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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      I was about ten years old when the sweet yellow banana of life began to rot.

      The banana’s first dark spots appeared when Mom and Dad’s work trips started taking over our lives. They’d be gone for weeks and weeks, dirt-grubbing for cruddy trinkets, moving from one archeological dig to the next. Meanwhile, nannies would move in to ‘take care’ of me, and not the fun Mary Poppins kind, either. Some yelled at me. Some ignored me. Nanny Number Five cursed me as a ‘little red-headed goblin of a boy.’

      Three years passed this way, one goodbye after another, black spot after black spot staining the banana. Then, twenty days past my thirteenth birthday, the last yellow patch disappeared. On that day, my parents pried my fingers off our front door jamb, bundled me into our car, and whisked me to the Virginia mountains.

      Our destination? Incarceration. Also known as boarding school.

      Juvenile detention would have suited me better. Given my roguish streak, at least that made sense. But boarding school? That was for rich people, and nobody could mistake the Fox family for rich people. I suppose at one time our neighbors might have thought we owned a mansion—maybe back in 1855 when the nearest one lived in a tiny log cabin. But after a century and a half of steamy Georgia summers, our old house’s roof leaked, its radiators clanked and wheezed, and our overgrown lawn rivaled the untamed Amazon.

      Home sweet home.

      Of course I loved it. How many other kids had their own private backyard swamp? Or a tire swing with a rope long enough to swing to Jupiter? Or, best of all, a huge shadowy attic all to themselves?

      I sighed. What I’d give to be back home instead of here, stuck in the backseat of Dad’s car, listening to the droning thunk-thunk, thunk-thunk of tires on pavement. I tried covering my ears to drown out the sound, but the drone kept thrumming away in my bones, each hateful thunk reminding me of home falling farther and farther behind.

      As I stared out the window gnawing my fingernails, a pair of round red-orange reflections glinted from the deep forest. I shot up, twisting around in my seat.

      Mom looked over her shoulder. “Stewart? Are you alright?”

      “Sure. I’ll be alright when you make a U-turn for home. I’ve already given you a hundred reasons why this school’s a bad idea, and here’s another one.” I jabbed a finger at the window. “This place is crawling with wolves. Or … something worse.”

      Mom and Dad locked eyes for a second, then turned away.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning forward in my seat, frowning. “This is where you’re supposed to say, ‘Relax, Stewart. You’re just imagining things.’”

      Dad opened his mouth to answer, but right then the road broke through the crowding trees and led up through an iron gate. Beyond it, a brass sign mounted on a tombstone-shaped rock read “Devon Preparatory School. Founded 1924.”

      The car slowed, then stopped as Dad lowered his window and pulled up to a stone tower. A security guard in a gray uniform walked out, and they exchanged a few words. A beady-eyed murder of crows frowned at us from their mossy perch nearby, heads cocked. Eavesdropping.

      Tell us to buzz off, guard guy. Even the birds don’t want us here.

      The guard waved us past the gate. The harsh clang of its closing sharpened the throbbing in my head.

      Now we’d done it. Entered the belly of the beast.

      Our car rolled into a narrow ravine. Castle-like buildings rose on both sides, perched vulture-style on their rocky slopes, their towers notched with battlements, haunted by flocks of shrieking birds.

      I took a deep breath. Get a grip, Stewart.

      “Devon is so fake,” I said, slumping into the back seat, arms folded. “They’ve made all these stupid buildings look like Frankenstein’s Castle, but I bet our house is way older than any of them.”

      Mom swiveled to face me, then reached back and squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry. I … I know this is hard. It’s hard for us too.”

      I rubbed a hand over the ache in my chest. “So let’s go home. It’s not too late.”

      Mom shook her head. “You know we can’t do that—”

      A wave of thunder rolled. Mom flinched, breaking her grip. She and Dad exchanged glances.

      Sending me to boarding school might have been Mom and Dad’s idea, but they’d never seemed in love with it. Not the day they’d broken the news to me, and not now. Especially not now. A thick fog of awkward silences and heavy sighs had haunted our entire trip, and since we’d arrived at Devon, the fog had turned pea-soup thick.

      Which, weirdly, gave me hope.

      It meant my parents didn’t think of me as one of those sofa-tearing, shoe-eating, neighbor-biting kinds of dogs that people surrender to animal shelters.

      Not yet, anyway. I still had time. And two solid plans that’d fix everything.

      Plan A: Convince Mom and Dad to change their minds. A’s drawback was it had been my plan for weeks and had bombed so far. But now that we were here, and here looked as welcoming as Transylvania at Halloween, I figured Plan A wasn’t dead yet.

      But if Plan A failed, I’d switch to Plan B: Escape.

      On the surface, Plan B didn’t look too promising. After all, when chickens fly the coop, the farmers who caged them don’t usually break into a happy dance.

      But if you looked deeper, Plan B was pure genius. For one, I’m no chicken. For two, it was inspired by The Man With All the Answers. My uncle. ‘The Fabulous Z.’

      The thought of him made me want to do cartwheels. But since I barely had room to breathe in the narrow back seat, the best I could do was a quick fist-drumming on my knees.

      Uncle Zane, a famous stage magician, once told me, “A well-done magic trick will always leave your audience amazed, but there’s nothing like a daring escape to win their hearts.”

      Then he flipped my hat, pulled out a dove, and launched it into the sky.

      I stared wide-eyed as the dove flew skyward. “Why do people love escape tricks so much?”

