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EXCERPT

SCROLL
1.2:

FROM THE

OF

OMIN,

A Comprehensive History of Avantine
LONG AGO, WHEN ALL THE kingdoms of Avantine were
united as one under the great goddess Deia, and the mighty
Dellafiore dynasty ruled over the land, there lived a terrible
man named Phras.
Though he had some measure of wealth in his own right,
Phras was deeply envious of his cousin, the king, who came
from the Dellafiore bloodline on his mother’s side and had
much stronger magical ability. This envy ate at Phras’s heart
and mind until one day it consumed him entirely, and he
murdered the king, taking the crown for himself.
Once in power, he erased all records of the Dellafiores so
that in the future, the history of Avantine would begin with
him, King Phras I.
But instead of winning the people’s hearts, he became known
as the Tyrant King, for he was a cruel man, paranoid and
consumed by the desire to keep magical power to himself.
With promises of riches and power beyond their ken, the
Tyrant King amassed a great and powerful army, which he
sent out into the land to collect every scrap of the mystical,
sacred texts they could find—from recipes for potions and
poultices to spell books and arcane tomes filled with dark
magic and demonology. A council of his most loyal followers
compiled a single document from them. These became known
as the Deian Scrolls, the fount of all magical history,
information, practice, and use.
No one in the kingdom was allowed access to the scrolls
save for the group who had put them together, who called
themselves Aphrasians, after their king. Through their efforts,
King Phras learned the secrets of the darkest magic in the
universe, and ruled as king and sorcerer. The Aphrasian order
served as his magical soldiers and were given the castle of
Baer to use as they wished. It was there that they founded their
abbey.

Meanwhile, magic was decreed forbidden to the common
folk, especially for the wise women, who were considered a
great threat to the king and his men.
Brave witches saved as much magic as they could, which
they passed on secretly. Thus the Hearthstone Guild was
formed. In the early days, the Guild was simply an
underground organization dedicated to preserving common
and household magic; only later did it become a society of
assassins and spies.
The surviving Dellafiores went into hiding. Extinct, it was
said. The bloodline had died out. They were forgotten, as were
the myths about mages and demons.
Over the course of his three-hundred-year rule, numerous
revolts broke out against the Tyrant King, and in the wake of
the tumult of his death, Avantine fractured into different
kingdoms, all vying for power: Renovia to the west; Montrice
to the north; Argonia to the south; Stavin to the east.
Baer Abbey lay to the west, and thus the Aphrasian monks
fell under Renovia’s rule. While they were subject to their king
or queen, over time their power grew so great that their
leaders began to disregard the monarch and act on their own
accord; after all, many of them were high-ranking aristocrats
themselves. The Aphrasians believed they were subservient to
no one, collecting tithes and levying taxes as they pleased.
There were rumors that they kept Renovia locked in an endless
cycle of wars with its neighbors, selling magic to the highest
bidder and fanning hostilities while feigning loyalty to the
crown.
Thus did the Aphrasian monks maintain control of the Deian
Scrolls for centuries, doling out wisdom in bits and pieces as
they saw fit, forcing commoners to consult them for all sorts of
spiritual and physical ailments, wearing a mask of obedience
before royalty as they pulled the strings of the puppet
monarchs.
That is until the Tyrant King’s descendant, King Esban,
toured his lands and saw the effect that lifetimes of high taxes

and spiritual oppression had on his people. He decided
enough was enough—magic and knowledge belonged to all.
He vowed to end the Aphrasians’ reign of terror once and for
all.
So rather than follow in his forefathers’ footsteps, King
Esban chose to follow the peace treaty and not to attack
Montrice in retaliation for their anger at his Montrician bride,
as his advisors counseled. Instead, he declared war on the
Aphrasians and descended upon Baer Abbey. After a lengthy
battle, the king’s army prevailed, but did so at great cost. In an
act of selfless bravery, King Esban gave his life for his
kingdom.
Despite his sacrifice, the Deian Scrolls were not found. They
disappeared along with the tattered remnants of the Aphrasian
order.
King Esban’s widow, Queen Lilianna, has been searching for
the scrolls ever since. They are the only remaining collection
of Deian magic, aside from knowledge that was passed down
from the Guild, and from grandmother to mother to daughter.
However, the Guild’s knowledge is just a fraction of the
magic contained in the scrolls, and without them, the Queen,
and the Kingdom, of Renovia remain vulnerable to threats
lurking outside the country’s borders, as well as those within.
But the queen thinks only of her country. She will stop at
nothing to find the scrolls, for they are the key to her family’s
protection . . . and her country’s salvation.

PROLOGUE

Renovia
IN THE TIME OF KING ESBAN
AFTER THE BATTLE OF BAER

“THE KING IS DEAD! LONG LIVE THE QUEEN!”
A frail elder from the village of Nhainne began the chant
from where she stood, hunched at the back of the crowd, her
left hand grasping a worn walking stick. She raised her free
hand to point one crooked finger toward the palace and
shouted again, louder this time, voice scratchy and breaking
from the effort: “The king is dead! Long live the queen!” At
first the others gathered were afraid to speak of the sovereign’s
death prematurely, as to do so had been a treasonous offense
under former monarchs, but the old woman had weathered too
many seasons to fear the truth. She lifted her stick and brought
it down with a bang as she said it once more, with all the
breath she could muster: “The king is dead! Long live the
queen!”
A small child joined next, and the crone’s words began to
spread the way wind gains force in a storm. Faintly and then
all at once, until all the people around her were shouting: “The
king is dead! Long live the queen!”
It became a demand. The people of Renovia wanted
answers.
Villagers had flocked to meet the Renovian army—what was
left of it, at least—as they dragged themselves on the dirt
roads toward home the evening prior, ragged and barefoot,
shoulders slumped despite their success, often with a fellow
soldier in even worse shape hanging on beside them. The
soldiers confirmed that, yes, their beloved king, who fought by
their side in battle against the Aphrasian monks, had indeed
been killed.

AND SO RENOVIANS BEGAN to gather at the perimeter of
Violla Ruza soon after daybreak, a scattered few at first, then
more and more, waiting for an announcement. But the sun was
already high in the sky and still they heard nothing. Surely, the
palace would issue an official statement, as was tradition when
a monarch passed, or at least give some indication that the
rumors were true—and that the kingdom was secure. A
Montrician invasion was a Renovian’s greatest fear, although
an attack from Stavin or Argonia was not incomprehensible.
Peace treaties were often broken.
But their hopes were met with silence. The white stone
palace and its jagged turrets loomed over them, still and eerie,
and the royal banner of Renovia flew high over the tallest spire
long after the sun dipped behind the building and below the
horizon. It was never lowered. Nobody knew quite what to
make of this—was King Esban actually alive, or was his queen
simply unable to accept his death? Or worse—had the
Aphrasians seized the crown?
The next dawn arrived and there was still no word. Yet news
of the king’s demise and the Aphrasians’ defeat continued to
travel from town to town, swelling the crowds gathered around
the palace. The hordes began at the grand iron gates and
overflowed into the surrounding fields as the mourners grew
by dozens, then hundreds. Some rode in on horseback or on
bumpy harvest wagons filled with family and neighbors.
Others arrived on foot. They tied scraps of white and purple
cloth to the castle gates and carried baskets of freshly cut
flowers from their gardens—lilies for the queen and lilacs for
the infant princess—which they arranged in bunches along the
edge of the grounds. Their king’s sacrifice had given them the
dream of a better future, free of the Aphrasian order; all their
hope now lay with the regent queen and his heir.
The mood was strangely festive, if solemn. Everyone arrived
in their best hats and dress for the occasion, so there were
bursts of blues and reds and yellows amid the traditional
funereal white. They looked less like mourners than a rich
garden in full bloom. Old friends were reunited; children ran

between their parents’ legs, chasing one another around in
circles. After all, it was rare for so many from so far to gather
together, and they had the longed-for defeat of the treacherous
Aphrasians to celebrate even though victory had come at a
great cost.
Still the survivors reveled in recounting King Esban’s
valiant final moments for the crowd, all swearing they’d
witnessed it with their very own eyes: how after taking on an
entire company of men by himself, their great king was cut
straight through with a longsword, at the top of a knoll, a
magnificent sunset ushering him into the next world. And how,
within seconds of the king’s death, the Aphrasian monk who
felled him had met his own end, thanks to Grand Prince Alast,
the king’s younger brother, who lunged toward the monk, his
blade shining in the setting sun, slicing through the traitor’s
neck.
When the last of the Aphrasians retreated, fleeing into the
woods surrounding the abbey, the strongest of the king’s
remaining soldiers gathered their fallen, including the king
himself, onto makeshift wagon beds and hitched them to the
few horses they could find.
A parade of the departed, led by their slain king, was en
route to the capital city’s catacombs. All those they passed
could see King Esban was well and truly dead.
Yet the palace remained silent . . .

ON THE FOURTH DAY after the Battle of Baer, late in the
afternoon, Queen Lilianna finally pulled the edge of the
curtain aside from one of the high arched windows in her
private quarters. Ever since the news reached her of her
husband’s death, her place of refuge had become more like a
tomb, lit only by a single candle. Even the jangle of the metal
curtain rings was jarring. Her head throbbed. Sun spilled into
the hushed room, casting a stream of light across the marble
floor. The queen flinched, squinting until her eyes adjusted to
the bright light, then peeked out at the agitated crowd

congregating below. Her gaze settled on a cluster of men near
the gate. One of them was shouting. Those surrounding him
nodded along in agreement. He gestured wildly toward the
castle, punctuating his words with flailing arms and pointed
fingers.
“I need to speak to my people, Holt,” the queen said.
“Assure them that I am their true queen, even if I am not from
Renovia.”
She’d hardly slept since her husband led his army for Baer
Abbey to quash the Aphrasian uprising. Nor had she left her
lavish rooms. This was precisely what she’d feared when he
set out. She’d implored him not to go, but Esban insisted the
men needed their king. It was his duty. He was, above all else,
a man of honor, a leader in the truest sense. But now he was
gone, and she was left behind to pick up the pieces.
Still, despite private grief and public turmoil, Queen
Lilianna managed to remain as poised as always. Her ebony
hair remained perfectly wrapped in a high braided bun, and her
deep purple satin dressing gown flowed effortlessly from her
shoulders to her slippered feet. Only her face betrayed her
fatigue: usually traced in smoky kohl, her eyes were bare and
swollen from crying; her deep brown skin was wan and dull.
Silver trays of food sat untouched on her tea table. She’d only
nibbled at the corner of a single slice of bread the night before
in order to appease her counselors before banishing them from
the room.
All except one. Known commonly as the King’s Assassin,
Cordyn Holt was the crown’s personal advisor and commander
of Renovia’s security forces—as well as the king’s dearest and
most trusted friend. As such, he’d been tasked with guarding
Queen Lilianna while King Esban was away. Holt was the
only person the queen had allowed in her presence since news
of Esban’s death was delivered by Grand Prince Alast on the
evening of the battle.
The moment Alast left, Holt had positioned his imposing
frame near the room’s double door, where he intended to stay

as long as his queen needed him.
“Holt, I must speak to them,” she pressed.
“Too dangerous,” he said, hands clasped behind his back,
strong chin lifted high with authority. “If you step out onto the
balcony, you will be exposed. We don’t know who’s out
there.”
Eyes wide, she turned to him. “You told me those wretched
rebels had been purged. That the Aphrasians were finished.”
For the most part, he thought. He kept his expression as
neutral as he could. “Yes,” he said carefully. “But there are
almost certainly sympathizers remaining. There always are.”
She snapped the curtain shut, drowning the room in darkness
again. “Then my husband died for nothing?”
Holt sighed, shifted his feet. In a rare moment of weakness,
his confidence faltered a bit. “It was not for nothing. The loss
we have suffered is a great one. But the realm is secure, at
least for now. There is still a kingdom left to inherit. That is far
from nothing.”
She stepped away from the window. “And what of the rest?
Where are the scrolls? Were they recovered?”
He stammered, “We don’t—unfortunately, no, Your Majesty,
we don’t have them.” He kept his hands behind his back and
his eyes on the ground to avoid agitating her any further.
“Yet,” he added.
“What do you mean you don’t have them?” she shouted.
Holt clenched his square jaw. He reminded himself that she
was still recovering from a complicated delivery just a few
weeks earlier.
“Without the scrolls these monks aren’t ‘purged.’ They’ve
only been set back!” She began pacing the plush cream rug,
violet waves of fabric fluttering around her. “They’ll keep
coming for me. They’re relentless. As long as I’m alive, I’m in
their way. Am I to be a prisoner here forever? What use is
living in a kingdom of fear, under constant threat?” Holt had

never seen her so out of sorts. He was unsure whether she was
even speaking directly to him anymore. “They’ve already
attempted to kill me once. That we know of! And there are
rumors of other plots . . . They’ll never stop coming. Never.
How long until they get to the baby?” She stopped pacing to
stare at him, as if she expected an answer. He didn’t have one
to give her.
Just then, an urgent wail erupted from a canopied cradle near
the queen’s chaise. She hurried over and lifted the baby to her
breast, shushing her softly. Without turning back to face Holt,
she said, “He will never know his child.”
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” He paused, then added, “I
understand.”
At that she looked at him, clear-eyed, focused, almost as if a
spell had broken. “Of course you do,” she said, softening her
tone. She walked to the window again and drew back a corner
of the drape to peek out at the crowd, still cradling the baby.
An ivory silk receiving blanket trailed over her shoulder and
down her back. “What shall we do now?” she asked him
quietly.
He didn’t respond right away. What could he say? There
were never guarantees, especially not in a time of war, and the
rebels had been relentless in their pursuit of the royal family,
determined to eliminate the rulers as well as any possible
heirs. Holt could offer only to do his best to protect her and the
child. And his best—a plan he’d been mulling over since the
assassination attempt early in the queen’s pregnancy—was
something she probably would not want to consider just yet. If
ever.
They stood in uncomfortable silence for a few seconds; Holt
considered the situation. The Renovian army had returned
victorious, but weak. They’d sustained a great many
casualties. Their king was dead. Several key Aphrasian leaders
had been killed, but the survivors had fled, no doubt taking
refuge with supporters, most likely in another kingdom. But
which one? Stavin? Argonia? Montrice?

Worse, they’d taken the Deian Scrolls—and all the ancient
magical wisdom they contained—along with them.
The queen took a deep breath and glanced out behind the
curtain again. In the distance, she spied a merchant selling
white mourning ribbons from his cart. People were tying them
to sticks and waving them in the air, a traditional symbol of
both sorrow and hope, meant to help lead the departed souls
home.
“If I cannot address my subjects directly, then you will make
the announcement in my stead. The king is dead. We must
move forward,” she said. Then added, “Whatever that means
now.”
Holt bowed slightly, relieved. “Of course, Your Majesty.” If
the queen was finally willing to accept the kingdom’s new,
precarious situation, this might be his best opportunity to
broach the issue they had been arguing about since first
declaring war on the monks. He considered his next words
carefully before making his case.
As Holt outlined the shape of his plan, the arrangements he
had made, and the precautions he’d already taken, the queen’s
visage hardened to match her steely gaze. She didn’t like any
of it, of course. But she recognized she had few alternatives
now, and little time to waste deliberating.
Queen Lilianna turned her head toward the window, though
she couldn’t see out from where she sat. Nevertheless, they
could still hear the crowd’s chants growing louder from below:
“The king is dead! Long live the queen!”
At last she spoke. “Yes. I will agree to the arrangement,” she
said. She looked at Holt just as the shock of her words
flickered across his face. He knew his plan was a risky one and
had expected more resistance from her.
The queen held up her finger. “One caveat,” she added,
emphasizing every word. “I will agree . . . but only by blood
vow.”

His face fell. Of course, she would want more than promises
and words. While he was duty-bound to protect her, he had
dreaded such a demand. But some part of him knew it would
come to this, and his position and loyalty meant he had no
choice in the matter. His only concern was safeguarding the
kingdom’s future. And so he nodded his assent, though doing
so sealed his own fate. The vow meant there would be no
possibility of escape—not until it was fulfilled, anyway—and
a painful sacrifice on his part as well.
After all, magic always requires balance. An eye for an eye
—or a son for a daughter.
The queen laid the sleeping infant, tightly bundled so that all
Holt could see of her was a bit of golden skin and brown hair,
back in her cradle. Then she strode across the room to the table
near him and picked up an opaque bottle. She poured a bit of
pink wine into a heavy crystal goblet, set it down, and raised a
golden knife.
Her eyes fixed on Holt, she began chanting: “Sanguinem
reddetur votum. Sanguinem reddetur votum.” The mantra
grew louder and faster as she pressed the small dagger across
her wrist, drawing a line of blood. As it spread down her arm,
Holt saw that it wasn’t red—it was deep blackish blue, like the
midnight sky during a full moon. He tried to hide his surprise
at the color, but he couldn’t stop himself from staring. She did
the same to her other wrist, still repeating the words:
“Sanguinem reddetur votum.”
When she was done, Queen Lilianna closed her eyes and
held her hands low over the goblet, palms lifted up toward the
sky as her royal blood pooled in them, threatening to drip
between her fingers. Then she turned them over, allowing her
blood to spill into the wine, creating plum-colored swirls that
spun as she chanted, “Sanguinem reddetur votum. Sanguinem
reddetur votum. Sanguinem reddetur votum.”
Kneeling, Holt offered his open palms to Queen Lilianna,
closing his eyes as an image of a motherless one-year-old boy
came to mind.

The queen took his rough hands in hers, pressing her thumbs
to his wrists to feel the beat of his blood coursing through his
veins. The skin on the queen’s wrist had already smoothed
over, as if it had never been cut at all. “Say the words after
me,” she ordered. “I, Cordyn Holt . . .”
“I, Cordyn Holt, Guardian of Renovia, devoted servant to
the House of Dellafiore,” he repeated as she continued,
“hereby pledge my life—and that of my heirs—to this
promise: Defend the crown and restore the sacred scrolls of
Deia to their rightful purpose.”
“Is this your vow?” Queen Lilianna asked.
“This is my vow,” Holt said.
“Until it is done?” she asked.
He paused. Then nodded. “Until it is done.” Holt felt slightly
ill as the declaration left his lips, almost as if the words had
been removed from him by an unseen hand rather than given
freely, a punch in the chest almost—but before he could grasp
it, it was gone.
The queen released his hands and handed him the goblet. He
accepted it, willing himself not to hesitate, and drank of her
royal blood.
With that, he was bound. As was his son.

— I —

RENOVIA

Eighteen Years Later

CHAPTER ONE

Shadow
SOMETHING OR SOMEONE IS FOLLOWING me. I’ve
been wandering the woods for quite a while, but now it feels
as if something—or someone—is watching. I thought it was
one of my aunts at first—it was odd they didn’t chase after me
this time. Maybe they didn’t expect me to go very far. But it’s
not them.
I stop and pull my hood back to listen to the forest around
me. There is only the wind whistling through the branches and
the sound of my own breathing.
Whoever is following me is very good at hiding. But I am
not afraid.
Slivers of light penetrate the dense foliage in spots, shining
streaks onto the blanket of decaying leaves and mud under my
boots. As I slice through thick vines and clamber over rotting
logs, speckled thrushes take flight from the forest floor before
disappearing overhead. I pause to listen to them sing to one
another, chirping elegant messages back and forth, a beautiful
song carrying warnings, no doubt, about the stranger stomping
through their home.
Being out here helps me clear my head. I feel more peaceful
here among the wild creatures, closer to my true self. After
this morning’s argument at home, it’s precisely what I need—
some peace. Some space. Time to myself.
My aunts taught me that sometimes when the world is too
much, when life starts to feel overwhelming, we must strip
away what’s unnecessary, seek out the quiet, and listen to the
dirt and trees. “All the answers you seek are there, but only if
you are willing to hear them,” Aunt Moriah always says.
That’s all I’m doing, I tell myself. Following their advice.
Perhaps that’s why they allowed me to run off into the woods.
Except they’re probably hoping I’ll find their answers here,
not my own. That I’ll finally come to my senses.

Anger bubbles up inside me. All I have ever wanted is to
follow in their footsteps and join the ranks of the Hearthstone
Guild. It’s the one thing I’ve wanted more than anything. We
don’t just sell honey in the market. They’ve practically been
training me for the Guild all my life—how can they deny me?
I kick the nearest tree as hard as I can, slamming the sole of
my boot into its solid trunk. That doesn’t make me feel much
better, though, and I freeze, wondering if whatever or whoever
is following me has heard.
I know it is a dangerous path, but what nobler task is there
than to continue the Guild’s quest? To recover the Deian
Scrolls and exact revenge upon our enemies. They can’t expect
me to sit by and watch as others take on the challenge.
All the women I look up to—Ma, my aunt Moriah, and
Moriah’s wife, my aunt Mesha—belong to the Guild; they are
trained combatants and wise women. They are devotees of
Deia, the One Mother, source of everything in the world of
Avantine, from the clouds overhead to the dirt underfoot. Deia
worship was common once but not anymore, and those who
keep to its beliefs have the Guild to thank for preserving the
old ways. Otherwise that knowledge would have disappeared
long ago when the Aphrasians confiscated it from the people.
The other kingdoms no longer keep to the old ways, even as
they conspire to learn our magic.
As wise women they know how to tap into the world around
us, to harness the energy that people have long forgotten but
other creatures have not. My mother and aunts taught me how
to access the deepest levels of my instincts, the way that
animals do, to sense danger and smell fear. To become deeply
in tune with the universal language of nature that exists just
below the surface of human perception, the parts we have been
conditioned not to hear anymore.
While I call them my aunts, they are not truly related to me,
even if Aunt Moriah and my mother grew up as close as
sisters. I was fostered here because my mother’s work at the
palace is so important that it leaves little time for raising a
child.

A gray squirrel runs across my path and halfway up a nearby
tree. It stops and looks at me quizzically. “It’s all right,” I say.
“I’m not going to hurt you.” It waits until I start moving again
and scampers the rest of the way up the trunk.
The last time I saw my mother, I told her of my plans to join
the Guild. I thought she’d be proud of me. But she’d stiffened
and paused before saying, “There are other ways to serve the
crown.”
Naturally, I’d have preferred her to be with me, every day,
like other mothers, but I’ve never lacked for love or affection.
My aunts had been there for every bedtime tale and scraped
knee, and Ma served as a glamorous and heroic figure for a
young woman to look up to. She would swoop into my life,
almost always under the cover of darkness, cloaked and
carrying gifts, like the lovely pair of brocade satin dance
slippers I’ll never forget. They were as ill-suited for rural life
as a pair of shoes could possibly be, and I treasured them for
it. “The best cobbler in Argonia’s capital made these,” she told
me. I marveled at that, how far they’d traveled before landing
on my feet.
Yes, I liked the presents well enough. But what made me
even happier were the times she stayed long enough to tell me
stories. She would sit on the edge of my bed, tuck my worn
quilt snugly around me, and tell me tales of Avantine, of the
old kingdom.
Our people are fighters, she’d say. Always were. I took that
to mean I would be one too.
I think about these stories as I whack my way through the
brush. Why would my mother tell me tales of heroism,
adventure, bravery, and sacrifice, unless I was to train with the
Guild as well? As a child, I was taught all the basics—survival
and tracking skills, and then as I grew, I began combat training
and archery.
I do know more of the old ways than most, and I’m grateful
for that, but it isn’t enough. I want to know as much as they
do, or even more. I need to belong to the Guild.

Now I fear I never will have that chance.
“Ouch!” I flinch and pull my hand back from the leaves
surrounding me. There’s a thin sliver of blood seeping out of
my skin. I was so lost in my thoughts that I accidentally cut
my hand while hacking through shrubbery. The woods are
unfamiliar here, wilder and denser. I’ve never gone out this far.
The path ahead is so overgrown it’s hard to believe there was
ever anyone here before me, let alone a procession of
messengers and traders and visitors traveling between Renovia
and the other kingdoms of Avantine. But that was before. Any
remnants of its prior purpose are disappearing quickly. Even
my blade, crafted from Argonian steel—another present from
Ma—struggles to sever some of the more stubborn branches
that have reclaimed the road for the wilderness.
I try to quiet my mind and concentrate on my surroundings.
Am I lost? Is something following me? “What do I do now?” I
say out loud. Then I remember Aunt Mesha’s advice: Be
willing to hear.
I breathe, focus. Re-center. Should I turn back? The answer
is so strong, it’s practically a physical shove: No. Continue. I
suppose I’ll push through, then. Maybe I’ll discover a
forgotten treasure along this path.
Woodland creatures watch me, silently, from afar. They’re
perched in branches and nestled safely in burrows. Sometimes
I catch a whiff of newborn fur, of milk; I smell the fear of
anxious mothers protecting litters; I feel their heartbeats, their
quickened breaths when I pass. I do my best to calm them by
closing my eyes and sending them benevolent energy. Just
passing through. I’m no threat to you.
After about an hour of bushwhacking, I realize that I don’t
know where I am anymore. The trees look different, older. I
hear the trickling of water. Unlike before, there are signs that
something, or rather someone, was here not long before me.
Cracked sticks have been stepped on—by whom or what, I’m
not sure—and branches are too neatly chopped to have been
broken naturally. I want to investigate, see if I can feel how

long ago they were cut. Maybe days; maybe weeks. Difficult
to tell.
I stop to examine the trampled foliage just as I feel an abrupt
change in the air.
There it is again. Whoever or whatever it is smells foul,
rotten. I shudder. I keep going, hoping to shake it off my trail.
I walk deeper into the forest and pause under a canopy of
trees. A breeze blows against a large form in the branches
overhead. I sense the weight of its bulk, making the air above
me feel heavier, oppressive. It pads quietly. A huge predator.
Not human. It’s been biding its time. But now it’s tense, ready
to strike.
The tree becomes very still. And everything around does the
same. I glance to my right and see a spider hanging in the air,
frozen, just like I am.
Leaves rustle, like the fanning pages of a book. Snarling
heat of its body getting closer, closer, inch by inch. I can smell
its hot breath. Feel its mass as it begins to bear down on me
from above. Closer, closer, until at last it launches itself from
its hiding place. I feel its energy, aimed straight at me.
Intending to kill, to devour.
But I am ready.
Just as it attacks, I kick ferociously at its chest, sending it
flying. It slams to the ground, knocked out cold. A flock of
starlings erupts from their nest in the treetops, chirping
furiously.
My would-be killer is a sleek black scimitar-toothed jaguar.
The rest of the wildlife stills, shocked into silence, at my
besting the king of the forest.
I roll back to standing, then hear something else, like
shifting or scratching, in the distance. As careful as I’ve been,
I’ve managed to cause a commotion and alert every creature in
the forest of my presence.

I crouch behind a wide tree. After waiting a breath or two, I
don’t sense any other unusual movement nearby. Perhaps I
was wrong about the noise. Or simply heard a falling branch
or a startled animal running for cover.
There’s no reason to remain where I am, and I’m not going
back now, in case the jaguar wakes, so I get up and make my
way forward again. It looks like there’s a clearing ahead.
My stomach lurches. After everything—the argument and
my big show of defiance—I am gripped with the unexpected
desire to return home. I don’t know if the cat’s attack has
rattled me—it shouldn’t have; I’ve been in similar situations
before—but a deep foreboding comes over me.
Yet just as strongly, I feel the need to keep going, beyond the
edge of the forest, as if something is pulling me forward. I
move faster, fumbling a bit over some debris.
Finally, I step through the soft leafy ground around a few
ancient trees, their bark slick with moss, and push aside a
branch filled with tiny light green leaves.
When I emerge from the woods, I discover I was wrong. It’s
not just a clearing; I’ve stumbled upon the golden ruins of an
old building. A fortress. The tight feeling in my chest
intensifies. I should turn back. There’s danger here. Or at least
there was danger here—it appears to be long abandoned.
The building’s intimidating skeletal remains soar toward the
clouds, but it’s marred by black soot; it’s been scorched by a
fire—or maybe more than one. Most of the windows are
cracked or else missing completely. Rosebushes are overgrown
with burly thistle weeds, and clumps of dead brown shrubbery
dot the property. Vines climb up one side of the structure and
crawl into the empty windows.
Above the frame of one of those windows, I spot a
weathered crest, barely visible against the stone. I step closer.
There are two initials overlapping each other in an intricate
design: BA. In an instant I know exactly where I am.
Baer Abbey.

I inhale sharply. How did I walk so far? How long have I
been gone?
This place is forbidden. Dangerous. Yet I was drawn here. Is
this a sign, the message I was searching for? And if so, what is
it trying to tell me?
Despite the danger, I’ve always wanted to see the abbey,
home of the feared and powerful Aphrasians. I try picturing it
as it was long ago, glistening in the blinding midday heat,
humming with activity, the steady bustle of cloaked men and
women going about their daily routines. I imagine one of them
meditating underneath the massive oak to the west; another
reading on the carved limestone bench in the now-decrepit
gardens.
I walk around the exterior, looking for the place where King
Esban charged into battle with his soldiers.
I hear something shift again. It’s coming from inside the
abbey walls. As if a heavy object is being pushed or dragged
—opening a door? Hoisting something with a pulley? I
approach the building and melt into its shadow, like the pet
name my mother gave me.
But who could be here? A generation of looters has already
stripped anything of value, though the lure of undiscovered
treasure might still entice adventurous types. And drifters. Or
maybe there’s a hunter, or a hermit who’s made his home close
to this desolate place.
In the distance, the river water slaps against the rocky shore,
and I can hear the rustling of leaves and the trilling of birds.
All is as it should be, and yet. Something nags at me, like a
faraway ringing in my ear. Someone or something is still
following me, and it’s not the jaguar. It smells of death and rot.
I move forward anyway, deciding to run the rest of the way
along the wall to an entryway, its door long gone. I just want
to peek inside—I may never have this chance again.
I slide around the corner of the wall and enter the abbey’s
interior. Most of the roof is demolished, so there’s plenty of

light, even this close to dusk. Tiny specks of dust float in the
air. There’s a veneer of grime on every surface, and wet mud
in shaded spots. I step forward, leaving footprints behind me. I
glance at the rest of the floor—no other prints. Nobody has
been here recently, at least not since the last rain.
I move as lightly as possible. Then I hear something
different. I stop, step backward. There it is again. I step
forward—solid. Back—yes, an echo. Like a well. There’s
something hollow below. Storage? A crypt?
I should turn back. Nothing good can come from being here,
and I know it. The abbey is Aphrasian territory, no matter how
long ago they vacated. And yet. There’s no reason to believe
anyone is here, and who knows what I might find if I just dig a
bit. Perhaps a treasure was hidden here. Maybe even the Deian
Scrolls.
I step on a large square tile, made of heavy charcoal slate,
which is stubbornly embedded in the ground. I clear the dirt
around it as much as I can and get my fingertips under its lip.
With effort, I heave the tile up enough to hoist it over to the
side. Centipedes scurry away into the black hole below. I use
the heel of my boot to shove the stone the rest of the way,
revealing a wooden ladder underneath.
I press on it carefully, testing its strength, then make my way
down. At the last rung I jump down and turn to find a long
narrow passageway lined with empty sconces. It smells of
mildew, dank and damp. I follow the tunnel, my footsteps
echoing around me.
I hear water lapping gently against stone up ahead. Could
there be an underground stream? The passage continues on,
dark and quiet aside from the occasional drip of water from the
ceiling.
At the end of the corridor a curved doorway opens into a
large cavern. As I suspected, an underground river flows by. A
small hole in the ceiling allows light in, revealing sharp
stalactites that hang down everywhere, glittering with the
river’s reflection. The room is aglow in yellows and oranges

and reds, and it feels like standing in the middle of fire. This
space was definitely not made by human hands; instead, the
tunnel, the abbey, was built up around it. There’s a loading
dock installed for small boats, though none are there anymore.
Then I see something that makes my heart catch. I gasp.
The Aphrasians have been missing for eighteen years and
yet there’s a fresh apple core tossed aside near the doorway.
That’s when I hear men’s voices approaching from the
corridor behind me.

CHAPTER TWO

Shadow
“WHO’S THERE?” A GRUFF VOICE calls out from within
the tunnel. It echoes: Who’s there? Who’s there? Who’s there?
Frantically, I search for somewhere to hide. They heard me!
But the tunnel appears to be the sole way out and I can’t go
back the way I came. There’s only the river below. The voices
whisper to one another from inside the tunnel as I slide off the
edge of the dock and into the water, trying not to make a
splash. I hear clanging as the men run toward the stream, their
boots shuffling on the ground as they turn around looking for
whoever was there.
“Got away,” one says. His voice is deep, gravelly. It’s the
same man who called out before.
“Could be you’re hearin’ things again,” says the other.
Higher-pitched, scratchy. Younger than the first, I think.
“Is that so? Then who moved the stone?” the first replies.
“More like they jumped in the river.”
The second scoffs. “Then they’re dead for sure.”
His words are prescient as the flow of the river drags me
along, turns a corner, and slopes down, the current picking up
speed. I try to retain control but the water swallows me. I
struggle to push myself above the surface and gasp for air.
They were right, I won’t make it. The undertow is too strong.
I kick as hard as I can, barely keeping my head out of the
river, which is splashing against my face and into my nose and
mouth. I can’t keep the water out and also let air in. Don’t
panic, I tell myself. Never panic.
I spot a heavy branch sticking out of the water. I reach for it
and fail, falling back into the current. I should never have
come here. I’m going to drown. I’m going to die.
Also: My aunts are going to kill me.

No, no! I absolutely refuse to give up! My arms and legs
shove me on as if being controlled by an outside force. I
manage to propel my body toward another floating branch and
grab on to it.
Water washes over my head again. I keep my eyes closed
and hang on to the branch with all my might. When my head
emerges, I try to suck in air but immediately begin coughing.
Wheezing. There’s water in my lungs. My nose and throat are
burning. The men at the abbey can probably hear me splashing
now but I hardly care. I just want to make it out of here alive.

It was true what Ben had said to Mal in the library. The

kingdom’s business waited for no man, not even the king. The
United States of Auradon was a vast empire that held all the
good kingdoms, from Triton’s Bay in the west to Neverland in
the east, all the way to the mountain lands up north and Belle’s
harbor village down south, and its governance was no small
task.
After bidding goodbye to Jay and the girls outside the
cafeteria, Ben opened his locker and exchanged his plain
daytime crown for the more elaborate one he wore for official
meetings of the king’s council. Okay, so it probably wasn’t the
best idea to keep it in a school locker—being studded with
irreplaceable jewels and all—but then again, this was
Auradon, and nothing bad ever happened here.
No petty theft, no grand larceny, nothing. He once lost a
penny and it was returned to him immediately with a second
penny for interest.
That was how Auradon rolled.
Ben also made a note to have a word with Chad. Even if he
knew Jay could handle it, his black eye bothered Ben more

than he cared to admit. Ben didn’t expect everyone to be
perfectly good all the time, but he did expect the people of
Auradon to try to do better. Otherwise what was the point of
keeping the villains separated? They might as well all live
under a dome.
It had been a few weeks since his parents had left for their
retirement-dream-mega-kingdom cruise. King Beast and
Queen Belle had gone off in the royal yacht, leaving him to
deal with everything. He passed the tourney fields on the way
back to his own palace, wishing that he’d had time for
practice. But most of his free time went toward his packed
royal schedule now—pinning awards on heroes at fancy
receptions instead of hanging out with friends, welcoming
dignitaries like the Fitzherberts, who were in town this week,
rather than playing video games.
Sometimes, Ben felt older than his sixteen years. After
presiding over the recreation center opening and shaking
hands (or was it paws?) with many furry and funny little
creatures—those sidekicks were actually pretty hilarious—he
hoped he wasn’t too late for the meeting. Just because he was
king didn’t mean he wanted to take advantage of people’s
time.
“Ready, Sire?” Lumiere asked, standing sentry in front of the
king’s conference room.
Ben nodded and smoothed down his lapels.
“The King of Auradon!” Lumiere announced as he opened
the door with a flourish.
“The King of Auradon!” the assembled councillors replied.
“Hail, King Ben!”
“At ease, at ease,” said Ben, settling into his chair. The
throne had been built to hold his father and it still didn’t quite
feel like his own. He looked around the long conference table,
smiling and greeting his advisers. Lumiere had placed the
usual plate of sugar cookies and a pitcher of spiced tea in the
middle of the table, and he waited until everyone had taken a
bite to eat and had something to drink before starting.

“Hello, Doc, is it just you today?” he asked, greeting his
most senior adviser in the room.
The old dwarf nodded after taking a sip from his glass.
“Grumpy sends his apologies, Sire, but he got up on the wrong
side of bed and he’s feeling out of sorts today.”
Ben suppressed a smile and moved on to the next
councillor. “And how are you today, Genie? I just saw Jordan
on the way over.”
“Wonderful, couldn’t be better, Your Highness,” said the
big, blue genie, giving Ben his trademark grin. “I’m glad the
school allowed her to live in her lamp instead of the dorms.
You know us genies, we need to be bottled up.”
Ben chuckled and surveyed the remaining seats at the
table, and noticed several were empty. “Is this everyone for
today?” he asked.
“Yes, Sire,” said Doc. “The Dalmatians are out touring one
hundred and one colleges. Mary, Gus, and Jaq are busy since
Cinderella is preparing for her annual ball, and so it’s just me,
Genie, and the three good fairies today.” Flora, Fauna, and
Merryweather, a trio of stout, middle-aged women in colorful
pointed hats and matching dresses and capes, beamed and
waved from the end of the table.
“Perfect,” Ben said.
“Shall we run through the issues and updates?” asked Doc,
who peered up from his scroll, and blinked behind his
spectacles.
“If you please.”
Ben leaned back in his chair, listening to the regular report
on every aspect of his kingdom. After the horror of The
Incident with Maleficent, it appeared life had returned to its
regular serene rhythm. Although the kingdom’s scientists had
noted a few unusual weather patterns of late—not just the rash
of Auradon City earthquakes, but unexpected frost in the
Summerlands and unusual lightning storms in East Riding,
among other unseasonal phenomena. Ben noted their concern,
but as he pointed out to the council, it wasn’t as if anything

could be done about the weather. He yawned, and as Doc
droned on, he tried to keep his eyes open, and failed. He got a
few winks when Doc loudly cleared his throat.
“Ahem,” said Doc. “Excuse me, Sire.” Having been
trained by a life with Sleepy, he was well versed in all manner
of waking up the suddenly asleep.
Ben sat up in his chair and blinked awake, embarrassed.
“Sorry, what did I miss?”
“I was saying, that’s all we have of the regular business.
But now, if you please, we have ambassadors from Camelot
here to see you. They said it was an emergency, so I slotted
them in. I hope that’s all right,” said Doc. “They’ve come a
long way.”
Ben nodded. “Of course, of course. By all means, send
them in.”
Lumiere opened the door again and announced with great
zeal, “The wizard Merlin, and Artie, son of Arthur.”
Merlin, an old and wizened wizard in blue robes, and
Artie, a young boy of about twelve, wearing a plain tunic that
marked him as a squire, walked into the conference room.
Artie looked around, seemingly amazed by the sight of
Genie floating next to the fairies. Camelot had its own
extraordinary inhabitants, of course, but Artie probably hadn’t
seen someone quite like him before. Genie noticed the boy
staring in awe, and pulled one of his many ridiculous faces,
sending Artie into a fit of giggles.
“Arthur sends his regards,” said Merlin, bowing to the king
and shooting Artie a quick glare. The boy bowed as well, but
couldn’t hide his smile. “He’s busy dealing with the problem
right now, so he was unable to join us.”
“What seems to be the matter?” asked Ben.
“There’s a monster in Camelot!” Artie interrupted.
Genie startled. “A monster?”
“Well, I think it’s a monster,” said Artie, abashed and
defensive at the same time.

