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CHAPTER ONE


“If we don’t hurry, we won’t be able to catch the boat in time,” Samantha Tempestade said to her best friend as they hurried through the busy streets. Sam moved with an agility and grace that could have only belonged to a nineteen-year-old girl who had been athletic almost all her life. As quick as she could be, the one thing she had never been good at was arriving on time.

Lily Vivace, the other nineteen-year-old trying to keep up, had never been helpful for this problem. She giggled. “I think we ate too much this morning. I really don’t want to run anywhere right now. I feel like I’ve eaten five breakfasts in one.”

Sam grinned. “I think you had one too many pain au chocolat, Lil, but even after all that, I can still count your ribs over your shirt.”

“There’s no such thing as too much chocolat.”

They had gotten out of the Champs-Élysées an hour later than they had planned, and the location of the boat at the Haropa port to the south was farther than either one of them had guessed. Normally, they did not take the Parisian streets on foot and so had not accounted for how long it would take. But Sam and Lily had deserved the brunch and shopping this morning!

They needed nice clothing for their arrival at the Academy. No one liked being a first-year in last year’s clothes—or so Lily had said before insisting Sam purchase the dark green trousers and beige, chiffon blouse she had been eyeing in one of the shops. The satchel holding her new clothing and some other prized possessions thumped at Sam’s side. She was beginning to regret how much time and money they had spent on shopping, though.

She rounded the corner and entered the Rue Saint-Rustique. It was the oldest street in Montmartre and just so happened to be where all of Lily’s favorite vintage shops were. Sam wound through the narrow, cobbled street, careful to avoid plunging into carts and skirting dogs out on leashes.

Sam remembered her first time in Paris with Lily. When they were little girls, Lily’s grandmother, who owned a summer house in the French countryside, had brought them into the country’s capital. They had spent many summers here since. Sam loved coming here, as did Lily, but it was one of the worst places for them to be so close to sundown. The dying sun shone on the glass windows, reflecting faces in a pleasant, orange haze. It was Lily’s favorite spot for taking Instagram photos, buying new clothes, and…

“Oh, Sam! The Le Consulat, I’ve been dying to try⁠—”

Sam rolled her eyes and grabbed her friend’s arm. “We don’t have the time.” She only held onto Lily’s hand for a moment before releasing her again and clattering down a part of the street that took a sharp decline.

Sam and Lily left the street and came to a broader avenue. They had to go several more blocks south to reach the harbor. Sam was beginning to feel anxious about missing the boat. She had been anxious before, but only in theory. Now it thrummed in her chest, telling her that if she didn’t make it to the water by the time the sun set, the boat would leave without them and there went their first year at university. It wouldn’t have been so bad if the school wasn’t so exclusive, hidden, and only accepted a certain small number of new students every year who were required to attend the first night of the new term. Why, she did not know, and she wanted to find out. I can’t find out this way, running around trying to figure out where the hell I am going.

Lily had suggested a taxi earlier, but Sam had been against this because a taxi would take just as long in traffic as running did.

Sam, who had been running ahead this entire time, glanced over her shoulder and noticed Lily’s dark green hood falling away from her mass of dark curls. She gestured for Lily to pull her hood back up. “Thank you,” Lily mouthed.

The greatest question both girls now had was the location of the Academy. To keep the school a secret from those who did not attend or were not alumni, the precise location of the school was not disclosed. It could be under these very streets for all we know, Sam thought.

All Sam thought about for the next few minutes was the fact that staying on top of her classes was the only reason she had been accepted into the top-secret school. The same went for Lily. It wouldn’t matter, though, if the boat left without them. Sam did, however, try to remain positive. “I don’t know why we don’t buy watches in all those nice shops we go to,” she called to Lily.

When no response came, Sam halted and turned. Lily was nowhere in sight. “Lil?” No answer. Sam cursed. With how busy the Parisian streets could be, it was easy to get separated. She probably got distracted by something she saw in a window, Sam thought.

Lily knew her way to the port, and Sam was sure they would run into one another on the way. Still, she worried for her friend. This was going to make them later than ever! Sam turned and wound her way back through the streets in search of her friend. She sent Lily a text and tried calling her, but there was no response to either. Dammit, Lily!

Sam cut down a side street. Isn’t this the area where all the muggings happen? The buildings above her were tall and slanted toward one another so that only a sliver of the burning red sunlight penetrated the alley. I won’t be around long enough for it to matter.

As soon as she had this thought, Sam knew to eat her words. She exited one of the alleys and came out into a small, empty square. The place was rundown, and the buildings around her appeared to have been left unoccupied for quite some time. Sam heard a rustling sound behind her followed by low snickers and voices. Oh no. Her heart sank. Sam turned in time to see two drunk young men stumbling out of the alley.

Sam didn’t let her thoughts go on. It wasn’t going to matter, because she wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to her. She thought she might be able to flee the scene with a speed most humans did not possess, but then she saw what the young men had in their hands. Well, this is just my old Tempestade luck, isn’t it?

Sam had seen such magical trinkets many times, but not in the hands of muggers. From the looks of it, the young men had stolen the trinkets and didn’t know a damn thing about them. It wasn’t until Sam saw them turning over the brass, gold, silver, and jeweled objects in their hands and laughing about what they might be that she realized they had not yet seen her. She slipped into the shadow of another alley and peered out at them. “That old man had a lot of heavy shit on him,” one of the men chortled in a heavy, French accent. “Must be feelin’ it gone now. Too bad he didn’t see us.”

The others laughed. Sam’s heart leapt in indignation. They had robbed a wizard. Sam hoped the muggers never found out what the hell they were really holding. Or worse, how to use them. A single one of those could be thrown in any direction and have the effect of a magical bomb. Another could let out a paralyzing fume made from flowers beyond this world. At least, that was what Sam could gather from her vantage point. Her father collected all sorts of strange magical contraptions, and the ones the muggers held looked like things she had seen in his study. She debated whether she should attack the muggers and get the trinkets away from them or if she should take the chance to slip away.

Too late. Their eyes strayed in her direction. “You there! What’re ya hidin’ for?” Before they could get a good look at Sam, she launched out from the shadows, both fists raised and ready to pummel. She swept one fist across the first young man’s face, and he staggered back, clutching at it and hissing in pain. Alarmed sounds rang out from his companion. “I wasn’t hiding,” she snarled. “But if you try one thing with me, you’ll be hiding a few bruises tomorrow.”

“What was that for?” the one who had been punched said right before Sam ran, leapt, and kicked him in the stomach. He fell to the ground with no air in his lungs even to groan. The other was not having it. Growling, he rushed her, but Sam was ready. She spun to kick and followed it up with a punch. She only knocked his shoulder, though, and he came back at her and clocked her across the cheek. Stunned, Sam stumbled backward. The hood fell from her head.

The young man laughed. “Aw, it’s a little girl come to play. Let’s show her some real scrapping.” The one on the ground barely moved. The other glared at her with a heat in his eyes that could have melted through her clothes. Sam didn’t let him stare for long.

“It’s a shame not one of you can fight me alone. It takes both of you to beat up on a little girl?” Sam taunted before she vaulted across the space between them, now shadowed by the darkness of night. The sun was a straight line of red on the horizon, melting away rapidly. Sam was breathing hard. If she wanted this fight over, she was going to have to focus. She wished she could bring her mana out of her being in its true form, but it was too risky here in the sight of the humans. She was going to have to rely on her supernatural energy to make her movements more quick, precise, and strong than they would have been otherwise.

Her fists flew, and before the drunk man knew what had happened, she knocked him flat to the ground. When Sam looked up, she took a sharp intake of breath. A third man had appeared from the side alley. He gave her a heated stare. In his hand shone a knife. Was he with these muggers or on his own? It didn’t matter, because a second later he came at her without a word.

Sam ducked and spun. She kicked out her leg to trip him up, but he evaded her and struck out, slashing the knife toward her. He got part of her cloak and would have cut her arm if she did not lift it at the last second. Sam’s heart beat faster. She was beginning to find it difficult to keep going without using the full force of her magic. For a moment, Sam was tempted to do so. Who would believe this man’s story?

No, she told herself. They told me never to risk it. There were good reasons for that. Even getting into this fight was the opposite of what she was supposed to be doing. “Don’t draw attention to your magic among humans,” her father had warned her.

It was hard to heed such a warning when a knife came flashing out at her. The man launched out, his knife up and shining. Sam ducked to avoid it, but before he could lower his arm he crumpled to the cobblestones with a groan, dropping the knife to clatter beside him. Sam dove for it before registering how the young man had fallen. A stone lay on the ground and blood seeped from a wound in his head. His attacker had not hit him hard enough to do more than knock him unconscious.

A figure landed from a nearby roof into the alleyway with the grace and quiet of a cat. “Lil?” Sam called out, relieved.

Lily emerged. “I thought I’d lost you. Then I heard some struggle the next street over and I just knew you had gotten yourself into trouble.” She shook her head, grinning. “You’re lucky I caught up to you.”

“Thank you. I think in the end I could have handled it, but I was getting tired.”

Lily looked over her ruefully. “I can tell. You’re more winded than you need to be. You know what they have said about your magic, Sam. You’re being too flashy.”

Sam brushed off her cloak. “No such thing.”

“I’m being serious. Still, I am glad your father trained you to fight like that.”

Sam nodded. She knew that if she had not had the lessons from her father growing up, she would not have been able to defend herself so well. “I know. Yeah. Sorry about being flashy. I will be more careful.”

When they were little and in Paris, Lily had pulled Sam out of a fight with a boy her own age over an apple. Not much had changed since then except Sam was better at fighting now than she was back then.

“Let’s go.” Lily turned to walk away. “I found another way to get to the port. A faster way.”

Sam was too busy searching the muggers. She found several magical trinkets, including amulets, bracelets, rings, and detonation devices that looked like music boxes. She picked up the other objects she had seen in their hands, too.

“What are those?” Lily asked.

Sam held them up. “They were talking about how they robbed someone. Must have been a wizard. There are so many things here though that I doubt they took them all off his person.”

“Out of a trunk or something?” Lily suggested.

“That’s what I was thinking.” Sam looked down at them. “We should try and find him. He has to be somewhere nearby. We can give them back.”

“We don’t have the time,” Lily reminded her.

Sam knew her friend was right. She stuffed the objects in her satchel, intent on examining them later. Perhaps with some disenchanting spell, she could discover the owner. She stood, facing her friend. “Where are we going?”

Lily glanced at the muggers, two of which were still conscious. “Wait until we’re out of earshot.” They left the young men there to groan, baffled about what had just happened.
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CHAPTER TWO


Once they were out of earshot, Sam asked, “Where are you taking me? The harbor is in the other direction.” She groaned. “It doesn’t matter anyway. The sun is already down. The boat has left.”

“You’re right. But there is another way,” Lily assured her. How Lily could be confident about everything all the time baffled Sam and had for the many years they had known one another. “I found a way to get to the boat faster,” Lily repeated. “Back when we were on Rue Saint-Rustique it came to me. I saw one of those shops with a stairwell leading down. There were runes marked on the walls around it. They were really old ones and faded, of course, but they reminded me of something my grandmother once told me. There are various places throughout old cities like this where our ancestral witches and wizards used to make quick getaways while being hunted down. It’s a risk because it means using your magic to imagine where you are going. Sometimes the runes are so old it doesn’t work quite right. Anyway, I shouted out to you to tell you but then you were so far ahead, and I got lost in the crowd.”

Lily was always the one out of the pair of them that knew such useful things regarding magic. Sam wished they could have just used the rune earlier but doing so would have meant going against the rules they were told to follow. Now, they had no choice. It was either break the rules and hope they still made it to the Academy or keep them and have to spend the night in Paris.

Lily led Sam through a winding series of alleys before coming to a stop at an old, decrepit building. She walked down the side street into the dark and opened a side door. “See these runes here?” She shone the flashlight on her phone over the wall. “They don’t work anymore, of course, but they’ll lead us to one that does.” The door swayed open and in the musty interior of the building was a staircase leading down. Lily wiggled her eyebrows. “Secret room, eh?”

Sam rubbed her chilly arms. “But, Lil, what if there are rats?”

Lily laughed and pulled Sam down the dark stairwell. They soon found themselves in an empty room. Lily shone her light over the floor until they both saw a rune in the center of the room. The shape of it covered much of the floor. Lily bent and placed her hand over it and spoke the incantation. It blazed with red light and Sam stepped onto it with Lily.

Lily took her hand, smiling. “Ready?”

Sam took a deep breath. “I hope this works.”

She blinked, and they were somewhere else. It was still dark in this new location but not in the same way. The night sky was above them and all around them was water.

“We’re on the boat!” Sam exclaimed. “Lily, it worked! I—I think. Is this the right boat?” It was more like a ship. A long, elegant craft made of the finest wood in… well, it wasn’t from the human world. The sails above showed the insignia of the Academy, a raven with its wings spread on a background of flowering white trees. Opposite where they stood was a group of witches and wizards in long robes, milling about. Some were chatting and laughing. Others had more serious expressions. All looked young.

“They’re our age,” Lily noted. “And look, they’re wearing the same cloaks as us.” Indeed, they were. Dark green cloaks with silver ravens pinning them closed at the neck. “We’re in the right place.” Lily glanced around. “I just hope our trunks made it on board on time. I don’t want to get to our new home and find out my books aren’t there.”

Sam nudged Lily with her elbow. “Those books aren’t even for lessons! They’re all your fluffy romance stories.”

Lily grinned. “They’re my best friends.”

Sam pretended to be offended. “I thought I was your best friend.”

Lily scanned the ship and its occupants. “I wonder where we are.” A string of golden lights in lanterns hung all about the ship, and the rich smell of a feast wafted into their nostrils. Sam had heard about the welcome ceremonies the Academy held every year. Each year it was done differently and apparently, this year they had decided to have it on the ship before anyone arrived at the Academy. “It looks like the boat has been going for some time.”

Sure enough, when Sam looked behind her, she saw no signs of Paris. No sign of any city or land. Only the wide, open waters and the night sky to cloak it all in darkness. Stars peppered the sky. A full moon hung low in the sky. “I’m not sure we’re supposed to know where we are,” Sam suggested. “Not until we have proved ourselves trustworthy to the Academy.” The one thing Sam did not like about her lot in life as a witch was all the secrecy. She didn’t like having to hide half of her life wherever she went.

Lily had once told her there was no reason to hide, that she could do everything in plain sight. For instance, the ever-fashionable, well-styled Lily Vivace had an Instagram account with a decent following where she shared DIY thrifting tips and sewing tutorials with a flare of magic. She read tarot cards and collected crystals. No one online took her seriously when she said she was a witch. It wasn’t like she told them anything else about her life. Sam knew they would love Lily so much more if they knew all she had been through in her nineteen years.

Sam took Lily by the hand. “Let’s explore. This ship is massive.”

Neither one of the girls had any idea how many people were on board the ship until they began making their way through the crowd. Far more people than they expected were milling around, holding conversations or leaning over the edge of the railing to peer into the churning waters. “Don’t get separated from me this time,” Sam warned Lily, but then she became distracted by a throng of performers in the center of the ship who were frolicking about, dancing, and playing instruments such as flutes, lyres, and harps.

Someone behind Sam cleared their throat, and she turned to see a tall, stately-looking woman with dark hair slicked back into a tight bun. She had high, prominent cheekbones and a pointed nose. Her eyes were gray and sharp. Before the woman spoke, Sam wondered if anyone liked this woman. But when the woman spoke, her voice was quite pleasant. “Welcome to the voyage, Samantha and Lily. We were wondering if you were ever going to make it.”

Should I know you? Samantha wondered. How did this woman know their names?

The woman gave them a kind smile. “I am Chancellor Eldredge of Ravenwood Academy.” Sam had not expected the chancellor to be on board. She thought they might receive an address from her when they arrived, not before. “Do you two know where we are going?”

Both Sam and Lily shook their heads, but it was Lily who answered, “We were told we would find out when we arrived.”

“You can find out now that we are safely onboard with no non-magicals in sight,” the chancellor explained. “Ravenwood Academy is located in Paris. Specifically at the Parc Monceau. Not in it of course, but behind the veil separating our world from humans. Of course, only those of us attending know of its existence and I must press upon you the importance that it stays that way. Understand?”

Sam and Lily glanced at one another. “But we were just in Paris!” Lily exclaimed. “Why did we have to board the ship if we could have just gone to Parc Monceau?”

“Ah, and what would the humans at Parc Monceau think of dozens of young people in dark robes suddenly disappearing into thin air?” the chancellor replied, still smiling. “This way, we can come to Ravenwood without being seen. What better way to run our school than right under Paris’ nose.” She said this as if the city itself had a sharp eye out for young witches and wizards. Still, Sam now felt their efforts to get to the boat had been for nothing.

“The veil is thinnest at the place out at sea,” the chancellor continued. Her words sounded scripted, as if she had already explained this to a few dozen students. She probably had. “We will be through it by morning, then off to Paris.”

“Where will we be docking?” Lily asked.

“You will arrive at the Academy in the morning, but before then, there will be a welcoming ceremony. This evening, of course, to celebrate your arrival. The celebrations are not to begin officially for another few hours, so now would be a good time to locate your possessions and rest. The feasting often runs late.”

It was already dark, and with feasting not beginning for a few hours, Sam realized they would not be getting much sleep tonight. Despite this, she grew warm and excited. “I will leave you to it,” the chancellor said before disappearing into the crowd. Sam and Lily murmured their thanks after her before turning to one another with smiles.

“We should get dressed for tonight,” Sam suggested.

“We’ll have to find our trunks first,” Lily replied. Then, glancing around, she noticed two older men hauling trunks into a lower portion of the ship. “Down there, I suppose.”

Sam was too distracted by the cloud of mist shrouding the ship from sight. Not that it mattered. There was no land nearby for one to see a ship sailing past. “What kind of magic do you think we will learn, Lil?” Sam asked as she stared off into the misty distance.

Lily shrugged. “Any and all kinds, I suppose. They didn’t tell me much about what we would be learning, only that we should go.”

Sam turned back to her. “That’s what they have been telling us all our lives.” “They” meant their parents, who were also magical and had raised their daughters in the way of magic. They had always promised that if the girls excelled in their learning, they might earn a chance to go to the Academy where all young promising witches and wizards learned.

“My question is, who will we meet?” Lily wondered. “I know we’re not supposed to know much about the Academy, but how would the greatest magicals get where they are without the school? I’m thinking some are still there. As professors anyway.”

Sam had not thought of this and when she did, her excitement only grew. “Oh, Lily! This is going to be marvelous.”

Lily laughed. “We should get someone to take our picture.”

“We can take a selfie,” Sam suggested as she was not quite ready to meet anyone new. She knew the night with Lily would mean a lot of socializing.

Lily took out her camera and snapped a few smiling selfies of them both. “Perfect!” As she flipped through them to approve, Sam noticed a group of six students milling close to the edge of the ship where they peered down into the waters, laughing to one another. How had so many come here with friends they already had? Sam felt lucky to have Lily here with her.

One person caught Sam’s attention the most. He was tall with broad shoulders and a rugged face. Though he looked young, he had a beard already growing. His eyes shifted back and forth over the water, and dark curls fell across his face. “Sam? Did you hear me?” came Lily’s voice. “What are you looking at?”

Sam, not wanting to be teased, turned. “Nothing. Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

Lily chuckled. “Those muggers really knocked out your attention skills, didn’t they? I asked if we should find our trunks and somewhere to rest and change. I guess they have rooms for everyone here.”

Sam agreed to this plan but could not help but glance back. The young man turned at the sound of his own name—a friend of his calling from on down the deck. David.

Sam’s attention was drawn away from him as Lily tugged on her arm. “You should be careful with those artifacts you took off the muggers. They won’t be searching our persons on the ship, but there is a reason they took our trunks earlier. Maybe you should hand them over to someone when we get to the school.”

Sam wasn’t so sure she agreed. “And not find out what they can be used for? I don’t think so.”

Lily remained serious. “You could get in trouble, Sam.”

Sam was no stranger to trouble, but not by her own doing. Her bad luck had become infamous when she and Lily attended a secondary boarding school. She had always found herself in scrapes without meaning to. Just like today. “Okay, Lil,” she conceded with a sigh. “I’ll be careful.”
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CHAPTER THREE


Sam remembered the first time she met Lily like it was yesterday.

It was a warm spring day during their sixth year of primary school when they were eleven years old. They both attended an all-girls boarding school north of London. Sam was having trouble with an arithmetic test, particularly with long and short division. She noticed a girl her age sitting close by. The girl had masses of dark curls and smooth brown skin. Though they wore school uniforms, this girl always found a way to make hers look different from everyone else’s, either by donning colorful socks that were sometimes confiscated by staff or tying her tie in a different way than everybody else. Today, the girl wore a pair of strawberry earrings and neon green bangles around her wrists that slid together whenever she lowered her pencil to the paper. Sam noticed how quickly the girl scribbled across her paper. She seemed to know what she was doing.

Sam uttered a spell under her breath to make her eyes clearer and see farther than she would have otherwise. Using the spell for any length of time would strain her eyes, so she had to be quick. The girl turned as Sam looked over her shoulder at her page. Their eyes met. Right away, Sam felt as though she had been caught. The girl had sensed her using magic! Her heart pounded and then sank. Mum and Dad are going to kill me.

The girl examined her for a long moment with her head tilted to the side. Then, a small smile flickered across her lips. She turned to her paper and tore off a fresh sheet from a book. She scribbled something down. The next thing Sam knew, the note appeared in her lap. She held in her gasp. It had just… appeared. The girl had used magic. Passing a note in any other way would have gotten both of them in trouble. Shaking a little, Sam unfolded the paper.

I’m one too.

Sam held back her gasp. She glanced up, and the girl smiled again and nodded. Sam smiled back. After class, the girl disappeared, and Sam did not see her again until they passed one another in the hall. The girl slipped her a second note.

My name is Lily by the way.

They soon became inseparable friends. Sam had become more careful with her magic, even though her one slip-up had gained her a best friend. It had been the one time in her life she considered herself lucky. When the term was over, Sam invited Lily to her parents’ flat in London where they spent two whole weeks running around the busy streets, shopping, and driving Sam’s father crazy. In the summer, Lily invited Sam to her grandmother’s cottage in the French countryside. It had been the first time Sam went to France. She and her parents hardly ever took holidays, since they did not have much money. Sam had asked Lily where her parents lived, and Lily had simply said that she had not seen them in several years. What had happened to them, Sam never found out. It seemed like a touchy subject to Lily.

Sam remembered all of this as she and Lily stood on the deck of the boat, peering over its edge into the water. Both were dressed in the finest apparel they owned. Sam had feared folding their silk dresses into trunks would result in wrinkles, but Lily solved this issue by leaving their favorite clothing at home and creating magical spaces along the way where she could summon any of her possessions. She had learned to contain and retrieve things as she pleased. Sam had always admired Lily for these helpful skills. What she needed now was Lily’s ability to make friends anywhere they went. Sam thought this as she looked around the boat and noticed her fellow students making one another’s acquaintances.

“Do you think it will be hard to make friends here?” she asked Lily. “The girls we went to school with were always so stuck-up.”

Lily laughed. “I’m sure there will be stuck-up girls at Ravenwood too. Just ones who can also take their revenge on you by casting wart spells or giving boys you both like love potions that won’t work in your favor. But there must be nice girls too.”

Sam answered dryly. “I don’t think the way they decide on which young witches and wizards will be allowed into the Academy is based on niceness. Maybe it should be.”

“You’re not an arsehole, Sam, but you’re not exactly the nicest person in the world either.”

Sam scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Lily laughed. “That right there. The whole ‘taking things personally’ thing.” Sometimes Sam wasn’t sure if she was too serious or if Lily wasn’t serious enough.

The wind whipped through their hair as they turned away from the water, prepared at last for the welcome ceremony that was to begin shortly. They ambled toward the main deck, excited for the ceremony. Both had heard stories about what it would be like to attend the Academy, not with any level of detail. Sam could not imagine going to the Academy for four years or more and then never being able to speak of it again. But I will have Lily, she thought. We will always talk about these memories.

They came out onto the main deck together. It was full of people and swathed in rich colors. Blues and purples and pinks emanated from the lanterns now instead of gold. “The colors will change throughout the night,” Lily told Sam. “That’s what I heard one girl down in the cabin corridors saying.”

Sam was about to reply when someone stumbled into her. She turned to see a bright-eyed girl a whole head shorter than her. She had thick, auburn curls and round glasses sitting on a tiny nose. The glasses were so much bigger than her nose that the girl had to keep pushing them up. She had a spray of freckles across her cheeks. She looked confused. “Oh, sorry, miss. I’m looking for my brother.” Her voice was tiny, but then she yelled out, “Leo, where are you?!”

Her sudden yelling startled Sam. “What does he look like?” Lily asked.

“Like me but taller,” the girl responded.

Lily shouted out Leo’s name as well. Sam smiled and shook her head.

“Molly?” came a male voice from behind them. They turned and Sam saw Leo. She knew right away it was him because he did indeed look like his sister Molly though he was quite a bit taller. He was even taller than Sam, who was normally the tallest among her girlfriends. He had a thin face and the same glasses. His hair tumbled around his ears in thick, soft curls. “I told you to meet me down there, not here.” He glowered at his sister.

“I got lost,” she squeaked. Somehow, Molly seemed incapable of having a regular tone of voice. She either spoke so quietly that no one could hear her, or she yelled.

Lily extended her hand first to Molly and then to Leo. “I’m Lily and this is my best friend Samantha.”

“Call me Sam,” Sam added, also shaking their hands.

Leo stood straight and tall with perfect posture while his sister’s shoulders slumped forward. He had the air of a scholar about him—a young man who had spent much of his life so far reading anything he could get his hands on. Sam felt comfortable with him right away. “I like that. I like being called Leo, but my name is actually Cornelius. Molly’s name is Margaret.”

“I am named after a particular great-aunt of ours that we despise,” Molly explained, her voice a bit too loud.

Leo glared at her. “Hush, Molls.” He had a thick accent.

“Are you from Wales?” Lily asked.

“How’d you know?” Leo returned.

“Your accent, of course. My grandmother had a gardener from Wales.”

“Ah, and you two must be from ’round London. I’m good with accents, you know.”

“London is right,” Sam said.

“Marvelous place. If I wasn’t a wizard, I would be attending Oxford.”

“So would Lily,” Sam replied, gesturing at her friend. “She’s much smarter than she looks.”

“I can look smart,” Lily cut in, grinning. “Are you both first-years?”

“I am second,” Leo replied. “Molly is a first-year, so I came with her on the ship today. Otherwise, I would have gone ahead with my own class.”

Molly’s voice lowered to a whisper. “I am quite frightened being all alone in places I do not know.”

Lily linked arms with Molly. “Well, you aren’t alone now. When we get to the Academy, you need not hang onto your brother all the time. Sam and I will be your friends.” Leo looked more relieved than Molly, and a smile bloomed across his lips.

“It is a good thing I am here, I think. I can tell you all what to expect from the ceremony, though they do it differently every year so there will still be some surprises. You know the ceremony engineers work on it all year long? They’ll finish tonight and as soon as the sun rises tomorrow, they will begin planning for next year!”

His comments increased Sam’s excitement even more. Leo led the girls toward the front of the ship where the deck widened out and there were plenty of places for them to sit.

From there, they watched many kinds of performers come onto the main deck from another deck below. First, women wearing sparkly leotards with jeweled capes emerged and leapt up onto the sides of the ship. They took hold of ropes extending from one end to the other. Sam had thought the ropes were part of the rigging, but now she saw they were for the show and the women were acrobats. They swung across the wide deck, eliciting sounds of awe and delight from their audience.

The pounding of drums began, followed by flutes trilling. The musicians appeared from one end of the ship and made their way to the other, dancing to and fro as they played their instruments. Joining the musicians were dancers wearing flowing capes that caught the light of the lanterns all around them. The last to arrive were men in tall black hats and dark robes. “The magicians,” Leo whispered to the girls. “I was hoping they would have them again this year.”

The magicians began by juggling orbs of light they produced with magic. The orbs of gold spun and dazzled. They even went as far as to launch the orbs into the audience, making the students duck in alarm and then smile in amazement as the orbs exploded and the images of dragons or mermaids appeared in the air. The magicians went around, making various pieces of jewelry or handkerchiefs disappear from students and reappear in someone else’s hand.

Leo scribbled notes on a pad of paper while Lily clapped her hands and Molly seemed to grow more at ease. A few moments later, Lily led Molly to her room, giving Sam a chance to relax and watch those around her. She caught sight of the same group of boys she had seen earlier, and the young man she had been entranced by. “Do you know him?” She pointed at the boy.

Leo nodded. “David is a third-year and is always on board during the ceremonies. Couldn’t tell you why though. He must have some connection to a professor or something.” Leo turned back to his writing.

“What are you doing?” Sam asked.

“I want to design the ceremonies when I finish school,” he explained. “I want to be a part of the show, but I am no performer.”

“I’m no performer either, but I do like the idea of using magic for fun and to entertain people.”

“Of course! Magic is not just for defense.” Leo grew passionate and prattled on for a few minutes, but Sam did not take it all in. She was too busy watching Lily dance. Leo’s voice broke in again a moment later. “If you are not a performer, what is it you want to do?”

Sam turned back to him. “I was always athletic in school, and my father trained me in defensive combat. Not with magic, of course.”

“Are your parents both our kind?”

Sam nodded. “My father is an inventor, but he can kick arse too.” She laughed. “He taught me everything I know. He tried to teach me about all the magical contraptions he’s made, but I find it all dreadfully dull.”

“And your mother?”

“She’s a witch.”

“Does she invent too?”

Sam grew quiet. Her mother had been sick for many years, often lying around looking pale and forlorn. She forced a smile for Leo, not wanting to bring it up. “No, she doesn’t.”

“You could join the races if you’re athletic,” Leo suggested. “They have them every year, a week or so into the start of term. It involves magic, of course. I would never run it myself, but plenty of students enjoy it.”

Sam’s attention was taken away when, on the stage, several witches and wizards appeared one by one, each more elegantly dressed than the last. The music died down so that Chancellor Eldredge could address the crowd. “I wish you all a merry and good evening.” She said some other things Sam did not hear because Leo spoke to her again.

“Oh yes, I forgot to tell you. They always pull some students up onto the stage to perform spells. At random, of course. You’ll be lucky if you get chosen.”

“Or unlucky,” Sam murmured, not into the idea of standing in front of so many people. The unlucky people would be those who had not learned spells before being accepted into the Academy. Sam had the fortune of having been taught some spells by her father and Lily’s grandmother before boarding the ship.

“I think I would simply die if I had to go up there!” Molly squealed as she and Lily rejoined Sam and Leo.

Lily said nothing, but Sam knew she would be the perfect young witch for the task. The ceremony began, and each one of the ceremony hosts pulled a name at random from a basin where pieces of parchment swirled around in a torrent of orange light. The last stepped up, an older man with a long silver beard flowing to the floor. “Samantha Tempestade!”

Sam was too stunned to do anything for a moment. It took Lily pushing her to her feet for her to move. Sam stumbled up to the stage. The old wizard’s smile was kind as he handed her an elegant ivory wand. In her hand, Sam felt the soft energy of magic in the wand. All it would take was a connection to her own magic. “Cast a spell, dear. Any you like, though not one that would harm or maim, please.”

For a moment, Sam racked her brain. Why was it that now, of all times, the only spell she could think of was the one where she made warts appear on the nearest person? She caught Lily’s eye in the crowd. Her friend’s eyes sparkled, and Sam remembered the first spell Lily had ever taught her. When they were young, they had often gone down to the lake behind Sam’s parents’ house and cast the spell over the dark water until deep into the night.

With a nervous smile, Sam closed her eyes and focused on the pull of magic within her, connecting it to the wand in her hand. She imagined her magic running up through the veins like a river of golden light, through her fingers to the tip of the wand. She spoke the incantation and a burst of golden sparks flew from the wand. A small flame appeared in the air before her eyes. It danced around, producing other smaller flames in different colors until they became a rainbow. They crashed together and burst into a brilliant light like a firework expanding across the sky.

The crowd erupted into applause. Sam beamed with pride and when she looked at Lily, she found her, Molly, and Leo standing and clapping their hands. The kind old wizard told Sam she had done well and asked her to return to her seat.

Chancellor Eldredge addressed the crowd once more. “There is one last surprise for you all on behalf of this year’s ceremony hosts. If you want to see it, you will need to wake up bright and early tomorrow morning. I leave you all now to enjoy the rest of your night. I suggest getting some sleep before we reach Ravenwood.” She gave them a bright smile. “Your adventures have only just begun.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Sam’s dreams that night were full of images from the ceremony, and when she awoke, she felt warm. The boat rocked as gentle waves lapped against the hull. Sam and Lily, along with most of the other first-years, had slept in cabins on the lowest deck. They had only gone to bed a few hours ago, and now Sam was awakened by Lily’s gentle tugging on her arm. “Wake up, Sam. We don’t want to miss the surprise.”

At first, Sam wanted to groan. “But sleep…” Lily’s soft urging, however, finally got her out of bed and into a robe. Lily was already dressed in black trousers, a blush-pink blouse, and her Ravenwood cloak. They quietly stole to the upper deck where several other students were already gathered. Sam looked around for Leo and Molly, but they were nowhere to be seen. She didn’t mind. It was better to experience one last thing with Lily while she could have her to herself.

Now that it was day, their surroundings took on a whole new appearance. The sky was blue-gray and tinged with the first light of dawn. The water around them was a brilliant blue. At first, Sam did not see what the surprise might be, but the gasps around her brought her attention to the fact that they were surrounded not only by water but by a sparkling, shimmering substance. It formed an arc over the whole ship. Sam thought to reach out and touch it as if there was a compulsion deep inside her to do so. She refrained, however, because the light sang with a bright energy she was sure could hurt her if she touched it.

“This is the portal into the magic world.” Lily clutched Sam’s arm in her excitement. The swirling, vibrant colors all around them danced and twisted in the air.

“I thought portals were like falling through rabbit holes. Dark until you got to where you were going,” Sam mused. All their lives, Sam and Lily had wondered what it would be like to venture into the magical world. Every witch and wizard was forbidden to do so until they were older and could understand the severity of giving secrets away.

Lily shrugged. “This portal must be different.”

Sam remembered what Chancellor Eldredge had said the night before about the veil being thinnest in the ocean, making their passage into the magic world easier on such a large ship.

With the ship sailing through the portal, there came a great rocking so that Sam and Lily had to hold onto each other. The first-years who had never been on this ship before were rattled by the movement, but Sam sensed more merriment than worry among her companions. This eased her own nerves even when the ship tilted so far to the left that she thought they might all slide off into the water. Those who had made this voyage before seemed to think nothing of it. Moments later, the ship righted itself and they were through the portal. The movement of the ship became smooth once more.

Sam turned her attention to what lay ahead. At first, nothing seemed different on this side of the portal. Soon enough, though, changes unfolded before her eyes. The water turned from blue to deep violet, almost purple. Like irises in bloom, she thought. Above them, the sky turned from the hazy pinks and golds of dawn to something much darker, almost like a deep maroon. The darkness only lasted a moment before the day came again.

“Sometimes going through a portal will do that,” came a voice from behind. Both Sam and Lily turned to see Leo, sister-less and beaming. He explained Molly had a stomachache and was still below deck. “And look there.” Leo pointed. “Ravenwood Academy.”

Sam turned once more. Her breath caught when she glimpsed the outline of an enormous castle in the distance. Its towers rose like trees, crowning the base of the castle’s main portion. Dozens of windows overlooked the deep waters. The castle stood on the side of a mountain where rocky cliffs led down to a wooded shoreline. “We’ll round a bend here in a moment and see the harbor,” Leo explained.

Sure enough, a few minutes later, Sam caught sight of a small harbor with four or five docks. One other ship was docked there. The small village going up from the harbor seemed ordinary enough, if set a few thousand years from the human world. The castle beyond was much different. Instead of stone and brick and thatch, it was built of enchanted materials that glowed in the sunlight. It appeared nearly translucent, as though Sam might be able to peer through its walls right into its interior. She could not, however, and she delighted in the illusionary effect. She was certain there was a reason for this. “Are there any magical architecture classes?” she asked Leo.

“Of course. But no one can take them until third year. I hope to enroll next year.” This reminded Sam of how things worked here at Ravenwood Academy. Not everyone could complete a two- or four-year course just by signing up and attending classes and passing tests and writing papers. Each year was more challenging than the rest, and at the end of each year was a test for the aspiring witch or wizard to pass to move into the next year. If they did not pass the test, they were banished from Ravenwood forever.

Leo’s voice cut through Sam’s thoughts. “I have already learned quite a lot about the castle itself. It is an ancient building, but of course you can tell that just by looking at it. It has been standing here for millennia.”

Sam noticed other features about it. A tall, squat clock tower rose from a dense forest like an aged monolith that had grown from the ground itself, birthed by nature with magic. Sam was too far away to see the intricate carvings on the chiseled gray stone, but Leo had told her about it the night before. Secrets waiting to be discovered, stories told without words. The arches and towers of the castle itself held the protective charms of wise, old teachers and students that had come before them. Sam wondered if she would be here long enough to add her own charms. One did not move on from this place without first giving back to it.

Before Sam knew it, the ship pulled to one of the docks and someone announced it was time to disembark from the ship. “Your belongings will be taken to the castle. You only have to look after yourselves,” the commander of the ship told the young people milling about the decks.

“I can show you where to go,” Leo told the girls. Sam half wished he would leave them alone. Part of the experience was figuring out things on their own.

Sam was about to tell Leo he should just watch after his sister when Lily chirped, “That would be great!”

Leo beamed again, and Sam noticed he couldn’t take his eyes off Lily. This happened often to the pair. Sam found her eyes wandering, taking everything in, while most male eyes found Lily and stuck to her. Leo was one of the lucky few who got to speak to her. He should know how lucky he is, Sam thought with a chuckle.

“What are you laughing at?” Lily asked her.

“Nothing,” Sam replied. “Let’s get off this ship.”

Their steps were light and eager as they walked onto the dock. Molly joined them and they made their way up the incline where the small Ravenwood village was. Small cottages lined narrow streets. Shops, taverns, and fishing houses were everywhere too. Sam felt like she had stepped back a few centuries. There would be no café visiting and handbag shopping for her and Lily here. Beyond the castle was a vast, dark forest. The dark green hue of the trees spoke to how old the place was. “That is the Ravenwood,” Leo explained. “You will learn more about it later. Magical place. Of course, everything here is, but especially the wood.”

All Sam knew was that the Ravenwood had been around much longer than the enchanted castle built against it. She wondered what aspects of the wood made it so special to build a school between it and the sea. Sam supposed she would find out later or consult Lily. Right now, Lily was gawking at the village, taking in the sight of all the people.

They were soon out of the village, climbing to the top of the hill on a narrow winding path that led up an ancient stone staircase. The cracks in the stone showed its age and the translucent colors of greens and pinks showed the magic that filled in the cracks and kept the stairs from becoming just like the rest of the mountain.

At the top of the winding stairs, the path widened out with flowering white trees growing on either side. The trees’ boughs bent toward one another so that an arch was formed for them to walk through. Sam’s heart beat faster as they came to the entrance and she didn’t realize she was clutching Lily’s arm until Lily laughed. “Sam, you’re squeezing me too hard.”

“Oh, sorry.” Sam let go. “I’m just so excited.”

“I’ll have to leave you when we enter,” Leo told them. “I am not allowed in the girls’ dormitory. Would you mind seeing Molly to her room?”

Lily agreed for both herself and Sam before throwing a friendly arm over Molly’s shoulders. “We are going to take good care of you.”

The courtyard leading to the castle’s main entrance was much larger than Sam first thought. She, Lily, and Molly took their time winding through, absorbing everything they were seeing. Graceful arches of white marble and statues of figures Sam did not recognize graced bubbling fountains. The warm late summer air drifted through the courtyard. “I heard earlier from a third-year that there are gardens in the back before it leads up into the Ravenwood,” Lily shared.

They came to the entrance, where two men in intricate golden armor stood guard. They allowed the girls to pass without so much as a second glance. Once inside, Sam gasped. She had expected the interior of the castle to be as old as the exterior, but it looked newer than anything she had seen before. White marble was all around her. Graceful arches and high ceilings formed above her head. The tall, arched windows overlooked the courtyard, gardens, and other parts of the grounds. The halls were filled with people, and not just ones Sam had seen onboard the ship. From the looks of it, the first-years had been the last to arrive.

Sam noticed many closed doors. “Do you suppose those are classrooms?”

“Yes!” Molly burst out in too loud of a voice. Then, lowering it, she whispered, “Leo says that classrooms are locked and sealed just like the rest of the castle when no one is using them. Defensive measures, of course.”

Sam cocked an eyebrow. “Why? This castle is far away from anything else. What’s endangering it?”

Molly looked at her in surprise. “You don’t know? Well, I suppose you wouldn’t. The only reason I know is because I have a few other older brothers and sisters who have been here already. They weren’t supposed to tell me, but I found ways to get it out of them.”

“What have they told you?” Lily pressed.

Molly scooted closer, and Sam’s face tickled from the loose curls sticking out from Molly’s head. “The Ravenwood is sacred and beautiful as my brother implied, but there are dangerous beings hiding within it as well. And… Well, prestigious institutions such as this are not without old, secret societies.”

Lily laughed. “You’re being awfully vague.”

Molly looked uncomfortable. “Ask Leo. He can explain it better than I can.” Though Sam was glad to have the girls to herself for now, she made a mental note to ask Leo the next time she saw him.

A kind older woman led the girls to a dormitory in the north wing of the castle. Lily and Sam, sharing a room, found their trunks waiting and decided to unpack. “My books arrived safe and sound!” Lily crowed before placing them in a stack by the window. Their room included two four-poster beds, a hearth with overstuffed chairs sitting before it, a writing desk, and any number of armoires, wardrobes, and rugs. Soon after unpacking and readying themselves for the evening meal, they made their way down to the great dining hall. Leo had told them earlier it was called the Star Hull because the shape of the room resembled a ship, and the ceiling was marked with the constellations one could see in the magical world’s sky. Some were the same Sam had seen when studying the night skies with her father, but there were new constellations as well.

Though Leo was a second year, he joined the girls for their first meal to make his sister more comfortable. Sam took her chance to ask questions. “So Leo, what really lies in the Ravenwood?”

“I haven’t exactly explored much of it,” he admitted with his mouth full of gooseberry pie. “Why do you ask?”

Sam gave a pointed look at Molly.

Leo looked exasperated. “We aren’t supposed to talk about it. The professors will explain if you ask them.”

“Tell us anyway, Leo,” Lily urged.

“Well, all right then.” Leo leaned closer and lowered his voice. Sam almost rolled her eyes at how easily Lily could convince anyone to spill what they knew. The chatter of their fellow students droned all around them. “There are whispers sometimes that a group of dark wizards was once expelled from the school and banished from the island but found their way back into the Ravenwood and have been hiding there ever since. There are books in the Archives about it, but they’re restricted. You have to get special access from the professor to read them.” To Sam, restriction of any book sounded like a sin.

She was surprised to hear this. With how dire Leo made it sound, she could not believe her parents had not warned her of it before. Lily set down her goblet. “The school is well guarded and warded. We’re going to be fine.”

Sam felt better hearing Lily’s words, but Leo looked doubtful. “We must remain on guard at all times anyway.”

“Of course,” Lily agreed lightly, “but we’re also going to have loads of fun the entire time we are here.” She raised her goblet for a toast. “To us ladies for making it here and to you Leo for coming back.” They clinked their cups and smiled.

When Sam returned to her room after eating, she called her father. “Good to hear you’ve gotten to the Academy. Any trouble getting there?”

Sam decided not to tell him about the mugging. “No trouble. We love it here.”

“I knew you would. They have excellent teachers, Sam. I learned everything I know about inventing and magical mechanics there. I know you won’t be taking those classes, but I am certain the ones you want will be just as good.”

“How is Mum?”

Her father paused and sighed. “She’s all right, Sam. She misses you, of course. We both do. She keeps forgetting where you have gone. Don’t let that worry you though. She’s eating better too, so that is a good thing.”

Sam felt an ache in her chest. “I will come back the moment I need to.”

“Don’t worry yourself, dear. Have fun and say hello to Lily for me.”

Sam smiled. “I will. I love you. Tell Mum I love her.”

“I will.”

Sam hung up, already missing home but glad to be in a new place.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Lily awoke early the next morning and slipped from her room before Sam could hear her. The halls were nearly empty as she made her way to one of the many side-exits leading into the gardens. A narrow path wound through lilac trees and rose bushes. A stone fountain in the center of the garden depicted a woman with a raven on her right shoulder. The water trickled down into the basin where birds flitted around in search of morning food.

Several stone benches beneath trees stood empty, though Lily was sure they’d later be filled with students who were studying. I should bring Sam here later. It will remind her of her mother’s garden at home.

Lily knew Sam’s mother had been sick for years. Sam blamed it on her family’s last name, which had apparently brought bad luck to them for generations. Lily wasn’t so sure. Many people became sick, and Sam’s kind, generous mother was one of those unlucky people. Sam and her father, with the help of Lily, had grown and maintained a garden where they wheeled her mother out when days were fair.

Lily came to the end of the garden path and was about to turn back when she caught sight of two cloaked figures with hoods up disappearing around the corner of the building. Curious, she followed them from a distance, keeping herself hidden behind trees and stone pillars along the way.

She stopped short when they halted. One of the figures turned back to see if they were being followed. Lily only caught a small glimpse of his face and could not make out his features. The figure turned toward one of the castle’s walls and waved a wand. A rune of white light appeared on the stone. The figures each touched the rune with their bare hands. The next instant, they disappeared.

Who were they and where had they gone? Lily stood there for a moment, hoping they would return. Instead, the rune faded and the only sounds around her were the breeze in the trees and the chirping of birds. Lily went back into the castle and roamed the hallways. There was a little more traffic than when she had gone outside.

Lily felt herself drawn to a quieter corner of the Academy where there were fewer people. Her footsteps echoed against the stone floor and wall. She rounded one corner after another until she was in a narrow hallway near the Star Hull. At the end of the hall was a wide, arched window made of stained glass depicting the same woman from the fountain outside. It was one of the only windows not open. Sunlight poured through it, illuminating the floors with golden colors. It was obvious which parts of the castle were older than others. This was not one of the newer additions. Lily had heard from some of her fellow students that in these older parts of the castle, secret rooms and tunnels ran below.

Lily was wondering how such places could be accessed when, in a room off the hall, she heard whispered voices. Overcome with curiosity, she peered in. A large plant on a low pillar just inside the doorway helped conceal her. Two figures stood behind another pillar, only partially concealed. Lily could see their green cloaks and flashing hands but no faces. “We’ve been looking everywhere for the other access runes,” one of the voices complained. “They’re the key to getting into the good graces of⁠—”

A second voice cut the first one off. “Quiet down, idiot.”

Lily was about to draw away, but at the commanding tone of the second voice, her ears perked up. If they didn’t want anyone to hear, it was all the more reason for her to listen. She recalled many occasions when she and Sam had crept toward doorways in secondary school to listen in on secret conversations. Later, the staff at that school would wonder why suddenly every girl attending knew every personal detail of the headmistress’ life. This was not the same, Lily thought. Were these two the same people she had followed outside? Had the rune outside led them into this room?

Lily hoped she might glimpse their faces now. There was something about the way they were acting that made her uneasy. Lily drew her wand without even thinking, preparing to defend herself if necessary.

The voices rumbled on in low tones for a moment, but Lily was unable to make out their words. She was just about to cast a spell that would make her hearing better when suddenly, the voices fell silent. Oh no, they’ve sensed me here! Her heart raced as she waited for something to happen. She couldn’t take off at a run, for she was certain they would pursue her.

She heard a faint rustling sound from behind an old oak desk mostly concealed by a pillar. After that, nothing. Lily held her breath, waiting for a sign of anything happening. Finally, she could not stand the suspense any longer. She peered around the corner, expecting to see the men she had overheard huddled together. To her surprise, the room was empty. Her brows furrowed in confusion. Where did they go?

Looking around, she saw no signs that they had been there. Her heart rate increased. Hesitantly, Lily stepped into the room, thinking she might be able to find evidence that they had been there. A small impression of a pair of shoes on a rug underneath the desk was the only sign left along with the faint scent of men’s cologne. Lily searched the floors and walls for the runes they had spoken about. She saw no other signs. The room was drafty though no windows in this part of the castle were open. It looked like someone’s study though Lily could not tell who it belonged to.

Lily sighed. I guess this means I have to give up. She headed back toward the door so she could go back to her door room. Just then, her phone buzzed. Sam’s text flashed across her screen.

Just woke up. Where are you?

Lily sent back a reply.

Went exploring. Be back soon.

Her phone dinged again with a second message from Sam.

Did you hunt down pain au chocolat or were you really exploring? If so, I will be deeply offended if you do not bring me one.

Lily grinned and thought, Perhaps that would have been a better use of my time.

She turned to leave and tripped. She let out a low cry of alarm and looked down to see the object in her way, a small, odd-looking stone that she was sure hadn’t been there before. It was a smooth oval and appeared to be made of something between stone, marble, and glass. Its exact substance, Lily did not know the name of. She picked it up. The stone hummed with magical energy and made her palm feel warm.

This isn’t right, she thought. The magic inside the stone went into her body and made her feel light and warm. Normally, such a sensation would have been a sign of good magic, but the longer she held it, the more overpowered she felt. Lily quickly wrapped the stone in her robe so it was out of sight. I’ll take a look at this later, she told herself as she hurried from the room.
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CHAPTER SIX


Sam was standing before the mirror running a brush through her long, dark hair when Lily came back into the room.

“No pain au chocolat, Sam,” Lily reported with a smile when she entered.

“Where did you go off to?” Sam asked.

Lily shrugged. “Everywhere. I’ll tell you about it later. I have no time to waste now!”

About twenty minutes later, Sam stood by the door ready to go. “You’ve already tried on three different outfits, Lil. If you don’t pick one soon, we’re going to be late.”

Lily cast her a grin. “We’re going to be late anyway, because that’s how we always are. It was so much easier when we had to wear uniforms.”

“You hated wearing uniforms. Besides, we have to wear our cloaks. That’s like wearing a uniform.”

Lily either didn’t hear her or was too preoccupied with unpacking and didn’t come up with a response. Though they’d had hours to unpack yesterday, both had been distracted with excited chatter. Sam directed her attention to the one long, arched window in their room between their beds. Outside, pale sunlight shone on a patch of violets that grew against the pane. Beyond that were the grounds, and farther back, the Ravenwood itself. “I had a dream last night about the Ravenwood,” Sam told Lily absently. “We were lost. It wasn’t scary though. We just couldn’t find where the hell we were going. We were probably late to something.”

Lily rose, finally seeming as though she had decided on something to wear. “You always remember your dreams when we go to new places. It’s like your thing.”

“Just like taking forever to pick out an outfit is your thing.”

“But I’m always spectacularly dressed.” Sam knew this well. She had spent all their years of secondary school taking Lily’s “outfit of the day” pictures.

Lily disappeared into the bathroom and when she emerged a few minutes later, she was wearing a bright green dress. Sam asked if they could go. “I’m starving, and I hear breakfast here is to die for.”

“I just have to do my makeup real quick!” Lily chirped.

Sam groaned. Makeup was never done “real quick” when it came to Lily Vivace. Lily laughed. “You go on ahead, Sam. Explore and get yourself as many heaps of breakfast as you can fit in that black hole of a stomach that you have. I’ll meet up with you later.”

Sam hesitated. She didn’t like being without Lily in this new place, but when she saw her friend settling down before the vanity, she decided Lily was right. Lily liked to take her time. Makeup to her was an art form. “I’ll see you later then,” Sam promised before leaving the room.

The halls of Ravenwood Academy were bustling with activity as students and teachers alike prepared for the start of a new term. Lessons would not be beginning for another few days, but they were required to attend orientation today.

Sam wound through the halls, past students and professors and other people who either lived or worked there. Is there any place here that isn’t crowded right now? she wondered. Her father had told her that Ravenwood Academy only took a few new older students every year, but that could not be true with how many people were here and how many Sam had seen on the ship. “A few” then meant there were far more witches and wizards in the human world than Sam had ever guessed.

As she walked on, winding through halls and passages and wide, open rooms, Sam realized she was lost. Her stomach rumbled with her desire for food, and she was about to turn back when she noticed a quieter corner of the school. She could not stop herself from wandering through it. Down one long hall was a wall with an enormous arched window made of green and blue glass that depicted a woman bending over a fountain. An inscription ran under it, but it was in a language Sam did not know. Sam had the distinct feeling that the woman in the glass looked much like her. I’m making a ‘vain projection’ as Lily would say, she thought with a laugh.

This hall was emptier than the others, and Sam noticed a lone figure sitting on a bench near the window. He was an older wizard with deep wrinkles etched into his face. A thick, white beard cascaded down his chest. He had his head buried in a book that was so large he had to hold it up with both hands and prop it against his knee. One gust of wind looked like it could have blown the book to bits. As Sam, in her curiosity, stepped closer, she noticed a thin shimmering light around the book. A ward. Even as he read it, he had a protective spell over it.

Sam approached him tentatively, not wanting to disturb him. He appeared deep in thought with his bushy brows drawn together in concentration. But as she came closer, the wizard looked up and offered her a warm smile. “I always wonder which student will come find me in this corner of the Academy. You’re the first to approach, young lady. Congratulations.”

Sam was not quite sure why she was being congratulated. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, sir.”

The wizard shut his book and Sam could have sworn a swirl of dust went up into the air. “It is no bother,” the wizard rumbled on in a deep voice. “Good morning. I am Marcus Deathshroud. I teach the advanced magical theory class here at Ravenwood.”

That’s a name, Sam thought. Aloud, she said, “Oh, I think I’m in your class.” The night before, she and Lily had scanned the list of classes they were required to take.

“I should hope so,” Marcus Deathshroud boomed. “A fresh face like yours had better be. All first-years must take my class, and I don’t remember seeing yours before.”

“I’m sure you see many students every year. I can’t imagine you can remember them all.”

Professor Deathshroud frowned. “Of course I can! I remember everyone. Now dear, tell me your name.”

“Samantha Tempestade.”

“Tempestade, eh?”

Sam could have sworn one of his eyes slid toward the woman depicted in the window. He made no remarks about this. “Well, welcome Ms. Tempestade. I hope you are finding Ravenwood to your liking so far.” He stood as she said she was. “Walk with me,” he added.

It was not a question, so Sam followed him. He led her down a side hallway that was quite empty. One wall was lined with windows that overlooked the eastern side of the castle. The island spread out, full of dense forest and wood-lined shores. Down the shore was the village they had entered the day before. “I have been teaching here at Ravenwood for a very long time, Miss Tempestade. I feel as if this castle is a part of my own old bones. I sound like an old hermit don’t I?” He chuckled. “Though of course, when I was young, the difficulty was in making me come to class. I was always off trying to dig up some mischief. Who says mischief doesn’t take you places? I am here now. Have you encountered any mischief on your way here, Miss Tempestade?”

Sam thought the question odd and recalled the mugging incident as well as the artifacts she had stowed in her room. She did not know Professor Deathshroud well enough to share that story, so she simply shook her head.

Deathshroud seemed disappointed. “Oh well. I am certain you will find some soon enough.”

He made it sound necessary, as if encountering some trouble was an initiation process for any student hoping to excel at the Academy. He went on, “My first week here when I was but a young sprout was spent in the Ravenwood itself, encountering strange beasts. Somewhat like bears that you would know of having grown up in the human world. I was attacked by one, barely made it out alive, and went back with a pack of chums a week later and killed one. We dissected it and were then put under punishment for four weeks.” He laughed. “Well worth the trouble, though, as I can still tell the story many years later.”

“Can anyone go into the Ravenwood now?” Sam asked.

Deathshroud paused, then shook his head. “Not now. But soon, if matters can be resolved.”

Sam found his answer irritatingly vague.

“Have no fear, child.” Professor Deathshroud smiled kindly. “I do not mean to worry you. The more experienced you become with your magic, the more you will be allowed to do. The world really does open up when you become more knowledgeable.”

Sam examined his face and noticed the wrinkles were not wrinkles but deep scars running across his face. They were faint and almost seemed to be disguised, as if the professor had tried to hide them. Sam realized he was not as old as he looked. His beard had seemed very white in the window’s sunlight before, but now it appeared gray with streaks of brown and red.

The professor noticed Sam staring at his face. “Do I have something between my teeth, child?” He chuckled, but Sam instantly took her eyes away.

“I didn’t mean to be rude, Sir. There’s nothing in your teeth.”

He narrowed his twinkling eyes. “What do you see, then?”

Sam hesitated. “Your scars, sir. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get them?”

Marcus looked surprised as if he had not expected anyone to notice. “You… can see them?”

Sam wondered if she had offended him. She nodded hesitantly.

He straightened. “Oh. A funny thing, that is. I got them in a magical duel many years ago. It was a foolish mistake, and one that I paid for dearly. I have learned from it and moved on.”

Sam wished he would tell more of the story. She wished he would say who he had dueled and why. Magical duels were only done under dire circumstances and only ended when one was dead. Marcus Deathshroud stood alive before her, which meant whoever had given him those scars was long gone.

Sam was about to ask another question when a bell rang far away. “Ah, orientation begins soon,” Professor Deathshroud explained. “You should be on your way, dear. I will see you in my class.” He looked around frowning and patted his robes. “Now where did I put that damn book?” They returned to the bench to look for it, but the book was gone. “It runs off sometimes.” The professor spoke as if it were only a small matter. “I am sure it will turn up somewhere.”

Sam imagined the book growing a pair of legs and escaping the tight hold of the professor’s wrinkled hands. She could not understand how he could speak so lightly of such an ancient book upon which he’d had a protective spell. “Goodbye then,” Sam said. “I look forward to your class.”

The professor snorted. “Don’t say that until you have been in it.”

Sam found the old wizard odd but funny and thought she’d have to tell Lily all about him later. Were all the teachers here like this? As Sam walked away, she heard the wizard muttering under his breath. “How did she see my scars?”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Sam wound her way through the crowded hallways, ducking under arms, sidestepping knees, and getting slapped in the face by someone’s swinging purse strap. Could no one look at where they were going? Apparently, Sam was not the only one rushing to make orientation on time. I missed breakfast, Sam thought with a sinking heart. I took too long with Professor Deathshroud.

The auditorium was perhaps the largest room in the entire castle besides the dining hall. The ceiling was made of glass so one could peer through it to the sky. The sun shone down through its center, illuminating a white stone pillar marked with ancient symbols. Runes, Sam realized, for protecting the castle at its very center. The auditorium was at its center with four different hallways leading out of it to the four wings of the castle.

A stage was built at one end of the room, and the remaining space was filled with benches. Sam looked around for Lily, wondering which entrance she would come through. Several times, Sam thought she caught sight of Lily’s mass of black curls, but it was just another smiling, wide-eyed student. “Sam?” came a squeaky voice. She turned and found Molly clutching a book against her chest and shaking. “I’m glad I found you.”

“Have you seen Lily?” Sam asked. Ever since leaving Professor Deathshroud, all Sam had thought about was finding Lily and telling her what had happened. It had been such an odd experience, and she knew Lily would have thoughts about it.

Molly shook her head. “I can’t see anything!”

Sam noticed Molly did not have her glasses on. “I fell back asleep after I got dressed,” Molly explained. “The bell woke me up and I ran out of my room without grabbing my glasses.”

“Here, come with me.” Sam took Molly by the arm. They wound their way up toward the front in search of empty seats. It was not easy going, as they had to push past students going in the opposite direction. Sam felt like she was swimming against the current and had Molly dragging her down. Lily would have to find them.

She did, just as everyone was taking their seats. Lily plopped into the spot next to Sam. “Your makeup looks good,” Sam told her friend, noting the dash of green eyeshadow on Lily’s lids. Her lips, painted with light pink lipstick, parted in a smile.

Sam was eager to tell Lily her story, but applause erupted through the crowd at that moment. Sam looked toward the stage, where everyone else’s attention had gone. Coming onto the stage was a stately-looking man wearing dark green robes. He had silver hair and piercing blue eyes. He must be the head chancellor, Sam thought. Chancellor Lazar.

The other chancellors, including the woman who had spoken to them on board the ship, took their seats to the left and right of the stage and, like the students, waited for Lazar’s address.

The wizard took center stage behind a brass podium and cleared his throat. The din in the auditorium died down, replaced by an expectant hush. “Thank you all for attending orientation today,” came his smooth, resonating voice. “As always, this orientation is to inform you new students and remind you older ones of this school’s history, since many of you have never heard of it before coming here. We appreciate the discretion your parents have practiced. I am certain they had well prepared you for Ravenwood in ways you do not yet even know.”

He cleared his throat again and went on. “Our beloved school was founded centuries ago by a wizard named Louis Phillipe II.”

A skitter of laughter went through the crowd.

“A funny name he might have had,” Chancellor Lazar went on. “He was a very important man, though, and we must pay our respects to him each year as we take up our lessons again. Sir Louis had to fight against many who did not think it wise to educate the young in magic. It was the founder of our school who believed teaching the young was the only way forward into facing darkness. There is a vigor and strength in all of you that he and I and every other person who has had authority over this school in the past believe is the answer to so many of our world’s problems. I hope you will all take your learning seriously. This is not like what the human world tried to prepare you for.”

Sam recalled many long years of schooling in the human world while also conducting her own magical studies in preparation for Ravenwood. Her mother and father had taught her well. Or so she hoped. Summers spent with Lily in France meant they had her grandmother’s guidance as well.

I hope they prepared me as best as they could, Sam thought. She glanced at Lily, knowing her best friend’s grandmother had done her best to ensure Lily’s bright future at Ravenwood too.

“Each of you first-years is required to take basic classes this first term,” Chancellor Lazar went on. “Come next term, the basic classes will have helped you determine what you are good at, what you would like to learn more about, and where your particular specialties lie. We believe each student is different in extraordinary ways. No singular student’s path forward here will look the same.” He gave them a knowing smile. “So do not expect to always take the same classes as your favorite companions.”

Sam and Lily glanced at one another in slight dismay. They had always known that they would eventually differ in their magical desires, though. Sam kept her attention on the chancellor as he gave several examples of how witches and wizards came out of Ravenwood with different abilities. “Some will remain and teach the younger generations to come. Others go on to bigger and better things in the wide world. Some go into magical security to make it possible for us to continue while living parallel to the human realm. Others are still unearthing the treasures and secrets of our magical past and discovering new reasons we can be here today. Such great achievements are available to all of you if you should seek them with devotion and steadfastness.”

Lily seemed more subdued than she had been when she came into the room. She glanced about the room instead of keeping her focus on the chancellor. This was not like her. “What’s wrong?” Sam whispered.

Lily brushed it away. “Nothing.”

Before Sam knew it, the chancellor had dismissed them all. “Spend the rest of your day exploring. If you do not know your way around by the time classes start, I am afraid you will feel lost for a long time.”

They stood and Molly said she was going back to her room for a nap. “Being around so many people has made me tired!”

“See you at dinner,” Sam replied.

Lily said nothing to Molly—another thing Sam considered odd. She linked arms with Lily. “You don’t have to worry about classes. You know yourself so well, Lil. You will figure it out.”

Lily shook her head as they came out into the hall. “I’m not worried about that.”

“Then what is it?”

“I told you it was nothing.”

Sam could tell her friend was lying, but she didn’t point it out. Lily would tell her when she was ready. “A nap sounds good, now that I think about it,” Lily added.

“But we never had breakfast! And besides, since when do you take naps? You’re always the one dragging me out of bed.”

Lily’s brows furrowed. “Didn’t you go to eat before coming here?”

Sam smiled. “I didn’t have time for breakfast. First, I got lost, then… well, I have a story to tell you.” She described her encounter with Professor Marcus Deathshroud as she and Lily made their way to the Star Hull where the last of breakfast was available to the students. They came just in time to sweep up the last of the poached eggs, sausages, and pastries. With plates piled high, they settled in a back corner. “He was a funny fellow, but it got weird at the end when he said he couldn’t believe I could see his scars.”

“He said that to you?” Lily asked. During all of Sam’s story, she seemed distracted and hardly touched her food.

“Not exactly. He muttered it to himself.”

Lily shrugged. “Maybe he’s just the odd type and embarrassed about his scars. I do wonder more about how he got them though.”

Sam had been under the impression that Lily had not been listening but now she realized she had. “Yeah, me too.”

A moment later, Lily looked up from her plate. “Sam?”

“Yes?”

“Have you learned more about the Ravenwood?”

Sam shook her head. “The forest, you mean? I haven’t had the time. Why?”

“I’m just curious.”

Sam poked her friend in the ribs. “I thought you said all that fearmongering Leo did was rubbish.”

“I still think that,” Lily agreed, still unsmiling. “But there may be more to it than just mythical stories. Do you think your friend Deathshroud will know anything about it?”

“He’s not my friend.”

“Yet.”

“He’s a professor.”

“Our professors can’t be our friends.”

“No, I didn’t ask him about it, though he did say something about killing strange beasts while roaming the Ravenwood during his first week here.” Sam filled Lily in on that part of the story. “That was many years ago. I’d imagine those beasts have been done away with. Then again, the forest is huge. There’s no telling what all is in there.”

Lily seemed more interested than ever. “I just wondered, because of all the wards around us.”

“What wards?”

“You can’t sense them?”

“I saw one around Marcus’ book.”

Lily gestured at the walls, windows, and even the table. “They’re everywhere, Sam. There are protective spells all around us. Honestly, it seems a bit excessive.”

“Or safe,” Sam reminded her. “Odd though that you’re seeing all the wards and I can’t, but I can see an old man’s scars.”

At last, Lily laughed. “I am glad we do not play ‘I spy.’ We never see the same things.” She stood and led Sam back to their room, arm in arm.

After changing, they spent the day wandering the grounds, and things seemed back to normal for a few hours. Lily’s chipper mood returned and remained through dinner, which they had with Molly. Leo had finally joined his own friends. Molly also seemed more at ease, and seeing them both relaxing into their new life made Sam feel better. She and Lily did not return to their room until late in the night, having spent the past few hours in the courtyard stargazing from where they sprawled out on a blanket.

“It feels good being here,” Sam murmured. “Like nothing could go wrong.”

Lily gave a wan smile but no verbal response. Once back in their room, Lily was quiet again while preparing for bed. She climbed into bed soon after, while Sam used a spell to cast a fire into the hearth. Turning, she found Lily lying on her side, facing the wall. Lily never went to bed without scrolling on her phone and reading for a while.

Sam sat at the edge of her bed. “Lily, you’re going to have to tell me what’s up sooner or later, so you might as well cough it up now. Missing home?”

Lily turned. “No. Well, yes, of course, but that’s not it.” She paused, drew in a deep breath, then said quickly, “I saw something earlier, Sam. Maybe I’m just being paranoid because I feel stupid even feeling down about it.” She paused again briefly and added, “I could’ve sworn a figure stood in the shadows in the auditorium off to the side of the stage. He had glowing eyes and there was a strong… dark presence about him. I could feel it like a great weight on my shoulders. He looked at the chancellor first and then…” She gulped. “Right at me, Sam. Like right into my very soul. Then he smiled and disappeared. It wasn’t a nice smile either.”

Sam didn’t know what to say.

Lily drew the bed covering up around her as if suddenly catching a chill. “I let it go at first, thinking it was some illusion or trick another student was playing. No one else seemed to see it, so I must have imagined it or something. You know how I am about going to new places sometimes.”

Sam did know. One gift Lily and her grandmother shared was the ability to see things in old places that had not been there for many years. Lily could have seen the lingering memory of someone who had left the Academy many years ago. Lily sighed. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

Sam hugged her friend. “Whatever it was, you’re going to be okay. I am going to protect you.”

Lily smiled. “Thanks, Sam.”

Lily was asleep not long after, and Sam remained by the fire, watching the flames dance and chase one another. Though she had not seen the shadowy figure, Lily’s story rattled her. There had to be a reason the castle had so many protective spells cast over it. Sam settled into bed, hoping she and Lily would not see shadowy figures in their dreams.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


A few days later, Sam and Lily hurried through the halls of the Academy toward their first classes. Their bags thumped against their sides, heavy with books and supplies. They had received their books at their dormitory doors over the weekend. “This is just the kind of gift you need, Lily,” Sam had teased. “More books.”

Lily had given a cheerful smile and taken the pile into her arms. She had spent the rest of the day with her head buried in a book. Now, as they made their way to their first classes, Sam almost couldn’t believe it. I have dreamed about this day for years. We’re finally here.

All around them, small clusters of students practiced spells or eyed potions in bottles, already in deep conversation and laughter about what they had learned. “I can’t believe some people wake up at dawn for class. I’m glad we chose the later ones.”

Lily nodded in agreement then stopped short a moment later. “I’m down this hall, I think.”

Sam nodded. “And I’m the other way. I’ll see you in Professor Deathshroud’s class later today.” It was the only class they would have together that day. Sam waved and hurried down a narrow corridor toward a small atrium that led into a room with glass walls and ceiling. It looked like a greenhouse sticking right off the side of the castle. Inside, a man with a large white mustache greeted them. He explained that he was the professor who would teach them healing spells using what was already provided to them by their natural surroundings. “Plant magic,” he told them, “is among the most valuable because it can be used almost anywhere you go. The supplies are infinite!”

Sam found his statement funny because his class somehow required the most supplies. Sam’s satchel was full of books and glass jars containing unnamed herbal substances that had arrived at her door that morning.

She realized she was a few minutes late and slipped to the back of the class where an empty wooden chair awaited her. She plopped down and set her bag on the floor next to her. A wandering pair of bright blue eyes from close by met hers. The girl smiled and brushed back heavy black bangs.

“Now, is there anyone who can tell me what magic follows plant magic in the natural order?” the professor asked.

The girl next to Sam raised her hand and the professor called on her. “It’s beast magic. Or the ability to speak to animals.”

“Correct. This can only be done if the creature senses you have already dedicated yourself to the work of plant magic. That is, if it knows you have become one with its own natural surroundings first. In that way, they can feel akin to you. Take out your wands, everyone. We will practice some small spells that make plants grow, shrink, and move.”

Sam grew excited until she realized the professor was having them practice one at a time at the front of the class with everyone watching. The girl beside Sam went before her and was able to make a patch of grass on the floor grow another foot. “You’ve been practicing already, I see,” the professor praised her with glittering eyes. “You may take your seat. Next!” He pointed at Samantha. “And your name?” he asked as she came to the front.

“It’s Sam, Sir.”

“Well, Samsir, please use a spell of your choosing.”

Sam extended her wand toward the grass first then pivoted, deciding she preferred the look of a dragon lily with its broad pink flowers laying out on top of one another like a layered cake. She spoke the spell for shrinking and watched the petals grow smaller and smaller, one layer at a time until the flower was as small as the tip of her thumb.

“Very good,” the professor praised her. “Can you make it grow back? Feel the connection between your magic and the life already in the flower. Can you feel it?”

Sam felt like she was searching in a darkened room until she found a light switch. When she did, she nodded and spoke the second spell. This one was harder but eventually, the petals came back to their normal size. There was scattered applause about the room, and the professor told Sam she could take her seat. The rest of the room took their turn, including a boy who accidentally made a dandelion burst into flames and a girl who drowned a small patch of lilies from water in a nearby basin. Their professor remained jovial and patient. Sam imagined one could only be in such a good mood if they spent much time in a garden full of sunshine.

An hour later, they were dismissed and the girl beside Sam said, “That was neat watching you do two spells. Our professor must think you have a gift.”

Sam smiled. “I’m not sure plant magic is going to be my favorite, but I am sure it will be useful.”

“Oh, it is!” the girl had bright eyes. “I’ve been using plant magic for years. On accident at first. One night in my sleep, I grew a whole wall of vines on my bedroom wall. It’s a wonder I didn’t wrap myself up. Something worse could have happened.”

Sam laughed. “I’ve never heard of anyone performing magic in their sleep.”

The girl shrugged. “I must have a strong affinity for it.” She stuck out her hand. “My name is Emma.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Sam.”

Her blue eyes twinkled. “Not Samsir?”
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Meanwhile, Lily was having just about as much success in her own first class, A History of Magical Creatures and their Origins.

“We will not be learning about any specific creature today, students,” the pudgy-faced female professor told them. “Instead, we will be learning how to categorize creatures. In the future, we will be investigating each creature in our book, learning where they came from and how they came to have their powers. We will also learn where we can find them today.” Her eyes searched the room for attentive faces. “Who can tell me the different categories of creatures?”

A young man raised his hand and was called on. “The categories are written out in a series of symbols.” He pointed to a far wall of stone that had several etchings in it. “Those ones.”

“And how do we use those symbols to categorize creatures.” She called on Lily next, who had raised her hand high in the air, the bangles on her wrist sliding together as she did so.

“By their location or the time of day at which they appear. For instance, some are simply considered aquatic creatures because they live in water. Mermaids and such. Some are called night creatures like werewolves and shifters.”

The professor nodded. “That would be correct.” She asked a series of other questions to garner interest from her students, and the answers pinged back and forth between the young man who had spoken first and Lily. Someone close to Lily muttered, “Well we know who the smartarse ones are going to be.”

Lily stiffened, one hand at her side forming into a tight fist. I’ll show you smartarse. If you’re so bothered, raise your own hand.

Lily was able to make it through the rest of class without answering another question and not making a scene. When it was finished, she sought Sam out in the main hall on their way to Professor Deathshroud’s class.

“How was your first class?” Sam asked.

“I liked the class, but I’m not sure the class liked me,” Lily replied ruefully. She told Sam what had happened.

“They’re just jealous,” Sam assured her.

“How was yours?” Lily asked. Sam told her about making Emma’s acquaintance. They made it to Marcus Deathshroud’s class on time and found a group of students already seated and chatting excitedly. Sam and Lily took their seats in the back row against a shelf piled full of old, dusty books. They tried to blend in as much as possible. Sam had not seen Professor Deathshroud since first meeting him and now took a good long look at his classroom. It was as cluttered and eclectic and interesting as his mind seemed to be.

Books were everywhere. Open trunks spilling over with old rolls of parchment and ink wells were in every corner of the room. A wide window overlooked the Ravenwood and allowed pale sunlight to filter in. Otherwise, the only light was from candles hung in brass holders from the ceiling. Sam, being as tall as she was in a low-ceilinged room, had to remind herself to duck every time she stood so she wouldn’t knock a candle over and set the thin rugs scattered about the floor aflame.

Professor Deathshroud stood at the front of his class, smiling and rubbing his hands together with strong vigor. “Welcome, students. It has been a long summer for me. This classroom is exceedingly dull when it is empty. I’ve had to open up the windows and talk to the birds! But now you are all here and ready to learn.”

Lily eyed Sam with a grin. “You were right. He is a bit odd.”

Sam nodded and turned her attention back to the professor. His deep voice commanded everyone’s attention and Sam took as many notes as her quick hand would allow. “Today we will be talking about the importance of protection spells and the intricacies of creating and using magical runes.”

Sam remembered all the protective spells around the school. Perhaps Deathshroud’s class would give them the answers they were looking for. She also recalled the rune on the floor in an empty room back in Paris that had gotten her and Lily onto the ship. She wanted to know where those runes had come from. They had not just appeared out of nowhere. It took a skilled witch or wizard to form one and sustain it in its place.

“One example of an intricate rune is the one on the dome surrounding the school. You may have not seen it yet,” he explained, “but it is there. The dome blends in quite well with the architecture of the building itself. Upon this dome are etched runes that have been here since the school was founded, protecting everything that lies within its walls. It also allows us to exist in the Parc Monceau in Paris on a different plane, away from where human eyes could find us.”

Sam liked that Professor Deathshroud did not ask loads of questions but instead went on in his deep tenor of a voice. “Because of the dome and its runes, the Academy cannot be accessed within Parc Monceau unless one uses very strong spells and can ensure no one will see them. This risk is too great and is why you have been brought here by special gateway. The ship you came on is only one way one might be able to secretly enter this plane. One other way is by using special runes created by the very same group who built the dome in the first place. A sort of password if you would.”

He produced a single sheet of parchment with runes written on it. “On paper, the runes do nothing. I wrote them with ink, not magic. This is simply so you can see how they look and keep an eye out for them around the school. It will help you see how protected you are.”

The longer Professor Deathshroud spoke, the more fascinated Sam became. She had a whole sheet of paper filled with notes, letters packed together tightly so she could fit as much as she could onto it. She glanced at Lily to see if she had done the same thing. Normally, Lily was the notetaker, not Sam. When she looked at Lily, however, Sam found her friend’s eyes distracted and wandering about the room. Lily stared off into nothing with a faraway look in her eyes.

Sam nudged her, and Lily snapped back to the present. Sam was just about to ask her friend what was wrong when the bell rang. “I feel as though we had just begun!” Deathshroud announced, exasperated. “Oh well. I will see you all tomorrow.” He dismissed them and Lily was quick to slip from the room. Sam had wanted to linger behind to ask the professor questions, but she followed her friend out.

“We have to get to our next class.” Lily’s voice was stiff.

“We have a few minutes, Lil. We don’t have to be in a rush.”

“We might have a few minutes, but our next class is all the way on the other side of the campus. No wonder this place doesn’t have a gym. The workout is just getting to places.” Lily pulled Sam by her arm down the hall.
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CHAPTER NINE


Sam stood at the starting line, her heart racing with excitement.

Although all her firsts at Ravenwood Academy had been things she had looked forward to for many years, this had always been at the top of her list. A week into the autumn term at Ravenwood Academy, students could participate in the infamous annual obstacle course. It gave new and old students alike the opportunity to practice what magic they knew before coming to the school.

The race was the one thing her father had spared no detail on when telling his daughter about the school. Sam had been thinking about it ever since her arrival and had not stopped talking about it over the last few days. Lily had rolled her eyes more in three days than she had her whole life. “I get it, Sam. This obstacle course is going to be the best thing that has ever happened to you.” She laughed. “You’re going to do great.”

“But what if I don’t?” Sam had thrown herself on her bed.

“That’s impossible,” Lily had promised. “Running is your favorite thing in the world.”

“That sounds unhealthy. You make it sound like I run from my problems.”

Lily only laughed.

Sam wished Lily was here now to cheer her on, but Lily had taken to studying at the campus café most days. Sam made her peace with Lily’s absence. The day was warm and bright but not so warm as to make Sam sweat before the course even began. She glanced around at the other students. There were about ninety or so of them in total, all dressed in clothes that resembled marathon runners more than wizards and witches. Nowadays, that was more traditional than not, since the students came from the human world.

From the corner of her eye, Sam caught sight of someone jumping up and down and waving. Glancing in that direction, Sam saw Molly ready to cheer her on. She smiled. At least someone had shown up for her. Then she thought that maybe Molly had gotten lost and, seeing Sam, decided to watch the race.

“Hey, Sam. Good to see you here,” came a voice from Sam’s right. She turned to see Emma from her plant magic class sauntering up to her. Emma was taller even than Sam, standing an inch above her. Emma’s form was thin and lithe, almost willowy, unlike Sam who had broad shoulders and a muscly build. Emma did not look athletic, but then, the course wasn’t so much about athleticism as it was about magic. “Good luck to you,” Emma said.

“Likewise.” They stood side by side in the other line of students and waited for the signal. When it finally came, it was the sound of a loud horn blaring from a nearby tower where the refs could watch all that happened from above and judge accordingly.

Sam took off at a sprint. At first, all she could see was a wide-open field. As she ran, however, Sam realized the obstacles came up out of nowhere. Boulders rolled down one side of a hill toward her. Sam jumped, then called on her magic to levitate past the boulders back onto flat ground. Just as she did this, she caught on a thin wire she had not seen running along the ground. Cursing and wondering what heavy thing would come falling out of the tree above her, Sam opened a small pocket of space with a spell and teleported past the trap. She paid little mind to the others or whether or not they had gotten ahead or behind.

All Sam knew was the movement of her own body, the beating of her heart, her fast, hard breathing, and the thumping of her boots on the ground. Her magic came to her with ease, and her mind worked fast to conjure whichever spell she needed to get past each obstacle. She came close to the final stretch when, out of some underbrush, shadowy figures burst into the air. They were only apparitions, Sam realized even as she sprang into defense mode. She cast one spell after another to banish the smoky figures. She raised her fists and grappled with the last as she had done with the muggers in Paris. She saw the finish line and no one yet standing there but a ref with a big green flag. A sense of pride welled up within her. Sam had always been a talented magician. Sam could almost hear her father’s voice as she ran.

All your hard work is paying off, Sam.

A loud, booming voice shouted from behind her, “Hey, Samantha!” She didn’t turn, not recognizing the voice. “Looks like you’re doing pretty well out there. Maybe you should give the rest of us a chance?”

Irritated at having her finish interrupted, Sam turned, expecting to see one of the other first-years. Instead, her eyes lit on a tall, tanned, muscular boy wearing a broad smile. David, she realized. The boy from the ship. She remembered Leo telling her he was a third-year.

Many of the other students were still on the field, navigating traps and obstacles. David ran up behind her. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Sam called back with a smile of her own. “I think I’m doing pretty well on my own.”

For a moment, Samantha had forgotten about the terrible Tempestade luck, the luck that meant it didn’t matter how good she was or how hard she worked. The luck that did whatever the hell it wanted.

Sam turned back to face the end of the course and suddenly was falling into a dark, swirling portal that had opened in the ground right where she ran. She had no time to realize what was happening or pull herself back before she was falling through the portal and the darkness swept over her. She let out a piercing scream and fought to get out, but the darkness inside the portal was too strong and pulled at her from all sides.

Beyond the portal, where the opening was closing, she heard loud cries of surprise from other students. “Sam!” came a voice. It was Emma.

The portal sucked in the other students. Emma came falling through, eyes wide and mouth open in an alarmed cry. Sam saw other bodies, arms and legs flailing in a struggle. She could not see who they were. It had grown too dark.
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Lily left class wondering if she should stop by the racing fields to cheer Sam on. She glanced at the clock at the end of the main hallway. Too late. The races would be wrapping up any minute now, and Lily knew that by the time she made it to the fields, Sam would have already left. I can see Sam at dinner. This means a good time for a nap.

Lily made it halfway down the bustling hall past students before she could go no farther. A thick throng was gathered in the center of the hall, murmuring about something. Before Lily could catch what they were saying, someone jostled her, trying to get past. “Ow, watch it,” she muttered.

The young man stopped short with wide eyes. As their eyes met, his mouth dropped open. “There you are!”

Lily raised a brow. “Am I supposed to know you?” She had never seen the young man before.

He was tall with curly brown hair hanging past his ears. He looked frightened or perhaps just nervous. Lily could not tell. He did not answer her question but instead shoved a pile of books into her hands. “These are for you.”

“Wh—why?”

The boy shook his head, looking scared. “I don’t know! They just told me to give them to you.” He hurried off into the crowd before Lily could ask any questions. Who was “they,” and why the hell did “they” think Lily needed more to read?

He must have the wrong person, she thought. She glanced over the title of the first book. A History of Demonology. She glanced at the second. The First Cults and Other Orientations. Neither book showed an author’s name, simply two C’s in gold inscribed on the bottom of the cover. Inside the book, a name was written in ink.

Colin Braise. These must belong to him, Lily thought. She raised both brows this time. He definitely has the wrong person. She groaned and muttered, “Now I have to find out who these were really supposed to go to.”

Lily was not distracted from the books until several guards and the school’s professors pushed through the crowd, looking alarmed and in a great hurry. “What is happening?” Lily asked the nearest person.

The girl looked at her in amazement. “You haven’t heard? Something happened on the practice fields. A bunch of students just vanished into a portal that came out of nowhere.”
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Sam landed out of the portal onto hard ground. All the air in her lungs whooshed out. For a moment, she could not breathe. The impact of the fall had similar effects on the others. She heard groanings followed by hard breathing. “Sam, are you okay?” Emma was at her side, offering a hand. She helped her up.

Sam stood, rubbing a spot on her back where the fall had hurt her. Looking around, she found that they had landed in a large, dimly lit cave. She did not see an opening, but there was a tunnel leading out of it. “What the hell? I don’t think this is part of the obstacle course,” Sam said.

“It’s not,” a voice replied. She turned to find David walking up to them. “I’ve done the course before, and portals were never a part of it. Someone brought us here. Someone not associated with the school’s racing day.” He wore a grim expression and the whole right side of his body was covered with dirt from how he had fallen.

Sam was about to ask him if perhaps those who coordinated the race each year normally left surprises, but she did not have the chance to do so. The snarling sound of beasts in the shadows of the cave reached them, followed by the appearance of wolf-like creatures except they did not have fur but heavy, black flesh hanging from their bones. They had blazing red eyes and maws dripping with saliva. Sam’s eyes widened and her heart thundered at the sight of their long, sharp teeth.

She raised her wand, knowing she would have to defend herself. Looking around, she saw that the faces of her fellow students were just as terrified. There were about six of the beasts and ten of them, but the creatures were much larger than any of the students. I don’t think this is supposed to be today’s lesson, Sam thought as sweat slid down her back.

The students edged closer together, all of them shaking as they stood back-to-back, facing outward at the beasts surrounding them. From then on, all Sam knew was the bursts of light from everyone’s wands and voices raised together, speaking different spells. The beasts lurched forward, only to be thrown back by balls of light, spells that paralyzed, and nets made of light coming from wands.

One of the beasts lurched forward with a loud growl and latched onto a girl’s ankle. She screamed out and Sam darted forward, saying whatever spell she could think of first and casting it at the beast. The creature tore his mouth from the girl’s ankle with a howl of pain as Sam sent sparks skittering across his flesh. He turned on her.

Sam could hardly breathe, keeping her focus on connecting her inner well of magic to the wand. She spoke another spell, louder this time, and a flame appeared at the end of her wand. She cast it forward, catching the creature on fire. Howling, he darted back into the shadows. The others seemed to be having similar success with the other creatures, but there was one thing making it all worse. The beasts kept coming.

As soon as they dealt with one, another appeared. Sam cursed. “Where do they all come from?” There was no telling how big the cave actually was, since the shadows the beasts came from seemed vast. It was like when they went back into the dark corners, they revived themselves and came back.

Sam was beginning to feel defeated and like they would never make it out alive when Emma shouted out a spell that finally seemed to work. All at once, the beasts fell to the ground and vanished into the air in the form of smoke, leaving behind a putrid smell in the air like burning, rotting flesh. Sam felt sick. She turned to Emma. “You saved our asses!”

“I’m not sure that was me,” Emma confessed. “The spell wasn’t supposed to do that. Whatever brought us here and set those beasts upon us finally stopped them. We need to get out of here as soon as we can.”

A thought came to Sam’s mind that made her heart sink and stomach fill with dread. What if there was no way out?

It was like David had read her mind. “Let’s try going through that tunnel. If there isn’t a way out, then we’ll have to dig.” Using portals was an advanced use of magic none of them had yet learned and took years to practice before it could be done well. Whoever had brought them here had chosen students on purpose. Sam felt herself shaking. Something sinister was at work, and as much as she hated how she felt, Sam wanted to find out what it was. Right now, however, they had to get the hell out of there.

“I can’t walk,” came a low whimpering voice. The girl whose ankle had been torn apart by one of the beasts sat on the cave’s floor, crying, and rocking back and forth.

“Here, let me,” Emma said, bending down. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a small pouch of herbs. She applied them to the girl’s ankle, then spoke a spell over it while tapping the skin with her wand. Sam watched in amazement as the wound healed and closed. Sam remembered two things then. The first was that Emma had an affinity for plant magic, as if she and the magic were one and the same. The second was her first conversation with Professor Deathshroud. Were these the same kind of creatures he fought off in the Ravenwood when he was here? Sam wondered. She made a mental note to find him later and ask.

David led them to the tunnel, and they went up a narrow, seemingly endless passage until at last they saw light. They took off at a run and emerged into sunlight, panting and covered in sweat and dirt. All around them were tall, dark gray-green trees. “We’re in the Ravenwood,” David said.

Sam’s heart sank again, wondering if they would continue to encounter the beasts here while finding their way back. The sun was beginning to go down, they were all hungry, and the forest was vast. Did they have any hope of getting back safely?

A portal opened several yards away and the faces of several guards and wizards and witches from the school appeared, looking worried and then relieved.

Sam herself felt relief. They found us!

She looked toward Emma. “How did they get here so quickly? That portal could have led anywhere.”

“They must have used a location spell or began scrying for us when they noticed we were missing,” Emma guessed.

The expressions of the teachers and guards told Sam they had many questions, but they did not ask any yet. Instead, they ushered the students back into the portal and to safety. Sam didn’t care anymore if she had done well in the race. She was going to have to do it again anyway. If they let us, she thought, wondering if it was safe to set foot outside the castle anymore.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TEN


Sam, along with the other nine students in the cave, was questioned over the next two weeks. One by one, they were summoned into Chancellor Lazar’s office in the clock tower at the Academy where they were asked questions about what had happened. Sam was asked to come three times, each time questioned by a different person she did not know, except for the chancellor. He questioned her last. Each time, she told the same story with the same details. “I don’t know what else you want me to say,” she complained at the end of the third questioning. “I don’t know what the hell happened to me.”

Chancellor Lazar gave her a pitying look. “I understand, Ms. Tempestade. It was an unfortunate event, and we are doing everything we can to find out why it happened and who is behind it. We want to give you answers.”

“Sure, but I don’t have them,” Sam almost snapped, “So I don’t see why I have to keep coming here for questioning.”

Lazar sighed heavily. “If you remember anything else, do not hesitate to come and tell me.”

Sam had talked the events over with Emma and then with Lily, who listened in rapt interest with wide, almost frightened eyes. “I’m sure the chancellor and everyone else in charge are doing everything they can to protect us and make sure it doesn’t happen again,” Lily assured her.

Sam wasn’t so much worried about safety as she was about finding the damn answers. It was no accident what had happened to them, and those around her were beginning to make it seem that way. “There are old traps set all over the place,” Leo told her. “That one just ended you all up in the wrong place. I’m sure they’ll be getting rid of them now that you’ve found it.”

Sam didn’t want to hear another word. She had looked for David and asked around for him, but no one seemed to know where he was. She sought out Professor Deathshroud, but she couldn’t find him anywhere outside of class. Every time she tried to catch him after class, he left immediately, as if trying to avoid her. On the most recent occasion of this, Sam blew out a long, frustrated breath. I guess I’m going to have to forget about the whole thing for a while.

The others had. Emma didn’t want to talk about it. Sam hadn’t seen David since the incident, but that made sense given the fact that he was a third-year and took different classes. The only person who had any remote interest was Molly, but Sam had a feeling she was just trying to be there for her. Lily was a patient listener, but Sam could tell her friend wasn’t taking much of what she said seriously.

The race was not held again, and anytime the students wanted to be outside, they were told not to roam past the warded boundaries of the school property. If they wanted to visit the village, they could wait until someone who worked at the school went down. On days when Sam wanted to get outside, she studied in one of the many gardens. On this particular day, two weeks after facing the beasts in the cave, Sam was on her way to the Academy café, a bustling spot on campus that was popular with students looking for a quick meal between classes. It was Lily’s favorite spot for studying.

The stone walls all around Sam had small windows looking out over the grounds. She wound between tables until she found Lily at the back of the café, hidden behind a stack of old books. Lily’s head was buried in a book as she jotted notes down on a slip of paper and she didn’t notice Sam’s approach until she had sat. Lily jumped.

Sam smiled and held her hands up. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

“That’s all right. I just didn’t see you coming.”

Sam noticed Lily wasn’t as dressed up as normal. She wore her bangles and a butterfly necklace that she only took off to go to sleep. She wasn’t wearing makeup or the bright green scarf that often adorned her neck. Curious, Sam leaned over to read the titles on the books’ spines. “Cults and demonology, eh?”

Lily glanced up, startled again. “Oh, yes. They’re for a class assignment.”

Sam frowned. “Which class?”

When Lily didn’t answer, Sam touched her hand.

“What was that?” Lily asked.

Sam sighed. “I should leave you alone, shouldn’t I? It’s just…” She struggled for words. “You’ve been studying nonstop.”

Lily looked up and gestured at her books. “All this is just references for a report I have to write for one of my classes.” She looked a little sheepish. “It’s on the history of cults and demon worship.” Sam had not heard of it, but she knew Lily was taking some extra classes.

“That sounds really interesting but also a little unsettling, don’t you think? Are you okay with doing all this research? I’m surprised a professor here assigned so much.”

Lily shrugged. “It’s just for a class assignment. I’m not too worried about it. Besides, I find this stuff kind of fascinating, in a weird way.” She paused, then searched Sam’s face. “Do you think that’s weird?”

Sam didn’t know what to think, and Lily didn’t wait for an answer. She dipped her head back toward the book. Sam could not help feeling concerned for her friend. Lily had always been the smartest person Sam knew besides her own father. Lily was so smart, in fact, that she hardly had to study to pass examinations. Lily had shown a new side since arriving at Ravenwood. It was like she couldn’t study enough, scared somehow that she would not pass classes. Sam was about to ask if she was all right when they were approached by Leo and Molly.

“There you two are,” Leo announced, as if he had been searching for them for hours. “You two really do know how to hide.”

“But we weren’t hiding,” Sam protested.

Molly glowered at her brother. “I told you they would be here.” She thumped a book onto the table. “Look what we found!”

Lily leaned over and read the title. “A History of La Toussaint. So?”

Leo drawled, “Soooo… All Saints’ Day. Coming up. Huge celebration.”

The girls stared at him, not knowing what he meant. “And we’re going to help set it up. I’ve signed us all up,” he finished.

Sam almost groaned.

“I told him not to without asking first,” Molly apologized.

“I’m asking now,” Leo pointed out.

“But you already signed us up?” Lily asked.

Molly pointed to the book. “I brought this for you, Lily. There are loads of cool outfits in here. I was hoping you might be able to make me one for the celebration. I always love seeing what you’re wearing, and Sam tells me you sew almost all your clothes.”

Lily smiled. “I would love to.”

This set Sam at ease. Giving Lily something to do other than study would be a good thing. “Well, I guess we’re helping with decorations,” she told Leo. “But ask next time.”

Leo smiled. “We’ll have fun, I promise. Figured you needed something to cheer you up, Sam. Been down since the race day, eh?” As bothersome as Leo could sometimes be, Sam appreciated the fact that he was one of the few people around the Academy who didn’t pretend like nothing had happened. He believed everything Sam had told him, unlike many others around the school. “See you girls later.” He trotted out of the café, and Molly asked Lily if they could look through the book together. Meanwhile, Sam made a mental note to talk to Lily more about the books on the table when they were alone.

After dinner, Sam and Lily went back to their room. Sam wanted to take a long, hot bath, and Lily wanted to study. When Sam had finished her bath, she asked Lily, “Can we watch a movie tonight or something? We haven’t done anything just the two of us in ages.”

Lily laughed, looking up from her notes. “We’re together all the time, Sam.”

“We haven’t done anything fun. We used to have girls’ nights all the time.”

Lily closed the book she had been reading. “Well, we’re grown up now. Besides, we have girls’ nights every night. We share the same room.”

“It’s not the same,” Sam grumbled.

Lily sighed. “I’m sorry if I haven’t seemed like myself lately. Nothing’s wrong. It’s just… I just want to get promoted right out of the Academy. I don’t want to lose my chance at a good calling by slacking off.” The Academy did not refer to the futures of its students by using words such as “jobs” and “careers” but instead referred to them as “callings.”

Sam’s heart went out to Lily. For years, while surrounded by humans without magic in non-magic schools, Lily had excelled simply by being herself and not having to put in much academic effort. She had been a natural at whatever came at her. Now, surrounded by people whose abilities matched her own, who knew magic as well as she did, Lily was feeling out of her element. Sam could tell. She had never seen Lily looking like a fish out of water until now.

Sam put an arm around her friend. “You listen to me right now. You’re going to achieve great things with your natural intelligence and innate talent. This struggle you’re having with your grade is perfectly normal.” She smiled. “Welcome to the real world, Lil.”

Lily produced a smile. “I suppose you’re right.”

“Studying is a lot more fun with someone to do it with,” Sam reminded her.

“I’ll do it alone less then.”

Sam felt relieved, wanting nothing more than for her and Lily to remain the same as they had been all through childhood. She knew, however, that things would change. They would always love one another, but their friendship was bound to take on a new shape as they reached adulthood. I hate it, Sam thought. I hate every bit of it.

Lily went to bed soon after and was sound asleep within minutes. Sam, however, lay awake for a few more hours. Her mind never stopped going over what had happened with the portal and the cave. She couldn’t stop thinking about it. Tonight, though, something else occupied her mind. That pile of books on demonology and cults felt like a pair of eyes staring at Sam from the corner of the room.

Checking to make sure Lily was asleep, Sam rose from her bed and opened the books. Lily’s notes filled the margins in tiny, cramped writing. Sam had never seen her so invested in anything before, not even fashion or Instagram selfies.

Another thought came to Sam, and she reached for her own pile of books that included a slip of paper listing all the classes a first-year could take. She had circled hers. Scanning the list, Sam read each class title, then gasped. There was no class on the history of demonology and cults.

She glanced over at Lily. Why was her best friend lying to her?
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Lily stared off into space, forgetting for a moment that she was in her potions class.

She was thinking about many things, namely that the window was open, it was early autumn, and a cool draft wafted in. Lily shivered. Who thought it was a good idea to open the window? You're getting distracted, she told herself.

Three more weeks of school had gone by, giving the trees around Ravenwood Academy time to turn colors and shed their glory. Lily’s eyes roved to the window, where she saw the bough of a birch tree leaning over a patch of garden, dropping its leaves gently to the ground. The chatter of the classroom sounded around her, and Lily was not drawn back to the present until a voice from beside her said, “Are you okay, Lily?”

Lily almost didn't hear Molly's voice, she spoke so quietly. That was better than Molly shouting, though. “What was that?” Lily asked.

Molly gestured to their bench and the potion-making supplies sitting there. Molly had been hard at work on the two recipes their professor had given to them, but Lily had touched nothing. “Do you want help?” Molly asked.

Lily stared down at their supplies. “No, thank you. I'll be fine on my own.” She leaned over their book with the two recipes. The first could be slipped to any unsuspecting person and put them to sleep within seconds. The second had milder repercussions. It was a glamouring potion. Lily had always thought glamouring could only be used with spells, but here she was reading a list of ingredients she had to use to make the potion that would do the same thing. She decided to start with the sleeping potion. There were fewer ingredients and a less complicated way of going about making it. From the looks of it, Molly had already finished hers.

“I wish I could try it,” Molly said with a giggle. “Make sure it works.”

Lily did not answer. She was too focused on mixing the ingredients in the softball-sized cauldron before her. A few minutes later, she finished and wrinkled her nose. “It doesn't smell very good.”

“I’m lucky,” Molly announced. “I have a nasal congestion right now and can’t smell it.”

Lily decided she and Molly had different definitions of lucky. She moved on to the second potion. The list of ingredients was much longer and the steps more complicated. The ingredients had to be mixed a certain way and measured out in separate bowls before being combined. With the sleeping potion, everything could be mixed at once, but with this, everything had to be mixed in pairs and then in pairs again and then the same thing one more time before it was properly combined. Several times, Lily wondered if she had counted everything right.

She stirred the potion, then put her wand to the tip of the liquid to activate it with a little touch of extra magic. The second she spoke the spell, the dark liquid exploded from the cauldron right into her face. “Ewwww!” The slimy substance was stuck to her face and hair.

Molly giggled then, catching herself, flushed a deep crimson on Lily’s behalf. “Oh no! You poor dear! I’ll help you clean it up.” It was all over the table, Molly’s unused supplies, and Lily’s clothes and hair. Their professor, a squat man with unkempt, long hair, glanced in their direction and shook his head. Lily’s heart sank. Am I ever going to do well here?

“I haven’t been getting much sleep,” Lily confessed to Molly. “I can’t seem to focus on anything.”

Molly tried to remain positive. “You got the first one right.”

“A baby could have gotten the first one right.”

Molly did not ask Lily why she had not gotten any sleep, but the reasons swirled around Lily’s brain. She went to bed every night with strained eyes and a throbbing head from all her reading. Those books she had gotten from the strange boy in the hall were not as easy to read as any other book. The writing was small and cramped, as if someone had made it as difficult as possible to read it. On top of that, they were written in another language and Lily had to use a spell to turn it into something she could understand. This meant that when she lost focus on her magic, the words went back to being indecipherable. She was certain there was some other strange, dark quality to the words.

Lily had tried finding the boy again but had not even seen him since. She had begun to wonder if he even existed. Had she made him up and acquired the books another way? She felt like she was going crazy.

Lily had racked her brain trying to figure out who they belonged to and how to return them. Eventually, she decided she would just shut them away in a wardrobe and forget them. But she couldn’t. Something about those books drew Lily in. Once she began reading, she could not stop. She felt starved when she went a whole day without flipping through the old yellowed pages. She had not told Sam anything about the books but was beginning to feel guilty for lying to her. Somehow, she felt she must keep the truth about the books a secret even though she knew very little about them.

Molly broke through Lily’s thoughts. “I’ve hardly seen you the past few weeks.”

“I just haven’t been feeling good,” Lily explained. It was true. The books were doing something to her. She thought about going to see a healer. Just then, their professor came to their workbench. “You are dismissed, Ms. Vivace. You may go to your rooms and change. You need not worry about the mess.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “We have spells for cleaning up for a reason.”

Lily knew she should have felt relieved, but instead, she felt embarrassed. Hardly any eyes followed her out of the room, but she felt like everyone was staring at her anyway.

Once she had bathed and changed her clothes, Lily set off toward the Archives, intent on finding out if there was a student named Colin Braise at the school. Perhaps he used to attend here, Lily thought.

The Archives were quiet, with only a few students scattered about the tables, studying or staring off into space. Lily approached the woman who sat behind a huge oak desk. The woman did not notice Lily’s presence until Lily cleared her throat. “Excuse me, I found these books and am trying to return them to their owner. It’s a student by the name of Colin Braise.”

The woman glanced over her glasses and “hmphed.” “One moment, please.” She searched through a large book with many names. Her long finger skimmed the “B” section, reading all the last names. “Aha, Colin Braise, yes.” With her wand, the woman conjured an image of the book’s owner. Lily’s heart pounded with excitement. She stilled when she saw the young man’s image. She recognized him. Colin Braise, the man whose name was in her books, was the very same person who had given them to her.

“Where can I find him?” Lily asked.

The woman’s face fell. “Oh dear, I’m afraid you can’t.”

“Why not? He has to be here. He gave me the books himself.”

The woman’s brows furrowed in concern. “That cannot be, my dear. Colin Braise was a student here. He died many years ago.”
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The auditorium had been cleared of all its benches, leaving the room wide open and empty except for the students meeting there for their class on magical dueling. Their professor, a tall, willowy woman with a sharp face and angular body marched in front of the line of students, casting cold gray eyes at each of them in turn.

“Each of you will take an enchanted item from the display table.” She pointed with her wand at a small, round, stone table upon which several ancient-looking relics were laid. Why they were available for students to handle, Sam was not quite sure. They looked like they belonged in a museum, not a classroom. “Your job is to break the magic on them. This is disenchantment, the act of breaking or removing spells or enchantments. It is very important if you want to learn to duel properly.”

“And here I thought we were just going to be waving our wands at each other,” Emma murmured to Sam.

Their professor noticed a disruption and eyed Emma sharply. “You can go first, young lady.” Emma gulped and stepped up to the table. Sam was glad to have one friend in this class with her. In fact, she had two. Molly stood at the other end of the line, shaking like a leaf in a storm.

Sam had expected the same thing as Emma from this class. Some one-on-one dueling with safer spells until they were skilled enough to cast other ones at each other without truly harming anyone. Sam had not given much thought to this class until the incident in the cave. Now learning to use her wand defensively was her number one priority.

She watched as Emma selected an amulet from the table. “Can you name the enchantments around it?” the professor asked.

Emma made a guess. “Is there one that burns the person wearing it if it was not made for them?”

The professor nodded. “Now undo it.”

It took Emma several tries before she got it right. Encouraging applause from her fellow students followed. “Next!” the professor called in a shrill voice. A young man stepped up and selected a sword. His disenchanting went much faster than Emma’s had.

“He’s been practicing,” Emma whispered to Sam, this time more careful not to be overheard by their professor.

“Just like you have with plant magic,” Sam replied with a grin.

At that moment, she noticed their professor’s cold eyes on her. “You’re next, young lady.”

Sam stepped up to the stone table and observed what was left. There was a copper goblet with rubies around its rim, a silver dagger with a sapphire in its hilt, and a small glass sphere. She picked up the goblet. “This one.”

“And what enchantments do you read on it?”

Sam used her wand to decipher. “This enchantment is good. It’s supposed to clean whatever goes into the goblet.”

“Now undo it.”

Disenchanting was like undoing knots in a tangled web. The pieces were fragile and if a witch or wizard was not careful, they could damage the whole process and have to begin again. What they had to learn was how to be quick with disenchanting. They could not expect to face someone in battle and be given as much time as they wanted to disenchant. After a few minutes, Sam had success.

A little while later, the professor split them off into pairs. “You will now practice disarming one another. You should know the spell already.”

Sam stood opposite Emma and Emma was able to disarm Sam first. “This is fun!”

Sam tried next and was able to disarm Emma faster than Emma had done. “You’re right. It is fun.” Their professor reshuffled the pairs, and Sam was opposite a young man with thick hair that fell over his eyes. She spoke the spell before he was even ready, and his wand went clattering to the floor.

Following this, their professor kept them in the same pairs and had them duel with harmless spells. Sam cast one that made her opponent’s robes longer so that he tripped over them while advancing toward her. Quickly, she cast a second spell to disarm. Sam smiled. I think I am going to like this class quite a bit.

The professor had them switch partners once more. Sam was partnered with a shorter girl with a steeled expression. This one knew what she was doing far better than Sam. Before Sam knew it, her wand was on the floor and her hands were bound at her sides. The girl gave her a snarky smile. “Well, you tried at least. You just weren’t fast enough.”

Sam stiffened. “Will you please unbind me?”

The girl thought about it for a moment, then released her. When class was dismissed, their professor asked Sam to stay back. “You did well today, Tempestade. You have a natural aptitude for dueling.”

“But I lost.”

“You have done well since this class started.”

Sam knew her professor noticed everything, but she still found the statement surprising. The professor went on, “If you have the time for it, you are welcome to attend one-on-one training with me. I figured after the cave incident, you might want it.” It was the first time since Sam’s questioning that anyone not involved had brought it up.

“I’ll think about it,” Sam replied, smiling.

“I hope you will.” The woman dismissed her.

Sam left her dueling class with her head held a little bit higher and hoped, deep down, that the girl she had lost to had not received the same invitation to train.

The halls outside the auditorium were as full as ever, but there was a sense of excitement in the air that had not been there since the first day at the Academy. Before Sam knew it, someone passed her and shoved a flyer into her hand. The paper had large red print on it announcing the celebrations for All Saints’ Day.

This will be good, Sam thought, for both me and Lily. We need a break. She thought of getting Lily to loosen up a bit, and it brought a smile to her lips. She hurried down the hall in search of her friend. They needed to start planning their outfits.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWELVE


The twilight was soft. The deep blue hues found the girl sitting by the trellis, her fingers picking apart the petals of a white rose. Close by, another girl darted to and fro, dirtying her trousers in the ground they had hoed earlier in the day when the sun was bright and hot upon their heads. The other girl ran around, trying to catch glow worms.

“Sam, don’t kill them please,” the other girl pleaded despite laughing.

“I don’t want to kill them, Lil,” Sam replied. “I just want to catch a few and put them in a jar. Can you see it? A jar of insects that lights up as you fall asleep.”

“They do that so they can find mates,” Lily reminded her. “You’re disrupting their natural cycle.”

Sam put her hands down and turned. “You’re always right, and I’m not sure I like that.”

Lily produced a soft smile as she let a rose petal flutter to the ground. Sam watched it fall. A glow worm came to the fallen petal a moment later to inspect it, and Sam fought the urge to lurch forward and catch it. Soon enough, the insect decided the rose petal was not a prospective mate and flitted off toward a willow tree at the front of the garden where the gate was open and led down a lane to the road.

The evening was warm and balmy. Lily had pulled her shoes and socks off and sat with her bare feet swaying over the grass. Sam came to join her. “At least I didn’t use a magic net to catch them all. I wanted to, but I figured that would be too disruptive.”

Lily smiled. “I admire your willpower.”

Sam was about to say something else when a voice called from inside the house. “Lily, do come in here, please.” Lily’s grandmother spoke from the kitchen window in her vacation house, which they were visiting for the seventh summer in a row. To both girls, the house in the French countryside was like a second home, and both dreaded having to leave it in a few days so they might return to school.

“I’ll be back,” Lily told her friend before fetching her shoes and trotting inside. The inside of the house was dark, for her grandmother encouraged them to use as much natural light as possible. Now that the sun was setting, her grandmother had lit one lamp in the kitchen window but nothing else. “Yes?”

“Come close,” her grandmother said in a low voice. When Lily was by the window where the lamp shone, her grandmother handed her a sealed envelope. A letter. “From your parents,” she said gravely.

Lily stiffened, then frowned. She handed it back to her grandmother. “I don’t want to read it.”

Her grandmother looked crestfallen. “You don’t even know what they might have written. This could help you, Lily.”

“I don’t want it,” she repeated. A beat later she added, “They left me. Why should I care what they write now? If they want me to know what’s in that letter, they can come here and say it to my face. It’s not like they can’t find me. They know I am here.”

The sadness in her grandmother’s face did not go away. “I miss them too. You aren’t the only person they left. You know why they did it.”

To protect me. That’s what Lily had always been told, but after years without word or sight of them, she wasn’t sure she could believe it anymore. Lily did not know what she needed protection from. She eyed the letter. It might have answers.

She took the letter from her grandmother, but instead of opening it, she placed the end in the flickering flame of the oil lamp and watched the paper turn black, then to ash. Lily went back out into the garden without looking to see what disappointment might be on her grandmother’s face.

In the twilight, Sam looked up. “What did she need you for?”

Lily forced a smile. “Nothing.” She took Sam’s arm and hung onto it. “Promise you will never leave me?”

Sam laughed as if the very concept was the most preposterous thing she had ever heard. “As if I would ever want to.”

Lily rested her dark head on Sam’s shoulder. “Good.”
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Lily was in her room with the windows closed, despite it being a warm day out. She heard the chatter of her fellow students outside, all of whom were helping to prepare for the All Saints’ Day festivities. The last thing on Lily’s mind, however, was celebrating. She had known that ghosts were real, but never thought she would see one.

Lily had always imagined ghosts as translucent beings that visited sleeping people in the dead of night, not someone who looked real and alive bumping into you in a full hallway. Lily had kept to herself what had happened. She had told no one, not even Sam. Lily made the excuse to herself that Sam had too much going on. Part of her knew, however, that deep down, she just didn’t want to tell Sam. She was afraid of what voicing the event aloud would mean. She had written it down as a way to secure it in her memory.

I have seen a boy who died years ago, and no one seems to know how he died. Lily had searched books and lists of previous students. She had scanned pictures in the alumni hall. Nothing had yielded any satisfactory information. Other than in the student name book, Colin Braise seemed to have been erased from existence. Lily had even searched for the names of his fellow students, but not one of them still worked at the Academy and she did not know how else she was supposed to contact them. She thought of asking some of her professors if they knew him, but the thought of the odd looks she might receive shut her idea down.

Lily had been planning to spend her afternoon in the library, knowing it would be quieter than ever today. When she reached it, however, she found the doors sealed shut, and a message pinned to the wood.

CLOSED FOR RENOVATIONS

This was a magical school. Why the hell couldn’t they renovate with magic and make it quick? Lily thought this was something they should have done in the summer. It took many days to take the ancient, restricted tomes off shelves, bind them in protective spells, and store them elsewhere while the library was being changed. With nothing else to do and not wanting to be outside, Lily decided to explore the maze-like corridors of the Academy. She had yet to explore most of the place she now lived in.

Some of the windows were thrown open, allowing the autumn air in. Lily shivered and pulled the pink shawl around her shoulders closer. Everyone had commented on how warm it was today, but Lily didn’t see why. She felt a sharp chill through the window.

She was now in her room, snuggled under the blankets and sitting in the window seat. The door opened and Sam appeared. “Oh, Lily. I was wondering if I would find you here.”

Lily gave a wan smile. “I’m just resting.”

Sam set her books down. “You have been resting a lot lately. Lily, why are you cold? Are you sick?”

Lily shook her head. “I feel fine.”

Sam lingered there for a moment before crossing the room. She sat on the other side of the window seat next to Lily. “You’re going to have to start telling me what is going on, Lily. You aren’t yourself. If this was the other way around, you wouldn’t let me sit around and mope all day.” She reached for her friend’s hand. Lily’s skin was cold. “I care about you.”

Lily smiled again, but Sam could tell it was forced. “It’s nothing. I just feel a little… odd. I’m not sure why.”

Sam narrowed her eyes. “You do know why. You’re just not telling me.” She paused again, then, “I know you lied about those books you were reading. There are no classes that require those books.”

Lily stiffened and turned her eyes from the window to meet Sam’s. “How do you know? Did you look at my syllabus?”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re keeping something from me.”

Lily rose to her feet. “It’s nothing, Sam. Just drop it.” She was out of the room the next instant, leaving Sam at the window, stunned by her friend’s behavior.

“She’s never acted like that before,” Sam said a few minutes later when she was on the phone with her father. She had not explained what books Lily was reading but told her father about the lie.

“It is only natural for two people to grow apart once they go to university,” her father assured her. “Lily must simply have some other interests she doesn’t want to share. You may not like it, and I don’t blame you, but maybe give her some space for a time.”

Sam sighed. “You know that’s not easy for me.”

“Of course. Lily is like a sister to you.”

“It hurts me that she feels like there’s something she can’t share with me.”

“Give her some space and talk to her again about it later,” her father suggested. “How are things otherwise?”

Sam hesitated before giving him a brief rundown of everything that had happened but left out the portal and the beasts. Her father had enough to worry about with his sick wife without also having to be concerned about his daughter’s safety. I can tell him when I am home for Christmas, she decided. “I did well in the race,” she told him instead. “And I am doing pretty well in my dueling and enchantments classes.”

“That’s good to hear, Sam.”

“Give Mum my love.”

“I will. She’s doing better. Maybe next time you call she will be up to talking with you. Give Lily my love.”

“I will.” Sam hung up. She sat in her room for a long time before deciding to text Lily.

I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried. I just feel like the trust we once had isn’t there anymore. I’m not sure where it went. Anyway, I wanted to ask if you could go shopping with me tomorrow in Paris. I think we could use the time away together.

Sam hit send and waited for a long time. When Lily finally did answer, Sam snatched up her phone.

I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have lied. I just figured you wouldn’t understand my interests. Someone gave me the books and I got interested. I don’t have them anymore. They made me feel weird. Shopping sounds good.

Sam felt relief but was not quite satisfied with the answer Lily had given her. Give her time, her father had said. He was a lot more patient than Sam was.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Sam was glad to see her best friend in such a great mood as they set out for the village down the mountain from the Academy. The tension between them had eased and they walked arm and arm as they had done for many years. Despite the trees standing almost bare in the October day, the air blew warm and scented with the promise of the coming winter. Normally, the cold of winter was not something Sam looked forward to, but she thought of Christmas at the Academy, all decked out in trees and lights.

We have All Saints’ Day first, she reminded herself.

Sam hoped Paris would be just as warm.

Lily had appeared tired the past few days, but now her eyes were bright, and she had a bounce in her step. She linked arms with Sam as they followed a guide from the school through the streets of the village toward the ship. Several students from the Academy were going to Paris today. Every other weekend, the school allowed its students trips to Paris so they might wander around after being cooped up in the school for so many days.

Sam and Lily had not yet found the opportunity to go since Lily had busied herself with studying and Sam did not want to go without her. “Shopping is just the distraction and rest you need, Lil. If your grandmother was here, she would be horrified to know it’s taken you two months before you bought anything new.”

Lily smiled. “Maybe I’ve just been practicing willpower.”

Sam admired her friend’s pink coat, corduroy trousers, and elegant boots. Lily had made everything but the boots herself including Sam’s matching green coat. Lily sighed. “We’ve been at the Academy too long. It’s high time we ran around Paris for a day. We can’t be late to return, though. I don’t want to get stuck on the streets past dark.”

Sam winked. “We won’t, but it won’t be too bad if we do, right? You can handle any mugger just fine.”

“It’s not the muggers I’m worried about. It will be cold tonight.”

Sam remembered that even on warm days lately, Lily was always cold. She slept with double the blankets on top of her than she usually did. Something had changed in Lily’s health. What she needs is a good long day of shopping and sightseeing to set her right again. Lily isn’t Lily without a new hat.

Once in the village, Sam offered to take Instagram pictures for Lily. “Your followers will be wondering what happened to you.” Lily wore a grateful smile and posed for a few minutes before Sam had a satisfactory photo. Lily uploaded the outfit of the day post, and they went on their way.

They arrived at the ship not long after and boarded. They stood on the upper deck and watched as they sailed through the portal. Once past it, the ship took on a different appearance. Sam watched as several experienced witches and wizards wove glamour enchantments over the whole ship to make it look like any other boat coming into port in Paris.

The whole trip only took an hour or two, and before they knew it, the girls were stepping off the boat onto a bustling, cobblestone street. “I think I’m overwhelmed,” Lily confessed with a laugh. “There are so many people.”

“You sound like Molly,” Sam commented. “Since when do you care about crowds?”

“I don’t. It’s just… I’ve been cooped up in a library for so long.”

Sam took hold of Lily’s arm and they wound their way through the busy streets toward the area where all of Lily’s favorite vintage shops were. They spent a few hours shopping, followed by another hour in a café eating pain au chocolat and drinking tea. With bellies full and hearts merry, Sam took them to their last spot.

The glass dome standing outside the sand-colored exterior of the palace-turned-museum caught the sunlight and dazzled the girls. Tourists and locals alike stood outside the massive building, cameras held up to capture all the pictures they wanted. Lily was so in awe herself that she even forgot to pull her phone out.

“We have never seen the secret section reserved for magic users in the Louvre,” Sam told Lily.

Lily rolled her eyes. “Sam, we’ve never even been inside the Louvre.”

“All the more reason to go!”

Once inside, they wove their way through the crowd, hardly paying any attention to the artwork on display to the common public. Sam’s father had long ago given her precise instructions on where to go to find the magical entrance into the part of the museum reserved for witches and wizards.

“Long ago, the greatest witches and wizards of their century slipped into the Louvre at night and made for themselves a secret passageway into a room where they could display all their own art,” he’d explained. “It has stood there ever since, hidden from the human eye, awaiting the eager heart of one who knows magic.” He had described a great white arch with faded runes etched into it.

Sam led Lily through the halls of French sculptures and Mesopotamian art, turned right through the Antique Iran section, and then walked straight to the back of the Greek Antiquities. “Sam, could we slow down?” Lily complained. “I haven’t gotten to see anything yet.”

“We don’t have much time,” Sam replied, tapping her watch. “We have to be back at the boat in an hour. I figured we have one quick look through here and we can come back another time.”

They had reached the white stone archway and Sam peered close, looking for the faded runes. “Here they are,” she whispered, drawing Lily close.

“What now?” Lily whispered back.

Sam glanced around, making sure no one could see them, then toward the cameras in the ceiling. She drew her wand from a pocket inside her robe. Still keeping it concealed, she whispered a spell. “What was that one for?” Lily asked.

“So we won’t be seen disappearing into thin air,” Sam replied. She took a deep breath and then tapped her wand to one of the runes. She spoke the spell to open sealed magical doorways. The arch did not open exactly. Instead, the wall became like a veil, thin and supple. Sam and Lily shared excited glances before joining hands and walking through.

As soon as they were on the other side, Sam was hit with the sense of magic that filled the air. Everything in her body felt warm and tingly. “It will wear off,” Lily said, laughing as she noticed the sensation strike a strange expression on her friend’s face. “We’re just not used to it yet.”

“We got so used to the feeling at the Academy,” Sam remembered aloud, “but then we spent all day in Paris.”

“It will feel the same when we get back to school,” Lily replied.

Sam gave her a knowing smile. “What you don’t know yet, Lily, is that we don’t need to go back to the boat in order to get back to school.”

Lily’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I remembered what you said about floor runes and did some research. The Academy has whole sections of locations of floor runes throughout the human world.”

“Well of course.”

“And there is one in this very museum.”

They turned then to behold the gallery before them and the dozens of other witches and wizards in attendance, including many they recognized from their own school. This part of the museum looked almost nothing like what they had just left behind. Walls of white marble surrounded them. They had no windows, but somehow emitted a soft, luminous glow. Pillars holding ancient statues stood around the room. Each piece of art was protected by a ward they could see when up close.

Sam couldn’t breathe. The room was so beautiful. If it could even be called a room, she thought. It almost looked like a garden. A path of marble tiles led them through patches of flowers and trees growing peaches and pears. The boughs of the trees met one another over the pathway so that an arch formed. The white petals on the trees reminded Sam of the same ones that grew outside of the Academy. How they were able to grow here without sunlight and water, she did not know at first. Then she felt the gentle humming of magic around them. Sustained with energy brought from somewhere else, she realized. It was a true marvel.

Sam had been so distracted by the heavy scent of the trees and the glory of the room that she hardly noticed Lily had left her side until she turned and saw her friend standing before a large gold frame. At first, the frame appeared empty, but as Sam drifted closer and read the inscription underneath it, she understood.

L’avenir du spectateur. The viewer’s future.

When one looked into the frame, a painting sprang to life, showing what they might become. Sam stepped up behind Lily, unable to tear her eyes away from the image forming on the canvas. Lily was depicted against a black background. The rendering was beautiful and looked more realistic than she would have expected. Lily was finely dressed in the portrait and had her hands folded in her lap. She seemed to be looking right out at herself with a small smile pulling at her lips. Though beautiful, Sam could not help feeling uneasy.

“It’s beautiful,” she told Lily.

Lily turned. “You can see me?”

Sam nodded. “Only because you are standing right here, and I am not close enough for it to paint me. I wonder why it is about your future and only shows you. I’m not sure what you in a fine yellow dress is supposed to tell you. That you have more shopping to do?” Sam laughed, then noticed the strange expression on her friend’s face. Lily did not just look struck with awe, but pale again, as though she was about to be sick. “What’s wrong?”

“I look… different,” Lily murmured. “The portrait… the longer I look at it, the more I notice.” Sam peered closer. Sure enough, Lily’s complexion in the painting was washed out, as if her brown skin had been wrung of color. Portrait Lily’s eyes were glazed over, and her smile had faded. Why had the portrait changed?

Before either could figure out what it meant, Lily’s stomach growled. “I’m close to empty as well,” Sam admitted. “We must have not eaten as much as we thought at the café. Let’s find that rune, shall we? They should have food for us on the boat.”

Lily nodded, her eyes fixated on the portrait. As they turned away, Lily’s figure disappeared from the frame, leaving it black and empty.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Hardly anyone at Ravenwood Academy had a full night of sleep the day before All Saints’ Day Eve. The Eve meant no classes, assignments, or anyone allowed to study indoors or out. The Eve was set aside for decorating and other preparations. The Eve would mean the first feast of many. Almost everyone was giddy with excitement and happy to be outside even on a chilly day.

Though the air was cool, the sun shone in all its glory while Sam was outside in the courtyard, standing on a ladder while Lily handed her streamers and paper lanterns to be hung on the walls.

The courtyard was full of students doing similar tasks. Sam had been hard at work for over an hour when Lily said, “For all that talking Leo did about how much work needed to be done, he sure hasn’t shown up for it.” Neither one of them had seen Leo all morning.

Sam smiled down at her friend. “I’m sure he’s somewhere. Maybe with Molly.”

“She’s grown more confident,” Lily replied, as if Molly was her own child that she had watched spread wings and fly from the nest. “She doesn’t need Leo around as much. Or maybe she got as annoyed as we do.”

Sam laughed and saw Molly weaving through the crowd toward them, her arms full of ribbons. “What are those for?” Sam asked.

“Leo says we⁠—”

“Leo isn’t instructing us anymore,” Lily interrupted. “Not unless he shows up here himself.”

“But I walked all the way over here!”

“Those ribbons are for the maypole anyway,” Sam pointed out. “There’s a whole separate group waiting on them.” She pointed to a corner of the courtyard where a group of young men were assembling a wooden pole.

Molly sighed and went on her way. As Sam finished tacking up the streamers using nails and a hammer, she said to Lily, “I’m not sure why we can’t just use magic to put all this up. Wouldn’t it be easier?”

Lily examined her fingernails. “Something about tradition, I suppose. That and they don’t want us depending on magic for everything.”

Someone nearby cleared their throat. Sam glanced down to see Leo standing there, observing her work.

Lily waved. “Leo, finally. Have you been hiding from us?”

He held a clipboard in one hand and a pen aloft between two fingers in the other. “I wasn’t hiding.” He glanced up the ladder. “I suppose that will have to do, Samantha.”

Sam glowered. No one her age called her “Samantha” unless they were mad at her. “It will have to do? It looks great, Leo!” Sam was no artist, but she considered her arrangement work a masterpiece.

“You don’t understand,” Molly put in as she rejoined them. “‘It will have to do’ is a great compliment coming from Leo.” She lowered her voice. “He’s a bit of a perfectionist.”

“I just want everything to be…” Leo started.

“Perfect?” Lily asked with her brow raised.

Leo sputtered. “Of course. Besides, we all need it, given what I heard last night.”

Sam and Lily shared a confused look. “What did you hear last night?” Sam asked as she began making her way down the ladder.

Leo scooted closer and spoke at a lower volume, using his clipboard to hide his mouth from anyone who might be listening. “The school sent a group of wizards into Ravenwood to investigate. They would only do that if they were worried about the beasts attacking students again.”

“When did they send them?” Lily asked.

“Last night. One came back and reported to the chancellor. I was studying in the Star Hull. I was the only student there, and I don’t think they noticed me. I was in a darker corner, you see. I had been sitting there because the sunlight was good, but then it went down and I just never mo⁠—”

“Leo, get to the point,” Lily groaned.

“Anyway, the wizard whispered something to the chancellor and then they both left the Hull in a great hurry. Apparently, they found something and if that something is going to affect the student body in any way…well, at least we will have had a party.” Leo dragged a hand through his curly hair.

Molly was untangling masses of ribbon the maypole people had sent back with her. “I’m sure it’s nothing to concern ourselves with.”

Sam wondered about what had happened in the Ravenwood anyway. She also wondered at Lily, who had not seemed like herself again ever since they left the museum in Paris. Lily had slept so long and hard that Sam had to shake her awake in the morning. Now, in the courtyard, Lily seemed tired even though all she had been doing was handing Sam supplies. She also looked much colder than the others. She wore many layers, including her robe, and still shivered where she stood.

“Can we talk about something else?” Molly whined as Leo pressed on about how important it was that he had been in the Hull while the chancellor and the wizard spoke. “Some of the other students are asking each other to go as partners to All Saints’ Day. Like we did in secondary school when we went to dances.”

“We didn’t have those,” Lily said dryly. “We went to an all-girls school.” She smiled up at Sam, still looking tired. “Besides, I would rather ask Sam than any boy.”

Leo’s cheeks turned pink. “Really? No boy at all?”

Lily did not catch onto his disappointment. Sam did and almost laughed, but she restrained herself. Going with Lily had been her plan anyway, but she could not help wondering if she would see David there. The whole school would be in attendance, and that was too much of a crowd for her to bother searching through all night long in hopes of one dance with someone she barely knew. He may not even remember me, she thought. Not like I remember him anyway.

Sam was distracted from any thoughts of David and Lily when another person no one expected entered the courtyard. Sam would not have noticed Professor Deathshroud’s appearance if not for every other eye turning in his direction and the sudden hush that went through the wide courtyard.

Professor Deathshroud had not been seen in days, having canceled his class due to an “ailment.” Before then, he was never seen around except in class. Sam had been tempted to go right to the professors’ quarters in the north wing of the castle after finding him missing once more at dinner two nights ago. All the other professors and chancellors were at the evening meal, but not Deathshroud. Furthermore, she had begun hearing strange things about him from her fellow students in the past few days.

“He gets this ailment once every term,” she heard one say. “It happens every year.” Another had reported that they often saw Professor Deathshroud in the courtyard at night, whispering to his empty palms as though he was cupping a small creature in them. Sam wondered if both these things were just rumors made up to keep things around the Academy interesting. Since no one wants to believe the cave incident was ‘that bad,’ she thought.

As Sam turned to see him, she saw a new side to the professor. He walked with the gait of a powerful, imposing man. His dark cloak swished over the courtyard stones and fallen leaves. He made hardly a sound, but everyone knew he was there. At first, Sam saw the glint of determination in his eye, but then it changed. He wandered about without any discernible purpose, his eyes searching everyone and everything as if looking for something but having forgotten what he had come for.

“He looks like he needs help,” Sam murmured. She broke away from them and followed the professor to the gate at the end of the courtyard. Beyond the gate was the road leading down into the village and several paths branching off it that wound back around the castle into the Ravenwood. To anyone who did not know where the paths went, they would have considered the place like a maze. “Hello professor,” Sam ventured once she was close enough for him to hear her without her needing to shout.

He turned, surprised, as if he thought his walking about could not be seen. “Oh, hello Miss Tempestade. A fine day, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “It is. Is everything all right?”

The professor peered up at the sky as if it had the answer. “Oh yes, everything is fine.” His eyes met hers. “I’m just making sure the barrier is in good shape. If there are any cracks, they tend to form at the top of the dome, but everything looks good for now. A celebration like All Saints’ Day can lead to some… unwanted visitors slipping their way in. We would like to avoid that, wouldn’t we?”

Sam laughed nervously. “I would like for there to be no strange portals opening and sucking me into mysterious caves.”

The professor glanced around, and Sam wasn’t sure whether he had heard her or not. Overcome by curiosity and having a sudden surge of daring, Sam asked, “Back there in the courtyard, everyone acted like they were afraid of you. Why?”

Sam had come to realize as she followed Professor Deathshroud out of the courtyard that many had seemed the same way before today. Students hesitated to raise their hands in his class or come to the front where he taught spells one-on-one. In the Star Hull, students sat far away from him. Only the professors seemed undaunted. Sam did not know why and had the feeling that everyone else knew something she did not.

Her question did not surprise the professor. He turned back to her and chuckled. “It is probably because of my name. Deathshroud isn’t exactly a… family name. That is, it is not the last name of my father but one I chose later in life. It isn’t a very friendly, warm name either, is it? Then there’s the fact that I used to be more of a disciplinarian when I first came here as a professor. In fact, I gave out the most detentions. Perhaps some of the newer students have heard about my reputation.” He chuckled again. “I don’t mind it. Keeps students in order, but I will say I have softened with age.” His expression and voice grew somber. “My past still finds ways to catch up with me.”

Sam sensed he meant more by his last remark than detentions and name-choosing. “We all suffer that curse.” Sam tried to sound understanding. “And I might get what you mean about the name. My last name brings me bad luck. It has for everyone else in my family too.” She did not elaborate, even as dozens of memories rose in her mind. Sometimes, her bad luck simply meant unfortunate, clumsy incidents. Other times, it was worse.

Professor Deathshroud tilted his head, suddenly curious. “Is that so?”

Sam nodded, wanting to move on. “Will you be joining the festivities tonight? You look like you’re feeling a lot better.”

“Feeling better?” he echoed in a faraway voice.

“You canceled class because you were ill.”

“Ah, yes. I feel much better, thank you.”

Sam couldn’t help but wonder if he had really been ill. A strange man, she thought. For some reason, that doesn’t scare me like it does everyone else. She felt drawn to him and could not tell why.

The professor shook his head. “I must regret to inform you that I will not be attending any of the All Saints’ Day festivities since I will have my own responsibilities to tend to. But I wish you all the best. Have a great All Saints’ Day.”

He turned and walked away, and the billowing of his dark robes sent up dust from the ground as he headed down the road toward the village. Sam watched him go with about a dozen new questions floating around in her brain. She shrugged and returned to the courtyard where she found Leo, Lily, and Molly sitting together on a bench in a rose patch, discussing where they should hang the celebration banners. “We were wondering if you would come back,” Leo called when he caught sight of her.

“Why?”

Leo motioned for her to sit down. “I was just telling Lily and Molly about what happens every year Professor Deathshroud teaches. He selects one student every year as his… apprentice of sorts. These apprentices end up disappearing after a while and no one knows why. The school doesn’t seem concerned about it, so no one has ever done anything.”

“Disappearing?” Lily asked.

Leo nodded. “He teaches private lessons to these students and then the next thing everyone knows, that student has left the school. You could find them again. Just not here.”

“He seems to like you,” Molly said to Sam with her brows drawn in concern.

Sam had grown still. “I’m not so sure about that. Besides, he hasn’t said anything to me about private lessons.”

Lily held a red rose in her hand and picked the petals off one by one, letting each fall to the path where they were soon trampled by passersby. Sam looked to her for support, but Lily seemed distracted.

“I don’t think he’s anything to be afraid of,” Sam heard herself say a moment later. “I don’t care about his ominous name or whatever reputation he has. Some of it’s made up by the students. It has to be. Anyway, he’s a fair and kind man from what I can tell.”

Lily reached for Sam’s hand. Her touch was ice cold. “Sometimes it is those who appear the most fair and kind that we have to watch out for.” She gave Sam a wan smile. “I know this well.”

From the look in Lily’s eyes, Sam wondered if her friend was thinking of her parents—two people Lily hardly ever spoke of, and Sam knew very little about.

Sam sighed and said something she often said to Lily, wishing her friend would say it back. “All right. I’ll be careful.”
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Sam, Lily, and Molly enjoyed feasting together on All Saints’ Day Eve and were in bed after midnight. When Sam awoke the following morning, however, she found Lily’s bed empty, neatly made, and cold to the touch. Lily had been awake and gone from their room for at least an hour. Sam turned and found a dress hanging on a hook behind the door. It had a long, billowing red skirt fringed in gold. The corset was red and gold as well and meant to be worn over a blouse. The sleeves were long and flowy. Sam smiled. Was this what Lily has been up to? Make me a dress? She found a note pinned to the bodice.

For my very best friend. You deserve all this and more. Love,

L

She had drawn a lily in the corner of her note. It was as if Lily had pulled an image from Sam’s mind of her dream All Saints’ Day dress. Lily had been preparing her own dress and something for Molly. It wasn’t so strange anymore that her friend had spent so much time by herself. She was planning this surprise, Sam told herself as she took the dress off the hanger. It fit perfectly, and she stood in front of a mirror, turning this way and that, examining every angle of the dress.

Sam took her time getting ready, brushing through her hair then braiding half of it at the top. She decided to wear makeup and used sparkly gold eyeshadow to match the details of the dress. She applied bright red lipstick to match her skirt last. Sam just hoped everyone would be as festive looking as she was.

Sam was beginning to gather her things so she might go down to the courtyard when she noticed something new on Lily’s shelf. A bright white oval-shaped stone sat among her normal possessions. “That’s new,” Sam murmured as she approached the shelf and reached to take the stone into her hands. Before her fingers could touch it, however, she felt a strange sensation, as if whatever magical properties lay inside the stone wanted to pull her into it. Sam moved her hand away. Better not. I don’t know what it is.

She took out her wand instead and used what she had learned in her enchantment class to try to read what enchantments might be on the stone. Her wand pulled toward the stone, which told Sam there was some enchantment, but she could not tell what. Whatever it was, the stone had something unusual about it. Where had Lily got it? How long had it been sitting there, and how had Sam not noticed?

I should ask her about it.

Sam had always had questions about Lily and especially about her parents, but she had never asked any because Lily had always been so kind to Sam and always there for her. Sam feared breaking their bond by intruding. Now she feared that perhaps she had not been there for Lily in ways she should have been because she never bothered to ask her the hard questions.

I will talk to her tonight. We’re growing up now. We can’t keep secrets like we did when we were children. If she wants to have secrets, well then, she’s going to have to be okay with me sharing her burden.

Sam put the final touches on her outfit, including a pearl bracelet her mother had given her and a brass locket from her father with his portrait inside. She was getting ready to leave her room when her phone buzzed. A message from Lily popped onto the screen.

Sorry, Sam. I’m running very late. Go on without me. I will see you later.

Sam’s heart sank in disappointment. Where had Lily gone and what was making her so late? She glanced about the room, noting that Lily’s dress for the celebration along with her favorite shoes and all her makeup was still there. It wasn’t like she was getting ready somewhere else. Besides, getting ready together had always been their thing.

You shouldn’t let this get you down, Sam told herself. Lily will come, and you will dance the night away.

She texted Lily back.

See you later.

She sent a lily emoji and a sun, the two of them in symbols together. She had been sending it since they had phones. With her head held up, Sam left her room, determined to enjoy her evening despite Lily’s absence.

The courtyard was crowded when Sam reached it. A bonfire blazed in its center and several of her fellow students were gathered around it. Sam searched through the throng until she found Molly and Leo standing at the edge of the courtyard. Leo had a satisfied look on his face as he surveyed his well-done work of decorating the area. Molly’s eyes were bright, and she didn’t look scared.

Sam joined them. “Oh, Sam!” Molly exclaimed. “You look lovely. Did Lily make the dress for you too?” Molly wore a similar dress to Sam, the same in every way except hers was green and silver instead of red and gold. The girls linked arms as Leo led them out of the courtyard to the lantern-lined path where they could walk down to the village. Sam noticed wards up along the trees, guarding the students as they made their way into the village.

“All Saints’ Day has been a tradition in France among humans and magicals for centuries of course,” Leo began.

Molly and Sam shared a look that said, Oh no. We’re about to get a history lesson.

“It was first held in the spring, not on November first. As most celebrations in France, it is now a mixture of Christian remembrance and pagan tradition. In 610 AD, Pope Boniface IV began the celebration to honor Christian martyrs. Years later, Pope Gregory IV moved the date so the day would compete with the pagan feast of Samhain. It did not work as he wished though, because now the two celebrations have moved for the French people to have every year. The harvest season begins, and the dark things come out to play, they say.”

Sam had stopped listening about halfway through and only became interested when he said, “and the dark things come out to play.” Leo chuckled as though he had come up with the clever saying himself.

The trees lining the road down to the village were full of lights. The students and faculty members alike wore their finest outfits and took to dancing and celebrating before even reaching the streets. The trilling of lutes and harps and the low beat of drums from the main square of the village reached Sam’s ears as they came over the crest of the hill and wound down toward the embankment. Beyond, the village sprawled out, and all the little thatched houses dotted the gentle green hillside. Sam began to feel lost in the excitement and joy in the air. Leo went on rambling beside her about the history of All Saints’ Day and its traditions, but Sam paid him little attention. For the first time since leaving the castle, Sam was able to put Lily at the back of her mind and give her full attention to the festivities before her.

Sam pulled Molly into the square and through the thick throng of people. Other smells joined the autumn scents. The salt sea air and the aromas of smoked meat, roasted nuts, baked apples, and many pies. Sam was torn between a desire to eat everything in sight and dance to the merry tune being played at the sides of the square. All around her were happy faces and joyous voices.

Sam was about to make her decision when someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned to see a tall young woman, a first-year by the looks of her, wearing a fine deep-green silk dress. Her golden hair fell in curls about her shoulders. Sam had many classes with her but did not know who she was. The girl smiled. “Hello, Samantha. We have been looking for you.”

Sam pointed at herself. “Me?”

The girl cocked her head. “Yes, you.” She made a face when Sam looked confused, and Sam had the feeling this girl expected her to know who she was.

But I don’t, Sam thought. I have no damn clue who this girl is. The girl was accompanied by several others who looked Sam up and down, surveying her like she was prey. Sam’s heart sank. She knew those petulant looks well enough.

The first girl, whose name Sam still did not know, lifted her chin. “Where is your strange friend at?” At first, Sam thought they were talking about Molly, which was odd since Molly stood right beside her. The girl added, “The one who wears the feathers and all the weird colors. She’s an odd one. We wonder why you’re friends with her.”

Sam stiffened. They’re talking about Lily.

It was an odd thing to hear someone calling Lily strange. Everyone had liked Lily as long as Sam had known her. Lily had been the outgoing popular one. The girl who everyone else asked for advice or wanted to know where she had gotten her dress from. Apparently, at Ravenwood people did not feel the same.

“We just see you two together all the time,” the girl went on airily. “We wanted to approach you about joining our little group, but we didn’t think your friend would be a good fit.”

Sam’s voice was cold when she replied. “Lily is my best friend, and we have known each other for a very long time.”

The girls snickered. Molly gripped Sam’s arm in silent warning. None of the others even seemed to notice she was there.

“Maybe you’re a strange one too,” the girl chortled.

Sam rolled her eyes. “Is that right? I’ve been called worse things.”

“You were in the cave with David, weren’t you?” the girl pressed. “We all know you were the one who opened the portal. Seems you weren’t getting enough attention. And your association with Professor Deathshroud…” She sighed. “Well, we’ve seen that kind of thing before.”

What the hell was this girl talking about? Sam would have lurched forward and told the girl off if it weren’t for Molly pulling her back. The girl turned to go but stopped and spoke once more over her shoulder. “Tell your friend Lily to stop what she’s doing or there will be consequences. We don’t like prying eyes and prying hands.” She walked off, leaving Sam to stand there in utter bewilderment.

“What the hell was that about?” she asked, turning to Molly.

Molly’s eyes burned with equal indignation. “That’s just how Katherine is. She has to belittle everyone to make herself feel tall. She’s in a lot of the same classes as Lily and me and gets pissed anytime Lily does better than her. Also, she’s David’s girlfriend. That’s why she said the thing about the cave.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “His…girlfriend?”

“Well, no, not exactly. They aren’t actually together.” Molly snorted. “In fact, I’m not even sure David is aware she exists. She just likes to pretend they are together.”

Sam was about to ask more questions when the crowd began moving toward one end of the square opposite a small stage where Chancellor Lazar was about to give a welcome address. Sam took out her phone to check Lily’s location. She found the location turned off and so spoke a spell to find her instead. Sam saw Lily’s moving dot within the bowels of the university. Had Lily found a way into the tunnels that ran underneath the castle? Why the hell was she down there, and what was she doing? From the looks of it, there were dozens of intersecting tunnels and small caverns. What was down there, and why had Sam never heard of how to get there if her best friend had found a way? She hoped Lily was not lost and would come out soon.

Sam remembered what Katherine had said. Something was going on, and Sam was the one out of the loop. Sam shot Lily a message.

Hurry up. Please.

She sent the message and looked up as Chancellor Lazar smiled out at the crowd. The autumn evening cooled, and the sun was bright on the horizon as it dipped behind the trees toward the sea, where it would soon melt away to be replaced by a full harvest moon. The square was full of people looking toward the chancellor with expectancy and excitement.

Chancellor Lazar stood on a small stage at a podium much like the one he stood behind at the Academy when he addressed his students. A banner with the Academy’s insignia hung above him. He looked out over the crowd with gleaming eyes. “My dear students, I am pleased to see all of you here, thriving and excelling in all your studies.” His resonating voice carried through the crowd so that even Sam and Molly, who stood at the back near a stone fountain, could hear him. “It has been a joy to watch you all adapt to life at the Academy, and I am proud of the hard work and dedication you have shown.”

He paused for a moment before continuing, “All Saints’ Day is an important time for us to remember those who have passed on, both in the mortal world and among our own kind. Many call this day of celebration and a time of remembering death, but that does not mean it has to be a somber, despairing time. Sometimes, death is but a passage and a place meant for some of us whose work here in this world has come to its end. The sting of death is great, and grief is no easy burden to carry, but it is on days like today that we can remember what good a person’s life can be, whether they were a saint or not. The veil between life and death is thinnest on this day, and it is important that we take time to celebrate the lives of those we have lost and cherish the time we have left.”

Sam felt warm at his words.

Chancellor Lazar went on, “With that in mind, I have a special treat for all of you tonight. Please welcome Ravenwood Academy’s very own Orchestra and Circus Troupe!”

Applause and cheering went up from the crowd as music struck up from somewhere beyond the stage and figures in bright clothing filled the stage. Men and women danced and strutted and juggled various objects in the air—knives, swords, balls of flame, and round pieces of leather-bound together.

A prickling thrill hung in the air as Sam and all the others watched feats of magic that seemed impossible. A gasp escaped Sam’s lips as she watched men and women leap from great heights without blinking an eye, defying gravity with the timing of their leaps and bounds. It was like they were flying, with long ribbons fluttering out behind them. Molly gave a delighted laugh and clap, her eyes shining in awe.

Now this is a show.

One of the women, who was dressed in all gold and had flowing red hair, spun in midair, suspended by nothing but her own strength. Her movements were synched to the music with a perfection only someone experienced in magic and performance could attain. The Academy, it seemed, had called on the best of the best for tonight’s celebration.

Sam’s eyes drifted to the scantily clad contortionists who twisted their bodies into seemingly impossible shapes. They bounded into the air, suspending themselves with sheer strength as they hung there with thick ropes slung around their slender forms.

“Look there!” Molly gasped, pointing to the other end of the square. Yet another woman lifted a glass ball to her shoulder and spun it. The ball floated higher and higher until it was a shining blur of light like the moon in the night sky. Sam held her breath as she watched the strain in the woman’s muscles. She wondered if she would lose control of it. Then, just as it seemed the woman might, she caught the light in her fist, and it erupted into a blast of harmless sparks that rained down upon her watchers. A collected gasp and applause went up.

Lily would like this, was all Sam thought as the applause continued. This was just the sort of show they had talked about for years before coming to the Academy. This had been the one thing Lily had looked forward to the most. So why isn’t she here? Sam wondered.

She scanned the crowd in hopes of spotting her friend. As the show came to an end, Sam could not shake the worry prickling at the back of her mind and building in her chest. She leaned toward Molly. “I’m going to go look for Lily. You stay here.”

Molly was just fine where she was, watching the dancers leaving their spots. The sun had set, and the warm glow of fires replaced the light that had previously bathed the streets. All around Sam were merry voices and dancing feet as she wove her way through the crowd in search of her friend. Where have you gone, Lil? she wondered. Sam could not shake the feeling that something was wrong.

A loud cry rang up from the crowd. Sam would not have given it much attention if it weren’t for the fact that the cry was much different from the cheering that had been going on only a moment ago. This cry was of pure terror, and it soon spread to everyone else. Sam turned, her heart already in her throat and hand halfway to her wand.

She heard the low snarls of creatures prowling down the hillside. They were large and black with red gleaming eyes that had a hungry look in them. Sam recognized those snarls. They were the same beasts they had encountered in the Ravenwood.
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“What in hell?” Sam breathed half a second before she took her wand out and cast a protective spell so that a bubble of white magic formed around her. She turned back toward the crowd for cover, knowing that if she was left alone on the hillside, the beasts would turn and attack her. She could fend off one or two with all she had learned and practiced in her dueling class, but a whole pack of them…

Her heart thundered. Even before she reached the village, a sheen of sweat appeared on her brow. The beasts lumbered down from the hillside right toward her, their mouths open and teeth dripping with saliva.

The people who had not believed Sam about the cave before would now. The beasts’ snarls filled the air, mingling with the screams of the people who now saw them. Chaos ensued as more than half the crowd hurried to get away, tripping over one another and shoving their own companions out of the way so they might be able to flee the scene. Hundreds of people stampeded toward their homes.

It wouldn’t do much good. Their houses would only do so much to protect them from the beasts emerging from the Ravenwood.

Not all were in such a state of panic, however, including most of the older witches and wizards from the Academy. Chancellor Lazar himself pulled out his wand and, in a loud voice, spoke a spell that cast a blaze of purple light in the direction of the beasts that blasted them back toward the trees. Yelps and whines from the creatures sounded out, but the spell did not hold them back for long.

They came charging from the darkness, and one caught a small girl around the ankle. She screamed as it dragged her off into the trees. Full of rage, Sam lunged after the creature and the girl. “Give her back!” she called out as if the beast would listen to her. She had forgotten about her own safety and was momentarily unaware of the fact that she was the only person chasing after the creature. She waved her wand, speaking a spell to paralyze the beast. She missed it and hit a nearby tree instead. Be careful not to paralyze the girl instead, she scolded herself.

She cast the spell once more, and this time she hit the creature’s side. It froze, but the spell would not work for long. Certainly not long enough for her to get the girl safely away from here. Sam pulled a knife from her belt and launched, crying out as she embedded the blade behind the beasts’ ears. It sagged to the ground, dead.

When Sam pulled her knife out, she saw oozing, black blood. The decaying creature was perhaps the worst thing she had ever smelled.

Sam did not dwell on this long but hurried to the girl and found her leg torn and bloody. Quickly, she used what healing spells she knew. The flesh closed, leaving scars but nothing more. They would fade in time.

The child clung to her, crying, as Sam picked her up and hurried back toward the village. The houses and bonfires seemed far away. How far had she run?

The longer she jogged toward the village, the farther away it seemed. Screams went up, and the panting and snarling of the other beasts were close behind her.

Shit, shit, shit, was all Sam could think. If they caught up to her, she was done for.

Sam tried to run as fast as she could, but the creatures kept up. “Be gone!” she screamed as she hurled spell after spell behind her. Some were stunned or blinded, giving her more time to reach the throng of witches and wizards, who had formed a wide circle around the village so they might fend off the beasts.

Sam was a few feet from the village line when she tripped on something in the grass and went sprawling to the ground. The girl in her arms fell, rolled, and managed to get to her feet. She turned, eyes wide with horror at the creatures bounding toward them. Sam heard the labored breathing of the hungry creatures seeing their prey nearly helpless on the ground. The child’s whole body trembled. “Run!” Sam shouted. The girl hesitated before doing as Sam commanded. A second later, she was inside the village, safe from the beasts.

Sam, on the other hand, was far from safe.

She heard the snarling of one of the creatures a second before it launched to land on top of her. Sam cried out the spell to cast the protective bubble over her again. A second before the beast would have torn out her throat. He was above her shield now, roaring with red eyes blazing and his maw wide open.

Sam’s arm shook as she raised her wand to cast another spell—anything to get the creature away from her long enough to get back into the village. The next thing she knew, the beast let out a whine and a yelp as it was cast back by a jolt of blue light. Sam’s head swiveled to find Molly standing at the edge of the village, cursing and throwing out spell after spell. The beast that had attacked Sam retreated.

“Hurry, Sam!” Molly cried out.

Sam somehow got to her feet and stumbled toward the village. Every muscle in her body ached. Adrenaline pumped through, making her veins race with heat. The hand of a wizard she did not know reached out and pulled her through the wards. Safe, for now. Sam panted. Suddenly, breathing had become difficult. That was when she realized half the village was on fire.

How it had happened, she did not know. It could have started while half the crowd hurried to get away. In the chaos, someone might have accidentally sent a flaming log into a cottage. The other possibility was that the beasts had leapt through the fire, caught flame, then landed close to something flammable. Sam saw one such beast lying on the ground near a house, dead and oozing that horrid-smelling black blood. One wizard had done his job well, and the others who were not in the circle around the village were hard at work putting out the fire.

This included Molly, who was casting water spells toward the nearest burning building. Sam joined her. After what seemed like an eternity but was really about five minutes, the fire was dealt with. Sam swiveled to see the circle of witches and wizards still there, casting spells out into the dark at the beasts. Sam looked down at her own body, suddenly aware of a jolting pain in her leg. One of the beasts had clawed at her leg and left a long, ugly cut from her knee to her ankle.

Molly bent down. “Let me.” She used her wand and a healing spell to close the cut.

“Thank you,” Sam replied in a tight voice. She noticed how her clothes were torn and she had the blood of the beast she had killed all over her. She reeked. No one seemed to care, and Sam did not think about it for long.

“I can’t believe you did that!” Molly cried. “Going after that beast when everyone else stayed here.”

Sam didn’t reply, only peered out into the darkness. The creatures prowled around them, growling and stamping the ground with their paws. Finally, seeing they would have no more flesh to sink their teeth into, they turned and retreated into the trees. Sam let out a deep breath. “What the hell just happened?”

Leo ran up to them and pulled his sister into his arms. “I’m so glad you’re safe, Molly.” He turned to Sam, having heard her exclamation. “The beasts of the Ravenwood have never ventured beyond the trees before. Someone or something sent them here tonight.”

“I thought there was nothing inside the Ravenwood capable of sending out the beasts,” Molly wailed. “That’s why they’ve never come out before!”

Sam had heard the same thing in Professor Deathshroud’s class. So why the hell had it happened tonight? The answer came to her just as Leo spoke it aloud. “The veil is thin tonight. Something or someone who died a long time ago could have stepped out and commanded the beasts. That same being has brought them back.”

Sam remembered what Leo had said earlier about the dark things coming out to play. It was no jest now, and those beasts had not come to play. They had come to tear and kill and devour. They were not clever creatures, only beasts driven by pure instinct and animalistic desire, not to mention laziness. She had heard in Professor Deathshroud’s class that the main reason the Ravenwood beasts never emerged was that they didn’t like going far. They liked attacking whatever came to them, not having to hunt down their prey. But they had hunted tonight.

And almost got the feast they were looking for, Sam thought as she remembered the girl she had saved and how the beast had almost killed her. If Molly hadn’t saved her…

Sam shook her head, not wanting to consider what might have happened.

Sam directed her attention to the other wizards. including Chancellor Lazar and the security from the Academy who wore the same dark green cloaks as the students but with badges over their chests. “Back to the castle!” Chancellor Lazar called out. “Every student must return to their rooms now!”

Sam’s heart was heavy in her chest, pounding like a bird trying to get out of its cage. A new fear entered her. What if the school had been attacked first or was under attack at this very moment? What if Lily, alone in her room, was in some kind of danger? Sam pulled out her phone and tried calling Lily twice, but her friend did not answer. Sam pushed through what remained of the crowd, intent on getting back to the castle as soon as she could. She was not the only one in a great hurry and it made getting back more difficult. Sam shoved several people aside, not bothering to express “excuse me” or “will you please move.” This was not the time to be polite.

“Hey, watch it!” someone shouted. Sam ignored them.

“Answer me, Lily, dammit,” she muttered as Lily did not answer Sam’s third call. Sam spoke a tracking spell under her breath, and a small map appeared in the air in front of her, showing a blip at the location of her and Lily’s room. Why had Lily returned to their room while all the festivities were going on? Sam’s heart sank. Perhaps Lily just wasn’t feeling well. At least, this was what Sam hoped.

She climbed the hill and hurried along the road toward the castle. Here, the courtyard was full of students dancing around a maypole and cheering at a bonfire. Sam did not linger long enough to find out what they were cheering about. She broke off at a run toward the castle doors. Everything is fine, she kept telling herself, even though she felt nothing was fine. At least the castle had not come under attack. The students there did not seem aware of what had just happened in the village. They would learn soon enough.

Sam got inside the nearly vacant castle and started down the dimly lit corridors toward her room. Just as she was about to enter the wing of the castle where the girls stayed, the door burst open, knocking Sam off her feet. Two figures Sam recognized appeared. Both were startled and then broke into smiles at the sight of Sam.

“Hey, there,” Emma greeted her cheerfully. “We were about to come and find you and some of the others.” Sam noticed that Emma had her hand around David’s arm. Both had glazed eyes, a sign they had been drinking. Both wore lopsided, secretive smiles. Sam’s heart sank. What had they been doing in the girls’ wing of the castle?

Sam shoved the thought away. She had far more important things to be concerned about right now. David extended his hand to Sam and helped her up. “You okay?” He and Emma gave Sam a long look, now noticing her disheveled appearance. “What happened?” David asked.

“Attack in the village. It’s over now.” Sam didn’t know what else to say. She pushed past them and continued into the girls’ wing of the castle, down the dark corridors until she reached her room. “Lily?” she called out before entering. Inside, the room was dark, and Sam only saw a lump on Lily’s bed. She must be sleeping, she thought.

Sam switched on a light anyway. She stopped short at the sight of Lily sprawled out on the bed and gasped. Sam hurried to her side and touched her arm. Her broken voice came out. “Lily?” But by the time Sam touched her friend’s arm, she knew what had happened.

Lily’s eyes were open, staring at the ceiling, and glazed over. Her lips were parted and pale. The beasts of the Ravenwood had not been needed to harm Lily tonight. She was already dead.
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Sam sat on a stone bench, facing the dark trees of the Ravenwood.

A drizzle of rain fell on the leaves and skittered down the stone exterior of the castle where Sam had her back pressed. The stone was cold. The rain was cold. Everything was cold.

Her cloak spread out around her, doing little to keep her dry from the rain. Sam did not notice or care. The sky overhead was gray and heavy. The last of the leaves fell to the ground, forming a damp bed of the dead. It was fitting, Sam thought, for everything to die only days after Lily passed. The first snow would come soon, dressing the barren branches once more in white glory.

The hope and excitement Sam had carried about the coming season had vanished the moment she felt Lily’s cold, lifeless body against her own.

Fifteen days.

That was how long it had been since that night.

Each day felt like a dagger in Sam’s chest, twisting so it went as deep as it could. The passage of time was slow, torturous, and the only thing Sam could think about. That and what had happened those few days after Lily died.

Sam heard a shifting but did not turn to see who might have come into the garden. Almost everyone was inside today since it was wet and cold outside—hardly the conditions for studying in the garden. The figure sat beside Sam, and it was then that she glanced sideways. Sam had not seen Professor Deathshroud since that day of All Saints’ Day Eve, when he said he would not be involved in any of the activities. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been around. Sam had not bothered going to any classes, and her professors, gracious toward her in her grief, had not yet said anything about it. Was Professor Deathshroud here to rebuke her for missing classes?

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Finally, Marcus drew in a heavy sigh and released it again. “I am sorry for your loss, my dear. Grief is a bitter thing to face, especially when one is so young.” Something about the tone of his voice told Sam he understood what she was feeling better than he expressed.

He laid a hand on her shoulder. “It is difficult to remember all that has happened, but you must understand how important remembering is, my dear. Lily will still need you yet.”

Sam looked at him with a blank expression on her face. “Lily is dead. She doesn’t need me. I need her.” The last three words came out strained and choked.

“Even the dead still have their needs,” Professor Deathshroud told her.

Sam did not want to be comforted. She did not remember Professor Deathshroud leaving her side, but he must have, because the next time she looked up, she was alone on the bench.

Sam stared off into the dark trees and remembered.

First, there had been just Sam in her room, too shocked by what had happened to move or cry or do anything but clutch at Lily’s body and rock back and forth. Molly and Leo had found her there after realizing she had been gone from the village for quite some time.

The next thing Sam knew was Molly’s panicked voice calling for anyone to come and help. The room was full moments later. The Academy’s officials, both men and women, stood before Sam. They looked over Lily’s body. They jotted down notes and looked cross. Many of Sam’s fellow students were around her. Molly, Leo, and Emma sat close by, holding their breath and looking stricken and white.

All Sam could picture then was Lily’s smiling face and how she laughed. Then came the thought that she would never see the person she loved the most alive again. Sam felt her heart caving in, every molecule in her body breaking in two as if half of her had been love for Lily and the other half had just existed. With Lily gone, half of her felt gone too.

Sam did not realize she was being asked questions until Emma stood, fists formed at her side and eyes flashing with ire. “Can’t you see she’s clearly in shock and in no condition to be answering such questions? You should leave her alone. Leave this for another time!” There were mutters of agreement from others in the room, but everything felt far away and blurry to Sam.

One of the officials cleared his throat. “All right then. We’ll speak with you later, Ms. Tempestade.”

Sam went to sleep, but she did not remember getting into bed or anyone leaving. The next thing she knew, she awoke in her bed and the pale gray light of dawn filtered in through her window. Lily was gone, and Molly was close by, dozing in a chair. As soon as Sam raised her head, Molly’s eyes opened wide. “Oh, Sam.” It was clear Molly had been crying.

Sam tried to speak, but her throat was too tight. Molly threw her arms around Sam and began sobbing. At last, Sam broke down. The tears came hard and fast until her body was shaking with a fervor she had never known before. A little while later, after the two girls parted, the door to Sam’s room opened and Emma appeared. She looked as though she had not slept. Her face was pale.

“The whole school is in shock,” she murmured. “The celebrations have been cut short. There will be no more for the rest of the week.”

Sam didn’t care. “Where did they take her?” Her voice was broken and raspy.

Emma’s face showed sorrow. “I don’t know. Probably to… examine her.”

Sam swallowed hard, trying not to throw up.

“Why?” Molly asked, tears still streaming down her face.

Emma came closer. “There are whispers that Lily’s death was a crime staged to look like natural causes.” She looked Sam right in the eyes. “They want to ask you questions, Sam, because they believe Lily has been murdered.”
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Not too many people at Ravenwood Academy had paid much attention to Samantha Tempestade until Lily died. Now, eyes followed her everywhere. Some showed pity. Others were just curious. Gifts, flowers, and letters from people she had never heard of before arrived at her door every day. Fellow students of Lily told stories of her from their classes.

One day, a knock came at Sam’s door. When she opened it, she found Katherine standing there, wearing all black and looking like she had been crying for hours. She extended a wrapped box to Sam and sniffled. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Sam glared at the gift. “I don’t want your pity. You might have even been responsible for it.”

The other girl broke down crying. “I swear I wasn’t! I had nothing to do with it!”

Sam shut the door in her face.

She hardly remembered the funeral. Every student dressed in black, filling up the auditorium as Chancellor Lazar’s somber voice droned on and made promises about making sure the students were safe. He promised to send them home if anything else happened. He stated that everyone’s parents had been contacted. Sam had not heard from her mother or father. She had not heard from Lily’s grandmother either. She knew there would be a funeral when she went home. Everyone else who had ever loved Lily would want to remember her. Sam knew that this meant she would have to tell the story of finding Lily again and again. She was not sure she could bear it.

Lily’s body was sent back to her grandmother. Sam stood outside in the rain, not minding that she was soaked to the skin while her best friend’s body was carried to the boat. Molly, Leo, and Emma stood around her, their heads hung.

Sorrow pervaded every corner of the Academy, though most people had not known Lily. Everyone had heard about what happened in the village, too. Things were going to have to change. Everyone wanted answers.

“It can’t go on like this,” Emma had said over and over again.

“It shouldn’t have started,” Sam replied in an emotionless voice.

Everyone at the Academy talked about what had happened in the village on All Saints’ Day. Those who had not been there asked for the story again and again from those who had. Sam didn’t want to talk about it. She wondered if the beasts had been sent by whoever was responsible for Lily’s death. Had it all been a distraction so they could end Lily’s life? Who had Lily been so important to that they deemed her worthy of death? The questions followed Sam like shadows, always lurking behind her, clutching at her and not letting go. She could not shake them off. She could not shake off the feeling that the truth lay somewhere hidden, waiting for her to find it. The truth would be ugly, she suspected, and it would take strength to look upon it. Sam did not feel strong.

She went to her room after the funeral and locked the door. She didn’t want to see or speak to anyone. She greeted the darkness and wondered if it was dark and cold where Lily was too.
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Sam slouched in a chair, pale and thin. She had not eaten and had barely slept since finding Lily.

Chancellor Lazar cleared his throat from the other side of his desk and Sam snapped back to the present. She was in his large wood-paneled office with plush, crimson carpets and ornate gold figurines all over the walls. It was dark in here except for a fire blazing in the hearth. Sam felt too cold. Then she felt too warm. A flush rose to her cheeks.

“Samantha?” came the chancellor’s gentle voice. “Did you hear my question?”

Sam glanced up. “No, sorry. What was it?”

“We want to know when the last time you saw Lily alive was?”

“The night before. She was not in her bed when I woke up the next morning.” She racked her mind for any spare details she might have missed, but if they were there, they were floating away out of her memory.

The chancellor jotted down some notes.

Sam’s blank gaze found his. He looked worried. His brows were drawn together so that a prominent line formed between his eyes.

“Why do they think she’s been murdered?” Her voice was small, and it was a wonder Chancellor Lazar even heard her.

He set down the quill pen he had been using to write and folded his hands together. His expression showed he pitied her. Everyone seemed to. “Your friend appears to have come into contact with some enchanted object, something dangerous that, if not treated within twenty-four hours of first contact, could become deadly. What that is, what enchantment it might have been, and how she came across it we do not yet know. It took our most skilled investigators searching her body to find this out. It will take much more to find answers, though, which is why you coming here and telling me everything you know is important.”

“Have you searched her room?” Sam asked.

The chancellor nodded. “We are in the process of doing that now. It will take some time to check all of her possessions for enchantments. Some can be quite hidden.”

Sam began to tremble, and tears pressed into her eyes. “Who would have wanted to do this to Lily?” She thought of Katherine and the girls who were mean to Lily. She did not think they would have murdered her. No, they were just bitchy girls looking to feel important. Whoever had done this had been planning it for quite some time. Sam said this to the chancellor.

“And what makes you think that?” he asked.

Sam told him about all the ways Lily had acted strange since coming to Ravenwood, starting with the odd books she had and the lie she had told about classes that weren’t real. She told the chancellor about Lily’s change in health, how she was cold all the time, and the way she had become distant.

The chancellor’s face deepened in concern as he wrote down what Sam was sharing. “And did she seem different when you last saw her?”

“Not really. We had a good night. She went right to sleep. She said she was cold again, but that was it.”

The chancellor wrote this down.

Sam felt empty, like a well that had been emptied. I should have asked her what was wrong sooner. A hundred other regrets rose to the surface. I could have stopped this. Her death is my fault. Such words had followed her since that night and would for a long time after.

“You may go now, Samantha. Thank you for your time.” Chancellor Lazar rose. “We will give you answers as soon as we have them. And if you think of anything else…”

Sam also rose, her legs wobbly. “I’ll tell you.”

She did not remember leaving his office or walking back to her room, but the next thing she knew, she was there. Her room was not empty, as she expected.

Molly and Emma were going through her closet and had her trunk open. “What is going on here?” Sam asked in a voice that was pricklier than she intended.

The other girls turned toward her. Molly looked startled and Emma remained calm. “We’re moving you. The investigators need this room with just Lily’s things. You get to have a new room. You’ll be right next to me with Molly across the hall.”

Sam was not sure how to feel. Sometimes, she could look at Lily’s side of the room and pretend nothing had changed. Other times, even the thought of their shared room made a fresh flood of grief engulf her. “A fresh start may help things,” Molly added in a low voice.

Sam felt numb as her eyes searched the room. They landed on the shelf where Lily’s possessions were lined up, collecting dust, untouched. She walked over to the shelf and took the white stone down, careful not to touch it with her bare hands. Sam did not know why, but she felt she should take it. The investigators would find something if they examined it, and Sam wanted the chance to find out first.

I don’t know who is on my side in this school and who is not. Sam wrapped the stone in cloth before taking it over to her trunk and placing it among her own possessions.

Molly and Emma watched her like they would watch a wounded dog, unsure what it would do in its pain. Finally, Sam turned to them, her swollen eyes puffing up again as fresh tears fell onto her cheeks. She did not have words, but they were inside her, fractured and floating.

I will honor your memory, Lily Vivace. With everything I can do, I will find out the truth of what happened to you.

There were warm arms and soothing voices around her, but Sam blocked them all out. She squeezed her eyes shut and welcomed darkness.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


All Sam could think about was how to find Lily’s killers.

She had ruled out several options. It could not have been Molly, Leo, or any of their other friends, for they had all been almost as distraught as Sam since finding Lily dead in her room. It was not guilt that made them feel this way. Sam had ruled out the mean girls and all of Lily’s professors. As far as she could tell, this killer was not someone Lily knew personally. So why had they wanted to kill her? If only I could at least know the motive, Sam thought, but to her, any reason to kill Lily Vivace was not reason enough.

The chancellor had sent investigators through Lily’s possessions, but no one had found anything. Sam racked her brain, trying to figure out how all the strange things about Lily’s life since coming to the Academy fit together. How had she gotten the books on cults and demonology? Had someone given them to her? She wondered why Lily had become cold and distant all of a sudden. She wondered if Lily had somehow gotten the white stone from the same person who gave her the books.

That’s it! If I’m going to get anywhere with this, I’m going to have to find out what that damn stone is.

All of Sam’s previous desires and joys in life had melted away since Lily died. She didn’t enjoy any of her classes. She barely focused while in them. She spent no time with her friends except when they came to her room and sat in silence with her. She read no books and joined none of the athletic clubs at the Academy that she had planned on joining. Sam imagined Lily’s grandmother alone at home, rocking in a chair and staring out a window at the rain, her heart broken.

“Sam, did you hear the question?” came one of her professor’s voices. All images of Lily’s grandmother and thoughts of the stone melted away.

Sam looked up, having forgotten she was in class and which one. Around her were the walls of the greenhouse. “Sorry,” she replied. “What was it again?”

Her professor gave her a pitying look. “Never mind, then.”

Sam would have felt embarrassed, but she hardly felt anything these days. She knew dozens of eyes were upon her, but she ignored them. A comforting hand came to rest on her shoulder. She glanced at the seat next to her where Emma sat and tried to smile, but she couldn’t.

The professor’s voice droned on. A student or two was called to the front of the class to perform a spell. Sam didn’t pay attention. Her mind turned back to thoughts about Lily’s killers. She imagined herself in a dark place where she was hunting something down, but she could not see who or what it was. They had Lily though. Sam heard her screams somewhere far away. They were shrill, terrified screams. Sam had only heard Lily utter such sounds when they were small and Lily had found a spider in her bed. These images of hunting something down was the dream that had plagued Sam for the past several nights. She could not shake the images, and her heart began to beat faster. Her face flushed red and the ends of her hair stuck to her neck where a sheen of sweat had risen. Sam began to feel like she might faint.

The next thing she was aware of was the rustling of students getting up from their seats and leaving the room. Class had been dismissed.

Out in the hall, one of the chancellors came up to Sam. “I’ve been looking for you. Chancellor Lazar would like to see you in his office.”

A spark of hope that she might receive answers came alive in Sam and she hurried to the northern tower where the chancellor and several of the investigators were gathered. “What have you learned?” Sam asked as she burst in.

“Unfortunately, nothing much to go on,” Chancellor Lazar confessed. He motioned for everyone else in the room to leave.

Sam’s heart sank. “You didn’t call me here because of Lily, did you?”

The chancellor shook his head and motioned for her to have a seat. Sam slumped into the chair on the other side of the desk from where he sat. The chancellor folded his hands together and gave her a concerned expression. “You are a bright young student, Samantha, and it would be a great loss to our school if you had to leave.”

Sam’s heart skipped a beat. “Why would I have to leave?”

Chancellor Lazar sighed. “Your grades are dismal at best, and you will have to improve them if you expect to finish out the year and earn a spot as a second year.” He leaned forward, his brows pulled together so that a crease appeared between them. “We have looked over your grade records for the term so far and see that this slip in your grades did not begin until your friend died. We are well aware that this has happened because you are still grieving, and you have our deepest sympathies.”

All of Sam’s professors had reported lack of participation and failed tests, it seemed. Sam wished she could sink far enough into that chair to disappear. Instead, she had to meet Chancellor Lazar’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“You do not have to apologize.” His eyes were kind. “If it helps, we can send you home next term and you can finish out your first year starting again in the autumn. It’s not ideal, of course, and we have never done it before, but given the abnormal circumstances…”

“No.” Her firm answer almost startled the chancellor. “I want to stay.” If Sam didn’t stay, finding out who had killed her best friend would become a lot harder. “I have to stay.”

The chancellor observed her for a long moment before finally nodding. “If that is what you want, but you’re going to have to prove it.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll get my grades up.”

“And let us know anything we can do to help you.”

Sam rose. “You can keep doing your job to find out what happened to my friend and keep everyone else safe.” Even as she said this and walked from the room, Sam knew she wasn’t going to find answers unless she sought them herself.
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The renovations in the library had been completed a week ago, and Sam went there in between classes hoping to find something that would help her read the white stone. She had the mysterious object wrapped in one of Lily’s old scarves and stowed out of sight underneath her cloak. Upon closer observation, Sam had noticed tiny engravings all over it. She was sure some book in the vast library would tell her what those engravings were. Perhaps if she discovered the engravings, she could figure out what sort of enchantment was in the stone and if it had anything to do with Lily’s death. Her satchel thumped against her side, for it too was full of objects with strange writing upon it.

When Sam had moved rooms, she found the objects she had taken off the muggers under her bed. She had forgotten all about it, with everything that had happened. From her busy first days of school, to the cave incident, to worries about Lily and All Saints’ Day, and finally, Lily’s death itself. It was not until she moved her things that she found the objects again and this time, she peered closer. The same engravings on the stone were on these objects as well. Were the incidents connected?

Sam had been in the library before, of course, but not since it had been renovated. At first, everything appeared to be exactly the same. The walls reached high to a vaulted ceiling. Pillars separated sections of the library. Multiple desks, sofas, and chairs were set in the center. A great stained-glass window filled one wall while the others were lined with shelves. The shelves were dark wood and filled with books, scrolls, clay tablets, and other artifacts upon which words or other symbols were engraved. The older the piece, the more protective spells were cast around it. She would need permission to search the older texts on the left-hand side of the library. Everything on the right side, however, was free for her to use.

Several other students were lounging in the library, either with heads bent over books or dozing off at tables. Others had their heads close together as they whispered to one another. A few glanced up and stared at Sam then returned to their work. Sam hardly noticed anyone else. she was too intent on finding books that might help her figure out Lily’s stone. She had a wild, determined look in her eye. Without looking where she was going, Sam veered right and bumped into a tall figure.

“Watch where you’re going—” the woman snapped. “Oh, Samantha.” Sam looked up to see her professor from her enchantments class. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about your grades.”

Sam gave a hurried response. “Yes, I know. I just spoke with Chancellor Lazar. I’m going to get better, I promise. I’m just…”

“Looking for something to help you in your studies?” Her thin, bony arms were folded across her chest.

“Y—yes,” Sam replied, not wanting to tell her professor about the enchanted stone for fear it would be taken away from her and examined by someone who didn’t give a damn about finding out the truth.

“I can help you,” her professor offered. “Anything to help a student get back on the right track. What sort of books are you searching for?”

“Enchantments on stones and old engravings,” Sam replied.

Her professor’s eyebrows went higher, almost disappearing into the thick gray hair on her head. “Those are broad topics, Ms. Tempestade. There are whole aisles dedicated to both.”

Sam glanced around the library. There were hundreds of aisles. Getting her search narrowed down to two was a good start. “How about books on enchanted stones with engravings in them?”

“Did you happen to find such a stone?”

“No,” Sam lied. “Just…heard about it from someone.”

Her professor narrowed her eyes, but she made no further indication that she did not believe Sam. “Come this way.” Her boots clicked on the stone floor as she led Sam to a back corner of the library. “These two aisles here will have something regarding your search. You can look through Ancient and Engraved Artifacts first then follow that up with the History of Enchanted Stones.” These were two sections of many.

“Thank you,” Sam called softly as her professor walked away.

“I expect to see you doing better in class and not just staring at the floor,” the woman replied before she disappeared.

Sam did not think about her grades for long. A few minutes later, she had a pile of heavy books in her arms that she carried over to an empty table in the corner. She set them down before sinking into the cushioned seat. All the books were covered in dust as if no one had bothered researching these topics in many years. Sam opened one and found the paper yellowed and the writing faded. You would think with all the preserving and protecting and renovating they do that they would make the books more legible, Sam thought. She cast a spell over the page to make the writing clearer.

The words appeared in dark ink but were still crammed tightly together as if the author of the text had tried to fit as much together in one book as possible. Sam read passage after passage after passage of information on the history of witches and wizards enchanting stones and their uses. Some were used to track others down. Others were used simply to light homes. Some were used to preserve words or memories. Still others were used to stun the person who touched them or mark them in a way that made them prey to someone hunting them down.

Sam had laid Lily’s stone on the table beside her but kept it wrapped underneath the scarf. She glanced at it now, her heart beating faster than it had been a moment ago. She dared not handle it any more than she already had.

Or maybe it has nothing to do with this at all and I’m wasting my time. Still, Sam forged on. When she found nothing helpful in the books, she looked through old scrolls tied with ribbon. She read several passages on engravings and how witches and wizards came to engrave their enchantments upon stones, trees, and other natural materials.

Sam did not find anything useful until she stumbled on a series of footnotes in one book. She had to use a word enlarging spell to make out what they said.

Magicals of all kinds only engraved enchantments into stones that already existed until a millennia ago.

Sam noted that “millennia ago” was a time before the author penned the footnote, which had to have been several hundred years before her current time. “In other words, enchanting stones began a long-arse time ago.” She read on.

At this time, magicals would combine properties of other minerals, substances, and energies, all holding other levels of magic together, creating powerful stones that could store a person’s magic. Smaller parts of these stones would be worn around one’s neck, acting as a touch source for magic if one ran out of their own inner resources.

Sam recalled many of her professors and the older students wearing such necklaces. Leo had told her they would be making their own once they reached their third year. The passage went on.

Other stones go by different names. There are Memory Stones, Light Stones. Truth Stones, Protective Stones, and many more. The stones used to mark prey, stun, paralyze, or kill are simply called Dark Stones, but do not be deceived by the name. A Dark Stone may not actually appear dark. Some are white and luminous. Others have brilliant colors. The darkness comes from within as it would in the person who decided to enchant a stone in such a way.

Sam paused, glanced at the scarf, and then back at the book. Her heart felt as heavy as that stone in her chest. And what does all this mean? Sam wondered, frustration building within her. She jotted down a copy of the footnote into her journal anyway since it was the first thing she’d found that was remotely helpful.

She went on for another hour or so, unaware that she was missing all her other classes, that the library had emptied, and that the sun had gone down, leaving the library dim and dark except for the burning lamps along the walls.

Her eyes grew tired and heavy, and she fell asleep with her head on one of the books. She did not remember falling asleep, only that a hand touched her shoulder and woke her about an hour later. Sam glanced up, blurry-eyed, and saw a tall man bending over her.

“The library is closed, my dear. What in the world are you still doing here?”

Sam raised her head fully this time and eyed Professor Deathshroud in the dim library. “I was…researching. What time is it?”

“Late.”

“If the library’s closed, why are you in it?” She did not remember Professor Deathshroud being a librarian.

He gave her a wan smile. “Researching, though I doubt we were looking for the same thing.” Professor Deathshroud observed the plethora of titles Sam had collected. They littered the table. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“I’m not sure.” Sam rubbed her head. She felt quite tired. Her stomach grumbled. How many meals had she missed? Two, at least, and she had barely eaten breakfast. Molly and Emma will wonder where I’ve gone off to, she thought, knowing they would be worried given recent events.

Professor Deathshroud noticed redness under Sam’s eyes and her faraway look. “My dear, perhaps it is best you go and get some rest now. Leave me to the clearing up of the books. I know where everything goes.”

Sam had not smiled since Lily died, but she was able to produce a small, grateful one now. “Thank you. That would be nice.” She picked up her satchel from the table and turned to walk from the room. Sam did not realize until the following morning when she awoke and reviewed all she had learned the day before that she had left the stone in the library.
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Marcus Deathshroud watched his young pupil leave the library before turning back to the books. It took him some time to put them away, since each book had its proper place and was not just organized alphabetically by title. The sections were separated by topics and there were subtopics within those.

He did not mind the work though. He found it comforting, and time passed quickly while he cleared the table. Professor Deathshroud returned one last time to ensure he had gotten everything when he spied a ragged scarf sitting on the table. She must have forgotten it, he thought. When he went to pick it up, however, he noticed it was much heavier than a normal scarf should have been. There was something wrapped up in it.

Marcus moved part of the scarf away to reveal what lay inside. A small, oval, white stone shone up at him, reflecting the nearby glimmer of the lamps. “A strange thing indeed,” he murmured. Then remembering the books Sam had been reading, he realized she had been researching this very stone. “But no stone like this has been seen since…” He let his words trail off and then glanced around him, afraid that someone might be watching or listening.

Professor Deathshroud was not the sort of wizard who took things from young women, but this was a special case. This showed she was exactly who he thought she was. I’ve been looking for you for some time, he thought.

Marcus wrapped the stone once more, not touching it with his bare fingers, and concealed it within his robe. He would examine it more closely when he was alone. He sensed it was a key to something which would unlock the mysteries the Academy had been facing all term. Perhaps longer, he surmised.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Another week passed, and the days grew colder and darker as November came to an end.

Sometimes, the time passed agonizingly slowly. Other times, Sam’s mind wandered off for hours at a time and it felt like mere minutes. This happened most often in class. She became unfocused out of nowhere. She would hear someone laughing and think Lily had told a joke. She would see the back of a dark-skinned girl’s head and think it was her friend. Sam’s phone would buzz with a text, and she would pick it up, hoping to see a message from Lily. Disappointment washed in when she remembered.

Every time this happened, Sam felt like someone had put a dagger through her heart. It was all right in some classes but in others, it meant punishment. Sam was in the middle of a duel one day and her opponent successfully knocked her wand from her hand with a simple disarming spell. Their professor gave Sam a cross expression. “You’re not even trying, Tempestade. You can leave class now. We will talk about your future in this class tomorrow before the next one starts.”

Sam walked out of the room with flushed cheeks. Some looked after her with pity in their eyes. Others giggled. “Quiet!” their professor boomed. Sam closed the classroom door behind her. At this time of day when her fellow students were in classes, the halls were empty. Sam wandered back to her room and sat at the window for a long time.

She watched the fallen brown leaves sink lower into the ground under a drizzle of rain. The trees were dark and bare. The Ravenwood would have looked sparse and naked it if weren’t for the fact that the trees stood so close together, thick and strong like they were guarding whatever lay beyond.

Sam thought of the beasts within and whoever it was that controlled them. Part of her wanted to march right into that forest with her sharpest knife and tear apart anything she could find. Though her will for it may have been there, her strength was not. Sam slept whenever she wasn’t in class. She barely ate. Her clothes had become too big and appeared to be wearing her, not the other way around.

Sam did not notice this until that night when, at dinner, Molly tried to point it out kindly. “We ought to take you shopping, Sam. Get you some nice clothes that fit better.”

Emma, who sat across from them, nodded. “Being cooped up in this castle is doing nobody any good. We’re all depressed from the dismal weather.”

Sam was about to say something like, “I’m depressed for far different reasons,” but she held her tongue. Emma and Molly were just trying to help.

Sam looked down at her full plate. She didn’t remember anyone setting it there. Nothing looked appetizing. She drank some wine instead.

“Come on, shopping will be good for all of us. We can go to Paris,” Molly pleaded. She tugged on Sam’s arm like a child being begged to be picked up.

“All right,” Sam gave in.

“Tomorrow?” Molly asked, eyes bright.

“We have classes tomorrow,” Emma reminded them. “We will have to go the day after tomorrow.”

Sam rose from the table.

“Where are you going?” Molly asked.

“To bed. I don’t feel well.”

Molly and Emma exchanged concerned looks while Sam left them. “I’m worried about her,” Emma whispered.

“Me too,” Molly replied.

“What are we going to do?”

Molly shrugged. “We’re doing the best we can already.”

“At least we’ve gotten her to agree to shopping.”

“I’ll pay for her things if money is an issue.”

Emma shook her head. “I doubt it’s about money. She always went with Lily.”

Sam returned to her room and curled on the bed. She didn’t bother with a spell for the hearth that would give her a warm fire. She turned on no lights. She lay among her blankets and stared at the dark wall. She felt depressed because of Lily, yes, but there were other feelings in the melting pot as well. She felt stupid and like a failure for doing so badly in her classes. She felt these things tenfold when she remembered she had lost the stone she had been researching.

I left it in the library. She had gone back every day since that night and searched for it, but it was nowhere to be found. Had someone taken it? Had they thrown it away or kept it out of curiosity? Sam thought about asking the woman in the library who sat behind a desk if anything lost had been taken to her, but that would raise a lot of questions about where she had gotten the stone. If the investigators around Lily’s death found out she had kept something from them, there would be consequences.

Sam’s mind turned to the one person she had seen that night. Did Professor Deathshroud have it? She did not like to think he was the sort of grown-up who took a student’s possessions. If anything, she thought, he could help me figure out what it is. I should ask him if he has seen it.

This would mean actually going to class and staying after to catch him before he disappeared. It was like catching a butterfly. Sam resolved to do this very thing.

The next day, however, she was commanded to leave Professor Deathshroud’s class immediately so she could have a private word with her dueling and enchantments professor before that class began. Sam received a lecture and some warning about needing to shape up if she wanted to remain in the class, but she hardly remembered any of it. She was too busy hating herself for losing the stone and not being able to speak to Professor Deathshroud.

Sam became aware of another thing. Anytime she passed a group of students or faculty in the halls, she caught them whispering, then staring right at her, then whispering again. Were they talking about her? Sam didn’t know what people thought about her anymore. Molly, Emma, and Leo still sat with her and spoke to her often, but Sam barely had the pleasure of normal interactions with anyone else. She hadn’t seen David since Lily’s funeral, and even then, he had been on the other side of the room. She wondered if he was avoiding her.

Don’t be silly, she thought. He just has far more important things to worry about than the saddest girl at Ravenwood Academy.

Sam forgot about her promise to go shopping until Molly and Emma showed up at her bedroom door on Saturday morning.

“Get ready for the best shopping excursion of your life!” Emma announced. Although Sam enjoyed Molly’s and Emma’s company very much, she knew shopping without Lily would be one of the stranger experiences of her life. She did not say this, however, as she put on her coat, scarf, gloves, and boots. It would be cold in Paris today.

The girls went to the village, then to the ship, where they felt warm despite the November chill. Spells to make the ship warm had been cast over it so that its passengers did not feel the chill wind until they got off at the port in Paris. After this, they became warm by walking everywhere.

“I want to go to the Rue Saint-Rustique,” Molly told the others. “I’ve never been there, and I’ve heard it’s the oldest street in all of Paris.”

Sam forced a smile. “It’s a lovely place.” She did not say that she and Lily had been there many times and that all of Lily’s favorite cafés and shops were there. She swallowed a rush of grief and followed Emma and Molly along the crowded streets, past the Eiffel Tower and other touristy locations until they reached the top of the Rue Saint-Rustique. Sam peered down the narrow cobblestone street winding toward its main café. The bright red letters of Le Consulate shone against its white exterior. Inside, warm light filled the windows and patrons filtered in and out.

Sam stopped still. She and Lily had come here the last two times they were in Paris. The first time before they came to Ravenwood Academy, and the second time when they had gone to the Louvre and Lily saw her future in a painting. Did she know she was going to die so soon when she saw it? Sam wondered. She began to regret ever taking Lily to that hidden part of the museum. Perhaps sparing Lily from seeing that painting would have allowed her to live longer.

No, Sam thought, whoever killed her would have done it no matter what paintings we did or didn’t see.

Inside, the café was warm. The woman behind the counter spoke French to Emma who ordered them something to eat and drink. They settled at a small round table in a back corner. Although Sam had very little appetite, she was grateful for the warm mug between her hands. Emma and Molly chatted for a while, but Sam did not pay attention to anything they said.

Finally, Emma’s hand on Sam’s arm drew her attention to them. “You’re thinking about Lily, aren’t you?”

Sam nodded and told them of the many occasions she had come here with Lily. Molly’s face fell. “Oh, Sam. We’re so sorry. We should have known. We should have asked you where you wanted to go.”

Sam gave her friend an appreciative but tired smile. “Lily and I have explored almost all of Paris. There weren’t many new places for us to go. This place is just a little extra…special.”

“You don’t have to push Lily out of your mind or feel guilty for being here without her,” Emma suggested. “You can enjoy yourself double. For you and Lily. It is what she would want.”

Emma had not known Lily, and Sam felt indignant hearing Emma say that. How would she know what Lily would want? She was right, though. Lily would not want her moping in the best café in all of Paris. So Sam finished her drink and ate the food Emma had gotten for her. After that, she began to feel better. Moments later, Molly said they should start their shopping. “Any recommendations, Sam?”

“Perhaps it will help to go to all of Lily’s favorite vintage shops. There are a few on this street.” Sam led them across the street to one and they spent a good hour or so inside. Different emotions battled within Sam. Guilt that she had come here with different friends. Piercing sadness whenever she saw something Lily might like, turned to show her, then remembered she was not here. Gratitude that this place still stood and could serve as a reminder of Lily’s expressive life whenever Sam needed it. She felt indulged and grieved. Finally, Emma and Molly had finished their purchases, and they went back out onto the street.

A light snow had begun to fall, and the flurries stuck to their wool coats and hats and the tips of their hair. Sam had dreaded the cold turn into winter and even the first snow, but as she stood there on the Rue Saint-Rustique watching a thin blanket of white cover the street and become illuminated by lights through windows, she felt a strange, distant comfort. It was as though Lily herself had sent the first snow over Paris. She’s here with me even now, Sam thought. She always will be if I just know how to look.

Sam and her friends continued down the street, and a new feeling came over her. Sam began glancing all around. “What is it?” Emma asked.

Sam edged closer between her friends and lowered her voice. “I have the strangest feeling that we’re being watched and followed.”

“By who?” Molly asked in alarm, her voice a bit too loud. She whirled but saw no one. Emma didn’t see anyone either. At least, no one suspicious.

“Never mind,” Sam muttered. “It was just a feeling.” Lily would have told her not to ignore the feeling. Sam knew this well as they made their way down another street, and she realized they were coming to the spot where she’d had the run-in with the muggers. The day was drawing to its close and the sun was low on the horizon. Soon, it would be dark. Sam shivered.

On instinct, she whirled and spotted a man with his face covered by a hood peering down the street right at her. Sam’s heart began to race. He drew back his hood, revealing dark gleaming eyes that stared right into her. He gave her a long strange look that made her uneasy before turning and disappearing down another street. “Did you see that?” Sam asked her friends.

“See what?” Emma’s brows furrowed.

“That man back there. He’s gone now.”

“I didn’t see anyone.”

“There are lots of men around,” Molly added.

Sam thought about doubling back and finding the man, but Molly asked if they could get dinner now. They were close to a restaurant Leo had taken her and her parents to once. Emma agreed, saying her stomach felt like an empty well in a desert. Sam was distracted. She glanced all around her, sensing that the man might pop out of any shadow and grab her. As they neared the restaurant Molly had told them about, she tried to shake the feeling.

The restaurant was crowded and noisy when they entered, and the girls were seated in a back corner at a table with a dim lamp above it. Sam could not help scanning the patrons as the other two ordered wine. “Do you want any?” Emma asked.

Sam snapped out of her daze. “Oh…no, thank you.” She would have normally enjoyed the wine, especially today. It would have calmed her down. At this moment, however, Sam had the feeling she should keep her wits about her. “Excuse me. I’m going to the loo.”

Molly asked if she wanted company, and Sam insisted she could go alone. She wound her way through tables, past the restaurant staff to the back where a swinging door led into a lady’s powder room. Sam stood at the sink and took a few deep breaths. Everything was going to be all⁠—

She paused mid-thought and looked into the mirror. A woman walked into the room. She was tall, with a long black ponytail hanging to her waist. She wore form-fitting clothes and a coat with a belt across her waist. Sam saw a flash of a dagger hilt in the belt beside another object and gasped. The woman had a wand.

In a flash, the woman took her wand out and spoke a spell, and a portal opened right behind Sam. No one else was in the room. Sam tried to call out for help, but her throat was too tight. The woman spoke in a low, cold voice. She wore a cunning smile. “You’re coming with me, Samantha Tempestade.”

“How the hell do you know my name?” Sam managed. She went for her own wand so she could defend herself. Too late.

The other woman pointed her wand and spoke the spell to disarm Sam before sending her reeling back into the dark portal.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Emma checked her watch. “Sam is taking a long time. She’s been gone for about twenty minutes.”

Molly’s brows creased together. “Do you think she’s ok?”

“Today has been a hard day for her. Let’s go check on her.” Emma and Molly rose together and made their way to the lady’s room. Inside they found it empty. “Sam?” Emma called out. No response. She turned to Molly with a bewildered expression on her face. “She’s not in here. Where could she have gone?”

Molly sniffed the air. “There’s a strange smell in here. Almost like…”

Emma’s face went pale, and she finished Molly’s sentence. “Like dark magic was used in here.”

Molly gasped at something she saw on the floor. She bent to pick it up and showed the long, slender object to Emma. “It’s Sam’s wand!”

Emma swallowed hard. “Oh, Molly. I fear our friend is in great trouble.”

They hurried out of the lady’s room to see if Sam had, by chance, gone back to their table. She was not there. Instead, a tall woman in a dark coat with a long ponytail stood over their table as if searching for something. “She’s going through our bags!” Emma exclaimed. “Hey!” Several eyes turned in their direction. Faces frowned at her disturbance. Emma didn’t care. “Get away from that!”

The woman looked up with cold, gleaming eyes. Before Emma or Molly could stop her, she rushed to a side door and disappeared into the street. “Come on!” Emma called to Molly. “Let’s follow her.” She had the feeling that this woman somehow knew of Sam’s sudden disappearance.

Outside, the streets were dark and cold. Emma just barely managed to see the woman disappearing into a portal. “She’s a witch!” Molly gasped. She looked at Emma helplessly. “Do you think she took Sam?”

Emma nodded, feeling sick. “That, and she seemed to be looking for something she thought Sam had. Come on, let’s get back to Ravenwood. We have no damn clue how to find Sam. We’re going to have to get help.” They rushed to get back to the boat, but Emma feared it was too late. Sam was in some serious trouble.
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Sam had already decided she hated portals, but now she really hated portals.

She came out on the other side with a few scrapes and bruises from landing hard on something cold. It felt like concrete, but Sam could hardly see anything. It was dark down here, wherever the hell she was. Groaning, she stood. She had a bump on her head, and though covered in her shirt and coat, her elbow was scraped. Am I still in the portal? she wondered.

Sam decided she wasn’t. Nothing was spinning anymore, though she was still trying to find her balance. It was cold and dark here. The only light was a dim, bluish glow far away. Overhead, she could hear the sound of traffic.

Am I in a tunnel? she asked herself. Sharp fear pierced her. Who was that woman and why had she shoved Sam into a portal? I am in big trouble. She searched for her wand and despaired when she realized her wand was not on her. Then she remembered the woman disarming her before throwing her into the portal. Her wand was back at the restaurant, and Sam was defenseless.

This was turning out to be the second worst day of her life. I should never have gone shopping. Bad things happen when I tour Paris with my friends.

Sam looked around and saw no sign of the woman. It seemed as though the other witch had pushed Sam through the portal before closing it and going on her merry way. What the hell had that woman wanted? She said I was coming with her, but she’s not here. Perhaps the woman would show up later. Sam didn’t have her wand, but she planned to make her fists as useful as she could.

She decided it was a good idea to get out of this tunnel as soon as possible before the woman showed up. Sam knew the witch might have put a tracking spell on her. All the more reason to get out of the cold, dark tunnel. Sam pulled out her phone and breathed a sigh of relief. At least it wasn’t dead. She tried calling Emma first, then Molly. Neither call would go through. She would have to get aboveground before she could call for help. At least she had gone to Paris with her friends. They would grow worried before long. They would go for help at the Academy. Sam just hoped she could scrape out of her unfortunate circumstances before then.

She shone her flashlight from her phone over the tunnel and saw the wet ground leading toward the far-off light. Sam gasped. The rats didn’t surprise her. She had heard them skittering about when she landed out of the portal. The two men sauntering toward her did surprise her. One had his face uncovered while the other’s remained concealed.

Both wore long cloaks and held wands out. The one she could see had mean, gleaming eyes. Sam recognized him. “Hey, you’re my stalker! What the hell do you want?”

The man snarled. “Tell us where the stone is!”

Sam stilled. The stone? How the hell did they know about that? Realization dawned on her, and cold sweat ran down her body. Her heart raced. “You killed Lily.” Then, in a louder voice that was almost a wail, she cried out, “You killed her! You killed my best friend!”

“We didn’t,” the other thug drawled, taking his hood off. He had long dark hair that covered half of his face. From what Sam could see of his face there was a mass of scar tissue, as if once he had been badly burned. She recognized him too, but her reaction to him was stronger.

She gasped. “You were with the muggers that night in Paris when I was with Lily.”

More questions crowded her mind. Did that mean the magical objects they’d had with them were indeed like the stone? Had they been following her and Lily too?

The second thug went on, “Our boss who sent us hired the people who did.” He laughed darkly. “And yes, I was with the muggers you got caught up with last time. The first two had nothing to do with me, of course. They stole some things belonging to the boss. I was sent to get them back. Then I ran into you, of course.”

Sam’s heart skipped a beat. “But you didn’t use magic. Why?”

His lips split into a cunning smile. “I had to be sure you were a magical too.” She didn’t understand why he had been tracking her. She and Lily had been nothing but two students trying to get to Ravenwood Academy. At least she had confirmation that Lily had been murdered and that took precedence over her other questions. “Who’s your boss? Was it that woman who pushed me into this damn place?” Her anger rose.

The men laughed. “Her? Oh no. She’s just helping us find the stone.”

“I don’t have it,” Sam ground out.

The first man, who had been following her before, rolled his eyes. “You can hand it over or we can beat you down and strip everything off you. You make the choice.”

“I. Don’t. Have. It. I lost it.”

The men glanced at one another as if weighing whether she was telling the truth. The second man shrugged. “We beat you down then.”

Instinct and years of hand-to-hand combat training took over Sam’s body. The two thugs had wands, which gave them the advantage, but Sam was determined to use every part of her body and the stores of magical energy within her to the best of her ability. The second thug lunged. Sam kicked out her foot, hitting him first in the jaw and then hard in the hand so that his wand clattered to the ground. She kicked the wand into the nearest sewer and lunged toward him, fists flying. The man lay on the ground, groaning and clutching at his bloodied nose and mouth.

The other man was not so easy to put down. He cast a spell as Sam spun to face him. Sam knew the spell well, for she had used it many times in her dueling and disenchantments class. She would have used it then, if only she had her damn wand on her. The spell hit her right in the chest and paralyzed her for a moment. She was pinned to the curved, stone wall of the tunnel as the man marched toward her. “Give us the stone, bitch!”

She spat in his face when he was close enough for it. “I don’t have it!”

“Then where is it?” he demanded.

“Now if I knew that, the stone wouldn’t be fucking lost, would it?”

The man took her chin in his greasy hand. “Don’t act smart, bitch. We’re going to get it.”

Sam cried out and with all her strength, kicked both legs up and into his stomach, sending him reeling back and out of breath. Sam raced toward him with her fists out. He was taller than the other man, though, and she only hit him in the chest.

He waved his wand and uttered another spell. It missed, and purple light hit the wall behind her. He cast another spell and missed again. Sam ducked and rolled. She didn’t have her wand, but her dagger was still attached to her belt. It was enchanted, too. When she’d learned to fight years ago, her father had taught her that though magic was powerful and helpful, it was good to be able to rely on other things as well.

Sam slashed out with her blade, cutting across the man’s shins before he could figure out what she had done. Screaming in pain, he fell to his knees on the tunnel floor. Sam reached for his wand, plucked it from his hand, and threw it down the tunnel. She grabbed a fistful of his hair and jerked his head back. With her knife pressed just under his chin, she demanded, “Now why are you here? What is that stone and why the hell do you want it?”

She began to tremble as rage filled every part of her body. “Why did your boss have my friend killed?” Tears pressed into her eyes.

The thug laughed despite the pain in his body. “You don’t know what that stone does? A pity. You could have used it before now.”

“Tell me!” Sam screamed, digging the knife further into his skin. A thin trickle of blood went down his throat.

The man didn’t answer any of her questions, only gave her a cold smile. “You’re feistier than you look. Perhaps they should have killed you instead of the other girl.”

Sam bared her teeth in a snarl. “I’ll kill you right now if you don’t ans⁠—”

Her threat was cut off by the sound of a portal opening to her left. Still holding the knife to the man, she turned her head to see the open portal and the woman from the restaurant stepping out of it. Sam’s heart sank. The woman had her wand pointed at her. “I’ll kill your man if you take one step closer!” Sam called out.

The woman shrugged with a feline gracefulness. She moved with a confident stride. “Oh well. Sacrifices have to be made.”

The man whimpered. The woman glanced at the two men. “I couldn’t find the stone. The girl must have it.”

“I told them already,” Sam gritted out. “I lost it.”

The woman sneered and launched toward Sam with her wand at the ready. Sam knew she would be no match for the woman and so dropped the man’s head and took off in the opposite direction. She didn’t have her wand, but her magic would allow her to run hard and fast for a long time. Sam just hoped it would be long enough. The woman could portal around and catch her whenever she wanted.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Sam muttered as she took a sharp turn through the tunnel. She went deeper down into coldness and darkness. Her breathing became labored, and her muscles ached from exertion. This is what I get for not working out the past few weeks, she thought.

“I know these tunnels better than you do,” the woman called after her. “You can’t get out. I’ll find you, and I’ll find that fucking stone!”

“I don’t get what’s so special about that damn rock,” Sam muttered as she kept running. Her boots slapped against the ground. Her hard breathing echoed through the tunnels.

She had to halt a moment later when she came to a dead end. A heavy metal piece was in front of her. A sewer grate. The sounds of something skittering on the ground told Sam there were rats. She tried not to throw up. She would have to crawl through that part of the sewer. It was perhaps the least appealing idea she had ever had, but it was better than facing off with the witch pursuing her. She imagined the witch and her thugs tearing her apart, taking everything off her body in search of the stone. She imagined herself ending up like Lily had.

I don’t want to die.

With a cry of effort, Sam yanked on the heavy metal grate. It would not budge. She cried out again, sending as much of her magic into it as she could, and the grate moved. Only an inch, but it was something. She sent her magic forth again. It moved more. Finally, Sam was able to open it enough to crawl through. She landed knee-deep in cold water. Something moved against her leg. A rat. She wrenched away. I have to get out of here!

Sam continued through the tunnel as quickly as she could. Finally, she came to a drop-off section where she was able to jump down a few feet and stand once more. She gasped. She could see here. Torches lined the stone walls. She wasn’t in a sewer anymore. The ground was dry, and the walls were stone but not like they had been in the sewer. This part of the tunnel system was much older. Faded carvings were all over the walls. It looks like a catacomb, Sam thought. She had heard of catacombs being underneath Paris. Lily had always wanted to explore them, but they had never had the chance to do it. Well, they had, but shopping had taken priority. Now Sam wished they had explored before. Maybe then she would know how the hell to get out of them.

She continued down the passageway and soon, the torches stood empty and unlit. Sam was enclosed in darkness once more. At least she no longer heard the sounds of hot pursuit. The woman either had given up at the sewer or was planning some other way to find Sam. She really hoped she did not have a tracking spell on her.

Sam picked up her pace. There had to be a tunnel that led out of the catacombs into some tourist location where people could go down into the ancient crypts. It was just a matter of finding them and not getting caught in some museum after hours. I will have to find somewhere I can call Emma and Molly. By this point, Sam knew she had missed the boat back to the Academy.

None of this mattered the next moment, however, when Sam ran into a wall. She felt along it and realized she had reached another dead end. She cursed and turned to go back the way she had come. Maybe I missed a turn.

Before Sam took a step, a pair of hands grabbed her and pulled her close. Sam screamed and struggled against her captor. It was not the witch who was chasing her. No, these hands were far stronger. “Let me go!” Sam screamed. Her captor put a hand over her mouth, stifling her cries.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Emma and Molly wasted no time when they returned to the Academy. They went straight to Chancellor Lazar’s office and burst in without knocking, wide-eyed and out of breath. At first, the chancellor gave them a look as if very displeased by their intrusion. He seemed to be in the middle of a conversation with the three uniformed investigators in charge of finding out about Lily’s murder. They wore an insignia and badge on the left side of their cloaks. They had been here for weeks and somehow had found out nothing about Lily’s murder.

“What is the meaning of—” Chancellor Lazar began before he was interrupted.

“It’s Sam! She needs our help!” Molly cried out.

Emma was a bit calmer, though not much. Hurriedly, she explained all that had happened in Paris. The chancellor’s face grew worried.

“One moment please,” he said once the girls had finished.

“Are you going to help her?” Molly wailed.

“Yes, one moment.” Chancellor Lazar cast an enchantment over a mirror and said something to someone in it. A moment later, the doors opened, and another wizard appeared.

Professor Deathshroud looked grim. “Yes, Chancellor?”

Molly and Emma shared a look of surprise and confusion. Why had the chancellor asked Professor Deathshroud to come? They were surprised to see Deathshroud since they only saw him in class and sometimes during meals in the Star Hull.

Chancellor Lazar waved for the investigators to leave them. “I will speak to you again soon once we have helped a student who is in trouble.”

At least he was putting his students first in this matter. Emma and Molly waited impatiently, both wondering why Professor Deathshroud had to be there. “Girls, please tell Professor Deathshroud what you just told me.”

Emma repeated the story.

“And you say this woman was searching for something?” Marcus asked when she finished.

“That’s what it looked like, but we chased her off. We tried to follow her, but she jumped into a portal before we could catch her.”

“It is better that way,” Chancellor Lazar remarked. “She may have been dangerous.” He sighed. “We may have to keep all students at the Academy for some time or send chaperones with them when they leave the island.”

Emma and Molly stilled. Things were getting quite serious. Both could not help thinking over all the strange occurrences that had happened since the start of term. They all seemed to circle around Samantha Tempestade and Lily Vivace. What was so special about them? Emma thought about the portal, the cave, and the beasts. Sam had been there. Molly thought of the attack on the village. Sam had been there. She remembered walking into Sam’s and Lily’s room and finding Sam there, clutching at Lily’s cold body with a distant look in her eyes. She wondered what might have happened if those two girls had never shown up at the Academy.

I would not have her as a friend, that’s what, Molly thought. And now my friend is in trouble.

Professor Deathshroud asked her to describe the woman again.

Emma did, then Molly added, “Sam said she thought we were being followed today, but neither Emma nor I ever noticed anyone.”

Professor Deathshroud and Chancellor Lazar shared a long, heavy look. “I think I know where they have taken her.” Professor Deathshroud’s voice was grave. “Into the catacombs.”

Molly had several questions. How did he know that? What catacombs? Who were the “they” he referred to?

“Please,” Molly begged. “Just help our friend.” She took out Sam’s wand and handed it to him. “And return this to her.”

Professor Deathshroud took the wand thoughtfully. “I will find her and bring her back. Rest assured.” He opened a portal and disappeared.
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Sam fought hard against her captor, but he was much stronger than her.

She wondered if she had her wand and wasn’t so tired from running through tunnels, sewers, and catacombs if she would have been able to fend him off. She didn’t think so. He was far more skilled than she was. Sam’s heart sank in dread and defeat. She had made it so far only to be caught again. This is it, she thought.

“Shh, quiet, my dear. We don’t want the others to find us,” came her captor’s low, gentle voice. The sound of it surprised her.

Sam ceased struggling. She knew that voice. The man lifted his hand off her mouth and she turned to face him in the dark. “Professor Deathshroud?” she gasped. She could not yet see his face.

A second later, a light filled the catacomb from the end of a wand, illuminating his face. “I am glad I found you, Samantha.”

Sam sighed with relief. “How did you know I was here?”

“Lucky guess,” he replied. Sam had the feeling he had not come here by luck. “Your friends came to the Academy after they noticed you missing and told us what happened.” He fished something out of his cloak and handed it to her. “I’m guessing you will want this back.”

Sam took her wand. “Thank you. I thought I was done for. I thought my old bad luck had caught up to me again.”

“Tell me what happened.”

Sam did. Professor Deathshroud nodded along as if Emma’s and Molly’s end of the story matched up. “You were being followed all day, it seems.”

Sam was relieved to discover, at least, that she had not been imagining things. Still, the reality sobered her. “Why? By who?”

“Not here. We can talk when it is safe.”

“Do you know a way out?”

“I got in, didn’t I?”

“Right.”

“And you said they kept asking you about a stone?”

Sam nodded. “But I lost it.”

“Tell me more about this stone.”

Sam huffed in irritation. Why was it that she had to answer all his questions, but he answered none of hers? “Lily found it. I don’t know when or where but about a week before she died, it showed up on her shelf. I… I took it before the investigators could. I knew it was different. I had a feeling it could explain why she was acting so strange. I know it was wrong of me not to turn it over. I just thought… well, I wanted to be the one who found out the truth.”

Professor Deathshroud gave an understanding nod. “That explains your research. You didn’t touch it did you?”

Sam shook her head.

“Good.”

He waved his wand around to cast light over the floor. A few feet away, Sam saw three bodies. “Your story explains those three.” The bodies were unconscious. Sam did not recognize them. Apparently, whoever sent the witch and her two thugs had also sent reinforcements. “They were waiting for you to appear, but I took care of them before you arrived.”

“You’ve been here for a while?”

“Only a few minutes.” Marcus waved a casual hand toward the unconscious bodies. “They were easily dealt with.”

Sam’s eyes roved over them. Shock sluiced through her. “Who the hell are they?”

“They are members of a small-time magic gang,” Marcus explained. “They usually run simple operations like shilling illegal goods and thievery. With the advantage of magic, of course. They are quite fond of glamouring. The woman and thugs you told me about might have even been in disguise.”

“But why?”

“In case they decide to follow you again.”

Sam felt cold. This meant she would not be able to leave the Academy for some time, at least not without being guarded.

Marcus looked over the bodies once more. “It looks like they are working under a new boss now. This gang’s leader would not have a young witch chased down for a stone. He does not care about such things. Someone else wants that stone of yours very badly.”

“But I don’t even have it. Like I said, I lost it.”

Professor Deathshroud’s eyes twinkled. “I have a confession to make, Samantha.”

Sam didn’t know whether to feel relieved or annoyed. “You have it.”

He nodded. “Come along now. It’s best we get back to the Academy. Once we are there, I will explain. Right now, it is important for you to get back to your friends. They have been quite worried about you.” He opened a portal, then paused. “You are fortunate to have friends who care about you as much as they do. Not all of us are so lucky.”

Sam wondered at this remark and was struck by the sense that Professor Marcus Deathshroud was perhaps a lonely person. “Thank you for coming here to get me.”

The professor gave her a kind smile. “Never mind that. We should leave before anyone comes down here and finds the bodies. If you’re found by the authorities down here, you won’t have much of a chance to avenge your friend, will you?”

This was the first time Sam felt someone was on her side about Lily.

Professor Deathshroud ushered her closer. “Now step through this portal and we’ll be home. I can see you have not had pleasant experiences with portals before. Hopefully this one won’t be too bad.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Sam’s potions class the next day seemed to last an eternity.

Will this ever be over? she thought, suppressing a groan.

Emma nudged her from where they sat together at the back of the class and whispered, “Don’t fall asleep, Sam.”

It took everything in Sam not to doze off. She had gotten back to the Academy late the night before. Although she had spent no time with Professor Deathshroud finding out what the hell had happened, he had promised to speak to her the next day after class. If I make it, she thought. Sam checked her watch.

Her potions class was supposed to be over fifteen minutes ago, and her class with Professor Deathshroud was next. She had hoped to get there early, but now it seemed like she would get there right as it began.

Her potions professor droned on. It was as though he liked to speak as slowly as possible. Even Emma seemed like she was about to tear her hair out. She tapped the end of her pencil against the desk, impatient to get out. Emma and Molly had not had much sleep either, both having laid awake most of the night thinking about what had happened.

After returning the night before, Sam had taken a very long bath to rid her body of the sewer tunnel grime and then explained to Emma and Molly what had happened.

“We will leave you to sleep now,” Emma had told her when Sam finished her story. “You poor thing.”

“I can’t thank the two of you enough for going for help. I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t.”

Emma gave her a tired smile. “It wasn’t like we could just leave you there.”

“Thank you all the same.”

“Chancellor Lazar told us not to speak of it to anyone around school,” Molly added before the girls left Sam to sleep. “Says spreading fear among the student body will only make matters worse.”

Sam was inclined to agree, but she wasn’t fond of secrecy, especially after everything that had happened with Lily. “For now, this stays between us. Tomorrow, I’m going to get answers and I’m not going to keep my mouth shut for long if I feel like other people need to hear it.”

Emma and Molly nodded in agreement. “But remember that Chancellor Lazar and the other authorities at this school have dealt with worse matters than you had to face last night,” Emma suggested. “We have to trust them to some extent.”

The next day, Sam barely made it to her first class. In dueling and enchantments, she could hardly pay attention. Several times, her professor gave her a sharp look. Oh no, Sam thought. I’m going to fail this class, aren’t I? After class, Sam slipped out of the room before her professor could confront her.

Now, her potions professor prattled on about how moonwort and dragon flowers should never be combined when there were night berries involved. Why, Sam did not know, but Emma had taken careful notes Sam would ask to see later. Thank whatever powers above for my friends.

The next thing she knew, students had gotten up, packed their bags, and filed out into the hall. Sam followed. “Going to Deathshroud’s class now?” Emma asked.

Sam nodded.

“See you tonight.”

Emma disappeared into the crowd and Sam hurried through the east wing of the castle to the last door in a hallway, where Professor Deathshroud’s class had just begun. She slipped in and several pairs of eyes strayed in her direction. “Ah, our last student is here,” Marcus called. “Let us begin.” Normally, he would have begun without her. Sam could see he had special plans for today.

He went on, “Today you will practice what you have learned in another location.” Low, interested murmurs passed through the room. “I will use a rune to teleport all of you away. This is to help you be prepared for when you suddenly find yourself in a location you did not intend to be in. There, you will have some obstacles to face and some puzzles to solve to come back. Have no fear, though. I will be keeping watch via scrying bowl. If anything should go wrong, I will pull you all right back out.”

The students were equal parts hesitant and excited. He put them together in the center of the room where he had cast a rune on the floor. Sam was among them when Professor Deathshroud spoke the spell. She expected to disappear, but the next thing she knew, all of her fellow classmates had disappeared, and it was only her and Marcus in the room.

His gray eyes twinkled. “Now we can speak privately.”

“We couldn’t have done this after class?” Sam asked.

Marcus shook his head, his long beard brushing against his robes. “The sooner we can speak the better. Besides, I try not to meet with students after class time unless we are conducting extra classes or there are extreme circumstances.”

Sam folded her arms across her chest. “Such as one being stuck in a catacomb in Paris with magical thieves pursuing her?”

“Precisely.” Marcus went to a cupboard and reached in for something wrapped in a scarf.

Sam’s heart rate increased as he placed it on his desk. She recognized the scarf and the object within that Marcus unwrapped, careful not to touch it with his bare fingers. “The stone.” She spoke in a low tone.

Marcus nodded. “Do not touch it, Samantha. Only look. What you are seeing is called an Essence Stone. It is quite rare. In fact, I have only seen two others in my entire life.”

Sam leaned closer. The white stone with its strange markings looked unchanged from when she last laid eyes on it. “What’s it for?”

“To disguise oneself as a completely different person,” Professor Deathshroud answered. “This is done by extracting another person’s mana.”

Sam’s eyes went wide. “You can do that?”

Marcus nodded again. “It is a difficult process and must be placed into the hands of an already weak magical person.”

Sam thought of Lily in those last few weeks before her death. She remembered how cold she had been, how distant her eyes always were. Was she considered weak? “Do you think Lily ended up with the stone on purpose?”

Marcus shook his head. “I know she didn’t, but I will explain that in a moment. Meaning, I know she did not seek it out herself. Tell me, did Lily ever have possession of any other strange thing, perhaps of a dark quality, since coming to Ravenwood?”

Sam nodded and told Deathshroud about the books. “I don’t know where she got them.”

“Hmm.” He stroked his beard. “Most interesting.” He was in deep thought for so long that Sam grew irritated. Was he going to let her in on anything?

“There’s one thing I haven’t told you about yet,” Sam admitted after a long pause. She had her satchel at her side and now placed it on the table. Opening it, she withdrew the several magical objects she had picked up off the muggers months ago. She told her professor how she had come to have them and the connection they had to one of the thugs from the tunnels.

Professor Deathshroud’s brows drew together until a line formed over his nose. “Most interesting.”

I wish he would say something else, Sam thought.

“These things have the same markings as the stone,” he pointed out. “Do you know what these markings are?”

Sam shook her head. “I looked but I couldn’t find out.”

“You were reading the wrong books. You should have been reading about magical writings and engravings, not stones. This sort of writing could go on anything. It is a form of dark magic and has many different names, depending on the witch or wizard you speak to. This writing shows us that those who are behind the placement of the stone also once had possession of these artifacts.” He gestured to what Sam had laid on the table.

Sam was still for a long moment before she spoke. “I touched them. Is that bad?”

“Have you felt anything wrong with you since doing so?”

She shook her head.

“Perhaps not, then, though it would not hurt to give you a cleansing. Come with me.”

Marcus went to the other side of the room where a basin of water sat by a wide window. Sunlight poured in, making the water in the basin look like gold. “I will perform the ritual. All you need to do is close your eyes and focus on your own magic within you.”

Sam did as she was instructed. She didn’t feel anything for a long moment. Then, the magic within her felt warm and rushing like a river. A few minutes later, Professor Deathshroud told her she could open her eyes. The basin was no longer gold but pale with something black resting at the bottom.

“There was some darkness inside you from the artifacts,” Marcus reported. “Nothing so great that you felt its presence, though.” He returned to his desk where he gathered up the artifacts without touching them directly and put them away where the stone had been. “I will keep these for now until we have a better understanding of where they came from.”

Sam thought for a long moment. Then her eyes brightened. She pointed to the white stone that Marcus had left out on the desk. “Can we use that to find out who was changing themselves? Somebody must have been using it to disguise themselves. In that case, the mana extracted from the person would be inside it still.”

Marcus glanced at the stone. “First we would need to see if the stone has already been used.” He pointed to the engravings. “Do you see how faded they are? The more faded it is, the less a person’s mana is inside it. This either means the person from whom the mana was extracted did not have much to give, or…”

“Or it has been used.” Sam locked her eyes with his, growing excited. “How do we find out who used it?”

Marcus Deathshroud smiled at her. “I am already ahead of you. We need not use the stone.”

Sam’s brows furrowed and she was about to ask her professor what he meant when Marcus walked over to a tall cabinet and kicked it open. Sam gaped at the sight of a man tied up inside. “Samantha, meet Harris Darby, a lieutenant of the Mindblades, the gang who is responsible for your friend’s death.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Sam was caught between surprise and a sudden burst of anger. She recognized the man as the same one who she had fought in the mugging months ago, and again the night before in the tunnels. Harris Darby. She liked him bound up and stuffed in a cabinet far better than she had the two previous times she met him.

Marcus dragged the man from the cabinet. Harris’ eyes opened and he blinked, his expression dazed. As he took stock of his surroundings and the two people staring at him, his face changed from surprise to recognition to fear. “Where am I? I demand you tell me right now!”

Marcus flicked the end of his wand over the walls in his classroom, sealing them with a soundproof spell so no one would hear the interrogation about to take place.

Sam peered down at him with a hard look on her face. “Not until you answer every single one of my questions.” Professor Deathshroud put the man in a chair. He was still bound at his wrists and ankles.

Harris gave her a nasty look. “I won’t tell you anything, bitch.” His flashing eyes flicked to Marcus and changed, afraid of what the old wizard might do to him.

Sure enough, Marcus raised his wand. “There are many ways we can find out the truth, Mr. Darby, but it would be a lot less painful on your part to simply tell us. Your choice.”

Harris’ eyes roved back to Sam, and he squeaked, “What do you want to know?”

“My friend was killed by your gang.” Sam pointed to the stone on the table. “And that seemed to kill her. Is that true?”

“It… It did,” he stammered.

“Who brought it here?”

“I did. But I didn’t mean for it to kill her! I was looking for it so no one else would meet the same fate.”

“A likely story,” Sam drawled.

“I lost it here,” Harris exclaimed. “I dropped it last time I was here. She must have picked it up. I never meant for her to find it or for her to…” He seemed beside himself. “I was taken off mission as soon as they found out I lost the stone. That was about a week after. I wasn’t even in Paris the night she died.”

“Where were you after you lost the stone before they took you off mission?” Sam asked.

“Here. In the school. I was hiding under it.”

Sam recalled seeing Lily’s location being under the Academy. Had she gone there to meet Harris or been lured there? “And after you found out she was dead?”

“I came looking for the stone. I had help, of course. I tracked you down and tried to get it back but…”

“I know what happened after that,” Sam snapped.

“Next thing I knew this assho… guy found me and knocked me out cold.” Harris jerked his head toward Deathshroud. “All I remember is waking up in the darkness of this…” He glanced at where he had been stuffed. “Cabinet?” His voice was weak and raspy.

“If you didn’t mean to leave the stone in the school, what the hell were you doing here to begin with?” Sam demanded.

“I was instructed by the leader of the Mindblades to deliver some books to a Lily Vivace. I assume that is your friend.”

“Books?” Sam remembered the tomes on cults and demonology Lily had been studying.

Harris nodded. “They told me to come disguised as a young man who once attended this school. That was why I had the stone. To disguise myself. I wasn’t touching it though. That’s why it didn’t hurt me. Anyway, I gave her the books like I was supposed to, then I left. Don’t ask me why they wanted her to have the books. I don’t know.”

The professor pressed, “And who was this young man you disguised yourself as?”

“Colin Braise.”

Sam watched Marcus’ face go white with shock. He stumbled back and caught himself on the desk. “You knew him?” Harris asked.

Marcus gave the barest of nods. “But he died years ago. It would not be possible to have his mana in that stone.”

“He isn’t dead,” Harris insisted. “I haven’t seen him, but they talk about him. The others.”

All Sam could do was watch as Marcus’ mind worked overtime to make sense of what he thought he knew and the information Harris was giving him.

“The Mindblades took him years ago,” Harris went on. “Tortured him or whatever. I don’t know, but he’s weak now and they put his mana into the stone and gave it to me.”

“Why did they want you disguised as this young man?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know. The leader of the Mindblades is a sick person.” Harris’ voice had contempt in it. “I wish I’d never got wrapped up in it, but I had no choice. My Mum… well, they were going to kill her. I don’t think that Braise guy had a choice either.” Harris looked at Marcus. “I see you cared about the kid.”

Marcus’ face became hard and steely.

Sam’s mind raced, desperate to put the pieces of the story together. “And who is the leader of the Mindblades?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

Marcus raised his wand.

“I don’t know!” Harris shrieked. “Almost no one in the Mindblades has ever seen him. He goes by various titles, but no one knows his real name. I’ve seen him only once and even then, he wore a mask and cloak and all that. I didn’t see his face.”

“The leader of the Mindblades was a woman,” Marcus cut in. “And the gang used to be a group, not a gang. They did good work with magic, not these murderous matters we’ve seen recently.”

Harris shook his head. “The former leader of the Mindblades is gone. Don’t ask me what happened to her. I don’t have a damn clue, but I suspect the new leader had something to do with it. He’s only been our leader for a few months now, and he’s been doing things that have never been done before.”

“Like murdering nineteen-year-old girls,” Sam gritted out.

Harris looked like he would have pulled his hair out if his arms weren’t bound. “I told you, the stone was never meant to kill her. She was just supposed to read the books. She was supposed to… join us eventually.”

“Join you?” Sam threw her hands up. “What the hell!”

“This leader of yours,” Marcus broke in. “Tell us more about him. Anything you know.”

“Well, there’s not a lot.” Harris sighed. “He’s really focused on getting people inside the Academy to join him. He wants to knock down the barrier.”

“What barrier?”

“Between him and the school. He’s locked out. Can’t get in for some reason. Don’t ask me how. I don’t know.”

“That was why he sent you in,” Sam realized aloud.

Harris nodded.

“Is there anyone else?”

Harris shrugged. “I don’t know. They tell me what to do, not what all the other plans are. There could be others hiding as students, but I could not tell if that’s the case and if it is, I don’t know who.”

Sam felt cold and suddenly grateful that no one but her, Molly, Emma, Chancellor Lazar, and Marcus knew about last night’s events. I am going to have to be more careful around everyone from now on.

“I don’t know what his motive is,” Harris added. “I figured it has something to do with settling a score.”

At this, Marcus’ brows pulled together in tight concentration.

