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Chapter 1
“Focus. Feel the magic around you.” My uncle’s voice lulled my mind. The sound was strangely meditative, but I kept my eyes open to remain aware of my surroundings, which were about a mile away from the grounds of Borealis.
The air shifted as he circled me. I shivered, then reached out with my mind, attempting to sense the magic of the other Morelli standing silently around us. My uncle had instructed them to summon no powers.
I had taken and amplified the magic of others before but only while they were using it. At the very least, someone’s magic had to be awake for me to sense and use it. But according to my uncle, I should be able to take this a step further and absorb dormant magic as well.
“You can do it,” he said in a low voice as he circled behind me. “Focus on me.”
I did as he said, trying not to let frustration overtake me. It wasn’t easy. Ever since I had stopped the latest battle between the races, Zayne had offered to train me. But lately I wondered if he was giving me an impossible task to put me in my place. Attitudes toward me—especially the Directorate’s—had hardened since I’d stopped the battle. I hadn’t asked Zayne how he felt about the whole thing, and I didn’t want to. The suspicion that he might want to use me still tickled the back of my mind. Gain my trust . . . then use me. But I kept coming back to my mom’s assertion that Zayne was not evil, only misunderstood, and that he wanted what was best for his people.
Hopefully she was right.
“Sense us,” he continued, his words sharp but tempered with understanding.
I breathed out and let go, letting my balled fists relax.
Without warning, the magic of the Morelli, Zayne’s included, appeared in my mind’s eye as blotches of white light. Their power crackled through me, sending tingles up and down my arms. Energy like a thousand tiny stars merged. The detail was incredible, like a galaxy that was formed just for me. I could have stared at it for hours.
“Now summon a ball of light and attack something!” His voice sounded far away.
I slowly opened my eyes to the surrounding forest and the clearing we stood in, and the abandoned bonfire nearby crackled, inviting me to strike. Almost in a trance, I lifted my hands and white sparks danced around them, fueled by the energy I’d taken from the surrounding Morelli.
“Now,” Zayne ordered. His voice echoed in my mind and broke me from my state.
The white light from the surrounding Morelli faded in a heartbeat and at the same time, the power I’d taken died. I stared at my hands, stunned.
“Good,” my uncle said, circling. “You’re beginning to better sense the powers of those around you. You still need to learn to focus despite distractions, but you took a big step today.”
He waved off the other Morelli.
I dropped my shoulders, glad he wasn’t trying to knock me down the way the Directorate had tried to do a few days ago. Shaking my head, I cursed myself for the thought.
“It’s difficult,” I said. “I just let go of trying, and that’s when the energy left me.”
“According to our history, the rare Morelli born with such power found they needed to use a gentle control, if that makes sense.” Zayne appeared in front of me and offered a smile, which was perhaps the first time I’d seen him do so. “I may have rushed you.”
I fixed on him and for the first time saw him as a person: my uncle and the only living blood relative that I knew of. I saw him start to reach as if to pat me on the shoulder, but he held back. Zayne was a proud man who didn’t show much emotion, but the more time passed, the more we were getting along.
My breath quivered. I walked to the bonfire and sat while the others in camp returned to their activities. Zayne followed and sat on the next log, not speaking. He hadn’t apologized for trying to imprison me yet, but I had the sense he would. Soon.
A question burned in my mind that I’d been wanting to ask for months. “My mother and . . .” I blurted.
Zayne snapped his gaze to me. “What about her?”
Aspen wasn’t here, so I had to take this chance to ask some hard questions. “The curse. She and my father . . . how did they last as long as they did? How long did they hold out against it?”
Zayne gulped and stared into the fire, letting the flames reflect off his hard eyes. I’d pressed a trigger button, but I needed to know the answers. I chewed at the inside of my cheek as he clenched and unclenched his fists.
Finally he spoke. “I am not angry at your mother, but the memories are not easy. After she came to The Middle to tell me that she was to marry your father, I never spoke to her again. But that didn’t prevent me from keeping tabs on her.”
I wrung my hands together on my lap.
“She and your father began to experience the symptoms. At that point I knew it was irreversible . . .” He trailed off and focused on the ground.
My stomach roiled. “Symptoms?”
“First, a weakness set into them both.” Zayne threw a twig into the fire. “Eventually your parents’ magic started to get out of control. I fear they died because of a spell gone wrong.”
I gulped. This was my first time hearing about how the curse actually killed. What would happen to me and Aspen? I imagined Aspen losing control of his wolf and my own magic exploding around me. What if the blue image I’d seen over his face of his wolf attacking another meant he was going to go crazy and turn on his own people? “Why haven’t I died yet? Maybe the curse is wearing off. Or it’s just not working on me because I’m only half Morelli. Aspen is only half—” I snapped my mouth shut. Zayne didn’t know Aspen’s bio father was a wizard and likely one of the Directorate. It was not something to go into right now.
Zayne tipped his head quizzically and trained his rapt attention on me. “I sincerely hope that is the case, but I fear it’s not. I have discussed this at length with my people long before your arrival, and even more since you returned to The Side of Magic. Perhaps your time on The Other Side has slowed the curse down.” He didn’t sound sure.
“There has to be an answer.”
“Unfortunately, we don’t know,” Zayne said. “The curse may seem to be progressing slowly because you are half Morelli, but it also did not work immediately on your parents. Many curses are slow acting. They can play out over the course of months or even years. Your parents were together for years before it caught up to them.”
Sickness twisted my chest. No one knew the truth. I cleared my throat and quickly changed the subject. “How’s Mayor Shore’s investigation going?”
The death of the shifter leader had sparked the battle on campus. The shifters had attacked the wizards and Morelli alike, and each race blamed the others for starting the battle. If I hadn’t “seized power” from the Spells of the Ancients book, as the Directorate accused me of doing, then the Darkness would have won. Pressure settled on my shoulders and I hiked them back toward my ears, trying to give myself some space to breathe. I’d saved lives, and the Directorate had the nerve to chastise me for it.
“No one has the answers yet. Things are still tense,” he said. “There are rumors the Loriss couple were behind it.”
My breath hitched at the mention of Rosalee’s parents. The hateful look they’d given me in the hall outside my dorm room when they caught Rosalee with us was burned on my brain.
“You know their family has hunted Morelli for many generations,” he continued. “And they’re not going to release their prejudices any time soon. Although I highly doubt that they want to.” As he spoke, his expression hardened.
“It wasn’t necessarily them.” But I didn’t really believe my own words. Rosalee had gone against her parents’ wishes, and Mr. and Mrs. Loriss had promised everything would come to a head right before the battle started.
“If it wasn’t them, then someone from Magic society was trying to frame the Morelli for the mayor’s death.” A few white sparks burst to life around Zayne’s closed fists.
I hated admitting the truth. “What about Chancellor Sterling’s secretary? She disappeared after Nine attacked and could be behind it . . . or someone else like her.” I shuddered when I thought of the dark creature she’d become and the fact that she’d been under the chancellor’s nose the entire time.
“We should leave all possibilities open.” Zayne’s tone told me he didn’t really believe it. “At least it would mean that we didn’t need to place the blame on Magic society.”
“Really?” I nearly choked.
“Yes. Really. Fighting will not help my people at this point. I’m resigned to that.” He eyed the horizon. The day was overcast, but surrounding Borealis just a few miles away, the Darkness lived, turning the soft gray blanket overhead to a stormy gray.
I scanned the trees around us. Even in late winter, the space underneath them was dark and could hide anything. A shudder ran over me, and I threw it off as quickly as I could. Then I checked my watch. five-thirty. I hadn’t realized how much time had passed.
“Well.” I stood, half-relieved to be done with this conversation. “Time to go on duty.”




Chapter 2
“Going on duty” meant patrolling around the edges of Borealis Academy, and around the camps, for two hours. Since the battle between the races, everyone had agreed it was best to have guards walking the periphery day and night. Four patrols always circled the campus. We walked in groups, using forest paths that seemed to become barer of vegetation each day—the Darkness was affecting everything like a plague.
I walked from the Morelli camp, following a woodland trail past a huge fallen tree, when a massive war dog leapt over the log, rolled over in front of me, and exposed his belly.
Forgetting everything bad for a few seconds, I rolled my eyes and reached out to rub Dune’s belly. “Hey, boy.” The big oaf let out a contented growl.
Since I had jumped onto Zayne’s fierce war dog back outside his fort, the dog had completely accepted and warmed up to me. “You make him act like a puppy,” Zayne always said with disgust. “You’ve ruined him.”
Dune righted himself, bellowed, and raced past me into the Morelli camp. A moment later, a crackle sounded and a black figure jumped down from a nearby tree.
I thought he would never go away. How can anyone stand dogs? Nine trotted up the path toward me, tail twitching with annoyance.
“Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”
Nine flattened his ears. Of course not. Why would I envy some slobbering buffoon? He narrowed one topaz eye, glaring at me.
“You are a terrible liar.” I chuckled, walking again as he padded by my side ignoring my accusation.
Sometimes he went on patrol with me and other times he was absent. But I always liked having Nine with me to break up the sense of dread.
Other patrol groups had heard or even sighted Black Mist Wraiths in the distance. There had been rumors of them floating around campus. Even Holly thought she saw one a few days before. So far, I had been lucky and hadn’t seen any. I studied the trees, searching for any signs of danger, then tipped my chin to the sky. A sliver of pink low in the sky indicated dusk and we needed to get to my group before it got too late, so I picked up the pace.
I breathed out a sigh of relief when I spotted Aspen standing with Emiko near the giant cut stump that marked the west meeting point. His dark hair hung over one of his perfect blue eyes, and he offered me a warm smile that made tingles explode. Despite having just talked about the curse, I wanted to see him.
A middle-aged wizard with a short, dark beard waited with them. He dressed like a hunter from The Other Side might have, in a camouflage suit and boots that might have been imported from there. By rule, all patrols had to have at least one adult. Students went because we were so short on manpower.
“I’m Benjamin,” the wizard said with a curt, nervous nod. “I’ll be leading the patrol tonight. Stay quiet so that anything that might be in the trees will be less likely to notice us. No light spells unless necessary.”
“But it’s going to be dark soon,” Emiko said.
Humans. You can’t sense anything. Nine sat and flicked his tail.
Benjamin peered down at Nine. “But you can. Walk up beside me and warn me if your ears or eyes pick up anything unusual.” He pulled a handheld transceiver from his pocket and held it close. Technology like that was rare on The Side of Magic . . . no one had cell phones or computers here.
I sidled up to Aspen and slipped my hand into his for emotional support.
The woods were all whites and grays and browns. The sky remained overcast and slowly continued to darken.
After a few minutes I leaned to Aspen and whispered, “I asked Zayne about the curse today.” My pulse picked up as I spoke the words.
“Did he tell you anything?” His eyes widened as he released my hand.
Emiko glanced back at me with wide and worried eyes. Her full ability to feel the emotions of others had come back. I felt bad that my nerves were likely rubbing off on her.
“We’re fine,” Aspen said.
Emiko quirked a brow. She knew Aspen was lying.
“Please be quiet,” Benjamin hissed. “We all need to concentrate.”
Without speaking, we continued slowly along the trail. Every twig snapping and every squirrel running up a tree made me jump. I hated these patrols. Just the stories I was hearing made me want to pull the covers over my head at night and disappear. And that was in the safety of my dorm.
I slowed my pace to create some distance between us and the others. “Zayne told me my parents became weaker as the curse progressed. Eventually they lost control of their magic.”
“We haven’t had that problem, though.” Aspen kept his voice low. He looked ahead, but the others were not paying us attention. “We’re both half-breeds. Maybe that changes things.”
I squeezed his hand but I had my doubts, especially after hearing Zayne’s words about curses taking months or years to take effect.
But before I could say anything, I bumped right into Benjamin’s back. They had stopped. Slowly I backed away to see that Benjamin was frozen, staring at something just off the trail. Nine was crouched low to the ground.
My insides froze and sank to my shoes. I wasn’t sure what I noticed first: the sudden, dead silence of the forest or the dark splotch about eight feet high, just in the tree line.
Aspen breathed a curse and pulled me close as blue magic sparked around his free hand. My mind spun. Emiko took a slow step back.
There it was. A Black Mist Wraith, waiting in ambush, floated just fifteen feet away, silently blending into the shadows.
I knew I could protect us from this creature, but for some reason something deep inside me told me not to. Magic warmed my hands, then faded.
Benjamin urged us back, and my legs obeyed as a horrific sense of dread filled my chest. Nine moved with us, staying near my feet. The wizard raised his hand, letting fire burst to life around his open palm. The trees illuminated, making the wraith appear darker.
And then it floated out from between the trees, darting across the trail without a sound. Then it stopped and wrapped around the next tree like a cloud of nothingness and hung there for what felt like seconds as if it were sizing us up. It had no distinct shape, as if it were devoid of any edges. The forest behind it simply appeared to be less there.
“G-get back!” Benjamin ordered, stuttering. He pulled back his arm to throw the fireball he’d summoned. But the wraith flew at him.
“No!” I screamed as my legs carried me back. Nine scrambled up my body, claws stabbing through my coat, and I barely noticed as he wrapped around my neck like a fur stole and held on for dear life. The world slowed as the wraith twined around Benjamin, snuffing out his fire.
The man vanished on the other side of a blink, and so did the wraith. I gasped at the sudden emptiness on the trail in front of us. Scanning the trees, I raised my hand. Now that they were gone, I summoned white magic without realizing it, and as it sparked, it illuminated the surrounding tree trunks and branches. A ring of panic filled my ears. Benjamin had just been here, but now he was gone. Why hadn’t I helped?
A low growl came from Aspen’s throat. But I knew his wolf could do nothing against a wraith.
“We have to go,” Emiko said. “It’s gone, but who knows if it’s coming back.”
I didn’t like how we hadn’t seen the wraith in time to avoid it. So far as I knew, this was the closest any of the patrol teams had come to one. “Yeah,” I choked out. “We have to tell Chancellor Sterling.”
The feeling of black dread hung in my chest. The forest slowly came back to life with animal noises, and as it did, Emiko put her arm around me and Nine, who still clung to my neck and stuck his head in my hair. Calmness and rational thought returned, settling the confusion. I peeled the cat off my neck and placed him on the ground, where he gave himself a good shake.
We veered off the trail and headed back to the east, following the cuts in the tree trunks that told us we were headed in the right direction.
I focused on my breathing and the thinning woods ahead. In minutes we’d be back to the safety of the Borealis grounds—or would we? Could more wraiths be ready to close in on the school and the camps?
“I sensed something was off right before we ran into it,” Emiko said as we jogged. “It was like, I don’t know, just a sort of emptiness. Nothing like typical emotions. If anything, the wraith felt like some kind of portal.” She paused for a moment. “What if the wraiths are taking people somewhere, like The Middle?”
“Or Camprath,” I blurted and picked up the pace.