“What Artie is trying to say is that something is causing a
lot of mayhem in town, scaring the villagers and setting fires,”
Merlin said. “It’s become quite a disturbance.”
“Is that so?” asked Ben.
“Yes. It’s been a few weeks now, and we’ve tried to catch
the creature, but it keeps evading our traps, as if it has
disappeared into thin air. Days will pass, then out of nowhere,
it attacks again. Villagers have lost sheep and chickens.
Gardens have been trampled. Whole rows of cabbages at a
time.” Merlin took off his pointy hat and wiped his brow. “It’s
been a real headache. Arthur decided to stay in Camelot in
case it returned while we came to seek assistance.”
“How can we be of help?” Ben leaned forward, eager to
provide aid. This was so much more interesting than the news
that villagers in the province his mother was from were
complaining about the price of eggs once again. Singing about
it too.
Merlin shuffled his feet. “That’s why we’re here, Your
Highness. We’ve come to ask for permission to use magic to
track down this creature.”
“Ah, I see,” said Ben. “Magic.” He sat back in his throne.
“He means the real stuff too,” Doc whispered in his ear.
“Not just turning dresses a different color or giving someone a
new haircut like my nephew Doug tells me is happening at
school these days.”
“Is there no other way to catch this monster?” Ben asked,
frowning and tapping his pen on the table.
“We’ve tried everything and unfortunately, so far we
haven’t been successful,” said Merlin. “We wouldn’t be here
otherwise.”
“And you believe that with the use of magic you will be
able to catch it?” asked Flora with a stern face.
“What if it doesn’t work? What then? Magic can go very
wrong, you know,” added Fauna, adjusting her red hat as it
slipped to the side on her curly gray hair. “As my sisters and I
have seen firsthand.”

“The consequences of using magic recklessly can certainly
be very dangerous,” agreed Merryweather, her face screwing
up with concern.
The rest of the table murmured its agreement.
Merlin drew himself up to his full height. He wasn’t much
taller than a dwarf, but he was intimidating nonetheless. He
shot the king’s council a frosty glare. “Need I remind you I am
the wizard Merlin? I am well aware of the dangers of magic,
and it is my belief that I will be able to use it prudently to
capture this infernal creature and send it away so it cannot
bother us again. You have my word.”
The council turned to its king.
“I understand, Wizard Merlin.” Ben met Merlin’s glare,
and tried not to show how nervous he was. He was the leader
here now; his father had left the kingdom’s safekeeping in his
hands. “I will consider your request, but will need to discuss it
with my team before making a decision. Thank you for
informing us about the situation in Camelot,” he said carefully.
The old wizard nodded gruffly. “Come on, Artie, let’s go
find ourselves a chocolate chip cookie while we wait.”
When they left the room, Ben turned to his councillors. “Can I
do that? Let Merlin use magic in such a manner?”
“You can do anything you want now that you’re king,”
Doc said. “You have absolute power.”
And absolute power corrupts absolutely, Ben thought to
himself. He needed to be cautious. “When was the last time
magic of this level was used in Auradon?” he asked his
advisers.
“Let’s see, probably the last time was when Fairy
Godmother created the dome that kept magic out of the Isle of
the Lost. After that, it’s been your father’s and Fairy
Godmother’s policy that we learn to live without magic, even
without a dome over our heads,” said Genie. “It was hard to
adjust to at first, but we managed.”
“And we are better for it,” said Flora with a sniff. “A little
hard work never hurt anybody.”

Ben agreed. Magic wasn’t expressly forbidden in Auradon
—but it was discouraged, and the kingdom was more orderly
for it. It would be reckless to just disregard the policies King
Beast and Fairy Godmother had put into place for the sake of
one issue in a faraway kingdom. Even in the hands of careful
users, there had been a few incidents when magic had gone
awry lately. Genie was known to accidentally grant wishes to
the wrong person when he left his lamp lying around. Even the
three good fairies slipped every once in a while, often letting
their generosity get the best of them. They had created a
massive ice castle for Ben’s birthday party one year, which
was dazzling until it melted and caused a flood.
Merlin was one of the most powerful magicians in the
land, and if he was allowed to use magic on such a large scale,
who knew where it would lead?
Ben motioned to Lumiere to send Merlin and Artie back
into the room.
“I have considered the urgency of your request,” he told
them.
“Thank you, Your Highness.” Merlin looked hopeful and
eager to get going.
Ben held up his hand. He wasn’t finished. “But for now, I
am going to reject your petition to use magic to capture this
creature.”
Merlin frowned and his face turned red behind his beard.
This was certainly not the news he had been hoping for, and
the old wizard was clearly used to getting his way. Artie
looked particularly glum. The idea of defeating a horrible
creature with ancient magic had obviously been an exciting
one for the young squire.
Before Merlin could object, Ben continued. “I will travel
to Camelot myself to assess the situation. I will leave with you
first thing tomorrow morning.” He would have to miss a day
of classes, probably two, but hopefully he would be back in
Auradon by the weekend. Besides, it sounded like an
adventure, and before Mal and her friends had arrived, even
Ben had very few of those in Auradon.

“Very good, Sire,” said Merlin, elbowing Artie to bow like
he did. “Let’s just hope Camelot is still standing when we get
there.”

As one who aspired to be the fairest of them all, Evie didn’t

need to advertise the fact by wearing the word fairest
emblazoned all over her T-shirts, but it didn’t hurt. She was
seated at her desk in her and Mal’s bedroom that afternoon, in
front of their matching poster beds and frilly pink curtains that
Mal so despised. The wood-paneled walls were decorated with
the smiling portraits of Auradon’s past princesses, as if to
remind Evie of her goals. She brushed her long dark tresses
until her blue highlights shone and pursed her lips, checking
her reflection with her phone’s camera. She tried out a few
poses for InstaRoyal, the latest lifestyle envy-inducer that was
a big hit with the Auradon set. It was all about showing off the
newest and hippest fashions in glass slippers (glass mules with
puffy bows were all the rage) and the plush interiors of private
carriages (plump satin cushions sewn by Cinderella’s
hardworking mice were the most popular upgrade). Even
though she’d only signed up a few weeks ago, Evie already
had a lot of “subjects” and enjoyed collecting their “bows.”
Evie much preferred InstaRoyal to ZapChat, its grungier
counterpart, which was all about sharing glimpses of
Auradon’s less-than-perfect side: photos of the tourney team

chugging pumpkin juice, for instance, or embarrassing pictures
of princesses kissing frogs—and not the type that turned into
handsome princes like Prince Naveem either. She was
scrolling through her royal feed when her phone began
shaking in her hand as the floor rumbled with another
earthquake, and she accidentally tapped on a photo. It was one
that Doug had posted earlier from band practice that he’d
captioned Feeling Dopey!
She texted him, Hey, did you feel that? Shake, rattle, and
roll….Unlike Mal, she’d gotten used to the occasional rumble.
Evie went back to her zapps and checked the comments on
her photos to see if there were any new ones. In Auradon, the
compliments were always plentiful and kind. Oooh, there was
a new one on an old photo she’d posted of the four of them
standing together and facing down Maleficent during the
attack at the Coronation. This was the moment when they had
defeated the evil fairy with the power of good.
It had run in the Auradon Times and it was one of Evie’s
favorite pictures, so she’d re-posted it to her account. There
was something so inspiring about seeing them bravely
standing together while facing the great dragon face of
Maleficent. It reminded Evie that even if they were from the
Isle of the Lost, they were just as good and courageous as the
princes and princesses they went to school with, and that
during Auradon’s darkest hour, it was the four villain kids who
had been able to keep everyone safe.
She found the new comment and read it eagerly. To her
surprise, it wasn’t very nice at all and had been posted by a
user she didn’t follow.
There’s no place for you in Auradon! Go back where you
belong! Return to the Isle of the Lost at once! Before the young
moon shows its face! it read.
Ouch. That was rude. And weird. What was the deal with
the moon?
She was still staring at the screen when Doug appeared at
her doorway. “What’s up? Ready to grab a bite?” he asked,

looking adorable in a bow tie and suspenders. He made the
same funny face that he’d posted to his InstaRoyal feed.
Doug was no prince, but a prince for her own heart. He
was the sweetest, nicest boyfriend a girl could ever ask for,
and he could dance like nobody’s business.
“Sure!” Evie said cheerfully, putting away her phone for
now. She was still upset by the mean comment, but a girl had
to eat. Evie knew she would feel much better on a full stomach
and she could show the comment to Mal later. Mal would
know what to do about it; she always did.
Speaking of Mal, she entered the room just as Evie and
Doug were about to leave. “Evie! Glad I caught you. I need to
show you something!”
“Oh, Mal, I have something to show you too, but we were
just about to go grab dinner,” Evie said apologetically.
“No, this can’t wait,” Mal said, shoving past Doug. “Eat
later.” Her green eyes were flashing dangerously and it was
obvious that she was particularly annoyed. Evie hadn’t seen
Mal act this way since they’d first arrived in Auradon, when
she’d scowled at everything. Even if she was in a rush, Mal
shuddered at the sunlight streaming through the open window
and closed the pink curtains once more, just like she had done
on the first day.
Some things never changed.
Evie looked nervously at Doug, who had his eyebrows
raised. “Go ahead, I’ll catch up later,” she told him. Somehow
she’d already lost her appetite.
“Whatever it is, I can help….” he offered, because that was
the kind of guy he was.
Mal rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “Sorry,
Doug, but I have to talk to Evie privately. This isn’t about
mining jewels.”
“As you wish. See you later, Evie,” said Doug, who
promptly left them alone, whistling as he went.

“So what’s up?” asked Evie, turning to Mal and walking
over to sit at her sewing machine. Doing something with her
hands always calmed her down during stressful times.
Mal didn’t answer immediately. She watched as Evie
carefully pushed fabric under the needle. “Is that your
Castlecoming dress?” she asked. “That color is pretty.”
“Yes,” said Evie. “You really think it’s pretty?” she asked,
momentarily distracted by the compliment and running a hand
over the glossy fabric and smoothing out the stitches. The
dress was royal blue, her favorite color, with a deep red bodice
the color of poisoned apples.
“Very,” Mal said.
“Yours is ready, I put it in your closet. Not as many ruffles
this time, like you wanted. Okay, so what did you have to talk
to me about?” Evie asked.
Mal removed her phone and swiped to the screen with the
strange message. “This,” she said. “Look.”
Evie read the message, her face growing pale as snow for a
moment. “Someone left the same message on my InstaRoyal
account.” She handed Mal her phone with the offending
comment on the screen. Mal studied it, frowning.
“Who do you think it’s from?” asked Evie, feeling goose
bumps on her arms. That had to stop. Pebbly skin was so not
attractive. “I checked and the user’s anonymous, and their
account is private.”
“I have no idea,” said Mal, biting her lip.
“And by the way, why does it talk about the moon?” asked
Evie.
“I don’t know. At first, I thought the comments were only
meant to be mean. But since they mentioned the moon to both
of us, I wonder if there is more to it than that. Maybe they
actually do want us to return by a certain time?”
Evie read the message on Mal’s phone again. “Yours says
it’s from M.”

“Yeah, I see that,” said Mal. “And my mother used to
count moon days rather than day days. Evil-fairy habit.”
Evie crossed her arms. In their world there was only one M
that mattered. “It can’t be from her. I mean, she’s a lizard?
Lizards can’t type! How can she be M?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s not her,” said Mal hopefully.
“But what if it is?” whispered Evie.
“And who else would want us to return to the Isle of the
Lost so badly?” Mal said. “It has to be from…”
“Our parents?” Evie squeaked. “You really think so?”
“There’s only one way to find out. You still have your
Magic Mirror, don’t you? Let’s ask it to show us our parents.
If my mother is able to get out of that pedestal and turn back
into herself, maybe it’ll catch her in the act.”
Evie removed the shard of the Magic Mirror that her
mother had gifted her with before she left for Auradon. “Show
me Maleficent!” she demanded.
The gray clouds in the mirror’s reflection parted to show a
lizard snoozing peacefully under glass. Both Mal and Evie
exhaled, relieved.
“What about your mom?” Mal suggested. “Just to make
sure?”
Evie nodded. “Show me the Evil Queen!”
But instead of showing Evil Queen happily tweezing her
eyebrows or shading in the mole on her cheek, the mirror
stayed cloudy. Evie tried again. “Magic Mirror in my hand,
show me my mother, I command!”
Still, the mirror’s cloudy swirls remained hazy and swirly.
Evie shook it a few times, and even banged it against her lap
for good measure. “This isn’t good,” she said. “It’s busted.
This has never happened before.”
When she asked, the mirror wouldn’t show them Cruella
de Vil or Jafar either, remaining stubbornly gray and fogged
in.

“How about asking it to show us Evil Queen’s castle, Hell
Hall, and the Junk Shop?” Mal suggested. “Maybe that will
work.”
Evie did so, and the mirror cooperated this time, but there
was still no sign of any of the three villains. The castle was
empty, Hell Hall abandoned, the Junk Shop deserted.
“That’s strange,” said Evie. “It’s not like they go
anywhere.” She was starting to have a dreadful feeling about
this.
Mal wasn’t ready to give up quite yet. “Ask it again,” she
urged.
Evie tried, but no matter what, the mirror remained cloudy.
“Maybe it’s broken?” she asked hopefully.
“No, it was working otherwise,” Mal pointed out.
“Something else is going on, something that might be
connected to the messages we received today.”
Evie stared at Mal. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“That Cruella, Jafar, and Evil Queen are up to their old
tricks on the Isle of the Lost and that Maleficent might be
involved somehow? Totally,” said Mal.
Evie found she couldn’t breathe for a moment. She was
glad she hadn’t eaten anything, or else she would seriously
throw up right now.
“We don’t know who sent us those messages, but here’s
what we do know,” said Mal, straightening her shoulders. She
didn’t look frightened anymore, and Evie took comfort in her
friend’s courage; it gave her back some of her own. “The
villains won’t rest until they exact vengeance on Auradon….”
said Mal.
“And it’s possible they’ve hidden themselves until they
can put their evil plan into action,” Evie finished.
“Evie, we’ve got move fast,” said Mal.
“On it.”
“Let’s go get Carlos and Jay.”

Back in Dragon Hall, it had been school policy that the

library, otherwise known as the Athenaeum of Evil, was
forbidden to the average student. Carlos de Vil had never been
the average student, however. Most of the reading material
he’d been able to find there had consisted of last year’s TV
guides for shows he’d never heard of and past issues of
Carriage & Driver magazine. Knowledge was hoarded like
stolen gold and plundered treasure, and was equally hard to
come by.
But at Auradon Prep, the library and its abundant resources
were free and open to all. After school, Carlos could usually
be found in the library, admiring the leather-bound books on
every subject, from How to Keep Yourself Busy for Sixteen
Years Alone by Rapunzel to Genie’s Blue Planet Travel
Guides: See the World in Three Wishes. He would never get
tired of the place.
But today he was holed up in the room he shared with Jay,
seated on his comfortable bed with the blue plaid comforter
around his shoulders as he stared at his laptop, ignoring the
large-screen television and its many video games. The

matching blue plaid curtains were drawn shut. As it turned out,
like Mal, he preferred to work in a dark room. Carlos had been
there all afternoon, so lost in his research that he’d missed
tourney practice.
Carlos was a naturally curious boy, and when he wanted to
understand how something worked, he didn’t stop until he’d
figured it out. For instance, when Auradon City was hit with
several earthquakes in a row over the past weeks, he’d looked
up the statistics and noticed that there had been more quakes in
the last month than there had been in the last year. He kept
meaning to bring it up with his Wonders of the Earth teacher
but hadn’t gotten the chance yet.
This time he wasn’t merely curious, though. He was
furious. Earlier that day, he had received a rather upsetting email. Unlike most kids at Auradon Prep, Carlos wasn’t very
active on royal media—his GraceBook account only had one
old post, he never sent ZapChats. He preferred the ease of his
genie-mail account, which organized his e-mails like magic.
That morning, he logged in to see if the new video game
he’d ordered (Crown of Duty) was on its way and discovered a
new e-mail from an unknown sender. The message, like most
anonymous messages, was mean-spirited, telling him to go
back where he came from and return to the Isle of the Lost by
moonset. While the e-mail itself had been annoying, it really
irritated him no end that he hadn’t cracked the e-mail sender’s
true identity yet.
Carlos figured he was smarter than the average troll, but
the only progress he’d made was to unmask the server that had
routed the e-mail, and so far he hadn’t been able to hack
through its security defenses.
“Dalmatians,” Carlos muttered, frustrated enough to use
his mother’s favorite curse. “Sorry, Dude,” he said,
apologizing to the dog on his lap. Dude whimpered and Carlos
scratched him behind his ears.
The rapid-fire sound of knocking on the door startled him.
“Come in!” he yelled, and looked up to see Mal and Evie
entering with dark looks on their faces.

He held up a hand as they crowded around his desk. He’d
been expecting them for a while now. “Don’t tell me. You’ve
both received rude messages saying to return to the Isle of the
Lost, haven’t you? Which is why you’re here? I got an e-mail
today.”
“How did you know…never mind,” said Evie. Carlos was
often a step ahead of them.
“Yes, we did,” said Mal, pulling up a chair, giving Carlos
the details. “What’ve you found? Do you know where they’re
from?”
“Not yet,” he said, his fingers flying over the keys. But he
was getting close, he could feel it. He’d finally breached the
first security firewall; now all he had to do was figure out the
password. He tried to ignore the girls so he could concentrate.
“Isn’t it weird that you got an e-mail, Evie got a comment
on her InstaRoyal account, and I got a text?” Mal pointed out.
“Whoever’s behind it seems to know us pretty well.”
Carlos nodded. “I’m barely on royal media, you only use
your phone, and everyone knows Evie’s always updating her
feed. Do you think they reached Jay? He’s never online and
he’s always losing his phone.”
“I’m sure they found a way,” said Mal.
“We think the messages might be from our parents,” said
Evie a little breathlessly.
That was not news he wanted to hear. “What! Why?”
Carlos twisted around, suddenly seized with the fear that his
mother, Cruella de Vil, with her wild hair and trademark
screech, was right behind him.
Dude whimpered.
“Relax, they’re not here, at least not yet,” said Mal. Then
she told him how Evie’s Magic Mirror had been unable to
show them the villains on the island.
“Well, call me paranoid, but lately I feel like she is near.
Like she’s watching me somehow. I can’t shake the feeling,”
he said, panicking as he imagined Cruella appearing at his

doorway. While Maleficent might be able to turn into a
dragon, Cruella was a dragon.
“Nah, you’re just paranoid,” said Mal.
Carlos chewed on this new information. “Maybe so, but
you’re saying there’s really a chance they’re behind these
messages? Our parents? They want us to come back? But
why?” he asked.
“Because they miss us and want to give us hugs?” said
Evie. “I’m kidding, I’m sure my mom only wants to know if
I’m keeping up with my weekly mud masks and facial
massages.”
“They want us to return so we can help them get their
revenge on Auradon, of course,” said Mal. “Defeat only makes
villains try harder. I can just hear my mom now, saying ‘You
poor simple fools, thinking you could defeat me! Me! The
mistress of all evil!’” Then she cackled like Maleficent.
“You’re scarily good at that,” said Evie, shivering.
“Thank you, I think?” said Mal.
Carlos shuddered and turned back to his computer to try
out a succession of common passwords. None of them worked.
He stared at the blinking cursor. “Dalmatians,” he cursed
again. Then he realized if Mal was correct and the villains
were behind the messages, there was only one way to find out
for sure.
C-A-V-E-O-F-W-O-N-D-E-R-S, he tried. Nothing.
M-A-K-E-U-P was his next guess. He sighed with relief
when it didn’t work, and E-V-I-L-L-I-V-E-S turned up nothing
either.
Gathering his courage, he decided to try one more
password that would link the messages to their parents.
D-A-L-M-A-T-I-A-N-S, he typed.
The screen froze and for a moment Carlos was relieved
that his hunch was incorrect, but after a second it came to life
again, and green letters began scrolling across the screen. He’d
hacked it. He was inside.

“Oh no,” he said.
“What’s wrong?” asked Evie, squinting at the screen. It
was a Web site unlike any they’d seen before. It was more
primitive and crudely designed, with no pretty icons or bright
colors, only windows of black screens with green letters.
“The Dark Net,” Carlos whispered, still staring at the
screen, unwilling to believe it was true. “There’s a rumor
going around that after the dome broke when Maleficent
escaped, the Isle of the Lost was able to start up a secret online
network of their own. And I’m not talking about the kind of
Internet where people share funny kitten videos.”
“But we don’t have access to the Internet on the Isle.
We’re cut off, remember?” said Mal.
“Maybe something happened when the dome broke open,”
said Evie.
“Anything’s possible,” said Carlos. “Especially during that
time when the dome let magic back onto the island.” He
looked up at them. “Supposedly since the Dark Net is
effectively hidden from Auradon’s servers, it’s a way for the
villains on the Isle of the Lost to communicate with each other.
Think about it, on the Dark Net, they can hatch evil plots
without anyone here knowing anything about it.”
“So they use the Dark Net to send each other evil emails?” joked Mal.
“And post evil insta-messages.” Evie giggled.
“I’m serious!” said Carlos. “It’s not funny.”
“You’re right, you’re right,” said Mal, sobering. “With an
online network, they can organize their evil schemes more
effectively.”
“Yeah, exactly, so I’m going to poke around, see what else
I can find,” said Carlos.
“But, Carlos, you just said the villains are behind it!” Evie
cried. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
“I would say Danger is my middle name,” said Carlos
cheerfully, warming up to the task as his dog slid from his lap

to nestle at his feet contentedly. Now that he had a new thing
to explore, he didn’t feel as frightened. He could do this. “But
my middle name is actually Oscar.”
He saw their faces and muttered as he typed, “Hey, it could
be worse, right? Mal, your middle name is Bertha.”
“Unfortunately, yes. Anyway, see what you can find,” Mal
said with a crisp nod. “But I think we have to make plans to
return no matter what.”
“Return? To where?” Carlos asked, although he had a
feeling he already knew the answer.
“To the Isle of the Lost, of course,” Mal said as she rolled
up her sleeves.
“But why? We might be falling right into a trap,” Evie
argued. “Isn’t that just what they want us to do, whoever they
are?”
“Well, we can’t stay here—we need to find out what the
villains are up to back home,” Mal said. “Plus, I’m not going
to be intimidated by whoever’s sending these messages. We
have to take the risk, or something like what happened at the
Coronation could happen again.”
“We sure do,” said Jay, who’d appeared at the doorway, his
face bruised and one eye swollen shut, holding up a crumpled
piece of paper covered in purple ink. “Did you guys get one of
these today about returning to the Isle of the Lost?”
“Old-fashioned note! Of course!” said Carlos, who
couldn’t help but be pleased at the cleverness of their
mysterious nemesis.
“Sort of,” said Mal as the other two nodded. Jay looked
relieved.
“What happened to your eye? Are you all right?” asked
Evie. “Do you need Mal to conjure an ice pack for that?”
“Tourney practice. It’s nothing,” Jay said, waving off their
concern.
“But as I was saying, we have to go back home, because
we all know the villains won’t rest until Auradon is reduced to

rubble and we’re all minions,” Mal said fiercely, as if she
would take on an army of them right now.
“Goblins,” said Jay. “Maleficent had goblins for minions,
why doesn’t anyone remember that?”

After the group left Carlos to explore the Dark Net to see if

he could find any more information on the villains’ plans and
whereabouts, Mal decided to visit her mother. It bothered her
too much to think that the mysterious M in her note might
actually be Maleficent and she wanted to see for herself that
her mother was still a lizard. It was late when she arrived in
the library, almost time for lights-out. The royal guards,
trained in imperial battle tactics by Mulan, stood in front of the
double-locked doors and barred her way.
“Really? You know it’s me,” Mal said. “Open up. Family
visitors are allowed under the royal decree,” she reminded
them like she did every time she grudgingly visited.
The guard on the left grinned. “Oh yes, I see the
resemblance now, I think it’s the forked tongue,” he joked, like
he always did.
“Ha-ha,” said Mal, pushing her way inside.
The guard on the right grunted. “You have five minutes.”
“I know,” she said as they locked the door behind her and
she made her way to the pedestal in the middle of the room

with a glass dome sitting on top of it.
When she was a little girl, Mal had been very frightened of
her mother. Maleficent was not the help-with-homework,
bake-cookies type, after all. She was more the fearsome
mistress who sent you on hopeless quests—like the one to
retrieve her Dragon’s Eye scepter—and she didn’t take no for
an answer.
Even so, these days Mal found it hard to believe she had
once feared Maleficent. It was difficult to feel scared of
something so small.
But the anonymous message from M had spooked her. Mal
stared at her mother, who appeared to be sleeping. Under the
glass dome, she looked like any ordinary lizard, harmless, cute
even. But Mal knew better. No matter how harmless the reptile
looked, it was still the Mistress of Darkness at heart.
So did Maleficent have some secret talent they didn’t
know about? Would she able to transform back into herself
after transforming to the itty-bitty size of her heart? Was the
lizard in there really Maleficent? What if Maleficent was
already gone?
Mal stared hard at the tiny purple creature that, when
awake, had green eyes just like her mother to see if she could
sense something different about it. But the snoozing reptile
looked exactly the same as it did the last time she’d visited.
“Hey, Mom, can I talk to you for a second?” she said,
careful not to tap on the glass. She’d heard lizards didn’t like
that.
The lizard was still, not even a flick of her tongue.
The handful of times when she’d visited Maleficent in the
past, it was like this. She never got a reaction of any sort. Mal
always found it hard to accept that this small, tiny creature
held the soul of the most powerful villain in all the land.
“Did you send me this?” she asked, holding up her phone
with the mysterious text. “Are you M?”
No response.

“It’s only the two of us here, Mom, you can tell me if
you’ve been changing back. In fact, it would be kind of nice to
see you in your nonreptilian form,” she said. Mal still wasn’t
above a white lie now and then.
There was no sign that the creature even understood a
word she was saying.
Mal sighed. “I guess if you were planning something, you
wouldn’t share it with me anyway, right? Seeing as I’m the
reason you’re here in the first place.” She rubbed her eyes.
“But one day I’ll find a way to get you out. You just have to
promise me that you won’t try to destroy everything again.”
Mal paused. “Okay, fine, you can cover Sleeping Beauty’s
castle in thorny vines. Have a little fun.”
The lizard remained as still as the rock underneath it. The
lights-out bell chimed and Mal reluctantly got ready to leave.
“Fine, don’t tell me anything. I knew this was stupid. You
can’t even talk.”
Just then, the floor buckled underneath her from yet
another earthquake. Mal swayed and struggled to keep her
balance, her heart lurching in her chest. When it was over, she
stared at the lizard suspiciously. “I don’t know how you’re
doing it, but why do I have a feeling you’re behind this too?”
Someone was skulking outside the door when Mal walked out,
and she immediately tensed, prepared for an ambush. But there
was no surprise attack, and the stranger had a familiar face.
“Hey, Freddie,” she said, relieved to see her old friend
from the Isle, and slightly embarrassed by her reaction.
“Hey, Mal, what’s up?” said Freddie, graciously
pretending not to notice how rattled she seemed.
“Nothing much,” said Mal, then a thought occurred to her.
“Hey, Freddie, did you get any weird messages or e-mails
today?”
“Weird how?” asked Freddie.
“Anonymous weird?” said Mal. “Like maybe from
someone from the Isle of the Lost?”

Freddie shook her head. “No. I don’t think anyone even
knows I’m at Auradon actually. Not our old gang back on the
Isle, that’s for sure. They probably all just think I’m cutting
classes again.”
“Right,” said Mal. She’d only been in Auradon for a short
time, but she’d almost forgotten how lax the rules had been
back at Dragon Hall. But what Freddie said was interesting.
Unlike the four of them, Freddie hadn’t received a message to
return to the island, which meant whoever had sent those notes
only wanted the four original villain kids. But why?
“You got some kind of anonymous note?” asked Freddie.
Mal decided she could trust her. “Yeah, saying I should
return to the Isle of the Lost, and Jay, Carlos, and Evie too.
Isn’t that weird?”
“Totally weird. What are you going to do about it?”
“I don’t know yet,” said Mal. “We’re trying to decide.”
“Well, maybe you should….Go back to the island, I mean.
See what’s going on back there. I mean, it can’t hurt, right?”
“You really think so?” asked Mal.
Freddie shrugged. “I know if I got one I’d want to see who
sent it to me.” Then she changed the subject and motioned to
the heavily bolted doors and the armed guards standing sentry
in front of them. “Is that where they keep your…?”
“Yep, that’s lizard rock,” said Mal. “The one and only
home of Maleficent these days.”
“Phew, if that ever happened to my dad, you can be sure I
wouldn’t be sticking around just so he could yell at me when
he turned back.” Freddie shook her head, her pigtails
bouncing. “And you shouldn’t either. You know if she ever
gets out of there, she’ll come after you first.”
Mal bit her lip. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t
already know.”
Freddie suddenly brightened. “But she’ll probably never
get out, so you’ll be fine. By the way, if you do go back to the

Isle, say hi to my dad for me.” She clapped Mal on the back
and went on her way, casting long shadows against the walls.

Camelot Heights was located in the northern part of the

kingdom, and the city of Camelot was in its center, flanked by
Sherwood Forest on one side and Eden on the other. Ben had
made good on his promise and had been traveling all day with
Merlin and Artie in the royal carriage, with a retinue of
servants and footmen following behind in a regular coach. Ben
decided not to use the usual king-size motorcade since
Camelot’s roads were too rough for cars, as most of its
residents traveled by horse-drawn vehicles.
As soon as they set off, the old wizard was already snoring
in the backseat, but Artie was awake and excited, trying out all
the features of the carriage interior and playing with the
sunroof, sliding it open and closed on a whim. “Dad won’t let
us update our carriage,” he explained as he put on roadcanceling headphones (carriage travel was notoriously loud
due to wheel rumble) and eagerly flipped through every
channel offered on the television screen installed above the
back bench.
Ben settled in, amused, and let Artie have his fun.

The journey from Auradon City was a long one, taking
them up to Summerlands and past Snow White’s castle, where
they would stop for the night before making their way into the
Enchanted Wood, then across the river through acres of forest
lands, and finally into Camelot. Ben tried to relax in his seat,
and sent a few texts to Mal to let her know he was thinking of
her. No luck, she wasn’t responding, and so he closed his eyes
and tried to rest.
A few hours after Ben, Merlin, and Artie left Snow White’s
palace the next morning, King Arthur’s Castle crested high on
the hill, proud and tall, its red towers glowing in the sun.
“Home,” said Artie excitedly. “Looks like they knew we
were coming.” The turrets were flying both the Pendragon
banner and Ben’s beast-head sigil.
“I sent Archimedes ahead with the news so they could
prepare,” said Merlin, meaning his pet owl. He put his
rumpled wizard’s hat back on his head and scratched his beard.
“What in Auradon is going on here?” he said as the castle
gates opened for the royal entourage.
Ben yawned and took a look outside the window. The
entire courtyard was filled with tents and crudely constructed
shelters. “Is it always this crowded here?” he asked as they
disembarked.
“No,” said an irritated Merlin, stepping off the carriage
and, in his haste, stumbling over his robes. “Something must
have happened.”
Artie jumped down, and Ben followed, eager to stretch his
legs after the long ride. They were greeted by quite a sight—
and odor. The scent of roasting meat and smoke filled the air
as people huddled around unruly fire pits. The people of
Camelot preferred to live as they always had, and eschewed
many modern conveniences. All well and good, thought Ben,
except a little deodorant never hurt anyone. It smelled like the
Middle Ages in here.
“It looks like the villagers have moved from their homes to
seek protection behind the castle walls,” said Merlin,

frowning. “The creature must have struck again,” he muttered
under his breath.
“Make way for the king, make way,” Ben’s royal guards
ordered, clearing a path through the crowd to the entrance to
the palace.
“King Ben!” the people cheered as men bowed their heads
and women curtsied. “The King of Auradon has come!” he
heard people whisper. “Hope has arrived at last!”
He waved back cheerfully, trying to ignore the nerves
fluttering underneath his confident smile. His subjects
depended on him, and now he understood why his father had
always projected strength and self-assurance. Apparently it
wasn’t as easy as he had made it seem.
“This way,” said Merlin when they were inside the castle
proper, where the great hall was also teeming with people
lying in bedrolls and hay. The castle’s lord chamberlain rushed
to meet them. He bowed to Ben and whispered in Merlin’s ear.
“They have prepared rooms for you in the east wing,”
Merlin said. “Arthur apologizes that he is not here to welcome
you, but he is still out in the countryside, urging his people to
head to the safety of Camelot, and expects to be delayed for
quite some time. He hopes that in his place, you shall meet
with his knights, who are aware of the latest developments in
the situation.”
“Thank you,” said Ben. “Please tell Arthur no apologies
are necessary and I look forward to speaking with his men.”
“Sire, shall I go ahead and unpack and prepare your
wardrobe?” asked Lumiere, who was traveling with Ben as his
personal valet. The old Frenchman looked askance at the
unwashed hordes and was probably wishing they were all back
in Auradon’s much more comfortable palace right now.
“Please do,” said Ben as Merlin and Artie took their leave.
“Shall I set out the royal armor, Sire?” asked Lumiere,
meaning the old-fashioned metal one that was once his
father’s. “We brought it out of storage, it’s polished and oiled.”

“No need, I think,” said Ben, inwardly grimacing at the
thought of putting on the tin-can suit. “I might be in Camelot,
but I am the king of this century, not the twelfth.”
“Very good, Sire,” said Lumiere with a smile as bright as
candlesticks in the dark.
Ben chose to wear the same royal-blue suit he’d worn to his
Coronation, with the gold epaulets and Auradon’s crest on the
sleeves. Lumiere had polished his traveling crown, so he
looked and felt very much the King of Auradon as he was
welcomed to the legendary Round Table, where Camelot’s
knights had gathered. The room itself was rather plain, with
unadorned stone walls and dim lighting, but Ben couldn’t help
but feel excited when he pulled up a heavy wooden chair at
one of the most famous tables in history.
The knights were a good-natured, chivalrous bunch, and
Ben felt right at home in their company as they chatted about
the latest pro-tourney scores. But the discussion took a serious
turn when Merlin called the meeting to order and talk soon
became heated as they argued about how best to deal with the
creature plaguing their land.
“Yesterday the thing set fire to the forest, creating such a
blaze that it almost reached Sherwood!” a young knight said
indignantly. “We need to destroy it before it destroys anything
else!”
“Too many people have lost their farms and houses to this
thing,” said another. “Good that Merlin is back, he can use his
magic to capture it.”
“Ahem,” said Merlin, polishing his glasses with the edge
of his long sleeve. “Unfortunately, we don’t have permission
from the king do to so. King Ben, I mean.”
Ben looked around the table at their distressed faces and
cleared his throat. “As you know, it is our belief that the use of
magic at this level can be dangerous, and so I’m here to
observe the situation before we decide to change the policies
that have kept Auradon safe and peaceful so long.”

“You know what’s dangerous? The creature! That’s
dangerous!” cried a knight. “Sneaks around in the dark of
night, taking livestock and setting fire to everything before
disappearing in a cloud of smoke!”
“Merlin tells me that no one in Camelot has actually seen
this creature?” Ben asked. “Is that still true?”
The knights shuffled in their seats and glanced at each
other nervously. “Well…sort of,” said the knight on Ben’s left.
“It’s dark….” was one excuse. “It’s fast….” was another.
“But if we don’t know what we’re fighting, how can we
prepare to fight against it?” Ben said. “We can’t chase after
shadows and smoke. We have to know exactly what it is that’s
attacking your lands. You have my deepest sympathies and
every resource I can offer from Auradon, but before I can
allow Merlin to use magic, I need to know exactly what we’re
up against.”
Heads nodded around the table as the knights digested
Ben’s words. Merlin had Archimedes perched on his shoulder
and the owl trained its bright eyes on Ben as it whispered in
the wizard’s ear. “The king makes a fair point,” said Merlin, at
last. “We must lay eyes on this creature before we can
conceive of how to stop it.”
Artie, who had been quietly listening in the corner until
now, spoke up. “Dad said he saw a bunch of tracks in the
forest by the river’s edge near Eden,” he said. “Maybe we
should set up camp there tonight and see if we can spot it.”
“Excellent idea,” said Ben, who admired the boy’s pluck.
“We will camp tonight.”
The royal entourage, along with Ben, Merlin, Artie, and a
handful of knights, established temporary barracks in a
clearing by the shore. Every night they waited for any sign of
the creature, but two days passed and they didn’t see smoke or
fire, let alone any sort of mysterious beast emerging from the
woods.
On the third evening, Ben scoured the river’s shoreline,
hoping that the creature would finally make an appearance. He

was still unsure about allowing Merlin to use magic, and he
knew the old wizard was growing impatient. King Arthur was
still abroad, warning his people to find shelter, although he
couldn’t be too pleased to have his castle overrun by his
subjects.
But Camelot’s monster wasn’t Ben’s only problem. It was
Castlecoming on Saturday at Auradon Prep and he really
wanted to play the tourney game and take Mal to the dance,
and he was disappointed that it looked like he wouldn’t make
it back in time. But that was the boy in him speaking. The
king’s place was here in Camelot, at the edge of the forest,
waiting for a creature to appear from the shadows.
In the wee hours of the morning, Ben was asleep in his tent
when he heard a boy scream.
“It’s here! It’s here!” cried Artie. “It’s a dragon!”
Ben dashed out of his tent and looked up at the sky, where,
sure enough, a huge purple dragon was roaring, sending
massive fireballs down to their camp and setting trees ablaze.
He felt his heart stop in his chest, for his worst fears had
been realized. He had seen such a dragon only once before….

