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      When your little sister can speak to the dead, life can get weird.

      We were normal teenagers living that small town high school life… Until all hell broke loose and we ended up running for our lives.

      Now, we’re at the Academy of Witchcraft, a place in a world we never knew existed. As it turns out, witches, vampires, werewolves, and all those other supernatural creatures of myth are real.

      Totally cray cray, I know.

      Add in the fact that there’s a dark witch running around, trying to drain us of our magic, and you’ve got trouble brewing for sure.

      See what I did there?

      Seriously, though, WTAF is a girl to do?

      Magic, I guess.
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      & me & you
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      Thirty seconds ago, the cat had been dead.

      Not just dead, but stiff and starting to turn.

      A rancid smell floated off it, its innards splayed over the gravel road that cut through the hills to the main highway. Flies buzzed around it, the heat of the midwest summer speeding the decaying process.

      “Get away from it, Roo,” I said. “It stinks.”

      My little sister paid my command as much attention as usual—none. She peered at the lifeless feline, chocolate hair falling over her shoulder as she did so. I shifted on my feet, swiping some sweat from my forehead as the sun beat down overhead. Rolling my eyes, I turned on my heels.

      “Fine,” I said. “Stay if you want, but I’m heading back to the house. I’m hungry, and you’re making me lose my appetite.”

      I took two steps before a mewling sound stopped me in my tracks. The hair on the back of my neck rose despite the heat. Gut sinking, I swiveled back around toward my little sister.

      And the cat that had been dead just ten seconds ago.

      I drew a sharp breath, mouth falling open, as I watched the black cat lift its head, making that mewling cry once more. I blinked, thinking I must be dehydrated and hallucinating, because now the cat was peeling itself off the road, trying to get to its paws—which was not easy to do considering that its guts were still on the gravel.

      “Get away from it!” I snapped at Roo when I realized that she was still crouched over the undead creature, head tilted as though it were just a routine curiosity.

      She ignored this same as she had my other command. Roo held out her hand, small and tanned from time spent in the sun, and the cat turned toward her. Had I not been in so much shock, I might have yanked her away. Instead, I stood there as the cat sniffed at her fingers, and then moved its head as though it wanted her to pet it.

      Finally, my right mind seized me. I rushed forward and heaved my sister up and away, startling her enough that she almost fell over. The undead cat blinked up at me as though I was the one being unreasonable.

      “What in the…?”

      “Girls!” called a voice in the distance.

      Roo and I stiffened. We’d know the baritone anywhere. A cowbell clanged as the owner of the voice struck it again and again. I tugged my sister toward the calls.

      “Come on,” I said. “We can’t keep him waiting.”

      As I spoke, my eyes remained on the cat. So did Roo’s. I had to tug on her hand before she snapped out of her trance. The cat blinked up at us—listening.

      Finally, Roo nodded, and we turned toward the cornfield we could cut through to reach our house. Before we disappeared into the high golden stalks, I cast one final look back at the feline.

      But the beast was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Perhaps I’d imagined the undead cat.

      That would certainly make more sense than the creature having come back to life. In fact, I would have been fully content to accept the incident as a matter of my imagination, had it not been for the fact that Roo had been there, too. She had seen it, too.

      My little sister just seemed a lot less freaked out about it than I was.

      As we approached the small farmhouse we’d both spent our entire lives in, she looked as she always did—not at all as though she’d just encountered a zombie cat. Was it possible that the animal had not been dead in the first place?

      No. The thing’s guts had been hanging out, its eyes wide and lifeless when we’d first come across it. If nothing else, I was sure of that.

      “Where you two been?” asked Pa.

      He leaned against the railing of the slanted porch, belly protruding over the buckle of his pants. From the glaze over his eyes, I could tell he’d been drinking. Then again, I couldn’t remember a time when Pa hadn’t been drinking. I think it must’ve been before our mother died.

      “Just playing around the creek,” I answered, careful not to study him too long. Pa was an expert at finding accusations in lingering eyes.

      Pa blinked and took a swig from the beer bottle clutched in his right hand. “Y’all get inside and start supper. I’m hungry.”

      Roo and I scooted around him and hurried inside. Once in the kitchen, we washed our hands and set to work. As Roo peeled potatoes, I went about mixing the ingredients for meatloaf, a recipe I’d known how to make since I was seven, one of the first I’d learned after our mother died. I’d turned twelve three weeks ago, and had added a few dozen other recipes to my repertoire.

      Pa didn’t like to cook, after all, but he loved to eat. And, anyway, every girl should know her way around the kitchen, if you asked him. I also wasn’t a fan of cooking, but I was a fan of staying on Pa’s good side. He didn’t believe in sparing the rod.

      An hour later, we were sitting at the table, mashed potatoes, meatloaf, and steamed asparagus laid out before us. Pa dug in without a word. Roo and I followed suit.

      As if remembering our existence, after his plate was mostly empty, he asked, “Do anything interesting today?”

      Roo and I exchanged a glance. She said nothing, leaving me to answer for both of us.

      “Not really,” I said.

      Satisfied, my father stood from the table, leaving Roo and I to clean up the mess.

      Later, as we crawled under the covers in our shared bedroom, we finally broached the subject of the cat.

      “It was dead,” I said.

      Roo nodded. “Yeah, it was.”

      The darkness of our bedroom seemed to loom heavy around us. Beyond the lone window, a full moon created reaching shadows through the tree branches.

      “What happened?” I asked. “When I turned away… What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Roo replied.

      I knew my little sister better than I knew myself, and she was keeping something from me.

      “Roo,” I warned.

      “I…I didn’t mean to.”

      In the silence, I heard myself swallow. I hardly dared speak above a whisper. “You didn’t mean to what?”

      Before she could answer, there was a scratching at the bedroom window.

      Somehow, I knew what was making the sound before I turned to face it.

      Just beyond the pane, the undead black cat sat staring back at me.
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        * * *

      

      “Christ on a cracker, Roo,” I said. “Get back in bed! What are you doing?”

      It was a rare occasion that I took the Lord’s name in vain. Not due to any religiosity on my part, but rather, because that was how I’d been raised. I’d done so only once in front of Pa, and had never made that mistake again. But if there was a situation that could elicit such a reaction from me, a zombie cat at my bedroom window was it.

      And Roo was getting ready to let the foul thing inside!

      I jumped out of bed as though the sheets had caught fire, catching her hands before she could raise the window. I looked at her like she was crazy, and to my confusion, she looked at me like I was the same.

      “He wants in,” Roo whispered, shoving my hands away.

      “And I want a million dollars,” I snapped. “You’re not letting that thing in!”

      The cat scratched at the window again, mewling this time to add emphasis. He glanced at me with emerald eyes that seemed to relay that he knew I was the one blocking him from entrance.

      “Move, Rey,” Roo said, giving me a shove. “I’m letting him inside.”

      I was about to snap something back when we heard heavy footsteps in the hallway outside our bedroom. We dared not draw air as the steps paused beyond our door. When they continued down the hall toward the kitchen, we could breathe again.

      “Shoo!” I hissed at the cat. “Get out of here! Bad kitty! Go!”

      Only after I’d said this did I realize how ridiculous it was.

      “He’s not a bad kitty!” Roo said.

      “Keep your voice down,” I snapped. “You know Pa doesn’t like to be disturbed at night.”

      Truth was, Pa never liked to be disturbed. One of his favorite sayings was, Children should be neither seen nor heard.

      “Then get out of my way,” Roo replied, shoving the window up before I could stop her.

      The black cat slipped in quickly, as if aware that I’d lock him out if he didn’t hurry. The smell of death followed him in. I shrank away from the window. If Roo wanted to have her brain eaten by the zombie cat, that was on her. Personally, I liked my brain right where it was.

      I had to suppress a gag when the cat climbed into Roo’s arms, purring as it rubbed against her. My jaw clenched as I noticed that the wound that had spilled its innards on the road was still gaping, but dried around the edges. If it weren’t moving and purring, I would swear the thing was still dead.

      “If Pa finds that thing in here…” I warned.

      “He won’t,” Roo said.

      I was silent for a time because words failed me. I could do little but stare at my sister and the undead cat in her arms.

      Finally, I said, “Roo… This isn’t… normal.”

      Roo said nothing, only continued to stroke the cat as it nuzzled against her.

      “Put him back outside,” I insisted. “The whole room is going to smell like death.”

      Roo sighed, and finally, she set the cat down on the windowsill. When it just stared up at her, she waved her hand in a shooing gesture, and to further my amazement, the feline obeyed. I wasn’t sure what was more unbelievable—a cat that came back to life, or a cat that listened.

      “Neither is talking to ghosts,” Roo said quietly, after I slid the window shut once more.

      “What?”

      “You said this isn’t normal. Neither is talking to ghosts.”

      My teeth clenched. “Roo, we’ve talked about this.”

      “No, I’ve tried to talk about this. A thousand times, but you never listen.” She gestured to the window, where the cat had disappeared back into the shadows. “Now do you believe me?”

      “What does this have to do with your imaginary friends?” I snapped.

      “They’re not imaginary friends,” Roo replied through tight teeth. “They’re spirits. I talk to the dead, Rey, and now, apparently, I can bring them back to life, too.”

      My mouth fell open, but nothing came out. Fear spiraled in my gut, along with grief and anger and sadness. I couldn’t decide which emotion to run with, so I just stood there shaking my head. Rather than yell at her, I climbed under my covers and turned my back to my little sister.

      Though some part of me knew she was telling the truth, even back then, I was not ready to accept it. To accept it meant that I would have to come to terms with other things as well, and a person could only take so much excitement in one day.

      “Rey—”

      “Go to sleep, Roo.”

      “But—”

      “Go to sleep.”

      My little sister sighed, but remained silent.

      “And Roo?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Whatever you did to that cat, don’t do it again.”

      “I told you, it was an accident.”

      “I don’t care. Just don’t do it again. Not ever. Promise me.”

      I thought I’d have to repeat myself, but Roo finally agreed. “I promise,” she said.

      That was the first time my sister raised the dead, and it had indeed been an accident.

      The next time she did it, several years later, was on purpose.
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      “I don’t think we should be here,” Roo said, shifting on her feet as she eyed the markers and gravestones. “Let’s just go home, Rey.”

      “You go home if you want,” I replied. “I already told Sam I was coming, so I’m going in.”

      “Why does it have to be here? What kind of weirdos hang out at the cemetery?”

      I rolled my eyes as I pulled on the iron gates, creating a space between the chains closing them just wide enough to slip through. Roo stood on the other side, her expression wary.

      “Where else is there to hang out in this crappy little town? And what are you so worried about, anyway?”

      Roo hesitated. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I shouldn’t have to answer that,” she said, mouth tight.

      I swallowed. We didn’t speak about her “abilities” anymore, hadn’t for years. Not since the thing with the cat. We were older now. Wiser in the ways of the world. Sometimes I would hear her whispering under her breath when no one was around, and I knew that she wasn’t talking to herself, but other than that, nothing.

      “Just an hour,” I said. “We’ll stay an hour and then go home, I promise. Come on, Roo. Don’t make me go alone.”

      From the way her shoulders slumped, I knew that she’d given in even before she slipped through the slot in the gates that I was still holding open. I pretended not to notice the shudder that ran through her as she stepped over the threshold. A small part of me felt bad about convincing her to come to the graveyard with me, but the rest of me was really excited to see Sam.

      With bright blue eyes and thick golden hair, Samuel Prescott was the finest boy the tiny town of Peculiar had to offer—not that there was much in way of competition. Still, I’d had a crush on him since the seventh grade, and the fact that he even knew my name blew me away. Puberty had been kind to me though. I’d gone from being skinny and awkward to not bad looking. My body had filled out, and my hair had gotten longer and darker. Seventeen was a good year for me, it seemed.

      So when Sam had asked me if I’d like to come out on Friday, I’d been both shocked and super pleased. I knew that all the cool kids hung out at the Peculiar Cemetery on Friday nights, but I’d never been invited. Though I’d pined after Sam for some time, I wasn’t really the type he usually went after. While other girls were busy figuring out what to wear to homecoming, I had my head buried in dark fantasy novels.

      Poor Roo fit in even less. Though puberty had been kind to her, too, she’d taken to wearing all black clothing, combat boots, and lining her big hazel eyes with thick onyx. A silver pendant hung around her neck that had once belonged to our mother, and rings adorned every one of her fingers.

      While Peculiar was a small town, it was mostly white. White and uptight, Roo and I liked to joke. Our quarter of Indonesian lineage we’d inherited from our mother made up the extent of Peculiar’s diversity.

      In other words, the people of Peculiar didn’t exactly appreciate “different.”

      “Just so you know, I think Samuel Prescott is as much a douche as the ass clowns he hangs out with,” Roo commented as we started down the path that wound through the tombstones. “I never understood why you liked him.”

      “Sam’s not so bad,” I said, “once you get to know him.”

      Roo snorted, flicking some of her chocolate hair over her shoulder, rings flashing in the moonlight. “You don’t know him, Rey. He’s barely said two words to you, and you’ve been in the same class since seventh grade. Now, you grow a couple boobs and he’s all interested.” Another snort. “Spare me.”

      Sighing, I watched some clouds move over the face of the moon, the tree beneath which we were passing casting shadows upon the ground. “Why did you even come if you hate him so much?”

      “Because I love you, dumbass. And I don’t trust Samuel Prescott or his stupid groupies.”

      I paused, looking over at my little sister. “You don’t think he actually likes me. You think this is some kind of a trick.”

      Roo raised a dark brow at me, her lack of a response an answer in itself.

      I growled and continued to weave around the gravestones. “Is it really so hard to believe that someone like him likes me? Do you really think so little of me?”

      The anger in my voice hid the hurt; she’d voiced a thought I’d had myself.

      Roo took my arm, pulling me to a stop. Though she was shorter than me by a few inches, she’d always been physically stronger, built like an athlete.

      “You’re wrong,” she said, meeting my gaze. “I think so highly of you, which is why I’m suspicious. Average ass losers like Sam Prescott don’t usually recognize the value of people like you, and if they do, it makes them cruel because they know deep inside they can’t handle it.”

      It was among the nicest things she’d ever said to me, and I knew that she meant it. My anger dissipated in an instant. All I could manage was a nod, and we continued onward.

      A couple hundred feet deeper into the tombstones, and we heard the sound of music and laughter. Roo and I exchanged glances before approaching, and though she annoyed the crap out of me sometimes, I was suddenly very glad to have her with me. As much as I was crushing on Samuel, I was not eager to hang out with his friends.

      We rounded a bend in the path and caught sight of the group, sitting around an old fountain that broke up the monotony of the gravestones. The laughter died down as the group spotted us, and my stomach tightened. Sam grinned from ear to ear as he jogged over and placed a quick kiss on my cheek before swinging his arm around my shoulders.

      His familiarity was surprising, but I didn’t push him away.

      “You came,” he said. “I was worried you wouldn’t show.”

      I cast a quick, triumphant glance at Roo, who rolled her eyes. Sam leaned around me and offered her his charming smile. “Hey, you’re Rey’s little sister, right? Roonie?” he asked.

      Roo nodded, clearly surprised that he knew her name.

      “Cool jacket,” he said.

      Roo glanced down at her faded black leather bomber. “Thanks,” she replied.

      I tried not to think too hard about the fact that Samuel Prescott’s arm was still draped over my shoulders, and any joy I felt was short lived, anyway. Apparently, Sam was the only one of the group who’d been looking forward to our arrival.

      Roo had been right about Sam’s friend-group being douches. If ever there were people who’d earned that title, these were them.

      Sheryl Simpson, Rocky Scanlon, Troy Bennett, and Carrie Newhart. Sheryl and Carrie were cheerleaders, and Rocky and Troy were their meathead boyfriends. The twists of their lips as we approached made it clear that the lack of admiration was mutual.

      Now it was Roo’s turn to flash me a triumphant look.

      “Who’re your friends, Sammy?” Carrie asked, doing a head-to-toe assessment of Roo and me.

      Just like with everyone else in Peculiar, we’d gone to school with Carrie since kindergarten. The floozy knew darn well who we were.

      If Sam caught this, he didn’t let on. “This is Rey and Roo Twitch,” he said, and then added, “they’ve only gone to school with us for, like, ever.”

      Okay, so he did notice. I bit the inside of my cheek to suppress a smile.

      “You know them, Care,” Sheryl said, nodding toward my sister. “Roonie Twitch the Witch. Remember?”

      I was normally pretty chill, but there was one thing that was sure to boil my blood in an instant, and that was messing with Roo. Though we rarely agreed on anything, Roo was the most important person in the world to me, and on the rare occasions I’d gotten into fights over the years, she had always been the thing I’d been fighting for.

      “You guys are real creative geniuses,” I said, smiling sweetly at them.

      This earned a laugh from Rocky and Troy and a smirk from Sam.

      “My girl’s too smart for you two,” Sam joked, and I tried to halt the blush that rose to my cheeks at his words.

      Sheryl snorted while Carrie glowered, but this seemed to shut them up for a while. Sam claimed a seat on a blanket they’d laid out and tugged me down beside him. Roo reluctantly took a seat on my other side, giving me a look when Troy leaned forward and offered me a bottle wrapped in a brown paper sack.

      “I don’t drink,” I said, shaking my head.

      This made Sheryl and Carrie snort again, but I ignored them.

      When Troy shrugged and offered it to Roo, she took the bottle and drew a deep swig. I had to pick my jaw up, reminding myself that though sometimes I felt like it, I was not her mother.

      After the bottle made its way around to her for a third time, however, I felt compelled to intervene.

      “That’s enough,” I whispered.

      Roo’s eyes narrowed, and I noted that they were a touch glassy, reminding me of our father. “You’re the one who made me come,” she snapped back.

      Okay, as much as I was enjoying the sweet things Sam kept whispering in my ear, I thought it was time to call it a night. I needed to get my sister home before she was passed that bottle again, and sneak her past our father before he could get a good look at her. Pa may be one hell of a drinker himself, but I doubted he’d appreciate his sixteen-year-old daughter coming home hammered.

      I stood and held a hand out to Roo. “Come on,” I said. “It’s time to go.”

      Roo huffed a sigh but didn’t argue, swaying as she found her feet.

      “Stay a little longer,” Sam said, looking up at me with big blue eyes.

      “What’s going on here?” said a voice behind us. I stiffened at the sinister quality of the tone. From the looks on the others’ faces, I wasn’t the only one.

      Turning on my heel, I wished I’d taken my leave just a few minutes sooner, because the two grown men approaching our little group now were trouble in capital letters.

      Grimy and grinning, with hairy arms as large as tree trunks and teeth missing in the front, the Kane brothers were known throughout town as troublemakers. Now I was not the only one on my feet.

      “We were just leaving,” Sam said, stepping in front of Roo and me.

      The taller of the two stepped forward, head tilting in a predatory manner. “So soon?” he asked, and his eyes slid to Roo and me, then Sheryl and Carrie. His tongue ran out over his lips. “What’s the hurry?”

      I took my sister’s hand. If we just ran right now, would they be able to catch us?

      We were about to find out.

      Maybe it made me a jerk, but Roo was the priority. Roo was always the priority, and I did not like the way the Kane brothers were looking at us. I cut Roo a glance, hoping to convey my plan with my eyes. She gave a nearly imperceptible nod in return, but as she did so, she swayed a little on her feet, reminding me that she’d been drinking, and likely wouldn’t be able to run fast.

      A curse flashed through my head. If we couldn’t run, then keeping the brothers calm would be key.

      What I didn’t account for was Rocky, and his big, stupid mouth.

      “Why don’t you two mouth-breathers move it along?” Rocky said.

      The taller Kane brother nudged the other, and the grins on their faces grew wider. “Would you listen to the boy, Ned? Got a pair on him, don’t he?”

      “Sure does, Leroy,” Ned replied.

      The clouds passed overhead, revealing the full moon. Under its pale glow, I got a better look at the Kane brothers…and every hair on the back of my neck stood at attention.

      Something was wrong.

      Very, very wrong.

      “Tell you what,” Leroy said. “I’m in a good mood, so I’m gonna give you kids a ten second head start.”

      Our group exchanged glances, the fear on their faces surely reflected on mine.

      “Ten,” Leroy began. “Nine… Eight…”
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      Leroy reached the count of six when his chin snapped down to his chest, his back arching in an unnatural way.

      The seven of us stared in stupefied horror as the Kane brothers dropped to all fours, their ugly faces twisted in agony.

      While it may seem like the obvious thing to do would be to run, the sight of whatever was happening was enrapturing. My first thought was that the brothers were having some kind of heart attacks or fits, but as the process continued, it became clear that whatever we were witnessing could not be explained by science.

      Behind me, Carrie gasped while Troy gagged. I couldn’t blame either of them. Leroy’s and Ned’s faces became something out of nightmares, mouths elongating into fanged muzzles, dark, thick fur sprouting where there should only have been skin. Their eyes bulged, bones rearranging until they were quadrupeds, claws appearing where just a moment ago hands and feet had been.

      All of this took place in a matter of seconds, the process both quick and terrifying. By the time we came to our senses and realized that we should be hightailing it, two veritable, drooling beasts stood before us.

      My stupor dissipated. I grabbed Roo’s hand and yanked her in the opposite direction. If we could reach the black iron gate and slip through, perhaps that would slow the beasts down. In the moment, there was no time to think about the oddity of the situation, about the impossibility of it.

      We ran as the beasts growled and snarled behind us, the rest of our group keeping pace at our sides. Roo was moving slower than usual, her face as pale as the moon overhead, as though she was bound to lose the contents of her stomach at any moment.

      That made two of us.

      The headstones and markers blurred together as we sprinted, my lungs aching and arms pumping.

      “Hurry,” I rasped to Roo as I dared a look over my shoulder. I half expected to see nothing at all, to see that there were not two hairy, fanged beasts on our tails, or to wake up in my bed at any moment, the whole thing having been a nightmare.

      But, no, the Kane brothers—or the creatures that they had become—were as real as the terror spiraling through me.

      And they were gaining on us.

      Fast.

      Troy and Rocky were at the head of the group, having utterly abandoned Carrie and Sheryl, despite all the kissing and groping they’d been engaging in all night. They ran like the athletes they were, the girls following on their heels, glancing back over their shoulders at intervals with eyes wide as saucers.

      To his credit, Sam was staying close to Roo and me, urging us to keep up. While Roo would likely be able to outrun most of us on her best day, the booze had done its work, and she was stumbling along at a pace that made me look like an Olympian .

      “Come on!” I managed, dragging her along, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her arms.

      A loud snap followed by a deep growl made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I heard the fabric on the back of my shirt rip, hot breath brushing the skin there. Shoving Roo ahead, I didn’t dare look behind me now, because I knew the beasts were inches away.

      Finally, the black iron gate loomed ahead. Troy and Rocky reached it first, pulling it open where it was chained closed just enough to squeeze through. Sheryl and Carrie closed in behind them, Sam on their heels.

      We were so close. So close.

      And then Roo went and pulled a dumb-girl-in-a-horror-movie move.

      She tripped and went sprawling.

      It happened in a blink and yet felt almost as if in slow motion. Her boot got caught in a dip in the path and her body pitched forward, arms pin-wheeling. I made an attempt to catch her before she could go down fully, but the attempt was moot.

      Instinct took over. Had I time to think about my actions, things would have likely turned out very different. As it was, all I knew was that Roo would be badly hurt—or worse—if I didn’t do something.

      Spinning on my heels, I braced myself between the oncoming beasts and my little sister, who was still scrambling to find her feet.

      At the gate, the others were yelling at us to run, screaming for us to hurry up, but the entire world faded away as I stared into the faces of the monsters.

      Their furry bodies bulged with muscles, elongated snouts boasting fangs longer than my pinky finger.

      I threw my hands up, all my focus locked on the creatures, teeth gritted against the terror that was trying to render me immobile. There was a space of time that spanned a heartbeat. Then the larger of the two beasts leapt, maw yawning wide, as if it intended to swallow me whole.

      A burst of energy rocked through me, starting at my core and spreading outward like electricity in my veins. I felt the energy channel to my fingertips, where my hands were still raised before me as though I could halt the beasts with just my thin arms, bones, and flesh. Light exploded from my hands, so bright that it was nearly blinding, a swirling orb of multiple colors.

      The orb flew at the nearest beast, striking it in right in the open mouth, eliciting a yelp that reminded me of a canine in agony. It flew backwards, smoke rising from it’s still-wide mouth. The other beast looked confused for a heartbeat before charging forward, rage evident in its approach.

      Another swirling, glowing orb shot out of my fingertips, this time striking the second beast in the chest, sending it sprawling back several paces.

      There was no time to wonder at whatever had just taken place. I turned and found Roo on her feet, her jaw hanging open, hazel eyes as wide as the full moon above us. We raced for the gate, where only Sam was left standing, mouth similarly agape, and slipped through the space Sam held open for us.

      When we looked back, we saw that the creatures were finding their feet—or claws—again, shaking their massive heads, ropes of drool swinging to and fro.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Sam said, staring at me as if seeing me for the first time.

      He didn’t have to tell us twice.
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      We stood at the edge of the cornfield that abutted the rear of our home, panting despite the fact that we’d stopped running half a mile ago.

      Sam, Roo, and I didn’t speak a word the whole way, only kept glancing over our shoulders to ensure that the beasts had not followed us. Sweat trickled down my back, making the fabric of my t-shirt stick to my skin, and I could hear my heart beating in my ears as the mind between them tried to make sense of what had just happened.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one.

      “What the hell were those things?” Sam asked.

      Roo shivered. “They looked like…”

      Silence held for a tick, and I knew which word she was having trouble speaking.

      “Werewolves,” I finished for her.

      A pause, and then the three of us erupted into laughter. We laughed until our eyes watered, the kind of crazed hilarity that follows an event too shocking to cope with otherwise.

      When we sobered up, we blinked at each other and shook our heads. It was absolutely absurd, and if they weren’t standing right here with me, confirming what we’d seen, I wouldn’t believe my own eyes.

      “And you…” Sam began, turning to me. “What was that you did? With your hands and the balls of light?”

      My throat seized up. I was hoping he’d forgotten about that part. Heck, I wished I could forget about that part. “I…I don’t know,” I said. “It just happened.”

      “It was…” Roo began.

      “Friggin’ awesome!” Sam finished for her.

      My cheeks heated as Roo and I shared a look.

      Roo turned to Sam, her expression suddenly as serious as the dead. “The others—Troy and Rocky and Sheryl and Carrie—did they see what Rey did, too?”

      Sam’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think so. They took off almost as soon as they got through the gate.” He snorted and shook his head. “Cowards.”

      Roo stepped forward now until she was all up in Sam’s personal bubble, raising her chin so that she could look into his eyes. “Good,” she said. “And you’re not going to tell anyone, either. You’re not going to tell a single person what you think you saw Rey do. Do you understand?”

      I blinked at my little sister, her tone one I’d never heard her use before, utterly unyielding. Even though she was a full foot shorter than Sam, I could see that her delivery of the command intimidated him as much as it surprised me.

      “Um…yeah, sure, whatever,” Sam said, taking a step back from her. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “You better not, Samuel Prescott,” Roo added.

      Sam held his hands up, palms out. “I won’t.”

      I shot Roo a look. She was being a total weirdo. But at the same time, maybe she was right. I may not know what exactly had happened back at the cemetery, but I knew that it was probably wise to keep it under wraps, at least until I figured it out.

      And, besides, Roo knew way more about strange occurrences than I did.

      “What about the Kane brothers?” Sam asked, clearly eager to change the subject. “Shouldn’t we tell someone about that?”

      “You’re welcome to go to the police and say you saw Ned and Leroy Kane change into werewolves under the full moon in the Peculiar Cemetery,” Roo said. “Just do us a favor and leave us out of it. Pretty sure they’d think we were playing some kind of joke, and not take kindly to the fact that we weren’t supposed to be at the Cemetery after hours in the first place.”

      Sam opened his mouth to reply, but his cellphone started ringing. Digging into his jeans pocket, he pulled it out and looked up at us. “It’s Troy,” he said.

      “Answer it, genius,” Roo said.

      Sam did as he was told. “Hey, bro,” he said into the phone. “Where’d you guys go?”

      Though I couldn’t make out the words, Troy’s voice sounded frantic on the other end. Roo and I stood watching as he told Troy to calm down, to go home and get some rest, that they would meet tomorrow and talk things over.

      Once he’d hung up, Roo and I looked at him with raised brows.

      “Well?” I said.

      Sam gave a sheepish smirk. “They went to the police and told them they’d seen the Kane brothers change into hairy beasts at the cemetery. The police thought they were playing a prank, and threatened to charge them with trespassing unless they went home.”

      Roo took my hand. “You hang out with real Einsteins, Prescott.”

      She began to pull me into the high golden corn stalks.

      “Where are you guys going?” Sam asked.

      “Home,” Roo said. “You should, too.” She glanced up at the moon. “I don’t think it’s a good night to be roaming about.”

      I was still in shock, so I didn’t protest as she pulled me deeper into the field, catching a final glance of Sam before we disappeared into the stalks.

      “Good night, Rey,” he called.

      “Good night, Sam,” I said.

      But it wasn’t a good night. It was the night the world as I knew it changed.

      And it wasn’t over just yet.
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      “Where the hell you two been?”