Chapter 3
We burst through the chancellor’s building. No new employee had taken the place of Doris, the shadow monster or whatever she was, that once worked as Sterling’s secretary, so her desk sat empty. But we didn’t have enough people left on campus to worry about jobs like that.
The chancellor’s door was closed, and Aspen pounded on the wood. “Sterling? You in there?”
“It’s open. Come in,” he called from the other side.
Aspen quickly flung open the door and we found the chancellor sitting at his desk, rubbing his eyes and gulping from a mug of what smelled like coffee. In fact, the entire office reeked of stale coffee.
“Aren’t you three supposed to be on pat—”
I cut him off as Nine leaped onto Sterling’s desk, knocking a stack of papers to the ground. “A Black Mist Wraith took Benjamin—the wizard who was patrolling with us. It ambushed us from the trees.”
“What?” He stood, wavering his attention between us and the mess Nine had made. “The wraiths are attacking the campus? We need to alert the others immediately.” He circled around the front of the desk, stepping over the mess of papers on the floor.
“Yes, we do,” I agreed, still trying to catch my breath and holding my hand out to him. “But there’s more.” I glanced to Emiko.
Emiko cleared her throat, hands shaking at her sides. “Before it took Benjamin, I . . . I felt a nothingness where the wraith was. I think their main purpose may be to summon a portal, or they may even be a portal, but I don’t feel like Benjamin died. I feel like he was, well, taken.”
Aspen stepped forward. “What if the people who have vanished are being held somewhere else?”
Like Camprath, Nine said from the desk as he used his back leg to scratch at his ear.
I nodded as Chancellor Sterling squinted in thought. He let out a settling breath, then without warning he raised his hand and a ball of light floated in his palm. “This is big enough that the Directorate needs to hear.”
My heart picked up immediately at his words. Sterling was probably right; they did need to be involved.
“There’s an emergency spell available that I can summon them with.” We stepped back as the chancellor waved his free hand over the light in his palm and chanted a few words under his breath.
Before long, four presences slowly began to materialize beside us. I scanned over them in their long, black robes: Andersson with his fair skin and hair, Chen with her shining black bun, and siblings Russo and Romano with olive skin and dark hair and eyes. My chest clenched. One of them was likely a traitor working for the Darkness.
Chen glanced at us and then brought her hard eyes back to Sterling. “What is the meaning of this?”
Aspen stood beside me, eyes questioning. He was studying the two men of the Directorate for an entirely different reason, and right now I had no way of comforting him other than placing my hand on his back. His muscles tensed when I touched them.
Neither of the men paid any attention to us or changed their stoic body language. If Andersson or Russo were Aspen’s father, he likely either didn’t care or didn’t know.
“The wraiths are becoming more aggressive,” Chancellor Sterling said, avoiding her gaze. “A man disappeared with one not more than thirty minutes ago.”
“That is unfortunate,” Minister Chen snarled. “But we are dealing with the same problem in Naporia. You are wasting our valuable time calling us here!” She raised her hand, and magic sparked from her fingers.
Nine let out a hiss and pulled back his ears.
“Wait!” Emiko called. “There’s more. We might have new information needed to fight the Darkness.”
Minister Chen lowered her hand and twisted back to the other ministers. They studied each other silently for a moment. “You have five minutes,” she finally said. They must have discussed Emiko’s plea telepathically.
Emiko sighed and then explained everything, starting from Benjamin’s nervous behavior to our trek down the trail and then the nothingness she had detected when she felt the wraith’s presence. While she spoke, Minister Chen stood with her arms crossed, and the other members of the Directorate remained expressionless. I didn’t get it. This was groundbreaking. Could the traitor be somehow controlling all of them and making what we said seem trivial? I continued studying each of them as Emiko spoke, searching for a twitch or twinge of guilt that might give them away. But none of them gave any indication of traitorous tendencies—just boredom, maybe agitation.
At last, Emiko ended the story with us running back to campus.
Minster Chen nodded. “Interesting.” She spoke as if she’d heard this story a million times.
I wrinkled my nose at the other three members. They did nothing but stare straight ahead while keeping their hands clasped behind their backs. Hadn’t they heard any of what Emiko had said?
“If correct, Emiko’s revelation is major information.” Chancellor Sterling stepped between us and the Directorate. “If those taken by the wraiths aren’t dead but have been transported elsewhere, there could be a way to recover them.”
The Directorate was not moved.
Chen eyed Sterling. “The wraiths are everywhere at this point. We don’t have the time to follow this rabbit trail.” She flitted her gaze to me and my stomach did a flop.
Rabbit trail? The phrase reminded me of my vision that led me to Rosalee’s house and her parent’s secret library. It only made more certain that we needed to pursue this.
Chancellor Sterling spoke before I could. “The wraiths are getting closer to campus and taking our people. We are running out of manpower to defend the school. There are families and refugees from all races staying here, and we need them for this war.”
“But if those who have been taken are not dying—” Andersson finally spoke.
Sterling interrupted, raising his voice. “And how is that important? It is still speculation, but what if the wraiths are taking them to Camprath?”
The Directorate glanced at one another, saying nothing.
I tightened my grasp on the back of Aspen’s shirt. “We need more support from Magic society,” I finally said, unable to hold back any longer. “This could be information we’ve been looking for. Maybe we can use it against them.”
Minister Chen whipped her attention to me and scowled, but I didn’t care. Why were they lagging on this?
“Yes,” Sterling said. “Listen to those who have been out there rather than tucked away in an office. They’re the ones with the best knowledge of our situation.”
“We’re running out of willing scouts,” Emiko added, her voice rising. She clenched her fists in discomfort, and I knew her empath abilities were becoming overloaded. “And we need those with skilled magic to deal with the wraiths . . . not students.”
“Exactly,” Sterling growled.
Chen clicked her tongue. “Sterling, we sympathize with your plight. We truly do. But we cannot divert more manpower to Borealis at this time. If people don’t want to remain on campus, they should not.” She remained calm and cold. “Our strength is needed to defend our towns and cities. Our own people. We must send what little trained personnel we have left to those areas.”
I gritted my teeth as she spoke. We were on our own. Somehow, I felt she was only doing this to punish me.
Aspen tensed and a low growl reverberated in his throat, pulling me from my own anger. I rubbed my hand up and down his back to calm him. If Aspen lost control of his wolf right now . . . Luckily, he took a breath and calmed down, forcing his muscles to relax.
Chen remained oblivious to her effect on him and kept her eyes on Sterling. “We are stretched thin. I’m sorry.”
“How many more people have to be taken from this campus?” Sterling blurted. Then he tensed as if he hadn’t meant to say that in front of us.
I looked to Emiko, whose eyes widened.
“Other scouts went missing?” I asked.
“Perhaps they became scared and fled,” Chen said. “We don’t know. We are sorry, but we cannot spare any more fighters for Borealis. We are all suffering.” Chen raised her shoulders, glanced to the others and lit her hand with magic.
But before the Directorate completely disappeared, Aspen’s hand lit with blue magic, and he reached out and grabbed Minister Russo’s upper arm.
“Hey,” Aspen yanked him forward, breaking away from me. “Can we have a moment of your time?”
The other three vanished but Russo remained. He stared at Aspen and twisted from his grasp. The man’s eyes opened a bit wider in surprise. “A moment of my time?”
“Yes. Now,” Aspen said in a low tone that sent a shiver down my spine.
I tensed, and beside me Emiko’s breathing picked up more.
Russo looked Aspen up and down, then crossed his arms over his chest. “Certainly. But only for a moment.”




Chapter 4
My gaze zipped to Chancellor Sterling, whose brow was furrowed in both question and concern.
“Should I stay?” he asked.
“I have something personal I need to discuss with the minister,” Aspen said quickly. “I only want Josy to stay. Do you mind if we use your office for a few minutes alone?”
Sterling reached for the papers that still lay scattered on the floor from Nine’s clumsiness and placed them back on the desk. “I’ll be just outside if you need me.”
Nine flicked his tail in annoyance as he emerged from behind Sterling’s desk and eyed me.
“Come on, Nine.” Emiko snatched him from the floor and tucked the cat under her arm. “Let’s go grab a snack. We all need a break.” She released a settling breath and headed for the door.
You read my mind. Nine nuzzled at her coat.
Emiko eyed me nervously but took Nine out of the office, followed by Chancellor Sterling.
They left, leaving just me, Aspen, and Minister Russo staring at each other. Russo looked at the door and back to us as if he were clueless.
“I don’t have much time,” he said, lifting his eyebrow. “Is there something you need to speak with me about?” His tone boasted no real emotion, just curiosity.
Aspen took my hand. He was trembling. Obviously Aspen thought Russo was his father, or he wouldn’t have asked him to stay. Gulping, I shifted to stand closer to him as he reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a photograph.
The image was of a much younger version of his mother standing against a tree, probably somewhere outside of Tumbling Falls, but the location was only a guess. She couldn’t have been much over college age.
“This is my mother.” Aspen could barely choke the words out as he held out the photo to Russo, who squinted for two seconds before a look of utter shock came over his features.
Russo reached for the photo, but Aspen pulled it back and out of his grasp.
“This is my mother,” he repeated, confident this time. “Did you know her?”
By his previous reaction there was no way that he didn’t.
Russo froze, not saying anything for at least a minute. Was he going to lie? I clenched my jaw at the thought.
Finally he spoke. “I haven’t seen Dawn in years.” He eyed Aspen, then raised his hand and pinched at the bridge of his nose. Without another word, he backed off into a chair against the wall and let himself fall into it. He leaned out onto his knees and covered his face in his hands.
Russo had to be his father. Aspen might look like his mother, but Russo had Aspen’s shoulders and stance. With the senses of a natural shifter, Aspen must have picked up on it before I had.
Aspen’s blue eyes were full of storm clouds, and his energy made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Before I could stop him, he released my hand and stepped toward Russo . . . to do what, I wasn’t sure.
“Aspen—”
“Did you know?” Aspen demanded. “Did you hurt her? Did you know about me?”
Russo lifted his face and pulled up his hand to stay Aspen. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know about any of this.” His dark features filled with emotion. “If I had . . .” he trailed off. “Please believe me, everything happened in my pre-Directorate days when I was assigned to monitor some of the outlying communities. My time with Dawn was short, but I loved her.”
Everything in me wanted to go to Aspen, but I knew it would do no good in that moment. Aspen needed to process Russo’s words on his own. Finally, he lowered his shoulders and faced me. Conflict still stirred in his eyes, but I nodded, and they softened. Then he faced his biological father again.
“I have no intention of embarrassing your family with this. I’m not out to claim any inheritance. I thought you took advantage of my mother somehow. All I want is—”
“Embarrass?” Russo stood. My eyes dropped to his hands and they were trembling, just like Aspen’s. “I never took advantage of your mother. I highly respected her . . . and as I said, I even felt that I loved her. She was having a difficult time, and with my empathic abilities I wanted to help. We only meant to talk, but one thing led to another. But it doesn’t necessarily mean I’m your father.”
Aspen growled. “Then you are calling my mother a liar . . . because she would know. The only other man who could be my father is Andersson, and I didn’t see or smell any of myself in him.” Aspen let anger creep into his voice again.
I eased in beside him and gently touched his upper arm. “There has to be a way to know for sure. A DNA test?”
“I would never call Dawn a liar. I only meant that it’s possible that you are Flint’s son.”
I bristled. Even after all this time Minister Russo remembered Flint’s name.
“I would be glad to determine if I am . . . your father.”
Aspen hesitated and bit his lip. I was sure that he wanted to know, but the finality of it was probably overwhelming. Eventually, he said, “Cast the spell.”
Russo reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a polished wooden wand. It was obviously meant for someone with money, as I hadn’t seen any witches or wizards using them. He locked onto Aspen’s eyes. “Are you sure you want to know? We can’t go back if I do this.”
Aspen gave a curt nod.
Before now the Directorate had not seemed human to me at all. But Russo’s honesty was refreshing. At this point it was hard for me to see him as a possible traitor or infected by the Darkness.
Russo gulped and with shaking hands held the wand over his and Aspen’s heads. After sucking in a deep breath, he uttered some Latin words, almost too low for me to hear.
The wand sparked to life, and I let go of Aspen’s shoulder just in case my touching him messed up the spell.
Aspen straightened as a ball of blue light appeared, giving off a faint whooshing sound. The ball spun faster and faster, and two tendrils of blue light grew from the orb in a holding pattern. Russo kept the wand raised and focused on the light.
Seconds later, the tendrils reached a second stage of growth, with the first reaching for Russo and the second reaching for Aspen. I held my breath, unsure of what would happen next.
Both separated from the ball of light, floating below it, and the second wrapped loosely around Aspen’s torso. A blue glow fell on his face as the other tendril did the same to Russo. The two tendrils joined between them, tying together in an impossible knot.
Russo lowered his wand and eyed the connection. We had the truth. Aspen was his biological son.
As quickly as they had come, the blue orb, tendrils, and knot faded into nothingness.
Russo cleared his throat and pocketed his wand, then took Aspen by the shoulders. “I had no idea. You must believe that’s true.” He swallowed and eyed the floor, then made himself look right at Aspen again. “There’s nothing more important than family, and that includes you.”
“You know I’m half shifter,” Aspen said in a low tone.
Russo shrugged. “I knew Dawn was already. I covered up the fact that Tumbling Falls was a shifter community. I never understood the fear—shifters are good people. I couldn’t override the Directorate’s disdain for them, but I could help by keeping their secret.”
I gasped at his words, and my own vision blurred. Aspen now had three parents. Dawn, Flint, and Russo. The man pulled Aspen into a sincere hug. Aspen stiffened at first, then took it, placing his arms around Russo.
I had no one. But Aspen deserved to have three parents in his corner, no matter what the circumstances were that led to them.
The embrace seemed to last forever. But at last the two separated, and Russo cleared his throat.
“Is there anything you need?” Russo asked Aspen. “I swear I will do anything in my power to protect you and your family.”
Aspen and I exchanged a glance.
“Yeah.” Aspen quirked a brow. “You can help us root out a traitor in the Directorate.”