“Anything else you want to ask him?” Marcus said to Sam.

She questioned Harris for a bit longer. He confirmed that the Mindblades were behind the attack on the village and for sending the ten students of the race into the cave. “They were trying to figure out which ones were good with magic. For their… recruiting.” After that, he was unable to find out anything else. He had told them everything he knew. Marcus hauled Harris up from his seat and tossed him back into the cabinet and closed it with a snap of his wand. Runes appeared over the furniture, making the cabinet a prison. Marcus turned to his pupil. “Don’t worry. It’s not as small in there as it may look. I will deal with him later.”

Sam’s eyes were wide with concern. “Should we report all of this to the officials?”

Marcus nodded, a grim expression on his face. “I have been sending Chancellor Lazar and the investigators involved all the necessary information, but I worry that if we leave it all up to them, nothing will be done. It is part of my job to protect the Academy, and I feel partially responsible for all of this.” Sam wanted to ask why, but he continued. “I am going to deal with the Mindblades no matter what it takes. There is far more going on than I first suspected.” His eyes met hers, his gaze intense. “And I want to know, do you wish to help?”

“Of course I want to help, but I don’t see why you would ask me. I’m not even taking classes to be a magical guardian or soldier. My skills amount to basic defenses.”

“I know this, dear, but you have shown your skills could be a match for a guardian. More importantly, you know what it is like to lose a friend to the machinations of the sick and vile, and how that hatred and sorrow can fester. I am not simply offering you a chance to show what skills you have gained, Samantha. I am offering you the chance to avenge your friend for her memory and your own future.”

The words sank into Sam. “I want to, but I’m afraid.”

He nodded. “I understand. There is something else.” He drew her to the window where they had sat together. “Do you remember the day you saw my scars?”

Sam’s brows furrowed, for she was unsure of why this mattered. “Yes.”

“Can you see them now?”

She nodded.

“I have my scars glamoured, Samantha. No one has ever told me they can see them before.”

Sam’s brows went up. “What does that mean?”

“Do you see protective spells around books, old things, and the dome outside, for instance?”

Again, Sam nodded. “But I thought everyone could.”

“Not so. You have a special gift. I have seen others with it before, but not many. You have the ability to see through magic. Your powers are very limited right now due to little training, but you could become stronger if you apply yourself.”

Sam didn’t know what to think. She had never pictured herself as having a rare ability.

“It is my belief that your friend Lily had this same gift,” Marcus went on. “Furthermore, you both seemed capable of harnessing magic without a wand. Of course, this does not mean you can cast spells without one, but it does mean you can use the magic already in your body in other situations. Fighting, for instance.”

Sam had always thought anyone could do that.

“You girls are more special than any of us realized,” Marcus added. “It is true what some people around the Academy say about my ‘apprentices.’ I like to find such students with rare abilities and train them to use these gifts.”

Sam shifted. “People say your apprentices always disappear and are never heard from again. Am I going to disappear?”

Marcus’ gaze was somber. “I hope not, and I wished I could have saved past apprentices before. What they say about them disappearing is true, but I do not know where they went or why. I have come to realize, however, after questioning our friend Mr. Darby, that this mysterious leader of the Mindblades has been at work for much longer than he has been leader of the people who once did good work for all magicals. He has replaced them with people who can do his vile bidding. I believe some, if not all of my apprentices have been recruited.”

Sam swallowed hard, feeling sick. “They were trying to do the same to Lily.”

“And they might want you next,” Marcus warned gravely. “But you and I are going to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Sam’s mind raced. On one hand, she was terrified to face the higher players in the Mindblades. On the other hand, she could not let Lily’s death go unavenged. She took a deep breath before turning to Professor Deathshroud. “I will help you.” Determination was in her voice. “I want to bring those responsible for Lily’s death to justice, no matter what it takes.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“I want you to take you up on those extra after-class lessons,” Sam told her dueling and enchantments professor the next day.

The professor looked down at Sam with surprise. She sniffed through her sharp, pointed nose. “I see. Good to hear. We can begin tomorrow. Come here when all your other classes are completed.”

“Anything I should do to prepare?”

“Don’t think it is going to be easy.”

Sam did not think any of her preparation to face the Mindblades would be easy. She was determined to get her grades back up to where they had been her first few weeks at the Academy. These next two weeks are going to be very long, she thought.

Two weeks was how long Professor Deathshroud said he thought he would need to find out what the gang was up to, where they were operating out of, and just how many operatives were working for them. He would keep Harris Darby locked in a cabinet until he found out all he could. Unfortunately, the current unnamed leader of the gang had been very clever about not giving too much information to one operative or another. There was not much else Mr. Darby could yield, and so he spent his days in a dark cabinet wishing he had never been born.

“It will be good for him,” Marcus told Sam one evening when she came to his classroom while everyone else was at dinner. “Perhaps when he is out of his long time out, he will switch his loyalties.”

“Sounds to me like he never wanted to be part of the Mindblades as they are now,” Sam remarked.

Marcus nodded. “I am sure the gang has many operatives who were forced into their current work. Even so, he could have done things to prevent… well, you know.”

Sam still thought about Lily all the time but instead of the memories shutting her down, they spurred her on harder into her work. She stood in Professor Deathshroud’s class now for that very reason. “I want to be stronger. I want my skills to be as good as they can when the time comes. But I’m going to need help.” She told him she spent all her spare time in the library, studying so she could pass tests and receive new advancements and lessons. She had spoken with more than one professor about extra review periods. Marcus was one who would give her extra lessons at night.

At this moment, however, they were not having lessons. Sam had come to find out what Marcus was up to and how he planned to find the Mindblades’ headquarters. “I suspect they have set up their main operation somewhere in the canal and catacomb system beneath the city,” Marcus explained, “though I doubt their leader stays there. He probably has some hidden home elsewhere with plenty of wards and other defenses.” He had asked Harris if this was the case, but Harris did not know. “I plan to go into the city over the weekend while I have no classes to teach. I will scour the city as much as possible. I even hope to run into some of the informants and gather whatever information I can.” He smiled at Sam. “That stone might be useful to us after all.”

“You’re going to change yourself to look like Harris, aren’t you?”

Marcus nodded. “I won’t make direct contact with the stone, of course.”

“Good.” Sam sighed. “I don’t want to lose anyone else.”

“That is why finding out what we can about the Mindblades is so important.”

“Can I come with you?”

Marcus shook his head. “Not yet. You are better off spending your time here learning whatever you can to prepare you.”

Sam yawned. “I’m sick of being in the library and reading books and training, but don’t take that as a sign that I’m going to quit. I will keep going.”

“You have not slept much,” Marcus observed. “Rest, my dear. Spend time with your friends. You are still a young woman. You need not devote all your time to serious matters.”

Sam thought about this for a long moment as she sat by the darkened window and peered out into the garden. Nothing was alive out there anymore. A frost lay over the ground. The panes were cloudy and cold to the touch. “Lily always said I wasn’t serious enough. That changed when she left.” Sam’s voice was small but thoughtful instead of sorrowful. “Lily changed me by being my best friend, but she changed me by leaving too.”

“You make it sound like she did it on purpose. She did not want to leave you,” Marcus assured her.

Sam fought back tears. “I know.”

Marcus wandered around the room, gathering various books, quills, parchment, and objects Sam could not give names to. He spoke at length about how he understood the loss of a friend to dark magic and death. “I believe I want to help for many reasons, Samantha. I feel responsible for what has happened, but it may be because I never found out the truth about one of my own old friends. You see, there was someone a long time ago who…”

He turned and smiling sadly, stopped speaking. Sam had fallen asleep by the window.
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Sam saw no choice the next day but to return to the library again. With Marcus gone and no other teachers willing to give her additional lessons on their day off, Sam was once again accompanied by a pile of books in a cozy corner of the library while pale winter sunlight shone through the window. She hardly knew what she was reading since her eyes were heavy with the desire to sleep. The book had something to do with defensive magic and its history. Sam was dozing off, her head drooping over the book, when her phone dinged with a message.

A woman nearby who was putting books away turned and scowled at her. Sam mouthed a “sorry” and turned the sound on her phone down. She had forgotten to do so before coming into the library. It wasn’t the only thing she had forgotten about. The text was from Emma to her, Molly, and one of Emma’s other friends.

Still good for girls night tonight?

Sam had forgotten about their plans. This would be good, she thought, remembering Marcus’ instructions for her to rest and act like a normal nineteen-year-old. She typed in a response.

I’ll be there.

Molly and Emma’s other friend sent similar responses. Emma’s second text came last.

Good. Because I just bought all of you your favorite candy.

Sam was putting her phone down when she heard someone clearing their throat behind her. Turning, she saw the tall figure of a young man standing there with a gentle smile on his face. “Hiya, Sam.”

“David, hello.” She had not seen him in weeks. Of course, him being a third-year meant they had no classes together and no other races had been held. “What are you doing here?”

He chuckled. “The same as you, I imagine. Looking for a book. Studying. You know.”

“Right.” Sam felt suddenly flustered and didn’t like it one bit.

David looked like he was about to wander off again then turned and lingered as if he were about to say something. “Look, Sam.”

She turned from where she had been looking out the window. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry about everything that happened with Lily. I can’t imagine how you have been feeling or what you have had to go through. She was your best friend.”

“She was.”

He dragged a hand through his thick curls. “And I know we don’t see much of each other, but Emma tells me what a hard time you have had. I know she’s your friend, and I want you to know I can be your friend too. I am here if you need anything.”

Sam remembered Emma and David coming out of the girl’s wing of the castle the night of Lily’s death, clinging to one another and drunk. A small spike of jealousy shot through her, but she shoved it away. Now was not the time to trouble herself over who David liked or didn’t like. She forced a smile. “Thank you. I will keep that in mind.”

“See you later then.” He smiled and waved as he walked away.

“See you later.” Sam watched him wind through the library and greet the woman at the front desk before disappearing into the hall. Sam wished she could follow him and tell him everything she had learned. She wished she could tell him she had answers about the cave incident and the attack on the village. She kept herself seated, however, and remembered the promise she had made to Professor Deathshroud. She would not tell anyone until they knew more. No need to spread fear around.

Sam left the library not long after, intent on taking a nap before dinnertime. On her way back to the girls’ wing, she heard sniffling. Rounding the corner, Sam saw a blonde girl sitting against the wall in an otherwise empty hallway with her head buried in her hands. “Whatever is the matter?” Sam asked.

The girl looked up and Sam recognized her. Katherine’s crying smudged her black mascara under her eyes. She sniffled again and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Oh, nothing. Just stupid boy troubles. You needn’t worry.”

Sam thought of the mean things Katherine had said about Lily and almost walked on. She stopped herself. Lily wouldn’t want me to do that. “It’s not stupid.” She sat beside her. “Here.” Sam dug around in her satchel until she found tissues. She handed one to Katherine.

“Thank you.” The other girl blew her nose long and hard.

“Maybe you just need a break from boys and be around some girls,” Sam suggested. She hardly believed the words coming out of her mouth. She could imagine Lily doing this very thing—reaching out to a girl despite whatever animosity had existed before. Sam was tempted, for a moment, to invite Katherine to join them for girls’ night. Then she remembered what Molly had said about Katherine pretending to be with David. Perhaps putting Katherine and Emma in the same room wasn’t a good idea. Sam settled for, “Let’s hang out sometime. Just you and me.”

Katherine met her eyes, surprised. “Are you sure?”

“Of course.” They exchanged numbers.

Katherine gave her a puzzled look. “You’re a kind person, Samantha.”

“Call me, Sam.”

“Call me Katy.”

Sam went on her way after that and managed a two-hour nap before heading to the Star Hull for dinner. As usual, the place was brimming with students. Sam did not see any of the girls yet, so she plopped herself down beside Leo. His brows were drawn as his focused eyes trailed over a page. “Hardly the place to read, isn’t it?” Sam asked.

“I digest my food better when my mind is otherwise occupied.” Leo put the book down. “Good to see you, Sam. How have you been? Haven’t seen you in a few days. Molly and Emma came back without you the other night and I thought something might have gone wrong, but you turned up in the end.”

“Oh, that. It was nothing.” Sam wanted to tell Leo everything, but she remembered her promise. She was glad to know Molly hadn’t said anything.

Leo straightened. “I hear you have been taking extra classes. Feeling better about everything, yeah?”

“Starting to.” Sam dipped a spoon into a bowl of soup and began eating. She had started enjoying meals again.

Leo noticed this and smiled. “Good, Sam. Very good.” There was something fatherly in the way he said this, even though he was only a year older than her.

Sam smiled back. “I’ve never had a big brother, Leo, but maybe you’re the closest thing to it.”

“Well, you can be like a sister then, though I have plenty of those already. You tell me if there is anything I can do to help.”

Sam felt warm inside at the fact that she had so many people on her side even if she could not tell them everything that was happening. She thought of Professor Deathshroud. I hope he is having heaps of luck and very little trouble.

He was a wise, skillful wizard. Sam doubted the Mindblades would pull any tricks against him. Still, she hoped he would return unharmed. You just never know, she thought as she finished her meal.
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Marcus Deathshroud returned on Monday.

Sam was eager all throughout her classes, especially in his, and could not wait until she could find out what he had discovered. “I am afraid things are far more difficult to discover than I first expected,” Marcus confessed to her that evening as they made their way to his classroom through dim hallways. Most of the students were either still in the Star Hull following their evening meal or had gone back to their rooms. For Sam, the luxury of a long, hot bath and sleep would not happen until much later.

Sam’s heart sank. “So you didn’t figure anything out?”

“Not quite,” Marcus replied, opening the door to his classroom. “They are indeed conducting their business in the catacombs, but there are a number of magical defenses in place. I was unable to see how far back they went into the catacombs or how extensive their defenses were. I will try again over this week by scrying into the catacombs using things I left there.”

All of that went over Sam’s head but she trusted her professor to do what had to be done. “Now, let’s turn our attention to your skills, my dear.” Marcus smiled. “It is high time I teach you how to cast defensive runes. These you can cast onto a wall or floor and trap your opponent. I assume you have learned some of this in your dueling class?”

“Some,” Sam answered.

“Your dueling class will have taught you good defensive measures if what I remember about Ms. Prinkerton is still accurate. In my classroom, you will learn how to use offensive magic. The key, however, is not leaning too far into one kind of magic or the other. You must find a balance. Use both in equal measure.” He surveyed Sam for a long moment. “You strike me as the sort of witch who spends more time on the offense than the defense.”

“Sure. That’s where I am skilled.”

“Ah, and there you have made your first mistake.”

Sam frowned.

Marcus went on. “Being good with fighting using magic is being skilled in both. You cannot do well casting offensive spells if you do not yet have your own defensives locked into place.”

“I can use a shield,” Sam offered weakly.

“That’s a start, but you will need more than that.”

Marcus took out his wand. “I will teach you some runes now. We will practice using both offensive and defensive magic later. For now, you will learn the basics.”

Sam had thought she was farther along than she was. Reading books and taking notes all the time just wasn’t enough. She needed the hands-on experience, and it was a good thing she liked this sort of learning better than potion-making and plant magic. She could leave those skills to her friends.

After an hour or two of rune casting, Marcus clapped his hands. “You are a quick learner, Samantha. Lean into your natural abilities. As long as you do that, your skills will improve. The disenchantment magic you have already learned with your other professor will give you the upper hand.”

Sam had done well but she did not feel it was good enough. “I’m still going to be up against witches and wizards who know what they are doing a lot better than me.”

“Right you are. We need to hone those gifts you have that not many others you will encounter can use.”

“To see magic.”

He nodded. “If you can see the glamours and wards around a person that are protecting them, you could also use disenchantment spells to bring them down.”

“I can’t see strong wards though, only weak ones.”

“Then we will practice seeing.”

Sam raised a brow. “Sounds like something I would need special glasses for.”

Marcus chuckled. “No, no. Only an openness in your magic. We will work on that for the next few days. Go on now and get some sleep. You will need it.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“I want you to tell me more about Colin Braise,” Sam blurted the next time she had nighttime classes with Professor Deathshroud. Up until this point, she had been practicing casting runes on the floor while Marcus searched through an old book. He looked up and was still for a long moment before closing the book. He sat back, his hands folded together.

“What do you want to know?”

“Who he was to you,” Sam answered. “You were shocked when Mr. Darby mentioned his name. He meant something to you. I can see that.”

Marcus nodded and was quiet for a few minutes before he spoke. “Colin was one of my special students. He had abilities like your own and agreed to become my apprentice. He was quite gifted, and we grew close. He was like a son to me in some ways. We were more than professor and student. Good friends, I think. Then he became distant, always reading peculiar books he didn’t want to tell me anything about. I figured he was just taking lessons from other professors and didn’t want me to be jealous. I should not have assumed that, because the books he was reading had dark material that led him to some strange people. People I now see have taken over the Mindblades. He became controlled by someone, and then he disappeared. We presumed him dead. Investigators searched for his body for years, but they never found him.” He sighed. “That was twenty years ago, so you can imagine the shock it was when I learned from our friend Mr. Darby that Colin was still alive.”

“Do you think we could find him and help him?”

Marcus stared down at his closed book. “I do not know, Samantha. I fear to hope for it. He has been with them, whether against his will or not, for a long time. He is, by now no doubt a very broken man.”

“But we can save him,” Sam started but stopped when she saw the deep sadness in her professor’s eyes. “We don’t need to talk about it anymore if you don’t want to.”

He gave her a sad smile. “It helps to. Thank you, Samantha.”

She returned his grief-stricken smile. “If it was Lily and I was in your position, I would be heartbroken too. I am glad that she did not, at least, get taken by them in the end. I fear what they might have done to her.”
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Five days later, Marcus asked Sam to stay for a moment after class was dismissed. “We will have no more lessons, Samantha.”

“You’ve found where the Mindblades are.”

Marcus looked around to make sure no one was watching or listening. They were the only ones in the classroom, but the door was still open after the last student left. “I have, yes, but I cannot tell you now where it is. You will have to wait until we are there.”

Sam didn’t like that, but it wasn’t like she was going to leave without him anyway. “I have been keeping an eye on the place for a few days,” Marcus explained. “I am convinced the gang intends to flee the spot. They have been making preparations to leave.”

“Do you think they suspect they’ve been found out?”

“Perhaps. Harris Darby has not returned to them in weeks. They will wonder what became of him. Then there was the fact that you got away while running about in their hideout for an hour. I propose we go there this weekend during the winter break.”

“What are we going to do?” Sam asked. “I don’t think the two of us can take on a whole gang on our own.”

Marcus’ face became grave. “You underestimate my abilities, dear Samantha, but I do not fault you for it. I must come across as some old hermit who merely teaches at a school to pass the time.”

“I didn’t mean to offend, sir.” Sam did feel sorry.

He gave a lighthearted laugh. “Do not worry about it. You are right though. We do not plan to attack. We will go there and see about capturing someone who might know a little more than our friend Mr. Darby. The more we can find out, the better chance we have at getting the investigators to go along for a full attack.”

“You don’t think they will believe us if we tell them what we know now?”

Marcus shook his head. “I have told them. They say it is not enough evidence.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “They can’t be pleased, can they?”

Marcus’ eyes twinkled. “This is why I never joined the magical law enforcement. They’re too…prickly.”

“You mean they’ve all got something shoved up their arse?” Sam asked.

“How crude.” Marcus laughed anyway. “As soon as we have figured out what is going on, you will be free to go to your family for the holidays. I am sure they are anxious to see you again.” Sam imagined telling her parents about all that had happened and the grief they would share about Lily’s passing. Her first year at Ravenwood Academy was turning out to be one hell of a story.

They’re going to wonder if they should have ever sent me.

Sam resolved to call her father before she went to bed. To tell him I love him and Mum just in case anything happens. She turned to her professor. “What time are we going?”

“Tomorrow around sunset,” he replied. “I think they plan to leave their lair when it is dark.”

All Sam could think of as she walked to her room was what Leo had said on All Saints’ Day. “The dark things come out to play.”
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Sam awoke that morning and pretended to everyone around her that she did not plan to go into Paris that night, sneak into catacombs via a portal and capture someone alive so she might find out who killed her best friend.

After her classes were completed, Sam found new clothing folded on her bed with a note from Professor Deathshroud.

A friend of mine made these for you. I hope they fit.

Sam marveled at the soft material as she unfolded it. It was a simple black jumpsuit that would cling to her every curve. At first, the garment looked too big, but when Sam put it on, she realized the magic within it made it fit her body. Boots and a dark lightweight cloak were also on her bed. She could tell from just touching it that the material of both the jumpsuit and the cloak was enchanted. The outfit did not look very protective, but the enchantments would act as armor. Sam put it on before going to Marcus’ classroom.

When she got there, Sam took a moment to look at his clothing. Marcus Deathshroud, it seemed, had many sides to him. Tonight he did not have the appearance of an old professor, but a warrior past his prime who was not yet out of the fight. He wore fighting leathers and a dark blue cape. He had a staff in his hand that looked much older than him. It was wooden with a white crystal at the top. He had knives strapped across his chest and waist in secure belts.

Sam had made sure to add weapons that didn’t require magic. Marcus’ face was serious and focused. Sam could not stop thinking about how different he looked and how he had all these sides she kept discovering. Then again, I did not expect to find myself about to go to a catacomb in Paris and willingly engage in an attack, so I must be discovering new sides of myself as well.

Her heart beat with excitement and fear.

Marcus handed Sam a small bracelet with a white crystal like the one on his staff only this one was much smaller. “It is a focus and wraps around your hand. This will amplify your magic, but be careful. It could drain your mana more than normal.”

“I will be careful,” Sam promised.

Marcus opened a portal and ushered Sam through. He stepped through behind her and closed it. The last time Sam had been in a portal was coming back to the Academy. She expected this one to go smoothly as well. It did, and she stepped instead of fell out of it a few moments later. She heard the rushing of water somewhere nearby. It was dark here. She turned and found the entrance to the canal and the twilight staining the sky and land alike. “The catacombs are just down here,” Marcus told her, leading the way through the tunnel. The end of his staff illuminated the path before them.

They remained quiet as they stole along the passageway. It was cold, but Sam’s enchanted clothing kept her warm. Furthermore, the enchantment in her boots allowed her to move quickly without making much noise. They went down into coldness and darkness until at last they reached the twisting passageways of the catacombs. Good thing we didn’t have to crawl through sewer grates, Sam mused. She was up for a fight but preferred not to have filth all over her body by the time it was over.

Marcus put out an arm to stop Sam. “What is it?” she whispered.

He extended his wand and sent a jolt of white magic ahead of them. It was then that Sam saw a thin sheet of magic hanging between passageways flutter to the ground. “That would have rendered us useless if we had stepped into it,” Marcus explained. “Like a fly caught in a web.”

Sam shivered. She kept closer to him after that so she would not step into any traps. “You can see them if you look hard enough,” he told her. “Feel the magic within you. It will be drawn to other magical things whether they be a trap or a person. Do you feel it moving?”

Sam focused. “Yes, I think so. There is one right up ahead.”

A few paces later, Marcus stopped short. “You are correct.” He pointed his wand at the ground and spoke a disenchantment spell that made the trap shed its invisibility. Sam beheld something that would have cut off her leg if she had taken the wrong step. “You are getting better at seeing magic,” Marcus told her.

Sam would have felt proud of herself if it wasn’t for the wariness she felt in the tunnels. “How far back are we going to have to move?”

“Until we find someone,” her professor answered.

Sam was growing impatient. I suppose I couldn’t have expected this to happen so quickly and easily, she thought. Still, everything inside her burned for answers.

Marcus stopped again a few minutes later. “Another trap?” Sam asked.

He shook his head. “A barrier.” A wall of stone rose above them. “This is a doorway.”

Sam’s voice was dry. “Sure doesn’t look like one.”

“It is hiding a much larger place. Perhaps a cavern. It is like the barrier used to hide the Academy.” He pointed out the small, faded runes all over the wall. “Be ready,” Marcus added, his voice low as he used a series of his own runes to create an opening in the barrier. Once it was opened, Sam squeezed through.

She was in a large room much like a cavern. It was dark until Marcus stepped in behind her and shone the pale white light of his staff over the place. It was empty, and a small opening opposite them led up into another tunnel. “They will be somewhere back there, I assume,” Marcus murmured to her.

Sam had her wand drawn the entire time, but she tightened her hold on it now, prepared to jump into defense mode the moment she needed to. She did not have to wait for long. “Where to now—” Sam started, but she became distracted by two figures appearing in the cavern’s opening opposite them. Guards. They looked like two thugs. They did not notice Sam and Marcus right away and spoke to each other in low voices.

Sam and Marcus raised their wands at the same time, both muttering a spell to stun. The light from their wands shot out and hit each guard square in the chest. The guards reeled back against the wall. Sam darted forward and slapped a hand over the mouth of one of the guards. “Don’t make a fucking sound.”

Marcus came over more slowly. “I doubt these two will be able to tell us much. They’re just the guards and not very good ones at that.” The guard Marcus had stunned lay on the stone floor, moaning. “We will ask them anyway.” Marcus interrogated them both for a moment, but it was clear they had never seen or met the Mindblades’ leader. “Who is your direct superior and where are they?”

“J—Jhia.”’

“What does she look like?”

Sam’s eyes widened at the description. “Sounds like the same woman who pushed me through the portal the first time I came here. Makes sense. If she was here before, there is a chance she still is.”

Marcus pointed his wand at the guard. “Is that true?”

Almost weeping, the guard nodded. Marcus wove another spell over them that put them to sleep. “That should keep them out for long enough.”

“You’re not going to send them into a cabinet?” Sam asked.

Marcus smiled at her. “The cabinet is too crowded as it is.”

They started back up into the other tunnel and Sam felt her anger welling up within her. She wanted to go back and demand more from those guards. Cool it, she told herself. You’re going to need this energy for when we find the boss. The one who ordered my best friend’s death.

“I hope Jhia is going to help us,” she told Marcus in a low voice. “We’re going to have to make her, of course.”

Marcus nodded. “We must hope she has not been sent away.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Sam had hoped they would come upon the gang’s center of operation before long, but the tunnels were winding, dark, and long. So very long. After they had wandered the twisting passageways for over twenty minutes, Sam thought perhaps the gang had already packed up and left. But then why leave two guards behind? she asked herself. No, they were still here.

A moment later, Marcus stopped without warning. He placed a finger to his lips, signaling for Sam to keep quiet. He crept forward, the light in his staff going dim so a witch or wizard nearby might not be able to sense him. It was not pitch black without the staff anymore. Dim gray light came from somewhere. It was just the “where” that they had to figure out.

Marcus beckoned Sam closer. “Look there,” he whispered. They had come to a fork in the tunnels. Marcus pointed to the left. Sam peered down into the darkness tinged with gray light and saw at the bottom of the descent a guard dressed like the others standing with his back to them.

“I’ll take him out,” Sam whispered back.

Marcus grabbed hold of her shoulder before she could go. “Do not use magic. We’re too close to them now. They will sense it.”

Sam nodded and drew one of her knives from her belt. She went quietly down the tunnel, snuck up behind the guard, and hit him across the back of his head with the hilt of her dagger. He fell and she caught him, stifling his moan of pain with her hand. Marcus followed her down and gave her a nod of approval. Sam dragged the guard farther into the tunnel where he would stay out of sight. She turned to peer into the room the guard had been overseeing. It was a wide cavern, though not as large as the one where they had found the first two guards.

Several barrels and boxes were piled high, but no people were there. Sam pointed to three separate tunnels leading out. “Which one do we take?”

Marcus cursed. “I’m going to have to use a leading spell to sense where they are. I really don’t want to, but I don’t see how else we are supposed to know unless we try one and hope it leads in the right direction.”

Sam gasped. “Wait. There is a veil over one of the entrances. I can see it from here. It must be a trap. The others don’t have one, which leads me to believe the one with the trap is the right way to go.”

Marcus looked impressed. “Middle tunnel it is, then.” They crossed the cavern. Sam took her time eyeing the gang’s supplies. It looked like it was packed up and ready to be shipped out. She wondered if magicals had portals for shipping things to new locations or if it only worked for people. I should have asked that question in class, she thought. She didn’t bother to ask Professor Deathshroud now, for he seemed too focused on dismantling the trap to answer any question. He finished a moment later. “Careful now. There may be more traps inside.”

This tunnel was the narrowest yet. The low ceiling made it so Marcus had to bend down, and Sam almost had to. The tunnel wound up instead of down and they had to disarm several traps along the way. Marcus had to use magic to do this, making them both uneasy. What if someone senses us coming and prepares? We’ll be outnumbered for sure.

As they walked on, Sam felt something around her like a dark weight suddenly put on her shoulders. Dark magic at work in this place. We’re getting close. Sure enough, a few minutes later, she heard voices. A woman’s voice shouted orders to several others who responded in lower tones. She heard the shifting of feet and grunts as heavy material was picked up and carried to other locations. They were packing up.

Sam and Marcus made their way slowly and quietly toward the end of the tunnel. Finally, they were able to peer out into a much larger cavern. It was apparent right away that this was the center of the gang’s operation. They had lights suspended on the walls. Barrels, cases, boxes, and other containers littered the floor. Several men in magically armored gear were moving them toward another tunnel. Sam’s eyes strayed to the woman. She recognized her face right away. Jhia, who Sam had encountered the last time she was in Paris, cast sharp eyes about the cavern. She had her black hair pulled back tight in a ponytail. Her hands were braced on her hips. She was the human personification of a blade—sharp, quick, and dangerous.

Sam and Marcus were several feet above those in the cavern and had a clear vantage point of everything going on. From this spot, they knelt behind two barrels and concealed themselves from view. “Now what?” Sam whispered. “One of us deals with her men and the other gets her?”

Marcus nodded. “You can capture her. I will deal with the rest. But first…” To Sam’s immense surprise, Marcus drew out an iPhone from his pocket and began recording what was going on down below. Sam gaped. She had not thought her old wizard professor would have such a device. Not so much because of his age, but because he had lived at the Academy for so many years. He had not needed an iPhone the way she did.

Sam was about to ask how long they would have to wait when the woman, along with her men, fell silent and straightened, their eyes going toward the tunnel entrance opposite from where Sam and Marcus were hiding. Something had drawn their attention.

Sam’s eyes went wide as a new figure, dressed unlike everyone else, emerged. Jhia dipped into a deep bow followed by the others. Sam’s heart went into her throat as she put the pieces together.

The figure wore ornate blue and gold robes with the insignia of the Mindblades across it—two intersecting swords. His hands were gloved, and he held a staff like Marcus’ in his right hand. On his face was a skull-like mask made of bone, marble, and perhaps some other materials. Sam could not tell. She knew only that the mask was strong and she could not see his face. She remembered what Harris Darby had told her. The leader of the new Mindblades had never shown his face. She looked at Marcus.

His face was equally surprised and full of dread. Neither of them had expected the leader to be here. Sam didn’t care about Jhia anymore. They didn’t need to capture that target if the leader himself was here. Jhia rose and walked to the disguised leader. They spoke to one another in low tones. Sam could not make out what they were saying, but it was clear from the woman’s gestures that she was reporting on the progress of their packing. “We’re almost done,” she said loud enough for Sam to hear.

The masked man nodded. “Good.” His voice was low and cold. Sam felt a shiver go down her spine despite the warmth of her clothes. The dark weight she had felt before in the passage increased tenfold. It seemed to be coming right from him. Murderer, she thought. You’re a fucking murderer and you’ve probably done a lot of other bad things, too.

Her veins raced as fury built in her face.

“We need him alive,” Marcus muttered to Sam. “The rest of them, not so much.”

Sam clenched her knife in one hand and her wand in the other. “Please tell me we get to use magic now.”

Marcus nodded and put his phone away, pulling his wand back out. In his other hand, he held his staff. He eyed several barrels along the base of the cavern. “I think I may have another idea first.” Before he could tell Sam what it was or carry his plan out, a sudden, screeching alarm sounded.

It was so loud and hurt Sam’s ears that she had to bend over and cover them to protect herself. Her ears rang and she was half-convinced she had just gone deaf. This was nothing compared to the dread sinking into her when she realized the alarm had gone off because…

They know we’re here!
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The alarm continued blaring and Sam looked up, still covering her ears. There was no alarm in the wall. So where had it come from? It’s a magical device. We must have set it off somehow, she realized with a sinking heart and belly full of dread.

Sam did not have time to figure out what or where it was. Marcus looked up. “We’ve been made!” he shouted over the alarm. He reached up toward one of the steel crates near them and wrenched something off it. He put it on the ground and, using the end of his staff, broke it into several pieces. The ear-piercing sound vanished. With the alarm broken, Sam could hear what was going on down below.

“Up there!” the woman called, pointing to where Marcus and Sam were hiding. They did not know yet how many people were hiding, but they would figure it out soon enough. “Go get them!” Jhia shouted. The others hurried toward a ramp that Sam had not noticed leading up to the upper portion.

Marcus leapt to his feet, exposing himself. “Cover your ears!” he called to Sam. He hurled something down below before any of the men could reach the ramp. The object collided with one of the barrels.

Sam did as she was told and was glad for it a second later when an explosion rocked the room. Marcus had thrown a magic missile. The one I gave him that I got off the muggers! Sam realized. She was glad she had never had the time to seek out its owner and return the device, especially since that same person was the masked and robed individual below. The wizard responsible for Lily’s death.

Various elements, containers, and other devices flew everywhere. Sam ducked down to avoid being clocked in the face by shards of metal. Without even thinking, she put up her shield. It would not matter to mask their magic now that they had been found. Marcus wasn’t done pulling things from his pockets and throwing them. Apparently, he had prepared for this more than Sam had thought.

He pulled out small white stones with runes glowing blue upon them and hurled them at each exit, blocking them off with a wall of potent magic that would take some lengthy ward undoing to bring down. The gang was trapped in this room.

But so are we, Sam thought, unsure whether this made her feel confident about having success in their mission or afraid they would not be able to escape. There were a lot more of them than there were of her and her professor. This was to be a fight to the finish.

With the explosion having died down, the men left who were not dead or too injured to rise got to their feet. Jhia and the ringleader had put up shields of their own and stood fully protected. Jhia was seething as she yelled, “Come out and face us!”

Marcus looked at Sam. “Are you ready?”

Sam didn’t feel ready, but she nodded. She held her wand in one hand and knife in the other. If I die today, at least I will do it for Lily. Then we can be together. But oh, I don’t want to die.

With this thought in her mind, she sprang to her feet. She and Marcus were both exposed now. Jhia chuckled. “Come back to play, little girl?”

“Except this time, I won’t have to run,” Sam shot back.

“A little girl and an old man,” Jhia drawled with arms folded over her chest. “This should be fun.”

Sam’s veins blazed. She tore past Marcus down the ramp to where the henchmen awaited them. Marcus followed, his staff blazing with light and energy. Sam went head-to-head with the first man who came her way, casting a stunning spell with one hand and lashing out with her knife in the other. She cut his arm, sent him reeling back with a spell from her wand, then finished off the fight with a second spell to put him to sleep. Two others came at her, teeth bared and wands raised. The next thing Sam knew, her back crashed into the stone wall and air whooshed out of her lungs. She groaned.

“Come here, little girl,” one of the guards seethed.

“Is that all you’ve got?” she gritted out. “One stunning spell and some mediocre bullshit insult?” She lashed out, drawing her knife across his chest. It did little more than open his clothes, since he wore protective magic garments like her. Sam’s wand did a better job at defending her. She put her shield up this time, remembering that she couldn’t go on the offense without also defending herself. This way their stunning spells could not work on her. The trick now was in disenchanting their shields before they could do the same to her.

Sam cried out in rage as she sent a blast of magic into the chest of one guard then another. She spun and whirled, kicking her leg out as she would have done with a common street thief. She tripped him and he went down with a thud and a groan. She blasted him once more with her wand. He stayed down, barely able to breathe. The guards were not too difficult to face, but there were too many of them. Even after the explosion, a dozen were still on their feet, and they now brandished more than just wands. Long, gleaming swords made of black glass appeared.

Sam’s mouth went dry. “Marcus, a little help here!”

Marcus had been hard at work beside her, sending guards away with both his staff and his wand. He didn’t just use the magic in his staff, but whirled it around, hitting one person in the head and another in the stomach. “Keep your shield up!” he called out to her.

Sam did as she was told and fought off another guard. This one took her longer but not because he was more skilled than the others. She was getting tired.

All of her training and extra lessons the past couple of weeks couldn’t be for nothing. The number of the guards was far fewer now. Only two more to get out of their way before Sam made it known to the masked leader just how she felt about him. She wanted to rip that mask off and look Lily’s killer in the eyes then make him pay for what he had done.

The lessened number of guards meant the masked leader and the woman had to enter the fight. Keep going, Sam told herself. The dark magic from the masked leader pulled at her from all sides and made her body feel heavier than it was. She fought against it, pouring more light from her magic into her shield. With each flare of light, the dark magic lessened, retreating back to the person it came from.

The masked wizard launched toward Marcus without making a sound. He unsheathed a blade longer than Sam’s arm as well as a wand. The blade was black glass like those the guards had, but it glowed with blue runes. “Enchanted,” Sam gasped. “Shit.”

With his wand, the masked wizard blasted out powerful spells. Marcus would have been injured or dead instantly if it wasn’t for his shield. The masked wizard himself had a shield around him. From what Sam could tell with her magic-sensing gift, his shield was very strong and had been built up over years. This wizard had been doing this for a long time. Sam only watched the two wizards go head-to-head for about two seconds, but even in that small span of time, she had the feeling that these two had fought one another before, even if Marcus did not know who the masked leader was.

Sam did not have the time to feel victorious over what they had done to the guards. Just as Marcus had an opponent, so did Sam.

Jhia bent into a crouch like a cat about to pounce and snarled. “You and me again, yeah?” She had a flashing glint in her eyes.

Sam gripped her knife and wand tighter. “Come at me, bitch.”

And come at her the bitch did. The woman launched. She wasn’t holding a wand, but she had two enchanted swords that slashed out, up, and down. She spun with the grace of a well-trained dancer and someone who had faced combat many times before with people far more skilled and experienced than Sam.

It took everything in Sam just to keep her defenses up. She backed up, keeping her shield strong and steady. It meant pouring what magic she could into it, leaving her with no focus or energy for her wand or knife. The woman bore down on her, face flushed with fury.

At this point, she realized the blockage Marcus had put up over the entrances made it so portals could not be used inside the cavern. Sam was glad for this. The woman wouldn’t be able to send her away again. Sam realized that if she was going to keep this woman from killing her at any moment, she would have to talk. “I didn’t like what you did last time, Jhia.”

The woman showed surprise at hearing her own name.

“Let’s just get this over with, shall we?” Sam drawled.

Jhia screamed in rage and Sam had the feeling that she wasn’t as angry with Sam as she was with the situation. Jhia was afraid of repercussions if this fight didn’t go the way she wanted. Already, her plans to pack up and leave had been foiled.

“Give it up, Samantha!” she cried out a moment later after the two circled one another like prey, neither one able to find an opening to strike the other. “I can last a lot longer than you can.”

“You wanna bet?” Sam shot back. “You and your boss killed my friend. I’ve got rage in me that will last a lifetime.”

The woman bore a smooth, wicked smile. “There it is.” It was as though she had been waiting for Sam to admit her feelings. Why? “We knew you were going to be trouble long ago, Samantha.”

Sam could hardly wrap her mind around what Jhia said. Long ago? How long had these people been after her and her friend? Sam felt rage igniting in her chest like a fire flaring to life. She launched toward the woman with an outcry and slashed out with her knife. Jhia had not been expecting this and Sam was able to get through her shield and strike her across the arm.

The woman’s arm opened, and blood poured. Sam thought she might have a chance to get in a second strike, but the woman set her jaw and reinforced her shields. To Sam’s surprise and dismay, Jhia used fast-working healing magic to close the wound on her arm.

Sam’s heart sank. Would this fight ever end?

She was too preoccupied with Jhia to see what was going on with Marcus and the masked wizard, but strained noises were coming from the professor. He was losing stamina. The masked wizard, slowly but surely, was gaining the upper hand.

For him and for herself and for Lily, Sam vowed to fight on, but she didn’t know how long she could keep it up.

She and Jhia circled one another, both looking for an opening. Each of them had their shield up and weapons raised. Jhia’s twin blades shone in the dim light of the cavern. It would have been dark if not for the light coming from their shields and Marcus’ staff. In the dark, Jhia’s eyes look like a cat’s. She was a graceful predator and just looking at her made Sam feel bulky and clumsy.

But you’re not, she reminded herself. She recalled the race she had run at the Academy. She recalled all her athletic successes earlier in life. She remembered the incident in the cave and the village. She had trained for weeks for this moment. I can do this. I have to. For Lily. She heard Marcus cry out. For him. She thought of her other friends, of Molly and Emma, and how they had helped her after the bitch in front of her sent her into a portal.

For a moment, it looked like the fight could go either way. It was just a matter of whose shield would falter first and who would take the opportunity to strike. Sam was feeling the strain on her magic as well as her body. Sweat shone on her attacker’s face, showing she too was getting tired.

Jhia spun away from Sam, her shield still intact enough that Sam could not penetrate it. She dropped her swords and took out a wand instead, and directed the full force of her magic toward one of the entrances. She hit it with blast after blast until the blockage came down. Sam was sure Jhia intended to run but she soon found she was wrong when the witch turned back toward her, teeth bared in a growl. The woman cast a spell and Sam gasped, realizing at last Jhia’s intent.

A portal opened behind her. Jhia sent blast after blast of magic toward Sam’s shield, not trying to penetrate it but trying to back her into the portal. Sam’s heart thundered. Jhia intended to push her into the portal and trap her in the abyss between worlds.

Sam pushed forward, crying out in rage. Jhia opened a second portal. Now there was one on either side of Sam, both pulling at her with something akin to magnetic force. Sam searched for a solution. She would not be sucked into darkness. She kept her eyes and intent on Jhia. “I won’t give up!”

“I’ll make you!” Jhia screamed back.

Words her dueling professor had said to Sam over and over again came to her mind: Use your enemy’s weapon when yours fails.

An idea came to Sam, but she wasn’t sure if it would work. If I can see someone else’s magic, maybe I can control it too. It just has to be on the outside of their body where I can see it.

Sam had never opened a portal before. She had tried numerous times, but it was far above her current skill level. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t use a portal that was already there. Sam reached with her magic to the portal on her right and pushed it away before bringing it around and toward Jhia.

Jhia’s eyes opened in surprise and horror. She had not expected her opponent to be able to control her magic. All Sam had to do now was double the portals on top of one another and trap Jhia between them. Sam gathered what magic and energy she had left and let out a wild cry.

She didn’t get a chance to carry out her plan.

Knowing she would be lost if Sam was able to trap her, Jhia launched. She pulled something from her pocket as she tackled Sam to the ground. The tackle was so unexpected that Sam dropped her shield, and she didn’t have enough time to put it back up before the woman was on top of her. Something flashed in her hand. Not a knife but something that gleamed like a blade would. The woman brought it down.

Sam screamed as something sharp entered her chest. Pain coursed through every nerve in her body. “Say goodbye to your magic,” Jhia growled.

Sam couldn’t breathe. Her throat became tight. The pain was unbearable, but what was worse was the feeling of her mana draining. The device sapped her strength as well as her magic. Sam fought against the woman, but Jhia had a firm hold on her. Sam felt herself growing weaker. No, no, no…

This couldn’t be happening. She had almost had the upper hand. The win had slipped through her fingers and now she realized this might be it. She noticed her own skin growing paler. “No!” she cried out, her voice weak and raspy.

Jhia gave her a cruel smile. “It won’t be long now. Your magic will be gone and then I can do whatever I want with you.”

Sam feared she would not be able to move. Lily’s face flashed through her mind and Sam heard her voice far away and in a memory. “Sam, get up.”

She saw Lily extending her hand in a field. Sam grabbed hold of it and stood. At that moment, Sam gathered what remained of her magic and sent it forward. A blast of light went out, sending Jhia off her. Gritting her teeth, Sam tore the mana-sapping device from her arm and threw it to the ground. She stomped on it, shattering it to pieces. She felt her mana naturally coming back to her, but it was slow. She stood on wobbling legs and staggered toward Jhia. Sam waved her wand about the room, bringing to her the various substances within reach.

Use whatever resources are already there for you, Marcus had taught her. Both inside yourself and out.

She drew water and stone and fire lingering from the explosion into a pillar before her and spun it around in a torrent. Jhia’s face went white with fear. She turned but could not find her swords or wand. Without them, she could not conjure any magic. Sam let out one more enraged cry before she sent the pyre of mixed elements toward the woman. Jhia covered her head and went to her knees as the pyre consumed her.

Sam stood there, panting for breath as she at long last lowered her wand. The pyre dissipated and all that was left was the melting bones of Jhia. Before long, only her blood stained the cavern floor.

“I did it,” Sam gasped in disbelief. She turned, knowing the fight was far from over.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Sam’s chest heaved as the brief surge of her strength began to wane. Exhaustion sluiced through her. Never had she wanted sleep more in her life. Just because Jhia was gone did not mean the fight was over. She directed her attention to Marcus and the masked wizard. The masked wizard seemed to be gaining the upper hand slowly but surely. His shield was strong, and he was backing Marcus toward one of the walls.

Sam’s attention went to that wall and the crack skittering through it. Her heart thumped faster. It was weak from the explosion. They could not remain in this cavern for much longer. She turned to Marcus again and saw that his face shone with sweat. The veins on either side of his face bulged with strain. They circled one another, magic flaring as they shot out, seeking to strike. They were well-matched and Sam could see they knew how the other would move. They anticipated one another’s attacks. As if they have fought against one another before, she thought.

Did they know one another or was this just how it was when two wizards knew what they were doing? Marcus was hampered by the fact that he wasn’t trying to kill his attacker, while the other had no such qualms. His strikes were hard and fast. Angry red light flashed around his staff, colliding with the white light of Marcus. The room was dark except for the light around them. Sam darted to the other side of the room opposite from where Jhia had melted away.

I have to help him, she thought despite how spent she was.

She watched the masked wizard’s sword slash out and collide with the white flare of magic from Marcus’ staff. Sam watched the white magic melt into the sword and gasped. The wizard’s sword could absorb the magic Marcus sent out and use it against him. He brought it up in a sweeping arc then down atop Marcus’ shield. The shield cracked and fell away, but Marcus spun in time to avoid being cleaved in two by the enchanted blade. His shield went back up but flickered and faltered. He did not have long. Sam wondered how long it had been since Marcus last fought like this. She remembered him mentioning a duel he regretted when he was younger. Surely it had not been that long.

Sam cried out, rage renewed, and sprang toward the masked wizard. She pointed her wand not at his face or shield or chest but at the enchanted sword he brought up in an arc again. He was just about to bring it down and crack Marcus’ shield once and for all when Sam called out the disenchanted spell she had learned in the dueling class.

The glow around the sword vanished. Blue light replaced the red and spread all the way to the masked wizard’s arm where his magic flowed into the sword, giving it the power it needed to function as a mighty weapon.

The masked wizard was surprised, and his shield dropped for a fraction of a second. Marcus took the opportunity to land a powerful strike. He brought his staff down across the wizard’s chest and Sam moved forward with her knife before the masked wizard could flick his wand. Her knife came across his arm in a mean cut. Blood seeped from his skin, staining his clothes. The combination of the cut and the impact of the staff knocked the masked wizard to his knees.

“Quick!” Sam shouted. “Bind him!”

Marcus was already at work. Thin lines of blue magic came from his staff and wrapped around the wizard’s body. “You’re bound now,” Marcus informed him in a deep voice that reverberated against the cavern walls. “Don’t even try to escape. All your helpers are dead.” He glanced around at some of the guards who still lay on the ground moaning. “Or most of them anyway.”

The wizard seethed behind his mask despite being bound. “You think you have won, but you haven’t! My masters will still get what they desire.”

Sam stilled. Masters? As in… more than one? She had thought this masked wizard was the only leader. Everyone obeys someone else, she thought.

“The Cabal cannot be defeated,” the wizard added.

Sam remembered Leo saying something about a Crimson Cabal. It had sounded like nothing but a myth to her before. Even now, she didn’t know what it was or if this man spoke of the same thing.

Marcus, however, had a stronger reaction. His face went pale and his eyes widened. Sam could have sworn his hand shook as he directed his wand at their captive. Marcus opened his mouth to say something, but Sam was tired of waiting. “Why did you kill Lily?” Her voice was sharp and cold.

The masked wizard turned his head toward her, but she could not see the expression on his face. “I don’t know who that is.”

Sam’s anger overtook her. Shaking and with tears forming in her eyes, she raged. “My best friend! The one you sent a killer after. She didn’t deserve that. She did nothing wrong but read some stupid books you sent to her. Why did you do it? Why her?” Her voice broke.

The masked wizard cocked his head to the side. “Ah, I do remember now ordering some girl to be dealt with after I heard she had one of our essence stones. We simply didn’t want her accidentally leading anyone to us. She was in the way.”

In the way.

The words rattled around in Sam’s head.

So Lily had been nothing but a nuisance to them, some girl who had stumbled upon something she was never supposed to see or touch. Defeat sank into Sam. She went to her knees, stunned by the revelation.

The trapped wizard went on, “I see now she was far more of a bother than I thought, seeing as you have come along now.”

“You had her beneath the university.” Tears streamed down Sam’s face. She remembered checking Lily’s location on All Saints’ Day and seeing her in the bowels of the university. “You were doing something to her down there. Then you put her in her room and killed her.”

“I didn’t,” the wizard replied. “But I ordered someone to. Yes, they lured her down there to see about the stone, but she did not have it. They took her to her room and killed her but that was after they couldn’t find the stone.” He had no remorse in his voice.

“But the stone was…” Sam didn’t finish, deciding it was best not to give any more information away. The stone had been on the shelf right in plain view. How had they not seen it?

Sam gasped. I could see it because I could see the invisibility spell Lily put over it.

Sam redirected her attention to their captive. “Who? Who did you send?”

“I don’t remember. And it doesn’t matter. I have many more people I can send out to do the same thing if you get in our way.” He whipped his head to Marcus. “Because you are in the way and the operation is very big. My masters will not hesitate to bring you and any other guardians of Ravenwood down.”

Marcus remained calm and thoughtful. Sam turned to him. “Let’s take off his mask. I want to see this killer’s face.”

The masked wizard laughed, low and dark. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

“Sure it is. We can just break it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Only my masters can remove the mask, just like it was only my masters who could put it on. There are many more like me, you see.”

Sam felt cold. Her heart skipped a beat as she turned to her professor. “You can remove it, can’t you?”

“I’m afraid not. I’ve already tried while we were fighting,” Marcus admitted. “Using magic, of course. I got through his shield once or twice while you were dealing with the woman. I attacked his face but could not get through the mask. It is bound to him by powerful magic.” He paused. “But we can find out his name.”

The masked wizard chuckled again. “I won’t tell you anything else.”

Sam got to her feet and in one stride was before him. She wrenched back his head and pointed her knife at his throat. “You will die then.”

“Most people think I am dead already.”

Sam gaped as realization seeped into her. She looked at Marcus and saw he had come to the same conclusion. Her voice shook. “You sent Harris Darby into the school using the Essence Stone with your mana in it. You are Colin Braise.”

There was a pause, so Sam stuck her knife into his skin. “Tell me!”

“I am, I am!” the wizard replied. “That man who lost the stone was an idiot. I should have never sent him. Maybe your pretty little friend would be alive if⁠—”

“You’re lying!” Sam raged. “You sent those books to her for a reason. You were trying to recruit her just like the Mindblades recruited you all those years ago!” She paused, breathing hard. “Why give him your own magic to look like you? Why couldn’t you have done the work yourself?”

Colin let out a cold laugh. “I’m not exactly… welcome at that school. That idiot boy who used the stone was disguised as me, yes, but it was not my magic that let him into the school. There are wards up against me specifically. When I left the Academy I… well, it’s safe to say I burned some bridges first. Of course, they thought I was dead after, so they didn’t know it was me. I think some have figured it out since then.”

Marcus’ face was hard and showed that he knew what Colin meant.

“They put up the wards around the dome and I could not get in, so I had to send someone else. As for using my face instead of letting that boy be himself, well…” He shrugged, laughing again. “They were my books going to your friend, so why not have my face along with it? I thought it would be fun, and he was too scared to go as himself. He did, of course, use a spell that made him seen only by Lily.”

Fun. Lily’s death wasn’t for fun.

Sam could not hold back any longer. She dropped her knife and her wand to raise her fists and pummel the wizard while sobbing. “I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!”

Colin was bound and too weak to fight back. Marcus’ calm voice broke through Sam’s sobs. “Samantha, come away now. You are spent. No need to exert any more energy.”

Sam kept throwing punches until Colin was still. Marcus pulled her away. “Come, child.” Still crying, Sam collapsed from exhaustion. Marcus’ own face was bereaved. He looked down at Colin with sorrow. “I am glad now not to see your face, Colin, for it would cleave my heart in two to see the face of a young man I once considered like a son. Tell me, did they take you against your will and later turn you, or were you with them from the beginning?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Colin gritted out.

“Then tell me who your leader is,” Marcus commanded.

Colin’s cold laugh filled the cavern once more. “Even I do not know his name, only the titles he has gone by for many years.” It seemed as though Colin had done the same thing with his followers.

There will always be a bigger, badder guy, Sam thought, her heart sinking.

The masked wizard’s voice was hoarse as he added, “Get me out of here before this place collapses. That explosion you caused is going to bring this place down upon us.”

Marcus ignored him. Instead, he picked Sam up off the floor, gathering her knife and wand with her. He turned to Colin. “I have everything I need from you now, and I will deal with your people the best way I know how. Too bad you won’t be around to see that happen.”

He opened a portal and stepped into it with Sam in his arms. He closed it right as the cave collapsed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Samantha heard the cavern cave in. Then there was darkness. The portal seemed to last forever but really, Sam just fell asleep.

She had a dream that she was in a field in the French countryside in the summer with the sun blazing down upon her skin. She didn’t mind the sunburn though. She squinted across the field. “Lily, where are you?” She could hear her friend’s laughter but could not see her. Sam put her fists on her hips and huffed with irritation.

Lily was always good at hide and seek. Sam plopped onto the ground, exhausted and not wanting to search anymore. “I’m done looking for you! You can come out now!”

Silence. Then a figure came bounding out of the grass and landed upon her. Sam screamed. Lily laughed as loose, dark curls danced around her face. “You scared me!” Sam cried.

Lily laughed so hard that she rolled off Sam into the grass. “I know! You should have seen the look on your face.”

A moment later, Lily stood and extended her dark arm to Sam. “Sam, get up. I’m hungry.” Sam took her hand and stood.

Lily vanished and Sam woke, still feeling the touch of her friend against her palm. The dream—a memory—was of a summer day long ago. It didn’t feel like something from six years past but a memory from another lifetime.

Where am I now? Sam wondered.

For a moment, everything was blurry, though at least it wasn’t dark anymore. Pale gray light shone into whatever place she was in. Soon, everything came into focus. Sam was in a bed in a room where there were many other unoccupied beds with white sheets tucked under the mattress. Curtains separating the beds were drawn open. Behind each bed was a glass window. Opposite Sam was a wall full of these windows overlooking a cliffside down into a thick wood. Rain drizzled against the panes. There was no other noise except the quiet bustling of a few people in an adjoining room. Sam tried to sit up and groaned. Her body was so stiff, and she ached everywhere.

“Ah, you’re awake,” came a voice. Sam turned to see Marcus sitting beside the bed, a pipe held between two fingers and a book open in his lap. He smiled at her. His eyes were rimmed in dark circles. “Did you sleep well?”

“Where am I?”

“The infirmary at the Academy. You were not seriously injured during the fight, but they are keeping a close eye on you anyway.”

Sam rubbed her eyes. She noticed she was still in her fighting clothes and that she didn’t smell or look very good. “How long have I been out?”

“About eight hours. You had a good solid sleep. I sat here and waited.”

“The whole time? You haven’t slept?”

“Don’t worry about me. I have had my book and my tobacco to keep me awake. I wanted to make sure you were all right first.”

Sam tried sitting up again and this time had more success. “But you said I had no injuries.”

Marcus nodded. “Even so.” He paused, looked about, then returned his attention to his young pupil. “It is a highly unusual thing what you did with Jhia’s portals. It is not often I meet a witch who can control someone else’s magic. I see that you can only do it when the magic is outside their body but still, a powerful gift if you can learn to use it right.”

“Did that put a lot more strain on me?” Sam asked, still confused about why she was in the infirmary.

“That I do not know.” Marcus paused again. Sam grew impatient. “Jhia’s magic was foul, malevolent stuff. When you controlled it, there is a chance some of it went into your own body. Do not fear, though. I am sure that after some careful examination, the healers should be able to extract it from you if need be.”

Sam sat back. “I don’t know how I did it. Control her magic, that is. It sort of just…happened.”

“We will get to the bottom of it.” Marcus closed his book and laid both it and the pipe aside. He leaned forward with his long fingers interwoven. “In the meantime, magical officials have begun investigating the remains of the gang’s hideout as well as the catacombs. Of course, a cave-in is making that difficult, but there wasn’t really anything we could do about that.”

“At least they’re paying more attention to what is going on now.”

Marcus seemed to agree. “Furthermore, a team of other guardians here at the Academy have begun conducting their own investigation of the school at large to ensure there are no other problems among their ranks.”

“Inside spies you mean?” Sam asked, one brow raising.

“Exactly.”

“You think there are some?”

“Could be though we have no way of knowing for certain. The effects of the stone worked on Mr. Darby for over a week. It is safe to say others could have been disguised for just as long. It is a good thing we found out when we did,” Marcus explained. “We could have lost many more lives.”

Sam did not like thinking of her best friend as having been the sacrifice that allowed for many more lives to be saved. Sam was relieved to hear about the investigation though. “Thank you for all your help, Professor, and for getting me…” She gazed around the room. “Here.” She sighed. “I will admit I don’t feel like I have truly avenged Lily’s death, especially since Colin said there is more going on than we realize. Will you be looking into that?”

Marcus’ expression remained grave. “I am not sure if this will be a case for the Academy or not, but I am personally interested.” He paused and thought for a long moment as if considering if he should share more of what was on his mind. Finally, he continued, “There is a lot more I can tell you, Samantha. My life is a long story, and I will tell you all of it one day. We are both tired and there is no need to overload our minds.”

Sam agreed despite her piqued curiosity. “I’m still confused about some things. What did Colin mean by burning bridges when he left?”

Marcus was solemn for a long moment before he answered. “A girl was found dead a few days after Colin disappeared. Her body was marked with runes that had been carved into her. She had also been Colin’s lover. At first, some thought she did it to herself out of grief. It quickly became clear that it had been done to her, though many believed it had nothing to do with Colin. Only recently did Chancellor Lazar and I begin to suspect that perhaps it had been Colin. We thought this after Mr. Darby revealed to us that Colin was still alive.”

“But not now. That cave has crushed him.”

Marcus went on. “He went ballistic on some of the teachers before he disappeared, suddenly breaking out into screams of rage for no apparent reason. Colin was teetering on the edge of insanity at the time. I believe the Mindblades had already gotten him by that point.” He tilted his head. “You didn’t take those books Lily had, did you? The investigators never found them.”

“Lily said she got rid of them,” Sam said. “What she did with them, I don’t know, but I believe she realized they were poisoning her.”

Marcus looked anxious. “I will let Chancellor Lazar know then. It would be good to find the books so no one else can be harmed by them. Of course, with Colin gone now, we won’t have to worry about him trying to give them to anyone else.”

Sam shifted. “I don’t understand Colin’s reason for giving Harris his magic instead of making Harris come here as himself.”

“I think I know,” Marcus answered. “Colin had already put his mana into the stone so he could exchange it for a dark power that was already in it. Mana traded for mana. The only way to rid the stone of his own mana so it could not be taken by someone he didn’t want to have it, was to disguise someone so it drained the stone of its magic. I went to use it for my own investigations and found it was empty. He already wanted to give the books to Lily, no doubt to recruit her or get her out of the way, so it was a perfect opportunity.”

“Two birds with one stone,” Sam grumbled. She laughed roughly. “Literally one stone. Actually, all that research I did into the Essence Stone might have not been for nothing.”

Marcus looked intrigued.

Sam went on. “In one of the books I read on stones, it explained that other stones could be categorized as Dark Stones. These were stones that could kill or poison if touched. Do you think Harris’ Essence Stone was a Dark Stone?”

“Could be,” Marcus replied. “I will do some research of my own.” He sat back, looking more exhausted than ever. He tapped his fingers together. “I began to suspect it was Colin while we were in combat. I knew the moves he made. I knew how he fought because I had taught him many of those defensive techniques. He began to get the better of me because he had taken dark magic from the Essence Stone. It made him more powerful.”

He paused, then changed the subject. “Many of your friends have been asking questions since you returned. There won’t be any way to explain what has happened to you other than by telling the truth.”

“I thought Chancellor Lazar didn’t want me ‘spreading fear,’” Sam responded.

“Ah, but if you don’t tell the truth, the student body will spread fear anyway. I know very well how poisonous a simple rumor can be.”

“I will tell them the truth then. It just might take me some time.” Sam had a lot to process, and Lily kept coming to mind. She did not believe for one second that Lily had simply been in the way. Whoever Colin Braise had been working for had tried to recruit Lily for some dark purpose. With what Sam knew about Lily’s gifts and how similar they were to her own, she was all the more curious.

“I want to join you in your investigation,” she told Marcus.

Marcus hesitated but then nodded. “I understand your plight. I will allow you to help me. You have been a significant aid to me so far. But there is a condition.”

“Yes?”

“You will have to change some of your classes and focus all your time on becoming the best battle mage you can. You did well in that fight, but I am afraid Colin and Jhia, though formidable foes, are not at the top of the food chain for a reason. You will need to be better prepared.”

“I will start right away, Professor.”

Marcus stood and chuckled. “Not right away, Samantha. Try taking a bath, eating a good meal, and spending time with your friends. Also, it is almost Christmas. After all you have been through, I want you to go home first and be with your family.”

Sam didn’t like the idea of leaving the Academy without all the answers she had been seeking for weeks but she nodded. “Okay, I’ll go home first.”
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EPILOGUE


Sam looked up when she heard a knock at her door. “Come in?”

Molly’s mass of curls appeared first, then her smiling face. Behind her stood Emma. “We’ve come to say goodbye and wish you a Merry Christmas!”

Sam smiled back. “I wasn’t sure if I was going to see either of you before we left since they’re sending everyone home on different ships.”

Emma plopped down on the end of Sam’s bed. “We wouldn’t dream of leaving before we had a chance to say goodbye. Besides, we didn’t get to see much of you after you came back from Paris with Professor Deathshroud.”

It was true. Sam had only seen the girls long enough to tell them what had happened before someone else in the Academy made up a story of their own that was nowhere near the truth. Both had been shocked to hear it and uncomfortable about what it might mean for their future at the Academy. The story had spread. Molly told it to Leo and Emma told David and it went on from there. Sam had become semi-famous overnight. Almost everywhere she went in the Academy, someone stopped her to ask a question or introduce themselves as if suddenly enthralled by the student who had helped Professor Deathshroud dispel a gang.

There were untrue facts about the story spreading around now, such as that Sam had fought off a beast with seven heads in a lake in a deep underground cavern. Sam was quick to say this wasn’t true anytime someone asked her.

Right now, Sam was more concerned about making sure her friends felt safe and assured. “There are a lot of people getting to the bottom of the mystery. If it was too unsafe for all of us to be here, they would tell us not to come back after Christmas.”

Emma stood and smiled. “You’re right.”

Molly looked worried. “We will see you again, right?”

“Of course,” Sam promised. “I’ll call you both loads while I’m at home.”

Molly sighed. “So much has happened here that I’m ready to go home for a bit. It will be a nice break.”

Sam nodded. “Yes, it will.” A new sorrow penetrated her heart. It would be the first Christmas in over ten years that she would not be with Lily, sitting by a lit tree with heaps of presents from Sam’s parents and Lily’s grandmother. Sam fought back fresh tears at the thought of it and turned to her friends. She wrapped an arm around each of them. “I can’t thank you two enough for all the help you have been. With the magic and gangs and stuff but also by supporting me when Lily…”

Emma squeezed her shoulder. “We won’t let you grieve alone. Anytime you want to talk, I’m here.”

“Me too,” Molly added. She glanced at Emma, gave a conspiratorial smile, then turned back to Sam. “We have a gift for you.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to do that.”

“Oh yes we did,” Emma replied. “I remember being in Paris the day you got abducted through a portal. Before all that nonsense, we both saw you eyeing this hat in a shop, so we went back and got it for you.” Emma handed Sam a bag. Inside it was a green hat with a pink ribbon around it. Sam stared at it in shock.

“Do you like it?” Molly asked.

“I—I do.” This time, Sam could not keep her tears back. She smiled too. “But I didn’t like it because I thought it would look good on me. It is the very thing Lily would have wanted. That day as I stood there looking at it in the shop window, I was thinking about how I wanted to buy it for her for Christmas. Then I remembered I wouldn’t be able to give it to her.”

Emma and Molly hugged her. “And now we have given it to you,” Emma said.

Sam choked out another “thank you” before the girls left her to finish packing. Once Sam had all her clothing in one trunk and books and other school supplies in another, she placed the new hat on top of her dresses. She would display it in her room back home to remember her time with Lily in Paris.

I will never forget you, she thought.

Sam was looking forward to going home. Her father had sent her messages saying the thought of Sam’s return had revived her mother to better health. It was high time, Sam thought, to fill her father in on all that had been going on. She decided that for now she would not tell her mother. She did not want to add stress while she was ill.

Another knock came at Sam’s door. She turned, unsure of who it would be this time, since Emma and Molly had already come to say goodbye. Leo had bid her farewell this morning.

“A delivery for you, Miss,” came a light voice.

Sam went to her door, opened it, and saw one of the Academy faculty standing there holding a white box with a dark purple ribbon around it. “This is for you. Professor Deathshroud sent it. He wanted to make sure you had it before you left for home.”

Sam said thank you and took the box. A gift from Professor Deathshroud? Sam grew excited as she pushed the ribbon off the box. Just inside was a note written in Marcus’ handwriting.

Dear Samantha,

The investigators found this among Lily’s possessions that were collected after the incident. They have released it to me to give to you since it is a gift addressed to you.

Have a good Christmas.

Your friend,

PD (Professor Deathshroud)

With a wildly thumping heart, Sam dug into the box until she found Lily’s gift. She gasped. In the sunlight pouring through her window, Sam saw that Lily had gotten her a necklace. On a gold chain was a purple flame made of glass and marble or some other magical combination of substances. Whatever was inside it glowed in the sunlight. Sam felt the magical energy buzzing inside it. The magic was warm and made Sam’s skin tingle with comforting pleasure.

Beneath the necklace was a folded piece of paper. Sam knew before she read it that it was a note from Lily.

My dearest Sam,

I am sorry things have been strained between us lately. I love you very much and would never want anything to come between us. I want to tell you everything, and I will, but first you need to know that I consider you my best friend, my dearest companion, and my favorite person to ever exist. You are more than a friend. More than a sister. I am not sure there is a proper word to describe it.

I bought this necklace when we went shopping for All Saints’ Day. You were distracted, so I took a moment to buy it while you were not looking. If you are reading this note now, it means it is Christmas Day and we are sitting in your father’s study by the tree. Lights are strung around it and hopefully the panes are frosty and white. We have had loads of desserts and are beginning to feel sick.

Sam could almost hear Lily’s laughter as she wrote the note. Tears pressed into her eyes, her heart aching with a longing to be exactly where Lily’s letter said they should be.

Today is All Saints’ Day and I am writing this to you because I feel deep inside me that I should never waste another moment of time I have with you. Who knows how long we will have? It is morning, and you are still asleep. I feel dreadfully cold, but I am looking forward to spending time with you today at the festival.

Anyway, this necklace reminded me of the trick you did on the ship when they called your name the night of the welcome feast. I loved it. I am sure you have found better uses for magic, but that one always made me happy. You and I must always remember the wonder of magic, not just its dangers or uses.

I hope you will wear this necklace often as it is a token of my love for you.

Merry Christmas, Sam

All my love,

Lil

Sam choked on tears as she folded the note back up and placed it once more in the box. She wiped her tears as she went to the mirror and put the necklace with its purple flame centerpiece around her neck. Whatever magic was inside, Sam knew it was for good luck or simply the sort of feeling Lily made everyone feel when they were around her. Warm and comforted and good.

“I love you too, Lily,” she said aloud as she clasped the necklace into place. “And I promise to do whatever I can to avenge your death and bring the people responsible to justice.”
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Thank you for taking a chance on the first book of my new series! I’m thrilled to join the LMBPN publishing family (thank you, Renée Jagger). Renée is a star and lent me her author notes to study, and I’ve read so many LMBPN books I’m feeling good about writing mine in the style of the authors you all know and love.

I was born in York and grew up in England. I lived with my maternal aunt and uncle while I was in uni (that’s college to my American readers!). Being with them for more than an odd week here and there in the summer made me connect deeply with my Scottish side, and I realized that Scotland was the home of my heart.

I miss wandering the Yorkshire Moors, but the Highlands more than make up for not getting back to York as much as I should! Currently, I live in a wee Borders town with my dog Emma. I write to the music of the seagulls since I live right on the harbour in a homely flat by the sea. I quite love my town. It’s peaceful and hectic by turns.

Dogs are a part of life here. Walking around the town, you see them with their people everywhere you go. The pubs and restaurants have dog-friendly spaces in this part of the world. It makes sharing my life with my four-footed companion so much easier. Everyone in town knows Emma. We walk to the greengrocer, the butcher (he always saves her a meaty bone!), the bakery, and our lovely local coffee house. Rain or shine (mostly rain), we get outside for a little while almost every day, usually ending with a walk along the beach where I can watch Emma chasing crabs and birds. There’s a very nice shop on the prom, so popping out to buy milk and butter isn’t a hardship when I get to take a moment to listen to the waves crashing on the rocks.

It’s largely an uneventful life (unless Renée is here), but it suits me. I regularly go for drives through the countryside, which is beautiful in any season, though in very different ways. If I need more than the beautiful winding roads and fields full of sheep, I drive north for an hour to Edinburgh or south for a bit more than an hour to Newcastle, then scurry home with my car boot full of shopping bags and tasty treats.

I met Renée just over a year ago while she was on one of her journeys to my beautiful country. I know she’s told you about some of the road trips we’ve taken together. I am planning to visit her in the US, so look out for details about that trip in my future author notes!

This past weekend, Renée and I took another American writer friend who is visiting up to the Highlands. It was mizzling the whole time, but that didn’t stop us from having fun! We visited castles, ate delicious Indian food, got our friend to try haggis (which she liked), and topped the weekend off by visiting a valley surrounded by Munros. Those are Scottish mountains that are taller than three thousand feet, and we Scots bag (collect) them by climbing them.

This country is spectacular, but parts of its history are very sad. After our visit, we looked up the history of the glen and learned that three hundred years ago, the valley that felt so haunting to us used to be on a main trade route. Very little remains of most of the houses today. The Highland Clearances and overgrazing left the land empty, but there are traces here and there of the three to four hundred people who made it their home.

We topped off our day by stopping at the Blair Atholl Distillery so our friend could find a special whisky (which you Yanks call Scotch) for her husband. Much merriment ensued, especially after Renée and our friend tasted five whiskies so they could make a knowledgeable choice. Good thing I was driving!

I hope you enjoyed meeting Samantha and her friends as much as I enjoyed telling the first part of their story. If you have a moment, leaving a review would be very helpful for me (as it is for any writer).

The adventure will continue monthly, so you won’t have to wait long for the next one. I especially want to thank LMBPN’s staff for making a new writer’s journey to publication as painless as they could. From the beta team who suggested improvements to the series to Kelly O (who does everything) to the editor who smoothed my prose to the just-in-time team who caught last-minute errors, it has been a joy working with you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next book.

Izzie Campbell
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CHAPTER ONE


Samantha Tempestade groaned as she flung herself on top of her trunk. “Why won’t this damn thing close? I don’t remember packing this much the first time I went to the Academy.”

She bounced up and down on top of the trunk’s lid, hoping to press its contents close enough together for the buckles to snap shut. It didn’t work. Blowing a loose strand of hair out of her face, Sam got off the trunk and stood before her bed, hands perched on her hips. Her face was flushed with exertion. She had been packing for what felt like hours.

I know I’m not supposed to use magic outside of school yet, but one teeny tiny spell won’t hurt, will it?

She took out her wand, gave it a rueful look, then groaned again. No, better not. She wrestled with the suitcase a little longer before realizing she was just going to have to take some things out.

It hit her then why she had the same amount of clothes this time around but no room for them. It wasn’t a change in her suitcase. It was simply that she had once had Lily’s pockets of storage and protection to use along the way to the Academy. Her best friend had not taught Sam the trick before she died.

The thought sobered her. Slowly, Sam laid the trunk’s lid back and began taking out items that seemed less necessary. This was her second trunk, and each student was only permitted two on the ship. She already had her books and other class supplies, except for her wand, back at the Academy.

A voice called from the floor below. “Everything all right up there, Sam? All I hear is an awful thumping over and over again!” Hannah, the housekeeper who had been with them since Sam was a little girl, was on the first floor while Sam hurried about her bedroom on the second.

“Everything’s all right!” Sam called back. Then she muttered, “Though I might be on the brink of a packing crisis. I wonder if Da can use a spell since I can’t.”

Just as she thought this, Hannah called to her again. “Your poor father has been waiting over an hour on yer late arse. Best git it down here, ’fore⁠—”

Sam cut through Hanna’s heavy Scottish accent. “Coming!” She leapt down the stairs. Late again. At least this lateness was just for lunch with her father, and he was used to it. So used to it, in fact, that when she burst into the parlor, she found him by the hearth, a newspaper spread out in his lap, and a cup of tea in one hand. No lunch was in sight. He glanced up, his gray eyes meeting Sam’s from behind spectacles that rested on his rather long nose. “Oh hello, Sam. Heard you upstairs. Must have gotten into a scuffle with a lampshade or something?”

Samantha grinned. “A trunk, actually.”

Her father Samuel, for whom she had been named, pondered this. “Ah, that makes sense. It doesn’t look like you won either. Do we need to have another training session before you go back to the Academy?” His eyes sparkled as he laid aside his newspaper and rose. “I didn’t know it had been an hour already until Hannah shouted. Thank God for her.” He linked arms with his daughter, who was almost as tall as him, and whispered, “Hope whatever she’s cooked up for us isn’t cold yet, though if it is, it would be our fault.”

Hannah was a housekeeper and cook as well as manager of all the small things that would have fallen to the wayside if it were up to Samuel and his only daughter.

As they exited the parlor and entered one of the long, narrow halls winding through the house where they lived just north of London, Sam felt a familiar sense of warmth and peace. This home had always given that to her. Christmas had been five days ago, and the holiday decorations were still up. The Christmas tree twinkled with small white lights from the den. A wreath hung on the front door. In the hall, Sam’s eyes strayed to the only framed photographs they had on the first floor.

One depicted herself, her father, and her mother from ten years ago. The second showed a stoic-looking man with a face very similar to her father’s. It was her grandfather, Samuel Tempestade III. Or was it the fourth? Maybe the fifth? Sam couldn’t keep track. She had never met her grandfather, but she was named Samantha because of him. The Tempestade family had always had first-born boys, until Samantha. Her mother, Etta, wasn’t fond of naming a girl Samuel, so they settled on Samantha. Samuel and Etta had not had any children after that, though there had been another girl who was almost like their own daughter.

Sam’s eyes went to the third photo. She and Lily on their last day of secondary school peered down at them with bright eyes and big smiles. Sam remembered that day and the excitement they had felt. “After this, we go to the Academy,” Lily had said, “We made it, Sam!”

Sam pushed the memory away as she and her father entered the kitchen where Hannah had left bean soup and sandwiches for their lunch. Sam’s stomach growled. “I suppose packing was more exerting than I thought.”

“Have you finished with that?” Samuel asked her as they sat.

Sam shook her head. “I might need a spell or two from you.”

“It will have to wait until after the party tonight.”

Sam glanced up. “A party? Really? Mum’s feeling up to it?”

Samuel smiled and lowered his voice. “It was her idea. She insisted. And, well, you know she’s been doing better since you came back.”

Sam nodded. Her mother had been doing well. Much better, in fact. The doctor had come twice since Sam’s return for the holidays and remarked each time how much better Etta seemed to be faring with her daughter back. “I think a party for the New Year would lift her spirits,” Samuel remarked. “Especially with you going back to the Academy tomorrow night.”

Sam felt something in her chest deflate. She was eager to get back to the Academy and return to figuring out Lily’s case. Her time at home, however, felt like it was about to be cut short. If there was anything that Lily’s death had taught her the most, it was that she should never waste time with a loved one again. She could never know when it was the last day with someone she loved. Her mother being sick concerned her, of course, but never more than now, after she had lost Lily.

Samuel broke through Sam’s thoughts. “We’ll only have a few friends over. They’ll all go home long before midnight. It will just be you and I to ring in the New Year. I doubt your mother will be awake long enough for that.”

Sam mustered a smile. “I can’t wait.” She had always loved the parties her parents threw while she was growing up. It had been years since they’d had a proper New Year’s Eve celebration. Sam felt an ache growing in her heart. If Lily was still alive, Sam would have invited her. She struggled to keep the explosion of grief in her chest from showing on her face.

Her parents knew about Lily, of course. They just didn’t know the full story. Apart from telling her mother that Lily had died from a rare illness, Sam had only told her the good parts of being at school. She had told her mother about her favorite teachers, her new friends, and the classes she enjoyed taking.

Samuel had stood by and heard all of this. Now, he looked up after taking a bite of soup. “When do you plan on telling me how things really were at school, my dear? Losing a friend to anything is going to cause grief for a long time. You have hardly spoken of her since you came back.”

So I guess my sadness did show on my face, Sam thought. She nodded. “It’s been hard, Da.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Sam thought for a moment, then nodded. “Actually, there is a lot I have to tell you. You see, with Lily…” She paused, her mind going back to all the things that had happened before and after her best friend’s death. All the times she almost lost her own life and all that she had learned in the process. “She didn’t die just of a rare illness. It was an illness, and it was rare, but that isn’t the whole of it.”

She took a deep breath and began at the beginning, telling him about the Essence Stone and the strange books Lily had been reading. She talked about Colin Braise and the attack on the village, and her work and training with Professor Deathshroud.

Her father’s brows furrowed when she mentioned Marcus. “Professor Deathshroud, eh?”

Sam nodded. “Was he teaching at the Academy when you went?”

Samuel nodded. “He was, but I didn’t take any of his classes. I always heard strange things about him. He has quite the reputation.”

“Well, turns out he is a kind, just, and strong wizard. He saved my life more than once.” Sam told him about her night in Paris after Lily’s death when a strange woman had sent her into a portal to be beaten by thugs, and how Professor Deathshroud had saved her and the mission they had gone on after. Samuel listened in focused silence, his brows drawn together in concern. He gave the strongest reaction when Sam described what she had done in the cavern with Jhia’s magic.

After she finished, Samuel was silent for a long moment. Then, “You would not be the first Tempestade to be able to control another magical’s mana.”

Sam leaned forward. “Really?”

“Your grandfather could.”

“And you?”

Samuel shook his head. “Not all of us are so lucky.” He sighed. “Your grandfather considered it a curse. It gave him power he did not want to control. That power overwhelmed him over time. He died because of it.”

“He was a good man though, wasn’t he?”

Samuel’s faraway gaze returned to her. “Yes, he was. But even the best of us with good hearts can fall victim to such power. It became too much for him and he fell ill. He died not long after.”

There was another minute or two of silence before Samuel added, “I wish you had told me before, Samantha. You were in danger. If something had happened to you, and I didn’t know…” He shook his head. “I would never be able to forgive myself.”

Sam nodded. “I’m sorry for never telling you any of this when it happened and for lying to you when you called and asked how things were going. I just didn’t want you to worry about me when you had… other things.” Sam thought of her mother in her upstairs bedroom.

Samuel’s face was a mixture of emotions. Shock and sadness and pride and admiration. He reached for his daughter’s hand and squeezed it. “I always knew you had the making of a warrior in you, my dear. I am just sad to not have seen it for myself and that Lily’s death was the way it had to come out of you. I do miss her, you know. We all do.” Her mother, Hannah, and various colleagues of Samuel’s all spoke fondly of Lily. “I want to train more with you before you go. I am concerned about your safety.”

“I only have a day,” Sam reminded him. “And besides, I might be able to beat your arse now.” She said it with a slight smile, hoping to lighten the mood after everything she had told him.

Samuel chuckled. “You might be wrong, my dear. I never brought magic into our training sessions while you were growing up. You haven’t seen me at my best.”

“You’re an inventor, not a warrior.”

“Who says one can’t be both?”

Sam laughed. “We can train in the morning. I want to visit Lily’s gravesite tomorrow too before going back to the ship.”

“Very well. We will make them both happen. But tonight, we celebrate your mother and her improving health.”

Sam had just finished her lunch and stood. “I will go see her now. She might want help picking out something to wear for tonight.”
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Etta Tempestade was standing at the window when Sam entered her bedroom.

The sight was both surprising and relieving, since Etta had been in bed for many months. When she was not in bed, she was wheeled around the house in the chair, keeping to the first floor since climbing the stairs to the second or third proved too strenuous. When she wanted to be in her bedroom, Samuel scooped her up in his arms and took her up the stairs. It was good to see her standing, staring out the gray afternoon and the small back garden where she spent most of her warm spring days. It would not be long now before her garden was in full bloom. It was also good to see that her lunch platter was empty. She had been eating everything lately.

Etta turned when she heard her daughter enter. Her face was pale but her lips parted in a smile. “Sam, I was wondering when I was going to see you today. I was about to come out and find you, but…” She wobbled. Sam knew the look on her mother’s face well enough. If she did not sit down soon, she would faint. Sam hurried to her and took her arm to help her to the window seat. “There, do you want some water?”

Her mother nodded and Sam fetched a glass and held it to her lips. At first, her mother’s hand shook as she tipped the glass back, then it grew stronger. “Thank you, dear. I feel better now.”

“Good enough for a party? Da said you insisted.”

Etta gave a wan smile. “I miss the music and dancing. Do you think Rose will play the piano tonight?” She was referring to one of Samuel’s colleague’s wives, someone Sam had not met.

“If you ask her, she might.”

Etta smiled again, her eyes faraway and wistful.

“I’ve come to help you pick out what to wear,” Sam told her mother.

“Oh good,” Etta replied. For the first time in days, her eyes shone with excitement. Sam searched her mother’s closet for a shimmering, burgundy gown with ruffles around the sleeves and hemline. She remembered it being her mother’s favorite dress for many years. “Something old or something new?” Sam held it up.

“That will do.”

They enjoyed a peaceful, companionable silence, broken up here and there by suggestions for shoes or ways for Etta to put up her mass of curls. Each suggestion seemed to lift Etta’s spirits more until her cheeks were warm with excitement and anticipation.

Maybe Da was right, Sam thought. A party will do Mum some good.

Downstairs, the smells of baking and cooking began to waft from the kitchen, a sign that Hannah was hard at work on preparations for the night. “It is strange that Lily won’t be with us tonight,” Etta offered in a soft, somber voice.

Sam paused where she was at the wardrobe, pulling out shawls for her mother to choose from if she became cold as the night wore on. “I know. It will always be strange.” Sam had realized on Christmas Day, when the usually cheery, glad morning was only sorrowful and gray, that nothing would ever feel the same as it once was. But we can try and pretend that it will, she thought. Lily would want us to celebrate, not think about the fact that she isn’t here.

A knock came at Etta’s bedroom door. “Come in,” she said in a very quiet voice.

The old door creaked open. Everything in the house was old and creaky. That was part of the home’s charm. Hannah’s face appeared. “A letter for you, Sam.” She extended a white envelope. Sam went to her and took it.

“It’s from Lily’s grandmother.”

She had not spoken to the older woman since the funeral, which had been held the day Sam returned to London. They had not spoken much that day. They had clung to one another and wept. They were the two people who had been the closest to Lily, so Sam was glad to see Rosemary’s handwriting scrawled across the paper.

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, Samantha

It is dark and cold here where I am. I miss Lily more than I can ever express. I wake with the aching in my heart of her absence. I was never supposed to outlive my own child let alone a grandchild. Know that if you are sad, you are not alone, and I ask—no, demand— that you come see me once your spring term is up. You know where.

All the love in the world,

RM

It took all Sam had to keep back her tears. “Of course I will visit her as soon as my spring term is over,” she murmured. “If everything goes the way I want it to.” Not wanting to worry her mother, Sam folded the letter and put it into her pocket. She turned back to Etta, smiling. “Let’s put you into that beautiful dress of yours, shall we?”
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CHAPTER TWO


Sam’s face stung with cold and glowed bright red in the morning air. The sun shone overhead through the bare branches of the trees in the frost-laden garden. “No magic?” she asked her father as she took her stance across from him.

Samuel grinned. “No magic. We wouldn’t want you getting into any trouble, would we?”

Sam returned his humor. “In that case, I might just beat your arse.”

Samuel’s eyes twinkled. “No one said anything about me not using magic.”

“That’s not fair!”

“You’re going to have some unfair fights in your life, Samantha.”

The use of her whole first name instead of its shortened version told Sam he was serious. “I’ve already had some unfair fights and I scraped by,” she muttered, thinking her father wouldn’t hear her.

He did. “We can do better than ‘scraping by.’”

He took his stance opposite her and drew his wand. The garden walls were high enough and their neighbors far enough away that he could use magic without being detected. Besides, they had wards around the house anyway. Sam’s words turned into air she could see before her face. “Don’t be too mean, Da.”

He chuckled. “I would never.”

Before Sam had a moment to decide how she was going to take him down, he waved his wand and a spark of blue magic jolted from the end, right toward Sam, and hit her square in the chest. “Ow!” The spell sent her back against one of the garden walls. Snow crunched under her as she fell.

Samuel waved his wand again. Sam dodged the second spell but without her own wand, was not able to combat it. “I can’t even use my shield?” she growled out in question.

Samuel shook his head. “Remember what I’ve taught you. Use whatever resources you have available.”

“I have magic available to me and it’s not like the Academy will find out anyway.” Students were told not to use magic while at home until they graduated from the Academy. The risk of non-magicals seeing them was high. Sam didn’t understand the logic. Her father was throwing spells at her, and no one was nearby. Why couldn’t she do the same?

“Stupid rules,” she muttered.

Though annoyed, Sam refused to back down. Training with her father from a young age had always been like this. He didn’t hold back. She had only won a couple of fights against him her whole life. Sam picked up the first thing she found on the ground, a long but sturdy stick. She brandished it like a sword, stepping forward, then left, then back in a parrying dance.

Samuel struck out with another spell, hoping to disarm his daughter, but Sam moved with the grace and agility she had learned over the years and avoided his magic. She spun and was behind him, and brought her stick down across his back hard enough that it cracked in two. She flung it away.

Samuel howled but despite his pain, he turned with mirth in his eyes. “Out of sticks, Sam?”

He always did this—mocked her until she’d had enough and went straight for him. Sam was beginning to be out of breath. Her muscles were taut and stiff. The cold air pierced her lungs. She was sweating with exertion. I haven’t stayed in shape while being away from the Academy, she thought. That was mistake number one. Mistake number two was forgetting her father could put up a shield.

She lunged for him, and his shield of magic went up. Sam bounced off it, her skin seared by the contact. Hissing, she drew back. “I don’t know what to do now!” Her eyes watered and she wasn’t sure if they were frustrated tears or simply from the cold.

Samuel shrugged. “If I were a real foe, you would be dead. You can’t give up.”

Sam folded her arms across her chest and cocked her head to the side. “I would be smart enough not to end up in a fight against someone I can’t beat. I don’t even stand a chance against you without magic.”

Samuel wagged a finger. “You’re forgetting one thing: you already have magic within you that makes you capable of endurance. You keep coming at me and eventually I’ll grow weary. You won’t.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Remember the gifts you have, Sam. Not everyone is so lucky.”

Sam dropped her eyes to the snowy ground. “I know.”

“You know?”

Sam looked up and met her father’s twinkling gaze again. She nodded and spoke more firmly. “I know.”

“Then show me.”

His hands were still on her shoulders. Sam knew what to do. Before Samuel could draw away, she grabbed his wrist and twisted, yanking hard. He put up a shield, but it was too late. She was inside it with him. She spun him hard and fast until his back was against her chest. She shoved him forward and they toppled over into the snow together. Samuel’s wand flew out of his hand and landed among the powdery coldness. “Got you.” Sam laughed as her father’s face landed in the snow. “If I had a wand, I could finish this off.”

“Use mine,” he offered.

Sam got to her feet and frowned at him. “I can’t use anyone else’s wand. It won’t work.” She paused. “Will it?”

Samuel sat up and wiped snow from his face. Flecks of it were still in his beard and eyebrows. He grinned up at her, squinting because of the sun in his eyes. “You just told me a story last night about how you were able to control someone else’s magic. Why wouldn’t you be able to use someone else’s wand too?”

Sam’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Samuel picked up his wand. “Perhaps it is something you should try. Not with mine, though. Not here, anyway.”

“Right,” Sam groaned. “The rules.”

She noticed her father’s entire back was wet from pushing him over. “I’d fight back, but I want a cup of tea,” he informed her.

“And I want coffee.”

They went inside, stamping snow off their shoes at the back door and leaving them so they would not track cold water over the wooden floors. The sunlight poured into every window, illuminating the house in a hazy winter glow. A perfect day for a nap in an armchair by the fire with a book lying in your lap, Sam thought, but she wasn’t going to have time for that. She had to be back at the Academy tonight and she wanted to visit Lily’s grave before then.

What her father had said about using another person’s wand stuck in her mind as she went upstairs to change into dry clothes. That’s something I will have to ask Professor Deathshroud about when I get back to the Academy.

An hour later, after they had changed and had warm drinks, Sam and her father drove an hour north toward Lily’s grandmother’s England home where the family had a private graveyard. The old woman would not be there, Sam knew, but she had given Sam permission to come to the graveyard whenever she wanted. She had gone to her home in France the day after Christmas, feeling the shroud of grief over Lily’s death as something weighty on her shoulders. The French countryside, even in the crisp, cold winter, made her feel better. I just hope she doesn’t freeze to death in that old house, Sam thought.

Her father had promised to call Rosemary daily to check in on her. The minute she became too lonely or sad or cold, she was to come to London and stay with Sam’s family. “We take care of our own,” her father had said to her when the proposal was given. “Even if our own are not our blood.” Lily might as have been. Sam felt her best friend’s absence in her very bones.

A weight settled over her as they came to the graveyard. Her father had stayed back in the car. When he offered to come with her, Sam had told him, “I want a moment alone with Lily,” and crunched away over the stiff snow toward the graveyard.

A black wrought iron fence surrounded it and inside were only a few stones. Some had names so faded that Sam could not read them. She found Lily’s, and the inscription was still crisp and stark.

Lily Vivace.

Sam didn’t want to read the number of years her friend had been alive. They were too short, only nineteen. A lump formed in her throat, twin to the ache building in her chest.“I would give you flowers, but they’d die far too soon,” she told the headstone. “I will be back in the spring with the biggest, brightest, most beautiful bouquet you’ve ever seen. Lilies, of course. And I’ll be here with your grandmother.”

Sam tried not to cry. The salt of her tears would only sting her chapped, red cheeks more. “I miss you.” Her voice broke. “More than ever, especially now that I am going back to the Academy. It won’t be the same. We were supposed to be going back together.”

Sam drew in a long, shuddering breath. “I promise to do what I can to find out who did this to you.” She gestured at the stone with a gloved hand. “I will find who put you here and I will…”

Sam didn’t finish. A dozen threats and fantasies of vengeance came to her mind, but she moved them aside. Right now, she just wanted to be grateful that she had ever had Lily to begin with.

Going back to the Academy was going to be different for other reasons. Lily’s death meant Sam’s future had changed. No longer would she take random classes here and there while she tried to figure out what she wanted to do for the rest of her life. Never thought I would actually go to school to become a warrior mage, she thought.

She didn’t have a choice. Sam glanced over her shoulder and saw her father in the car waiting for her. She thought of her mother back home, eating soup and drinking tea and taking hot baths and sleeping the rest of the time. “I have to protect them too,” she murmured. She knelt at the grave and pressed her fingers to Lily’s name. She then held those same fingers to the purple flame necklace around her neck, a gift from her friend.

Sam wiped fresh tears away and turned to make her way back through the graveyard. She thought of her friends at the Academy and Professor Deathshroud. He’d better have found something about Lily while I was gone.

Later, when she said goodbye to her father, Samuel held her close and whispered, “Don’t keep things from me this time, Sam. I want to know what is happening.”

She pulled back and peered into his face. “I promise.”

He kissed her forehead. “Good.”
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CHAPTER THREE


The halls were full of students, and Sam was not getting through the crowd as quickly as she wanted. “Excuse me,” she said over and over again as she pushed past one student then another, then another, and…

Why can’t everyone just get out of the way and go to their rooms or one of the common areas?

Many students stood in clusters, chatting and laughing. There would be time for Sam to do that later. First, she wanted to get all her things to her room and unpacked so she could enjoy the rest of her night. She had arrived about twenty minutes ago and the hallway seemed longer and fuller than she remembered it being a few weeks ago. “Excuse me,” she said again, more irritated this time.

Two young men, who looked a couple of years older than her, glanced down at her, one blank-faced and the other glowering. “Could be nicer about it,” the second boy muttered.

Sam spun. “I’m just trying to get to my⁠—”

The boy grinned. “Ah, the Tempestade girl. We weren’t sure you were gonna come back.”

Sam wasn’t used to being recognized by people she didn’t know. She adjusted the bag she had slung over her shoulder. “Yeah, well I did and you’re in my way.”

Mockingly, the young man stepped aside and swept a hand toward the end of the hall. “Go ahead then.”

Sam cast him a sharp look before going on her way. Shaking her head, she muttered, “Stupid boys.” His words remained in her mind as she pushed past other students. We weren’t sure you were gonna come back.

Because of what had happened to Lily or because of the things the student body had heard since Sam came back with Professor Deathshroud from the catacombs in Paris? Sam shook her head, knowing it was fruitless to wonder after people’s perceptions of her.

The crowd thinned as she came to the end of the hall and the wide, double doors opened into the girls’ wing of the castle. Beyond, a narrower hall led past several doors into separate rooms. These halls were occupied too, but nowhere near as full as the one Sam had just left. Girls had their doors open and they drifted from room to room, greeting friends they had not seen for a few weeks.

No one said hello to Sam, and she kept her head down until she reached her own room. The brass number hung on the wood door. Number 23. Sam fished a key from her pocket and opened the door, but only stood in the doorway with the din of her fellow students behind her and peered in. She had half expected to find a roommate within, but the room was dark and empty.

Sam sighed, entered, and found the nearest lamp to switch on. Her trunks had been delivered. Sam let the bag around her shoulders thump to the floor. A large rug ran across the wooden planks. The hearth was empty, so she set about building a fire. The large window to the left of her four-poster bed showed frost on the panes. It had been a cold journey here and it would be an even colder night.

Unpacking was her least favorite part about attending the Academy. She did not have to do it alone for long though. A knock came on the door, and Sam turned, expecting a girl she had never met before to come in, declaring she was her newly assigned roommate. Instead, a mass of frizzy, auburn curls appeared followed by a small face with a tiny nose upon which large, circular glasses rested.

“Molly!” Sam exclaimed. Behind Molly was another figure, slightly taller with straight black hair and a whimsical smile. “Emma!”

Both girls came fully into the room. Molly bounded over to Sam and flung her small arms around her neck. “It’s felt like years since I’ve seen you, Sam.” Molly pulled back, her brows drawing together. “You’re a horrible texter.”

“Sorry about that. I’ve been preoccupied.”

With a sick mother, training with her father, the usual holiday festivities, and…

Studying, Sam remembered. Lots and lots of studying. Once, Sam would have left all the learning for her class days, but things were different now. She wasn’t at the Academy to earn a grade or a job. She had spent much of her time at home with her knees pulled to her chest, a book in her lap, and her nose stuck between the pages. Her fingers were stained with ink from all the note-taking she had done. She was surprised not to have carpal tunnel problems yet.

“Hope you had a good Christmas,” Emma said.

Sam nodded. “It was hard, but there were good parts to it.” Her mother doing better, the New Year’s party, and all of Sam’s favorite meals that, to her surprise, she’d actually had an appetite for. “I’m glad to be back here.” She didn’t state her reasons.

Molly flung herself onto Sam’s bed. “Me too. Christmas at my home is horribly overwhelming. So many of us everywhere all the time and so many presents…”

Emma arched a brow. “I don’t see how any of that is a problem. There are lots of people here and so many presents, well, I’ve never heard anyone complain about that before.”

Molly sat up, propping herself with her elbows. “Try not being an only child sometime, Emma. You just… poof, disappear sometimes.” Molly had three older and three younger siblings. Sam shared a look with Emma, understanding her better as she was an only child herself. Then Emma surprised them both.

“I’m not an only child. I have an older brother. He’s ten years older than me though and lives… well, who the hell knows where.”

“Did he attend the Academy?” Molly asked.

Sam stopped listening, preoccupied with opening her trunk as the contents almost spilled out when she opened it. Her father had managed to close it with a spell, but this meant it all came flinging out when at last released.

After a few minutes, Sam noticed her friends had stopped talking and turned. “I’m surprised they didn’t assign me a new roommate. Don’t they want to use up all the space in the school?” Sam asked.

Emma and Molly shared a look.

Sam stood. “Spit it out. You two know something I don’t.”

Molly twisted part of her dress between her hands. Emma spoke instead. “It’s just that…well, no one wanted to share this room.”

“Is there something wrong with the room?” Sam asked. Had someone else been murdered here?

Emma shook her head. “People think you’re cursed, Sam. After Lily and all that. Then you disappeared a couple times with Professor Deathshroud, and it looks…strange to some. Not to us, I promise. But to some.”

“And some have heard about your mother being sick,” Molly added. “They wonder, with the curse and everything…”

“But there is no curse!” Sam exclaimed. “I swear, sometimes I feel like I’m back at boarding school again where no one has anything better to do than make up stories about people they don’t know.”

“It’s all bullshit,” Emma agreed. “Molly or I would room with you if we weren’t already together. How is your Mum, by the way?”

“Doing better.” Sam sighed and sat on her bed next to Molly while Emma leaned against one of its end posts. “Her being sick isn’t my fault. Lily wasn’t either.”

Molly laid a comforting hand on Sam’s shoulder. “We know.”

Sam heaved a great sigh. “But sometimes I wonder if people are right. The curse and all that.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Don’t let it get to you. It’s stupid. You’re not cursed, Sam.”

“I haven’t told you about my last name. The unlucky Tempestades. That’s what my family has been called for a very long time.”

“Why?” Molly asked, her eyes widening in curiosity.

“Depends on who you ask. Tons of people in my family would tell you a very long, boring story about how unlucky we are.”

“Do you know a shorter version?” Emma asked.

Sam nodded. “A long time ago, some great-great-great-grandfather of mine became the first wizard in our family. Magic had not existed in any Tempestade before him. Not that we know of, anyway. He married a witch and they had lots of kids. I don’t know how many, but there were a lot. Many of them had mana too, but that’s when the bad luck started. A lot of them turned into sorcerers or dark enchanters. Those who didn’t died of strange illnesses. He outlived all his children but one and his wife.”

“That’s a lot of funerals for one person to arrange,” Emma drawled.

“Tell me about it. The bad luck didn’t stop there. His one child who lived was named Samuel after his father. He had a ton of kids, but he didn’t marry a witch. That woman took his last name and right away started having all sorts of problems. She would see things that weren’t there and hurt herself in the middle of the night after shrieking loud enough to wake the whole house. She suffered night terrors and ended up dying. Of what, I don’t know, but everyone in my family thinks she did it to herself.

“This great-great-grandfather of mine feared reliving what his father had gone through. He remarried, afraid to be alone, and guess what? The same thing happened to his second wife.”

Molly gasped. Both of Emma’s brows went up this time.

“And the third. And the fourth. He stopped marrying after that. With each wife, he had more children until there were so many that he accidentally named two of them after himself. The bad luck continued. Anyone with the last name Tempestade had bad run-ins with magic or was born without any mana at all. Anyone who married into the family and took the name had something bad happen to them. There were women who married into other families and dropped the name. The opposite happened to them. They struck on enormous good luck.”

“And what about your family?”

“Well, my father is one of the Samuels, you see. They kept naming the first-born male Samuel. He didn’t have much bad luck in his life, but my mother…” Sam swallowed. “Well, she had always had good health until she married into the family. It’s like our name is tainted with something wrong. Like a Tempestade did something really awful a long time ago and the curse has stuck with us.”

Emma waggled her eyebrows. “Better get you married off soon so that bad luck can wear off.”

Sam snorted. “That’s not happening anytime soon.” The last thing she thought about was a future as a wife, and she had only had one boyfriend before. He had been a gardener’s son at the all-girls boarding school she had attended. Everyone had been in love with him, probably because he was the only male of the students’ age. Somehow, Sam had caught his eye. After a few months of kissing in secret places, she found out he was seeing two other girls. Sam had not considered if there might be decent boys at the Academy. Too much else had been going on.

Molly’s eyes glittered at Sam. “We could get you set up, you know. If you want something to distract you. There are loads of boys. Maybe one of Leo’s friends…”

“Not one of them,” Emma cut in. “I could set you both up.”

“No thank you,” Sam replied with a small groan. “I don’t think I’ll have the time. Besides, what boy is going to want to date Unlucky Cursed Samantha Tempestade?”

Emma hugged her. “You’re not cursed, Sam, no matter what your family history is. Lots of people get sick, and I’m sorry your mum is one of them. You said it yourself that she’s getting better. Be happy about that.”

Sam forced a smile. “I am.”

“As for roommates,” Emma went on, straightening, “you can ask Molly and me to come across the hall anytime you need company.”

Molly nodded. “I second that.”

This time, Sam’s smile was grateful and unforced. “Thank you both. You have no idea how glad I am to have you two.”

Molly slid off the bed. “Well, we’d best finish unpacking. See you at the welcome dinner, Sam.”

Sam waved them off and checked her watch. The welcome dinner would take place in an hour, which meant she had to hurry if she wanted to finish unpacking beforehand. She began to regret filling both trunks as close to the brim as possible. Once she had put the necessary items away and decided to leave the rest for later, Sam checked her syllabus for the semester to make sure the classes she had chosen were reflected there.

She had swapped alchemy and history for classes more appropriate to battle mages. She scanned the list. Her semester was full of classes.

Enchanting and Dueling—Monday and Wednesday

Defensive Magic—Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday

Potions Making—Thursday and Friday

Aura and Sight—Friday

Basic Combat Training—Wednesday and Friday

Sam was glad to see she would be spending most of her academic time under Professor Deathshroud’s tutelage. She cast a rueful eye over the last one—Basic Combat Training. When switching her classes, Chancellor Lazar had insisted upon it for Sam. Now, Sam wasn’t so sure she needed it. After all her additional training with her dueling professor and with Marcus Deathshroud, and all she had learned with her father growing up, Sam thought she might be a level up from everyone else in the class.

Or maybe I’m getting a big head. We’ll find out.

Sam noticed the noise in the hall had died down quite a bit. She checked her watch and cursed. “Shit, I’m late!” She hurried from her room, through the girls’ wing of the castle, and toward the Star Hull, where the welcome dinner and all their subsequent meals for the semester would take place.

The room was full, every bench and table occupied by the students of Ravenwood Academy. Sam spied Emma and Molly along with two boys at the table they normally sat at. “Samantha, wonderful to see you as always,” Leo greeted her in his stoic voice. “I trust you had a good Christmas. As well as it could have been anyway.”

Leo was only two years older than Sam, but he reminded her of a grandfather who smoked tobacco from pipes and sat in studies full of old books. He had just been stuck in a young body. “Same to you,” Sam chirped as she plopped herself onto the bench next to him. Molly sat on his other side.

Sam’s eyes roved to the other side of the table, where Emma sat with David, a third-year. David smiled at Sam, and she felt her stomach do a somersault against her own will. “Heya, Sam. Glad to see you back.”

She grinned and repeated the words she had said to Leo because she couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Same to you.”

“Sam didn’t get a roommate,” Emma told David. “A shame, isn’t it?”

David nodded. “It’s stupid what people think of you. You’re not cursed.”

Sam’s cheeks flamed. She didn’t like the idea of David having heard rumors about her or that Emma perhaps talked to him about her. They were dating, though, so it was only natural that Emma talked about her friends to her boyfriend. Sam was soon distracted by all the food and the arrival of the professors and sub-chancellors to the main stage at the front of the Star Hull. Sam recognized all but one. “Where is Chancellor Lazar?”

Leo’s eyes widened a fraction. “Didn’t you hear? Chancellor Lazar has retired. He’s not coming back.”

Sam blinked. “What?”

Leo nodded. “No one knows why, but he’s quite old. It came as no surprise.”

“But he’s been chancellor over Ravenwood forever.”

“Almost fifty years,” Leo agreed.

“The new guy isn’t too bad though,” David added.

Sam was about to ask David who the new chancellor was when the man appeared at the podium in front of the student body. He was much younger than Chancellor Lazar, though still older than Sam’s own father. He had dark, slightly graying hair that fell in soft waves to his shoulders. Brown eyes glittered from a face of sharp angles and smooth, bronze skin. He had a kind smile and his hands gripped either side of the podium as he leaned forward to speak to the students.

“Welcome, all. I am pleased to see you all here. I hope you are pleased to see me, though I am sure many of you have questions about why I stand before you and not your beloved Chancellor Lazar.” His voice was deep and resonating. “My name is Elijah Akaron and for the time being, I am the chancellor and headmaster of Ravenwood Academy. Our dear Chancellor Lazar has gone away for now so he can be a part of the investigations surrounding certain tragic events that took place last semester. Please know that we are doing all we can to keep you all safe while you attend classes here.”

So Chancellor Lazar could come back, Sam thought. She wondered what had changed his mind about the investigation. He had been involved before but not to the extent where he felt he had to leave his job. More than ever, Sam was eager to see Professor Deathshroud. Scanning the room, however, she found he was the only professor of Ravenwood Academy who was not there. I guess I will have to wait until tomorrow.

Elijah Akaron finished his address, which Sam did not pay attention to, and the student body clapped. Sam joined in mechanically. “Not a bad guy,” Leo muttered. “Still, I do miss that old man Lazar.”

Emma, Molly, and David laughed. Sam began to feel like she needed to go to bed.
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CHAPTER FOUR


For the first time in her life, Sam was the first student to arrive in the classroom.

Professor Deathshroud was not there yet. She felt strange standing there in the room all by herself. She strode to the window, where the icy panes showed sunlight pouring over a dead garden. Spring would not be for two more months, and Sam was beginning to tire of the cold. At least this part of the castle was enchanted with warmth in its walls, so she did not shiver by the window.

Over the next several minutes, students came into the room and filled seats until all of them were there except for their professor. “Late on the first day back, eh?” one other first-year murmured. Shuffling and low voices followed. Finally, Sam went to her seat. Emma had just come in and sat next to her.

“He’s got a point,” Emma whispered, indicating the boy who had just spoken. “Where the hell is our professor?” She checked her watch. “I have another class right after this. Can’t be late for it if this one runs over.”

Sam was beginning to wonder if perhaps Professor Deathshroud had not made it back from whatever he had been doing over the holiday break. She had a feeling he had little or no family to spend Christmas with. Just as she was beginning to wonder if he would ever show up, the door to the classroom opened.

Marcus Deathshroud stood tall above his students. His black robes brushed the stone floor, and his dark eyes twinkled from behind spectacles. He carried a load of tomes with shining, gold gilt running down their spines.

A couple of people clapped. Professor Deathshroud smiled. “I apologize for my tardiness, students. I’m afraid I was held up with a meeting before classes began.”

Sam shared a look with Emma. What sort of meeting? All the other professors had started their classes already. Who could he have met with? “But I am here now,” Marcus continued as he went over to his desk and set the books down. “I hope you all practiced your rune-drawing over the weeks away from class. We don’t want anyone falling behind.”

His eyes scanned the class, landing the longest on Sam in the back row. He gave her a slight nod to acknowledge her presence and share a knowing glance. Both remembered the weight of their previous excursion together away from the Academy and the task that lay ahead. This class is going to feel endless today, Sam thought, not because Marcus was a dull teacher but because she could not wait until the others had gone and she could talk to him alone.

Questions flitted around her mind. Had he found out anything new? Did he know where Chancellor Lazar was? Were they going to continue night classes and training so she could improve her skills? Sam had to keep her questions to herself as Marcus conducted class. He split the students into groups and gave each group a tome. “These are the volumes of runes we will learn this semester. Each week, the groups you are in will rotate the tomes until you have memorized all of them. You will read, study, and draw until you feel ready to cast the runes. You will cast until you have complete accuracy.”

Emma stifled a groan as she was passed a tome. “I’m beginning to think I should have continued taking history instead of this class. I’m bored already.”

Sam was the opposite of bored. She could hardly contain her excitement. “Good thing we’re in the same group at least.” She took the book from Emma and began flipping through the pages filled with drawings of runes and descriptions of what they were to be used for along with footnotes of warnings and caveats. Sam recognized many. Those she had not learned from Professor Deathshroud, she had studied over her Christmas break. There were only some she did not yet know.

Sam ended up in a group with Emma and three others. Emma seemed to know two of them, and the third was someone neither of them had seen before.

“I’m a transfer. Name’s Simon.”

“A transfer from where?” Emma asked.

The boy just shrugged.

Sam tried not to laugh. The other two—a boy and a girl—seemed displeased about being in their group. The girl let out a dramatic sigh. “All right, let’s get on with it.” She jerked her head toward the book in Sam’s arms. “Open it for us.”

Sam tried not to be bothered by the girl’s condescending tone and opened the tome. She laid it flat on the nearest empty desk to the first page which showed a table of contents. “This doesn’t help us,” the girl snapped. “We need to see the first set of runes.”

Sam wasn’t going to ignore her attitude anymore. “Then turn the damn page yourself.”

The others looked at her in surprise, except for Emma, who grinned and added, “You heard her. You can choose our first rune.”

The girl rolled her eyes and turned the page. “We’ll do the first one.” She frowned. “These are hard! We aren’t ready for these runes.” She flung a hand up in the air. “Professor!”

Marcus was busy with another group and asked her to wait. Huffing, the girl put her arm down.

“These are all elemental runes,” Simon remarked as his eyes scanned the page. “Water, air, fire, and earth.”

“We can read,” the other boy muttered.

Was it the class that put them in a bad mood, or something else? Sam wondered. She could not help but notice that the girl had scooted as far away from her as she could get. Does she think I’m cursed? She took the book and turned it toward her.

“Hey! We were looking at that,” the girl snarled.

“Your eyes were everywhere else,” Sam replied calmly. “Besides, I actually know some of these runes. They aren’t that hard. I can help you learn them if they aren’t quite at your skill level just yet.”

The girl glowered. “I’ll be fine.”

“Teach us,” Emma requested, gesturing at herself and Simon.

Simon leaned forward, curious.

Sam turned to the fire runes page. It was all she had learned so far. “I’ll cast one and you can all watch.” She took out her wand and it flicked it toward the stone floor. A rune of flames appeared. It wasn’t dangerous until touched by bare flesh or drawn upon by the person who cast the rune. Sam drew on the magic until flames appeared in her hands.

“It doesn’t hurt you?” Simon asked in wonder.

Sam shook her head. “Only whoever I aim it at.” She cast a grin at the girl who had her mouth open to say something nasty but snapped it shut. The flames danced in her hands. “I can turn it into a bolt of fire or a ball too.” Sam showed them but didn’t strike the magic out at anything. She let the rune dissolve into the floor. After that, she helped Emma and Simon draw fire runes. Later, she decided, she would study the other three.

Sam was having fun and forgot about the time. Before she knew it, Professor Deathshroud dismissed the class. “I expect you all to be able to pass a test on the book your group is reading within two weeks’ time. You will move to the next after that and so on until you have completed the whole course.”

The other students left the room. Emma was last to go and cast a glance between Sam and Marcus, understanding that Sam would want time to speak to their professor alone. “See you later, Sam.”

“See you, Em.”

When they were alone, Marcus smiled. “Good to see you again, Samantha.” He gestured for her to take a seat opposite him. He sat in a chair behind his desk. “How are you feeling?”

Sam had not been expecting this question. It was such a simple thing to ask and yet she did not have a simple answer. Marcus’ piercing gaze searched her face for any signs of unease. “I’m all right,” she answered at last. Gathering more courage, she added, “I have been preparing. I read loads of books over the break about runes.” She pulled out a notebook and showed him the pages upon pages of spells and runes she had practiced drawing.

“I saw you showing the others how to cast a fire rune,” Marcus commented. “I was impressed and glad to see you willing to help others when you could have been studying to improve your own skill.”

“I will study to improve,” Sam promised.

“And what of the other elemental runes?” Marcus asked as he looked over her notes. “Have you learned any of those?”

Sam shook her head. “I figured sticking to one element at a time would help me best learn an offensive skill.”

Marcus glanced up. “That’s true, but you didn’t learn that from me.”

Sam smiled. “A tip from my father. He is no warrior, but he knows about focus.”

“And you are not one yet, but you will be in time if you keep this good work up.” Sam felt warm with his approval. Marcus cleared his throat and asked, “Do you still want to go after these vile people even if it proves more dangerous than anything you have faced before? This is more than should be asked of a student.” His tone was serious.

“More than ever.” Sam’s eyes shone with resolve. “I don’t think I would have been able to come back to the Academy if it weren’t for what I need to learn.”

Marcus seemed to understand. “If at any time you want to back out, you can. There are enough people on this investigation as it is.”

“Like the chancellor?” Sam asked.

Marcus paused, then nodded. “Chancellor Lazar decided his skills were of better use to us, so he left the care of the Academy in his apprentice Elijah Akaron, whom you have seen by now, no doubt.”

Sam nodded. “What do you mean by ‘us’? The people still investigating?”

Marcus’ eyes twinkled. “Yes. That and myself as well as a few friends of mine. In fact, I was held back this morning because I was meeting with one such friend.”

Sam was about to ask who these friends might be when a voice rang out, startling Sam. She had thought they were alone in the classroom. “You were right about her, Marcus. She’s curious and determined. She might be just what we need.”

Out of thin air, a woman materialized, surprising Sam so much that she almost toppled her chair over. The woman’s voice was low and pleasant. She had long, dark hair braided down her back. Dark eyes shone from soft, brown skin. She was tall and wore form-fitting fighting leathers as well as a lightweight cape. The woman chuckled. “Sorry to startle you, Miss Tempestade.”

“You’ve been here this whole time?”

The woman nodded. “With an invisibility spell of course. I saw what you did with the runes. Excellent work.”

Marcus stood from behind his desk. “Samantha, I would like you to meet an old friend of mine. This is Helena Marrows.” Helena appeared a good twenty or so years younger than Marcus, though experienced and wise. A number of small scars flecked her hands and face, one of which ran through her left brow, creating a neat slice between her hairs. It made her look…

Fucking badarse, Sam thought. Immediately, she liked this woman. Something about the ease and strength with which she walked about the room made Sam drawn to her and unable to take her eyes off her.

“You will remember the clothes I gave you the last time we went into a fight,” Marcus said to Sam. “Helena designed and made them just for you.”

“Th-thank you,” Sam stammered. “It’s the best outfit I’ve ever received.”

Helena laughed. “I’m glad you liked it. There’s more where it came from, should you need it. Just ask me.”

“Do you live here?” Sam asked.

Helena shook her head. “But I can come whenever I please. That is, whenever Marcus extends the invitation.”

“Which is always open,” he shot back.

Helena rolled her eyes. “He says that now, yet he didn’t actually tell me that until last week when he asked me to come here so I could meet you. Marcus has told me of your adventures so far.”

Sam looked at her professor for confirmation. He nodded.

“I am a former member of the Black Gate,” Helena explained. When she saw Sam had no clue what she was talking about, she added, “The most elite squad of sorcerer hunters in the known magical world. We sought out and eliminated the most-wanted sorcerers.”

“Former member because you…retired?” Sam asked.

Helena laughed again. “I’m afraid there is no retiring for people like me, though that would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

Marcus snorted and Sam had a sense that not only had these two been friends for a long time, but that Helena had just referenced an inside joke between the two. She also noticed how much happier Marcus had become once the woman appeared. Marcus’ eyes sparkled. The seriousness that had been on his face before had faded.

“Helena isn’t just a former member of the Black Gate,” he explained. “She has more experience and expertise in tracking down dark-magic-using sorcerers than most of her former companions combined.”

“Oh please.” Helena feigned bashfulness but looked pleased with the compliment, nonetheless.

Marcus went around the desk and patted the woman on the back. “She will be an invaluable asset in our quest, and I cannot thank her enough for being willing to help us.”

Helena plopped down into a nearby chair. “Anything to help an old friend.”

Sam locked eyes with the woman, refusing to be intimidated by her sheer presence. Despite her efforts, she could not help but feel enamored. “What will you be helping us with? Are you going to be tracking down the person who killed my best friend?”

“Yes. But there are already skilled people working on that. I am going to put most of my focus onto you.”

Sam stared for a minute.

“She will help me train you,” Marcus clarified.

Sam wasn’t sure what she thought about this. She had just met the woman.

Marcus went on. “Helena will be able to teach you things my old bones don’t have the energy to allow me to do.” He winked. “And I think you will come to like her more than me anyway.”

Sam doubted it, but she forced a smile to her lips anyway. “Thank you. I look forward to our training.”

Helena smiled. “Good. Our training won’t be easy, though. I should warn you of that. I don’t like wasting time or talent. I hope you don’t either.”

Sam thought of Lily and how long she had known her. It had not been long enough to have her best friend alive. She nodded. “I don’t want to waste any more time either.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Sam awoke the next morning with a stiff neck and shoulders. She raised her head and looked around in bewilderment. Her bed was still made. The fire had died out in the hearth. She glanced down, realizing she had fallen asleep on her books at her desk while studying the night before. She groaned at the pain in her neck. The page before her was filled with notes on casting elemental runes. None of them made any sense now.

Was I drunk while I studied? she wondered knowing full well that she had not been.

Sam saw that, by her progress in the book, she had gone past the basic fire runes into more advanced ones involving sparks and lightning. And apparently all this reading fried my brain and sent me to sleep.

Sam looked at her phone and noticed several missed calls from her father. She called him back.

“Sam?” His voice was full of worry, almost panic.

“Yeah, Da. I’m all right. Just fell asleep early.”

He blew out a relieved sigh. “Good. I just wanted to make sure you got settled back in all right.”

“I did. Everything’s been fine so far.” Sam checked her phone again, this time to see if she had missed breakfast. She had. She groaned again.

“You sure everything’s fine?” her father asked.

Sam stood, searching for clean clothes and a hairbrush. “Just fine. I slept in late too.”

Her father laughed. “Nothing has changed.”

“But it will, Da. I promise. I’ve switched my classes and I have another new teacher I didn’t know about until yesterday.”

“You’re being vague, but I’ll leave you to it. I don’t want my daughter blowing up a potion in class because her stomach is empty.”

Sam laughed and told her father goodbye. “I’ll call again later. Give my love to Mum.”

The Star Hull had been cleared away by the time she reached it. She had been hoping for a leftover muffin, but there was nothing in sight. Bereaved, she made her way to potions class. It seemed to stretch forever. Even Molly dozed off once during the course of their lesson. After this, Sam headed to Professor Deathshroud’s class. He wasn’t holding class today but on his off days, he stayed there to answer any questions students might come to him with. Sam had a question.

“When exactly can I expect to start training with Helena?”

Marcus glanced up from his book. “That is something you will have to ask her.” His brows pulled together. “Of course, you can’t do that while she is away. Helena is a busy woman, but do not worry. She will make sure you are well-trained when the time comes.”

Sam felt small in the world of people involved in the investigation. So many more were involved than there had been in the weeks after Lily’s death. It felt strange to her to be the one most out of the loop since she was probably the person with the most reason to find out who killed Lily.

Marcus’ voice broke through her thoughts. “Until then, focus on your other studies. I assume you are about to be late for another by coming here to talk to me.”

He was right. Sam had to go to her dueling and enchantments class. Fortunately for Sam, her only class that involved reading and writing things down at night was Deathshroud’s. Her dueling and enchantments class just required she not make an idiot of herself in front of everyone, lest she be scolded by her professor.

Sam was still not sure what she thought of Professor Pinkerton. The woman was as sharp-tongued as she looked and had a judgmental air about her. She also knew her shit and taught a damn good class. Sam had learned quite a lot from her so far, but this did not lessen the dread she felt when called upon by the woman.

“Samantha and Henry, stand opposite one another.” Henry was a large, bulky young man and taller than Sam which was saying something since she was already tall for a girl.

“Duel,” Professor Pinkerton commanded.

Both flicked their wands at the same time, speaking separate spells. Henry’s spell was to disarm, and Sam’s was to stun. Sam’s magic hit him at the same time she dodged his. His magic shot into the wall, leaving a blue streak that would fade. He staggered back into the opposite wall, stunned in the chest. Sam didn’t give him time to recover. She lifted her shield first, then cast another spell to disarm him. His wand went clattering to the ground. This was boring after taking on mightier foes. Henry was good for how long he had been coming to the Academy, but it wasn’t fair to pit him against Sam.

“Good,” Pinkerton stated. “Sam, you can sit by and watch for the rest of class.” Usually, this meant she was in trouble or had done a bad job. She didn’t see how either could be the case. Pinkerton’s tone had not been more judgmental than normal. The class crawled by with Sam watching as pair after pair took to the center of the room and cast spells at one another until Pinkerton decided she was done observing. When class was dismissed, Pinkerton gave Sam the look that said, Stay here.

Dread curled in Sam’s stomach. Why did this woman make her almost piss her pants when fighting a beast in the cave had a lesser effect? “You did well today,” her professor remarked. “So well in fact that I don’t think this class is the right fit for you anymore.”

Sam’s face fell. “I have to take it and pass, though. Otherwise, I won’t earn the credits I need to⁠—”

Pinkerton put up a hand to stop her. “I meant I don’t think this class among the first-years is right for you. You should be training with the third-years instead. They are closer to your skill level and will allow you to actually improve. It will mean switching your class schedule around. The third-years come here on Friday. Can you make that work?”

Switching this class to Friday would mean every one of her classes would fall on one day. At least it was before the weekend. She wanted to say no, but she thought of her reason for being here and nodded. “I will make it work.”

“Good.” Pinkerton grinned and Sam wasn’t sure she liked the look of it. “See you Friday.”

Sam had a similar experience in her Basic Combat Training class as she did in dueling and enchantments. She felt like a big fish in a small pool of water where everyone else was a minnow. Her professor gave her a concerned look. “There’s no need for you to come back. You have the training you already need. Perhaps you can find a private tutor who can help you advance.” Apparently, this was a problem the Academy had only faced a few times before.

News of her success traveled fast through the school. At dinner two nights later, Sam sat by Molly with Leo across from them. “You are one of the top students at the Academy,” Leo told her. “I thought you knew.”

“That’s not something I really keep track of. How the hell would anyone know that anyway?”

“Because all the professors are saying so.” Leo shrugged. “Besides, you’re the first person ever to be moved up two whole years in Professor Pinkerton’s class.” He waggled his eyebrows. “What’s your secret?”

Molly cut in, knowing Sam had been training with Deathshroud for weeks and her father since she was young. “Stop bugging her, Leo.”

“I’m just curious.”

Sam rubbed her arms. “I’m not sure I would like to be a top student. I’ve got enough unwanted attention on me as it is. First people think I’m cursed. Next thing people are going to think is that I’m some stuck-up know-it-all. Well, I’m not. I feel like I don’t know anything.”

“Don’t take it too hard,” Leo consoled her. “People will move on and talk about other things in a couple of days. Besides, you can always stop trying so hard.”

“Leo!” Molly admonished.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean anything by it.”

“It’s all right,” Sam assured him.

Leo thought for a moment. “Say, you’re the first student in twenty years that has had to have private tutoring because they were too good for a class.”

“Twenty years?” Sam echoed. “How would you know that?”

Leo stood. “I can show you.”

Sam and Molly glanced at one another. It would not be the first time Leo took them through the school, telling them a long, boring story they didn’t want to hear. They were finished eating and had nothing else to do though, so they followed anyway. Leo took them to a long corridor branching off the professors’ offices. A wall full of black frames with faded photographs inside was on the left wall. Beneath each photo was a plaque with a name. “These are the names of honorary students throughout the Academy’s history,” Leo explained. “And this is the young fellow who was last put up here twenty years ago.” He pointed to a photograph of a young man.

At first, Sam thought nothing of the picture. Then she read the name. She gasped so loud that she had to put a hand to her mouth. The plaque under the photograph read:

Colin Braise.

She had never seen Colin’s face before, and now, here it was.

“Poor fellow died not long after,” Leo droned on.

Sam met Molly’s gaze. She felt sick. Sam glanced away before Leo could notice her strong reaction. Colin had not died twenty years ago. He had died a few weeks ago when a catacomb beneath Paris caved in. He was also the bastard responsible for Lily’s death. Or partly responsible anyway. Sam wanted to take the frame from the wall and slam it onto the floor. She resisted. With what willpower, she did not know.

Before Molly could ask Sam if she was all right, voices reached them from down the hall.

“There you are!” Emma and David spoke in unison.

Sam, Molly, and Leo turned. “We’ve been looking for you,” Emma added. “Thought you’d be in the Star Hull, but you weren’t. Someone said you’d come this way.”

“I was just showing Samantha the gallery of honorary students,” Leo explained. “Now that she has the makings of one.”

“I didn’t know they had this here.” David’s eyes scanned the wall before he turned to Sam. “And congratulations by the way. I hear you will be joining us third-years in dueling and enchantments.”

“Really?” Emma exclaimed. “Sam, that’s great! I will miss seeing you in class. David will have to tell me how you do since I won’t be able to see it for myself.”

Sam couldn’t muster a response. The attention was not what she expected, and she was still rattled from seeing Colin’s picture on the wall. “Did you change your career path?” she heard David ask. “I didn’t think you had one picked out, to begin with.”

“I-I didn’t,” Sam stammered. “But I want to be a mage now. Combat and all that.”

Why do I sound so stupid talking to him? She always ran into David at the worst times.

“Neat!” David chirped.

“Well, we should go now, Sam,” Molly broke in. “You told me you were going to help me with homework.” Sam had not promised this, but she was grateful for Molly’s excuse. She needed to process what she had seen in the hall.

I shouldn’t be reacting like this, she told herself. Colin Braise is dead now. Really, really dead. She and Molly made their way down the hall and her heart thumped in her chest. But those he was working for are not.

[image: ]


Sam did not have her class with Professor Deathshroud the following day and thus did not see him until the evening. “I’m afraid we are going to have to postpone classes for a few days, Samantha.”

Sam wasn’t sure how to feel. A night off to get some much-needed sleep sounded nice. At the same time, she wanted Marcus’ help with the advanced rune casting. “I need to help Helena with searching for answers in the library,” he told her.

“Has she been staying here?” Sam asked.

Marcus shook his head. “She only comes when I invite her. She will be here over the next few days. If we make good headway, you can start your training with her.” Sam told him what her Basic Combat Training professor had told her.

“There doesn’t seem to be anyone in the Academy who can privately train me. Perhaps Helena could be that person.”

Marcus smiled. “She would be the perfect fit.”

“Can I help you two with research?”

Marcus shook his head. “Not this time, Samantha.”

She bristled. She didn’t like how he was leaving her out or that he called her by her whole first name.

He went on. “This research is… heavy. Long and difficult. It requires extensive knowledge of the past.”

“Perhaps I should have kept my history class then,” Sam muttered.

“This is history of a past that is not taught within these walls.”

Sam wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean.

“Take the night off. Enjoy your friends and get a good night's sleep.” Marcus left before Sam had a chance to ask him anything else.
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The library was usually closed past ten p.m. to students, but professors and their friends were permitted inside whenever they liked.

“Better now than when there are a dozen students looking over wondering what we’re doing,” Helena Marrows remarked.

Marcus looked up from the book he had just pulled off a shelf. “What students think we’re up to is of little matter compared to… well, you know.”

“Right. Everything else.” She waved her hands dramatically. “Still, it wouldn’t hurt to wonder about your own reputation from time to time, Marcus. I’m not saying you should become self-absorbed. But keep in mind what some students think of you.”

Marcus lifted a brow. “And what, exactly, do you think they think of me?”

“That you’re a strange old man with mysterious, sometimes bad, things always happening around you.”

He stared at her with a blank expression. “Well, that’s the truth, isn’t it?”

Helena chuckled. “Yes, it is.”

Marcus brought a pile of books and set them on the table. Helena cast a grim eye over the pile. “This was always my least favorite part about investigations. Reading.”

“And my favorite,” Marcus retorted with a twinkle in his eye.

“What are we looking for?”

“Anything on groups that might have taken over and controlled others in years past. Groups like whoever took over the Mindblades.”

“Still nothing found about that? With a group as large as what Colin said it was, they sure are good at keeping themselves secret.”

Marcus’ face remained solemn. “I questioned Harris Darby all I could. He didn’t know much. That’s the trick: they gain followers and are somehow able to keep their secrets from them.”

“Gain or force?” Helena asked.

Marcus did not answer her rhetorical question.

Helena tapped the table with long fingernails while Marcus opened one book and scanned its table of contents. “You said that they recruited Colin Braise years ago and that you suspect they were trying to do the same to Lily Vivace.”

Marcus nodded. “And now I think they might be going after Samantha. Too many saw how well she did.”

“But none of them got away,” Helena pointed out. “You told me they all died in the cave-in.”

“Someone caused the cave-in, didn’t they?”

Helena arched a brow. “You used an explosive, Marcus.”

He shook his head. “If it had been the explosive, the catacomb would have caved in a lot sooner. I let Samantha believe that because…”

He trailed off and Helena gave a knowing smile. “She caused it by controlling the magic of her attacker.”

Marcus nodded. “She is far more powerful than she knows. That is why I need you to train her. She needs focus and control. Those two things are my strong suit, yes, but I have been old for a long time, and she needs someone with a spirit that matches hers teaching her.”

Helena thought about this for some time. “She’ll figure it out sooner or later.”

“In her own time.” Marcus turned his eyes back to his book. The text was ancient. He had to undo many warding and protective spells over it to get it off the shelf. He wore gloves now so as not to damage the pages, and he had also cast a protective bubble around them so nothing in the library could land on its pages but his own breath. Even then, he was afraid breathing the wrong way would cause the tome to disintegrate into dust.

“If they want Samantha, then we might not need all these books to find out who they are,” Helena suggested. “They will come after her. It will be up to us to protect her but not so much so that they don’t come out of hiding. It is only a matter of time.”

Marcus nodded, his eyes still on the book.

“Are you going to warn her?” Helena pressed.

Marcus shook his head. “If we warn her, it will be obvious to whoever tries to recruit her that she is on guard.”

“But if you don’t⁠—”

Marcus interrupted her. “She’s a smart girl.” He gestured toward the book. “Still, it won’t hurt to look. You never know when you might find something valuable. Even the smallest detail of a story could be important later on.”

“Is that what this is?” Helena asked, indicating the books. “A pile of stories?”

“Some of them. Others are spell books. Most of them are histories of past sorcerer groups.”

“I can begin training with Samantha in a week or so,” Helena said after flipping through a less fragile book than the one Marcus had. “Chancellor Lazar wants me for security while they finish in the catacombs first. It’s taken them a long arse time to work down there.”

“A cave-in will do that,” Marcus responded dryly, clearly far more interested in what he was reading than anything Helena had to say.

She sighed. “I’ll read with you tonight. If we don’t find anything by morning, I’m back to my security job. I’ll be back, though.”

Marcus looked up once more. “Thank you, Helena. Sam will need you before long.” It was the first time he had called her Sam instead of Samantha. It made him feel warm inside. A distant fondness welled up within him that he had not felt in twenty years. He had not felt this way—a fondness a father might have for their own child—since Colin Braise.

She’s different, Marcus thought. Sam won’t be turned when they come for her. He wasn’t sure if he said it because he knew it to be true, or if he simply wanted it to be.
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CHAPTER SIX


Sam had a full day of classes on Friday and was tired when she finished. She had just woken up from a nap and wondered about what would be for dinner when Emma and Molly came into her room. “We’re taking you out tonight!” Emma declared. “I refuse to spend any more time stuck inside gossiping and playing games.

“But we love both of those things,” Sam replied.

“We can do both while we’re out. In sparkly heels and sexy dresses.”

“Em’s just disappointed that David can’t spend time with her tonight, so she’s determined to make us go party,” Molly explained dryly.

Sam looked at Emma to see if this was true and Emma sputtered for a moment, confirming what Molly had said. “Where would we even party? We’re at a magical school on the side of a mountain that is on an island,” Sam reminded her.

Emma grabbed one of Sam’s coats off a hook and tossed it to her. “There’s a tavern in the village. We can go there. We can drink loads of ale and sleep the consequences off tomorrow.”

“You don’t even like ale,” Sam argued.

“She likes it when David is with his friends,” Molly teased.

“This has nothing to do with David!” Emma exclaimed.

Sam and Molly laughed, both shaking their heads. “The last time the three of us went out together, I ended up being portaled into a sewer and attacked by thugs,” Sam reminded them.

“That was in Paris. We’ll just be down in the village. No thugs there,” Emma assured her.

“Yes, but there will be stinky old fishermen drowning their sorrows,” Molly realized. “I’m not sure that’s the company I want on a night out.”

“Do I need to remind you of the beasts that came out of the Ravenwood on All Saints’ Day and attacked the village?” Sam added.

Emma shrugged. “We’ll have our wands. As for the fishermen, well, you two are in for a surprise.”

Sam and Molly shared a look. Sam grabbed a pair of slender knives and put them in her belt just in case. Emma gave her outfit—a plain blouse and jeans—a rueful look. “You’re not going out in that, Sam.”

“Why not?”

“Because you would look way hotter in a dress and heels.”

“I don’t think heels are a good idea,” Sam protested.

“Too bad.” Emma’s mischievous smile won Sam over.

“Fine. What do you have in mind?”

“I thought you would never ask.”

Emma went through their closet in search of the most skin-tight dresses and highest heels she could find. The girls argued back and forth for some time until at last, they compromised on warmer dresses with wool tights and boots. Not as salacious as Emma wanted, but Sam didn’t want to catch a cold or feel numb before they even had a chance to dance.

The rules about where the students could go on the grounds had loosened quite a bit since their return. Elijah Akaron, it seemed, was not as concerned about safety as Chancellor Lazar had been. Almost nobody was anymore. Students roamed free, some of them even going into the village for the whole night to drink ale and dance with old fishermen.

Sam’s heart ached. Did no one else care about what had happened to Lily now that it had been months since her death? Am I the only one who is still worried about what’s going on? she wondered.

Even as she thought these things, Sam buttoned up her coat. “We have to be back before midnight, and I’m not drinking. First of all, ale is disgusting and second of all, one of us has to be sober in case we get attacked by Ravenwood bears or wolves or whatever the hell they are called.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Have it your way, Mum.” She fished in a bag she had brought with her and pulled out a slender glass bottle.

Sam arched a brow in question.

“I’m taking a couple shots of gin before we’re on our way,” Emma explained. “You don’t happen to have any shot glasses in here do you?”

“Actually,” Sam started, “I do.” Molly and Emma both showed surprise.

Sam fished around in a box she had stowed away in her closet. A name was written across the outside of the box. Lily.

“These were hers. She left them to me when she died along with a few other things.” Her hand strayed absently to the necklace she wore.

“Oo, Lily was a party girl, I see,” Emma drawled as she poked through the box.

Sam rolled her eyes. “Lil and I got up to all sorts of things back when we were in boarding school. We used to sneak out every Friday night. There was a club ten miles away and we walked there and back every weekend even in the dead of winter. That’s why I refuse to wear heels and a dress that rides up my arse this time of year. I’ve done it too many times before.”

Emma sighed. “Poor Sam had all her fun before she turned twenty. What a shame. Some of us had hawk-eyed mothers making sure we didn’t have a lick of amusement our entire childhood.”

Molly giggled but said nothing.

Sam began to dress. In pulling wool stockings up the curves of her thighs, she glanced into a mirror at a black mark on her leg. Emma and Molly spied it too. “I didn’t know you had a tattoo,” Molly said, drawing closer to see what it was.

“Lily convinced me to get it a couple of years ago. We were out that night. I got pretty fucked up. I don’t remember getting it at all.” She laughed but traced the ink-drawn lily with an aching fondness. Next, she pulled a dress over her head.

“Maybe you haven’t gone out because you’re afraid you won’t be able to have fun without her,” Emma suggested. She had already taken two shots.

Sam had to admit that Emma was right. Molly squeezed Sam around the waist with her arms. “We’re going to have fun anyway, right?”

Sam forced a smile at herself in the mirror. “Right.”

Emma sighed. “If you two aren’t going to wear heels, at least go with a bold lip.” She produced a tube of lipstick from the same bag she had taken a pair of shoes and her gin out.

Sam wondered if the bag was bottomless. Emma handed the lipstick to Sam. Turning it over, Sam read the shade title. “Blowjob Red? No thanks.”

Emma’s laugh sounded glittery. “Come on, it’s fun.” She put some on herself. The shade reminded Sam of times when she watched Lily put on bright lipstick and glittery green eyeshadow on her eyelids. For a second, she didn’t see Emma. She saw Lily. Sam shook her head to rid herself of the image. “Fine. I’ll wear the damn lipstick.”

Molly would not be left out and put it on too. Emma decided the color didn’t suit Molly and helped her wipe it off before giving her a selection of different colors. Apparently, Emma always carried around five or more lipsticks.

Sam wished she could spend her evening practicing spell casting with Marcus, but he was confined to the library once again. She remembered his orders for her to spend time with her friends, so she put all thoughts of the case aside and made her way with Emma and Molly to the front of the castle.

The front courtyard was covered in snow and had a cheery warm glow cast over it from the windows. Several more students than Sam had expected were in the courtyard, tossing snowballs back and forth and laughing as two boys wrestled in the drifts. “Have any of the others gone down to the tavern?” Molly asked.

“Oh, loads,” Emma replied. “Students go down every weekend. We just haven’t done it ourselves yet.”

The road down into the village was lit with lampposts, giving them enough light to see by, since the sun had just gone down. The twilight cast blue and purple shadows all over the road. The world looked bruised and cold. The trees stood naked by the road and a soft wind blew through the barren branches. Sam shivered. “We will be warmer in the tavern,” Molly assured her.

“And warmer with ale in our bodies,” Emma added.

The tavern was much fuller than Sam expected. Not only were many of the villagers inside but so were a good number of students from the Academy, most of them older and already drunk. Music from one corner caught Sam’s attention. Two young men who looked like brothers stood side by side. One played a flute and the other tapped a drum that was strapped around his waist.

The raucous sounds of talking and laughter and some shouting drifted out the door into the cold. It was much warmer inside even without drinking. The numerous bodies all packed together might have once made Sam feel uncomfortable, but right now they made her feel secure. Until someone gets drunk enough and starts swinging fists for no reason, she thought.

They pressed through the crowd to the bar and Emma ordered a pint of ale for herself and Molly. Emma downed the whole first pint in a few minutes while Molly took one sip and spat it out. “No thank you. Not for me.”

Emma grinned. “More for me then. Sam? Just have one. Pleaseeeee?”

It was like Sam was hearing Lily’s coaxing voice again. “Okay. Just one.”

One turned into two and two into three before Sam felt the need to move around more. The other young patrons had pushed tables and chairs to the side and formed a dance floor in the middle of the tavern. Somewhere, someone had added more music. There were a few more drums now and something with strings. Someone was singing. Sam’s body warmed, a flush rising to her cheeks. She wished now that she had worn a shorter dress. It was getting hot in here.

Lily and I should have come here before, Sam thought. She would have liked this.

Hands slid around her waist. “You sure know how to dance.” Sam glanced up into the face of a boy a year or two older than her, his eyes hooded with a mixture of intoxication and lust. “Wanna dance?”

“We’re already dancing.” Sam didn’t quite like the smell of ale on his breath but then again, hers probably smelled the same.

He laughed. “Oh, right. Guess we are.” He pressed closer and Sam drew back, pretending it was part of her dancing.

“Don’t get too greedy. I don’t even know who you are.” The boy’s presence didn’t make her uncomfortable, though. She liked this sudden attention. It reminded her of days she and Lily had gotten to know the boys who attended school not far from where they went.

“Name’s Ben.”

Sam rolled her eyes. Of course his name was Ben. Why did she always end up dancing with tall, blond, broad-shouldered boys named Ben when she got drunk? If Lily were here, she would be with someone slender and sexy with dark hair and eyes. “You’re Sam,” Ben added. “Been seeing you around.”

Sam fought the urge to roll her eyes again. “Yeah, apparently I’m popular or something.”

He chuckled. “That’s not what I meant. We’re in class together. Dueling and enchantments.”

“Right,” Sam said, struggling to remember if she had seen him before. He twirled her. The drumbeat felt like a heartbeat in Sam’s own chest. She felt swept away. I forgot how good this felt, she thought.

Someone tugged on her arm and a voice broke through her thoughts. “Oh no. Looks like Emma is about to get into a row.” Molly’s very sober face was in Sam’s. “Did you hear me?”

Sure enough, when Sam looked over at Emma, she found her friend no longer dancing but in a heated argument with another girl. Katherine was tall, blonde, and gorgeous. She and Sam had become friendly, but Sam had not yet invited her to do anything with the other girls. Because of David, she remembered.

That was exactly what the two girls were arguing about.

“Your boyfriend not with you tonight?” Katherina asked. “Wait till I tell him you’ve got another guy’s paws all over⁠—”

“He’s busy,” Emma returned tightly. “And Peter wasn’t even touching me.”

Peter, the boy standing nearby, looked lost for words.

“He was never too busy for me,” Katherina drawled.

“You were never together!”

Molly shook her head, giggling. “I think this is quite entertaining. Emma had a good idea coming here.”

Sam let it go on a while longer before dragging Emma away from Katherine to the bar. “Another drink,” Emma demanded in a pouty voice.

“Now, now, that’s not how we take care of our feelings,” Sam teased her, trying not to laugh.

Emma sighed dramatically and lay her head on the wood. “I wish David was here. He never has time for me anymore.” In a rather drunken slur, she prattled on for a while about how David was always busy with this class or that class and learning all he could and being with his classmates when he wasn’t studying. “He hasn’t taken me on a date in weeks. Not that there’s many places he could take me.”

“It’s a hard semester,” Molly reminded her. “Especially for those who are at higher levels. He’ll give you time, don’t worry.”

“I want to blow him off. Stop texting him until he misses me.”

“You’re twenty, not sixteen,” Sam reminded her.

“Right.” Emma ordered another drink. “I wasn’t able to cope like this when I was sixteen.”

Sam and Molly let her have one more drink before Sam checked the time. “Almost midnight. Best we head back.”

“But the night’s just beginning!” Emma had stood, wobbling a little.

The music went on. It had gotten louder in the tavern. Or had Sam just gotten more tired? She certainly wasn’t sober but not quite drunk either. Her body tingled with warmth. Her head was clear enough to walk home.

“The deal was we came out with you if we got back before midnight.” Sam took Emma’s arm and Molly took the other. They led her outside into the sharp, crisp air. Emma laughed as they stumbled up the hillside toward the main village street that wound through several houses back out to the road that went up to the Academy. “That was great fun.”

“But Emma,” Molly said in disbelief. “You’re crying.”

“I’m fucking drunk,” Emma corrected.

Sam stopped listening, for she had noticed the movement of shadows behind her. The streets were dimly lit with the flames of the lamp posts, kept on by magic, of course. She turned but saw nothing. I could have sworn something moved just over there, she thought. They kept walking and Sam saw the same flickering of shadows. This time when she turned, she spied two cloaked figures darting into an alleyway. We’re being followed!

Why was it that every time she came out with these two this happened?

Sam didn’t take the time to tell her friends what was happening. Instead, she took each by a hand and yanked them with her into the nearest alley. “Wh-what—” Molly started.

“Come with me.” Sam pulled them down the alley, determined to shake off her pursuers and hoping they were just two drunk boys looking to annoy some girls.

“I don’t want to go this way,” Emma complained like a toddler. “What’s happening?”

Molly saw the fear in Sam’s eyes. “Are we being followed?”

Sam didn’t answer, simply ducked behind a building with Molly and Emma on her heels. She glanced behind her to see that the two figures kept pace and had cut down the same alleyway. “Shit!” she hissed, not sure where to go or how fast she had to move to get them away from her. It didn’t help that Emma was asking a million questions and Molly quaked like a leaf in a storm.

Sam darted toward another building and knelt in the shadows, her wand drawn in one hand and a knife in the other. “Get back,” she told the other girls. “Don’t let them see you.” If these two fellows meant trouble, Sam would deal with them here and be on her way. If they didn’t mean anything but some teasing, she would tell them off and be done with it.

She waited there, crouched in the shadows with bated breath for a long moment. “I don’t see anyone,” Molly whispered.

“I think you were imagining things, Sam,” Emma slurred. Her head slumped against Molly’s shoulder. If they didn’t get back to their rooms soon, Emma would fall asleep right where she was. Not only is she sad tonight, but she’s a lightweight, Sam thought with annoyance. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it weren’t for…

“There! That’s them!” She stood straight and stepped into the light. She clenched her wand in one hand and knife in the other. She had seen two moving shadows in one alleyway. “What do you want from me?” As soon as she demanded this, she saw their faces. Two white expressions with gleaming, dark eyes and crooked smiles. “Tell me!” she shouted.

Instead of launching toward her as she expected, they turned and vanished into thin air. All that was left of them was a small cloud of smoke that dissipated by the time she got to the spot they had been standing in. “Where did you go?” she yelled. “Tell me what you want!”

Footsteps sounded behind her. Sam whirled, but it was just her friends. “Didn’t you see them?”

Molly looked concerned. “I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Emma was just as unhelpful.

Sam felt deflated. How could they not have seen the figures? Was she really imagining things? She stood there, cold and bewildered, her heart thumping wildly in her chest. If those figures had really been there, who were they and why had they been following her?

An instinct to retrace her steps came over her. Sam cut back through the alley and into the main square where she had first seen them. Molly and Emma followed, bewildered just as much as she was, though for different reasons.

Sam stopped short in the center of the village’s square. On the cobblestones in front of the fountain, something was there that had not been there before. She bent down to examine it more closely. It was a symbol carved into the ground and glowing with pale white light. The symbol almost looked like a tree that had been bent in half and twisted on itself. Was she supposed to know what it was?

She took out her phone and snapped a picture so she could look at it better later. Sam turned to her friends and pointed at the marking. “Do you see that?”

Molly’s widened eyes and Emma’s gaping mouth told her that they did. “Wasn’t there before,” Molly murmured, scratching her head.

“It’s glowing,” Emma whispered in a faraway voice. “With magic.”

“No shit,” Sam replied. “It might be a rune. Though what kind and what it does, I do not know.” She was relieved, at least, that her friends had seen it. If she had imagined the figures, at least she was not imagining this. Though they had to be here. No one else is around that could have cast it in the ground, she thought.

Molly tugged on her arm. “Let’s get back to the Academy. If there’s anyone following us, they won’t go that far.” She paused. “I hope.”

It took Molly tugging her a couple more times for Sam to tear her eyes away from the marking on the ground. “If you’re still worried about it in the morning, you can report it to the officials of the school,” Molly suggested.

Sam gave a numb nod. “You’re right, Molly. Best to sleep on it.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Sam tossed and turned all night.

In her dreams, she found herself in dark places. Tunnels and alleys and sewers and catacombs. Each of these places was dark until a pale, gray light came from somewhere. Then she saw figures rushing past, those same white faces and black eyes from the village. She heard a scream.

Lily! She tried to call out her name, but the word was lodged like a stone in her throat. She saw a brown hand flash past. Then Lily’s fear-filled face came out of the darkness. “Sam! Help me!”

Sam reached for her, panic taking hold. “Let her go!” she tried to scream, but the words would not move off her tongue. She awoke with a start, sitting straight up with sweat pouring down her body. “Just a dream,” she told herself. But when she remembered she was the only one in the room and that Lily was no longer there, it did not feel like a dream. It was a combination of memory and something she had not experienced.

Sam trembled as she stumbled out of bed and switched on a light. She gathered blankets around her shoulders and sat by the hearth while she started a fire. She sat awake for a long time before finally drifting off to sleep once more.

When Sam awoke the second time, she found sunlight pouring through her window. She thought for a moment that it was a weekday and that she was late to class. She looked at her phone and saw that it was Saturday, though it was also already two in the afternoon. Her head throbbed. She wondered, at first, if it was the result of her night out. Sam didn’t remember having enough to drink to constitute a hangover. It was those damn nightmares.

Last night’s events motivated her to bathe, get dressed, and find something to eat. She roamed the halls of the Academy, hoping she could find Professor Deathshroud. She made it all the way to his wing of the castle when another professor stopped her. “Anything I can help you with, dear?” the woman asked.

“Is Professor Deathshroud around?”

The woman shook her head. “He’s out just about now. Won’t be back until Monday. You know how he is.”

Sam tried not to show her disappointment. “I figured.”

She had been hoping to tell Marcus about the marking she had seen last night and that he could tell her what it was. I guess I’ll have to go to the library instead. She turned and went in the opposite direction.

Since it was Saturday, the library was almost vacant. Only two other students could be seen roaming through the stacks of books and full shelves. The library was much quieter than normal, almost too quiet for Sam’s liking. She could hear her own breathing and the treading of her shoes on the wooden floors. In the distance, books thumped together. Two people whispered to one another. Sam wound her way through the library until she came to the section on markings and symbols. The shelves went high above her head and Sam realized the tomes she wanted were on the highest shelf.

Grumbling a little, she went in search of a ladder and hauled it over. Sam was halfway up when she heard a voice below her. “Anything I can assist you with?”

Sam turned to see a squat old man with no hair on his head but a very full, white beard trailing down to his knees. He wore dark blue robes and a kind smile. “Oswald, hello.” Sam had only seen the head librarian a few times since coming to the Academy. Rumor was he didn’t like being around people very much and kept out of the way during the week. Sometimes, on a day like this, however, he could be seen prowling about. Apparently, Oswald Fryer had taken an interest in her and stepped out from wherever he had been hiding.

“Hello. What books are you looking for?”

Sam came down the ladder, taking out her phone. “I found a symbol and I want to know what it is.” She opened her camera roll to find that the photo she had taken last night had changed. The symbol was no longer there, only bare stone and the lip of the fountain. She gasped. “It was here last night when I took it.” She showed it to Oswald. “But it’s gone now.”

Oswald did not seem surprised. “Some runes and carvings cannot be picked up by human technology. You should have drawn it instead.”

Sam resisted rolling her eyes. Well, I didn’t exactly have pencil and paper on me, did I? And besides, I wouldn’t want to draw it while being chased around by weird shadows. She didn’t say any of this to Oswald, but he could likely tell she was annoyed. “Follow me. I have something that may help.”

Sam trailed behind him as he wound through a few more stacks and came to a large desk at the back of the library. Several books were piled on top of it. Oswald moved them aside, muttering something indiscernible under his breath, until only one volume lay there.

“A Dictionary of Magical Markings and Symbols,” Sam read aloud.

“Look through it until you find the symbol you saw,” Oswald instructed. “This book holds thousands of symbols all drawn out.”

“It looked a little bit like a tree. Does that narrow my search down?”

Oswald tapped his chin with a long, bony finger. “It does.” He flipped through the book as if he had consulted it many times before and landed on a page. “This one and the thirty after it.”

Thirty pages was better than three hundred. Sam was glad for the desk due to the book’s size. She leaned over it, her finger skimming each page.

“This one! This is it!” It was the exact same symbol she had seen, but unlike the others in the book, this one had no description.

Oswald bent over the book too, his bushy brows drawing together. His mouth formed a thin line. He looked somewhere between concerned and perplexed. In a terse voice, he said, “You should be more careful, young lady. It is dangerous to delve into such mysteries. Tell me where you saw this symbol again?”

Sam tried to play it off as nothing. “Oh just in class. It’s nothing. Just for a project.”

Oswald raised a brow. “And what is this project lending you for your future?”

Sam had to think quickly and for some reason, the first thing that came to mind was Helena Marrows. “I want to be a sorcerer hunter.”

Oswald seemed unsurprised by this and furthermore, amused. He shook his head. “There is no need to lie to me, dear, but if this is what you must study, then continue. That book won’t help you anymore.” He closed the dictionary and hefted it into his arms. Before Sam could ask another question, he walked away from her. She gaped after him, feeling confused and frustrated.

“Great. What am I supposed to do now?” she asked no one in particular. Then turning back, Sam saw that a new book had replaced the one that had just been sitting there. It was quite a lot older than the one Oswald had taken with him. The cover was laden with dust as if it had not been moved or opened in a long time. It was made of leather and the gilt title was so faded that Sam could not read it.

Sam had a feeling that she should open the book. How had it just appeared there? She pulled the cover from the top page and blew dust into the air. She had to wave her hand to keep it from her face. The first page had no title, so she had to flip until she figured out for herself what the book held.

She gasped at the sight of several symbols drawn out on pages and descriptions written underneath them in tight, cramped writing. This wasn’t a book for reading. It was a journal, and someone had filled it with all these drawings and writings. Was it Oswald’s? Sam was sure that if it wasn’t his, it once belonged to someone he knew. She was further convinced that it was no coincidence it had landed in front of her. Oswald had given it to her. After warning me not to study this stuff? Sam thought. Did he just say that because he was supposed to?

The old librarian was proving more helpful than she’d thought, it seemed.

Sam felt drawn to the book in the same way she would have felt drawn to an old friend. Something about how the worn journal felt in her hands was warm and comforting. She turned the pages, sure she had just been led down a path she did not understand. “Is this wise?” she asked herself in a quiet voice. “Because if I don’t stop myself now, I won’t be able to turn back.”

She thought for a moment longer before deciding she did not want to read the journal in the library. No one would notice it was missing, would they? Sam slipped it into her satchel and left the library.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Sam did not have time to read the journal. It was dinnertime, and her friends would miss her in the Star Hull if she did not show up. The windows lining one wall in the hallway showed the setting sun in streaks of bright red and orange that cast over the marble floors as she strode toward the Star Hull, her stomach growling. Maybe the journal can wait, she thought.

Sam expected to find Molly and Emma, but it was just Molly. “Em went to study with some other girls from some class of hers,” Molly explained. “Leo said he wanted to eat with us, but I told him to eat with his own friends.”

Sam smiled. “That’s all right.”

“Had a good day?” Molly asked.

Sam nodded. She didn’t want to tell anyone about the journal just yet, but she did ask Molly, “Last night when we were in the village, you saw that marking by the fountain, right?”

Molly nodded. “Sure did. It was really weird. Made me feel weird too. I thought it might have been the ale, but I didn’t drink much.”

Sam was just relieved that she wasn’t going crazy. She and Molly ate in silence and Molly finished first and rose from the table. “I have some studying to do too. See you later.”

Sam was left at the table by herself, but she wasn’t disappointed. She took out the journal and began flipping through it while she finished eating. Hardly anyone paid her much attention or if they did, they didn’t find it strange that the “cursed girl” was sitting alone. Sam didn’t pay attention to them either. She put all her focus on the journal, trying to discern the tiny, cramped writing of whoever its owner was. It was almost as if the journalist had wanted to make their writing unreadable.

“So damn tiny,” Sam muttered as she leaned closer. She made out words here and there, but it was far more difficult to understand full sentences. She took to examining the symbols themselves. The journal wasn’t organized like a book on symbols would have been. The symbols appeared random, as if anytime the owner found one they were interested in, they jotted down a drawing and description.

Sam was so engrossed in her reading that she did not notice every student had left the Star Hull until someone cleared their throat. Glancing up, Sam saw a man leaning on a mop. “Gotta leave now, Miss. We’re cleanin’ and closin’ this part of the castle up for the night.”

“Oh, sorry.” She gathered her things and hurried toward the doors. This part of the castle had fallen into deep quiet, for the rest of the students were in their rooms or out and about the village. Sam headed toward the girls’ wing but could not wait until she got there to continue reading. She opened it and stopped paying attention to where she was going. Sam’s gait slowed but not enough to stop her from bumping into someone. She looked up and blinked. “Sorry,” she murmured. “Excuse me-” She stopped short when she saw who it was she had run into.

“Hey there, Sam.” David smiled down at her. “You must really be into that book.”

Sam closed the journal and put it at her side so David couldn’t see it. “It’s nothing.”

“Something for class?” he asked.

Sam nodded, not knowing what else to say.

“I liked seeing you in dueling and enchantments on Friday. You really earned your spot in there. Emma tells me you’re training to be a mage or maybe even a sorcerer hunter. Not many would go for a career like that, but we need people like you anyway.”

His words gave Sam confidence. For a moment, she was able to forget about the journal. “What are you studying for?”

David cocked his head slightly to the side. “At first I was going to do something with magical creatures, but I changed my mind after everything that happened last semester.”

This made Sam curious because the events had changed her mind too.

“The cave incident followed by the beasts attacking our village made me decide to be a hunter too, though not of sorcerers. Those beasts we saw in the cave aren’t the only magical terrors in this world.” David dragged a hand through his curls. “Of course, some of those creatures can be tamed with magic over time. That’d be neat, huh? We could harness an army of those same creatures we fought in the cave.”

Sam remembered saving a little girl from one of the beasts when they attacked the village. David searched Sam’s face and seemed to register worry there. “If you’re overwhelmed with everything going on, let me know. I can be here to listen or help with classes if you need it.”

Sam was touched by his offer. “Thank you. I’ll let you know.”

As far as Sam knew, David was not aware of everything Sam was up to including her night classes with Professor Deathshroud and everything she was learning to continue the investigation of the group who had controlled the Mindblades.

Something about what David said made Sam pause. “Your offer is a little weird to me though.”

David arched a brow. “Why’s that? I can’t offer my help to a friend?”

Sam grinned. “I didn’t know we were friends.”

“Of course we are. Any friend of Emma’s is a friend of mine.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. Em says you have no time to spend with her. If that’s true, why are you offering to tutor me?”

“I didn’t offer to tutor you. I offered to help.” David avoided her main point until she was silent for a moment. “I do have time. It’s just…” He paused, then sighed. “Things are a bit strained between me and Em right now. We want different things for our futures. The job I’d be looking at would take me away from a prospective partner. She wants something more serious, but I’m not sure I can give that to her right now. Please don’t tell her I said any of this. I need to tell her myself.”

“Do it soon,” Sam advised. “Otherwise, she’ll feel the need to drag me to the tavern every Friday.”

David laughed. “I’ll talk to her soon. Where are you going now? No partying for you tonight, eh?”

Sam shook her head. “I was off to my room before I bumped into you.”

“I’ll walk you to the wing.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “I think I can make it there safely on my own.”

David’s eyes twinkled. “Maybe I wasn’t suggesting it to keep you safe. You can handle whatever comes at you well enough. I’ve seen you duel. Maybe I just want your company.”

Sam wasn’t sure what to say to this. Then, after a moment of consideration, she added, “You can walk me there if you promise to go talk to Emma straight away.”

“Agreed.”
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Marcus strode through the halls on the second floor of the castle. A banister overlooked the hallway below which was mostly empty now that the last meal of the day was over and most students were in their rooms.

Marcus had just returned and hoped Helena would be there soon so he could share his findings. He heard low voices from below and, curious as to who might still be roaming about, he peered down. He saw Sam first. She clutched something old against her chest. It looked like a book. Though he could not hear what she was saying, he saw she was speaking to David Hargrove.

He was glad to see her spending time with friends. Good, he thought. She needs it.

The pair below stopped short and faced one another. He still couldn’t hear what they were saying, but David looked nervous, and Sam was smiling more than Marcus had ever seen before. Oh to be that young again, he thought. An image of Helena flashed in his mind, but he banished it.

Marcus also stopped short as a sudden sensation of something being off came over him. He glanced behind him but saw nothing but an empty hall with the lights casting shadows over the floor. He looked next into the hallway over the banister’s railing. Below, Sam and David had started walking again, but now they were not alone. They were being followed.

Marcus felt cold. The figures were transparent, almost like ghosts but instead of being a milky white, they were dark and shadowy. They had dark, gleaming eyes and sharp features. Marcus saw a hand rise from the darkness of one of the figures’ cloaks holding a sharp, gleaming knife.

Marcus took out his wand and in a flash, he cast a spell. He shouted out the spell to banish the figures. They disappeared like wisps of smoke. His shout startled the pair below. Sam’s eyes searched the floor above, and she drew her wand. “Who’s up there? Who’s trying to have a go at us?”

Marcus appeared. “My apologies, Samantha. I thought I saw something.”

Alarm turned to plain surprise on her face. “Professor Deathshroud. You’ve returned.”

David looked confused. He nodded at Marcus. “Good to see you, Professor.”

“And you, Mr. Hargrove,” the wizard replied. He looked beyond them to see if the figures would appear again, but they didn’t.

“Anything the matter?” David asked.

“Oh, nothing. Best you two be off to your rooms though.”

Sam and David shared a confused look. “See you later, Sam,” David said before heading off in the opposite direction they had been going in.

Sam waited until David was out of sight before she turned to her professor. “What was that for? We were having a great conversation until you broke in.”

“My apologies, Samantha. It was nothing.” He grinned. “You and Mr. Hargrove seem to be getting along. More than you get along with the other young men, it seems.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Don’t start that. We’re friends. And besides, he’s dating one of my close friends.”

Marcus nodded absently. “Well, best you be off then.” He paused, then eyed Sam closer. “Have you ever seen strange, shadowy figures following you?”

Sam’s eyes widened. “Yes, actually. I was going to tell you about it on Monday. Now may as well be as good a time as any.” She told him what had happened the night before in the village and the marking she saw at the fountain. She opened the journal to where she had found the same symbol and showed it to him.

Marcus gripped the journal. “Where did you find this?”

“In the library. It was just sitting there.” Sam didn’t bother to tell him about her encounter with Oswald since it didn’t seem important.

“Do you mind if I take this? I will return it to you soon. I just need to take a closer look.” Sam noted the sudden paleness in her professor’s face and agreed, though she didn’t want to lose the journal just yet.

“You saw shadows behind us just now,” Sam guessed, breathless. “That’s why you spoke the banishing spell.”

Marcus nodded. “I didn’t want to scare you or confuse young Hargrove.” He said David’s last name as if he knew an older Hargrove.

Sam understood. “I thought I was safe here, but if those shadows…”

“You are,” Marcus reassured her hurriedly. “But put a ward up over your bedroom door tonight before you go to sleep just in case.” He half turned as if he might hurry away, then added, “And your window too. For good measure.” He rushed away into the dark shadows at the end of the hall. Sam watched him go, bewildered.

After a few minutes of standing there in the quiet dimness, she turned back toward the girls’ wing. She shuddered. What is happening to me?

Were the same people who had gone after Lily now coming for her?
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CHAPTER NINE


Sam went to Marcus’ classroom on Monday evening hoping he could tell her what happened with the figures he saw two nights ago in the hall. When she entered, she found her professor absent and a different person sitting behind his desk.

Helena Marrows had her booted feet propped up on his desk, her hands idly turning over pages of a book as she cast disinterested eyes over its contents. Sam cleared her throat, and Helena looked up. “Samantha, hello.” Helena glanced at a grandfather clock in the back of the room. “You’re late.”

“I have a problem with time,” Sam confessed. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

Helena shook her head. “We’re going to have to fix your timing.” She rose, placing the book she had been glancing through aside. “I’m sure you’re here to see Marcus. He said you would come for a rune-casting lesson. I’m afraid he’s not able to make it tonight.”

Sam stiffened. “Where is he? I saw him in class this morning.”

“Pursuing a lead,” Helena replied.

Sam was irritated with the woman for not elaborating, but Helena continued before Sam could ask questions.

“So you’ll have to do with me tonight instead. It’s high time we started our training together anyway.”

Sam put aside the books she had brought with her. “All right, then. Can you help me with rune casting?”

Helena’s lips parted in a sleek smile. “That is Marcus’ expertise. You and I will be focusing on combat. Marcus tells me they wouldn’t let you take the class here at the Academy because it wasn’t challenging enough for your skill level.” Her smile widened. “Marcus thinks I’m just the challenge you need.”

The challenge was that Marcus was acting weird right now and was never around to tell her what the hell is going on, Sam thought wryly.

She remembered he was a busy person. Not only did he teach one of the most sought-after classes at Ravenwood Academy, but he had also involved himself in an intense investigation where answers always seemed out of reach. Helena was a busy person too and yet she had taken the time to help Sam out. Why? She wondered. What’s so special about me that Marcus thought to find someone else to train me?

Helena seemed to read the question in Sam’s eyes. “Marcus told me what you did with that witch’s magic when you were in the catacombs. Not many witches can harness another person’s magic. You could be invaluable to us if you can learn to focus your magic.”

Sam recalled words her father had spoken to her. You wouldn’t be the first Tempestade to have such gifts. “Apparently it runs in my family,” she admitted.

Helena’s brows shot up. “Is that so? Most interesting. Most interesting indeed.” Despite her seemingly piqued curiosity, Helena didn’t ask any questions. They had wasted enough time. She gestured for Sam to have a seat. “Let’s talk for a moment. What have you been doing to keep up with your training while Marcus was unable to have classes with you?”

Sam told Helena about being moved to the third-year level of dueling and enchantments and about all the books she had been reading. “And on the weekends? Do you study during that time?”

“Some of it.”

“Some?”

“I went out the other night.” Sam was beginning to feel defensive. She hardly knew this woman and she was asking so many questions.

“I see.” Sam couldn’t quite tell what Helena meant by the two simple words. Was she disappointed?

“What lead was Marcus following?” Sam asked, tired of all the vague responses. She wondered about the figures she and Marcus had talked about two nights ago. Had he found out who they were and gone after them? Even on the way here, Sam had kept looking over her shoulder, afraid she might see those figures lurking somewhere behind her. She had seen none.

Helena shrugged. “He didn’t tell me.”

Sam had a feeling the woman was dismissing her questions and that Marcus had told her. She doesn’t trust me yet, she realized.

Helena circled the room, examining the various shelves and desks and other miscellaneous furniture Marcus had arranged within it. Her hand rested on a cupboard where Marcus had kept Harris Darby, a member of the new Mindblades, imprisoned for weeks last semester. No one was in there now. “I will warn you now, Samantha, that my training is a lot tougher than Marcus’ is.”

“You’ve said that before. You said you don’t like wasting time.” Sam wondered why, if that was true, it had taken Helena so long to come and train her.

Helena’s lips curved into another feline-like smile. “You remember well. Let’s get started then.”

Sam stood, drawing her wand, but Helena shook her head. “Not here. There’s not enough room.” She flicked her wand, spoke a spell, and opened a portal. “After you, Samantha.”

“It’s just Sam.”

“Very well, Sam. And don’t be calling me Ms. Marrows. Helena is fine.”

Sam stepped into the portal, her excitement rising at the question of where they were going. She didn’t ask, though. Helena seemed like a woman who would not tolerate stupid questions, and Sam would know where they were going soon enough.

Seconds later, the portal opened, and Sam stumbled out into the clear, cold night. All around her was an empty plain with dark rows of trees in the distance. The grass was tall, brushing her thighs in the soft wind. The sky above was black and full of stars, with not a single cloud in sight. A half-moon hung in the sky, providing enough light for Sam to see by. She shivered.

“You’ll warm up soon,” Helena assured her. She took a stance opposite from Sam, about five paces away. “We’ll spar first so I can evaluate your skill level. Don’t hold back. I can take whatever you throw at me.”

Sam didn’t doubt it. She gripped her wand tightly, trying to ignore the fact that sweat had gathered in her palm. She wanted to do more than not fail this test against Helena. She wanted to impress the woman. Sam put her shield up first before striking out with a disarming spell that Helena dodged. Sam used a stunning spell next, and Helena moved aside from that as well. Her movements were lithe and graceful. Her dark skin, hair, and clothes paired with her movement reminded Sam of a cat. Perhaps a panther or some other black-coated creature prowling in the night.

Sam could see the simple dueling spells weren’t going to work on Helena. I’ve learned fire runes for a reason, she thought. Why not use them now? She cast the fire rune onto the ground, turning some of the tall grass black in the process. She swept forward, gathering the flames with her wand so that they hovered over her hand. She sent a stream of fire straight toward Helena. The woman evaded this strike as well but not so easily as she had with Sam’s spells.

Sam continued forward, sweeping more fire into her hand then toward Helena. Finally, the other witch fought back. She put up a shield at last and flung spells toward Sam so quickly that Sam had to do a dance back and forth to avoid being stunned, paralyzed, or burned. Her shield remained strong so when Helena’s spells did reach her, it simply bounced off the orb of glowing white light.

Sam kept advancing, but Helena’s spells came faster and with more force. If Sam wanted to keep her shield up, she had to step back. Her focus went more into her defensive skills and gradually, she forgot about the rune. The fire died out of her palms. All Sam had left was her wand. She struck out once more, speaking another spell to stun, and Helena evaded it. Damn, she was good. Sam had known she was good, of course, but she had not expected this.

She wondered if everyone who worked for the Black Gate—whatever the hell that was—could be this skilled. “Your fire magic is good,” Helena cried out even as she sent another jolt of magic from her wand toward Sam’s shield. Sam cast a spell to block it and two bolts of light crossed one another before vanishing in the air. Earlier, Helena told her she would not be cold for long. She had been right. Sam was beginning to sweat, her hair sticking to the back of her neck.

“But you’re using your defensive magic too much right now,” Helena suggested. “And you’re getting too worked up.”

Sam had not realized how irritated she was with fighting off Helena until that moment. “Let the flames guide your strikes,” Helena went on. “They are extensions of your emotions, primarily anger. Imagine your feelings have arms and fists. That’s the fire. That’s the magic inside you. Use it like it’s part of your body.”

Sam pictured what Helena had described and cast a second rune. This time, her strikes were more precise and forceful. “Good,” Helena said. “Keep at it like that.”

Helena did not slow down her own strike pattern to help Sam. In fact, hers got better.

Sam set her teeth together and hissed in cold air to her lungs as if it could fuel her. She advanced on Helena once more, striking out with fire from both her left hand and her wand. Not a single flame touched Helena’s skin or shield, but she was getting tired.

Or so it looked until Helena whirled and lunged toward Sam.

Sam had not been expecting this and cried out. Helena did not land on top of her, but quite close. So close in fact that if Sam’s shield had not been up, any spell Helena cast could have seriously hurt her. Frustration turned to mild anger within Sam. Use your emotions like an arm with fists, Helena had said. Sam pictured it and lashed out. Her fire created an arc and punched right into Helena’s shield. It went through, almost touching her.

Helena wore a fierce smile. “Good! Do that again.”

Sam tried. It was harder this time, but she managed a second throw. Finally, after several more minutes of back and forth, Helena dropped her shield and told Sam she could drop hers. “You take instruction well. That’s a start.”

Sam knew she had a long way to go.

Helena tilted her head to the side. “Who trained you before you came to the Academy?”

“Just my father.”

“A warrior mage?”

Sam shook her head. “An inventor.”

Helena smiled. “Interesting. You Tempestades are a different breed, aren’t you?”

“An unlucky one,” Sam quipped, smiling a little.

Helena didn’t know what she was talking about, but she said nothing for a few minutes.

Sam couldn’t help the questions coming to her mind. “Did Marcus go after those shadowy figures that were following me around?”

Helena’s face showed surprise.

“So you do know what his lead was,” Sam added before Helena could respond.

Helena’s lips curved. “Yes, I do, and now I can see you can be trusted to know more about the investigation.”

Sam put her wand at her side. “You can trust me because I’m more invested than anyone else. Marcus didn’t tell you what happened to Lily, did he?”

Helena’s brows furrowed. “He told me about the poor girl that died…”

“She was my best friend.”

Helena paused. “Your anger comes from your grief. It can be powerful. Too powerful, sometimes.” She took a step forward. “I’ve lost friends, allies, comrades before. I’ve lost people I’ve loved with my whole heart. I know what that grief inside of you can feel like and what power it can become.”

Sam tried not to let tears come to her eyes. The next thing she knew, she was telling Helena everything about what happened to Lily. The older woman listened in silence, her face revealing empathy and concern as well as anger for what had happened to someone so young. Sam finished with, “Someone is coming after me. We’re going to run into the cabal soon, aren’t we?”

Helena’s face was hard. “Soon, I think, but I would not wish for it. Evil is a tenacious creature. I doubt it will flee so easily.”

One cave-in of a catacomb wasn’t going to be enough, it seemed. Sam steeled herself. “We’re going to need to do this more often if I’m to be any good.” She paused to breathe, then asked, “Why do they follow me around, Helena? Please, tell me anything you know.”

Helena considered her question for a moment before replying. “We don’t know who they are, only that they seem to be connected with the same people who went after your friend. As for why, well, isn’t it obvious? They want you for the same reason they wanted Lily.”

Realization dawned on Sam. She had come to the conclusion Helena shared weeks ago, but she had not wanted to admit it. “Lily and I had the same gifts. We could both control other people’s magic. That’s why they went after her, and that is why they want me now. But why? For what purpose?”

Helena shrugged. “We don’t know. That is what we’re trying to find out. We need to make sure you are trained to fight against them, Sam. For you and for the sake of your friend. You still want to avenge her, right?”

“More than anything.”

Helena’s grave expression faded. Something far away was in her eyes, but a smile graced her lips. “You and Lily were drawn together by your shared gifts, no doubt. Something in both of your magic sensed the other.”

Pieces fell into place in Sam’s mind. She had always felt connected to Lily in a way that was more than friendship. She felt like Lily had been a missing piece. It was the magic all along. She tried not to shed tears about the fact that Lily would never know that.

Helena was at Sam’s side a second later and laid a firm but comforting hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be around a lot more, Samantha Tempestade. You have given us more hope than I expected.”
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CHAPTER TEN


It was dark and cold here.

Marcus Deathshroud might as well have had his eyes closed, for he couldn’t see anything. For a long moment, all he sensed was the cold wind pushing and pulling at him. Something swiped out at his cloak, dragging and tearing. Branches being tossed about by the wind, he realized a moment later. Leaves brushed the ground. The end of his robe went up with a gust of wind.

Gradually, Marcus began to see what was around him. He had jumped through the portal not knowing where he was going to end up. The figures had vanished this way and he had pursued. Marcus had not gone to bed that night, sensing that something was off within the castle’s walls. He had taken to roaming the halls like a ghost and after an hour, he spied two figures wandering toward the girls’ wing through a narrow corridor. Marcus had gone after them. It had not taken the figures long to realize they were being pursued. That’s when the portal opened and took them where they now were.

“Wherever it is I am,” Marcus muttered. He spoke more to assure himself he was not in a dream than for anyone who might be nearby to hear him.

Blue light came from somewhere, filling the area he was in. The light grew stronger until he saw he was in a clearing with trees all around him. He peered beyond the trees but only saw more of the forest. This place, whatever it was, didn’t seem to end.

I’m in the Ravenwood, he realized, But very far from the Academy. The other side of the island.

He knew the island was much larger than it looked, with more than half of it covered in forest and inhabited by wild things instead of people. The whisper of the wind in the leaves coaxed him onward. The trees here were not so barren as those closer to the Academy. Marcus wasn’t sure if leaves had grown or if these ones were about to die. Magic was at work here. Something old and ancient and dark.

Marcus steeled himself, staff in one hand and wand in the other. Whatever came out of these trees, he was ready. He wound through the trees for what felt like an eternity. The wind continued to howl. The sky above was dark and full of clouds. Marcus was surprised it had not yet started raining. His feet trod over the fallen leaves and protruding roots. He had not bothered to put on proper shoes before pursuing the figures through the Academy, only slippers. He pulled his robe more tightly around his body.

At long last, he came to the edge of the forest. A plain of tall grass stretched before him and far off, the beach and the water spread out toward the horizon. Marcus held his breath, for he saw two smoky silhouettes in the middle of that plain. They were barely visible, like ghosts. They were the figures he had seen in the Academy.

Marcus put an invisibility spell over himself. Such spells would not last long, especially if he was focused on other things such as hearing what the figures were saying to one another. They were both men or, at the very least, they both had deep voices. Marcus hoped they would not sense his magic.

The figures murmured to one another, and Marcus was unable to make out their words. He crept forward, careful not to make a sound. This was difficult with the tall grass and twigs on the ground. He was glad for the loud wind that covered his noise, but it also made it difficult to hear what the men were saying.

The voices stopped. So did Marcus. He wondered if they had halted their conversation because they sensed him. A moment later, Marcus realized this was not the reason. One of the figures had taken out his wand and pointed it to the ground. A rune appeared not two seconds later.

Marcus refrained from gasping. The rune on the ground was in the same shape as the symbol Sam had shown to him. A bent, warped tree that looked like it had been snapped in two and hung over itself. Something dead and grotesque. Whatever it was, Marcus knew it wasn’t good. Without hesitating another moment, Marcus cast a rune to counteract theirs. His glowed bright and blue while theirs was an angry red scarring the ground.

He was still invisible when he did this, but the rune was not. The figures turned, eyes widening. “Shit,” one of them muttered.

The other called out, “Who’s there?”

A pop and eruption of light went from Marcus’ rune, and the other one faded. Marcus waved his wand again toward his rune and pushed magic with it and his staff. A wall of blue magic erupted from the ground, creating a shield between him and the other two. They were unable to portal away or vanish like ghosts as they had done before.

Exhausted before he had even really begun, Marcus gathered his magic, building up his strength to prepare for a fight. The cloaked men drew wands. They were long, dark, crooked things. Designed just for malevolent deeds. This was not what he had thought he was going to be doing in the middle of the night.

Marcus sent his magic forward, wrapping like cords around the figures to bind them. The men cried out but cast spells that broke the cords and launched to attack Marcus.

They had the wall of blue magic to contend with first. By this time, the invisibility spell wore off from Marcus, and he braced himself for the fight. The other two wizards sent jolts of their magic into the shield, breaking it down piece by piece until they could get past. Marcus let them. He could fight them better if they were up close anyway.

He set his jaw and narrowed his dark eyes in focus. He put up a smaller shield around himself and counteracted their attacks with spells of his own. Light flashed all around them. Loud voices shouting out spells filled the air. Marcus didn’t recognize half the things the other two wizards were saying. Their wands had come from somewhere else. So had the spells they spoke.

He stumbled back when their magic came at him with alarming speed. It wasn’t just their wands that had magic. Orbs of bright red light shone in their palms, sparking with energy. One of the wizards swung his arm and launched the light at Marcus. He narrowly deflected it with his staff. The red energy sparked down his staff and into his shield, shocking his nerves. Marcus cried out. These two wizards were novices, but they had abilities Marcus hadn’t seen from an enemy in a very long time.

Marcus found himself in a defensive stance, not how he wanted to be. They were getting the better of him with their magic. The red orbs kept coming and he kept flinging them away with his staff, unable to advance or cast any strong spell with his wand without losing focus on his shield.

This isn’t like you, Marcus, he told himself. You may be old, but you’re not out of fight yet.

With motivation renewed, powered by a deep, simmering rage, Marcus lunged forward, calling out a spell that extended the blue light from his staff out in a wide expanse of magic. The other two wizards went flying back and landed on the ground with heavy thumps and groans. Marcus wasted no time casting runes on the ground before the fallen wizards. As the men scrambled to their feet, the magic from the runes went up like curling vines and grasped their ankles, pulling them down. The magic went up their legs to their waists and fastened them there. Bound at last.

Marcus used his wand once more to speak a spell that would make them motionless except for their faces so they could answer his questions. He approached them with grave caution. Looking down at them, Marcus saw their faces were pale and blank. Their dark hair was matted to their faces. He frowned. The figures looked exactly the same. Not even like twins, but clones of the same person. How was that possible?

Their movements were the same too. As soon as their eyes met Marcus’, they began to shriek in terror. They had not seemed so afraid before. Were they now because he had bound them? Perplexed, Marcus bent to the ground. “Tell me who you are. Tell me who you are working for and perhaps I will think about letting you go with only a few injuries.”

Already, the binding cords had cut into their skin.

The wizards continued shrieking. They flailed against the cords. Marcus wasn’t sure what to do. They didn’t seem to hear him. Then, out of nowhere, one of the wizards cried out.

One word left his lips. “Valen!”

Marcus could tell it was a name. Of a person or a place, he did not know. Furthermore, he did not know if the bound wizard had called the name for help or if he was simply answering Marcus’ question. If the latter, was Valen his own name or the name of the person who he worked for?

Marcus was about to demand to know more when the strong odor of sulfur and metal filled the air. Oh no.

The combined scents only meant one thing. There was about to be a lethal combustion. Of what, he was not sure, but he had a feeling it had something to do with the bodies bound before him. They’re revenants, he realized. Creatures controlled by someone else’s dark magic. That was why they were screaming. It wasn’t his cords hurting them but whatever had control over them. Was it this Valen who caused them such terror? Were they begging for their lives?

Marcus put up a shield just a half second before the wizards exploded in a burst of angry red light. When the light faded and Marcus could see again, their bodies were gone. All that was left of them was scorched blackness on the grass. The scent of the combustion lingered in the air. Marcus had not smelled something so foul in many years.

He breathed heavily. This changes things, he thought. He turned back toward the Ravenwood and opened a portal, intent on going back to the Academy and to Helena. He hoped she had started training with Sam. If whoever had sent those revenants had as much power as Marcus thought, he would keep coming after Sam.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The plain was smoky and black, the ground charred by the fire that had swept over it, taking the lives of many. The deluge of rain wasn’t helping matters in the slightest. The sky was gray, the clouds so blended together that one could not tell them apart. In the distance, the sound of metal clanging together filled the air as if a smithy was somewhere beyond the hazy mist. Or a hundred hammers lifting and falling over and over again.

The figure in the dark robe stepped around and over the fallen bodies, trying to ignore the stink of their rotting flesh permeating the air around him. He should have grown used to the stink. He had caused this decay enough times as it was. He wasn’t used to it though, not even when he slept so close to it at night. It wasn’t just the stink that kept him from a fragmented sleep where his eyes were closed for a long time, but slumber only came upon him in bits and pieces.

The gate was worked on throughout the night. Its workers never ceased. They would not until the job was done. As the dark-robed figure came closer to the clanging sound, the work being done came into sight.

Several more figures were gathered around the dismantled black gate, making the necessary repairs. He had come to check on the progress. The figure’s hood fell back revealing ivory hair flowing to his shoulders. His face showed hard lines but smooth skin otherwise. His skin was almost as white as his hair, but his eyes were the opposite—black as night and roving to and fro, taking in the work on the gate. The sorcerer pursed his lips. There weren’t quite enough revenants working on the gate. He would have to produce more—a shame since he had to send some to the Academy on his behalf.

“Before long,” he muttered, “I’ll have to go there myself. If any more failures happen…” He looked past the gate. Not much was to be seen beyond. Just more gray mist. The purpose of the gate was not to close himself off from one half of the plain to the other. With the gate, he could move more freely between the worlds. He hated using portals. He always felt sick coming out of one. Once, someone told him using dark magic would make portals unappealing. He wasn’t sure why, and he thought it was a stupid rule. The gods were cruel sometimes.

The man glanced down and examined the long, graceful fingers curled around the hilt of a sword at his side. They were thief hands. Pickpocket hands, to be more specific. He had spent many years of his life unlocking various things and stealing whatever lay inside. He had come a long way since then. He didn’t have to work alone anymore. Still, even as the horde of revenants under his service milled about working on the gate, he felt like he was twenty years younger. Just a wizard with hardly any training, stealing whatever magic he could.

He sensed a portal opening behind him and turned. The figure stepping out onto the plain was familiar to him, though not entirely welcome. The other man was much taller and broader with hands that could crush him with one punch. He had an ax on his back and his muscles bulged under his armor. A great, red beard graced his plated chest.

“Valen,” the man began in a cold voice. “Have you yet to gain anything from your idiocy?” He gestured at the revenants working on the gate. Apparently, the man still thought Valen’s plan was the stupidest thing to ever have been started. A lot of people thought that.

Valen rolled his eyes. “Razar, what do you want?”

Razar’s gray eyes narrowed, and he folded his arms across his chest. “The other members of the cabal are not pleased with you. Striking out on your own was a bold move, but it was not approved by the council.”

Razar wasn’t saying anything Valen didn’t already know. His dark eyes flicked to the marking on Razar’s cape as the wind pushed the side of it into his view. A rose and a sword crossed one another, both a deep shade of crimson. The Crimson Cabal.

Sometimes, Valen hated the name of things he was associated with. He answered Razar in a tight voice. “They will be pleased with the results in time. The plan is going smoothly.” He paused, then cast his eyes toward the gate. “So far. The revenants are making progress on the gate.”

Razar’s gaze slid to Valen’s servants. He did not seem convinced. Truthfully, or so Valen had to admit, there had not been much progress made. He needed more revenants. That was why the plain was littered with bodies. He just hadn’t done anything about them yet.

“Don’t be so sure,” came Razar’s voice, sounding almost like a growl. “The only reason they haven’t killed you yet is because they think you will act as a distraction while they continue with the proper plan. They think you’ve gone rogue.”

Perhaps I have, Valen thought, but he made sure it didn’t show on his face. He didn’t like Razar, but he liked him more than the council members or anyone else they might have sent to…

“Are you checking up on me?”

Razar growled and kicked a stone. “I’m a messenger.”

“You’re a warrior.”

Razar’s eyes glinted with warning.

Valen didn’t take that warning very seriously. “You used to fight for the Cabal, doing things that actually matter. Since when were you reduced to…” He fluttered out a white hand. “Messenger?”

Razar didn’t answer. Instead, he took in the sight of the dead bodies. He sniffed the air. The odor did not seem to please him. “What’s with all this rot? You did this yourself?”

Valen nodded. “I need more revenants. I just haven’t gotten around to turning them. I was going to, but then you showed up.” It was a lie. Valen had been procrastinating. Turning dead humans into undead creatures to do his bidding was not something he enjoyed. At least the stench would go away when he was finished.

Whether Razar saw through his lie or not, Valen did not know. Valen went on before Razar could indicate this with words. “If the council requires evidence, I will take over Ravenwood myself. Hopefully, I will still have enough goodwill for the cabal that I’ll still see a point in listening to their demands when I’m finished.”

One of Razar’s brows lifted. “The Ravenwood? The Academy or the forest?”

For the first time that morning, Valen’s lips parted in a smile. It was more of a sneer than a smile. “The whole fucking island.”

Razar’s eyes narrowed again. “Sending rogue beasts to feast on the villagers inhabiting the island and killing girls isn’t going to get you far, Valen. Furthermore, you overestimate your standing with the cabal.” Valen’s name on Razar’s lips sounded sharp, as if Razar had stabbed him instead of simply spoken. Valen tried not to flinch. “Be careful, or you’ll find yourself with more enemies than friends,” Razar cautioned. “I’ve saved your arse before, but I can’t keep on doing it.”

“And I’ve saved yours,” Valen reminded him calmly.

Once, he and Razar had been more than cold allies. They had been friends. Razar had sided more with the council, acting more like a house dog than what he was called among the cabal warriors: the Red Wolf.

Valen had not had a proper friend in a long time. He could hardly consider the revenants he turned from dead humans his friends. For one, they barely spoke. For another… well, it would be odd being friends with creatures that looked like himself.

Valen flicked a piece of dirt from his cloak. “I’ve never been one to play it safe, Razar. You out of everyone should know that about me.”

Something changed in Razar’s expression. His face was still hard, but something new came into his eyes. Longing or pity, perhaps. Valen did not give the Red Wolf time to put words to the emotion on his face, though he doubted Razar would anyway. “The results will speak for themselves.”

Whatever was in Razar’s gray eyes vanished. “We’ll see about that. I must go now. The council awaits.”

“Thank you for your message,” Valen taunted.

Razar had turned his back and his shoulders went rigid, but he offered no reply. He opened a portal and disappeared, leaving Valen alone again with his thoughts, the wind, the odor of corpses, and the clanging on the gate.

His thoughts wandered as images of council members filled his mind. He imagined Razar going back to them, cursing and spreading wild speculation about what Valen was doing. They’ll see in the end, he thought. They will see that I’ve been right all along.

Valen was still for a moment, his eyes pinned on the gate. Its completion would only be one small step in his plan. His whole body twitched. “Shit.” He felt magic convulsing within him. It could only mean one thing. Something was happening to one or more of his revenants. The ones at the gate did not seem disturbed. Which meant…

Valen cursed again. He should have just gone to the Academy himself to look for her. Instead, he had sent two of his revenants and now, something was happening to them. To see what it was, he closed his eyes and sought the magical bond between himself and them. Slowly, a vision came over his mind. A different plain spread out, this one undamaged by fire and bodies with tall grass swaying in the wind. It was night there.

Two bodies fell to the ground. Runes were at their feet. Vines made of magic curled over their bodies, binding them into place. Valen searched the shadows beyond them to see what witch or wizard might have caused this. The figure was tall and old. Valen recognized them. Deathshroud. He hissed between his teeth. He knew of Deathshroud’s reputation. He was a skilled wizard who could extract any information from something as witless as a revenant. Quick, Valen told himself, get them out of there.

He plunged his magic into the revenants. They shrieked in agony, their voices filling the air. Valen watched Deathshroud’s face change, surprised at the reaction of the figures bound in the tall grass. The wizard called something out. A question perhaps. Valen pushed his magic harder, willing the revenants not to answer. Then one of them broke out in a pained voice, “Valen!”

Valen’s heart skipped a beat. “Shit!” It was clear that the revenant had been calling out for help or pleading with him to stop but Deathshroud hearing his name was unwanted by Valen regardless. He did not stop. A few seconds later, the revenants exploded and were gone. The plain and Deathshroud vanished. Valen opened his eyes and noticed his breathing was labored. It had taken some effort to get rid of the revenants. A shame, he thought. They had been two of his best and now they were gone. His numbers were lower than ever.

Valen hissed and went to where he had assembled camp the night before. Anger simmered in his veins as he approached a large tent with folds of deep crimson erected among the grass. He swept part of it aside so as to open the tent and ducked inside. His provisions were littered about, nothing organized except for the various slabs of wood and stone along one side where humans, stripped of clothing and sometimes flesh, were chained.

Valen observed them. “If I do this now, I’ll have more revenants. I’ll be closer to the vessel.” There was no one to hear him way out here. He glanced behind him anyway just to check. No portal had happened. He was alone. Valen let out a relieved sigh. He was shaking. Seeing Deathshroud had shaken him. If you keep acting like this, he thought, if you keep being a coward, you will never get the results you wanted. They will never see that you were right.

Motivation renewed, he went to one of the bodies. Already, a trio of runes was etched into its neck. Valen had done that earlier when he brought the body here and chained it to the stone. Now, he searched for his magic, brought it into his hands, and pushed it into the human body. Turning a human into a revenant was exhausting. Valen always felt his body depleted of magic after. That’s why it was taking him such a fucking long time.

The revenant lifted its head and awoke with a scream. Valen waved a hand, and it fell silent, its head drooping. Valen unchained the newly turned revenant from the stone. “Go work on the gate with the others,” he commanded.

Wordlessly, the revenant obeyed. Valen’s eyes shifted over to the others. It was going to be a long day, but he would need to do this if he hoped to get ahead before Deathshroud did. For now, he told himself, focus on dividing and conquering. That’s how all the old wizards did it. Soon, that girl will be the easiest to pick apart.

Valen’s lips curved into a smile. “Samantha Tempestade is about to learn that all her luck has just run out.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Sam was given a few days off from training. Helena had been called to assist in another part of the investigation, and Marcus was nowhere to be seen. His class was postponed with some excuse about him being ill, which Sam doubted was true. With no way to reach either Marcus or Helena, she was stuck and frustrated. She could not keep studying the symbol she had found in the village because the book Oswald had left for her was now in Marcus’ possession. She was caught up with studying and homework. Sam had not expected she would reach a level of boredom coming back to the Academy. She had expected to be wrapped up in the mystery of Lily’s death.

Now I’m so wrapped up in it that I can’t do a damn thing about it, Sam thought. She spent some time cleaning her room, then called her father. She abstained from telling him about the figures that had followed her and simply said that her professors were helping keep her safe. Samuel was elated to hear how well she was doing in classes. “I always knew you would advance at some point. You’re so strong. Don’t let your skill go to your head though.”

Sam laughed. “Too late. How’s Mum?”

Samuel reported that her mother had taken an unwanted turn recently but was recovering. Sam was discouraged to hear this. “I will come straight home if I need to.”

“No need,” Samuel assured her. “Besides, I’m sure you will soon be busy planning how to spend your twentieth birthday with your friends.”

Sam had not thought much about it. She had been too preoccupied with other things and now she wasn’t sure party planning should be too high on her list of priorities. Lily would want me to celebrate though, Sam thought. She and Lily had always celebrated their birthdays together since they were only a month apart. “I’m not sure a birthday party is going to be the first thing on everyone’s minds, Da.” Sam spoke with her father for a few more minutes before a knock came to her door.

“I have to go. Talk to you later.” She hung up as Molly came into her room.

“Em and I are going down to the tavern for a drink or two just before dinner. Come with us?”

Sam agreed. It wasn’t like she had anything else to do. “What was that I heard about a birthday?” Molly asked as they made their way through the hallways.

“It’s nothing,” Sam answered.

Molly wasn’t going to let her get away so easily. She waggled her brows. “You’re turning twenty soon, aren’t you?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Yes, but I don’t want anyone making a big deal out of it.”

“Then you have the wrong friends!”

Sam tried to change the subject. “Is Emma already at the tavern?”

Molly nodded. “She’s been there all afternoon. She asked me to come and bring you. She must have some news for us.”

Sam wondered if it had anything to do with David’s promise to talk to Emma. The day was sunny but cold, so their walk was brisk to the tavern in the village. Inside, Sam found the place a lot emptier than on her first visit and it was not hard to find Emma. She sat at the bar with a tin cup of ale half emptied in front of her. Sam slipped onto the stool at Emma’s right while Molly took the left.

“Everything all right?” Sam asked.

Emma looked up as if noticing her presence for the first time. Her eyes brightened and she spoke cheerfully, but Sam could tell it was forced. “Just fine. Just enjoying a drink.”

“Alone?” Molly asked. “David couldn’t come with you?”

“We broke up,” Emma replied with the same nonchalance someone might deliver weather conditions.

Sam and Molly shared a surprised look.

“We broke up a few days ago, actually,” Emma added.

“I’m sorry,” Sam offered.

Emma shrugged. “It’s all right. I ended things, if you want to know. When I found out he had more time than he made it seem to spend with me and chose not to anyway, I ended it. It’s better anyway. We want two very different things out of life.”

Sam put a hand on Emma’s arm. “I’m sorry all the same. I’m sure it’s been hard.”

“It’s been a relief actually. I’m not wasting my time anymore waiting for him to decide he wants to be with me.” She sighed. “But I will admit that I may need a distraction in the days to come. The stupid thing about boys is that I start to miss them after a while.”

Molly’s eyes shone. “Well, it just so perfectly works out that Sam⁠—”

Sam cut her off. “Oh, Molly, please don’t⁠—”

“What is it?” Emma demanded.

Molly paused then decided to go against Sam’s wishes anyway. “Her birthday is coming up.”

Emma clapped her hands. “Oh! Let’s have a party!”

Sam groaned. “That’s exactly what I don’t want.”

“It can just be the three of us,” Molly promised.

“With a few extra friends,” Emma amended. “You don’t have to worry about anything. I will plan it all.”

Sam didn’t have the heart to tell them this birthday was going to be particularly hard without Lily. She was lucky to have friends who wanted to celebrate her this way, so at last, she nodded. “It’s in two weeks.”

“Perrrfect!” Emma exclaimed. She waved at the bartender for another drink. “Want one?”

“I can’t,” Sam replied as she read a message that popped up on her screen. It was from Leo.

I bumped into Professor Deathshroud round school. He’s asking where you are. Something about a lesson.

Sam typed back a quick reply.

Coming.

Sam bid the girls goodbye and was on her way. It was the middle of the day and not the time she expected to be receiving training from Marcus. But anytime is as good as any other, she thought.
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The day grew warmer though not warm enough to be sitting outside studying. Warm enough for training involving a lot of moving around though. It would be spring in a few weeks, and the days had grown a bit warmer, though not much. The snow was gone and though the trees were still bare, the sun beamed down on more days than it hid behind clouds. Leo had shared with Sam that spring in the courtyards at Ravenwood Academy were glorious. With the trees in full bloom, the place would smell like the sweetest perfume and every color of blossom possible would be seen along the many winding paths through the gardens.

Sam had thought of this earlier when she met Marcus in one of the courtyards. “We’re not training here are we?” The windows around them were wide enough for any passing student to peer out and see what they were doing. Sam wasn’t afraid of being watched while she trained, but she didn’t want more people talking about her. Over the last several days, the voices had died out and she had gone back to a somewhat normal routine.

Marcus shook his head before opening a portal. “We will go to the same place you last trained with Helena. She’s told me about your progress.”

A few seconds later, Sam walked out of a portal ahead of her professor onto the plain. It looked different now that she was here in broad daylight. “Will we be doing some rune casting?”

Again, Marcus shook his head. “You are doing well enough on your own with that. Practice the other elements as best you can.”

Sam tried not to get annoyed. “Then what are we doing?” She didn’t think she would be sparring with Marcus as she had done with Helena.

“Meditating,” was his short reply.

Sam balked. That was the opposite of what she thought he would say. “How’s that supposed to help me fight?”

Marcus gestured for her to sit on the ground among the swaying grass. The wind was soft and soothing on her skin despite the chill. “It will help you find balance within yourself so your offensive and defensive skills can blend together instead of beings so separate.”

Sam sat on the ground and crossed her legs. “I’ve never done this before.” She wasn’t quite convinced this was going to help her.

“Close your eyes,” he instructed. “Focus on your breathing. You will follow the pattern I give to you.”

He gave her a pattern and she followed, first with some annoyance then gradually more relaxed. After some time of doing this, he told her she could open her eyes. “Now, let’s talk.”

Sam had been expecting she might get some actual combat training, so this also came as a surprise to her. Marcus sat on the ground across from her, appearing childlike with his legs crossed. “How is your research going for the investigation?” Marcus asked.

Sam picked at the grass at her feet. “I’m not getting anywhere. For one, I need that journal I gave you back.”

“I can give it back if you want.”

Sam blew a long, hard breath. “I feel like the truth about Lily is slipping away from me. We haven’t been working as fast as I had hoped.” Last semester, her investigation with Marcus had gone quickly. They had gone to the catacombs and confronted Colin Braise within weeks after Lily’s death. Much more time had passed since then, and she was…

“Growing impatient?” Marcus asked, noting the look on her face.

“That’s one word.” She could think of a few others. Fuming. Restless. So fucking bored of sitting around while Lily’s killers were still on the loose.

“I’m afraid I am to blame for that. I do apologize. I wish things were moving at a faster rate as well.”

“So why aren’t they?”

“Investigations like this must be done with the utmost caution so no one else at the Academy becomes at risk.”

“Like me,” Sam supplied. She and Marcus both knew she was talking about the figures who had followed her on two different occasions.

“Especially you.” Marcus paused, eyed her, and added, “I fear you may be reaching a point of obsession.”

Sam shook her head. “I’m not obsessed. I just want to understand what happened and why?” And what after that? When she discovered the truth, what the hell was she going to do with it? Sam had not considered such questions until now.

“I understand that,” Marcus replied gently. “But sometimes it is better to let the professionals handle these things.”

Sam’s fingers curled toward her palms. How long were the “professionals” going to keep treating her like a child? Marcus could see his words had struck a chord and smiled. “Let’s practice some more, my dear. You can cast runes now if you want. If your fire runes are as good as Helena says they are, we can move on to another element of your choice.”

He’s trying to distract me from getting upset, Sam thought. It wasn’t comforting. It only made her feel more like he was treating her like a child. She knew Marcus didn’t mean to, but sometimes it couldn’t be helped. He was a professor and protector. He cared for her well-being above anything else. With this in mind, she stood opposite him and held out her wand. She spoke the spell for the fire rune, and it appeared on the ground between them.

Sam stared into the dancing flames and Lily’s face came into her mind. Lily smiling, then Lily’s glazed-over eyes and limp body. Sam’s hand tightened around the wand as fury coursed through her veins. Before she knew what was happening, the flames of the rune leapt up higher than she had ever caused them to before, against her will. They swept through the grass and Sam stumbled back, shocked.

Marcus, too, was surprised. He spoke a spell and the fire vanished. “Sam, are you all right? You lost control.”

Before Sam could answer, she began to feel dizzy and lightheaded. Everything before her swam. Marcus became a blur. “I feel…” She didn’t finish her sentence. She tried to steady herself, but the next thing she knew, she was falling. She had the vague impression that Marcus had caught her in his arms and called out her name, but then she met darkness and knew nothing more.
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When Sam awoke, she saw two worried faces bending over her. They were murmuring to one another. The longer she was conscious, the better she could make out their words. They were talking about her.

“She just fainted. Her magic got out of control, then she fainted.” It was Marcus’ voice.

Another joined in, quieter and feminine. “She was overexerted. She just needs rest.” It was the voice of a healer Sam had met before. “The young lady has no signs of malevolent presence within her. She has not been tainted.”

Tainted? What did that mean? Sam tried to sit up. This was when they noticed she was awake. A third voice joined from a person sitting at the end of her bed. “She’s awake.” Sam peered into Helena Marrow’s dark face.

“So she is,” agreed Marcus. “Sam, how do you feel?”

Sam looked blankly about the room for a moment before meeting his gaze. “I’m all right. What happened?” He repeated to her what he had just told the healer. “I just brought you here. You weren’t out for long.”

That was good. I think, Sam told herself. She wasn’t sure. She sat up with some help from the healer. She was still feeling lightheaded. The healer handed her a cup of water. After drinking, Sam felt better.

“You’ve been pushing yourself too hard, Samantha. All of the training has caught up to you, and you’ve suffered from magical exhaustion.”

Sam couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Is that serious?”

“It can be.” It was Helena who spoke this time. “But don’t worry. You’re going to be fine. You just need some rest and that includes no reading or studying. Your mind needs a break just as much, if not more, than your body.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “When did you get here?”

Helena smiled. “Right before Marcus came barging into the school with you in his arms. It’s created quite a stir. People are wondering what happened to you.”

“Well, they’re going to be disappointed when they hear I’m just tired,” Sam replied.

The doors to the infirmary opened and a tall figure wearing long robes appeared. Sam’s eyes widened. She had not seen Elijah Akaron, the headmaster of the Academy, since her first day back after Christmas. He headed right to her bed, his brows drawn in concern. “Samantha, good to see you have awakened. I just heard what happened.” Once again, Marcus repeated the full story.

Sam was too busy figuring out why the headmaster was concerned about it. Surely students passed out sometimes, right? It didn’t mean anything. She was wrong.

“It has been a long time since we have had a student who has pushed themselves to the point of passing out,” the headmaster told her. “Samantha, I commend you on your studies, but I must insist you take some time to rest.”

Sam was too surprised at Elijah coming to her personally to give any other reaction but a nod. “I’ll be going then.” Elijah turned to Marcus. “Let me know of any other developments.”

What did that mean? Sam wondered. The headmaster left the infirmary and Sam looked at Marcus. “I don’t want to be treated like an invalid.”

“And you won’t be,” Helena assured her. “After some rest, you will be back to training.”

Marcus stood. “We should be going too.” He smiled at Helena. “Samantha has some other visitors waiting for her.”

“Who?” Sam asked.

“Young Hargrove saw me bring you in. He insisted on being allowed to see you, but we refused until you awoke. If you’re feeling up to it, I’ll let him in.”

David? Sam thought. She nodded. “I can see him.” The dizziness was gone now, and Sam began to feel in her body a sense of normalcy as if the whole thing had not taken place.
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David was alone when he entered, concern etched into every line of his face. “Sam, they just told me what happened. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard, haven’t you? Look what’s happened.” He gestured around him. “You’re in the infirmary.”

Sam bristled. “Yes, I’m aware.”

David’s expression softened. “Sorry. Of course you knew that.” He dragged a hand through his hair.

Sam was sick and tired of being told to rest. If anything, she thought, I’ve been resting too much. She let out a sigh and looked down at her hands. She remembered the leaping flames. How had she lost control? One feeling of anger had taken over her and caused this to happen. But I’ve been angrier than that before, she thought. So what had been different about this time?

She looked up, meeting David’s eyes. “I can’t stop. Not after what happened to Lily. I won’t let that happen to anyone else.”

David sat at the edge of her bed. He was two feet away, but Sam was suddenly aware of how close he was. She had been closer to him before. Almost touching him while walking down the halls in fact. This felt different—more intimate. The dying sun glowed on his skin as it poured through the window. “I understand.” He paused. “Of course, I haven’t lost a friend like you have, so how can I understand?” There was an openness to his expression that made Sam’s anger dissipate. “I’m afraid of what will happen if you burn yourself out. Literally.”

Sam opened her mouth to say something, perhaps to object, but she was cut off by the opening of the infirmary doors and the appearance of other people she knew. Emma and Molly walked in, both looking concerned at first, then relieved to see Sam awake. Emma’s eyes flicked to David, then away. David seemed suddenly uncomfortable and stood from Sam’s bed. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

Sam nodded and watched him go before turning to her friends. There was a distant emotion in Emma’s eyes, but she didn’t say anything about seeing her newly ex-boyfriend sitting on her best friend’s bed. “Are you all right?” she asked.

“I think so.” Sam repeated the story, glad to have it told in her own words. “Everybody keeps telling me I need to slow down. I don’t get it. I feel like I’ve already been moving at a snail’s pace.”

“You haven’t been sleeping much,” Molly noted. “You stay up all night reading books and practicing spells.”

“I get enough sleep to get by.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Sam, you passed out today from exhaustion. If you don’t rest, we’re going to lock you in your room until you do.” Even as she threatened this, she smiled.

Sam tried to feel positive about it. “Fine. I’m going to go talk to Marcus today though before I go back to my room and take a long, fat nap.” She thought of Elijah Akaron and the things Helena had said to her. She needed some answers. At least then, she thought, I can rest easy. She also thought of the journal. It wouldn’t hurt to read that while confined and resting, right?

A couple of hours later, the healers released her from the infirmary with instructions to rest as much as she could over the next several days. They gave her a permission slip to give to her professors saying she had been excused from classes. Sam wanted to tear it up and pretend it didn’t exist, but she resisted.

By the time Sam was out of the infirmary, the castle had grown dark. The Star Hull was empty as well as most of the hallways with students going to their common rooms and bedrooms for the night. Sam thought of her own room and a bath and a warm fire. She thought about asking Emma and Molly to come over and play games with her. Instead, she took a turn down the hallway opposite from the girls’ wing of the castle toward Professor Deathshroud’s classroom. If he wasn’t there, she would go to the professors’ wing and stand there until they let her in. To her relief, Sam saw flickering lights under Marcus’ classroom door. She knocked once before entering and found him sitting at his desk. The light came from a fire dancing in his hearth. He looked up, surprised. “Samantha, what are you doing here?”

She tried to look as awake as possible. “I came to see if you would give me the journal back. If I’m supposed to be in bed the next few days, at least I should have something to read. I don’t think it will exert me.”

Marcus hesitated then nodded. He opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out the worn book. Sam took it and traced her fingers over its rough surface. It felt good to have it in her possession. She had not realized what fondness she felt for it until that moment, when having it in her hands felt like holding something that belonged to her. She knew very well that eventually she would have to return it to Oswald. Now didn’t feel like the right time.

“Be careful, Samantha, please.” Marcus’ eyes swam with worry. “I fear you will⁠—”

“Become obsessed,” Sam finished. “I won’t. But… I need to do this. For Lily and for myself.”

“I understand.” He laughed lightly. “Believe me, Samantha, I understand very well.” A memory shone in his eyes, giving his face a downcast appearance.

Sam lingered by the door on her way out and turned back. “I was surprised that the headmaster came to see me today. I didn’t think he even knew I existed. It got me thinking about how I don’t know anything about him. No one seems to know anything other than that he was once Chancellor Lazar’s apprentice. Where did Lazar go?”

Marcus had been jotting something down on parchment with a quill from an inkwell. He stopped at hearing her question, the quill poised above an unfinished sentence. He considered her question before gesturing for her to take a seat across from him. “Chancellor Lazar, as you know, has gone to work on the investigation.”

Sam nodded. Marcus had already told her this bit.

“But that isn’t all.” He leaned forward, intertwining his fingers together on his desk. “Even us wizards grow old and tired of our lifelong duties.”

Sam raised a brow. “Are you telling me it’s as simple as Lazar needing to retire?”

“Somewhat. His power was beginning to weaken, Samantha. It happens to the best of us who spend so many years holding places like the Academy together.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “Holding it together? What do you mean?”

“Chancellor Lazar is one of the most powerful wizards in the world. Do you remember the barrier around the Academy? The dome with the runes carved all over it?”

“Of course.”

“Someone has to keep the magic in it running. It’s just like a current in a wire or a river. It must keep going and it takes strength of mind, will, and body to sustain it. After so many years of doing this, Chancellor Lazar is tired. It was time he passed his power onto another, and Headmaster Akaron was who he deemed the man for the job.”

“Akaron doesn’t seem as powerful as you,” Sam remarked.

Marcus’s lips twitched into a hint of a smile. “Perhaps, but he is younger. He has not seen the sorts of things I have seen. He has seen enough though to know the importance of keeping the barrier intact.”

Sam had always known the barrier was kept in place by magic, but she thought they were simply very strong wards put in place by the most skilled wizards of Ravenwood Academy. The idea that one man was funneling all his power into it rattled her, and she wasn’t quite sure why. More and more made sense to her the longer she thought about it. Chancellor Lazar had never left the Academy while he was headmaster, not even to attend the welcoming ceremony for first-years on the ship. Did that mean Elijah Akaron was bound in the same way?

Sam’s head began to ache. I’m thinking too hard about things that don’t matter right now, she thought.

Marcus seemed to see she was having some trouble and gave her a warm smile. “Go rest, my dear. We can discuss these matters more another time.”
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Sam rested for two whole days in her room before she grew too restless to stand it any longer. She had one more day left where she was permitted to skip classes, so she wandered down to the Academy’s library and secured a place next to a window that covered nearly six feet of the wall. It was arched and looked out into one of the back gardens that, though still without flowers or budding trees, was beginning to look less barren and gray. The grass was turning a brighter green. The garden sloped down toward the trees at the start of the Ravenwood.

Sam considered how nothing malevolent had come from the forest since her return. No beasts to the village or anything else with malintent. Then she remembered the figures she had seen in the village and Marcus claimed had followed her down a hallway. Had they come from there? A dark feeling began to come over her, and Sam shivered, suddenly cold. She shoved the thoughts away and focused on the journal in her lap. She opened it to where she had left off, to the symbol drawn on one page with cramped writing under it.

Gradually, she had begun to decipher what the words said and made out the following passage:

This symbol is the insignia of the Heralds of Avadon and has been borne by them for the centuries they have been in function. It is less of a symbol worn on outerwear or to produce magic but rather to let other members know who they are. It is a secret signal and a warning to others that they are close by if one knows to read it.

The Heralds of Avadon? Who the hell were they? “Some cult or other?” she wondered out loud.

She became aware of movement nearby and had the distinct feeling that she was being watched. She turned and saw a cloak disappearing behind a tall shelf. Frowning, she rose and went after it, leaving the journal behind on the chair she had been sitting in. I swear, if it’s some ghostly figure come to haunt me…

The thought trailed off when she spied Oswald’s swaying beard and worn cloak as he vanished behind another shelf. “I see you!” she hissed.

Slowly, Oswald peeked around the shelf, looking sheepish, then cunning. His eyes glinted with mischief. Sam crossed her arms. “Why are you spying on me?”

“I wasn’t spying,” he said with the conviction of someone who was lying and knew it.

“Yes, you were. I don’t mind, but you can come up to me and look directly if you need to. I’m glad I found you snooping anyway. I want to know about that book you gave me. Is it yours?”

Oswald produced a coy expression. “I don’t know anything about it. Where did you get the book? It’s not meant to be out in the open, my dear.”

Sam could sense he was toying with her. He left it out for me but doesn’t want to say so. Why? She glanced around, wondering if Oswald was afraid of someone else hearing their conversation. No one was in sight. With classes being in session, no students had yet come to the library to study.

Sam decided the best way to respond was by speaking in Oswald’s code anyway. “I can’t say for sure who left it for me, but someone must have wanted me to find something.”

Oswald’s eyes twinkled and he gave the barest nod of his head. “Then someone must want you to find something, indeed. But I will overlook it this once.”

Oswald turned and disappeared among the stacks, humming a strange tune.

Sam shook her head. What an odd little old man.

She returned to her seat and found the book still lying there, now with a shaft of sunlight shining over the open pages. When she picked it up and sat again, she was shocked to see the pages had been completely altered. At first, she thought it might be a trick of the light, but she soon saw this was not the case. The symbols and dark ink were gone, replaced instead by moving images in brilliant colors. Words ran across the images but were blended with the same colors of the paintings so that Sam had to peer close to make them out. Furthermore, the words were not in a language she understood.

What the hell is this? she wondered. She concluded, from what she had learned in her History of Magical Tongues she had taken last semester, that it must be the Old Mage language, which had not been spoken by the common wizard in centuries. If this was the case, this story must have been just as old if not older. “From a different age,” she murmured.

The fact that there were such ancient languages was not the only thing Sam had learned in that class. She spoke a spell that she had been taught to turn the words to English. Only the words changed, not the painted images.

The images enraptured her mind, and before she knew it, Sam was riveted by the story before her. The first page showed rolling green hills and a sparkling, sapphire sky. Figures in white robes trimmed in gold roamed about the page, bearing gleaming swords that seemed to pierce the sky and had the power of the sun.

“The Arcana Terra,” Sam read on a banner that went over the page. A poem followed, the words floating across the page.

Arcana Terra, our saviors in gold
Bearing swords of the sun and banners of old
Moons in their eyes
Stars in the hair
From the wide corners of the world
Justice and conquering fair.


The next page showed a male figure dressed in gold and white robes with a crown adorned with moon shapes and stars on his head of blazing, red hair. He clasped a sword radiating bright, white light in his hands. His eyes were crystal blue and seemed to pierce through the page and look right into Sam’s face. She could have sworn that for a moment, his lips moved and faint, soft notes of music echoed from his mouth.

Maybe I’m seeing and hearing things now, she thought. It did not sober her. She kept reading. An inscription was written next to this page.

The noble king of the Arcana Terra, the First Sun King, takes his place on the throne, with the First Sword in hand, the very sword he used to slay the first leader of the Heralds of Avadon.

Sam gasped. There, the Heralds of Avadon again! She kept on reading, more interested than ever.

The Arcana Terra was first established by this king and remains to this day as the powerful mage’s guild, the only guild that has stood up to the enemies of light magic—the users of everything dark and malevolent. The Heralds of Avadon were first defeated by the Arcana Terra and have been in hiding ever since, coming out when they think they can strike and conquer the world. They have never achieved such a feat, but they have come close many times.

Sam turned the page. This one depicted a set of three figures in dark robes, their faces concealed by hoods. They had long, white fingers dripping with blood. Behind them were human skulls and decaying faces with mouths opened in agonized screams. Just like the faint, faraway music Sam had heard from the painting of the First Sun King, she heard the faint screams of those pained faces. Where the other pictures had been glorious and painted with a beautiful array of colors, this one made Sam’s skin crawl. The colors were dark and smudged, and the only bright shade was the crimson red with which the blood was painted.

The passage on this page was entitled: The Heralds of Avadon. She read it quickly.

The Heralds of Avadon are a long-standing cult of dark magic whose origins remain unknown to anyone outside of it. Its first leaders go by different names and titles, and no one knows who first established them. The figures pictured here are often called the Crimson Cloaks, leaders of the first Crimson Cabal, a subset of the Heralds who are intent on killing humans and using them for magical intentions such as turning them into revenants or other creatures who can do their bidding. The Crimson Cabal has also concerned itself for many years with locating and using magical artifacts such as Essence Stones and other naturally magical items already in the world. The original Crimson Cloaks were killed by the first king of the Arcana Terra, but their efforts have been replicated since then by devoted followers.

Sam’s mind swam with the information. She had heard Marcus use the word cabal before. Did this mean he knew some of this information? She turned to another page. This one depicted a bloody battlefield using the same melancholy colors as the previous page. It showed the Heralds of Avadon on one side, bearing scythes and long, black wands. The other page portrayed the white- and gold-robed figures of the Arcana Terra, bearing bright swords and spears. A date was written below, one that told Sam this particular battle had happened a very long time ago.

But similar wars have occurred since, she thought. And not all of them have ended so well as the first. Still, it seemed as though the Arcana Terra still stood. Perhaps it didn’t go by that name anymore. But she could find out.

The rest of the journal had blank or murky pages where the images and text were too blurred or faded for her to read. Sighing, Sam decided she needed to talk to someone who might know more than she did.

Oswald would not be helpful, she thought, if she could even find him. Marcus was too busy with classes. Helena was not at the Academy today. I can ask Leo, Sam thought. Sometimes, he was the last person she wanted to seek out, but this time, he was the only person she wanted to see. She glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the library, ticking away like it was the only thing in the room.

“Shit,” Sam muttered. Classes wouldn’t be over for another hour or two. After that, Leo would come to the library. She had no doubt about this. He stuck to a strict routine. Two hours every day after class in the library before the Star Hull opened for the evening meal. Sam would just have to wait. She glanced over the moving images again until they swam before her eyes. Before she knew it, she had fallen asleep.
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When Sam awoke, the sun had set, and the library was dim. She was not alone. Several students had come in to finish studying after dinner before going back to their rooms. “Shit,” Sam groaned as she sat up. The journal was still open in her lap. Glancing down, she saw that the pages had returned to their original appearance, showing symbols and inscriptions instead of moving images in brilliant colors. Her heart sank. No, no, no…

She had been hoping to show it to Leo, but now she wondered if the images had been meant for her eyes only. She wondered also if she had imagined them. The images came back into her mind clearer than ever, and she decided she had not. I wouldn’t have come up with a story like that if I wanted to.

Sam rose and stretched. Having fallen asleep in the chair meant her back was aching and stiff. She gathered her things and wound through the stacks of books until she came to the front of the library. Sam might have considered herself an unlucky person, but the next moment, she had a stroke of good luck. “Sam, good to see you. I heard about your incident the other day. You’re doing better, I see.” Leo spoke as stoically as ever.

“Leo, hi. I was looking for you.”

He beamed. “How can I help?”

They sat at the nearest table and Sam told him about what she had seen in the journal but left out the part about how it had only appeared after speaking to Oswald. “Ah, the Arcana Terra,” Leo said after she finished. “A legendary group. The only mage’s guild to ever successfully rid the world of such scum as the Heralds of Avadon. Now that cult, those vile creatures who started wars with humans, are a group I know a lot less about. There isn’t much information out there about them. Otherwise, I could tell you more.”

Sam’s heart sank, but she was glad to get what little information she could. “What happened to the Arcana Terra?” she asked. Surely if they were still around, she would have heard of them unless they had become secret operators like the Heralds.

“They fell apart after first defeating the Heralds,” Leo explained. “How it happened, exactly, I don’t know. All we know is that they were trying to stop the Heralds and sacrificed everything in the process, even some of their own comrades.” His brows drew together. “Betrayal runs deep even within the good sort of magicals. A shame, isn’t it?”

Sam nodded vaguely and wondered aloud, “What could have been so important that they would sacrifice everything to stop it?”

Leo shrugged. “I don’t know.”
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Sam was back to a day full of classes the following morning. A day or two ago, she would have been begging to go to class. Now she just wanted to read the journal until the damn story about the Arcana returned. She had flipped through the pages multiple times since speaking with Leo. The journal remained in its original condition, giving no indication that any other story had existed in it.

Sam’s first class was Deathshroud’s, but she could hardly pay attention. She wished this was their private training class at night so she could ask him questions. Sam became distracted as Marcus droned on about rune casting in situations where the spellcaster could not see their surroundings, but Sam was too busy looking through the window at two squirrels chasing one another up an old hickory tree that was just now beginning to show signs of regrowth.

Sam would have hoped no one noticed her distracted state, but this was not the case. “Pst!” Sam turned toward the voice. The girl she had been in a group with since week one and continued to learn about runes with, leaned over, her eyes shining with a look Sam didn’t like. “Heard about you passing out the other day and you’re just now coming back to class, yeah?” She snickered. “Guess you don’t have what it takes like we all thought.”

Sam turned away from the girl before she made a remark that would get her in trouble. Just because she was Marcus’ apprentice didn’t mean he wouldn’t give her a verbal rebuke in front of everyone if she acted out.

A fresh anger welled up within her. No one understands. No one knows what the hell they’re talking about. They were not the ones who had lost their best friend and spent the last few months scrounging for answers that always seemed out of reach. She wished more than anything that she could talk to Lily.

She couldn’t, so after class, she called the one person who could comfort her the most. She told her father about what had happened. He was just as concerned as everyone else.

“I fear you will burn yourself out, but all of this makes sense,” he assured her. “You have had more grief and troubles in the past year than many of your peers have had their whole lives.”

Sam blew out a hard breath and tried not to cry. “It feels like too much sometimes, Da.”

“I know it does, my dear, but you have a strong head and a stronger heart. Keep looking up.”

“I will.”

“And be careful.”

“I will.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Sam felt a little better after hanging up. When her classes were finished and she had taken a small rest break, Sam returned to Marcus’ classroom. She had received a note that morning.

Meet me this afternoon for more training. Let’s whip that arse of yours into shape!

H

To Sam’s surprise, she was looking forward to seeing Helena again. The huntress was waiting for her in the classroom and as soon as she saw Sam, she opened a portal. “After you.” Sam stepped in and a moment later was on the same plain she had trained at twice before, once with Helena and once with Marcus.

Helena got straight to the point. She stood opposite Sam and took out her wand. “Your progress thus far has been impressive, but your balance could use some work.”

Sam was confused. “I only passed out because…”

“Not that sort of balance,” Helena replied, shaking her head. “Your balance in here and here.” She pointed to her chest then her head. “In your magic. Let’s spar, then I will explain.”

Sam took out her wand and they faced off. She cast a rune and sent small flames in Helena’s direction. Her magic welled up, swift and strong, and poured out of her with great force. In the process of trying to take Helena down, she forgot to reinforce her shield. Helena sent out a small wave of water from a water rune and knocked Sam clean off her feet, soaking her in the process.

Sam snarled in annoyance. She was on her feet a second later, but Helena kept coming, this time with shards of ice like blades. Sam was able to bat them away but unable to advance on her trainer. Finally, when Sam was out of breath and close to not being able to carry on, Helena stopped. “Do you see what mistake you made there?”

Sam was breathing hard and could not come up with an immediate response so Helena went on. “Your problem before was in being too defensive. You have just had the opposite problem today. You were too focused on offensive attacks that you didn’t keep your shield intact. You left yourself vulnerable to my counterattacks.”

“You were going too hard and fast.” Sam protested.

Helena’s face hardened, and she snapped back. “And do you think your true enemies will hold back, Sam? Do you think they will give you a chance to pick yourself back up?”

Shamed, Sam did not answer.

Helena’s face softened, but only a fraction. “You need to find balance. Imagine your magic is a pair of scales within you. One side keeps you alive. The other side takes down your opponent. You can’t win if the scales are tipped too far to one side. Fighting with magic isn’t about brute force like throwing a punch is. It’s about finding the balance between domination and flow.” She paused and studied Sam’s face before adding, “Your hatred toward those who killed your friend may be influencing your magic too much, causing you to lose control.”

