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Let the magic of life guide your journey.




Chapter 1
The windshield wipers waved over the front glass, throwing sheets of water over the sides of the cab.
“I’m sorry, miss.” The driver’s thick unibrow furrowed with a sympathetic dip. “But I don’t know exactly where your address is. I’ve never been to this part of town.” He shook his head, and the pained expression on his face made his guilt obvious, but he wasn’t going to do anything about it. “Your best bet is to search on foot. Maybe there are a couple of hidden apartment buildings behind these shops on the street.”
I threw my head back against the tan, fraying backseat upholstery. I’d have pulled out my phone to recheck the address, but it was dead.
Instead, I unfolded the piece of white paper still clutched in my hand and scrawled with a barely legible address.
Olivia Spinner
1212 Southpaw Street 121b
Los Angeles, CA
Aunt Olivia had sent the information last week. There was no return address on the envelope. Just this letter with a few details like my aunt’s name, an invitation to come live with her, the address, and a plane ticket. No phone number, no email.
Before then, I didn’t even know I had an aunt named Olivia Spinner. Apparently, she was a great-aunt on my mom’s side. Grandma never mentioned her, but since she was my dad’s mother and both of my parents, Charlette and Liam Barrows, died in a car accident when I was an infant, Grandma may not have known she existed. For seventeen years it was just the two of us—no other family.
I didn’t have much of a choice but to say yes. If I didn’t come, I’d have ended up in foster care for a year. And then what? I’d be on my own anyway. I didn’t even have friends back home to fall back on for a while. I used to, but when grandma got sick a year ago, I took online homeschool so I could stay home. After that, all the friends I thought I had kind of dwindled away.
I didn’t actually blame them, though. Most seventeen-year-olds have better things to do than stay cooped up in an old, drafty house. It’s not as if any of them wanted to come over and hang out. I just became the weird kid who could never go out, and they eventually stopped texting. They were never that close to me anyway since I had always been the weird kid with the ghost-white hair.
“In this rain?” I protested, peering outside at the rare downpour in this part of the country. “Can’t we just circle the block one more time?” It wasn’t quite dark yet, but I knew it would be soon, and the last thing I wanted to do was wander around the streets once the sun set.
“We’ve done that ten times.” The man pursed his lips in thought. “I can take you back to the airport. Or maybe you have someplace else I can drop you off?”
I had no place else. I was a thousand miles from home.
I peeked at the meter and knew that wasn’t possible for more reasons than the unfortunate fact I had nowhere else to go but my mysterious Aunt Olivia’s. I didn’t have a credit card and only had the cash in my pocket. And it was just enough to cover the fee already. This guy wasn’t getting a tip.
“I’m sorry,” the driver said again when I didn’t answer.
A growl rumbled in my throat, and I threw my last twenty bucks over the seat at the middle-aged, balding man. Without even a thanks, he pocketed the money as I heaved a blue gym bag strap over my neck and shoulder. Inside were a few changes of clothes, toiletries, an old photo of my parents and my favorite book, The Hobbit, with the inscription from my mom in the front.
Let the magic of life guide your journey.
Ugh . . . the journey I was on right now was seeming less and less magical by the second.
Nine, the extent of my inheritance and nothing but a scraggly old black cat, peered at me with huge, nearly glowing topaz eyes from inside his carrier on the seat beside me. He blinked slowly as if he didn’t have a care in the world. The cat didn’t even seem to mind the entire plane ride out here. But I was a different story. Realizing my fate, I felt a lump the size of an apple rapidly forming in my throat, and my eyes burned with salty tears.
Think positive, Josy. Think positive. Grandma’s daily mantra to me rolled through my mind.
“Come on, buddy, we can do this,” I muttered under my breath to the cat while wiggling the latch on his crate to ensure it was secure. My roiling stomach contradicted the words, but even so, I tucked my long white hair under my sweatshirt hood, grasped the handle of Nine’s carrier, took a breath of courage and flung open the cab door to a torrential downpour. No one would notice my tears there.
No sooner had the door slammed shut, leaving Nine and me on the sidewalk, did the vehicle speed off, nearly splashing a puddle over us. I stepped back just in time to avoid the drenching, but it didn’t matter. Rain pelted my gray sweatshirt, soaking through almost immediately. My eyes flooded with their own moisture, and part of me wanted to collapse right there on the ground. How could this be my life?
Nine meowed, and I shook off my feelings of self-pity. The cat was going to get soaked too from the air holes in his crate. Quickly, I wiped the tears blurring my vision and scanned the building numbers. 1220, 1216 . . . “We must be close, Nine. I think it’s this way.” I pointed to my left and a minuscule glimmer of hope lit in my chest.
A pitiful meow echoed from the carrier, and I glanced down to see the metal-slatted door somehow falling open. That was locked! I even checked!
I gasped in horror as Nine leaped from the opening and landed on the ground.
“No, no, no, no!” This can’t be happening! “Nine! Get back inside here!”
But of course, he didn’t listen—not that a cat would anyway, but there was zero chance of him doing so on a strange street in the pouring rain. As expected, the cat bolted down the sidewalk in the opposite direction from where I’d wanted to go.
On instinct, I dashed after him, gym bag flopping over my shoulder and cat crate in hand. The few people on the street stared at the ridiculous scene that probably played out like some bit in a comedy movie where they want the viewer to feel sorry for the main character before something funny happens. Except I wasn’t laughing. My life was falling apart—more than it already had.
None of those people even tried to help the crazy girl chasing a cat in the rain.
“Nine!” I screamed, knowing full well doing so was never going to do any good. But I still had him in my sights.
Half a block later, a streak of soaked black fur, running legs, and a tail zipped around the corner of a brick building. Drenched and still clutching all my worldly possessions, I rounded the same corner to follow.
Once there, I whipped my head around, searching. No cat. “Nine! Here kitty, kitty, kitty.”
The alleyway was slightly sheltered from the rain, and ahead of me, there was a small shop tucked into the dead end. A large window displaying items like an old bike and some knick-knacks I assumed were antiques stood next to the frosted glass door. The door was swinging shut as if someone had just gone inside. A sickly yellow light on the building’s roof illuminated the darkening alley, and a neon sign spelling the word CLOSED blinked on and off erratically. Above the large window was a crooked, wooden sign. I would have expected it to say something like ANTIQUES, but instead, it read JUNK.
What kind of lousy marketing strategy was that? Calling your store “junk.” But then again, it was at the end of an alley where no one could find it. Maybe they were just being honest.
“Nine,” I called, pulling my attention away from the weird store. But he was nowhere to be seen. Since the rain had settled to a sprinkle, I pulled my hood off my head and peered around a gross, overflowing trash can. Please be a cat and not a gigantic rodent. But there was neither.
I exhaled an audible breath, filled with exhaustion and frustration. “Nine,” I pleaded again, knowing it was likely useless. My cat was gone. The only friend I had left in this world was gone, just like everything else.
The neon sign blinked on and off in its irregular rhythm, producing several hissing and popping sounds from inside the window. I closed my eyes for a brief second and then for whatever reason took the twenty or so steps to the store entrance. Maybe the door was open when Nine ran into the alley, and he dashed inside to get dry.
I was sure it wasn’t true, but what did I have to lose by checking? It’s not like I had anyplace else to go.
With a shaking hand, I rubbed my wet hair plastered against my face and forehead. About three feet from the stoop, I peered at the JUNK sign again. What I saw was incredibly odd and completely ridiculous. The shop’s address carved into the wood.
1212 Southpaw Street 121b.




Chapter 2
I pushed open the frosted glass and metal door and eyed a little brass bell chiming above my head. The JUNK sign outside didn’t lie. Inside the shop were shelves loaded with junk: junk on the floor, junk in baskets, junk on shelves. Mostly kitschy figurines, but lots of jars filled with nails, piles of stacked dishes and some furniture scattered about. It would’ve taken days to dig through all those yard-sale rejects to find anything of value.
To my left were a glass counter and an old-fashioned metal cash register with big push buttons. The drawer likely dinged when you opened the till.
Lots of junk. But no cat and no employee. And no Olivia Spinner.
“Hello?”
Beyond the register was an opening that looked like it went into a back room. On the wall above the opening was nailed a sign stating, “No customers beyond this point.”
My heart sank farther into my stomach than I ever thought possible. I could not believe I had been so stupid as to fly all the way out to Los Angeles with no plan other than to meet a mystery aunt I’d never met or even heard of. I placed Nine’s carrier on the ground and pinched at the bridge of my nose in frustration. How am I going to get back home? I didn’t even have anyone to call. No one to notice that I was gone.
The tears that had stopped in the alleyway began flowing full force again, and I started to sob.
“My dear, what’s wrong?”
I jumped at the sound of a lilting female voice and saw a plump woman with a head of tight gray curls. She wore a garish pink and white floral muumuu, and there in her arms was a contented black cat, staring my way with his huge topaz eyes.
“Nine!” I shouted and the cat flinched, but apparently he was enjoying the woman’s scalp massage too much to leap from her arms.
“Oh.” The woman eyed my cat and gave him a little scratch under his chin. “Is that his name? He wouldn’t say. A shy little kitty, I guess.”
I tipped my head in confusion at her pretending Nine could talk. But maybe she was just trying to lighten the mood. There was a blubbering teen in the middle of her shop.
I snatched the carrier from the ground. “Yes, he got out and ran away. I figured he was gone forever.”
The lady lifted Nine and held him in the air, then made kind of a weird kissy face at him. “Well, your little guy came to just the right place.” She plopped Nine down onto the counter, and he began to use his pink tongue to bathe his paw as if nothing was wrong. All was apparently good in his world. The woman reached under the counter and pulled out a little blue dish and a bag of cat food.
“We get a lot of cats in here.” The food made a tinkling sound as she poured a serving into the bowl. “Not so many people.” She studied me for a moment. “You say you followed him here?”
Nine dove in right away, making little grunting sounds as he nearly inhaled his cat food. Suddenly my stomach rumbled, reminding me that the only food I’d had all day was a measly package of pretzels on the plane.
“Are you okay, dear?” the woman asked again. “You never said.”
I figured I had little to lose by being honest. When you’re at the bottom, there’s nowhere to go but up.
“No. I am most certainly not okay. This morning I hopped a plane from Montana to find my aunt. But she didn’t meet us at the airport, so I came here.” I gestured into the air. “But this is obviously not an apartment, and you don’t really seem to be expecting me or anything.” I yanked the paper from my pocket and opened it. “1212 Southpaw Street 121b—that’s here, and this is where I’m supposed to meet my aunt, Olivia Spinner.”
The woman’s eye twitched, and a quizzical smile stretched over her lips. “Olivia Spinner?”
My heart leaped. Did this woman know her? Maybe she was my aunt and was just a little crazy. Given the circumstances, it would have made sense. “You recognize the name?”
The woman waved her hand in the air dismissively. “Oh, no, no.”
At her words, my heart sank back into my stomach, while Nine simply continued munching his chow happily.
“Olivia Spinner is not a person.” The lady ran her hand along Nine’s back, and he stuck his tail in the air while keeping his face buried in the dish.
“Not a person?” I held the letter in the air and shook it at her. “Then how did I get this and a plane ticket out here? It’s not like that all happened by magic!”
The woman’s eyebrow popped up into an arch. Her gaze drifted from me to Nine. “You didn’t have a very easy job getting her here, did you, boy?”
The muffled meow of a cat with a mouth full of food echoed from the dish.
The woman eyed me again. “You are lucky that this cat must love you very much.” The woman’s lips formed a flat line before she spoke again. “This location can be incredibly difficult to find if you don’t believe . . . or at least have a suspicion it may be here.”
“Believe what?” My chest tightened, and I scanned around at the junk everywhere in the shop. Was she talking about this junky store?
Doing so was probably foolish, but I couldn’t take this ridiculousness anymore. I grabbed Nine from the counter as he growled in protest and grasped the handle of his crate on the floor. I needed to get out of here. The woman was crazy.
Hands full and with an unwieldy cat anxious to get back to his food bowl, I felt the letter still clutched in my hand flutter to the ground. I just left it.
I wrenched the shop door open, somehow keeping hold of Nine and the crate, but what I saw stopped me in my tracks.
Nothing. No alley, no street beyond it. Everything was just gone. Like the world outside never existed.
Panicked, I whirled on the woman. Nine squirmed from my grasp and leaped to the counter to finish his dinner. “What’s going on?” I demanded.
The woman breathed a sigh of frustration and laid her chubby hands on the counter’s edge. “I apologize. I’m simply unused to people coming in the shop, not knowing why they are here.”
My heart thudded against my rib cage, and my legs quivered like the pear-studded orange gelatin Grandma had always made. This had to be a bad dream. “I thought I was here to meet my aunt,” I whispered. At 5’3”, I’d always felt small, but today I felt like a bug to be squashed. Defeated.
The woman came out from behind the counter and walked toward me.
“Why is the outside all gone?” I pleaded.
“Dear thing.” She gently raised her hand and stroked my still-wet hair. “You have had a terrible day. Let’s start again, and perhaps we can get to the bottom of this problem.”
My breath shuddered as I fought to stay upright.
“My name is Mrs. West. And you are?”
“J—Josy Barrows.” The admission came out in a pathetic whisper.
Mrs. West reached for the cat crate and took it from me. She placed it on the ground next to a basket of weird, spiny dried plants covered in dust.
“Good, good.” She walked over and bent to retrieve the letter. While I stood there and shook, not wanting to glimpse the nothingness outside the open shop door, she studied the words on the paper for a moment and then returned her attention to me. A kind smile turned up the corners of her lips again, and she handed the paper back to me.
“You see, Josy Barrows, this is no ordinary letter. It’s an invitation.”
I shook my head in confusion. “An invitation?”
Mrs. West nodded. “Your cat led you to the West Coast doorway, and Olivia Spinner is your . . . password. No, more like a key to open it.”
From behind Mrs. West, Nine finished up his meal and let out a satisfied meow. And if I didn’t know better, I’d have thought he’d said, “Finally.”