Chapter 5
Aspen and I emerged from the main building hand in hand. I was no empath, but even I could sense the incredible relief Aspen was feeling. Though we still needed to deal with what seemed like a million things, the tension in his shoulders had melted away. And maybe in Minister Russo we had someone else who could help us.
Took you long enough. Nine emerged from the darkness, tail raised. What in the world did you need to talk to Minister Russo about?
I glanced to Aspen, but he didn’t say a word.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It has nothing to do with you.”
I’m not worried. I got my supper from the dining hall. If there weren’t all these stupid wraiths lurking around, life would be pretty good. Nine glanced back behind him as Emiko’s silhouette approached on the path.
Apparently, dinner had not calmed Emiko’s nerves because she had her arms crossed over her chest and her head down slightly. “Can we all go back to the dorm?”
“Absolutely.” I wanted a little dinner myself, but it was obvious that Emiko needed to rest, and I didn’t want to be out in the dark anyway. I was sure that the wraiths could go anywhere they wanted, but inside somehow seemed safer. The emergency snacks in my room would just have to do for the night.
A few minutes later, after walking across the nearly empty campus, we made it to the girls’ dorm. Rosalee and Holly were in her room, with Merrygold flopped over on Emiko’s bed. The transparent girl sat up as we all crammed into the space, while Nine flattened himself and snuck under Holly’s bed. Probably for a nap.
“So,” Holly said. “Anything exciting?”
“Yeah . . . we almost died.” Aspen plopped into Holly’s desk chair, while I leaned up against the closed door.
Holly immediately went to Emiko and guided her to sit next to Merrygold.
Rosalee widened her eyes. “On patrol?
Aspen nodded. For the second time we explained the horrible event, and a chill ran up my spine just thinking about how that monster had taken Benjamin.
Emiko rubbed at her face as we finished up the story. “My abilities . . . they’re getting stronger. We met with the Directorate afterwards. The ministers have high-level magic and can often block empaths so they can’t be influenced by us. But I could sense every emotion from them. They felt scared and helpless. And they know that more people are disappearing than they’re letting on.” Emiko scooted closer to Merrygold, but my roommate frowned and cringed as if Emiko were having some sort of negative effect on her.
“Have your parents said anything about this?” Holly asked Rosalee.
Rosalee shrugged. “My parents don’t want anything to do with me right now. But if they knew, I highly doubt they’d tell me about it, even if we were on speaking terms.”
“My parents have said nothing either.” Emiko let out a long sigh. “They’re too absorbed in following the Directorate. It’s like they have blinders on.”
I gulped while pacing in front of the door. “How are we supposed to save the people who’ve been kidnapped?” Chancellor Sterling’s words about them being a possible food or energy source had stuck with me.
“Josy’s right: we need to get those people back. But I’ve read that crossing dimensions is dangerous without the proper spell,” Aspen said. “If it’s done wrong, a wizard could end up wandering in an unknown realm. Half-realms make everything even more complicated. There’s less room for error.”
“And . . .” Rosalee crossed her arms and scanned the room. “We don’t even know where these prisoners are or how to get to them.”
“It’s too risky to try something like this on our own. We need to talk to Magnolis or one of the Points,” Holly said. “I’m usually all for trying new things. But this is too big. We need more information, and something tells me the wraiths won’t be in a mood to help out.”
My mind twisted at her words—the wraiths. In my vision I had seen a wraith diving at me, and then I had vanished. I thought that meant I would die, but what if the wraith was just taking me somewhere? My chest tightened with sudden fear. It was exactly what happened to Benjamin today. Why hadn’t I seen it before? I gulped as my throat went dry. “What if we didn’t need a spell to get there?”
“A spell is the only way I know how it could work, unless a wraith actually took . . .” Aspen’s brow furrowed as he trailed off. He shook his head violently. “No way.”
“What are you talking about?” Rosalee asked, confused.
I crossed my arms over my chest. “I need to be kidnapped by a wraith.”
Emiko gasped.
“We’ve all seen the truth,” I choked out as Nine poked his head out from under the bed. “Unless Spells of the Ancients is going to transport us, which it hasn’t so far. Then it’s the only way. The wraith will take me right to them.”
“Or kill you,” Aspen growled.
I whipped my attention to him. “You know there’s a very good chance that I’m going to die anyway. You and I are under a curse, if you recall. If going to Camprath or wherever these wraiths are going makes it so I can save these people and maybe even stop the Darkness from spreading, I’m willing to do it. My parents help set all this in motion years ago, and I need to complete the circle!” By the time I finished I was nearly yelling, so I took a breath as silence stretched out.
While I was in the middle of my speech, Aspen must have taken my arm. After a moment his grip loosened, and he caressed my hand with his thumb. Finally he broke the silence. “I don’t want to admit it, but we’re running out of time and people. Something has to be done soon.”
I leaned into his touch.
“No way. This is crazy.” Rosalee straightened, apparently trying to put on a tough face, but her chin was wobbling. “Maybe you’re crazy.”
I released a settling breath. “I thought you’d jump at the chance to get rid of me.”
“Pssh.”
“Trust me,” I admitted. “I hate this idea.”
“We all hate this idea,” Merrygold said.
Nine crawled the rest of the way out from under the bed. I’m not going to get a wink of sleep with you gone.
I rolled my eyes at him. “Thanks for your concern.”
“This is insane,” Rosalee said. “Even if you do make it there alive, how are you going to get back? And bring everyone with you?”
I twisted to the door. “Spells of the Ancients should be able to tell us what to do. If I was able to stop a battle, I can figure this out. If the book can’t or won’t open the portal, at least maybe it will give me a tracking spell so you’ll know where I’m at.”
“Wait,” Holly said, moving to stand beside Rosalee. “Remember what Mrs. North said?”
“What are you talking about?” I wriggled out of Aspen’s grasp.
Holly ran her hand over the back of her neck. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about this since the battle when you forced the book to give you a spell. Mrs. North warned you not to do that.”
“I agree,” Rosalee said.
“What, are you and Holly suddenly best friends or something?” I stuck my neck out, demanding an answer.
Holly eased a step away from Rosalee. “We’re just concerned.”
I sighed. “Come on. All I did was stop the battle and stop people from killing each other. I’d think you’d be grateful for that.” I turned to Aspen for backup, but his eyes were worried. Had they all been talking about me behind my back?
Holly eyed Emiko, and Emiko furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry, but I’m telling her.” Holly turned her attention back on me. “We are all grateful for you stopping that battle. But Emiko told me that when you grabbed all that power, she absorbed emotions from you that she hadn’t felt before.”
“Like what?” I gritted my teeth together.
Holly didn’t answer.
“Vanity. Ruthlessness,” Emiko whispered.
I whirled, glaring at Emiko. But it quickly melted away as she leaned to hide behind Merrygold, who frowned at me, helpless. Taking the spell and realizing my power had felt good—right. Why were they trying to take that from me? I was only trying to do the right thing. But I didn’t want to frighten Emiko; she’d been nothing but a good friend.
I chewed at the inside of my mouth for a second. “But we need to at least see if it will open for us. The book gives me spells when I need them. I promise I won’t force it.” But to be honest, I wasn’t sure if I could keep that vow.
Merrygold forced a smile, and Emiko finally sat up straight again.
The others reluctantly nodded and let me go across the hall to grab the book without argument. When I returned, I stood in the center of the room. I released the book and it floated in front of me, still closed tight.
I placed my hand over the top. “I need a tracking spell that works across dimensions.”
I raised my eyes to the others who gathered around. “If I am ready.”
The book’s leather binding creaked as its pages fluttered open in the air, and the book settled on a blank page.
As humbly as I could, I said, “I need a tracking spell that can span dimensions.”
As the words left my mouth, an image bled into existence on the paper.