      “People want freedom,” he said. “Freedom from the impossible things that tie us down, freedom from the things that cage us up.” He poked me in the chest, right over my heart. “That hope, that wish to be free … it’s deep in there. In everyone.”

      Uncle Zane had nailed it. ‘Win their hearts.’ If Plan A failed, that’s what I needed to do. Win Mom and Dad back with an amazing Houdini-style escape.

      I took a few slow breaths, then peeked around the front seat to size up my parents’ mood. Sure enough, they wore sick frowns, growing sicker as they swiveled their heads back and forth and took in the gloomy sights.

      I rubbed my hands together. Excellent! Plan A still had a chance.

      A bag of stale barbeque potato chips slid to the floor as our car squeaked to a halt. A grim building loomed over us, all slate and stone.

      “We’re here,” Dad said—with zero enthusiasm. He pointed at a gray and black banner snapping in the wind. “New Student Orientation,” it read.

      A small crowd milled in the grass nearby. Dressed in mostly dark clothing, they resembled a knot of buzzards circling a carcass. Before long, one of them broke away and headed toward us, a slick-haired teen wearing an oily grin. As he oozed up to the car, Dad rolled down his window.

      “Welcome to Devon,” said the teen-guy. “The parents’ meeting starts in ten minutes. While you’re there, it would be my pleasure to take your student on a tour.”

      “Yeah,” I said under my breath. “And it would be my pleasure to stay in the car.”

      I’d spoken too quietly to hear—or had I? The way that guy instantly looked back through the rear window at me … with eyes narrowed, mouth puckered …

      Ugh. This ‘tour’ was destined for terrible-ness.

      As I stared back at the teen’s freckled face, a devious thought flickered in my skull.

      Hold on, Stewart. You can make lemonade out of this lemon. A terrible tour could give you just the thing you need.

      More ammunition for Plan A.
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        * * *

      

      My campus tour guide—known as Basil—paused our walk and waved a boneless hand at a building half the size of Alaska.

      “Hawknest Hall,” he said. “Our last stop. I’d take you inside, but the Headmistress is very selective with her visitors. Ah! There she is now. See?”

      I already had ideas about what a headmistress of a rotten school like this would look like. I followed the line of his finger, curious to see how accurate they’d be.

      I sighed. Yup. Sadly, my imagination had been spot-on.

      Beyond the Headmistress loomed Hawknest Hall’s gargoyle-crowned roof. A clammy wind blew past it, carrying a graveyard scent of mold and slimy stone.

      I drew the building’s wicked outline on the notepad I’d brought, then penciled in a fanged vampire lady next to it and the words ‘Headmistress’ Lair.’ Basil cocked his head and peeked over my shoulder, so I inched the pad closer to my chest.

      “What have you been writing all this time?” he asked.

      I replied with a shark-like smile. “Notes.”

      “Hmm,” he said with a suspicious squint.

      “You’re doing a great job. I just don’t want to forget anything.”

      I halfway meant it. True, Basil hadn’t been as malicious and snotty as I’d hoped, but at least he’d helped me plot a decent map of the campus. A handy tool if Plan A failed.

      The corners of Basil’s mouth turned upward. Cool. I’d buttered him up like a slab of toast. Perfect time to slip into interrogation mode.

      “About this headmistress,” I said, leaning closer. “Pretty mean, isn’t she? Does she, you know … torture students?”

      Basil’s weak smile melted. “Did you say ‘torture’?”

      “Come on,” I said, giving him an encouraging nod. “You can be straight with me. I won’t tell. And what are the teachers like? Do they smack you with rulers? Make you wear dunce caps? Tar and feather you for failing quizzes?”

      Basil looked me over with a shallow frown, eyebrows half-raised. “Ah, I see. You’re being funny. Trying, anyway.” He sighed. “I’ll have you know that a Devon education is among the finest in the world. That’s why so many of our graduates become presidents, prime ministers, famous novelists, and movie stars.”

      This wasn’t helping. I needed dirt on Devon, not praise. My happy mask slipped for a second, and I let out a snort.

      “A movie star graduated from this place? Who? No, let me guess. I bet it was that guy with the huge nostrils. You know, the one who played the crazy undertaker in Wicked Undead?”

      Basil’s frown deepened. As I watched his hands curl into fists, I realized I’d fumbled. Time to change the subject.

      Thinking fast, I waggled a finger at a nearby courtyard, its centerpiece a dragon carved from dark metal. “What’s with the dragons everywhere? That’s the third one I’ve seen.”

      Basil’s eyes never left mine. He crossed his arms, glaring, nose held high. Two seconds passed without a word. Three. Still nothing.

      So much for distracting him. My Wicked Undead outburst had spiked his Annoyance Meter into the red zone. I knew only one surefire way to bring down the needle. Humor.

      “Hey,” I said, “speaking of dragons, have you ever seen a baby dragon eating ice cream?”

      Basil’s head reared back. “What? Dragonets don’t eat ice cr—”

      He winced as his words died a slow death, petering out into a breathy wheeze.

      Warning lights blinked in my head, but still, I’d crossed the point of no return. Humor is a serious thing, and once you let a joke fly, you’ve got to deliver the punchline—rain, sleet, or snow.

      “Sure, baby dragons eat ice cream,” I said. “Trust me, it’ll melt your heart.” I flashed him a grin and flexed my eyebrows. “Get it?”