Sam thought of Lily and the thoughtless way in which she had been discarded when she wasn’t useful anymore. Rage burned within her. She thought of the story she had read about the Heralds of Avadon and all the people they had killed. “I don’t know what to do!” she burst out.

“Obviously, meditating didn’t work for you,” Helena noted dryly. “Breath work could, but you need to find a way to strike balance within yourself.”

Sam racked her brain around this, trying to think of ways she could do this. She considered her years of training with her father, but that had been without magic. This was different. Before Sam could respond to Helena, she heard rustling in the trees close by. She stiffened and clenched her wand, now on high alert. Helena had heard it too. It was not the mere sound of wind in the leaves or of animals scampering past. Something large or of great quantity was coming toward them. “Sam, stand here,” Helena instructed. They stood back-to-back with a few paces between each of them and the forest.

Sam’s heart hammered and she wondered for a moment if the beasts she had faced before would emerge. They did not, but something else did. She gasped. “What the hell?”

The creatures that appeared looked like people at first, but she soon saw they did not operate like humans should. Ten or so came from the trees. Their hair was long and straggled, their movements rigid and forced. Their eyes were blank, and mouths hung open as guttural moans issued forth. Sam’s mind flashed back to what she had read in Oswald’s journal. Revenants. That’s what these are.

Helena’s warning voice came to her in a low tone. “Sam, remember what I told you. Let your magic flow. Don’t try to dominate it.”

Sam nodded and closed her eyes for a brief moment. The moaning of the revenants came closer. They were closing in around them. She focused on the feeling of her magic like a current in a river she had to catch hold of and route in the direction she wanted. She let it flow through her, warm and rushing and sure. It was a rush of power she had never felt before and one she felt must have been there the whole time, only awakened in this moment. She didn’t feel afraid anymore, only burning determination. She opened her eyes and with newfound confidence said, “Okay, let’s fucking do this.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Sam took a deep breath and put up her shield.

She remembered what Helena had told her. Let your magic flow. don’t let it dominate. With her shield up, she had already taken the first step. Sam cast a fire rune. At her back, Helena let out a cry and sent her magic jolting into the revenants gathering around her. Sam faced four of her own. She felt her magic coursing through and called on the magic in the rune on the ground to her fingers. Sam yelled and sent it forward, blazing into the human flesh worn by the controlled creatures.

To her dismay and surprise, it did little other than hinder them from moving forward. The fire burned through their flesh but seemed to give them no sense of pain. Sam’s heart thundered. Could they only be hurt from magic within? That seemed to be the case.

She set her jaw and waved her wand, speaking the spell to stun. This kept the two she hit from coming forward with their reaching hands and gave her time to deal with the others. She pulled out her knife with her other hand and cut across the revenant’s chest. A thin line of dark red blood appeared. The revenant made no reaction, only a pained sound, as if something was happening inside it.

Sam lurched forward and cut across its chest again, intersecting with the cut she had already made. More blood poured forward but the revenant was not backing down. With a wild cry of rage, Sam plunged the knife into its chest. She did not have time to take it out before something grabbed at her shoulders and yanked her back, slapping a clammy hand over her mouth. Sam struggled. The revenant that had taken hold of her was weaker and she jammed her elbow back into its stomach, making it double over. She whirled and kicked up, hitting the creature in the face with the end of her boot. It fell with a moan. Sam turned again, this time to wrench the knife from the revenant she had killed. The creatures let off a strong odor as they lay on the ground, dead or injured. The one she had stabbed began to smoke.

Sam set her jaw and spun to face the two revenants she had stunned before. They had gotten to their feet and staggered toward her, eyes wild with the desire to kill. Ironic, Sam thought, since the human aspect of these creatures seemed to have once been killed themselves. By what or whom, she did not know, and now was not the time to consider it.

Behind her, she sensed the swift movements of Helena fending off the other revenants. Sam reinforced her shield and plunged her magic into it so that when the two revenants lunging toward her collided with her magic, they were stunned and thrown back more than they were when she’d used the spell.

Sam stalked over to them and pointed her wand at one, then the other. “Who are you?” she screamed.

They let out pained wails, but she had not struck a spell over them yet. They were hurt from the inside—by whatever was controlling them. Before Sam could demand an answer, the odorous scent of sulfur and burning metal filled the air. The revenants on the ground before her exploded, chunks of their body flying in every direction. Sam ducked and tried not to gag. When she looked at where they had been, she saw only black smudges on the ground. Her clothes and hair showed the evidence of their dismembered bodies. Blood stuck to her skin.

Sam pushed down the need to throw up at the sound of Helena’s struggle. She spun and found the Black Gate huntress fending off four revenants at once with a shield that burned them when they got too close. The problem was that the revenants didn’t seem bothered by burns or any other painful sensation. That’s what made them able to endure.

Sam launched forward to help Helena but before she could reach her, she tripped. She cried out as she fell hard on the ground. She had not slipped. Someone or something had grabbed her ankle and pulled her to the ground. What she thought was a dead or unconscious revenant was not. The creature snarled, and its teeth were more like a wolf’s than a human’s. Sam slashed out with her knife and cut the human-turned-undead across the face. Blood spurted, but Sam didn’t care. She wiggled free from the revenant’s grasp and got to her feet, panting heavily.

More of them had arrived. They drifted through the trees. “Shit,” Sam muttered as she wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. Was this shit ever going to end? Helena had just managed to fend off the revenants attacking her.

“How many are there?” she snarled out at the sight of the others coming out from the trees.

“I don’t know.” Sam’s heart sank as she began to feel overwhelmed. This was not how this was supposed to go. I was just supposed to train today, she thought. But train for what?

For Lily. That was the answer. The only answer.

The thought of losing another loved one to whoever the hell had sent these revenants lit a fire within her. She cried out and a burst of raw magic exploded within her body, coming up from the well deep within her. “Quick, Sam! A rune!” Helena called out.

Sam reinforced her shield first so that it burned bright and hot around her. She cast the rune on the ground and the fire leapt up. Sam pushed her magic into it and soon the fire swept over the ground toward the sacred Ravenwood trees. She didn’t want to damage them, but she saw no other way to rid them of the revenants before there were too many upon them. Anger and fear and determination became a melting pot within her. The magic swirled and coursed until she felt all of it leaving her body at once.

Sam did not see what happened next, for her own magic was too bright before her eyes.

The next thing she knew, she was leaning over on the ground, retching into the grass. Sweat and blood made her body feel sticky. A hand came onto her shoulder. “Sam, you did it.” Helena laughed roughly. “You didn’t lose control. That was bloody fucking good.”

Helena’s words would have made Sam feel good about herself if it wasn’t for her stomach trying to empty itself because of the smell around her. “They fucking reek,” Helena muttered, saying what Sam thought.

Sam raised her head at last to see the bodies littered about just inside the tree line, smoldering from her fire. Some of the trees were black and scarred. “I didn’t mean to hurt the trees,” she gasped.

“It’s all right.” Helena’s hand tightened on her shoulder. “You did what you had to. You saved my arse too. I was getting fucking swarmed.”

Sam heard a low murmur from one of the bodies on the ground. One of them was still alive. Despite the odor, she staggered forward and grasped the creature by the neck, pulling it up so their eyes met. “Tell me who sent you!”

The revenant stared blankly at her, then its face contorted in pain. “V-Valen, hel—” Its head lolled to the side. Dead.

Sam’s heart beat wildly. Valen? Who the hell was that? Was the revenant calling out for help? She turned to Helena. “Did you hear that?”

Helena looked just as disheveled as Sam. Blood coated the front of her clothes. She nodded. “Valen. That’s interesting.”

Sam stood. “Who the fuck is Valen?”

Helena was silent for a long moment, her dark eyes pinned to the revenant who had just spoken the name. When she met Sam’s gaze again, she replied, “Valen Blackburn was a wizard adopted by a wealthy wizarding family of chancellors who are now dead. Before he was adopted, he was an orphan living on the streets and a notorious thief. A good one, at that. He never came to the Academy though. He was deemed too smart, if it’s even possible to be too smart for Ravenwood Academy. Anyway, he was trained by his family. One day, they all turned up dead and he had disappeared.”

“He killed them?” Sam’s face paled even more.

Helena shrugged again. “No one knows for certain, but that’s what people suspect. I was with the Black Gate squad tasked with finding him, but we never did.” Her eyes went back to the smoking bodies. “And now he’s gone rogue. Dark. Look at the magic he’s using. Beyond what I’ve told you, I don’t know anything else.”

Sam thought back to all she had learned about the Arcana Terra, the Heralds of Avadon, and the Crimson Cabal. “He’s a part of the cult that controlled the Mindblades,” she concluded.

Helena nodded, her face grim. “And I have a feeling he was the one who sent Colin Braise to kill your friend.” She paused. “Valen Blackburn ordered Lily to be killed, but first…” Helena shook her head. “No, it’s not possible. No one has tried to do that in hundreds of years.”

“Tried to do what?”

Helena took a long time to answer. When she did, her eyes swam with fear and distant emotions. “Harness the magic of someone with strong or rare mana and turn them into… well, one of those.” She pointed at the bodies.

“A revenant?” Sam asked.

“In a way. Not just a revenant, though. A very powerful one. They call them vessels.” Helena took a step forward. “Sam, what do you know of Lily’s powers? Did she have special gifts?”

Sam swallowed hard. “She was like me, but I’m not sure if she was more powerful. She probably didn’t even know. She hadn’t been trained in a way to find out.” She paused and started to feel sick again. “You think Valen wanted to do that to Lily? Turn her into a vessel?”

Helena turned and opened a portal. “It’s possible.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The floorboards creaked as he walked toward the study. The door was halfway open, and the house—the great mansion he had grown up in—was silent except for the low groaning coming from the study.

He paused in the hall just outside the door and looked back over his shoulder at the large oil painting hanging over the wall. It depicted four figures: a stately man seated beside an elegant woman, a girl his age with golden hair and a kind smile, and a black, scruffy dog that looked scruffier in real life than he did in the painting. Everyone else looked the same. Something was missing from the family portrait.

Me, the boy thought. He was young. That is, he looked young. He felt much older. Slowly, he opened the door into the study the rest of the way and found the man lying on the rug, groaning in pain. The man looked the same as the one in the hallway painting except here, his face was drawn in agony, his eyes filling with tears. A glass of scotch was tipped over on the desk, and the liquid dripped off the edge of the oak.

The boy took a step forward. Then another. Then one more until he was close enough to bend over the man. “The poison’s working fast, isn’t it, father?” That’s what the man had insisted he call him. The boy did not consider him a father.

“P-please,” the man tried to say, but the rest of his sentence was lost.

“Shh,” the boy replied. “Go to sleep. It’s okay now. You don’t have to fight anymore.”

The old man closed his eyes and died.

The boy sat for a long time in the study. He watched rain drizzle against the panes. He knew what was going on upstairs, but he had always been a procrastinator. Besides, seeing the man he had once called father die was easy. The others would not be so easy. Finally, he got up and climbed the stairs. The woman he had called mother was already dead. Her body was contorted over a day bed, her face white as ash, and her eyes stared at the ceiling. The boy wondered what it would be like for a white ceiling to be the last thing you saw before you died. Blank nothingness. Wasn’t that what death was anyway? If anything, he envied the family for being there.

He heard sniffling down the hall. He turned and went toward her and his heart thumped harder in his chest. He heard a whining. When he entered the pink bedroom, he found the scruffy black dog poking its nose at the girl who lay by the hearth. She shivered—no—convulsed. The poison had not worked as fast in her as it had in the others. The boy went to her side and gathered her into his arms.

“Shh. Be quiet my dear.”

Tears streamed down her face. She reached to touch his cheek with her fingertips. She tried to speak, but no words came. The boy almost cried too. He had loved this girl. He would have married her if things had been different. He had never called her sister, only by her name. “I’m sorry,” he whispered and meant it. “I’m sorry it had to be this way.”

“V-Valen,” she murmured before her head sagged against his chest.

Valen held her close. “That’s right. It’s just Valen now.” The Blackburn name meant nothing to him anymore.

Twenty years later

Valen’s body convulsed and shuddered. A great tearing sensation went through his body. Then he became still. Gradually, he opened his eyes. He was lying on the floor of his tent, breathing heavily and staring up at the crimson folds of the swooping ceiling. He was breathing hard. His magic was almost depleted. His revenants were dead. All of them he had sent to the Ravenwood…

Gone.

He stood. It took some effort, but he managed it and leaned heavily against one of the stone slabs where a dead human had been only this morning before he turned it. Valen felt a pulsing pain in his chest. He looked down and saw a black mark swarming just under his skin. He clenched his chest and struggled to breathe. This wasn’t going to work anymore, not the way he had been doing it anyway.

He cursed. They had a fucking Black Gate member on their side. He would have been able to take care of the girl if it had been just her. Even Samantha and the wizard would have been doable. Difficult, but doable. The tall Black Gate woman was a whole other problem he had not seen coming. And Samantha…

The Tempestade girl had not run out of luck yet, it seemed. She’s more powerful than I gave her credit for, Valen thought. A small, cruel smile graced his lips. He was angry about it, of course, but he was impressed too. She would be perfect. She could be the vessel where all others, especially that little bitch she called a friend, had failed.

If he could make her his vessel through which his power and control went, he wouldn’t have to rely on killing so many humans and turning them anymore. He wouldn’t have to kill her either. Not her body, anyway, he thought with a deep chuckle. Just her mind and her will. He would have to break her. His fingers twitched at the thought. They itched with the desire to bend and warp and twist. It was the innate desire of every Herald.

With the Black Gate woman and the professor guarding Samantha so closely, however, he would not be able to get to her. Unless… he thought. The idea trailed off. No, it wouldn’t work. Still, he could not get it off his mind.

Up until today, his revenants had been able to go into the Academy because they were not live humans that could be detected by the magic barrier. They had the same ability as ghosts and, well…

I’m not turning myself into a ghost, Valen thought, and his demeanor shifted into steeled frustration. His heart beat faster. His veins raced. This was not good, he told himself. He made himself breathe. He had gotten too worked up before and he had done him no good. Stay calm, he commanded himself. Use your fucking brain.

The obvious fact was that using revenants to take the girl wasn’t going to work. He would have to go into Ravenwood himself. That stupid prick Braise wasn’t able to do my bidding either, he thought.

Braise had been like him: young, ambitious, and rash. Valen was working on the rash part. He had liked Braise until the council appointed him to Valen. Once Valen had to command Braise to do things without Braise knowing it was him, things changed. Colin had lost the only Essence Stone they had. The only way getting back into the Academy was going to work was if Valen found another one.

There were a plethora of problems with this. For one, Essence Stones were exceedingly rare. Even if he could find one, they would be under the protection of someone else and it didn’t matter if that someone else was on his side or not. They weren’t going to hand it over to him. Not for this plan. Not now.

Valen knew of one owned by the council. It was locked in a cage with both key and magic. There was no stealing it, not unless he wanted to be banished by the Cabal forever. His teeth ground together as he moved his jaw back and forth. He could not expect to go before the council with this request and come out with the stone. They won’t listen to me, he thought. He kicked the nearest thing to him, which happened to be a pair of chains set on the floor after letting a revenant go. But perhaps… yes. Another smile pulled his lips apart. They might, just might, listen to the Red Wolf, their loyal messenger. It’s high time I sent the dog with a message of my own.

Twenty years ago

The red-haired warrior found the boy in the girl’s bedroom. He was holding her body. A mangy dog cried in the corner.

“Come, Valen. It’s time to go. They’re asking for you.”

The warrior was about ten years older than the boy. The boy was perhaps sixteen, though he looked younger. He had been malnourished much of his early life. Only four years ago he had come here. It was a shame he could not have continued as a Blackburn for longer.

Valen lifted his head. “I want to bury them, at least.”

The red-haired warrior nodded. “But not here. We must be going.”

“Can we portal their bodies?”

The red-haired warrior hesitated. “All right. But we aren’t bringing the dog.”

Valen stared at the animal as if realizing it was there for the first time. Fine with me, he thought. He had not killed the dog, because that was not in the orders. He stood as the red-haired warrior opened a portal. It was only his second time meeting Razar, and he wanted to cling to the man they called the Red Wolf. He was his family now. The people Razar was taking him to were. “The Crimson Cabal awaits you, Valen,” Razar told him.

Valen hated portals, but he stepped into it with the girl still in his arms.

Twenty years later

Valen hated being in human cities. For one, there was the smell. It didn’t help that he was in a tunnel near a sewer and all their waste was pouring out into the water as he loitered close by. He figured he was a hypocrite for thinking this since he had been camping out on a plain with dead bodies all around him for months. A sewer, by all accounts, was nicer.

This was where Razar said he would be, where he said they could meet when Valen sent him a message via a scrying mirror he had not touched in… well, a long time. Valen had been working alone for longer than he liked to admit.

The second reason he hated human cities was because of the humans themselves. They made him feel drained. Probably because he had turned so many into mindless servants for himself and depleted his body of magic in the process. He could feel his magic regaining and strength returning to his body. He hadn’t killed or turned in several days. It was good for his body, but his mind itched. He needed something to do.

He watched a woman dart across a rainy street toward a man who embraced her. They lowered their umbrellas and stood there for a moment together in the lamppost light, their lips pressed together. Valen tore his eyes away. Once, he had lived a human life. Once, he would have thought nothing of standing in the rain if it meant warm lips against his. He detested his memories. They made him feel sick.

He sensed a portal opening and turned. Razar stood there, looking grim and annoyed. “Let’s get this over quickly, Valen. What do you want?”

Valen examined his fingernails, forcing a casual air to his disposition and tone. “I know you’re a busy man, Razar, but I promise this will be worth your time.” Razar did not look convinced, and he stared at Valen until he spoke.

“Things have not been going as I had hoped.”

Razar looked like he was about to burst out laughing. How the hell was that supposed to help Valen?

Valen continued before Razar considered this a great waste of his time and vanished into another portal. “But it can go along much quicker if I had some help.”

Razar waited.

A pause intervened in which all both heard was the water in the sewer, the drizzle of rain on the street, and the far-off commotion of humans doing human things.

“I need an Essence Stone. The one the council has, as a matter of fact.”

This time, Razar did laugh. “You’ve got to be joking, Valen. After your follower Braise lost the first stone, you should expect a thrashing from the council, not a second chance with the only stone they have left.”

“We don’t know it is the only stone.”

“Only one I’ve heard of.”

Valen decided it was unwise to tell the Red Wolf that he might not know as much as he thought he did. “If I can get this stone, I can get the girl. She’s far more powerful than any of you thought and she’s being trained by a member of the Black Gate.”

Ah, this got Razar’s attention. His brows shot up. “Which one?”

Valen shrugged. “I don’t know her.”

Razar growled. “What does she look like?”

Valen described her and Razar cursed. “Helena Marrows, it sounds like.”

“Helena. I did hear the girl call her that name. Helena.”

“It’s her, all right.” Razar cursed again.

“So you see why I need the stone?” Valen tapped his booted foot on the stone. “I can go into the Academy myself and learn her weaknesses.” He did not say whether he meant Samantha or Helena, but it didn’t matter. “I can lure her to me and make her a vessel.”

Razar found this interesting as well, but he was less confident that Valen could achieve this. “No one has been able to use a vessel since… well, you know how long it’s been. Before either of us was alive.”

Valen wore a cunning smile. His dark eyes glinted. “What do you say, Razar? Will you go ask the council on my behalf?”

Razar eyed him for a long moment. “Fine. I’ll try. I can’t make you any promises, Valen.”

Valen put his hands up. “As long as you try. That is all I am asking.”

Razar turned to go, then looked back. “If this works, Valen, I want credit for helping you.”

Valen chuckled. “That means you seem to think the council will reward me.”

“They might,” Razar allowed. “And if you fail, they are not to know about anything beyond my request for the stone.”

Valen drew a finger across his lips. “My mouth is sealed.”

Razar rolled his eyes. “You were always a fucking liar, Valen.”
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The moon was a thin crescent hanging in the sky, milky white and piercing the dark. Valen’s eyes moved from that thin piece of silver light to the gate. The revenants had just finished their work. Good, he thought. Another step taken. He was getting bored.

He noticed a figure moving among the trees in the distance. He squinted, hoping to see better. The closer the creature came, the better Valen could see it. A large red wolf bounded toward him. By the time the wolf reached Valen, he had changed shape and now walked as a tall, muscular man. “Razar,” he said, surprised. “I didn’t expect you this soon.”

Razar frowned. “What the fuck do you mean? It’s been days.”

“I thought it took weeks to even come before the council.”

“Not when you’re the Red Wolf.”

So maybe Razar had more power than Valen thought. “Did you get it? Do you have the stone?”

Razar ignored him. Instead, his eyes roved to the gate where waiting revenants stood still, only wavering slightly as if the wind could blow them over at any moment. Their blank eyes stared back at him. Razar had to resist shuddering. They looked different in the night, and not just ghostly. They didn’t frighten him exactly. He could tear all of them apart with his ax in little time. It was the way they stared, hollow and dark. It was a disturbing sight. He turned back to Valen. “You finished the gate.”

Valen nodded. “One step closer.” He noticed Razar wore a glove on one hand but not the other. It could only mean one thing.

Finally, the Red Wolf drew something from his pocket, touching it only with his gloved hand. He tossed something toward Valen. Valen reached out and caught it. Not with his bare hand, of course, but with the edge of his cloak folded inward. He maneuvered it until it was safely in his own pocket. “Thank you, Razar. I mean that. You’ve aided me a great deal.”

“I was shocked the council handed it over. I’m beginning to think you were right. They may have more stones. Still, you had better be careful with that. You lose it and they’ll string you up.”

Valen knew this well. “Thank you,” he repeated.

“That’s not all.”

Valen’s heart stilled for a beat.

“The council demands something in return. A safeguard to make sure you bring the stone back untarnished, unbroken, and well, not lost like that idiot Braise did.”

Valen’s face grew impossibly paler. Any color that had been in his cheeks drained. His heart sank. He knew before Razar said it what the council wanted.

“They want your blood, Valen.”

Valen knew there were many things the council could do with his blood that would not be in his favor. He thought for a moment, then nodded. “If that is the price, I suppose I will have to pay it.”

Razar drew a long, gleaming knife. “And they want me to draw it. Not a drop is to be spilled.”

Valen stiffened but nodded again. Razar approached him and his hair seemed a lighter shade in the light of the moon. His gray eyes shone like molten silver. Valen remembered gray eyes like that before, eyes that gleamed like a precious metal. He banished the image. It would become tainted with blood if he considered it for too long. Razar forced up one of Valen’s sleeves and drew the blade down the length of his arm from the inside of his elbow to his wrist. A thin line of crimson blood shone on his ivory skin. Razar collected the blood in a glass vial and closed it. “Very good. I will take this to the council at once.”

Razar did not say another word, only stepped back into the portal and vanished.

Valen stood alone for a moment alone. The weight of the stone in his pocket was a comfort, and the line of blood on his arm was a reminder of what sort of punishments awaited him if he did not use the stone wisely. I will need a new body now, he thought, turning back to his tent. Preferably one belonging to someone at Ravenwood Academy.
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Sam was relieved to see Marcus was not holding a class when she and Helena came out of the portal into his classroom, for appearing as she was—disheveled and bloody—would have caused a tailspin of new rumors she didn’t want to deal with. Marcus was seated at his desk when they stumbled out and looked up in surprise. “What happened? You don’t look like you have had a normal training session.” He wrinkled his nose. “You don’t smell like it either.”

Sam wasn’t sure what annoyed her more—the stink on her body or how her hair stuck to the back of her neck with sweat and blood.

“We were attacked by revenants.” Helena brought Marcus up to speed while Sam sank into one of the student chairs, too overwhelmed to remain on her feet any longer. All she could think about was how one of the revenants had shrieked out a name and Helena’s story. Valen.

Helena told this part to Marcus and the old wizard murmured, “It’s not the first time a revenant has screamed that name in pain and terror on this island.” His voice dropped lower, and Sam’s mind spun. She didn’t hear anything more until Helena’s voice came back to her.

“Sam, did you hear me?”

Sam unburied her head from her hands. “Sorry, what was that?”

“I was telling you that the intense burst of power from your body was your grief manifesting itself through you.”

Sam’s heart felt heavy in her chest. “Is that a bad thing?”

“Quite the contrary. You handled yourself well. You were in control.”

“You were balanced,” Marcus clarified.

Sam remembered hanging onto Lily’s memory. It had been the only way she had gotten through that fight. I have to keep on remembering her, she thought, or else I won’t be able to do that again. She had a feeling she would have to do something like that again, though she hoped it wouldn’t be anytime soon.

Marcus was still speaking, and Sam tuned her ear back to him. “Think of your magic like a soul. It reflects your innermost feelings and emotions.” If that was true, Sam’s soul was a fucking well of emotions. Even as she sat there, she felt things bubbling under the surface, threatening to erupt.

“I can see you have both exhausted yourselves,” Marcus remarked. “Samantha, please go and rest while I finish talking with Helena.” She felt exhaustion in her very bones, so she nodded.

“I will see you later,” Marcus promised.

Sam turned to Helena. “Thank you for your help out there.”

“Same to you.” Helena produced a small, knowing smile. “I don’t think I would have had a good time fending off those vile creatures without you.”

Sam left Marcus’ classroom, hoping she would not be seen by many of her peers as she returned to her room. She looked like she had been through hell and back. Sam sought a long, warm bath and sleep. She could deal with any troubling thoughts when she woke up.
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Sam was surprised when she slept soundly with no dreams of revenants attacking her from the Ravenwood. Her first class that day was Marcus’, a small class studying water runes. “Someone’s missing,” Emma commented. “Where’s Simon?”

Sam looked around the classroom. Sure enough, the fifth member of their group was not in attendance today. The other girl in their group gave Sam a disdainful look. “He was sick yesterday, probably still is. He hasn’t come out of his room. I went to check on him this morning.”

Sam wasn’t sure why the girl had to have an attitude about it, but she didn’t say anything. They continued with their task of casting water runes until a shout of alarm rose from the other side of the room. Sam turned to see Professor Deathshroud putting out a fire where someone had accidentally cast a rune into a curtain. She tried not to laugh, but her face betrayed her.

“Something funny?” the girl asked reproachfully.

“Nothing,” Sam returned lightly. “Nothing at all.” She took her seat next to Emma. “Having trouble?”

Emma’s focused gaze was on the floor where she had her wand pointed. She tried several times to cast the water rune and was unsuccessful. She sighed, frustrated. “David always used to help me and now… well, I don’t see much of him anymore.”

Sam thought of David’s offer to help her with assignments. With him and Emma having just broken up, Sam didn’t want to take him up on his offer just yet. “Here,” she told her friend, “I’ll help you. Hold your wand like this.”

An hour later, class was dismissed, and Sam went on her way to her second then her third classes. By the time noon rolled around, she was starving. She wound her way through clusters of students in the hallway until she reached the Star Hull. Emma’s and Molly’s potions class was running long, and they texted to say they would not be able to join her for lunch.

Sam sat at the corner of one of the long tables that stretched across the entire length of the room. The day was gray and the Star Hull was dim. Sam ate alone and ignored the stares that strayed in her direction. When she finished eating, she rose from her seat and scanned the room for a trash can. Her eyes alighted instead on another lone figure getting up from his seat across the room, holding an empty tray. Simon! He seemed to be doing better. She decided to go say hello and see how he was faring.

As Sam reached the aisle between the tables, a flock of students entered, laughing loudly. Sam had to wait for them to pass before she could get to Simon. With the students passing in front of her, she was unable to see him.

The students passed and Sam sighed. Simon was no longer there. He must not have seen her coming.

Her fourth class was her last class of the day, and she went to the library in hopes of running into Oswald. Someone had to know more about what she had seen in the journal, and Marcus would be too busy to meet with her today. Her only hope was the person who had left the book out for her. She also suspected that the change in the journal had happened because of the old wizard. In the library, Sam searched behind stacks and desks, any hiding place where Oswald might be. Once or twice, she had the feeling that someone was watching her behind a pillar or a curtain. She moved a curtain aside at one point, hoping to catch Oswald peeking out at her from behind it but she found only a small tabby cat perched on the window.

She sighed. “Hello there. I didn’t know cats were allowed in here.”

“Ah, yes. There are a few cats,” a voice said from behind her. “They belong to the head librarian. I forget his name. He hardly shows his face around here. An odd fellow, that one.”

Sam turned, and her face brightened. “Simon, we missed you in class today. Someone said you were sick yesterday.”

Simon nodded absently. “I’m doing better.” His eyes roamed to the journal in her hand. “What’s that? Something for rune casting?”

Sam hesitated. “No, just a journal.” She didn’t say who it belonged to and didn’t want to indicate its importance. For now, the content of the journal was only known to her, Oswald, and Leo. Sam had every intention to tell Marcus and Helena about it the next time she had a chance.

Simon opened his mouth to say something else, but at that moment, someone came stumbling out from behind a shelf and bumped into the young man. “Oh dear! I’m sorry!” yelped Oswald as he caught Simon. “I’m always tripping over these old robes of mine.”

Sam surveyed his garment and frowned. Oswald’s robes, if anything, were too short. She caught his eye and a cunning light glinted in them. Oswald had bumped into Simon on purpose. Why? As soon as Sam thought this, Simon straightened and patted his robe as if checking for something. His eyes strayed to the floor, and Sam’s followed. Oswald apologized again and vanished.

Sam’s eyes widened. She could not hold in her gasp. Lying on the library floor was a white stone with black magic pulsing within, a sign that someone was using it. She had seen a stone like that before. It was the same kind of stone that had killed Lily, which was now locked safely somewhere in Marcus’ quarters.

Sam’s eyes moved from the Essence Stone to Simon’s face which had paled. Sam’s heart began to thunder. “You’re not Simon. You’re using an Essence Stone!” Her voice reached a height she would not have normally used in the library. People turned, staring and curious. Others hissed at her to be quiet. Sam ignored them. She was too busy looking at Simon with horrified eyes. “Who are you?”

A cunning smile parted his lips. Before Sam could demand answers or draw her wand to bind him into place, he opened a portal and vanished.

Sam gaping at the spot Simon—or whoever was using his body—had just been standing. Her heart thundered, and she felt sick. If someone had used Simon’s mana to fill the stone, it meant Simon himself was still in his room, ill or even worse.

Sam pictured Lily lying lifeless on her bed and shook the thought of Simon having suffered the same fate from her mind. A rustle of a cloak directed her attention to a figure coming out from behind a bookcase. Oswald. “You knew he had the stone,” she accused him.

The old man nodded, grimly this time. No mischievousness was in his eye. Sam noticed a few students quickly gathering their things and getting far away from the scene. Shit, Sam thought. What were people going to say now? That every time Sam was seen with an old wizard in the Academy something went wrong?

“I thought the boy was hiding something,” Oswald murmured as he bent to pick up the stone.

“No!” Sam shouted. Someone far off in the library slammed a book shut and got up to leave. Sam didn’t care. “Don’t touch it!”

Oswald gave her a curious look. “I am not a dimwit, young lady.” He scooped up the stone using his cloak so his bare fingers did not even graze its surface.

“Sorry,” Sam replied. “I just wanted you to be careful. Can I have that, please? I will take it directly to Professor Deathshroud who has the first stone that came into this school.”

Oswald wagged a finger. “Ah, but that is not the first stone to come into these walls.”

Sam didn’t care. She just wanted that damn stone and for someone to know something was wrong with Simon before anything worse happened. Oswald, to Sam’s great luck, did not need further convincing. He passed the stone into her cloak so she would not need to touch it. “Be careful.”

“I will.” Sam rushed from the library toward Marcus’ classroom. She found the room empty, so she took off toward the professors’ wing of the castle. The doors to this part of the castle were sealed shut, and Sam banged a fist against it. “Let me in! It’s important!” The door creaked open a moment later, and a small face peaked out. Sam was out of breath from running from the library to the northern part of the castle. “I need to see Professor Deathshroud. Is he in?”

The woman’s face bunched up, looking pinched and annoyed. “Professor Deathshroud isn’t taking meetings with students right now. Besides, students aren’t allowed back here.”

“It’s very important,” Sam insisted. “If you don’t let me through, I’ll…” She wasn’t sure what threat she was going to make, but the door opened wider.

The woman glowered at her. “Make it quick, girl.”

“Thank you.” Sam brushed past her and down the long, twisting corridor. She had never been to this part of the Academy before. She passed several large doorways until she came to one where the doors were parted enough for her to hear voices beyond. She heard one voice she recognized.

“I don’t know how long it is going to take, Marcus.” Helena sounded frustrated. Sam didn’t even bother knocking. She barged into the room, face flushed in exertion, and pieces of her hair sticking out from her head.

Both Marcus and Helena looked over in surprise. “Sam, what are you doing here?” Helena asked.

Marcus could see Sam was shaken by something and hurried to close the door behind her. “Come, dear. Please sit.”

Sam didn’t have time to sit. Her eyes went over the room once, taking in the oak furnishings, wide windows with parted maroon curtains, the desk, fireplace, plethora of rugs, and the stacks of books everywhere. Hurriedly, she told both Marcus and Helena what had just happened in the library. Marcus’ face paled. Helena’s expression became hard and grim. “Let us see the stone, Samantha,” Marcus requested.

Sam let the stone roll out of her cloak onto his desk so that it would not touch her skin. The black magic within still pulsed. Wherever the person wearing Simon’s body was, they were still in disguise. “We have to find this person at once,” Helena growled. She moved toward the door, but Marcus’ voice stopped her.

“We may be able to disenchant the stone and find out who it is without searching the whole school.”

“We can go right to Simon’s body,” Helena pointed out. “That will be faster than disenchantments. Do you see the darkness in that thing? The magic is strong. It won’t be so easy to unravel it.”

Sam was inclined to agree with Helena. “Simon is in trouble. Someone needs to check on him before…” Her words stalled. Behind Marcus, a portal appeared, and out stepped the person who had used the stone. Sam knew it wasn’t the real Simon, because he wore a curving smile and there was malice in his eyes. Sam wasn’t sure what color Simon’s real eyes were, but she did not think they were as black as night. Something in those eyes wasn’t quite human.

Even as the sorcerer stepped out of the portal, the disguise began to fade away, revealing someone who looked quite different from Simon. He was tall with ivory skin and smooth cheeks. White hair flowed to his shoulders.

“Hello,” he purred. “I’ve been waiting a long time to meet with the three of you.”

Sam did not hold back. She flung a spell at him with her wand, hoping to stun or disarm him. She wasn’t quite sure which one came out of her mouth. With an easy flick of his own wand, the intruder deflected her magic. He put up a shield and marched to Marcus’ desk where he plucked up the Essence Stone with a gloved hand. Marcus and Helena stood there, shocked at his sudden appearance.

“You’re Valen,” Helena snarled.

Sam stopped breathing for a second.

Valen smiled. “That would be correct. And you are Helena Marrows, member of the Black Gate.” He whirled to face Marcus. “The prestigious Professor Marcus Regius Deathshroud. And you…” He turned last to Sam. “The unlucky Samantha Tempestade. I am well acquainted with her family line. I have been wanting to meet you for some time.”

Sam felt bile in her throat and remembered the words Jhia had spoken to her before Sam defeated her. We knew you were going to be trouble long ago, Samantha.

“You killed my best friend.” Her voice shook. Her whole body trembled. Rage coursed through her, rendering her motionless.

Valen’s face became unreadable. “Lily Vivace’s loss was felt by us all, Samantha.”

How dare he say her name? How dare he say such a thing? Valen whipped his head toward Marcus and Helena. “There will be time to explain later. Right now, all you need to know is that I have found a way into the Academy, and I will fill it with my revenants to get what I want. Unless… Well, let’s just say I am prepared to offer you a deal.”

“There isn’t a deal you can offer us that we would take,” Helena growled. “I’ll gut you if you say another word that isn’t an answer for what you did. You’re part of the Crimson Cabal. Admit it!”

Valen’s smile only widened. “I simply wanted to let you know that if you three surrender to me now and come with me, no lives at the Academy will be harmed.”

All three of them?

I thought he only wanted me, Sam thought.

“Over my dead fucking body!” Helena shouted.

Valen opened his mouth but whatever he was about to say was cut off by the doors bursting open. Elijah Akaron strode in. “There won’t be any deals made!” he shouted. He flung magic at Valen with his wand. A great strobe of bright white light exploded against Valen’s shield, and when Sam was able to see again, she saw that Valen had vanished—opened up a portal and escaped.

Breathing hard, Elijah turned to the three stunned occupants of the room. “It seems as though there is much for the four of us to discuss now.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Not here,” Elijah added, gesturing at their surroundings in Marcus’ rooms. “Somewhere safer.”

I would think the professor who is in charge of defense lessons would have a pretty secure part of the castle, Sam thought.

“No one will be able to portal into the headmaster’s wing,” Elijah murmured.

“Truth be told,” Marcus replied, “I haven’t been keeping up with the magical wardings in my own part of the castle, as it makes it more difficult for me to use my own magic here. Still, I don’t understand how Valen would have been able to get past.”

Elijah’s face remained grave. “There are ways.”

“Like through a gate that might have the same rune markings on it as the barrier around the school,” Helena offered.

“Exactly,” Elijah agreed.

Sam looked at Marcus. “Even so, I will make my wardings more secure,” Deathshroud replied.

“Do it now, then meet me in my quarters. I need to see that Simon is found and taken care of,” Elijah instructed before leaving the room. Helena and Sam remained behind with Marcus.

“Best we do not talk anymore while we’re in here,” Marcus told them. “In case anyone is listening.”

Sam was still processing what had happened. She could not get the image of Valen’s face out of her mind. While Marcus had been questioning how Valen got past the Academy’s security, Sam wondered why Elijah Akaron seemed to know a lot more than he was letting on. I guess I’m about to find out, she thought.

Marcus and Helena finished with the wards not long after, then Marcus led the two women across the castle to the headmaster’s quarters. Sam had been here a few times before when Chancellor Lazar was over the school. The rooms had not changed much. Ornate furnishings and decorations including frames holding oil paintings, marble busts of past Academy headmasters, and various bronze instruments that looked like something between musical instruments and torture devices were all around her.

When they arrived, they found Elijah sitting behind the desk that had once belonged to Chancellor Lazar. The curtains were drawn closed so that the room would have been dark if it weren’t for the fire dancing in the hearth and rows of candles on a ledge behind the headmaster.

“Please, have your seats. We may be discussing things for a while,” Elijah said. He remained solemn, but he extended hospitality by offering them tea, then pouring each of them a cup himself. Sam held the cup between her palms and focused on its warmth. Wafts of steam went up from the sweet-smelling drink. She held it to her lips and sipped to calm her nerves, which had gone into overdrive since seeing Valen vanish through a portal. Where the hell was he now?

Sam wished she had the skill level of someone who could chase a bastard through portals. Through time and space or wherever the fuck else someone like Valen Blackburn might hide. But she wasn’t, so she sat back and waited.

Sam was surprised when Elijah addressed her first. “Truth be told, Marcus, Helena, and I have been having meetings like this since before you came back to school. We have included you this time because we can all see it is high time you learn what has been going on.”

Fucking finally, Sam thought. But why now?

Elijah continued, gesturing at Marcus. “Professor Deathshroud has been reporting to me these past few months about the cabal you faced with him in the Paris catacombs.”

Why you? Sam wondered. What are you besides a headmaster of a magical college?

The question must have shown on her face, because Elijah produced a small smile and answered it. “I was Chancellor Lazar’s apprentice for a long time, yes, and always meant to take his place as headmaster when the time came, but more than that, I am a high-ranking official in a group that has been tracking down the cabal for many years. My friends Professor Deathshroud and Ms. Marrows have been helping me. Professor Deathshroud believes that the cabal is not just merely a dangerous force or a gang looking for a foothold among magicals. He believes they are much more than that and must be dealt with promptly.”

“Promptly” was a funny word, Sam thought. To her, it seemed like the whole investigation into the cabal had been moving far too slowly. Slower than a snail, she thought. Perhaps her definition of “prompt” was different from the men sitting here with her. Helena seemed inclined to fall more on Sam’s side.

“Well, we need to move faster,” Helena said. “Otherwise, we’ll have worse bastards than Valen Blackburn breaking into the Academy.”

“Valen isn’t a puppet,” Elijah returned.

“I didn’t say he was a puppet. But he isn’t the most powerful person they’ve got. If anything, whatever he is doing is a distraction to what is going on.”

“Even so, he’s a dangerous distraction,” Marcus put in.

Elijah nodded, agreeing with Marcus. “We must begin taking action within the Academy itself to neutralize the threat posed by the cabal, whether Valen is working with them on his plan or not.”

Helena sighed. “At the very least, the rest of the cabal will be aware of what he is doing, whether they approve or not.”

Elijah looked at Sam once more. “Matters with the cabal aren’t the only thing these two have been reporting to me, Samantha.”

She stilled and looked into his eyes, wondering if she was about to receive praise or rebuke.

“They have been telling me about your training, because they think you have a rare power inside your mana that the cabal has been after for centuries. They have hunted down many witches and wizards with this same mana to get it. They have succeeded before but have never been able to harness such magic into what they call a vessel. We suspect this is what they are trying to do now.”

Sam’s mouth became dry. “And Lily had this same mana, didn’t she? They wanted her for this… vessel, right?” She felt sick and angry at once.

Elijah nodded. “This mana is passed down through bloodlines, though not all members of a certain bloodline may have it.”

“Can it skip generations?” Sam asked. Neither of her parents had ever shown any evidence that they held any rare gifts.

“It can,” Marcus answered. “Actually, it almost always does. No doubt your grandfather had the same mana and your great-great-grandfather as well. That is, if the mana runs on your father’s side of the family.”

Did this power have anything to do with the “unlucky” last name of Tempestade? Sam wondered. “How long have you known about this?” she asked.

“We have known about this kind of mana for many years,” Elijah answered. “As for you specifically, Marcus began to wonder about it when you were here last semester. His suspicions were confirmed when you used Jhia’s magic in the cavern. He hadn’t seen anyone do that in a very long time.”

“I knew it then,” Marcus said. “And I began to wonder if your friend Lily had the same mana. Otherwise, what was the point in killing her? That lie Colin Braise spoke about her being in the way was a cover. He wanted to distract us from the real knowledge at hand. It was a good thing I knew him to be like this. Otherwise, I would have bought what he said too.”

“I didn’t buy into it,” Sam agreed. “Not once. I know Lily meant a great deal to me, but no one could ever encounter her and not tell she was a gifted person. And not just in magic.” She choked up. “She had a way with people. When you were around her, you felt warm and understood.”

She caught Helena staring at her from the corner of her eye. Turning her head, Sam saw a distant sadness in Helena’s eyes. Sam turned back to the headmaster. “Why did no one tell me this earlier?”

“We wanted to be certain,” Marcus explained. “We didn’t want to put you in any further danger by giving you information that might be false. We are quite certain now, and because of the progress in your training, we can see you are ready to handle the truth.”

The truth. Another funny word. Sam felt closer and closer to it sometimes, then felt as though it was yanked away.

“The one thing we have been working toward in your training is your ability to use another person’s magic against them,” Helena pointed out. “Once you are able to control your own magic all the time, as you did with the revenants the other day, we will teach you how to control another’s.” She paused and chuckled. “The only problem with that is that none of us have exactly been able to do that ourselves, so there is only a certain amount of teaching we can do.”

Elijah looked Sam in the eyes. His gaze was direct and piercing. “Are you sure you want to keep on with this? Because we are about to discuss a plan for ridding ourselves of the threat that is Valen Blackburn. You can stay and listen, but we need your promise that you are loyal to us.”

Sam nodded. “Whoever will help me avenge Lily is on my side, and I am on theirs.”

“Very well. Let’s begin.” The headmaster leaned forward and folded his hands together on the desk. “After seeing Valen in the portal, I believe he is hiding in the portal dimension. This is a dangerous plane that one travels through when using portals and can only be seen for brief moments, as it can be hazardous to stay in for prolonged periods of time.”

“Which means Valen has to be somewhere else when he isn’t hiding,” Helena surmised. “If we wait until Valen can’t hide anymore, we figure out where the hell he is camping out and strike there.”

Elijah nodded. “But we can’t direct all our focus into simply finding Valen. We need to protect the school as well.” He paused, looked at each of them, then went on, “I am leaving the task of finding Valen to you, Marcus, and Helena. I will work with the chancellor to protect the school by building better defenses in the event of an attack.”

“And what about me?” Sam wasn’t keen on the idea of doing homework and “resting” all the time while everyone else did the hard work. “I want to join the mission. Actually, no, I don’t just want to join it. I’m going to. I have as much right to find Valen as any of you. He is responsible for having my best friend killed.”

“I doubt he wanted Lily killed,” Helena said somberly. Again, that distant sadness came into her eyes. “He wanted to use her as a vessel. Not saying that is much better, but…”

“And now he wants me,” Sam gritted out. “Well, he’s going to have to face me either way. I might as well go after him the same as he is going after me.”

Elijah hesitated. “This sort of mission is not suitable for a student who is still learning, and I fear it will exhaust you to a point of no return.”

That didn’t make much sense to Sam. “Okay, well if it does, I won’t be of much use to Valen as a vessel anyway, will I?”

Helena tilted her head. “She’s got a point.”

“A pretty fair one, I’d say,” Marcus added.

Elijah thought for a long moment. He shared a look with Marcus before saying, “I will be going now to make preparations for the Academy’s defenses. Please report to me whenever you have a lead on Valen.” The headmaster stood and left the room.

Sam gaped after him. “He never gave an answer!” she burst out once the doors to the headmaster’s office were closed.

“Exactly.” Marcus smiled. “He neither prohibited nor blessed. You are free to do as you wish.”

Free. Now that was not a word Sam had thought she would have to wrestle with. She wanted to go after Valen, of course, but she had no damn clue how to begin. She would have to rely on Marcus and Helena, and would they let her do as she wished? She looked at them now with a pleading expression in her eyes.

Marcus shared a look with Helena then returned his attention to his student. “I know I can rely on you, Samantha. However, I must warn you that Valen’s appearance today was an obvious provocation. This could lead to a trap.”

Despite the fatigue Sam felt after facing the revenants only two days ago, she was determined to go. Wherever the hell we end up, she thought.

“Helena and I will work on finding Valen. In the meantime, rest,” Marcus instructed her.

Sam agreed to this. They rose together and left the headmaster’s office. Marcus and Helena disappeared down the hall in a hurry. Sam was slower to make her way back to her room. Once halfway down the twisting corridors, she saw a figure coming toward her.

It was David, and he looked worried. “Sam, I’ve been looking for you.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“I’ve been wanting to see you since your last incident.”

Sam wasn’t sure that was good enough of a reason to explain the look in his eyes. He was looking for something. He was anxious.

“How are you?” The words stumbled out of his mouth.

“I’m all right,” Sam answered truthfully. Could be better, could be worse.

“There’s something going on in this school,” he blurted. “I know you have something to do with it.”

Sam stiffened. “Even if that were true, why would I need to tell you?”

David shrugged. “You don’t owe me anything, but… Well, I might have a reason for being interested.”

Everybody had a reason to be interested. David’s seemed personal by the emotion on his face. Before Sam could reply, he grabbed her arm. His hand was firm and warm. Something about his touch, though sudden, was comforting to her. “Let’s talk somewhere else.”

Overcome with curiosity, Sam gave no objection. He led her to the Star Hull. It was evening, and the student body had gathered for the evening meal. Sam did not see any of her other friends. Perhaps they had already eaten or would come later. David steered them to a corner opposite from where Sam and her friends normally sat. He knew this since he had often sat with them before. Because of Emma, Sam thought. Maybe David was avoiding a run-in with his ex-girlfriend.

Sam was further confused by the location he had chosen for their discussion. She had thought he wanted to exchange private words, so why come to the most crowded place in the whole Academy? They sat next to one another on a bench. A few first-years were at the same table, though they were several feet down and hardly gave David or Sam their attention.

“Better to have a conversation like this in a crowd than in private,” David explained.

Sam saw his point. Better here where everyone had many other people distracting them than in private where, if they were seen or if someone were to approach them, that person would wonder why they were together and what they were talking about all the more.

“What is it?” Sam asked, growing impatient.

He leaned closer. “I heard what you, the headmaster, Marcus, and Helena were saying.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “You were eavesdropping on officials of the school?”

David nodded. “I know. It could get me into trouble, but you’ll see in a moment when I explain myself. First, I want to say that whatever this mission is you’re going on, I want to be on it too.”

“David, you’re training to hunt down magical beasts, not sorcerers hiding in portal dimensions.” Sam lowered her voice. “I’m not sure this is the sort of mission you will want to be on, no matter what your reason might be.”

“There are people after the Academy, right?”

Sam nodded.

“Then I, as a student of Ravenwood, have as much right as anyone to fight.”

Sam could not deny this, though it was far less of a reason than the one she had. “You can’t tell a single person what you heard, David. We don’t need fear spreading throughout the school.”

He agreed. “I have another reason.”

Sam waited as he put together his words. “My last name is Hargrove, as you know, but my mother’s last name is Blackburn.”

Sam’s eyes almost bulged out of her head. “As in… Valen Blackburn?”

David nodded. “My mother’s sister was the woman who was killed by Valen when he was younger. She was a much older sister and hardly ever knew her family. She married young too, so she’s been a Hargrove much longer than she’s been a Blackburn. Still, the Blackburn blood runs in my family. There’s more. Valen isn’t a true Blackburn. Not in the sense of his mana and blood coming from them. He was adopted.”

Sam knew that part of the story from Helena. She had suspected, through Helena’s story, that Valen had killed the Blackburn family. Why, she did not know. With what David had just told her, this seemed confirmed.

“I have been investigating the deaths of the Blackburn family that was killed since I came to the Academy,” David explained. “Actually, it’s the whole reason I applied. I wanted to train so I could avenge them.”

“Did you know them personally?” Sam asked.

David shook his head. “They all died a year before I was born.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “I don’t mean to sound like an arsehole, but if you didn’t know them and your mother wasn’t close to them, why do you care so much about why they were killed?”

“Because…” David started. He glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “If Valen and whoever ordered him to carry out their deaths killed them because of their mana, they might go after other people with the same blood.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “Like you.”

“But I don’t have the gifts,” David explained.

Sam considered him for a moment, wondering just how much he had heard of her conversation with Elijah, Marcus, and Helena. “What gifts?”

“The same kind you have,” he whispered.

Sam barely heard him over the din of the great dining room. All around them was the clatter of plates and cutlery and cups, joined by voices and laughter. The occasional stomp of feet and clapping of hands went into the air. Someone sang off-tune. Another person cast a spell, pranking another student. Sam didn’t let any of it distract her.

“Are you saying that my family isn’t the only one that has those gifts?”

“Lily did, didn’t she?”

Sam nodded.

David shrugged. “So did the Blackburns, I think. I don’t know anything for certain, but there had to be a reason they were killed. Either they had gifts and the cabal was unable to turn them into vessels, or they knew too much and were killed for another reason.”

“Or both.”

“Or both,” David echoed.

Sam saw now that he had far more of a personal investment in finding Valen than she had first realized. “This isn’t going to be easy,” she warned. “You will have to get permission from Marcus and Helena first and training. They barely have time to train me as it is.”

David nodded. “I understand. We’re going to figure something out.”

For the first time since they sat, Sam smiled. “I wasn’t expecting you to become my accomplice in all of this, David Hargrove, but I’m glad to have you.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


“Please come and meet with Helena and me today after your classes are over,” Marcus told Sam after he dismissed the class. The rest of the students had filtered out of the room, leaving her the last to go. Sam almost always lingered behind in case Marcus had anything to say to her. “We will meet in the professors’ wing, not here.”

Sam agreed. Her last class that day was dueling and enchantments, where she faced off against three other students, including David. David was the only one able to defeat her in their session. “Distracted there, Tempestade?” he teased as he offered her his hand and pulled her up from the floor. It had been a long time since Sam had fallen victim to a stunning spell. She forgot the effects it could have.

“You could say that,” she murmured.

When class was finished, Sam told him, “I’m supposed to meet with Marcus and Helena. You should come with me.”

David shouldered a bag and followed her. “What’s Helena like anyway? I hear around school that she’s his friend or something more.”

“She’s a member of the Black Gate and involved in the investigation. Nothing more. Actually, I don’t really know her personal reasons for joining. I suspect she’s just good at what she does and they’re paying her well.”

David shook his head. “I doubt payment is enough of an incentive for someone like her. She’s got years of expertise. Anyone could ask for her help and pay her tons of money. There’s a personal investment. She just hasn’t told you.”

Sam wasn’t sure if she agreed or not, and it didn’t matter. They were in the professors’ wing already, and no one stopped them from going into Professor Deathshroud’s quarters. Marcus and Helena turned as Sam and David entered, both showing surprise at the sight of the young man at Sam’s side.

Marcus’ brows furrowed. “David, what a pleasure it is to see you.” His eyes shifted to Sam. “Though I am not sure why Sam has brought you.”

“David is joining the mission too,” she explained, as though it wasn’t up for debate.

Marcus and Helena shared a look. Marcus was by a window. Helena leaned against his desk, with one foot crossed over her other ankle and her arms folded over her chest. “Just hear us out.” Sam gestured for David to begin. “Tell them what you told me.”

David told the story of his mother being a Blackburn and his interest in catching Valen. Marcus and Helena listened, first with apprehension then with interest. Marcus went as far as to jot down notes in a journal he had open on his desk. “Has Samantha stressed to you the danger of joining such a mission and that it must be top secret until it is completed?” the old wizard asked.

David nodded. “She has, and I promise not to say a word.” He turned to Sam and mouthed, “Thank you” with a grateful smile.

Don’t thank me yet, her eyes said. Marcus and Helena had not agreed yet.

“This isn’t a good idea,” Helena warned her old friend. “If we start letting just anyone join, we’ll be overburdened. We can’t have untrained recruits with us when we attack. We’ll be too busy trying to save their arses to deal with Valen’s.”

“David can handle himself just fine,” Sam insisted, a little more sharply than she intended.

“No, no, Helena’s right,” David admitted.

What are you doing? Sam almost yelled. I’m trying to get you what you wanted.

David went on, “I don’t know much, but I will learn it.”

“You assume we have the time to train someone new,” Helena pointed out.

Marcus observed both Sam and David for a long moment. “Samantha, do you think it is wise to bring David along?”

She had not expected him to ask her this. She nodded. “If he has proper training beforehand, yes.”

“You will both have to forgo all other classes for the time being. Headmaster Akaron will permit this without you two being expelled. You both will have to put all your focus into training and catch up on your other schooling when the mission is over.”

What did other schooling matter if they couldn’t come back to the Academy anyway? Sam wondered. The Academy would not be safe if Valen wasn’t dealt with.

“We can do that,” David assured him.

“Good.” Marcus nodded.

“There’s something else I wanted to tell you about,” Sam added. “You remember the journal I found in the library, right?”

Marcus nodded again.

Sam told him what she had seen inside it, how the pages had changed, and how she suspected Oswald had something to do with it. Marcus and Helena shared a significant look but did not explain what it meant. “Oswald is an odd fellow, but a wise wizard indeed,” Marcus remarked after a long moment of heavy consideration. “I have no doubt he left his journal for you and may have even changed its contents for you. Tell me, Samantha, have you ever seen those images since?”

Sam shook her head. “And there isn’t a damn spell to make it happen. I couldn’t find Oswald again either and make him tell me. I only saw him when I was in the library and figured out Valen was running around disguised as my classmate.”

Helena cut in impatiently. “We should discuss the journal later. What’s it got to do with Valen anyway?”

It’s about the cabal and how they have been defeated before, Sam thought. Before she had a chance to press upon Helena why she thought the journal was important, the Black Gate woman spoke again. “Two of my friends from Black Gate are here, and they’re waiting to meet you, Sam. They will help us with the investigation and with your training. You will soon find that their expertise is invaluable.”

As if they were waiting for a cue, the doors to Marcus’ quarters opened and two people walked in—a man and a woman, both heavily armored. Sam could tell they were from Black Gate right away. For one, they wore flowing black capes attached to the shoulders of their armor. Their breastplates gleamed silver. The man was tall and broad with a close-shaven head and brown skin. His eyes were lighter, a shade of gold so bright they were almost yellow. He had two swords crossed over his back along with a bow and quiver of silver arrows with white feathers.

The woman was tall as well, though not as tall as her male counterpart. Her skin was just as brown, and her long, black hair was braided high on her head to dangle down to her waist from the back. She wore the same armor but had a row of knives around her waist instead of swords on her back. Her eyes were golden too though not as bright as the man’s. They were more like molten metal than yellow. She had thin scars all over her face and hands. They were both beautiful. For a moment, Sam didn’t breathe. She had never seen two such good-looking people stand before her.

“Meet Romero and Iris,” Helena offered. “Brother and sister. Twins, actually. They have been with Black Gate for quite a long time. Longer than I have, actually.” This surprised Sam, as both Romero and Iris looked at least ten years younger than Helena and Sam knew Helena had been in Black Gate for most of her life. Something about those eyes was different too. Perhaps they weren’t fully human or had some magical aspect to them that made them look younger.

“Good to meet you, Samantha Tempestade,” Romero greeted her in a deep voice. “We have heard much about you.”

“All good things,” Iris added lightly with a coy smile parting her lips. Her eyes shifted to David. “And who is this?”

“David Hargrove,” David answered. “I’m joining the mission.”

“I hope so,” Iris drawled. “Otherwise, why would you be standing in this room?”

Sam decided then that she never wanted to get on Iris’ bad side. She didn’t want to be on Romero’s bad side either, but Iris daunted her more.

“Romero has led many members of Black Gate into battle and his expertise lies not only in combat but in strategy,” Helena explained to Sam and David. “If we find Valen has hordes of revenants when we locate him, he will be invaluable to Valen’s defeat and capture.”

“I’m also quite good at torturing answers out of unwilling victims,” Romero remarked with a sly smile.

“And Iris,” Helena went on, “has a gift for getting into enemy minds. Her skill is more technical, and she knows just about everything there is to know about portals. She has made many trips to the portal dimension herself. With the six of us working together, we are confident we can take down Valen and his forces.”

Six? Sam thought. That’s it? She counted again. Yes, six. Her, David, Helena, Marcus, Romero, and Iris. She had been expecting Helena to recruit some of her friends from Black Gate, but had thought it would be more than two.

Perhaps Helena read Sam’s thoughts on her face because she said, “These two have more skill and experience than half of all the Black Gate combined. Valen may think he stands a chance, but he will soon see any luck he had has run out.”

“Thank you for coming,” Sam said.

Iris’ eyes swept to her. “Don’t thank us just yet, Ms. Tempestade. Sounds like Romero and I are going to help you with your training. With a little something you do of controlling other people’s magic, yeah?”

Sam nodded.

“Good,” Iris said. “I look forward to seeing what you can do.”

She had once thought Helena to be a daunting teacher, and had thought she had made progress. Now she felt like she had learned very little, and Iris would whip her arse into shape far faster than Helena had. Without tough training, however, she could not expect to be as tough on Valen as she had to be.

“You two can leave us now,” Marcus said to Sam and David. These were the first words he had spoken since Iris and Romero came into the room. “We will help our friends get settled in. Come back here tomorrow morning for training.”

“We will,” Sam promised.

“At dawn,” came Romero’s deep voice. He shared a cunning smile. “Until then, get some sleep. You’ll need it.”

Sam and David did not talk to each other until they were far from the professors’ wing of the castle. “Tough company,” David murmured. “I started to think back there that I wanted to back out, but when I think about it, we need people like that to lead us into battle.”

Battle. Sam had not pictured facing Valen as a battle. As something with lots of bodies littered everywhere when they were finished. And with only six on their side…

I have to trust Marcus and Helena, she thought. If they think six is enough, then it is enough. Sam just hoped her body would not be one of the ones left over when the fighting was finished. I won’t see my end until I’ve made sure Valen has seen his. She wanted to see him dead, just like she had seen Lily dead.

“Thank you for sticking up for me back there,” David added, breaking through the noise of Sam’s thoughts.

She gave him a small smile. “Hey, it’s the least I could do after you rescued all of us from that cave last semester.”

He laughed and they rounded a corner and bumped into someone. “Emma!” Sam exclaimed.

Emma looked up, blinking in surprise. “Sam, hey! David?”

David’s amusement faded the second he saw Emma. “Hey, Em. Good to see you.”

Emma didn’t answer him, just turned to Sam. “Can I talk to you?”

“Sure.” Sam waved David on. When he was out of sight, Emma pulled Sam down another hallway. “What were you two doing together? Leo said he saw you two having a private conversation in the Star Hull last night. Plus, you haven’t answered any of mine or Molly’s texts.”

Sam realized she had quite a bit of explaining to do, but she wasn’t sure where to start. She couldn’t say why she had been with David both times without exposing the mission. I can’t do that, she thought. I can’t put us at more risk. She also didn’t want to lie to her friend.

“Professor Deathshroud is training us both. I found out yesterday and we were just talking about it.”

Emma raised a brow. “And is that where you two just came from? Training?”

Sam nodded though it wasn’t quite the truth. “I’m sorry for being distant,” she added. “I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

Emma’s face softened. “And I’m sorry if I jumped on you the second I saw you with my ex. That wasn’t fair, and I don’t care that much anyway.”

Sam could see that Emma cared a lot but was trying not to.

“Come shopping with Molly and me tomorrow,” Emma urged with a smile.

“I don’t think I can. I have training.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “All you do is train with old men and read books these days.” She seemed like she was about to add something else but didn’t.

And hang out with my friend’s ex-boyfriend? Sam thought. Oh, Emma, it’s not like that. She wished she could say that but wouldn’t be able to without telling Emma about the mission.

Emma sighed. “Whatever, Sam. Maybe one of these days you’ll let a little loose and have some fun with us. I’ll see you later.”

Sam watched her go with a sinking heart. I will, one day, she thought. When things aren’t going to shit everywhere I look. She thought of Lily and the promise she made. Her hand strayed to the flame-shaped necklace at her throat. I will when I have seen my promise through.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Sam was awake at dawn the next morning as she had been instructed and met David outside the Star Hull. It was open to the students in the mornings but not for another hour or so. No one else was in sight. Most of the castle remained asleep. “Do you know where we’re supposed to meet Romero and Iris?” David asked. He looked as though he had not gotten much sleep.

“I was going to try Marcus’ classroom first,” she answered.

“Good idea.” They headed in that direction and were halfway down one of the long, wide hallways when a portal opened and Iris appeared, smiling. “There you two are. We’re going to be late. Follow me.”

Sam and David looked at one another before following Iris into the portal. A few seconds later, it opened back out into a dimly lit room that seemed to be underground. The walls of stone around them were lit only by torches on the walls. “Where are we?” Sam asked.

Iris’ feline smile remained on her lips. “Under the Academy. It’s been a long time since anyone has trained down here, but Romero and I thought it would be a perfect place to teach the both of you some new skills. There are many tunnels around us. They are all long and interconnect in many places.”

David rubbed the back of his neck. “Sounds like a maze.”

Iris’ smile widened. “Exactly.”

Sam and David shared another look. Whatever Iris and her brother had planned, it sounded like something that would whip their arses. “Are you ready?” Iris asked.

“Yes,” Sam replied.

David was a little slower to answer and Sam saw that his eyes looked tired. “I’m ready.” His voice didn’t sound convincing.

“Follow me,” Iris repeated. She led them through part of the maze of twisting passages until they entered a larger room with more light. Here, she greeted her brother.

“Good morning,” Romero said to his new trainees. “Let’s start with a little show. Both of you can display what you already know.” He pointed at David. “You first.”

The room was full of equipment including tables laden with various weaponry and armor, targets, and dummy bodies along one wall, and a bench for building muscles with a selection of weights along another wall.

David was already sweating when he took his place before them, drew his wand, and spun, casting spells at the dummy that sent it reeling against a wall. “Try this.” Romero conjured the image of a beast with his wand and sent it running at David.

David set his jaw and spoke another spell to paralyze the beast. The image shattered apart. “Good,” Romero said. “Again.” This time he sent three beasts. As soon as David had dealt with those, he sent a fourth. David could not handle it and let out a cry as the animated magical creature bounded on top of him. It wasn’t real, of course, so it did no damage.

“A wand won’t always help you.” Romero gestured at their surroundings. “And you have more than enough resources at your disposal. Let’s try that again.”

This time, he sent four at once. Growling, David picked up the nearest object which happened to be an ax. He swung it over his head and down. It crashed through the animated beasts onto the stone floor, sparking with blue magic. The animation fell apart. He whirled and did the same to two others. The last he cast away with a spell.

Romero produced a pleased smile. “Not too shabby, Hargrove.”

Iris did not have the same reaction. Her dark eyes narrowed. “Could be better.”

David panted. “Well, there’s always room for improvement, right?”

Iris’ only response was a short, “Hmm,” before she turned to Sam. “Your turn.”

Sam nodded at Romero. “Give me what you gave David.”

“Very well,” Romero responded. He gave her three beasts first, then added a fourth as the first three reached her. Sam swung out with her wand in one hand and knife in the other. Quickly, she dispelled the first two beasts. The third was more difficult as Romero made it leap over her head. Sam ducked and hesitated only a fraction of a second before she thrust her knife up into its belly. It fractured above her, and the animated magic fell around her. This meant the fourth came at her feet and tripped her up, sending her to the stone floor. Snarling in equal parts pain and frustration, Sam got to her feet. The beast rounded upon her and leapt. She struck it with a spell. Stunned, it fell to the ground, and she used her knife to finish it off. The beasts were much easier to deal with when one knew they weren’t real.

Even so, the exercise made Sam sweat. Or maybe it was the warmth in the room. Turning, she found Romero smiling at her. “You’re not too bad either.” He turned to Iris. “What do you think?”

“I want to see her use runes,” Iris replied.

“Send more beasts,” Sam suggested, confident her runes would shatter Romero’s animated beasts in no time.

“No.” Iris smiled slyly. “Use them on me.” She bound forward before Sam could decide if she wanted this or not. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. She didn’t have a choice. Iris’ shield was up and her wand out. Before Sam knew what was happening, a spell circled her feet and, for the second time in five minutes, she found herself lying on the stone floor. This time, she had a little more air knocked out of her lungs. “Come on!” Iris shouted.

Sam put up her shield. Before getting to her feet, she cast a fire rune on the floor. She was standing again a second later, flames drawing from the rune into her hand. Crying out, she hurled one fireball at Iris after another. Iris evaded them easily, smiling all along as if this was great fun for her. Sam changed courses. Instead of fireballs, she sent bolts that ricocheted off the walls. One snapped against Iris’ shield but was not strong enough to penetrate it. They went back and forth for some time, and soon Sam’s whole body was slick with sweat. After a few minutes of hard back and forth, Iris halted. “I want to see you take my magic and control it, Tempestade. That is the skill Marcus and Helena have bragged about. Why aren’t you using it.”

“I-I don’t know,” Sam stammered.

Iris fixed her with a hard stare. “Are you afraid of your own power?”

Sam didn’t respond for a moment and Iris let her sit in her silent thoughts. At last, Sam managed to answer, “Maybe I am. I don’t know.”

“You don’t back away from an enemy,” Iris pointed out. “Why the hell would you back away from your own power. Come on. Try to steal my power.”

She launched again, her shield blazing red and bright.

Sam cried out, afraid Iris would tackle her to the stone floor. She moved out of the way and Iris landed like a cat jumping out of a tree. She snarled. “Do it!”

Sam was beginning to feel overwhelmed and angry. She set her jaw and extended her magic from her own shield. In a zap, she sucked the shield away from Iris’ body, leaving her open to attacks, and then Sam attacked with Iris’ own shield, shrouding her body in magic that had just been hers but now stung her skin.

Iris gritted her teeth against the pain but smiled. “Good. That’s what I’ve been wanting to see.” She dropped her magic and Sam followed suit. “That’s enough for now,” Iris allowed. She had broken a sweat at last. “I think Romero and I have a good idea of what you two are capable of.”

Sam couldn’t tell if Iris was pleased or not. She didn’t seem very impressed. Sam’s heart sank and she half wished Marcus or Helena was here instead. “We’ll have you two face off against one another then against each of us,” Romero explained.

A couple of hours passed. David and Sam squared off first, and it was the easiest and most evenly matched fight either one of them would have all day. Sam came out on top in the end, deciding at the last second to take David’s magic from him.

“She’s a good opponent to train with,” Romero remarked to David. “She will give you a chance to learn how to shut someone away from your magic. There are defenses you can both learn to do that.”

Sam had to face Romero while David went against Iris, and that was when things started to go downhill. By the time Sam reached her second match with Iris, she wanted to collapse on the stone floor and sleep for a few hours. Iris used the defenses Romero had talked about to prevent Sam from taking her shield. “You’re going to have to dig deeper than that for my magic,” she cautioned. The fight took all of Sam’s energy just to cast defensive spells while Iris moved around like she could keep running all day. Sam had not expected to match the twins’ skills, but neither had she expected to get her arse beat so hard.

When the match was over and Sam had been defeated, Iris told her and David they could have a break. “After that, we’ll do some basic exercises. Neither one of you have enough muscle for a proper fight. It won’t hurt to run a few laps either.”

Sam and David ate some food Romero brought to them. Sam could feel how sore and stiff she already was. She felt bruises and scrapes all over her body. Waking up the next morning unable to move would not be fun. David didn’t look much better. And I’m sure neither one of us smells very nice, Sam thought.

“Don’t worry,” David offered. “You’ll get better.” Sam wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or himself. He wolfed down his food and drank a full canteen of water before turning to her. “I did some research on the twins last night.” He spoke in a low voice even though neither Romero nor Iris were in the room. They were probably close by though, consulting with one another on what the hell they were going to do with their trainees.

“Is that right?” Sam asked. “Do tell.”

“They’re as accomplished as they look. Even more so. Romero used to lead whole battalions. He’s fought off monsters I have never even heard of and all with either an ax, a spear, or a fucking slingshot.”

“A slingshot?” Sam echoed.

“There’s a story about how he shot a sharp stone halfway across the mountain and got it into a sorcerer’s eye. He got to where he’d struck the sorcerer before the other man could open a portal.”

Sam wondered how much of such stories were true and how much of it had been exaggerated for effect.

David went on, “And Iris is not just a portal junkie. She’s killed more people in the Black Gate than anyone else. They call her the Dark Assassin.”

How many people’s throats had been slit by Iris while asleep? Sam just hoped each person had deserved the end they received. She certainly didn’t want to be another person on Iris’ list.

“I’m fucking exhausted,” Sam admitted after a long moment. “I realize that we couldn’t have gotten better trainers, though. The best of the Black Gate is here for us. Someone must think we’re worth training.”

“They might be rethinking that now,” David joked.

Sam knew Iris and Romero were the best trainers they could have, but her training with them made her miss her father very much. After their afternoon session was over and she had taken a long, hot bath with healing salts, she called him. She told him about her new trainers but did not give him names, for she did not want to expose the mission and risk opening it up to ears who did not need to hear it.

I’ll tell him about it later, she thought. No need to worry him now. I’ll tell him when I make it back alive. It struck Sam then that this could be the last time she spoke to her father. No, she determined. She would make it back. The only person who is going to die is Valen Blackburn.

Sam almost asked her father a slew of questions about their family history, now that she knew what she did about her magic. Later, she decided. He would wonder why all the questions all of a sudden. She asked after her mother, learned she was all right, then told her father she loved him. “I’ll call again soon.”

“Of course, dear. I love you. Goodbye,” he replied before hanging up. Sam was left to the quiet of her room and the raging of her thoughts. They were soon silenced when she tumbled into bed and went fast to sleep.
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The field where the students of Ravenwood Academy had their obstacle courses during the fall term every year was empty when Sam and David arrived the following morning shortly after dawn. A fog lay over the land, and birds chirped in trees. Neither Romero nor Iris were there but had instructed the pair to run several laps before they showed up for training.

“Best we get used to this,” David murmured before they took off at a steady jog. Side by side, they ran. David was tall, but Sam was nearly his height. They kept at an equal pace, and Sam focused on her breathing. The cold morning air pierced her skin and lungs. The longer she ran, however, the less the cold mattered. She began to sweat and pant. The field was quite long, and they had to run around its entire perimeter a few times before Iris and Romero arrived. At least Sam had thought to eat something this morning before starting her training.

The pair did not speak to one another the entire time they ran, but Sam found it comforting to have someone at her side. She would not struggle through her training alone. I’m glad he came along when he did, she thought. She had spent her evening thinking about David’s family and his motivation to find Valen. Though not as sparked toward ending Valen as she was, David was determined, and she appreciated that about him. No one else would understand why we’re on this mission. Not any of our friends outside the mission anyway. Not Emma or Molly or Leo.

They had finished their second lap when a portal opened at the line of the dense wood. Sam halted, expecting to see one of the twins but Marcus appeared. Relief filled her. He smiled at the pair. “I see you are taking your training seriously. How about a walk with me right now instead of all this running?”

Sam and David were quick to agree, and Marcus led them to one of the back gardens around the castle. It was a cold morning but not as cold as past mornings. Spring was finally coming into the air. The day would grow warmer later. With the morning being chilly, however, no students were in sight. It was still too early. “I came to speak with the two of you about what we are going to face. Samantha, you already know of Valen’s revenants.”

She nodded and Marcus explained to David what the revenants were and how Valen, or any other dark sorcerer, might have possession of them. David looked sick. “So Lily and my mother’s family aren’t the only people Valen has killed, I see.”

“No, not by a long shot,” Marcus answered.

Sam shuddered to think of Lily being made into a revenant or worse, a vessel. In some ways, Lily had gotten lucky in her death.

“Valen has many more revenants,” Marcus continued. “We can safely assume this by the threat he made against the Academy. The revenants are powerful creatures but only because they are powered by Valen himself, whose skills are bountiful. The revenants, however, are also simple creatures and easily commanded by their user. Our stealth in tracking down Valen will only be effective for so long. Once Valen realizes one or more of his revenants have been defeated, he will be on the hunt for us.”

“What’s the plan then?” Sam asked. She knew Marcus, Helena, Romero, and Iris had been concocting something. Though she was disappointed to not be part of the planning, she was glad to be included as much as she was. David just seemed content with the fact that Marcus was speaking to him.

“To counteract this, we will have to cause as much chaos as possible during the assault, so Valen does not know where to turn his head. We will make him think there are more of us than there actually are. To disrupt Valen’s forces, we will need to create whatever confusion we can. Do you two think you can help with that?”

Sam nodded. David thought for a moment and agreed as well.

Marcus sighed. “Finding Valen in the portal dimension has not been easy. The place is vast, but fortunately, Headmaster Akaron noticed something when Valen vanished through the portal. A gate.”

Sam and David shared a look. Marcus said “gate” like it was significant, but the significance was lost on his two young pupils. “The gate leads between portals,” Marcus explained. “It is how he got into the Academy to begin with. Finding this gate will be much easier than finding where Valen is hiding out. We have no doubt he’s camping out near that gate when he’s not hiding.”

“Aren’t there tons of gates in the portal dimension?” David asked.

“Once, there were. Many of them were broken down many years ago due to the dark magic they spread throughout the worlds. It seems Valen has used his revenants to repair one.”

“And if there’s only one, it shouldn’t be hard to find,” Sam guessed.

“It still won’t be easy,” Marcus confessed. “But that’s why we have Iris on our side. She is making quick work of it. In fact, I don’t think she will be joining you for training today, only Romero.”

Sam and David both felt relieved at this.

“And what about the headmaster?” David asked. “Will he be going with us?”

Marcus shook his head. “Elijah is preparing the defenses of the Academy, should we fail.”

“We won’t fail,” Sam vowed. “I’m not going to let any more innocents die.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Training with Romero followed Sam’s and David’s discussion with Professor Deathshroud. The training was easier with only Romero instructing them but more difficult on their bodies since they were still stiff and sore from the previous day. When they were finished, David said to Sam, “Come with me to the tavern for a drink. We deserve it.”

Sam hesitated. She didn’t want to be hanging out with David when she told her friends she couldn’t go shopping with them.

“Come on, Sam,” David encouraged her with a smile. “We don’t have to be there long if there are other things you need to do. We could use some time out of the castle.”

“We’ve been out of the castle all day,” Sam replied with a laugh. “Or do you not remember Romero whipping our arses on the obstacle course field?”

“Now that’s something I’d like to see,” David returned. “Romero and Iris in the obstacle course we did.”

“They’d tear it up. It would be nothing to them.”

David nodded in agreement. “Where were they when we were surrounded by Ravenwood beasts in that cave?”

Sam smiled. “We had you.”

David’s cheeks were flushed but Sam wasn’t sure if it was from the training or what she said. “So are you coming for a drink or not?” he asked.

It had been a long day and David was right. They did deserve it. “I want to get cleaned up first.” She bathed and dressed before meeting David at the path leading down from the castle to the village. It was nearing evening by this point and when they reached the tavern, they found it full of sailors and other village workers who had finished a long, hard day and come to appease themselves with ale and bread.

Smells of food wafted in the air. David told Sam to order whatever she wanted and she wolfed down the food as though she was starving. “It’s all the training,” she justified when she caught him staring. A slow smile crossed his lips, but he said nothing, only lifted his cup to his lips and drank.

The same drummer and flute player from the night Sam had gone with Emma and Molly struck up a tune and some of the sailors took to dancing, clapping their hands, and stomping. David looked on in amusement while Sam sat back in the corner, watching and enjoying the view.

When David’s eyes strayed back to Sam, she asked, “What happens after we deal with Valen? You might get answers about why he killed your mother’s family, but what then?”

David shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s been about justice always, of course, but I think more than anything, I’ve just wanted the truth. My mother… She hasn’t done so well since they died. So pretty much my whole life. She’s afraid all the time that Valen or whoever commanded him to kill her family will come for her too.”

Although Sam did not fear the same danger for her mother, she understood what David felt. “My mother has been sick for years.” David grew curious, so Sam told him the same story about her unlucky last name as she had told Molly and Emma.

He grinned at her. “I’m surprised your father hasn’t married you off so you could have a last name.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “It’s the last thing he wants. He’s all right with me attending the Academy because he knows I’m coming back.” Her eyes wandered about the tavern, taking in the laughing faces. The thought of her father warmed her. “And he’s always known my purpose. He’s been saying for years that I have the makings of a warrior mage.”

“He’s right,” David agreed after a drink.

“And what about your father?” Sam asked. “What’s he like?”

David chuckled and stared down into his drink. “I wish my father wanted me around as much as yours does. He would marry me off to the first girl from a family with money if he could. Me going to the Academy stalled that plan. At least, I hope it has. Who knows? I might return and find women lined up for me to choose from.” David sighed. “I hope not. My father didn’t want me to attend the Academy. He doesn’t agree with my intentions.”

“To find out what happened to the Blackburns?” Sam asked.

David nodded. “My father, well… let’s just say he sees my purpose and thinks his only purpose is to make sure I fulfill mine.”

“And what purpose would that be?”

David shrugged. “Beats me. He says it’s to be his successor and bring more wealth and luck to our family than anyone that has come before me. I don’t see much of a point in it though.”

Sam chuckled. “No pressure.”

He glanced at her. “You’ve heard of him, no doubt. Lord Hargrove.”

Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “That Hargrove? You mean like ‘one of the wealthiest magical families in the whole world’ Hargrove?”

Sheepishly, David nodded.

“Huh. You never struck me as the stuck-up spoiled brat that Lord Hargrove might raise. And besides, why would your father not want you to attend the Academy he makes generous donations to?”

David drank again as if to wash any distaste for his father down. “He doesn’t make generous donations. It’s but a fraction of his earnings. Really, he doesn’t even miss it. As for me not being a brat,” he laughed at that. “I don’t like flaunting our wealth. It doesn’t mean anything if we can’t use it for good.”

Sam had a new admiration for David. “I just thought the last name was a coincidence.” For years, she had heard about the Hargrove family from her father. He spoke with distaste about them. Lord Hargrove, David’s father, was a cold and calculating man. Sam did not see the same qualities in his oldest child. “Do you have any brothers he could pass the pressure on to?” Sam asked.

David shook his head. “I have a little sister, that’s all, and hopefully my father won’t see a need to marry her off anytime soon. She’s only fourteen.” He smiled at her. “She would like you.” He leaned back and sighed. “For a while I thought Emma only liked me because of my family’s money. I grew distant from her because of it. She kept insisting on meeting them and I got paranoid. I misjudged her though. She just wanted to know where I came from.”

Sam felt for him. She was about to ask if he regretted not being with Emma anymore when he turned to her. “What about you? What will you do after avenging Lily?”

“I’m not sure. My whole life has been Lily. At least most of it has been. It’s hard to imagine a life without her and now with her gone… well, it still feels like she’s with me as long as I am searching for the truth about what happened to her.”

A look came into David’s eyes akin to pity, but Sam had no time to study it because she heard a scuffling sound from the other side of the tavern. She saw three cloaked figures rising from one of the tables. She had noticed them before but not given them much thought. She’d assumed they were playing a game of cards. It wasn’t so much the noise they made getting up from the table that caught her attention, but the sudden change in the air when they did. The whole place seemed suddenly darker and colder. The fire in the tavern’s hearth had gone out. Sam frowned. Four logs had been blazing there only a moment ago. Something malevolent hung in the air.

“Revenants,” she hissed when she glimpsed pale faces beyond the hoods and blank stares directed right at her and David. One of the cloaked figures let out a strangled cry, and the next instant, struck a spell against the wall behind Sam’s head. It went up in flames and chaos erupted.

Screams filled the tavern.

Sam cast a water rune and quenched the fire on the wall before it could spread to the tables and chairs. The people in the tavern scattered. Tables and chairs were knocked over as many tried to flee to the front and rear entrances. Cries of alarm and anger rose up. The revenants weren’t just attacking Sam and David anymore. Sam watched one woman stagger into a wall as she was hit with a stunning spell. It appeared as though no other magicals were in the tavern. Just us, Sam thought.

She pushed through the crowd toward the revenants, knife in one hand and wand in the other. She called out a spell, stunning one revenant before she turned and slashed a second across the throat. Oozing black blood dripped down its neck. She did not feel bad for killing it. it wasn’t alive. None of them were. The humans had been killed and turned into this: hollow monsters driven by the instinct to kill.

David was at her side, flinging spells from his wand in a loud voice. Sam moved so they were back-to-back and took on another revenant hurling itself toward her. She kicked out and heard the crunching sound of her boot meeting bone. She finished the creature off with a flick of her wand and a spell to paralyze it. She kept twisting and slashing, ducking and spinning, all while shredding the attacking revenants like ribbons. There had been three before, but now there were many others. How had they all gotten here?

She heard David shouting to the people left in the tavern to flee. “Get out of here!” he screamed above the din of terrified screams. The bartender stood where he was, stunned at the sight before him. He had never had a brawl like this in his tavern before. “Go!” David shouted. The bartender, who looked like he had just pissed himself, yelped and took off through the back door.

David turned to help Sam finish off the revenants. She had just caught one by the shirt with her knife and yanked him toward her. She sank the blade deep into its chest as another came at her from behind. Sam sensed him but did not have the time to turn. Then came the sickening crunch of an ax embedded in the revenant’s skull. Turning, she saw David standing a few paces away. He panted. His ax wasn’t in his hand. He had thrown it from across the room into the revenant who had, just a moment before, almost struck Sam with a spell. Another came up behind him.

“Duck!” Sam called out. She hurled her knife. It went into the next revenant’s eye. She lurched forward, jerking out her blade as the creature fell. She leapt onto the bar and over to where two more had just come out of a portal. Who had opened the damn thing? She cut them to shreds quickly, and their low moans vanished when her knife touched their throats. The tavern filled with the awful odor of smoldering flesh, but she had not cast another fire rune and neither had David. It was the scent of someone taking their power out of the revenants.

A cold laugh filled the room and skittered up Sam’s spine. The portal had disappeared. No, it had just moved to the other side of the tavern. Turning, she found Valen stepping into the room, wearing a cruel, cunning smile. “Thank you, Miss Tempestade, for taking care of my throw-away revenants. They weren’t doing too well anyway. The others, however…” His smile grew wide. “Well, they’re much better and you will get to meet them soon.” He turned back to the portal. “This has been your last warning.”

Sam was so full of shock and rage that she could not react quickly enough. She cried out and hurled her knife straight toward Valen, but he disappeared and closed the portal before it could reach him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The Academy wasn’t the only place on the island in need of security, it seemed.

After checking that the villagers who had been inside the tavern were safe and uninjured, Sam and David returned to the castle so they could report the incident to the headmaster.

Elijah was aggrieved to hear this. “I will contact Chancellor Lazar, who is in charge of the island’s security at once. You two did some good, quick thinking. I’m glad to hear no one was hurt.”

“Not badly anyway,” Sam clarified. She had a nasty cut along her arm, and she wasn’t quite sure how it had gotten there. Sometime during the fight, she had received the injury. It wasn’t anything a bit of healing magic and herbs couldn’t fix.

“You are both dismissed,” Elijah told them a few minutes later after clarifying the story one more time. “Rest assured that I will be spreading the defenses about the island.” He paused. “Though I wonder if the revenants showing up in the tavern had everything to do with your presence. It would be best for you two to stay here in the castle until you leave for your mission, for your safety as well as everyone else’s.”

Sam and David did not say anything for several minutes as they walked from the headmaster’s office to the Star Hull. Finally, in an effort to lighten the mood, Sam said with a wry grin, “I’m not sure I’m ever going to take you up on going out for drinks again.”

David did not share in her amusement. He seemed more bothered than she was and was about to say something when Sam heard her name shouted out. “Oh good! We were worried about her!” She saw Emma and Molly running down the hall. It had been Molly who called out and when she reached Sam, she flung her arms around her neck. “We just heard what happened at the village. Those people were lucky to have you two around.”

Or unlucky, Sam thought, casting a sideways, meaningful glance at David.

He kept his eyes ahead. On Emma.

Emma stared at her ex-boyfriend for half a second before turning to Sam. “Let’s go get you cleaned up. You smell awful. What the hell did you have to fight down there?” Emma put one around Sam’s shoulders and Molly wrapped another arm around her waist. David watched them go with a forlorn look in his eyes.

“I’m not sure,” Sam lied. She didn’t want to tell her friends she had seen revenants or that she even knew what they were, much less about Valen’s appearance.

“Whatever they are, they stink,” Molly remarked, wrinkling her nose. The girls took Sam back to her room and made sure she had a long, hot bath with more soap than she needed. Emma got her a facemask and Molly insisted on brushing and braiding Sam’s wet hair.

Sam chuckled. “I don’t need all this attention, girls, but I’m grateful for it anyway.”

Molly winked. “We want you to be glowing for your party tomorrow.”

Sam had forgotten all about it and she feared she might have to leave to find Valen before she could go. It wasn’t missing a party for the mission that she feared but having to come up with an excuse for why she couldn’t attend. She gave Molly a weak smile. “That’s nice of you.”

“Now tell us what happened,” Molly ordered as she stood behind Sam and braided her hair.

Sam told them a brief version of the story, leaving out the conversation she’d had with David beforehand and seeing Valen at the end.

Molly shook her head in disbelief. “Strange things keep happening. First all those attacks last semester, then Lily, now this? Will it ever end?”

I hope so, Sam thought, but seeds of doubt had grown in her mind. She kept seeing Valen’s face in her memory, that cold smile, and his words before he vanished. “This has been your last warning.”

Sam must have stared off into space thinking about it because Molly called out her name and shook her shoulders. “Where’d you go?”

Sam blinked. “Oh, I guess I’m just tired.”

Molly finished the braids. “Now your hair will be wavy in the morning when you take them out.” Lily had done the same thing for Sam many times. “I’ll leave you to rest now,” Molly added. “Though I’m not sure how you could need it since you haven’t been in class in days.”

She left without demanding an answer. Emma lingered behind. She had been quiet during the whole time Molly administered to Sam, and Emma was not normally quiet. Sam turned to her. “Tell me what’s wrong, Em.”

She had some guesses, mostly about David. She had gone to the tavern with him after telling Emma she didn’t have time for shopping. Sam wasn’t sure how to explain herself out of this one without sounding like an arsehole or without it being obvious she was lying. She hated lying to Emma.

Emma’s eyes narrowed at her. She observed Sam for a long moment, before dropping her arms at her sides and sighing. “There’s more going on here at the Academy, and you know what it is, Sam. Why you’re keeping it from me doesn’t make any sense. I don’t expect you to explain, but it really hurts that you feel like you can’t trust me.”

“I do trust you,” Sam promised. “It’s just all so…complicated right now.”

“But you can tell David.”

Sam saw hurt in Emma’s eyes. “It’s different with David.”

Emma held back tears. “Right, because he’s ‘training with you.’”

“It wasn’t up to me.”

“Sure.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“I didn’t either.”

Both girls were silent for a long moment. Sam sighed and said at last, “Please give me some more time, Emma. I will tell you everything in the end, I promise.”

Emma thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Fine. I’ll give you more time to prove you’re a real friend. Just promise me you’ll forget about whatever is going on long enough tomorrow to celebrate. We want to have a good time without worrying about anything.”

Sam wasn’t sure if she would be able to do this, but she nodded. “I’m going to try.”

Emma looked like she was going to say something else, then decided not to. “See you later, Sam.” She left the room before Sam could reply.

The interchange would have bothered Sam a lot more if she wasn’t already exhausted from her day and if Valen’s face and voice didn’t stop playing over and over in her mind.
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When Sam went to leave for her training the following morning, she found packages piled up against her door. Smiling, she went through them and found they had been sent to her by Marcus and Helena. How had they found out it was her birthday?

From Marcus, she received two new daggers with shining black and silver hilts. They were sleek and sharp and came with sheaths she could fit onto her belt. From Helena, there was a new black cloak with the green insignia of the Black Gate on the back. A note was pinned to it.

You’re not a Black Gate member yet, but you might like looking the part when we track down that bastard Valen.

Oh, and happy birthday.

H

When Sam went to the training field, she found it empty. Neither Romero nor Iris showed up, and David was nowhere to be seen. I guess we aren’t having training today and no one bothered to tell me, she thought as she returned to the castle. She hoped no training simply meant Iris was making headway on finding Valen. It had been almost a week since the twins had shown up at the Academy and eight days since Valen’s first warning. One since his second. With each passing minute, Sam felt like they were wasting time. There was a whole castle full of vulnerable students. Like me and my friends, she thought as Emma’s, Molly’s, Leo’s, and David’s faces flashed through her mind.

Back inside the castle, Sam searched for her friends in the common areas such as the library and the Star Hull. No sign of them was anywhere. She tried texting them, but she received no response from anyone. Sam wasn’t sure what to do and so decided she might as well return to her room and rest before someone told her where the party was going to be. She was almost back at the girls’ wing of the castle when David rounded a corner, almost bumping into her. A smile spread his lips. “There you are. I’ve been looking for you.”

“I thought we would be training,” Sam replied.

“Not today.” He grabbed her hand. His warm touch startled Sam. “You’re coming with me.” He surveyed her training trousers and tunic. “Though… I’m not sure that’s what you will want to wear at your party. Don’t worry. Emma told me what to give you.”

“Emma?”

David nodded. “She’s put me in charge of making sure you get ready and are at your party on time. Happy birthday by the way.”

Sam’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you.” She thought about Emma some more. Had Emma assigned David because she assumed Sam would see him due to training or was it some slight she made against them? Sam decided it didn’t matter for the time being. She returned to her room and found a blue and green dress laid out on her bed. She gasped. “It’s beautiful!”

“The girls bought it the other day when they went shopping,” David told her.

“They shouldn’t have,” Sam replied. “Neither one of them have that much money.”

She caught David looking sheepish. “You paid for it. You gave them the money.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He dragged a hand through his curls. “It was my way of contributing.”

Sam smiled. “Well, thank you anyway.”

“The real thanks go to the girls. I couldn’t have picked something nice out for you to save my life. Besides, Emma always has had a good eye for those sorts of things.”

“So did Lily,” Sam murmured. Before she knew it, she was telling David about how she always spent her birthday with Lily. “Every year we did it. Her birthday is only a month after mine. We greeted spring each year by getting older. It doesn’t feel the same this time around.”

“And it never will again. But Lily wouldn’t want you grieving her today. She would want you to put that dress on and give me the first dance at your party.”

Sam looked up, brows furrowed. “I thought we were just all going to hang out. Pizza and games sort of thing.”

David laughed. “You haven’t known Emma long enough.”

He let her be to get ready and Sam took the time to also call her father. Once she looked far fancier than she ever had for any birthday in her whole life, Sam met David in the hall. He had changed too and now stood before her wearing a suit and tie. What kind of party was this going to be? He offered her his arm. “Ready?”

She slipped her hand in the crook of his arm. “I’m dreading it a little, actually.”

David chuckled and led her through the castle and out a back door into one of the many gardens. This garden, in particular, had been transformed. As soon as Sam laid eyes on the sights before her, she could not move. Emma had really outdone herself.

Sam wondered if she had stepped into a dream. The trees, which were just now beginning to bud, were laden with streamers and ribbons and lights of blue and green shades like Sam’s dress. The trees dripped with the decorations. The fountain in the center of the garden bubbled despite the air still being cold. As Sam stepped farther into the garden, she realized spells had been cast to warm the place up. Lampposts around the garden were lit and Emma had gathered bouquets of flowers to sit on a long table covered in food and drink. Far more people than Sam expected milled about, everyone talking among themselves until someone caught sight of the birthday girl.

It was Leo, and he called out to the others, “She’s here!”

Sam tried not to cringe, and the beauty of the garden helped her not to. Emma turned and smiled at her friend before drifting forward and giving her a tight hug. “Happy birthday, Sam.”

Sam could not speak for a minute. “I can’t believe you did all of this for me. Thank you.”

“Well, I had some help.” Emma winked at David.

Sam glanced at him in surprise but had no time to ask how the hell he had found the time to help Emma plan this party. Molly bounded up to her like an excited puppy. “Do you like it? Do you like your dress?”

Sam told her she loved everything. Others Sam recognized from her classes came to greet her, including Simon and Katherine. Many of Leo’s and David’s friends were there. The entire garden sparkled. Sam felt like its center, a shimmering jewel.

From some distant corner arose the sounds of a harp being played. How Emma had gotten all of this together and paid for it, Sam did not know. Her eyes drifted toward David who had wandered off to talk to some of his friends. She watched him throw back his head and laugh before sipping from a tall glass. He paid for this too, Sam realized. Guilt pricked her inside. She hated the idea of anyone spending so much money on her, but she remembered what David had said about his wealth. “It’s no good if we don’t use it for any good.” Was this good enough?

Sam was soon pulled toward the refreshment table by Molly. Dancing followed and the night passed more quickly than Sam realized. She was able to put aside all thoughts of Valen and the cabal and Lily for a short time, only thinking of her best friend when she remembered things Lily would have also liked. She would have loved the trilling flutes and plucking of the harp. She would have loved twirling in a dress just like Sam’s and singing at the top of her lungs. She would have loved the wine and the cake.

I started to forget about everyone who cared about me while I was training, Sam thought. I needed this before going to find Valen. It gives me all the more reason to come back.

If Valen got his way, such parties at the Academy could never be held again. No one would enjoy these gardens and the magic in the air.

Sam found herself looking for David several times but never quite being able to catch sight of him. For a time, it seemed like he had totally disappeared. She began asking around for him, but no one seemed to know where he had gone. Sam was about to give up hope when she saw him running down the stairs into the garden, having been inside. He came right to her and without a word, pulled her along a path into some trees so they could be alone. No one seemed to notice.

“What is it?” Sam asked.

David caught his breath, then answered, “Iris has just found out where Valen’s encampment is. We attack tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“We will be entering just outside of Valen’s camp,” Iris told the other five when they gathered the next morning shortly before dawn.

Sam had struggled to sleep the night before due to the anticipation building within her. She stood between David and Helena. All three of them were decked out in fighting leathers and light armor as well as their various choice of weapons. Helena held a spear, Sam brought the new knives that Marcus had given to her, and David had selected one of the axes Romero brought with them. Marcus stood off to the side as Iris, along with her brother, explained the plan.

“The terrain we are about to enter is unlike anything you two have seen before,” Iris cautioned, looking at Sam and David. “The rest of us have been to places like this but not often. Be careful around the smoke. Don’t breathe too much of it in. It doesn’t just come from fire but of bodies being burned before Valen can turn them into revenants.”

Sam and David both nodded though they were unsure what Iris meant. I guess we’ll find out when we get there, Sam thought.

“Is the portal prepared?” Marcus asked.

Iris nodded. “I slipped through and scouted out Valen’s encampment last night. Although I didn’t see him, he had a large tent erected in the center. I assume he was inside all night. Sleeping, turning revenants, or whatever the hell else he does.” She gestured at Romero and Helena. “You two will prepare the surprise for when we get to camp. The rest of us will go ahead and start laying the chaos traps. The more we can confuse Valen and his forces, the better.”

Sam wondered what the “surprise” was.

“How are we going to do that?” David asked.

Iris gave him a feline smile. “In whatever way you know best, Hargrove. Wreak havoc everywhere we go. And try to have a little fun. It’s not every day we get to go after a bastard like Valen.”

It was then that Sam realized the twins had been hunting down sorcerers like Valen all their lives and saw downtime where they weren’t needed as unappealing. This is what they were used to. This is what they were good at. Sam felt very small and unskilled next to them. She remembered Iris’ instructions. Wreak havoc everywhere we go. That was something she could do.

“Don’t start killing right away, unless you’re unable to avoid it,” Romero instructed. “Use your shields to defend yourselves against any revenants that may attack. Once you’ve sown enough fear and created some chaos, they will cause the rest of the confusion on their own. Then you can start killing.”

He turned toward the portal Iris had just opened but turned back to say one last thing. “And put something over your nose. The stink Valen has caused is unparalleled.”

Sam put the cloth hanging around her neck up over her face. She doubted the material would block out the odors of smoldering bodies, but she did it anyway.

Marcus went through the portal first, followed by David, then Sam, with Iris taking up the rear. Helena and Romero would not be far behind. Sam focused even as they hurtled through the darkness. A faint gray light showed at the other end, and she felt the sensation of diving through a tunnel. At last, they stumbled out and Sam took a good look around her.

It was difficult to see Valen’s camp for a moment through the heavy screen of smoke filling the air. The smoke did help them remain concealed as they surveyed their surroundings. Somewhere in the distance, the peaks of mountains rose toward the sky. The outline of a large, black gate showed through the smoke, and beyond it, Sam heard the lapping of waves on a shore. Were they on another island?

The sky was dark with heavy clouds as if at any moment it would start raining. The ground was hard and dry with flattened grass as if many feet had trampled it down. She started forward quietly and stepped on something that cracked beneath her boot. Glancing down, she saw it was a pile of bones. She almost retched. Keep it together, she commanded herself. You’re going to see worse things here.

The smoke thinned enough for her to see a pile of boulders a few paces away. She went toward it and crouched, and David followed closely behind. Marcus and Iris dispersed a few paces on either side of the boulders behind trees that Sam had not realized were there until that moment. Not many, but enough to provide some concealment until they knew what the hell was going on.

Sam peered from the rocks out at a vast plain covered in bodies. Some were piles of bones with strips of burnt cloth blowing in the soft wind. Others were whole bodies, dead with heads lolling to the side and pools of fresh blood beneath them. Valen was in the middle of making revenants, Sam realized. Good. It would make him weak.

But when Sam glanced around to find Valen, she saw no signs except for tent peg marks in the ground. He had been camping here but was no longer. Perhaps he had sensed Iris prowling around in the night. She cursed under her breath. Had Valen caught wind of their plans in the middle of the night and fled? If so, he had left some of his forces behind. Sam could see them now. They were gathered at the gate, swaying back and forth, mindless and frightening as always.

There were so many of them. She counted quickly. There were at least a few dozen. The gate itself looked as though it had been newly repaired, Marcus pointed out when he approached them and showed materials littering the ground up to the gate. “That would be the gate Valen would use to lead a large army into Ravenwood, bypassing all of the Academy’s barriers and security measures.”

“Why didn’t we think to make sure a gate wasn’t being built or repaired before?” David asked.

“Because no one has been able to do it for hundreds of years. Not many people can produce the number of revenants Valen has. It takes a truly blackened heart.”

Sam pointed to the corpses that were not so decayed that only their bones were left. “He killed them to turn them, didn’t he?”

Marcus nodded. “You can see the skin still burning. He killed them not long ago, but something made him leave. Still, I suspect he is somewhere around here.”

“Do you think he sensed we were coming?” David asked.

Marcus took a moment to answer. “That, or whoever is higher up in the cabal came to visit him.” He paused. “To assess his progress.”

“And found it lacking?” Sam quipped.

“Or beyond what they were hoping for,” Marcus replied.

The air around them was humid and hot, but Sam felt cold at the thought of the higher-ranking members of the cabal coming to this place. What if Valen had more on his side than just revenants?

Then they would be waiting for us out in the open, Sam thought. There was nowhere else to hide than behind the boulders and trees. If Valen was there, he’d made himself invisible with magic. It wouldn’t last long.

“Shouldn’t we be trying to destroy the gate?” David asked.

Iris had come up to them by this point. “It won’t take long to destroy, but it will take quite a bit of force. We will all have to combine our power. I’ll scout the plain up ahead and see if I can sense Valen. If I can’t, we’ll head for the gate, dispel the revenants left over, and destroy it. Then we can wait for Valen. He won’t stand a chance after that.”

She stood and emerged from behind the boulders, but at that moment, all eyes went toward the sky. Something had caught their attention.

Sam squinted, trying to make out what it was. A large blue orb of light appeared among the heavy gray clouds. It expanded across the sky, not only growing larger but pulsing with more and more light. Sam began to feel dizzy. There was magic in that orb. Dread filled her stomach. “Iris, what the hell is that?”

“Shit,” Iris groaned. “Well there goes my plan. To fucking rubble.” Louder, she shouted, “Take cover!”

The boulders weren’t much, but they were something. They had their shields as well. Sam had just put up hers and crouched behind the face of rock when the orb exploded in the sky. A screeching sound expanded across the clouds and whatever was inside the blue orb rained down upon them. They were bolts of blue light, and when they hit the ground, smaller explosions went up. The ground tore apart in many places. The bodies of the dead sank into the holes, were swallowed up, and vanished. The ground rocked under Sam and her comrades. Stones and earth and trees tore from the ground, flying into the air and swept into a torrent of wind.

Sam shuddered and froze. Was this it? Was this the end? She could not imagine a way of surviving this if magical missiles kept falling. “Hold on!” Marcus called out to them. “Keep up your shields!”

At least they had Helena and Romero lingering back to help them if they needed, but Sam’s heart sank all the same. They had been planning to cause chaos for Valen, but he was doing it to them. She had no idea where to look or what to do.

“We can still fight!” came Iris’ voice. “The explosions won’t last long. Hold on!”

Sam hoped for all their sakes, and for the sake of Ravenwood and the island, that Valen would run out soon. She turned enough to see David’s fear-filled expression and the plain behind him exploding into dirt and dust. She clutched his hand and held on for dear life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The explosions went on for another minute or so, but the time felt like an eternity to Sam. When at last they died down, silence spread across the plain. It was deep and wandering. Sam expected something to interrupt it at any moment. Something as loud as the missiles hitting the ground only moments before. All that came, however, was the return of the soft wind. It came as though nothing had happened.

Sam lifted her head. Her ears rang, and she was sure her hearing was damaged to some extent. If not for her shield, she might have gone deaf. Slowly, she lowered her shield, heart pounding as she took in her surroundings. The camp had been ravaged. The bodies were gone. Any sign that Valen had once stayed here was erased. Sam glanced at her comrades. Iris, David, and Marcus were covered in debris from the explosions. Sam saw she was as well. No one appeared injured though.

The boulders they hid behind had cracked, and some of the stone had been flung away in the chaos, but enough was left over to shield them. Sam peered around. It wasn’t the smoke they had to worry about now but the dust still floating in the air. Sam could still see the gate beyond the cloud and the revenants standing there.

They did not stand there for long. Low, warbling moans filled the air, and the revenants charged.

“They’re coming for us!” Sam yelled. Her voice sounded far away in her own ears, but her hearing wasn’t totally gone. She put her shield back up.

“Brace for a fight,” Iris commanded. “We can still create a little bit of chaos.”

Or is this Valen’s way of distracting us? Sam thought. He was sure to appear at any moment.

“For now, fight off the revenants and head for the gate. If Valen doesn’t show his face, Helena’s and Romero’s surprise will help us destroy it,” Iris went on.

Sam was more curious than ever about what this surprise might be. It wasn’t what mattered the most at that moment though, so she got to her feet. She took out her knife with one hand while grasping her wand in the other.

David stood beside her, brandishing his ax in his left hand and his wand in his right. His shield glowed around him. Marcus had his staff and wand. Iris held two gleaming, black swords. She let out a battle cry and led them forward, one sword held in the air. Her cry rumbled through the ground, a powerful call to her magic within her. Her shield blazed red around her body, pulsing with magic she had been using for decades.

Sam and David followed on her heels with Marcus right behind them. Their shields cast light onto the plain that would have been totally dark if not for the magical fires that had been sparked everywhere. The revenants came at them, a wall of mindless creatures hungry for the kill.

Iris collided with them first and tore two or three of them apart at once, her swords plunging and slashing, withdrawing again and spinning. She brought them up, then down, slashed right then left. Blood poured onto the ground. By the time Sam reached the revenants, Iris had already put a dozen down. Sam leapt over the falling bodies, sending out stunning and paralyzing spells. The revenants she struck went down, and she finished them off by casting runes over their bodies. Small explosions of fire went off on their chests, leaving gaping black holes from which odorous smoke poured. The cloth over her mouth kept her from choking on the fumes, but she was finding it difficult to breathe, nonetheless.

Keep going, she told herself. There was no backing out now. Sam was sure Valen was somewhere nearby, watching them fight off his forces. Sam tried not to think of him as she dove straight for three revenants, casting a fire rune under their feet before she landed on the ground. The rune exploded and sent them several feet into the air. When they came back down, they landed so hard on the ground that their bones cracked. Sam knew she didn’t need to finish them off and whirled to face others.

Her knife entered flesh cleanly. Her wand became an extension of her arm and her magic an extension of the energy stored within her. Balance, she told herself. Don’t rely too much on either defensive or offensive skills, Helena had told her. If she tipped the scales too far to one side, she would find her energy depleted and unable to bring up her magic.

She spun and slashed, feeling as though she was a part of some warrior’s dance. The revenants were not so graceful. One even stumbled right into her outstretched arm, meeting the end of her knife without her having to move. Sam’s magic rushed warm and forceful in her body, a bottomless well of energy for her to call on. But it’s not bottomless, she thought and told herself to be careful. It was exactly what Valen would want—for them to deplete their magic before he came to them.

In her movement, Sam caught fleeting glimpses of what the others were doing. Marcus sent forth bolts of blue light from the end of his staff that punctured the revenants like knives in their chests. The light spread through the veins and exploded through their skin. They fell to the ground in a mass of melting, darkened flesh mixed with Marcus’ glowing blue magic.

David swung his ax over his head. The sound of skulls and other bones breaking ricocheted across the plain. Iris moved with an agility and speed Sam could barely register. Her swords struck out as though they were part of her arms. She cut the revenants to ribbons.

Finally, Sam could see most of the creatures were down, and those who were not dead lay moaning and gasping for breath. She stepped over one body and peered into the blank expression of a mud and blood-caked face. “I’m sure you were a good human when you were alive,” she whispered. “And now your body is being used for something you never wished for. Not anymore.” She drove her knife into the revenant’s chest. The warm, dark blood bubbled up to her fingertips. Sam drew the knife away and stood, breathing hard.

She gasped. She thought they had just killed all of Valen’s forces but…

“I was fucking wrong,” she breathed. More revenants than they had just dispelled were at the gate, moaning and swaying, waiting to be sent forward. Sam braced herself. This is going to go on forever.

The gate was shrouded in dust and smoke, and from it emerged a figure whose expression was not hollow like the revenants. Valen wore a cold smile, but his eyes flashed with burning malice. His cloak whipped in the wind, the symbol of the Crimson Cabal rippling across its folds. Sam had seen that symbol before. It was the same symbol his revenants had marked the ground with in the village. It was the symbol she had seen in Oswald’s journal.

Valen called to them across the plain. “You didn’t listen to my warnings, and now you’re going to pay.”
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David stopped short at the face and voice of the person responsible for murdering his mother’s family. Of course, he had seen Valen Blackburn before, but not like this. Not surrounded by the smoke and decay he had caused. David’s hand tightened around the handle of his ax. He imagined embedding it in Valen’s chest or head—he didn’t care where it went as long as the sorcerer died.

Portals opened all around Valen, and more revenants came out of them than there had been before. Revenants weren’t the only thing Valen brought with him. “What in the hell?” David breathed. Beside him, Sam shuddered. It was not a tremble so much as a visceral reaction to seeing the other creatures. Golems, David realized. They came from the earth, first as mounds of dirt, then taking distinct forms. They were gigantic. They could pluck out trees with one strong pull of their enormous hands. It was going to take more than a few stunning spells and ax swings to get even one of them down, and Valen had brought quite a few.

Valen called out to them, “Behold the army that will destroy Ravenwood once I am through with you!”

David imagined one of the golems smashing a rock-hard hand through a window or wall of the Academy. He imagined bodies everywhere. His heart shuddered at the thought. He steeled himself, no longer just fighting for justice for his mother’s family but for so much more. He looked at Sam. Dark hair scattered across her face. Her eyes peered into his. He saw fear there but also hope.

She was their hope, the only one who had a chance to twist Valen’s magic away from him. Here on the battlefield, with dirt and blood and whatever else on her face, she looked beautiful. David gave her a wan smile and was about to say something like, “If we’re about to die, at least we’ll be dying together,” but the words never left his mouth.

The ground began to shake. A great rumble snaked under them. The golems had stomped their feet, causing everything to tremble and sway. David braced himself. His shield was still up. He remembered his training with Romero and the endurance he and Sam had been building over the past week. He could not let it go to waste.

Valen put out his hand, holding a gleaming, crooked knife shining before him. He called out, a signal for his army to charge. A hundred or more creatures against four. David wasn’t sure how they were going to do it.

Iris’ loud growl filled the air.

“For Ravenwood!” Marcus cried out.

Sam shouted with rage.

David’s cry followed. They charged as one, shields blazing and weapons before them. The collision was fast and great. All David knew was the blue of revenants around him, the sure weight of his ax in his hand, and the magic he sent into it. The crunch of bones as his ax met body after body filled his ears. The moans of the revenants reached a fever pitch, and they were joined by the cries of their comrades as they pushed through the masses, tearing and trampling as they went.

He felt the heat of fire nearby. Sam’s fire runes. Revenants exploded around him. Blue light pierced the creatures coming at him. They fell from Marcus’ magic before David had a chance to ax them. Iris was dancing more than fighting. David kept on pushing forward.

The creatures fell one after another and gradually, he made it closer to Valen at the top of the hill. The black gate stood behind him. They needed to get past him and then to the gate to destroy it.

The sounds of steel and magic hissing filled the air. David was covered in his own sweat as well as the blood from the revenants. A great stink filled the air.

The golems stood where they were, not yet engaging in the fight. As the revenants kept falling, Valen’s face tightened in anger.

He cried out again, and sent the earthen giants at his enemies.
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Marcus Deathshroud felt like he had been here before. A smoking plain, a dark sky, and an enemy who opened portals left and right to bring forth golems from another world. Dark magic indeed.

Marcus had gone to Ravenwood Academy many years ago hoping he would not have to engage in battles of this kind ever again and yet here he was. Decades ago, he had been in a place like this, and his comrades had been lying on the ground bleeding out while his betrayers jumped to the enemy’s side. Marcus did not think that would happen this time. Still, he couldn’t count it out.

Iris’ voice came from several paces behind him. “Together!” Sam and David ran to her defense, and they took on one golem after another. Marcus’ chest was tight and his breathing was growing labored. He was not as young as he used to be.

Marcus let the others deal with the golems. He headed for Valen with his staff extended to keep a strong shield about him. He pushed onward, fending off the few leftover revenants who came to attack him.

Valen had his eyes focused on the trio dealing with his earth giants and he did not sense Marcus coming until he was close. Valen whirled, throwing a crooked blade in Marcus’ direction. If not for the professor’s shield, it would have pierced his heart and killed him. The blade went clattering to the ground, but Valen didn’t bother to pick it up. He put up a shield and cast runes on the ground around him.

He was a skilled runemaster. He had been doing this for years. Runes of every element surrounded him. It was like he had a double shield. He drew on the power in the runes, first fire, then water, then a wall of stone from the earth, then a torrent of wind that sent it all in Marcus’ direction.

Marcus cried out a spell that sent his shield blasting out to blow whatever Valen threw at him outward. Valen remained on his feet with a cunning smile on his lips. Marcus imagined the sorcerer as a boy murdering his own family. Valen’s heart had been blackened by the cabal when he was only a child. Marcus saw that the time to save Valen had long passed. There was no hope for the sorcerer now.

Valen gathered another whirlwind of elements from his runes and sent them at Marcus. The old wizard knew he could not keep shielding himself for long, but he pushed on, teeth gritted and wand casting out spells to combat the elements. Valen’s runes were just too strong.

Valen lifted a third torrent, wind with fire and water and stone spinning above the ground. Just as he was about to send it toward Marcus, it collapsed around him, spreading out on the ground and rolling down the hill in a wave. A shocked expression spread over Valen’s face. He had not intended that to happen.

Marcus stilled. A figure came bounding up the hill, her shield blazing with light all around her.

She had done it. Sam had interrupted Valen’s magic and taken control.

She called out something to Valen, but Marcus did not hear it. Valen turned toward her, a cold smile playing across his lips. “Come to play now, little girl? Let’s see how long you can take me for.”
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As soon as Sam saw Valen throwing his elements from a circle of runes at Marcus, she knew she needed to help. She, David, and Iris had taken down all but one golem. David and Iris could take down the last one while she bounded up the hill. She reached out with her magic, searching for Valen’s. When she found it, it felt like a wall of impenetrable darkness. She pushed against it, and nothing happened. She tried again. Nothing.

Lily’s face came into her mind. Valen killed her! her mind screamed. She pushed once more and broke through. His magic lay there, waiting for her. It was twisting but vulnerable. She grabbed hold of it with her light and watched his torrent from his runes collapse around him. Sam ducked, hoping not to be hurt too much by the wave of water, fire, and stone that came tumbling down the hillside. Her shield covered her, and it took all her strength to keep it in place. Once the wave was gone, she struggled to her feet and up the rest of the hill. Valen stood there, shocked. When his eyes lifted to meet hers, he realized what she had done.

Sam wiped blood from his revenants from her mouth and spat some more on the ground. “If I’ve got the sort of power you want, Valen, you’re going to have to take it from me yourself.”

Sam crouched in a fighting stance. She would cast her own runes and then use his against him. She remembered all she had been taught, all she stood for. Just as Valen cast runes on the ground, a portal opened. At first, Sam thought Valen meant to run away from her or send more of his hideous earth giants down upon her. Instead, two different figures appeared.

Helena held a spear in one hand and something large with a handle in the other. Romero held the other end of the object. They cried out in rage and hurtled the object toward Valen. Valen’s eyes went wide with terror as the object hit the ground and exploded. The bomb’s explosion spread across the plain, knocking over the last golem Iris and David had been fighting. Lucky for them, they had their shields up.

So that was their surprise. It wasn’t the only bomb they had, either. Helena tossed smaller ones at a horde of oncoming revenants, and they dispersed in a smaller explosion. She and Romero jumped into the fray. Sam looked around her. Valen was gone.

He’s just hiding until he can recover, Sam realized. He would not be gone long.

“To the gate!” Iris shouted as Romero and Helena dealt with the remaining revenants. Sam charged toward the top of the hill. Marcus was by her side, and Iris and David were not far behind. The gate was close. So, so close.

Another portal opened, and revenants came pouring out. Valen was in the portal dimension sending out more of his forces. “You can’t hide in there forever!” Sam screamed.

The portal opened again and Valen’s dark figure came hurtling out. He collided with her, and they fell to the ground together. The impact of hitting the ground took the air out of Sam’s lungs. It didn’t help that Valen had landed on top of her and now pinned her down. She struggled to breathe and get away from him, but he was stronger. He lifted his knife and plunged it down, sending it right into her chest.
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Sam gasped. I’ve just been killed, was the thought rattling through her head.

Then why don’t I feel like I’m dying?

She felt pain, but it wasn’t the piercing pain of a blade going into her heart. The blade had barely gone through her armor and cut her skin through her shirt. Thank whatever was holy for Helena, who had designed the armor to stop a blade from piercing flesh. Sam looked into Valen’s face and noticed something different about it. His mouth hung open as if in question. His breath was putrid and shallow as though he was finding it difficult to breathe. He had a vacant, hollow look in his eyes.

It wasn’t him. Just a revenant glamoured to look like him.

She still had her own knife clutched in her hand. She brought it up into the revenant’s side and it moaned and sagged against her. With a grunt, Sam pushed it off her body and sent it rolling down the hill. It crashed into another revenant, and both went up in flames. But how? She had not cast a rune over them.

Overhead, Sam heard a whizzing sound. Arrows cascaded down the mountain, setting whatever they touched aflame. She turned her head to see Romero standing at the top of the hill with a great black bow and a notched flaming arrow in his strong hands. Sam pulled the knife from the revenant out of her armor and cast it aside before using quick healing magic to heal the small wound it had made.

She struggled to sit up. “Sam!” someone called out. A second later, David crashed to his knees at her side. “I saw Valen attack you. I thought you were done for!”

“It wasn’t him. He’s still hiding somewhere.”

David’s expression was a mixture of relief and shock. He helped Sam to her feet. “Come on, let’s get to the gate. The others are on their way.”

Sam directed her attention to the others. Romero was still on the hilltop, but Marcus, Helena, and Iris had gone down to the plain to engage the remaining revenants. They were blurs of warriors, and Sam could only tell them apart from one another by the color of their shields: Marcus’ bright blue, almost white, Iris’ angry, brazen red, and Helena’s a gleaming, glowing green.

She stalled too long looking at them. “Sam, come on,” David grunted.

“You can let go,” she murmured back. “I can walk on my own now.” She felt her strength returning, both to her body and her magic. They took off at a jog toward the top of the hill.

“You two blast the gate while I hold the revenants off!” Romero called to them.

With the Black Gate bowman at their backs, shooting fiery arrows down at the enemy, Sam and David were able to turn toward the gate. The revenants who had stood before it a moment ago were gone, having chased their comrades down into the smoky plain. Sam kept her shield up but channeled the rest of her magic into a strong fire rune from which she drew a blast of fire. She aimed and routed it toward the gate. It hurtled forward, crashing into the dark substance—whatever it was—of Valen’s mechanism between worlds. At first, it looked like it would be a simple task to bring it down. The gate began to melt, but as soon as Sam’s fire died away, it regained its strength like a reanimating monster. The gate itself was alive with magic.

Sam’s breath hissed against her clenched teeth. “Again!” David called out. She cast another fire rune while he produced one of water. They sent the elements forward, the fire in a blast and the water in a wave, one after another. The gate rocked as though it might topple over but then straightened once more, stronger than ever.

“Again!”

Sam gathered her magic, strength, and courage. Her third blast of fire was the most forceful yet and was only quenched when David’s wave followed. She heard a great cracking sound like thunder and thought perhaps the gate had torn in two. It hadn’t. If anything, the sound meant it had grown stronger. It was almost as if their magic was reinforcing the gate, not destroying it.

“We can’t do it like this!” Sam yelled to David over the wind. It had grown louder and harder since they reached the gate.

“Try taking the gate’s magic,” David suggested. “You can take it from people. Why can’t you take it from something as well.”

He wasn’t wrong. Sam’s heart thundered. She closed her eyes and searched for the magic in the gate. It was made of the same sort of darkness as Valen’s. She pulled on it. It gave easily, but the harder she pulled, the more weighed down she felt. Her head grew heavy. Sam’s body swayed. “I-I’m going to pass out.”

She stopped. The magic went back into the gate, sealed by darkness once more. Breathing hard, she turned to David with a hopeless expression on her face. “I can’t do it alone. The magic in the gate is too much and too strong for me.” She was afraid it would do worse than make her pass out. The magic was powerful enough to kill her. “We need the others to help.”

Just as these words left her ragged throat, a scream rang out behind them. Sam turned to see four revenants barrel into Romero’s body, tossing him to the ground as if he weighed nothing. He lost hold of his bow but was still able to pull out an arrow from the quiver on his back. He stuck the fire-tipped arrow into the side of one of the revenant’s necks. The creature moaned, and Romero tossed it away. The others scratched and clawed and screamed as they tore at his clothes and flesh.

“Romero!” David cried out before leaping toward his attackers, ax at the ready. He swung it, batting one revenant away and then the other. Sam threw her knife with an easy flick of her wrist and it embedded itself into the remaining revenant’s chest.

David helped Romero to his feet, and the Black Gate bowman lost no time searching for his weapon.

“We need help with the gate,” Sam told him when he returned, looking harried and out of breath. She doubted she looked much better and she probably smelled worse. The blood of revenants and some of her own was all over her.

The others were still fighting below, now seeming overwhelmed by the revenants and golems. It wouldn’t matter if they kept fighting them off and left the gate. Valen would just keep sending more through his damn portal, and if he ever got the courage to, he would face them himself again.

He was no sorcerer to be trifled with. Sam had seen what he had almost done to Marcus. Her ability to steal his magic felt like a fluke. She wasn’t sure she could replicate it without draining her body and well of magic.

“I know what to do,” came David’s voice. He sounded more confident than he had moments ago while they tried to destroy the gate.

Sam and Romero looked at him. “What?” Romero demanded.

David didn’t answer. Instead, he went hurtling down the hill, crying out in a loud voice. He raised his ax and brought it down into the earth. A blast of blue magic went out from his weapon, spreading out across the plain. Sam gasped as the revenants turned their attention toward him. I know what he’s doing.

Romero seemed to know as well. Together, they both took off down the hillside, leaping over protruding stones and the large branches of trees that had been torn off during the magic missile attack. “Come after us, you stupid fucks!” Romero screamed.

Sam didn’t need to use her magic to get the creatures’ attention. Neither did Romero. Marcus, Helena, and Iris caught wind of David’s plan and took off toward where they were. Once they were all side by side and had the revenants coming toward them, David turned and jogged back up the hill. Sam was right at his side, her muscles burning with the ache of the incline. They reached the top, and the revenants were not far behind. They clawed their way through the mud, mouths gaping open with saliva dripping from their…

Are those fangs? Sam wondered, horrified. They did not have normal human teeth but sharpened canines. Valen had designed them to kill, and that was part of it. Maybe they could tear the gate apart with those sharp teeth.

“Catch me!” David cried out to Iris as he ran toward the gate. The revenants followed in hot pursuit. Sam was afraid David would collide with the gate, but just as he reached it, Iris opened a portal that swallowed him. It opened up again right beside Sam and he stumbled out. “Now we keep them there,” he gritted through his teeth.

Just as David had hoped, the revenants were at the gate, tearing it apart as if they could get to David behind it. Iris held up her swords and roared before plunging forward. The revenants did not know what to do. They were thrown into too much chaos. They attacked the gate instead of their enemies.

Sam heard a deep snarl behind her and cold breath on her neck. She turned to see a portal had opened and Valen stood right behind her. The cold touch of a knife against her throat stilled her. This was not a revenant glamoured as Valen this time. It was the real him. She could tell in the sound of his voice. “Careful there, Tempestade.”

Before she had a moment to react, the revenants at the gate exploded, and their bodies flew back as smoldering shells. Valen had used the self-destruction so the revenants would no longer inflict harm on the gate. The others were thrown back as well. Romero, Iris, Helena, David, and Marcus went hurtling down the hill. Valen and Sam went too, but he had a tight grip on her, and when they fell, it was not on the ground but through air and space and time and darkness.

Valen had dragged her through a portal.

“No!” Sam screamed, struggling against him. Her teeth went into his hand and she tasted blood. He cried out and his hand, holding the knife at her throat, dropped just as they fell out of the portal onto the hard ground.

Sam scrambled to her feet, teeth bloody from biting Valen and clenched together in rage. “It’s you and me now, Valen.” She hoped she could hold him off long enough for the others to finish destroying the gate.
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Valen’s lips curled back into a snarl. His eyes burned with malice.

He didn’t say a word, only put his shield up. It blazed black, pulsing with the dark magic within him. His shield not only kept him concealed from attacks but also from Sam’s sight. He was covered in an impenetrable cloud of magic. She struck out with her wand, sending spell after spell at his shield, not to hurt him but to weaken his shield. Keep him on the defense, she thought. Buy us time.

The sacrifice of her mind, magic, and body would be enough, she hoped. She cast two runes on the ground as close to him as she could get, drawing up first fire then water. She sent them into his shield one after another. It sizzled from the fire and turned to steam when the wave of water crashed against him. His shield buckled but remained intact.

“Show yourself!” Sam cried out. “You fucking coward!” She was sick and tired of not being able to see the foul things that hid in dark places.

Her taunt drew a reaction from him. Sam didn’t see him, but the next thing she knew, a bolt of purple lightning came out from the middle of his shield and struck her in the chest. Tearing pain went through her chest. Sam let out a wail of agony as she was thrown back. The force of his strike was almost too much for her to stand. She couldn’t breathe. Sam reinforced her shield in time to catch herself before she tumbled to the ground, and her shield bounced her back.

Valen sent out another strike, then a third. The zaps of purple magic went past her, but she barely avoided them. Valen was too much of a match for her. She knew that. Just keep him off long enough to get the gate destroyed, she reminded herself.

The sounds of her comrades working hard reached her from the top of the hill. She and Valen went hurtling down its other side, opposite from where Sam and the others had been fighting his revenants before. Here, the land was laden with cold mist that touched Sam’s skin. She moved too quickly to notice. Sweat covered her body. She was losing stamina and ground. Valen had been hiding all this time. Until now. And using all those portals will have drained him too, Sam realized.

With renewed determination, she sprang toward him like a wolf tearing free from a snare. She sent the full force of two runes into his shield. For a fleeting moment, the blackness around Valen faded and she saw a glimpse of his face. Fear hung there. He was afraid of her.

It wasn’t quite enough. Sam brandished two knives this time instead of her wand and lurched forward, using the wave of her own rune as the jumping point. She was above Valen now, suspended in midair. She would come crashing down on top of his shield. She braced herself for the impact and the pain. She screamed when she fell and the blackness of his shield burned her clothes and skin. She plunged her knives into the shields, knowing Marcus would not have given her a gift without first imbuing it with magic.

She heard Valen’s scream. Harming his shield seemed to cause him pain. Stabbing his magic was like stabbing him in the flesh. His shield fell away, and Sam finished her fall toward the ground. Fortunately, she caught herself with her own shield once more and landed in a crouch. Her knives glistened with the aftermath of Valen’s shield.

A cruel smile cut across his lips. “You’ve been trained well.”

Sam panted. “I’m not going to waste my time talking, Valen unless you want to give me answers about why you killed my friend.”

“Ah, Lily was it? Pretty girl. A shame I couldn’t have done the things I wanted to her.” He struck out with another bolt of lightning. Sam’s feet moved on pure instinct, avoiding it. “She could have been so powerful. All those years of living were wasted hiding.”

“She didn’t even know about you,” Sam gritted out. “You ruined her life. You ruined mine by taking her from me!” Her rage had reached new heights. She felt like a mountain of lava was inside her about to burst. She remembered Helena’s words. She could not let all her raw magic explode unless she could control it. Sam wasn’t sure she could now. Her whole body trembled, from adrenaline or rage or both. She did not know.

Valen was a lot more collected. “And my life was ruined by your families long ago!”

Sam stilled. What the hell did that mean? She didn’t have time to demand an answer. Valen went down when a sudden blast of light hit him in the back. Sam looked up to see Marcus and Helena coming down the hillside. Were the others still at the gate? Sam hoped this meant the revenants were gone. Valen was on his knees, hunched over and groaning.

Marcus and Helena were still several paces away when Sam saw her chance. This was her opportunity to end Valen Blackburn. She took a step forward, but it was a step too late. A rune appeared under Valen. He scrambled away from it just before the light exploded and cut across the plain.

Sam fell backward, and her back hit the sharp edge of a stone that bit into her flesh. She saw nothing but sky and floating debris above her for a moment before she rolled away. She got halfway down the hillside, hitting more stones as she went before she caught a glimpse of Marcus and Helena. She expected the same to happen to them, but instead of flinging them through the air, the rune cast a bubble around them. It looked like a shield, but Sam knew it was the opposite. Gradually, the bubble became smaller and smaller. Soon it would suffocate and crush them.

“No!” Sam screamed. She did not know how she managed to get to her feet and lurch toward her friends, but she did. She watched them struggle in the bubble of Valen’s magic, trying all the spells they knew to escape. His magic was too strong.

Valen laughed, low and cold. “Don’t you see, Samantha? It’s my magic in the gate. As long as I draw from it, I can kill whoever I want.”

This thought might have daunted Sam, but it told her one other thing. If Valen drew his magic away from the gate, it gave Iris, Romero, and David a better chance of destroying it once and for all. Keep him distracted, and don’t let him kill Marcus and Helena, Sam thought.

Good thing Valen liked the sound of his own voice. “A shame the old wizard and the Black Gate assassin are on the wrong side of things. They could have helped us too.” He turned to deliver the final blow. “Stand out of the way, Samantha. Otherwise, you will die too, and I don’t want to lose you just yet. We have great plans for you.”

Sam imagined herself as a mindless, powerful being wreaking havoc on the world of humans and magicals while Valen or some other foul being controlled her. It made her sick with fury. Her rage was so great that her feet carried her into the air. She tackled Valen to the ground and slammed a fist into the side of his head. Already, however, he had sent the bubble of magic crashing down on Marcus and Helena. Sam’s cries were a mixture of wailing and rage-induced screams. Her magic blasted out of her body, uninhibited. It surrounded Valen so his magic was pulled from his body. There was so much of it that she went reeling back, cloaked in darkness so tight and cold she thought she would pass out from the sensation. Then, out of nowhere, it was gone.

She heard a great cracking sound like thunder and when she opened her eyes, Sam saw the gate collapsing. Its parts came down the hill in a wave of dark magic. It was no longer solid but something slimy and wet. It was far enough away not to engulf her. An odor rose into the air. The remaining revenants had died with the smashed gate.

Sam looked for Marcus and Helena and saw them rising to their feet, coughing and gagging. Valen lay on the ground. His bones were twisted in different directions and he gasped for breath. Blood bubbled up from his mouth. His eyes were wide with horror as he realized what was about to happen to him.

Sam was nearly spent, but she managed to stumble toward him. She grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. “Tell me who sent you to do this! Give me a name!”

Valen’s eyes slipped from her to someone else. Marcus was at Sam’s side, laying a hand on her shoulder. “He knows who we truly are.” He gasped and closed his eyes. Thick, crimson blood continued to pour from his mouth, staining a chain around his neck with a gold piece. It was the same symbol Sam had seen before. The Crimson Cabal. Well, they were a member down. It didn’t make Sam feel any better.

“Sam, back away,” Marcus commanded. He had to tear Sam’s hands away from Valen’s clothes. Just as he pulled her back, Valen’s body exploded, and he was gone.

Sam’s whole body shook. The gate was destroyed. Valen was destroyed. And still, she had no answers. The tears came hard and fast. She clung to Marcus. “I know, I know,” he murmured. “But we are safe now.”

Sam only heard the wind over the tall grass and Marcus’ voice before she slipped deep into darkness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Sam was getting sick and tired of waking up in the Academy infirmary, but she was glad to still be alive.

When she opened her eyes, she saw only one person nearby. Headmaster Elijah Akaron stood by one of the opposite windows, looking out at the sun-filled courtyard below the castle. The infirmary was several stories up, so when anyone peered out one of its many windows, they would see the gardens far below. Sam sat up, groaning from the soreness and aches in her body. The sound alerted Elijah and he turned, a small smile spreading over his lips. Relief was in his eyes. “Hello, Samantha. It is good to see you awake. We were beginning to fear you weren’t going to make it.”

Sam’s head swam, still disoriented from the fight. She didn’t remember leaving the battlefield. She didn’t remember anyone taking her through a portal. I must have passed out after Valen exploded. “How long have I been out?”

“Almost a full day. But our healers have been monitoring you and the others closely.”

“The others,” Sam rasped. “Are they…”

Elijah nodded and gestured toward the bed next to Sam’s. David lay asleep, breathing easily. “He was awake for many hours, insisting on staying up until you recovered. Finally, he went to sleep after some encouragement and a special tea the nurse made him.” Elijah smiled knowingly.

“And the others?” Sam asked.

“They are well enough not to be in here.”

Sure enough, she saw no signs of Marcus, Helena, Iris, or Romero in the infirmary. Sam let relief fill her.

“The others have already been healed,” Elijah went on. “Only you and Hargrove needed some additional careful watch and medicine. I’m sure both of you will be permitted to leave the infirmary by the end of the day.”

Sam looked out the window and deduced it was early afternoon. A rain had fallen earlier, but the sun was out now and made the drops of water on the budding leaves glisten and shine. She heard faraway voices of students wandering about the gardens. “What happened after the battle? I don’t remember anything after…” She imagined the explosion and Valen vanishing as his body was torn apart in light. He had self-destructed. Sam wondered why. Perhaps he had hated his own failure so much in the end that he couldn’t stand being alive any longer.

Elijah answered Sam’s question. “Valen Blackburn is no longer, nor is his gate, but there is still someone or something out there who desires to harm Ravenwood. The school, the forest, and the island at large. This isn’t uncommon and we are rid of the main threat for now. We are safe. You can rest for the time being.” Elijah considered Sam for a long moment before adding, “We are continuing to make preparations to protect the school, and I assume that you, with your stubborn spirit, will be a part of those preparations.”

Sam felt complimented, but she could not bring herself to smile. “What sort of preparations?”

Elijah chuckled. “Rest first, Ms. Tempestade. Take some time to enjoy your friends and call your family. A few of the girls are waiting for you.”

Sam felt warm inside at the thought. She knew now that she would be open with Emma and Molly and tell them all that had happened. She hoped they would understand why she did not tell them before.

“One last thing before I go, Samantha,” Elijah added. “Professor Deathshroud and our friends from Black Gate will be meeting this evening to discuss next steps. If you and David are feeling well enough, you both may join us.”

“Thank you,” Sam replied. “I hope I can.”

Elijah left the infirmary and Sam sat in the warm sunlight, grateful to be there. She turned to David just as his eyes opened. He glanced about, confused, then met Sam’s gaze. Relief filled his eyes. “We’re alive,” he rasped out. “Unless the afterlife looks a hell of a lot like the Academy’s healing rooms.”

She smiled. “Hey, there. How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve been hit with my own ax.”

Sam chuckled. “Well, you look good.”

A small smile crossed his lips. “So do you.”

Sam’s cheeks flushed.

David sat up with some struggle. “Now what was it I just heard about a meeting?”
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The sun was setting when Sam and David were told they could leave the infirmary. Both still wore multiple bandages and were given instructions on when and how to change them. The healers helped them bathe around their wounds and dress again, so they did not look like they had been in battle less than twenty-four hours before.

They thanked the healers and made their way to the headmaster’s office. When they arrived, they found Marcus, Helena, Iris, and Romero seated around the ornate room while Elijah stood behind his desk, staring into the fire as if in deep thought. He turned as Sam and David entered. “Good, you’re here. We can begin.” He motioned for them to sit on a sofa in the middle of the room. Marcus sat in an armchair on their left and Helena on a stool at their right. Romero guarded the door into the office while Iris sat on a window seat. Her dark skin glowed in the dying sunlight. It would be night soon and Sam could not restrain a yawn. She was eager to have this meeting, but a full night of sleep in her own bed sounded appealing too.

Elijah took his place behind his desk. “Valen’s words before he died were ‘Marcus knows what we truly are,’ but Marcus doesn’t seem to be sure what he meant. We should figure out what Valen meant before we move forward.”

“It seems obvious to me,” Iris purred from the window. “Valen was referring to the Crimson Cabal. Perhaps he meant something other than that. An order or a cult that has been around a lot longer than the Cabal.”

Marcus nodded. “I have my theory about what Valen meant, but if my theory is correct, it means…” He shook his head. “It seems almost impossible. That group was eradicated hundreds of years ago.”

What group? Sam wondered, but she already had an idea, one planted there by Oswald.

“And have had hundreds of years to come alive again,” Helena stated. There was a faraway look in her eyes as though she was considering things no one else had on their mind.

Marcus went on, “My theory is that Valen was a part of the Crimson Cabal, yes, but that the Cabal itself is a subsect of a rebranded version of the Heralds of Avadon.”

Sam perked up at this. David’s brows furrowed. “The what?”

No one answered him right away. “The Heralds were done away with centuries ago,” Romero snarled from behind them. “Like you said, they can’t be alive.”

“Unless they’ve found a new leader and enough dark artifacts such as Essence Stones have been gathered,” Iris countered from the window. “Shocking, sure, but not impossible.”

Sam swallowed hard but didn’t say anything. As the others went on, the images from Oswald’s journal swam through her mind. Marcus turned to Sam and David. “The Heralds of Avadon did immense damage to both humans and magicals centuries ago and were only put to death by the Arcana Terra, a group of good witches and wizards who defeated them but came away from the fight with many of their own taken or killed.”

“I suspect this might be the case,” Elijah agreed. “If they are not the Heralds of Avadon they are, at the very least, following similar missions as that ancient cult. For now, I think it best to keep the three of you at the Academy.” He gestured at Helena, Romero, and Iris. “You can continue your investigation while blending in as teachers here. It wouldn’t hurt to have you three, as skilled as you are, helping our students learn for a time when…well, I hope destruction of the Academy won’t ever come.”

“Why keep them here?” David asked. “Won’t they be needed elsewhere?”

Iris answered from the window, “The likelihood of Valen’s superiors coming here is pretty high. We’ll be on the lookout for a covert infiltration.” She shrugged. “We destroyed the gate, but if Valen was able to repair one, his superiors could do it again. It will take them a long time, though. Valen had been working on that gate for years. I could tell by how strong the magic in it felt. As for staying here, I’ve always wanted to try something like teaching. Must be quite a lot different terrain from the battlefield.”

Marcus chuckled. “Perhaps not quite as different as you may think.”

Elijah continued, “In addition, we will keep fortifying our defenses around the island at large. We need to make preparations for the villagers to evacuate if the need should arise.” He sighed. “If this Cabal is indeed a newly restored version of the Heralds of Avadon, neither the human world nor the magical world is prepared for the destruction they could cause. We must protect both worlds from harm.”

The gravity of his words hung in the room, and no one spoke for a long time.

Finally, Sam broke the silence. “I don’t mean to diminish your words, Headmaster, but I wonder if they have less power than they need. Valen was looking to turn someone into a vessel. It sounds to me like the Cabal or the Heralds or whatever the hell they are need something more than what they already have.” She paused. “Someone like me to use against everyone else.”

“She’s right.” Helena turned toward Sam. “There is something I’ve wanted to tell you since the moment I first saw you, but I held back until I was certain. After we killed Valen, I became certain of his intentions and now I see that whatever group he comes from has the same intentions. It is time I was honest with you, Sam.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “Go on.”

Helena took a deep breath. “Marcus is the only other person who knows this, so now the rest of you will learn. I have always had a special interest in the investigation of Lily’s death and the group responsible because of my family. You see, I have only ever had one sibling, a sister named Joia who I loved with my whole heart. Do you recognize that name?”

Sam shook her head.

Helena nodded. “I see. Well, her maiden name was Marrows but when she married, her last name became Vivace.”

The word hit Sam with the same force of running into a wall. Vivace. Lily’s last name! “Sh-she was…” Sam stammered.

Helena nodded and finished for her. “Lily’s mother, and I am Lily’s aunt.”

Sam sat back, stunned. The others stared at Helena with wide eyes or open mouths, except Marcus, who had known all along. Helena went on, “Lily only met me once when she was a baby, so she wouldn’t have remembered me. She might not have ever even known I existed.”

Sam’s face hardened and her voice trembled. “All those years when Lily needed a family, when her parents abandoned her, why didn’t you come and help her?”

Helena’s face filled with sadness. “Lily’s parents did not abandon her. They were taken and tortured by the Cabal. As for why I didn’t help Lily, well, I was too busy avenging my sister and her husband.”

Sam could have cried, thinking of all those years Lily believed her parents had left her, not wanting a witch for a daughter when they had been, all along, just as powerful as she was supposed to become.

“My sister and Lily’s father were abducted by the Crimson Cabal because they had a power in their blood that is rare among magicals,” Helena explained. “Only a few others in the world have it.”

“Do you?” Sam asked.

Helena shook her head. “They took Lily’s parents to turn them into vessels. That is, powerful revenants that could wreak havoc on the whole world. I stopped them from being turned into vessels by killing them myself.”

Sam felt dismay in her chest, her heart pounding with a tremendous ache. Tears came into her eyes. “Y-you killed them?”

Helena nodded. She also had tears in her eyes. “Believe me, it was the last thing in the world I wanted to do. When I finally caught up to the Cabal and found my sister and her husband, they were too far gone. It is what Joia would have wanted—a peaceful death instead of being turned into monsters. I made the sacrifice, and I’ve never healed from it. The loss of my sister is the deepest wound I have ever carried.” Helena choked on her words and took a moment to collect herself before continuing.

“I never told Lily about this because of the pain it would bring her. I could not bear for my niece to find out and hate me for what I had done. Then, when Lily was killed, I took an even more vested interest in chasing down the Cabal, which I had never stopped pursuing. They were always good at hiding. I was hot on the warpath after the people who made this happen. I regret now never having gone to Lily and been the family she needed. I had a chance to be in her life and I wasted it by chasing the Cabal. I never found them, not even a lead. Not until Lily died.”

Helena’s expression hardened. The tears were gone, replaced by pure fury. “After the Cabal failed to make vessels out of Lily’s parents, they went after Lily herself, using Valen as their pawn. When Valen, through Colin Braise, failed at this, they turned their interests elsewhere. They were out of Vivaces, but that wasn’t the only family they could turn to.”

“That is why they came after me,” Sam surmised.

Helena nodded. “Like the Vivaces, the blood of powerful magic runs in the Tempestade family. But they aren’t the only ones. There is a third family.”

“The Blackburns,” David murmured from beside Sam.

Further shocked, Sam could only sit there.

Marcus nodded this time. “We think Valen was sent as an undercover orphan by the Cabal to kill the Blackburn family, which means he’s been with the Cabal since he was a child, being twisted and tormented by their dark ideologies. Tell me, David, does your mother have the gifts of the Blackburns?”

David shook his head. “She doesn’t.”

“And what about you?”

“Not that I know of.”

“The blood magic can skip generations at times,” Marcus said.

“It has to,” Sam replied. “My father doesn’t have such gifts, but my grandfather did.”

“I have heard the story of your unlucky last name.” Marcus looked at Sam with keen eyes. “It is not bad luck that killed them but their own power, and those who sought to end it. The Cabal tried to make vessels of the people in your family or kill those who married into it as a way to threaten those who did have power.”

Sam’s throat felt tight. Her heart thundered. How had she never known any of this?

Marcus read the question on her face. “The Cabal was good at keeping their secrets. If anything, it was they who wove the story about bad luck to pass down throughout the Tempestade family. Furthermore, we believe it was not pure coincidence that you and Lily met. You were always meant to become friends so that the families who were threatened could protect one another. It was planned at your births, shortly before the massacre of the Blackburn family.”

Sam sat back, her mind swimming. She didn’t know what to think. So much of her past felt altered now. More than anything, she felt a deep, welling ache for Lily. “I wish she could have known before she died that her parents didn’t leave her,” Sam choked out. “That they loved her.”

Helena reached for Sam’s hand, her eyes glassy with tears. “She is with them in death.” She took another deep breath. “The rest of us, however, are still alive, and it is our task to hunt down the Cabal in whatever form or title they are under now and rid both worlds of their filth so they can never do what they did to the Vivace family again.” Helena looked Sam in the eyes. “Are you ready for that?”

Sam nodded. “Avenging Lily’s death won’t be over until the Cabal is eradicated again. This time, we’re going to make sure they can never come back.”
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EPILOGUE


A few days later, Sam wandered to the library with Oswald’s journal in her hands. She had studied it as well as she could and found no new information. Feeling that she should not hold onto someone else’s property any longer, she sought out the old man within the stacks of books and found him, to her relief and somewhat surprise, at the desk in the back of the library, humming as he leafed through loose pieces of parchment.

“Hello there, Oswald,” she greeted him.

He looked up, startled. “Oh, it’s the Tempestade girl. Come to rummage among things that aren’t hers?”

Sam smiled. She ignored his words as she set the journal before him on the desk. “Thank you for helping me. I’m unsure though of what exactly you were doing.”

A gleam came into the old wizard’s eyes. “My father was a mage of some renown, Miss Tempestade.”

Sam wasn’t sure what this fact had to do with anything.

“He died in a great fight centuries ago.”

This surprised Sam for two reasons. For one, Oswald was much older than she thought. The second reason was because his words seemed to hint at the content he had allowed her to see inside the journal.

“I saw you wandering about this library from time to time,” Oswald went on. “A change came to your demeanor and your interests. All of a sudden, all you wanted to learn about were stones, then symbols.”

Sam’s brows arched. “You’ve been watching me since I came to the Academy.”

Oswald did not affirm or deny this. “I watched Lily before she was gone. Miss Vivace was an exceptional student, though some of her reading choices were a bit questionable. I can assure you, Miss Tempestade, that those books did not come from my library. Such rubbish has never been allowed within these walls.” He gestured at their surroundings.

“And yet, they slipped past,” Sam said.

Oswald nodded. “I suppose they did. You have slipped past too, Miss Tempestade. I did not think much of you at first, but after a time, I realized you were looking for something only I had.” He motioned at the journal. “I hope you found what you were looking for.”

“I think I did,” Sam answered, feeling more confident than she had been when she came to return the journal.

Oswald leaned back in his high-backed chair and set his interwoven fingers on top of his protruding belly. Sam noticed then that he had a high stack of various cheeses on a plate close by. “I abhor violence,” Oswald told her. “But I understand it is necessary from time to time. I wanted to let you know how dark things can wedge their way in and it isn’t an easy climb out once you are close to the bottom. I hope you can achieve your goals, whatever they may be, and then find your magic can be used for better things than fighting. There is more to life than becoming a warrior mage.” He smiled. “Such as love and friendships.”

“But isn’t that why we fight?” Sam countered. “If not for love and friendship, I would not feel a need for justice or violence. I would not feel a need to avenge Lily’s death.” Sam couldn’t help but note that Oswald’s words sounded like something Lily would say.

“You’re not wrong,” Oswald conceded. “Even so…” His eyes wandered toward one of the windows. Flowers had sprung up in the past few days. Spring had arrived in her full glory.

“Thank you for your help,” Sam repeated. “I should go now. I have class.”

Oswald’s distant eyes came back to her, and he gave her a slight smile. “Of course. Goodbye, Miss Tempestade. I will see you soon.”

Sam went out of the library in deep thought. She forgot where she was going and wandered the halls, her mind on what Oswald had said to her. Something about his words brought a foreboding feeling to her. The future, as hopeful as she wanted to be, was bleaker than she wanted to admit. Valen was just a pawn, she thought, and not as powerful as those he was working for.

The fight would not soon be over, as Oswald wanted. Sam knew this truth in her mind as well as her heart and body. Sam realized she had wandered past her classroom and turned back, passing several students clustered at the doors of the Star Hull. They laughed with one another, their eyes holding an innocence Sam felt jealous of. A prickle in her chest made her wish she could be like them, clueless of the danger that was around them. They could have died if we hadn’t stopped Valen, she thought, and they have no damn clue.

How much did her fellow students at the Academy know about the world they were a part of? Did they know how protected they were and from what?

Sam reached her classroom and took a deep breath before going through the open doors. Just another day of learning, she told herself.

The weight of all she had learned over the past several weeks bore down on her, but she knew there was still so much more to come. Valen was gone, but the fight had been tough. Sam knew she had to be better. From now on, she told herself, we’re focusing on the fight ahead. She turned and spied Emma and Molly standing at the other end, smiling about something one of them had just said. And why we’re fighting to begin with, Sam added.

Sam went to them, and they took their seats. As their potions teacher began instructing them in his dull, droning voice, Sam’s mind wandered back to the battle she had fought, the images she had seen in the journal, and the warning words of Oswald the librarian.

Her professor’s voice broke through her thoughts. “Now, now, students, don’t go falling asleep on me. I know it’s early.”

Sam imagined that Lily was with her in class, dozing off at her desk, and smiled. All of this is for you, Lily. Suddenly, Oswald’s warnings did not feel so heavy. She imagined Lily reunited with her parents, safe from the corruption of the Cabal who sought to steal their power and make them slaves to what was already in them. For you, Lily, I fight.
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NOTE FROM ISABEL
JUNE 24, 2023


Thank you for taking a reading the second book in my new series! I’m still thrilled to have joined the LMBPN publishing family.

LMBPN author notes tend to be chatty, so let me think…what’s been going on?

Well, Renée left last week. I miss her already, but she’ll be back. Life is much quieter now. I walk Emma every day, and she sits outside as I have coffee on the High Street or with me if I go to a dog-friendly restaurant. We do that after our daily beach walk, rain or shine.

The UK is presently having a heat wave! Well, it is for us. Renée mentioned something about it being nice to only need a thick sweater on the day it hit. Thankfully, I live on the sea, so the temperature remains moderate, but inland it’s been hitting 28-30C. For you Yanks, that’s 82-86F. You have to understand, it’s humid here. Our houses are built to insulate us through the winter, and we don’t have air conditioning. When we get to summer, all we can do is stay hydrated and comment how hot it is every few minutes. Fans are just not proper equipment for the job. Maybe you saw on the telly that soldiers fainted during the recent Trooping of the Colours held in London? That’s a very real danger here.

We Brits are just not adapted to heat. As soon as it hits 14C (high fifties in Fahrenheit) or so, we break out the shorts and sandals and hit the beach. Children have been sea-bathing here for weeks, and the water temperature back then was only 10C (about 50F). Now it’s a balmy 13, about 54F, so both adults and children are swimming almost every day. We’re tough folk, ye ken?

Do you have farmers’ markets in the US? I really enjoy visiting our local ones. Out in the Borders, there isn’t much in the way of shops. People there run their own businesses selling everything from food to artisan glassware. The markets have everything from sausages to fresh-churned butter to haggis pies to every flavor of gin to dried fish dog treats and bison bones and deer antlers. You never know what you are going to find. At many of them, local artists sell their work, so you get to see beautiful and unusual things as well as pick up too much food. The cheeses alone are worth a visit, although I draw the line at sticky toffee-flavored Wensleydale. That was a bit much. However, I quite liked the whisky panna cotta I bought at the Conundrum market several weeks ago, along with a passion fruit and lime posset and a red pepper quiche.

I’m getting hungry just thinking about it! Surely there’s a market somewhere nearby tomorrow?

I hope you enjoyed revisiting Samantha and her friends as much as I enjoyed continuing their story. If you have a moment, leaving a review would be very helpful for me (as it is for any writer).

The adventure will continue monthly, so you won’t have to wait long for the next one. I especially want to thank LMBPN’s staff for making a new writer’s journey to publication as painless as they could. From Kelly O (who really does everything) conjuring the covers to the editor who smoothed my prose to the just-in-time team who caught last-minute errors, it is still a joy to work with you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next book.

Izzie Campbell
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CHAPTER ONE


A sense of urgency hung in the air.

Samantha Tempestade sprinted down the hallway, her heart hammering in her chest, but she wasn’t sure why she was here or how she had gotten to this place.

Where the hell am I? she wondered.

Her surroundings were familiar but foreign at the same time, as if she had been here before but it had been altered since then. The halls were long and twisting. On one side, high, arched windows overlooking a gray hillside with fallen trees, filled the wall. Outside, a stone fountain fell in broken pieces, the face of a woman once depicted above the water lying among the moss, her face turned toward the window so Sam could see her. The clean slice across the stone made it look like the stature of the woman had been decapitated. A solemn warning. But why, and more importantly, who had done it?

The fountain told Sam one thing:

This was Ravenwood Academy, but it had changed.

A new fear sprang into her heart. The halls had been destroyed. Signs that people had fled were everywhere. Fallen items were scattered about the broken stone. The floors were made of cracked marble and stone. Sam looked down so she could avoid the roots climbing up into the floors to trip her. The entire place seemed alive and festering with those dark vines oozing a substance Sam could not name. Otherwise, the halls seemed empty but for her.

Sam hurtled toward the dark end of one hall where two double doors stood tall above her. They were closed. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Her skin prickled with the sensation that not only was she being watched, but she was also being followed.

No, pursued.

They were coming after her.

Sam’s heart thundered. Sweat slid down her back and brow. She reached for her wand at her side but could not find it. She searched her waist for her knives. They were gone too. In fact, she wasn’t even dressed for a fight. She wore a long, white nightgown.

Sam almost panicked as her hands drifted down the cotton cloth and touched something warm and sticky. Blood. But not her own as far as she could tell. She had no open wound. It was on her hands too. Sam was barefoot and her tangled hair hung in a mass down her back. She ran toward the doors, hoping she would be able to open them, but the more she ran, the farther away the doors seemed.

Sam glanced over her shoulder, daring to catch a glimpse of the shadowy figures pursuing her. At first, all she saw was the smoky substance wafting from their forms and the swaying cloaks about their shoulders. The dark cloaks looked black at first, but as they swept by the windows and the moonlight shone upon them, Sam saw that the cloaks were the same color as the blood on her nightgown. Dark crimson.

The Crimson Cloaks.

The name dropped into her mind like a dagger from a hand poised above her. She had heard of them before but only once, in a book, not here in hot pursuit of her at Ravenwood Academy where she was training to be a battlemage so she might avenge her best friend who had been killed several months ago. Sam didn’t feel like a battle mage now. I don’t even have my damn wand with me.

The figures appeared faceless at first, but then Sam saw their glowing eyes like red hot coals in the dark. She counted them. Three. Instead of running with feet thumping against the broken floor, they glided a few inches above it. This meant they could move much faster than Sam could.

Sam turned back and, to her surprise, saw she was only a few paces away from the double doors. She skidded to a halt, almost crashing into them. She tried the knob. “Fucking locked,” she groaned. She yanked on the knob to no avail. She searched for her wand again, forgetting for a moment that she did not have it. She cursed once more and banged her fists on the door.

“Let me in!”

She doubted there was anyone beyond those doors to open them.

Breathing heavily, she glanced over her shoulder. The figures were quickly approaching. She wouldn’t be able to get through those doors. Instead, Sam knew she had to make a sharp turn down the nearest hallway. This one was narrower and part of it was blocked by some of the wall having crashed inward. There was just enough room between where the wall had fallen and the floor for Sam to get on her knees and crawl under.

She scrambled to her feet again on the other side and almost slipped. Running barefoot through the destroyed hallways of Ravenwood Academy had not been her plan for the night and yet here she was, trying not to be taken by the same people who ended Lily’s life.

I can’t stay here anymore, she thought. I need to get back to Marcus’ classroom. She didn’t know why she needed to do this, but it was a truth as sure as the rapid beating of her heart.

Professor Deathshroud’s classroom was not too far from where Sam was, if her perception of where she was in the castle was correct. Everything looked different like this. She turned into another hallway to find it was blocked off as well, this time by an oak tree that had fallen—or been pushed by some great magical force, Sam did not know—through the wall. It lay across the floor with its branches broken off and strewn around the rest of the hallway. There was no room for Sam to go under, so she scrambled up and over.

She was about to land on the floor once more when her nightgown caught on one of the branches. A tearing sound of cotton reached her ears before the branch raked against her side. She cried out, not so much from the pain but from the frustration of not being able to keep moving. Sam turned her head to see the branch and yanked it out of her clothing, tossing it aside through a large opening in the broken windows.

Something about the darkness beyond the crumbling walls made Sam want to recoil. She dared not leave the Academy even as it fell apart around her. The tree she had climbed over appeared dead, but she did not understand why. It was the end of summer, or was it? Sam wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Other than…

“I have to find Marcus.”

She was on the floor again and running, her bare feet touching the surfaces of marble, stone, roots, vines, and shards of broken glass. She knew her feet were bleeding. They had to be, with how much pain she felt in them. Sam ignored the pain. It wouldn’t matter if her feet were healed if the Crimson Cloaks got ahold of her.

Another set of doors appeared at the end of the hallway where it branched off into two others. Marcus’ classroom doors. They were closed, but Sam promised herself she would break them down if she had to. She set her jaw and picked up her pace. Gradually, she became aware of the fact that the sounds of her pursuers were no more. She dared to glance over her shoulder again and did not see them. Sam stalled to catch her breath. Still, no sign that they had ever been there.

Sam’s brow furrowed. Did I imagine them? Am I imagining all of this?

In a way, she felt outside of her own body as though she was the one causing herself to run and watching her own actions from far away.

The next instant, Sam’s heart leapt in fear as she heard footsteps sounding from the end of the hall, coming toward Marcus’ classroom doors from the opposite direction Sam ran. Oh shit, she thought, wondering if she was going to have to turn back. How had the Crimson Cloaks gotten ahead of her?

When the figures appeared, she saw they were not the Crimson Cloaks but perhaps the creatures they had sent to trap her. For one, there were more than three—a dozen, at least. They also wore dark robes, but these were black, not dark red. Sam spied their pale faces and blank expressions.

“Fucking hell. Revenants, seriously? And how the hell am I supposed to fight them off without a wand?”

Sam remembered the words Marcus, Helena, and her father had spoken to her. Everyone who had ever trained her told her the same thing: use whatever resources are around you. Magic would not always be available in the form of a wand. But it is in me, Sam reminded herself. I just have to find something strong enough to wield it into.

She stumbled back as the revenants poured into the hallway. Her hand touched one of the branches. That’s it, she thought. With a cry, she yanked the branch off the trunk and swung it over her head. Half a second later, two revenants leapt. She crashed the branch across one’s chest and spun, evading the slash of the second knife while bringing her foot out to trip the revenant to the ground. When it fell, she brought the branch down on its head with a heavy cracking sound. The impact broke the branch. Sam reached for another, this time one she found already broken off and on the floor.

Three came at her this time. She climbed onto the tree and pummeled them from above with the branch. She sent a surge of her magic into the branch, into whatever energy was left in it. The fight wasn’t hard work until the others held out wands and cast magic in her direction. Sam couldn’t even put up a shield without her wand, but she was determined that if her time to die was now, it would not be at the hands of mindless freaks turned into fighting machines from the bodies of sacrificed humans.

She cried out in rage once more and swung out, hitting another across the chest with enough force to send it reeling back and crashing through one of the only windows that was not yet broken. The sound of the window breaking ricocheted through the hallway, but the creatures didn’t even seem to notice. They were too focused on her. Whatever had control over them was determined to get her.

Sam ignored the pain in her feet, but she was having a hard time breathing. The ache and flare in her muscles told her she had been running for a long time, but by now, she wasn’t quite sure when or why she had started running. She didn’t know why she was without her wand or why she was the only person in the Academy except for these revenants.

But I’m not the only one here, she reminded herself. Marcus was there, she could sense it. She just had to get to him. With this motivation renewed, she dispelled the last of the revenants by charging toward them and breaking the branch across one’s chest as it fell, and then going against the other with her fists and grappling skills. The revenants were powerful in the sense that they had magic, but the person controlling them couldn’t control them all at once. This meant Sam’s last fight was the hardest. After she had the last one punched down, she picked up the nearest branch and brought it down on its head for good measure.

“That’s enough now!” she shouted. It was stupid to make a sound she knew, for the Crimson Cloaks were, no doubt, still searching for her. But she had already caused quite a ruckus. Sam lifted a middle finger in no direction in particular. “That all you got?” She wasn’t quite sure who she was talking to. Valen was gone. Someone else had plotted this against her.

Finally, Sam stood above the bodies strewn about the floor, breathing hard. She let the branch drop to the floor. It was covered in the oozing, black blood of the revenants. The odor of their bodies filled the air. Great. Now I have to make sure I don’t gag either.

Sam picked her way over the bodies to the doors leading into Marcus’ classroom. They were unlocked, to her great relief. She turned the knob and then pulled her hand away with a sharp yelp of pain. The knob blazed red, and an angry mark ran across her palm where it had burned her.

She had no time to question why the door was so hot when she was thrown back as the doors exploded open. The wood in the doors tore apart, splinters and shards going everywhere. Sam was thrown far enough back that she crashed into the tree and then to the floor. She groaned at the impact. Her entire body screamed in pain.

Dust from the explosion filled the air, and Sam coughed for about a full minute before she could get to her feet again and stumbled far enough forward that she was clear of it. She stumbled right over a body, but it did not belong to a revenant. It groaned.

“Marcus!”

Sam crashed to her knees at his side. From the looks of it, he had been in the classroom when it exploded and had been thrown out of it. A wild look came into Marcus’ eyes as he searched Sam’s face. One side of his face was sticky with his own blood. “Are you okay?” Sam asked, almost in a panic. “Is anything broken?”

Marcus did not answer, but another voice spoke.

“There is no point in fighting.”

Sam whirled. The three figures in crimson robes drifted toward her, their burning red eyes locking to hers. Sam realized then that it wasn’t one voice that spoke but all three in unison. Their voices drifted down the silent halls, reaching her like cold air. Sam felt like ice was sliding over her bones. “The true rulers of this realm will be here soon.”

What the hell did that mean? Sam was equal parts confused by their words and disoriented by the explosion. She rose on wobbling legs to face them.

“S-Sam… Take this,” Marcus rasped. His shaking hand reached up toward her, holding his wand out for her to take. Sam had never used anyone else’s wand before, but her father suspected she could. After all, she could steal someone else’s magic and use it against them. Marcus had had this wand nearly all his life though, and he was a very powerful wizard. The strength of the magic in his wand would be a lot for Sam to handle. It was all the hope she could ask for as the Crimson Cloaks drifted toward her.

She braced herself for a fight.

The figures hissed the same words again but in a different language and not one Sam should have known. Even so, she understood their words and furthermore, understood that they were spoken in a tongue as ancient as the Heralds of Avadon themselves. This is going to be a long night, she thought.

The three figures let out cackling laughs, raised wands in one hand and swords in the other, and lunged for her. Sam wasn’t sure if one of them had hit her with a wand, blade, or their own body. She didn’t feel any pain, but she did feel herself falling and darkness coming over her.

Marcus’ voice called out to her. “Sam!”

It was gone the next instant, and she knew no more but the cold laughter of those creatures filling the halls of the broken castle.
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CHAPTER TWO


Samantha sat up in bed, her heart racing.

It was just a nightmare, she realized a second later though it still took her some time to remember that the shadows on the wall were not, in fact, revenants or the three crimson-cloaked figures coming at her but curtains swaying in front of an open window while a warm, summer night breeze wafted in.

She rubbed her eyes, trying to shake off the remnants of the terror she felt in her sleep, and reminded herself of the truth. Ravenwood Academy was still standing. Neither she nor Marcus were in immediate danger. At least, she hoped they weren’t. “I’m not wearing a bloodied nightgown either,” Sam murmured, looking down at the matching silk set she wore to bed. The button-down shirt had a lily embroidered over the pocket, reminding Sam of how Lily had made it for her years ago. She glanced toward her nightstand to ensure that her wand was still there, then checked under her pillow for her knives. Everything was in its rightful place.

She did not feel in danger, but she could never be too careful. Why was it that, in the middle of the city she could feel safe but at Ravenwood Academy with witches and wizards and wards she could not?

When she stood, her legs wobbled a little. She was still sweating from her dream, and her nightclothes stuck to every part of her skin. She moved her hair off the back of her neck and drifted toward the open window. She guessed the sweating hadn’t just come from the nightmare. It was late August in Paris, and the days were sweltering. The nights weren’t much better. She had left the window open so she might have some reprieve. The air-cooling mechanisms for her flat hadn’t been working, and since she wasn’t permitted to use magic outside of the Academy unless accompanied by a professor or by graduating, she had not fixed it with a spell. There had been many occasions Sam was tempted to.

I’ll have to call someone to come fix it again, Sam groaned. Sometimes, everything in this city felt like it crawled. Everything but the tourists who ran around as if they would be sent out of the country if they didn’t see everything the first day they were there.

She slid the curtains apart so she could peer down into the city. Below her was a cobblestone street passing a plethora of small shops and cafés. She had selected the place because it was the sort of flat Lily used to say they would have together one day once they graduated from the Academy and, in Lily’s words, “Taking on the whole fucking world one pain au chocolat at a time.”

She had been in Paris since the beginning of summer after spending a few weeks visiting Lily’s grandmother and then at home with her own parents. With Lily’s grandmother, Sam asked her questions about Lily’s past. “Did you know her parents didn’t abandon her and were taken?”

She remembered the look on Rosemary’s face.

The old woman bent her head in sadness. “I knew they loved Lily and that they would never want me to tell her the truth should it hurt her. I see now I should have told her. Perhaps knowing would have spared her life.”

Sam didn’t consider this thinking productive. “What if’s” were a waste of time. She placed her hand over Rosemary’s. “We keep living for her. We keep fighting on her behalf.”

Rosemary managed a small smile despite the tears gathering in her eyes. “You’re such a dear, Samantha. I am glad my Lily had a friend like you.”

After Sam went home, she and her father went over everything Sam had experienced during her second semester at Ravenwood Academy from training with members from Black Gate to being chased by Valen’s revenants on a few occasions, and finally, battling Valen Blackburn himself in some weird portal dimension plane where magical missiles and gates to other worlds were a thing. In the end, Valen had been defeated and Ravenwood was safe for the time being. Sam herself had been the one to finally end Valen’s life, but she hadn’t felt victorious. Even after all of that, Sam still wasn’t much closer to finding answers about Lily. All she had learned was that Black Gate member Helena Marrows, who had been training her for weeks, was Lily’s aunt and that the Vivace family was one of three known to possess rare magical gifts. Sam brought this up to her father as well. Had he known the Tempestades and the Blackburns were like this too?

“It was a rumor in our family for a long time,” Samuel confessed, “but I am afraid I never put the pieces together.”

“I was told it was no coincidence Lily and I became friends,” Sam said. “How is that possible?”

Samuel thought about it and remembered meeting Lily’s grandmother Rosemary in France while on a business trip. The circumstances around it had been oddly coincidental, especially after he discovered she was a witch and had a daughter around Sam’s age with the same abilities. Samuel explained to Sam that he told Rosemary his plans for Sam’s education and the next thing he knew, Sam and Lily had become friends at school.

Even now, as Sam stood before her window staring out at Paris in the nighttime, she thought of Rosemary and how she had put Sam and Lily together. Sam had become Lily’s family when Lily thought her parents had abandoned her. Sam had thought the same thing for many years until Helena exposed the truth. Lily’s parents had been taken by the Crimson Cabal and tortured until Helena spared them any more pain and ended their lives herself. Lily had been another in the Vivace line to suffer the cruelty of the cabal. Sam, although she had spent the summer away from her allies at Ravenwood Academy, was still determined to make sure no one else met the same fate.

She had been the target recently and wasn’t sure if that was still the case. Valen was gone, and he was the one that had wanted to harm her. Who knows what the rest of the cabal and Valen’s superiors want? Sam thought as she looked toward the horizon. The first tinges of dawn touched the sky. Might as well get up, Sam decided. I wasn’t planning on going back to sleep anyway.

She turned away from the window and thought of her parents at home. Her mother had been faring much better since the weather had warmed, which made Samuel better off too. Sam had visited several weekends throughout the summer and had tried to insist on staying at home. Each time, Samuel shook his head. “No, Sam. You made a promise to stay in Paris and do your work before going back to the Academy.”

And so she had stayed in Paris in a very small flat all by herself. It was a new experience living all alone and one Sam didn’t hate. Every once in a while, she was visited by a street cat who climbed up to her window and lay there until Sam opened it. The cat would hop down into her den and curl up in the sunlight. Sam had named the cat Lily but assumed the animal already had a dozen other names from other neighbors who fed and stroked its glossy black fur.

The cat was not there yet, so Sam made her way to the bathroom and shed the clothes sticking to her body. As she ran water from the shower and stepped under it, the images of the dream kept coming back to her. The feelings of terror lingered in her mind. Sam scrubbed at her body as if the motion could rid the images from her mind. Focus, she told herself. You have work to do today.

Sam had planned to return home a month ago, but then Iris had contacted her to tell her that her mission in Paris was going to extend until Ravenwood was open again. So far, Sam’s work had yielded no new information. Part of her was glad of this because it meant her summer remained peaceful. Another part of her had only grown more frustrated. She spent her days alone, except for when she saw the cat, and she hardly heard from her comrades. Marcus, Helena, Iris, Romero, and headmaster Elijah Akaron were too busy to contact her. The only person who had kept in regular touch with Sam was David. Even then, he didn’t tell her much about what was going on. I’ll find out when we’re back at school, she thought.

Sam’s friends had kept in touch but were aware that she was on some secret mission she couldn’t talk about. Once she returned to the Academy, she could fill them in. For now, her own thoughts kept her busy. She planned to spend another day out and about, listening, watching, and looking for any signs of the cabal working. If she saw anything, she was to report to Iris immediately. Sam had spent three months in the city and found nothing so far. Either the cabal had retreated from working in Paris, or they were working so well that Sam could not see signs.

“I feel like I’m doing something wrong,” Sam had said one day to Iris.

“As long as you’re keeping your eyes and ears open, you’re doing just fine,” Iris had replied.

So that was what Sam was going to do today: keep her eyes and ears open.

She heard the rustling of her curtains and glanced into her bedroom, where she saw the black cat dropping from the window onto a rug on her floor. Sam smiled. “Good morning. You wouldn’t happen to have seen any strange figures performing magic they shouldn’t be in the city while you’re out and about, have you?”

The cat meowed for food. Sam chuckled. “I guess that’s a no then.”

She went into her kitchen and pulled food she kept aside for the cat from a cupboard. Once served, the cat munched happily before finding a spot in the morning sun and falling fast asleep. Sam envied the animal. It could sleep without bad dreams and awake when it was dark to prowl about the city. Sam was sure the cat had seen things Sam would have found helpful. Alas, there was no way to know.

Sam made herself a cup of tea and went back to the window to watch the city come alive. Coming here under Iris’ orders had been a good decision, but Sam felt the peace in Paris was deceptive. Furthermore, the peace at Ravenwood Academy would not last, no matter how many security measures Headmaster Akaron put into place. There would always be a threat. It was Elijah who had said this to Sam.

Hopefully, she would at least be able to get settled back in before anything happened. She checked her phone for any messages from the team. There was nothing but an unread message from David two days ago. Sam had been too caught up in her investigation to answer it, and she doubted he had sent anything important anyway.

She had not heard from Iris, Helena, or anyone else since Iris extended her mission. “Any day now,” Sam muttered. “School starts in a week anyway. I’ll need information on when to move.”

After finishing her tea, Sam went to change out of her robe into something decent to wear. She opted for a flowy dress that was not her first choice, but the day was hot, and she didn’t want to get sunstroke. The dress wasn’t an ordinary dress anyway. The fabric had enough concealment for her knives. Helena, of course, had made it for Sam.

Sam frequently reflected on how similar Helena and Lily were. Lily had always been working on some sewing project of something she wanted Sam to wear. More than half of Sam’s wardrobe had been made for her by Lily. Soon, the rest would be from Helena.

Sam had just finished brushing her hair when her phone dinged from the other room. A message from Helena showed on her screen.

Meet me for breakfast in an hour if you can.

She then pin-dropped a map location of a café Sam had frequented all summer. It was only a couple of blocks away and the day wasn’t hot yet, so she decided to walk. She smiled as she typed in her response.

See you there.

She wondered what Helena wanted to meet about but didn’t bother to ask. Helena would send back a snarky, “Well, you’ll just have to wait, won’t you?”

Sam gave the cat a few scratches before heading out the door. Finally, the images from her dream began to fade away. It was just a nightmare, Sam thought. Nothing else.

She swallowed the feeling that nightmares, like the good sort of dreams, could manifest into something real if she wasn’t careful. Sam set out through the streets to meet Helena and hoped whatever the Black Gate member had to tell her was going to help. “Here we go again,” she murmured. “Always stepping into the unknown.”
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CHAPTER THREE


Sam was not used to seeing Helena Marrows of Black Gate, esteemed warrior, battle mage, assassin, sorcerer hunter, and whatever the hell else she did, in street clothes. She also wasn’t used to seeing the woman without a dozen knives strapped around her waist. There were still knives, Sam knew, just concealed from view.

Helena smiled as Sam approached her and the café. “I’m glad you could make it. It’s been too long since I saw you last.”

Sam remembered the day. After Helena revealed to Sam that she was Lily’s aunt on Lily’s mother’s side, she left the Academy to go back to Black Gate, wherever that was. Iris and Romero had also left, and all three would be returning to the Academy per Headmaster Elijah Akaron’s request to work undercover as teachers.

The women embraced. “It has been too long. You’ve been busy.”

Helena pulled back, her brows drawing together. “Not as busy as I would have liked.” Sam took this to mean, “We didn’t make as much progress as we would have liked.” Helena didn’t say this though. She said, “Follow me,” and led Sam to an outdoor table where no other patrons of the café sat, so they could have a somewhat private conversation. They faced the street where they watched workers begin their day. The tourists would not be out for a while, so their surroundings were calm so far. They waited until they had tea and food to begin talking.

“How are you liking the city?” Helena asked as she stirred sugar into her tea.

“I feel like I’m living in a dream.”

“A good one or a bad one?”

“Good, for the most part, but I couldn’t do it long term. I’m ready to be back at the Academy. It gives me more of a countryside feeling.”

Helena nodded. “Good thing they want you back tomorrow then.”

Sam’s brows rose. “Tomorrow? But school doesn’t start for another week.”

Helena checked her watch. “In less than twenty-four hours actually.”

“But why?”

Helena glanced around to make sure no one saw them, then with a gloved hand pulled something from her pocket. She laid a small, dark stone on the table between them. Any ordinary passerby would have thought Helena had just picked up a pretty stone, but Sam knew that wasn’t the case. The stone was not white like others she had seen before but swam with the darkness of magic inside it. Even without touching it, Sam sensed the humming mana within. She gasped. “An Essence Stone? How did you get this?”

“Off of Valen’s corpse,” Helena answered. “But we cleansed the stone over the summer and now Marcus and Elijah have been able to properly inspect it. The cleansing took several weeks.”

“And have they found anything?” Sam didn’t dare touch the stone, but she wanted to. Even with it being cleansed, Helena was careful to only touch it while having a glove on.

“This one is different than any of the other Essence Stones we have seen before,” Helena explained. “This stone uses materials from the portal dimension. It’s a slightly different recipe, and we think the existence of such a stone means…”

“There are others,” Sam finished. “There has to be in order for the stone to link to others. Wouldn’t they then be drawn to one another?”

Helena nodded. “That’s exactly what it did, and this tells us that there might be spies inside Ravenwood already.” She reached into her pocket again and took out a second stone that could have been the twin to Valen’s. “We found this last week in the school. It was in the library. We found it because Marcus was carrying this first stone around in his pocket and felt it drawing him into the library. That’s when he saw the second. Whoever this belongs to must have left it.” Helena pointed once more at the second stone. “We just hope we found it before someone who didn’t know it was dangerous touched it. So far, no one has died, so we think we’re good.”

Sam’s heart rate increased. The images from her dream came rushing back to her. Was the destruction she saw a result of spies having infiltrated the school and breaking it down from the inside out? She shook the thoughts away. It was just a dream. She looked up at Helena. “What are we going to do about it?”

“Romero and Iris are on the lookout,” Helena replied. “Marcus is working on strengthening the barrier around the school again. I came to tell you this so you know to be prepared for when school resumes. The cult seems to attack only when school is in session. We have had no issues there except for this.” She gestured at the second stone.

“This means it was someone who works there,” Sam guessed.

“Not necessarily,” Helena pointed out. “Some students stay over the summer for elected classes. This stone could have been left by someone who went home after the spring semester was over. We have no way of knowing who had it to begin with.”

“But we have to be ready regardless,” Sam added.

Helena nodded. “Now tell me, how has your work been going here in the city?”

Sam sighed. “I haven’t found anything. There doesn’t seem to be any activity.”

“That’s what we feared,” Helena replied. “We figured the cabal would have packed up and moved out of the city after Valen was defeated. His superiors or anyone working with him would have known not to be so stupid as to stay here. Still, thank you for keeping an eye out. It’s better that we had someone watching anyway, just in case.”

“Right. Just in case.” Sam leaned forward. “Why does the cult always attack when school is in session?”

Helena’s face remained grave. “For what they’re trying to accomplish, they will need sacrifices. We have a strong guess about what they’re trying to do, but of course the cabal hasn’t told us openly.”

“What you’re saying is that we know Valen was trying to make Vessels, but we don’t know if the rest of the cult was on his side, right?”

Helena nodded again. “We don’t know how much of Valen’s plan was approved by the people above him. He didn’t seem to have any aid from anyone else.”

“Just himself and a bunch of sacrificed humans.”

Helena looked grieved. “Good thing we got rid of that scum.” The woman paused, then, “Tell me, Sam, how much have you heard of Avadon?”

Sam had not been expecting this question. “I’ve only heard what I’ve read in a book I found. I’ve heard of the heralds but not of what Avadon actually is. That is, the place.”

“It’s not so much a place as it is a dark and powerful force,” Helena explained. “This force has been rumored for thousands of years to have the power to control the balance of life and death. Think of magic as a scale that brings this balance and Avadon being the force that could tip the scale in one direction or another.”

“You think the cabal wants to revert back to the heralds who tried to control this force,” Sam said.

It wasn’t a question, but Helena answered yes anyway. “We believe they are searching for a way to unlock its power. Of course, this has been done before, but none of us were alive when it happened, and we have not found any written record of it happening before.” Her brows furrowed. “What book did you read?”

Sam reminded Helena of finding Oswald’s journal.

“Ah, yes. Oswald is an odd man but very wise. Very old too. None of us know how old he is exactly, and it would be too rude to ask him now. As for what you saw in his journal, was there any indication as to how the force of Avadon was used?”

Sam shook her head. “It was more like a fairy tale than a how-to or history text.”

Helena sighed. “We don’t know much then, but we do know that if the cabal figures out how to do it, they will be much more dangerous than they are now.”

Sam felt a knot forming in the pit of her stomach. The road ahead was going to be difficult. She had known this all along, but she had not thought too far into how or why. “I’ll do whatever I can to protect the school, my friends, and my family from being harmed by the cult,” Sam promised. “Just tell me what I need to do.”

“First you need to learn,” Helena answered. “It’s time you came across the same information the rest of us have been studying over the summer.” She reached into her pocket again and pulled out something that should not have fit. Helena’s street clothes had many magical concealments.

Helena took the stones off the table before placing the new object down. Sam stared at a worn old book bound with leather and gilt with gold. The cover showed an intricate, carved illustration of what appeared to be a dark and foreboding portal surrounded by demonic creatures. They had distorted limbs and wide, gaping mouths showing sharp fangs.

“They say not to judge a book by its cover, but I’m judging this one,” Sam remarked. “This doesn’t look like fun reading material.”

“Open it,” Helena instructed. “It tells the story of Avadon. We didn’t get all the answers we need from it, but it has helped to some degree. You said earlier you thought Avadon was a place, and I told you it was more of a force than anything else. Well, that’s what it started as. The force or dark magic that we call Avadon eventually manifested into a place. A world beyond this one and the magical one as well. Not a third world, exactly. It’s connected to the magical world and could flow through, breaking the veil between here and there.”

Sam opened the book. The pages were worn and yellowed with age. The first page simply had the word “Avadon” written in a language Sam did not know. Helena cast a spell over the book to turn the words into English. Sam turned to the second page and saw images similar to what had been in Oswald’s journal. They sprang to life to tell the story of Avadon.

They watched the images but did not have to read the words floating across them. Helena recited them to her, making it clear she had read the book front to back enough times to memorize its entire contents. “Avadon became a realm infested with malevolent beings. These beings have many names across history—namely that of demons. Such creatures can take on many forms.”

Sam could see this by the variety of hideous monsters springing up from the page in milky, green shadows that disappeared in the air once they left the parchment. Some were large and bulky with horns protruding from their head. Others were taller than trees with unusually long limbs and shallow faces bearing eyes without pupils. Others resembled sea monsters with many limbs sticking out all around their body. Sam tried not to shudder at the sight of all of them.

“They were equally feared for their monstrous appearances and insatiable appetites,” Helena went on. “In years long past, they were able to cross over into the human world, striking terror and destruction wherever they went. To combat this, wizards were trained to hunt and banish the demons back to their realm. Back to Avadon. However, some wizards saw the opportunity to use the demons for their own purposes and thus struck deals with them in exchange for power, wealth, or…” Helena paused and swallowed. “Or just pure fucking chaos. I added that part. That’s not in the book.”

“But it’s true,” Sam agreed. “And humans? How have we not heard of these stories in our own histories?”

“The Heralds of Avadon used the dark force of magic to erase it from human memory and history. Those who still have glimpses into that past were shut down and killed, called mad or blasphemous. No one has made any such claims in centuries.”

Despite the warm day, Sam shivered.

Helena went on as gravely as before. “Despite the best efforts of the brave wizards who tried to stop the demons, the war began to turn in Avadon’s favor. The wizards could not put an end to the demons, but they found a way to push them back and eventually, the veil between Avadon and the human world strengthened, shutting them away. This was a costly undertaking as it required three-quarters of the world’s magic during that time. An imbalance followed, of course, and that is why there are many more humans without magic today than there are those who do have it.”

“Has this imbalance resulted in some magicals having more mana or special mana than others?” Sam asked.

Helena nodded. “That is what we suspect. Somehow, the imbalance allowed certain gifts to be passed down through some families. We suspect there were many other families years ago, but over time the power became too much, and in succumbing to it, they died. It’s no wonder some witches and wizards have gone mad before ending their own lives while filled with darkness they did not welcome.” Helena saw the shift in Sam’s expression and softened her own. “I don’t mean to frighten you. There are many with good gifts, with magic they can handle well. We have all seen what you’re capable of, Sam.”

Sam wasn’t much reassured, and she wanted to know more. “Tell me what happened next.”

“The amount of magic in the world eventually increased again and we are inching closer to being back where it all started,” Helena explained. “But if a portal were to be opened into Avadon by, let’s say, a group such as the cabal, playing at being the Heralds of Avadon, there would still be an insufficient amount of magic in this world to seal it again. The demons would run rampant, wreaking havoc on the human world like we have never seen before.”

The images continued moving across the page, showing demons taking hold of vulnerable humans and tearing them limb from limb. Sam was so horrified that she couldn’t look away. Suddenly, the images vanished, and the book snapped shut. Sam did not realize until then that all the pages had flipped to the end and the book was finished. She shook her head. “I don’t understand why anyone, no matter how evil they were, would want to open a portal to Avadon. Wouldn’t the demons devour them as well?”

Helena’s eyes glinted and she folded her arms across her chest. “Evil and foolishness are often intertwined. Even the cleverest villain is an idiot in the end. Remember what I said: some sorcerers believed and still do, that deals can be made with the creatures of Avadon. They are willing to serve demons in exchange for something. Others believe they can find a way to control the magic of Avadon and some have done so before.” Helena shook her head in disbelief. “Nothing on this scale, though.”

Sam’s mind swam with images. Some were from the book, others were from Oswald’s journal, and the rest were a mixture of her imagination and what she had seen in her nightmare that morning. “If demons come into this world, doesn’t that mean their magic flows in too? Magic could be commonplace again, though the millions that will die would also mean normal humans without mana will be the first to go.”

Helena’s face wore a sorrow Sam had only seen when she spoke of her sister, Lily’s mother. “You’re right, Sam. That is why they need to be stopped. Even human weapons like nukes will have little effect on anything other than a lower-class demon.”

“Right. Because there are different kinds of creatures in Avadon.”

“With many names,” Helena clarified. “We call them demons because it’s simpler, but it’s not quite an accurate word for what they are.”

“How are we supposed to stop it if it does happen?” Sam asked.

Helena did not answer for a moment. When she did, both her voice and her face were tight. “I’m not sure we would be able to at that point.” She leaned forward and folded her brown hands on top of one another. “Your fire magic could do some damage, Sam. We need to start teaching you some new things as well. Those of you in this world who do have rare gifts will be needed, and I doubt you’re the only one.”

“Do we have a way of finding others?”

“Not yet, but we’re working on it. Perhaps others would come forward if they knew there was someone like you.”

Sam’s brows went up. “You want to broadcast me?”

“Not exactly, and it’s just an idea. Don’t worry about anything yet. Right now, all you need to focus on is what you’re learning.”

Helena rose and Sam was surprised to see their conversation over. “I have to leave now and inform the others about this.” Helena tapped the book. “Iris and Romero know, because they’re in Black Gate with me, but I haven’t seen Marcus or Elijah in a few weeks.” She picked the book off the table and concealed it once more. “Not since I found this anyway.”

Sam had a dozen more questions about the book, such as where did Helena get it and how did she find it? She resisted asking, however, since Helena looked like she had to be leaving.

“Be ready, Sam,” Helena said in parting. “We need you back at the Academy by tomorrow morning.” Helena took out one last thing from her pocket. This time, it was a small slip of paper folded in half. “This has instructions on where to go. You won’t be going to the Academy by boat this time.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER FOUR


Sam studied the word Helena had written on the paper for a long time.

It was in another language Sam did not know—the same language the book Helena had found was written in. Sam didn’t dare use magic to translate it, and had to pull out one of her schoolbooks and match the word to the symbols she saw inside until she discovered what it meant. “Forest? That’s it?” She shut the book. “How the hell am I supposed to know which forest I’m going to?”

She studied the paper longer to see if Helena had written anything else. Nothing new appeared. Sam thought about texting Helena to ask, but she knew that since Helena had written the information out, it meant she didn’t want anyone else to come across it. I’ll have to figure out another way.

To Sam’s surprise, the solution arrived not long after. Late into the night as Sam was packing to go back to the Academy, she heard a knock at her door. Frowning, she stood and walked over to it. Who could be visiting her? Not many people knew where she was staying. Sam peered through the peephole first and gasped in surprise. Filled with delight, she flung open the door. “David! What are you doing here?”

His broad smile and bright brown eyes greeted her. “Hey there, Sam. I’ve been sent to escort you to the Academy.”

Sam showed relief. “Good, because this message Helena gave me isn’t helping at all.”

David chuckled as he flicked a small, folded piece of paper from his pocket. “I’m guessing we both got the same one.”

She opened the door wide enough for him to come in. “How did you figure yours out? Please tell me you figured it out.”

“Let me see yours,” he said. Sam handed it to him. “See this here?” He turned the paper over and showed a small marking in one corner of the paper.

She frowned. She hadn’t seen it before. “It looks like a teardrop. Am I supposed to cry on it?”

“Helena wouldn’t make it that complicated.”

Sam threw her hands up. “But it’s already complicated enough!”

David went over to Sam’s kitchen sink and turned on the faucet. He put the paper under, and Sam almost shouted for him not to, for she thought it would damage it. Instead, a new word showed up over the word for forest the instant the water touched the parchment.

“Meudon,” Sam read. “Meudon Forest. As in the nature sanctuary that’s right here in Paris!”

“That’s where we’re going,” David confirmed. He handed the piece of paper back to Sam, and to her surprise, it was dry when it touched her palm. Helen had enchanted it. Of course she had. “I think this has been a clue to what our training is going to be like this year,” David added. “They always send people who aren’t first years to the Academy another way. They change it every year to keep unwanted people out.”

“Do they send these cryptic clue messages to everyone?” Sam asked.

David shrugged. “First I’ve heard of it. Things have changed a lot since Akaron took over the school. Not in a bad way really and not in a way he exactly wanted. It’s the security threat that’s caused it more than anything.”

“Have you been back to the Academy then?” Sam asked.

David shook his head. “I’ve only heard what Romero and Iris have told me. I’ve seen them quite a bit over the summer. Turns out that Black Gate headquarters is close to where I live.”

Sam realized now she had never found out where David lived. “And where’s that? London?”

“A two-hour train ride outside of London. My father thought we should be raised in the countryside.”

“And now you’re in Paris.”

“The city of love, they say,” David remarked with a chuckle. A flush rose to his cheeks and he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “And rats. It’s hot here, and it smells.”

“Well, I can’t help that much.” Sam gestured toward her open window where the cool night air as well as some stench from the city wafted in.

She led him into her bedroom where all her things were set about in piles for her to pack away. “I won’t be ready for a couple of hours. I’m still packing. I spent most of my night trying to decode Helena’s message.”

“I’ll order us food,” David offered.

A little while later, they sat on her bedroom floor by the open window and ate the food David had ordered. “You said Black Gate headquarters is near your family home,” Sam reminded David. “What did your father think of you being around Iris and Romero this summer?”

Lord Hargrove was one of the wealthiest wizards in the world. Humans knew about his money too though not the magic part. Sam had heard from Lord Hargrove’s firstborn son that he was a difficult, calculating man. David swallowed his food and frowned. “He’s not happy with me involving myself in the situation with Valen, despite it having everything to do with his own wife’s family. He said I was endangering the family legacy. I ended up spending most of my summer confined to the property, only let outside for hunts and such. We had a fuck-ton of parties that weren’t needed. He’s trying to network me and tried to convince me not to go back to the academy this year. ‘It’s high time you took your proper place here,’ he said. It doesn’t make any sense to me. It’s not like I’m going to have to replace him anytime soon.”

“Unless he knows something you don’t,” Sam suggested.

“I snuck out a few times to see the twins,” David added, referring to Iris and Romero. “They gave me reports on everything that has been going on. Then a few days ago, I got that strange little message from Helena that I was to go back to the Academy a week early. I knew from the twins that you were staying here in Paris, so I decided to drop in for a visit first.”

Sam smiled. “I’m glad you did. Otherwise, I probably wouldn’t have made it back to school.”

David also smiled. “I wasn’t idle all summer though. I’ve been working on something.” He pulled something off his back Sam had not seen there before and held it before her. A slender white quiver of arrows shone in the moonlight streaming through her window and the lamplight. Each of the arrows had different colored feathers on the end. “I made them to cast runes,” David explained. “Each one has a different magic effect that when I shoot it at the ground or a tree or anyone, it casts a rune onto it and explodes.”

Her eyes went wide. “And you did this all by yourself?”

“I had a little help from Romero,” David admitted. “But for the most part, yes. Romero also had a bow made for me.” He took a bow from his back. It was dark and slender, made of substances Sam could not name. Just touching it made her feel the magic thrumming throughout the sleek weapon.

“Wait, did you have these glamoured to you the whole time?” she asked.

David laughed. “Well, of course. I didn’t want people to see me and wonder what the hell I was carrying. A magical bowman isn’t something you normally see walking the streets of Paris.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “I mean, you can use magic outside of school?”

David looked at her blankly. “Of course. I’m sure the headmaster will grant permission to you. You can ask for it anytime.”

She threw her hands up in the air. “I could have had a working air-cooling system this whole week!”

David looked confused but chuckled and turned over his bow, admiring it. “But you like it, yeah?”

“I do. Sad to see you’ve given up ax throwing though.”

“Who says I’ve done that? Maybe I just want to be more versatile.” David paused to put his bow and the quiver down. “Tell me what you’ve been up to all summer. We’ve talked, sure, but you haven’t told me anything.”

“Top secret mission and all that,” Sam reminded him. “And it’s yielded exactly fucking nothing.” She told him about her visit home and to Lily’s grandmother before moving into the city. She described the work Iris had given to her and how she had spent more time housing a stray cat than tracking down loose cabal members. “Seems like they’ve all left the city,” Sam finished. “Like rats fleeing a fire.”

“Your fire, specifically,” David suggested. “No doubt Valen’s superiors figured out what happened.”

“Do you think they’ll be coming after me again?”

David thought for a long moment before replying. “It doesn’t matter, because you’re going to take them down if they do.”

Sam wasn’t so sure. She thought about her dream and what Helena had shown her in the book about Avadon earlier in the day. A darkness came over her expression, but she erased it, not wanting to make David worry.

She sighed. “I’ve gone all summer without using magic. I’m excited to get back to the Academy.”

“Well then, let’s get going.”

“I’m still packing.”

David took out his wand and winked at her. “I’ll make it go faster.”

Sam held back a growl of frustration and went to change into something more appropriate for traveling back to the Academy. When she was finished, she found all her things neatly packed into two trunks using magic. She gave David an amazed look. “How did you fit everything?” All her possessions except for her furniture were inside.

“Bottomless trunk spell. We can leave everything here. Someone will be by soon to portal everything to the Academy.” Sam hesitated. Many of her possessions had once belonged to Lily and she disliked the idea of them getting lost or left behind. He extended his arm to her. “Ready?”

Sam shoved thoughts of Lily’s things away and smiled. “How do you plan on getting us to Meudon Forest?”

David’s eyes glittered. “I’ve been practicing something else all summer.” He took his wand out and to Sam’s surprise, opened a portal right in her bedroom. Good thing the curtains were drawn, she thought. No one would see what they were about to do. “It’s not the best portal experience you will have,” David warned her uneasily. “But it will get the job done.”

They went into the portal together and David closed it behind them. Sam felt herself hurtling through the darkness. She spun and spun and spun, feeling like she was about to be sick. Right when she thought she might throw up, the portal opened, and she and David came rolling out onto hard ground.

Sam groaned at the impact. “Sorry,” David groaned. “Like I said, I’m not that good at it.”

She sat up and realized they were surrounded by trees. The hum of magic around them and the soft, white glow outlining the leaves and branches told her they had gone into the part of Meudon Forest kept away from human eyes. They were in the world of magicals. It made sense that he had used a portal to transport them here because it meant no one saw them come rolling out of thin air. “Why didn’t you take us right to the Academy if you could use that?” Sam asked as she got to her feet, a little sore from the fall.

“My skills aren’t strong enough to bypass the wards. That’s a good thing though. Headmaster Akaron has been stacking the security. Sorry about that again. I hope you’re all right.”

Sam brushed dirt off her pants and nodded. “How much farther have we got?”

“Not far, I don’t think.” Since it was a week before school was to begin, they were the only two students traversing the forest toward the Academy.

“If Meudon Forest is what it is called on the outside, that is, in the human world, does it mean we are in the Ravenwood right now?” Sam asked.

David nodded. “Be on your guard.”

Sam took out her wand in one hand and a knife in the other. There hadn’t been any strange happenings inside the Ravenwood over the past several months, and she did not feel as though she was in much danger now. If the worst thing they had to face were those beasts she had killed before, Sam knew she and David could handle it themselves.

The forest was dark except for the moonlight streaming through the trees. The path leading through the forest was narrow and long. Sam and David walked it for almost half an hour before Sam asked, “Are we close yet?”

David shrugged. “I’ve never come this way before.”

They went on for about another twenty minutes. Sam was about to accept the fact that they were going to be walking along for a long time, even all night, when they broke out of the tree line into a cleared area. The path went upward in front of them, winding around boulders on a steep hill. Sitting on top of that hill was the back of the castle. Sam wasn’t sure if she felt relief at seeing the Academy or dread that they had to climb the hill.

“Look, there’s guards,” David said, pointing ahead. Sure enough, two cloaked wizards holding spears stood at the base of the hill among the boulders strewn about. When they approached the guards, Sam saw a thin veil of shimmering magic separating them from the wizards. The wards to keep the Academy safe, she thought.

“David Hargrove and Samantha Tempestade,” David said to the guards, extending the message Helena had given to them. “They summoned us back early.”

One of the guards examined the paper for a long moment before nodding and undoing the wards enough to let them through.

“Back where we belong,” David said to Sam, smiling. “Why do you think they called us back early?”

She didn’t know why, but she had a feeling the information Helena had given her earlier had something to do with it. All she said was, “I’m not sure.” She considered telling David about her dream and how relieved she felt to see the castle in prime, secure condition. She decided not to and thought, I have a lot of unpacking to do.
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Sam slept for many hours after she unpacked and was relieved to awaken well-rested and without having to endure any nightmares. The first thing she did when she awoke was call her father to update him on where she was.

“A week before school starts?” he asked, laughing. “You must have been eager to get back.”

Sam did not tell him she had been called back early since she didn’t know why yet. “I’m glad to be back here,” was the simple response she gave. After asking about her father’s and mother’s well-being and learning everything was well, she told him goodbye and hung up. It was not a minute later that she received a text from David.

Headmaster Akaron wants to meet with us in his office in an hour.

She sent back a reply.

See you there.

She wondered what Elijah wanted and if they were going to find out what he had for them to do the week before school started. “Breakfast first, meeting second,” Sam decided as she dressed and prepared herself for the day. She wandered about the school, hoping the Star Hull would serve breakfast despite there only being a small number of staff and students at the Academy. Teachers who did not live at the Academy year-round would arrive this week to prepare for their classes. Sam hoped to see Marcus sooner than later. She had not seen him all summer and had only exchanged a few communications wherein they had not spoken about what work he was doing.

When she reached the Star Hull, she found to her relief that breakfast was available. She ate alone. It struck her as strange to see the dining hall, as well as every other part of the Academy, so empty. There was a quiet peacefulness about the place that she knew would not last long.

She made her way through the halls toward the headmaster’s office and enjoyed the open windows and warm summer air floating in. The trees outside in the garden provided flowery scents Sam had missed while living in the city.

When she arrived at Headmaster Akaron’s office, Sam found that David had arrived.

“Good,” Elijah began. “You’re both here. Please, have a seat.”

Sam and David took their spot on a small sofa across from Elijah, who sat on the other side of an old oak desk. The headmaster appeared as dignified as always, clad in the Academy robes and wearing the insignia of the headmaster over his chest. He had years of experience shining in his eyes, though he was at least fifteen years younger than the previous headmaster, Chancellor Lazar.

“I have decided to bring you two back to the Academy a week early so you can practice what you have both learned before classes begin.”

Sam shared a look with David. That’s it?

“Both of you will be in classes with our Black Gate allies as teachers, of course, but you will also have private training with the same people if you want. You will have to ask them though since they will be busy undercover in this school.” He paused and gave each of his students a long look. “It is imperative that you never reveal the identities of Helena, Romero, and Iris to your fellow classmates. If there are indeed spies in this school, they cannot know who is out to trap them.”

Sam and David nodded in agreement and compliance. Sam thought of her friends and how much she didn’t want to keep this part of her life a secret from them. But I have to be careful, she thought. Otherwise, I’ll put them in danger too.

She decided this was a perfect time to ask the headmaster for something. “David tells me I could ask you to be allowed to use magic outside of school. Is that right?”

Elijah nodded. “I can grant that permission to students of my choosing. Usually, we ask students staying at the Academy to refrain from practicing new magic outside of school, but the case is different with both of you. Neither one of you has had the ordinary experience of an Academy student.”

You can say that again, Sam thought.

“There are scouts charged with keeping watch over the Ravenwood,” Elijah went on. “You two should join them this week. Learn about some of the security measures around the island.”

Sam didn’t see much of a point, since she wasn’t training to be a security guard, but it would give them something to do.

Elijah dismissed them, and Sam said nothing until she and David were walking down the hallway, out of earshot of the headmaster. “Do you feel like there’s more going on than he said?” she asked.

David chuckled, but he did not sound amused. “I always feel like there is more going on and someone doesn’t want to tell me.”

“Well then, there is something I should tell you,” Sam replied. She told David about her meeting with Helena the day before and everything she had seen in the book about Avadon, as well as Helena’s finding of the second Essence Stone on school property.

David’s eyes went wide. “That’s a lot, but it makes sense. There’s a real threat out there. I was wondering what Akaron meant about spies.”

“Helena only found the book a week ago,” Sam added. “The whole spies thing seems odd to me. Wouldn’t they be questioning everyone in the school around the time the stone was found?”

David shrugged. “Like Helena said, we have no way of knowing who brought it in. It could have been anyone.”

Sam sighed. “But not me or you.”

David grinned. “Two down, thousands yet to rule out.”

Over the next few days, Sam and David did as the headmaster suggested. They went to the practice fields early in the morning and ran laps. When they were finished and had caught their breath, they sparred for a while and practiced casting runes. Sam set up targets using runes and David shot at them with his bow. Sam practiced throwing her knives and David did the same with his ax.

When evening came, scouts from the Academy were sent out into the Ravenwood. The entire perimeter of the forest had wards over it so anything that might get onto the island through the forest would not be able to get out unless someone at the Academy allowed them. “Won’t someone just try and get onto the island another way?” Sam asked. “Like on a boat like we did our first year or through the village?”

One of the scouts shook his head. He was an older man and heavily bearded. He looked like he had been roaming in forests all his life and once detested classrooms. The forest was his classroom and had been for a long time. “The Ravenwood is the easiest access point. The magical pull between this world and that of humans is strongest in the very center of the forest, and still strong around it.”

Sam came to feel this for herself. As they drew toward the center of the forest, she could feel the humming of magic all around her in various life forms. The trees sang with it. The moss glowed with it. A river rushed somewhere nearby. Sam felt like she could lie down in a patch of moss at the riverbank and sleep in the moonlight. The nights were warm enough and the air around her was peaceful.

Better not. I would become the prime target of a wandering beast.

No signs of the Ravenwood beasts were to be seen though. Only ordinary animals such as birds, squirrels, and deer ran between the trees. Eventually, the scouts took Sam and David back to the castle, and no one knew anything but that the wards around the forest were secure.

Sam spent the rest of the week training with David or idling in the library, taking full advantage of the fact that only a few other students were in the castle. She kept hoping Marcus, Helena, Iris, or Romero would show up, but none of them did. Neither she nor David saw any more of Elijah that week and the scouts told them by the last day that they did not need them in the Ravenwood. Sam was beginning to wonder if coming back had been pointless. She said this to David.

“Well at least we’ve run laps before Iris and Romero get here,” he pointed out. “We won’t get our arses as whipped as we did the first time we trained with them.”

“I’m not even sure they will be giving us private training. They’ll have a lot on their plate,” Sam replied.

David shrugged. “Elijah said they would if we asked. Worst case scenario, you and I keep beating each other up.”

The two were almost evenly matched, but that was when Sam didn’t steal David’s magic from him and turn it around on him. She wanted to give him a fair chance. Doing this, however, meant she wasn’t increasing her own skill much. She would have to ask someone for training. She just wasn’t too sure who.

Marcus’ training methods were too calming for her, though he helped her bring balance to her magic more than anyone else. Helena was a lot more fun, but it meant Sam slept many more hours after. Iris was the only one who could help Sam with her rarer gifts, but she was the toughest trainer of them all. With David, Sam had the most fun.

The first day for all the students to come back to the Academy arrived and Sam went down to the Star Hull to find her friends. “Sam!” Molly cried out and bounded between tables and chairs to greet her friend. She flung her arms around Sam.

Sam almost rocked back but caught herself and hugged Molly, laughing. “The summer was too long not seeing you.”

Molly pulled away and nodded in agreement.

“Hello, Sam,” came a cooler-toned voice. Behind Molly stood Emma with her arms crossed over her chest in a nonchalant manner. She had cut her hair over the summer and added a new piercing to her nose.

“Give me a hug,” Sam demanded with a smile.

The third person with them was Leo who gave Sam a pat on the back instead of a hug. “I trust you had a productive summer.”

“I’m not sure you could call it that,” Sam replied, smiling. It was a truthful answer, but she hoped Leo would not ask her anything more. “I’m glad to be back at school.”

“And I’m starving!” Molly announced. “Let’s eat and catch up.”

Since Leo, Molly, and Emma knew what had happened with Valen during their last semester at the Academy, they asked Sam for updates. “They have me working on something,” Sam confessed. “I can’t say what exactly, though.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “It’s like having a secret agent for a friend. I’m always wondering what’s going on in your little world.”

Sam sighed. “My world is expanding, and ugly things are coming out of the darkness.”

Molly’s expression changed into worry. “Anything we should be concerned about?”

Sam gave her a reassuring smile. “Not right now. We are all quite safe here.” A flash from her dream a week ago entered her mind as clearly as it had right after she woke up. She pictured the Academy smashed to pieces, broken beyond recognition. She shook the image away and added for her own reassurance, “Our headmaster has taken all the security precautions necessary.”

“Tell me about it,” Emma replied with a roll of her eyes. “We can’t even go into the Ravenwood without permission first. I hear you and David went with the scouts earlier this week.” She paused and Sam wondered at the look in her eyes. Had Emma gotten over the breakup with David? “Find anything?” Emma asked, sounding almost too casual.

Sam shook her head. “Nothing. I’m telling the truth about that.”

Leo shrugged. “I suppose that means the wards are working.”

“I don’t want bad things to happen to us while we’re here,” Molly murmured. “We’re supposed to be having the best years of our lives.”

“And we will!” Sam vowed, trying to keep up the mood. “We can start by not moping about what bad things might happen. We’ll eat our breakfast and spend the rest of the day outside. I’m buying everyone a drink at the tavern.”

“And hopefully we won’t have people like Valen Blackburn jumping out of portals,” Em drawled. “I almost wish I could have seen him once after all the talk that’s been going around school.”

“He’s not the only thing people are talking about,” Leo put in from where he sat across the table from Sam. His sister Molly was beside him and Emma sat to Sam’s right. “The Academy has hired three new professors, one of which is a friend of Deathshroud’s who hung around here quite a lot during the spring. Ms. Marrows. She’s from Black Gate.”

Emma gaped. “They recruited a Black Gate member to teach here? How the hell did they manage that? Those people from Black Gate are some of the most skilled battle mages in the whole world.”

“Three, actually. All of the new teachers are from Black Gate,” Leo told her.

Emma’s head swiveled to face Sam. “You met Ms. Marrows, didn’t you? What about the others? Do you know them?”

Sam knew she had to be careful. “A little.” She remembered Elijah’s warning to her and David about not revealing Helena’s, Iris’, and Romero’s true goals in coming to the Academy.

“Well, do you know why they’re here?” Emma pushed. “I don’t get the impression they’re just here to teach.”

Sam forced a shrug. “I’m not sure.”

“Maybe Headmaster Akaron just wants the students to be more prepared, so he brought in higher-skilled teachers,” Molly suggested, and Emma seemed satisfied with this.

Leo finished eating and picked up a small pile of books from the table. “Whatever the case may be, things are changing a lot around here. See you three later.”

Emma and Molly chorused, “See you later,” while Sam became consumed with her own thoughts.

Yes, things are changing a lot, and they’re only going to keep on changing.
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CHAPTER SIX


Sam’s syllabus for year two at Ravenwood Academy did not look like anyone else’s in her same year and furthermore, her classes weren’t entirely up to her. The headmaster had recommended classes for her and David based on “what sort of situations you might find yourselves in in the future.” She scanned the list the next morning to make sure she was going to the right classes.

Defensive Magic and Rune Training with Professor Marcus Deathshroud—Mondays and Thursdays

Magical Combat and Enchantments with Professor Romero Tringest—Mondays and Fridays

History of Magical Items and Groups with Professor Helena Marrows—Tuesdays and Thursdays

Magical Armory, Weaponry, and Portal Training with Professor Iris Tringest—Wednesdays

Not a single other professor was listed. The headmaster wanted Sam only taking classes with Marcus and the members of Black Gate. “And it looks like Professor Pinkerton has been replaced by Romero,” Sam mused. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this. Although she liked Romero and his training methods, she had grown used to the sharp, controlled wit of her previous combat teacher.

It was Monday, and Sam only had two classes, but they were the two that would involve the most expenditure of her magic. I’m going to be exhausted by the end of the day, she thought. Still, Sam was eager to see Romero and Marcus again, and she hoped to run into Helena and Iris as well.

At breakfast, Sam sought out David who sat with the other fourth-years. She nodded her head, a signal for him to join her. They went to a corner of the Star Hull. “What classes are you taking?” Sam asked.

“I figure they’re the same as yours,” David replied. “I have Marcus and Romero today, Helena tomorrow, and Iris the day after that.”

“Me too.” Sam’s brows furrowed. “How does that work? You’re two years ahead of me.”

David shrugged. “It sounds like those four classes have changed to accommodate students of all years. The selection seems random. It’s like everyone’s been saying: things are changing a lot. We’ve just got to go along with it.”

Sam kept her thought to herself. She wasn’t exactly the type of person that “just went along” with new rules. She wanted to know Elijah’s reasons for changing so much. I’ll ask Marcus more about it later, she decided.

David was talking again. “I won’t be in Romero’s class with you today, though. I’m taking it later in the afternoon. I have magical-beast hunting class first. I’ll see you in Deathshroud’s later, though.”

“You’re taking more classes than I am,” Sam noted with slightly wider eyes.

David shrugged once more, but his expression was solemn. “My father says that if I’m going to waste time going to the Academy, I might as well take as many classes as I can.” Sam didn’t know what to say to this. David squeezed her shoulder. “See you later.”

Her “see you later” echoed after him. Sam wished Lord Hargrove would visit Ravenwood Academy so she could give him a piece of her mind. He should have seen how well David fought when we were going against Valen, Sam thought. He should have seen how his son brought down a gate between worlds and saved lives. Then maybe he won’t think coming to the Academy is a waste of time.

Sam let these thoughts go and went to her combat training class. As she expected, Romero stood in the wide, open room under a domed ceiling with dozens of students before him. He wore his fighting leathers and had a magically bound ax on his back. He had shaved his face and head so both gleamed brown and bright in the sunlight streaming in through the windows. His lips spread to reveal a white smile. Sam knew right away that the students of Ravenwood privileged enough to be in his class would like him.

A lot more than their last professor, Sam thought.

“Welcome, students,” Romero began in a deep, silky voice. “As you all can see, I am not Ms. Pinkerton, your previous professor.” He chuckled. “Or perhaps I am, with an upgraded personality and dashing good looks.”

A skittering of laughter went through the students. Sam managed a smile. “Professor Pinkerton will be away for the rest of the year,” Romero explained. “But will return. I am only her temporary replacement.”

The other students seemed satisfied with this explanation. They were just glad to have a member of Black Gate as their professor. Sam, however, knew the truth: Romero was here to teach but also to root out any spies. This reminded Sam to keep her own eyes and ears open. Spies could be in this very classroom, she thought, though it was hard for her to imagine any of her fellow students, with their wide eyes and nervous fidgeting, could be a spy for the Crimson Cabal. Sure, some of them could be disguised with Essence Stones, but those were rare, and Helena had two of them.

“I will begin our training today by demonstrating a homunculus,” Romero announced. “Does anyone know what that is?”

A hand shot up down the line and Sam realized Leo was in her class. Romero pointed to him to answer. “A homunculus is a magical puppet that changes its form based on the spellcaster’s desires. It can be sent to attack another wizard as a fully formed creature, though it is more easily dispelled by an opponent than an actual, not conjured, creature.”

“Excellent,” Romero responded. “Now, shall I show you all one?”

There were hoots and hollers of confirmation. Already, the class liked Romero. Even Sam waited for Romero to demonstrate with more eagerness than she expected. Romero took out a wand and waved it before him. Like the beasts he used to conjure for Sam and David to fight during training, he produced a large, grotesque creature.

Everyone gasped, but none louder than Sam. The creature Romero flicked out of his wand was just like the demons that had popped off the page of Helena’s book, a creature of Avadon with dark shadows swirling all around it. If Sam had not seen one of Romero’s homunculi before, she would have thought it was the real thing and felt terror all over her body. The demon turned, let out a roar that shook the room and made the students stagger back, and lunged toward Romero.

The Black Gate soldier moved like the wind, taking the ax off his back and swinging it out toward the demon to hit it across the chest with a heavy smacking sound. He brought it up, then down between two horns, right through the skull. The image of the demon dismantled, and the shadows drifted to the floor then vanished.

The students, including Sam, gaped at him. Romero had made it look easy. Sam knew it would not be the same for the rest of them. “Now all of you can take a turn.” Romero didn’t even sound out of breath after dispelling the image.

Say goodbye to sparring with one another, Sam thought as Romero pulled one of the students from the line and had them stand opposite of him.

“I will cast the illusion toward you,” he explained. “Fight it off as best as you can and remember, it isn’t real.” His white smile widened. “The real thing is a lot scarier.”

The young man he had selected trembled, but Romero gave him no time to gather his courage. He cast the spell, and another demonic figure arose as if out of the floor, bulky and shadowy as the last. It roared and saliva dripped from fangs as long as Sam’s hand. The young man staggered back, his face stricken with fear. “Don’t back down!” Romero shouted. His charisma was gone.

“I-I can’t!” the young man shrieked.

Someone else stepped out in front of him—Leo, who was not the person Sam expected to see going up against the ghost-like demon. He cast a stunning spell and sent the demon back a few paces. He waved his wand again, casting a red bubble of binding magic around the demon. It exploded a second later and the shadows dissipated.

“Good,” Romero told Leo. “Maybe you can help the others struggle with their fear.” He turned toward the rest of his students. “The purpose of this exercise is not so much to build your skills with spellcasting but to learn how to control your own fear. You can run, but a creature like that—the real thing—can run much, much faster. I won’t have a class full of cowards.”

Sam cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Let me try.”

Romero’s eyes flicked to her, and he gave her the barest nod of his head. He swept a hand toward the middle of the room. “Go ahead, Miss Tempestade.”

Snickers from the line followed Sam and a few whispered, “Showoff.”

Sam ignored them. She stood opposite Romero with her wand in one hand and knife in the other. He cast the demon out at her. This one looked different from the other two he had used. While the others had been bulky and muscular with horned heads and blazing eyes, this one was almost as tall as the domed ceiling which went twenty feet above Sam’s head. The form of the creature was thin and wavering. It had arms as long as Sam’s body and when it swept out, claws extended. Sam lashed out first with her knife, cutting off one of the smoky limbs. She waved her wand to cast a shield around her and launched forward to plunge the knife into the center of the demon’s form. It did not go away yet, since Romero held the illusion in place.

Sam slashed and hacked, but when the creature bent down and opened a huge, gaping mouth with rows of needle-like teeth and let a long, rolling tongue sneak past those teeth, Sam found her heart jumping into her throat and she stumbled back. The images from her dream and Helena’s book appeared in her mind, and for a moment all she could see were the shadowy surroundings of Avadon itself. It looked like she had been transported there, far away from Romero’s classroom, the Academy, and the island itself.

She struggled against the shadows until she heard Romero’s voice. “All right, Samantha, that’s enough. You have battled your fear long enough.” The shadows seeped away, and the classroom came back into focus. Some stared at her with blank expressions. The students who had called her a showoff laughed under their breaths. Romero ignored them as Sam had done and stepped up to her. “You handled your fear for a while there, but then you let it into your mind.” He tapped her shoulder, sending the shield she had conjured with her magic away. “You can put a shield up around your body, but you need to learn to do the same with your mind. Creatures like what I have shown you today find ways to invade your mind, not just pierce you with swords or spears.” This last part he said to the room at large. “Now, who wants to go next?”

Sam sat on a bench along one wall beside Leo and the other young man who had already practiced. She watched the others move forward. She felt exhausted already, and her day had just begun. “This sort of fighting expends magic more than anything else,” Leo whispered to her. He tilted his head toward Romero. “We’re lucky a member of Black Gate wanted to come teach us.”

“Yes,” Sam echoed absently. “We are lucky.” She chuckled and thought, The others are lucky they have Romero and haven’t met his sister yet.

Soon after, class was dismissed, and Sam made a show of gathering her things so she would be the last in the room. Once everyone was gone, she approached Romero. “That illusion you brought up… Was it based on a real demon you have seen with your own eyes?”

Romero turned toward her, his expression grave. “The first two, yes. The third is only something I have seen in books. The first two were lower-class demons, and though they are difficult to fight in real life, the other kinds are far more challenging.”

“You have fought demons before,” Sam said, wide-eyed.

Romero nodded. “It’s not an experience I wish to ever have again.”

“But you survived it.”

“Barely.” Romero paused, then, “One of my sister’s greatest skills is how she can glamour things. She has glamoured me to keep me from answering stupid questions. I will let you see now.”

Sam waited, curious as to what was about to happen. Romero leaned closer to her and in the sunlight streaming through the windows, Sam began to see a change take place in his features. Soon, she saw jagged scars running down the side of his face. Once, they had been deep cuts put there by claws beyond this world.

Romero pulled back and the glamour returned. He gave her a wan smile. “You can see why I hide them.”

“I think they make you look badass.”

He chuckled. “That’s what my sister says. Go on now, Sam. I’m sure you have other classes to attend today.”

Sam did as she was told and on her way to her next class, she thought of what Helena had shown her in the book on Avadon. She needed to read it again and ask Helena more questions.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER SEVEN


David Hargrove ignored his father’s calls. He knew Lord Hargrove wasn’t calling to make sure David had gotten settled in well at the Academy. He called to make demands, to demand answers about prior demands, and so on and so forth.

David was exhausted before he even made it to his first class. He hadn’t slept well the night before. Though seeing Sam that morning had been nice, it had not helped him wake up.

The Hunting and History of Magical Beasts class took place outside. David was instructed to meet his professor and fellow students at the edge of the Ravenwood forest behind the castle. This was David’s only class without Marcus or one of the Black Gate members as his professor. When he arrived, he realized the professor was none other than the man who was the leader of the scouts—the people who watched over the Ravenwood and were first to investigate if anything went wrong.

From the looks of it, their professor lived in the Ravenwood, not the castle. He wore shabby robes and carried a wooden staff with an emerald jewel placed at the top, and he had a machete and a bow with a quiver of arrows over his back. David had brought his own weapons including his bow and arrows, his ax, and three knives of varying sizes in a belt around his waist. Whatever they were going to do today, he was prepared.

Some days in the class, they would do nothing but sit around and learn the history of the beasts while their professor drew pictures into the dirt with a stick. He would then cast a spell over it so the creatures came to life, large enough to prance around in the palm of his hand. There would be none of that today. David could tell by how their professor had them line up at the tree line. They would be hunting something today. David was glad. Though it would only tire him more, at least the exercise would take his mind off other things.

“You will split into groups of five to hunt down this boar,” their professor told them. He animated the creature from the ground. It was only an illusion of what they would really be hunting down. It looked like an ordinary boar for the most part, but David knew that it would be infused with magic, as was the case with anything in the Ravenwood. He wasn’t sure if the boar had already been in the forest or if the Academy put it there just for this class.

“The first group to bring it back wins a prize,” the leader of the scouts informed the class.

“What sort of prize?” someone asked.

Their professor stared blankly at them. “Well, the boar of course. It’ll be your dinner.”

David preferred whatever the Academy would provide for dinner. Still, he was excited for the hunt. He had done some hunting on his family’s property over the summer, but this was different. The Ravenwood was an ancient forest teeming with magical energies, and so were its creatures.

The professor split them up into groups. David found himself with four other people he was acquainted with but not friends. “You can go now,” their professor told them. The groups took off at a fast pace into the trees. The leaves overhead swayed in the gentle wind. The sun shone outside the forest, but once they were inside, David noticed a significant drop in temperature and brightness. It always seemed darker in the Ravenwood.

At first, his group set off at a trot, then an easy jog. Gradually, they slowed to a brisk walk and checked for signs of the boar along the path. Hoofprints, broken branches or twigs, disrupted stones or vines. David knew well how to search for the signs. The key to the hunt was in finding the creature. The trapping and killing was much easier.

One of the girls in his group kicked a stone while he bent down to examine what looked like a boar’s sleeping spot. “I didn’t even want to take this class,” she complained. “Now I’m stuck hunting stinky animals.”

The others snickered, and one of them, a man David’s age said, “Got leaves in your hair, Chrissy.”

She fussed with her hair for a long time. David stood. “Boar’s this way.” He pointed off into the underbrush.

“How do you know?” one of the young men asked.

“He slept here last night.” David pointed out the flattened ground.

“I am not going in there,” Chrissy protested. “You all can crawl around as much as you want. I’ll wait here.”

“We’re in a group together,” another boy snarled. “We all go or none of us do.”

The girl plopped down on a nearby stump. “I’ll just wait then. I don’t care if someone else gets the boar before we do. It’s just more work if we do find it.”

David kept his frustration inside—mostly. He couldn’t help the fact that his hands became fists at his sides.

“Fine by me,” the other two young men groaned.

The second girl didn’t seem to care either way, but she did say, “If we stay here, those beasts will come out again and attack us.”

This drew alarm from all the others but David. “Maybe we should go,” Chrissy squeaked.

“I’m going ahead,” David cut in. “I know which way the boar went. He can’t be far from here. Besides, I hear a stream. He would have gone there to drink. They only go fast if they sense they’re being hunted. I haven’t heard squeals yet.”

“I’ll make Chrissy squeal,” one of David’s classmates joked while poking her with a stick, and Chrissy did indeed squeal. David wasn’t having it. Without another word, he ducked into the underbrush and made his way down a steep incline toward a stream that flowed into a small river. He could not see the river yet, but he could hear it. The sound drowned out the chatter of his classmates above. If they didn’t want the joy of the hunt, so be it. David wasn’t going to miss out. Besides, he liked the quiet of walking in a forest alone.

He heard one more shout over the ridge as he passed over the stream. “Those beasts will get you!”

David reached over his back and curled a hand around the handle of his ax while muttering, “No they won’t. We don’t even know any are here.” The forest grew quieter the farther he went from other people. David had to climb up another hillside and find the path again. At this point, he lost track of the boar and cursed. I’ll have to turn back.

He went toward the sound of water, hoping that by following the river he would at the very least find his way back out of the forest. If he came across the boar on the way, then fine. He was close to the river and could see its snaking body going through the hills throughout the forest when he spied the opening of a cave up another incline. He wouldn’t have thought anything of it if it weren’t for the yelping sound he heard inside. The boar, but it’s in pain, he realized.

David continued up the incline, his breathing growing harder as he went. When he was at the top, he found himself against a face of rock on one side of the cave. A yelp sounded again. That’s the boar all right, he thought. The pained sounds were suddenly cut off as if someone or something had killed it. David stilled. Had one of the other groups been here first? Now that he thought about it, David could hear low voices. He shifted forward and bent down among the foliage where he could better hear them. The voices were still too indistinct. Looking up, he saw a pile of boulders not too far from the cave’s entrance. If he could get behind them and watch whoever was inside, he would be able to hear them.

David cast an invisibility spell and hoped whoever was inside would not sense him as he stole forward, careful not to disrupt the leaves or make a sound. Once at the boulders, he crouched out of sight and let the invisibility glamour wear off. Two figures dressed in robes sat with their backs to the cave’s entrance. They were not David’s fellow students. Their robes were dark crimson, not green as the Academy robes were, and bore an insignia David could not make out. Somehow, it had grown darker in the Ravenwood despite it being the middle of the day. A shadow hung over the entrance of the cave and the inside was dark except for one holding a torch and the glint of a knife being raised. The holder of the knife brought it down into the boar. They weren’t simply butchering it to eat, David realized. They’re sacrificing it.

Well, no one was getting a prize today.

A moment later, the figures stood, still with their backs to the cave’s entrance. David could not see either of their faces, but their words drifted toward him. “This isn’t what we were searching for, Kallus,” one said sharply to another. “This isn’t it!”

“Shut it, idiot!” the other, who David assumed was called Kallus, snapped back. “Just because most of the students on this island don’t wander this far doesn’t mean we won’t be discovered.”

David tried to regulate his breathing so they would not hear him.

The first spoke again in a deeper voice. “We won’t be able to find it here anymore. It’s probably suppressed like a dormant volcano. Once we begin our attack, the cacophony of magic spent would awaken it.”

David’s heart skipped a beat at the word “attack.” The unnamed figure spoke in an elegant and cold voice David did not like one bit. What the hell were they looking for? Why had they killed the boar?

The first figure clapped his hands with excitement, and he opened his mouth. He did not have time to speak, however, because Kallus shut him up. A red flare of magic went out from him and exploded in the cave. Coughing followed.

“You’re so fucking stupid, Carmine.” Kallus cried out.

