you. I’ll have you home in a couple of hours.”
Uncle George walked through the broken door and I heard a pop. I guessed he’d transformed himself into an eagle again as the sound of huge wings beating against the air filled the room.
When we were alone, Dennis turned to me and said, “Don’t worry about the door. I won’t be needing it.”
“This is a nice place you have here,” I said.
“Yes, it was built by the fairies,” Dennis said. “They do good work. They build themselves a new home every spring and just leave the old one behind. The woods are filled with magical creatures living in old fairy houses.”
“Can I help you pack?”
Dennis shook his head. “There’s nothing I want from here.”
We stared at each other through an awkward silence before I said, “I understand, sort of, why you played the practical jokes on us, but why were you disguising yourself as a human and creeping around the school at night?”
“I never crept around the school,” he said. “In fact, I don’t think I ever set foot inside the place. I didn’t need to. I usually set up my tricks in the barn.”
I puzzled over his answer for a moment, not sure whether to believe him, then asked some questions about how gremlins lived. A few minutes later, Uncle George returned with a two-seater broom. Dennis hesitated before mounting it, but eventually climbed on the back.
Before he took off, Uncle George turned to me. 
“You’d better get back to the school,” he said. “I was able to speak to Miss Pettigrew briefly and tell her what happened, so you won’t get into trouble. I don’t expect I’ll be seeing you again here. My work is done. Oh, and that little accident you had back there with the whipped cream – why don’t we just keep that between ourselves?”
As I trudged back through the woods with Fireball, the full enormity of what had just happened hit me. Even after working all summer with Miss Gupta, I had failed to control my magic when it really counted. It didn’t matter that I’d only put a little whipped cream on Uncle George, and not a whole ice cream sundae. Either I controlled myself or I didn’t. And there was no way I’d be able to learn anything new in the next twenty-four hours that would help me. I was bound to fail my exam and then…
And then I’d find out what Washburn Island was really like. There wasn’t anything anybody could do for me. My father had tried to help me, Miss Gupta had tried to help me, and nothing had worked. I just had too much of the artist in me.
In my mind, I glimpsed my mother in her studio and wondered why my parents had ever gotten gotten together? It was hard to imagine how they’d even ever met - my father from a distinguished Nigerian magical family and my mother, a normie from Pittsburgh. And they were so different – my father with his tidy, magical mind and my mother with her messy, artistic one. I wished they’d never married. I wished I’d never been born. It just wasn’t fair to give a kid both an artistic temperament and natural magical abilities. What was I supposed to do? It wasn’t my fault I couldn’t control my magic - it was my parents’.
Even though I had just helped clear up the mysterious events at the school and I knew it wouldn’t have to close, I didn’t feel good. I had no reason to.
I started to think about my final exam tomorrow. I could see the look of disappointment on Miss Gupta’s face as I did something artistic and unexpected. Then I would get a speech from Miss Pettigrew about how sorry she was, but the decision to send me away was out of her hands. Then I’d feel the stares of the other students as they watched me pack, while whispering to each other they’d always known I’d never make it in the magical world.
I felt really awful. Fireball must have sensed my despair because he nudged my hand several times, but I didn’t feel like giving him a scratch.
When we got to the edge of the woods, the lawn was empty except for the solitary figure of Miss Pettigrew leaning on her cane. A chorus of voices streamed from the cafeteria, and I guessed everyone was enjoying the end of a late breakfast.
It was obvious she was waiting for us. My absence had been noticed. When Fireball saw his mistress, he dashed from my side and stopped in front of her, his stumpy tail wagging furiously like he had a story to tell her. She glanced down and smiled.
My steps got even slower as I followed my dragon friend. I wasn’t sure how Miss Pettigrew would react or what she might say and hoped she wouldn’t humiliate me right there. I had broken the rules and left the school during the day without permission, even if I had helped solve the mystery plaguing the school.
When she looked up from Fireball to me, her expression was not a warm one.
“Alma,” she said in a sharp voice. “I think you’d better come with me.”
She turned and hobbled away on her cane. I followed about a pace behind, staring at the ground. The cafeteria had fallen silent, and I felt the eyes of the other students on me as I crossed the lawn and entered Miss Pettigrew’s office. Fireball walked with me, and didn’t stop on the porch. Instead, he joined us in the office, nuzzling my hand in a show of support.
After we were inside, Miss Pettigrew shut the door and walked around the room, closing the curtains. Only when she was sure we couldn’t be seen did she speak.
“George tells me it was a gremlin that was causing our little problem,” she said, “And that you deserve a good deal of the credit for solving the mystery.”
So Uncle George hadn’t told her about my little magical accident? Or if he had, she wasn’t acting like she knew. I brightened a little and caressed Fireball’s scaly head. At least I’d get through tonight without having anyone else at the school knowing I was a complete failure.
“It wasn’t really me,” I mumbled, unable to look Miss Pettigrew in the eye. “It was Fireball who did all the work. If it weren’t for him, I don’t know what would have happened.”
She smiled. “Yes, having a dragon around can be quite handy.”
Then she changed her tone. “Now we need a plan. I want you to make me a promise. I need you to keep your little adventure in the woods a secret. You must not speak about this to the other students. I will tell Miss Maybe so she can let down her guard, but the other children must not be told. And the teachers, well, I’ll think of something. They don’t need to know the whole truth.”
“I understand,” I said, remembering our previous conversation.
“I thought you would,” Miss Pettigrew said. “But let me say it again to refresh your memory. I have tried to keep these events as quiet as possible. I deemed it best for everyone concerned. Now that the problem has been solved, due in no small part to your efforts, it would hardly do for me to announce that we’ve had a gremlin on the premises for over a year and told no one. It wouldn’t instill confidence in the parents who send their children here every year.”
I nodded. “Better to just let the matter pass and for the incidents to stop in an unexplained manner.”
“Exactly,” Miss Pettigrew said. “Now, in order for that to happen, you need to promise not to tell anyone, except your father, about the events of the last hour or so. He’s a member of the Magic Circle and will find out anyway through official channels.”
“I promise,” I said. “I don’t really have anyone here to tell, anyway. But won’t the other students know something happened?”
“That is why I brought you in here the way I did,” Miss Pettigrew said. “I wanted it to look like I was unhappy with you and that I was going to give you a stern talking to.”
“And that’s why you closed the curtains?” I said.
“That’s right. So, we need to agree on a story. It should be simple, like last time,” Miss Pettigrew said.
“Well,” I said. “I suppose we could say that I thought I saw something in the woods and went to explore.”
“Yes,” Miss Pettigrew said. “And you broke the rule about leaving the school without permission and have been reprimanded again. In fact, you can tell anyone who asks that I would have expelled you, except that final exams are tomorrow and the term is nearly over, anyway. That should protect our secret. Now, tomorrow’s going to be a big day. You should get some breakfast. You need to keep your strength up.”
She gave me a look that showed she knew what was at stake. It made my stomach churn, and I didn’t feel like eating, but after thanking her, I went to the cafeteria and joined everybody else. My waffles were waiting for me at my seat. I took off the cover but replaced it without touching them.
I kept my eyes down. I could feel the stares of the other kids as we returned our trays to Miss Maybe’s cart. Later, Flora pulled me aside to ask what had happened. I told her the story that Miss Pettigrew and I had agreed on, but only after making her solemnly promise to keep it a secret. Five minutes later, everybody knew I had escaped being expelled by the skin of my teeth.







