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To my brother, Robert, who sawed me in 

half, made me levitate, and showed me how 

to perform my very first magic trick.

and

To Kaylan, my magician of an editor, who has performed 

some very real magic on my manuscripts over all these al

years. Your pen is mightier than a wand. Thank you!
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“Ladies and gentlemen! Boys and girls!” Perry 

strides onstage, beaming like a game show host, his arms wide, as 

though he’s embracing the entire school auditorium. Which he 

would, if he could. He’s that kind of guy. “Welcome to the wonder-

ful world of mystery and magic.”

I scuttle after Perry, trying not to trip on the electrical cords that 

lead to the gleaming silver-and-black drill press looming at center 

stage. I take my place beside a long table where Perry has set our 

duffel bag full of props.

“I am Perry Larsson.” Perry gestures to himself. “This”—  he 

thrusts a palm out toward me—“is my silent partner in illusion, 

Quinn Purcell. And together we are Quinn and Perry.”

The theater erupts in applause. We have become a talent show 

favorite here at Fernwood High. It’s the only reason I’m not com-

pletely invisible when I walk down the halls.

Well, that and the fact that I’m usually walking with Perry.

I can’t pinpoint the exact moment it happened, but somewhere 

around twelve Perry became ridiculously handsome, spellbindingly 



2

charming, and—  maybe most unbearable of all—  impossibly good at 

anything he does. It doesn’t seem fair that someone could just wake 

up and suddenly be amazing at everything—  sports, theater, music, 

girls, poker, video games, dancing, beatboxing, finger whistling—

but that’s what happened to my best friend.

One day we’re both just a couple of bean-thin dorks with greasy 

hair, squeaking voices, and uncontrollable wangs, and the next day 

I’m still that very same scrawny dork but now, somehow, Perry is 

four inches taller and the proud owner of a voice as deep as the 

ocean, flowing blond locks straight out of a comic book, dimples 

that seem to have increased in adorableness, eyes that somehow 

have become an even more bottomless blue, and an unnatural ease 

in the world that makes everyone want to be around him.

I will give him credit, though. Perry has never forgotten where 

he came from. He still loves sci-fi, continues to belong to the Video 

Game Club, and has remained a dedicated magician. Perhaps most 

inconceivable of all, no matter how many popular-people parties he 

gets invited to, no matter how many cheerleaders he dates or how 

many winning touchdowns he scores, Perry continues to be best 

friends with me.

I would like to think I’d have done the same if the roles were 

reversed. But I can’t say for sure. I’m weak-willed. So he has that 

over me as well.

Onstage, I shift a bit so that I’m not literally standing in Perry’s lly standing in Perry’s 

shadow—  the symbolism a little too on the nose—  and give a quick 

bow, grateful I don’t have to speak. We’ve tried the act where Perry 

and I dialogue a bit. Bantering back and forth. But once you’ve 
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heard Perry’s smooth radio baritone, my reedy sneaker screech is 

like a dark pube poking from a pillowy mound of whipped cream.

“Tonight, my friends,” Perry says, conspiratorially whisper-

ing to a crowd of four hundred, “tonight you are going to witness a ht you are going to witness a 

true Quinn and Perry original. Something we have never attempted 

before in front of a live audience.”

Perry sweeps around the stage like we’re the headliner and not 

just one of two dozen acts performing in tonight’s talent show. He 

lets the thunderous ovation continue longer than he has to.

“Now, if you’ve been to previous shows,” Perry says, pacing 

the stage like a rock star, “you’ve seen us read minds, summon the 

dead, make billiard balls float in the air, and change the paint color 

on a bicycle right before your eyes.” He stops center stage, directly 

in front of the drill press, and addresses the audience with laser-

focused seriousness. “But this evening is different. This evening has 

an air of danger about it. Real danger that could result in al danger that could result in real death.”al death.”

I clear my throat, standing stock-still, trying to keep my heart 

from leaping out of my chest. Normally I can rein in my nerves. Get 

through a performance without passing out or, you know, throwing 

up all over myself.

But Perry’s not kidding. This act is very much a life-and-death 

situation.

My life.

Or my death.

“You see behind me an industrial-strength drill press,” Perry 

says, stepping aside and pointing at the menacing machine. “Many 

of you may have used a similar one in shop class to drill holes in 
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wood, plastic, even steel. This one happens to be my father’s. A Delta 

18-900L, eighteen-inch laser drill press. Fully functioning. Nothing 

has been tinkered with in any way. My father can attest to this. In 

fact, he would kill me if I tampered with it at all.”

“I wouldn’t kill you,” Perry’s dad hollers from somewhere at the 

back of the theater. “I would stop just short of that.”st

This gets a nice big laugh from the crowd. Because, you know, 

child abuse.

“Always the jokester,” Perry says. “For more of my father’s 

humorous take on life, or if you’d just like to see some of the lovely 

homemade pine hallway tables he has for sale, you can check him 

out @realrockylarsson on Twitter and rockylarssonwoodworks on 

Instagram.”

The crowd hoots and applauds.

“So, my father has confirmed that I haven’t tampered with his 

drill.” Perry taps his lip. “But then, why would you trust someone 

I’d so shamelessly give a plug to? No. I think we need an impartial 

volunteer from the audience to come up here and run this powerful 

press through its paces. Just to be certain.”

Instantly three-quarters of the hands in the audience shoot for 

the ceiling, everyone calling out to be chosen. If this were anyone 

other than Perry asking—  me, for instance—  all you’d get would be 

crickets and violently averted gazes.

“Can we have the lights turned up, please?” Perry asks.

A second later the auditorium is illuminated. Hundreds of faces 

staring up at us. Mom and Dad are out there somewhere. Probably 

oversharing and handing out business cards to their seat neighbors.
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I drop my gaze to the stage. Having all those eyes on me makes 

me feel like I’m in front of a firing squad. A trickle of sweat dribbles 

down my left side and I have to suppress a shiver. I’m wondering 

now if we should have scaled this effect back a little.

“Hmm.” Perry strokes his chin, carefully considering all of his 

choices. “Such a fine-looking crowd we have here tonight. Let’s see. 

OK.” He points to one of the middle rows. “How about the lovely 

lady right there?”

I glance out to see that he’s pointing at his ex-girlfriend Gwen 

Wilson, who’s excitedly wiggling her long, manicured fingers in the 

air like she’s reaching for a ripe apple that’s just out of reach. Gwen 

is that rare breed of beautiful girl who will actually acknowledge you 

outside of school. Everything about her—  her smile, her big heart, 

her bouncy auburn hair, her sense of humor, her sunbeam eyelashes, 

her ridiculously sexy English accent—  is an all-encompassing glow 

of happiness.

Why Perry ever let her go continues to be a mind boggler. I 

mean, sure, they’re both young and have their whole lives ahead 

of them, but still, if you think that you’ve found your absolute per-

fect match at sixteen and it’s Gwen Wilson, you don’t throw it away 

because you’re worried it’s bad timing. You make it work.

Clearly I haven’t gotten over their breakup yet. And listening to 

Perry talk about her all the time, neither has he.

“Give it up for Gwen Wilson, everyone.” Perry applauds, and 

the entire audience follows suit. “A more perceptive, beautiful, fair-

minded person you will never find.”

Gwen hoists herself up as her current boyfriend, the very jacked 
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Carter Burns, blinks uncomfortably from the seat beside her. You’ve 

gotta feel bad for the guy. I mean, it’s hard enough being best friends 

with the most handsome and charming guy on the planet. I can’t 

imagine what it’s like to follow him in the romance department. 

How do you not drive yourself insane with comparisons?

Particularly since Gwen and Perry have remained such good 

friends.

As Perry seems to have managed with every one of his exes.

Gwen bounds up the stairs to the stage, stumbling on the top 

step and catching herself before she does a face-plant in front of the 

whole school. She starts to laugh, which makes her snort, causing 

her to laugh even more.

“Nearly went arse over tit there,” she says in her intoxicating 

British lilt. If Gwen were a telemarketer selling the air I already 

breathe, I would be a repeat customer. “Now we know why I quit 

ballet.”

Gwen shoots me a smile and a mini wave as she passes. I smile 

back as I am engulfed in the trailing scent of her perfume. It’s a mix 

of melons and grapefruit and flowers, and it’s so heady that it nearly 

knocks me over. Gwen is so far out of my league that we might 

as well be different species. The fact that Perry—  the kid who once 

helped me put on a Star Wars sock puppet show complete with Pixy 

Stix light sabers—  actually kissed her makes me want to jam a fence 

picket into my skull.

But also, you know, I’m happy for him, too.

“Thank you for helping us out,” Perry says, giving her a grateful 

head bow as she approaches.
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“My pleasure,” Gwen says. “Are you going to make me levitate 

like you did with Vivian at the Fall Frenzy?”