“Shut it!” the second figure snapped.

David remained where he was, shocked at how much power he had seen burst from the first figure. What were these men and what the hell were they doing here? In David’s shock, he let out a small, surprised sound. Shit.

The figures spun, their faces revealed to David despite having hoods pulled over their heads. Their faces were ash white, and they wore black collars around their throats. “Did you hear that?” Kallus snarled. “I told you to keep your fucking mouth shut. Now we’ve got something tailing us.”

“It could just be a rabbit,” Carmine drawled, sounding annoyed and bored.

“We should leave anyway,” Kallus insisted.

“I’m checking to make sure we weren’t followed first,” Carmine said. David’s heart leapt as the sorcerer stepped out of the cave and wandered toward the boulders. No invisibility glamour was going to work this time.

The figure stepped toward the boulders, his wand drawn. When he went around it, however, he found nothing there. “It wasn’t a damn rabbit,” he muttered, “but it could’ve been something else. A deer perhaps.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Iris Tringest was leaning against the window twirling one of her favorite knives in her hand when the doors to the common room burst open, and in walked her brother with Helena Marrows trailing behind. “Good morning,” Iris drawled, her eyes flicking between the two new arrivals. “Don’t both of you have classes you should be at?” It was only a couple hours after dawn, and all three of them knew the students were just beginning to stir.

“I hate these robes they’re making us wear,” Helena muttered. Iris had to admit that Helena looked strange wearing professor’s robes instead of her form-fitting fighting clothes.

Iris chuckled. “They couldn’t have picked anything worse.” Her eyes flicked to her brother, who was not wearing any such robe but only his fighting leathers. “They didn’t extend the same rule to you?”

Romero opened his mouth to answer, but Helena cut in with a growl. “They said that since he’s a combat professor he can wear whatever he wants. I’m supposed to wear a robe since I’m teaching out of books!”

Iris raised her brows. Black Gate had never run things like the Academy did. She had to remember that learning at Black Gate was very different from the academia-centered school of Ravenwood. Here, young adults read books and wrote out symbols. Their combat training was not quite up to Black Gate's standard. Which is why we’re here now, Iris thought.

“And what of you, dear sister?” Romero asked. “Why aren’t you in your teacher’s garb?”

Iris twirled her knife once more before placing it into her belt. She had just finished sharpening all of them. “I’m not teaching today.”

Helena sank onto one of the nearby couches. “Lucky you.” The three new teachers at Ravenwood Academy had been given rooms near one another as well as a common room for them to share. It was also a common space for Marcus Deathshroud, but he wasn’t here yet.

“Any word on when Marcus will show up?” Romero asked the women.

Both Helena and Iris shook their heads. “Not a whistle or a peep,” Helena answered.

“Aren’t you two close?” Iris asked, her face tight as she shut down memories of Helena she did not want to think about.

“Once, perhaps, but now we’re just friends,” Helena answered as she shot Iris a look that said, And don’t pry anymore.

Iris backed down and shut down a voice that prowled in the back of her mind. A voice that said, Helena chose Marcus over me once. Whatever stupid choices had been made in their youthful past were exactly that—in the past, and Iris wanted them to fucking stay there.

“I haven’t heard anything,” Helena repeated.

“I’m not quite sure if I feel fit to be a teacher,” Romero mused as he went to the center table and piled a plate high with breakfast pastries that had been delivered to them from the kitchen. They were still warm. Iris, though small and lithe, had already shoveled down half of what had been brought.

Iris rolled her eyes at his comment. “You spent years training soldiers of Black Gate.”

“But these are children,” Romero complained, his mouth full of raspberry-filled pastry.

“They’re full-grown adults with some childish tendencies,” Helena corrected. “Don’t you remember those days, Romero?”

“Ah, yes, when the three of us went out every night and got so wasted we threw up before we could even get out on the street.”

“The liquor was better back then,” Iris murmured with a wistful sigh.

“And the music,” Helena added.

“Even the hangovers were better,” Romero inserted.

Iris lifted a brow. “You haven’t been hungover in a long time.”

“Not true.” Again, Romero’s mouth was full of his breakfast. “I drank myself into oblivion after we got rid of Valen. The battle brought up a lot of…bad memories.”

All three fell silent. Iris and Helena hadn’t had a good night after either. Romero cleared his throat and addressed his sister. “If you’re not going to be teaching today, then what will you be doing?”

“Exploring,” she said lightly with a cunning smile.

Romero grinned at Helena. “And by that, she means ‘tracking.’”

Romero and Helena left not long after to go to their classes, and Iris was left alone to change. She stood before a long mirror and pulled a leather jumpsuit over her thin limbs and small curves. Helena had made it for her years ago. No matter how much her body changed, the jumpsuit changed with it. Helena had designed it to reinforce Iris’ every strength and cover her weaknesses. Once, Helena knew how Iris used her body better than Iris did. It was Helena who had pointed out that Iris put her left foot back before she launched into a fight and leaned more heavily on her right side in combat because of a scar down her left side. These were her tells.

“And what are yours?” Iris had asked her.

She had received a smile from Helena in return. “I always look at the person I’m afraid will get beaten to a pulp during a fight first.”

Iris had rolled her eyes. “Ever the protector.”

She couldn’t get the image of Helena smiling out of her mind. As for the scar down her left side, that had come from a demon claw and had never quite healed, though it was much better now than it used to be. Iris stepped closer to the mirror and examined the plethora of scars and burn marks across her face, neck, and hands. The signs of her experience were all over her body, a map of all that she had killed and the things that had almost killed her.

Only one person had ever touched those parts of her body with any love before, and that person was now no longer in the room to watch Iris dress and glamour herself. She slid magic over her face first, concealing the scars from view. Little flecks of them remained through her glamour, for they were too deep to cover entirely.

It hasn’t been easy being a Tringest and a member of Black Gate, Iris thought. Every day she had to conduct this routine of covering signs of her past while wearing the wisdom she had gained in her eyes and the curve of her feline smile. At Ravenwood Academy, the students knew her and Romero’s reputation, but only in its connection to Black Gate. They were too young to know all the bad stories—stories Iris did not plan on relating to anyone.

Once she was dressed, Iris armed herself with knives and her wand. She opened a portal right in the center of the common room and vanished. She reappeared in a dark, cold place. Iris had meant to explore the tunnels running underneath Ravenwood Academy since she came here to train Sam and David, but she had not had the time before.

“Let’s find what vermin sneaks its way in here,” she muttered. If there were spies in the school, this was one way they could be coming in. Elijah had tasked Iris, Romero, and Helena, with rooting out spies while they were teachers. Well, Iris wasn’t teaching today so she figured she could do the other part of her job.

She cast a spell so she could see the path before her. Crouching near the wall, she stole along the passageway, remaining silent as she went. She kept her breathing low and her feet noiseless. Her other hand went to a knife at her side, but she did not draw it. No signs of danger were here yet. She passed the caverns where she and Romero had trained Sam and David and then wound through a series of passages that went up, up, up, and then down at a sharp decline.

Iris had never found out why there were so many passages underneath the Academy. That was a question to ask Marcus when he return. If she had the courage, she could ask about Helena too. Iris banished the image of the woman’s face from her mind. Don’t let her distract you, she told herself.

She continued forward, her wand casting a dim blue glow along the ground. Neither she nor Romero had gone to the Academy, so this was her first time getting to properly explore it. Both had been shipped off to Black Gate when they were only eight years old and had been training ever since. They had never been afforded the privilege of getting a higher education through books and classes. They had learned everything they knew on battlefields and…

“In dark, cold places like this,” Iris muttered under her breath.

She stopped short at a fork in the passageways and not because she didn’t know which way to go next. She sensed something. Someone is down here.

Iris whirled and glimpsed part of a cloak disappearing around the corner. Setting her jaw, she took off at a silent sprint. She rounded the corner and saw two figures disappearing through a portal. They did not seem to know they had a pursuer. Good, Iris thought. Then I can keep following them.

She dashed to where the portal had been and closed her eyes, reaching out with her magic to take whatever energy lingered behind from the transportation device. This made it so she could replicate the same portal and go wherever the two figures had gone. The drawback to this was that she didn’t know where she was going or if they would see her when she came out on the other side. She would be ready if they did see her and if they didn’t welcome her. Iris brandished her knife as she opened the replica portal and dove in.

Iris blinked when she came out the other side. She was surrounded by trees, and a thin shaft of sunlight filtered through the leaves over her. The Ravenwood, she concluded, for she felt the hum of magic all around her. She spun, searching for the figures.

A cave close by beyond the trees where she was concealed opened, and in it she saw the two figures she had been following. She moved forward so she might hear them.

“This isn’t what we were searching for,” one said sharply to another. “This isn’t it!”

“Shut it, idiot!” the other snapped back. “Just because most of the students on this island don’t wander this far doesn’t mean we won’t be discovered.”

Iris’ brows drew together. She clenched her knife.

Another, deeper voice drawled out. “We won’t be able to find it here anymore. It’s probably suppressed like a dormant volcano. Once we begin our attack, the cacophony of magic spent would awaken it.”

Iris watched as the red burst of magic came from the first figure.

“You’re so fucking stupid!”

“Shut it!”

Iris heard a gasp from somewhere to her right and realized she wasn’t the only one hiding and watching. She heard the voices of the figures even as she moved toward where the gasp had come from.

“Did you hear that? I told you to keep your fucking mouth shut. Now we’ve got something tailing us.”

“It could just be a rabbit.”

“We should leave anyway.”

“I’m checking to make sure we weren’t followed first.”

Iris stepped behind a pile of boulders and laid a hand on David Hargrove’s shoulder. She spun him and he looked at her with horror then surprise, then recognition and relief. Iris put a finger to her lips, signaling for him to be quiet. She opened a portal and they vanished just before they were discovered.
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All David knew was Iris’ face, her warning to be silent, then darkness.

The woman was so skilled with portals that she pushed David into one before he could even register that she had opened it. He stumbled out into a wide, wood-paneled room with windows overlooking a garden that was familiar to him. Back at Ravenwood, he realized. He turned to see Iris stepping out of the portal behind him. She closed it and turned her grave expression to him.

“Thank you,” David breathed before she could say a word. “I hate to think what would have happened to me if you hadn’t…” His brows drew together. “Were you following me?”

Iris rolled her eyes. “As if I have the time to trail students around. No, I was following the two from the cave who would have, no doubt, done to you what they did to that boar if I hadn’t caught up to them in time.”

“Thank you,” David repeated. He glanced around the room. “Nice rooms they gave to you.” He seemed to realize this was unimportant and turned back to Iris, his face a bit paler than it had been a moment ago. “Do you think those two are spies who have already infiltrated the school?”

Iris nodded. “I started tracking them from the tunnels under the castle. No telling how long after Valen was dealt with that they came here. We have been making preparations for this sort of thing since Valen died.”

David’s eyes went wide. “Even while you and Romero were at Black Gate over the summer?”

“That’s exactly why we went back. There are some…resources that Black Gate has that the Academy doesn’t,” Iris explained. The vagueness of her answer told David not to ask any more questions. He waited for her to continue. “Those two alone wouldn’t have been too difficult to deal with.” David knew Iris referred to the two men they had seen in the cave. Kallus and Carmine were the names David remembered hearing.

“We won’t just be dealing with two sorcerers and whatever revenants they can come up with though,” Iris went on. “I’ve seen those two before. Like Romero and I are twins, so are the two of them.” She swallowed and looked David in the eye. “They were in Black Gate long ago when Romero and I were just children. They left or were banished, I’m not sure which, before we were old enough to know them. I would recognize those faces anywhere though.”

“Why?”

“Because they did unspeakable things before they left.”

David suddenly felt like there wasn’t enough air in the room. Close call you had there, Hargrove, he thought.

“I have no doubt that the majority of the cabal, if not the whole group, will be acting in this endeavor,” Iris added. “Helena and I have been gathering evidence and intel, but we have also been trying to recruit others from Black Gate to help us. It hasn’t been going the way we wanted.”

“You mean, people from Black Gate don’t want to join?” David asked.

Iris nodded. “Correct.”

David wanted to know why, but Iris didn’t seem like she wanted to explain, so he asked instead, “Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because you made a stupid mistake trailing those sorcerers in the Ravenwood alone,” Iris replied. “If I hadn’t found you when I did… well, you already know.” She eyed him for a long moment before adding, “I was hesitant about you from the beginning, Hargrove.” She paused, her eyes narrowing like a cat’s. “Because of your father.”

David stiffened. “What’s my father got to do with any of this?”

“He stands directly against Black Gate. He hates our organization.”

“He hates any organization,” David replied. He gestured his hand at their general surroundings. “He doesn’t want me coming here.”

“He has a particular hatred for Black Gate.” Iris shrugged. “I don’t know why, but I do know that you are not like him. I saw that when we first trained you. I saw it more on the battlefield against Valen. You might be stupid sometimes, but you’re a young man, so that’s to be expected.”

David wasn’t sure what to say to this. He found words coming out of his mouth that he had not planned to say. “Will you train me more?”

“You’re asking me and not Romero?”

“Romero too,” David agreed. “But you especially. I want to learn to use portals as well as you do.”

Iris let out a low laugh. “No one uses portals as well as I do.”

David’s face flushed. “Well, I didn’t mean as well as you, but as well as I can do. Besides, Sam is already getting her training from Marcus and Helena. I don’t want to slow her down by dividing their time.”

She considered him for another long moment in which David began to feel uncomfortable. “You care for her, don’t you? And not just as a friend but an ally and a comrade?”

“I want her to live past avenging Lily, yes,” David said as if it were obvious.

“I will train you,” Iris agreed at last. “But remember, I am a teacher and a member of Black Gate first. I have other responsibilities. When I call for you to train, you have to come.”

David nodded. “I understand.”

“And see if Romero will train you too,” Iris added.

“I’m already in his class.”

She chuckled. “Romero won’t coddle you in private training sessions like he will in a classroom full of students who pay to attend the Academy. Students whose parents will raise hell if he ‘steps out of line.’”

“Perhaps such people would be less sensitive if they knew about the real problems arising,” David murmured. He had images of his own family members in his mind.

Iris might have known this—David wasn’t sure—for she wore a knowing smile. “I will see you later, Hargrove. In the meantime, try not to get yourself killed by spies.” She went to the door to let him out. “And don’t tell anyone but those already in our circle about what happened today.”

David nodded. “Right.” After Iris closed the door and David checked the time, he realized he had missed Marcus Deathshroud’s class. He would have to wait until later to update Sam.
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CHAPTER NINE


Sam was surprised when she walked into Marcus’ classroom and found that neither Professor Deathshroud nor David was there. None of her other friends were either. The only person Sam recognized was the old man at the front of the room wearing shabby robes and muttering. He seemed unaware that thirty students were packing themselves into his classroom, casting questioning eyes in his direction.

No one but Sam seemed to know who he was, since the head librarian of Ravenwood Academy often kept to himself and barely ever showed his face inside his own library.

“Oswald?” Sam asked aloud, surprise in her voice. She had never imagined Oswald leaving the library, let alone coming to teach a class on defensive magic. The librarian looked up, gave her an odd look, then recognizing her, he smiled. His thin lips parted under a heavy white beard to show small yellowed teeth. He was a very old man but had the smile of a child.

“Ah, Miss Tempestade. Good to see you. Good to see you.” Sam had forgotten how often he repeated himself, as if not doing so would make him forget everything. “Come prowling about for books that aren’t yours again?” His smile widened and a mischievous glint came into his eye. He referred to his own journal that he had left out for her to find last semester. The journal had shown her the tale of Avadon and the Terra Arcana. He would be the perfect person to ask questions to about Avadon, Sam thought. That is, if he ever decides to answer anything without riddles.

“I have class here,” she replied. “And what are you doing here?”

For once, Oswald gave her a straightforward answer. “Professor Deathshroud is working on a project and cannot yet return to the academy. In the meantime, I will be taking his place. I am a talented rune sorcerer and scholar myself.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “I thought sorcerers were wizards who went bad.”

Oswald shook his head and tsked. “Not so, Miss Tempestade. Not so. Not all of us anyway. Some of us are just very powerful.” He didn’t elaborate further, and Sam’s head swam with questions. What project was Marcus working on that kept him away from the Academy? Furthermore, she could not imagine Oswald being any good in a fight. He was a bent, old hermit. But looks can be deceiving, Sam thought.

Oswald finally seemed to realize his classroom was full of students and motioned for everyone to take their seats. Sam went to the back row where she normally sat. The seat beside her was empty and she glanced about once more in search of David. Where the hell was he? It wasn’t like him to miss a class.

Sam set her worry aside to focus on Oswald’s teaching. “First, we must assess where everyone is in their rune-casting abilities,” the old librarian stated. “After this, I will ask each of you what books you have read. Any books you have not studied yet will be added to you before you leave today.”

As much as Sam liked the old librarian, she hoped for a quick return from Marcus. Marcus’ teaching involved more hands-on learning, whereas Oswald would have them reading books and sketching runes out all day long. Sam’s hand began to cramp at the thought. She wanted to wave a wand around, not a pen. One at a time, Oswald called each student to the front of the class to display their rune-casting skills.

She debated while waiting for her turn whether she should hold herself back. People would wonder how she had gotten so advanced in such a short time. It puts our investigation at risk to show off, she thought as Oswald called her by her last name. Sam went to the front of the room and cast a simple fire rune.

Oswald’s bushy brows drew together. “Now, Miss Tempestade, I know you can do better than that.”

“It’s all I have today,” she replied, hoping he would read her silent intentions.

Oswald sighed. “Very well. Have a seat please.”

Oswald was surprisingly a good teacher. He did not speak in odd little riddles with knowing smiles to his students but told them straightforward information. Oftentimes, he went on tangents that lasted ten minutes or more. Finally, he dismissed the class. “I will see you all on Thursday,” he called as the students filed out of the classroom.

Sam lingered behind.

“Ah, you’re still here,” Oswald chirped when everyone else was out of the room. “Come here, my dear.”

She approached his desk and Oswald took something out of his pocket. It was a folded piece of parchment closed with a seal and had Sam’s name flourished in ink on the top. “Marcus asked me to pass this letter on to you. If you are curious about his whereabouts, this will tell you.”

Relief filled Sam as she took the letter. “Thank you.” An equal amount of curiosity also filled her. Why send a letter? Did this mean Marcus expected to be gone for quite some time? Sam did not hesitate to open the letter. It was brief and did not give her as much information as she had hoped or expected.

Dear Samantha,

I am sorry not to see you on your first day back at school. I have been caught up in a search I can tell you about when I return, which I hope to be very soon. In the meantime, keep up with your studies and take full advantage of Oswald’s expertise. He is a skilled wizard or sorcerer—I can’t keep up with what he refers to himself as these days. Helena will be glad to continue training with you if you ask her.

All the best,

Marcus

Sam was relieved to hear from Marcus but frustrated at the vague mention of a search. Searching for what? She would have to wait until he returned to find out. Sam glanced up to find Oswald watching her with a bemused expression on his face. “You already know what is in the letter,” Sam guessed. “But how? The seal wasn’t broken until I opened it.”

Oswald chuckled. “Marcus would not have passed a letter into my hands if he did not mean for me to read it also. You should lean into my expertise. He’s right. And I go by sorcerer most of the time, wizard some of the time.”

“And what about librarian and professor?” Sam asked with a grin.

Oswald’s eyes filled with delight. “Oh, I love having such titles!”

“Maybe you can help me,” Sam went on. “I want to know more about Avadon and the other things you had in your journal. You wouldn’t be able to loan it to me again, would you? And perhaps change its pages?”

Oswald wagged a finger. “Ah, I’m afraid I’ve lost that dirty old journal.”

Sam frowned. For one, the journal wasn’t dirty and two, she knew he was lying when he said he lost it. He just didn’t want her to have it again. Fair enough, she thought. It’s his property. But how else am I supposed to learn more?

“I have something else though,” Oswald broke through her thoughts. “What you seek is not available in the library here at the Academy.”

“Then where is it?” Sam pressed, growing impatient.

Oswald grinned wider and waved his wand over Marcus’ desk. A blue rune appeared. Oswald reached into it, and his hand disappeared into the desk. When he pulled it out again, he held a leather-bound, gold gilt tome in his hands. It looked like it could have been the twin to the book Helena had found. “Here, take this.” He handed Sam the tome. The book was heavy in her palms. The front showed no title or indication of what content the book might hold. “Promise me this though,” Oswald continued. He handed Sam another book on defensive runes. “Study this as often as you read that.” He gestured at the first tome he had pulled out of the rune.

“I didn’t know you could fetch things through runes,” Sam voiced in awe.

“Ah, yes. Well, you will learn more about that if you study this book.” Once more, Oswald indicated the defensive rune spell book he had handed to her. “I will be keeping a close eye on you to ensure you follow through on your promise.”

Sam could tell he was being quite serious. “I will read it.”

“Good. You may go now.”

As she turned to exit from the classroom, she heard Oswald muttering. “Ah, I’ve left scorch marks on Marcus’ desk. He’ll kill me! I’ll have to find some varnish to fix it.”

Sam tried not to laugh as she left Oswald behind.
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David hurried through the halls of the castle in search of Sam. Marcus’ class had let out about half an hour ago, and he hoped he could find her before she went back to her room to study or rest. He rounded a corner and bumped into someone who cried out and dropped their books. “David Hargrove, watch where you’re going!”

David glanced down to find Emma wearing a reproachful look. She bent to pick up her books.

“I’m sorry.” He bent to help her.

Emma straightened and sighed. “You look like you’ve just seen hell. What’s wrong?”

David dragged a hand through his hair. “It’s nothing. Just had a rough first class today.”

Emma raised a brow. “Hunting down a wild animal or something?”

“Yes, that’s right.” David didn’t bother to share with her seeing the two sorcerers and Iris saving him.

“You’ve been stressed, haven’t you?” Emma asked, tilting her head to the side. She always did that when examining something. David felt like he was under her thoughtful examination. He used to love it when she did that. It made him feel seen.

He gave in. “More than you know.”

Emma’s expression softened. “I know we’re not together anymore, but if you ever need to talk, know that I’m still here.”

“Thanks for that, Em. Really, I mean it.”

“How is your family?” she asked.

“They’re fine.”

“And you? You’re stressed. I can see that. Does it have anything to do with your father not wanting you here at the Academy?”

David nodded. Emma always remembered things so well. He wished he could remember things that well about her. Right now, he couldn’t even remember if her brother was much older or much younger than her. “I didn’t pay a lot of attention to you when we were together,” he blurted.

Emma rolled her eyes but smiled despite herself. “Yeah, no shit. I’m pretty sure I said that when I dumped your arse.”

“And I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t in a good headspace. I’m still not. I don’t know how long it’s going to be, and if you’re waiting for me…”

“I’m not.”

David managed a smile. “Good, because it wouldn’t be fair to you.”

Emma still wore that small, knowing smile. “I know. Actually, I have some good news.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m leaving the Academy in two weeks.”

Surprise came into David’s eyes. “Right after the year has started?”

Emma nodded. “I’ve been accepted as an apprentice by one of the most famous alchemists in the world. He’s in Paris, so I won’t be far, but I won’t be attending the Academy anymore.” Her eyes were bright with the prospect. “I can’t wait to go. Of course I am going to miss being here and seeing everyone I know, but this is a great opportunity for me.”

David smiled, but he could not help feeling a little sad. “I always knew you were going to do great things, Em.”

She reached out and squeezed his arm. “You will too, David.” His name on her lips made his heart ache. He wished he could pull her into his arms like he used to. Even so, he did not regret that they had broken up. It was for the best, especially now that she was leaving. Emma went on. “No matter what everyone else tells you that you have to do, you will make your own path.”

David could not help feeling like his own path had been paved for him already, but he managed a smile. “Thanks for that, Em. It means a lot.”

“I mean it.” Her hand fell away from his arm, and she tucked her books against her chest. “You’re looking for Sam, aren’t you? You were in such a big hurry because you’re going to tell her something.”

Another thing about Emma was that she always saw right through an excuse, and she could tell what the truth was before anyone said it.

David rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s right.”

Emma gave him a knowing smile. “You have been spending a lot of time with my friend. It’s all right though. I’m happy for you two.”

“It’s not like that,” David insisted hurriedly. What he didn’t add was that he knew both he and Sam had no time to think about dating or anything that didn’t have to do with school, training, or the fucking cabal.

“But it might be someday,” Emma returned lightly. “I can see that she is part of your path, David whether you like it or not.”

David hardly had time to process her words before she was gone. He went to find Sam.
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CHAPTER TEN


Sam kept her promise to Oswald to start reading the defensive runes book before she opened the old tome he had given to her.

“I already know about most of these,” Sam fumed in frustration after going through several pages. She had found nothing in the book so far that Marcus or Helena hadn’t already taught her. She wondered at the words Oswald had spoken to her—this promise to keep a close eye. He can’t see me while I’m in here, Sam thought as she glanced about her room.

She set the book aside and opened the much older volume. The spine was fragile in her hands and the pages were so old she thought they might crumble under her touch. As a precaution, Sam cast a protective spell over the pages and turned them using her wand instead of her hands.

The cover still showed no title. The first page didn’t either. Sam began to realize the pages were blank. No writing was to be seen on any of them until she flipped to the very end where a single word was drawn out in ink across one page. It was not a word Sam knew. Brows furrowed, she cast her wand over it to translate the word. Nothing happened. Next, she tried pronouncing it. The letters limped off her tongue. Again, nothing happened. She tried once more and the book thumped against her desk, and pages turning wildly as if a sudden wind had entered the room.

The word, it seemed, was a spell to bring the book alive. The book flung its own pages back to the beginning and finally, words and images appeared. The book had the same effects going on inside it as both Oswald’s journal and the book Helena had found. Shadowy images rose off the page and galloped across, disappearing over the edge of Sam’s desk and then vanishing from sight altogether.

Words intermingled with the images and Sam had to cast another spell to translate them. All this just to read one story, she thought with an inward groan. Even so, she felt satisfaction at finally being able to read it.

The images showed shadowy soldiers riding against demons who sprung out of a thick wood. Above them circled black-winged birds. At the front of the soldiers was a woman wearing a black cloak made of some bird’s feathers. She wore a crown on her head made of interwoven branches and she brandished a sword made of bright, golden light. She galloped forward on a black horse with her sword held high in the air as her mouth opened in a cry. The noises of the battle also came to Sam. The screeching of a raven from the woman’s throat was a battle cry. The soldiers met with demons and the clash of swords against flesh and claws and horns echoed from the pages only for Sam to hear.

The inscription at the bottom of the page read:

So flies the Raven Queen toward the Raven Wood to save it from the peril of demons heralded from Avadon who crept into our world.

Sam’s eyes went wide. This is the same battle I saw in the other books but from a different point of view. The other books had not revealed the location of the battle or that it was on the very same island where Sam read about the story. The other books made no mention of this Raven Queen. Sam wondered why and kept reading, too intrigued now to give it up even if Oswald burst into the room and demanded she finish her rune studying.

Lily would be proud of me if she knew I was reading as much as she always did, Sam thought as she turned the page. The next showed the same woman wearing the same crown and armor with her sword held against her chest lying in a stone coffin, her eyes closed in eternal sleep. Another inscription ran across the bottom of the page.

So lies the Raven Queen in the heart of the Raven Wood where she defeated the demons heralded from Avadon.

Around the coffin mourned many cloaked figures that Sam had seen as soldiers on the previous page. Next to the inscription was a date. It was not a time Sam had heard of within human history. This happened a very fucking long time ago, she thought.

Her mind raced, for she had seen the face of this queen in three other places before. The first was on a stone fountain sitting in one of the Academy’s gardens. The second was in a stained-glass window inside the castle itself. The third was in a painting in the secret section of the Louvre where art by other magicals was displayed. This woman was once great and heralded by humans with magic.

Sam turned the page and read how the Raven Queen had been married to a great king once called the First Sun King. Sam remembered him from Oswald’s journal. These two started the Arcana Terra and defeated the first movement of the Heralds of Avadon.

Her heart rate increased. The words in the book brought a revelation she had not expected. The very island where the Ravenwood lay was where the demons of Avadon had first crept into the world.

If the Arcana Terra had not stopped them, if the Raven Queen and the First Sun King had not defeated the demons, they would have spread their chaos to all other corners of the magical world. And eventually, Sam thought with dread, into the human world.

It all made more sense. They would keep trying to come back to Ravenwood first. It had worked ages ago. Even with this in mind, Sam still had more questions. Of the three books she had read, each had missing pieces. Were they supposed to be joined together for the full story? Why had the Raven Queen not been mentioned in Oswald’s journal and only the First Sun King? Hadn’t they defeated the Heralds of Avadon together? This new book seemed to say so.

Sam’s thoughts were brought to a halt when a knock came at her door, jolting her from her daze. Sam banished the images and words, then closed the book. She went to the door and found David standing on the other side. His eyes were wide. “I was wondering where you went off to,” Sam greeted him. “You weren’t in class today.”

David nodded. “Can I come in? I have something I need to tell you?”

Sam let him in. “I’m glad you’re here to tell me.” She gestured at the book she had been reading. “Because I have something to tell you too.”
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David arrived at his private training session with the twins feeling very tired. Once again, he had not slept well the night before but this time it was because he and Sam had stayed up late into the night, discussing their findings. When they had discussed all they could about what Sam read in the book and the two spies within the school, David had laid awake in his own room, his mind wandering to far-off places. He and Sam had grown irritated over their findings. Sam had gone to show David what was in the book only to discover the pages were blank again and no spell could bring the story back to life. It was like the words had locked themselves up out of sight. Both had spoken quietly for fear of being overheard by the wrong ears.

David finally drifted off to sleep shortly before dawn. He hardly remembered his other classes, for he spent his time in them trying to stay awake. After eating dinner with some of his friends, he made an excuse about needing to study before going to meet with the twins. By the time he arrived in the combat and enchantments room, it was near sundown. It felt like summer to him again, the process of sneaking off to join Romero and Iris for training.

When he walked into the room, however, he found that only Romero had come.

“Where’s Iris?” he asked.

“Busy this evening, so it will just be you and I,” Romero replied with a smile. “Are you ready?”

David didn’t feel ready, he was bone tired, but he nodded anyway before getting into a defensive stance. Iris had promised David her brother would not coddle him or hold back, and this proved to be truer than David expected. Without any warning, Romero conjured an illusion of a demon and sent it hurtling toward David.

David hardly had time to step aside and put up his shield let alone grab his wand or ax. The demon disintegrated before David could strike out at it and the next thing he knew, Romero sent two smaller animations at him from opposite directions. David spun and whirled the ax, crashing it into one demon before he was tripped by the second. He went sprawling to the floor and had to use his wand to dispel the second.

He was hardly on his feet again when Romero sent two more. David used the ax two more times then decided he needed something stronger. He cast the ax to the side and drew out his bow and arrow. This time, Romero shifted directions. Instead of unleashing an animated demon, he sent forth the illusions of four beasts as large as David himself. David notched an arrow and sent it forward. When it hit the first beast, the animation exploded into flames before disappearing into the stone floor. His second arrow caused electrical combustion. His third showed flames again.

At last, Romero stood still without producing any other beasts and smiled at David. “You’re getting better at using multiple weapons. That will be the key to your survival. Those hunter habits of yours are going to have to go soon though if you expect to take on human opponents.”

“And what of demons?” David asked, straightening after gathering his used arrows off the floor. “Won’t they fight like beasts?”

“Lower-class demons, yes,” Romero confirmed. “But the higher-class ones are far more intelligent and will have skills that go beyond human combat. They will have their own tricks and habits that you are not yet aware of.” He waved dismissively at the shadows still lingering from his demon projections. “Even my animations don’t show the majority of their capacity for destruction.”

Romero fixed David with a grim stare. “You will need to shake off your own weaker habits if you expect to protect yourself or anyone else. You did well when we fought Valen, but you held back your own power because you were too afraid of hurting the people around you. It’s a noble thought to have, but it will slow you down.”

David was surprised to learn Romero had watched him that much during the battle against Valen. David’s mind went to the people who had been there with him. Romeo and Iris and Marcus and Helena. He thought of Sam by his side throughout most of the battle. He thought of people outside of those fighters. Her family and friends. Even Emma came back to his mind. She will be far away from here, and hopefully a good deal safer, he thought.

“Did that used to slow you down?” David asked Romero. “I can imagine that fighting alongside your sister made it hard to focus on your own fight.”

“Yes and no,” Romero answered, his expression still grim, perhaps darker now that memories pressed into his mind. “My sister and I learned to fight when we were very young. We were in survival mode as soon as we could walk. We were not afforded the chance of having any normal childhood.”

David felt the weight of Romero’s words and felt selfish for the complaints he had about his own life so far and the burdens his father had placed upon him. He wondered at the memories Romero considered now. What did he mean by survival mode? What had they been fighting against?

“Your parents never…” David started, but didn’t finish when Romero shook his head.

Romero studied his ax as if it had the answer of his life written all over it. Instead, it just glinted in the dim torch light shining from the walls. “Our parents were dead before we reached Black Gate. Only my sister and I survived. As for fighting alongside her, she’s saved my arse a lot more than I’ve saved hers. She’s a warrior, but she’s more than that. There’s something inside her that threatens to consume her, but she keeps it locked away.”

“Her past,” David murmured. “Both of yours.” He remembered things Iris had hinted at, and how she believed Lord Hargrove to be against Black Gate. Did Romero have a prejudice against David as a result? David didn’t think so. He wouldn’t be training me if he didn’t want to.

Romero nodded. “It haunts us both still, perhaps her more than me. There are a lot of things we both regret.”

The weight of Romero’s words and the grim expression on his face told David he didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Romero forced a smile to his lips. “Now, I’m done talking about all of that. Bad memories make me want to move. Shall we spar now?”

David grinned and got into position. “Let me fight you this time, not those projections you send instead.”

Romero’s eyes glinted with mischief. “This is going to be fun. Get ready, Hargrove.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Razar had never liked heights very much, especially when standing in a tower so tall that the ground far beneath was obscured by clouds and fog. The sky was dark despite it being midday. At least, that was what Razar thought. It was difficult to tell time here. The sun didn’t shine much in this place. It was hiding, and the Red Wolf couldn’t blame it. Below the tower was a thick, dark wood, and inside the confines of those trees, shadows gathered. Sometimes the shadows were just shadows—nameless and formless. Other times, the shadows manifested into creatures that watched a person from beside the path, peering out between trees.

Razar tried not to shudder. He had faced worse things before. Still, the unknown always made his skin crawl. The Red Wolf was made for wide, open battlefields, not secret meetings in towers above woods that reminded him of Avadon—a place he had only seen once in his life.

He didn’t want to hide, necessarily, but he also didn’t want to be here. The tower was so high up in the air that only the people who came into it through a portal knew where to find it. Simply walking around until they bumped into a tall wall of stone wouldn’t have done it. Besides, the wards around the place were strong and could only be bypassed by people who were sent here by the council.

The Red Wolf, the messenger of the council of the Crimson Cabal, could come to the tower at any time. It was his appointed place to receive reports from those who worked within Ravenwood. He frowned. The pair he was supposed to meet were late. They were always late. Razar had expected to wait some time, but not for this long.

Razar huffed in irritation. Where the fuck were those two bastards?

The sorcerers being late meant Razar would be late. The council was awaiting his report. A report he didn’t fucking have because Kallus and Carmine weren’t here yet.

“Fucking finally,” Razar muttered the next moment when a portal opened in the middle of the tower room and the two appeared. “Took you two long enough.”

Kallus’ face was grim, his lips pressed into a thin line. His complexion was as white as usual, his red hair flowing down his back and meeting the sweeping form of his dark cloak. Two white hands appeared from inside a cloak, both heavily ringed. Razar wasn’t sure why. He just knew one of Kallus’ vices was vanity. Kallus slipped into a mocking bow before Razar, and his light blue eyes looked like glass as he held Razar’s gaze, “My deepest apologies, messenger. We were delayed.”

Razar narrowed his eyes and bit out, “By what? Don’t tell me you’re having trouble with that stupid girl again.”

“Actually, we’ve hardly seen her,” Carmine drawled. He was shorter and stockier with dark hair cut short and a beard framing the lower half of his face. Dark eyes glinted out at Razar. The Red Wolf knew these faces well. In battles past, these two bastards had been his left and right hand. While Razar was called the Red Wolf, Kallus was the White Wolf and Carmine the Black Wolf.

“You were supposed to find her,” Razar said in a cold voice.

“And yet we’ve been busy with our other mission,” Kallus returned in an equally cold voice. “Right now, we’re famished.”

“Too bad,” Razar replied. “I forgot to bring snacks.”

“We could portal something to eat here—” Carmine started but after receiving a sharp look from Razar, he shut his mouth.

Razar liked Kallus and Carmine for what they were. There were far stupider people to send to Ravenwood. Kallus and Carmine had proved themselves worthy of the task over the past several years. He was afraid, however, that their ambitions were too rash, like Valen’s. And Valen’s ambitions got him killed, Razar thought. It was absurd, he thought sometimes, for people who had never been to Avadon to fight so strongly for it.

A sense of melancholy came over him. He had not cared much for Valen while they worked together, but he could not deny the grief he felt knowing he would never see that bastard again. Valen got what he asked for, Razar reminded himself. He should have been more careful. What’s left now is for the rest of us to learn from his mistakes.

He had spoken these words to Kallus and Carmine before the council sent them off to the island. It looked like they were in need of a reminder.

“The problem is, the girl and her professors aren’t the only people we have to worry about,” Kallus began.

“Obviously. There’s Akaron too,” Razar replied.

Kallus shook his head. “Not just Akaron. They have members of Black Gate.”

This was not something Razar expected, but some things began to make much more sense. When Valen had been defeated, the whole council was under the impression that only Samantha Tempestade and members of Ravenwood Academy had been involved. But if members of Black Gate had been there too…

Razar shook his head. “Black Gate doesn’t consort with the Academy. They’re a private organization. They have never protected any other institute but their own.”

“And yet,” Kallus drawled. “Helena Marrows and the Tringest twins are now teaching at Ravenwood Academy.”

Razar stiffened. He knew all three of those names well. So did Kallus and Carmine.

“We were intercepted by Iris Tringest,” Carmine. “We think she’s onto us. At the very least, she…” He trailed off, suddenly looking sheepish and afraid.

“She saw you, didn’t she?” Razar demanded.

In a voice almost like a squeak, Carmine answered, “Yes.”

Razar cursed.

“There’s more,” Kallus added, sounding bored. “We think we have figured out who Marcus Deathshroud is. That is, we don’t think that’s really his name or that he is simply an old professor who has been at the Academy all his life.”

Razar’s eyes went wider. Kallus didn’t need to go on for Razar to know what he meant. “You can’t think that. No. It’s impossible.”

Kallus shrugged. “We have good reason to believe it is possible.”

“You can take that straight to the council,” Razar snapped. “Because if you’re wrong and I report it, they’ll have my head.”

“Good thing I’m confident in my assertions,” Kallus answered.

Kallus was not often this confident. If anything, the White Wolf was the most skeptical out of all of them and the reason many of their missions stalled for so long. Razar stewed in his thoughts for a long moment. The council having commanded Kallus and Carmine to go to the island meant that, even though Valen’s efforts had failed, he had proved to the cabal that Samantha Tempestade was as powerful as he had said. They want her to turn into a vessel, but that’s not all, Razar recalled.

It wasn’t enough for the cabal to find someone powerful enough to open the way into the human world from Avadon. They also had to bring the Academy crumbling down into dust with all its loyal followers crushed underneath it. Furthermore, they would need someone powerful enough to bring down the veil. Someone like Samantha Tempestade. Razar had a hard time wrapping his mind around the fact that their plan hinged on kidnapping a twenty-year-old girl. That and one other thing—the reason Kallus and Carmine were here with him in this damn tower.

The council still considered most of Valen’s actions idiotic. The young man had never thought many things through. They had let it go on so it could be a distraction while they prepared for the real work. The work that now Kallus and Carmine weren’t having much progress in.

They knew Valen was going to die the whole time, Razar realized, and they let it happen.

He wondered if he would have stopped it if he had known before. Would he have saved Valen? Razar wasn’t sure.

“This mission we’ve been sent on is a fucking fool’s errand,” Kallus muttered, drawing Razar’s attention back to him. “The ley line beneath Ravenwood is dormant, maybe even closed off forever.”

Razar rolled his eyes. “Ley lines can’t be shut off forever.”

“Well, maybe this is the first,” Carmine inserted.

Kallus went on. “The only way we can see to open the ley line is by forcing it, but we all know that’s a stupid idea. We’d blow up the Academy, but we would also blow up ourselves. I’m not turning myself into a sacrifice like Valen did. Besides, there are people the council wants alive.”

Sacrifice. A funny word, Razar thought. They were always either sacrificing themselves or someone else. Razar had sacrificed a lot. Years of his life, loyalties he thought he would never break, and the list went on. Faces came into his mind. He banished them before they could make him feel anything.

“He’s right,” Carmine insisted. “We’re better off killing Akaron and storming the Academy. Of course, two of us can’t do that on our own. We’ll need forces.”

“And revenants won’t be enough,” Kallus added.

This wasn’t looking good. After learning a ley line ran under the Academy and that perhaps it was one of the most powerful in the world, the council of the cabal realized they had another way of opening the magical world into Avadon. After that, there was only one barrier left to bring down. If they could open the ley line and deplete it of its magic, the witches and wizards at the Academy would be powerless.

Razar considered all these things, then his mind turned elsewhere. He had wrestled long and hard with himself over why the hell they were even bothering. Because Avadon is the only way we give the power back to the people who were always supposed to have it, not the humans who make a mockery of our gifts.

He thought of Samantha Tempestade and the others who had fought alongside her. He thought of Valen and how he had gotten a stone from the council. Even then, the council knew Valen was going to die. They also knew his Essence Stone would fall into the wrong hands. Or the right hands, depending on what their plans were.

“We have long allowed the wrong people to have our magic,” Razar muttered.

Kallus rolled his eyes and spoke to Carmine. “Uh-oh. Here comes Razar’s fairy-tale time.”

Razar’s sharp gaze cut to Kallus. “You would do well to know the story of the Raven Queen and the First Sun King and all the destruction they caused and that it is not a fairy tale. Consider all the lives that were lost because of them.”

Kallus lifted a brow. “I’ve heard it enough times, Razar.”

Razar shut his mouth and ground his jaw back and forth. The other two watched him, waiting for a reaction and further instructions.

A different voice joined them. It came from one of the shadowy corners. It was a cool-toned voice, and silky like water over rocks. “Akaron is the council’s to claim. No one else is allowed to kill him. The same goes for Deathshroud and the girl.”

Kallus and Carmine were both startled at first, but the former got over it quickly and called, “Come out so we can see you, Akosa.”

Three men, the Red, White, and Black wolves, stood in the room. The other, who had been hiding in the shadows until that moment, was one of them but not quite. She wasn’t called a wolf because she didn’t work in packs. She was far more effective on her own.

The tall, lithe female moved from the shadows and showed herself. She looked just as she had the last time Kallus had seen her, which was quite a long time ago. Her silky black hair hung in waves over her shoulders. Her small face showed two dark eyes and a small, cunning smile. Her white teeth were as sharp as knives, filed into fangs like Kallus’. She was as lethal as anyone in Black Gate, and everyone knew it. Carmine moved closer to Kallus. Days of training with Akosa where she had beaten their arses to a bloody pulp came back to him. They weren’t memories he was willing to visit or repeat.

Kallus was afraid of her too, but he was better at hiding it. Razar, however, didn’t seem afraid of anyone. Furthermore, he wasn’t startled at hearing Akosa’s voice. He had known she was here all along.

Kallus glanced at Razar. “She’s in on this?”

Razar nodded. “The council figured you two might fuck something up, so they added her to the team. Seems they were right.”

“We haven’t fucked anything up,” Carmine snarled. “We came here to report what we found so we don’t do exactly that.”

Akosa shrugged. “Sounds like they’re just being practical.” Kallus could not decipher whether she was being sarcastic or if she meant it.

Razar did not answer. He jerked his head toward Akosa, a signal to do something, and she stepped toward Kallus and held out an object in her hand. It was a thin, flattened, pointed piece of stone, almost resembling the tip of a spear or a large arrowhead. It glinted with magic. “What’s this?” Kallus asked roughly. “We aren’t dealing with Essence Stones anymore. Not after losing the last one.” He glared in Carmine’s direction. Why were they all so bad at keeping track of their Essence Stones? First Colin, then Valen, now Carmine. Kallus was fucking done—almost to the end of his rope.

“It’s not an Essence Stone,” Akosa replied coolly. Instead of telling him what it was, she asked, “Do you have access to the tunnels under the Academy?”

“Of course,” Carmine answered.

“The tunnels have been there since the Raven Queen’s sister built the place,” Kallus added.

Ever the historian, Razar’s voice rumbled across the room to him. “The Raven Queen’s sister didn’t build the Academy.”

“Well, she had help obviously,” Carmine replied, rolling his eyes.

“None of that matters. We aren’t here to argue about or discuss history,” Akosa cut in. “Take it.” She held out the stone again. She wasn’t wearing any gloves, so it must have been safe to touch. Still, Kallus hesitated. He had learned throughout his life not to touch enchanted things without knowing what they were, especially stones. Finally, he took it. “That stone can siphon some magic from the ley line without blowing the whole thing open, but it requires being planted as close to the ley line as possible,” Akosa explained.

“So in the tunnels,” Kallus realized aloud.

Akosa nodded.

“Well, why can’t you do it?”

Akosa shrugged. “I wasn’t the one put on that part of the mission. I got the stone. That shit was hard enough on its own. It’s your turn.”

“I’ve been having my turn for weeks,” Kallus snarled back. “Walking around as a dumb Academy student acting like I go there is wearing me thin. And those sacrifices we have to make…”

He trailed off when Razar cast him a glare and muttered something incoherent under his breath. “If you want to talk about woes,” Akosa spoke up, “I can tell you all the shit I had to go through to get that stone including crawling through literal shit. I’m staying here until we can get magic into that stone. Then…” A cunning smile crossed her lips.

Carmine finished for her. “We attack.” “Attack” was his favorite word. Kallus and Razar weren’t even sure Carmine knew why they would attack. He loved the thrill of a fight, that was all. It was a wonder Carmine hadn’t picked a fight with one of the Academy students just for the hell of it.

Akosa’s dark eyes glinted. “Exactly.”

Razar cleared his throat and all eyes turned to him. “I will report this to the council. Be quick.” He gestured at Kallus and Carmine. “You can go now. Don’t fuck this up.”

Kallus smiled for the first time since arriving at the tower. The stone in his hand made him feel more confident. “Fucking up was Valen’s job. We’re not Valen.”

Razar watched them go through the portal and waited until they were gone before he turned to Akosa. “I wish that was true.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


The workshop was dingy and dark except for the lamp on Marcus’ desk.

He sat before it, bent over something small and metal with engravings glowing on it. The blue magic he had taken from his staff and put into the piece allowed it to glow and pulse with the energy it needed.

Marcus focused for a long time to make sure the magic poured into it just right. A door opened somewhere above him, and he glanced up. A ramp ran from the bottom of the workshop up to a ledge where a door in the wall had opened. Standing in the door was a tall man who peered down into the workshop. Sometimes, the people who knew where this workshop was didn’t use portals to come in. This particular visitor preferred the long walk through the tunnels. Perhaps to see if there were any signs of spies.

Marcus could not quite make out who the new arrival was, but he wasn’t afraid. Only a few people knew of this location, and all of them were allies or friends.

“Marcus?” came the man’s voice. “Are you down there?” Apparently, he had not been able to see Marcus.

“Yes, Elijah. Come down.”

The headmaster made his way down the ramp and, once he was on the main floor of the workshop, moved around various benches and chairs and equipment. The workshop looked just like Marcus’ classroom: unorganized, scattered, and full of some of the most useful resources in the magical world.

Elijah’s attention did not remain long on the cluttered tables, benches, and shelves. His eyes went right to the center of the room and the object that had been keeping Marcus away from the academy for weeks.

The large spherical device in the center of the room consisted of many elements, including scraps of metal and stone that Marcus had gathered throughout the years. It glowed with the runes covering it. He was working on a small piece that must belong to the spherical device. They hadn’t named it yet.

“Are you almost finished?” Elijah asked.

Marcus glanced up. “I hope so. It’s taking me longer than I ever anticipated. Turns out, some of the materials used were enchanted before I got ahold of them. I had to disenchant them first.” Elijah knew this wasn’t always easy, depending on how dangerous the enchantment was.

Marcus was alive and didn’t seem bothered, except by how long it was taking him to complete the project.

“I’ve sent Helena to Black Gate to recruit more soldiers for us, but increasing security hasn’t been so easy either,” Elijah reported.

Marcus did not take his eyes off his work. “Well, you know how Black Gate can be. They don’t want to send out their best soldiers and assassins to a cause they don’t see as worthy.”

Elijah nodded. “That’s exactly the reason I sent Helena. I’m hoping she can convince them.”

A small smile came to Marcus’ lips. He often thought of how convincing Helena could be. Ever the intellect with words despite not enjoying anything academic, Helena was always the person sent to speak on behalf of members of Black Gate. Or, in this case, to members of Black Gate.

“She is one of their most long-standing members,” Marcus said. “If there is anyone that can make a convincing argument, it’s her. I’m afraid, however, that if she can’t do it, no one can.”

“That’s not all,” Elijah added. “Chancellor Lazar says that finding more forces without igniting sudden fear won’t be easy, and the chancellors do not want to harm the reputation of the school.”

“If the school is destroyed, it won’t have much of a good reputation, will it?” Marcus suggested.

Elijah didn’t say anything. He strolled about the room, taking in the sight of the spherical device and all its details. Marcus stopped his work for a long moment and glanced up at Elijah. Hundreds of memories flooded his mind at once. Being alone in this workshop for so many weeks had left him far too much time to think. To consider his past.

Sometimes, Marcus Deathshroud could forget he had ever been anyone else. He could make himself believe he had always been Marcus Deathshroud, professor at Ravenwood Academy. He could make himself believe he had never belonged to any other group, organization, or institution. But that simply wasn’t the truth. Even if he convinced his mind of a lie, his body with all its scars would remember the truth.

“History is repeating itself,” Marcus murmured. “And not for the first time.”

Elijah turned toward him.

Marcus continued, his eyes locked on the runes he had covered the spherical device in. “As in the days of the Heralds of Avadon, the sorcerer governance downplays the danger. It will cost us more lives than it should. This has happened before.”

Elijah was silent for a long moment before nodding. “Almost no one outside of the Academy knows what is at stake, and I’m not sure we can convince them unless we have others who believe. Others like our very own students.” He sighed. “If it comes down to it, I will force a sudden evacuation and holiday. Their lives matter the most to me.”

The headmaster drifted toward the ramp. Before he left, he glanced over his shoulder and added, “But perhaps it is high time that Tempestade and Hargrove learn who we really are. Who you really are, Marcus.” The professor had been called Marcus for decades. No one had called him by his real name in a long time. It would feel strange to go back. Strange, Marcus thought, but right.

He gave Elijah a small smile. “As soon as I finish with this, I will tell them.”
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Sam did not have any time after her first night reading the book Oswald gave to her to read it anymore. The following two days were filled with classes that exhausted her to the point of needing to go to sleep right after dinner.

Finally, a day came when her lessons were fewer and Sam was wandering the halls toward the library, hoping for an afternoon by one of the windows in warm sunlight where she could read to her heart’s content. She quickly realized she was not going to be afforded this privilege when someone intercepted her.

Before Sam reached the library, she saw Helena walking toward her, eyes smiling before her lips parted. “Sam, I’ve been looking for you. Have time for some training this afternoon?”

Sam hesitated. Helena tilted her head. “I have updates for you as well.”

This convinced her. “Sure. We aren’t going to portal right out of this hallway though, are we?” Sam noted that Helena wore professors’ robes. She looked odd out of her fighting leathers and Black Gate cape.

A few students passed them and murmured, “Hello, Ms. Marrows.”

Sam almost laughed. Calling Helena anything but Helena seemed strange to her. Ms. Marrows rolled her eyes. “I want to tear these robes off and never be called ‘Ms.’ anything again in my life. And no, we’ll portal out of Marcus’ classroom. I doubt anyone is in there right now.”

Sam followed Helena to Marcus’ classroom. “When will he be back?”

Helena shrugged. “Soon, I hope.”

“What has he been working on?”

“Even I don’t know that,” Helena answered. “Marcus and Elijah have been keeping that a secret between the two of them. Meanwhile, I have to teach and give speeches at Black Gate.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “Speeches? Why?” She wondered if her questions were annoying Helena.

“In here.” Helena gestured for Sam to stop speaking until they took a portal away from any listening ears. Right, Sam thought, because of spies and all that.

Now that Sam thought about it, Helena and Iris had canceled their classes the past couple of days without saying why. They must have been elsewhere. Giving speeches or whatever, Sam thought as Helena opened a portal and they stepped through. They appeared in the same place they had trained at before—a wide open plain past the Ravenwood forest on the same island as the Academy.

“Are we safe here?” Sam asked.

Helena’s eyes glittered. “You’re a young witch with rare gifts and I’m a member of Black Gate. We’re going to be just fine.” She disposed of her teacher’s robes, revealing that she wore her fighting clothes underneath.

“I’m just not thrilled with the idea of having to fend off hordes of revenants again,” Sam replied, recalling how the last time she came to train here with Helena, Valen had ambushed them.

“Let’s hope no other portals open then,” Helena returned. She paused, then added, “Now that we’re away from everyone else, I can tell you what’s happened. Elijah sent Iris and I to Black Gate so we could try and recruit some others to join us. It hasn’t been easy.”

“Why not? If Black Gate is known for fighting off mal-intentioned sorcerers, wouldn’t this be the perfect job for them?”

“Sure, in theory,” Helena answered. “But Black Gate has always been more concerned about its own welfare than the common welfare of others, humans and magicals alike.” She gestured at their general surroundings. “You see, the Academy is one institution run by the chancellors over the magical world. Black Gate is a private organization. Some magicals would call us a cult, but I wouldn’t go that far.”

Sam waggled her brows. “I don’t know, Ms. Marrows, you seem pretty culty to me.”

“Hearing ‘Ms. Marrows’ makes me want to shatter a window,” Helena growled.

Sam knew Helena had been a part of Black Gate for most of her life and was curious to know more. “Go on.”

“We’ll talk while we warm up,” Helena offered. They began to jog around the field. The air was warm, and a slight breeze brushed past the trees. It felt pleasant at the beginning, but Sam knew she would break a sweat before long. As they quickened their pace, Helena continued. “A lot of people, including many within Black Gate, don’t even believe the cabal exists anymore.”

Anymore, Sam’s mind echoed. That means they believe it existed at one point or another. She didn’t say this aloud, she let Helena go on. “Among the chancellors, Lazar is the only one who has sided with us. Many believe that the whole story was made up to get more funding for the Academy.”

“But that’s ridiculous!” Sam exclaimed.

Helena shrugged. “It’s the story being spread around.”

“And Black Gate believes it?”

“Black Gate simply doesn’t want to be involved with something not directly harming it.”

“But if Avadon breaks free…” Sam started. She didn’t need to finish her sentence.

Helena nodded. “Which is why I’ve convinced some people from Black Gate to join us. We have a few more allies, but I only got them because some of them owed me favors. They owed Iris and Romero favors too.”

Sam had a feeling that Helena, Iris, and Romero had all experienced a similar version of a strange and difficult past. One that none of them wanted to talk about. “You would think Black Gate would give more of a damn about the cabal considering their past,” Helena added. “With the Raven Queen having started Black Gate and all that.”

Sam skidded to a halt. “The Raven Queen?”

Helena turned, brows furrowing. “Yes. You’ve heard the tale, no doubt. The story told to children is a much milder version of true events.”

“But I didn’t hear the story as a child.” Samuel Tempestade had not told Sam bedtime stories when she was a child. He read manuals he made for his inventions instead. They had been dull and uninteresting to her, the perfect things to put her to sleep.

Helena looked confused. “But you know what I’m talking about.”

Sam told Helena about the book Oswald had given to her and what she had found inside. “But ever since the first time, I haven’t been able to access it again. I’ve tried spell after spell, and I can’t get a damn word or picture to come up. It’s like the story has ceased to exist.”

“Old books like that can be temperamental,” Helena explained with a roll of her eyes. “They have minds of their own.”

Sam felt equal parts relief and curiosity. “Tell me about the Raven Queen and Black Gate.”

“It’s a long story, but I’ll try to tell you the short version of it. A long time ago, the Arcana Terra was a group organized to fight against the Heralds of Avadon.”

“Right,” Sam said. They began jogging again. “The First Sun King was their leader and he brought them victory.”

“But not on his own,” Helena clarified. “He had the help of the Raven Queen. I’ve never learned what her real name was, but she fought alongside him and brought victory to the Arcana Terra guild. You remember the first book you read, right? It said the Arcana Terra fell apart after the battle.”

“Right,” Sam repeated.

“Well, that’s because the Raven Queen started Black Gate. She wanted somewhere captors of the Heralds of Avadon could be reformed and trained since many of them were forced to fight for Avadon against their wills. A lot of them were children who the First Sun King wanted to kill. The Raven Queen refused to let this happen and brought them into her refuge. Black Gate grew and the people inside it from Avadon changed. They were no longer victims of demons and older sorcerers who had forced them into a life of malice and fighting. They became good.”

“But I’m guessing the First Sun King didn’t like that?”

Helena nodded. “He killed the Raven Queen because of it.”

“But Black Gate lived on.”

Helena smiled. “Yes, it did, and we fight in her memory.”

Sam had dozens of more questions, but Helena insisted it was high time they began training. They came to a halt and Helena turned toward her. “I’m going to show you how to extend your mana beyond your body in a new form today. You have mastered runes. It’s time for something new.”

“Are you going to teach me how to portal?” Sam asked, hopeful.

Helena chuckled and shook her head. “That’s Iris’ wheelhouse, not mine. I’m going to show you how to make a sword.”

“I chose not to take blacksmithing classes for a reason.”

Helena shook her head once more. “You’re going to make a sword from your mana. Think of it as an extension to your own body, an extra limb but one much more powerful than your fists and made from magic instead of flesh and bone.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “I can do that?”

“I hope so.” Helena stood opposite her. “You’ve learned how to balance your offensive and defensive magic so now you can learn to use both in the form of a mana projection. That is, turning your magic into something else outside of your body.”

“Isn’t that what Romero does with his beast projections?”

Helena nodded. “What Romero does is quite advanced. We will just start with swords. What I am going to show you is incredibly powerful against demons.”

“I’ve never seen you use one,” Sam observed.

“Yes, you have.” Helena’s glinting eyes gave Sam the answer.

“Your knives are made from magic?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t seem like it because they look like an ordinary knife. That’s because I glamour them too. You won’t have to worry about glamours straight away and besides, Marcus can teach you that when he comes back. Now, stand where you are and close your eyes. Find your mana deep within you and bring it to the surface. Let it come out of your body, then direct it toward one part. Your hand, preferably unless you want a sword coming out of somewhere else.”

Sam’s mouth twitched in a smile even as she closed her eyes. Her magic felt warm, steady, and sure in her body and she had grown used to its ever-present feeling as though it was as much a part of her as the blood in her veins. The mana, however, was not pumped out of an intricate organ set in the center of her chest. Instead, it came from the depths of her being, an abstract part of her often referred to as a soul.

She urged her magic up until it broke through her skin, illuminating her body in a soft glow. It was the first time she had ever allowed her magic to come to the surface without it exploding out of her. “Good,” came Helena’s encouraging voice. “You’re staying in control. Continue to regulate your emotions as you make the sword. Imagine it as an extension of your body and emotions. Make it look however you want.”

Sam imagined a sword she would like. Long and blazing golden, sharp, and easy to wield. Before she knew it, mana exploded from the palm of her right hand. She opened her eyes and saw a long, gleaming sword glowing with bright light in her hand. It felt heavy, and the sensation of it burned her skin. Sam let out a cry of alarm and dropped it, and the mana vanished in the air before it hit the ground.

“The sword will be difficult to control, and the sensations will be overwhelming at first,” Helena warned her. “You’ll just have to get used to it.”

Sam didn’t like anything she wasn’t instantly good at. Despite this, she steeled herself to draw up the sword again. To her dismay, it burned more the second time than it had the first. “You’re expecting it to hurt you, and so it’s doing exactly that,” Helena told her. “Remember: it is your power coming from your body. You can make it feel however you want.”

Sam tried again. This time, the sensation of the sword was less of a burning and more like a dull prickling. She held it longer before it felt too heavy and she dropped it again. Helena told her to keep trying until she could hold it for an extended period, then they could begin sparring.

“Remember, magic is what sorcerers use to create something else, but mana is where the soul creates magic. There is already magic inside everyone, but not all people have the mana to wake it up and use it. You see, some of the sorcerers who sought out the power of Avadon believed that not everyone should have magic in them to begin with, let alone be able to wake it up and wield it. That was the reason they tried to destroy them.”

It was hard wrap her mind around what Helena was saying.

“Try and conjure a blade of magic with flames,” Helena instructed. “Then make a mana blade out of that.”

Layers and more layers, Sam thought. There was always something underneath whatever was right before her. When she would ever reach the bottom, she did not know. She was glad to have someone like Helena who knew more. She pushed her magic into her palm again and the sword appeared, little bright flames dancing around it. Sam gritted her teeth against the discomfort and channeled all her focus into the magic before her.

Mana, she thought, the deepest part of myself has to go outside my body. It didn’t seem possible until, at last, her sword of flames began to turn blue. Sam’s heart thumped faster. A smile came across her lips. Then, out of nowhere, the sword vanished and all that was left was a small, blue mark running across her palm.

Her breathing came hard and fast. “I-I don’t know what happened.” She looked up at Helena. “I lost control.”

The look on Helena’s face—a knowing smile—told Sam that this was not true. “The blue embers were made of mana. You did it, Sam. All you have to learn now is how to hold it much longer until you feel it belongs to you. Sometimes, you don’t think you’re worthy of your own magic. It’s your greatest weakness. All of us believe that sometimes.” Helena’s smile widened. “That’s all for today. You’re exhausted, Tempestade.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Paris

35 years ago

The streets and sidewalks were slick with rain that, though not falling in a torrent, came down in hard enough of a drizzle that the little girl sprinting through the streets was soaked to the skin. Her tattered clothing wasn’t doing much to keep her warm anyway.

The rain was cold and pelted her skin as she ran, but the girl was more focused on getting away from the people pursuing her as fast as she could. Her heart thundered, and her bare feet slapped into puddles and across the concrete. She ignored the pain in her feet and the cold. Neither would matter if they caught up to her. She clutched the medicine she had stolen in one hand and a bag of bread in the other. It took all her focus not to slip and fall.

The one thing about being in this city was that the girl knew every corner. She knew every alleyway and turn, every hiding place, and all the buildings that had secret entrances. The trick now was in getting home—if they could even call the damned, dilapidated place a home—without anyone seeing her go in.

She thought of her brother lying underneath thin blankets as rain pattered through a hole in the roof. He would be lying there, feverish and starving. The bread and medicine might save him if she got there in time. The girl was beginning to doubt she could. She urged herself on by reminding herself of what would happen if her brother died or worse, if the men chasing her caught her.

The men weren’t like others who had pursued her through the streets throughout the years she had been a beggar and an orphan. These men didn’t shout at her or accuse her of stealing. They didn’t threaten to call the police. No, they wanted her for other reasons, and that made the girl more afraid than she had ever been of the men who worked behind market stalls or were street thieves themselves.

The girl cut down a side alley. It was a narrow, dark place between two buildings. It was so narrow that hardly any rain had fallen between the two buildings. A full-grown man wouldn’t have been able to fit through it, but a girl of eight years could. Especially one as thin as she was.

The girl stumbled out of the alley at the other end and slipped. She cried out as she went sprawling to the ground and landed right into a puddle. Mud and water splashed up into her face, filling her nose and soaking the bread she had been keeping safe under her thin, tattered coat. It didn’t matter because she couldn’t have kept running anyway. One of the men who had been chasing her stood right above her, looking down at her with a grim expression on his face.

“All right there, yungin? No need to run anymore.”

His voice was gentle. This caught her off guard.

The girl peered up at him beneath her thick, dark hair. The figure did not look like a policeman or someone who was angry with her for stealing which she had done. He wore a long, dark cloak with a hood. His face, brown and wise, looked out from beneath that hood. He bent down and extended a hand to her. “Let me haul ya up there.”

Instead, the girl shrank back.

Soon, two other cloaked figures joined the man. One was another man and the third was a woman. The girl could tell by her voice. “You said there were two,” the woman said, turning to the man who had offered to help the girl up.

“And there are,” the man replied. “She’s on her way to her brother, no doubt.” He bent down once more and pried her arm away from her body, making the medicine drop. “Ah, sick, is he?”

The girl’s eyes filled with tears. Hopelessness filled every part of her body. “Pl-please let me go. L-let me s-save him.” Her stuttering came from fear but also from the cold.

“We can save him for you,” the man promised her, his lips spreading in a gentle smile. “We can do a lot more than this.” He gestured at the medicine. “We can feed both of you and give you decent clothes to wear and a place to live.”

“I won’t go back there!” the girl shrieked.

The man looked confused. The other man said, “She’s talking about the orphanage. Damn place treats them kids worse than the streets sometimes.”

“Ah,” the first man replied as if it was not the first time he’d heard of this. Did they often pick up orphans off the street and take them…

Well, the girl didn’t know where.

“Well, little girl, we ain’t takin’ ya back to the orphanage. We’re takin’ you somewhere better.” He tilted his head to the side. “Now, why don’t you show us to your brother so we can help him?”

The girl didn’t trust any of them, but there was something in that man’s kind, copper-colored eyes that made her want to. Then, as she sat there in the rain, she realized something. These three had not followed her through the alleyway—they wouldn’t have been able to fit. There was no way for them to come around the buildings faster than she had gotten through the alley. And yet, this man bending before her had already been standing there when she came hurtling out of the alley. How had he gotten there so fast?

The woman took something from her cloak. It was something white, long, and slender. Why’s she holding a stick? the girl wondered.

“Put that away!” the second man snapped at the woman. “Someone will see you.”

The woman glared at him. “Quiet. The girl is coming with us regardless, so it doesn’t matter what she sees. Mother told us to.”

These three didn’t look like siblings.

“And her brother,” the first man added. “If we can find him.”

The girl’s lip quivered. “He’s far away from here. On the other side of the city.”

This time, the woman bent before her, wearing a kind smile. She had a ferocity in her eyes that the girl knew well and understood. It was something she saw in herself. “We can get to him faster than you can on foot.”

The girl wasn’t sure how. She watched the woman straighten and wave her white stick around. A portal opened, but the girl did not know to call it a portal yet. The woman smiled. “Are you coming with us?”

The man extended his hand to her once more. The girl looked between him, the woman, and the open space. Finally, she took his hand. It was the first time she ever saw someone use magic, but not the last.
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The girl had never seen a castle before, except in picture books she had seen at the orphanage before they were confiscated and burned as a punishment. The girl had always preferred reading to sweeping, of course. Even in those days, when she did chores, she imagined herself a servant in one of the castles in her books, not an orphan in a dingy place like where she had grown up. She had never seen a real castle, and yet, here she saw one on the moor: tall, black, and made of what appeared to be impenetrable stone.

It wasn’t raining anymore. Not here, anyway, but a mist lay over the land, obscuring the forest beyond and the rolling hills and mountains from view. The girl had also never been outside of the city before. So to see one large fortress like the castle before her amidst wide, open land with no other buildings rendered her speechless. She wished her brother would wake up and see it.

The figures had brought her here through another portal after going first to the part of the city where her brother was. How they had found her brother without asking her his exact location, she did not know. These were special people with special abilities. The first man carried her brother. The woman walked to her side and spoke. “We’re here now. Welcome to Black Gate. This is going to be your new home. We will go in and tend to your brother. When he is better, you will both see Mother.”

The girl shuddered, thinking of the orphanage they had escaped and the woman who ran it. She had demanded the children call her “Mother.” If they didn’t, they received whippings. The woman noticed the cringe on the girl’s face. “She is not our real mother. She’s just in charge of this place. She’s very kind. You will see.”

The girl did not speak. Not until they were inside and given a small room with stone walls and a window overlooking the moor. Not until a healer came and administered treatment to her brother. Not until her brother awoke, looked about in a daze, then demanded to know where they were.

The girl asked for them to be left alone. The woman nodded and left, closing the door behind her. The girl told her brother everything that had happened. “They call this place Black Gate. Have you ever heard of it?”

The boy shook his head. “Never in my damn life.”

“Me neither. They’re taking us to see someone. They call her Mother.”

“I don’t like that,” the boy said.

“Me neither. They say she is kind.”

“They called the woman at the orphanage kind until she beat us with a whip.”

The girl dipped her head. “I know.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “It’s different here. They have…magic.”

The boy frowned. “Don’t let those books you’ve read fill your head with…”

“What?” the girl snapped. “Nonsense? You didn’t see what I saw, but you will.”

Later, the boy learned not to doubt his sister’s word.

The room they were taken to was something between barracks and a dining hall. It was wide and open with long tables at each side of the room and an aisle way between them. At the end of the aisle was a raised dais with another table running horizontally across the room. Beyond this table were wide windows overlooking the moor. The girl liked that there were so many windows. Even if she did not know where the doors out of this place were, being able to look out made her feel less trapped. She saw figures in dark cloaks sparring with swords and spears in the courtyard past the windows. She saw them flinging balls of fire and light with wands to and fro. Yes, she thought, there is magic here.

She nudged her brother with her elbow. See? Magic.

Her brother stared with wide eyes.

Something inside the girl responded to what she saw. Something in her soul and heart jolted as if it knew well what magic was. Something awakened, and the girl didn’t know what it was. It frightened her. More than the feeling that made her afraid was the person who awaited them at the head of the table on the dais.

The woman wore the same cloak as the figures who had brought the girl and her brother here. She turned, and the girl beheld the woman’s strong face, fierce, light eyes, and the smile that crossed her lips. She was kind, that much the girl could see in her eyes, but she was also wise and determined. The woman stepped off the dais toward them, her cloak sweeping back to reveal one sword on each of her hips. A hand rested on one of the swords. The girl was not afraid of the woman drawing it. The woman seemed to like having her hand there as if it was only natural.

The girl had found a knife several months ago and tied it to her hip using strips of cloth from her own dress. Her hand had come to sit there naturally. It was gone now, of course. The people who brought her here had taken it.

“Welcome,” the woman greeted them. “Will you come sit with me?”

The girl glanced at her brother before they edged toward the table and climbed into high-backed chairs. Meats and vegetables and bread were on the table. The woman motioned for them to eat. “Please, make yourselves at home. How are you liking Black Gate so far?”

Neither the girl nor the boy spoke for a long time. The woman didn’t seem to mind. Finally, they finished eating and the woman asked, “Do you want to stay here?”

The girl wasn’t sure. Was she a guest or a prisoner here? The woman seemed to see the wariness in her eyes and gave a knowing smile. “I know that look well, girl. You want to protect and fight. You don’t want to be anyone’s caged bird. I am the same way.” She gestured at their general surroundings. “That is why I am here. Black Gate has always been a place where those trampled down by the world can come and learn to fight for themselves and protect others who are trampled down.”

“And use magic?” the girl asked.

The woman nodded. “You knew it was magic before anyone told you.”

“I saw it with my own eyes.”

The boy nibbled at a piece of bread and said nothing.

The woman’s eyes glinted. “You know well what you are, girl. You know that there is magic in you. It’s called mana, what we have. You can use it to do what they do.” She motioned toward the men in the courtyard. “We can teach you those things and much more here at Black Gate.” She paused so the girl and boy could think. After several minutes of silence, she said, “So, do you want to stay?”

The girl gulped. “Could I still leave if I wanted to?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Then, yes.”

The woman looked at the boy. “And you?”

“I won’t leave my sister,” the boy replied.

“Very well then.” They stood. “They call me Mother here, but if you prove yourselves worthy, I’ll tell you my real name. Until then, you can make yourselves at home. We have rooms for you both, but I’m afraid you won’t be able to stay here together. Now tell me, what are your names?”

“Iris,” the girl said. Her parents had died when she was little, but she remembered the name they had given to her. She remembered her last name too.

“Iris, you will be staying with Helena. She’s a few years older than you and her parents have sent her here to train. She’ll be able to tell you all about magic.” Mother turned to the boy. “And your name?”

He hesitated, then, “Romero.”

“Romero.” The woman smiled. “We have another orphan here. His name is Jack. You can room and train alongside him.”

Iris looked up into the woman’s eyes. “When can I learn to do that thing that got us here?”

Mother laughed. “You mean portal?”

Iris nodded.

Mother laughed again. “It will take you many years to learn that skill, Iris.”

But Iris was determined. She liked the idea of being able to go wherever she wanted whenever she wanted to. “I want to learn now.”

Mother could not help but smile again. “Do the two of you have a last name?”

“Yes.” It was Romero who spoke up this time. “It’s Tringest.”

Mother crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, Iris and Romero Tringest, it’s very clear to me that the both of you are going to fit in quite well here at Black Gate.”

Ravenwood Academy

35 years later

Iris awoke to pale sunlight coming through her window. It was midday by the looks of it and she had slept in for far too long. It didn’t help that she had been up all night looking for signs of the cabal’s movements underneath Ravenwood Academy. They had been there, that was for certain, but they were gone now. Vanished, just like that.

Whatever information they had come for, they had gotten. But maybe they’re coming back or just lying low right now, she thought. Regardless, it was something to report to the headmaster.

Iris ate, dressed, and went to find Headmaster Akaron. When she found he was not in at the moment, she decided to kill time by looking for her brother instead. She knew Romero’s schedule as well as her own, and today he didn’t have any classes. She decided to check his classroom instead. She tried to tell herself she was making herself useful, but she couldn’t deny the fact that she had dreamed of her past all morning and wanted to distract herself.

Romero was indeed in his classroom, but he wasn’t alone.

When Iris entered, she found her brother standing opposite David Hargrove. David hurled a spell-bound ax in Romero’s direction. Romero evaded it with ease, wearing a cunning smile as he sent projections of lower-class demons in David’s direction. Neither of the men seemed to notice Iris, so she stood at the back of the room and watched them. David was strained, that much she could see, but he held his ground well.

He moved to and fro, perhaps a bit too defensive but not being touched by Romero’s projections once. A step up from the scum his father is, Iris thought. She remembered a day when she was quite a bit younger, only a twenty-something at Black Gate learning how to use portals. She had been the youngest person at Black Gate to ever successfully use a portal and no one had done it better than her since then.

Lord Hargrove had come to the Academy wanting to hire a bodyguard for his country estate to protect his wife and young child—the child that now stood before Iris ducking and evading and slashing out at projections of demons that her brother sent at him. Lord Hargrove’s wife, apparently, had lost all her family to a ruthless attack of sorcerers.

He had considered Iris. “This one. I want her.”

“She doesn’t leave here without her brother,” one of Iris’ trainers had explained. “You’ll have to take them both.”

“I don’t want the boy,” Lord Hargrove had snarled. “Only the girl. I don’t have money to waste on stupid orphans without skills.”

Without skills. Iris almost scoffed now. Her brother had trained half of the people now at Black Gate for a reason. He knew what he was doing. Iris wished Lord Hargrove was here now to watch Romero train David. She was glad he wasn’t though. Needless to say, she had refused to become his bodyguard.

“I don’t work for wealthy slugs,” she had told him.

Lord Hargrove had slapped her across the face. After that, the guards at Black Gate threw him out. Iris had not seen him since but had heard nasty rumors of what “filth they trained up in Black Gate” ever since from the Hargrove press secretaries.

Look how far we have come, Iris thought as she watched her brother move. From dirty orphans walking into Black Gate to this.

A lot had changed. For one, Mother, the head of Black Gate, had died three years ago and the institute was still trying to find its new head. Iris and Romero had been considered, of course, but neither one of them wanted to be in charge. Helena could have been good at the job, Iris thought, but Black Gate would never elevate her as punishment for all those years she went rogue to take vengeance because of what the cabal did to her sister.

Finally, Romero’s head turned enough to notice his sister. He halted and so did David. “Welcome, sister. Didn’t think you’d be stopping into our session today.”

Iris sauntered forward. “Let me spar with him now.”

David stood opposite her, catching his breath.

“I need to let off some steam,” Iris added. For a fleeting moment, she thought she saw dread come into David’s eyes. Good. He could use a bit of that. She turned toward him. “You fight too much like a hunter, Hargrove. Now where’s that bow you made this summer?”

David went over to a nearby table to fetch it.

“Very good. Now, I want to see you use it with those shorter bolts. They won’t pack as much punch, but will be fast and catch any enemy you have off guard.” Iris put up her shield. “Now try and shoot me.”

She and David moved around one another for several minutes. He was awkward at first with the unfamiliar bolts, and she avoided his every strike with more ease than squashing a grape between two fingers. Finally, he got the hang of it and his bolts came right at her shield. After several more minutes, Iris let down her shield. “Good. Now I’ll cast some runes for you to use as targets.”

She barely noticed Romero stepping out of the room. After Iris cast a few runes, he came back into the room. “I’ve got news.”

David and Iris both turned, and David asked, “Good or bad?”

“I’m not sure.” Romero rubbed the back of his neck as his shaved head glistened with sweat. “Black Gate has finally decided on its new leader.”

His gaze went to Iris’ and the look in his eyes told her he wasn’t thrilled with the choice. Her heart sank and she knew the name before it came off Romero’s lips.

“It’s Jack.”

David glanced between them, confused. “Who’s Jack?”

“A son of a bitch, that’s who,” Iris growled.

“There’s more,” Romero added. “He’s coming to see us in two days. He says if we want members of Black Gate to join us, he needs to see our progress for himself.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sam did not have defensive magic class that day, but she was determined to track down Oswald anyway. If he wasn’t in a classroom, he would be hiding in the library. She was convinced that he used invisibility spells or glamoured himself into stacks of books so no one could see him. She took the book on the Raven Queen that he had given to her as bait. Once in the library, Sam saw that almost no one else was there. The two students she did spy were at the opposite end of the library from where Oswald often hid. It was the weekend, and the weather was nice, so the emptiness of the library did not surprise her. Sam had declined to go out with her friends that day in favor of searching for Oswald. To find out why I can’t read this damn book anymore, she thought.

She went to the back of the library to a desk littered with various scraps of parchment, ink wells and quills, piles of books, and little trinkets and knick-knacks here and there. The place looked like Oswald: disorganized, ancient, and interesting.

“Come out, Oswald,” she called. “I know you’re around here somewhere.”

She expected him to pop out of nowhere, but she did not expect him to come crawling out from under the desk. Sam sprang back in surprise. “What were you doing under there?”

“Oh, just looking around,” Oswald replied aloofly. “What brings you to my corner of the Academy?” He straightened and dusted off his robes.

Sam set the book down on the desk with a thunk. “I want you to tell me why you keep giving me books I can’t read.”

Oswald chuckled. “I told you I would be keeping a close eye on you to make sure you kept your promise.” He fluttered his hand toward the book. “This tome is enchanted to not allow you to read any more than two pages until you have delivered the rune book back to me, read cover to cover.”

She gaped. How cruel! He had given her a taste of what knowledge she could have and then shut the rest off from her. “How is it even possible for you to keep the contents hidden?” she demanded. “Such a spell would only work if…” She let her words trail off as she came to a realization.

Oswald nodded and confirmed it. “Because the content in the book is already in my own mind. Some of it is memory. The rest are tales told to me by the people it happened to.”

“But the events of this book took place centuries ago.”

“That’s right.”

“You’re not that old, Oswald.”

He chuckled again. “Thank you, my dear, for the compliment, but you are mistaken. I’m as old as this castle.” He fluttered a hand about. “We could have been twins.”

Sam opened the book. “I need to know what the rest says. It’s a matter of urgency. I can’t explain now, but⁠—”

Oswald waved a dismissive hand, cutting her off. “Very well, Miss Tempestade. Your determination seems to never fail you. I will tell you the tale of this book, but you must promise not to breathe a word of it to the wrong person. Now, follow me.”

“You can’t just disenchant the book?” Sam asked, her heart sinking.

Oswald’s eyes glittered. “What fun would that be? I’d enjoy myself much more by telling you the story myself.” To Sam’s surprise and confusion, he bent down and crawled back under the desk.

“You don’t expect me to follow you that way, do you?”

Oswald did not answer. A moment later, Sam heard a click from behind a curtain to her left. Pushing it aside, she saw a door swinging open with Oswald behind it. How he had gotten behind the door from crawling under his desk, and in such a short amount of time, she did not know. Sam also knew to be careful about which questions she asked. Oswald would only answer so many. “This way, Miss Tempestade. Follow me.”

He hummed as she went through the doorway. It snapped shut behind her on its own. Beyond the doorway was a series of twisting hallways leading back to several interconnecting rooms. Many of them were full of books. Dozens and dozens of them were stacked everywhere. The last room Oswald led her into had two armchairs sitting beside a hearth in which a fire blazed. No logs burned, which told Sam the fire was magical. Still, it was warm.

“Sit, Miss Tempestade, and I shall fetch us some tea.” Oswald drifted into an adjoining room and there was some great rattling for a few minutes before he appeared, looking frazzled, with a tray upon which sat a teapot and two cups. “Sugar or milk, my dear?”

“Both, please.”

Oswald took his time doctoring their tea before he sat and asked Sam for his book. “I like to hold it while I tell the story.” He brushed his hand over the front of the tome the way someone would pet their cat.

Oswald’s voice changed as he began the story. Not only was he a hoarder of books from all over the world, but he was a storyteller too.

“Once, a very long time ago, the magic of Avadon manifested into a place full of foul and malevolent creatures we call demons,” Oswald began. Sam had already heard this part, but she did not say so. “These creatures roamed the place for many long years, growing stronger and finding dark magic. Eventually, and we aren’t sure how, humans with magic found Avadon and made compromising deals with these demons, promising them a way into the human world in exchange for magic from Avadon. The magic of Avadon, that is, rare mana in the very depths of the world itself, could give one a significant amount of power. Even if the magic they obtained was of a very small quantity.”

Oswald took a long sip of his tea before continuing. “In the human world, there were three sisters with great power. These three sisters had rare gifts among the humans who had manifested their mana into magic. One of these three sisters was named Calista, also known as the Raven Queen, because whenever she went into battle, a mighty horde of ravens followed her. They would tear her enemies to pieces and feast on their bodies long after they were dead. Also in the human world was the First Sun King whose true name has been lost among all his vain and pretty titles. He rose up and called together all the great warriors of the magical world and established the Arcana Terra.”

Sam had heard this too, but she was so interested in hearing how it would go that she leaned closer to Oswald without realizing it. “The Raven Queen was one of these warriors that he called upon, but the Raven Queen’s two sisters warned her against him, saying he would bring all peoples, both human and magicals, under his rule once he banished the Heralds of Avadon. The Raven Queen did not listen to her sisters and went into battle with him. Side by side, The Raven Queen and the First Sun King defeated the Heralds of Avadon but at no small cost. Many died and the magic among humans was weak and small indeed.

“The Raven Queen saw that they needed more humans who could wield magic if the demons ever returned, so she gathered to her all the captives of Avadon, humans whose magic had been thwarted by evil. They had been forced to fight with the demons against their will and she saw this. She took them to Black Gate, a castle built with her own magic, and trained them. Well, the First Sun King did not like this. He did not like the idea of the people liking her more or of someone more powerful being raised up to overthrow him.

“The First Sun King tried to bring the Raven Queen under his control by marrying her, but she proved all too willing to sway his subjects and advisers toward her own will, so he had her murdered brutally after having her captured and tortured for days on end. He killed as many members of Black Gate as he could find but many of them lived on and survived. The Raven Queen’s living sisters did not take well to their sister having been killed in such a way. One of the Raven Queen’s sisters died in attacking the First Sun King, but the other lived and had success. She chopped off her sister’s killer’s head and didn’t bother to bury his body. She left it to the crows. This was when the dismantling of the Arcana Terra took place.”

Sam felt swept up in the story and it was as if the images from the book played before her for so filled was her mind by the sweeping landscapes and bloody battles Oswald described.

“This sister who survived was called Melida and she had a son who built a castle on an island where all the young magicals in the world could come and learn.” He gave Sam a knowing smile.

“This castle we’re in right now!” Sam exclaimed. She had never heard this history before, only the name of the first wizard to establish the Academy.

“Melida built this castle beside her son and died in old age,” Oswald added. “Her son, the man who started the Academy, is my father.”

Sam sat where she was in silence and surprise. Pieces fell together. Oswald knew all of this because of his direct connection to the Academy. “The Raven Queen was your great-aunt,” she said.

Oswald nodded. “I never met her, of course. I never met my grandmother either. The stories of all they did lived on in my family, and my father made sure to share every story with me. I grew up in this castle.” His eyes glittered at Sam. “And when I first saw you, Miss Tempestade, I knew there was something different about you. You see, the Raven Queen had gifts and so did my grandmother. Those gifts of strong mana have been passed down in my family. I recognized you as having those same gifts because those same gifts are also in me.”

“But you aren’t a warrior.”

His smile vanished. “One doesn’t need to wield swords and fireballs to do damage, Miss Tempestade. These are just as handy weapons as well.” He pointed at the books around him. “How do you think we can expect to win wars without knowledge?”

Sam nodded. “You’re right.”

He glanced about the room with a wistful look in his eye. “You have seen the Raven Queen yourself, Miss Tempestade.”

“Where?”

“It is her face in the courtyard on the stone fountain and in the stained-glass window in this castle. My father wanted to make sure she was remembered forever.”

Her mind went back to her dream where the stone fountain had been shattered and all the windows were broken. There was silence for a long moment, broken after Oswald finished his tea and set the cup aside.

“I feel a malevolent presence in the castle at this very moment,” he murmured. “I can always feel when something is amiss here.”

Now she knew why Oswald felt such a deep connection to the Academy. She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Where?”

His eyes locked on hers. “Under.”

It felt as though a draft had entered the room. The tunnels beneath the Academy, she thought. Oswald thinks there’s someone down there.

Oswald stood. “It’s best you head back to your room, Miss Tempestade. No doubt Headmaster Akaron will make arrangements soon for everyone to leave the Academy. Until then, go to your room and stay safe.”

Sam rose and went toward the door. Before she walked through it, she glanced back. “Oswald?”

“Yes?”

“Why didn’t you take over the school after your father died?”

His face remained solemn. “I am not a leader, Miss Tempestade. Some of us are meant to be alone.”

She found his answer frustratingly vague but saw also that he didn’t want to elaborate. She was halfway through the doorway when Oswald added, “And be careful, Miss Tempestade, not to have any more of those silly dreams of yours.”
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Kallus didn’t like tunnels. It wasn’t the darkness or the cold that bothered him. It was how narrow they were, and there were so many of them. Each time he came here, the system of tunnels seemed changed as if they had all been moved around to make a new maze. He wasn’t sure how this was possible and concluded that he had been following Carmine’s maps the last time he came here. A map that was inaccurate, to say the least.

Kallus came alone this time. He had considered bringing Carmine with him, but that psychotic idiot had almost gotten them found out last time. Not to mention lost, he thought. I need to do this quickly and carefully.

It wasn’t Razar’s rage he feared, it was the council’s. He had seen the face of their leader when news of Valen’s defeat came to them.

Kallus and Carmine had been chosen for this task for many reasons, one of them being Kallus’ innate gift to sense the primordial aspect of magic. The tricky part about traversing the tunnels was the illusions. Sometimes, he saw walls that were not there or a tunnel leading down that, when he tried to make his way through it, was like bumping into stone.

With Carmine, Kallus could remain focused and see through the illusions. He went down, down, down. It became dark and colder. The tunnels became narrower. Kallus preferred the terrifying height of the tower where he had met Razar and Akosa.

They should have sent her to do this, he thought. Not because he considered Akosa better at this sort of job than he was, but because she saw this cause more worthwhile than he did.

If Kallus had his way, he and Carmine would infiltrate in the night and take the girl. Or Elijah Akaron. It didn’t matter to him which one. He and Carmine had been trained for taking captives, not sneaking into dark tunnels to plant stones near ley lines. And yet, here he was. He considered others he worked with. Razar was a messenger now, not a leader of armies. Akosa, once a spy and assassin, had been working as an artifact finder for the past several months. The council was changing their roles, and Kallus wanted to know why.

This is what happens when we get a new leader, he thought. Everything changes.

Kallus took a sharp right, then a left. He held his wand before him with light coming from its end so he could see his way around. He came to a wall and with his magic, sensed that it was not a wall, but a ward put down as an illusion. He stepped as close to it as he could without touching it and reached out with his magic. In his mind’s eye, he saw the many interweaving webs of magic tying the ward in place. He would have to undo it, taking out one thread at a time without bringing the whole thing down at once. If he brought it all down at the same time, the person who had put up the ward would be alerted.

Kallus thought of Iris Tringest and how she had taken a portal away before he could catch her. She saw us, he thought. Memories of facing her and her brother on the battlefield came to mind. He suspected they would run into one another again, but he hoped it would not be in these tunnels.

Iris Tringest didn’t take well to deserters of Black Gate.

Kallus and Carmine had run away many years ago, but everyone they had trained with at Black Gate remembered their betrayal. They would not be forgiven easily, especially when the Tringest twins discovered their old comrades were working for the cabal.

We all have to put our loyalties somewhere, Kallus thought as he continued to undo the wards. And some of us have to pledge our loyalty to causes we don’t quite believe in. When the cabal has taken over…

Well, they would run. Kallus and Carmine were good at that.

The wards fell like a sheet fluttering to the ground without a sound. Beyond stood a door in the stone wall. Kallus did not put his hand on the knob yet in case it was enchanted. Instead, he reached out with his magic. Sure enough, he sensed the door was locked not only by a key but by magic.

The only way through was with a portal, but not just any portal. He needed a portal that would not be sensed or trip the magic sealing the door shut. Kallus dug around in an inner pocket of his cloak until he found a small device comprised of many materials. He pulled it out. Razar had given it to him before he left the tower. It would cast mutability over the portal.

“Let’s just hope this old gadget still works,” he muttered before he opened a portal.

A moment later, Kallus stepped out on the other side of the door into a dark chamber. “Shit,” he murmured. The room was thick with magic. At first, he thought it might be wards up all around him, but he soon realized it was something else. The collective essence of the magic ley line trapped beneath the island gathered here. A mist rose up from the floor. Even if it was nothing more than moist air, it was more magic in one location than he had ever felt before. The only place with more magic, he presumed, was Avadon.

Kallus went to the center of the room and bent down. He took one more thing from his pocket—the stone Akosa had given to him. Part of him didn’t want to leave it here. It felt like losing it as they had done with all the Essence Stones. Another part of him knew their mission couldn’t be complete unless he did this. So he set the stone in the center of the room and stood back to watch it absorb the magic within the chamber. The mist shifted toward the stone. The stone began to rattle against the stone floor as the magic entered it.

Kallus’s brows drew together. How much could the stone take until it reached its limit? He got his answer a moment later. The stone only stopped rattling when all of the mist had been absorbed. No sound was in the chamber but his own breathing. I should go now, before anyone finds out I’m down here and comes for me.

Even as Kallus climbed back through the tunnels using the portal and the nullifying device Razar had given to him, he knew someone, somewhere in the castle had already sensed his presence.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Sam met David in the practice fields shortly after dawn. The morning air was cold against her lungs as they set off at a steady jog. They came here to run in the morning more to debrief what went on in their respective training sessions than to increase endurance.

This morning, Sam reported first. She told David of her training with Helena and how she had been able to conjure a sword from mana. Next, she informed him of tracking down Oswald in the library and the story he had told her in his study.

David’s eyes went wide as he processed the information. “You’ve learned a lot more than I have.”

Sam sighed. “I just wish I could see Marcus and Helena again so I could tell them. I feel as though this story Oswald gave me could help us, though I’m not certain how.”

“I would take a guess that Marcus already knows quite a bit of it,” David pointed out.

“We can’t know until he comes back, and I can ask him,” Sam stated. She paused, then after considering what she would say next for a while, she added, “David, I had a strange dream weeks ago that I still can’t shake.” She told him about the dream. His face grew grim as she spoke. “I just thought it was a dream, but I can’t stop thinking about it and yesterday, before I left Oswald’s, he made a strange comment.” She told him what Oswald had said about her dreaming, and David’s brows furrowed.

“How would he know about your dreams?”

She shrugged. “He senses something in the castle. Maybe he could sense I’m having a troubled mind too.”

“Sounds like a rare gifting,” David commented.

They ran for a bit longer before Sam asked, “And what’s been happening with you? Every time I look for you outside of class, I hear you’re training with the twins.”

David nodded. His cheeks were red from exertion and the cold. It would warm up soon, Sam knew, but the mornings were colder as they headed into autumn. “Romero and Iris both have been helping me. I’m afraid I’m not progressing as much as I want and nothing that interesting has happened.” He slowed his pace a bit and, not wanting to get too far ahead, Sam did too. “Well, there was one thing.”

Sam waited as David thought through his words. “Apparently, the leader of Black Gate who was around when Iris and Romero first went there died several years ago and they’ve only just recently replaced her.”

“And that’s significant how?”

“Apparently it’s someone they grew up with. They just called him Jack and they both seem to not like him.” David slowed to a walk, and Sam matched him.

“How do you know they grew up with him?” she asked.

“Romero told me a story. Apparently, when they were younger, he and Jack shared a room. Sounds like Jack was a real piece of work.”

“I don’t think that’s enough reason to not want him as leader of Black Gate,” Sam replied.

David shrugged. “Well, we’ll just have to see when we meet him, won’t we?”

Surprise came into Sam’s expression. “He’s coming here?”

“To evaluate our progress, Romero said.” David rubbed the back of his neck. “Doesn’t sound good to me.”

Sam grinned. “Well, as soon as I show him my mana sword, he’ll have to agree we’re making progress. Maybe this means he’ll send more members of Black Gate to help us.” She related to David the conversation she’d had with Helena while training about Black Gate suspecting the Academy made the cabal up to get more funding.

“That’s one way to spin it,” David said grimly.

“Maybe this Jack guy will be attacked by revenants on his way in.” Sam jostled David with her elbow. “Then we kick ass and get him to agree to whatever we want.”

David wasn’t much amused. “I don’t think saving the leader of Black Gate’s life will do anything. Sounds to me like Romero and Iris have saved Jack’s arse time and time again and still, he’s a pain in the arse to them.”

Sam was about to ask if either of the twins had told David anything more when she stumbled, let out an alarmed cry, and fell down, down, down into darkness. At first, she thought she had stumbled into some hole or was being taken into a cave as she and David had experienced her first year at the Academy. She was inside a portal, that much she could tell. She spun in the darkness for about half a minute before the portal dumped her out. David came stumbling out beside her.

“Fucking hell,” Sam breathed. She drew her knife, immediately on the defense. Someone had brought them here and usually, that didn’t mean anything good.

The place they were in was bright. They were in a garden, but there were walls around them and a roof over their heads. A path wound through trees, bushes, and flowerbeds. Along the stone walls were framed paintings and sculptures made of marble and stone. “We’re in the fucking Louvre,” David murmured. “In the section reserved for magicals.”

They appeared to be the only two people in this place. No other visitors roamed around them. Sam barely had time to process this or remember that the last time she came here was with Lily when another voice joined them. “My apologies for whisking you away from your morning run.”

“Marcus!” Sam exclaimed as her professor came walking down the path. “You brought us here?”

Professor Deathshroud smiled down at them. “Again, I apologize for the sudden interruption. You can put your knife away, Samantha. You are quite safe here.”

David chuckled. “I thought we were under attack. I’ve never been happier to be wrong.”

Marcus smiled. “Please follow me. I have something to show you.”

Sam glanced at David, then at her professor. “I have class with Oswald in about an hour.” She had been hoping to shower, dress, and have breakfast before then.

Marcus waved a dismissive hand. “He knows you’re here with me. You can both take the day off from classes. What we will be seeing today is far more important.” This was saying a lot since both Sam and David were taking classes with members of Black Gate and the son of the very person who built the Academy.

Marcus led them out of the garden and through an arched doorway into an adjoining room where the walls were bare except for one. Here, a large, thick curtain hung. It was velvet and a deep maroon color. Marcus pushed it aside to reveal another doorway. He ushered them through. Past this door was a much smaller room and inside it was one painting fixed on a wall inside a very old frame. Sam stepped toward it, hardly able to keep her eyes from straying anywhere else.

She had not seen the painting before, but she had seen images similar to it. Images that had come to life in the books Oswald had given to her. Figures stood together in an open plain wearing gold-plated armor that gleamed in the sun. Their capes were green and blue and showed a golden insignia. They held up swords, spears, and bows in victory. The two figures at the center of the painting appeared most notable, and Sam recognized them both. The woman whose dark hair flowed past her breasts, the crown upon her head, and the ravens encircling her was the Raven Queen, and beside her, a tall, noble-looking man wearing a golden crown. The First Sun King. He did not look so noble as he used to with what Sam knew now.

She turned to Marcus. “Oswald told you that I know the story, didn’t he?”

Marcus nodded. “And I’m guessing you have now told the same story to David.”

David confirmed this. “And this is a painting of the Arcana Terra, isn’t it?”

Marcus nodded once more and stepped toward the painting, a wistful look in his eyes. “Everyone in this painting was once a member of the Arcana Terra.” He turned toward his pupils. “My own guild.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “I know Oswald is old, but he’s not so old to have once been in the Arcana Terra and neither are you. So how is that possible?”

“Remember that the Heralds of Avadon have come back time and time again under different names,” Marcus suggested. “So have the Arcana Terra.”

Sam and David shared a look, and it was David who asked, “Why are you telling us this?”

Marcus gave them a smile that showed some sadness in his eyes. “It’s time I told you both the full truth about who I am. Please, come this way.”

Unsure what to think or expect, Sam followed. Marcus led them through a series of winding hallways until he came to another curtain and door. Through this doorway was a small room full of plush cushions and a table. There was one painting in this room as well. Sam stepped toward it. The painting was similar to the one of the Arcana Terra but showed different faces. These faces were grim, not smiling, and they too, stood on a battlefield. Underneath the painting was a plaque that read:

The Order of the White Rose

The White Rose? Sam had never heard of such a thing. She turned to demand the meaning of this, but her words halted on her tongue as she watched Marcus. He took the jade necklace from around his neck and slipped it over his head. Until that moment, Sam had never seen him without it. Gradually, the features on his face began to change. The scars she had once seen so visibly appeared fully, showing as deep cuts across his face and neck—proof that he had once been a great warrior.

His face changed in other ways too. His eyes grew lighter and his hair grayer. His cheekbones rose higher, and his nose extended. His face wasn’t so altered that Sam could not recognize him, but she would have thought he was Marcus’ brother, not Marcus himself if she did not see the transformation with her own eyes.

He gestured toward the painting. “See there, it’s the younger me.”

Sam diverted her attention back to the painting. Sure enough, standing near the center was Marcus Deathshroud—or whatever his name had been back then—tall, fierce, and warrior-like. Sam turned back to him. “What is going on?”

Marcus gave her a sad smile. “I am revealing my past to you both so that you might have some idea of what your future will be like.” He gestured at the painting once more. “The past is repeating itself and I’m afraid that this time, we might not be as victorious as the Order of the White Rose once was.”

“The White Rose,” David started, “is the Arcana Terra under a new name.”

Marcus nodded. “Many years after the original Arcana Terra fell with the death of both the Raven Queen and the First Sun King. The Heralds of Avadon came back. They found a way to bring their terror into the weakened world of magicals. This began almost a century ago when I was a young man.”

So he was much older than Sam thought, though not as old as Oswald and the Arcana Terra.

Marcus continued. “The Arcana Terra, not being in existence anymore, could not stand up to fight against the Heralds of Avadon who now went under another name.”

“The Crimson Cabal,” David guessed.

“That’s right. Some remembered the good that the First Sun King had done despite his misdeeds toward the end of his life. The Order of the White Rose was birthed and among them were mages who had trained at Ravenwood Academy for this very purpose. I was one of them.”

Sam realized now that the figures in the painting did not wear black robes with golden emblems but dark green robes with a depiction of a white rose.

“The White Rose fought long and hard against the cabal on many battlefields across the magical world. The war lasted decades and more people than I could count were lost on both sides. Seemingly, the only creatures not losing mass numbers were the foul creatures from Avadon itself. The demons found ways to regenerate where the rest of us magic bearers could not. The fight seemed hopeless for a long time until the Order of the White Rose drew together enough forces to drive the cabal back into Avadon, leaving behind only some of its sorcerer leaders, some of which I now suspect were possessed by the demons of Avadon, thus granting them longer lives.”

Sam’s mind filled with images from Oswald’s books and the tome Helena had shown to her.

Marcus’ story went on. “For some among the White Rose, the fight was not just about fighting off a true evil. Some among the order fought for the pragmatic effort of rule by a powerful elite. I did not know that one of my closest friends was on that side and, in the end, just when we would have defeated Avadon, he betrayed me. He ambushed me on the battlefield and left me for dead. I lay there, gravely wounded, wondering what could have ever led him to change his mind. Or perhaps his mind had always been toward ruling all along.”

Marcus pointed to a figure standing beside his younger self in the painting. The man was slightly taller than Marcus with dark waves falling to his shoulders. A beard framed the lower half of his face and his dark eyes glinted with something Sam couldn’t put her finger on. Victory, perhaps, or pure arrogance. There was something cold in that gaze. “What was his name?” she asked.

“Caimo,” Marcus answered with no small amount of sorrow in his voice.

“But you didn’t die,” David said.

“I was found by members of Black Gate. Helena, actually.” Marcus’ lips parted in a fond smile. “She saved my life. She took me back to Black Gate and nursed me to health. She was chasing the cabal for her own reasons, having been brought up and trained as a hunter in Black Gate itself. It wasn’t until much later that she had a reason to go after them herself, but you know that story.”

Sam thought of Lily and all the horrible things done to her family. Her mind went back to Marcus’ story. “And what happened to Caimo after he betrayed you?”

“He was taken by the cabal. Tortured, no doubt, then killed.” Marcus sighed. “I knew the cabal had questioned Caimo before doing whatever it is they did with him. They would know my name and hunt me down for the rest of my life. So I let them believe I had died on that battlefield and hid away. I changed my name and my appearance.” He gestured at the jade necklace in his hand. I knew they would never stop looking for me as long as I remained alive. “I came back to the Academy to teach as Marcus Deathshroud.”

“And your real name,” Sam broke in, breathless with awe from his tale. “What is it?”

Marcus gave her a small smile. “My name is Magnus, but I won’t tell you my last name. It is dangerous information to have. Keep calling me Marcus. Perhaps one day, when this is all over and if we survive, I can use my real name once again.” He turned his eyes to the painting and a distant sorrow came into his eyes. “I hoped to live out my days in peace and pass on what I knew to the next generation. I never revealed my true identity but to those closest to me. Headmaster Akaron, Chancellor Lazar, Helena, Iris, and Romero are the only ones who know. And now the two of you.”

If Sam had ever felt an urgency to keep a secret, it was then. Marcus had protected her so many times in the past year. She wanted to do the same for him, even if it was as simple as never telling his true name or story.

“It seems as though I have been called to arms once again.” Marcus’ eyes remained fixed on the painting. “The Arcana Terra may be gone. The Order of the White Rose may be no more, but those of us who fight evil never go away. Perhaps one of our greatest faults was in using titles to separate us. If we can simply be as we are—warriors for justice and truth—then we don’t need a name. We can just be.”

Marcus’ eyes moved away from the painting and back to Sam and David. “I wanted to tell you the truth so you could see what might be in your future. We could have victory again, but it will come at a cost. What cost, exactly, I do not know. But I also wanted you to know that both of you remind me of all the good people who fought alongside me in the White Rose. They were noble people, fierce and determined not to mention skilled.” He chuckled before a somberness returned to his tone. “Many of them died. I want you to be sure you want to continue this fight.”

“More than ever,” Sam breathed. Marcus’ eyes met hers. She went on. “Lily died because of a war that has been going on silently and not so silently for centuries. I won’t let it happen to anyone else if I can stop it.”

Marcus' eyes glazed over. “It is that love for our friends that keeps us going, Samantha. As long as you never forget Lily, you will be able to fight.”

Sam knew this too. She knew it deep in her bones as if the truth was just as much part of her as her own flesh and blood and mana.

“Headmaster Akaron will soon be evacuating all students from the school,” Marcus told them. “But you two may stay behind if you wish to fight.”

David and Sam nodded and said in unison, “We do.”

Marcus’ face remained grim. “Good. Now it’s high time I showed you where I’ve been and what I’ve been doing.”

Sam smiled. “No shit.”

Marcus opened a portal. “Follow me.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


A battlefield between Avadon and the human world,

25 years ago

A mist covered the plain.

Hanging in the mist was the smell of blood.

Bodies rotted all over the place, entrails spilled onto the ground, and distorted limbs turned white in death.

Helena pulled her cloak higher up, so it covered her mouth and nose. She was used to the stench of a battlefield but only because she had fought on it before. This time was different. She had come here on a mission from Black Gate to survey the bodies left behind after the battle. Who had fought and who had won? Those were the questions she needed answers for.

The plain was silent except for a coarse wind. She passed body after body, taking note of the emblems on their armor, the type of spears and swords they had used, and the insignia on their cloaks. The Order of the White Rose had trained well for years. The Academy had put out better soldiers than anyone from Black Gate could have expected. But a lot of them had still fought not knowing what the hell they were fighting for. That was what fear-mongering did.

Helena shivered. It was cold here, and not because winter encroached. She found that whenever demons came into a place, they left it feeling barren and icy even without so much as a fleck of snow on the ground.

“It fucking smells here,” came a voice.

Helena turned toward the only other figure who had come with her. He was tall with ice-blond hair and sharp, gray eyes that scanned the whole plain, taking in every inch of the dead.

“Way to state the obvious,” Helena replied.

“We’re wasting our time here,” he growled. “We’re not going to find anyone alive. They dragged out all the injured two days ago.”

Helena ignored him and kept moving.

“Helena,” he called sharply.

She spun, kicking up mud with her boots. “What, Jack?”

Sometimes, she wanted to punch him in the face. She had wanted to do that since he showed up at Black Gate years ago as an orphan. She had punched him once, and been sentenced to running laps before dawn every morning. The two had come a long way.

Jack’s eyes narrowed at her. “You’re not going to gain any more favor with Black Gate by being here.”

“And neither are you,” she replied lightly. “So why are you with me?”

Jack didn’t answer, but his eyes said enough. He didn’t trust her. Well, she didn’t trust his arse either. Helena was about to speak when she heard something. The sound of a groan from the mud-churned ground reached her. She halted. The groan came once more, lower and fainter this time. Several paces away lay a body beneath another. “Help,” came a small whimper.

Helena had not expected to find anyone alive here, not when the battle had finished days ago. She hurried over and pulled the corpse off the person still alive. It was a young man. At least, he looked young. He also looked like he was about to die. She bent down. “Which side did you fight on and maybe I’ll consider saving your life?”

The man rasped out two words. “Fuck Avadon.”

Helena chuckled. “Still have some of that warrior spirit, eh? Now, I can get you somewhere safe, but I have to warn you, I’m not very good with portals. This might not feel very good.” She glanced up at Jack who stood over them, a wary expression on his face.

“We’re not taking him,” he insisted coldly. “Our orders were to scout.”

“And to bring back anyone we found alive,” Helena reminded him tightly. “So unless you plan to kill this man, then I’m taking him back.” Jack’s hand tightened around the hilt of his sword. Helena hissed. “You can’t be serious, Jack.”

The man clutched her arm. “Th-thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” Helena glared up at Jack. “Are you going to help me or not?”

Jack stared for a long moment, then let loose a low snarl. “Fine.” He helped haul the man up from the ground.

Helena wondered what the people of Black Gate would think when she brought a man from the Order of the White Rose to them. “You look familiar,” she remarked as she hefted him up from the ground and opened a portal.

The man did not speak. Perhaps he couldn’t. He sagged against her, heavier because of his armor. He clutched a wound in his belly. Blood seeped through his fingers. From the looks of it, he had tried using magic to heal it and then something to bandage it. All things that were hard to do when one is crushed under another corpse.

“Never mind,” Helena murmured. “You can tell me who you are when you’ve recovered.”

Ravenwood Academy,

25 years later

Helena entered the common room and disposed of the cape around her shoulders before she plopped herself down onto the sofa before the hearth. At that very moment, Iris walked into the same room from an adjoining chamber. “Tired of teaching yet?”

Helena’s eyes flicked up. “I don’t mind young adults or teaching or even having to read books before walking into a classroom.” She dragged her hands over her eyes. “It’s all this fucking waiting that’s doing it to me.”

Iris could agree with that. Her eyes flicked to the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. “They should be here any moment.”

Ever since Iris and Romero told Helena that Jack would be coming to pay them a visit, she had not been able to take her mind off her past at Black Gate. Though most of it had been good, that is, her years of training before she went after the cabal, Jack was one spot in that time that hadn’t been good. He wasn’t just a royal pain in the arse or an arrogant prick with an agenda none of the rest of them agreed with. He was as smart and cunning as the rest of them, deadly with both bow and blade. Worse than all of this, he was a man of secrets. He made plans—good plans—and kept them to himself until he deemed his allies worthy enough to be brought into it. And that was usually after he blew something up or led them straight into a trap he swore he knew was a trap and could get them out of.

Helena wasn’t sure if Jack was just that confident or if he was the best damned liar she had ever met. She figured she should have known by now. Hell, she’d known Jack longer than she had known Iris and Romero. Still, he could surprise her.

Iris approached one of the windows overlooking the mist-laden garden. “You know, when the elders of Black Gate asked Romero and me if we would be interested in taking over as Head, we both told them you were the best fit out of anyone in the institution.” She kept gazing out of the window. Iris was always by windows, and Helena knew why.

For someone who had always felt trapped no matter where she went, Iris liked being able to gaze out from her surroundings. She wanted to see that she could go anywhere she wanted. That was why she learned to portal so young and why she was so damn good at it.

Helena was surprised to hear Iris’ words. “You didn’t have to do that. I understand why they didn’t want me. I left for too many years.” She thought of all those years away from Black Gate and how much she had thought about Iris, Marcus, and Romero. Especially Iris. They hadn’t just been friends all those years. Helena had always felt something more. Then she had found Marcus’ body on a battlefield and taken him to Black Gate. She had saved his life and found afterward that he wasn’t some bumbling prick who had fought with the White Rose blindly. He was a good man and had become her best friend. A chasm had grown between her and Iris during that time. Helena wished she could go back and fix it. She wished she had danced with Iris the nights of All Saints’ Day celebrated at Black Gate instead of with Marcus.

Iris faced Helena, her eyes hot with withheld rage. “Exactly. You left, not deserted. Not like those bastards that ran away ten years ago to join our enemies.”

“It looked like desertion to everyone else,” Helena argued. “Besides, I don’t want to be in charge.”

Iris examined Helena for a long moment, noting that Helena had seemed without spark like she used to. Not since her sister died. Not since Lily was killed. Iris couldn’t remember what it was like to lose a loved one. Her parents had died when she was too young to remember. She had come close a few times to losing Romero and it had sent her into a spiral of panic. But still, he was with her.

Just as she thought of him, the double doors to the common room burst open, and he appeared.

Romero usually walked into rooms smiling, but not this time. His lips pressed into a thin line.

“Oh no,” Helena muttered.

Romero glanced from Helena to his sister. “Akaron wants us in his office. Jack’s here.”
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Marcus’ portal opened and Sam found herself not in his classroom or chambers or anywhere at Ravenwood Academy but in someplace dark and dingy. It looked like a workshop of some kind. Shelves and benches and tables and chairs littered the place, covered in all manner of tools, devices, gadgets, books, and things to write on and with.

“What is this place?” David breathed.

“It’s my workshop.” Marcus looked quite happy with himself as he wandered over to the center of the room where something large and spherical was covered in dark cloth. He swept the cloth away from the device so Sam and David could see it. “This is what I’ve been working on.”

Sam stopped short. She had never seen anything like it. The object before her eyes looked like an enormous marble, three times the size of her. It glowed and hummed with magic. Light, though there wasn’t much inside the workshop, glimmered off it. Its surface was as smooth as glass and as Sam moved about the room, examining it, she realized she could see through it. Or rather, inside it. “What is it?”

“I simply call it the marble, since I don’t have a proper name for it yet. This is a device of magical origins I have never seen made before.”

She continued around it, wishing she could touch it with the tips of her fingers and feel its smoothness. “My father would like you. He’s an inventor too.”

“Look inside it,” Marcus instructed.

Sam peered closer. At first, she did not understand what she was looking at. Glowing lines crossed here and there, interweaving and creating different shapes. David stood beside Sam and gasped, realizing what it was before she did. “It’s a map of the Academy.”

Marcus nodded. “And those glowing lines are the energy of magic running under it.”

“Ley lines?” David asked.

“Yes,” Marcus answered. “And here,” he pointed at the very center of the sphere where the lines came together and cast a bright glow that went all the way through the surface of the marble. “This is where the lines converge into one place.”

“But I thought there weren’t any ley lines left in the world,” Sam remarked. “And most certainly not under Ravenwood Academy.”

“You would be mistaken then,” Marcus replied. “The ley lines underneath the Academy have the strongest magic in the world. They have, however, laid dormant for many years. Ever since the castle was built on top of it actually. Some believe that the castle’s presence shut the ley lines off and suffocated it beneath the earth.” He gestured at his project. “But Elijah and I think we might have found a way to use it without blowing the school and the island up.”

Sam shared a look with David wondering, Where is Marcus going with all of this?

The marble wasn’t just a map, she knew. It could do something. She looked at Marcus, waiting for further explanation. It wasn’t Marcus who told her first though, it was David. “This is a way to trap them, isn’t it?”

Marcus nodded.

“How do you know?” Sam asked.

David had his hands in his pockets. “Iris happened to mention something like this. That there might be a way to trap anyone breaking into the Academy. I’m not sure how this will work though.”

“The spies within the school have been using portal stones,” Marcus explains. He pointed at sections of the Academy where small dots of white blinked. “We discovered this when Helena found a stone left on one of the library tables. We concluded, after some examination, that it wasn’t merely an Essence Stone but a Marking Stone, also known as a portal stone. They can be left in various places and let the person who owns it portal in and out of the same place. There are others throughout the school, but we’ve left them where they’re at.”

Sam balked. “So they can walk right in whenever they want?”

Marcus’ expression remained solemn. “We let them think we haven’t found the stones. When they portal in, the energy from this marble will trap them in a private dimension where we all will be gathered, ready to engage them in a fight without fear of breaking out into the human world or destroying the Academy. The problem has been in finding others who can help us, namely, people from Black Gate. We aren’t sure how many members of the cabal will attack or when.” Marcus tapped the marble with the end of his wand. “But we are hoping this will help us figure that out.”

“And the evacuation,” Sam started. “Elijah’s doing it so no one moves the stones and so that, if the castle is blown up by the ley lines being tapped into on accident…”

“Or on purpose if the cabal decides,” David inserted.

“Right,” Sam added. “Then at least everyone is safe.”

“Everyone except those of us who are staying behind,” Marcus answered.

“We’re in a workshop, I know, but where are we?” David asked.

“You will be glad to know that we are still on the island,” Marcus replied. “In fact, we are beneath the Ravenwood. I reach this place by using a portal, but it can also be reached by a series of tunnels leading from the underground portions of the castle.”

“We’re connected to the ley lines right now,” Sam realized.

“Very close to them, actually,” Marcus confirmed. “Can you feel it?”

Now that Sam thought about it, the feeling of magic felt stronger here.

Marcus went on. “If we can fight the cabal within another dimension by using this marble, we can leave them to rot in a false realm, letting the legacy of the heralds die with them and be forever trapped. At least, that’s the hope.”

Sam was overcome by all the new information and sank onto one of the nearby benches. She wished Lily was here to learn all of this with her, to process all of it, and to decide what to do about it. But the whole reason I’m here to begin with is because Lily isn’t. Sam thought of her parents in London, who had no damn clue where she was. She thought of her friends being suddenly sent away on holiday without explanation.

“Has everyone already been evacuated?” she asked.

“Yes,” Marcus answered. “Elijah began the evacuation after I took you to the Louvre.”

Her heart sank. She had hoped to at least say goodbye to her friends. Now she didn’t know if she would ever see them again.

As if Marcus read her thoughts, he added, “Remember who you’re fighting for, Samantha. You will see them again.”

A portal opened on the other side of the room before either Sam or David could ask Marcus any more questions. Two figures appeared: Elijah, and right behind him, Helena.

Helena spoke, looking none too pleased. She locked eyes with Marcus. “The leader of Black Gate is here and he’s ready to see what you’ve been working on.”
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Helena’s warning came about two seconds before another portal opened and out stepped three more figures. First, Iris and Romero followed by someone Sam had never seen before.

He was tall and angular with sharp gray eyes that swept over the room, taking in every person and thing down to the scraps of metal littering Marcus’ workbenches. His ice-blond hair was slicked back, and the sides of his head were shaved. He wore all-black clothing including a coat with a high collar around his neck. Hanging from his neck down his chest was a necklace—a black chain with an onyx jewel dangling from it. It gleamed in the room.

It’s to store mana in, Sam realized. Some of the highest wizards in the world did that. Marcus, for instance, kept some of his stored in the jewel on his staff. The leader of Black Gate also wore gloves so the only skin Sam could see was part of his neck and his face. Both were ivory in complexion and smoothed over perfectly. Whatever glamour he had on, it was working. The glamour made Sam think he had dozens of scars all over his body. As far as she knew, he had been a part of Black Gate only a little longer than the twins.

The last thing Sam noticed about the man was the cane he carried. It was curved at the top and pointed at the end. He could walk fine. The cane was a weapon disguised as a supporting stick.

The man’s sharp eyes went to Marcus after he finished surveying the room. “Hello, Marcus. It’s been a long time.”

They know each other, Sam realized. It made sense. Marcus had been rescued by Black Gate many years ago.

Marcus nodded. “Yes, it has.” Sam had never heard his voice so forced and tight before. The others stood behind Jack, looking stiff. Iris kept her eyes anywhere but on the man. Romero and Helena kept sharing glances.

“Ah, Jack, this is Samantha Tempestade and David Hargrove.” Marcus gestured toward his students. “They are students of the Academy who have been a great help to us. Samantha and David, allow me to introduce to you Jack Calisto.” Marcus paused as if the last bit was difficult to get out. “The new leader of Black Gate.”

Jack swiveled to face Sam and David. He had seen them when he walked in of course but had spared them nothing more than a glance as if they were mere children waiting at the back of the room. At the mention of their names, however, he gave them more attention. “Ah, Tempestade. I’ve heard things about you. Apparently, you’re a lot better than some of your peers.”

Sam wished people would stop calling her by her last name. “You can just call me Sam,” she offered without acknowledging his comment.

“Don’t worry about him,” Helena put in from behind Jack. “He likes to point out that you’re better in case you’re like him. Jack here is a former protégé and while he’s a bit…high strung, he’s also one of the most skilled people at Black Gate.”

Jack’s head turned only enough to side-eye Helena. His jaw tightened. “Careful, Helena.” His voice was somewhere between a coo and something threatening. “You were a protégé too, but look where you’re at now.”

Sam wanted to smash his face into the stone wall behind him.

Helena produced a tight smile and though her hand clenched into a fist at her side, her voice remained calm. “Some protégés are better at handling their positions than others. You’re doing well, it seems.”

Sam watched Iris and Romero share a knowing glance. While Iris remained grim-faced, a slight smirk pulled up the corner of Romero’s mouth. Perhaps they suspected Jack had not risen to leader of Black Gate by skill alone. Everyone else in the room knew Helena would have gotten the position if she hadn’t left for years to avenge her sister. Which to me is even more reason to make her leader over this prick, Sam thought.

She decided within two minutes of Jack’s arrival that she didn’t like him one bit. But allies were allies, even if she wanted to shatter the smug look off his face.

Jack turned back to Sam and David, and his eyes lingered longer on David this time. “And Hargrove, is it? I remember the visits your father made to Black Gate. We could have used his endorsements, but others had different ideas about his character.”

Sam and David both stiffened, knowing that it was Iris Jack made a slight toward. Iris kept her face neutral and unreadable. Sam wondered if, when all of this nonsense with the cabal was over, Iris would pay Jack back for that comment. I’d be happy to help her with that, Sam thought even though it was clear Iris would not need help. She didn’t care how skilled Jack was, Iris Tringest could take him down.

“Well, my father isn’t here either, is he?” David drawled. “His interests do not lie in protecting people.” He paused, then added, “Only himself.”

Jack chuckled. “Self-preservation is never a bad thing, Hargrove.”

David didn’t back down. “But selfishness is.”

Sam caught Helena’s lips twitching into a smile behind Jack.

Jack didn’t see it. Elijah was the only one who never made any reaction. He simply watched as Jack conducted his business. The leader of Black Gate placed one hand over the other on his staff and looked once more at Sam. “Tell me, what made you want to go after someone like Valen Blackburn?”

Heat raced through Sam’s veins. The answer was simple. It was off her tongue before she even thought about it. “He killed my best friend.”

Jack raised a brow, as if surprised and thinking, That’s it?

“She was like a sister to me.”

“I see. Friendship.” Sam couldn’t tell if he was bored or patronizing her.

“Yes,” she ground out. She gestured at everyone else. “We’ve been able to work together so well because of that. We’re all friends.”

This time, Jack did laugh. It was a low, catlike laugh that made Sam want to punch him again. “That’s cute. Friends. Well, I’ll tell you one thing right now: I’m not here to braid hair and gossip. If you want friends, don’t ask Black Gate.”

Sam found this ironic given the three Black Gate members standing behind Jack—all three of which she now considered more than just teachers. Her friends. Sam thought of how long the others had fought side by side. It was friendship that kept Helena with Iris and Romero. It was friendship that brought Marcus into their circle. It was friendship that made Elijah Akaron their respected leader. And the reason they have allowed two twenty-something Academy students to join them in a fight that’s been going on for centuries, Sam thought. That and our skills. She was well aware that she wasn’t in this circle based on pure personality. David, perhaps since he could charm a whole room, but not her. Charm everyone but Jack, Sam added silently. Jack didn’t like anyone, it seemed.

The new head of Black Gate fluttered a gloved hand about. “If you want allies, however, I might be able to help. It depends on if this… thing works.”

Marcus stiffened. Helena actually rolled her eyes. Iris barely kept back a snarl, and Romero simply shook his head. Jack had turned his attention to the marble suspended in the middle of the room. He walked around it, inspecting it. The others shared glances. Jack wasn’t an inventor. He had no damn clue what the marble was until finally, Marcus explained. Jack pretended he knew what Marcus was talking about, but his lack of clarifying questions told everyone else the truth.

Sam listened to Jack’s boots clicking along the stone floor along with the tapping of his cane. Finally, he halted and turned to face Marcus. “So, when should we expect an attack?”

She supposed Jack was happy with the marble then, despite there being no nods of approval or verbal commending.

Elijah spoke up for the first time since arriving. “This is war, Jack. We can be attacked at any time.” He tried not to sound condescending, but Jack must have taken it that way.

He stiffened. “I’m aware that what we’re dealing with isn’t exactly ideal. I know what happened with Valen.”

Iris got sick and tired of Jack speaking and cut in. “Well, this is worse.”

Jack glared at her before turning back to Elijah. “I would hardly call what you’re dealing with war.” He gestured around them. “Are we on a battlefield?”

Even Marcus was beginning to lose his patience. “I would argue that most wars begin and are developed in rooms like this. Even so, the marble will tell us when we’re about to be attacked, as it can detect when the portal stones underneath the Academy are being used. When several are used at once, we will know the cabal is launching their attack. Then we can intercept them.”

David folded his arms across his chest and spoke before Jack could. “What will the warnings look like?”

At that moment, several of the runes covering the marble began to glow bright red. Marcus’ eyes widened, and he muttered, “Like that.”
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Everyone gaped. Words flew out of Sam’s mouth before she could stop them. “Right now?”

“Right now,” Marcus confirmed grimly. “We should all prepare.” He swiveled to Elijah. “Everyone has been evacuated, yes?”

Elijah nodded. “We are the only ones left at the Academy along with some of the Ravenwood Scouts and all of the guards.”

Helena turned to Elijah as well. “Have any other guards been sent by the chancellors?”

Elijah shook his head this time. His face fell. “Who we have here and the guards already at the Academy is all we have.”

Sam’s heart skipped a beat. That didn’t sound good.

Jack Calisto’s face was grim. “And I’ve brought no others from Black Gate. I was under the impression we had time to decide if⁠—”

“It’s like Akaron said,” Iris snarled. “An attack could happen at any time. Now we’ve got no time to discuss things any further. If we don’t move, the cabal will find a way in before we intercept.”

Flashes from Sam’s dream went through her mind. Broken walls, shattered stone, shards of glass all over the floor. She thought of the Crimson Cloaks chasing her through the halls, trying to capture her and turn her into a…

She shook her head. Now was not the time to be considering a life as a vessel for a cult that had killed her best friend.

Marcus spoke to Elijah once more. “Perhaps it is best you go back to the Academy and make sure everyone is evacuated and inform the guards and the scouts about what has happened. Be discreet. We don’t need the cabal catching onto the fact that we know they’re here. Though they’ll soon figure out we’re onto something when they realize almost no one is there.”

Elijah simply nodded before opening a portal and disappearing. “What about us?” Sam asked.

Jack cut in before Marcus could respond. “The children can leave too. We don’t need them in the way.”

Sam was so stunned by his words that she didn’t react until after the others spoke up.

“You said yourself you knew what happened with Valen,” Helena snapped. “Sam and David were vital to our victory. They’re coming with us.”

Iris’ cold eyes and Romero’s hand tightening on the hilt of his sword told Jack they were in agreement. “We’ve been training them for a reason,” added Marcus’ more calming voice. “Samantha here can steal another person’s magic and use it against them.”

Sam wished he wouldn’t talk her up. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, and if they were going to be running through the tunnels all night, she expected it would become even harder. “And Hargrove here has proved himself a fine bowman,” Marcus reported. “Besides, we need as many people as we can get.”

Jack lifted his chin. “Fine. But their lives are up to them. I won’t go out of my way to save them.”

And I won’t go out of mine to save yours, Sam thought with no small amount of indignation.

“How are we going to use this thing to intercept the cabal?” Jack asked as he knocked a hand on the outside of the marble. The next instant, he let out a cry as he was sucked inside. Jack Calisto had vanished into the glowing red sphere.

“That’s how,” Marcus muttered. He turned to the others. “We’ll go in that way. It will take us right to the realm where the cabal members have been trapped. Be wary. I’m not sure what this realm will look like. It wasn’t exactly my decision in that regard.” He fluttered a hand. “Magic has to have a mind of its own.” In that sense, his project with the marble had been a collaboration with the already existing magical world, not a pure creation of his own.

Marcus went in first, followed by the twins, then Helena who turned toward them. “Lucky thing I thought to bring your fighting clothes and weapons, isn’t it?”

Sam could have kissed Helena for her forethought. Hurriedly, she and David got into the fighting clothes Helena had made for them. David had his ax and quiver of arrows on his back, bow in his right hand. Sam had her wand in one hand and knives around her waist. Helena took out her twin swords and flashed Sam and David a smile. “See you on the other side.”

Sam and David were last to stand there in the room before the marble. David took Sam’s hand. “Ready?”

Sam took a deep breath. “Not ready.” She grinned despite the dire circumstances and the unknown they were about to enter. “Didn’t think our morning jog would lead to this, did you?”

David chuckled. “No, I didn’t.” He squeezed her hand once. “I’ll be looking out for you in there.”

She nodded. “Likewise. On the count of three?”

David counted to three and they jumped into the red haze of the marble.
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Oswald noticed that the Academy was unusually silent.

The headmaster had evacuated everyone, he knew, but it was a deeper quiet than that. In the summer, with nearly everyone gone, it had never been as quiet as this. No, this was the quiet of something at work that didn’t want anyone to know what they were doing.

The head librarian sat in his study by the fire, a book lying open in his lap that he wasn’t paying any attention to. He tapped his chin and pulled on his beard. Yes, something was off. Something was about to happen.

He had known an attack was coming. Every year that the castle stood it was susceptible to attack. This threat felt different. It felt close.

Oswald stood and stretched. He put on his slippers and brushed his hands over his robe. He cracked his knuckles and, humming a little strange tune, he started through the narrow, twisting hallways toward a back room. He opened a little door and entered. With his wand lit, he glanced about the room. It was a very cluttered place. Humans would have called it a storage unit. Oswald called it his chamber of curiosities. Inside were many useful trinkets. He clattered about for several minutes before finding a few objects that might help him.

“There, there,” he muttered. “Grand-nanny will be happy with me today when I save her school.” He chuckled as he left the room and locked the door behind him. He slipped a ring of keys into the pocket of his robe and patted the outside. “It’s time to get to work,” he told himself.
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Going through the marble was like going through a portal, but instead of being surrounded by darkness, Sam saw the flashing red energy all around her. They spun and spun and spun. Sam had the sensation that they were falling, then being pulled up, then being spit out. Finally, still clutching David’s hand, she stumbled out of the marble onto a patch of soft, bright green grass.

Sam blinked. The sun shone here, and it took her some time to adjust after being in a dim workshop and then inside a weird portal device. “What the hell?” David breathed from beside her as he dropped her hand.

What the hell indeed.

At first, nothing seemed that out of the ordinary. They were in the middle of a forest. Trees surrounded them and they stood in a clearing where grass swayed at their feet in a soft wind they could only feel but not hear. Everything else around them was still. Not a leaf on the trees moved even the slightest. Sam began to realize odd things about the place. The leaves weren’t green. They weren’t even red, orange, brown, or yellow. Instead, they were dull, muted shades of all sorts of colors as if something once radiant had been washed out many times and hung to dry.

The trees were oddly shaped, too. The trunks bent into curves or made spiral shapes all the way to the top where leaves poked out in a great canopy. A bird with dull, green wings flitted from the branch of one tree to a hole in the other. It had three eyes. Something skittered past Sam. She glanced down to see a reptile—a lizard perhaps—scampering by. It had six legs and a small pair of wings.

“This is the Ravenwood,” David murmured. “Look there. I’ve seen that cave before and that stream just below.” Sam looked. The cave looked odd too. The stones shimmered like a puddle in sunlight after a hard rainfall. She could not hear the stream nearby, but she trusted that David knew where it was. “Or an odd version of the Ravenwood, that is,” he added.

Did that mean this whole realm was a replica of the island? If so, would the castle look as strange as the forest? Sam glanced around her, searching for the others. She saw no signs of them. The marble, it seemed, had sent them to different parts of the forest.

“I guess we’ll just have to start walking until we find the others.”

At that moment, she heard a rustling behind her. Sam turned, her wand aloft to defend herself if need be. David snatched an arrow from his quiver. Out from the trees, Marcus appeared. Sam lowered her wand, feeling relieved. “There you two are. You made it,” Marcus said, also looking relieved.

“Where are the others?” David asked.

“The Black Gate contingent has gone ahead to scout the area. We expect the cabal to make their way out of the tunnels at any moment. They won’t realize until they’re out that they aren’t in the right realm. By that point, it will be too late.”

“You tried to make a replica of the island, didn’t you?” Sam asked.

Marcus nodded. “I was pressed for time and tried to make the Academy look as much like the original as possible. It took me many weeks. As you can see, it meant other things fell to the wayside.” He gestured at their general surroundings. So the Academy would look much the same, Sam realized. And if it was destroyed, it would be the replica, not the original. Marcus was a fucking genius. Still, she was not full of assurance. The cabal, no doubt, had higher numbers than they did. If they weren’t careful, they could be surrounded by more enemies than they could fight off at once.

“It’s very quiet here,” David remarked. “Do you think the cabal has really shown up?”

Marcus opened his mouth to respond, but an explosion went off in the distance.
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The explosion rocked the ground and sent Helena, Romero, Iris, and Jack flying backward. They had made it to the castle only to be thrown back by the explosion. Of course the tower they had gotten the closest to would be the one the cabal destroyed first. They were at the southernmost tower and there were four more. Helena was sure, even as she got to her feet and went to make sure none of the others were injured, that the cabal meant to destroy the rest too. They would bring the castle crumbling down on itself.

Helena went to help Romero up. Iris was already on her feet and Jack was getting to his. Jack hissed. “What the fuck was that?”

“Just like old times, eh?” Iris said with a fierce light in her eyes.

Helena didn’t exactly miss the times when the four of them went out on a mission. At least then they had been younger and gone out for drinks after. She didn’t think that was going to be the case this time. Still, as much as she didn’t like Jack, Helena was glad it was this group. They had been named the four most skilled at Black Gate during their initiation for a reason.

They had no more time for reminiscing. “There!” Romero shouted, unsheathing a sword in one hand and taking an ax off his back with the other. From the gaping hole in the tower, revenants came pouring forth.

“Fucking hell,” Helena muttered. She had expected revenants, and a whole lot of them, but this didn’t make her any less annoyed to see them. She lurched forward into an attack, her twin swords blazing with magic. She cut the revenants to pieces as easily as slashing through ribbons. She moved with agility and grace that had been trained into her from a young age. The others were at her side: Iris on her left and Jack on her right. Romero was on the other side of Iris. As one line of four, they moved forward, cutting into the disorganized line of revenants quickly. They kept pouring from the tower.

More and more came until Helena began to wonder if they would be overwhelmed. She planted her feet and remained where she was for a moment, cutting down each revenant as it launched at her. Soon, a pile of them lay around her feet and she jumped over them, cutting into another, then another, then another…

The others were doing just as well. Helena was beginning to sweat. She had no doubt Marcus and the others had heard the explosion, but she would need to get word to them about what exactly it was. Where there were dozens of revenants, there had to be at least one sorcerer controlling them.

As soon as the thought came to mind, three new figures appeared through the large hole in the tower. They each wore a cloak with a hood pulled over their faces so Helena could not see who they were. But she knew enough, they were members of the cabal come to fight.
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“What the hell was that?” David asked, his face and voice full of alarm.

“One of the towers!” Marcus exclaimed. “South, I think, from the sound of it.”

Well, they had their answer. The cabal was here.

The jewel at the top of Marcus’ staff burned bright and out of nowhere, a voice came from it. “Marcus, are you there?”

Helena? How was it possible?

“Yes, I’m here,” Marcus answered. “What’s going on?”

“We were just attacked at the southern tower,” came Helena’s voice. “Revenants everywhere. We managed to cut most of them down and now we’re running.”

“Away?”

“No, we’re pursuing the sorcerers who controlled the revenants. Iris and I are following two. Romero stayed behind to finish off the revenants.”

“And Jack?” Marcus asked.

“He’s going after the third,” Helena answered. From the sound of her voice, Sam could tell she was in hot pursuit. “Before the three split, one of the people we’re chasing told the third to ‘go guard him.’”

“So there’s at least a fourth here,” David spoke up.

Marcus’ expression was grim. “And their leader, perhaps.”

We might finally get face-to-face with the bastard behind all of this, Sam thought.

“Did you recognize the three sorcerers?” was Marcus’ next question.

“We couldn’t see their faces,” Helena answered, then a pause in which she breathed hard as she darted through the forest. “Go help Jack, please. I don’t know what he’s going to find inside the castle. He can’t go against them alone. I don’t care how good he is with that stupid cane of his.”

“We’ll go,” Marcus assured her. “Meet us back at the castle or whatever is left of it when you’re done dealing with the two you’re chasing now.”

Helena’s voice went away. Marcus turned toward his two gaping students.

“How’d you do that?” Sam demanded.

Marcus nodded toward his staff. “There are ways to join the energies of two magical jewels in a focus vessel. Mine is in my staff. Helena’s are in the hilts of her swords. They work somewhat like magical radios. We had hoped to get some for the two of you, but I simply didn’t have the time. We must be going now.”

Marcus looked toward the southern tower even though he could not see it through the trees. There were four more and he had no doubts the cabal planned to destroy all of them. Which one would go next, he did not know. He also didn’t know if the cabal had figured out the castle wasn’t real but in a different realm. They would find out once they got to the castle, he decided.

Sam’s heart rate increased as she clenched her wand in one hand and drew out her knife in the other. These people they were about to face were powerful. Just as, if not more, powerful than Valen, not to mention all the revenants and golems they would send forth first.

She was irritated that their first job entailed having to go and help Jack, but it was better than standing around in the trees waiting for the next tower to explode. “Let’s go,” she urged Marcus and David. The three set forth through the trees as fast as they could.
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Helena loved the feeling of a chase.

She felt like a wolf sprinting through the forest.

The sun was almost gone, burning low on the horizon. Night would soon fall over the forest. Funny how time still worked in a realm like this. Iris was right beside Helena and little else in the world felt more right. Helena remembered days when it had just been her and Iris chasing whatever through a forest or a moor or a dark dungeon. She remembered tearing apart their enemies together and talking about it over mead when they were done.

“Hey, Iris,” Helena huffed as they ran.

“Hey, Helena,” Iris returned.

“Let me buy you a drink after this.”

“Don’t make promises about what happens after, Helena. Not yet.”

Helena grinned. The chase continued.

They pursued the figures through Marcus’ odd version of the Ravenwood. The shadows grew long and thick on the ground. Helena hoped Marcus had thought to make sure the moon was full in this realm so they could see where they were going. Helena didn’t want to use her wand for light yet, not when she had it putting a shield up around her.

The figures were within view. Helena sent out a spell. One of the figures tripped, but it wasn’t enough. They kept running. Iris cast out her wand with a stunning spell. She hit the second figure in the back. The first helped it up and they kept going. The figures were fast. Too fast. Almost like they were…

They turned their faces just enough for Helena to see them. Shock rattled through her. Of course. Who better to send against members of Black Gate than two people who had once been a part of Black Gate themselves? If these two were Carmine and Akosa as she suspected, the third would be…

“Fucking Kallus,” Helena muttered. The one she wanted to make pay for what they had done to them on the battlefield before they betrayed them all those years ago the most. The name Kallus on Helena’s lips brought full realization to Iris. She growled low in her throat and somehow set off at a faster sprint, motivated now not only by the fight but by vengeance.

“We know who you are!” Helena shouted after the two figures.

A low, cold laugh followed. Akosa. The very sound of her voice sent a chill down Helena’s spine. She did not miss the days when she had to spar with Akosa in the training yard. And where the hell was Razar? Perhaps that had been the person Kallus was sent to guard. But he can’t be the leader of the cabal, Helena thought. He doesn’t have the balls for that. No, it was someone else and these four were just caught up in the mess of it all.

Helena expected Carmine and Akosa to continue running but as Helena vaulted over a boulder into a clearing and landed with feline gracefulness, she saw them standing there, braced for a fight. Akosa’s white teeth flashed. She bent into a crouch, two knives glinting in her white hands. A grim smile parted Carmine’s lips as he tapped the end of his club against his palm.

Helena’s stomach coiled. She saw now what they had done. They’ve fucking lured us out here to fight. Which meant whatever was going on inside the castle was far more important.

Rage filled Helena and she launched. Iris went at the same time. Their cries filled the air. Helena went for Carmine. Iris went for Akosa.

Carmine was a brute and always had been. He was much larger than Helena, and his club could break any bone in her body with one swing. If it made contact. Helena hissed between her teeth and evaded his strikes, vowing to take him down before he could touch her once. Her shield was up, bright and strong. She put her wand away and allowed the energy stones in the hilts of her swords to keep up her shield. As long as she remained focused, she would be fine.

Carmine growled as he struck out. Helena jumped up so his club could not hit her legs. She landed and rolled, slashing out with her swords. He evaded her. Carmine cried out with rage and slammed his club into the ground, sending out a blast of magic that sent Helena rolling into a tree. She groaned but got to her feet. His wide smile was above her, white and menacing. She noted he had a couple of teeth missing and promised to bash out the rest.

“Remember sparring in the training yards, Carmine?” Helena demanded. “Remember how I always beat your ass?”

He chuckled. “You’ve been trained by Black Gate, Helena. I’ve had new trainers since I left. You don’t know what I’m capable of.” He swung his club and slammed it into the nearest tree. It cracked in two and the upper portion came hurtling toward the ground.

Helena leapt out of the way and spun to face Carmine again. “I don’t care what you’ve learned. A fucking coward doesn’t learn to have courage and it’s clear you didn’t either. The cabal has you because all you’re good at is giving up.”

Pure fury filled Carmine’s eyes. He swung out with his club again and hit Helena’s shield. The force of it sent her rocking back, but it did not break. She reinforced it by placing her swords against it. She and Carmine went head-to-head, darting to and fro, both swinging out and missing, then hitting one another’s shields hard enough that they staggered back.

Carmine’s brute ability was indeed stronger than it had been when they were youths at Black Gate, but Helena knew to rely on her speed and greater knowledge of magic to beat him. Plus, she had a few scores to settle. That always came in handy.

Helena had not been paying attention to Iris and Akosa until she heard Iris’ strangled cry. She spun to see Iris on the ground, pinned down by Akosa with Akosa’s gleaming knife against her throat.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWENTY


Marcus went first, followed by Sam, then David. The forest seemed much larger than it had the other times Sam traversed its many twisting paths overlain with vines and roots protruding from the ground. The sky above had darkened, the sun only a sliver of bright red light on the horizon. With the moon cresting the treetops and the castle finally coming into view, Sam was struck with the strange feeling that she’d been here before.

Of course, she had been to the Academy before and at night too. But this was a feeling she’d had only inside a dream. The castle looked different, and not just because one of its towers had been blown apart. Dark vines crept over every exterior wall as if binding it in place. They came out of the trees into the garden at the back of the castle. The trees here were outlined in a soft, white glow as if they had been drenched in moonlight. Everything was bathed in the magic Marcus had used to create the replica. He had done a damn good job. Sam just hoped the cabal hadn’t figured out where they really were yet.

Marcus led Sam and David out from the trees into the garden. All was silent. Too silent. The silence was so deep that Sam felt the need to say something to break it apart, to remind herself she wasn’t in a dream. There was no need, for a second later, a second explosion sounded.

“Get down!” Marcus shouted.

Sam ducked just in time. Stones hurtled overhead, falling into the garden and the trees at the start of the Ravenwood with great crashes. Debris and dust sprang from the ground. Sam shielded her face as the rocks continued to fall. Finally, when all seemed settled around her, she glanced up, first to make sure Marcus and David were okay, and second to see where the explosion had come from.

“Western tower,” David muttered. “Well, there goes the girls’ wing.”

It wasn’t like Sam was going to sleep there tonight anyway.

Marcus got to his feet, using his staff to assist him. “We must get inside as quickly as possible.” The dust from the tower had covered his cloak. He shook it off as he made his way to the door. A row of glass windows lined the wall closest to them. It was the room that overlooked the garden. In the row of windows were two wide double doors. Marcus was three feet away when the glass, like the western tower of stone, exploded into thousands of pieces.

Marcus reeled back, putting his staff up just in time and speaking a spell to shield himself before anything could cut him. The broken glass collided with his shield and ricocheted off. “Shit,” Sam muttered as she saw what had caused the windows to break. The swaying figures of revenants were in the dim hall beyond. Their moans filled the air and with a rush as if they had been signaled forward, they poured forth.

There were at least twenty, probably more. Their skin and dark eyes shone in the moonlight. At least Marcus had thought to make it as light as possible at night here. The revenants threw themselves through the windows, not caring about the glass or pain, only the kill. Only blood and flesh and whatever other instinct the cabal had given them.

Sam braced herself. She put her shield up and drew both knives. “Come and get me,” she snarled.

[image: ]


Romero swung his ax up, then down right into the face of the last revenant. It fell without a sound. There were a dozen other bodies already piled up for it to fall onto. He panted for breath. Fighting off all the revenants from the southern tower on his own hadn’t been easy work, but he had done it.

He wiped black blood that had splattered on his face with the back of his hand. It smelled bad. Really, really bad. By the time the whole fight was over, the revenants would stink the whole place up. “Good thing we aren’t at the real Academy,” he muttered.

The moon was beginning to come over the trees, and Romero noted how quiet it had become. It was time to find his sister. He hoped the two cabal members she and Helena had gone after weren’t causing them too much trouble. They’d better not, he thought with his jaw set. Because I killed a fuck-ton of these brutes just to give them a chance. He kicked one of the fallen bodies aside.

He was about to head into the forest when the ground rocked beneath him, and the shattering sound of an explosion filled the air. Birds in a nearby tree squawked and took flight. A sudden wind picked up. The eastern tower, he realized. This meant there was someone near there that the cabal had seen.

He heard screams from far away. The back garden!

They were not the screams of endangered companions but of rage- and hunger-filled revenants. He would know—he’d just fought off thirteen of them. Romero pulled his ax from the one he’d just killed and wiped the blood on the grass. He wrapped his hands around it and steeled himself for another fight before heading toward the eastern tower.
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Sam took all her knowledge of fighting from her father, Marcus, Helena, Iris, and Romero, and put it toward the revenants. Her shield blazed bright and strong. Her knives slashed out, up, and across. Blood from the revenants splattered onto her clothing. Distantly, she was aware of Marcus’ blue magic emanating from his staff and the curses he flung from his wand. She knew David was somewhere behind her, shooting arrows from his bow. She knew this because every once in a while, he would send an explosive arrow past her head, shouting for her to duck. Both would watch as the revenant who had just been coming for her exploded into pieces of flesh and bone.

She kept moving, lunging here and there as she took down one revenant at a time. Her heart raced and blood rushed. For a moment, all she could hear were the groans of the revenants when her knife went into chests, thighs, necks, and heads. They fell with heavy thumps to the garden ground.

Finally, none came at her, and she stood, panting with her knives at her sides. They dripped with the revenants’ black blood. She turned to watch Marcus make his way back over to her. David, too, limped forward. Sam went to him and bent down to see his trousers and leg were cut. “Just glass,” he muttered. Blood trickled down his leg.

“Let me.” Marcus touched the end of his staff to David’s leg and whispered a gentle spell. They watched as the wound closed. “Now don’t get yourself cut up anymore.”

David managed a smile despite their circumstances. “Yes, sir.”

Sam examined the destruction so far. Every window had been shattered. Thousands of glass pieces lay over the garden. “Well, at least we won’t have to use the doors.”

Whatever she might have added never reached her tongue. First came a great rustling in the trees behind them and the tremendous sound of a tree falling. Sam jumped. What she heard next was David’s voice. “Oh fucking hell.” She turned and saw a golem lumbering out from the trees. Before she had time to react, it swung out with a massive arm, a fist formed at the end and went straight into the stone fountain at the center of the garden. The Raven Queen’s face that was depicted in the stone shattered, her head flying from her neck. And all of a sudden, Sam was back inside her nightmare.

The golem stepped past the trees and lifted a leg to bring it down into what was left of the fountain. Just like the destroyed windows, now the fountain lay in thousands of pieces. The golem let out a roar. This isn’t my dream. This isn’t my dream, Sam told herself over and over again.

Marcus and David reacted quicker than she did. Marcus sent out a blast of blue light from his staff, sending the golem back enough to give Sam and David time to get their footing. David shot arrow after arrow, each one exploding into the golem and setting it on fire.

Fire. Sam liked that. She cast a fire rune beneath the golem’s feet. “Now!” she shouted to David.

He released another arrow. With a precision only Romero could have taught him, David shot his arrow straight into the center of Sam’s rune. They stepped back in unison. Marcus had already taken cover. Fire exploded and the golem went down into a heap of burning flesh and ash. Sam thought they might finally be able to get inside when she realized the golem hadn’t just come to smash a fountain. It had been a distraction.

She hit the ground before she could say so, before she could warn Marcus and David of the revenants coming at them from the side of the garden where they had not been looking. One of the revenants pushed her to the ground and landed on top of her, mouth open in a hissing scream that made her want to cover her ears. She couldn’t though. Sam had dropped her knives. She scrambled for them, also trying to get out from under her attacker. The revenant was too strong.

Sam let out a piercing scream as the revenant drew sharp fingernails down her back, tearing both clothing and skin. She found her knife and twisted her body despite the pain shooting through her back. She plunged the knife between the revenant’s two eyes. The creature sank against her, face hollow and dead. The features of the revenant told Sam it had once been a beautiful woman. An innocent one who had never wanted to be turned into something monstrous, no doubt. She didn’t have time to think about that or to have regrets about something she had no part in. Just make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else, she thought.

The revenants that had poured into the garden, and Sam wasn’t sure how they were going to keep at this. The cabal would keep sending more to hold them at bay while they did whatever it was they wanted to do to Jack.

And later…

Me, Sam thought as the images of the Crimson Cloaks from her dream reaching her flashed through her mind.

“Don’t stop now and just stand there, Tempestade.” The voice behind Sam was deep and familiar. Romero flung his ax into a revenant leaping at her. It went down at her feet, crashing into what was left of the fountain. Mere rubble, Sam realized. That’s what the whole damn castle would end up looking like.

Sam did as Romero instructed. At his side, she dove back into the center of the garden to fend off the revenants. Before long, she stood with her back to his, and David and Marcus were beside them, also standing back-to-back. The revenants came, but they were quickly dispatched. The bodies littered the ground, their blood and the odor of their corpses hanging in the air.

When they were finished, Romero turned to the others, his chest heaving. He had run all the way here from the southern tower after fighting off a horde of his own. “Thank you,” Sam breathed.

Romero gave a curt nod. “Jack’s inside.”

“We’re going to help him,” Marcus answered.

Romero nodded again. “I’ll look for my sister. Once I have her and Helena back, we’ll come and find you.” He was off into the Ravenwood before anyone else could say a thing. This left Sam, Marcus, and David to turn once more toward the castle. Sam wasn’t about to waste any more time in the damn garden which wasn’t even a garden anymore. The golem had brought down most of the trees and squashed the flowerbeds. If more revenants wanted to come for them, they could follow them inside.

Sam led the way without a word. She stepped through the space that had been a window about thirty minutes ago into the dark interior of the castle. She was in an atrium and passed shards of glass across the room to a door that led into the main hallway.

A screech on the other side of the door met her as she walked into the hallway. Sam swung her knife to the left, hitting the revenant in the throat. The screech died, and the creature fell. Of course there would be more inside. Sam should have expected it.

“There!” David cried, launching an arrow toward the spiral staircase leading to the second level. The revenant turned to flames. Sam flung her knife toward a second and pinned it to the wall. When she reached it to take her knife back, five more flew down the stairs. Two met one of her knives. Another met the heel of her boot then a knife after she pulled it from the revenant she’d just killed. The fourth melted into flames from another of David’s arrows.

Sam turned to him, breathing hard. “Perhaps you should save some of those arrows for later.”

He nodded in agreement and pulled his ax off his back instead. Marcus came in behind them, brows furrowed, and eyes cast about the hall. “It’s a fucking mess in here.”

She would have agreed if her eyes weren’t already fastened on the revenant at the bottom of the stairs that David had shot when they first came in. Dread coiled in her stomach. The revenant wasn’t dead, but it had been. Now, it rose on disjointed, burned limbs and grabbed at other body parts lying around it. It took an arm from another revenant and pushed it into the bloodied patch of skin where its own arm had melted off from David’s arrow. The new arm fused with the old and Sam sensed heavy, dark magic in the air.

“Fucking hell,” she breathed. The revenants at her feet raised their heads and searched around them for the parts they needed. They were fixing themselves and whoever the hell had the power to control them to do this was close by. But who? And was Jack with them?

Sam wanted to curse Jack for coming in here alone first and the cabal for luring him second.

“What the hell is this?” David breathed.

Marcus’ eyes were wide in shock and horror. This wasn’t something he’d seen before. “Something straight out of Avadon.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Carmine and Akosa were taking too long. “What’s new?” Razar muttered.

He could hear the commotion of the fights above him. Perhaps somewhere outside of the castle. The screams of revenants filled the air wherever they were. He had heard both towers explode. It wouldn’t be long before the third and fourth fell. And when the revenants poured outside, those left at the castle would have no choice but to defend themselves, giving him plenty of time to work from underneath the castle where they had come in.

Even so, Razar hated waiting. He wished he was out there with them, the Red Wolf once again, swinging his glory-sworn ax and killing, killing, killing. Instead, he was in this cold, dark place, waiting while Kallus, of all people, got to do the real work. Why Kallus had been chosen for it over him, he did not know. Their leader must have seen something in Kallus that Razar didn’t. All Razar saw was slowness and incompetence. What was worse was that their leader had made Razar Kallus’ guard.

If he had a watch, he would have checked it more than a dozen times by now. It wouldn’t have mattered. The council’s head told him to wait here. Carmine and Akosa would join eventually if they didn’t get lost first. They’d studied a map of the island many times, but that didn’t mean anything. Akosa was smart. More than smart, she was cunning and clever. Carmine, however… Well, he would just weigh her down. Either their leader hadn’t thought of a good plan, or there were parts of it that Razar didn’t know. The latter was possible. Their leader wasn’t fond of sharing all details with everyone working for him. The Red Wolf would have to find out on his own. He was part of a pack, but sometimes he wished he was a lone wolf or that it was Valen coming to him instead of Carmine and Akosa. At least Valen had always had a good idea of where he was headed.

Why couldn’t I have waited somewhere else where at least I could have watched the fun? Razar wondered.

Because someone was going to come down here eventually, the council’s head had promised. Someone who was all too good at walking into a trap.

So Razar waited.

Waiting meant thinking and thinking meant Razar had to decide whether he was happy with his position in the cabal. He wasn’t. But could he do a fucking thing about it? No. Besides, they were already here to fight. It wasn’t like he could leave. It wasn’t like he could die like Valen and have this shit over with. Death was easy, of course, but Razar wouldn’t die unless someone’s blade entered his chest. He would fight just enough for people to say he’d fought until the bitter end.

Razar knew he wasn’t the only person here in this damn castle right now who was like that. That was the problem.

His thoughts vanished the next instant and he tensed. He sensed someone in the tunnels close by. A slow, sly smile crossed his lips. Fucking finally.

Razar pulled his ax off his back and snatched a spear from where it leaned against the wall. It gleamed brightly at its end with red light, casting the cavern in a dull glow. He counted to three and just on time, the door to the cavern burst open with an explosion of blue light from the end of a wand.

The person who stepped in leaned on a cane, but Razar knew he didn’t need it. The cane was as deadly a weapon as Razar’s own ax or spear. Razar’s smile could have cut diamonds. “Hello there, Jacky Jack. I was hoping you’d show up.”

Jack chuckled. “You were hoping, but I knew I’d find you here.”

Razar cocked his head to the side. “Don’t tell me you joined the so-called ‘good guys’ because you wanted to see me. We could have arranged a meeting beforehand.”

Jack’s smile faded. Razar expected him to say something. Jack had always liked the sound of his own voice. And even more than that, Jack liked making a point. His point, this time, wasn’t going to be made with words.

Razar didn’t have time to process that Jack had pulled a gun before a bang sounded and a bullet entered his chest.
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Jack Calisto was blinded by revenge, and there were few people in the world he wanted revenge on more than Razar, the Red Wolf, or whatever the hell else he was called these days. It didn’t matter. His blood would bleed red on the stone floor no matter what he was called.

Razar’s voice grated him. “Hello there, Jacky Jack. I was hoping you’d show up.”

“Jacky Jack” made Jack want to smash Razar’s head into a wall. He’d been calling him that since they were children at Black Gate, playing with sticks in the yard, pretending they were grown soldiers with swords. When he heard “Jacky Jack” he felt like a kid again, not the grown leader of Black Gate itself.

Once, Razar had wanted to be where he was. In charge. Well, he was in charge to a degree, but not like Jack was. And they weren’t playing with wooden swords anymore. Actually, Jack preferred a few other weapons over swords, such as the gun inside his coat. He reached for it with a speed and deftness Razar didn’t have time to comprehend. The bullets were made of mana, a design and execution done by the finest weapons and armory makers at Black Gate. The pistol fit against Jack’s palm perfectly. It had been designed for him only. He shot. The bang filled the cavern. The bullet plunged into Razar’s chest.

Razar and Jack both looked at the spot where blood stained Razar’s shirt. The mana bullets had gone through Razar’s shield too, not because the bullets were that good but because in seeing Jack Calisto for the first time in over a decade, Razar had let his focus slip.

Not anymore. Not with pain polluting his chest. The bullet wouldn’t kill him yet, and if it did, Razar would go down fighting and make sure Jack was banged up by the end of it too. Razar growled. His wand flicked out and his tongue spoke a curse. Jack was fast with his pistol, but Razar was just as fast with curses.

Jack went into the wall and air left his lungs. The impact widened his eyes. He almost lost grip of his gun. Before it could go clattering to the floor, however, he tightened his gloved hand around it, pointed, and shot again. His bullet didn’t go where he wanted it to. It would have if not for Razar’s second spell that made Jack’s arm twist away.

Razar chuckled. “We’ve come a long way from our boyish swordplay, Jack.” Jack lurched forward, crying out. He shot again, hitting Razar’s shield. The mana bullet pinged off. It was time to switch course. He raised his cane, the sharp end of it as useful to him as Razar’s spear was to him. Razar had cast aside his ax the moment he was shot, pulling out his wand in one hand instead while still holding his spear in the other.

Jack struck out with his cane and the end of it met Razar’s spear. Jack was sweating despite the cold down in the tunnels. “And it seems like neither of us likes swords anymore,” he growled.

“Neither of us like being on the bottom,” Razar returned. With his words came a strike. His spear went out and he would have had Jack’s neck if Jack hadn’t known Razar as well as he did and saw it coming. He stepped to the side, swung, and slashed with his cane at the same time as he shot with his gun. The end of his cane hit Razar’s side. Razar’s cry of pain filled the cavern. Blue and red light went back and forth, showing their strained faces to one another. The bullet, however, missed again.

Jack stepped on a casing as he neared Razar. “You left us, Red Wolf, and now you serve a new master. What’s it feel like, being a slave?” His voice was low and husky.

Razar, though in pain, did not hold back in his retort which included both words and a spell. The spell hit Jack in the chest, paralyzing him for a moment and holding him against a wall. Razar’s spear came to his throat and stopped. “I heard ya got to the top at Black Gate, but even Black Gate, in the grand scheme of things, is on the bottom.”

Jack usually knew when Razar was bluffing, but right now he couldn’t quite tell. Was he just trying to fearmonger him or did the Red Wolf really know more than he did?

His gloved hand brought his cane up and down across the spear with such force that Razar had to draw back. Jack shot again. It was his last bullet, he thought, or the next to last. He’d lost count. He needed time to reload. The bullet hit Razar’s shoulder. He screamed in rage and pain. Jack knew he didn’t have long. He’d seen Razar bleed but not out. He wanted him dead.

Too bad Razar wanted the same thing for Jack. “You’re wasting your time down here fighting me, Jacky. Your real enemy is somewhere else.”

“In this castle?” Jack demanded.

Razar nodded. “The cabal is here, and so is its leader.”

Jack grew almost curious enough to halt their fight and turn back, but then he caught a glint in Razar’s eye and knew that, even if the cabal’s leader was here, Razar had only said it to distract him. Distraction had always been Razar’s best weapon and Jack forgot about it. Fucking forgot.

The spell hit his chest first, then his throat, silencing him. It went to his knees, making him crumple to the stone floor. It hit one arm, then the other. He dropped his cane and gun at the same time. Now, he was bowing before the Red Wolf without wanting to. Razar stepped toward him, chuckling low in his throat. “They told me to wait down here because they knew you’d try and find me. They knew you’d sense where I was at and leave your…well, they aren’t your friends, are they, Jacky? You never really had any friends but me.”

Jack spat. He tried to talk, but his throat was closed. The number of retorts he could have given was endless, all full of colorful profanities. Razar bent before him, a sleek knife in his hand perched under Jack’s chin. Jack didn’t remember him drawing a knife, but Razar probably had every weapon he could on him. Everything but a sword or a gun. Razar kicked Jack’s pistol away. He had never liked the weapons humans started using centuries ago.

“And where are your so-called friends now?” Razar whispered, taunting. “Who is going to save Little Jack now?”

Jack closed his eyes.
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Iris stared up into Akosa’s cold eyes and knew she meant to kill her. The blade felt like ice at her throat. Somewhere far off, another explosion sounded. A second tower had just fallen. Akosa paused for half a second too long at the sound of the tower breaking apart, and Iris took her chance.

Her hands scrambled for her wand and found it lying in the grass. She let out a cry and a spell left her tongue. A portal opened behind Akosa, but it wasn’t just any portal. It was a portal that took all of Iris’ strength and knowledge of magic to conjure. It took the rush of her mana deep in her body to bring it into existence. The portal was so full of her own magic that it acted like a magnet, and Akosa was what it wanted to pull.

The knife left Iris’ throat. Akosa let out an enraged, alarmed cry as she was thrown back into the portal. Iris flicked her wand, and the portal shut, making Akosa vanish with it. Iris’ head reeled. Her heart pounded hard enough that the only sound she heard was the rushing of blood in her ears. She didn’t hear Carmine’s shout of rage and Helena’s cry of warning.

Carmine collided with her. Iris felt herself slammed into something hard and rough. A tree trunk perhaps. Her head filled with darkness. Carmine growled in her ear. “How dare you, bitch!”

Iris slumped against the tree. She struggled to hold onto her wand. I can fight back. I can fi⁠—
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Helena saw red.

She didn’t think, she just moved. The sight of Iris’ head bleeding where Carmine had thrown her against the tree propelled her body into motion. Carmine wheeled and sent out a blast of magic from his own wand. Helena dodged it, rolled on the ground, and leapt back to her feet. Carmine swung out with his club. She evaded it too. Pure instinct took over. As long as she kept her focus she could…

There!

An opening. Carmine’s eyes widened as she came at him. Helena’s sword went into his chest. He jolted toward her, eyes horrified. Helena’s breathing came hard and fast. “That was for Iris.” She wrenched her sword out, and Carmine went toward the ground.

Helena didn’t waste another second. She went to Iris’ side and fell to her knees. She turned her friend’s body over and found blood matting the side of her face. “Iris, stay with me!”

Iris’ eyes were open, but her stare was blank. Her pulse was weak. “Come on, Iris! Don’t go!” Helena’s voice was full of panic.

Helena heard a groan and rustling behind her. She half turned her head and her heart stopped in her chest before raging on. Carmine had stood again, but he wasn’t the same Carmine as before. His eyes were blank, lifeless. He reached for his club on the ground without even looking. A fucking revenant. That’s what he was.

Iris’ voice came to her, weak and far away. “R-Romero.”

“I’ll find him,” Helena promised. She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to kill Carmine again and save Iris.

Something came whizzing through the trees. An ax embedded itself into Carmine’s chest. He groaned again and sank back. Helena’s breathing came hard. “Romero,” came Iris’ voice again, stronger this time.

Romero! Helena got to her feet as he walked through the trees, looking grim. “Looks like you two have been having some fun.”

“We have to help her,” Helena urged. She hauled Iris to her feet, but Iris slumped against her, too weak to move any longer.

A hint of a grin came to Romero’s lips. “She is going to be pissed later when she learns I’ve saved her life and not the other way around.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Jack closed his eyes, and it was a damn shame because it meant he missed the eruption of light that filled the room the next instant.

The light was bright and blue. The knife at his throat was gone. He heard Razar’s groan as the blast sent him against the far wall. Jack opened his eyes to see Marcus Deathshroud standing in the doorway, a grim look on his face and light glowing from his staff.

David Hargrove moved quickly. He notched an arrow and shot. Razar, however, reached out and caught the sharp tip in his palm before it exploded. Jack wondered why the hell Razar would willingly injure himself, but when the arrow exploded, Razar’s closed hand around it, stifling the arrow’s damage. Instead of rocking the whole cavern and setting them all on fire, Razar had put it out.

Hargrove was a kid, he was bound to make mistakes, Jack thought.

Razar was in pain, that much all four of them could see. He got to his feet, his heated stare pinned on Marcus. He seemed to have forgotten all about Jack and didn’t bother to look at either David or Sam even though David had just shot at him. Razar chuckled, low and deep. “My superior said you would come to me too.” He jerked his head toward Jack. “Nice bait, ain’t he?”

Jack’s heart raced. They had sent Kallus into the castle knowing Jack would pursue. They knew Jack would end up in the same room with Razar and that the other would follow Jack.

“Bait he might be, Razar, but I am willing to bet you are bait yourself.”

Razar, as he was called, showed gleaming, white teeth.

“My superior told me you might do something like this, and he passes along his commendation for your creation.” He fluttered a hand at their general surroundings. “It took us a whole two minutes to figure out you’d put us inside a replica. Planning to trap us here, Marcus?”

Marcus’ face went white. Sam swallowed hard. David looked sick. Jack didn’t even understood what was happening. Razar chuckled. “We knew you’d make something like this since you were such a gifted marble maker even in your youth.”

Marcus’ face tightened. So did his hand around his staff. Razar finally acknowledged Sam and David. He jerked his head toward them as he added, “Have you told them the story? Tell them how you escaped the heralds all that time ago by using a marble like the one you have us all in now.”

“It’s true,” Marcus muttered. “But it holds no weight to what is happening right now.” His face hardened and his voice was low and threatening when he spoke again. “It is my duty to see to it that the remnants of the heralds are dealt with.” He gestured at their surroundings as Razar had done. “This place will become your tomb.”

Razar’s low laugh followed and skittered along Jack’s bones.

“I’m afraid it will be a tomb, Marcus,” Razar replied, “but not for me or anyone in the cabal.”

The whole cavern began to shake.
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Romero bent over his sister and placed his hands on her head where the wound from Carmine’s throw seeped with blood. He closed his eyes and spoke a spell. He had spent years at Black Gate training with the healers. He had gotten so sick and tired of his sister peeling him off the ground during missions and battles that he swore to learn to heal himself. She had still saved his arse many times since anyway. He took no satisfaction in seeing her as she was now.

He opened his eyes and waited for Iris’ breathing to even out. He felt her pulse. She was growing stronger. “She’s going to be okay.”

The relief on Helena’s face reminded Romero that it had been Helena who’d first killed Carmine before he came back as a revenant. It also reminded him how much Helena cared for Iris. Romero was about to say something about it but thought better of it and inclined his head toward Carmine’s corpse. “You think the others can come back like that?”

Helena swallowed. “I sure as hell hope not.”

“We have to leave her here to recover.” Romero gestured at his sister.

“We can’t. I won’t,” Helena answered firmly.

Romero shook his head. “She’ll be worse off if we take her with us. We’d have to defend her body while fighting off whatever we come against. We can’t portal her out of here either. She might not land right.”

He could tell Helena was dismayed by this but knew he was right. Slowly, she nodded. “And you’re sure that bastard won’t come back?” She inclined her head toward Carmine as Romero had done.

“I’m sure. But just to be sure…” Romero opened a portal underneath Carmine and sent him away.

Helena told him what had happened to Akosa. “Do you think she could find a way back?”

Romero chuckled. “Knowing my sister, I think Akosa is far, far away from here and not in a place she can easily escape.” Romero stood and extended a hand to Helena, helping her up. They made their way through the forest back toward the castle. Romero told Helena what had happened to him so far.

“And no sign of Kallus yet?” she asked.

“Not that I’ve seen. The others went in after Jack.”

“Jack could have run into anyone.”

“But remember,” Romero said, “Kallus is a fucking coward. He’s probably hiding behind the skirts of whatever leader the cabal has set up.”

“Probably some mindless, greedy prick,” Helena growled.

But Romero didn’t agree. “The cabal’s head has sent some of the most talented fighters and killers in all the magic world to go against us. Surely he stands above them all.”

They stopped at the edge of the forest. Two sights made them halt. The first was of bodies strewn around the garden picking themselves up, standing and then bending down to pick up spare body parts before fusing them with magic to what already existed of them. “Fucking hell,” Helena breathed. She looked at Romero for an explanation.

His eyes were wide with the same horrified surprise. “But we just cut all of those down.”

Whatever was controlling the revenants was powerful indeed.

Romero’s words came back to him. Surely he stands above them all. Well, it was clear by the reconstructing revenants that this was true.

The second thing they saw was harder to distinguish, for it was a thin, web-like substance above them, coming down from the sky. A blockage or ward of some sort. “Shit,” Romero gritted out. “It’s coming down. It’s meant to trap us here.” A beat, then, “Inside the marble.”

“They know what we’re in,” Helena gasped.

She groaned, but the sound of it was lost as an explosion rocked the ground. She looked at Romero and said one word. “North.”

The third tower had fallen.
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“We’ve taken control of the marble!” Razar called out over the roar of the explosion.

Three eruptions. Three towers destroyed. Sam wondered if it was the northern or the western one that had been taken. The castle would be flooding with new revenants any minute now. Although she did not fear them coming down here, she knew it would be harder for Romero, Iris, and Helena to make their way inside if they had that many creatures to fend off.

And Razar’s words…

Sam doubted her heart could sink any further. Razar’s smile was sharp and white. “None of you can escape now.” He paused, eyed Marcus, then added, “Well, except for you. The head of the cabal wants to deal with you personally.” Razar fished in his pocket for something and taking it out, tossed it to Marcus.

Marcus let it fall to the stone floor.

Sam glanced at it. It was a stone. One of the portal stones, she realized.

“If you want to save anyone, you will use the portal stone and follow him there,” Razar stated.

“Where?” Marcus asked tightly.

Razar’s smile somehow widened. “Up. Out of this place. Our leader is very close to opening a portal to Avadon. He wants to take you there.”

Sam felt cold all over. No. Marcus couldn’t go there! He would be eaten alive by demons and monsters and whatever other beings festered there. She would not lose another person to the foul magic of Avadon. Not after Lily…

It was suddenly too warm down here, and Razar’s glinting eyes made her want to combust with rage. She turned her attention to Marcus as he shook his head. “I won’t go. I am not so foolish as to go there.”

She knew she should have felt relief, but she didn’t.

David spoke for the first time since they came into the cavern. “They’ll take you if you don’t, Marcus. If there is someone there about to open a portal into our world, we at least need to try and stop them.”

Sam couldn’t breathe. She wanted to shout no, to stop Marcus. She wanted to tell David to shut the hell up, but she knew he was right. She knew she was wrong for not saying the same thing.

A low groan reached her, and she turned to see Jack struggling to his feet, his hand reaching for his cane. He was weak, but his face held determination. “Go, Marcus. You’re our best chance.” There was no condescension in his tone, no arrogance or superiority. His command did not come as leader of Black Gate but as an ally who knew what was best. Maybe the fight with Razar had knocked all the bad parts out of him.

“If it’s all a bluff, at least you can find a way to release us from the outside,” Jack added. “He’s right. We are trapped here. Razar’s known for knowing all about traps. I thought I saw something in the sky before I came into the castle.”

Marcus’ face softened.

Razar’s brows lifted. “I’m surprised you have much strength left, Marcus.”

Marcus turned to Sam, ignoring Razar. “What do you say, Samantha?”

Sam swallowed, her eyes beginning to burn with tears. “Give that bastard hell, whoever the fuck he is.”

Marcus gave her a soft, sad smile before he reached down to pick up the portal stone. “And you give the same to him.” He eyed Razar one last time before he vanished.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


At first, all that surrounded Marcus was darkness, and he did not know where he was.

After a moment, he reached out with his magic to sense his surroundings. “When you can’t see, use another eye” he muttered. The saying was old and often taken out of context, but Marcus had carried it with him into both the classroom and the battlefield.

A moment of reflection brought him more clarity. He was in the bowels of Ravenwood. The internal protective barrier was gone, but he sensed that the one around the castle still stood, though it hadn’t done much good stopping the cabal. The barrier still standing meant Elijah was still alive. Good. He wasn’t keen on losing any allies or friends today.

He fought off a heavy feeling in his chest, one of failure and regret. The cabal had known his plan before he devised it himself. The cabal had someone who had known him all those years ago. Marcus could not fathom who.

Where are you? he wondered, thinking of the cabal’s leader. And… Who are you? Somewhere down in the depths of these tunnels, the darkness awaited him. Marcus spoke a spell to give light to his staff since he now knew there wasn’t any direct threat nearby. He wound through the twisting tunnels. They had changed again, so he wasn’t sure where to go. As he passed caverns and rooms, he noticed the various tricks and traps put down here years ago to protect the place were null or destroyed. Those the cabal had sent into the tunnels weeks ago had taken care of that.

Marcus shuddered. A familiar, dreadful power was in this place. A power he had not felt in years. He headed toward the ley line, and the sense of that power grew stronger. Whoever the leader of the cabal was, they had found their way down to the ley line room. Marcus had come down here only once before, years ago with Chancellor Lazar to see what needed to be protected.

He wound his way through the tunnels until at long last, he saw the wooden door. He would have sighed with relief if it weren’t for the person standing in front of it. The figure’s back was turned to him, so all Marcus saw was his dark, crimson robe and the staff held in his hand. The figure turned slowly and spoke in a voice Marcus could have heard in death and still answered.

“Hello, Magnus.”

Marcus stopped short. Magnus. No one had called him that in decades. The voice struck him like a knife to his chest and the face.

He knew that face well. Better than his own, even. The man was slightly taller than Marcus, with dark hair falling to his shoulders in waves. A beard of the same color framed the lower half of his face. Marcus had grown old and gray, but this person had not. Something had kept him looking young. Probably the very thing causing Marcus to feel sick right now. The power of Avadon was strong around him.

“Caimo,” Marcus murmured. He couldn’t believe it. Caimo had died. He had been tortured and killed by the remnants of the heralds all those years ago. At least, that’s what Marcus had convinced himself of. It had been necessary in his grief to believe Caimo had been forced against his own will. But perhaps not.

Obviously not because that son of a bitch was standing right in front of him.

Marcus felt his world crashing around him, a foundation slipping from under his feet.

“Yes, Magnus,” Caimo chortled. “Surprised to see me? I’m not sure why.” He didn’t smile. He looked grim, sad even. “You survived the last time we saw one another, so why couldn’t I? Why couldn’t the Heralds of Avadon live on?” There was a coldness and arrogance in his eyes. It struck Marcus then how similar Caimo looked to the First Sun King. Although both had been on the right side of things at the start, they had fallen to the wayside by the end.

His mind raced with questions, but now was not the time to ask them. He could not risk letting Caimo into that room to access the power in the ley line. He would bring the castle crumbling down and the power would allow him to open a portal to Avadon. Marcus didn’t even want to consider what horrors would come pouring forth. If anything, when that happened, he would rather keep Sam, David, and the others trapped in the marble. At least there they would only have to face revenants and golems, not the monstrosities of Avadon.

Marcus raised his staff, but Caimo didn’t move to defend himself. “If you’re here to stop me, Magnus, you’re too late.”

Marcus felt a sudden chill. Glancing beyond Caimo, he saw that the locks on the door had already been destroyed. Caimo wasn’t about to go into that room. He had just come out of it. A foul magic pierced the air. Marcus gasped in horror. Caimo had already opened the portal into Avadon.
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Sam didn’t waste any time. Her shield was up before Marcus vanished, and she charged at Razar, knives out and flashing. Razar gritted his teeth and strained against her. “Move out of my way, bitch!”

She let loose a feral sound and David joined the fight. He removed his own ax from his back and launched toward Razar. Razar was too quick. He spun, sending Sam away with the force of a throw, and turned to David, meeting his ax with his own. The metal clanged together, and the prickling energy of magic surged into the air. Sam stumbled but recovered quickly.

Razar pushed David against the wall and sensed Sam coming up behind him. He flung out one arm, now holding a wand neither David nor Sam had seen a second ago, and shouted out a curse.

It hit Sam in the chest, and she was pushed against the wall once more, hardly able to breathe, let alone speak.

“Yeah, he does that shit sometimes,” a voice muttered from beside her. Jack sagged against the wall.

Sam didn’t want to know what had gone down between Jack and Razar before she, David, and Marcus showed up. All she knew was that Marcus was gone and this brute Razar was no one to trifle with.

David shouted out to her. “Sam, go!”

Go where?

Sam peeled herself from the wall and gritted out, “I won’t.”

Razar had David against the wall, his ax bearing down.

“No!” Sam screamed. She threw her knife. Razar cried out. His hand was pinned to the wall with Sam’s knife through it. His blood seeped out around it. David pushed his way out from under Razar. The Red Wolf pulled the knife from his hand and flung it to the side. Turning, he cast a heated glare full of hatred toward Sam.

“Valen warned me about you.” He spat his blood on the stone floor. “I just didn’t think you were this much of a bitch.”

Sam drew her wand in the hand she had just been holding her knife. She wished Jack would recover already and help them. “Bitch or not, it won’t matter when I’ve got my other knife in your gut.”

Razar shook his bloodied hand and chuckled. Pain didn’t seem to bother him after the initial throes of it went away. Sam saw other places he had been wounded, presumably by Jack’s bullets. Why Razar wasn’t dead or at least lying on the ground injured, Sam did not know. He just didn’t want to fucking die.

An arrow whizzed across the room. Razar ducked. The arrow exploded in the far wall.

“You both need to go,” Jack growled from behind them. “Let me finish off Razar.”

Sam knew that wouldn’t end the way they wanted it to. Jack could barely keep himself conscious. “We aren’t going!”

“You have to!” Jack shouted. “Razar’s guarding someone down here! And if they finish what they’ve started…”

That’s right, Sam realized. Jack had chased someone else in here and found Razar instead. Now she realized they weren’t in the center room of the castle’s underbelly. They weren’t near the ley line. So whoever was there…

Razar came at her with another curse. She ducked in time, spun, and kicked her leg out. She tripped him up and he went flying. She wasn’t sure what David was doing, but he was still in the room, moving to and fro. Razar struck out with his wand, and Sam heard David’s cry. He’d been hit with the curse. A hand grabbed her ankle. She screamed as Razar pulled her down. She hit her head hard on the stone. I have to get out of here. I have to run. I have to…

The thoughts spun around her head.

“Sam, go!” came David’s voice again. “I’ll stay with Jack.”

“Don’t you dare leave, bitch!” Razar called out.

Sam was getting sick and tired of being called a bitch. Couldn’t he think of anything more original? She got to her feet, her head pounding. There was blood somewhere on her body too. She felt the stickiness of it going down her neck.

Razar’s white teeth gleamed like a wolf’s. He pounced, but he never made it to her. As Sam staggered back to the opening of the cavern, David fell between her and Razar, slashing out with his ax. It would have hit Razar in the chest too if Razar hadn’t put up his shield just in time.

She staggered out of the room and into the dark tunnels, not knowing where to go. Then, a foul feeling of magic filled the air. As much as she wanted to flee in the opposite direction, she knew to follow it. It would take her right to him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Razar eyed David with malice. “She won’t be able to do it on her own, stupid boy.”

“You underestimate her then,” David gritted out, raising his ax to take on the Red Wolf. He plunged down, but Razar moved aside as if dodging something much smaller than a magic-infused ax.

He laughed. “I remember your daddy coming to Black Gate all those years ago. He knew as well as I did that being there was a waste of time. A shame you had to go and join them. Perhaps we could have been allies.”

“My father isn’t on your side either,” David seethed. “He’s never been.”

Razar cocked his head to the side. “You think so? You are stupider than you look.”

David felt stunned for a moment, then a glint in Razar’s cold eyes made him think that cabal’s messenger was bluffing. He wasn’t sure though, and it didn’t matter. Lord Hargrove wasn’t here, but Sam was, and David needed to make sure he could join her and Razar would not follow.

The Red Wolf raised his wand, and in a flash, faster than David could put up his shield, a dark spark of magic jolted from the end of his wand. It hit David squarely in the chest. He reeled back. Pain filled his whole body. He screamed as it flared in his veins, paralyzing him. Another cry sounded, from Jack this time. Razar bolted out of the room, leaving the two behind to wallow in pain.

David lay there for a long moment unable to breathe or move. Finally, the curse began to ebb away. “It won’t go away entirely for a long time,” came Jack’s tight, strained voice. “These curses last a long fucking time.”

David hauled himself to his knees. “Jack, open a portal so we can follow him. You can track him, right?” Jack wasn’t Iris, but perhaps they had that skill in common.

“Do I look like I’m in any condition to do that?” Jack snapped.

“We have to follow him!” David cried. Razar would be going after Sam. He couldn’t stand the thought of his ax at her throat or thrown into her back. They won’t kill her yet, he reminded himself. They want to turn her. All sorts of awful things came into his mind after that. Maybe it would be worse for the cabal to take her than it would for her to die. David didn’t want either to happen.

“You don’t happen to be an exorcist or have one on you?” Jack asked.

“Oh yeah, let me just pull one out of my pocket.”

Jack frowned. “Only an exorcist can rid us of these curses. That or someone kills Razar.” He crawled across the floor to his gun and picked it up. “One bullet left.”

Well, they couldn’t exactly kill Razar while lying here on the ground. David glanced about the room and his eyes landed on something on the floor. Sam’s knife glinted at him. Slowly, a plan came to mind.
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Sam was sure no one was following her, and she hoped it stayed that way.

If she had to deal with the person in the ley line room alone, then so be it. She wasn’t looking forward to it but hey, what were rare gifts of stealing another person’s magic for anyway?

She felt stupid about one thing: forgetting her second knife on the floor of the last cavern she’d been in. She hoped David would be the one to use it, not Razar. She clenched the other knife in her right hand and the wand in her left. She hurried along the passages as if she had traversed them many times before. She hadn’t, but she had trained down here enough times to know this wasn’t quite how they looked in the real world. Marcus had not had time to complete the tunnels under the castle. And, of course, she’d be spending most of her time fighting her way out.

The tunnels were barren. The rooms off to the side of the twisting passageways were empty, not full of training materials Iris and Romero had brought with them from Black Gate. It was quiet and cold, and Sam felt quite alone.

Only the light at the end of her wand allowed her to see where she was going. She followed that foul feeling of magic and felt as though her body was becoming heavier the closer she came to it. By the time she reached a narrow passage with a wooden door at the end of it, Sam felt like she was trudging through heavy mud after a hard rain. The door felt very far away but the feeling of the foul magic was coming from the other side of it. That and something else. Something strong and bright and full of magic.

The ley line, she realized. She had to move quickly if she wanted to stop whoever was in there from tapping right into it. Though she wasn’t inside the real castle, if the person inside the room managed to tap into the ley line, the real castle would crumble to the ground. And crush Marcus to death, Sam thought with no small amount of horror. She noticed the locks on the door were removed and littered the ground.

She reached the door but before she could touch it, it opened seemingly of its own accord. Sam peered in.

The interior was dim and gray. In the center of the room sat a cloaked figure in a meditative position. His back was to her, so she could not tell who he was. He did not seem to notice she had entered. Sam stayed in the doorway for a heartbeat or two before moving forward silently, her wand and knife held aloft. She could sneak up on him and…

Well, she had plenty of ideas, but she also knew this person wasn’t here unguarded. There had to be traps. Or maybe Razar was the only one keeping us from coming in here. As the thought came to her mind, a great cracking sound came over her head. She glanced up to see the ceiling about to cave in.

Dust exploded and filled the room. Sam ducked. The dust flung into her eyes, and she cried out. A trap indeed. Had she stepped on something?

Sam became quickly aware that though dust filled her lungs, she was not being crushed under the weight of a fallen ceiling. Then a roar filled the cavern, and she raised her head. The ceiling itself had not caved but something apart from it had dropped down. Two enormous golems.

Oh shit.

She braced herself. One of the golems swung out with a huge arm. Sam’s shield went up and her wand out. Act like they’re nothing more than Romero’s illusions, she told herself. She blasted one with the end of her wand, knowing her knife wasn’t going to do much damage against these flesh-less beasts. She hit the first with blast after blast, then cast a fire rune into the center of the floor close to the person still sitting. Did he somehow not notice the pandemonium around him?

Sweat slid down Sam’s neck. She ignored it and swung out a leg, hitting one golem. He was much stronger than her and hit her across the back. She went down face first with a grunt and a groan. She felt her leg and arms rake across the floor, earning her a few scrapes for her effort.

Her fire rune erupted and both golems turned to nothing but dust.

Sam picked herself up and brushed off her clothes. She winced a bit. Both arms were scraped and bleeding. It wasn’t anything a little healing herbs with a spell couldn’t fix later, but right now, she had to focus on the figure still sitting in the middle of the room. He hadn’t moved an inch until now.

As Sam adjusted herself and limped away from the destruction, the figure stood and turned. He wore a sly smile on his white face. Gray eyes pierced her. He had ash-white hair and a flowing robe. Sam didn’t recognize him, but it didn’t matter. He was part of the cabal, no matter what. “Who are you?” she gritted out.

To her surprise, the sorcerer swept into a deep bow. Is he fucking mocking me? Sam thought.

“I am Kallus, also known as the White Wolf.” He straightened, his eyes glinting so they looked like silver. “And you must be the gifted Samantha Tempestade. It’s good to finally meet you.”

Sam didn’t feel the same way. She wanted to slap him. “What are you doing in here?”

He shrugged. “Waiting.”

It wasn’t a satisfactory answer and Sam hated the smug look on his face.

Kallus shrugged. “I will admit that the trap was a bit half-assed.” He gestured at the destruction around them. “Though I must say, you show some impressive skill.”

He drew a wand. Sam didn’t wait for him to say another word. She called out a fire rune-casting spell. A bolt of red light flew from the end of the wand straight toward him and hit…

Midair?

“What the hell?” Sam breathed.

Kallus chuckled. “I have a dome of wards around me. You won’t be able to get at me with that.” He gestured at her wand as if it was nothing but a silly little stick picked up from the yard and waved around like a sword. Sam knew her knife wouldn’t be of much help either. Fucking hell. The cabal had thought of everything.

The dome made sense. The golems had almost crushed her but not even the debris from the fight had harmed him. There wasn’t even so much as a speck of dust on his cloak. He gestured at the dome. She still couldn’t see it. “You won’t be able to get through the barrier with brute force alone, Tempestade, no matter what sort of gifts you have. Even someone like Magnus would probably need at least an hour to deconstruct it.”

Magnus. Kallus knew his real first name. Which meant the person who had given it to him, the leader of the cabal, was…

Sam shook her head. How could that be? It was someone Marcus knew.

Kallus smiled, and Sam didn’t like the look of it one bit. “And that’s not time you have, do you?”
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Romero stood on top of a pile of smoking revenants and pulled an explosive device from his vest. Blowing up the bodies was the only way he could think of to get rid of them for good. Otherwise, they would just keep reconstructing themselves. He laid down the device and jumped back, pushing Helena behind him. The bodies erupted and flesh and blood went flying.

“I didn’t think this place could smell any worse,” Helena complained from behind him.

Romero heard Helena’s gasp and turned. “What is…”

He didn’t finish, because he saw with his own eyes that the webbing above them was coming closer and closer to the castle. It touched the littered bodies of revenants further down the slope from the garden. As soon as the webbing touched the bodies, they went up in smoke. It destroyed everything in its path.

Romero’s heart leapt in his chest. He was glad that they had left Iris in the forest. “What the hell is that?” he breathed.

“Another trap,” Helena grumbled. “Hurry, we have to get inside and find the others.”

“Wait!” Romero called after her. “What if that’s what they want? The webbing is supposed to trap us in the marble and in the castle.”

Helena angled herself to face him. “What other choice do we have? It’s death out here or in there. Out here just us or in there with the rest of our friends.”

Romero’s chest filled with an ache. He swallowed a lump that formed in his throat. “So be it.” He hoped Iris would find a way out at least.

Helena vaulted toward the broken windows of the castle and into the main hall where the bodies of revenants moaned on the floor. Romero pulled out another device but Helena’s hand on his arm stopped him. Her eyes were wide.

“What is it?” Romero asked for a second time.

Helena gulped. “It’s Marcus. He’s not here anymore. I can sense that he’s gone.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Somewhere far away, many years back, Magnus swung his sword.

Magnus was aware of many things. The song of metal hitting metal, arrows whizzing past his head, of demons being slaughtered on the battlefield filled the air. Of the smell of blood and the wind coursing over the grass. Of the bodies falling and the thumping of his heart. He moved more like a dancer than a fighter, taking out the creatures that assaulted him with an ease he could have only learned over years of training. His whole life until then had moved toward moments like this. He had always been a person with magic but more than that, he had always been a soldier, a teacher and a man who just wanted to get by.

He wasn’t alone. The dark-haired youth beside him fought as hard, letting out cries of rage as he went. Caimo plunged his sword into a demon’s skull and wrenched it out again, sending black blood flying. The demon fell at his feet and Caimo stood atop it, a glorious man on top of an altar of sacrifice. If not for the fighting and his own will to preserve himself, Magnus would have watched Caimo fight all day long.

The glory and thrill of battle had never felt so potent to Magnus than in that moment. He and Caimo kept equal stride, never parting from one another.

Magnus heard a battle horn far away. It was the call of Avadon. Whoever their sorcerer leader was called for the forces to retreat. The demons turned back toward the portals they’d come from, tearing up whatever soldiers were left in their way. They raked claws through the ground, scarring it so those left behind to survive would never forget. The earth wouldn’t be the same again.

“I’m sorry, Magnus,” came Caimo’s voice. At first, without looking at him, Magnus thought his friend had been struck down and was apologizing for dying.

Then a sword entered his gut.

Magnus doubled over, groaning. Slick, crimson blood filled his hand and flowed onto the hilt of the blade inside him. Flowed onto the hand holding it there. He looked up and found Caimo’s blank face, his cold eyes.

“W-why?” Magnus rasped, eyes wide in horror.

This wasn’t the Caimo he knew. This wasn’t the friend he’d had since they were children, the boy he called “brother.” Caimo’s eyes were distant and showed no emotion. It wasn’t right, Magnus knew. If anything, the Caimo he knew showed too much emotion. Who was this man now? Who had taken over his body?

Or had Magnus not seen it all along?

There was no time for questions. He had been stabbed. He was dying.

Caimo shuddered as though he might cry. “We all have to choose sides, Magnus.” He drew his sword out. “I’ve chosen mine just as you have chosen yours.”

A demon stomped by and hauled Caimo up. Caimo didn’t fight back, didn’t even struggle. They vanished through a portal. Caimo was gone, just like that, and not even taken by death. He’d been taken by something worse.

Magnus fell, bleeding. He knew if he didn’t try to heal himself, he’d die. He put whatever magic was left inside his own body. The troops fled. The battlefield emptied. All that was left were the dead and Magnus, wondering what the hell his world had turned into.
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“One of my men is already in the main chamber inside your replica world,” Caimo gloated.

Marcus was having too hard of a time keeping his head on straight with the foul magic in the air. It was heavy and pressing, making it difficult to breathe or not be sick.

“He’s about to tap into the ley line,” Caimo added. “Then I will have the power to open the portal fully and unleash Avadon onto this world.”

“Why?” Marcus rasped. “Why did you become like this, old friend?” The age-old questions came back to him, questions that had haunted him ever since that day when Caimo drove a sword into his body and left him for dead.

Caimo sighed. “You always tried to see the good in people, Magnus. Even when there wasn’t any good to be seen. I say ‘good’ by your sense of the word, not mine. You think it is good for humans to tap into magic they can’t properly use. You believe good is the unnatural use of magic by people who were not born to use it. I believe good is in letting Avadon wipe the world clean so it can start again.”

Marcus braced himself against the wall. The magic was pressing, pressing, pressing. “You’re wrong, Caimo. It won’t do anything but kill millions of people. What then? You’ll just let the demons of Avadon take over the world?”

Caimo wore a cruel smile. “Oh, Magnus. You really do see things too simply. I wouldn’t have come here without a plan for that part too.” He did not elaborate further on his plans. It wouldn’t matter if he succeeded in killing Marcus anyway. Marcus could see that was what he intended. Caimo had tried it once years ago and failed. He would not fail again.

“It’s too late for you to do anything about it,” Caimo went on. “I can sense Kallus getting close. Your friend Akaron and his men are held back by mine. They can’t come and help you.”

Marcus’ mind stayed on the first name Caimo used. Kallus. So that was the person Caimo had sent to tap the ley line. “He can’t open it inside the replica,” Marcus managed to say.

Caimo laughed coldly, “That’s what you think. That’s what you thought when you built it, isn’t it? Thing is, we already knew about the replica before we were inside it and we dismantled part of it. The part Kallus is in now.”

Marcus gasped. Realizations came to him one at a time, each one more dreadful than the last. If Kallus managed to tap the ley line inside the replica, not only would it bring down the castle in the real world, but it would also bring down the one inside the marble. Everyone in that castle would be crushed.

Sam, David, Jack…

Caimo watched the realizations come to Marcus with no small amount of satisfaction. “It won’t just be the children and Calisto who will die, either. We’ve just driven the rest of your friends inside with some webbings we’ve been working on for some time. Anyone outside the castle when we bring the fourth tower down—that is, when Kallus touches the ley line at last—will die just the same as they would die inside.”

Marcus felt his heart sinking like a stone, his throat closing tight. He saw only one thing left to do. Caimo’s magic was powerful, and he wasn’t sure he could fight it off. But he could give Sam a chance.

A chance to bring Kallus down before he opens the ley line.

He pushed himself away from the wall and lifted his staff. Bright blue light poured forth. Caimo chuckled. “Want to spar like old times? You’re an old man now, Magnus, and I still have the body of a youth.”

Marcus growled and sent forth a blast of magic from his staff. It would have hit Caimo with the force of a wave if the cabal leader didn’t think first and spring up a wall of ice. He used his hands and his hands only to do it. This meant…

“Shit,” Marcus muttered. Caimo had produced pure mana from his body and formed the wall of ice. If Caimo chose ice, then Marcus chose fire. He cast a rune into the wall. It erupted into flames, the ice turning to water that pooled at Caimo’s feet.

Caimo’s hand flicked out, a dark wand spewing magic. It was as though shadows poured forth from it. They lurched like tentacles for Marcus. He lunged back, combating the tentacles with strikes from his own wand. The tentacles reared back at the contact but did not retreat entirely. This was very different from when they were youths, striking at one another with dull swords to build muscle.

Caimo moved forward and Marcus moved back. Marcus knew he shouldn’t let himself get backed into a corner. It was one of Caimo’s old tricks. Well, Marcus might have been an old dog, but he could learn new tricks.

He conjured an orb of magic around him and called out the spell, sending it barreling down the passageway right into Caimo. He put a wall of ice up, but the orb broke it down, shattering pieces all over Caimo.

The cabal leader hissed. Other sounds came to Marcus. The screaming and wails of someone beyond the door. Caimo’s lips split into a wide smile. “Do you hear that? Kallus is about to break open the ley line. The portal is edging open. Avadon is coming at last.”

Marcus wasn’t sure what took hold of him. It might have been fear and panic. It might have been rage and sadness. It might have simply been the pure will to fight. He lashed out with tentacles of his own. Blue magic from his staff engulfed Caimo. At first, Marcus thought he had gotten Caimo cornered, but the sorcerer rose out of the blue light surrounded by his own shadows.

He closed in, the wall of darkness growing thicker and closer until Marcus had backed all the way down the passage and had nowhere to go but back into the marble using the portal stone. If he left, Caimo would continue with his plan and Marcus would die in the crumbling castle of the other world.

He never wanted me to come here to strike a deal and save my friends, Marcus realized. He just wanted to finish me off for himself. He was driven by pure, petty revenge.

Marcus feinted shielding himself as the shadows closed in. He dodged Caimo and ducked under his arm. He was at his back now. He spoke a spell and magic shot out of his wand. The binding rune closed over Caimo’s back. He staggered forward, his shadows loosening and fading. His focus had slipped. Good, Marcus thought. Maybe he stood a chance against the person he had once called “brother.”

The binding rune cast ropes of gold magic around Caimo’s arms and legs, fastening him to the spot. He could not move. Only his lips did, and he loosed a snarl. “Let me out of this, Magnus!”

But Marcus, ignoring his real name, went to the wooden door and burst through, hoping to stop what was happening before it was too late.

Behind him, the rune binding Caimo in place exploded into flames.

Marcus kept his attention on the room Caimo had been guarding. Kallus was not in the room, of course. He was inside the marble. In this room were the screams and claws and teeth and…

Marcus stopped short at the hideous sights. A portal had opened, which meant Kallus had wedged the ley line open. He would have to tap only a little further for the magic to explode and bring the castle down. The portal itself was small but growing bigger, and those clawed, dark creatures were wriggling their way out.

Marcus let out a cry and sent forth a second orb of blue light from his staff. The portal and its creatures shuddered. The demons, claws, and teeth and all, retreated. Marcus had closed his own portals before but not many opened by others. And not ones opened to Avadon. The strain that came over him as he sought to close the portal was great. His whole body was slick with sweat. His staff shook in his hand.

The portal became smaller and smaller.

Caimo cried out behind Marcus as he tore free from his bindings, tentacles of shadows snaking out. One wrapped around Marcus’ leg and brought him down. He closed the portal the same moment he hit the ground. He groaned at the impact. Breath left his lungs. Caimo, absorbing the flames into his own body from Marcus’ binding rune, stalked over to him.

He held his staff up, and Marcus’ eyes went wide. The flames went into the tip of the staff. Caimo shouted and the fire burst from the end of his staff. Marcus covered his face from the fire raining down upon him.

Marcus put up a shield just in time. The flames were hot but did not touch his skin. The portal was closed, but if Caimo kept at this and ended him, he could open it again. When the flames were gone, Marcus shuddered against the floor.

Caimo glared down at him. “Ready to give up, old man?”

Marcus set his jaw. “You’re taking a long arse time to open that damn portal, Caimo. Either you’re weakened from using it or have lost power with age. You don’t look like you’ve aged, old friend, but you certainly fight like you have.”

He took the portal stone from his pocket, clenched it tight in his bleeding hand, and vanished. He knew Caimo would follow him. He could only portal to other parts of the tunnel now. That was how the portal stone was made. It was fashioned for this purpose. Marcus just hoped he could use their own device to his benefit. He heard Caimo’s cry of rage, and a blast of power went out, shaking the ground Marcus ran upon. Caimo set off in hot pursuit. Good, Marcus thought. He had his old friend distracted. Now Sam could do the real work.

“It’s down to you Tempestade,” he muttered as he ran, clutching his arm that he now noticed was wounded from all of Caimo’s strikes. “Make it count.”
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Sam sent blast after blast of fire at Kallus’ barrier. She sent a wave of water and any stunning spell she could think of. Nothing could break it. It didn’t even budge.

Kallus watched her from beyond, the smile erased from his lips, replaced by grim indifference. “You’re only wasting your energy, Tempestade,” he droned. “And I’m trying to do something here.”

Rage coursed through Sam like a river. She thought of Lily and what had been done to her and so many others. She sent another wave of water. Again, it did nothing. She hurled fire. Nothing. It was all vain work. Before Sam knew it, she was crying and screaming and finding it hard to breathe.

Kallus shook his head. “All you’re doing is showing me just how useful you are going to be when we turn you into a vessel.”

Again, Lily came to mind. That’s what they had planned to do to her. Sam thought of Lily’s parents who had been taken to turn when she was a little girl. She thought of how Lily had grown up thinking her parents had abandoned her when really, they were fighting against monsters like Kallus. Sam thought of her friends who were still alive. Of Molly and Leo and Emma and David. She thought of Marcus, Helena, Iris, and Romero. She thought of her father and mother and Lily’s grandmother.

“You. Won’t. Take. Me,” she growled and hit Kallus’ dome with another blast of fire. Again, it did nothing.

Sam staggered back, exhausted. A tear slipped down her cheek into the corner of her mouth. The taste of salt on her tongue reminded her of how much she was sweating, of how hard this was. She hadn’t had this hard of a time since her last training session with Helena.

That’s it! she thought. She tossed her knife away and held out her wand instead.

Kallus chuckled from behind his dome. “Done yet, Tempestade?”

Sam huffed. “Not by a long shot.”

She gathered her breath and her courage. She wasn’t totally certain she could do this.

I have to try.

They were the four words that always stayed with her. Lily had spoken them over the years. When Sam didn’t want to try a new pastry, “You have to try.” When Sam didn’t think the hat Lily had bought would look good on her, “You have to try.” When Sam felt like she’d fail all her classes, “You have to try.” When she was afraid of going to Ravenwood Academy, “You have to try.” All of those things seemed small and far away now, but Lily’s words had always given her courage. They would do that again now.

She closed her eyes and let her magic flow through her. She sought the essence and source of her magic deep within her body. She called on the mana and the blue flames. She urged them to the surface of her body. A single blue flame appeared in her palm a moment later and she heard Kallus’ breathless voice from beyond the barrier. “Oh shit.”

Sam smiled.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


David and Jack’s pursuit of Razar was not easy. Jack could hardly move without David’s arm around him for support. Pain still lashed at David’s nerves. Jack must have been feeling the same way or similar, because he set his teeth together against the pain.

The tunnels seemed longer than ever before, but David knew Razar to be close by. The door to the center room couldn’t be too far. And Sam…

Well, she was the one thing keeping David moving, keeping him in a state of mind to ignore the pain until he found the Red Wolf.

A spark of light whizzed down the hall. David pulled Jack down with him, ducking just in time. The curse hit the wall behind him instead, leaving angry, scorch marks on the stone. David stood, holding his own wand out. “Show yourself!”

Razar did. He leapt out of the shadows and flung a curse at Jack. David pushed Jack behind him in time, blocking the curse from hitting Black Gate’s leader. It hit him in the shoulder instead.

“You weren’t supposed to do that,” Jack said in a pained growl.

“Are you going to help me or not?” David snapped back.

Razar closed in on them. When he was within reach, David tried to cast a spell, but his arm wobbled as pain snaked into his nerves. Razar grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and hauled him up, letting Jack drop to the ground. Razar slammed David’s back into the wall. A blade slid against his side, ripping open flesh. David felt his own warm blood pooling at his side. “Stupid boy. Shoulda stayed home like your daddy said.”

How did he know about that?

David struggled against Razar, but the Red Wolf held him in place with an iron grip. David couldn’t do anything against Razar. “Shoot him, Jack!” he screamed instead.

Razar whipped them around so that David was in front, shielding him. “Shoot him!” David cried.

Jack Calisto raised his gun. He had staggered forward, holding one hand against a bleeding wound in his gut from one of Razar’s curses.

“You wouldn’t dare to risk his life,” Razar hissed.

Jack’s hand wobbled, but he steadied himself.

Razar was distracted by the dark hole of the pistol, and David grasped for the knife at his belt—Sam’s knife. He ducked down and plunged it into Razar’s foot. Razar howled. He couldn’t move. Sam’s knife had him pinned to the ground.

“Now!” David shouted to Jack.

Jack’s finger drifted to the trigger.

David pulled his bow and swung it back, hitting Razar hard enough in the chest to free himself. “Shoot the damn gun!”

A bang went off, and Razar fell back with a mana bullet between his eyes. David pulled Sam’s knife from Razar’s foot and wiped the blood onto his clothes. Finally, he felt the pain in his body ebbing away. The curse maker was dead, and the curses were gone.

Jack stood with him, panting for breath. “I can’t make it much longer.”

“You have to. We have to help Sam.”

Jack shook his head. “We’re not going to be any help to her in this condition.” He gestured at where David was bleeding and then at his head. David then realized he’d hit it pretty hard when Razar threw him into the wall. “We’ve gotta heal first.”
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Marcus was having a hard time moving. Closing the portal had weakened him considerably.

Caimo’s cold voice followed him. “You’ll have to come back sooner or later, Magnus. The portal is opening again.”

Sure enough, Marcus could hear distant screams of demons trying to fight their way out of Avadon. Even the creatures of Avadon didn’t want to be there. So much more to devour among humans and magicals. It would be more difficult this time for Caimo to open it since he had expended a lot of his energy fighting Marcus. It also meant Marcus would have a more difficult time closing it. A dozen insults and curses came to mind, but he kept his mouth shut. Better for Caimo not to hear where he was.

Marcus took off down the passage again, hoping to make it back to that door before Caimo. He could put up a shield of light between them and hope it held. He could close the portal and banish it this time. Avadon would not succeed. But in order to do all that, he needed Sam on the other side to make sure Kallus didn’t open more of the ley line.

Marcus rounded another corner and came to a dead stop. Caimo hadn’t been pursuing him. He had stayed at that door and used magic to make his voice travel so Marcus would think he was following him. Marcus’ heart sank. Of course. Caimo was smart. Too smart for his own good, and now Marcus felt like a failure.

Marcus felt like collapsing. All he knew for a moment was heavy darkness and shadows surrounding him. Then an eruption of light.

Caimo cried out. Another voice joined it. “Marcus, now! Finish it!”

Elijah. He had broken free of his captors.

Marcus’ heart thumped wildly. The shadows around him vanished. Light filled the passage. Coils of light from Elijah’s staff wrapped around Caimo’s body, pinning him to the ground, and Marcus made for the open doorway. Despite being bound by Elijah’s magic, Caimo had managed to edge the portal open again. Marcus peered in to see claws and mouths struggling to get out. The screams and wails of those monsters grew louder on the other side.

Marcus turned back. If he wanted the portal to stay closed, he would have to end the one who opened it. He strode toward Caimo and leaned over him. Flashes of a past event came into his mind. Once, it had been Caimo leaning over Marcus. “I’m sorry things turned out to be this way,” he rasped. “I always thought you were good. I was wrong.” Marcus chuckled. “I’ve been wrong about a lot of things.”

“You won’t kill me,” Caimo answered in a broken voice. His body was broken too. Elijah’s cords of magic had done that. “I will live on. Avadon will always live on. I will always⁠—”

The words died. Marcus’ arm, covered in mana extended into a shining, golden blade. He drove it into Caimo’s heart and watched the light leave his eyes.

Marcus shuddered. He kept back tears. Once, when he was but a youth, he would have never imagined himself ending Caimo’s life. He had thought this man dead at the hands of the cabal all this time.

But he was behind it the whole time. Or, at least, sometime after he betrayed me.

“Marcus,” Elijah called.

Marcus got to his feet. There was no time to celebrate the fact that the cabal’s leader was dead. They still had that damn portal to mess with. “Together?” Elijah asked.

Marcus nodded. He picked up his staff, which he had laid down so he could kneel over Caimo. Elijah still held his. Together, they went into the room. Elijah’s voice and face were both strained. “I can’t help you with the portal itself, Marcus. The barrier around the school is harder to keep up with that thing open.”

Marcus nodded. Always, he had known he would have to do it himself. Marcus wove runes about the room. In a circle around the portal itself, on the walls and ceiling. They shone with bright, blue magic. He closed his eyes. The ley line magic was flaring up. Kallus was hard at work. He hoped he could close the portal and it would be the end of it. Sam could do the rest. She had to.

Elijah’s grunts of strain to keep the barrier up followed Marcus around the room. He placed his staff into the large rune in front of the portal and pushed his magic into it. The portal stalled—that is, it did not grow larger, and the creatures retreated—but it would not close.

Marcus set his jaw and tried again. He felt weak and on the brink of collapse.

This isn’t working, he thought. His eyes searched the room wildly and landed on something lying in the doorway: Caimo’s staff that he had dropped when Elijah wrapped him in binding cords.

He staggered toward it. “Marcus, what are you doing?” Elijah asked, still sounding strained as if he was holding up something very heavy that might come crashing down on his shoulders at any moment.

Marcus picked up Caimo’s staff. Dark magic wrapped around his arm, holding fast and tight. “Marcus, it will hurt you!” came Elijah’s warning.

But Marcus knew he had to do this. The portal could only be closed using the staff that had opened it. He placed the staff against his own rune and closed his eyes. The darkness rushed into his body, meeting his own magic in a bone-shattering collision. He rocked back, barely able to keep on his feet. He pushed against the darkness with his light and against the portal with the darkness.

At last, the portal loosened and the darkness binding it together swept into the staff. Marcus let out a cry as the dark magic hit him hard and fast like a wave taking him under. This time, he did not stay on his feet. He collapsed onto the floor right before his own rune. The portal shrank and shrank. “It’s working!” Elijah called out. “Hold on, Marcus!” Marcus couldn’t see. His head swam. His eyes drifted closed. His body sank against the cold stone floor. At last, he dropped Caimo’s staff. The screams and wails of demons were gone. All Marcus heard was Elijah’s panting breath. “You did it. The portal is closed.”

Marcus felt a hand shaking his arm. “We must get to the workshop to free the others.” Elijah helped Marcus up. He opened a portal of his own and they vanished from the small room, leaving Caimo’s body behind.

When they stumbled into the workshop, Marcus finally opened his eyes. They were away from Caimo’s foul magic, so he felt less weighted down. Exhaustion swept through him, but he could not give in. Not yet.

“What the hell?” he breathed as he looked over the marble. A strange webbing covered the whole thing. Caimo had mentioned something about a webbing drawing all of Marcus’ friends into the castle that was inside the replica. He had not understood it then, but he did now. “The webbing is keeping them trapped in there.”

Elijah cursed. “We’re both going to have to undo it.”

“The barrier is fine?” Marcus asked, turning slightly to the headmaster.

Elijah nodded. “The scouts and I cut down the revenants that were put in charge of us. There is no other threat that we know of up in the castle. The real castle, that is.” He gestured at the marble. “There’s no telling what threats are still in there.”

Marcus stepped toward the marble, his face grim. “This won’t be easy, and it’s going to take some time. We just have to hope the others can survive until then.”

He thought of the revenants and golems inside, of the webbing, and Kallus still at the ley line. Kallus would have no damn clue Caimo was dead. Marcus was about to begin working the webbing apart when the red marble flared with light. Blue flame began to overwhelm the red. “What’s that?” Elijah asked, brows drawn. “Looks like mana to me. But how the hell is it getting here?”

Marcus’ first thought was that Kallus and the others had finally taken over the replica from the inside, but then he gasped. “It’s Samantha.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Romero Tringest tore through the halls, wrenching open the bodies of revenants as he went. Some had followed them down here while others had been waiting for them in the shadows.

He and Helena went deeper and deeper into the tunnels. He hoped Iris was all right. He hoped she wasn’t getting crushed by the webbing and had awakened and found her own way to safety. She could portal herself somewhere. Though she couldn’t get out of the marble with the web trap, she could get inside. Romero told himself not to worry about her, Iris could take care of herself. Besides, he had to make sure he and Helena made it through here.

The sound of metal against bone filled the air. Helena tore apart the revenants with equal rage to Romero. It was like the old days, the two of them fighting side by side. They were missing Iris and Marcus of course, but that was why they fought. For them and for their other friends and for the whole damn world, they had to shatter these revenants and locate the others.

Finally, Helena gasped. “There they are!”

Two figures came hobbling toward them, one supporting the other. Both were badly injured. That much was clear from how slowly they moved, the pain in their faces, and all the blood. Gods, they were both bleeding so much. Jack sank against David’s side as Romero and Helena rushed to them. “Are you both all right?” Of course, it was clear they were both injured, and Jack’s face was whiter than ever. But they were alive, and Romero wanted to know how on the brink of death they were.

“Been better,” David admitted through gritted teeth. Romero noticed a wide gash on his side. Jack had new cuts on his face and clutched a hand at his gut.

“Put him down,” Romero instructed David. “Helena, watch my back?”

No more sounds of revenants could be heard in the tunnels, but that didn’t mean much. They would just reconstruct and come back. Helena promised to tear them to pieces while Romero worked his healing magic on Jack.

“You owe me one,” Romero told the leader of Black Gate.

Jack let out a low, rough-sounding laugh. “I owe a lot of people one.”

Helena, while standing guard, scanned the tunnel. She noticed a body lying far off. “Who’s that?”

“Razar,” David answered. He was hunched over, trying to catch his breath. It didn’t help that he was bleeding too. Jack’s wounds were more serious, so David would have to wait.

Helena’s eyes went wide. “The Red Wolf.” She turned her eyes to Jack. “You finally ended that bastard. Good job.”

Jack motioned at David. “Thank him. He did it.”

“Jack helped me,” David insisted.

Helena noticed the knife at David’s side and her breathing quickened. “Where’s Sam?”

“She went after Kallus,” David explained all that had happened so far, from finding Jack with Razar after their fight to Razar telling them all that the cabal knew and Marcus.

“They took him?” Helena asked, her throat bobbing. Her face had turned from anger to fear in a heartbeat.

“He chose to go,” David replied. “He’s on the outside now, facing whoever their leader is. He is going to find a way to set us free.” At least, that was what David hoped. He glanced from Helena to Romero. “Where’s Iris?”

“Recovering,” was Romero’s short answer. “And hopefully getting the hell out of here.”

“Our only hope now is in Sam defeating Kallus and Marcus freeing us from the marble,” Jack said in a low, strained voice.

Romero sealed the wound in Jack’s gut and pressed more magic into it. “Sam will need mana to do that.”

Helena swallowed. “She’s only had one lesson.”
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Sam had only been able to bring the mana flames into the shape she wanted once.

She wasn’t worried about needing to produce the flames. It was keeping them up and directing them where she needed them to go that was the problem. Control.

She hated that word. Why couldn’t she ever have it? Any thought that could have motivated her also sent her spiraling. Lily’s face filled her mind. She pictured her friend meeting her death and Kallus’ face came to mind. She could hold onto Lily, but it meant risking a spiral instead. Anger and grief coiled together.

This isn’t practice, she told herself. This is fucking do or die.

No matter what happened, she would keep pouring her magic into the mana flames. If they consumed her as well as Kallus, then so be it. It would give everyone else a chance. Sam opened her eyes. A wall of fire was around her, but it wasn’t doing anything to her. She felt its heat, but her skin wasn’t burning. Because it’s coming from inside me, she realized.

She saw Kallus’ face from beyond the flames. Fear, actual potent fear, shone in his eyes. With fear was surprise. A student had just produced mana before his very eyes.

Sam unleashed her flames. Like a wave, they washed over his dome. Fear went from Kallus’ eyes and was replaced by cold hatred. “I admire your valiant attempt at sacrifice or whatever the hell it is you’re trying to do. It won’t⁠—”

Sam didn’t let him finish. “Yes, it will.”

The flames began to eat away at its dome, slowly at first then in constant, pulsing fury. The blue flames blazed. The dome melted away. Horror came into Kallus’ face, but it did not remain there long. A look of acceptance came into his eyes. Why? Sam wondered. How could he accept so easily?

He slid on one last, cruel smile. “I may be defeated, Tempestade, but our leader succeeded and that is all that matters.”

The flames surrounded him, now licking at his robes. “We are the Crimson Cabal, built on the blood of those before and the sacrifices we make now.” Did he think himself a sacrifice? Was that why he accepted his fate? The flames consumed him, taking with him any other twisted words he might have tried speaking. Sam cried out one last time in rage. The flames flared and danced, a maddening devouring. Kallus’ body melted, turning to ash on the stone floor.

Samantha collapsed to her knees then backward so that she was laying with her face toward the dark, stone ceiling. The flames were the only light and soon, with her exhaustion, they died away.

Will I ever be powerful enough to win without passing out after? she wondered as darkness encroached on her vision. Muffled voices called to her from somewhere. She knew those voices, but she could not match faces or names to them. She drifted into slumber and hoped there she would not meet Crimson Cloaks in a destroyed castle but instead, Lily in a field, sunlight beaming down upon them.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


When Sam awoke, all she saw was a dark face over her. She could not make out who it was. Pure instinct took over her body. She lashed up with her arm, forming a fist to strike the person square in the face. A hand flashed out and caught her wrist. “Hey there, Sam. Careful now. You’re safe.”

She had never been more relieved to hear Romero’s voice in her life. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

His face came closer, and she saw that he was smiling. “That’s all right. Given the circumstances, I think I can forgive you for almost punching my teeth out.”

He had such nice teeth. It would have been a shame if Sam had done that. She sat up with his help. Her whole body was stiff and aching. For once, however, she didn’t awaken in the Academy’s infirmary. Instead, she found herself in Marcus’ workshop. The marble was gone and many of the tables and benches had been pushed to the side. Beds had been brought in from somewhere and Sam lay on one of them. The others were full.

She saw Jack sleeping with a bandaged torso. David was bandaged as well, but he was awake. He gave her a wan smile. “Glad to see you up.”

Sam’s body filled with relief. “You too.”

The other two beds were occupied by Helena and Iris. Both were awake. Helena sat up while Iris remained laying down.

Romero stood beside Sam’s bed. “You’re all being healed. I thought I’d had it bad dealing with the revenants but at least I can still walk around. You five needed a lot more tending to.”

At this moment, Sam realized her hands were bandaged. Why?

Romero saw the question flicker across her face. “You must have burned a lot of mana because when we found you, you were passed out, Kallus was nothing but a pile of melting flesh, and your palms were burned. No matter. They’ll heal in time. You might have some scarring left over.” He winked. “But we all have scars, Tempestade. It’s time you joined the club.”

“The scar club,” David chimed in with a snort. “I’m guessing Razar gave me one of those with the nasty cut I’ve got.”

Sam glanced about the room, noticing that one other person was missing. “Where’s Marcus?”

“He’s okay,” Romero assured her. “He and Elijah went to find us all some food. They should be back soon.”

“An-and is it over?”

Helena nodded from her bed and gave Sam a small smile. “It’s over.”

“It seems that way anyhow,” Romero added.

“How did they get us all out?” was Sam’s next question.

“Your mana helped. It overwhelmed the whole damn thing and melted enough of the webbing to let Marcus in. None of us, Marcus included, knew that was even possible. Once Marcus got into the marble, he was able to pull Iris out first. A good thing too because the webbed dome had almost closed over her.”

Iris produced a wry grin. “I had just woken up and was about to be crushed by it when Marcus appeared out of nowhere looking like he’d just walked through hell and yanked me out of the replica. Can’t say I’m glad to have been out so long. The rest of you had all the fun without me.”

“You opened a portal and sucked someone into it,” Helena reminded her. “Which is more than enough fun for one person. It took you out.”

Sam was ready to hear everyone’s story and tell her own. At that moment, a portal opened, and out walked Marcus and Elijah into the center of the workshop. With all of them here and everyone awake but Jack, they could start talking. “I want everyone to tell me what happened to them,” Sam requested, feeling as though she didn’t have all the pieces to the story.

“One moment, dear.” Elijah smiled at her. “We should all eat first.”

She had expected Marcus and Elijah to bring something small and quick to eat. They had brought a feast instead. There was ham and fruit and breads and desserts and salads. There was wine and juice for everyone but Marcus and Romero, who shared a bottle of Irish mead. Sam didn’t feel like eating. She burned with too many questions to focus on food. As the others shoveled sustenance down, however, her mouth began to water. She ate some and soon the others had full bellies and were ready to talk.

Helena told them first what had happened to her and Iris, confirming that Carmine and Akosa were gone. Romero went next, filling in the details about finding Helena and Iris and how he had thrown an ax into Carmine’s skull. He told of how he and Helena had first seen the webbing. “We knew something was really wrong after that.”

Next went David who spoke on behalf of Jack as well as he could. When he got to the part where Razar gave Marcus the portal stone, Marcus took over. Eyes went wide when he revealed that it was Caimo who had been the leader of the cabal all along. “Ever since he sent Colin Braise to kill Lily, that is. Who knows how long he’d been in charge before that?”

“That fucking bastard,” Helena muttered.

“He’s lucky I wasn’t there,” Iris added.

“Was he always like that?” Romero asked. “Always on the wrong side of things?”

“That is what I am trying to figure out,” Marcus answered. He told them of his fight with Caimo and how he had closed the portal not once, but twice. He told of Elijah’s help and what he had seen in the marble when he came back to the workshop. “I knew Sam had to finish everything off.” His eyes went to her and a small smile pulled his lips apart. “And she did it.”

Sam did not yet speak. Marcus had more to say and did so with a heavy sigh. “Caimo’s last words keep playing over and over in my mind. He said, ‘I will live on. Avadon will always live on.’”

“I don’t know how that’s possible,” Helena inserted. “You put a sword made of mana into his heart.”

“Kallus said something like that before he died too,” Sam spoke up. It was the first time she said anything since everyone began telling their stories. Now, all eyes turned to her. She told them about arriving in the chamber and finding that Kallus had a dome around him. She explained how she knew she’d have to use mana to bring it down. She described her flames, and Helena’s eyes shone with pride.

“It only took one lesson,” Helena murmured.

When it came time for Kallus to die in her story, Sam repeated his last words. “We are the Crimson Cabal, built on the blood of those before and the sacrifices we make now.”

“What the hell does that mean?” David asked.

“Does he think dying was him being sacrificed?” Romero added.

“And you said he told you his leader had already succeeded, right?” Iris asked.

Sam nodded. “He thinks they won.”

“But we killed them all,” Helena said.

“Both of them meant something when they said it,” Marcus mumbled. “And I’m thinking the two are linked.”

“By the gods,” someone muttered, “if this means they’re not fucking dead, I’m going to blow myself up.” All eyes turned to Jack who, apparently, had been awake for a lot longer than anyone realized. He sat up unsteadily and looked about, relieved to see they’d had no casualties. It was odd seeing that sort of relief in Jack Calisto’s eyes.

“There is one other matter I should bring up,” Marcus added. All eyes went back to him. “With the cabal having found me, you can all call me Magnus from here on out.”

“And your last name?” David asked.

Magnus smiled. “Actually, I quite like Deathshroud for a last name. It gives me a much more ominous reputation, doesn’t it?”

There was scattered laughter about the room.

Sam shrugged. “I was going to keep calling you Professor Deathshroud anyway.” This reminded her of something else, and she turned to Elijah. “Is the school okay? Does the castle still stand?”

Elijah nodded. “Our good friend Oswald helped us get everyone out in time, and he came to beat down some revenants holding us at bay. The castle still stands, and students can come back in a week or so. All they’ll ever know is that they were afforded a sudden holiday.”

Sam turned to David. “And you’re sure you’re all right?”

He looked tired but smiled. “I am. After feeling how painful a curse can be, I won’t be complaining about training for a while.”

Romero grinned. “Perfect. I’ll take that as a sign to make my classes harder.”

“Well, that’s going to suck for all the other students when they come back,” David countered.

Romero chuckled, and his sister spoke up. “I want to head into the tunnels again and check on that portal. We should make sure nothing slipped out and is hanging around somewhere. Wouldn’t want a small demon scaring the students when they get back.” She tried to stand but wobbled, and Romero helped her sit back down.

“Take it easy, sis.”

“We had the same idea anyway,” Elijah told them. “Magnus and I will go.” He glanced at each of them. “All of you need to rest. You have saved Ravenwood Academy today.”
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Elijah opened a portal for him and Magnus to take into the ley line room. The portal to Avadon was indeed gone, and after scouring the tunnels, they were sure nothing had slipped out and waited to attack. “We can never be too careful though,” Elijah said gravely as they made their way back to the ley line room. “I’ll put new and additional wards up over this room to make sure no one can come down here again. No one but us, if absolutely necessary.”

Magnus stopped short before the doorway to see what was left of Caimo’s body. His heart ached. What were they supposed to do with it? Once, a proper burial would have been in order. Magnus wasn’t sure about that now. Caimo had done so many awful things.

“Wait a second,” he muttered a moment later. He bent down and removed the cloak. He cursed. “It’s not Caimo.”

Elijah’s eyes widened. “What?”

“It’s a homunculus,” Magnus replied. The latent magic that had formed it had faded away upon the bodies’ destruction, but in the heat of trying to banish the Avadon portal, Magnus had not noticed. Neither he nor Elijah had taken the time to examine Caimo’s body since they had to go to the workshop and get the others out of the marble.

“I’m such a fool!” Magnus exclaimed. “I thought Caimo—or whatever the hell was dressed up like him—was weaker simply because of the portal.”

“You are not as foolish as you think, Magnus,” Elijah assured him. “You were right to suspect that. In fact, creating a portal even with the aid of the ley line, would have sapped nearly all the magic out of even the most powerful sorcerer.” He gestured at the homunculus. “This thing wouldn’t have been able to do that.”

“You think Caimo really was here then?” Magnus asked, not sure of what answer he wanted to hear.

Elijah nodded. “I’m sure of it. Why he left and replaced himself with this thing is beyond me. He must have opened the portal again not to bring Avadon here, but to escape back to Avadon. He probably knew you would close the portal for him, thinking to save yourself and all of us. You saved him the effort of having to draw back the demons himself.”