  
  Chapter 11








Rattlesnake Mountain


Because it was the day before final exams, there were no classes. The sun was shining and a few kids were out on the lawn reading by themselves. Others were studying in the library or in the classrooms, but most were in the cafeteria hunched over their books, occasionally whispering to each other. 
Andrew had asked me to join him and Molly and Stella in classroom seven, but I didn’t feel like working on my exercises or meditating. After crowning Uncle George with whipped cream, there wasn’t any point in wasting my time preparing for a test I would certainly fail. Instead, I wandered around outside before I found myself sitting on the front porch of Miss Pettigrew’s house with Fireball, feeling very sorry for myself. 
“Well Buddy, I guess this is our last day together,” I said, stroking the top of the dragon’s head. “Tomorrow I’ll be done here and done with the magical world.”
A tear rolled down my cheek and rested on my lips. It tasted salty and made me think of the sea, the sea I would soon be crossing on my trip to Washburn Island.
“Enough of that,” I almost shouted. “I’m going to enjoy today, no matter what happens tomorrow. Are you with me?”
Fireball stared up at me with a mixture of surprise and alarm in his eyes.
“How about one last walk?”
We ambled down the hill to the beach and found the trail that led around the lake. When we reached the far side, I stopped on a big rock next to the water.
“This looks like a nice spot for a swim,” I said.
I knew it was against the rules to go into the lake without an adult around and I hadn’t brought my bathing suit, but I didn’t care. How much more trouble could I get into?
I stripped off all my clothes and waded out into the cool water until it was up to my neck. When I turned around, I was astonished to see Fireball had followed me. He was floating on the surface with his head barely above the water. His feet must have been paddling beneath him because he was moving along at a good speed. The smile on his face told me he was enjoying himself, too.
Well, that was another thing the author of that book on dragons had gotten wrong. They weren’t afraid of the water.
We splashed and swam until my fingers and toes felt numb. Then we stretched out on a boulder to dry ourselves and I fell asleep. The sun had moved across the sky when I next opened my eyes and my stomach was growling like I’d swallowed an angry bear. I guessed I’d missed lunch. I nudged Fireball, and he got to his feet as I got dressed, then we headed back to the school.
Dinner was just being served when we arrived. I slipped into line, got my tray, and sat down at the table. The normal lively suppertime conversation was replaced by silence and everyone, even the teachers, wore long, tired faces.
When I lifted the cover of my dish, I saw I hadn’t gotten the hamburger I’d asked for. Someone had changed my order to chicken parmesan and Miss Maybe had given me a double portion. There was so much cheese on my plate that it stuck to the bottom of the cover and formed long strings as I held it above my food.
They must have missed me at lunch and known I’d be hungry when I got back. Of all the kids in the room, I finished my meal first and had to wait until everyone else was done before we took our trays out to Miss Maybe’s cart.
While the other students returned to their studies, I went off to join Fireball. Our adventure had exhausted the poor guy, and he could barely open his eyes when I sat down next to him. I had nothing to do, so I closed my eyes as well, and without meaning to, began reviewing Miss Gupta’s lessons in my head and working through my favorite exercises. It was strange. I had never done them before without thinking.
The bell rang, and it was time for bed. I gave the sleeping Fireball a kiss on the snout and crossed the lawn to the bunkhouse. I knew tomorrow was going to be terrible, perhaps the worst day of my life, but at least I had enjoyed myself this afternoon.
After the lights were turned off, I lay on my bunk in my pajamas. It had been a mistake to sleep all afternoon on that rock. Not only was I wide awake, but I had given myself a nasty, all-over sunburn. Thankfully, Miss Grey had given me a healing balm when she’d seen me. It helped, but I still felt hot.
My mind started to turn again, and I pondered my miserable future. I was just about to try a meditation when I heard those mysterious footsteps outside my window again.
It couldn’t be Dennis. He was probably home by now, enjoying a tearful reunion with his family. Maybe he had told me the truth. Maybe he hadn’t been creeping around at night. But that would mean it was someone or something else. My money was on Mr. Black. He was kind of creepy, and I didn’t like him. Besides, the figure I’d seen was tall and thin. It had to be him.
I didn’t think about it for long. I wasn’t sleepy and I couldn’t imagine that anything I might do would make tomorrow any worse, so sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bunk. Suzy’s slow, deep breathing remained unchanged as I climbed down.
Once my feet were firmly on the floor, I turned toward the door, checking behind me for any unusual movement, but there was nothing.
I closed the door behind me without making a sound and tiptoed onto the lawn. The grass was wet. Only then did I realize I’d come out without my boots and was still in my pajamas. I hesitated, wondering if I should go back to change, but the footsteps were getting further and further away and I didn’t have time. If I was going to solve this last mystery, I had to hurry.
The full moon shone bright in the cloudless sky, so I could see the empty lawn all around me. There were no lights on in any of the buildings and the only sound, other than the receding footsteps, came from a gentle breeze passing through branches of nearby trees. Somewhere a distant owl hooted, and an even more distant one replied.
I started off, but froze when I heard a crunching noise behind me. I spun my head around, but there was nothing there. After waiting for a minute, I resumed my pursuit of Mr. Black. He was heading for the woods and Rattlesnake Mountain, again.
This was the direction he had gone the first time I had tried to follow him. Even though I was in my bare feet, I was determined to find out where he was going.
After only a few more paces, the noise behind me restarted, but when I stopped again, it stopped, too. Was there someone else following Mr. Black, or were they following me? I took a long moment to look around, but there was nothing. I tried to convince myself it was all in my imagination. But as I started off for a third time, I heard it again.
Maybe it was some creature of the night - a fox, or maybe a rat, which was using the darkness for cover. It definitely didn’t sound human, and if it was a teacher or a student, they certainly would have called out by now. All kinds of possibilities crossed my mind. Maybe it was some type of magical creature, maybe even one who was invisible. But if it was invisible, why could I hear it? If it had the power to hide from my sight, why didn’t it hide from my ears, too?
I tried not to let these thoughts entirely fill my mind. I needed to concentrate on the faint footsteps ahead of me. I was outside the zone of unmagic, now, and heading down the hill. 
As I moved faster, the noise behind me became clearer. It was definitely footsteps. I hadn’t snuck out undetected. Someone knew I was out of bed and was following me. And by the sound of it, that someone had really big feet.
I crouched in the shadows, waiting. Behind me, the footsteps were getting closer. The only teacher who had feet that big was Mr. Black. But that didn’t make any sense, because I was certain he was in front of me.
My heart got louder and louder in my ears until I was sure every living thing in the surrounding woods could hear it. Then the bushes moved. It wasn’t Mr. Black. It was too short. My whole body tensed as I wondered if I was going to be dinner for some nocturnal predator. Then the craggy face of Fireball appeared, and I laughed as a wave of relief passed over me.
“You silly dragon,” I almost shouted before shushing myself. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”
Fireball wagged his short tail and trotted up to me with a question in his eyes.
“I know. I’m not supposed to be out, but it’s really important,” I said. “I’m following Mr. Black. I want to know why he’s been creeping around the school at night.”
My friend cocked his head, wrinkled his nose, and then slowly nodded.
“Now, go back and wait for me. I don’t expect I’ll be gone long.”
But he refused to move and sat down, even as I repeatedly pointed back up the hill, trying to get him to return to the school.
“Alright, you can come with me. But it might be dangerous. I think he’s heading for Rattlesnake Mountain.”
Fireball glanced down at my bare feet.
“The rattlesnakes should all be asleep in their dens now,” I said, unsure if I was speaking the truth. “And if there are any out now, Mr. Black will probably immobilize them as he passes, so I should be fine.”
Fireball didn’t seem entirely convinced. Maybe it was my tone of voice, or maybe he knew something I didn’t, but the way he was looking at me made me feel uncomfortable, so I turned around and walked away. He followed.
We stopped at the bottom of the hill and looked back at Miss Pettigrew’s. I saw no lights and hoped we’d gotten this far without being missed. In front of us, a log had fallen across the stream that separated the school from Rattlesnake Mountain. I climbed up on it and walked heel to toe until I was on the other side. Fireball watched me with a mixture of confusion and amusement. Then he marched straight through the fast flowing water and followed me up the slope on the other side.