      Roo and I stopped in our tracks on the porch steps, shoulders going rigid at the voice speaking from the shadows, at the familiar way the words slurred.

      “Just out with some friends, daddy,” Roo said in her most innocent of tones.

      The rocking chair in which he was sitting groaned when he leaned forward, haggard face coming into view as a sliver of moonlight touched it. “What friends?” he asked.

      I tried to swallow past the lump that had formed in my throat as I stole a glance at the mostly drained whiskey bottle resting in his lap.

      “Just a couple of girls from class,” I answered, squeezing my hands into fists to keep them from shaking.

      The rocking chair groaned once more as he perched on the edge of it, eyes the same brown as mine pinning me where I stood. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

      “Of course not,” Roo said. “Time just got away from us. We’re sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      Silence. The kind in which one could feel their pulse at their temples, the slow draw of air into the lungs.

      “Get inside,” Pa said at last.

      Roo and I scurried in as quick as field mice escaping the clutches of a hawk.

      We hardly dared draw breath until we were in our bedroom, the door closed behind us. We crawled into our beds, but after a moment, Roo joined me in mine.

      “Move over,” she said.

      I shifted and lifted the blanket to make space. Roo crawled in beside me, resting her head against my shoulder like she used to do when we were little.

      “I knew I wasn’t the only one,” she whispered.

      “What do you mean?”

      She tilted her head and looked up at me with big hazel eyes. “The only one with gifts.”

      I ran my fingers through her silky hair, sighing. “Gifts,” I repeated.

      “Yes. I talk to the dead, and you apparently, can shoot glowing balls out of your fingers.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t… What the hell was that?”

      “Magic,” Roo answered simply, as if it were the most logical thing in the world.

      “You realize how insane that sounds, right?”

      “Is it any crazier than bringing a cat back to life? Or getting chased by werewolves?”

      Before I could answer, there was a crash beyond our bedroom door, loud and abrupt. Roo and I jolted. We sat up in bed, glancing at each other, hearts sinking.

      When nothing but silence answered, I pushed off the covers and stood. “Stay here,” I said.

      Roo snatched my hand, holding me back. “Where are you going?” she whispered.

      “To see what happened. Just stay here. I’m sure it’s fine. Pa probably dropped something, or tripped.”

      Roo’s eyes were wide as saucers. “Don’t,” she said.

      I kissed her forehead before pulling my hand from her grasp. “I’ll be right back,” I promised.

      Heart thudding heavily in my chest, I made my way over to the bedroom door, drawing a deep breath before slowly pulling it open.

      A breeze brushed by me, making me shiver as I peered out into the darkened hallway. Gathering my nerve, I snuck out into the hall and headed toward the kitchen—the direction from which the loud crash had sounded. I grabbed a heavy candelabra from the table against the wall and crept forward.

      Another breeze brushed by me, making goosebumps rise on my arms. I rubbed at them as I blinked in the darkness, aware of the sound of my breathing in the dead silence. As I reached the open space leading to the kitchen, I swallowed a lump that had formed in my throat.

      Raising the candelabra, I poked my head around the corner, peering into the shadows in the kitchen.

      Then the candelabra slipped from my hand, striking the linoleum with a heavy thud. I rushed forward, dropping to my knees next to the prone figure on the kitchen floor. Blood pooled from his head, thick and still warm.

      “Pa!” I said, shaking him but receiving no response.

      “What happened to him?” Roo asked from behind me, jarring me with her appearance.

      “I don’t know! Call nine-one-one,” I said. I shook him again. “Pa, wake up!”

      No response.

      I glanced back at my sister, tears welling in my eyes. “What are you doing? I said call nine-one-one!”

      When she just stood there staring, I opened my mouth to shout the order again.

      “There’s no need,” Roo said in a voice that was so calm it sent a shiver up my spine.

      “What? Why?”

      She was no longer looking at our father where he lay still on the floor, but rather, over my shoulder, where there was nothing save for the refrigerator and the magnets adorning it.

      “Because he’s already dead,” she said.

      “How—?”

      “He’s standing right behind you, Rey.”
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      The temperature in the kitchen seemed to drop ten degrees as I slowly turned my head to look behind me.

      Nothing.

      There was nothing there.

      “Roo, that’s not funny.”

      She blinked once as she pulled her eyes away from the spot she was staring at, looking at me for the first time, her face as serious as an undertaker’s. “I’m not joking,” she replied.

      “What happened?” she asked gently.

      I was about to snap, asking how in the heck I was supposed to know, when I realized that she wasn’t talking to me. She was looking over my shoulder again. I looked down at where our father still lie on the floor, swallowed once, and put my fingers to his neck, checking for a pulse I already knew I wouldn’t find.

      Standing, I moved away from our father, taking a spot beside Roo, looking again toward the place where she could apparently see something that I could not. She tilted her head as though she were listening. More tears burned in my eyes, and I wondered at the way Roo only stood stoically, as if our father were not lying dead before us on the kitchen floor.

      “What’s—?” The words caught in my throat and I had to try again. “What’s he saying?”

      This was madness. All of it. The entire night. Any moment now I would awake in my bed to find that it had all been a strange nightmare.

      Another breeze brushed by me, prickling my skin, as if to assure me that this was no dream. I glanced at the window over the sink. It was shut tight.

      Roo listened a while longer before answering. “He says we have to run,” she said, brow furrowing. “Says this… wasn’t an accident. That… he was murdered.”

      If her face hadn’t gone starkly pale, her mouth pressing into a thin line that was a tell of her fear, I might have laughed at the absurdity of it all.

      Words were still working their way up my throat when something cold and unyielding pressed against it. When I swallowed, the object dug in enough to cause a sharp pain. A raspy voice spoke in my ear as Roo let out a gasp beside me.

      “Hold still, little princess,” crooned the voice, rank breath filling my nostrils. “You wouldn’t want this blade to slip.”

      I moved just my eyes, enough to see that there was a dirty looking man standing behind Roo, holding a knife to her throat as well. My first instinct was to beg, to plead with them not to hurt her, but Roo spoke before I could.

      “What do you want?” she asked, voice as calm as the countryside moments before a storm.

      “We’re going for a little trip,” answered the one holding her.

      My stomach was in knots, my muscles seizing up with terror. I’d thought earlier tonight, while being chased by those beasts at the cemetery, was the most terrified I could ever be, that I’d reached peak horror, but as I held utterly still, my field of vision only allowing me to see the blade at my little sister’s throat, and to feel the one pressed against mine, I realized that this was the most afraid I had ever been.

      “P-please,” I managed.

      “Shut up,” said the one holding me, digging the knife in a little deeper for emphasis.

      I hated myself for it, but more tears burned my eyes. I didn’t want to die like this, or to face whatever else these sickos had in mind for us.

      I was shoved forward from behind, along with Roo, who was still eerily calm considering the situation. Our captors turned us until we faced the door that led to the outside. My mind raced, trying and failing to come up with some way out of this. I may not know much, but I knew that once kidnappers took their victims to a new location, the odds of escape or survival dropped dramatically. My eyes scanned the kitchen for some kind of weapon—something, anything—that might help us fight the men off, but we reached the door before I could locate anything and work up the nerve to make a grab for it.

      The balls of light! Could I do that again? How had I done it the first time? I tried to summon that tingling sensation, to call back whatever magic had overcome me.

      And got nothing.

      Not even a single spark.

      Luckily for us, Roo was way ahead of me.

      Her hands twitched as the man leading her instructed her to open the door to the back yard, the movement so slight that had I not been paying such close attention, I would have missed it.

      She opened the door, the moonlight spilling into the kitchen as she was shoved out it, the man holding the sharp blade to her lower back now.

      My captor still had his knife pressed to my throat, his large, soft body held too close against my back. He was enjoying this, the pervert. I could tell in more ways than one.

      “You sure are pretty,” he rasped in my ear as he shuffled me along after my sister. “We’re supposed to bring you straight to her, but maybe we can make a little stop fir—”

      He never got to finish the words. I jumped as a metallic clang sounded right next to me, and a grunt of pain and surprise followed immediately after. His hold on me loosened, then dropped completely as the man slumped to the floor—knocked out cold.

      I stood in shocked silence, staring down at him until my eyes swung up to see who had dealt the blow.

      A gasp escaped me, and my heart stopped dead in my chest.

      My father, who had been as dead as the cat on the road all those years before, now stood staring at me, a cast iron skillet in his hand.
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      I backed away from him, the sight causing me to forget about my sister and the man still holding her captive.

      My father shambled past me, moving quickly for a dead man, and swung the cast iron skillet once more. The man holding Roo never stood a chance, likely as shocked to see the guy he’d just murdered get up and start swinging around a skillet as was I.

      Another metallic clang sounded as the pan made contact with his skull, and he went down in the same fashion as had his partner. Roo, for all of this, stood looking as sturdy as an oak, unshaken while I shivered and grew my eyes so wide they surely bulged from my head.

      I stumbled back another step, unable to find words or grab hold of a single coherent thought.

      “Pa,” Roo said, the sadness in her voice wrenching at my heart. She moved to him and wrapped her arms around him.

      Our father, blood still marring his thinning hair, face pale as a corpse, stood stone faced for several seconds before dropping the skillet to the floor and embracing his youngest daughter. They stood like that for long enough that I managed to locate some words.

      Well, one word.

      “What…?”

      This drew their attention, and they finally pulled apart. I suppressed a shudder under the dead gaze of my father. If there was any question before about what he was, that gaze settled it. The thing before me might be wearing the body and face of my father, but it was not my father. Something essential was missing, some spark that represented life.

      I was going to tell my sister to get away from it, but she looked so sad, so resigned.

      “Say goodbye to him, Rey,” she told me calmly. “This will be the last chance.”

      My feet moved forward as if directed by a mind other than my own, scooting over the linoleum until I stood before the thing that had once been my father. More for Roo’s sake than my own, I wrapped my arms around his waist, burying my head in his chest, breathing in the familiar scent of him.

      More tears came now, warm and wet, spilling down my cheeks until they soaked his shirt. He said nothing, simply returned the embrace as if in a trance.

      When I pulled away, he stared dully back at me.

      “I have to let him go now,” Roo said. “Lay him to rest.”

      I nodded. It was all I could manage.

      Roo laid her hands on our father’s chest, a pulse in her neck thrumming as she closed her eyes. “Sit,” she told him.

      He obeyed.

      A moment later, he slumped to the floor, in much the same position I’d found him in less than a half hour earlier. His eyes stared wide and lifeless up at the ceiling. Roo gently closed them with her fingertips and placed a kiss on his forehead.

      Blinking back more tears, I stared at my little sister. “What now?” I asked.

      “We pack our things. We can’t stay here.”

      “Where will we go?”

      “To Aunt Meera’s house, I guess.”

      “Aunt Meera? We haven’t heard from her in years.”

      My sister nodded, loosing a slow sigh as she stared down at our father. “She’s the only family we have left.”
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      Aunt Meera was our mother’s sister.

      The last time we’d seen her had been maybe ten years ago, when I was about seven, and Roo only six. She’d dropped by unannounced for Halloween, decked out in a witch costume, complete with a pointed hat and a straw broomstick.

      Our father had not been pleased to see her, but Aunt Meera was not the type of woman who seemed to give too much a crap about what others thought of her. She’d left as swiftly as she’d come, disappearing before the sun had risen the following morning.

      I stood in our bedroom, the night still holding strong beyond the window, shoving clothes into my backpack. “We can’t be sure she’s even still at that address,” I told Roo.

      “I know, but we can’t stay here.”

      “Why not? I mean, shouldn’t we call the police or something?”

      “There’s no time.”

      “Why? Why isn’t there time?”

      “I don’t know. But Pa said we needed to run, so that’s what we’re going to do. He said we couldn’t stay here.”

      We’d tied up the two men who’d tried to abduct us, and they still hadn’t roused. With how hard Pa had hit them with the iron skillet, I didn’t dare think about whether or not they would rouse.

      “We can’t just leave,” I insisted.

      “There will be more where they came from.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Pa said.”

      I threw my hands up. My nerves were frayed to their last thread. “Right. Pa’s ghost told you. I forgot.”

      Roo finished tossing some toiletries into her backpack, zipped it up, and turned to face me. “Something is going on with us, Rey,” she said, as serious as she had been when addressing Sam Prescott earlier. “I know you don’t like to talk about it, that it makes you uncomfortable, but we can’t ignore it anymore. We need answers.”

      I swallowed. “And you think Aunt Meera has those answers?”

      “I think she’s a good place to start… Unless you have a better plan.”

      “We could question those two goons we’ve got tied up in the kitchen when they wake up,” I suggested.

      Roo’s chin raised a fraction. “They’re not going to wake up, Rey.”

      So I’d been right about how hard Pa had hit them with that skillet. My face heated as I realized that there were three dead bodies currently lying in our kitchen.

      “You ready?” Roo asked.

      “I guess. But how are we going to get to Branson?”

      “We’re gonna take Pa’s truck and you’re going to drive us, genius.”

      “We don’t have any money.”

      Roo fished in her pocket and pulled out a wad of cash.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “It’s my savings and what Pa had in his stash under the floorboard.”

      I scoffed.

      “What? It’s not like he needs it anymore.”

      I stared at my little sister, thinking that though she was the closest person in the world to me, perhaps I didn’t know her very well at all.

      “To Branson, then?”

      Roo nodded. “To Branson.”
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      Branson, Missouri.

      The small town laid about three hours to the south of the even smaller town of Peculiar. The Live Music Show Capital of the World, the place where people came for entertainment and vacation. We’d only ever been to Branson once, back before Pa started drinking heavily, and as far as childhood memories went, the trip was among the happiest I possessed.

      I tried not to think about it now as we rolled into town, about how Pa had laughed when we’d shared a dinner down at Dolly’s Farmhouse, and Roo and I had fought over the orange gum-ball that we’d bought out of the quarter machine. I’d gotten a purple gum-ball. She’d gotten the orange. We both wanted orange. By the time she agreed to trade, we were both pissed, and I had stuck the purple ball in my armpit without her noticing.

      She had not found it as funny as I had when she learned what I’d done with the purple gum-ball. The good old days. It was these types of memories that had formed such a bond between us.

      “How could I forget the armpit gum-ball?” Roo was saying. “You could be a real buttwipe sometimes.”

      I laughed, though the action felt a little forced after the long night we’d had. The sun was just beginning to rise over the horizon as we pulled onto Branson’s main strip. Lights flashed over the various restaurants, mini-golf courses, race cart tracks, and theaters. A giant Ferris wheel blinked red, green, gold, and blue as it made its lazy clockwise stroll.

      Checking the GPS on my phone, I saw that we were only ten minutes from the park where our Aunt Meera hopefully still rented a trailer. Roo and I remained mostly silent as we passed out of the main part of town, which was really just that singular strip.

      I gripped the wheel of Pa’s truck and leaned forward. “Bit sketchy, Roo,” I said

      Roo snorted. “If anyone messes with us, you can just blast them with your glow balls.”

      Though I knew she was trying to lighten the mood, I didn’t reply. I still wasn’t comfortable with the subject, let alone all the things I’d witnessed in our kitchen back in Peculiar.

      A few moments later, we turned off onto a gravel road that created a valley between two large green hills. Cows grazed on one side, horses on the other. The lack of activity in contrast to the main strip was obvious, the place hosting a silence that felt preternatural.

      Once we passed through the valley, we came upon the trailer park—which appeared exactly as one might expect. There was a dirt road leading off the gravel, and a wooden sign to the right that proclaimed the spot to be the Down Home Estates. Roo and I glanced at each other as we rolled through the trailer homes, trying not to gawk at the otherness of the place.

      We rolled by a trailer of all pink, with flowers blooming from every place on the lot, and another with multiple tire-less cars standing about, where a man in a dirty wife beater and jean overalls stood scratching his bum.

      Three more trailers down and a right turn, and we arrived at our destination. Or so the GPS claimed.

      “This it?” Roo asked.

      I shrugged. “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      We unbuckled our seatbelts and climbed out of the truck. The heat of the summer rushed in around us, making me thankful that the old Ford had working air conditioning. Approaching the trailer, I took note of the countless wind chimes hanging from the awning, the overgrown vines crawling up the sides, the strange plants placed haphazardly about.

      Roo took my hand as we knocked on the front door, breaths bated as we waited for a response.

      None came.

      We knocked again.

      Just when I thought we ought to give up and come back after having breakfast in town, the door to the trailer swung open.

      There stood Aunt Meera.

      It took a moment to recognize her, because she appeared to have aged four decades since I’d last seen her, rather than just one. Her once long, brown hair was now short and gray, her body almost frail rather than just slim. She still wore the long, flowing skirts I’d never seen her without, wrists full of silver bangles and fingers with silver rings. Bright blue glasses perched on the end of her nose, and she squinted behind them as she took us in.

      “Aunt Meera?” I asked, when it became clear she didn’t recognize us.

      The woman standing before us blinked, then blinked once more. “Rey?” she said, reaching out to touch my face, fingers pausing just short of my cheek. Those still-sharp hazel eyes flicked to my sister. “Roo?”

      I nodded, words lost to me.

      Aunt Meera’s eyes widened as she leaned out the doorway, peering around almost frantically. “Get inside,” she whispered. “Quickly.”

      Roo and I did as we were told, stepping into the living area of the trailer. It took effort not to wrinkle my nose at the strong scent of incense and various herbs. Aunt Meera shooed us toward an old floral couch pushed up against the wall, shutting the door and locking it behind us—securing the chain as well as the dead bolt and knob lock.

      Roo still held my hand, and her fingers tightened a bit around mine now.

      We sat in silence as Aunt Meera pulled the already drawn window shades closed tighter, peering out before doing so.

      Apparently appeased, she took a seat in the chair across from us. “What are you doing here?” she asked, not unkindly. “Where is your father?”

      She listened as Roo explained about how we’d found Pa in the kitchen, about the two men with the knives. She left out the parts about her bringing Pa back to life, about the beasts in the cemetery, and the glowing balls I’d shot from my hands.

      Aunt Meera’s lips pursed, gaze flicking back and forth between the two of us. “Is that all?” she asked, as if the death of our father were not enough.

      Roo, apparently, was more frazzled than I’d thought, because she snapped back. “All? He’s dead. You’re our last living family member.”

      Aunt Meera shook her head. “I mean, is that all that happened? Nothing… Out of the ordinary took place?”

      Roo squeezed my hand again. We’d come here for answers, so why did it seem so hard to spill the beans now? Why the apprehension?

      “That’s not all,” Roo said at last. “I saw Pa after he passed. I saw his…spirit.”

      Smart. Roo was smart to only dole out some information, I decided.

      Aunt Meera nodded, as if this were the answer she’d been looking for. Her eyes seemed to take on a new sparkle, a certain shine that had not been there moments before.

      “So it’s true then,” she said. “The genes did not entirely skip your generation.”

      “What genes?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know.

      “The ones inherited from your mother, and from our mother before her,” Aunt Meera answered. “The ones that made her a witch.”
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      “A witch?” I sputtered.

      Aunt Meera nodded. “Yes. We come from a long line of them.”

      “That’s not funny,” I snapped.

      “Who said I was joking?”

      “You mean, like, pagans, or something? Like we come from a long line of pagans?”

      Aunt Meera snorted. “Paganism is a religion. Witches are a race. You cannot just choose to be a witch. You have to be born with the magic in your blood.” Her gaze went to Roo and lingered there. “I always suspected it would be you… I thought maybe you both would inherit the magic, but certainly you, Roonie.”

      “Why me?”

      A hint of a smile pulled up one side of Aunt Meera’s mouth, reminding me of the woman I remembered from childhood, rather than the old crone sitting before me now. “Because even when you were very little, you exhibited the signs. I told Myra you would Manifest. And, now, here you are.”

      “Manifest?” Roo asked.

      “Manifesting is when a witch comes into her power. Most do so when they have their first period. Some Manifest later, others sooner. The earlier the Manifesting usually means the more powerful the witch, but not always. Some of the most powerful Manifest near adulthood.”

      “But Roo has always had the ability to…talk to and see spirits,” I said. “Ever since she was really little.”

      Aunt Meera smiled, showing both rows of straight white teeth. That sparkle returned to her eyes. “And you, Rey? Nothing out of the ordinary happening with you?”

      For whatever reason, I hesitated. Then, I said, “Well, I might have shot, like, glowing balls from my fingers. Once. On accident.”

      Aunt Meera’s brows rose, gaze studying me anew. “When was this?”

      “Last night. We were chased by…” It was almost too absurd to get the words out. Then again, all of this was. “By what looked like werewolves.”

      “Really? Where were you?”

      “In the Peculiar cemetery.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Hanging out with friends.”

      “And two werewolves just attacked you? Are you sure they weren’t just large dogs?”

      Roo snorted. “We saw them change. They started out as two brothers—the local losers. They became beasts right in front of us.”

      “The moon was full last night,” Aunt Meera mumbled, more to herself than to us.”

      “So we’re right?” I asked. “Those things were actually werewolves?”

      “It sounds like it. But I am surprised. Lycans are rare—most of them were killed off in the Great War many centuries ago. As far as I know there are only a handful of packs left worldwide, and only a few thousand lycans composing those packs.”

      This was a lot to absorb, but after the past twelve hours, I was trying to take things in stride. Roo looked as though she was discussing nothing more extraordinary than the weather.

      “What else is there?” she asked, as though she’d known it all along.

      Aunt Meera hinted at another smile. “Every creature you could imagine. And many that you can’t.”

      “Why were we never told about this?” I asked. “Why not prepare us instead of letting it spring on us like this?”

      Aunt Meera snorted. “Your father wouldn’t allow it.”

      “He knew?”

      Aunt Meera suppressed what I suspected might be a grimace. “Yes, he knew. He knew about your mother, and that the possibility of you two inheriting the gene was very likely.”

      “I don’t understand why he didn’t tell us,” I said.

      “I do,” Roo said quietly. “Even when I was little, he never wanted to hear about what was going on with me. He called the spirits I saw my ‘imaginary friends.’ Told me to stop talking about them, to stop making up lies.” She paused, drew a slow breath. “And all this time, he knew I wasn’t lying.”

      Aunt Meera scooted to the edge of her seat and took Roo’s hand in her own. “There was no love lost between your father and me,” she said. “But he loved you girls. Some things are just too much for non-magics to accept. And after losing your mother, he was never really the same again. He didn’t want you to be a part of the magical world, because he was afraid of losing you, too.”

      I swallowed. “Those men who came after us, they mentioned that they would be taking us to someone—to her, but they didn’t say who her was.”

      Aunt Meera shifted now, glancing around the trailer in the same almost-paranoid manner with which she’d first greeted us. “If Evelyn is after you, it’s more dire than I thought. She must have felt your recent Manifestation, Rey, meaning she’s grown more powerful than we imagined.” She stood, faster than I would’ve thought her capable. “We need to leave. Now.”

      Her urgency had Roo and me climbing to our feet, my heart kicking up in pace.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      All hell broke loose in answer.
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      The window behind me shattered, glass raining around us.

      There was a flash of light so bright it blinded, making me squeeze my eyes shut as another crash sounded. When my vision cleared, I blinked in disbelief at the woman standing beside me.

      Aunt Meera’s graying hair stood out on her head as though she’d been electrified. Violet colored sparks flew from her fingertips, flashed in the whites of her eyes. Her jaw was set, her stance somehow both defensive and defiant.

      I was so busy gawking at her that had the literal side of the trailer not been ripped off, I might have done so for eternity.

      But the literal side of the trailer did rip off—as though torn apart by the hands of God.

      “She’s here,” Aunt Meera said through gritted teeth.

      “Who?”

      To be heard over the chaos, Aunt Meera shouted back, “You have to run, girls! Get in the truck and go!” She shoved something into Roo’s hand that I was too distracted to see. “This will lead the way! I can keep her occupied for a moment, but you need to hurry!”

      Roo grabbed my hand and yanked me toward the truck, face set in determination. She pulled me out of the way just in time to avoid the swirling orb that crashed into the wall behind where I’d just been standing. The place it struck melted away as if scorched by the fires of dragons.

      “Holy sh—”

      “Move!” Aunt Meera shouted.

      Roo and I took to our heels, sprinting toward our father’s truck, which waited twenty feet away.

      We came to a skidding stop as a figure dropped down in front of us. My gaze started at her feet, which were covered by long red skirts. Then her trim torso, where snow-white hair cascaded over her shoulders. Finally, to her face—strikingly beautiful and somehow terrifying all at once.

      “Aldainaires,” she sneered.

      I found that I could not move, not to save my life. A second later I realized I couldn’t breathe, either, couldn’t make my lungs expand and fill with air, as if my entire being were trapped in an invisible vice grip. I tried to scream and could not, tried to cry out, only to hear it echo in my head.

      The white-haired beauty grinned, rose-red lips pulling up to reveal perfect teeth. The wider her grin grew, the tighter the feeling of constriction seemed to grip me. Tighter and tighter, until I was sure that my eyeballs were close to bursting from my head, until panic seized me in the same vice hold.

      I was going to die! The pain was excruciating! I tried to draw a breath and could not, tried to raise my hands and claw at the invisible, unbreakable hold on my throat, and could not.

      The world began to blur around the edges. Fading and fading, the darkness beckoning me.

      Just before it could grab hold and pull me under, a blinding spark of light struck the woman in the chest, making her stumble backward.

      Whatever had held me immobile released me in an instant, the air rushing back into my lungs, burning as oxygen surged through my veins. I bent, gasping and retching simultaneously, sucking in the sweet air like a surfacing swimmer.

      Roo yanked me away from the woman, dragging me toward the truck and shoving me into the driver’s seat.

      It seemed I’d left my brain back over by the white-haired woman, because Roo had to shout at me before I returned to my senses.

      “Drive!”

      I fumbled in my pocket for the keys, trying to focus on getting out of there rather than the absolute absurdity taking place just beyond the windshield. Roo was silent beside me as I finally got them in the ignition, and the engine roared to life.

      Shifting into reverse, I slammed my foot down on the pedal, eyes wide as saucers as I took in the scene. Aunt Meera and the white-haired woman stood off with one another, magic visible in the air around them. The sky darkened despite the fact that the morning had been cloudless only moments earlier, and my heart sank as I could sense which witch had the greater power.

      Without knowing how I was sure of it, I knew that if we left, the white-haired woman would kill our aunt.

      Our last living family member.

      All of this flew through my head in a matter of seconds—when I should have been paying attention to where I was going.

      The tailgate of the truck smacked into something solid, the sound of the thud cringe-worthy. My mind had not processed this before the truck lurched upward as the rear wheels ran over something, followed by the front wheels. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that we had hit something.

      Something big.

      And, I saw as I continued in reverse, something living.

      As the creature climbed to its feet—or claws perhaps was a more apt word—I realized that I’d seen something similar before, at the cemetery just the previous evening.

      “Lycan,” I heard Roo mumble. “You ran it over.”

      “And it didn’t frigging die,” I gritted out.

      I jerked the wheel to the side, making the truck spin until I was facing the opposite direction. A glance in my rearview was all it took for me to slam the pedal all the way to the floorboard.

      For the first time since all this madness started, I heard real fear in Roo’s voice. “It’s chasing us,” she said. “Aunt Meera…”

      “What?” I said, but I got my answer as I looked into the rearview mirror again. The white-haired woman had Aunt Meera by the throat, and it looked like… like she was sucking the literal life out of her.

      “Rey! Look out!”

      I swerved, reflexes taking hold, and just barely managed to avoid smashing into another car that was coming in the opposite direction. Gravel sprayed up from the truck’s tires, striking various objects as we flew past.

      “We should help her,” I said, feeling both foolish and helpless.

      And afraid. Mostly afraid.

      Roo slumped back in the seat beside me. “It’s too late,” she said, voice soft and dull.

      I pushed the pedal down harder as we fled, leaving yet another body in our wake.
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      We drove for a while with no apparent direction, silent save for the sound of the engine and the wheels spinning over the road.

      Roo pulled the object Aunt Meera had given her out of her pocket and studied it.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Looks like some kind of weird compass.”

      I pulled my eyes away from the road for a moment and confirmed this assessment.

      “She said it would lead us where we need to go,” Roo said.

      She tapped a finger on the face of it. There were four arrows, each pointed in a separate direction and lined up in pairs around the circular face of it. Roo snorted.

      “Let me see,” I said, holding out my hand.

      Roo passed it over, and I stole glances at it while continuing on down the highway. “Hmm,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Every arrow is pointing somewhere different. How do we know which one to follow?”

      Roo shrugged.

      Just when I was about to toss the thing back to her, the arrows started to spin. Faster and faster, it was an effort not to be hypnotized by them, to keep my attention on the road. After a moment, they stopped, all pointing in a single direction. It happened to be the direction we were going in.

      “Why’d it work for you and not for me?” Roo asked.

      “Why can you talk to dead people and I can’t?” I countered.

      She snorted. “It’s no blessing,” she mumbled.

      I studied her from the corners of my eyes. “You okay?”

      “All things considered…” She shrugged. “Are you?”

      “Too early to tell.”

      She nodded. We’d barely had time to process one thing before something else slammed into us. It all had sort of left our heads spinning.

      “Who was that woman?”

      “I don’t know,” Roo replied.