Magnus was stunned. “If he went back to Avadon…” he started, then shook his head.

“Only one question remains,” Elijah finished for him. “What the hell is his plan?”

Both men were quiet for a long moment, then Magnus said, “We should tell the others. They should be warned.”

Elijah shook his head. “Not yet. Everyone deserves a good rest and some celebration. They’ve had a hard fight. We won’t keep it a secret, but we will wait some time to tell them.”

Magnus’ heart sank and sank, but he nodded. “You’re right. They deserve a rest.”

Elijah placed a hand on Magnus’ shoulder. “You do too. Go join them now. I’m going to get my school back in order.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Helena Marrows was glad she didn’t have to wear teacher’s robes any longer. She would still be teaching, of course. Iris and Romero would also stay until the end of the year before they all went back to Black Gate. Until then, Elijah had granted Helena’s request to not have to wear robes to class.

She went to the common room she shared with Iris and Romero, hoping she would find at least one of the twins there. It had been three days since the fight inside the marble, and everyone had healed well. The students would be back next week, but it was the weekend. Helena vowed she’d make the most of it.

Sure enough, she found Iris in the common room sitting on one of the sofas. It was a bit strange to see Iris sitting down. She was always prowling about or sitting in windowsills. Just about everything that had to do with Iris reminded Helena of cat behavior. Why have a pet cat when you could have the most dangerous portal maker in all of Black Gate?

“Recovering okay?” Helena asked when she spotted her friend sitting down.

Iris glowered up at her. “I’m sick of being treated like a patient.”

“But you are—” Helena halted at Iris’ glare.

Iris by far had had the longest recovery except for Jack, who was still in the infirmary until his wound was fully healed. Even after Romero had saved him from certain death, the healers needed to keep a close eye. Helena hoped Jack would treat all of them better as a result of Romero saving his life.

“I was thinking about that promise I made you while we were hunting down Carmine and Akosa,” Helena began.

Iris’ eyes glinted. “Ah, yes. You promised to buy me a drink.”

“It will be like the old days,” Helena replied. “We win a fight, then we go and get ourselves wasted.”

“But none of the other hard stuff this time.”

“Of course. And it’s not the night after. We’ve had some time to recover.”

“We’ll be recovering for different reasons tomorrow.”

Helena extended a hand to help Iris up. Iris took it. Her hand was warm and firm against Helena’s. They were standing quite close when Iris stood up. She was a full head shorter than Helena. It had been that way since they were children. Iris grinned up at her. “And this time, Helena?”

“Yeah?”

“Let’s not bring the boys.”

Helena laughed. “Deal.”

Iris drifted past Helena, her hips swaying. Helena couldn’t take her eyes off her. “One moment. I need to get dressed.”

Helena waited and counted coins. She wanted to make sure she could buy as many drinks as Iris wanted.
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Sam wanted to talk to Oswald before the school was bustling with students again.

She had already called her father and told him she was doing well, sparing him all the details of what had been happening at the Academy. She promised a visit soon and would fill him in then. Right now, however, she had a visit to make to the old librarian.

“I want to thank you for your help,” Sam began when she came to the old desk. Oswald was not in sight, but she had a feeling he was hiding somewhere and could hear her.

Sure enough, the old wizard scuttled out from under his desk. Again, Sam wasn’t sure how he had fit there to begin with. She smiled at him. “For saving Elijah and the scouts as well as giving me the story you did. I liked learning about the Raven Queen. If you ever have any more stories to share with me, I’d love to hear them.”

Oswald’s eyes glittered. “I have hundreds of stories, Miss Tempestade, but I will only give them when the heart is in the right order.”

Sam didn’t have a damn clue what he meant by this. It was just another one of Oswald’s odd sayings. She brushed it off as a simple, “I’ll tell you later.”

Oswald cocked his head. “You remind me of her. The Raven Queen. You even look like her.”

Sam remembered seeing the image of the Raven Queen in a stained-glass window in the Academy during her first week there and thinking the same thing. “You think?” she chortled. “Maybe we look alike, but my story isn’t nearly as glorious as hers.”

Oswald snorted. “And hopefully you won’t marry a man who plans to kill you.” He paused. “And succeeds.”

Well, this conversation had taken a weird turn. Leave it to Oswald to do so. He sighed. “I’m so very glad Magnus has decided to come back. I feared having to teach in that dusty old classroom of his.”

She was bemused to hear these words. For one, Oswald’s quarters were far dustier and older than Magnus,’ so she didn’t think he had any room to talk. She didn’t say this. Instead, she expressed surprise about another thing. “You called him Magnus. You know his real name.”

Oswald grinned. “I’ve always known his real name, my dear. There isn’t a secret in this castle I don’t know.”

Sam believed him. “Well, next time you are ready to share another secret, you know who to tell.”

Oswald wagged a finger. “Only when the heart is in the right order.”

Again with that odd saying. This time, Sam almost asked about it, but Oswald’s eyes flicked to the front of the library. Someone had come in and seemed to be looking for something. Oswald pointed and Sam directed her attention to David, whose wandering eye searched the aisles not for books but for someone. “Your young man seems to want to speak with you.”

“He’s not my young man—” Sam started, turning again to Oswald. She stopped short. The old wizard had disappeared.
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David asked Sam if she wanted to walk about the garden.

“Not go for a run?” she teased.

David ran a hand through his hair. “The last time we went for a run, Magnus whisked us away to the Louvre, then to a marble where we fought for our lives all night long. I’m good on runs for a while.”

Sam agreed and they went to the garden. Without anyone but their main allies there, the school grounds were quite empty. Their only other companions in the garden were darting squirrels and chirping birds as well as the occasional worm trying to cross the treacherous garden path. They wound their way through fruit trees and past flower beds. Soon, the chill of Autumn would settle in, and winter would greet them in a cold embrace. Sam was ready for it. After all she’d been through, a little snow and ice would not seem so bad.

“I don’t feel as though things will become normal again,” David confessed. “But hopefully we can lead a less… violent life.”

She nodded. “Some training with our friends without the pressure of taking down ancient cult leaders would be nice.” She wanted to learn how to use her mana better, but at a pace that worked well for her.

“There is one thing I didn’t tell the others about my fight with Razar,” David admitted after a moment. Once he had Sam’s full attention he related to her what Razar had said about his father.

“He was just trying to bother you,” Sam assured him. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

David’s face creased in worry. “I hope.”

They fell into silence once more, and Sam wondered why all of a sudden she found it difficult to talk to David. Her cheeks were flushed, and not from the sun. Her belly did a little dance and she had to refrain from grabbing David’s hand. He spoke again a few short moments later. “What will you be doing after this? I mean, without cult leaders to track down, all you’ll have are your lessons.”

Sam thought for a moment, then replied, “I want to live life the way Lily would want me to. For one, I miss my friends, and I feel like going out.”

She thought of Molly, Emma, and even Leo. She imagined them coming back and hearing her story of the real reason they had been sent away on a sudden holiday.

“Sounds like you want a party,” David suggested with a chuckle.

She grinned. “I haven’t had an excuse to dress up in a while.”

David stopped and stood in front of her, his eyes traveling from her face down to her neck. Sam felt a warm flesh sweeping up into her cheeks. He reached out with tentative fingers and traced the purple, flame-shaped necklace around Sam’s throat. His fingers grazed her skin and Sam’s breathing hitched. David smiled. “Just make sure you wear this. It looks good with everything.”

Sam touched the necklace with a fondness she would not soon forget, thinking of Lily. “Always.”
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EPILOGUE


At least Kallus had thought to transport the stone placed on the ley line into the portal before Samantha Tempestade melted all his flesh.

Kallus had never been the most brilliant servant Caimo had had, but at least he had the stone.

He stood in a dark wood, bare trees bent all around him as if bowing to the ground. As if bowing to him. The sky overhead was covered with gray clouds, but Caimo couldn’t even see it due to the thick canopy the wood provided.

A mist lay between the trees. The moss beneath him was more black than green and made his walk silent as he came to the middle of the clearing. Caimo glanced down at the stone, “hmphed,” then closed his eyes. He channeled his magic into the stone, cursing himself for leaving his staff behind at Ravenwood.

A moment later, a great cracking sound filled the wood. Caimo thought perhaps lightning had hit a nearby tree, but it was the sound of a figure materializing thanks to the spell Caimo worked with the stone. “You can open your eyes now,” a deep, ancient voice said.

Caimo opened his eyes. The figure before him was taller than he was and had two black horns protruding from his head. The demon had the face of a bull, nostrils flaring, and eyes blazing red. Smoke went out from his mouth when he spoke. His body was huge and muscular and gray. He was one of the more intelligent sorts of demons. A second-class demon with the ability to speak to humans…and make deals.

That was why Caimo was here.

The demon snorted. “You kept your end of the bargain. You did well.”

Caimo bowed before him. “Thank you for bringing me back, Master. I admire your new form.”

“Ah yes,” the demon replied. “And you left your homunculus form behind, correct?”

Caimo grinned. “Yes, let the old men have fun with that.”

The demon had no concept of “fun” anymore and so did not react to this. Instead, he asked, “Since you have kept your part of the bargain, you can accept your boon. Do you still want it?”

Caimo paused, then nodded. “Of course.” His voice was gruff. He was still trying to convince himself this was what he wanted.

“I can tell you right now that it isn’t pleasant,” the demon warned him. “Take it from my own personal experience.”

Caimo remembered then that this demon was once a sorcerer like himself, seeking a higher power within Avadon. It was hard to wrap his mind around such a thing. He would be like this soon.

“If you survive the transformation, it will indeed be worth it” the demon went on.

Caimo held out his hand. “Do it.” The demon extended an enormous hand. Caimo passed over the sharp claws to the object in the middle of his palm. A black shard of unknown substance gleamed up at him. It gleamed from whatever light was inside it, not anything that shone on the outside. The demon’s eyes glinted with hunger. Caimo felt that same hunger welling up inside him. For years, most of his life, he had waited for this moment. It was finally here. His transformation was only moments away.

“Now,” the demon drawled. “Kill yourself.”

Caimo didn’t hesitate. He plunged the shard into his own chest, digging it deep into his chest. He screamed in agony. Pain tore through his whole body. He felt like he was being ripped in half. The demon simply watched, sharing no reaction, thought, or feeling. Finally, Caimo fell to the ground, his cloak rippling around him. He would sleep for some time. If the transformation worked, he would awaken in his new body just as the demon he called “master” had done.
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The demon drifted away from the clearing through the trees until he reached the edge of the wood. The trees ended on a cliffside and below churned dark, swirling sea. Finally, he could see the world again as dark and dismal as it was. After decades of being trapped in Avadon, he could finally breathe in salt air again. Such a thing had not been possible since the Heralds were defeated long ago. One thought drifted through his mind.

The Crimson Cabal is no longer needed. The true Herald has returned.
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NOTE FROM ISABEL
JULY 26, 2023


Thank you for taking a reading the third book in my new series! I’m still thrilled to have joined the LMBPN publishing family.

Some friends and I went wild camping! In the US, I think you just call it camping, but here, if you don’t camp at an established place, it’s wild camping. Being out in nature restores my soul.

We set off on a Sunday so the area would be less crowded. My friends had all the kit we needed, so I relied on them and just brought food. The Marks & Spencer food hall is amazing if you want to pick up meals to go, and since we didn’t want to cook, I brought enough sandwiches and hummus and crisps and other goodies to feed us and another ten of our friends, should they show up. We popped it all in the cool box (ice chest for you Yanks) and Bob’s your uncle.

You haven’t lived until you’ve had Victoria sponge (white cake with strawberry jam and whipped cream) under a starry sky while sipping tea from a tin mug.

The next day we went wild swimming, which means we dared the waters of a loch (lake). To us, it felt fine. We don’t need warm temperatures to enjoy swimming. It was at least sixteen degrees Celsius or about 60 Fahrenheit. That’s almost tropical! You just have to dry off fast when you get out and hope someone is waiting with hot tea.

Apparently, Emma is a water dog. She went swimming every fifteen minutes. It was a joy to see her so happy, but when she crawled into my sleeping bag and got it and me wet, I’m not ashamed to say I kicked her out. She whuffled mournfully all night from a towel to the side.

Home Tuesday, just a short trip. I’m back to writing Samantha’s next adventure. I hope you are still enjoying Samantha and her friends. If you have a moment, leaving a review would be very helpful for me (as it is for any writer).

Thank you, Kelly O, and my editor Jacqui, and the wonderful Just-in-Time readers who catch the last-minute oopsies. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next book.

Izzie Campbell
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CHAPTER ONE


A tabby cat jumped from seemingly nowhere onto the chair beside Magnus and looked up at him, blinking its wide, green-brown eyes. It purred and edged toward his plate of viennoiseries. “No, not for you.” Magnus batted the cat away.

The woman sitting across from him smiled. “She only wants something to eat. Don’t you, dear?” Helena Marrows poured a bit of cream into her saucer and laid it on the chair the cat occupied. The small stray bent to lick up the treat.

Magnus frowned. “That’s why there are strays everywhere around here. People like you feed them.”

Helena shrugged. “Life is good when your greatest worry is the alley cats are getting too fat.” She picked up her tea and sipped. They had been there for a little over an hour already, and the heat of the day was finally abating as the cool evening arrived. The setting sun cast golden rays over the street. A slight breeze blew across the street, rustling the napkins on the outdoor café table.

Helena’s gaze roamed to the other side of the street. Now that it was summer, flowers graced the shop windows, and men pulled carts full of blossoms along the sidewalks. Adjacent to the café they were seated at, a young man played his guitar and sang an old French tune Helena hadn’t heard in years. Passerby flicked coins into a jar in front of him. He smiled and waved them on. As she hummed along to the musician’s tune, she thought how some people got to have much simpler lives than she and Magnus Deathshroud.

She watched the musician while tourists and locals walked the narrow cobblestone street, but Magnus’ attention remained fastened on the cat. The tabby had finished the cream Helena had given it. “Don’t give her any more, Helena.”

Helena turned back and grinned. “Go on now,” she told the cat.

The cat didn’t budge. Magnus frowned. “Do you think it could be one of us?”

Helena’s brows lifted. “You can’t assume every animal is a shifter, Magnus.” She still hadn’t gotten used to calling him Magnus again as she did all those years ago when they first met and worked together. She had called him Marcus for too long, and sometimes, the wrong name slipped off her tongue.

Magnus shifted in his seat. While Helena had enjoyed their day ambling around Paris so far, Magnus had been fidgety and restless, unable to relax. Helena noted that while he looked good in regular human clothes and was clean-shaven, Magnus did not look himself.

While he had once had a long beard, she had missed how he looked as a youth. His appearance now reminded her of a Magnus she had known many years ago. One she had saved from dying on a battlefield and brought to Black Gate. The two of them had experienced many adventures and misadventures since then. So many that Helena wasn’t sure either of them could remember them all.

Helena cocked her head to the side. “You haven’t been to the mortal realm to relax in a long time, have you?”

Magnus gave her a look that said she shouldn’t use words like “mortal realm” here. Well, what else was she supposed to say? Human world? Non-magical world?

He nodded. “The last time I was here, I was investigating the catacombs.” Not very relaxing, Helena thought. That had been over a year ago. A lot had happened since then.

Helena chuckled and waved her hand at their surroundings. “This is the café Sam and I came to all the time last summer.” She remembered their last time here when she had shown a rare, ancient book to Sam containing the story of Avadon.

Sam would not be in the city until her third year at Ravenwood Academy began in a few months. Helena had heard little from her young friend, the former best friend of her late niece Lily Vivace. She reminded herself to make plans with Sam at some point over the summer before the school year began.

Magnus leaned forward. “I’m good at many things, Helena, but not this. Not blending in.”

“If you stop acting like you’ve got your staff up your arse, you’ll be fine,” she quipped. “And stop looking at that cat like it’s going to shoot you!”

The cat had curled up on the chair and closed its eyes, enjoying the sun. It was perhaps the least harmful-looking thing on the whole damn street.

“You never know,” Magnus murmured.

Helena wished she had brought along a special drink in a flask so she could sneak some into Magnus’ tea while he wasn’t looking. Maybe that way, he’d relax. Too late, though. She knew what Magnus was afraid of. That someone would recognize him as a wizard. The same fear had followed her around all her life.

Helena Marrows had a widespread reputation among people who practiced magic using the mana awakened within them. Everyone in the magical world knew about Black Gate, and most of them knew about some of its most prominent members, including her. People knew even more after the events of the last year.

She wasn’t merely Helena Marrows of Black Gate anymore. She was one of the saviors of Ravenwood Academy. So was Magnus. Helena figured if they were recognized, it would be more as celebrities, not by people who wished them harm. Helena chuckled at the thought of some young witch in training running up to Magnus, asking for an autograph and photo.

“What’s funny?” Magnus demanded.

Helena shook her head, still smiling. “Nothing.” She straightened. “Enjoy this now, Magnus. Soon you’ll be stuck back at the Academy when the new year begins.” They still had a few months, and a lot could happen in that time.

Magnus tried to relax. He reached for his tea.

“Besides,” Helena added. “This is the world you’ve fought to protect most of your life. Might as well get out and enjoy it for yourself.”

The cat got up, stretched, and hopped off the seat. It ambled across the street to the young musician who had paused to eat a sandwich.

Magnus had eased into his chair while Helena was talking, but as soon as she finished, he sat straight up, his eyes wide. He peered beyond her. “Don’t tell me you’re looking at that cat again.” She paused, her eyes also going wide. “Oh.”

“Oh” was correct, followed by “shit,” which Magnus muttered as Helena swiveled in her chair and glanced around for the source of foul magic that had suddenly erupted into the air. No one else around them seemed to notice. Not the café workers, not the people walking past, not the musician or the cat. Only the witch and wizard sitting outside. Well, at least this confirmed the cat was not a shifter.

Helena shuddered. She felt nauseous. The look on Magnus’ face said he felt the same. If he had mentioned anything before, she would have thought he was making an excuse to leave. She felt it herself, though. The magic was strong and potent. It could have only erupted because someone or something with ill intentions had arrived. Or has been waiting somewhere nearby this whole time, Helena thought.

Her mind went back over their day, wondering if anyone had been following or watching them from a distance. She couldn’t think of anything that had been off. Perhaps the magic had nothing to do with them, and they were in the right place at the right time to investigate. Helena groaned. This was the last thing she wanted to deal with on their holiday. She stood quickly and rocked back, the eruption of magic nearly making her fall over. Magnus had risen too and reached out to steady her.

“Let’s go find it.” Magnus put his hand inside his vest where his wand was. He hadn’t dared to bring his staff with him, but now he probably wished he had. He could have used a spell to make it invisible. Helena had her wand and a few knives concealed on her person.

“Down this way,” Magnus instructed Helena, leading her out of the small district full of shops and cafés. She was glad to have him lead because the magic seemed to have a worse effect on her than on him.

Here we go again. She glanced back at the cat, who was busy begging the guitar player for food, unaware of the danger. It was nice relaxing while we could, Helena thought before Magnus led her down a dim street.
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CHAPTER TWO


Despite the nausea, part of Helena was glad to be on the hunt again, prowling about the streets with an old friend at her side. She liked the feeling of a knife in her hand, though she hadn’t pulled one out yet. She had not done anything like this in several months.

The residents of Ravenwood Academy and its allies had enjoyed a peaceful winter and spring. After last autumn’s debacle with the Crimson Cabal, they had spent their time and energy ensuring the protection of the school of magic and the island it was on. They’d had no issues, but…

Bad things crawl from the dark parts of the world sooner or later, Helena thought. Cabal or not.

The Crimson Cabal and its party of cult members was gone, but as much as Helena and the others didn’t like it, Avadon still existed. It was far away. Worlds away. It would take many portals and a whole lot of strong magic to get there.

Not that Helena or any of her friends wanted to go. If anything, they’d rather pretend it didn’t exist. She couldn’t do that while a pervasive feeling of foul magic hung in the air. It was a sign that even though the world of darkness where demons festered and prowled was not close, it was real.

The feeling had lessened, and Magnus looked grim, unsure if they could trace it to its source.

Helena wondered what the feeling meant. Anyone with mana and the skill to use dark magic could have done it, but exactly what was done could have been anything. Perhaps two people had been dueling in the open and used curses to harm one another. If so, they were stupid brutes in need of a whipping. Perhaps it was something worse, though.

For some reason, the word “sacrifice” came to Helena’s mind. She didn’t think magic this potent could have come from a simple fight.

The sun was low on the horizon, and a burning orange glow fell over the deserted streets they’d come to, showing signs of recent riots. Helena wasn’t sure what the people of Paris had been rioting against the French government for, but the signs of what started as a peaceful protest turned wrong were everywhere.

Graffiti covered the walls. The windows that weren’t broken had been painted with crude symbols and French words. Shattered glass lay all over the streets, and totaled cars that looked like they had been set on fire days ago sat in the middle of the street.

“Law enforcement really is taking their time cleaning up this mess,” Helena remarked grimly. No one was in sight. Not a single person. Only a few birds flitted to power lines here and there.

Magnus and Helena stopped short at the end of one street that dipped down into another. A thick fog lay over the landscape before them. Helena shivered. “Looks like something out of a horror movie.”

“I haven’t seen any of those,” Magnus mused.

“Really, Magnus, just because you haven’t been out in the real world doesn’t mean you couldn’t have watched a few human films.”

Magnus ignored this remark and headed into the fog down the steep street. “Be careful, Helena.” It was an unnecessary warning. Helena knew to stay on guard and watch her surroundings. The road was rutted and full of potholes.

At this point, Helena pulled out a knife. Magnus took out his wand, no longer caring what people thought he was. The feeling of foul magic was gone, but lingering traces remained. Whoever had used the dark magic had retreated deeper into this dim, abandoned area.

“I don’t like this one bit,” Helena muttered. She felt comfortable on a battlefield. Here, however, where anything or anyone could jump out at them from nowhere…well, she wanted to be far away.

“Maybe we should have brought that cat with us,” Helena remarked as they passed buildings that had been broken into and set on fire from within, making them no longer livable. “The tabby might have been a shifter, like you said. Could have helped us.”

They knew this wasn’t true. Magnus didn’t say anything. Helena felt the need to talk to keep herself from having dark thoughts. Magnus lifted a finger to his lips, signaling her to be silent. He had heard something. So Helena stopped short and listened too. She heard a soft wind tunneling through the streets and nothing else, but she could feel.

The dark magic hung like a cloud above them. The sky itself was clear. Stars had begun to appear as the sun gave its last light for the day. Helena’s gaze swept the skyline before returning to the street. She coughed. Gods, this fog was thick. She wasn’t sure where it was coming from either. There was no river nearby. The nearest one, the Seine, was several miles north, and they were heading south. The fog wasn’t gray but bone-yellow.

“Oh shit,” Magnus muttered.

Helena turned and froze. Oh shit, indeed. A growl reverberated off nearby walls as something with red, gleaming eyes prowled through an alleyway. At first, Helena thought there was only one creature, but she quickly saw at least four, maybe more. She expected beasts like those that once roamed the Ravenwood forest, but they weren’t. They were only dogs.

With rabies? she wondered. If they were rabid, it was from magic enhancements, not natural circumstances. Those gleaming, hungry red eyes said as much.

Helena drew a second knife. Magnus held up his wand. At once, the dogs charged, their growls and snapping jaws filling the air.

Magus blasted one with a stunning spell and another with a small fire rune. It yelped and ran off into the alley. The others remained undaunted. Then the one Magnus had stunned came back fiercer than ever. Helena put her shield up as Magnus had done. Normally, the thought of killing a dog would have made her sick, but they couldn’t help these animals.

One dog leaped, and she ducked, plunging her knife into its stomach as it fell. It crashed to the ground as another sprang at her heels. Thankfully, she had worn her boots despite not wearing any other fighting clothes. The animal closed its jaw around her boot hard enough to feel it in her nerves. She clenched her teeth against the pain and kicked it away. Magnus spoke another spell and bound the dog in magic cords.

Helena watched in horror as the dog snapped and gnawed on the binding cords until they broke. Impossible. No witch, wizard, or sorcerer Helena had ever met could do that, yet these animals could. “What in Hell?” she breathed as another came at her. At least her knives worked. She stuck one into another animal’s skull, and the red light in its eyes went out. She yanked her knife out and turned to face one more. The dog was faster and tackled her to the ground, where she dropped her knives.

She struggled and scrambled to grab one. The hilt slid into her fingers, and she slammed it into the animal’s side as its wide mouth opened. Saliva dripped onto her face. The warm feeling was disgusting, not to mention the stench of its breath. That animal meant to rip her fucking face off.

At that moment, Helena decided she was definitely, beyond the shadow of a doubt, a cat person.

Magnus approached her and offered a hand up. She dusted off her clothes. “Either I’m out of practice, or those monsters were extra-monstrous.” She wondered if she and Magnus could have even stopped a bigger pack of those things.

Magnus’ lips pressed into a thin line. “I don’t know what they were, but that magic we felt had something to do with them.” Horrid-smelling canine bodies lay all around. It wasn’t like the place was clean or livable anyway.

Helena grabbed her phone and took pictures and videos of the animals to show Romero later. Maybe he could create projections of them to practice fighting. Plus, it would be good to have proof of their experience. Jack Calisto, head of Black Gate and ever the skeptic, would demand proof.

Magnus pointed down the street. “See that? The library? I think the source is coming from there. We should go.”

Helena hated the possibility of having to fight more of the bond-eating, magically enhanced dogs, but she followed her friend anyway. They had to find out what the hell was going on and why it was in this abandoned part of the city. They weren’t in some magical realm where this could happen in the open. If someone saw them…

Helena glanced behind her to ensure no one had been around while they used magic to fight off the dogs. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t. Good. They didn’t need that problem on their hands.

At the end of the street was a large, abandoned square with a stone building much higher than any of the others in the center. Helena did not recognize it, and she had been to countless libraries in the city. This one didn’t even seem to have a name on the outside. It was an ancient, crumbling edifice.

“We’re not in the human world anymore,” Helena mused at last. She gestured behind them. “We stepped into another realm when we went past the fog.”

Magnus nodded. “I wondered that when we saw the dogs.” He motioned toward the library. “This isn’t on any human maps of Paris. I know what this place is, but it’s been many years since I came here. It looked very different last time. It was still ancient, of course, but when I was a boy, at least the place wasn’t falling apart.”

“What is it called?” Helena asked.

“The Arcane Library,” Magnus answered. “It was a secret repository of esoteric knowledge.”

“Not so secret now,” Helena pointed out.

“Not to those who came and destroyed it anyway.”

Helena realized the square and the streets around it must have been full of people once. Whoever had destroyed the library had done the same to everything else around here and driven out the people. Her hand clenched around the hilt of her knife.

Magnus walked toward the crumbling building.

“We’re going inside?” Helena called after him. A cold wind had shifted into the square, and twilight had replaced the sun.

Magnus turned and nodded. “That foul magic is coming from inside.”

“Plus, whoever’s pets those were,” Helena added. “Let’s hope he only had five dogs.”

“And no cats,” Magnus added. Helena rolled her eyes.

They approached the door. It was open. Helena didn’t like that. Magnus slipped in first, with Helena right behind him. He held his wand in front of him. A light shone above it so they could see where they were going.

The library looked as damaged inside as it did outside. Shelves and tables were pushed over. Windows had been broken. Books and scrolls lay about everywhere. The contents of several overturned trunks spilled onto the floor. A chandelier had fallen and lay in the center of the main room, broken glass everywhere. Spilled ink wells left dark stains on the stone floor.

The whole place was dim and silent. Helena heard only her own breathing and the crunch of her boots over broken glass. She couldn’t help it. The glass was fucking everywhere. Furthermore, there was no telling how much or what had been stolen.

“A shame what they did to this place,” Magnus murmured, a wistful and faraway look in his eyes. Helena knew he was remembering himself as a little boy coming to this place. No doubt, books and scrolls had been in their proper places on upright shelves, and the library keepers had smiled at newcomers. Now they were the only ones here. At least, that’s what it seemed like. That might not be the case, though.

“The magic is beneath us,” Magnus whispered after a moment. He had always had an ability Helena did not possess to sense where magic was, how much of it lingered there, and how to get to it. But Helena could hunt and kill. It was a good thing they had come together.

He wove through the building, somehow not making noise on the glass. Helena was a bit jealous. She followed him to high curtains parted over a window. At least, she thought it was a window until they were in front of it. Magnus pulled them to the side and reached to push something inward.

Helena’s eyes opened wide in surprise. Magnus had found a hidden alcove with a door that blended in with the windows. Perhaps he had seen it here when he was a boy. The alcove was small, with glass walls like a greenhouse. It was warmer in here too. Much warmer than Helena liked. She could feel the magic stronger here. It made sense considering the staircase leading down into darkness. Magnus turned to Helena. “Ready?”

Helena sighed. “You and I get ourselves into all sorts of trouble, old friend. But yes, I’m ready.”

Magnus smiled despite their circumstances. “But we always have fun, old friend.”
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CHAPTER THREE


The stairwell smelled as bad as the bodies of the decaying rabid dogs they had left behind in the fog-laden streets. Helena wrinkled her nose and tried not to retch. Get it together, she told herself. You’ve been on fucking battlefields before. This can’t smell much worse. Yet somehow, it did.

Someone had done something awful down these stairs. Helena held her breath. Partly because it helped her avoid the smell and partly because she dreaded seeing what lay at the bottom of the stairs.

She had expected a straight shot down, but the stairs spiraled, twisting in circles until she felt dizzy from both the descent and the magic. Magnus didn’t seem affected by any of it. He continued forward, a grim look on his face, though she knew he also carried dread. He was simply better at hiding it.

Finally, the last step came into sight. The library's basement was much smaller than expected. It was one small stone room, and in the center of it…

Helena gasped and almost gagged. Magnus swallowed hard. “What in Hell?” he breathed.

On a stone table in the center of the room lay a corpse. It could have been human, but it had been mutilated beyond recognition. Distinguishing between male and female was impossible. Blood was everywhere. The body must have been here for days.

Helena had seen many corpses throughout her life. She had seen soldiers’ entrails strewn on the ground. She had seen limbs blown off her companions. Yet she had never seen something this gruesome.

“Look, Helena.” Magnus pointed out several jars at the end of the table where the body’s feet should have been, but it appeared someone had hacked them off. Dull, bone-yellow liquid filled the jars.

Helena gulped. “It’s the body’s life force.”

“Turned into mana,” Magnus confirmed. So that was why the magic felt so strong. There was no sign of a sorcerer here. Yet however long the magic user had been gone didn’t matter. The body was so broken that the foul magic remained as if to guard it. Well, lucky for the body, Helena and Magnus didn’t plan on taking it with them. You can fucking have it, Helena thought toward the abstract malevolence in the air.

“And look here.” Magnus pointed this time to something on the stone floor. A circle of runes burned into the stone surrounded the table. They no longer glowed with power, but the deep scorch marks told Helena this whole room had filled with the color of those runes. Deep red, she assumed. This body had served as a conduit for some dark ritual.

Sacrifice was the right word for this. But who the hell were they sacrificing to? What beastly god did the person or people who had done these believe existed?

Magnus spoke one word. “Necromancy.” He circled the body again, his gaze trailing over every bit with gruesome detachment. “There’s one thing I’m puzzled about. They didn’t take the body as material.”

One thing! Helena thought. Only one? A hundred questions raced through her mind. Magnus had always been good at that. Narrowing down to the most important factor of a puzzle and figuring out the rest from there. Where Helena started at the beginning, Magnus was more likely to start in the center. Working together usually brought them good results. However, Helena suspected they were way over their heads with this one despite their many years of combined experience.

Helena turned her mind to what Magnus had said. They hadn’t taken the body. Did that mean the person who had done this would return for it? She didn’t know whether she wanted to be around for that. She certainly wanted to give the bastard a piece of her mind. And her knife.

Helena directed her attention to the runes. She didn’t want to look at the body. These runes were different. She wasn’t a runemaster like Magnus or Oswald, but she could tell when they were used for necromancy rather than normal defense. “These runes are a complex ritual design. Perhaps to feed a demon.”

Magnus nodded. “You’re right. Why didn’t I think of that?”

See? Working together did help. Helena’s mind unraveled the possibilities. What could all this mean? “Do you know how and when this place got destroyed?” she asked, her mind returning to the beginning.

“I don’t,” Magnus answered. “I was surprised to find this place in such decay.”

More mysteries, then. Great. Helena preferred the hunt, not the puzzle. Good thing she had Magnus Deathshroud with her. “We should inform Akaron of this immediately,” Magnus stated. “They have done this ritual in the heart of a library full of arcane knowledge for a reason.”

“You don’t seriously think they, whoever the hell they are, would try this at the Academy?” Helena asked, balking. “The Academy is far more protected than this place.”

Magnus’ features remained grim. “This place was once heavily protected, too.”

A chill skittered down Helena’s spine. Well, fuck.

“I think we should gather more information before going to the headmaster,” Helena added.

Magnus frowned. “Why?”

“Why does Elijah have to know everything right away?” Helena countered. “Let’s take a few days and do some investigating. That way, we might have more to tell Elijah than…” She gestured at the mutilated body. “This.”

Magnus thought for a long moment. “All right, but I think we should at least warn him that we’ve found something. He’ll ask questions, of course, but I’ll tell him to wait a few more days for our explanation. He trusts me.” He paused, then added, “I should go now.”

Helena nodded. “I’ll look around a bit in the square before heading out.”

“Be careful,” Magnus told her. “I don’t want you having to fight off more of those dogs or something worse on your own.”

“I’ll be careful.” She didn’t like the thought of facing more dogs either. Helena followed him from the library into the broken square and watched as he opened a portal and vanished. What a day this had turned into.

She prowled the area with her knives in hand, sniffing like a wolf. She caught whiffs of that foul magic leading out of the city and the fog veil between realms. It was time for a real hunt. She would track the magic as far as she could. And when she found who it came from…well, she’d let her knives do the talking.

Helena felt like a younger version of herself again, on the hunt for the people who had killed her sister. She wasn’t after the Crimson Cabal, at least. They’d done away with them. She had a feeling whoever had performed the ritual in the basement had equally evil things in mind.

“I’m coming for you,” she vowed in a whisper.

She hadn’t told Magnus about her plan because she knew he wouldn’t have liked it. He was too concerned about her safety. It was endearing, and she was glad to have such a good ally and friend. Helena knew she wasn’t going to die, though. Not until she found out the truth.
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CHAPTER FOUR


The trees snapped and blurred past Samantha Tempestade as she took off like a hare through the forest. She zig-zagged between them as if she had done this dozens of times before. Sweat slid down her back. Even with the shade, it was too damn hot in the forest. Summer had really shown up.

As her muscles burned and her breathing hardened, she swore inwardly. She didn’t know why she had taken the bait when David bet he could outrun her. The deal was, if he won, she had to buy him a couple of drinks tonight at a little pub in the village. To Sam, a couple was two. To David, it was five or more. “That’s some,” Sam had countered.

David had shrugged. “I know you’ve been eyeing a certain bottle of wine. You win, you get it.” The race had begun after that, about fifteen minutes ago. Sam wished she’d said no and bought the damn bottle for herself, but her competitive spirit had taken over as she charged through the trees toward the edge of the forest.

I’m going to make David give me a shoulder massage and buy me chocolate, too, Sam vowed.

After a few more minutes of running, Sam knew she wouldn’t win merely by being fast. She could have relied on speed against any human who didn’t know to use their mana as magic. With David, this wasn’t an option.

She took out her wand. David had said nothing about whether or not they could use magic. She spoke spells to make the vines, roots, and other bothersome things along the ground move out of the way. She had practiced earth and air runes all spring during the second half of her second year at Ravenwood Academy. Now, she knew runes for all four elements, though she was still much better with fire and water than with earth and air.

For the hell of it, she cast a spell to bring a fresh breeze to the back of her neck where her hair stuck to her skin.

Sam heard the rustling and stamping of David running nearby. He was a few yards to the right if her guess was correct. Damn, he was fast. His natural prowess as a hunter made him good. He understood the fundamentals of mana manipulation better than her and, as a result, tended to have better endurance. Sam realized the race's outcome might depend not on whose skills were better but on who could last longer. She didn’t think it would be her.

Well, there went that free bottle of wine. Her elemental magic kept her ahead for a few minutes as David gradually fell behind. At least Sam stopped hearing him. Soon, she realized she couldn’t hear him at all. “Come on, you slow loser!” she called out. No response. Then more seriously, “David?”

Again, nothing. Only the wind and her own hard breathing replied. Sam slowed to a jog. “David, where are you?” No answer came. She huffed, halted, and turned. “I swear, if you’ve been eaten or thrown into a portal, I’ll…”

And what if he had been? A sudden fear entered her heart. Oh, no.

Sam hurried back in the other direction, calling his name over and over again. At last, she stopped in another clearing. She could hardly breathe anymore. She placed her hands on her hips and looked around, almost panicking.

A rustling filled the undergrowth nearby, then something burst out. Fortunately for David, Sam didn’t wave her wand in time to fend him off. He tackled her to the mossy ground, laughing. Sam was flushed and relieved but also mad. “David Hargrove! You fucking scared me!”

He laughed as he stood and shrugged. “I knew your weakness. Me. Catch me if you can!” He took off running without helping her up.

Sam cursed and blundered through the trees after him. She almost wished he had been attacked or sent through a portal to an unknown place instead.

David made it to the finish line, the edge of the forest where the trees ended and a wide moor began. Sam blurred out of the woods a moment later and tackled David into the high grass. He went down with a thump and a groan. “You fucking cheater,” Sam accused.

“No one said we couldn’t pull tricks. Besides, you were using your wand.” David stood and brushed off his loose linen shirt.

“You didn’t say I couldn’t!”

David put his hands up in defense. “All right, all right. What do you say we both buy our own drinks?”

“You owe me chocolate too.”

“Fine, chocolate too.”

“And don’t steal any of it before you give it to me.”

David feigned offense. “I would never.”

Sam could remind him of a few times he had. Right now, she was too tired to carry on the argument.

Over the moor stood a small cottage with a lane leading down to a country road. Sam had run races through this moor every summer growing up with Lily, whose grandmother Rosemary lived in the cottage now. Rosemary had insisted Sam still visit her during the summer at the cottage in the French countryside. “And bring that boy you’re always with, too,” she’d instructed. Sam wasn’t sure how Rosemary knew about David, but she brought him anyway.

David had wanted to be anywhere but the Hargrove estate over the summer. He had graduated from the Academy in the spring, only a couple of weeks ago. He had avoided going home to see what tasks his father had for a future he didn’t want. There was also the trouble with the Cabal that Lord Hargrove would not be happy about.

Sam was sad to return to the Academy without David and had decided to spend as much of the summer with him as she could. She only hoped they wouldn’t have another race for quite a long time. It was one way to stay in shape, though, which they both wanted due to the training they’d received at the Academy.

“You’re doing that thing where you’re thinking a lot and getting that worried look,” David remarked. Sam turned to her friend, whose face was flushed and sweaty. Curls of his dark hair stuck to his brow.

She offered a smile. “I was thinking about how bored I’m going to be at school without you to trick me and push me around.”

“Aw, I’m glad to know one person will miss me, though I’m surprised it’s you, Samantha Tempestade.” He always said her full name when he was teasing her. “Actually, I’m thinking about returning to Ravenwood as a tutor or mentor for first-years. I like what Romero does with training. I’d enjoy doing something like that.”

“Romero’s life experiences are vaster than yours. But hey, we all need someone to look up to, right?” Sam reminded him, thinking of Romero and of Iris Tringest, who had taught at Ravenwood Academy while doing an undercover investigation on behalf of Black Gate.

“Whatever keeps me away from Hargrove Manor,” David announced. They sat on a fallen log sticking out from the tree line to catch their breath before the long walk across the moor to Rosemary’s cottage. “What will you be doing the next few weeks?” he asked.

Sam planned to visit Emma and Molly in Paris after leaving the French countryside at the end of the week. After that, she would go home to see her parents for a bit longer. She had already seen them after leaving the Academy for the summer. She told David this, then added, “As long as Magnus and Helena don’t call me into a mission, I’m free the whole summer.”

David laughed. “A whole free summer isn’t possible for people like us. Just you wait. I have a feeling something has already started.” Sam wasn’t sure whether he was teasing. David had an intuition like no other. What he sensed or felt usually ended up being right.

“And what about you?” Sam asked, wanting to lighten things up. “Are you going to follow me around all summer? I’m not sure Emma would be thrilled to see you with me in Paris.” Although Sam’s friend Emma from school had not objected to all the time Sam spent with David, no one liked seeing their best friend and their ex-boyfriend hanging out all the time.

David wasn’t interested in gallivanting around Paris for a week, dining and shopping with Sam, his ex-girlfriend Emma, and their friend Molly anyway. “I might see what Romero’s up to and follow him around. Eventually, I have to go home. My mother will want to see me and my sister too.” He left out his father on purpose.

Sam let the silence sit there until David broke it again. “Actually, my parents hold an annual midsummer gala at our estate. I’m expected to come, and I think you should go with me. It’s at the end of next week. You could go with me after Paris before you go home.”

Sam grinned. “Won’t there be a bunch of girls vying for the oldest Hargrove’s attention?”

David rolled his eyes. “If there are, I have no intention of enjoying it.”

The answer satisfied Sam, though she hoped it didn’t show on her face. Her cheeks were flushed from running, so at least she didn’t have to worry about blushing too. She understood why girls flocked to him. It happened at the Academy. She had no doubt it happened at family galas where David’s father tried to pair him up with whatever girl he considered worthy enough to marry into the family. Anyone who was fertile and whose parents had money. Well, Sam’s family didn’t have a lot. They had enough to keep them comfortable. Most of her father’s income had gone to doctors and medicine to help her mother. As for the other quality…

Well, Sam wasn’t thinking about having babies anytime soon.

David wasn’t either, but his father had expectations.

Sam remembered the day she first saw David on the boat going to the Academy. He was more ruggedly handsome now. He’d built muscle and tanned from being outside most of the time.

She realized she’d been staring and tore her eyes away. “Sure. I’ll go. I can’t wait to see the glorious Hargrove estate, especially since you’ll be running it one day.” She jostled David with her elbow, telling herself she was playing around. Really, she only wanted to touch him despite how sweaty they both were.

So much had changed since the days when she had a slight crush on him and saw him only occasionally. Now she saw him often, and they’d been through some of the worst things either of them had ever experienced. He had been there for her through grieving Lily and would continue to do so as long as he could.

Sam tried not to think of the day he would be married off to some girl and expected to sire more sons in the Hargrove line. What the hell is his dad, two centuries in the past?

These were things they had to start thinking about now. She was halfway through school, and he’d graduated. They would need to figure out what to do with their lives now that the Cabal was finished. Sam’s main mission was no longer avenging Lily. It was living the way Lily would have wanted her to.

And Lily would tell me to kiss the damn boy if I think he’s cute, Sam thought.

“Sam?” David prodded.

She snapped out of her thoughts and blinked. “What?”

“I asked you a question.”

“What was it?”

He chuckled. “Do you want to see Lily’s grave again before we head back to Paris?”

Sam nodded, and her hand went to the purple flame-shaped jewel at her throat. She touched it often without even thinking of it. Anytime Lily came to mind, her hand went there. She grinned at him. “But first, I’m going to beat your arse back to the house.” She pushed him off the log, sprang up, and took off.

“Hey!” David called after her as he got to his feet. Sam was already sprinting across the moor, the high grasses slashing at her legs. A small wood loomed up beside a pond. Sam plunged into the trees, laughing as she went.

She heard David coming after her but she had enough of a head start to reach the cottage first. Rosemary would have lemonade for them. Sam wanted a shower too. And wine and chocolate. It would be a good night.

Sam forgot to focus on her magic, to use it to move things that would encumber her. She did not see the wet vine before she slipped and hurtled toward the ground.
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CHAPTER FIVE


David’s laugh rang through the air as he passed her, a blur through the trees. Sam cursed. She had fallen directly into the mud. Now she really needed a shower. She got up and followed David, no longer concerned about winning. She only wanted to get back to the cottage and get cleaned up. She found David stopped halfway through the woods and halted. Why hadn’t he gone on? Didn’t he want to win the race?

Sam reached his side and glanced around. David wore a look of horror, and Sam could see why. “What the hell?” she exclaimed. All around them, the vegetation was dead and rotting. Tree trunks had turned black and oozed a strange substance. A foul smell permeated the air. It was as though something had sucked the life out of the woods.

It had not been this way a moment ago. It was a warm day, and Sam had been sweating for the past half hour, but a chill ran down her spine at that moment. “Please tell me you’re seeing and feeling what I am,” she whispered. She wished she’d hit her head falling down and was having a bad dream.

David swallowed. The look on his face told her enough. She didn’t imagine anything. “There’s something nearby,” he whispered back. “Something dark and hungry.” It wasn’t only his intuition. Sam could sense it too.

She remembered the first time she raced David. It had been at the Academy during her first year, his third. They had ended up in a cave surrounded by beasts. Were those same beasts prowling around here now? Sam didn’t think so. They weren’t in the Ravenwood. They weren’t even in any magical realm. It was something else.

She shuddered. Without a word, the two began tracking the source by following the strange feeling. They went over a hill and down a steep bank, trudging through a mass of fallen leaves. It was nowhere near autumn. The woods were not supposed to look this way.

Sam also noticed she no longer heard the sounds of birds and squirrels scampering over branches or rabbits in the underbrush. Even the plopping of frogs into the stream nearby had stopped. Dead fish and frogs littered the stream. The water trickled by as if nothing had changed. Not a single insect buzzing across the surface. Everything had died, was in the process of dying, or had been driven out.

After they crossed the stream, they entered a thick set of trees. A clearing lay beyond. David, whose hearing was better, put out an arm to stop Sam. He had heard something. He placed a warning finger to his lips and bent down, pulling Sam with him. She listened too.

Faint chanting drifted from the clearing. Sam could not see who or what might be there through the thick foliage. We have to look, she told David with a silent glance. He nodded, and they crept forward as quietly as they could. Sam drew her wand in one hand and knife in the other. David held his bow and reached back with his right hand in case he needed to grab an arrow.

They concealed themselves in some brush at the edge of the clearing and peered out. Nothing but leaves moving in a soft wind occupied the clearing. The chanting was louder, though.

What the hell is happening? Sam wondered. Was the chanter invisible? Was she imagining all this? She didn’t think so. David seemed bothered, too. Whoever the person was, they had to confront them. How dare they come to Rosemary’s property to perform their…well, whatever the fuck it was?

Sam glanced around for the source of the smell which had grown stronger in the clearing. She saw nothing but rotting trees. Yet, the chanting grew louder and louder. She could not tell what the chanter was saying or if it was a man or a woman’s voice. They spoke in some ancient language. She could feel that in her bones, in the way the words made her feel. It wasn’t a good feeling.

It grew so loud that she had to cover her ears. David winced and covered his too. He straightened and grabbed her hand. They had to get the hell out of here. Sam hesitated. What if they left and the chanter appeared? They wouldn’t have a chance to demand answers and make them pay for their destruction. However, if she stayed any longer, she would be sick. She felt on the verge of passing out.

She took David’s hand, and they started back the way they came.

The chanting and the smell faded. However, the trees were still dead. After they were out of the woods, Sam inspected the moor. All was normal here. Whatever had been happening in the forest was confined there. She looked back at the trees, only to find everything appeared normal.

Sam’s head pounded. David panted beside her, and she turned her attention to him. “Something was messing with our heads in there,” he commented.

Sam nodded. “We have to report this to…somebody.” Rosemary first, since this shit was happening on her property. Who else? Sam thought of their allies. Magnus, Helena, Iris, Romero, and Elijah, the headmaster of Ravenwood Academy.

“We need experts in on this,” David insisted. “We might be heading back to Ravenwood sooner than we expected. Doesn’t mean we have to stay there, but we should at least report this to our friends.”

He was right. Whatever this was, they couldn’t investigate it on their own. Sam was training to be a battle mage. Thanks to a few rare gifts, some innate talent, a good work ethic, and stellar instructors, she was getting damn good. She was no investigator, though.

“Let’s talk to Rosemary first,” Sam suggested. “She’ll want to know why we’re leaving early. I think she should go too in case whatever is happening could be harmful.” She hated the idea of Lily’s grandmother alone in the cottage for the rest of the summer while something wicked prowled the woods near her home.

They started across the moor. Sam was no longer as worried about a shower and something to eat. Her gaze roamed the landscape, checking for anything out of place. She still held her wand in front of her. She glanced at the sky, and her gait slowed. “That’s weird.”

David followed her gaze. “What the hell is that?”

An odd tear had appeared in the sky. Not a separation of clouds but a spot where the sky wasn’t simply overcast and gray. It was a much darker spot, and it was no cloud. As soon as David spied it, the blemish disappeared.

“I’m not sure,” Sam murmured. She wished she had taken a picture before it vanished. She sighed. “But whatever is happening, I think our hopes for an uneventful summer and a peaceful year have been dashed.”
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Rosemary was not happy with the news. “It’s a shame to leave here for the summer, but after all you two have told me about cabals, cults, and bad magic, I trust your judgment.”

Sam had not held back when telling Rosemary everything that happened after Lily’s death. Losing Lily had been as hard on the old woman as on Sam. She had deserved to know everything.

She had started with the story of Valen Blackburn, his connection to the Crimson Cabal, and all he had done trying to turn Sam into a vessel. When that didn’t work and he was killed, the council of the Cabal turned their attention to Ravenwood Academy and the warriors within it. They intended to destroy the place and take Sam as a vessel. As far as she knew, no one was trying to do that now.

All the events had tied into a group called the Heralds of Avadon. The Arcana Terra, a guild of good wizards who eventually fell apart, had eradicated them years ago. Much later, new groups had replaced them. The Crimson Cabal took over for the Heralds, and the Order of the White Rose had arisen in the Arcana Terra’s stead.

Sam was in a group now, but it had no official name. Only decent people doing the right thing. With all her knowledge of those ancient cults and their wars as well as the Raven Queen, first savior of the world, Sam had brought a long tale to Lily’s grandmother.

“We want you to be safe,” Sam replied, turning her mind away from all the other thoughts distracting her.

Rosemary sighed. “Very well. I will begin packing my things.” The plan was to leave the French countryside in the morning. After taking Rosemary to board a train to London, Sam and David would return to Ravenwood Academy to give their report to its headmaster.

“I still want to see Lily’s grave once more before we go back,” Sam told David.

“We’ll do it first thing tomorrow morning,” he replied.

After showering and packing, Sam helped Rosemary cook dinner using whatever vegetables they could pick from the garden. The three ate in silence. When darkness fell over the moor, the cottage, and the garden, Sam drew the curtains closed. She didn’t want to look out into the night, afraid of what she might see.

“Come, dear,” Rosemary urged as Sam turned away from the windows. “Sit with me a while.” David had already gone upstairs to bed. Rosemary, normally the first to turn in for the night, sat by one of the closed windows with a lamp on a small table beside her armchair. Sam settled on a stool at her feet as she had done when she was a little girl. Only then, Lily had squeezed onto the stool with her, the two clasping hands and giggling so much that Rosemary could never finish the bedtime story they demanded.

A lot had changed. Rosemary peered down at Sam, unsmiling. Solemnity and a distant sadness filled her eyes. The woman had raised Lily from a young age after the Cabal had taken Lily’s parents to turn them into vessels. Thanks to Helena Marrows, Lily’s aunt, that had never happened, though Lily’s parents had still met a tragic end. Lily had grown up believing her parents abandoned her. Sam wished Lily knew the truth. They loved her and had done everything in their power to protect her. She only hoped Lily was with them now, that they were reunited and at peace in death.

“Oh, Samantha,” Rosemary crooned in a broken voice. She stroked the young woman’s hair. “I fear for you. I fear darkness will always follow you.”

“My light won’t retreat,” Sam promised, taking the old woman’s weathered hand in hers. Her finger traced the ring Rosemary wore. It was the same shade of purple as the jewel around Sam’s throat.

Rosemary’s gaze went to Sam’s necklace. “Don’t ever lose the gifts Lily gave to you. She was such a wise, spirited girl. Everything she did had intention behind it. Perhaps her gift to you is more valuable than you know.”

Sam’s brows drew together. “What do you mean?”

Rosemary shrugged. “Oh, nothing. Ignore my old woman ramblings. Silly thoughts come to my mind from time to time.”

Sam suspected Rosemary had said something she didn’t mean to and was trying to cover it up. She didn’t push, though. “Let’s get you to bed. You’ve got a full day of travel tomorrow.”

Rosemary agreed, and Sam helped her up the stairs to her second-floor bedroom. After Rosemary was snoring in peace, Sam went to her own room. It had always been Lily’s room when they visited over the summer. David had Sam’s room. Sam and Lily had never stayed in separate beds. Sam always snuck across the hall when Rosemary was asleep and gotten into Lily’s bed. They had talked and laughed throughout the night, only falling asleep at the first blush of dawn.

Sam tumbled into bed, her bones tired from the day. She closed her eyes and pretended she was a little girl again and Lily Vivace, her best friend in the whole world, was sound asleep beside her.
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CHAPTER SIX


Sam made a few calls the next morning. First, she contacted Emma and Molly to let them know something strange had happened, and she needed to head to the Academy to report it. Not wanting to make them worry, she spared most of the details. “I’m afraid I won’t make it to Paris. I’m really sorry.”

Both said they understood but would miss her dearly, especially Emma, who had taken an apprenticeship in the city and no longer attended the Academy. “I’ll see you when the school year begins,” Molly promised.

Sam called her father next. Her mother had been doing better for months now and could even go on long walks on fair days. Much of her energy had returned, and she needed little assistance with everyday tasks. Samuel was disappointed to hear Sam would not be visiting for some time yet but appreciated the update.

“Be careful, my dear,” he told her. “You often get yourself into troublesome situations.”

“Tell me about it,” she replied.

“Give Rosemary my love.”

“I will.” Sam hung up and turned to find David standing in the hall, watching her.

“You always have such nice conversations with your father,” he observed.

She wished David could enjoy the same thing. She changed the subject. “Let’s go see Lily.”

The small graveyard was empty when they arrived. David hung back in the car while Sam and Rosemary went to the gravestone. Sam had picked Lily’s favorite wildflowers the day before to lay on the grave. “You’re missing out on so many adventures, Lil,” she commented as she knelt and laid the flowers across the grave. “In a way, I’m glad. I hope you are making all sorts of pretty dresses and hats wherever you are.”

Rosemary said a few words, then both women sat in silence. A balmy breeze blew past. Birds chirped in the trees. Sam closed her eyes and imagined herself far from the grave with Lily lying in the grass beside her. Finally, they left so Rosemary could catch her train.

A strange ache filled Sam’s chest as she waved Rosemary off. She turned to David and exhaled. “I guess it’s time to get back to the Academy.” Their best option was to use a portal. David knew how, but Sam had not yet learned. Though David had improved, Sam still prepared herself for a bumpy ride. His skills were nowhere near Iris’ or even Magnus’ and Helena’s.

When they landed from the portal in the middle of a forest, Sam teased David. “You couldn’t have put us closer to the castle?” To Sam’s relief, none of the surrounding trees in the Ravenwood were dead. Warm summer air brushed past the leaves, filling the clearing David had portaled them into.

“Sorry. I haven’t gotten a handle on exact locations yet. Better we landed in the forest than in the middle of someone’s house in the village.”

Sam agreed this was better, and they began a long walk north through the Ravenwood, where the Academy stood on a mountainside overlooking a village and the endless sea surrounding it. Though in the magical realm, the island was nowhere near any other land. To get here, one had to board a ship from Paris or use a portal.

They took their time walking through the forest, inspecting the trees and the path. Nothing seemed out of place. The Ravenwood Scouts, guards who maintained wards around the place, greeted them when they emerged from the woods. “Good to see you, Miss Tempestade and Mr. Hargrove,” they announced.

A year ago, the security personnel wouldn’t have recognized either of them. Now, everyone knew who they were. Sam was glad to return before the remaining student body, as she wasn’t sure what sort of gossip about her would be passed around.

She had come to Ravenwood Academy as a nobody, another nineteen-year-old girl hoping to learn whatever she could about magic. Now twenty-one, she had not only been connected to the first murder inside Ravenwood Academy, that of Lily Vivace, but had also been wrapped up in a series of unusual and dangerous events. Most Academy attendees didn’t know the full story, and many rumors floated around. Sam suspected most assumptions about her weren’t even close to the truth.

“We didn’t expect you two back so soon,” one of the scouts commented.

“Just checking in,” Sam replied with a cheery smile.

The scouts parted the wards to let them onto the castle grounds. They met other guards at the front door, greeted them, and were let inside. The Academy was nearly empty since it was the beginning of summer. Only some staff and a few students stayed behind. However, they could always count on finding the headmaster Elijah Akaron here.

Sam had considered contacting Magnus and Helena first but decided against it. No reason to ruin their holiday. They’re busy anyway, she thought as she and David walked the halls of the Academy past open windows that let in the summer air and garden fragrances. She felt like she had come home.

They were halfway to the headmaster’s wing when someone familiar approached them, smiling broadly. “Sam! David! I didn’t expect to see you back here so soon.”

“Hello, Romero,” David replied with a grin. The men thumped one another on the back in a bro-like fashion.

“We didn’t think you’d be here either,” Sam remarked after embracing him in a less manly fashion.

“I’ve stuck around to train Black Gate recruits. Jack is doing some…err, remodeling at Black Gate, so the recruits came here to train.” Sam would never have imagined a day when Ravenwood Academy and Black Gate were so united. The alliances forged when fighting the Cabal had made that possible.

“And is Jack Calisto as much of a pain in the arse as always?” Sam asked.

“Surprisingly, no,” Romero responded. “He got some of that arrogant ego knocked out of him last autumn with the Cabal ordeal. Something about him having as much power as he does has actually made him a good leader. I underestimated him. He hasn’t let his power go to his head.”

“He had some humbling,” David noted.

“We won’t be seeing much of Jack, I’m afraid. He’s increasing defenses at Black Gate and will be busy for quite some time,” Romero informed them.

“And Iris?” Sam asked. “What’s she been up to?”

Romero chuckled. “You won’t believe it. Jack has actually asked for her help strengthening Black Gate. She’s basically his second in command. I never thought I’d see those two get along.” He tilted his head. His dark eyes twinkled. “Well, ‘get along’ might not be right, but they haven’t torn each other’s throats out yet. Anyway, what are you two doing here? Don’t tell me you missed training with me so badly you had to come back.”

“We have something to report to Elijah,” Sam replied.

Romero’s brows lifted. “Interesting. Magnus has just arrived to do the same. You aren’t all reporting the same thing, are you?”

Sam and David shared a look, and David responded, “I don’t think so.”

“Follow me,” Romero instructed. “I want in on these reports.”

They followed him to Elijah’s office, where they found the headmaster with Magnus Deathshroud. Both looked up in surprise at Sam and David. “I see we’ve all run into some sort of strange trouble,” Magnus remarked after taking a long, hard look at their faces. “Sit down. We’ll tell our stories.”

Romero leaned against the closed door, guarding it while the others convened in the center of Elijah’s office. As usual, the headmaster sat behind his ornate oak desk while Magnus remained standing, and Sam and David settled on a plush sofa. “You two first,” Elijah told Sam and David.

David told the story while Sam supplied details he had forgotten about. Magnus’ and Elijah’s expressions grew more concerned the longer they told the tale. When they finished, Elijah gestured at Magnus. “Tell them what you told me.”

The story Magnus told made their ordeal in the wood at Rosemary’s seem tame. An arcane library, rabid dogs in a foggy abandoned city, and a body drained of its life converted into mana sounded a lot more problematic. “Helena wanted to wait a couple of days before telling anyone,” Magnus finished. “She wanted to investigate more and see if she could find anything else out. She hasn’t, and although she’s contacted me enough times that I know she’s safe, she hasn’t said what she’s been up to.”

“Do you think what you saw at the library could be tied to what we witnessed in the woods?” David asked.

Magnus nodded. “I think so. At the least, they’re both tied to something dark and sinister even if the same people aren’t behind them.”

Elijah didn’t say a word, only nodded to acknowledge the seriousness of the situation. His expression had darkened.

David continued. “I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but ever since we left that forest, I haven’t been able to stop thinking, what if this is the Crimson Cabal come back?”

At last, Elijah spoke. “The Cabal may be as good as defunct, but it is possible their machinations are still in motion. They left many sleeper agents in the magical community. It is likely these agents are still working toward the Cabal’s goals even if the group itself no longer exists.”

“For the Cabal to exist, its council would still have to function,” Magnus explained. “Their council head Caimo was dealt with as well as his direct workers.”

Sam thought of Kallus, Carmine, Akosa, and of course, Razar. “But the other council members could still be around, even if they are disbanded,” she pointed out.

Magnus and Elijah nodded. “Thank you for bringing this matter to our attention,” Elijah stated. “We will keep you updated on our findings. Helena is working on what happened at the library, but we will send word to Black Gate to be on the lookout.”

Romero’s voice came from the door. “I’ll contact Iris and Jack right away.”

Elijah stood. “Thank you, Romero.” He looked once more at Sam and David. “Be vigilant, young friends. If you would like to, you are welcome to move back into the Academy for the summer. You can take the bedrooms attached to where Iris, Romero, and Helena stay while they are here. That way, you’re not alone in the wings of the castle. You will be more comfortable too.”

“I’d like that, thank you,” Sam replied.

Not wanting to spend his summer at Hargrove Manor, David agreed as well. “Though I will have to visit home at some point,” he clarified.

“You both are free to leave whenever,” Elijah assured them.

Sam and David were dismissed soon after and decided to portal back to Rosemary’s cottage to collect their things. Then they could return to the Academy and begin unpacking.

In the process, Sam wondered many things. She wondered what Helena was up to, what all the strange events meant, and more than ever, whether Kallus’ and Caimo’s dying words meant anything.

Her thoughts followed her out of the Academy, through the portal, and to Rosemary’s cottage.

We are the Crimson Cabal, built on the blood of those before and the sacrifices we make now.

They followed her back to the Academy and to her room.

Avadon will live on.
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Sam didn’t realize how exhausted she was until she returned to Ravenwood for the second time that day and dumped her bags onto her bed.

The room was very nice. Much nicer than the rooms she had stayed in at the Academy in past years. A row of windows on one wall overlooked a garden and the forest beyond. The sun hung low on the horizon, bleeding the last of its light over the vast sea between the island and the rest of the magical world.

This room contained a four-poster bed with a canopy, an oak desk, plenty of shelf space, a huge wardrobe, and a private bathroom with a large claw-foot tub and a vanity. A fireplace and a plethora of rugs made the large space cozy. She had more storage than she needed and plenty of things she doubted she’d ever use. A suit of armor stood in one corner, and a grandfather clock in the opposite one. A bust of the Raven Queen sat on a stand by the door.

It was far more personal space than she needed. The common room outside her door would be shared with David and whoever else had rooms nearby. Sam was excited about trying out the bathtub and falling asleep in the huge bed later. She entered the bathroom and noticed a bottle of wine with a note on the counter.

She opened the note and smiled.

The wine I owe you, even though you cheated. Enjoy yourself.

—D

“Oh, I will enjoy myself,” she murmured. A bath with a bottle of wine sounded blissful. She sent David a text, thanking him for the gift.

And I didn’t cheat!

Sam found that she didn’t need the wine to help her doze off in the bathtub. She barely made it into a robe and into her bed, noting that a fire had sprung up in the hearth somehow, and fell asleep.

Sam awoke the next morning to sunlight streaming through her windows. In her exhaustion the night before, she had forgotten to pull the curtains closed. It didn’t matter now since a knock came at her door. “Come in,” she spoke groggily.

The door edged open, and David’s face appeared around the corner. “Join me for breakfast.”

“Give me five minutes.”

She dressed and brushed her hair before joining David on a walk down to the Star Hull, the Academy’s main dining hall. When they arrived, breakfast was served with limited options since they didn’t have to feed many during the summer. The nearly empty Star Hull felt peculiar to Sam. “Let’s eat outside,” she suggested.

She and David went around back to one of the many gardens and found a bench near the fountain depicting the Raven Queen. “Did you ever learn more about her?” David asked, gesturing at the stone statue.

Sam shook her head. “Not since I read Oswald’s book. I didn’t really have the time. I could find him and demand another book. He must have hundreds of stories we’ve never heard before.” The head librarian at Ravenwood Academy was a strange old wizard who spoke in riddles and always seemed amused with himself. Sam resolved to visit him when she ran out of things to do.

“I saw Iris this morning,” David mentioned. “She came from Black Gate to talk to Romero after hearing his report. She plans to return as a teacher after she’s done more with Jack.” He smiled. “He claimed she was going on a mission today, but after she left, Romero said she was only getting supplies. I’m not sure how serious it is.”

Sam was glad to hear this. She had missed Romero and Iris over the past few weeks. “What about Helena? Does anyone know when she’ll be done investigating?”

“Iris says she expects Helena to be back any day now.”

Sam couldn’t wait. She wanted to show Helena her progress with runes and train with her in the field beyond Ravenwood, where they had trained many times. More than that, she wanted to know what Helena had been up to. She chuckled.

“What is it?” David asked.

“We always seem to find ourselves in abnormal situations. While everyone else is on holiday this summer, we’re right back at school. You’ve even graduated, and you’re stuck here!”

“Better here than at home,” David quipped. After another moment of silent eating, he added, “We seem more like interns here than students.”

“Unpaid interns,” Sam added, laughing. “Say, should we be demanding compensation for all our hard work?”

“You at least should get free tuition after saving all our arses by melting Kallus into nothing last year.” David’s amused expression sobered. “You know, Sam, we don’t have to be part of this if we don’t want to. We fought alongside the others because we had reasons. You had Lily, and I had my mother’s family. Well, those things are resolved now. No one expects us to help.”

He was right, but Sam couldn’t help but feel it would be wrong if she went home and sat by while the others dealt with the strange occurrences in France.

“I don’t want us to feel like we’re forced into doing anything,” David added, dragging a hand through his hair. He always did this when the conversation stressed him.

“You’re right, but I think I have to. I want to. I need to make sure whatever is happening has nothing to do with the Cabal.” To herself, Sam admitted that was only a partial truth. She had found a calling as a battle mage, whether she liked it or not. She had gotten into it for Lily’s sake, but with all her training and adventures, she felt she was meant for this all along. She also had rare gifts she could not let go to waste. I can’t stand by knowing there are people dying if I can do something about it, she thought.

“And what about you?” she asked David. “Are you sticking around? No one will blame you if you don’t.” Deep inside, Sam hoped he would stay. If he left, she would feel alone, the way she had when Lily died, even with her other friends around her.

David gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m not going anywhere except to my father’s estate for the midsummer feast. Which, by the way, I’ve told them I’m bringing a friend to.” The soft look in his eyes made Sam avert her gaze. He gestured at his empty plate. “I can’t leave here anyway. Not when Ravenwood Academy has the best waffles in the world.”

Sam laughed and stood. “Come on. Let’s get some laps in.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Jared Valo knew he’d already had too much to drink, but when his buddy Derek came over with another round of shots, he didn’t object. “To our last summer before senior year!” Derek declared before throwing back the liquor. He declared this as if no other summer after could be spent gallivanting around Paris, going to every pub and nightclub in sight.

Along with at least ten friends—he’d lost count, and more kept showing up—Jared threw back the drink. It tasted like vodka and cinnamon, and it burned his throat.

“That shit’s nasty,” he commented as he set the glass down.

Hollering laughter and the thump of music from the nightclub stage surrounded them. A girl in a mini skirt and a crop top that bared her midriff leaned close to him. Stacy, was it? He couldn’t remember. Her name started with an S. He knew that much. Sarah, maybe? No, the name she had given him wasn’t common. Maybe Stephanie. That was common too. Jared gave up and listened, for once, to what she was actually saying.

“Our last year at Ravenwood. Hard to believe it, huh? We’re all going to miss it.” She had a heavy French accent and had only learned English a year before coming to the Academy. Now why the hell could Jared remember that but not her name?

“I won’t miss only having one tavern full of old fishermen to party at. We’ve gotta make this summer count,” Derek remarked, sounding a lot more sober than Jared, though everyone knew he wasn’t.

The room swayed, and the colors seemed brighter than when Jared first entered a few hours ago. The Enchantress nightclub looked like something out of a fever dream. Blues and purples danced along the walls and floor. The music was a mixture of modern EDM and old Celtic tunes. The drinks were potent. According to Stacy/Sarah/Stephanie, the bartender was a renowned wizard who incorporated spells into his cocktails. The sole nightclub in Paris open to magicals only, The Enchantress was accessed with a rune so the public couldn’t come in. From the outside, the building appeared to be a deteriorated, rat-infested warehouse.

Jared and his friends had only been free from school for a few weeks, but they had already enjoyed a bonfire on the beach in the south of France, gone to an underground rave outside Paris, and attended a magical-themed costume party at some country manor house belonging to somebody’s stepsister’s rich uncle.

He barely remembered any of it, but he was pretty sure he’d dressed as a vampire for the costume party. Either that or the strange red marks he found all over his neck the next day was some girl’s lipstick. Maybe she had been the vampire.

All Jared knew was when he woke up tomorrow morning, wherever that might be, he would not remember this night either. He was okay with that. Actually, he wanted it. Drown your sorrows or some shit, was what they said. Drink and drink and drink. Dance and take whatever Derek or the others handed you. Make everything painful in life go away. For a time, anyway. The headaches would come, and all his problems would crash down on him again. For now, his only problems were remembering the damn girl’s name and finding a bathroom.

“I gotta piss,” he muttered without thinking.

The girl whose name started with an S chuckled. “Well, go, then.”

Jared looked around, blinking. “Where is it?”

The girl laughed again and pushed him through a doorway. Somehow, Jared found a toilet and unzipped his fly. A few other dudes stood laughing by the sink, one of them bent to take something off its surface. “Hey there,” one of the guys addressed Jared as he finished his business. “Want some?”

Jared looked at the powder on the sink. His head spun. “Nah. Better not.” He wanted to enjoy knowing where he was a bit longer before he blacked out.

Back in the main room of The Enchantress, Jared’s gaze roamed the stage where the DJ, some famous guy whose name he’d also forgotten, used magic to mix and manipulate sound. Jared had never heard or felt anything like it. The music not only surrounded him but reverberated in every ounce of his body. Not only the thumping bass but the entire rhythm of it, as if the music filled his veins instead of blood.

Everyone else moved their bodies together in sync as if possessed by the sounds. The drinks weren’t helping either. What the hell did that bartender put in our fucking drinks? Jared wondered. He’d been drunk before, of course. He had blacked out a few times. This was different. He was warm, then cold. Hot, then freezing. I have to move around, he told himself.

He entered the crowd and began swaying. His movements quickened as a girl came up to him and danced. His hands found her hips a moment later. He looked into her face, an “s” on the tip of his tongue. But it wasn’t the same girl as before. She giggled. “My name’s—” He didn’t hear what came after. It got lost in the music.

Jared’s gaze kept wandering. The girl with him cleared her throat. “You don’t wanna dance anymore?”

“Huh?”

“You’ve stopped dancing.”

“No, I haven’t.” He had, in fact, stopped dancing.

The girl rolled her eyes and walked off, muttering something in French. Jared stood there alone, bathed in the roving lights. Plants on swiveling mechanisms along the walls waved back and forth, smacking passersby. This place was weird. He could have sworn he saw a girl in a leotard walk by, guiding a big cat on a chain. Elsewhere, he thought he saw a man transforming into a wolf, then back to a person. Either there were shifters in this nightclub, or he had taken too many substances.

“I need some air,” he mumbled to no one in particular. This three-day binge was really getting to him. He stepped out through a side door into a small alleyway. A light above the door flooded the pavement, and he leaned against the building, sucking down cool night air. He felt much better, though everything was still hazy. The music from inside the nightclub thumped against the walls. Though he could still feel it in his body, he no longer felt like he was made of music.

He searched his pockets for cigarettes and finally found a crumpled pack. Thank God. There was one left. He hunted for his lighter next. That took much longer. With the cigarette lit and between his lips, Jared felt even better. Not quite himself but improving.

A scuffling sound from across the street alerted him. He dragged on the cigarette, blew out smoke, and narrowed his eyes. What the hell was going on over there?

Two figures seemed to be arguing. Their heated voices drifted to Jared, but he couldn’t tell what they were saying. One looked like a man at first until his face grew longer and furry like a wolf’s. A shifter. The other pulled something from his cloak. A wand. “I swear, if you don’t give it to me now, I’ll⁠—”

Jared didn’t hear the threat uttered, but he knew they were both magicals. A fight was about to begin.

“Put that thing away,” the shifter snarled.

The second figure only raised his wand.

Within seconds, sparks shot from the wand. The shifter evaded the curses and pounced in wolf form, growling.

Oh shit. Jared had to get out of here. He didn’t want to go back into the club. Part of him also wanted to see this fight go down. He crept behind an old, abandoned theater beside the nightclub and peered out. He had forgotten about his smoke, so the cigarette dangled idly between his fingers.

A clattering noise filled the alleyway as the shifter managed to shove the second figure into a bunch of trash cans. Jared’s gaze moved to the wall behind the two figures and watched the shadows cast by the light from the nightclub’s side door. Something about them was weird, and it had nothing to do with the various substances in his system. Out here, the music wasn’t affecting him.

The shadows seemed to take on a life of their own. They didn’t match the shifter’s and the sorcerer’s movements. The shifter lunged, turning back to a man as he tried to tear off the other person’s cloak. Jared’s curiosity got the better of him. He leaned farther out from the building he hid behind to watch.

The shadows changed again. They grew and lengthened, and they sprouted claws and fangs. Oh, shit. This alley was home to more than junkies. A darker, more sinister force lurked in the shadows.

Jared had heard stories before. Even at Ravenwood Academy, there had been tales of beasts in the forest and a strange cult brewing up trouble. Some girl had been killed. Jared couldn’t remember her name, only that it didn’t start with an S.

He was trying to think of it when something sharp sank into his shoulders and yanked him back. He screamed, but as the sound punched from his throat, a massive hand closed over his mouth. The hand was bigger than his whole face, and the attached claws wrapped around his throat. The creature hauling him backward was big, too. A shifter? Something else? Jared didn’t fucking know. He only knew he was terrified. He’d started to piss himself, but that was the least of his worries.

This creature was straight out of a nightmare. Jared couldn’t see it the way it held him, but maybe it would be worse if he could. It seemed to pull shadows from all around him. They danced along the walls and slipped into the creature’s form, increasing its bulk. As the shadows closed over Jared’s arms and legs, he struggled and screamed in vain.

He wished he hadn’t come here. He wished he had a drink. Fucking hell, he wished this was over!

The two figures who had been fighting stopped and glanced toward the beastly creature who had wrapped Jared in shadows. Their eyes widened with horror, but neither had time to react further. The creature lashed out with shadows, forming a blade that sank into the shifter’s chest. Blood poured forth.

After yanking out its ebony-black weapon, the creature reabsorbed it and flung two shadows at the second figure, which grasped him on either side and pulled hard. The sorcerer released a piercing scream before the shadows tore him in two.

Jared shuddered and wailed. That was about to happen to him. He knew it. This creature would feed on him, and he had no way to stop it. Pure terror took hold of him, and he stopped moving.

The creature’s shadows tightened, then suddenly loosened. Something had dropped into the alley from the roof, bent like a cat about to pounce. The cloaked figure, a woman, held a knife in one hand. “Let. Him. Go,” her ice-cold voice commanded.

The creature laughed. The low, dark sound skittered along the alleyway.

“Or I’ll cut you to bloody shreds,” the woman added.

The creature released Jared, dropping him like a sack of flour. Jared still couldn’t move. He could only watch as the woman put up a shield and flashed out swords that blazed with light. She was a witch. Maybe a sorcerer or a mage. Something. It didn’t matter, really. She was using magic.

Her fighting was more like dancing. She moved with grace, agility, and lethality that could have only been acquired through years of training, practice, and experience. Still, it appeared she was no match for the shadowy creature. He was much larger, and whenever she struck, it simply reabsorbed any detached shadows and slashed out with blades of its own. The woman stayed inside her bubble and evaded its strikes.

The woman’s voice bellowed a single word. A spell, though Jared didn’t know which one. A ball of glowing mana formed in the air. With a cry of rage, the woman hurled it at the creature. It crumpled to the ground, its body fading into ash. All that remained was its cloak and a horrible stench. Jared bent over and threw up. He would have done it from the drinking, but the ordeal with the creature had hastened the process.

Never let Derek convince you to go to a nightclub again, he told himself.

The woman stood over the cloak and ashes for a long moment, breathing heavily. After a few minutes, she sheathed her swords and investigated the cloak. She then crossed to the shifter’s and sorcerer’s bodies and checked around for something. At last, when she appeared unable to find more answers, she stalked over to Jared. He scuttled back against the wall.

“I’m not going to hurt you, idiot,” the woman growled. “I saved your life for a reason.”

Jared recognized her voice, though he wasn’t sure she would recognize him. “M-Ms. Marrows?”

The woman threw off her hood. “Don’t call me that. It’s Helena.”

Why the hell was his professor here? Then Jared remembered Helena Marrows wasn’t only a teacher at Ravenwood Academy. She was a trained sorcerer, hunter, and assassin from Black Gate. Still, his question remained. Why was she here?

Helena answered without him having to ask. She jerked her head toward the men the shadow creature had torn apart. “I was hunting them down, and I tracked them here. You’re lucky I got here before that thing tore you apart too.”

Oh, Jared knew he was lucky. He knew he should be thanking her. Yet he could only tremble. Helena helped him up. “Let’s bring you somewhere safe.” She sniffed and caught the scent of his urine. “And get you cleaned up and into new clothes.”

“Wh-where?” Jared stuttered.

“Ravenwood, of course.” She hauled him up. “Can you walk?”

“I’ll try.”

“We will portal out from a different location,” Helena told him.

She started down the street, and Jared’s voice followed her. “Wh-what was that?”

Helena only half-turned to face him. She knew he meant the shadow creature, not the two who had been fighting before. “It was a demon.”
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What Helena told the student was half-true. It was a demon. Well, half a demon.

She had noticed something strange about it even before she killed it. When she bent to investigate, she found out something else. The true form of the creature had been a human with demonic features. Although most of it had melted away, enough of its face remained to show her what it was.

She thought more about it as she led the poor young man away from the alley and the club. Gods, she had always hated The Enchantress. Romero had dragged her and Iris there years ago, and both had thought the drinks were too much.

Helena cursed. If such a creature as a half-human, half-demon could exist, what did that mean for…well, the whole fucking world? Something had gotten loose from Avadon. She simply didn’t know what. The fact that it wasn’t a full-fledged demon didn’t comfort her. If anything, it was worse that a human had found a way to take on a demonic appearance and use demonic magic.

This was bad. Very, very bad. She had hunted those two figures from a rickety building near the arcane library and arrived here. She’d hoped to intimidate them enough to get answers but had walked away with only more questions and a bloodstained cloak. The young man wasn’t much better off.

It was high time she got back to the others. Magnus would be waiting for her report. Elijah no doubt already knew what they had seen in the library. It had been three days, and Helena was no closer to knowing what the hell was going on.

They stepped from the dingy alleyway, and Helena stopped short. “Ready?”

The young man shook like a leaf. He tried to answer but couldn’t. Helena took that as a “yes.” She opened a portal. “Good. Let’s get the hell away from here.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


No one was more surprised to find Iris Tringest at Black Gate, without her brother or best friend and working closely with Jack Calisto, than Iris herself.

She had hated Jack most of her life. Still did, to some extent. The feeling was certainly mutual. This actually allowed them to work together. Anytime either of them felt like biting off the other’s head, Iris would take a nice long walk and return with her cool intact.

She had been at Black Gate for the past several weeks until Romero sent her word that something had happened. He’d relayed Magnus’ and Helena’s findings at the library and what Sam and David had seen in the French countryside. She was on her way to Jack’s office when she got a phone call. Romero again. She answered and, without saying a word, waited for him.

“I have updates,” Romero announced. “Helena got into a hell of a fight last night.”

Iris paused in the hall, ignoring the other Black Gate members as they passed her and cast wary glances in her direction. People were afraid of her for a reason, especially new recruits who had little training and no damn clue what they were in for. Iris examined her perfectly pointed fingernails, filed to resemble claws, and pretended not to care. She did, though. She would always care for Helena, even after…

She shoved the thought aside.

“Is she okay?”

“Yes, she’s fine,” Romero answered.

Relief flooded Iris. “What happened?”

Romero told her. Iris’ body chilled as she soaked in his words.

“Pass this on to Jack?” he requested.

“I will.”

“Unless you think he doesn’t need to hear it.”

“I trust him enough.”

“Good. And Iris?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful if you go anywhere. We’re pretty sure that wasn’t the only half-human, half-demon out there.”

“I will.” She hung up a moment later and continued toward Jack’s office, trying not to shudder. Half-demon. Full demons would have been better, she thought. This meant a human had gotten hold of bad magic to levels they had never known before. Not in this world, anyway. Maybe far away in Avadon. Iris clenched her hands tight enough that her pointed nails left marks on her palms.

A moment later, she burst into Jack’s office.

Jack Calisto sat on the other side of an ebony-black desk with papers before him. Without looking up, he drawled in a dull voice, “Mind knocking, Tringest?”

“This is urgent.”

“You could have knocked urgently.”

The room was so very Jack. He had changed it when he took over Black Gate after Mother, their first leader, died of old age. The curtains were a deep, velvet maroon and often drawn across the windows. Jack must have been a vampire in another life because he didn’t like the sun. The plush sofas matched the curtains’ shade and texture. A bear skin rug sat on the floor in front of his desk. Various statues and suits of armor decorated the room.

Everything was dark and dull, which made Jack stand out. He wore a high-collared black shirt and leather fighting trousers. He was never without a fine pair of boots and a cloak nearby, if not around his shoulders. His ivory complexion, silver eyes, and shock of white hair further set him apart. His slender hands moved with deliberate intention, no matter what he did.

“Whatever the hell you’re doing, this is more important,” Iris replied smoothly.

Jack sighed, put aside his papers, and reached for his cane. He didn’t need it for support. That was an act few knew about. Iris also didn’t think he would use it as a weapon against her, though she could never discount a brawl with Jack, regardless of him being her leader. Jack held the cane simply because it comforted him. It was the same reason Iris often toyed with her slender gold, emerald-crowned ring on her right hand. It brought her a sense of comfort when the world was on fire.

“All right, spill,” Jack instructed.

Iris delivered all the updates. Anyone with a heart not made of stone like Jack’s would have reacted in horror or, at the least, mild concern. Jack simply stared, his expression unreadable. He concealed whatever he felt behind ice-cold eyes and indifference. It was his defense mechanism. Iris understood that part of him well, even if the rest of him was so beyond her comprehension that she felt like throttling him.

When she finished, Jack asked, “Is Helena all right?”

She didn’t expect that. “Yes.”

Jack nodded. “Good. I’m sure they can handle matters on their own.”

“But we can help.”

“Then send help.”

“That’s it?”

Jack had gathered his papers again. He glanced up sharply. “I trust you, Iris. If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be in here talking my fucking ear off.”

Touché. He eyed her another moment, then added, “Besides, you care more for Helena than anyone else. And your brother.”

Care. Such a small word to describe what Iris felt for them. For her brother, it made all the sense in the world. He was her twin, the other side of her dirtied, gutter-dragged coin. Helena had been her best friend most of her life. Ever since coming to Black Gate. She had always felt she and Helena were meant to meet and would have, even if she was never orphaned and invited to Black Gate. How that would have happened, she had no idea, but it didn’t matter.

Iris thought things with Helena might be different. They had gone for drinks following the Cabal ordeal. After that, they’d been busy and hardly saw one another. Next thing Iris knew, Helena was with Magnus all the time. History was repeating itself. Iris had become terse, saying passive-aggressive things that weren’t like her. Maybe it had driven Helena away. Gods, she didn’t know.

All of this was beginning to sound dreadfully immature. She and Helena hadn’t spoken since the spring term at Ravenwood ended. Iris had hoped to see her there when going for Romero’s reports, but Helena had been “on the hunt.” Of course. Iris wished she had gone with her, but that wasn’t an option now.

She toyed with her ring as she pondered everything until Jack’s narrowed gaze dragged her from her thoughts. “What?” she snapped.

He shrugged. It was a slow, deliberate, forced nonchalance. Jack knew what he was doing. “I know that look. I know what it feels like to love someone and not be able to have them.”

Iris strode from the room without another word. Slamming his office door behind her said enough.
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Sam and David returned to their shared common room after their run and found, to their surprise, Magnus sitting with a young man.

“Ah, there you two are.” Magnus rose when they entered. “This is Jared Valo. He will be staying here this summer before starting his final year at the Academy.” Sam didn’t recognize him, but David seemed to.

Jared was tall and lithe with short, sandy blond hair and shifting blue eyes. He looked rough. Dark circles marked his eyes, and his hands clenched into stiff fists. Sam’s gaze shifted to Magnus, and asked silently, What’s wrong with him?

“Mr. Valo had quite a bad night, I’m afraid,” Magnus revealed. “Want to share with them?”

Jared shook his head.

“Very well. I’ll tell them. Sam and David can be trusted.” Magnus looked at them. “Helena brought Jared here late last night with a harrowing tale of a fight in an alleyway.” Sam and David took seats and listened, their horror growing as Magnus’ story unfolded.

“Wait,” David commented when Magnus finished. “Helena thinks the creature she fought was half-human, half-demon?”

Magnus nodded. “She’s pretty sure.”

“That’s impossible,” Sam insisted. “You banished the portal to Avadon. No human could access magic like that.”

“That’s what we thought, but obviously, we were wrong.”

Sam glanced at Jared, who hung his head and stared at the rug. She wondered what he thought of all of this. “Shit,” she muttered. “Well, this changes things.”

Magnus’ solemn gaze shifted to the window. “Indeed, it does.” Without looking at any of them, he added, “Jared will be staying here to keep him safe.”

There was more to it than that. They wanted to protect this young man, but Sam was certain Magnus also wanted to monitor him to make sure he didn’t spread the terrifying story. Chaos would abound if a tale like that got out. It was more disturbance than they needed. She also wondered if, during Jared’s encounter with the creature, he had come into contact with its dark magic or even ingested it.

She got her answer when Magnus turned to Jared. “You will go to the infirmary every morning this week for a checkup. We don’t want any lingering darkness left in you, though you are fine right now. We simply never know. Something could be hiding.”

Sam didn’t like the sound of that. The sick look on Jared’s face said he didn’t either. Poor guy. What a nightmare he had endured. This is why I don’t go to nightclubs, Sam thought.

“Helena left early this morning to see what else she could find,” Magnus added.

Sam was disappointed. She had been hoping to see Helena again. “But she will return soon,” her professor assured her, smiling. “Until then, you two are to keep this young man company when you’re not busy with…other things.”

Sam didn’t want to play babysitter, but maybe Jared would think of more details later and tell her. She agreed. “Want to go for a walk?” she asked, turning to him. “Fresh air might be good.”

Jared grumbled something incoherent. Okay, Sam thought and frowned. I’ll take that as a no.

With a sullen expression, Jared stood and went into an adjoining room, closing the door behind him. Sam looked at Magnus and shrugged. I tried.

“Give him some time,” Magnus requested before leaving the room.

Sam turned to David. “You know Jared, don’t you?”

“A little. He’s always been a year behind me. Runs with the party crowd. Honestly, he’s a pain in the arse and a bit of a player, but even those types don’t deserve to be attacked by half-demons.”

“I want to help if we can, but not if he’s going to be a brat,” Sam stated.

David agreed with a smile. “We should make him run with us in the mornings. That will whip him into shape.”

Sam grinned and nudged him with her elbow. “I think you’re too eager to become the trainer instead of the trainee.”

“That reminds me.” David looked at his watch. “I’m late for a lesson with Romero.”
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Jared wanted nothing to do with a run the next morning. He wanted nothing to do with anyone or anything but his bed. Sam understood. After Lily died, she only wanted to lie in a dark room, staring at nothing. Of course, Jared’s circumstances weren’t quite the same, but he had endured something traumatic.

“Give him time,” Sam insisted after David knocked on Jared’s door for the third time, trying to coax him out as if he was a scared cat hiding under a bed.

Sam and David went for their run. Afterward, they had breakfast, then met Magnus in the Ravenwood, where they would portal to Rosemary’s property in France to investigate the woods. As Magnus opened a portal and ushered them through, Sam commented, “My biggest question is, why at her place? They could have done it anywhere.”

“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Magnus proclaimed as he stepped into the portal behind her. A few moments later, they walked into the forest. Everything looked as dead as it had before.

“Strange,” Magnus mused, glancing around. “Everywhere beyond this area looks fine.” The grasses on the moor were healthy. The other trees were fine. Even Rosemary’s garden was abundant and healthy. So why only this patch? “Some life-draining practice has been performed here,” Magnus decided.

“Thanks for stating the obvious,” Sam quipped.

Magnus did not share in her amusement. The area around them remained eerily silent. Withered trees, desaturated colors, and a palpable sense of dread did not help matters any. “Show me the clearing where you heard the chanting,” Magnus requested.

David took the lead down the steep embankment and across the stream that smelled of rotting fish and frogs. Since their last time here, other changes had occurred. The once-vibrant flora and fauna were not only muted but warped into grotesque versions of what they once were. The trees twisted and bent over. Some even wound around one another as if they had been knotted together. Sam didn’t understand how that was possible.

At the confusion on her face, Magnus explained, “This is all a side effect of life-draining magic. I’ve seen it happen to animals and people before, and some plants, but never to this magnitude.”

The dread Sam first felt when they stepped out of the portal intensified. Someone had done serious dark magic in this place. The worst part was how close it had been to them, to Rosemary. Sam vowed to protect the old woman as long as she could. Rosemary and Helena were Lily’s last living family members.

“The practice is forbidden, of course,” Magnus remarked, his voice only a small comfort in a place that had been one of Sam and Lily’s favorite hideouts. They passed a small cave where she and Lily had spent many days when they were younger. Sickly brown moss oozing with some strange substance now covered the place. Sam tore her gaze away as Magnus continued.

“In addition, it is also quite difficult with numerous risks of backfiring. The magical community long ago deemed this type of magic illegal, with severe consequences for those caught practicing it.” Magnus stopped short and glanced around as his brows pulled together in thoughtful concern. “For someone to use this magic on such a large scale indicates a powerful and ruthless individual or group at work.”

Sam had already come to this conclusion, but hearing it from Magnus’ lips made it seem more real. “Tell me again exactly what happened here,” Magnus instructed.

David repeated the story and made sure to mention the ominous chanting they had heard. When he finished, Sam turned to Magnus. “He’s forgetting one thing.” She described the tear she had seen in the sky. This interested Magnus more than anything else so far. “Do you know what it could be?”

“I’m not sure,” Magnus stated. The new light in his eyes suggested he had some idea but probably would not tell them until he had figured out more. “Take me to the place where you saw the tear in the sky,” he told her instead.

Sam and David had to retrace their steps from where they had run from the chanting. At the edge of the woods, Sam looked up, half hoping to see the same tear again. “It was there.” She pointed.

Magnus peered upward. Clouds shrouded the sun today, which made looking into the sky easier. “I see.” He pulled a small, ancient-looking thing from his cloak. A tome, Sam realized. Why had he brought it? She got her answer when he opened it, then used his wand and a loose piece of parchment inscribed runes to cast a spell from within the pages. The rune-inscribed paper burst into flames and melted onto the surface of the tome. However, the little flames did not damage the book itself.

Sam watched, unsure of what he was doing.

Magnus stared long and hard at the page before he exclaimed, “Ah! I see!”

“See what?” David asked, looking as confused as Sam felt.

“This spell helped me see the remnants of the sky tear, which tells me there’s a rift between the human world and the magical world nearby. Whoever came to these woods used that to teleport here.” Magnus grinned at Sam. “Thanks to your detection skills, you have made a crucial observation. I wouldn’t have thought to look for such a thing if you hadn’t seen it.”

Normally, Sam would have felt proud of herself. Right now, she only had more questions. “How do we find the rift?”

“By feeling our way to it,” Magnus replied as if the answer was simple and obvious.

Sam and David shared a look. What the hell does that mean?

They followed Magnus back into the forest, where he seemed to feel his way along like a blind man by touching tree trunks around him. “Oh, I see,” Sam noted after a while. “He’s feeling for the dark magic in the trees to find its source. That’s where the rift will be.”

Soon, Magnus stopped before a towering oak tree, the only one in the area that wasn’t bent over and rotting. At least this one still stood, though its leaves had blackened and fallen off. Sam and Lily had spent much of their childhood dangling from the low branches of this particular oak. “This is it,” Magnus announced.

“The rift?” David asked. “How?”

“Through this tree.” Magnus turned to his pupils. “I’m going through to see what I find. If I can get in easily, I should be able to get out.”

“I’m going if you are,” Sam insisted.

“Me too,” David added.

Magnus shook his head. “Only one of you should come while the other goes back to Ravenwood to report our findings. We need to make sure people know where we are in case anything goes…”

“Wrong,” Sam finished.

David nodded. The determined look on Sam’s face told him what he had to do. “I’ll head back to the Academy, then.” It only made sense. He could portal while Sam couldn’t, though she was beginning to think she had better learn that skill soon.

“You’re faster anyway,” Sam told him.

“Except, apparently, when I’m racing you,” David returned, not bothering to hide his annoyance.

Still, Sam didn’t back down. She was going with Magnus no matter what. David would get over it. “Be safe, you two,” David called as he opened a portal. “I’ll come back as quickly as I can.”

When he was gone, Sam turned to her professor. “What do you expect on the other side?”

Magnus peered at the tree. “I haven’t a damn clue, Samantha. Could be anything. Be on your guard.”

Sam had been on her guard since arriving in the woods. She took out her wand as Magnus stepped toward the tree. “I’m going to open the rift now. Let’s try not to dwell on how bad things could get, eh?”

Sam steeled herself. “Let’s do this.”
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CHAPTER NINE


Sam had never walked through a tree before.

First time for everything, she thought as she followed her professor.

It wasn’t like walking into something solid as she expected. More like slipping through the veils she had traversed in the past. Before she knew it, she was on the other side. It was much easier than taking a portal. We should use rifts more often, she thought before changing her mind as she remembered the dangerous magic that created rifts.

The tree vanished, and an entirely different landscape lay before them. Sam prepared herself for battle, holding both her wand and knife up. Magnus had his staff ready, the blue jewel at the top burning with magic. When they entered the place, they saw not a soul or anything of immediate threat.

They appeared inside a large room with paneled wood walls. The floorboards creaked under them. Long, heavy velvet curtains concealed the windows. A fire danced in a hearth on one side of the room. Sofas, chairs, and cushions littered the cluttered room, along with rugs, shelves, and desks.

It was quiet here. Even the fire seemed to make no noise. “Strange,” Magnus murmured. “I don’t sense any magic. I think I was wrong.” He lowered his staff.

Sam did the same with her wand. She turned around the room with her knife, her gaze moving to all sides and back to her professor. “Wrong about what?”

“About the rift leading into a magical realm. We’re still in the human world, only another place.”

Why would life-draining practitioners operate within the non-magical world? What the hell were they trying to achieve? These were only two of the many questions racing through Sam’s mind. “Let’s explore and see what we find,” Magnus suggested.

Sam noticed a large wardrobe against the wall behind them. “That’s how we got in, isn’t it?”

Magnus nodded. “A clever thing, isn’t it? It must be made of wood from the tree we walked through.”

Sam ambled around the room, examining things, turning objects over, and blowing dust off surfaces that had not been touched in a long time. She stayed longest at a table against the wall, twice the size of any in the room. It was also the only stone table. Strange markings were scratched into it. Some appeared to be words, while others were runes. More seemed like the mad ravings of someone who had been bound on top of it. And look there, she thought, noting scrapes in the stone from chains.

Someone had suffered here. Someone had become a sacrifice. She shuddered.

Numerous rituals had taken place in this room. The mixture of objects was mundane and magical. Several swords hung on one wall. All appeared old, though some radiated magical energy and others were normal, human swords. Dozens of knives filled a glass case on a nearby stand, arrayed neatly by someone who treasured them.

She moved to the fireplace and the hearth above it, where several framed, black-and-white photographs stood covered in obscuring dust. She couldn’t make out the faces of the people pictured even after she blew the dust off. Scraps of paper scattered on the mantle bore words written in a language Sam did not understand. A translation spell didn’t help much. It seemed to be a list of last names and not any she recognized. Maybe Magnus would. She gathered the paper scraps and crossed the room.

Magnus examined the shelves full of books, most of them ancient. Sam spied a few modern romance novels among them. If anything could be said about the person or people who owned this room, they had a variety of tastes. She wondered if this room was in a house and if other potential occupants would hear them and come to investigate. If they do, Sam thought, we’ll run right through that wardrobe back into the woods.

“Look here.” Magnus drew a curtain aside to reveal a stone wall carved with more words, runes, and other marks.

“What does it mean?” Sam whispered.

“That some complex, dangerous plan is being devised,” Magnus answered softly. Sam didn’t like this. She wanted to go back, but they hadn’t actually figured out anything yet.

Magnus moved to a small round table with four cushioned seats. Among the ritual elements littering the surface, a carved marking covered the whole thing. It had been drawn crudely with a knife. He shivered.

“What is it?” Sam asked, noticing his sudden discomfort.

“I know a lot about magic symbols, Samantha.”

“And?”

“And this one…” He trailed off. “I feel what this is in my bones, but I cannot recall the meaning. It’s as if looking at it made me remember and forget everything at the same time.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

Magnus had grown more uneasy, too. The next thing Sam knew, he grabbed her arm and muttered an incantation. “What are you do—” she started before he placed a hand over her mouth. She wasn’t sure how to react.

Slowly, his hand moved away from her mouth. At least, she felt it move. She couldn’t see it. In fact, she couldn’t see any part of either of them. She glanced at her own hands, which had vanished like the rest of her body. The two of them were invisible.

She felt Magnus pulling her back toward, then behind the curtain. Though they were invisible, best not to be out in the open for…whatever reason.

Sam would soon learn what Magnus had seen or heard that she had not. He pressed closer and accidentally stepped on her toes. She exclaimed, “Ow!” without thinking, but no sound came from her throat. Magnus had rendered them both unseen and speechless.

She peered past the curtain, wondering how long the spell would keep them hidden, and watched a figure enter the room. It did not come through a doorway, though there were two. It had not climbed in a window, which would have been odd but less so than its real mode of entrance. It emerged from the wall beside the fireplace where the flames still did not make a sound.

The figure was not quite a fully formed person. It wore a cloak, concealing its features, but even then, it did not seem like a whole body. The shadowy apparition floated over the floor rather than walking. The creature’s movements were slow and deliberate. It searched the room as though it had been there many times before. It was looking for something or someone.

Sam held her breath as if it would help her remain undetected. What were this creature’s intentions? What was it, and did it intend to stay in this room for long?

The figure extended a bone-white hand with abnormally long fingers beyond the long sleeve of its cloak. It waved, and small blue flames appeared in its palm. Mana, Sam realized with no small amount of alarm. It had taken her a lot of effort to produce mana. This creature seemed to easily make the raw essence appear out of nowhere.

The figure cast the mana onto the stone table with all the carvings. It bent as if to read something the mana illuminated. Was this being a guardian of the room or a byproduct of the dark rituals that had taken place here?

Sam struggled to remain quiet. A tickle entered her nose. Keep it in! she commanded herself. She would not let a sneeze give them away. Not when they didn’t know what that thing was or how to fight it. Who knew how many others were in this building? Was it a house? A castle?

Sam glanced sideways at Magnus. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. His breathing became labored as he struggled to maintain their invisibility. It wouldn’t have been hard for only himself, but he had to keep Sam hidden as well. Sam had not learned how to make herself invisible. That spell was far more complex than anything she had done before.

Sensing his discomfort, Sam tried to remain as still as possible to avoid drawing attention to their hidden location. Magnus touched her arm, then lifted a finger to his lips. Stay quiet.

Why was he telling her that?

He pointed to where they were. Remain here.

He moved from out behind the curtain, still invisible. What was he doing? Sam wanted to follow him but stayed back as instructed and watched.

Magnus approached the shadowy apparition from behind. Sam held her breath. Her heart skipped a beat. Magnus reached into his cloak and withdrew a small, spiked stone. Sam recognized it as one of many magical artifacts he kept on his person. This one was imbued with energy-disrupting properties.

He raised it above his head. As the apparition sensed someone behind it and turned, he plunged it into the back of the creature’s neck. Sam expected the creature to cry out or struggle. Instead, it shuddered and dispersed into nothingness. The shadows wafted along the floor before unraveling. Well, that was easier than she thought. The room grew eerily quiet once more.

Magnus shed their invisibility glamours, and Sam moved out from behind the curtain. “Do you think that thing was a product of necromancy?”

“Not quite,” Magnus replied, keeping his voice low. “Necromancy is human magic. Apparitions like that are typically conjured by demons.”

Did that mean there was a demon in this place? Sam remembered Helena and Jared’s story and how she had fought off a half-human, half-demon creature. Perhaps this apparition had been similar. Conjured through demonic forces and necromancy.

“I am beginning to understand what is happening here, but I will need more pieces to put it all together,” Magnus announced as he headed to the wardrobe. He slipped inside and back through the rift with Sam behind him. They appeared in the woods on the other side and found that David had returned with company.

“Elijah told David to bring me along when he heard what was happening,” Romero explained. “What took you two so long?”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean? We were only gone for maybe half an hour.”

Romero and David shared a look, and David revealed, “It’s been at least two hours.”

Magnus frowned in confusion, then his expression eased. “Ah, the rift changed the time as we went through. It happens sometimes.” He told Romero and David what happened, all they saw, and how he dealt with the apparition.

Romero’s expression was grave as he folded his arms. “So it seems like we’ve gotten no closer to finding answers.”

Magnus sighed. “Yes and no. The matter is more complicated than you think.” He paused. “I thank you both for coming. Though we do need more power, it is the power of knowledge, not strength, that we must find now.”
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CHAPTER TEN


A long time ago, one he does not remember

In a place he does not know the name of

There is only coldness and darkness

No one knew what to expect from their first deal with a demon, even Caimo.

He certainly hadn’t expected this.

This place wasn’t Avadon. It wasn’t the human world or any of the magical realms he had traversed before. It was somewhere Between, where dark things roamed. Caimo shuddered and wondered if he should be doing this. I have to. It’s my only choice.

He had always been good at deceiving himself into believing he only had one choice.

A rustle in the shadows made a cold sweat break out all over his body. Then the demon emerged. It was not an image he had seen in books or depicted in old European art. It was not the red-bodied, two-horned, smoke-breathing being he had pictured.

It was tall. Much taller than any creature Caimo had seen before, its body somewhere between dark blue and charcoal gray. Maybe the lighting made it look that way. Caimo wasn’t sure. Its eyes were light as silver, its face long and shaped like a bull’s. It looked strong enough to break him in two like a twig. He couldn’t stop trembling.

Welcome, child, the demon greeted, though it didn’t open its mouth. It spoke into him.

Child. That was a word he didn’t want to hear.

You have stepped into a land you know nothing about. If you do not make this deal now, you will never be able to return from whence you came.

Oh, shit.

“Wh-what do I have to do?” Caimo asked.

Bring me a heart.

“My heart?”

The demon did not look amused. No. Another’s. Yours will come later after you have proven yourself.

Caimo had always heard of people “selling their souls to the devil.” Why couldn’t he hand over his own heart, or rather his full service, and have it be enough?

Because getting me a heart shows your full service, the demon spoke into his mind. He had read Caimo’s thoughts.

“Whose?”

Someone who thinks you love them. This is the deal. I will give you a name. You kill them, and you may come into my full service.

He swallowed. “Who?”

A name shuddered through his mind. Magnus.

He felt that he should know the name, but no face came to mind.

You know him well, the demon told him. You grew up with him. He is your closest friend. You have fought side by side in battle together.

“Why don’t I remember him?”

Because when you enter this realm, the memories that hinder you most are taken away. You do not remember those you love. That should make killing them easier.

Caimo struggled to recall who Magnus was, to even glimpse him in his mind. “How will I know who to kill?”

He will embrace you like a brother. You will know.

“Won’t he know something’s off? That I’ve changed?”

Hide it well. Pretend nothing has changed. Channel the coldness in your heart.

Behind Caimo, a portal opened. The demon said no more, only blowing hot breath toward Caimo like a coarse wind. He floated into the portal, and darkness closed around him. When he emerged on the other side, where bright sunlight shone through trees in a forest, Caimo no longer felt afraid. Instead, anger and hunger burned deep within him. He wanted blood. On his hands, on his tongue, everywhere. He wanted to kill.

A rustling among the trees alerted him. A moment later, a figure entered the clearing. “Ah, Caimo. There you are.” The young man smiled with glinting eyes. He looked kind. He looked easy to kill. “What’s wrong?”

Caimo was still sweating, and a crazed look had entered his eyes. When he didn’t answer, the other young man looked at him in pity. “Ah, I see. It’s the woods. I’ve heard people see strange things in here. Let’s get back to the others.”

Caimo wasn’t sure what the “others” were, but he assumed they had something to do with the white rose insignia on the young man’s cloak. Without needing to ask, he knew this person’s name. Magnus. He followed him out of the woods and began to plan.

A long time after, a year he does not know

In the human realm

The creature in the shadows could not wrap his mind around how the beings roaming the underground chasm were able to grow trees here.

He shifted backward, hiding in the darkness. He didn’t fear those tending the garden but knew if they saw him, they would flee in terror and not finish their work. He needed them to finish. He was dependent on it, much as he didn’t like the fact.

So he waited, the pit in his stomach growing deeper as hunger gnawed at him. Without sunlight and fresh air, the trees still grew. Magic, that was how. Magic had made him possible too.

He noted all the feelings within him, chiefly the hunger that could not be slaked by meat or fruit or anything else. Not even the flesh of the garden tenders. Only the succor of magic in those trees could abate it. Not satisfied, only made dull. He would always be hungry, but what was new? He had felt hungry to be more nearly all his life.

The near-constant hunger was one of the pains of his new existence, but he didn’t complain. The rewards he had been granted far outweighed the cost. At least, he hoped so. His patron’s gifts had made him something more. Exactly what he had always wanted. To be more.

It had been months, almost a year, since the beginning of his transformation. He felt fully changed and yet not changed at all.

His gaze roamed the creatures watering plants and pruning branches in the cavern. They did not speak to one another. Their faces were blank, their eyes glazed and far away. Their movements, though effective, were stiff and un-humanlike. They were revenants fashioned for this purpose. Not the sort of creatures trained for battle. Instead, they tended trees.

What a simple life.

Caimo could never hope for a simple life, but he was fine with that. They were mindless, enslaved. And wasn’t he enslaved as well? Bound to a master upon whom he depended for everything? He shook the thought away. He would wear chains for a time if it meant he could be free and powerful. He would have eternity to do whatever the hell he wanted. He wouldn’t feel this hunger. He could be satisfied in any way he pleased.

This hope carried him forward. It wasn’t the only thing keeping him going. He held faces in his mind of people he’d promised to kill, though he didn’t remember their names or why. Anytime they came to his mind, all he could think of was that blazing hunger inside him and the compulsion to rip them end from end and soak in their blood.

He grunted and shifted again, wishing the damn revenants would leave the cavern so he could feast as long as he wanted to. It had been days since his last feeding. Hopefully, if he was obedient enough, his patron would let him consume the life force of a human body converted into mana. It was the only thing that could satisfy a partial demon.

Who am I to complain? he thought. He was only half of what his master was, a true demon. If his hunger was this constant, his master’s must be vast as an ocean. The gnarled, bent garden trees bore dark blue fruit from seeds Caimo had gathered himself. He had planted them too. The revenants simply helped them grow by placing their life energies into the soil. A demon could not do such a thing. They had to conserve what little energy they possessed.

Finally, as if whoever controlled them had signaled, the revenants stilled. They straightened and walked single file toward one of the cavern exits. When they were gone, Caimo huffed and finally, fucking finally, emerged from the shadows.

The cavern was still dim, with no sunlight to bother him. Though ravished, he stepped toward the largest, healthiest tree in the center of the garden and reached into its boughs, taking his time to select the ripest piece of fruit. The riper, the better. It would fill more of the pit inside him.

He finally selected one that oozed with juice. He swallowed all of it at once, unable to savor it even if he wanted to. It tasted bitter and dry despite its ripeness. He didn’t care much anyway. The only taste he wanted was blood or mana, and he was permitted neither yet.

He peered up into the tree. Nothing else was ready to eat. The fruit grew torturously slowly. The half-demon glanced at the two seeds in the palm of his enormous, dark blue, grayish hand. He had come to feed but also to plant. He bent to the soil and began to work. If they wanted enough fruit to supply the master and the eventual horde they planned to create with proper sustenance, they needed more life essence for the seeds.

Good thing Paris was full of humans waiting to be drained.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


“I’ll stay here a while longer in case anything follows you through,” Romero stated, gesturing at the rift in the tree. “You three can return to Ravenwood and figure out the whole knowledge part of this ordeal.”

Sam chuckled. “Oh, Romero. Ever the fighter. Not much of a reader, are you?”

“I prefer swords to books, but I won’t deny the power of the written word,” he replied.

David sighed. “If only chucking a book at someone’s head was as effective as impaling them.”

“Or if reading a poem was as easy as poisoning someone,” Magnus mused before opening a portal that took himself, Sam, and David back to Ravenwood.

Inside the castle, he told them, “I know very little about the rune we saw. I will work with Helena to figure things out. You two take some time to yourselves.” His dark blue eyes twinkled. “I’m sure you young people have lots of things you would prefer doing over hunting through books with an old man like me.”

Actually, Sam had grown fond of hunting for clues in books with old men like Magnus, but she understood his sentiment. After Magnus left, David turned to her. “The gala at my parents’ estate is tomorrow night. Are you still up for going?”

Sam smiled. “It will be good to get away from all this for a while.” She gestured at their general surroundings. “It could be fun.”

David dragged a hand through his hair, which told Sam he was stressed. “Gods, I hope it’s fun. We need it.”

Sam agreed, but she couldn’t help feeling Magnus had pushed them out. “I hope he doesn’t think he has to do all the hard work himself,” she told David as they headed to the dining hall for a midday snack.

“He sees us as much younger, Sam,” David reminded her.

“But we’re not children.”

“I didn’t say children. Maybe he doesn’t want us dedicating our lives to fighting all the time like he had to do when he was young.”

Sam recalled how Magnus had been part of the Order of the White Rose, witches and wizards who had fought against the original formation of the Crimson Cabal. Like the Arcana Terra hundreds of years ago, the Order of the White Rose had fallen apart after it accomplished its purpose. Magnus had spent much of his youth on a battlefield, not going to fancy parties in the English countryside.

Count your blessings, Sam told herself. If I’m going to attend a gala, I’ll need something new to wear. She turned to David. “I’ve got some things to do. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He waved her off as she headed to her chambers to collect her things. It was high time she visited Paris again and not for a mission to hunt down malicious cult members. This errand was also important. She was reaching for the door to the common room when it swung open, and a face appeared beyond.

Helena smiled. “Sam, good to see you. I spoke with Magnus. He told me you and David were here. We should catch up.”

An idea came to Sam’s mind. “Are you busy right now?”

“Not at the moment. Why?”

“I have a very important mission I need help with.”

Helena raised a brow. “What might that be?”

“How do you feel about a shopping trip to Paris?”

Helena’s grin and the light in her eyes reminded Sam of Lily. “I thought you’d never ask. Gods, I need it. The past few weeks have been horrible.”
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Helena told Sam everything that had happened to her recently.

After her and Magnus’ investigation at the library, she had spent days tracing the horrid smell of that dark magic through the city. It took her into tunnels and catacombs and abandoned districts, into alleyways, and along the scummy parts of the riverbanks. She’d searched train stations and fields in the middle of nowhere. “It drove me mad, sent me in circles for days. Finally, I got to the end of it and discovered I had been following the magic like a long string set in a spiral to the location where it ended.”

“And that’s where you met Jared,” Sam finished.

Helena nodded. “The Enchantress is a nightclub in Paris open only to magicals. It’s not a place I’d recommend, though. I have many bad stories about that place from when I was younger.” Helena was fifty but looked thirty-five, forty at the most. A life of fighting, hunting, and staying fit had kept her body young, though one look into her eyes revealed she was much wiser than the age she appeared. She had seen things the majority of humans would never witness in their lifetime.

It hit Sam that she’d also seen a lot more than most ever would. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

Helena described how she had fought off the demi-demon, explaining that “half-human, half-demon” was too much of a mouthful. “You’d think the incident itself was the worst part, but actually, it’s been everything after it. I can’t sleep at night. I relive that scene in my dreams, and each time, I’m not the one who wins. And Jared isn’t the one I’m trying to save.”

A dozen different people might have replaced Jared in her dreams. Any of her friends who were still alive, her family, her own sister. Lily, even. “Anyway,” Helena stated with a sigh. “Enough about me. Tell me what your summer has been like so far.”

Sam did, starting with what she had seen at Rosemary’s and ending with the events of that morning. As she spoke, they walked the streets of Paris toward the corner of this district where all of Lily’s favorite vintage shops resided. Sam simply wanted to feel like Lily was with her again, and it helped to have Helena alongside her. “There is one thing I wanted to ask you,” Sam mentioned, turning toward Helena. “Why don’t you visit Rosemary?”

Sorrow edged Helena’s expression. “Truth is, Sam, I’ve been ashamed to. I wasn’t able to save Rosemary’s son, her daughter-in-law, or her granddaughter. I should have, but I failed.”

Sam laid a hand on Helena’s arm. “Rosemary forgives you. If she ever blamed you to begin with. It would mean the world to her if you visited. Like a piece of Lily come back to her.”

Helena flashed a wan smile. “When I’ve gathered my courage, I will.”

Those words stayed with Sam for the next several minutes as they continued down the street. When Helena asked if they could stop into a café for tea, Sam agreed. As they sat, she considered how Helena had to grieve Lily all this time. While continuing her work at Black Gate and helping us deal with the Cabal. On top of the grief, she had to deal with guilt and regret. Sam would have gone mad with that on her shoulders. Helena was much stronger than she realized.

When they finished their tea and entered their first shop, Helena asked, “What do you need a new dress for anyhow?”

Sam told her about David’s invitation to join her at Hargrove Manor the next day. “I see,” Helena replied grimly. “And have you ever met Lord Hargrove before?”

Sam shook her head. “I’m not looking forward to it. I’ve only heard bad things. I’m hoping he’ll be too busy making connections or conducting business with all the rich, mustached men at the gala to notice me.”

Helena remained quiet as they passed other customers on the way to the racks of dresses at the back of the shop. When she spoke again, her voice was low and grave. “Be careful, Sam. Lord Hargrove is a snake. He might be a garden snake, seemingly harmless, but a snake all the same. He’s a cunning person, always taking stock of whatever is around him and how he can use it, people included. If you’re in the room, and if he’s heard about your reputation, you can bet he’ll speak to you.”

“My reputation?” Sam echoed.

Helena grinned. “It’s not only the students at Ravenwood Academy who know about your gifts now, Sam. You helped defeat the Cabal. Hell, you melted Kallus’ flesh. He was a well-known warrior at Black Gate back in the day, and you, an inexperienced student, defeated him. That sort of reputation travels far.”

“I don’t like that,” Sam replied in an equally low voice. There were people around, and Sam figured they would receive strange looks if overheard.

“I don’t either. Having a reputation isn’t why we do what we do, is it?” Helena remarked as her gaze drifted to a lavender dress with dark purple accents hanging in front of a mirror. It was simple yet sleek and would shine under any lighting. “Now that would look perfect on you,” she commented.

Sam surveyed the dress, and her hand went to her purple flame necklace without realizing it. Helena smiled. “It matches your necklace perfectly. I think it’s fate. As if Lily put the dress here for you.”

“Even better if she made it herself and sent it into our world,” Sam added. “One can dream.”

“I’m buying it for you!” Helena announced and told Sam to shut her mouth when she tried to object.
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Sam couldn’t sleep that night.

She stared at the purple dress as she lay in bed and thought of Lily. Her best friend should be going with her to the gala. They had not even danced together one last time during the final weeks leading up to Lily’s death. Before that, they used to dance all the time.

Finally, restless and hot with the open window doing little to help, Sam got up and roamed the castle. All the other windows were closed, and the halls had grown stuffy. Why hadn’t anyone opened them? Summer nights were balmy, even on a magical island.

She eventually ended up in the garden. The Raven Queen fountain bubbled, and the trees swayed in a light breeze. It was almost as warm outside as inside, so she did something she wasn’t supposed to. She sat on the edge of the fountain and dipped her bare feet into the water, sighing with relief.

At that moment, she heard a rustling behind her. She swiveled, eyes wide, cursing herself for not bringing her wand, no matter how safe it was at the castle. “Who’s there?” she called. “Come out!”

Finally, the quaking figure of a young man emerged from the trees. Relief flowed through Sam. It was only Jared. “I-I’m sorry,” he stammered. “Couldn’t sleep. Was out for a walk. I didn’t know you were here.”

“I’m sorry too,” Sam replied since he was clearly as frightened as her. More so, even. I don’t look like I’m about to piss myself. Then again, I wasn’t held captive by a demi-demon in an alleyway while drunk out of my mind.

“Come, sit.” She beckoned to the fountain. “The water feels good.”

Jared reluctantly headed over and sat some distance away from her. He did not put his feet in the fountain, but he seemed to relax. He wore shoes and day clothes. It looked like he hadn’t even tried to sleep. “Having bad dreams?” Sam asked.

He nodded. “Every time I close my eyes.”

“That used to happen to me. Magnus gave me some pills that helped. I stopped taking them after a while, and now I’m fine.” After a beat, she added, “Most nights.” She still had nightmares from time to time and probably always would.

“I don’t think any pill will help me,” Jared muttered. “You didn’t see what I saw.”

“You’re right, but I did see my best friend after she was killed. Not that I’m trying to play ‘who’s the most traumatized,’ but that kind of image doesn’t go away.”

“I’m sorry,” Jared replied. “I forgot.”

Forgot. A lot of people had. Even though Lily Vivace had been the first student to die inside the school, and her murder had endangered the entire Academy for months, most people had moved on. Who cared? To them, Lily had been a weird girl who met an unfortunate end. Not everyone knew and loved her like Sam had.

“You can talk to me if you need to,” Sam told him. “About what happened to you.”

Jared sighed. “I shouldn’t have been drinking that night. Or any night, ever. I’m never going out like that again.” He wouldn’t look at her. His wild gaze roamed the garden and the trees at the edge of the Ravenwood. Still, words kept spilling out. He must not have confided in anyone since the incident. All his thoughts and feelings had piled up and now bubbled out like the water in the fountain.

“I was drinking to cope. There’s been a lot of shit going on in my personal life, and I was trying to forget it. It seems stupid now compared to what I dealt with that night. Thank God for Helena. She saved me.”

“You’re safe now,” Sam assured him. She wanted to place a hand on his arm to comfort him, but he looked like an animal that would spook and run if touched. “There’s nowhere safer than this island.”

Finally, Jared looked at her. Cold indignation replaced the fear in his eyes. “Oh, yeah? Then why do bad things always happen here or to people who go here? Huh? Tell me that.”

He wasn’t exactly wrong, and Sam didn’t have an answer for him. It didn’t matter because Jared got up and stomped back into the castle.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Sam knew David came from a wealthy family. He had told her much about his childhood home. Still, nothing prepared her for arriving at Hargrove Manor. “This place is huge,” she gushed as she and David climbed from the car his father had sent for him. They had met the driver in London after a brief visit with Sam’s family, all decked out for the gala long before arriving.

Her jaw dropped. The sprawling estate was much larger than she expected, especially the house. Gardens wound all the way around, and ivy and moss grew along its walls. Lights and flowers decorated several archways over garden paths. Seating covered the front lawn, and Sam assumed the same would be true in the back.

David chuckled. “Wait until you see the hunting grounds.” He tipped the waiting driver, who then continued toward a carriage house down the road. No other houses were in sight, only rolling hills and roads winding up into them. The woods behind the house led to the hunting grounds as well as several streams and swimming holes David had told Sam about.

He had left out any description of the house itself. “It’s practically Gatsby,” Sam noted in awe. “Only more Victorian.”

“We’re in England, not New York,” David reminded her. “So that makes sense.”

“Have you ever been to New York?”

David nodded. “With my father. Only a few times, though.”

Sam had not made it to America, but she hoped to after graduation.

David offered Sam his arm, and she took it with a smile. He’d told her she looked damned good in her dress, making her blush. Before, she’d laughed when Helena proclaimed her the “sexiest young thing she’d ever seen.”

There was no denying David looked good, too, in his finely pressed suit with his hair combed back and shoes shining. Sam had noticed before when he finished getting ready at Ravenwood. She was strongly reminded now as several pair of eyes turned in their direction while they walked up the path to the house. Several guests mingled around a large fountain before the entrance. They turned and smiled as many recognized David.

David smiled back at those he did not know and waved to people he recognized. Before Sam knew it, several young men had surrounded them, greeting and joking in ways that said they knew each other well. “These are my cousins. All on my father’s side,” David explained. All half-dozen of them examined Sam, sizing her up like prey.

“And will this pretty thing be joining us for hunts this summer?” one of them asked, his gaze flicking to David without so much as greeting Sam. She stiffened. What spoiled, rich pricks.

“I’m afraid not,” David responded. “I doubt I’ll be back for any, either.”

“Not even one?” another gawked before throwing back a glass of brown liquor.

“We’ve got internships. This is Sam, by the way.”

“Aye, Sam. Heard about ya,” a third slurred.

“I don’t think David’s ever shagged a Sam before,” another commented.

David’s cheeks burned red.

“A pleasure to meet you all,” Sam intoned dryly, sounding as if she was not, in fact, pleased to meet them.

David pulled her away from his cousins. “Fuck, I’m sorry about them. They’re a bunch of pricks.”

Sam smiled despite the nasty cousins. “I want to see what your house looks like inside.”

The outside could not have prepared her for the interior. Two huge bouquets of white roses flanked the entrance doors, giving off a strong, sweet scent. People packed the main hall as a pianist and a harpist played in one corner, the beautiful music trilling over the chatter. A double staircase, also decked in white roses, wound to the second floor. Several doorways off the main room led into various parlors and studies and…

“Is that a ballroom?” Sam asked, her mouth hanging open as she peered through a doorway into a vast space where several couples danced to a stringed quartet.

“Ballroom, meeting room, what have you,” David answered. “Sometimes, my father lets people rent it out for weddings.”

In addition to the dancing couples, the ballroom contained two long tables on either side, holding an abundance of refreshments and drinks. Sam’s mouth watered. She was about to ask if they could get a plate when David turned and smiled. “Ah, there’s my mother. I want you to meet her.”

Fortunately, David’s mother was far more delightful than his cousins. Sam saw where he got his good looks from. His mother was tall and willowy with the same dark curls as her son and pleasant, dark blue eyes. “Samantha, dear, thank you for coming. David has spoken fondly of you, and we’ve looked forward to meeting you,” she remarked after kissing both her cheeks. “What a beautiful dress.”

“Thank you,” Sam replied. “You have a lovely home.”

The woman blushed and thanked her. “Please call me Eleanor. Not Mrs. Hargrove or anything like that.” She asked a few questions about how Sam was getting on at Ravenwood Academy, and Sam offered vague answers. “Weren’t you the poor girl who was friends with Lily?” Eleanor asked. “A horrid thing what happened to her.”

Sam nodded. “I miss her every day.”

To her surprise, Eleanor crushed her in a tight embrace. Sam noticed she smelled like white roses. “I’m so sorry.”

“And here is little Lucy,” David interrupted.

Sam could tell right away the fourteen-year-old girl approaching them was David’s sister, though not as little as he described. She looked exactly like her mother, though her eyes were sharper, taking in every detail. She greeted Sam warmly as if they were cousins or sisters who had not seen each other in ages rather than two people meeting for the first time.

“You’ve been an arse for not coming home sooner, David. I must show you my new rabbits,” Lucy announced before pulling him away. He gave Sam an apologetic smile, which she waved off. She was content to keep talking to Eleanor. Nearly everyone at the gala knew David’s mother, and several interrupted them with greetings as they chatted.

“What is this gala for?” Sam asked. “Why are you raising money?”

Eleanor shrugged. “You would have to ask my husband that. He plans all these events. I simply show up and look pretty.” She tried to sound casual, but a look of disdain flashed in the woman’s eyes. How had such a sweet woman married someone like David’s father? The Blackburn family was wealthy, so perhaps the marriage was arranged, and Eleanor agreed for the sake of comfort and security.

She leaned closer to Sam. “I want to thank you for all you’ve done to help David regarding…matters with my family. If any other Blackburns were still alive, they would be forever grateful to you.” Eleanor spoke in a low voice as if she didn’t want anyone else to hear.

Someone behind them cleared their throat, startling them both. Eleanor more than Sam. They turned toward a tall, stately man in a fine suit with small, glinting gray eyes and a well-trimmed mustache. Lord Hargrove, David’s father, looked older than Sam expected. Perhaps a decade older than his mother.

Eleanor tried not to act nervous, though Sam noticed it. She grabbed her husband’s arm and cooed, “Oh, dear. There you are. I’ve been getting acquainted with David’s friend Samantha.”

Lord Hargrove surveyed her like property. Sam had the urge to slide back and coil into her own body. He’s a snake, Helena had warned her. A garden snake, seemingly harmless, but a snake nonetheless.

“How do you do?” Sam greeted him curtly.

“Well enough,” the man drawled. He did not return the question. Instead, his gaze flicked around the room. “Where has my son gotten off to?”

“He’s gone to see the rabbits with Lucy.”

“Lucy knows well enough to stay out of the way,” he retorted in a clipped tone.

Eleanor’s gaze pleaded. “It’s her brother, my dear. She only wants to see him again.”

“She would if he bothered to live at home as he should.” Lord Hargrove’s shrewd eyes returned to Sam and lingered on the necklace at her throat. He seemed to forget all about David as soon as he saw it. “Interesting jewel there. Might I ask where you got it?”

“My friend Lily left it to me before she died,” Sam told him, wondering how long Lily had been holding onto the gift before her death.

“Ah, Lily Vivace. I heard about the unfortunate incident.”

Incident. It had been so much more. Murder, death. Sam had been robbed of her best friend and the world of a vibrant, brilliant life. Sam stiffened and tried not to show her indignation.

“It’s always a shame when such a young life full of potential doesn’t get to live it out,” Lord Hargrove added. “The girl had gifts that were never put to use.”

How does he know that? Sam wondered as his cold gaze met hers.

“You should take your friend’s death as a lesson not to waste time using your gifts for pointless ventures, Miss Tempestade.”

Sam didn’t remember giving her last name, but perhaps David had told them.

“I work hard and keep up in school,” she responded, not knowing what else to say.

A knowing smile crossed Lord Hargrove’s lips. “Ah, but that’s not what I mean, and we both know it.”

“Stop pestering the poor girl.” Eleanor swatted her husband’s arm.

“Never mind, then,” Lord Hargrove countered lightly, though Sam could tell it was forced. He wanted to continue the conversation but would not around so many people. She searched the room until she spied David walking back in with his sister. His eyes met hers, and relief flooded her. She intended to walk over and ask him to dance. Before she could, several girls in frilly dresses with their hair done up surrounded him.

She sighed. Looks like he’s going to have dance partners for a while.

Lord Hargrove spoke again from behind her, his light tone continuing as his breath brushed her neck and made the small hairs stand up. “My son has been distracted from his gifts lately. He has this whole estate and a bright future ahead, yet he spends his time with idle things. With people who are not furthering him. He needs to focus on his family.” His gestures told Sam he meant David should pay more attention to the girls fawning over him. That he should pick a wife.

Gross. She felt more indignant over his comment about people not furthering David. He means me and the others at Ravenwood, Sam thought. She turned with a tight smile and intoned, “Please be so kind as to point me to the loo.”
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Eleanor directed Sam to the second floor. All the way up those winding stairs, she felt eyes following her. The penetrating stare of Lord Hargrove, the wandering gazes of guests straying in her direction, and the young women stealing glances at the girl David had brought home with him.

Sam ignored everyone. She had seized the first thing that would get her away from David’s father and his uncomfortable gaze, but now that she was looking for a bathroom, she realized she actually did need it. Her bladder was close to bursting. I haven’t even had any wine yet! she thought as she found the door.

After she had relieved herself and reapplied a light shade of lipstick, she slipped back into the hall. It would be a while before David could return to her, and she didn’t want to bother him. She also didn’t like the idea of joining the main throng. I wish Lily was here. We would sneak off and explore. No one would notice. We could do anything we wanted.

That might have been true when they were girls, but Sam wasn’t sure they would have gotten away with it as adults. However, the second-floor halls were much quieter than downstairs. It wouldn’t hurt to take a quick look around. Not like she’d be disturbing the house.

Sam turned left down the long, carpeted hallway. Several frames hung on the dark paneled wood walls. Some held landscape paintings or images of flowers in a vase surrounded by fruit. Others were portraits or photographs of the Hargrove family. One captured a much younger David, his sister, and his parents. Looks like Lord Hargrove has never known how to give a real smile, she thought as she examined the shrewd look on his face. He hadn’t even tried in a family photo while everyone else beamed at the camera.

The other framed portraits, photos and paintings alike, depicted old men with similar features to Lord Hargrove. The Hargrove patriarchal line. Well, at least David’s father came by his sharp looks honestly. David was lucky to take after the softer, more handsome features of the Blackburn family.

Sam continued down the hall and passed a bedroom where two old women spoke in hushed tones. What little she heard as she walked by sounded like gossip. So-and-so had eloped and, “What do you know, the woman’s pregnant a month later! But several more weeks along than she should be!”

She fought off a laugh and reached a door cracked open at the end of the hall. She wouldn’t have bothered wondering what was behind it if not for a sudden, sharp chill that emanated from the crack. It was summer, and even with the windows open, the house was still warm. Why the hell was it so cold in there?

Before Sam knew what she was doing, her hand grasped the knob. It was ice cold. Her heart beat faster as she pushed the door open on silent hinges. The room was dim, and the curtains pulled over the windows. Dust filled the frigid air. What the hell was this place? She took out her wand for a better look and whispered a spell that lit the tip, careful to make sure no one saw her first. No doubt Lord Hargrove had invited many from the magical world, but he also had business dealings with non-magical humans. Sam had several reasons to be careful.

She took one step in and stopped short, gasping. She recognized this room. The oak wardrobe on the other side. The stone table in the corner with all its strange markings, the cluttered furniture, books, and objects she could not name. This was the room she and Magnus had entered through the rift!

“What in fucking hell?” she wheezed. She had to get back to Magnus at once and tell him, but she also wanted to find out more. Did David know about this room? Would he have recognized it if he’d gone through the rift with them? Questions swarmed in her mind, making her unaware of her surroundings and who might be coming down the hallway.

She could have sworn she saw something dark moving at the other end of the room as a hand landed on her shoulder and turned her roughly around. She squawked in alarm. The tall person standing far too close to her reached past and jerked the door shut.

Lord Hargrove sneered down at her. “Tell me, Miss Tempestade. Do you often go snooping around in other people’s houses?”

“I-I thought this was the loo,” she stammered. It was a bad lie, and Lord Hargrove’s narrowing eyes told her as much. She straightened so his hand fell away from her shoulder. “Apparently, I was wrong.”

“Either you are incredibly stupid or incredibly invasive, Miss Tempestade.” Lord Hargrove’s gray eyes glinted. Things she’d heard about Lord Hargrove from Razar, the Red Wolf and messenger for the council of the Crimson Cabal, before he died came rushing back to her. She recalled Helena’s warnings and the stories she had heard from Romero and Iris. She was in deeper shit than she expected coming here. Something really fucking wrong was happening in this house.

She didn’t allow any of these thoughts to register on her face as she pushed her shoulders back. “Do you insult all your guests like this?”

Lord Hargrove’s eyes flicked to the necklace at her throat. Instinctively, Sam’s hand moved to cover it as if it somehow shielded Lily from his penetrating gaze. The man’s voice grew low and threatening. “Only the ones who pry too far. You would do well to stay away from here, Miss Tempestade, and to stop poisoning my son’s mind with idle ideas of rebellion.”

Rebellion, ha! If she was a rebel, what were her friends who had been working against the Cabal and the Heralds all their lives? There was a new threat now, and Sam was sure Lord Hargrove was connected. Her heart beat faster. A flush rose to her neck and cheeks. Not wanting him to see she was bothered, she brushed past him. “Let me get out of your home, then. I don’t want to waste my time here.”

Lord Hargrove’s laugh followed her down the hallway. “You think leaving gets you out of my sight? I’ll be watching, Samantha.” He had seemed threatening before, but her first name on his lips sounded the way a knife felt against her throat.

Sam hurried down the stairs. She didn’t care if David was busy entertaining girls his father wanted him to marry. She entered the ballroom and spotted him immediately. She never knew he could waltz, but there he was, leading a girl in a pink chiffon dress through the steps as the quartet played on. Sam didn’t give a damn about cutting in. She had to talk to him, then get the hell out of here.

The next moment, her hand was on his arm, stopping him. The girl glared at her. “We’re in the middle of a⁠—”

“I get him next,” another girl nearby snarled.

“It will only be a moment,” Sam returned tightly.

David looked at her in bewilderment.

“Please,” Sam insisted. “I need to talk to you.”

“All right, all right.” He let her lead him through the room, but she didn’t know where to go next. Somewhere private.

David seemed to understand. “This way.” He grabbed her hand, something many young women noticed as he pulled her through the crowd toward a back door. Outside, the garden had grown dim and quiet. The setting sun cast purples and blues over the path. Fireflies flitted among the foliage in the warm air, searching for mates. It would have been a magical place to stop and breathe, but Sam had too much on her mind.

“What is it?” David asked, huffing with exertion.

After catching her breath, Sam told him everything in as low of a tone as she could whisper. An older couple walked by, casting them curious glances before moving on.

“Wait,” David implored when she finished since she’d been talking too fast for him to understand. “You’re saying my father’s study upstairs is the same room you and Magnus went into?”

Sam nodded. “I swear it, David. I wouldn’t make something like this up.”

“I know you wouldn’t.” He looked bothered. “Maybe you’re mistaken, though. It could look similar to⁠—”

“No, it isn’t only similar. There was the table and the wardrobe. Both were very distinct, David.”

“I know my father can be a prick, but he’s not engaging in dark magic. I promise you that.”

“Then why the hell does he have that room?” Sam demanded, her voice rising above a whisper. Two young women nearby who had been chatting and giggling looked up, then away. They moved into the house, leaving the pair alone. Sam realized many might think they were having a lover’s quarrel. Let them think it. What they were really talking about was much worse.

David shook his head. “I don’t know, Sam, but he’s not like that. I’ll have a look myself.”

“He’ll never let you in now, and you can’t tell him I’ve told you anything. He threatened me.”

“He saw you go in there?”

Sam nodded again and told him how she had been caught.

“Well, you shouldn’t have been snooping around.”

Sam stiffened. “David, really?”

“Really. This isn’t your house.”

“You’re going to defend him right now?”

“I’m not going to defend how he treated you, but it wasn’t exactly unwarranted,” David returned with a sigh.

Stunned, Sam stood there with her mouth open, but no words emerged. Finally, she swallowed and offered, “I was only telling you what I saw and what he said.”

David’s voice was cold when he answered. “Well, you were mistaken.”

Sam threw her hands up. “Whatever, then. Who gives a fuck? But David, have you ever gone in that room?”

He shifted. “Well…no.”

“I’m leaving.”

“Fine.”

Sam went toward the house, then stopped, turned back, and sighed. “Could you at least open a portal for me?” If David wanted to stay, fine. If he wanted to play rich boy dancing with pretty girls and ignoring reality all night, he could. Sam was done with this stupid dress and pretending to be obedient arm candy.

“All right, yeah.” David waited until no one was looking before opening a portal and murmuring, “I’ll see you back at school.”

Sam didn’t say a word as she entered, but she did turn back once. She looked past David into the house and saw Lord Hargrove standing in a second-floor window, staring down at her. A cruel smile parted his lips. Sam thought about flipping him off, but then she remembered David. He was already going to get a lecture for bringing her, and even though he didn’t believe her, she didn’t want to make things worse for him. She ignored Lord Hargrove and walked through.

As darkness encompassed her, Sam could have sworn she felt a cold hand on her shoulder. Had David slipped into the portal behind her? No, he couldn’t have. That wasn’t his touch. She shook it off and felt no more.
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Sam burst into the common room, intending to get out of her shoes and dress before going to find anyone. However, she found Magnus and Helena sitting around a large table, pouring over various open scrolls and books. Well, Magnus was looking through things. Helena sat in an armchair, her legs dangling over one side as she stared at the floor, looking as though she was about to doze off.

The opening door startled her. Helena glanced up, surprised. “You’re back early.” Her brows furrowed. “Where’s David?”

Sam sank onto the sofa. “He stayed behind.”

Helena arched a brow, noting the annoyance on her young friend’s face. “You look like you’ve seen, well…what do they say? A ghost? I don’t get it. Ghosts aren’t actually frightening. Demons, on the other hand…” She trailed off.

“I might have seen one. I don’t know.” Sam now had both Magnus’ and Helena’s full attention. She told them everything. In typical fashion, the former drew his brows together in deep concern as she spoke while the latter’s brows shot up, and her eyes went wide. “And when I told David everything I just told you, he didn’t believe me,” she finished.

“It’s a hard pill to swallow when it’s about your own father,” Helena mused. She sighed. “I don’t blame him. I’ve met Lord Hargrove plenty of times. He’s a prick and an arse, but I’d never imagine him doing something like that.”

“Perhaps he’s become wrapped in something without meaning to,” Magnus remarked. “As you have both said, Lord Hargrove is a difficult man to deal with, but he’s not evil. He is so against the use of dark magic that he often proposes no one should teach even good magic.”

“I didn’t realize he was so self-righteous,” Sam drawled.

Helena rolled her eyes. “That’s one word.”

Magnus stood. “I’ll go to Elijah now and inform him. I hope David learns what’s best for him and comes back soon. Perhaps the headmaster will pay Lord Hargrove a visit. If anything, that will intimidate him.”

“He’s dangerous,” Sam stated. “That’s all I know. Whether he’s being forced or doing it willingly, something bad is going on.” Other things came to her mind, pieces she had not thought to put together before. She shared them with Helena while Magnus went to Elijah. “The rift was open on Rosemary’s property. Lord Hargrove knew a hell of a lot about Lily and seemed to know about my gifts too. He knew my necklace was from her before I ever said anything.”

“He’s always known a lot more than he lets on,” Helena remarked. “Even so, all of that is strange.”

“I don’t like it.”

“I don’t either.”

“We have to get on this case faster,” Sam urged.

Helena raised a brow. “Are you going back to the Hargrove estate to fight him?”

“I could take him,” Sam replied in full confidence.

“I don’t doubt it, but in that dress?”

Sam had forgotten. She liked the dress when Helena bought it for her and when she put it on later. Now she wanted the damn thing off. She wished, in that moment at David’s home, she had not been frightened and had caught Lord Hargrove unaware. Maybe used some spells to get the damn truth out of him. She hadn’t, and there was no changing that now. She could not go back.

Sam’s mind went back to what Magnus had said about their next steps. From all the open books and the exhaustion in Helena’s face, she could tell they had not gotten far on finding out what the rune was.

Suddenly, she stood.

“What is it?” Helena asked.

“Oh, I’m so stupid sometimes! Why didn’t I think of it before?”

Helena’s expectant expression said What the hell are you talking about?

“We need to figure out a complicated, ancient, complex rune, right?”

“Right,” Helena replied, unsure where Sam was going.

“So why the hell haven’t we asked the oldest rune master in this castle?” At that moment, Magnus and Elijah entered the room. Sam’s eyes twinkled. “It’s time we pay Oswald a visit.”
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The truth was most people at Ravenwood Academy forgot about Oswald.

It didn’t matter if he was the head librarian or if his father had been the founder of the school and his great-aunt, the Raven Queen, had saved the worlds of magic and humans from the Heralds of Avadon. It didn’t matter that he had more knowledge than everyone else combined in the whole damn school.

People forgot about him because he was hardly seen, he was odd and spoke in riddles, and he lived in a secret part of the library. A lot of people didn’t even care about the history of the school. A real shame, Sam thought, because Oswald could be pretty damn valuable.

Sam had never been in the library this late at night or seen it this empty and dark. Magnus, Helena, and Elijah trailed her into the room and followed as she went to the right, then toward the back to where Oswald’s desk sat among piles of unorganized books. She flicked on a lamp sitting on his desk. It was late, but she doubted the old hermit was asleep. He reminded her of a cat. Full of energy at night when no one wanted him to be, and seeking warm, sunny spots to sleep during the day.

“Oswald!” she called. “I know you’re in here somewhere.” She could crawl under his desk and disappear into his network of little cave rooms below the library, but she wasn’t inclined to do that. “We need you, Oswald. There’s something only you can help with.” She hoped flattering him would work.

It did. A door clattered open beyond her sight, and curtains brushed aside. Oswald appeared, wearing a robe and slippers but looking quite awake. “Ah, Miss Tempestade has come back to the castle earlier than ever. Couldn’t stay away from the bountiful knowledge in my library, could she?”

Oswald’s twinkling eyes moved from Sam to the others, widening as he took in Helena, Magnus, and Elijah. He certainly hadn’t expected so many important people to pay him a visit at this hour. “It’s the middle of the night! What are you three doing here?” Apparently, Sam showing up in the wee hours of the night wasn’t a crazy notion, but the other three were.

“Magnus has something we need help with,” Elijah explained, gesturing at his friend.

“Ah, of course he does,” Oswald tutted, seeming annoyed. “Come this way.” He led them to his desk, where he plopped on a chair piled with at least seven cushions. After he was settled and cozy, Magnus handed him a piece of parchment with a precise-as-possible drawing of the rune they had seen beyond the rift. As Oswald examined the marking, Magnus relayed their adventures of that summer so far.

When he finished, Oswald made a “hmm” sound. “Lucky for all of you, I actually recognize this rune.”

Thank gods, Sam thought.

“It’s ancient and rare, used for…dark and unusual purposes,” Oswald added. His gaze flicked up and narrowed at Magnus. “You weren’t using this, were you?”

“No, of course not,” Magnus answered.

“What dark and unusual purposes?” Helena asked.

Oswald did not answer her. Instead, he hopped down from his pile of cushions and began rifling around in a trunk under his desk. When his head popped up again, he held up an old brass key with no small amount of satisfaction. “I found it!”

Sam and Magnus shared a look.

Oswald shuffled off among the bookshelves with the key in one hand and a candle in another. He returned several minutes later with a pile of aged books covered in dust. They were not the normal rune encyclopedias Sam had studied before.

He held them proudly as he told them, “The rune you have discovered is not of sorcerer origin. I’ve seen it before but not in books. It is not one that wise wizards dare to draw on parchment. Good thing your drawing skills are lacking, Professor.” He directed the last sentence at Magnus, who stiffened but didn’t say anything. “A real drawing of the rune would have been dangerous. Yet it was close enough for me to know what it was.”

Sam really wished Oswald would get to the point.

The old wizard went on. “The only other time I’ve seen it was in person, carved into the stone where a sacrifice had been made.”

“That’s what we saw, too,” Sam chimed in. “It was on a stone table and also carved into wood.”

“Most interesting,” Oswald murmured more to himself than the four standing around him. “Most interesting indeed. You’re sure that the rune on the stone was the exact same as the rune on the wood?”

“Well…” Sam paused, shrugging. “They looked the same.”

Oswald muttered something under his breath that only Elijah heard. The headmaster didn’t repeat it, but he rolled his eyes.

“You said it wasn’t of sorcerer origin,” Helena reminded Oswald, trying to get the conversation back on track. “Where does it come from?”

Oswald looked at her as if the answer was obvious. “Why, a demon, of course.”

Sam, Magnus, Helena, and Elijah shared significant looks. “Oh, shit,” Sam mumbled.

“Now, if you will all follow me.” Oswald hummed as he passed them and moved beyond his curtain to a closed door. Sam thought he was leading them into the series of tunnels he called home, but she was wrong. He inserted the little brass key into the lock. The door swung open. “I am about to show you all my secret little place. Please be kind to the books here. They’re not all common. Some are grimoires, you see.”

Grimoires, Sam knew, were, in a sense, living books. They had minds of their own and could not always be read the way a reader wanted to. Through the doorway was a long, dark, narrow hallway. The archway at the end was so low that even Sam, the shortest of their group, had to duck to enter. It led to a small room with so little floor space that Elijah remained in the hall outside, and the others were scrunched together. The walls, however, climbed high above their heads and were full of books. Oswald climbed a rickety wooden ladder to a specific shelf. “One more book, and we can be on our way. The other books I collected in the main part of the library can’t be read here.”

What the hell did that mean? Sam was beginning to wonder if coming to Oswald had been a good idea. “This might hold the key to understanding that demonic rune,” Oswald explained. “There’s not much I know in this brain of mine about it despite having seen it once.”

Sam wondered in what context Oswald would have seen such a rune, especially since he had been at the Academy all his life and hardly ever left the castle’s walls. Finally, Oswald skittered down the ladder with a book in hand. Dark, shadowy bindings kept the volume closed. Magnus gave Oswald and the grimoire a rueful look. “Are you sure we should be using such a thing, Oswald? We would be meddling with a dark force without knowing⁠—”

Magnus never finished his sentence, for Oswald had opened the ancient tome. The pages flung apart as if a sudden wind had entered the room. Sam felt a great force pulling her body, similar to being sucked into a portal, as they hurtled directly into the book.

Only Headmaster Akaron remained behind, standing in the hallway. He shook his head and sighed. “Where the hell has Oswald taken them now?”
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Sam blinked.

Their new location was full of light. Little twinkling lights moved to and fro, bobbing as they reflected in little pools of water gathered on the shining marble floor. High above were shelves of books and tablets. Wards shimmered over the shelves, protecting the ancient writings. Deep navy curtains hung from tall windows overlooking endless sea and sky. Stars spangled the night sky, illuminating the water beneath.

Sam had never seen something so magical in her life. So spectacular and otherworldly. She was also confused. How the hell had a book brought them here? Could other books take her to other places? Where had this marvelous mode of transportation been all her life?

By the looks on Magnus’ and Helena’s faces, they were equally awestruck. Oswald stood nearby, looking as though it was normal to come here, and everyone should have known about it. Breathless, Sam asked, “Where are we?”

The old librarian’s bushy white brows drew together. “My apologies. I thought you were familiar with reality marbles after your last incident.”

Magnus nodded. “I see. This is a library marble, much like the Academy library, but…”

“More magical,” Helena finished for him.

“But we got here through a book, not a marble,” Sam pointed out.

Oswald wagged a finger. “There are many different ways to enter a self-constructed reality.”

“It’s much like the marble I made of the fake Ravenwood,” Magnus remarked as he turned about the room, taking in the magnificence of Oswald’s creation. “To trick the Cabal, though I might add the trick didn’t really work.”

Oswald tsked. “You really should have consulted me about that, Magnus.”

Amazed, Helena directed her attention toward the librarian. “Oswald, I don’t know how you found the time to do this.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t make this marble. I was given access to it.”

Sam, Magnus, and Helena shared surprised glances.

“This marble and this library existed long before the castle itself. It was one of seven secret places in the magical world. Each of these places is found on an island. And this island has the Library of Starlight.” He gestured proudly. “That’s not just a grand name. It’s literal. One cannot read these tomes without starlight. Otherwise, the contents are rendered invisible.”

“How is that possible?” Magnus demanded.

Oswald gestured toward the protected sources. “Read and find out for yourself.”

Sam felt like a child dazzled by a fairy tale. “You said you didn’t create it. How did you gain access?”

“Ah, that is the question, isn’t it?” Oswald walked around the room, humming before he turned back to her and answered. “Only those who dedicate their lives to the island housing the secret place can possess one of the Keeper’s keys. There aren’t many keys for each place. Three each, I think. I only have one, and I’d better not lose it.” He flashed the little bronze key.

“Is the book that brought us here from this library?” Sam asked, recalling that she’d seen no words inside the portal book. Here, perhaps there would be in the starlight. The stars in this place were far more brilliant than any she had seen in the human or magical world.

“It is,” Oswald answered and moved along at a brisk pace after noticing Magnus growing a little too curious about a particular shelf. “Follow me.” His voice was curt, and the others hurried after him.

At first, the library appeared to only have one room with no doors leading out. As Oswald reached one end of the high-ceilinged space, the walls morphed and elongated until a tunneled hallway appeared off the main room. Oswald led them deeper into the library. Overhead, a glass ceiling allowed the starlight to shine in. The whole place was warm, and the hum of magic surrounded them. It made Sam want to run and jump and sing and lie down and sleep all at once. It was the sort of place she felt she could stay in forever.

“Many restricted tomes have been moved here,” Oswald explained. “We might be able to find out more about that demon rune in this place.”

Helena, who was the last in their small, single-file procession, asked, “Are the other six secret places libraries too?”

Oswald shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been.”

They entered another, wider room. Here, both ceiling and floor were glass, and everything reflected and shone. They were not alone in this part of the marble. Small, shining creatures drifted among the shelves. Sprites, Sam realized as delight lifted inside her. Beautiful, tiny things, tending to the books. For once, Sam wished she wasn’t a twenty-one-year-old girl training to be a battle mage. She wanted to be one of these creatures with the purpose of tending books in a magical library all her life.

Lily would love this, Sam thought. She would love it more than anything.

Oswald used the brass key around his neck to open a small wooden door between two shelves. “Be careful as we step through here. The most troublesome books are kept in this place.”

More grimoires? Sam followed Oswald into the next chamber with Magnus and Helena behind her. This room was much smaller and darker, with only a small shaft of light coming through a round window near the ceiling, which was not glass. “This part hasn’t been kept up well, though I’ve tried,” Oswald mused.

Several faded paintings adorned the walls. Some were peaceful landscapes. Others were portraits and still more depicted battle scenes from long ago. Sam recognized some of them as images that had popped up in books Oswald gave her. “No matter how much any of us attempts to clean it, the room always returns to its current state,” Oswald explained. “Like the books in here, it has a mind of its own.”

The room wasn’t exactly dirty, but it was a good deal more cluttered than the rest of the library. Several overstuffed chairs formed a semi-circle facing a hearth covered in charcoal ash. A table littered with parchment, ink wells, quills, and various little mechanical devices stood in a corner. The books were chained to a shelf. There weren’t many of them, to Sam’s relief. She wondered what Oswald had meant by “troublesome.”

She got her answer a moment later when he unlocked one using the same brass key. The book flailed and struggled against Oswald, flapping open and closed like gnashing teeth. Startled, Sam stumbled back. Oswald used a surprising amount of strength to push the book shut as he whispered a calming spell over it. He had to repeat the spell a few times before the book lay unmoving in his hands. “Well, glad that’s over,” he huffed. “Very troublesome indeed.”

“Why?” Sam asked.

“Because these books were either written in Avadon by a creature of that place or infused with the dark essence of that realm,” Magnus explained. “I have only seen one other book like it.”

“A shame it isn’t housed here,” Oswald commented as he opened the book. At first, the pages appeared blank. As the librarian moved closer to the starlit window, words began to appear. Several runes Sam had never seen before rose to the surface in dark red ink as if they had been written in blood. She had studied a hell of a lot of runes. None of them looked like these. Most were formed with graceful, clean curves and lines, but these symbols appeared crude and sharp.

Oswald flipped through several pages before shuddering. “I’ve found it.”

The others pressed closer around him. The rune Sam and Magnus had seen in the rift gleamed crimson on the page. Sam sensed something dark in the air, though the inherently good essence of the Library of Starlight dulled the effect.

“This rune is used in a ritual,” Oswald revealed. “To feed mana to a demon.”

“So,” Magnus noted with a grim expression. “They were not summoning a demon, but…” He trailed off, almost afraid to complete the sentiment.

Helena finished for him. “Feeding one that already exists.”
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A demon, already present in the world.

Sam sank into one of the dusty, overstuffed chairs. “Does this mean the demi-demon Helena fought isn’t the worst of our worries?”

“The least, it seems,” Magnus murmured.

How were they supposed to find a full-fledged demon in the real world? It could have been anywhere! “Is this demon in the human world or the magical one?” Sam asked.

“Magical, I presume,” Oswald answered. “Unless the demon has carried enough of Avadon’s strength through the worlds into the human one to survive. At least in the magical world, it would have raw energy to feed off.”

“But it is in the human world,” Helena stated, looking sick. “We know this because a ritual to feed it human mana has already been performed once if not many times. That’s what’s keeping it alive. That’s how it is surviving.”

Sam blanched and buried her head in her hands. This was bad. Worse, they still didn’t know anything. Except that Lord Hargrove may have something to do with it, she thought.

Oswald, whose gaze had not moved from the book the entire time they were talking, cocked his head and furrowed his brows. He’d noticed something he had not seen before. “There are slight differences between this rune and the one you showed me, Magnus. Of course, it’s because you didn’t want to feed a demon. Thank the gods.”

“It’s not a new passion of mine, correct,” Magnus returned dryly.

“But the differences are noteworthy,” Oswald went on.

Magnus, who was never without his personal tome on runes, opened it up and flipped through the pages until he found the one he had in mind. It was similar to the one Oswald had in his book but with odd lines around it. The lines ran up, down, and sideways in fainter ink than the rune itself, as though energy lines bound and controlled the symbol. “I thought of this the first time I saw the rune in the rift, but I knew they weren’t quite the same. Perhaps their similarities could help us glean more information.”

“Could you two be any more vague?” Helena demanded, tapping her foot impatiently.

The two old wizards looked up, blinking. Helena sighed. “I’m going back if I can. Elijah will be worried about what’s happened to us. Someone has to check on him.”

Oswald nodded. “I laid the portal book on a podium in the main room. Touch it with your wand, and it will take you back.”

After Helena left the room, Magnus turned to Sam. “Oswald and I are discussing a rune used for mana recuperation. Some people can do this innately, while others have to use runes.” He tapped the symbol in his book and smiled at her. “It might be a gift you already have. We’ll have to dig for it and train you.”

Sam had not missed her days on the training field so far this summer, but now she wished she was flinging magic around with Helena instead of having all this new information warp her mind. “But what’s it got to do with this rune?” she asked, gesturing at the book Oswald held.

Oswald sighed. “It means the rune’s purpose might not be as straightforward as we believed at first.” Was it ever? Dark magic wasn’t a straightforward thing. If Sam had learned anything since losing Lily, it was that.

She sank back in the chair and dislodged a puff of dust. “Great.”

Oswald started to flip through his book when the pages began fluttering, and the book thrashed against his lap. “Time to put it back. It’s waking up!” After a great struggle, Oswald chained the tome back to the shelf, where it seemed happy to “fall asleep.”

Sam shook her head. What a strange book in a strange place.

The next instant, she started as a female voice called from somewhere beyond the room. “Oswald? Are you in there?” The voice’s echo suggested it came from somewhere outside the library marble.

At first, Sam wondered if one of the troublesome books had spoken, but Oswald smiled. “Ah, that’s my assistant Anne.” He led them back through the Library of Starlight to the open portal tome, tapped it with his wand, and brought them back through to the other side.

Sam still did not understand how they had been inside the marble, but she was curious about Anne. The auburn-haired young woman wore large glasses perched on a tiny nose. A spray of freckles crossed her face, and dark brown eyes peered at them from behind the lenses. “Oh, hello. I didn’t think Oswald had visitors this late at night,” she commented by way of greeting.

“Do you work here?” Sam asked. “I’ve never seen you before.”

Anne nodded. “I only work at night. Someone has to keep watch over all the books while everyone else sleeps.” She eyed them, apparently wondering why they were all here when everyone should be sleeping. She didn’t ask, though.

“Anne is also a Keeper of the keys to this island,” Oswald explained. “She has dedicated her life to this place.”

Anne seemed both sheepish and honored. She clutched a book to her chest and looked at the floor.

“She is my apprentice and the one who will eventually take over this library when I am dead,” Oswald added. Sam couldn’t imagine Oswald dying anytime soon. He’d been around longer than anyone else at the school.

“Pleased to meet you, Anne,” Sam told her.

The girl nodded, then turned to Magnus. “A woman came in here looking for you. She didn’t say what she needed, but she didn’t want to go into ‘that damn book again’ to get you. I told her I’d pass along the message.”

Magnus chuckled. “Helena’s made a discovery, it seems. Let’s go and find her.”

Oswald, who rarely left the library, decided to come along. “I’d like to see this old castle at night while there are no students sneaking around the halls.” The trio waved Anne off as she drifted into the books to continue her tasks for the night by candlelight. It struck Sam that many she’d never considered must work in the castle throughout the night, such as Anne and the sprites in the marble.

Magnus seemed to sense where Helena was and led them to the headmaster’s wing. They met in the hall, where she paced back and forth before the closed doors leading to Elijah’s chambers. “My apologies, dear,” Magnus quipped. “We were caught up in a book.”

Helena halted, and her grave expression signaled she had discovered something significant. Magnus’ amusement faded. “What is it?”

“Follow me.” She opened the doors and ushered them through. A grandfather clock in the corner of Elijah’s office told Sam it was later than she’d realized. Two in the morning. As she passed a mirror, she noticed she’d never changed out of the dress. The incident at the Hargrove Manor felt like it had happened days ago, not hours.

Helena led them past Elijah’s office into an antechamber, then down a hallway to the infirmary. “I didn’t know there was another way to the healers,” Sam commented as they entered. The room was empty except for Elijah and a large lump on one of the infirmary beds.

“Ah, you’ve come,” the headmaster remarked. “I was beginning to wonder if Oswald had gotten you lost in one of his contraptions.”

Oswald straightened, indignant. Even at his full height, he was a full head shorter than Sam. “It’s not a contraption, and it isn’t mine!”

Elijah, who normally would have gotten a good laugh out of teasing the old librarian, turned toward the bed with a solemn expression. Sam looked over. She didn’t know Helena had brought what was left of the demi-demon back with her. “Look here.” Helena pointed at the demi-demon’s ivory flesh and the markings carved into it. “It’s the same rune that feeds a demon.”

Magnus shook his head. “No, it isn’t. It might have been once, but changes were made. That is the rune for mana recuperation. Perhaps the demi-demon was fed in the same way as a demon, but being half-human, it needed to recuperate the mana it already had.”

Sam shivered in the warmth of the castle. “Why the hell was the rune changed?”

No one had an answer for her. Sam turned to Helena. “You didn’t notice these markings when you first brought it here?”

Helena’s eyes widened a fraction. “Sam, this isn’t the demi-demon I fought when I found Jared.”

Sam’s heart skipped a beat as realization dawned on her.

Elijah spoke her thoughts. “We found this one here tonight. I discovered its body after leaving the library when Oswald took you into the book.”

“Dead already?” Sam asked.

Elijah nodded. “I didn’t kill it. Someone or something else must have.”

Here? Tonight? Sam’s mind repeated the words. This night kept getting wilder. “How the hell did that happen?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Elijah stated. “After the four of you went through the book, I decided to go back to my office to work on some things until you returned. I didn’t sense any of the castle’s defenses down. I still think none of them have been disrupted. I don’t have a damn clue how this thing got here. The body was in the hallway outside my chambers, bleeding everywhere. At first, I didn’t know what it was. Then Helena came and found me. She recognized it right away.”

“We brought it in here,” Helena remarked. “Figured it was better to leave a body in the infirmary than lying on Elijah’s favorite rug.”

“It’s already damaged,” the headmaster muttered.

A demi-demon had gotten into the castle. Onto the island, through the wards, and past the guards. It had slipped through unnoticed and somehow died. Sam couldn’t wrap her mind around it.

Magnus leaned over the creature, examining the grotesque fusion of human and demon, trying to comprehend its origin. How was such a thing created? He drew back, shaking his head. “I’ve always known such creatures existed, but I thought, or rather hoped, I would never see one for myself.”

“At least this one is dead,” Helena pointed out. No doubt she was reliving her own fight with a demi-demon.

“There are stories in all sorts of ancient books,” Magnus explained. “The bible, for instance. A story in Genesis tells of creatures called Nephilim, who many believe were half-demon, half-human, born of demons mating with human women. Although some versions claim they were half-angel.”

Sam struggled not to recoil as she regarded the creature. She wondered if the human had willingly fused with the demon or been forced to. She shuddered. Before anyone could speculate further, the infirmary doors opened, and the group looked up. “Jared?” Sam asked. “What are you doing here?”

“I heard everyone awake. I wanted to know what was going on.” Jared looked like a ghost. At least tonight, he had changed into sleeping clothes. He padded barefoot across the floor to the bed. “What happened?”

“We don’t know,” Helena murmured.

Jared’s face grew white as ash. “I-is that…”

Sam nodded. “You don’t have to be here if you don’t want to. It’s dead anyway.” She didn’t bother to tell him the demi-demon had shown up out of nowhere without warning. Maybe Ravenwood Academy wasn’t the safest place for Jared Valo after all.

“What was that screaming I heard?” Jared asked.

“Screaming?” Elijah echoed.

“Y-yes. I heard someone screaming. Sounded inhuman. W-was it that thing?” He pointed at the creature on the bed.

The others looked at one another in bewilderment. None of them had heard anything. “I promise I’m not mad!” Jared exclaimed. “I wasn’t asleep. I heard screaming.”

“How long ago?” Helena asked.

“Maybe thirty minutes? I was too fucking scared to come out of my room until I heard your voices. I assumed it was safe then.”

“Thirty minutes. Right before I found this damn thing,” Elijah murmured. “That must have been when it died.”

“Y-you mean none of you killed it?” Jared questioned.

There was silence, then Sam nodded. Quaking, Jared sank onto the nearest bed. Sam moved to comfort him when a portal opened in the middle of the room. Already alarmed, Magnus, Sam, and Helena drew their wands but stood down when David emerged.

David did not look like he’d enjoyed a night of dancing and champagne at his father’s estate. He looked like he had been through Hell. His face, neck, and arms were scratched, and his clothes were torn and bloodied.

“What the hell happened?” Sam gasped.

“Sam! Oh, gods, you’re all right!”

“Of course I’m all right.”

David’s gaze flicked to the creature lying in the infirmary bed, then to Jared, who rocked back and forth. “That demon followed you through the portal. I tried to stop it, but I was attacked.”
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Earlier that evening

David stood in the garden at the house he had grown up in, staring at his friend with surprise stamped on his face. What Sam was saying could not be true. She was mistaken. She had to be. She would never lie to him, but she could have misunderstood something.

“Could you at least open a portal for me so I can go back?” Sam asked. Her eyes glittered with betrayal.

David sighed. “All right, yeah.” She could go if she wanted. Who was he to stop her? He wished he had never invited her. Not because he didn’t want her company but because, obviously, she felt uncomfortable being here. He could have spared both of them this trouble. He glanced around, making sure no one was watching, before he opened a portal. “I’ll see you back at school.”

She stepped into it, but before it closed, she turned and looked out, past David toward the house. He wasn’t sure what she saw, but as the portal closed, he felt a soft, brushing movement past him. Shadows unfurled, and before the portal snapped shut, the figure took form. It bared sharp, gleaming teeth at David, then dove into the portal after Sam. Her back was turned. Perhaps she had not seen it coming after her.

“Sam!” David screamed. He tried to open the portal to bring her back, but he could only create a new one. Fine, then he’d go after her. Whatever that thing was, it meant nothing good. It would follow her to the Academy. A demon? A demi-demon, at least. His heart thundered. Maybe some of what she’d told him was true as much as he didn’t want to believe it.

He lifted his wand to open another portal to the Academy, but before he could, something grabbed him from behind. “Shhh, don’t speak a single word,” it hissed, slapping a slimy hand over David’s mouth. “Wouldn’t want anyone to hear you scream.”

David’s eyes opened wide. It wasn’t a full demon if it could use human words. He struggled against his attacker, but the person or creature or whatever the hell it was dragged him with little difficulty into the trees of the small woods between the gardens and the hunting grounds. Muscle hardened the creature’s body, and it was much taller than David.

The creature was not gentle. It hauled him through brambles that tore at his skin and clothes.

David fumbled for the knife at his side. Don’t do that, the creature ordered, and David realized the words echoed in his mind, in the creature’s voice. You cannot fight me. Sleep now. Welcome darkness.

David lost control. The darkness swept in and took him. His eyes slipped shut, and a heaviness bore down on him. He tried to fight it, tried to scream as the hand fell away from his mouth. His tongue felt like lead, and no sound escaped his mouth. He thought one word before he was gone.

Sam.

Whatever was happening to her, he hoped it was nothing like this.
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David awoke sometime later.

He did not know how long it had been since the creature grabbed him. It was still dark, but that didn’t tell him anything about the time. It could simply be it was always dark wherever this place was. And hot. He was sweating in the thick, sweltering air. Was he in Hell? He groaned. At least his vocal cords worked.

A throbbing at the back of his head trailed down his stiff, aching back. Slowly, he sat up. The scent of wet, fallen leaves surrounded him. He was lying on a bed of them. A canopy of trees spread above him. If the moon or stars appeared in the sky above, he would not know. The trees were too thick to see through.

Where the hell am I? he wondered. His clothes were torn. Dry blood crusted the scratches from the briars and thorns.

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, David took a better look around. He wasn’t on his father’s estate anymore. The trees here looked sick, the leaves beneath him black and slimy. The crack of a twig underfoot made him turn his head, his shoulders tense with alarm.

A small animal must have darted through the trees. Why an animal was in such a dead place, David did not know. This is the last place in the world I would want to hunt in, he thought. He peered further into the gloom and realized he was not alone.

The creature that had brought him here hunched a few paces away on the other side of a clearing, its back to David. It seemed to be eating something. Tearing and chewing sounds drifted from the creature, and the wind carried the scent of blood and decay.

David saw his chance. The demi-demon didn’t seem to know he was awake. It also had not stripped its captive of his weapons. He drew his knife and stood. He would need to be quick. As soon as he took one step, the demi-demon would sense him. The shadows curling around the creature’s body would lash out and take him. David evened his breathing, told himself not to panic, and launched with his knife extended.

He managed to plunge the blade into the creature’s shoulder. The demi-demon threw back its head and howled. As the knife entered its hardened flesh, one of the shadows attacked, hurling him across the clearing. He landed hard with the breath knocked out of him. Hell, that fucking hurt.

He tried to get to his feet, but the demi-demon had turned. Its shadows lurched out and bound him to the spot. David snagged his wand and spoke a spell to break the bindings, but as soon as they snapped, they formed again. He tried again and again. Between breaking, he launched spells to stun the approaching demi-demon back.

“Stay away!” he cried.

The demon halted. The shadows aiming for David retreated. What the hell? Was that simple command all it took?

Demi-demon? he wondered as he regarded the beast that had stopped in its tracks. Two small horns poked up from a mass of dark hair on its head. The curved claws and muscled, dark blue body said it definitely wasn’t human. Maybe the same sort of creature had followed Sam into the portal.

The demi-demon looked toward the canopy, its eyes rolling back in its head. To his horror and shock, the creature began to fade. Its body disintegrated into dust and floated away in the wind. A shrill scream filled the air. His command had not stopped the creature. Whatever had sent it here, whatever was controlling it, made it stop.

David got to his feet, breathing hard. He found his knife lying in the leaves where the creature had pulled it out and tossed it aside. At least he still had the creature’s blood on his blade to prove this happened. Someone could test it, maybe. Instead of wiping his blade, he tore off part of his shirt and wrapped the knife. His clothes were already ruined anyway.

“And now, I have to get the hell out of here.” As he collected himself, David thought of the people back at the manor. His mother and sister would wonder where he had gone to.

Right now, though, he had to find Sam. He opened a portal and told it to take him wherever Sam was. To his surprise, he stumbled out into the infirmary and found Sam was not in any danger, though she did look exhausted. She sat at the end of a bed that contained something grotesque and bloody. Magnus, Helena, Elijah, and even Oswald were with her. Jared hunched on a nearby bed, looking like he had seen into Hell. With all this demon shit going on, he might well have.

Sam sprang to her feet, taking in David’s disheveled appearance. “What the hell happened?”

Relief flooded his body. She was okay. Alive and unharmed. Thank the gods. “Sam! Oh, gods, you’re all right!”

“Of course I’m all right.”

David’s gaze flicked to the creature lying in the infirmary bed, then to Jared, who rocked back and forth. “That demon followed you through the portal. I tried to stop it, but I was attacked.” He glanced at the others. “I’m guessing you took care of it. What happened?”

“I’m guessing our story is longer than yours,” Helena mused. “You first.”
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David told his story, then Sam, Magnus, and Helena took turns explaining what had happened inside the marble. Elijah finished with his tale of finding the demi-demon’s corpse outside his room. During this time, Jared lifted his head and listened intently, growing more appalled as they spoke. Everyone else forgot he was there.

“How the hell could this have happened?” Helena wondered aloud, sinking onto the bed beside Jared, whose wide gaze was fastened to the demi-demon’s shriveled corpse.

“We were stretched thin and focused on the battle with the Cabal,” Sam reminded them. “The real work in Avadon could have been happening in the background. Maybe the Cabal was a distraction.”

Magnus bent over, shaking his head. “I feel like the stupidest fool who has ever existed.” He and Elijah shared a look of significance that Sam did not understand.

Sam wanted to ask Magnus what he meant and assure him he was not a fool, but Helena directed her gaze at her. “I think there’s a way we can test the origins of this thing.” She gestured at the demi-demon corpse. “With your mana.”

Sam’s brows went up. So did David’s. “How?” she asked.

“Mana flames are hot enough to cleanse any barriers or glamours, thus revealing the truth of objects and sometimes people and creatures,” Helena explained.

“So…I put my fire over this thing and hope it tells me something?”

Helena nodded.

“What if I burn it up, and we don’t even have evidence anymore?”

Helena shrugged. “Make sure you’re in control.”

“Yeah,” Sam murmured. “I’ll just not…lose it.” Tonight’s events were making her feel crazy. She had practiced using her mana a few times since the ordeal with the Cabal when she melted Kallus with her flames. However, she hadn’t used it in any formal training or fighting since.

She closed her eyes, focusing on the well within her, and pulled up the core of her being. The thing called mana that allowed her to use magic. Helena had taught her to see it as an extension of her body. A moment later, a blue flame ignited in her palm. She still had burn scars on both hands from the mana she’d used to defeat Kallus. The fire didn’t hurt her now, but it would if she used it for too long with a lot of force.

“More,” Helena urged in a low voice.

She summoned more flames and extended her hands over the demi-demon’s body. Magnus and Oswald bent forward to inspect the markings on the creature’s skin. Slowly, the corpse’s form revealed less demon and more human until a face appeared, peaceful in death. Magnus straightened with a sorrowful expression. “That’s what I thought.”

Winded, Sam withdrew her flames. “What?”

“The demonic features are not inherent,” Magnus explained. “Rather, they have been grafted onto the human form. This person was not a natural-born hybrid as I described earlier, but…” He trailed off, though Sam knew what he would have said.

“A human forced to become a demon,” Elijah finished. “What foul thing would perform such a deed?”

Sam pitied the poor human who had been used. Was this what Valen meant by turning a powerful human into a vessel? Was this person once a good wizard who had been forced into this body?

“Even a half-demon grafted into a human body requires massive amounts of magic to survive,” Oswald explained, speaking for the first time since they left his library. “Smaller sources, such as rituals or draining individual humans, would not suffice for a creature like this.”

“What, then?” Jared stood, his hungry, desperate expression demanding answers. “Did this creature start screaming because its magic was gone, and it couldn’t survive?”

“A viable theory,” Elijah agreed.

Realization washed over Oswald’s face. “One moment.” He opened the book that had transported him to the marble library over an hour ago. Moments later, he returned with a tome in hand. “While we were in there, I was thinking we might need this. I should have brought it along then.”

Everyone gathered around the old wizard except Jared, who hung back and eyed them warily.

Oswald opened the book. It was not a rune tome but similar to the ones he’d shown Sam before. Images sprang off the pages, floating to the edge and disappearing. Words mingled with the images in a language she could not decipher. Only Oswald seemed able to read them. “These images show a garden, once beautiful and alive, now corrupted and tainted.”

In the moving images, lush trees turned black, decaying and twisting into grotesque shapes. “Like Eden?” Sam asked. “What happened to it?”

Oswald’s gaze remained on the book. “It is a sad tale. One I do not like to tell.”

“Which makes it all the more important that you do,” Elijah stated.

Sam’s eyes grew heavy, but her curiosity about the book overwhelmed that feeling. She leaned forward, the images instilling a deep, primal fear within her. The half-demon lying on the bed was somehow connected to that garden. And the garden…well, it looked exactly like the dying trees in Rosemary’s woods.
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“The history of these images dates back to a time before the barrier between the demon and human worlds was established,” Oswald relayed in his best storyteller voice. Though he did not like telling this particular story, Sam knew he enjoyed having everyone’s attention while he shared a long-forgotten tale. “Long before any Heralds of Avadon existed, before Avadon itself was formed. Long before the Arcana Terra, the First Sun King, and the Raven Queen. Long before wars between humans began on earth.”

Oswald gestured at the trees in the book. “Demons, though they went by other names long ago, grew warped trees that bore fruit made of life energy and magic. They fed upon this after exhausting their private stock of slaves or victims.”

Sam swallowed, trying not to be sick.

“This garden is long gone,” Oswald pointed out. “At least from any human realm. It may be that a similar place now exists in Avadon. None of us can be sure since we haven’t been there.”

“And we don’t plan on it,” David inserted. Part of him still struggled to figure out where the demi-demon had taken him, though he doubted he’d gone far from the human world.

“If someone aims to create an army of partially demonic beings, these trees would provide the resources to sustain them and allow their numbers to grow,” Magnus posited.

Oswald nodded. “But they take a long time to grow, and the seeds are not easy to find. We can hope they have only begun this work, but I fear they have been at it for many years. Since the fall of the Order of the White Rose.” He paused and regarded Magnus. “Or before.”

“Who the hell could be responsible for this if the Cabal has been destroyed?” Sam asked, throwing her hands up.

Magnus and Elijah shared a look before the headmaster nodded, seeming to give Magnus permission to say something. “There is a matter Elijah and I have kept between us for some months now. Given current circumstances, it’s best we tell you.”

Sam waited intently. Elijah looked them all in the eyes before revealing, “Caimo deceived us. We thought Magnus had killed him, but when we went back into the tunnel after escaping the marble, we found the body was only a homunculus. The real Caimo was gone if he had ever been there at all.”

Sam’s breath hitched. No.

“Caimo must have had a backup plan in case the portal failed to open,” Elijah explained. “At the time, we couldn’t figure out what it was. It appears this secondary plan was to bring demons into this world by other means. First, as half-humans who could feed on mana, becoming strong enough to open portals for full demons to slip through from Avadon.”

Sam’s heart pounded.

“We also know that Caimo can’t do this alone. He’s had dark allies ever since he betrayed me,” Magnus stated. “Or perhaps longer. I don’t know how long Caimo was my friend and how long he stood behind me, ready to stab me in the back.”

“Except he stabbed you in the front instead,” Helena remarked.

Magnus closed his eyes as if he could rid his mind of the memory.

Sam buried her face in her hands, breathing hard. Why hadn’t they told her about this? Why the fuck am I always left in the dark? she wondered. How long would she go through life uncovering mysteries kept from her by people who called themselves her friends?

Magnus’ worried gaze met hers when she lifted her head. “I know how you must be feeling, Samantha. Elijah and I didn’t want to give out information that could be wrong or would instill unnecessary fear.”

“I deserved to know.” Sam’s voice shook. “That bastard is responsible for Lily’s death and a lot of other shit he needs to pay for. If he’s been alive this whole time, you should have told me. Then there’s the whole thing about wanting to turn me into a vessel. I should have known I was still in danger!” She had been stupid since the Cabal went down. She had dropped her guard. Bad things could have happened to her.

But they didn’t, she reminded herself. Until tonight, when the demi-demon followed her into David’s portal, she hadn’t been in any immediate danger.

A pained look entered Magnus’ eyes. “Believe me, Sam, I know.”

Sam rose, still indignant. “Now you’re telling me he’s not dead, and you’ve led me to believe he has been all this time?”

“Yes,” Elijah inserted firmly. “Because you are a student, Samantha, and we are your leaders.”

Sam stiffened.

“I know you don’t like the sound of that.” Helena met Sam’s gaze. “He’s right, though. I didn’t know either, but I’m not going to bitch about it. What’s done is done. We need to get to work and not fight among ourselves.”

Helena was always the first to bitch when left in the dark. She hated it more than Sam. Why was she acting like this?

Because she was right. They couldn’t afford to waste time fighting among themselves. It was what their enemies would want.

Sam sat down again, gripping her hands tightly together as if it would keep her from bursting. A hand rested on her shoulder, acting as both comfort and a warning not to lash out. A silent, “I understand you.” David tightened his grasp. At first, Sam wanted to shake him off. His words to her back at the manor house still stung. Yet another part of her knew he was feeling betrayed too. “We need to figure out the Cabal’s whereabouts,” he insisted. “That is, if it’s the Cabal we’re still looking for.”

On and on it went, never-ending. Sam’s head swam. She wanted to fall asleep and forget all this was happening. She also wanted to punch a wall.

“Perhaps not,” Elijah suggested. “As far as we know, the Cabal is finished. That doesn’t mean Avadon isn’t still alive and active. And Caimo…well, it seems he made deals with demons long ago. We are working hard to find him, but he has always been elusive.”

Helena stood and stretched. “None of us will be any good in a search without some sleep. Can we finish this in the morning?” Everyone agreed but Sam and David, who said nothing, only remained where they were in stony silence. Yet as the others began leaving the infirmary, weariness settled in Sam’s bones. Sleep wasn’t a bad idea.

Jared got up after Helena, Elijah, and Oswald had gone. “This is bullshit,” he barked as he stalked out.

Magnus hung back for a moment to regard Sam with distant sadness. “I’m sorry, Samantha.”

She didn’t reply, only looked at the floor with David’s hand still on her shoulder. Magnus left, and David released her. At last, she stood. Still not looking at him, she murmured, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“You too.”

David shoved his hands in his pockets, something he often did when he was nervous. “I’ll walk you back to your room?”

Sam glanced up. “Well, our rooms are right next to each other, so we might as well.” She smiled to show she intended to extend peace.

They walked the halls in silence. When they reached the double doors leading into their common room, David stopped in front of them. “I’m sorry for how things went earlier.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I got defensive. I should have believed you. It’s just…well, I know my father is a prick, but I find it hard to believe he’s dangerous. Not only because of him but because it means my mother and sister are in danger. Plus, what does my father consorting with demons say about me? I don’t want to be like him, yet I’m part of him.”

Sam put a hand on his shoulder and gazed into his eyes at the many emotions swimming there. “You’re not like him, David. You’re good and kind, and you’re fucking scared of demons.”

David chuckled. “I’m surprised I didn’t piss myself when one dragged me off to who the hell knows where. Hell, after all the shit I gave you, I don’t expect you to believe me.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “I believe you, and not only because you look like you’ve been hauled through shit.”

David grew sheepish, having forgotten about the state of his appearance.

“Because you’re my friend,” Sam added and sighed. “I regret not believing my friends before. Lily would have been better off if a friend had paid more attention to her.”

“Don’t bring up old regrets now, Sam. They won’t help you.” He tugged her arm and smiled. “By the way, you are a good friend. You tell your friends the truth even if they don’t want to hear it.”

“Let’s hope whatever is happening, your father was forced and didn’t do anything willingly.”

“I should go back there tomorrow and look into that room.”

“Won’t he know what you’re doing?”

“They won’t be there,” David replied. “They’re going on holiday tomorrow. I’d be alone at the estate.”

“Maybe I should go with you,” Sam offered.

David took her hand. “Stay here. You can let me know what everyone talks about while I’m gone.”

She lifted a wan smile. “Thanks for taking me to your house, even if it ended up being a shit show.”

He grinned. “Hey, you still look great.”

Sam glanced down, once again remembering she still wore the purple dress. “I’m ready to get this damn thing off and go to bed.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Sam slept long and hard. When she awoke, she hoped for a less eventful day than the last, though hope would never help. Her world had been turned upside down.

Things might get jumbled up again. To clear her mind, she decided to go for a run.

She met David in the practice fields shortly after dawn when a mist lay over the land, and it was not yet hot out, and a soft, cool breeze blew. The run would help them both get the blood flowing before the day began. They spoke little, keeping questions and ruminations about the previous night to themselves.

Sam pushed her thoughts aside to focus on the pumping of her legs, the burn in her muscles, and keeping her mouth closed so she could breathe the right way. She had done this growing up. Anytime she felt confused and lost, she ran. She never ran away, only long enough to loosen some of the tension in her body.

For once, she wanted to pretend nothing was going on. She could simply be Sam, and David could be David. They could be two friends going for a run.

All that faded when they returned to their common room. “I’m going to get ready and head home. I’ll be back later today,” David announced as he shucked off the shirt that stuck to his sweaty body.

Sam willed her eyes not to travel past his face so she wouldn’t stare too long at his toned chest. How the hell could he look so good after a run with sweat glistening on his body while she looked like a drowned dog, and not even a cute one?

“Be careful,” she told him as he bent over a water basin and splashed his face.

He looked up. “I will.”

“Hopefully, you won’t encounter any demi-demons,” Sam added.

“Or full demons.”

One of the bedroom doors into the common room opened, and Jared appeared, as grim as he had been the night before. He looked at David. “I’m going with you.”

David lowered the towel he had been drying his face with. “Jared, I don’t think you want to⁠—”

“I do,” Jared cut in. “I’m sick of this demon shit and of sitting around here all the time. This whole thing concerns me too. I want something to do.”

David and Sam shared a look. Sam shrugged. “Why not?”

“I don’t need her permission,” Jared growled, his gaze still on David.

What the hell was his problem? She had been nothing but nice to him.

David glanced at Sam, then told Jared, “Fine. Be ready in ten.”

“I’m ready now.”

David tossed the towel aside. “Well, clearly, I’m not.” He went into his room, calling, “And bring a wand. Hopefully, you won’t need it, but…” He didn’t finish his sentence.

You never know, Sam thought for him.

She jumped in the shower, and her mind traveled through all the possibilities David might encounter while investigating the manor. Don’t think about it now, she told herself. She had meetings with the others today to focus on. After showering and dressing, she headed down to the Star Hull, where she found Magnus, Helena, and to her surprise, Oswald.

The head librarian seldom left his chambers and certainly didn’t stay out. Had he ever eaten a meal in the Star Hull before today?

“Such marvelous waffles!” he exclaimed as she approached their table. Oswald had exchanged his evening robe and slippers for his normal librarian robes and a strange-looking hat that would have been perfect for a medieval bard. This was the first sign he’d joined them for the express purpose of telling more stories. The second sign was the book with him. The one about the garden they had discussed the night before.

“Morning, Sam,” Helena greeted her. “Sleep well?”

“Yes, actually. You?”

Helena shrugged. “Not really. I keep seeing demons in my dreams.” She glanced around. “David not come with you?”

Sam told them of David’s plans for the day. “Was that a good idea?” Helena wondered aloud.

“Someone had to go,” Magnus interrupted curtly.

She turned to him. “I’m still pissed at you and Elijah for what you kept from me, but I get why you did it. Thing is, moving forward, if you’re going to keep secrets, David and I are going to do whatever the hell we want. If that means investigating places, we’ll do it.”

Helena grinned. “She’s got a point, Magnus.”

Magnus met Sam’s gaze. “You’ve come far from the girl I met two years ago.”

“They grow fast, don’t they?” Helena observed wistfully.

By this point, Oswald had filled his plate with waffles and plopped down on the bench beside Magnus, who gave the librarian’s feast a rueful look. “Now, what were we saying about the book we were reading last night⁠—”

He didn’t get to finish. The doors to the Star Hull opened, and Romero and Iris strode in. No one was surprised to see Romero since he had been at the Academy for weeks now. On the other hand, Iris seldom had time to break away from Black Gate for a visit.

“Iris, good to see you,” Magnus remarked, his gaze flicking to Helena as if to ask, What’s she doing here?

Iris gave Magnus a curt nod and Sam a slight smile. She had never smiled at only Sam. She either ignored Oswald or didn’t notice him. He didn’t care, anyway. His full attention was on the waffles. To Helena, Iris gave no acknowledgment. Sam noticed Helena glancing at the woman then quickly away, taking great interest in her plate of smoked sausages.

“Iris has some news for us,” Romero stated.

Iris Tringest was as sleek and cat-like as ever, dressed in her finest fighting leathers with twin swords crossed over her back. There was never a moment the woman wasn’t ready for battle. Her dark coils of hair swaying down her back in several small braids. Her honey-brown eyes glinted as she explained what her brother had hinted to the others. “Romero has been sharing updates with me. I think I have an idea where Caimo is hiding out. None of you are going to like it.”
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The only people at David’s house were the servants cleaning up after the previous night’s events. “We thought you would be joining your parents and sister on their holiday, Mr. Hargrove,” the butler told him when he entered the manor house with Jared trailing him.

“I decided to stay behind.”

“Our apologies if we are in the way,” the butler remarked.

“No worries. My friend and I will be upstairs.”

The butler’s gaze flicked to Jared, curious about who he was. Jared gave him a tight-lipped smile. David brushed past the servants in the hall to the stairwell. Before they could go up, Jared stopped him. “Could you show me the spot in the garden where you were attacked first?” At least Jared had enough sense to keep his voice low.

David nodded. He had hoped to get in and out as fast as he could, but with all the servants around, he didn’t want to make a sudden disappearance. It seemed not many had noticed him leaving the night before. At least he had not stuck around long enough to receive a lecture from his father. Still, it was strange he had not heard from any of his family. His father hadn’t even bothered to send a scathing message condemning him for leaving the gala and bringing Sam along.

He led Jared through a back door into the garden, where a gardener trimming the hedges glanced up, then returned to his work. “There.” David pointed to the spot near the tree line. Jared approached the area and noticed the flattened ground leading into the woods.

“That thing dragged you into the woods, right?”

“Right,” David answered. “But when I woke up, I was in a different forest. At least, I think I was. Everything looked different.”

Without a word, Jared headed into the trees. David grumbled something under his breath, regretting having brought Jared along.

David knew Jared from school, of course, but not in any close sense. They had run in the same circles, often seeing one another at parties. Jared had been friends with Emma for a long time and knew most of David’s buddies. They had never hung out one-on-one before. Until now. A demon hunt really could bring two guys together, it seemed. David followed him and called, “What are you hoping to find anyway?”

Jared didn’t turn back to respond. “Answers.”

David got that. He understood why Jared might want some time away from the Academy, but his determination was so strong that David knew there was more to it. He sped up and circled in front of Jared, stopping him. “Come on. Tell me what’s going on.”

Jared’s jaw tightened. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

David put a hand out to keep him from walking. “Then you can go back.”

Jared sighed. “Fine, but can I tell you while we explore?”

“All right, yeah.” David moved to walk beside him.

“Late last year, my father disappeared,” Jared told him. “It didn’t mean anything at first. My father’s a drunk and goes off all the time. The thing is, he always comes back. He sobers up and becomes the man my mum and brother need. Well, this time, when he came back, he was different. Not only constantly-drunk different. He was awake all the time, didn’t eat, and looked like something was eating away at him. One night I got up to piss, and I could have sworn I saw him talking to himself in the mirror. Only the person in the mirror wasn’t him.”

Jared shuddered. “It was some deformed version of him, surrounded by those same shadows that attacked me at the nightclub. He’s gotten better since. At least, that’s what it looked like, but now I’m wondering if a demi-demon is tormenting him. Maybe the creature is doing a better job at hiding because I caught him.”

That was not the explanation David had expected. “Well, shit.”

“Yeah.” Jared halted and huffed a long breath. They had stopped in a clearing.

“Wait a second,” David murmured.

“What is it?” Jared asked.

“I’ve been here before.”

“Duh, you live here.”

“No, last night. This is the clearing I woke up in.”

“You said all the trees were dead. Maybe I’m seeing things, but everything looks healthy here.”

Jared was right.

David’s eyes widened. “Maybe I was inside a marble or a parallel world or some shit because this place was…”

“Dead?” Jared finished.

David nodded. “Yeah.”

Jared gestured back toward the house. “Let’s go in.”

Inside, fewer servants milled around. They headed to the second floor and the room Sam had mentioned. David had been in his father’s study many times, though not in recent years. He’d had no interest in it. As he neared the door, a chill came over him despite the day’s warmth and the open windows. He touched the knob. As Sam had described, it was cold as ice. He shuddered.

“What is it?” Jared asked. “Are you cold? Because I’m fucking cold.”

David didn’t answer. He drew his wand, signaling for Jared to do the same. After bracing himself, he opened the door. He peered into the dim room, confused. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

“What?” Eager to see, Jared pushed past him and stepped into the dusty room. “I don’t get it.” He shook his head. “This room is empty.”

A day ago

Iris hadn’t heard from her brother in a few days, and she was sick of sticking around Black Gate. She stood outside in the training yards watching two recruits spar with one of the seasoned trainers. She itched to get in there with them simply to have something to do.

She sensed Jack’s presence behind her and turned to eye him. “You don’t come outside much.”

“I don’t like the sun.”

Jack somehow pulled off the pasty-as-hell look. “What are you doing out here, then?” Iris inclined her head toward the trainees. “Come to watch the young sprouts get their arses beat?”

Jack narrowed his gaze. “We don’t share many similar interests, Iris.” Anytime he spoke her name, it was a low purr, almost a growl. “We also don’t share many skills, which is why I’ve come to ask you to do something.”

Iris rolled her eyes. “If this is about portals, Jack⁠—”

“You’re the only one who can trace them. Magnus, of all people, contacted me, asking if we could help with this demon nonsense. All I could think of was having you trace the portals. You can go to the dead wood in France. Trace it from there.”

Iris growled. “Magnus knows my skills. Why didn’t he ask me himself?”

Jack shrugged and squinted in the sun’s glare. “I wonder the same thing. I wonder why Helena hasn’t asked. Your brother has, though.”

“And you told him I was busy.”

“I told him you were staying away from the Academy for reasons of your own. Now, don’t let a falling-out between you and your friends prevent you from doing your job.” Jack turned to head back inside. “Go trace those demons. That’s an order.”

Iris set her jaw and clenched her fists. At least it would get her away from Black Gate. She knew it meant seeing Magnus and Helena again soon. She would deal with it then. There were more important things in the world than her feelings.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


This was not the room Sam had described to David. As Jared had said, the room was empty except for an oak wardrobe against the wall opposite the doorway. The stone table with the rune etched into it was gone. Even the curtains had been torn from the windows. This was done last night, he realized. Sam wouldn’t have lied.

“What the hell?” Jared blurted. “How is this supposed to help us?”

David didn’t answer. He stepped into the middle of the room, holding his wand aloft. Even without anything in the room, he saw signs of a struggle. Scuffs marked the floor, revealing someone had been dragged across the room. Little spots of blood trailed to one corner where a sheet hung over the wall. David moved it and found a door there. He frowned. Bookshelves had once stood before this wall, covering the door he’d never known about. Had his father?

A muffled sound from behind the door alerted him. “There’s someone in there!” Jared announced.

David spun toward him. “Shut up!”

Jared’s mouth snapped shut. Sorry, he mouthed.

David’s hand shook as he reached for the knob. It did not feel cold. Slowly, he turned it. The door swung open, and dust flew out. The muffled sound continued as if someone was trying to speak but couldn’t. “Hello?” he called as he stepped into the dark room. He spoke a spell to light his wand, and Jared did the same.

The light revealed three figures huddled together, their hands bound behind their backs. Bloodied cloth strips covered their mouths. Two appeared asleep. Both were female. The third was tied to a chair and rocked back and forth, trying to speak.

“Father?” David asked, alarmed. He rushed over. “What the hell are you doing in here?” He had never seen his father so scared. He glanced again at the unconscious women and felt sick. His mother and sister. Why were they here? Why hadn’t they gone on holiday? Worse, how long had they been here?

His father’s face was much gaunter and paler than it had been the night before. He looked like he hadn’t eaten in ages. An empty tin plate and cup sat at his feet. “Fucking hell,” David swore as he removed the gag from his father’s mouth.

Lord Hargrove gasped a word David could not make out. “He needs water,” Jared insisted.

“Go get some, and for them too,” David commanded.

Jared darted from the room as David bent to his mother and sister. They were not fully asleep, only dozing. A bandage wrapped his sister’s head. His mother stirred. Both of them looked much healthier than his father as if he had been here longer than them.

Jared soon returned with water and lifted it to Lord Hargrove’s lips while David cut away the bindings at his ankles and wrists. His mother and sister remained where they were with distant expressions. “Those two have been drugged,” Jared pointed out. “You talk to him. I’ll help them. I actually paid attention in my healer class.” For the first time since arriving, David was glad he had brought Jared along.

He faced his father. “What the hell is going on?”

The man finally spoke in a hoarse, broken voice. “Oh, David. I haven’t seen you in so long.”

David’s brows furrowed. “What are you talking about? I saw you last night.”

Lord Hargrove shook his head. “You saw your mother and sister last night but not me. They were brought in this morning. I have been locked in here for months.”
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“I went back to the woods at Lily’s grandmother’s place and traced the portals there,” Iris started. “Guess where they led? Right back to the catacombs the Cabal had been working out of as the Mindblades.”

Sam’s mouth dropped open.

Magnus nodded. “That falls in line with what we know of the Cabal’s work when they were posing as a renewed, twisted version of the Mindblades.”

Sam remembered the Mindblades as a group of good witches and wizards, a sort of magical law enforcement who lived in the human world. Colin Braise had taken over the group years ago when he was put in charge of finding suitable vessels for the Cabal. After his death, Valen Blackburn attempted to finish what he started. Sam remembered Valen’s end and how the Cabal morphed after that, eventually revealing Caimo had been their true leader all along.

Now, it seemed Caimo was still in operation but not as top dog of the Crimson Cabal. Instead, he was a bottom dog in league with demons. Sam wasn’t sure which scenario was worse, but she wanted Magnus to continue.

He stood, commanding everyone’s attention, including Elijah, who had walked in halfway through Iris’ account. “Helena and I searched Paris and the portal realm for any signs of Caimo after the battle against the Cabal,” Magnus stated.

“At the time, I didn’t know Caimo was still alive,” Helena inserted. “Thanks to Magnus keeping that to himself.”

So Helena was pissed about it. Sam felt less alone.

“I shouldn’t have,” Magnus remarked stiffly. “I can’t change that now, though. Initially, we found nothing, leading me to believe Caimo had fled or hidden in his own personal marble. I covered all of Paris and the grounds of Ravenwood nearly four times over, hoping to ensure Caimo hadn’t concealed himself within our territory. I didn’t find anything and was surprised to hear of the strange occurrences at Lily’s grandmother’s.”

“I thought that was strange too,” Iris spoke up. “That’s why I went there. Jack figured it was a good idea. I found evidence of portals and followed them into Paris. The ley line running under Rosemary’s goes directly to the catacombs.”

“So that’s where Caimo is hiding,” Sam realized. A rough laugh escaped her lips. “Back where all this shit began.”

“The magical community has known for many years that ley lines intersect beneath the catacombs,” Elijah spoke up. He gestured at Oswald. “Which makes the deep soil there fertile for growing things like trees that could bear fruit to sustain a demon.”

“Or a partial demon,” Magnus clarified.

“I thought the catacombs were gone,” Sam pressed.

“Not all of them,” Magnus told her. “There’s a long network of them. Most have been cut off from the public as a result of the earlier implosion, making it easier for whatever is down there to keep going.”

“So you’re trying to tell me Caimo and whoever else is down there right now…gardening?” Sam drawled.

“Doesn’t seem like a tried-and-true war method, does it?” Romero intoned.

“A literal sowing of bitter seeds,” Magnus added with a sigh. He looked at Iris. “Thank you for finding that out. You have made our search far easier.”

Iris nodded curtly. “The place has been meticulously cleaned. All traces of the previous battle were erased, even the fire damage. I noticed something else, too.”

All eyes turned to her. “There was clear evidence of sorcery at work, specifically a barrier not unlike the one that hides Ravenwood from human eyes.”

Sam wished she had been able to finish her breakfast before getting all this news. She took a long drink and commented, “So there’s a sorcerer, perhaps Caimo himself, down in the catacombs planting a garden. Waiting until he can open a portal to let demons into this world. Great.”

“At least we know where to find him now,” Helena proclaimed. She stood and met Iris’ eyes for the first time since the female Tringest twin showed up. “We should make our plans to go there.”

“It won’t be easy, I’m afraid,” Iris stressed. “Not only because of the barrier. The tunnels shift and move now. The layout is different every time. The catacombs I investigated are different than the ones Magnus described. The barrier must be infused with power to make them move around. There’s no clear direction to Caimo or to where the ley lines intersect. That is, unless we can find the ley lines themselves and hope those aren’t being moved around as well.”

“They aren’t,” Magnus insisted. “It’s impossible.”

Iris narrowed her eyes. “A lot of so-called impossible things have been happening lately.”

Magnus’ face paled.

Sam glanced across the table and noticed Oswald had finished his waffles. He stared back at her, his eyes twinkling. “Oswald has something to say,” she announced without breaking eye contact with the head librarian. “Spit it out, you wise old sage.”

Oswald opened his book. His storyteller's voice emerged strong. “So goes the old proverb, a poem, if you will. It goes like this:

That woeful being dares take on a fruitful form

Falls through worlds and storm

Devoured by darkness and decay

Sheds open a path, leading the way.”

He glanced up and met Sam’s gaze once more.

“I’ve never understood poetry,” Helena grumbled.

“I get it,” Sam exclaimed. “Caimo made a deal with a demon. He came through Avadon or wherever the deal happened. Now he’s in Paris, hiding and waiting, feeding until he can lead the demons into our world and…” She swallowed. “Destroy everything.”

Oswald snapped the book shut. “Precisely. Caimo is not the first to attempt it, but perhaps he can be the last.”

He was right. The poem had been written long before Caimo was even around. It was a prophecy. “However, it won’t be long before that woeful being can no longer hide their growing power,” Oswald added.

Sam stood. “Then what are we waiting for? We shouldn’t give them any more time to prepare. What’s stopping us from going to the catacombs right now?”

Iris’ eyes glinted. “She’s right. I already asked Jack to stand by and send reinforcements if we need them.”

“We can get ready now,” Sam added. No one objected, and as she left the room, she mumbled, “And hope David gets back in time.”
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David’s father needed more to drink before he could talk.

“Months ago, strange things began to happen. I was finding dead deer carcasses in the woods with no signs of hunters having trespassed onto our property,” he explained. David had moved him into a bedroom along with David’s mother and sister, who were more awake though still woozy. Jared attended them with a focus and tenderness David had not expected.

Lord Hargrove went on. “Plants started dying in the garden, and things were stolen from the house. I suspected some of the servants were taking things but found no evidence to support this. Then one night, unable to sleep, I went into my study. Everything seemed normal except for a stone table with strange markings all over it. I was astounded. How could something so large and heavy have appeared in my own home?

“Then a dark presence overtook me. I was attacked from behind, dragged into that room, chained up, and drugged. Every once in a while, I would wake to find bread and water. I never saw the face of my captor. Every time I awoke, I felt more of my life drained from me, and my arm was always bandaged. I don’t know what they took. My blood, perhaps. Then this morning, I found Eleanor and Lucy with me.” He shuddered. “David, I don’t know what is happening.”

David’s mind reeled. He told his father everything that had happened after the fall of the Crimson Cabal. “When did you say this happened?”

“Right after your graduation,” Lord Hargrove answered.

So this whole summer, the man who had been tormenting David was not his father but something playing his part. “Father, I think a demi-demon has been draining you of mana to use as a glamour. It’s been pretending to be you.” He sat on a chair beside his father’s bed. “Now, how the hell would a demi-demon get here?”

Lord Hargrove gulped. “There is a ley line running beneath our land. A pretty strong one. If a demi-demon needed magic to live, this would be a place to come.”

“And to turn into a full demon?” Jared posed. He gestured at Lord Hargrove, “He’d need to feed.”

A gasp echoed across the room. David turned to see his pale-faced mother blinking at her husband. “I-I was sleeping next to a demon?”

David nodded. “A half-demon, anyway.” Lucy looked horrified. A deep ache filled David’s chest. He should have been home more. He should have sensed this was happening and stopped it. How many other powerful people in England had been taken over by half-demons? What sort of malicious intervention was going on?

I should have been here. I should have protected them.

Lord Hargrove was a dick, but he hadn’t deserved this.

David swallowed as further realizations occurred. The demon dressed as his father had realized Sam had caught him and cleansed the room, taking all signs of the rituals except his captives. It had gone to its master, wherever he was hiding. He hoped the others back at Ravenwood had figured out more of the story. Now they only needed to put the pieces together.

And go fight these foul beings off, he thought, regretting not having trained more over the summer. David stood. “I’m getting all three of you out of here.”

Lord Hargrove shook his head. “I won’t leave my home!”

Eleanor wrung her hands. Lucy’s lower lip quivered.

“You have to,” David insisted. “I don’t know what you did, Father, but you got into this mess somehow. A demon wouldn’t have chosen you for no reason. You’re all coming with me back to Ravenwood Academy.” He met his father’s gaze. “Whether you like it or not.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


His master’s domain was a dim place with sparse furnishings and ancient runes along the stone floor and walls. The curtains drawn over the sole window kept the light out. Candles along a wall-mounted shelf flickered with dancing flames.

Caimo was disappointed he could not make his patron more comfortable here, but his offering would be enough for now. He hoped.

The demon’s back faced Caimo, his large, horned head bent over a pile of books littering a rickety wooden table. In the background, several old televisions played various news stations. The demon seemed not to hear the droning voices of the French newscasters. His master had requested the televisions as well as several radios, though Caimo did not know why.

The demon did not lift his head until Caimo circled in front of it, blocking some of the televisions from view. He extended one of three pieces of fruit to his patron. It was odd seeing the demon so weak. While his patron lurked in the human world, he was no better than a sickly child without the fruit.

After consuming the offering, the demon glanced past Caimo at the televisions and gestured roughly. “There have been riots all over the city.”

Caimo nodded. “Paris is full of them. Humans know how to throw a fit.”

The demon chuckled. “They’re like children.”

Caimo stiffened but said nothing.

The demon went on. “A shame we cannot break through their magical barriers. If only we could feast on human emotions as we once could.”

Caimo extended the second piece of fruit. The demon snatched it from him, consuming it faster than the first. “The trial harvest has gone well,” he commented, smacking his lips. “It is time to grow the true garden now.”

Caimo stilled. “The garden has already been grown.”

The demon shook his head. “The little plants you’ve been growing in the catacombs? No, that was only the test.”

Something in Caimo sank. Not his heart, since he wasn’t sure he had one of those anymore, but any expectation of progress.

The demon dug around in his seat and produced a pouch. He tossed it to Caimo, who caught it and opened it. He poured small, golden-colored seeds into his palm. “The test was simply to see if the garden could thrive in the human realm,” the demon explained. “Now that we know it can, we will cultivate the future race.”

Caimo’s veins rushed, the only sign of a blood-pumping organ in his chest. His excitement grew. “Where will we plant these?”

The demon kept his gaze on the televisions. “In those places the other half-demons have gone. The rich woods of the world where they have sucked life to grow something new.” He gestured at the seeds.

“There are others?” Caimo asked, surprised. He thought he was the only one.

The demon’s red eyes shot up to meet his. “You thought you were special, Caimo?” His mocking voice continued. “You thought you were the only one with a task? No. The other half-demons have been sent to torment humans who live on ley lines, mostly magic users.” He sighed. “However, I’m afraid we’ve run into some trouble there. One was killed by that Black Gate bitch last week. Two others have been discovered. One fled his station, while the other was stupid enough to attempt infiltrating the island alone. I made sure she died before she said anything.”

The demon spat. “Humans. So foolish sometimes.” He glanced at Caimo. “You won’t be so foolish, will you? You won’t fail me.”

“I won’t,” Caimo responded, his hand clenching around the seeds.

The demon laughed low in his throat. “The others should learn your blind devotion, Caimo.”

Blind devotion? No, that couldn’t be it. Caimo had a reason. He had always had a reason. Why couldn’t he remember it now? Why couldn’t he recall the reason he’d made a deal with a demon, to begin with? All he knew was an insatiable rage and a hunger gnawing at every part of him.

“You will serve as my guardian while I grow stronger here,” the demon ordered. “Do you understand?”

Caimo nodded.

“You will protect me until I have the power I need.”

“Yes.” He slipped into a deep bow without thinking. He became aware that all his movements since entering the room, from walking to the demon’s chair to giving him the fruit and receiving the seeds, had not been his own. His patron made them for him. His heart rate increased.

“Ah, don’t get worked up now,” the demon murmured. Caimo felt his heart slow. Fear curled around him like a cold vice.

“I will defend you with my life,” Caimo stated. He did not know if the words were his or if he had been forced to say them.

Whatever the case, the demon smiled, revealing rows of sharp teeth that had lengthened since eating the fruit. “I know you will.”

Caimo’s arm moved with no input from him to extend the third piece of fruit to his master. The demon considered it for a long moment before taking it. His claws were already bursting the fruit apart before it touched his lips. “What a sweet taste,” the demon muttered. “Almost as good as the blood of humans.”

His teeth tore into the fruit. Blue stained his mouth, dripping from the corners of his lips. Caimo could only watch in equal parts awe and horror. Now, he couldn’t even remember when or why he had come into this room. “You are troubled because you cannot put together your memories,” the demon observed.

Caimo nodded.

The demon handed several pieces of paper to him. “Look at those faces. Do you know who they are?”

Caimo examined the photographs, clearly taken in secret. One was a young woman with long, dark hair and a strong build. The second was a young man, also well-built with curls. Another was of a tall, older woman, strong and dark-skinned, dressed in fighting leathers. A fourth showed two people. A man and a woman, both dark-skinned and grim-faced. They could have been brother and sister. Twins, perhaps.

The last photo was a clean-shaven man with blue eyes and dark hair. Caimo knew that face. He should have known the name. He recognized all their faces, though some twinged stronger feelings than others, as though he were close to them.

“Who are they?” he asked.

“Your enemies. They are the ones you will kill,” the demon answered.

He could only wonder why. Would the Caimo who had not made a deal with demons do this? It didn’t matter. He had made the deal, which spoke to the sort of man he was. He tossed the photos away.

The demon smiled. “Come closer, Caimo.”

Caimo did, though he wasn’t sure if he acted purposely. Before he knew what was happening, the demon inserted a needle into his arm, plunging so hard and deep that Caimo screamed. He felt as though his body was tearing apart from the inside. Darkness swam across his vision.

Distantly, the demon laughed. “Now you have the essence of Avadon in your body. It will make you stronger. You’re the killer you need to be.”

Caimo could not see. After a while, the pain abated to a dull ache in every part of his body. His lips spoke two words. “Yes, master.”

He did not see the demon smile, but he could feel it. “Good. Now go.”

Caimo turned and walked from the room, not knowing where the demon wanted him to go. It didn’t matter. The demon controlled everything. Caimo would end up exactly where he was meant to be.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


As Sam stepped into the hall, a portal opened, and not one but five people stumbled out. “What the hell?” she gasped at the sight of Jared leading an adult woman and a teenager. David emerged with his arm around a disheveled Lord Hargrove, who looked like someone had punched him several times in the face. Lucky whoever got to do that, Sam thought before her mind diverted to the more pressing question.

Why had David brought his family to the Academy?

The last she knew, Lord Hargrove detested both the school and his son for going.

David gave her a look that said he’d explain later.

He’d better! He had brought Lord Hargrove, now known for consorting with demons, into the castle. She didn’t mind seeing Eleanor and Lucy again, especially considering the scratches and bruises on their faces. What the hell happened?

“Help me get them somewhere they can rest,” David urged her. “After that, we’ll explain.” He inclined his head toward Jared. Now Sam really wished she had gone with them.

“We don’t have much time,” Sam told him. “We’re off to the…” She trailed off as Lord Hargrove raised his head, and his hollow eyes met hers. Something about him was not the same as the Lord Hargrove she had met the night before. Almost like this was an entirely different person. “Well, there’s lots to tell you, too,” Sam finished.

She returned to the Star Hull to tell the others to stay. “David’s back, and he has news.”

The others shared curious glances, and Iris remarked, “It had better be good. We can’t waste any more time.”

Sam agreed. Quickly, she helped David and Jared bring Lord Hargrove, Eleanor, and Lucy to the infirmary, where a healer would tend to them until further notice. After they were settled and David called for some food from the kitchens, Sam warded the lock outside their room. “Just in case,” she told David. “Since I have no damn clue why you brought them here.”

“I’ll explain everything. What were you saying about going somewhere? Where are we going?”

Sam beckoned. “This way.”

Jared slipped from the room where he’d helped Lucy into bed and followed them. “I’m coming too.”

Sam hesitated, half-inclined to tell him to stay behind and out of the way, but she bit her tongue and led them to the main floor. The others still waited in the Star Hull, some looking more impatient than others. David told them what had happened at Hargrove Manor and all he had discovered about his father and the demons who had invaded their home. “Half-demons, we think. We’re not totally sure,” he explained. “My father’s description leads me to believe they were at least partially human, though.”

What Sam had thought was a grave situation before was now dark indeed. Quickly, Iris summarized what they’d discussed while David and Jared were away. “Now we’re off to the catacombs to investigate and, hopefully, kick some arse.”

“We haven’t discussed how we’re going to get in,” Elijah reminded them. “There might be traps at several entrances. Or they might change while we’re trying to go through. We have to be prepared for delays and obstacles. Even marbles.”

“I thought of that,” Magnus announced, nodding. “If Caimo is behind this, and we have good reason to believe he is, we can expect all sorts of clever traps designed specifically for us.”

“He could only do that if he knew we were coming,” Sam pointed out.

Magnus met her gaze. “He might. Ley lines run under Rosemary’s summer land and the Hargroves’ estate, but that is not the only reason Caimo could have gone there.”

“Ley lines?” Sam echoed. Of course. Rosemary had always been protective of her land for many reasons. One of them was the magic beneath her woods, the magic she protected.

“He’s looking for us,” David realized. “He’s gone to places he thought we might be.”

Sam shook her head in disbelief. “How would Caimo know I visit Rosemary?”

“No doubt he knows you’re connected to Lily,” Helena reminded her. “And if he’s back in the catacombs, he probably has spies all over Paris.”

Sam shuddered, thinking of all she’d done in the city during the summer before going to the French countryside. How much had been watched by unwanted eyes?

Magnus nodded. “He wants vengeance for what we did to the Cabal. He’s run out of allies. That is the non-demon sort of ally. He’ll want us to pay for that.”

“I’ll melt his flesh like I did to Kallus,” Sam gritted out, her hands balled into fists.

“Kallus didn’t have demon blood,” Magnus reminded her.

“And you think Caimo does?” Helena spoke up.

Magnus’ face darkened. “Perhaps. Something is making him more powerful than he ever was before.”

Sam gulped. “Or maybe demons have helped him all along. From the time he stabbed you in the back onward, or even before then.”

“He actually stabbed me in the front,” Magnus reminded her, sighing. “But that doesn’t matter right now.” He turned to Iris and Romero. “You two should go ahead and scout an entrance to the catacombs. We’ll catch up when we’ve finished preparing.”

At first, Iris bristled at Magnus’ commands. Romero’s firm hand on her shoulder convinced her to bite her tongue. “We’ll go now,” Romero promised. He and Iris rose and left the room.

Elijah spoke next, turning to Oswald. “I will go with them into Paris, which means I am leaving the security of the castle up to you. No one knows this castle better. If it is breached, you will be the first to sense it. Contact me immediately if that happens.”

Oswald nodded gravely. “I’m honored to accept such a task.”

Sam wondered if Oswald, as old and scattered as he sometimes seemed, should be left in charge of the castle. Elijah was right, though. No one knew the place as well as Oswald. He was an inner mechanism of the castle, or the castle was an extension of him. Either way, they were one or something like that.

Oswald picked up his book, snapped it shut, and shuffled from the room, leaving the rest to stare at each other.

“And the rest of us?” David asked. “We should get our weapons ready, right?”

“I’m coming with you,” a voice announced from near the doors. Almost everyone had forgotten about Jared again. Sam half-turned, ready to shake her head and tell him he’d only be in the way, but Magnus spoke first.

“You are not trained for the sort of combat we are going into, Mr. Valo. You are better off staying be⁠—”

“I’m going with you,” Jared snarled. “I have as much right as any of you to find out the truth.”

“And you will,” Helena cut in. “No one said you didn’t have a right, but you’re not going to find out if you’re dead because you haven’t had the right training.”

Jared paled as she stood.

“If you still feel this way when we get back, I’ll give you personal one-on-one training.” Helena gestured at Sam and David. “And you can start going on runs with them in the morning.”

Sam stiffened, not a fan of having company during her one-on-one time with David, but she didn’t say anything.

Jared hung his head and muttered something none of them could hear. Magnus approached and laid a hand on his shoulder to comfort him. “Go to Oswald. He will show you around the castle and teach you about its defenses. If you’re so interested in learning combat, he can show you some helpful rune tomes. David says you’re inclined toward healing. The rest of us will need that on our missions someday, though I’m afraid today is not that day.”

Jared looked disappointed as he nodded and left the room without another word. Helena clapped her hands. “All right, enough standing around. We’ve got shit to do.” She and Magnus left, and Sam lingered behind with David, despite agreeing with Helena that they should be going.

“I’m glad you’re all right,” she told him. “And I’m glad your father wasn’t willingly consorting with demons.”

David chuckled as he dragged a hand through his hair. “Yeah, always a good day when you find out your father isn’t actually evil deep down. They’re going to stay here while we’re gone, and⁠—”

“You don’t have to explain yourself any further.” Sam laid a hand on his arm and nodded toward the hallway. “Let’s get ready.”
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“You know,” Romero drawled as he strapped knives across his chest and buckled a belt holding even more blades around his waist. “You don’t have to hate Magnus because he’s the one giving orders.”

Iris straightened and slung a bow and quiver of arrows across her back. “I don’t hate him.” Dislike would have been closer, but even that was too strong. She was simply annoyed.

“But you hate receiving orders from him.”

Iris kept her back to her brother, but Romero could picture her face. Still eyes, tightened jaw, and chin tilted up. She turned to him. “I would rather receive orders from Jack.”

Romero lifted a brow. “Why? Because Jack isn’t in love with Helena?”

Iris slid a knife into a small sheath at her belt with a snap, the movement swift and sharp. “We’re not talking about this anymore.”

Romero shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He donned a lightweight cloak enchanted to make his movements swifter and easier. Iris slid on a jacket instead of a cloak, looking like a panther-turned-human. “Ready?” Romero asked.

Iris nodded and opened a portal. “Let’s catch some mice in the dark.”

Romero chuckled. “More like rats. Paris is full of them.”

“Well, it isn’t exactly the city we wanted to grow up in.” They stepped into the portal and vanished from the armory at Ravenwood Academy. When they emerged, it was dim and cold. The sound of rushing water drifted nearby. And the smell…

Gods, the smell.

They were in the sewer, or at least some part of the sewer system running under the city. Part of a river ran through here as well, making it impossible to differentiate between river and waste water. Not that it mattered. The river itself was seldom clean.

This was the only place to portal into without human eyes seeing them. Now they only needed Iris to find an opening into the catacombs without getting blown to bits. She had earlier described the sorts of traps that might be laid down here. And if Caimo thought they were coming, the traps would be numerous and designed to specifically catch them.

That godsdamned bastard. As much as Romero didn’t want to be crawling through sewers and catacombs today, he looked forward to seeing Caimo again merely so he could smash his face into a…

“Romero,” Iris hissed, her voice breaking through his thoughts. “Did you hear me?”

“Sorry, the water is so loud down here.”

Iris’ look said she knew he was lying. “Focus,” she told him. “Stay behind me until I know there aren’t any traps left.”

Romero preferred an open battlefield with the sky far above for a reason. It didn’t help that he was taller than anyone else on this mission and had to duck at various intervals while traversing the tunnels. He knew several ways to reach the catacombs. The easiest had been blocked off in the cave implosion the first time Magnus and Sam came here to face the Cabal. Back when the only face of that cult was a young man named Colin Braise. Ironic since Colin had worn a mask the whole time. What was it with cults that used dark magic and hiding?

Even they know deep down that what they’re doing is wrong, Romero thought.

That opening wasn’t an option, so Iris crouched and tiptoed through the tunnels, using only the dimmest light of her wand to guide the way. Best they not give themselves away. “I would portal us in, but the wards are too strong,” Iris noted, keeping her voice low and her body lower. She straightened, and Romero swore he heard a rat or something skittering off somewhere. “I can get through them, but not without bringing a horde of revenants or whatever he’s got down there onto us.”

She was right. It was better to wait for the others to arrive. Too bad Romero was getting impatient.

Cold sewer water sloshed around his boots. The smell was putrid, and he realized it wasn’t only the city waste causing it. “Iris,” he murmured. “I don’t think we’re alone.”

“Yeah, no shit,” she whispered back, turning to him. The tip of her wand lit her face and the looming shadows behind her. The darkness in the tunnels wouldn’t have bothered Romero if they had not taken shape. If it wasn’t a tentacle of shadow reaching across the water and snatching Iris around the waist. She screamed as it dragged her headlong into the water.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Magnus peered into his armory at a plethora of weapons, many of which he had not used since his days in the Order of the White Rose. He had been much younger then, his body more capable of swinging large swords and spears. Those weapons leaned hidden against the back wall, dull and unusable.

He reached instead for his fighting leathers, a vest, trousers, and boots made for this purpose. He would not wear armor. The enchantments in his clothing would keep him warm and agile, maintaining the flow of his magic. They had been gifts from Helena a year after she rescued him from certain death. She had always been skilled in making such items. Somehow, they still fit. The enchantments must help with that too. Magnus definitely weighed a good deal more than he had twenty years ago.

He put on one piece at a time until he was fully covered, even his hands inside leather gloves enchanted to channel magic from his body into his staff or wand. He fastened a lightweight cloak last to cover his shoulders. It would not be warm in those tunnels.

Someone knocked at his door, and Magnus turned as it opened to Helena in her own fighting clothes. Blacks and grays covered her from head to toe, down to her shiny boots. “Are those new?” Magnus asked, glancing at her footwear with a small smile.

She smiled back. “It’s all new. During the spring, when I wasn’t teaching classes, I made new clothes. I had hoped I wouldn’t need them again.” She glanced at his attire. “Perhaps I should have done the same for you.”

“Don’t worry about me, Helena.” He had spoken those words many times in the past two decades. He owed her after she saved his life and didn’t want her to feel like she had to save him again.

Helena didn’t respond. She leaned against the door and waited for him to finish gathering his things. Magnus selected knives and crystals, little things here and there to help with whatever came their way. Helena couldn’t name half the contraptions he gathered, but she knew what the last one was. Magnus used a spell to shrink and conceal an old tome in his cloak. Helena lifted a brow. “You know, most wizards don’t head into a fight carrying their favorite book.”

Magnus’ lips twitched into a grin. “I’m not like most wizards.”

Helena rolled her eyes and repeated him in a higher tone. “‘I’m not like most wizards.’”

Magnus approached her. “I didn’t know you still acted like a child.” His grin told her he meant it in jest. “It’s a shame you couldn’t spend more of your summer reading.”

He reached for the door to open it so they could go, but she put a hand on his arm, stopping him. She made him look into her eyes. “Are you sure about this, Magnus?”

His brows furrowed. “You heard what Iris said about the catacombs. It’s the best place for us to investigate.”

Helena shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. Are you sure you should be facing Caimo again after everything? I’m afraid you won’t be able to think straight or…fight the best you can.”

Magnus gripped her shoulder. He was only a few inches taller. “I will be fine, Helena. You can trust me.”

Trust. Once, it had been a difficult word for her to digest after all that happened to her sister and Lily. Helena had trusted certain friends at Black Gate who’d turned around and betrayed her. They had all been betrayed in one way or another. “I do trust you,” she managed at last. “Not only because you owe me after I saved your arse all those years ago.” She winked, but Magnus remained serious.

“Thank you, Helena, for doing that.”

She had saved him when she didn’t know him, when she only knew he was on the brink of death. She would save him again and again now that she knew him. Without a shred of hesitation, she would jump in front of him to save his life. It was why she hadn’t been able to give Iris what she wanted. She knew that now. She swallowed rising emotions and thumped Magnus’ arm. “Let’s go find those young ones.”
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David Hargrove had always enjoyed the hunt.

When he was eight years old, his father took him on his first deer hunt. In the crisp morning air, with a thin layer of mist laying over the land like a blanket, they had entered the forest armed with bow and arrow. His father had taught David how to hunt without magic, telling him there might come a day when he could not rely on the production of mana in his body. To David, that now seemed like relying on blood in his veins without a pumping heart.

He was almost twenty-four and not going on deer hunts anymore. He thought of his family upstairs, sealed away in a room until he got back. He’d deal with his father later. He was glad to learn Lord Hargrove wasn’t consorting with demons, but they had a lot of other things to talk about. Perhaps this experience with evil would finally convince Lord Hargrove what David had been doing at Ravenwood Academy was worth it.

David had never imagined himself here at the castle after graduation, dressing to sneak through catacombs with his best friend and his other allies to search for demi-demons and warped trees. Then again, he had never known what to expect in his life. Until two years ago, he didn’t have a purpose. Then Samantha Tempestade walked into his life.

He snatched his bow, having already donned an enchanted leather jacket and boots to enhance his innate abilities. He grabbed the quiver of arrows Romero had helped him make and headed into the common room.

Sam stood before a mirror, adjusting her jacket. She turned, and David noted the slight flush as her dark eyes scrutinized him. “You look good,” she commented, at last meeting his eyes.

“So do you.” She was tall and able-bodied. One glance at her said she had been through hard, consistent training. The experience of the last two years was written all over her body. Not so much in scars, although she had some of those too. It was the way she angled her head when she walked into a room, surveying everything in a few glances before she made any decisions. It was her brisk gait and how she always needed her hands somewhere, not simply resting at her sides. She’d cross her arms or rest a hand on the hilt of a dagger instead.

David’s gaze moved to the purple flame necklace at her throat. It looked darker than normal, but that might have been because of the light. Rain drizzled down the windowpanes. The sky was overcast outside.

Sam sighed. “I wish I had something like that to wear.” She gestured at his enchanted jacket. David was about to remark on the special suit Helena had made for her a while ago when Helena’s voice reached them as she and Magnus entered the common room.

“Call me your genie in a bottle, Sam. I may have exactly that for you.”

Sam turned in surprise. Helena’s shining eyes met hers as she offered the dark leather jacket in her arms. Sam slid it on. “Wow, it’s lighter than I thought.”

“Like wearing another layer of skin,” Helena remarked. “You’ll hardly notice it. And these too.” She handed Sam a pair of gauntlets. They looked like cloth until she slid them on and tied them into place. Then they took shape, turning silver as they hardened against her skin.

Helena winked. “Mana gauntlets. I’ve been working on them for several weeks. They will help you control your flames when you summon them.” Helena tapped the silver around her own wrists. “They’re pretty much the same as mine.”

Sam had seen Helena’s gauntlets many times but had no clue they were used to control the black mana swords Helena commanded.

“You’ll find a few surprises inside them, too,” Helena added. “I planned to wait and give you these on your first day of senior year, but I figured you would get more use out of them in the catacombs.”

As usual, Helena was right.

“We will portal off the island from the Ravenwood,” Magnus told them, turning to lead the way out of the castle. David walked at Magnus’ side while Sam drew back with Helena.

“Now might not be the right time to ask this,” Sam remarked in a low voice, “but what the hell is going on between you, Magnus, and Iris?”