“Sorry, no soaring above the stage this evening, I’m afraid.” Perry 

gestures at the towering power tool beside them. “Instead, we’re just 

doing some ordinary, garden-variety skull drilling.”

Gwen grimaces. “Not mine, I hope.”

“No, no, no,” Perry says. “Risk the life of one of our volunteers? 

I wouldn’t dream of it. I just need your assistance in operating the 

machinery.”

Gwen turns and looks at me, real concern shadowing her eyes. 

“Don’t let him make you do anything you don’t want to. You have 

a choice.”

This is very sweet. I can imagine Gwen giving this same speech 

to her younger sister before the prom.

It’s so much worse when beautiful people are also decent human 

beings. It makes it harder to muster the hate necessary to feel better 

about yourself.

I give Gwen a thumbs-up so she knows I’m fully on board with 

what’s about to happen here.

Even though I’m a little less on board than I was yesterday.

“All right.” Perry claps his hands together and glances around. 

“First, we’re going to need something to use for a practice run.” He 

takes hold of both of Gwen’s hands, flipping them over and back 

again. “Do you happen to have anything made of steel with you? 

Perhaps a quarter-inch-thick disk?”

Gwen laughs. “Not that I’m aware of.”

“OK, well, then do me a favor.” Perry cups Gwen’s hands together 
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and holds them tight. “Let’s try to have you manifest one. Do you 

think you can do that?”

I glance out to the audience and see the expression of anguish on 

Carter’s face. I can almost hear his internal monologue. Why is he 

touching her? Why is she blushing? Are his hands warmer than mine? 

Stronger? Less sweaty?

Yes, Carter. Yes, they are.

Gwen laughs and shrugs. “I can try. What do I do?”

“It’s simple,” Perry says, shaking her clasped hands up and down. 

“You just need to concentrate. Think, Steel disk. Steel disk. Steel disk.” 

Perry gives one last, exaggerated shake, then releases Gwen’s hands 

with a flourish and steps back. “Please show the audience what 

you’ve manifested.”

Gwen slowly uncups her hands like she’s cradling a baby bird, 

revealing a shiny, quarter-inch-thick steel disk lying in her palm. 

The crowd oohs and aahs as Gwen grabs the disk and holds it out, 

laughing giddily, like she really did just perform something miracu-

lous. “Brilliant! A talent I did not know I possessed.”

“Yes, well, I wouldn’t try it at home.” Perry plucks the disk from 

Gwen and shows it to the chuckling audience. “Solid, quarter-inch 

steel.” He attempts to bend it, then places the piece of metal on the 

drill press table. “Now, if you would kindly slide these on.” Perry 

materializes a pair of safety goggles out of thin air and gives them 

to Gwen.

She smiles and pulls on the lab goggles. Somehow—  against all 

the laws of nature—  they make her look even hotter.



9

“Excellent,” Perry says. “Please place your hand on this handle 

here.” He indicates the feed lever that lowers the drill.

Gwen steps forward and grabs hold of one of the spokes.

Perry turns to the audience. “You will now witness the sheer 

power of this professional, industrial-grade drill.” He moves to the 

back of the machine and flicks a switch, and the machine hums 

to life. It’s surprisingly quiet for a power tool. Which is why we’ve 

attached a microphone to the base to make it sound more menacing.

“OK, Gwen.” Perry nods. “Give that bad boy a spin.”

Gwen turns the feed lever, slowly lowering the drill. There’s a 

high-pitched grinding sound as metal chews into metal, the bit bor-

ing a hole through the steel disk like it was made of cheese.

Gwen raises the handle and Perry shuts off the machine. He 

snatches up the steel disk and holds it out for everyone to see.

“Look at that,” Perry says, peering through the hole. “Clear 

through. So then, if this drill can effortlessly carve a hole in a piece 

of quarter-inch steel”—  he taps the disk—“imagine what kind of 

damage it could do to my partner’s skull here.” He points to me. 

Then he waggles his eyebrows and grins. “What do you say we go 

ahead and find out?”

Huge whoops of encouragement and raucous applause come 

from the audience.

Which, I have to say, doesn’t do a lot for my self-esteem.

Not to mention my rapidly fraying nerves.
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The only reason Principal Riddall is letting us do 

this “life-threatening” trick is that we diagrammed it out for her. 

Explained the whole thing: How it was just going to look like my 

head was being strapped to the worktable. How there was no way I 

could actually get hurt. How I was going to be well clear of the drill 

press before the drill came down.

Which, of course, were all colossal lies.

Truth be told, if we didn’t get the timing and spacing exactly 

right, I would not live to see my seventeenth birthday. Which would 

be disappointing, to say the least. You know, still having never kissed 

an actual girl and all.

We practiced doing the trick the way we described it to Principal 

Riddall, but it ended up looking silly. We also tried using various 

false heads—  a piñata, a pillow, a pumpkin—  but it was never as con-

vincing as when my real noggin was, in fact, strapped down to the 

drill press table.

Exactly how it is right now. My neck is clamped to the platform, 

my body is bound with rope, my hands are cuffed behind my back, 
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and my ankles are shackled with leg irons. I’ve been completely 

sealed inside a laundry bag and have been rendered sightless by 

the four-inch-thick papier-mâché mask that’s meant to be a barrier 

between my face and the drill bit.

I release the deep breath I’ve been holding for the last minute 

and feel the ropes that Gwen wrapped around my arms and thighs 

loosen and slide down my body, spilling around my feet.

“And now,” Perry says, his voice filtering through the laundry 

sack, “the time has come for the final chapter in our little tale.” I hear 

him flick a switch, listen to the drill motor whirring to life. I can feel 

a gentle purring vibration through my left cheek, like a dozen happy 

cats getting belly rubs.

“He’s going to get out, though, right?” Gwen asks, a worried 

crack in her voice.

Perry laughs. “Of course he will. We’re practiced magicians here. 

It’s all an illusion. To tell you the truth, Quinn’s pretty much out of 

the ropes and shackles already.”

This is a very stupid thing we’re doing. Perry tried to talk me out 

of it a half dozen times, but I assured him nothing could possibly 

go wrong.

Even though both of us know this isn’t exactly true.tly true.

Four inches of paper and glue might seem like a nice-size shield, 

keeping my face a safe distance from the drill, but it really isn’t. Not 

when you’re dealing with a half-inch carbon-steel bit spinning at 

three thousand revolutions per minute and only the tiniest margin 

of error when it comes to the placement of my head.

But it’s a Hail Mary pass. The Drill of Death is our last chance 
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to get noticed by the Magic Society of America. If we don’t receive 

an invitation to audition for their Masters of Magic Fantasy Camp 

after we submit our third—  and final—  tryout video, we are done. 

Forever. The camp—  which has produced the likes of Richie Ronzo, 

Sakkaku, and Luna Moon—  is for sixteen-year-old magicians only. 

“The perfect age to begin your apprenticeship,” according to the 

camp’s website. Which means that next year Perry and I will have 

aged out.

“I’m going to ask you to put on this blindfold,” I hear Perry say 

to Gwen as I surreptitiously pigeon my feet to release the ankle 

shackles. “And these noise-canceling headphones. The blindfold is 

so you can’t see the damage you’re doing to Quinn’s skull, and the 

headphones are so you can’t hear his tortured screams.”

The audience laughs.

Gwen doesn’t.

“I can’t really hurt him, though,” Gwen says. “Even if I pull the 

lever. Correct?”

I twist to the side and wiggle my fingers behind my back, reach-

ing toward the belt loop with the hidden handcuff key clipped to 

it. The handcuffs are a little too tight and the bracelets dig into my 

wrists.

“I suppose that depends on what you mean by hurt,” Perry 

replies.

“As in murder him,” Gwen says. “By drilling a hole in his head.”er

“Oh.” Perry clears his throat. “Then yes. You could kill him. 

Potentially. But we’re going to do everything we can to make sure 

that doesn’t happen.”
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More chuckles from the audience.

“I don’t know if I trust you,” Gwen says.

Perry gasps. “Gwen Wilson! That really hurts. It does. I thought n! That really hurts. It does. I thought 

we were friends. If you can’t trust your friends, who can you trust?”

Gwen exhales. “All right. But if I kill him, I will never forgive 

you.”

Perry laughs. “Deal. Now—  blindfold and headphones, please.”

My fingers fumble at the belt loop, but the tiny key clip is caught 

on a thread or something. I give the metal clasp a tug. Then another. 

Finally I yank hard, snapping the thread and freeing the little hand-

cuff key. Thank God. I don’t know what the hell I’d do if I couldn’t 

get the—  

Oh, shit. I frantically pinch my fingertips together, then scrabble 

at my palms, the backs of my hands. Like the miniature key is just 

stuck to my skin and hasn’t vanished altogether. Hasn’t fallen to the 

bottom of the laundry bag, lost forever in a thick pile of flaccid ropes 

and gingham.