On Thursday, a few days after he’d first discovered the Dark
Net’s existence, Carlos was running across campus as fast as
he could, almost as if he were still scared of dogs and had a
pack of them chasing him. His teammates on the tourney field
watched him run and cheered him on. “Go, Carlos!” they
yelled, thinking he was practicing for Saturday’s game.

When he finally arrived at the girls’ dormitory and made it
up to Mal and Evie’s room, he threw himself at their door only
to find it open already. He tripped and fell, crashing hard on
the floor, just barely able to save his laptop from hitting the
ground.
“Carlos!” Evie said as she and Mal helped him up. “Are
you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, getting to his feet. “I found
something!”
“On the Dark Net?” asked Evie.
“Yes! Where else?” He sat on Mal’s bed—which now had
a purple coverlet over the white frills, and opened up his
laptop to show them. “It’s not good.”

“Well, if it’s on the Dark Net, we didn’t think it would be,”
said Mal, reasonably enough.
Once again he brought up the black screen filled with
green letters and began to move through the open windows,
scrolling through the threads until he found what he was
looking for. “Got it,” he said. “Here!”
“What am I looking at exactly?” asked Evie, squinting.
“It’s a forum. People go online and post things
anonymously, mostly, um, complaining about things, being
mean. You know what a troll is, right?”
“Yes, but I didn’t think they could type,” said Evie
doubtfully.
“No, not a big goblin, like a person on the Internet who
only says nasty things about people,” Carlos explained.
“Nasty things?” Evie blanched. “Who would do that?” She
had lived in Auradon too long now; she wasn’t used to malice
anymore.
“It’s the Dark Net. The villain online underground, what
do you think they’d post?” he pointed out.
“Puppies?” Mal said sarcastically.
Carlos looked ill. “I was digging around and I found this
forum about something called the Anti-Heroes movement,” he
said.
Mal curled her lip. “Anti-Heroes? I don’t like the sound of
that.”
“You shouldn’t,” said Carlos. “Because look at this.” He
typed in a few keystrokes and a colorful picture filled the
screen.
“That’s us!” cried Evie.
It was a photo of the four of them, and there was a huge
red X on all of their faces along with the words Join the AntiHeroes Club Today! scrawled in spiky red letters.
“Anti-Heroes. So they’re anti-us? Are we the heroes?”
asked Evie. “And the club is organized against us?”

“Looks like it,” said Carlos grimly. “My guess is that the
Anti-Heroes movement is a revolutionary group founded on
the Isle of the Lost for the single goal of eradicating Auradon’s
heroes. They’re using the Dark Net to draw members and
posting incendiary pictures of us to fire up hostile sentiment.
To the villains on the island, we’re basically traitors. They’re
using what happened at the Coronation to gather numbers on
their side, and when they’re ready, they’ll come for Auradon.”
The room went silent at Carlos’s words.
“But, um, it’s just a theory,” said Carlos, to try to lighten
up the vibe.
“What’s that?” asked Mal, pointing to the small type
underneath each picture: #AntiHeroesUnite #IRL #CAW
#Yadrutas #2359 #BeThere.
“I was about to get to that,” said Carlos. “I cracked the
code. I think it’s a meeting invitation. ‘IRL’ is short for ‘in real
life,’ which means it’s taking place in the real world, not the
online world. ‘CAW’ was harder, but I think it’s the location.”
“C-A-W?” asked Evie. “But that’s—”
“The Castle Across the Way, your house, yep,” said
Carlos. “It looks like that’s where it’s being held.”
“But what’s…Yadrutas?” said Mal, frowning as she tried
to pronounce the strange word.
“That one took me a while, but after staring at the word for
an hour, I realized there was something familiar about it. It’s
Saturday, spelled backward! And two-three-five-nine is 23:59
in knight time, or 11:59 at night in royal time. So just before
midnight this Saturday, there will be an Anti-Heroes meeting
at the Castle Across the Way. ‘Be there’ is obvious. They’re
telling their members to be there.”
“You think?” teased Evie.
“Saturday night, right before midnight. Hold on,” said
Mal. She grabbed a book from behind her desk. “It’s a moon
calendar; I was using it to try to figure out what the notes were
saying about the moon. Look at this—the end of the old moon,
or moonset, is on Friday before midnight, and the new moon

rises on Saturday at 11:59. The young moon is Sunday, which
is too late. I think the notes are connected to this Anti-Heroes
club. Someone wants us to go to this meeting.”
“So we were right,” said Evie. “Evil Queen, Jafar, Cruella,
and Maleficent are behind it somehow. Mal said her mom goes
by moon dates.”
“You guys really think it’s them?” asked Carlos quietly. He
had gone a bit pale again, thinking of having to face his
mother. He wouldn’t be able to hide behind a computer or an
invention this time, and he truly wasn’t looking forward to
going back to being her much-maligned personal servant. He
was just starting to enjoy a life that didn’t revolve around
fluffing furs and fixing wigs.
“Yeah, they must have sent those messages to tell us to go
back to the island so they can humiliate us at this Anti-Heroes
thing, don’t you think?” said Evie.
“I love how they’re using our ‘bad example’ to recruit
members while also telling us to go back and join them,” said
Mal.
“That sounds exactly like something they would do,” said
Carlos. “They probably have something awful planned for our
homecoming.” He shivered at the thought.
“Plus, who else would be planning a meeting in Evil
Queen’s castle?” said Mal. “It has to be them.”
“True. And Evil Queen probably took Maleficent’s spot
the second she swooped off the Isle,” said Carlos thoughtfully.
“You know they fought over who would get to lead the Isle of
the Lost when they were first banished there.”
“They sure did,” said Evie. “And that’s why we were
exiled to the Castle Across the Way!”
“Actually, you didn’t invite me to your birthday party, and
that’s why you guys had to move,” reminded Mal. “I was only
six years old.”
“That wasn’t my fault,” Evie protested. “And you almost
let me fall asleep for a thousand years!”

“What’s past is past, let bygones be bygones,” said Jay,
entering the room. “What else did I miss?”
Mal nodded. “Jay’s right; sorry, Evie.”
“I’m sorry too,” said Evie. She stared at the screen again,
at the giant red Xs written across their faces. Ugh, red did not
look good on her complexion.
Carlos brought Jay up to speed on what they’d discovered
so far about the Anti-Heroes group on the Dark Net. They
looked at the picture again.
“We need to be at that meeting so we can find out what
they’re planning, and that way we can stop it like we did last
time,” Mal said, a serious look on her face.
“Fine, let’s go, I’ll start packing,” said Carlos, who was
dreading it but wanted to get it over as quickly as possible.
Like ripping off a Band-Aid. It would be easier to confront his
mother sooner rather than later, before he had a change of
heart.
“Hold on,” said Jay. “Not so fast. Let’s think it through.
You know what Fairy Godmother always says.”
“Don’t run in glass slippers?” joked Evie.
“Look before you leap, the slow turtle always wins the
race,” said Jay. “Oh, and it’s always best to be home before
midnight.”

Jay smiled at his friends and rubbed his palms. He loved

when a plan started to come together. It reminded him of his
life back on the Isle, when he would figure out the best way to
nab the least rotten banana from the fruit stands. “We can’t
leave just yet,” he repeated.
“Why not?” Carlos wanted to know, even though he
looked relieved to hear they didn’t have to sneak out of town
right then.
“For one, you and I have a tourney game on Saturday, and
we can’t let the team down,” he said. “If Ben doesn’t make it
back from wherever he is, and we leave, they’re down three
starters; there’s no way they have a chance against the Lost
Boys. They need us.” He looked meaningfully at Carlos. “I
know you weren’t at practice today, but we’re counting on you
to be ready by game time.”
Carlos sighed. “Right.”
Jay turned to Mal and Evie, who both looked skeptical.
“You guys understand, we’re part of something bigger here
than just us. We’re part of Auradon now,” he told them. “You
know we are.”

“Yes, but—” Mal tried to argue.
“Besides,” he interrupted with an apologetic smile. “We
don’t want this Anti-Heroes group to think we’re onto them.
What do you think will happen if news gets out that the four of
us are suddenly missing from school? We need to go back, but
on our own terms. We can’t let them know we know.”
Mal considered it for a moment, thinking. Finally she
nodded. “Okay. Jay’s right. We need to lie low,” she said.
“We’ll leave Saturday after the game since everyone gets offcampus privileges on the weekend. Come back Sunday night
like everyone else, be back here in time for class on Monday.”
“Now you’re talking.” Jay smiled.
“Wait, hold on,” said Evie. “If Jay and Carlos get to play
tourney, what about the dance? I’m part of the royal
committee, and I have to make sure everything’s set up
correctly. Otherwise, what if it looks like Wonderland threw
up on everything? Plus, it’s right after the game, and people
will notice if we’re not there, especially you, Mal. Even if
Ben’s not there, people will be expecting you.”
“So we go to the dance too,” agreed Jay. “Why not?”
Carlos made a few calculations in his head. “The game
ends by five, and the dance starts at six, we stay for an hour,
maybe, to make sure everyone notices that we were there. That
doesn’t leave us a whole lot of time to get out of here and to
the Isle by midnight, but it’s doable.”
“And this way you guys won’t let down your team,” said
Evie.
“And Evie gets to set up with her committee,” added Jay.
“And Mal gets to…dance?” said Carlos.
“We all get to dance,” said Evie, whose eyes were
sparkling now.
Mal threw up her hands. “Okay,” she said. “We won’t
leave till after the game and the dance so we don’t arouse
suspicion, and I guess it’s good to live up to our
responsibilities.”

They discussed the logistics of their plan for sneaking out
of Auradon: Evie would come up with disguises while Jay
would figure out transportation.
“Did we miss anything?” Mal asked.
“Yes, I think so,” said Carlos after a moment. “So far the
plan can get us out of here, but wouldn’t people notice that
we’re gone on Sunday? That would raise some alarms, don’t
you think? Even though we’re allowed to be off campus for
the weekend, people might think it’s strange since we never go
anywhere.”
“Oh, right,” said Jay with a sheepish smile. “What are we
going to do about that?”
Mal grimaced, thinking hard. “We’re going to be gone for
less than twenty-four hours. How about we all pretend to catch
some sort of bug that keeps us in our rooms, and we can post
things online about how sick we are, when in reality we’re
actually running around the island. Isn’t that what our online
feeds are for? To convince people you’re doing something that
you’re not?”
“I don’t think that’s what they’re for, actually,” said
Carlos.
“No, it’s perfect,” said Jay. “We all get the flu. No one will
want to be near us, then. Everyone will leave us alone.”
“Evie, can you set up our accounts so that the posts show
up automatically? We won’t be able to update them ourselves
from the Isle,” Mal pointed out.
“Of course,” said Evie. “I feel like I’ve been training my
whole life for this.” She batted her eyelashes jokingly before
looking serious again. “So we’re taking off on Saturday night
for sure?”
“For sure,” said Carlos, who had turned a bit green. “What
are you smiling about?” he snapped at Jay, who was leaning
back, arms behind his head, looking like he hadn’t a care in the
world. “Aren’t you scared?”
“Totally, but I sort of expected something like this would
happen,” Jay replied.

“What do you mean you expected something like this to
happen?” demanded Carlos, who was practically pulling out
his black-and-white hair at the roots at the thought of returning
home so soon.
“I just did,” Jay said, and stopped to consider why he felt
that way. He had grown up on the Isle of the Lost, scrounged
for food in the garbage, survived goblin-made coffee, and his
favorite snack was still stale popcorn. Even after living in
Auradon, he would always be a bit skeptical of happily-everafter. And honestly, he’d been waiting for the other shoe to
drop ever since the Coronation.
“I don’t know, because it can’t be this easy, right? We win
one battle against Maleficent and it’s over?” he told them. “No
way; haven’t we learned by now that there are always
monsters hiding under beds, or in the closet, or, um, escaping
from island prisons? Monsters who are related to us even.”
“You think our parents are monsters?” Evie asked, her
voice faint.
“Well, we all know mine certainly is,” said Mal. “Firebreathing dragon and everything.”
They all laughed. But Jay was still thinking of what he’d
said about their parents. Was Jafar a monster? Jafar might take
things to the extreme, but he was also just Jay’s slightly
overweight, pajama-wearing dad, who dreamt of gold and
riches beyond his wildest imagination. A man driven by greed
who thought only of himself wasn’t much of a monster on an
island without magic. But what would happen if Jafar was able
to get his magic back? Like Maleficent, Jafar had a powerful
magical staff, a cobra that could hypnotize and manipulate
those who came under its thrall. Who knew what he would be
capable of doing then? But Jay already knew that answer. It’s
what had landed his father in the Isle of the Lost in the first
place.
So no, Jay wasn’t surprised that their parents were up to
something new, and while he was frightened, he also knew
that it didn’t matter if all of them were scared. If it was true
that this Anti-Heroes movement was growing on the Isle of the

Lost, and that their errant parents—Jafar, Evil Queen, and
Cruella de Vil—were behind it, he and his friends were the
only ones who could stop them. “As Mal said herself,
Maleficent is definitely a monster, but we took care of
Maleficent, didn’t we?” he said. “So we can handle this,
whatever it is.”
“But what if Maleficent is part of it too?” said Evie
worriedly. “What if she’s not completely harmless like we
think she is?”
“Maleficent almost roasted us all alive,” Carlos reminded
them.
“And who knows what my mom, Jafar, and Cruella have in
store for us,” said Evie. “I’m not sure I really want to find
out.”
“Come on, guys. We can handle anything. We can handle
Maleficent,” Jay said staunchly. “Right, Mal?” He elbowed
their fearless leader.
Mal elbowed Jay back, almost a shove. She was clearly
just as terrified as the rest of them, but she had decided, like
Jay, to keep it under control. “Yes, of course, Jay’s right. We
can handle this. We will handle this.” She took a deep breath
and stuck out her hand, motioning to the others to do the same.
One by one they each put a hand on top of hers.
“For Auradon,” she said.
“For Auradon,” said Jay, slapping his hand down.
“For Auradon,” whispered Evie, adding hers gently.
They all turned to Carlos, waiting.
“For Auradon,” he said finally, and very reluctantly put his
hand on top.
It was done. They were afraid of their parents, but they
would move forward regardless. Mal always pulled them
together, and Jay could feel the relief that now filled the room.

Jay’s plan for getting them transportation back to the island

was simple. They would leave Auradon as they entered it, in
the royal limousine, which also held the remote control that
opened the invisible dome and let down the connecting bridge
with a click of a button.
But if the four villain kids were going to leave Auradon
Prep without being noticed, then they couldn’t leave looking
like themselves; that much was clear. They didn’t have family
or friends in the other kingdoms, so there was no reason for
them to leave school before winter break. They would have to
be creative. Thankfully, being creative was not a problem for
Evie.
“Leave that to me,” she’d told the team the night before.
“I’ve got this handled. If you get the wheels, Jay, I’ll make
sure no one knows it’s us in the royal limousine.”
But for now, she still had time for regular life. After class,
Evie headed to the grand ballroom, where tomorrow’s
Castlecoming dance would be held, for the last planning
meeting. The annual tourney game and dance was a traditional
affair, celebrating school alumni returning to their old

stomping grounds, when good ol’ princes and princesses
regaled everyone with tales of the pranks pulled back in their
day—stealing the Auradon mascot, for instance, or the time
they glued the classroom furniture to the ceiling, causing Fairy
Godmother to exclaim something a little more colorful than
“Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo!”
Evie said hello to the fellow members of the dance
committee and the meeting began. Since the dance was so
close, almost all the details had already been agreed upon. The
menu had been approved, and Mr. and Mrs. Darling had
volunteered to chaperone along with Roger and Anita
Radcliffe. Lonnie was going to be the DJ, and would be
bringing her own equipment. All that was left was to decide on
a theme for the decorations.
“We could do an imperial banquet?” suggested Lonnie.
“How about a sultan’s feast?” asked Jordan. “We could
tent the whole area!”
No one seemed to like any of those ideas, least of all Evie,
who argued that since it was Castlecoming, the theme of the
decorations should reflect the school colors—royal blue and
gold.
“Yes, you have a point there,” said Audrey. “But don’t you
think pale pink and baby blue are so much prettier?”
“It’s not a baby shower,” Evie mumbled under her breath.
“I’m sorry, did you say something?” asked Audrey,
pretending not to have heard.
“I agree with Evie,” said Allie. “But can we do something
more psychedelic maybe? In Wonderland, we have the most
amazing flowers of so many different hues.”
“Mmm,” said Evie, looking around at the lush, creamcolored carpet and exquisite Auradon Prep tapestries already
hung on the ballroom’s walls. “Both sound lovely, but I do
think blue and gold would be best. It fits the existing color
scheme in the room.”
“If you say so.” Allie sighed. “I suppose that is
traditional.”

“So we’ll go with a gold balloon banner? And blue velvet
ribbons around all the columns?” said Evie, pen poised at the
ready.
“Maybe we can have bunches of violets in gold vases?”
said Allie. “Violets are actually blue.”
“Perfect!” She smiled at Allie.
“And we can trim the tables with gold leaf,” said Lonnie
helpfully.
Audrey frowned. “If you guys really think that’s best.”
Evie smiled. She knew when she had won, and she could
be gracious in victory. “Audrey, Lonnie, do you want to come
over and try on your ball gowns?” she asked. “I’m pretty much
done with them.”
If Mal was famous for helping with hair, Evie’s talents as a
fashion designer and seamstress were starting to become
legendary. A number of girls had asked if she would make
dresses for them for the dance, so when Mal had said they
would need to leave Auradon undercover, it had given Evie an
idea.
“Ooh, I can’t wait!” said Audrey. “Did you put on the
swan bustle like I asked?”
“It was difficult, but I did it,” said Evie with a smile.
“I can’t wait to see mine!” said Lonnie. “Is it red and gold
like we talked about?”
“You’ll look like an empress,” Evie promised.
The girls followed her back to her room and Evie handed
them their gowns. There was much oohing and aahing over the
gorgeous dresses. Audrey’s gown featured pink and blue
panels that changed color depending on how she twirled her
skirt. “It’s like magic!” Audrey sighed, unable to keep her eyes
off her reflection.
“I think Cinderella’s mice are going to be jealous!” said
Lonnie, who looked stunning in a traditional imperial column
with a pretty lotus print. “Mary’s definitely going to want to
hire you when you graduate from here.”

“Thanks, guys,” said Evie with a smile.
After they’d changed back into their school clothes,
Audrey wandered over to Evie’s vanity table, which was
littered with numerous tiny glass pots filled with different
colors. She stuck her finger in one. “What’s this?”
“Oh, just some batches of lip gloss I’ve been
experimenting with in the lab. We always had to use expired
cosmetics on the Isle of the Lost, so when I got here and
discovered I could learn to make my own makeup, I was
thrilled. I’ve even been able to enhance them with the right
chemical compounds,” said Evie. “Look, here’s one that
changes from pink to blue in the light.”
Audrey squealed. “Can I have it?”
“It’s yours,” said Evie.
Lonnie held up a clear gloss. “What does this do?”
“Glows in the dark,” said Evie. “I thought it would be fun
when the lights go down during the dance.”
“Cool,” said Lonnie. They crowded around the vanity,
picking up tubes and pots and trying every color. Lonnie held
up a purple one. “And this?”
“Don’t you hate when your lip gloss disappears in the
middle of the day? So I figured out how to make one that
never fades,” said Evie.
Lonnie and Audrey nodded in agreement.
“Are you sure I can have this one?” asked Audrey, holding
up her blue-pink pot.
“I made it for you, of course,” said Evie. “Which one do
you want, Lonnie?”
“The glow-in-the-dark one, thanks. That way everyone can
see me smiling up in the DJ booth,” said Lonnie.
“Perfect.”
The girls thanked Evie and left with their dresses. Mal
walked in a few minutes later. “All set?” she asked.

In answer, Evie opened the closet door, which held two
identical dresses to the ones she had made for Audrey and
Lonnie. “Try yours on,” she said. “I want to see if it fits.”
Evie had stayed up way too late the night before, but she’d
gotten them done. If they were going to leave Auradon, they
would do so disguised as princesses. Lonnie and Audrey often
left school to visit their home castles and kingdoms, and no
one would question their use of the royal limousine. Jay and
Carlos would be dressed as their chauffeur and bodyguard,
respectively.
“How’s your mom, by the way?” asked Evie as she zipped
Mal up into the replica of Audrey’s dress. “Did she tell you
anything the other day?”
Mal shook her head. “Not unless she was communicating
by sleeping. I really don’t see how it could be her, but who
knows. We’ll just have to assume the worst.” She caught her
reflection. Her purple hair framed her horrified face as the
dress shimmered in waves of sparkly pink and blue. “Oh, my
goblins, I look like such a princess! It’s so…pink…and blue!”
Evie laughed. “That’s the point! Though I have to say,
these really aren’t your colors.”
Mal stuck her tongue out at Evie. “Any luck with the
Magic Mirror?”
“None,” said Evie. “It works perfectly if I ask it to show
me anything else. But if I ask to see my mom, Jafar, or
Cruella, it’s just cloudy. It’s like they’ve disappeared or
something.”
“Let me see,” said Mal. “Do you think there might be a
crack in it?”
“It’s already cracked,” said Evie.
“Maybe I can try a spell or two.” Mal grabbed her spell
book from the shelf, the one that Maleficent had passed down
to her. “Magic Mirror at my command, heal thyself with my
own hand!”
The mirror remained the same.

“Magic Mirror, do as I say, show us the villains on the Isle
today!” said Mal.
Nothing changed. Evie shook her head. “I don’t think
there’s anything wrong with the mirror at all. I’m starting to
believe they don’t want to be found. They’re able to hide from
it somehow.”
“But the only way to do that is with magic,” said Mal.
“And there’s no magic on the Isle.”
“Or maybe the Magic Mirror is weakening,” said Evie
thoughtfully. “Since we’re not encouraged to do magic here, I
haven’t been using it as much.”
“What of it?”
“Well, what if magic is like a muscle: if you don’t use it, it
atrophies or tries to find somewhere else to go. Energy has to
transform, right? That’s what we learned in chemistry,” said
Evie. “There’s no such thing as turning something into
nothing. It just becomes something else, even if we don’t see
it.”
Mal considered this. “You know, you might be right.”

The biggest barrier—literally and figuratively—in their plan

to return to the Isle of the Lost was the invisible dome that
covered the island. There was no way in or out of the island
without the king’s permission. Of course, it would have been
easy enough to ask for Ben’s help, except he was out of town.
Also Mal didn’t want the king to have to answer to his
councillors and his subjects if they learned he’d allowed four
villain kids to return to the Isle of the Lost now that the
borders were guarded more rigorously than ever after
Maleficent’s attack. The recent embargo meant most of the
goblin barges that brought in supplies and leftovers to the Isle
had been blocked, and the few that were allowed through were
being monitored very closely.
Hence Jay had decided on stealing the royal limousine for
their escape. The only problem was how to get hold of the car
without being caught.
Luckily, the one person who could help him had already
issued an invitation. Jordan had asked him to stop by her lamp
that afternoon. She was recording a new episode of her
popular online show and planned to interview him as one of

Auradon’s Top Tourney players in the lead-up to the
Castlecoming game that weekend.
Jay followed her directions to the lamp, which was kept on
a special shelf in the residence halls. Jordan’s lamp was
smaller than her father’s, made of rose gold with delicate
filigree carvings all over its surface. Jay wondered if he should
pick it up and decided not to. Instead he called down into the
lamp’s spout. “Hello in there! Jordan?”
“Just rub the front and you’ll pop in,” he heard Jordan yell
from inside. “No need to shout! I can hear you loud and
clear!”
He did as told and soon found himself comfortably seated
on a pink velvet footstool across from a small octagonal coffee
table. Green columns painted with gold swirls circled the
spacious room, and heavy blue curtains draped dramatically
from the ceiling. A striking purple-and-gold Oriental rug was
centered on the floor, and peacock feathers were arranged in
vases all around. “Neat,” he said. “It’s bigger than it looks.”
“Thanks, I like my space,” said Jordan, who was seated
across from him on a purple footstool.
“Is it annoying that this is all the magic you can use at
school?” Jay asked, picking up one of the many stuffed
pillows.
“Not really,” said Jordan. “I’m actually glad for the
restrictions. Magic can be wildly unpredictable, so even
though it’s fun, it’s nice to have a break from it sometimes.”
“So no more granting wishes, huh?” he teased.
“Not today, anyway,” she said cheerfully. “Ready for your
interview?”
“Hit me,” Jay said.
Jordan snapped her fingers and the lights went on.
“Welcome to TourneyCenter!” she said, smiling into the
camera. “Today we have Jay, a star player on Auradon’s
Knights! Jay, so glad you could join us!”
“Great to be here, Jordan.”

“Are you excited about the upcoming game? Do you think
the team is ready to win the tournament?” she asked.
“Very excited, and I think we’re more than ready.”
“The Lost Boys have a killer defense; how do you think
the Knights will succeed?”
“The way we always do: we run hard, we dodge the
cannons, we make the goals.”
“You’re confident.”
“I am, I know our team.”
“What about the rumors that King Ben won’t be back in
time to play the game? We’ve heard he left earlier this week
on some secret official business,” Jordan said keenly. “Can
you tell us anything about that?”
“I can’t speak to the rumors, but I know Ben wouldn’t
want to let us down. I hope he makes it back in time, but if
not, we’ll carry on.”
“I’m sure you will,” she said, rifling through her index
cards for the next question. She smiled back up at the camera.
“One of the things we like to do on TourneyCenter is to get to
know our players better. Can you tell us a little about
yourself?”
“Well, I’m Jay, son of Jafar. I grew up on the Isle of the
Lost, but I think everyone knows that by now.”
“That’s right, you’re one of the so-called villain kids.
When did you move here?” she asked.
Jay perked up at the question. “At the start of the school
year. A big old limousine picked us up and dropped us off at
Auradon Prep’s front door.”
“How fancy,” said Jordan, leaning forward with a smile.
“Sure was. The amount of candy they have in the back of
that thing, I’ve got to tell you, Jordan, I wish I had the keys to
that limo in my pocket right now,” he said, rubbing his
stomach.

“Jay! You know the rules!” Jordan said, looking worried.
“You can’t say the word wish in my lamp. Otherwise…Check
your pocket for the keys. You’ll have to return…” She trailed
off as the entire room went topsy-turvy, and the two of them
were thrown across the lamp like rag dolls.
“Must have been another earthquake,” said Jordan,
struggling to right herself and her footstool. Lamps had
crashed, pillows and peacock feathers were scattered
everywhere. “They’re so annoying! Every time one hits, my
lamp falls on the floor. When you leave would you mind
putting it back on the shelf?”
“Not at all,” said Jay with a smile, noticing she had
forgotten all about the limousine keys. He felt guilty for
deliberately deceiving Jordan, and tricking her into using her
magic. But since it was for a good cause, maybe that was
okay? The villain kids were just trying to protect Auradon
from harm. He’d have to ask Fairy Godmother about it next
time in Remedial Goodness class.
Jordan wrapped up the interview and thanked him for
stopping by.
As Jay walked back toward campus, the keys to the royal
limousine jingled in his pocket.

Saturday morning dawned bright and early, and Mal woke up
with the sun. She’d been unable to sleep the night before,
thinking about the day to come. Tonight they would return to
the Isle of the Lost to confront this sinister Anti-Heroes
organization most likely headed up by the biggest villains in
the land. We can do this; we have to, she thought to herself,
but a small, worried part of her was anxious just the same.

“I’m terrified too,” Evie said, when she saw the look on
Mal’s face as they got ready for the day. “But like you said, we
can handle it.”
“I think Jay said that.”
“Yes, but we all know you’re the one who’s going to make
it happen,” Evie said confidently. “And if you don’t, well, at
least your lip gloss won’t fade.” She handed Mal a jar full of a
purple tint. “You know what my mom always says, beauty is
as beauty is.”
Mal smiled at Evie and Evie smiled at Mal. It was
wonderful to have supportive friends, especially when they
were good at conjuring up cosmetics. Mal carefully applied

the gloss, liking the way it matched her purple varsity jacket.
She told Evie she’d meet her at the game and headed over to
the library to check on Maleficent one last time before they
left.
Her mother was curled around a rock. She looked so tiny
and helpless that it was hard to imagine how she could have
anything to do with the mischief that was going down on the
Isle. “If there’s anything you want to say to me, if you can
change back, you should let me know, Mom,” she told the tiny
lizard.
But Maleficent just kept sleeping on her warm rock.
“Fine,” said Mal. “I’ll see you when I get back.”
She left the library and walked to breakfast. The entire
campus was festooned with balloons and banners, a lively
feeling in the air as students walked around with their parents.
She saw Audrey with her mother, Aurora, poring over the
class pictures that hung in the hallways. Doug was taking a
family of dwarfs on a prospective students’ tour. “This is
where we have choir practice. I’m sure your kids will love
singing in it,” Mal overheard him say proudly.
For a brief moment, Mal wished she could be one of those
kids showing off the school to their parents, but Maleficent
had never even once attended a villain–teacher conference
back at Dragon Hall, and it was futile to think she would find
anything to admire about Auradon Prep.
But she didn’t have time to worry about feeling out of
place on Castlecoming day. Friendly students mobbed her,
eager to introduce her to their parents.
“Come meet my parents!” said Lonnie, introducing her to
Mulan and Li Shang.
“Mother, this is Mal! I told you all about her!” said Allie,
who pulled Alice away from admiring the students’ artwork
displayed on the walls.
Mal shook so many hands and smiled so much her dimples
were starting to hurt. People in Auradon were so nice, it was a
little exhausting. She wished Ben were back already. He was

still out of town, and he’d let her know he was sorry, but he
wouldn’t make it back in time for the tourney game or the
dance after all. Mal was surprised to find that she was actually
quite disappointed about it, but at least she and Evie would
still have fun. Mal would never admit it out loud, but dancing
with her friends was nearly as good as going on a date with the
King of Auradon.
“Mal, over here!” Evie called from the other end of the
hall. Mal joined her side and they walked together to the
tourney stadium. The band was already playing the Auradon
fight song as they found their seats.
Evie handed her a piece of white silk.
“What’s this for?” Mal asked, noticing that everyone else
in the nearby crowd had one. The stands on the Auradon side
were full of people holding the white silk streamers, waving
them gaily about.
“To cheer on our knights, duh,” replied Evie, waving hers.
Mal inspected it closely. “Hankies?”
“It’s what ladies used to wave at their knights, you know,
back when they had real tourneys, with horses. They used to
call it ‘waving their colors.’ Don’t you remember? We learned
it in class.”
The Royal History of Auradon, Mal recalled now. She
waved her white hankie, though really, this practice probably
should have stayed behind in the Middle Ages. The crowd
cheered when the Auradon Knights took the field; Mal and
Evie hooted loudly when Jay and Carlos were introduced.
Carlos waved, smiling behind his helmet, and Jay gave
them a thumbs-up. Chad was nowhere in the starting lineup
and pouted from the bench.
The game was a close one. Without Ben to help Jay with
the tourney plays, the Lost Boys nearly defeated the Knights
on their home turf, but in the end Jay set up Carlos for the
winning score, and the stands exploded in celebration.
“I’m glad we decided to stay for the game,” Mal told Evie.
“Jay was right, we needed to be here.”

The girls went back to their rooms to change into their dresses
for the dance. “Remember, we’re only staying for a little bit,
then we leave and change into Lonnie’s and Audrey’s gowns,
and meet the boys in the parking lot,” said Mal as she fluffed
up her lavender skirts in the mirror. The dress had just enough
volume without being fussy, and the dark leather cap sleeves
were embellished with tiny black crystals, which meant they
shimmered in the light but didn’t look princessy.
“Right,” said Evie, sounding doubtful.
“Evie!” Mal said. “What’s the matter? This is the plan.”
“But let’s not go so soon, okay? Can’t we have a little fun
at least?” she wheedled, until Mal had to agree. “I promised
Doug we’d dance the Heigh-Ho Slide.”
“Does he know about our plan?” Mal asked. She hadn’t
forbidden the group to tell anyone, but had assumed they
wouldn’t.
“No, I didn’t tell him. I don’t want him to have to lie for
me.” Evie straightened her tiara and took a deep breath. “Plus,
I don’t want him to worry. As far as he’ll know, I’ll be leaving
the dance with a bad stomachache and then I’ll be in my room
with the flu all weekend like we agreed.”
“I’m sorry we have to go so soon,” said Mal. “I know how
much you love dances. You really do look like—”
“The Fairest?” asked Evie with a cheeky grin.
“Let’s just say every princess at that dance is definitely
safe from a huntsman tonight,” said Mal.
“Okay, let’s do this,” said Evie. They linked arms and
headed out the door.
The ballroom was festooned with so many balloons that it
was hard to see the top of the ceiling. Gold bunting and blue
ribbons hung everywhere.
“It’s perfect.” Evie sighed.
“That is a whole lot of balloons,” Mal said.

“You think? I was worried it wouldn’t be enough,” said
Evie. “I doubled the order.”
They waved to Lonnie, who was manning the turntables up
at the DJ booth. The Auradon tourney team trooped in,
handsome in their formal wear, and Jay and Carlos found
them, exuberant and smiling. They were the stars of the
evening, surrounded by a group of admiring friends and
teammates, while Chad skulked by the punch. Evie left to
dance with Doug, and Jay and Carlos headed for the buffet
tables. Mal picked at her food and checked the clock. She was
impatient to get going and was relieved when it was finally
time to gather up her team.
She elbowed Jay, and he reluctantly put down the plate of
desserts he was holding.
“Let’s go,” she said. “I’ll grab Evie, you get Carlos, and
we’ll meet you at the car.”
Mal felt her stomach flip as they set their plan in motion.
Sure, she had faced down Maleficent and won once before.
But who knew what kind of darkness awaited them this time?
Alas, there was only one way to find out.

Carlos had never thought of himself as much of a dancer, but
during the celebration after Maleficent’s defeat, when all of
Auradon had danced on the school steps, he’d enjoyed shaking
a leg with the group. Who knew he had it in him? And he was
enjoying dancing with Jane, who looked pretty with her hair
back to its original color and neat style instead of the long,
glossy mane Mal’s spell had created. Carlos thought Jane’s
normal hair suited her better. Some people didn’t really need
makeovers, just more confidence.
He was spinning her around when Jay tapped on his
shoulder. “Uh, I’m headed out,” Jay said. “I’m not feeling too
well. What about you?”
Carlos was about to say he felt great when he remembered
the plan. “Right! I, uh, I’m not feeling well either. Sorry,
Jane.” He clutched his middle and pretended to double up in
pain.
“Oh!” she said. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, I think I just have to lie down now,” he said.
“Thanks for the dance.”

“No, thank you!” said Jane, a little wistfully.
Carlos crouch-walked out of the ballroom with Jay, who
also made a show of looking ill. When they were outside the
building, they straightened up and broke into a run toward the
parking lot. They could still hear the music wafting from the
dance as they made their way noiselessly across campus. They
stopped uneasily when the ground rolled beneath them with a
little tremor, but it faded away and they kept going.
Jay placed a chauffeur’s cap on his head and Carlos stuck
in a fake earpiece. Since they were both already wearing black
suits, Evie decided that was all they needed to complete the
disguise as driver and bodyguard to the royal princesses. Now
all they could hope for was that no one who saw them would
know that Audrey and Lonnie were still at the dance.
They found the limousine, which had Auradon flags on
each side of the hood. Jay removed the keys from his pocket
and unlocked the car doors. He got in on the driver’s side and
Carlos climbed into the passenger seat.
“Bridge remote?” asked Jay.
“Check,” said Carlos. “Found it in the glove
compartment.”
There was a rustle of skirts from behind them, and the girls
appeared out of the darkness. Mal had spelled their hair so that
from far away, she and Evie really looked like Audrey and
Lonnie. Actually, the disguise was so good that Carlos almost
had a little panic attack thinking the real princesses were
headed their way.
Mal opened the back door and they climbed in. “Hurry,”
she said. “We need to get there before midnight.”
“Your chariot awaits, my ladies,” joked Jay, who revved up
the engine.
“Um, Jay? Where did you learn to drive?” Evie asked,
peeking out from the partition that separated the front of the
car from the back.
“Street rats!” Jay cursed, hitting the steering wheel in
frustration. “I was hoping you’d forget that I don’t, technically,

know how.”
“Oh, for fur’s sake,” said Carlos. “Switch places.”
“Carlos, you know how to drive?” asked Mal, impressed.
“How?”
“I taught myself,” Carlos said. “My mom has a car,
remember? She would make me drive her to the Queen of
Hearts’s salon all the time.” He placed the chauffeur’s cap on
his head and handed Jay the earpiece.
“Thank goodness!” said Evie.
“I don’t think goodness had anything to do with it,
actually,” said Carlos with a smile. He eased the long car out
of the parking lot. “Hey, if there’s any candy back there, you
guys have to share.”
Mal threw him a huge lollipop that bonked him on the
head, and they were off.

They had only traveled a few feet and hadn’t even left the

school grounds when a flood of light covered the darkened
driveway, and the limousine had to stop in its tracks. Mal
squinted against the light to try to see who was blocking their
way.
“It’s the royal carriage!” said Evie. “Ben must be back!”
“What do we do now?” said Carlos nervously. “I can’t go
around it, it’s too big.”
The royal carriage was an imposing behemoth, resembling
not so much a pumpkin as a giant squash on wheels. A
footman opened the door and Ben stepped out, shaded his eyes
against the light, and peered into the limousine.
Carlos switched off the ignition, resigned. “Oh, well, looks
like we’re not going anywhere now,” he said, trying to sound
disappointed, and failing.
“Let me handle it,” said Mal, stepping out of the car to
meet Ben.
“Audrey?” Ben asked, when he saw her.