Helena’s jaw tightened. “Be careful, Sam.”

Sam shrugged. “Iris is always prickly, but she was even more so when Magnus started ordering her around. And she wouldn’t even look at you, Helena.”

“I know,” Helena snipped back. She sighed and added, “It’s a long, complicated story, and even I don’t know everything about it.” She paused, looking ahead to make sure Magnus wasn’t listening. Whatever conversation he and David shared kept him from glancing back to see if the others were keeping up.

“Iris and I have been friends since she came to Black Gate. Growing up, we always felt closer than friends, but not like sisters. We didn’t bicker the way siblings do. We didn’t do anything about it until after we defeated the Cabal. Then we went for drinks and…talked.”

Sam’s brows shot up. “Just drinks, or…”

“Just drinks,” Helena replied firmly.

“I didn’t know you were…” Sam trailed off again.

Helena grinned. “Into men and women. Well, now you know.”

“And Iris?” Sam asked.

Helena shrugged. “You’d have to ask her. All I know is she never explored romantic relationships when we were younger. She poured her time and energy into training.” She snorted. “Hell, Sam, I even gave Iris my mother’s ring for safekeeping. As a promise that one day we’d…sort things out and figure out what we were. She still wears it but won’t talk to me. Won’t fucking look at me. And here I thought men were the confusing ones.”

“I think you’re the one confusing her,” Sam returned, earning a glare from her older friend. Sam wanted to reroute the story back to the beginning. “So, you two talked about apparently not enough.”

Helena nodded. “Then Magnus asked me to spend the summer with him in Paris. I thought it was a friends thing. Really, he did too. Next thing we knew, we enjoyed being around each other all the time. I tried to get Iris to join us, but she was suddenly busy at Black Gate. She went back after the Cabal ordeal, and I hardly saw her. She came to visit the Academy in the spring, sending word ahead to ask me to go on holiday with her. When she arrived, I suppose she thought Magnus and I were too close for her comfort.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Gods, Helena, this is what it’s all about? A fucking love triangle? I figured at your age, you’d be done with such nonsense.”

Helena jabbed Sam in the ribs. “Keep it down, would you? And don’t go on about my age. I didn’t have time for that shit when I was your age.” She gestured toward Magnus and David. “You know what, Sam? I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I’m going to now. All of us have our bets on when you and David are finally going to get together. Or at least kiss or some shit. It’s killing all of us to watch it happen.”

“We haven’t had time,” Sam objected, her cheeks flaming.

“You’ve had more time than the rest of us.” Helena winked and poked her again. “Tell the boy you like him already. I want to win the bet.”

Sam was about to demand what the bets were when they arrived at the clearing in the forest, and Magnus and David turned. Sam and Helena snapped their mouths shut as Magnus narrowed his eyes. “What have you two been chatting about?”

“Oh, nothing,” Helena returned lightly.

Sam willed the flush in her cheeks to leave as she cleared her throat. “Nothing at all.”

Magnus didn’t look convinced, but Elijah arrived before he could say anything else. “Good, you’re all here. Are we ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Sam muttered, doing her best not to look at David for fear that he had overhead her and Helena.

“Excellent,” Elijah returned. “I’m not looking forward to this, but it’s got to be done. Let’s hope Iris and Romero have found the way in and are waiting for us.” He opened a portal, and one by one, they went through.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Iris’ screams rang out as she was dragged beneath the surface of the water. The tunnels went pitch black. Romero’s heart thundered as he gathered his courage and dove into the water. It was pretty fucking cold.

He locked his teeth together and swam down. The water wasn’t only icy as winter but black. So black and full of shit. Literal shit. This was not the way he thought their mission would go. He preferred the stench of a battlefield littered with corpses to this, especially with his sister…

Diving didn’t help much. The shadows plunged deep, tugging Iris with them. Romero flung himself to the surface, gulping in unpleasant air. The shadow tentacle flashed from the water, and he took his chance. He zinged out a spell from his wand and cut off one end. It thrashed as if a limb had broken off. More tentacles appeared.

Romero flung spell after spell. He blasted light into the water, igniting it enough to see Iris had been dragged to the surface again. Her screams had died out. He hoped she was only unconscious, nothing worse.

Oh gods, it couldn’t end like this for either of them. “Give her back!” he bellowed, his voice echoing off the stones. He wondered if anyone above had heard the commotion. A shadow tentacle thrashed up and plunged into the overhead stone. It cracked. Hell, that thing could bring the tunnel down on them. Then it wouldn’t matter if they ever found an entrance to the catacombs. They wouldn’t be able to get there.

Romero realized he couldn’t keep fighting shadows. They were coming from somewhere. There! He spotted movement on the other side of the river of sewage water pressed against the slick stone walls. Gleaming red eyes peered out at him. He blasted spells across the water, ricocheting off the waves the tentacles created and into the creature. Whatever it was batted them aside with one shadow after another. The fight would have discouraged Romero if it weren’t for the fact that knocking away spells meant the creature lost focus on Iris.

He kept going and lunged across the water, opening a portal to land beside the creature. His portals had never been as good as his sister’s, but they did the job. When he reappeared, he swiftly raised a dagger. The shadows were faster. One caught his wrist, pinning it in midair so he could not lower his weapon.

Good thing Romero had meant for that to happen.

The creature holding Iris didn’t see his second knife flashing down and forward, directly into its gut. He wrenched it sideways, and black blood poured forth, covering his hand. Panting hard, Romero pulled the blade free and cut away the shadow around his wrist. “I told you to let her go.” And so it had. The shadows loosened around Iris and stopped suspending her in midair. She fell into the water.

Gritting his teeth, Romero dove in.

The water remained icy and black, and he couldn’t speak a spell to give him light. He reached until he felt a body. He hoped it was Iris and not something else. He locked his arms around her waist and swam up with the remaining energy he could muster. Hell, this was taking it out of him. He broke the surface and gulped down air as he made for the stone floor and hauled Iris from the water. “Come on, wake up.”

Iris lay still, eyes closed and body drenched. “If you don’t fucking wake up now…” Romero swore. He laid his wand over her chest and spoke a spell. Light jolted into her, heading for her heart. Iris’ body convulsed, and she began coughing violently. She had swallowed far too much water. She coughed until she couldn’t anymore, then she hurled her guts onto the stone. When at last she finished and sat there, shivering and spent, she faced her brother.

“Fine. Your debt to me is paid. Thanks for saving my arse.”

Romero gave her a relieved smile. Alive. She was alive.

“Was that a fucking demon?” Iris demanded between coughs.

He turned toward the creature he’d killed. He had left it slumped on the floor with black blood pouring from it. “Whatever it was, it came straight from Hell.”

Hell had another name, and Iris rasped it out. “Avadon.”

A feeling that many more like it existed in these tunnels sank into them with no small amount of dread. And so close to the humans, too. However, the catacombs weren’t the only dangerous place. Romero hauled Iris up.

As he did, a portal at the far end of the tunnel opened, and five figures in dark clothing appeared, their wands held aloft with soft light glowing to show the path forward.
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Sam stopped short at the sight of Romero and Iris soaked to the skin. Her gaze flitted across the stream of sewage water to the other side of the tunnel, and the source of a horrid smell filling the air. A dead demi-demon lay there, its blood spilling into the water.

Looks like they decided to take a bath first, Sam thought, then turned to the twins to make sure they were okay. They appeared winded, and Iris clutched her side, where blood seeped through her clothes. Helena pushed past Sam and David to her friend. “What happened?”

Elijah approached them, standing in front of Sam so she couldn’t see the twins. “Have you found a way in yet?”

Iris’ low murmurs told Helena what had happened, but Sam didn’t hear.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’ve been preoccupied.” Romero ground out. “The half-demons aren’t only in the catacombs. One must have gotten out.” He pointed to the body. “I haven’t had time to examine it yet except for when I put my knife in its guts.”

Sam and David picked their way across the water at a shallower area where it only touched their calves. She bent over the body, taking in the black blood and the awful smell. The beast’s features were warped and gray as if the life had been leeched from it before Romero’s wrath met it in the belly with a blade. The blank eyes were red. Hands with unusually long fingers curved into claws at the end.

How the hell had it gotten here?

“I’m guessing it was easy to kill because it’s roaming the human world without sustenance,” Romero offered from the other side of the tunnel.

“But it still managed to live,” David observed. “Which means there really is something in the catacombs.”

“We can’t leave that here.” Helena gestured at the demi-demon’s body. “Humans probably won’t come down here anytime soon, but you never know. Anything like that turning up in this world has to be removed.”

“How?” David asked. “We can’t dump it in the water.”

Helena nodded at Sam. “Her.”

Sam’s eyes widened a fraction. “How do you expect me to—oh.” She glanced at the gauntlets designed to help her control her flames “You want me to burn it.”

Helena gave a curt nod. “It worked for getting rid of Kallus.”

Though Kallus had not been a demon or even a half-demon, he had been alive when Sam overpowered him with her mana flames. This might go easier with the creature already dead. She hesitated only a moment. She didn’t want to use up any energy she might need later. After drawing a deep breath, Sam summoned her flames. They rose to the surface of her skin and sparked from her palms. At first, one big flame went up, then out. Control, she told herself. She didn’t want to burn them all out of here.

She tried again, this time focusing on channeling the flames through her gauntlets. One small flame appeared, then another. She spread her hands over the decaying demi-demon. The blue flames danced along its body until it began to melt. Soon, the smell of burning flesh filled the tunnel, and Sam nearly retched. She kept herself together, and the body faded to ash.

“Good.” Helena turned to Iris, who she had just healed. “Let’s find our way in.”

Romero spoke up. “Actually, I think I found it when I pulled Iris out of the water.”

“How?” David asked.

Sam’s heart sank. She knew the answer before Romero pointed at the water. “Down there.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“You’re telling me that we have to go in there again?” Iris demanded coldly.

Sam hadn’t been fond of stepping into the water ankle-deep and was far less thrilled about diving in. “That or we get blown up,” Romero reminded his sister. “Or you could portal us in, and we can start fighting demons before we even know where we are.”

Three unappealing options. Sam glanced at the water and wondered how bad it would feel to get blown up. Then she remembered dying right away would mean handing the win to Caimo.

Iris groaned. “Fine.”

Romero glanced over her soaked form. “Are you sure you’re okay to go in?”

Iris lifted her head. “As long as there aren’t any more demons at the bottom.”

Romero moved to the edge of the water, locked his jaw, and dove.

“You’re sure we can’t portal in?” Helena muttered.

Iris acknowledged her for once, even if she still wouldn’t look at Helena as she replied. “We tried that already,” she stated, then made a clean dive into the water.

“This isn’t the shit I was hoping to get into,” Helena commented before gritting her teeth and going in. Magnus and Elijah followed. Sam and David were the last standing at the edge of the water.

Sam shivered.

“Together?” David asked. He chuckled despite himself. “We always get ourselves knee-deep into shit anyway.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “I never had to deal with this shit until I met you, David Hargrove.”

“Hey, don’t put this on me.”

Sam slid her gloved hand into his. He squeezed once before jumping in.

The ice-cold water filled her clothes, her eyes, her mouth. Gods, it was fucking cold. She had not expected the pitch darkness either. Then a beam of light spread through the water. Magnus’ staff. It had to be. If not him, the other staff-bearer, Elijah. Sam wasn’t sure why the headmaster had bothered coming with them, but now was not the time to consider that. The castle was safe with Oswald. They could focus on the job at hand. The one that involved swimming down to a grate that Romero was trying to haul up at that moment.

Sam’s lungs ached. She would not be able to hold her breath much longer. Bubbles drifted from her mouth. Everyone else seemed a lot calmer as if they had all trained for this. With David’s assistance, Romero freed the grate and swam down, down, down. Sam followed, entering darkness once more. Then a hand grabbed her wrist, and an arm circled her waist, and she was being pulled, dragged through the water. The hold on her was not hard enough to be a danger. She broke the surface, gasping in the air. A stone ceiling stood inches above the water. Sam braced her hands above her and felt her way along the tunnel, following her friends’ heavy breathing ahead.

“David?”

“I’m here.”

Sam rounded a corner, and the water went down enough to walk out of it. Another arched grate stood in the wall. Romero and Iris knelt in front of it, working their magic so they could detach it from the stone. David stood behind them, dripping. Soon, Magnus, Helena, and Elijah came up.

Sam caught her breath and asked in a low voice, “It’s safe to go through here?”

“Safe enough,” Romero responded as he focused on the grate. “There aren’t any magical traps in through this way. They won’t have suspected we would try this.”

“Even so,” Elijah murmured. “We have to be careful inside. There will be traps everywhere.”

A moment later, a heaving sliding sound filled the tunnel as the grate fell from the wall, severed by cords of blazing gold magic from Romero’s and Iris’ combined efforts. Sam drew a knife in one hand and her wand in the other. “No magic unless you absolutely need it,” Magnus warned. “We don’t want to be sensed until we have a better idea where we are.”

So much for using her wand for light.

Magnus stepped through the opening first, and a blueish glow from his staff that did not require magic cast light around them. Sam crept behind him, David at her right. The twins came next, and Elijah and Helena brought up the rear. By staying in the middle, Iris could open a portal and suck them all away if needed. Sam hoped it wouldn’t come to that. They had gotten this far. Hell, they’d swum through shit to get here. She didn’t want to turn back and hoped they’d find another way out of the catacombs. No way in hell was she swimming through that water again.

Fortunately, the enchantments in her clothing warmed her up and dried the fabric as they walked through the tunnels. The first series had ceilings so low that even Sam had to bend down. They walked in single file as the walls narrowed, Sam behind Magnus, David behind her, and so on to Elijah.

Magnus halted after several minutes of quiet walking. He whispered to Sam, who passed it back to David and so on. Someone had etched a circle of explosive runes into the floor ahead, stretching from one wall to the other.

“I’ll have to undo them,” Magnus told Sam. “It will alert whatever is down here that we’re here.” That was if they had not already been found out. Whoever sent the demi-demon to the surface would wonder why it had not returned.

Magnus bent, the light on his staff flaring as he held it over the runes. They glowed red, and Sam held her breath, afraid Magnus would slip and touch them. Then they would all go up in sparks. “Shields up,” Magnus told them.

The “no magic” rule had been voided quickly. Sam put her shield up, a thin, shimmering wall of magic around her. Magnus channeled all his focus into his staff’s blue light as it drifted over the burning red, slowly leaching the runes of their color and, therefore, their power.

“There,” he announced several minutes later between panting breaths. The close quarters of the passage did not help matters. By this point, they were far underground. However, the runes had vanished into the stone floor. Magnus straightened and stepped forward. Everyone held their breath until he glanced back, “Well, I haven’t been blown to bits yet.”

They followed him down a steep incline where the tunnel walls were so close together that anyone larger than Magnus would not have fit. Romero’s broad shoulders barely squeezed through. The tunnel finally widened into a large cavern with no floor. Instead, a lake of dark, glimmering water spread through the space.

Sam shivered. “We don’t have to swim again, do we?”

“No,” Magnus responded, his features grave in the dim glow of his staff’s blue jewel. An arched stone bridge crossed the lake. “We would be able to cross there if not for the barrier.”

“The what?”

“See there?” Elijah pointed with his staff toward the bridge. Halfway across, a thin, shimmering wall of magic hung in midair.

Well, fuck. What were they supposed to do now? They could bring the barrier down, but that would take time. The longer they spent navigating the tunnels, the more opportunity for whatever was down here to find them.

This wasn’t like last time, Sam realized. At least then, they had been fighting on their own territory, even if the battleground was inside a marble.

Magnus stepped onto the bridge, clearly expecting it to collapse and plunge him into the water. At least this lake wasn’t cold. If anything, it was the opposite. Steam rose from its surface, though that might have been from the barrier. He extended his staff to test it and found it strong. He turned to the others standing away from the bridge. “We can go through, but they’ll know for certain we’re here if we do.”

Helena had drawn one sword infused with her mana, and now she drew the second. “Let the little fuckers come for us. They must know already.” She gestured the way they had come. Dismantling rune traps was almost as good as tripping wards, a telltale sign of intrusion.

“All right, then.”

Magnus stepped through first. On the other side, he seemed unharmed. Sam and David went second and third. Romero came next with Iris at his heels. Helena followed, with Elijah close behind. At first, not much seemed different on the other side of the barrier. Then Sam rocked back on her heels.

“Does anyone suddenly feel really fucking dizzy?” Her head spun. The water looked like a wave. Odd morphing seemed to shift the walls.

“Shit, I do,” David rasped. “I feel heavy everywhere like I’ve been dipped in tar.” Now that Sam thought about it, she did too. Her limbs grew weak, and she could barely hold her knife and wand, which weren’t heavy in the slightest. What the hell happened to them?

Magnus peered around them, his face darkening. “I’m afraid that wasn’t only a barrier we crossed.” He paused. “We’ve been placed inside a marble.”

Sam had no time to process this. Behind her, a thud and a groan sounded. Elijah.

Helena’s cry of alarm rang out. Sam spun. “He’s gone!” Helena gasped.

Elijah Akaron had vanished from their sight. No sign of a demon or a struggle other than the thud and groan Sam had heard.

Sam’s eyes widened in horror as the wall behind Helena opened, and she was sucked in, disappearing in the blink of an eye. “Helena!” she called. She felt a heavy pull behind her like she was being compelled into the wall. She thought she’d crash into stone until a swift, cold wind surrounded her, pushing and swirling. Darkness moved in, and her friends blurred and vanished from her sight.
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Sam landed hard.

She winced and repressed a groan. Her guard was still up, and she didn’t want to make any unnecessary sounds. She was no longer in the lake cavern. The catacomb she occupied was much smaller. She got to her feet with some difficulty, relieved to find she still held her knife and wand. The room was small, with no clear way out. Her heart thumped like a bird against a cage door. Don’t panic, she told herself. If she wanted to find a way out, panic would only slow her down.

Rule number one of training from anyone who’d ever taught her anything was this. Don’t fucking lose it.

Sam straightened and looked around. She did not need her wand to illuminate this room. The walls glowed with soft, pale light from a number of runes, most of which she did not recognize. They weren’t elemental runes. They also weren’t like the ones Magnus had undone in the passage. She hoped touching them wouldn’t blow her up. At least her brain fog was gone. She didn’t feel like she weighed a hundred more pounds anymore.

She looked down and discovered a series of symbols etched into the ground. They weren’t runes but words in the ancient language of magicals. She bent and spoke a spell to turn the words to English.

She read them aloud. “Whispers dark threaded shows you is await not—hold on. These aren’t in the right order.” She crouched and rearranged them again and again and…

Gods, this was taking forever.

Sweat formed on her brow. There wasn’t much air in this room, and she feared losing oxygen before she could unravel the riddle. Finally putting the words in order didn’t seem to help much, either.

In the deep dark, whispers await. A past threaded in shadow, undone shows a dark truth. Who you are is not who you are.

She stared at the words, her gaze lingering longest on the last line. “Who you are is not who you are? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

She realized that putting the words in the right order had changed the room. The walls seemed to shrink closer, the runes flaring brighter. A thought came to her, and she spoke the words out loud. “In the deep dark, whispers await. A past threaded in shadow, undone shows a dark truth. Who you are is not who you are.”

The lights flared. Her heart thumped faster as she spoke the words again. The walls slowly moved farther away from her. “Again,” she told herself, repeating the entire riddle for a third time.

The wall opened to reveal a long, twisting tunnel.

She hoped it was a way out of here and not deeper and farther away from her friends. Lily was always the one good at puzzles, not me.
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David was the last one sucked out of the large cavern. He watched Elijah and Helena disappear, then, to his greater horror, Sam. She went with a cry, and he jumped after her. If she was going to vanish, his only hope was to go with her, but he didn’t. He was left behind to watch Iris and Romero sucked away at the same time, then Magnus, struggling to understand what was happening and work some quick magic to prevent it. He cast Magnus a desperate look. “I will find you,” he promised before the swirling wind surrounded him, and he was gone.

The darkness came, and although David was not prepared for where it would take him, he braced himself. If a demon awaited him, so be it. As the heavy, malevolent force pulled him away, he reached for his bow.

David felt himself falling, falling, falling until he landed hard on a stone floor. He cried out as agony pierced his legs. For a moment, he was sure he’d broken both of them. He sat up, wincing, and realized he was in a small room with several tunnels branching out from it. His legs were not broken, but a healing spell or two was required if he wanted to stand again.

Finally, he got to his feet and staggered against a wall. At least he didn’t feel dizzy anymore. Only like he’d been dropped all the way through Earth into Hell.

Now the problem was, which tunnel to take? Which would lead him out of here and to the others? He tried something that he decided was stupid right after he did it. “Sam?” he called. “Are you here?”

No answer came. He only heard swirling wind far away. Whatever had brought him here meant to isolate him. He had no doubt the others had been isolated as well. The catacombs ran far and deep. Although they had once been places for innocent people to hide, they were now used to disorient them.

“Great,” David muttered. He drew an arrow from his quiver and nocked it in his bow, holding the weapon in front of him as he crept toward one of the tunnels. Though he desperately wanted to choose a tunnel headed up, he doubted any of his friends had been sent to the surface. If anything, the person controlling the magic in this place would want them as far down as possible, with little air to breathe and demons to feed on them.

“Demi-demons,” he reminded himself. “Let’s hope full demons haven’t made their way into this world yet.”

He came to the end of the passage and cursed. Dead end. He turned back, but when he entered the room he had fallen into, smooth stone walls with ancient carvings closed off the other passages. It was as though the additional tunnels had never existed. All to trick my mind, he concluded as he struggled to breathe.

He turned to the passage he had emerged from and saw a wall coming down. “No!” Without thinking, he shot his arrow. The tip exploded against the closing wall, crumbling it. “That’s it!” he cried, plunging back through the tunnel. Before he came to the wall, he loosed a second arrow. The wall blew open, allowing him into another winding passageway.

If only he knew which way to go and where to open the walls.

He had to make a decision. Before he could, another sound apart from his own hard breathing and the distant wind came to him, seeming far away. A scream, followed by a sob. Sam!

David drew another arrow. I’m coming for you, Sam. Hold on.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Unlike the others, Magnus did not have a hard fall.

He had been thrown into places like this before, and had faced sorcerers capable of this power more times in his life than he cared to count. He braced himself as he was flung down, down, down. He produced a shield from his staff to soften his fall as he landed. He wished the others, especially the two young ones, had learned that before coming here.

Magnus could trust Helena, Elijah, and the twins to find their way out. He was unsure about Sam and David. Something inside him prickled. Guilt, perhaps, or regret. Maybe it was pure paranoia. He often wondered if he should have brought them into it at all. Sam and David always had reasons and rights to the fight, but they were young. Though skilled beyond their own knowing, Magnus didn’t want them wrapped up in this.

They should have been out drinking and dancing, sleeping late into the next day, nursing hangovers, and going on dates. Instead, they were here, trapped in a catacomb awaiting demi-demons in the dark.

Magnus shuddered and took a good look around him. He was in a wide, open cavern with no way out. At least, none that he could see. Runes carved into the wall glowed silver. As he moved toward them, he realized they reflected his image back. He stepped back and narrowed his eyes. The runes did not move closer, but the image inside them did. Magnus gasped as a figure walked from the wall. A figure that looked exactly like him, down to the last englamoured scar.

This Magnus was clean-shaven with only a slight stubble peppering his jaw. He held a staff and wore the same fighting clothes and cloak. A mirror image. Magnus locked his jaw and watched the copy of himself do the same. These marbles could really fuck someone up.

The only difference between the real Magnus and the copy was that Magnus’ mouth was set in a thin line while the copy wore a cold smile. “I don’t know who you are, but you’re not going to fool me by looking like me,” the real Magnus spoke.

The smile spread. “Oh, but I am you. Who you are is not who you are.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean? Magnus had the distinct feeling he’d heard it before and been similarly confused. He extended his staff toward his copy, and the copy did the same. Both staffs ended in glowing blue jewels. Then Magnus saw differences so minuscule that it took several minutes of examining himself to notice them. The copy’s staff glowed a slightly different shade of blue, and the carvings looked newer and fresher along the ancient wood.

The scars on the fraud Magnus’ face seemed too perfectly placed as well. They did not run deep. Only surface scars. “What are you?” Magnus demanded. “A full demon or half-demon? Were you once a person? Tell me, did you become this way willingly, or were you forced?”

He thought of all the people who had been forced. Colin Braise, his young apprentice who had been so full of promise. Lord Hargrove, who, as brash as he could be, had not consented to consorting with demons. Caimo, Magnus’ oldest friend, a man who had once been a brother to him.

Who else had been caught up in a dark deal with demons?

“I am not who I am,” the copy replied, drawing a comparison to his previous riddle.

“That is, you’re not who you seem,” Magnus ground out. “I know that. Let me out.”

His cold-eyed copy laughed. The low, deep sound reverberated off the stone walls. Had the walls closed in, or was he imagining that?

“Stay here,” the copy whispered, somewhere between gentle and threatening. “Stay inside the marble. You can be young again. You can be free of those who have betrayed you.”

The stone walls vanished. Piercing, bright sunlight filled his vision. A field of tall grass bowed in a warm summer wind. The clear blue sky spread over him. Birds flew from one tree to another. Farther away, the salt of an ocean drifted on the breeze. Magnus had forgotten the name of this place, but deep in his bones, he knew he’d been here before. And the memories attached to it…

They were good ones. Warm and reassuring. Perhaps he had come here on holiday as a child. If so, he did not remember.

Magnus closed his eyes. “This isn’t real.”

“It is,” his own voice whispered back. The voice that belonged to the creature wearing his skin. “This was your world before your failure tainted it.”

Images flashed in his mind. A darkened battlefield with smoke rising in the air. The cries of his dying comrades. A knife in his gut.

“Your failure chains you to this world,” the whisper insisted.

Another image, this time of a garden and a castle. The Academy. A smiling young man stood in the garden, holding a wand over a fountain. Colin Braise. Then that same young man lying on stone, his skull broken and blood all around him.

“You did this,” came the whisper. “You failed.”

Magnus saw the homunculus of Caimo’s body next, his most recent failure. The look of betrayal in Sam’s eyes. Yet she had still followed him down here. He did not deserve her devotion. He did not deserve Helena coming with him despite the fact that he’d left her in the dark. She had saved him once, and here he stood, throwing it back in her face.

“They don’t love you,” the voice whispered. “They won’t follow you anymore. You only lead them into the dark.”

Magnus opened his eyes. The images fled, leaving him once more in the cavern with the walls shrinking and his copy standing across from him. “It’s all true. We could talk in circles forever, but that won’t get us anywhere, will it?” He paused and drew a deep breath. “I’m not going to fail anyone anymore.”

He matched the copy’s cold smile. “You were defeated before this game even began. If you had tried this same tactic a few years ago, it might have worked. However, you see, loneliness is a greater fear than failure. If I stay here, I will remain alone.”

“No,” the copy hissed. “I will be with you.”

A knowing smile parted Magnus’ lips. “So you admit you are not me?”

The copy recoiled as if struck. Magnus stepped closer. “Let me out of here, and show your true face. Stop pretending to be me. You never were.” He smiled again before he melted into the wall and out of the marble. “Were you, Caimo?”
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Tears streamed down Helena’s face. The body before her had been mutilated. Cuts and scars littered the woman from head to toe. She was barely recognizable anymore. Helena wouldn’t have known it was her sister if not for their matching birthmarks above their left wrists.

The woman’s eyes were open, but she was not here. Alive but not present. Helena bent over her, knowing she was already gone. There was nothing left she could do to save her. She had failed.

She had come too late.

“Come back,” she whispered in vain.

The woman stared at the ceiling. The dark room was filled with the instruments they’d used to torture the woman. Helena withdrew a dagger with a shaking hand and raised it above her sister’s chest. “I know you can’t hear me, but in case by some wild miracle you can, I’m sorry.” She choked out the words. “I’m sorry for failing you, sister. I will find Lily. I will protect her.”

She plunged the dagger into the woman’s heart. She was truly gone, at peace and away from the pain of this world. Helena stood, shuddering. Lily. That was her only thought now.

The images drifted through her mind, slow at first, then faster, until it all became a painful blur. Finally, she woke up.
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Helena was nearly out of breath when she fell from her marble. She gasped for air, her lungs heavy. The room she had been in had grown smaller and smaller, the walls shrinking and the ceiling coming down. Or maybe the floor had risen. It didn’t matter now. She’d made it out.

If I didn’t have a problem with close spaces before, I really do now, she thought.

She braced herself against a wall, trying to catch her breath. The next thing she knew, she was being pushed forward. A warm body crashed in behind her as if…

As if it had come out of the wall.

Helena whirled, sword out to face whatever had pushed her. The figure held his hands up. “Helena.”

“Magnus!”

She dropped her arm. Her sword fell at her side as she pulled him into an embrace with her free arm. “What the hell happened?”

“Caimo’s here.”

Helena’s chest heaved. “I think we all counted on that.”

“I saw him in my marble. He’s off to torture someone else now, no doubt. We have to find them.”

He started down the passage with Helena on his heels. “Magnus, you’ve changed. What happened?”

He told her what he had faced inside his marble. “I knew it was Caimo trying to look like me the second he spoke. That smile was his, even if it was on my body. Only he would have been able to copy everything about me.” Caimo had known him so well. Perhaps Helena would have been able to replicate him as closely, but that was about it. No one else. They hurried through the maze of passages, checking for traps and any sign of the others.

Helena sighed. “And I thought my marble was difficult.”

“I think you were the first to get out.” Magnus wondered if that had been part of Caimo’s plan. These passages had been designed for them to fall into.

He passed under an archway into a wider tunnel. At that moment, the ceiling overhead opened, and two figures crashed through. Iris and Romero landed hard, then blinked in bewilderment.

“Four out,” Helena announced. “Three left to find.” This should have reassured her and Magnus, but it left them with fresh, cold fear instead. Caimo could go after one of three. Elijah, David, or Sam.

“We have to hurry,” Magnus urged as Romero stood, brushed himself off, and helped Iris.

Helena shook her head. “Don’t you see, Magnus? We can’t help them get out. They have to do it on their own.”
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Iris Tringest stood on a rain-slicked street.

Water drizzled onto the pavement. A lamppost shone light onto her, but it didn’t keep the cold away. She shivered in her rain-soaked clothes. At least she had a cloak around her shoulders and wasn’t in threadbare rags. At least she had an umbrella. At least her stomach wasn’t empty. A car drove past, splashing water onto her. No one cared about the young woman standing there.

She stared across the street at the orphanage. She had come alone, not telling Romero, Helena, Jack, or anyone else her plan. She would visit the unwanted, consider who could be taken to Black Gate and given a chance as she had been. They had warned her not to. Mother, the head of Black Gate, said they couldn’t risk the exposure.

Even for the unwanted children? Iris shook her head. She would take the risk. She would be careful.

Iris sensed she was being watched. She turned and saw eyes peering at her from inside a café. She did not recognize the person, but the cold gleam in his eyes meant he knew what she was and maybe even who she was. As a young woman standing on a rainy street in Paris, hardly anyone spared her a second glance.

But among magicals…

Well, Iris Tringest had quite the reputation.

The figure stepped from the café, quiet as a cat, and stood beside her, watching the orphanage. “Risky coming here, Tringest.”

So he did know who she was.

She stiffened, moving her arm to the correct spot so a blade could flash up from the end of her sleeve. She wouldn’t hesitate to gut this man if she needed to.

The man inclined his head toward the orphanage. “I was there once.”

The rain made everything cold, but his words made Iris colder. She glanced at him. At his ivory face and shock of white hair, at his ink-black eyes. Who was he?

He tilted his face toward her, seeming not to care about the rain. “And so did you. Tell me, where’s your brother?”

Still, Iris remained silent. She could portal away. She could leave this behind, but now she was too wary and curious.

The man shrugged. “Fine. I’ll ask a different question. You can choose which one to answer. Why are you here?”

“I could ask you the same thing.”

“Visiting an old home.”

“That wasn’t a home.”

“We were there at different times. Things changed after you left.” He looked younger than her. Barely over twenty. That didn’t make him any less dangerous. He was a sorcerer, at the least, and maybe something else. He had come here to do bad things. What, exactly, Iris did not know, but she could sense it.

She had heard of sorcerers taking children, draining their life energy and turning them into…

She gulped and thrust the images from her mind. She sidled closer to the man and flicked out her knife, pressing it to his ribs. “I’d really rather not have to spill your blood into the street right now, so whatever you’re planning, don’t do it.”

The man laughed and stepped away from her, facing her fully this time. A cruel smile graced his sensuous lips. “Don’t worry, Tringest. I’ll go.” He fluttered a white hand. “I was simply…revisiting the past.”

“How do you know my name?” she demanded, not retracting her knife.

He shrugged. “Old friends of yours told me. You might remember them.” He spoke their names, and each one felt like a dagger plunged into her. Razar. Kallus. Carmine. Traitors of Black Gate.

Iris somehow managed to keep her expression neutral. “And who the hell are you?”

The man turned and walked down the street. “Valen. Just Valen.”
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Iris heard someone calling for her.

“Iris! Come back!”

Romero. His voice was desperate and pleading. “I swear if I have to⁠—”

Her eyes opened, and she gasped, shaking the memory away. Guilt weighed on her. She had not done anything to protect the orphans that day, and now, she couldn’t change the fact that Valen had taken and turned some of them. She regretted not spilling his guts on the street that day.

Romero hauled her up.

“What happened?” she rasped.

“We got sucked out of that cavern into here. We’re in a marble, I think. Good thing I held onto you. At least we’re together.”

Thank whatever gods were actually good. If Romero had not pulled her from the magical stupor that made her relive memories, Iris wasn’t sure what would have happened. And now, she could portal them out of here.

“It’s going to take me some time,” she told him. “The marble walls are thick and not easy to get through.”

Romero’s features remained grim. “We might not have time. I can barely breathe as it is.”

“Then stop wasting breath.” They didn’t speak again until Iris had weakened the walls enough with her magic to open a portal. She wasn’t sure where it would take them and could not control their fall through a ceiling that crashed them into Magnus and Helena.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The tunnel came to a dead end.

“Of course,” Sam muttered. A carved stone wall sloped up and over her. She traced the faded etchings with a fingertip, knowing by their age they would not blow her up. They were not runes or magical but signs that life had tried to tell stories down here. Had left a legacy she could not read. She turned and spotted an opening in the right-hand wall that had not been there before. Frowning, she entered the room beyond, bracing herself for something to jump at her from the shadows.

Inside the room, a long, wooden object lay on a stone table. She drew closer, unsure what it was. Then horror seized her, and she leaped back. It was a coffin. Small spiders skittered out of it toward the shadows. Her heart thundered as she stepped to it again and held her wand up so the light shone over it.

A murmured voice came to her. “In the deep dark, whispers await. A past threaded in shadow, undone shows a dark truth. Who you are is not who you are.”

Someone was inside that coffin. Slowly, Sam slid the top away. A face looked up at her. The eyes were open. So was the mouth. The person inside rasped the words again. “In the deep dark, whispers await. A past threaded in shadow, undone shows a dark truth. Who you are is not who you are.”

Sam would have known that voice anywhere. That face. “Lily,” she gasped. She stepped back, shaking her head. “No, you’re not really here. It’s not real.” As she spoke through shuddering breaths, her eyes filled with tears. Oh, but if it were real.

A dark hand crept to the edge of the coffin. Lily raised herself and turned her head, holding Sam’s gaze. “Look at me, Samantha. Don’t be a coward. Look at what you have done.” Lily’s voice had never been that cold before.

Sam looked, but she didn’t want to.

“You were too distracted when we went to school. You forgot about me.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I didn’t. I’ve never forgotten about you, Lily.”

Lily’s features hardened. “You did. You forgot me, and when I was alone, I died. I touched a stone and died, and you weren’t there for me.”

She had not saved Lily. She had not helped her friend.

“I-I tried,” Sam stammered.

“You didn’t try hard enough.”

The whispers continued. Who you are is not who you are. Sam wished it would go away. She had no idea what it meant.

“Go away,” Sam commanded the girl in the coffin. “You’re not really here. The real Lily is somewhere better.” Still, the words had struck deep, and Sam was close to giving in. Part of her wanted to believe Lily was here and that she could embrace her.

But it’s not, she thought. Not real.

The whispers tormented her. Who you are is not who you are.

“Go away!” Sam screamed, covering her ears. She didn’t care if she had dropped her knife and wand. She could not stand that voice. Something pulsed at her throat. She clutched the necklace Lily had given her and felt it again. How was that possible? The purple flame was hot and darker than it had ever been. Something swarmed inside it.

A different voice called her name. “Sam! You have to let me in! Let the walls down.”

David. He sounded far away or underwater. Sam thought she’d imagined that too. She imagined he had come to save her, not failing as she had failed to save Lily. “Sam! Let me in!”

Sam shuddered. The whispers surrounded her, and David’s voice drowned in them until he called out a third time. “Let me in!” Pleading and desperation infused the words.

She cried out. The necklace at her throat burned and burned. She couldn’t stand it any longer. She tore the chain from her neck. As the purple flame rested in her palm, magic exploded. Bright purple light filled the room, and the walls of her marble fell.

Sam sank to her knees, sobbing. She glimpsed David’s face, stricken with worry, then he ran to her and gathered her in his arms. “It’s okay,” he soothed. “I’m here. You’re okay. You broke out of it.” The cavern she had been trapped in was gone. Lily and the coffin were gone. The whispers had vanished, replaced by David’s soft voice.

Still crying, Sam unfurled her fingers to find the purple flame necklace shattered into pieces in her hand.
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“What happened?” David asked her after he helped her stand, and they headed down a tunnel, hoping it would lead them to the others.

Sam did not answer him for a long moment, then she wiped her tears and told him. She relayed the strange riddle she had seen on the ground. He frowned, especially at the last line, as confused as she was.

“I have a feeling the last line was supposed to sound unfinished. Like there was more to it,” David suggested.

Sam wondered if the spell to translate the words had not worked as well as she hoped. David continued. “Who you are is not who you are is the dark truth, but maybe there are words missing. Maybe it’s supposed to be something like, ‘who you thought you were is not who you really are.’”

“How does that make any more sense?”

David sighed. “It doesn’t.”

Sam told him how speaking the words had led her out of that room and into the cavern with the coffin. Then she gathered her courage and told him about Lily.

David blanched. “And here I thought my marble was bad.” He gave her the brief story of getting out of his.

“Whoever designed this knew we were coming and knew how to take advantage of our weaknesses,” Sam realized. She peered into her palm. The shattered necklace pieces were still there.

“You broke it.” David nodded at her hand. “Why?”

Sam swallowed and explained how she had broken through the marble’s walls. “I didn’t mean to break it. It just…happened, and I don’t have a clue how it worked. I don’t know why the necklace started burning or why it exploded. It all happened when I heard Lily’s voice. I couldn’t get it out of my mind.”

“Has it ever felt like magic before?”

Sam shook her head. “It’s never even hinted at magic.” Her mind raced. Had Lily known? She didn’t have time to consider the implications if Lily had, or if the gift had been something more all along.

A more recent memory came to her. One where Rosemary sat in a chair across from her and stated, “Don’t ever lose the gifts Lily gave to you. She was such a wise, spirited girl. Everything she did had intention behind it. Perhaps her gift is more valuable than you know.”

Did Rosemary know something Sam didn’t?

Sam cast the questions aside. They had to find the others and locate Caimo. Then they had to get the hell out of here.

The tunnel ended, and they found themselves in a dark cavern. Sam could only tell it was large by the echoing of their footsteps. She summoned fire into her palm to give them light. They gasped at the lake of dark water and the bridge. At least they had made it back to where they started. From the looks of it, they were on the right side of the barrier.

“Now what?” David asked. “Do we wait for the others?”

Sam didn’t have time to answer. Not like she had one anyway. A screech, followed by several low moans, rose from the water. Whatever made those sounds was emerging. The next instant, David leaped away from the water’s edge as a hand snatched out.

“Watch out!” Sam cried. She flung her fireball, but it did not reach the hand in time. Instead, it vanished as it hit the water.

More hands surfaced.

The creatures emerged from the water. Revenants.

Not this again, Sam thought. She summoned fire and flung it. David stood with his back to hers, notching arrows and sending them at the attackers. One revenant after another exploded as arrows met their chests and necks. Sam hurled fireballs into others, casting them back into the dark, churning water from which they had come.

They were outnumbered, but Sam didn’t care. She cast her shield over both of them. The revenants launched, moaning and screeching, but they could not penetrate her light. Sam’s blue flames lashed out, melting the bodies where they stood. She spun and whirled, an easy dance of fire and magic. She didn’t need her wand anymore. The mana turning to flames as it reached her gauntlet was enough. She used her knife in the other hand, slashing open the revenants as they crashed into her shield.

David remained close, his back to hers as he took down enemies. Soon, all the creatures were either cut to shreds, splashed along the walls from explosive arrows, or melted on the cavern floor. The ones who had fallen back into the lake were more fortunate.

“Do you think Caimo sent them?” David panted.

Sam shook her head. “I think we set off a trap.”

A moment of silence passed as they caught their breath, then David pointed at the lake. “Not only a trap, Sam. Look. It’s an opening.”

Sam gaped at the water as it retreated into the ground and revealed another tunnel leading down. They shared a glance. “Shall we?” Sam asked.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” David returned.

“One of us could go down and see what it is. I’ll go. If I don’t see anything soon, I’ll come back.”

David hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. As soon as you’re in trouble, call for me.”

“I will.” Sam crouched low and peered into the dark. She had no clue how deep it was or how far the fall would be.

“Use your shield,” David reminded her.

She didn’t have time to try using a shield to soften her fall when plunging into the marble, but she could now. She jumped into the hole and did not fall for long. Perhaps half a second before she landed on the ground, her shield under her. She expected full darkness, but to her surprise, light filled the tunnel. It wasn’t sunlight. Not pure, raw energy. But it was magic.

“See anything?” David called from above. He was only a few feet away.

“Not yet.”

Sam stepped toward the end of the short tunnel into the largest cavern yet and gasped.

“What is it?” David asked, sounding nervous.

“You can come down,” she told him. “You won’t need your shield. It’s only about a three-foot drop.”

David landed behind her a moment later. His eyes widened at the sight of the cavern.

Light from some magical source shined down from above like the sun would. Trees dotted the cavern, from sprouts poking above tilled soil to young, small plants and full-grown specimens. In the center of the garden stood the largest tree of them all. It was an odd color, gray and sickly despite its size and abundant leaves.

“Is that fruit?” David wondered aloud, stepping toward it.

“Don’t touch it,” Sam warned him. She saw the dazzled look on her friend’s face.

David stopped short. “Do you think this is what has been keeping the demi-demons alive?”

“It’s possible,” Sam answered. “If so…” She trailed off, considering.

David knew what she was thinking. “You should burn it down.”

Sam summoned a mana flame to her palm. It shone blue in the artificial magical light from above. She extended her hand to cast the fire into the tree, but she was too late. An ear-splitting shriek reverberated through the cavern and all the catacombs around them. “Sam! Down!” David cried.

She ducked and spun to find a demi-demon launching at them from the shadows.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The anger sweeping through Caimo was the only thing that let him ignore the gnawing hunger, the rumbling in every part of his body. He had to learn self-control to maintain this new form and power. It kept him from devouring all the fruit in the garden and the man he had seen. The invisible leash around his neck was iron-tight.

That man’s face had ignited this new rage. He could not remember the man’s name, only that he had known him well for a long time. The man had spoken his name. “Caimo.” Then he’d melted through the walls, escaping the marble.

There were others in these tunnels. The wizard had not come alone. Caimo had to find them. His master had ordered him to. He swept through the darkness, releasing the disguise he had worn and taking on his full new image.

Though Caimo himself had not formed the maze of tunnels, he somehow knew where to go as if something directed him. Take me where I need to go, Master.

He steered right, taking a few sharp turns. Without being able to control his body, he veered directly into a wall. It did not hurt. He passed through it like he had gone through the last one. He entered a catacomb where another man, a wizard bearing a staff with a green, shining jewel, seemed disoriented and confused. This was the first person to fall into a marble.

Caimo did not remember his name either. Only the burning fury that swept through him as the man turned with wide eyes and gasped. “Caimo.”

How the hell did they know his name, yet he did not know theirs?

The man’s face hardened. “Magnus and I knew we would find you down here.”

Magnus. That was it. The man he’d faced moments ago was Magnus. But who was this? Caimo decided it didn’t matter. He had to kill, kill, kill. He struck out with his shadows, lancing the man across the chest. The man cried out and put up his shield too late. The sharp, lethal shadow had cut across his chest, creating a clean line of blood.

The wizard gritted his teeth and extended his staff. Green light flared out at Caimo and threw him into the wall. He crashed into stone, and darkness surrounded him. The wizard with the green light was gone, but he had not escaped the marble. He would not be difficult to find again.

And so, Caimo began to hunt. He crouched low to the ground, moving like a wolf in the night. He sniffed and allowed his demon senses to pick up on the wizard’s magic. “You can’t run,” he chanted over and over, taunting the wizard.

“Neither can you,” the wizard replied. A blast of green light flashed in the corner of Caimo’s eye before it hit him, sending him against another wall. The wall cracked. If they kept at this, they would bring the whole place down upon them. Caimo didn’t care. He would throw up every stone if it meant burying this man.

“Give it up,” the wizard ground out, flaring his magic again. Caimo slammed a wall of shadows between them.

“Never,” he snarled.

The wizard sighed. “We didn’t want to do this, Caimo.” He lashed out with his light, breaking through the shadows. Their eyes met. “What have you become?”

“Everything and nothing. Nothing and everything.” Caimo’s mouth opened in a wide, cruel smile. He didn’t know why he said those words. They weren’t his. “Who I am is not who I am.”

The wizard sighed again. “If we’re going to battle with riddles, I would rather you win and get it over with.” He surveyed Caimo’s body. “You have new powers now. Demon powers, I see. Show me what you can do, you sluggish worm.”

Caimo launched, all hissing and snarling and fiendish screaming.

It was exactly what the wizard wanted. This was a distraction.

Pull back! a voice hissed into Caimo’s mind.

Master!

Leave him! There are others worth killing first. Kill him last!

Caimo stepped back, stamping out his fury. The wizard mocked him. “Too afraid to take me on, Caimo? You never were before. What’s changed?”

Caimo screamed and ran at him, but the demon in his mind did not allow him to crash into the wizard. Instead, he barreled through the wall and out of the marble into a cavern with light and trees.

Elijah Akaron stood there, shocked to see Caimo disappear through the wall instead of through him. Something wasn’t right. Caimo had been trouble for a long time, but right now, he wasn’t himself. His red eyes contained only burning hatred, no cunning or clever scheming. He doesn’t know who I am, Elijah realized.

The wall had closed as soon as Caimo went through it. Elijah had only glimpsed light and trees before it vanished. He still had to get out of his marble. Then he heard a hissing behind him and a scraping of claws on stone. He turned to see two half-demons emerging from the shadows, their long tongues lolling out.

He sighed once more. Fine, Caimo. I’ll deal with your pets first.
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The four of them jogged through the tunnels.

Helena wanted to sprint, but they were trained to conserve their energy for as long as they could. They had been through hell already and had not yet fought demons. The worst still waited for them in these catacombs.

Gods, she wanted to be home soaking in a bath and drinking wine. Would she ever be able to retire? Still, there was nowhere Helena Marrows would rather be than running alongside her oldest friend.

Iris’ expression was grim as she kept pace with Helena, two matching dark blades, swift and furious. Romero brought up the rear. Magnus led from the front. They didn’t know where they were going. They were following the strong sense of dark magic. Wherever Caimo had gone, they would find at least one of the others there.

Helena’s heart thundered. What would become of Sam or David if Caimo found them before they escaped their marbles? Elijah could handle himself, but the other two…

You have trained Sam well, she reminded herself. She recalled Sam defeating Kallus and Valen. She could do this. She had to. Still, fear washed through her. Helena could not stand the thought of losing Sam. She had already lost Lily and her sister. She could not, would not see another young friend’s lifeless body.

That drive carried her through the tunnels, and never once did she lose focus.

Magnus skidded to a halt so fast that Iris and Helena crashed into him. Romero caught himself in time, bracing his hands on the wall. Magnus must have sensed the right-hand wall was about to break open because, half a second after he stopped, the stone crashed apart, and three figures erupted into the wide passageway.

Elijah Akaron wrestled one demi-demon. Another leaped at them, all teeth and claws and that horrid smell they carried with them. Helena drew her blades. She had not been stupid enough to hold them out while running. Otherwise, Magnus would have been on the end of one when he halted so fast.

Magnus’ staff shot blue light at the demi-demons. Iris, Romero, and Helena lunged forward, cutting and slashing, moving with such speed and accuracy that anyone watching would have hardly registered their actions. Magnus helped his old friend Elijah to his feet. Elijah gasped as Helena and the twins finished off the demi-demons, leaving their smoking, stinking bodies on the tunnel floor. “Caimo is in the garden,” he blurted.

Magnus blanched. “And the others? Sam and David?”

“I haven’t seen them.”

An ear-shattering shriek sounded through the halls from the center of the twisting passages. “They form a spiral down. The tunnels are in a circle,” Elijah explained. “I figured it out right before we got sucked away into the marbles. The garden is in the middle.”

Magnus swallowed. Sam and David were with that monstrous demon. He turned and ran.
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The first thing the demi-demon did when he lurched from the shadows was to cast a rune over the entryway, blocking it off.

Sam stood where she was, gaping. It couldn’t be, but it was. Caimo. He sauntered toward them, wide mouth open in a vicious smile, long teeth shining in the light. It was the first time they had ever seen a true demon, more monster than person.

Sam steeled herself. “Well, Caimo, I know we didn’t get to meet last time, but I can tell you got a makeover. Not really flattering, is it?”

David gawked at her.

Sam kept her gaze locked with Caimo’s. He had drastically changed. The image of him in the painting Magnus showed her was not the creature lumbering toward them. He was much taller, and his skin was grayish-blue over a hard, muscled body. His eyes were a burnt shade of red, and two horns poked from unkempt hair. This physical transformation had taken place in less than a year, but Sam guessed the transformation in his heart, if he even had one anymore, happened over many years.

If she could keep him talking, keep him distracted, perhaps the others would find them in time. Then it wouldn’t only be her and David against him. But if it is just us, she thought as she raised a palm, I’ll burn this whole fucking place down. Every single tree and plant and shadow.

Caimo’s demon nostrils flared, and Sam could have sworn smoke came out of them. She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”
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The demon hissed. Who was this bitch? The hatred he felt was akin to the anger he experienced when he thought of the wizards who had killed his masters. She was young, a fresh, lean body full of pure, raw magic. She would make a good feast for him. Perhaps, after all this time, she would satisfy the deep, unending hunger within him.

She was special. The blue flames in her hands said as much. She possessed gifts not many other magicals did.

Then she laughed, actually laughed at him. His fury welled up.

Her name is Samantha Tempestade, his master spoke into his mind, followed by one word over and over again.

Kill. Kill. Kill.

Caimo wanted her blood splattered on the ground. The flames dancing in her palm proved she intended to burn all the trees in this place, destroying the fruit and Caimo’s only way to continue living in this realm. The clear determination in her eyes told him one other thing. She planned to burn him down, too.
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“Sam,” David warned.

She ignored him. She could tell her words had an impact on Caimo. He didn’t know who she was. Something inside had him on a leash. He was nothing but a big, mean dog. Granted, she had never fought a demonic dog before, so she still had to be careful. “You may hate me, but I hate you more. You don’t remember who I am. You killed my best friend.”

No tears formed in her eyes, but sorrow hung behind them. “You’re here to take over the world for Avadon, but I will stand in your way until my last breath.”

It was Caimo’s turn to laugh. His deep chuckle reverberated through the cavern. “That is where you are mistaken, child.” He did not say “child” in a gentle, parenting way but with disgust. “We are not trying to take over the world but destroy it. Nothing good is left here.”

Good. A funny word when they had vastly different definitions of it.

Caimo stalked closer. Every instinct within Sam told her to turn and flee, but she stood her ground. “Humanity has become pointless, spreading its magic among those who never had the right to take it. They have wasted the gift of magic for their so-called ‘normal’ lives when they could have become so much more with the demons’ teachings.”

More. These bastards always wanted more and more. More power, more darkness. Would they ever be satisfied? Sam could have been happy the rest of her life simply by having Lily at her side, but he had taken that from her.

“I didn’t realize demons could be so philosophical,” she returned dryly.

David spoke up, his eyes burning as he hurled words at the demon. “Almost all the humans who had magic died at demons’ hands in wars long ago.”

Caimo turned to David as if just realizing he was there. “True, but the ones who remained were the only ones worthy of life. They became equal to demons.”

What the hell did that mean?

Caimo went on. “Then they bred with one another instead of asking for immortal life from Avadon. They made more humans. Now, the magic is polluted. We will change that. We will kill everything and take the best humans to Avadon. They’ll be put in chains until they learn to respect the gifts we give them.”

“Slavery isn’t a gift,” Sam snarled.

Caimo whipped his head toward her. He didn’t speak, only reached forward with lightning speed. She had no time to react before his enormous, clawed hand wrapped around her throat and hauled her off her feet.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


“I can sense where it’s coming from,” Elijah announced from behind Magnus, where he ran, panting for breath. “I can teleport us into the room.”

Magnus halted and turned. “Do it then.”

Elijah waved his wand around them, and they moved. The next thing Magnus knew, they stood in a tunnel slanting down toward a patch of light. It wasn’t the only thing he saw.

His heart caught in his throat. Caimo’s back was to him, and…

He held Sam suspended by the neck.

Magnus wondered why Elijah had not teleported them into the garden. Then he saw the web of magic blocking the entrance. Elijah could break the barrier down, but it would take time. Perhaps more than they could afford.

Magnus watched David, panicked and angry, reach for an arrow from his quiver. If Caimo saw him, it would be over for them both. David nocked the arrow, and Caimo faced him with a snarl that skittered coldly along Magnus’ bones. This creature was no longer a person. No longer the Caimo he had known so long ago. He didn’t even seem to recognize David as he flicked a finger, and David’s bow snapped in half.

Caimo’s next movement was lightning-fast. Magnus couldn’t even process it until David slumped against a tree where Caimo’s punch had thrown him. Still holding Sam as if she were a rag doll, Caimo turned toward the webbed entrance. Elijah was weakening the barrier but not fast enough.

“I can’t even portal us in,” Iris snarled. “The wards around this place are too strong.”

Shrieks rang out in the passage behind them. Magnus did not need to turn to know more demi-demons had emerged from the shadows at Caimo’s command. Behind him, Helena, Iris, and Romero jumped into action. Magnus moved closer so he could rush into the garden as soon as Elijah broke down the barrier. Caimo’s red eyes met his, and a gleaming smile parted his lips. For a moment, he forgot about Sam.

Good, Magnus thought. Keep his focus on me.

Caimo chuckled. “You won’t make it through. Your work is in vain. My glory will come before you can break it down.”

He didn’t even seem to know what he was saying. Something spoke those words through him. “This isn’t you, Caimo!” Magnus cried as shrieking and the sounds of blades hitting demons rang out behind him. “You’ve become a slave. An ugly slave.”

Caimo’s nostrils flared, and dull yellow smoke spewed out. He ignored Magnus’ words and responded, “Your students aren’t all that bright. I wonder if it is because of your teachings, Magnus.” The way he spoke his name told Magnus he did not remember him. Did not recall uttering that name for years while they had been as close as brothers. To him, Magnus was a name on a list, a wizard in the way.

Magnus removed one of his leather gloves to reveal a thin scar across his palm. The human Caimo would have borne the same scar. He held up his hand to show the demon. “Do you see this? I didn’t earn this scar in battle. It’s not like the others.” He pointed to the hand that held Sam. “You have it too.”

Instead of letting her go and unfurling his fist to see the matching mark, Caimo tightened his hold. Sam struggled against him, but her arms were locked at her sides, and she could reach neither knife nor wand.

“It was a blood oath between you and me,” Magnus continued, regardless. “Before our first battle, we cut ourselves and shared our blood, an oath to always protect one another. You broke that oath long ago, Caimo. Yet for all my failures, I kept my word.”

Caimo seethed. Behind him, David tried to get to his feet. The sounds of shrieking demons in the tunnel died out, leaving only heavy breathing. More would come if Caimo noticed.

Keep him distracted, Magnus thought. The barrier was almost down through great strain on Elijah’s body and magic.

Sam kept struggling. Magnus needed to say something to shift Caimo’s focus, to make him loosen his grip.

“I loved you, Caimo.”

Caimo stilled.

“As a friend and as a brother.”

His heart thudded.

“You were my closest ally,” Magnus insisted. His gaze shifted to Sam, and he gave the barest nod.

Sam yanked her hand free, blue flames already dancing in it. She cried out with rage and blasted the fire toward Caimo’s face. He tilted his head enough for the strike to miss.

A deep laugh rumbled from his mouth. “Stupid, foolish girl. Unable to make a point-blank shot.”

Through gritted teeth, Sam managed, “Maybe I wasn’t trying to hit you.”

There you go, Magnus thought, no small amount of pride for the girl he had trained welling up in him. David had gotten far enough away from the tree. It would work. It had to.

Confusion flashed through those burnt-red eyes. Caimo turned and realized the largest tree in the whole garden, the tree that kept him alive in this realm, was on fire.
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Caimo’s roar of fury filled the cavern and beyond. It echoed through the catacombs all the way to the sewer. Sam wondered for half a second if anyone above ground had heard it. The cry of a demon in agony. As though setting the tree aflame had done the same to him.

Sam placed her small hand on his large one. Blue flames exploded from her palm into his. He screamed and dropped her. She rolled to the ground, landed in the dust, and picked herself up to summon fire in both hands. She didn’t want her wand or knife anymore. Not for this fight. She cast a fireball at another tree. Then another, and another, and another, until the whole garden blazed.

Caimo stood tall, his eyes flashing with ire. The skin of his palm revealed a different color underneath the gray. He’s still human, she thought. He’s not a full demon yet. The realization didn’t stop her from flaming higher.

Caimo lifted one foot, then the other, stomping the ground with enough force to knock Sam off her feet. She flew back, and a swift wind pushed into her until she collided with the wall. Her back hit hard enough to knock the air from her lungs. She struggled to breathe and keep the flames in her hands alive.

The demi-demon stalked toward her, his expression no longer promising she would stay alive long enough to be turned. He intended to kill her and feast on the mana in her body. “Good to see that you have the power to feed me,” he snarled. He meant her mana, her life’s energy.

“I’d say ‘over my dead body,’ but that’s exactly what you want,” Sam hissed back as she struggled to her feet. Weakened, she sank against the wall. Her state did not take the ice from her voice. “So try it while you’re on fire.” She would set her own body aflame if she had to. She would burn herself away to keep this monster from feasting on her.

Caimo spoke again, this time in words Sam did not understand. The words were dark and chilling. Somehow, the room seemed to dim despite her flames eating away at the trees. She searched for David but could not find him. She heard voices somewhere beyond the cavern. The others were here, outside the magic gate. They had to get the barrier down.

Caimo loomed over her, tall and dark and full of bloodlust. Sam directed the flames closer to end him…or herself. At least if she went now, she would be with Lily. She could make all the apologies she needed. Pay for all she’d done.

Or pay for it now by taking this bastard down.

Lily would not welcome her into the afterlife, knowing she’d left a monster like this to feast on humanity. That she’d left her friends to finish a fight she could not see through. She had to stay. She had to…

Caimo reached for her again and wrapped a hand around her throat. Her flames sputtered. His chanting words went on as his mouth opened wide, heading for her neck. He would tear out her throat and drink her mana.

Sam closed her eyes, willing her flames to come back, but they were as good as gone. She had spent most of her energy burning the garden.

Caimo’s chanting stopped as his ice-cold breath closed over her face.

Sam opened her eyes. Blood splashed her from the arrow protruding from Caimo’s chest. She rolled clear and almost directly into her own flames.

“Sam!” David cried. His hand hovered somewhere above her in all that blue fire. He touched her. He hauled her up. She was on her feet. Gods, what was happening?

She looked toward the entrance. The barrier was almost down. Caimo turned again, roaring at them. Sam didn’t have time to consider how David shot him since Caimo had broken his bow.

Caimo stepped in front of her.

Sam turned her back to the demon and summoned what little energy she had left. She needed fire for one last thing. She cried out and flung a fireball toward the barrier. Elijah stepped back in time as it crashed through, creating a hole large enough for her friends to step through.

Blue flames danced in Elijah’s hand. “Down, Sam!” he called.

Sam dove to the ground, pulling David with her as Elijah Akaron flung a spear made of mana over their heads into Caimo’s chest. Sam glanced back to see the spear pierce Caimo and pin him against the great tree.

The flames danced around him, and his screams rose. Smoke filled the cavern. Gods, they needed to get out of here. As Sam and David raced for the entrance where Elijah had dropped the barrier, Caimo released a final howl along with one word.

As he screamed the name, his flesh turned white, and he melted away, the single word going with him.

“Ivilis!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Everything began to shake.

The ground rumbled. Dust fell from the ceiling. The catacombs were about to cave in. “This way!” Elijah called to them. The smoke around them was so thick that Sam could not see the entrance. She could only hold onto David and follow the sound of the headmaster’s voice.

Finally, they stumbled from the garden cavern into the tunnel. They had to get the hell out of here and fast. “I can’t use a portal,” Iris told them. “The barrier around this place is still up.”

Magnus and Elijah shared stony looks. If Caimo had not been responsible for the barrier, then who was? “You’re sure he’s dead?” Magnus asked, nodding back to the tree as it fell into flame along with Caimo’s body.

Elijah gave a curt nod. “Someone else is holding up the barrier.”

Sam had a feeling “someone else” might be named Ivilis. They couldn’t ponder that question any longer. “This way!” Iris urged as she led them through the tunnels. She couldn’t portal, but she could still get them out. She’d investigated this place not long ago. Sam only hoped the tunnels wouldn’t change on them as they went.

Romero and Helena were at Iris’ heels. Sam and David came next, clutching each other to prevent falling from the force of the quake. Elijah and Magnus brought up the rear.

They barely made it past a fork in the tunnels when part of the ceiling crashed down, filling the passage with dust. Sam coughed to expel it from her lungs. They had to keep moving. But gods, she was so tired. Her bones felt like stones. The clash of steel against bone met her ears, and she realized errant revenants had ambushed Iris, Romero, and Helena at one of the sewer grates. They cut them down within seconds, but they were precious seconds lost.

The ground rocked. Sam swayed and would have fallen if it weren’t for the wall close by. “Come on,” David urged. Almost there. It still seemed so far away.

Romero and Magnus blasted the grate with magic until it slid off. Iris slithered through first, then Helena and Romero. “Come on, Sam.” Magnus pushed her through. David was close behind. Magnus and the headmaster emerged as the tunnel caved in with a resounding crash. The whole place rocked, and blurry smudges filled Sam’s vision. Her friends’ alarmed voices rang out. “Hold on!” Romero shouted.

Onto what? Sam reached for whatever was nearest, which happened to be David’s vest. He pulled her against him. The rumbling hurled them down, down, down.

Sam did not realize they had been above water until she plunged into it, and cold filled her body. It was dark down here. She struggled to the top, breaking the surface to heave air into her lungs. The others did the same. “We can swim to the other end!” Iris yelled.

Sam stroked through the water. It wouldn’t have been so bad if there was any light and the water wasn’t so damn cold. She was a good swimmer, but not when she couldn’t fucking see. She followed the sounds of her friends’ breathing and voices and hoped everyone had made it out.

Finally, the water grew too shallow to swim. She waded out onto a stone floor. Dim light down the tunnel revealed they had all made it out, soaked to the skin but alive.

The rumbling stopped.

“Holy hell,” Helena exclaimed as she sank to the ground. “What was that?”

“The barrier responding to all that fire,” Magnus answered. “Someone else was controlling it.”

Ivilis, Sam thought. Whoever the hell that was. She didn’t say anything, though. She was too busy coughing up water and whatever else she’d swam through. She would need a long, long bath when she got back to the Academy and some tonics to make sure she didn’t get sick. Demons could be considered later.

“The barrier masked the rumbling,” Iris told them. “At least no one above will know what happened.” It wasn’t like anyone had tried getting into the catacombs after the cave-in during Sam’s first year at Ravenwood, anyway. “It wasn’t only the barrier,” Iris added, her eyes widening as she realized something. “We were in a pocket realm similar to Ravenwood.”

“Almost exactly like it,” Magnus clarified, meeting her gaze. They stared at one another in disbelief, with no tension between them.

“Holy hell,” Helena repeated.

Sam slumped over with David beside her. Romero approached them. “Are you both okay?”

“A few things are broken,” David admitted. “Truthfully, I don’t know how I made it out. Demons have a hell of a bitch slap.”

Romero chuckled despite the situation. “We’ll get you fixed up.”

He turned to Sam, and she flashed a weary smile. “I need a nice, long, hot bath.”

Iris headed over, smiling as she opened a portal. Now that they were beyond the barrier, they could leave without more trouble. She reached for Sam’s hand and hauled her up. “Let’s go home.”
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Sam was getting used to waking up in Ravenwood Academy’s infirmary.

When she opened her eyes this time and found bright sunlight streaming in, she knew she had slept the whole night. Pure exhaustion must have driven her to sleep as she walked into Iris’ portal because she didn’t remember ending up here. Someone had changed her clothes, though she still desperately needed a bath.

David slept in the bed beside her. Several bandages swathed various body parts, including his ribs. Cuts and bruises marred his chest. Still, he looked good, and Sam enjoyed the way his face smoothed in peaceful rest. Good. He needed the sleep. She hoped no desperate, dark dreams came to haunt him.

None of the other beds were occupied. Another good thing. The rest had not been hurt so badly. Footsteps nearby alerted Sam, and a figure emerged from an adjoining room. It was not who she expected. Not a healer or any of her friends who had been with her in those tunnels.

Jared Valo stood with his hands in his pockets. “You’re awake.”

Sam nodded. “So are you.”

He gave her a half-smile. “I actually got some sleep while the rest of you were off saving the world.”

Saving the world. Was that what people thought she did? Save everybody’s asses? She patted her bed, and he sat. “I’m sorry for being a dick to you before.”

“I’m sorry too,” she replied.

“I’m going to start running with you two in the morning.” Jared gestured at David. “I-if that’s all right, I mean.”

Sam produced a small smile. “It’s more than all right.”

“And Helena is going to train me.”

“Good. That means I’ll have someone else to beat up in sparring matches.”

Jared chuckled. “Please, no flames, though. I’ve heard enough stories. I don’t need to see it to believe them.”

Sam grinned. “I can’t make any promises.”

David stirred in the next bed, and Jared stood. “The headmaster told me if I wanted to make myself useful, I should come down here and wait until you were awake. Now that you are, I can deliver a message. They want you and David to meet in his office as soon as you can.”

Ah, yes. Sam was getting used to that, too. The whole “have a meeting with the headmaster about the shit you went through after you’re done in the hospital.” Sam thanked Jared. An hour later, after the healers had looked over Sam and David one last time, Sam returned to her room and took a bath. It did not last as long as she’d hoped, but Elijah wanted to see them.

They found only him and Magnus in his office. “The others are resting,” the headmaster told them.

“I see everything remained in good order here while we were gone,” Sam noted.

“Thanks to Oswald,” Elijah replied.

Sam made a mental note to visit the old librarian later and thank him for everything.

Elijah motioned for them to sit. Magnus remained by the window, wistfully gazing over the grounds as if he had not noticed the pair come in. “We wanted to thank you two for everything and apologize again for keeping the truth about Caimo from you for so long.”

Sam sat back and smiled. “I think I can forgive that after you threw a spear into him. There is one other thing, though.”

Elijah waited.

“I want you to promise that David and I can live here whenever and however long we want after we graduate. You will let David train here or become a teacher’s assistant during the school year.”

David’s mouth opened in surprise. Elijah smiled. “That’s no trouble at all. In fact, I was going to suggest that very thing.” He looked at David. “That is if you want to stay.”

David nodded. “I do. More than anything.”

“Your family has gone back home,” Elijah added. “They left after visiting you in the infirmary while you were asleep.”

“Thank you for having them taken care of.”

“It’s the least we could do, considering all the help you and Sam have been.”

Sam and David shared a look and a smile. Sam had never imagined racing him in the woods at Rosemary’s summer home would lead to this. More broken bones for David and scars on her palms from her flames.

“There is one thing I should mention.” Sam leaned forward. “When I burned Caimo, the skin under his demon features changed. I think he was still partially human like those other half-demons.”

Elijah nodded. “I doubt his appearance was an illusion, given how…upset he was when you burned down his precious garden. He needed that place to survive.”

“If Caimo is dead, does that mean the Cabal is really gone?” David asked.

“Yes, but as I have said before, the machinations are still in motion. Something darker prowls behind Caimo’s intentions,” Elijah explained.

“Right,” Sam agreed. “The Crimson Cabal was nothing but a vessel through which darker forces worked.” She sounded crazy saying that, but it was true. Her heart sank. All her fighting these past two years felt like nothing. Until she remembered Lily.

It’s not nothing. It’s everything. I’m fighting for her.

At last, Magnus turned from the window and joined the conversation. “Elijah and I will do what we can to find out what that might be. Don’t worry. We will fill you in the moment we learn anything new.” He offered a small, reassuring smile. “Until then, rest. The new school year starts in two days. Everyone will be returning to the Academy.”

Gods, how time had flown while they were dealing with demons. Sam had not realized the summer was almost over. The headmaster promised they could keep their current bedrooms instead of moving in among their fellow students. “You two have done more than enough to deserve extra space.”

Sam and David rose after Elijah dismissed them. On their way out the door, Sam turned to David. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. How the hell did you manage to shoot Caimo after he broke your bow?”

“I can’t believe how it happened, actually. I picked up what was left of Lily’s necklace when you dropped it after Caimo let you go. The next thing I knew, I felt a surge of magic in my body like nothing I’d ever felt before. Suddenly, I could use mana. I made the bow and shot.”

“Do you still have it?”

David nodded. “Right here.” He rummaged in his pocket and withdrew the remaining chain and the shards of purple flame.

Sam had every intention of putting it back together, then asking Rosemary what she knew. Lily had given her a necklace full of powerful magic, and Sam was determined to learn what it was and if Lily had known. She had no damn clue how she’d figure it out. But Lily always leaves the truth behind, she thought.

“Come on.” David slung an arm around Sam’s shoulders. “I’m starving. Let’s hope Oswald hasn’t eaten all the waffles.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY


It was far less hot at Ravenwood Academy than it was in Paris on opening day of the next school year. Jared had gone into the city to fetch some of his things. After returning to the island before the other students, he realized how much better the island felt. A breeze blew off the ocean, into the gardens, and up the tree-flanked path to the castle on the cliffside.

Jared looked forward to the year beginning, if only to have something else occupy his mind. He didn’t have the summer he’d planned on. Plus, starting school meant training with Helena every day. Sometime soon, he needed to find a way to repay her for saving his life and offering to train him.

On the other hand, there were also things he wasn’t looking forward to. Like explaining to all his friends why he had disappeared that night at The Enchantress.

Derek and the others had been texting him nonstop. Their group chat called DDDJ, which stood for Derek, Dane, Dillon, and Jared, had kicked him out after he refused to tell them over text what happened. “Some bad shit,” was all he mentioned. “I’ll tell you later.” They accused him of running off with some girl. If only they knew the harrowing truth.

They wouldn’t believe him anyway, so Jared wondered if he should even bother. He wouldn’t be drinking like he used to, and he most certainly would not be going to that nightclub if he could help it.

He stood in the front courtyard of the castle, watching students who had returned early and staff putting up welcome banners and decorations. Sam was among them, smiling at a young woman with red hair and glasses whom he’d heard her call Anne. Someone from the library, Sam had mentioned.

Magnus, Helena, Iris, and Romero were inside with all the other teachers as the headmaster prepped them on what the new year would hold. Jared had wandered into the courtyard simply because everyone seemed to be busy except him. His so-called friends would show up soon, and he’d have some explaining to do. If he could escape the harassment, he would. He thought about how, if they weren’t his friends anymore, who the hell was he supposed to hang out with during his last year?

Then David Hargrove approached him. “Hey, Jared.”

Jared smiled. He stood against a stone wall with his hands in his pockets. “Get good rest last night?” he asked. He didn’t like small talk, but he was genuinely interested. Two days ago, David had been with Sam and the others in tunnels full of half-demons.

“Sure, sure.” David’s gaze roamed over the garden until he found Sam. She was halfway up a ladder, receiving a lantern from someone standing on the ground. “Look, Jared, there’s something I wanted to ask you.” He turned, and their eyes met. “Please don’t tell anyone about what happened. Of course, if you feel the need to explain what you went through, go for it. As for going to my father’s house and everything about the half-demons, well…”

“I won’t say anything.” Jared shrugged. “It’s not like anyone would believe me anyway.”

David gave him a half-smile. “Unfortunately, I know what that’s like.”

He glanced again toward Sam as she descended the ladder, and so did Jared. The latter tilted his head. “You know, everyone around here talks about her all the time. People thought she was weird for a long time, a bit of a loner, but now…” The hint of a smile crossed his lips. “They think she’s a savior. We’ve all heard bits and pieces of the story, and it comes down to her in the end.”

David nodded. “She is a savior, but if you ever said that to her, she’d punch your teeth out.”

Jared chuckled. He was about to add something when the gates opened to a line of students moving up the path to the castle. One girl broke into a run upon seeing Sam and flung her arms around her. “That would be Molly,” David pointed out.

“Wasn’t she friends with another girl too?” Jared asked.

“Yeah, Emma. She’s not coming here anymore.”

“Graduated?”

David didn’t feel like explaining. “Yeah.”

Jared started to walk away, but David called his name. “After the opening ceremonies and everything, you should join Sam and me for a drink. And whatever friends of hers tag along.”

Jared smiled. “Thanks. I’d like that.”
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Sam knew she shouldn’t have been on a ladder because of her injuries, but she wasn’t up there long, and the courtyard looked wonderful. The day before, Magnus taught her a few illusionary tricks to hide her injuries so people wouldn’t ask about them. She only hoped she would not have extensive scars she’d have to hide for years to come like Magnus did. After seeing Molly, she lost track of time, and the two barely made it into the Star Hull for the opening welcome from Elijah.

When she entered, she caught Helena’s wry grin from the corner of her eye. You had better sit down, the look in Helena’s eyes communicated. Sam and Molly found a table among their other friends, including Leo and David, and, to Sam’s pleasant surprise, Jared.

“Not gonna lie,” David murmured as he leaned close enough for only her to hear. “I’m still pretty fucking sore. I barely walked in here.”

Sam smiled back. “Well, yeah, you’ve got broken ribs.”

“That I’m not doing a very good job hiding.”

“We’ll come up with a good story for how you got them.”

David’s eyes twinkled. “Sam and I were dancing, and she’s got two left feet, and she⁠—”

She swatted him, and he winced. “Sorry. I thought it was your left arm, not your right.”

“You’re buying me a drink after.”

Sam’s apologetic smile agreed. They fell silent as the teachers came to the stage for their typical beginning-of-the-year welcome speeches. Finally, their headmaster appeared with a smile. “Welcome, all. We are glad to have each and every one of you here with us as we begin yet another year of learning here at Ravenwood Academy.” His smile faded, and he continued in a solemn tone.

“This year, I want to take some time to remind you all why we are here. Those of us who have been blessed enough to possess the ability to use magic are afforded great privileges. With this comes a responsibility.” The way he spoke made everyone in the room feel he was addressing them and them alone. “Magic can be abused, as anything that gives one person power can be abused. Here, we learn to use our magic to help instead of hinder, to heal instead of harm. That is why your classes teach you to protect and defend, not to start wars and go after people who have hurt you.”

Sam felt the weight of his words and knew less than a dozen other people in the room understood the feeling.

“It is our duty to safeguard not only our realm but the mortal realm as well. Perhaps one day, we can bring magic back to the human realm.” At least his speech had a hopeful ending. At first, the student body wasn’t sure how to react, but soon applause filled the room as Elijah wished them a successful year of learning.

The room cheered, but Sam’s mind returned to Caimo’s words before he died. Only the most powerful should have magic. That’s what he believed. Apparently, enough other people had believed the same thing. Colin, Valen, Akosa, Kallus, Razar, and Carmine. Whatever had sent Caimo back to this realm wanted the same thing.

Sam shoved the thoughts aside. Magnus and Elijah were looking for answers so she didn’t have to. She could simply be a third-year student at Ravenwood Academy. Still, one thought kept returning to her. They couldn’t covet power. Otherwise, they’d be no better than the demons.

A hand on her shoulder dragged her from her thoughts, and David smiled down at her. “Hey, daydreamer. Ceremony’s over. Come on. You owe me a drink.”

Sam stood. “Actually, I think you owe me one after I killed a demon.” She spoke low enough not to alarm anyone else around them.

“Might I remind you, Samantha, that I shot him first. Right before he was about to crush you like a grape.” He only used her full first name when he was making a point.

Sam laughed. “Fine. We both owe each other a drink.”

David slung an arm around her as they headed from the hall. “Somehow, Sam, you always win.”
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EPILOGUE


The sky was blue, but not the kind of blue in the human world.

This blue was darker and shadowed the entire land. Indeed, this place was not in the human world or the realm inhabited by humans who practiced magic. This land was…other.

That’s what the half-demons had always called it, never knowing exactly what or where it was. Somewhere between the worlds of humans, magic and non-magic alike, and Avadon.

The creature walking in that world knew what this place was called, of course, because he was born here. He crossed a field converted into a garden, easily twenty times the size of the one his servant Caimo had made in the catacombs.

This place was safer. Away from prying humans.

The creature sighed. Perhaps he should not have entrusted the work of growing such trees as these to someone as lowly as a human hoping to make a deal with a devil. He had Caimo’s heart, but that had not been enough. Still, they had sown fear with those seeds. People knew they were coming, and that was a good thing.

Let them wrestle with that fear. Let them wait and grow more afraid.

He liked to watch them squirm.

The creature moved among the trees, walking the path with no sound. Here, revenants made from humans did not tend the garden. Instead, the pasts of others who had tried to work for the demons moved to and fro, shadowy apparitions in chains. Caimo had not yet arrived. His spirit was taking some time to find its way here, where he would serve for eternity, never quelling that hunger within him.

Here, there was death.

But there was also life.

At the end of the rows stood one tree larger than the rest. Once, the humans would have called it the Tree of Life in one of their silly little stories about gods fooling around with mortals. Indeed, the tree would give life, but not the sort of life the humans had written about. Nothing golden and warm and good. This tree…well, it was all about glory.

And oh, how the creature roaming toward it wanted that.

No one in the human world knew who he was yet. Only his name had fallen from Caimo’s lips before he died. Ivilis. No matter. He could change his name.

They believed Caimo orchestrated everything. Or so he hoped. He could plan for his new society in peace. No one would find him here, sowing chaos into the ground. In a way, Ivilis thought, Caimo’s blood had watered these very trees.

A cunning smile parted his lips as he came at last to the massive tree at the end, its boughs heavy with leaves and fruit. It was much larger than the others, and its bark was silver, not gray like the rest. Ivilis reached into the boughs and plucked a heavy piece of dark fruit. He sank his teeth into it, savoring the taste of life.
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NOTE FROM ISABEL
AUGUST 22, 2023


Thank you for reading the fourth book in my not-so-new series!

What shall I write about this time? Life is very quiet here. It has been sunny without being hot lately, so Emma and I have been walking by the river. Then we stop at the local coffee shop and have a scone—she demands at least one bite—and a latte, which she abjures, and home we go.

Well, home we go after a stop at the bakery. I confess that I have been lazy lately. If I get there early enough, they have a lovely selection of pies (Scotch, coronation chicken, steak and ale, steak and haggis, etc.) They also have sandwiches, including tuna mayo my favorite), coronation chicken (are you sensing a theme?), ham and cheese, and whatever else they fancy that day.

Oddly, I almost never buy pastries there. The coffee shop owner’s creations are excellent, including chocolate and bramble cake, several fruit tarts, and gingerbread with lemon drizzle. The only thing I buy from the bakery is Victoria Sponge in a pinch. Frankly, I usually bring that home from M&S Foodhall because theirs is better.

Speaking of M&S Foodhall, it is in the next big town to the south, which is in England…a whole other country. The last time I went, I stopped at the beach, then walked around the town walls. Even those of us who were born here sometimes forget how much history the UK has seen. When you spy a plate that says 1623 on a house, you realize it went through the endless Border wars, the beheading of Charles I, Cromwell’s Protectorate, and the Restoration, plus the hundreds of years since then.

I often wish the houses could tell me their stories. I do understand that most would consist of, “Cook burned the roast last week, the Missus was finally brought to bed and delivered of a son, and Maisie spit up today,” but there would be some…

In my spare moments, I am focusing on my next series, which is set in America. New Orleans, to be exact. I’ve had to learn a lot about American English and local geography so I can get it right.

I’m back to writing Samantha’s next adventure. I hope you are still enjoying Samantha and her friends. If you have a moment, leaving a review would be very helpful for me (as it is for any writer).

Thank you, Kelly O, and my editor Jacqui, and the wonderful Just-in-Time readers who catch the last-minute oopsies. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next book.

Izzie Campbell

OceanofPDF.com


THE SINISTER ONSLAUGHT





OceanofPDF.com




THE MAGIC ACADEMY OF PARIS BOOK 5



[image: ]


OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER ONE


Normally, the museum closed at 5 p.m., but today was Wednesday, so it stayed open until nine. For some reason, he had always hated Wednesdays. Hump day, as some areas of the world called it. Somehow, it often ended up being the day a half-demon decided to open a portal and slip into the human world.

Jack Calisto waited in the shadows, wishing he could smoke his pipe. He glanced at the No Smoking sign again as if willing it to disappear. No one had noticed him slipping into the museum using a portal. They wouldn’t notice a little smoke, would they?

He pulled out his lighter and paused.

The museum had gone silent.

He had expected quiet after the visitors left but not total silence. At least not for another hour or so. Weren’t people supposed to be there to clean the floors, restock the gift shop, and scrub down bathrooms?

A security camera blinked in a corner, but Jack knew it wouldn’t pick up on him. He had worn the right cloak for glamouring himself to the walls. Smoke from his pipe, however…

He grumbled and put the lighter away. He waited and waited.

The wizard security force in the area had tipped him and his investigative team from Black Gate about this place. Some strange things had been happening in the museum for a week or so.

A painting had been stolen, for one.

Jack wasn’t much for art and wouldn’t have given a shit if it weren’t for what the thief had left behind. It was an etching in the wall, a symbol Jack had only seen once before in a photograph. Magnus Deathshroud showed him a picture of a stone table featuring that symbol where someone had drained humans of their mana to feed a demon.

A demon had been here. Or a human wearing a demon’s skin. To Jack, it was the same fucking thing. It wasn’t only the carving in the wall where the painting had been placed that bothered the wizard security team. The cameras hadn’t picked up on the intruder. No alarms had gone off. Stranger than all these things, the painting never actually left the museum. Could that technically be considered stealing?

The next day, after being thrown into a panic, museum security had found the piece lying on a table in an adjoining room. The painting itself was fine, but the same symbols had been burned into the back of the canvas.

They had hung it back up since the burns had not come through on the other side.

From the shadows, Jack tilted his head to examine the painting. The room housing it had teal walls with images of dark trees painted on them. Glass cases holding Dutch period medallions and Baroque statues flanked the narrow walkway toward the not-stolen piece.

The Daughters of Helios Searching for their Brother Phaeton.

That was the name of the painting. The plaque beside it stated the artist was Claude Lorrain. The date was 1685.

It depicted a landscape with a large tree taking up a third of the canvas. To the right of the tree were figures. Three women and a man who appeared to be a shepherd herded cows past a river flowing into a sea with mountains in the distance. Based on the title of the painting, Jack assumed the women were the Daughters of Helios, the Greek God of the Sun, asking the shepherd questions about their brother Phaeton.

Against his will, Jack felt himself drawn in by the painting. The colors, shapes, and the way the light had been painted made him…feel something.

He stood straighter, suddenly sensing someone nearby.

A demon? Half-demon? A janitor on his way out?

Jack clenched his hand around the cane he used as a guise. It didn’t help him walk. It turned into a magical spear he could wield as well as any wizard used a wand. His other hand went to the pistol that could shoot bullets made of solidified mana. He did not pull the gun from his vest yet.

As he waited, thoughts drifted through his mind. When the wizard security at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts in Canada had contacted Black Gate in France, he wondered why the hell they couldn’t deal with the problem themselves. Then he had heard about the symbol and how it linked to portals that had been materializing all over the world the past couple of months. And the strange and sometimes gruesome events that followed.

So far, nothing gruesome had shown itself in Canada, though Jack knew it might soon if they didn’t stop it first. Using his magic senses, he concluded the figure behind him was not a demon or partially one. It also wasn’t a museum worker. “I thought I told you to stay with the others,” he growled, shedding his glamour and stepping into the dim light.

From the shadows, the figure shrugged. A cunning smile crossed her lips, showing gleaming, white teeth. “I thought tailing you would be more fun, and I figured you might want the company. I know how much you don’t like art.” The woman crossed her arms and tilted her head to examine the same painting he had been staring at. “A shame. There’s a lot to learn from art. That one was based on Ovid, but beyond that, Homer.” She gestured at the piece

Jack had no idea what the hell she was talking about. “I didn’t know you had such a vested interest in art, Iris.”

Iris Tringest shrugged again and emerged from the shadows. “I have lots of interests in lots of things.”

“Including stalking me, it seems.”

Jack was her superior since he was the head of Black Gate, but even he was sometimes intimidated by the older of the Tringest twins. Her brother was not with them. He had stayed in France to aid Elijah, headmaster of Ravenwood Academy, Magnus, and Helena with their side of the investigation. Jack had been surprised when Iris signed up to go with him across the world to investigate the portals. The excuse she gave was, “I know more about portals than anyone at Black Gate or the others on our side.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong about that.

They had gone to Germany first, then Moscow. Then Tokyo and Nepal. Montreal was their first spot on the other side of the globe and Jack’s first stakeout inside a museum. He felt strangely relaxed by the art around him. Perhaps he would pay the Louvre a visit when they were home. At least that museum had an exhibit for magicals only.

Iris had come into the museum silently through a portal. Her steps were equally silent as she approached him and stood to face the painting. “We found out where the next portal will open. We should go.”

Jack nodded. “I figured the creature wouldn’t dare to come back here. Still,” he sighed, “not a waste of time to try.” He gestured at the Daughters of Helios. “Besides, I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

Iris snorted. “If that creature was from Avadon, they could at least have taken one good decoration home. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad they didn’t.”

“Perhaps they fancied a vase instead,” Jack returned lightly, earning a rare smile from Iris. Seeing her smile made him feel good, as much as he hated it. He cleared his throat, a wordless command for her to open a portal. He didn’t ask where they were going. He would find out in a moment.

As soon as they stepped from the portal onto a darkened street, Jack wished they had stayed inside the museum.

The streets were gray in this area of the city and slick with rain that had finished falling a few minutes ago. The pulsing of music and light inside a building told Jack everything he needed to know. The demon wanted to go dancing. Otherwise, why the hell show up at a nightclub?

Iris inclined her head toward the entrance. “Shall we?”

She must have known this a while ago because she wasn’t wearing her typical fighting leathers anymore. When she showed up in the museum, she wore a cloak. She’d taken it off, and she stood there in a dress for dancing. A little black thing with only enough room to hide her knives. It had long sleeves and a swooping neckline. She had traded heels for her boots. Smart. That’s what she was, smart and beautiful. Jack couldn’t stop staring.

Iris grinned. “You can stay out here picking your jaw off the ground or come in with me.”

Jack grumbled some colorful array of profanity under his breath before going inside. The pulsing lights nearly blinded him. Blues, purples, and pinks blinked all around the room. Bodies packed the place, and the smell was of sweat mixed with something sweeter. Jasmine and lilac. Iris wove through to the bar. She didn’t plan on drinking while they waited for the demon, did she?

He followed her, and upon reaching the bar, he realized she had gone for the spot in the club with the best vantage point. Jack spotted others on their team in the crowd. Morten, Stayde, and Brock. “They’ve been here for an hour,” Iris told him over the music pumping through the speakers.

Gods, he wished to be back in the museum again. At least there, it had been quiet. He had never understood why some people liked these kinds of places, including Iris. Even she, who loved her peace and quiet, enjoyed a night out around humans clueless of dangers lurking nearby.

“We need to get these people out of here,” Jack told his subordinate.

Iris shook her head. “They’ve been watching for the portal. It won’t open in here.” She nodded toward the exit. “I wanted to get their attention first.”

Morten, Stayde, and Brock spotted them. The four of them had been going through the city all day tracking the portal using Iris’ extensive knowledge and magically wired devices. Jack still wasn’t sure how any of her contraptions worked. He had gone to the museum, and now they were all here. His hand clenched around his cane. He wanted to draw his pistol merely for the comfort of it in his palm, but scaring the crowd was a lot lower on his list of desires.

“We’ve tracked the portal to the basement of this place,” Morten reported when they were all together.

Jack eyed them for signs of drunkenness. They had been good. No liquor on anyone’s breath. Only a glaze over Stayde’s eyes, but he always looked like that in a place with thumping music and scantily clad women. His gaze roamed Iris for longer than Jack was comfortable with, so he ground out gruffly, “Let’s get down there then.”

They slipped through the crowd like fish through water and to the basement door. Apparently, the club rented the basement out to certain individuals, so when Iris flashed them a wristband, the doorman only nodded and let them pass. Jack didn’t want to know how she had managed that.

Down a winding set of stairs was the basement full of plush sofas and chairs, screens displaying the DJ upstairs, and a full snack and drink bar. Iris nodded at the barman. “We don’t need you. Go upstairs or take the night off.”

The barman seemed grateful and was out of their way as soon as he had cast curious glances over the five figures. “Shall I send anyone down?” he asked before reaching the stairs.

“No,” Iris clipped. No strippers was what she meant.

“You sure we don’t have time for that?” Stayde asked.

Jack glared at him, and he shut his mouth. Now they only had to wait for the damn portal to open. “You’re sure this is it?” Morten asked Iris.

Her icy reply slid along Jack’s bones. “Of course I’m sure.”

There was one thing Iris was good at. Almost never being wrong. That and standing impatiently against the wall in that form-fitting dress. Jack jerked his eyes away so no one could accuse him of gawking. He was fifty years old, for the gods’ sake. He shouldn’t feel like he was twenty around her, even if he looked closer to thirty than fifty, thanks to years of hard training and using magic that made him look younger.

“Tell us what you saw at the museum, boss,” Morten invited.

Brock, ever the silent one, stood with Iris against the wall, dark eyes scanning the room for any sign of the portal. They had already cut down a demon in Germany and Moscow but had chased the second across all the other cities they had been to. At least disaster hadn’t struck.

Yet.

Jack opened his mouth, and a scream filled the club.

Not Jack’s scream. The high-pitched, terrified scream of a woman. Upstairs.

Fucking hell. Iris looked shocked and sick. “It’s up there.”

They didn’t bother with the stairs. Iris sucked them into a portal before Jack could pull his gun. They were upstairs, stepping from a portal into the middle of the room. An opening portal and the creature lumbering out of its swirling vortex had cleared the dance floor. Screams filled the room.

“Get out!” Morten’s voice boomed.

Their associate, a security wizard working the bar, was already on it. They could have explained this later as a wild practical joke if no one saw the demon. Someone had, though. That was why she had screamed. This would get messy in a lot of different ways.

Jack aimed his gun but didn’t fire until the people were out, fleeing through the exits into the streets. He fired. The bullet hit the creature in the chest, sinking into blue-gray skin. The demon didn’t seem to care. It struck out with tentacles made of shadows that hardened as they lanced.

One caught Morten around the waist, sending him sprawling to the floor. Iris moved like the wind, using her portals to escape and reappear throughout the room. Each time she stepped out, she slashed with her knives, eliciting roars from the demon as she cut across its skin, drawing black blood.

This place was not only about to be trashed but the lingering scent of a demon’s smoking corpse would be left behind. Messy indeed.

The shadows swiped out, knocking over tables, chairs, and glasses. The DJ had fled, too, but the music pounded on as the lights flashed and roamed.

Jack’s heart pounded so fast he thought it might leap from his chest. It wasn’t the demon he was worried about. It was all those eyes. Stupid, fearful humans finding out the truth. He kept shooting until the pistol was empty. The bullets might not have hurt the demon as much as he wanted them to, but they sent the creature reeling into one of Iris’ portals. She tossed the demon back out of another, directly into Brock’s sleek, gleaming knife. It died on the blade and sank to the club floor.

The five of them gathered around, panting for breath. One of the men cursed, saying “fuck” five times in the same sentence. Jack didn’t pay attention to who. He was too busy kneeling to check on the creature. He found what he expected. A hybrid being, a human wearing the flesh of a demon. Something that could only be accomplished by force or through a deal with Avadon.

The person was dead, head sagging and eyes closed. There was no asking them whether they had come here to attack of their own free will.

“Come on, we have to work quickly,” Iris urged them. Stayde summoned fire that could burn the demon and evidence of the portal. It would get rid of the smell, too. Although the fire wouldn’t do any damage to the club, the authorities would wonder what had happened. Jack only hoped they would conclude a fight had broken up, and the woman had been too drunk to remember seeing a demon.

Gods, this wasn’t good.

Jack wiped the sweat off his face with a napkin he found on the only table still standing upright. As soon as Stayde finished, Iris opened a portal, and they vanished into the night.
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Well, that had been exciting.

Iris wished Romero had been with her, but she could tell him all about it when they returned to Paris. Would he judge her for making the wrong call? Gods, she felt like an idiot. At least no one had been hurt.

She opened the portal on a rooftop overlooking the city where no one would see five figures appear out of thin air, smelling badly of a demon and covered in its blood. Iris sank to the surface, breathing hard. Fighting half-demons never got any easier, and the more they discovered them, the better trained the creatures were. Whoever was sending them to this world knew what they were doing.

She had been so sure the portal would open in the basement. Stupid. So fucking stupid not evacuating the people from the club first. She should have known the creature might pull a fast one. She had been so close. Iris stamped down the regret; she didn’t have room for it when survival was on the line. Besides, Stayde and Morten would berate her about it later. She only hoped Jack wouldn’t do the same thing.

Iris looked out over the city to the dark horizon and all the buildings shining against it with their lights. It was as though thousands of stars had fallen to earth. A Ferris wheel glowing pink glimmered against water. No one down there knew what they had faced. No one but them knew the danger this city was in.

“We’ve neutralized the threat for now,” Morten reminded them. “We can keep watch tonight and return tomorrow.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you being the one to give orders,” Jack replied testily, turning to his subordinate.

“Sorry, boss,” Morten muttered.

“He’s right.” Iris breathed as she allowed the cool night air to soothe her skin from the heat of the battle. “I don’t want to be on this side of the world anymore.” Truth be told, she missed Paris. She missed being home.

“This is the sort of thing she described in her reports,” Stayde mentioned.

She. Iris’ hands tightened over the railing before her.

Morten nodded. “Right. She said the demons wouldn’t hesitate to come out into the open. Around people.”

Iris shuddered. Helena’s reports over the past few months had said such things, but now she had seen it with her own eyes. Slowly, she stood, turning back to the others. Her eyes met Jack’s. His gaze scorched and searched her, so she looked away.

“Then we should take back reports, too,” Jack stated in a low voice. “Open a portal, Iris.” She turned to him, and he gave her a reassuring nod. “And take us home.”
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CHAPTER TWO


Samantha Tempestade had become many things since first coming to Ravenwood Academy. Among them were battle mage, the center of the ever-spinning rumor mill, friend to people mostly double her age, and historian. Not to mention, she was one of the few in the world with the ability to steal a sorcerer’s magic. She liked to forget that sometimes. There was feeling special, and there was feeling too special.

“Dutiful student” had been first. Now that she had started her third year at the Academy for young witches and wizards, Sam was back at it and not enjoying it like she used to. Devouring books and training every day wasn’t doing it for her, not when there was a mission ahead to focus on.

Her alchemy class had always been boring with a capital B, but it now seemed like her professor spoke slower and slower every time she stepped into that class. His dull droning took a back seat to Sam’s spinning thoughts which had been on her mind for two months.

Her life had become a never-ending cycle of answers followed by more questions. Always more questions. All around her was the enticing aroma of magical ingredients in varying concoctions, all bubbling gently. At least today, her professor had not insisted on potions that made the whole room smell like a demon had died. That was not a reminder she needed. Instead, the room was full of jasmine, lilac, and something deeper and earthier that Sam could not name, mainly because she wasn’t paying attention.

The autumn day was warm, so the windows were propped open, allowing the scent of leaves to waft in on a balmy breeze. Sam’s head turned toward the window as the clinking of instruments being dipped and stirred in small cauldrons sounded behind her. The low chatter of paired students passed her ears. She was the only one without a partner that day due to an odd number of students. She didn’t mind not having someone hissing at her to focus.

Sam’s gaze drifted away from the window when she grew bored watching two squirrels scamper about in search of food. Shelves holding an impressive collection of ancient tomes and colorful vials lined the wall before her. She wished they did less mixing in this class and more reading.

Sam had to hold back a laugh. Lily would tease me forever if she knew I liked reading as much as I do now. She had not read a book outside her classes in weeks, though. Oswald, the head librarian who had been invaluable to her searches in the past, had not offered her a mysterious tome with pictures from the past popping off the pages. Maybe that was a good thing.

Lily came back into Sam’s mind with a slew of thoughts she could not seem to stop, even in her dreams. For two months, she had been sitting in classrooms and going to training with Helena. She had been waiting for any news from Black Gate or her professor Magnus Deathshroud on what they’d learned about the demi-demons infiltrating the human world. She had only heard that Black Gate was sending teams all over the world.

Sam sighed and peered into her small, bubbling cauldron. She frowned. It didn’t look the right color. She crushed up a few more lilac leaves and stirred them in. Gradually, her hand slowed as other things came to mind. Her hand went to her throat, which was bare because she hadn’t had time to get Lily’s necklace repaired. If it was even repairable. She was afraid a magic jeweler would tell her nothing could be done.

She felt naked and empty without the purple, flame-shaped jewel around her neck. She had lost it after finally avenging Lily against the once-high-standing leader of the Crimson Cabal. Yet, it had saved her life.

She shook her head as if to rid her mind of the memory of David shooting a mana arrow through Caimo with the power inside that necklace. Oh, Lily. Why had her death brought so many more questions to Sam? She was twenty-one. Life was confusing enough as it was.

Sam had hoped to visit Lily’s grandmother Rosemary before school started to ask her about the necklace, but she didn’t have time while recovering in the infirmary.

Something in her cauldron leaped out, jolting her from her deep thinking. She jumped back, letting out a small squeak of alarm. She had made a critical mistake somehow. She peered in to see the potion had exploded. Too much lilac leaves or something. She sighed, hoping to clean up the mess before her professor noticed.

Too late. He had seen all the other students looking her way.

He turned, his bushy brows drawing together. “Samantha Tempestade.” He shook his head. “You’ve been daydreaming the past three times you have been in my class. Disappointing that a student with such high marks could fall so quickly.”

Sam had been through hell in her life so far, and somehow being reprimanded in front of her whole class felt as bad as a nasty cut from a demi-demon. Her face flamed. “S-sorry. I’ll clean it up.”

“And you will stay longer after class until you can get that potion right!” her professor proclaimed.

“Yes, Professor.”

Sam kept her head down while cleaning the mess, then gathered fresh ingredients and started again. The glances in her direction ranged from pity to curiosity to outright disdain. Sam caught one girl rolling her eyes at her. “Take a picture, why don’t you?” she snapped.

The girl looked away, and Sam received a sharp look from her professor. She was on her way to staying behind in class for more than extended potion-making. What is this potion for anyway? she wondered as she crushed more lilac leaves. She had forgotten the introduction at the beginning of class. It wasn’t her fault her professor was so boring!

Several minutes later, the professor released everyone from class but her. His expression was cross as he told her, “You almost made a critical error, Miss Tempestade.”

It was as though he said her last name to remind her of the bad luck that came along with it.

“I know, sir⁠—”

He shook his head and cut her off. “I don’t think you do. Another moment longer, and that potion could have turned into a noxious gas. I would have had a classroom full of sleeping students!”

“Oh.” She lowered her head.

“‘Oh’ is right.” The professor sighed. “All right, go on now. I expect better concentration in the future.”

“Yes, sir.”

Sam clutched her books to her chest and walked from the classroom, only taking a deep breath when she was in the hall where dozens of students moved to and fro between classes. She checked her watch. She had no more classes for the day and a few hours before supper. She could study, nap, or read. And it’s so nice outside today.

Whatever she chose to do, she hoped it would distract her from the thoughts of turmoil that would not leave her alone.

“Hey there,” came a voice. Sam turned to see the smile accompanying David’s greeting.

“What are you doing outside of class?” she asked, glancing at her watch. “You said you would be training until four o’clock.”

“A couple of my new trainees didn’t show up,” David returned with a shrug.

Sam gave his shoulder a playful, light punch. “Being too hard on them, eh?”

“Hardly. If they think I’m tough, they should get in the ring with Romero or Iris.”

Merely seeing David made Sam feel better, but he could tell a cloud was hanging over her. “Out with it.”

“Out with what?” Sam arranged her face to convince him nothing was wrong. His knowing grin, however, told her he saw right through it.

“Whatever is bothering you, Sam.”

So she told him about the accident in class and the thoughts preceding it. “I don’t know, David. I feel like we’re being shoved in the dark again.”

David, who didn’t always agree with her on this point, nodded. “I’ve been feeling the same way. Romero and Iris are hardly here anymore, and Helena is too busy to talk to when she’s not training us or Jared. And Magnus…”

Oswald, the head librarian at Ravenwood Academy, had been filling in for Magnus for weeks now.

They began walking so they could get away from the crowd. More often than ever, students who saw them talking to one another let their gazes linger too long. Everyone wanted to know what Samantha Tempestade and David Hargrove, two of the saviors of Ravenwood Academy, were discussing.

“It’s like we’ve been cut off from the group,” Sam added in a lower tone. “I’m sure if we asked what was going on, we would get some of the truth, but…”

David finished for her. “We shouldn’t have to ask.”

“Right.”

“I don’t think I mind being excluded as much as you do,” David admitted. “But it is strange that two months ago, Magnus and Elijah were apologizing for keeping us in the dark, and now, we don’t know a damn thing.”

It was always possible they hadn’t found anything new to report, but Sam doubted that. Otherwise, why have teams from Black Gate going all over the world? What were they looking for? And more pressing, what were they tracking?

“There’s another thing,” David murmured. “And maybe I shouldn’t even talk about it.”

“Well, now you have to.”

David glanced around and waited until no one was looking before leaning closer and whispering, “I’ve been hearing voices.”

Sam raised a brow. Did he mean the silly rumors about them being together or something sinister? “Go on.”

David blew out a hard breath. “I’m going to sound crazy.”

Sam chuckled. “Half the stories we could tell would make us both sound crazy. If there’s anyone you can tell, it’s me.”

He gave her a grateful smile before sobering again. “It’s voices that aren’t there. Whispers that follow me around when I’m alone. At first, I was only dreaming them, and though disturbing, I didn’t think much of it. But earlier, I was alone in my training room after my morning students left, and I heard them again. That’s not all.” He swallowed before continuing. “I’m seeing shadows on walls that shouldn’t have them in shapes that don’t make any sense.”

Sam slowed. What David was talking about sounded similar to what Lily had experienced before her death. “You haven’t felt cold all the time, have you? Or touched any strange stones?”

David shook his head. “Absolutely not. If anything, I think I’m running hot.”

Sam bit back the urge to tell him it was because he was hot. She had embarrassed herself enough that day. She laid a hand on his arm. “Whatever it is, we’ll fight it together.”

“I think it’s just paranoia,” David admitted. “I still haven’t been able to shake the shit we went through this summer. I mean, almost losing you to that monster…” He trailed off, and Sam’s heart ached. He had saved her. With Lily’s necklace, no less. In a way, Lily had saved her from beyond the grave.

“I think I have too much energy,” David added. “Need to blow off some steam.”

“How do you suggest we do that?” Sam wiggled her brows, trying to become playful again to lighten the mood. “I’ll buy you a drink or…” More eyes followed the pair down the hall. “I wish everyone would stop staring,” she grumbled.

“Then let’s get out of here,” David suggested, smiling once more.

Sam shared his smile, knowing where this was headed. “I was hoping you would ask me for a sparring session soon, David. It’s not like you’re getting your arse beat teaching first years.”

David laughed. “You would be surprised.”

“Out of practice?” she taunted.

He laughed. “After we’re away from here, you’re going to pay for that.”

Sam’s eyes gleamed. “I’ll race you.”

David’s face matched her mischief. “I’ll beat you.” He opened a portal and vanished.
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CHAPTER THREE


“That’s soooo fucking unfair!” Sam called when she reached the clearing in the Ravenwood where she and David came to spar when they wanted to be away from the eyes of their peers. Hardly anyone entered the forest. Many were still afraid of the beasts unleashed there three years ago. Sam and David knew the beasts were gone, and it was a perfectly safe place to practice.

“You know I can’t use portals that well,” Sam grumbled. Her first attempt had ended in disaster, crashing into a tree on the other end of one. The following attempts had been better, but she could only go short distances. It was not a skill she innately possessed, like others did. “Otherwise, you would be too powerful,” Helena had told her with a wink,

David shrugged, wearing a smug smile. “We all have to use the abilities best suited to us.”

“You’re not even that good with portals. They always make me want to throw up.” Sam drew her wand.

“Yet, I got here first.”

That was it. She wasn’t taking his bullshit anymore. Sam had only drawn her wand to distract him from the blue flames forming in her palm. She sent a volley of fire at him. He ducked and rolled as she knew he would. She hadn’t done it to burn him, only to keep him on his toes.

“Gods, Sam. You could have singed me!”

She chuckled. “I thought you wanted to spar.”

And spar they did, though not with the dull swords they had practiced with when they started years ago. Lush greenery surrounded them with the whispers of ancient trees as the pull of the wind in their branches sang. Their sparring inspired Sam to push herself to new limits. She was safe with David not only to extend her skills but to burn out if she needed to. She could reach the edge of her control as long as she didn’t burn down the whole forest. Now, that would give everyone at the school something to talk about.

Sam conjured mesmerizing blue flames, dancing and swirling at her every command. The magic in her body surged sure and warm, and Sam could count on David feeling the same thing in his body. While she moved with vibrato and force, his movements were sleek and stealthy, smoothed by the primitive skill of a hunter in his natural surroundings.

Why had they chosen a forest to do this in? Sam wished for the open plains by the sea where she could let her flames go wild. Bringing her here had been part of David’s plan. She had to gain more control. Yet as they danced around one another, casting spells and evading one another’s strikes, she realized he had done this for her benefit, not his own. He wanted her to get better. They would not always have the battlegrounds of their preferences.

Still, she wasn’t ready to forgive him for taking a portal here. She launched forward, putting up a wall of blue flame. “Now, that is not fair,” David called from the other side. “You can’t block me off like that.”

“I can do whatever I want.”

“I thought we decided on no mana during practice.”

Sam shrugged. “I also thought we agreed on no portals.”

“Touché.”

She laughed and let her wall of fire down. When David took the opportunity to leap toward her, she enveloped him in the flames again, only long enough to melt his shield and not actually touch his skin. He shouted in alarm, and her laughter filled the clearing. “You might be a hunter, David, but you sure do step into a lot of traps.”

The next instant, Sam cried out when a spell struck her feet and spread a webbing like spider silk around her legs. She hurtled toward the ground, landing in soft mud. She groaned. Great. Now, she would need a bath and be late for dinner. It wasn’t like it mattered. The sun was beginning to set, and they wouldn’t make it back in time. She wasn’t sure she cared. The cool air and movement of her body were exactly what she needed. Like David, she needed to blow off some steam.

She doused her flames with a water rune so steam filled the air, blocking off David’s view of her while she cut away the spider silk around her ankles. Free, she leaped toward him, putting up yet another wall of flames.

David had been expecting that. Gods, he knew all her moves even when she didn’t know what she would do next. His bow and quiver of arrows had been glamoured to his body the whole time, apparently. The next thing Sam knew, he shot an arrow with deadly precision through her wall, creating a blast that spread her flames. Sam was too busy panicking and dousing the fire before the forest caught to see him casting another spell at her feet.

She fell again, this time letting out a low growl. “What the hell, David?”

He grinned at her. “Arrows forged from mana. I’ve been working on them for a few weeks. Like them?” He extended a hand to help her up, and as much as Sam didn’t want to take it, her backside was sore. He pulled her up as she answered.

“I think I prefer the mana arrows when they’re saving my arse, not beating it.”

“So you admit that I’m winning?”

She showed her teeth. “Try again, Hargrove.” She flung up another barrier of pure mana. Her flames danced within a shield reinforced with spells.

David gave her a cocky smile. “Easy.”

He shot an arrow, blasting the barrier apart. Sam would have been impressed if it weren’t for the fact that the explosion was too close to her, and she went flying back. Lucky for her, she landed in soft moss, a little harder than she wanted but not enough to break anything. If she returned to the castle without a broken tailbone, she’d count herself lucky.

Sam struggled to sit up, groaning. “Fine, your mana arrows are impressive. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

David rushed to her side, eyes wide. “Did I hurt you? Gods, I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would work that well.”

“I think I’ve broken something,” Sam lied, making David look closer at her ribs. As he bent over, she launched up, nimbly throwing him over and pinning him to the ground.

Eyes wide, David looked into her face. “Geez, Sam. Knock out my whole spine next time, why don’t you?” he managed after he caught his breath.

Sam panted, and in her effort to gather her breath back, she realized their faces were inches apart. His lips were so close to hers. Her face flushed red, but she could excuse it as exertion. Gods, he was so close and warm, and his body was solid beneath her. His hand rested above her elbow, firm at first as if to push her off. Then he paused, realizing how close they were.

Was that flash in his eyes desire? Was the same look in hers?

Someone close by cleared their throat. Sam jerked away from David, her eyes scanning the tree line as a figure emerged. “Oh, there you two are.” Jared Valo, a friend they had made thanks to the last encounter with Caimo, raised a brow at them. “Am I interrupting something?”

Sam’s flashing eyes said, Yes, you idiot, but her mouth spoke no words as she scrambled off David and helped him up.

“Nope,” David answered. “Just training.”

“I thought I’d find you two sparring and wondered if I could get in a session.”

As much as Sam liked Jared, she sometimes wished he would go away. He ran with her and David every morning and often joined in their training sessions. She rarely got David alone anymore.

Sam brushed the dirt off her hands. “I think I’m about done with training for today.”

David chuckled. “Yeah, I pushed a little hard.”

A kiss would have fixed that, but Sam kept the thought to herself. With Jared here, she could hardly look at David. Jared’s eyes met hers. She couldn’t tell if he was oblivious or if he knew what he had walked up to. “That’s fine,” Jared replied. “Some of us want to go into Paris tonight anyway. Fall break starts tomorrow. Well, tonight.”

A whole week of resting, training if they wanted, and tonight, drinking and eating. “Sounds good to me,” Sam replied, looking at her disheveled clothes. “I have to bathe and change first.”

“All right then. We’ll meet you in the courtyard in an hour.” With these words, Jared disappeared through the trees. The sun was low on the horizon, and soon, the forest would be dark.

“Want to portal back?” David asked.

Still unable to look at him, Sam nodded. His warm hand enveloped hers as he pulled her through.
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Sam was alone to get ready until she finished her bath. When she wandered into her bedroom wearing a robe, she found Molly lounging on her bed, flipping through a magazine that used to be Lily’s that Sam kept on her bedside table. It was an English tabloid from 2010 when William and Kate got engaged. Ever obsessed with royals and their interpersonal goings-on, Lily had kept it. Sam was less thrilled by the “timeless relic,” as Lily had called it, but kept it in her memory. Seeing Molly flip through it both warmed her heart and set it aching.

As soon as Molly saw Sam, she popped up. “Oh, good. You’re almost ready. I came to keep you company.”

Sam gave her a knowing smile. “You and I both know you don’t like your roommate and would rather live with me.”

Molly rolled her eyes. “I would sleep under your bed or in the bathtub if it meant not hearing her munch on pretzels and talk to her boyfriend on the phone at three in the morning. Emma was the best roommate ever. I wish she had never left.” They would see Emma tonight in Paris. According to Jared, Emma had arranged the whole thing.

“Just because I don’t go to the Academy anymore doesn’t mean I can’t have some fun with my friends who still do,” she had claimed.

“I still can’t believe you have this room all to yourself,” Molly groaned. “But then again, I suppose such luxuries can be afforded to those who save the world.”

“Oh please,” Sam returned as she pulled a form-fitting, black mesh top over her head and on top of a midnight blue bralette. “I’ve never saved the world.” It was true about the room, though. She had it all to herself and shared a spacious common room with David and Helena.

Molly watched Sam dry and brush her hair, leaving it in soft waves down her back. Next, she applied light makeup, dark blue eyeshadow, and light pink lip gloss. She added sheer black leggings to match the top and a skirt over it with her favorite boots to compliment. “Gosh, Sam.” Molly giggled. “If I knew you were going to try so hard, I would have put in more effort.”

“Molly, you always look exquisite.”

“Are you doing this for yourself or David?”

Sam spun and chucked a throw pillow from her vanity chair at Molly. Her friend caught it with a laugh. “Well, now I know my answer. You two should seal the deal already.”

“Not with Emma around,” Sam answered as she slipped an earring through one ear.

“Do it when she’s not looking.”

Sam almost told Molly about what had happened in the forest half an hour ago and how Jared had ruined their moment. Maybe a night out in Paris would be exactly what she and David needed.

“Did you come here to tease me about boys, Molly?” Sam asked with a playful smile as she turned in front of a mirror.

“No, actually. I came to ask you if you’ve heard about the disappearances.” All amusement vanished from Molly’s face and voice.

Sam turned, brows furrowing. “What disappearances?”

“In both the magical and human world. Wizards mostly but also humans suspected of having unawakened mana.”

Sam’s heart thumped faster. No, she hadn’t heard, and that was almost as bothersome as the news itself. “How did you know?”

“Leo’s a journalist now. He’s been reporting on it.”

Shit.

Sam came closer. “Tell me more.”

Molly shrugged. “That’s all I know. I was hoping you could tell me more.”

“I haven’t heard a thing.”

“Not even from Magnus or Helena?”

Sam shook her head. “But now I’m going to ask.” If there were disappearances, then Magnus and Helena knew. Black Gate knew. So why the hell had no one said anything to her and David yet? Fine, she thought. If they were going to push her out, she would go and have fun. She would enjoy a rare evening out with her friends.

She patted Molly’s leg. “Let’s not worry about it now.”

“But what if something happens to us while we’re out?” Molly had always been a cautious person, especially after losing Sam to a portal in Paris three years ago while she, Emma, and Sam had been out for shopping and dinner.

“We’ll all have wands on us, and we’ll stick together,” Sam assured her.

Molly smiled. “All right then. I feel better.”

Sam didn’t, but she shoved the feeling down and forced a smile for her friend’s sake. I’m going to have fun tonight. It’s what Lily would want me to do. They headed to the door, and Sam thought of David. It’s what I want.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Fucking hell, it was cold here.

Cold and dark and full of shadows where unspeakable horrors roamed.

He had known it would be like this when he found it, but knowing had not prepared him. Not to feel ice deep in his bones in a place where there was no snow. Not for twisted trees and a path rutted with vines winding down, down, down. A mist-laden valley full of shadows awaited him there. More than anything, it had not prepared him to watch the four people on his team lose their lives.

The Black Gate agent shivered and pulled his bloodied cloak tighter around him. A drizzle of rain came down upon him. It was always raining here, it seemed. It rained and rained, but the sun never shone. Was the sun ever here? Probably not. He didn’t blame the sun. Nothing wanted to shine here. Nothing but the gleaming red eyes of demons before they lurched from the shadows, tearing his teammates to shreds. Their screams had filled the air and he fled like a coward. He had run until he could no more.

He had hidden in a cave, his head swimming. He must have hit it at some point because he awoke a long time later with dried blood trickling down past his left eye. The operative had worked back until he found their bodies. Torn to shreds. Slaughtered in the open, some of them mangled beyond recognition. They might as well have been hunted animals. However, one was still alive when he got there.

“Elisia!” he rasped as he knelt. He had not had water in a long time.

“Raker,” she whispered, her eyes closed. She spoke his last name as she reached with gray fingertips to touch his face. She was going fast. There would be no saving her. Desperation filled him.

“I’m going to save you.”

She touched him, stopping him. “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…”

She slumped against him. Gone.

He wept for a long time. When his tears were gone, and he felt weak, he dug four graves. It wasn’t right to bury them here, but he grew sick at the thought of those monsters coming back. If they wanted to feed on the bodies again, they would have to dig them up. Before he laid Elisia in the ground, he searched her body. The least he could do was carry what was left on her. The mind’s eye marble. MEM, the team had called it. Black Gate would expect him to bring it back.

Raker was so covered in mud and blood when he finished that he could hardly be distinguished as a person by sight alone. His appearance didn’t matter, though. The demons hunted by the smell of fear, and he reeked of it.

He continued down through the valley. If only he reached the other side and got out, he could return to Black Gate with his report. Calisto would not be happy about the four he had lost. No one would. Raker’s heart ached. Failure. The word rattling around in his brain alongside one other. Death.

He would die here like they did. He knew it. Still, he plodded along, holding on to the final shred of hope in his heart. The valley was barren. No other sign of life showed itself. He kept going and murmured the last words Elisia had spoken before she died. “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.” Raker did not believe there was one god or a multitude. If they existed, they were not compassionate beings. Otherwise, why let him come here?

This was not Avadon, but it was close to it. Ivilis’ realm. It couldn’t be any other place. He had been lucky to find it and infiltrate it. With Iris’ help, he had tracked the portals to this place. The demi-demons slipping into the human and magical worlds had come from here and their master’s house. He only knew that because the last to die in Austria had said so.

You cannot sweep my master’s house clean! With those shrieking words, it had combusted as if killed by whatever inhabited it.

The memory hardened his resolve. He had to finish the mission. It was the only thing left for him to do. He might have left his friends to die. He might not have been able to save Elisia, but he could get Black Gate one last good thing. Information.

He had to cross the valley to the other side of Ivilis’ territory with the mind’s eye marble. Elisia had put all her data on the demonic realm so far into it. Without it, Black Gate would have to rely on his memory of this place alone to know what they would be walking into. Or what the demons were walking out of. Raker hoped no one else would have to come here.

A harsh wind blew through the valley, cutting past him like icy blades. He pushed on, teeth set together and limbs stiff with the cold. How did the foul beings live in such a place? Didn’t demons need warmth, too? Wasn’t Hell supposed to be full of fire?

Everything he thought he knew had changed the moment he stepped foot in this gods-forsaken place. He clutched the marble in his hand even though he couldn’t feel his fingers anymore. If the beings of this realm got it…

He refused to go down that path of thought.

His side ached where a demon’s claw had raked across him before he fled. It was a wonder he had not died, too. Perhaps running had not been the coward’s move but the smart one. So why did he feel like a failure? I haven’t failed yet, he reminded himself. He could still get back with the MEM.

His magic was low, only a trickle deep in his body. Bringing it up would do little against anything he encountered. He hoped the demons were away doing whatever the hell demons did during the day. Or night? He did not know what time it was or if time even existed in this place. Deep down, Raker knew he was being watched. Monitored. Eyes followed him from the trees around the valley. So why hadn’t they come out to kill him yet? Something was holding them back. Something was waiting to see how far he would make it.

Tears pressed from his eyes. He shuddered.

Finally, unable to go on, he dropped to his knees. He could pray, but he didn’t know to whom. If he didn’t believe in gods, would anyone still answer him? He thought even good gods would not step foot here. He lifted his gaze to the top of the valley. If only he could get up to that ridge, he would be close to the portal mark. He could open one there with the last of his magic and leave.

The path out of the valley was steep and littered with sharp rocks that could cut through clothing and flesh. They had already. On his way down, a stone had sliced open the back of his leg. Blood still dripped onto his ankle. He didn’t feel it, though, and he didn’t care. What were minor wounds compared to the aching in his heart for his fallen comrades?

I led them in here, he thought. They were such heavy words. I led them to their deaths.

But Elisia and the other three had known what they were walking into. They had known they might not walk out again. He spoke their names over and over again, ending each string with her name.

Climb, he told himself. Raker got to his feet and began. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest as he pulled himself up rock after rock to the top of the valley’s wall. When he reached the top, he lay there, staring up into the endless gray sky.

When he stood and began walking toward where the portal was, he stopped. He was no longer alone. Of course, he had not felt alone the whole time he crossed the valley, but now he saw another being.

The demon was huge. As tall as the trees and double the width. He had blue-gray skin and horns extending from a bull-faced head. The nostrils flared, and those eyes…

Fucking hell. His eyes gleamed with the ancient fire that had forged this realm long ago.

The man had no doubt Ivilis stood before him. He had no real reason to believe it other than the deep truth screaming in his bones. Fear pulled at him from every side. The wind was ripe with it, and Ivilis controlled it along with everything else in this damn place.

The demon took one step toward him, then another. He smiled.

It was the worst thing the Black Gate agent had seen since coming here. Worse than the other demons and the sight of his comrades shredded to pieces. That smile was a promise.

“I admire your tenacity.” The demon’s voice rumbled so low that Raker felt it in the ground. “However, I cannot allow such a bold transgression to go unpunished.”

The transgression of coming into this realm without permission.

Raker knew begging and pleading would get him nowhere. He still had a little magic left, though. Before the demon could take him, he launched spikes made of mana. They would have pierced the creature through the chest if it weren’t for the broad, glittering wall of magic between them. Raker did not see it until that moment.

Ivilis laughed. “Fools. All you humans are fools, even those of you who know how to use the gifts in your weak, failing bodies.” He stepped closer. “I will take that gift from you and give it to someone more worthwhile. Your body will not be wasted.”

Raker shuddered. He clenched the marble in his hand, but to the demon, it merely looked like a fist.

“Are you going to hit me, human?”

Raker wished he could. He lashed out with the mana spikes again. And again. And again.

None of them even dented the magical barrier, but that wasn’t Raker’s purpose. He wanted to keep Ivilis distracted. There, behind him. The portal opened, and a familiar appeared. Raker unfurled his fist and hurled. The marble flew, and the familiar caught it. “Go!” Raker screamed.

The familiar receded into the portal, and it closed. At least the MEM would get back to Black Gate.

Raker sank to his knees. It had taken sacrifice to find and explore this place. The marble would give humanity a chance at the cost of his life. More demons, Ivilis’ minions, leered from the trees, tongues lolling out. Ivilis raised an arm, smiled with ancient cruelty, then lowered it. The signal.

He only hoped Ivilis would kill him quickly.
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CHAPTER FIVE


They had been in the bar for a few hours already, and Sam was beginning to wonder if they could go home. It was only because of the crowds and the loud, raucous yelling of grown men at the television. A football game was on, and whoever they wanted to win wasn’t winning.

Sam and her friends stood packed at the bar like sardines. Molly was on her left, and Emma was on her right, tugging on her elbow and asking if she wanted another round. Sam nodded. If drinking meant drowning out the yelling as well as her droning thoughts, so be it.

“I need something to eat, too,” she told Emma.

“What?” Emma shouted over the din.

“I need something to eat, too!”

“Order something then!”

Sam had to ask for a menu a few times and ordered the first thing she saw. Gods, she was hungry. Being social made her want everything edible in sight except for the actual edibles some guy Emma had brought along with her was chewing on now. Dylan? Was that his name? Sam couldn’t remember, and her head felt foggy.

“So what exactly is the deal with you two?” Sam asked. “Is he your boyfriend?”

Emma rolled her eyes and pushed back her dark bangs. “Gods, no. He’d be an awful boyfriend. Can’t remember even his own birthday. We’re in a situation-ship.”

“Ah, so he’s good at…”

Emma’s eyes gleamed. “Good enough. He’s available.”

Emma eyed David, who sat at the counter with a beer bottle in hand as he talked to Dylan and Jared. She quickly glanced away before he could catch her staring. Available. That was one thing David had not been for Emma during their relationship. Sometimes, Sam forgot the two had dated, but not on a night like tonight. Not when they both looked good and kept looking at each other.

Sam knocked back her drink and polished it off.

Molly was saying something about how hook-up culture wasn’t as good for feminism as a lot of people thought, and Emma retorted in a higher-pitched voice than normal. The two went at it for a minute before falling into giggles. Another shot for each of them was all they needed to dissipate the argument.

Emma had opted for a form-fitting black dress that stopped slightly below her thighs. She always looked good, Sam thought, and even better when standing next to David, laughing with her hand on his arm. That had been an hour ago, yet Sam could not get the image out of her head.

Gods, Sam, she told herself. This is not the night to get jealous of your friend.

She plastered on a smile. “How’d you and Dylan meet?”

“A dating app for magicals,” Emma answered, confirming that Dylan was indeed his name.

“They have those?” Molly asked, gawking.

“Yes, and there’s all sorts of nerdy types on there for you, Molls. You should try it.”

Molly shook her head. “No way. All those guys want is a quick fuck.”

Well, she wasn’t wrong.

Sam glanced past Emma to the boys, and David’s gaze wandered over to meet hers. He gave her a slight smile before answering some question Jared had asked. It was good, at least, to see Jared out again. After the disaster at The Enchantress three months ago, he had refused to touch alcohol or go out anywhere. Somehow, he had been convinced to go out tonight. Jared’s eyes strayed to Molly and stayed there for a long moment.

Sam’s mouth dropped open. That’s why!

Molly wouldn’t need a dating app, only a little encouragement. Sam jostled Molly with her elbow. “Did you hear Jared? He called you over.”

Molly blinked. “He did? O-oh, okay then.”

She walked over, and Emma gave Sam a raised brow. “I didn’t hear him.”

“I lied.”

Emma chuckled. “I didn’t know you were such a matchmaker.”

Sam shrugged as she lifted another glass to her lips. “I like to see my friends happy.” She turned more fully toward Emma. “So, tell me, Em, are you happy these days?”

“I love my apprenticeship, and I’m well on my way to a good job. My flat is cute, and I just got a cat. And Dylan…well, he makes boring nights fun.” She finished her drink, set it down, and sighed. “I do miss having a relationship.” She lowered her voice, slurring her words enough for Sam to know she was drunk. “Seeing David again is fucking me up. I’m remembering all the good things and somehow forgetting the bad stuff. Maybe it’s seeing him next to Dylan. There’s a world of difference.”

“Like how he never spent time with you?” Sam quipped.

Emma nodded. “He’s never looked that good before. Must be all that training and saving the world shit he’s been up to.”

David did look good. He was still tan from the summer, and every muscle on his body was toned. He had worn all black tonight like the girls. Damn, he looked good in black. Sam was staring. She ripped her eyes away.

“Do you think I have a chance?” Emma asked.

Sam stiffened but tried not to show how displeased Emma’s question made her. “I don’t know. You two are in very different places in life right now.”

“I don’t know about that. He’s got a job. I’m about to have mine. We could visit each other on weekends.”

The thought of David in Paris every weekend with Emma made Sam sick. “Excuse me. I need the loo.”

“I’ll go with you.”

Sam wished she wouldn’t, but Emma insisted. Sam went into a stall to be alone for a minute while Emma stayed at the sink, reapplying lipstick.

They emerged a few minutes later. The boys piled on questions that Emma gave coy answers to. Sam was glad to see that Jared had put his arm around Molly’s waist, and she didn’t seem to mind having it there.

“I don’t know about all of you, but I’m getting tired,” David drawled,

“Oh, come onnn,” Emma groaned. “It’s only midnight, and we haven’t even gone dancing yet!”

“Sorry, Em. I had training earlier.”

I wish he wouldn’t call her Em, Sam thought. She grinned at David. “What he means to say is he had his arse beat.”

“I saw that barrier explode, Sam. I think you got your arse beat,” Jared inserted.

Gods, Jared had seen more than she thought.

“Whatever. You can recover later,” Emma stated, imploring them to stay longer.

“One more drink,” David hedged. “Then we all go home.”

“I’m exhausted, too,” Sam added. “We can all go stay at my apartment tonight. It’s close by. That way, we don’t have to go all the way back to our homes.”

“I like that idea,” Molly chirped. “And ordering pizza.”

“Pizza! Pizza!” Dylan and Jared chanted in unison.

“Fine.” David grinned. “I’m stepping outside and ordering it.”

While David was gone, Molly suggested they take a portal to quicken the trip. “I want my heels off and not in this place. It’s so sticky!”

“The only one of us any good with portals is David, and he’s too drunk,” Sam reminded them.

When David came back in, he assured them no portal-using would happen that night. “Ask me again in the morning when I’m done nursing my hangover.”

A song came on that Emma and Molly loved, and they convinced the other four to dance. When the song was over, they agreed to leave. Cool night air greeted them when they stepped out onto the streets. “I’m beginning to regret wearing such a short dress,” Emma remarked and sidled up to David. “Mind loaning me your coat?”

Ever the gentleman, David shrugged his coat off and put it around her shoulders. Sam looked away.

They were halfway down the mostly empty street when Jared, who was ahead, stopped short. “What is it?” Dylan asked, his words slurring as he stumbled into Jared, almost knocking him over.

Jared’s face had gone white, eyes wide with the pupils enlarged. “I feel something.”

Sam halted, feeling it, too.

Dylan busted out a laugh. “Yeah, it’s called a buzz! You had…wait, how many drinks did you have?”

Sam had counted. Jared only had two. He wasn’t even tipsy, unlike her. Even through the fog, she could sense something was off. Something dark prowled nearby. She remembered what Molly had said about disappearing magicals. She looked at Jared and read the fear in his eyes. No doubt he was remembering his last encounter with a demi-demon. It would have killed him or worse if Helena had not saved him.

“It’s nothing,” she spoke up, not wanting the others to worry. “You’re drunk, Jared.” Her eyes said she knew very well he was telling the truth. She tossed him her keys. “Why don’t you guys go back? I’m going to take a walk to clear my head.”

“I don’t know why,” Emma grumbled. “You said you were exhausted.”

Sam forced a smile. “It was hot in there, and my apartment is bound to be stuffy.”

Molly shrugged. “More pizza for us.”

Jared gave Sam a grateful look. He only wanted out of there.

“I’ll go with you,” David offered, knowing what Sam planned to do. Clear her head, yes, but also investigate whatever was around here. Her senses were clear enough to defend herself if it came down to it, and with David alongside her, she would feel better.

Emma glanced between the two of them, stiffening. Then she turned and spoke to the others in a clipped voice. “Let’s go then.”

Sam and David watched the four walk down the street and turn toward Sam’s apartment. Everything grew quiet except the distant chatter of the nightlife people still in the bars. “Shall we?” David asked. “I sense it, too.”

Something dark hung in the air.

Sam nodded and turned down a side street. “This way.” It was where Jared had been looking. Despite receiving excellent training from Helena the past two months, she was glad Jared wouldn’t have to deal with it. He wasn’t ready for a fight in the city at night, not with the nightmares still prowling his mind while he slept.

They stole down the side street, and Sam put her hand near her sleeve where she could pull her wand or knife immediately. David was right behind her, his even breathing close enough to warm the back of her neck. At the end of the side street, he rested his hand on her back. “Let’s watch for a moment.”

Sam didn’t see anything but moving shadows. Nothing sinister enough to raise the alarm. Still, that presence hung in the air. Sam stepped out into a wider street and headed down it with David coming to her side. The farther they walked, the less the dark presence persevered. They walked so far that it disappeared altogether.

“I think we should head back to your place,” David suggested after checking his phone for the time. It was one in the morning, and they had both gotten up early that day for classes.

Sam nodded and led the way. Neither spoke for several minutes until David nudged her with his elbow. “You’re awfully quiet, Sam. What’s up? Are you still bothered by what we talked about earlier today?”

Sam hadn’t thought about her professors since getting ready to go out. She shook her head and forced a small smile. “I’m all right.”

David gave her a knowing look. “No, you’re not, but if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay.”

That made her want to spill everything. She wanted to say that watching him talk to his ex made her feel fire in her stomach and she hated being jealous because Emma was her friend. She wanted to tell him she wished it was only the two of them going back to her place and not with four other people waiting for them. However, she did not say any of those things, and all thoughts froze in her mind as David’s hand slipped into hers. He didn’t touch her to stop her. He only held her hand. His skin was warm against hers.

She stumbled and laughed. “It’s the drinks.” But it wasn’t, and they both knew it.

Then, David stopped her. He stepped in front of her, still holding her hand. His other hand came to her waist. Sam’s breathing hitched. Finally. He lowered his voice, his gaze flickering to her lips. He was slightly taller than her. “Sam, I⁠—”

Her eyes widened, but not at him. Behind David, a portal opened, and the dark presence pierced the air.
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CHAPTER SIX


David whirled to see the creature stepping into the dimly lit Parisian streets.

It was tall and broad, its features indistinguishable in the low light. It didn’t help that shadows unfurled around it, lengthening into sharp lances. “Watch out!” David cried, throwing himself and Sam to the ground. Sam had enough sense and instincts to put out her shield to soften their fall.

The demon had sent out a shadow. With David and Sam on the ground, it hit a wall behind them instead. An indent in the stone showed where the tentacle had landed. Quickly, Sam and David got to their feet. David drew his wand, and Sam summoned fire.

She didn’t have time to consider that humans might be watching them use magic against this creature. The portal opening in the first place had been enough. They had to get out of here and survive. More than that, they had to ensure this creature didn’t prowl the streets, plucking humans to feast on.

Sam’s heart thundered. There was no telling how long this creature had been here. It could have already killed.

She sent out a volley of fire, but the demon put up a wall of shadows to block it. Sam sent another blast. The creature evaded her strike but stalled, one hand clutching at its side where a clean cut ran across its skin and black blood seeped out. Funny. Neither she nor David had used blades. It had come here wounded.

Sam sent a third ball of flames. Those shadowy arms leaped up, blocking her once more. The shadows died, but the demon was not behind them. It had vanished.

Sam sensed a portal opening behind her. She whirled in time to see a shadow sneaking out. It wrapped around her legs, yanking her to the ground. She flung out her shield, preventing herself from cracking her head open.

“Sam!” David cried as he blasted curses and spells from his wand. He could have kicked himself for not bringing his bow and arrows. Sam saw the regret on his face. Sure, lugging the thing around on a night out wouldn’t have been fun, but this fight would be easier if he had glamoured the damn thing to himself. His wand would have to do.

The shards of flinging light made the demon release Sam. She sent up a wall of fire, but the shadows answered. They retaliated by throwing themselves against the blue flames. The demon was powerful. Not only that, but swift and agile. Either it had been well trained, or the thing controlling it knew what they were doing.

“Go back!” Sam shouted. “Go back to where you came from and never return here again!”

The demon did not respond with any sound. No words or laughter. It was a silent, moving, dark beast. If it was furious at them, Sam wouldn’t have known. The shadows lashed out, and darkness encompassed her, broken only by the occasional zinging of David’s spells through the clouds.

She plunged into her magic, bringing up fire from her palms once again. She shot it off into the dark. The shadows separated for a second, then reformed. She was trapped. What the hell was she supposed to do now? “David!” she called.

An arm wrapped around her waist, warm and sure, not tight and cold like those shadows. David’s face appeared, but before Sam could say another word, they were falling. She did not realize he had taken her through a portal until they staggered onto a slick rooftop under the Paris night sky. A hissing sound from the street below alerted her that the demon was still looking for them.

Sam panted. “We have to get it out of here. Someone will see.” Or worse, someone would get in the way and quickly find themselves as demon food. They had to lure the beast away from these streets. Sam peered to the north, beyond a row of buildings toward a river and stairs leading to a tunnel. Gods, she didn’t want to be in the sewers again, but maybe that was the goal. She grabbed onto David and pointed. “Portal us there.”

He didn’t ask questions, only did as she said. When they walked out of the second portal, Sam sent a flame up into the sky. Seconds later, the demon appeared. “Catch me if you can,” Sam taunted before turning and darting into the sewer.

David was on her heels, and the demon on his. When they were past the stairs, Sam whirled, her shield up and flames out. She sent volley after volley at the creature, blasts big enough to keep it at bay while David cast his spells. “Runes!” Sam called to him. If he placed runes on the ground, the demon could not take another step without exploding. Then, the sewer would smell much worse than the waste already in it. Little else stank worse than a demon’s corpse.

Sam sent the biggest blast of fire she had generated yet and blasted the demon back so far she thought it might go clean out of the sewer. It didn’t. Instead, it stalled before Sam could register it coming for her, and a shadow lance lashed out. It hit her in the chest hard, and she flew back, hitting a stone wall.

David cried out, perhaps saying her name. She wasn’t sure because her head spun so much. Stars wheeled, and darkness encroached. If she passed out now, David would have to face the demon alone. The creature would win, and their bodies…

Sam struggled to stand as she thought of Lily’s dead body, found three years ago in their room. She thought of what Colin, Valen, and Caimo had sought to do to Lily and so many before her. What they would do to Sam if they hauled her back to Avadon.

She wouldn’t let that happen.

Sam struggled to stand and pulled out her wand. Her mana had worn thin and frail from all the fire. She would have to rely on good old-fashioned wand magic.

In the meantime, David went head-to-head with the shadowy beast. A globe of white magic exploded from his wand, the force of it great enough not only to make the shadows retreat but also to send him staggering back a few steps.

Sam was on her feet. Her whole body hurt from hitting the wall, but she hadn’t broken anything as far as she could tell. She zinged out a curse. Bright, golden cords wrapped around the beast, only to be severed by an explosion of shadows. “Down!” Sam cried and reached for David, pulling him to the ground. The shadows flew over them like bats darting from a cave.

Now was her chance. She had to strike while the demon could not see her.

Before she could launch an attack, the demon staggered back, then cried out and lurched forward. Then it pulled back as if yanked on an invisible leash.

“How the hell?” Sam gasped. She couldn’t waste any more time wondering what the creature was doing. She spoke the same curse she had used, wrapping its form in tight, golden cords. “Now burn,” she commanded her magic. The gold bindings erupted into small, dancing blue flames. The demon screamed and sank to the ground, melting.

As soon as the shadows were gone, Sam rushed to the creature’s side. They had to see how much demon was in the monster and how much of it was other. The flesh sloughed away, revealing human features. A horrified female face looked up at them, her lips moving but forming no words.

Sam bent down. “Tell us who you are.”

Instead, the woman’s eyes filled with relief. “Is it over?”

Over? Before Sam could ask anything, the woman closed her eyes, succumbing to her injuries, and died.

Sam sat there, aghast. Guilt weighed on her heart. I could have saved her.

Her thoughts trailed off. The woman had fought the demon. That was why it had suddenly pulled back right before she killed it. Maybe the woman had known and given Sam the chance to end both her life and the demon’s. Death was what she had wanted. Still, Sam wished it could have been different.

David stood behind her, trying to catch his breath. “That was a witch in there.”

“Or a mage,” Sam added. “She was forced.” The relief in the woman’s eyes had been palpable. Oh gods, what horrors had she endured? Had she struggled against the demon while it fought Sam and David with her inside it? Tears filled Sam’s eyes. She had no damn clue who the woman was, but this wasn’t fair.

“In all the stories I ever heard, the demons possessed humans by going inside their bodies,” David murmured. “It seems like this was the other way around.” He paused, then added, “The demon seemed to know the city well. It must have been using the woman’s memories.”

Sam felt sick. The woman had lived here and knew Paris well.

The rotting scent of the demon’s flesh filled the tunnel.

David laid a hand on Sam’s shoulder to comfort her, or maybe it was for himself. He looked unsteady and sick when Sam finally peered up into his face. Only the moonlight from above, shining down into the tunnel, illuminated his features. On the verge of tears, David helped her up. “We have to go.”

“We can’t leave her body down here,” Sam choked out. “Someone has to know. Sh-she probably had people who loved her.” Suddenly, she could only see Lily’s face, not the poor woman’s.

David put both hands on her shoulders this time. “We have no way of finding out.”

“W-we must!”

David opened his mouth, but whatever he was going to say never came before a few feet beyond where they stood, another portal opened. Sam clenched her wand, prepared to fight whatever would come out. Then, two figures she recognized appeared.

The Tringest twins were like moving shadows with their dark skin, black clothes, and gleaming eyes. Iris’ twin swords were drawn. Romero held a crossbow. They stopped short as soon as they realized who was in the tunnel. “Sam, David.” Romero was breathless with surprise. His gaze moved to the slain demon. “I see you finished off our job for us.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Although Helena Marrows had spent most of her childhood and life up until two years ago at Black Gate, she had been away for some time and hadn’t missed it one damn bit. That didn’t matter today.

When Jack called for her and Magnus Deathshroud to convene for a Black Gate council where all members were required to attend, she knew something had happened.

It shouldn’t have been a relief, but it was. Finally, they had something to go on. Helena knew Jack and a team that included Iris and three others had been tracking demi-demons across the globe. They must have finally caught up to one.

She could stop sitting on her arse at Ravenwood Academy and return to the work she loved the most. No offense to Jared Valo, Sam, and David, but she preferred a Black Gate mission over training young mages at a prestigious school. She only needed to get the damn council meeting out of the way first.

“You’re prickly this morning,” Magnus commented after security admitted them through Black Gate’s front courtyard. The stone fortress loomed over them. For once, no one was training in the fencing yards. They were all inside, waiting. The place was damn quiet.

“I’m always prickly when I have to come back here,” Helena returned.

“Jack isn’t as much of an arsehole as he used to be,” Magnus reminded her.

Jack wasn’t the problem. Helena hadn’t seen Iris since their last run-in with Caimo. She had seen Romero plenty since he spent half his time at the Academy training students like she did. Ever since hearing about the Cabal, several of the Academy’s students had left, but others had requested one-on-one training with the legendary members of Black Gate.

It wasn’t only seeing Iris again that made her hesitant about returning to what had been her home. She had not been here since Jack took over as leader. A lot of things had changed, and Helena wasn’t sure she was ready to face that. It would mean accepting that Black Gate would never return to the way it had once been. Then again, Black Gate hadn’t fought real demons in a long time. The world was never going to be the same either.

Helena Marrows didn’t feel like a legend as she walked in the front door of that fortress and through those high stone walls. Here, she had been forged and made into the warrior she was today. Here, Magnus had recovered and lived after being betrayed by the man he once considered a brother. For Magnus, there were only good memories here. For Helena, it was a mixed bag.

She shoved down the more sordid memories as she headed to the large double doors at the end of the main hallway. Through those doors was the council chamber. When she and Magnus entered, chatter that had been going on for some time ceased, and heads turned toward them. “Finally,” Morten muttered. “We were wondering if you two would ever show up.”

Helena thought of a snappy reply, but Magnus cut in before her. “We were delayed with matters at the Academy.” It was a lie. Magnus hadn’t even taught a class since the new term started. They had taken their time because this was one of the last places they wanted to be.

Even so, Helena was dying to find out what this was about. She turned to Jack, who nodded for her and Magnus to take seats. One thing that hadn’t changed at Black Gate was the council chamber. A long rectangular table on a dais seated at least forty people, though far more than that resided at Black Gate. The others loitered near windows or in seats about the room. These were the less important members and the latest recruits. Jack sat at the head of the table. Helena and Magnus sat on the left, a few seats down from him.

“I was conducting Black Gate business with our members,” Jack explained with his cold eyes on Helena. “But now we can get to the real business.”

Helena glanced up and down the table, taking stock of who was present. Most members had been here for the last ten or fifteen years, though others were more recent additions. Among those present, she and Jack were its oldest members, having come only a year before Iris and Romero. The Tringest twins were nowhere to be seen.

Seeing the question in Helena’s eyes, Jack told her, “They’re on a mission right now. I’ll explain in a moment.”

“You said every member was to be present,” Helena returned icily. “They’re two of the longest-standing members.”

“I know,” Jack returned in a clipped tone before his gaze shifted to Magnus. “I don’t remember inviting anyone outside of Black Gate. You’re lucky to be invited, Helena, seeing as how you haven’t been here in months. Years, actually.”

Helena felt like flipping the table over, but Magnus put a warning hand on her knee. “I come on behalf of Ravenwood Academy and Elijah Akaron,” Magnus stated. “It’s not unheard of, especially since Black Gate and the Academy have worked together the past few years. I’m also here to corroborate any claims Helena has.”

Jack narrowed his eyes at the pair before turning to address everyone else. Not many others were happy to see Helena either. Probably because previous members had been kicked out of Black Gate for lesser crimes than hers, and she was still here.

Well, it wasn’t her fault the Crimson Cabal had taken her sister and tortured her. She had spent many years tracking the bastards down. In hindsight, Helena realized she should have been at Black Gate more, protecting and training her niece Lily. However, she couldn’t focus on her regrets in a meeting like this. There would be time for working through those later.

Slowly, Magnus’ hand moved away from her knee as Jack began. “As many of you know, Iris, Morten, Stayde, Brock, and I were on a mission for several weeks. We ended it two days ago in Montreal.”

From there, he told the tale of staking out a museum after a demi-demon was reported tarnishing the back of a painting with a crude rune symbol. Burning it into the back of the canvas meant it served more as a warning than an actual rune. Jack moved on to tell them what had occurred at the nightclub. His remarks about Iris made Helena wish her old friend was here. What was her side of the story?

The conclusion of the story was that the demon had been a human used against her will for the movement of Avadon or whatever the hell was behind this. Helena remembered that day two months ago in Paris’ catacombs well when Caimo had shouted a name before melting into Sam’s flames. Ivilis.

“What this boils down to is that there might be more portals opening all over the world,” Jack explained. “We need to expand our network and have teams stationed in other countries. Headquarters will still be here, but…”

This was unheard of. Black Gate had never been anywhere but France, hidden in a magical pocket like the island and the Academy were. It made sense, though. The world had changed.

“Did anyone see the demon?” someone down the line on the right side of the table asked.

Jack’s face was grave. “The whole damn nightclub did, but we’ve been able to write it off as a prank. Someone in a costume sort of thing.”

The world would only buy that type of story for a time.

And not a long time, Helena thought. Magnus’ hand on her knee made her realize she had been bouncing it under the table. She stilled and leaned forward with her fingers intertwined. “So what’s your plan, Jack?”

Before he could answer, the doors to the council chamber burst open, and a younger member of Black Gate stumbled in. The people at the table leaped to their feet, and for good reason. The new arrival looked like he had been dragged through hell. His harried expression spoke of horrors witnessed.

“Davis, what is it?” Jack asked. “Where are the others?”

Others? What did he mean?

Davis gulped. “None of them came out of the portal. I was stationed there as you commanded, waiting for them to come out and extract if needed. I tried to extract after Raker’s familiar came through and gave me the MEM.”

MEM. Mind’s eye marble, Helena thought. It had been Magnus’s idea.

Her heart thundered. “Where did Raker go?”

Davis’ eyes turned to her. He gulped again. “I-I don’t know what it’s called.”

“Give me that.” Jack held out his hand to receive the MEM.

Davis handed it over. “When I tried to open the portal again to extract them, it only opened a crack. I couldn’t get through. I saw… I saw…” He drifted off, his eyes taking on a hollow look. Finally, he managed, “I saw Raker being dragged off into some dark place by demons, and there was one standing over them all, watching.”

Helena sat down for the sole purpose of not getting sick. Jack went back to the head of the table and examined the MEM. “If Raker sent this through, it means he didn’t think he had a chance of surviving. He wants us to see what they saw in that realm.”

What realm? Helena wanted to demand. Magnus’ hand went to her knee again, but she shook him off. “Show us the damn thing already.”

Ever the methodical thinker, Jack was taking his time tinkering with the contraption. He cast her a sharp look before turning it on. A holographic screen flickered up from the piece of combined magic and metal to show moving images. “The MEM was attached to Elisia’s armor when they went in,” Jack explained.

Helena’s breathing caught in her throat. Elisia had gone in and was dead now. She had been a newer recruit, only recently having passed the last of her training after joining five years ago. The MEM recording showed three others had gone in with her and Raker. Raker, it seemed, had been their leader and the last survivor.

The scene before the MEM came directly out of a nightmare. Dark clouds hung low in the sky, and a red mist covered a land comprised of thick forest, then a rocky outcropping, then a deep valley. The fog continued throughout. The tall trees were dead, and so was the grass and any other vegetation. The place looked like it might have once been full of life, but not anymore. Not in a long time.

In the distance beyond the valley stood a massive, partially constructed manor house looming over the treacherous landscape. The vantage point of the MEM told Helena they had been heading there. The manor cast a shadow over the whole damn landscape.

She watched as the five agents made their way across the flatter portion of land, evading lesser demons and revenants.

At last, they reached the manor.

If she thought the valley was full of horrors, the manor was a different story. Helena held her breath as the agents went through the house using the stealth and training they had obtained over the years. In the manor, only a few more revenants gave them trouble. Next, the agents reached a veranda outside the house after going through a back door that had already been broken down. And here was a truly horrifying sight.

Gasps went down the table as they took it in. The field below showed what might have been a garden. Warped, gnarled trees grew in rows, bent halfway over as if bowing toward the south, toward the largest tree of them all. That tree stood tall, weighed down by dark-colored fruit. The fruit that fed demons off mana from humans, Helena remembered. There was a whole grove of them.

Which meant a lot of people had died.

That was why portals opened all over the world. Humans were taken, drained of their mana, then turned into revenants who tended those trees. The revenants roamed back and forth, pruning and watering and doing whatever else the garden needed.

An orchard of death, Helena thought, shuddering as a chill darted up her spine.

Watching the moving images made Helena feel cold. The whole table of Black Gate members jumped when sharp screeching sounds came from the left of Elisia’s camera. The recording jumbled and blurred, going dark, spinning toward dim light, then going dark again. The horrid sounds of beasts tearing apart their comrades filled the room.

Helena stilled except for the tears forming in her eyes. They had met such a horrible end, so painful and ruthless. The recording remained dark for a long time. When Jack skipped forward, he realized Raker had not come back for it for at least two days.

What happened to him? Helena wondered. How had he escaped and none of the others?

When Raker finally had the MEM in his possession, he headed across the treacherous terrain of the valley, muttering to himself that if only he could make it, if only he could…

Helena wanted to block it all out. He mumbled one phrase repeatedly. “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.” Elisia used to say that. Helena couldn’t imagine the guilt Raker felt before his death. That was if he had died. She hoped for his sake that he had. To be tortured by demons for eternity was a far worse fate.

“Those trees tell us well enough that Ivilis is behind this,” Magnus remarked, still standing as the others took their seats again, looking aghast and horrified.

Jack nodded. “We knew that before they went in. Raker was a good agent. He’s the one who found a way into Ivilis’ realm.”

“And you’re the one who sent them to their deaths,” Helena observed coldly.

“I wanted them to stay here,” Jack snapped. “All five said they would rather give up their own lives to find out the truth if it meant no one else would have to die.”

Yet more would die. That was what was so sad and sickening about it. “Ivilis is working toward a full-scale invasion of the human and magical realms,” Magnus pointed out. “They would not have planted so many trees if that weren’t the case.” His face was solemn and pale. “If we don’t act quickly, an all-out war will ensure. Both worlds will be in for the disaster of a lifetime.”

“If by lifetime, you mean centuries,” Jack corrected. “This will be a war we haven’t seen the likes of since the Sun King, the Raven Queen, and Avadon.”

Helena eyed Jack with steady, burning eyes. “So I’ll ask this again, Jack. What the hell is your plan to stop it?” She knew deep down that it wasn’t fair to pin all this on him, but she still burned inside that he had allowed Raker, Elisia, and three others to go into Ivilis’ realm, knowing they might not come back.

Jack’s face remained grim. “I was getting to that.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Sam was relieved to see Iris and Romero but more curious than anything. “What do you mean, your job?”

“We were tracking it.” Iris pointed one of her swords at the creature. It had black blood on it, and Sam realized the demon’s wound was from Iris.

“We’ve been following it all night,” Romero added. “We started in Amsterdam. Don’t ask where else we’ve been. It’s been a long night.”

And here Sam thought fighting one demon and having to go into a sewer had been a lot. Iris bent over the creature, her keen gaze sweeping it. She quickly came to the same conclusions Sam and David had already discussed. “Tell me what happened.”

Sam started, saying she had seen the portal open behind David. He filled in the gaps where the details became hazy to her. “That was a smart move luring it into the sewer,” Romero commented.

“I was trying prevent anyone from seeing us, but that might have been impossible,” Sam returned.

Iris straightened, turning to the three standing behind her. David on Sam’s left, then Sam, then Romero, standing a full head and a half taller than both. She spoke to the younger two. “Humans and mages around the world have been disappearing, and we’ve connected it to mysterious portals opening right before the abductions take place.”

Sam’s breathing hitched. “Why is this the first I’m hearing of this?”

Iris’ eyes flicked to Romero, then back to her. “I don’t know. I’ve been with Black Gate, following the demon portals. If someone chose not to tell you, I had nothing to do with it.” Iris Tringest could be intimidating, but Sam admired her brash honesty.

Romero shifted. “The rest of us only found out exactly what Black Gate had learned last night. I came with Iris to track one more rogue demon. The rest are meeting tomorrow at a council. No doubt Helena and Magnus will be there.”

And when they get back to Ravenwood, I hope they tell us, Sam thought. She did not expect Jack Calisto to invite them to a council meeting, and she preferred not to go anyway. They could get the truth later.

David jerked his head toward the dead woman. “What do we do with her?”

“I’ll take care of it,” Iris replied as she opened a portal. She sent the woman’s body through and closed it, then wiped her hands on her sleek trousers that held an array of hidden weapons. “She’s been put somewhere for safekeeping. Jack will want someone at Black Gate to perform a closer examination.”

Sam appreciated Iris giving more information than necessary. At least someone believed they should stay updated. “Come on.” Iris gestured for them to follow as she headed out of the tunnel. “We should search the streets one more time to make sure there’s nothing left over.”

Sam’s mind no longer felt foggy from drinking, but her whole body hurt. She wanted nothing more than to roll into her bed. She hoped no one else had fallen asleep in it. After a night like this, the couch simply wouldn’t cut it.

Iris wasn’t to be argued with, so she loped after her. David and Romero brought up the rear. As Iris and Romero stepped from the tunnel, their appearances changed. They still had the same faces and forms, but their clothes no longer made them look like hunters. Their weapons were glamoured away. Sam realized she still had her wand out and slipped it back into her sleeve.

As they walked along the streets, monitoring the area for any lingering presence of darkness, Iris brought Sam and David up to speed on all that had happened with Black Gate in the last two months, ending with the most recent ordeal in Montreal.

“Well, that’s one way to get in your traveling,” David remarked. “It’s like a paid holiday, only you have to track down and kill demons instead of drinking on the beach.”

Iris responded in a clipped tone. “I’ve never taken a holiday.”

Well, that explained some things about her personality.

“Looks like we’re having a more abrupt return to action than we expected,” David remarked, nudging Sam with his elbow. He meant to lighten the mood, but it only deepened her concerns.

She sighed. “If I’m being honest, I’m not sure my rest period was long enough. I went right from killing Caimo in a catacomb before it exploded back into school. It’s been nonstop.”

“Technically, Elijah killed Caimo,” Romero pointed out.

For the first time ever, Sam glared at one of the Tringest twins.

Romero’s mouth snapped shut, opening only a moment later to add, “You two can sit this mission out if you want. Black Gate is already focused on the case, and it doesn’t appear to be directly related to Ravenwood or the Cabal.”

He was right. All the fights and missions Sam had participated in were tied to one purpose. Avenging her best friend, Lily Vivace. She had her revenge. She could walk away from a life of fighting if she wanted to. The only thing left concerning her late friend was the necklace and all her questions surrounding it.

I don’t have to fight if I don’t want to, Sam thought. So why the hell did she feel like she had to? She couldn’t go back to school and sit around dazed in alchemy class while her friends in Black Gate were busy tracking down demons and saving human lives. Part of her felt she always needed to be with them.

She glanced at Iris and considered the life she had created for herself. Always on the hunt, always after some dark thing. Was that a life Sam wanted? Was it sustainable for who she was as a person? She thought of her parents in London and of Rosemary, Lily’s grandmother. She thought of her friends at school, at her flat right now, eating pizza, none the wiser about what had happened to her and David.

Suddenly, Sam stopped and realized they were standing in front of her building. “See you later,” Iris called before opening a portal.

Romero waved them off before stepping in after his sister. “Thanks for getting that kill for us.”

“Yeah, no problem,” David drawled.

The Tringest twins vanished, leaving Sam and David standing alone on the street. Earlier in the night, Sam’s greatest worry was that David might decide to get back with his ex. How that had changed. A deeper, more important concern weighed on her now. Bad things were happening in the world. Of course, they were always happening, but these bad things weren’t something she could ignore. She felt so stupid for her petty concerns earlier.

“Let’s go in,” David suggested gently, tugging her arm.

“Do you think we should tell them what happened?” Sam asked as they headed for the door.

David shook his head. “No need to worry any of them.”

Sam agreed, then grumbled, “I hope they didn’t eat all the pizza.” It seemed demon killing was a good way to diminish calories.
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“You shouldn’t have told them all that,” Romero insisted when they stepped from the portal.

Iris raised a brow. “And why not? They’re our allies last I checked.”

“This doesn’t concern them.”

“If they’re concerned about it, then yes, it does.”

Gods, Iris really didn’t want an argument with her brother right now. They hadn’t had one in a long time, and this was it?

“You heard Sam. She’s exhausted. She needs time to rest, and so does David. They can sit this one out.”

Iris wasn’t going to argue that Sam and David should have been included, but…

“Do you remember when our superiors at Black Gate back in the day would keep every damn thing from us? How did that make you feel?”

“Like I wasn’t part of a team,” Romero returned.

“They don’t need to feel the same way.”

“They also don’t need every single detail.”

Maybe Iris was seeing too much of her younger self in Sam. That fire in her, both the literal flames and the spirit, was valuable. Not many burned that bright. Romero’s concern was that Sam would burn out. They couldn’t have that, either.

Romero sighed. “There are plenty of recruits at Black Gate we can train instead.”

“This isn’t about numbers or skill,” Iris bit out. “It’s about Sam and David as people.”

She turned to find her brother blinking in amazement. “I didn’t realize you cared so much about them.”

Iris threw her hands up. “We’ve been fighting with them for three years.”

“And they’re young. They should be able to have a night out without needing to go after a demon.”

“You heard what Sam said,” Iris reminded him. “The demon came to them.”

They both lapsed into silence, knowing they would not hash this out tonight. Finally, Iris sighed. “I won’t tell them any more information than necessary, but I’m also not going to lie. Any question they ask is getting a truthful answer.”

Romero thought that was fair. “Of course.” His phone dinged. The light cast a faint glow on his face. “It’s Helena.”

Since when had Helena started texting Romero instead of Iris? Iris knew, but she didn’t want to think about it.

Romero’s eyes widened. “Well, shit.”

“What?”

He lowered his phone. “Jack already held the council meeting earlier today.”

Iris growled. Of course. Jack might have even sent the pair of them on the mission so he could talk the whole time and not get interrupted by actual important matters. Iris hoped Helena had done that for them.

“Helena says he didn’t want to wait, but he’s summoning us now for a second meeting. This one will only be us, Helena, and Magnus.”

Iris wasn’t thrilled about seeing the latter two again, but she would deal with it. There were more crucial matters than her complicated feelings. “Sometimes, I want to knock out a few of Jack’s teeth,” she coldly stated as she opened yet another portal.

Romero nodded. “For once, I agree with you.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER NINE


Jack Calisto had a few hiding spots in Paris, places he came to when he needed peace and quiet. As if being head of Black Gate didn’t afford him enough personal space. Helena didn’t bring this up as she sent Jack, herself, and Magnus through a portal into one of these locations, a room in the basement of an old trinket shop where the owner happened to be an old wizard. Wards surrounded the place, making it the perfect location for them to meet and discuss matters without the whole council present.

Jack lit a few candles to give the room a dim glow, and Helena glimpsed all the things he had collected. Ancient artifacts, enchanted books, and overflowing trunks were everywhere.

Helena was about to ask him when he had found the time to collect all this stuff when a second portal opened and out walked Iris and Romero.

Jack sniffed. “You killed a demon.”

“Not us,” Iris answered, not bothering to elaborate further.

“Well, then, who?” Jack asked, one brow raised.

“Tell us why you called us here and excluded us from the meeting first,” she growled in return. “Then we’ll tell you what happened.”

“Seems fair,” Helena inserted with a shrug. Magnus had taken a seat on a plush sofa and was looking through some of Jack’s books.

“You two were more useful on the mission,” Jack answered, meeting no one’s criteria for a satisfying explanation. So Helena updated the twins on all that had been discussed, including Davis’ return and what the MEM had shown them. While Romero’s eyes went wide in surprise, Iris’ face remained unreadable, her lips pressed into a thin line.

The sound of a book snapping shut when Helena finished made them all turn their heads to Magnus, who had his eyes pinned on Jack. “Do explain how Raker and the others were able to gain access to Ivilis’ realm initially. And tell us why we weren’t made aware of it until the council meeting.”

“We planned to tell you as soon as we were back,” Iris cut in. “As for how we gained access, that’s simple. We were on a mission two weeks ago, tracking demi-demons who were opening portals all over the world. We were in Egypt when we successfully ambushed and defeated our first demon. That was a week before Montreal. With the demon in hand, we were able to contact its command to let the portal stay open. Ivilis or whoever was in there bought it. Next thing we had to do was get a team to go in. At first, I intended to go.”

“Me too,” Jack answered.

Helena raised a brow at this. Had Jack really planned to sacrifice himself?

“Then Raker, Elisia, and the other three volunteered. They wouldn’t take no for an answer.” A somberness came over her as she remembered what Helena said about their deaths.

“Okay, so that started a week ago,” Magnus stated. “Why didn’t anyone tell us?”

“You’re not part of Black Gate,” Jack answered coldly. “No one was required to tell you.”

“What about me?” Helena snapped. “Were you going to let the only other person who's been around as long as you in on it?”

“Of course.” Jack somehow kept his cool, his voice even. “Why do you think I invited you to the council meeting? Why the hell do you think you’re here right now, Helena?”

Iris and Romero remained silent, taking neither side, for a long moment. Finally, Romero asked, “I wonder if we still have access to the portal Raker’s team used.”

Jack shook his head. “Davis tried to go in and extract Raker, but the portal was too small by that point. The next thing he knew, it was closed. It was a miracle he got the MEM.”

“No doubt Ivilis himself closed it,” Magnus muttered.

Iris turned toward him. “Did Caimo ever mention a being called Ivilis when you were friends?”

Magnus shook his head. “Never. He kept everything from me.”

Well, that didn’t help.

Jack eyed the twins. “Your turn.”

“It’s a good thing you went first because what you’ve said means our experience makes more sense,” Iris replied. “We started tracking the damn thing in Amsterdam. By the time we reached Paris, where we caught up at last, it had already been killed.”

“You already said that,” Jack ground out. “Who?”

“Sam and David,” Romero answered, shrugging.

Helena and Magnus exchanged glances of surprise.

“They were in the right place at the right time,” Romero added.

“Or the demon went to them,” Iris inserted tightly. “Either way, they handled it well.” She told Sam’s version of events, earning an impressed look from Jack. That was rare for him. “The portal was still open when we got there, and I had time to examine it. I’m uncertain about its exact destination, but I know it leads between the realms. It might not lead to Ivilis’ realm, but it goes somewhere.”

“And that demi-demon came from it,” Romero added.

Helena was still processing the fact that the woman underneath the demon had been forced to fight. How many others hid inside such hideous bodies against their will? She could not help that her sister’s face kept returning to her mind. The image of her sister dying as the Cabal’s foul magic came over her burned on until a rush of heat ran through her body.

She swiveled to Jack. “I’ll take a team into that portal, assuming it’s still open.” They were in Paris now. They could get to the portal tonight, especially if Iris brought them there. Helena nodded at Iris. “With your portal abilities and our knowledge of a demon’s distinct magic signature, we can locate any others within a reasonable time frame.”

“Are you talking about demons still in that realm or ones that have slipped into ours?” Magnus asked.

“Both,” Helena answered.

Jack thought before turning to Iris, Romero, and Magnus. “Any objections?”

“I’m uneasy about it, but no,” Magnus answered. He gave Helena a small smile. “She knows what she’s doing.”

Helena had tracked evil all over the world before. She could do it again. She only hoped this time would yield more favorable results. She didn’t want to kill any innocent people to spare them from the pain of torture and magic ripping apart their bodies from the inside out. She hadn’t felt a renewed purpose like this since finding out Lily had died and choosing to side with her old friend Magnus over Black Gate. She hoped that choice wouldn’t bite her in the arse now as Jack weighed the decision. At the end of the day, it was up to him.

“I have no objections,” Iris spoke up, surprising Helena. If anyone would object, it would be her since she was automatically included in the mission. Didn’t she at least want time to rest? No, of course not. Iris Tringest couldn’t rest. Helena knew that well enough, and though she didn’t think it was healthy, she understood. I was like that, too. Still might be, she thought.

“Romero?” Jack asked, turning to the youngest of the Tringest twins.

“I have no objections, but I do have a condition. Sam and David aren’t even to be considered for the team.”

“I wasn’t even planning on clueing them in in the first place,” Helena replied lightly. “Those two don’t need to be involved. They need to rest.”

Iris stiffened but didn’t say a word.

“All right then.” Jack nodded. “You have my permission to assemble the team you desire. If you happen to come into Ivilis’ realm, destroy that garden before he can gather an army.”

Magnus cleared his throat, bringing all their attention back to him. “I don’t want to involve Sam or David further like the rest of you, but destroying that garden won’t be easy unless you have Sam and her flames.”

“We’ll find another way,” Helena replied.

Magnus seemed about to say something, then thought against it.

Jack nodded at Helena and Iris. “Go put your team together. Magnus, Romero, and I will stay behind with the rest of Black Gate to prepare reinforcements. This time, we will make sure no one else dies there.”

As Helena walked out of the basement, she hoped that was true.
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As tired as she was, Sam did not sleep that night.

She tried, but she only tossed and turned in her bed beside Molly for a few hours before creeping out of bed and onto the roof. Lucky for her, the apartment she rented while not at the Academy was on the top floor, and she could sneak out onto the roof whenever she wanted.

The city skyline glowed with a soft, hazy light, and the distant hum of traffic told her the day was beginning. The rooftop had a garden filled with potted plants and a small seating area. As Sam approached the cushioned benches, she stopped short at the sight of David already sitting there. He glanced up and gave her a small, tired smile. “Couldn’t sleep? Me either.”

Sam had a blanket wrapped around her and plopped down beside him. He was still in his clothes from going out, unlike her. At least he didn’t reek of demon blood. When they had gotten home, the others were already asleep, so they had not had to answer questions about where they had been. They would deal with that later.

“Want some?” David asked, offering Sam a plastic cup of water. She didn’t have many supplies in her flat since she spent most of her time at Ravenwood Academy.

“Thanks.” She sipped it and gave it back.

“I’m tired,” David remarked after a pause.

“Me too, but like you said, can’t sleep.”

David straightened. “No, not like that. I mean, yes, I could sleep for a whole day if my body would let me, but I’m tired of always battling darkness. There’s always a new enemy around the corner. I hoped we would have time over the summer to rest, but…”

But demons and Caimo and Lord Hargrove, David’s father, kidnapped in his own house. The list went on. Sam nodded. “You’re right. We haven’t had a proper rest. Maybe Romero is right. Maybe we should sit this one out.”

Deep down, Sam wasn’t sure if she even wanted that. David tried to lighten the mood. “Maybe I quit my job at the school, and you can drop out. We could start working with Black Gate or whoever. It’s not like we don’t already have plenty of real-world experience.”

Though he meant it as a half-hearted suggestion, Sam gave it serious consideration. What was she doing, wasting time in alchemy classes that weren’t teaching her anything new? She would learn far more on missions alongside people who had far more experience. She took the cup of water from David again. “You know, that’s not a half-bad idea.”

The sky slowly brightened as the sun rose, casting a warm glow over the city. Sam shivered in her blanket, wishing she had worn slippers over her socks. “I still think about everything that happened over the summer,” Sam confessed. David turned to look at her fully, but she kept her eyes on the rosy horizon.

“I can’t stop wondering what happened with Lily’s necklace. I’ve felt naked and empty since it got destroyed.” She put a hand to her neck where the purple flame jewel should have been. She sighed. “I need to get it to a magical jeweler already. I’ve been afraid to in case they tell me it’s irreparable. Then there’s the fact that Rosemary seemed to know there was magic in it. I’ve been meaning to visit her to ask.”

“I’ll take the necklace to the jeweler while you visit Rosemary,” David offered. “We get the whole thing out of the way and decide what to do next.”

We. She liked that word when David said it. They should have pulled apart after school with their different skills and aims in life, but what if they found a way to work together for a long time? Sam wasn’t sure she could let go of him yet. Next year, she was supposed to graduate. Then what? Leave the Academy and never see him again? She hated the mere thought of it.

“We’re still on break,” David added. “We have the time.”

Sam grinned at him. “I’ll need a portal back to London.”

David returned her smile. “I’ll get you there and pick you up when I’m done with the jeweler. Do you have the necklace with you?”

“It’s inside.” David stood, then offered his hand to Sam. Since he had been sitting in the cold far longer than her, his touch was cold. She rose with him and added, “Thank you. You don’t have to do this if…”

“I want to.” His face was close to hers and glowing red from both the cold and the sky’s illumination. He squeezed her hand before leading her back into the flat. If the others were as hungover as they expected, they would be asleep for some time yet. David suggested they both try for at least a few hours.

As Sam closed her eyes, she felt warm all over. No matter what happened, at least she would have him. Once, she had thought the same about Lily. She shut her rising fear away and fell asleep.
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CHAPTER TEN


Sam had practically grown up in Rosemary’s London house since it was closer to the boarding school she and Lily attended than her own home. She showed up midday and waved David off. She hoped the old woman was home as she rang the bell.

“Dear Samantha! What a surprise!” Rosemary exclaimed when she opened the door and found the twenty-one-year-old standing there. “Do come in, come in.” She ushered her into the house. Much to her delight, Sam saw that not a single thing had changed since her last time here a year ago.

The walls were still full of photos of Lily, some of which pictured Sam standing next to her. Some showed the pair in school uniforms, and others had them in frilly white summer dresses on picnics in France. Sam’s heart ached as she took all the memories in.

Rosemary stood behind her, beaming. “I will never take them down, and when I am no longer here, I hope you won’t either.”

Sam turned to her. “You can’t possibly mean to leave this house to me when you’re gone!”

“Oh, but I do. I don’t have anyone else, my dear. No family is left. Only you.” She took Sam’s hand in her warm, worn one and led her into the den. “It’s a funny thing, my dear. I was sitting down for tea when I wished I could have some company. Then you come knocking at my door. Some kind goddess must have sent you to me. You know, sometimes I think Lily is watching over me, and it makes me sad. It should be the other way around. My old bones should be in the grave instead of hers.”

They sat down, and it took everything in Sam not to shed tears. “I came to talk to you about her and to visit you, of course. I’ve been meaning to, but with school…”

Rosemary waved a hand in dismissal. “You should be focusing on school and having fun, Samantha. These years are not to waste troubling yourself about everything else.”

If only she could do that. Rosemary’s gaze went to Sam’s neck. “Whatever happened to the necklace Lily gave to you?”

“That’s what I came to tell you about.” Sam told the story of how she, David, Magnus, Helena, Romero, Iris, and Elijah had gone into the Paris catacombs to face Caimo, a man who had sold his heart to a demon and come back into the human world to wreak havoc on everyone, magicals and non-magicals alike.

She told of how she had gotten out of a marble trap using the necklace, of how it had exploded, and the magic inside it freed her. She told Rosemary how David had saved her by shooting Caimo with an arrow made of mana from the same magic, only from the shards of the broken necklace. “I still can’t wrap my mind around how it happened,” she confessed when she finished.

“Well, there was magic in it,” Rosemary stated as if it was obvious. “Probably using Lily’s own mana.”

Sam’s breath hitched. “But I never felt magic in it before.”

Rosemary gave her a knowing smile and set down her teacup. “Did you feel Lily?”

“Of course. Except without the necklace, I feel like she’s really gone.” Sam had not realized it until the moment she spoke those words, and she had to choke them out.

Rosemary reached for her hand. “The magic was Lily. Her mana made you feel like she was still with you. And in the moments where it mattered the most, it saved you.”

A tear slipped from Sam’s eye, and she wiped it away quickly. “She knew, and she didn’t tell me in the note she gave with the necklace.”

“Of course. Lily didn’t want you to think you could use the magic at any time. How else was it supposed to save you when you needed it the most?” She paused, then, “Where is it now?”

Sam told her about David’s offer to have it repaired. “Good.” Rosemary nodded. “The mana might be gone, but some of her essence might remain in the broken pieces. You may never be able to use it as magic again, but if it is repaired, you can still feel Lily with you.”

Relief washed through Sam. “I hope so.”

There was a pause in which Rosemary sipped her tea and wandered off into deep thought. When she returned, she mused, “There might be something that could help you. I’ve finally worked up the courage to go through some of Lily’s things, including her trunk from school.”

Sam edged forward. “And?”

“She kept diaries, as you know. All her life, she wrote before bed.”

Sam knew this well, and she had read Lily’s diaries after her death.

“There were some I don’t think you saw,” Rosemary stated as she stood. “Follow me.” She led Sam up the creaking wooden stairs to the second floor and into Lily’s old bedroom. A rose-patterned quilt lay over the four-poster bed with the teddy bears Lily had grown up with propped against the pillows. It was like Lily had never died. Her room was exactly the same. Rosemary knelt before a trunk at the end of the bed. “These were concealed at the bottom of the trunk, you see.” She drew two leather books out and handed them to Sam, who opened them.

At first, all she saw were blank pages. “I thought to use a spell,” Rosemary urged. “If the girl thought to hide them in the trunk, I figured she might hide the words too.”

Hide them from whom?

Sam took out her wand and cast a spell over the pages. The words came to life. She frowned. “I can’t read this.” She tried another spell to turn the words to English, but they stayed the same.

With a sigh, Rosemary shook her head. “I tried the same thing, but it wouldn’t work. She wrote in some enchanted code that can’t be changed.”

Sam glanced up. “Do you have any clue how we could crack the code or what Lily might have written in here?”

Rosemary shook her head again. “Not a clue. I’m sorry, Samantha. I even thought not to tell you, knowing it’d only give you more work, but maybe it’s your right. All this will belong to you one day anyway.”

“Can I take them with me?”

Rosemary nodded. “Of course.”

Sam planned to consult Oswald. If he couldn’t help her disenchant the book, he could at least have some idea of how to break the code. Rosemary went back downstairs, and Sam followed. “Did you hear about the museums being broken into?” the old woman asked as she resumed drinking her tea. “First Montreal and now the Louvre. If I were to guess, it has something to do with the darkness prowling in the magical realms.”

Sam had heard about the Montreal Art Museum the night before from Iris, but not the Louvre. She would ask Helena and Magnus first thing as soon as she was back at school. Rosemary tutted. “A real shame. They’ve been after all sorts of old things, some of which they say are infused with ancient magic. Enough of that, though. No need for you to hear an old woman prattle on.”

Sam thanked Rosemary for her help and the tea. “I have to be getting back to school.” She checked her watch and added, “David is about to pick me up.”

Rosemary smiled. “He’s a fine young man. You two would make a lovely pair.”

“Says everyone,” Sam returned.

“Everyone, in this instance, is right.” Rosemary winked as she raised her teacup to her lips.

Sam headed to the door after hugging the woman goodbye. Clutching the two books close to her chest, she wondered, What the hell are you about to show me, Lily Vivace?
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David Hargrove didn’t know the first thing about jewelers, let alone magical jewelers disguised as regular ones in Paris. Too bad there wasn’t a search engine for magic-run businesses. Instead, he had to call Helena. He got no answer, so he tried Iris and then Romero. Nothing. He shot off a text to them instead.

Need a recommendation for a jeweler. Someone who knows how to deal with magic.

An hour later, he got a response from Helena.

I wasn’t going to answer this because it didn’t seem important, but would this have anything to do with our Sam?

David replied.

Just tell me.

She sent an address. The place was right in the center of the city. Perfect. He could go there, then portal to London in time to pick up Sam.

His phone buzzed again, and he groaned. “Helena better not be making fun of me for…” He trailed off at the sight of Emma’s name on his screen. It still had a red heart emoji next to it. After their breakup, they almost never texted, and he had forgotten to change the contact name.

Still in the city? Grab a drink with me tonight. We can catch up.

They hadn’t caught up that much the night before, and for half a second, David was tempted to take her up on the offer. There’s too much going on, he thought, sending back an apology text with a vague excuse about already having plans. The plan was to debrief with Sam about everything that had happened.

David arrived at the jeweler an hour later. The inside of the shop looked more like an antique place than a jeweler. Trinkets of all sorts, shapes, and sizes filled shelves that were so heavy with objects they looked like they would fall at any moment. The man behind the counter was short and had a wide, white mustache. “Hey there,” David greeted him.

The little man scowled at him. “Don’t you see we’re closed!” He shouted it in French, and David didn’t understand until he repeated himself in English.

“I don’t see,” David answered.

The little man whipped his head toward the door and saw his “closed” sign was not up. “Oh.”

David dug around in his pocket for the broken pieces of Lily’s necklace and placed it on the counter. “I need this fixed.”

The little man’s scowl deepened. “You might as well have ground it up into powder. It’s too broken!”

David leaned forward, eyes twinkling. “With magic, you might be able to.”

The little man’s white brows shot up, and he leaned forward, lowering his voice. “What are you?”

“Someone who is concerned about getting a necklace repaired for a friend. This one had magic in it.” He pointed at the shards.

The little man took out several magnifying glasses of varying sizes and examined the pieces. “And it still has magic.”

It was David’s turn to look surprised. “But I used all—never mind. How much magic?”

The little man broke into a smile. “Enough to put the pieces back together. I’m afraid you may not be able to use it the same as before.”

“That’s okay. How long do you need?”

The little man’s brows drew together. “Give me a week.”

“Three days.”

The man glared. “Five.”

“Fine.” David placed a slip of paper onto the counter with his phone number. “Call me when it's ready.” He turned to walk out of the store. “And I’ll pay you when it’s done.”

He killed some time in the city getting something to eat, then decided to head to London. He could not yet portal long distances without coming close to disaster, so he took a train as close as he could before opening a portal in a location where no one could see him.

Sam was walking out of Rosemary’s house when he arrived. She smiled at him. “How did it go?”

“Well, I think. He was an odd little man, but I think those types have to be to deal with enchanted artifacts and all that.” He gestured at her books. “Rosemary give you new reading material?”

Sam sighed. “Yes, but nothing easy.” She explained as they walked toward the train station all Rosemary had told to her, including what she now knew about the necklace.

David’s walk slowed. “Lily’s mana was inside it. That means she took it out of herself and put it there. How long before she died do you think she did that?”

Sam shrugged, then motioned at the books. “That’s one of the million questions I’m hoping her coded diaries will answer. I swear, if this code is to hide a list of crushes she had in school, I’m going to curse loud enough that she’ll hear me beyond the grave.”

David chuckled and was about to add something when his phone rang. It couldn’t be. The number belonged to the jeweler’s shop. There was no way the little man had finished work already. “Hello?” he answered.

A frantic voice came over the phone to him. “How dare you! How dare you bring that thing into my shop?”

“Hold on. Tell me what happened.”

Sam frowned and mouthed, What’s going on?

Irate, the little man shouted loud enough into the phone that David had to pull it away from his ear. “Someone broke into my shop and stole it!”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The armory chamber at Black Gate headquarters had pretty much any enchanted weapon or piece of armor an agent could want.

Helena stood in the room alone, weighing her options between two pistols that could shoot bullets made of mana or sticking with knives. She eyed a crossbow for a second, then thought against it. She grazed the slender hilts of the daggers. They were light, dark, and sleek, with etchings in the handle that would glow when they were near danger. She held one of the daggers up to the light. It was beautiful.

Helena turned at the sound of doors opening to find Iris sauntering in, a bottle dangling from one hand. She raised it. “Want a drink?”

Helena eyed her. “Is that a good idea?”

“We have one more night before we go into who the hell knows where.”

Helena smiled. “You’re right.”

Iris sank into a chair and swigged from the bottle before handing it off. Wine and knives, Helena’s favorite combination. She was surprised that Iris had only come to drink and chat. They hadn’t done either since…

Well, it had been too long, and an awkwardness neither could stand had built up between them. “So tell me, who are you thinking about bringing on this mission?” Iris drawled. “Not many want to go, and I don’t blame them.”

“I’m not making anyone go who doesn’t want to,” Helena answered. “But it doesn’t matter anyway because Jack’s overruled all the names I’ve given. At this point, he’s choosing the team.”

Iris lifted the bottle. “Jack, ever the tyrant.”

That was one word. If it were up to Helena, Romero and Magnus would go. Jack wanted Romero to stay back, and Helena had already argued with Magnus about why he wasn’t coming. Magnus wanted to. He would die for her if she asked him, but she had refused. “This is more of a recon mission and better suited to actual agents of Black Gate,” she had reminded him. “Stay at the Academy and keep Akaron updated on what’s happening.”

Finally, Magnus had given up trying to persuade her. Getting Helena Marrows to change her mind was no easy feat. “But please, Helena, wear this so I can watch,” Magnus had stated while pushing something small into her hand. He had given her a new MEM.

“Fine,” she had replied with a nod. “I will.”

On the other hand, Romero would have a backup unit ready if things went south. When things go south, Helena corrected herself. If nothing else, Romero’s team would serve as the extraction force.

“You said no to Sam and David, but that might be a mistake,” Iris remarked. Her voice wasn’t cold like it had been before.

Helena turned to her. “We can destroy those trees without her fire. We don’t even know that we’ll find the trees there.”

“Sam could melt the whole damn place down,” Iris reminded her.

“And melt herself in the process. She needs time to rest and recover.”

Iris stiffened, but instead of objecting again, she took another drink. No, Helena thought. Sam and David aren’t an option. Part of her couldn’t stand the thought of those two having the same fate as Raker and his team. She couldn’t stand losing Iris either, but that was different. Iris was well trained, knew portals like the back of her hand, and could get the hell out if she needed to. Iris was older. Sam and David couldn’t waste their lives going in, and Helena refused to waste their blood.

The doors burst open for a second time, and in walked a tall, broad-shouldered man who was armored from chest to toe and had two axes crossed over his back. A mean scar ran from his left eyebrow to his lip, which curved up with every facial expression so no one could ever tell if he was smiling or sneering.

“Ah, Helena Marrows. Good to see you again. Jack told me I’d find you here.”

Helena stiffened. Jack didn’t intend for Ifran Dessner to join them, did he? It wasn’t because Ifran wasn’t good. Hell, he had a higher body count than she did. Perhaps more than she, Iris, and Romero combined. He was known around Black Gate for his battle tactics.

No doubt he was coming to see if Black Gate could handle the threat Ivilis posed. He had been around for almost as long as Helena and the twins, but she hadn’t seen him much in recent years. He was always somewhere far away fighting something. Only demons spawning all over the world would bring him home.

“What do you want?” Helena asked stiffly.

“I’m tagging along.” He shrugged and smiled. Or sneered, Helena wasn’t sure. “Thought it sounded fun.”

If anyone at Black Gate thought demon hunting was fun, it was Ifran Dessner. He was the only one of the original Wolf Pack who hadn’t betrayed Black Gate and joined the Cabal years ago. His only regret in not being around for the Cabal’s fall was not seeing Kallus, Carmine, Akosa, and Razar go down himself.

Ifran cracked open his mouth to show gleaming white teeth. “Plus, I heard Stayde, Brock, and Morten are coming along.”

Iris rolled her eyes. “Great. It’s you, me, and the frat boys, Helena.”

Helena snickered. This was either going to be the most fun she had ever had on a hunt or an absolute disaster. Ifran snatched the bottle from Iris’ hand, much to her irritation. “Thought you girls said we boys couldn’t drink before a mission.”

“That’s right,” Iris snarled. “You boys. That’s because you all get blasted and can’t even step into a portal or come out the other side without throwing up.”

“Yeah,” Helena joined in with a cunning smile, “Iris and I can hold our liquor.”

Jack's entrance interrupted whatever retort Ifran was about to throw back. Tall, thin, and clothed in dark, enchanted garments, he surveyed the room. “You two don’t look ready.” He aimed this at the women.

“You said we were leaving in the morning,” Iris retorted.

Jack shook his head. “We’re leaving as soon as we can.”

“We?” Helena asked, eyes bulging.

“Yes, we.”

Tension filled the room, and Jack turned to Iris with a slight, rare smile. “I won’t be on any team that Iris isn’t part of.”

Iris’ face went blank, for she did not know how to react.

“Go get the portal ready,” Jack commanded.

Without a word but plenty of ice in her stare to make the room cold, Iris left. Jack gestured for Ifran to finish sharpening his ax blades and scram.

When they were both gone, Jack turned to Helena. She spoke first. “You said I could choose the team, and now, the only person going along that I’ve picked is Iris.”

“And?” Jack drawled.

“You lied!”

“I changed my mind,” he corrected.

Helena growled, but she had to admit that Jack had picked the best team. Well, maybe not Stayde, but at least he had volunteered.

“And why you?” Helena demanded in a low voice. “Why are you sacrificing yourself? Who will run the place while you’re gone?”

“There are plenty of council members who know what they’re doing.”

“That doesn’t answer my first question.”

Jack stared at her for a long moment before sighing. “Remember when we were kids and Iris saved my arse all the time?”

“From who?” Helena returned dryly. “Her brother?”

“Remember that time when I almost got ripped to shreds by a vampire, then again by the thing hunting the vampire?”

Gods, that was so long ago. Helena nodded.

“Iris saved my life, and she’s done it many times since.”

Helena had similar stories to tell of Iris but knew they couldn’t keep racking up debts against one another. She grabbed four more knives and strapped them into her belt, then took two pistols with mana bullets, just in case. She would have her mana-made swords as well. There was no such thing as being too prepared.

“I am trying to repay her. I’ve been doing it for years,” Jack finished.

Helena looked him over for a long moment. “You’ve got it wrong, Jack. That’s not how you do it. You leave Iris alone. She doesn’t want to be indebted to anyone.”

Jack scanned her face. “And what do you know about what Iris wants?”

Feeling stung, Helena brushed past him. “Let’s just fucking go.”
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Iris had finished working on the portal to slip into the between realm by the time Helena and Jack made it to the council chamber. Ifran, Brock, Stayde, and Morten were already waiting for them. “We need to be careful,” she stated.

“Well, that’s obvious.” Stayde snickered.

Iris shot him a glare before adding, “And not only because we’re heading into a between pocket we know nothing about and will have who the hell knows what coming for us.” They would be lucky if it was only revenants and golems. Helena would even deal with lesser demons if it meant figuring out what the fuck was going on.

“I’ll portal us there as best as I can, but even with optimistic projections, we’ll probably need to hop around a few times,” Iris explained. “If you get portal sick, don’t bother coming.”

Stayde hesitated, then grumbled, “I’ll be fine.”

Iris glared again. “I wasn’t talking about you.” She turned to Jack. “You’re sure you want to come?”

He gave a curt nod, and Helena almost rolled her eyes. “All right then,” Iris stated. “Let’s go.” She opened the portal and ushered them through. First, Helena and Jack. Second, Morten and Stayde. Brock and Ifran came next. Iris brought up the rear.

This was about to be one hell of a ride.

They stayed in the portal longer than normal. As Iris had warned, they came out a few times to complete darkness and had to go back in. On the third try, they emerged to strange terrain. At least they could see it.

“What in hell?” Ifran breathed.

“Oh, that’s right,” Helena drawled. “You, a council member, weren’t at the council meeting, so you didn’t see the MEM footage.”

“The what?”

“Never mind. We’ve seen this terrain before.”

The land spreading out was a flat plain scattered with sharp red stones. The sky above was dark as night, with no stars or moon to guide them. Instead, the dim light came from the red mist floating past. It glowed with the light. It was cold here. Helena was glad she had worn clothes enchanted to keep her warm. Far off, the land went up. Mountains formed in the distance. Whatever this place was, it was vast.

Iris’ voice reached her, low and considering. “I don’t sense any demonic presence. We must be way off.” She prepared another portal. “Let’s go back and—” She stopped short as a soft noise came to them from over a nearby ridge.

Everyone heard it and stilled, looking at one another. Finally, Iris took steps over to the ridge and peered down. She gasped. Helena stood behind her, eyes opening wider in horror. Below them, far down in a valley, human bodies were strewn about. Not a single demon was yet in sight, but all those bodies meant they were coming to feast.

Helena’s heart pounded. What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Helena could not have counted the bodies in that valley if she wanted to. The number was too great. She clenched her sword and swallowed the bile rising in her throat.

Iris’ hushed but horrified voice came to her. “Let’s check the bodies, at least. We might find something to tell us what the hell happened here.” Helena wasn’t sure she wanted to know. It would be enough to hunt down demons and their leader and make him pay.

It took a lot to make Iris look as sick as she did, to stall her words so she could prevent herself from retching. Helena signaled for the men to stay where they were on the ridge to watch for an attack while she and Iris went to the edge of the valley. Ifran tried to argue with her. “I’ll go with you. If there are demons down there…”

“We would have heard them by now,” Helena countered. “You’ll do as I command.”

“You’re not in—” he started, but Jack interjected.

“This operation was Helena’s idea. What she says goes.”

She was glad he said it but knew if he disagreed, he would still override her. Helena peered again into the valley so she and Iris could figure out how to get down there without bashing their heads open.

The way down was steep and perilous. Sharp rocks jutted out from the side. A winding stream of water, not quite a river, flowed through the valley's center, red with humans’ drained blood. The red mist wafted by. Helena almost felt like she shouldn’t touch it for fear of being struck down where she was, but there was no way to avoid it.

They could portal down into the valley, but this place, being a realm between realms, meant they could never be sure of landing in the right spot. So climbing down was the only way. “Do you have rope?” Iris asked.

Actually, Helena did, and it wasn’t just any rope. She pulled the thin, light cords from the satchel slung across her body. The material was enchanted, making it incapable of breaking on the sharp rocks. She tied it to the base of a large, warped tree. Iris slid down first, nimbly evading the stones and pushing off from flatter portions with her booted feet. It was a wonder she didn’t become tangled up in the roots and trees sticking out from the side.

When she was at last at the bottom, she waited. Helena could not see Iris through the thick mist. She waited until she felt the rope slack without a body hanging onto the other end.

“Here goes nothing,” she muttered. Before sliding down, she glanced back at Jack, whose grim gaze met hers. He gave her a nod, and that was it. The gesture was both a silent command and an assurance that he, Brock, Stayde, Morten, and Ifran would keep watch from above. Helena had a flare in her satchel. If they met too much trouble, they could send it up.

She slid down. The mist grasped her, stitching cold along her bones, unlike anything she’d felt before. It became darker the farther she slid. She could not see the sharp rocks as she went. The mist obscured them. She only hoped she wouldn’t crash into any.

Helena shook the thought from her mind. They didn’t need to add to the bodies strewn about this place. Finally, her feet hit the ground. It wasn’t as solid as she had hoped but soft and muddy as if it had rained here before they came. Shivering, Helena whispered for Iris. “Right here,” came her friend’s voice.

Helena followed her voice until she found her bent over one of the bodies.

The woman who had died was white as ash, and her eyes were pools of black. Even the whites were gone. Her gut had been torn out. The strangest thing about the bodies was that nothing had come to eat them. No flies or birds of carrion. No demons either. Yet, Helena reminded herself.

The bodies did not seem to have any decay yet, either. What about this realm kept them dead but not decomposing? Whatever it was, Helena determined it was intentional. Let the bodies sit, not yet rotting, for the demons to come and pick apart whenever they pleased.

“Find anything?” Helena asked tightly.

Iris had finished going through what remained of the woman’s clothes. “Nothing.”

Helena wondered if whatever had done this had picked everything but the clothes off these people.

A low groan somewhere nearby made Helena start. She whirled, pulling her sword out once more. She had only put it away to climb down the valley wall. Iris was on her feet, too, silent and holding twin knives. Together, the two women bent low and crept toward the sound.

“Please,” a voice gasped. “Is anyone th-there?” The voice was weak and raspy enough for both women to tell the person was in desperate need of water. They knew it was a person before they saw him because no demon sounded like that. The smell and presence of a demon wasn’t there, either. Even so, they approached with the utmost caution.

The mist parted enough for them to see a man lying against the base of the valley among sharp stones, his clothes drenched in blood, sweat, and perhaps some other bodily fluids. He would have smelled horrible if it weren’t for the fact that everything here already smelled bad.

The man’s face was stricken with surprise, grief, and pain. Pure agony shone in his dark eyes. He was clearly injured. Blood kept pooling into one spot of his shirt, slightly below his left rib cage. “Pl-please,” he moaned. “The bleeding won’t stop.”

Iris hurried to him and bent down, placing her hands over what she assumed was the wound. She allowed healing magic to leak into his flesh. “How long have you been bleeding?”

“D-days,” he stammered. “Y-years. I don’t know.”

Helena and Iris glanced at one another. It wasn’t possible. He would have bled out and died by now, even if it was days since he had fallen here. The man was delirious. He was in so much agony that he didn’t know how long he had been here.

“We’re here now,” Iris told him. “I’m going to help you.” He might have been a human who had no clue magic existed. Well, it didn’t matter now. He had come into a realm between realms and maybe even seen real demons. If he didn’t believe in the supernatural now, nothing would convince him.

The man’s face flooded with amazement as he watched Helena stand there, a warrior with her sword drawn as she monitored the rocks around them. If this man was alive, others might be too. Was it worth taking the time to check the whole valley? Could they save anyone? Could they save even him? Helena noted the strain on Iris’ face as she tried to heal him. They could not expend their energy trying to save people. They would run out of magic and have to portal out. And what if they were sensed before then? Helena could not shake the chill gripping her body.

Finally, Iris looked away from the man toward her friend. “He has been bleeding for a long time. I’m sending my magic deep, but there’s too much darkness writhing in him to penetrate. I’m not sure I can… I don’t know if I…”

“It’s all right,” the man rasped. “I didn’t think I was going to make it. An-and did you say magic?”

Iris turned back and nodded.

“I didn’t think anyone would know to come here. You must have detected the beacon.”

Helena’s brows furrowed, and for the first time since finding the man, she spoke. “What beacon?”

“W-we sent off a beacon right after…” The shadows that entered the man’s eyes spoke of the horrors he had faced.

Iris placed her hands over his wound. She couldn’t heal him, but she could drive the pain away while he spoke. She used a soft, low voice. “Can you tell us what happened?”

He tried to speak but couldn’t. “He needs water,” Iris remarked, turning to Helena.

Helena did not like the idea of using the precious water from the canteen in her satchel, but they had to find out from this man what had happened. She lifted it to his lips and let him drink enough to wet his throat. “Thank you,” he gasped and mustered up his courage. “We were kidnapped in the human realm by Ivilis’ minions and brought here. Not h-here but…” He pointed toward the distance, beyond the other edge of the valley miles away from them. “To his house.”

Helena’s blood ran cold. So Ivilis was here. “How do you know his name?”

“Because the damn demons chanted it the whole time they dragged us through this valley, up the other side, and into his house. W-we escaped. Some of us, anyway.” He gestured at their general surroundings, at the bodies littering the ground. If only some had escaped, it meant there were far more in Ivilis’ house. Helena remembered what she had seen on Elisia’s mind’s eye marble, the horrors in that broken manor house. They had come to the right realm, at least.

The man continued. “We fled back the way we came, but not all of us made it.”

“Did demons chase you?”

Iris shook her head and answered for him. “They couldn’t have. No one was torn apart, from what we saw.”

“We saw a woman without her guts!”

“Shh! That wasn’t from a demon.”

Helena stilled. The woman had tried to end her own life. And succeeded in the worst way. Gods, this was awful.

The man’s eyes pooled with tears. “We were struck down as soon as we were in the valley. Some didn’t make it coming in. They died against the rocks. Others…well, magic was unleashed, and they fell. Somehow, I made it to the other side before it got to me. I was struck.” He pointed to the wound in his stomach. “It’s deep in there. The head of an arrow. I was foolish enough to try to get it out and broke off the top.” The end of a black arrow lay at his feet. Well, that explained the darkness Iris had mentioned.

“Before I fled the house, I took this.” The man searched his pockets until he found some small metal contraption with soft blue glowing markings. “The beacon. That’s what Ivilis called it.”

Iris took it into her hands. “Yes, right. This is how the portal stayed trackable. It’s how we found this place. Do you know how long you have been here?”

“Y-years? It feels like forever.”

“What was the date when they kidnapped you?”

He told her, and she shared a long, heavy look with Helena. “That was only two days ago,” she told the man.

His face somehow went whiter. Iris examined the enchanted device once more. “This isn’t quite a beacon, though. It’s more like an anchor.”

“And the difference is?” Helena asked.

“A beacon is like a signal telling one where a portal is. An anchor keeps it in one place or moving in one general area. It can also be used to create more powerful portals.”

“More powerful as in?”

“They can move faster and arrive at locations more accurately.” Iris looked from the device to the man. “You did a good job taking this.”

Helena spoke up again. “We should get back to the top of the valley and tell the others.”

Hope filled the man’s eyes. “You brought others?”

Helena nodded. “We’re going to do what we can to rescue anyone left in that house.”

The man shook his head. “You won’t be able to. The place is overrun.”

“Yes, well, we’re agents of Black Gate,” Iris stated as she stood.

The man’s eyes shone. “I prayed, and they sent you. I could never have hoped for such a response.” Now that Iris was standing and no longer applying her healing magic to his wound, the pain returned to his face.

“I’m sorry we could not do more,” Iris replied tightly.

“We can get him out of this valley,” Helena insisted. She nodded at the anchor. “We can use that to portal ourselves to the top, right?”

Iris nodded. “There’s only one problem.”

Of course. Always a foil at every turn.

Iris went on. “It will take some time to get the anchor working. The enchantments around it have disabled it. I’m sure the demon who did this made sure it couldn’t be used as soon as it was away from him. Even so…” She turned it over in her hands. “I think I can fix it.”

“Can we use it without the demons knowing we’re coming?”

Iris nodded. “I can use a suppression spell. It won’t last very long, though.”

Helena approached the man and took his arm to help him up. “Don’t help me,” he groaned. “I am beyond help now. The darkness of demons is in my blood, and it cannot be taken out. Believe me, I’ve tried.” The sorrow in his eyes told her this was true. Helena’s hand slid down his arm, and she felt something above his wrist. A marking. The same rune from the stone table where humans were drained of their mana to feed demons had been carved in his skin.

“I’ve already been marked, and the process to turn me into a hybrid demon has begun.” He groaned. “My companions were blessed to die before they could be used.”

Flashes of her sister’s face right before she killed her to end her torture went through Helena’s mind. She choked back tears. It was happening again and would continue if they didn’t put a stop to it. She turned to Iris. “Get that done as fast as you can.”

Iris was already at work. Helena turned back to the man. “I will give you a painless death if you wish, but first, I want you to tell me everything you know about the house. Any demons you saw, the layout of the place. Everything.”

So he told her, and Helena made a map in her mind. They would need every bit of information they could get if they hoped to infiltrate the house. Nearly thirty minutes later, Iris commented, “I think I’m done.”

Helena stood before the man, sorrow in her eyes. She pulled out one of the pistols with the bullets made of mana. The man closed his eyes, smiling a little. “Wait.” Iris put a hand on Helena’s arm. “What is your name?”

With his eyes still closed, the man answered, “Benjamin. Just Benjamin.”

“Do you have family at home?”

He shook his head. “They were all killed here.”

It took everything inside Helena not to cry, and she was not usually an emotional person. She would tear this whole realm apart in her fury. She lifted the pistol. “Rest well, Benjamin.”

The bullet sang through the wind. When Benjamin sagged, Helena looked away. Iris’ hand slipped into hers, and her voice was as soft as the wind around them. “Let’s go.”

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Stolen.

The word clanged around in Sam’s brain. The remains of Lily’s necklace, all those precious broken shards, were gone. David’s face had gone white. The man on the other end of the phone hung up before David could say anything else. “We have to go there,” Sam insisted, trying to keep her voice from shaking.

David nodded. They got on the next train back to Paris, and when they were close enough for him to portal them there, they disembarked. David took her hand, both to make sure he didn’t lose her in the portal and accidentally send her somewhere else and to comfort her. His eyes said, We’re going to get it back. It was a promise, but not one Sam thought he could keep. She could not speak around the lump in her throat.

The portal opened in a vacant street behind the shop. The sun was setting, and the “closed” sign was displayed. The shop owner probably put it up after the necklace was stolen. David banged on the door, but there was no answer. He sighed. “I didn’t think we would have to break and enter.”

He didn’t break anything, though. He simply led Sam to the back street and used a portal to send them inside. The shopkeeper had put up no wards, likely because he never thought magic users would try to break in. They landed not in the front room full of clutter but in a packed, dusty back room for storage.

“Is he a jeweler or a hoarder?” Sam muttered to David.

The shopkeeper must have heard her voice and the loud sneeze she released from all the dust in the room. His voice boomed toward them from the front of the shop. “Who dares set foot in my shop? I swear I’ll—” A string of incoherent curses followed and Sam was half inclined to get the hell out of there. She wasn’t afraid of the shopkeeper’s wrath, but this was not an annoyance she had the capacity to handle right now.

David headed toward the shop front, so Sam followed. The little man was hiding behind the counter with his wand in one hand and a small shield cast around him. “I’ll blast you if—” He stopped short and scowled. “You! You brought this trouble upon me!”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been sorrier in my life,” David promised. “We need to know who took the necklace and where.”

Sam glanced around, noting that nothing was broken. Whoever had taken it had walked into the shop and plucked it off the counter.

“I don’t know a damn thing! Not a damn thing, I tell ya!” The shopkeeper leaped to his feet, his face purple with rage.

Sam tried next, approaching him with a gentler tone. “The necklace was mine, sir.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck who it belonged to!”

“My friend was killed three years ago, and she left it to me.”

“I said I don’t give a flying—” He went on and on, cursing and coughing. Sam gave David a helpless look.

David cut into the little man’s ranting. “We’re going to ward this place for you as best we can so no one else can come in.”

“As if you could!” the little man shrieked.

“Actually, we’re both well trained with magic, including wards,” Sam drawled, her annoyance outweighing her empathy. “It’s the best we can do for this place, and it’s the only way to protect you. After that, you’re going to tell us what happened. If anything, we should be upset with you for letting it get stolen. You know magic. Why didn’t you have the place protected?”

“Because I’m not used to demons walking into my shop and taking things!” he snarled.

Well, he had a point there.

David started placing wards. “I’m sorry,” Sam told the shop owner. “You’ve been scared. I’m working with some people who are taking care of that problem.” At least, she hoped she was working with them. At this rate, she wasn’t sure any of them wanted her to. She approached the counter, then halted. “Wait, how did you know it was a demon?”

“It was a person on the outside,” the shopkeeper grumbled. “Right after it snatched the necklace, it gave a horrible laugh and said the ‘other demons’ would be happy with his prize.”

A chill darted down Sam’s spine. “Did he take anything else?”

“Nothing! That’s how I know you two have brought this trouble to me. It wasn’t until that fucking necklace!” He wagged an accusatory finger at her.

Sam hovered between annoyance and understanding. Until David’s arrival that afternoon, the shopkeeper had never had such an issue. She would have been pissed, too. “What did he look like?”

“Tall, pale. Black eyes. He wore a hood.”

“Any more distinguishable marks?” Sam asked.

The shopkeeper shook his head. “I don’t know another damn thing!”

Sam’s heart sank, but she tried not to sigh. It was a wonder they hadn’t been kicked out yet, and any information was still information. The necklace missing was one bad thing, but the fact that another demon was walking around Paris was worse.

David finished with the wards and came back over. “There. You won’t have any other unwanted magicals barging in without you knowing. There’s a rune that will go off if a magical steps on it. No one else will be harmed or see it.”

To both David’s and Sam’s surprise, the shopkeeper offered a low, almost indistinguishable, “Thank you.”

“We’re going to find out what happened,” Sam promised.

“And here’s for your trouble,” David added as he placed money on the counter.

They left the shop a minute later, both in deep thought about what had happened. Sam’s annoyance faded away, and confusion and sadness replaced it. The one thing of Lily’s actual, literal presence in her life was gone. If she had felt naked without the necklace around her throat before, she felt stripped bare and beaten down now.

Whoever had taken the necklace knew they had used it to kill Caimo. Was it the demon who had controlled him?

“I’m sorry, Sam,” David murmured.

“Don’t be. None of this was your fault.” Sam wondered how long the demon had watched and followed David that day. He hadn’t noticed anything. Had they been watched or followed before that? Gods, her head was spinning.

“Let’s walk down a few streets and see if we can pick up on the demon’s scent. If it’s still hanging around here, we’ll catch onto it,” Sam suggested. David agreed without a word. The shadows of dusk fell over the street, and the locals and tourists they passed as they headed downhill knew nothing of their intentions or why they wore such grim expressions.

A musician played on the corner. A woman walking her dog almost lost hold of him. Three young women speaking in American accents asked a café owner for directions and kept saying, “None of us speak French.” Sam thought to go and help them, but they had to hurry on. The street blurred as they picked up pace. Soon, the chilly evening air pierced her lungs, and she wished she had worn something warmer. If they found the demon and had to fight it off, she would ruin a perfectly good blouse.

They turned at the end of the street toward the water and continued for several more minutes but picked up no smell or other trace of the thief. Finally, Sam halted.

David sighed. “We can’t do anything else about it right now, and you and I both need a lot of sleep.”

Sam agreed, sighing as well. She tried to devise another plan, but nothing came to mind. It wasn’t like they could wait around in Paris all night for the creature to show itself, and that was if it even stayed around here. It might have taken a portal anywhere else, including to another world.

Sam looked at David. “Take us back to Ravenwood.”
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David was glad to wake up at Ravenwood Academy the next morning, knowing he was safe and there was no training to conduct. Classes would not resume for a few more days. It was a few hours after dawn. He went to find Sam but discovered she was still asleep. Good. She needed it. The others they had gone to Paris with were not back yet, so he could not take a morning run with Jared either. Very well. He would go on his own.

He had not taken a run alone in quite some time, and it would be good to let off steam and let his thoughts take a jog around his mind for a few laps. There was much to consider. The whole ordeal with demons, Sam’s necklace getting stolen, and the fact that pretty much everyone but Iris seemed to want to hold back information from him and Sam.

He shoved these thoughts from his mind until he had grabbed breakfast, then headed out to the training fields. It was a cool autumn morning, and a fog lay over the land. A soft wind rustled the treetops, but other than that, the only sound was the distant chirping of birds.

David ran a few laps before deciding to head into the forest for some target practice. He picked his way over fallen logs and through a small stream before heading up a steep bank into a thick grove of trees. By this point, he knew the forest well and could have walked it in the dark or blindfolded and still gotten to where he wanted. On the other side of the grove would be the clearing. As he was heading out of the thick foliage, he bumped into something. It turned out to be a someone, who turned in surprise.

The surprise on the figure’s face soon turned into a smile. “Hello, David. I’m surprised to see you. I thought if you were training today, you might have been here a few hours earlier.”

David was also surprised to see his former professor Magnus Deathshroud standing in the clearing. “Hello to you too. I didn’t know you were coming back to the Academy.”

Magnus gave him a small smile. “Well, you know I can never stay away for long.”

David realized what had happened. The clearing they walked into was where they always opened a portal when returning to the island. Magnus must have just arrived. His light blue robes made his skin seem tanner, and he had become tan during the summer. Magnus’ beard had grown back. David liked it better than when Magnus was clean-shaven.

“Where have you been?” David asked.

Magnus fluttered a hand. “I’ve been moonlighting as Helena’s secretary, which has somehow proved more hazardous than when I was chasing down one monster or another every other day.”

David wasn’t sure if the answer was to his satisfaction, especially since Magnus chose not to elaborate. He was glad to have him back and knew Sam would feel the same since Oswald, while he was a good teacher, did not have much flair.

Magnus looked as though he was about to head out of the forest when he thought of something and turned toward his former pupil. “Because I was with Helena, we heard about the issue you two dealt with in Paris. Iris and Romero reported it to us. You did a good job.”

David nodded. “We know now that demons can use magic. More than the simple tricks they used to employ.”

Worry creased Magnus’ brow. He looked ready to say something, maybe even explain or share information David did not have. Whatever it was, he thought better of it. “And where is Sam now?”

“Asleep still, I think.”

“Good, she needs it. She needs time to rest. To recalibrate.”

David thought so, too, but he didn’t say it. He didn’t need Magnus or any of the others to think that because Sam needed rest, she also should be left in the dark. “She has some questions for you next time she sees you,” he added.

Magnus nodded, his expression vague and distant. “I am sure she will. I must go now. I’ve received a message from Romero.”

Romero was not back at the Academy either, as far as David knew. Neither were Helena nor Iris. Where were they, and what the hell were they doing? Something is up, David thought.

“I’ll be seeing you in class,” Magnus commented before walking through the forest back to the castle. Magnus must not have been thinking when he said it because David wasn’t in his class anymore. More like the battlefield if I ever find out what the hell is going on.

He thought to stop Magnus then and there, but the elder wizard had hurried off. Whatever message Romero had sent him must have been urgent.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sam awoke at midday to a knock at her door. “Up and at it, sleepyhead!” Molly’s cheery voice was followed by Emma’s less cheery one.

“Do you have to shout that loud? I’m still nursing a hangover.”

The two girls entered the room as Sam sat up in bed and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She was glad to see both of them and surprised that Emma had come along. She gave her a tired smile. “Come to visit us one last time before returning to your apprenticeship?”

Emma nodded. “I missed being here, and I thought I could drop in before your classes start again. I will say it’s hard to enjoy myself when certain people decide to be loud all the time.” Molly earned a sharp glance.

“Sorry,” she squeaked. “I got excited to see Sam.” She turned back to the girl in bed. “We heard you and David come in the other night, but you were both gone before we were all awake. Don’t tell me you had another case to work on.”

Emma’s glinting dark eyes told Sam she had other suspicions. Unfortunately for Sam, Molly’s guess was more accurate than the implication shining in Emma’s eyes. “Please, don’t make me talk until I’ve had something to eat,” Sam groaned.

“Lucky for you, Emma and I managed to charm the cook and save some waffles for breakfast. Even though it’s well after lunchtime,” Molly replied.

Sam glanced toward her window and realized the sun was overheard. She hopped out of bed and swung an arm around each girl. “I think waffles are going to save me. You two are the best ever.” She wasn’t nursing a headache like Emma, who had gone out with Molly and the boys again last night. Sam couldn’t stop thinking about her damn necklace. All night, she had dreamed she was in a series of dark tunnels looking for it. She awoke as she was about to find it. At least, it felt that way.

“You get waffles, and we get to learn what the hell happened to you after we all went out the other night,” Emma mentioned.

Right. Sam and David hadn’t told them anything. They had showed up around two in the morning and left her flat again before anyone was awake. After she visited Rosemary and they went to the jewelers to learn about her stolen necklace, they returned to the Academy.

Her friends knew nothing. As Sam dressed for the day and brushed her hair, she weighed how much to tell them. She didn’t want them to fear demons roaming through their world, but she couldn’t come off like she was hiding anything, either. And where the hell was David? Normally, he was the one dragging her out of bed to go for a run. He must have thought I needed the sleep last night, she thought.

Sam smiled and headed down to the Star Hull with the girls. They found Jared already there, wolfing down waffles as if his life depended upon it. Based on the fact that he had barely had anything to eat since their night out, that might have been true.

“Heya, Sam,” he greeted with his mouth full and added something she could not understand.

She chuckled. “Hey there, yourself.” She glanced around. “Anyone seen David?”

Emma loaded butter onto her waffles and replied in a stiff tone. “We thought you would know.”

Sam took her seat. “I haven’t seen him since last night.”

Molly and Jared shared a look. The tension between Emma and Sam was minor enough not to erupt anytime soon, but the other two had already picked up on it. Sam couldn’t help but notice how close Molly and Jared sat next to one another and how Jared was smiling more this morning than Sam had ever seen him. Maybe it was the waffles, too. She was equally happy to see the golden cakes piled high on her plate.

She hadn’t been eating for long before Molly implored her to tell them what had happened.

“Well, David and I took a walk to clear our heads, and we got…lost.” A lie, but one she was willing to tell as long as it didn’t mean seeing terror in Jared’s eyes at the mention of a hybrid demon running loose around Paris.

“You’ve been in Paris before,” Jared mentioned, not helping her. “So has David. You’ve both been loads of times. What the hell do you mean you got lost?”

“Well, for one, we weren’t exactly sober,” Sam replied. That was the truth. “And we ended up in a park. A really big one.” Also somewhat true. “We got up early the next morning so I could go visit Lily’s grandmother. David offered to take a broken necklace of mine to a jeweler. After all that, we came back here.” It was enough of the truth, she decided and didn’t mention that the necklace was stolen.

“I was wondering what happened to it.” Molly looked at Sam’s neck where the purple flame used to hang. “A gift from Lily, right?”

An ache expanded in Sam’s chest, and she murmured, “Yes. That’s why I wanted it fixed.”

Emma had remained silent until that point, then spoke in a forced tone. “That was a nice thing for David to do for you.”

Silence fell between them. Sam wasn’t sure what to say, but she kept thinking back to one other moment she had not been able to consider since finding the demon. David might have confessed something to her before that damn portal opened. Why did demons have to ruin everything? It didn’t matter now. They had new shit to deal with.

“Sam,” Molly’s worried voice probed. “What’s this?” She pointed to a mark on Sam’s arm where one of the demi-demon’s shadows had lanced her. The cut ran from her elbow almost to her wrist.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Only a scratch. I-I fell.” Well, it wasn’t entirely a lie. That same shadow had smacked her to the ground. It was a wonder she hadn’t gotten a concussion.

Molly didn’t seem fully convinced. “You weren’t robbed, were you?”

“No, not at all.” Another truth, at least.

Emma raised a brow. “Had an ugly confrontation with a bush?”

“That’s it.”

She laughed, easing the tension between them. “I’ve fallen into all kinds of shit when I’m drunk. Once, literal shit.” Her comment made Molly and Jared laugh until all concern for Sam vanished. Thank the gods, Sam thought. At the back of her mind, she wished she had gotten mugged instead. Instead of money, they would have received some pretty severe third-degree burns.

Sam rose when she finished eating and piled another plate high with waffles, earning a questioning look from Jared. “What are those for?”

Sam smiled. “Oswald. I’m hoping waffles will convince him to answer my questions.”

The girls argued with her about joining them for dancing at the tavern that night.

“I’ll try to squeeze in the time,” Sam replied. She was out of the Star Hull and halfway down the hallway to the library when Jared caught up with her.

“Sam, wait.”

She paused. “I’ve got to get these waffles to Oswald before they’re cold.”

“I know, I just…look.” Jared stopped short and dragged a hand through his sandy blond hair. “I know what you told the girls wasn’t exactly the truth.”

Sam’s heart sank. “What do you know?”

He chuckled. “That you can’t tell a fucking lie to save your own arse. Molly believed you, but I’m not sure Emma did.”

Great. Once, Emma would have guessed Sam was keeping a quest involving dark beings from another realm from her. Now, she believed she was hiding a relationship. Sam wished to have the old speculations about her back, but with the dissolution of the Cabal, her friends didn’t think many threats loomed around. Jared was a different story. Unlike Molly and Emma, he had actually seen a hybrid demon once.

“I’m sorry,” Sam told him. “I didn’t want to scare anyone.”

“So there’s more of them, aren’t there?” The fear in Jared’s eyes, the thing Sam was trying to avoid, told her he meant demi-demons.

She nodded. “But Black Gate is doing everything they can to take care of the matter. I think.”

“And you’re involved?”

Sam shook her head. “Not really. David and I only happened to pick up on it while we were in Paris.”

He gave her a half-smile. “I knew you weren’t trying to clear your head. But I was right. When I sensed the hybrid’s presence, I was right.”

“You were. I’m sorry if I made you doubt.”

“You were trying to protect me.” Jared sighed. “Well, now I want to go for a run and train.” He scanned her plate of waffles and added, “I hope Oswald can give you answers.”

He turned and went back down the hall, leaving Sam to think, Yeah, me too.
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Sam snuck into the library through a hidden side door Oswald had once shown her so the woman at the front desk would not frown at her for bringing in waffles. The warm smell of the food brought the head librarian from behind his desk before Sam called for him. He poked his head up, sniffing like a dog, then beamed at the sight of the plate.

“Either Miss Tempestade is trying to convince me to carry classes on longer, or she is going to bribe me for a book.” He chortled.

The last thing Sam wanted was longer classes with Oswald. “Actually, I’m the one with the books,” she told him as she put the plate of waffles on his desk. She opened the satchel she took almost everywhere with her and placed Lily’s two leather journals before him. “They’re in some sort of code, and I need help breaking it.”

Oswald had reached for the waffles with wide, hungry eyes, but he forgot all about them at the mention of a code. He flipped open the first journal, and his brows drew together in concentration. He turned several pages before tutting to himself. “Most interesting. Most interesting indeed. These belonged to the girl who died touching the stone?” He had seen Lily’s full name written at the front of the journal.

Sam nodded. “I had no clue she had these or when she wrote them. The ink doesn’t seem very old.”

“It isn’t,” Oswald murmured. “I can tell you the exact date she began writing.”

“You can?”

Oswald took out his wand and a magnifying glass that Sam assumed to be enchanted. First, he cast a spell over the pages, then looked at the words through his glass. Finally, he glanced up. “Are you sure you never saw her writing in these?”

“Never once.”

“Most interesting.”

Could he say something else? “So, when was it?”

He sighed. “I’m sorry, Miss Tempestade. I thought I could find out, but the words are enchanted to prevent me from understanding them or determining when they were written.”

Sam’s heart sank, but she wasn’t giving up hope yet. “Do you recognize the code? Is there a book somewhere around here that could help me break it?”

“I know what the code is and how to break it, but I do not think doing so will be possible.”

“Why?”

Oswald gave her a pitying look. “Because breaking the code requires applying the writer’s mana to the pages.”

Shit.

“I don’t suppose you have some of your late friend’s mana on hand?”

I did once, before her necklace was stolen. More than ever, she had to get it back and hadn’t a clue where to start. She would need someone else’s help. She had to consult her friends at Black Gate. What a challenge that would be with all of them gone and withholding information from her and David.

Sam took the books and gave Oswald a small but disappointed smile. “Thanks all the same for helping.”

“I wish I could help more.”

Sam bid him goodbye and left the library in a somber mood. Her next intention was to track down David and tell him what she had learned. Meanwhile, questions swirled in her mind. What had Lily written that she was so determined to keep secret that she protected it with her own mana? How the hell had she learned such a thing?

Sam’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and she half expected to see a text from David on her screen, but instead, the name read “Magnus.” Finally.

Meet me in my classroom. David says you have questions.

She sure as hell did. Her heart feeling lighter, Sam headed through the castle.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Jack found himself doing the one thing he hated the most. Waiting. Again. Except this time, he wasn’t in a museum where he could examine art while he waited for a demon to appear through a portal. Instead, he stood in red fog with four of his Black Gate subordinates around him, barely talking as they waited for Helena and Iris to appear again.

When they both went over the edge into that valley, Jack felt something. His heart began beating faster than ever, and a lump formed in his throat. He had come here because he couldn’t stand the thought of either of those women losing their lives if he could be there to prevent it. So why the hell, he thought, did I let them go in there alone?

“It’s been a long time,” Ifran commented. “One of us should go down there and find out what’s going on.”

“It’s only been forty minutes,” Morten replied, looking at his watch. He frowned. “Or maybe not. I’m not sure if time works in this place.”

Now, that was a strange, sobering thought. Jack tried to shake it off like the mist.

“Right,” Ifran growled. “Even if it does, that’s still a long time.”

Ifran could not stay still for long. It was one of the reasons he was so good at his job, but it also happened to get on Jack’s every last nerve. Too bad he was the one who ordered Ifran to join their team. He would have time to consider regrets later.

The faces of the team members who had come here first flashed through his mind. Raker, Elisia, and the others. His fingers curled around his cane tight enough that it might have snapped in half if magic danced in his palm. However, it only simmered below the surface of his skin, ready to erupt the second he heard any sounds that might belong to a demon.

“Iris and Helena are thorough. Forty minutes is not long for them,” Jack reminded Ifran as unease curled in his stomach.

“What do you think is down there?” Stayde asked.

“You mean besides a bunch of dead bodies?” Morten returned dryly.

Jack shot him a warning glance. Ifran mumbled something under his breath. Brock stayed as silent as ever, but a hint of amusement lifted his lips. Only Morten could make him laugh, and that was rarer than eliciting a smile from Jack. Everyone else grew quiet, leaving only the sound of a soft wind blowing across the plain to greet their ears.

Jack didn’t like this one bit. Everything here was too quiet and too still. He had seen the same thing on the MEM. Well, it was this, or let demons come into the human world. Jack almost preferred a battle on ground he was familiar with.

He jolted a moment later at the sound of a gunshot from the valley. His heart lurched. Stayde, Brock, Ifran, and Morten readied their weapons. Stayde lifted his rifle. Brock aimed his crossbow toward the mist that obscured anything in the valley from view. Ifran and Morten had axes ready. Jack raised his cane a fraction and reached for the pistol inside his coat. If something had happened to Iris and Helena…

“That was Helena’s gun,” Morten stated. “They’re in trouble.”

It didn’t sound like trouble. Only one shot had gone off. That might have meant a demon attacked her and Iris before she could fire again. Jack did not hear the sounds of snarling, though. If a demon was feasting, he did it quietly. Which they don’t, unless they’re trying to keep other demons from stealing their food, Jack thought. They were animals with the prowess and cunning of spirit beings.

Finally, two figures appeared through the mist, looking as if someone had dragged them across the valley. No signs of injury, though Iris did have some blood on her clothes. It didn’t seem to be hers. Relief washed through Jack. The others must have felt the same. “We weren’t sure what happened to you two,” Stayde remarked, lowering his rifle.

“You were down there a long-arse time,” Ifran quipped.

“Ifran,” Jack warned, noting the somberness in Helena’s and Iris’ faces. Something had happened. Before he told them to explain, Iris spoke. She revealed what they had found in the valley and the man named Benjamin, who had still been alive. She showed them the anchor and explained what it could do. Then Helena related Benjamin’s story and what the gunshot had been for.

“Poor fella,” Morten mused. “Good of you to put him out of his misery. A shame we couldn’t have gotten him back home.” The darkness inside his body would have overtaken him, Jack thought. Once marked by a demon, there was no saving a man. He would go mad before long. Better to let him die while he still had a grasp on his thoughts.

Helena’s face twisted with guilt. “I should have been able to save him.”

Iris put a hand on Helena’s shoulder, a movement that did not escape Jack’s attention. Iris was seldom affectionate, encouraging, or reassuring. “But with what he gave us, we’re going to save a lot more people.” She meant the anchor and the knowledge about the house Ivilis lived in.

If Iris’ words helped Helena, she didn’t show it.

Iris held up the anchor. “So, are you boys ready to invade a manor house or what?”

“You can portal us close, but not too close,” Jack replied. “We need to scout the area and make a plan before we attack.”

Helena met his eyes. “Or rescue. Benjamin said there are still people in the house.”

Jack held her gaze. “We’ll do what we can.”
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It wasn’t red mist that obscured the landscape when they emerged through the portal using the anchor but thick yellow and gray fog.

“I can’t see a fucking thing,” Ifran hissed.