Chapter 3
My brain was screaming for me to grab Nine again and run. But where was I going to go? There was nowhere to go.
Mrs. West left my side and walked to the shop’s open door. My stomach tensed at the nothingness outside. She clutched the handle and pushed the door shut with a click.
“This must all be so confusing,” she muttered before turning back to me and smiling kindly. She ran her hands along the front of her muumuu and checked a silver watch on her wrist, studded with large, probably fake, diamonds. “But we don’t have much time.”
I glanced around the shop. “Why not?”
Her lips flatlined. “Because we simply don’t. I’d love to sit you down for tea and explain everything, but you will simply have to receive your education when you arrive.”
“Arrive where?” My eyes flitted to Nine, still seated on the glass countertop, but he was too busy batting a feathered pen to the ground. He was no help. I shook my head in disbelief at my thoughts. How would my cat be of any help anyway? He was a cat!
Mrs. West hurried past me again and grabbed Nine. “Welcome to The Middle. Now, follow me.”
“The Middle?”
She didn’t answer. I reached for the cat carrier on the floor, but before I got there and without looking my way, Mrs. West said, “You won’t be needing that.”
I growled in frustration and clasped the handle anyway.
“Have it your way.” Still clutching my cat, Mrs. West walked directly into the opening with the no admittance sign above it. “Come, come.”
Despite my roiling stomach, I hurried after them into a low hallway with dim overhead lighting and cardboard boxes stacked to the ceiling on each side, leaving only a narrow pathway. The carrier and the bag slung over my shoulder bumped the boxes, making passage between them nearly impossible. I really should have listened to Mrs. West when she said not to bring it. I had no idea how the woman’s plump body slid through the opening so easily, especially with a cat in her arms, but somehow, she did.
My heart thudded against my ribcage as we kept moving through the tight space for a much longer trip than I would have expected. How far does this building go back?
Finally, we reached a plain wooden door flanked by more stacked boxes. Over the top of the door frame was mounted a blue and silver crest with the initials S.A. in the center.
“Here we are.” Mrs. West released Nine. He leaped to the floor and meowed at the door as if asking to be let in. “You must be patient, Nine.”
A sudden thought dawned on me. What if this lady was completely insane and took me back here where no one knew I was, then murdered me or locked me up? It was a completely plausible idea.
But before I had a chance to explore my potential nightmare any further, Mrs. West flung the door open. Instead of a tight hallway stacked with boxes, there was a massive library with books on dark wooden shelves that must have extended at least twenty feet into the air. Sconces with small flames lit the room.
I stood motionless, mouth agape and peering through the opening.
“Step in my child, or you will lose your window of opportunity.” Mrs. West took my upper arm and gently guided me through the door frame. “Registration may already be closed, in fact, and you have none of your paperwork completed, but that is not my responsibility. The registrar will have to take care of all those minute details. I’m only your guide for this part of the journey.”
“Registration?”
Mrs. West quirked her head to the left. “Yes, my dear, for the Borealis Academy of Magical Arts . . . on The Side of Magic.”
My mind swirled with confusion. The Side of Magic? This had to be a dream . . . or nightmare, or whatever, but definitely not real. I kept my bag over my shoulder but finally set the cat carrier down. I let out a nervous laugh since she must be joking. “So, I’m going to some sort of spellcaster academy?”
She smiled. “No, my dear. It’s much more than just spellcasting.”
I stared. Apparently, she was not joking. Her smile faded when I said nothing. “I assume you will have a lot of catching up to do, Josy Barrows, but hopefully Nine here will be willing to help whenever he can.”
I stared at Nine, who was perched in front of a smaller bookcase, peering up at it.
A million questions whirling through my mind, I opened my mouth, but before any words exited, Mrs. West raised her hand toward the top shelves near the ceiling and snapped her fingers. A book with a brown and golden spine wiggled its way from the shelf and floated down to Mrs. West’s hand.
I stepped back and my eyes grew wide. How was this happening?
She repeated the process three more times until a stack of four books rested in the crook of her arm. The blue and silver book on top read Introduction to Spellcasting.
Without a word, Mrs. West lobbed the books into my hands.
“What am I going to do with these?” I managed while fumbling to keep the stack balanced.
Mrs. West released a frustrated sigh. “When you attend school, you need books. I know everything seems to be online these days, but you will not find that option at Borealis Academy of Magical Arts. It’s as you kids say, ‘old school,’ but you’ll get used to it soon enough.”
I stood there staring at her for what seemed like an eternity. My ability to suspend disbelief was being tested. Hardcore. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard of Borealis Academy of Magical Arts, and I have no idea why I’d be enrolled.”
She shrugged. “All I know is that you are enrolled in the Academy at birth. And unless something drastic happens, every student will receive their invitation at the proper time, even if you live on The Other Side.”
“The Other Side?”
“Yes, the regular world. Where there is no magic.” She pulled my letter from her pocket and handed it to me. “Your invitation was highly unusual. But those who charm the words do what they can to encourage”—she paused, seemingly to consider her words—“difficult cases to make the journey.”
“Difficult cases?” The idea that I was somehow a difficult person offended me greatly and made me forget all about the ridiculousness of this situation.
A gentle smile fell onto her lips. “I’m sure you are lovely. Without knowing your whole story,” she glanced at her watch again, “which we have no time for, I can’t say why the letter was written as such.”
Before I could say another word, Mrs. West spun to the bookcase Nine was patiently waiting in front of and gestured to it. “You need to be on your way. Where is your key again?” She waved her hand in the air, and the small bookcase slid to the left, revealing an ornately carved wooden door. Above the brass knocker were the carved words “Borealis Academy of Magical Arts.” Under the knob where the keyhole should be, there was instead a brass slot.
“The rest is up to you.”
“Me?”
“Yes,” she said. “I can’t do this for you. Firstly, by tapping the knocker three times, you will implore the door to open. Wait for a second and then quickly slip the letter into the brass slot as a key. You will only have one opportunity. If the door decides that the key is invalid, then . . .” She shrugged and didn’t finish her sentence. “Just begin.”
As if compelled, my feet seemed to take on a life of their own and walked toward the door. When I got there, Nine stood and rubbed around my legs. Once again . . . he didn’t seem worried.
I raised my hand and took hold of the metal knocker. After lifting it, I tapped it one time to the plate below. The result was a metallic echo—nothing special or out of the ordinary.
“Don’t be shy,” Mrs. West encouraged.
I lifted it one more time, repeated the tap, and then again.
“Now the letter.”
I made sure the folded letter was flattened and stuffed it into the slot under the handle.
Behind me, Mrs. West released a long sigh of relief. “Well, that’s done. All you need to do now is try the handle.”
I glanced around at her as Nine raised up and pawed at the door. Mrs. West nodded in encouragement.
Slowly I reached for the handle, afraid to touch it. What if it was hot? What if it electrocuted me? And worst of all, what if it was still locked? With a held breath, I turned the handle. It didn’t budge. My heart, which had been lodged in my throat, dropped into my stomach.
“Try harder,” Mrs. West urged from behind. “It’s old and sticks sometimes.”
Why didn’t she tell me that in the first place? Maybe she was just lying for the sake of my fragile emotional state.
I released my breath and gripped the handle tightly. I didn’t believe that any of this was happening, but there was no way I was going to fail at opening a door. With all my might, I twisted the handle, and without warning the knob gave. The door flew open, and something unseen sucked both me and Nine into the darkness.
“Congratulations!” Mrs. West’s now faraway voice called from above as we tumbled through open space.
I wanted to scream, but nothing came from my mouth. Suddenly everything brightened but blurred, so I still could not make out our surroundings until the moment a great set of double doors appeared from nowhere ahead of us. The same carved words, Borealis Academy of Magical Arts, were inlaid in the wood, and I knew we were going to slam into them in about two seconds. Instinctively, I threw my hands to my face and opened my mouth to release a scream that never came.
Peeking through my fingers, I watched as the doors flung back and Nine and I slammed to the walkway with a thunk. My bag flung off my shoulder and landed somewhere to my right, and my books hurled from my hands to who knows where. Flanking the walkway was green lawn and in the distance were several stone buildings. Overhead the sky was bright blue.
Nine leaped to his feet and shook his body. I was not nearly as fast.
“The doors are now closed to the current semester,” an unseen voice announced. “If you have not visited the registrar to complete your enrollment, please report to the Ironhaven Auditorium immediately.
Panting, I raised up on my hands and knees. Quite a few students—well, I guessed they were students; they were dressed in uniforms—stood gawking at me but keeping their distance.
Slowly I stood and attempted to straighten out my damp, rumpled clothes.
One tall girl with red hair and what looked like a permanent scowl held my Introduction to Spellcasting book in her hand. Wearing a green and blue plaid skirt and a white cotton shirt, she stepped my way, and Nine opened his mouth to hiss.
She eyed Nine and then glared back to me as I pushed my long, colorless hair away from my face and reached for the book. “I’m sorry about the—”
“First, you try to kill me with your books, and then your rabid cat threatens me.” The girl tossed my book to the ground, forcing Nine to leap backward. “Introduction to Spellcasting, huh? You should have learned the basics years ago.”
My heart pounded, and I had no clue what to say.
“And I thought they weren’t allowing your kind in here anymore . . . too risky.”
“My kind?” The words tumbled from my lips.
She reached out and flipped my hair back over my shoulder. “The white hair. It’s a sure sign of trouble. Everyone knows that.”
Uneasy muttering came from the other students, and my legs quivered. My hair color had always been difficult for me. My hair was brown until my parents died and then, for some reason, it went colorless. Grandma said it was beautiful and special. But she was my grandma. What else was she going to say?
But risky? Trouble? I had no idea what that meant.
The redheaded girl raised a brow and shrugged. “You’d better get going. And you need to report your mangy cat. They are not allowed here.” With that, she turned and waved at several students to come with her. They snapped to attention and followed her as if she were some sort of queen bee. The rest scattered, leaving me to clean up my mess.
My hands shaking, I peered down at Nine. Et tu?
The black cat blinked slowly and then turned to regard the bag and the splayed-open textbooks scattered on the ground.
I’d help and all, but you know—he lifted a paw into the air—tiny
paws and no opposable thumbs.




Chapter 4
I stared wide-eyed at Nine, too shocked to say anything. Then I glanced around to see if anyone else heard a cat talking and I wasn’t just going insane. But all the onlookers who were here just a moment ago were gone.
“Please make your way to Ironhaven Auditorium if you have not yet seen the registrar for check-in,” the unseen male voice announced again.
Time’s a-wastin’, Nine’s voice came into my head again.
Barely taking my eyes off him, I gathered up my bag and the four books from the pathway where we’d landed.
“What’s going on?” I muttered under my breath, feeling much like I’d just tumbled down the rabbit hole to Wonderland. But instead of a white rabbit, I had a talking black cat.
Nine trotted along beside me. I think Ironhaven is up a little farther, but it’s been a long time since I’ve been to the campus.
“Wait, you’ve been here before?” I hiked up the books to keep them from tumbling out of my grasp.
I lived here for four years with your mother when she was a student.
I stopped in my tracks. My mother was a student here?
And your father.
My mind reeled with questions. Why hadn’t I known any of this? How long ago were they here? Mom didn’t even have me until she was twenty-five. But the question that popped from my mouth was the most useless one of all. “How old are you, Nine?”
The cat let out a snort. I don’t have a name like Nine for nothing.
Without any additional explanation, Nine bounded ahead, forcing me to focus on my surroundings. A handful of students all dressed in uniforms walked in the distance. Lush grass carpeted the grounds, and old two- and three-story brick and stone buildings lay ahead of us. Most were capped with spires. The sky over them was bright blue and dotted with fluffy clouds—the complete opposite of the weather in Los Angeles when I’d left.
Still gazing at the sky, I took a step forward and right into a body. I gasped and managed, “I’m so sorry!”
A woman, likely in her late fifties, with kind, blue eyes and dark hair cut to the chin, stood in front of me. The corners of her lips curled into a smile as she studied me up and down, finally landing on the clump of bedraggled hair hanging over my shoulder. “You must be one of the last arrivals.”
My stomach tightened. “Yes. How’d you know?”
The woman crossed her arms lightly over her chest, pulling her black blazer buttons taut in the process. “First off, you seem a bit lost.” She tipped her head to peer slightly over my shoulder. “Second, you’re carrying what appears to be light luggage. And third, you don’t have a uniform yet.”
I trailed my eyes to my gray sweatshirt and jeans with a rip in the knee. And not the in-style kind of rip: the kind where you’ve worn your jeans too many times and can’t afford a new pair. I knew I must be a sight.
I didn’t mean for it to happen, but a whimper escaped my throat.
Without hesitation, the woman uncrossed her arms and placed a hand just behind my shoulder. “Let’s get you straight to Ironhaven and checked in.” She joined me at my side and slid her arm across my back, piloting me down the path. “Can’t have any of my students feeling out of place.”
I glanced around to search for Nine, but he was nowhere in sight. He always had been a roamer, and I’d have to assume I’d see him again around dinner time.
“I’m Professor Magnolis.”
“Josy,” I mumbled.
Her smile turned wider and revealed a set of perfect white teeth. “Josy, we’ll get you fixed up immediately.”
Along the way, we received a few stares from other students and what were likely staff but finally made it to a tall stone building with two gargoyles flanking the entrance. The stone sign above the doorway had the words “Ironhaven Auditorium Est. 1638” chiseled into the face.
Professor Magnolis led me through a foyer and into an auditorium with several hundred red fabric seats. Her voice echoed as she spoke in the nearly empty space. “There are occasional music and drama presentations in here as well as academy-wide meetings, but today we are finishing the registration process.” She glanced around. “And you seem to be the last arrival.”
I wanted to blurt out a hundred questions to her, but instead, I simply nodded.
She led me up the stage’s stairs to an old woman seated behind a desk. The woman had gray hair pulled into a tight, low bun and glasses set at the end of her nose. Overhead light from the stage’s rear flooded onto her back, and a halo of light shone around her. A lamp on the desk cast a yellowish hue.
“And you are?” The woman didn’t even glance up from the one yellowed paper in front of her on the wooden desk.
I glanced at Professor Magnolis, but she simply gave me a closed-mouth grin and bowed her head.
What if I told this lady who I was and she responded with, “there’s been a mistake”? But then, I didn’t even know whether I belonged here or if I even wanted to be at the Borealis Academy of Magical Arts.
“Josy. Josy Barrows.” I did my best to sound confident, but it came out in more of a mousy squeak.
The woman picked up the ancient-looking paper and held it in the light, and I could see through the backside that the front was completely blank. She blew on the paper, and an invisible pen seemed to create words on the page.
From my point of view, everything was backward, but I instantly knew the words were my name.
My name?
Does this mean I am supposed to be here? My heart fluttered at the thought even though I had no idea what being here meant. I didn’t have any magic. At least not that I knew of. How was I supposed to do any sort of spellcasting? Magic wasn’t even real . . . until possibly today.
I placed my books on the desk’s edge and watched as the words continued to form and the old woman kept staring at the paper, saying things like “hmm” and squinting her eyes in what appeared to be thought.
“Professor Magnolis?” A stern male voice sounded from behind. I turned to see a tall man with salt and pepper hair and a full, neatly trimmed beard. He wore a dark suit, complete with a crisp, white shirt and a tie bearing the same blue and silver crest I’d seen over the door back in the weird junk shop’s hallway.
Professor Magnolis touched my arm. “I’ll return in a moment.”
My stomach jumped, not wanting her to leave, but I didn’t protest. As she approached the man, the registrar placed the sheet of paper down on the desk and nudged it toward me. Even upside down, I could make out that it was a schedule and room assignment. She pushed against the edge of her desk, forcing her chair backward and scraping against the wooden stage’s flooring, then stood. She held up her hand and traced my body in the air for a few seconds. Without warning, a stack of white shirts, a navy sweater, and green-and-blue plaid skirts appeared on the desk. She grazed the top of the stack with her hand.
“These should fit.”
I pushed my eyebrows down in question but reached for the clothes and stuffed them into my bag without any sort of protest.
I looked over to Professor Magnolis, who was still speaking to the man. They were trying to keep their voices down, but the result was unsuccessful.
“And who is this girl?” the man said in a low tone.
“She said her name is Josy Barrows.” Professor Magnolis rested one hand on her hip.
Even from ten feet away, I could see the three lines that formed between the man’s brows, and the sight of them dropped a brick into my stomach.
“There must be a mistake. We haven’t admitted any like her in quite some time,” he said.
“Magic classification?” the registrar interrupted, and I whipped my attention back to her. The woman leaned over the desk and eyeballed the sheet, tapping her index finger on the missing information. “It’s not listed.”
I shrugged. “What do you mean?”
“Light, flame, electrical impulse . . . those are the top three.”
I stared at her blankly.
“We’ll just leave that blank for now.” She picked up the paper and commented on my schedule and housing assignment, but I missed the specifics because I was distracted by the conversation between Professor Magnolis and the man.
“You are discriminating,” Professor Magnolis hissed. “We’ve fought very hard to get past that sort of thing. Her registration checks out and she was sent an invitation, or The Four Points would not have allowed her to pass.”
“Fine.” The man huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “But you will be responsible if the situation goes south, as I anticipate.” He eyed me and then turned to walk off the stage.
Professor Magnolis turned around and squared herself. She plastered a smile onto her lips and walked back to me.
“Did you get everything you needed?” she asked with a lilt in her voice.
I gulped. “I think so.”
Apparently sensing my apprehension, she waved her hand in the air dismissively. “Don’t you worry about him. Chancellor Sterling doesn’t rule the roost around here. We have quite the democracy at the Academy.”
Chancellor? That means he was the one who made the final decisions. And what did he mean by her kind? The redheaded girl had said something similar.
Professor Magnolis glanced to the registrar. “Thelma, is Josy’s registration complete?”
Thelma’s face lit up. “Oh, one more thing.” She snapped her fingers, and in her hands appeared an ancient leather and metal camera with a large, round, open flash on top. “We must make you an ID card. Smile.”
But a smile had no time to grace my lips before she had snapped the picture, blinding me with the flash. In fact, I barely had time to change my deer in the headlights appearance.
“Uh, could I retake—” I sputtered, but a card had already appeared from a slot in the front of the camera, and Thelma handed it to me.
I peered down at the ID in my hand.
Borealis Academy of Magical Arts
Josy Barrows
Hair: White
Eyes: Brown
Before I read the rest, I made the mistake of glancing at the photo. My matted hair laid over my shoulder in a clump, one eye was half closed, and my smile looked like when a preschooler flashed a fake one because his mother told him so.
Professor Magnolis leaned in and took a peek before I could stuff the horrid thing far, far away. “Eh . . . mine looks worse.”