      The compass continued to guide us, the arrows swiveling when we were supposed to turn off another road, and then another. We drove for hours, exiting the state of Missouri and passing through Illinois, then into Indiana. We had to stop for gas and food, and Roo and I traded positions in the driver’s seat. Roo drove us through Ohio and into Pennsylvania.

      And, still, the compass pointed us onward.

      “We’ve never been this far from home before,” Roo commented as we passed over the Ohio/Pennsylvania border.

      “Maybe we’ll get to see the ocean for the first time.”

      Roo almost smiled at that. I scooted a little closer to her in the truck’s single front seat, resting my head on her shoulder as she guided us down the highway.

      “Just so you know,” I said, “home for me is wherever you are.”

      Now she did smile, but there was sadness behind it. “Right back at ya, big sis.”

      We drove further still, passing into New Jersey. I was just beginning to think that the stupid compass was leading us nowhere when we pulled off onto a back road that led into a forest of towering pines.

      I was once again in the driver seat, and I hesitated as I pulled the truck onto a dirt road leading deeper into the trees. We’d left the main highway and civilization behind maybe half an hour ago, passing fields of blueberries and the occasional farmhouse, but the dirt road would surely only take us further away from signs of human life.

      “I feel like this is how so many horror movies start,” I told Roo as I gripped the wheel. “Are we sure we want to do this? I mean, we’re following arrows on a compass that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Of course we’re not sure,” Roo replied. “But can you really ever be sure of anything?”

      Roo scooted closer to me as I drove us forward. The trees stretched on endlessly. Night was beginning to fall.

      “Maybe we should have waited until morning,” I said.

      Roo leaned forward, peering through the windshield. “Well, we’ve come this far… And it looks like we’re here, anyway.”

      I applied the brakes as we came to a large stone wall and a tall iron gate. “Wherever ‘here’ is,” I mumbled.

      It didn’t help that at that moment a flash of lightning lit up the sky, casting into view the top of the massive structure peeking out from behind the wall for the briefest of moments. There were two torches mounted to either side of the gate, but other than that, the forest made the night dark as pitch.

      “Maybe we should go back,” I said.

      Roo gripped my hand. “Rey,” she said, in a manner that forced me to look over at her. “I don’t know what’s gonna happen next, what we’re walking into, but I’m gonna need you to hold it together, to be brave.”

      “Are you saying I’m not normally brave?”

      Roo just looked at me.

      I snorted, pursing my lips. “Alright. I’ll do the best I can.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      “So... Is there, like, a doorbell or something we should ring?”

      Roo nodded toward the gates. “Looks like they already know we’re here.”

      I swallowed, making myself sit up straight in my seat when a tall, muscular male approached the driver’s side window and rapped on it with his knuckles.

      “I think he wants you to roll it down, Rey,” Roo said.

      “Oh, right.” I fumbled with the lever, cranking it so that the window would lower. That’s when I got a look at his face for the first time.

      If I’d thought Samuel Prescott was handsome, I clearly had a very narrow understanding of the world of beautiful men. Whoever this male was made Sam look like the off-brand version, like the generic reproduction. With thick, dark hair that was cut short on the sides and much longer on top with braids that fell down his back, and striking blue eyes that contrasted with his light brown skin, it was an effort not to stare.

      On top of that, whereas Sam Prescott still had the body of an almost-man, this male was built like a Roman god, with arms the size of my legs, and an actual bow and arrow strapped around his shoulders.

      “Well hello there,” I said, because I’m smooth as butter.

      The male stared at me, his eyes flicking over to Roo and back again. I lifted my chin and forced myself to hold his gaze, which was as intense as one might expect from some admittedly hot weirdo living in a secret castle in the woods.

      “Nice bow,” I added, when it became clear that he was not going to say anything.

      Roo giggled under her breath beside me.

      “Who are you?” he asked, voice a deep rumble.

      “My name is Rey. This is Roo.” I fished for the compass thing and held it up. “This led us here.”

      The man held out his hand. I passed the compass to him.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked, beautiful eyes narrowing.

      “Our aunt gave it to us. Her name was Meera.”

      “Meera? Meera Aldainaire ?”

      “You knew her?”

      “What do you mean her name ‘was’?” he countered.

      “She…moved on,” Roo answered.

      He leaned into the window to get a better look at her, making me lean back with his proximity. The scent of him hit me—salt water and pine. I found I was holding my breath, and forced myself to relax.

      “You’re her nieces?”

      “That’s generally the relationship when someone’s an aunt,” Roo replied.

      I shot her a quick look. This dude did not look like someone who we should poke at. If Roo noticed, she ignored me.

      The man was silent again as he studied us.

      “So…you gonna let us in?” I asked.

      He took a step back from the truck. “If you are who you say you are, the gates will open for you.”

      “Oh…Okay, thanks,” I said, and manually rolled up the window while he continued staring at us.

      “He’s hot,” Roo commented.

      “Sure,” I said, “if you like the whole I’ll-kill-you-with-my-death-stare thing.”

      My grip tightened on the steering wheel.

      “You’re stalling,” Roo said.

      “I’m nervous. I don’t know why, but I am.”

      Roo nodded. “Me too… This feels… big somehow.”

      “I mean, what does it mean if the gates don’t open?”

      Roo shifted closer to me on the seat. “I think the better question is, what does it mean if they do?”

      I took her hand into my free one, and slowly pushed down on the gas pedal, moving the truck forward.

      And just before we could hit them, the black iron gates swung open.
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      My jaw hung open.

      So did Roo’s. It was the only reaction that was appropriate.

      I’d never seen anything like the structure looming before us now, never could have even imagined it.

      The night sky flashed again and again with lightning, the air palpable with electricity. The clouds hung low, pregnant and poised to deliver any moment. Directly ahead of us, set on a hill of thick green grass, gray stone rose into those clouds, spires and turrets obscured by the bated storm.

      The walls of the castle-like building seemed to stretch forever in either direction, and as I struggled to take it all in, I saw that the grounds were sprawling. Though the building before us was the most impressive, several other structures were scattered about, these more modern-looking, with brick facades and too many windows to count. These buildings were connected to the main one by paved paths that wound around gardens and fountains. Pine trees towered as high as the spires and turrets, casting shadows in the places that the torch-like lamps did not reach.

      The lamps were green and ornate. Inside their casings, emerald flames flickered, providing an otherworldly glow to the place. The wall that had blocked all of this from view stood twenty feet high, and as far as I could tell, surrounded the entire grounds. The tall pines of the forest we’d driven through to get here peeked out beyond, like ancient sentries guarding an even older secret.

      Our truck made it all of thirty feet down the wide path before men much like the one who had greeted us at the gate surrounded the vehicle. Each of them looked about as amiable as he had as well, and they all carried various weapons.

      “No guns, though,” Roo noted, confirming that her thoughts followed the same path as had mine. This was not unusual for us. I often thought that Roo and I shared a brain.

      “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore, Toto,”’ I said.

      “Exit the vehicle,” one of the men said, rapping on the window the same way Mr. Hot n’ Rude back at the gate had done. Was there some kind of How to be a Buttwipe training they’d all attended?

      Roo and I didn’t see much choice other than to do what we were told. We both climbed out of the driver’s side and stood together. My hands clenched into fists as I did my best to show no fear. Roo didn’t seem to have to give it much effort.

      “Who are you?” asked a man with long blonde hair that was wildly unkept and a thick, wiry beard.

      “Who are you?” Roo asked, taking obvious stock of the man. “Vikings?”

      Now it was my turn to stifle a giggle. The man who’d addressed us didn’t seem to think it was as funny, but I noticed a couple of the others smirk.

      I went through the same song and dance as we had with the one at the gate—showing them the compass, explaining who our aunt was, who we were.

      “Meera is dead?” asked one of them. This one was female, though no less imposing than the others.

      I nodded.

      “How?” the woman asked.

      I might not have answered, but there was some note in her voice that made me come forth with the information. I explained about the woman with the white hair.

      There were sharp inhalations, loaded glances, and then, silence.

      I shifted closer to Roo, though I wasn’t sure what I expected to be able to do if this group attacked. Just the female alone looked like she could chew us up and spit us out.

      “By the Goddess,” someone gasped.

      Roo and I turned toward the person who’d spoken, and were enveloped in a warm embrace. When the woman pulled back, I thought she looked familiar, but couldn’t place how.

      “Reini and Roonie Aldainaire,” she said. “Welcome home. Welcome to the Academy of Witchcraft.”
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      The Academy of Witchcraft.

      It seemed the absurdities would never end. How had my life turned into a ridiculous version of Harry Potter fanfic? I half expected Voldemort to jump out from around a corner and yell horcrux!

      I kept these thoughts to myself as we were led inside the castle-like building. One of the guards took the truck keys from us and promised to take care of the vehicle. As I watched our only mode of transportation roll away, I felt as though we’d crossed over a bridge that was now burning behind us. If we were going to turn back, the time to do that had passed.

      “You must be hungry,” said the woman who’d hugged us as if she’d known us a lifetime. “Come with me to the dining hall, and we’ll see that you’re fed.”

      I stared in wonder at the foyer of the building. A chandelier hung in the center, not connected to the ceiling by anything that I could see, but suspended in midair nonetheless. Massive staircases led off in every direction, the ceiling so high that I had to crane my neck back to get a look at the detailed mural spanning the surface of it.

      More torches bearing emerald flames were affixed to the walls, casting unearthly light all around. A few people wandered by, these ones much younger than those who’d greeted us thus far, and all were wearing the same green collared shirts and black slacks.

      “My name is Talia Talisworth,” the woman said. “I am the headmistress here at the Academy.”

      She led us into the dining hall, which was a long, high-ceiling room with walls composed of the same gray stone that made up the outside. The roof was arched and vaulted. More emerald-flamed torches adorned the walls, and along the sides of the room, a buffet of various foods was set up.

      My stomach growled just looking at it.

      “The dining hall is always stocked with food, so feel free to visit between classes if you get hungry. Regular dining hours are seven a.m. for breakfast, noon for lunch, and six for dinner. Nine p.m. is curfew, however, and students are required to return to their dormitories before that time.”

      I checked my watch and saw that it was nearly eight-thirty. The headmistress waved a hand. “I think tonight we can make an exception. You need to eat, and while you do, we’ll have a discussion. I would wager you both are brimming with questions.”

      Roo nodded as she grabbed a plate from the stack at the end of the buffet line. “We’ve got a few, yes.”

      “Good. Grab whatever food you like and find a seat. I have something to attend to, but I’ll return shortly.”

      Roo and I filled our plates as the headmistress breezed out of the hall, her long, green skirt flowing behind her. She had a youthful quality to her movement, despite her gray hair that was tied back in a severe bun, and the cat-rimmed glasses perched on the end of her sharp nose.

      We found a seat at one of the long tables and began to dig in, eating like the orphans we now were. As this thought occurred to me, the gravity of all that had happened in the last few days began to set in.

      Roo must’ve seen it on my face. “It’s okay,” she said. “Everything is going to be okay... We have each other. We will always have each other.”

      I nodded. “You’re taking all of this really well. I—,” I had to swallow before I could continue. “I still can’t believe Pa is gone.”

      Roo put her fork down for a moment and took my hand. “He’s not gone, Rey. No one is ever really gone. There are whole worlds beyond this one.”

      “Roonie is right,” said the headmistress, appearing behind us as if from thin air.

      Sheesh, the woman moved as silently as a cat. She claimed a seat across from us on the other side of the table, adjusting her skirts over her legs as she did so.

      “There are indeed worlds beyond the one you know. In fact, you probably feel as though you just stepped into one, and you would not be entirely wrong on that account. But, rest assured, if you were not meant to be here, the iron gates would not have opened for you.”

      “What does it mean,” I asked, “that they did open for us?”

      “That you’re of magical blood, of course. You’re witches. The wards around the Academy do not permit anyone other than those of magical blood, and also only those who are on the side of the Light.”

      “The side of the Light?”

      Headmistress Talia’s eyes darkened behind the lenses of her glasses. “Not all magic is good magic. Some of it is dark, and once the Darkness takes hold, there is no escaping it.”

      My mind flashed back to the woman with the white hair, and I fought to suppress a shiver. “Are witches born dark?” I asked. “Or is it a choice?”

      “Well, there is a question that philosophers have been asking for ages.” The headmistress sighed and folded her hands atop the table. “I suspect it is a little bit of both. Nature and nurture, if you will.”

      “The woman with the white hair,” Roo said, echoing my thoughts.”

      Again, the headmistress’s expression darkened. “Evelyn Blackshadow, or as she likes to call herself nowadays, Mother Eve.”

      “Who is she? Why was she after us?” Roo asked.

      Headmistress Talia’s brow furrowed, sharp eyes flicking between the two of us. “You don’t know anything about who you are, do you?”

      “After the last few days,” I said, “I’m not so sure we know anything about anything.”

      The headmistress blew out a slow breath. “All right. You eat, then, and I’ll talk. It might be a little overwhelming, and I apologize for that, but if you really don’t know anything about all of this, I don’t really see any way to avoid it.”

      “At this point,” I said, “I don’t see how anything else could surprise us.”

      “I would disagree, princess,” the headmistress responded. “I would very much disagree.”
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      Princess.

      Of all the things that had happened, this was perhaps the hardest to believe.

      I was not a princess, and neither was Roo. We were just two girls from the middle of nowhere, two normal teenagers whose biggest worries were getting pimples on prom night and studying for exams.

      We were not princesses in an ancient line of royal witches that supposedly stretched all the way back to the Goddess herself. We didn’t even know who the Goddess was, so how could we be these princesses?

      The thing was, according to Headmistress Talia, that was exactly who we were.

      “The Academy trains witches from the age of five, all the way to the age of twenty five,” the Headmistress was saying. “Our students learn everything from the histories of the magical realm to advanced mathematics. Your classes will begin tomorrow. I know that’s rather abrupt, all things considered, but you’ve both got quite a bit of catching up to do.”

      “So we’re going to stay here?” I asked.

      “Do you have somewhere else to go?”

      Roo and I glanced at each other as a pang of hurt struck my heart. I shook my head. Orphans. We were orphans. So, no, we did not have somewhere else to go.

      Headmistress Talia’s face softened. “You are home now, girls, and you’re not alone. Many of the witches that come to the Academy do so without family, and they find a family here. This is where you belong, where you have always belonged.”

      “Thank you,” I said, the words sticking in my throat a little.

      “Why now?” Roo asked. “If everything you’ve told us is true, why wait until now to tell us? Why leave us unprepared? None of this makes sense.”

      Headmistress Talia nodded. “It was not my place to tell you, Roonie. When you were born, Myra made the decision to keep you from our world, and after her death, your father certainly was inclined to agree.”

      “Why?” Roo pressed. “Why was he inclined to agree?”

      “Your position, though enviable to some, is a precarious one,” said the headmistress. “There are those who would seek to turn you toward the Darkness, and even those who would seek to see you eliminated.”

      “Eliminated?” I scoffed. “We’re not even old enough to vote!”

      “Powerful magic flows through your blood, princess. Through both of yours. And wherever there is power, there are inevitably those who would like to claim that power for themselves, or to snuff it out if it represents too big a threat.”

      “This is absurd,” I said. “Doesn’t everyone in this place have magic in their blood?”

      One side of Headmistress Talia’s thin mouth pulled up in a smirk. “Like most things in life, magic runs on a spectrum. Yes, everyone at the Academy is of magical descent, but most have barely a flicker of power. Others have a moderate amount. Less than a handful have considerable power, and that includes the both of you.”

      “Why are you so sure we have this kind of power?” Roo asked.

      “I can sense it in you for one thing,” said the Headmistress. “But on top of that, your mother was one of the most Blessed witches I ever met, and so was her sister, your Aunt Meera—Goddess Bless their souls.” She made a sign in the air with her fingers that I didn’t recognize, closing her eyes briefly before regarding us once more.

      “If she was so powerful, why was Evelyn able to defeat her so easily?” Roo said. “We were there. We saw the two of them fight. The white haired witch’s power dwarfed our aunt’s.”

      “There are three royal bloodlines. One of which leads back to the Goddess—that one is yours, the Aldainaire line. Another can be traced back to the Mother Angel—the Talisworth line. And a third, which boasts the descendants of the Mother Demon.”

      “Let me guess,” Roo said, “this Evelyn chick has the blood of the Mother Demon.”

      “Indeed,” Head Mistress Talia confirmed. She sighed and smoothed a hand down her skirts as she stood. “And, that, I believe is quite enough for this evening. Come, I’ll show you to your room. You’ll need your rest. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.”
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      Though I was still bursting with questions, I really was exhausted, so I didn’t argue when the Headmistress insisted on seeing us to our room.

      As we passed through the halls, I was too tired to take note of the various wonders that abounded, but tried to note which turns we took, where the exits were. One never knew when a quick escape might be necessary.

      Even our room was interesting. With a high, beamed ceiling and arched windows of stained glass, it had an almost sacred feel to it. There were two empty twin beds with two trunks at the ends of them, and atop those trunks, the green and black uniforms of the Academy lie folded neatly. It came complete with a full bathroom as well.

      And a third person, already asleep in a third bed pushed against the far wall. Roo and I raised an eyebrow at this last fact, but decided to hold off on any comment until later.

      After we both washed up and put on the comfortable green sweatpants and t-shirts that were folded within the trunks, we crawled into bed and lay in silence for a while.

      I was just beginning to fall asleep when Roo whispered in the darkness.

      “We’ll trust no one but one another,” my little sister said, and fell into a slumber before I could think of a way to respond.
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      As I peeled my eyes open, I was greeted with the grinning face of a stranger.

      The sight jolted me, and I shot upright, swiping at my eyes to clear my sleepy vision.

      “Hi!” said the stranger, a girl who was probably a little younger than Roo.

      “Um, hello,” I said.

      “Rey likes personal space, Genie,” Roo said gently from the other side of the room.

      “Oh!” said the girl. “I’m sorry!” She moved back from my bed a few paces. “I’m just excited to get new roommates. My last ones were…not very nice.”

      I pushed the covers back, seeing that both Roo and Genie were already dressed. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “You looked exhausted,” Roo said. “And you still have twenty minutes before breakfast starts. Genie is going to show us how to get to our classes after.”

      Genie balanced on the balls of her feet, and I got the impression that she was the type of person who was always brimming with energy. “I have your schedules, too,” Genie said. “I’m supposed to help you with your studies if you need it, so we’ll be spending a lot of time together.”

      I offered her a smile before shuffling into the bathroom and taking care of business. When I emerged, they were ready to go.

      Genie nodded toward a stack of books and a canvas bag. “Those are for you, too. Unfortunately, you’ll need all of them.”

      “Awesome,” I said, shoving the books into the bag and hefting it onto my shoulder. Apparently, even being a princess witch couldn’t get a girl out of schoolwork.

      I studied my schedule as I followed Genie, comparing it to Roo’s. “Physical Defense,” I read. “Histories of the Magical Realms, Brews and Boils, Lunch, Spell-casting, and Currency/Reading.” I blinked at the schedule and looked up at Genie. “What’s Currency slash Reading?”

      Genie laughed. “It’s funny that that’s the one you ask about, since that’s the closest to a Normie subject on that list.”

      “Normie?” Roo asked.

      Genie pushed her glasses up her nose. “Normal people. Non-magic users. And Currency and Reading are just what they sound like. Currency handles useful mathematics and how to handle money, and reading is just—well, reading. They put them both into one course, making it quantitative and reading and writing intensive. A lot of people struggle with that one, but I’m here to help if you need me.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled. “Looking over Roo’s schedule. “We have Physical Defense at the same time, but that’s it. Lunch, I guess. We’ll see each other at lunch and dinner.”

      “Well, you’re on different levels. Roonie is a silver level, and you are gold, because of your ages.” She pointed at our shirts, and I saw that the insignia over my right breast—a raven in flight backed by a triangle—had gold stitching, whereas Roo’s was silver.

      “Silver and gold?”

      “I believe in Normie school it’s called sophomore and junior?”

      We were entering the dining hall now, and even though I’d just been there the night before, I almost paused in my tracks. The hall was packed with students, all wearing the green shirts and black slacks, raven insignias over their chests. A few turned and looked at us as we entered, and I felt my cheeks heating as the gawkers leaned together and began whispering.

      There had to be several hundred students in here, and with each group we passed, more and more would lower their voices, eyes following our movements. If Roo and Genie noticed, neither of them let on. I lifted my chin a fraction and tried to look as chill as I could, but I got the feeling we were the talk of the Academy.

      In the buffet line, as we grabbed our plates and awaited our turns to fill them, Genie confirmed this. “Everyone is talking about the two princesses who’ve joined the Academy,” she said. “It’s not often we get new students. Most of us have spent the majority of our lives here; we’ve grown up together. And it’s even less frequent that we get royalty.”

      At this last word, the people in line glanced at us, and my cheeks heated again. “Let’s, uh, let’s not speak that word too loudly, please,” I said.

      “My bad,” Genie said, piling fresh fruit and warm waffles onto her plate as Roo and I opted for the pancakes and bacon. “It’s just so exciting. If I were a p—,” she paused and lowered her voice. “Princess,” she continued in a whisper, “I’d wear a dang crown every where I went.”

      We finished gathering our food and followed Genie over to one of the long tables, claiming a seat across from her. Several faces turned our way as we did so. Genie commenced introductions.

      “This is Hilda Heckleburg,” Genie said, gesturing to a girl with a mousy face, wide shoulders, and a mouth that seemed permanently set in a shy sort of grimace. “She is the best brewer you’ll ever meet. And this is Candice Potts. We call her Candy for short. Candy knows the histories of the magical realms like the back of her hand.”

      Candy, much like Hilda, was quiet and unassuming. Candy had a head of wildly curly hair and eyes that were a little too big in proportion to the rest of her features.

      Next was Indi Bruce, who was very pretty, with dark, almond-shaped eyes and long black hair, but who seemed wholly unaware of her beauty. She sat with her shoulders drawn inward, as if trying to make herself smaller, less noticeable. According to Genie, Indi was the resident expert on spell casting. All of them were gold levels, like me.

      In short, Genie’s little friend group were not the cool kids—they were the nerds. I felt right at home beside them. Well, as “at home” as a girl could feel when dropped into an Academy of Witchcraft she’d never known existed.

      “Ladies,” Genie said, “I present to you Reini and Roonie.”

      “It’s just Rey,” I said.

      “And Roo,” Roo added.

      “Are you the Heiresses of the Goddess we keep hearing so much about?” Indi asked.

      Roo and I glanced at each other.

      “They are,” Genie answered. “The Aldainaire princesses. And they’re my roommates!”

      I shoved some food in my mouth and attempted a smile around it. Word spread fast around here, as if rumor had been flying while we’d slept. From the glances we kept receiving, I deduced that this wasn’t too far from the truth.

      “If you need help with anything,” Candy said shyly, “you can come to any of us. We’re happy to help.”

      “We appreciate that,” Roo said around a mouthful of bacon.

      “And don’t worry,” added Hilda. “I’m sure you’ll catch on really quickly.”
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      I panted, my throat burning, lungs aching.

      This wasn’t Physical Defense. This was physical torture.

      In typical fashion, Roo raced right by me on the track, lapping me and barely out of breath. I scowled at her as she tossed me a smile and continued on.

      “Pick up the pace, Reini!” commanded a deep voice that I was already starting to hate, despite having heard it for the first time less than half a day ago. “Your little sister just lapped you!”

      “Really?” I said, between panting breaths, slowing my pace a little more just to spite him. “Because I wasn’t sure when she went running right past me that that’s what happened.”

      “Less talking, more running,” he growled.

      “He” was Erasmus Edair, the dark-haired, blue eyed male who’d first approached us at the Academy’s gate the previous night. Though he could not have been more than two or three years older than me, he was one of the Physical Defense trainers at the school, and to catch me up in training, he’d been assigned to me solely for morning trainings.

      Apparently, running was somehow an essential part of that training.

      Of course, Roo had gotten her own trainer as well, but while Erasmus—Raz for short—was dreadfully serious and broody, Abran Daan was soft-spoken and zen. With deep brown eyes and sandy blond hair cut close to his head, he was about as opposite as one could get to Raz.

      Finally, by the grace of the Goddess, I finished my final lap and joined Roo, Raz, and Abe where they were stretching at the far end of the track.

      “Took you long enough,” Roo joked, and trotted off for some strength training with Abe while Raz strolled over to me with obvious disappointment on his features.

      “What?” I snapped when he just kept looking at me.

      “You’re slow,” he responded.

      I swiped some sweat from my forehead with my sleeve. “And you’re rude.”

      “You need to be able to run,” he said, sapphire eyes taking me in from head-to-toe and returning to my gaze, clearly not impressed.

      “I just did run. Two whole miles.”

      Raz turned on his heels and began striding away. “Let’s go,” he said. “You took longer than I expected, so now we’ll need to hurry with the rest of the training.”

      My mouth twisted into a sneer at his stupidly muscular back, but I followed after, mainly because I didn’t know what else to do.

      Spring was heading toward a close, and the sun was out in full force this morning. If I’d thought the Academy grounds were impressive at night, they were downright awe-inspiring during the day. The spires, turrets, and gray stone of the massive main building pierced at the cornflower blue sky, a few wispy clouds drifting among them. There were six dormitories—all brick buildings that were divided by both gender and age, and an infirmary, with paved paths winding between them. The smell of pine owned the place, smaller conifers on the inside of the massive wall surrounding the grounds, their larger brethren standing sentry beyond.

      I tipped my face back to absorb some vitamin D, thinking I might not die after all as my breathing leveled out.

      “Hurry up,” Raz snapped. And then literally snapped his fingers.

      Uncharacteristically, I found myself marching up to him, putting us chest-to-chest. “I will respond much better if you stop being so damn rude,” I told him. “I don’t know who skinned your cat, buddy, but it wasn’t me, so lay off.”

      I imagined I looked pretty ridiculous considering our difference in size, having to tilt my head all the way back to look at him. But I folded my arms over my chest and set my jaw. Normally, I let things slide, unless they were directed at my sister, but I was a little on edge after everything that had happened.

      Roo glanced over from where she was doing squats and lunges with Abe, but if Raz was affected at all by my stance, he didn’t show it.

      “Thirty burpees,” he said. “Thirty squats. Thirty mountain climbers. Thirty push-ups, and another lap. Ten sets of those and you can be done this morning, princess.”

      It was all I could do to keep my jaw from dropping. Was this guy serious? What the heck was I training for, the bloody Olympics?

      I was an instant from protesting it when I caught the smug gleam in his blue eyes, the challenging tilt to his stupid head. He didn’t think I could do it, didn’t think I was capable.

      To be honest, I wasn’t sure I was capable my dang self.

      But by the Goddess everyone kept mentioning, I was going to try.

      If only to prove Erasmus Edair wrong.
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      I did it.

      But I did almost die, too.

      After finishing the last and final set, I straightened my back and tried to act like I wasn’t dizzy and regretting that extra helping of pancakes and bacon, and strode over to Raz with a smug look of my own.

      “Same time tomorrow,” he said, and turned away before I could catch my breath.

      I watched the long, dark braids that swayed over his massive shoulders, the bow and arrows ever perched between them, and got the urge to blow a raspberry at him, but refrained.

      “Good job, Roo,” Abe was saying. “You’re a natural athlete.”

      Roo thanked her trainer and joined me a moment later. “Not so bad,” she said, then took a look at me and burst into laughter.

      “It’s not funny,” I said. “I could’ve died. That was more physical exercise than I do in a year! In ten years!”

      “You sure you’re a princess and not a drama queen?” Roo joked, and though I was still pissed at Mr. Righteous, it was good to see her really smile. She’d been off since our father’s passing, and though she wouldn’t admit it, I knew it was all affecting her as much as it was me. Maybe more.

      The good thing, though, was that our schedules for the day were full, and that meant we had little time to stew over the dramatic turns our lives had taken as of late. We had time for five-minute showers in the locker rooms near the track before we had to go to the next class.

      My next class was Histories of the Magical Realms, and it was much more interesting than I’d expected, along with the fact that it gave me a chance to rest after the morning’s grueling workout. Our teacher, Professor Hinkle, was a large man with a handlebar mustache and a penchant for storytelling. He acted out the events he was recalling, dropping names and dates and other facts as though he had an inexhaustible store of them.

      Professor Hinkle hopped onto one foot, his large arms wind-milling dramatically. “That was when Broodus Bramie lost his leg to the beast!” he exclaimed. “But Broodus’s Firedrake was there to keep him from losing his life, and the two Drakes locked into a battle that would destroy half of the Silver City before all was said and done. The entire castle was reduced to charred rubble. Thousands of people were killed, burned to ashes that filled the air like a fresh snow. The first Great War followed on the heels of this event, an inevitable outcome after the carnage.”

      After the Histories of the Magical Realms, I found my way to Brews and Boils with the help of a couple students who were kind enough to point me in the right direction. As I was walking into the classroom, someone bumped my shoulder, making me spill the books out of my arms.

      “Watch it,” snapped a girl who probably doubled me in size. She slipped into the classroom I was entering with a sneer and claimed a seat at the back.

      I stooped to pick up the books, swallowing back curses. Most of the students had already arrived, and now sat watching the new girl as I scrambled to gather the books and find a seat of my own.