The mountain started as a gentle incline, but as we proceeded, the trail became steeper. My steps got smaller and my breathing heavier, but on we went. The leaves of the trees were thick above us, blocking the moonlight, and I stubbed my toes repeatedly on rocks along the way.
Each time I did, I told myself what a dumb idea it was to come out in my pajamas and without my boots. It would have been nice to have had my wand, too, but it had been locked up in Miss Pettigrew’s office all summer. I considered turning around, but only for a moment.
Upward and upward, we climbed. It was hard going. I stopped to listen but could no longer hear the footsteps ahead of us over the sound of Fireball’s panting. I needed to stop, and about halfway up, we came to a rocky ledge where I sat down for a breather. Looking out over the valley below, I could see the outline of the school on the hilltop to the south and the moonlight dancing off the lake next to it.
“It sure is beautiful here,” I said. “It’s so peaceful.”
Fireball seemed to agree. He sat next to me, making that kind of purring sound he made when I stroked his scaly neck.
The quiet was interrupted by a rattle among the rocks on my right, and then another behind me and a third on my left.
I froze. I had been wrong. The rattlesnakes weren’t asleep in their dens. They were all around us. Fireball, for his part, appeared completely unaware that anything was wrong and nudged my hand with his snout because I’d stopped scratching him.
He looked at me and I nodded toward a snake that had emerged from the shadows right in front of us. He glanced down and sighed before shifting his gaze back to me. Then he moved his head like he was telling me to get onto his back. 
Even if that wasn’t what he was telling me, that’s what I did. I counted to three under my breath before leaping up. I grabbed hold of his stubby wings and swung my right leg over his back at the same moment the rattlesnake sprang.
It missed me but struck Fireball in the left front leg and fell backwards. The dragon looked down at the rattler, who gazed back at him. I got the distinct impression that the snake was angry because it was going to have a monster toothache in the morning.
Fireball got to his feet as the rattlesnakes disappeared into the darkened undergrowth. It had never occurred to me before that because of their thick, armor-like skin, dragons didn’t have to worry about snakes.
My friend took his first step, and I nearly fell off. I had never ridden a dragon before, nor had I ever heard of anyone else doing so. The book in the library certainly said nothing about it.
Fireball took another stride and another. I found the most comfortable spot I could, straddling his back while leaning against his folded wings. As long as I concentrated, I could keep my balance. I wanted to look at his face to see if he was happy, but couldn’t. All that was visible was the back of his neck and his spiky ears.
The path continued up the mountain, and on either side of us, I caught glimpses of snakes slithering away as the dragon approached. It was pretty cool.
I was wondering where the path would take us. It had to lead somewhere, but I couldn’t imagine many people ever came up here. They may have tried, but with all these rattlesnakes, I doubt anyone ever came back down again, unless they were either extremely careful or a powerful magician.
I’d often seen the top of the mountain on my walks with Fireball and knew it was treeless and rocky, so I wasn’t surprised when the path emerged from beneath the trees and into the moonlight. Fireball stopped to look around, and I slid off his back.
“Well, I guess we made it,” I said. “I wonder where Mr. Black went.”
I’m not sure what I was expecting to find at the end of our journey. I suppose I hadn’t really thought about it. Maybe some kind of magical answer as to why someone would trek all the way up here. But there was nothing and no sign of Mr. Black, just rocks pointing in every direction and bushes covered with ripening wild blueberries.
Fireball and I walked all around the top of the mountain and even stood on the summit looking down for a moment. But we couldn’t see anything that looked like it had been worth the trip.
“Why would Mr. Black want to come up here?” I asked my dragon friend, knowing he couldn’t answer and even if he could, probably didn’t know either.
I reviewed our climb up the mountain. Because I had been on Fireball’s back, I hadn’t been staring at the ground the whole time, watching for snakes. I had scanned both sides of the trail as we had ascended, looking for places where it split, but I was sure there were none. I puzzled for a good few minutes before speaking.
“I don’t get it. Why would the path lead us up here to reveal nothing? Is it just a dangerous practical joke? Do you think Mr. Black led us onto the trail, hid in the woods, and then doubled back? Maybe he’s back in his bunk, laughing at us.”
I couldn’t think of any other explanation. And if that was the case, then there’d surely be a whole bunch of people waiting for us when we got back. I’d probably not even get a chance to fail my final exam.
I was just about to ask Fireball if I could climb on his back again for the return trip to the school when I caught a glimpse of something between the rocks. It reminded me of a footprint, or at least the impression made by the heel of a hiking boot. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but it was my last chance, so I bent over to examine it.
I studied the mark in the thin dirt. I wasn’t sure if it really was a footprint, so I took a pace forward and found another faint mark, and then another. They weren’t my footprints because I was barefoot, but whoever it was had feet about the same size as me.
“I wonder how long these have been here,” I said to Fireball, remembering it had rained a couple of days ago. “Someone must have come up here recently.”
I followed the footprints across the mountaintop until they stopped in front of a giant boulder. I looked to the left and to the right, but didn’t see anything. Then I climbed on top of the rock and again found nothing. Had Mr. Black flown off or had he been vaporized?
I returned to the final footprint and placed my left foot on it, lifting my right and balancing, trying to figure out where he had taken his next step. But I was stumped.
Then I pressed on the rock with my hands, looking for any sign that it might move or conceal a secret opening. All the while, Fireball stood watching me.
After doing everything I could think of, I had to admit I was baffled. Then I had a sickening thought. Was this part of the practical joke, too? Out of sheer desperation, I tried one last idea.
“My name is Alma Anwansi,” I said in a loud voice. “And I command you to reveal your secret.”
I waited for a moment, expecting nothing to happen, and it did. Fireball nudged my hand with his snout and I knew he wanted to leave.
I sighed in defeat. “Yes, you’re right. I think we’d better head back down. The joke is on us. Just let me have one last look around.”
I stared at the final footprint and the boulder in front of it, trying to understand. Someone had been up here very recently and had stood exactly where I was now, and then they had vanished. Maybe there was a secret spell that would move the rock aside, but if that was the case, I didn’t know the words. I carefully examined the rocks around the boulder again. Then I had a thought and dropped to my knees to look underneath it.
There, hidden from all but the most observant, was a small gap in the rocks. I got down on my belly for a better look and moved my face closer to the opening. A slight breeze blew my hair back, and the air was cold. I pulled myself under the boulder and saw it was resting on a log which held it a foot or so off the ground. 
Mr. Black must have somehow moved the boulder and used a piece of wood to keep it elevated. I wiggled underneath to a place where I could stand up. It was dark, but not so dark I couldn’t see anything at all. I was in the mouth of a cave that stretched deep into the mountainside. I brushed the dirt off my pajamas, hoping no one would see me like this.
Fireball grunted and shoved his nose into the hole after me.
I shouted back to him, “Give me a few minutes. I just want to have a look around. You can climb through if you like. We can look together.”
He didn’t answer, so I bent over to look back and make sure he was alright. My dragon friend had curled up into a ball with his eyes open and was staring at me.
“Do you want to come in here?” I asked.
Fireball didn’t move.
“You don’t have to,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”
I stood up again and walked a little further, before turning around to make sure I could still see the sparkle of Fireball’s eyes.
“I’ll be OK as long as I can see the entrance to the cave,” I told myself.
My journey was made easier because there seemed to be a path beneath my feet. I moved forward until the light from the mouth of the cave was just a speck behind me, but I could tell the path led further inside the mountain. I added a flashlight to my mental list of things I wish I’d brought, like proper clothes and boots.
“Oh, I wish I could see where I was going,” I said with a sigh. “I wish I had some light.”
To my amazement, the details of the surrounding rocks slowly came into focus. I thought for a moment that maybe my eyes were adjusting to darkness, but that wasn’t it. A light had appeared in the cave - a dull, faded, yellow light.
It puzzled me. I stood still, taking in my surroundings and thinking. Then I realized there was magic in this cave. That was why Mr. Black had come up here.
“Fireball, come on,” I shouted.