“When I tap your shoulder,” I hear Perry say over the thumping 

of my heart, “you count to ten and then lower that drill. Do not stop 

for any reason. I will take full responsibility for whatever happens.”

I have to shut this thing down. If I can’t get the cuffs off, I can’t 

trigger the neck clamp release, which means I am not getting out 

of this laundry sack. And if Perry was even an inch off when he 

strapped my head down—  

“Mmmmm!” I groan through the mask. “Mmm mm 

mmm-mmm!”

“All righty, then. Here we go!” Perry bellows to the howls of the 
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audience. “Why don’t you all count along with Gwen? Starting . . . 

now!”

“Mmm! Mmm! Mmm!”

“One! Two! Three!” The audience counts in unison.

“MMMM!”

But my screams are muffled by the mask and the sack, and 

drowned out by the mic’d-up drill.

I shift and wriggle, summoning every ounce of strength I pos-

sess, trying to get my hands in front of me, but there’s not enough 

room in this laundry sack to thread my legs back through my arms.

Supposedly Houdini was able to dislocate his shoulder in order 

to help with his escapes. That skill would come in very handy right 

about now.

“Four! Five! Six!”

This is bad. This is so bad. “Mmmmmmm!”

I try one . . . last . . . st . . . contortion . . . until . . . my body sags in 

exhaustion. I give up. It doesn’t matter anymore, anyway. If I can’t 

escape, then we are not getting invited to audition for the fantasy ot getting invited to audition for the fantasy 

camp and so what’s even the point of living?

“Seven! Eight! Nine!”

There is a collective scream as I hear the whir of the drill getting 

closer to my ear, feel the heat of it approaching.

“Ten!”

“Omigod, don’t do it!” some lady shrieks from the crowd.t!”

The audience is apoplectic. Shouting, screaming, crying.

But there’s no stopping it now.

The Drill of Death is coming.



3

This is what the audience sees: the drill entering 

my head; a big bloom of red blood splattering the laundry bag, then 

spilling in a crimson stream onto the stage; Perry freaking out and 

screaming for the curtains to be drawn.

I know this because it’s what we want them to see. It’s what we 

rehearsed. What we filmed on our phones over and over.

I can hear the pounding of feet as parents and teachers storm 

the stage. We expected this. Hoped for it, really, because it adds to 

the verisimilitude.

I have no clue what Mom and Dad are thinking at this moment, 

having just witnessed their son being trepanned onstage. I told 

them they might not want to come to this particular show because 

it could upset them, but they insisted. They never miss a school per-

formance, being theater nerds themselves.

Plus, “it’s a twofer,” my dad always says. A chance to see me 

perform and an opportunity to chat up dozens of potential home d an opportunity to chat up dozens of potential home 

buyers. According to this logic, everything my parents do must be 

“a twofer” because wherever they go, they end up handing out either 
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business cards or flyers for their latest musical spectacular at the 

Sage Hollow Dinner Theater. Sometimes both.

“Someone call an ambulance!” “Jesus Christ!” “How did this hap-

pen?” The shouts and cries come from every direction.en?”

If I’d had more time—  if I could have gotten out of the handcuffs 

without having to tear off several layers of skin—  I’d have triggered 

the neck shackle release sooner, slipped out of the secret compart-

ment in the laundry bag, and would now be bolting backstage, out 

into the hall, and up to the entrance of the auditorium, where I’d 

magically appear, unscathed.

But my timing was off, obviously, and I’ve barely managed to 

rip the handcuffs from my wrists, free myself from the neck clamp, 

and crawl out of the “blood”-stained laundry sack when Principal 

Riddall appears, her cell phone mashed to her ear, presumably call-

ing 911.

“It’s OK. It’s OK,” Perry whisper-K,” Perry whisper-shouts, waving her off. “It’s part 

of the trick. Hang up, hang up. He’s fine. See?”

I wince as Principal Riddall approaches. People often liken her 

to Michelle Obama, always smiling and waving at everyone. They 

wouldn’t make that mistake today. She is neither smiling nor wav-

ing. In fact, Principal Riddall looks like she might hurl. Or tear us a 

new one. Possibly both.

My chest tightens, and there’s an ache in the back of my throat.

“Stay back!” Mr. Zuzzolo, the school’s twig-thin custodian, 

dashes onstage, brandishing his janitorial toolbox like it’s Thor’s 

hammer. “Give him some air—  Jesus-  Jesus-what-the—” He reels back ” He reels back 

upon seeing me, skidding to a halt, his long, straggly hair whipping 
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around his face like a greasy mop. “Oh, thank the fuck.” Mr. Zuzzolo 

exhales, dropping his toolbox like the useless thing it is. He winces, 

his eyes darting toward Principal Riddall. “Pardon my German.”

Gwen is standing off to the side, blindfold and headphones 

dangling from her hand, her eyes the size of coasters. “Blood. Dee. 

Hell.”

“Very sorry, false alarm,” Principal Riddall growls into her 

phone before clicking it off. Her jaw tightens and jumps. She lowers 

her gaze at us. “We need to have a little chat, the three of us. I’ll see 

you both in my office. Seven thirty, Monday morning. Don’t be late.”

Principal Riddall shakes her head, turns around, and slumps off. 

Her posture is world-weary, like the very fact that she has to deal 

with so many idiots every day has completely worn her down.

Perry shoots me a yikes look, then shrugs because he knows he’ll 

be able to charm his way out of this, no problem. If it’s anything like 

last year’s Sulfur Smoke Bomb Affair in chemistry class, Perry will 

not only get Principal Riddall to commute our sentences, he’ll also 

have us heading up a brand-new committee on performance safety 

standards.

“Sorry, I messed up,” I say, once the coast is clear. “I dropped the 

handcuff key.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Perry says. “You want to know why?” He yanks 

the curtain aside, grabs my chafed-raw wrist, and pulls me out onto 

the proscenium.

There is a collective exhalation from the audience. Then big 

whoops of laughter and thunderous applause as the lights come up, 

the entire theater illuminated.
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Perry raises my arm high in the air like I’m a boxing champion. 

“Drill of Death, ladies and gentlemen!”

Everyone leaps to their feet, including Mom and Dad, whose 

cheers—  not surprisingly—  can be heard above everyone else’s.

“Take your bow, my friend,” Perry says. “You did this.”

We drop our arms and lower our heads.

The applause feels nice, for sure, but all I can think about is how 

the effect could have been so much better. When I first designed it, 

I was absolutely certain this performance was going to be the thing 

that got us the fantasy camp audition.

Now I’m not so sure.
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“Door-to-mall service,” Dad says, pulling up to the 

loading zone in his always-new-smelling Ford EcoSport.

“You guys meeting anyone here?” Mom asks. She twists around 

in the front passenger seat and smiles at Perry and me. “Friends? 

Girls?” She’s trying to act all casual and indifferent, but it’s not work-

ing. Not even a little.

“Magic shop,” I say, unstrapping my seat belt. “Like always.”

I need to get out of this car before this becomes a thing. You 

never know with Mom and Dad. There’s always the chance they 

could break out in a show tune. Something from Guys and Dolls. 

Or worse, a song from the original musical they’re staging in a few 

weeks. A show in which they’ve managed to incorporate many of 

the most tragic moments from my own miserable life. But, you 

know, set in Eurasia three hundred thousand years ago. It’s basically 

Romeo and Juliet. With Neanderthals.

“Right,” Mom says, nodding like she’s going to drop the subject 

even though we all know she isn’t. “I just figured that with your big 
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talent show win Friday night, you might have . . . I don’t know . . . 

gotten a few invitations.”

This makes Perry laugh. He can laugh. He actually likes my 

obliviously oblivious parents. And they love them some Perry. I have 

no doubt they’d adopt him if the opportunity presented itself.

“We did get invited to a barbecue this afternoon,” Perry says, did get invited to a barbecue this afternoon,” Perry says, 

glancing over at me. “At Gwen’s place.”

“Your ex-girlfriend?” Mom squees, like she and Perry are besties. 

“I love how you two are still close. It’s so sweet. You were such a 

good couple. I still don’t understand why you broke up.”

Perry sighs and nods. “Yeah. It was hard, for sure. We really 

clicked. Too much, I think. I don’t know. I’m still questioning it.”

“Why don’t you talk to her?” Mom says, all parental and 

supportive.

Perry shakes his head. “Nah. She’s dating someone else now. It 

wouldn’t be fair to him. We’ll see how that plays out.” He shrugs. 

“Besides, I’d rather take my time and figure some things out on my 

own before I say anything to her.”

“Well, I think it shows great maturity,” Dad says in his deep, 

man-of-wisdom voice. “Which is probably why you’re both close 

enough that she still invites you to her parties.”

“Speaking of which.” Mom turns on me accusingly. “You didn’t 

tell us you got invited to a barbecue.”