      The room was a sight in itself. Black tables that sat two were aligned facing a chalkboard and a larger black table, where all manner of item dwelled. Shelves and shelves of ingredients I couldn’t identify lined the walls, jars and vials marked with labels that ranged from harmless-looking to assumedly deadly. From the low ceiling, various herbs and plants were strung, dried out and waiting to be used in Goddess knew what kind of brew or boil.

      There was a heavy smell to the place, but not a single scent that could be plucked from the symphony of the many. Lamps hung above each table, a chain dangling from them, but other than that, the only light was provided by the green-flamed torches affixed to the stone walls, casting strange shadows around the room.

      The only seat left, of course, was right up front, at a table with Candy. Her curly hair stood out like a cloud atop her head, her eyes as round as disks, like a doe caught in headlights.

      “Hey,” I said as I took a seat and dropped my books on the table.

      “How was history?” Candy asked.

      I remembered that during Genie’s introduction of Candy this morning at breakfast, Genie had said that Candy knew the histories of the magical realms like the back of her hand. “It was good,” I said. “Surprisingly interesting, actually.”

      Candy’s eyes lit up, almost sparkling. “Oh, yes, the histories are endlessly interesting. What were you discussing?”

      “The Battle of Broodus Bramie and Calvin the Crusader.”

      Candy’s curls bounced as she nodded. “That’s one of my favorites. It was a turning point, one of the final events that led to the first Great War.”

      I nodded, impressed. “That’s what Professor Hinkle said.”

      We stopped talking as the Professor entered the room, sweeping in with the flowing skirts that I was beginning to associate with the older witches. Professor Lu was a small woman of Asian descent, with straight black hair cut short around her chin. Her skirts and hooded cloak nearly swallowed her up, making her almost seem like she was floating as she took a spot before the black table at the front of the room.

      “Good morning, students,” she said in a voice so soft I had to strain to hear her, even in the front row. “Oh, we have a new addition this morning. Welcome to the Academy, Miss Aldainaire.”

      I didn’t correct her and say that my last name was actually Twitch, after my father.

      “Don’t you mean ‘your highness?’” grumbled a voice from the back.

      I turned in my seat and saw that it was the same broad-shouldered girl who’d shoved me on the way into class a few moments ago.

      There were a few snickers at this comment, but Professor Lu ignored them along with the rude girl’s outburst. “If you need help with anything, be sure to let me know,” Prof. Lu told me.

      I nodded, willing my cheeks not to heat, so as not to give whatever-her-name-was the satisfaction. Beside me, Candy sunk a little lower in her seat, cheeks aflame.

      Despite her reticence, Candy turned out to be a pretty good brewer. She knew all the ingredients and how to add them, showing me with patience that stupid-head Erasmus Edair could use a good dose of. The brew we were to make was a relatively simple one, she explained, though to me, it seemed like learning how to cook all over again.

      “Finally, we add just a pinch of Wolfsbane…” Candy said. She handed me the purple and green plant. “Why don’t you put it in? Then we’ll stir it over the flame for a bit, and we should be good to go.”

      Pinching the plant between my fingers, my hand hovered over the caldron as I stared into the swirling brew.

      “Conivus lacinto infuso,” Candy said as I dropped the Wolfsbane in, heads close together as we leaned over the caldron to assess our work.

      And were nearly thrown across the room as the brew all but exploded.

      The simmering liquid splashed outward in a geyser of purple-green brew, hot enough to scald. I threw my hands up, a cool tingling rushing through my forearms as my feet lifted off the floor, squeezing my eyes shut as I waited a split second to make impact upon landing.

      My back struck the table behind me, right at my tailbone, sending a shock of pain all the way up my spine. My head spun for a moment before I was able to process what had happened, my hands still held up and out in front of me, as if my fingers could keep the hot liquid from splashing all over me.

      As I fell in a heap on the floor, I realized belatedly that the burning brew had not reached me.

      In fact, as I blinked in disbelief, I saw that the brew was hanging in the air, as if it had splashed against an invisible wall. Steam rose off the invisible wall, confirming the heat of the brew.

      Around me, the class was utterly silent.

      I dropped my hands—and the invisible wall dropped along with them, the suspended brew splattering over the floor. Realizing I was just lying there like a weirdo, I climbed to my feet, ignoring the aching of my back, and helped Candy climb to hers as well.

      Professor Lu floated over, her mouth pinched tight. “What did you put in there?” she asked.

      “We followed the instructions exactly,” Candy said.

      “If you’d followed the instructions exactly it would not have exploded.”

      Candy’s lip quivered, her face going red as an apple.

      “Then someone must’ve added something to it when we weren’t looking,” I said.

      Professor Lu’s eyes locked on me. Though she was not a large woman, there was something quietly intimidating about her. “That’s quite an accusation, Miss Aldainaire. That brew could’ve burned you very badly. It would have, if not for that defensive shield you threw up.”

      Defensive shield? I hadn’t done anything but put up my hands—Had I? The cool tingling I’d felt… Could that have been magic rushing through me?

      Goddess, I knew nothing about any of this. I was in way over my head.

      For a moment, the Professor said nothing, only ran her gaze over the class, then surveyed the mess on the floor of her classroom. She flicked her wrist, and the door at the back of the room swung open, revealing a storage closet. She nodded her head toward it.

      “There’s a mop and bucket inside, ladies,” Professor Lu said. “Better clean that up before someone gets hurt.”

      There were a few snickers in the back of the class, and I didn’t have to look to know that the large girl who’d shoved me earlier was among the chortlers. I retrieved the mop while Candy grabbed the bucket.

      As I sopped up the mess, I went over it again in my head, confirming that Candy and I had indeed followed the instructions and ingredient list exactly. Which could only mean that someone had indeed slipped something into the brew when we hadn’t been paying attention.

      But why would someone want to hurt us? From what I’d seen from Candy, the girl would sooner sprout wings and fly off into the sunset than do something that could garner such backlash, and I’d just gotten here. Was it possible that I’d pissed someone off already?

      If so, who?

      I glanced up from my work to see the chick who’d pushed me looking back at me with a smug smirk on her lips.

      Well, I knew who my main suspect was.
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      Lunch followed the brewing fiasco, and I was starving by the time I made it to the dining hall.

      The place was even busier than before, buzzing with conversation and activity. Grabbing a tray, I chose a cheeseburger, fries, and a large slice of pizza before making my way to the same table I’d sat at this morning during breakfast. Roo was already there, and I felt better just seeing her. A familiar face in the midst of this totally foreign experience was heartening.

      “Hey,” Roo said as I slid into place beside her. She glanced down at my tray. “Hungry much?”

      I eyed the salad and wheat bread sandwich on her tray and rolled my eyes. “If Raz the Spaz insists on making me train like a beast, I’m gonna need to eat like one.” I shoved the pizza into my mouth along with a handful of fries.

      “Raz the Spaz?” Genie said, tilting her head in confusion before her eyes lit up with understanding. “You got Erasmus Edair as your Physical Defense trainer?”

      I snorted around a mouthful. “Lucky me, right?”

      “Um, yeah,” Genie said. “I’m pretty sure Raz is the finest man ever invented.”

      “More like the rudest. Carrying that stupid bow around like he’s on a perpetual hunting trip or something.”

      This earned a giggle from Genie, Hilda, and Indi, but Candy shook her head. “That bow is legendary,” she said. “It’s not just a normal weapon. It was made from the trees of the Fae Forest, given to Erasmus’s family centuries ago, when an alliance was formed between the magic users and the fae to be wielded in the first Great War.”

      Genie rolled her eyes. “True, but Rey has a point that Raz doesn’t have to act like he has one of those arrows stuck up his butt.”

      I smiled at Genie, deciding that I might like the girl after all.

      “Why do we need a Physical Defense course, anyway?” Roo asked. “I mean, I’m not complaining because I really like exercise, but don’t we have magic to help defend us?”

      Genie nodded. “Yes, we do, though most of us don’t have as much as you two,” she said, nodding at Roo and me. “But the Academy likes to teach us both how to wield the magic and how to live without it. Too many witches in the past made the mistake of relying too heavily on their magic. If something happens, not knowing how to survive without it can be detrimental, even deadly.”

      “Something like what?” I asked.

      “Like a draining,” Indi said, the dark-haired beauty speaking for the first time since I’d met her. Her voice had a slight accent to it that was unlike any I’d ever heard before.

      “It’s when a witch is drained of her magic,” Candy supplied.

      “That sounds…not fun,” I said.

      The group fell silent for a few minutes as we ate, the subject obviously taboo.

      “Speaking of powerful magic,” Candy said, “you guys should’ve seen the defensive shield Rey cast today in Brews! It was pretty awesome.”

      All eyes swung to me. I shrugged. “It just happened, really.”

      “The brew we were making exploded,” Candy said. “Would’ve burned the crap out of us, but she blocked it.”

      “Exploded?” Roo said.

      “You’re pretty good at brews,” Genie said. “How’d that happen?”

      Candy’s voice lowered as she leaned forward over the table. “Someone must’ve slipped something into it when we weren’t looking. My guess is it was a little Triproot, which is one of the few ingredients that would cause that reaction when mixed with Wolfsbane.”

      “Who would do that?” Roo asked.

      I glanced around the dining hall, spotting the big girl who’d shoved me and laughed when the brew had exploded. The rest of the group followed my gaze.

      “Agnes Buttsworth?” Genie asked.

      Laughter bubbled up my throat. “Her name is Agnes Buttsworth?”

      Small smiles lit up the others’ faces.

      “I mean, I wouldn’t laugh about it within her earshot,” Candy said. “She’s not known for her kind heart. She’s kind of a bully.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I gathered that much when she shoved me and made me drop all my books.”

      Roo’s head whipped around. “She did what?”

      Uh oh. I’d seen that look before. I waved a hand and tried to play it cool. “It’s no big deal, really.”

      But it was too late. Roo was already standing, already striding over to where Agnes sat with three other girls who looked about as friendly as junkyard dogs. I cursed under my breath and followed after her. Agnes probably weighed more than the both of us put together, but I couldn’t just let Roo get her ass kicked alone, and on my account, no less.

      My pulse picked up as I jogged after Roo, trying to catch her before she was able to say something. But Roo was fast, and she reached Agnes’s table before I could do so.

      “Agnes?” Roo said, drawing the girl’s attention along with her three cronies.

      Agnes turned her face toward Roo, a sneer already forming on her lips. “What?” Agnes snapped.

      Roo gestured a thumb over her shoulder without looking, as if she knew exactly where I was standing behind her. “That’s my sister,” Roo said, her voice calm and low. “She said you shoved her this morning.”

      Around us, others were starting to tune into the conversation. It was an effort not to shift on my feet, to keep my chin raised and my face relaxed. I loved Roo more than the moon and stars, and appreciated that she always stood up for me, but getting beat up in the dining hall on our first day at the Academy had not been on my agenda.

      Agnes let out a half snort, half scoff, as if she couldn’t believe the nerve of Roo. She wasn’t alone in the feeling. Now the people around us were definitely watching, a silence falling in this part of the dining hall.

      “She was in my way,” Agnes said, flexing her large hands into fists, making her bulging biceps and enormous shoulders tense. “And now it looks like you’re in my way.”

      My heart jumped as Agnes moved to stand, but before she could fully find her feet, Roo leaned down toward her, putting her mouth right next to her ear. Roo whispered, saying something to Agnes that was too low for me to hear.

      Agnes paused in her movement, her face slowly draining of color as Roo whispered, until it was as white as a sheet. She lowered back down into her seat, her hands still clenched into fists atop the table, her square jaw set.

      Roo straightened, her expression out of my view as I still stood behind her. I sidestepped to get a better look, and saw that her face was utterly blank. Not smug or scared or even mildly enthused. Just blank.

      Roo raised her eyebrows a fraction, her hazel gaze still locked on Agnes’s.

      Agnes’s fists clenched so tight now that her knuckles were as white as her face. Her eyes flicked to me. “I’m sorry about this morning,” she all but growled, voice almost too low to hear.

      I blinked. “Uh…it’s okay.”

      Roo’s brows raised a tick higher. Now the muscle in Agnes’s jaw was pulsing.

      “And it won’t happen again,” Agnes added.

      “Cool,” I said. “Thanks.”

      With that, Roo turned on her heels and walked away, leaving me to follow.

      As we crossed back to our table, the conversation in the hall picked back up, but if we had been receiving side-eye glances before, we were really receiving them now.
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      “What did you say to her?” I asked, catching Roo by the arm before she could head off to her next class.

      Roo shrugged. “I told her not to mess with you again.”

      I snorted. “Why did her face go white like that?” I pressed, keeping my voice low as other students streamed out of the dining hall around us.

      Roo sighed, lowering her voice as well. “I told her Cara says hello,” she said.

      “Who’s Cara?”

      “Someone Agnes used to know. Someone who has… moved on.”

      It took a second, but understanding hit me. “Dang, Roo,” I said.

      “What? You can go casting magical shields in brewing class and I can’t use my magic for something useful, too?”

      “Of course you can. I just mean, do you think it’s smart to go flaunting that ability? To use it against people like that?”

      Roo’s eyes narrowed. “I think what you mean is, thanks, Roo, for sticking up for me.”

      “I appreciate—,” I began.

      Roo stomped off toward her next class before I could finish. Adjusting my backpack on my shoulders, I sighed and headed toward mine.

      Seemed I was everyone’s favorite person today.
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      The rest of the day’s classes passed without a hitch.

      Spellcasting was easily my favorite, and though we had only practiced simple telekinesis spells, I seemed to have a knack for it. While other students struggled to lift their pens from the desks in front of them with their magic, mine rose into the air with hardly a thought. That same cool, tingling sensation that had rushed through my arms earlier when I’d casted the defensive shield flooded through my veins, and with it, a sort of heady exhilaration.

      The last class of the day was currency/reading, and save for the grueling training with Raz the Spaz this morning, this was decidedly my least favorite of the bunch. It reminded me of the classes at my normal high school, the subject matter boring enough to put a squirrel to sleep.

      I shared this last class with Candy, Indy, and Agnes, and though the latter didn’t make any attempts at retaliation for Roo’s stunt in the cafeteria, she certainly gave meaning to the phrase ‘if looks could kill.’

      At dinner, we gathered again at what was quickly becoming our regular table. As the others chatted, and I finally had a few moments to contemplate the day, a melancholy fell over me. I felt as though I’d fallen asleep and found myself in some crazy dream that I couldn’t wake up from. Roo arrived late, and I tried to catch her eyes a few times, but she was pointedly staring at her food, so I decided to wait until later.

      Roo and I finally got some time alone after dinner, as we retired to our dorm room. Genie had a study session with Candy and Indi, and invited us, but we were both tired, so we passed. As my little sister sat down on her bed across from mine, I let out a breath I felt I’d been holding all day.

      “Thank you,” I said, “for standing up to Agnes for me.”

      Roo nodded. “You know I’m always here for you.”

      “And I’m sorry for what I said about keeping your abilities under wraps. That wasn’t cool. You’ve been keeping it a secret your whole life, and if there’s one place you should be able to really be yourself, I guess it’s here.”

      Roo’s shoulders sank a fraction, the first visible sign that any of this was actually affecting her. She let out a heavy breath. “No, actually, you might have been right about that.”

      “What do you mean? Did something happen?”

      “Not really,” Roo said. “In history today we covered some of the more famous witches who went dark over the years.”

      “Went dark?”

      “Started using dark magic.”

      I nodded.

      Roo continued, “Apparently, there are certain affinities that make going dark much more probable. Necromancy is one of the rarest affinities, and one of the most dangerous. In fact, every witch on record who was also a necromancer went dark.”

      “A necromancer,” I said, rolling the word around on my tongue. “That’s what it’s called. I never knew.”

      “Neither did I, but after it was mentioned in history today, I went to the library before dinner and did some digging. That’s why I was late getting to the dining hall… You should see the library, by the way. It’s incredible.”

      I had an obsession with books and libraries, so I made a mental note to check that out when I got a chance, but that was hardly the most important topic at the moment.

      “So, what? You read a few books that said witches with the necromancy affinity are all evil, and you’re convinced you’re gonna go all Darth Vader?”

      A half smile tugged up one side of Roo’s mouth. “It sounds stupid when you say it like that.”

      I took a seat beside her and slung my arm around her shoulders. She rested her head on me, showing an ounce of vulnerability I knew she’d only let me view.

      “That’s because it is stupid,” I said. “I don’t care what the books say, or your history professor, you’re not bad. In fact, you’re the best person I know. And maybe we should hold off on casting judgment on these newfound abilities of ours. We don’t know anything about anything, really. Remember what you said? We’ll only trust each other, right?”

      She nodded. “Right… but Rey?”

      “Mm?”

      Roo lifted her head from my shoulder and looked up at me, and for the first time in a very long time, I saw real fear in my little sister’s eyes. “What if it turns out to be true?” she asked. “What if I do go dark?”

      I kissed her forehead and held her gaze for a moment before answering. “Then I’ll be your light. I’ll guide you back.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Then we’ll figure out how to live in the darkness… Together.”

      “Together?”

      “Always and forever.”

      Roo nodded. “Always and forever,” she agreed.
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      “Goddess save me,” I mumbled.

      Roo smirked as she strode onto the training field alongside me. “It’s not that bad, Rey. It’s good for us, actually.”

      “Since when is severe physical torture good for anyone?”

      “Severe physical torture?” Roo laughed. “It’s called exercising.”

      “Same thing,” I grumbled.

      A few weeks had passed since we arrived at the Academy, and while I’d been hoping the physical training would get easier, my body felt more exhausted than I could ever remember it feeling.

      At least the day was shaping up to be a nice one. The sun was shining through thick, puffy clouds, and a light breeze took the temperature from hot to pleasant. The scent of fresh cut grass and pine hung in the air, the sound of the birds greeting us from their hidden homes in the trees.

      The training field was set behind the main building of the Academy, and also served as the arena for Goddess-knew-what sport these weirdos played. Sure enough, there was the captain of the weirdos waiting for me, looking like he’d just eaten Broody-O’s for breakfast.

      “Good luck,” Roo said before splitting off to meet her trainer on the other side of the field.

      I sighed and marched over to Erasmus. “What’s up, Spaz?” I said.

      His lips twisted, an expression that somehow managed to still be handsome when he wore it. “My name is Erasmus,” he said, without even a hint of amusement.

      “Right… So what kind of torment you got planned for today? Should I do mountain climbers until I pass out, or run until I vomit?”

      His head tilted, as if both of these suggestions were appealing. I scowled, and though not a bit of smile touched his lips, I saw a tiny spark of amusement behind his eyes. Okay, so maybe he did have a shred of a personality after all.

      “First, we run,” he said. “We always run. Every day, a minimum of two miles.”

      “We? As in, you’re going to run, too, and not just stand there barking for me to hurry up?”

      “I do not bark. I’m not a dog.”

      With that, he barked at me to ‘try to keep up’ and took off down the track. Grumbling, I forced my feet to follow.

      Keeping up with Erasmus Edair was impossible, and I got the feeling that he was not even close to running at his fastest capacity. Even so, the man ran like he was born to do so, muscles pumping, hardly losing breath. By the time the two miles was up, he’d lapped me three times.

      “I said to keep up,” he said when I finally came to a stop beside him.

      I had to heave in a few breaths before I could answer. “Yeah, well, I did the best I could.”

      “Your best is not good enough.”

      With this, the dam that had been holding back my emotions for the past few weeks quivered. “What the hell is your problem?” I snapped.

      His expressionless face remained so, but his sapphire eyes flashed with confusion. “I don’t have a problem. You have a problem. You’re horribly out of shape.”

      He said this so plainly that all I could do for a moment was stare at him, blinking, as though that might help me absorb the words. Either he was super socially inept, or he was just an asshole. I couldn’t decide which was preferable.

      “Well,” I sputtered, “we can’t all have the body of a Greek god.”

      As soon as the words slipped out, I wanted to face-palm myself, but somehow managed to resist.

      If Raz thought anything of the comment, he did not acknowledge it, for which I was grateful.

      “Come,” he said. “We will strength train, and then begin sparring.”

      “Sparring? Like, fighting?”

      “What did you think Defense Training was?”

      “After the past few weeks? Just a really intense gym class, I guess.”

      Raz scoffed, as though this was insulting. “I’m preparing you to be able to defend yourself against physical assault, princess. Not to get a beach body.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.”

      And so commenced the strength training—push-ups, burpees, sit-ups. A certified torture routine. By the time we finished that, I was mildly dizzy, drenched in sweat, and cursing the bright sun that I’d been admiring only an hour ago.

      When Raz was finally ready to begin sparring, I was ready to pass out.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said.

      “Are you afraid?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “I won’t hurt you.”

      I refrained from saying that he’d been hurting me for the past few weeks with his grueling training, and instead resigned to the fact that mornings at the Academy were just gonna suck for me.

      But, actually, the sparring part was not as bad as the rest. It turned out that Raz was as competent as he was harsh. He taught me how to throw a punch, how to twist my body and put my weight behind it, how to punch through my target, rather than just at it.

      “This,” Raz said, after blocking what seemed the hundredth of my punches, “you’re actually okay at.”

      I gasped. “Was that a compliment?”

      Raz didn’t smile, but I got the feeling he almost did.

      “See you tomorrow, princess,” he said.

      I watched as he walked away, gathering his bow and arrows from where he’d discarded them near the edge of the track and slinging them around his massive shoulders. Harsh or not, he was a beautiful man. His thick, dark hair was braided back down the center of his head, the sides of which were shaved close, and swayed as he moved. His clothes were the same all-black uniform I’d seen the other Cerb’s wearing.

      I’d asked Genie who the large males (and one female that I’d seen the night we’d arrived) were, and she’d told me they were called the Cerberus—Cerbs for short. They were mostly male witches whose affinity was strength, stamina, and speed, making them perfect for the job of protecting the Academy, alongside the magic that surrounded the place.

      The question that kept bothering me, though, was why such measures had to be taken to protect the Academy. Surely the white-haired witch—Mother Eve—was not powerful enough to threaten an entire campus of trained and training witches.

      And, yet, I felt certain there was indeed a threat.

      I thought it was time I find out for sure.
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      Before going to dinner later that evening, I found my way to Headmistress Talia’s office.

      I had to take several winding hallways and go up a spiral set of stairs to get there, but I figured if I wanted answers, the lady who ran the Academy was a good place to start.

      The sweet scent that I was starting to associate with magic filled the air, growing stronger the closer I got to the arched doorway that led into the headmistress’s office. My pulse quickened as I raised my hand to knock, but before I could do so, the large wooden door swung open.

      “Come in, Reini,” called the headmistress from inside.

      I glanced around as I entered, trying to take in the room, though there was too much to absorb in one sitting. The ceiling stretched thirty feet high, with wooden beams from which all manner of things were suspended. Some hung on strings, others floated in midair. Bookshelves lined every wall, filled with tomes in languages I couldn’t begin to guess at, along with things in jars that I didn’t dare look too closely at.

      “Hello, princess,” the headmistress said. “Come, have a seat.”

      I made my way over to a chair across from a large desk, but the headmistress waved me over to a seating area with an afghan and large, plush couches. She took a seat in the one across from me and smiled.

      “Would you like some tea?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

      A teapot hovered over a cup and saucer on a coffee table made of wood that had been cut to reveal the intricate whorls in the center of the thick branches. I watched in wonder as the tea poured itself, the pot steady, not spilling a drop as it filled the cup, and slowly lowered back down to the coffee table.

      “Simple magic,” Headmistress Talia said, retrieving the cup and saucer and leaning back on the couch. “You’ll be doing far more complicated spells soon enough, I’m sure.”

      I nodded, concentrating so as not to wring my hands together or shift in my seat.

      “What is it, Rey?” she asked.

      “Why do I feel like there’s so much going on here that my sister and I don’t know about?”

      “Because there is so much you don’t know. You grew up human, for all intents and purposes. I’d imagine everything about this place seems a mystery to you.”

      “Why is Mother Eve after us?”

      “Likely so that she could drain you of your magic.”

      I swallowed. “But she can’t reach us here?”

      “You and your sister are safe within the Academy walls.”

      “Why did our mother not tell us about this place? Why didn’t she want us here?”

      “Because the longer you stay here, and the more you learn about the magic and our world, the more powerful you will become… for better or worse.”

      For whatever reason, those last four words made the hair on the back of my neck rise. “For better or worse? What do you mean by that?”

      Headmistress Talia studied me over the rims of her glasses, taking a slow sip of her tea before answering. “Your sister’s main affinity is necromancy, is it not?”

      I stiffened.

      “It’s all right. I’m the only one who knows. Though if she continues to threaten people with ghosts from their pasts, as she did with Agnes Buttsworth the other day in the cafeteria, it might not remain a secret for long.”

      I didn’t question how she knew about the cafeteria incident with Agnes. This was her school, after all.

      “So you think that because Roo is a necromancer, that she’ll go dark?”

      She took another long sip of the steaming liquid, and it was an effort not to sigh in frustration.

      “The possibility is strong, Reini,” she said at last. “You should be aware of that.”

      “Possible, but not definite.”

      “Witches don’t choose their affinities, but they do get to choose what they do with them. You know Rooni better than I do, better than anyone living, I would wager, so what do you think?”

      “She’s not a bad person.”

      A sad smile pulled up one side of Headmistress Talia’s thin mouth. “Most dark witches do not start out that way.” She blew air out through her nose. “Goddess, most people don’t start out that way. It just…” She shrugged. “Happens.”

      “And if Roo did go dark, what would happen then?”

      “I know many things, Reini Aldainaire, but that, I don’t know. Nothing good, I’m sure. With the amount of power she wields, nothing good. And the two of you together… Well, it’s not a future I care to think too much about.”

      I scoffed. “We’re just two girls. We’re not even adults yet.”

      “Young people are the ones who change the world, princess. They are the ones with the energy to do it. And you are not just two girls. You are heirs to the Records of Conjury, and with that power will come many hardships.”

      The look on my face must’ve asked the question for me.

      “The Records of Conjury is an ancient grimoire, but it’s more than that. It’s the key to the balancing of the magic. Most witches believe that there is no need for dark magic, that our world would be better off if all dark magic disappeared, and the witches who wield it along with it. But everything in the universe needs balance. Without balance, there is only chaos.”

      “I don’t understand. You’re saying we need witches like Mother Eve?”

      “No, not like Mother Eve. We need witches who are strong enough to wield the darkness without succumbing to it. The trouble is, one only comes along once every several hundred years, and the toll it takes on that individual is… ghastly, to put it mildly.”

      A picture was starting to form in my head, and with it, my indignity at the assumption. “You think Roo is that individual?” I asked. “You want to, what, sacrifice her for the sake of your stupid balance?”

      “Both you and Roo have choices to make, Reini. Choices that only you can make. But depending on what you choose, the entire world of magical will be affected. The only thing I can hope to do is teach you everything I can so that when the time comes, maybe you will choose wisely.”

      “That’s unnecessarily cryptic.”

      She sipped from her tea. “Do you know how your mother died?” she asked.

      The abrupt change in subject caught me off guard, and I bristled. “In a car accident.”

      The headmistress shook her head. “No. I’m afraid not.”
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      My stomach was in knots as I made my way to the dining hall, twenty minutes late for dinner.

      Normally, I’d be starving by this point, but all thoughts of food had left my mind along with the metaphorical bomb the headmistress had dropped on me.

      My mother had not been killed in an accident.

      She’d been killed by Mother Eve, the white-haired witch who’d also murdered my aunt Meera.

      She hadn’t just killed her, she’d drained her of her magic, which was one of the reasons Mother Eve was so powerful. Apparently, my mother had been a strong witch, with powerful magic flowing through her veins. She had not been Mother Eve’s first victim, nor her last, obviously.

      I decided I hated this Mother Eve. I hated her almost as much as I was starting to fear her.

      Now, I had the privilege of figuring out how to relay all of this information to Roo.

      As I entered the dining hall, with its emerald-flame torches, high ceilings, and perpetual aroma of various foods, dread swirled within me. What made it worse was that as I spotted Roo sitting with the others at our usual table, I noticed that she looked almost happy. She was talking with Genie and the other girls, and something Indi said made her laugh. I swallowed around a lump in my throat as Roo spotted me and waved for me to grab some food and hurry up.

      “I was getting ready to tear this place apart looking for you,” Roo joked as I sat down with my tray beside her.

      I forced a smile, but her words had everything the headmistress told me running through my head. Was it possible that Roo could go dark at some point? My little Roo, who I’d helped raise while simultaneously raising myself after the death of our mother?

      Roo was looking at me, so I fixed whatever expression was on my face and sat up a little straighter, shoving some food in my mouth as a distraction.

      “Sorry,” I said, around a mouthful. “I stopped to talk with someone and time got away from me.”

      “It’s cool,” Roo said. “I’m glad you’re making friends.”

      I nodded, eager to change the subject until we were alone, and I could relay everything. “So what were you guys talking about?”

      “Roo is thinking about trying out for the Sphera team,” Genie said.

      “What’s Sphera?”

      “Only the best sport in the world,” Candy answered.

      “Nice,” I said. “Roo is a natural athlete for sure.”

      Candy grinned. “That’s what I hear. I guess we’ll find out at tryouts tomorrow evening.”

      Silence fell for a moment as we all went back to our food.