  
  Chapter 12








The Cave


I dashed back to the entrance of the cave and got down on my knees to look back at Fireball, who was still curled up outside. 
“Come on, we’ve made it this far together. Let’s see where Mr. Black’s gone.”
My friend got to his feet and began pacing back and forth, making grumbling, rumbling, reluctant noises.
“I want to have this one last adventure before I get sent away. I need to find out what this place is,” I said. “We won’t go far.”
Fireball kept pacing.
“Well, alright. If you want to stay out there by yourself, that’s fine. I’ll be right back.”
He hesitated before forcing himself through the gap under the boulder and into the cave. It was a tight fit, but he tucked his wings flat against his back, stretched his front feet out, and pulled himself through. I worried he might get stuck or knock the log aside, causing the boulder to come down and crush him, but after a lot of scrambling and grunting, he joined me, rubbing his snout on my leg. I could tell he wasn’t happy, so I muttered some reassuring words while scratching him behind the ears.
I took several steps down the path and checked to see if my dragon friend was following. He wasn’t. He was just sitting there, looking very uncomfortable.
I didn’t understand him. This was a cave and dragons lived in caves. He had been born in a cave. Then I remembered what had happened to his family, and the rockslide that left him an orphan. I stopped and gazed at his sad face as I realized what was going through his mind.
“It’s OK, Buddy,” I said, walking back to him and putting my hand on his thick neck. “I know this must be difficult for you.”
He stared up at me like he knew what I was saying. His eyes were scared, but he forced a smile onto his craggy face.
“I really want to go on, at least until I can’t go any further. I need to find out what’s in here. But we’ll go back if you want to. You’re my friend and I would never do anything to hurt you.”
Fireball turned his head back toward the opening and sighed before taking a step deeper into the cave. He was my friend, too, and knew I wanted to go on, so he was going to help me. 
“Thank you,” I said. “I promise you’ll be back at Miss Pettigrew’s very soon.”
As I spoke, a horrible creaking, crunching noise came from the log at the entrance to the cave. As I watched, it splintered into dozens of pieces and the boulder fell to earth, blocking every ray of moonlight.
This was bad. Fireball must have had the same thought, too, because he started to whine. I bent over and gave him the biggest, longest hug I could.
“Don’t worry. There’s bound to be another way out and Mr. Black’s in here somewhere. He’ll know the spell to open the cave up again.”
I spoke as much to reassure myself as to comfort him. He must have sensed I was scared, too. 
I rose to my feet and began walking away from the entrance with Fireball at my heels. The path steepened as it descended, twisting this way and that, until I found myself standing at the top of a flight of stairs carved into the rocks. At the bottom, the path continued. Sometimes it would lead around a corner to the left, sometimes to the right, but most of the time it just kept going straight. And always, it led down, down, down, deeper into the earth.
I had gotten so used to the stillness of the cave, interrupted only by the dripping of water in the distance and Fireball’s breathing, that I was startled by a low rumbling ahead of us. I paused, but didn’t see anything.
The rumbling stopped.
“It’s probably nothing,” I said, looking behind me and seeing Fireball furiously wagging his stubby tail.
The rumbling started again, followed by “click, click, click.”
“What was that?” I whispered.
As I stared ahead of me, a bright light appeared. It was brighter than anything I had seen since we had entered the cave. In fact, it was brighter than anything I had ever seen anywhere. It reminded me of staring right at the sun on a hot, cloudless day. And the light was getting closer and closer.
Before I could say anything, I felt Fireball’s big, heavy front feet on my shoulders, pulling me down. I hit the stone floor of the cave with a thud. Then my friend extended his stubby wing over my head and laid his body on top of mine. He was really, really heavy, and I had trouble breathing.
The light got brighter and brighter, and I squeezed my eyes shut. Then there was darkness.
Was I dead? Did I pass out? I took a moment to think about it and decided that neither of these things was true. For one thing, I could still feel Fireball’s weight on top of me and for another, I felt hot and was beginning to sweat.
A series of clicking noises filled the cave. One set sounded further away and higher pitched, while the second set was right next to my ears and lower. I quickly realized that the second set of clicks was coming from my dragon friend. I had never heard him make that noise before. It sounded like he was having a conversation, but who could he be talking to?
I struggled to get my arms free and peered out from beneath Fireball’s wing. It took me a moment for my brain to understand what my eyes were seeing. In front of us stood an enormous orange dragon that was so big it filled the entire height and width of the cave.
Fireball moved and allowed me to stand up as the clicking continued. I guessed the dragon in front of us was a female, but wasn’t sure.
I had never been this close to a full-grown dragon. The book in the library had contained lots of pictures and drawings, but to see one up close was something else. Everything about it was bigger, and every feature - its eyes, ears, scales, tail, seemed somehow sharper and harsher.
I knew that if I’d stumbled upon her on my own, she’d have eaten me for dinner. Only a powerful magician would be safe from a creature like this. It was because I was here with Fireball that I was still alive.
There was a pause in their conversation, and they both stared at me. Then Fireball gave me a slight nod, and I guessed I was being introduced.
“Good evening, ma’am,” I said, bowing slightly at the waist. “My name is Alma.”
I debated whether I should approach the beast with my arm extended, but I didn’t know if dragons ever shook hands.
The gigantic dragon looked down at me and snorted. When she did, a slight puff of dark black smoke escaped her flaring nostrils. After a series of short clicks, the orange beast turned around and disappeared back down the cave, moving much more quickly than I thought possible for a creature of that bulk. 
We stared after her until she was out of sight. Then Fireball nodded, and we continued. I have no idea where she went. I looked around for a hole in the wall or side passage that she might have crawled into but saw none. Then I remembered that dragons are magical creatures, and no one really knows very much about them.
As I walked on, I started thinking. If Mr. Black had made it this far, had he been eaten by the orange dragon? I hoped not. I didn’t really like the man, but it would have been a shame if he’d ended his days as a midnight snack for a hungry beast. And if he had gotten munched, he couldn’t help us get out of the cave.
Fireball’s strides became lighter. I guessed having met another dragon had cheered him up. Maybe she was his aunt, but I doubted it. Her coloring wasn’t the same, and she looked like a different species of dragon to me, but what do I know?
My thoughts turned to wondering about what we might encounter next. I was convinced there had to be something down here, something magical. There had to be. Why would someone go to the trouble of hiding the entrance and then providing lighting along the way? Was the dragon we’d passed also part of the defense of whatever lay further ahead? It was as if the magician who had put the lights in this cave wanted to keep most visitors out, while providing a way for a special person to continue.
Suddenly, my mind flashed back to the lecture Miss Simmons had given that first evening. She’d told us about the legend of a chosen magician who would find Castleton’s mythical tenth book. I shook my head to get rid of the idea. It was just a story, and if it was real, I certainly wasn’t the great magician. But maybe Mr. Black imagined he was. Maybe that was what was going on. But the more I thought about it, the more ridiculous it seemed.
But if it wasn’t that, what was it?
I tried to think. The only thing I came up with was that there was some kind of treasure hidden in the mountain. Maybe it had been put there before Europeans had arrived in America. Maybe I had somehow stumbled onto a magical treasure hunt.
Or maybe it was an elaborate joke set up by Dennis before he’d left. I could imagine him in his little fairy house during the cold, dark days of winter dreaming up a practical joke for future generations. Well, I would play along for a little longer. I had to admit I was enjoying myself, even if my bare feet were getting cold.
We were now very deep inside the mountain and I found myself walking next to a shallow stream. Along both sides were row upon row of stalagmites and stalactites. The only sound, apart from our footsteps, was the drip, drip, drip of water.
The cave widened and then got very narrow. I had to turn sideways and squeeze myself through a tunnel that seemed to go on forever. Fireball followed, his body squished against the rocky walls.  Suddenly, we passed through some kind of door into a vast, circular cavern.