      If he got it, he didn’t want it. Basil’s eyes narrowed, and he began tapping the ground with a foot.

      Uh oh. A flush of heat rose in my chest. I adjusted my collar and took a deep breath. Never say die. I’d try another. A real zinger, this time.

      “How about this one? Two dragons walk into a store. The first dragon says, ‘It’s hot in here.’ The second dragon turns to him and says, ‘Yeah, shut your mouth.’”

      I waited for the expected belly laugh, but Basil only shook his head and stared at me with a dull, annoyed glare, like a buffalo that’s been shot with a cheap BB gun.

      “Enough,” he said. “You mustn’t say such things. That kind of talk won’t do. It won’t do at all.”

      “Relax,” I said with a nervous laugh. “I was just kidding. I didn’t—”

      “You mustn’t. Say. Such. Things.”

      I stepped back and raised my hands. “Okay. Sorry already. But why—”

      A weird, bright glint flickered in Basil’s eyes. “The dragon is Devon’s symbol. Dishonor the symbol, dishonor the school.”

      I backed up another step and stared at him. Whatever was happening here, no way it was normal.

      Basil stalked over and stuck his face so near mine I could smell his breath, a plant-wilting odor combining onions with squished caterpillars. “I think you don’t understand the power of school spirit.”

      All right. Serious weirdness here. Time to initiate escape mode.

      I cleared my throat, then smiled. “School spirit. Cool! Devon’s pep rallies must be awesome. Can’t wait to see one! Well, thanks for the tour—”

      Basil grabbed my shoulders, spun me around, and—the nerve of him!—pushed me forward. I jerked away from his touch, scowling.

      “Yes,” Basil said. “We’re done here. Let’s return to your parents. They’ll be leaving soon, and I’m sure they would like to say goodbye to their sweet, innocent little son.”

      I kept my distance from him as we hustled along the walkway, but I was still close enough to hear him mutter three more words.

      “One. Last. Time.”
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      My parents and I stood by our car, the only one still parked in the lot next to my dormitory. Mom’s eyes flicked here and there like a nervous bird, widening as they landed on a distant tower, sword-sharp and cloaked in sickly moonlight.

      She hates this place. Good. They both do.

      I took a deep breath. It was time for Plan A’s last stand. Time to fire every cannonball in my arsenal.

      “Mom, Dad,” I said. “Take me back home. There’s something really, really wrong here. You can feel it, can’t you? No one smiles. When they laugh, they sound like hyenas. And that tour guide guy shoved me around and basically threatened to kill me. If he doesn’t, that vampire Headmistress lady—”

      Dad shook his head and waved a hand. “We know all about Headmistress Morphew, Stewart.” He sighed, then stooped, laying a gentle hand on my shoulder. “We know this school looks bad. You don’t feel safe. But … there’s someone here in Devon, son. Someone strong. Someone who’s promised to protect you.”

      I stared up at him, mouth open. They’d never mentioned this little wrinkle. “Wha… what are you talking about? Who someone? You mean a bodyguard?”

      Dad hung his head. “Sorry. We … we can’t tell you any more than we have.”

      I stomped my foot. “You’re kidding me! Why not? How’s a bodyguard supposed to protect me if I don’t even know who he is?”

      “You’re upset,” Mom said, crouching and taking my hand. “We understand. But sometimes … sometimes we have to do hard things. You just have to trust us.” She leaned forward and laid a trembling hand on my shoulder, her eyes wide and pleading. “Please, Stewart. Please trust us.”

      “I don’t want to trust,” I said, grinding my teeth. “I want to understand. I’ve asked you guys a million times why you’re doing this. Why can’t you tell me? Do you hate me now or something?”

      Mom’s face fell. “Don’t say that! Don’t even think that!”

      I took a step back, blinking as the wind set the trees to hissing. Two or three pinprick-sharp raindrops fell on my cheek as I stared back at Mom.

      “It’s not too late,” I said. “Let’s go home. Then you can hire a nanny like you always do and go on your trip. I’ll be fine.”

      Mom grabbed me by the shoulders and drew me close, face to face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want—”

      A heavy rumble of thunder sounded, and her fingers dug into my arms. Rain began pelting us like millions of falling arrows, mixing with the tears streaking down Mom’s cheeks. She groaned, lifting her face to the sky, eyes shut tight. Her lips moved, but any words she might have spoken got lost in the heaving wind.

      “Gwen,” Dad said, “it’s time to give it to him.”

      Sobbing, Mom let go of my shoulders and pulled a necklace from her pocket. She looped it over my head.

      “We found this on our last dig,” she said. “Wear it always. When you feel alone or scared, it’ll remind you how much we love you. And … it’ll do more.”

      Do more? What ‘more?’ Was there any point in asking, after all the stonewalling they’d done?

      Squinting in the hornet-hail of rain, I cradled the necklace in my palm for a better look. Snaky strands looped and crossed on a pinkie-sized sliver of metal. It looked like a key. A Viking key maybe, with a dragon’s face hanging from its lower end, forming its wards and bit.

      I gulped, gawking up at Mom, then Dad.

      “You’re giving me this? When you wouldn’t even let me have that old chipped arrowhead I asked for last year? I thought you said archaeologists couldn’t—”

      Mom reached out, gripping my face between her hands. “Don’t take it off. And never show it to anyone. Do you understand? Promise me.”

      “But … it’s just an old key. What does it open? What does it do?”

      “It’ll do everything you’ll need it to do,” Dad said. “As long as you keep it close.”