Chapter 6
Knock, knock. Aspen rapped on Professor Magnolis’s office door while Merrygold, Rosalee, Holly, Emiko, Nine and I waited behind him.
I held Spells of the Ancients under my arm, one finger stuck inside the pages to save the spot where the image had showed itself to us.
“I don’t think she’s in,” Aspen whispered.
I looked up and down the hall, half-expecting to see the professor walking up the corridor at any moment.
“I could just go through the door,” Merrygold offered but then twisted at her lips. “But it’s kind of an invasion of privacy.”
My heart sank. No one else was around. I sighed and turned toward the exit.
You humans give up too easily when it comes to getting attention. Nine sauntered up to the door. He raised up on his back legs, lifted his paws and scratched down the front of the door—repeatedly. The scraping sound sent a shiver down my back.
But still no Professor Magnolis.
“We’ll just have to come back in the morning,” Emiko said. “It is getting late.”
Finally, a sound came from the other side of the door. Maybe a yawn? Could she have been sleeping in there? She did have a couch.
“Professor Magnolis,” I called.
“Yes, yes,” her drowsy voice came from the other side. Footsteps approached and the door flung open.
I stepped back at the sight of her. The normally proper woman had bags under her eyes, and her hair was sticking up in odd places. She must have sensed my reaction because she immediately smoothed the stray hairs down.
Magnolis swept her gaze across us. “Come in. I heard about the attack on Benjamin.”
The curtains were closed tight, and a mug of coffee sat on her desk. She circled and sat, forcing herself to sit up straight. The worry in her eyes made me forgive her for not rushing to our sides. “I see you’ve brought the book.” She nodded to Spells of the Ancients.
With no time to waste I recounted the last couple hours, ending on, “And I think the only way to find out if all those taken people are still alive is for me to let myself be captured by a wraith.”
Magnolis’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to protest. I didn’t blame her. When I listened to myself tell the story again, it did sound like a terrible idea.
Nine hopped onto her desk and she absently stroked his back while working her face into a myriad of expressions, ending in pursed lips and raised brows.
“This is very dangerous.” Magnolis shook her head. “There must be another way.”
“Time is running out.” I eased my hip to the corner of her desk and crossed my arms over my chest.
“The Darkness is waiting to wear us down, make us lose morale,” Aspen said.
Magnolis dropped her face into her hands. “Josy, I just don’t want anything to happen to you. I promised that I would take care of you.”
My chest tightened. Magnolis was the closest thing to my mother that I had left, and I was putting this on her. “I think we have a failsafe.” I gently placed the book down on her desk, turning it so she could see the illustration spread across both pages. “The artifacts. They’re connected and can stay that way even across dimensions. They can be used as anchors.”
Aspen and Rosalee pulled out their objects and all three, including my ring, began to glow immediately.
We all gathered around the picture. Three people, all shadows on the page, stood in a large triangle. They held the Amulet, the wolf, and the ring, glowing green, blue, and red.
“It looks like triangulation,” Aspen said.
“That is exactly what it is.” Magnolis leaned back in her chair.
“What this means,” I said, “is that if two of us stand apart and concentrate, they can see the location of the third and maybe even communicate.”
Magnolis ran her finger down the page. “But will it work across realms?”
I scoffed. “The book gave me this spell of its own free will. Clearly this is the spell we need.”
“None of us like it either.” Aspen glanced around at everyone. “But Rosalee and I should be able to work together and track Josy’s location. And then we’ll find out where the prisoners are being held.”
Magnolis let out a deep sigh and closed her eyes for a moment before speaking. “I’m not one to argue with ancient spell books.”
We’d gotten to her.
“But we need to test it,” Magnolis added. “I’m at least putting my foot down on that.”
“We don’t have a lot of time.” Rosalee repocketed the Amulet.
Magnolis leaned her elbow back on her desk. “And if we lose Josy in an unknown realm, the situation is going to become a lot worse.”
I took Aspen’s hand and squeezed it. Magnolis was right. We needed some kind of test.
Emiko stepped forward. “Maybe they can go to different locations on campus to try it. It’s not the best option, but it might be all we have right now.”
“Emiko and I can take Josy outside somewhere.” Holly took my arm. “We won’t tell you where. Rosalee and Aspen can start the process and see what happens.”
“It’ll be like hide-and-seek,” I said weakly.
“Fine.” Aspen nodded. “We’ll start in ten minutes.”
Nine followed us out of the building, and we jogged past the statue garden and across the empty grounds. Eventually we reached a tiny, unlocked storage shed in a far corner of campus.
I stood in the darkness as the smell of straw and old cardboard surrounded me. “Where’s Merrygold?”
“She stayed behind.” Emiko checked her watch. “If anything is going to happen, it should any second.”
As the words left her mouth, two beams of light, one green and the other blue, streamed through opposite walls of the shed and shone on me. My ring lit up red, and its illumination made contact with the others. A tingle swept through my body as I let out a cry of shock.
Really? Nine asked, curling around my legs. You’re jumpy.
“I think you would be too if this were you,” I hissed.
Josy? Aspen’s voice came into my head, much like Nine’s did. The blue beam pulsed as he spoke. His voice sounded distant but amplified as it filled my head. “I’m in the men’s dormitory.”
“And I’m back in Willoward,” Rosalee said. “I can’t see you, but I think you might be on the far side of campus.”
“She’s in . . .” He paused as if in thought. “In that little storage shed on the way out to Eagle’s Height?” Aspen said.
From behind me Holly’s voice interrupted my connection with Aspen and Rosalee.
“Nothing’s happening,” Holly whispered.
“I think we just can’t hear them,” Emiko said. “I’m picking up something.”
I think you’re picking up the rumbling in my stomach, Nine complained.
Then only Aspen, Rosalee and I could detect the connection. “That is exactly where I am,” I finally answered to Aspen and Rosalee, my thoughts pulsing along the magical beams of light. “Apparently Holly and Emiko can’t see the light or hear either of you. And neither can Nine.”
Before I got out another word, Merrygold appeared in front of me, smiling.
Holly and Emiko let out screams, and Nine leaped to his feet and hissed. I jumped back as the ghost girl straightened out her skirt. “Where did you come from?”
“What is going on?” Aspen’s voice filled with concern.
“It’s fine,” I said quickly. “It’s just Merrygold. Now that we know this works, let’s meet back up.”
“Okay,” Aspen and Rosalee said in unison.
“How’d you do that?” I asked Merrygold.
“I was able to sense the beams.” She motioned to them just as they vanished.
“Beams? What beams?” Holly planted her hand on her hip. “I didn’t see anything.”
“I told you that something was happening,” Emiko scolded her.
You really should have given us a warning or something. Nine lowered his arched back. There are wraiths out here, you know.
I glared at him. And he thought
I was jumpy.
I did my best to ignore them for the moment. I could explain later. “That means that you can just transport to me while the spell is active?” I said to Merrygold.
“It seems so.” My roommate smiled. “If it still works when you’re in another realm, I can check on you and report back to the others.”
“That’s good.” I turned to Holly and Emiko, but almost immediately a wave of dizziness swept over me and I grabbed the handle of a shovel to steady myself. Had the spell weakened me? That was not going to be good if I needed to fight any wraiths upon arrival.
Emiko took my arm, and some of my strength returned. “Are you okay?” she asked.
I steadied my knees. “I think skipping lunch and dinner is getting to me.”
Ugh. Nine shivered. The horror.
Emiko eyed me suspiciously but relaxed her stance. “Then we should get something to eat.”
We stepped out of the shed and Magnolis, Aspen, and Rosalee met us in the middle of Borealis’s grounds.
“That was easy,” Rosalee said, almost as if such a task were below her. Typical.
Before I could reply, an emerald-colored image appeared over Rosalee’s face, one of flickering fire. Glowing and transparent, it moved with her as she approached. The flames burst into a raging inferno and as fast as it came . . . snuffed out, leaving only a thin trail of smoke where the fire once was.


I blinked and the image vanished, but my heart plunged into my stomach. What did this and the image of the wolf I’d seen over Aspen’s face mean? I cleared my throat and choked out. “Is the dining hall still open?”


Rosalee said, “I hope so. I’m going to drop dead if I don’t get some food soon.”






Chapter 7
By some miracle, the dining hall was open.
The longer I sat there with my friends and downed the scrambled eggs the remaining night cooks were serving, the better I felt. The place was mostly empty, with just a couple of students eating in the corner and staying amongst themselves. Nine nibbled at some egg and glanced at me with a raised brow. Who knew cats had eyebrows?
“Sorry it’s not meat.” I patted his head. It was the first thing any of us said since we’d arrived. The green image I’d seen over Rosalee repeated itself in my head, and I was desperately trying to ignore it. What did it mean?
I was also trying to cast aside the memory of the weakness I’d felt when we’d tested the tracking spell. It was just that I had been hungry.
It was. It had to be. I cast a furtive look at Aspen sitting beside me. If the curse were working, it would have been affecting both of us and he would have said something. I opened my mouth to speak but quickly snapped it shut, not wanting to plant false ideas in his head. We’d all had a very long night, and the start of a stress headache lurked between my temples.
“So,” Holly said with a weak smile, probably trying to break the heavy air. “What do we do next?”
“Well, we know I can track Josy, so that gives us some hope.” Merrygold said, hovering to one side.
Holly’s question was one I didn’t want to answer out loud again. Very soon I’d have to face the wraiths again, and the idea was making my stomach perform flops. “Well—”
Wham! The dining hall doors burst open so fast that one banged into the wall. Emiko gasped and flinched at the sound and Nine jumped, fur rising as he ducked under the table.
Through the doorway strode a group of wizards and witches, all wearing long, blue robes. Three men and one woman brandished identical black wands. And behind them walked Rosalee’s parents.
Rosalee’s mouth fell open. “What are the Magical Department of Order doing here?”
I hadn’t seen her parents since the showdown in the dorm hallway. Her mother twisted our way and my heart jumped into my throat.
She raised her hand and pointed at Rosalee. “There she is.”
Before Rosalee could even move or speak, the woman from Magical Order vanished and reappeared next to us. The woman frowned an apology at Rosalee and grabbed her arm and the two of them disappeared, reappearing next to Mr. and Mrs. Loriss.
“What is going on? I didn’t do anything wrong,” Rosalee pled with her parents.
This was about me.
Aspen, Holly, and Emiko stood up while Nine emerged from under the table, growling at the intruders. Rosalee pulled at her captor but failed to free herself.
I squared my shoulders. “Let her go.”
Mr. Loriss glowered at me, warning me to stay back. At least now I knew where Rosalee had inherited her death glare. I snapped my mouth shut, and he nodded to the Order. One of the wizard men waved his black wand in a circle, and a dome of blue light not unlike the one Holly and Emiko had conjured during the battle surrounded the Order, Rosalee, and her parents.
Rosalee’s mother muttered a few words as if she were casting a spell. And then she spoke, her magically amplified voice echoing off the walls of the cafeteria.
“Josy Barrows, you have bewitched my daughter!” she shouted.
Nine once again let all his fur puff out as he jumped, leg hitting a plate of eggs. The plate slid across the table and toppled to the floor.
“That is a lie!” I shouted.
Mrs. Loriss stabbed her long finger in the air at me, wagging it as she cut me off from saying anything else. “Your vile Morelli magic has corrupted her mind. We will not have you taint her with your influence any longer.”
“Josy did nothing.” Aspen balled his fists and stepped in front of me.
“She is evil!” Mrs. Loriss shouted, cheeks flushing.
“Mother,” Rosalee pleaded and exchanged an exasperated glance with Emiko.
Emiko gulped and joined us in the standoff. She straightened her back and spoke. “You know and trust my family. I promise you Josy did nothing to her. Rosalee is here of her own free will.”
“Listen to Emiko,” Rosalee pleaded while the Order watched. “You know she would not lie. The Morelli aren’t what you think they are, Mother. They need me to help stop the Darkness and—”
Mrs. Loriss raised her hand, almost as a reflex, and then Rosalee’s knees went out from under her. Two of the Order rushed forward to catch her as she slumped back, eyes closed, like a fainting damsel in a bad horror movie.
Anger swelled in my chest and magic swept through my limbs. I stepped forward, but Aspen grabbed my arm.
“Let go,” I growled.
Aspen released me as if I’d sent a shock right through him. His wide-eyed look forced sense back into my mind. If I provoked Mr. and Mrs. Loriss, I’d only prove them right and earn an attack from the Order. “You’re the ones bewitching her.” The dangerous words slipped from my mouth.
Surprisingly, Mr. Loriss shifted as if he were uncomfortable with my statement. But he said nothing, instead letting his wife take the lead.
“Silence!” Mrs. Loriss shouted as the spell to amplify her voice began to wear off. She whirled and snapped her fingers at the Order as if they were waiters about to serve her trays of succulent food.
I flinched. They might disappear at any second. “If I’m so evil, why don’t you just arrest me now?” We needed Rosalee for the grounding spell. Without her, we didn’t have any options. And after Rosalee had risked everything to stand up to her parents, she deserved my help.
The Lorisses ignored me, and one of the Order with a dark mustache and a look that warned he was not one to mess with stepped in front of Rosalee. The other two men cut a hole on the other side of the blue dome by waving their wands and then pulled Rosalee outside.
“Where are you taking her?” Holly demanded.
The mustached man turned his stare on me. “Interfering with Department of Magical Order business will carry criminal penalties.” Despite the angry look in his eyes, he kept his tone calm. “We may not have the evidence yet of your spells, Morelli, but our best detectives can trace magic back to the caster once we break the spell you’ve put on her. Then we will have all the evidence we need to make our arrest.”
“They won’t find anything,” I promised and puffed up my chest. I’m sure I looked confident on the outside, but my insides were turning to a puddle of soup. My only hope was that they would not be able to keep her once their investigation failed to turn up anything.
Mr. Loriss shook his head at me, then wrapped his arm around his wife and swept his family from the room. Mrs. Loriss turned on the theatrics, putting her face into her hands as she left.
Nine lowered himself to the table and growled again.
“Nine,” I warned, stepping in front of him. “Don’t.” He’d lucked out and helped save the chancellor from Doris and had probably grown a big head over the whole thing. But if he attacked anyone and got hurt, I would not be able to hold my magic back.
But I cannot stand that couple. He straightened.
Before I could speak, the last two members of the Order swept out of the room, but the blue dome remained, blocking the way out. Magic formed in Aspen’s hand and he hurled it at the dome, but it only dissipated, and the dome remained.
Once again, the strength left my knees and I sat back down at the table. Aspen joined me, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me to him. Nine walked over and gave me a head-butt. His whiskers rubbed against my cheeks.
“We’ll get her back,” Aspen said. “They won’t find anything to incriminate you.”
“You did nothing wrong,” Emiko said. “Her parents—they’re very emotional. I could barely stand them being in here.”
Holly patted Emiko on the back. “That was brave, standing up to them.”
Then a thought hit me. “Merrygold?” If anyone could help us find Rosalee again, it was her. I looked around the dining hall, but she seemed to have vanished.