“Uh . . . because . . . I’m not going?” I say, glaring at Perry. “As we 

previously discussed.” I pull on the door handle, but the child locks 

are on. “Dad? The doors?”
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“Why not?” Mom presses. “Barbecues are fun. All those interest-

ing people. All those yard games.”

“All that flaming meat,” Dad adds. “It’s very primal, the barbecue. 

I saw this documentary once where they explained how the smell 

of meat cooked over open flames increases testosterone production. 

I think. Don’t quote me on that. It might not be true. But it sure 

sounds like it should be, right?”

I yank on the useless door handle like I’m being kidnapped.

“You’re going,” Mom announces, then looks at Perry. “He’s going 

to the party. Make him go to the party. He never goes to parties.”

Clearly this is not about parties.ot

Perry throws his hands up. “He’s always invited, Mrs. Purcell.”

“I know he is,” Mom coos, her face and shoulders going all soft. 

“You are such a good friend to our little Quinn. Glenn and I appreci-

ate how nice you’ve always been to him.”

“Hey,” I say. “I’m right here. Also, not a rescue dog.”

“Well, then, prove it,” Dad says, his eyes defying me in the rear-

view mirror.

“Prove what? That I’m here? Or that I’m not a rescue dog?”

“Go to the party,” Dad insists. “Make your mother happy. She’s 

on edge. Work has been very stressful. Trying to get our musical up 

and running has been very stressful. Don’t be another stress on her.”

I groan, long and guttural, dragging my hand down my face so 

hard I nearly sprain my nose. “OK, fine, I’ll go,” I say, relenting only 

so this can be over. “Can you please unlock the doors now?”

Dad smiles at me in the mirror and I hear the click of the locks.
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“Oh, goody.” Mom claps her hands like a cymbal monkey. “This 

is exciting. We can pick you up later and drive you. Where does 

Gwen live?”

“That’s OK.” I shove the door open and step out onto the side-

walk. “We’ll take the bus.”

“Oh, I see,” Mom says, her words falling off a cliff. “All right. 

Fine. Sure.”

“He’s going to the party,” Dad says, patting Mom’s shoulder. “Let 

that be enough.”

“Hey-hey, thanks for the lift, Purcells,” Perry says, throwing his 

door open. “Love you guys.”

“Love you, too,” Mom and Dad sing in harmony.

Oh, good Christ.

Mom turns and calls out her window to me, “Love you, Quinn.”

“Yeah-mm-hmm-OK,” I mumble, giving a half-hearted wave 

from the sidewalk, glancing around to make sure no one I know is 

witnessing this.

Mom suddenly leans forward, gesturing me toward her. “Pssst. 

Quinn. Come here.”

“What?” I take a cautious step forward as Perry rounds the back 

of the SUV.VV

“Do you have a condom?” she says, all matter-of-factly, like she 

didn’t just ask me if I had a condom. Her eyes dart to the glove com-

partment. “I can give you one of your father’s. Just in case you meet 

someone at the party?”

“It’s a barbecue, Mom,” I say. “Not a brothel.”
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“Yes, but you never know. Your father and I first got together in 

the basement broom closet of a—”

“Yup. Know the story. Wish I didn’t. Thanks.”

“The point is,” she says, “you have to be ready for the unex-

pected. We’ve talked about this.”

“What have we talked about?” Dad bellows, leaning over from 

the driver’s seat just as Perry steps up beside me.

Mom sighs like this is harder for her than it is for me. Which it 

most definitely is not. “OK. All right. I didn’t want to do this because 

you know how I hate comparing people, but . . .” She looks over at 

Perry, and my insides shrink up like hot cellophane. “I don’t mean 

to embarrass you, Perry,” Mom says to my best friend since kinder-

garten. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Please-don’t-please-don’t-please-don’t,” I mutter to the 

pavement.

“Do you carry condoms?”

“An Eagle Scout is always prepared, Mrs. Purcell,” Perry says, 

without a hint of mortification. “Why? Do you guys need one?”
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“Why do you encourage them?” I say to Perry as we 

approach the frosted-glass door of William’s Wizardry. “They’re bad 

enough on their own.”

“Are you kidding me?” Perry says, laughing. “Your parents are 

the best show not on Netflix. I love how they just say stuff. At least 

you never have to guess where they’re coming from.”

“I’d prefer to guess sometimes,” I say, tucking the condomfer to guess sometimes,” I say, tucking the condom—  the 

one I finally had to take from Mom just to shut her up—  in my pants 

pocket. “Or not have to guess about some things because, oh, I don’t ot have to guess about some things because, oh, I don’t 

know, maybe certain subjects are never brought up.”

Perry quickens his step, opens the door to the magic shop, and 

ushers me inside.

I have to start opening doors for people. I have to start being 

nicer to people in general. Even though I hate most of them. 

Everyone loves Perry because Perry loves everyone. Maybe I should 

take a page from his playbook and greet the world with a smile.

Ugh. I’m exhausted just thinking about it.
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I step into the Wizardry and am immediately greeted by the 

familiar mildew stew that commands the air. It’s a comforting mix 

of soggy cardboard, carpet mold, and cigarette smoke, and it tugs at 

my heart every time I come here.

The store is a tornado of books, DVDs, magic tricks, and novel-

ties, stacked everywhere and on every surface. I love the wonderful 

mess of the place, with its promise of unexpected treasures under 

every pile. But I can see why William’s Wizardry has never been 

a booming success. And why the Fernwood Mall management 

refuses to list the “filthy shithole out by the loading docks” on the 

mall directory.

Perry and I wend our way through the aisles. It’s actually busy 

today. Usually it’s just me and Perry and maybe one other magic 

nerd, but I count nearly a dozen other customers, at least.

A spiky-haired anime character paws through the costumes, 

trying on various capes and posing in the mirror. A very blinky, 

bespectacled girl spins the book rack, clearly looking for something 

specific. And at the center of the store, a couple of sagging hoodies 

are circling an oversize Houdini-inspired steel milk can. The dusty, 

dented, antique milk can that I will own one day. The cornerstone 

for a showstopping trick that I have yet to create. Houdini’s escape 

is still a classic, but there’s an updated version of it somewhere in 

the ethers that will drift down to my mind someday. I feel it every 

time I’m near this thing.

At the back counter, a handful of people watch someone—  Isaac, 

the owner’s stoner nephew and part-time employee, presumably—  
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performing some close-up magic. Card to Box, maybe. Or Scotch 

and Soda. Whatever trick is overstocked and on sale this week.

“Hey, hey,” Ed says as we approach the cash register. “How are 

my two best customers?” He jams a cigarette between his thick, 

rubbery lips and grins, flashing a set of enormous, tobacco-stained 

horse teeth.

Everything about Ed is oversize. Huge hands, sagging earlobes, 

bullmastiff jowls. Even his gray hair is large. Puffed up and greased 

back in a sort of makeshift pompadour.

“We won the talent show, again,” I say, waving our spoils—  a 

fifty-dollar Fernwood Mall gift certificate, to be split between the 

two of us—  in the air. “Not that it will get us an audition for the 

Magic Society’s Fantasy Camp. But whatever.”

“I love the optimism.” Ed chuckles, his laugh quickly devolving 

into a phlegmy cough. “Pardon,” he says, letting the unlit cigarette 

dangle off his lower lip. He pulls a handkerchief from his back 

pocket and spits something gelatinous into it. “If it’s any consola-

tion”—  he drags his cow tongue across his teeth like a windshield 

wiper, then, without missing a beat, repositions the cigarette back 

between his lips—“I happen to know for a fact that they are still 

sending out invitations.”

“Really?” Perry asks. “Where did you hear that? I thought you 

said you’d been expelled from the MSA.”

“Indeed,” Ed says, sliding a Zippo off the counter and finally 

lighting his cigarette. “And proud of it.” He takes a long, deep drag 

and releases a giant plume of gray smoke. I can’t believe he hasn’t 

been shut down for smoking inside. Although if someone from the 
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Department of Health ever did show up at his door, Ed’s smoking 

habit would probably be the least of their concerns. “However, my 

new intern, Dani—  who has not yet offended the magical powers 

that be—  just received her invitation to audition a few days ago.”  

Perry looks at me, arching an eyebrow. “That’s good news.”

“For her, yeah,” I say, then turn on Ed. “Who is this intern, any-

way? What happened to Isaac? I’ve been begging you for a job here 

for the last three years. You always say you can’t afford it.”

“I can’t,” Ed says. “Why do you think I let my perma-fried, laze-

about nephew work here in the first place? He’s cheap as chips.” 

Ed lifts his massive chin toward the back of the store. “Dani just 

happened to show up on a day Isaac happened not to. Offered to 

work for free. Just to get experience.” Perry and I turn our heads in 

sync, following Ed’s gaze. “At first I thought, no way, no how. Even 

for an intern I’m probably going to have to file some bullshit paper-

work. But there was something about her. I don’t know. Blew my 

mind with a couple of tricks, smooth-talked me with some whoop-

deedoodle about winning a Girl Scout cookie salesperson award, 

and suddenly I thought, what do I have to lose?” He grins. “Turns 

out, nothing. Girl’s already sold more tricks in the last hour than I 

have all week. So, big win for me.” He clears his throat into his fist. 