“No, uh, it’s me, Mal,” she said, feeling shy and a bit silly
at the whole getup and embarrassed that they’d been caught
sneaking out of Auradon. After all their careful planning, this
was a bit anticlimactic.
“Mal?” He gaped. “What’s going on? What are you
wearing? Is that a dress of Audrey’s? It’s so pink and blue.
And is that the royal limousine?”
The windows rolled down, and the rest of the group waved
cheerfully at Ben. Ben waved back, a bit confused. “Why does
Evie look like Lonnie and why is Carlos driving? Does he
even have a license?”
“I can explain,” said Mal. She quickly told him about the
mysterious messages they’d received, the Anti-Heroes thread
on the Dark Net, and the missing villains.
Ben listened carefully, rocking back and forth on his heels,
taking it all in. “So now you’re all headed back to the Isle of
the Lost?”
Mal nodded. “We have to, we have to see what’s going
on.”
“I see.” He wasn’t frowning, which was a good sign, but
he wasn’t smiling either. “And you weren’t going to tell me;
why?”
“We didn’t want to get you in trouble—with your subjects,
I mean,” said Mal. “Everyone’s a little nervous ever since the
Coronation, and we didn’t think it would look good for you if
you knew we were going back to the Isle of the Lost,
especially with the embargo and all.”
“Hmm,” said Ben. “Okay.”
“Okay?” asked Mal. “You’re not mad?”
“No, why should I be? You’re not doing anything wrong…
well, except maybe Jay shouldn’t have tricked Jordan out of
the keys, you and Evie shouldn’t be pretending to be Audrey
and Lonnie, and Carlos shouldn’t be driving without a
license,” he said mildly, but he had a hint of a smile on his
face.

“But you’re not going to stop us?” asked Mal.
“No. You guys should definitely check out what’s
happening back there. I don’t know if I would have agreed to
it if you’d asked me beforehand, but now that I do know about
it, I think it’s the right thing to do,” he said. “Tell Carlos to
send me the link to the Dark Net, and I’ll keep an eye on this
Anti-Heroes thread in case it looks like you might need
backup.”
“Definitely. And we’ll be back in time for class on
Monday,” she told him. “We just wanted to check it out.
Although if something is going down, we might be delayed
longer. But I don’t want you to worry.”
“I won’t. I know you can watch out for yourself,” he said,
taking her hand. “I’m glad I caught you, though. I wanted to
tell you, strange things are happening, and not just on the Isle
of the Lost. In Auradon too.”
“You mean like the earthquakes?” she asked.
He raised his eyebrows. “Not just the earthquakes, but
lately there have been unseasonal hurricanes down by the
Bayou, and giant sandstorms in Agrabah too.”
“What do they think is causing it?” she asked.
“We don’t know yet. But that’s not all.” He hesitated.
“What is it? Where were you, by the way? What’s wrong?”
she asked, his somber expression making her feel anxious.
“Camelot Heights,” he said. “It’s why I took the carriage;
their roads are hard on cars over there. Merlin came to the
council with Artie on Monday, to ask for help with a strange
creature that was attacking their town.”
“What kind of creature?” Mal asked, dreading the answer
already. “What kind of attacks?”
Ben held her gaze. “One that was burning forests, stealing
livestock, and scorching farms. A real menace,” he said.
“Everyone’s really scared. All of Camelot Heights is under
lockdown right now.”
“Oh no,” she said. “That’s awful.”

“Mal, it was a purple dragon,” he said quietly, letting the
words sink in. He told her about how he had set up camp with
Camelot’s knights on the edge of the forest and waited for
days for the creature to appear. “Artie was on watch that night
and woke us all up. It came out of nowhere, but I saw it before
it vanished. A huge purple dragon, with bright green eyes.”
“What. No. You can’t think…” she said, her heart racing.
This was madness. There was only one purple dragon in the
world. Maleficent.
“I saw it,” he said. “It looked just like her….I’ll never
forget how she looked during the Coronation. Her face was
right in front of mine and she was going to roast me alive,
until you stopped her. I’m telling you, it was her.”
Mal crossed her arms and kept shaking her head. “No, just
no. It can’t be. I just saw her this morning. She’s trapped under
glass on her pedestal. Tiny. Helpless. And you know as well as
I do that her Dragon’s Eye scepter is safely locked away in the
museum. She’s powerless and can’t wield any magic without
it.”
“I know what I saw,” said Ben, his face drawn. “I know
how crazy it sounds. But just in case, I’m going to place more
guards in the library, and keep cameras on her 24/7. If she is
getting out, we have to know how she’s doing it.”
“I’m sorry I can’t stay here to help you,” she said, upset to
hear this new information.
Ben smiled. “As much as I’d prefer that, I think it would
be the wrong move. I’m going to stay here in Auradon to see if
we can track the dragon down before it does more damage.
We’re keeping it off the news; I don’t want to cause a panic.
You guys go find out what’s going on in the Isle of the Lost.
Maybe this is all part of a bigger scheme. Let me know what
you find, and don’t be afraid to ask for help if you need it.”
“I will,” she said, giving him a tight hug. “Thanks, Ben.”
“Is there anything else you need?” he asked.
“No, I think we’re good.”

Ben hugged her one more time, then helped her into the
car. The windows were still open and the four villain kids
waved goodbye, nervous and hopeful expressions on their
faces.
“Good luck,” Ben told them. “And good game, by the way.
Nice work. I caught the highlights on TourneyCenter,” he said
to Jay and Carlos.
“Thanks, man,” Carlos called from the driver’s seat while
Jay bumped fists with Ben through the passenger window.
Ben reached for Mal’s hand through her window. “I’ll see
you on Monday,” he said, before reluctantly letting go. He
motioned to the carriage driver to get out of the way so the
limousine could pass and leave the school gates.
“Monday,” she echoed as the car pulled away. Then
something occurred to her. “Ben!” she called.
He raised his eyebrows.
“If you do catch the purple dragon…” She hesitated, even
if she knew Ben of all people, would understand.
“Yes?”
“Don’t hurt it, okay?”
He nodded. “You have my word.”

“It’s up to you how
far you go.
If you don’t try,
you’ll never know.”
—Merlin, The
Sword in the Stone

The streets of Auradon were empty as the royal limousine

made its way to the very edge of the coast, practically at the
shoreline. They finally reached the southernmost point by the
bay, where they knew an invisible bridge connecting the island
to the mainland was standing. Mal bit the edge of her thumb as
she told the rest of her team what Ben had told her about the
purple dragon that had been spotted in Camelot. They agreed it
had to be impossible—there was no way that creature was her
mother. Yet who or what else could it be? There had to be an
explanation, but for now, nothing seemed to make sense.
“I sure hope we don’t run into this dragon on the Isle,” said
Carlos as he steered the limousine toward the end of the road.
The lights from the Isle of the Lost pierced through the fog.
“Wow, it actually looks almost pretty from here.”
“Home,” said Evie softly.
“There’s no place like it,” said Jay, with forced cheer.
“Let’s hope not,” said Carlos. “One island full of villains is
quite enough.”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” said Mal, who knew they
had to do this before they all chickened out. “Hit it, Jay.”
Jay removed the remote that controlled the bridge from the
glove compartment and pointed it at the air in front of them.
“Here goes nothing.”
There was a spark, and through the haze, Mal could almost
see the dome opening up as the bridge slowly manifested
before their eyes. Carlos drove the car forward, and the four of
them pressed their faces against the windows, watching the
bridge materialize in front of them as they drove over the
water. Mal knew they were all thinking of the first day they’d
left the island. Now they were returning, very much changed
from the rotten hellions who had left not too long ago.
Just as they reached the other side, Jay turned around and
zapped the remote control again, and the bridge disappeared.
“Don’t drive into town,” said Mal. “We should hide the car
somewhere.”
“Good idea,” said Carlos, who veered off the main street
and into one of the dusty, unfinished roads. But it was hard to
steer the large car on such rocky terrain, and Carlos tried to
overcompensate by turning the wheel left when he should have
turned right, and his passengers screamed as the car swerved
and plunged into a ditch, sending everything flying as the
limousine crashed into a copse of dead trees.
The engine died and the smoke cleared. “Everyone okay?”
Mal called from the backseat. It looked as if their seat belts
had saved them from serious injury, and Mal was thankful they
had picked up the habit of wearing them in Auradon.
“Sorry, sorry!” said Carlos, coughing from the front.
Evie nodded that she was all right and Jay offered a
thumbs-up from the passenger side. “A-OK, except I think we
lost the remote to the bridge,” he said. “It must have flown out
the windshield.” He pointed to the huge hole in the middle of
the glass.
“We’ll just have to find another way to get back,” said
Mal.

“I guess we could swim?” joked Jay.
“Well, at least the crash took care of one thing. The car’s
definitely hidden now. No one will find it here,” said Carlos.
They took turns changing inside the roomy back passenger
area into their normal clothing and began the long walk into
town. Mal checked the time. After all of their delays, they still
had a few hours before the Anti-Heroes meeting was supposed
to start. “Let’s meet at Evie’s castle a little before midnight,”
said Mal. “For now, let’s split up. Each of you, see if you can
locate your parents. Once we know what they’re planning,
we’ll figure out what to do about it.”
“What do we say if anyone from the Isle asks why we’re
back?” asked Evie, looking uncomfortable at the thought.
“Yeah, I bet they’re not exactly going to be excited to see
us,” said Carlos.
“Tell them the truth, that we’re visiting our aged relatives,”
suggested Jay with a grin. Soon they had reached the outskirts
of town and passed Dragon Hall, following Woeful Way down
to the familiar town square, cornered by shabby buildings on
all sides and the Bargain Castle looming over everything.
“Don’t let anyone know we know about this Anti-Heroes
club,” said Mal. “Until we find Cruella, Jafar, and Evil
Queen.”
The group agreed. “Wow, this place is worse than I
remember,” said Carlos, looking around. “And what is that
smell? Did you guys ever notice that before?” He made a face.
“It smells like…”
“Poisoned toads,” said Mal, who remembered what went
into the daily coffee brew.
“Goblins,” said Jay, who seemed to have the foul creatures
stuck in his mind.
“Garbage,” said Evie, who recoiled at the memory.
“Actually, it smells like a combination of all three,” Carlos
decided.

Mal had to agree, even if a small part of her was happy to
return to the familiar “comforts” of home. The outdoor bazaar
was closed for the day, but the Slop Shop and Ursula’s Fish
and Chips were doing brisk business. It was kind of sad to see
how terrifically ramshackle everything looked, though. Mal
used to revel in dirt and decay, but she’d been in Auradon too
long, and now everything was grimier than she remembered.
She really needed to chug a cup of toad coffee before she got
too soft.
“Look at that,” said Jay, pointing to a poster of Maleficent
pasted to the side of a wall. Someone had drawn a mustache
on her face, and another person had scrawled MISTRESS OF
LIZARDS over her forehead.
“Whoa,” said Carlos.
“You said it,” said Evie. “I guess they saw the Coronation;
it was broadcast live to the whole kingdom, even here.”
When Maleficent was, well, Maleficent, no one would dare
even think to vandalize her likeness. There were other changes
too. Goblins seemed to have taken over the square. There were
dozens and dozens of them, living in cardboard boxes and
gathered around little trash-can fires.
“Where did they all come from?” wondered Evie, who had
never seen so many.
“The Forbidden Fortress maybe?” Jay guessed. During
their quest for the Dragon’s Eye scepter, they had run into a
rather large and unfriendly goblin horde.
“Nope,” grunted a goblin when he overheard their
conversation. He was a stout, runty fellow, and looked as if he
hadn’t had a good meal in a long while. His green skin was
sallow, and his yellow eyes red-rimmed. “We used to work the
barges, but with the embargo, there’s a limit on how many of
us can bring in supplies from the mainland anymore.
Maleficent promised us freedom and a better life, but she got
turned into a lizard, so here we are.”
“Sorry about that,” said Mal.
“You the one that did that to her?” the goblin asked.

“Sort of,” she replied as Evie pulled her away.
“Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to talk to strange
goblins?” her friend scolded.
“Of course not,” said Mal.
“Mine didn’t either,” admitted Evie.
They walked through the streets, feeling the eyes of the
island’s citizens following them. Mal realized that even if they
were dressed casually, they were still better dressed and much
cleaner-looking than anyone else. Their clothes, unlike their
former neighbors’ wardrobes, weren’t patched and frayed, or
ill-fitting and holey. Mal felt a new wave of emotions—a little
proud, a little bittersweet, a little abashed that they looked so
different from everyone else. And a little scared to think what
their old neighbors now thought of them. Did the people of the
island now despise them like they did the fancy princes and
princesses of Auradon?
In Auradon, people stared at them because they came from
somewhere else, and now on the Isle of the Lost, everyone
stared at them because they’d left. In a way, it was just the
same. Now they were outsiders in both places. Some of the
townsfolk looked at them balefully, while others were merely
curious.
“Hi, Gaston, and, um, Gaston,” said Evie, seeing the burly
duo across the street.
But the Gastons simply scowled.
Evie backed away. “They used to be pretty friendly back in
Dragon Hall,” she said. “They even offered to share their
lunch with me.”
“Not anymore,” said Mal. “I bet they don’t even share a
crumb with you at this point.”
“Let’s keep going,” urged Carlos. “Everyone’s staring. I
feel like they’ll start throwing rotten tomatoes at us.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” said Jay, but he looked
nervous too.

“Well, well, if isn’t the heroes of Auradon.” The four of
them turned at the sound of the voice and saw a girl with dark
frizzy hair leaning over a balcony. She had piercing gray eyes
and wore a soiled red dress with tattered golden piping at the
neckline.
“There’s that word again,” Evie whispered. “Heroes.”
“Ginny Gothel!” said Mal. “Get down here!” Ginny had
been a friendly acquaintance back in Dragon Hall, and Mal
remembered with a hint of shame that they had often enjoyed
making fun of smaller, weaker people together. They watched
as Ginny shimmied down the edge of the building and walked
toward them.
Mal wasn’t sure what she was expecting when she returned
to the Isle of the Lost, but it certainly wasn’t to find Ginny
Gothel, of all people, looking down at her.
“Don’t you guys clean up nice,” Ginny sneered, crossing
her arms and studying each of them in turn. “What do you call
that?” she asked, pointing at Mal’s outfit.
Mal flushed. “Preppie punk,” she explained. She was
wearing a purple argyle sweater underneath her favorite jacket,
along with a clean denim skirt and boots.
“Huh. I’m not sure I’m a fan, but then Auradon style is
best for goody-goodies. So, what are you guys doing back
here?” Ginny asked, her arms crossed and a skeptical look on
her face. “Slumming?”
“Visiting,” said Jay. “Which reminds me, I should
probably go check out the Junk Shop and let Dad know I’m
here.” He waved and quickly jogged away.
“Yeah, Evie and I are gonna head over to our side of the
island,” said Carlos, as they peeled away from the group.
“Going home too, are you, Mal?” asked Ginny. “What
would your mom say, I wonder, if she could talk again? To see
that her nasty little girl grew up to be so good?” She shook her
head. “If you can change, I guess they’re right, there’s hope
for all of us,” Ginny said in a soft, sweet voice, batting her
eyelashes mockingly.

“Who’s they?” asked Mal, but Ginny, apparently bored
with the conversation, was already walking away.

Evil Queen had been exiled to the farthest, most remote, and

practically abandoned part of the island, so by the time Evie
and Carlos made it past Woeful Way and turned onto Hell
Street, both of them were panting from the long walk. Without
the fear of Maleficent, chaos had settled upon the Isle of the
Lost and it appeared even the island’s mostly undependable,
rinky-dink transportation system had completely broken down.
The goblins had abandoned their rickshaws, which were left to
rust on the side of the roads.
Everywhere they went, they were met with frowns and
scowls. Evie tried not to look too nervous for Carlos’s sake,
since he was obviously extremely uncomfortable with all the
attention.
It didn’t help that she was also exhausted and her feet hurt.
Evie told herself exercise was good for the skin, and wiped her
forehead with her handkerchief. She was still wearing her
fancy dancing shoes with the high heels, and she almost fell in
relief when they finally reached the familiar tall, gray stone
walls of the Evil Queen’s castle. Then she remembered she
was afraid to face her mother.

She knocked on the heavy fortress door. “Mom?” she
called nervously. “Um, it’s me? Evie! Are you there?”
“It looks deserted,” said Carlos, glancing askance at the
cobwebs and dust.
“Oh, it always looks like this,” Evie assured him. “Mom’s
big on personal maintenance, but housekeeping, not so much.
“Let me see if I can find the key,” she said, walking over to
the nearest wall and feeling for a brick that had come loose.
“Here it is,” she said, holding up an ancient rusted key.
“Maybe she’s out getting ready for the Anti-Heroes meeting?”
“Maybe. Wow, this place really looks like no one’s lived
here for centuries,” said Carlos as they walked inside.
Evie bristled. “It’s the height of Gothic style!”
“More like the bottom of it,” said Carlos, scrunching his
nose.
“Okay, fine, maybe it is a bit dark and dreary,” said Evie,
who had never been too bothered by the gargoyles and
cobwebs until now. She looked around. Hmm. Maybe Carlos
was right. It was a little dustier than she remembered. She took
another step and sneezed.
“I’ll wait here,” said Carlos as Evie went off to check the
bedrooms.
“Mom?” she called, gingerly stepping into the Evil
Queen’s room. Her mother kept it the way it had always been,
when she had been queen of her kingdom and bent upon
destroying Snow White. There was a dark silhouette in the
middle of the room where the Magic Mirror used to hang
before it had been broken into pieces, and a little podium in
front of it where her mother would pose and preen, as if the
mirror were still there to showcase her reflection.
The closet doors were open, blue gowns and black capes in
disarray, white ruffs strewn over the floor. Her mother’s
traveling trunk was missing from the topmost shelf, and from
the looks of the mess, Evil Queen had packed in a hurry. That
was odd; where had she gone? Didn’t she have to be back in
time for the meeting tonight?

Evie noticed something else. In the center of her mother’s
dressing table was a large ebony box, one that Evie knew well.
Her mother had schooled her in the art of beauty regimes from
the pots and brushes, paints and blushes, eye makeup,
foundation, and mascara in that very chest.
It was strange. Her mother had left behind her most prized
possession? Where could Evil Queen have gone without her
makeup?
Evie walked down the grand staircase, still sneezing from
the dust. She couldn’t believe they had lived this way for so
long, forgotten and unloved.
Carlos was nowhere to be found. Evie got a little worried
and called his name, but there was no answer. Where was he?
Evie didn’t scare easily, and she was in the house she had
grown up in, but it was strange to be here all alone, without
her mom bustling around and pressuring her to try the latest
exercise fad. She didn’t even know where to start looking. The
castle was so big that Evie never even knew how many rooms
it had. She and Evil Queen had mostly stayed in the main area
in the middle.
Maybe he was outside. She walked out the front door.
“Carlos?” she yelled again.
“Over here!” he called. He was all the way on the other
side of the castle, hidden by the overgrown weeds. In the
moonlight, she could barely make out the tips of his blackand-white hair.
She walked over and found him standing in front of a
series of stone steps that led to a cellar door. “Well, this is the
place all right,” he said, pointing to a sign that was hung on the
front.
ALL ANTI-HEROES WELCOME,
MEETINGS ARE SATURDAYS NEAR MIDNIGHT

How strange, Evie thought, and for a moment wondered
nervously if Evil Queen was just out at the market buying
provisions for this very mysterious gathering.

“Is anyone inside? I don’t even know where that door
leads,” she told him.
“No, I don’t hear anything,” he told her. “Any sign of your
mom?”
“No.” Evie told him what she found in the room. “It looks
like she went away somewhere. She took her trunk, but left her
makeup behind. But maybe she’ll be back for the meeting?”
Carlos nodded. “Come on, let’s go check out my place.
Hopefully we’ll be just as lucky there.”
“But we didn’t find my mom,” said Evie.
“Exactly,” said Carlos.

Hell Hall was built in the style of an elegant Victorian

mansion. Of course, since it had been transported to the Isle of
the Lost, it was nothing but a rotting shell now. Carlos let them
in through the side door. So far, everything was as he
remembered. Cruella’s mean-looking red sports car was
parked in the garage, covered by a canvas sheet. The kitchen
was still decorated in black and white tile, the refrigerator
nearly empty. He peeked into the living room, and saw that it
was exactly the same—the broken-down furniture covered
with dusty white cloths, the standing knight’s armor they kept
in the hallway still rusty, the wallpaper still faded, and there
were still holes in the plaster molding.
“Mom?” Carlos whispered.
Evie nudged him. “She’s not going to hear you that way.
Louder.”
Carlos tried again. “Mom?” he croaked.
“CRUELLA? ARE YOU HERE?” Evie yelled.
Carlos almost fell to the floor in fright. “Don’t DO that! Or
at least warn me first!”

The kitchen was untidy, with dirty dishes in the sink and
crusted food on the counter. Carlos began cleaning up almost
automatically. It had been his job to keep house when he lived
there. Cruella spent her days eating waxy old chocolate
bonbons and watching the Dungeon Shopping Network.
“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a while either,”
said Evie, sniffing. “I think I’m allergic to the Isle,” she said
apologetically.
“There’s only one way to find out. Wait here,” said Carlos.
He steeled himself and went through the hidden passage to
Cruella’s treasured fur closet.
There was no way his mother would leave without her
precious furs. They were all she cared about in life. He flung
open the door and gasped. They were all still there—mink and
ocelot, beaver and fox, rabbit and raccoon, sable and skunk.
Alas, not one Dalmatian coat; Cruella’s greatest regret. But he
noticed that her rollers were missing from their case in her
dressing room, along with the small overnight bag she often
used when she went to visit the spa in Troll Town. (Apparently
trolls were talented masseurs, due to their large hands.)
He walked back to the kitchen, where Evie was seated on a
stool, blowing her nose. “She’s gone?” she asked.
“Looks like it,” he said, opening the cupboards for more
clues. “And the milk in the fridge expired three months ago.”
He picked up the box and shook it so its contents sloshed.
“Curdled.”
“But the milk’s always expired when we get it.”
“Oh, right, I forgot,” said Carlos, who wanted a huge
delicious glass of fresh milk right now. Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw a shadow move across the kitchen window and
jumped. “Who’s there!” he called.
No answer.
“I thought I saw something,” he muttered, and not for the
first time, he wished they were back home safe in Auradon.
This wasn’t home anymore, and it probably never had been,
not really.

“She leave any clues?” Evie asked.
“No, just her furs,” said Carlos.
“Interesting. But isn’t Cruella obsessed with her fur
coats?” asked Evie, who had once been stuck in that very
closet, until Carlos rescued her from its bear traps.
“Obsessed is putting it mildly,” said Carlos.
“Evil Queen left her makeup, and Cruella de Vil left her
fur coats,” said Evie. “But they’re definitely both gone. Maybe
they thought they would be back quickly. I mean, they should
be at the meeting tonight, right? Otherwise why would they
leave the things that mattered to them the most?”
Carlos didn’t point out how insane it was that cosmetics
and furs were what mattered the most to their mothers. He was
used to coming in second in Cruella’s affections—make that
third, after the car. Probably fourth, after the wigs, if he was
being truly honest.
A twig snapped outside. This time Evie heard it too.
“Who’s there?” Carlos called again, opening the door.
“Show yourself!” he said, even though he was shaking in his
boots. He wished Mal was with them. Everyone was scared of
Mal.
He heard snickering in the bushes, and whispering. “It’s
him, it’s really him. And her, I think that’s her. The pretty
one.” Two figures stepped out to the light. One was tall and
skinny and the other was short and round.
“Harry! Jace!” Carlos said.
“Your friends?” asked Evie.
“Not exactly,” he told her. Harry and Jace were the sons of
Cruella’s most loyal minions, Jasper and Horace. The three of
them used to hang out since their fathers were scared of
Carlos’s mother, and had forced their boys to befriend Carlos.
They had helped decorate for the howler of a party Carlos had
thrown for Mal at Hell Hall not too long ago.
“You’re back!” said Harry.

“What are you doing here?” asked Jace.
“Can’t a guy visit his mother?” asked Carlos. “What’s up
with you guys?”
“Nothing much. We saw you on the telly,” said Harry.
They sounded exactly like their fathers, down to their Cockney
accents.
“At the Coronation?” Carlos said.
“Yar,” said Jace. “When the dome broke and Maleficent
zoomed out of here, fast as her dragon wings could take her,
we all cheered.”
“We thought it was finally our time, that she’d take
Auradon for us!” said Harry.
“Evil rules!” cheered Jace, raising a fist.
“But o’course you all had to stand up against her, eh?”
Harry shook his head. “And Mal, turning her mama into a
lizard!”
“Mal’s the new Big Bad, huh,” said Jace. “She ever turn
you into a lizard?”
“No,” said Carlos.
“You scared of her?” Harry wanted to know.
“Of Mal? No,” said Carlos again. “I used to be, but not
anymore. Mal’s…changed.”
“Crikey! You mean she’s a lizard too?” said Harry.
“No. Mal’s not a lizard,” he told them, rolling his eyes as
Evie tried not to laugh. Carlos remembered why he didn’t miss
hanging out with Harry and Jace. Conversation tended to go
around in circles. “Hey, do you guys know where my mother
is?”
“Who?” asked Jace, affecting a blank look.
“Cruella de Vil!” yelled Carlos.
Harry and Jace exchanged shifty looks. “Don’t worry ’bout
your mama, now; we’re here, right?” said Harry.

“Righto, guvnor, welcome home!” said Jace, with a
menacing glint in his eye.
“Shhh,” said Harry. “Don’t spoil it.”
“Spoil what?” Carlos wanted to know.
But the two junior henchmen wouldn’t say and only
laughed uproariously. Obviously, something was up, and it
made Carlos’s stomach churn. Harry and Jace had never been
good at keeping evil schemes to themselves, and it sounded as
if that’s exactly what was about to hatch here.

Jafar’s Junk Shop looked as it always did, like a dilapidated

dump. Through the grimy window, Jay could see the shelves
filled with broken radios, lamps, and chairs as well all manner
of old appliances that no one used anymore. Jafar had filled
his mind with dreams of endless riches, and Jay used to
imagine that all the twisted and rusted metal and the knockoff
jewelry they sold would magically turn into piles of real gold
and jewels. Of course, that never happened.
Jay picked the locks on the front door (all twenty-four of
them) and let himself inside, skulking around a little, afraid of
what his father would say when he saw him. “Dad?” he
whispered. “Dad? Are you here?” he asked, a little more
loudly. The air was musty and stale, and a fine layer of dust
covered the gadgets and trinkets on the counters. There was no
answer, until a rusty squawk from the back of the room
echoed, “Dad? Dad? Dad?”
Jay ran to the private sitting area behind the shop, pushing
back the heavy velvet curtains to find Iago, Jafar’s loyal
parrot, looking terribly scrawny and out of sorts, with molted
feathers covering the newspaper at the bottom of his cage. The

bird practically snorted and put his wings on his hips when he
saw Jay, as if to say, About time, kid!
“Where’s Jafar?” Jay asked.
“Gone,” said Iago. “Gone gone gone gone gone.”
If there was one thing Jafar could be said to care about, it
was his loyal sidekick. Jay didn’t think his father would leave
Iago to starve, so wherever he’d gone, he must have expected
to return shortly. Jay changed the newspapers and refilled the
bird’s water and cracker supply.
“You don’t know where Dad went?” Jay asked.
“Gone gone gone gone gone” was all Iago said, stuffing
his beak with crackers as fast as he could.
Jay sighed. The cranky parrot had never been much help in
the past, so of course he was no help now. He checked the rest
of the shop for any small clue or indication as to where Jafar
could have gone, but didn’t find anything helpful. Where had
his father disappeared to? The only place the villains ever
talked about going was Auradon; they were obsessed with
returning to their true homes. Growing up, Jay recalled his
father telling him how Agrabah was its most beautiful
kingdom, with the Sultan’s Palace and its golden domes high
up north, past the Great Wall.
There was a knock on the door. “Are you open?”
“Sure,” said Jay. “Come in!” He figured whoever it was
might be able to tell him something about his father’s
disappearance.
Big Murph, a young pirate who ran with Hook’s crew,
walked in, an eye patch over one eye, a red bandanna tied
around his forehead, and a faded yellow vest over a dirty Tshirt and holey shorts. Like the rest of his kin, Big Murph only
wore shower sandals, even when it snowed. “Hey, Jafar, glad
to see you open up again, we’re out of fishing…”
The stout pirate stopped short when he saw Jay. “Oh! It’s
you!”

“Hey, Big Murph, what’s up?” Jay asked. He liked Big
Murph and the pirates. The big guy was usually friendly and
Captain Hook had asked Jay to join their crew a couple of
times, telling him they could use a talented thief among their
ranks, but he had always passed. He wasn’t a big fan of
scurvy.
“JAY!” Big Murph said, looking fearful as a few more
people wandered into the Junk Shop to browse. He looked
around the shop. “You’re really back?” he asked suspiciously.
“Yeah, I guess so.”
Big Murph continued to look askance at Jay. “Is it true—
that Mal and Evie and Carlos are back from Auradon too?”
Jay leaned on a counter and crossed his arms, still unsure
of what this was all about; the pirate was sure acting cagey.
“Yes, we’re here to, um, visit our aged relatives. Do you know
where my dad is, by the way?” It was still hard to believe his
father wasn’t at home as Jay recalled that most days Jafar was
too lazy to get up from his divan.
Big Murph shook his head and wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“No clue, huh?” said Jay, who was starting to feel that the
big man wasn’t quite telling him the whole truth.
“Nope,” said Big Murph stubbornly. “Shop’s been closed
and we’ve been out of fishing hooks.” The pirates often fished
from the piers.
Jay rummaged through the nearest drawers and found a
bag full of hooks. “Here, take them,” he told Big Murph.
“How much?” the pirate asked nervously as Jafar often
charged ten times the amount the stuff was actually worth.
“Just take them,” said Jay. It wasn’t like he could spend
those coins in Auradon anyway. His dad would scream at him
for giving something away for free, but Jafar wasn’t here right
now, was he?
“Serious?” Big Murph asked skeptically.
“Yeah, go ahead, get out of here. Go fishing. Catch a
crocodile while you’re at it,” he said with a grin.

A goblin brought up his items to the register and Jay rang
him up. Big Murph was still standing there. “Guess it’s true,
then, what they say about you guys,” the pirate said, almost
defensively.
“Who’s they and what do they say about us?” asked Jay,
making change for the goblin.
But Big Murph wasn’t paying attention anymore, as he
was too excited about the bag of hooks. Then he checked the
time on his pocket watch and jumped. “Oh, I’ll be late! Gotta
run! But maybe I’ll see you later?” he said meaningfully.
Then he was gone before Jay could ask him any more
questions. Was Big Murph talking about the Anti-Heroes
meeting? He wasn’t sure, and the bad feeling he had about
attending this meeting only grew. Whatever it was, it had
turned a happy-go-lucky little pirate into a shifty-eyed
mercenary.
Before he could think on it too much, Anthony Tremaine
popped his head in the shop as well. The handsome grandson
of Lady Tremaine curled his lip when he saw Jay. “Oh, it’s
you,” he said, sounding terrifically bored. He had the same
haughty way of speaking as his grandmother. “I heard a nasty
rumor that you and the other turncoats were back on the Isle.”
“Turncoats!”
“Isn’t that what you call someone who turns against
everything they used to stand for?” asked Anthony. “That little
performance at the Coronation was ever so…good, wasn’t it?”
“What do you want, Anthony?” asked Jay, impatient to get
rid of him.
“Jafar promised Mother a new shoe-stretcher,” Anthony
said. “I paid him but he hasn’t delivered. I was hoping he was
back to make good on our deal. Mother’s beside herself.”
Anastasia still refused to wear shoes in the right size,
preferring to buy them a size smaller so she could try to
expand them through rigorous and hopeless toe-straining, as if
Prince Charming would still change his mind.

“Hang on,” said Jay, looking through the many shelves and
drawers, but he couldn’t find what he needed. “Sorry, looks
we’ve run out.”
“Even if the embargo’s lifted?” asked Anthony with a
smirk.
“Come again?”
“If you’re back, it sure looks like Auradon’s sending their
trash to the Isle of the Lost again, doesn’t it?” Anthony
laughed, pleased with his insult.
“Ha-ha,” said Jay.
“A joke,” said Anthony, with a shrug. “What are you doing
back anyway?”
“What’s it to you?” asked Jay. “Who wants to know?”
“You know what, I’m too bored to pretend to care,” said
Anthony.
“Fine,” said Jay, reaching out to shake Anthony’s hand.
Anthony gave him a strange look, but shook hands with
Jay before leaving the shop. Now it was Jay’s turn to smirk,
since he’d swiped Anthony’s watch for old times’ sake. It was
so easy, just a flick of the wrist, flip of the latch, and it was his.
Oh, he’d missed this. Jay counted the seconds for the snobby
boy to return. One, two, three, four…
Anthony reappeared at the doorway, and he sure wasn’t
laughing now. “Give it back, Jay,” he said fiercely. “Now!”
“What are you talking about?” asked Jay, the very picture
of innocence even as his eyes twinkled with amusement.
“My watch. You took it.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yes, you did!”
“I didn’t take it, I swear. Maybe you just misplaced it,”
said Jay with a shrug. “You should be more careful with your
things.”

“It’s a wristwatch! Where else would it be but on my
wrist?” Anthony glowered and stomped off, muttering darkly
to himself about how Auradon should keep its trash for itself.
Jay whistled as he closed up the shop again and waved
goodbye to Iago, promising to send a goblin to feed him
crackers. Anthony was right, Jay had stolen his watch, but
instead of keeping it, he’d hidden it in Anthony’s jacket
pocket. He knew Anthony would go crazy looking for it, and
would be especially annoyed when he discovered Jay “hadn’t
stolen it” after all.
Sometimes, even reformed villains needed to have a little
fun.

While it had been hard saying goodbye to Mal and letting

the four villain kids return to the Isle of the Lost, Ben knew
that if anyone could get to the bottom of what was happening
back there, she was the one to do it. He was glad she had her
friends by her side as well. There was no point in wasting time
biting his fingernails and watching the clock. He didn’t realize
he’d spoken out loud until Cogsworth interrupted his thoughts.
“Did you say clock, Sire?” his loyal servant asked. While
Cogsworth was no longer a grandfather clock, he was still
understandably sensitive when he heard anything pertaining to
timepieces. “It is close to midnight, should you need the time.”
The stalwart Englishman was overseeing the footmen as they
set down Ben’s trunks from the journey in the royal bedroom.
“Thank you. I didn’t realize how late it was. You can leave
the rest for tomorrow,” Ben said, dismissing them. He was
incredibly tired, and the extra-plush mattress in his large
wrought-iron four-poster bed was especially inviting after the
lumpy one in Camelot. He was happy to be back in his room,
with the familiar Auradon banners and exercise equipment, the
huge yacht model he’d made still sitting on his desk.

“If I may…” said Cogsworth, pausing at the doorway. He
waited for Ben to nod before continuing. “Lumiere mentioned
you had encountered a rather purple dragon in the woods.
Being that my old friend is prone to flights of fancy, I thought
I would ask you myself. Is it true, Sire, about the dragon?”
“I’m afraid it is,” said Ben. “May I ask that you and the
rest of the palace staff please keep this news to yourselves for
now? At the right time, I shall alert the general population of
the danger.”
“Of course, Sire,” said Cogsworth, who had turned gray.
“Do you think it is…her?” he asked, visibly shivering at the
thought.
“Unfortunately, I can’t think who or what else it could be
but Maleficent,” said Ben. “But don’t worry, my friend, we’ll
keep Auradon safe.”
Cogsworth bowed, and when he left the room, Ben noticed
that everything had been unpacked and put away in pristine
order even though he’d told him to wait until tomorrow. Ben
had to smile. That Cogsworth: his loyal efficiency was regular
as clockwork.
Even though he was exhausted, the events of the night meant
Ben found it hard to fall asleep. Deciding it was useless to
keep tossing and turning, he got up to do some work instead.
When he turned on his computer, he found that as promised,
Carlos had sent him the link to the Dark Net. Ben clicked
around till he found the photos Mal had told him about on the
Anti-Heroes thread. He was taken aback to find one of himself
with a red X over his face too. He clucked his tongue and
continued to read on, steeling himself for further assault and
more invectives.
The Anti-Heroes forum was lit up that night, with many of
its members posting their excitement about tonight’s meeting.
Then Ben saw a new post that caught his eye. The message
read, Looks like four former castoffs have washed ashore on
the Isle of the Lost. Prepare Operation Welcome Home!
Hang on.

Four former castoffs?
That could only mean his four friends, right? Ben checked
the time stamp. The message was sent an hour ago, about the
same time Mal and the gang would have arrived on the island.
He had to warn them that their presence had been noticed by
their enemies. Ben sent texts and tried to call, then
remembered that the island was cut off from the main servers.
If Mal got into trouble, there was no way for him to find out
until it was too late. He could send his royal troops after them
right now, but since nothing had happened yet, he knew Mal
would take it as an insult. Ben slammed down his laptop,
frustrated.
He would just have to trust that she, Evie, Jay, and Carlos
would be able to deal even if the situation got out of hand. He
forced himself to stop worrying and focus on the current
problem instead—the purple dragon of Camelot. Earlier, he
had sent emergency e-mails to his council, alerting them to the
danger he’d discovered. Grumpy and the dwarfs advised they
were up for battle, axes at the ready, although perhaps the best
thing to do would be to destroy Maleficent while she was in
her tiny lizard form in her glass dome. Others were more
cautious in their response, however.
An e-mail had arrived from the three good fairies.
Merryweather, the youngest, and most capable with modern
technology, had sent their reply.
Our dearest king,
It is with great concern that we received the
distressing news about Camelot’s dragon. While it
does seem as if none other than our old nemesis
Maleficent is behind such mischief, we would like to
advise caution in this arena before we jump to
conclusions.
If the creature is indeed a shapeshifting evil fairy,
it is best to obtain proof before we act accordingly.
Perhaps it would be possible to retrieve an item
linked to the dragon in question? A nail from its
claw? A piece of its hide? A lock of its hair?