      “How was the rest of your day?” Roo asked. “Blow up any brews or anything?”

      “Nope,” I said. “Spellcasting is fun. I think it might be my favorite class.”

      “It’s most people’s favorite,” Genie said. “Casting is the best part of being a witch.”

      “And tonight is the Hunt!” Candy said, big eyes somehow growing bigger. “You guys are gonna love it. Each grade is split up into pairs, and then we’re given a mystery to solve. We go searching throughout the Academy to find clues that will lead us to the answers, and whoever figures out the mystery first gets an extra ten percent added on to final exams, along with a trip to Grove Garden.”

      “Whoever gets on your teams will be lucky,” Indi said. “We can use our magic to solve the mystery, and the whole school is going on and on about our new and all-powerful princesses.”

      Roo and I glanced at each other. “They might be disappointed,” I said. “We’ve just begun learning how to use our magic.”

      Genie grinned. “Well, may the best witches win.”
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      As we returned to our dorm room after dinner, I debated about whether to tell Roo right then what I’d learned from the headmistress, or to wait until after the Hunt.

      Eventually, though, I decided on the latter. Roo deserved a little fun after all the craziness we’d been through, and she wouldn’t be able to concentrate if I told her now.

      But it was Roo we were talking about, so she noticed that something was off with me. As she slipped into the deep-hooded cloak that all the students wore after school hours, she tied up her long chocolate hair and looked at me.

      “You going to tell me what’s wrong with you?” Roo asked.

      I sighed, adjusting the cloak over my shoulders. The thing was so soft and thick that it was like wearing a blanket. “I’ll tell you later,” I said. “After the Hunt, maybe.”

      Roo narrowed her eyes but nodded. Genie came practically bouncing out of the bathroom, cloaked and brimming with excitement. “You guys ready?” she asked.

      We followed Genie out, down the hall and staircase and toward the ballroom, where it seemed every student at the Academy was already gathered. I’d never been in the ballroom before, and it was a sight to be seen.

      “Whoa,” Roo said as we walked in, and I nodded in agreement.

      The domed ceiling was covered from edge to edge in a mural that must’ve taken a master artist months to complete. The more I looked at it, the more I came to the conclusion that the mural told a story. It was done with grand contrasts between dark and light, beautiful witches facing off against equally beautiful, albeit terrifying witches. Magic sparked and glowed at their fingertips, the world around them swirling with vibrant, alluring colors.

      Chandeliers made from carved wood boasted emerald flames and created an otherworldly glow around the enormous room. Tall, spiraling columns encircled the main area, carved with detailed serpents with yawning, fanged mouths large enough to swallow me whole. The floor was polished white and black marble, and a four-string quartet was suspended in the air near the center of the dome, musician-less instruments playing themselves, no doubt enchanted with magic.

      The hordes of cloaked students made their way toward the center of the room, where a circular stage was set up, the professors and headmistress overseeing the arrivals.

      The cloaks we wore had the school insignia on them—my threading done in gold, Roo’s in silver. The students began to separate themselves by level. On the stage, I noticed an enormous grandfather clock, an intricate design cut into the base of it.

      “Good luck, big sis,” Roo whispered before splitting off and joining the other silver students.

      My stomach clenched with nerves as more and more people entered the room. I wondered how they would decide who was paired with whom?

      The Headmistress raised a hand, and silence fell over the crowd, all eyes diverting to the stage. “Welcome to the Academy’s annual Hunt,” she said. “The four high levels—Copper, Silver, Gold, and Platinum—will all be competing against those within their grade levels to win the coveted prizes of ten percent added to the scores of their final exams, as well as an all expenses paid trip to Grove Gardens.”

      Excited chatter rose up. Headmistress Talia waited until it passed to continue.

      “You know the rules. Professors are forbidden from assisting, and the Hunt ends at midnight. One pair from each level will be declared winners once they solve their riddles, and can bring forth their box, unlocked and open.” She turned, long skirts and cloak swishing around her ankles. “Professor Lu, are we ready to begin the pairing?”

      Professor Lu stepped forward, moving in that wraith-like way she had. She produced a black box from the wide sleeves of her cloak and held it out to the headmistress.

      Headmistress Talia took the box without touching it, using magic so that it was suspended in the air before her. She waved a hand, and the top of the box flipped open, emitting a flash of light so bright that it left an impression behind my eyelids.

      When the light faded, two names hung in the air, much like a hologram, only with magic.

      The pairing had begun.
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      It was an effort to keep my jaw from hanging open.

      The stupid black box had matched me with Agnes Buttsworth.

      Of the one hundred and twenty seven other gold level students, I had to get Agnes. If there was a single event that could epitomize and sum up my luck, this was it.

      Agnes looked about as pleased about this news as I was. But, apparently, the pairing was final. There was no option to redo or switch partners. So she shoved her way through the crowd until she was standing beside me. She glanced at me with narrowed eyes and folded her large arms over her chest.

      I suppressed a sigh. This was going to be great.

      Of course, Roo got matched with a sweet-looking student with a cloak she seemed to drown in.

      Once all the pairs were made, the Headmistress raised her hand once more, and silence fell again.

      The grandfather clock struck eight o’clock, the chime loud and stately, and I watched in amazement as the base of it opened up. An enchanted gargoyle-like creature flew out of it, roared an adorable little roar, and retreated back into the base of the clock.

      “Go,” said Headmistress Talia, and people began to speed-walk toward the exits, heads huddled together in pairs as they went over the scrolls they were given with the first clue.

      Agnes stared at me in hostile silence, arms still crossed tightly over her chest.

      “Right,” I said, and unfurled the scroll the Headmistress had handed me when Agnes and I had been paired. “I guess we should get started.

      Agnes said nothing, only snatched the scroll from my hand and scanned the writing. I resisted the urge to comment upon my surprise that she could read. Getting my face punched in was probably not the best way to start off the Hunt.

      Agnes grunted and shoved the scroll back into my hands, before striding out of the ballroom, leaving me to follow.

      It was going to be a fun night.
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      “Agnes, I don’t think this is the way. I’m not even sure we should be down here.”

      Agnes ignored me. My jaw clenched. In a burst of bravery, I grabbed her arm, the muscle of which was hard as a rock, and made her come to a stop. She looked down at where I gripped her, anger flashing in her eyes, but I’d committed to the action.

      “This will go much smoother if you communicate with me,” I said. “We’re a team. We can’t expect to win if we can’t even talk to each other.”

      Agnes turned down a hallway that was even darker than the shadowy one we were already in, the magical orb she’d casted the only light by which we had to see. She’d taken us down a set of curving stairs, then down another, until the air had grown colder and damp smelling, and I was pretty sure we were in the basement beneath the Academy.

      Maybe she’s taking me down here to murder me, I thought, and then quickly shoved the thought away. I knew Agnes didn’t like me—though I still didn’t know why—but she certainly didn’t have a reason to kill me.

      But as we wound deeper and deeper into the bowels of the Academy, I amended that to or so I hoped.

      “You’re really just going to ignore me?” I asked.

      “If I talk to you,” Agnes said over her shoulder, “you gonna run and tell that freak of a sister of yours?”

      So, there were two things that were sure-fire ways to set me off—people who drove the speed limit in the left-most lane, and people who messed with or talked bad about my sister.

      Anger rose up in me, and with it, the magic in my blood grew cold and started to tingle. It was a good feeling, despite the rage that accompanied it, and I likely should’ve known even then how dangerous such a feeling could be.

      My hands clenched into fists at my sides. Agnes froze in her tracks.

      “What the—?” she began and then let out a low growl.

      “Let me go, princess,” she said.

      I twisted my wrist, and she was lifted a few inches into the air, her body turning a one-eighty, so that she was facing me. The orb of light still hung suspended before her, throwing both of our faces into sharp contrast. Agnes’s face was twisted into a snarl, but beneath that, I saw a hint of fear.

      At the sight, the magic in my blood pulsed stronger, the tingling sensation becoming nearly heady. My hands tightened a little further.

      “That…hurts,” Agnes gritted out.

      I took a step closer, my feet moving as if of their own volition. “Don’t ever talk about my sister like that again,” I said, and the voice that came out of me was so cold that I hardly recognized it as my own.

      Hatred flashed in Agnes’s eyes, but the fear there bloomed further.

      “Say it,” I said in that same cold monotone.

      “Okay…Okay… I won’t talk about your sister. Now…put…me…down. It hurts!”

      I released my grip, my hands unclenching. Agnes dropped the couple of inches to the ground, panting as if it had been hard to breathe. Seeing this, guilt flooded me. I was not at all sure the punishment fit the crime, and that meant I was the one being the bully.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I…I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “Yes, you did,” Agnes said, before spinning around and continuing down the hallway.

      I hurried to keep up with her. “What makes you say that?”

      Agnes scoffed. “Because I’m very familiar with people who hurt others, and though they always claim they didn’t mean to, they always continue doing it, so what does that tell you?”

      I let the question hang in the air, mostly because I knew I didn’t like the answer.
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      Agnes and I stared at the small, locked door.

      “I don’t think we’re supposed to go in there,” I said.

      “We are.” She pulled out the scroll with the riddle we’d been assigned and held it up.

      I took it from her, scanning the words and biting my lip in apprehension.

      “You scared?” Agnes asked.

      “Aren’t you?”

      She grunted.

      “How do we open it?”

      Agnes shrugged. “Read the riddle again.”

      “What once was divided, must now become united. Where once there was suspicion, there must now be a single mission,” I read.

      “What does that mean?” Agnes asked.

      “I pretty sure it means we need to hold hands and sing kumbaya.”

      Agnes’s lips twisted as if the very idea were repulsive, and to be honest, after what I’d done to her a few minutes ago, I couldn’t really say I blamed her.

      “I really am sorry,” I said.

      Another grunt.

      “But it’s not like you rolled out the welcome mat for me,” I continued. “Why’d you shove me that first day? What could I have possibly done to piss you off in point-three seconds of knowing me?”

      Agnes turned to me, looking me in the eyes for the first time since the little incident where I’d lost control over the magic and myself. She stood a whole head taller than me, and there was such distain in her gaze that it was an effort not to shrink away from it.

      “It’s not just you,” she said. “It’s what you represent.”

      I blinked. “And what do you think I represent?”

      “You’re royalty,” she said, as if that explained everything.

      It wouldn’t be until much later that I realized perhaps it did.

      “I can’t help that,” I replied. “And I didn’t even know about it until just recently.”

      “Everything will be easier for you,” Agnes continued. “Not just the magic, which you clearly already have a better grasp over than witches who train for years, but the way people treat you, the things that are handed to you—everything.”

      I opened my mouth to say something. What, I didn’t know, but Agnes continued before I could.

      “On top of that, you’re beautiful,” she said. “People assume you’re good and kind because of that. They don’t shrink away from you. When something bad happens, they don’t immediately assume you had something to do with it.”

      Something unspeakably sad flashed behind Agnes’s eyes as she said this, but it was gone too quickly for me to really sink into. Nonetheless, a lump had formed in my throat, and all of a sudden I felt even worse about what I’d done to her.

      “None of those things I can help, Agnes,” I said.

      “Yeah,” she replied, “And I can’t help hating you for them.”

      “Well… That sucks.”

      “I need to win this Hunt. I need that ten percent on the final exams.”

      I nodded, turning my attention back to the locked door before us. Replaying the words on the scroll in my head, I held my hand out to Agnes. After a moment’s hesitation, she took it.

      “We don’t have to be best friends,” I said, “but can we at least bury the hatchet for now?”

      Agnes gave a curt nod. Then she placed her free hand on the door. I followed suit, feeling my magic perk up inside me… and a little something extra, as if I could feel Agnes’s magic as well. The cool tingling sensation started in the hand that was holding Agnes’s and rushed up my arm, dispersing through the rest of my body. I tried not to think about how heady the feeling of her magic mingled with mine was, how intoxicating. Even then, I knew that no good could come from that.

      I knew I wasn’t alone in the feeling, though, because Agnes let out a small gasp, and rocked back on her heels. Her eyelids fluttered, and she swallowed heavily.

      “So powerful,” she mumbled, almost as if to herself, as though she hadn’t meant to say the words aloud.

      Before I could respond, the door swung silently open.

      A dark hallway stretched beyond. Behind us, in the halls that we’d taken to get here, I heard the distant voices of other students catching up to us.

      Agnes dropped my hand as though it was hot. “After you, princess,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, and stepped through.

      Agnes followed, and as soon as she passed over the threshold, the door slammed shut behind her, making us both jump.

      She added a little flare to the glowing orb that she’d kept suspended before her, providing us light.

      “Are all the boxes together?” I asked.

      Agnes shook her head. “They’re spread out throughout the Academy. Whoever finds theirs first and brings it back to the headmistress opened, wins.”

      “How do we know someone hasn’t already won, then?”

      “The bells will ring. We’ll hear them, but the Hunt usually goes all the way to the last few minutes before midnight. Sometimes, no one wins at all before the clock runs out.”

      We continued through the maze of dank hallways. “I get what you said before about why you don’t like me,” I said, making conversation mostly because the quiet of the place was starting to creep me out, “but you could’ve really hurt someone when you added that Triproot to my brew the other day.”

      Agnes snorted. “That wasn’t me, but there you go, making my point about people always assuming the worst about me.”

      I paused in my tracks, turning my head to look at her. “It wasn’t you?”

      “No, but I guess I’m not the only one with strong feelings about our new resident royalty.”

      “Who, then?”

      She shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I wouldn’t risk getting suspended over you, and I was standing pretty close when it exploded, so I definitely wouldn’t risk getting burned myself. I was as surprised as you when it happened. Your stupid shield saved me, too.”

      With this revelation, my blood went a little cold. Was there someone at the Academy who genuinely wanted to hurt me? And, if so, why? Of course, Agnes could be lying, but I just didn’t think that was the case, even if I would prefer it over the alternative.

      We continued on, the floor sloping downward, the air getting cooler and damper, until we came to a split in the hallway.

      As we stood there, contemplating which way to go, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end, my stomach twisting into a knot, and a glance at Agnes told me that whatever it was that had caused the feeling, she was experiencing it, too.

      On the heels of this sensation, we heard a sound… a quiet, high-pitched whistling that grew louder until I could identify it as a sort of howl, like the wind curving through branches and around window panes.

      “What is that?” I asked, my voice reflecting my sudden fear.

      Agnes turned toward the direction from which the sound was coming, mouth tightening. “I don’t know,” she said, “but it doesn’t sound good.”

      “On these hunts,” I said, “no one ever…gets hurt, right?”

      She shook her head once, but even the movement seemed doubtful. “No, not usually.”

      “Not usually?”

      She shrugged. “There are accidents, of course.”

      The whistling grew louder, so close that the hair on my arms stood at attention. It was coming from the passageway to the right, so I turned to the hallway on the left, even though the arrows on the compass were clearly indicating the opposite. I was about to suggest we take that one anyway when Agnes shoved me down it.

      Anger surged in me until I took in the look on her face.

      Fear, pure and unadulterated.

      “Run,” Agnes said with a cool calm that was almost worse than if she’d yelled it.

      “Run!” she repeated, and I realized that my prior conclusion was wrong.
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      We took off down the passageway on the left, running as though our tails were on fire.

      I hadn’t gotten a good look at whatever was chasing us, but I’d gotten a look at Agnes’s face after she had, and that was enough.

      Now, the only sounds were the whistling howling, the slap of our shoes over the rock floor, and the harsh gasps of our breathing.

      I dared a glance behind me and nearly fell flat on my face except for the fact that Agnes gripped my arm and kept me upright.

      “Wraiths,” Agnes panted, answering my unspoken question.

      “Wraiths? How…?

      “I…don’t…know.”

      I risked one more look back, and immediately regretted it. My heart did a standstill in my chest before hammering into overtime. The creatures following us were ghastly, with sunken in faces and eyeless orbits. Their mouths were wide and agape, as though they were in the middle of a perpetual scream. Their clothing was dark gray and hung in drooping tatters around their ethereal bodies. Rather than walking or running, they floated toward us, the tips of their boney toes dragging against the cold stone floor.

      And that whistling. If it was loud before, it was deafening now, like standing in the center of a screaming windstorm.

      My glance also told me something else—they were gaining on us.

      “What do they want?” I gasped out to Agnes as we continued tearing down the hallway.

      “Who knows?” she replied.

      Glancing over at her, I saw that she was having a hard time keeping up, and I supposed I should stop being so hateful to Raz the Spaz for all that running he’d been making me do during our morning trainings.

      I grabbed Agnes’s arm in an attempt to pull her along faster. She yanked it out of my grasp, stumbling as she did so.

      The stumble was all it took.

      The wraiths reached out with their skeletal fingers, grasping at the back of Agnes’s cloak, mouths stretching impossibly wider, eyeless faces filling with anticipation.

      Magic surged through me, a feeling I had become oddly familiar with over such a short period of time, and I did not attempt to rein it in. Instead, I lifted my hands and let it fly from my fingertips.

      The same swirling orb of light that I’d produced at the Peculiar Cemetery to fight off the lycans appeared now, only there was not just one orb, there were several. They left my hands one after another, each bit taking a piece of my energy.

      The orbs exploded on the wraiths who were grabbing at Agnes, and the creatures let out a shrieking howl that was ear-piercing.

      Ahead, a door loomed, and I could only hope that it wasn’t locked, because the wraiths had already recovered behind us, and were gaining ground again.

      We barreled toward the door, chests heaving, blood rushing in our ears, wraiths on our tails.

      “Open the door!” Agnes shouted at me as we drew near.

      “I don’t know how!” I shouted back. Every time I’d used magic before it had been through reflexes and instinct, and at that moment, my brain was locking up with terror.

      Agnes cursed, then snatched up my hand in a vice grip. I felt my magic surge through my fingers and into hers, and the door at the end of the hall flew open.

      There was no time to question whatever she’d just done. Instead, we burst through the door. Agnes slammed it shut behind us, throwing all her weight against it in order to do so. One skeletal hand reached through the crack, clawing and searching. I threw my body against the door as well, closing it the last couple inches. The wraith whose hand we’d crushed yanked the appendage back, shrieking in pain and anger.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The creatures threw themselves at the door, trying with all their might to break through.

      “We have to seal it,” Agnes said.

      “How?” I asked.

      “With magic, genius!”

      Leave it to Agnes to throw in a barb while we were running for our lives. With a huff, she gripped my hand again, and I felt the same pull—no, the same draining—that I had felt when she’d grabbed my hand before opening the door.

      The urge to yank my hand away was strong, but I resisted, allowing Agnes to finish her spell and seal the door with magic. Once it was sealed, she released me, and though I knew she’d done what needed to be done, there was a part of me that was angry, that felt violated.

      But the banging stopped, the seal apparently having done its work. We slumped against the door, panting. Sweat dripped down my back and brow. There were a few moments of heavy silence before I could find my voice again.

      “What in the world is going on?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Agnes replied. “But whatever it is, it’s nothing good.”

      “So that wasn’t normal? Getting chased by wraiths is not a normal part of the Hunt?”

      Agnes shook her head.

      I considered this. Now that we’d stopped running, all of the energy seemed to have left me. I felt like a deflated balloon. “When you took my hand,” I said, “you used my magic.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Agnes answered, anyway. “I had to. My affinity is fire. I’m not powerful enough to unlock and move a big door, nor to seal one from wraiths… And you have more than enough power to share.”

      When I just looked at her, she shifted uncomfortably and stood up straight from where she’d been leaning against the door. “I had to,” she repeated.

      “I know,” I said, pushing off the door as well. “But don’t ever do it again.”
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      “I think we should call it quits and go tell Headmistress Talia what just happened,” I said.

      Agnes nodded. “We will tell her—after we find our box and open it. I told you, I need that extra ten percent on final exams.”

      I considered arguing, but was kind of tired after running for my life and using so much magic, so instead, I pulled out the scroll and looked down at it. The ink of the old riddle written there faded and disappeared, as if swallowed by the parchment. Rather than words, this time, a single arrow appeared in its place.

      “Well, that’s helpful.” I mumbled as I looked up and saw that the arrow pointed directly at a solid wall.

      Agnes started down the hallway to the right of it. “Come on. We’ll look at it again when we get a little further along. There has to be an alternate route. The Academy is all intersections and hidden passages.

      We pulled out the scroll again a little further along, and found the arrow pointing at another solid wall. Or at least, what seemed like a solid wall. I checked my watch, stifling a yawn.

      “I hope we’re close,” I said. “Because I’m over this.”

      Agnes grunted in response and held out her hand. With a sigh, I placed mine in hers. Together, we laid our free hands against the wall.

      A moment later, the wall swung open, revealing a darkened chamber. A puff of stale air floated out, making me wrinkle my nose. I took a step inside, and jolted when torches affixed to the walls flared to life, illuminating the space in glowing emerald. I sucked in a breath as I took in the room, Agnes doing the same beside me.

      The room was cavernous, with a beamed ceiling and a wide-open floor space. Enormous tapestries hung upon the walls, depicting witches in various settings, doing various things. In the center of the room was a small table. Atop that table was a little black box.

      My heart leapt, and I started toward it, but Agnes caught my arm, holding me back. I was about to snap at her when she tipped her chin up, eyes going to the shadows screening the ceiling.

      Another set of eyes, diamond in shape, stared back at me, unblinking.

      A lump formed in my throat, my stomach dropping as I craned my head back, suddenly too afraid to move. Agnes’s grip on my arm tightened, but I thought it was unintentional, a result of her fear.

      My voice sounded terribly small when I managed to find words. “What…is…?”

      “A firedrake,” Agnes answered, her eyes also locked on the beast poised above us.

      A low rumbling sounded above us, like thunder, but somehow more menacing. The firedrake began to move, its enormous, scaled body almost hypnotizing in its grace. Claws the size of small cars slipped into view, sharp and deadly, along with a winged, muscled body, and a long, barbed tail.

      It moved through the rafters, massive claws gripping the wood, which groaned under its weight. Lowering its head so that it could get a better look at us, the firedrake’s dreadful maw spread wide, revealing multiple rows of curved, razor-sharp fangs that were nearly as long as I was tall.

      My bladder squeezed, but I managed to hold it in. All I could see were those fangs, the back of that throat, which was as dark and deep as an abyss.

      Until a ball of burning flame began to form there.

      Agnes let out a curse that echoed in my head. I dove to the side out of instinct, and so did she, both of us barely missing the column of flame that erupted from the firedrake’s mouth.

      The heat of it made instant sweat break out on my forehead, singed the hair on my arms. I’d barely regained my footing when the firedrake blasted at us again. This time, the fire came so close it was mildly painful.

      I turned toward the door through which we’d come, ready to bolt. “We have to get out of here! Forget the box!” I shouted at Agnes.

      But Agnes either didn’t hear me, or wasn’t listening, because she darted to the other side of the room, taking the firedrake’s attention with her.

      Of all the things I’d done lately, this was the craziest yet.

      As the firedrake fixed on Agnes, I set my sights on the box, saying a quick, silent prayer before bolting toward it.

      I made it all the way to the table upon which the box sat before the firedrake realized what was happening, and spun around to face me. Agnes jumped up and down, shouting and waving her arms in an attempt to regain the beast’s attention.

      This proved futile. I was the one about to steal from it, after all.

      Grabbing the box, I tried to run around it, but the drake was fast, and it snapped its tail around like a whip.

      The impact was blinding, the pain instant. I flew through the air, distantly aware of what was happening.

      I struck the far wall and landed in a heap, groaning as I blinked back the tears that wanted to spring to my eyes.

      Just as my vision was clearing, I saw that the drake was stalking toward me, diamond eyes fixed on me as though I was a gourmet meal.

      And, to the drake, I supposed, I probably was. Cooked to order and everything.

      The little black box was still gripped in my hands, the evidence of my crime, and I was too frozen with terror to do anything other than hold it up to the beast, offering it in exchange for my life.

      The drake’s mouth stretched wide, revealing all those terrible teeth, the blinding light of its fire building and swirling in the back of its cavernous throat.

      I was going to die.

      And that sucked major balls.
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      Had I the time, I might have tried to put up a defensive shield, as I’d done that day in brews class. But the magic was still so new to me, still unreliable, and my mind locked up due to the impending doom I was facing.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, sucking in a final breath.

      And…

      Nothing happened.

      Slowly, wondering if I’d died without knowing it, I peeled one eye open, and then the other.

      Agnes had jumped on the drake’s back, and was holding on for dear life as it whipped its long neck to and fro. If not for the seriousness of the situation, the sight might have been funny. As it was, I knew Agnes was in real danger, and I wracked my mind to come up with a solution.

      Using my magic, of course, would make sense, if I could just grab a hold of it and bend it to my will.

      “Do…something,” Agnes gritted out, barely keeping her hold on the firedrake.

      I drew a deep breath, feeling my magic stir within me. I wished we hadn’t used so much of it getting here, because I could feel that it needed to recharge, that it wasn’t at maximum capacity.

      Nonetheless, Agnes had put her life on the line to help me, so it wasn’t like I could just run out of there, even if that was exactly what I wanted to do.

      In a stroke of true genius, I took off one of my shoes, and launched it at the poor beast.

      The shoes struck its hide with a thud, drawing its attention the same way as might a fly buzzing about its head. From atop its back, Agnes looked at me like I was the dumbest creature to ever live.

      But I already had my other shoe in hand, and when the drake turned toward me, mouth opening wide to swallow me whole, I threw that shoe right into its gaping maw.

      Shocked, the beast began to choke on my shoe.

      I stood there wide-eyed for a moment before shouting at Agnes. “Get down from there!” I said, already hurrying over to the door. “Hurry!”

      Agnes slid off the firedrake’s back, an expression on her face that surely matched my own. I held the door aloft for her, and she went skidding through. Once on the other side, she turned to face me, mouth agape as if to say something, but I tossed the little black box at her before she could.

      “Go,” I said, and shut the door in her face.

      Then I turned back to the still-choking beast, wondering if I’d just made the last mistake I’d ever get to make.
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      The firedrake whipped its head back and forth, diamond eyes bulging, tail snapping.

      I should’ve just left it be. I should have been on my way back to the headmistress with Agnes right now, getting ready to hand over our black box in exchange for our victory.

      But I couldn’t just let the firedrake die. It was panicking with my shoe caught in its throat, and for whatever reason, I couldn’t bring myself to leave it.

      Pushing away the fear rising in me as I approached it, I swallowed hard, holding my hands up and out.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Easy!”

      The drake paid me no mind, still thrashing about, a terrible wheeze emitting from its throat. At first, I thought I’d have to climb into its mouth and dislodge the stupid shoe, but then, I realized how simple the solution might be, and hoped the drake was capable of thought beyond just instinct.

      Exhaling one final time, I stepped right up to it, grabbing its head between my hands, arms spread wide just to be able to do so, feet digging into the hard floor to keep from being whipped about, and met its eyes dead-on.

      “Listen!” I said. “Burn it. Burn the shoe and you’ll be able to breathe again.”

      For all of three heartbeats, the beast only stared at me, unblinking, thinking Goddess-knew-what. I was just getting ready to try to pry its jaws open, thinking how stupid I was for talking to a beast that I hadn’t even known existed until about ten minutes ago, when the drake lifted its head. My grip slipped free, and I dashed to the side of the room quickly enough to witness the column of fire that shot from its mouth a moment later.

      The heat and light had me shielding my face with my arm, but a moment later, the drake coughed a couple times, and ashes puffed out of its mouth—all that was left of my shoe.

      Before I could be turned into ashes myself, I slipped out the chamber door, closing it behind me and slumping back against it.

      “You’re alive,” said a familiar voice.

      I peeled my eyes open, not even having realized they’d slipped shut, to see Agnes standing before me.

      I shrugged, feeling my fatigue attempt to pull me back under. “Guess so,” I mumbled.

      “You’re also a dumbass,” she commented.

      Or, at least, I think she did. Because then the darkness stole me, and I was lost to the world and all its strange new wonders.
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      The first thing that registered when I came to was the emerald glow of a flickering torch. I blinked slowly, trying to clear my vision, taking stock of my physicality.

      My mouth was a little dry, and my head a bit woozy, but other than that, I seemed to be all right.

      “Oh, thank the goddess,” said a voice I’d know anywhere.

      I turned my head and found Roo sitting beside me. I was lying on a small cot, clean white sheets and blanket pulled up to my chest. I pushed these down and sat up.

      “They’re lucky you woke up,” Roo whispered. “I would’ve burned this place and everyone in it to the ground if anything had happened to you.”

      Groaning, I rolled my neck before meeting my sister’s hazel eyes. “You shouldn’t say stuff like that out loud,” I said.

      Roo only looked at me, loosing a low sigh. “You okay?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I just feel like I could sleep for a week.”

      “Agnes said you expended quite a bit of magic…and a firedrake? You fought a firedrake?”

      I snorted. “I didn’t even know there were such things as firedrakes,” I said. “And ‘fought’ might be a bit of an exaggeration.”

      “I didn’t know, either,” Roo admitted, “but then again, I didn’t know there were sirens, either.”

      “Sirens?”

      “You had your beast to get around, and I had mine,” Roo explained. “Apparently everyone has to face one during the hunt, and they won’t actually kill you. But…” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver coin. “My partner and I won!”

      “Nice!” I said.

      “And so did we,” said another voice from across the room.