“And for her, too. Because . . . experience.”

I watch as the people surrounding the back counter burst into 

applause, laughing and cheering at what they’ve just witnessed.

“Thank you,” the intern calls out from beyond the gaggle of 

heads. “Thank you very much.” Her voice is a little hoarse, like she’s 

just getting over a cold. It’s kind of sexy.
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“Do another one!” a woman shouts from the crowd. “My daugh-

ter and I have never seen a female magician before.”

“OK, OK,” I hear the girl say. “I’ll do one more for you and then 

I have to get some lunch. I’ve been working on this new effect for 

an upcoming act. I think it’s pretty sparky, but you’ll have to let me 

know what you think.”

I haven’t even seen her face, or watched her palm a single card, 

but I already know she’s talented. I can hear it in her tone. A dead-

calm confidence. And it pulls me toward her.

I don’t know if the crowd parts to let us by, or if we just shove 

our way through the sweaty horde to the front, but somehow Perry 

and I are standing at the glass counter, two feet away from a girl who 

breaks my heart the second I lay eyes on her.

Dani is a vision of warm colors in her paisley genie pants, burnt-

orange belly shirt, and large gaucho hat. My stomach lurches and I 

have to choke down an anxious retch. The fact that my first reaction 

to seeing a beautiful girl is nausea does not bode well for the propa-

gation of the Purcell gene pool.

“This is a little card trick,” she says, expertly shuffling a deck 

of cards on a green felt mat, “that was inspired by my great-

grandmother Maria, who, when she was a child, absolutely loved 

going to the circus. This was quite some time ago. You know, when 

people could still be amazed by things.”

Dani does a series of ridiculous cuts, spreads, and riffles without 

even looking down at her hands. Of course she received an invita-

tion to audition for the fantasy camp. And of course Ed hired her. 
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Between her talent, her looks, and her confidence, she’s a force of 

nature.

“That’s ridiculous,” I whisper to Perry. “Her dexterity is off the 

charts.”

“No kidding,” he says, the awe palpable in his voice.

“Grammie Maria told me a story once,” Dani continues, turning 

and smiling at me, her eyes mesmerizingly green. “About this one 

time the circus came to her small town when she was eight years 

old.”

My jaw hinges open. I can feel the air drying out my tongue. 

Everything around me disappears, the world tunneling until all I 

can see is this stunning, magical, elfin creature. Her hair, a golden 

apricot color, is long and curly and pulled to the side in a sort of 

unkempt ponytail.

I could watch her all day. Just like this. The two of us sharing a 

look.

“That circus had a sideshow magician,” Dani says, still smil-

ing at me. “And that magician showed Grammie Maria something 

impossible. Something I am now going to share with you.”

She finally breaks our gaze and addresses the stack of cards 

in front of her. “This road-show magician seemed to possess an 

incredible power.” Dani takes a card from the top of the deck and 

shows it to us. It’s a two of hearts. “Transmogrification.” She flicks 

the card with the middle finger of her other hand, and the card turns 

into a king of spades.

“Snap change,” I whisper to Perry. “Super crisp.”
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The small crowd oohs and aahs. It’s a pretty simple but impres-

sive effect. If you didn’t know the trick, you’d have no idea she did a 

double lift, then slid the king on top of the two with a quick snap of 

her fingers. So fast that your eyes can’t pick up the switch.

“It seems that this mysterious stranger could transform one 

card”—  Dani flicks the king, changing it into a five of diamonds—

“into any card in the deck.”

“Wait. How’d she do that?” Perry murmurs, his brow furrowed. 

“Triple lift?”

“No way,” I say. “You can’t snap three cards. She must have gone 

back to the deck.”

“You, there.” Dani points to a dark-haired girl with bright red-

rimmed glasses who looks to be about ten. “With the super-cool 

gogs. Name a card. Quick. Without thinking.”

“Um,” the girl says, scrunching up her face, biting her lower lip. 

“Seven of clubs, I guess.”

“Seven of clubs?” Dani says, winking at her. “That’s a good card.” 

She flicks the five of diamonds with her fingers and it immediately 

turns into the seven of clubs.

“Holy shit,” I blurt, getting a withering look from the pale, mole-

pocked woman beside me.

“Amazing,” Perry says. “That’s three changes. That’s four cards. 

And how the heck did she force the seven of clubs?”

I shake my head. “No idea. The kid must be a plant.”

“You,” Dani says, pointing at me. “Mumbles. You can’t seem to 

keep quiet. Make yourself useful. Name a card. Any card but the ace 

of spades.”
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I laugh, glancing around like I’m missing something, my cheeks 

burning. “Why not the ace of spades? If you can turn it into any 

card.”

“OK, fine,” Dani says, shrugging. “You want the ace of spades, 

then?”

“I didn’t say—”

Before I can finish my sentence, Dani has turned the seven of 

clubs into the ace of spades. The crowd applauds even though this 

was a clear misdirection.

“I was going to say the jack of diamonds,” I call out righteously, 

because people shouldn’t be clapping for such a lazy trick. It’s not 

the kind of thing they’ll put up with at the MSA auditions. “But 

clearly you wanted me to pick the ace of spades, so good job.”

“You think I made you pick the ace of spades?”

“I didn’t pick the ace of spades,” I say. “You picked it. And then 

just said that I picked it. I chose the jack of diamonds.”aid

“Did you?” Dani says, staring straight into my soul. “Or am I so 

inside your head that I made you pick that card, too?” She grins at at card, too?” She grins at 

me, leans forward, and flicks the ace of spades on my nose, simulta-

neously turning the card into a jack of diamonds—  

and securing my undying love for all of eternity.
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“Hey,” Perry says, swatting my arm as I stare out the 

bus window, seeing nothing but a world stained with my despair. 

“You OK? You seem upset or something.”

I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

This is a lie. I am anything but fine. I’m finding it hard to even 

perform basic human functions. Like breathing. And keeping my 

heart beating.

I’ve had crushes on girls before, but this is different. Dani’s 

almost too perfect for me. Like someone read the up-to-now-useless 

Vision Board I’ve got hidden on my phone and is playing a joke on 

me. Because the odds of something like this happening—  to me—  are 

Powerball huge.

First of all, how often do you meet a girl our age who actually 

admits to loving magic? I can count the ones I’ve met on a single 

hand while wearing a mitten. There might well be armies of magic-

obsessed females out there somewhere, but it’s not like the magic 

community has exactly encouraged them to come out of hiding. 
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Which is a shame. Because if Dani’s any indication, we’re being 

deprived of some seriously killer talent.

But what makes this nearly improbable situation absolutely, 

completely impossible is the fact that this wonderful, beautiful, 

talented female magician actually seemed to be flirting with me over 

a card trick.

And I did nothing about it. Nothing. Just let her scurry off to 

lunch without so much as a “Hi, I’m Quinn.”

The depth of my self-loathing cannot be measured.

“If it’s about Gwen’s barbecue,” Perry says, “it’s cool if you want 

to bail. I get it. Other people’s parents and everything. I’ll probably 

just make an appearance and skip out.”

I sigh and press my forehead against the cold, finger-smudged 

window. “It’s not about the barbecue.” I can smell the harsh scent 

of Windex someone forgot to wipe off the glass. It’s oddly pleasant.

Perry leans forward, trying to catch my gaze. “OK? So? If it’s not 

the barbecue . . . ?”

“It’s nothing. I just . . . I have a headache. I need to go home, take 

an Advil, and lie down for a while.”

“Suit yourself,” Perry says, exhaling as he leans back in his seat. 

“But if you need to talk about something, anything at all, I’m here.”

Of course he is. He’s always there. For me. For you. For everyone. 

It kind of makes you want to puke, his unconditional availability. No 

wonder everybody loves him. Including me.

I return my forehead to the window and start doing a little 

rhythmic, pulsing push, pressing my brow against the glass, again 

and again and again. I imagine that the harder I push, the more my 
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skull spreads out and the more space I am making for my fevered, 

swollen brain.

“We still might get an invitation to audition, you know,” Perry 

announces, like he’s just put his finger on all my worries. “I mean, 

like Ed said, Dani just got hers a few days ago.”

“Yeah,” I say, feeling the window flex as I press even harder. 

What if the glass shattered and my whole head went through? It 

feels like this is what needs to happen. “Maybe.”

“And even if we don’t get an invite, whatever. It’s not the end 

of the world. We’ll do our own summer workshop. Book gigs all 

across Fernwood. Make some actual money so you can buy that 

milk can you’ve been lusting after.” He waggles his eyebrows at me. 

“Huh? What do you think? Then you’ll be glad we didn’t get to 

audition.”