If you are able to recover such an item, it would
be prudent to bring it to Neverland right away, the
ancestral home of the fairies, so they can ascertain
the identity of this dragon.
Without proof that it is indeed Maleficent, it seems
imprudent to act with violence toward the lizard in the
library, who might still be innocent.
Your godparents,
Flora, Fauna & Merryweather
He was glad they agreed that Maleficent should not be
harmed, as he knew he could never face Mal if she returned on
Monday to the news that her mother had been destroyed
without a fair trial or even proof that she was the one
rampaging through Camelot.
The royal technicians had set up several cameras all
around Maleficent’s prison, and Ben called up the screens. All
of them showed a tiny lizard under glass, and so far there was
no indication it was anything other than that. He closed the
windows showing the security screens with a sigh.
As he was typing a grateful reply to the good fairies, there
was a knock on his door. “Enter,” he called.
“Forgive me, Sire, but Archimedes just dropped this off.
From the way he was hooting, it seemed rather urgent,” said a
sleepy Lumiere, handing him a letter that had beak marks
around its edges.
Ben ripped open the letter, his heart pounding as he
imagined what news Merlin had sent from Camelot. Had the
dragon scorched the castle? Laid waste to the entire kingdom?
All well here. Purple dragon spotted off Charmington
Cove, thought you should know. It appears the creature is on
the move.
Not the greatest news, knowing the dragon was venturing
into other areas of Auradon, but at least, not the worst news
either.
Lumiere was standing at attention, awaiting orders. “It
looks like we’ll have to pack up again,” Ben said. “But I’ll

drive this time.”
“Very good, Sire,” said Lumiere.
“Oh, and find Chad Charming; tell him to be ready to
leave with me in the morning.” It would be best to have
someone who knew the lay of the land. No matter that his and
Chad’s friendship had cooled slightly since the villain kids had
enrolled at Auradon Prep.
Ben turned back to his computer, and reread the good
fairies’ words. If the purple dragon was in Charmington, he
would make sure to bring a piece of it to Neverland so they
could solve the mystery of the creature’s identity once and for
all.

If it could be said that the Isle of the Lost had a jewel in its

crown, then Maleficent’s former home, the Bargain Castle,
would be it. The old place didn’t look half as good these days,
however, with its peeling paint, bolted doors, and shuttered
windows. Mal wasn’t sure what she thought she would find in
there, but after using a stick to pry off the panels that had
nailed the door shut, discovering that the whole place was
completely ransacked was a surprise. When Maleficent ruled
the island, her boar-like henchmen at her command, and
goblins to do her bidding, no one would even dream of
knocking on their door before a decent hour. But now…
Mal picked her way through the destruction. The slimy
contents of their fridge were spilled on the floor, and her
mother’s former throne looked as if it had been raided for its
upholstery, with bits and pieces of foam and feathers sticking
out of the huge holes that had been ripped and torn or clawed
from its seat.
The queen was dead (well, she was a lizard). But there
wasn’t a new queen either. The Isle had fallen further into
chaos and disrepair. While its citizens feared Maleficent, she

had brought a semblance of order to their hardscrabble lives,
and now that she was gone, it was total anarchy.
Mal made her way to her room, wondering what she would
find, and a bit anxious about the small but real treasures she
had kept there. When her mother had shipped her off to
Auradon, there was no expectation that she would actually
stay there, and so Mal had left most of her things back home.
She opened the door, expecting to see it similarly looted and
plundered.
But her room was just like she had left it. Purple velvet
curtains, bureau with all her little sparkly doodads, her many
sketchbooks and canvases stacked neatly on the bookshelves.
“Huh,” she said. Why was her stuff left untouched?
Mal grabbed a backpack from her closet and began
stuffing it with the things she wanted to bring back to
Auradon: her journals and sketchbooks, a necklace with a
dragon-claw charm that her mother had given her on her
sixteenth birthday (in fact, it was the first—and only—gift
she’d ever received from Maleficent that she’d felt like
keeping). When Mal was eight her mother had gifted her with
an apple core; at ten, with fingernail shavings. Maleficent
explained they were part of spells, but since there was no
magic on the island, it just seemed like an excuse to give her
daughter trash.
“Hello?” a voice called from the main room, and Mal
heard the sound of footsteps coming closer. “Is anyone in
here?”
“Who is it?” Mal asked, stepping out of her room warily.
“Mal! You’re really back!” The girl who stood in the
middle of the living room was tall and rangy, wearing black
from head to toe, with a tight jacket and leather pants.
“Mad Maddy?” Mal said, excited to see an old friend.
When they were little Mad Maddy and Mal were practically
twins since they had the same color hair. But when they got
older Maddy liked to change it to a different shade every
week. Right now it was bright aqua green to match her eyes.

“It’s just Maddy now,” she said, with a witchy giggle. “But
just as mad as ever. I saw that the door was open and I thought
it might be you. Everyone’s saying you guys are back; news
travels fast on the Isle.”
“I bet,” said Mal. “Do you know who did this?” she asked,
motioning to the gutted living room.
Maddy took a look around. “Goblins mostly, but almost
everyone came here after the Coronation. I saw Ginny Gothel
wearing one of your mother’s capes the other day.”
“Ugh!” said Mal. Ginny really was more rotten than she
had remembered. “Well, at least no one touched my room;
isn’t that odd?”
Maddy took a seat on the broken sofa, which looked as if it
had been used as a trampoline for a school of goblins, and put
her booted feet up on the smashed coffee table. “Of course not,
why would they?”
“What do you mean?”
Her old friend pulled at her green hair, twirling it around
her finger. “We all saw what you did, after all.”
“What I did?”
“To your mother. You turned her into a lizard. You beat
Maleficent,” said Maddy, as if the words were more than
obvious.
“Is that what everyone thinks around here? That I wanted
that to happen?” asked Mal. She’d only wanted Maleficent to
stop attacking her friends, to leave the good people of Auradon
alone, and she’d had no idea that by doing so her mother
would be greatly reduced in size and power.
“Well, didn’t you?” said Maddy, sorting through the rubble
to see if she could scavenge anything worthwhile. “It’s what
happened, isn’t it? We all saw it.”
So that was why her room had remained untouched. The
Isle no longer feared Maleficent. Now they bowed to a new
ruler. They feared Mal.
“It’s not what you think,” said Mal.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Maddy with a shrug. “It’s what
everyone thinks.”
“Well, they’re wrong.” Mal kicked an overturned chair.
Maddy startled. “Wait, what? You mean it really wasn’t
you? You didn’t do it?”
“No, I mean, I guess I did, but it was her fault she had so
little love in her heart, which is why she turned into a lizard,”
explained Mal, blushing to use the word love in front of
Maddy. They’d both grown up thinking love was for fools,
morons, and imbeciles, after all.
“Hmm,” said Maddy, studying Mal closely.
“What?” asked Mal.
“Nothing,” said Maddy. “Come on, let’s go get something
to eat.”

They still had ample time before the meeting, so when

Carlos mentioned that he was hungry, Evie suggested they
walk back into town to the Slop Shop to get something to eat.
After refusing to tell them any more about what they knew
about Cruella’s whereabouts, Harry and Jace had run off,
giggling mysteriously to themselves, and she was glad to be
rid of their company.
“You think they were telling us the truth? That they don’t
know where my mother is?” asked Carlos.
“Who knows, between those two I’ll be surprised if they
remember their names,” said Evie, once again cursing herself
for forgetting to change into comfortable footwear.
“Where do you think they are, then?” asked Carlos,
playing with the zipper on his jacket. “Our parents, I mean.”
“My guess is they’ll be at the meeting later,” said Evie.
“Don’t you think?”
“What are we going to do when they tell us what their evil
plan is?” said Carlos. “I’m not sure I can stand up to Cruella
the same way Mal stood up to Maleficent, you know?”

“We’ll figure it out when it comes down to that,” said
Evie. “Don’t worry, I’m not looking forward to seeing my
mother either. I know she’ll hate the way I’m doing my hair
now.”
When they reached the goblin-run café, they noticed Mal in
the window, laughing with a girl Evie didn’t recognize. The
two of them were giggling together while sharing one of the
Slop specials—stale bread pudding topped with rancid banana
syrup, a popular dessert on the Isle of the Lost, where extracts
from rotten fruit were their only source of sugar.
“Who’s that girl?” Evie asked.
“Oh, that’s Mad Maddy,” said Carlos. “She and Mal used
to be tight.”
“I don’t remember her from Dragon Hall,” said Evie.
“Yeah, she transferred to an all-witches school on the other
side of the island in ninth grade,” said Carlos. “Witches. Even
if you can’t practice magic on the island, they still think they
should teach their kids about it.”
He led them to the counter and ordered snacks. The goblin
grunted and shoved two steaming-hot cakes on paper plates
their way.
“Ah,” said Carlos, making a face as he bit into a hard, sour
scone. “Just like I remembered.” He spit it out. “Although I
think I’ll pass. I don’t think I can eat this anymore.”
Evie nodded, and put hers back on its plate, untouched.
“Oh, hey, guys, come and join us,” Mal called from her
table.
Evie took a seat next to Mal while Carlos pulled up a chair
next to Maddy. Mal was digging into her pudding. “Want
some?”
Carlos nodded. He found a clean spoon and took a bite. “I
forgot how much I used to like these things,” he said, and took
another heaping spoonful.
“You did?” Evie blanched.

“You didn’t?” said Maddy, looking her over with a
sardonic smile. “Wasn’t this an intrinsic part of your
childhood?”
Evie returned the girl’s up-and-down gaze. “Not mine,”
she said coolly. “My mother and I hardly came into town.
Actually, make that never.”
“Sorry, don’t you guys know each other?” Mal asked, to
make up for the awkward silence that ensued. “Maddy, this is
my friend Evie, and Evie, this is Maddy. We grew up
together.”
“Yeah, Carlos told me,” Evie said.
“We liked to hex our dolls together,” said Maddy. She
smiled sweetly at Carlos. “Hey, Mal, remember when we
covered Hell Hall in fake spiders?” she asked. “Or were they
real?”
“They were real and real dead,” said Mal, laughing at the
memory. “It took forever to collect so many!”
Carlos squirmed in his seat. “Yeah, that was fun, not
really,” he muttered.
“Carlos screamed so loud when he saw them, I thought he
would wake up Cruella,” Maddy cackled, and put up her hand
for a high five, which Mal slapped with gusto.
Mal and Maddy were still laughing over their past exploits,
which Evie found highly annoying. They hadn’t returned to
the island to gossip with old prank-mates. Plus, they shouldn’t
be making fun of Carlos. Evie realized she wasn’t looking at
Auradon Mal. This was Dragon-Hall Mal, the sneering, scary
girl who used to stomp through the island with a scowl and a
can of spray paint. Evie cleared her throat to get their
attention. “So, Maddy, do you guys have any idea where my
mom is? Or Carlos’s? We just went home and they were
nowhere to be found.”
Maddy crumpled her napkin and pushed her bowl away
just as a goblin came by and grumpily reminded them that
there was no lingering at the tables.
“You really don’t know?” she asked coyly.

“No, we really don’t,” said Evie, who had had it with this
girl’s snickering innuendo. Maddy was acting as if she knew a
wicked secret and wouldn’t share.
“Do you know anything?” Mal asked Maddy.
Maddy shrugged. “No one knows anything about
anything.” She continued to eat her pudding, a sly smile on her
face.
Evie didn’t like the girl, but even if she did, she knew
Maddy was lying. She knew something about where Evil
Queen, Jafar, and Cruella de Vil had gone, that was for sure.
Was she in cahoots with them and this Anti-Heroes club? Evie
wouldn’t put it past her.
It was almost time to head over to the Anti-Heroes
meeting, and Evie felt herself break out in a cold sweat,
imagining what was in store for them. Evil Schemes was only
a class taught at Dragon Hall, but Cruella de Vil, Evil Queen,
and Jafar could spin an evil scheme in their sleep. They lived
and breathed for malice and revenge. Who knew what kind of
terrible surprise their parents had cooked up for their return?

Chad Charming wasn’t particularly happy to have been

woken up at dawn on a Sunday, and was still complaining
about it as Ben drove them down the Auradon Coast Highway
that morning in the royal convertible. The handsome prince
groused that he had been up late from Castlecoming festivities
the night before, and what was so important that they had to
leave this early?
“Really, old man, why on earth are we going to
Charmington? Mom’s going to freak when we get there; you
know she likes to have everything sparkling clean for a royal
visit,” said Chad.
“I told you, I have an early meeting with the grand duke
about the upcoming ball,” said Ben, who wasn’t about to tell
Chad about the dragon menace just yet. “And you know the
fastest way to get there.”
“Fine,” said Chad, leaning back in the passenger seat.
“Keep on this lane and then exit at Belle’s Harbor, then we can
take the back roads until you get to the Stately Chateau.”

Ben did as directed, glad that Charmington Cove wasn’t
stuck in the past like Camelot, and he could actually drive his
own car without the burden of the full royal entourage. If he
could have taken his motorbike, he would have, but the sporty
coupe was fun to drive too. Plus, he’d been meaning to talk to
Chad about something.
“Hey, Chad,” he said. “What’s up between you and Jay
lately? Have you been giving him a hard time?”
Chad snorted. “Those villain kids are getting big heads,
don’t you think? Strutting around Auradon like they own it.
Someone’s got to put them in their place.”
“Their place is in Auradon now,” said Ben angrily. “Look,
man, they’re just trying to fit in. Give it a rest, will you?”
Chad squirmed in his seat but he nodded and said he
would.
Ben relaxed his hold on the steering wheel, satisfied. As
pompous a prince as Chad was, he wasn’t a complete jester.
They arrived at Charming Castle by noon. Chad hollered
for his parents, but was told they were out running errands for
the upcoming ball and wouldn’t be back till late.
While Chad went up to his room to get some more sleep,
Ben met with the grand duke, who was in charge while the
royals were away. The duke was polishing his monocle in his
receiving room when Ben was announced. He bowed to Ben
and offered him a seat on one of the tufted red velvet chairs
across the large inlaid table.
“You got my message last night?” Ben asked. “I’m sorry
for the rush.”
“Oh yes, Sire,” said the grand duke, his mustache
quivering. “As you requested, I sent messengers throughout
our kingdom to see if anyone else had encountered such a
creature. My men are very thorough, and they understand this
is just as high a priority as Operation Glass Slipper. According
to your note, we are looking for any sign of a purple dragon,
am I correct?” He cupped his mouth and whispered, “Like
Maleficent?”

“Unconfirmed for now,” said Ben. “As far as we know, she
remains safely locked away in the library.”
The grand duke looked relieved. “When she was turned
into a lizard, she did seem quite harmless—cute even, if I can
say so, Sire. I hear lizards make good pets.”
Ben was noncommittal and the grand duke remembered
the pressing business he had to communicate to Ben. He
pulled up a few scrolls. “I received this just before you arrived.
Other than the report that Merlin received of a creature spotted
off Charmington Cove, it appears there hasn’t been any fire
damage or livestock stolen, nothing of that sort. However,
there was another incident this morning down by
Cinderellasburg.”
“What kind of incident?”
“A creature was spotted in a chicken coop early this
morning,” said the grand duke. “However, the farmer reports
that the animal did not resemble a dragon. More like a purple
snake.”
Snake. Dragon. Lizard. It was all part of the reptilian
family, Ben thought. “It could still be related to what I’m
looking for; let’s check it out.”
Ben left Chad back at the castle, snoring away, and the grand
duke and a team of his footmen accompanied him to the pretty
little village that Cinderella had once called home. The farmer
and his wife were expecting them, standing nervously in front
of their homestead. They bowed and curtsied when they saw
Ben.
“I understand you saw a strange-looking snake on your
farm this morning?” he asked.
“Yes, Sire, it came out of nowhere and took three eggs
from the coop!” the farmer’s wife told them. “Largest snake
I’ve ever seen, for sure, and very purple. I screamed my head
off.”
“Great fangs too,” said the farmer, shivering. “We’re lucky
it didn’t take a sheep…or a cow.”
“Would it be possible to see the coop?” Ben asked.

“Of course, Sire,” the farmer said. “This way.” The couple
led them around the house to where a tidy-looking chicken
coop stood in the middle of their backyard. Several fat fluffy
chickens were pecking seeds on the ground.
The farmer opened the door to the coop and Ben knelt
down to look inside. It smelled like straw and feathers, and
something not entirely pleasant.
“What are you looking for?” the grand duke asked, lifting
his monocle. “I can send the footmen to search.”
“No need,” said Ben as he had spotted something glittering
in the nearest nest. He picked it up with his fingertips, careful
not to crush it since it was very delicate. “I think I’ve found
what I was looking for.”
“What is it?” asked the grand duke.
Ben stood up and held it up to the light. It was a glittering
scale. Purple. The exact shade of the dragon he had seen in
Camelot. He put it carefully in his handkerchief and slid it into
his pocket.
“Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,” he told the couple.
“My staff will send you a dozen eggs for your trouble.”
“Thank you kindly, Sire,” said the farmer, tipping his hat.
“Yes, very good, very good indeed, thank you for your
quick response,” said the grand duke. “And do let us know if
you see it again.”
Ben turned to leave, but the farmer’s wife stopped him.
“Please, Sire, there’s a rumor going around that Maleficent
isn’t as securely imprisoned as we think. That she’s been
attacking Auradon again. Might she have something to do with
the snake I saw today?”
“Where did you hear that?” he asked, worried.
“My cousin lives in Camelot Heights, said there’s a purple
dragon over in their parts causing havoc and making a mess of
everything.”
“Ah.”

“Is it Maleficent?”
In answer, Ben pulled up his phone and showed her the
feed from the dozens of security cameras installed around the
room that showed the tiny lizard napping on a rock. “What do
you think?”
The farmer’s wife didn’t look convinced. “She could be
getting out and then coming back in. Crafty, she is.”
Ben had to agree with that. “Let us know if you see the
snake again, but please try not to worry. I’ve sent several
troops of imperial soldiers to Charmington to keep it safe.”
Ben returned to the castle to pick up Chad and took his leave
of the grand duke, who promised to alert him should anything
else purple turn up in the area. Chad was in the kitchen petting
a brown puppy from Bruno’s latest litter.
“All set, old man?” he asked.
Ben nodded. “Let’s go. I’ll drop you off back at school on
my way.”
“Where are you going?” Chad asked as he climbed back
into the convertible. “Maybe I’ll join you. I’ve got nothing
better to do today but homework. Now that Evie won’t do
mine anymore.”
“Neverland.”
Chad changed his tune. “Right. I’ll stay at Auradon Prep, if
you don’t mind. One of the Lost Boys is still mad that that I
stole his bear costume last time they played us. He brought it
up again at the game yesterday, but it wasn’t my fault he never
got it back!” The ragtag group was still very fond of their bear,
fox, rabbit, and raccoon pelts.
“But it was your fault that someone found it and turned it
into a rug,” reminded Ben.
Chad sighed. “Yeah, you might have a point there.”

Jay was hiding by the hedges that lined the road to Evil

Queen’s castle when he heard the voices of his friends
whispering—or was that bickering?—in the darkness. “Hey,”
he said, stepping out from behind the bushes. “About time you
guys got here.” It was 11:54, only five minutes before the
meeting.
“I broke a heel,” said Evie, who was limping a little.
“Sorry. I’m still wearing dance slippers, not hiking boots. I
forgot how much walking we have to do on the island. But I’m
okay.”
“What were you guys arguing about?” he asked.
“Evie doesn’t trust Maddy,” said Mal, and filled him in on
what they’d learned so far from their brief time on the island,
mostly nothing good. Evil Queen, Cruella de Vil, and Jafar
were still nowhere to be found.
“Mad Maddy? I wouldn’t trust her either; she’s pretty
shady,” said Jay. “This is the Isle of the Lost, remember? Isle
of the Lost, Land of Lies.”
“Find anything at the Junk Shop?”

“Not a thing,” said Jay, who told them about how
suspicious and odd Big Murph had acted, and how Anthony
Tremaine had called them turncoats.
“They all hate us,” said Evie, who sounded sad about that
fact.
“Yep, we’re totally despised,” agreed Carlos.
“They don’t all hate us. Some of them are really scared of
me, it turns out,” said Mal.
“Everyone was always scared of you, Mal. That hasn’t
changed; come on,” argued Carlos.
“Okay, fine,” admitted Mal. “But now they’re even more
scared!” She told them about how her room had been left
pristine while the rest of the castle was ransacked. “Apparently
it’s because they all think I’ll turn them into lizards.”
Jay guffawed. “You should turn the Isle of the Lost into the
Isle of the Lizards!”
“Not funny,” said Mal, even though her lips were quirking
a little. “And we still have to find out what this Anti-Heroes
club is planning.”
“Planning their revenge on us, most likely,” said Carlos.
“Do we have to go to this meeting?” asked Evie.
“Come on, let’s not chicken out now. Maybe they just
don’t like sandwiches? Heroes? Get it?” joked Jay.
The rest of them groaned. Mal ignored his wisecracks.
“Well, from how Maddy was acting, it sounds like Jafar,
Cruella, and Evil Queen are definitely part of it.”
“Looked to me like Maddy is part of it too,” said Evie.
“Oh, definitely,” said Carlos.
“Shhhh!” warned Jay. “Someone’s coming.”
The four of them melted back into the shadows, peeking
out from the hedges to watch as a succession of shadowy
figures made their way toward the cellar door. “Recognize
anybody?” whispered Evie.

“No,” said Jay, who had the sharpest eyesight. “It’s too far
and too dark to see.”
“What do we do now?” asked Carlos, trying to push the
branches aside so they didn’t tickle his nose.
“We follow them in, isn’t that obvious?” Mal said,
mimicking the tone he’d used on them earlier.
“No bickering!” said Evie. “And quiet, or they’ll hear us!”
A few more dark silhouettes made their way down the road
toward the castle, disappearing down the stone steps. After a
large wave of people, the crowd trickled down to a few
stragglers. “Okay, let’s go,” said Jay. “We’ll sneak in after
those guys.” He scanned the area. “I think they’re the last
ones.”
The four of them crept up from behind, and when the
clouds drifted from the moon, they saw that the guys they
were following were Harry and Jace. Carlos shrugged his
shoulders when his friends turned to him questioningly.
Although Jay thought that if the sons of Cruella’s most loyal
minions were part of this club, then it probably meant Cruella
was one of its leaders.
Harry and Jace disappeared down through the cellar door,
which was left open. They waited for a beat then followed
right behind. The castle dungeons were cold and damp, and as
they made their way deeper and deeper into the darkness,
through winding corridors and musty hallways, it grew colder
and darker still.
Jay was in the lead, and when he suddenly stopped short,
the rest of the group piled behind him, stumbling and pushing
into each other. “Oof!” “Ouch!” “Watch it!”
“Where’d they go?” Carlos whispered. “Why’d you stop?”
“I think they heard us,” Jay whispered back. “Everyone, be
quiet!” He strained to hear and squinted in the pitch-black
gloom. A few moments later, he picked up the sound of
Harry’s heavier footsteps. “All right, come on,” he whispered,
motioning to his friends to follow him.

“Where are they going?” Mal asked Evie. “This is your
castle, right? What’s down here?”
“No idea,” said Evie. “Until today I didn’t even know we
had a basement.”
The darkness abated somewhat and they saw Harry and
Jace disappear into a room on the left side of the hallway. Jay
nodded and the four of them entered right after. Like the rest
of the dungeon, the room was completely dark, but Jay
thought he could sense people around them. What was going
on? He couldn’t help but feel that their sneaky entrance hadn’t
been so successful after all.
“Back up, back up, I have a bad feeling about this,” he
said, trying to lead them the opposite way.
Too late!
The door immediately shut with a bang behind them.
“Dalmatians,” cursed Carlos. “It’s a trap!” It was just as
they feared, the stuff of their nightmares.
From the darkness came a menacing voice. “Operation
Welcome Home is a go.”

Carlos startled at the sound of the voice and quickly hid

behind Mal. He figured it was the safest spot. He wasn’t afraid
to face danger, but he preferred to do it knowing Mal was in
front of him. Evie gasped but managed not to scream. Jay
cracked his knuckles, preparing to throw fists. Mal was calm,
and her voice was even and steady when she poked Carlos and
told him what to do. “Torch, please.”
“Pardon?” he asked, before realizing she meant the
torchfire zapp on his phone. He turned it on, shining a blazing
light into the darkness.
The four of them were illuminated by the sudden
brilliance, and Carlos saw that they were surrounded on all
sides by a small but excitable group of young villains. He
recognized some of the faces—his cousin Diego de Vil, who
raised an eyebrow in greeting; Harry and Jace with eager grins
on their faces; Yzla, Hadie, Claudine Frollo, Mad Maddy, who
was holding some kind of flaming weapon in her hands.
Hold on. What was that noise? What were they doing?
He couldn’t be sure at first, but it looked as if the crowd
was clapping, cheering even, hooting and stomping feet and

calling out their names. “They’re here! They’re here!” “It’s
really Mal!” “Jay’s here too!” “Yay, Carlos!” “Evie looks
fantastic!”
And hang on…that weapon that Maddy was holding…was
that a cake? With way too many candles?
It was definitely a cake, and one that said WELCOME BACK,
HEROES!

“I think they mean us?” said Jay, breaking into a grin.
“Definitely us,” said Evie, sounding incredibly relieved.
“Hmm, I think we had the wrong idea about this club
somehow,” said Mal, nudging Carlos. “Or maybe we’re at the
wrong meeting? They sure don’t seem very anti-hero to me.”
But Carlos didn’t notice the ribbing, he was too stunned to
see a very familiar and very welcome face in the group.
“Professor!” he called, when he spotted none other than his
former Magic of Science teacher, Yen Sid. He was standing
right behind Maddy, the stars on his peaked sorcerer’s hat
reflecting the candle flames. Yen Sid was one of Dragon Hall’s
most respected teachers, even if it was rumored he wasn’t any
kind of villain at all, but had voluntarily relocated to the Isle of
the Lost in order to help educate the villains’ children.
“My boy,” said Yen Sid with a grave nod. “Welcome.” He
turned to the gathered group. “Give them space, give them
space, don’t crowd them around so much,” he said gruffly.
“And I suggest you four deal with those candles before they
set fire to the whole building. We wouldn’t want Evil Queen
returning home to a pile of ashes, now, would we.”
The four of them blew out the cake to another round of
cheers. Someone turned on the lights, and Carlos realized they
were in a perfectly normal-looking basement room, clean and
bright. There was a chalkboard on one wall and rows of neatly
arranged tables.
“Shall we begin with the cake? I had to bribe some hardbargaining mice to sneak it out of the Auradon kitchens to the
goblins earlier this week just for this,” said Yen Sid. “Yzla,
bring over the plates, please. Maddy, will you do the honors?”

“Of course, Professor,” said the young witch, and set about
cutting slices.
The four of them watched in stunned silence as the group
obediently and graciously moved aside and sat patiently,
waiting for their slices. Carlos caught Jay’s eye and shrugged.
Yen Sid motioned for them to take the nearest table. “At
least they’re not here to attack us,” said Jay, who accepted his
slice with a wink.
“Unless they want to kill us with sugar,” said Mal, looking
forlornly at her piece. “I sure wish I hadn’t eaten that whole
stale pudding now.”
The Anti-Heroes club members, who’d never had anything
remotely this good, were gobbling up the cake as fast as
Maddy could slice it. It was their first taste of real sugar, and a
few of them were dizzy and ecstatic from the sweetness.
Harry and Jace walked up with triumphant smiles on their
faces. “Told ye we wouldn’t spoil it, and we didn’t, did we?”
said Jace. “Ye had no idea, right?” asked Harry eagerly as he
licked some frosting from his upper lip.
“No idea,” said Carlos, suddenly feeling much fonder of
them than before. They were slow and bumbling, but often
eager to please. When he had been forced to throw that party
for Mal, they had helped him decorate without complaint. Jace
and Harry grinned and shuffled back to their seats, satisfied.
“Professor, can we ask what this meeting is about?” said
Evie as she picked daintily at her slice of cake.
“In time, in time,” replied the professor, licking frosting
off his mustache. “We have much to discuss, and it is better to
do so on a full stomach.” He set his plate down on their table.
“So tell me, how were you able to return to the island?”
“I drove,” said Carlos, his mouth full of cake.
“We stole the royal limousine,” said Jay. “It has the clicker
that unlocks the dome and makes the bridge appear.”
“Clever,” said Yen Sid. “I’m sure your talents at thievery
were helpful in that area.”

Jay beamed. “I guess so.”
“Although we ran into Prince Ben and he let us take the
car anyway,” reminded Mal, rolling her eyes at Jay for taking
all the credit.
“Yes, Ben was always a progressive thinker,” agreed Yen
Sid. “And you are all well, I take it? Enjoying life on
Auradon?”
“Yes, sir,” said Evie. “Very much so.”
The professor stroked his long gray beard. “Excellent,
excellent. Do give Fairy Godmother my regards when you see
her next.”
Evie promised to do so. “By the way, Professor, does my
mother know you’re here in our basement? Is she part of this?”
Yen Sid chuckled. “Everything will be explained in time.”
Mal was fidgeting and looked impatient, and Carlos knew
she was eager to put an end to this chitchat, but Yen Sid
seemed determined to keep the conversation light.
“How are the Knights doing this season?” he asked the
boys.
“So far we’re five and one,” said Jay. “We’ve won all our
games except a loss to a strong team from the Imperial
Academy. Li Shang doesn’t mess around.”
“In my day, the Olympus team was the force to be
reckoned with—always difficult to beat the gods,” Yen Sid
said, looking nostalgic at the memory.
“They still have a strong lineup, but a lot of the god kids
enroll at Auradon Prep now, so maybe that’s why,” said Jay.
Carlos finished his cake and was bursting with curiosity.
He couldn’t keep it inside anymore. “So, Professor, come on,
tell us, what is this whole Anti-Heroes thing all about?”
“I can certainly explain,” Yen Sid exclaimed jovially.
“After all, I founded it.”

In the past, the only way to get to Neverland was to fly. Just

like the Isle of the Lost, there had been no usable bridge
connecting the tiny island to the mainland, so the fairy court
used to leave a bottle of fairy dust at the dock. Then visitors
would sprinkle it on themselves while thinking happy
thoughts, lifting into the air and floating to Neverland. When
Ben was little, he had loved to travel by fairy dust, but when
King Beast and Fairy Godmother decided that even this magic
was against Auradon policy, a proper bridge was built.
Even so, Ben couldn’t help feeling a bit disappointed that
he wouldn’t be flying anywhere that day.
He dropped Chad off at school and was in Neverland by
midafternoon, driving across the bridge and onto the winding,
curvy roads of the hilly island. He thought he was following
the map correctly, but it looked like he’d taken a wrong turn
somewhere, and instead of arriving at the fairy homestead, he
found himself parked next to a group of tepees.
Ben left the car to ask for directions. There weren’t that
many other people around, and Tiger Peony, Tiger Lily’s
daughter, was the first person he encountered.

“Hey, Ben,” she said, when she saw him. “Come to gloat?”
“Excuse me?” he asked, before realizing she meant the
tourney game that Neverland’s team had lost the day before.
“Yeah, sorry about that. Lost Boys played hard.”
“Everyone’s bummed,” she said. “Mom’s already sworn to
train a bunch of new recruits. What are you doing here?”
“I’m headed to Fairy Vale,” Ben said, “and I got lost. Can
you show me the right way?”
“Sure,” she said. “Are you here about the dragon?”
Ben stopped. “How do you know?”
“Everyone knows. It’s Maleficent, isn’t it?”
“Actually we don’t know for sure,” he said. “That’s why
I’m here.”
Tiger Peony seemed to think that was a reasonable answer,
and didn’t ask anything more. She pointed back down to the
forest. “You just make a left at the waterfall instead of a right,
and the road should take you straight to the Great Oak in the
vale. They’ll be waiting for you.”
The fairies lived in a thousand-year-old oak tree that was as
large and roomy inside as any royal palace in the kingdom.
They flitted about, their wings buzzing, excited to greet Ben,
their laughter like the sound of tiny little bells ringing. Faylinn
Chime, a tiny fairy who had golden hair and translucent wings,
greeted Ben with a smile.
“What can we do for you, Ben?” she asked.
“The three good fairies sent me. They said you might be
able to help me with a problem we’re having,” he said, taking
a seat at a large oak table that was carved right from the tree.
“We heard about Camelot’s dragon,” she said, her voice
grave. “Is the creature still at large?”
Ben nodded. “And if I’m right, it was just in Charmington
this morning.” He removed his handkerchief and showed them
the purple scale from the chicken coop. “Do you know what
this could be from?” He handed it over as gently as possible.

Faylinn picked up the scale and showed it to the other
fairies. “Looks like a serpent of some sort,” she said.
He held her gaze. “I need to know if it’s from Maleficent.”
She considered his request. “We can check the archives.
We fairies have cataloged every kind of creature across every
kingdom in Auradon, so if it’s from Maleficent, we’ll be able
to tell you for sure,” she said, putting the scale back in the
handkerchief and motioning to the fairy next to her. “Take this
to Lexi Rose, and have her run a few tests to see if it matches
anything we have in our database.”
“Thank you,” said Ben.
“I’m glad you’re here,” said Faylinn, “because we were
just discussing whether to come to you with what we’ve
found.”
“Oh, what’s up?”
“Ben, I don’t know if the three good fairies or Merlin have
told you, but here in Neverland, we fairies are very sensitive to
fluctuations in the atmosphere and the world around us. I’ve
heard that in Auradon, you have been experiencing a series of
earthquakes, is that right?”
“Yes, and aftershocks too.”
“We’ve been having terrible weather, storms from the
coast out of season, as well as giant waves crashing on our
shores.”
“Yes, all around Auradon, the weather’s been acting
strangely. I just heard it snowed in Northern Wei, and hailed in
Goodly Point,” he said. “Scientists hope it just means winter’s
coming early.”
“We don’t know what’s really behind it yet, but I’ve sent
letters to all the great minds of Auradon, telling them our
concerns. And according to our fairy calculations, whatever
this is, it started in the Isle of the Lost,” said Faylinn.
“I’ve already sent a team over to investigate there,” Ben
said, thinking of Mal, Evie, Jay, and Carlos. “I have

confidence they’ll get to the bottom of whatever is happening
there.”
“Glad to hear that,” said Faylinn. “Why don’t you wait
here; it shouldn’t take too long to discover the origins of that
scale you found. We’ll get you something to eat and drink.
You must be tired from driving around all day.”
“Thanks, Fay.”
He stood and she bowed to him. She began to fly away
then called over her shoulder, “By the way, when you get
home, please tell Chad Charming we hope he’s enjoying his
bear rug.” She winked. “And if he ever pulls something like
that again, I’ll fetch Captain Hook from the Isle of the Lost to
teach him a lesson.”
“Will do,” Ben promised.

When she had been a student at Dragon Hall, Mal had never

been lucky enough to take one of Yen Sid’s classes, and so
while she knew about his mysteriously “good” reputation, she
wasn’t as prepared as the others for his lighthearted demeanor.
“First of all, how did you know we would be here?” she asked.
“Well, once you received our messages, of course we
began to prepare for your arrival,” said Yen Sid.
“That was you!” exclaimed Carlos.
“Of course it was. We couldn’t sign them without giving
ourselves away—too many bad eggs around, you know, one
can never be too careful—but we hoped you would figure it
out, and you did,” said the professor. “I’m very proud of you.”
“But how were you able to reach us?” asked Jay.
“Freddie!” said Mal. “She was the messenger, wasn’t she?
Because she just transferred over from the island, and so she
knew how to use the Dark Net, and how best to get in touch
with us.”
“You are correct,” said Yen Sid.

“What do you mean?” asked Carlos.
“I saw her at the library one night, I had a feeling she was
following me. Plus, she’s the only villain kid in Auradon who
didn’t get a message to return home,” Mal explained. “And
she must have known I’d only take it seriously if it sounded as
if mine was from my mother, which is why she wrote ‘M.’”
“But you still haven’t told us what this group is all about?”
asked Evie.
The old sorcerer removed his hat and scratched his bald
pate. “Before I explain further, let’s clean up,” he said. “The
club knows there are different rules here, about keeping things
orderly and neat. Slovenliness is a hard habit to break, but
they’re trying.”
“Here, let me,” said Mal, gathering the plates while Evie
grabbed the cups and the boys wiped their table down with
napkins.
Mal tossed the plates into the trash, and looked up to see a
group of younger kids staring at her with a worshipful look on
their faces.
“What you did in Auradon, we think it was awesome,”
Hadie, Hades’s blue-haired son, whispered.
“It really was,” agreed Big Murph.
“So cool,” piped in Eddie, with a snaggletoothed smile just
like the one his father used when he was intent on drowning
Duchess and her kittens.
Soon an admiring crowd had gathered around her, and Mal
noticed similar groups were forming around Evie, Carlos, and
Jay as well. “You guys really think so?” she asked them. “That
what we did at the Coronation was awesome?”
“Of course!” Hermie Bing squealed, sounding just like an
elephant in her father’s old circus.
For a moment, Mal believed they were all excited and
impressed because she was the baddest in the land, but it soon
became clear that it was just the opposite. All they wanted to
talk about was how good she’d become. Mal couldn’t get over

how wrong she and the other villain kids had been about the
club.
“Wait a minute—I thought everyone was scared of me
because you guys think I’m worse than my mother,” she said,
holding up her hands.
“Oh, we are scared,” said Harry. “Totally scared to find out
that the power of good is stronger than the power of evil!”
“Wait, so you guys aren’t angry at me? You don’t hate us?”
she said, though she felt kind of silly even asking at this point,
considering the cake and everything else.
The babble of excited voices rose in indignation. “No!”
“Not at all!” “We love you guys!” “What is she talking
about?” “She’s been gone, remember? She doesn’t know
things have changed.”
“We want to be you, we want to learn how to do what you
did,” said Big Murph earnestly. “We want to learn how to be
good too.”
“See, when we saw what the four of you accomplished, we
realized that we don’t have to do what our parents want us to
do either,” said Hadie. “Though, admittedly, it might be a little
harder for me, considering. But I want to be different.”
“We choose to be good,” said Yzla forcefully, as if this
statement was a rebellious act somehow, which, considering
they were in the Isle of the Lost, it truly was.
They explained that the club was formed right after Mal
defeated Maleficent. The island’s misfits, many of whom had
already failed Lady Tremaine’s Evil Schemes class and
sometimes surreptitiously helped hobbled goblins cross the
street rather than kicking them to the curb, realized that they
were drawn to goodness rather than evil.
In a way, Carlos had been right, the Anti-Heroes
movement was a radical group, especially since it was devoted
to unraveling every tenet of the island’s dearly held wicked
values. Mal’s actions on Auradon had sparked a revolution,
one in which the new generation of villains on the Isle of the
Lost were eager to follow in her footsteps. Mal had expected

to find a group devoted to hating heroes, not to be the center of
hero worship. It took a while to believe that they were sincere,
but eventually Mal was convinced.
Of course, the members of the club told Mal and her
friends they had to practice this new inclination in secret,
which is why even the villains who were at the meeting had
been rude to Mal and her friends out in public. No one could
know that the members of the club were trying to be good,
especially not on the Isle of the Lost. But thanks to Yen Sid,
they had a place to be themselves now. Yzla explained that
Yen Sid suggested the Castle Across the Way because it was
far from town and had been deserted for a while. Plus, no one
would suspect that anything but the plotting of evil schemes or
cosmetics lessons was under way in the home of Evil Queen.
“Wait! So she’s definitely not here? Evil Queen isn’t part
of this group? What about Cruella or Jafar?” Mal asked.
Before anyone could answer her question, Yen Sid stepped
up to the blackboard. “Welcome to the weekly meeting of the
Anti-Heroes,” he said. “We are now formally in session.”
“Can I ask why you’re called Anti-Heroes?” asked Carlos,
raising his hand.
“Don’t you know? Think about it,” said the professor, his
eyes twinkling.
Mal scrunched her forehead, and reflected on what she had
just learned from the excited group of so-called villains. “It’s
called Anti-Heroes because you’re hiding in plain sight,” she
said.
Yen Sid smiled broadly. “It is the only way to hide.”
To anyone who stumbled on the Anti-Heroes thread on the
Dark Net, it looked as if the club despised the foursome, but of
course the photos of the four of them were simply recruitment
tools, subtly telling members-in-the-know that this was the
place to be if they wanted to be like Mal, Evie, Jay, and
Carlos. Mal shared her epiphany with the group, and heads
happily nodded around the class.