Chapter 5
“Well, I must be off.” Professor Magnolis handed me my books at the wooden door of my dorm room in Willoward Hall, labeled with a brass 104.
“And you’re sure my face is not going to be plastered on some huge billboard back in my hometown?” I asked.
She chuckled. “Well, from what you’ve told me, you don’t have that many contacts left. But our barristers will take care of the details and make sure you have a forwarding address. Of course, no one on the outside is aware of the Borealis Academy of Magical Arts. But if anyone comes looking for you, there will be no issues.”
“So, basically, you cast a spell on them?” Not that I believed in spellcasting, but I had seen some pretty weird things today. I just hadn’t had time to work out the details yet of why they were happening.
“Something like that.”
My stomach tensed, and I flattened my lips. “I’m tired and should probably get some rest.”
“Now that is an excellent idea, Josy, but do know that classes at the Academy begin tomorrow. So, you must begin first thing in the morning.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “I don’t get any time to adjust?”
Professor Magnolia’s eyes twinkled, and for the most part, I trusted her. She’d been kind and had not treated me like an outcast. But there was a part of me that thought she may have just been doing her job and was likely hiding something from me.
“You will be slightly behind, so just in case, I have the name of an excellent tutor. He’s another student.” She snapped her fingers, and a slip of paper appeared in her hand with the name Aspen Rivers written in black ink. “As far as I know, he has not been assigned to a student, and tutoring is one of his responsibilities to maintain his scholarship. I have a feeling you may benefit from a little coaching.”
Students had to pay tuition to enroll here? It made perfect sense, but the concept hadn’t even dawned on me yet.
“Do I have a scholarship?” I knew that I didn’t have any money, and Grandma barely had a cent when she passed away. So who was taking care of my bills?
The professor reached for the admissions paper still in my hand and studied the words on the page. She bobbed her head as if she had found the information she wanted and then turned the page around to face me.
“Paid in full.” Professor Magnolis pointed to a small set of words near the bottom of the page I hadn’t seen before. How did I miss that? Was it even there before I asked?
“But by who?” I asked.
“That it doesn’t say.” She slid the paper under the cover of the top book in my arms. “Have a good afternoon. Dinner is served in Oakmont Hall at 6 p.m. It might be a good opportunity for you to meet a few people and get a better look at the grounds.” Professor Magnolis grinned, showing off her pearl-like teeth again, and turned to walk down the corridor.
As she left, the door across the hall clicked open just a few inches and two faces appeared, one right above the other in cartoon fashion. I couldn’t see much, but the girl on the bottom was Asian, with long dark hair, and the girl on the top had a curly mop of blonde curls, chubby cheeks and a splash of copper freckles across her pale nose. Their door was labeled 105.
I was surprised that I saw as much of their features as I did because as fast as the door opened, it clicked shut without so much as a hello from either of them.
I puffed my cheeks, blew out a frustrated breath and reached for the door handle. Just then I realized I had no key, but apparently it didn’t matter. The handle glowed slightly and twisted. Somehow it seemed to know me.
I pushed the door open slowly and entered a dim room with the curtain pulled shut over the only window. Only the light from the hallway flooded in, revealing a pair of desks to my right and a pair of beds to my left. Luckily, since I didn’t have any bedding with me, both had soft white comforters and fluffy pillows. I felt the wall beside me, located the light switch and flipped it on. Two sconces on the wall illuminated the desks. I was relieved that they had regular bulbs, not flames like the ones in the auditorium. With my foot, I closed the door and finally dropped my bag and books on top of the closest desk.
Did I have a roommate? I scanned the room, and everything seemed untouched. So I guessed not. That was probably best since, for whatever reason, most people here had decided they didn’t like me anyway. No need to force someone to live with me.
I slid the paper with the tutor’s name onto the desk as well, then walked to the window, pulled back the curtain and opened the pane to allow a little air in the stuffy room. I turned back to my bag, and a soft thump came from the sill.
So, this is our place? Nine’s voice entered my head.
“You decided to come back?” I didn’t even look his way before I flopped on the nearest bed and threw my arms to my side. I was talking to a cat.
Of course I came back. But I needed to check out the old stomping grounds. Cat business.
“Find any lady cats?” I muttered.
Unfortunately, no. Looks like that girl was right when she said they don’t allow animal companions around here anymore.
Are they even going to let me keep Nine? I kept the thought in my head since I didn’t want to worry him.
I pushed up on my elbows. “Have you always been able to talk?”
Nine leaped from the sill to the ground and raised his paw to wash it. Yes and no. Like all cats born on The Side of Magic, I’ve always had the ability to speak, but on the Other Side, we become a lot more like regular cats since magic doesn’t work well there. Meowing only. I’d gotten used to it, but it’s nice to be back.
“So is there more to . . . The Side of Magic, besides this school?”
Sure there is. He set down his paw on the hardwood floor and locked his gaze with me.
Could he have been any more cryptic? But I wasn’t going to deal with that problem now. I had enough to figure out right here before I tried to get my head wrapped around all the inner workings of The Side of Magic versus The Other Side.
“And you lived here with my mom?”
Nine hopped onto the bed beside me and immediately lay down, forming a little loaf with his body. In this same dorm.
I wanted to ask him all sorts of questions about her and my father. I never really knew them since they died when I was so young, but that too would have to wait.
“Do you know why people keep mentioning my hair?”
Nine closed his eyes for a moment. That is a difficult question.
I furrowed my brow. “Difficult, or you don’t want to talk about it?
He didn’t answer.
“Well, I’m going to need to know sooner or later.” The fact that my hair was white had stirred quite a reaction in people I’d met so far. Professor Magnolis was nice, but she reacted to the color, too.
Nine yawned. I’m so sleepy. Traveling between makes me tired.
I released a growl from my throat, but he didn’t respond. “Nine!”
“It’s because only the Morelli have white hair.” A soft, timid voice came from behind me, and I jumped at the sound.
Did I have a roommate after all?
I twisted my body toward the two armoires against the same wall as the exit. I hadn’t even noticed them when I came in.
Within the odd shadow of the space between them was the silhouette of a girl.
“Who are you?’ I demanded a bit too harshly, but it was only because she had frightened me.
“Merrygold Twig,” she admitted in a soft voice. “I live here, too.”
I squinted to get a better view of her, but for reasons I couldn’t explain, it was too dark between the armoires for me to see. “Then why are you hiding? Are you afraid of me, too?”
The girl shook her head. “I’m not afraid of anything, but I was concerned you might be afraid of me. Most people are.”
My heart pounded against my ribcage. “Well, one way to scare people is to hide in the shadows.”
She let out a sigh. “Now or never,” she mumbled under her breath.
Merrygold eased from the space, and my face dropped as I saw her— or saw right through her.
I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
“Don’t even bother. I’m a ghost. I’m dead.”
My legs began to quiver, and tears welled in Merrygold’s eyes.
“I won’t hurt you. But for whatever reason, I’m stuck in 104.”
Merrygold was a pretty girl. Despite her transparency problem, I could tell that she had medium dark skin and a head of tight curls on her head. She wore the same uniform every other female student around here wore. Her face was sweet, almost humble . . . not like a person who wanted to hurt anyone. “No one will room here, since . . . I died.”
My body relaxed because I couldn’t help but feel empathy for her. “How long ago?”
“Five years.”
“You’ve been alone in this room for five years? Or can you leave?” I pulled my legs onto the bed and crossed them under me.
She dipped her head and wrung her hands. “Except the few times they force someone to come tidy up. But that isn’t often, and I do my best to stay out of the way. And no. I’m stuck in here.”
“I’m sorry.” My mind drifted back to the first thing Merrygold had said to me. “Who are the Morelli?
She stared at me intently for a moment before she spoke. “Those who would destroy The Magic Side as it is.”
So, about the food situation? Nine yawned from the bed. I’m not going to have to go completely feral, am I?
Not that Merrygold and I had been talking about food. I glanced at my roommate, and she pinched her lips together.
“The administration disallowed pet companions in the dorms a few years ago. A cat bit Chancellor Sterling. So, cat food options will probably be difficult to come by.”
If the chancellor got bit, he probably deserved it. Nine stood, arched his back and fixed on Merrygold. But you’re saying that mouse is going to be on my menu most days?
“Looks like you’ll be returning to your barbarian ways,” Merrygold said. “And if you want to stick around, I’d recommend doing your prowling at night. But it’s unlikely anyone will search the room, since . . . I live here.”
I rubbed my temples to attempt to relieve the headache pounding behind them. “Professor Magnolis said dinner is served in Oakmont Hall at 6 p.m. Maybe I can smuggle something back to tide you over.”
Not that I really wanted to go to dinner and have everyone stare at me because they thought I might be one of these Morelli, whoever they are. But it wasn’t as if I could stay in this room forever. What did I have on The Other Side? Nothing. And anyway, I wasn’t a Morelli. I simply had a rare anomaly that made my hair white.
I took a deep breath and held it for a second. Finally, I stood and walked to my bag where my uniforms were. At least I could blend in with the appropriate clothing. I fished out a shirt, skirt and blue sweater, as well as the photo of my parents and my precious copy of The Hobbit. I’d always loved the story, and after today, I had a better idea of why my mom gave it to me, since it was a story about magic and wizards.
Before I changed and brushed out my snarled hair, I held up the photo of my parents to both Merrygold and Nine. “See, no white hair. There’s no way I’m a Morelli.”
Nine pawed at his ear. Oh, you didn’t know? She dyed it.




Chapter 6
Outside Willoward Hall I tied back my hair in a low, messy bun with an elastic band I’d brought with me. Too bad I didn’t have a hat. Could I be half Morelli? The question twisted in my brain but I pushed it into the dark corners. If my mother did have naturally white hair and dyed it, maybe she just had the same anomaly as me. Case closed.
I straightened my clothes, which surprisingly fit better than anything I’d ever owned. I wasn’t a huge fan of skirts, but I had to admit that the freshly pressed uniform felt much better than the rumpled mess I’d worn earlier.
I studied the large directory outside with a map displaying the women’s dorm building with an X and its relation to all the other buildings on campus. The men’s dorm, Sycamore Hall, was on the opposite end. Tomorrow morning, I’d have to memorize where my classes were to be held. I retrieved my schedule from my pocket.
MWF 8:00-9:30 AM Physical Education: South Lawn, G. Clementine
TTH 8:00-9:30 AM- The World of Herbs: Ainsley Hall Room 103, K. Lakeshore
M-F 10:00-11:30 AM- Introduction to Spellcasting: Celeste Hall Room 207, H. Magnolis
MW 1:00-PM-2:30 - Healing Basics: Celeste Hall Room 310, T. Vernon
M—F 3:00-4:00 PM Mastering Illusion: Spruce Hall Room 201, D. Hawke
But for now, all I needed to know was the way to Oakmont for dinner.
When I walked through the cafeteria doors, the savory aromas hit my nose and my stomach let out a rumble. It had been a long time since I’d had a real meal. For the last year, I’d survived mostly on sandwiches and frozen dinners. No time for fancy food when your grandma was sick and you were doing most of the chores around the house—including cooking dinner.
I was relieved to see the bustle of other students grabbing trays of food and basically going about their business. Maybe I could do the same. Eat in the corner, smuggle something out for Nine and be on my way. But of course, this was not my luck.
Before I could take three steps toward the line, from out of seemingly nowhere—had she used magic or something?—the redheaded girl appeared in front of me. Several girls I recognized as part of her clique stood several feet behind her, arms crossed over their chests and scowls in place.
My stomach tightened and my knees locked, but I knew I needed to get Nine a snack. If I was honest with myself, my stomach was past ready for a meal, too.
“What are you,” I growled, “the school’s bouncer?”
Red Hair didn’t laugh, and she didn’t take her eyes off me. “Are you a spy or something?”
I scoffed. “A spy? What are you talking about? I didn’t even know this place existed before today.”
Her brow popped to form a perfect arch. “So you could be one of them, and you don’t even know it yet.” Red Hair raised her palm and held it flat. A small orange flame lit in the center.
“Rosalee Loriss,” Professor Magnolis’s voice droned from the side. “No magic outside class for first years.”
The fire instantly dissipated and Rosalee narrowed her green eyes into slits at me. “I apologize, Professor Magnolis.” The girl never looked at the professor but kept her attention trained on me until Magnolis was out of sight. “I have my eye on you. I will not allow the Academy to be at risk.”
Before I could defend myself, Rosalee spun on her heel and the swarm of girls followed.
No one else confronted me on the way to the line, but I could feel their glares on my back. Apparently, this Morelli thing was real and these students were concerned about it. But how could something like the color of one’s hair control someone’s fate? I was just me, Josy Barrows. Sure, I’d snuck a cat into my dorm room, but that was about the extent of trouble I’d ever caused in my lifetime. I had no idea if I was even capable of doing magic, let alone destroying whatever The Side of Magic was.
I took a slow, deliberate breath, grabbed a tray, napkin and utensils, and made my way through the buffet-style line. Giant bowls of unfamiliar but amazing-looking food were laid out for the students to take as they liked. No restrictions. My eyes first landed on a pile of roasted chicken pieces, and I loaded two drumsticks on my plate to give to Nine later. Next to them, I piled on white rice and a spicy-smelling yellow sauce stocked with vegetables and meat. I thought it might be curry, but Grandma hated curry, so I hadn’t had it more than once or twice. Next to the sauce was a basket of flatbread, and I made sure to grab two.
At the end of the food line, I realized that my next trial was at hand. Finding a place to eat.
Most of the long wooden benches were taken up by groups of talking and laughing students who already seemed to know each other quite well. Maybe most of them had grown up together and simply went on to the Academy as the next step. If this were true, I’d have a huge disadvantage beside the fact that they’d already judged me based on my hair color.
Two tables away I spotted a stocky girl with curly blonde hair seated next to another with a slight frame and long black hair—likely the two living across the hall from my room. The ones who’d given me the not-so-warm welcome. Not an option.
The tray grew heavy in my hands and I homed in on a table in the back. Only one student sat there. He was wearing the reversed baseball hat I’d wished I had to cover my hair. His back was leaned up against the wall and his face buried in a book. Perfect.
I squared myself, gathered any moxie I might have buried deep down and walked across the room. Without a word, I slid my tray onto the table, snagged a glass from a stack in the middle, then filled it using the nearby water pitcher.
“Mind if I sit here?” I lowered myself onto the bench. I didn’t know why I’d even asked. Stupid.
“You can do whatever you want.” The guy didn’t glance up from his book. A tiny wave of chocolate brown hair stuck out from the bottom of his cap.
“Thanks.” I took a bite of curry, and the flavors burst in my mouth. Spicy but not too—a wave of pain cut off the thought. My eyes widened as the curry grew hotter in my mouth and I started to cough. I scrabbled for my water and downed nearly the entire glass, only to peer up and see the most gorgeous pair of blue eyes staring at me. Heat raked up my neck—from both the curry and embarrassment.
The guy’s lips formed a flat line. “If I’d known you were coming over here to choke to death, I’d have recommended you sit elsewhere. I’ve never been very good at the Heimlich.”
“I . . . I’m not choking.” My tongue continued flaming. “This curry is just really hot.” I waved at my face, but it was doing no good and I snatched the water pitcher again.
The guy shook his head. “That’s never going to get rid of the burn.” He pushed a full glass of milk toward me. “You’ll need this.”
I stared wide-eyed at the milk for a second and then back at him. “I”—cough—“can’t take your milk.”
“It’s free . . . well, already paid for. And I can get more.”
Without another protest, I nabbed the milk and guzzled the cold liquid. When I was done, I plunked the glass onto the table and ran my hands over my face.
“You’re welcome, Josy.”
My mouth fell open a bit. Does news travel so fast here that everyone knows everything about me already? “How do you know my name?”
He sighed. “Because, despite my protests, I’ll be tutoring you. Starting tomorrow.”