“Sounds good.” I sigh really long and loud and dramatically. 

“Anyway, I don’t care about the stupid audition.”

Perry jerks his head back. “OK, now I know you’re lying. The 

‘stupid audition’ is the only thing you’ve been talking about for the 

last nine months.”

I groan. “It doesn’t matter, OK?” I swallow the bitter taste at the 

back of my throat. “Forget it. You wouldn’t understand.”

“I might,” he says. “If you actually stopped speaking in code.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t even understand,” I say. “So I don’t know how I don’t even understand,” I say. “So I don’t know how 

you would.”

“Maybe if you just tell me what’s on your—”

“It’s the girl at the shop.” The words spew from my lips, like pus 
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from a popped pimple. “She got under my skin for some reason. I 

can’t explain it.”

“Under your skin?” Perry squints at me. “As in, you like her?”

I drag my hand all over my face, trying to clear the flulike fog 

that seems to have settled over me. “OK, so, this is going to sound 

completely ridiculous, but . . . you know how love at first sight is just 

a made-up thing that never happens in real life?” I suck in a shaky 

breath. “Well, it just happened. To me. And I don’t know what to do 

about it.”

“You don’t know what to do?” Perry laughs. “We were right 

there. Why didn’t you talk to her? Why’d you let her just wave good-

bye and go off to lunch?”

“I don’t know,” I say, my skin feeling like it shrank in the wash. 

“I’m not you. I don’t do . . . you. I can’t just . . . talk to people.”

“You talk to people all the time, Quinn. You talked to her when 

she was doing the trick. Why couldn’t you talk to her after?”

I shake my head and look away. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“Of course I understand. You’re scared. I get scared. Remember 

when Gwen came to school last year, how hard it hit me when I 

first saw her? I avoided her almost the whole first day. But then . . . 

I just . . . went up to her and introduced myself. That’s the thing. I 

take the leap even though I get scared. That’s the only difference.”

This makes me snort. “It’s not the only difference. Not even ot the only difference. Not even 

close. You and I can take the very same leap and it’s like you’re a 

cat who always lands on his feet and I’m like . . . a cat without feet. 

Which is exactly why it’s so frustrating to talk about this stuff with 
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you.” I feel my throat getting thick. “You’re my best friend, and I’m 

happy that everything always works out for you, but . . . everything 

always works out for you.”

Perry scrunches up his face. “That’s not true.”

“Oh no? Name one thing in your life—  one thing—  that you 

really wanted that didn’t turn out the way you wanted. Just lly wanted that didn’t turn out the way you wanted. Just one time 

you can remember desperately wanting something and being com-

pletely devastated with disappointment.”

Perry shrugs like I’ve lobbed him a softball. “Easy. There are a 

ton of them. Gwen. For one. Not a day goes by I don’t think about 

her. Wondering if we made a mistake breaking up.”

I shake my head. “That doesn’t count. Because the decision was 

mutual. And also, you wanted both things. To be with her. And not 

to be with her. You got one of them. And if you changed your mind, 

I’m sure you could have the other one.”

“Not when she’s going out with Carter.”

I shoot Perry a you-can’t-be-serious look.

“It’s true,” Perry says. “Carter’s a pal. I’d never go behind a 

friend’s back like that.”

“You wouldn’t have to,” I say. “Do you not see how Gwen looks 

at you? One word from me about how you feel and she would drop 

Carter like a . . . hot crumpet, or whatever English people instantly 

dump when something better comes along.”

“Don’t you dare.” Perry points at me. “I’m serious. If she breaks 

up with Carter on her own, fine. But it has to be her decision. That 

was the entire point of us splitting up. To find out for sure if what we 

had was as special as we thought it was.”
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I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I’m still trying to twist my brain around 

that one. You guys were perfect for each other and that’s why you 

didn’t want to be together?”

“You’re not supposed to find your soul mate at sixteen, Quinn.” 

Perry shakes his head like he’s not so sure about this. “I mean, sure, 

everything was effortless between us. But that was the problem. 

It was too easy. Too comfortable. Like we were already a happily 

married couple. When her parents actually pointed it out, it kind of 

scared us. We were worried that if we never dated anyone else, we’d 

always have questions. And that would end up ruining our relation-

ship. That’s all. In a year or two, after we’ve both played the field a bit 

more . . . who knows? We’ll have fewer questions.”

“Oh yeah?” I say, staring at my best friend who, after three 

months, has yet to even step foot on the field. “How’s that working 

out for you?”

Perry sighs and shrugs. “Every time I think about asking some-

one out, my brain just ticks off all the ways she isn’t like Gwen. But 

I’ll do it. Eventually. I will.”

“Right. Sure. Keep telling yourself that.” I exhale. “Anyway, the 

point is,” I say, bringing us back around to what the point actually 

is, “if you wanted to date Gwen again, you could have her back. As I ed to date Gwen again, you could have her back. As I 

said. Everything always works out for you.”

“Not true,” Perry argues. “What about the audition, the fantasy 

camp? I really wanted that, too. As much as you did. Because I 

love performing magic with you.” He throws up a hand, the matter 

settled. “So there. Your theory is shot. Despite your rose-colored 

view of my life, I don’t always get everything I want.”n’t
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As if on cue, Perry’s phone pings from the front pocket of his 

pants.

He laughs and looks at me. “All right. Very funny, Quinn. Nice 

timing.”

I glare at him, because we both know what’s just happened here.

Perry rolls his eyes. “Oh, come on. That’s not the audition invi-

tation. You’re hilarious.” He slides his phone out and swipes at the 

screen. “I bet you a million dollars that it’s just some annoying 

spam—” His eyes dart back and forth as he reads. “Holy . . . cow.” 

His hand goes to his mouth.

I stare at him, dead-eyed. “So, the invitation.”

He looks at me, blinking in disbelief. “We did it, Quinn. We got 

it. An invitation to audition.” Perry turns his phone toward me and 

I take it.

The Magic Society of America is proud to invite Perry Larsson

to audition for one of 50 coveted spots at the highly selective 

Masters of Magic Summer Fantasy Camp. One talented 

magician from each state will gain entry. Will you be your 

state’s lucky winner? 

My heart stops, my breath catching in my chest. Perry Larsson. 

That’s all it says. Not The magic team of Quinn Purcell and Perry 

Larsson, the way we entered our videos online.

Just . . . Perry Larsson.

“Congratulations,” I mutter, handing him back his phone.

“To you, too.”
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“That’s your invitation,” I say. “It doesn’t mention my name.”

Perry blows a lip fart. “Whatever. We entered together. I’m sure 

you’ll get one. They probably just send them out separately.”

“Sure. Probably. Maybe.” I casually slide my phone from my 

pocket and check my own emails. “But maybe not.”

“You’ll get one,” Perry insists. “And even if you don’t, so what? 

We’re a team. We’re auditioning together, and if we win, we’re going 

to that camp together. They don’t get one of us without the other. 

This is good news, Quinn.” He grabs my shoulder and gives me a 

shake. “This is congratulations to both of us.”

I force a smile at him. I want to believe this. I really do.

But, you know, history.
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I’m lying on my bed, my hands jammed behind my neck, 

staring up at a long, swaying cobweb that trails from the ceiling. 

I’ve run out of things to distract myself from the parade of dis-

appointments that have made up my day. Seems there’s only so 

much Rocket League playing, card riffling, and porn watching a 

person can do before the real world stomps its feet and demands 

attention.

Normally I can laugh off my best friend’s obscene good fortune, 

but the fact that I have yet to receive an invitation to audition—  five 

hours and twenty-three minutes after Perry got his—  and the fact 

that I might never receive one, is a dark, walnut-size pill to have to 

choke down. I mean, seriously. I designed the Drill of Death. I was 

the one who actually performed the magic. I don’t understand. We ed the magic. I don’t understand. We 

both submitted the video. How is that even fair? How do they even 

justify that to themselves?

I suck in a deep, dispirited breath and exhale it toward the 

ceiling. A few seconds later, the fluffy, dangling cobweb starts to 

dance around. I pretend I’m moving the fluff with my mind. All 



41

of a sudden, I’m creating an effect. Using my breath as an invisible 

propellant . . . making something out of balsa wood—  A mug? A cell   A mug? A cell 

phone? Something the brain would clock as too heavy to be moved by 

simply breathing on it . . .

This is how my brain works. Everything is a magic trick in the 

making.

I remember the exact moment when I knew that I wanted to be 

a professional magician. It was my eighth birthday. Mom and Dad 

took me to the Beltway Theater to see The Three Magi: An Evening of 

Enchantment Featuring the Wonderful Wonder Phil, the Magnificent 

Marissa, and the Dazzling Lazlo.

All three magicians were great that night, but it was Robert “the 

Dazzling” Lazlo who made me fall in love with the art of illusion. His 

final effect—  the Monkey’s Paw—  was so absolutely mind-bending 

that, to this day, just thinking about it gives me chills. It’s the closest 

thing I’ve ever seen to real magic in my life and the only effect that al magic in my life and the only effect that 

I’ve never been able to figure out how to do. 