      Roo and I turned to see Agnes standing at the entrance to the infirmary—which I deduced was the room I was currently in. It consisted of two rows of identical cots and windows on the eastern wall that let in the morning sunlight.

      Agnes strode over to the bed, her eyes flicking from Roo back to me. She handed me a gold coin. “That’s yours.”

      I took the gold coin and looked down at it. On the face, there was the Academy’s insignia, and on the tail were the words: Scholae de Habentis Maleficia.

      “You’re crazy, you know that,” Agnes said. “How did you get away from the firedrake?”

      “Wait a second,” Roo said, eyes suddenly going dark. “You left her alone with the drake?”

      I held up my hands before the trouble brewing between the two of them could overflow, explaining to Roo what had happened.

      “A shoe?” she said. “You threw your shoe at it?”

      I shrugged. “It didn’t seem as stupid at the time.”

      Agnes cleared her throat. “Um, yes, it did.”

      “Hey, I tried to summon some magic, but I was all worn out after those dang wraiths attacked us. I was kind of drained.”

      Agnes looked away at the double meaning of my last word, no doubt remembering the warning I’d given her about never borrowing some of my magic again.

      At this, Roo sat up straighter again. “Wraiths?” she said, and her voice lowered. “They attacked you, too?”

      “You both were attacked by wraiths.”

      We all turned toward the speaker. Headmistress Talia approached, her long skirts flowing around her ankles, hands lost in the wide folds of her sleeves. She fixed her sharp gaze on me, studying me as if seeing something the rest of us could not.

      “Miss Buttsworth,” said the headmistress, “would you mind giving me a moment with Reini and Rooni, please?”

      Agnes glanced between us before taking her leave, casting me a final look before exiting the infirmary.

      Once she was gone, Headmistress Talia studied Roo and me a moment. “How do you feel?” she asked me.

      “Fine.”

      She nodded. “Not many survive an attack from wraiths, and yet, the both of you prevailed.”

      “Why were we attacked by them in the first place?” Roo asked.

      “They intended to drain you of your magic, I’m sure,” Headmistress Talia answered, speaking as plainly as if commenting on the weather.

      Upon seeing our expressions, she continued, “Wraiths are the one creature—other than another witch—who are capable of such. I would wager Evelyn sent them.”

      “You told us we were safe here at the Academy,” Roo said, her tone accusatory. “How did they get in? How’d they get past the wards?”

      “You’re sharp, Roonie,” the headmistress said. “Sharp enough to cut if you’re not careful.”

      “They’re reasonable questions,” I said.

      Headmistress Talia nodded, raising her pointed chin as she observed us through her cat-rimmed glasses. “Indeed they are. I’m still looking into how the wraiths got in, but I suspect that Evelyn’s power is growing, and soon there will be no wards strong enough to keep her out.”

      The headmistress reached into her large sleeve and removed a small pyramid-like item. She waved a hand over the top of it, and a translucent newspaper article appeared in the air just above it, sort of like a hologram. It shimmered, the headline bold and apparent.

      
        
        FOURTH WITCH FOUND DRAINED IN PAST MOON CYCLE

      

      

      “The fourth?” Roo said.

      Headmistress Talia nodded gravely. “In the past month, I’m afraid. But Evelyn has been collecting magic in earnest for the past year, and I’ve attributed a minimum of twenty drainings to her in that time.” She cleared her throat, meeting our eyes. “And a few before that as well.”

      “Our mother,” I said.

      The Headmistress made the sign of the Goddess and nodded, tucking away the pyramid thing.

      “And Aunt Meera,” Roo added.

      Another nod.

      I watched my sister as the headmistress made her confirmation, watched the way her hazel eyes darkened imperceptibly to anyone but me. Whatever thoughts were going through Roo’s head, they were not nice ones.

      “She needs to be stopped,” Roo said, and I got the feeling that stopped was not the word she’d wanted to use.

      “She does,” said Headmistress Talia. “And I’m working on it. The last time I tried… Well, things did not go as planned.”

      “What happened?” Roo asked.

      “She drained me of over half my magic.”

      Roo and I fell silent as these words hit us. Though the headmistress was not one to show emotion, at least not since I’d known her, I could tell that even speaking of this was hard to do.

      “She needs to be stopped,” Roo repeated.

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah, but if Mother Eve has drained that many witches, our mother and aunt among them, and taken half of your power…” I looked at the headmistress. “Are there even any witches alive capable of stopping her?”

      A chill raced up my spine as the Headmistress only looked at us, the expression on her face an answer in itself.
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      “Nope,” I told Roo once we were back in our dorm room.

      Her pretty face scrunched up. “What do you mean, ‘nope?’”

      “I mean, no, we are not going to face off against some crazy ass witch hell-bent on draining other witches of their magic.”

      “Rey, she killed our mother. She killed Meera!”

      I glanced around, telling Roo to keep her voice down. We were alone in the room at the moment, but that didn’t mean someone couldn’t overhear us.

      “We don’t know that,” I said. “Honestly, we don’t know if anything we’re being told is the truth.”

      Roo blinked at me like I was the crazy one. “We were there when Mother Eve attacked Aunt Meera—Remember? The person who basically died saving us?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I do remember, Roo. I remember how Mother Eve killed her as easily as I would kill an ant. I know that our mom couldn’t stop her, and neither could Headmistress Talia, who were both much more experienced witches than us. Why in the world would we even stand a chance against her? How is that even something we’re thinking about?”

      Roo tossed her hands up, staring at me from her bed, adjacent to mine. “How can we not think about it? It seems to me that we better start thinking pretty hard, because whether we want to face her or not, Mother Eve seems set on getting to us.”

      “What is it you think we’re going to do?” I asked. “Kill her?”

      Roo didn’t say anything for long enough that I scoffed.

      She threw her hands up again. “I mean, if it’s her or us.”

      “I have no plans of being in any such situation.”

      “Oh, really?” Roo said. “Did you plan on Pa dying? Or being a witch? Or traveling halfway across the country to join some secret supernatural academy? Did you plan on any of this?”

      She had a point, but it was all just too much. It wasn’t even that I was afraid for myself—I was—but I couldn’t stand the idea of Roo being anywhere near Mother Eve. I’d lost everyone else I loved, and I couldn’t stand the thought of losing her, too.”

      Whatever expression was on my face must have given this away, because Roo sighed and stood, crossing the two feet to my bed and taking a seat beside me. She slipped her arm around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder.

      “The only way we can do it is together, Rey,” she said.

      I nodded. On this point, we agreed. The only way we were going to make it through any of this would be together.

      “You know I’ll stand with you always,” I said, and had a sinking feeling in my gut that this was somehow predictive, somehow sealing.

      “Good,” Roo said. “That’s all I need to know.”

      I looked at her from the corners of my eyes. “Was it ever in question?”

      She smiled—not the smile I remembered from our childhood, the one that could cast away shadows in even the darkest of rooms—but the one I’d seen her wearing lately, the smile that was tinged with sadness.

      “We never talked about dad,” I said.

      Roo stiffened beside me. “What’s there to talk about? He’s gone.”

      “I don’t know… Our feelings and emotions toward it all?”

      “I’m sad. You’re sad. What else is there?”

      “How are you so okay with it?”

      Roo shrugged. “I think because of what I can do, I have a different relationship with death than most people.”

      I had to swallow to get out the question I’d been wondering about, but hadn’t found the nerve to ask. “Have you…talked to him since it happened?”

      Roo shook her head and covered my hand with her own. “He moved on very soon after it happened, Rey.”

      “Where do they go afterward?”

      Roo sighed. “I don’t know… Hopefully somewhere better than here.”

      That brought up another touchy subject I’d been meaning to broach. “Are you okay?” I asked. “You don’t seem like yourself lately. You seem almost…depressed.”

      Roo chewed her lip. “I just have this feeling like we’re missing something, like we’re waiting for the other shoe to drop. I don’t trust anyone here. I don’t trust anyone anywhere, I realized. Except for you. You’re all I have, and when I think about that, it seems kind of sad to me… Lonely, you know? To only have a single soul in all the world you can trust, who you really care for. I mean, we’re surrounded by people here, a whole sea of them, but I feel totally alone, like an island.” She shook her head. “Do I sound crazy?”

      I offered a half smile. “You sound more human than you have for a long time, actually. I thought I was the only one. I thought that none of this was affecting you.”

      “Oh, it’s affecting me. You and I just have different ways of showing it. You like to talk about your feelings. I like to drown them in exercise and hold them inside.”

      “Until they explode?”

      Roo smirked.

      “The Headmistress,” I said, “you don’t trust her.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Roo answered anyway. “No, I don’t. But I already told you, you’re the only one I trust.”

      We fell silent for a bit.

      “So… you and Agnes, huh?” Roo said. “You guys best friends now?”

      I snorted. “We had to work together. Why? You jealous?”

      “I’m always jealous.”

      I laughed. It was true. Roo and I were closer than most sisters. We were best friends and soulmates, and a little jealousy came with the territory.

      “She’s not so bad, I guess,” I said. “She made me see things from her perspective, made me realize that it’s probably not easy being her.”

      Roo scoffed.

      “I mean it,” I said. “She’s not a small girl. She’s huge, actually, and kind of mean looking, and she can’t really help that.”

      “Yeah, well she can help being a bitch.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know how I’d be if people just assumed the worst of me because of how I look. Like the other day in brews class, she wasn’t the one who added the Triproot to my brew.”

      Roo’s brow furrowed. “How do you know?”

      “She told me.”

      “And you believed her?”

      I shrugged. “She really didn’t have a reason to lie, and also, after I choked her with my magic, I think she was too afraid to lie to me.”

      “Wait, you did what?”

      I winced at the memory of how I’d lost control a little, of how good it had felt to let my magic take hold. “It was an accident…sort of. But…” I trailed off.

      “But you liked it,” Roo finished for me.

      This wasn’t a question, either, but I nodded in response.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’m afraid I know exactly what you mean.”

      I kissed her forehead, not bothering to tell her that that’s what I was afraid of, too.
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        * * *

      

      “They posted the list!” Candy said to Roo as she sat down across from me.

      We were having breakfast in the dining hall the following week, and I stopped picking at my hash browns to look up. “What list?” I asked.

      Candy nodded at Roo.

      “The list for the Sphera team,” Roo told me. Then she turned to Candy. “Did I make it?”

      “Don’t you want to go check yourself?” Candy asked, barely suppressing a big smile.

      Roo shook her head. “Just tell me.”

      “Yes!” Candy said, as if the answer had been narrowly contained. “You made it! You got shooter, too!”

      Roo smiled—a real smile, and the sight of it warmed a place in my heart that I hadn’t realize had been freezing over.

      “Yes!” she said. “That’s the one I wanted.”

      “I got blocker,” Candy explained. “And I’m just happy I made the team. The competition was tough this year. Oh, and practice is everyday after fifth period, by the way.”

      “But we eat dinner after fifth period,” I said.

      Roo smiled at me, knowing that I didn’t like the idea of not getting to see her at suppertime.

      Candy, none the wiser, shrugged. “The Sphera team eats after. No big deal.”

      “When is the first game?” I asked. “Can I come?”

      “It’s next week,” Candy answered, “and of course you can come.” She glanced around at the others. “You all have to come and cheer us on.”

      I’d been coming to Roo’s sporting events since she was old enough to wear a jersey, so if she was going to be playing, I was definitely going to be cheering.

      The thought of playing on a team again seemed to lift Roo’s mood, which, in turn, lifted mine, and by the time we left the dining hall I was feeling pretty good. When I got to defense training that morning, I was actually ready to work out.

      “Why are you so happy?” Raz asked upon seeing me.

      I pretended not to notice the way the sun glistened off his perfectly tan skin. “Because I get to see you,” I said.

      The look on his face made me laugh out loud. “I was just kidding,” I said. “Relax.”

      “I am relaxed.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let’s just commence with the torture, shall we?”

      “We’re doing something different today.”

      “Oh, really? Like, what?”

      “Follow me.”

      Raz started off without waiting to see if I’d follow, so I jogged a little to catch up with him. “Does everyone at the Academy take some kind of How to be Unnecessarily Cryptic course or something?” I asked.

      He raised a brow, handsome face turning only partially toward me. “What do you mean?”

      I sighed. “Never mind.”

      Erasmus led me across the field where we usually trained and toward a line of pine trees. When we reached the woods and continued onward, I paused.

      “Are you taking me somewhere to murder me?”

      “As much as the prospect intrigues me,” he said, “not today, princess.”

      My jaw fell open. “Did you just make a joke?”

      He stopped in his tracks. “No joke.”

      My heart skipped a beat. His face was deadly serious, his eyes a darker shade of blue than usual.

      I realized just then that I really was alone with him, hidden in the cover of the trees. He was at least twice my size, large enough to toss me across the earth if he so chose.

      At this thought, my magic thrummed in my veins, reminding me that I was never alone, never utterly defenseless.

      “You thinking about your magic?” Raz asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      I blinked. “How’d you know?”

      He shrugged.

      My cheeks heated as I wondered if he’d been watching me closer than I’d realized during our time together. I mean, I’d certainly been sneaking little glances at him whenever I could—there was no way to help it. He was the type of handsome that was too obvious to ignore.

      “You’re staring at me strangely,” he said.

      I scoffed, looking abruptly away. “No I’m not.”

      “You’re not now, but you were before.”

      I groaned. “Can we just get it on?” My cheeks flared instantly red. “I mean, get on with it!” I corrected. “Can we get on with it?”

      Somehow, I resisted the urge to face-palm myself. I tried to act cool with this Freudian slip while simultaneously hoping that the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

      For the first time since I’d met him, I could’ve sworn that the shadow of a smile crossed Erasmus’s face, but it was gone before I could be sure. He removed his bow and quiver from his back and jerked his chin, beaconing me toward him.

      “Have you ever shot one before?” he asked.

      I stared at the fabled bow, shook my head.

      Raz pointed to a tree twenty feet away, there was a crude target drawn on its trunk in white paint. He held the bow out with his left hand, showing me how to grip it. “Now you try,” he said.

      For whatever reason, I was nervous, but I gripped the handle the way he’d shown me, holding it aloft. His strong hands fell on my shoulders, turning my body so that I was in the correct position. With him so close, his familiar scent surrounded me, and I drew a slow breath of salt water and pine.

      “You have good posture,” he said.

      I gasped. “A joke and a compliment all in one day?”

      “Concentrate, princess.”

      Right. I adjusted my hold, sighting the target as Raz nocked an arrow.

      “Relax your grip… You’re going to use your back muscles, not your arms. Good. Now pull the string all the way back to your chin and release in one smooth motion.”

      I let the arrow fly.

      It didn’t go anywhere near the intended tree.

      “Welp,” I said.

      Raz handed me another arrow. “Try again… What?”

      I shrugged. “It’s just… nothing.” I nocked the arrow.

      “Speak your mind, princess.”

      I drew the string, let the arrow fly. It was closer to the target this time, but still didn’t hit the tree.

      I reached for another, but Raz held them out of my reach. “You don’t see the point,” he said.

      It was not a question, but whatever look was on my face answered for me. “It just seems so… archaic.”

      “You might not always have your magic, princess.”

      “Stop calling me that, and why do you think that?” My eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I’ll lose my magic?”

      Instead of answering, he fixed his gaze toward the target, indicating the conversation was over.

      “Try again,” he said.
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      “Where’d you get that?” Roo asked.

      I laughed, turning so that she could see the back of it. “I made it, duh. You like?”

      Roo’s face lit up. “Of course I like it. But you’re a dork, in case you didn’t know that already.”

      Looking down at the homemade jersey I’d managed to whip up, I grinned. It was green and black, the school colors, and had Roo’s number on the front and back.

      “It looks like a twelve-year-old made it,” Genie commented from where she was relaxing on her bed.

      Roo stifled a giggle and offered me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Gotta go,” she said. “Coach wants us there early. I’ll look for you in the stands.”

      “I’ll be there,” I said.

      An hour later, I was passing through the foyer of the Academy’s main building with Genie. Hilda and Indi joined us as well, all dressed in green and black, like the rest of the student population. There was a buzz of excitement as we moved with the gathering crowd out the front doors and toward the field where Erasmus and I usually trained in the morning.

      Speaking of Raz, my eyes wandered through the crowd, seeing if I could spot him.

      “Rey, you have to try a creamy corn! Oh, and penny pies! They’re my favorite.”

      Now she was speaking my language. I judged every gathering based solely on the quality and quantity of food.

      And I was not disappointed.

      In fact, the whole affair was something else. The field had been transformed, the place so busy with activity and wonders that I didn’t know where to look first. Banners boasting the schools colors had been raised, and they waved in the gentle wind, suspended in midair by magic.

      One side of the bleachers was packed with people from the Academy, all decked out in green and black, and the opposing side was equally full, the spectators wearing white and blue. The conversation was so loud that it created a sort of hum, mixed in with the sound of the marching band.

      The band played a hypnotic melody, swirling around the field in a way that was oddly visual, with little black music notes rising out of the instruments and floating up into the blue sky like bubbles. Between these notes, birds of prey dipped and soared, letting out screeching cries at varying intervals.

      Beyond the bleachers were various tents, where the smells of food drifted toward me, calling me like an insect to light. The tents were all green and black, the sigil of the Academy adorning their tops, people crowding around them to grab one treat or another. Because I was the best sister ever, I decided to get good seats before indulging.

      I followed Genie, Indi, and Hilda toward the home section of the bleachers, and we found a spot about midway up, offering a good vantage point of the field. I spotted Roo and her teammates at the same time she spotted me, and we waved at each other. Candy stood beside her in a matching uniform, and grinned widely when she saw our little group. I didn’t know anything about Sphera, the rules or how it was played, but I supposed I was about to find out.

      I was getting ready to head over to the food tents when I noticed someone else, standing near the perimeter of the area, looking as stoic as always.

      Erasmus.

      “He’s so hot,” said Genie, who was sitting beside me. She nudged me with her shoulder. “I’m still jealous you get to train with him.”

      I pulled my eyes away from him, realizing she’d caught me staring. “Meh, he’s okay,” I replied.

      Genie snorted. “Yeah right. Don’t play it cool, Rey. Dude is fine. I’m still not sure how you got him as your trainer. He doesn’t usually teach, only guards.”

      This was new information to me. “What do you mean? He doesn’t have any other students?”

      Genie shook her head. “I heard they offered him an official position when he graduated last year, but he turned it down, instead taking a spot as second in line to the Chief Cerberus.”

      I thought not for the first time about the Cerberus. Always dressed in black, the Cerbs could be spotted hanging around the gate and the wall. I was told that though they guarded the Academy’s entire estate, they were rarely visible anywhere else on the grounds–a testament to their agility and skills at going undetected.

      “How many affinities are there?” I asked.

      “Oh, there are many,” Indi offered, her almond eyes on the field. I noticed that the dark haired beauty never made eye contact when she talked. “The males just usually get the physical ones, like strength, reflexes, sharper senses. There are the elements, of course—earth, wind, fire, water, and spirit.”

      “Spirit?”

      “It’s among the rarest,” Hilda said. “And the more powerful. It usually involves necromancy, but it’s believed spirit users can access any of the affinities.”

      “And then there’s the darkness, of course,” Genie added. “Any witch can access that, but it comes at a price.”

      “Are any witches born with darkness as their affinity?” I asked.

      The three of them glanced at each other, their faces filling with something akin to fear. It was Genie who answered.

      “Less than a handful throughout history have been born with darkness as their affinity, but yes, it is possible. It’s the only affinity that’s equally as powerful as spirit. Those born with darkness as their affinity are also said to be able to access all of the other affinities.”

      Though it had been over a month now since I’d arrived at the Academy, there was still so much I didn’t know.

      “But we can all cast spells and make brews?” I asked.

      Genie nodded. “The magic is in our blood, so yes, we can all cast and brew.”

      “How do you know what your affinity is?” I asked.

      “It happens for different witches at different times,” Indi answered. “For some, it’s obvious pretty much as soon as they’re born, for others, it takes years to figure it out.” She held her hand up in front of her, palm up. As I watched, a bright red flame appeared there. “Mine is fire,” she said, the small flickering blaze reflected in the dark depth of her eyes.

      Genie flicked her fingers at me, and I flinched, laughing as a cool spray touched my face. “Mine is water,” she said, grinning.

      I looked at Hilda, and she shrugged. “I don’t really know mine yet,” she said.

      I searched for a change in subject, as I could see it was a soft spot with her.

      It came in the form of a deep drumbeat, so loud and thunderous that I jolted in my seat.

      Genie grinned over at me. “That means the game is about to start,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The entire crowd took to their feet, and I followed suit out of some instinctual rule of human behavior.

      I was getting ready to ask what was happening when Headmistress Talia exited a dugout-like area and took center field. I noticed that Roo and her team must’ve retreated to this dugout, because they were no longer visible.

      As the headmistress stopped in the center, an enormous projection of her form burst out over the field, like a giant hologram, only glittering with magic rather than technology.

      When she spoke, her voice was also amplified. “Let us pray to the Goddess,” she said.

      I watched in curiosity as the gathered tucked their chins to their chests and closed their eyes. As one, they spoke words I had yet to memorize, though I’d heard them whispered by some before meals and at other various times.

      “We pray to the Goddess of Light and Goodness, and ask her to lead our way. We pray to the Giver of Life, the Mother of Magic, and ask that she bless this day. From the mountains of Rummelle to the waters of Gnarra, from the air of the Giant, to the fires of Hanna, bless us, dearest Goddess, we are your children, and you are our home.”

      With this completed, everyone took their seats, and Headmistress Talia proclaimed, “Let the game begin!”

      Cheers erupted all around us, and I found myself on my feet as well, scanning the field, waiting for my Roo to reappear. A moment later, she did, and I had to do a double take to recognize her.

      The uniforms they wore consisted of shorts and sleeveless jerseys, along with knee-high socks and cleats, but on the skin that was visible, intricate back patterns had been painted. They resembled tribal tattoos, and crawled up their arms, necks and even onto their faces, making for an overall intimidating effect. Both teams moved to the center of the field, staring each other down.

      But this was not what had me openly gawking. The beasts atop whose backs the players were sitting was what did the trick. They were enormous, sleek felines with coats of varying markings. The cat atop which Roo sat was striped, like a tiger, only the fur was blue and black, instead of orange and black. Though still massive, I noticed her mount was a little smaller than the others.

      Genie sat atop a much larger cat of all black. Some of the others were spotted like leopards, and others still with patterns I’d never seen the likes of in the human world. The felines, too, had been painted with symbols matching that of their riders.

      “What’s that paint on them?” I asked.

      “The symbols of the Goddess,” Indi said. “Some for war, meant to intimidate the other team, for speed and clear minds, and some for luck.”

      I noticed that the other team had similar markings, and was busy staring at them when the bleachers began to vibrate beneath me. At first, I thought it was just the movement of so many people, but then I saw the ground at the edges of the field splitting open, and large concrete slabs began to rise out of them, creating ramp-like structures along the edges of the field.

      The excitement in the crowd kicked up, the place practically buzzing now.

      A loud screech from above drew my eyes skyward, and I stared in wonder as an enormous half bird, half lion swept low over the field, a witch in black and white stripes riding its back.

      “That’s the referee,” Genie explained. “And she’s riding a griffon.”

      But I only had eyes for the griffon, my jaw hanging open and my heart hammering at the sight. Such a magnificent creature, with a wingspan that was double my height at least, and a beak that was sharp and large enough to shred, along with claws and a body of lean muscle.

      “I want to ride one of those,” I said, more to myself than any one else.

      Genie chuckled. “Don’t we all, but griffons are pretty rare, and they choose their riders. No one knows what makes them choose someone.”

      Conversation died out as the game kicked off. The referee hovered over the middle of the field, and after blowing a whistle, dropped a large rubber ball down to the players and felines waiting below. The goal was to force the other team out of bounds, hitting the ball with the long hockey stick-like clubs in their hands, using the ramps as surfaces from which to bounce and defend.

      By the time we reached halftime, my voice was raw from cheering Roo on, my cheeks flush with adrenaline. As we rolled into the second half, our team was up by three, two of which Roo had scored.

      I was on my feet, eyes glued to my sister as she raced down the field on the smaller, faster cat. Her club reared back, knocking the rubber ball off the slanted wall, the trajectory lined up perfectly toward the goal.

      But I didn’t know if it went in or not, because that was when the ground opened up and swallowed both the feline she was riding and Roo whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      I shot to my feet, stunned.

      A strange silence fell over the crowd, all eyes going to the spot where Roo, two other players, and their enormous cats had fallen into a crevice that had suddenly appeared in the field.

      The sound of the earth splitting was like thunder, the effect instant. One moment, Roo was shooting another goal, and the next, it was as though the ground opened its mouth and swallowed her.

      When the earth began to shift again, as if to close with her and the other players still inside, my heart stopped dead in my chest. I was shoving my way down the bleachers before I even knew what I was doing. All I could think of was getting to Roo.

      On the field below, the crevice in the earth that had swallowed her continued to close. The crowd broke out into gasps and shouts for help, but I barely heard them. Along with my adrenaline, I felt my magic stirring in my blood, tingling just below the surface.

      By the time I reached the field, it felt as though the magic was ready to burst right out of me.

      The crevice into which Roo had fallen was only a handful of feet wide. If it closed any further, Roo and her cat would be crushed. Just the thought made me crazy. There was a heartbeat where I kneeled peering into the still closing gap, looking down at Roo, Candy, and a player from the other team. Each had fallen off their mounts, and held their arms out at their sides, as if they could stop the encroaching earth with their physicality, looks of terror on their faces.

      But I only saw Roo. Selfish, maybe, but in truth, I’d let the entire world burn if it meant saving her, in every situation, every single time.

      Seeing her like that, the magic in me roared until it became a buzzing beneath my skin, in my ears. I didn’t remember doing it, but I was on my knees, fingers digging into the thick grass of the field. Roo’s face. All I could see was Roo’s face.

      Less than four feet of space for her to stand in now, the great cat beside her letting out an instinctual chuff of concern as the earth continued to close.

      “Rey!” she shouted up at me, all the world hanging on that word.

      Magic exploded out of me and into the ground, so strong that it shook the dirt beneath me, so potent that my head rocked back, my hair blowing outward as if in a swift wind.

      Three feet now. Three feet of space for my little sister to stand in.

      I pushed harder, dug deeper, feeling that well of power within me that was still so new, and yet so familiar. I spiraled down into it, warning bells going off in my head, and utterly ignoring them. Deeper and deeper. There seemed to be no bottom at all.

      And the crevice in the earth had stopped closing, grinding to a halt that was as audible as it was visual.

      I was offhandedly aware that the crowd had fallen eerily silent around me, that everyone present seemed to be holding their breath. My head was growing light, like it weighed so little that it might float right off my shoulders. I felt veins pulsing in my neck, in my arms, my jaw clenched tight enough to ache.

      “We have to help her!” Roo shouted to Candy and the other girl trapped with them.

      The two girls exchanged a look like that was the very last thing they wanted to do.

      “Now!” Roo snapped, her expression hard as she looked at them.

      Though they still looked reluctant, this awakened them. The three of them joined my efforts, placing their hands on the earth that was still trying to devour them, burrowing down into whatever magic they had.

      It was a jolt as their power mingled with mine, the biggest portion of it obviously coming from Roo. Our magics seemed to recognize each other, to wind around one another until I could not tell where mine began and hers ended. If I’d thought my own well of magic was deep, Roo’s and mine together was inexhaustible, infinite. I heard Candy and the other girl gasp, knowing they must’ve felt it, too. Their magic was like a single star in a universe of mine and Roo’s, hardly even noticeable.

      The crevice began to stretch back open, the earth groaning as it did so, the ground beneath me shaking as though by a quake. The felines’ survival instincts kicked in, and they leapt out of the crevice, barely scrambling up and over the edge as their deadly claws razed the earth, leaving their riders to their fates.

      I didn’t realize he was standing beside me until he spoke.

      “Give me your hand!” Raz called down, stretching his arm into the crevice.

      The girl from the other team gripped it, and Raz lifted her out as though she weighed nothing. She fell onto her bottom once she was topside, legs giving out beneath her, and crab-walked back away from the opening, eyes wide as saucers. Then she passed out, obviously too shocked for anything else. I felt her little blip of magic mingle into my own, and realized that despite this, my grip was slipping.

      It was getting harder and harder to hold the earth open.

      Candy took Raz’s hand next, and had I not been so absorbed, I might have barked at him to get Roo instead. By the time Candy was scrambling away from the opening, the crevice was starting to slip closed again. I noticed from the edge of my vision that Candy also buckled, her body slumping to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

      Raz moved closer to me, and I could feel his eyes on me, but I didn’t dare remove mine from Roo, who was staring up at me with all the trust in the universe stretching between us.

      “You’ll have to hold it on your own if I’m going to get her,” he said, deep voice right next to my ear. “Can you do that?”

      I nodded, not entirely sure that I could, and had I more mind to offer to the matter, I might’ve screamed out an inquiry about why no one else was coming to help me. Instead, all I managed was a nod. I would move the earth for Roo even if it killed me.

      Sucking in a deep, shuddering breath, I nodded. Raz reached a hand down for Roo. My little sister gave me a final look, then removed her hands from the earthen walls enclosing her and gripped Erasmus’s.