“Keep quiet,” Iris commanded. She had gone through first and stood before Helena, followed by the five men. A seven-person team didn’t seem wise, but it would be when they were in the manor house. Which makes me wonder. Where the hell is it? Iris thought.

The anchor was supposed to be more accurate than her portals, so why the hell couldn’t she see anything but this fog? She bent and crept forward, keeping her breathing even and her steps silent. Finally, the mist thinned enough to see a dip in the land.

It was a smaller valley, not as deep as the one filled with corpses. Here, there were no bodies. Not dead ones anyway, though the revenants below had definitely been humans once. They moved aimlessly, smoky apparitions instead of fully formed revenants. They were translucent enough that she almost didn’t see them in the fog drifting past.

The valley was not so difficult to get into since sharp rocks did not line its walls. Open land and rows of trees stretched before her. They were warped, distorted trees with gray trunks and branches heavy with dark blue fruit. Ivilis’ feeding grounds.

Iris clutched the hilt of her sword, wishing it was a heavy ax that could cut those trees down. She still thought bringing Sam along to burn this place down would have been the smart thing to do, but she was not the leader of this operation. That was why she often worked alone or alongside Romero. Everything had changed since dealing with the Cabal. Iris had to be in a group and was often not the one in charge. Even Helena, who was supposed to lead this venture, did not anymore now that Jack had decided to join them.

She felt his eyes on her and turned. “We have to get through there first.” She gestured at the valley and the orchard below.

“We can’t portal across?” Stayde asked.

“We could, but then we risk stepping right into the house before we know what’s going on,” Iris half-whispered. “We need to get close, then make a plan.”

“Iris is right,” Jack agreed.

“We could go around,” Ifran offered.

“No,” Helena countered. “Use your damn eyes.”

Thick trees surrounded the valley, and none of them had a clue what might be waiting for them if they dared enter those woods. Revenants, however, they could manage.

Iris’ gaze drifted back to the orchard tenders, and she thought of something else. “We might not even have to fight them. These revenants are made to plant and water, not fight. They might not touch us.”

“Or see us,” Helena breathed. “We’ve been standing here for five minutes and haven’t been noticed yet.”

“That’s because of the screen of fog,” Ifran suggested.

The women shot him glares. While the fog hid the men, Iris and Helena had stepped to the edge of the valley where anything below could see them. The smoky apparitions didn’t so much as glance up.

“Look there.” Morten pointed beyond the valley. On the other edge, the fog parted to reveal the enormous shape of an unfinished structure. The roof looked like it had either caved in or was never built. They would not know for sure until they were there.

“The manor house,” Iris said.

Helena spoke next. “Let’s go.”

They began their descent into the valley in a single file line, Iris going first so she could open up a portal using the anchor at the last second if she needed to. She led the other six on the path between the rows of trees. The revenants tending to the orchard did not seem to notice. One walked right in front of Iris and did not turn its head. They were among trees and ghosts.

What the hell? Iris thought. If these revenants didn’t fight, Ivilis must have been amassing hybrid demons for that purpose. Hordes of revenants wouldn’t be their problem anymore. She was torn between taking them down so they couldn’t tend to the trees anymore and hurrying the team across the valley to get to the manor house.

They reached the largest tree in the orchard, and she noticed blue runes carved into it. They glowed with simmering energy. It was the only warm spot they’d encountered in this realm. “Well, Ivilis really wants this one protected,” Stayde remarked.

“That’s because this tree is feeding him,” Helena replied.

They continued. Past the big tree, there was only flat, gray land until they reached the other side of the valley and climbed up its steep slope. At the top, a row of dark green trees concealed them. Several hundred feet past those trees rose the manor house.

Up close, Iris noticed a lot more. A wrought iron fence wound around the structure, and the doors and windows were sealed shut with the curtains drawn closed. Not a single light flickered from inside that house, and the wind that had been blowing earlier was gone. The fog was thicker here, which was only good for the time being while they formulated a plan.

Iris turned to Jack. “So, Calisto, what have you got in mind?”

The look on his face told her a plan was forming. She only hoped Ivilis hadn’t discovered them here yet.
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The manor house was a lot larger inside than it looked on the outside. It might as well have been a fortress or a castle if it wasn’t for the small problem of there not being a roof. Ivilis would have his revenants work on that as soon as the trees were fully grown. He did not have enough for two projects.

When they banished him from Avadon centuries ago, they had promised him all the resources he would need to find his way back, but demons were not known for keeping their promises.

Inside the house, he sat before a wide window overlooking the northern end of his realm. The two valleys were to the south, and this was the only window open for him to see out of. Plumes of red grazed against heavy clouds in the dark sky. The land stretching toward the horizon was barren, showing the signs of his first failed garden. The trees he had tried to cultivate before were dead, their branches bare and decaying.

He clenched a fist. It was not his first failure but the most recent of the failures he had experienced for centuries now. Ages. More than that. Time did not exist in Avadon. Only after being banished had he encountered the constraint that held the human and magical worlds in suspension.

Some of his failures had names. Caimo was the latest in a line of hybrid demons who had not fulfilled their duties. Humans were so fickle and unreliable. The demon wished he didn’t need to use them. Better to wipe them out and start the world over, a new Avadon for those who were not allowed into the old.

As he thought of this, he closed his eyes and imagined the icy wind of that realm, how it cooled his heated flesh and soothed the hunger roaring in his body. One day, he would make it back. After all his failures, he would bring glory back to his home.

A shuffling sound alerted him to the presence of one of the hybrids. It didn’t matter which one. He waited until it spoke.

“Another team from Black Gate has come into your realm, Master.”

Ivilis’ lips parted in a pleased, vicious smile. Finally, something was working out. “Very good.” He rose from his seat. “My new guests will be glad to see I have prepared a feast for them.” He turned to see the hybrid quaking. For a while now, he had meant to sacrifice this creature after realizing his uselessness. “And you. Since you have failed to keep those humans out of my lands, you will be added to the table.”

His claws extended, and he showed long, gleaming teeth. The hybrid cried out before its master pounced and tore him apart.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Black Gate, three years ago

Jack almost never wore anything that wasn’t black. Today, everyone wore it, and not only because they were trained agents at Black Gate.

The woman they called Mother, the head of Black Gate, was on her deathbed. Any moment now, she would be gone. She was old and sick. If she died soon, it would be a death she wished for. Unlike so many other members of Black Gate in the past, she would not lose her life on a battlefield. It was what she deserved for all she had done for those who had grown up in her fortress, especially Jack.

He stood outside her chamber doors, his hands resting on his cane as he waited. The healers were inside. As soon as they finished, he could go in. Mother had summoned him. Why, he did not know. Of all the people in her castle she could see before her death, why him?

Jack stared at the stone wall, his mind rumbling for answers. He thought about death often and had since he was a young child. He had been on battlefields and assassination missions. He had been on rescues and stakeouts. He had seen many people die, yet somehow, seeing an old woman he had grown to love on her deathbed felt saddest of all.

Jack did not love many people. It took everything in him to keep tears from gathering in his eyes as, finally, the head healer came to the door. “She will see you now.”

The room was dim when he entered. Mother lay on a bed, covered in blankets. “Jacky, come closer.” Only she could call him that and not get a knife to her throat.

He drifted toward her.

“Please, open the damn curtains,” she rasped. “The healers say the light is bad for my eyes, but I want to see the sun one last time before I go.”

She knew as well as anyone else that death crouched at the end of her bed, ready to take her. Jack drew the curtains apart. Lucky for Mother, the sun was out today. The golden light filled her room, and she smiled. She looked wan and tired.

Jack went back to her bed. “Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”

“Sit here beside me, Jacky.”

He sat, shed his gloves, and took one of her wrinkled hands. These were hands covered in calluses and scars. She had worked her hardest up until she was too sick to move out of bed. She beckoned for him to lean closer. “Listen to me, Jacky. I have one final wish before I die.”

“Anything,” he promised.

“It’s you,” she stated.

He drew back enough to peer into her tired eyes. “What do you mean?” But he already knew.

She clutched his hand. “You are my successor.”

Jack Calisto, head of Black Gate. That was Mother’s wish. He knew that simply because she said that to him now might not make him in charge. The council would object. There would be back-and-forth for months, maybe even years. If Mother had it in writing, that might change something, but the council would say an old woman had written it and didn’t know what she was doing. However, Mother always knew what she was doing.

“I will do it,” Jack promised as doubt filled him. No one else would want him in charge or believe he could do it. They would call him inadequate and unprepared. Yet, as he sat beside Mother and thought back over his years at Black Gate, he knew she had been preparing him since he was a child.

Her eyes twinkled. “Oh, Jacky. The moment I met you, I knew you would take over for me one day. I knew in my heart you were the closest thing I would ever have to a son.”

Jack tried to share the sentiment, to tell her she was like a real mother to him, but the lump in his throat and the ache in his chest were too large to push words out. He squeezed her hand and smiled.

“Tell me you will do it,” Mother stated, her last command to him.

He nodded. “I will.”

Her eyes slipped shut, and her breathing became ragged. He kissed her sweaty brow. First, he would grieve. They all would. Then, the real work would begin as Jack convinced everybody else that he was the man for the job.

A realm between realms, three years later

Jack Calisto had prided himself almost all his adult life on having a plan. As a child, he had never planned anything, which never helped him. However, sometimes, having a plan did nothing either. As he stood in a realm between realms with a demon’s house looming over him, he wasn’t sure any plan would work.

He did not say this. He did not allow the fact to show up on his face. He had trained his features to remain in one place, always cold and unreadable. His posture was stiff, but he could blame the travel, the portals, and the temperature in this gods-forsaken place.

His subordinates watched him expectantly, waiting for his command. He cleared his throat, wishing he had X-ray vision to see into the house. Finally, he stated, “Let’s search the perimeter first, then meet back here. Stay hidden.”

They broke off into groups. Iris and Helena headed to the right as Stayde, Morten, and Brock went to the left. Jack and Ifran stayed where they were and kept their eyes trained on the house. There were no signs of movement. Even the barren trees didn’t move in the still air. If the wind itself had known to leave, that should have been warning enough.

As Jack examined the house's exterior, he felt the hum of magic. It was thrumming and dark and seemed to come from beneath his feet. He spotted no sign of wards around the house.

Several minutes later, the women returned. They were followed shortly by the trio of men, and Morten stated the groups had met on the other side of the house.

“There’s another valley beyond the house,” Iris reported. “It goes far deeper than the other two and is full of dead trees. I’d take a good guess it was a failed orchard.”

Ivilis had been at work here for a long time. Jack wondered how long. Years? Decades? Centuries? They had no way of knowing, and did time even exist in a place like this?

They had seen no one and sensed no dark beings. Ivilis was clever. Perhaps he knew a way to mask their presence.

“The place doesn’t seem guarded,” Helena remarked.

“Must be the hubris of the demon who has dominion here,” Ifran stated.

“I’m sure Raker’s team thought the same thing,” Helena mused. “Clearly, they were wrong.”

A trap awaited them. That much Jack could feel. It was only a matter of when they stepped into it and if they could get out in time. He looked at Iris. “Fine. You can portal us inside. Try to find an empty room if you can.”

Iris opened a portal using the anchor. “I’ll try my best.”

A moment later, it opened into a large front room with a wide staircase sweeping to the second floor. All the doors were shut, and only dim light peeked through the cracks in the slightly parted curtains. Dust and cobwebs covered everything. Their boots made footprints on the dust-laden floor. If Jack had not known his comrades had come here before, he would have guessed this place was abandoned a long time ago.

At least Iris had brought them into an unoccupied room. Jack scoured the corners. No one was there.

“Holy shit,” Morten hissed as they all drew their weapons. “It smells in here.”

He was right. It smelled bad, worse than anything Jack had smelled before. That was saying a lot, given his years on battlefields.

“Keep your voice down,” Iris warned in a whisper.

Helena approached the nearest door, and they all noticed warm, flickering light beneath it. She reached for the doorknob, but as soon as her hand touched it, she yanked it back. It took everything in her not to scream at the sensation. “What happened?” Stayde asked.

“Fucking burned me,” Helena whispered back.

“There’s a ward over this door,” Iris pointed out after noticing a shimmering substance from floor to ceiling. None of the other doors had wards, as Jack soon figured out while he and Ifran inspected them. Helena and Iris stayed at the door with the light under it while the men fanned out, checking other doors and finding them unlocked, the rooms beyond as empty and dusty as the front room.

“Let’s move upstairs,” Ifran whispered when they were all standing in the front hall together again.

Iris and Helena were about to agree when everyone paused. Jack’s eyes flicked to meet the others so he could ensure they were all hearing the same thing. Beyond that door where the light flickered, low moans sounded. Human moans. Oh gods.

How many were in that room, tortured and drained? Jack almost didn’t want to know. “I’ll get the wards down,” Iris offered hurriedly. “But I’ll need some help and time.”

Morten and Brock moved to assist her while Helena, Jack, Morten, and Ifran stood watch. “I still think we should check upstairs, boss,” Ifran suggested.

“Wait,” Jack commanded.

Ifran stood still, but his restless energy could still be felt.

Already, Iris had gotten the portal into this world to work, then the anchor. If she could get the ward over the door down, too, they might as well crown her their savior. The pride swelling in Jack’s chest felt foreign. He stamped it down, making sure none of it registered on his face. Helena must have read something there, because when her eyes flickered to meet his, they narrowed slightly. Sometimes, he swore she could read his mind. He looked away just in time.

“Got it,” Iris called softly. The shimmering substance of the ward over the door vanished.

Jack stepped up to it and put his hand on the knob. It did not burn. Slowly, he turned it, hoping his stomach would not react to whatever they saw inside that room.

None of them were prepared for the sight that greeted them.
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Helena gasped.

Red light bathed the room beyond, similar to the color of the mist outside. A table extended from one end to the other. Opposite the door, a wild fire danced in a hearth. Candles and torches lined the walls, so light flickered all around them. Hand-woven rugs dotted the stone floor. Tapestries with the same patterns and colors as the rugs hung from the walls.

This was once a great feasting chamber. It was still a place of feasting. At least, the table full of food said as much. Helena couldn’t look away. Goblets and pitchers of wine lined the table, along with baskets and bowls full of meat, vegetables, fruit, and bread. All of it looked fresh. Why was there so much food for humans?

The realization came to her like a piercing horror. Gods, it was like the moment in a fairytale when the little children realize the old witch means to fatten them up and cook them. The food was for the humans, but where were they?

A sharp intake of breath from Ifran gave Helena the answer. She turned and stilled. Every part of her body snapped into silence as she beheld what leaned against the left wall. Under the flickering firelight of the torches were slabs of stone and chained to those stones were humans. Still alive. Some had their eyes open, but their eyes were blank. Beside them were basins full of liquid. Their blood and their mana. If Helena wasn’t careful, her vomit would join it.

She glanced at the table once more. The food was fresh and had not been touched, which meant…

“This is for us,” Iris rasped. She turned with fear in her eyes. “Ivilis knows we’re here.”

Helena had assumed Ivilis would figure it out before long. She wondered when he had. Was it when they went into the first valley or walked through his precious garden? When they entered his house? Whatever it was, he had had the time to prepare this feast. Or, after what happened to Raker’s team, he assumed more would be coming. He’s been ready for at least two days.

The others must have come to similar conclusions, especially Ifran, who insisted, “We need to get the hell out of here.”

“What about them?” Iris gestured at the humans chained to the stones. Many of them had etchings in their chest where blood had drained. Helena tried her best not to look at them again. “We need to save them.”

“She’s right,” Helena added immediately.

“I’m not going without at least trying,” Morten added.

Stayde and Brock gave silent nods of agreement.

“And you?” Ifran demanded, turning to Jack.

“We do what Iris and Helena say,” his low voice warned.

Ifran was pissed, but he wasn’t one to abandon his team. “I can use the anchor to make a portal large enough to send them through. Not all of them at once, but I have to try.”

“What about getting them unchained?” Stayde asked.

“Use your magic, idiot,” Iris shot back.

A low chuckle came to her, and Iris turned, ready to throttle Stayde. Then she realized he was not the one who made the sound. None of them had done it. The sound came from the other side of the room where a door they had not seen in the right wall opened, and he appeared.

Ivilis.

It couldn’t have been anyone else, considering how monstrous and large he appeared. In some ways, he looked like Caimo in hybrid demon form. Tall, with gray-blue skin and corded muscles everywhere. Sharp claws extended from his hands, gleaming in the firelight.

None of these features made Helena’s blood run cold. The red fury in his eyes and the cruel smile crossing his lips did that. “A shame you all had to be so ungrateful with a feast laid before you. I made it just for you.” The smile widened. “Now, please, leave my fertilizer where it is.”

Ifran stepped forward, his axes glinting in his hands. “Not before one of these ends up in your skull.”

Before Helena had time to cry a warning to Ifran, a shadow unfurled from behind the demon and lanced out, throwing him to the floor.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Black Gate, twenty-five years ago

The Tringest twins were not given their first mission until they had been at Black Gate for ten years. They did not celebrate their eighteenth birthday with cake, candles, and singing but with finally being sent away from the fortress.

There had been some disturbance in a neighboring hamlet, some farmers finding their animals slaughtered but not eaten and their crops stolen. The only thing taken from the animals seemed to be their hearts. No signs of wild animals having done such things.

It was the work of sorcerers, or so the council of Black Gate had determined. The matter could be dealt with easily. A rogue group of sorcerers had performed some ritual that involved the hearts of animals. It was the perfect job for two freshly trained recruits. Find the culprits, bring them back to Black Gate, and question the hell out of them.

Iris didn’t care for the torturing and questioning or meeting new people, for that matter. It was the thrill of the hunt, of finding out the truth, and of being literally anywhere else.

The Tringest twins had been begging for a mission for months. “Not until you’re eighteen,” everyone always told them. They’d spent the years preceding that training at the fortress and the thousands of acres surrounding it owned by Black Gate.

All of their other friends had already gone on a mission. Razar, Kallus, Carmine, and Akosa had gone as a pack. Jack and Helena had completed a few missions already, both together and apart. Iris was itching to be anywhere else. Tailors fitted them with enchanted clothing to protect them and keep their blood and magic flowing. The head of the armory gave Romero a crossbow made solely for him and knives crafted for Iris.

Finally, Iris felt like a real member of Black Gate. It was all she had been working toward since arriving here ten years ago as a malnourished orphan. It had taken several months merely to get some flesh on her bones. After that, the training had started.

Iris had quickly earned a reputation as one of Black Gate’s fastest learners. When she took an interest in using portals, most of the council had groaned. The only time she had joined a mission before being sent on her own was when she tracked the portals the mission’s commander used and met them on a battlefield, where they faced beasts that looked somewhere between bears and wolves. Iris had worked as a scullery maid for a week after that as punishment.

Since then, she had followed orders. “But finally,” she enthused as she and Romero finished strapping on belts, vests, buckles, and everything else that would hold their weapons.

One of Romero’s trainers called him away to ensure the crossbow worked. Iris was alone until the doors to the armory opened again, and a tall, smiling woman entered. “Here to brag about how long it’s been since your first mission, Helena?” Iris asked.

Helena grinned. “Actually, I came to wish you luck.”

“Well, that’s a change.” Despite her words, Iris’ eyes shone with amusement.

Helena dug in her pockets until she found what she sought and pulled it out. She handed it to Iris. “It’s for good luck.”

Iris shook her head. “I can’t take this.” It was a gold band with an emerald jewel in it.

“Yes, you can. It was one of my mother’s good luck rings, and it worked for her. It’s worked for me too.”

Iris kept shaking her head. “I can’t take something that your mother gave to you.”

“If you don’t, I’ll shove it on your finger while you’re not looking and use a spell to keep it there,” Helena warned.

Slowly, a new smile spread across Iris’ lips. “Well, thank you.” She had never received a gift like this.

When she looked at Helena again, she saw her friend wearing a distant, almost sad expression. “I know Romero is your only family, but I want you to feel like I am too. That’s why I gave you one of my family’s rings. It’s for luck, but it’s also to remind you that you have more people to fight for than your brother.”

“Oh? I’m fighting for you now, am I?”

Helena rolled her eyes, smiling again. “What I mean is, make sure you come back with your head on your shoulders.” She strode from the room but turned her head to wink at Iris. “And make sure the last time I see you isn’t right after I give you a ring.”

Iris grinned and slid the ring onto her finger.

A realm between realms, twenty-five years later

Iris kept toying with the ring on her finger as if twisting it around would somehow conjure up a stroke of good luck. No such luck found them as Ifran landed on the stone floor. He would have smacked down hard enough to break his spine if he had not flung out his shield in time, putting half an inch of protection between him and the floor. The force of Ivilis’ shadow made his landing rough despite his quick instincts to use his shield.

Ivilis’ low laugh skittered across the room. “Humans are such fragile beings. This will be fun, breaking them apart.” Was he talking to himself or his hybrid demons, who were not yet in the room?

Iris’ magic welled up, hot and quick. She put up her shield in the blink of an eye and hurled one of her daggers toward Ivilis’ face, not even thinking before she did it. The pure will to cut off any other words from his mouth overcame her.

The demon flashed out and snatched the weapon before it reached him. He held it up to examine it. It was so small in his massive hand. Iris watched in horror as the knife melted, turning to wisps of shadow. He cracked a smile. “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

He didn’t say her name, but the cold look in his eyes as they bored into her told her he knew everything about her. He could sense the fear in her body. She hoped he felt her determination and fury, too. This monster was responsible for so many deaths already and, she was certain, many more she didn’t know about.

Good thing she had brought a hell of a lot of knives. The trick wasn’t throwing fast or hard enough or in the right direction at the right time. It was about not being the only person attacking the demon.

Several tentacles of shadows unfurled from his body as if he had produced one for each of them. Ifran bared his teeth like a wolf. “You’re going to pay for that.”

Iris released a cry of rage, but it was also a signal. The moment she hurled a second knife, Jack drew his pistol and fired. Helena sent a blast of black mana from her wand. Ifran ran, leaped off the table, not minding the dishes he broke, and swung his ax down and across. Stayde fired his rifle. Morten flung a smaller ax. Brock blasted a curse toward the demon with his wand. They were one force, moving in unison.

It wasn’t enough. The demon’s roar of laughter rose above the shadows curling around him, forming a shield that none of their magic or weapons could penetrate. His shadows flung the bullets and knives away. Ifran was knocked down again, this time crashing onto the table, where he landed in food and wine.

The clatter of breaking dishes filled the room, along with the low moans of the human prisoners chained behind them. Ifran had not made contact. Only Morten’s ax had landed anywhere, and that was in the wall a fraction of an inch above Ivilis’ head. So fucking close. But not enough.

“Again!” Iris cried. As one, they leaped toward the table. Food and dishes went everywhere. The commotion made Ivilis lose focus on his shadows, but his shield stayed up. They sent bullets, blasts of magic, and blades, but they ricocheted off. It was a wonder she’d caught her own dagger as it flew back at her.

“It’s like playing with children,” Ivilis mocked. “Though demon children would be more capable of handling me than all of you.”

His words were as sharp as his claws, and Iris wanted to rip out his tongue for even daring to speak. “What a shame you messed up the table,” he went on. “That food was made just for you.”

“We don’t want your fucking food,” Iris growled.

“This one likes to talk,” Ivilis drawled. “Perhaps I’ll tear her apart first.” Without him touching her, Iris felt a sudden, sharp pain in every part of her body where a limb met another. Searing pain tore through her nerves at her shoulders, thighs, and hands. He was showing her what it felt like to be torn apart. She had not seen the shadows he sent to writhe around her. They moved so fast. Shit.

The prisoners’ moans behind them grew louder, and Iris realized Ivilis needed them. As long as he could draw their life essence from their bodies into his own, he could keep up this fight. She needed to portal him and the prisoners out of here separately. Then we can fucking go, she thought.

His shadow wrapped around her, tightening with her every movement.

“Let her go!” Helena’s enraged scream launched as she bounded down the length of the table, twin mana swords of dark flames gripped in her hands. Ivilis turned, lancing out with the shadow he had used to bind Iris, and swept it under Helena’s feet. She would have gone sprawling if she hadn’t seen it coming. She jumped up in time and swung her sword.

Ivilis caught the blade in his hand and pressed down. Blood leaked from his palm. “You will need more than your sharp playthings to kill me,” he hissed. Yet he was hurt.

I need to send him out of here. If she could get him away from the energy keeping him powerful, they might have a chance. Either this was a suicide mission, or they would truly be worthy of the title “hero.”

Helena wrenched her blade free, drawing more blood from Ivilis’ hand and a cry of pain from his lips. It was an enraged sound, and he was so bent on paying Helena back that he did not see Iris opening a portal with the anchor. The force of the portal pulled him in, and he was falling through the darkness before he had a chance to realize what was going on.

“Ifran!” Helena called.

He nodded, already knowing the plan without her saying anything else. As one, they jumped through the portal before it closed.

For a moment, Iris stood in shock. She had done it. She had opened a portal strong enough to send a demon away, and now two of her friends were with him outside the house, still fighting on his territory. Someone had to do it, and they had made the choice.

As for her, she had to get the chained humans away.

She spun toward the slabs of stone, counting quickly. Yes, she could send seven humans through at once if she really tried. “Morten, help me get them free!”

He was already at work on their chains. Fortunately, the demi-demons had only chained them to keep the humans from breaking free, not to prevent magic users from shattering them. As Morten worked to undo the chains, Iris summoned more magic for a second portal. The strain of using so much magic pulled on her. Every bone felt tired. Keep going, she told herself.

The portal opened. Morten got one person free, and Stayde guided her to the portal. One after another, the other prisoners were freed and sent through. “You can close it now,” Morten called to Iris. Gasping with relief, she closed it.

The agents at Black Gate would get an alarming surprise when seven bedraggled humans fell out of midair. Iris had no more time to think about it or about getting the hell out of the house so they could help Helena and Ifran with Ivilis. A loud crashing sound had her whirling to face three figures lumbering from behind fallen stone where they had broken through the wall.

The hybrid demons loomed above them, showing shining teeth and glinting horns.

“Fucking hell,” Iris breathed.

The men leaped forward without hesitating. First, Jack with his cane extended into a spear, then Brock, wielding two swords. Morten had a wand casting fire runes in one hand and his ax in the other. Stayde fired his rifle. Pandemonium filled the room. Where there wasn’t the sound of something breaking, guns fired. Demons screeched as ax blades opened their flesh. Fire exploded from runes Morten cast on the floor.

Iris staggered against the wall, too weak from using portals back-to-back to join the fight yet. Transporting herself with others using a portal was one thing, but the exertion of sending someone else through one was a whole other matter.

They needed help. They didn’t have enough people. Iris scrambled for her beacon device, the match to the one Romero had at headquarters. The men kept fighting as she sent the message.

Send help.

Her work at Black Gate meant anyone there could still access the portal as long as Ivilis hadn’t closed it off. Iris hoped Helena and Ifran would keep him distracted long enough for aid to come. This was certainly not like her first mission with Romero.

These thoughts raced through her mind as her friends cut down the hybrid demons. One by one, they fell, releasing agonized screams as they died. The scent of their corpses filled the air, and it took a lot of effort on Iris’ end not to gag.

Jack jogged over to her. “Are you all right?”

“Well enough,” she replied. “Let’s get out of here. We need to help the others.” She meant Helen and Ifran, who were outside with Ivilis.

Jack put Iris’ arm around his shoulders. “Hang onto to me until your strength returns.” Iris felt her magic replenishing, but it came bit by bit, too fucking slow for her liking. When they reached the door and found it closed, Iris realized Ivilis had shut off the exits with magic when he entered the room. Brock and Stayde broke through the door. Morten was behind them, with Iris and Jack trailing several feet behind.

Four sounds happened in quick succession, and Iris did not process what had occurred until a few seconds after they died away.

First, Stayde’s rifle fired.

Second, a hybrid demon roared.

Third, two simultaneous cries of pain cut off suddenly. One from Brock and another from Stayde.

Fourth, Morten screamed one agonized word. “No!”

Jack stumbled forward with Iris hanging onto him. The sight in the doorway made her heart thunder. The agony on Morten’s face said more than the blood pooling on the floor and the demi-demon ripping its victims to shreds. In a moment faster than Iris could register, Brock and Stayde were dead.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Helena had never chased a demon through a portal, but she figured there was a first time for everything. She emerged on the other side with less grace than she wanted. The portal might as well have spit them out. She flew into the air, narrowly missing trees as she landed on hard ground between them.

She groaned and sat up. Fuck, it was cold out here. She had forgotten all about the cold while in the house. The thick, yellow fog surrounded her, so she could not see where the others had landed. “Ifran!” she called, not giving a damn if Ivilis heard her. He would be able to sense where she was anyway.

“I’m all right,” Ifran called as he walked out of the fog. He extended a hand toward her.

Helena took it and got to her feet. “No bad landing for you?”

“I used my shield.”

Helena had been too preoccupied getting Ivilis far away from her other friends and had not thought of it in time. There would be more than a few bruises to tend to later. Right now, the cold was more pressing, and the low breathing of something nearby had her drawing her swords once more. Ifran already had one ax in hand, but after helping Helena up, he drew the second. “Let’s hunt that fucker and carve him up for dinner.”

“I doubt demons taste good.”

“Certainly not as good as we’ll taste to him.”

Helena wouldn’t let that happen. By the glinting in Ifran’s eyes, she knew he wouldn’t either. They set off through the trees, moving slower than they wanted because the fog obliterated everything beyond three feet in front of them. There was no way of telling how far they were from the manor house. For all they knew, they might end up in the forest for a long time. The breathing of that beast was in front of them, then behind.

“We have to turn back,” Ifran stated, but as soon as they did, Helena could have sworn she heard Ivilis laughing at them from the right, then the left. Fuck, he was everywhere. “Show yourself!” she shouted.

His laugh came, cold and dark. The trees seemed to tremble with the force of it. Helena turned to Ifran to say something, but as soon as she did, she saw gleaming red eyes peering from behind a tree at his back. Helena’s stare said to Ifran, Stay where you are. Don’t move a fucking muscle. It was the last command anyone could give someone like Ifran, but to his great fortune, he read it in her eyes and obeyed.

With Ifran in front of her at the angle he was, she could reach her pistol without Ivilis seeing. She drew, aimed, and fired in the blink of an eye. Her bullet missed, heading for a tree instead. A tree that had not been there a second before.

The bullet went through it as if the tree was only an apparition. It vanished into wisps of dark a moment later. It turned out most of the trees around them were made of shadows. One by one, they disappeared, and the shadows reeled back to their source.

Ivilis stepped from the fog, his red eyes bright and hungry.

“I will feast on your bodies as the beginning of my celebration to bring my kind into your realm.” With his words, more trees fell. They turned into shadows that gathered around him in a great cloud that started at his feet and went up until nothing was left to see of him.

Helena’s heart thumped with a new wildness. Ivilis’ words told her everything she needed to know about his plan. He would open the portal between Avadon and the human and magical realms. Such a thing couldn’t have been possible before, but it was now that he had this place. This realm between realms was the bridge. The demons would flow through here, feasting as they went, growing stronger as they reached the portal.

The only way to prevent that was by keeping Ivilis distracted. If Iris had had the sense to call for reinforcements like Helena thought, they only had to keep him at bay for so long. There wasn’t a chance in hell Helena and Ifran could take him on alone, regardless of how much they wanted to.

“You underestimate all the people who will try to stop you,” she growled.

Ivilis chuckled. “I like that word. Try. Try they might, but they will fail.”

Ifran caught onto what Helena was trying and cracked a mocking smile. “You’re a worm trying to wedge its way into a world you do not belong in. Hell, you barely belong here!” He gestured at their surroundings. “What a sad place for an exiled demon to reside.”

Ivilis’ amusement vanished as he stalked forward. Helena and Ifran stood side by side, their shields fusing together so they were nearly impenetrable. The shadows around Ivilis lowered enough to reveal his face. “I might be exiled, but I will return home.”

Helena shook her head. “I’m not so sure about that. Tell us, Ivilis, why is a creature like yourself no longer welcome in Avadon?”

Keep the beast talking. That was the point.

Ivilis released a low snarl. “I have been exiled to this place for failing to breach the human world. If I can open the portal again and feed the humans to my demons, I can return home. We all fail sometimes, but some of us learn how to win in the end.”

“A nice sentiment,” Helena drawled. “Too bad going home for you entails mass genocide and stripping magic from those who already have it.”

Ivilis released another cold laugh. “Your human mind is narrow and fickle. You do not see the grand scheme, and I do not expect you to. The world is much wider than you could ever imagine.”

Helena shrugged. “I think I’m okay with my world. The rest of you can go to hell.”

Ivilis’ amusement continued as he surveyed her. “Hell. A silly word made up by humans for the place I come from.”

“And is Avadon made up too?” Ifran question, lifting a brow.

The demon whipped his head toward him. “Avadon is the word in your language. In its original form, it is a deadly word. To speak it is to turn everything before you to dust.”

“So why the hell don’t you use it?” Ifran demanded.

“The word does not work here.” Ivilis sounded sad, sorrowful even. He gestured absently. “On the other side, where you humans dwell, no sorcerer magic is strong enough to draw upon the seal over Avadon and break it. Yet, with the gardens I have cultivated, we will have the forces to break it. My army will be fed.”

“Is that all you fucking care about?” Helena mocked. “Feeding? A fat worm you are indeed.”

Ivilis’ snarl almost made her flee from the spot, but she stood her ground.

His lips parted as his shadows began to move again. “I will make you pay for the words you use.”

Helena reached for Ifran’s hand as she realized what he was doing. “You can try.” Ifran grasped her hand and opened a portal. Helena cast a sharp look at Ivilis before they disappeared. “Catch us if you can.”
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Finally, Magnus Deathshroud was back at the Academy.

Sam forgot about any other tentative plans as she headed to his classroom. Without classes that day, he was the only one there when she arrived. She opened the door. “I’m so glad you’re back. I’ve been meaning to ask you⁠—”

She stopped short inside the doorway as she noticed the state of the room and her professor himself. Normally, Magnus had the curtains pulled apart. Sometimes, if the day was warm enough like today, he propped the windows open. Today, the curtains were closed, and the only light in the room came from a device Magnus held before him.

He sat at his desk, his eyes wide and roaming over the device. Dumbstruck, he shook it. The light on the device went out a second later, leaving them in darkness.

“Magnus? What the hell is going on?”

Magnus released a shuddering sigh but did not answer her.

Sam crossed the room toward the window, banging her shins against a chair and her thigh against a desk because she could not see. Hissing between her teeth, she reached the windows and pulled the curtains apart to let in the light. The late afternoon sun illuminated the room. Now, she could see Magnus behind his desk, still staring at the device.

She went over and glanced at it. The surface, which looked like an enchanted screen, was blank as if it had turned off without notice. “Magnus,” she stated more firmly this time.

The firmness of her voice snapped him from his stupor.

“What the hell is going on?” She meant about his shaken disposition, but it related to everything that had been happening.

Finally, Magnus glanced up at her. “R-Romero told me to check Helena’s MEM. Said something had happened. It has taken her.” Each word stumbled from his mouth, laced with fear. Magnus Deathshroud was a brave man who had faced many horrors in his long life. For him to be this stricken worried Sam.

“I don’t understand,” she replied. “What the hell is a MEM?”

“A mind’s eye marble. It helps me see what is happening to the person carrying it.” In this case, Sam surmised, Helena was the carrier, and something – it – had taken her. Taken her where? What was “it?” Nothing good if the panic in Magnus’ eyes was any indication.

He stood, still shaking, and Sam reached out a hand to steady him. “Tell me what happened, and we’ll fix it.” She had no confidence she could fix anything, but she needed to know before she could try.

Seeming steadier, Magnus moved around the room, gathering various items that made no sense to Sam. Weapons and strange, enchanted contraptions. Various books and ingredients. He shoved them into a satchel as he brought her up to speed.

“Things have not been going well in our worlds, Samantha.”

Yeah, no shit.

“The members of Black Gate have been tracking demons all over the world.”

All over the world? Shit. She had known Iris and Romero had gone a few places, but everywhere? “There’s no way of telling when the next portal will open, how many hybrid demons will appear, and what they will do,” Magnus added.

“They’re trying to figure out how to invade our world,” Sam realized aloud. “They’re testing what the hybrids can do.”

Magnus nodded, still looking away from her as he gathered his things. “So they can bring the real, full-fledged demons here afterward.”

Sam found it difficult to breathe. “But something else is going on right now.”

Magnus turned, his eyes full of worry. “Yes.”

Sam was getting annoyed. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll follow you until I figure it out for myself.”

“We were only trying to protect you, Samantha.”

She hated hearing her whole name like that.

“I’m not a child,” she returned in a sharp voice to match the look she gave him.

“I am well aware of that.”

She threw her hands up. “Then why treat me like one?”

“Once, when I was a young man, all I could think about was one mission or another. One battle after the next. Who was next on the kill list, what needed protection, and from whom. There was always something, and the one thing I regret was never taking the time to live.” The hardness in Magnus’ voice made Sam shut her mouth. “I didn’t want the same for you or David.”

Sam drew a long breath to calm herself, then spoke evenly. “That choice belongs to me and David, no one else.”

Magnus reached for a dagger but paused and glanced at her, considering her words. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He really meant it.

Sam sank into one of the classroom chairs and buried her head in her hands. “It’s true that I don’t want to do this forever. Run around the worlds, saving lives.”

“I know.” His voice was low and gentle.

She raised her head. “But I feel like I have to.”

“You don’t.”

“Tell me what is happening right now. Where is Helena?”

Magnus hesitated, then conceded. “She is with a Black Gate team in a realm between the human and magical worlds and Avadon. Jack, Iris, and four others are with her.”

“What about Romero?”

“He stayed behind to act as backup. Romero’s message got me to check Helena’s MEM. That was how I saw…” He swallowed.

“What?” Sam breathed.

“Ivilis, the master of that realm, has gotten her and one other. I could not tell who the other person was, only that he was a man.”

“And the others? What about Iris?”

“I didn’t see her. At the point I got into the MEM, all I saw was Helena in a forest, then the trees turning to smoke and gathering around that beastly creature. I heard her talking, her and a man taunting Ivilis, then disappearing into a portal. He’s been chasing them, and I fear he’s caught up because the MEM isn’t on her anymore.”

Sam stood. “We have to go help them. Romero is sending reinforcements, isn’t he?”

Magnus nodded. “He is.”

“Then I will be one of them.”

Magnus shook his head, and new anger sparked in her chest. “I won’t be kept from making my own fucking choice,” she snarled.

“No one is trying to prevent that, Samantha.” Magnus’ voice was so sharp that she opened her mouth in surprise and stared. He sighed, seeming to regret his tone. “You have special abilities, Sam.”

“I know. Why aren’t we using them to help? I want to help!”

“And your power makes you susceptible to the darkness in that between realm and beyond all the more,” Magnus went on, ignoring her words. “If Ivilis got a hold of you, he could take your power and rise higher than ever. He will be able to break the seal between our worlds and Avadon by himself.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say. The revelation hit her like a punch thrown in a dark room.

“Ivilis will target you. In his own territory, I’m not sure any of us can protect you.” The solemnity in Magnus’ eyes told of his fear of losing her. “I can’t risk that.”

“So you will risk allowing demons to come into our worlds instead? You will risk Helena’s, Iris’, and Jack’s lives? I won’t let you do that.” Her tone was as sharp as his had been. “If Ivilis has to take me, we will make sure my life ends one way or another before he can use me.” Sam had not thought of it until that moment, but she realized she would become a sacrifice if she needed to.

Magnus’ eyes swam with tears. “I cannot ask you to do that, Sam.”

“No one is asking. I’m telling you.”

A moment of silence passed between them. “And what of David?”

“David can make his own choices.” Sam’s voice shook, for she feared what might become of her best friend in that other world. She knew he would come with her, but part of her wanted to hide this from him. Like they hid it from me. Because she felt the way she did about being left in the dark, she resolved to tell David.

“Fine, you can come,” Magnus relented at last. “Go and speak to David first, though.”

Sam nodded. “I will, and don’t you dare leave before I return.”

“Hurry,” Magnus urged. “We don’t have much time left.” What he left out, but Sam felt hanging between them, was time might already be out.

“I will hurry,” she promised. “On top of all the other shit Ivilis has stirred up, I’m pretty sure one of his demons stole my favorite necklace.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


After finding out from Magnus that he had last seen David in the Ravenwood forest, Sam searched for him. The sun was well on its way toward the horizon when she walked among the trees. A cold wind brushed past, scattering leaves loose from their branches to the ground. It would not be long before winter arrived to overtake autumn. In only a week, Sam would wake on a dismal, gray day to remember Lily’s death three years before.

As she approached the clearing where she and David often trained together, she spotted him with his back to her. His arms pulled taut to release an arrow at a target he had made by casting a rune onto a tree. He turned, seeming to sense her, and lowered his weapon. He was not surprised to see her there and offered her a smile. “I was wondering when I sensed you coming a few minutes ago if you planned to stay hidden and spy on me.”

Sam halted. “I can’t exactly spy if you know I’m here, can I? How did you know I was coming?”

“You forget I’ve trained to be a hunter for many years, Sam. On top of that, I’m used to your magic by now. I’d wager I can trace you to about a thousand yards.” Sam imagined there was an invisible, golden cord of magic connecting them. Time and time again, her magic led her back to him, even if it was to train out in the forest.

They had trained together for two years and been on three missions no one their age could have dreamed of going on. Or had nightmares about. First against Valen, then Caimo in the marble replica of Ravenwood Academy. Their third against Caimo in the catacombs underneath Paris had only been two months ago, but to Sam, it felt both as though it had happened yesterday and eons past. She was caught between wanting rest and feeling restless.

She sighed. “Unfortunately, I didn’t come to watch you. I spoke with Magnus.” She told him all they had discussed, including the true matters Black Gate was attending to and the reasons Magnus offered to keep her and David out of the picture.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” David commented. “You have shown time and time again that you can control your power, and you only mean to use it for good.”

“It’s not about what I do with my power,” Sam reminded him. “It’s about what will happen if someone else gets hold of it.” They could not trust the likes of Ivilis to use her raw mana for anything other than mass killings. She went on to inform him of the message Magnus received from Romero. “I’m going with Magnus to Black Gate, and if Romero leads a team into that realm to save Helena and the others, I’m going there too.”

David’s lips parted in surprise. “You’re sure?”

Sam nodded. “Very sure.”

“You don’t have to. This has nothing to do with Lily.”

Her tone became stiffer than she intended. “I know that, but I’ve made other friends through avenging Lily. I intend to stick by them.” The thought of losing anyone else made her sick. David, Helena, Romero, Iris, and Magnus. Even Jack Calisto dying would not feel good. Then there were her friends at Ravenwood Academy who, once again, had no damn clue she was about to throw her life before demons.

Sam stepped close enough to David that they were only a pace apart. For David, it wasn’t near enough. He closed the space between them enough to take her hand in his. He stared at their hands and rubbed his thumb over her knuckles as if memorizing them.

He turned her hand over and brushed the scar running across her palm. She had gotten it while melting Kallus to flames on their second mission. The mana fire had been more than she could handle back then, and though she had not lost full control, she could not protect herself. She could now. Her fire did nothing to her but make her more powerful.

“David,” she whispered. His eyes met hers. “What are you doing?”

“I’m thinking about what the hell I’m going to do to that fucking demon if he gets a hold of you.”

Sam’s eyes glazed with tears, and she swallowed the aching lump in her throat. “If Ivilis tries to take me and do anything, you end it.”

“I’ll end him no matter⁠—”

“No, not him. Me.”

“Sam, I can’t do that.”

“You might have to. It’s me or the whole damn world.”

“I’d give up the world for you.”

Sam frowned. “Don’t be stupid. I’m not worth it.”

David gripped her hand a little too hard. “You are to me.” The emotion in his eyes was bright and uncontrolled. Sam recognized it as the same emotion she had once felt for her friend. For Lily, she might have given up the world. Still, she could not let him do the same for her, as Lily would have never let her.

Her heart thumped faster. “I have to go. Magnus is waiting.”

David let go of her hand to pick up his bow. “I’m coming with you.”

She gave him a grateful smile. Before she could say anything else, he took her hand again and leaned toward the scar on her palm, grazing it with his lips. Though chills ran over her skin at his touch, her cheeks flushed warm and red. He looked up and smiled. “Let’s save the world again, Sam.”
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There were two things about having to stay back at Black Gate headquarters that Romero disliked. The first had to do with the fact that Helena, Jack, and his own sister were on perhaps the most dangerous mission of their lives, and he couldn’t know a damn thing about it. For now, anyway.

Too bad comms didn’t work when you were on the other side of a portal. There could be a dozen worlds between them. He didn’t know. Earlier, when Romero argued with Jack about going, he had insisted he was a better fit than any of the other four men going with his combat experience and having hunted down several hybrid demons.

“And none of those men can lead an extraction team like you can,” Jack had reminded him. “You will stay here until we call for help.”

It took everything inside Romero not to disobey Jack. In the end, he had. It wasn’t like him to sit back while everyone else went into combat, so he began walking around the fortress, hoping some of his restless energy would fade.

Members of his team waited for his word. Romero carried the only device he possessed enchanted enough to get word from Iris while she was on the other side. If anything happened, she would let him know. At least, he hoped that was the case. Combat didn’t always allow for moments to text your little brother and let him know he needed to save your arse.

Romero shoved his encroaching fears away and quickened his pace. The fortress felt emptier than usual. Half of Black Gate’s members were putting out demons and portals like global fires. The other half was at the fortress and consisted of either recruits still in training or those waiting for word that they were needed in the realm between realms.

Then, of course, there were the council members. Mostly, they were men and women who had retired from fighting for years and remained at Black Gate to make decisions alongside its leader. In recent years, the council agreed less than usual, especially pertaining to any of Jack’s plans. They had not liked that Black Gate took a sudden interest in gaining allies. If Jack Calisto wanted to run around the world with members of Ravenwood Academy, then he could, but not while expecting the council to back him.

Without the council, Jack was the face of Black Gate and nothing more, but the council also didn’t know what was waiting on the other side of a dark and gloomy portal. They had seen the MEM footage from Raker, but that was nothing compared to the experience Jack, Helena, Iris, and Romero had with hybrid demons.

It was this council he disliked second most about being left behind. The elder members of Black Gate had been around long before he came here and had not approved when writing protected by magic was found among the previous leader’s documents saying Jack Calisto was in charge. Once, Romero would have agreed with their reasons. However, it was Jack who sided with the Academy and the magical world at large to take down a larger threat, not hide inside the Black Gate fortress like the council wanted him to.

Without meaning to, Romero ended up walking all the way to the council chamber doors and found them sealed shut. These doors were never closed, and voices muttered behind them. Fucking hell, he thought half a second before bursting into the room. If he couldn’t go into combat, he would interrupt a council meeting.

As he suspected, the twenty or so council members sat around the table. Jack’s seat was empty, but this had not stopped the men from gathering.

They turned with no small amount of alarm, and the oldest of their assembly stood, glowering. “Romero Tringest. You are not welcome in this council.”

“As the man Jack put in charge while he’s gone, I think I am. Actually, it’s all of you who shouldn’t be here,” Romero drawled. He marched to the dais and stood before Jack’s seat. He took a long look at the man who had stood upon his entrance. His name was Haralson. Last name only, for he refused to share his first. Romero’s gaze drifted to the others. “Tell me what the hell is going on here.”

“We were discussing,” one started, then trailed off.

“Err, we have some concerns…” another tried. They all looked at one another.

“You weren’t at a loss for words thirty seconds ago,” Romero stated in a cold enough tone to make all eyes return to him.

“It’s about Jack,” Haralson confessed at last. “There are some of us, most of us actually, who do not think Jack is in any position to lead anymore.”

Romero tried not to show the sinking feeling of dread inside him. This was the last fucking thing they needed. If demons came into their world, it wouldn’t matter who was head of Black Gate or any other magical organization across the globe.

He kept his dismay to himself and chuckled instead. “And what makes you so daring as to think that? Do you think Mother made a mistake in appointing him?”

“She was a good woman, but even she did not always have the best judgment,” Haralson confirmed.

And this room full of traitorous bastards did? Romero sat in Jack’s seat, a reminder to them of Jack’s last command before he left. The council members eyed him with contempt.

Another man stood. He was younger than Haralson, but the likeness in their features was enough to tell Romero they were related. If he remembered correctly, this younger man was Haralson’s nephew and was more of a politician than a warrior. Why the hell he was at Black Gate, Romero had not a damn clue, but it was obvious how he had gotten there. Having older family members around with status could benefit some people.

Romero wouldn’t know. As long as he could remember, Iris had been his only family. She had vague memories of their mother. Somehow, Iris knew their mother had been a baker’s wife. She held images of her mother collecting bread that a raging, drunk man had tossed out into the rain. Their father, perhaps. The rain had given her a cold that eventually killed her.

Now that Romero thought about it, he could remember her hacking cough and her eyes going lifeless. He shook the memories away and focused. Sometimes, Haralson reminded him of that enraged man who had thrown the bread into the rain.

Haralson’s nephew spoke. “Not only did Jack send some of our best agents into a realm they cannot possibly survive, but he also went himself. This council isn’t meeting to overthrow Jack. We’re meeting to appoint someone new to lead Black Gate since we doubt Jack will be coming back.”

Romero was stunned into silence for a long moment. The little hope these men had astounded him. Finally, he released a cold laugh. “Have you not heard the stories we’ve been telling for months of the missions we’ve been on and all we have done?”

“Yes, but we also saw what happened to Raker and his team,” Haralson spoke up. “That place they went into isn’t safe.”

Raker’s team had never fought hybrid demons until that day. They had not trained for it.

“No battlefield we’ve ever been to has been safe,” Romero snapped. He stood with enough force nearly to topple the chair behind him. He clenched his fists at his sides. “Let me guess, Haralson. You think you or your sniveling nephew are the men for Jack’s job. The last time you were on a battlefield was fifteen years ago. And you.” He swiveled toward Haralson’s nephew, unable to remember his name. “I doubt you’ve ever seen blood except when your own damn nose is bleeding. As for the rest of you, none of you are fit to run Black Gate if you’re even entertaining the idea of replacing Jack before he is dead.”

“He’s as good as dead,” Haralson responded evenly.

Romero felt the need to do something drastic. Maybe conjure up homunculus beasts and have them charge at the council members. Or flip the table in front of them. Now, that would cause a scene and disperse some of his restless energy.

At that moment, a portal opened above the table. The commotion that followed was some of the most unexpected, noisiest shit Romero had ever witnessed. Bodies crashed from midair, landing on the table and scattering the council members, who shrieked in alarm and disgust.

Romero gaped. The bodies were tortured humans, their skin clawed and carved into. These were victims of demons, people with much of their life force drained from their bodies. A present from Iris. Romero smiled. These were rescues from the other realm, a sign that their plan was working. “Someone go get some healers,” he growled to the pale-faced council members. “These people need help!”

Romero was about to shout another command when he felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He wouldn’t have paid it any mind if it wasn’t the phone Iris would send a message to. He pulled it out, and his face changed.

Send help.

Romero swiveled toward Haralson, who was still too stunned by the sudden appearance of Ivilis’ former prisoners to move. Romero grabbed him by the collar. “Jack will hear about what you’ve done as soon as he’s back. You fucking traitorous bastard.”
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Sam had never been to Black Gate, but somehow, it looked exactly as she had imagined it. She had heard stories from Helena, Iris, Romero, and even Magnus. The stories combined with the name of the place had given her a pretty good image. A stone fortress in the middle of what appeared to be nowhere under a gray sky, surrounded by tall grass bowing in a swift wind.

It was night when they arrived, so the sky was black and peppered with stars instead of overcast and gray. The only light from outside the fortress besides the heavenly bodies were fires gleaming from torches at the ramparts where guards roamed back and forth. “So this is where you stayed after Helena saved your life,” David remarked with wonder.

Magnus nodded. “It became a home away from home.” He did not seem glad to be back. They had used a portal to arrive slightly inside the magical wards around the land. They had to take a short trek up a hill before they reached the fortress and the gates that opened when the guards spotted Magnus. Apparently, Romero had already alerted them that they would be having guests soon.

The long walk from the gates to the enormous front doors gave Sam time to gather herself. They were in for a long night. Magnus seemed to know the fortress well because he headed directly for the room at the end of a long hallway through another set of huge double doors. Inside was a raised dais with a table around which several chairs sat. A fire danced in a hearth on one side of the room, giving the space some light.

Several people seated at the table turned, confusion flickering across their faces. Other than looking surprised, they all appeared to have seen hell tonight. From what Magnus had told Sam, some of Ivilis’ prisoners had fallen through a portal into the middle of the council room. That must have been quite a surprise, she thought and half-wished she had been there to see it.

One man stood. He looked the oldest of everyone here, even older than Magnus.

“Deathshroud. We did not expect you.”

“Romero sent word for me to come immediately. There’s been trouble with the team.”

The men around the table shifted uncomfortably, but all seemed to know this or had at least guessed it. “And who are these young people you have brought with you?” the old man asked, his glinting eyes showing Sam he disapproved of their presence.

Oh, please, she thought. We should be the least of your worries right now.

Magnus gave a short answer. “My students. Where is Romero?”

Hurried footsteps had them turning to see Romero jogging down the hallway into the room. “Magnus, good. You came.” His eyes flickered to Sam and David with slight surprise.

Magnus shrugged. “They insisted.”

Sam smiled.

“No one who isn’t part of Black Gate should be here,” the cold voice of the old man at the table replied.

Romero’s face darkened. “Jack put me in charge, which means I can invite anyone I want. They have come to help, unlike the rest of you worthless lot.”

Strong words, Sam thought. What the hell were these men doing? Why sit in a dark room at night? They had been talking about something, and she, David, and Magnus had interrupted. She didn’t feel bad about it.

“Come with me,” Romero stiffly invited the trio of new arrivals.

Sam cast a long, steady look over her shoulder at the men before following Romero out of the room.

“Don’t mind them,” Romero growled, leading them down a hallway to a chamber up a flight of stairs. Here, a domed glass ceiling allowed the starlight in. “The council has taken it upon themselves to appoint a new leader because they believe Jack is as good as dead.” Romero gestured for Magnus, Sam, and David to help themselves to the weaponry around them.

Sam had come dressed in the enchanted fighting clothes Helena had made for her. She had a plethora of knives on various parts of her body, as well as her wand. David selected a few more arrows for his quiver.

“It seems like Iris was able to set up an anchor that will let us head directly into the demon’s realm,” Romero explained as he snatched his weapons.

“An anchor?” David asked.

Romero handed him a different bow. “Use this. And yes, an anchor, but there is no time to explain what it is. We need to get in and save the team.” Hurriedly, as he strapped on knives, Romero explained the human hostages appearing from a portal Iris had sent and how weak they had been.

Sam and David shared an uneasy look.

“Where we’re going is no playground,” Romero reminded them.

“We know,” Sam spoke up. “We’re ready.” She wasn’t totally sure she was, but what else could she say?

“Ivilis will no doubt be on high alert after everything that has happened,” Romero continued as he headed to the center of the room, where a flare of blue magic had gone up. There, they could open a portal, and the anchor’s light would guide them into the realm they sought. “My team has already gone ahead. They left a few minutes ago. I came from sending them to the council chamber after hearing you had arrived. My team has gone in to distract the demons. I will join them, but the three of you will rescue the others.”

David glanced at Sam, then back at Romero. “I will go with you.”

Romero lifted a brow.

Sam’s mouth dropped open in surprise at hearing David talk about not staying at her side.

“I’m more prone to hunting anyway,” David added. “I’ll be of more use to your team than to Magnus and Sam.”

“That’s not—” Sam started, but David squeezed her arm, a command to shut up and a reassurance at the same time. Her heart thumped with a new wildness. This might be the last time she saw him. But it’s not, she told herself. We will get through this.

With that determination, she watched Magnus open a portal for Romero and David.

Despite the dire circumstances, Romero flashed them a smile and winked. “See you on the other side.”

David followed, looking back once more at Sam. “I will find you in there. Give Ivilis hell.” There was no embrace or goodbye, only the promise that they would see one another again.

“I will,” Sam vowed as he vanished.

Magnus opened a second portal. “Well, it’s you and me again, Samantha. Are you ready?”

Sam unsheathed a knife. “Ivilis doesn’t know what is about to hit him.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Romero emerged from the portal with a roll. He had never been as good at sticking landings as Iris. When he got to his feet, crossbow held in front of him, he noticed the realm had grown dark. The sky above was black, and no heavenly bodies shined down into the valley.

He turned at the sound of David hitting the ground with a groan.

Romero realized they were in a valley as he turned right, then left, and saw how the land went up around them. Here, in the valley’s center, there was no mist, though red wisps of it floated not far from where they stood. Bodies were everywhere, and with them, the stench of decay. Interesting, given how intact the bodies appeared to be.

The dead humans’ eyes were open, limbs torn apart. Why had they not been eaten? Romero shivered. It was fucking cold here. Keep moving, he told himself, relieved at least that the bodies did not belong to the team he had sent ahead. North. He had told them to go north. That was where Ivilis’ house and, no doubt, where Iris and the others were fighting their way out.

Helena was another story. Magnus had seen on her MEM that she was elsewhere. Ivilis had taken her into the darkness beyond the house. Romero would solve that problem after he met up with his team, and they figured out what the hell was going on.

Romero signaled for David to head forward with him, but as they did, a thick mist moved over the valley, obscuring the other side. A portal would help right now, but without an anchor or beacon, they had no way of knowing where to emerge. They would simply have to stay on their feet, as the team had done when they came here a little while ago.

The next moment, he ran into something thick and sharp. Snarling, Romero tore through the briars that seemed to have sprung out of nowhere. David floundered through them from behind. “Fucking hell,” David hissed.

“Keep your voice down,” Romero warned.

They heard low growls somewhere close and froze. Shit. Demons prowling the valley at night, of course. They had probably come for a snack. Romero felt cold breath on his neck and spun before the demi-demon launched sharp claws. He shot an arrow from his crossbow into its chest. It fell back, crying out. He fired again, sending a second arrow right through its mouth. No need for unnecessary commotion.

Romero huffed and continued. He heard no other growls and hoped the demon had been alone. Finally, he skidded to a halt as a wall of rocks rose before him. Killing the demon had been easy compared to this climb. He slung his crossbow on his back and set his jaw in determination. “Ready?” he called to David over his shoulder.

David nodded but didn’t seem confident. He swallowed hard at the sight of the steep wall. Romero went first. Halfway up the wall, every muscle in his body burned. He prayed he was near the top, but he could not see. The mist shrouded everything above from view.

The stones were slick with moisture. Romero grabbed for a handhold, and his hand slid, cutting open along a sharp edge. He hissed in pain but did not let any other sound escape his throat. David seemed to be doing all right. It was hard enough climbing and would be harder if a demon came up after them.

Then Romero heard a series of low growls and the stamping of feet approaching. He dared to glance down and saw red eyes peering up from the mist below. Fuck. This wasn’t good, but he couldn’t climb faster without risking a fall into claws and teeth.

“Keep calm,” he instructed to David. He hoped the demons would have trouble climbing. The mad creatures started up the wall, but the stones were too slick for their claws. Finally, one grabbed a branch protruding from the wall and hauled itself up.

Romero’s heart hammered. Go!

David climbed ahead of him, somehow finding more branches to pull himself up. A second later, David released a cry of surprise but not alarm and disappeared into the mist above Romero’s head.

Romero reached for another branch, but it was too slick. So were the stones beneath his feet. He felt himself slipping more than falling. This was bad.

As he prepared himself for the plunge, a hand grasped his from above.

“Hold on!” a voice urged. “I’ll pull you up.”

A second later, the voice added, “Give me your other hand!”

Romero swung to grab it. The demons below circled and growled. One of those climbing after him was mere feet away. Romero’s hand landed in his comrade’s grasp. He was pulled up into the cold mist and to safety. At the top of the valley, he saw the harried faces of the men he had sent ahead.

There were only three with David, who they had pulled up first. “Where are the others?” he asked.

“Ahead, at the house. We stayed back to fight some of those.” The man who’d spoken pointed into the valley. Quickly, Romero turned and shot the demons crawling up the stone wall with his crossbow. They wouldn’t have to worry about them anymore.

“Thank you for that,” Romero told him. The Black Gate agent nodded, and Romero added, “Now that there are no demons, we can head to Ivilis’ house.”

He hoped his sister and the others were still there and alive.
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Magnus knew where the others were, or had been, thanks to Helena’s MEM. “We head north,” he told Sam.

She nodded and shivered. He felt bad for her. It was colder here than any other place he had been to, though no snow or ice was in sight. He supposed that was an advantage. As long as they steered away from perilous edges, they wouldn’t have to deal with anything slippery.

“Follow me,” he instructed. They had landed past the first valley full of dead, thank the gods, and could continue north through the second. In front of them now, smoky apparitions of revenants moved among trees.

Sam gasped. “Those are the same kind of trees in the gardens Caimo planted in our world.”

Magnus nodded. “This is how Ivilis is keeping himself alive while in exile.” He pointed. “Past the valley is the house. That is where we need to be.” He started forward, but Sam put a hand on his arm.

“Wait.”

He turned back to find a slow smile creeping across her face. What did the girl have in mind this time? “Sam,” he warned.

“I know we have to be quick, but I have an idea. It will require me using more magic than I planned, but it might be what we need.”

Magnus realized what she meant, and he didn’t like the idea of her exerting herself so much so soon. But if Ivilis didn’t have food, they stood more of a chance. So he shared her smile and nodded. “Have at it, Tempestade.”
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Helena had never run so fast in her life.

She tore through the trees and quickly discovered these were not made of shadows but solid. The branches tore at her clothes, and one raked up her arm, drawing blood. She ignored the pain as well as the shrieking wind piercing her skin. Ifran kept pace alongside her, only a few steps and trees between them. They had emerged from the portal in the middle of the forest and ran. As long as they kept Ivilis chasing them in his rage, they could do this. They could distract him until help came.

Helena fumbled with her MEM and found, to her dismay, that it had been turned off. She slowed her pace until she came to a halt. “What is it?” Ifran hissed, coming to her side.

“It won’t work!”

“That doesn’t matter. We have to go!”

He was right, but Helena couldn’t help but feel alarmed that Magnus could no longer see where she was. She and Ifran picked up their pace as shadows unfurled behind them, about three hundred feet away. Ivilis’ roar of rage followed. “You can’t run forever!”

He was also right. Ivilis could keep this up as long as he needed to in his own realm. They only had so much energy and little knowledge of this place. Still, Helena kept going.

Behind them, there was a sudden silence. Helena’s blood ran cold. She feared Ivilis might have used a portal and planned to come out in front of them.

That was not what happened. Instead, a roar sounded through the trees, shaking them where they stood. It was a roar of rage as he had already produced, but this one was full of pain, too. The sound of pure agony sent the ground shaking. Ivilis had been dealt a great blow, but how?

Confusion rattled Helena’s mind as she kept hurtling through the trees. Whatever happened had delayed the monster, giving them more time to get away. She soon skidded to a halt as she saw the edge of a cliff come into view. Ifran was behind her. He almost collided with her and sent them both over the edge. He caught himself in time and gaped, his eyes wide.

“Holy shit,” Helena gasped. The mist obscured what was below, so they could not tell how far the fall would have been if they had toppled over. What they did see was light. It was not the glow of the red mist or the dim blueness of Ivilis’ magic. Instead, it was bright, warm, and dancing. Fire.

Not blue flames either, as there had once been. Somehow, they were real flames. “What the hell?” Ifran demanded, horrified at what he thought was the demons’ ploy to burn them out.

Helena smiled. “Help is here.”

“What? That?” Ifran pointed to the flames below.

The mist cleared, showing them the fire’s location. Ivilis’ garden blazed. The flames consumed the trees, and that cry of agony had been the monster realizing he had lost everything he worked toward in this place. Helena watched the fire move, and though she could not see the figure below, she knew exactly who it was.

“Sam is here.” Thank the gods.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The trees Ivilis and his revenants had been tending to for years blazed in bright, golden glory.

Sam was surprised when the flames from her hands turned from blue to bright red to gold as she touched each tree she passed through the valley.

The trees hummed with magic, but not in the dark, trembling way she had felt in other malevolent places. Since these trees thrived on human life force, the magic felt warm and right. It made her sick to think so many had died to make this possible.

With each touch, the trees burned. The sweet smell of the fruit and wood smoke filled the air. For once, this gods-forsaken place was full of light and warmth. New smells drove away the odor of demons lurking above the valley.

Sam pushed her magic into another tree. The flames ran deep and wide, flaring out and up. They caught the branches and leaves, melting them in seconds. Ivilis’ work was gone. Sam couldn’t help but feel a spark of satisfaction dancing in her chest. That was payback for taking my fucking necklace.

By the time Sam reached the largest tree at the end of the orchard, she felt her mana running low. It made sense because she didn’t have Lily’s mana to help her. One more, then you can rest a while. She wasn’t sure she actually could, for they had no clue what awaited them above the valley or what retaliation might come for them.

Good thing she had a battle-trained wizard following her.

By the sheer size of the tree and the amount of fruit growing in it, she could tell it was the one Ivilis fed from. The others were for his spawn, the hybrid demons who could feed on both human mana and this fruit. It had perhaps been a test at first, fed to the hybrids to see if it was safe, then given to the master of this realm.

The place was beginning to fill with smoke. If she didn’t want a coughing fit, they had to get the hell out of there. A hand landed on her shoulder, and a protective shield against the smoke surrounded her.

Sam extended her hands. However, before she could touch the tree, Magnus’ hand on her shoulder tightened. He shouted in alarm as magic burst from his shield, flaring in all directions. Sam had not heard the snarls of encroaching beasts until that moment. She put up her own shield, and Magnus’ dropped from around her, his hand moving from her shoulder to his staff.

Sam saw them now, the beasts filling the valley with hungry, gleaming eyes. They were all around, closing in. Dark hair bristled, and white fangs shone.

“Shit,” Sam muttered as realization took hold of her. They were the same beasts she had encountered during her first year at Ravenwood Academy, though these were double the size of the ones she had fought off before. Ivilis’ watchdogs.

Great. Just what we fucking need.
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Pain tore through Ivilis’ body as he felt his orchard trees burn. Someone had slipped into his realm without his notice and gone to destroy his garden. She had not reached his most precious tree yet. At least he had that left. It was the one thing he needed for his plan to succeed. He stopped short and released a roar that filled the mountainside, signaling his watchdogs to attack.

The magic inside him grew slack and weak. He could not leap down the mountain if he wanted to. No, he would have to wait, then hunt the bitch himself. Only one person could have set his garden on fire like that. A slow smile crossed his lips. She had crossed a line, but she was here. It was exactly what he wanted. Finally, he had Samantha Tempestade in his territory.

What a gift she would be to his masters when he returned home.
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There were too many watchdogs for Sam and Magnus to take, and fatigue rocked Sam’s body. She had used too much mana and could barely stand. The creatures would be on her in a moment, and… Well, she wouldn’t let herself consider that.

Magnus’ hand returned to her shoulder. “Hold on, Sam.”

The next thing she knew, she was being pulled through a portal. The pitch blackness only lasted a minute before they dropped out on the other side, away from the valley. The watchdogs below were too dumb to know where their prey had gone. They barked wildly, darting among the burning trees.

Sam panted for breath.

“Rest, Sam. You’ve done so much already,” Magnus instructed.

Her knees wobbled, but she stayed on her feet. If she dropped, she would give in to her exhaustion. Gods, why was it so hard to keep her magic flowing in this place? She felt heavy, and her head spun. Magnus’ words had been permission and encouragement enough, but still, that she could become too weak to fight bothered her.

“I can send you back if it’s too much,” Magnus offered in a low tone.

Sam shook her head. “I’m going to finish this.”

“No doubt Ivilis is aware of what happened.”

“I know.” She had intended to draw the beast out of the dark woods and away from Helena and whoever was with her.

A steep hill rose before them. They stopped at the top of it, and Sam caught her breath again. Ivilis’ manor house loomed over her. Everything about it seemed ancient and would have been complete if not for the missing roof.

Sam’s eyes widened. “This house looks just like Hargrove Manor.” She had been there once three months ago when she went with David to his parents’ midsummer gala. Instead of ribbons, signs, and flowers decorating the base of the pillars, they were wrapped in black, slimy vines. The windows were shattered, torn curtains fluttering in an unforgiving wind.

At the gala, after a nasty confrontation with David’s father, Sam had fled Hargrove Manor. The following day, she’d learned the man who had threatened her was not David’s father but a hybrid demon wearing Lord Hargrove’s skin. Sam wondered if there was a garden behind this house or if that land was decaying as much as everything else in this gods-forsaken realm.

Magnus’ expression tightened. “Interesting.”

And horrifying, Sam thought. What did this mean? Had David seen the house yet?

“We are in a parallel realm, as you know,” Magnus told her. “Now I see where the magic for this realm is drawn from.”

“The ley line running through the Hargrove estate,” Sam finished. It made sense. It also made sense why Ivilis’ hybrid demons had so easily infiltrated the Hargrove home. How long had they been at work here? Based on the orchard she’d burned, she knew Ivilis had been here for quite a while.

Ivilis himself could not have gone into the human and magical worlds, but he could send others. Perhaps his mission was to invade the human world, starting with Hargrove Manor when the portal between here and Avadon opened. I need to tell David when we meet up again, Sam thought.

Right now, they had to get into that house and find out where their team was. They had made it this far without seeing a demon, thanks to the work of Romero’s team, wherever the hell they were. Behind them, Sam thought.

After climbing from the valley, Sam had heard nothing but the fire blazing behind her. Now, other sounds joined the flame’s roar. She jolted as a bellow of rage came from somewhere far and up. She could not see the mountainside due to the fog and now the smoke, but based on what Magnus had seen on Helena’s MEM, she knew it was there.

The cry had come from the mountain. Ivilis must have chased Helena up there. Or dragged her, Sam thought, her heart filling with fear. Whatever the demon had done, his roar signaled his rage and pain. It was only a matter of time before he turned and got his arse right back down the mountain.

I’ll be ready for him when he does, Sam determined.

The other sounds came from inside the house. Though the screeching, shouting, and other sounds of struggle were muffled, Sam heard well enough to know that at least part of the first Black Gate team to step foot in this realm today was fighting. She drew her knives. Time to join the fray. She and Magnus hurried toward the house and found the gates closed. They were too tall to scale, and undoing the seal Magnus’ way would take too long.

“I can get us in,” Sam announced, sweating from exertion. Though using her magic all at once exhausted her, at least it kept her warm.

“No, Sam, save your magic—” Magnus started, but it was too late. She had sent a ball of fire into the iron fence. It started melting under her flames. She kept going. After the third ball of fire, Magnus put a hand on her arm to stop her. “That’s enough. We can get through now.” It took some wedging and squeezing, but they both cleared the opening, Sam first with little difficulty, then Magnus with considerably more.

The door was also sealed, but the wards had been cast with such haste that Magnus stripped them bare in no time. Sam kicked the door inward and sprang into the front room. It took her a moment to register what was happening.

A few bodies littered the floor. Two humans lay near a doorway through which lit torches glowed. The humans’ gear and weapons told Sam they were Black Gate agents.

Sam’s stomach churned. Two more bodies, hybrid demons, spoke to what killed them. The other bodies belonged to shredded revenants. There were no signs of the others, but they must have been here. Those demons had killed the Black Gate agents, and in turn, someone had killed the demons. And the revenants, Sam thought as she turned one over with her foot. The empty face of the former human stared up at her with lifeless eyes.

Where the hell were the people who had killed the demons and revenants?

“Let’s search the house,” Magnus instructed. They headed into the room with the firelight and found prisoners had been chained there. The ones Iris sent back to Black Gate with the portal, no doubt. Signs of a struggle were everywhere. Food and plates had been smashed and scattered.

Magnus inspected the room, then gestured at the table. “After fighting demons here, they went to the door to get out.” He headed toward it, and Sam followed him. “Then they were attacked again, and these two…”

He bent toward the bodies he’d found, his face solemn. Wounds from demi-demon claws scored the men’s chests. “Brock and Stayde,” Magnus announced. “Those were their names.” Although Sam had never met them, she could not help feeling heaviness in her chest.

They ascended the stairs to the second floor and had not reached the landing before several figures staggered down the hall. Shit. More revenants. Sam had no doubt these creatures tended the orchard. Well, Ivilis wouldn’t be needing them anymore.

She jumped toward them, reserving her mana to restore inside her body while she used her natural endurance and speed to fight. She swung and slashed with her knives, easily tearing the revenants down. Magnus worked beside her, his shield flaring with magic that seared flesh as the creatures launched at him. Soon, a dozen or so bodies littered the hallway.

“Now what?” Sam asked.

Magnus peered down the hall. Everything inside the house seemed to mirror Hargrove Manor as well. He swallowed as he looked toward the room where they had once seen evidence of demons harvesting human mana.

At that moment, a shrill scream rang through the house, coming from the corresponding room.

Iris!

Sam bolted toward the door.

Before she reached it, it flung open. Magnus had blasted it with magic. Inside, they found Iris struggling against a cloak of darkness with claws stretching from it. Two men were in the room, pinned against the wall with slimy, black vines holding them into place. Both Jack and the other man—Morten, Sam guessed by the list of names Romero had given her—appeared unconscious, their heads slumped. Iris was the only one fighting the demon.
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Romero, David, and the men who had helped them up from the valley set off at a steady jog, only halting when Romero spotted something in the distance.

“What the fuck?” one of his men blurted from behind.

David stopped at Romero’s side to see another valley below, smaller than the one they had crossed and full of flames. Among the fire were the remains of trees. Soon, they would be entirely gone.

A slow smile crept across Romero’s features. “It looks like Sam got to work fast.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Sam didn’t need to do anything. By the time she’d processed what was happening in the room, Magnus had attacked the demon from behind. With the hybrid focused on grabbing Iris, it did not see the wizard coming.

Magnus’ blast of magic melted through the demon’s back. He released Iris with a cry, and she tumbled to the floor, groaning with relief and pain. Magnus finished off the creature while Sam rushed to Iris’ side to help her up. “Oh, thank the gods,” Iris gasped. “Where’s Romero?” she demanded.

“He’s here somewhere. David and a team are with him,” Sam responded. At least, she hoped he and David had caught up to the team sent in earlier.

“Have you seen Helena yet?” Iris rejoined.

Sam shook her head. They didn’t have much time, but Iris told them what had happened, from Ivilis arriving in the feasting room to sending him out through a portal. “Helena and Ifran jumped in after him. I don’t know where they went.” She told of the hostages she had freed and how they had stepped into the hall afterward, where two hybrids attacked them. “I didn’t know they’d killed Brock and Stayde until it was too late.” Her voice choked as she forced the words out. “Morten attacked in his rage and got one of the demons down, but the next one threw us into a portal and brought us here.” She gestured around the room.

“I’m sorry, Iris,” Sam told her.

Iris turned toward the men strung up in the vines. Magnus was already working to free Jack. After the second man was cut loose, Iris leaned over them, applying magic at various pressure points to wake them back up. Jack’s eyes opened, and a wildness came into his face until he saw the familiar figures above him. “What the hell happened?”

Iris repeated the last part of her story.

“I was knocked the fuck out, and when I came to, you and Morten were strung up,” she stated. “I tried to get you down, but the demon who brought us here attacked me.” She explained that she had been struggling with the beast for a few minutes before Magnus’ blast made her aware help had come.

“Now that I think of it, I do remember being bound,” Jack asserted. “The demon spoke to me.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “What did it say?”

Jack’s gaze flicked to meet hers. “He told me Ivilis’ plan.”
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When David entered the house behind Romero, he had expected to find a scene, but not this.

For one, he had not imagined a house in this demon’s realm that so closely resembled his own. It started to make sense. Hargrove Manor ran over a ley line. This place was connected to there. Which meant…

“Shit,” David breathed.

Romero turned to him. “What?”

He and the other men shared confused glances, so David explained. “If Ivilis opens a portal into the human realm, the demons go directly onto the land my family lives on.”

“Then let’s get on with it and not waste another damn second,” one of Romero’s agents urged.

They hunted through the room with beams of light, looking for signs of their friends. “Wait,” David called, making them all pause. He pointed up. “I hear voices.”

“Come on,” Romero commanded the others, taking the lead. Their boots thundered on the stairs. At the landing, Romero picked up on the voices and vaulted down the hall, to the room David knew they would be in.

When they burst in, Romero and David in front with the Black Gate men behind them, David took stock of the situation. The tense look on Sam’s face, her fighting stance, and the knife clenched in her hand told him they had been expecting another attack.

Relief filled her face. “Oh, gods. I’m glad you’re all right.” Before David knew it, her arms were around him. She pushed away quickly, chuckling. “And you smell horrid.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what happens when demons chase you through a valley.”

Romero rushed to his sister. “Is everyone all right?”

Quietly, Iris brought him up to speed while Morten went to the other prisoners chained to the stones. Romero snapped his fingers, signaling for two of his men to use their magic to undo the chains.

“Are you all right?” Sam asked David.

He gave a curt nod, his mind spinning with questions about the house that looked so much like the home he had grown up in. He didn’t say anything about it, though. “We saw Ivilis’ trees on fire on the way here. You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you?”

Sam’s expression was grim. “I will neither confirm nor deny.”

Iris and Romero murmured to each other for a long moment, probably swapping stories and catching one another up. Romero approached Morten when they finished. Morten sat on the floor, his knees pulled up and hands hanging over them. His face was distant and empty.

“Morten, stand up.” It was an order, but Romero’s voice was gentle. There was nothing left to do for their fallen comrades.

Iris stepped over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll send them back to Black Gate for a proper burial.”

Morten only clenched Stayde’s rifle. The grim hatred in his eyes burned. When Ivilis returned, he would have more than a few flaming trees awaiting him. Sam told their side of the story, including what had prevented her from touching the last of Ivilis’ trees.

“We heard a roar from the mountain and wondered what the fuck was going on.” Jack gestured at the revenants around them. “As you can see, we were too preoccupied with getting the hell out of the fucking hallway. Thank you for showing up.” His gaze flicked from Magnus to Sam. “And for committing arson.”

Sam tilted her head. “Is it considered arson in a place like this? I didn’t think demons had laws in their lands.”

Iris worked on a portal while they spoke and finally had one prepared to return Stayde’s and Brock’s bodies to Black Gate. When she turned, Magnus gave her a hard look. “Iris, you’re exhausted. You’ve opened too many portals. You should go back.”

Iris shook her head. “Not a chance. Not until we find Helena, at least.” The annoyance in Iris’ eyes said she didn’t like Magnus bossing her around, but when her gaze flicked to Jack, he nodded.

“Magnus is right. You’re not expendable. You can look for hostages with us, but no more portals until your strength has returned.” Jack glanced at Sam. “And you, no fire unless absolutely necessary.”

“How disappointing,” Sam drawled. “I was hoping to burn down Ivilis’ house too.” She didn’t bother to tell them that the house looked exactly like Hargrove Manor.

Magnus turned to Jack. “You were about to tell us what the demon said about Ivilis’ plan.”

“Right.” Jack cleared his throat, and everyone’s attention went to him. “Ivilis plans to drain the largest tree in his garden of its life force and use it to break down the barrier between Avadon and our realms. He wants to open a portal for the demons to pour through.”

Shit, David thought. Sam had been so close. She had almost totally ruined Ivilis’ plan. If it hadn’t been for the watchdogs, she would have succeeded.

“The portal is already growing, but the barrier is still in place,” Jack added.

Dread blossomed in the pit of David’s stomach, but Magnus’ expression told him he considered it an opportunity.

“I think we can use the fact that the portal is already opening to our advantage.”

Romero gave Magnus a look that said, Have you gone fucking mad?

“We can reverse the portal.” Magnus gestured at Iris. “That is, after you get your strength back, Tringest.”

Iris only gave him a curt nod.

“What will that do?” Romero demanded.

“A reversed portal will absorb everything in this realm. It will vanish, destroying Ivilis and his tree in one swoop,” Iris explained, a slow smile creeping across her lips. “It’s not fucking easy, but with the anchor… well, it might be possible.”

“Ivilis won’t let that happen,” Romero cut in.

“He won’t know it’s happening,” Magnus replied. “Especially if he’s already distracted. Thanks to Sam, he is. Even if it didn’t burn down his favorite tree, the wildfire in his orchard was exactly what we needed.”

An idea came to David, although he didn’t like it one bit. “Sam could become a distraction, too. Ivilis wants her.”

Magnus’ look said he hated the idea just as much, but it would work. Both he and David turned to Sam. “What do you think—” Magnus stopped.

Sam was nowhere to be seen.
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Sam raced through the house.

Her strength returned little by little, but she pushed on. Helena was somewhere in this damn house. She only knew because it hit her as soon as Jack started talking about Ivilis’ plan. Ivilis himself was here. She could sense a darkness farther up. He was waiting for her, and the bait was Helena.

She was running directly into his trap. She would be caught, but…

I’ll get the hell out and save Helena, too. She wouldn’t lose another person, especially Lily’s aunt. She had not stayed behind in the room to hear what Magnus had to say.

She reached the end of the hall and the next staircase when a portal opened in front of her. Sam lurched forward with her knife and got lucky that the person stepping from the portal had his shield up. “David.” She halted, breathing hard.

“What the hell are you doing, Sam?”

“Get out of my way.” He wouldn’t understand. She needed to get to Ivilis and Helena. She tried to push past him, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her into his shield. Their faces were inches apart. “I said, get out of my way,” Sam growled, yanking her hand from his.

“You’re not going to face Ivilis alone.” So he knew the demon was in the house, too. Had anyone else caught on yet?

“The fewer people who go after Ivilis, the better,” Sam hissed. “Otherwise, we’ll have hybrid demons on our heels. It needs to be me and him.”

“I’m coming,” David countered firmly. “But it can be only us.”

Sam paused, then nodded. “If it comes down to it, David…” She trailed off, not even wanting to imagine Ivilis overcoming her and David ending her life so the demon could not take her power.

“It’s not going to come to that.” David ran a hand through his air and quickly told her Magnus’ plan.

Magnus was right. Sam knew she could be the perfect distraction.

“All right then, what are we waiting for?”

David dropped his shield so they could go, but a second portal opened. “Hold on,” Romero’s low voice cautioned. Sam almost groaned. “You need someone watching your back if you two plan on fighting that demon alone.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Ivilis only saw one way to lure Samantha Tempestade to him, and it was by first ignoring the fact that his precious garden was on fire. He had sent his watchdogs in time, sparing the best of his trees. He could deal with the ramifications of the destruction later. If he only could get the girl, none of it would matter. He would rise above his failures.

But first, he needed bait. Good thing he had spent the last hour in the forest following it.

He prowled through the trees, slow and silent, until he came to the edge of the tree line and the cliff extending over a gorge. There were the two figures who had gone with him outside the house. The woman and the man stood side by side, peering toward the dancing flames.

It did not take long for them to sense him. The woman gasped. “He’s here.” She turned, but it was too late. His portal opened, and he sent his shadows forward in spikes that penetrated their bodies. The woman’s back arched as she screamed. The man could not make a sound because Ivilis wrapped a shadow lance around his mouth. He dragged them into the portal and released a low, satisfied laugh. “We never did finish feasting at my house, did we?”
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Sam kept leading Romero and David closer to the top of the manor.

The biggest difference between this house and David’s family home was that this place never seemed to fucking end. The halls kept extending. The walls kept widening and shrinking. The whole damn place changed as if it had a mind of its own. It reminded Sam of the maze of tunnels beneath Ravenwood Academy and the catacombs they could no longer reach. The structure was saturated in enough magic to let it move as it willed.

Sam was beginning to wonder if she was going mad. However, Romero and David also struggled to understand the house, so she wasn’t crazy. I might get there if I can’t find that damn demon, though, she thought.

She could sense his presence above them, somewhere toward the center of the house. The problem was she thought the house had three stories, but when she reached a third landing, she found more stairs. Up they went again. We have to be getting near the top, she thought.

On the third floor, the wall facing south was full of broken windows. Light from the fire in Ivilis’ orchard shone up at them. They stopped short, for it wasn’t only the fire catching their attention. The flames were almost out. Those responsible for dousing the blaze, dozens of hybrid demons, were headed directly for the house. Called to Ivilis’ aid, no doubt.

“Shit,” Sam muttered. More watchdogs accompanied the demi-demons. If everything hadn’t felt like it had already gone to hell, it sure felt like it now.

“We’re going to be overwhelmed,” David blurted. “The three of us can’t possibly…”

He trailed off, distracted by what Romero was doing. Romero dug around in his pack and pulled out a large mortar device. “I think I can buy both of you some time.”

Sam and David glanced at one another, hesitating, but Romero growled, “Go.”

Well, that was an order. They set off again through the house, down another hallway until they reached a turn.

“Well, I think we found the top,” David announced.

They found no ceiling or roof overhead in the new hallway, only a dark sky. The walls looked ready to crumble at any moment. A tree had fallen into the house in the center of the hall, so they had to pick their way over it. At the end of the hall, past the tree stood a set of huge double doors.

“He’s in there,” Sam murmured. His dark presence was strong behind those doors. Strong enough that if she stood in it too long, she would pass out.

David noticed. “Put up your shield. It will keep him out for a while.”

Sam did so as David put up his. She still had her knives drawn, but she put one away, leaving her left hand free to pull mana into flames. She would have to be careful about this. Her mana had barely returned and would vanish more quickly. This was not a realm meant for replenishing good magic, and running on an empty tank against a demon wasn’t possible.

“If this goes to shit,” Sam started.

David nodded. “I portal us the hell out of here.”

“But if Ivilis gets me before you can do that…”

David didn’t say anything, but the promise was there, a deep sorrow in his eyes. No one wanted it to come to that. He reached for her hand and squeezed it once before dropping it again. “Here goes nothing.”

They approached the door. When they were standing outside it, Sam added, “I can feel Helena’s presence as well. And another’s.”

“Ifran,” David stated. Yes, the other Black Gate agent who had gone with her. Sam felt a small amount of relief. If she could feel Helena’s presence, it meant she wasn’t dead yet. As she had thought, Ivilis had brought Helena here as bait.

And I’m walking into his trap. Oh well. Guess I’ll have to fight my way out. Flames should help with that. A golden flame ignited in her hand, dancing above the scar caused by the first time she had burned a being alive with her mana. It was both a warning about losing control and a sign that she could do this.

Sam summoned more fire to blast down the door, but she had no doubt Ivilis had already sensed her. A flame darted from her hand and snuffed out. The floor rocked beneath her. She slid and crashed into the nearest wall. The sound of an explosion filled the air. A wave of demonic magic came over her, and she covered her head as if doing so could keep it away. Even with her shield up, the wave kept coming.

“What the hell was that?” David hissed as he helped her to her feet.

Sam didn’t know, but the doors had burst open with the explosion.

Inside, Ivilis stood with his back to them and seemed unshaken. Two slabs of stone leaned against the wall with figures chained to them.

Sam’s stomach turned as Helena screamed. She could not see what Ivilis was doing to her, but the sound of her agony was enough. She lurched forward, but David caught her arm, the warning in his eyes saying, Not yet! They had to be strategic about this, but the fury roaring in Sam’s head would not let her. Ivilis could kill them with a wave of his hand, a command for his shadows to take them.

David put up a new shield around them to make them invisible. He would only be able to hold it for so long. Slowly, they snuck into the room, staying behind Ivilis. He surely sensed them, but if he did, he gave no sign. He was too preoccupied with his prisoners.

A man was chained to the other slab. Ifran was wounded. The demon had stripped off his armor and shirt, and gashes ran across his abdomen. Sam’s heart thumped. How the hell were they supposed to attack Ivilis and rescue Helena and Ifran at the same time? The shadows around Ivilis idled in midair, waiting for his command. One of them, thrown with enough force, could hurl Sam through the wall.

She pushed more magic into her shield to smother her presence. David showed signs of strain from holding the invisibility shield.

“Don’t you hear them fighting down there?” Ifran taunted, trying to distract Ivilis from hurting Helena more.

The demon whipped his head toward the man, snarling.

“Do you really think you stand a chance against all of Black Gate?”

If only all of Black Gate had come here, Sam thought.

The demon chuckled. “You foolish man. Don’t you know that I see where they are? You have been all over your pitiful human world waiting for my demons. Don’t you understand that I sent them there to distract?”

Ifran’s eyes widened, and he thrashed against his chains, bellowing in rage. Ivilis didn’t seem bothered by the commotion below. He smiled at Ifran with a cruel promise in his eyes. “Do you think you and your friends can deal with an army of demons?”

It was time, Sam thought. Now or never. Take a shot, or die with the next explosion. She nodded at David, and he returned the gesture, solidifying the plan through silent looks. You get Ifran. I’ll get Helena.

They had to move quickly. Sam summoned flames into her hands and molded them into sharp points so they could melt Helena’s chains. David let the invisibility barrier drop as he drew an arrow back. Ivilis could still not see them, but Helena could. Her eyes went wide as tears ran down her cheeks.

Ivilis noticed.

Shit, shit, shit! Sam’s heart raced. Now!

She surged out with her flames. David released his arrow at the iron binding Ifran to the stone. It would hurt him, but the damage wouldn’t be too severe. Sam did not get a chance to see if her flames affected Helena’s chains because, at that moment, Ivilis turned. At first, he did not see them, but he sniffed the air and smiled. “The rot of humans fills my chamber.”

“Actually, you’re smelling yourself,” Sam growled from the shadows as she stepped toward him. “It’s the smell of your fear in the air.”

As flames danced in her palm, she thought she saw the slightest flicker of terror in his burning eyes. Before she could make another move, Ivilis’ shadows gathered and punched out. Sam would have crashed through the wall if it wasn’t for her shield…and the blue light erupting all around them.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“Hold on,” Romero muttered as he aimed his mortar device toward the orchard. He was talking to himself more than Sam and David since he knew the young pair would not be able to hear him.

The blast of the device cast a blue orb over the orchard below. It erupted into dozens of smaller spheres that landed and went off like small bombs. Dirt and trees flung up, taking some of the watchdogs and hybrids with it. Satisfaction sparked in his chest. Gods, it felt good destroying a demon’s realm. I should have started doing this years ago, he thought.

The explosion rocked the house, but Romero stayed on his feet. He put the mortar device aside and traded it for a rifle, firing at the hybrids and watchdogs who had managed to escape the explosions. One after another, they fell with his mana bullets in their chests and skulls. Still, some got past him to the house. He only hoped his team could deal with them downstairs.

He heard a commotion from below as the hybrids crashed into the manor house and his friends leaped to defend themselves. They would have to fight through the demi-demons to reach the orchard and further their plan. Romero’s job was to ensure Sam and David survived, especially Sam, since they needed her for the next part of their plan.

Too bad she wasn’t in on it this time. That was her own damn fault. Always running off, Romero mused. He moved down another hallway, found the tree that had crashed into it, and went across. The doors to the room beyond were open.

The sound of Helena’s scream ripped Romero’s heart in two. An agonized cry lurched from Ifran’s mouth at the same time. The demon responsible for those sounds had his back to Romero. And where the hell were Sam and David? Maybe I should have warned them about the bombs, he thought.

He heard screeching outside and peered through the windows to find a dozen more hybrids outside the house. Too many for the others to hold off. Where the hell had they come from? Romero cursed and grabbed for his mortar device again. “Hold on,” he gritted out before firing.

The second explosion jarred the house, and orbs of light flew back through the walls. Romero flung up his shield as one side of the house crumbled.
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Sam caught herself with her shield as the blue light detonated, but the impact was still hard enough to knock the air from her lungs. The hybrids and watchdogs must have been pretty damn close to the house if Romero had set off bombs so close. A shrill, biting wind made Sam realize most of the left-hand wall in Ivilis’ chamber had broken, and she was leaning against the only remaining part.

She scanned the room for David. He was on all fours, his shield still around him. Slowly, he got to his feet amid the debris.

“Now!” Sam cried. While Ivilis was distracted, they could strike. Sam blasted a fireball at Ivilis, punching his shadows away. David shot from the other side, and an arrow exploded against the demon’s back. He roared in pain and anger as he turned away from Helena and Ifran. Sam bolted forward, flames already formed into points to finish melting Helena’s chains.

“Thank the gods for you, Sam,” Helena gasped as the iron fell from her wrists.

“Can you fight?” Sam asked.

“I can’t use mana yet,” Helena replied. “Too weak. But…” She drew a knife. “This should do for now.”

David had ducked, spun, and evaded Ivilis’ thrashing shadows. In his pain, the demon lost the focus to direct the shadows. Still, they were dangerous enough moving around with no order. David slid across to Ifran and broke the chains at his wrists. Ifran didn’t take the time to thank him, and David didn’t need it.

Ifran bolted and leaped into the air, crashing down onto Ivilis. Ifran was a large man, at least six and a half feet tall, yet small compared to the creature. He must have been a madman to think he could tackle a demon. The two rolled together, shouting and tearing. Ivilis’ shadows flared out. Sam wanted to get a good shot in, but it wasn’t possible. Not without the risk of hurting Ifran.

“Animal,” Helena growled. “Why does Ifran always have to do that?”

So, not the first time he’s tackled a demon, I take it? Sam thought.

Ivilis threw Ifran off. The man didn’t crash into anything because his shield was out. The demon whirled, though he wasn’t searching for the Black Gate agent.

“Looking for me?” Sam taunted. She stood straight, flames dancing in her palms. She had sheathed her knife in favor of the mana. “Good. Because I’ve been looking for you, too. I think you have something of mine.”

The demon’s low laughter made cold slide along her bones. “Ah, yes. The little gift your friend gave to you.”

“Where is it?” Sam growled.

“Sam,” Helena started, not understanding what was going on.

Sam ignored her. “Give me my fucking necklace back.”

“I thought humans didn’t care for their broken things.”

“It can be fixed, and that’s what you’re afraid of.”

If Ivilis felt fear, he didn’t show it. He laughed again, coarse and raucous. “I’ll give it back if you come with me.”

For half a second, Sam hesitated and meant to shake her head, but another voice called out.

“No! She’s not going anywhere with you.” David staggered to her side.

Ivilis assessed the young man. “You can come too if it’s a matter of not wanting to be separated.”

“No one is going anywhere with you,” Helena snarled. “Sam, there’s no use trying to barter with him. We can worry about the necklace later.”

Ivilis laughed again. “That is, if you can find it.”

His shadows lashed out. Sam and David already had their shields up, but the demon’s weapons could have lanced through them. Luckily, Helena was already in front of them and had been watching the shadows form as they conversed. She flung up a barrier as he attacked and kept it up with her hands braced in front of her.

A figure from the doorway to Ivilis’ right flew into the room. Not Ifran, but Romero. Another blue orb, smaller than the one that had flashed through a second ago, shot out and exploded against the demon’s shadows. All his shadows vanished, but the demon himself was fine. Even so, he growled low in his throat with displeasure.

Romero advanced. “I’ve got one more left, you fucker.” He blasted again. Without the shadows to protect Ivilis, his mark hit home. The demon flew into an open portal Ifran had waiting for them.

As the demon tumbled into the dark, Ifran shouted at the others. “Go! Get the hell out of here!” He dove into the portal after the demon.

“Come on,” Helena urged Sam and David, moving to follow Romero out of the destroyed room.

“We can’t leave him!” Sam screamed. She had come all the way through this house to face Ivilis, and now he was gone.

Helena’s firm hand on her shoulder guided her along. “Ifran has gone to fulfill his duty, and we have to fulfill ours.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Sam demanded, though she no longer struggled to see where the portal had been opened.

“We’re going to back up Magnus, Iris, and Jack. Magnus has a plan,” Helena told her.

“Yeah, so did I,” Sam spat.

Helena set her jaw, then spoke in a dangerously quiet voice as they descended the stairs to the second floor, “You’re stupid if you think allowing vengeance to lead you will get you what you want.”

Sam shut her mouth, but the burning feeling of a plan gone wrong stayed with her.

They made it to the first floor and found more bodies than ever in the courtyard outside. Magnus, Iris, Jack, Morten, and four others stood there, covered in demon and watchdog blood, panting for breath.

Magnus’ face filled with shock and relief upon seeing Helena. He rushed forward, crushing her into an embrace.

“Where’s Ifran?” Iris asked, coming up behind him.

Helena told them what had happened.

“We need to get to that tree,” Iris insisted.

Magnus put a hand on her arm. “There’s no we.”

“What the hell do you mean?” Iris snarled.

“You and Helena need to go back to Black Gate. You’re too weakened.”

Sam finally got a good look at Helena and realized the woman had moved slowly through the house with a nasty gash across her abdomen. “It’s nothing I can’t heal,” Helena objected.

“I refuse to evacuate,” Iris added. She stood beside Helena and folded her arms. “Besides, I don’t remember anyone putting you in charge.”

Magnus observed the three women standing before him. Iris, Helena, Sam. He sighed. “Stick close together. Fight together, and don’t go running off alone.” With that, he directed his full attention at Sam.

Sam flashed him a grin. “I’m going to burn Ivilis’ realm down whether everyone else is around or not.”

Magnus explained his plan to the others, meeting little objection and only one concern from Jack. “Ivilis will interfere when he realizes what we’re doing.”

Helena shook her head. “Ifran won’t let that happen. His pride is too wounded to let Ivilis live, no matter the cost.” The gravity of her voice told Sam one thing. The cost might be Ifran’s own life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


When Ifran first came to Black Gate, they called him New Blood. He had arrived older than most of the recruits at age sixteen with only two years to train before he was eligible for a mission. Nearly everyone else had been there for at least five years. He had had a lot of catching up to do.

They called all recruits New Blood, but that title usually wore off after about six months. Somehow, the title stuck with Ifran for years after he arrived. They called him New Blood when he was sent on his tenth mission and when he was given a group to oversee in battles. They called him New Blood even when they put him in charge of training recruits. And when Jack Calisto was granted leadership and named Ifran one of his core men, they still called him New Blood.

Ifran didn’t mind. It made him feel young, though not inexperienced. Jack had placed him and Iris Tringest directly under his wings, with Iris his right hand and Ifran his left. Without them, Jack was nothing. The council had barely approved him as the new leader, and that was after quite a lot of threatening from both Iris and Ifran. Iris had argued for Jack despite hating his guts, stating that anything Mother said was supposed to happen. If they didn’t honor her wishes for Jack as her successor, they might as well have spat in her face as she died.

“And I’ll leave all you fuckers behind to deal with the shit around the world if you don’t put Jack where he belongs,” Ifran had threatened. It had scared the council because, as everyone knew, New Blood was right on the money every time. There wasn’t a mission he led that ever went sideways. There was never a time Ifran and his team arrived at the scene of a battle or an extraction, and his aid didn’t turn the tide in their favor. He simply wasn’t someone they could lose, regardless of whether demons prowled through portals into their world.

“You didn’t have to defend me in there,” Jack told Ifran the day Jack was instated as Black Gate’s new head.

“How’d you hear about that?” Ifran demanded. The two men walked side by side toward the training yards. Jack had asked to see how the new batch of recruits from Romania were doing. Not only was Ifran in charge of training these days, but he had an eye for potential candidates to join Black Gate. So far, none of the people he recruited had given up, which said a lot. A good two-thirds of every batch of recruits quit the first week.

“I heard you bellowing across the whole fucking fortress,” Jack replied. “I might as well have been in the same room.”

A small smile pulled at the corners of Ifran’s lips, and his eyes glittered with mischief. “I meant what I said.”

“I know.”

Perhaps it was Jack’s pride that made him insist Ifran didn’t need to defend him. Ifran understood. He had a hell of a lot of pride, too. What a pair they made. Anyone who spotted them would have seen Jack, though tall, was much shorter than Ifran. Jack was lithe and thin, with the deft, quick body of a thief or assassin. Ifran was big and muscled, with braided red hair on both his head and his chin. Jack wasn’t certain about Ifran’s heritage, but he had the appearance and gait of someone who’d descended from Vikings. That explained a lot.

“Thank you anyway,” Jack had remarked tightly as they reached one of the four training yards.

“Anytime,” Ifran returned. “You know, Jacky…” Jack bristled at the nickname, but Ifran went on. “It’s not lost on me how many times you have defended me.”

“Yeah, because sometimes, you go fucking insane, and it makes everyone forget how valuable you can be.”

Ifran chuckled. “I’ve been known to lose my temper.”

“The red hair says it all.”

“And I’m an Aries.”

Jack scowled. “I didn’t know you were into that.”

Ifran winked. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

He was right. Ifran never bothered to tell people much about his past before coming to Black Gate, only that he had come because he felt he needed to. He was a survivor and a fighter, and though he was loud ninety percent of the time, he had his secrets, too.

Ifran sauntered off toward the recruits, and Jack stood behind, his cane in both hands, shaking his head. As much of a pain in the arse as Ifran could sometimes be, one day, he would need his temper when it really mattered.
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Man and demon fell through darkness and emerged interlocked with each other. Ifran was too engaged in battling Ivilis to notice the red mist around them or that they were no longer in a house or a forest but a wide-open plain. However, he did realize how hard the ground was when Ivilis’ shadows slammed him down.

His shield had not been up all the way, as he only had a second to put it up after hurtling from the portal. His rage was enough to get him to his feet, shield flaring and axes out. Pain rippled up his spine, but he rolled his shoulders and ignored it. He spun and swung, a dancing of blades and fury. He didn’t even have to think about how to move, for he had done this before. He cut through Ivilis’ shadows like water, advancing on the demon. Ivilis drew back, and Ifran flashed his white teeth. “Getting scared, fat worm?”

At least the demon was easy to insult and took every damn thing personally. Good. It was personal. It was the most fucking personal thing Ifran had ever felt.

Ivilis kept drawing back to let his shadows do the hard work. Ifran continued through them, throwing them aside with the light of his blades. Magic surged into the air with palpable tangency.

“You fight well,” Ivilis crooned. “Humans only fight like this when they have something to fight for. Tell me, Man, is it vengeance or love that carries you?”

Ifran’s only response was to slam his ax into the nearest shadow, cleaving it from Ivilis’ form like a tentacle. Though slashing at the shadows did not hurt the demon like cutting an arm off would, Ifran noted the strain coming over him. Even in his own realm, Ivilis would eventually run out of magic. It was a matter of Ifran not running out first.

Ivilis laughed darkly. “Or, Man, is it both?”

Ifran preferred being called New Blood, but he didn’t say this.

“I see what I have done to you, Man. It’s a shame, really. You could have been useful to me, but now I have to kill you. The vengeance of humans runs hot and deep. There’s no getting it out of you, so I must turn it on you.”

Images flashed through Ifran’s head, invasive enough that he knew it was not him drawing them up but the demon invading his mind, finding memories buried deep and pushing them to the surface. His steps faltered, his ax missing its mark.

He saw himself impaled, an image of his coming doom. He saw the face of an older woman as life left her eyes, then a young girl as the same happened to her with blood pooling along her chest. People he had once loved, killed by the monsters who roamed other lands. Ifran screamed, loosing his rage further. His ax found its mark.

He couldn’t believe it. He had hit Ivilis’ arm. So why the hell wasn’t the demon screaming?

Ivilis smiled and plucked the ax from his arm, yanking it out of Ifran’s grasp and throwing it to the ground. Then the arm dissolved into shadow. An illusion. The demon whispered two words into Ifran’s face, making his skin sting with cold.

“Try again.”

Ifran staggered back and moved to launch again.

At that moment, Ivilis froze.
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A voice of alarm sounded in Ivilis’ mind. One of his hybrids called out to him.

They’re going for the tree!

Ivilis knew he should not have lost the girl. The man had brought him here to get him away from the others while they went for his prize.

Another mistake.

Ivilis started to respond to the voice, to command his hybrids and watchdogs to attack. He only got a few words in before he fell back. Open up the tree.

Yes, Master.

Then a blade plunged into his chest as Ifran’s ax dug deep.
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Fucking finally. Ifran got a good hit in.

Ivilis roared with enough force to make the ground shake. The demon tore the ax from his chest, and black blood poured forth, staining his blue-gray chest. Perhaps it had not been enough because the creature was still standing. Ifran had to do one more thing, as much as he dreaded it.

It’s okay, he told himself, allowing acceptance and peace to overtake his roaring fury. He might not have his revenge now, but the others would have it for him when they closed the portal between worlds and destroyed this whole fucking realm. “For my friends,” he whispered.

Ivilis struck out with a spell instead of his shadows, and Ifran froze. The enchantment had struck deep into him like a knife, and he felt his magic draining.

Ivilis laughed coldly. “I will enjoy taking your power for myself. After I feast on you, I will have the strength to end the others.”

Ifran had counted on Ivilis trying such a thing. Too bad the demon didn’t know about backup plans. He offered one last cold, weak smile. “That’s what you think.”

He had been building up his magic the whole fight, saving it for this moment instead of using spells that might have kept him going longer. Other than his shield, he had not applied his mana. Now, he let it build as Ivilis dug deeper to drain him. “You can have it all.”

With those words, Ifran arched his back. His magic exploded from him, tearing his body limb from limb. It didn’t hurt as he died. That was a small blessing. When the wave of magic consumed the demon, Ivilis roared in dismay.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Magnus led them into the valley. Helena, Jack, Iris, Sam, and David followed behind him while Romero and his team brought up the rear. “Hybrids ahead!” Romero called, signaling for his team to fan out through the valley. His nod to Magnus said We’ll keep them off while you get to the tree.

Romero could buy them time. Good. Sam felt for the mana in her body. She was running low after using her flames to free Helena and stay alive in the face of Ivilis’ wrath. If she hoped to burn down the tree and close the portal, she would need it to restore quickly. She didn’t tell anyone how dangerously low her magic was.

Romero and his team moved ahead of them, colliding with more hybrids and watchdogs. Sam only spared a few seconds watching the Black Gate soldiers fend them off with training and precision she could only hope to have one day. If we make it out of this hellhole first, she thought.

They reached the big tree. “Now, where the hell is the portal?” David wondered.

Magnus examined the tree. Open roots at the base of the trunk tunneled deeply into the ground, leaving space beneath the trunk. It was an entrance Sam had not seen earlier, thanks to the heavy screen of smoke around them. The smoke had since dissipated, though some flames still burned far off, giving them light to see the roots.

The clash of blades and claws and the screams of dying demi-demons filled Sam’s ears, but she focused on what Magnus had found in the bowels of the trees. “There it is,” the wizard muttered. Sam peered closer. Fucking hell. She had never seen a portal like it before. Instead of darkness opening in midair, it opened into the ground. Far below, she heard hissing and whispers, though she could not yet see what awaited them in worlds beyond.

The swirling blackness was so dense with foul magic that she staggered away, her head spinning and her body heavy. David caught her from behind, steadying her with his hands on her arms. The next instant, he froze when he heard the hissing whispers.

They filled his head. We’re coming for you.

Coward.

Failure.

Your father would be so disappointed.

David did not realize he was repeating the words out loud in a panicked whisper until Sam sagged against him. “Make it stop,” she moaned, covering her ears.

“I keep hearing my name,” Helena snarled, stepping away from the portal.

Sam felt herself drawn toward the portal against her will. The pull was so strong that it took much of her strength to remain standing back.

Sssssamantha, the portal hissed. She could have sworn she saw claws flashing from the darkness to drag her down. How unlucky you are, Samantha Tempestade.

The others were having an equally hard time. Iris’ face was as grim as ever. Jack’s twisted in disgust. Magnus looked white as a sheet. Whatever they were hearing seemed to hit them as hard as the words reserved for Sam. She examined their faces. This was what Ivilis wanted, for them to be too stupefied by the voices droning in their heads to do anything. “We have to stop it!” The words limped off her tongue. It had taken so much will to speak, but her clear voice broke them all from their dazes.

Helena blinked and breathed, “Fucking hell. What was that?”

“Literal Hell,” Magnus murmured back. “Everyone, shields up.”

Sam had put hers down to conserve her magic, but if having a shield up protected her from those voices, so be it. She only hoped her mana would rebuild soon.

“Helena, Jack. Help me with the bindings.” It wasn’t until Magnus gave the command that Sam realized anchors around the tree held the portal in place. Magnus signaled for Iris to start preparing to reverse the portal. Flashes of light from Magnus, Helena, and Jack produced runes and spells to dispel the bindings.

Sam stood with her back to her friends, David at her side, and watched as Romero and the Black Gate agents chased the hybrids and watchdogs out of the valley, past the burned trees. Her flames were almost gone, having licked up every growing thing in the valley. With the fire going out, the cold returned.

“Hurry,” Iris hissed. “I’m losing my magic. It won’t be long before I can’t reverse the portal.”

Sam was beginning to feel the same way about her mana but didn’t say anything. David grabbed her hand as if he’d heard her thoughts. “Hold on.”

So she did.

“We’re trying,” Helena promised as she undid another anchor. Sparks flew up as Magnus released a second.

They were almost there. Sam prepared herself to burn down the tree. Then she felt something drip on her head. What the hell? She looked up, her eyes widening as she saw what appeared to be enlarged versions of the fruits opening up. Except they weren’t fruit. They were pods. The creatures emerging from them were hybrids with bat-like wings.

“Watch out!” Sam screamed as she threw herself and David out of the way.

Magnus, Helena, and Jack looked up in time to see the smaller, flying hybrids skittering from the pods. Jack and Helena raised pistols and fired into the tree. Sam formed flames in her hand, but David stopped her. “Not yet. Save your mana.”

He was right, but she desperately wanted to fight.

David nocked an arrow and loosed it. The small explosion in the branches rocked the remaining unopened pods to the ground. Jack and Helena fired at them until they were nothing but dark, odorous ooze.

Sam shook her head. “They’re like the others.” An odd fusion of human and demon.

Magnus went back to work on the tree. A moment later, he straightened. “It’s free.” He nodded to Iris. “Go ahead.”

Iris stepped up to the tree, and Sam took position beside her. When Iris reversed the portal, Sam would pour her fire in. Helena and Jack worked on generating another portal to get them out of this place. If they did not escape as Ivilis’ tree burned down, they would be sucked into nothingness along with this realm.

Iris extended her hands and poured pure, golden mana into the portal, twisting her fingers back and forth as she worked her magic into the swirling current below. She gritted her teeth in strain. The veins on the sides of her head bulged. Beads of sweat slid down her brow and off the tip of her nose. She closed her eyes, giving in to her magic.

“Don’t lose control,” Sam whispered.

Iris went incredibly still, then the portal in the tree exploded with light.

“It’s working!” Helena cried. “You’ve reversed it!”

If Iris heard Helena, she gave no indication.

“Now, Sam,” Magnus commanded.

The flames already danced in her palm. She gathered them together, forming a ball.

Behind her, stomping boots proclaimed Romero and his team had finished off the hybrids and come to help. Working with David, they erected a gleaming white shield around them all. The light almost blinded Sam as she worked.

“Hold on, Iris. I’m almost there.” Sam was about to cast her fire into the portal when the shield around them broke, and a figure of shadows and darkness crashed through. The force of it threw Iris off her feet. She sprawled to the ground, groaning as she hit the tree’s hardened roots.

Ivilis had broken through the barrier as if tearing down a wall of paper. Before Sam knew it, he had struck out with a lance of shadow, going right into…

“Magnus!” she screamed as the wizard fell, blood pouring from his chest.

Ivilis wrenched his shadow from Magnus and whirled on Sam, teeth flashing. “Your turn, little bitch.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ifran was dead.

Helena knew that the moment Ivilis broke through the barrier.

Ifran wasn’t with the demon. That was the first sign. The second was that, though Ivilis lived, Ifran had done something terrible to the demon before he died. Helena realized the horrifying truth as she took in the being before her. For half a second, Helena didn’t even recognize Ivilis as himself.

Ifran’s final attack had transformed him into something more hideous and frightening than before. Parts of the demon’s blue-gray body were pure white, as if blasted with massive amounts of stored magic. No doubt the blast had killed Ifran in the process. Half of Ivilis’ face had melted away, and pieces of his arms, legs, and chest were missing. Only one of his horns remained unbroken. It was a wonder he had made it back here.

As Helena watched the demon turn, his blazing eyes focused on the tree and the portal opening at its roots, she knew what had spurred him into action.

The demon was certainly weakened. One look at him told Helena that much. Even so, enough power to take them on remained. Shadows bellowed around him, screeching with a life of their own as if hundreds of hybrid demons occupied them. And maybe they did. Perhaps they were the strings this monstrous puppet master pulled.

Ivilis plunged his shadows not at Sam or anyone else but toward the tree and the portal that had gotten louder the instant he appeared. Whatever was down there waiting to be released screamed for him. Romero, David, Jack, and the other men turned to attack, blasting their magic at the demon. The shadows rose and formed a shield around Ivilis.

Helena watched this unfold for about five seconds before she remembered what the demon had done to Magnus. She broke away from the others with a cry and rushed to Magnus’ side, where Sam was already bent over, tears streaming down her face.

“Help me, Helena,” she begged. “Help me save him.”

They were both weak. Helena had been tortured by the thing trying to wrench open the portal. Sam had spent much of her mana freeing Helena.

Only a bit more strength, Helena told herself. She had saved Magnus Deathshroud once. She could do it again.

Magnus’ eyes were closed. “You’re going to have to cauterize his wounds, Sam. Use your flames,” Helena told her. “I will push my magic in to help him not feel the pain.”

Sam glanced back at the demon shielded by his shadows as the men of Black Gate threw all their power and might at him. His shield was weakening. If only they could get it to crash, they could end him. “Sam,” Helena’s strained voice called. “Help me.”

Helena had placed her hands over Magnus’ wounds and pushed her healing magic into it. “I need you to cast a healing rune, then a fire rune over that.”

“I-I don’t know how to do that,” Sam stammered.

“Think of all the elements you understand,” Helena instructed. “Combine them to heal, not hurt. Picture them flowing into his body to bring together, not break apart.”

Sam’s hand wobbled as she reached for her wand. She did as Helena instructed and finally cast a small, golden rune onto Magnus’ skin above his wound. “Good,” Helena breathed, pushing her magic through the rune. “Now, fire.”

Sam cast the simplest fire rune, hoping it would not cause anything in Magnus to rupture or explode. Behind them, the chaos of the battle continued. She tried to block out the sounds of her friends’ struggle and the screaming from the portal. She focused on the rune, and light flared above Magnus’ skin. His body shuddered, but he remained unconscious.

Sam held her breath.

“Good,” Helena repeated. “Come back to me, Magnus,” she whispered.
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David barely moved out of the way in time.

One of the shadow tentacles leaped out, and he jumped, hitting a protruding rock and falling. He rolled a few feet before he stopped and scrambled upright, barely staying steady as he tripped over roots. The ground had not been so full of obstacles a few moments ago before the demon came to break their barrier down. Even it responded to the master of this land. Tangled vines and roots writhed from every ground surface.

“Shit,” David muttered. It was the last thing they needed.

As David regained his feet, he spotted a second tentacle lashing out at another Black Gate man whose shield had faltered. “No!” David screamed, but it was too late. Ivilis’ shadow sliced the agent’s shield, then his body, cutting the man in half.

David’s heart thundered. Through all the magic flying in the air, he could not find Sam, Helena, or Magnus. He saw what the demon had done to Magnus. No doubt, both women were trying to save him. It wouldn’t matter if Ivilis got the portal open. Shrieking and wailing erupted from the passage as the beings inside clawed their way to the top.

Two more tentacles lashed out, and one hit Romero’s shield hard enough to topple him. The shadow returned, lancing across Romero’s thigh. He screamed. David loaded an arrow and shot into the center of the shadows. A small explosion went off, but it did nothing more than piss the demon off. Ivilis whirled, roaring as he reached for the nearest person. Jack. He picked the man up like he weighed nothing, and his hissing rose above the screams from the portal.

“You foolish man. You should never have come here,” he thundered.

David was beginning to agree.

Jack struggled against him, muttering something David could not hear from where he stood.

The demon turned and coldly laughed as David lunged for him. “We could have had some use for you, boy, but you’re as foolish and defiant as the others.” It wasn’t a shadow that came for David but a spell. A bolt of blue light shot through the air toward him.

David flew back into the cold night air, certain that when he dropped, the landing would be hard enough to knock him out, if not kill him. He pulled at the magic within him, but the spell had stunned him enough that he could not get his shield in time.

David watched the dark sky reel as he went down.

[image: ]



Sam shot to her feet seconds before David crashed to the ground. She flung her shield wide enough to cover herself and catch him. It had meant releasing the magic she was pushing into Magnus. Stop saving one person to save another. Sam’s shield ensured David didn’t break his back or worse, but he still collided with the hard ground, letting out a stifled moan.

“Go,” Helena gritted out. “You’ve done what I need. I can finish this.” The strain on her face spoke of the magic she was expending to heal her old friend.

“I can do both,” Sam offered, but Helena shook her head, smiling despite herself.

“You can’t do everything, Sam. End that fucking bastard. Only your fire can do it.”

Sam set off at a sprint, going to David first to help him stand. David didn’t take the time to thank her or tell her he was all right. Well, as all right as he could get. He pointed to the demon beyond the swirling shadows. The Black Gate men had backed off without David, Romero, or Jack able to attack. Only three men remained besides David. “Those white spots. They’re vulnerable,” he gasped. “He threw me back because I got in a strike there.”

“We only need one good shot,” Sam murmured. They could cripple him long enough to finish this. “You hit him, and I’ll fill the portal with fire.” It was the only way. Neither of them could tell where Iris had gone. Probably trapped in those shadows, Sam thought with dismay.

“I only have one left,” David panted, pulling out his arrow.

“Then you had better make it count.”

A few yards off, Romero struggled to keep the portal Jack had prepared open. He would try to get as many of them out of here as possible. Romero’s wild gaze searched the land around him. “Iris!” Sam didn’t blame him for wanting to save his sister, even if it meant Ivilis survived.

But I’m not going to let him, she thought. She would not leave until that portal was reversed and sealed. Until Ivilis saw the completion of his failure.

Sam gathered flames in her palms. “For Magnus,” she whispered. “For Lily and all my friends.”

Before she could run ahead of David’s last arrow, David cried out, and Sam saw a bolt of dark magic heading their way.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Even with the demon’s shadows swirling around her, Iris saw that he was distracted enough. She only caught glimpses of what was happening outside the cage of shadows. A Black Gate agent torn in half. Romero and Jack kicked to the side like stones. Iris released a strangled cry, voicing their names. No response came. Could anyone even hear her? Then Sam and David turned the demon toward them. This was her chance. While Ivilis looked away, she could go after that gods-damned portal.

She had started the reversal but would have to do it again. She strained toward it, every muscle aching from the force of the throw she’d endured a minute ago. She stood and directed all her magic and energy toward that festering, dark pit of screams. She yanked hard and twisted.

The magic inside the portal tried to resist her. Iris’ feet slid through grass and mud toward it. The portal intended to suck her in, to eat her alive. Iris gritted her teeth and yanked again. No way in hell was she ever going in there.

The monsters far below shrieked a protest. She was certain, if they ever made it out of this gods-forsaken place, she would hear that sound in her dreams for the rest of her life. It was the sound of all the pain she had ever endured, the screams of people she had failed to save or left behind. The cries of children and the elderly. The sounds of her regrets filled the air. The madness in that portal had made those sounds just for her.

“Go back!” she screamed and slammed her magic into the portal. The darkness pushed back. All they had to do was get that damn demon close enough for the portal to suck him in and away. Their own escape hatch was ready. Iris could sense it. That was a small relief because it meant either Jack or Romero had managed to get back to their feet and keep it open.

I can do it, she thought, panting hard. Sweat coated her whole body. I will do it.
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Sam’s shield slammed into the air. The magic Ivilis sent toward them ricocheted off, but the initial force was enough to buckle Sam’s knees. “Shit.”

“Sam!” David was at her side, pouring his mana into her shield. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

“I can’t keep holding it,” Sam panted as Ivilis surged his shadows over them. They circled and sneered, making hissing and shrieking sounds. Sam couldn’t see anything beyond her shield and the lingering blackness.

“Don’t listen to them,” David’s voice urged. “Listen to me. Sam, listen to my voice.”

She did. Another blast came at their shield. Sam’s knees buckled again, but David stayed straight. Their shield flared blue. David had managed to conjure up some of his mana. Another blast. This time, Sam went to her knees, and David’s buckled. Ivilis’ power was too damn forceful. It was all that hate bound up, all that needless vengeance.

What the hell do we do? Sam wondered as her body grew heavy from holding the shield.

Another blast, and their shield shattered. The force of it ripped Sam and David apart. Sam rolled away, hard stones jabbing into her back as she landed. She couldn’t see where David had gone even after the world stopped tilting and spinning.

Ivilis stood where her shield had been, a cruel smile splitting his lips, making his half-ruined face more hideous. Black flames gathered in his hands. Sam’s heart lurched into her throat as she got to her feet. The demon turned to her. “I’ll finish you off and take you with me into darkness.”

When Sam stood, she could tell her ankle was sprained, but that was nothing compared to the scrapes and cuts everywhere else and how low her mana felt. It was a trickle in a dried-up stream within her, barely enough to keep her standing. All the times she had used her mana since coming to this realm seemed futile now if she couldn’t use it against the demon looming over her.

“This isn’t over,” she panted.

“I won’t fail,” he snarled back.

Sam released a low laugh. “You already did. You failed the day you decided Lily Vivace was the person to kill. Now I’m here, and I’m going to end you.”

Ivilis cried out and staggered backward the next instant, losing focus long enough for the black flames in his hands to flicker out. Sam blinked. She hadn’t done anything but taunt him.

With Ivilis’ shadows shuddering away, Romero shot arrow after arrow from his crossbow, exploding the shadows apart. He hit one of the white spots on the demon’s arm, making him shriek. From the other side of the demon, Jack fired two pistols. The mana bullets punched through air, then flesh. White flesh. They had figured out how to hurt Ivilis the way David had.

Where the hell was David?

As the thought crossed Sam’s mind, Ivilis extended his hands with an ear-shattering roar, pulling his claws inward. At the same time, Romero and Jack loosed sounds of agony and clutched their throats where black cords appeared. Shit. If Sam didn’t move fast, she would lose them too. The demon released the two men, and they sprawled to the ground.

Sam took her chance and darted toward where David had flown, hoping the demon was too distracted to see her. She found her friend sprawled on the ground, an ugly cut in his brow leaking blood past his eye. Bright red blood, nothing like the black, oozing substance that came from demons. Sam helped him up again. “We’ve got to stop doing this,” David panted.

“You still have that one arrow?” Sam asked.

David lifted it in his right hand and his bow in his left.

A strangled cry from behind them had Sam turning to see the demon approaching Helena as she bent over Magnus’ unconscious body. “No!” Sam screamed, fire igniting in her palms. Ivilis halted and turned, a half-smile tugging his lips.

Then he spoke, and the words were not aloud but in her mind for her alone to hear. I will destroy everything you love.

Their faces flashed through her mind, ending with Lily’s.

Sam gritted her teeth and sent a volley of flames toward the demon. She had intended to engulf him, but her magic was too low to raise enough mana. The fire dissipated with an easy swipe of Ivilis’ shadows, and he laughed at her. A cold, menacing laugh full of promise of what he would do to all her friends, then her.

It was a promise she would not let him keep.

“Sam, you can’t do that anymore,” David panted from her side. “I need your help.”

“Shoot the damn arrow.”

He nocked the arrow. “Give me your mana.”

Sam saw what he meant and directed the last of her flames into his arrow.

“Now distract him,” David commanded.

Sam took off at a charge, and David let his arrow fly.

The demon did not see the arrow. His hungry, blazing eyes were on Sam. She lunged with her knives out. His shadows swiped out, then fell into nothing. The arrow pierced his chest, and he staggered back, eyes wide. Sam slashed out with her blades, cutting across his chest, then along his wrists. She cut again across one wrist and severed his hand from his body.

The arrow wouldn’t have done much on its own, but an instant after it entered the demon’s body, he burst into flames. Sam darted toward him.

“No!” David called. “You’ll be burned!”

She knew that, but she had seen the demon clutching his hand tightly, and it wasn’t from a wound. She picked up the hand that had fallen and turned back, running toward Helena and Magnus. “Get up!” she bellowed as the flames behind her engulfed the demon. His roars headed skyward, his shadows melting away like snakes.

Helena was on her feet and trying to get Magnus up. David got to her side and helped her. The Black Gate agents were beside Iris as she plunged the last of her magic into the portal.

Romero and Jack sprang to their feet, released from the painful curse the demon had cast upon them. “In! Now!” Sam cried.

Iris finished reversing the demon portal. Everything around them shook with the force of a mighty earthquake. The Black Gate agents dove into the escape portal first. Jack and Romero helped push in Helena, Magnus, and David. Jack went next.

“Sam, come on!” Romero cried. Sam glanced over her shoulder once more to see the last of Ivilis’ flesh melting to the ground. A great cracking sound as Romero entered the portal reached her ears. The large tree that had been the center of Ivilis’ plan pulled in on itself and exploded as the portal began pulling everything in. A mighty wind coursed around Sam.

“Sam!” Iris shouted.

But Sam could not help watching Ivilis’ limp, lifeless body pulled into the portal. Gods, she hoped he was really dead, but what awaited him in Avadon that could reverse what she had done to him?

A pull around her body told her she was in danger of going too.

Sam turned toward the escape portal, clutching the demon’s hand to her chest, and dove in.
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Darkness swept over them, but it was sure and sweet. It was not the darkness of pain and madness, blissful compared to the realm they had been in. Sam wondered if sleep was coming to claim her and if there, in her dreams, she would find sunlight and a warm meadow. Anything opposite to where she had come from.

When Sam rolled out of the portal onto a stone floor, pain jolted every limb. She had no doubt she would be spending more days than ever in a bed with a healer attending her. The voices around her sounded distant, as if far away or underwater, but the blurred movements of bodies said they had made it.

A warm hand, slick with blood, slid up her arm. She was still lying on the floor, and David lay beside her. “We all made it,” he rasped.

Well, not everyone. Sam hadn’t even learned the name of the Black Gate agent who had been torn in half. She had never met Ifran. Still, her chest ached with the weight of their deaths. Grief for all who had died engulfed her, and she choked as tears slid from her eyes. But the others…

Helena, Iris, Romero, Jack, and three other Black Gate agents. David. And Magnus, she thought. He was here, though still unconscious. Helena’s panicked voice demanded that someone take him to a healer.

Another voice reached her, tired but soothing. Iris. “He’s going to be okay, Helena.”

“Sam.” David’s voice was gentle and questioning. “What the hell did you bring with you?”

Right. Sam glanced down at the enormous demon hand. “I knew that foul beast wasn’t clutching his chest because of a wound.” She sat up and maneuvered the claws away from the hand. Lying in the palm were shards of a gleaming purple jewel. The fragments of Lily’s necklace.

David snorted in disbelief. “Sam, you fucking genius.”

“Well, I went in there for it. I wasn’t going to leave without it.”

Although exhaustion slid along every bone in her body, and she was sure she’d broken a few things, Sam smiled. In a way, she had her best friend back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


“I’m afraid he’s still in bad shape,” the healer announced with a grave expression. “The…demonic magic isn’t allowing the healing magic to work as it should.” The healer’s face became somber, almost sorrowful. “We have all seen to him, but no one is sure he can make a full recovery.”

Sam’s heart sank, and her knees weakened. She had to sit on the nearest bed. For a day and a half, the healers had tended to her with Helena and Iris in beds on either side of her. As soon as the healers cleared them to get out of bed, they had gone to see Magnus. He lay there, face gray and eyes closed. He hadn’t awoken yet.

Sam’s heart thundered, and she buried her head in her hands. David’s warm hand grazed her back, trying to comfort her as his heart ached with the thought.

“We can’t lose him,” Sam mumbled, voice muffled by her hands. She lifted her gaze, eyes shining with fresh tears. “There has to be a way to rid his body of the bad magic.”

“She’s right.” Helena gave the healer a hard look. “There’s nothing else you can think of?”

Iris stood behind her, face drawn and arms folded. Romero and Jack were elsewhere, still being tended to since they had dealt with curses from Ivilis. They were awake and would recover. Sam was a lot more concerned about Magnus. He wasn’t only her professor or rune master trainer anymore. He hadn’t been in a long time. She regretted some of the things she had said to him before going to Ivilis’ realm.

“Wake up,” she whispered as a single tear escaped her eye. David’s hand tightened on her shoulder.

“There’s no one at Black Gate who has ever healed demonic magic before, believe it or not,” the healer returned, looking sorry to share the news.

“We haven’t had anyone specialized in healing that plight in some time,” Iris inserted. She sighed, sinking to the bed beside Sam. “We’re going to need them before long, though.”

Right. Ivilis and the portal to Avadon were finished, but that didn’t mean their troubles were gone. If anyone had suffered a wound anywhere close to what Magnus bore now, they needed healers skilled at extracting dark magic.

“Why not?” David asked. “This is something Black Gate should have thought of.”

“It’s not a matter of lack of thought,” Helena returned more stiffly than she intended. “Once, we had quite a few healers who could extract dark magic, but they were all… Well, let’s say that dealing with dark magic so often made them go…”

“Mad?” Iris inserted. She eyed Sam and David. “That sort of healing is dangerous on the healer’s part.”

The healer at Magnus’ side dipped her head, folding her hands in front of her.

“Isn’t there anyone at Ravenwood?” Sam asked, more tears spilling from her eyes. She’d lost Lily. She could not lose Magnus, too.

Helena nodded. “There is one person, and I’ve already called them. I don’t know when the hell he’s supposed to get here.”

She turned as the infirmary doors opened, and a figure walked in, his voice reaching Sam’s ears. “Indeed, and I wish you had done so before all this mess.”

Sam stood. “Headmaster.”

Elijah Akaron nodded at her and David, then at Helena and Iris. “I’m glad you all are all right, especially you students.” He gestured at David. “Or former student, I should say for you. I was wondering where the two of you had gone off to. Then I heard from one of Black Gate’s council members that two students had shown up.” He gave them a slight smile. “It wasn’t hard to guess who. Even so, you should have gotten my permission before leaving.”

“Sorry,” Sam replied, not feeling all that sorry despite her words. “We were pressed for time.”

Elijah gave an understanding nod, then went to Magnus’ bedside. He peered at the wound with a grim expression. He was quiet long enough for Helena, Iris, Sam, and David to grow antsy and irritated.

“Well?” Sam pushed.

“I’m afraid the damage done to our old friend is…extensive.”

Sam swallowed. “What do you mean?”

The headmaster’s gaze met hers. “This should have killed him.”

“It didn’t, though,” Iris replied tightly.

“I can see that,” the headmaster returned. He bent closer. “It cannot truly be healed, but I can do something to let him live a while longer. As long as he doesn’t engage in battles like that again, he will be fine.”

Good enough for me, Sam thought as she watched Elijah remove a small glass vial from the pocket of his robe. He dipped his wand into it, then traced the liquid around the wound on Magnus’ chest, forming a rune. At first, it was only water, but as it sank into Magnus’ flesh, it turned the skin a deep red. Elijah straightened. “It won’t remove the taint of dark magic, but it will seal it into one place. From here on out, a large portion of Magnus’ magic will have to focus on maintaining the seal. He will live, but he won’t be as powerful as he once was.”

“Life is all we ask,” Helena assured Elijah. “Thank you.”

The headmaster eyed her, then Sam. “If it weren’t for the quick work the two of you did in the pocket realm, he wouldn’t be alive. You both saved him. I’m only making sure he stays alive a while longer.”

“Even so,” Helena replied.

From the details Elijah offered, Sam realized Helena had given him a brief account of the events that had transpired in her note asking for aid for Magnus.

Elijah turned to the healer. “When he wakes, which should not be too long from now, tell him what I have said. Tell him that if he uses too much power and breaks the seal, the demonic taint could flood his body again and kill him quickly.”

Sam didn’t like the sound of that one bit.

Elijah gave a slight smile. “It speaks to how accomplished Magnus is because this rune is only effective on wizards with strong magic already in their body.”

The healer dipped her head again. “I will share all this when he awakens.”

Helena folded her arms. “Magnus won’t be happy about any of it, but after everything he’s been through, it’s high time he was forced into a peaceful life.”

A piercing sadness filled Sam’s chest, but she nodded in agreement. “He’s done his part.” She eyed Helena. “I don’t want to be kept in the dark anymore. If you need me, I’m going to be here.”

“Me too,” David added firmly.

Iris sighed and stood. “As much as I appreciate that from both of you, it won’t be easy. Black Gate is a secretive group, and our council has always valued the privacy within these walls. Secrets don’t slip out, so missions can be successful. It’s not an easy life here.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Sam returned.

“Moreover, the council dislikes relying on outside help, especially from students,” Iris continued.

“I won’t be a student much longer,” Sam pointed out. “I only have one year left.”

David nodded. “And I’m not as keen on teaching at Ravenwood after all my friends are gone.”

Iris gave a slight smile. “We can try with the council.”

As soon as Iris brought up the council, Helena scowled. The expression eased as she pondered something. Before she could share her thoughts, the doors to the infirmary opened again, and Jack Calisto walked in, looking as though he had never gone to Ivilis’ realm. He appeared healed except for a few scratches on his face and wore his customary black outfit with a dark cape bearing the Black Gate insignia.

“Sam, David.” He paused at the sight of the headmaster of Ravenwood Academy. “Elijah. A portal is waiting to take you back to school.”

Sam stiffened, but it was David who commented, “So soon? Can’t we at least wait until Magnus is awake?”

“I might be in charge here, but the council overrides me if they are in full agreement,” Jack replied. “Right now, they agree that no students should be here. As for Magnus, we will watch over him. When he is awake and capable of magical transport, he will come back to the Academy.”

Though she bristled, Sam moved to leave the room with David at her side. Before reaching the doors, she glanced back, “Remember what I said, Helena.”

Although Helena Marrows did not reply, the gleam in her eyes promised Sam a plan. They would talk more later.
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Sam and David got lucky.

The portal opened into their shared common room, away from their friends or anyone else who would wonder where the hell they had been and what they had been doing.

It was the middle of the day, and sunlight poured through the windows, but Sam could not help feeling like she needed to go to bed. The rest she’d had at Black Gate had helped her heal, but she needed more if she was going to operate like a normal, functional person. The exhaustion was apparent on David’s face too as he gave her a weak smile. “He’s going to be all right, you know? Magnus has escaped death before, and I suspect this won’t be the last time.”

Sam nodded. “I know. It was…scary, seeing him come that close.”

David closed some of the space between them and put his hands on her shoulders, rubbing her back with his thumbs. “We all came close.”

And some didn’t. Some, like Ifran, had sacrificed themselves. Sam pushed down the ache in her chest. “Thank you for coming with me,” Sam stated hoarsely. “I feel like I’m always dragging you into dangerous situations, but⁠—”

He stopped her with a finger to her lips. “Don’t say that. I’m glad to follow you anywhere.”

His words stilled her. Heat rushed to her cheeks. Gods, she needed a window open or a cold shower. I want to kiss him now, she thought and leaned forward, but the doors to the common room suddenly opened. Jared’s and Molly’s heads popped in, eyes growing bright as they took the pair in.

“There you are!” Molly exclaimed. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Where were you?”

Sam and David shared a look. “Uh, training,” David responded.

“Must have been rough training,” Molly surmised as she dragged her gaze over the copious scratches and bruises adorning their bodies.

“And I’m dead tired,” Sam added, telling the truth this time. She gave Molly the best smile she could muster. “But when I’m awake, I want a giant plate of waffles and to sit in bed with you and watch our favorite shows.”

Molly beamed. “It’s a date.”

Jared cast a speculating eye over the pair. When Molly left, saying she had homework to do, he remarked, “Training, huh?”

“Sorry we didn’t invite you,” David started.

“I know it wasn’t training, dipshit.” A slow smile spread Jared’s lips. “And I know you two were tracking a demon that night we were in Paris. I almost told Emma since she won’t stop going on about…” He faltered and cleared his throat. “Well, never mind about that.”

“It’s true.” David sighed. “We were tracking a demon, and we found it too. Killed it.”

“And we were killing a lot more last night,” Sam added.

Jared’s eyes went wide.

“Everything is okay now,” Sam assured him. “We’re okay.”

“And we need this to stay on the down-low,” David asserted.

Jared nodded. “I understand. Thank you for telling me the truth.”

“We do want you to train with us,” Sam claimed, smiling despite her fatigue. “First, we need to know what the hell is going on between you and Molly.”

Jared snorted. “That’s rich coming from you.” He pointed between Sam and David. “When you two have your relationship figured out, we can talk about a double date.” He winked and ambled from the room, leaving Sam and David in awkward silence.

Sam was too tired to talk about dating right now, and David knew it. He squeezed her shoulder. “Rest well.”

“You too.”

“And after?”

Sam remembered what was in her pocket. “I’m going to ask Oswald to help me with Lily’s necklace tomorrow. Wish me luck.”

He smiled softly. “Always.”

As Sam turned to her room, she felt like she was the luckiest Tempestade ever to exist.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


Sam slept throughout that day and night, waking late in the morning the following day. She took a long, hot shower and ate a leisurely breakfast alone before piling a plate high with waffles as a gift to Oswald. She found the head librarian behind his desk, poring over pieces of a mechanical device. Her brows pulled together, and she thought, I don’t even want to know. Oswald was normally focused on books, not devices. Whatever contraption he was dealing with probably had magical intention behind it. That was not her focus today.

At the scent of hot waffles wafting toward him, Oswald raised his head with twinkling eyes, forgetting about the task before him. “Ah, she brings me gifts again. Whatever shall I do when you aren’t here to bother me at all hours of the day anymore?”

Sam lifted a brow and snatched the plate away as Oswald reached for it. “If this is so bothersome, I’ll eat them myself.”

Oswald gave her a pleading look. “I was only teasing, Miss Tempestade. Please.” She set the plate down. “Now, what can I do for you?” the head librarian asked, though his gaze fastened on the heaping pile of breakfast with a delight Sam had never seen on anyone before. His glee was unmatched.

Sam removed the shards of Lily’s necklace from her pocket and set them on the desk. In the sunlight, they glimmered, the purple shining with a brilliance that covered the oak top of Oswald’s workstation.

“Ah, but I’m not a jeweler, Miss Tempestade,” Oswald pointed out, wagging a finger.

“I don’t want it fixed,” Sam replied. “Not yet, anyway. I want to know how to use the mana inside it to read these books.” She withdrew one of Lily’s journals she had found at Rosemary’s house.

“I’ll eat and do it for you,” Oswald agreed. After wolfing down the waffles in a time frame Sam found satisfactory, he snatched the necklace pieces and began doing all sorts of strange things to them. He did not break the pieces further but applied various herbs and spells until he had a small bowl of clear liquid shining in the early afternoon sun. Lily’s mana.

“Thank you,” Sam breathed, taking the bowl from him. It was warm in her hands, buzzing with magic. She could understand why a demon might want copious amounts of strong human mana to feed from. If weakened in a realm they did not belong in, this could help. All the more reason to make sure that didn’t happen, Sam thought.

Oswald instructed her to open the book and spread the mana over the words. It took a few minutes, and Sam felt a pang in her chest as if using Lily’s mana like this was a waste. No, I’m supposed to do this. Deep in her bones, in her soul, she felt Lily had meant this for her. The necklace as a gift had been no mere pretty thing. This journal had not been penned without intention behind it. If anything in the world was intended for Samantha Tempestade, it was this.

“What did you write, Lily?” she whispered to the page. Her breath, along with Lily’s mana, worked. Gradually, the words turned from strange symbols to letters she recognized. Tightly crammed words ran across the page, and Sam bent close, her eyes widening as she took it in.

She picked up the book with a start, hardly believing what was before her eyes. It was Lily’s handwriting. Sam would recognize anywhere. And the words…

“What is it, my dear?” Oswald asked quietly.

This changed everything.

“I have to go. Thank you for everything!” Sam slipped the remaining pieces of the necklace into her pocket and took the book with her. She hoped Helena would be back soon. They had a lot more to talk about.

Oswald remained at his desk, shaking his head. “Such a strange girl.” He gave the empty plate a woeful expression. “I only wish she had brought me more to eat.”
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To Sam’s great luck, Helena arrived that evening and found Sam awaiting her in the common room with the journal laid out on a table. Candlelight flickered across its pages. “I got your message,” Helena stated as she walked in and unstrapped rows of blades and a vest. She took off her boots and sank onto one of the sofas. “What is it?”

Sam picked up the book and read its contents aloud.

“Lily Vivace. Written June tenth. There’s no year here, but it doesn’t matter because what Lily says tells me when she wrote this.” It was the first entry of the journal, and subsequent entries had been jotted down over a few weeks, right up until her death. Sam had never seen her write in this journal. She must have done it when they were separated. By the amount of words in it, Sam knew Lily had spent much time scribbling down her thoughts.

Helena lifted a brow. “Go on.”

“I’ll only read the first entry. It will tell you enough.” Sam cleared her throat and began, her voice carrying across the room to Helena.

As she spoke, they heard Lily’s voice instead of Sam’s.

“Tomorrow, Sam and I go to Ravenwood Academy for our first year of magical learning at a real university. Of course, no one in Paris who doesn’t have magical origins knows about the school, so it doesn’t feel real yet. I’ve never been. Neither has Sam, and she doesn’t even know what it looks like. Everything about the school is kept top secret.

“My troubles will come when I have to keep it from Sam that I know everything about the school. My parents left journals of their own telling me about it.” Sam paused, hardly believing what she was reading even though she had already taken in this information.

Helena grew still. “What do you mean, she knew?”

Sam continued reading. “Sam, if you’re reading this, know that I never meant to keep such secrets from you. I’ve had a hard past, and I’ve done everything I can to live a normal life. Well, as normal as a young witch can.” Though laughter wasn’t written on the page, Sam heard it as if Lily was in the room.

Helena leaned forward, hands folded as she tried to decipher what Lily’s words meant. The confusion written across her expression was exactly what Sam felt the first time she read it.

Sam scanned the next paragraph, turning the page as she got toward the middle, then picked up reading.

“I tried to live a normal life because I know I don’t have much of it left. There have been bad people hunting my family for a long time. Many years ago, they captured my parents and took them away. I know I’ve always spoken with resentment about my parents, saying they have abandoned me and all that, but it’s not true. They were taken, and I don’t know where. I don’t know how to save them or if they can be saved anymore. They did not leave me. They were trying to protect me.”

Helena gasped, sinking back into the sofa with a stunned expression. “Lily knew. All this time, she knew.”

Sam could hardly keep her head from spinning as she read on.

“Sam, those people, once called the Heralds of Avadon, are coming for me. They are known now as the Crimson Cabal. I know this because of the strange threats I’ve been receiving. Notes written in red ink, or blood, signed with ‘yours truly, the Crimson Cabal.’ They know I am aware of what happened to my parents, so they do not conceal their identity, though I haven’t a clue who they actually are.

“You might wonder, if you are reading this and I am gone, why I did not run. Why didn’t I fight back? Know that I will try to fight, but I will never run. They are coming to take something from me that you and I both have. They will try, and they will fail. This failure will lead to many more, and ultimately, if you act as I know you will, their downfall. I hope you love me enough to end their darkness and whatever else they plan to do.”

Sam choked over the words as tears came to her eyes.

“Tomorrow we start school. I want us to be happy and free while we can. We will dance on that ship to the island and celebrate All Saints Day together. We will make new friends and share a room. It will be as it has always been for a little while longer. And when I’m gone…”

Now, Helena started crying.

“When I’m gone,” Sam repeated, “you will fight for us. They will try to take the mana we both have, that which makes us more powerful than others. They will try to Turn you as they will try to Turn me. They won’t succeed. I will make sure of that. Before I go, I will put my mana into a necklace and gift it to you. I will always be with you. I love you, dear Sam. Shatter worlds for us.”

It ended there. Sam closed the book and sank onto the sofa. Helena, who sat across from her, gaped. “I don’t understand. I thought she knew nothing.”

Sam nodded. “Me too.” Her mind still reeled. All those times, Lily had acted as though she was clueless about Ravenwood Academy. When she was cold, distant, and sick from touching the essence marble, she had known her end was coming.

“But she knew all along,” Helena repeated.

Sam wrestled with her emotions. There was the old grief and a new grief as well. There was sorrow and a touch of anger. Lily had given up her life to spur Sam and the others into action. If Lily had not died, how much longer would the Cabal have gone on without being noticed? Years, Sam thought. Longer. They would have opened a portal between worlds and let the demons stream in before they were ready. It was a sacrifice of necessity. Lily had known that.

I still wish she hadn’t done it, Sam thought.

The grief on Helena’s face showed she felt the same.

“I thought you should know,” Sam told her. “Because you don’t need to regret not being there for Lily or not telling her the truth any longer. She already knew.” A short laugh. “Actually, I guess she knew more than us.”

Helena whipped tears away and chuckled. “Where was that damn book two years ago when we needed it?”

Sam thought the same thing, but she stated, “I found it when I was meant to.”

“And the necklace,” Helena prodded. “Are you going to get it fixed?”

“I’ll try, though most of Lily’s mana is gone now. I used it to read the book.”

Helena stood and walked to Sam. “Shatter worlds for us. I like that.”

Sam smiled. “Me too.”

Helena grinned. “The next step in that has to do with a plan I’ve been cooking up.”

Sam raised a brow. “What might that be?”

Helena winked as she made to leave the room. “It’s a surprise. One I can tell you about soon if everything works out the way I want.”

Sam shook her head. “An air of mystery must run in yours and Lily’s blood.”
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EPILOGUE


The man looking at himself in the mirror could not stand his own appearance.

He had not always looked like this, of course, and could not help it now. His skin was leathery and gaunt, with not a hair anywhere on his body, even his head. His eyes were sunken, his complexion gray. He gulped, then raised a fist, smashing it into the mirror.

Old and weak. That was how he looked. Whispers prowled at the back of his mind.

You gave yourself up for something greater.

Was this supposed to be greater? Once, long ago, he had done this to himself.

He stole glimpses of himself in the broken shards of the mirror scattered over the floor. He knelt, fresh tears forming in his eyes, and turned over some of the pieces. While picking up one shard, he sliced his finger. Fresh, crimson blood ran from the tip of his finger. He watched it like rain running down a window. At least his blood was red again.

His survival had meant reverting to his old form. His human form. Too bad going back meant taking all the pain he had endured in his old body with him. It showed up in his new physical form. Now, more than ever, not a damn person he used to know would recognize him. He used to be so noble and handsome.

Never again.

That whisper.

While in his demon form, he had forgotten almost everything, including his name. Now, with his memories restored, the only thing he wished to forget was that hideous voice. He couldn’t figure out if it was a mere memory or if his master from another realm had moved on but was still tethered to him.

Failure.

Another whisper, except this time, it was his own voice.

I should have let myself die at the portal.

Still, a hunger gnawed inside him. He gathered the mirror shards and clutched them in his palms until more red blood dripped through his fingers to the stone floor. Later, he would clean the spot so no one would see. No one would know his pain. Not until he brought his reckoning upon them.

He did not blink at the pain as the shards cut his hands. It was nothing compared to what was coming.

That voice whispered in his mind again, but he shut it away. A roll of thunder sounded far off. For now, he would wait and rest and plan. His body needed to regain its strength. He had to learn to walk and speak as he had once done.
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Several days later, Helena Marrows was still reeling from the information Sam had gotten from Lily’s journal. Her niece had known all along what had happened to her parents. At least Helena had peace about that. It wasn’t much comfort, though. There was still work to be done.

That was why she was heading to a Black Gate council meeting with Elijah tagging along. They had brought Elijah up to date on all the recent events. For once, Ravenwood Academy had not been at the center of it, though Akaron wasn’t sure it would stay that way. “All of our problems seem to lead back to here,” he had stated.

“You have Black Gate backing you up,” Jack had assured him. The council meeting would be hell because of that. Even if Jack and his friends backed Akaron, it didn’t mean the council would.

They had hell to raise over the fact that two students had gone on a Black Gate mission without “official training” despite having received training from the most advanced, skilled members of the magical world. They had hell to raise over Jack going on the mission despite being the head of Black Gate and needed at the fortress, to which Jack had tersely replied, “I’m needed wherever the fight is at.”

Well, that was what Ifran had said, and he was dead now. That was another matter. They had to plan a funeral for their fallen comrades. Ifran, Stayde, and Brock. Others, too. Nothing had yet been held for Raker’s team. In a week’s time, ten members of Black Gate had died in Ivilis’ realm. The council had a lot of questions about that, too. They were finding it hard to believe that demons lurked beyond a couple of portals.

“I’ll be here to corroborate any claims you make, Ms. Marrows,” Elijah assured her as they headed into the council chamber. Inside, Jack sat at the head of the table. Helena was surprised, musing that it was a wonder someone else hadn’t already taken his seat. Restless and furious, the Tringest twins remained standing by the large windows behind the long table, monitoring every movement in the room.

Iris gave Helena a brief nod as she entered. Other than her, Elijah, Jack, Iris, and Romero, there were no other friends. Only the council members and whatever frivolous claims they’d come up with. Magnus had awakened that morning and would soon be returning to Ravenwood Academy.

“Finally,” one of the council members drawled as Helena and Elijah entered. “Always waiting on Ms. Marrows.”

Helena ignored him until the council member’s gaze cut to Elijah. “And what is he doing here? This is a Black Gate matter. No outsiders should⁠—”

Helena cut in, her voice and her glare sharp enough to silence the older council member. “Yet it was the so-called ‘outsiders’ who helped end the menace we’re all here to talk about, not the sniveling Black Gate council.” She gestured at the twenty or so men sitting at the table. Jack’s dark eyes cut across them, assessing. He made no remark, but he also didn’t tell Helena to shut the hell up. Well, that was a good change.

Helena sat after pulling over an empty chair for Elijah.

“I know this isn’t customary, but I’m glad to be invited.” Akaron gave a tight-lipped smile. “The situations some of your members have been facing are real, and I am here only to give my witness to some of those events.” So far, Elijah had been on all their missions but the last.

“And let’s not forget that despite all the time, resources, and spies we have, it was an old man and a child who discovered the plot of the Cabal to begin with,” Helena drawled.

One of the other council members snorted. “I’m glad we can all agree that Marcus Deathshroud is out of his prime now.”

“It’s Magnus, and many of you owe your life to him,” Elijah replied evenly. He turned to Jack. “Shall we begin?”

Jack gestured. “Please tell us all that has happened since Samantha Tempestade and her friend Lily Vivace came to school at Ravenwood Academy.”

Elijah proceeded to tell the story from his own point of view, adding the details he had learned from Magnus, Helena, and Sam herself. He spoke of Lily Vivace’s death and the earlier capture and torture of her parents. He related the events of Magnus’ and Sam’s battle in Paris’ catacombs that winter, followed by the ordeal with Valen Blackburn in the spring. He told the council of their two battles against Caimo, first in the replica marble of the Academy, then in the catacombs again. He allowed time for Helena to share what the latest mission had entailed.

When they finished the story, the council members sat in stony silence. Some seemed to believe them while others were speculative.

“We didn’t see any of this,” the oldest member growled. “We have no evidence this is even⁠—”

Jack stood, silencing him. “Except there are several witnesses. Apart from those in this room who were on the last mission, we also have Magnus, Sam, David, Morten, and the other surviving team members.”

Iris and Romero nodded in agreement.

Jack straightened. “I understand there is a plot to have me replaced. You can do as you wish, but be assured that if Black Gate is handed over to another leader, I won’t be staying.” He smiled at Elijah Akaron, a rare expression indeed. “In that event, I will be more than happy to offer my services to my allies at Ravenwood Academy.”

“Me too,” Helena spoke up.

“Iris and I won’t be far behind,” Romero stated.

“Morten and at least a dozen other team members are on board, as well as all the recruits who were under Ifran,” Jack continued with a sly smile. “So replace me, by all means. You will soon find you no longer have anyone with any…battle skill left at Black Gate.” His threat was plain, and a flame of victory ignited in Helena’s chest. She had never liked Jack Calisto more in her life.

While some council members hissed and muttered in dismay, others seemed to appreciate the point. “Not all of us were so unanimous,” one spoke up. “You have allies, Jack. People who have been loyal to Mother’s wishes.”

“We have one other matter to speak on,” Jack announced, silencing the muttering council members. “We will hold funerals for those we have lost shortly, and with Ifran gone…” He trailed off, swallowed, and glanced at Helena. “We need to fill his spot at the council table.”

All eyes turned to Helena. Iris smiled knowingly. Romero gave her a wink.

“Helena, you are the most senior and capable member currently not on the council,” Jack stated. The position is yours if you want it.” He nodded at where she sat. “And you seem to fit the seat well already.”

A slow grin pulled Helena’s lips apart. “I’ll consider it as long as they accept a proposal I have in mind.”

Eyebrows went up. Helena stood, smiling. “It’s time we bring in some fresh blood, and I have two proven sorcerers in mind.”
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NOTE FROM ISABEL
SEPTEMBER 22, 2023


Thank you for reading the fifth book in my no-longer-so-new series!

What do UK denizens talk about? The weather, of course!

Right. It’s time to visit Renée in the States. She just let me read her new author notes for the twelfth book in her Paramilitary Recruiter series (it’s ever so fun if you haven’t yet checked it out!), and life over there sounds ideal. She is drinking coffee on her patio and smelling roses and baking bread! I am dodging raindrops and shivering and wondering if it is finally time to buy a clothes dryer instead of running a humidifier while I dry my poor garments on a heated rack.

The forecast for the next five days is ten or eleven (low fifties in F, Yanks) and rain, clouds, and more rain. And it’s not even really cold yet. If it was sunny, we Brits would still be running about in short trousers and sleeveless vests.

Have you ever had a parsnip?

My friend Nat, who lives here in town, recently introduced me to something I’ve avoided all my life: parsnips. They are wonderful! A little spicy, and a very nice texture. She roasts them with lots of carrots and butter and honey and white pepper, and I snarfed (thanks, Renée, for that word) about a half-kilo of them the other day. Just bake for an hour at one-eighty C, or three-fifty F for you Yanks, and enjoy. You’re welcome!

And finally, I got Moonstruck last night

I was a bit down about some things last night, so I put on Moonstruck, which is one of my all-time favorite movies. So many great lines, and I can repeat most of them verbatim a beat ahead of the actor. Yes, I’m that annoying person. When we got to the part where the father howls with his dogs at the moon (“Why do you make-a me wait? Aooooo!”), Emma and I howled along.

My neighbor tapped on my door a few minutes later, looking confused. I just smiled and said I hadn’t heard anything.

I’m writing Samantha’s next adventure. I hope you are still enjoying Samantha and her friends. If you have a moment, leaving a review would be very helpful for me (as it is for any writer).

Thank you, Kelly O, and the wonderful Just-in-Time readers who catch the last-minute oopsies. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next book.

Izzie Campbell
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CHAPTER ONE


“Matthew, I don’t think that shit matters now,” the security guard grumbled.

Matthew, the other guard, turned with a scowl. “Sure it does, Bud.”

Bud frowned, crossing his arms. “We’ve already been back here. We’re not going to find anything.”

“We can’t leave now,” Matthew replied, straightening. “We haven’t finished our rounds.”

Bud sighed, leaning against a wall without paintings hung all over it, and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m ready for a drink. After the rotation changed, I’ve been stuck on Friday shifts. It’s been months.” On Friday, the pair worked from when the museum closed until it opened. Bud was sick of walking around and having the same art stare back at him. He could have sworn the many faces of Venus or the Virgin Mary throughout all the paintings slipped into his mind while he slept.

“I doubt anywhere serving your favorite whiskey will be open when we’re done,” Matthew remarked as he glanced at his watch. It was five in the morning, almost dawn. They had four hours to go. The night had been long. Actually, all of Matthew and Bud’s recent shifts together had been long, and it had nothing to do with Bud always complaining about wanting a drink.

Matthew glanced back down a dark hallway, trying not to shiver.

“I told you, there aren’t any ghosts haunting the Louvre,” Bud drawled, almost annoyed and taunting.

Matthew imagined the ghosts of the painters and sculptors of old coming back to the museum to see their masterpieces. That wasn’t so scary. What he thought it was, however, was a lot more frightening.

He turned to face Bud, his expression reserved and hard. “I know what I saw.”

“Yet, whatever you think you saw hasn’t shown up on any of the security footage.”

Matthew’s lips pressed into a thin line, his eyes repeating the same words. I know what I saw.

It had started three weeks ago. Bud had been sick, and Matthew worked the night shift, walking the halls of the Louvre alone since no replacement for Bud had been available. The other security workers were in the camera room, monitoring from comfortable seats with crackers and cups of coffee. While moving around, Matthew had the distinct feeling of someone watching him. “It’s the damn paintings,” he’d muttered. Then, after a while, not only had he felt watched but also followed.

A chill darted up his spine at the memory. He had turned after entering one of the Baroque period galleries to find The Fortune Teller, a painting by Italian artist Caravaggio that he’d seen over a hundred times during his rounds, was different. The two figures in it, a man and woman gazing at one another, were looking out from the painting. At him. He could have sworn the woman’s lips lifted in a small smile, and the man blinked twice.

Matthew had almost pissed himself. He’d run from the room. The next day, when his colleagues came to see the painting for themselves, they found it as it had always been. Matthew would have accepted that he’d hallucinated something if that had been the only incident, but it wasn’t.

Four days later, while on rotation with Bud, he heard a clattering in an adjacent gallery. He’d rushed into the room and found an antique Japanese vase turned over, though not broken. He had it upright before Bud entered the room. No sign of anyone else was present.

The third instance came when Matthew went to the bathroom alone. While he washed his hands, a stall door banged open to reveal wisps of shadow that should not have been there in front of the toilet. Matthew had screamed like a little girl, or so Bud told him. Lucky thing he had finished his business. If he hadn’t, he would have certainly pissed himself that time.

All the guards made fun of him. His boss said if he “didn’t get his act together and stop acting like a scared puppy,” he’d be fired.

Might as well, Matthew thought. I don’t want to be in this damn haunted place anymore. Yet, here he was on rotation again because as much as he didn’t like being here, he was too damn curious about what was happening. If there really was a ghost, he wanted to catch the damn thing.

He headed through the Near Eastern Antiquities gallery before Bud could make another comment and reached a white arch in the wall with a water fountain. The arch had always perplexed him since it looked like it led to another room but didn’t. “Hey, Bud, you wouldn’t know about anything that used to be through here but was taken down or shut off, do you?”

Bud’s brows rose. “Why? Ya think there’s a ghost through that wall?” He chuckled.

Matthew scowled. “Never mind.” He would check the museum’s building and remodeling history for himself later. “Maybe it wasn’t a ghost,” he muttered.

“What was that?” Bud asked.

Matthew shrugged and repeated himself louder, adding, “There are worse things than ghosts in this world.”

Bud laughed, this time with a nervous edge. “What the fuck are you talking about?” He clapped Matthew on the shoulder. “Maybe you’re the one who needs a drink. Or have you been drinking on the job while I’m not lookin’?”

“Don’t be stupid,” Matthew growled.

Bud shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. He was a good deal shorter and squarer than Matthew. “All I’m sayin’ is—” He broke off, and his eyes went wide as saucers.

“What is it?” Matthew asked.

Bud didn’t answer. Not with words, anyway. He lifted a shaking finger down the hall leading out of the Near East Antiquities gallery. It was a narrow hallway and about as dark as any other.

Matthew glanced that way and stopped short. “Shit.” A figure darted down the hall, more wispy smoke than tangible substance. The figure wore a dark cloak. Who the hell wore cloaks these days?

Moreover, why come into a museum in the dead of night? Had they been here all day and simply hadn’t left at closing time? What perplexed and horrified Matthew most wasn’t seeing the ghost but the fact that it didn’t make a sound.

He turned back to Bud, half inclined to snip, “I told you so,” but he refrained. If Bud had seen the figure, too…

Well, at least that meant he wasn’t crazy. It did mean someone was in the museum who wasn’t supposed to be. After the first three instances, Matthew had done some online research. He discovered strange occurrences reported from other museums across the world, most recently in Montreal, where a painting had gone missing, then was returned only a day later with a message written on the back of the canvas. A few days after that, the message itself was gone. Weird shit was going on, and Matthew wasn’t pleased.

I knew I shouldn’t have taken this job. I could have been security anywhere else.

Bud was still shaking when Matthew buzzed into the camera room, quick to report what they had seen in the hall. The man on the other end only laughed. “Come on, Matthew.”

“Bud saw it too! Bud, tell him!” Matthew jostled Bud hard enough with his elbow to snap him out of his daze.

“Y-yes, I-I saw it too,” Bud stammered.

“Aw, come on, Bud,” the other guard replied. “Don’t you go pullin’ my leg too.”

Bud’s face turned purple. “I swear I saw it!”

“Fuck, don’t yell. I’ll check.”

Matthew and Bud waited in tense silence, their attention half on the walkie-talkie and half on the darkened hallway where they had seen the figure. A moment later, the man on the other end came back. “We don’t see anything on any of the feeds. You’re both getting spooked for no damn reason. Now, either shape up, or I’ll tell the boss tomorrow, and you’ll both be fired.”

“That can’t happen,” Bud squeaked. “I almost have enough for a new couch to sleep on.”

Matthew scowled. “Fire me, I don’t care. There’s weird shit going on here, and I don’t wanna be involved.” The truth was, he did want to be involved. He wanted to know what the hell was going on and if he could ever go to a museum again without feeling like a ghost was about to tap his shoulder.

His previous thoughts returned to him. Maybe it isn’t a ghost.

Matthew growled into the speaker. “I swear someone’s in here. Keep an eye out. We need to catch the guy.”

The man on the other end replied, “Fine.” Matthew knew the guy was sitting at his desk, paying more attention to whatever stupid game he had downloaded on his phone at lunchtime than to the camera feeds.

“We’re going to look for ourselves,” Matthew told Bud.

Bud quaked. “Do we have to?”

Matthew darted down the hallway. Not wanting to be left alone, Bud scurried after him. They went from exhibit to exhibit, finding only silent paintings and sculptures. Matthew didn’t notice anything had changed or was out of place. Gradually, he wondered if both he and Bud were going crazy. This is fucking mad! he thought.

“M-Matthew,” Bud quaked.

Matthew turned back. “What?”

Bud raised a trembling finger. “The painting is shaking!”

When Matthew looked, he did not see it. “It’s one of those illusions where the eyes follow you.”

“That’s not it!”

Matthew felt more uneasy than ever. “Come on, let’s keep searching.”

By the time the sun came up and their shift ended, neither had found anything. “Well,” Matthew stated grimly. “Either I’m getting fired today, or I’m quitting.”

Bud agreed with a vigorous nod.

Matthew pinched his nose and blew out a long breath. “I like your idea of getting a drink now.”
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On the other side of the archway inside the museum, the witch who was on guard stiffened. It was slightly past dawn, and in a few hours, both the regular and magical parts of the museum would be open.

She could always sense when the regular, non-magic security guards were on rotation. Sometimes, she heard them talking. Two men, she deduced. One was mocking the other for something. She couldn’t make out the rest. This shift had been different. The guards on either side of the archway weren’t the only people inside the museum. Of course, she and her partner were here.

At that moment, light footfalls behind her made her turn. “Roderick,” she started, but then she saw how pale his face was. “You can feel it, too?”

He nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line. He parted them long enough to say, “Something’s not right here, Lena.” It had been many years since someone had tried to get into the magical part of the museum after hours. They followed the same operating hours as the main museum. Tonight, a dark presence hung in the air that had never been there before. Roderick had sensed it as well.

Lena peered past her partner into the garden portion of the magical galleries, featuring tall trees bearing sweet fruit. Had the trees changed? She swallowed, meeting Roderick’s eyes again. She opened her mouth, but he spoke first and took the words right out of her.

“Something or someone has breached our realm.”

They had feared this might happen after receiving cryptic warnings from various magical institutions and organizations across Europe. Ravenwood Academy had been one. Another had been Black Gate.

Lena felt cold. She was never cold here, not while walking around all night monitoring the place. If someone or something broke in who wasn’t supposed to be here, that meant danger. They would have gotten through various magical barriers and wards.

Roderick headed off through the galleries without another word, and Lena followed, knowing he intended to check every part of the magical space for clues. Lena drew out her wand. Just in case, she thought. It would be much more effective on the intruder than whatever weapons the non-magical security guards had.

They chased the presence for some time, never quite able to pinpoint where it was coming from. At one point, Lena was convinced someone watched her from behind a pillar. A chill snaked up her spine, but when she turned, she saw nothing. Another time, she could have sworn two red eyes blinked at her from a corner. When she waved her torchlight over the space, however, she found a painting of the First Sun King smiling back at her. She hated the smug look on his face and sometimes wondered if the magical paintings could come alive.

You’re spooking yourself, she thought.

However, both Lena and Roderick were certain the place had been invaded and not by some silly human accidentally stepping through the veil. Such a thing wasn’t possible. Whatever had joined them knew how to breach wards.

Roderick was in front of Lena and stopped short. He swept his light over one wall and stalled. With short, perfunctory steps, he approached and bent down. Lena held her breath as he examined the floor. “Footprints,” he announced. Strange, but stranger still were the marks themselves. They did not look like shoes. They didn’t look like an animal’s feet either.

They were claw marks.

Lena swallowed. “Fucking hell?”

Roderick straightened, and his gaze fastened on a stand behind her, eyes going wide. When Lena turned, she found what had made him react like that. An empty stand. The mask that should have been there was gone.

“Shit!” she exclaimed, rushing over. The intricate, heavy warding that had surrounded the mask was torn down as if by clawed hands. The wards were a mess of golden tangles on the floor. This was bad.

“Whoever took it is probably on their way out if they haven’t left already,” Roderick muttered.

Then Lena realized something. “The dark presence we felt is gone.”

They turned back to the empty stand. Who had taken the mask, and why?

Roderick took out his phone. “I’ll make the call.”
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CHAPTER TWO


Sam only hated spring because of final exams at school and because spring break was never long enough. Not enough time to spend with her parents at her childhood home in London or gallivanting around Paris with her friends, staying out late and sleeping in her flat until well into the day.

Once, she would have done anything to get out of her childhood home, especially with Lily at her side. She had been excited to come to Ravenwood Academy her first year. Now, as she was about to end her third year of training as a battle mage at the most prestigious school for magicals in the world, she felt unenthused. She didn’t want to go back to school. Anywhere else felt better. At home with her parents or in Rosemary’s London house, where she had spent much of her childhood with Lily, sounded better. Even alone in her Paris flat would have been preferred.

And I’m coming back to school a day early, Sam thought as she entered the castle on the cliffs. The school sat on an island separated from the human world where magicals could attend school without being seen by unwanted eyes. Sam wasn’t exactly pleased with returning early, but she was relieved to see the halls nearly empty and the Star Hull, the dining area where everyone ate three times a day, was almost vacant. The other students would be back tomorrow or after the weekend was over.

Sam didn’t bother to take things to her room first. She had been practicing with portals and had sent them ahead. Her portal training had not let her transport herself yet, but moving things was getting easier. Still, she would probably find a trunk of her clothes toppled over and open in her room later, but she could deal with that then.

Right now, she had more important things on her mind.

“Food,” Sam gushed, taking in all the cook had prepared for the few already back in the castle. She’d been starving the whole trip here. Since the ship carrying students would not leave for two more days, Sam used a series of transportation runes to reach the island. Though they required a good deal less magic than portals, she had to remember the right places in Paris to find the runes, then use them at the right time to get to the desired destination.

Sam piled her plate high with food and sat alone at one of the long tables. Normally, it would hold up to a hundred people. Sitting solo made her feel small. The room was too quiet. The scraping of her fork across the plate sounded too loud. When she finished, she headed to her room. She had been given a private room last summer with a common space she shared with David when he was here and whoever else occupied the other bedroom. Sometimes, it was Helena. Other times, it was either Iris or Romero. Lately, it had been empty.

Sam seldom had company. She sometimes invited Molly to sleep over in the common room and share a bottle of wine. Those were on nights after working all day on assignments.

In her room, one of her trunks was indeed toppled over and open, the contents spilling onto the thick rug. The room was stuffy, so she flung open a window to let in the sweet-smelling evening April air. The scents of irises and recent rain drifted in. The sun peeked out for the final moments before it set, casting a soft orange glow on her floor.

Sam stood there for a moment, taking it all in with a smile. As much as she hadn’t wanted to come back to school, she would never not marvel at the sights the island gave to her.

She decided to shower before unpacking. In her bathroom, she found a small basket holding several new soaps, face masks, and bath bombs, along with a note.

Every girl deserves a good night in.

-H

Helena. Sam smiled. Helena Marrows gave her gifts the way Lily used to. They were always thoughtful and smelled good. She must have sent this ahead or was already at the Academy. Sam chose a new bar of lemon and lilac soap.

Forty-five minutes later, she had showered and wore her favorite silk pajamas under a plush robe her parents had gotten her for Christmas. The whole time she unpacked, Sam kept pushing thoughts from her mind. Fragments of certain faces drifted through, and she shut them away as she closed dresser drawers.

Finally, she couldn’t stand it any longer. She slumped into a chair by her fireplace and took out her phone. She stared at the home screen long before gathering enough courage to click on the messages app. Next, she scanned the list of names. Her father’s was at the top with a message from her.

I made it back.

Molly’s and Jared’s names followed. Emma was farther down the list, as well as her mother. Magnus, Helena, Iris, and Romero were below those. Last of all was Lily. Sam had not been able to delete any messages between them after Lily’s death. She had reread them dozens of times.

Before Lily, however, was one other.

David’s name had a hunting bow emoji beside it with a photo of him smiling against the green backdrop of a forest. Sam had captured it after one of their training sessions. The victorious smile on his face was from him beating her in sparring that day. She clicked on their thread and, for what felt like the hundredth time that week, stared at the last message he had sent.

I’ll see you later.

He’d sent it three weeks ago, and Sam couldn’t bring herself to reply then. Now, it was too late. Anything she sent would be awkward. She thought of sending a simple “hey,” then refrained. He hadn’t bothered to reach out. Maybe he didn’t want to talk to her anymore.

Before that, their text history was scattered and short. It had been a rough few months. Sam typed in a message, then deleted it. As she tossed her phone onto her bed, someone knocked on her door. She jolted, thinking for half a second that David might have also returned a day early and wanted to speak to her. However, as she crossed the soft rug to the door, she knew this was not the case.

The dark-haired woman on the other side smiled at her. “Hello, Samantha. Are you ready?”

Sam nodded. “One moment.” She removed her robe and put on slippers before following the woman into the common room. Ms. Frankfurt was short and thin, with a pleasant face and dark curls framing her brow. The first time Sam met with her, she hated her, but it had nothing to do with Ms. Frankfurt herself. In fact, Sam had grown quite fond of her school-appointed counselor. Therapist, whatever. She was here to help.

Meeting with a counselor every few weeks had been the headmaster’s idea. Sam had refused at first, but Elijah Akaron remained firm. “We all need some help after everything we have been through. There’s no shame in speaking to a professional.”

Ms. Frankfurt wasn’t an average therapist either. She was a magical like Sam, and Elijah himself had filled her in on the details of the Cabal mess. She could be trusted. So Sam sat on one of the sofas as Ms. Frankfurt took the other. “How was your time with your family?” the woman asked.

“Good,” Sam answered. It was true. Seeing her parents again had eased a lot of the discomfort in her mind. “My mother has been doing better. Almost back to normal, though she still has some slow days occasionally.”

“And how are you feeling?” Ms. Frankfurt asked.

Here we go, Sam thought. Where to start?

She’d been meeting with the counselor for about four months now. Ever since the group got back from Ivilis’ realm and Elijah decided his students needed some help. Furthermore, Black Gate’s newest council member, Helena Marrows, had recruited Sam and David. Both had accepted the offer, but Elijah had insisted Sam not join until she had finished school.

At the time, David decided to remain at Ravenwood as a tutor so he could continue training with Sam. There had been other ideas at the backs of their minds. Sam had expected and hoped she and David would grow closer, but then everything went to shit.

“Well, you know how it’s been,” Sam dully told her therapist.

“Grief is not linear,” Ms. Frankfurt reminded her. “How have you been handling it?”

Sam sighed. “I lost Lily over three years ago. When we got back and the anniversary of the day she died came…” She trailed off, then cocked her head. “Can you even call it an anniversary if it has to do with death?”

“We’ll go with that for lack of a better term,” Ms. Frankfurt returned gently.

“Well, after that and getting the necklace Lily gave me repaired, I couldn’t seem to get anything right.” Sam had gone into a dark place. That was the only way she could describe it. Before, when faced with her grief, she had a blindfold of vengeance to distract her. That had been missing these past months, with nothing regarding Black Gate or Avadon looming on her plate.

At first, Sam was happy to get a break. Still, after a while of nothing happening and Helena not returning, Iris and Romero staying mum on any Black Gate subject, and Magnus coming close to death, everything felt wrong.

I wish Lily were here. She thought this every single day. She read over Lily’s journals again and again, wondering if she had missed something. Hoping she had. Nothing. Lily had known the truth all along, and now Sam had to live with it.

All of a sudden, she felt like she was sitting on barbs and shifted on the sofa.

Ms. Frankfurt watched her. “Give me an example.”

Sam nodded. “Well, before I went home, I was in my defense class. I didn’t even realize it, but my shield was incomplete. My shield is never incomplete. It took the professor pointing it out to me! I fixed it in time but made the mistake of putting too much of my magic into it.” She cringed. “Even some of my mana.”

The shield had flared bright blue, and if anyone had touched it, they would have been scorched. This had only been a problem because Sam had been in a classroom full of students who were unaware of how far her power extended. She had unknowingly showboated, earning a few disdainful remarks from her fellow students and unwanted praise from her professor.

“Samantha, your shield is stronger than even something I can make,” the professor had stated. Then he added jokingly, “If you keep that up, you’ll have to teach this class instead.” Well, the class didn’t like that. Sam hadn’t either.

“This incident isn’t confined to one class, is it?” Ms. Frankfurt asked.

“Right.” Sam sank deeper into the sofa as if it could swallow her whole, and she would never have to see anyone again. “My friends started to drift away. They don’t want to be around me as much.” Molly, Jared, Emma, and some others. It wasn’t only the things happening in class and stupid rumors about her, though. It was more than that.

“Tell me more,” Ms. Frankfurt prodded.

Sam thought she might as well dive into the deep end. “I isolated myself for a while because of Lily. The holidays were…hard for me.” She’d endured three Christmases without Lily, and each felt worse and emptier than the last. She no longer bought presents for her best friend and wrapped them to put under the tree. There was no late-night eggnog with Lily on the roof of her grandmother’s London house as they shivered in their robes. These memories flashed through her mind like shards of glass digging into her brain. Only her aching heart hurt more.

She continued. “When I came back after, it was like no one had time for me. I gave up on training for a few weeks, and David decided to train at Black Gate because I wasn’t doing it with him.”

She couldn’t exactly blame him for it, but it had hurt. It still hurt. They had barely spoken since he left. Maybe they’d had a falling out. Sam wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, she regretted it. She thought she and David were going in a different direction, but not like this. Seeing most of her friends coupling up didn’t help matters either.

“You’re grieving, but it’s more than that,” Ms. Frankfurt suggested. “You’re feeling anger and envy.”

Sam nodded. “And I don’t know what to do with either. I wish Black Gate would call me away to some mission or another so I could have a distraction.” As soon as she said it, she regretted it. Having a mission meant danger for the world. It meant demons finding a way back here. No one wanted that. No one in their right mind, anyway.

Sam had been feeling out of her mind for a while.

“Be careful wishing for such things, Sam,” Ms. Frankfurt warned.

Sam sighed again. “I know. That was stupid.”

“Perhaps your friends don’t think you’re being honest about some things,” the woman offered.

Sam agreed. After her and David’s last mission, they had half-truthed their way back into their friends’ good graces, explaining their strange injuries and the new array of odd garb and weapons as jobs they had been doing for David’s hunter family. “It turned out more interesting than we thought,” was David’s vague explanation. After that, their friends kept asking to go on the next adventure. When nothing new came up…

Well, Sam could see why some of them had become distant.

Do I even belong here anymore? she wondered. Not only in my classes but at Ravenwood itself? If the answer was that she didn’t, where the hell did she belong?

The common room doors opened, and Sam’s head snapped up. She started in surprise as David Hargrove’s eyes met hers.
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CHAPTER THREE


Magnus raised the cup of tea to his lips and sniffed. Not enough sugar, he surmised before reaching across the desk to plop more in his cup. At that moment, the door to his classroom opened. Class had ended an hour ago, and he wasn’t supposed to have another for the rest of the day. He had remained there in case any students came by with questions.

However, no student stood in the doorway. The person was far too old to be a student. He was, as far as Magnus knew, the oldest person living at Ravenwood Academy and had been around longer than anyone currently residing there. Surprised, Magnus set down his teacup, along with the spoon full of sugar. “Oswald.”

The school’s usually cheery head librarian glowered. “Don’t look surprised to see me, Marcus.”

“It’s Magnus now. It’s been Magnus for a while. You know that.”

“Right.” The librarian, or “Grand Keeper and Protector of the Books,” as he preferred to be called, fluttered into the classroom.

“I’m surprised because you never leave the eastern wing of the castle unless you’re teaching,” Magnus added. “As you can see, your services are not required at the moment.” He gestured at the empty chair on the other side of the desk, inviting the old wizard to sit. “Tea?”

Oswald wagged his head. “No tea for me. I’ve been trying a cleanse.”

One of Magnus’ brows rose. “A cleanse that doesn’t involve tea?”

“Oh, no. A cleanse that doesn’t involve sugar, and I simply cannot have tea without it.”

Well, Magnus could agree with that.

Oswald plopped into the seat. He was a small man, and when he sat, Magnus had to hold back a laugh. Oswald was almost as short as the desk from this angle. He had to crane his neck to meet Magnus’ eyes.

“Come to chat?” Magnus asked. “I must admit I’ve had very few visitors lately. Only those having problems with fire runes have come in. One young man burnt his curtains down while practicing yesterday, and another⁠—”

Oswald put a hand up to silence him, which surprised Magnus so much that his mouth snapped shut. “I don’t have time to hear your nonsense,” the librarian snapped.

It was Magnus’ turn to look displeased.

“I’ve come to talk about the Louvre.”

Magnus smiled. “Museums and art are one of my favorite subjects to chat about⁠—”

“This is not a chat,” Oswald cut in, surprising Magnus again. The librarian was a funny, unpredictable little man.

Magnus grew more serious. “Do go on.”

“I have recently joined the Council of the Louvre, those of us magicals who oversee the care and historical accuracies of the magical objects and pieces.”

Magnus knew this well because he had been the one who recommended Oswald for the job. No one in the world was better with handling “the care and historical accuracies of magical objects and pieces” than Oswald… Well, Magnus had never learned his last name. He was simply Oswald.

“A junior member, yes,” Magnus reminded him, lifting his cup to sip again.

Oswald did not rise to the bait and lifted his chin. “I might get a promotion if you can help me with something.”

This pleased Magnus. He had gone to Oswald numerous times over the years for help with various cases, some of which had become disasters by the time he sought the librarian’s aid. Oswald had also filled in as professor for him on the occasions he had been “ill.”

In fact, he had been filling in a lot more lately. Magnus found it difficult to keep up his energy thanks to the taint of dark magic trapped in his body. It was still sealed, and he was still alive, but a normal life wasn’t possible anymore.

As if my life was ever normal to begin with, Magnus thought. As a young man, he had joined the Order of the White Rose and fought alongside other mages against the forces of Avadon. After they drove Avadon back into the darkness, the White Rose had dismantled at no small cost to its survivors.

Magnus, for instance, had been stabbed in the back metaphorically and in the front literally by the man he had considered a brother. Caimo had disappeared after that. If it wasn’t for Helena Marrows saving his life, Magnus would not be here.

Years later, when joining Black Gate was not an option, he went to Ravenwood Academy to teach. He’d done so in peace for two decades before Colin Braise arrived. Many years later, when he thought he might never figure out what had happened to his pupil, Samantha Tempestade showed up in his classroom. Nothing had been the same since.

Magnus recalled these things until Oswald’s voice broke through his thoughts.

“There was a break-in three nights ago.”

Slowly, Magnus set his cup down. A break-in at the Louvre. Strange indeed. “Go on.”

“We have gone over the museum’s magical section numerous times. A mask was stolen. The security guards on duty saw it missing. The next day, after reporting to their superiors, I and two others went to investigate. When we arrived, we found the mask back in its place.”

Magnus’ brows drew together. “Perhaps they saw something wrong, or the mask was taken down for inspection or…” He trailed off as Oswald shook his head.

“I knew right away the mask was a fake!” He almost bounced out of his chair. “Someone replaced it with a non-magical copy. See?” Oswald took out a printed photograph and showed it to Magnus. As the younger of the two, Magnus wished Oswald would have used a phone, but he supposed this worked, too. He took the photograph and studied it closely. It was a plain mask, half white and half light gray. At first glance, the color difference was hardly distinguishable.

“It looks exactly like the real thing,” he commented.

Oswald wagged a finger. “But it isn’t! I call it the ‘Doppelganger’s Mask.’” Oswald had a name for everything.

“And I suppose you’re calling this the ‘case of the missing mask?’” Magnus drawled.

Oswald shifted. “What if I am?”

Magnus would have laughed if it weren’t for the circumstances. “It is an odd thing to steal. Once, such a mask would have been incredibly useful since its magical properties can hide or disguise the features of the one wearing it.” He set the photograph down. “But that was a long time ago. With the advancements we’ve made in magic, even a half-decent wizard could accomplish a similar effect with a spell.”

“Yet they didn’t.”

“Yet they didn’t,” Magnus echoed in a quieter voice.

Oswald continued. “Strange, too, that it was one of the less showy pieces. It had security and wards around it, but not as many as some of the other pieces.”

“And there were others of more value with less protection that could be sold,” Magnus commented.

Oswald scowled. “I don’t think the thief stole the mask to sell it. Not for money, anyway.”

He was right. People could sell items like these for many other things. Magnus wasn’t inclined to believe it was sold, either. The mask was stolen with cunning intent, using a fake to replace it. The thief had studied the real one and made an imitation or hired someone else to do it. Hired with what? Magnus wondered. Money or some dark promise?

Realizing he was drifting further from the point with hypotheticals, Magnus reverted to the conversation at hand.

“So,” Oswald stated. “Will you help me?”

Magnus hesitated. Elijah, Helena, and every healer he’d talked to had insisted he not involve himself in any more missions. Not when it involved physical combat. But this wouldn’t require a fight. Still, the fear of the seal over the dark taint in his body breaking and the demon magic killing him hung in the back of his mind. What else am I to do? Let Oswald have all the fun without me? He’s genius but dimwitted when it comes to things like this.

Oswald’s frown showed Magnus that some of his thoughts had registered on his face. “I know what you’re thinking. You think I’m making this up!”

“Not at all,” Magnus insisted. “I will help you. There might have been a spell put on the mask to help track it. Only after all the pieces are dispelled would it go away, and even then, after some time. The magical police or any of the other Louvre council members can look into it. I’m not sure I can do anything beyond extending my knowledge of dispelling.”

“That’s not why I asked,” Oswald insisted. “I know as much about dispelling as you do.”

Magnus disagreed, but he didn’t say anything.

“The police are not treating this matter as a priority,” Oswald added, his face flushed. “The other council members won’t be bothered. They don’t believe it’s a fake! ‘Replace it with something else in the stores if you’re so worried about it,’ they told me.” He shook his head. “I know what has been going on the past three years, Magnus. Whatever you haven’t told me, Sam has.”

Magnus smiled distantly. Of course Sam had. She and Oswald were two peas in a pod. Mischief makers behind books. He looked forward to seeing her in his next class. “You want to make sure this isn’t something bigger,” he suggested.

Oswald nodded. “That’s it.”

“I understand that.”

“But?”

Magnus pulled aside his professor’s robe and shirt to show Oswald the curse mark on his chest. The black veins spidered out beneath his pale skin.

Oswald waggled his eyebrows. “Do you show all the ladies your mark?”

Magnus fought against rolling his eyes. “I’m showing you this to prove I’m not sure how much help I’ll be. If you want me to tackle a thief or duel him while he’s got that mask, forget it.”

“I only want an investigation, not to slay a demon,” the librarian stated.

“But if it comes to that?”

“Well, I’ll ask someone else!”

With a significant amount of amusement, Magnus imagined Oswald trying to tackle a demon.

“Who?” he prodded. “Sam?”

“She’s killed plenty before.”

He wasn’t wrong, but Sam needed the rest and time away from battle. The last few times she sat in his class, Magnus noticed her gaze was distant. She had dark circles under her eyes and couldn’t focus long enough to cast a simple rune. From what he had heard from Helena, David was at Black Gate. This meant Sam wasn’t training with anyone. He was worried about her.

Oswald’s next words drove away any other thoughts of Sam.

“It will only be a quick look. I’ll buy you a meal for your time. Something fancy. Tomorrow perhaps. Yes, tomorrow would be good.”

Oswald stood as if the conversation was over, but Magnus reminded him, “I have classes tomorrow.”

“So? Send in your substitute!”

“You are my substitute, Oswald.”

His face fell. “Ah, I suppose that meal will have to be dinner, then. A shame since I was so hoping we could share waffles.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


David left Black Gate, intending to gather the rest of his things from Ravenwood Academy before heading off on his first official Black Gate mission. The mission wasn’t like anything else he had done with Iris, Romero, Helena, Magnus, Jack, and Sam. With no demons to hunt and slay, it wouldn’t feel like a real mission at all.

He had one more stop to make but kept pushing it to the back of his mind. When it became too persistent, he opened a portal to take him to his family’s estate. Rain had recently fallen. It was raining a lot these days now that spring had arrived.

The estate seemed empty except for the two cars belonging to his parents parked in the carriage house. The carriage house was open, and the clinking of tools told David a mechanic had come. He roamed not to the front of the house and inside but to the back, where he found three figures sitting on the back porch, screened in from the rain. The garden smelled fresh, with droplets coating flower petals, tree branches, archways, and stone paths.

The first figure was his fourteen-year-old sister in a wicker chair, holding a rabbit as she stared out toward the small wood at the back of the garden. Beside her, Lord Hargrove had his legs crossed and a newspaper open, held high enough that David saw only his hands gripping it and not his face. He didn’t need to see his father’s face to know he was scowling at whatever news he read.

David’s mother Eleanor sat beside her husband, prattling on about a garden tea party she was planning. She stopped short at the sight of the young man, her son, standing in her garden. “David!” She flew down the porch steps, hugging him before he registered she had noticed him.

His sister was on her mother’s heels, squealing delighted greetings. Lord Hargrove simply lowered his paper and glowered before raising it again. He did not speak to his son until David mounted the porch steps. “So the prodigal son has deemed us worthy enough for a visit,” he drawled.

“Oh, stop that!” Eleanor hissed. “Be glad he’s stopped in at all.”

Slowly, Lord Hargrove eyed David over the paper, surveying the black fighting leathers he wore with their enchanted enhancements. His gaze roamed to the bow and quiver attached to David’s back and the row of knives strapped across his chest. “I don’t think he’s here for a long visit, Eleanor.”

“Don’t say—” she started, but David interrupted.

“He’s right. I only stopped in to say hello.”

“Make it a long hello,” his sister pleaded.

David gave her a regretful smile. “I’m about to start a mission, so I’m afraid I can’t stay long.”

This got Lord Hargrove’s attention. He folded the paper with a snap and set it aside. “Mission?”

David nodded. “For Black Gate.”

Eleanor gasped. “David, that’s so dangerous.”

He had been in much more dangerous situations before.

“I’m going on a hunt.”

“If you find any more rabbits, don’t kill them,” his sister insisted. “Bring them home to me.”

David smiled at her again. “I’ll do that.”

“Black Gate,” his father echoed. “Of course.” With no small amount of disdain contorting his father’s sharp, shrewd features, the man lifted his paper again, pretending to read.

David sighed. “It was time you all knew they recruited me, and I’m going on this one mission to find out if I want to join permanently.”

“You can’t run the family estate if you’re running around all over the world,” his father snipped. “And with that girl who isn’t suitable for you in the least.”

Well, David thought, they wouldn’t have to worry about Sam anytime soon. His heart sank at the thought, but he pushed the image of her from his mind. He would deal with that when he got back to the Academy. If Sam was there, he would talk to her. If she wasn’t, he would move on.

He still stiffened at his father’s words. “I’ve made it clear I’m not interested in running the estate.” He didn’t understand why his sister couldn’t do it when she was older. She had interest, at least.

His father’s hands tightened around the paper, but he said nothing.

Lord Hargrove had always been a difficult man. Last year, he had been a terrible father, but that was because Lord Hargrove had been a hybrid demon then. The real Lord Hargrove had been locked in a closet. After his rescue, David thought things might mend between them, but his father’s experience with demons had somehow hardened him more.

Well, whatever, David thought. I came to say hello, and that’s all.

He hugged his mother and kissed her cheek before pulling his sister to his side and ruffling her hair. “Don’t kill any of your rabbits while I’m gone.”

“Don’t you either,” she replied.

Eleanor sniffled, trying to hold back tears. “Do come visit us longer when your…mission is over.”

“I will.” David meant it. He stared at his father for a long moment, waiting for any acknowledgment. Lord Hargrove did nothing. David half wished Sam was here on his arm merely to shove it in his father’s face. He sighed, heart sinking, as he forced a smile to his lips. “Well, see you later then.” He walked off the porch and back around the house, where he was alone once more. He opened a portal and headed to Ravenwood Academy.
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Sam and David stared at one another long enough for Ms. Frankfurt to clear her throat. “We can end this here, Samantha.” She stood, gathering her things.

“Oh-oh yes, that’s fine,” Sam stammered, also standing. She finally took her eyes off David to follow the counselor to the door. This meant passing David, and Sam could have sworn she felt his gaze turning warm upon her.

Ms. Frankfurt gave her a sweet smile. “We’ll schedule your next session later.”

Sam closed the door behind the woman and took her time turning back, finally leaning against the door and looking at David again. For about two seconds, Sam wondered if she should feel embarrassed about David finding her during a therapy session. Then, she supposed, he could have heard one of her confessions. He already knew she was having the sessions anyway.

David nodded toward the door leading out into the garden. “Care for a walk?”

Sam nodded. She slipped on shoes and a jacket as they went out since she would have otherwise been roaming the garden in silk pajamas. They were silent as they took a narrow path that wound through flower beds and rows of plum trees, past stone fountains and benches, all the way to the back where the Ravenwood forest began.

They had the garden to themselves since not many other students were back at school, and the sun was close to setting. The scent of flowers wafted through the air, and a cool breeze brushed against Sam’s skin. She was glad for the breeze. It soothed the burning of her cheeks that had started the moment David’s eyes met hers.

The tension between them was palpable, and Sam couldn’t stand it any longer. “How are things at Black Gate?”

David walked with his gaze on the ground, hands shoved into his pockets. He strode close to her, but only because the path was so narrow. Their arms almost brushed, but he seemed to be trying everything he could to prevent making contact. “Things are good,” he answered.

Good? Where was the David who rambled on and on, giving more details than anyone cared for? Sam wished for that side of him right now.

“What have you been doing there?” she pushed.

“Training recruits mostly.” He paused, then added, “And training with Romero.”

“Sooo,” she drawled, trying to sound more bemused than cynical. “The same thing you do here, right?”

David stiffened. “It’s different at Black Gate.”

Right. More resources and space and whatever. Also, Sam wasn’t there. She missed their runs in the morning. It had been her fault they stopped since she had been too depressed to get out of bed any time before her first class of the day started. David had given her no heat about it, but he clearly missed their mornings, too.

“Will you be staying here for a while?” Sam asked.

David stopped and turned to face her. “Actually, that’s what I want to talk to you about.”

Oh no. Sam’s heart sank. The look on his face was distant. He was guarding himself. Shit. She had really let things go with him. Her heart hammered as he pieced together his words.

“I’m leaving for some time. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone for.”

“So you came to say goodbye?” It took everything Sam had not to sound like she was about to cry.

David nodded. “And to get my things. Black Gate has assigned me to the hunter’s guild, and we have a mission. I’m leaving tonight.”

So soon? Sam drew a deep breath as David pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. “We’ve been given a list of beasts to hunt. They’ve been showing up in different magical realms they’re not supposed to be in.”

He pointed to one name written in a language Sam didn’t understand, then gestured at the nearby trees. “These are like the beasts that were once loose in the Ravenwood.”

He meant the beasts they had ended up in a cave with three years ago. That was the first time Sam had seen David work with magic. The first time she knew that if she ever had to fight again, she wanted him at her side.

Now, he was going on a mission without her.

“It will take some time to track these down,” he added. “They’re not easy to find and harder to capture. Then we take them to Black Gate and study them. The ones we don’t have to kill to save our own skins, that is.”

So it was to be a dangerous mission then.

“I don’t know when we will finish.”

“How will you take the creatures down?” Sam asked. She didn’t really care, but she felt desperate to fill the silence with words, to seem interested in his life as it was now. She was only interested in him not going away. Stay with me! she wanted to plead, but she kept the words stuffed down, not wanting to sound desperate.

“With my mana arrows,” David replied, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve been learning more. Romero has been helping me hone my mana into the arrows myself.” That wasn’t a skill they had had the last time they were on a battlefield. In Ivilis’ realm, David had needed Sam’s mana flames for the arrow that ended the demon. Now, it seemed, he didn’t need her anymore.

Sam didn’t think her heart could sink any lower.

David was saying something, but in the swirl of her thoughts, Sam only caught the end of it. “Even most fourth-year academy students are familiar with or capable of producing mana.”

Sam paused and tried to lighten the mood. “If it weren’t for my alchemy and history classes, I wouldn’t have much challenge in school.” She used to like those classes. Not anymore. They felt like cages, and she was ready to be free in the world.

David gave a subtle nod as if agreeing with her. He sighed. “All I wanted for months was time away from the missions, but now I kind of miss them. I can do more out there than I can…here.” He gestured around them.

Here with her. She was part of his new cage.

Sam swallowed to fight back tears. Why am I so fucking upset about this? She knew one day, they wouldn’t be two students going everywhere together. He had followed her down many roads, but the road of her grief wasn’t one he could walk himself. David had to go his own way.

And leave me behind, she thought. She turned, blinking away tears before he could see.

“Sam.” His voice sounded broken. “I’m sorry. I…”

She faced him, plastering on a smile. “Let’s go back inside. I’m chilly.” It was true. Goosebumps peppered her arms. The silk pajamas didn’t help to keep her warm.

“Sure,” he replied and went ahead of her to get the door. Ever the gentlemen. She would miss many things about him, even doors being opened for her when she could do it herself. She could blast the damn thing down with a ball of fire if she wanted, make an entrance never to be forgotten. Yet she liked it when David opened them for her. It showed he cared.

Care enough to stay here, she wanted to say. She wished she could go with him, but she wasn’t a hunter. Asking him to stay wasn’t fair.

Sam wanted to say anything, even if it was “sorry for being a bad friend the past few months” or “hey, I really want to go out with you.” Before she could express anything else, a knock came at the common room door.

“Come in,” David called.

Sam didn’t know who to expect. Surprise leaped into her features as Helena Marrows, who she hadn’t seen in six months, stepped into the room with a smile. Helena’s eyes glittered. “I figured I’d find the two of you together.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


He had to hurry. Before the council meeting let out, he had to reach the council chamber. Otherwise, he risked not being able to find her. A stack of paper-stuffed files fluttered in his hands as he breezed through the halls of the Black Gate fortress. Past glum stone walls with flags showing Black Gate’s insignia. Past windows and doors that revealed the yards beyond, where recruits trained. It was raining, and the drizzle churned the ground into slick mud. Still, the newer recruits kept going. Running laps, fighting with swords, or whatever it was they did.

Silas Pennant was one of the few Black Gate members with little combat training. His skills lay more in his mind than his body and were used inside the fortress rather than outside it on a mission.

The hallway was so damn long, but Silas spotted the huge double doors to the council chamber room. They were closed until he was about halfway down the hall. Then they opened, and the council members began filing out. Some emerged in silence, faces drawn and grim. Others muttered to their companions.

No one noticed Silas. He was only an assistant to the communication team. Or guild, as they called it here at Black Gate. When he arrived four years ago as a new blood at merely twenty years old, he had been surprised by all the fancy words and titles for things.

Silas quickened his pace, hoping to catch the eye of someone. He did not see the woman he was searching for emerge from the room, so he made a beeline for the nearest council member, a tall man wearing all black with his back to Silas. He did not realize the man was Jack Calisto, head of Black Gate, until he cleared his throat and the man turned. Jack clearly did not recognize him, but Silas knew who Jack was. Everyone did.

“Yes? How can I help?” Calisto drawled, brows raising.

“Uh, err, sorry. I didn’t know. Anyway.” Silas stammered on for another few seconds, but Jack waited, his face patient. From what Silas had heard from most people, Jack could be a real asshole. He didn’t seem like one now. “Is Helena Marrows around?”

Jack shook his head. “She’s stepped out and won’t be back for some time.”

Shit. “All right, that’s fine.” A pause. “Are either of the Tringest twins in?”

A slow smile crossed Jack’s lips. “What is it you wish to speak to my best-trained agents about, Silas?”

Silas paused. Jack did know who he was. Terrific. He stammered for another few seconds, gesturing at his files.

“Ah, paperwork.” Jack nodded. “Incomplete reports, I take it? Well, both Iris and Romero are on a mission right now. No telling when they’ll be back.”

Silas nodded. “Yes. I need to finish reports of the last mission Ms. Marrows, Ms. Tringest, and Mr. Tringest went on, but they’re not here.”

“Right, and don’t call them that. Helena would kill me if she found out I was letting people call her ‘Ms. Marrows.’” Jack chuckled, and the council member he had been chatting with moved down the hall, saying something about getting another cup of coffee.

Jack gave his full attention to Silas. “I would help if I could, but I’m afraid more pressing matters require my attention.”

“O-of course.”

Jack smiled once more. “I’ve heard about you.” He gestured generally at their surroundings. “We live in such a glum place without anything exciting happening inside our walls. I think this might be better since there’s much excitement everywhere else.”

Silas wasn’t sure what Jack’s point was.

“I’ve heard your demeanor proves helpful and calming in urgent circumstances. Besides that, your reports are impeccable, never missing a detail.”

“Th-thank you. I work hard.”

Jack nodded. “Good. I’ll see you then. If I see Helena, Iris, or Romero before you do, I’ll be sure to send them your way.”

Silas thanked him and stood there looking stupid and smiling. Another man passed by him, and Silas snapped out of his daze. “Haralson, sir!”

The man halted and swiveled. He was the younger of the two Haralsons on the council. He was the opposite in appearance from Silas in almost every way. Where Silas was short, thin, fair-haired, and freckled, Haralson was tall and broad-shouldered, with beady, black eyes and a grim mouth. Waves of dark hair fell around his shoulders, and a thin white scar ran across his brows.

He lifted a black brow. “Yes?”

“I—uh, I have some reports I need to finish.”

“Do them then!”

“They require some details that I’ve been told only you can fill, sir.” Silas had the reports of missions involving Helena, Iris, and Romero, yes, but Lord Haralson II had separate ones.

Haralson’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. Follow me.”

Silas had never been inside a council member’s office before. Most of the council members didn’t even have their own offices. The Haralsons, the longest-standing members of Black Gate’s council, not only had their own offices but had the best ones. Silas had heard from many people that Haralson’s office was even nicer than Jack’s. Not that Jack seemed to mind.

The room contained a plush velvet sofa that matched the maroon curtains drawn over the windows and a large oak desk with an ornate chair behind it. A fireplace in the wall opposite the desk did not appear to have been used for a long time. Funny, since on a day like this when rain beat against the windows, a fire would have been lovely. Frames hung on the walls with various photographs and paintings, covered with so much dust that Silas could not see the images beyond.

Haralson gestured for Silas to sit on the sofa on the other side of the desk. “Go on. What questions do you have?”

Silas sat and paused. “Err, sir, could we have some light? I can’t see my reports that well.” Dim light peeked through the curtains, allowing him to see the room's contents but not the words in his files.

Haralson paused. “Ah, yes.” A second later, a row of candles on the desk lit.

Strange, Silas thought again. He could have opened the curtains or switched on a lamp. Silas opened the first file and went over a few shorter reports first. Haralson gave him answers in short, clipped sentences.

Then Silas opened the last of the files. “This has everything to do with Ravenwood Academy and the mission that involved students and teachers, some of whom are here at Black Gate. Helena, Iris, and Romero. I planned to ask them, but maybe since you’re a council member, you can help. I really need to have these finished as soon as possible.”

Haralson stiffened. “I don’t see why you’re asking me.”

“W-well, didn’t they bring it up in council meetings?”

“Ah, yes. I suppose they have.”

Silas was beginning to wonder if this was a giant waste of time. Then Haralson leaned forward, intertwining several ringed fingers, including one bearing the Haralson family crest: an eagle carrying a scroll. Silas stared at it as it glimmered in the candlelight and had the distinct feeling he was about to be dismissed.

Haralson spoke. “You can put that away for now. Due to that mission being an off-the-books affair, we can consider it closed now.”

Silas hesitated. “I see, but I’m curious.” His aunt, who he had lived with most of his life, had always warned him about being too curious.

It’ll get you killed one day! she had insisted. Well, his curiosity had gotten him this far.

Haralson’s eyes narrowed, but only slightly, so Silas went on. “Does Black Gate have a way into Ravenwood? I mean, if they are colluding, we have to consider any undercover operatives and how long they have been there. And beyond that, whether they have been there longer than necessary.”

Haralson paused. “I don’t see how this is any of your concern, Mr.…”

“Pennant,” Silas finished.

“Right. Well, the operation you speak of is no concern to Black Gate or the higher sorcerer government. We kept the facts of that inside council meetings for a reason. Now, if you don’t have anything else…”

Haralson began to stand, but Silas got to his feet first, his face hardened with irritation. “It may be true that it’s no concern to your higher officials, but it is of concern to me.”

Haralson might have laughed at the young man’s insolence if Silas’ next movements were not too fast and precise for an assistant with no combat training. Silas drew an enchanted, glowing knife with blue markings across the scabbard and blade.

He plunged forward, the blade shining in the candlelight. It cleanly entered Haralson’s chest. The man’s eyes fluttered wide, then he sank back, blood oozing from his chest. Not only did the blade kill him on contact, but it froze him in place, turning his skin cold even before his face drained of life.

Silas chuckled. “I wasn’t sure this thing would work.” Haralson was dead, of course, so he was speaking to himself.

He pulled at the bottom of his face. Anyone seeing him would have thought it was ripping his skin off in one go. Yet as his face lifted and he set what was in his hand down, they would have seen a simple white and gray mask on Haralson’s desk.

Behind the mask was not Silas. The real Silas was…well, the demon didn’t care. That didn’t matter now. The ghoulish figure looked human enough but warped horribly. The transition had not been easy. Not after what that bastard Ifran had done to him in the pocket realm. Parts of his skin, even in human form with that damn suffocating mask on, were blotches of white. He hid them under his clothes and a glamour he’d cast over himself.

Ivilis had been glad to find Haralson’s office dark when he entered. The curtains were drawn with no fire in the hearth. The candles had helped him stab the man as he had wanted. And as for Haralson?

Ivilis chuckled. Well, the poor, foolish man had been unaware the lack of light was Ivilis’ desire imposed upon him. Demons could use humans so easily without their knowledge. Especially men who were weak in…what was it humans called it? Character. That was it. Weak character.

The demon continued speaking to Haralson, though the man could not hear him. “You were low on my list of prey, but it’s a start. An appetizer, as you humans say. Marrows and that girl might have saved your world once, but they will not save it again or themselves. I will enjoy tearing them apart and feasting on them, as I will soon do to you.”

The door to the office opened, and a woman entered, speaking before she saw anything. “Haralson, are the supplies for the mission ready, or⁠—”

Her words faltered, as did her steps when she drank in the sight of the warped demon-turned-human figure standing before the desk. Then, council member Haralson II slumped forward with a glowing blade in his chest.

The woman would have screamed if the demon hadn’t acted first, wrapping her throat in an invisible, magical, icy hand that cut off all air. He struck out with a shadow, driving it through her body and pinning her to the wall. Two kills in five minutes. He was getting good at this.

For many months, he did not think he would have the strength.

He chuckled again. This was going exactly as he had planned. He examined the two bodies and mused, “I may have not gotten the information I wanted, but someone will.” For now, he needed to feed.

A while later, Silas Pennant emerged from the office, looking sad.

“Everything all right?” a man who passed him in the hall asked.

The demon put on Silas’ voice. “Yes, I think so. Are you going into Haralson’s office?”

“I was planning on it. Why?”

Silas gave the man a small, innocent smile. “He is in a foul mood. Perhaps you should come back later.”

The man nodded. “Thank you. I think I’ll do that.”
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CHAPTER SIX


Magnus raised a brow. He had not been expecting Oswald to bring him here of all places.

“The owners have been trying to sell it for years,” Oswald stated, observing the rundown house in the French countryside. Magnus had no doubt the owners never bothered to come by anymore.

The square white house looked like it had been around for over a hundred years. It was in desperate need of new paint and many repairs. The front porch sagged. The pillars holding up the porch roof were wrapped in vines and cracked from top to bottom. It was a wonder they had not yet crashed down. A porch swing had collapsed, and many of the windows were broken.

Magnus had never expected to hear Oswald mention anything like the owners had been trying to sell the place simply because he figured Oswald never left Ravenwood Academy. Of course, with his work at the Louvre, the librarian must have been out and about.

But not this far out, Magnus thought, scanning the house for any sign they should not be here. The sky overhead was heavy with clouds. Rain threatened, but the clouds held still, not yet breaking. When they did, it would be a deluge, and Magnus preferred to be inside.

Not in there, though. His eyes narrowed at the dark holes of the windows. He almost wished they had brought a car since using a portal to leave would mean having to come back in one. In a car, at least, they would be able to watch the house and not go inside. Magnus began to regret his promise to help Oswald. He should have asked more questions about where they were going.

“I hope your dinner plans are nicer than this,” Magnus mused.

“I could take you to Quick to clear that bar.”

The more Oswald spoke, the more he sounded like he was a hundred years younger than he was. Maybe I should spend more time holed up in a library, Magnus thought. It seems to return some youthful vigor to my friend.

“The mask was last seen here?” Magnus asked.

Oswald nodded. “I did as you suggested and followed the tracking spell to this location. After coming here, I couldn’t track it any further. I also couldn’t find it.”

“So we’re here to look again.”

“Or for any other signs.”

Magnus sighed. “Let’s go inside then.”

They tried the front door and found it fastened shut. Magnus used a spell to break the lock and pushed it open. The door shrieked on rusty hinges. Inside, everything was dim, musty, and covered in dust. Cobwebs clung to every corner and between the infills on the stairs leading to a second floor that Magnus hoped in vain they would not have to explore.

“Tell me more about the mask,” Magnus invited as he drifted through the hallway into other rooms. He entered a parlor where furniture sat long unused. Whoever had last lived in this house hadn’t bothered to take many of their possessions with them when they left. Magnus asked Oswald about the mask not because he could learn much more but because he wanted a distraction from the chills darting up his spine.

“Well, it wasn’t the only mask, for one,” Oswald remarked as he peered up a chimney.

Magnus turned to him, lifting an eyebrow. “How many were there?”

“Twelve, I think. One for each of the sorcerers in the society that created them. They were a novelty invention at the time, but the first six had an unforeseen side effect.”

“Go on.” Magnus turned to a mantle, swiping his finger through dust to see if anything lay beneath it. No markings. No carvings. No signs of magic used anywhere. A small clock ticked on the mantle, the only other sound in the house besides Magnus and Oswald walking, breathing, touching, and talking.

“If you wore one and looked into someone else’s eyes, you could not only take on their form but could draw upon their personality and a bit of their recent knowledge,” Oswald explained. “It was dangerous for weaker minds to use since they could lose themselves in their new persona. Six more were made to rectify the first six, but the side effects only worsened. Some who wore the last batch ended their own lives over the madness the masks caused.”

“Masks of madness,” Magnus mused.

Oswald went on as if giving a class. “All but the original mask were destroyed. At least, that is what we have been told. The original mask makers have all died. Except one.”

“And I supposed you can tell me who that is?”

“I could, but it’s not much use. He’s changed his name a dozen times. The last name we know of is Barron Pike.”

“French?”

“English.”

“Ah.”

Oswald nodded as they found nothing of interest or use in the parlor and moved to the dining room. Here, the windows on the far wall overlooked a field that dipped into a small valley, then up into a series of hills. A large willow tree stood slightly outside the window. Still, the clouds threatened rain but did not break.

“I see how the masks’ side effects could be useful if any more were made and if they were found,” Magnus deduced. “Though they would be harmful in the wrong hands. In weaker and evil hands, that is.”

“The most skilled and able-minded of magicals would have to possess them,” Oswald added. “The question is, has a good person taken the original mask from the museum?”

“Probably not.”

“I doubt it,” Oswald agreed.

Magnus remembered the account from the security guards in that section of the museum and what they had said about sensing a foul presence they could never pinpoint. Then it was gone. Vanished, just like that. Magnus felt he had walked into something bigger than he thought it would be. He’d become a fly trapped in a spider’s web. Once, when he was younger and not tainted by demon magic, he could have cut away the silk and escaped. He wasn’t so sure he could do that anymore.

They moved from the dining room into the kitchen but were only there for a few minutes before returning to the hall. Magnus stared up those long, dark stairs and gathered his courage, taking out his wand before the climb. Oswald followed closely behind him.

“I think any group or organization that might want to use the mask would have better results with an alternative method,” Oswald murmured as they came to the landing. “Magic has advanced since those masks were made.”

Magnus recalled thinking the same thing. So why had the mask been stolen? His blood ran cold as a faint realization came to him. Perhaps the person or being who had stolen it could not use the advanced magic of the human realm. If they weren’t from here, they would be unable to wield the spells, glamours, and tricks human sorcerers knew.

Magnus stopped short in the dim, dusty hallway.

“What is it?” Oswald asked.

“Whoever stole the mask must be working alone. Or…” He trailed off, his gaze moving to the far end of the hall where a warm breeze blew through a broken window, promising rain. A thunderstorm, perhaps, considering how heavy and dark those clouds were. “They might be working for a personal reason and lack the ability to mask themselves with glamours or spells.”

Oswald chuckled. “So, like a demon?”

Magnus did not share in his amusement. “Exactly like a demon.” Gods, he had gotten himself into shit he wasn’t supposed to be in.

Oswald shrugged. “Well, let’s keep looking.” The pair fell into companionable silence for some time as they searched bedrooms, bathrooms, dressing rooms, and wardrobes. They searched linen closets and an attic. Finally, Oswald whistled for Magnus to join him in a bedroom containing a four-poster bed with a dusty rose-printed quilt across the mattress. On top of the quilt were several considerably less dusty objects. As if they had been placed there not that long ago.

Among them were a small hand mirror with a brass frame, empty bottles that might have once held alchemy ingredients, and several papers with odd markings. Some had runes, while others bore words in an ancient language. “Dispelling ritual,” Oswald mused. “Probably to get rid of the tracking spell on the mask.”

“Whoever it was tried several methods,” Magnus mused. Any amateur student at Ravenwood Academy could have disenchanted the mask using a wand and one spoken spell. The thief did not have a wand, it seemed. However, something must have worked because, beyond this spot, they had no clue where the mask had gone.

“Rather old-school, don’t you think?” Oswald commented.

Quite literally, Magnus thought. From a school of magic that had been out of use for some time. Perhaps the thief was older than Magnus. It made sense if the creature was indeed a demon.

But it would have to be a full-fledged demon in that case, Magnus thought. A demi-demon would have been made too recently. His face paled.

A snapping sound alerted Magnus to Oswald putting on a pair of gloves. He reached forward to pick up one of the reagents, the hand mirror. As soon as Oswald touched it, he cried out in alarm as if he’d been burned and dropped it.

“What was it?” Magnus demanded.

“Demonic magic,” Oswald hissed. “Foul fuckery!”

“We didn’t feel the demonic magic when we stepped inside,” Magnus stated, baffled.

“I know what I felt.”

“I don’t doubt you,” Magnus promised, then stilled. “Now that I think of it, I can sense it. It’s the tiniest bit, the subtlest taint of darkness.” Barely an essence of the demon’s magic. The creature had tried to wipe the place before he left, but a demon could never clean up a mess. Not really.

“We should portal these things back to your office,” Oswald proposed.

Magnus shook his head. “We shouldn’t take them anywhere.”

“But we must study them.”

Magnus glowered at the smaller, older wizard. “I know enough without needing to take them back.”

Oswald seemed displeased but made no other objection.

Magnus sighed. “Before we go back, can we get takeout?”

Oswald’s eyes glittered. “Actually, I have the perfect place to go.”

Just in time, since at that moment, the sky broke, and a torrential rain began.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Sam returned Helena’s smile. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Good to see you too, Sam.” Helena’s dark eyes twinkled. “I’ve been working, of course.”

“It’s been months.” Almost six, to be exact. “I expected to see you before now.”

“Well, I’m here now.” Helena’s gaze flitted to David, nodding in greeting, then back to Sam as if she was weighing whatever tension lay between the young pair. If she read anything there, she didn’t say anything about it. “As you both know, after Ifran died, Jack offered me the empty seat on Black Gate’s council.”

Sam and David nodded as Helena came farther into the room, not bothering to unstrap the various weapons across her body or take off her boots. It was a sign she did not plan to stay for long. Something in Sam deflated.

“Being on the council has kept me busier than ever,” Helena explained. “Actually, it took forever to convince Jack to let me have a vacation. He wanted to give me one months ago, but the council can be…prickly.”

Considering the unpleasant run-in Sam had with a few of its members, she could imagine the extent of Helena’s meaning.

Helena continued. “I’ve been at Black Gate for the most part but recently had a chance to get away.”

“On a mission?” David asked, his first words to Helena since she entered.

Helena nodded. “Unfortunately, I can’t say what yet.” She sighed and leaned back on the couch with her ankles and arms across. “I admit I probably should have thought about taking the council seat more before I accepted. It’s a lot of dreadful, dull meetings with people who have not seen battle in many years, if ever. Half of them don’t know what the hell they’re talking about. And the other half? Well, they find ways to get sticks up their arses.”

Gods, Sam had missed Helena. Suddenly, the tension she had felt with David dissipated, replaced by the relief and amusement of being around Helena again.

“Then why the hell are they on the council?” Sam asked.

“Good question,” Helena replied. “Because their pockets are full, and they have resources we need.”

Sam’s gaze flicked to David, thinking of his father. The wealthy Lord Hargrove had once given money to Black Gate but stopped after many years when he disagreed with the kind of people they recruited. Like orphans. Now, two of those orphans were the most skilled magical warriors in the world.

“When I’m not in meetings, a lot of the shit I do is behind a desk, not in the field.” A smile pressed Helena’s lips. “I thought I’d never say I miss field duty, but here I am.”

David grinned. “I was saying something similar to Sam.”

“Yet for all my desk work, I’ve hardly seen you, Hargrove,” Helena drawled. “How’s training been going?”

“Good. Romero’s been helping me.”

“He needs the distraction. Until last week, neither he nor Iris had anything to do.”

“Are they on a mission now?” Sam asked.

Helena nodded, standing from the couch. She went to a table where a pitcher of water sat and poured herself a glass. At that point, Sam noticed the shine on Helena’s face and the slight grime covering her hands. She had been on a mission and hadn’t had time to wash up. She must have thought it was important to come to Ravenwood Academy first.

“I was surprised to hear you’d accepted the position,” David remarked.

Helena turned as Sam added her thoughts with a teasing smile. “Yeah, it’s like watching you volunteer to watch paint dry.”

Helena rolled her eyes. “You have no idea how literal that is. I have an office—yuck—and the ‘decorating guild’ came by insisting they had to paint. I didn’t even know we had a decorating guild! It’s all bullshit the council decided we needed. We don’t need painters. We need soldiers!” For a second, Sam thought Helena might shatter the glass of water on the carpet. She drank instead, finishing the glass with two smooth gulps.

When she set the glass down, she added, “Having more power does mean I get to send teams out on missions, though. They’re not always a high priority. At least half the missions I’ve gone on in my career were low priority. Until shit hit the fan, that is.”

Sam wondered if “shit hit the fan” meant when the Crimson Cabal had dragged off Helena’s sister or the events years after when Lily Vivace, Sam’s best friend and Helena’s niece, died.

Helena continued airily. “Ever since, I’ve had one high-priority mission after the other.”

“Until now,” David clarified.

“Until now,” Helena echoed. Her smile returned. “I came to check on Magnus, but he’s not here right now.”

That gave Sam some pause. Magnus never left the school anymore, considering what had happened to him in Ivilis’ realm and his more fragile state. “Something about going to dinner with Oswald,” Helena added. “Strange.”

Strange indeed. Oswald never left the castle, either.

“Anyway, I couldn’t find Magnus, but I figured at least one of you would be around.” Helena finally sank back onto one of the sofas. Her knives clattered together as she shifted into the cushions, making herself comfortable.

Sam remembered the days when Helena taught classes at the Academy and slept in the now-empty bedroom beside David’s. Lately, without David there, Sam had the suite to herself. All three bedrooms, bathrooms, and the common room. It was beginning to feel like too much space, so having David and Helena here felt good.

Until they leave, she thought, aware that her time with them was short.

“Black Gate has been recruiting more than ever,” Helena announced as Sam took a seat opposite her. David remained standing but relaxed by leaning against one of the support pillars. “After finally realizing shit was real regarding everything to do with the Crimson Cabal, Black Gate decided to get more people on top of things.”

“Wasn’t Jack already trying to do that when he took over?” David questioned, brows furrowed.

“Yes, but just because Jack wants something doesn’t mean the council approves.”

“Sounds like a broken system,” Sam remarked.

Helena didn’t agree. “It’s a great system most of the time. Prevents Black Gate leaders from becoming tyrants. Somehow, though, the council is full of greedy men being led by one who is selfless.”

Sam never thought she would hear the word “selfless” attached to “Jack Calisto,” but things had changed. Jack had made sacrifices. He had run into battle against Ivilis with his team despite warnings from the council that a Black Gate leader should never join fights. Sam liked Jack now, as hard as that was for her to believe.

“Our manpower has been down in recent years,” Helena explained, her features grave. There were a few reasons for it, and Sam knew there was one in particular she didn’t like talking about. Several members—Akosa, Razar, Carmine, and Kallus—had abandoned Black Gate for the Cabal.

“Even without the Cabal to deal with, cracks in the world could keep forming along with the normal magical issues Black Gate was dealing with before.” Helena smiled. “Which is why we’re ready to bring in some fresh blood. Normally, there’s a long screening process, but I have two candidates in mind who have already more than proven their ability.”

Sam arched a brow. “You’ve already told us this, Helena. David’s been training, and I’m waiting until I finish school.”

Helena’s eyes glittered. “I’m aware.” She leaned forward, a cunning look coming over her face, and Sam held her breath, waiting for it. “How does a new mission sound right after you finish up?”

After a beat, Sam asked, “Is that allowed?”

Helena shrugged. “You won’t be in school. The only one stopping you is you. It won’t be an official Black Gate mission. Only a…side quest, we can call it, that I’m heading up myself.”

At last, Sam shared a glance with David, who didn’t say anything. He was too busy processing the proposal. “That’s one hell of a jump to make,” Sam told Helena. “When you said we were getting recruited, I thought that meant training for years, not going on missions right away.”

“I know, but most recruits have their first mission by the time they’re eighteen. Both of you have had ‘missions’ far more dangerous than anything most of Black Gate’s council members have ever been on.”

Well, no one could argue with that.

Helena leaned back again, draping an arm across the back of the couch. “Think about it. It’ll be a few weeks before you’re done, anyway.”

Sam’s mind reeled with all the possibilities that joining Black Gate could bring to her. Jobs such as huntsman for David and Guardian for her. Her parents would be so proud. If Lily were here…

Sam smiled. Well, Lily would be the proudest of all.

“I’ll need some time to think,” David stated. “Besides, I have a hunt starting in the morning anyway. I’d like to finish that before making any decisions.”

Helena nodded. “I understand.”

“What is the mission exactly?” Sam asked.

Helena rose, winking. “One that can wait until you’ve finished finals.”

Sam groaned. “You can’t even tell me one thing about it?”

“It’ll be more fun to fill you in when you’re not cramming in study hours.”

Right. That. Sam had a pile of shit to complete tonight, yet she’d been caught up in whether she’d have time to tell David she liked him.

David slipped away to finish packing the things he had left at Ravenwood Academy that he would need while on the hunt. When he returned, Helena offered to walk him to the Academy’s new portal room Elijah had commissioned from a portal instructor teaching at the school. “I’d be glad to see you off,” Helena told him.

“I’ll come along too,” Sam offered.

David smiled at them. “It’s not like it’s far. I’ll be glad to have the company anyway.”

Sam was torn about Helena coming along because it meant she couldn’t say goodbye to David alone. She pushed down her disappointment as they made their way through the halls.

By now, several more students had returned, wanting to be at the school the night before spring break ended. Although many recognized Sam and David, those who spoke to the group addressed Helena with warm smiles, greeting her as Ms. Marrows. “It’s been so long since we’ve seen you!” “I hope you’re doing well!” “Are you back to teach?” No one balked at the sight of her fighting leathers, knee-high boots, or the array of blades strapped across her waist and body.

Helena only smiled and offered greetings in return or vague answers to questions asked. “The one thing I didn’t miss was when people called me ‘Ms. Marrows,’” she revealed to Sam and David.

Sam jostled her with her elbow. “Well, when you’re my commander at Black Gate, I think I’ll take to calling you ‘Ms. Marrows.’”

Helena showed teeth. “Don’t you dare.”

Sam laughed as they reached a staircase leading to a higher level with access to various towers in the castle. One of them acted as the new portal room. It was much easier to portal out of there than from the Ravenwood where ley line magic was strongest.

As they strode through the halls with staff and students greeting Helena, Sam could not help thinking about Lily. Given the chance, her best friend would have grown up to be a lot like Helena. Charming, well-liked, and stylish. Dangerous with a blade and even more so with words. Sam could only begin to imagine how powerful Lily might have become if she had the proper training. Iris would have loved Lily. She and Romero would have been best friends.

As they turned a corner and walked down another hall, Sam came close to David. Close enough to brush her fingertips against his if she wished. If they had been alone, she would have done it. Her body burned with the thought.

Soon, they reached the door to the portal room, which Helena opened. “Best of luck to you, David, and happy hunting.”

He grinned. “Thanks. I’m looking forward to it.” His eyes moved toward Sam and held her gaze. There was something like regret in them.

Sam wanted to say something and crush him into a hug. She restrained herself and gave him a soft smile. “Happy hunting.”

“See you soon,” he replied.

Sam hoped so. The door shut, and he was gone.

When Sam turned to Helena, she found the older woman giving her a questioning, mischievous look. “What?” Sam demanded with a scowl.

“Didn’t want to kiss him goodbye?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Not with you standing there.”

“I could have turned away.”

Sam’s cheeks burned, and Helena chuckled. She slung an arm around Sam’s shoulders as they left and walked down the hall. “It sounds like you and I have a lot to catch up on. What do you think about dinner?”

“Dinner sounds marvelous.”

Helena turned them around, back toward the portal room. They would not be having dinner in the Star Hull, it seemed. “As long as you don’t take me to the spot where you and Magnus last ate in Paris,” Sam added, remembering how they’d chased a demon to a dark, abandoned library there.

“Don’t worry,” Helena assured her. “We’ll go somewhere much nicer. Since no one is bothering to take us on dates, we might as well have one ourselves.” At that moment, Sam felt like Helena could have been her aunt as well as she had been Lily’s. Helena chuckled again as they entered the portal room. “I hope we can both have a sit-down meal in Paris without disaster happening somewhere nearby.”

Sam recalled a time when she had dinner with two friends and was abducted through a portal by a woman who had once worked for the Cabal. The last time she had gone out at night in Paris resulted in her and David tracking a hybrid demon down and killing it. “I hope so,” she echoed. “Because I have so much to tell you.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


The figure stumbled from the portal, almost pitching onto his face. He was still getting used to using the damn thing in the human world. The portal had not brought him inside the house as he had wished. He cursed. Anyone could see him if they dared pass this house. However, the road was deserted, and only a scattering of birds and squirrels occupied the area.