Chapter 8
My heart raced all the way to Chancellor Sterling’s office while Nine trotted alongside me as quiet as a mouse. I didn’t like his silence. It wasn’t the time for jokes or snide remarks, but I could have used a little mood lightening. Instead, I took Aspen’s hand and laced his fingers into mine.
“Maybe Merrygold followed Rosalee and we just didn’t notice.” Holly tried to sound encouraging.
“I hope so,” Emiko said. “Her parents are not willing to open their minds or bend. Rosalee shouldn’t be alone with them right now.”
Finally, we reached the main building. The clock above the entrance told us that it was going on eleven p.m. My headache, which had been lurking on the horizon like the Darkness itself, descended on me and I tried to squint the pain away, but it didn’t work. I needed something from Aspen’s wizard travel kit about right then.
Without Rosalee, we couldn’t move forward with our plan. Everything in me wanted to track down her parents and force them to comply, but I shook the thought away. If I did that, I’d just spark more conflict. I couldn’t touch them—and Rosalee’s parents probably knew they had that advantage.
I felt small and I hated it. Anger welled in my chest. All my life I’d been insignificant . . . a cast-off. But since my powers had emerged, I knew that I was so much more. I was important. Necessary.
I took in a settling breath and recalled the memory of the power I’d held the night of the recent battle over the mayor’s death. The warmth of magic ran through my veins, and an idea came to the front of my mind. Spells of the Ancients would have a solution. What if I seized magic again? Just this once? Rescuing Rosalee was a worthy cause. How much harm could it do?
“Josy?” Aspen’s voice snapped me from my thoughts. He hung in the doorway in front of me.
“What?” I asked, sudden guilt settling in my gut and the magic leaving my limbs.
Apparently, Chancellor Sterling hadn’t returned to his office after our meeting with the Directorate.
He’s been gone for some time, Nine said, turning his topaz gaze up at us. Probably in bed.
Yes. He’d seemed exhausted. “We need to go to the staff building,” I said and turned for the exit. Before I got far, Emiko pulled me to the back of the group and whispered into my ear.
“You okay?”
I forced a smile onto my lips. “I’m just stressed.”
She frowned at my partial lie. “We all are. But that’s not what I’m talking about.”
I gently twisted from her grasp. “I’ll be fine.” Without waiting for her reply, I jogged to catch up with Aspen, Nine and Holly.
Most of the staff stayed in a small, two-story brick building that was no doubt the oldest on campus. We entered the unlocked entrance and hurried to find the chancellor’s unit.
“At least the doors are labeled.” Aspen rapped on the door several times. “Sterling. We need you.”
Shuffling steps neared the door, and Sterling opened it, wearing a checkered nightgown. My eyes widened at the sight. Not what I’d expected. Sterling blinked the sleep from his eyes and checked his wristwatch. “Why are you here so late?”
“We’re sorry to bother you,” I said. “Rosalee’s parents took her. They brought people from the Department of Magical Order with them.”
Sterling furrowed his brow. “The Order? They took her right off campus?” He frowned and pinched at the bridge of his nose.
“We don’t know where she went after the dining hall,” Aspen said. “The Department conjured magic that locked us in for fifteen minutes.”
“No one could leave,” Emiko said.
Holly crossed her arms over her chest. “Except Merrygold.”
Sterling frowned. “What Rosalee’s parents did was legal.”
“Excuse me?” I asked. Sterling would have to get Rosalee back. He was not the type of guy to want to lose control over his campus; he’d proved that. “They used magic to knock her unconscious and dragged her off. They wouldn’t even let her speak.”
Sterling released a long sigh. “They exercised their parental rights. Inexcusable, really, but I don’t have any say in family affairs, especially with a family as powerful as the Lorisses.” Sterling crossed his arms and leaned against the door frame. “Rosalee is only seventeen, so her parents have the right to take custody of her whenever they feel they should.”
“Even if it’s against her will?” Aspen asked.
“That is not okay.” Holly’s voice was hard. “You need to do something.”
I shuddered to think of what Rosalee was going through right now, then remembered another problem—the Amulet. My stomach twisted. Her parents would find it and then have their proof that I was evil, that I’d forced her to steal it. It would go back to the Directorate, and everything would be lost. My knees weakened, but Aspen must have sensed it because he caught my elbow and held me up.
“Yes. Even if it’s against her will.”
I had to say something. “On The Other Side, there are laws against parental kidnapping.”
“This isn’t The Other Side.” Sterling raised a brow. “So long as her parents have legal custody, they have the only real say in her whereabouts.”
A wave of dread filled my chest like inky water. We knew the way to her mansion, but they probably weren’t even there.
“Can you talk to the Department of Magical Order?” I hated that I sounded like I was begging.
“I’m sorry,” Sterling said. “I can put in a word to the Order that Rosalee is safest here, but I doubt I or they will be able to sway her parents. They’re perhaps the strongest-willed people I have ever met. It’s highly likely they are paying the Order to do their bidding. And I don’t have authority over the Order.” Sterling put up a cautionary hand. “The best thing you can do is go back to your rooms and get a good night’s sleep. I can try to help in the morning, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”
We all stood there, speechless. After a moment Sterling nodded. “Get some sleep.” He disappeared back into his apartment, leaving us standing alone in the corridor.
“He’s right,” Aspen said, taking my arm.
I wanted to pull away from him in frustration. Without knowing how to get Rosalee back, we could only sit around and wait while the Darkness and the wraiths closed in. How could I sleep, knowing that?
My legs carried me to the exit and back out into the night. Aspen put his arm around me and pulled me close. As I walked, my entire body grew heavy with exhaustion and disappointment.
Holly and Emiko dragged their feet beside us while Nine plodded along behind.
“He meant what he said,” Emiko whispered. “He wanted to help but can’t see a way.”
“I know he did,” Aspen said. “We can talk to Russo, but we’ve given him a big enough task trying to weed out the traitor. I say we should all go and take Rosalee back on our own.” With that, he forced a grin.
I groaned. “If we get caught, then Rosalee’s parents will use it as an excuse to make all the Morelli look bad and launch an attack.”
“As much as I hate to say it, Josy is right,” Holly said with a sad nod.
“It would destroy all the effort we’ve made to bring the races together.” Emiko wrapped her arms around herself as she walked.
My head pounded with more intensity than ever. “It’ll just take one more suspicious incident to make fighting break out again.” Everything was falling apart. If Rosalee’s parents had not found the Amulet yet, they would soon, and then the Directorate would come down on me for not using Spells of the Ancients the way it was supposed to be used. Even though I’d had nothing to do with our transport to Naporia—that was all the spell book’s choice. But they would not believe a dirty Morelli. I bristled with anger. I’d stopped an entire battle, and they still saw me as a child and an enemy. I turned away to hide my rage from Aspen, but I knew I wasn’t fooling Emiko.
I could use some shut-eye, Nine said, breaking our silence.
A hand touched my shoulder, and I turned to Emiko. My negative emotions left me almost immediately, but something dulled in Emiko’s eyes in the light of the streetlamp.
“You don’t have to do that,” I whispered to her.
“I do.” She dropped her hand. “For all our sakes.”
I bit my lip. “Sterling was right. We should get some sleep.”




Chapter 9
My eyelids pulled open from heavy sleep. I groaned and tried to roll over, but something weighed on my chest and prevented me from moving. I blinked the blur away, and not five inches from my face were two wide topaz eyes.
“You trying to suck out my breath while I sleep?” I mumbled to Nine.
He scoffed but didn’t move. That’s a bad urban legend and you know it. Why would I want to do that when I need you to feed me breakfast?
I closed my eyes. “Just let me sleep.”
I’ve been letting you sleep for hours more than my stomach wanted you to.
“Aren’t you the benevolent one?” I pushed him off my chest before he could reply and yanked the covers over my head.
Josy. I need breakfast.
“Get it yourself.” A flicker of pain still pulsed in my left temple.
I ate the last of the tuna bite kibble at three a.m.,
but
they are serving sausage in the dining hall this morning. I need a human to get it for me. And you are my human.
“Nine!” I curled up into a ball, but undeterred, the cat brushed his paw against the top of the blanket and pulled it down. Hopelessness made my limbs heavy. I didn’t want to get up, and no amount of obnoxious cat behavior was going to get me out of bed.
Or maybe it was.
Nine patted his paw at my nose several times and I squeezed my eyelids shut. But it did not make him stop his annoying behavior.
You have to get up.
I let out a long, resigned sigh. He was right. Lying in bed and moping wasn’t going to help us get Rosalee back or figure out how to go ahead with our bigger plan. “Fine . . . but never boop my nose again.”
I swear.
The cat was totally lying and we both knew it, but whatever. I gave him a scratch under the chin, and he jumped down from the bed.
I sat and eyed Merrygold’s bed. Empty. She sometimes would lie there in a sleep-like state, but she still wasn’t back from wherever she went last night.
I had to talk to her.
Nine stared up at the closed door as I dressed. Before I left Willoward I checked Holly and Emiko’s room, but they were already gone. We’d agreed to meet in the dining hall, so they were probably there.
Nine trotted out the door, meowing impatiently, and then led me across the grounds as if I were attached to him with an invisible leash.
A few witches and wizards milled around campus. It seemed that during the day people let their guard down, but the darkness on the horizon lingered. I scanned the patrol schedule board hanging outside the dining hall, and my shoulders relaxed when my name wasn’t on it. Even in times of shortage, Chancellor Sterling and the Directorate tried not to make people patrol two nights in a row.
“Hey.” Aspen had come up from behind and wrapped his arm around me as I studied the doorway where the Order had come in last night.
I settled into Aspen and raised up to give him a quick kiss, but he caught me in his arms and drew me close for a longer one.
Cough, cough. Nine sounded like he was trying to eject a hairball, but I knew it was all about getting me to hurry up.
When Aspen released me, a sad smile stretched at his lips. “I missed you.”
I bit my lip and turned for the door to let my impatient cat inside. Quickly I scanned the inside of the dining hall, hoping Rosalee would miraculously be there and that her parents had just cast a spell on her to remove enchantments that didn’t exist. But she was absent.
“Over here,” Holly called from where she sat with Emiko. Both blinked sleep from their eyes and sipped coffee.
“Just what I need,” I said to Aspen.
“Me too.” Aspen placed his hand in the small of my back and led us to the buffet line.
After getting some food and giving Nine his breakfast, which he gobbled up on the table beside us, I started the conversation. “So, you all realize that Rosalee had the Amulet on her last night.”
Emiko pinched her lips together and narrowed her eyes. “It’s worrisome for sure, but we really should be worrying about Rosalee, not the Amulet.”
Guilt rose inside me. I’d been obsessing so much about the plan and defeating the Darkness that I’d forgotten what Rosalee might actually be going through.
“Hey.” Merrygold appeared seated beside us and ran her hand through her dark, transparent hair. Nine jumped and drop a piece of sausage from his jaws.
“Where have you been?” Aspen asked.
“I followed Rosalee.” Merrygold leaned her elbows on the table.
My chest fluttered and I shot a quick look at the others. “Well, don’t keep us in suspense.”
“They took her to a manor out in the country, maybe ten miles from here, but the house was hidden with a spell. I would never have found it if I wasn’t right with them. The wraiths don’t seem to know it’s there either because I didn’t sense any.”
Aspen frowned. “Did you make it inside?”
“I did,” Merrygold said. “Her parents are keeping her locked in a bedroom. They’re such cold people. They wouldn’t even let their daughter speak. They just slammed the door, dismissed the Magical Order, and started talking amongst themselves about keeping her away from bad influences.”
“They didn’t use any magic to try to prove Josy was enchanting her?” Holly asked.
“No.”
Emiko cleared her throat and took another sip of her coffee. “Her parents’ angry emotions are still sticking to me.”
I shook my head in frustration. They knew Rosalee was with us of her own free will. They were dealing a blow to their daughter as much as they were to me. Anger for Rosalee rose in my chest, along with magic that begged to be used.
No. Not now. I needed to stay focused.
“I do know that her parents paid the Magical Order before they dismissed them, and that’s illegal,” Merrygold said.
“Were you able to speak with Rosalee?” My first instinct was to ask about the Amulet, but I held back.
Merrygold nodded. “After a few hours I was able to safely appear in Rosalee’s room. The first thing she wanted me to tell you was that she still has the Amulet.”
A sigh of relief fell from my lips.
“How did she manage that feat?” Aspen asked. “Her parents didn’t even search her?”
They had no reason to, Nine said while chewing a mouthful of sausage. This is all about their family standing. They’re embarrassed and are trying to save face.
Merrygold nodded with a frown.
“So, what do we do next?” Aspen shoveled in a bite of syrup-drenched pancakes. “Go after her?”
“We could stage a rescue mission,” Holly said.
I leaned closer to the table. “I’m up for that.”
Why do you humans always have to make everything so difficult? Nine leaped to the middle of the table and sat. Rosalee still has the Amulet, and she doesn’t need to be with you to cast the spell. You proved that last night. Only Merrygold needs to go back to tell her to initiate it.
We all eyed him, then each other.
“I hate to admit that Nine is right, but that might work,” Aspen said. “The distance is greater, and the effects might not be as strong across dimensions, but we might still have a shot. Heading out to the house, magic blazing, might mean we never find Rosalee again.”
“Do you think you can get back to the house?” Emiko asked Merrygold.
Merrygold grinned. “Now that I’ve zeroed in on where Rosalee is, I can transport myself back to her at will. I tested it a few times before coming to you to make sure that it worked.”
I looked to Nine for any more words of wisdom, but he’d gone back to his plate and was totally engrossed in his food again. So, I turned back to my friends, confident. Sort of.
This was getting real. I was about to offer myself up as a sacrifice to the Darkness.