“That is part of it, of course, but there is another reason we
are called Anti-Heroes,” said Yen Sid. “What most people
don’t know is that anti-hero is another word for villain—or let
me put it this way, an anti-hero is the villain that you root for
in the story. An anti-hero is a hero who isn’t perfect. An antihero doesn’t ride up in a white horse, or have shining golden
hair and wonderful manners. In fact, an anti-hero doesn’t look
like the typical hero of a story at all. Anti-heroes can be crude
and ugly and selfish, but they are heroes nonetheless. As
flawed as an anti-hero is, they’re still trying to do the right
thing. You are all anti-heroes, and I’m proud of you.” He
beamed at them, and the group clapped and cheered.
“So just to confirm, this is a secret club to teach villains—
sorry, anti-heroes—how to be good?” asked Carlos. Mal
remembered how Ginny Gothel had said “they” were right
about Mal, and “there was no hope for anyone”—she must
have meant there was little hope for evil anymore, if even
Maleficent’s daughter had chosen to be good.
Mal frowned. “Hold on, Professor. If this club is devoted
to learning how to be good, am I right in assuming Evil
Queen, Cruella de Vil, and Jafar have nothing to do with it
either?”
“With the Anti-Heroes? No, of course not, they’re villains
through and through, I’m afraid,” said the professor. “But
speaking of the villains, it is very fortunate you understood our
message to return to the island, as we desperately need your
help in locating and outwitting them.”

“Wait! So they’re not here? They’re really gone?” asked
Carlos. “My mother, Evil Queen, and Jafar?” He tried to
temper his relief at the news. As much as he had convinced
himself he was ready to stand up to his mother like Mal had
done to hers, he was more than happy for the respite.
“And if you guys don’t know where they are, does that
mean they’re not on the Isle of the Lost?” asked Mal.
“Not exactly on the island, no. But not exactly off it either,
at least, we hope not,” said Yen Sid, remaining maddeningly
obscure on the subject. “Let me backtrack a little. It appears
they vanished from the Isle of the Lost soon after Maleficent
broke the dome open, but no one knows for sure. People
panicked when they saw Maleficent turned into a lizard; they
feared that Auradon would seek revenge on the island. In the
chaos and breakdown that ensued, it was hard to notice
anything out of the ordinary since everything was out of the
ordinary, especially with the goblin embargo.
“No one thought it strange that Jafar didn’t open up shop
for a while, as he was often irregular in his habits, and Evil
Queen and Cruella de Vil mostly keep to themselves. But then

the Junk Shop remained closed, and a few weeks later, a
goblin who delivered the daily basket of supplies to Evil
Queen’s castle reported that no one ever took them inside.
They were just piling up by the front door, and even Cruella’s
wigmaker remarked that she hadn’t come in for her regular
fitting, so we knew something was wrong.” He frowned and
tugged his beard. “I sent messengers to each of their homes,
and runners across the island to see if anyone had seen them
anywhere, but to no avail. They were well and truly gone.”
The rest of the group nodded, and it was clear this was old
news to them. Carlos noticed that some of them were doodling
in their notebooks or passing notes and whispering. Even if
they were trying to be good, they were still naughty kids. He
tried to ignore them and focus on what Yen Sid was saying.
“But if they’re not on the Isle, where could they be?”
asked Carlos with a gulp. “You don’t think they’re in Auradon,
do you?”
Yen Sid gazed balefully at his young pupil. “Before I
answer your question, I would like to ask a few questions of
my own.”
“Shoot,” said Mal.
“Have you been experiencing a series of earthquakes in the
mainland? Small tremors, vibrations? And once in a while, a
real rumble?” he asked.
“Yeah, we have,” said Jay as the four of them nodded in
agreement.
“Have you noticed if they are becoming stronger and more
frequent?”
“They certainly are,” said Mal. “I know Ben’s council is
worried about it, since it’s never really happened before. Not
just earthquakes, though—he mentioned that the whole
kingdom is suffering from unseasonal weather: frost,
hurricanes, sandstorms.”
“Then it is as I suspected,” said Yen Sid. He sighed.
“What does the weather have to do with the missing
villains?” asked Mal.

But the professor was already scribbling in his notebook
and ignored her question. When he looked back up at them, he
had their full attention. “I think it’s time for me to tell you a
little about the history of the island. As you know, when the
villains were placed on the Isle of the Lost, Fairy Godmother,
under King Beast’s command, created the invisible dome to
keep magic out of their hands so that they would never
threaten Auradon’s peace again.”
“I thought it was also because they were being punished
for their evil deeds,” said Evie.
“In effect, it was a punishment, as they were kept here
mostly to ensure the safety of the kingdom,” said Yen Sid.
“But what we didn’t realize then was that keeping magic off
the surface of the island created tremendous pressure in the
atmosphere, and the magic that was kept out had to go
somewhere else.”
“Energy transference,” said Evie knowingly, even as the
rest of the club was falling asleep on their stools. It was
obvious they’d all heard this before.
“Yes,” said Yen Sid, impressed. “I warned Fairy
Godmother about the risks of the establishing the magical
barrier, but at the time, we deemed it a better gamble than
letting the villains run amok in the country with their magical
powers intact.”
“Magic was pushed underground,” said Mal slowly.
“Exactly. Over the course of the twenty years since the
dome was created, magic grew wild and flourished
underground, where it created a system of tunnels, the Endless
Catacombs of Doom, which compose a series of magical lands
underneath ours,” said the professor. He looked at them
somberly. “Some say these tunnels also include an escape
route out of the Isle of the Lost and straight into Auradon
itself.”
“Auradon!” cried Carlos.
“Yes, and this passage must be closed before anyone
discovers it. I fear we might already be too late,” the professor

said.
“A magical underground land right beneath ours that leads
to Auradon,” mused Jay. “Wild.”
The professor frowned. “I sent a letter to King Beast
explaining my conclusions, but I suspect Evil Queen, Jafar,
and Cruella de Vil intercepted it. Maleficent’s goons used to
go through my mail, and I’m certain that Evil Queen did the
same thing when Maleficent was gone.”
“Ben is king now, by the way; maybe you should have
written to him,” Mal chided. “What about the tremors—the
earthquakes, the weird weather we’re having—are they related
to this, then?”
The professor nodded. “When Maleficent broke open the
dome when she escaped, I believe that the magic that was
released sparked something underneath the Isle of the Lost,
which caused a ripple effect in the weather that can be felt all
the way to Auradon, and has caused unusual natural
phenomena.”
“Sparked something?” said Mal. “Like what?”
The professor was about to answer when Carlos changed
the subject back to his pressing worry. “Excuse me, Professor,
but they must have found out about the secret tunnel. The
escape route,” he said. “Cruella, Evil Queen, and Jafar, I
mean.”
“So that’s why they packed light,” said Evie. “They
thought they’d be in Auradon soon, where Cruella could buy
new furs and my mother could get her hands on this season’s
cosmetics, and Jafar probably thought he could fetch Iago
back as soon as they took over Auradon.”
“But if they’re in Auradon, someone would have reported
them by now,” said Jay. “I can’t exactly see them blending in
with the locals.”
“No, I don’t believe they are in Auradon,” said Yen Sid.
“They were headed there most likely, but no, they are not there
yet.”

“But you said they’re not in the Isle of the Lost either,”
said Carlos.
He startled when Evie suddenly straightened in her chair.
“The Magic Mirror!” she cried. “That’s why the mirror
couldn’t find them! Mal, remember how we were wondering if
they were using some kind of powerful magic to hide
themselves? And we were right—sort of—there was powerful
magic, but not the way we thought.”
Yen Sid looked pleased. “Were you ever in my class?” he
asked. “You have an extraordinary talent for logic.”
Evie flushed happily at the compliment. “Thanks,
Professor.”
Jay looked around the table. “So where are they exactly? I
don’t follow.”
“They’re lost in the Catacombs,” said Mal crisply. “They
were trying to get to Auradon, but they got lost somewhere
along the way.”
The old wizard nodded. “Almost. They are not lost. It is
my belief they are down there searching for something.”
“Something other than the way out?” asked Jay. “What
could be down there that they want?”
Yen Sid motioned to the group to close their books and put
their maps away. He sighed heavily and looked each of them
in the eye. “Where do you think evil comes from?” he asked.
“The Isle of the Lost?” offered Carlos.
“Close.” His voice thundered in the small room. “Evil is a
real thing, it lives and breathes, it works its malice through
living vessels eager to spread its vile wickedness, but villains
cannot be villains without the source of their power.”
The younger members of the club began to whimper.
“Every villain has a talisman. These talismans hold the
powers that were stripped from them upon their exile to the
Isle of the Lost.”

“Like the Dragon’s Eye scepter,” said Mal. “That was my
mother’s talisman. Are you saying there are other talismans in
the Catacombs?”
“You would have been a good student in my class as well,”
said Yen Sid proudly. “Yes, the Catacombs of Doom are only
one part of the equation. Like I said earlier, when Maleficent
escaped, she released so much energy into the surrounding
area that it sparked a magical reaction underground and caused
the recent earthquakes and unseasonal weather phenomena all
over Auradon. I’m afraid she’s also awakened four evil
talismans that have been growing in the Catacombs of Doom
over the years. These talismans are growing in power, and
causing havoc with our weather as they draw energy to
themselves. Four of these talismans are the most dangerous
right now: the Fruit of Venom, the Golden Cobra, the Ring of
Envy, and a new Dragon’s Egg.”
An audible silence filled the room, and it was apparent that
while the club knew about the Catacombs, learning of these
talismans was new to the villains on the Isle of the Lost as well
as the four visitors from Auradon.
“A new Dragon’s Egg?” asked Carlos. “What does that
mean?”
“Hang on,” said Jay. “Does this have anything to do with
the Dragon’s Eye staff back in Auradon? The original?”
“Yeah, that one broke when Mom turned into a lizard,”
said Mal. “We found it and Ben put it away in the museum.
It’s useless now, so I guess this would be its replacement.”
Yen Sid nodded to show she was correct. “Merlin wrote
me about Camelot’s problem, and along with the strange
weather patterns worsening in Auradon, I realized I had to get
you kids back to the island right away. There isn’t much time,
we must act, and quickly,” said the professor. “The talismans
desire to be found; they have already seduced their masters
into looking for them and soon they will call others to their
side. They seek to escape the darkness of the underground so
they can once again bring chaos and catastrophe to our world
above. You must find and disarm them before they fall into the

wrong hands, then bring them back to Auradon, where they
can be destroyed forever.”
“We’ll go as soon as we can,” promised Mal.
“Remember how the four of you were able to defeat
Maleficent?” Yen Sid asked.
They nodded.
“But what if it wasn’t just Maleficent and the Dragon’s
Eye you were facing? What if you were facing all four villains
holding their talismans? Imagine facing not just Maleficent
and her scepter, but Jafar and his Golden Cobra, Evil Queen
and her poisoned apple, and Cruella de Vil and her Ring of
Envy?”
“Oh,” said Carlos. “That does not sound good.”
“Used together, these four talismans for evil can overcome
the power of good once and for all.”

This was so much worse than she thought. Evie knew that

this trip to the Isle of the Lost would mean they would
discover that the villains were plotting yet another scheme, but
she hadn’t been prepared to hear about this. To think that there
were four evil talismans out there, and that if their parents got
ahold of them, they would be unstoppable was too frightening
to contemplate. Since Mal had defeated Maleficent, Evie felt
assured that they could handle whatever happened next, and
that the power of good would always prevail. But now it
sounded as if they were truly in peril once more.
Thankfully Mal still appeared calm as ever. “At least now
we know that’s where they are, underground, in the
Catacombs, looking for the power that they lost.”
“Yes,” said Yen Sid. “The four of you must find these
talismans and destroy them before your parents can use them
against Auradon. I’m afraid you’re the only ones who will be
able to outsmart them. After all, no one knows them better
than you. Mal, even if Maleficent is in no shape to retrieve the
Dragon’s Egg, it’s still imperative that you recover it before
anyone else does.”

“Great, let’s go,” said Jay, already up from his seat.
“First we must show you what we are working on.” Yen
Sid nodded to the assembled group, who sat at attention now,
pulling out detailed maps and charts. “We think we are close to
getting an accurate map of the underground tunnels.”
“You’ve been in the tunnels, then?” asked Carlos.
“No. None of us have.”
“But then how can you draw maps of somewhere you’ve
never been?” said Carlos, confused.
“With the help of a little research,” Yen Sid told them. He
nodded to the class and they raised the books they were
reading. “We stole them from the Athenaeum of Evil, of
course.” A Brief History of Evil Talismans. The Legend of the
Golden Cobra. Poison Fruit from the Toxic Tree. The Dragon’s
Eye Scepter: Lore and Myth. “According to the books, each
talisman is grown by magic in its ideal habitat, and so we have
been sketching their possible landscapes,” he said, as if it were
as simple as learning how to plot an evil scheme, or how to
trick a mark out of its money, when it was probably as difficult
as teaching a jolly crew of pirates table manners.
“Great, you guys have maps to share. All right, then; just
point us to the Catacombs, and we’ll be on our way,” said Jay.
“Well, that’s where I’ll need everyone’s help tonight. We
haven’t been able to discover the exact location of the entrance
to the Catacombs,” said the professor. “We don’t have much
time left, so you and the rest of the Anti-Heroes will need to
scour the island until you find it.”
He began to give the members their assignments, sending
them to every part of the island, from Henchman’s Knob to the
Blown Bridge.
“Shall we go with them?” asked Jay as the Anti-Heroes
started to trickle out to search.
“Yes, but please remain where you are for now. Before I
send you four off on this journey, I have a few words of advice
to give each one of you. Acquiring these talismans will be

very dangerous. Evil is seductive; you will have to remain
strong and not fall prey to its temptations.”
He stood in front of Carlos first and placed a hand on his
head. “Carlos de Vil, you possess a keen intellect; however, do
not let your head rule your heart. Learn to see what is truly in
front of you.”
Evie was next, and Yen Sid did the same, resting a hand
above her dark blue locks. “Evie, remember that when you
believe you are alone in the world, you are far from
friendless.”
Jay bowed down and removed his beanie so the good
professor could lay his hand on his head too. “Jay of Agrabah,
a boy of many talents, open your eyes and discover that the
riches of the world are all around you.”
At last he came to Mal. Yen Sid delicately touched her
purple head. “Mal, daughter of Maleficent, you are from the
blood of the dragon and carry its strength and fire. However,
this burden is not yours to bear alone. Rely on your friends,
and let their strength carry yours as well.”
Yen Sid surveyed the young villains in front of him. “What
you are about to do is very dangerous.”
Carlos perked up. “That’s fine, my middle name is—”
“Oscar,” said Evie. “We know.”
The group of Anti-Heroes burst into applause as Mal, Evie,
Jay, and Carlos shook hands with the professor and thanked
him for his wisdom and guidance.
“We will collect the maps that we do have,” said Yen Sid.
“Give us a few moments.” The group began to disperse to
begin their respective assignments, talking excitedly among
themselves.
Carlos said goodbye to Harry and Jace, who had been
tasked with searching near the Bargain Castle. Jay promised
the pirates he would send them postcards from Auradon.
Evie was glad they had figured out where their parents
were, but going after them wasn’t going to be easy. If Evil

Queen was set on getting back her talisman of power, there
was no stopping her. The woman elbowed people out of the
way for a tube of concealer.
“Heading out to search?” asked Harry.
“Uh-huh,” said Evie.
“Glad you guys are the ones going after them and not me
and Jace. We’d be too scared, all right. Crikey, you’re all so
brave.”
“I’m not, really,” said Evie. “But sometimes you have to
do the things you have to do. Thanks, though.” Before setting
off, however, she had to make sure she could move properly.
She inspected her broken heel. She couldn’t keep going this
way; the Endless Catacombs of Doom sure sounded like they
would entail a lot of walking as well, and she was still wearing
the wrong shoes.
“Professor,” she said, holding up her broken heel. “Do you
think you can fix this with a little magic of science or
something?”
He examined her shoe. “No, I’m afraid there is no way this
can be salvaged through the magic of science.”
Evie’s face fell as she resigned herself to stumbling her
way through the underground, her feet blistered and callused.
“But I do have something that might help you,” said Yen
Sid.
“What?”
“Tape,” he said as he deftly taped the broken heel back to
its original shape.
It wasn’t a pair of sneakers, but at least she wouldn’t be
limping anymore.
While Yen Sid went back to going over the possible locations
for the entrance to the Catacombs with Jay and Carlos, and the
rest of the club members waited patiently for their
assignments, Evie looked around the crowded room and didn’t
see Mal anywhere. Where had she gone? Evie took another
look and caught a glimpse of bright aqua-colored hair

swishing in the dark hallway, with Mal’s purple head
following behind.
At first she thought that maybe Maddy just wanted to talk
to Mal privately, but when the two of them didn’t return after a
few minutes, she had a darker feeling about it. She peeked into
the corridor and saw Maddy heading out of the basement and
up the cellar stairs, with Mal following behind. Where were
they going?
Already wary of Maddy’s friendship with Mal, Evie
decided to follow them to see what they were up to. She
looked behind her to make sure the boys were still talking to
Yen Sid. She wasn’t spying on Mal; she was just being careful,
she told herself. Mal had to have a good reason for going off
with Maddy, didn’t she?
Maddy was out of the basement now and heading down
the path away from the castle. Mal was following behind at
some distance. They weren’t walking together, Evie realized
now. Mal was following Maddy, for some reason. But why?
Who cared about Maddy?
They had to go find the entrance to the Catacombs; there
was no time for this. Cruella de Vil, Evil Queen, and Jafar had
a head start on them. If any one of them was able to lay their
hands on their talisman, no one in Auradon would be safe. The
foursome had to get going. What was Mal doing?
Evie lagged behind, trying to put some space between
them, when Maddy stopped suddenly and looked around. Mal
ducked behind a tree and Evie quickly hid in the shadows as
well. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but she was glad she
hadn’t let her friend go off alone like this.
The two girls kept walking farther and farther away. Evie
followed behind.

When Maddy left the meeting, Mal’s first thought was that

her friend wanted to get a head start on walking to Troll Town,
where her group was going to search. Mal wanted to take a
break too, before the four of them had to embark on this
journey even deeper underground. The aqua-haired girl
ascended the stone steps, and Mal was about to call out to her
when Maddy checked her watch, picked up the speed, and
disappeared into the maze of streets.
Mal also couldn’t help but notice that Maddy kept looking
over her shoulder nervously as she made her way through the
dark alleyways. When she took off through the back way,
cutting across Hell Hall’s garden, going right instead of
heading left for Troll Town, it became clear that she wasn’t
going where she’d been assigned after all. Mal watched as she
ducked behind a corner, and overheard bits of a whispered
conversation between Maddy and an unknown stranger.
Something about “Catacombs” and “Doom Cove.”
What was going on? Why wasn’t Maddy going with her
group? And who had she been talking to?

Mal’s curiosity was piqued and she decided to keep
following her. The group could figure out the plan with Yen
Sid, but she wanted to find out what her old friend was up to.
She followed Maddy through the maze of streets, down
Pain Lane and past Goblin Wharf, which was desolate and
abandoned instead of the usual hive of goblin activity. Mal
wished she could send her friends a text explaining where she
was. She just hoped they wouldn’t worry; she’d be back as
soon as she found out what Maddy was doing.
Maddy led her back on the main road, and Mal had to lag
behind farther so she wouldn’t be caught. They passed the
Bargain Castle and Maddy kept going, headed down Bitter
Boulevard and right to the end of the island by the Rickety
Bridge.
Maddy stepped onto the bridge and whirled around. “Mal,
you can come out now, I know you’re following me.”
“You got me,” said Mal, stepping into the light and
walking toward Maddy. She knew when the game was up.
“Why’d you leave the meeting so fast? Is something going
on?”
Maddy peered around in the dark. As far as Mal could see,
there was nothing. The waters were black, and there was no
one else on the bridge. Just the sound of the waves and the
light from the Shattered Lighthouse. “Yes,” said Maddy
hesitantly, as if unsure whether to trust Mal.
“What?” asked Mal.
“Before the meeting, I got an anonymous letter saying that
Evil Queen, Cruella, and Jafar would be returning from the
Catacombs after midnight. They would be at Doom Cove.”
“But why didn’t you say anything at the meeting? Why go
alone, then?” asked Mal, not sure if she believed her. She’d
always had fun with Mad Maddy, but Evie was right, there
was something off about her. Why hadn’t she seen it before?
Maybe because she was having too much fun indulging in old,
bad habits?

Maddy’s green eyes blazed. “Don’t you see? The AntiHeroes are the only ones who even know about the Catacombs
of Doom! Yen Sid warned us that there might be double
operatives in the club. I couldn’t take the risk of letting them
know that I knew.”
“But who could it be? Everyone seemed so sincere,” said
Mal, wondering who had betrayed them.
“It could be anyone. They’re a bunch of villains, Mal,
come on. Do you really believe all of them would give up just
like that? The professor thinks everyone is redeemable, but
that can’t be true,” sniffed Maddy. “Of course there’s a bad
egg in the bunch. I can always smell one.”
“Who do you think it is?” asked Mal.
“My money’s on Harry or Jace—their fathers are still
Cruella’s loyal minions.”
Mal considered this. It was hard to believe that anyone
back at the meeting could be so two-faced, and Harry and Jace
seemed more bumbling than malicious. “Maybe someone else
on the Isle knows that Cruella, Jafar, and Evil Queen went
down into the Catacombs to look for the talismans. It doesn’t
have to be someone in our group. If the three of them knew
about it, they might have told someone before they left.”
“Maybe,” said Maddy. “But I doubt it.”
“Who were you talking to back there?” asked Mal.
“Oh, just some goblin. I told them to find me if they catch
sight of Jafar, Cruella de Vil, or Evil Queen.”
“Show me the message,” said Mal.
Maddy handed her the note, written in green ink. Doom
Cove. Prepare for our return to the Isle of the Lost. Talismans
acquired. Alert the troops.
“That’s Doom Cove right there,” said Maddy, pointing to
the dark, sandy stretch of beach below.
“Who are the troops?” wondered Mal. “You don’t think
they mean a goblin army, do you?” There weren’t enough
villains on the Isle to put together a real battalion, and “troops”

signified that whoever had sent the message was readying for
a large-scale operation.
“Of course it means a goblin army, how else would they
take down Auradon?” said Maddy.
“Are you sure you didn’t tell anyone about it?” Mal asked,
thinking of the conversation she’d overhead earlier.
“Duh, like I told you, of course not. No one can know!”
said Maddy.
“We need to get help. I’ll go back,” said Mal, turning
away. Maddy was obviously lying about telling someone, and
Mal figured the easiest way to handle it was to get backup.
“No! We need to stay here, in case they do arrive. What if
we miss it and they slip away?” said Maddy. “We should
follow them and call for help later so we don’t lose them.
Don’t you trust me?”
Mal understood that Maddy was testing her, and while she
had a feeling that she shouldn’t stay, she realized it wasn’t safe
to leave Maddy on her own at this point. She had to figure out
what the girl was up to.

Carlos and Jay were so absorbed in their conversation with
Yen Sid that they didn’t notice that half of their team had
absconded. The professor handed them the maps to the
underground land. “These contain all we know about the
Catacombs as well as the talismans. I hope you find them
useful on your journey once we find the entrance,” he said.

They thanked him, but Carlos was intent on learning as
much as he could about the talismans before setting off
underground. “So can we touch them? The talismans, I
mean?” he asked the professor. “Or are they cursed? Like the
Dragon’s Eye?”
“Yeah, I don’t look forward to falling asleep for a thousand
years,” said Jay.
“I’m not certain. My hunch is that each of you should be
immune to your particular talisman, as Mal was unaffected by
the curse of the Dragon’s Eye.”
“Anything else you can tell me about this Golden Cobra?”
asked Jay.

“It should be an exact replica of your father’s cobra staff.
It’s said that the Golden Cobras give up their freedom when
they succumb to their master’s power, but they are very much
alive. It is a living weapon.”
“Great,” said Jay. Under his breath, he told Carlos, “I’m
sure it’ll just lie down and roll over for me.”
“It’s a snake, Jay, not a dog,” said Carlos. “You should
know the difference.” He turned to Yen Sid, who was erasing
lines on the blackboard. “About this Ring of Envy, what
exactly does it do?”
“Your mother made everyone believe their lives were
nothing compared to hers. That huge green ring that she wore
was a testament to her glamour, and its size and great worth
always made others feel small and useless.”
Carlos swallowed a gulp, especially since his mother had
always made him feel small and useless even without the aid
of a talisman. “What about the Fruit of Venom; is it filled with
poison?”
“Poisonous thoughts,” said Yen Sid. “Taking a bite of it
will fill one’s mind with your deepest fears and insecurities,
every kind of dark, malevolent emotion and idea, and the
power to use them against other people.”
“Yikes,” Carlos said. Evie was one of the sweetest girls he
knew, and he hoped she wouldn’t be swayed by such a toxic
influence. “And the Dragon’s Egg?”
“The most powerful talisman of all, of course, with the
ability to command all the forces of evil to do its mistress’s
bidding. Power is its own most powerful enticement.
Moreover, Mal has wielded the Dragon’s Eye staff, so she has
already experienced the depth of its capability for universal
dominance. She must be particularly wary of succumbing to
its siren song.”
“You hear that, Mal?” Carlos said, turning around,
expecting to see Mal and Evie at their seats. But there was no
one there. “Hey, where’d they go?” he asked Jay. “Mal and
Evie—they’re gone.”

“That’s weird, they were just here,” Jay said.
“Yeah, well, they’re not here now,” said Carlos, annoyed.
Most of the members had already headed out on their
assignments, but Carlos ran around the room asking the
remaining few if they had seen Mal and Evie.
“Yo, they bounced out with Mad Maddy,” said Yzla. “But I
don’t know where they went.”
“Mad Maddy? Why would they leave with her?”
Yzla shook her head. “Aren’t Maddy and Mal friends?”
“Yes, but…” said Carlos, seriously agitated by now. Why
had the girls taken off without telling him and Jay? It wasn’t
like Mal or Evie to just disappear like that. He was about to
freak out when Evie burst back into the room.
“Guys!” she called.
“Where have you been!” Carlos demanded. “And where’s
Mal?”
Evie caught her breath. She’d been running and her cheeks
were flushed. “If you stop yelling at me, I can tell you.”
“Sorry,” he said quickly. “We were just worried.”
“Carlos was worried,” said Jay. “I knew you guys would
be back.”
“Mal went off with Maddy. I think they’re headed toward
Doom Cove. I don’t know what’s going on, but I have a bad
feeling about this,” said Evie. “I heard Maddy say something
about the Catacombs, so I thought I’d come back and grab you
guys in case something happens.”
“Let’s go,” said Carlos. “Doom Cove is a hike.”

Jay knew all the shortcuts through town, or at least he

thought he did. Thinking it was faster to stay off the little
alleyways, he led them up to Mean Street instead, but soon
realized his mistake. They were farther from Doom Cove than
if they had just taken Pain Lane down to Goblin Wharf as Evie
had suggested. “Sorry, I thought this would be faster,” he
huffed, removing his beanie and wiping his forehead with it.
“It’s okay, let’s just get there,” said Evie as they ran down
the cobblestone streets, their heels kicking up dust as they
garnered curious looks from a few townspeople. “Hurry!”
At last they made it past the Bargain Castle and had a clear
shot all the way to Rickety Bridge. “Wait!” said Evie. “We
don’t want to give ourselves away.”
“But where are they?” asked Carlos, scanning the bridge.
“I don’t see them.”
“I distinctly heard Maddy say they were going to wait right
here; maybe whatever they’re waiting for has already
happened?” Evie said, with a sinking feeling in her chest. “I
should have stayed here! Curse these shoes, they slowed me
down too much.”

Jay focused on the bridge. It looked deserted and lonely in
the moonlight, but at the very edge of it, he spotted two
brightly colored heads—one blue-green and one violet.
“There! I see them!”
Evie swirled to where he was pointing. “Let’s move
closer,” she said, and they inched their way to the edge of the
shore, as close to the bridge as they dared without giving away
their presence.
“What are they doing?” asked Carlos. “They’re just
looking out into the water. What are they waiting for?”
“A goblin barge maybe?” guessed Evie. “Don’t they work
the graveyard shift?”
Jay scratched his forehead under his beanie. “Explain to
me again why we’re sneaking around? Why don’t we just tell
Mal we’re here?”
“No!” said Evie. “Not just yet.”
“Why not?” asked Carlos, who looked like he thought Evie
was being a little paranoid.
“Because I don’t trust Maddy, and if we tell them we’re
here, we’ll never find out what she’s up to,” she told them.
“You just don’t like witches,” said Jay.
“No way!” said Evie, annoyed that she wasn’t being taken
seriously. “You guys seem to have forgotten I’m a witch too!
Just like my mom. And I like myself just fine.”
“You’re a witch?” Carlos said. “Oh, right, you are a witch.
I did forget.”
Evie nodded. “It’s okay, people tend to forget. Everyone
just thinks I’m an evil princess.”
They watched Maddy and Mal looking intently at the dark
water, and after a few minutes, the boys started to get bored.
“Come on, Evie, let’s just tell Mal we’re here. We need to start
looking for the entrance to the Catacombs,” Jay said.
“Just a little longer,” Evie begged.

“I just don’t see what the point of this is,” said Jay. The
two of them were still arguing over it when Carlos nudged
both of them in a panic.
“What?” said Jay, annoyed.
Carlos couldn’t speak, he just pointed—and they all turned
their attention back down to the Rickety Bridge, where a group
of villain kids had emerged from the shadows and quickly
surrounded Mal and Maddy. It was a motley group, including
Anthony Tremaine, Ginny Gothel, and the burly twin brothers
Gaston and Gaston.
“Evie was right, this doesn’t look good,” Carlos
whispered.
“Shhh!” said Jay, listening intently to the group’s
conversation.
Anthony Tremaine’s rich baritone boomed through the air.
“Look what we have here, the little heroine of the story,” he
said.
“What story would that be?” said Mal.
“Oh, just a little fairy tale they’re spinning in Auradon
about how wonderful it is that villains can change.” He
smirked. “What a shame we don’t believe in fairy tales here.”
“That’s not true, there are people right on the Isle of the
Lost that believe it too,” said Mal. “Maddy, what’s going on?
Why are they here?” she demanded.
“Tell her, Maddy,” cackled Ginny Gothel. “Tell her why
you brought her here.”
Back where they were hiding, Carlos stood on his tiptoes
since the large silhouettes of the Gastons blocked his view.
“What’s going on?” he asked. “Maybe we should go down
there now.”
“Not yet!” said Evie. “I want to hear what Maddy says.”
Maddy crossed her arms and looked Mal up and down.
“Remember how I told you there were bad eggs in the group?
Looks like you just cracked one, Mal.” She laughed. “Except
I’m not the one who’s going to get scrambled tonight.

Especially now that we know you don’t have any powers after
all.”
Evie winced.
“What?” cried Carlos. “Are they hurting her?”
“Only with bad puns.”
“I knew it! That message was fake! You were just
pretending to be good all along.” Mal’s voice was clear and
calm in the dark.
“Good guess, but then why are you here?” sneered Maddy.
“I had to find out for sure,” said Mal. “I thought that
maybe I still had a friend on the island.”
“Friend? Is that what you thought I was? You cut off the
heads of my dolls! You put lye in my hair so I had to change
its color! You didn’t like that everyone called us twins! Some
friend you are! You’re more delusional than your mother!”
shrieked Maddy.
“Ouch,” said Evie. “Did Mal really do all those things?”
“Um, yeah,” said Carlos. “I mean, she is Maleficent’s kid.
She was pretty mean growing up.”
“And you were telling that goblin back there to fetch the
rest of your crew down here so they could ambush me,” said
Mal.
“Exactly,” said Maddy.
The villains crowded around Mal, so that she was pressed
against the railing at the edge of the bridge.
“Okay, okay, let’s go get her now,” said Evie, and they ran
out of their hiding place and headed toward the bridge, Jay in
the lead.
“Okay, fine! I was a little brat! I’m sorry, okay?”
“Only suckers are sorry,” said Maddy. “And Anti-Heroes
are the biggest suckers of all!”
“Don’t you get it?” Ginny Gothel asked. “The professor’s
wrong! There’s no hope for us and we don’t want any! We’re

villains at heart! True villains! Not like you!” She raised her
fist to the sky. “Evil lives!”
“Evil lives,” echoed the Gastons, slapping their fists to
their palms.
“When the rest of this pathetic little island discovers their
hero was fed to the crocodiles, what do you think will happen
to that silly little club?” asked Maddy with a crazed smile.
“Everyone will realize that there’s no hope in trying to be
good! Evil always triumphs! Anti-hero is just another name for
villain, and we’ll be villains forever!”
“You don’t have to do this,” said Mal. She’d had to climb
on the railing to get away from them, and Ginny was still
blocking her way. “It won’t prove anything. Maddy, you’re not
going to get your old hair back, but maybe I can help you fix
it. I’m pretty good at spells now.”
“Shut up,” said Maddy. “And I don’t have to do this. I
want to!” she shrieked, and the rest of the group joined in her
laughter. “Ginny, why don’t you do the honors,” she offered.
“Let’s do it together,” said Ginny.
With matching grins, the two of them pushed Mal off the
railing and into the bay.
Maddy leaned over the edge. “Say hi to the crocodiles!
Tell them dinner’s served!”
“Jay! Carlos! Hurry!” cried Evie. “Mal can’t swim!”

How about that, high heels were finally useful for

something, Evie discovered after hitting Ginny Gothel in the
back with one. The dark-haired girl screamed and clawed at
her, almost scratching her across the cheek.
“Not the face!” cried Evie, furious. “Anywhere but the
face!” Ginny lunged for her and the two of them fell to the
ground, pulling each other’s hair.
Jay took care of the Gastons by running between them at
just the right moment so they ended up bumping heads and
falling to the ground, moaning. But Mad Maddy and Anthony
Tremaine kept from the fray. Carlos knew the Stepmother’s
grandson would shy away from a fair fight, preferring to have
the deck stacked on his side, and it would be easy enough to
send Anthony running if he played it right.
“What are you waiting for!” Carlos said, throwing down
some judo moves he’d seen in his video games.
Anthony rolled his eyes and took off.
“Well?” Carlos said to Mad Maddy as the Gastons slunk
away and Ginny ran off whimpering. “It’s only you against the

three of us now.”
Maddy tossed her bright blue-green hair and sneered, her
eyes wide with maniacal fury. “You think you’ve won here,
but I promise you, all of Auradon will burn, just like
Camelot!” she said, cackling like a hag as she disappeared into
the night.
Evie picked herself off the ground and ran to the railing,
scanning the dark water. “Where’s Mal?” she asked. “I don’t
see her!”
“There!” said Jay, pointing to a dark purple head and arms
flailing in the waves.
“Dive! What are you waiting for?” Evie asked as Jay
hesitated by the rail.
“I can’t swim!” he confessed. “It’s not like there were
lessons on the Isle of the Lost, you know!”
Carlos ran up and began to remove his heavy jacket. “I can
dog-paddle! I’ll go!”
“Wait!” said Jay. “Crocodiles!”
Mal was surrounded by several of the large scaly beasts
snapping their jaws. She was bobbing up and down in the
water and screaming for help.
“We’re coming!” said Evie. “Carlos is coming to save
you!”
Carlos climbed up on the rail and stared down at the
hungry crocodiles. “Um, I am?”
“Go!” said Evie. “Don’t worry about the crocs, Jay and I
will draw them away!” She gave him a little push and he
dropped into the water. She saw his black-and-white head
above the waves as he inched his way toward Mal.
“Great! How are we going to do that?” asked Jay.
“With bait!”
“Awesome!” he said. “Wow, you really travel with
everything you need, huh?”