      Great. Another cryptic answer. I frowned, opening my mouth to complain, but Mom gripped my face harder, bringing hers closer to mine. A deep boom of thunder cracked and rippled overhead. “Stewart, promise!”

      Mom raises her voice as often as a cat says ‘woof,’ so she had my attention. I gulped, then nodded.

      “Okay. I … I promise.”

      She stuffed the necklace under my shirt and crushed me in a sopping-wet hug. Dad joined her, and the three of us crouched there together. Pelting rain drove into our sad little huddle, washing away the entire world until nothing remained but a dim, runny watercolor streaked with gray.

      “All will be well,” Dad said. “Just keep the necklace close, and all will be well.”

      And then, like a nightmare that lurches from one muddled scene to the next, we were all standing again. I saw my parents getting into their car. Heard them telling me they loved me. Heard them begging me to keep the necklace on, to never take it off.

      Then they were gone.

      I stood alone in the rain, listening to the whoosh of their tires fading to nothing, and a strangled cry forced itself from my throat.

      That old agony washed over me then. The one I hated more than any other, the Gila-Monster-Crawling-in-My-Ribcage agony, the bone-gnawing, the heart-tearing, the tang of venomous spit poisoning my blood.

      The agony of being left behind. Another goodbye. Again.

      I grabbed a fistful of shirt, clutching the key-thing hanging at my neck.

      Why had Mom been acting that way? Since when was wearing a necklace so life-or-death serious? 

      I backed into the shelter of an archway. My eyes stayed glued to the road for a while, to the last place I’d seen my parents’ car. Maybe if I kept looking long enough, they’d re-appear. I’d jump into the back seat. We’d drive back home, where everything had been good.

      Well, if not good, at least better than this. What had triggered my parents to dump me here, anyway? Had my ‘Power Drill to the Head’ trick earlier this summer put them over the edge? I admit that’s a shocking illusion when it’s done right, but you’d think they’d have gotten over their hysteria once I’d shown them the harmless rubber drill bits I’d bought at the Magic Emporium. Cool parents might have said, ‘Whew, that was a super acting job, son!’ or ‘Holy smokes, you really had us!’

      But not mine. Instead, they’d said, ‘If you’re trying to get our attention, these outlandish stunts of yours are not the way to do it.’

      Back then, I would have said bad attention was better than none, but I realized how wrong I’d been. Three years of ‘outlandish stunts’ had gone over like cheap coin tricks, winning over nobody. Changing nothing. I’d made myself into a problem child, so they’d sent me into exile. They could deny it all they wanted, but since they’d never given any other explanation, what else made sense?

      The pounding rain increased, so much that even the sheltering archway couldn’t keep me dry. A numbness oozed into my bones, and my hands hung limp at my sides, heavy as barbells. Face it, Stewart. Mom and Dad aren’t coming back. So much for Plan A.

      I took a deep breath and tightened my fists. Fine. Move on to Plan B, my Greatest Escape Trick Ever. After all, quoting Uncle Zane, ‘Nothing wins over your audience like a daring escape.’

      Freedom. Everyone loved it. And the darker and heavier the chains were, the more they loved it. Yeah, if I could escape this awful place and track down my parents over thousands of miles of mountain, valley, and ocean, that would win them over. They’d take me back for sure. And forever this time.

      No more goodbyes.

      My eyes wandered upward at Devon’s spiky skyline, its towers lit by lightning flashes, studded with fearsome gargoyles and weird gnarled shapes. By the time I’d finished sizing up the ghoulish scenery, full darkness had fallen.

      I turned away, sighing. Alone now. Really alone.

      But not for long.

      Should I sneak off now? The darkness, rain, and first-day-of-school chaos would help cover my tracks. On the downside, mountains and thick forests surrounded Devon for miles and miles. And I couldn’t forget the bright, rabid eyes I’d seen flashing by the roadside. Without food, a map, or weapons, I’d get lost and starve in the woods. Or worse.

      No, I’d better not be hasty. All the best magicians know that perfect tricks require perfect timing, and my awesome escape plans needed time to percolate.

      As I shook off the rain and tramped into the dormitory, I passed a couple of students lugging suitcases. One turned his head and shot me a dirty look, but otherwise, they ignored me.

      More Devon hospitality.

      I sniffed, and after drawing myself up to my full—though not very impressive—height, I stalked away.

      Once I’d reached my room, I whipped out my key, then stopped to study the lock on my door. A Weiser/Peregrine double-cylinder deadbolt.

      Tough to pick, sure. But I’d outfoxed scrappier locks than this dumpy old W-P, and with the help of my trusty lockpicking kit, I’d outfox any other lock Devon threw at me, too.

      After a brisk, resolute nod, I inserted the key and pushed open the heavy oak door. It swung inward on well-oiled hinges.

      I paused on the threshold, scowling, my arms crossed.

      Behold, your brand new prison cell.

      Thick red carpets. A four-poster bed. Gilded furniture. A ridiculously complicated chandelier hanging overhead, each of its bulbs clamped in the jaws of its own carved dragon head. Luxury gushed everywhere, fit for a prince.

      Posh, but still a prison cell.

      As I closed the door behind me, a weight like a battleship’s anchor settled in my chest. What I’d give to be in my room back home, with its shelves and bins overflowing with books, comics, and games, its walls tacked floor to ceiling with posters of the magic world’s elite: Houdini, Ching Ling Foo, and Zamloch the Great. And my gallery of hand-drawn masterpieces, my ‘Monsters and Heroes Wall.’