Chapter 10
Aspen ran his finger over the yellowing map of Borealis and the surrounding area that Chancellor Sterling had provided. He glanced to me. “When you and whoever you’re bringing return, you’ll need to appear in a large, empty area.”
“There will be a lot of people to rescue,” Chancellor Sterling agreed, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. “It won’t work if you reappear in a narrow, cramped space . . . too many risks.”
“The quad might work,” Aspen said. “But I’d like to get closer to Rosalee’s location to make sure there’s enough power.”
“And you are sure Rosalee still has the Amulet?” Holly asked Merrygold, who rested her transparent body against the door of the chancellor’s meeting room.
Merrygold nodded. “She hid it inside her bra.”
“Smart girl.” Holly chuckled next to Emiko.
Just as Magnolis reached toward a spot on the map, Nine stepped across the paper and sat in the middle, directly in front of Sterling. The chancellor sighed and absentmindedly ran his hand the length of the cat’s back. Nine stretched upward as if he hadn’t a care in the world.
“This is serious,” I told Nine. “Can you get off the map, please?”
But the paper is so crinkly.
I rolled my eyes.
Nine offered me a half-glare but slowly made his way off and flopped at the edge of the table.
Sterling returned his attention to the map. “Now, what cardinal direction was the Lorisses’ manor from here?”
“West,” Merrygold reminded him.
Aspen slid his finger to the left side of the map.
I hugged myself, thinking of what I’d be doing soon, but let out a breath when Emiko eyed me and backed away from the group, likely sensing my discomfort.
“There’s an open field over here.” Aspen tapped a blank space in the woods on the opposite side of campus, tucked into the trees past the boys’ dormitories.
“That’s the old sports field,” Sterling said. “It’s overgrown and hasn’t been maintained in ages, but that might be as good a place as any. And no wraith attacks have been reported in that area.”
“Josy, how do you plan to bring back multiple people all on your own?” Worry shone in Magnolis’s eyes.
“I’ll figure it out.” I offered a confident smile. It was false confidence, but if I had stopped a whole battle, I could rescue a bunch of people. Maybe.
Magnolis and Sterling exchanged a glance. I’m sure the Directorate had talked to them about me seizing magic.
“The old field, then,” Aspen said, breaking the tension.
Magnolis blinked and focused. “I will arrange for medics to be waiting. There aren’t many left, but the hope of getting missing people back should underscore the importance of this mission.”
I gulped. I hadn’t even thought of needing medics before she said it. Who knows what kind of shape the prisoners would be in? The truth that had been growing since we decided to go ahead with my plan was about to burst, and I couldn’t take it anymore. “Okay. That’s settled, but we still have to get a wraith to take me, I mean, how smart are they—”
“They’re not,” Emiko piped in. Everyone faced her, and she frowned while crossing her arms over her chest. “What I mean is that they don’t seem to be highly intelligent. They have no emotions and seem to only be following orders. I doubt they’ll see the plan for what it is.”
I nodded a thanks to her and linked my hand with Aspen’s. “But how do we lure one in?”
“They’re ambush predators.” The chancellor pulled at his collar. It didn’t seem that he was feeling any better about this than I was.
“Sterling.” Magnolis stared hard at him and pushed the words out. “The other map.”
He pinched his lips together before he spoke. “I have been keeping a map of the wraith attacks. The most common location is near the east side of the campus, not too far from where Benjamin was taken.” He motioned for us to follow him across the hall to his office. We all trooped over. He reached into a desk drawer and produced another map, this one a hand-drawn one of the campus and the surrounding woods. Several red X’s were marked on the paper, all in one general area.
“The wraiths have mostly been attacking here.” He gulped. “Benjamin’s disappearance took place closer to campus than the others but still in the same vicinity.”
The east side of Borealis had the fewest buildings near the edge and the thickest trees. It seemed that the Black Mist Wraiths liked darkness. No surprise there.
I dug my nails into my palms as I remembered the wraith diving toward me in my vision and taking me—how my breath left me as if I’d died. “Then that’s where I’ll go—pretend I’m on guard duty and wait for one to appear.” My heart thumped so loudly I was sure the others could hear it.
Aspen tightened his grasp on my hand. “I want to go with you.”
“But then the plan won’t work,” Emiko quickly said with a frown. “The wraiths can only take one person at a time, and they have not been hunting in packs. If anyone but Josy goes, we risk them taking the wrong person.”
“But why does it have to be Josy at all?” he asked, jaw clenched. “The triangulation spell should work no matter which of us goes, as long as we have one of the artifacts.”
I turned to look up at him and laid one hand gently on his cheek. “I’m the one who had a vision of being taken. There has to be some reason I’m the right choice. Some kind of magic that only I can perform.”
Aspen put his hands on either side of my head and pressed his forehead against mine. “I don’t have to like it,” he whispered. The wolf in him wanted to protect me, and there was nothing he could do.
“At least Nine should go with you,” he offered, turning to stare at my cat.
My cat laid back his ears against his head and scoffed. Haven’t you heard the sound those things make?
Aspen ignored his comment. “Nine isn’t magic or human. They won’t take him, and at least someone can report back what happened.”
Silence sucked the air from the room, but finally, the cat jumped down from the desk and took a position between my feet. He would complain and cower, but he would go with me.
I brought my attention back to the others and gave a curt nod. “We shouldn’t wait.” I could do this. I would. Even if I had to seize power, I would get all the taken people back to where they belonged.
Helplessness shone in Aspen’s eyes as he stepped between me and the map.
A second later Holly shoved Aspen out of the way and threw her arms around me in a crushing hug. “Please be careful. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
Emiko took my hand and I pulled her in for a group hug. “Thank you,” I whispered.
We released and Magnolis swallowed hard. “Keep yourself and the ring safe. Ready to power up?”
I nodded and closed my eyes. With my mind, I reached out to my friends and gently siphoned off as much power as I dared. From everyone but Aspen, that is. He might need every drop of his power to reach across the realms to me.
Finally, I opened my eyes and took Aspen’s hand. We needed to talk alone.
Leaving Nine with the others, I followed Aspen into the hall. He closed the office door, hands shaking.
I didn’t even get out a word before he embraced me, his lips touched mine, and we fell into a full-blown kiss. I wrapped my arms around him for what felt like a blissful eternity before coming up for air.
“I’ll come back—I promise.” The murmur left my lips, but I had no idea if it was a vow I could keep.
Before I was forced to say any other possible lies, the office door clicked open behind us and a small black figure slinked between my feet.
It’s just you and me, kid.
I raised my attention from Nine to Aspen. “We need to go.” Those were the hardest words I had ever spoken. I scooped up my cat and let him nuzzle over my shoulder. “Nine and I have got this.”
“Take this with you—for luck.” Aspen leaned forward, offering another kiss. When his soft lips grazed mine, tingles swept through my body.
“Thank you,” I said breathlessly and broke away. “I’m going to need it.”




Chapter 11
Every step was heavier than the last as we distanced ourselves from campus and made our way into the wooded area where most of the disappearances had taken place.
What if I never saw Aspen or my other friends again? What if this was my vision come true and I actually was going to die today? Heat rose up the back of my neck.
“Why am I doing this?” I mumbled to myself.
That’s my question too. Nine slunk along beside me, the fur along his spine sticking up like a fin.
I didn’t respond. Instead, I forced my legs to keep carrying me forward though my heart thudded against my rib cage like it was trying to escape.
Sunlight still shone overhead, but the second we entered the forest, gloom surrounded us. Without warning, Nine scrambled up my body and curled around my neck like he was trying to imitate a boa constrictor. His nervous purring was so loud in my ear I could barely hear anything else.
“Nine!” I choked, gasping for a breath. Black fur blocked the bottom half of my vision and I yanked at him to loosen his grasp, but the cat only gripped on harder.
We should go back. This place isn’t safe, he hissed in my ear.
“You think I don’t already know that? But I don’t have a choice.” I pulled at him again, but he still didn’t let go of me.
Through the barrier of black fur I scanned around for a place to sit. If I couldn’t see, I was going to kill myself before I even had the chance for a wraith to take me. Not too far away a large boulder waited. I stumbled over to it and sat.
I wanted to tell Nine to get a grip, but in reality I was just as scared as he was, and telling him to relax wouldn’t do any good. So instead I sat there in silence, waiting for him to come down off my neck.
After a few minutes, he uncurled himself and slowly slunk down onto my lap. I’m sorry I’m not much help. But remember, coming with you was not my idea.
I blew out a breath and ran my hand over his back. “I’m grateful you did anyway.”
He gazed up at me. I just don’t want anything to happen to you. The cat twitched his ears as I gave him another stroke. And it’s not just because you bring me sausage from the dining hall.
I chuckled. “I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
Nine slow-blinked. Don’t get too used to it.
I gazed at him for a moment. For all his annoying habits, my cat was a true friend. “I love you too.”
He stood and head-butted my chin. We should get going.
We crossed the trail about a hundred feet from where Benjamin had vanished and into the deeper woods. From my memory of the X’s on the map, I knew we were walking straight toward the rocky outcrop where five people had gone missing: four patrollers and one Morelli. It wouldn’t be long before a wraith emerged. I could feel it.
I stopped at the edge of a wide clearing and craned my neck to study the jutting boulders in the center of it. I could see why this spot was trouble. Patrols likely would have climbed to the top, which was about forty or fifty feet over my head, to look at the surrounding woods and maybe even the other camps. Any wraiths in the area would have seen their victims from a long way off.
I don’t like this
place, Nine growled from beside me and flicked his tail.
I couldn’t argue. We were a lot closer here to the ring of blackness in the sky. But like it or not, it was the spot I needed. Inhaling deeply, I stepped into the clearing and gravel crunched under my feet. The wind cut into me as I circled the outcrop to find a place where the boulders weren’t as steep.
What are you doing?
I gulped. “What we came here for.”
A low growl came from Nine, but he still followed.
At last we reached the peak of the outcrop, and the forest spread out in all directions. Smoke rose in the distance from the two camps around the school—the Morelli and shifter camps. I sat on the uneven rock, trying to ignore the darkened sky border that was way too close for comfort.
Nine crept under a slight overhang so that all I could see were his eyes and a bit of tail that stuck out.
“I don’t know how long this will take. But you should be fairly safe under there.” I hugged my knees to my chest.
As we waited in silence for what seemed like hours, my mind carouseled. What if the wraiths didn’t just kidnap people but killed them shortly after? Or what if they simply made people vanish into nothingness? Even if I lived, I might end up in some prison separate from the others, unable to communicate with them. Maybe the triangulation spell wouldn’t work or Merrygold won’t be able to find me across the realms. We hadn’t tested that.
My breath grew short and blood rushed to my head while pain shot through my temple again. I rubbed my cold, sweaty palms on the rock below me. Calm down, Josy. I brought my hands up and stared at my palms, then pressed my thumb over the band of my ring.
May the magic of life guide your journey. The words echoed in my mind.
Please let me be all right. Please let me survive this. “Mom. Dad. I wish you were here,” I whispered to the wind. Without warning, the red gem flared to life, and I jumped to my feet as a white mist rose from it.
What’s going on? Nine’s barely-there voice sounded like he was inside a tin can.
“I have no idea!” The mist gathered before me, growing brighter and brighter, and formed into the shape of a woman. A moment later, I found myself staring at a white-haired woman in a green medieval-looking gown. A thick golden necklace hung from her neck, and her hair draped over her shoulder in elegant waves. I knew her. At least I might have.
“Mom?” I asked in shock, but as I stared at the woman, I knew it wasn’t her. Yet there was still something familiar in her eyes.
The woman, who was nearly solid, shook her head with gentle grace. Her lips stretched into a warm smile, and the dread I felt moments before seemed to fall away. Was she having some sort of enchanting effect on me? “What are you doing to me?”
“Nothing.” She gave me a reassuring nod. “Sometimes we only need a little support to help us take our next step.”
“Who are you?”
Her eyes twinkled. “Now is not the time for such small details.”
Ugh. Why does everything always have to be so cryptic? I resisted the urge to ball my fists and forced out another question. “What happens after the wraiths take people?”
The woman sighed. “You will find out soon enough.”
I opened my mouth to speak again, but before I could, she reached out and touched my upper arm. Warmth flooded into my chest.
With one last smile, the woman faded into nothingness, leaving me a clear view of the forest beyond.
“Wait,” I whispered and dropped my gaze to Nine, who was quivering and backing into his crack under the rock again.
“She’s gone. It’s okay.” I held out my hand to him.
The cat’s eyes widened like saucers. It most certainly is not. He stared directly past me.
A horrific screech pierced the air and I flipped around, heart hammering, whirling.
And then I saw it.
A giant Black Mist Wraith rose from the trees about a hundred feet away and floated there as if contemplating us—a blob of shadow that distorted the trees and the sky behind it.
My body turned to ice.
With another horrific screech, it lunged.
The world filled with darkness, and then I felt nothing but a hole in reality as the wraith consumed me.
Josy! Nine’s terrified voice reverberated in my mind—until it didn’t.