      I felt her magic leave mine as though it was air knocked from my lungs, a punch to the gut or solar plexus. I even heard myself groan in response, and felt my already loose grip on the earth slipping, the crevice closing faster and faster, inch by terrible inch.

      Then she was out, Raz hauling Roo up and over the edge, her toes leaving the gap just before it snapped closed.

      She was in my arms before I could inhale. The adrenaline leaving me as though I were a punctured balloon. I squeezed Roo, and she squeezed me back, and as my right mind settled back over me, I realized that we were surrounded by absolute silence.

      Every eye present was locked on us, unreadable expression on their faces.
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      I wanted to lash out.

      The earth had been literally about to swallow my sister whole, and not one of the bastards present—save for Erasmus—had lifted a finger to help.

      What the hell was wrong with them? I’d barely been able to hold the crevice open on my own, and even a little of their magic could have made it way easier, a less closer call.

      “You need to calm down,” said a deep voice beside me.

      My head snapped toward the speaker, fire crackling under my skin, in my veins.

      Erasmus met my eyes without flinching. “Reini, you need to calm down,” he repeated.

      A hand slipped into mine and squeezed gently, and had it been anyone else in the world, I’m not sure what would’ve happened next. But Roo said, “He’s right, Rey. You’re…glowing with magic.”

      Her words made me blink. I looked down at myself, shocked to see that she was right. I wasn’t glowing, exactly, but I was shimmering, the surplus of magic still coursing through me making a visual display. I clenched my teeth, my fists, willing it to recede back to wherever it went when I wasn’t calling upon it, noting that the looks on the faces of the observers were not, in fact, unreadable.

      They were afraid.

      Afraid of me.

      All of a sudden, I realized why no one had offered to help, why even Candy and the other girl who’d been close to being crushed had hesitated to help. I understood why they’d passed out right after escaping the hole. It hadn’t been from shock, as I’d thought.

      They had been drained of their magic.

      I had drained them of their magic.

      I’d taken some of Roo’s, too, but she had enough to spare. She was the only one left standing, her hair barely ruffled, face as calm as always, if a little flushed. Medics rushed over to her, having already carried off an unconscious Candy and the other girl. They started to lead her away, feeling her head, assessing her for injuries. She flashed me a look that said she was okay with this, somehow sensing that I was close to lashing out at them, perhaps unwarrantedly.

      I moved to follow, and was stopped by Headmistress Talia, nearly running into the witch in my haste.

      “You have to calm down before I can allow you inside, Reini,” the Headmistress told me. “You could level the Academy with the amount of magic coursing through you right now.”

      Once again, I felt the world pause, everyone present collectively holding their breath as they awaited my reaction.

      And they were not going to be disappointed. If the Headmistress thought she could keep me from being with my sister, she had another think coming.

      A strong hand fell on my shoulder. “Come with me, Rey,” Raz said quietly, and I realized that today was the first time I’d heard him actually call me by my name, rather than princess. “I’ll help you cool down, and then I’ll take you to her.”

      I stared into his bright blue eyes, thinking that maybe I’d go through him while I was at it. I’d go through the whole damn crowd if they tried to stop me.

      “Please,” Raz added, so low that I knew only I could hear him, and I got the feeling that this was not a word he frequently spoke.

      I drew a breath.

      Then another.

      Finally, I nodded, still teetering on an edge that felt precarious at best.

      Erasmus whistled, and the air above us stirred. I managed to pull my gaze from the crowd of gaping, fearful witches to see an enormous red-brown griffon land on the field beside us. Seeing it, some of my rage cooled, my energy directing toward the creature’s examination, rather than destroying whoever was standing between my sister and me.

      The giant beast watched me with sharp golden eyes, its head cocking this way and that, feathers ruffling. Erasmus gripped my waist and hoisted me into the leather saddle that sat upon its back. Then he hopped up behind me.

      I barely had time to process what was happening before Raz clicked his tongue, and the griffon shot up into the air.
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      I’d been wrong before.

      I did not want to be a rider of one of these creatures.

      This shit was absolutely terrifying.

      Whatever kind of power I’d been feeling, whatever rush or high I’d gotten from all the magic I’d absorbed, left me in an instant as the ground receded further and further below us.

      My stomach rose up to my throat, did a couple twists, and then dropped down again. I squeezed my eyes shut, biting my tongue to keep a whimper from escaping me.

      Behind me, with his large, hard body pressed close against mine, I could’ve sworn I heard Raz chuckle.

      Of course he would find this amusing even though I’d never heard the bastard laugh once in the time I’d known him, despite my assuredly witty comments and jokes.

      I nudged him a little with my elbow, which was met with his rock-hard abdomen. This only made him chuckle again.

      Tucking my chin, I held on as tight as I could and vowed not to open my eyes until we touched down. As the wind whipped at my face and hair, I tried to concentrate on the fresh scent that wrapped around me, realizing that it was Raz’s scent, and that it had become familiar in the short time I’d known him.

      Salt water and pine, a perfect mixture of ocean and forest.

      “You have to look,” he said, his breath warm on my neck, making me fight a shudder as my pulse picked up pace. “Be brave, princess. You’ll be glad you were.”

      I seriously doubted that, but there was something about the man that made me want to obey, even when I was giving him crap during our trainings. Though I was sure I’d regret it, I peeled my eyes open.

      And sucked in a sharp breath at the view stretched out before me.

      An ocean of green below, cornflower blue above. The landscape rolled on and on, and to the east, in the far distance, the Atlantic Ocean, a vast, endless giant, glittering like living glass.

      The griffon beat its wings, catching the wind and riding it like a surfer upon the waves. The trees of the Pine Barrens stretched on and on, as picturesque as a painting.

      After a while, I was even able to unclench my butt cheeks, still afraid, but relaxing more the longer we flew. Also, Erasmus’s presence had a calming effect on me that I’d refused to acknowledge until just now.

      Maybe I did want a griffon, after all.

      When we started to descend a few moments later, I was almost sad to do so. The rage that had been thrumming in my veins along with my magic had all but dissipated. As the trees drew nearer and nearer, I gritted my teeth, wondering how we were going to land when I did not see any clearings below.

      I needn’t have worried, because as we dipped lower, I spotted a wooden platform jutting out from one of the tall pines like a makeshift landing pad, just big enough to accommodate the giant beast atop which we rode.

      Sure enough, the griffon landed with perfect balance upon the planks, and I saw that there was more than just a wooden platform attached to this tree—there was an entire tree house.

      I stared at the structure as Raz hopped off the griffon and gripped me by the hips again, setting me down on my feet beside him. The feel of his hands at my waist lingered a while after, but I chose to ignore the sensation the best I could.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “My private spot,” he said. “I built it.”

      My stomach fluttered as I looked down and realized we were likely a hundred and fifty feet in the air. I patted the griffon on the back, and it shot me a look before taking to the skies again. I stumbled back as it did so, Raz catching my arm and steadying me.

      “Zar likes you,” he said.

      “Zar?”

      He nodded toward the skies.

      My brow furrowed. Then I broke into a slow smile. “You named your griffon Zar? As in, Raz backwards?”

      He had the self-awareness to look a little sheepish before folding his large arms across his wide chest. “Maybe,” he said, lifting his chin.

      I laughed out loud now. He rolled his eyes. “You want to stand out here, or come inside?” he asked, and then disappeared through the woven flap that served as a door without waiting for me to answer.

      Taking the invitation, I followed him inside.

      And couldn’t help a smile at seeing the interior.

      I was impressed—not that I’d admit it to him—that he’d built it himself, because it was rather sophisticated for a tree house. The doorway opened into a living area with a knitted rug and a single chair carved from the same wood that composed the walls, roof, and floor. A knitted blanket hung over the back of the chair, and there were long rectangular openings serving as windows, which were also curtained by the same knitted material.

      When I saw the balls of thick yarn and knitting needles on a wooden table beside the chair, I spun toward Erasmus with another smile blooming on my lips, eyebrows raised in question.

      His brows furrowed, but then he followed my gaze to the knitting materials, and folded his arms over his chest again. “What?”

      I shook my head, still smiling. “Nothing.”

      “It’s a very useful skill,” he said. “And relaxing.”

      I spread my hands innocently. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You want to.”

      I smiled and blinked.

      Raz shook his head. I wandered over to another doorway in the back of the space, pushing the flap aside and seeing that it let into a bedroom. Seeing this, I realized that I was very much alone with him, far enough away from anyone else that if I were to scream, no one would hear me.

      “How do you feel?” Raz asked, and my heartbeat skipped as I felt his presence behind me.

      I spun to face him, having to tilt my head back to look into his eyes, trying not to get lost in the sapphire depths.

      “Better,” I said, and silently scolded myself when the word came out breathy. I cleared my throat and stepped around him. “So, what, you come out here, knit sweaters, braid your hair, and take naps?”

      His head tilted, one of his long, dark braids falling over his shoulder. I fought the urge to reach out and touch it. It looked so silky and shiny.

      “Yes,” he said.

      I nodded. “I should probably get back to Roo.”

      Raz studied me a moment, those striking blue eyes pinning me to the spot. “What did it feel like?” he asked.

      I pondered pretending not to know what he was talking about, but didn’t see the point.

      “You know how it feels to use magic? It was like that, only times a million. I could feel it in my blood, in my bones, filling me up to the point where I thought it might explode out of me.” I paused, not sure I should add my next words, but then did anyway for some reason. “It felt…amazing…heady and powerful. Terribly powerful.”

      His eyes remained locked on me, and I felt my cheeks heat a bit but pretended not to notice. “You looked terribly powerful,” he said. “They were all afraid of you.”

      I fought the urge to shift on my feet. “And you?” I asked. “Were you afraid?”

      He took a moment before answering. Then, he said, “Yes. I’d be a fool not to have been.”

      My first instinct was to recoil from this, to be ashamed or embarrassed, but instead, I found myself taking a step forward. “And now? Are you afraid now, Erasmus?”

      His head tilted, the movement reminding me of Zar, his griffon companion, long braid shifting.

      “Should I be, princess?” His voice was low, almost a rumble.

      I had to swallow before I could respond.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Someone—maybe more than one someone—at the Academy is after my sister and me. I intend to find out who, and when I do…”

      His blue eyes narrowed a touch. “And when you do, what?”

      I shrugged.

      “It’s my job to protect all the occupants of the Academy.”

      To this, I said nothing. I walked past him, toward the exit. “We should get going. I need to see Roo.”

      Raz made no move to leave. “Is that an order, princess?”

      I was about to tell him yes, and I would like fries with it.

      Instead, I sighed. “Please,” I said, turning back to face him.

      He offered me his hand, and I took it.
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      “I’m fine, really,” said a voice I’d know in my sleep.

      I stepped into the infirmary and spotted Roo sitting up in her bed, looking annoyed.

      She nodded her head toward the other two prone figures in the room. “Tend to them instead.”

      The healer, an older, plump witch with a very grandmotherly look, offered a disapproving shake of her head, but scuttled away, nonetheless.

      Roo’s shoulder’s relaxed a fraction when she saw me. “Glad to see you’re feeling like your old self,” I said, taking a seat on the bed beside her. Roo had always hated any place that even remotely resembled a hospital room.

      She took my hand, squeezing it. “Where did you go?”

      I told her about the tree house, and the worry creasing her brow evaporated. She wiggled said brows instead.

      “Oh really?” she said.

      My eyes darted over to the other two occupants of the infirmary, eager to change the subject, even if it was for a less savory one. Candy and the girl from the other team lay on two other cots, as still as the dead, though I could see their chests rising and falling.

      “Are they going to be okay?” I asked.

      Roo’s gaze followed mine, but before she could answer, another voice spoke.

      “That depends,” said Headmistress Talia.

      Anger awoke in me upon seeing her, and it took me a moment to pinpoint why. When the ground had been about to crush three people into pancakes, she’d been as unwilling to help as the rest of the spectators.

      “On what?” I asked, and noted the snap to my tone.

      “On whether or not you’ll return to them the magic which you stole,” she answered.

      I blinked, not having anticipated that.

      Roo, as usual, stepped in for me.

      “Maybe she wouldn’t have had to use their magic if you would’ve done something to help us,” my sister snapped. “She saved our lives. You should be thanking her for not letting students die on your watch.”

      The headmistress raised her pointed chin a fraction, looking at Roo through those cat-rimmed glasses. She tilted her head toward Candy and the other girl. “Does that look like life to you, Roonie Aldainaire?” she asked.

      Roo would not be deterred so easily. “Why didn’t you help?”

      Headmistress Talia’s jaw clenched. “Because much like the two young ladies lying there, I’ve been largely drained of my magic. There was nothing I could do.”

      “Bullshit,” Roo replied.

      “You think that was easy?” the headmistress asked. “You think I enjoy being helpless?”

      “I think you’ve done very little to prepare us for whatever it is you think we’re supposed to do to fix this world we’ve found ourselves in. I think I don’t trust you, or this place, or anything we’ve been fed thus far,” Roo said.

      Oh-kay. So I guess we were just laying our cards on the table, then.

      The headmistress stared at Roo for a moment before looking to me, but if she thought I’d take a side against my sister, she was sorely mistaken.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of response I expected to that, but I did expect a response. Instead, the headmistress swept her gaze back to me.

      “Will you return their magic to them, or not?” she asked.

      I decided to think later about the fact that the answer I gave, was not the answer I wanted to give. Or the way the Headmistress looked at me as she asked the question, as if she fully expected me to refuse.

      I studied Candy and the other girl for a few moments before speaking, willing my heart to take precedence over my mind.

      “I will,” I said. “Just show me how.”
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      It took more will than I would admit.

      As the magic left me, it felt as though I were giving my own life blood, or sacrificing an appendage. I had to keep reminding myself that I was only giving back what I’d borrowed, that it hadn’t been mine in the first place.

      And, yet, it felt like mine. Giving it back, though I knew it was right, felt terribly wrong.

      I understood the skeptical look on the headmistress’s face now, even if I sort of despised her for it. It was clear that until after the deed was done, she hadn’t truly expected me to do it.

      Candy’s eyes blinked open once I’d returned her small bit of magic, and she stared up at me like she’d never seen me before. “What happened?” she asked.

      I decided to let the others explain, and after returning the other girl’s magic—her name was Hillary, I learned—all I wanted to do was get to bed. Even though their magic had been a sip in comparison to the ocean’s worth that was Roo’s and mine, the after-feeling was still that of being drained.

      Before I could depart from her, however, Candy gripped my wrist. “Thank you,” she said, voice raspy.

      I nodded, feeling guilty about the fact that I hadn’t really wanted to give her magic back, and excused myself before she could say anything else. After a few sharp exchanges, Roo was discharged, and we headed toward the dining hall together, my hunger the only sensation matching my fatigue.

      It was after the dinner hour by the time we got there, a whole day having passed between the Sphera match and leaving the infirmary, but there were still a good number of students present.

      As Roo and I entered, a silence fell over the hall, every eye in the place turning toward us.

      I noticed that this was not like the first time we’d entered the hall over a month ago, where mostly curiosity had been reflected in the staring faces. This time, there was no denying the emotion underlying the attention—fear.

      As if I was prone to walking in here and draining them all for the hell of it. I struggled against rolling my eyes at the whole situation.

      Roo and I gathered our food and took a seat at our usual table, noticing that the spots around us were totally empty. Genie, Indi, and Hilda had likely already finished their meals, but the insecure part of me wondered if they were avoiding us as well.

      “I’m starting not to like the vibe around this place,” I admitted, keeping my voice low.

      Roo raised an eyebrow. “Starting to?”

      “I just get the feeling that they somehow blame us for what happened at the game yesterday. Like we planned it or something. Like you didn’t almost die.”

      I was getting angry again, so I took a deep breath to cool myself.

      “We still don’t have any answers,” Roo said. “We still don’t know who was behind any of what has been happening. The wraiths, the ground opening up to eat me…”

      She shuddered, and I had to bite down on the anger that rose in me at seeing her upset.

      “Who could do something like that? Who has enough power?”

      She shrugged. “I’d assume it’d be someone with an earth affinity.”

      I nodded, having not thought about this. “Who do we know with an earth affinity?”

      Roo lifted her shoulders again. “Beats me… But finish your food, because I think I know a good place to start our investigation.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      Roo half smiled in a way that was almost a grimace. “On the field that tried to eat me.”
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      We waited until darkness fell.

      Then we slipped out of our dorm, careful not to wake Genie, and into the quiet halls of the Academy.

      The place was different at night. Without the bustle of students and the sun slanting through the high windows, there was only the flickering emerald glow of the torches to light the way. As we made our way through the hallways and down to the foyer, I wondered what the punishment for sneaking out after curfew was, and decided it didn’t matter now, anyway.

      We almost made it out the door and into the darkness when a low, deep voice stopped us.

      “What are you doing?”

      Roo and I paused in our tracks.

      Erasmus peeled away from a nook in the wall, and now stood between us and the door to the outside.

      Roo glanced at me, and I considered lying for a moment before deciding upon the opposite.

      “To the Sphera field,” I said.

      Erasmus studied us for a moment, sharp blue eyes going from me to Roo and back again. “It’s after curfew,” he replied.

      I heard Roo mumble, “No, shit, Sherlock,” under her breath, but chose to ignore it. Luckily, so did Raz.

      I met his gaze. “I know,” I said.

      I prepared myself for his order to return to our room, but instead, Erasmus glanced around. “We better be quick, then,” he whispered.

      My eyebrows shot up. “We?”

      Raz blinked at me as if he didn’t know why I was surprised. Shrugging, I pushed by him—trying to ignore the familiar scent of salt water and pine—and out the door. Roo and Raz followed on my heels. We snuck across the vast lawn of the Academy and through the dark like thieves in the night.

      When we made it to the field, I heaved a small sigh of relief.

      “Now what?” I said.

      Roo was busy staring at the spot in the earth that had cleaved open, nearly swallowing her up. Though the ground had closed back up, the break of its opening still split across the felid like a scar upon green skin.

      “Look around,” Raz said. “Open up your senses and see what you can find.”

      I nodded as if that made complete sense.

      The night was silent, the tall pines around the edges of the property the only witnesses to our search. I was just about to give up when something shiny caught the moonlight, along with my attention.

      Drawn toward it, I bent to examine the object, which was just barely sticking out of the earth along the edge of the newly sealed crack through which Roo had fallen.

      Reaching down, I plucked it out of the earth, holding it up in the moonlight.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when Erasmus spoke from right beside me. “A Talis coin,” he said, deep voice low and near enough to make me fight a shiver.

      “Goddess,” I replied at his sudden appearance. “I need to put a bell around your neck.”

      Roo wandered over to see what we were looking at. “What’s a Talis coin?” she asked.

      Raz’s eyes were narrowed, his posture rigid. “They can hold a powerful burst of magic. Once the magic is spent, the coin can be re-charmed.” He held his hand out and I placed the coin in it. Holding it up, he added, “This was likely what caused the ground to split.”

      I stared at the coin, wondering at how something so small could pack such a punch.

      “Great,” Roo said. “So we know the incident was deliberate, but we still don’t know who was responsible.”

      “No,” Raz agreed, still clutching the coin between his fingers. “But I know how we can find out.”
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      “I’m not getting on that thing,” Roo said, crossing her arms.

      Zar the griffon’s head cocked, sharp golden eyes flicking from me to Roo, feathers ruffling, as if he could understand what Roo was saying.

      I approached the creature and ran a hand through the thick, soft fur on its back, noticing that Raz was watching me, if pretending not to be. To my delight, the giant lion-bird leaned into my touch.

      “Zar is cool, Roo,” I promised. “You know I’d never put you in danger.”

      “We could travel by foot,” Raz said, slinging a sack over Zar’s back and strapping it down near the saddle. “But it would take us half a day through treacherous lands.”

      Roo pursed her lips. “My choices are flying on a lion-bird or hiking through treachery?”

      Raz’s head tilted in a Zar-like manner. “Pretty much,” he said.

      Moments later, we were sitting astride Zar, with me positioned between Roo and Raz. My little sister gripped the arm I held around her waist. She was usually so fearless that her nerves at the prospect of flying atop Zar made me smile a little.

      Zar bent his powerful legs, wings flaring, muscles in his tawny back flexing, and shot forward. Roo let out a yelp, and before she could draw another breath, we were airborne.

      I held onto Roo as the wind whipped our hair. Raz kept one thick arm around my waist. Zar sailed through the night like a shooting star, as much a part of the sky as the moon and the stars.

      If I’d thought the sight from up here was magical before, it was nothing next to the sight now. There was no light pollution this deep into the Pine Barrens, so every star in the sky was visible, making for a tapestry of constellations. The air was cool but not unpleasant, the scent of the pines and the ocean to the east similar to that of Erasmus, who was warm and steady behind me.

      “You have to open your eyes,” I told Roo, and could almost feel the half smile on Raz’s face as I did so.

      Roo shook her head.

      I chuckled. “Just do it.”

      “This isn’t a Nike commercial,” she replied through gritted teeth.

      I sighed, and with a little more prodding, Roo peeled her eyes opened…and gasped at the wonder of it all.

      “Okay,” she said after a while. “This is pretty amazing.”

      As if to punctuate the point, Zar let out a half roar, half caw and shot forward even faster. Roo’s responding yelp was drowned out by my laughter.

      We flew for a while, passing over the sea of shadows that was the forest until I spotted a mountain range in the distance. Something swirled low in my belly, a sense of foreboding, and I shivered against it.

      “You okay?” Raz’s deep voice whispered in my ear.

      I nodded, and tried not to blush at the way Raz’s arm tightened a bit around my waist.

      As we drew closer to the mountain, however, the feeling of foreboding increased, and from the way she tensed, I could tell Roo felt it, too.

      “What is that place?” I asked Raz when it became clear the mountain was where we were heading, speaking loudly to be heard over the wind.

      “It’s a mountain range,” Raz said.

      Roo laughed at this response, and the droll way in which Raz spoke it.

      Raz continued, “It’s part of the Blue Ridge Mountain Range, but it’s what’s inside that we’re after.”

      I rose to the bait. “What’s inside?”

      Raz’s voice deepened in a way that both scared and excited me. “One of the few places on this side of the continent where one can obtain a Talis coin,” he answered.
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      We landed at the base of a rolling range of mountains, deep within pine country, where nature still held its grasp on the land.

      The air was different here, fresher and greener, the towering trees hugging the foothills creating a physical barrier between us and the rest of the world. Smaller woodland creatures went scurrying in every direction as Zar crashed through the canopy and made his landing in a small clearing within the forest.

      Roo wasted no time dismounting. I followed suit, Erasmus doing the same.

      “We have to go on foot from here,” Raz said, patting Zar on the shoulder before heading toward the rocky wall before us.

      With the shadows of night still holding fast, the world around us was dark and silent save for the occasional hoot of an owl and the gentle whisper of wind through the boughs.

      Roo and I exchanged a look before hurrying to catch up with Raz, who adjusted the bow and quiver over his shoulders, which were a tad more tense than normal. The change was so slight that I doubted anyone but me would notice.

      “What are we walking into?” I asked as we caught up with him.

      “It’s a black market of sorts,” Raz answered, still heading straight at the rock face. “For the magical realms.”

      “How do we…?” Roo asked as we reached the rocks, but didn’t finish, because as we stepped up, an entrance appeared.

      The rock face shifted, revealing deep darkness inside.

      Roo sighed. “In the history of forever, has any good ever come from entering a dark, butthole-like orifice?”

      I sputtered a chuckle at this, and then another at the look on Raz’s face, but there were nerves beneath my amusement. The place had a feel, and it was not welcoming.

      “Stay close,” Raz said, and led us inside.
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      At first, there was only darkness.

      The passageway into the mountain was tight and cool, the scent of damp rock filling the air. Pulling up some of the lessons I’d picked up at the Academy, I casted a light orb and set it to hang in the air in front of me. Its glowing violet flare lit the way.

      “Deeper into the butthole we go,” Roo mumbled.

      Raz raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. We wound deeper and deeper into the mountain, the ground sloping downward at a slight angle. I fought off the sense of claustrophobia trying to sneak in with the close quarters, the dark now stretching both ahead and behind.

      A little further on, the tunnel opened up to reveal a massive cavern. The ceiling was so high that I had to crane my neck back to look at the stalactites that hung like enormous icicles. On the ground, their counterparts—stalagmites—sprouted in huge columns that rose all the way to the ceiling at some points. They glittered like diamonds, the surfaces catching the light and dancing.

      The natural cavern alone would have been a sight, but the bustling marketplace within was what captivated me. Rows and rows of colorful tents went on for as far as the eye could see, their vendors selling wares as exotic as the creatures roaming among them.

      The creatures—there was no other way to describe them. It was one thing to find out I was a witch; it was another thing to discover that there was an entire world beyond the one I knew. The implications of this had been too large to fathom, but seeing it face-to-face had a way of knocking the truth into you.

      “Try not to stare,” Raz whispered to Roo and me as we made our way into the fray.

      I snapped my mouth shut and averted my eyes from a person with sparkling aqua-blue skin and long silver hair. His beauty and otherness, along with the fluid way he moved, were utterly striking.

      “Jinn,” Raz said in a low voice, answering my unspoken question.

      I blushed when the Jinn male—shirtless and with muscles for days—winked at me and slipped through the tents and out of sight.

      More wonders abounded around every corner. A pack of wolf pups ran through the place, bounding from here to there like pinballs, a muscular woman chasing after them with a broom raised high above her head, people shaking their heads or chuckling as the group bolted past.

      Vendors called out to us from both sides as we progressed deeper into the massive cavern, shoving fine fabrics and various items into our path as if that should entice a sale. Our little trio stuck close together, Raz leading us through with unyielding purpose. The vendors took a look at him—so large and imposing with that ever inscrutable look upon his face—and sensed that Roo and I were the easier targets.

      The smell of roasting meats and sugary treats filled the air, along with music unlike any I’d ever heard coming from some not-too-distant corner. The urge to stop at some of the tents and take a peek at what might be inside was strong, but Raz moved at such a clip that we would lose him in the crowd if we chose to linger.

      Eventually, we came to a black tent that was set away from most of the rest, tucked into a little alcove in the cavern that somehow managed to look seedy in its loneliness. Roo and I exchanged a glance as Raz headed for the black tent, bracing ourselves for whatever waited inside.

      The air was sucked out of me as soon as I passed beyond the onyx tent flap, my eyes darting around in an attempt to process what they were now seeing.

      It was as though we’d passed through a void and entered a pocket in space and time, as if the plane we now occupied orbited on a different axis than the one I’d always known. It was dark as a never-ending night, and quiet, as though not even the wind dared whisper here.

      A vast, rocky landscape spread out before us, the edges of which were not visible beyond the shadows. In the center of our line of sight sat a hunched figure, a raggedy cloak over its shoulders. The figure floated a few inches over the ground, legs folded beneath it, a ruby red rug laid out upon the rocky ground below as if for some strange picnic.

      The set of Raz’s shoulders and the strange feel of the place had my heartbeat picking up in pace, my eyes locked on the cloaked figure. The three of us approached the way one might a sleeping lion—slowly and with caution.

      “Princessssessssss,” spoke a voice originating from seemingly everywhere, as if carried on the phantom wind.

      I scooted a little closer to Roo, magic tingling under my skin, perking up at the almost threatening tone in which the word was spoken. I half expected Raz to speak for us, but appreciated it when he glanced at me to see if I’d like to respond for myself.

      “Who are you?” I asked the figure.

      The hood shifted back to reveal a crone so old that her skin seemed like folded gray leather. A crooked smile missing several front teeth, and scraggily gray hair had me swallowing back a grimace. She looked like the kind of creature that lured kids to her house of candy in the forest and fattened them up for supper.

      “A servant,” replied the crone, black eyes flicking from Roo to me and back again, sharp as a knife despite her appearance. “And you are the heirs to the Aldainaire bloodline.”

      “Now that we’ve passed introductions,” Roo said, and nudged Raz.

      Raz held up the Talis coin. “Who did you create this for?” he asked.

      The crone extended her hand. He placed the coin in her palm.

      “How do you know I created it?” she crooned, eyeing Erasmus in a way that made me want to scowl, sharp, inky-black eyes roaming slowly over every inch of him.

      “Don’t play games with us, Ruthynan,” Raz replied.

      I blinked, wondering how Raz knew her, but decided to save my questions for later.

      “It was a favor for Evelyn, of course,” Ruthynan answered.

      Raz held her gaze, waited.

      The crone said, “You want to know who planted it for her. Who betrayed your precious princesses at your precious academy.”

      “Well, duh,” Roo replied.

      The crone shot her a look that made my hackles rise before turning her attention back to Erasmus. She was silent a moment, but then, she shrugged.

      “The girl’s name is Candy,” she answered, gaze flicking to Roo and me. “I believe you know her.”

      I blinked, the name taking a moment to process. Candy? She couldn’t mean the girl who sat with us at lunch, who had Brews class with me and played Sphera with Roo. Why would Candy do such a thing?

      I was getting ready to ask when Raz asked a question of his own.

      “You never give answers away without exacting a toll,” Raz said, eyes narrowed and shoulders tense. “Why did you tell us?”

      The crone smiled, revealing her broken grill and the menace behind it.

      “Because you won’t be leaving here alive,” she said.
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      “Because you won’t be leaving here alive.”