      I sighed, slouching and sagging under the waterfall of awfulness.

      Things looked grim, sure. But I always had one surefire way to steady my nerves. Practice the Seven Principles of Magic. Uncle Zane had spent hours schooling me on the Principles. He’d urged me to practice, practice, practice every day.

      So practice I would.

      I pulled a couple of rubber balls out of my pants pocket, one red, one green. I slipped the green one back into my pocket and held up the red one in my right hand.

      Okay. Showtime.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” I said, bowing to my imaginary audience, “red means ‘stop,’ so please hold your applause until I give you the signal.”

      Now, run through each principle, one by one.

      Principle One: Palm.

      I pretended to grab the red ball with my left hand, but sneakily kept a hold of it in my right hand by squishing it into my palm. Then, with a flourish, I opened my left hand.

      Oohs and aahs from my phantom audience. The ball had disappeared!

      Principle Two: Ditch.

      Still holding the red ball in my right palm, I dropped it down the neck of my sweater.

      Principle Three: Steal.

      With a stealthy left hand, I plucked the ball from the hem of my sweater and presented it to my audience. A wave of delighted gasps erupted.

      Principle Four: Load.

      “It’s getting hot in here,” I said, switching the red ball from my left hand to my right while pretending to roll up my shirt sleeves.

      Principle Five: Simulation.

      I lifted my right hand and pretended to cough, secretly dropping the red ball into my left hand. Then, with one silky motion, I moved my left hand to my left pocket and grabbed the green ball. Now both balls lay concealed in my left hand.

      Principle Six: Misdirection—my favorite!

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” I said, motioning toward the ceiling, “feast your eyes on that tacky chandelier.”

      Principle Seven: Switch.

      While the audience gawked at the chandelier, I dropped the green ball into my right hand while still palming the red one in my left.

      My Devon-ish woes now forgotten in the glories of stage magic, I savored that ultimate moment, that tigerlike rush of joy hanging on the knife’s edge of every finale.

      “Voila!” I yelled, raising the bafflingly not-red ball in my right hand. “Green to go!”

      The audience exploded in wonderstruck applause, and I bowed in one direction, then another …

      And caught a hint of motion from the corner of my eye.

      Someone stood in the doorway.

      My spine lit up with an electric jolt, and I snapped straight as a streetlamp.

      A tall, thick boy with a head way too small for his giant body grinned back, soft cheeks glistening in the chandelier’s glare.

      Could this be the ‘bodyguard’ my parents had mentioned? I wasn’t sure if I liked that idea. Sure, his jug-sized fists would come in handy against attackers, but his wide, red-rimmed eyes gave him the look of a demented kitten-strangler.

      And how much of my … performance had this guy seen?

      Whoever he was, he wasn’t in a hurry to speak or move. Or do anything. I spent several agonized seconds trying to decipher his weird, buttery smirk. Was he impressed by my skills? Too shy to speak? Suffering from Mad Cow Disease?

      The readings on the Awkwardness Meter soared higher.

      Okay, Stewart, it’s up to you to break the ice. Play this like everything’s completely normal. Two regular guys meeting for the first time.

      I cleared my throat. “Hey,” I said. “My name’s—”

      As if my words had activated an ‘on’ switch in the guy’s brain, the beefy giant strode toward me, still grinning, the floorboards shuddering with each step.

      At first, I thought he was extending his hand for a friendly shake, but instead, he slapped me so hard that I toppled onto my mattress.

      “And my name’s Gil Stogner,” he said with a fleshy smile. “My friends call me ‘Stogg.’ But you won’t call me that. Because you won’t ever talk to me unless I tell you to. Next time you do, I bust your nose. Third time I break your leg. Nod if you get what I’m saying.”

      I didn’t nod, but Stogg’s ferocious slap had left my noggin bouncing like a bobblehead doll, and I guess that was good enough for him.

      “Good,” he said. “And remember, I run things around here. So if I say ‘jump,’ you’d better ask ‘how high.’”

      With one final greasy smile, Stogg stumped back to the door. Once he reached the threshold, he looked back over his shoulder.

      “By the way, carrot-top, your magic tricks are pretty slick.”

      Then, with a burst of gravelly laughter, he slammed the door so hard the chandelier rattled and swung.

      Ears ringing and sick to my stomach, I pounded my fist on the bed as waves of molten heat shot through my body.

      Oh, just you wait, jerk. Just you wait. I’ll …

      I’ll what?

      I drew a deep breath.

      He’s got to be three times your size. At least. Big enough to break your leg, sure. Big enough to bust you into splinters.

      I shook my head. Escaping Devon was all that mattered. Everything else came second, including revenge. After all, daring escapes are tougher to pull off when you’re stuck in a body cast.

      Grinding my teeth, I crawled into bed, wet clothes and all. Spots swarmed before my eyes as I lay facing the window. A numb nothingness crept over me as I watched the raindrops slither down the windowpane in long, snaky streaks. One after the other after the other … 

      I must have fallen asleep watching the rain, because before I knew it, it was tomorrow.
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      I woke groaning and squinting with silver-gray light jabbing my eyes. Dawn’s light. Aargh! What idiot had stuck this bed right next to an east-facing window?