And believe me, I’ve tried. And tried. And tried.

Which was another reason I so desperately wanted to get into 

the fantasy camp. I thought for sure once I trained under some of 

the country’s greatest magicians, I’d finally be able to crack the mys-

tery to the Monkey’s Paw.

Oh God, I have a screaming migraine. I suddenly realize my 

hands are clenching the back of my neck like a vise. I relax and 

my headache immediately eases. Clearly I’m not handling this well.

It’s funny, ever since Perry emerged from his chrysalis as an all-

enchanting, all-talented butterfly, performing magic was the one 
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thing that still felt like mine. The one thing I was still better at. And 

the only time I ever felt seen when standing beside him.

And now he gets the only invitation to my dream.my

I might have to kill him. I know it sounds awful, killing your 

best friend, but I don’t see any other options. How can I be expected 

to spend the rest of my life watching him achieve everything I’ve 

ever wanted—  without really having to try very hard to get it, no 

less—  while I wallow in a bog of mediocrity, eating my envy and 

resentment until it grows into a giant envy-and-resentment tumor 

in my stomach, causing my entire torso to explode?

When you really think about it, it’s just a simple case of survival.

Although, to be honest, even if I did snuff out Perry’s wonder-

fully charmed life—  which I won’t, of course, because I love him too 

much—  he would still find some way to turn his untimely demise 

into something positive. They’d probably name a park after him. 

The Perry Larsson Memorial Gardens. Where I’d sleep on a bench 

every night, right next to my shopping cart full of bottle returns.

So he wins again.

“I hate my life,” I groan at the ceiling.

“Sorry, I didn’t quite get that,” my phone’s AI calls out in her flat t,” my phone’s AI calls out in her flat 

mid-Atlantic accent. “Could you repeat it?”

“I said I. Hate. My. Life.”

“I’m sorry, Quinn Purcell. Human life can be a rocky road. Or so 

I’ve heard.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I mutter.

My virtual assistant doesn’t respond. Maybe she’s smarter than 

I give her credit for.
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I feel around next to me for my phone and swipe the screen. 

Just in case my invitation came through in the last seven and a half 

minutes.

I already have six unread emails. Most of them will probably 

be from Tasty Bouquets. Oh, who am I kidding? All of them will be 

from Tasty Bouquets. They are aggressive marketers who don’t seem 

to realize they were responsible for one of the more miserable days 

in my life.

You see, I mistakenly took Mom’s advice last year and sent a 

secret-admirer Valentine “fruit-quet” to this girl at school who I had 

no business admiring from the start. It did not turn out well. First 

of all, what the hell is a girl supposed to do with a fifteen-pound 

basket of fruit at school? Second of all, fruit flies. And lastly, once 

the mystery sender was rooted out—  and it didn’t take long—  I spent 

the rest of the day plucking cantaloupe wedges out of my underwear 

and finding chocolate-dipped pineapple stars squashed inside my 

textbooks.

Every time I get an email from them, it’s another citrus-rubbed 

razor cut to my heart. I’ve tried unsubscribing, but they never listen. 

It almost feels like every time I click unsubscribe they sign me up 

with another account so I end up getting even more spam.

I scroll through my inbox.

TASTY BOUQUET: LEAVE HER SPEECHLESS . . . NOT PEACH-LESS.

TASTY BOUQUET: SHOW HER SHE’S ONE IN A MELON.

TASTY BOUQUET: HONEY DEW YOU WANT SOME FRUIT?

THE MAGIC SOCIETY OF AMERICA IS WRITING TO INFORM YOU . . .

TASTY BOUQUET: LET MOM KNOW HOW GRAPEFUL YOU ARE!
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Wait, what?

I scroll back up and read the words again. My heart starts to 

gallop. The Magic Society of America is writing to inform me of . . . 

what? That I’ve been invited to audition for their fantasy camp? Or 

that I won’t be receiving an invitation?

I hover my thumb over the email. I don’t remember Perry’s mes-

sage starting like this. But then again, I don’t remember looking at 

the subject line.

I click the email and wait for it to load. The wheel spins. The 

server’s slow. It’s only a matter of seconds before the message 

appears, but it feels like forever.

As the words wash over me, a sense of relief settles around my 

soul, like a cool cotton sheet on a hot summer’s day.

My own invitation. Addressed to me, Quinn Purcell. My heart 

races, my chest full of soda bubbles. I did it. I can’t believe it. It’s 

almost too much to comprehend.

I scroll through the rest of the message, each subsequent boiler-

plate sentence making me happier and happier.

Until I reach the Guidelines and Requirements section.

And that’s when my stomach opens its trapdoor.
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“I don’t know how else to interpret the audition 

rules,” I say as Perry and I lumber down the hallway, lugging our 

monstrous backpacks like a couple of Himalayan Sherpas. The 

Monday morning reprimanding with Principal Riddall went as 

expected: Perry smiled sheepishly, took all the blame for the “obvi-

ous miscommunication,” then somehow had her apologizing to her apologizing to us

for getting so upset. It was a beautiful thing to watch. “They say we 

have to perform separately. Which is probably why they sent us 

individual invitations.”

Perry screws up his face. “I didn’t get that at all. They can’t mean 

magic teams. That doesn’t make sense.”

“I don’t know,” I say, reading off my phone: “Each performance 

shall last no longer than five minutes, including introduction, and 

shall consist of a single act onstage at a time, with no aid of assis-

tants. Volunteers, as long as they are random and not confederates, 

are allowed if absolutely necessary.”

Perry shrugs. “See? ‘A single act.’ We are a single act. A team. 

Quinn and Perry. We don’t use assistants.”
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“You think that’s what they mean?” I say.

“That’s how I’m reading it,” Perry says. “If they meant something 

else, they shouldn’t have been so vague.”

“It says no assistants except volunteers. To me that sounds like 

one single magician onstage at a time.”

“And to me,” Perry says, hoisting his backpack straps higher up 

on his shoulders, “we are a ‘single act’ performing onstage. I don’t see 

where the problem is. We submitted our act as a team. We’re going 

to perform as a team.” He glances over at me. “Don’t you think?”

“Yeah, of course, sure,” I say, nodding. “That’s what we should 

do. Absolutely. It’s just . . . I don’t know, maybe we should get more 

clarification. We worked so hard to get to this point. I’d rather not 

blow our only chance.”

Auditioning separately would be a monumental risk. And not 

my first choice by any stretch. If we perform on our own, Perry 

could easily beat me. I might be the better magician, but he’s the 

better showman. So it’s whatever the judges respond to more at the 

time. Which, let’s be honest, will probably be Perry.

Although . . . with magic . . . who knows? If I needed to pick one 

thing where I had the tiniest hope of besting him, it would be with 

magic. And magic alone. So no matter how queasy it makes me to 

think of having to compete against my best friend, I’d rather have 

some shot than no shot at all.

“Fine,” Perry says. “I’ll write them an email and explain the situ-

ation. It’ll all work out, I promise. I’m pretty good at wording per-

suasive arguments.”
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“No, I’ll do it,” I say, trying to moisten my dry lips with my 

drier tongue. “You have enough on your plate. Besides, I’m the one 

worried about it. Plus, I know how to talk to magicians. They’re a 

sensitive bunch. I’ll write to them. Get it sorted.”

“That’s the attitude,” Perry says, nodding and grinning, like 

the problem has already been solved. “Stop stressing. It’s all going 

to work out. You’ll see.” He reaches over and grabs my shoulder. 

“You’re a cat with newfound feet.”

I’m glad someone’s confidence is flying high. Because I don’t 

think mine could sink much lower.

“Hey-hey, look who it is,” Perry says, lifting his chin.

I follow his gaze and see a flash of gaucho hat, the flutter of a 

floral skirt, a splash of color in the gray hallway. My heart whiffles 

in my chest, a bird buffeted by an unexpected gust.

It’s Dani.

Here.

At Fernwood High.

“Jesus Christ,” I say, like I’ve just been caught with my pants 

around my ankles. “Do you think she moved here?”

“There’s one way to find out,” Perry says. He winks and smiles at 

me. “A familiar face is always nice when you don’t know anyone.” I 

watch Dani move down the hallway. She looks out of context in our 

high school. Like a butterfly flittering through a prison. She’s scan-

ning the numbers on the lockers and glancing down at her phone, 

deep frown lines furrowing her brow.

“She’s trying to find her locker,” I say, biting my lower lip.
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“Uh-oh,” Perry says. “OK. We better go save her before the 

wolves descend.” He starts heading toward her.

I scuttle after him, whisper-cursing at his back, “Stop. No. Shit. 

Christ. Perry. Slow down. Let’s talk about this.”

Perry picks up his pace, knowing if he doesn’t, I might try to 

tackle him.