Raindrops began to fall. In the distance, thunder rolled. The demon stripped the face of Silas Pennant off, holding the mask in a tight grip. He moved his head so the drops could fall on his face. He scowled, not liking the feeling of…rain. In Avadon, he had not had to deal with such things as weather and time.

Everything was different here. He was confined to time and weather and a house and, worst of all, his hunger. Fury rippled through him, though he was full for now. He had feasted on most of the flesh from the two bodies he’d left in Haralson’s office. Before long, the others at Black Gate would know of the travesty. He would not be able to return for more, but that was all right. He had gotten the information he needed.

Stage three is upon me at last.

He had stolen the mask from the Louvre. He had infiltrated Black Gate itself. Was there anything in this human realm he could not do?

A low growl rumbled through Ivilis’ body, akin to the thunder that had passed overhead. The one thing he could not do so far was catch Samantha Tempestade in his web. The little bitch was still under the protection of Ravenwood Academy. Only one year before she was free of that place and a wandering mage, ripe for the plucking. As long as her grief stayed through that time, as long as she felt betrayed by the people she thought she loved.

He could play on that. Let her fester and rot, he thought. What a gift she would be to the realm of his home when he returned.

Ivilis stomped into the house he had been using as a shelter for months. In the doorway, he stopped short and sniffed. Something was off. He cursed as he saw ripples of magic over doorways and windows. Wards and runes. Someone had been here. The wards were to alert them of his presence should he return. They were fresh, he could tell. Whoever had been here must have recently left. He had not seen footprints outside. They had used a portal.

His growl reverberated throughout the house. He could take care of the defenses even in his current weakened state. Yet if those who had set off the wards returned and were powerful enough with magic…

Well, he might have once been able to defeat them in his own realm, but not here. He needed time to gather his strength. Ivilis moved through the house, dismantling wards as he went with a precision that would not set them off. He hoped whoever had done this was distracted elsewhere. He prowled each room, checking to see what had been taken or moved. Before heading to the second floor, he ventured to the cellar, where he found his few personal effects still hidden. Good.

Anyone seeing them wouldn’t have thought much of the possessions. Mere debris and baubles. Ivilis reached for one such object, a piece of dark wood. He clutched it to his chest, and magic flowed into his veins.

It was the last bit of the tree from his sacred realm that had blown apart when Iris Tringest reversed his portal, and David Hargrove sent an arrow into a white spot on his chest. Samantha Tempestade’s flames had erupted inside his body, and through the portal he had gone. He’d fallen into deep darkness until nothing remained but his shadows and one hand clutching the wood.

The bitch had also cut off his arm, taking with her the remains of Lily Vivace’s necklace. Ivilis decided not to bemoan that loss right now. He reflected instead on how long he had remained in that darkness, healing his body bit by bit as the lingering aspects of his magic returned.

For a fleeting moment, the demon enjoyed relief. It was gone in a wink, and he tossed the wood aside. There was no tree here, no fruit to keep the gnawing hunger within him satisfied. Even feeding on humans for their raw mana did not satisfy him for long.

Ivilis continued roaming the house and decided to go to the third floor and look out over the land where rain had finally settled in. Sheets of water fell over the hills, reminding the demon of veils between worlds. If only it were as easy as walking through rain. A low laugh filled his throat. He might not be able to get back to Avadon, but he was the first full-fledged demon to survive in the human world for this long. That was a victory in and of itself. Oh, the stories he would have for the lower and higher demons alike when he returned home.

Ivilis stopped short in the hallway on the third floor, sensing something was off up here, too. He had already taken down the wards and avoided touching runes cast along the floor and door posts. He turned into one bedroom where, upon a rose-printed quilt, sat the reagents of the ritual he had used to disenchant the mask.

He stared down hard at the effects. They had been touched. He grabbed the mirror and felt the small, sizzling dark energy of the magic he had put there reach into his body.

He saw a face in the mirror. Two, actually. The first was turned toward the mirror while the other looked away. Ivilis did not recognize the small man with the long, white beard, but the other?

He snarled. He had killed Magnus Deathshroud. Put a lance of shadow through his chest and filled it with his dark power. So why was Magnus’ face in the mirror, reflecting what had been standing there less than an hour ago? The magic of the man who had handled the mirror sang into his body, sharp, hot, and bright. A powerful wizard, then. Well, he would deal with that man, too.

He tossed the mirror aside, his chest heaving as he kept his power in check. He could not expend his magic and expect to have strength.

This is my chance, he thought a moment later as lightning forked across the sky, shining through the bedroom window. A boom of thunder sounded overhead, and Ivilis smiled. He caught his reflection in the hand mirror and the coldness in his smile. He still looked human, yet the glimmer of demons remained in his eyes. He was relieved to have that, at least.

If he could get to Magnus, he could get to Helena and the girl.

They did not know it was him here yet. Otherwise, they would have staked out the building or placed more powerful wards. With the mere essence of the unknown man’s magic, Ivilis could track them down. He only hoped they were not yet hidden away again or at that cursed Academy far from here, where the girl was. He seethed and peered out the window, thinking a hunt in the storm might not be too bad.
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“If I were ever to have a last meal, it would be here,” Oswald mused wistfully.

Magnus peered up at the bistro before them, glad to arrive somewhere it wasn’t raining. He raised a brow. “You’ve been here before?”

Oswald glowered at him. “You act as if I never leave the castle!”

“You almost never leave the library, Oswald.”

“Well, things have changed. I have a job now.”

At a hundred and fifty years old, Magnus thought, amusement shining in his eyes. Or however old you are. Out loud, he reminded Oswald, “You’ve had the job as head librarian of Ravenwood Academy for a long time.”

Either Oswald didn’t hear Magnus or chose to ignore him. Regardless, he headed into the bistro. Magnus was glad they had put on street clothes before going to the country house to investigate. Oswald still looked funny with his beard reaching his knees and the peculiar-looking rings adorning his old, scarred hands. At least they were not in robes bearing the raven insignia of the school they both lived at.

Oswald’s shining eyes told Magnus this place was a personal favorite. Although it was on the city's outskirts overlooking a river, Magnus felt they were far away from the humming activity of Paris. Perhaps the wet streets and previous rain driving many of the pedestrians away helped with this.

After ordering waffles, Oswald led them outside. He looked around, made sure no one was watching, then cast a spell over two chairs and a table to dry them. The men sat, and Magnus cupped his hands around a bowl of soup. Though it was spring and often warm on the island, the rain had brought a chill to Paris and the nearby river, aided by a breeze brushing over it. The sun was going down. Streetlights flickered on with a warm, hazy glow.

Oswald dumped powdered sugar onto his waffles, earning a raised brow from Magnus, who commented, “I thought you were doing a sugar cleanse.”

“That doesn’t apply to waffles,” Oswald snipped.

Magnus thought of a few remarks to make but kept them to himself. He would have been able to relax and enjoy the scenery if it wasn’t for everything playing repeatedly in his mind. Questions circled one another, one standing out over the rest. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

Oswald did not notice the troubled look on Magnus’ face or the fact that he barely touched his soup until his plate was devoid of waffles, leaving only remnants of butter and sticky syrup. He fixed Magnus with a keen stare. “You’re going to have to make a decision, Magnus.”

Magnus nodded. “I can’t get myself into another problem, Oswald. It could kill me. Literally. I could tell Elijah and my friends at Black Gate, though.” He hated the idea of stumbling upon a new investigation only to hand everything over. He’d be left at the Academy teaching classes as he had done for decades while everyone else had all the fun. Words he had once spoken to Sam about resting and living a normal life came to him. Perhaps it was time he took his own advice.

Still, everything they had witnessed in that house kept coming back. “There must have been a demon, but why didn’t we feel it?”

“I felt it when I touched that damn mirror,” Oswald reminded him. His white beard glowed in the warm light of the streetlamp.

“Right, but we didn’t feel it in the air.” Magnus sat back. Something had been done to that house to keep its occupant’s presence away. Smothered. Magnus had not sensed an enchantment or spell that could have done it. I must have missed something. These days, he always felt like he’d missed something. He’d felt that way since the day Caimo betrayed him all those years ago, leaving him for dead on a battlefield. Only around his closest companions, such as Helena, who had saved him, did he feel more at ease in the world.

“Perhaps it was a lesser, weak demon,” Oswald proposed, drinking a cup of tea in which Magnus noticed several lumps of sugar.

“It can’t be,” Magnus replied. “A weaker demon wouldn’t be able to live in this realm for long, let alone break into the Louvre and escape with the mask without so much as a solid glimpse through cameras.” The security footage for both the non-magical and the magical parts of the museum had picked up nothing.

Although Oswald agreed, he did not say anything for a long moment. He leaned forward, folding his hands, and fixed Magnus with a firm stare. “There is another thing we must discuss.”

Magnus felt like he was about to be interrogated.

Instead, Oswald tilted his head as if studying his old friend. “I’ve been observing you since you got the curse.”

Magnus had felt that from many people. Everyone who knew about it, anyway. This included Sam, David, Elijah, and their allies at Black Gate. Anyone he had spent time with from that group seemed to think he was a frail old man who needed constant care and attention. He didn’t, though. He merely happened to have traces of demonic magic in his body that, if they escaped from the seal, could kill him in an instant. He shifted under Oswald’s stare.

The head librarian went on. “You’ve been buried in your work.”

Magnus gave a wry grin. “That’s typical of me, isn’t it?” He ate more of his soup so it wouldn’t go cold.

Oswald nodded. “It is, but you don’t seem to be doing anything remarkable. No replica marbles, no rune casting discoveries, no new magical, mechanical contraptions to speak of.”

Magnus wasn’t sure if he should take Oswald’s comments as insults or flattery of previous successes. Then he remembered Oswald’s magical, hidden library at Ravenwood and the book and key that took one there. Oswald often had thoughts on Magnus’ inventions. Magnus brushed his musing away as the older wizard continued.

“You’re spinning your wheels on random tasks. Odd for you, Marcus.”

“Magnus, Oswald. It’s Magnus.”

Oswald waved a dismissive hand.

Magnus sighed. “I will admit, ever since getting the mark, I’ve restricted my use of magic. At first, I thought my only limit was no combat, but now I see any extensive use of my magic sets me at risk. I don’t know what to do.”

Those last words were difficult to say. For so much of his life, Magnus had known exactly what to do. He had always had a plan. Everyone had looked to him for what was next. Now, no one looked to him except Oswald. And now I’m here, perhaps in over my head with these demon matters once again.

Another part of him wanted to forge ahead. He owed the demons of Avadon payback for what Ivilis had done to him, though that payback could not come in the form of magic combat. So what, then?

They were both silent for a long moment until Oswald spoke again. “This isn’t the first time you have cheated death, Magnus. Every time, it has cost you something. First your youthful appearance and now much of your magic.”

Magnus frowned. “I can still look youthful at times.”

Oswald grinned. “I look younger than you now, and I’m twice your age!”

Well, Oswald was much older than Magnus had thought.

Magnus chuckled. “Next, I’ll be losing my family jewels to a demon or whatever hellish creature comes for me next.”

Oswald gave him a pitying look. “Life isn’t so bad being surrounded by books and the youth coming to you to learn.”

“No, I suppose it’s not,” Magnus mused.

“We have great work to do at the Academy, and we’re helping the new generation grow.”

Magnus smiled. “Thank you for that reminder, Oswald.” He meant it. Without knowing it, those were the words he had needed to hear.

“You have knowledge and…other skills, I’m sure, though I don’t know what they are, that are far from useless. In fact—” Oswald stopped and glowered at his friend. “What is it this time? Magnus, are you listening to me?”

Magnus only half heard him. He stood, his back stiffening. “I detect the same demonic energy from the house.” Small, subtle, but present. “He’s here.”

For all his talk about needing to stay away from combat, Magnus sped off down the street, walking briskly and scanning for that presence.

Oswald shook his head. “My old friend doesn’t believe himself out of the race yet.” He placed what they owed for the meal on the table and headed off into the dark, excited. Perhaps demon hunting was what he needed to feel young again.
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CHAPTER NINE


The young man crouching in the undergrowth beside David breathed too loud. “If you keep huffing like that, they’re going to hear you, and this won’t work out,” David quietly warned, trying not to sound irritated.

The young man shifted, and the leaves under him rustled. “Sorry. It was all that running we did.” They had been hiding here for nearly an hour and, before that, had walked several miles after a lengthy jog. David wasn’t sure what running the recruit was talking about.

Black Gate had sent this team out, but David was inclined to believe some of them shouldn’t have been included. For instance, this young man hardly had any training. Without Ifran to train recruits, their methods had suffered, and the determination for good soldiers slackened. It was the exact problem Romero and Helena were trying to fix. After this mission, David vowed to talk to others about it.

Because I could do a better job training than who they have right now, he thought.

While Romero conducted much of the training, he was often sent on demon-hunting missions with his sister. This left less capable trainers to fill his position when he was gone. The trainers needed training. Black Gate was slipping into a second-rate boot camp. David himself had been helping and had even taught some of the new young men and women how to fashion weapons from mana. He had received a glare from the head trainer, who’d told him, “They aren’t ready for that. Fall back in line, Hargrove.”

Many at Black Gate did not like him simply because of his last name. Because of what his father had said about and done to Black Gate in the past. The sins of the father shall be passed on to the next generation, David thought with a sigh.

He shifted his weight so it no longer bore down on his knees. He and his companion had been in the beast’s habitat for a full day, laying traps and looking for clues of its whereabouts. So far, they had not seen the creature. He’d thought before that this would take three days at a minimum. It had been two already, and no sign of them getting anywhere today. The sun hung low on the horizon beyond the trees, and the thick, long shadows of dusk had already drifted into the forest. David didn’t want to be here after dark.

If I can’t be a Black Gate agent out here in the dark, I’m not fit to be one at all, he thought.

The young man next to him shivered, and David had to fight to keep from rolling his eyes. Ivilis’ realm had been much colder. He had endured far worse things than crouching in the bushes inside a darkening forest, waiting for a creature prone to violence to wander out. As long as the beast couldn’t summon demons or open portals, they would be fine.

His companion’s shallow breathing made David wish he had a different person with him. He imagined it was Sam instead, casting him grins and teasing remarks about his stamina. He wished he could lean into her warmth. He shook all thoughts of her away. With how things were going, he doubted he and Sam would be on a mission together anytime soon.

Unless whatever Helena has planned works out for us, he thought.

The young man next to him yawned. “Carson, don’t fall asleep on me,” David prompted.

“Never,” Carson replied, though he yawned as he spoke.

David gripped his bow tighter. The sky was almost a dark blue. Above him, a soft wind blew through the branches. At least it wasn’t too cold here. If it came down to it, he’d squat in the dark all night. He and Carson could take turns watching the clearing where the beast had previously slept. They could tell by how flattened the grass was. So why had the creature not come back yet?

Maybe they didn’t always sleep at night, David considered. Maybe they never slept. He shuddered, half because a chill wind swept through the forest and half at the thought of waking to a beast’s maw open above his face. His thoughts wandered elsewhere, to his family at home, thinking about where he was. His mother would be concerned, his sister waiting for the story of his adventures. His father would be trying not to think about him.

It was better off that way, David decided as he stiffened. What I’m doing is helping people. Running his estate at home wouldn’t help anyone, not like this was.

The beasts had terrorized nearby farms and torn sheep apart like wolves. They were worse than wolves, though. Double the size and with fur as sharp as blades. Teeth and claws that were even sharper. They did not howl like wolves or travel in packs. Thank the gods for that. However, they moved with the silence of a phantom wind. One could be right behind him, and David wouldn’t know.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw nothing but the trees and a rabbit scampering past as the sun at last set. He told himself not to get paranoid. Then, two things happened one right after another.

First, two shrill screams pierced the air from somewhere far off. Down the ridge, David guessed, and through the trees that way. Going south. David deduced these things in a matter of seconds before Carson bounded to his feet, shaking. His action snapped David out of his daze and got him up.

“Come on.” David took the lead by tearing across the clearing and back into the trees. They went on silent, quick feet down a steep hill and up another, coming to a ridge that overlooked a river glowing in the moonlight coming up over the trees. The sounds of struggle continued, and David saw flashes of light through the trees.

Magic from wands, he realized. Magic users were in trouble. The snarls and growls told him they had encountered one of the beasts. He pressed on, Carson close behind him with bow and arrow drawn. David had his own ready with an explosive arrow nocked to let fly into the creature when it came into sight.

At last, he saw them. Two cloaked figures stood behind a shield of magic, flinging spells with their wands. Novices, he realized, since they used no mana and seemed to have no other weapons but their wands. Their shield was elementary, merely to hold off other spells. It would not hold long against the terrors of this forest.

If they had no weapons, why the hell were they here? This forest was known to be full of dark terrors and not only the beast before them now. There were stories about shadowy figures gripping wandering people with icy hands and dragging them to the river, plunging them deep into the dark water. One such person had awakened on the shore at dawn, marked and scorched, soaking wet and terrorized with no memory of what had happened to him but a gaping, hideous face.

If Avadon had found a way here, this would be the sort of place its creatures would inhabit.

David didn’t want to consider it, and he didn’t have the time to. Not with the huge creature charging the shield. It was not like the beasts he had encountered before. Though it was equally large and similarly resembled a bear crossed with a wolf with blue, bristling fur, it had another component he had not seen before. Shadows rippled off its body. A creature possessed by a spirit of Avadon.

Shit.

David loosed an arrow. As it neared the creature, the shadows welled out. The arrow exploded against the shadow-shield and fell to the ground, useless. The beast turned its head, eyes blazing and nostrils flaring. Well, at least that would get it away from those sorcerers. Carson let an arrow fly, but the shadows swept out, snatching the projectile from the air and breaking it in half before it could do any damage.

David nocked another. “Keep it distracted,” he hissed to Carson. He would find a weak spot. As he thought it, he saw one. A blotch of white skin like the vulnerable spots that had dotted Ivilis’ body in his cold, bitter realm. This beast before him had scraped out of another fight not too long ago.

Carson shot another arrow as David moved away, and the beast turned on him. To Carson’s credit, he held his ground as the beast rushed toward him, heedless of the branches whipping in the wind. David aimed and fired. Focused on lunging toward Carson, the beast did not sense the arrow coming. It plunged into the creature’s side, and an explosion sounded. Fire rippled across the animal, eating away at flesh that began to melt as the beast howled and sank to the ground. The smoking odor of his corpse filled the air.

The two hooded sorcerers in the clearing dropped their shields, mouths gaping in shock and relief as Carson and David emerged. “Thank you,” one gasped. “We thought we were done for.” A woman. She removed her hood, revealing she was young and pretty, with thick auburn hair framing her small, freckled face. She looked younger than David. Younger than Carson even.

Her companion also lowered his hood. The close-shaven, dark-skinned young man offered them a nod of thanks as he surveyed their attire and weapons with a wariness his female companion did not have. Out of the two, he seemed the more cautious. Not cautious enough, though.

“What are you two doing out here at night?” David demanded. They did not look like warriors or anyone from Black Gate.

The woman spoke up. “We’re naturalists. We came here to study a much…smaller and more docile species than this. We arrived earlier in the day and meant to leave before sundown, but we got lost. The forest seems to be changing. We chose this ridge knowing there was a path out, but when we got here, the path was gone.”

Her words made David pause. A forest changing as it willed? Well, he had heard other unlikely stories. Lived them, in fact. He’d been in tunnels and catacombs that shifted according to the will of the being who dwelled in and enchanted the place.

The young woman gestured at the beast. “We had no idea creatures like this were in here until it came upon us. We ran as far as we could, but it was much faster.”

Naturalists. Interesting.

“We can’t thank you enough,” the young man added. “We don’t have much skill in defense beyond our shields and spells. You might think we’re fools for coming here, but we weren’t alone before. We got separated from the others. Our friends had come along to defend us if needed.” A worried expression crossed his face, then curiosity. He tilted his head. “Say, you look familiar. You don’t go to the Academy, do you?”

“I did,” David replied slowly, eyeing them more than before. Was he supposed to recognize them?

“Hargrove,” the girl recalled, her eyes lighting up.

David still didn’t recognize her, but he nodded.

“We were in the same naturalist class,” she explained.

“Ah, and I see you’ve made a living of it.”

“And you’ve made a living of hunting.” So she knew who he was beyond his last name. Her eyes widened as she took in his weapons and the Black Gate insignia on his chest. Whatever thoughts she might have had about it, she didn’t speak them.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” David told the pair. He gestured at Carson. “We came to hunt these creatures down.” He inclined his head toward the beast lying dead among the leaves. That was another strange thing about this place. It was spring, yet the trees in this forest looked as they had in the autumn. Most of the leaves were on the ground, not attached to branches.

“We can see that now,” the cloaked man remarked. He turned to the woman, grabbing her hand. “And we’re leaving now.” He gave David a long look. “One more thing. That creature wasn’t alone.”

David’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“We passed a cave, and it lunged out. There were others inside, but they didn’t chase us like this one did.”

David hadn’t thought the night could get weirder. Yet, here he was, hearing something that made him scratch his head. It was strange that the beast had not been alone and stranger still that it had hunted down the naturalists. Something was controlling these creatures.

David nodded at the young man. “Thank you.” The woman opened a portal, and they were gone.

He turned to survey the beast as Carson gasped. “David, look.”

David saw exactly what he expected. Not only had he hit the white spot on the beast’s side, but he had also opened the creature up enough to see what lay beneath its skin was more than flesh and blood. The features were something else. Something gray-blue like the fur but smooth and hard. He had seen the same skin on hybrid demons. Apparently, they weren’t only taking over humans anymore.

He turned to Carson. “I hope you’re up for a long night because we have a lot more hunting to do.”
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CHAPTER TEN


Iris Tringest checked her watch. Almost an hour after midnight. She sighed as the seconds crawled by. They had tracked the malevolent presence all throughout Madrid after sundown and finally came here, to the temple of Debod. A square archway loomed over them, reflected in the water. Moonlight shone from above, and Iris peered into the water. Her reflection rippled alongside Romero’s.

Her twin tapped the end of a gleaming knife on his finger, a sign that he too was losing patience. Though he didn’t say anything, his face was drawn tight. He monitored the other side of the water pool with keen eyes as if the creature they were tracking might dare to step out from its hiding place.

“It’s here,” she murmured. “I know it.”

He nodded in agreement. They could both sense it nearby. Waiting, watching. It was weak. Wounded. Iris’ gaze trailed past the water to the stone walkway leading into the trees. “Is that…”

Romero nodded again. “Yes. Blood.”

Black droplets on the ground. Demon blood. Or hybrid demon blood. anyway. Black blood meant the creature was more demon than human. Otherwise, the blood would have been somewhat red. The demon had been possessing the human for a long time, it seemed.

“Good thing you got that arrow into the portal before it got away,” Iris commented.

Romero had managed one clean shot at the creature as it hopped into a portal, disappearing from an alleyway in the city of Madrid. They had come here using Iris’ ability to track portals. That arrow must have done some damage because here was the demon’s blood.

Iris crept toward the trees. The blood stopped. She ducked into the small grove, but there were no signs of life. Romero was close behind her, an arrow ready in his crossbow. They kept close and quiet, concealed by the enchantments in their cloaks to keep them from the view of human eyes. What a strange sight two battle mages sneaking through the trees at this time of night would be. Not that many were around to see them given the late hour.

The enchantments shielded them from humans, but that didn’t mean the demon was blind to their presence. For one, it could pick up on their magic. Iris approached a fountain, once again glimpsing her rippling form in the reflection, black cape floating behind her in the soft, sultry wind.

She heard Romero’s footsteps half a second before she saw another figure reflected in the water. It wasn’t her brother. She turned without a sound, spinning fast enough that the hybrid demon behind her didn’t realize she had caught it until she plunged her long blade into its chest. The shadows around it sprang out and faded, too late to wrap around her. The sickening crunch of her blade entering his chest echoed in her ears. Black blood oozed from the wound.

“Good,” Romero murmured as the demon sagged to the ground, eyes wide and red.

The gleaming claws the demon had been extending before Iris turned told her she had almost lost her head. The creature could have ripped it from her neck if she hadn’t seen it in time. Funny, she thought. I didn’t sense the damn thing. She could sense it now, though. The foul presence of its dark magic hung in the air. She’d been lucky to peer into that fountain when she did.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed. “You’re not supposed to be in this world.”

The creature cackled and rasped. It was alive enough to answer questions. Iris pressed her blade in, eliciting a small shriek. If anyone came this way, she’d carry the three of them off into a portal.

“Let me,” Romero’s deep voice offered. Iris stepped back, releasing her sword so it stayed inside the creature. Romero hauled the demi-demon up against the fountain. “We can do this the hard way or the harder way. Make your choice.” He flashed his knife.

The demon only laughed and spat blood.

“Harder, then,” Romero remarked as he plunged his knife into the demon’s forearm. Black blood spurted, and the demi-demon howled. “Who sent you?”

The demon did not answer, so Romero twisted his knife.

“Iv-Ivilis!”

Romero’s brows furrowed. Either this hybrid had been sent months ago before the ordeal in Ivilis’ realm or Ivilis was…

“I saw that damn creature blow apart and get sucked into a portal,” he hissed. “Ivilis didn’t send you.”

A cold, menacing smile responded. “Oh, but he did.”

Romero drew his knife up, tearing membrane.

The demon wailed.

Iris stepped forward, arms folded as she surveyed the demon. “Romero.”

He didn’t listen. “Tell us what you know.”

“There’s still someone in there,” Iris reminded him.

“It’s a fucking demon, Iris.”

“There’s someone in there!”

The demon’s eyes shuttered, fear filling them. He seemed to be fighting something inside himself. Iris got in its face, ignoring the odor of its blood and breath. “Let him go.”

“Never!”

Romero drew out his knife and made to plunge it back in.

“Fine!”

The demon quaked, and more blood poured. Finally, bit by bit, the demon’s skin melted away, leaving a shaking, naked, shriveled human. The man might have once been young before the demon took over. He looked quite old now. “Who are you?” Iris asked, but the man was too busy weeping.

“Thank you. Thank you!” he managed at last.

Romero removed his cloak and wrapped it around him. Never mind who he was. He shivered even with the warm air and the cloak, as if the cold grip of the demon still hung around him.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Romero asked in a much gentler voice than he used before.

“That thing…it took me. Took me from my home.”

“Where is your home?”

“F-France. I had a house. A very old one. I’d just bought it and was going to fix it up. That thing came into my house, and…” His eyes went blank as if he didn’t remember anything else. That was okay.

Iris bent in front of him. “Do you remember your name?”

The man’s eyes continued to shed tears. “I-I don’t.”

Romero straightened. “You wouldn’t happen to have some of those demon’s memories, would you?”

At this, the man nodded. “Ivilis sent him.”

Iris and Romero shared a look, now wondering about the timeline of Ivilis’ actions in relation to this event.

“What do you know about Ivilis?”

“That he once was like me,” the man continued, still crying.

Iris lifted a brow. Romero’s furrowed. “A human?” Iris asked.

“Y-yes. A long time ago. That was what the demon said. Whispered over and over that if Ivilis could be a man who became a master, I could too. If I only gave myself up, let the anger take me, I could become a…god.”

A god. Iris snorted. Demons had funny ideas about power. The revelation brought on a whole new slew of questions. If Ivilis was indeed a man or had been once, he could come into the human realm. Weak and needing humans to feed off, yes, but still capable. “Shit,” Iris muttered.

“How long?” Romero asked. “Do you know?”

“Years. Centuries. Forever.” The man’s gaze was far away.

Iris decided they had asked enough questions for now. They couldn’t risk being found here, and the man needed help. “We need to get him to Black Gate.”

The man looked up, blinking. “Black Gate? Ah yes, the demon said something about that.”

Iris and Romero shared a look, and Romero asked, “How long have you been taken over?”

More tears slipped from the man’s eyes. “Too long.”

Iris couldn’t blame him for that answer, no matter how unsatisfactory.

“It doesn’t matter, Iris,” Romero murmured. “He’s gone.”

Black splotches covered the man’s skin, his dark veins revealing some of the demon’s magic was still inside him. It was too much to seal. It was a wonder the man was still alive. The sight of those dark taints reminded Iris of Magnus.

“What are we going to do then?” Iris asked.

“Give him a peaceful death.”

The man’s breathing had turned hard, his eyes crazed. It had nothing to do with overhearing him. The black magic inside him was still alive, writhing like parasites under his skin.

Romero stood and took out his phone. The pale light bathed his face. His expression changed. “Shit.”

“What?” Iris demanded.

Romero glanced at her, eyes wide. “Message from Jack. Sounds like everything at Black Gate has gone to fucking hell.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Magnus hurried through the streets, not caring about the pulsing taint in his chest. He could not ignore it for long, however. It increased as he drew closer to the scent of the foul creature he had sensed at the café.

The figure, whatever it was, proved elusive. For a time, Magnus was sure he would come upon it. He even drew his wand as he entered a more decrepit area of the region Oswald had taken him to eat in. Every now and then, the creature would vanish, taking its malevolent presence with it.

He stopped short as it disappeared once again and cursed under his breath. Oswald came up behind him, huffing and puffing. “Couldn’t you have gone slower?” he moaned, then stopped short, eyes growing wide as he stared at something.

Oswald lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. “It’s inside there.”

“Where?”

Oswald pointed, and Magnus followed the gesture to an old hotel. It appeared as abandoned as the house they had come from earlier. At least demons had a type when it came to dwelling spaces.

The tall, wide building seemed to gape at them. Windows were broken. Doors sagged open. Darkness sang from inside as a soft wind brushed past. The rain was gone but had not been for long.

Oswald gestured around them. “This one is in better shape than any of the others.”

Magnus had been so preoccupied with catching the demon’s scent of foul magic that he did not notice his surroundings. The other buildings were long abandoned and in much worse disarray. He shivered.

“I know where we are.”

Oswald raised a brow. “Are you going to tell me or keep playing the part of the mysterious wizard who never tells his secrets?”

Magnus cast him a sharp look. “This was where Helena and I came the last time we sensed a dark presence in the city. We’re farther north than we were last time. If we ventured south, we’d come across the old library.”

Oswald clapped his hands. “I’d very much love to see it.”

Magnus shook his head. “The demon isn’t staying in the library.” His gaze went back to the hotel. Out of all the buildings in this square, the hotel had succumbed the least to the ravages of time. Enchanted to stay standing and not with good magic, he thought.

He stepped forward, mounting the steps toward the front doors, where he finally sensed a faint aura of demonic energy from within.

Magnus was relieved to note the magic was feeble. The demon inside was weak. Wounded, maybe. It might not be a lesser being, but it had roamed into a realm it did not belong in. He held his wand out, wishing he had brought his staff along as well. Oswald took out his own wand, steeling himself for what they might find inside.

The inside was as dusty and dim as the last place they had been in, and Oswald was beginning to wish they had gone directly back to the Academy after exploring the home in the country. He slowly approached the younger wizard. “Magnus, do you really think this is a good idea?”

“I never have any ideas that aren’t good,” Magnus quipped.

Oswald frowned. “I can think of a few.”

Either Magnus didn’t hear him or ignored him. He stole past what might have once been a reception desk and into a dining room. Unlike the last place, this hotel was vacant of furniture. Oswald spoke up after a few minutes watching Magnus rummage around the room in search of clues. “I fear you may be too eager to confront the creature.”

Without looking at his companion, Magnus replied, “I don’t think so. I’ve never been eager to confront any demon.”

“Ah, but eager to prove you can still withstand a fight, perhaps?”

Magnus paused, then glanced at Oswald.

The head librarian added, “Your judgment may be clouded. You’re getting reckless, Magnus.”

Magnus’ voice grew gruff. “Let’s split up so we can cover more ground.”

Oswald stared at him with worry written all over his face for a long moment. Finally, he sighed. “Have it your way. We meet back here as soon as we can.”

Again, Magnus did not reply but went back into the hall and to a set of stairs leading to the second floor. The stairs creaked under each step, sounding like they could give way at any moment. At the landing, Magnus found a series of darkened corridors and the eerie but familiar presence of demonic energy pervading the building.

The sensation had grown stronger. Either that meant he was closer, or the creature had been asleep before he came in and had awakened on hearing or sensing their movement. Still, it was weak. Magnus knew to be careful but was confident he could take on a weakened demon. The more wounded it was already, the better.

Magnus stopped as shadows moved against a far wall at the end of a hallway. At first, he thought it was the movements of a tattered curtain hanging in front of an open window, the night wind rushing in to disrupt the quiet stillness of the upper floor. When a jolt of fear gripped him, he knew it was not the mere movement of a curtain.

Instinct overtook him, and he blasted the spot with a spell from his wand. The spurt of magic wound through the air and exploded against a mass of shadows that suddenly grew from the wall. As soon as the magic hit the shadows, the figure vanished.

Magnus was breathing hard, and beads of sweat formed on his brow. He regulated his breathing and straightened. Get ahold of yourself!

Once, as a soldier, he would not have been this frightened.

But you’re not a soldier anymore, he told himself. If not a soldier, if not a member of the formerly great Order of the White Rose, Magnus Deathshroud wasn’t quite sure what he was. For half a second, he wished it was Helena walking these halls beside him. She would know what to do and where to look. She could have told him if a shadowy figure had been standing there or not.

The phone in Magnus’ pocket buzzed. Funny. Who could be contacting him? Helena? Sam? It was getting late. He took it out to find an unknown number. He hesitated briefly, then answered. “Yes?”

“Magnus, are you all right?”

“Oswald, how on earth did you get my number?”

“I’ve always had your number.” Oswald said this as if it were quite obvious. Magnus hadn’t even been aware that the much older wizard even had a phone. “I heard your magic upstairs. Have you found something?”

“N-no. I’m all right. I’ll look around a bit more, then come downstairs. Have you found anything?”

“There’s a broom in this closet.”

Magnus hung up and went from room to room. Each one had a bathroom attached, and some had balconies. These had once been the guest rooms. He searched the rooms with the light at the end of his wand but found nothing unusual. If the demon was still here, he had hidden himself well. Magnus could no longer sense its presence. Such a thing would have once been comforting, but it gripped him with fear now. If he could not detect a creature who was here and meant him harm…

He shook the thoughts away, adding, I’ll defend myself just fine.

After several minutes of fruitless searching, Magnus at last headed back downstairs. He waited in the front room for several more, checking the time here and there. “Oswald?” he spoke into the dark.

No answer came.

“I’m waiting. Where are you?”

Again, silence. Magnus sighed. Perhaps Oswald had gotten himself locked in the broom closet by accident. Even then, he should have been able to get himself out with a simple spell. “Where is that little man?” Magnus whispered as he tapped his foot on the creaking floorboards.

Magnus was about to search for his friend when Oswald at last appeared, stumbling from a darkened recreation room wearing a harried expression. “Are you all right?” Magnus asked, brows raised.

“I swear the place is playing tricks on me!” Oswald exclaimed in a higher voice than he normally used. “Shadows kept appearing. They leaped out at me!”

Magnus told his friend what he had seen upstairs. “Looks like this place is playing tricks on both of us.”

Oswald shook the dust off his cloak and hmphed. “Well, I don’t sense anything else in this place.”

“I don’t either. We can head back to the Academy now.” Magnus stole one last glance back up the stairs. “I’ll go straight to the headmaster with this news. He’ll know what to do next.”

Oswald fidgeted, seeming nervous. Magnus’ brows drew together. “Is that all right with you?”

Oswald seemed briefly in a daze but snapped back. “Oh-oh yes. Tell the headmaster.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Jack Calisto was beginning to wonder if the shadows growing on the walls were an ominous warning that he was next or if he was so sleep-deprived that he was imagining things.

It would not help matters if the head of Black Gate went crazy. Not when more than half the council already believed he was. Jack had been at his desk for hours, refusing to return to his room and sleep despite security being doubled, with more guards than ever on rotation throughout the fortress. Jack himself had overseen those who’d put up more wards.

He was safe, but he didn’t feel like it. Being in the halls of Black Gate late at night made him feel like a child afraid of the dark. Don’t be fucking foolish, he told himself. Still, the light of the fire was comforting.

Jack wasn’t alone for much longer. A moment later, a portal opened, and the Tringest twins stepped out. Romero came first, then Iris, who closed the portal. Both were splashed with blood down the front of their clothes. Well, at least their mission seemed to go well.

Romero looked grim. “We came as soon as we saw your message.”

“All the way from Madrid, so this had better be good,” Iris quipped.

Romero gave her a warning nudge with his elbow. Jack did not look amused in the least. His face was gaunt and somehow paler than ever. He already had the whitest face Iris had ever seen. “You look like you haven’t slept a wink,” Romero remarked. There were gray circles under Jack’s eyes, standing out against his pale complexion with the firelight shining on his face.

“I haven’t,” Jack replied brusquely. He stood, posture stiff, as he held the cane he didn’t really need. If he wanted, it could turn into an enchanted spear. He gripped it tightly. Maybe he expected some sudden attack. Maybe holding on tight made him feel like he could get things at Black Gate under control.

It was clear to both Romero and Iris how long he had been sitting there, racking his brain. Jack poured himself a glass of scotch, then nodded toward the bottle. “A drink? You might need one for what I’m about to tell you.”

Iris leashed a growl, but her voice was still tight. “Tell us what happened.” All Jack’s message had said was that everything at Black Gate had gone to complete and utter hell.

If there was one thing Jack had learned while being head of Black Gate, it was not to pull Iris Tringest from a mission early. She had to complete the job or not be sent at all. However, from what he could tell, they had already caught and killed their target. This was more important than cleaning up a demon corpse in Madrid.

“You’re going to want to sit down for this,” he told the twins.

Iris almost snarled back, “I’ll stand if I want to,” but the troubled look in Jack’s eyes made her obey.

Jack went around the room with his wand, casting spells over the door, windows, and walls. Whatever they were about to discuss, he didn’t want anyone to hear. When he returned to his desk, he finished his scotch and set down the empty glass. He got straight to the point. “Lord Haralson II and his secretary were murdered last night. Brutally. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m not sure how they died, but most of their bodies were…consumed afterward.”

“Consumed how?” Romero asked.

Jack paused, then revealed, “Eaten. What was left of them had teeth marks.”

What was left of them. Eaten. Iris gaped as the words rattled through her brain. That was not what she expected to hear.

Jack sighed. “What’s more, Silas Pennant is missing.”

“The intern?” Romero asked, brow raised. He shifted in one of the plush armchairs in front of Jack’s desk. The fire was at their back, but with the news Jack had dropped, Iris felt too hot. Her blood rushed along with her thoughts.

Jack continued. “They were murdered in Haralson’s office. Someone has gotten into Black Gate.” He paused. “Or was already here.”

Iris went cold. “Jack, what do you mean?”

Jack’s troubled eyes met hers. “The circumstances around it are strange.”

Romero snorted. “I’d say.”

“As far as we know, Silas Pennant was the last person to see both of them alive. I spoke to him a day before anyone found out what happened. After speaking to me, others said they saw him go into Haralson’s office with him. The secretary went in about twenty minutes after that. Silas was the only one to come out, and now we don’t know where he is. Last night, Haralson’s father went looking for him and found…the scene.”

No one had ever been murdered at Black Gate before. Anyone who died within these walls had been old and sick or brought back from battle on the brink of death and never made it back. The only bloodshed at Black Gate was during training, and never enough for someone to lose their life. Even the brawls Iris, Romero, and Jack had had with Razer, Akosa, Carmine, and Kallus when they were younger never resulted in such violence. And the murderer consuming the bodies?

Maybe Iris did need a drink. She snatched the bottle of scotch, noting it was the same bottle she’d purchased for Jack for Christmas, and drank directly from it.

Jack only gave her a look before adding, “The secretary, it seems, had interrupted what was already going on with Haralson. That didn’t stop the killer from eating her, too.”

“Silas Pennant is not a murderer,” Iris cut in. “I don’t care what anyone says. He was a lamb⁠—”

“Or a wolf dressed as one,” Romero added. “You never know. Sometimes, the ones who seem the most innocent are the ones most prone to sudden acts of violence.” He leaned forward, folding his hands together. “Did Silas have a history of disagreements or anything with Haralson?”

Jack shook his head. “As far as we can tell, it was the first time the two ever spoke. No one had a problem with Silas, and Silas never had a problem with anyone else.”

“No motive,” Iris stated. “He’s innocent. If he’s even alive.”

“His absence indicates he’s guilty,” Romero suggested.

Iris set the bottle down. “Or it indicates he was framed and has been taken by whatever the hell used him to get into Haralson’s office. To get him alone.”

Heavy silence lay between them for a long moment, finally broken by Romero’s sigh. “Fucking hell. We’re in real shit, aren’t we?”

Jack poured another glass. “The deepest shit. The council is already considering taking me down for ‘letting this happen.’ I’ll be banished from Black Gate, and someone with little combat experience will take my place.” His lips pressed into a thin line, then parted again. “Some are even saying that not only is this my fault, but I planned it.”

Romero gaped. “That’s bullshit. You would never.”

Jack shrugged. “Some claim I went to Ivilis’ realm to consort with demons, not fight them.”

It was a load of bullshit, and Iris would knock out every tooth from every council member’s face who dared say it.

“Not only has everyone on the council but you and Helena not seen combat in thirty years, but they also don’t have a fucking clue how to handle this demon problem,” Romero went on.

“Demon,” Iris echoed. She fixed Jack with a stare. “It’s possible a demon got into Black Gate and found a way to impersonate Silas.”

Jack shook his head. “I don’t see how it’s possible. We have the utmost security.”

“That’s why he needed Silas. The young man was impressionable. Talented, intelligent, but impressionable. All it took was him being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“But Haralson?” Romero asked. “If the demon did get into Black Gate, why go for him?”

Iris shrugged. “If it was a demon, it probably didn’t need anyone specific. Only someone with mana to consume. The demon, if that’s what it was, needed to feed. And obviously, whatever killed them also ate.” She tried not to shudder at the images that came to mind. Iris had never liked either of the Haralsons, but she would never wish a fate like that upon them.

“That or the demon as Silas came here searching for someone specific and didn’t find them,” she continued. She, Romero, and Helena had all been gone. With her and Romero portal-hopping around the world and Helena protected at Ravenwood Academy, the demon wouldn’t have been able to get to them. A chill darted up her spine despite the fire at her back. If the demon had taken Silas and somehow adapted his appearance, it could still be at Black Gate.

Iris’ gaze flitted back to Jack, her breathing suddenly sharp. “Jack.”

“Iris,” he answered.

“Tell me what you dreamed about the night you first met me.”

Jack’s brows furrowed. “Why?”

“Tell me,” she demanded.

“I dreamed I had already met you. In an orchard. You were allergic to apples. Then, when I met you and found out you were actually allergic to apples, I thought I was a prophet.”

“What the hell does this have to do with anything?” Romero demanded.

Iris blew out a breath of relief. “Because only Jack would have remembered that. A demon showing up as Jack, however…”

A new fear came to Jack’s eyes, revealing he had not considered this before. Iris slipped the emerald and gold ring from her pocket, where she had kept it for safekeeping while on the mission. “I still have this. A demon wouldn’t have known I had it on me.” It proved she hadn’t been taken over.

“Iris and I have been together all night. I killed a fucking demon in Madrid. I wouldn’t have done that if I was one too,” Romero stated.

“We’re all human then.” Jack seemed relieved. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to stab one of you.”

“How the hell did the creature show up as Silas?” Romero wondered aloud.

“There are many ways,” Jack answered. “An essence stone, a special glamouring.” He caught a sudden look of realization on Iris’ face. “What is it?”

“The mask!” She stood. “The one stolen from the museum a few days ago.” Quickly, she told her brother and Jack about it. They had heard about the theft but had not considered what it was used for. A mask that could give someone the appearance of another if they had enough knowledge of their victim and some of his mana.

“The demon got Silas,” Iris gasped. “It’ll be a miracle if Silas is still alive.” The demon would need to feed again and again. If it didn’t plan to use Silas’ face again, it could consume him as it had done to the others. Iris fought off a wave of nausea.

“Fucking shit,” Romero hissed.

Iris’ heart pounded faster. “Jack, can you take us to Haralson’s office? There must be some evidence left behind.”

Jack also stood, nodding curtly. “There’s plenty of evidence, and I didn’t want to clean anything up until you two had a chance to see. Follow me.” He grabbed a flashlight, and they walked the dark halls of Black Gate, weaving through passages and down stairs. They saw no one else. It was the middle of the night, and everyone had heard what happened by now. They would be staying in their rooms with wards up all night.

Jack shone his beam over the room when they entered. Everything seemed in place, undisturbed, until the light flickered over the desk and behind it. Blood stained the rug and the walls. Iris felt sick as she imagined what had happened here.

“What the hell is that?” Romero took two long strides toward the window, where something long, black, and sharp lay on the floor as if tossed aside.

“I wouldn’t recommend touching that,” Jack remarked from the doorway. “There’s a reason it hasn’t been examined yet.”

Iris went to her brother’s side and bent down. It was a dagger. An enchanted dagger with blue whorls carved down the blade. “Fucking hell. The demon froze Haralson when he stabbed him. Probably ate him after that.” Darkened red blood shone on the end of the blade. The blood went so far up that Iris knew the demon had plunged it deep. She could not imagine Silas Pennant doing such a thing. Moreover, the air held a malevolent taint. She turned back to Jack. “Tell me again when you say this happened?”

“Yesterday. We found out only a few hours ago when Lord Haralson went looking for his son. And, well, he found this.”

The blood in the room. The discarded weapon. The demon energy hanging in the air.

“I thought we were done dealing with demons coming into our world,” Jack noted icily.

Romero and Iris turned, looking at one another, then at Jack. “We have to tell you something, boss,” Romero stated. He informed Jack of what they had done in Madrid. How they had tracked down a demon and found some things out after recovering the human inside.

Jack’s features tightened as Romero spoke. “Ivilis isn’t alive. We saw him get sucked into that portal.”

“He went back to Avadon or another pocket realm for all we know,” Iris stated. “We reversed the progress he made with the trees, but if he was human once, the reversal of the portal would have also reversed him.”

“Turning him back to his human state,” Jack surmised in horror.

“But still capable of using magic,” Romero added. “Even enchanted daggers.”

“And he came to feed on someone,” Iris remarked. “But why the hell come to Black Gate when any human with mana would do?”

Jack locked his gaze on Iris. “I think you were right about what you said earlier. Ivilis, if that’s who came here, was looking for someone else. He used Silas Pennant and the mask to blend in. Then he…” Well, they knew the rest of the story.

“We have to find him,” Iris insisted. “Before he takes on another form and kills someone else. He’ll need to feed again soon. He could be fucking anywhere.” In Black Gate, in Paris, even at the Academy, if he somehow found a way past all the wards. Iris froze. Wait, how the hell did he get past the wards here? Black Gate was one of the most secure places in all the magical world, yet a demon had slipped past without anyone noticing. Because he became Silas Pennant. He could also become anyone else he wanted if he happened to come by and take them as he had taken Silas.

“I hope Silas isn’t dead,” Romero grumbled. “That hope isn’t very high, though. Ivilis probably consumed him too.”

Rage and horror battled for dominance in Iris. Then, they heard something clatter in the hall.

They rushed out, Iris and Romero first, with Jack, still carrying the flashlight, on their heels. In the hall, they saw a portal closing and two dark-cloaked figures standing there. They smelled like shit and blood. Iris had her wand and a knife drawn.

They turned, and Iris lowered her weapons. “David. It’s the middle of the night. Why are—” Then she saw the state of his clothes. They had been torn and dirtied. So had the young man’s standing next to him.

“You boys look like you’ve been dragged through hell hanging onto a horse,” Romero remarked. “What the fuck happened?”

David’s eyes were hollow and exhausted. “We spent the whole fucking night killing demon dogs, and that’s not all.” He swallowed. “I have one hell of a story to tell you.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The French countryside, three years ago

Lily Vivace giggled as she plopped on the ground beside Sam. Above them, the sky was wide and blue. The smells from the garden lifted into the spring air. It was warm that day, and Sam’s memories of it were the golden and purple hues of the sun shining through the lilac tree. Even in the shade, she felt its warmth.

Somewhere else in the garden, a fountain bubbled. Birds chirped. Sam closed her eyes and let the sounds wash over her. The sound of Lily laughing made her open her eyes.

Lily released a happy sigh. “We’re finally done. We only have the summer, then we’re off to the Academy.” A last summer when they were only girls, not witches. When they could learn where the best shops and cafés were in Paris. When they would spend their mornings picking strawberries in the garden.

Somewhere among the trees, flowers, and berries, Lily’s grandmother was pulling weeds. Sam knew they should be helping, but she loved laying here with the sun warm on her skin. That orb of great light moved beyond the tree, and she was no longer in the shade. Sam turned on her side, propping her head up on her hand. “Sometimes I wonder if we should take a year before going to the Academy.”

“Don’t be silly.” Lily’s eyes sparkled. “We’ve always dreamed about going.”

“You have always dreamed about going.” Lily had been talking about it since they were little girls, even though, as far as Sam knew, Lily didn’t know much about the magical school.

“And your dream is to follow me anywhere I go.” Lily meant it as a joke, but Sam realized it wasn’t a lie. Ever since Lily, she’d never pictured a future that wasn’t about them together. “Besides, we can’t spend our lives gallivanting around Paris,” Lilly added. “We have gifts that many don’t. It’s our responsibility to learn how to use them and…”

“Contribute to the greater good of the world?” Sam finished with a wry grin.

Lily laughed. “Something like that.” She lay on her back, fingers playing with a ribbon tied around her waist. Her dark curls fanned out around her head. Sam thought her best friend looked angelic. She was all softness and smiles, while Sam was angles and keen eyes. Two sides of the same coin.

Lily picked a flower from the grass and held it up, examining it as if it could tell them their future. She picked off the petals one by one.

“What are you doing that for?” Sam asked, suddenly feeling like they were eight again and not eighteen.

“Making wishes.” Lily’s voice was wistful. She flashed Sam another smile. “You’ll never guess what they are.”

“That we could wander around Paris the rest of our lives and not have to worry about anything. That’s the first wish. Your second is for a lifetime supply of chocolate.”

“That’s two. Guess the third.”

Sam reached for Lily’s hand and squeezed once before letting go. “That you and I will be side by side forever. Even if we marry someone. Even if we have a dozen children each. We’ll buy a huge house in the country and raise our kids together.”

“You’ve always said you don’t want children, Sam.”

Sam flopped onto her belly and dug her toes into the soft grass. “You’re right. I want to be Aunt Samantha to Lily Vivace’s children.”

“If I have children, does that mean I have to share my chocolate?”

Sam grinned. “We’ll find hiding spots.”

Lily sat up and looked into Sam’s eyes, her expression suddenly serious. “Sam, I’m about to make you promise me something.”

Sam paused at the look on Lily’s face. “Anything.”

“That no matter what happens to us, you will look to serve the greater good. You will use your gifts to help people.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “Lily, where is this coming from? Nothing’s going to happen to us.” She had heard of childhood friends growing apart when they were older, but they would be going to school together. They would stay side by side. Sam was certain of it.

So why did Lily seem uncertain? “Promise me, Sam.”

“Fine. I promise.”

Lily produced another smile and stood. “Let’s go help my poor dear grandmother. She’ll be dealing with the weeds all by herself.”
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Lily sat by the window, watching the world grow dark.

Sam was in the bath, so she had a moment to herself. She pulled her knees to her chest and stared off at the forest and the fields, watching birds flit through the air. At the edge of the woods, a doe and her fawn appeared.

Footsteps sounded behind her. Lily turned to see her grandmother approaching, a smile on her lips. “You girls think I don’t hear you sometimes, but I do. Don’t put any ideas into Samantha’s head about you two going your separate ways. I’ve never seen two girls more meant to be together.”

Lily did not share her grandmother’s smile. She had already started planning. She had started writing, putting together those journals for Sam in case anything ever happened. She had a necklace in her jewelry chest to give Sam if she…

Lily shut the thought away. She didn’t want to think about it yet. Not when they had the whole summer ahead of them. She half wished she and Sam could take a year, forgoing the Academy for a time. But we must forge on, she thought. The future awaits.

Rosemary laid a warm hand on Lily’s shoulder. “My dear, you trouble yourself too often. Please, smile for me and enjoy your stay here.”

Lily did. She smiled and squeezed her grandmother’s hand. For her and for Sam, she would stay as long as she could. A time was coming when things would change. Deep inside her, she felt tendrils of magic rising, awakening. What she’d told Sam about their gifts had been true, but they weren’t only special compared to humans without magic. She knew the truth of her family and Sam’s. One day, Sam would know it, too.

But not until after I’m gone, she thought.

Lily rose and hugged her grandmother. “I’m tired now. Goodnight.”

Ravenwood Academy, three years later

Sam wasn’t sure she could do another year of this.

A year of sitting in her potions class, wondering if it was ever going to be over. At least today, she did not have to hear her professor droning on. She flipped over the last page of her exam, then back to the front, where she scribbled her name at the top. It stared back at her, and somehow, Sam felt like she didn’t even recognize her own name.

It had been weeks since she’d properly looked into a mirror, hardly able to recognize herself anymore. Without training, she had fallen out of shape. She was finally eating again but hadn’t gained back the muscle that training gave her.

I can’t do this for another year, she thought. Classes and exams and sitting around waiting for…what? She didn’t know anymore. It wasn’t like she could wait for Lily to come back.

She couldn’t do another year of classes where she kept her magic in check, so no one knew how powerful she was. Where she learned new things, but none of them seemed to push her in any direction she wanted to go in. If she wanted to become a potions master, an herbalist, a healer, or a hunter, she would have had a different mindset. She didn’t want any of those things.

So what the hell do I want?

She’d been asking it ever since her visit with Helena. The long-time Black Gate agent took Sam to her favorite café in Paris, and they talked everything over. Helena told Sam exactly what it would be like living at Black Gate. “It’s not as comfortable as you would be at home or even here at the Academy, but it’s secure, and you’ll have a chance at a real future.”

Sam could become anything she wanted at Black Gate. A trainer or a huntress. She could go on spy missions or track creatures across the world. She could be in charge of finding new recruits. Nothing sounded bad, but nothing sounded right either.

My luck’s run out again, she thought. Just when I’m supposed to be figuring my life out.

Sam wondered how many of her fellow students in the room wondered the same things. Probably not many of them. Most third-years already had an idea of what they would become when they left the Academy. Molly would be an herbalist. David was a hunter for Black Gate and had always wanted to be. And Sam?

Well, a few laps around the training yard sounded good right now. She wanted to outrun her thoughts.

She remembered what she’d told her counselor the last time she saw her. I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life until Lily died. Then, I had vengeance as a purpose. I trained and worked hard. But now I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do or what I am.

Her counselor had smiled sweetly. “Then ask yourself what Lily would want?”

Sam had thought over that time and time again, along with Lily’s words that day in the garden. It felt like so long ago. What’s a calling, and what’s only getting by? she wondered.

The rustling of papers and students getting up from their seats alerted Sam that class had ended. “And don’t forget to submit any outstanding potions by the end of the week!” their professor called as students began to file out of the room.

Quickly, Sam gathered her things and went to the door. The plan she had in mind involved a long, hot bath and wine and chocolate with her favorite reality television show. Molly would join her, no doubt, and she could see Helena later in the evening.

Preoccupied with these thoughts, Sam rounded a corner too fast and stumbled right into someone. She smiled. “Oswald. What brings you out of your library?”

The little old man glanced up, surprised at first. Sam could have sworn a slight sneer pulled his lips apart, but he composed himself. “Ah, Samantha. Delighted to see you as always.”

“No ‘Miss Tempestade, what have you come to bother me about today?’” she teased. “I’m sorry I don’t have waffles for you.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Worry not, my dear.” There it was. Oswald’s good cheer returned to him. Sam had heard from Helena that Oswald was occupied with a case of a missing mask at the Louvre. Perhaps that was what made him look so harried now.

“I’m sorry if I’ve stopped you from where you’re going.” Sam stepped aside, but Oswald stared at her a moment longer.

“It’s quite all right, my dear. I’m frazzled and tired. Long days among books, you see.”

Sam raised a brow. “You’ve never looked at me this long. Tell me, is there something on my face? Stuck in my teeth?”

Oswald shook his head. “It’s been a tiring day.” He seemed insistent on that fact.

“Well then, I’ll leave you to rest.”

Oswald was about to walk away from her when he stopped. “Tell me, dear, where is Helena today?”

“Helena?” What did Oswald want with her?

“I have some matters to discuss with her. We had plans to meet, but she didn’t show.”

Sharp fear stole through Sam’s body. Had Helena gotten into trouble? “She told me she’d be back here tonight.” Sam hoped it was true.

Oswald nodded, tutting. “Good, very good. Well, see you later, Miss Tempestade.”

Sam watched him walk off, a puzzled expression crossing her face. Perhaps Oswald was only tired, and he had always acted odd. She shook her head and started down the hall once more. I’ve had a long day, too.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


When David got back to Ravenwood Academy, he had two things in mind to tell Sam.

He paced in the common room, checking his watch every five minutes, willing the time to go faster so she would return. It had only been four days since he saw her last, but it had felt as long as those weeks when he had been away at Black Gate, leaving her to wonder if she had a friend anymore.

David had been there for an hour already, switching between pacing and sitting on the couch, bouncing his leg. He tried to eat something and drink some water. The last David had heard, Sam was in a class completing a final. Gods, he did not miss those days. “She should be here any moment,” he murmured, checking his watch for what might have been the twentieth time.

The door opened, and David turned, mouth already open to greet her. His words paused at the sight of Jared, not Sam. His face fell, and Jared chuckled. “Not who you thought you’d see? Sorry to disappoint.”

David gave him a half-smile. “Don’t take my disappointment personally. I’m always glad to see you. What are you doing here?” Jared had graduated last year and hadn’t been at Ravenwood Academy since. David assumed he had come to visit Molly, who he had started dating at the end of last summer.

“I’ve heard some things,” Jared answered slowly. “About Sam. That she hasn’t been doing so well. Molly called me. Apparently, none of her friends can get a hold of her, but I talked to Helena and heard they went out the other night. I had some free time, so I thought I’d stop by and check in on her.” He grinned. “And I found you instead. Good. You’ll be better for her anyway.”

David should have been grateful to Jared, but he felt a sharp pain in his chest instead. Jared had come to be there for Sam, yet during all these months when David knew exactly what she was going through, he had drawn away. He’d distracted himself with training and missions, unable to handle that she might never be healed enough from Lily and the Cabal to…

Be with me, he thought. I’m so fucking selfish. He had realized it before. When hunting wild beasts in the forest and discovering he wanted nothing more than to have her at his side. He’d come back to tell her that, to announce he’d made up his mind about his future. He had been at this crossroads before with Emma when their lives split in different directions. The direction David went had Sam in it all the way down that treacherous road. He hoped they wouldn’t be splitting up now. Not after all the shit we’ve been through.

David did not realize how long he had been staring off into space, occupied with his thoughts until Jared cleared his throat. “Sorry, what’d you ask me?”

Jared repeated himself. “What are you doing here? I heard you were leaving Ravenwood for good. Come to pack everything up?”

Well, it was true. David simply hadn’t confirmed it yet. He nodded. “And to see Sam.”

Jared nodded. “Good. Well, I’ll leave you to it then. When you two think of it, come out with Molly and I. It’s been a while.”

“We will.”

Jared left, and David returned to his thoughts. It had been a while. They hadn’t done anything fun, anything for themselves, since coming back several months ago. The ordeal in Ivilis’ realm had hung over them like a dark cloud, reminding them of Ifran’s sacrifice and death. The other Black Gate agents who had lost their lives before and during.

While Sam had been unable to think of anything other than Lily, David had thought about everything else. They had been offered a future at Black Gate. They could work together for the rest of their lives, but would it ever be more than that? He didn’t only want her at his side in the training yard and on battlefields. Not anymore, he thought. We’ve been through too much to be soldiers together.

He thought of his family, and all that came to mind was a picture of bringing Sam home. A proper introduction to his family, whether his father liked it or not. Suddenly, the idea of one day owning the estate did not bother him as much. Not if Sam was there with him. And we could still work for Black Gate, he thought.

David stepped toward the door, planning to meet Sam in the halls on the way there. The door opened then, and she appeared, surprised as she took him in. “David.”
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Sometimes, seeing David reminded Sam of the first time she ever laid eyes on him. That day long ago, when she and Lily were on the ship bound for the island for the first time. The day she spied David Hargrove among a group of friends and became enamored like a little girl. As if he was something more than a third-year student at Ravenwood Academy.

She had not known at the time that he was the son of Lord Hargrove and heir to an estate that would take care of him for the rest of his life. She wouldn’t have cared about all that because after getting to know David, she knew he was more than deep pockets and a good shot with a bow and arrow. Sometimes, she still felt enamored. Even after years of training and fighting and searching old books for secrets from an ancient past.

Sometimes, she was still only Sam, and he was only David.

He gave her a small smile. “Surprised to see me?”

“I didn’t think you would be back so soon. Or that you would come here when you were done.” She closed the common room door and set her books on a nearby end table.

David was quiet as he watched her put down her books and remove her shoes. “I came to...” He dragged a hand through his hair, and her gaze lifted to meet his. “Say goodbye.”

Those two words felt like a stone dropped into her chest, pushing her heart down, but Sam forced a smile to her face. “It’s the end of the term anyway. No one will be here for you to train.”

David nodded. “But I’m not coming back next year.”

Sam had been sitting down to take off her boots and now stood. “I’m not either, so maybe you don’t have to say goodbye.”

His brows lifted. “But you have another year left.”

Sam shook her head. “I’m not doing it. I’ve decided to take the mission Helena wants, and when it’s done, if all goes well, I’m going to Black Gate. I don’t know how long I’ll stay, but I have to try. It’s the only thing that feels right for me now.”

“Only thing?” David echoed, his voice sounding on the edge of breaking. “I’m taking her up on the offer too.” There was plain relief on his face. Had he been hoping they would work together again?

Sam also felt relief. At least for a week or two, or however long Helena’s mission took, they would be together again. “And after that?” she asked. “Are you staying at Black Gate?”

David smiled. “I think so.”

Sam had to refrain from leaping on him, wrapping her arms around his neck for joy. “I decided for certain during my hunt,” David went on. He decided then to tell her everything about it, starting with how he and Carson had spent a full day in the beasts’ habitat laying traps and looking for clues. “We got a lucky break, but at the cost of someone else’s luck.”

He explained the screams, how they’d found the beast chasing the naturalists in the forest, and how he and Carson had saved them. He told Sam what the naturalists had said about there being others.

“So Carson and I tracked the damn things all night. We found the cave and evidence of beasts inside it, but they were all gone. We were about to give up when wild shrieking filled the whole fucking place. The next thing we knew, we were on the run.”

“You didn’t try to fight them?” Sam asked.

“There were too many, Sam. At least twenty, maybe more. I couldn’t tell how many in the dark.” He reviewed the details as he had done at Black Gate when he related the events to Jack, Iris, and Romero. “Then, out of nowhere, they stopped. At first, Carson and I thought we had passed some barrier the beasts could not slip by. It was like a wall of magic between us. The beasts were enraged, pawing the ground and snarling, but they couldn’t get to us.”

Sam had a realization. “They were being controlled.”

David nodded. “By whatever the hell put them there in the first place.” His features sobered further. “There’s a lot to tell you. Iris and Romero tracked a demon in Spain and found out some information. Apparently, Oswald and Magnus have been on a quest of their own. And Black Gate…well, shit has gone down there too. It’s all weaving together.”

Sam’s mouth opened wider as David told her everything he had learned at Black Gate. Her thoughts spun. She had seen Oswald half an hour ago. Had he seemed troubled because of everything surrounding the mask? News about Magnus having left the Academy to chase down demons bothered her the most. “He needs to stay out of it,” she hissed. “He could get himself killed!”

“I’m inclined to agree. Maybe that’s what Helena wants us to do. Take over the mission Magnus is on so he doesn’t kill himself.”

Sam sank onto the sofa, her hands draped over her knees. A murder at Black Gate. A demon who said Ivilis was still alive. A mask stolen from the Louvre. Probably Ivilis, she thought with no small amount of rage sparking to life inside her.

David’s voice broke through her thoughts. “It was the relief and gratitude I saw in the naturalists’ eyes that reminded me why I do this. I want to be at Black Gate to help people.”

The fire inside Sam burned brighter. Could she join Black Gate for the same reasons? All she felt was a need for vengeance. All she saw in her mind was Lily lying cold and dead. Perhaps joining Black Gate wasn’t right for her. She looked up, her gaze troubled.

“What is it?” David asked.

“I’ve never had a purpose like you, David. Never wanted to be a hunter or anything else my whole life. Everything I’ve done is out of vengeance and making sure the people I love don’t get killed. I’ve been fucking selfish.”

David crossed the space between them in two strides and put his hands on her arms. “Don’t say that. You haven’t been selfish, you’ve⁠—”

“But I have! Whenever I’m facing one cabal member or another, all I think about is Lily and the things I would do to get her back.”

“I’ve been selfish too.”

Sam shook her head. “You’ve been anything but.”

“I have because I haven’t been here for you. When things got hard between us, I went away. I’m not doing that anymore, Sam.” The firmness and earnestness in his voice made her pause. Sam looked into his eyes and read the emotions there. He meant what he said. David Hargrove, always so damn good for his word. Sometimes, it was annoying.

“And there are people grateful to you too, Sam.” She recalled what Molly had said to her months ago. No matter what, she saw Sam as a guardian, protecting her and others. His smile made her face brighten. “I’m grateful for you.” His hands slipped from her arms, and Sam wished his warmth was back right before he slipped his fingers between hers. “I want to take you out on a real date. We should be kids for one more night.”

Sam rolled her eyes and laughed. “We haven’t been kids since everything with the Cabal started.”

“Well, let’s pretend then.” His eyes twinkled, and Sam hoped he would lean forward and kiss her already. Before he could, she was hit by a rank smell.

“Oh gods, what the hell is that?”

David chuckled, drawing his hands from hers and going to his bag by the door. “I brought back a piece of the beast I killed, but the ward to hide the smell is fading. I’d better go and get rid of this.”

Sam raised a brow. “You should work on bringing back better presents from your missions. I’ve never met a girl who wanted beast guts over flowers.”

“I’ll come back when I’m done dealing with this.” He opened the door to find someone coming in.

Molly wrinkled her nose. “Gods, David, you smell awful. Try a bath next time before you pay a visit.”

His laughter filled the hall. “Good to see you too, Molly.”

The girl slipped into the room, greeting Sam with a hug.

“You look like you’re about to ask me for a huge favor,” Sam observed.

Molly’s face turned pleading. “I’m drowning in setting up the end-of-school-year festivities. If you help me, I'll buy you chocolate and wine."

Sam grinned. “Well, that’s better than what David brought back for me.”

Molly gave her a questioning look, but Sam waved her off. “What do you need me to do?” She decided speaking to Helena about the mission could wait. David was right. They could be kids for another night or two.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


When Helena Marrows received word from Iris that something had happened at Black Gate, she decided she wasn’t waiting around any longer for Magnus to return to the Academy. She could talk to him later about why he was off traipsing across the country with Oswald. Demon hunting, if I had to guess, she thought. She’d skin him alive for putting himself in danger before he got himself killed.

Whatever they were up to, it had something to do with that damn mask stolen from the museum, and Helena guessed whatever news Iris had was tied into it.

She’d been away from Black Gate for days and hadn’t heard anything. If something had happened, Jack would have told her. Unless he was trying to keep it under wraps. Jack wouldn’t hide it from her, his own appointed council member, but if he was trying to keep the news from finding the wrong ears, she wouldn’t know until she got back. Or met Iris halfway.

Iris had a favorite tavern on the outskirts of the city and asked Helena to join her there. When Helena entered, she found the other woman in a back corner, nursing a glass of scotch. Iris and Jack had the same favorite drink. Iris wasn’t in fighting clothes while in public. Helena had also traded her customary leather trousers and enchanted shirt and vest for street clothes. Still, she wore her boots and an array of blades and carried her wand, all out of sight but in easy reach.

Why meet here? Helena wondered, but the troubled look in Iris’ eyes told her enough. Iris needed to go somewhere she was familiar and comfortable with. This wasn’t only about news. Iris had needed the drink, too.

Helena slid into a chair. “I hope there’s more of that where it came from.” She gestured at Iris’ glass.

Iris gave her a small smile. “There’s plenty. I made sure before I sat down.” In a low voice, Iris related to Helena all that had happened in the past few days, from her and Romero tracking, killing, and questioning a demon in Madrid to their return to Black Gate and what awaited them there.

She explained how they had deduced a demon was behind the murder of Haralson and his secretary. She told how Silas Pennant had gone missing and finished the story with David’s appearance at Black Gate and his report of the beasts they had hunted. Or been hunted by, it sounded like.

The longer Iris spoke, the more horror twisted in Helena’s stomach.

“Shit. Well, this fucks everything up.”

Iris tipped back her glass and drank the rest. “Tell me about it.”

“More than you know,” Helena added. After Iris gave her a questioning look, she leaned forward and lowered her voice to a near whisper. “I’d heard about the mask going missing from the museum and was planning on putting Sam and David on the case. A first mission of sorts. I didn’t imagine who would be behind it.

“I wanted Magnus off the case since I heard Oswald was involved in tracking the mask down. I knew right away Oswald would go to Magnus for help.” And Magnus, being the way he was, would not turn down the request. Perhaps Magnus meant to be careful, but Helena knew him well. He would only be cautious until curiosity overtook him.

“It’s not too late to take Sam and David and let us handle it,” Iris reminded her.

Helena shook her head, imagining the disappointment David and especially Sam would feel when Helena told them they couldn’t take the mission anymore. “They want in. Sam and David are more prepared for a mission like this than half of Black Gate. If anything, we let them join us and tell Magnus to take a back seat so he doesn’t…” She trailed off, unable to say the words aloud.

Iris noted the concern on Helena’s face. “Magnus can take care of himself. He has for a long time.”

She was right about that, but Helena still had dreams about saving Magnus on that battlefield so long ago. She’d experienced almost the same thing only eight months ago in Ivilis’ realm. Without Sam’s help, she didn’t think she could have saved Magnus a second time.

Iris leaned closer. “Jack, Romero, and I have been talking. With all this shit going around about taking Jack off the council, we’ve considered leaving Black Gate altogether. Starting our own thing, you know?”

Helena’s eyes went wide. “We’d be seen as deserters. Any resources and connections we have through Black Gate would be cut off.”

“Some, but not all. We’d still have Akaron.”

“That’s one person, and he’s not as connected.”

Black Gate, though a private organization, had connections worldwide with those higher up in the magical echelons. Helena knew they couldn’t rely on their reputations to get far. They’d be free agents with a lot of experience between them but not much else. They needed the resources and connections.

Iris went on. “Black Gate won’t operate at a top level as it’s done for years if we’re gone. Sam and David could come with us. They’ve basically been free agents since we dealt with Valen Blackburn.” She sighed. “Jack won’t go until the council removes him, though. Romero suggested he step down before that, but Jack refused. He thinks it will make him look guiltier than he already does. They might banish him anyway.”

Anger shone in Iris’ eyes. It had not escaped Helena’s notice how close Iris and Jack had gotten over the past few years. She felt a slight twinge of jealousy in her chest. She’d been gone most of the time since Jack took the seat of head of Black Gate with Iris as his right hand. It was no wonder Jack and Iris had drawn closer while she and Iris grew apart.

Helena didn’t want it to be that way anymore. “What will you do if Jack leaves?” She already knew the answer.

“If Romero goes too, so do I.” Iris left Jack out of the question on purpose. Helena had a good guess what Romero would do. Leave Black Gate so those bastard council members would lose another top-tier soldier. They would also be losing the man who trained most of their recruits.

“And what if I stay behind?” Helena posed.

Iris shrugged. “We still occasionally meet for a drink. Catch up. Talk about old times.” A hint of a smile tugged at Iris’ lips and made her eyes shine. Maybe it was the scotch. Maybe it was a dry sense of humor coming to the surface as a defense mechanism.

Iris Tringest didn’t know who she was without Black Gate. That was a fact Helena had been aware of for years. While Helena went after the Cabal to find her sister, Iris stayed at Black Gate, refusing to help. Helena couldn’t blame her. It had never been personal to Iris. Not until a few years ago.

Helena considered everything they had talked about so far. The mask, the demon’s confession, the murder. She thought about Magnus, Sam, and David. She thought about her sister and Lily and what they would want if they were still here. She came up with no answers. Whatever the true path was, she couldn’t see it.

Iris continued. “All I want is to stick around the people I love. I don’t think I’ll ever have a life where I can settle down with someone. I’ll always be thinking about the next mission or what can be done in the world.”

An aching pain filled Helena’s chest. Long had she dreamed of a more peaceful life with Iris. She controlled her features and smiled at her friend. “I know.” She had known for a few years, perhaps longer. Still, it didn’t ease the ache. She reached for Iris’ hand. “We’ll figure it out, whatever it is.”

Iris stood. “Let’s get some air before it’s dark.” They walked out of the tavern onto a slick street. It had rained while they were inside, and the sky above was cloudy and gray. Night was on her way to cloak them in darkness. There would be no moon tonight.

They walked down the street to an old building where they knew a travel rune was already etched into the floor. Before they reached the building, Iris stopped and turned. “You don’t have to give me an answer now, but I hope you come with us. Me, Romero, and Jack. If we leave, that is. Whatever happens and wherever we have to go, Helena Marrows has to be with us.”

Helena hesitated, then admitted, “I can’t leave Magnus, Sam, and David behind.”

Iris gave a curt nod. “No one said anything about that.”

Helena knew better. They couldn’t expect Sam and David to follow them anywhere they wanted. Magnus would be at the Academy for the rest of their lives. Working apart from Black Gate meant fewer people on missions and less time to spend visiting an old friend.

“Have the conversations you need to,” Iris told her. She slid the golden band with the emerald attached off her finger, then opened Helena’s hand and dropped it into her palm. “Take this.”

“But I gave it to you.”

Iris smiled. “You can give it back after you make up your mind.”

Helena had a sinking feeling that if she chose not to go with them, Iris would not accept the ring back.
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The halls of Ravenwood Academy were dim and quiet when Helena strode through them later that night. She hoped to find Sam and David to talk to them first. She didn’t think she’d be coming to report that Black Gate was falling apart and the future she’d offered them wasn’t so bright anymore.

When she arrived in the common room, however, neither one of them were there. They had probably gone out for the night, perhaps down to the tavern. Good, they deserve it, she thought. She could talk to them tomorrow. She headed toward the classrooms, hoping to find Magnus at his desk, maybe reading some old book.

When she came to Magnus’ room, she found the door cracked open and heard rustling sounds beyond. “Magnus?” She swung the door open and discovered someone in the room, but it wasn’t her old friend. The old man turned, startled at first, then smiling.

“Oswald,” Helena greeted him. “What are you doing here? Please don’t tell me you were making Magnus go on your wild goose chase for that damn mask.”

At first, Oswald nearly sneered at her. Then he seemed to think better of it and chuckled. “Magnus is resting. I came to, err…find something of his. A book, yes!”

Helena folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. Oswald had every book he could ever want at his fingertips in the library. Anything Magnus had in here was a copy. “What book are you looking for?”

“One about masks, of course. I’m intrigued by what happened.”

“Obviously. You work for the museum.” Helena watched him move about the room. He didn’t seem as familiar with the space as he should, considering all the times he had taught on Magnus’ behalf.

Helena walked farther into the room. “I’ll help you.”

Oswald hesitated, then a broad smile spread his lips. “Thank you.”

Helena pretended to hunt through Magnus’ various stacks of books, shelves, and desks and noted Oswald was doing the same. A familiar sensation gnawed at her. Ever since she came into the room, she’d sensed it. Something on Oswald. Almost as if he had run into…

She stopped her thoughts there so he could not read the realization on her face. The feeling grew from gnawing to suffocating. With her back turned to him, Helena reached for a blade hidden in her sleeve. With one pull and a twist of her body, she turned, launching toward Oswald and slashing her knife. She would have plunged it into the demon wearing Oswald’s face if it weren’t for the demon’s quickness. He had guessed what Helena might do. A crooked black sword went up, blocking her knife.

All she saw were the blazing, cruel eyes of the demon behind Oswald’s body and the sneering smile on his lips as he brought another blade out. She did not see it in time. Did not move before he pushed it forward, stabbing her through the leg.

Helena screamed. It wasn’t the normal pain of a blade tearing flesh but a deep, searing heat that lanced through her every nerve. The enchanted sword went right to the mana, cutting off magic.

She was in deep fucking shit.

“Shh,” the demon urged. “Don’t be so loud, Ms. Marrows. We wouldn’t want anyone coming to interrupt our little talk.” Before Helena could curse or scream again, the demon plunged the sword deeper. The pain ripped her apart, or so it felt. She found she could not speak anymore. Words struggled to leave her tongue.

“Do you like it, Ms. Marrows?” He gestured at the sword. “It’s my new binding blade. I’ve been working on it for some time.”

Show your real face, she wanted to hiss, but her tongue felt like lead.

The demon posing as Oswald lifted her chin. Slowly, his appearance changed. The long, white beard and hair belonging to Oswald faded along with the glittering blue eyes and pale skin. Yet the demon still looked human.

How the hell was that possible? Another disguise? Could the mask do that? The man’s face was leathery and gaunt, eyes dark and burning. His fingernails were long and dirty. Helena felt one scrape under her chin as he jerked her. Their eyes met. He was hideous in human form, too.

She could not speak, but she could spit.

Slowly, the demon wiped his face and released a low laugh. “You’ll have to do better than that, Ms. Marrows.” She couldn’t move a single limb. Her arms and legs were locked into place. Perhaps this was what had been done to Haralson before he was…eaten.

Helena gulped at the thought of this creature sinking his teeth into her. She tried to thrash, flail, or simply move. It was all in vain.

“I know you don’t like this,” the demon crooned. “It’s not pleasant being trapped, is it? Well, now you know how it felt when your bitch friend Iris reversed my portal and sent me away.”

Ivilis!

He was here, and he was different. Human. Helena remembered what Iris had said earlier that night about the demon’s confession. Ivilis had been a human a long time ago. Perhaps the destruction of his realm meant he had turned back.

“But I got out. I crawled from that pit and into the human world. Now look at me!” His voice rose to a shriek, and Helena cringed. “I’m disgusting. I’m human. At least it got me here, though.”

Right. Because he would have never been able to enter the Academy otherwise. The wards were too heavy, too strong against outsiders. As Oswald, Helena doubted anyone had questioned it. This was worse than Colin Braise with the essence marble. Her thoughts raced to other conclusions. Oswald had been with Magnus, looking for the mask. Ivilis must have found them and taken Oswald, which meant…

Helena’s thoughts thundered. She wanted to scream. Where’s Magnus?

Ivilis drew closer until his cold breath touched her skin. He smelled foul, like he hadn’t bathed once since crawling out of the darkness in his human form. Above the stench of lacking hygiene was the odor of his magic. It was stronger now that he was here in the castle. A new realization came to Helena, sharp and horrifying. If his magic felt this strong, he must have fed not too long ago. She tried to stifle her horror, not to let herself fly into a panic.

Ivilis laughed, low and breathy. “I thought about this for a long time. I thought about how I was going to get here. When I’m done with you and your friends, I’ll carve Elijah Akaron up and make him pay for what he’s done to me.”

Puzzlement flickered across her face. What the hell was he talking about?

Ivilis cocked his head. “Oh. You don’t know? Well, don’t worry. You’re not going to be around to find out anyway. Do you know what I learned when I got into Oswald’s mind, when I accessed his memories?”

Helena’s eyes grew wide.

“I found out about his special little book that can send you into the dark side of the library. I think it’s the perfect place to keep you until I’m done dealing with the others.”

Helena tried to struggle, to scream, to do fucking anything. All she felt was a cold, clammy hand closing over her mouth, then the darkness sweeping in.
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The moment Ivilis saw Samantha Tempestade in the hall, he thought of everything he could do to her. He thought of carving her up on a stone table and drinking her mana. All those old stories humans used to tell about drinking sweet wine came to his mind. Maybe that sweetness he tasted when he drank human mana was like that. Maybe he could understand humans, after all.

A thought droned on in his mind.

You were human once.

He hissed, shutting the thought away, and focused instead on the weight of the unconscious woman he dragged through the library. After using a portal to move here, he’d glanced around and seen no one. He smiled. Good. Everything was going to plan.

That night in the abandoned hotel, he had considered taking Magnus instead, but the old librarian had far more memories to rifle through. It was in those memories Ivilis saw the enchanted book he could send Helena into. Lock her away. Seal her beyond aid in the dark side of the library.

He hauled her to Oswald’s desk, the old wizard’s memories guiding him there. He spotted the book already lying open as if it had been waiting for him. With a cruel smile, Ivilis lifted Helena’s unconscious form. “Don’t worry, dear. You won’t be alone in there for long.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The tavern was full that night when Sam and David entered.

As the sun went down, David had started to suggest, “I want to take you to Paris, somewhere nice and⁠—”

“Every time we go, we end up tracking demons all over the fucking city,” Sam had interrupted. “No thanks. We’re only on this island for a few more weeks. Let’s enjoy it while we can.”

One of the things they would both miss about the island was nights at the tavern among the villagers, fishermen, and their fellow students. The music was lively, and the ale, though it did not taste great, warmed their bodies. After a few drinks, Sam pulled David into the space where the patrons had moved tables and chairs aside to dance. A lively tune from a flute and drum struck up, along with several singing voices. She did not know the song or the tale it told, but she suddenly felt swept back a few hundred years.

David knew the dance well and led her through it, guiding her by placing a hand on her waist. He spun her around, then pulled her to him. They were chest to chest, hands clasped and breath intermingling. Sam’s cheeks flushed from the movement. The drinks helped, too. “This is more fun than running, right?” David asked, smiling.

“So much more fun.” But she had missed their runs, too. She told him this.

“We can run every morning at Black Gate.”

Black Gate would not give them the privacy of the Ravenwood Forest. Sam would miss that, too. And to think, when she first arrived three years ago, she and Lily had been frightened to step foot among the trees for fear of encountering the beasts roaming there. So much had changed. Sam thought over David’s story from his mission, and she hoped such creatures would not return to the forest.

Her thoughts turned to Helena, and Sam hoped the older woman wouldn’t feel jilted that she had gone off with David for the evening. Helena was probably tired anyway. I can talk to her in the morning. Tell her David and I are ready to take the mission.

David spun her again and brought her back. The song ended, and cheering and clapping arose. Sam needed some cool air and noted that it was getting late. It wouldn’t have mattered if she didn’t have a full day tomorrow helping Molly set up for the end-of-school-year festivities. Sam stopped swaying but did not let go of David’s hand. “We should get back to the castle. Want to walk?”

He gave her a tentative smile, and they headed out. The cool night air greeted them. Soon, it would be summer, and even nights on the island would be sweltering. We’ll be far away from here by then, Sam thought.

The chatter, cheering, and singing of the villagers in the tavern continued as they walked out of the village and up the path toward the castle. None of their other friends have been available for a night out, but Sam was okay with that. She needed David all to herself.

Feeling a bit tipsy, she leaned into him, sighing with happiness and relief.

“You’re more yourself tonight,” he commented.

As much as Sam didn’t want to admit he was right, she agreed. She nudged him with her elbow. “It’s the alcohol, that’s all.” A lie, and they both knew it. She hadn’t laughed or smiled so much in weeks. Months, even. Lily would have wanted this. “I wish more than anything that she was still here.”

David leaned closer, his warmth a comfort. “I know.”

“But if she hadn’t gone, I might have never met Helena, Iris, and Romero. Or Jack.” She would give anything to have Lily back, but perhaps the friends she’d made were a gift, too. The purple flame necklace and the journals were not the only gifts Lily had given her.

Sam glanced up at the stars, sighing again. She remembered nights she had laid in a field with Lily at her side, staring up into that vast expanse and naming constellations. The stars were arrayed differently here, and in all the years Sam had spent at the Academy, she’d been too busy or grieving too much to pay attention. I should have memorized them, too, she thought.

Sam stopped to face David, remembering a promise she had once made to Lily. One she wished she had made Lily swear in return.

“Promise me that no matter what happens, we’ll still have nights like this.”

David searched her face, then chuckled. “I’ll certainly try my best.”

“And we won’t let stupid things get between us anymore.”

David nodded. “I promise. I don’t want anything between us anymore.” He paused, breathing harder.

Sam rolled her eyes. “Oh gods, David. Just do it already.” Before he could move, she pulled the collar of his shirt so his head moved down, her lips meeting his. First, it was feather-light, then pressing in earnest need. His hands rose to cup her face. Finally, she let him go, eyes bright and smile wide. “There. We should have done that ages ago.”

His face was flushed, too. He laughed. “I’ve been waiting a long time for that.”

“How long?” she teased.

“I don’t know. Forever. Yesterday. It doesn’t matter.” David wasn’t sure when his feelings had changed. He’d always known he needed her around.

As they returned to the castle, Sam knew she would sleep very well that night. Or, she thought as she caught David’s teasing smile, perhaps not at all.
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The ladder swayed underneath Sam.

“Hey, hold this still, why don’t you?” she yelled down. When she glanced at the ground, she found that the young man who’d been holding the ladder, a second year, had wandered away to talk to someone at a nearby table. He turned, face going white as a sheet, then scampered back like a child being reprimanded.

“Sorry,” he murmured as he put his hands back on the ladder. It was the ricketiest piece of shit Sam had ever stood on, but she had promised Molly she’d hang the lanterns, so here she was. Apparently, Sam was “the only one who could be trusted with the hanging decorations.”

She hung another row of lanterns along the stone wall surrounding the front courtyard of the castle. Later, they would be lit with wands to illuminate the whole place. Streamers and smaller lights hung from the trees. While they held supplies for now, the tables below would have food and drinks later.

The celebration wouldn’t begin until tomorrow evening. Molly flew around the courtyard, red-faced and desperate to correct any mistakes. Sam smiled, shaking her head. Sometimes, Molly was like her older brother Leo, who had finished school at the Academy last year.

She hadn’t bothered to ask Molly about her brother or to pick up the phone and call him herself. She’d been too busy thinking about Lily. Even now, as she strung up lanterns along the wall, she wondered what Lily would think of all this. What outfits would Lily have sewn together for herself and Sam for the event? What would Lily think of Sam going to join Black Gate?”

Sam wasn’t sure it mattered. Black Gate wouldn’t have been on her radar if it wasn’t for Lily going away. She pushed aside all thoughts of Lily when Molly ran to her, flushed and bright-eyed. “Sam, I’m in dire need of your help.” As if stringing up forty lanterns hadn’t been enough.

Yet Sam smiled. “Anything.” She shimmied down the ladder, wondering if a rung would snap under her light step as she went. It didn’t, and she returned to the grassy ground once more. The young man holding the ladder saw his opportunity to escape and bolted.

“We’re missing a lot of supplies,” Molly stated, scanning a clipboard. “The idiot I put in charge forgot half these items!” She threw her hands up, then caught the amusement on Sam’s face. “Oh, you think it’s funny?”

“I’m sorry.” Sam couldn’t stop laughing. “You remind me of how Leo acted that day we set up for All Saints Day.”

Molly groaned. “Don’t tell me I’ve become him!”

Sam put her hands on Molly’s shoulders. “Give me the list, and I’ll go into Paris for the supplies. You should come, too. Clearly, you need a break from being in the thick of…” She gestured around them. “All this.”

“But if I go, everything will⁠—”

“Be fine without you,” Sam finished. “Better, even. You lose some of the stress and together, we get the supplies.” Sam was beginning to feel she had to get out of here, too. Not only was there a lot to do, but everyone seemed to be avoiding her. Well, she was used to it. People had avoided “the weird girl whose friend died that one year” ever since Lily’s funeral. If only they knew all the shit she’d done to make sure they kept coming back to school.

It’s not about that, she reminded herself. She would save lives even if people never knew and never thanked her.

Molly tilted her head, observing Sam with narrowed eyes. “You’re awfully happy today. Usually, you’re the stressed one, and I’m the one calming you down.” She leaned against a table. “I heard from a few people who went down to the tavern last night that you and David left early. Together. Holding hands.”

Sam could not hide her smile as much as she tried to. She and David had finally fallen asleep in the early hours of the morning, and Sam woke with a start a few hours later when she realized she was late for set up. She left David where he was, sleeping peacefully. All morning, she had been thinking about going back there or seeing him again.

Because she had woken up late, Sam had not had a chance to find and talk to Helena yet. She found it odd that Helena hadn’t sent her a message or tried to find her. Oh well. She’d figure it out later after they addressed all the pressing matters about supplies and banners and lanterns.

Molly spoke again. “Sam, are you hearing anything I’m saying?”

Sam snapped out of her daze. “Oh, sorry. Let’s go to Paris.”

Molly pinned her with a stare. “Not until you tell me what happened last night.”

So Sam did, briefly.

“You kissed?”

“Gods, Molly, I’m twenty-two. You act like I snuck out and tried drugs for the first time.”

Molly’s lips broke into a smile, and she sighed. “This is good news for me. Jared and I had a bet, and I won.”

Sam was about to ask what the hell this bet was about when Molly tugged on her hand. “Into Paris we go!”
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The streets of Paris were busy when the two girls stepped from an alley after they exited a building containing a travel rune. The same rune Sam and Lily had used to reach the ship going to Ravenwood Academy three years ago. Sam would have preferred to portal, but her skills were not up to par yet, and she didn’t need to show off for Molly anyway.

Molly gave Sam the list of supplies. Knowing the area better than her companion, Sam led them from shop to shop. The day was warm, and by the time they had finished, the girls were hot, exhausted, and famished. “I know the perfect spot to eat,” Sam announced with a smile, leading Molly to her favorite café. They sat at a small table outside, enjoying tea and pastries until Molly declared it was high time they got back to the Academy.

“I would rather not be up all night finishing things up.”

Sam agreed, and they began the long walk back to the building they’d traveled from. As they passed through a throng of people and down a narrow cobblestone street, Sam swore she heard a faint, faraway voice calling out her name. She paused, drawing Molly’s attention.

“What is it?” her friend asked. “Gods, please don’t tell me we’re about to be whisked away by kidnappers.” She referred to the first time they had come into Paris with their friend Emma for a girl’s night supper, and Sam had been abducted through a portal by a woman working for the Cabal.

“No, not that,” Sam assured her. “I swear someone is calling out for me.”

She headed down a side street toward the sound. The voice was familiar, but she could not figure out who it belonged to. After several minutes of brisk walking and not hearing it anymore, Sam was ready to accept she had imagined the whole thing. Anyone could have been calling out to someone named Sam in the streets. There were so many people.

As she was about to turn back for the building with the rune, Sam stopped short again.

“Samantha, help!” the feeble voice called.

She whirled toward Molly. “Did you hear that?”

Molly looked worried. “No, Sam, I didn’t.”

Sam had heard and seen things before while out with her friends when they had not witnessed the same thing. She was certain she’d heard the voice.

“Come on, we have to find out who that is.”

Molly groaned. “Sam, please. We need to get back.”

But Sam was already darting down another street. The sky was darkening, and tourists were trickling out of the shopping area toward the clubs and taverns. Lights gleamed across the city, but Sam didn’t notice any of it. Only that pressing voice. As she went on, she realized the call was not sounding through the air but inside her, as if it sang to her magic. Someone with magic was trying to reach her, and they needed help.

“Samantha!”

“There! I heard it again.”

Molly hurried along behind her but said nothing. Several minutes went by, and Sam didn’t hear it again. She stopped in the middle of a street, noticing they had reached a rundown area outside the main part of the city. Distantly, she heard a river rushing by and several cabs honking.

“I don’t like it here,” Molly murmured, rubbing her arms as the evening chill took over.

Sam stood where she was, focusing on the voice. Come on! Talk to me again!

It came once more, feeble but not as far away as before. “Samantha! Help me.”

“Oswald!” she exclaimed.

Molly looked confused. “The librarian?”

Sam had other questions. Why the hell was she hearing his voice? Why was he here and in trouble? She had seen him the other day, and all seemed fine, though odd. Oswald was always odd, though. This had better not be some trick. A trap.

Sam glanced around. After realizing there was no one but Molly to see her, she drew out her wand.

Molly’s eyes went wide. “Are we in danger?” she squeaked.

“Stay close to me,” Sam instructed.

Molly drew her wand. At least her hand didn’t wobble as it might have. Though Molly didn’t have Sam’s extensive training, she knew how to cast a strong shield and defensive curses. Let’s hope we don’t end up fighting a demon and make this Molly’s worst shopping trip ever, Sam thought.

Sam called Oswald’s name again, but she got no response, and she felt his presence slipping. He was around here somewhere. Finally, her gaze landed on a decrepit building across the street. An old hotel. She started toward it, and Molly’s voice followed her. “Are we seriously going in there?”

“Unfortunately, I think we have to.”

The inside of the hotel was musty, and another smell lingered with the odors of age. Molly sniffed. “It’s rank in here. Something must have died.”

Or a demon has taken up residence, Sam thought rather than said. She didn’t want to scare Molly more than she already was. At least inside the hotel, she felt Oswald’s presence again. “You’re going to have to talk to me one more time so I can find you!”

Oswald did not call out, but Sam heard a thump from upstairs. Molly jumped. Sam hurried up the creaking stairs. Molly, seeing no choice but to follow, bounded after her. Sam followed the thumping noise into a bedroom, then to a closet. She yanked open the door, casting the flashlight from her phone over the floor.

Oswald blinked up at her, gaunt, bound, and beaten.

Both girls gasped. Sam fell to her knees. “What happened to you?”

She struck the magical bindings around Oswald’s wrists and ankles with a spell, casting them away, then helped him stand. From the looks of it, he had been locked in here for hours. Maybe days.

Oswald gripped her arm, his eyes wide. “Hurry, Samantha! He laid traps.”

Sam whirled in time to see shadows lurch up from where she had stepped over the floor. One wrapped around Molly, eliciting a scream. “Let her go!” Sam called, striking with her wand. The shadow unfurled, but others were coming at her. Sam knew her wand could do the job, but flames would be faster. She gathered mana in her palms, and blue flames appeared in her hands. She cast them across the room. The shadows vanished into bits of dust, crumbling to the floor.

Molly looked at her with shock and horror. “What the hell is going on?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I have a few guesses,” Sam replied, turning to Oswald. Demons, whatever was going on with the beasts unleashed in their world, and the mask stolen from the museum. She had a lot of questions and knew Oswald could answer some.

Oswald gestured wildly. “Magnus and I came here three days ago, following the vile magic, looking for the stolen mask. We separated downstairs to search, and I was attacked by a human with a demonic taint.”

“A what?” Molly gasped.

“Please go on,” Sam told Oswald patiently.

“The demonic human used the doppelganger’s mask to steal my form and drain most of my magic,” Oswald finished. “He tossed me in here, leaving me to rot. I’m guessing he fooled Magnus because he left without me. I realized the gods had granted me a miracle when I sensed you in the streets. I called out to you, and thank the gods you came. I feared what the thing would do to me when he came back. I heard him, you see. I heard what he did to the other person he brought here.”

Sam’s heart thudded hard. “Who?”

“I don’t know. A young man. I could tell by his voice.”

Silas Pennant, if Sam had to guess.

Sam grew incredibly still. Realization and horror came to her. “You’ve been here for two days?”

“That’s right.”

“But I saw you yesterday in the halls of the Academy.”

Oswald blanched. “Oh, dear Ms. Tempestade. That wasn’t me.” The librarian was beside himself. “The demon told me he knew Magnus well and intended to finish him after he was done using me.”

Using Oswald’s form with the mask. It all made sense. The demon had gotten into Ravenwood Academy.

And he’s there right now, Sam thought. They had to get back. Anyone could have been hurt or killed.

Molly stood behind her, shaking. “Sam, what is going on?”

“I’ll tell you on the way. We have to get back to the Academy now.” She thought of David, Helena, Magnus, and Elijah. Any of them could be the demon’s targets. She thought of the hundreds of students who were also unaware.

As they made their way out of the rundown building, Sam realized why the dark taint hanging over the place had felt so familiar. She would never forget it.

Ivilis was still alive.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


David awoke to find the other side of the bed empty. Sam was gone.

He smiled, remembering he was in her bed. Everything about the room smelled like her. The sheets and pillows. Her clothes piled in a chair. The vase of flowers on her bedside table. The note under it bore Helena’s handwriting.

Well, at least someone had been sending her gifts over the past few weeks. Another twinge of guilt hit his chest, but after all they had finally confessed and done last night, David wouldn’t think about it long. There would be time for flowers and other gifts, he told himself. He arose, remembering Sam had gone to help her friends with set up for the end-of-year festivities.

“Better not bother her,” he mumbled as he grabbed his clothes and headed across the common room to his bedroom, where he showered and dressed. He only had a few things left in the room to pack up. Soon, he’d be moving to Black Gate. Not a better place aesthetically, but his future was there. He smiled. And so was Sam’s.

Gods, he needed to get a hold of himself before he saw anyone else. They’d see the smile plastered on his face and ask questions he wasn’t ready to answer yet. If he couldn’t find Sam, he would look for Helena. It was high time they discussed the mission she had in mind for him.

He checked the other bedroom attached to the common room, knocking first, then hearing nothing and cracking the door open. The bed was made with no sign of anyone having been in the room the night before. No clothes, weapons, or any of Helena’s personal belongings. Maybe she had packed up, too, ready to head back to Black Gate after her short visit at the Academy.

He sent Helena a message and waited. When she did not answer, he wandered to the Star Hull for lunch. After he finished, he roamed the halls, hoping to bump into her. He asked a few passersby if they had seen her but only got shaking heads and, “I didn’t even know Ms. Marrows was back.”

She had been keeping out of the way, then.

Sighing, David decided to give up. Helena was busy, it seemed. He checked the time. It was late afternoon, and by the commotion in the courtyard, he guessed the students were still setting up for the festivities. He headed to the door, hoping to see Sam outside. After looking around for her and Molly, he asked where they had gone.

“To get supplies, I think,” a young man informed him.

The only person left at Ravenwood Academy he wanted to see was Magnus, who he heard had returned from an “outing” with Oswald two days ago. Upon his return, he had been too tired to see anyone. Surely, Magnus was up for a visitor now. It wasn’t like the taint of dark magic inside him made him frail and fatigued. He simply had to be careful.

David headed to Magnus’ classroom and found it empty. A board on the wall revealed he had no classes after the finals that finished days ago. To the professors’ wing, then. David was beginning to think he was doing a lot of unnecessary walking. Stifling a groan and ignoring the stiffness in his legs from his hunt days ago, he set off to the other side of the castle.

On his way, he caught sight of Elijah Akaron coming from his office. David hadn’t seen the headmaster in weeks, not with all the meetings Elijah had with the chancellors of the magical realms regarding the demon attacks and having a school to run.

The headmaster smiled at him. “It’s always good to see you here, Hargrove. I hope all is well.”

David smiled. “Sure is.” He decided now was as good a time as ever to inform the headmaster that he would not be returning to train students who wanted extra credit.

Elijah sighed. “Well, I must say I’m disappointed, but I understand. A man of your talents and ambitions cannot be expected to stay here forever. I wish you all the good fortune in your future endeavors, and know that you are always welcome here.”

David dipped his head. “Thank you, headmaster. You have no idea how much that means.”

Elijah’s dark green eyes twinkled. “Oh, but I think I do. I remember what it was like to be your age, and you remind me of who I once was.”

That wasn’t a bad thing to hear. David would be lucky to be anything like Elijah Akaron when he was older.

The headmaster continued down the hall, and David went into the professors’ wing. As soon as he stepped into the common room full of sofas and tables littered with books, scrolls, and writing materials, he halted. A dreadful feeling hung in the air, a darkness that almost stung him. On edge, David reached for the bow and quiver glamoured to his back. He did not make a habit of walking around with them in sight in case anyone grew wary of his armed presence. Now, he was glad he had brought them along.

A rustling noise in an adjoining room had David grabbing his weapon. He nocked an arrow, prepared to let it fly if necessary. The foul presence told him he might have to. David almost wished he had told Elijah where he was going or asked him to come along.

The figure from the next room appeared and David lowered his bow in relief. “Magnus. There you are.”

At first, Magnus looked startled, then he smiled. “David, I wasn’t expecting to see you.” The darkness in the air began to fade.

Did I fucking imagine it? David wondered.

Magnus’ gaze fixed on David’s bow. “Sorry. My reflexes are on edge after my hunt,” David murmured and put them away.

“Your hunt?” Magnus asked.

David nodded, then gave his former professor the brief version of events that had occurred while he and Carson tracked down beasts. “We suspect the work of demons. Something sent from Avadon,” David concluded.

Magnus’ face had gone distant, but he nodded. “I see.”

Maybe Magnus was tired, David thought. “Have you seen Helena or Sam?”

Magnus shook his head. “Helena was making her rounds, saying goodbye and everything. She’ll be leaving soon if she hasn’t already.”

Strange since Helena had promised to see him and Sam before she left, especially since she had a mission to give them. She was still here. David knew it.

“As for Sam, I assume you saw her last,” Magnus added.

David dragged a hand through his hair. “It seems that way.” She had gone to Paris for supplies, he assumed. He explained this to Magnus.

His phone rang at that moment. He pulled it from his pocket and smiled. “Speaking of which.” He answered and put the phone on speaker so Magnus could hear Sam, too. “Hey you,” he started, but before David could tell her Magnus was listening, Sam’s frantic voice carried to him.

“David? Good. Something’s happened.”

He glanced toward the windows to see the sun setting. “Where are you?” he asked.

“Paris. We’re on our way back.”

“Who’s with you? What happened?”

“Molly and Oswald.”

Oswald? The librarian wouldn’t have left the school for a supply run.

“We found him in an abandoned hotel, David,” Sam added. “He was bound and beaten. It was Ivilis. He’s still alive.” She stumbled over her words as if not quite believing it herself. In the background, Oswald muttered something, and Molly’s soft voice responded.

David froze. Ivilis. Shit. “Okay, get back as soon as you can.” Gods, he wished they could portal. Oswald would have been able to do it if he wasn’t injured. His magic had probably been drained, too.

“And David?” Sam continued in a worried voice.

“Yes?”

“Be careful. Ivilis entered the Academy as Oswald. He might still be around.”

“He could be posing as Magnus!” Oswald’s shrill voice shouted.

Slowly, David’s gaze lifted to meet Magnus.’ The professor’s eyes had changed. They were dark and hungry. David reached for his bow, but it was too late.

Ivilis attacked, shadows leaping out from around him to strike David down. David didn’t even have the time to summon a shield. He heard Sam’s frantic voice over the phone and the demon’s low laughter as a curse hit his chest. Pain spasmed through his body, and darkness swept in. He felt himself falling down, down, down.
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The demon smashed the phone. Foul human thing. It cut off Sam’s voice. Good. He hated her voice and the frantic tone in it. She’d caught onto his plan, or at least part of it. He only hoped she had not guessed he’d used Oswald’s book or figured out what he would do next. The girl would be here soon and with that wizard, too. But they will be too late, he thought. He should have killed Oswald when he had the chance. At least he had already dealt with Magnus and Helena.

That bitch would bring the Academy down on his head if he didn’t move quickly, though. He grabbed David, swinging him over his shoulder like a sack of grain. After he had David in the book, he could finish his task. Somewhere deep under the castle was the magic he needed to complete everything. He reached for the dark splinter of wood in his pocket, the only thing left from his realm.

Consuming Silas Pennant had not been enough. He really should have done the same to the wizard. No matter. He would do it soon.
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Helena did not know how long she was out for.

When she awoke, she felt a splitting sensation in her skull. She groaned and sat up. At least she could do that much. After encountering Ivilis, she had expected to wake up on a stone table, chained by foul, demonic magic. Or to not wake up at all. Instead, she awoke to no bindings. It didn’t matter, though. She was trapped here.

Helena took in her surroundings with wide eyes. Shelves full of books stretched far over her head, at least fifty feet to the domed glass ceiling. Beyond that was a night sky pin-pricked with stars. She had been here before. The dark side of the library, she thought as she stood. Great. There was no telling how long she had been unconscious or how she would get out. Or if anyone but the demon who had sealed her inside knew where she was.

She didn’t have any more time to consider her predicament. A shrill screech went up somewhere far beyond where she stood. A demon screech. Not Ivilis, she concluded, but a lesser demon. Fucking fantastic.

Helena did not have her sword on her. She didn’t have any knives or her wand. She would have to rely on her mana alone. At least Ivilis hadn’t taken the time to drain her. That was what the demons were for, no doubt. To weaken her. Helena thought about hiding for as long as she could to conserve energy. She was already wide awake. Her surroundings and that foul creature's cry had ensured that.

The sounds of struggle rang out. The demon and something else, grunting and panting. Someone was trapped in here with her!

Helena wouldn’t hide anymore. She started down the aisles twisting through bookshelves. The library grew darker as she moved. The stars above could not give all their brilliance to what lay below, and no lights were on inside the library. The fairies who tended it were also gone. Hiding, no doubt. Helena sped through the darkness, watching shadows unfurl on either side of her, waiting to reach out and snatch.

A cry of alarm rang out, and she recognized the voice. Magnus!

Helena’s heart thundered. Oh no. This was bad. Magnus, of all people? The one with a demon’s taint inside his body? If the seal broke, he would not have time to heal. They were trapped inside the book with no way to reach the healers.

The next instant, Helena skidded to a halt as a crashing sound rang out from above. She jumped back and looked up to witness David Hargrove appear in midair and drop onto the library floor.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Sam heard a cry on the other end of the phone. “David!”

He didn’t answer. She heard only the sounds of struggle, then nothing. Shit.

They had to get back to the Academy. The building with the travel rune was still another few blocks away. Gods, she wished she had learned to portal better. She stopped short, thinking of something, and turned to Oswald, who leaned against Molly for support. “Oswald, if I give you some of my magic, can you open a portal to get us out of here?”

Oswald considered it, then nodded. “That could work.”

There were many ways to transfer magic, and few were pleasant. Sam wasn’t enthused about cutting her hand and giving Oswald her blood.

“Touch your wand to mine and channel your magic into it,” the wizard instructed.

Sam did this without much strain, but it took considerable effort from Oswald to receive it. His breathing grew labored. Finally, he opened his eyes and gave the girls a curt nod.

“I’ve only been inside a portal a few times,” Molly announced, looking worried.

Sam took her hand. “Hold onto me.”

Oswald opened the portal between two buildings where they could not be seen, and they plunged into darkness. Sam stumbled out into the courtyard at Ravenwood Academy. More than a dozen pairs of eyes greeted the trio as they emerged. Gazes widened, and low, murmured questions buzzed through the crowd. No doubt, seeing Samantha Tempestade with Molly and the Academy’s badly beaten head librarian materializing in the courtyard would keep people talking for days.

“Come on,” Sam urged Oswald.

“I’m coming with you,” Molly insisted.

Sam turned to her, trying to keep her voice low because of all the onlookers. “No, Molly. You can stay here and finish⁠—”

“No,” Molly interrupted. “I’m sick of never knowing what the hell is going on, and I can hold my own.”

Sam paused. Once, she felt the same way as Molly, angry at being left behind and treated like a child. But Molly had not been trained to defend herself against demons. “Fine, you can come, but you have to promise me that as soon as it is too dangerous, you’ll turn back.” Molly nodded, and Sam added, “I need you to do one thing for me.”

“Anything.”

Sam’s heart swelled in gratitude for Molly’s trust. “Get the headmaster. Tell him to meet us in…” She trailed off, looking at Oswald.

“The library,” he finished. “I have an idea of where he’s gone.”

Sam noticed a lot more people watching them. They had to get inside and away from everyone. They hurried into the open front doors, through the halls winding past classrooms and staircases to the massive library at the back of the castle. No students were inside since the school year had ended, and those who had not gone home were preparing for the festivities. Only Oswald’s assistant Anne sat behind a desk. She glanced up, her features alarmed as she drank in the sight of Oswald’s beaten form. “Whatever happened to you, sir?”

“Please, dear,” Oswald rushed out. “Have you seen Professor Deathshroud?”

Anne nodded. “He came in about ten minutes ago, saying he was looking for you. He went to the back of the library.”

“Shit,” Sam remarked.

Anne’s worry visibly increased.

“Lock the library,” Oswald instructed her. “Make sure no one but Elijah Akaron and anyone who comes with him gets in.”

Though her face was white as a sheet, Anne obeyed without question. Sam hoped there would be time later to explain what had happened and convince her to keep her job.

Sam and Oswald hurried to the back of the library but did not see Ivilis, Magnus, or anyone else. He’s taken David too, Sam thought as panic spiked through her.

Oswald scurried to a door concealed behind a curtain. He opened it, and they plunged into a series of narrow, twisting hallways toward the back of his domain. They entered a room full of books, a fireplace, and an armchair. “My book! It’s gone!” Oswald exclaimed.

This didn’t mean anything to Sam at first since Oswald could be talking about a thousand different books. He threw his hands up. “The book into the dark side of the library!”

Sam’s heart sank. Helena, Magnus, and David must be trapped there, and the demon had the book.

A distant voice called to them. “Oswald, Sam, are you in here?”

They ran back to see Elijah had arrived with Molly. “Tell me what has happened,” the headmaster commanded after taking in Sam’s harried expression and Oswald’s disheveled state.

Quickly, Oswald explained what had happened since he and Magnus left the Academy in search of the mask. “But I saw you yesterday,” Elijah started, then stalled as horror entered his face.

“That wasn’t him,” Sam stated. “It was Ivilis.”

The demon they had been fighting against for three years, perhaps longer, here inside the castle. The shock on Elijah’s face said it all.

Molly’s brows furrowed. “Who’s Ivilis?”

“Very bad news,” the headmaster responded. “Molly, thank you for coming to get me. You can go now.”

But Molly stood her ground, not wanting to be dismissed as nothing but a student. “I’m staying.”

Sam nodded. “She’s coming with us.”

Elijah glanced at Molly, uncertain. “This is a demon we’re dealing with, Margaret. It is better that you stay behind and not say a word to any of your fellow students.”

A new fear came into Molly’s eyes, and she gulped. She also shook her head, meeting Sam’s gaze. “If Sam says I can come, I’m coming.”

“She promised to leave if the danger is too great,” Sam added.

Elijah sighed. “Fine. We don’t have time to waste talking about it.” He turned back to Oswald. “Where is Ivilis? Do you have any idea?” The castle was vast, and if he had the mask, he could be hiding anywhere as anyone.

“He might look like Magnus or me,” the old wizard replied. “So there’s a start.”

“We should get you to the medical wing, Oswald. You need care,” Elijah insisted and signaled for Anne. “Please take Oswald to the healers.”

Anne nodded and led the wizard away despite Oswald’s protests. Sam made a mental note to take waffles to him later.

Elijah tried to contact both Helena and Magnus to no avail. “I see,” he muttered. “I’ll have to use a scanning spell.”

Molly looked at Sam questioningly, but Sam only shrugged. She watched as Elijah cast a spell over the library. The magic spread across the walls, ceiling, and floor. It extended to the doors and out of the library into the halls. She saw now that the spell would scan the whole castle in search of the person Elijah had in mind when he cast it.

Elijah closed his eyes. A moment later, he exclaimed, “There! I see Magnus heading into the wing that leads to the labyrinth below.”

“The what?” Molly asked.

“The labyrinth. A series of tunnels under the castle,” Sam explained.

Molly gasped. “I thought those were a myth.”

“Well, they’re not,” the headmaster remarked. “I have a good guess as to why Magnus—that is, Ivilis is headed down there.”

“Why?” Sam demanded when Elijah didn’t answer and instead strode swiftly to the library doors.

“Because the ley line is down there,” Elijah told her. “Ivilis will need it if he wants enough power to bring this castle down.”

Before Sam or Molly could say anything, Elijah summoned several guards in green cloaks, belts lined with various blades. They would need all the help they could get. “Evacuate all the students and seal the entrances,” he commanded a group, then turned to a few others. “Contact Black Gate. Tell them Elijah Akaron has called for reinforcements. Jack Calisto will know what I mean.”

The guards shared looks of concern but obeyed without question.

Elijah, Sam, and Molly gave chase, hurrying to the wing of the castle where they could access the labyrinth. They could only get there through a secret entrance in Elijah’s office behind the fireplace. “We installed new defenses to protect the ley line after the incident with the Cabal,” Elijah explained. “However, Magnus helped us set it up. Since Ivilis has his memories, he will have no issue bypassing them.”

Just my luck, Sam thought.

“But only I made the protections for the door into the ley line room,” Elijah added. “Ivilis won’t have time to open that before we arrive.”

Thank the gods. They still had to hurry, though.

In the office, Elijah ushered the young women through the entrance, and they descended into darkness. Sam and Elijah lit the way with their wands. Elijah led them, with Molly in the middle and Sam at the rear. “Shield up,” she instructed Molly.

A pale orb of magic flared around Molly’s wand, then her body. At least her shield was strong.

Once inside the tunnels, Sam and Elijah sensed the foul presence of Ivilis’ magic.

“What the hell is that?” Molly hissed. “I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

“It is the smell of something that is not supposed to be here,” Elijah muttered. They went down farther until the walls were close and pressing. The tunnels changed again, intended to confuse them as they approached the demon at the heart of the tunnels, in the room where the ley line was most powerful.

They rounded another corner, and Sam saw the door. Before it was a wall of shadows. She struck out with her wand, blasting the shadows apart with an explosion of light. The figure that had been shrouded behind them turned.

Magnus’s face was not Magnus. His eyes were wide and hungry. Sam’s gaze flashed as the demon looked at her. Before she could say a word, Ivilis tore off the mask to show his true form. Human and hideous. He was much taller than her, built like a tree. His face was long and gaunt, eyes dark and glittering with cruel malice.

While Sam looked on, revolted, contempt filled Elijah’s expression. “Come here to use our magic to restore your power, Ivilis? You don’t look too good, even for a human. Maybe you should have kept the mask on.”

Ivilis seethed. “Even the strongest sorcerer's magic will not allow me to retain my once-great form, but it will still have its uses.”

Sam frowned. What the hell did he intend to use it for?

Without another word, Ivilis drew something from the pocket of his cloak—one he had stolen from Magnus, no doubt—and slammed it into the ground. A shard of wood. Sam did not understand what it was or what he was doing with it until roots flared above the ground, spreading like wildfire through the tunnels. The roots glowed with ley line magic. Ivilis didn’t need to be inside the room to tap into its power. Being close to it was enough. And that shard of wood…

Sam understood as the roots extended upward, forming a trunk, then branches. A tree grew against the tunnel ceiling. The ley line magic took the place of years of human mana required to make it grow. More began to make sense. All those attempts the Cabal had made to reach the ley line. It hadn’t only been about opening a portal but finding a place to grow the trees. To harvest the fruit that kept demons sustained and powerful.

Well, it was growing now. If she didn’t stop it soon, it would keep growing. The tunnels would be full of that tree.

Sam gathered her flames and blasted them at the tree with all the force she could muster. To her dismay, the roots continued to consume magic, growing so rapidly that her flames did little to stop it. She could try to delay it, but her energy would run out before enough of the tree was gone.

Ivilis’ malicious laughter filled the passage. “You’re too late, Tempestade. Your flames won’t do much to help your friends.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Iris scowled at the scroll she had unfurled, the writing ancient and cramped. Even after she used a spell to turn it into words she could understand, she wasn’t sure she could make out individual words. They ran together and not because it had been penned with wet ink long ago. She cast the spell anyway and frowned when nothing happened.

Romero came to her side and chuckled. “It would probably help if you turned it the right way.”

Oh. She had it upside-down. “I don’t see how this is going to help,” Iris muttered.

“If we can find anything new about the mask, we’ll have something to help Magnus and Oswald when we reach the Academy,” Romero reminded her. Jack was busy dealing with matters at Black Gate. Romero had been gone the whole day before, searching for Silas Pennant with no luck. Their plan now, after researching, was to go to the Academy. They had not heard from Helena or Magnus in a few days.

They must be busy with this case, Iris thought. Better to stay out of their way and make themselves useful.

Romero paced in the small room where they had gathered books and scrolls to study. Iris had asked the curator in charge of the magical arts section for special permission to take them from the Louvre. After some debate and hard convincing, the curator finally agreed. Iris had to play her Black Gate card in the end and hint at possible danger for the museum if he didn’t cooperate. She didn’t like making threats if she didn’t have to, but sometimes, that was the easiest and quickest route.

“I’m going to call Sam and David,” Romero announced as Iris bent over the scroll. He called David first, but it went straight to voicemail. Strange. Maybe David had gone to bed already. The sun had only set a few minutes ago. It was early, but he had just gotten back from a mission two days ago.

Romero tried Sam next. Nothing. He tried Helena and Magnus to no avail. Finally, as a last effort, he called Elijah. No answer from him either.

This wasn’t good. He turned to tell his sister as much, but Iris spoke first.

“I think I found something.” She read the passage aloud. “The Masks of Madness were invented by Englishman Barron Pike for his society of sorcerers. They called themselves the Society of Six.”

“I’ve heard of them,” Romero commented. “A secret society at Oxford. Magicals, of course, and madmen.”

“Hence the masks of madness,” Iris added. She read on. “Six were made first, but after some unforeseen side effects and its wearers going mad, Pike recruited six new members with six new masks to rectify the previous mistakes. Rumor has it the first six were destroyed.”

“No one ever actually saw that happen,” Romero commented. “My question is, how is this information on such an old scroll?”

“I know the Society of Six liked to appear as if they had been around a lot longer than they actually were,” Iris explained. “They wrote with ink wells on scrolls, using a long-dead language. They even used teabags to soak the parchment and make it look older.”

Romero raised a brow. “Sounds like a lot of unnecessary work to me.”

Iris agreed. “It says here that after the failure of the second set of masks, Barron Pike went to his country home in France and hid the remaining masks so no one could use them. After his death, his son took over the home and offered the only mask he could find to the Louvre. A donation on behalf of his inventor father in exchange for the Louvre helping him clear his father’s name. This must have been written by a member of the Society of Six who came after the original members disbanded. Somehow, it kept going.”

Romero’s brows furrowed. “Iris, do you think the man we talked to the other night bought Barron Pike’s house?”

Iris frowned. “There are a lot of old houses in the French countryside.”

“Yet only one that might have six or more masks for demons to wear. Only one that demons were living in. At least one demon, possibly two. Maybe Ivilis was there.”

Damn, they really needed to get ahold of Oswald and Magnus and find out what they had discovered a few days ago. Magnus wasn’t answering his damn phone, and Iris wasn’t sure Oswald even had a phone.

Before Iris could read the scroll further, someone knocked at the door. The man who entered was another intern. “A council meeting has been called, and Jack wants you both there.”

For backup, no doubt. Iris suspected Jack hadn’t even called the meeting. She sighed. “Everything’s about to go to shit.”

Romero snorted. “Everything has already gone to shit.”

They headed to the council chamber and found Jack at the head of the long table, as always. Twenty or so council members flanked him on either side. Helena, the newest member Jack had appointed himself, was not present.

“What are they doing here?” Lord Haralson sneered. “This meeting is for council members only!” His cold, angry gaze surveyed the Tringest twins and the various weapons they carried.

“Iris and Romero are welcome if I say they are,” Jack shot back.

Haralson looked hungry to chop off a snake’s head, and in this case, he saw Jack as the snake. Romero remained near the door to monitor the situation in case things got ugly. Iris stood beside Jack, her keen, dark eyes sweeping the council members. Some watched her with strong distaste, while others simply ignored her. A few others looked bewildered about why they were even here.

“It’s high time we discuss what has been going on at Black Gate and how to rectify it,” another member stated. He was considerably younger than Haralson but had no less venom in his voice. He stood, green eyes flashing. “Everything’s been going to hell since you took the head seat, Jack.”

“That has nothing to do with Jack being in charge,” Iris snarled. “It’s because demons started coming as soon as he⁠—”

Jack’s warning hand on hers stopped her. This was his fight, and although she would engage any battle on his behalf, it was better to keep her mouth shut. This time.

Haralson’s cold gaze landed on her and flickered with malice.

“What Durand says is true.” Haralson gestured at the green-eyed council member many at Black Gate called the Viper. Durand was his real name, though almost everyone but Haralson had forgotten that.

The Viper’s eyes glittered as they slid from Jack to Iris. “Yes, and it’s time we remove Jack from his seat. Too many members of Black Gate have died since he took his place. How are we to believe what he says about the missions he’s been on?”

Iris wanted to pounce, but Jack’s sigh stopped her. “Maybe you’re right.”

Iris looked at him wide-eyed. Across the room, Romero started.

Jack looked bereaved. “He’s right. Too many have died on my watch.”

“But many more would have if you hadn’t⁠—”

“Iris,” Jack warned. “Stand down.”

Her mouth snapped shut, but her teeth clenched hard enough to break. She flexed her fingers at her sides, itching to throttle or punch someone. Not Jack but every other gods-damned bastard sitting at the table.

“I agree with Iris,” a voice called. It belonged to a female council member almost as old as Haralson, who had been on the council for around the same amount of time. She fixed Haralson with a hard stare. “Jack has salvaged many situations regarding the demon threat.”

“A threat we don’t even know existed!” Haralson exclaimed.

“Your own son was eaten by one,” another spoke up.

Well, at least more members than Iris thought were on Jack’s side.

Shaking with anger, Haralson lifted a hand to Jack. “He killed my son!”

Low murmurs of varying agreement and dissent followed. The voices rose to angry shouting. Iris was tempted to fire her pistol into the air to shut them the hell up. She watched Romero shift by the door and knew he had the same instinct.

Jack called for silence, and to Iris’ surprise, the whole council listened. “Let’s take a vote first to see where everyone stands.”

Iris held her breath. Even if they took Jack off the council or banished him from Black Gate, they would be all right. They would make it. However, if enough council members believed Jack had committed two murders and abducted Silas Pennant, he was done for. Iris would have to fight tooth and nail to escape the one place she had considered a home for most of her life.

“Yes,” the older female council member stated. “All those in favor of keeping Jack on the council, raise your hand.”

More than half the council raised their hands.

Iris blew out a breath. Better results than she thought.

“And those opposed?” the older woman added icily.

The remaining members raised their hands. Quickly, Iris counted and gasped. Six!

Haralson was nearest. She didn’t hesitate. She drew her sword and lunged. Haralson’s eyes widened as he realized what she had discovered. What she was about to do. She slashed out as claws appeared from his seemingly human hands, and a hideous, demonic face emerged from the mask fixed over his form. Her sword crossed his neck, taking off his head in one clean swipe.

Gasps went up, even from Jack, who jumped from his seat. Screams and the clatter of chairs filled the room. Black blood spurted from the body that wasn’t Haralson but a demon playing dress-up.

Iris turned to explain herself, but the remaining five who had voted against Jack had removed their masks. The demons howled and attacked those nearest them.
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Sam didn’t waste any more time listening to the demon’s taunts.

Her mana welled up, and she hurled balls of fire. Ivilis’ shadows came up to block them, sending her flames back toward her. Fortunately, she, Elijah, and Molly already had their shields up. The flames dissipated.

So did the shadows. Ivilis was gone.

“Fucking hell,” Sam snarled.

Elijah started toward an object left on the floor. A book.

Sam gasped. It was the book Ivilis had stolen from Oswald. It still lay open. Ivilis had gone inside, which meant her friends were in much more danger than before. Across the pages, Sam caught fleeting images of Magnus and Helena surrounded by shadows. Darker figures darted across the pictures. Other demons and huge beasts with bristling fur. Next, she glimpsed David’s face.

Stomping feet and raised voices told Sam reinforcements had arrived. She turned, hoping it was Black Gate, but they were only Ravenwood guards.

“Help me stop this!” Elijah called. They had to destroy the tree. The more the tree grew, the stronger Ivilis would become. They were connected. This wasn’t the same as the tree that bore fruit Ivilis had to eat to survive. He had infused the wood with his own mana, creating a connection. The ley line magic pouring into it might as well have been funneling directly into Ivilis’ body. He was more powerful now than he had been, even in his demon form.

I have to go in there, Sam realized. She turned to Molly. “Stay here and help them. Elijah will tell you what to do.”

“But—”

Sam’s hard stare silenced Molly, who turned to assist Elijah and the Academy guardians. Sam prepared herself to go into the book, trying to remember the spell Oswald had used when he took them there. “Here goes nothing,” she breathed as she spoke the spell and dropped into darkness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Sam plummeted but had enough sense of where she was going to fling out her shield before she crashed to the floor. Her magic flared out and caught her. All around, the library was dim, and she could only see by the pale light of the stars peeking through the glass roof. Where were the little fairies that kept the library glowing?

Glancing around, Sam realized she was just inside the book. The first time she’d come here, Oswald had led them through a hallway, then a door into this part of the library. She turned to find the same wooden door behind her.

She tried the knob. As she thought, it was locked. The enchantments around it were complicated and would take her too long to undo. Furthermore, the wood looked twisted and warped, as if something had tried to force it open and get out. Her friends? One of the monsters Ivilis had shut away in here to battle them?

Sam turned and headed down the twisting hallways. It was deadly silent, like a tomb. The demons she had seen on the pages were nowhere in sight. She couldn’t hear them either.

Sam considered calling out to her friends, but stealth was smarter. Better for Ivilis not to know she had slipped into his trap yet. She lowered herself to the floor and crept along, keeping close to the shelves. Books littered the floor, pages torn out and blank. Either the demons had been searching for something, or the struggle had been so great that the grimoires had also become victims. Oswald would be dismayed when he found how they’d disrupted his hidden library.

Sam scanned the blank pages, and they filled with fleeting images. Dark figures, horses maybe, floated past. They reminded Sam of books Oswald had once loaned her with pictures from a haunting past of battles and bloodshed. Some of the tales were so gruesome that the books did not hold the images for long. The next thing Sam knew, the images vanished. The pages were blank again.

Sam jerked her head up as she heard voices striking up like a symphony somewhere far off in the library. A chorus of whispers arose, hissing and taunting. At first, Sam couldn’t tell what they were saying. They came closer and louder. She steeled herself, knowing she’d go mad if she listened for long. Find your friends, she commanded herself and hoped Black Gate would come to their aid sooner than later.

Those whispers turned into distant shouts. She did not understand the language those shouting used. The clang of steel followed. Swords? She hurried onward. Perhaps it was her friends fighting the demons. Pages lifted off the floor as a sudden wind coursed through the passageway. They fluttered all around her, and once again, images flooded past.

Above her, Sam heard a crash. She started and glanced up, remembering a warning Oswald had given her about the dangers of this library. He had not been theatrical about it. Some of these books were alive, dark, and dangerous. No wonder Ivilis had wanted to come here. There was power he sought. Otherwise, he could have sent her friends into a pocket realm and trapped them there.

Maybe that had been his plan until he gained access to Oswald’s memories. Sam wished the old wizard was here to guide her through the library, but he wasn’t, so she continued forward alone. I can do this, she thought over and over again. She had to for her friends.

It’s books causing a ruckus, she thought when the crashing sound stopped. Then it came again. And again. A screeching rang out, followed by the sounds of struggle. Sam peered up again. From her new vantage point, she spotted a hole in the glass ceiling. A battle was happening on the roof.

At first, Sam thought her friends had found a way up there, but the moving images made her pause.

Sorcerers and demons alike flung their magic at her. Light and shadows collided. They were not warriors she knew or had seen before. Not outside books, anyway. They did not wear Black Gate fighting leathers and cloaks but gleaming golden armor. Even in the starlight above, they looked as brilliant as the sun.

The galloping sound of horses behind Sam had her turning. Shadowy apparitions of horses bearing armored riders galloped past. They passed through her and filled the library. The sound of steel on steel and arrows whizzing past rose in the space around her. Some figment of the past played before her. What battle was this, and why was she seeing it?

Sam knew she shouldn’t have come in here without Oswald. The library knew she was an intruder and was tricking her for it. Thunder sounded from far away, and the sky filled with brilliant streaks of light. Heavy drops of rain fell. Strange, she realized, since she was once again under the shelter of the glass ceiling. Where the hell was the rain coming from?

Sam turned again, heart thudding as a door at the end of the passage drew her gaze. It was partially open. She approached and opened it fully, thinking she would find another section of the library. Instead, she stepped out onto an open plain churned to mud by the falling rain. The sky above was dark, not with night but with heavy clouds. Here, it was daytime.

Blood soaked the flattened grass. More horses galloped past her with a swift, biting wind. The cries of war rang out. Sam had entered a battlefield. All across the plain, demons fought sorcerers. She watched as great, clawed beasts took down horses and men alike. The spears and swords seemed to do little against them. Streaks of magic zipped across the plain, diving into walls of shadows and sending enemies reeling back.

Another sound of a horse coming close made Sam turn. A woman rode up, her dark hair flying in the wind. Her face was hard and fierce. Before Sam knew it, the woman had pulled her onto the horse with incredible strength. She hissed something into Sam’s ear. At first, Sam did not understand her. She spoke in an ancient tongue Sam did not know. As they rode on, meaning settled into her, the book intent on making her understand.

“Don’t just stand there, foolish girl! We have a battle to win!”

Without anyone saying it, Sam knew. The woman on whose horse she rode was the Raven Queen, and she had been swept into the distant past, into a battle that had finished centuries ago. Sam knew how the battle ended. Already, thousands lay dead.

Sam did not know the way out, and the horse galloped into the rain and blood.
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There was so much blood. It covered the table where the demons had savaged the nearest council members with their claws. The rest screamed in terror and fled for the doors.

Romero drew his sword and lunged into the fray. Iris and Jack were already there. Three against five. Thank the gods Iris had already killed one. Romero still felt like a damn fool for not realizing earlier, for not even guessing the demons might have infiltrated them. Six masks were in this very room, and Ivilis had a seventh.

As Romero moved with deftness and grace acquired through decades of training and experience with Black Gate, he considered the facts. Six masks were made to replace the first batch, which had led the Society of Six into madness. Then, there was the one that started it all. The mask Ivilis had stolen from the museum.

We were such blind fools, Romero thought as he thrust his sword into the side of the demon’s neck, narrowly avoiding claws that could have torn out his side. We should have followed that lead before. They had been too focused on hunting hybrids and ignoring the full demons in their midst. Somehow, Ivilis had gotten these demons through Avadon to here. Perhaps they had been waiting in a pocket realm for a way in. One the masks had paved.

They could only hope someone had actually destroyed the original six masks. The replacements had been in that house all along, and Ivilis had found them. Perhaps those six had led him to the Louvre, where he got the final piece. Romero thought of all the possibilities, but none of them could kill the demons. That was what his sword was for.

Fucking hell. This was madness. The council members who were still alive blurred past him as he raised his sword and met sharp claws. The demons did not fight quietly. In fact, they seemed prone to raising as much hell as possible. They were bigger than Romero expected. So much bigger and stronger than they had been any other time he fought them. At least they were somewhat weaker than the creatures they had battled in Ivilis’ realm.

Something had made them strong here, and it wasn’t only those damn masks.

Jack drew his pistol and fired. Once, twice. A third time. They punched into one demon, throwing him back. The mana from the bullets spread through the demon’s body, exploding flesh. Its black blood spurted.

Iris drew her second sword, crossed them, then slashed down. Another demon’s head went rolling as she leaped onto the table. A third demon lurched toward her, upending the table with his enormous hands. Iris tumbled down but regained her footing in time to drive her sword into the demon’s stomach. It slumped forward, its black blood coating her hand, arms, and chest.

“And on my favorite clothes,” she groaned. She had not put on her usual fighting leathers that morning. Oh, well. A lesson for next time. This wasn’t the last time she’d have blades dripping with demon blood.

Past the upturned table, Jack and Romero had finished cutting down the remaining demons. The bodies littered the floor, and the stench rose in the air. Well, there would be no denying the demon threat anymore. Panting, Jack regarded Iris with widened eyes. “How did you know?”

Iris explained what she had read on the scroll before entering the council chamber. At least seven of the masks were in use, maybe more.

Jack cleaned off the spear from his cane. “I didn’t think we’d be dealing with them on our own ground.”

Iris agreed, but before she could say anything, someone tumbled into the council chamber. A messenger. He gaped at the sight before him and the three warriors covered in demon blood.

“What is it?” Romero demanded.

The messenger stammered before getting out anything coherent. “Akaron of Ravenwood calls for aid. The Academy is under attack.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The Raven Queen plunged into battle, her horse darting as swift as an arrow. She bore a gleaming spear, still tipped black from the demons she had already slain. Her spear entered one creature after another, casting them to the side in heaps. The demons tried to take her, to knock her from her horse, or slash her with claws, but her shield of bright gold magic flared out, blinding them long enough for her to strike.

Gods, she was deadly. More than deadly. She might have been death incarnate itself. And that was with only a horse and a spear. Sam could not imagine what she could do with magic.

She did not have to wait long to find out. The Raven Queen flung out her mighty arms, and magic erupted from her hands, flaring her shield wide. That golden light cut through the air like blades, skewering one demon after another. She released a wild battle cry, and her magic turned from gold into something dark and shadowy. The shadows took shapes until thousands of black wings beat the air. Ravens.

I must be fucking dreaming, Sam thought, but she had never had a dream so vivid as this before. Not only could she see all that was happening around her, but she could smell and hear it, too. The scent of blood hung heavy in the air. She could even taste it on the wind.

Several moments later, after some hard galloping, the Raven Queen brought her horse to a halt at a crest where the fighting had ceased. A few hundred of her men had stopped and stood there, panting and holding their bloodied weapons.

She slid off her horse and went to the top of the crest, where she could see over it. Sam led the horse up so she could peer down as well. No one seemed to see her or pay any mind. The valley below was dark and full of mangled bodies, both demons and human warriors who had died with magic still in their veins. Monsters from another realm. They looked different here. These monsters looked like warped trees with leaves. Their faces were hollow and gaunt. The only thing that hadn’t changed was the length and sharpness of those claws.

Sam tried not to shudder at the sight below. A chill ran across the land, carried by a bitter wind. At least it wasn’t raining anymore. It was as though the queen had stepped onto the ground and commanded the sky to cease. The rain let up at the very moment she reached the crest of the hill and peered into the valley.

Sam stared ahead, lips parting in surprise and realization. She’d been here before. Well, to a version of this place. She knew this valley. She knew the forest and mountains beyond. Here, at least, trees and grass grew. Here, there had once been life.

It was Ivilis’ realm. Had he fought here all those years ago, banished and defeated by the Raven Queen and her army, then created his realm to look like the same battlefield?

Sam shook her head in disbelief.

The Raven Queen turned to a man in golden armor and a white cape, dirtied from war. She spoke a command Sam did not understand. The man nodded and moved away from her, motioning for his men to follow. The Raven Queen turned back to her horse and the girl sitting atop it. Her keen black eyes met Sam’s. “Let’s go.”

Go where? Sam wondered, but she found she could not speak. It was as though she was in a dream. What the hell was this? A vision? Maybe she was inside a book. One that could transport her into a distant past. Gods, she never wanted to mess with any of Oswald’s trinkets again.

The Raven Queen remounted her horse, and the animal turned, cantering back over the plain they’d ridden across. In the distance, a war camp came into sight. Dozens of tents and wagons and horses. Hundreds of soldiers waited. Sam realized now that the soldiers who had left the queen had been sent ahead to scout.

Inside the camp, many eyes turned in their direction. Men went to their knees or bowed to their queen and commander. She rode on, not taking time to greet anyone. When she reached a large tent, she dismounted and signaled for Sam to do the same.

Sam slipped down, her boots squelching in thick mud. A young man came by and took the horse away. “Follow me,” the queen commanded Sam, ducking to enter her tent.

Marked maps, parchment, and war plans covered a table inside the shelter. There was a pile of animal skins to sleep on. Armor and weapons lay everywhere. The queen turned to Sam, eyeing her like a bird watching for prey. “You are not one of us. Where did you come from?”

Sam glanced down at her clothes. Her black jeans and pullover hoodie. She certainly didn’t look like a warrior. “I’m from…” The future? That sounded like bullshit. Another realm? Maybe the queen would buy that. A book? Was that even possible?

The queen noted Sam’s hesitancy. Instead of growing more unnerved, her eyes widened. “I see.” She sank into a chair, her black cape draping behind her. Sam took a good look at the queen. She’d been at battle for hours, possibly days. Mud and blood crusted her black hair and her skin. A plethora of bruises, cuts, scrapes, and scars, old and new, adorned what skin Sam could see, mostly her face.

“I’ve read about you,” Sam attempted to explain. “My books tell me that you win this battle. You turn the tide in the First Sun King’s war.”

The queen glanced up, eyes flickering in awe as she took in Sam’s words. She stood again. “You’re a prophet. A vision, perhaps. The gods sent you to…well, it doesn’t matter.”

Sam wanted to know more, though. “I don’t think anyone else can see me.”

None of the queen’s soldiers had acknowledged her. Sam had handed the horse's reins to the stable boy, and even he hadn’t noticed her standing there. Only the Raven Queen could see her.

“I prayed last night, all the way until dawn,” the queen breathed. “I begged for a sign that this fight is worth it. We’ve lost so many. I did not know if we should keep fighting or retreat to another realm.”

Sam shook her head. “You stay here, and you finish the fight. You will have victory.”

The Raven Queen looked at her for a long moment, then spoke. “We’ve been at battle here for three days, and most of my men have been slaughtered. The First Sun King has been here for seven days. Most of his men are gone. I have sent my remaining scouts north to see what foul creatures are still coming, but I already know there are too many. I don’t see how this can turn in my favor.” Yet a hopeful tone remained in the queen’s voice, and a soft light shone in her eyes despite the fierce darkness lingering there.

Sam stepped forward. “You will win. Because I have seen what happens after.” More death and more war, but past all that, a school on an island built in her honor. Thousands of humans around the world learning to wield magic for good. Avadon closed off forever. The Raven Queen would seal the portal between worlds with her power. She was the key. Sam fixed her with a hard stare. “You need to gather all the magic you have and prepare to give all of yourself.”

The queen’s eyes flickered. Deep down, she had already known that.

Sam wasn’t sure how she had gotten here. If it was the gods who’d sent her through a damn book or not. She certainly didn’t feel like a messenger. Sam knew she should be helping her friends, but maybe being here was helping.

The queen gave her a small smile. “The gods always send me such…strange-looking messengers. You’re not the first.”

Sam laughed. “You must mean my clothes.” She gestured at herself. “They call these jeans, and this a hoodie.”

“Hoodie,” the queen echoed, brows furrowing. “I’ve never heard such a strange word before. You must come from a realm very far from here.”

It wasn’t, though. This was Earth. She didn’t bother to tell the queen she’d come from a different time.

The Raven Queen tilted her head, her eyes narrowing on the purple flame necklace Lily had given to Sam. She’d had what remained of it repaired. “That looks familiar.”

Sam lifted the jewel. “This?”

The Raven Queen nodded. “The gods sent me a messenger four days ago to tell me I needed to join the war. She wore that necklace.”

Sam’s breath caught. “And what was her name?”

“I don’t know.” She described her, and with each word, Sam knew. Somehow, Lily had found a way here to spur the Raven Queen into action. Maybe there really were gods out there somewhere weaving all this together.

Personally, I’d rather handle my own destiny.

“You’re fading,” the Raven Queen noted a moment later.

Sam glanced down at herself. Her hands were paler than before. Her body seemed to be turning translucent. Time to leave.

She met the queen’s eyes again, a hundred thoughts running through her mind. She could warn her about the First Sun King. She could tell her about the Order of the White Rose and how they would battle Avadon again. She could tell her about Ravenwood Academy and the glass window depicting her. She could tell her how they were connected. How she, too, had flames running through her veins.

Yet Sam said none of these things. She only smiled as she faded and spoke one more time. “Go tear those fucking monsters to pieces, Queen.”

The Raven Queen gave her a cunning smile. “I will.”
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Sam blinked as she drew back into the present, into the library. The pages fluttering around her fell to the floor, the images of the queen and the war camp fading. The sheets turned blank again. Sam’s heart thundered. She had one hell of a story to tell the others later and a lot of questions for Oswald about how such a thing had been possible. Magic was the simple answer, but Sam felt it was more than that.

For now, she had to get her ass moving. She looked ahead and found the doorway she had entered the battlefield through now led into a dark space, somehow outside the walls of the library. No longer was she surrounded by glass walls and shelves full of trickster books. It was night here. A sliver of moon hung above and lit the way through gnarled trees.

Was it a trick of the books around her or something real? Sam wasn’t sure. She only knew a tug of magic deep inside told her this was the right way to go. A mass of vines and slime twisted into a warped wall stretched through the swamp.

Sam headed deeper, trudging through thick mud and water. Gods, it was cold and smelled. She figured it was less disgusting than fighting hybrid demons in sewer tunnels, though. From what she could tell, she was walking through the shallow portion of a lake overlaid with slime. Sam did what she could to avoid touching it as the water pooled higher around her thighs.

Ahead, she heard voices. A man called a name Sam knew. “Helena! Don’t move!”

Sam tried to go faster, but the damn swamp was hard to move through. Ahead, she finally spotted them. The slimy wall had absorbed Helena. Magnus stood before her, using his magic to get her down. The demons had brought them here but not killed them. Sam’s heart thudded. Did Ivilis plan to come and feast?

Where was that damn monster?

The water around her seemed to answer her silent question as it bubbled and warmed. Oh shit.

Sam opened her mouth to shout to Magnus and Helena, but her words turned into a scream as something under the water wrapped around her leg and yanked hard. She plunged into the dark, swarming water.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Water entered Sam’s mouth and cut off her scream. She thought it might be cold, foul-tasting liquid, but it burned instead. Seared, even, as it struck the back of her throat. It was as though lava had rushed into her mouth. Sam flailed, but whatever had grabbed her leg grew stronger the deeper it pulled her.

Darkness surrounded her. The water burned her eyes and lungs. If she didn’t get to the surface soon…

Sam had never used her mana underwater. Would it work? It was worth a try and all she could do. She flailed against whatever was dragging her down. Sam didn’t even have to think about summoning her mana. It came to her through pure instinct and will to live.

The light bloomed in her palms, sweeping through the water and allowing her to see. The water was still murky and stung her eyes, but Sam could see the creature dragging her down was a mass of shadows and scales. It was huge. It wasn’t a demon, but it had come from Avadon. Perhaps a long time ago. Maybe it had been caged inside this swamp, this lake, for a long time. And she was its first sight of food in ages.

Sam plunged down with it, sending her flames into the claws and scales wrapped around her leg.

Her light tore through its flesh, wrenching its fingers apart. Sam was free. She pushed up, using her magic to propel her. The surface felt so far away. That thing must have dragged her at least twenty feet under. She had no way of telling how close she was to the top because there wasn’t much light up there.

Her lungs burned so much she thought they would burst. Her light flared again, giving her the strength to swim up. Finally, her head broke the surface. She threw her face back to suck down the cool air. The fight with whatever monster had taken her wasn’t done yet. Her mana had been enough to free her but not to kill it.

The water exploded. That enormous, dark, serpentine creature leaped out, flipping up and falling back onto the water with a mighty crash. A wave of water surged over Sam, and she went under again. She popped up to the surface a second later and floundered toward the lake’s edge. The bank was too steep and muddy to pull herself up, but if she could swim closer, she’d be in shallow water again. Yet swimming was no easy feat, with the water tossed in huge waves as the serpent-like beast threw its temper tantrum.

At last, Sam felt mud and rocks at her knees and got to her feet, veins rushing with adrenaline. It was the only thing keeping her body warm in the icy water. She turned, blue flames already dancing in her palms. She spun and sent them forward.

The creature rose from the water, a column of scales with a head. It loomed over her, eyes bright and white, a forked tongue lolling out. That tongue was as long as her legs.

“Fucking hell,” Sam breathed. She had another question for Oswald when she got out of here. What the fuck was the thing in the lake? Did he even know it was here, or was this a product of those books going off in the demon’s presence?

Sam’s ball of blue fire hit the creature’s long neck, but only in one spot. The scales turned from black to white. The beast hissed and screamed, throwing its head back and smacking its tail against the water’s surface with enough force to almost knock Sam off her feet. She was still knee-deep in the water. Well, at least she knew her flames still worked in this place.

Sam struck again, and the creature retreated into the black water with another scream. Retreat wasn’t enough, though. She needed to ensure the monster didn’t try to make her his supper again. So Sam summoned more mana and plunged her hands into the depths, filling the water with surging warmth. Not water, but pure, blazing blue light, enough to sear the serpent’s vision.

The water surged, and the creature under the surface thrashed away from her light. She couldn’t kill the thing from up here, but maybe she could make it afraid of her. Finally, when she felt her mana diminishing, Sam raised her hands. She stood straight, soaked to the skin. The foul-smelling water dripped off her body. She’d worry about cleaning up later. Right now, she had to get to the others. She had to make sure she could restore her mana before she saw Ivilis again.

Where the fuck was he?

Hiding, Sam thought. Or plotting somewhere away from her. Either was possible. She only wished he’d show up right now so she could feed him to the beast in the lake. She hoped Elijah and the others were hard at work bringing the tree down so they could cut off the flow of magic to the demon. She hoped Black Gate was on the way.

Sam didn’t know what was happening outside the book, so she turned to find Magnus and Helena again. She did not see them. The wall of vines and slime stood, writhing and hissing as if it had a mind of its own. Neither of her friends was in sight.

Shit.

Then something came to mind.

The tunnels under the school change, and the libraries’ hallways inside this damn book change, Sam thought. So could the vine wall change, too? They were still there. She only had to find where.

She hoarsely shouted their names. No response. She pushed down a rising sense of panic. Letting it take hold would be as bad as being dragged back into the frigid lake.

She summoned her flames again as she peered at the wall of sludge. She could burn through it, right? She raised her hands, preparing herself for the stench of her flames meeting that foul substance. Before she could launch her fire, a strangled voice called to her from somewhere inside the vines. “Sam, is that you? Don’t touch the wall!”

Sam froze. “Magnus? Are you in there?”

“Yes.” His voice was strained. “I’m trying to get Helena down. She can’t move. I need your help.” Slight panic edged his voice, something she had never heard before. Sam was torn between going in to help and yelling at him for getting involved with the mask mystery. If that taint in his chest worked free, she’d lose more than her damn patience and mind tonight. She’d lose her first true friend at Ravenwood Academy.

Because Magnus and Helena were her friends, Sam decided to push through the sludge. “This is going to be the grossest thing ever,” she muttered. The slime stuck to her body, soaked from her fight in the lake. It felt like a thick curtain of everything bad surrounding her. Strangely, the slime did not seem alive, but the vines beyond it did.

Finally, Sam pushed through enough to find Magnus standing in a small clearing, if it could be called that, staring up at a figure wrapped in vines. They were black and writhing, still moving as they held their prisoner. Helena’s head slumped forward, her eyes closed. “She can’t move,” Magnus explained, his face pale. “She’s been unconscious since I found her.”

Quickly, he told her he’d encountered Ivilis in the common room. “I got lucky in my fight with him. He didn’t get a chance to stab me, only slammed me into that book before I fully realized a copy of myself was standing in the room.”

Ivilis had taken Magnus’ form before hurting him. The wizard had been at full strength. The mask was more powerful than Sam had realized. Perhaps the demon had only needed a small part of Magnus’ mana to make it work. He could have procured that while Magnus was asleep.

“Clearly, Helena wasn’t as lucky,” Magnus muttered.

“Lucky for both of you, I wasn’t sent here. I jumped in myself.” Sam was still trying to determine if that decision had been an idiot’s move. “As far as I know, Ivilis isn’t aware that I’m in here.” Yet. She left that word out, knowing he might find out soon. Her fight with the monster in the lake might have been alert enough.

Sam examined the network of vines crawling up the slime wall and quickly explained all that had occurred, from finding Oswald in the abandoned hotel to going into the book. She told him Elijah was hard at work to bring the tree down. She left out the books in the dark side of the library and seeing the Raven Queen with her own eyes. There would be time for that story later. If we can figure out how to get the hell out of here.

If Elijah were smart, after he dealt with the tree, he would get Oswald and pull them out of the book.

Magnus laid a hand on Sam’s arms as flames danced in her palms. “We can’t use magic to get her down. The plant is a creature that can absorb magic. Though it doesn’t have a mind of its own, its instinct is to grow with any magical source touching it.”

Magical source. Did that also include people with mana in their bodies?

Magnus saw the question on Sam’s face and nodded. “When I fell into the book, a demon attacked me, but then I realized it was only an apparition. The next thing I knew, I was falling through a doorway. Then, these vines were all around us. I found Helena strung up and tried to help her. I learned the hard way that magic wouldn’t do anything.” A bereaved expression crossed his face. “The wall took some of my magic as I hacked to get myself free, and it grew.”

Now that Sam thought about it, the wall was much larger than before she fought off the lake monster. “It’s draining Helena’s magic, isn’t it?” Sam asked, face pale.

Magnus nodded.

Shit.

Not only would Helena be useless in a fight if the wall took all her mana, but she’d also be a deadweight. Sam groaned. “I really should have paid more attention in my herbology class. How the hell is this thing even here?”

Magnus had an answer for that. “This plant was once extinct, but the library has brought it back to life from a book filled with sketches and information about foul flora and fauna.” It wasn’t the first time since Sam got here that a book had caused a delay.

“The books didn’t act like this when we were last here.”

Magnus nodded. “That’s because Ivilis’ presence has awakened them. Many of the tomes in this place come from Avadon, remember?”

Sam recalled Oswald saying something about that last time.

Sam’s blood thrummed with fury and urgency. She turned to Magnus again. “Where’s David?”

Magnus blanched. “I haven’t seen him.”

Sam’s heart sank to her toes, but she pushed her panic away. Get Helena down first.

“What the hell are we supposed to do?” Sam wondered aloud, surveying the vines.

“You will have to muffle your magic with a spell and climb it,” Magnus answered. “I tried. but…” Overexertion could unseal the taint. Sam understood and showed this with a curt nod. She reached into the slimy vines, cringing at the feeling, and grabbed hold. She began the climb.

It wasn’t easy. They were slippery and moved with a life of their own. Sam had no strong footholds and had to depend on her upper body strength to get her up. Helena hung at least fifteen feet above the surface. Sam used to love books, but she hated the ones in Oswald’s dark library. Why the hell had he kept a book able to grow a wall that sucked magic out of people?

Kept might have been the wrong word. It wasn’t so much about storing the books in a safe place but keeping them away from people. A wall of magic-sucking vines in the real Ravenwood Academy library would have shut down the school many years ago. Oswald had done a great service by ensuring no one could get to the books. And yet, here I am, Sam thought as she cringed against the slime.

She was about three feet up when the vines started moving, reaching for her as if sensing she had magic. “Get away,” she hissed. She wished she could draw her knife and slash at them, but she needed both hands to keep climbing.

She’d have to use fire. Maybe her flames would shrink the plant back long enough to finish the climb. Sam allowed mana to spread into her fingers as she pulled herself up. The flames went out, and the vines reeled back, but then they gobbled up the fire. Instead of burning the vines, they seemed to like it.

Sam never thought she’d meet a plant of all things that liked her mana this much. Finally, Sam realized Helena was within reach and saw the end of a sword sticking from her thigh. “Fucking hell,” she breathed. It was an enchanted sword used to freeze Helena in place. Sam wrapped her fingers around it. Gods, it was cold. The iciness of the sword burned her hand.

Vines continued leaping at the barrier around Sam, and her flames would be no help. She had to get Helena down and out of this living maze.

Or maybe, I give the fucking plant exactly what it wants, Sam thought as a light bulb turned on in her brain.

She fed the magic-muffling barrier surrounding her more of her mana. The vines leaped forward, trying to break it down to get to her. A little longer, Sam thought as she felt the strain of staying on the wall and using her mana. With one hand holding on and pushing the magic into her barrier, Sam clenched the sword with the other. “I’m sorry for this, Helena. It’s going to hurt like hell.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Pain seized every part of Helena’s body, and she jolted awake.

The first thing she saw was a familiar face. Samantha. She was holding the enchanted sword. Helena gasped, half in shocked relief and half because the pain still coursed up her leg. She hissed as her wound kept bleeding, but Sam’s voice kept her calm. “Let’s get you down, then we can figure that out.” They would be safer out of the wall, though not a hundred percent protected. Not while trapped in this gods-forsaken place.

Lake monsters and walls that sucked out magic. Sam doubted these were the last surprises she’d face in this labyrinth of a library. Using the sword, though its coldness burned through her body, she hacked at the vines around Helena. The vines slithered back and pulled away the tendrils trying to break through Sam’s barrier. She realized they could not climb down. Helena, glassy-eyed and sweating, looked too weak anyway.

Sam cast the sword away. It clattered to the ground below. She wrapped her arms around the woman’s waist and muttered, “Hold on.” She let go of the vines, and they dropped toward the ground. Sam flung out her shield before they met the hard earth. The women slid on the shield to Magnus’ feet.

“Well, I’m glad to see you were not eaten by a wall of magic-consuming plant mucus,” he remarked.

Helena glanced up at him, unable to stand on her own yet. “I came to help you, then there was nothing. I don’t remember what happened, but at least you got away from that demon.”

Magnus paused. “There was no demon, Helena. You must have been tricked by the library. As far as we can tell, you’ve been unconscious since Ivilis put you inside the book.”

Sam bent over Helena’s thigh to pour healing magic into her wound, and Magnus told Helena what happened and how Sam had gotten to this place.

Helena listened with gritted teeth, trying not to scream with the pain of Sam’s ministrations. “I’m sorry,” Sam kept saying as she staunched the wound, then poured her magic so it could seep inside. “I have to use my flames. Only a little, but it’s going to burn.”

“Do it,” Helena hissed through her teeth.

Tiny blue flames licked at her wound. Helena fought back a cry of pain. At least it didn’t hurt as much as Ivilis’ blade going into her leg. She told Magnus and Sam about her encounter with Ivilis disguised as Oswald in Magnus’ classroom.

“I knew it was him right before he fucking stabbed me. I realized too late.” Her eyes went wide as she remembered something. “I fell into here and became unconscious. When I woke up, I didn’t have the damn blade in my leg. Now I realize I must have imagined it, or I was tricked. Which means…” Helena gulped. “When I saw David fall through a ceiling, that must have been a trick too.”

Sam’s grave face told Helena the opposite. “Maybe he didn’t fall through a ceiling, but he’s definitely in here.” She told them how she had seen the swimming images of them and David before she leaped into the book. Sam’s heart sank, her hands and magic stalling over Helena’s wound. They still had no damn clue where David was and no sign of Ivilis.

Sam tried not to think about what the demon could be doing to her friend. Boyfriend, she thought. I still have to get used to that. She returned to using her healing magic. Helena could have healed herself if not for all the magic the vines had sucked away.

“Do you have anything left?” Magnus asked his old friend.

Helena gave the barest nod. “My magic is faint, though. It’ll be a few minutes before I can use it again and several more before I can fight like I’m supposed to.”

Sam had hoped the next time she saw Helena, she would have good news about joining Black Gate. Instead, she had saved her from a wall of vines.

“Can you move?” Sam asked as she finished tending to Helena’s wound. The pain in Helena’s face was gone. The woman nodded, but her lips pressed tight as Sam helped her stand.

“I need a few more moments to regain my strength.”

Sam had not realized until then that Magnus had a shield around them to keep the vines from lurching out to entrap them in the wall again. She saw the strain on his face. Magnus still held that taint of dark magic inside him. He could not stand much more, and Helena was exhausted from having Ivilis’ enchanted blade in her thigh.

“Let’s get out of this,” Sam suggested as she slung Helena’s arm around her shoulders. Magnus kept the shield up as they worked their way back through the vines. Finally, they stepped out on the other side, where the lake was dark but calm.

“We should get the library back in order before we find Ivilis,” Magnus stated, letting his shield drop. “It’s running rampant because of Ivilis’ lingering demonic essence. Most of the tomes in this place are from the demonic realm and reacted to him when he discovered Oswald’s book.”

A lot more made sense, though Sam decided now was not the time to tell them she’d met the Raven Queen in a swirl of enchanted pages. “Oswald once taught me a spell to restore this side of the library. With your help, Helena, we should be able to clear things up for some time.”

It would be a lot easier to get through the library to wherever the hell Ivilis was waiting without books crashing off shelves or finding themselves whipped away into distant pasts. “Can you do that, Helena?” Magnus asked.

With her lips still pressed together, Helena gave a nod. She would have to. Magnus couldn’t do it on his own without considerable strain, and Sam had never used the spell before. If it had been a simple spell, she would have tried, but no one had ever taught her the complicated magic for putting the books back in order.

“This way.” Sam gestured at the path by the lake to the doorway leading back into the library. Sam wondered how many other doorways would lead into strange places like this. She hoped there would be no more dark lakes with monsters at the bottom.

Helena cast a rueful eye over Sam, finally realizing how she looked. “Why are you wet?”

Sam brushed it off. Earlier, she had not thought the detail important enough to share. Not when they had to hurry out of here. “Oh, just a run-in with a lake monster. I dealt with it.”

Helena and Magnus shared looks as Sam led them along the path. The doorway seemed much farther away than it had been before. Sam tried not to groan with Helena’s weight sagging against her.

Another thought came to mind as they trudged along, and she shared it with her companions. “Before Ivilis disappeared into this book, I noticed how sickly he looked. He jumped because he needed time to recover away from someone who could hurt him.” It was a small, flickering hope, like a candle in a storm, but a hope nonetheless. Ivilis was crafty, but he wasn’t as strong as he used to be.

“Even so, he managed to attack Oswald, dupe both me and Magnus, and capture David,” Helena muttered.

“Not to mention all the attacks at Black Gate,” Sam added.

“The what?” Magnus had not heard about that yet. He hadn’t spoken to anyone at Ravenwood Academy since he returned with Oswald. Well, with Ivilis posing as Oswald. Quickly, Helena explained Silas Pennant’s disappearance and the deaths of at least two members of Black Gate. If Ivilis had killed more, none of them knew.

“Duping us, attacking Oswald, trapping David, and killing members of Black Gate isn’t even the worst of it,” Magnus stated. Both women looked at him questioningly. Magnus paused. “A demon has never been able to break past the barrier into the Academy. Ivilis has done it. There’s no telling what he might be able to do next.”
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Iris, Romero, and Jack wasted no time gathering a team to take to Ravenwood Academy. Morten was the first to volunteer with the other men who had survived the encounter in Ivilis’ realm. “Hurry,” Iris hissed as they gathered armor and weapons. They didn’t have a second to waste. Moments later, she opened a portal and ushered them through. Jack went last, giving her a small nod. Appreciation, maybe gratitude for the things she had said in the council chamber while demons disguised as vile men attacked them. Iris nodded back, but her eyes said, Don’t thank me until this is over.

She jumped into the portal after him.

Ravenwood Academy was in disarray. Guards ushered students to the ship docked at the base of the island. The students were in a frenzy, clearly scared, especially as the armored Black Gate agents appeared through a portal in their courtyard. From the looks of it, the students had been preparing for a celebration. Well, Iris thought wryly, they’d have more to celebrate after the demons were purged from their castle.

Iris caught a guard’s eye. “Where’s Akaron?” she demanded.

“In the labyrinth,” the guard replied.

They sprinted inside. Iris and Jack first, their six-man team behind them, and Romero bringing up the rear, crossbow already loaded. Iris hurried to Elijah’s office and found the secret passageway behind his fireplace open. They dove into the darkness. The sounds of struggle reached them, but before Iris caught sight of Elijah and the guards assisting him, she realized snaking roots covered the ground. Branches lined the ceiling and walls. Everything had cracked. This place was about to come crumbling down upon them.
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Once they were in the main part of the library, Magnus and Helena took a good look around. Everything was in disarray. Books chattered from their shelves, gnashing paper like teeth. Loose pages blew in little whirlwinds. Sam heard the far-off clash of steel, a story coming to life in a distant part of the library. If she thought the tunnels beneath Ravenwood Academy were a maze, this was a true labyrinth.

“I see now what happened,” Helena murmured. “I didn’t see or hear you fighting a demon, Magnus. I was seeing and hearing something from one of these books.”

“How are you going to make this stop?” Sam asked, more annoyed at the chaos than afraid.

“I can put a seal over the books,” Magnus explained. “It will be weak, so I’ll need Helena to reinforce it with the same spell. The seal should hold long enough for us to get past this section.”

“And if this shit is going on in other sections?”

“Then we keep sealing.”

Sam imagined the seal over the darkness writhing inside Magnus breaking. As the thought came to mind, he clutched his chest, and his breathing shallowed.

“Magnus, what is it?” For the first time since Sam had cut her down from the wall, Helena showed true concern. She had not seemed worried about her own wound or David being missing. Magnus showing signs of pain, however…

“It’s fine,” he answered tightly.

Neither Sam nor Helena believed him. “If it’s too much strain, don’t do it,” Helena insisted.

“It’s not,” he curtly replied. “The seal won’t break. With the demonic presence in the air, the energy inside me is responding. It wants out.” He steeled his expression. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

Magnus bent down to pick up an open book off the floor. Sam peered around him to see the images on the page. They depicted the place they had just walked out of: a black lake and a wall of magic-sucking vines beyond it. Even the serpent’s tail flashed above the surface of the water in the image. Magnus’ eyes roved over the words written beside the images, words Sam could not understand. “I can use this to suck the swamp back into the book and bind it shut.”

“Will that take too much of your magic?” Sam asked.

He shook his head. “Not if I have you to bind it. I’ll do the spell, and when the book is shut, throw your power at it.”

Sam prepared herself. Helena stood back, watching warily.

Magnus spoke the spell, a long utterance of clipped words. The door leading into the swampy area blew off its hinges as darkness exploded from it. Sam flung up her shield just in time. The darkness rose and swirled, climbing higher until the whirlwind thinned. Then, it descended in a mighty rush into the middle of the book.

The pages turned black as night. Magnus shook at the force of the magic funneling into the book. At last, there was no more darkness beyond that doorway, only a stone wall where the door had been before. Magnus slammed the book shut. “Now, Sam!”

She pulled her power up and out, flooding the book with glaring white light. The magic separated into cords and wrapped around the ancient tome, binding it tight. When she at last released her magic, Sam staggered back, panting.

“Good, good,” Magnus gasped. He turned. “And now for the rest of this gods-damn place.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Sam continued ahead, looking out for any signs of Ivilis or David. The least she could do was keep watch.

Behind her, Magnus and Helena worked as quickly as possible to seal everything else in the library. They had to take their time since Magnus could not strain himself too much, and Helena’s energy was returning at a gruelingly slow pace.

“I’m going to search farther ahead,” Sam called to them before she rounded a corner.

“Be careful,” Helena warned. “Call out if you need our help.”

Sam nodded and crept along the aisle between bookshelves. The pathway had changed since she was last here about thirty minutes ago. The madness of the books on the shelves made her think they would topple over at any moment. Sam put up her shield just in case and kept her mana ready beneath her skin.

The farther she went, the more the library changed. While creatures and people still roamed outside their books as smoky apparitions, several more were being pulled away, sucked back into the tomes from which they came. Sam heard the snap of books shutting around her and low howls as magic bound them. Scrolls wound shut on a nearby desk. A few journals lying on a podium nearby fluttered, entrapping various creatures as they roamed by. Sam saw something that looked like a wolf with an elongated face. It was colorless and inky, telling her it had come directly from one of those journals.

And to think I was afraid of this before, she thought. She would have allowed herself some amusement if David had been beside her, but he wasn’t. Gods, I hope you’re okay. She didn’t kiss him last night only to lose him in this chaotic labyrinth.

Sam entered a small alcove and found it mostly undisturbed. A large cat leaped into a nearby book or was pulled into it, and the tome closed. Otherwise, there was no activity in this section. Sam shifted, uncomfortable with the silence. Far behind her, she heard Magnus murmuring to Helena. “Now bind this one. I’ve always hated that tome. You can never tell what’s a mushroom and what’s a…”

His words trailed off, becoming too low for Sam to hear. It didn’t matter anyway because something had snagged her attention. A book lay open on a pedestal. The pages were creamy white and smooth with stark black ink, not yellowed and crinkled with age as everything else in this place was. She stepped up to it, brows pulling together in curiosity.

Something about the book felt different, and it wasn’t only the age. It shimmered with magic. Almost like it was…

The same as the damn book that got me into this place.

A twin to Oswald’s portal book or whatever the hell they were supposed to call it.

Sam felt drawn to it, though she knew to be wary. She didn’t need to be sucked into another place she had no clue how to get out of. The stark, black ink turned murky and swam together until they formed not words but images. Ones she had seen before. Sam’s eyes widened.

The battle of the Heralds of Avadon against the Arcana Terra played before her. The Raven Queen streaked past on a black horse. The First Sun King raised his sword high toward the heavens, victorious. A broken crown, a coffin. Figures in crimson robes. Even more figures in white capes bearing the symbol of a rose and sword crossed over one another. The Order of the White Rose.

The whole damn history of the demons against the rest of the world, the images moving so quickly that Sam hardly had time to process what she was seeing.

Her head ached. The magic affected her by mere proximity. She wasn’t even touching it. Sam tried to tear her eyes away as she heard a faint murmuring behind her. “Sam, where are you?” She wasn’t sure if it was Helena or Magnus speaking. All she knew were those fluttering pages, a warm wind on her face, a swirl of images, and a familiar face among them.

David Hargrove, trapped inside the book.

“Shit.” Ivilis must have taken him and put him inside another book. If she had not gone into that swampy place with the lake, she might have found him before it was too late. What would have become of Magnus and Helena then?

Damning words filled her mind. You can’t save everyone.

But she would fucking try.

Sam cried out. “David!”

Whether he heard her or not, she did not know. If he did, he had much more pressing concerns. Battle. Blood. Getting the hell out. Sam knew what she had to do, and her heart thundered as she made the choice.

Ivilis was in there. Sam had no doubt about it. If the demon had stayed outside that book and inside the first, he would have hunted down Sam, Helena, and Magnus already. He had trapped David inside this one, then followed him inside.

Sam wondered if she could somehow grab David and yank him out, but before she knew it, she was being sucked in, too. A wind so mighty she thought it would tear her limbs off pulled at her, and she spiraled down.
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David had no fucking clue where he was or why he was here. He did know if he didn’t keep his arrows flying, he would die. He’d either be crushed by the enormous golem-demon hybrids or stabbed through the chest with one of those lethal claws that were as long as his arrows.

Thank the gods, he had thought to keep his bow and quiver on him. When Ivilis slammed him through a portal, David didn’t have time to stab or shoot. He did now as the armies streamed together. He was among men in golden and black armor with white capes.

He had not yet been able to make out the insignia on the capes or the war banners. They rippled in the wind, and he was too busy moving, shooting, and avoiding getting trampled to make it out. He only knew he fought alongside the good guys since those monstrous beasts and demons fleeing into the valley were undoubtedly the enemy.

The sky was overcast above him, but though the clouds threatened a tenacious storm, they held back. The rotting bodies of wizards, mages, and demons already heaped the valley. Shadows lanced out around him, taking captives and killing his comrades.

Could they be considered comrades if he had no damn clue who they were?

David let another arrow fly, striking a wolf-like beast bounding between two demons as tall as trees. The wolf exploded, and the impact hit the demons, staggering them into the swords, spears, and arrows of the white-caped men around him. He wasn’t wearing a cape or armor, but he had his shield up, a sign that he could use magic and was on their side.

David loosed another arrow. He would run out soon and have to rely on his mana to produce more. Shit. He reached for another and found his quiver empty. Summoning his mana, he brought a black arrow into his bow. It was not soon enough to avoid ducking a huge hand swiping out with gleaming claws. The demon snarled. David shot. The mana arrow plunged into its body, and another explosion erupted. The demon’s flesh burst.

The whole damn valley stank of foul magic and the blood streaking the ground. Soon, the grass would run in rivers of red and black. David fought through the valley, hoping to reach the other side. Hoping to climb out and run. To figure out where he was and how to get out. He couldn’t be considered a deserter of an army he didn’t belong to. He was fighting for his own survival.

How like Ivilis to put me in the middle of a battle, he thought. Maybe the demon wanted to watch him fight his hardest until he was pulled apart like a soldier David saw the next moment whose arms had been yanked off. A scream rang out, then the man’s skull was crushed.

David had witnessed more than a dozen deaths already.

He carved through another row of demons, separating them with explosive mana arrows. Those attempting to break through his shield met searing pain. Finally, with enough kills to keep him from harm for a moment, David looked up toward the top of the valley and gasped.

The demons standing there toppled into the valley, hitting one another or jagged stones on the way down. The cause of their fall was unmistakable. A wall of golden and red flames blazed high and bright. It wasn’t massive but tall enough to tumble some of the dark, foul creatures.

The flames were not blue as they should have been because, in this world, mana turned golden and glorious, somehow fuller in its power. Maybe it was because this place surged with more magic than their own beyond. Wherever the hell this was.

David paused after slashing a demon with a knife he had picked up off a soldier. To his surprise, the blade was enchanted to burn, so he only had to cut the demon a few times before it began melting into ash. Behind that wall of fire, David saw who had come. He couldn’t believe it for a second, but even then, he had always known she would find a way to them.

It seemed Samantha Tempestade’s luck had not yet run out.
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When Sam fell from the sky, she did not expect the beasts around her to attack.

The last time she ended up on a battlefield in the distant past, no one but the Raven Queen had been able to see her. Not only could these creatures see her, but they wanted her dead. One of the beasts lunged, and if she hadn’t had her shield up, it would have torn out a chunk of her leg. Hissing, Sam blazed fire toward the creature, setting its fur aflame. Another bounded toward her and met the end of a mana blade.

Sam spun, striking down two more before realizing what was going on. Below her, a battle raged. Armored men and women rushed a mass of writhing, screeching shadows. Demons, golems, revenants, and the wolf-bear beasts she’d seen in the Ravenwood Forest comprised the enemy army. Straight out of fucking Avadon. She saw the portal open on the other side of the valley, up the steep incline and directly in front of a massive forest.

Sam’s gaze went to a white banner, expecting to see the sun insignia of the First Sun King’s army, but it did not depict that. The Raven Queen wasn’t here either. Instead, the symbol of the Order of the White Rose gleamed.

This wasn’t so far in the past as she had expected.

The thunderous sound of racing feet brought Sam’s attention to the valley’s edge where shadows welled. Twenty or so hybrid demons with bat-like wings surged toward her. She didn’t think. She plunged into the well of mana inside her, and fire erupted, forming a wall. It wasn’t wide enough to incinerate the demons in a wave, but it was sufficient to shield her. It pushed them back, and the creatures toppled over the edge. Sam drove her flames into the valley, melting away demon flesh down to the blood-sodden grass.

She peered into the valley, searching for David. She could not see him, but from the images that flashed across the book, she knew he was down there somewhere. “Well, here goes nothing,” she muttered as she drew the long knives at her sides and infused them with her mana.

The blades snapped with sparks as Sam descended into the valley. She took a running leap and flung out her shield to catch herself. She fell on top of one hybrid, her shield burning through its skull. Then she landed, both feet firmly on the ground. She spun in a whirlwind of blades and fire.

Her fire wasn’t blue here. No, it was golden and ruby red. Furious and melting with the power of the magic in this land. Magic had once been stronger in this world before Avadon robbed them of it. The harder she fought, the less they could take.

Sam wasn’t sure how the hell this was supposed to work. This battle had already happened, and she hadn’t been there. The fighting meant nothing. Would she die if a demon’s claw tore her apart? Was she really using mana here, or was all this in her mind? Sam couldn’t risk finding out. She cut off one limb after another. Black blood spurted. Soon, it coated her clothes and skin. The water from the lake suddenly seemed clean and refreshing compared to demon blood.

She carved a path through the creatures as members of the White Rose fought alongside her. Did they see her? Did they wonder who she was and why she was fighting here in such strange clothes? Sam looked down and realized she wasn’t in her jeans and hoodie but the armor of the White Rose, golden and gleaming. A white cape, dirtied with blood and grime, fluttered from her shoulders, attached with golden clasps. A real soldier.

Sam plunged ahead, releasing wild cries as she cut down foul beast after foul beast. She wished she was facing the serpent again. At least that had been easier. Finally, Sam spotted him. David darted across the field to her. He had seen her. Probably because of her fire. Fear etched his face, and Sam at last saw what gave chase.

The thing hunting the man she loved.

Fuck. She loved him and hadn’t realized it until it looked like Ivilis himself would leap upon him and consume him whole. Hunger and rage filled the demon’s eyes. He was in his demon form, and Sam realized why they were inside this book. Here, Ivilis could be at his full power. He was the same demon the White Rose had faced decades ago. That and his connection to the ley line magic inside the tree made him more powerful than ever. He wasn’t weak, he was…

Going to fucking kill us. Or worse, turn them into creatures with no choice but to fight on his behalf, their minds carved out from the inside.

Sam flung out her fire. Although it did not touch the demon, his wall of shadows delayed him long enough. David leaped, calling her name. He held out a hand to her while opening a portal with the other. His body slammed into hers, and they descended into blackness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


They flew out the other side of the portal. Sam didn’t have time to register what was happening before sprawling onto stones and other protruding things. The ground was not as soft here as it had been on the battlefield. The rain and the fighting commotion hadn’t churned it up.

Sam groaned as a hard root slammed into her belly. Thick trees with dark leaves rose around her. They were gnarled, twisted things, and Sam felt a heavy, dark presence permeating the forest. Maybe once, the trees had not looked so ugly. The presence of the portal into Avadon and the demons pouring forth sucked the life from this place. Everything seemed to be turning black. Sam stopped considering it as she realized what had happened.

David must have sent their portal into the forest on the other side of the valley since he was unable to portal them out of the book without the key. Another reason to find the demon. He held the key that would get them out of there. It was that or hope Helena and Magnus figured out where she had gone and found a way to pull them out.

Sam’s heart hammered. The heavy, foul taint in the forest told her the portal from Avadon was open somewhere close. She got to her feet after catching her breath and found David nearby, wincing as he lay on his back. “Sorry,” he groaned. “I didn’t mean for it to be that rough.” He took Sam’s outstretched hand and stood. “How the hell did you know to find me here?”

“Ivilis threw you down one book. It made sense he would put you in another.”

David’s eyes widened, and Sam explained everything as quickly as possible.

“We’re inside a book that’s inside a book?” he asked, features aghast.

“I didn’t mean to come in. It sort of…sucked me in.” She hoped Helena and Magnus would have enough sense not to be sucked in. If both of them, low on energy and unable to hold up a fight, got caught in this battle…well, Sam didn’t even want to consider it. They had bigger problems.

Quickly, David told his side of the story. “I’ve been through this same fucking battle three times. For whatever reason, it keeps looping itself despite anything Ivilis or I do. Don’t attack anything again, okay? You might kill a fuck-ton of demons, then find the whole thing starting over, only you’ll have less energy to defend yourself.”

Sam sensed the depletion of her mana. Shit. It had been a bad move to use her wall of flames before the battle overtook her. “What about Ivilis? Is he on a loop, too?”

“He seems to be like us, trapped in here. I think we can take him down. I’m out of arrows now, but I can make more with my mana. How about you? I saw that wall of fire. You don’t have much mana left, do you?”

Not after she had cut Helena down from a wall of vines and driven off a lake monster. Sam had left these things out of her story, planning to tell David later. Right now, they were unimportant details.

She nodded. “It’s regenerating. I just have to be smart about it.” As much as she wanted to blast the whole fucking battlefield apart with her flames, she couldn’t. For one, she wasn’t sure if it would work. If it didn’t, she’d have nothing left to defeat Ivilis with. Then, there was the fact that the battle would simply start over. They needed to conserve all their power for the demon that had put them here.

“We need to find him,” Sam murmured, dread coiling in her stomach as she turned and glanced through the forest back toward the valley. She had hoped to get out of the book, then shut Ivilis inside it forever. Put him on an endless history-reenacting loop. Watch himself lose over and over again to the Order of the White Rose. However, she had learned her lesson from the last time. Simply trapping him meant giving him a chance to find a way out. We end this once and for all, she thought.

David’s warm, scarred hand gripped hers. “Ready, then? Back to the battlefield we go. Ivilis hasn’t left it since he and I arrived.”

Sam nodded, drawing a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

David opened a second portal. This time, Sam was better prepared to step out, even into a battlefield full of demons rather than an empty forest. The sky was nearly dark, and as Sam’s feet touched the flattened grass, she felt drops of rain on her face. The wind picked up, cold and shrieking. She summoned her shield and mana to use only to defend herself if necessary. Otherwise, her plan was to stay out of the way until she spotted Ivilis.

Sam spun and located David a few feet away. The sky above tore open as their eyes met.

The demons and soldiers on horseback around them did not seem to notice the downpour. They kept going, and the plinking of water on armor joined the other sounds of the raging battle. For the second time since entering the dark side of the library, Sam was soaked to the skin. Right when I was starting to dry off.

The deluge threw everything into new pandemonium. The wind picked up until Sam found herself in the middle of a small hurricane. All around her, bodies flew, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the fighting or Mother Nature unleashing her fury. Whose side was she on? Probably no one’s, Sam considered. She was pissed off at the demons and the men for ruining her Earth with their war. If Sam had it her way, she’d close her eyes and hop out of the book. The battle would be over.

A flash of blazing red light cut across the rain in front of her, and she whirled, sensing the foul magic that could only belong to a demon directing his power at her. Ivilis bounded toward her, throwing aside men in white capes and demons alike. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t killing them. They would only come back later when this battle began anew. His eyes blazed red. He was killing his own army to get to her.

Death wouldn’t be in the cards for her. Something worse than that waited. Being Turned. Having her power used against her. Sam’s shield flared wide and bright. The rain around her pounded against it. Ivilis’ shadows struck out, beating harder than the water against her magic. Sam planted her feet on the muddy ground, holding the shield up. His shadows attacked her magic, and her shield buckled for half a second before she sank her mana into it.

An arrow whizzed toward the back of Ivilis’ head. Though Sam could not yet see David beyond the sheet of rain, she knew he had fired it. It blazed blue with his mana.

Ivilis whirled, seething, and used his shadows to block a second arrow. Sam summoned her fire and hurled, hitting Ivilis’ back. He screamed, and one of David’s arrows pierced his chest. He was surrounded, but so were they. Surrounded by his shadows. Sam felt them pressing in, hard and heavy. Ivilis tore the arrow from his chest and threw it to the ground, where horses, men, and demons trampled it into nothing.

The valley darkened, and for several minutes, the only signs of light were Sam’s and David’s shields and their mana parting the demon’s shadows. Before Sam could make a strike worth talking about, she was ripped off her feet. Not by a demon or Ivilis’ shadows but by that piercing wind.

She spun as the hurricane took her. She couldn’t see. The wind and rain were so heavy. It pierced her skin, driving the cold deeper. Only her mana could keep her warm, and she needed it to take Ivilis down. Yet if she froze to death before then, he’d take her body away. She surged her magic to keep her limbs moving, hoping it would last long enough to face the demon again.

Sam could no longer see David or Ivilis, but she could sense them fighting. David’s mana remained strong, though his shield occasionally buckled. The taint of demonic magic remained in the air, but it continually lessened. With each strike, Ivilis grew weaker. Good, Sam thought. Let him get beaten down. Then, we make the final blow.

Yet she was getting tired, too. The rain beat against her. The fighting around her made it difficult to sense where she was.

A body crashed into Sam from behind, and she would have gone sprawling if not for the hand that caught her. She turned to see him, thinking it was David, only to find a different familiar face. The man blinked, seeming not to recognize her, then turned and dove back into the battle.

Sam had seen that face before in person, but not while he was young. She had only seen the youthful Caimo in a painted portrait. Was this before or after he left Magnus for dead?

Sam tried not to think about it. I can’t get distracted, she thought. Going after Caimo when he would only come back into the battle loop was stupid when they had the real Ivilis here.

The raging of the battle drowned her thoughts. Steel continued to clash with claws. She heard screams as claws ripped men apart and shrieks as arrows, swords, and spears struck demons. She understood now why Ivilis had put David inside the book. He intended to keep David running through battle until he could go no more. Perhaps the demon had known Sam would follow him in here. She was a damn fool for letting the book swallow her, but she couldn’t think of that now. She let her shield briefly drop, knowing she had to conserve some mana if she wanted to keep going.

A hand grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. The rain had lightened enough that Sam didn’t feel pelted as she turned to face David. He was all right. Not injured or anything. Sam couldn’t sense Ivilis’ presence either. There was no damn way. “You didn’t kill him, did you?” she gasped.

David shook his head. Before Sam noticed the cruel smile splitting his lips and the hunger in his eyes, a piercing pain filled her abdomen. She looked down in horror as David—no, Ivilis—drove his claws into her.
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Magnus realized he and Helena had not heard Sam’s voice in a while. He paused after sending a centaur back into his book and binding it to a nearby shelf. “Helena?”

“Yes?” she responded from an aisle over.

“Is Sam with you?”

“I thought she was with you.”

Helena rounded the corner, and their worried eyes met. Helena called Sam’s name, but the library remained quiet. With all the creatures inside their books, the library had returned to its tranquil state. Magnus didn’t feel tranquil, though. The strain of using so much magic to seal the library in place weighed on him. Still, he gathered his energy to call out Sam’s name. There was no response.

Helena set off through the library with quick strides, and Magnus followed, whipping his head in search of his student. Finally, Helena stopped before a small pedestal holding an open book. “Oh, shit.”

“What is it?” Magnus rushed behind his friend and peered over her shoulder to look at the pages. Images swirled. A hurricane on a battlefield. A demon looming over two young soldiers. Sam and David fighting for their lives.

Magnus’ heart thundered. “We have to get them out.”

“I think that’s what Sam already tried,” Helena offered. “Now she’s trapped in there, too.” Dread settled into them. Without the key, they had no way to help.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Ivilis had donned the mask again, using David’s face this time.

Horror sluiced through Sam to join the piercing pain in her abdomen where he had driven his claws. Half was from what he had done to her. The other half was what he might have done to David.

The demon wrenched his claws free, and she released a wailing scream. Tears sprang to her eyes, but Sam didn’t look down, not wanting to see how much blood had already begun to pool. Ivilis did not mean to kill her. She knew that much. Her mana was rapidly depleting, so he intended to weaken her and strengthen himself. Then he’d take her to wherever his portal was, jump through worlds, and…

Sam didn’t let herself consider it further. She bellowed in fury and pain, drawing up her magic to throw him away from her. He went flying, still wearing David’s face, and Sam faltered for half a second at the sight of him tumbling to the ground. She hadn’t seen Ivilis with a mask yet. Seeing the face of the man she loved on top of a demon’s caught her off guard.

She did not have the strength to deliver a second blow. She staggered forward, clutching the wound under her ribs. Blood slicked her hand, but she ignored it. Ivilis stood, wearing David’s face, seething with shadows that rippled around him. He spoke in his own voice, the rain almost drowning the sound.

“Without my true form outside this place, I’ve been reduced to scavenging off sorcerers to buy myself some more time. My body cannot sustain itself. But with your power, Samantha Tempestade, I can become anything I have ever dreamed of.” His broad, malicious smile made her skin crawl

She didn’t have time to respond. His darkness surrounded her, and she felt herself falling. A moment later, she was dumped from a portal, back inside the forest where she and David had been twenty minutes before. Except this time, yellowish fog surrounded her, and her companion was a creature of Avadon disguised as David.

“Funny,” Sam gritted out. “I thought dreams were silly little things for humans, not demons. But you were a human once, weren’t you? That’s why you despise us so much. You were like us, and you threw it away for what? To be chained to a master you can’t even see? To be banished from the land you wish was your home?”

Her words found their mark. Ivilis’ eyes shuttered.

“Take off that form,” Sam snarled. “It doesn’t belong to you.”

He flashed that cruel smile again but did as she bade. “If you want to see the true me, Miss Tempestade, you shall.” He dragged at the bottom of his face, pulling it up to reveal a version of his gaunt human form meshed with the demonic figure Sam had seen before. Only inside this book, inside a past where he had once been whole, could he take on his former self. His appearance was hideous, fragments of past lives woven together. He was taller. Massive. Yet he remained weak, even after stealing her magic.

“Please tell me,” Sam drawled as she fought off the pain. “Will I look that ugly when you try to Turn me?”

“What might be ugly to you, Miss Tempestade, is precious to me,” the demon whispered. It was a lover’s voice, one she hated far more than his roars of rage. Sam had to keep him talking until David found them. Keep him from striking at her again. The longer she delayed a true fight, the more her mana could recharge.

The demon continued. “You will be the gift I take with me to Avadon, to my masters who await to reward me so grandly. Do not think you are the first to be Turned since I came back. Others are now wild beasts hunting in packs, never knowing why.”

Sam blanched. The forest of beasts where David had hunted. They had been humans trapped in another form like the hybrid demons. Her mouth went dry, and she thought she would be sick. Finally, she managed a few cold words. “As if a true demon would reward one that was once human. You’re nothing to them, and now you’re nothing to humans, too.”

She expected an outburst of rage. Maybe he would fly toward her and lance his shadows into her body. Instead, he straightened, observing her in stony silence. Sam stilled, and at last, Ivilis spoke again. “I was once beautiful, you know. I didn’t look like a man or a demon when they first brought me into Avadon. I was a god. I had gifts like yours, Tempestade. I could bring flames into my hands on a whim, like you can. I could do so much more, and not only with fire. Once, I could have covered this whole forest with ice if I wanted to.”

“But those gifts were taken from you. Not by gods but by monsters.”

Ivilis’ nostrils flared before he went on. “You do not know my story, Samantha Tempestade. They promised me more power if I gave up my gifts. Gifts that never belonged to me anyway.”

Sam recalled the cabal’s twisted idea that magic should only belong to select people, not whoever was born with it already running in their veins. They meant to strip the weaker ones and give that power to the strongest. “We don’t even know if gods exist,” she countered.

“Oh, but they do, Samantha Tempestade, and you could have become one of them. You might have been blessed by them. Power of a different nature runs in your veins as it does in mine. It ran in Lily’s veins, too.”

Those words were sharper than the claws in her abdomen. Hearing “Lily” on his lips felt like a knife in her chest. Lily had been gifted, and this fucker had killed her for it.

Sam’s mind raced. If gods were real, where the hell were they? Did they care for the affairs of humans and demons? Had they ever chosen a side? If they were real, she hadn’t bothered praying to them.

Ivilis’ words came to her again. If you had prayed to the gods, maybe they would have saved you and your friend. He wasn’t talking about David this time. He was talking about Lily. She thought about his words, almost letting herself believe them. Then she slammed them from her mind.

“You’re lying!”

“Am I, Samantha?”

“Don’t say my name,” she growled. The sound of it from his mouth made her sick, almost as much as hearing Lily’s.

His gaze shifted to the necklace above her heart, and a slight smile pulled at his lips. “It’s a shame that humans always try to fix broken things. That necklace will never be the same, never be whole like it once was. Just as Lily was never the same when you left her to die.”

That wasn’t your fault, her own voice reminded her. Even so, tears came to her eyes. “That’s a lot of shit-talking from someone who is far from whole.” She gave him a pointed look.

“Oh, but I can be made whole again. Not in this world, but where I am going. Where I will take you.” Ivilis stalked toward her, and Sam could not move. She was as rooted to the spot as the trees around her. She felt as ancient as they were, succumbing to the fate of the wars and the broken nature of this place. She no longer remembered that she was trapped in a time loop inside a book. This was as real as the outside world.

“Lily waits for you in Avadon,” Ivilis whispered. “She has been calling your name for years now, waiting for you to join her. You can go to her. Your power can be joined, and the two of you will rise to the heavens. Goddesses above all.”

For a moment, Sam could have sworn she heard Lily screaming her name from far away. It was a trick, she told herself. Ivilis would do anything he could to make her go willingly. He offered her power and to see the one person she loved the most again. For half a moment, Sam wanted to believe him.

“The demons in Avadon taught you one thing well. How to tell a fucking lie.”

As she spoke, a portal opened behind Ivilis, and the real David fired an arrow blazing with his blue mana. He’d followed her here. He would always follow her. Sam had counted on it and delayed Ivilis’ attack as long as she could.

She didn’t have to anymore.

She would make room for gratitude and relief later. For now, Sam watched as David’s arrow nearly skewered Ivilis’ head. The demon moved just in time, spinning to wield a sword made of his shadows. David leaped toward him, wasting no time engaging him in a fight as he called, “Sam, run!”

She wouldn’t run, though. Not even if her whole body was bleeding. She would not leave him. I can finish this. I can do it.

Ivilis had taken a lot from her. Sam’s senses dulled as her body weakened. Ivilis’ renewed strength showed in the mighty swings of his swords, narrowly missing David’s neck. David dodged and ducked, lunging with a knife of his own. He slashed forward, but one of the demon’s shadows knocked it from his hands. David’s shield flared, his only protection until he got far enough away to fire another arrow.

I have to help him, Sam realized as she staggered against a tree behind Ivilis. Her wound still bled, but the pain gradually dulled as she eased some of her healing magic into it. She saved enough to summon her mana. I’ve only got one chance to do this, she thought, standing straight at last.

It was difficult to make out which form was David and which was Ivilis, with the demon’s shadows all around them. They blocked the fight from Sam’s view, and she could not risk burning David to ashes. I can’t keep fighting him like this, she realized, pushing away from the tree with a bloodied hand.

Suddenly, she remembered other images she had seen, both in the book and on the battlefield. She heard the thundering of horses and feet. The army was coming this way, and if she was right about who might be in that army…

I can do this.

She only needed to distract Ivilis long enough so he wouldn’t kill David.

“Over here, fucker!” she cried as loud as she could.

Ivilis turned, and she blasted him with her raw, burning mana. The flames leaped like wildfire, sweeping toward him like a wave. His shadows went up, as she knew they would, and when both flames and shadows dissipated, Sam used the last of her mana to form a shield.

Ivilis’ low laugh skittered along the ground and into her body, running through her bones and down her spine. “Do you not understand the pointlessness of your life, girl? You and your ilk may have thwarted my attempts at opening the veil, but I am not the only one with ideals. Many out there do not accept your world as it is. Will you face them all when the time comes?”

Sam hissed between her teeth. “If that’s what it takes, yes.”

Deep down, she knew this was the truth. Her purpose and calling in life. Keep the darkness at bay as long as possible and give a world of light to the people who mattered the most to her. To the people she did not even know yet who might matter to her one day.

Possibility. That was what she wanted. Not the dimness of nothing good ever happening to her again. She’d lost Lily, but that loss had only hurt because she loved Lily to begin with. She would not lose anyone else—or let anyone lose her.

At last, the demon’s rage broke, and Ivilis struck out. His shadows formed into spears. As they charged for her shield, she placed the last of her mana into it. The shadows pinged off, ricocheting away from her, back to where they had come from.

A whirl of shadows behind the demon and David filled the space between two trees. There, out from a portal, walked the man Sam had hoped would show up. Even in the distant past, on a loop of battle after battle, he found her and helped her. She had seen in the book when this would happen. History reenacted. This time, Ivilis could not escape the book he had placed himself in.

She instantly recognized the figure. He was dirtied from battle, his cape bearing the Order of the White Rose insignia barely white anymore and sodden with rain. Demon blood covered his armor. His hood was down, and he held a staff in one hand, a sword in the other.

Sam knew every part of his face, even if she had not seen him at this age before. He was just as familiar to her. That trim, dark beard with no signs of gray. Those glittering dark eyes and a fierce battle face. Wisdom etched into every look he gave.

A young Magnus Deathshroud stepped into the forest, confusion flickering across his face. He did not recognize Sam or David, but the armor the book had put them in told him they were on his side.

Ivilis gaped, and Sam managed a grin despite her pain.

Magnus Deathshroud spoke, his voice sounding strong. “What demon attempted such a paltry attack?” His gaze met Sam’s, and even if he did not recognize who she was, he seemed to know that he must help her.

Sam pointed at Ivilis. “That one right there.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ivilis knew he no longer stood a chance. Perhaps he would if he had come into this place after Caimo betrayed Magnus, but not before. Not now, as Magnus Deathshroud eyed him with no small amount of contempt. Magnus did not seem to realize it was Ivilis, only some other demon he had to deal with.

Ivilis had no time or strength to react beyond his eyes glowing with a new fear. There was a reason he had tried to defeat Magnus Deathshroud before. First by sending Caimo to kill him, then years later, attempting to bring Ravenwood Academy down on his head.

He turned in an attempt to flee, but Magnus’ magic slammed out, a wide breadth of searing, golden light. Sam spread her shield over herself and David in time to prevent Magnus’ magic from piercing them.

Ivilis howled as the magic cut into him. White spots spread over his body, weakening him bit by bit. Even juiced up on Sam’s magic, he could barely move against Magnus’ attack.

Magnus bent down, a small smile twitching his lips. “A shame I found you when you were so spent. We could have had fun fighting one another.”

If only he knew, Sam thought. She crawled toward David while clutching her bleeding wound. Quickly, she helped him out of the shadow bindings by cutting them away with her knife. “Thank you,” he gasped, sitting up. His skin glowed red where the shadows had cut into him. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll heal.” He was far more concerned with her state. He glanced down at the blooming red spot, then up to the pain written across her face.

“Don’t worry about it,” she tossed back at him. She’d heal when they escaped.

A crash sounded behind her, and she spun to see Magnus pushing a blade through Ivilis’ chest. The demon had attempted to rise and smashed into a tree instead. Black blood poured from his chest as Magnus twisted the sword.

“Go back to the foul pit you came from,” Magnus snarled before the demon’s eyes went blank. He wasn’t done, though. Killing him wasn’t enough. Magnus cast him into the footpath of the army coming up behind him. The thunderous sound of demons shrieking and stamping the ground reached them.

“Out of the way!” he cried to Sam and David. They dove behind trees, shields still up but muted thanks to their power trickling out. It was better that way. With little light to give them away, the demons storming through the forest did not see them. They were too distracted by whatever had summoned them from the valley. They trampled Ivilis under their feet, not seeming to notice him there. It took several minutes for the army to pass them, and Ivilis was reduced to little more than a puddle.

Sam couldn’t believe it. David clutched her hand, apparently feeling the same. She groaned and sagged against him. “It fucking hurts.”

David helped her to the ground, dismay filling him as he realized he did not have much left in himself to heal her.

Magnus stood over them a second later. “Let me.” His voice was gentler than when he first spoke after coming out of the portal. He leaned down, aiming his staff at her wound. He uttered a few words in an ancient tongue she did not understand, and golden light filled her body. The wound closed, taking the pain with it. “It will take some time to heal fully. No more battles for you, young one. Not for some time, that is.” He chuckled. “Though I haven’t a damn clue what brought you two here.”

“Gods, maybe,” Sam answered, wincing as she sat. The wound was closed, but he was right. It would take some time before the pain eased entirely. At least none of Ivilis’ taint had entered her, and a healer could remove whatever foul aspects remained in her body later.

“Gods,” Magnus mused. “Maybe so.”

“Thank you for what you did,” David offered as he stood. He didn’t only mean healing Sam but the whole ordeal with the demon.

Magnus nodded. “Both of you have been through it, I can see. If you can leave, do it.” He held out his hand with something brass shining in it. “The demon had this. I sensed it has a sort of magic akin to portals. Maybe it is what you need to leave this place.”

The key to Oswald’s book. Sam had forgotten all about it. Had not even thought about needing to find it. Good thing Magnus did before he slayed the demon.

“I’m off now,” Magnus told them. “My guild is fighting ahead in the north. Some foul beast who calls himself Ivilis has come into this realm. He is the one the demon army is going to. They follow him, and he has called them to his aid.”

Sam and David looked at one another in disbelief. Young Ivilis was still here. They glanced toward the puddle where he was no more. They’d done it.

Without another word, Magnus Deathshroud strode off in the full glory of his armor. Sam wondered if he knew Caimo would try to kill him later, that Helena Marrows would save his life.

“This has been quite the mind-fuck today,” she confessed to David. Night had fallen over the forest, yet her face glowed. It might have been some of the healing magic left over paired with the relief passing through her body.

The hunter gave her a small smile. “We should probably listen to him.”

She nodded, her gaze distant, and held up the key. “This is our way out.” She reached for David’s hand, and their fingers slid together. “I’m hoping this will be easier than using a portal.”
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“Helena, get back!” Magnus cried as the pages before them filled with the images of Sam and David, the former holding a key. He jerked Helena back seconds before Sam and David leaped from the page, hands clasped together. They tumbled off the small dais, barely catching themselves before falling. Both were wide-eyed and soaked to the skin, smelling of demon blood and rain.

David chuckled. “That was easier than I thought it would be.”

Helena and Magnus shared a look, but Sam knew he was talking about using the key to escape the book, not the fight they had faced inside. Sam turned to the book, eyeing it ruefully before closing it. “If you don’t mind,” she drawled to Magnus. Still looking puzzled, Magnus stepped to the pedestal and bound the book with the same magic he used to seal the rest of the library.

Helena looked them over, noting the blood on their clothes and several bruises, scrapes, and cuts. “What the hell happened in there?”

Sam and David glanced at one another as if to confirm what had happened was real. David spoke first, telling them how he’d gotten caught inside the battle on a loop. He told the story up until he saw Sam’s wall of fire, then she filled in the remaining details. They stopped before they mentioned it had been the younger Magnus who defeated Ivilis.

Helena cut in with a question. “So Ivilis is finished, right? You did it?”

They nodded.

Slow smiles crossed their lips, disbelief in their eyes. Sam glanced around the library. It was still a mess, but the beings were back in their books, and everything was calm. Quiet. Even the little fairies with their lights had returned, a sign that the demon’s taint was truly gone.

Helena and Magnus looked exhausted but relieved. Sam presented Oswald’s key. “This got us out. It was taken from Ivilis before he…well, we can fill you in later.” They had other matters to deal with, like using the key to get out of the first book.

Magnus stepped forward, drawing Sam into his arms in a tight embrace. “Thank you,” he whispered over her head. “Thank you for all you’ve done.”

When he drew back, Sam and David chuckled. They had done much, but the young Magnus had saved them in the end. Thanks to my quick thinking, Sam thought, giving herself some credit. It was a nice replacement for all the thoughts she’d had about Lily the past few months, all the blame she had placed on herself. I’m not going to do that anymore.

“What are you two grinning about?” Helena demanded.

Sam didn’t answer her. “We need to get out of here. Elijah is still dealing with shit above.”

Magnus and Helena gave her a questioning look. Before they could ask Sam what she was talking about, she used the key for a second time.
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“Hurry,” Romero urged his men as they surged into the labyrinth beneath the castle. They fanned out, searching for Elijah Akaron and anyone helping him.

Iris and Jack were directly behind him. The former had anticipated demons or, at the least, revenants sent through a portal. She had not expected their biggest problem to come in the form of a tree. It did not take Iris long to survey the passages and realize the castle would crumble on top of them if they didn’t stop the tree.

She turned, meeting Jack’s gaze. He gave her a curt nod. “Go with the others. I’ll keep things from falling apart here.” He flared his magic out, creating a seal over the ceiling to prevent it from crashing down.

Iris’ heart thumped. Jack would not be able to hold up the entire castle with one shield for long. She hoped they could deal with Elijah’s problem before that happened. The problem apparently being a fucking tree. It reminded her of the tree she had banished Ivilis into months ago. Its demonic magical energy spread through the tunnels.

“Go,” Jack growled when she hesitated.

Iris thought of a dozen things to say, but he cut her off again. “Whatever it is, tell me when this is over.”

Iris snapped her mouth shut and sprinted after her brother and the team directly into the center of the labyrinth, where the tree grew higher. Elijah and his guards stood around it, attempting to cut it down with magical blades and spells. Nothing appeared to be working. The guards were spent, reaching the end of their wits against Ivilis’ last trick.

Now, Iris saw why. The tree was sucking magic directly from the ley line. They would have no chance to bring it down as long as the line remained open. She glanced beyond to the doorway leading into the room where the ley line was strongest. It wasn’t even open.

“Shit.” Iris moved to jump forward and assist, but an ear-piercing screech sounded behind her. She turned to find three hybrid demons leaping down the passage toward the tree and those standing around it.
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The scraping of claws, the shrieks of demons, and the clash of steel on bone-hard flesh filled the passageway when Sam, David, Magnus, and Helena flew out of Oswald’s book. Matters had only gotten worse since Sam jumped into the dark side of the library. That much was clear by the fighting down one narrow tunnel and the chaos of those attacking Ivilis’ tree in front of her.

Sam kicked the book shut and off to the side so no one else would get sucked into the library.

The tree was much larger and no weaker as the ley line magic filtered into the roots, surging into the branches and bursting into a bright golden light that formed leaves. The light only lasted seconds after being drawn up before the dark energy in the tree’s core turned it black. The trunk oozed with a substance similar to demon blood, as if it was as alive as Ivilis had been only an hour or two ago.

The commotion they heard upon arriving came from behind them. David glanced over his shoulder. Romero, Iris, and several other Black Gate agents had engaged hybrid demons. He sprinted away to help, leaving Sam to assist Elijah with the tree.

Sam sprang to the headmaster, and relief filled his face. “How the hell are we going to stop this?” Sam asked. Elijah had made no progress since she last saw him.

“I have a plan, but it’s going to take some work,” he muttered. “The tree isn’t spreading anymore, but it keeps repairing itself because the roots have gone deep enough to draw directly from the ley line.” Elijah nodded to Magnus. “Open the gate in the next room. We’ll have to draw from the ley line ourselves to finish this.”

Sam and Helena stilled. “We risk blowing up the whole damn island by doing that,” Helena objected. The ley line beneath the island was one of the most potent in the world, and opening it too much risked burying the island in its white-hot light.

“And the castle will cave in on us if we don’t try,” Elijah shot back. “Everyone else has been evacuated.”

The students and the villagers, Sam knew. She gave Helena a look. “He’s right. We can’t bring the tree down if it has more power than us.” They would be careful. They had to be. Sam did not see any other option.

Helena’s face hardened, but she did not argue with them further. Elijah tossed her a sword, and she turned down the tunnel to assist the others with the demons. If they could be prevented from feeding on the tree, maybe they stood a chance.

“I’ll need your help, Samantha,” Elijah insisted. “I need your flames to finish the tree after we disconnect it from the ley line.”

Sam’s heart sank. “I don’t have any left in me.” It was a hard truth to admit. She didn’t feel so much as a trickle of power.

Elijah gave her a small smile. “That’s okay. That is what the ley line is for.”

Sam was confused until Elijah spoke a spell, waving his wand around the tree. Magic erupted from the ground in shafts of bright white light. He siphoned it toward her, surrounding her in its glow. “Are you ready?”

Sam nodded. The intake of so much power would be jolting, she knew. But I can do it.

The ley line’s magic licked at her skin, folding under and into her body. It filled her with such force that she staggered forward, almost tumbling headlong into the tree. Sam righted herself in time. The heat of the power bellowed through bone and muscle, into her very cells and the essence of her being.

For a moment, Sam felt it would tear her body in two. She cried out, and her mana welled up like a wave. She greeted it with her magic, turning it into flames in her palms. She directed the fire to the base of the tree first, and it went up in glorious light. The crackling sound of burning branches and leaves filled the air. Elijah and his guards stepped back, watching in awe as the tree weakened.

“The gate is open!” Magnus called from the other side of the tree. Elijah siphoned the ley line’s power away from the tree so it could no longer draw to repair itself. Ashes floated down the passageway, and branches crashed to the ground. Sam kept her flames going. She felt on the verge of collapse. Darkness encroached on the edges of her vision.

“Almost there,” Elijah murmured. “A little more, Samantha.”

She tugged on the last of her mana and pushed it out. The passage blazed with heat, and at last, the deepest roots turned dark as her fire swept over them.
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As Iris cut down the last of the hybrid demons, she turned to Helena, who had showed up behind her. “We have to find the portal these creatures came through,” she insisted. These hybrids had not been wearing masks like the infiltrators at Black Gate. They had come through because Ivilis had let them before disappearing into the book.

Quickly, Helena told Iris that Ivilis had been dealt with. “For good this time.”

“But how?” Iris asked in disbelief.

“Sam and David will tell the story later.”

David stood a few paces away between Romero and Morten, surveying the work they had done cutting down the hybrids.

“Let’s go,” Iris commanded them. Using her well-developed senses of the portal’s dark energy, she directed them down one passage, then the next, until they reached a cavern with a low-hanging ceiling. There, a dark portal blazed. No more demons had slipped through, and the portal was already shrinking. Thanks to the tree burning at the labyrinth’s center, Iris realized. Ivilis was gone, and his tree, the last relic of his power, would soon be reduced to ash.

Iris gathered her power and blasted it at the portal, sending the foul creatures trying to slip through away from Ravenwood Academy forever.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Most of the students of Ravenwood Academy agreed to come back for the end-of-year celebrations, though there were many questions about why they had evacuated the island. Elijah assured those involved with defeating Ivilis that he would share the truth with the students and that a new path forward would be necessary. Ivilis was gone, but those remaining in Avadon would always be looking for a way into the human world.

“This is precisely why organizations like Black Gate exist,” he reminded Sam and David. “And why you two going there is what our world needs.” He gave them a kind smile. “It is why Ravenwood Academy must continue, so more students can learn to use their magic for the betterment of the world.”

To her great relief, Samantha Tempestade was not subjected to any questions about the evacuation. She wandered through the crowd toward Magnus Deathshroud’s classroom on the last day. She clutched two books to her chest, ones she had borrowed from him some time ago and intended to return.

She found him in his classroom alone, though not behind his desk as expected. Instead, he stood at his window, overlooking the garden in bloom below. He sensed someone behind him and turned, smiling at the sight of her. “I’ve come to give these back to you,” she told him, moving farther into the room and setting the tomes on his desk. “And to say goodbye.”

“Not for long, I hope,” he returned, still smiling.

Sam paused. It had been several days since everything in the tunnels, and they had talked quite a bit about her experience in the second book. Magnus had not believed her and David about seeing a younger version of him or that his younger self had defeated the older Ivilis.

Sam had not yet brought herself to tell him of her decision to join Black Gate. Before she could say anything, Magnus stepped away from the window and remarked, “Things have gotten quite interesting since you started coming to the Academy. I remember the first day I saw you and how I felt everything was going to change.” He chuckled. “You were able to see my scars with my glamour on.” Part of her gifts, Sam supposed. “I’m sure matters will remain interesting as long as you are here.”

Sam paused, then decided now was as good a time as ever to tell him. “In that case, it’s probably better that I’m not staying here any longer.”

Magnus stilled. “My apologies, Sam, if you thought I was insinuating you should leave. I⁠—”

Sam laughed and shook her head. “I only meant that I’ve been offered a job already, and I don’t see a need to come back after the summer is over.”

He took her words in, seeming not to know what to think. Slowly, tears came into his eyes, joined by a smile. “I’m glad to hear that, of course, but I will miss you, Sam. More than you know.”

“I think I do know. I’m sure the sentiment is mutual.” Out of everything she would miss at Ravenwood Academy, her first and favorite professor would be at the top of that list. “You’re more than a teacher to me, you know. You’re my friend, and I will make a point to visit my friends whenever I can.” Sam did not know how busy she would be at Black Gate, but if Helena could escape from time to time to visit Magnus, so could she.

Magnus blinked away his tears and offered her a congratulatory smile. “You will have to come back, and not only for me. You’re growing into a legend around here. The new students will want to put a face to the stories they have heard these past few years.”

Sam cringed. “I think that’s the last thing I want.” She realized joining Black Gate would only add to her growing reputation.

Magnus was about to say something else when another figure entered the room. “There you two are. I was coming to find you.” Sam turned to see Helena, eyes glittering with excitement. “I’ve come to report that Oswald is on the mend, and the end-of-year festivities are about to begin. Elijah wants you both present when he gives his speech.”

Sam almost groaned, hoping the headmaster did not intend to bring her on stage in front of everyone and present accolades.

“We’ll be right there,” Magnus replied to his old friend. “Sam was telling me that she’s leaving Ravenwood Academy for good.”

“Well, not leaving technically,” Sam replied with a grin, meeting Helena’s eyes. “Only graduating early.”
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Sam had never seen the Star Hull so full before. There must have been more graduating students that year than the past two combined. She squeezed onto a bench between David and Molly, leaning forward as Elijah took to the stage among the many professors.

Sam spotted Helena coming in after her, but no sign of Iris, Romero, or Jack. “They’ve gone back to Black Gate already,” David murmured after reading the searching look on her face. “To clean up whatever mess is left there.”

Right, Sam thought, figuring they would find out for themselves what that was in a few weeks’ time. She pushed her thoughts aside as Elijah smiled at the crowd with wise, glittering eyes and began his speech.

“I want to begin by thanking each of you for granting Ravenwood Academy the pleasure of having you learn in our halls this past year. Your presence has been invaluable, and your skill in learning to use magic represents the way forward in a world of uncertainty. A world where magic is a resource like any other, where many will seek to take too much of what is not theirs.

“Here at Ravenwood, we strive to teach our students to defend themselves and the ones they love but also how to use their natural, innate resources to live a full life…”

He continued for another few minutes or so, but Sam stopped listening as she drank in the sight of all those bodies, all those eyes. All the people she had helped save, most of them her peers whose names she did not even know. People who had whispered things about her for years but never knew the truth.

Sam realized she was okay with that. They didn’t need her version of the story. One thing was missing, though. Lily should be by my side today. She put the thought aside, willing herself to smile instead of shedding tears. Lily was the reason she had been able to save so many lives. And she would be proud of me today.

“And now, I would like to congratulate our graduates as well as our early graduates.”

Sam knew it was her time. She stood when her name was called, and when the whole school applauded, Sam did not balk but smiled at the crowd. Legend she might be. Perhaps returning to see what other legends could be made at Ravenwood Academy might not be too bad.
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The halls outside Sam’s common room and bedroom were full of students, chattering away with excitement about the upcoming festivities. The planning committee, including Molly, was satisfied with how everything had come together despite everyone having to leave a few days ago. “A little late for the celebration, but better than never,” Molly had remarked earlier that day with a great sigh.

That morning, Sam had started packing alongside Molly but now entered her bedroom to find it empty and quiet. She took a good look around her, noticing everything one last time. It was a bittersweet feeling to leave. Though she would miss the lush rooms she had earned at Ravenwood Academy, she was more excited to move into Black Gate. Maybe she would get lucky and have a garden outside her window there, too.

Someone knocked at her door, and David entered with a smile. He leaned against her doorframe with his hands in his pockets. “Almost done packing?”

She nodded. “I’ll send most of my things to my flat in Paris, then from there decide what is worth taking to Black Gate.”

Helena did not expect them at Black Gate for a few more weeks since Jack needed time to get things in order before they arrived. Sam had decided to stay in Paris for a few weeks with her friends, then visit home for a week afterward. Following that, her new life would finally begin at Black Gate. Assuming there is a Black Gate to go to, she thought.

Sam told David her plans, then asked, “What will you be doing before we move?”

David shrugged. “I’ll visit home for a bit. Gotta break the news to my family.” He chuckled. “Don’t give me that ‘I feel sorry for you’ look. It’s not only the Black Gate news I have to break.” He crossed the room and slid an arm around Sam’s waist, tugging her to him. It felt so right to have him touch her like that. “I need to tell them I have a new girlfriend.”

Sam beamed. “I almost forgot about all that while trying to save your arse inside a book.”

“Let me remind you of a few times in that same book I saved your arse, Samantha Tempestade.” He flicked her nose, and she batted him away. “Finish packing soon. The rest of us are ready to leave when you are.”

Later that night, Sam, David, and their friends planned to celebrate in the city.

Sam turned to her trunks and placed the last of her items inside, including Lily’s journals that she had brought with her. “Well, it’s time, Lily. We’re done at Ravenwood Academy. I think we both did pretty well for ourselves.” Though Lily was gone and had not spent all three years at Sam’s side, Sam knew deep down that her best friend was never truly gone. She clutched the necklace at her throat and smiled. After finishing her packing, Sam went to say her goodbyes.

She wandered to the Academy’s library one last time and found , to her surprise, that Magnus, Oswald, and Elijah were already there. “Ah, Samantha,” Magnus greeted her. “We were discussing with Oswald how to secure the dark side of the library better so no one else can get in.”

“Or no one, period,” Elijah added. “That section should be sealed off forever. Leave the creatures inside alone.”

Dismay showed on Oswald’s face. “But it’s my special place! The creatures expect me. I’m their keeper!”

“Let Oswald keep the key,” Magnus told Elijah. “We can still add security measures.”

Oswald’s face glowed red. “It was fine until that demon took over my mind! That’s the only way it knew how to get in.”

“He’s right,” Sam chimed in. “Ivilis only knew the library was there at all thanks to Oswald’s memories. It doesn’t hurt to keep the library open. Though I do hope something can be done about the lake monster.”

Oswald’s eyes brightened. “Ah, Lucinda! She is my special favorite. I go in to feed her. She needs me, you see. She is quite a lonely creature and my pet.” He fixed Sam with a hard stare. “Please tell me you did not hurt her.”

Sam was suddenly glad she had not killed the creature as she had planned. “I didn’t hurt her, but it’s a wonder she didn’t drown me.”

“Well, she must have thought you were breakfast!” Oswald exclaimed.

“I was down there in the middle of the night,” Sam reminded him.

Oswald lowered his voice as if to tell a secret. “I only feed her breakfast food.”

Elijah cleared his throat, bringing everyone’s attention to the matter at hand. “Ward the book, Oswald. Make it difficult for anyone but you to get inside it.”

Oswald grumbled something incoherent but agreed to the headmaster’s terms. Magnus reminded Elijah in a low voice, “If he’s not allowed to keep the library as he wants, he’ll disappear into that book, and we’ll never see him again.”

Well, they couldn’t have that. Not when Oswald was the head librarian of Ravenwood Academy.

“I’m glad to see you walking around again,” Sam told him.

The old wizard smiled. “I’m glad too. I had to rely on my assistant to watch the library during my recovery. While she is an excellent bookkeeper, she is a terrible record keeper.” He sighed deeper than the lake Sam had fought Lucinda in. “I must set everything straight. So disorganized!”

Magnus and Sam shared a look, noting how disorganized Oswald’s section of the library had always been. Anne was the reason the library had any organizational method at all. Neither said this, of course, for fear of wounding the ancient wizard’s pride. Oswald did not seem to notice their shared looks and added, “I still have to get the doppelganger mask out of the book and back to the museum!” His eyes glittered with excitement. “The mask will be much more interesting to visitors now that we know a demon has worn it.”

Sam and Magnus shared another look, wondering if the museum would even accept the mask back, considering the demon taint around it.

She turned from Oswald to Elijah. “I wanted to thank you for everything you have done to help me while I have been a student here. I know my journey hasn’t exactly been conventional.”

Elijah waved a dismissive hand. “The unconventional make for the best stories. If all our students sat at their desks all day paying attention to their professors and doing nothing else, nothing interesting would ever happen.”

Oswald tilted his head. “Are you leaving us, Miss Tempestade?”

Sam confessed that she was, and further dismay filled the librarian’s face. “Who will be my waffle-bringer? Elijah, you must appoint one immediately!”

“I never appointed one to begin with.”

“It’s easier if you do as he says,” Magnus murmured.

Sam laughed. She would miss this.

“I do wish you would stay, Samantha,” Elijah added. “However, I realize you have done more than any student should be called on to do, so I see this as the right path for you.”

Magnus agreed. “If you, David, or Helena need anything, let me know, and I’ll be there.”

Sam reminded him that Helena, Jack, Iris, and Romero were still dealing with the aftermath of Ivilis infiltrating Black Gate. There was more of a mess to clean up there than at Ravenwood Academy. “Actually, Black Gate has lost a significant number of council members,” Sam drawled, a smile lighting her face. “There might be an opening for potential interested candidates.”

Elijah groaned at the thought of losing another person. “Please, Magnus,” he began, but Oswald cut him off.

“It’s not as though Marcus has been teaching anyway. I’ve been filling in for him almost every day!”

“It’s Magnus,” Magnus corrected. “Oswald is right about that. Perhaps my days of teaching are coming to an end.” He faced Sam. “I fear being a council member at Black Gate would give me a lot more paperwork.”

“You’re a teacher. You deal with that already,” Oswald reminded him.

“True, but Black Gate doesn’t have a summer holiday, or any holiday really.” Magnus caught the fleeting disappointment on Sam’s face and added hurriedly, “Of course, Black Gate provides many other benefits.”

Sam laughed. “I know that. I had to stop Helena from giving an hour-long presentation on why I should join.”

Elijah sighed. “Well, I suppose I can’t expect to keep everyone here forever, though I don’t see why anyone would ever want to leave Ravenwood Academy for good.”

“All those students waiting to climb the ranks can’t do it if the ranks are full,” Sam reminded him with a winning smile.

At that moment, a group of Sam’s peers entered the library, including David, Molly, Jared, and Emma.

“Go on now, Samantha,” Elijah urged her. “Live your young life and leave us old men to discuss the future.”

Sam thanked them again before letting her friends pull her from the library and the castle, out into the big wide world and all its possibilities.
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EPILOGUE


Sam had not taken in much of Black Gate the first time she went there. Then, she had gone with Magnus and David to enter Ivilis’ realm and defeat him. He hadn’t actually been defeated then, but she didn’t like to think about that. Now that he was and she could move on with her life, she stood outside the fortress, taking in its sheer enormity.

“Sure does look imposing, doesn’t it?” David commented from beside her.

She nodded but grinned. “Nothing like my tiny flat in Paris.” Though Sam already missed her London home with her parents, Rosemary’s French countryside summer house, and her bedroom at Ravenwood Academy, she was more than ready to add another place to her slew of homes. “Exactly the way it’s supposed to be,” she added.

It wasn’t like Ravenwood Academy. Nothing about it was beautiful, but it would be home for a while.

David shared her smile. “I think I like it too.”

The fortress stood on a hillside overlooking an endlessly stretching moor. Black Gate was far from everywhere else, and though it wasn’t on an island, Sam felt Ravenwood Academy had been closer to Paris than this place. I’ll have to learn to use portals sooner or later, she thought.

Sam felt the weight of what they were about to do. Moving into Black Gate wasn’t merely changing locations. They were starting a new life. A new set of adventures, she thought and reached for David’s hand. Ones we will have together.

Helena had told them several days ago about the major changes at Black Gate. Jack Calisto was not removed from his seat as head of Black Gate. Many of the council members had removed themselves from the organization after the horror of the demon attack. Around half remained, and Jack had decided to add Iris and Romero. No more members would be added until it was necessary.

Though Black Gate was glad to have its current council members and recruits, a shadow of sorrow still hung over it. They had lost Silas Pennant to Ivilis as well as Lord Haralson’s son. Though an unpleasant man, most agreed he should not have met such an unpleasant end. Funerals were still to be held, and new security measures would be added to prevent something like this from happening again.

Sam and David started across the plain toward the colossal front gates where guards stood waiting. Sam had called her parents after graduation and told them the news. They were surprised to hear it but said they were very proud of her.

To everyone’s surprise, David had not received much griping from his father when he informed him of his plans. It was almost like…support coming from Lord Hargrove. With both Sam and David promising to visit home as often as they could, they had set off for Black Gate. Their new home. Sam could not quite wrap her mind around that yet. Ravenwood Academy had not felt like a home. Not after Lily left.

Helena greeted them when they walked in, her dark eyes glittering with excitement. “Finally. We’ve been waiting all day for you two to show up.” She eyed Sam. “The first thing you’ll learn here is how to portal and fast.” Her grin widened. “I haven’t looked forward to recruits like this in a long time.”

Iris and Romero strode down the hall behind her, both smiling. “We’re glad to have both of you,” Romero told them. “So glad, in fact, that we refused the latest mission and sent our team on it instead. We wanted to make sure you two got settled in.”

“Our missions are going to be a lot more interesting from here on out with new blood in our ranks,” Iris quipped.

New blood who already knew what they were doing. Sam guessed David would have many hunting missions and plenty of work training recruits. And for herself? She didn’t know, but she wasn’t sure she cared. Whatever came her way, she would take it. I’m supposed to be here, Sam thought, never more certain about anything.

“I’ll take you to your rooms,” Helena offered, turning to lead them down a hallway. They wound through several passages, and Helena pointed out armories and the council chamber. She showed them offices and training wings. Many passed by, nodding their greetings to Helena and giving Sam and David looks that ranged from curiosity to friendliness to slight fear. Sam wasn’t sure what to make of any of it. “I feel like I’m starting school at the Academy all over again,” she whispered to David, and he laughed.

“I felt the same way when I came here. I’m still not used to it.”

Sam wondered if they ever would be.

Finally, they reached the eastern wing of the castle and the hundreds of bedrooms connected by common rooms. “You two will share this common space,” Helena stated as they entered. “Your bedrooms are on either side.”

Sam turned to her. “Thank you, truly. For all this, not only for the rooms.”

Helena nodded, still grinning. “You’ll find extra treats waiting for you in your rooms.”

Sam’s bedroom had a large bed on a raised platform and a fireplace with plush rugs in front of it. An armchair sat beside the fireplace, and several shelves of books awaited her. After exploring her room for a few minutes, Sam met with David in the common room, where he confirmed his satisfaction with the place. “Too bad we won’t be spending much time in here.”

Sam grinned, swaying over to him. “We have right now to be in here, and I think you and I should take full advantage of it.”

His knowing smile told her he was on the same page. He folded her in his arms, leaning down to kiss her brow.

“I think I’m the happiest I’ve ever been,” she confessed.

He lifted a brow. “Happiest, eh? I think I am, too.” He kissed her, then rubbed her arms. “Lily would be proud of where you are now.”

Sam leaned into him. “I think you’re right. She would be proud.”

Sam could have sworn she felt Lily standing behind her, grinning as sunshine filled the room and turned her world golden.
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NOTE FROM ISABEL
OCTOBER 24, 2023


Thank you for reading the final book in my series!

Speaking of the weather, two words:

Hurricane. Babet.

This past week, we in Scotland were treated to a spec‐

tacular display of the rain gods’ power. They sent us a hurricane! It properly pounded my area, but not as badly as Aberdeen and parts north. They are still flooded days later. I nipped out as it started and watched the waves smash on the sea wall near the Co-op. It was an ace display!

There are trees down everywhere from the winds, and we lost our phone lines overnight. We had enough warning to pop down ahead of time and stock up at the shops, but I am heartily sick of Bovril and ham sandwiches. Just kidding. I would not let Bovril touch my lips. I did break down and have a fish finger butty, though. Reminded me of my childhood visits to the sea. The tartare sauce had separated but was still good. The things we do when we’re longing for the good old days!

Dinner was toad in the hole and some lovely mince pies from Marks and Sparks. I am currently longing for a chip butty, but that’s a bridge too far. I refuse to make chips. That’s what the chippy is for! I have a steak and ale pie in the fridge, along with some wilted rocket and salad cream, but that’s about it. Must pop down the hill tomorrow. Hopefully, the shops have reopened.

Due to the foul weather, life is even quieter than usual. Emma and I regularly put on our wellies and Barbour jackets (Emma’s is smashing. Mine is functional) and venture out for her personal necessities, but those inter‐ ludes were mercifully short as she puts her mind to it and takes care of business.

She did insist on sharing the scones I baked this morn‐ ing, though. Those eyes... No jam or clotted cream, though.

I will be back next month with a new series. I hope you are still enjoying my whimsical words and that I shall see you in then. I plan to stay right here at LMBPN, so I’ll be easy to find. If you have a moment, leaving a review would be very helpful for me (as it is for any writer).

For the final time in this series, thank you, Kelly O, and my wonderful Just-in-Time readers. I so appreciate you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next series!

Thank you, Kelly O, and the wonderful Just-in-Time readers who catch the last-minute oopsies. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you!

I look forward to catching up with you in the next book.

Izzie Campbell
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THE CHRONICLES OF THE WITCHBORN


Our next series is The Chronicles of the WitchBorn. Book one is The First Witch-Mage, and it’s available now on Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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Claim your copy today!
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