Chapter 7
An army of ghoulish soldiers surrounded me. Each of them had a head of white hair cut in various styles, some short, others long and loose. Their faces were cruel and hardened. In unison they released a piercing war cry, or maybe it was the howl of a pack who’d surrounded their prey.
The Morelli.
One of them, a man with short, slicked white hair and dressed all in black, stepped forward. His features were angular and he was likely handsome once, but something had changed him. Whether power, greed or something else entirely, I didn’t know, but my stomach burned and somehow told me he had not always been this way—evil.
I cowered in the horde’s center and locked my eyes on the man as he approached. He raised his chin slightly and peered down at me over his nose.
“Josy Barrows.” His voice was gravelly, and he narrowed his eyelids to slits.
The group of soldiers—monsters—hollered and growled until he raised his hand to quiet them.
My pulse raced in my ears and I pulled my arms around my legs, trying to make myself so small that maybe I’d disappear. But that didn’t happen. I’d never had any magic and still didn’t. I was going to die, and that was that.
“We’ve been searching for you. It’s time for you to reclaim your place.”
I flew up from my sweat-drenched pillow and gasped. A crack in the drapes let a sliver of moonlight into the room. Panting, I spotted Merrygold in her bed to my right. I had no idea whether ghosts slept, so either she was pretending to snore quietly or ghosts did, in fact, sleep.
Nine, curled up in a little ball at the end of my bed, had passed out too.
“It was just a dream,” I muttered, trying my best to console myself. I took in a deep, settling breath and sank back onto my pillow. All this stupid talk about the Morelli had gotten to me. Not to mention the curry I’d had earlier.
Beside my bed, propped against the lamp, was the photo of my parents. I didn’t have a frame for it yet and made a mental note that I needed to get one. My parents stared at me from the image, smiling and happy. Their arms were wrapped around each other in an embrace. I studied Mom’s long, straight, chestnut hair, and if I squinted enough could make out the line of lighter hair at the roots. Nine hadn’t lied.
The little baby bump at Mom’s midsection was barely visible, but I knew it was there. I reached out and grazed it with my finger.
They looked happy. Nine gingerly slunk up the side of the bed and settled down next to my pillow.
“Looked?” I whispered, not wanting to wake Merrygold.
Nine slowly blinked. Your parents were happy about you. But life on the run is difficult with a cat in tow and a baby on the way.
My heart clenched. I didn’t want to ask but had to know. “They were in hiding? Why?”
The cat laid his head down on my pillow. Can’t this wait until morning?
I glanced at the clock on Merrygold’s desk. 4:02 a.m. “It is morning.”
Later in the morning. Nine closed his eyes.
“Nine!” I demanded, still keeping my voice down.
Honestly, I don’t remember much. Most of the memories are cloudy. It was a long time ago.
Merrygold let out a snort and rolled over in her bed.
Without further answers the cat was already asleep, or at least pretending to sleep, and I knew from experience that forcing a cat do anything it didn’t want to was nearly impossible.
I released a disgusted sigh, threw off the bedcovers, and swung my feet to the floor, leaving Nine to himself. Last night I’d found a set of three white towels in the armoire, so I got out of bed to retrieve one.
Taking the towel and a clean set of clothes, I tiptoed down the hall to shower and ready myself for the day—whatever it would bring.
I cracked open the door to the bathroom, expecting to find it empty, but instead found a girl with curly blonde hair and a sturdy build standing at one of the ten sinks, applying thick eyeliner over her left eye. She already wore her uniform with the shirt untucked and a pair of chunky purple combat-style boots. Her attention flitted to me for a brief second before she returned it to painting her eye.
I spotted the shower stalls in the back and made my way toward them.
“Why are you here?” the girl said as I passed her.
I closed my eyes and wished for some sort of magic that would make me disappear. It didn’t work. “For a shower?”
She scoffed. “That’s not what I meant. Why are you here at the Academy? They haven’t allowed Morelli for at least twenty years. Why suddenly would admissions let one slip in?” The girl finished up the masterpiece on her eyelids, turned to me, and leaned her body against the sink’s lip.
Standing in my nightshirt, I clutched at my towel, clothes and travel soap, suddenly hoping that if I left any of them outside the shower this girl wasn’t going to steal them.
“I didn’t know about any of this until yesterday—not the Academy, not about magic and definitely not about anyone called the Morelli!” Anger stirred in my chest. “Why do you assume I’m a terrible person just because of my hair? You haven’t even taken the time to get to know me. Who knows? I could be the best person in the world! Maybe I don’t even have any magical abilities.”
I regretted my words immediately. What I wanted to do was fly under the radar. But I was beginning to think that was going to be an impossible task. This school didn’t seem very large, so short of shaving my head or getting hold of some hair dye, I didn’t think blending in was an option.
The girl rested her hands on the edge of the sink and shifted her weight. She squinted at me for what seemed like an eternity. In the meantime, my legs nearly turned to gelatin while I stood on the cold, white, subway-tiled floor.
“Maybe you’re right,” she finally admitted. “I don’t know you.” She rounded to the mirror again and retrieved a tube of lip gloss from her makeup bag. She opened it and slid the clear liquid over her full lips. The girl examined herself for a moment and hovered her finger over her mouth. The gloss sparkled and tinted purple. She nodded in approval of her appearance and turned back to me, since I was stupidly still standing in the middle of the bathroom watching her.
The girl took two steps to me and extended her hand. “I’m Holly . . . Holly Leighton.”
Eyeing her hand, I shifted my belongings to one arm, then slowly stretched my hand to hers. She clasped it heartily. The corners of her mouth may have turned up into the slightest smile, but that part could have been my imagination.
“Josy,” I managed.
“Yeah, I know. My roommate Emiko Fujii and I are first years too. We live across the hall from you.”
“I noticed.” My stomach twisted in suspicion. I wanted to believe that someone here might not look at me as a threat or even an outsider.
“I have always believed in not making judgments about people too quickly.” Holly shrugged. “Maybe I made a mistake this time.”
My legs finally stopped quivering, and I released from her grasp.
She tipped her head and gave me a once-over. “My mother had one bit of advice when she dropped me off at Spellcaster.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Keep your friends close . . .”
Holly didn’t need to finish the phrase.




Chapter 8
Welcome to Introduction to Spellcasting
The words were handwritten calligraphy-style on an old-fashioned black chalkboard at the head of the classroom.
Holly and Emiko were seated in the middle of the semicircle of chairs, and six other students I hadn’t met took up all but two remaining seats. Several of them glanced at me from the corners of their eyes but quickly returned to the textbooks opened in front of them on their desks.
I breathed a sigh of relief that I wasn’t the only person in this class. Rosalee’s comments when I arrived made me think that I might be.
As I stepped further into the room, I fought the urge to touch my low ponytail. Instead, I gripped harder on my textbook that I hadn’t even looked inside yet. I knew that was silly. In the past I’d have jumped at such an amazing opportunity, but I kind of kept hoping this whole thing was a dream and I’d just wake up—no magic, no Morelli, no talking cat, no ghost roommate, and no other students who mistrusted me because of something silly like the color of my hair.
I slid into the desk closest to the door and glanced around the room. On the left was a wall lined with shelving, stacked with hundreds of clear, labeled jars. Some were filled with dried plants, others with liquid and things I didn’t even want to guess at what they were, but I suspected that some of them used to breathe.
“Well, I think she’s pretty,” Emiko whispered to Holly and flickered her eyes my way.
Was she talking about me? I sank into my desk. There was no way I felt pretty. I felt like an ogre to be feared. Lowering my head, I cracked open my book and turned to a random page in the center.
#103 Romantic Love Spell read the title at the top of the page. Use with caution.
Holly whispered something back to Emiko that I couldn’t hear because tapping footsteps came through the door. Professor Magnolis, sharply dressed in a black fitted jacket and skirt paired with black pumps, entered the classroom. She took no more than two steps into the room when the stack of books in her hands tipped and tumbled to the ground. One worn and ancient tome slid right next to my desk.
The professor swore under her breath, and I popped from my seat before anyone else reacted. I swiped up the book next to me and started to reach for the rest. Before I got there, the other books rose from the ground on their own and hovered there for a second. Startled, I looked back to Professor Magnolis, who had her hand in the air, directing the wayward books to her arms. When they had all arrived, she smiled and bowed her head slightly.
“Nothing like a little accident to show off your skills.” Professor Magnolis chuckled, and the rest of the students applauded.
I timidly held out the final wayward book to the professor. She took it.
“Thank you, Josy.”
Professor Magnolis closed the door behind her, walked to the teacher’s desk and set down her books. “Welcome to Introduction to Spellcasting. I know some of you may be disappointed in this placement. But, not to worry. Mastery of magic can take some time, and it is always important for you to have the basics down.” The corners of her lips turned into a smile. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I began with this very class when I arrived at the Academy.”
A guy with dark skin and short black hair two seats down from me raised his brows in surprise, and a few mutters came from the second row.
The door opened again, and in walked a tall, olive-skinned guy. Aspen Rivers. Sans hat, his dark, wavy hair was combed neatly to the side. A few errant curls stuck up over his ears and a gray messenger bag was slung over his shoulder.
Without my permission, my heart fluttered at the sight of him. Silently I scolded it. This was not a time or place to be thinking boys are cute. Aspen didn’t even really want to be around me. He told me so last night in the cafeteria.
Professor Magnolis turned and gave Aspen a curt nod. “My teaching assistant, Aspen Rivers. During times of practice, he will be available to assist any of you who are struggling with an assignment.”
Aspen smiled briefly at her, and my stupid heart did a near flip again. “Stop it, Josy,” I muttered by mistake.
“Did you have a question, Josy?” Professor Magnolis asked.
My eyes widened, and I stared at the desk in front of me. “No, ma’am.” Heat radiated up my neck. Everything in me wished I had worn my hair down to hide the blush.
“Good.” Professor Magnolis directed Aspen to the only open seat. He flitted his gaze to me, and his lips formed a flat line.
My stomach twisted while Aspen placed his book bag on the ground and slid into the desk next to mine.
“Now I have an announcement that I absolutely despise making,” Professor Magnolis said. “But I am required to do so. I’m sure each of you has already studied the Academy handbook—”
Handbook?
She continued. “But you will only have one semester to pass Introduction to Spellcasting. If this does not happen, then you will not be allowed to remain at the Academy.”
Murmurs came from a few other students, and Holly raised her hand.
“Yes, Miss Leighton?” Professor Magnolis crossed her arms over her chest and tipped her head slightly.
“What is a passing grade considered to be?” Holly’s winged eyeliner was even thicker than it had been at 4 a.m., and her lip gloss now had a bluish sheen. Her blonde curls spiraled perfectly. Did she use magic to style her hair too, just like she used it to change her gloss?
Professor Magnolis sighed. “This academic year we require an 80% or higher for this class.”
Holly scowled and looked to Emiko for a second before returning her attention to the professor. “But that’s fifteen percent higher than past years.”
Worry pooled in Professor Magnolis’s eyes. “The threats to The Side of Magic have risen, and the Academy needs to produce proficient students. Otherwise, our staff and resources are stretched too thin.”
The room went completely silent, and I was pretty sure everyone knew exactly what sort of threats she was talking about. My understanding was still pretty murky. Merrygold had told me a little about the Morelli threat, but I still didn’t have a complete handle on the problem other than some guy named Zayne Gabrick was their leader and he was power-hungry.
Professor Magnolis’s lips stretched into a thin smile, trying to disguise the worry in her eyes, and she gestured to Aspen. “This is why we have a T.A. this semester. I intend that each of you will pass with flying colors.”
I wrung my hands together on my lap. How was I supposed to perform magic at an 80% success rate when I’d never done one magical thing in my life? I opened my sweating palms and studied them. Come on magic! But nothing happened—no flame like Rosalee had made in the dining hall, no flying books. Nothing.
Professor Magnolis clapped her hands together, producing a loud smack, and most students, including me, sprang up in their seats. “Pop quiz.”
I clenched my teeth at her words. What?
“I must have a sense of where each of your spellcasting strengths lie,” she said. “You’ve already seen one of my abilities, so Aspen will begin, then we will take a volunteer from the class.”
Aspen rose. He immediately made his way to the front of the classroom and stood there for a few seconds, not performing any sort of magic. Just watching him—broad shoulders, defined jawline—my heart began fluttering again, and this time, my stomach joined in the awkward dance. Instead of continuing to gaze at him, I stared at my lap for a moment and took in a settling breath.
“Whenever you’re ready,” Professor Magnolis said to Aspen.
Curiosity got the best of me and I looked back up. Aspen closed his eyes and mumbled a few words under his breath. As soon as he finished, his entire body radiated with a barely-there blue illumination.
I sucked in a breath and held it. The blue intensified, and Aspen’s body glitched and sparked. Glitching was the only way I could have described the changes I saw. Parts of his body were there, then gone, and then back again. Without warning his illumination brightened, and I held my hand to my eyes to block the glare. When I lowered it, Aspen was gone, and in his place was a black wolf with the same piercing blue eyes Aspen had.
I gasped and gripped the edge of my desk. But the wolf showed no signs of aggression and simply sat on the floor and panted.
Everyone else, including the professor, broke into applause.
“Well done, Aspen,” she said. “Shapeshifting spells are well beyond your second-year requirements.”
The wolf stood and emitted the blue glow once more. Within seconds, and with much less glitching this round, Aspen was back, standing at the head of the class.
“I’ve been practicing on my own,” he admitted. “Coming out of the shift is much easier than going in, but I’m getting better.”
Seeing him back again, I relaxed until I remembered that I was going to be standing in front of the class in only a few minutes.
The professor twisted back to us. “There is no pressure for any of you today. Let’s use this opportunity to get to know each other better. Please design your spell to relate to a hobby you enjoy.”
No pressure? Right.
One by one, each student went to the front and showed off their skills. One chubby guy, whose name I hadn’t caught, took an object from a jar that looked suspiciously like a leg of something. He ground up the dried appendage and mixed it with a murky liquid for a shifting spell. But the result wasn’t nearly as successful as Aspen’s. He only ended up with one lizard-skin arm, and it still had not returned to normal.
Holly’s strong suit was apparently art, so she tried to make the room appear like an oil painting, but the scene smeared away before she finished. Emiko told us she enjoyed baking, and for her spell a gorgeously decorated cupcake appeared before each person. But when we took a bite, it tasted like dirt instead of the chocolate it was supposed to be.
“At least you’re improving on the visuals,” Professor Magnolis encouraged, but she tossed her cupcake into the trash next to the desk.
Emiko smiled shyly and shrugged.
Part of me was encouraged that none of these other students were proficient at spellcasting, but at least they had something to share. I had nothing.
“Miss Barrows?” the professor said when everyone else had completed the assignment.
My hands went numb.
I should have just blurted out the admission that I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t even know where to start. Instead, I rose from my seat and walked to the front of the class. My shoes felt as if they weighed a hundred pounds each. Luckily, no one laughed at me since they were probably too wrapped up in thinking about how their spells had gone horribly wrong.
“I’m Josy Barrows, and my favorite thing to do is read—”
“Then you should try Spell #27, Enchanting a Book.” Before I could protest, Professor Magnolis shoved the open Introduction to Spellcasting textbook into my hand, open to the correct page.
I scanned over the spell, and my mouth went as dry as Emiko’s dirtcake.
“Come on, Josy,” Holly piped up. “We all made fools out of ourselves. You can too.”
Professor Magnolis’s eyes twinkled. “When the magic doesn’t work, it often means you are not letting go.”
I gritted my teeth and squared myself. I had nothing to lose by trying. No one wanted me here, anyway. It’s not as if they’d like me any less if I failed.
I skimmed over the words, and the spell seemed simple enough. Words only and no newt legs—or whatever—from the shelves. I think the actual words were in Latin. Not that I knew anything about the dead language.
You will need: One book
I guessed that my textbook was as good as any.
1. Open to your chosen page. Done.
2. Clutch the book you intend to enchant on both sides. I gripped the pages of the textbook as hard as I could.
3. Envision the words you wish to appear on the page and speak the following words:
Verbis Tripudium.
The whole thing sounded easy enough, so I thought of the words I wanted to see appear on the page. They were dumb, but I couldn’t think of anything better—I did it.
Despite my roiling stomach, I stared at the page and forced my mouth to form the first word. “V—er. . . bis Tri. . . pudium.” As I finished the second word, my head went light. Maybe it was working!
But instead, my knees buckled, and I found myself in a heap on the ground staring up at ten sets of eyes. Holly groaned and slapped her hand to her forehead.
Tears threatened to burst forth, but somehow, I held them back.
“Oh, dear.” Professor Magnolis bent down to me and offered her hand. I took it, and she helped me stand. She guided me to my seat, where I placed my now-pounding head onto the table.
The professor stepped back and crossed her arms over her chest in thought. No one said a word.
“Slight change of plans,” Magnolis finally said. “I am making a last-minute correction to the course syllabus.” She paused for a moment. “20% of your grade will be determined by your willingness to work as a team. You will do everything in your power to ensure that everyone in this class successfully performs magic.”
Lizard Arm raised his hand. “So, you mean that none of us can pass if everyone doesn’t pass.”
Professor Magnolis straightened her back and raised her chin. “That is precisely what I mean.”