Chapter 12
I spun through what seemed like a never-ending inky void. On instinct I reached for Nine but grabbed only dense air. Of course. The wraith hadn’t taken him—thank the stars.
Was I dead? Stuck between realms in the wrong place?
My stomach rose in my throat as the air thickened and swirled around me, closing in like gaseous gelatin. Time stretched out and seconds compressed into tiny sparks of time, the sickening motion, and the darkness.
Which direction was I going? My limbs cut into whatever I was flying through.
Finally it cleared, and I let out a scream just as something like a giant, invisible trampoline caught my body, swallowing me. Was I up? Down? It didn’t matter, and I pushed against the barrier in the dark, into its bizarre, almost sponge-like texture, until I hit something solid and cold.
Heart pounding, I pushed my palms into a freezing cold surface. This couldn’t be the end. I shoved and the wall gave like stretchy fabric.
“Come on.” Holding my breath, I leaned in so far that the invisible material brushed against my cheeks. I was moving forward, but at a snail’s pace. Was crossing dimensions always this slow? Going to The Middle hadn’t been this difficult.
Of course, this wasn’t The Middle.
I was not going to give up, even if I had no idea how long it might take to get through. A few more pushes and then the wall popped like a balloon and thrust me forward, spinning me through warm, dark liquid. Immediately, my lungs burned and my heart tried to race out of my chest.
If I wasn’t already dead, I was definitely going to die here.
The pressure of the dark fluid closed in on all sides. Everything in me told me to get out of here, but I had no clue which way was up or down. I was done for and had no time to reach back out to Aspen and Rosalee.
My lungs screamed for air. I had to take a breath.
As a last resort, I rubbed my hand over my ring. By some miracle a pinprick of red light made the fluid around me ripple with the glow.
Without warning, thick air surged into my lungs. But instead of renewed energy, an urge to close my eyes swept over me.
The red light on my ring died as my eyes fluttered shut. This was a place of sleep, of rest. Warm pressure like a blanket swaddled me, urging me into a dreamlike state until I felt a tickle at my nose. I cracked open my eyelids to find a blurry version of Nine’s wide-eyed face inches away.
Josy! You have to wake up. This is no time for sleeping.
As soon as the words permeated my head, Nine vanished and I gasped, searching for more oxygen.
Senses returning, I rubbed my hand over the ring, and the gem burst red again. My head cleared immediately as the tingle of magic surged through my limbs. Silence and pure darkness stretched out in all directions, up and down, side to side. I blinked and held out my still-lit ring in front of me. I was floating in an infinite ocean of thick air.
This was where the wraiths took their victims.
I whirled, moving my hands through the strange material, and turned. Nothing. I seemed to be completely alone. I had broken through a dimensional barrier and into this place, this half-world. My ring cast the only source of light, making my hand a bright beacon compared to everything else. But still no features came into view. It was as if someone had cleared out a space for a world and never completed it.
My ring dulled and sleepiness urged at me again, but before the confusion set in,  I rubbed my finger over the gem, renewing the red glow.
I needed to think fast. The ring’s magic seemed to offset the effects of this place, but I doubted it would last forever. Not that I wanted to be here that long.
The plan my friends and I had made came to the front of my mind. I needed to connect my ring to the other two objects, and the sooner, the better.
“Aspen, Rosalee.” I concentrated on my ring and repeated their names in my mind for what seemed like a million times.
In between calling for them and trying to stay awake, I brought Aspen’s perfect blue eyes and beautiful features into my awareness. He morphed from human to his wolf form and back, over and over. Then I switched to Rosalee and her attitude, her flaming red hair and her haughty stance. Then Aspen again.
“Come on!” My stomach roiled. I couldn’t let my worst fears come true, that this wouldn’t work across realms.
Gulping, I imagined two lines of golden light reaching to them.
“Work, please,” I begged to the nothing.
As if my prayers had been heard, two faint beams of light snaked from my ring and forked like a tongue, stretching on forever in the dark, lighting the way as it went.
Inhaling deeply, I rubbed the ring, clearing my head once again. This time something inside my chest sparked, and Aspen’s warm presence came alongside me. On the other was Rosalee’s. It wasn’t quite as warm, but what did I really expect from her? We’d made the connection. It was faint, but it would have to work.
Holding out my ring again, I squinted to get a better view of my surroundings. Where was everyone else?
Maybe I wasn’t even to the place the prisoners were—if they were even still alive. My heart sank as the beams of light faded, but I had to find the others before I ran out of time. To keep my thoughts as clear as possible, I placed my thumb over the ring and held it there. If I succumbed to the magical sleep, we were all doomed.
Stay awake, Josy.
Zayne had been teaching me to sense the magic in others even if they weren’t channeling it, so I had that to go with.
Focus.
Feel the magic around you.
His words came back to me.
Exhaling, I reached out into the ocean with my mind. My ring glowed brighter and its light illuminated the space around me . . . spreading . . . growing . . . until pinpricks of light began to appear, one by one.
They were faint and far apart, but nevertheless, they were there. Soon enough there were hundreds, maybe thousands. What were they?
The nearest faint blue light shimmered against the dark. Once again, I let my eyes close while still pressing my thumb firmly against my ring.
Okay, Josy. You can do this. I poked at the point of light with my mind, sensing wizard magic within. But the power was slowly being drained away.
Heart thumping, I wracked my mind to figure out what was going on. The pinprick of light was a person . . . one of the prisoners. I flicked open my eyes and wavered my attention around to the rest.
They were all people, everyone who had been taken. Probably asleep because they didn’t have a magical ring to keep them awake.
And with a start, I realized the truth. There was just one reason the Darkness would gather living people together and put them in a dormant state while draining their magic. I was in a holding pen, and the prisoners were a power source. 




Chapter 13
This place was a prison. Not that I hadn’t expected it, but seeing how many people were trapped there made the fact so much more real.
An enormous lump formed in my throat. If the Darkness was gathering all these people, it had a plan. A huge plan, and one that would probably mean the end of The Side of Magic if it succeeded. After being imprisoned for such a long time by the Morelli witches, the Darkness would have had a long time to contemplate how to get out. Maybe even learned it could control creatures like the wraiths, which were really just holes in reality, to do its bidding.
The Darkness might be able to absorb and alter magic the same way that I could.
And now these people were here so the Darkness could draw the magic from them. Would they even survive such a thing?
My mind blanked for a moment as I spun, still floating and trying to stay alert. Panic twisted at my chest and my heart raced. I barely remembered to keep my thumb on the ring. It was the only thing stopping me from falling victim to this place’s magic.
Think, Josy.
My mind cleared again as my thoughts coalesced. The pinpricks of light around me were endless as if I were floating in a galaxy.
There were so many that the Darkness had to be close to its goal—to break free of this prison.
Then it could burst into The Side of Magic, and if its power was anything like mine . . . the victory would be easy since it may have had decades if not centuries before its imprisonment to perfect the magic. I’d only had months.
Ringing filled my ears as I cupped my hands and pushed myself through the viscous air. The whole world mirrored my pulse and slammed into my head.
Don’t pass out. If you do, you’ll let go of the ring.
Then the magic of this prison would consume me. I knew it.
I took a deep breath and brought the thought of my friends back at Borealis into my mind. I needed to do this for them too. I was the only hope of getting myself and these other people out of here.
The ringing in my ears slowly faded.
“Josy.”
I flinched and pushed my hand with the glowing ring out in front of me. A transparent girl with dark curls in a school uniform floated to my side.
“Merrygold!” In all the chaos I’d totally forgotten that she could track my location.
She smiled. “I’m sorry it took me as long as it did to get here, but half-realms are tricky, I’ve heard.” Merrygold glanced around. “This place is creepy, by the way.”
Her presence settled my nerves a bit more. “Uh, yeah. You have no idea.” Then I proceeded to tell her what I was ninety-nine percent sure was going on.
“But you think that all the people are still alive?” she asked.
I nodded. “I can sense the magic still being drained from them. So they have to be—at least for now.” But some of the lights were dim; maybe their magic and lives were nearly extinguished. I tried to swallow down the lump in my throat. Even the seconds were valuable.
Merrygold’s eyes widened. “What can I do?”
“Go back and tell the others exactly what’s going on and to get ready for my signal. If we can stop the wraiths from taking more people, that may buy The Side of Magic some time. I’m going to try to get everyone out of here.” I gazed out over the sea of lights. I had no clue yet how I was going to do that last part.
Merrygold forced a smile and vanished.
And my sense of calm did the same. I was alone again and not sure she’d come back. Or when she did, that I would still be alive.
The lights of the prisoners gently pulsed and silence weighed on me. With barely a thought I grazed over the top of my ring.
Replenish their strength.
I wasn’t sure where the thought came from. But what if I could not only absorb but also give others magic? This may make them more visible . . . or give the Darkness more power.
I’d never tried to give anyone magic before. I had only taken. But I had to try.
Quickly, I closed my eyes, envisioning the lights again, focusing the most on the weakest points. I breathed out, drawing my borrowed magic up my hands and into my lungs. As I released the air, the field of stars brightened, then faded to near invisibility again.
My pulse quickened. Something had happened.
Without delay I repeated the magic and once again felt the entire field brighten just a hair. I was brimming with my friends’ power, but spread among all these people . . . And the prisoners didn’t have that much power to take. Then I offered my magic a third time. This time, a tiny wave of magic rippled through the field, lighting each point.
I glanced around, hoping I hadn’t attracted any negative attention yet.
Now, how could I get everyone out of here? I needed more strength, but the prisoners were too weak for me to absorb any magic from.
Then it became obvious, but I was going to need to be fast—the prison. If it could enchant people to sleep, it must have magic. Black magic.
The thought of taking something so dark shot a shiver down my spine, but my choices were few. I either used that magic or abandoned all these people.
Before I could change my mind, I breathed in, pulling.
The air’s magic was thick and burned my lungs like smoke. I fought the urge to cough it out and instead allowed the power to race through my veins. The sensation was unlike anything I’d experienced. I’d taken magic before, but this power was different . . . seductive. Quickly I directed the energy to the lights, willing it to weave in and among and around them, binding them together and to me. It was working.
Breathe in. Breathe out. With each breath, the magic permeated me, never seeming to end. The lights brightened as I continued the flow. It became more alive because of me. Slowly the magic gathered in me, building and building until I felt I would burst with the power.
From behind a low rumble sounded through the darkness, which trembled and vibrated over my skin.
I froze.
It was evil. A sense of dread hit me, and the back of my neck prickled.
There was something out there in the dark. And it was coming. For me.
A panicked buzz filled my head. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to see what this was, not wanting to know what would kill me. The power remained, begging me to use it, and the bright light field spread around me. Now was the time, but the sense of being watched grew by the second . . . called to me.
Before I could give in, I reached out to Aspen and Rosalee. I didn’t know if they could hear me, but I shouted, “Now!”
My hand lurched and I opened my eyes to two bright ropes of gold, fed by my magic. The feeling of evil pulsed against my chest, intensifying by the second, and another low rumble vibrated through me.
I poured every last bit of my magic into the net of light. I had the prisoners. All of them. And with one final burst of effort, I yanked. 




Chapter 14
Again the world spun until I thought I would pass out, but I gritted my teeth and forced myself to stay alert. Sparks of light hurtled toward me as I flew faster and faster through the air. Cutting through the confusion were the two steady beams of bright, golden light. The beams were the only things not spinning.
But then something changed. Magic pulsed inside me, and the beams wavered. I inhaled deeply, turning my focus on them, but then the sparks started to drift away. The distance between us grew longer. That couldn’t happen, not after all that I had risked!
I renewed my focus, pulling the cluster of lights with me again through the blackness. But then the beams faltered, and I shifted my focus back on them.
My heart rose into my throat. A single error could send us all flying apart and to our deaths.
What if I left some of the prisoners behind, adrift in some half-realm? Would they die immediately? Would they even be aware?
Setting my jaw as the pressure built, I forced my awareness to split, and as I did, pain wracked my brain. Immediately, as if it felt my suffering, my ring warmed and brightened, and its magic held my focus in place. We were getting closer to home. I knew it.
But before I could celebrate, the magic of the other prisoners suddenly surged through me like a rushing river, and the dark atmosphere brightened. Although I knew it would do no good, I threw my hands over my head and waited for the lights to slam into my body. A scream caught in my throat, and my whole body trembled as if the universe itself were channeling through it.
Then in a blink . . . it was over. Both Aspen and Rosalee stood before me as green grass stretched out behind them. The wolf and Amulet shone in their hands, and the two golden beams connected them to me.
“We did it.” The whispered words fell from my mouth, and my knees shook. The world blurred in and out, and I barely remained upright on the dry grass. Muffled, excited shouts came from all around, sounding like they were in another world. Just as a pair of hands reached for my shoulders, I collapsed into unconsciousness.
✽✽✽
 
A sweet, comforting smell filled my nose as I attempted to force my eyes open. My eyelids were so heavy. Every part of me felt heavy. I sank back into a half-dreaming, half-waking state for what felt like an eternity. My dreams swirled with a strange, thick darkness and dancing sparks. Then with a start, I remembered.
The prison.
The horrible rumble of whatever lived there.
And our escape. Had I made it? Or was I still inside the horrible place?
My eyes flew open at the memories and saw Rosalee sitting next to my cot.
“Ugh.” The words left my lips and I tried to grab my pounding head, but my arms were too heavy to lift.
The corners of her mouth twisted up into a smile. “It’s about time you woke up.” Then she turned her gaze to someone on my other side.
“Aspen,” I breathed. His blue eyes were as beautiful as ever.
“I’m not sure what you did, but it was amazing.” His grip tightened on my hand. I hadn’t even realized he was holding mine until then, but without thought I curled my fingers around his knuckles. He was warm and alive. So unlike that place I had been in seemingly minutes before. Just the thought of it weighed down on my entire body.
“We were all worried.” Rosalee broke through my thoughts. “You were gone for almost a full day.”
“What? A day?” I tried to sit up, but weakness shook my whole body. My stomach ached as if I hadn’t eaten in a week.
But I did get a glimpse of a black cat body curled up on my legs, lying over the blankets. Nine flicked one ear, eyed me and laid his head back down as if I hadn’t nearly died.
“Yeah,” Aspen confirmed. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine,” I lied, forcing myself to sit up. In reality I felt horrible, like I wanted to sleep for a week. Nine flicked his ear in displeasure at my movement, but I didn’t really care. If he wanted more space, there was plenty on the cot. “The others. Did it work?”
“It worked beautifully,” Rosalee said, and surprisingly, without a hint of jealousy.
“The prisoners?” My heart picked up speed and I turned my focus to Aspen.
“They’re back.” A huge grin spread over his lips. “By some miracle, we triangulated it correctly and from what they said, everyone’s fall slowed when they crossed into this realm. It was like people raining out of the sky.”
“How many did we free?” My breath grew short.
“The leaders are working with their people to do a headcount,” Rosalee said. “They’re making lists and checking them against those who were reported missing. It’s been keeping everyone busy.”
I swallowed down emotion. So, I wouldn’t know if I had left anyone behind until they finished.
“But the whole thing has really united everyone,” Aspen said. “Even Ned seems encouraged.”
Ned was the new shifter leader, having taken Mayor Shore’s place. I gulped and wished the mayor could have seen his people return. His cooperation was the whole reason the shifters were even helping us.
My stomach growled with hunger, and I ran my dry tongue over the roof of my mouth. Yes, I must have been in the prison for as long as I had been unconscious. That explained the weakness. I hadn’t had a thing to eat or drink for over a day. “Merrygold told you my theory, right? I think the Darkness was using the prison to absorb magic from the prisoners to break into The Side of Magic.”
Aspen and Rosalee both frowned.
“Yeah,” Rosalee said. “If it’s true, that means the Darkness is not going to be happy we took them back.”
My mind echoed with the sound of evil I’d heard, and I gasped for my next breath.
Aspen furrowed his brows. “Are you sure you’re all right?
“I’ll be fine.” But it was still a lie—I knew no such thing. I turned my attention back to Rosalee. “Wait. How did you escape from your parents?”
She opened her mouth to answer, but then the door burst open and Holly and Emiko charged in. “Josy!” Holly threw her arms around me, forcing Nine off my legs and onto the floor.
You know, you could have a bit more tact, he complained and shook his entire body.
Holly ignored him but did release me.
Emiko placed her hand softly on my shoulder, and I nearly melted into her.
“You’re awake!” Holly said like a giddy schoolgirl. “Get up. Now.”