“Wow,” I said, gazing up at the ceiling far above my head.
I walked to the center of the chamber for a better look. All along the walls were other doorways. There had to be at least fifty of them, maybe more.
“What do you think this place is?” I asked Fireball. “We’d better remember which door we used, so we’ll know how to get back when we find Mr. Black.”
I stared at the doorway we had just passed through and then at the one next to it, and the next one. They all looked identical. In fact, every single entrance to the cavern appeared the same.
I was searching for a rock or something to mark our doorway when the walls began to spin around us. The floor we were standing on didn’t move, but all the doorways were rotating slowly to the left. I kept my eyes fixed on the one we had used and turned my body so I was always facing it. The spin got faster, and I twirled around and around. Dizziness overcame me and I fell over, closing my eyes so I wouldn’t throw up. When I opened them again, the doors had stopped.
“Oh, great,” I heard myself say.
Fireball stared at me with fear in his eyes and even though I felt like bursting into tears, I knew I had to stay strong for my friend’s sake. After all, it had been my idea to come down here in the first place.
“Don’t worry, we’ll figure out how to get out of here,” I said, reaching over to give my friend a cuddle.
But as I gazed at the dozens of identical doorways leading off in every direction, I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t really know what to do and, without thinking about it, I moved my body into the lotus position and began to take slow, deep breaths.
Even though I was lost deep underground and nobody knew where I was, inside I felt calm. I’m not sure how long I sat there, but when I opened my eyes again, my face was sore from smiling, and I knew exactly where we had to go.
“I’ve got it,” I said, standing up and walking toward one of the doorways.
Fireball sprang to his feet and followed me. We entered a cave that took us even deeper into the mountain. My friend must have sensed my confidence because he took the lead and trotted out ahead of me as we turned corner after corner. Then suddenly, he stopped in his tracks and lowered himself into a crouch.
“What is it, Buddy?” I asked, slowing as I approached the next bend. When I saw what was in front of us, I gasped.
“What is that doing here?” I whispered.
I could tell Fireball was thinking the same thing.
The cave was blocked by what looked like the entrance to a magnificent stone mansion which had been carved into the living rock. Three wide stairs led up to a pair of wooden doors with shiny brass handles and huge knockers. The frame of the door had also been carved from the mountain, as had the windows on either side and above it.
It was the last thing I expected to see down here. I mean, I don’t know what I expected. Magic was involved, after all, so I suppose we could have found anything, and I wouldn’t have been completely surprised.
Something moved in the shadows to my right and I whirled around. It was the figure I had seen leaving the school. Mr. Black. I was grateful he hadn’t ended up in the belly of the orange beast, and would be able to help us get out of here.
The figure stared at me, and even though I couldn’t see his face, I did see his eyes. They were both surprised and menacing. Fireball must have seen them, too, because he stepped forward, I think to protect me.
In a single, swift motion, the figure produced a wand from his pocket and pointed it at Fireball. This time, it was my turn to step forward. I leaped in front of my dragon friend just as a bolt of yellow flame left the wand.
“This is going to hurt,” I muttered as the flame flew toward my head.
But it didn’t. In fact, it never even touched me. Instead, about a foot from my face, it exploded into a shower of red and white sparkles. It was really very pretty.
The figure took several strides forward with the wand still raised as the acrid smell of sulfur filled the air. When the smoke cleared, I could see the figure wasn’t Mr. Black.
“Miss Simmons,” I said in a surprised voice. “What are you doing here?”
She recognized me with a sneer.
“Oh, it’s you. I thought you were a phantom,” she said, lowering her wand. “And you’ve got Miss Pettigrew’s mutt with you, too.”
Fireball glared at her. He knew when he’d been insulted.
“Sorry about shooting at you like that,” Miss Simmons said in a tone of voice that didn’t sound like an apology. “It wouldn’t have hurt you. It was a spell to stun. A powerful one, like the one I used on that orange dragon back there. Just out of curiosity, how did you manage to get past it?”
I glanced down at Fireball.
“The mutt,” she said, answering her own question. “I should have guessed. And how did you find your way down here? I’ve been looking for this place all summer, climbing up and down that stupid mountain nearly every night.”
“Why didn’t you just fly up here?” I asked.
“Because Miss Pettigrew had someone watching the school, she tried to keep it a secret, but I knew,” Miss Simmons said. “And I couldn’t afford to be seen flying at night.”
I nodded, and she kept talking. I’m not sure why.
“It took me several days to find the entrance to the cave, and when I did, I couldn’t get very far because of that orange dragon. After I figured out how to stun her, I spent weeks exploring all those passages leading off the spinning cavern. Tonight’s the first time I’ve made it this far,” she said before turning to me. “How did you manage to get here?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. “I just followed my instincts, I guess.”
“Guess is the right word,” Miss Simmons said, turning to stare at the big wooden doors in front of us. “You’re just lucky.”
I was having trouble wrapping my head around what had just happened. It hadn’t been Mr. Black creeping around the school at night. It had been Miss Simmons.
I repeated my question. “What are you doing here?”
“What do you think?” she snapped. “I’m looking for the tenth book. I suppose you’re not smart enough to figure out that I’m the chosen one. The great magician who is destined to find the master’s final work and reveal it to the world.”
Suddenly, the pieces fell into place. Her lifelong study of Castleton, her lecture the first evening after we’d arrived, and her taking those books from the library - it was all part of her plan.
“The only reason I’ve been teaching here was to find the book. I have been trying for years to figure out where he might have hidden it. Then, after they took that stone house apart and found nothing, I knew it wasn’t in the school itself. But it had to be close by. He never left once he settled in that old house. It had to be here, but where? I scoured all his books time and time again before I realized he could only have hidden it in one place.”
“How did you work that out?” I asked.
“Believe it or not, it was something you said,” she replied, shifting her gaze to me. “Do you remember saying that you didn’t understand why a great magician would choose to live in a tiny house in a zone of unmagic?”
I remembered.
“That got me thinking. Where else could he have lived? And when I asked myself that question, the answer became obvious. It had to be on or in Rattlesnake Mountain,” she said. “It’s funny, isn’t it? A girl like you, who can’t even master the basics of controlling her magic, stumbling on the clue I’d been seeking for all those years. Still, only I was able to realize what it meant.”
She sighed. “I suppose it’s a good thing you’re here. It will be better to have a witness to my great discovery. Maybe you’ll even write a book about it, but I’ll tell you what to put in it, of course.”
I didn’t say anything, and she grasped one of the door handles and tried to turn it.
“It’s locked,” she said, trying the other one as well. “They’re both locked. I’ve tried every spell I can think of to open them. Oh, I’m so close. I must have missed a clue in one of his first nine books.”
I watched as she paced back and forth before asking, “Have you tried knocking?”
“Don’t be stupid, girl,” Miss Simmons spat. “This place is protected by magic. There has to be a magical way to enter the building.”
Before she said anything else, I walked up the stairs, lifted one of the knockers, and let it go. It clanged against the strike plate like a bell. It was so loud I wondered if everyone at the school on the surface could hear it.
Miss Simmons covered her ears.
“You idiot,” she shouted as the echoes faded. “You nearly deafened me. What do you think you’re doing?”
I didn’t answer her question and stood there in silence, thinking. Why would we be led all the way down here to these doors only to be locked out? There must be some way to get in, some way to reveal the secret that had to be hidden inside.
I scanned the door and looked at the lock.
“There must be a key,” I said.
“Well, I don’t have it,” Miss Simmons replied. “That must be part of the puzzle. I need to find the key first. Yes, of course. I’m going to have to use a memory charm on you when we get back to the surface. I can’t have you blabbing about what you’ve seen tonight, but I’ll make it a reversible one, so that you’ll still be able to write that book about me.”
I was about to reply when the lock turned, and the door began to open.