Chapter 9 
“I’m never going to get any of this right, and everyone in the class is going to fail because of it!” I slammed the Spellcasting book shut and threw my palm onto the library table. A stinging sensation zipped through my wrist. I had no idea what I was doing in any of my classes and felt like a complete fish out of water here.
“Shhhh!” the gangly librarian, wearing a striped shirt and too-thick glasses, hissed from his desk. And I’d have sworn I’d seen him mouth that he was going to turn me into a rat.
Aspen scowled at me, an expression I must have seen at least twenty times in the last couple weeks since I started school. A low, exasperated growl came from his throat. As per usual, he did not utter a single word of encouragement. Although he hadn’t said it, Aspen thought I was going to fail. I don’t think he took pleasure in it—my failure was simply a fact to him.
I threw myself against the wooden back of my chair and slumped down low, wishing I could make myself disappear. “Are you afraid of me too?” The question came out of nowhere. Since the start of our tutoring sessions, I’d brought up nothing personal to Aspen. There was no use of me acting friendly toward him when he obviously didn’t want to be my friend. He was only here because Professor Magnolis was forcing him to be.
Aspen eyed me for a moment. “I’m not afraid of anything.”
I scoffed at his stupid answer. “Everyone is afraid of something. When a person says they’re not afraid of anything, they’re usually hiding something. And anyway, the Morelli seem like they are worthy of fear. And that’s what you all think I am.”
Aspen adjusted the backward baseball cap he forever wore outside of school hours. “The Morelli are worthy of more than fear.” He waved his hand in the air, emitting a blue glow. My book gently opened to the same page we had been studying before.
I let out a low growl at his arrogant display of magic.
Merrygold and Nine had finally filled me in with more information on the Morelli, and yes, they were to be feared.
Long ago, the Morelli were a small group of people born on The Side of Magic. They developed a genetic abnormality which made their hair white. Something about this frightened the rest of magic society. So, the Morelli were shunned and forced into hiding in The Middle.
The only beings who are supposed to live in The Middle are The Four Points—Mrs. North, Mrs. East, Mrs. South, and Mrs. West, whom I’d already met. The Four Points are the immortal gatekeepers between the realms. They maintain records of everyone who comes in and out.
But the Morelli found an alternate route into The Middle, and for hundreds of years they remained in hiding, growing in numbers and strength. In their seclusion, they grew angry and resented those who were not like them. The leaders wanted war.
Not all the Morelli agreed, though, and many broke away from their group, determined to join magic society peacefully again. Some of them were accepted, thrived, and built new lives. In between naps, Nine finally told me my mother’s family was among them. But too many people still feared the Morelli and the rumors of their strength. Those Morelli who had left The Middle were forced into hiding once again . . . but this time they had nowhere to go but to The Other Side.
Years passed, and an even stronger Morelli leader ascended with a new goal—to take over not only The Side of Magic, but The Other Side, as well.
Their goal was to break down the barrier between the two. Apparently, it was impossible to perform strong magic on The Other Side, which made those with magical abilities no more powerful than an average human, or Common, when they visited The Other Side. If the Morelli found a way to cross The Middle and keep magic intact, Commons would be easy pickings, slaves to the Morelli’s will, and there was no way of knowing whether they could be stopped.
I tugged at my long braid hanging over my shoulder. “Why did the school bring me here, anyway?” I muttered. Aspen snapped his attention my way. “And I don’t get why Professor Magnolis made this ridiculous requirement that if I don’t pass, no one does.”
“Technically, she only requires that all the students help each other, not that each of you passes.” Aspen folded his hands onto his lap.
Several other students in the class, including Lizard Arm, who I now knew as Rowan Hedge, had begrudgingly offered to help me with several spells. The problem was that all of the other students had their own issues with spellcasting, so they were not the best tutors. I also think they were afraid that if I learned actual magic, I might turn on them. Keeping me in the dark was safer, and they only had to pretend to help.
Holly and Emiko had even invited me over to their room for some late-night studying, but I’d since found out the only magic Holly had mastered was related to her beauty routine. My gut told me that Emiko was only shy about her abilities and if she could let go of that, she’d do much better.
So, I guess most of them were doing their part in working as a team for their grade. They were at least trying—I guess.
I sighed, feeling defeated. We were several weeks into the semester, but I wasn’t any more magical than when I started. Maybe magic wasn’t always passed on from parent to child. Or maybe being born and living your entire life on The Other Side made a person devoid of the ability.
“What about you?” I wanted to change the subject, and Aspen had told me nothing about himself the entire time we've been working together. “Are your parents powerful wizards or something?”
A vein poked out on Aspen’s left temple, and his lips went flat.
At the sight of his expression, a lump formed in my throat. I already knew Aspen was a private person. Despite his handsome face and muscled arms that should have made girls go nuts, I never saw anyone talking to him. He spent every meal with his nose buried in a book and walked by himself to classes.
“I just figure if we have to spend all this time together, we might as well get to know each other.” I leaned my elbows on the table, feeling a bit better that some negative attention was taken off me. What’s the worst that could happen by my questioning him? He could refuse to tutor me? I was about ninety-eight percent sure as a potential Common I wasn’t going to be allowed to stay at the Academy anyway.
“No,” he finally admitted in a low tone. “My parents were not powerful wizards. Closer to Commons than that.” Aspen released a long sigh as if he’d been bottling the admission up for too long. “In fact, I’m the first Rivers to attend the Academy in over a hundred years. Chancellor Sterling even provided me with a full-ride scholarship—all four years.”
I tipped my head in confusion. Why did he make it sound like a negative thing? “Sounds like a huge accomplishment.”
“Except for the fact that the type of magic valued at the Academy, at least by the student body, runs through long family trees. You look at mine, and the roots are shallow. Other students here find that unacceptable.”
“People here are stuck up.”
Aspen chuckled and flashed me his winning smile for a brief second. An electric tingle shot up my spine. I’d been trying to suppress those feelings, since distraction was the enemy of focus and it wasn’t as if he reciprocated. Every once in a while, though, when he wasn’t scowling, he caught my emotions off guard.
I cleared my throat.
“Most of the students and faculty are less than warm and welcoming,” Aspen admitted. “I figure that I’ll keep my head low and learn everything and anything available to me.”
“Professor Magnolis isn’t like that, though?”
“Magnolis doesn’t come from a background of high breeding, either.” He leaned in and whispered. “She was truthful when she said she took Introduction to Spellcasting. Magnolis barely made the cut for the Academy. Last student to be accepted her year.”
Like I was the last student this year? Maybe that’s why she held a soft spot for me. Or maybe she was like Holly in that she wanted to keep her enemies close. I shook my head. I didn’t want to think of Magnolis that way. She’d been nothing but kind to me, nearly to a fault. I didn’t want to be the reason any Introduction to Spellcasting students didn’t pass, even if they didn’t help me. I could understand their fear of the Morelli. If I were in their shoes, I might not want to help me very much either.
I glanced at the large clock on the wall above the librarian’s desk. 6:07 p.m. As if on cue, my stomach rumbled so loud I thought the librarian might literally turn me into a rat this time. Learning was no good on an empty stomach. I pursed my lips and slid my closed book into the crook of my arm. “How about dinner?” The words came out before I could stop them.
Aspen grabbed his book bag from the ground and placed all his books inside. “Sure, it’s not as if the two of us have any other friends.”




Chapter 10
Aspen and I walked in silence to the dining hall. Maybe he was regretting saying yes to me. I wouldn’t blame him since the looks we were getting from other students were not the most friendly. I counted at least three arched eyebrows, a wrinkled nose and a handful of whispers since we’d left the library.
No matter how much potential he showed as a wizard, Aspen was already on the outside of their perfect little society. And even looking like he might be warming up to me obviously made them that much more uncomfortable.
“Josy Barrows,” a lilting female voice called out from behind, and the hair on my arms instantly stood on end. Rosalee Loriss. I had two classes with her, The World of Herbs and Healing Basics. She was forever the first with every answer, which, unfortunately, was almost always correct. She was likely one of the smartest first years, if not the smartest.
I glanced up to Aspen, and he rolled his eyes. The expression caught me off guard, and I forced myself to cough to hide the full-on cackle that wanted to escape my mouth.
“You don’t want to be here for this,” I said to Aspen, giving him the out he probably wanted anyway.
He nodded and went inside.
I spun on my heels only to find Rosalee no more than two feet from me, her knowing eyes haughty and her arms tight across her chest.
“I told you that you were supposed to report your cat’s presence here at the Academy to the administration.” As she said the words, her left eyebrow quirked higher.
A stone dropped into my stomach. I’d totally forgotten that Rosalee and her cronies had seen Nine when we first arrived. “My cat?”
“Yes, that rabid black thing that nearly scratched my face off when you so gracefully arrived.” Rosalee’s green eyes nearly flamed. “I’d almost forgotten about it—"
I held back an eye-roll. How could she almost forget getting her face nearly scratched off?
“—but Chancellor Sterling and I were having a check-in earlier, and I happened to ask him if you’d taken care of it.”
Panic set into my chest and heat raked up my neck. “Where is he!”
“Your cat?” She shrugged. “I think someone caught him prowling around—probably searching for another victim.” Rosalee’s eyes went innocently wide, and the sugar in her tone made me want to gag. “I sure hope this doesn’t get you expelled without ever getting to see if you possess any magic.”
I clenched my teeth, and my fists followed suit, but I resisted the urge to punch this girl right in her snotty face.
Rosalee peered up to the darkening sky, as if in thought. “Oh . . . yes. I might have heard that your hellcat is in Chancellor Sterling’s office. Maybe you should check there.”
I twisted from her without so much as a word and darted down the path to the chancellor’s office. Tears burned at the corners of my eyes, and I didn’t do anything to stop them from falling. I didn’t really care if the other students thought worse of me than they already did.
When I reached the red stone building that held Chancellor Sterling’s office, I quickly dried my eyes and threw open the entrance door. A short, plump woman with a dirty blond pixie cut stood at the ornately carved, dark wood check-in desk. She held a large, weighty-looking box in her arms. Her eyes widened for a second at the sight of me but returned to normal as she balanced the box to keep it from tumbling to the ground. “May I help you?” Her voice was squeaky.
“Chancellor Sterling’s office?” I demanded.
She gestured with a head tip down the hall behind her. “But he’s in a meeting right—”
I didn’t even wait for her to finish and darted past her.
“You can’t go back there right now!” the woman shouted in her high-pitched voice from behind me, but it was no use. I was tiny and fast, and she wasn’t. Plus, she had that huge box to worry about.
Male and female voices wafted from a cracked door just ahead and on my left. Chancellor Sterling and Professor Magnolis.
“We cannot allow her to stay and you know it, Hazel,” Chancellor Sterling growled.
Magnolis sighed. “Her benefactor says we at least must give her the opportunity to succeed.”
“Benefactor? We don’t even know who this person is.”
“But the Directorate does, and the financial support they are offering to the school for having her here this semester is unmatchable. It will keep us from having to shut down.” Magnolis paused for a second. “You have no need to worry. If Josy Barrows doesn’t belong here, she will not remain. From what I’ve seen, she will not succeed.”
Her words nearly flooded my eyes with tears again. Professor Magnolis thought I was doomed to fail, too? Was the kindness she’d shown only for show?
I spotted the receptionist running down the hall, but before she could reach me, I shoved open Sterling’s door.
“Miss Barrows?” Professor Magnolis leaped from her seat on the opposite side of Chancellor Sterling’s massive desk.
“I tried to stop her,” the plump receptionist panted from behind me.
“Where’s my cat!” I demanded to hide any suspicion that I might have heard their conversation.
Chancellor Sterling’s face hardened for a second and then relaxed. He held his hand in the air to the receptionist. “It’s fine, Doris.” He eyed me. “I was about to have someone fetch Miss Barrows anyway.”
“Yes, Chancellor Sterling,” Doris said, still in the corridor.
Professor Magnolis slowly lowered herself to her seat, and the chancellor waved me inside. “Shut the door behind you, Miss Barrows.”
Closing the door, I glanced around the room. Dark wood bookshelves that matched the desk covered two of the walls. They were lined with old books, plants, and jars much like the ones in the Introduction to Spellcasting classroom. Ingredients for spells. Behind the chancellor was a large picture window overlooking the courtyard with several statues of great witches and wizards I’d never heard of before.
“I’m assuming you recently learned that your cat is in custody.” The chancellor gestured to the seat next to Professor Magnolis.
I gazed at her for a second and my chest tightened. I had no idea who I could trust around here. Even so, I took the seat.
“Rosalee told me.” I fought the urge to allow even one tear to spill again.
The chancellor chewed his lip and leaned into the back of his chair.
“No one is allowed to have animal companions on campus,” Professor Magnolis said.
But Nine is not just an ordinary cat.
“There are too many risks, and other students could have allergies,” she continued. “So, we had no choice but to take him into custody when we caught him sneaking around outside your dorm room.”
I wrung my hands together on my lap. “What’s going to happen to him?”
“We’ll need some time to decide that,” Chancellor Sterling said. “But for now, we have him in a kennel in the next room. He’s watered and fed.”
“And there’s no way I can keep him?”
“Unfortunately, no.” The chancellor rubbed at his neatly trimmed salt and pepper beard, then wiped a small bead of sweat from his forehead. “But you should be grateful that we are not taking further action. This is an offense which could have had you expelled.”
“You don’t want me here anyway,” I muttered. “Why don’t you just take the opportunity?”
“Because no harm was done.” He pushed his chair backward. “Now, I was in the middle of a meeting when you interrupted. I’d like to get back to it.”
I winced. “I can’t even see my cat?”
Chancellor Sterling stood, removed his suit coat and glanced to the window behind him. Before answering, he unlatched the window and cracked it open. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid not.” As he rounded my way his expression was flat, and he gestured to the door.
Out of habit, I glanced at Professor Magnolis for help, but she was none. “I’m sorry, my dear.”
I sighed in frustration and stood. Not saying another word, I exited the office and sprinted out of the building.
Nothing. I had nothing at this place.
I squeezed my eyes shut to stop the tears burning. When I opened them, I nearly slammed directly into Emiko, who must have been waiting outside.
“Are you okay?” Emiko’s voice was soft, nearly a whisper, but that wasn’t abnormal for her.
I pushed her away, harder than I intended. “No, I am most certainly not okay, Emiko. And you can stop trying to be nice to me. I’ll just tell Professor Magnolis that you all did your best to help me, but it’s no use. You need to be focused on your own magical abilities, not my lack of them.”
For whatever reason, Emiko didn’t back down. “I heard you had a cat in your room, and they are making you get rid of it.”
“Yeah . . . I’m a screw up all around. A liar and a sneak. See, another reason you shouldn’t help me.”
Emiko’s lips formed a shy smile. “No, you’re not.”
“And how do you know?” I sobbed.
“Because I’m an empath. I don’t make a big deal about it to many people because I’m not that good at it yet. That’s why I waited so long to trust you. But you are definitely not a liar or a sneak.” She shrugged. “Even though you did hide a cat in your room.” Emiko held up a to-go bag from the dining hall. “I got enough for two. Want to go back to the dorm and talk?”
My hands quivered, and I nodded. Maybe I had a friend here after all.




Chapter 11
Let the magic of life guide your journey.
I sat at my desk in my pajamas and grazed my finger over Mom’s words written in the front of my old, tattered copy of The Hobbit.
Why’d you and Dad have to die, Mom? And why didn’t Grandma tell me anything about The Side of Magic? This whole journey would have been a lot easier if someone had told me something.
“Can’t sleep?” Merrygold’s soft voice came from behind me.
I glanced at the clock above the desk. 2:14 a.m. “Emiko brought some more of that curry from the dining hall. Just the thought of it is giving my stomach fits again.” I closed the book and pushed it from me.
“It’s not the curry. You’re worried about Nine.”
I twisted to Merrygold. Her dark ringlets were forever perfect, and her uniform crisp. I guess that was one advantage to being a ghost. She always looked just so. “And a lot more. I don’t seem to belong anywhere—not on The Side of Magic, not on The Other Side—but at least I know this is where my parents were from. I should belong here.” I looked over at the photo of my parents on my nightstand and went to retrieve it.
“You need to figure out what’s keeping your magic from surfacing.” Merrygold sat on the edge of her bed, not making an indentation on the bedspread.
I raised my eyebrows at her. “You think if I knew how to do that I wouldn’t have already?”
She ignored my sarcasm. “Maybe you’re afraid you are Morelli, and if you find your magic, you’ll use it for evil.”
“I already know I’m at least half Morelli.”
She sighed. “I mean the destroying-the-world kind of Morelli.”
I turned my attention back to my parent’s photo. “But my mom wasn’t evil, so I know not all the Morelli are.” I put the photo back down and hugged myself. “I don’t feel evil. Emiko said I wasn’t.”
Merrygold shrugged. “I don’t think you are evil, either.” She twisted her lips in thought. “What if you were enchanted and made to forget? Your grandmother could have been Morelli as well. Maybe that’s why she never told you about The Side of Magic.”
“Enchanted? But I lived most of my life on The Other Side and magic doesn’t work there.”
Merrygold shook her head. “Powerful magic doesn’t work there. But this type of enchantment could be more subtle, like hypnosis . . . a suggestion. The longer you lived on the other side, the more likely it would be that you both would forget.”
“But what about Nine?”
“He couldn’t talk, so what kind of clues could have he given you? Anyway, it’s possible that he could be partially enchanted so you could remain protected on The Other Side.”
Without Nine here, I had no idea if any of this was more than a theory, but it made sense.
“Can an enchantment be lifted?”
Merrygold’s eyes brightened. “Yes, but we’d have to know the specific spell that was used to do it. And it likely wasn’t one in an Academy textbook.”
I released an exasperated sigh. No internet here . . . no computers. I could search the library, but there had to be thousands of books there. Where was I even going to start? I shook my head, feeling stupid that such a thought would even pop into my mind. Before today I would have asked Professor Magnolis, but I didn’t even trust her anymore.
Even so, I grabbed my sweatshirt and ripped jeans from the armoire behind Merrygold.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“I have to break Nine out of Sterling’s office.”
✽✽✽
 
I kept the hood of my gray sweatshirt pulled up over my head. In the light of the full moon, my white hair was sure to give me away if anyone else happened to be wandering the campus at 3 a.m. Doing my best to warm myself in the cold night air, I wrapped my arms around my torso and hustled around behind the library.
I made it past two more buildings and ducked behind some shrubbery next to a row of trees. Ahead of me and down a set of stairs was the chancellor’s building. Gathering my courage and hoping there wasn’t any sort of magical alarm system, I took two steps toward the stairs, when out of nowhere five or six pure white doves flew into one of the trees about ten feet from me. I dropped to the ground and threw one hand to my mouth to stifle my scream.
A scream like that of a little girl came anyway—but it wasn’t from me.
“It’s not the Morelli, you stupid fool. It’s a bunch of white birds.”
I held my breath and kept my mouth covered as Rosalee and a group of four students came into view.
“Well, they’re white like the Morelli.” Rowan Hedge’s voice quivered, and he stared with wide eyes at the birds perching in the tree.
All I wanted to do was bury myself in the ground, rather than be caught out here by Rosalee. But I stayed still in hopes that I was hidden well enough.
“I don’t know why we invited you to come along, Rowan.” One of Rosalee’s cronies shoved him in the arm.
“Because this is a group project, that’s why, and Professor Bell said the only way we could be out past curfew to study the moon bats was if we all went together.” Rowan stuffed his hands in his pockets, apparently forgetting all about the birds that had just scared him.
Roselee planted herself directly in front of Rowan and snapped her fingers. A small flame burst from them and then went out. “Let’s just get this over with. I have a test in the morning and need to get to bed.”
She waved the group on, and I stayed put until they were out of sight.
My heart thudded. This was a stupid idea. The chancellor’s building was sure to be locked. How was I going to get inside? I had no lock-picking skills and no magic to open the door. But I still needed to try. I double-checked to ensure that Rosalee and the other students were gone and raced down the stairs. Maybe there was a back way into the building; the front door was most certainly a no-go.
Around the rear, I tried three doors, and as expected, each of them was locked. The tall marble statues in the courtyard seemed to taunt me. One of them was of a skinny, bearded man with a long nose, raising his hand eternally to the sky. He wore a long, flowing robe that went all the way to his feet. In his arms was a cat. He was pretty much the clichéd image I’d expect of a wizard. A gold plaque at the base of the figure read Archer Borealis, founder of the Borealis Academy of Magical Arts. Knowledge is Truth.
“You seem to like cats more than Chancellor Sterling, Mister Borealis,” I muttered. “How about you give me a hint about how to get into this building?”
Being at a magical school, I could almost hope that the statue might actually come alive and say something profound. But like most of the students here, it ignored me.
Disappointment sank into my stomach, and I turned to give the building a final once-over. And that was when I saw it. The third window from the left side was cracked open ever so slightly. My mind flashed back to the meeting in Sterling’s office earlier today. When he asked me to leave, he opened his window and must have forgotten to close it.
I scanned the area again for Rosalee’s group or anyone else, but other than lifeless statues I was alone. Before I could change my mind and head back to the safety of my bed, I shot across the courtyard to the open window.
When I got there, it was positioned farther over my head than I’d like, but I could still reach it. I wedged my hand into the crack and shoved. The window slid open easily.
I took a determined breath and jumped while reaching for the sill. My hands clasped on, and with my feet, I used the large, irregular brick surfaces to push my body upward. With one good pull, I heaved myself into the opening and fell to the floor in a heap. Not the most graceful entrance, but it got the job done.
Panting, I stood, slid the window mostly shut and wiped my dirty hands off on my pants.
Took you long enough!
My eyes darted around the room, and I spotted a pair of topaz eyes in the shadows near the doorway.