Evie gave him a look.
“Hang on, are we the bait?” asked Jay with a groan.
“Yes! Hurry!” Evie threw her other heel so it bounced on
the nearest crocodile’s head. Then she whistled while dangling
a leg over the side of the bridge. “Over here! Yoo-hoo!”
Jay stretched his torso from the edge of the dock and began
to wave his arms. “Come on! Over here! Come and get me!”
Then, seized by a sudden flash of brilliance, he began to chant.
“Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock!” It was common knowledge
in the Isle of the Lost that the crocodiles in its waters were no
ordinary crocodiles, as they were descended from the one and
only Tick-Tock himself. The sound of a ticking clock was
almost a lullaby for them, and the crocodiles were hypnotized
by Jay’s chanting, swimming toward him and Evie.
Mal screamed one last time before disappearing under the
water, but in a burst of speed, Carlos was by her side. He dove
beneath the waves and hooked his arms underneath hers.
“I’ve got her! I’ve got her!” he yelled, keeping Mal’s head
above the water as he kicked his way back to shore, dodging
the crocodiles, which were now circling Jay eagerly, entranced
by his rhythmic chanting.
“Tick-tock, tick-tock…yeah, that’s right, come on over
here. Tick-tock, tick-tock,” said Jay. “Tick-tock, tick-tock!”
Evie pulled her leg back from the edge and ran to help
Carlos, and together they hauled Mal back safely on land.

It was late on Sunday when a fairy tapped Ben on the

shoulder and told him that Faylinn had asked that he meet her
with her team of archivists in the oak tree’s library. Ben had
passed the time while waiting by looking over the latest
weather reports for the entire kingdom to see if anything had
gotten worse. There hadn’t been any new sightings of the
purple dragon or snake in the last few hours, but who knew
when it would strike next.
He followed the fairy up the winding staircase to a massive
library housed in one of the topmost branches of the oak tree.
Faylinn was flying in front of a huge projection screen,
buzzing quietly with her team. The room was cozy and warm,
with a crackling fireplace behind a grate, and long tables with
pretty intertwined leaves and branches where the fairies
worked.
“Ben, you’re here, good,” she said, flying over to him. “I
think we’ve found something.”
She motioned to the images projected on the wall, which
showed two blown-up photos of purple scales. Faylinn flew
over and motioned to sharp ridges on one of the scales. “Look

at this,” she said. “The ridges on your scale are almost
identical to the one on the right, even though the one on the
right is almost ten times its size. The one on the left is your
serpent scale, and the other one is about the size of a dragon
scale.”
“A match, then?” he asked.
“We think so. Either there are two different creatures, with
identical ridge patterns, or these scales are from one creature
that can take two different shapes. We think it is the latter, as it
would be nearly impossible to find two creatures with these
specific markings,” she said, buzzing between the two
photographs.
“Where’s the dragon scale from?” he asked, trying not to
show how anxious he was. “Is it Maleficent?”
“Not exactly,” she said, coming over to fly by his shoulder.
Her voice was tiny and sharp as a wind chime.
He exhaled. “What does that mean? What’s it from?”
“The scale isn’t from any creature we have in our files. As
much as we tried, we couldn’t find a match, actually, until
Lexi Rose remembered we’d received something similar not
so long ago.” Faylinn clicked to the next slide. “As you know,
fairies like to study every aspect of nature, and we ask that if
anyone in Auradon discovers something new in the natural
world, they send it to us so we can add it to our collection.
Recently, a team of dwarfs were digging a new mine down by
Faraway Cove, when they came across something unusual.”
The other fairies shifted in their seats and looked uneasy as
the slide on the screen showed a group of dwarfs mugging for
the camera, their wheelbarrows filled with sparkly diamond
rocks. “Look over here,” she said, flying back to the screen
and flitting over the cavern floor.
Ben leaned forward and saw that the ground was littered
with the same purple scales.
“The dwarfs closed the mining operation soon after. They
said they felt the tunnel was haunted even though they never
saw anything, but they sensed a strange presence inside it. One

of them—I think it was Doc’s nephew—noticed the purple
scales and sent a few to the archive.”
“Faraway Cove’s pretty close to Charmington,” said Ben.
“And Camelot is directly north of it as well. The dragon must
have used these mining tunnels to disappear in and out of
sight, which is why Arthur’s men could never catch it. I need
to take a team into that mine.”
“The dwarfs sent a map, so you should be able to find the
entrance easily enough,” said Faylinn. “I’ll have one copied
for you.”
“Hold on, you still haven’t told me—could the scales be
Maleficent’s?” he asked.
“I’m sorry to tell you it’s because we don’t know. As it
turns out, we don’t have a sample from Maleficent. Prince
Philip’s sword was wiped clean after their battle twenty years
ago. But if you can send one from the lizard in your library,
then we could tell you for certain.”
“Thanks. I’ll have my men send over a sample as soon as I
can. This has been really helpful.” He shook Faylinn’s tiny
hand with his thumb and forefinger and waved to the rest of
the fairies.
“Ben, about this shapeshifting dragon…even if it isn’t
Maleficent, it’s still incredibly dangerous. And if it is able to
shift in form and size, that means it is capable of incredibly
powerful magic. You must be prepared to fight it with similar
enchantment. I know the rules of Auradon, so I don’t give this
advice lightly,” she said, buzzing worriedly.
“I won’t go alone, don’t worry. I’ll tell Merlin to meet me
at Faraway Cove as soon as possible. And he can bring his
wand this time.” Ben smiled. “I know he’s been itching to use
it.”
Faylinn nodded. “I can imagine.” Seeing the somber look
on his face, she buzzed comfortingly by his shoulder.
“Remember, when in doubt, think of happy thoughts and
you’ll find your way.”

He smiled at the tiny fairy. The happiest thought he could
think of was Mal and her friends returning safe from the Isle
of the Lost. He hoped it would come true.

“Ugh, the leather is going to shrink,” said Mal, wringing

her jacket and trying to dry her hair. She had already vomited
up a gallon of water, and was still shaking from the near
drowning, not to mention the near-crocodile-dinner
experience. But Mal being Mal, of course she didn’t want to
show how shaken she was, so she focused on mourning her
ruined jacket instead. “What a bunch of dock rats we are,” she
said with a laugh. Carlos was similarly soaked to the bone, and
Evie was shoeless, her jacket torn. Her bird’s-nest hair could
rival any of Cruella’s fright wigs.
“Speak for yourselves,” said Jay, who was dry and without
a scratch.
“Don’t worry about the jacket, I can make you another
one,” said Evie, running a brush through her hair and trying to
make herself look presentable.
“I shouldn’t have run off like that,” said Mal. “I’m sorry. I
thought Maddy was my friend.”
Evie patted Mal on the shoulder; her hand made a wet,
squelching sound and she withdrew it in alarm. “Oh, uh, it’s

okay, we all make mistakes.”
“I didn’t think she would betray me like that,” said Mal. “I
really thought she was part of the Anti-Heroes club.”
Carlos was sitting on the ground. He’d removed his shoes
and socks in an effort to dry them. He pulled seaweed from his
hair. “What do you think Maddy meant when she said, ‘All of
Auradon will burn, just like Camelot’?”
Evie shrugged. “Isn’t that what villains do? Threaten?”
“It sounded a little more specific than that, don’t you
think?” said Carlos. “How did she know about the fires in
Camelot, then?”
“Hang on, she said something about Camelot?” asked Mal.
“Yeah, and didn’t you say that’s where that purple dragon
is?” said Carlos.
Mal nodded. “Yeah.”
“Maybe Ben put it on the news,” said Evie.
“Maybe,” said Mal. She shook out her jacket. “Listen, I
need to tell you guys something, but we should get cleaned up
first, I can’t think with all this wet stuff on me.” She shook her
hair and droplets rained all around. “The Junk Shop isn’t far
from here, so Jay and Carlos can get cleaned up over there.
Evie and I will go back to the Bargain Castle across the street.
Meet us there after you get changed.”
The four of them walked back into town, Mal squelching
with every footstep, Evie walking in stockings, Carlos simply
barefoot and holding his wet sneakers, and Jay practically
skipping. The boys crossed over to Pity Lane and headed for
Jafar’s while Mal unlocked the door to the Bargain Castle.
Mal turned to Evie with a wan smile. “By the way, thanks
for coming after me.”
“You’re welcome. It’s what friends do,” said Evie.
Mal nodded. “Then thanks for being my friend. My real
friend.”

Later, when the boys arrived, Carlos was dressed in a purpleand-yellow sweater and shorts that were too big for him. Evie
was wearing one of Mal’s old T-shirts, holey jeans, and a pair
of Mal’s old boots. The four friends sprawled on the carpet
and chairs in Mal’s room. Carlos was even able to get a fire
going in the fireplace. They hadn’t slept all night and it was
already close to sunrise.
“Mal, what did you want to tell us earlier?” said Carlos,
poking the fire with a stick. He placed his sneakers by the
grate, hoping they would dry soon.
“The crocs in the bay,” said Mal. “Aren’t they usually by
Hook’s Inlet? Why were they all around Doom Cove all of a
sudden?”
“Change of scenery?” snorted Jay.
“No, it was like they were guarding something. Something
important,” she said, warming her hands by the fire. “I think I
know what it is.”
“The entrance to the Catacombs,” said Carlos promptly.
“Yeah, how’d you know?” Mal asked, looking a bit miffed
that a little bit of her thunder had been stolen.
“Lucky guess,” said Carlos with a smile. “Seriously, what
else could it be?”
“Anyway, when I was underwater, I thought I saw a cave
down there. The crocodiles were swimming out of it. It looked
like it was their nest.”
“Hmm,” said Jay. “If the crocodiles were coming out, there
must be another entrance from the topside. Crocodiles prefer
to make their homes on land, not underwater. Also, if Jafar,
Evil Queen, and Cruella did go down there, I doubt they
swam. For one, none of them can.”
“Perfect,” said Carlos. “Because I sure wasn’t looking
forward to getting wet again. My sneakers just dried.”
“We should tell the Anti-Heroes group so they can help us
find it,” said Evie. “Yen Sid told everyone to be back at the
basement by sunrise, so we’ll go and tell them then.”

“Good idea,” said Jay.
“It’s funny,” said Mal. “If we’re right about this, and that
crocodile cave down there is the entrance to the Catacombs,
Maddy thought she was getting rid of me, but instead she did
us a favor.”
“She helped us instead of harming us,” said Carlos, putting
his dry socks back on.
“It’s like Fairy Godmother always says,” said Evie,
hugging a purple pillow to her chest.
“Don’t let the stepsisters get you down?” said Mal.
“Goodness works in mysterious ways. Even in the deepest
dark, you’ll find a light to shine your way through.”

“All this has
happened before,
and it will all
happen again.”
—Peter Pan

The anti-heroes were a hardworking bunch, and by noon had
combed the entire beachhead, but hadn’t been able to find
anything. Mal was nearly ready to give up on the search for
the tunnel’s entrance. After all, she had basically been
drowning when she saw the underwater entrance—maybe
she’d hallucinated it.

But then, at the very edge of Doom Cove, in a rocky
outcropping by the water’s edge, Carlos, along with Big
Murph, had found a small hole in the ground, about the size of
a rabbit burrow.
“That can’t be it. How would we fit in there?” Evie asked
doubtfully. “And if it’s not big enough for us, it’s definitely not
big enough for a crocodile.”
“We dig?” said Jay, who began to shovel away dirt with his
hands. “This is the only thing we’ve seen in hours. We’ve got
to try it.” Carlos knelt down to help, and together they were
able to make the hole big enough to squeeze through.
Mal knew they didn’t need to worry about more crocodiles
bothering them now—earlier, she’d sent Hadie to throw a

bucket of rotten meat in the water on the other side of the
island to draw them away. But as she looked down at the
small, dark tunnel ahead, Mal wondered if they had just traded
one problem for another. Still, Jay was right. They had to give
it a shot.
“Thanks, you guys,” Mal called to the assembled team. “I
think we’ve found the entrance. We’re going in!”
The sweaty group of anti-heroes cheered.
“Ladies first?” said Jay.
Mal nodded and crawled through the hole. She heard Evie
struggling behind, and then the boys. After a few feet, the
tunnel widened and they were able to walk upright.
“This better be it,” Mal said. “I really don’t want to be
wandering around down here for no reason.”
But as they continued down the tunnel, Mal realized she
actually felt perfectly at home. The cave was dark and wet and
filled with furry things that skittered at the edge of her vision.
Why do caves get such a bad rap anyway? What’s wrong with
a few spiderwebs? she wondered just as she stepped into a
giant floor-to-ceiling cobweb. She struggled to push through,
only to get more caught up in its lacy white stickiness.
“Don’t spiders have anything else to do?” she asked aloud.
Carlos shook his head and helped pull the cobwebs away.
They continued on, but stopped again when Evie shrieked at a
tiny rodent that had made the mistake of crawling halfway up
her pant leg.
“Just tell it to get out of the way,” Mal suggested. “Didn’t
Evil Queen ever teach you how to deal with mice?”
“No, Mom only cared about whether I knew how to line
my eyelids properly,” said Evie, catching her breath as the
small creature scampered off into the crevices.
“Oh, I forgot, I brought something from the Junk Shop,”
said Jay as he removed a flashlight from his pocket and jiggled
the batteries until they came to life. The sudden flood of light
illuminated the cavern’s interior—a collection of giant cool-

looking spiderwebs, slimy wet puddles, and an unexpected
item—a gold poison-heart bracelet glittering on the ground.
Evie picked it up. “It’s my mom’s!” she said excitedly.
“They must have been down here! We’re going the right way!”
Walking farther on, they discovered other clues. A long
cigarette holder that could only be Cruella’s, and a few coins
that could only have fallen from Jafar’s pouch. They kept
going, energized by their discoveries, until the flashlight
showed a succession of large animal footprints.
“These tracks look too big for crocodiles, right?” Jay
asked, inspecting them. “Plus, I think these are paw prints.”
“Way too big,” agreed Mal.
“Great,” said Carlos. “Huge scary monster ahead.”
They went deeper into the cave, moving forward
cautiously.
Then, from somewhere in the darkness, a faint sound
drifted through the cave, almost like the snuffling of an animal
of some kind.
“Stop it, Jay!” said Mal, whirling to face him just as he
was about to make that snuffling noise again.
“Couldn’t resist,” said Jay.
He offered Carlos a high five, but Carlos just shook his
head. “Not cool, man. Not cool. We need to find the Poisoned
Lake,” he said, studying one of the maps from Yen Sid. As far
as he could tell, the body of water that surrounded the Toxic
Tree with the Fruit of Venom should be the first of the
underground lands they would pass. “I wonder how the tree
can grow. I mean with all this darkness, how can anything live
down here?”
“Maybe it feeds on poison from the lake,” said Evie.
“For that matter, how can there be a lake underneath the
ocean?”
“We’re underneath the ocean floor, obviously. Plus,
everything is made by magic down here,” Mal said. “Don’t

you remember?”
“Yeah, I guess so,” said Carlos as he stared at the tree. “All
the books said that the magic creates the ideal location for
each talisman. Okay, let’s go this way.”
They followed the path as it led them farther down into the
earth, so steep at times that they were almost sliding. The
tunnel narrowed and then widened again. Some passages were
flooded, and they had to roll up their pants to cross.
Eventually, the cavern grew so enormous that they could no
longer see the top of the cave. They kept walking until the path
split in two directions.
Just then, they heard that strange snuffling sound again.
Carlos looked petrified, but Mal slapped a hand on Jay’s
mouth in annoyance. “Stop!”
“Okay, okay, it’s hard to resist. It’s boring down here,” Jay
said, his voice muffled behind her hand.
“Where to?” Mal asked Carlos.
Carlos looked down at the map. “It doesn’t say.” He
studied the two tunnels in front of them. One of the paths was
covered with the same large tracks they’d noticed earlier, but
the other was clear. “I don’t know.”
“Hmm,” said Mal. “The lake is poisonous, right? Whatever
lives down here would know that, so instead of following its
tracks, maybe we should choose the opposite direction. We
need to find the one place the big guy doesn’t go.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Carlos, who wasn’t looking
forward to meeting a large animal—or whatever it was—
underground.
They set off down the undisturbed path. After walking a
few feet, the flashlight went out, but Jay knocked it against the
stone and it flickered back to life. The cave was smaller here,
just big enough for them to pass through.
“I think we’re close to water now,” said Mal. “The air is
damp.”

“And that smell,” said Evie. “Talk about toxic!” Carlos
was already pinching his nose and Mal and Evie did the same.
Jay pulled off his beanie and held it over his face. They kept
moving, until they heard the sound of water as it washed
against sand. It had to be the Poisoned Lake.
They broke into a run, Jay shining the light and pointing it
at the end of the cavern.
A large, deep purple lake bubbled with toxic gas. In the
middle of the water was a small rocky island where one lone
apple tree stood, its fruit ripe and red and luscious. The four of
them stared at it, not quite believing what they were looking
at. It was impossible to think that anything grew underground,
and that, after all that walking, they had actually found one of
the most dangerous objects in the world.
“Okay, let’s figure out how to get me over there,” said
Evie, rolling up her sleeves. The fruit was her mother’s
talisman.
“We need to find a way to make a raft,” said Carlos.
“Maybe with some of the branches we saw back there, and
anything else we can find.”
They walked back into the dark tunnel, searching for
anything they could use to build a boat, when a strange sound
echoed all around, distant but growing louder by the second.
Snuffle, grunt.
Mal ignored Jay. She hated it when he goofed off like that.
Grunt, snuffle.
Much louder now.
Snuffle, grunt.
The snuffling and grunting noise was so loud it was hard to
concentrate. Mal had had enough. “JAY! I SAID STOP
DOING THAT!”
“Yeah, man,” said Carlos as he rolled the map back up and
shoved it in his pocket. “Lay off on the sound effects.”

“Seriously,” said Evie, with a toss of her hair. “You’re
getting on my nerves.”
As they turned around to confront their friend, they
realized he wasn’t standing behind them anymore. His
flashlight was on the floor. “Jay?” Mal called uncertainly.
Jay appeared from the darkness, carrying a bunch of dead
branches in his arms. “What?” he asked as the sound grew
louder and louder. “I left the light here for you guys.”
“Jay’s not making that sound!” Evie screamed. “RUN!”
Carlos grabbed the flashlight, and they sprinted back
toward the lake. But something was blocking the passage.
Something large and hairy with huge fanged teeth.
Snuffle, grunt.
Grunt, snuffle.

The four of them ran from the creature and hid, huddling

together in a nearby recess, trying not to make any noise as
whatever that thing was that was snuffling and grunting moved
away. It sounded awful, like some kind of hideous monster.
Evie shivered, hoping it would move away without
discovering them. She knew she was first up against her
talisman, and wanted to get it over with as soon as she could.
“What is it?” Carlos whispered, shaking.
Mal stuck her head out of the hollow to see if she could see
it. “It’s big and…pink. Like a huge cat, or a tiger, I can’t tell.”
“A huge pink tiger, great; we’re scared we’re going to get
eaten by a creature that looks like a puff of cotton candy,” said
Jay.
The snuffling and grunting sound faded.
Evie exhaled. “Okay, let’s figure out a way to get across
the lake.”
Carlos and Jay tried to tie the branches together to make
some kind of raft, but it was clear that wasn’t going to work as

they didn’t have anything they could use for twine. Jay kicked
at the sad pile of branches dejectedly.
“Let’s see how far it is, maybe there’s some other way,”
said Evie.
They entered the larger cavern, which was as big as a
professional tourney stadium. Stalactites arched on the ceiling
above them, like stars in a black sky. They stared once more at
the toxic tree that stood in the middle of a tiny island
surrounded by water.
“An island within the island and under water too. Yen Sid
is right, the magic down here is wild,” said Jay.
Evie stood at the edge of the water, and a smooth rock just
large and flat enough to step on appeared. She looked at her
friends, who shrugged. She held her breath and jumped on it.
Another rock appeared in front of her.
Stepping-stones.
Evie looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Come on, it’s
like it knows I’m here.”
The talismans desire to be found, Yen Sid had told them.
Evie led the way, and the rest followed, careful to make
sure they didn’t fall into the poisoned water.
“Almost there,” said Evie as they stepped closer to the tiny
islet holding a single toxic tree. From afar, the tree’s knotted
bark resembled a pattern of scowling faces.
“Creepy,” said Carlos.
“I know,” said Mal. “We get to hang out in the coolest
places.”
“Make sure your feet don’t touch the water,” warned Evie,
who knew a lot about poison, at least when it came to apples.
She knew what they looked like, how they smelled, which
ones would put you to sleep, and which ones would kill you on
the spot. “We’d melt like sugar cubes in a hot cup of tea if you
tried to swim in here.”

“Nice image,” said Jay. “I don’t think we’d be as tasty,
though.”
“We’re here!” cried Evie, stepping ashore. She turned
around and helped the rest of them onto the island.
“Great, start picking apples!” said Mal.
“Why is it called the Dark Forest,” said Jay, looking at the
map that Carlos was holding open, “when it only holds one
tree?”
“Well, it is dark,” said Mal. “There’s that.” The only light
came from Jay’s flashlight.
“Yen Sid said the maps weren’t completely accurate. They
were just guesses,” Carlos reminded them. From afar, the tree
looked small, but up close, it was taller than a building, its
trunk as large as a house. It almost took up the entire island.
“I guess I’ll have to climb it?” said Evie, staring nervously
at the forbidding tree. Evie spent her days indoors, learning
how to be pretty. She wasn’t really one to climb trees.
The light from the flashlight flickered, growing dimmer by
the minute, its batteries fading.
“Hurry, before our light runs out! We’ve still got three
more talismans to recover,” said Jay.
“And whatever’s out there is still out there,” said Carlos.
In the distance the sound of faint snuffling echoed in the cave.
“Hurry before it finds us.”
“All right. I’m going up,” said Evie, shaking slightly as she
began to climb the tree trunk. She pulled herself up on the
nearest branch and started the long, slow climb to the top,
where the fruit was. Twice the thorns pricked her, but she
ignored the little nicks on her legs and arms. She had work to
do, and she could always get rid of them with concealer later.
Down below, her friends waited anxiously, calling up
advice. “Watch that branch—go the other way! Get a toehold
on the left and lift yourself up!”
When she finally reached the top of the tree, she was
stumped. There were hundreds of apples. All of them

poisoned, she knew, but there was only one talisman. Only one
Fruit of Venom. Which could it be?
“There are a lot of apples up here!” she called down. “I
don’t know which one to pick…they all look alike!”
“You’ll know which one!” called Carlos.
Focus! Evie told herself. Her friends were doing their best
to help out, and they had to get out of here soon before that
snuffling monster returned. Concentrate on the apples. There
were so many of them and they were all so red and juicy.
“Which one?” she wondered aloud, and then she saw it
through the highest branches.
One golden apple among all of the red ones.
She clambered up and plucked it from its branch. It was
gorgeous, shiny, and perfect. Evie was mesmerized by its
beauty. It looked absolutely delicious, and it was practically
asking to be eaten, what could it hurt, what if she just took one
tiny…
“What are you doing!” Jay yelled from below.
Too late; Evie had already taken a bite of the apple. It was
delicious, and for a moment she didn’t regret it. Then her
eyelids drooped as she yawned.
“Evie! What’s happening?” asked Mal.
“I feel…sleepy, like the dwarf.” Evie laughed as she sat on
the branch she’d been standing on, her head beginning to fog
from the poison.
“Don’t! Stay awake!” cried Mal.
“I’ll try!” said Evie. She stood back up, fighting against
the urge to sleep. She’d accidentally gobbled a poisoned apple
once or twice when she was a kid, so maybe she had some
kind of resistance to them. Her mother was always leaving
them everywhere.
“I should have known better,” she grumbled, already
growing weaker and trying to fight off the sleep that was

threatening to overwhelm her. “I’m just going to take a little
nap, okay?” she called down.
“No!” Mal cried. “No naps! No resting. Just keep
moving!”
“Moving,” said Evie. “Got to keep moving….” She
struggled to keep her eyes open, scrunching her face into odd
contortions, holding one lid open with a finger, but it fluttered
shut. Evie’s knees were wobbling and all she could think of
was how nice it would be to lay down her head and take a
brief—
“No!” Mal cried, again. Or maybe it was the third time.
Evie hadn’t realized that she had sat down once more. I’m in
trouble, she thought. Big trouble.
“Get up!” called Carlos.
Jay was getting ready to climb the tree himself, but when
he placed his hands on the bark, a force pushed him away and
he flew to the ground.
Only Evie could climb the tree. This was her talisman.
“It says here that only by mastering the Fruit of Venom can
you counter its poison,” said Carlos, reading from the map.
“Evie, don’t give in! Save yourself!”
Save myself, but from what? Evie thought, before
everything went black and the poison overcame her.
When she opened her eyes, she was standing in a room not
unlike her mother’s bedroom, on a podium in front of a Magic
Mirror.
“Where am I?” she asked. “Where are my friends?”
She was alone. Then she realized—she was alone because
they had abandoned her and she had no friends. Every
insecure, jealous, and poisonous thought filled her mind.
She was standing before the legendary Magic Mirror, and
it looked like it had before it was destroyed—whole and full of
evil counsel.
“What’s this?” asked Evie.

She stared at the mirror. It showed her Mal and Maddy
laughing at her, pointing and screeching, and mocking her.
Mal was never my friend, thought Evie. She was only
pretending. The minute Mal returned to the island, she forgot
about Evie.
The mirror showed another image: Mal, Jay, and Carlos
leaving her alone at the Poisoned Lake. They had left the
minute she’d climbed the tree. They were laughing at her, and
they were going to leave her to that awful grunting creature.
She was alone and she would always be alone.
Mal’s mother had exiled her and her mother to the Castle
Across the Way. Evie had grown up with only spiderwebs for
company. She’d never had friends until the three of them, but
maybe she’d never had friends at all.
Maybe it was all a lie. No one liked her. Everyone was
only pretending, and now that she knew the truth, she would
destroy them all. She would make them hurt, she would make
sure they never laughed like that again. She would show them
what it meant to be alone, and abandoned, and friendless….
Friendless?
Yen Sid’s words echoed in her mind. Evie, remember that
when you believe you are alone in the world, you are far from
friendless.
Yen Sid had told her the total opposite of the poisonous
thoughts that now filled her brain.
She stared at the mirror and the image of her friends
deserting her. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. Maddy had
betrayed Mal, but Mal had never betrayed Evie. Carlos and
Jay were like her brothers. The three of them would always be
there for her.
“You’re wrong!” she cried to the mirror. “My friends are
here! They’re waiting down there! Waiting for me!”
She stepped away from the mirror, holding the apple in her
hand. “I’m not alone! I am far from friendless! I am
surrounded by my friends, and I will return to them!”

The mirror shattered and Evie screamed. Suddenly she was
on the ground, looking up at the faces of her friends.
“What happened?” she asked.
“You fell,” said Carlos. “All the way down, and we
couldn’t wake you.”
“We thought you were going to go to sleep forever, or at
least until we could get Doug to come and wake you up with
true love’s kiss.” Mal smirked.
“You okay?” said Jay, helping her up.
Evie nodded, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and tossing
back her hair. “I’m awake, at least!” she announced with
considerable flair.
“Did you get it?” asked Mal. “The talisman?”
In answer, Evie showed them the golden apple, which was
whole once more, but no longer shining. “It totally messed
with my head, but I purged the poison from my body and
mastered the talisman. Yen Sid was right, we’ve got to be
careful with these things…they’re tricky.”
“What did it do?” asked Mal, curious.
Evie shook her head and placed the apple in her handbag.
“Let’s just say I knew you guys wouldn’t leave me here
alone.”
Mal rolled her eyes. “Well, one more minute and we might
have,” she joked. “But then who’s going to make my Auradon
Prep prom dress?”
“Hey, guys,” Jay interrupted. “Look at this.” He and Carlos
were standing in front of a doorway carved into the tree trunk.
“That wasn’t here before,” said Carlos.
“And look—the lake is draining!” said Evie. The tiny islet
began to shake.
“Now that Evie has the Fruit of Venom, this place is selfdestructing!” said Mal.
“Do we open it?” said Jay.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” said Mal, looking around
as the ground rumbled beneath them. It felt like the whole
island was about to crumble.
“Let’s go, that thing is heading over here,” said Carlos,
scanning anxiously for any sign of the snuffling beast.
“Open it!” yelled Mal.
Jay threw open the door, and a blazing light shone from the
darkness. “It looks like a desert in here!” he told them,
stepping inside. Evie and Carlos followed behind.
Mal waited by the entrance, her eyes on the lake, or what
was left of it, ready to defend her friends from the mysterious
creature in the tunnels.
But the monster never appeared, and so Mal followed her
friends through the door in the tree.

The first thing Jay noticed when he stepped through the tree
was how hot it was. He had been shivering in the damp
cavern, but now he was almost sweating. Instead of a wet
cave, he was standing on a golden desert plain.

Evie followed, but as she crossed the threshold, her knees
turned to rubber and she stumbled. Jay caught her and helped
her through. “Whoa. That poison must still be working.”
She nodded. “I’ll be fine in a minute.”
Carlos followed, blinking at the unexpected light, with Mal
bringing up the rear. When they were all through, the door
slammed with a bang and vanished. Carlos unrolled a new
map. “This must be the Haunted Desert,” he said. “It says the
Cobra’s Cave is somewhere in the Dunes of Sorrow.”
Jay looked around. There wasn’t much to see, just a whole
lot of desert, and wave after wave of sand dunes. “This must
be my territory. It looks a little like what my dad always told
me about Agrabah. Although something tells me we won’t
find any magic lamps, friendly genies, or flying carpets here.”

“Too bad. I’d take any of those over that weird pink thing
we just avoided,” said Mal.
“Any chance the talisman is made of sand?” asked Evie as
she scooped up a handful, letting the grains shift and fall
between her fingers. “Since that’s all there is here.”
“Of course it’s not made of sand,” said Jay.
The wind blew across the dunes, howling like a coyote.
But underneath its screech was another sound: a deep,
slithering hum.
“There!” said Jay, pointing to a wrinkle in the sand. “It’s
moving.” The wrinkle headed toward them, and the four of
them jumped away as it passed directly underneath their feet.
“Maybe your talisman is made of sand,” said Mal.
“It’s not made of sand,” repeated Jay, exasperated now.
“That’s all I see here,” said Mal, refusing to let go of the
joke.
“Weren’t you listening? Oh, wait, I forgot, you weren’t
because you were too busy running after Mad Maddy and
getting yourself thrown off a bridge,” said Jay. “Yen Sid said it
was a Golden Cobra.”
He watched the movement in the sand as it slithered away
—hold on…slithered? Before he could explain to his friends,
Jay ran after the wriggling line. There was only one thing it
could be, and when the line popped out of the dunes, he saw
the Golden Cobra rear its ugly head.
The snake hissed, showing its forked tongue. It was the
same golden color as the apple Evie had picked earlier.
“I think he’s found his talisman,” said Carlos as they ran to
keep up with Jay, who was chasing the snake.
Jay was fast, but the snake was faster. It slithered across
the sand, its golden scales shimmering in the light, while Jay
kept stumbling and sinking in the dunes. Jay might be the best
runner on the tourney field, but the desert definitely wasn’t the
ideal location for chasing an evil creature.

The cobra crested a ridge and Jay tried to follow, but when
he reached the top, the snake was nowhere to be found.
“Great, it’s gone,” said Mal, who, along with Evie and
Carlos, had been stumbling along after Jay. “What does the
map say?”
“It says the Golden Cobra has a cave,” said Carlos. “We
could check that out, but it doesn’t really say where it is.”
“Some map,” said Mal, crossing her arms across her chest.
They scanned the desert landscape, looking for any sign of
the cobra, but it seemed to have disappeared completely. The
heat wasn’t helping either, and when the wind picked up, it
blew sand at them, clouding their vision and biting their skin
like little flies.
“We shouldn’t have left for the Catacombs before the maps
were done,” said Mal, crumpling the piece of paper in
frustration.
“We didn’t have a choice,” said Carlos. “And remember,
we’ve got to find the talismans before our parents do.”
“My parent is a lizard trapped in a glass-covered pedestal,”
said Mal.
“Maybe,” said Carlos. “Or your parent is a purple dragon
that’s been plaguing Camelot.”
“Guys, stop fighting, it’s not helping with my poison
headache,” said Evie as she massaged her temples.
Mal and Carlos apologized, and the four of them continued
to look for any sign of the elusive cobra.
“One good thing about that toxic tree,” said Evie. “At least
it stayed still.”
“There!” Jay yelped. “I see it! I think that’s a cave!” He
pointed to what looked like a pile of stones in between two
dunes in the distance. He ran down the ridge, his friends
following behind.
They stood in front of the rocks, which were stacked
together tightly. But a small gap between two of the larger

ones looked like it could be an opening into a cavern.
“Wonderful, a cave within a cave,” said Evie.
“I didn’t create this world,” said Jay. “You guys coming?”
“Hold on, we need to be careful,” said Mal. “Evie was
almost poisoned back at the tree and who knows what that
snake will do.”
“Fine,” said Jay.
“Let’s go in, but we all stay together,” said Mal. “Agreed?”
The others nodded, and they entered the cave. Jay was in
the lead, his boots sliding on the sandy floor. He pulled the
flashlight out of his pocket and hit the switch, but nothing
happened. He tapped it again, and it glowed faintly,
illuminating the path before them. A few minutes later, they
heard that odd howling noise they’d heard when they first
entered the desert.
“Do you think the cobra can make that noise?” Evie
whispered.
“I don’t know, but I don’t really want to find out,” Carlos
whispered back.
“It’s called the Haunted Desert,” said Mal. “What do you
think it is?”

“Ghosts don’t scare me,” Jay said as they kept walking into
the darkness with only the sputtering flashlight to light their
way. “Hauntings aren’t a big deal.”

“Oh yeah, what would you know about that?” asked
Carlos, trying to get his torchlight zapp to work, but his phone
was dead. There had been no time to charge it back on the Isle
of the Lost.
“A ghost might try to scare you by rattling his chains or
slamming a door shut, but there’s nothing to be afraid of.
They’re basically made of air,” said Jay, still following the
faint sound of rattling.
“Why do I get the feeling,” said Carlos, “that someone is
trying to convince himself of something?”
“Because someone is totally scared but won’t admit it,”
said Mal, sneaking behind Jay and yelling in his ear. “Boo!”
Jay jumped. “Okay, so I might be little freaked out. But it
takes a real man to admit his fears.”
“Oh, really,” said Mal with a laugh. “It seems to me that
just a moment ago you were telling us that ghosts were

nothing to worry about.”
“So what? Ghosts are the worst, okay? I just wish we
could leave this cave already,” Jay said.
The howling grew even louder. Carlos plugged his ears
and Evie did the same. “Maybe the ghost is deaf?” Mal said.
“Why else would it be shrieking at the top of its lungs?”
Jay sighed. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” He started
to walk faster, but stopped when they reached a sharp corner
where the passage was a bit wider. The wind whistled through
it, howling and screeching.
“So it’s not a ghost after all,” said Jay. “It’s just the wind
flying around these corners. I guess it’s like a big flute that
plays a note each time the wind blows through.”
“Look at Jay, getting poetic on us,” said Evie as she,
Carlos, and Mal tried to follow Jay into the next passage. But
the same force that had pushed Jay away from the tree earlier
was acting against them now.
“Wait!” said Mal. “We can’t get any farther.”
Jay turned around to see his three friends standing at the
corner. “I’ll meet you back outside. Don’t worry about me,
I’ve got this cobra.”
“Okay,” said Mal, scowling. “I guess we don’t really have
a choice.”
“Remember what Yen Sid said,” advised Evie.
“Good luck, man,” said Carlos.
Jay promised he would see them soon, and then turned to
face the empty tunnel on his own. It wound deeper and deeper
into the earth, and the flashlight finally gave out, leaving him
in darkness. The howling wind was still kind of scary, but he
reminded himself that there was nothing supernatural about it.
At last, he saw a sliver of light at the end of the tunnel, and
when he reached it, he discovered it was the entrance to a
hidden chamber.

And not just any chamber, but one piled high with gold
and treasure. A mountain of shimmering coins reached to the
ceiling, so bright it cast its own light around the cavern. Jay
had seen such treasure only once before, when he was in the
Cave of Wonders in the Forbidden Fortress.
“This isn’t real,” he said.
Oh, but it issssss, a voice hissed in the middle of all that
gold, and Jay looked up to see the Golden Cobra, with its
magnificent hood raised around its face, slowly unraveling
from a basket. All this is real, and it could be yours.
“How?” asked Jay, staring straight into the red eyes of the
snake.
I will be your servant, the cobra told him. I serve the
master of the sand.
Jay was transfixed.
You see that curtain behind you?
Jay turned to see a rich, shining tapestry hanging over the
passage he had just come through.
Leave your friends behind and pass through that doorway
with me, and you shall have all the riches you desire.
Jay blinked, and suddenly he was seated on a raised
platform, wearing a white turban on his head. He was not in
the cave at all. He was the Sultan of Agrabah, the richest man
in Auradon. Next to him were piles of gold and every kind of
precious jewel.
A feast had been set before him with all his favorite dishes,
and the people surrounding him bowed, fear in their eyes.
This was what his father had always wanted. His true place
in Auradon, above everyone, above everything, wealthy
beyond reason, with all the riches of the world at his feet.
All the riches of the world…
He blinked against the vision, and returned to the cave,
staring at the mountain of gold and the red eyes of the cobra.
What had Yen Sid told him before they had set off?