  
  Chapter 13








The Stone Mansion


I jumped back and nearly tumbled down the stone stairs. The only reason I didn’t was because I collided with Miss Simmons, who was standing behind me, frozen like a statue. I knew she hadn’t been turned into stone because she was still breathing, and her jaw was moving up and down, but she made no sound. 
“Get ready to run,” I whispered. “In case there’s some kind of demon coming for us.”
But there wasn’t. Everything was still. I waited for a long moment before taking a step forward and then another until I stood at the open doorway and peered inside.
“What do you think this place is?” I asked as much to myself as to Miss Simmons or Fireball.
“Whatever it is, it has been waiting a long, long time,” Miss Simmons replied, having regained her wits. “And I have no doubt that it has been waiting for me. If you want, you can come with me. I’ll protect you. But you have to leave that thing out here.”
She pointed down at Fireball, who replied with a snort.
“I’m not going in without him,” I said. “He’s my friend.”
Miss Simmons glanced at the dragon with a look of disgust on her narrow face.
“Well, alright,” she said. “I need you to be a witness and your friend…”
She almost spat the word out before finishing.
“He can come, too. But stay close to me and don’t do anything stupid, either of you. I am here to make history.”
I nodded, and Fireball snorted again.
I expected her to march ahead, but she stayed where she was and indicated for me to go first. She seemed scared, more scared that I was, anyway. I crossed into the mansion’s grand entrance, pausing to gaze up at an enormous crystal chandelier hanging in the center of the ornate ceiling. Fireball followed me, but Miss Simmons stayed where she was. Why didn’t she go inside? If she really believed she was the chosen one, she shouldn’t be afraid. But she didn’t move, so I took a few more cautious steps.
“Hello?” I said in a low voice that echoed back to me.
There was no reply. 
I turned around to say something to Miss Simmons, not realizing she had crept up right behind me. When I saw her, I jumped, which caused her to jump, too, and so did Fireball, who was behind her.
When our hearts had stopped racing, I giggled nervously and asked, “Do you want to go first?”
Miss Simmons shook her head.
I led the way through an arched doorway toward a grand staircase with wide treads and a thick stone bannister that stretched up to the second story. On each side of the stairs stood open doors that led into enormous rooms filled with elegant upholstered furniture. Each room had many other doorways leading into still more rooms, and from what I could see, the mansion stretched off in every direction under the mountain. 
I said, “Hello,” again, this time in a louder voice.
And again, I got no reply.
Questions raced through my mind as I advanced into some kind of parlor. All the furniture was covered in rich, dark red fabric. Miss Simmons followed me and pulled aside one of the curtains along the far wall. Behind it was a window frame cut from stone, but there was no glass.
“It’s just rock,” she said.
I wasn’t surprised. We were underground, after all. But I couldn’t help thinking the room looked like it belonged in a magnificent mansion on a hilltop or on a cliff overlooking the ocean. What was it doing down here? It was really strange.
“This has to be the work of a great magician,” Miss Simmons said, stating the obvious. “This must be the work of Castleton himself.”
We wandered through room after room on the first floor. Every single one was filled with carved wooden furniture, tastefully arranged in an old-fashioned style. And everything was perfectly clean. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen anywhere. But there was no movement, no people, no animals, nothing. And the air was still and lifeless. The only dirty thing in the whole place was me, with my dusty feet and filthy pajamas.
“So, this must be where Castleton lived during his final years,” Miss Simmons said. “Until this summer, it never occurred to me to question the story we were told as children about him living in a stone house in the woods. But when I think about it, why would the greatest magician of all time live in a tiny cabin in the middle of nowhere?”
I hadn’t imagined anything like this when I’d first asked the question. It showed me a side of the man I hadn’t considered before. He was a bit of a showman and used the house on the surface as a rouse. It was just a story he invented and told to the few visitors who trekked through the woods to see him. He had created this place, this giant underground mansion to live in, and hadn’t told anyone about it.
“I must be the first person to see this place in over two hundred years,” Miss Simmons said, completely forgetting that I was there as well.
A concert grand piano sat silently in the next room we entered. I sat down on the bench in front of it to think while Miss Simmons wandered off somewhere. Fireball made himself comfortable on a couch beside me. After a minute or two, I folded back the wooden cover that protected the keys and played a few notes of a Joplin tune with my left hand. This had to be the first time music like that had been played down here because ragtime wasn’t invented until well after Castleton’s death.
“It’s still in tune,” I said. “But it’s not enchanted.”
I lifted my right hand to the keyboard and played the best I could, missing notes here and there, and not quite getting my timing right. The music made me think of my father and how he loved to play our piano at home. I wondered what he was doing now, probably sleeping, but I didn’t really know what time it was, so he might just be waking up.
What would he make of this place? All the history books would have to be rewritten now. The legend of the founder of modern magical thought going off into the woods to live simply would forever be remembered as just that, a legend.
And Miss Simmons was going to be famous after this. She would be mentioned in every version of the history of magic and remembered forever as the woman who had discovered Castleton’s secret mansion hidden inside Rattlesnake Mountain.
And me? Well, in a few hours, I would fail my final test and be sent away to Washburn Island. I doubted I’d be allowed to write Miss Simmons’s story and would probably be forgotten about by everyone except my family and Fireball.
My thoughts were interrupted by Miss Simmons, who popped into the room through a doorway right in front of me. I lifted my hands from the keyboard as she spoke.
“This place is enormous,” she said. “I’ve been through twenty or thirty rooms. It’ll take days or weeks to search the whole place.”
I nodded and started to play again. Then an idea occurred to me.
“If Phillip Castleton lived down here,” I said, “then he must have worked down here as well.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Miss Simmons said, opening the front of a clock on the mantelpiece and examining its movement.
Then she stopped and turned to look at me.
“And if he worked down here, he must have written his book down here. That’s it. I’ll bet his last book is waiting for us in his study,” she shouted. “Have you seen any books down here?”
“No,” I replied.
“There must be some down here somewhere,” she said.
She got a wild, crazy look in her eyes before she dashed off. In the distance, her footsteps echoed off the stone floors. I played for a little while and stopped to stare at Fireball.
“It’s been a crazy couple of hours, don’t you think, Buddy?” I said to my dragon friend, trying to remember every aspect of our journey so far.
If I ever did get the chance to write about how Miss Simmons had found the tenth book, the more detail I could include, the better. Then I considered what it all might mean.
Was she really the chosen one, the one Castleton had been expecting, the one who would reveal the tenth book to the world? Deep down, I couldn’t believe it, but it seemed like it must be true. She would be remembered as the greatest magician since Castleton himself, and maybe even greater.
Once she read the book and understood its contents, nothing would ever be the same. I thought about how she loved the color pink and wondered if she’d change all the trees that color to suit her tastes. Then I thought about how she hated mice. What would happen to them? Would she get rid of them all? And what about rats? What would cats and owls eat?
All these questions were tumbling through my mind like wet clothes in a dryer when Miss Simmons screamed in the distance. It sounded like she was upstairs somewhere.
I sighed and glanced over at Fireball, who had stretched out on the sofa.
“Come on, we’d better see what she’s up to.”
Fireball dropped to the floor again and gave himself a shake before following me.
We made our way back toward the front door and headed up the grand staircase. On the second floor landing, I looked down the halls, first to the left and then to the right. In the distance, Miss Simmons stood in front of a closed door. It was the only one in the entire building that I’d seen that wasn’t open. As we got closer, I noticed she was trembling.
“Are you alright?” I asked.
She didn’t answer and just raised her hand, pointing at a sign on the closed wooden door. It read, ‘Study.’
There it was, or at least there it might be. Behind that door, lying on a desk or maybe propped up on a shelf, was the book that would unify all the world’s magics and make Miss Simmons the most powerful magician in the world. She’d be forever famous. With the power contained in the book, she could solve all the world’s problems. There would be no more war, no more poverty, no more hunger. She’d change everything forever.
“What are you waiting for?” I asked.
Still, she didn’t move.
“Is this something you want me to put in the book about your discovery?” I asked.
The question prompted her into action, and she stood up straight.
“No, that won’t be necessary,” she said.
She took two giant strides forward and grabbed the handle, pausing again before trying to turn it with her right hand.
I was expecting the door to open, but it didn’t. Instead, there was a loud ‘pop’ and I saw sparks flying off the handle between her fingers. She leaped back, holding her right hand with her left. The grimace on her face told me she was in considerable pain.
Suddenly, a bolt of something that looked like lightning came off the handle, heading straight toward my face. I didn’t have time to react before it burst into an emerald green firework in front of my eyes.
A moment later, another bolt emerged and this one hit Fireball on the end of his long snout. He tottered on his feet for a moment before rolling over with a huge smile on his craggy face.
A third bolt came out of the handle and headed for Miss Simmons. But she had seen the first two and was prepared with her wand. She countered it easily. She was, after all, a class fifty magician and there were few more powerful than she was.
Next, it was my turn again. The bolt flew at me but this time it burst into a greenish liquid which spattered my face and got into my hair. When I licked it off my lips, I realized it was mint chocolate chip ice cream that had melted in the heat of the explosion. I didn’t have a wand and couldn’t understand why the bolts weren’t hitting me. More of my unintended magic, I thought.
The bolts kept coming, one at Miss Simmons and then one at me. Each time she’d fend hers off with her wand, though they must have been getting stronger because she appeared to be having more and more difficulty. The ones aimed at me were turning into lollipops that flew into the air in every direction before landing at my bare feet.
Faster and faster, the bolts came until Miss Simmons missed one and it hit her. She fell to the ground with a grin on her face, much like the one that Fireball was still wearing.
Then the handle had only me to aim at. One after another, the bolts came, and each time the air was filled with lollipops. There were so many I couldn’t even see the door in front of me. I don’t know how long this went on, but finally it stopped. When the air cleared, I was waist deep in candy.
I stared at the handle, expecting more bolts, but apparently it was finished. Then I remembered Fireball and Miss Simmons. 
I tried to move my legs, but couldn’t because there were so many lollipops. I dug desperately into the pile with my hands and uncovered my dragon friend on the floor. He was still smiling. I made sure he was breathing before looking for Miss Simmons. When I found her, she was also asleep with a grin on her face.
“Now what?” I said to myself.
For a second I considered trying the door handle to the study myself, but after what had happened to Miss Simmons, I thought better of it. Then I began to panic, but caught myself and, without thinking, started using some of my mental exercises. For a moment, I forgot where I was. When my mind returned, I felt calm.
How was I going to get out of here? I couldn’t carry Miss Simmons, never mind Fireball, who must have weighed at least twice as much as I did. I fought my way through the pile of candy and sat down on the stone floor to think.
When I put my hand on my chin, it was sticky and still covered in melted ice cream. I wiped my fingers on my pajama leg and sighed. The only thing to do was to wait for them to wake up, and I didn’t know how long that would be.
I picked up a green lollipop, a lime one, and popped it under my tongue. Just then, the handle to the study turned, and the door creaked open.
I scrambled to my feet, not knowing what to expect, but nothing happened. There wasn’t a sound or a movement anywhere. After a few minutes, I pushed my way through the sea of lollipops and peered into the room.
It was very small. The smallest room I had seen in the entire mansion. And it was dark, too. The only light came from a candle on a modest wooden desk against one wall.
I stepped through the doorway and, just like that, I was inside the study. I don’t know what I was expecting to see, and thought nothing could surprise me now, after all that had already happened, But I was wrong. I had just finished examining the great man’s desk and chair, as well as the small bookshelf next to it, when I turned around and gasped. There, standing on the floor behind the door, was a full-length mirror and in it was the reflection of a man sitting at a desk. It was the desk behind me. I spun around, but the chair was empty.
I returned my eyes to the mirror and saw the man was tall and thin with gray hair and a wrinkled face. It was a face I’d seen before somewhere, but I couldn’t place it at first. Then it came to me. It was the great magician himself, Phillip Castleton!