Chapter 12
“Nine!” I whispered. “How’d you get out of the kennel?”
The same way I got out of the carrier you had me in. Those things aren’t that difficult if you know what you’re doing.
I swiveled my neck to check that no one else was around. “Then why didn’t you come back to the dorm?”
Too busy looking around here. Nine jumped up on Chancellor Sterling’s desk and pawed at a stack of papers. The Academy is in trouble . . . set to shut down after this semester if they don’t get their finances in order.
I nodded. “Before I barged in here, Professor Magnolis and Chancellor Sterling were talking about it. The Academy is apparently receiving a large sum of money for having me here.”
Nine pawed a sheet of paper from the stack and studied it. So that’s what this is about. It mentions an unnamed student and grant money.
I placed my hand on the stack. “Listen, I don’t care about any of that right now. I need you to tell me what happened when my parents came to The Other Side. You were there, right?”
Nine plopped down on the desk and licked at his right shoulder.
With a groan, I leaned in and stared intently at him. “Talk to me. None of this aloof cat stuff. You know something.”
The cat stopped his grooming. Honestly? I don’t remember much. Just bits and pieces.
“Then give me the little you do know,” I demanded. “I think our lives depend on it.”
Your parents were on the run. I remember passing through the North Gate . . . Mrs. North . . . she was nice, had warm milk.
I snapped at him. “Focus, Nine! This is important!”
I don’t remember why they were on the run, but they were hiding from someone specifically. Your mother had just given birth to you—
“So, I wasn’t born on The Other Side?”
Nine shook his head. No, I definitely remember that now. You were born here—anyway, in Mrs. North’s shop— Nine paused. Wait, this is strange. I remember something I’d long forgotten. A woman arrived–—your grandmother. No, she wasn’t your grandmother, not yet, at least.
I pulled out the chancellor’s chair and dropped my body into it. “And you didn’t tell me?”
Nine blinked a few times rapidly. I didn’t remember myself until just now.
Then maybe Merrygold was right. “Could we have been enchanted?”
It’s quite possible, but I still remember so little. Your mother was crying as she handed you over to the lady—the woman you knew as your grandmother. She whispered something to your father and rifled through a bag she’d brought with her. She pulled out a book and then grabbed a pen from Mrs. North’s counter, scribbled something in it and handed it to your grandmother.
“And?”
Nine stood and stretched, arching his back. After that, all the memories are too hazy.
“It was my copy of The Hobbit,” I mumbled.
You still have it. I’ve seen it in your room.
What was it your mother wrote?
“Let the magic of life guide your journey.”
No sooner had I gotten out the words than Nine widened his eyes. Without warning, he leaped from the desk to the edge of the nearest bookshelf. He studied the books as he walked along the ledge. Where did I see that—here! He pawed at the top of the book, knocked it onto its spine and called to me. Hurry, hurry.
I jumped out of the seat and grabbed the book from in front of Nine. My heart nearly stopped as I turned the volume face forward.
The Magic of Life by Herbert Twig. A Book of Spells to Live By.
Your mother left you a clue. If we were enchanted, maybe the spell to disenchant us is in that book, Nine said.
I cracked open the pages and quickly flipped through. “There must be over a hundred enchantment spells in here. How are we supposed to know which one it is? And who’s going to perform it, anyway?”
There were only a few people here I might have trusted, but not enough for this. It would have meant I was going to need to tell them too much . . . that I had a talking cat, I broke into the chancellor’s office, and my parents, one of whom was a Morelli, were on the run seventeen years ago and smuggled me over to The Other Side to keep me safe.
My best option wasn’t the greatest, but he’d have to do—Aspen.
✽✽✽
 
“How do you know where his dorm is?” I puffed as Nine and I sped through the campus.
Because you talk about Aspen all the time. Nine’s little feet had to move twice as fast as mine to keep up with me.
“I do not!”
Yes, you do, and
I had to make sure he wasn’t a total jerk.
Heat traveled up my neck. Did I really talk about Aspen that much? I’d have to ask Merrygold. She’d be truthful. “Have you been inside his room?”
How else was I going to find out anything about him? He leaves his window open at night, and he’s a heavy sleeper—no roommate.
I wanted to scold Nine for being so nosy, but how could I when the result of his nosiness might solve my lack of magic problem?
“Is he a jerk?” I panted.
Not as much as you might think.
“What does that me—?”
Shh . . . Nine hissed and darted into the shadow of a tree. I followed, crouched next to him and clutched the book of spells to my chest.
About fifty yards from us was Rosalee’s group, probably heading back from their moonlight research expedition. Rowan waved at the rest of them, and he and another guy headed toward Sycamore Hall, the men’s dorm.
Rosalee and the other girl stayed on the path and strutted past us.
Now she, on the other hand . . . Nine’s voice came into my head.
Had he been in Rosalee’s room too? It’s no wonder Nine had gotten himself caught. I rolled my eyes and watched as Rosalee’s red hair disappeared into the darkness. “Let’s go.”
Nine shot out from our hiding place and led me around to the left side of the dorm.
He peered up to the third floor, and sure enough several windows were open. Nine gestured with his head to the second window in. Directly beside it was a metal fire escape with a small landing on each floor above and below Aspen’s.
Nine crouched and leaped to the first landing, barely making a sound. I grabbed for the metal rung that led up to the first landing on the second floor. Nine was faster, but we both made quick time. Without a word, he hopped to the edge of the open window and made his way inside. I took a deep breath in a failed attempt to settle my pounding heart. Now or never.
Spell book clutched in hand, I climbed through the open window and peered around Aspen’s room. Not too messy, not too clean. His desk was stacked high with books. Nine, whiskers twitching, was standing up on his hind legs at the bedside, not six inches from Aspen’s face.
His chest rose and fell with each soft breath, and his features were much more boyish, almost sweet. Over his forehead fell a stray lock of wavy hair that I wanted to smooth back. Seeing him made my stomach flutter, and instantly I knew Nine was right. I probably did talk about Aspen way too much.
I whispered, “Don’t scare him.”
Oh, I know how to wake humans up without frightening them. Nine gingerly jumped onto the side of the bed and raised his little paw to tap Aspen on the nose.
Aspen groaned and swatted lightly at Nine’s “encouragement.”
I glanced around the room and tiptoed to the bedside where Nine was giving Aspen another tap. I had no idea if it was a good idea or not, but I pulled off my hood. That way Aspen might know who I was when he saw me. His eyelids fluttered, and I held my breath. Please don’t scream.
Aspen reached for his nose again and squinted. He smiled and gave me a glazed-over, confused look.
“Aspen,” I whispered and leaned to him.
The corners of his lips twisted into a goofy smile. Shirtless, he sat up, and before I could even react, he raised his hands to my face and pulled me into a soft kiss.
For a second, I forgot why we were there and that Nine and I had just broken into Aspen’s room. The only thought rolling through my brain was the fact this guy I had a crush on was kissing me.
Eh . . . hem. Nine’s voice invaded my head.
I grabbed for Aspen’s hands and yanked them from me. “Aspen!”
Breath hitching, his eyes went as round as saucers. He must have realized what he was doing. “Josy!”
“Why were you kissing me?” My eyes dropped to his bare chest before I could stop myself, and my heart pounded wildly.
“I was dreaming,” Aspen muttered. He grabbed for an abandoned T-shirt beside the bed and pulled it over his head. “What are you doing in my room?”
I held up the book in my hand. “I . . . I need your help with something.” My chest burned with heat, but I did my best to ignore it.
He looked incredulously at the book cover and then pinched at the bridge of his nose. “Couldn’t it have waited?”
I gulped down the lump in my throat.
I’d like to move along. Spells now, kissing later.
Aspen whipped around to stare wide-eyed at Nine. “Why is there a talking cat in my bed?”
“You can hear Nine?”
Of course he can hear me. I can talk or not talk to anyone I want.




Chapter 13
“Never mind him.” I shoved the spell book at Aspen. “We can talk about Nine later. Right now, I need you to help me.”
Aspen rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “What time is it?”
Late. Nine flopped down on the bed and his mouth opened into a giant yawn.
“Yes, it's late . . . early, actually. Almost morning.” I opened the book and flipped to the section on enchantment spells.
“And why couldn’t this wait?” Aspen groaned.
“Because I think I know what’s wrong with me. Why my magic won’t work.” I relayed the entire story, at least what I thought I knew.
Aspen took the book from me and scanned over a few spells. “So, because of an inscription in a book and the hazy memory of a cat, you think the reversal spell might be here? And you want me to perform it for you?”
“Exactly. Maybe I’m not terrible at magic; an enchantment spell is just keeping me from doing it.”
Aspen chewed his lip and ran his index finger down the page. “The solution is not that simple. If we don’t know which spell was cast, we could make everything worse. You could lose the ability to use magic completely.”
My heart dropped into my stomach at his words.
Aspen closed the book and handed it back to me. His eyes were full of worry. “I don’t want that on my conscience, Josy. I don’t want to hurt you. We need to tell Professor Magnolis—she might be able to help.”
“No,” I said a little too quickly. “I can’t go to her.”
Aspen raised his brows quizzically. “Why not?”
I gritted my teeth. Professor Magnolis seemed to treat Aspen just fine, and I didn’t want to go into the conversation I’d overheard between her and Chancellor Sterling. “You are the only person around here I . . . kind of trust this to. I think Emiko might want to help, but she’s no good at this kind of thing. You’re all I have.” I held out the book to him again, not backing down. “You know what you’re doing. You just don’t want to admit it.”
His gaze skittered to the large stack of magic books on his desk. After a moment, he grabbed the book from me again. With his free hand and a flick of the wrist, the lamp flipped on. He glanced back to me and held my stare.
Nervous energy tingled in my chest. Aspen would never have said he didn’t want to hurt me if he didn’t care about me at all . . . at least as a friend. Whether he would declare that or not, I wasn’t sure.
“Fine,” he said finally.
Everything in me wanted to jump up and down and make a huge racket, but since that would give away my presence in the boys’ dorm past curfew, I held back and just offered a smile. “Thank you!”
Nine was so thrilled about Aspen’s concession that he was already passed out and snoring on the bed.
Aspen took the book over to the desk and sat down in the chair. He flipped through the pages and landed near the center of the book, slowly reading spell after spell. For a while, I stood over his shoulder and watched, but after about an hour, I could barely stand anymore, so I made my way to the bed and flopped down next to Nine. Drowsiness pulled at my eyelids, and the memory of Aspen’s accidental kiss burned on my lips, setting me up for a pleasant dream. But no sooner had it gotten to the good parts when Aspen startled me awake.
“Josy!”
“What? What?” I pushed up from Aspen’s pillow, and Nine let out a sleepy yowl. “Did you find it?”
Aspen pushed his chair back and presented the spell book to me. “I’ve narrowed it down to three, but none of them are exact to your scenario. There had to have been multiple spells enacted.”
Of course, none of this could be simple.
I stood and scanned over the open pages. The first one Aspen pointed to was entitled Memory Enchantment II.
“I’m pretty sure this is the one used to block your, your grandmother’s and Nine’s memories. You were so young that it wouldn’t have taken much magic to affect you. Rosemary is one of the ingredients, and it’s well known to not be as effective on cats and several other animals. So that’s probably why Nine has a partial memory of the events.”
He flipped a few more pages. “But then there are two spells that can truly block a witch or wizard from using magic. The problem is that they are both temporary. There’s no way the enchantment could last as long as it has.” He pursed his lips. “Are you sure you don’t want Professor Magnolis to help us with this? She’s amazing at this kind of thing, and I know she’d be able to decipher the spell’s nuances.”
My chest tightened at the mention of Magnolis, and I balled my fists. “No . . . you are the only person I trust to do this.”
Believe me . . . it’s Aspen this and Aspen that.
“Nine!” I scolded.
What? It is.
I plastered on a fake smile and turned back to Aspen. His cheeks sported a touch of redness that I’m sure was a perfect match to my neck. “Can we just do this?”
Aspen let out an exasperated sigh and checked the time. “Another hour before the sun rises. We can try it, but then you and your cat need to get out of here and put this book back. I don’t want to get pulled into the chancellor’s office, accused of breaking and entering, theft, and performing unauthorized magic. I can’t risk losing my scholarship.”
But yet, he still was willing to help me. My fake smile relaxed and gently turned into a real one. Aspen Rivers was most definitely not a jerk.
“One time through and then we’re done. If it doesn’t work, I’ll head directly to the chancellor’s office, replace the book and then sneak back to my room.” My mind reeled with what I was going to do with Nine since he couldn’t go back to my room, but I’d have to figure that out later.
Aspen nodded. “Fine, but remember this could be risky.”
I bowed my head slightly. “I’m aware of the risks.”
Nine, who was finally up, jumped from the bed to the desktop to get a better view of the spell. You have all the ingredients?
Aspen swung his attention to the cat and stood. He walked to a shelf and retrieved a rectangular wooden box with a handle that looked a bit like it might hold art supplies. He unlatched the two brass locks on the top and opened it to reveal about fifty small vials of spellcasting ingredients. To my relief, there seemed to be no small legs or eyeballs, unless they were dried and ground up or something. These seemed more like a case of cooking spices.
“Wizard travel kit,” Aspen announced with a dash of pride in his voice. “You never know when you might need something for a spell.”
Before I had a chance to react, he had already pulled out several vials and placed them on his desk. “In my bottom drawer.” He gestured with his head to the one nearest to me. “Mortar and pestle.”
I pulled open the drawer, and inside rested a stone dish and a cylindrical stone tool for crushing ingredients.
“Hand it to me, please.”
I grabbed the objects from the drawer and placed the dish on his desk but removed the pestle and held it.
Aspen went to work immediately, following the book’s directions and adding the ingredients to the bowl.
“You don’t have to measure?” I asked, fascinated.
“When I started out, I always measured, but once I got the hang of it, I rarely needed to anymore. Seeing the right amount becomes second nature.”
“Like magic?”
Aspen’s lips tugged up to form a grin, the kind that made my heart melt into a drippy puddle.
“Like magic.” He reached into the box again and pulled out a vial of a grayish powder. “I’ve found that Dragon’s Wart acts as a binder for multiple spells in one.”
“Dragon’s Wart?”
He didn’t answer but popped open the plastic top and sprinkled a thin layer of powder on top of the other ingredients. Once he seemed satisfied with the amount, he held out his hand to me. “Time to combine it and hope for the best.”
I held my breath and handed him the pestle. For several wordless minutes, Aspen ground the mixture until everything was a fine, brown powder. It looked pretty unimpressive, but I didn’t want to mention it.
Nine lay near the desk’s edge, tail twitching and eyes half closed. Apparently, he wasn’t that impressed either. But that unassuming brown powder might be the answer to all my problems.
He reached for an empty vial in the case and another labeled distilled water with a dropper. Using a small spoon, he scooped the powder into the empty vial and dropped in enough water to fill the container.
“Ready?” Aspen pressed the cap shut and shook until the mixture was combined.
I bit my lip. “Now or never.”
He handed me the vial. “Drink this when I instruct you to.”
“Okay.” The potion warmed beneath my hand, and I’m sure it was just in my head but something about it felt alive. My breath quivered at the thought of what was about to happen.
Standing, Aspen held the book out in front of him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and the air grew still. I wasn’t sure how it could grow more still than it already was inside his dorm room, but it did, and a slight glowing energy radiated from his entire body. He was calling for the magic inside him. Even Nine took notice and sat up, unblinking.
Aspen’s eyelids fluttered open.
My breath shortened, and I could almost feel Aspen’s energy permeating my skin. This was going to work.
Aspen opened his mouth to begin the spell.
Instead, a high-pitched siren sounded. I nearly jumped out of my skin, and Aspen dropped the book to the ground. His magic dissipated instantly.
“This is not a drill,” a disembodied voice announced. “For the safety of all students, please immediately assemble at the theater.”