The riches of the world are all around you.
Jay didn’t need much. He wasn’t like his father, ruthless
and cold. He just liked to play tourney and hang out with his
friends. He enjoyed a good game, and good times. Good
friends. He thought of how Mal had stood up to her mother
rather than let Maleficent hurt any of them. And how Carlos
could always be counted on to help with Math Can Be Magic
homework, and how Evie would always drop whatever she
was doing to listen to him overanalyze an opposing team’s
play.
He had a great life, and he had wonderful friends. He was
already rich beyond measure. The professor was right: the
riches of the world were all around him.
“No,” he said with a smile.
No? The cobra hissed and flicked its long tongue.
“I’m taking you back to Auradon so you can be
destroyed.”
The cobra hissed and spat, venom arcing at Jay.
He dodged the poison, and captured the snake with his
hand and held it tightly in his grip. The cobra thrashed and
hissed, but Jay did not flinch or cower. “You will submit to my
will, you are mine to command! And I command you to heel!”
With those words, the cobra stiffened and froze, turning
into a simple wooden stick.
When Jay finally emerged from the cave, he found his three
friends waiting for him outside. Carlos was reading a book
he’d brought, Mal was sketching in her journal, and Evie was
combing her hair.
“That’s the Golden Cobra?” asked Mal, noticing the
humble stick Jay was holding.
“It was,” said Jay with a triumphant smile. “Okay, where
next?”
In answer, the cave behind them began to rumble and
disintegrate, just like the tree had done earlier. An outline of a
door appeared on one of the rocks that had marked the cave’s

entrance. Carlos grabbed the knob and yanked the door open,
blasting them with cold air. “Let’s go!” he yelled.
The three of them followed, Jay using his stick to hold the
door open for the girls.
When they reached the other side, after all they had
experienced so far, they were only a little surprised to find that
they were in a modern city. It was time for Carlos to find his
mother’s talisman.

Unlike Auradon City, this city was abandoned and gray

instead of bustling with energy and life. Shops and streets
were empty, buildings and offices shuttered. The whole place
was covered in a thick dark fog, with only a few skyscrapers
piercing through the heavy mist.
“Where are we?” said Carlos, his voice shaking slightly.
His stomach was churning with the knowledge that this was
the home of his particular talisman.
“Some kind of city,” said Evie. “It’s okay. I don’t know
about you guys, but I’d rather not see the inside of a cave
again. Not to mention sand and snakes.”
“Hate to break it to you, but we’re still underground in the
Catacombs,” said Mal, but even she looked relieved to be
somewhere that resembled the real world.
“Magic created all this?” asked Evie. “Buildings and
everything? That’s pretty crazy.”
Mal knocked on a brick wall. “Yeah, and it’s real too.”
Jay turned around in a circle, looking up at the tall
buildings. “Interesting.”

“All right, enough sightseeing. We’ve got to keep going,”
said Mal. “What does the map say?”
“It says Cruella’s talisman is in the House of Horrors,” said
Carlos, checking the map.
“I thought your house was called Hell Hall?” said Evie.
“Yeah, and it sure was a house of horrors,” said Carlos. “I
think we go that way.” He headed east.
“What does the ring look like?” asked Mal.
“It’s the big green one Cruella used to wear,” said Evie.
“It’s pretty, actually. You think Carlos might give it to me
instead?”
They walked past houses and buildings, but all of the doors
were closed, curtains drawn. The entrance they’d used to enter
this world was still open behind them. Through it Carlos could
see just a little bit of the sandy desert, and he considered
running back there. Retrieving his mother’s tallisman wasn’t
exactly high on his list of favorite things to do.
The four of them walked down the center of the road. Just
like the other two worlds, this one was empty. There were no
people here; the entire place was quiet, a mere facade. Not a
real city at all but a place held together by magic—a home for
the talisman. He led them right, then left, then two rights, and
he stopped, confused.
“Wait, that’s the door to the desert again,” Carlos said.
“We’re walking in circles.”
“No, we’re not,” said Jay. “If we had walked in circles we
would have only made right turns. I definitely recall a left.”
They set off again, this time turning left, left, then right,
then left, then right again. But once more, they came to the
same doorway.
“Think we’re in some kind of magic maze?” Mal asked.
“Let me guess: the map can’t help us.”
Carlos checked, looking at the map from different angles.
“Actually, according to the map, the house should be right
here, where we’re standing. I’m not sure what’s going on, if

the landscape is shifting so it doesn’t match the map, or I’m
reading it wrong.”
“At least we have the door to the desert,” said Jay. We can
always go back the way we came….Why are you looking at
me like that?”
Carlos pointed. The door wasn’t there anymore.
“We’re trapped!” yelped Evie.
“And it doesn’t seem to want us to find what we’re looking
for, and it doesn’t look like there’s a way out of here,” said
Mal.
“Maybe it’ll appear. I don’t know how magic works. Let’s
keep walking,” said Carlos.
“In circles?” asked Jay.
“You have a better idea?” asked Mal.
“I guess not,” Jay admitted. “Okay, carry on, circles are
fine.”
“Maybe if we keep walking we’ll see something else,” said
Carlos.
They kept going, looking for the house, and once again
they ended up where they began. “Hold on,” said Carlos. “I
think the map is right. The House of Horrors is right here.”
“But these are all regular buildings, not mansions,” said
Evie. “I don’t see Hell Hall anywhere.”
“The talisman isn’t in Hell Hall, I made a mistake,” said
Carlos, pointing to a dusty window that had been right in front
of them all along. He hadn’t noticed it because he had assumed
that the “House of Horrors” was his mother’s house. This was
a fur shop, and in the corner was a sign that read HOUSE OF
HORRORS. SALE TODAY!

“I think I’m supposed to do some shopping,” said Carlos.
“Well, go on, then,” said Jay.
“I’m going! Give me a sec,” said Carlos.
But he didn’t move. He couldn’t.

“Come on, man, just do it. You know you can. Go!” said
Jay, giving him a little push.
Finally, Carlos opened the door and looked over his
shoulder. “You guys probably can’t come in, can you?” he
asked hopefully. But sure enough, when Mal, Evie, and Jay
tried to follow, they were barred from entering.
“We’ll wait here,” said Evie.
“Good luck,” said Mal. “You’ll need it.”
“Bring back that ring soon. I’m getting hungry,” said Jay.
Carlos swallowed his fear, squared his shoulders, and
walked inside.

The House of Horrors didn’t live up to its name at all, for

when Carlos stepped inside, he found it was an elegant fur
shop. The room was decorated in the manner of a fabulous
salon, with racks and racks of elegant fur coats everywhere.
There were fox chubbies, sable throws, mink stoles, floorlength trenches, and fur-trimmed opera capes. White
Mongolian vests, black goat-hair ponchos, cozy raccoon
cocoon coats, cheetah-print boleros, and silver-tipped mantles.
There was an elevator at the back of the store, and he
walked toward it, as if drawn there by an invisible cord. The
doors opened silently and he entered, his hand pulled to the
button for the topmost floor.
When Carlos stepped out of the elevator, he was no longer
inside a fur shop. Instead, he was walking through a mist, a
gray cloud that covered everything. In the distance, he saw a
green light blinking.
He walked toward it, his heart thudding in his chest,
hoping he wouldn’t chicken out. The youngest of the group,
Carlos was often worried that while he was smart enough, he

wasn’t as brave as the others were. It had taken a great force of
will to enter the House of Horrors alone.
The mists parted and he saw the ring at last. It was indeed
as large as a quail egg and as green as a spring meadow. And it
was Cruella de Vil’s ring all right, because she was wearing it.
Carlos stepped back with a yelp.
“Hello, darling,” his mother said, blowing a cloud of
smoke in his face. “Looking for this?”
“You found it?” he asked. “You found your talisman?”
“Well, of course I did, child! It’s mine!” she screeched.
He was too late, Carlos realized. Cruella already had her
ring.
“Shoo, boy, don’t you know when to leave your mother
alone?” sneered Cruella.
Carlos backed away, petrified. He had failed his friends,
and he had failed Auradon. But even as he beat himself up, he
remembered Yen Sid’s words. You possess a keen intellect;
however, do not let your head rule your heart. Learn to see
what is truly in front of you.
Everything in his brain told him to run from his mother,
that she had already captured the talisman. There she stood,
hitching her furs across her shoulders, glaring at him.
Cruella had always haunted his nightmares, with her
crazed declarations and frenzied hysterics. What was truly in
front of him? What didn’t he see? What was he missing?
His head screamed at him to run….
But his heart…His heart told him to stay and fight, that
even if he was deathly afraid, he had to find a way to get the
ring away from her. He had to prove to himself that he was
brave enough, and that he was enough.
“Still here? Go and tell your friends to leave this place
forever,” ordered Cruella.
“No,” said Carlos. “Not without that ring.”

Gathering the last of his courage, he tackled his mother
and struggled for the ring, finally pulling it off her finger and
placing it on his own.
He felt the rush of power from the talisman shoot through
him.
Cruella cackled with glee. “Go ahead, then, use it on me.
Destroy me. With that ring you can obliterate me forever. Tell
me to throw myself off this roof and I’ll do it. Isn’t that what
you want? Isn’t that what you have always wanted?”
Carlos felt the ring throb in his hands. He could destroy his
mother, rid the world of another villain, and stop having
nightmares once and for all.
“Do it!” Cruella cackled. “Do it, boy!”
He raised his hand, pointing the ring right at her. Then he
dropped his arm down with a sigh. “No, I can’t. I’m better
than that,” Carlos said, turning on his heel and heading for the
elevator. I’m better than you, Mother. No matter what you’ve
always told me.
Suddenly he was standing outside the House of Horrors,
and Jay, Mal, and Evie were looking at him, concerned.
“What happened?” he asked.
“You came out of the building in a trance,” said Mal.
“The ring…” Carlos muttered. He opened his fist. The
jewel had turned a dull green, its power abated for now. “It
wanted me to destroy her,” he said. “But she wasn’t actually
there. It was just a vision, just the ring trying to scare me, to
make me mad.”
“Yep, sounds about right,” said Jay. “These talismans must
get more power that way.”
Carlos nodded and put the ring away in his pocket. Three
down. One Dragon’s Egg to go.
They looked around for a hidden doorway, but found none.
“We could try this,” said Carlos, motioning to the revolving
door that led back to the House of Horrors. “It’s the only door
around here that’s open. It might be the only way out of here.

And from the looks of it, the city is melting!” He yelped as the
sidewalk beneath them began to crack.
“Let’s go!” yelled Mal. She rushed through the revolving
door, and the rest of them hurriedly did the same.

When she pushed through the door, Mal wasn’t in the

House of Horrors. She wasn’t even in a city anymore. Instead,
a dark, foreboding mountain loomed in the distance. Lightning
crackled in the sky and vultures circled above.
“Maleficent Mountain,” she said, when the rest of the team
arrived. “Over there.” According to the map, Doom Crag lay
at the very top of the mountain, where a dragon had made its
nest.
“Ouch, that looks like a climb,” said Jay.
“You guys know the drill. Only I have to go,” said Mal.
“Don’t worry.”
“No,” said Carlos. “We’ll all go. Remember what the
professor said? You don’t have to do this alone.”
“But this is my talisman,” said Mal. “And all of you had to
get yours alone.”
“We’re going with you,” said Evie. “At least until the
talisman stops us. No arguments.”

“You’re not getting rid of us,” said Jay. “That’s how this
whole ‘having friends’ thing works, remember?”
“Fine,” said Mal. “Let’s go, then.”
They trudged through the dead land, air thick with smoke.
Sizzling green slime bubbled through cracks in the dirt, and
they helped each other over the acrid puddles. Mal soldiered
on as Evie groaned and complained that her head still hurt
from the poison, and Jay was subdued, probably thinking of
the riches he’d rejected. Carlos was definitely still shellshocked from seeing his mother; real or not, that woman was
terrifying.
They were united in their silence. The Dragon’s Egg was
the greatest of all the talismans and its mistress would have the
forces of hell at her command.
“You know, the Dragon’s Eye in the scepter isn’t an actual
eye. It just looks like one. It’s really a dragon’s egg,” said Mal.
“Why isn’t it called the Dragon’s Egg scepter, then?”
asked Carlos.
“Duh, because Dragon’s Eye sounds way cooler,” said Jay.
“Yeah, I guess so,” said Carlos.
“So is there a dragon here?” asked Evie, looking around
fearfully.
“Let’s hope not,” Carlos said.
“You guys can wait here,” said Mal. “The mountain won’t
let you any closer than this.”
She began to climb, reaching for a foothold and pulling
herself up.
But when Jay put a hand on the mountainside, it didn’t
push him away, and it didn’t reject Carlos or Evie either. When
Mal looked down, she was slightly disappointed to find they
were climbing right behind her.
Is it because the talisman thinks I’m weak? she wondered.
With that disconcerting thought, she kept climbing, her
friends right behind her.

When they reached the top of Doom Crag, they discovered

the dragon’s nest was the size of a small boat. Its burned and
blackened branches were twisted and packed tightly, and there
was no sign of an egg anywhere. Mal began to search, getting
down on her knees, and the rest of the team did the same,
combing through every inch of the foul space.
“It’s not here,” said Mal, frustrated.
“It has to be,” said Evie.
“Maybe they got here before us and found it. Cruella,
Jafar, and Evil Queen, I mean,” said Jay. “They are supposed
to be wandering around down here in the Catacombs, right?”
“Maybe that’s why we were all able to climb the
mountain,” said Mal. She’d scratched her palm on the way up,
and she pinched it, trying to stop the blood. “Because the
talisman’s gone.”
“No!” said Carlos. “It has to be here. If they’d found it,
this mountain wouldn’t be here. Remember what happened in
the other places? They started to disintegrate once we
recovered the talismans. Keep looking.”

Mal searched again, but bumped into Evie, who fell back
on Carlos, who tripped over Jay. “There’s not enough space
for all four of us,” Mal complained. “You guys need to leave.
You’re not helping. Maybe it won’t show itself to me because
you’re all here,” she said crossly.
“Are you sure?” said Evie.
“I’m sure,” said Mal.
“Fine,” said Jay. “If she doesn’t want us here, we don’t
need to be here. And this place gives me the creeps.”
“But the professor said…” Carlos began.
“He’s not here now, is he? He’s not the one who had to
climb this mountain and look for this egg. Get out of here!”
Mal shouted.
Carlos, Evie, and Jay exchanged looks with each other.
Mal glared at them until, one by one, they climbed out of the
nest and began to make their way down the mountain.
Mal didn’t need anyone, she never had. Okay, maybe the
four of them had stood together when Maleficent was
defeated, but come on, in the end, everyone knew that it was
Mal’s will that had broken her mother’s and reduced the
dragon to the size of a lizard.
Although Mal’s heart felt small right then, thinking of her
friends descending the mountain without her, she couldn’t let
it stop her. She covered every inch of the nest, and on the third
time through the muck, she saw something out of the corner of
her eye. Something small and purple.
“Aha!” she said, reaching for it. But Mal had been
expecting a green egg, like in the Dragon’s Eye scepter. Why
was this one purple?
Only when it hatches does it turn green, a voice answered,
as if it could read her thoughts. The Dragon’s Egg does not
birth a dragon, but a weapon.
Okay, whatever, thought Mal, stuffing the egg in her
jacket. At least that was done. She’d recovered her talisman
just fine without anyone’s help. Maybe the professor was

wrong about her quest; after all, the old guy didn’t know
everything, right?
She stood at the edge of the nest, ready to head down,
when a vulture shrieked from above. She startled, losing her
balance, and fell over the edge, just barely holding on to a
branch at the very bottom of the nest. Her legs kicked wildly
in the air.
Great, she was about to fall off a cliff, and she’d gotten rid
of the only people who could have helped her. Why did she
always insist on doing everything alone?
Her hands were starting to burn.
She was an idiot, that’s why, and she couldn’t hold on
much longer!
You’ve held on this long, haven’t you?
She had the blood of a dragon, just like her mother.
Don’t you?
Her fingers felt like they were starting to fall off.
She was Mal, daughter of Maleficent. Her mom had given
her only part of her name, saying she hadn’t earned the rest of
it yet. But maybe she didn’t want her full name at all. Maybe
she didn’t want to be Maleficent. Maybe she was completely
fine with just being herself, being Mal.
Aren’t you? Isn’t that the whole point?
Who else are you supposed to be?
One hand slipped off the branch, and dirt began falling into
her eyes as the roots tore off from the cliff.
Maleficent would never admit to needing or wanting
anyone, and had been transformed into a lizard because she
didn’t have enough love in her heart. But Mal was not her
mother. While she was stubborn, and way too proud, she was
very different from Maleficent. And right now she wasn’t
ashamed to admit when she was wrong.
Now she was only holding on by one hand. The branch
was ripping out of the cliff face. She could be falling in

moments.
You’re wrong. You’ve never been more wrong—
Evie, Jay, and Carlos needed to discover their own strength
and so they had to face their quests for their talismans alone.
Mal didn’t have to be tested that way, because she already
knew that she was strong. But what she didn’t know until now,
dangling over the edge, was that as strong as she was, she
could always use a hand.
Literally.
Maybe that was my test after all—
Strength didn’t have to mean facing danger alone. Strength
came from trust, and friendship, and loyalty. Plus, Yen Sid was
right, this wasn’t just her burden to bear, it was theirs too. She
hoped her friends were still there.
“You guys! Help!” she yelled. “I need help!”
She kept screaming until she saw their faces peering down
at her from the nest above. “Mal! We’re coming!” said Evie.
Carlos held Evie’s feet as she was lowered down, with Jay
as the anchor. Ever so slowly, and ever so carefully, they
dragged Mal back to safety.
Mal could barely catch her breath, and her throat still hurt
from screaming. Her hands were cut and scratched.
But she was alive.
“Thanks, guys. For saving my life and everything.”
“Did you find the egg?” said Carlos, when they were all
back inside the nest again.
Mal held up the purple oval that was hard as stone. “Yep.”
“Why is it purple?”
“It still has to hatch,” said Mal. “But let’s get out of here
before this mountain completely collapses or something.”
As if it heard her, the mountain began to rumble and shake,
slowly disappearing back into nothingness now that its
purpose had been served and its talisman taken.

No new doorway appeared in the side of the mountain after

Mal had retrieved the Dragon’s Egg. She was still a bit dazed
from the near-death experience as they climbed back down the
mountain.
“How do we get out of here?” asked Evie nervously.
“I think we have to go through that,” said Carlos,
motioning to a cavern at the base of the mountain after
consulting the map. “There’s no way back, so we’ll have to
keep going forward.”
“Great, another dark tunnel,” said Evie, who had just about
had her fill of the underground catacombs.
“But I think this one leads us back home, to Auradon,”
said Carlos hopefully. “If the map is right…”
“Let’s go,” said Mal, who’d found her voice. She held the
small purple egg in her fist, unwilling to put it away in her
pack just yet.
“Flashlight’s dead, so we’ll have to feel our way in the
dark,” said Jay, tossing the torch into a bubbling green puddle
with a sigh.

“Then we’ll do this the only way we can,” said Mal.
“Together.” The four of them held hands and entered the
foreboding cavern.
They’d traveled for a while when the path before them began
to shine, and when they rounded the corner, they saw
abandoned wheelbarrows and uncut rocks with diamonds still
embedded in their core.
“Looks like a dwarf mine,” said Evie. She’d seen them in
Doug’s ZapChats.
“Abandoned,” said Jay, picking up one of the shiny rocks.
“Wonder why?” said Carlos. “Looks like they left in a
hurry.”
“Who knows,” said Mal. “Let’s keep going.”
They kept walking, until Mal suddenly stopped.
“What?” asked Carlos.
“I heard something…like footsteps. Can you hear it?” she
asked.
Jay listened, absentmindedly pocketing one of the gems on
the floor. “Yeah.”
“There’s someone else here,” said Mal.
Evie looked over her shoulder. “Following us?”
“Maybe,” said Mal. “Be ready.”
“You don’t think it’s them…?” said Carlos, who really had
no desire to see his mother right now.
“Who else?” said Mal. “Yen Sid said they’re lost down
here. Maybe they saw us and now they want to get their
talismans back.”
“Dad!” Jay called into the darkness behind them. “Are you
there?” His voice echoed around the cavern. Dad, Dad, Dad,
Dad.
No answer, so they kept walking, but the feeling that
someone or a group of someones was in the tunnel with them
remained. And their hearts dropped when they noticed a few

things in the mine—a tube of red lipstick, a fluff of black-andwhite fur, and a discarded velvet money pouch. The villains
were somewhere close by, and Mal, Evie, Jay, and Carlos were
ready to hear Cruella de Vil’s sneer or smell Evil Queen’s
perfume or feel Jafar tap them on the shoulder at any moment.
They tried to pretend it didn’t bother them a bit, trying to act
tough, even as they inadvertently huddled closer together.
“Aieee!” Carlos cried as he bumped into Jay, who yelped
as he collided with Evie, who screamed as she fell on Mal.
“It’s just us!” said Mal. “Everyone calm down!”
They kept moving, until they heard the footsteps again,
louder this time, along with voices. But they must have been
coming from the other way—ahead of them rather than
behind.
“Who’s there!” called Mal while the three others huddled
behind her.
“The mine starts down here,” they heard someone
grumble. “Are we sure this is necessary?”
“Let’s just see how deep it goes, and where it leads. It
couldn’t hurt,” said another.
A sudden beam of light flooded the mine shaft, and they
blinked, blinded. But even without seeing who it was, Mal
knew that voice immediately.
“Ben!” she cried, running toward the group heading down
the mine shaft.
“Mal? Is that you?” asked Ben, shining his flashlight her
way.
“It is! It’s all of us!” she said, appearing out of the
darkness.
“You’re all right!” he said, beaming as he scooped her up
in his arms.
Mal closed her eyes and hugged him back tightly. There
was nothing like almost rescuing an entire kingdom—and
almost plunging to your death along the way—to make a
person appreciate a good hug.

“What are you doing down here? Where did you come
from?” she asked.
“I’ll tell you everything,” he said, at the same time as she
said, “I have so much to tell you!”
They laughed as Carlos, Jay, and Evie joined them, a little
dirty and smudged, but whole. Ben didn’t let go of Mal as he
shook the boys’ hands and slapped them on the back before
giving Evie a quick hug. The five of them grinned at each
other.
The old man behind Ben cleared his throat. “Uh, right,”
Ben said, blushing as he backed away from Mal. “This is
Merlin, and you know Grumpy.”
The wizard nodded in greeting and the dwarf grunted. “Do
you know my son, Gordon? He’s at Auradon Prep with you
all,” said Grumpy.
“We know Doug,” said Evie, smiling.
Grumpy huffed. “Everyone knows Doug. Just like his
father, too popular.”
Evie had to giggle at that.
Ben explained how the Neverland fairies had helped them
track purple dragon scales to this deserted diamond mine.
Mal’s group told them about their journey to recover the
talismans.
“So Yen Sid was right, the Catacombs go all the way to
Auradon,” said Carlos.
“We were just at Maleficent Mountain,” said Mal. “There
was a dragon’s nest on the top of Doom Crag, but we didn’t
see a dragon back there.”
“We’re closer than we’ve ever been, then,” said Ben. “The
creature must live here, and it’s been getting to Auradon
through this tunnel.”
Just as he spoke, a fine purple mist covered the cavern, and
everyone froze.

“It’s here,” said Merlin. “The creature is here. Show
yourself!” The wizard held his wand high.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” said Mal.
“I am King Ben of Auradon and I command you to reveal
yourself to us!” said Ben.
The purple mist began to take shape…but instead of a firebreathing dragon or a giant snake, there was only an old witch
with purple hair standing in front of them when the mist
cleared.
“Madam Mim!” exclaimed Mal, completely shocked to see
Mad Maddy’s grandmother, and yet something else about her
was oddly familiar.
“Hello, dearie!” said Madam Mim with a cheerful wave.
“You know her?” asked Ben.
“From the Isle of the Lost,” said Mal.
“Well, I certainly know her. Hello, old friend,” said Merlin
grimly. “I thought I might see you here, Mim. Up to your old
tricks, are you? I’m sorry to say that your mischief ends now.”
Madam Mim only laughed, and her cackle echoed
throughout the dark cavern. “Oh, I don’t think so, you geezer,
I’m having way too much fun!”

As she laughed, Madam Mim turned into a large purple

dragon. But unlike Maleficent’s fierce dragon form, Madam
Mim’s looked almost comical. Her messy purple hair was still
perched on top of her head, and her wings looked the size of a
bird’s. How on earth did Ben ever mistake this dragon for
Maleficent?
“You thought this was my mother?” Mal asked him, rolling
her eyes.
Ben laughed nervously. “She was up in the sky, it was hard
to see. I don’t know, blame magic?”
Still, the group scrambled away as Merlin rolled up his
blue wizard sleeves. He zapped his wand at her, launching
sparks, but Mim was too fast. She turned into a fox and
scuttled into the darkness. Merlin sent another spell from his
wand, but he was too late. Mim turned once more, this time
into a raging rhinoceros.
“The boulders!” said Mal, pointing to the giant stones at
the top of the mine shaft.

Jay and Carlos ran in front of the animal, pushing the rocks
right into the rampaging rhino’s path. But just as she was
about to be crushed, Mim turned into a crafty hen and flew out
of the way.
“Where’d she go?” asked Ben.
“Don’t know,” panted Mal. “But at least now we know that
Camelot’s dragon wasn’t my mom.”
“For sure,” said Ben.
Mim must have discovered the entrance to the Catacombs,
thought Mal, and she was using it to get her revenge on
Merlin, who had bested her during their last battle by giving
her the pox. The loony old witch was having fun wreaking
havoc in Camelot and stealing food from Auradon. She must
have told her granddaughter what she was doing. It’s a wonder
Maddy hadn’t tried to escape to Auradon herself. Maybe she’d
been too scared about getting lost down there; she knew the
dangers from being in the Anti-Heroes club.
“Mmm, you look tasty!” Mim cackled as she turned into a
crocodile and opened her jaws wide.
“GAH!” said Carlos as they ran away from her snapping
teeth. Mim reared on her hind legs, her purple hair falling into
her face.
“It was you!” cried Mal. “That pink-and-purple thing we
saw in the tunnels earlier!”
“Cotton-candy tiger?” said Jay. “I take it back, she’s
definitely scary!”
They barely got away from her, but Merlin soon came to
their rescue. “You’re surrounded, Mim!” said Merlin, waving
his wand. “The only way out of this tunnel is through me.
Your place is on the Isle of the Lost! Surrender!”
“Never!” Mim shrieked, turning back into the fat purple
dragon, fire spewing from her mouth. “I’ll never go back
there! You can’t make me!” She shot a fireball at him, but
Merlin transformed into a blue sparrow and flew away from
her. But Mim deftly conjured a cage, trapping him.

“Some powerful wizard!” scoffed Mal. “Can’t he turn into
something…I don’t know…scarier?”
“I read the history of Camelot,” said Carlos. “And when he
battled Mim back when Arthur was a kid, Merlin did the same
thing—Mim turned into ferocious creatures but Merlin fought
her by turning into small and seemingly helpless animals like a
rabbit and a turtle. Maybe it’s the way his magic works?”
There was no time to discuss further, as Mim was headed
their way, ready to spew another fireball.
“No!” cried Ben, rushing forward, but Mim swatted him
with her tail and he was thrown hard across the cavern, hitting
the ground with a thump.
“BEN!” cried Mal. She started to run toward him, but Mim
stomped in front of her, blocking the way. Then the dragon
pushed forward, pressing Mal, Jay, Evie, and Carlos against
the wall.
There was nowhere else to go.
“What do we do?” cried Evie. “She’s going to roast us!”
“Talismans?” said Jay. “If we use them to hurt someone, I
have a feeling they’ll come to life again! I can use my cobra
staff to hypnotize her!” he said, shaking his wooden stick.
“Or my ring to make her do what we want,” said Carlos.
“Poison is always good,” said Evie, removing the golden
apple from her purse.
“Mal, you’ve got the Dragon’s Egg,” said Carlos. “You
could command all the forces of hell.”
“Not until it hatches,” said Mal. “And the only way for it
to hatch is if it sits under a dragon.”
“You mean you have to put it under Maleficent?” asked
Evie.
“Maybe?” said Mal.
“Weird,” said Jay.

“But we have ours. Let’s use ours,” said Carlos, rather
desperately, as Mim drew closer.
“No!” said Mal. “We can’t use our talismans! Don’t you
see that’s what the evil in them wants us to do? If we use them
like this, it would only make their power stronger. We’d be
drawn to the magic…and we’d turn into our parents.”
“You’re right,” said Evie, putting away her talisman
reluctantly as the boys agreed.
“Then brace yourselves,” said Carlos, “and prepare to be
roasted.”
The four of them huddled together, seeking comfort in
each other before the end, and the purple dragon reared back
and opened its mouth. But before it could set them on fire, Ben
appeared, holding a sword to the dragon’s heart.
“Recognize this?” he asked. “Artie loaned it to me; he
thought I might need it.”
“Excalibur!” cried Carlos, who recognized the sword from
Auradon’s history books.
“The one and only,” said Ben, still facing Madam Mim.
“The most powerful sword in Auradon. You know what it can
do.”
“So I suggest you save yourself the pain, Mim,” said
Merlin, who had gotten out of the cage by turning into a
caterpillar and was now back to being a wizard.
The purple dragon snorted as Ben pressed the blade against
its chest. Finally, it turned into a fine purple mist, and Mim
was a hag once again, her shoulders slumped. “I’ll miss
Auradon so,” she said. “The sheep were tasty.”
“But alas, Auradon is not the place for you,” said Merlin.
With a wave of his wand, Madam Mim was sent back to the
Isle of the Lost.
“Say hi to Maddy for me!” said Mal.
“We need to close this tunnel so that no one else can use it
to escape into Auradon,” said Ben.

“My thoughts exactly,” said Merlin, and with another wave
of his wand, the passage behind them was closed forever with
an impenetrable wall that no one and no magic would ever be
able to breach. “There, it’s permanently sealed. No one from
the Isle of the Lost will ever be able to use it again.”
“Let’s go home,” said Ben, reaching for Mal’s hand.
“Sounds like a good plan,” said Mal, squeezing Ben’s hand
tightly. “You guys ready?”
The other three nodded.
“About time,” said Jay. “We’ve got class tomorrow.”
“And homework tonight,” said Carlos.
“I hope our feeds updated correctly,” said Evie. “Right
now we’re all supposed to be in bed, sneezing from the flu.”
“Did someone say Sneezy? I’m Grumpy,” said Grumpy.
“Merlin?” asked Ben. “Do you mind giving us a lift? Just
this once?”
“If you could send me back to the Enchanted Wood,” said
Grumpy, “it would save me a carriage ride.”
“I’ll be heading back to Camelot myself,” said Merlin as
he shook everyone’s hands.
“You make a good king, Ben,” said Merlin. “And you were
right in the end, we didn’t need magic to capture the dragon.
Only diligence and courage, as you have shown.”
“Thank you,” said Ben. “That means a lot, coming from
you. Although we did need magic to send her back to the Isle
of the Lost, and to close that passage. And to go home.”
“Details, details,” said Merlin with a smile. “Who reads
the fine print these days?”
“Will you give this back to Artie for me?” asked Ben,
handing Merlin the sword.
“With pleasure,” said the old wizard with a smile.
“Bye, Merlin,” said Mal, and the rest of the group waved.
“Can we get going already?” asked Grumpy.

Merlin rolled up his sleeves. “Return everyone here to
where they need to be,” said the wizard. Raising his wand for
the last time, he sent them all back to where they belonged.

It was Sunday afternoon when they returned to school; the

practice fields were quiet and empty, and students were taking
advantage of their free time to read under the trees or lazily
throw Frisbees across the lawn. Mal blinked at the sudden
brightness and serenity, a stark contrast to the dark mine
they’d just left. She was still holding the Dragon’s Egg tightly
in her hand. She was about to put it away when she noticed
something—at the edge of the purple was just a hint of green.
The Dragon’s Egg births a weapon. The most powerful
talisman. Mal shuddered and stuffed the egg back in her
pocket for now.
“Home safe,” said Ben. He thanked Mal, Jay, Carlos, and
Evie for all their help, but he had to go back and meet with his
councillors to update them on everything that happened.
“See you in a bit,” he said, giving Mal’s arm a squeeze.
“Not if I see you first,” said Mal, returning his smile.
Ben headed over to Beast Castle as they made their way
back to the residence halls. It was almost impossible to believe
they had been gone for less than a day, and the weekend

wasn’t even over yet. It felt like they’d been in the Catacombs
of Doom for a lifetime.
“Well,” said Carlos. “I guess that’s it for now.”
“Not quite,” said Mal. “We still need to figure out how
we’re supposed to get rid of these talismans.”
Jay nodded. “Tomorrow.”
“I need a nap.” Evie yawned.
As they strolled back to the residence halls, they saw Audrey
and Chad having a picnic under a tree while Jordan and Jane
lounged on towels nearby. The Auradon kids waved when they
saw them, and they stopped to say hello.
“Hey, Jay,” said Chad. “Sorry about…um…what happened
with your eye the other day. And good game yesterday.”
“No worries, man,” said Jay. The two shook hands and
Mal was just a tiny bit disappointed that Jay didn’t jump at the
opportunity to steal Chad’s rather shiny wristwatch.
“Are you feeling better?” Jane asked Carlos worriedly.
“You looked so sick at the dance last night.”
“Much better,” said Carlos, blushing. “Thanks.”
“Oh, Jordan,” said Jay. “About what happened in your
lamp the other day, with the limousine keys. Sorry about that. I
returned them to Ben, though.”
“It’s all right,” said Jordan. “I figured you must have
needed them badly enough if you had to wish for them.”
“See you guys later,” said Mal. Evie looked like she was
going to fall asleep standing up, and gave a limp wave with
her fingers.
“I’m going to stay a bit,” said Carlos, taking a seat on a
towel next to Jane.
“Me too,” said Jay, who was already lounging next to
Jordan’s towel.
Mal and Evie exchanged meaningful smiles, but didn’t
tease the boys. They’d save that for later. When they arrived in

their room, both of them collapsed on their beds and slept until
the alarm woke them up for school the next morning.
Before Mal headed to her classes, she had one more thing to
do. She skipped breakfast and went straight to the room at the
back of the library. The guards at the door didn’t recognize
her, and there were a lot more of them this time.
“I need to get in there to see my mother!” she demanded.
“Sorry, King Ben said absolutely no visitors.”
“But I will make an exception this time,” said Ben, who
had heard the ruckus and walked over to see what was
happening.
“You’re up early,” said Mal.
“Tourney practice. Playoffs are next week,” said Ben.
“What’s up? You wanted to see your mom?”
“Yeah,” said Mal.
“Let her through,” said Ben.
The two of them went inside, and Mal couldn’t help
running ahead. She skidded to a stop in front of the domed
pedestal.
Maleficent was missing.
The lizard was gone.
And there were only three people who could have taken
her.
She gasped. Somehow, the villains had gotten past the
guards! “What are we going to do?”
But Ben didn’t look alarmed. Instead, he looked sheepish
and a bit embarrassed. “Mal, I have to show you something,”
he said. He brought up a screen on his phone, which showed a
lizard in a similar domed pedestal. “That’s a live feed.”
She looked at it. “But how? But that’s…”
“Maleficent. When I returned from Camelot, I had her
moved from the library to the museum just in case someone

tried to do something funny. She’s been there the whole time.
She hasn’t changed or transformed at all, and she’s safe.”
“But all the guards?”
He looked abashed. “They’re there for show, but there’s
nothing to guard.”
“And mother’s still just a lizard,” Mal said with a laugh.
“Just a lizard.” Ben smiled.
Later that day, Ben asked the four villain kids to meet with
him to discuss the problem of the talismans. “Obviously, we
can’t have them around,” he said.
“Yes, we have to neutralize them,” agreed Mal. “But
how?” Where could they find magic powerful enough to purge
the talismans of evil? And she still had to figure out how to
hatch her Dragon’s Egg. She’d peeked at it this morning, and it
was definitely starting to glow green at the edges.
“Shall we ask Merlin?” said Carlos.
“The three good fairies?” said Jay.
“Neverland, for sure,” said Evie.
But Ben surprised them. “No, I think the person we’re
looking for is right here.”
“Fairy Godmother,” said Mal. “Of course!” It was her
magic that had collected all the villains of the land and trapped
them in the Isle of the Lost in the first place. The most
powerful sorcerer in Auradon was their chubby-cheeked
middle-aged headmistress, who preferred to teach children
how to live without magic, but she would know what to do.
“She’ll be back from Cinderella’s ball by the end of the
week, and we’ll consult her then. For now, keep an eye on
those things,” said Ben.
“And we still don’t know where our parents are,”
reminded Jay. “We saw signs of them in the Catacombs, but
they still haven’t turned up.”
But Mal had a theory about where they could be. “Evie,
will you do the honors?” she said, motioning toward the Magic

Mirror.
“You think it’ll really work this time?” Evie asked.
Mal nodded encouragingly.
Evie held up the Magic Mirror. “Magic Mirror in my hand,
show us where the villains stand!”
The mirror swirled, cloudy and gray, and then…
There they were: Evil Queen powdering her nose back at
her castle, Cruella de Vil pawing through the racks of fur coats
for just the right one, and Jafar inspecting a device a goblin
had just brought into the shop.
“But how did they get back there?” asked Evie, who
sounded as if she didn’t quite believe what she was seeing.
“Merlin, right?” Ben guessed, turning to Mal. “They must
have been somewhere in the Catacombs nearby when he cast
the spell.”
“Yeah, I think they were following us out of the tunnels,”
said Jay. “And they must have overheard us talking. They
knew we’d found the talismans.”
Mal nodded. “Then Merlin sent everyone back where they
belonged, and it must have returned them to the Isle of the
Lost.”
“If they’d been down there for so long, I wonder why they
never found the talismans?” asked Evie.
“Maybe because they didn’t have a map?” said Carlos.
“Yen Sid said you could be lost down there forever. It is called
the Endless Catacombs.”
“Hold on, what’s that Jafar’s got in his hand?” asked Mal,
leaning in for a closer look.
“It’s the remote that turns off the dome and lets down the
bridge,” said Carlos with a groan. “That goblin must have
found it in the ditch!”
“Wait—it’s broken, though, look, it’s cracked in half,” said
Jay.

“But once it’s fixed…” said Evie nervously.
Once it was fixed, there was no need to explain what
would happen next, thought Mal. The villains would be able to
leave the island, and now that they knew who had their
talismans, nothing would stop them from heading back to
Auradon to take what was theirs.
More than ever, she, Evie, Jay, and Carlos would have to
destroy the talismans while Ben prepared the kingdom for a
showdown with their enemies on the Isle of the Lost. Ben
looked confident, but Mal and her friends weren’t as hopeful.
They knew how twisted their parents could be, and what they
were capable of, and no one would sleep well that night.
“I’m not worried,” said Ben. “In Auradon, we can count on
our heroes to protect us.”
“I don’t feel like a hero,” said Carlos.
“That’s okay,” said Mal with a rueful smile. “Remember
what the professor said? We’re the villains you root for in the
story.”
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