  
  Chapter 14








The Man in the Mirror


I stared into the mirror in disbelief as the greatest magician who had ever lived stared back at me with a similar expression. I must be hallucinating. It couldn’t be. If that was Castleton, he’d be nearly three hundred years old. The man in front of me looked no older than sixty, which was about the age he had died. 
Suddenly, I got frightened. I checked behind me again, but the room was empty. The man only seemed to exist inside the mirror. I had been around magical things all my life and was used to them, but this was really weird.
I returned my gaze to the mirror for a closer look. Castleton was seated at the same desk that now stood behind me. It was like watching some kind of movie. I moved my eyes from the man’s face to study his clothes and I could tell he was doing the same.
I felt almost naked, standing there before this important stranger in my dirty pajamas and bare feet with the remains of the mint chocolate chip ice cream still in my hair. But I was too surprised to care, and even if I did, there wasn’t anything I could do about it.
Castleton was wearing dark green trousers, a vest, and a matching jacket, all of which looked old, as well as old-fashioned. His hair was pulled back and tied into a ponytail. He appeared just like he did in the portrait that hung in Miss Pettigrew’s office, except he had more lines on his face.
“I wasn’t expecting to see you,” the man said, breaking the silence.
“Me, neither,” I replied without thinking.
I nearly said, “I thought you were dead,” but stopped myself before the words passed my lips, thinking it was probably an impolite thing to say to someone you’d just met.
“Well, hello,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for someone to come through that doorway for a long time now. Though, I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting it to be a woman, much less a young girl.”
I bristled. I wasn’t a young girl. I was twelve, but I didn’t want to be rude and couldn’t think of anything nice to say, so I kept my mouth shut.
“Are you here alone?” the man asked.
“I came down here with Fireball, he’s Miss Pettigrew’s dragon, and I met Miss Simmons at the front door,” I said, wondering if he knew who I was talking about. “But they both got zapped by that crazy door handle in the hall. I think they’re asleep now.”
“Yes, that handle is my last line of defense,” the man said with a smile. “It was based on some magic an old man in a remote Chinese village taught me. He was the last of his line of magicians. I suppose that magic may be lost now.”
“Lost?” I repeated.
“Yes, through my travels, I found that there are many magics. Different cultures discover them and teach them to their children before they are eventually lost again. I think it happens all the time,” he explained.
I considered what he said and it kind of made sense, so I nodded. We stood there for some minutes before he spoke again.
“Only someone with great magical powers could get in here,” he said. “Tell me, what is your name?”
“A-A-A-Alma,” I stammered.
“Alma,” the man repeated. “That’s a pretty name. My grandmother was called Alma.”
“Are you who I think you are?” I asked, somehow finding the courage to ask the question at the front of my mind.
“It depends who you think I am,” the man replied.
“Phillip Castleton,” I said, “The founder of modern magical theory.”
“Oh, so my ideas have caught on, have they?” the man replied.
“You are Mr. Castleton, then?” I said.
“Sort of,” the man replied. “What you see is a reflection of the man as he was in the year 1799. He created me by capturing his image in this mirror and including a small part of his spirit with it.”
I took a step closer and saw my reflection behind the man. It looked like I was in the room with him. It was very unnerving. Then, as he watched, I moved closer to glance behind the mirror, but when I did, I saw nothing but the back of the wooden frame.
“That’s odd,” I said, giving voice to what I’d been thinking ever since I’d first seen the mirror.
The man laughed. “Yes, I suppose it is. I never really thought about it.”
“So where is Mr. Castleton? The real one, I mean?”
“Oh, I imagine he’s long gone,” the man in the mirror replied. “Off to his next adventure, I expect.”
“You mean he’s dead?” I asked.
“Oh yes,” the man replied. “He was an old man when he created me and not in the best of health. I imagine he must have perished long ago.”
Then I remembered that Castleton’s body had been found and buried by his friend Sherman.
I nodded. “You’ve been here a long time?”
The man in the mirror smiled slightly. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Me?” I said in a surprised voice.
“Yes, the journey down here isn’t an easy one. Only the greatest of magicians could have made it.”
I laughed.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
“I’m not the person you’ve been waiting for,” I replied. “I am about as far from being a great magician as you can get. I’m about to flunk out of magic school and be sent to Washburn Island.”
“Washburn Island?” the man repeated, “in the Indian Ocean? It’s quite a nice place. The weather’s good, so long as you’re not there during the monsoon season.”
Oh great, I thought. Not only was I going to be sent to the other side of the globe, I was going to be soaking wet for half the year as well. While I contemplated my future, the man spoke again.
“I’ve been waiting for a special magician to walk through that door for over two centuries. Only the greatest could get in here, and you are that person.”
This was all some kind of practical joke. It had to be - either that or a dream.
“You’re here for the book, aren’t you?” the man asked.
“Not really,” I replied. “I was just following Miss Simmons. She thinks she’s the chosen one. She’s a powerful magician.”
“But she’s lying asleep in the corridor outside,” the man said. “She wasn’t ever meant to come in here. It was you. Castleton knew that someone like you would eventually find the book. He wanted you to have it.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said.
Tears formed in my eyes and I turned away to wipe them on my sleeve. When I did, I saw a thin book I hadn’t noticed before sitting on the wooden desk. It was open to the last page. Next to it was a quill pen and an inkwell.
“Is that it?” I asked, walking across the room. “Is that the tenth book?”
“Yes,” the man replied. “It hasn’t been touched since Castleton finished writing it.”
I looked down at the page and recognized the precise handwriting. I had seen pictures of pages from his other books in the texts at school and even seen the real thing when my father had taken us to the Museum of Magic.
I imagined an old, tired man laboring over this volume until he got to the last page. And then in my mind’s eye, I saw him writing the last sentence and smiling, before putting down his pen and walking back to the surface, never to return.
I shifted my gaze back to the man in the mirror. “You know, people have been searching for this book for centuries.”
“And now you have found it,” the man said.
“Is it what they say it is?” I asked.
“I don’t know what people say nowadays,” he replied with a smile. “I’ve been down here for a long, long time.”
“They say it combines all the magics that Castleton learned during his travels,” I said. “They say it is very, very powerful.”
“Both those things are true,” the man replied.
I reached over and put my hand on the last page. The man in the mirror watched me, but said nothing.
“Can I take it?” I asked.
“That is why you are here,” the man replied. “Because of your great magical gifts, you have been chosen to retrieve this book.”
“You mean it’s mine?”
The man nodded.
I stared down at the book but didn’t pick it up.
“Just out of curiosity,” the man said. “What are you going to use the book for?”
“To make the world a better place,” I replied, thinking the answer was obvious.
“Very admirable,” the man said. “How are you going to do that?”
This was a question I hadn’t thought about. I mean, I hadn’t thought about any of this. I couldn’t even believe I was having this conversation, deep in the earth, with a man who’d been dead for over two hundred years.
“Well,” I said. “I think I’ll start with small things. I’ll try to make my life better.”
“How?” the man asked.
I considered for only a brief moment before answering. “I’ll make my little brother less annoying.”
The man chuckled. “I see things haven’t changed that much since my time.”
“Then I’ll make the other kids in school like me more,” I said.
“How are you going to do that?” the man asked. “There’s no magic in the world that can change human nature. People are the way they are.”
His statement reminded me of something my mother had said. I think I must have known that, but then I had another idea.
“I’ll make myself prettier,” I said. “And I’ll make myself more clever. I’ll even make myself smarter than my dad.”
“And that will make the other children like you more?” the man asked.
“They’d better,” I replied.
“Or what?” the man asked.
The smile on his face was gone, and his eyes were serious - very, very serious.
“You’ll hurt them?” he asked. “You’ll turn them into frogs and toads until they agree to like you?”
“Why not?” I said, snatching the book from the table and holding it close to my chest. “I’ll be the most powerful magician in the world. Everyone will have to do exactly as I say. I’ll make the world perfect and everybody will be happy.”
The man shook his head slightly, and I began to tremble. Suddenly, I felt cold inside. I put the book down on the desk and sat in the chair.
“Are you alright?” the man asked.
“I was just wondering why Mr. Castleton went to so much trouble to hide this book,” I said in a shaky voice. “Why didn’t he leave it with the others?”
“Because he was afraid,” the man said.
“Afraid?” I repeated. “Why? He was the greatest magician who ever lived.”
“That book contains the most powerful magic in the world and can be used to do great good,” the man said. “But like a very sharp knife, it can also be used to do great harm.”
I nodded and suddenly understood. Not only did this book provide its owner with great power, it also burdened them with an even greater responsibility. I sat there dumbly while the man talked.
“During his travels, Mr. Castleton, as you call him, saw many things. He witnessed the cruelty that human beings do to each other. He saw the horrors of slavery, how badly women were treated, and the terror of war. He saw unimaginable atrocities of every kind. And in his final days, he realized he could not be responsible for unleashing this most powerful magic into a world where such things were happening. He feared the power he had discovered would be used by evil people to do even more evil things.”
I stared at the book. “Then why didn’t he destroy it so that no harm could come from it?”
“He hoped that in the future, humans might be different. He hoped they’d be kinder and gentler than they were in his day. Only then he thought his discoveries should be shared to make the world better,” the man explained. “Tell me, do you still have slavery in your time?”
I shook my head. “No, it has been illegal for a hundred and fifty years.”
“And do people of different races live together in peace?” he asked.
“Mostly, I think,” I replied. “Sometimes my parents quarrel, but not often.”
“You’re…?” he said.
“Yes, I’m bi-racial,” I replied, guessing that was what he was asking.
“That’s a much nicer phrase than they used in my time,” he said. “That’s what Castleton was hoping for. And do you still have wars?”
“Oh, yes,” I replied. “I don’t really keep up on the events in the non-magic world, but humans are still fighting wars.”
“That’s too bad,” the man said, shaking his head.
I sat there with my eyes closed, trying to process everything I had just heard. After a time, I don’t know how long it was, I looked over at the man in the mirror.
“Should I take the book?” I asked.
“That’s your decision,” the man said. “I will not and cannot stop you. Do you think the world is ready for this magic, or should it wait?”
I knew the answer and turned to go.
“I’m not the one to bring this magic to the surface,” I said.
The man nodded and watched me as I walked toward the door. When I looked out into the hall, I was surprised to see it was empty. There was no candy and no sign of either Miss Simmons or Fireball. I glanced back at the man.
“Don’t worry about your friends,” he said. “They’re waiting for you outside. They’ll be a little sleepy when you join them and they might have a bit of a headache, but they’ll be fine and won’t remember seeing this mansion or their adventure outside this door.”
I nodded, dreading the climb back through the cave and wondering how we’d move the boulder blocking the entrance.
The man must have known what I was thinking. “There’s a shortcut out of here. Go downstairs. Behind the third curtain in the room with the piano is a secret passage. Just tap three times on the stone and you’ll find it.”
I thanked the man and turned to go.
“You said Miss Simmons won’t remember seeing the mansion or coming inside?” I asked.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“But she’ll remember coming down the cave?”
“Probably,” he said.
“How am I going to explain what happened when I see her again?” I asked.
“She should be quite suggestible when she wakes up,” the man said. “Just make up a story. I’m sure she’ll believe it.”
“But she’ll try to come back down. She’ll want to know what’s here,” I said. “Unless…”
I strode back into the room and opened the top drawer of the desk. Inside, I found a stack of blank paper. I took out a sheet and dipped the pen into the ink. It was still wet, even after all that time.
Quickly, I scribbled a few words. “Sorry to disappoint you, but the book isn’t here. The joke’s on you.”
I finished the note and put the pen down.
The man in the mirror stood up and peered over my shoulder.
“You’ll put that in your companion’s pocket before you tell her a story. That’s very clever, but I think it would be more convincing if it were in Castleton’s own handwriting.”
Before me, the letters on the page transformed into a script that matched perfectly the writing of the master magician.
“Her favorite color is pink,” I said, watching as the ink turned fuchsia. “I’ll tell Miss Simmons that she found it in the cave.”
“You’re an intelligent girl. I don’t think your friend will bother to come back after reading that,” the man said, chuckling - then his tone changed to a more serious one. “You shouldn’t tell anyone about me or that you found the book.”
“I won’t. I promise,” I said. “That book scares me too much.”
“That’s what Castleton thought, too. That’s why it waits down here with me.”
I turned to go, but paused in the doorway. “What will happen to you?”
“Oh, I’ll stay here, waiting for the next person who figures out how to get in here and I’ll have the same conversation with them as I did with you. Maybe then the time will be right for this magic to see the light of day.”
I nodded.
“Goodbye,” I said. “I don’t expect I’ll see you again.”
“It’s very unlikely,” the man replied, watching me as I closed the door.
It took me a few minutes to find the music room downstairs and the third window. I tapped on the rock and a stone passage opened before me. I followed it until I saw moonlight ahead.
Outside, Miss Simmons and Fireball were lying flat on their backs next to the stream at the foot of Rattlesnake Mountain. I raced over to find them asleep. Both still had big smiles on their faces and Fireball made a noise that made me think he was dreaming.
Behind me, the opening in the rock rumbled shut, leaving no evidence that there had ever been a passage.
The birds were beginning to sing, and I knew the sun would soon be rising. So I put the note in Miss Simmons’s pocket, cleaned myself up the best I could in the stream, and curled up beside them.