      Grumbling, I kicked off the sheets and shambled over to my desk. I’d start this wonderful new day by writing a letter to my parents. Yes, an actual letter—with paper and pencil, envelope, and stamp. They had chosen some stupid tiny island near Scotland for their newest archeological dig, and this was the only way to keep in touch. They said they’d write at least once a week, but no doubt I’d beat them for the first letter sent.

      Assaulted by a giant oaf on Night One, I wrote, pressing my pencil against the paper so hard the tip broke twice. Your bodyguard is not doing his job.

      Let’s see how they responded once they got that news. They might even hightail it back here so fast that I wouldn’t have to execute Plan B.

      If nothing else, my letter would convince them that Devon was a more horrible trap than Houdini’s Chinese Torture Cell. And when I escaped it, even Mom and Dad would have to applaud. They’d clap their hands so hard they’d need bandages, and then they’d welcome me back. For good.

      Most of my stuff still lay unpacked on the floor, but five starchy Devon uniforms hung in the closet. I grabbed one of the black and gray monstrosities and threw it on. As I stood in front of the mirror fixing my tie, I stared at the ugly dragon badge sewn over my heart.

      These people sure have a dragon fixation.

      I lifted my chin. The Stewart in the mirror stared back, frowning. “Lighten up,” I said. “You’re a day closer to busting out of here.”

      After slamming my massive room door behind me—and hopefully waking up everyone in my hall—I stomped out to post my message.

      Thanks to Basil’s creepy but thorough campus tour, I had no trouble finding the nearest mailbox, or Hawknest Hall. After orientation yesterday, I’d been told to report there at seven o’clock for ‘individual evaluation.’

      Whatever that was, I wished it could wait until after breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      About ten minutes later, I found myself sitting on a pile of silky cushions, staring eyeball-to-eyeball with a bearded man wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses. He’d pasted a large band-aid across his head, partially eclipsing his shiny baldness.

      “Ah, Mister Fox,” said the man with a nod. “I hope you’re comfortable?”

      I coughed. A heavy haze of incense smoke tickled my throat and nostrils.

      The man pointed a pipe at his chest. “You may call me Mr. Hand. I’m the Assistant Headmaster.” He swept an arm through the air. “What do you think of my office decorations?”

      “Um … they remind me of the Frying Panda Café back home.”

      He smiled. “Yes, I lived in China. I’ve lived in many places. And now that I’ve told you a bit about myself, what can you tell me about you?”

      I fidgeted on the cushions, remembering the first rule of interrogations. Give the enemy as little useful information as possible.

      “I dunno. I … I like potato chips.”

      Mr. Hand grinned. Beneath the thick lenses of his glasses, his super-sized eyes bulged like a giant squid’s. “Ah. Food. Devon has excellent cooks. You’ll be well-fed here. Anything else you’d like to tell me?”

      I shrugged. “Not really.”

      “I see. Do you know why you’re here in Devon, Stewart?”

      He’d asked it. The question of questions. If only I knew.

      Second rule of interrogation. Play dumb.

      “Um … because I’m not … somewhere else?”

      Mr. Hand set his pipe on a knee and nodded. “Hmm. Interesting. I wonder if you realize how profound that answer is, though perhaps you meant it in jest. It would be well worth discussing, but given our limited time today, I’ll give you the simplest answer. You’re here because I met with your parents and offered you an all-expenses paid scholarship to Devon.”

      “Yeah,” I said, eyes narrowed. “Thanks a lot.”

      He chuckled and waved his pipe in circles. “You’re welcome. Now, let me explain why we’ve done this. Your parents, Stewart, are leading lights in their field. Unparalleled finders of rare antiquities such as the famed Hailsham Torc, and the exquisite burial mask of Al-Amraq, yes?”

      “Yeah. I guess. So what?”

      Mr. Hand leaned back on his silken cushions and smiled. “We at Devon appreciate such fine scholarship. And not only do we appreciate it, we support it. We ‘put our money where our mouth is,’ as the saying goes. We graciously open our doors, free of charge, to children of select scholars. The child benefits from an extraordinary education, and the parents are unburdened by the more, er … time-consuming routines of child-rearing, freeing them up to concentrate on their work. In your parents’ case, that gives them more time to hunt for their fantastic treasures, hmm? Everyone wins, you see.”

      My stomach clenched. There it was. This stranger had said the thing my parents hadn’t had the guts to say. The thing I’d feared most.

      Mom and Dad really believed that ‘hunting fantastic treasures’ was more interesting than spending time with their only son.

      But I’d change that. I’d show them the meaning of interesting, sure enough.

      Mr. Hand leaned closer. “And what treasures they’ve found! I’ve mentioned two, but there are many more, no? Tell me, Stewart, what treasures have your mother and father been finding these days?”

      I was only half-listening. “Arrowheads,” I said through clenched teeth. “Clay pots.”

      He leaned back, arching his brows and puffing on his pipe. “Very well,” he said after a moment, “let’s discuss why you’re in my office. I meet with all new students when they arrive, to help them learn more about themselves before they begin their great Devon adventure.” He winked, then pointed the stem of his pipe at my chest. “We’ll start with a little test. I’ll show you some pictures, and you’ll tell me what you see.”

      I squirmed on the mound of cushions and peered over my shoulder at his office door. Mr. Hand’s words had lit a fire under me, and executing my Amazing Escape was all that mattered now.

      “Now pay attention,” he said. “This won’t take long if you cooperate.”

      I crossed my arms. “Fine.”

      Mr. Hand took another puff on his pipe, then picked up a stack of cards and singled one out. “We’ll begin with this one. What do you see?”