Chapter 15
Weakness pulled at my legs as Aspen guided me to the infirmary exit. The others had already headed out and were probably waiting for us.
One foot in front of the other.
I did my best to steel myself so maybe Aspen wouldn’t realize how bad I still felt. His warm hand around my waist felt safe, and with each step, the tingling improved and more of my strength returned.
At last, he led me to the front doors of the main building and let go of me just long enough to push them open.
Sunlight streamed down on the biggest crowd I had ever seen. As I squinted and held my hand to my eyes to block the sun, cheers rose from the mass. I flinched, letting my eyes adjust. The people from all three races were standing together everywhere, filling the space between the main building and the dorms. How many were there? As I scanned them, my gaze landed on Benjamin. I barely knew the guy, but I was really glad to see him still alive. He was wearing the same hunter uniform he’d had on when he was taken, and as our gazes met, he brought his hands together in front of him and bowed his head in thanks.
“These—” I started.
“Are the people you rescued,” Holly said from out of nowhere, slapping me on the back, nearly knocking me over.
“Come on,” Rosalee said, glancing to Emiko. Emiko had her arms wrapped around her chest, but a grin tugged at her lips.
The world blurred as another round of cheers reverberated. Overwhelmed, I turned away from Rosalee and faced Aspen, who wiped a tear from his right eye with a graze of his thumb.
“I can’t believe it worked,” I said to him.
He rubbed his free hand over his face. “I didn’t want to say so, but I can hardly believe it either.”
I turned back to the crowd, sucking down my emotions. The people had gone silent and were obviously expecting me to say something.
But what? The fact that the magic worked was a miracle, but we were not done yet . . . not even close. My eyes rose to the sky and studied the dark clouds encircling the area around Borealis. A horde of wraiths could come through at any second to attack and reclaim all these people. And I didn’t know if I had the strength to fight back right then if they did.
I glanced to Aspen and Rosalee.
Aspen offered me a nod and a small smile. “The Directorate is here.”
My chest tightened and I brought my attention back to the crowd. The four of them stood near the front of the rescued people. I studied the ministers. One of them was a traitor and listening to anything I was about to say, maybe using it against me. I had to look strong, capable.
Chancellor Sterling and Professor Magnolis stood next to Russo, Aspen’s biological father, and Zayne stood beside Ned. But my heart leaped when I saw two grandmotherly faces I hadn’t been sure I would see again: Mrs. West and Mrs. North. And by her garish outfit it seemed that a third Point had joined them, a plump one with ashy blonde hair and a large purple hat and dress that looked straight out of the Victorian era.
I shook my head and eyed the ground. If I didn’t start now, I would lose my nerve.
After gathering some magic from those standing with me, I opened my mouth, letting the power amplify my voice.
“Thank you for coming here today,” I said, my voice booming across the yard. “We’ve dealt a blow to the Darkness by freeing those who were trapped in its prison. From what I could tell, the Darkness wanted to use your energy to break free and destroy The Side of Magic. The fact that the prisoners have returned and you are all standing here together is amazing . . . but it’s just a start. We must remain unified if we’re going to stop the Darkness.”
I paused to take a breath and gather my courage.
“And although this might seem like the time to celebrate, it’s not. The wraiths are still out there. The Darkness will try to rebuild its pool of stolen power so it can break out and take over. We might not be so lucky next time.”
The mood descended and heavy silence hung over the crowd. It wasn’t what they had wanted to hear. They likely wanted me to come out and give a happy pep talk, but honestly? I didn’t have it in me. Too much had happened, and too much was still at stake.
“Now is the time to cast aside any doubts you may have about unifying with those who are different than you. Magic society, the Morelli and the shifters must become one people. Our lives and realm are depending on it.”
I stared out over the silent crowd for what seemed like an eternity. But eventually shouts of encouragement came, and within seconds cheers erupted.
Was the willingness for solidarity real? Or was it only the moment getting away with everyone? I didn’t know, but for now I needed to take what I could get.
I forced a smile and lifted my hand to them, not quite knowing what to do next.
“We should go,” Aspen whispered into my ear, relieving my indecisiveness.
Relief flooded me at the words. All I wanted to do was go back and rest for a few hours. My arms weighed against my side, and I allowed him to guide me back to the infirmary.
“Where are we going?” I asked when he took us left instead of right to the room with my cot.
“There’s business to take care of.” Aspen didn’t smile this time. Instead, his mouth formed a simple, grim line.
I looked over my shoulder at Emiko, Holly, and Rosalee, who were following us. None of them wore smiles anymore either. I straightened and squared myself. Despite how weak I felt, I needed to be ready for battle.
As if she sensed that I might need more support, Rosalee came to my side and took my arm. “How did you get back here?” I whispered to her.
She raised her brows as she kept pace. “The house basically exploded with magic, so my parents came into the room and saw me holding the Amulet.”
I gulped. “And then what?”
“They knew better than to interrupt something so big. Magic like that is not to be messed with, even for them. So they let me finish. But then I had to tell them what I did. Of course, they didn’t believe me.”
“But someone came to Rosalee’s door after she and her parents argued . . . told them the prisoners were back,” Emiko added from behind me.
Rosalee shrugged. “When my parents went to Borealis and saw all the people, they couldn’t really argue anymore.”
“I’m sure they tried,” I said as we turned a corner.
“They wouldn’t be Lorisses if they didn’t.” Despite the somber mood, Rosalee’s eyes twinkled briefly, and I knew she had just dug at herself a little bit.
“But,” she continued, “there was no way they could deny that what I was doing was the right thing, at least for now. They lost people to the wraiths too. They’re not happy about the arrangement, but they’re going to have to live with it.” She shrugged. “They can disapprove all they want, but at least they won’t control me.” Rosalee threw her shoulders back in victory.
Just as she ended her story, I spotted Magnolis waiting outside a door. She smiled at me but said nothing. Maybe we were meeting with the Points.
Silently she gestured us into a classroom. The room was small and disused, a musty smell hanging over the wooden desks. Magnolis switched the light on, and behind us someone cleared their throat. I turned to see Minister Russo standing there in the doorway, slightly out of breath.
And right next to him stood a bearded man in a tweed suit— Professor Lakeshore.




Chapter 16
The sight of Lakeshore tensed my chest. The night Holly and I snuck into his office and followed him into the woods surged back to the front of my mind. That man had sacrificed himself to the wraiths for Holly and me, probably never thinking he might return. I certainly thought I’d never see him again. Even though we weren’t close, I wanted to hug him, but it didn’t seem like the time.
Magnolis, still standing in the hall, caught Russo’s attention. “I’ll stay out here and keep watch for anyone who tries to approach.”
Russo nodded, and Magnolis closed the door. I’d actually wanted her to stay.
Lakeshore ran his hand down his beard in thought. “Please, we need to begin the meeting. Have a seat.”
Emiko came up from behind and gently nudged me toward a desk. I obeyed, and most of the others found spots as well. But Lakeshore paced around the room, sweating at the temples.
Russo produced a wand and waved it in the air, shooting blue sparks at the door. They wrapped around the handle, and a lock clicked. I winced as the pressure in the room changed and my ears popped, as if I were descending in an airplane.
“No sound can get in or out of this room so long as I maintain this spell.” Russo eyed me. “I understand that you need rest, and I apologize for bringing you here. But what we need to share with you is important, so thank you for coming,” His voice was grave.
“Did you find the traitor?” Aspen asked from beside me.
“Not yet,” Russo said, glancing to Lakeshore. “But we believe we have a connection. Before the professor was taken, he was working on a project.”
My mind spun and I moved my attention to Holly. With everything that had happened I’d nearly forgotten all about the Aestreadleaf. He’d been working with twelve hybrids, if I remembered right, and number eight had shown the most promise. An awful taste rose in my throat.
Lakeshore hesitated and straightened his suit coat. He cleared his throat and said, “Before the wraith took me, a member of the Directorate ordered me to experiment with Aestreadleaf hybrids and report their qualities back. At first the experiments seemed to be about fighting the Morelli, which I didn’t agree with, but it wasn’t an out-of-the-ordinary request. But soon I became suspicious that the herb was valuable for more than that. I couldn’t be part of such research anymore and tried to make arrangements to escape. This member wanted to destroy much more than the Morelli.”
“Which member?” I glanced to Russo. Could that be our traitor?
Lakeshore said, “I don’t know. They always used a proxy, a messenger, and constantly asked for new hybrids and their traits.” He reached into his suit pocket, drawing out a black sphere. Magic briefly lit in his hand, and the sphere popped open. A compartment inside revealed a slot where someone would place a card or folded piece of paper. “These spheres held my instructions. I knew they were from the Directorate. Therefore, I had no choice but to comply even if I didn’t know which member.”
Russo stepped out in front of us. “Only the Directorate has access to Cloaked Spheres. They are invisible so long as there are messages contained within them and therefore easy to maneuver into the right hands.”
“Clever,” Rosalee said, eyeing the black object in the professor’s hand.
“Although,” Lakeshore said, “while Cloaked Spheres are well-protected, they’re not foolproof. It so happens that the very herb I was working on produced a hybrid that turned out to be useful in anti-cloaking spells . . . but I didn’t get far enough with it.”
My heart leapt, and to my left Holly leaned forward on her desk, as eager as I was to hear the truth.
“We have been halfway successful with a spell that would help us reveal the identity of the sender.” Russo took the sphere from Lakeshore’s hand. “The spell would make it glow when held by the sender. As this one did not react to me or my sister, we know that the traitor must be one of two people. Minister Chen or Minister Andersson.”
“What are we waiting for?” Aspen eyed Russo with hope. “Just test the others and we’ll know who our traitor is.”
The minister shook his head. “It’s not that simple. Testing my sister was one thing because I was certain she was not guilty. But the others? That is going to be extremely difficult to do without alerting them to our intentions. How dangerous they might be depends on what type of treason is being committed.”
I shifted in my seat.
“I don’t understand,” Emiko said.
Russo leaned his hip against the dusty teacher’s desk still at the front of the room. “The traitor is either trying to help the Darkness break free or they’re trying to find a way to use the Darkness’s power for their own purposes.”
Silence hung over room.
I knew what he meant. If the traitor was trying to help the Darkness escape, they were only a minion, but if they were looking to seize power? That was something altogether different. We were looking at a whole separate enemy. I sank down in my seat.
“You made a great speech today,” Russo told me. “But the shifter mayor’s murder is still unsolved, and because of it there is still underlying tension between the races—no matter how positive everyone appeared. There is still fear that someone is out there who could kill at a moment’s notice. So, we need to be cautious and not jump to conclusions too quickly. If we do, it could destroy all we’ve worked for. The traitor’s poison likely runs deep, and we have no idea who else might be involved.”
I thought of Doris, the chancellor’s assistant, who’d been a spy for the Darkness. At this point, anyone could have been working for the enemy.
“Do not speak of this to anyone else,” Russo said.
Aspen nodded. “We understand.”
“I’ll contact you again as soon as I have additional information.” Russo waved his wand and my ears popped again as the spell lifted. “If you hear of anything useful, make sure to come to me first.” He gestured to Lakeshore, who followed the minister out the door, leaving me and my friends alone for what felt like hours, just staring at each other.
✽✽✽
 
Hot water poured over my body in the shower of the women’s dorm. The events of the day churned in my mind as I remembered the details of the experiments I’d seen in Lakeshore’s classroom the night the wraiths took him. Aestreadleaf #8 might already be in the hands of the traitor. And whether they were using it for the Darkness or themselves, it made little difference.
I focused on scrubbing my hair, trying to cast the negative thoughts aside for just a minute.
But suddenly a piercing sound ripped through my eardrums, and the world spun. To keep myself from slipping and ending my life naked, I grabbed for the bar on the side of the shower. I gripped onto it just in time, but my entire body trembled as I maintained my balance. What was going on? This had happened back in the shed too.
Was it the curse?
Panic exploded in my chest as I focused on my breath and a smudge of soap on the wall. The dizziness faded and strength came back into my knees. Before the vertigo could return, I snatched my towel from outside the stall and wrapped it around myself. Slowly, and still shaking, I stepped out, got dressed, and let my legs carry me to my dorm room. Merrygold and Nine weren’t around. Part of me was glad because I didn’t want them to see me in that state, but the other part needed a friend.
I plopped down on my bed and grabbed the photo of my parents. They were so happy, but the curse eventually caught up with them . . .
Just like it was going to catch up with me.
The thought ripped through my mind and I tried to will it away. I was just tired. I’d used so much magic lately and I wasn’t used to it. My body needed time to adjust.
And I had too much else to worry about.
There were so many other things that were likely to kill me before the curse did —the traitor, a wraith, the Darkness itself.
I trembled, this time not from weakness, but from terror.
“I’m going to die . . . curse or no curse,” I muttered to Mom and Dad.
But first, there were things I needed to do. Because the Darkness was no doubt plotting its revenge against all of us.
Episode Seven of Josy's journey is at an end, but you can read, Poison & Lies for the epic conclusion.
✽✽✽
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I would also love it if you joined my book club newsletter at JenettaPenner.com. When you do, you will receive a FREE printable Configured YA coloring book, as well as YA book news and information on upcoming releases. You can also follow me on Facebook.
XXOO,
Jenetta Penner
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