Chapter 14
Was this really necessary? Nine moaned from the zipped-up duffle I had slung over my shoulder. The bag also contained the stolen copy of The Magic of Life by Herbert Twig. Didn’t want to leave that lying around in Aspen’s room, either. I grazed the fabric of my pants pocket where I’d stuffed the potion Aspen had made to make sure it was still there. Yep. Safe and sound.
“Yes, it was,” I hissed, keeping my voice down. “I was not leaving you behind. Who knows if the rooms would have been checked?”
“Stop talking to the bag, Josy,” Aspen leaned in and whispered in my ear. “People are staring.”
I had no idea if anyone was staring. With the still-blaring siren, most seemed too busy trying to figure out what was going on as we were herded into the auditorium. The torches along the wall lit the room in a creepy orange hue, making everything seem twenty times worse than it already was. Almost all the students, including Aspen in his T-shirt and red plaid pants, were still clad in pajamas since there was no time to change. I, on the other hand, was wearing my ripped jeans and a sweatshirt with the hood pulled over my head. No need to freak anyone out more than they already were with my hair showing.
Up ahead and wearing a pink polka dot pajama set, Rosalee pushed through the crowd of students and made her way to the front row, where several professors and Chancellor Sterling paced on the stage.
I couldn’t hear her over the noise and distance, but she got the chancellor’s attention and spoke to him for a few seconds. Her lips twisted when he waved her back from the stage. She dropped into a seat front and center.
Professor Magnolis and three other professors guided students forward. Her lips were forced into a smile when she saw me. Whether it was from the stress of the situation or something about me, I couldn’t be sure. She glanced at Aspen briefly and then back at me. Worry pulled at her brows.
“What’s going on?” Aspen whispered to her as she gestured us down the stairs.
“The chancellor will make the announcement shortly.” Magnolis waved us to the seats once more.
I hiked up my bag into my arms, and Nine grunted from inside. “Shh.”
Maybe you could be a bit more careful and not shove me into the corner of this book. Or you should try riding around inside a bag and see how you like it!
I ignored his complaints and spotted a couple of empty seats on the end near the back. Most other students were crowding toward the front, but an easy way out of the building sounded better to me than getting underfoot of a potential stampede. I grabbed Aspen and tipped my chin toward the still-empty seats.
“Students.” Chancellor Sterling, dressed in a navy-blue robe with the Academy crest on the right side, leaned into the microphone at the podium on stage left. “Find a seat as quickly as possible.”
After a few more minutes of chaos, most of the student body was sitting. Aspen’s bag was on my lap, and Nine was actually keeping fairly still. A few rows down I spotted Holly and Emiko, and a few seats from them was Rowan.
“Whatever’s going on must be big,” Aspen whispered to me. “I’ve never heard of anything like this happening before.”
“I apologize for this intrusion in the middle of the night.” Chancellor Sterling wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and quickly glanced at the staff standing a few feet behind him. He inhaled deeply as if he were stalling before he spoke his next words. “But we have gotten word that the Morelli have declared war, and several armies are uncomfortably close to the Academy.”
Tension pulled at my chest, and I darted my attention around the room to see if anyone was staring my way. But no one was. Not yet.
What’s that he’s saying? Nine’s voice entered my mind, but I remained silent.
Gasps came from the front. Several students, including Rosalee, had jumped to their feet and were already shouting questions.
Sterling raised his hands shoulder-high and patted gently at the air. “Please calm down. I will be addressing concerns one at a time in just a moment.”
The students sat, but Rosalee kept to the edge of her seat.
“Your families have been informed and will have the opportunity to retrieve anyone who wants to leave as soon as the Directorate judges the situation more secure. But for now, we need you to remain in the auditorium until we have been informed that it is safe for you to return to your dorm rooms. The staff will promptly relay any other pertinent information that comes in.”
As soon as Chancellor Sterling caught a breath, Rosalee was on her feet again. “Why are the Morelli near campus? Are we going to be attacked?”
Chancellor Sterling pursed his lips and gripped the podium’s sides as if his life depended on him doing so.
I still can’t hear what anyone is saying!
I leaned my head to the bag. “Hush!”
Before the chancellor could respond, Rosalee twisted to the student body and scanned the room. “And why is this happening now? Is it because we have a spy enrolled at the Academy this semester?”
Spy? What? My breath shortened and I slunk further into my seat, hoping she wouldn’t see me. Apparently, she didn’t, but several other students jumped to their feet and shouted similar questions.
“Please have a seat!” the chancellor ordered. “None of this will help the current situation.”
“Are you okay?” Aspen said, keeping his voice low and not looking directly at me.
I squeezed my hands together on top of the bag, and a slight white glow emanated from between my fingers. I widened my eyes. Did I do that? Aspen didn’t get to complete the spell, so how could I be using magic?
I unlaced my fingers, and inside them was a small piece of paper.
“What is it?” Aspen asked.
I unfolded the note.
This is going to get ugly. Meet me outside, and I’ll get you to someplace safe. ~Professor Magnolis.
I turned and spotted the professor standing at the back of the theater, arms crossed over her chest. She eyed me for a moment and gave me a curt nod.
I peered down at the paper in my hand and the words disappeared, new ones taking their place.
In five seconds, I’ll create a diversion. I’d suggest you use the opportunity.
Once I’d read the words, the paper dissolved into ash and disappeared.
My heart thundered in my chest as I turned to the professor again. Her back was to me, and as she headed out the door, she raised her hand and snapped her fingers.
From the front row, one of Rosalee’s cronies hopped to her feet and screamed, then fainted. A surprised Rosalee caught her friend. The students’ voices erupted in the audience, and at least half of them stood to see what was going on.
My stomach roiled with indecision. I couldn’t stay in here, and I couldn’t go with Professor Magnolis. Both choices were awful, but one of them had to be made.
“I have to go! Don’t follow me!” I said to Aspen, then clutched my bag and sprinted after the professor.
Aspen said something behind me, but I was pushing out the theater door too fast to hear what it was.
“Why did you allow Josy Barrows to enroll in this school?” The words echoed over the shouts. “She’s either a spy or has cursed the school!”
I gulped down the heart in my throat and raced into the foyer. Before I got very far, a hand reached out to grab my upper arm, and I would have screamed if it weren’t for the other hand that slapped over my mouth.
“Shh!” Professor Magnolis’s face was tense and stern.
I nodded, she released my mouth, and with a flick of her wrist, we both went as transparent as Merrygold.
Josy! You need to tell me what’s going on out there! Nine demanded and wriggled inside the bag.
Ugh, Nine.
“Do you have your cat in there?” Magnolis growled. “And he talks?”
She could hear him? “Now you know why I couldn’t let you send him away!”
Professor Magnolis snorted. “Fine, then—let’s get you both out of here.” She ushered us out the front door, and just before it shut, I turned to see Aspen coming into the foyer and looking around. Tension tugged at his jawline and his brow furrowed with worry. But before I could say anything, Magnolis piloted me ahead.
“You can hide in my office. You’ll be safe there.”
“Why are you helping me?” I demanded. “You don’t even want me to succeed at the school!”
The professor stopped and squinted in confusion. “What do you mean, Josy? Of course I want you to succeed. I’m the person who arranged for your enrollment.”




Chapter 15
“You mean you sent for me to receive money for the school?” I accused over the siren.
The professor gave me a wide-eyed expression of surprise but continued hurrying me across the dark campus. “How do you know about the money?”
I clutched the duffle bag close to my chest to keep Nine from bouncing around and complaining more than he already was. “I heard you and Chancellor Sterling talking about it in his office.”
She let out a frustrated sigh. “The money was the only way Chancellor Sterling would allow you to continue with your enrollment. I made sure you received your invitation because you belong here. What I said to Sterling was for his benefit only. I need time to allow you to discover what is truly inside of you.”
My mind reeled with confusion. I still had no idea why any money was tied to my being here or who had paid for my tuition. “I don’t understand!”
“I know you don’t, and I have no time to explain it to you. This invisibility spell isn’t going to hold out much longer, and I need to get you inside.”
A million questions wanted to burst from my lips, but I knew she was right. I’d simply have to trust she was doing the best thing for Nine and me right now. I scanned the sky, searching for Morelli flying through the air, or however they might travel. Safety first, answers later.
I allowed her to guide me, and just as we passed through the door of her office building, the transparency spell ended; we were completely visible again. Professor Magnolis swiveled her head back and forth, checking for anyone else, but the coast was clear.
She gave me a shove and led me the rest of the way to her office. Immediately after opening the door, she shut the curtains to block the light and went to work searching for something in the drawers of her massive desk. I allowed my gaze to roam around the spacious office. To my right was a well-worn leather sofa big enough to take a nap on. Along the walls were jar after jar of spell ingredients and ancient, dusty books.
A muffled meow came from the bag clutched tight in my arms. Nine! I set the bag gently onto the sofa and pulled the zipper open. Nine’s little dark head popped through the opening. His ears lay back nearly flat in displeasure.
It’s a good thing for you I’m not claustrophobic. Because I’d be clawing the walls right now otherwise.
“I’m sorry. It’s all I could think of to do!”
A growl vibrated in his throat. I’m a cat, you know. I would have been fine hiding under Aspen’s bed.
I threw my hand to my hip. “As if you would have been happy under there and not knowing what was going on outside.”
Nine scoffed and wriggled his body the rest of the way out, but before he could complain anymore, stopped and stared at Professor Magnolis. I know you.
The professor straightened from her hunched position at the desk and eyed Nine. “You do?”
You knew Charlette and Liam.
You were there when they crossed over to The Other Side with Josy.
Her attention darted to me as she clutched something in her hand.
“You knew my parents?” I demanded as my heart thundered in my chest. “So, you knew exactly who I was. About my past.”
“Yes,” Professor Magnolis admitted. “And I want to tell you everything, but now is not the time.”
“And you were there when they crossed the North Point to The Other Side with me?”
Magnolis let out an exasperated sigh. “For part of the journey, yes.” She walked from behind the desk and placed something into my hands. “This was your mother’s. I’ve kept it until it was time to give it to you.”
I opened my palm, and there sat a gold ring with a filigree design on the band and inset with a bright red ruby. The corners of my eyes stung with hot tears. Just knowing this was my mother’s made me feel close to her even though I hadn’t been with her since I was an infant. “It’s beautiful, but why give it to me now?”
“Because your mother told me that ring is infused with magic and will shield the wearer.” Magnolis’s expression grew deadly serious. “Protect it carefully.”
“I have no idea how I’m supposed to protect this ring. I have no magic, and you know it.”
The professor’s lips stretched into a thin line. “I believe you do have magic; it just hasn’t surfaced yet. We need more time.”
My breathing sped up, and I remembered the potion still in my pocket and the book of spells in the duffle bag.
Outside, a horrifying screech rang out over the sound of the siren. My body tensed.
Nine hissed and arched his back. His tail grew three times its normal size.
Professor Magnolis threw her hand to her mouth. “They’re here.”
“Wh—who’s here? I stuttered, but I already knew the answer. And based on the professor’s reaction, the Morelli must be so much more terrifying than I’d even imagined.
She grabbed my shoulders and looked me straight in the face. “I promised your mother that once you were back on The Side of Magic, I would protect you.” She pried open my hand, grabbed the ring, and wriggled it onto my right index finger. “Keep this on. It should make you much less likely to be found and recognized by the Morelli. Stay in here. Don’t come out until I come and get you.”
My eyes widened, and I grabbed her wrist tight. “You’re leaving me? I don’t understand what the ring does.”
Her voice shook. “I have to. All the staff will be needed to protect the school before the reinforcements from the Directorate arrive.”
“But what about me?”
“You will be much safer in here. You saw how the students were reacting to you in the auditorium. If we make it through, they may rip you to shreds afterward.” She glanced to the office door and back at me. “I must go.”
Nine hissed. Let her go, Josy.
Magnolis furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry I can’t do more for you right now. I should have told you everything earlier, but I thought we had more time.”
I released the professor, and she sprinted out. I locked us in and leaned my back up against the door. “What good is some stupid lock going to be against whatever is out there?” I asked Nine. I slid down and sat on the floor, quickly pulling my legs to my chest and pinching at the bridge of my nose.
The siren continued blaring, and another hideous screech sounded from outside the office window. My legs trembled at the sound and I wrapped my arms around them, wishing I could disappear and end up anywhere but here. I twisted the ring on my finger, but despite Magnolis’s claim that it was magic, I didn’t feel any different. And definitely not safer.
Why did I have to follow that stupid letter in the first place? Why would I think that I had a long-lost aunt I’d never heard of? I might have hated foster care on The Other Side, but at least there wouldn’t have been something horrible screeching outside of my window.
After about five minutes, I stopped twisting the ring and stood.
What are we going to do? Nine paced the floor, the hair on his back jagged with tension.
“I guess we don’t have much of a choice but to stay here.” I kept my voice to a whisper. “If the professor didn’t care about me, I doubt she would have risked moving me into her office. We’re going to have to trust her. And you did say she had something to do with helping my parents leave The Side of Magic.”
I remember her face.
A terrifying howl echoed outside, and I dropped down to the floor again. Nine skittered underneath the sofa and released a low, rumbling growl.
I held my breath and crawled across the carpet to the window. I inched up the wall and found the split in the thick drapes. Gingerly, I pulled open the fabric just a crack to glimpse what was going on outside.
In the sky, several giant hawks were beating the air with their great wings. On their backs sat what I could only describe as white-haired demons. Several warriors held magical lightning crackling in their hands.
My gaze dropped to the ground, and ten feet from the window was a hulking, dog-like creature with another Morelli riding it. The dog’s back and leg muscles bulged and the hackles stood up on the back of its neck. The beast’s teeth were bigger than a lion’s.
The hound’s glowing eyes locked onto the gap in the curtain where I must have been letting light from the office shine through. It bared its razor teeth and charged.