  
  Chapter 15








The Final Test


Fireball was the first to stir. I listened with my eyes closed as he stretched, got to his feet, and gave himself a good shake. The noise roused Miss Simmons, and I heard her sputtering. Then I pretended to wake up. 
“What happened?” I asked, wanting to see just how much she remembered.
She was standing in front of me with her mouth open and her eyes darting from side to side.
“I, I don’t know,” she replied.
“What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked, rubbing my eyes as if I’d been asleep.
“I’m not sure,” she replied. “I remember leaving the school and climbing the mountain, then using my wand to get past the rattlesnakes and open the cave. And then there was an orange dragon. What are you doing here? And that thing?”
I could see our adventure hadn’t improved her opinion of Fireball, but it had erased her recollections of meeting me and everything that had happened after that. The man in the mirror had told me she’d wake up suggestible, but I didn’t quite believe it. She was, after all, very opinionated.
I had been thinking about what I might tell her and laughed to myself at the idea of making up some fantastic story about how I had saved her from certain death, time and time again. But in the end, I decided against it.
“I snuck out after you,” I said. “I wanted to see where you were going, so I followed you.”
“That’s against the rules,” she said. “I’m going to have to tell Miss Pettigrew when we get back.”
I almost spoke, but could see she was thinking that in order to report me for breaking the rules, she’d have to admit she had been out as well.
“Well, perhaps I can overlook your behavior on this one occasion,” she said.
“I met you in the cave after we passed the dragon,” I said.
“How did you get past it?” she asked. Then she looked over at Fireball, who had wandered over to the stream and was taking a big drink. “Never mind, I understand.”
“You were furious when you saw us. Don’t you remember?” I asked.
She didn’t reply, so I kept going.
“At the bottom of the cave there was a letter sitting on a rock ledge. You picked it up, read it, and started laughing.”
“A letter? What did it say?” she snapped.
“I don’t know. You didn’t let me see it.”
“Where is it now?” she asked.
“You shoved it in your pocket and said you wanted to get back before it got light,” I replied. “We started walking. Then there was this bright flash, and I felt warm all over. That’s the last thing I remember until just now, when I woke up.”
Fireball had finished his drink and was now sitting in front of me with an amused look on his face, which made me wonder if memory charms worked on dragons. I suppose it doesn’t matter because he’s not going to tell anyone the truth, even if he does remember it.
Miss Simmons reached into her pocket and began to read the note I had written in the cave.
“What does it say?” I asked.
“It doesn’t matter,” she replied, putting the paper away again. “It was a message for me.”
I nodded and tried not to smile. “Shouldn’t we be getting back?”
The first rays of sunlight were bursting out above the treetops and it sounded like every bird in the entire forest was singing at the same time.
“Yes,” she said, straightening her clothes. “And you’re not to say a word to anyone, ever, about what happened tonight. Do you understand?”
“I promise,” I replied.
I’m not sure how I got back to the school without being seen, or how I climbed into my bunk without waking up Suzy, but I did. As I lay there, waiting for the breakfast bell to ring, my mind raced.
Had my adventure really happened or had I dreamed the entire thing? I wasn’t sure. My feet were sore from all that walking, but it might just be cramps. I felt dirty and I needed a shower, but it might just have been a hot night and I might have been sweating in bed. But after thinking about it, I concluded my adventure had been real.
That meant I had been the one chosen to find the tenth book. Me? A girl, not even a teenager, who was on the verge of being thrown out of magic school and exiled to Washburn Island. What sense did that make?
I tried to think about what made me different from every other magical person I knew, different from every other magical person in the world, and different from every magical person who had lived since the time of Phillip Castleton.
There were lots of girls, some of whom had undoubtedly failed out of school and now lived on Washburn Island. So that couldn’t be it.
I had been born with magical gifts, like my father and my brother, but they weren’t any greater than theirs. I puzzled and puzzled until a thought struck me. I was different because sometimes I couldn’t control my magic with my conscious mind. My magic ran deeper than that. It was beyond logic and more of an instinct, a mysterious part of me that I couldn’t really control, like my dreams.
I had always blamed this on my mother. She wasn’t from a magical family and, even worse, she was an artist. It had always been difficult to organize my mind and divide the magic world into categories. I never understood why everything needed to be put in its place. To me, everything blended together into a messy, complicated whole. I had tried, really tried, to think the way other magicians did. But I never could. 
Then it hit me. It was like a thunderbolt had split the sky, come through the roof, and struck me in the forehead. This difference, which had made my life so difficult for so long, was why I had been chosen. I don’t know why it took me so long to figure that out. But now that I understood, I couldn’t go back and look at it any other way.
Castleton hadn’t been waiting for someone with a highly organized mind who had memorized every category of every magical thing. He was waiting for someone like him, someone who not only could learn from books and repeat what they were taught, but also someone with a deep magical instinct who would have the sense and judgement to know if the time was right for the world to take the next step in its magical progression.
My mind slowed, and I focused on my breathing. A sense of calm filled my bones and a great peacefulness entered my soul. No matter what happened in my test later that day, it didn’t matter. I knew who I was, and that I wasn’t a freak. Yes, I was different from everybody else, but I wasn’t a freak. I just had been gifted with a different sort of mind. It wasn’t a curse.
I smiled right through breakfast and then followed Andrew, Stella, and Molly down to the beach for our final tests. Miss Gupta tried everything to make the girls mad, but neither of them lifted a finger in anger. Andrew and I sat through the most boring lecture I’d ever heard, but my mind didn’t wander and when I looked at Andrew, his eyes were focused. Then it was my turn alone. Miss Gupta had Mr. Black startle me from behind, but he remained free of ice cream and other desserts. Then she conjured up an alligator on my right, and a roaring lion on my left, but I held my magic in check.
She told us then and there we’d all passed our tests and how proud she was before giving us each a big hug. When we got back to the bunkhouses, all the other kids were in good moods, too. Everyone was chattering and packing at the same time. Suzy even invited me to Scotland for a visit at Christmas.
Everyone had passed their exams. That was why Miss Pettigrew’s had the reputation it did. She put together the best teachers with the most difficult students and achieved stellar results.
After lunch, the first of the parents began to arrive. Most of the kids were already on the beach waiting as Miss Maybe and Sam brought their luggage down the hill. I would have joined them, but I had something to do.
I wandered over to Miss Pettigrew’s office and found Fireball lying on the front porch. 
“I guess this is it, Buddy,” I said, scratching his scaly head one last time. “I’m really going to miss you.”
He looked at me with sad eyes, like he was going to miss me, too.
“He’s really enjoyed his time with you,” a voice said behind me.
“Miss Pettigrew, I thought you’d be down at the beach,” I said.
“I’m on my way,” she replied. “Fireball was just waiting for me.”
Then a crazy idea popped into my head. “I don’t suppose I could adopt Fireball?”
She smiled and shook her head. “No, I’m afraid that won’t be possible. He’s an important member of my team, here. He’s as important as any of the teachers. Every year there are one or two students who need a certain guidance that only he can provide.”
I looked deep into the dragon’s eyes and realized he wasn’t just my friend, he’d been my teacher and guide. I couldn’t help laughing.
“Well, goodbye Professor Fireball,” I said, kissing my friend.
I walked down to the beach with Miss Pettigrew and Fireball, arriving just as my parents and Boris landed.
I was really glad to see them all, even my little brother. My father congratulated me and shook my hand. My mother hugged me and told me she knew everything would work out. And Boris poked me in the ribs and told me he’d missed me.

      ***After we got home, life returned to normal. My mother spent most of her time in her studio while my father was in meetings all day, either in his office at the house, or somewhere else. One evening, a week before my real school was going to start, I heard him downstairs playing ragtime on the piano. He nodded to me as I sat down next to him. My mother had taken Boris out to get the last of his school supplies, so we were alone in the house.
His long fingers moved across the keyboard of our enchanted piano in perfect time, and I closed my eyes until the end of the piece. My mind drifted off, and I was back in the cave, talking to the man in the mirror.
“Are you alright?” my father asked.
“Oh, yes,” I replied. “I was just thinking.”
“Why don’t you play something for me?” he said.
I nodded and turned off the enchantments.
When my fingers hit the keys, I’m sure my father must have winced. The sound I made wasn’t anything like the melodious music he had played, but a rather clunky version of a Beethoven piece I had been trying to teach myself. Several times I thought I’d have to stop because I couldn’t remember what came next, but somehow I made it to the end and looked up at my father’s rather pained smile.
“That was lovely,” he said, but I had to wonder if he really meant it.
“Dad,” I said, pausing for a moment before continuing. “Is it ever a good thing to break a promise and reveal something someone has told you as a secret?”
He smiled and stroked his chin. “It depends, I suppose.”
“On what?” I asked.
“On whether breaking the confidence is for the best,” he replied.
“How do you know?”
“That’s a question only you can answer. If someone has told you a secret and you’ve promised not to repeat it, that’s a very special thing. If you’re going to tell someone else, it must be for the right reasons. It can’t be because you just want a laugh or to embarrass them.”
I nodded, but didn’t speak.
“Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked.
And it all came out, following Miss Simmons out of the school, the trip through the cave, meeting the man in the mirror, finding the tenth book, and deciding to return without it. He sat next to me in silence until I finished.
“Do you think I did the right thing?” I asked. “I mean, leaving the book there and now speaking to you about it?”
I was afraid he was going to tell me I’d made a mistake and that I should have brought the book up to the surface, but after a long pause, he said only one word.
“Yes.” 
We sat next to each other on the bench, staring at the piano keys for a while before he spoke again. I suppose finding out that Castleton’s tenth book of magic was real, and his daughter had been the one to find it, had overwhelmed his mind - maybe not.
“Have you told anyone else about this?” he asked.
“No one,” I replied.
“Well, I think you should keep it that way,” he said. “Castleton was right. The world isn’t ready for that kind of magic. Even the most well-meaning magician wouldn’t be strong enough to control all that power. It would undoubtedly lead to bloodshed and misery. Maybe one day human beings will be wiser and treat each other with respect. When that happens, then it will be the time to reveal the tenth book.”
“Are you going to tell anyone on the Magic Circle about it?” I asked.
He didn’t hesitate. “No, that wouldn’t be a good idea. This will be our secret, one that we will have to keep for as long as we live. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” I said, shaking his outstretched hand.
I was glad I told him and really glad he thought I’d done the right thing. In his gaze, I saw his usual love for me and maybe a glimpse of something else, something like admiration.
“Do you want to try a duet?” he asked.
To my surprise, he didn’t turn the enchantment back on and began to play a tune I’d never heard. He didn’t play it well. His fingers pressed some keys in rapid succession and then paused before resuming. He even hit a few wrong notes, but if I listened carefully, I could kind of understand what he was trying to do.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“It’s something I made up,” he replied. “I’ve had this tune in my head for a while now and I just wanted to hear it on the piano.”
He stopped and wrinkled his nose. I laughed. That was the first time in my entire life I had ever seen my father try to do something creative. Then it clicked. My mother had seen this side of him, too, even though he’d tried not to let it show through his organized, magical exterior. And that was why he loved her as well, because she expressed something he wanted to.
I couldn’t help smiling. No, not smiling, grinning. It felt like the edges of my lips were touching my ears, and I couldn’t stop.
“What?” he said. “Don’t you like it?”
“Just play,” I said.
He slid down the bench and resumed his song, this time playing in a lower key. I listened for a few moments and started playing higher notes on the other end of the piano. If anyone else had heard us, it would have sounded dreadful. But to us, it was just perfect.
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