Dani doesn’t seem to notice us as we approach, just squints up at 

the locker numbers, then back at her phone. I wait for Perry to say 

something to her, but he just raises his eyebrows at me expectantly, 

then jabs me in the ribs with his elbow.

“Hello-hi-hey,” I cough out. “I didn’t . . . we didn’t formally . . . we 

met you, kind of, sort of . . . at the magic shop? Yesterday. Sunday? 

This weekend. You were performing a card trick?” My voice pitches 

high at the end of my sentences, turning everything into a question.

Dani studies me like she’s trying to place my face. Then she 

smiles, her green eyes practically glowing. “Oh yeah. Mumbles. Hey.”

“You ran out so fast after your performance,” I say, forcing the 

words past the stone in my throat. “Which was amazing, by the way. 

The effect? Seamless. Anyway, we didn’t get a chance to, you know, 

introduce ourselves.” I press my hand to my chest. “I’m Quinn and 

this is . . . uhhhh”—  I gesture at my best friend since forever, com-

pletely blanking on his name—“my best friend?”

“Perry,” he says, thrusting out a hand, which Dani shakes. 

“Lovely to meet you. Incredible trick. Really impressive, as Quinn 

said. We’re magicians, too.”

“I know.” Dani continues to make her way down the row of 

lockers, Perry and me trailing behind her. “I saw the talent show 
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Friday. I wasn’t officially a student yet, but they said I could go. Talk 

about impressive.” She laughs. “The impaling? I did not see that ot see that 

coming. I should have, with that kind of setup. But you guys sold it 

really well.”

“Oh.” I feel my cheeks get hot. “You were there? You saw it? And 

you . . . thought it was good?”

She raises her eyebrows. “It got you your invites, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, but—  wait.” I glance over at Perry, who looks as surprised 

as I am. “We just got them. How’d you find out?”

Dani shrugs. “I guess I just assumed,” she says. “An incredible 

act like that? It would have been a crime if you didn’t get an invita-

tion for your performance. Even if you couldn’t close it out like you 

wanted to.”

Wait, what? How did she know we didn’t—? Again, I check with 

Perry. Again, he looks surprised.

“Anyway.” Dani sighs, returning her attention to the lockers. 

“What’s the deal with these numbers? They aren’t in any kind of 

order.”

“Someone changed them around last year,” I say, blinking up at 

one of the little riveted number plates, still baffled by how this girl 

can know so much about us. “As a joke. I guess.”

“Great,” she groans. “How am I supposed to find 234?”

“You’re not,” Perry says. “That was sort of the point. It took a 

really long time for anyone to notice the numbers were changed 

because”—  he gives his gargantuan backpack a shrug and gestures at 

the long row of lockless lockers—“nobody uses them.”

“What?” Dani says, continuing to scan the locker numbers. t?” Dani says, continuing to scan the locker numbers. 
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“That’s just a recipe for future back problems. My dad’s an ortho-

pedic surgeon. He’d have an aneurysm if he saw what was going on 

here.” Her eyes suddenly go wide. “Aha! Here we go.”

Dani knocks on a locker with the number 234 at the top. Right 

where it should be, between 312 and 472. She whips out a combina-

tion lock, opens the door to the locker, slides the lock into the handle, 

and starts shoving all her stuff inside—  books, jacket, backpack—

leaving her pretty much unencumbered. Which, I have to say, with 

my shoulders in constant cramp mode, looks like the smart choice.

“There we go,” Dani says, holding out her empty arms like she 

might be expecting a hug. “Free and easy.” She shakes her head. “Oh. 

I almost forgot.” She quickly smacks her locker door once, opens it, 

and reveals a steaming cup of Starbucks coffee on the top shelf. A 

coffee that was definitely not there before. “Now we’re talking.” She 

takes the cup and raises it in cheers.

“Nice one,” I say, laughing. She must have had the cup hidden 

somewhere in all her stuff, although that would have been a difficult 

balancing act.

“Oh, sorry,” Dani says, mocking dismay. “How rude of me. Did 

you guys want coffee, too?” She double smacks the door to her locker 

this time, opens it again, and there, on the top shelf, are two more 

steaming Starbucks cups.

“Aren’t we full of surprises?” I say.

Dani raises her eyebrows as she hands us the coffees. “I like to 

keep things interesting.”

Perry takes a sip of his drink and laughs. “Holy moly. Almond 

Honey Flat White. How’d you know?”
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Dani smirks and shrugs. “Lucky guess?”

I take a taste of mine, already knowing it’ll be my regular 

Starbucks order, a Caramel Macchiato. “Wow, OK.” I nod. “Very 

impressive. And a little terrifying, if I’m being honest.”

This pleases her, apparently, because she beams and her cheeks 

go rosy.

I suddenly realize that Dani’s been playing us this whole time, 

because not only did she have to social media stalk us to find out our 

favorite coffees, but she also had to have planted the drinks earlier, 

which means she must have discovered our homeroom was on this 

floor, chosen a random locker nearby (I never did see any locker 

number on her phone screen), and planned on running into us.

Or at least, that’s how I work it out in my head. She also could be 

an actual wizard, but the chances of that seem pretty slim.

“To a formidable opponent,” Perry offers, raising his cup.

“Hear, hear!” I say, taking another sip of my coffee.

First bell rings and the Fernwood Marching Band’s version of 

“Girl from Ipanema” starts to squall over the PA system.

Perry gives my ankle a little kick, his eyes darting in Dani’s 

direction.

It doesn’t take a mind reader to figure out what he wants me 

to do.

“Oh, so, hey,” I say, mustering up as many crumbs of courage as 

I can. “I was wondering if you might want to, I don’t know, maybe, 

sometime, you and me—”

“Listen,” Dani says, her raspy voice dipping low. My heart plum-

mets accordingly. “I think you guys are great and all. Really sweet, 
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actually. And if things were different, if we weren’t each other’s main 

competition, who knows? Maybe we could all be pals or . . . what-

ever.” Her eyes flick to me. “But I have to stay focused on the only 

thing that matters right now. The audition. That’s how I get things 

done. Got to put the blinders on if I’m going to win this thing.” Her 

expression hardens. “And I am going to win.” The smile is back, and 

her voice is chipper when she says, “No hard feelings?”

“Oh,” I say, feeling like December’s jack-o’-lantern. “That’s . . . 

yeah. Sure. Of course.” I gesture at Perry and myself. “Us, too. We 

have to stay focused, too. Absolutely.” The embarrassment is like 

a physical force, causing me to back away . . . and bow for some 

reason, like I’m Japanese or something. “Only a couple of weeks till 

the audition, right?”

“That’s right,” Dani says. “And after that, who knows what’ll 

happen? The world is a mystery.” She turns to go and . . . did she just 

wink at me? Or does she have a nervous twitch? “Gotta run.” Dani 

waves over her shoulder. “I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”

Perry and I watch her walk away until she disappears down the 

stairs. And even then we continue to stare in silence, sipping our 

coffees.

Until Perry finally says, “You are in a world of trouble, my 

friend.”

“What are you talking about?”

He turns to me, gives me a you’re-kidding smirk. “Admit it. You 

had no idea she was that good a magician.”at

“So?” I say, still watching the stairwell where Dani ducked down.
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“Soooo,” Perry says, “you’re head over heels for the girl who is 

clearly our main competition. That never ends well.”ly

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t matter, does it?” I shrug. “You heard what 

she said. It’s all audition, all the time. No distractions. Which means 

nothing can end badly, because nothing can end if nothing is ever nd if nothing is ever 

started.”

“I see.” Perry nods mockingly. “And that little flirty wink she 

gave you before she took her leave? That isn’t going to get inside 

your head? And haunt you for the rest of your days?”

“No,” I say. “At least not for the next two weeks while we crush 

this audition.” I shoot Perry a smile and a wink. “After that, who 

knows what’ll happen?”
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I turn my bike into the parking lot of the Heritage 

Acres Assisted Living Facility. It’s an old converted Holiday Inn 

Express and it looks the part, all brick and beige. The gardener here 

must love honeysuckle because the place is scrambling with the stuff. 

When the little white flowers are blooming, like they are now, the 

whole front yard smells like cotton candy.

There are no bike racks at Heritage Acres, so I have to chain my 

Schwinn to one of the faux-Victorian lampposts. I’m running a little 

late—  it’s already 4:05 and my pre-dinner performance is at 4:15—

which means I’m not going to have much time to set up.

I shouldn’t have tried to find Dani after school. I was hoping she 

might show up in one of my classes, but no such luck. I kept an eye 

out in the halls but never spotted her. I made one last-ditch effort 

to see if I might catch her boarding one of the school buses, but it’s 

like she just vanished into thin air. Which, considering her talents, 

would not be out of the realm of possibility.

I’m not even sure what I would have said if I’d run into her. Ask 

her what she meant by her departing wink? If she was hinting that 