      There was hardly a heartbeat between these words and the explosion that lifted me off my feet and sent me flying. Blinding light replaced the encompassing darkness of the place, accompanied by a ringing in my ears, completely disorienting me.

      I landed in a heap upon an unforgiving surface, the air knocked out of my lungs, pain shooting up my tailbone where it struck the rocks. I tasted blood in my mouth and had to fight off a wave of panic that threatened to overcome me, blinking to clear my vision, teeth gritted against the pain.

      As my vision cleared, I saw that Roo and Erasmus were in much the same state, struggling to sit up after the blast.

      Then my eyes settled on the source of the thrumming power that was becoming so thick it was hard to breathe through.

      The old crone was gone, and standing over us now, with lips as red as blood and teeth as white as bone, was Mother Eve.

      “I knew you’d come,” said the white haired witch. “Right into my trap like flies in a web.”

      There was nothing I could do against the fear that seized me. I’d been awestruck when digging into my own well of magic, but Mother Eve’s was so intense that it was all-consuming. I could sense so many different lines of power emanating from her, all feeding a central core that was too bright to look at. She glowed in its glory, terribly beautiful and full of youthful energy, hawk-like attention focused on me and my sister.

      This awareness had me struggling to my feet. The effort it took was Herculean.

      Then the draining began.

      Mother Eve wasted no more words, no more time. She had indeed trapped us like flies in her spider’s web. I struggled to move and found that I could not take a step, could not lift a finger. A glance at Raz and Roo proved they were experiencing the same.

      A low groan escaped me, the pulling from Mother Eve intensifying until it felt as though the very marrow was being sapped from my bones. The pressure to succumb pressed down on me, threatening to drive me to my knees. Now I was not groaning, but crying out, the sound mingling with Roo’s matching cries of agony.

      Only Raz was not making a sound, but the pain he was feeling was evident on his face. His handsome features were twisted in agony, the muscles in his arms and neck bulging as he fought against Mother Eve’s vice-like hold.

      Seeing this, along with hearing the hurting groans of my little sister, set me on fire. Anger flared up in me, hot and powerful, and though she was still in the process of sucking out my magic, I knew Mother Eve must have felt the shift, because her eyes flicked to me.

      A slow grin spread over her face.

      “Does this make you mad, little princess?” she asked, voice sweet and low. “To be so powerful, and yet so powerless? Strength is so wasted on the young.”

      The arrogant witch. Not only was she going to steal our magic, and either leave us as shells of ourselves or worse, she had to taunt while she did it.

      Inch by inch and drop by drop, with every second, I felt my magic draining.

      I had to stop her.

      I glanced at Roo as I thought this to see that she was already looking at me.

      No. We had to stop her.

      I tried to move toward my little sister, but every inch seemed a mile, every movement agony. Hot tears fell from the corners of my eyes and ran down my cheeks, which ached from gritting my teeth. Our eyes locked, and the pain in hers drowned out any I might be feeling myself.

      My right foot dragged forward a few inches, then my left, my whole body angling toward my sister and being held back as if by a great and ungodly wind. Roo did the same, fighting to be nearer to me with everything she possessed, a single particle of energy existing in two places at once.

      The gap between us closed further. But still not enough. So close, and so far away.

      Mother Eve’s grip tightened, squeezing until my vision began to blur at the edges, pulling at our beings as though might a black hole. My hold on reality threatened to slip, but I stared at my little sister—my anchor since forever—and she stared back, holding me fast with just her gaze.

      It was impossible to tell how much time passed, but then I was beside her, offering her my hand, wrapping my fingers around hers as if she was a buoy and I a drowning soul.

      My sister’s magic mingled with my own. I felt a rush of power, the deep well of it that was created when we were together, standing strong against the onslaught from Mother Eve.

      Until it started to waver.

      Mother Eve was too powerful, her draining too insistent.

      One shot. That would be all we’d get, and it would likely burn Roo and I out for a good while. Just one good blast. I wasn’t sure how I knew this, but I knew. Looking at my little sister, she knew it, too.

      It was now or never. Roo’s and my internal clocks were synced, our natural watches matching to the millisecond.

      I heard the screams and realized belatedly that they were coming from Roo and me. Releasing so much magic felt like exposing my soul, like expanding until I’d scattered every atom of myself to the farthest reaches of the universe. I had no idea where my magic ended, and where Roo’s began.

      Another cry broke through the sound of ours. I watched through blurred vision as Mother Eve was lifted off the ground and thrown backward thirty feet. The draining sensation was gone in an instant, and we could have run just then.

      Could have, but the witch had managed to take some of our magic before we’d been able to stop her.

      And I wanted it back.

      I took a step toward her, hands clenched into fists so tight that my fingernails drew blood on my palms, but if there was pain, I didn’t feel it. I watched myself as if from afar, the instinct as natural to me as breathing. Lifting my hand, I began to drain the magic she’d stolen back out of her.

      The sensation was intoxicating, like ice and fire rushing through my veins at once, reaching the tips of every extremity and flooding every cell. Mother Eve writhed unnaturally where she lay, groaning and struggling to get to her feet. Distantly, I was aware of someone tugging on my arm, but I wasn’t done yet.

      I didn’t just want what she’d taken from us.

      I wanted everything she had.

      All of it.

      I was going to drain her of every drop.
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      I was struck as if by a bus.

      The air knocked out of me, pain lancing through my midsection at the point of impact. It happened so fast that my mind took a moment to catch up to my body. I landed in a heap, blinking and trying to clear the haze clouding my vision.

      Raz.

      He’d tackled me to the ground, surprising me enough that I’d lost my grip on Mother Eve. The power I’d managed to take from her, along with the return of my own magic, had a heady effect—almost like being drunk. Raz’s enormous weight was still atop me, and I shoved him off, eager to be back on my feet as long as that witch was still breathing,

      I was about to say something very mean to Erasmus when a low growling drew my attention.

      Though my previous encounters with them had been brief, I knew the sound instantly.

      Lycans, three of them, had just stepped out of a swirling portal, and there was murder in their feral eyes. Mother Eve must’ve somehow summoned them when she’d lost the upper hand over us.

      The three charged at us, and though a part of me wanted to run, I stood my ground, planting my feet and lifting my chin, still high from the amount of magic I’ve taken from Mother Eve. One of the fanged, hairy beasts met my gaze, and my teeth clenched as the magic raged within me.

      I summoned some fire magic, and launched it at the three lycans, sending two skittering back as it singed their fur. The third, however, skirted around the flames with preternatural speed, moving too fast for me to react.

      Its maw yawned wide, the dark depths of its throat almost visible beyond those massive fangs. There was only time to stare before the bite.

      Then Raz was in front of me, his wide back taking the place of the drooling mouth of the wolf-beast. It happened in a heartbeat, but I had the strange sensation of watching the event in slow motion—a moment that would torment me for many moons to come.

      One second, there was the maw of the beast, wide and terrifying. Then there was Raz, his muscular arm removing a dagger from his waistband, the metal of it gleaming as he shoved it into the lycan’s throat, causing a spray of scarlet blood at the same instant that the beast’s jaws clamped around his throat and shoulder, deadly fangs sinking in deep.

      There was  a moment where time stopped entirely—in the space between when the beast’s long teeth disappeared into Raz’s flesh, Raz’s blade still deep in the creature’s chest. Both blows were either deadly or damn near.

      Raz’s hold on his blade slipped free at the same time the lycan’s jaws slackened. Still in slow motion to my shocked mind, both slumped to the ground, scarlet spurting and pooling around them.

      Then, I blinked, and time caught up.

      Roo sent a burst of magic at the other two lycans, driving them back again for a few heartbeats. Beyond them, I sensed rather than saw Mother Eve regaining herself…

      But all I could look at was Erasmus, at the gaping tears to his right shoulder and neck.

      So much blood. He’d already lost so much blood, and was still losing it.

      “He’s dying,” Roo said, and though I barely heard her words over the chaos surrounding us, I felt the weight of them in my gut.

      I tore my eyes away from Raz long enough to catch sight of Mother Eve. Her gaze locked with mine, and a slow smile pulled up those blood-red lips. My hands clenched into fists at my sides.

      Roo was beside me, gripping my arm. “He doesn’t have time,” she told me.

      I knew what she meant, knew that she was saying I had to make the choice between attempting to finish off Mother Eve while I was rife with all this power, or fleeing and grasping at the chance of saving Erasmus in time, knowing very well it might already be too late for him.

      My magic swirled through my bloodstream, urging me to decide. My little sister’s hand closed around my own.

      Instead of hurling the magic at Mother Eve, I used it to lift Raz’s body and shove him through the invisible portal we’d used to enter this cursed plane.

      I caught a final glance at Mother Eve before Roo and I followed after.

      The grin the dark witch gave me would haunt my nightmares for many moons to come.
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      Exiting the cavern through the marketplace happened in a blur.

      I was aware that I was sticky with Raz’s blood, aware of the rapid pounding of my heart and my short gasps for breath as I used pure magic to heave him along. I sensed multiple sets of eyes on us, but couldn’t care less, and luckily for them, no one in the market place tried to prevent our exit.

      I was pretty sure there was enough magic running through me right now to level the place, but I was concentrating on moving Raz while keeping invisible pressure on his wounds to staunch the bleeding.

      Then we were passing through the tunnel and emerging into the cool night, the smell of the forest taking the place of damp rock. A roaring caw sounded across the dark sky. Then Zar crashed through the trees, clearly agitated at the sight of his prone rider hovering bloody in the air.

      Sweat rolled down my back as I maneuvered Erasmus onto his griffon’s back, Roo and I following suit.

      Then we were airborne.

      The wind whipped at my hair, drying the sticky blood on my clothes and skin, the only sound save for the beating of Zar’s wings and the racing of my heart.

      Roo didn’t say a word the entire flight, and I was too afraid to ask her the answer to the question hanging in the air between us. Instead, I reached around to Raz’s neck and felt for a pulse.

      It was faint. So very, very faint.

      My breath hitched in my throat, and I forced myself to speak the words, glancing over my shoulder at my sister, who sat close behind me on Zar’s muscled back.

      “Will he live?” I asked.

      Roo’s lips pressed together into a tight line, but she did not speak, her silence an answer in itself.
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        * * *

      

      Zar flew us deeper into the forest, going the opposite direction of the Academy.

      We landed in a small clearing in the sea of towering evergreens, where a tidy little log cabin sporting glowing windows and a curl of smoke rising from the chimney rested within the trees. At first, I thought the griffon must be mad, but then the front door to the cabin swung open, and a child with long silver hair and green eyes came running out.

      I was so entranced by her beauty that it took me a moment to realize she was not human. The tips of her ears were pointed, and her front two incisors were long and sharp like fangs. There was a slight shimmer to her olive skin, and a deepness behind her emerald eyes that belied her appearance.

      “What happened?” she asked, approaching Raz and examining his wounds.

      “Lycan,” Roo answered, because I couldn’t seem to find my voice.

      “Bring him inside,” said the child.

      I was too shocked over it all to do anything but obey. A few breathless moments later, we were in the cabin, Raz laid out on a kitchen table long enough to take up a good portion of the room.

      The child set to work while Roo and I stood and gaped.

      I swallowed, the irony taste of blood lingering on my tongue. “Will he live?” I asked for the second time that night.

      The child shrugged, one delicate shoulder lifting and falling. She glanced away from Erasmus only long enough to meet my eyes.

      “Probably not,” she answered, and continued whatever the hell she was doing to Raz.

      I watched helplessly as green light appeared around her small fingers, flowing from her and into Erasmus. Her brow furrowed with concentration, sweat beading there.

      And, still, Raz did not move.

      Beside me, Roo stilled. My gaze went to her even though I didn’t want to look. More than anything, I didn’t want to look.

      Because she was not looking at me. Nor was she looking at the strange inhuman child, nor the patient lying prone atop the table.

      She was looking beyond us. At something only she could see.

      No, not something.

      Someone.

      A single tear rolled down my cheek, but I swiped it away before it could reach my chin.

      I stared at Raz’s still body. A rage so red and hot flowed through me that any subsequent tears I might’ve cried evaporated long before they could reach my eyes.

      I should’ve killed the dark witch while I’d had the chance.
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      When her home is attacked by murderous vampires, Alexa Montgomery is forced to leave her mother for dead in order to save her sister.

      She soon learns that she is the last known member of an elite race of supernatural warriors, and is thrust into a world full of vampires and werewolves who all seem to regard her as some sort of savior.

      Meanwhile, Alexa battles a monster within herself that seeks to gain control—a monster that seeks blood.

      The hidden city she finds herself in appears perfect, but Alexa's instincts tell her that all is not right within its walls. When she is asked to attend a school of fighters, whose exams consist of gladiator-style competitions, she must decide who she can trust among the smiling faces.

      And, when she meets Kayden, a vampire she feels undeniably drawn to, she must decide if she can trust herself.

      Blood Warrior is the first book in The Alexa Montgomery Series.
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      It wasn’t dead when I found it.

      I’m not even sure what drew me to the window in the first place. But I went. I suppose I should have, even could have walked away at that point… let nature take its course. But I didn’t.

      Its neck was broken. Its wings outstretched and feathers splayed in a way more peacock than blackbird. I pushed open the window, having almost forgotten its deceitful boundary, though the glass was stained where the two had collided.

      And then I tilted, just bent my upper body so I was leaning over it. It was in pain. No, I couldn’t be sure of this, and yet, I was. I think the eyes captured me, held me there until the option of walking away had faded, leaving me with no choice at all.

      I backpedaled, reached out a calloused and cracked hand, and grabbed Capote off my desk. Returning to the window, I raised the hardcover.

      My hesitation was brief, but present. The bird lay wounded beyond repair. And, somehow, I thought I knew what it wanted, what I would want were I the broken blackbird.

      Or maybe I justified certain wants with inferred ones. Either way, it was the right thing. I took no pleasure in watching something suffer. Nor would I let it.

      The book fell at exactly the same moment the door opened.
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      My mother entered the room, and I reluctantly turned to face her. I had been in a good mood. I didn’t particularly want to change that. But there she stood, and that meant she had a reason. She never visited for a simple chat.

      Her eyes flicked briefly to the window. If I hadn’t been watching, I would’ve missed it. She didn’t comment. She didn’t ask about the lone black feather sticking out from under Capote. She just gestured to the bed, and I took a seat.

      She carried the makeup in her hand, and I refused to wince as she applied it none too gently to my eye.

      “There,” she said, leaning back to examine her work.

      I blinked a couple times to clear my vision and went to study myself in the mirror. My black eye was still visibly swollen, but at least the foundation she’d applied covered up some of the bruising. I stared at myself, almost ignoring the fact that I’d become reasonably comfortable with this routine.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      It was all I ever said to her when this happened, and it occurred to me that it was strange to be thanking her for covering up an injury she had caused. Still, I had learned long ago to enjoy these moments with her. These moments when I could almost believe her when she said it was necessary for me to endure the physical pain she inflicted.

      “Now go,” she said, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Or you’ll be late for school.”

      I nodded and grabbed my loaded backpack off its hook as I headed out the door.

      “Hey, wait!” my little sister, Nelly, called from upstairs.

      I was tempted to shut the door behind me and head off without her, but I knew that would only piss off my mother. I suppose that’s why I was tempted. I felt good this morning, stronger. And I realized much later this probably had something to do with the blackbird.

      As it was, my mother shot me a warning look as I stood in the open doorway and waited impatiently for Nelly. A few moments later, she came running down the stairs with her backpack in tow. I rolled my eyes as I took in her usual perfect and prim appearance. Her golden-brown hair hung perfectly straight across her shoulders, and her makeup was light and tasteful. We were both very pretty, but most of the time I couldn’t help but feel mildly jealous of her. I had my reasons. Believe me.

      She was wearing a baby-blue button-down blouse and light-colored jeans. I looked down at my wrinkled T-shirt and sweatpants. Mom always got her the good stuff. At least the pants fit me nicely.

      “Don’t you look pretty?” I said. “Can we go now?”

      This earned another glare from my mother, which I pointedly ignored by pushing the hair that had fallen out of my sloppy ponytail off my face.

      Nelly just smiled genuinely and swept past me through the open door. It was childish, but I sighed and rolled my eyes again. Nelly certainly is the diplomatic one. Me? Not so much. Still, I felt bad for making fun of her this morning. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t have to “prepare”—that’s what my mother called it—like I did. And, truth be told, I was glad she didn’t get the same treatment from my mother. Nelly’s more fragile than I am, and I wasn’t sure she could take it.

      Just before I closed the door, my mother called out to me. “Alexa—”

      “I know, I know,” I said, cutting her off. “Don’t stop until we get there.”
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      Nelly waited for me outside the door, and I stepped out onto the porch with her. Letting out a big breath, I steeled myself for the run ahead of us. I glanced at her, and she gave me a sympathetic smile. I smiled back because I couldn’t help it. Nelly is just that way. Her moods tend to be contagious. Also, this was one thing our mother insisted we both do, and it was hard on both of us.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “As I’ll ever be,” she replied.

      I gave her another smile. It was the same response she gave every day, and I admired her for her optimism. Despite the unfair treatment from our mother, I loved Nelly. She was all I had in this world and the only reason I hadn’t left long ago. Our mother was right about one thing: we needed to stay together. I had to protect Nelly. From what? I was still figuring that one out. I just knew she needed me.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      Nelly jumped off the porch and set off at an impressive rate in the direction of our school. I let her get a few paces ahead before jumping off the porch myself and racing after her. She was fast, but I was faster.

      I caught up to her, and we kept up pace as we ran down the road that would take us to Levland High School. She grinned and shook her head as I fell into step just behind her. This was another thing our mother insisted on: always keep Nelly in your line of sight.

      We didn’t talk much on this run. It was hard enough, with the three-and-a-half mile trip, just to keep up a steady pace. Our heavy backpacks didn’t make it any easier.

      It could have been worse, though. Our last school had been six miles from the house and the terrain had been hilly. This road was flat and hard-packed. Thank God for small favors.

      My thoughts churned as I ran, and I actually took time to enjoy the scenery around me. We lived in a small town in Missouri, and springtime was just starting to set in. Another thing I was grateful for. Running in snow sucks.

      Inevitably, my mind soared back to the blackbird. It was impossible not to think of, especially since the day seemed to match my good mood. I had done a good thing this morning, a humane thing, and this seemed to fuel me as my feet pounded the dirt road.

      Every blooming wildflower lifted their smiling faces at me, rewarding me by wrapping their sweet scent around my body. I felt like Mother Nature was thanking me, trusting I would do the same for her if she were ever suffering. And promising me that kindness in return, should I ever need it.

      The sun shone brightly in my eyes, and I was pleased I’d remembered my sunglasses this morning. Glancing over at Nelly told me she hadn’t.

      I jogged up beside her, took off the sunglasses, and held them out to her. She shook her head and forced out, “It’s okay, you keep them.” I shook my head and continued holding them out to her. Finally, she took them and put them on, nodding her thanks.

      Squinting the rest of the way, I fell back a few paces behind her. It was so ingrained in me to take care of her, even in the smallest of ways, I hadn’t thought twice about handing over the sunglasses.

      Finally, I saw the school up ahead and Nelly and I picked up our pace. The sooner we reached it, the sooner we could stop. School buses were pulling in the lot as we reached the entrance. Nelly and I entered the school grounds and leaned against the big oak tree near the school’s entrance. As I watched the students file out of the buses, I couldn’t help but feel a little envious. There was a bus that went right by our house, but our mother insisted that running was essential.

      “Bullshit,” I said, still struggling to catch my breath. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a pack of Marlboros and a lighter. I set fire to one as I glared at the students exiting the buses.

      “Don’t swear,” Nelly chastised me. “And the run would probably be easier on you if you quit that stupid smoking.”

      I smirked. “It would be easier on me if I could ride the damn bus like everyone else.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “Come on, or we’ll be late for class.”

      I nodded and threw the cigarette to the ground, stomping it out. We entered the school and she gave me a quick hug before we parted to go to our first period class. Nelly was a sophomore and I was junior, so we had no classes together. I wished she would have been able to jump ahead into some of my classes, like she had at our last school. She was certainly smart enough.

      I watched Nelly leave, mildly annoyed as a group of her friends surrounded her, as they did every morning, eager to swap rumors. Nelly was better at that than me, I guess. I was the only one she really cared about in this world, but she could pretend her ass off that she cared about other people as well. That’s not to say she wouldn’t help them if she could; that just meant she only really cared about me.

      I’m sure I was just jealous, which is not something I like to admit. But I didn’t really have any friends; I was never good at pretending. And, anyhow, people tended to avoid me. They didn’t talk to me. They usually wouldn’t even meet my eyes. Sometimes I felt like the plague personified. That’s how they behaved. As if looking into my eyes would cost them dearly—as if they would lose their soul or be frozen solid like the onlookers of Medusa. People just tended to avoid me.

      Well, most people.

      “Hey, Alexa, wait up!” called a voice behind me.

      I knew who it was before I turned around. The options were limited. Like I said, I had no friends.

      Unless you counted Jackson Kane. Jackson was the only person who didn’t treat me like a deadly disease. For whatever reason, Jack got me. He understood me, possibly because people treated him the same way.

      Jackson swung his arm up and over my shoulder as he walked alongside me, and my lips pulled upward in an involuntary smile. Usually, I’m not one for physical contact. I’m a “personal bubble” person. But with Jack, I didn’t mind it so much. It didn’t make me uncomfortable. And, part of me was just always amazed he was willing to get close enough to touch me.

      It also didn’t hurt that Jack was rather attractive. All of the girls at school were in love with him, but most of them just seemed too intimidated by him to even begin a conversation. Like me, I suppose he just has that “back off” way about him.

      “What’s up, Jack?” I said.

      He spoke with his thick mid-western drawl. “Um, let’s see… the sky, the clouds, the sun…”

      I laughed at his weak attempt at comedy. “And, apparently, your supply of crappy jokes.”

      “Crappy? Hardly, the ladies love my jokes.”

      I made a show of glancing all around us. “You’re right. They’re swarming us as we speak. Better be careful with that arm around me, I wouldn’t want to start my day by beating up some jealous, potential girlfriends.”

      He laughed at that. “Really, that would be pretty hot. Not that you need to get any hotter than you already are,” he said, flashing his teeth with a smile.

      I rolled my eyes and couldn’t help another laugh. Jack had a way of making me smile, which could be quite a task. He hadn’t even mentioned my black eye. Maybe today was going to be a good day.

      But then again, maybe not.

      åWe walked into our first period class together and I was tempted to push his arm from my shoulder. I knew what was coming, and I just didn’t feel like getting into it today. Still, my pride got the best of me. I’d be damned if I’d let these kids scare me away from the only person who treated me like I wasn’t some kind of freak.

      Sure enough, as soon as we walked through the door, the other students in class grew silent. Then, as I had anticipated, Riley Brockman spoke up. He was surrounded by his jock friends, and each one of them was dumber than the last.

      “Look, guys,” Riley said. “Two losers in love. Hey, Kane, did you give her that black eye?”

      The class erupted in snickers and giggles, and Riley sat back with a smug little smirk on his face. I felt Jackson stiffen beside me and had to keep a tight grip on his arm to keep him from going after Riley.

      Riley hated Jackson. Last week, Riley’s girlfriend, Jenna, asked Jack if he would escort her to the girl’s choice dance this coming weekend. I had been right there when she’d asked him. Jackson and I had taken our lunches outside to eat so we could sneak a cigarette afterward. Or maybe just so I could sneak one. Anyhow, Jenna walked over to where Jackson and I were eating in the shade of a large tree, and she said, shooting a rude glance at me, “Um, hi, Jackson. I was just wondering if you would like to take me to the girl’s choice dance next weekend.”

      I’d raised an eyebrow at her audacity. Jackson just looked at her like she was stupid. Eventually, after what must have been many awkward seconds for her, she’d stalked away. We’d laughed about it afterward and didn’t think much of it until we encountered Riley in class the next day. Up until this point, Jack had been letting Riley’s antagonizing slide, but Riley needed to watch what he said. I knew Jack would only take it for so long. They were both big boys, and that would not be a pretty fight.

      Not only that, Riley was starting to earn ill thoughts from me. Very ill thoughts.

      “Not today,” I whispered to Jack. “You can’t get any more suspensions.”

      It seemed to take a minute for this to register with him, but finally, I felt him relax beside me. We took our seats on the other side of the room, with Jackson giving Riley a look of death the whole time. I could swear I saw Riley cringe a little, but he quickly recovered. I couldn’t blame him. I would’ve been scared too if Jackson had looked at me like that.

      Just then, the teacher walked in, and I was thankful that Riley wouldn’t be able to continue his ridicule. It’s not like I was scared to fight, quite the contrary actually, I enjoyed it. Good thing too, with all the “preparations” my mother put me through. It’s just that I didn’t feel like it today. Things had been going pretty well.

      “Miss Montgomery, would you care to enlighten us with your thoughts on Hawthorne?” my teacher said, looking at me expectantly.

      Great. What book were we even talking about? I wracked my brain as the whole class waited for me to speak. What were we supposed to be reading this week? Oh, yeah, The Scarlet Letter. I had read this book before, as I had every other book she assigned us. I read a lot. It’s one of my favorite things to do. Still, it pissed me off that she always called on me first when we were discussing our readings. I don’t like being singled out.

      “Not really,” I replied.

      She shook her head, as if she expected no less, and marked something down in her grade book. Probably a zero. Whatever. Just add it to my list of problems.

      Eventually, class ended and I headed to my second period class, gym. I received another zero for refusing to run the mile. I’m not terribly defiant. It’s just that I didn’t want to do any more running than I already had to. I still had to run the three and a half miles back home, which was more than enough physical exercise, if you asked me.

      Thankfully, the rest of the day passed without incident. The final bell of the day rang, signaling it was time to go home. I was relieved, but at the same time, it’s not like I really wanted to go home. My mother would be waiting for me. That was never something I looked forward to.

      Stepping outside of the school, I glanced around, looking for Nelly. She knew I hated it when she made me wait for her, but I wouldn’t dare return home without her. Scanning the area, I caught sight of her over on the other side of the parking lot. Annoyed, I started off toward her.

      As I got closer, I realized she wasn’t alone. She was talking to someone. I could tell by her posture that she was uncomfortable. When she saw me, her unease grew visibly. I picked up my pace. Before I got too close, I picked up bits of the conversation they were having.

      “I really can’t. I’m sorry. I just have other things to do that evening,” Nelly was saying. “Maybe some other time.”

      As she started to walk away, the guy grabbed her arm. Nelly’s unease grew once more, but she didn’t resist. I was moving faster now. The guy had his back to me, but once I heard his voice, I knew who it was.

      “Wait,” he said. “I wasn’t finished talking to you.”

      At last I reached them. I grabbed him by the back of his jacket, jerking him away from Nelly.

      “Yes, you are,” I said, stepping in between them and shoving him hard in the chest. He stumbled back several feet.

      Riley’s face showed surprise, then pure hatred. “No one was talking to you, freak,” he spat.

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Leave her alone. Unless you want everyone to see you get knocked out by a girl.”

      My tone was casual, but my blood was boiling. Nobody touched Nelly. Nobody. Disturbing thoughts raced through my head, every one of them intriguing. Riley definitely was bigger and stronger than me, but I was pretty confident I could hurt him. That thought alone erased any possibilities of fear. I guess my mother’s training was good for something. I was no stranger to battle. I was conditioned for it. And mostly, I just wasn’t concerned with the consequences.

      “Watch it,” Riley said, through gritted teeth, “unless you want to end up with two black eyes.”

      I shrugged. “You’re welcome to try.”

      Riley lunged for me. I’d been expecting this. I’d learned long ago to anticipate attacks, and he had nowhere near the amount of combat skill my mother had. My respect for her grew a little in that moment.

      I managed to side-step his attack and push Nelly out of the way in the process. This was not something he had been expecting, and he stumbled a little before regaining his footing. As he spun around to face me, the anger that had been on his face before had turned into rage. I flashed him a toothy grin, egging him on.

      This time he stepped forward and swung his fist out toward my face. Again, I had been expecting it. To me, the fact that he would hit a girl justified my next actions. A hazy sort of anger came over me. It was so intense that I felt it thrum in my veins, like it was vibrating under my skin.

      I made my decision. I wanted very much to end this circus show he was putting on. I moved so fast I don’t think he ever saw it coming. I slammed my fist so hard into his face he lifted off his feet and fell back on his butt. His head hit the pavement with a sickening thud, and I stood frozen to my spot. I knew I could fight, but the strength it must have taken to knock someone down twice my size impressed even me.

      I felt myself move forward, and then I was standing over Riley. My mind snapped back to the blackbird. His nose sat at a funny angle and deep crimson flowed out of it. He was unconscious. My left eye twitched. I felt one side of my mouth pull up into a crooked smile and just barely managed to stop it before it turned full-fledged.

      Then Nelly was tugging on my arm, her voice panicked. “Alexa, we have to go. Now.”

      I looked up at her and finally began to take in the scene around me. Students stood around us, dumbstruck. No doubt they had just seen their all-star receiver get knocked out by a girl. A relatively small girl at that. I took one last look at Riley. My mind snapped back to the blackbird.

      I heard myself say, “Run, Nell. We have to run.”

      We did.
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