      “Um … a hamburger. Yeah. A burger stuffed with candy corn instead of meat.”

      Mr. Hand cocked his head. “Did you say ‘hamburger’?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Interesting. I’ve never heard that one before. What about this one?”

      “That’s … a vanilla ice cream cone sitting on a chocolate cake.”

      He frowned, then turned it over to look at it himself. He shrugged, then picked up the next.

      I laughed. “That’s a superhero hamster. Flying. Wearing a cape. See?”

      Judging from Mr. Hand’s wrinkled brow and the jerky way he rubbed at his band-aid, he wasn’t having as much fun as I was.

      After we’d gotten through about twenty more blotchy pictures, Mr. Hand set down the last with a sigh. He muttered something, then extinguished his pipe.

      I stretched and cracked my knuckles. “So … how did I do?”

      Mr. Hand arched an eyebrow. “Yesterday I tested a girl about your age, and her results were … unusual. But I’ve never heard responses quite like yours.”

      “Is that good?”

      He turned and pulled a picture from the bottom of the pile. “You said this one looked like what?”

      “A hamburger. Stuffed with candy corn.”

      “Most students say they see a dragon’s face, staring back at them.” He pointed at the ‘candy corn.’ “And these are its teeth. To some, it’s very scary.”

      I snorted. How could anyone see a dragon in all that splatter? “Okay. But what difference does it make? There’s no wrong answer on this kind of test, is there?”

      Mr. Hand cleared his throat. “Your testing results tell me that you are a Crawa.”

      “A Crawa? What’s that?”

      He tapped his pipe on his knee. “You’ll see at breakfast. But know this, Stewart. You need not always be a Crawa. If you work hard and please your teachers, you may advance in rank. But enough for today.” He reached over and pulled a long mustard-colored cloth from behind his nest of pillows. “This sash is now part of your uniform, so you must wear it always. Come visit me tomorrow, after your evening meal. We’ll talk more.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip from Hawknest Hall to the dining hall nearly killed me. Two times along the way, larger, older students tripped me. One ‘accidentally’ dropped a stack of books on my feet. The offenders, I noticed, all wore black or dark gray sashes. So when an older black-sash girl wearing a supernova smile sidled up to me, I should have known she was trouble.

      “Good morning, Crawa,” she said.

      Then, with no warning, she spat a wad of magenta-colored bubblegum straight at my face. The surrounding cloud of students exploded in hysterical laughter.

      I’d read once that if you caught a wild bird, slapped some paint on it, and let it go free, its fellow birds would peck it to death. This yellow sash had made a painted bird out of me.

      I broke from the crowd and cut a lonely path to the ivy-covered dining hall, toward a long line of students filing inside. Before I could reach the stairs, a beefy man wearing an old-fashioned bowler hat called out.

      “Crawa!” He motioned me over. “Stand here.”

      A gaggle of ten or twelve yellow-sashed students huddled at the bottom of the stairs. Most kept their heads down or stared into nothingness. Only two of them smiled at me. One was a tall, broad-shouldered girl who twirled her finger around a mane of curly black hair. The other was a short, freckled kid who picked his nose so hard you’d think he was mining for gold.

      After all the other students and teachers had filed into the Dining Hall, the bowler hat guy blew a whistle. “Crawas in! For you fresh fish, the bottom table’s yours.”

      A mouth-watering fog of breakfast smells met us as we trooped up the stairs. We passed through the ogrishly large door into a cathedral-sized hall echoing with the buzz of conversation and the clanking of silverware on plates. Five hulking tables dominated the room, each set on a higher level than the previous. Since only adults sat at the fifth, topmost table, I figured those must be our teachers.

      As the tall girl and I stood gawking at the feeding frenzy and the freckled kid mined his nostrils, Basil slithered over and pointed at the lowest table.

      “That’s yours, comedian. Have fun with the other Crawas.” His nose wrinkled up at this last word as if he’d just gotten a whiff of sewer gas.

      “Excuse me,” said the girl. “What’s a Crawa? Mr. Hand said I’d find out at breakfast.”

      He’d told me the same thing. I wonder … is this the girl who also bombed his weird test?

      “A Crawa is you,” Basil said. “And all the rest of the losers. Now sit. Headmistress Morphew will speak soon.”

      The tall girl blinked, then sat next to a mustard-sashed girl with greasy pigtails. Nosepicker joined her. I knew I’d never keep my breakfast down with him sitting nearby, so I headed toward the far end of the table. A calm-looking blond guy sat at the table’s edge, not picking his nose, so I figured that was as good a spot as any.

      The food lay stacked and steaming on the table, so after I had filled my plate, I sat beside him.

      “What’s up?” I said. “I’m Stewart.”

      The guy turned and smiled. “Hello.”

      “I’m not too sure about this food,” I said, poking it with my fork. “Kind of reminds me of the stuff you’d get at Waffle Wigwam.”

      He hadn’t stopped smiling. I noticed a jagged piece of bacon sticking between his front teeth.

      I cleared my throat. “So … what’s your name?”

      The boy stared at me as if I’d just spoken in Ancient Egyptian.

      “Your name?” I asked again.

      “Lord Carrington.” He stabbed a clump of scrambled eggs on his plate, then lifted them high.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Lord? You mean … you’re royalty?”

      He nodded. “I like eggs.”

      I stared at him for a couple of seconds. Maybe this guy wasn’t as normal as he looked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Well … that’s cool.”