Chapter 16
A bone chilling howl sounded as I threw the drapes shut, and my entire body rushed with fear like it was electrically charged. “Nine! We have to get out of here!”
What? What did you see? His eyes were like gold saucers.
I didn’t even get a chance to answer before the animal slammed into the outer wall, shaking the entire room.
I screamed and grabbed Nine from the floor. In one swoop and before the cat might actually claw my face off, I tossed him into the bag and zipped it up tight.
“Be quiet in there if you don’t want your nine lives to come to an end,” I growled, and for once Nine didn’t answer.
Frantically I unlocked the door, wrenched it open and took off down the corridor in the opposite direction than we had come. No way we were going out the way we had entered.
The clomping of thunderous boot steps came from behind. The pulse in my ears was nearly as loud. I twisted to glance back but saw no one before I rounded the corner at the end of the hall. Several doors waited ahead, and I tried the first one—locked. The second? Locked too.
The sound of a door flying back and smacking against the wall echoed. My entire body went rigid. The intruders must be in Magnolis’s office.
“It’s clear. Send out a Hunter,” ordered a gruff male voice that sent a shiver down my spine. I didn’t want to find out what a Hunter was. “If anyone is in the building, that will locate them.”
“Yes, sir,” another creepy voice said, and a crack like thunder sounded behind me. I scanned around wildly and spotted an alcove. The second I slid into it and wedged Nine and myself into the corner, a charge of white energy flew past. The sound it made was deafening, like a freight train. I threw my hand over my mouth to block the scream that was threatening my life. If Nine made a peep, I had no clue.
The energy rounded in the hall and made its way back—not stopping in front of us. I glanced down at the hand covering my mouth and saw that the ruby set into my mother’s ring was glowing. My body was semi-transparent . . . sort of blurred. Just like Magnolis said, the ring must have offered some form of protection, making my presence difficult to detect or something like that.
“Nothing sir,” the second voice finally said. “We’re wasting our time.”
“Affirmative,” the first answered. “Unless the Directorate arrives soon, our army will be able to break down the Academy’s defense. That should be our focus in case we are forced to leave.”
The echo of the footfalls grew quiet, and I finally brought my hands down from my face.
We’re not dead yet?
I shook my head but didn’t answer Nine. Instead, I unstuffed myself from the corner, teeth gritted, and inched from the alcove, hoping with every inch of my being that there was not a massive dog in the hall about to bite my head off.
I whispered, “Keep quiet, Nine.” Tucking the bag’s strap over my head, I tiptoed from my hiding place and continued down the corridor, jiggling the doorknobs until by some stroke of luck one of them twisted. The room appeared to be a faculty lounge, complete with several leather sofas, a table and chairs, a fancy silver coffee maker and a refrigerator.
Moonlight shone through the large window above the counter and spilled over the room. Through it, I could see that this room faced the back of the building, and just beyond that was an area thick with trees. I hunched down and drew closer to the window, muttering to the shadows that I hoped there were no Morelli prowling about.
Once there, I peered outside, and as I’d hoped, it was clear. I unzipped my bag slightly and whispered inside. “I’m not staying in here when the auditorium might be under attack.”
Doesn’t mean you have to take me!
I sighed and placed the duffel bag with Nine inside onto the counter. “Fine, you can hide in the trees just behind this building. I don’t want you trapped inside here if something happens.” I reached toward the latch on the window and unlocked it, then slowly slid the window back in its track. Using a chair from the table as a stepstool, I crawled onto the counter and wriggled through the opening. Reaching back in, I snagged the duffle and jumped to the ground. I did a quick scan of the area and dashed to the tree cover.
I unzipped the bag. Nine leaped from the opening and shook his entire body.
You should just hide here with me. Other than that ring, you have no magic, and Magnolis brought you to the building for a reason. He was completely unbothered that the still-glowing ring was making me semi-invisible.
“With the ring on I can get in and out of the auditorium. The students need to know what’s going on and be given the chance to fight.”
Even if you get to the auditorium, the students are going to take you for a Morelli. You could end up dead.
I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt from my head and allowed my white hair to spill out over my shoulders. “I am Morelli, Nine. You even told me that my mother was. But when does the color of a person’s hair force them to be bad or good? That is a choice. And if I can help the other students to live through this, I need to do it.”
Nine glanced around and took off up a tree, settled on a low branch and crouched down. Well, I know my limitations as a cat.
“Fine,” I said. “If I don’t make it out, just find Magnolis. She’ll figure out a place for you.” I reached up and stroked his fur, and he leaned into my touch. “You’ve been a good friend.”
Nine blinked slowly. You have, too.
Without looking back, I dashed through the darkness toward the auditorium, barely even noticing the relentless siren warning us that we were all in danger.
I stayed in the shadows as much as I could and made my way through the maze of campus buildings. Bursts of white light lit up the sky and went out as quickly as they came. Overhead the gigantic hawks flew in the same direction as I ran, still not detecting me. My pulse thrummed in my ears as my feet pounded over the grass and sidewalks. Finally, I made it to the dining hall across from the auditorium and hunkered low to the ground, peering around the corner. I gulped. What I saw made me want to turn back around and go hide in the tree with Nine.
Before then, I wasn’t entirely sure about this place, about The Side of Magic. But suddenly, magic got real. If the Morelli won here, it meant that the Morelli won everywhere.
A troop of at least thirty Morelli were on the ground preparing for an attack, their entire bodies glowing with white, sparkling magic. Five more rode giant, snarling dogs, and another handful dove through the sky on the backs of fierce birds, hurling balls of white flame toward the auditorium.
School staff, including Professor Magnolis, Chancellor Sterling, my other teachers, and many others I didn’t know yet, all stood around the auditorium in a circle, each using their own special type of magic to defend the students inside the building.
Ahead of them was a luminous blue shield of light they controlled with hands held high, but even from here, I could tell by the shield’s flicker that they were tiring . . . or that there simply were not enough of them to hold the shield in place. More witches and wizards fought with magical flames while others sparked with electricity and countered the attack with streams of energy. They were able to keep the Morelli a good distance away, but I had no idea how long it was going to last.
My heart dropped into my stomach when I spotted the largest dog and its terrifying rider. A man with short white hair and pale skin shouted orders to the foot soldiers. It was the same man from my dream. I didn’t know how, but I knew we had met once before, in real life. A wave of fear rippled through my body, and instantly I became aware that the only chance we had to win this battle was with more power.
The man glanced my way and seemed to hold his gaze on me for a brief moment before he turned back to the auditorium and waved his soldiers onward. Did he somehow see me?
Holding my breath, I scanned the building and spotted an exit near the back. That was my way in. The faculty were spread far enough apart and distracted with their own defense tactics. This was my chance. Before I could change my mind, I bolted across the way, and as I ran, the ring on my hand glowed brighter. The solidity of my body flickered in and out, and I broke through the line of staff without them noticing me. When I got to the side door, I yanked it open and nearly ran right into an upperclassman standing guard inside.
“Hey!” he yelled. He looked confused that no one was there and pulled the door shut, but I raced past him without stopping and simply followed the sound of the crowd of students.
I quickly realized that I was backstage and popped out on stage right, just behind the curtain. Several students, including Rosalee and five upperclassmen, had obviously taken charge, but from their angry expressions, no one could agree.
Many other students were huddled into groups, unsure of what was going on and obviously terrified, while others stood and argued. I quickly scanned the room for Emiko, Holly or Aspen but saw none of them
“We were told to stay inside,” a tall, thin girl with freckles said. “And that is what we should do.”
Rosalee stepped toward her. “We need to fight, or we’re going to die.”
A strange calm flooded over my body, and for the first time since I arrived at the school, I actually felt like Rosalee might be right.
My feet took over, and I stepped into the center of the stage. That’s when I saw Aspen at the back of the room, staring my way. He squinted in confusion as if he might see something happening on the stage but didn’t know what it was. At dead center, I grasped the ring on my index finger and slipped it off.
The freckled girl was the first to notice me, and she screamed. “Morelli!” This brought a few more shrieks of terror from the audience.
I held my hands in the air. “I’m not Morelli!” I was . . . but not the kind they needed to be afraid of right now.
“She’s going to get us killed.” Rosalee formed a ball of flame in her hand and aimed it at me, but the second she went to hurl it, a black wolf slid onto the stage in front of me and snapped its jaws at her. “Aspen!” I shouted, and the flame dissipated from Rosalee’s hand. I turned my attention from the growling wolf to the crowd. “Stop it! We are not each other’s enemy. The enemy is outside. and they are likely to storm this place soon.”
“Chancellor Sterling said that the Directorate was sending reinforcements,” someone from the crowd shouted.
“They’re not here yet, and the staff is tiring. If we want to live, we have to fight now!” I glanced to Rosalee, and confusion blanketed her face.
“She’s lying!” another person shouted. “She’s trying to drive us into a trap.”
“No! We must act now, or the entire Academy and everyone in it will be destroyed.” I clenched my fists, and Aspen, still in wolf form, came to my side and sat.
“I believe her.” A small voice came from the back, and I looked for the speaker. Emiko. “My family are well-known empaths. And I can tell you that Josy Barrows is not lying. She is not evil, and what she’s saying right now she believes to be true.”
Holly stood behind Emiko, and after a second she spoke too. “I believe Josy.”
Several others followed suit. “I’m an empath, too,” one even said.
Tears stung my eyes and my chest tightened. I couldn’t believe any of these people were listening to me. But before I had the chance to reveal too much, an explosion rattled the entire building and debris fell from the ceiling. Shouts came from the crowd again, and Rosalee and the others who’d wanted to fight before stormed the stage.
“Separate into the types of magic you feel are your strongest suit!” a well-built guy with dark skin and curly black hair yelled, but most of the crowd was still too stunned to move. “Come on! We don’t have much time.”
“Fire, line up here,” Rosalee shouted and pointed below stage left. Several people came forward. Others congregated, showing skills of electrical impulse, wind, water, and many other types of magic.
To my side, Aspen’s magic glitched for a second, and the wolf was gone. “How’d you get to the stage unseen?” he asked.
I held out the ring to him. “You saw me from the back of the room.”
Aspen shook his head. “I saw something, but I didn’t know what it was. So, it was the ring and not your magic?”
I fumbled for the potion he had made, still in my pocket, and brought it out.
He stared at the vial. “Do you have the spell book? We could try it now.”
“No, I left the bag with Nine.”
His shoulders slumped. “The potion is no good without the spell.”
Disappointed, I shoved the vial back into my pocket, not quite knowing what to do anymore since the mission I had created for myself was done. I couldn’t fight.
“You should go back to where you left Nine. This place is in danger—
Another explosion of white light hit the building’s roof, but this time it took the back right off, opening the space to the dawning sky. Students screamed and scattered.
Through the breach, a giant, screeching hawk dove into the auditorium. Aspen grabbed me and pulled me to the back of the stage.
The wizards and witches with fire magic immediately sprang into action and thrust their hands into the air, throwing a lasso of fire at the bird and its rider. The lasso caught the beast around the belly and tightened. Several electrical impulse users delivered sparking bolts of energy at the tumbling rider, and both the bird and the Morelli crashed into the seats and vanished.
The crowd cheered, but the excitement was short-lived.
“Everyone outside,” someone shouted, and despite the fear that filled the room earlier, the majority turned and bolted for the exits, ready to fight.
Three witches stayed behind and formed a glowing shield against intruders who might come through the hole in the ceiling again before everyone escaped.
I pulled Aspen toward the back exit and wriggled the ring back onto my finger. My body tingled with magic and blurred in and out. We burst through the door and into the battle.
“I can get myself out of here.” I quickly assessed the students and faculty fighting the Morelli. Several bodies lay dead on the grass . . . ours. My stomach clenched with guilt, but with no magic and no weapon, there was nothing else I could do to help.
“Go.” Aspen released my hand. “I’ll find you when this is done.”
I blew out a shaky breath and my feet went into action, straight from the battle into the forest behind the building. But I didn’t get twenty feet before a massive hellhound lunged in front of me. A hand swooped down and grabbed the back of my sweatshirt, yanking me in the air. Despite the ring’s magic, someone had seen me. A scream lodged in my throat and from behind, a black wolf flew through the air and attacked the dog. The hand dropped me in a heap on the grass, and the massive war dog clawed at Aspen, throwing him to the ground.
“Aspen!” I cried. The man threw out a blast of white energy, trapping Aspen in place.
Time . . . the battle . . . seemed to slow, and my attention locked on my attacker.
Through my brain flickered memories of this same man, but younger and threatening my mother for marrying someone who was not Morelli . . . Zayne Gabrick was my mother’s brother. My uncle.
He glanced to the ring on my finger and back to my face and hair. He tipped his head just so. He knew exactly who I was, too. “You know that you are Morelli and using our magic. That ring was your grandmother’s, and I’d like to see it returned.”
“My mother left this ring for me,” I spat.
“Your mother was exiled.” He paused for a second. “And died without access to magic. But I might be convinced to forgive and accept you back into our family.”
Although I already knew, hearing the words of my mother’s death sent panic into my chest, and my mind began to cloud. I cried, “I don’t have any magic. What would you want with me?”
Zayne raised his eyebrows in a quizzical expression.
Josy! Nine’s voice tickled at the back of my mind, but something forced me to focus on Zayne. The Morelli’s lips curled into a devious smile.
Josy! the cat’s voice came again, and I whirled to see him bounding toward me despite the battle.
“Get away!” I shouted, not wanting Nine to get hurt too. Why didn’t he stay where it was safe?
My memories are back. The magic is not in the ring! Nine’s voice hollered in my mind. The ring only broke the spell. The magic is in you, Josy!
I glanced at the ring, and the ruby shone brightly. On the band, words formed, and my eyes widened as I saw them.
Let the magic of life guide your journey.
Another dog and rider charged Nine, and the hound swiped a monstrous paw at the cat. Nine let out a yowl and was tossed through the air.
A primal scream exited my mouth. My mind cleared, and my body instantly electrified like I’d been plugged into a light socket, without the pain. Reversing the energy, I felt every bit of magic around me—the Morelli, the staff, the students. I drew all the power into myself and locked eyes with Zayne.
“My mother did not need your forgiveness, and neither do I.” With a flick of my wrist, I released the power, and everything lit up with a silent white explosion. The Morelli and all of their war beasts vanished, but an echo remained in my mind.
“You will join us, Josephine Barrows.”
My eyes rolled back into my head, and I fell to the ground in a heap. The dawn sky was swallowed by murky emptiness.




Chapter 17
My eyes fluttered open to a blur of white over my head. I tried to open my mouth, but a desert had taken up residence inside, and my tongue felt as if someone had sandblasted it. With a crack of my lips, I finally forced them open and groaned at the sharp pain and the flavor of tangy metal that flowed over my parched tongue. My body was sore in places I didn’t even know could be sore. Despite my best efforts to lift my head, it just lay in the same uncomfortable position, and the fuzzy whiteness above me remained.
“She’s awake,” a male voice called, but it sounded as if I were inside a tin can.
I knew she’d be fine. Nine’s sleepy voice came into my head. Relief that he was still alive relaxed my chest.
Someone squeezed my hand, and I blinked several times to try to clear my bleary-eyed vision.
“What are you talking about, Nine?” the voice said. “You were the one limping around the room two hours ago, ordering the doctor to do stuff you know nothing about.”
I got tired . . . I was injured too, you know.
Finally managing to lift my head, I saw a blurry, dark-furred animal that could only be Nine lying curled up at my right side. He raised his head to look at me with his topaz eyes. His back leg was shaved, and a nasty gash on his thigh was repaired with stitches. How you doing, kid?
With all my strength, I pushed up on my elbows.
A still-hazy Aspen appeared to my left, and I realized he was holding my hand.
“I’m alive? You’re alive. Are you okay?”
He released my hand and reached to the bedside, producing two fluffy pillows. “I’ll be fine. Here, let me help you.” He gently guided me to sit up farther and placed the two pillows under my head.
I stared at his face while my vision cleared. Memories of the battle flooded my mind, sending shivers over my entire body. “You risked your life for me. Twice.”
Aspen dropped his gaze to the floor and then brought it back to me. “You risked your life for everyone.”
We sat there in the infirmary for a moment in silence until I reached up and touched his face, rough with stubble. Newfound magic tingled in my hand as I grazed his skin. Magic. I have magic. But I had no idea how I’d done what I did at the battle—absorbing the magic of others. “You also kissed me.”
The right side of his mouth inched up into the tiniest of crooked smiles. “I told you . . . I was only dreaming.”
Dreaming about Josy, lover boy.
I broke into a chuckle, which I immediately regretted since it pulled at the bruised muscles on my chest and stomach. Aspen’s cheeks turned beet-red.
Saving him from further taunting, several footfalls sounded near the open door. Through the entrance walked Professor Magnolis and Emiko, holding a small brown paper box. They were still alive too.
“The doctor says you are going to be okay for now.” Magnolis smiled, but I could still see the worry behind the expression.
I peered down at my body. “I think so.”
Emiko stepped to the bedside and handed me the gift. “I made that for you.”
I opened the lid, and inside was the loveliest of chocolate cupcakes, sprinkled with pink sugar. When I lifted the treat from the box, the sugar sparkled with magic and danced over the surface of the frosting.
“Holly taste-tested for me, and she said they taste like chocolate—not dirt.”
The four of us broke into a chuckle. Nine only tucked his paw over his ear as if to block out the disturbance.
“Maybe we’re all going to pass Introduction to Spellcasting after all.” I placed the cupcake on the table next to me for later.
“I have no doubt after last night.” Professor Magnolis turned her attention toward Aspen and Emiko. “If you will excuse us, I need to speak with Josy alone.”
Nine growled. Do I need to go, too?
“You can stay.” The professor lowered herself to the corner of my bed.
Before he left, Aspen grinned. “I’m going to grab something to eat, and then I’ll be back.”
His new attentiveness warmed my heart, and my stomach fluttered with anticipation for his return, but by the seriousness on Magnolis’s face, I knew what she had to tell me was important.
My friends shut the door. “While you’ve been asleep, the Directorate has been in discussion with Chancellor Sterling and the senior staff at the school.” She folded her hands into her lap and trained her gaze away from me.
Nervousness buzzed in my chest. “They know he’s my uncle and they’re not letting me stay, are they? It’s too dangerous.”
Magnolis looked back to me, and a line formed between her brows. She whispered, “shh…no one else knows that he is your uncle but me, because I already knew this.”
I opened my mouth to speak but she raised her voice and cut me off. “On the contrary, everyone wants you here to complete your education and training. But that said, it also means that Zayne knows you are here. He saw your power last night and is going to want to control it. Your ability to take the magic of others and funnel it is intriguing— and dangerous.”
I swallowed. “I don’t want to put the other students in more danger than they already are.”
Magnolis shook her head. “We need someone who has the kind of magic you have. It’s rare and the only kind that can drive back the Morelli. With such power we can secure The Side of Magic and ensure that The Other Side remains safe as well. The Directorate has ordered the Academy to be placed under high security, and if you have any need to leave the campus, you will be provided with an escort.”
I took a shaky breath. Finally, I said, “I’ll do my best to learn to control it.”
Professor Magnolis patted my hand right on top of where the ring sat. “I know you will. Both realms are depending on it.”
Episode One of Josy's journey is at an end, but you can read The Dark Curse for her next adventure.
✽✽✽
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