      The boy’s grin broadened. “I like people who like eggs.”

      Then he jammed the fork into his mouth and chewed so hard that yellow globs trickled from his lips. I stared back, open-mouthed, like a Greek warrior petrified by Medusa’s gaze.

      A few seconds later, he scooped up a double-huge bite. Before he could shovel it in, someone belched loud enough to shake the table. Mercifully, this broke the spell. Now un-petrified, I grabbed my plate and scooted further toward the table’s center.

      This brought me closer to the tall girl, who sat on the opposite side, talking to Pigtails. Or talking at Pigtails. It sounded as if she was asking Pigtails a slew of questions and getting no answers. From where I sat, I could only make out a few words. ‘Dragon’ and ‘Crawa,’ those two for sure.

      A wet, buck-toothed smile spread over Pigtail’s face. Then, without warning, she vomited a pile of pinkish oatmeal inches from the other girl’s hand.

      The tall girl yelped and yanked her hand away so hard she almost fell off the bench.

      “Ha,” said the pigtail girl. She jabbed a finger at the steaming mess, and her belly shook with three or four snorty guffaws.

      Panting and wide-eyed, the tall girl hustled to my side of the table and plopped down next to me.

      “I … I can’t believe it,” she said. “That was … it was—”

      “Gross,” I said. “You want to move?”

      The tall girl tugged madly at a lock of hair. “Sure.”

      The Crawa table was way too big for the number of students eating there, so finding space was easy. Just as we sat down, a thundering bang sounded three times.

      The headmistress rose, the Bride of Dracula’s evil twin.

      “Students,” she said in an iron-hard voice, “the faculty and I welcome you to another year of academic and personal excellence at Devon Academy.”

      Oh, great. She’d only spoken one sentence, and I could already tell this speech would be a world-class yawner.

      The tall girl didn’t seem to agree, because she set down her utensils and sat ironing-board straight, eyes lasered on Headmistress Morphew.

      I gave her a sideward glance. The headmistress had nothing useful to say, but this girl just might. “Hey,” I said, leaning closer to her. “How did you do on Mr. Hand’s psycho test? The one with the weird pictures?”

      Her eyes widened for a second, then she pulled a strand of hair over her face. “Shouldn’t we be listening?”

      Oh yeah. She definitely bombed the test too.

      “I’m Stewart,” I said. “What’s your name?”

      “Maya. Maya Linnet.”

      “Is it me or does that other table have better food than we do?”

      “I’m sorry, but can we talk later?” She pointed at the headmistress. “This sounds important.”

      I shrugged.

      Vampire Lady kept droning, and my eyes wandered. Banners hung next to every table except ours, each printed with a dragon silhouette above and a name beneath. The one closest to us said “Nazli.” Three steps up took you to another ‘floor’ and the next table, “Taberah.” Three more steps led to the topmost student table, “Serapis.”

      “For those of you who have not been selected to sit at the Serapis table,” the headmistress said, “do not be discouraged. You can earn your way up by obeying our codes and by displaying character befitting the spirit of our school …”

      I rested my chin on my palm and rolled my eyes. During their upward roll, I caught sight of pictures painted on the ceiling.

      I scanned them for a minute until I realized they told a story, like a big comic book. The first ‘panel’ hovered over our table, followed by another and another, all the way to the teachers’ table.

      Dragons were the main characters in this story, but three strange bird people showed up a lot, too. One picture showed a male-looking bird person striking a moon with its fist, and another a female molding clay dragons and hiding them in a basket.

      I half-heard Morphew droning on. “The Fall Formal Dance will arrive before you know it, so I advise students not to wait until the last minute to secure a dance partner …”

      The next ceiling panel showed the dragons flying out of the bird-lady’s basket. One went to an icy place of ash and volcanoes, the other to a desert. The green one … a jungle? A fourth, muddy brown, lounged in a swamp.

      I had to smile at the dopey expression on the swamp dragon’s face. Had the artist meant to draw the dragon that way, or had he just gotten lazy with his paintbrush?

      The fifth, a blue dragon, landed on an island. A crowd of robe-wearing people surrounded it, arms held high.

      A voice called me back to Earth. “Stewart.”

      It was Maya. “Oh. What?”

      Her eyes were shining. “What do you think about all this?”

      I’d only caught snippets of the headmistress’s speech, so I couldn’t be sure what Maya meant. But not wanting to seem dense, I gave her a thumbs up. “Yeah. It’s great.”

      Maya settled back on the bench, nodding and smiling. “I think so, too.”

      I propped up my chin and went back to staring at the ceiling.

      The next panel showed the red dragon attacking the blue one. The panel after that, the blue dragon standing over its attacker’s body, wings spread in triumph.

      The pictures were now so far away that I had trouble seeing them. Only one was big enough to make out from this distance, a massive black dragon hurling fire and thunderbolts at a burning city.

      A wave of clapping erupted. The headmistress had finished her speech. Yay. I poured syrup on a waffle and took a bite.

      “Well,” said Maya, “that was interesting.”

      “Want one?” I asked, holding up a waffle on my fork. “They’re not bad.” I had already stuffed a few in my backpack as getaway fuel for my jailbreak.

      Maya waved it away. “No, thanks. Maybe some eggs?”

      Though half a table away, Lord Carrington sat bolt upright in his seat. “Eggs?”

      I shook my head and took another bite.

      Yeah. I couldn’t escape Devon soon enough.
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