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Chapter 1
White magic danced in my hand like a tight cluster of stars come alive. I stared at the patterns it made as the electricity wove through my fingers.
“Will you please focus?” Rosalee groaned.
The magic vanished, and I flitted my attention back to her. She wore a blue turtleneck sweater with the academy logo over her heart, and her fire-red hair was twisted into a low bun. As usual, Rosalee coordinated her ensemble with a scowl and an impatient tone. She stabbed at the Spells for the Ancients book with her index finger. “If we finish up, I can go hang out with people I actually want to be with.”
I ignored her rude comment and glanced around Chancellor Sterling’s conference room. He’d been letting us use it since we returned from winter break three weeks ago. Rosalee didn’t like the constant interruptions from Nine in my room, and the library wasn’t private enough since Sterling had sworn Holly, Emiko, Aspen, Rosalee, Nine and me to secrecy about Mrs. North’s visit, the impending Darkness and the Morelli spell book that wasn’t supposed to exist. But this room was dim since it had no windows and always gave me the creeps from the memory of meeting with the Directorate. They were hiding their true identities and ages, and I needed to figure out why. But there were still too many other problems, and it just wasn’t an issue I’d had time to deal with yet.
“Sorry,” I muttered. “I’ve been staying up way too late every night studying with Aspen.”
Rosalee scoffed. “Not that I really care about what happens to either of you, but you should stay away from that guy.”
My stomach tightened at her words. “Aspen is my . . . friend and he’s tutoring me.”
Rosalee pinched her lips together. “I’ve known of Aspen for a long time because we attended the same school before Borealis. He’s always been a lone wolf—”
I gritted my teeth. She couldn’t have known about Aspen’s true shifter nature.
“Kind of a weirdo,” she continued. “And this whole curse thing. Why would you two risk early death just for a few make-out sessions? I don’t get it.”
“Aspen and I aren’t—”
“Of course you are.” She tapped her fingers on the pages of the book. “I can see it in your faces every time you two make goo-goo eyes at each other. Guys are toys. It’s stupid to get yourself wrapped up in one when you could just play with them and throw them away. Safer that way . . . especially for you.”
Wow! Was she really that cold? I studied her for a moment and concluded that Rosalee couldn’t understand what Aspen and I had together—not that I expected her to. How was she supposed to know that we shared a special bond that even the threat of a curse couldn’t break? It was too late anyway. Aspen and I already loved each other. The curse had been initialized whether we stayed apart or not. “It’s not about making out,” I mumbled. Although that part was always amazing. “It’s not like I have family left or anything. Aspen is family to me. He’s my home.”
Rosalee narrowed her eyes to study me for a moment and then shook her head. “You’ve got it bad, girl.” She plucked the book from the long conference table and held it out to me. “We have all this to go through, and your head is in the clouds somewhere, in la-la land.”
I clenched my fists. “It is not! I told you, I’m just really tired from studying. And what do you know about la-la land? Have you ever even been to The Other Side? Because that phrase is about a place there.”
She eyed me for way too long and finally spoke. “Fine. Your love life is not my business anyway. As long as you stay alive long enough to get your crazy Morelli uncle to back down from trying to kill us all and help fight the Darkness Mrs. North warned us about, you can do whatever you want. Then when that’s done, I don’t have to deal with you anymore, and you can marry Aspen and have twenty weirdo kids or die or whatever—won’t bother me.”
I placed my elbows on the table and leaned closer to her. “You’re the best, you know.” My tone may have been snarky, but inside I just wanted to make her words go away, and I pulled at the white braid hanging over my shoulder. There would be no eventual marrying of Aspen, no kids, and no long life. Rosalee only had the dying part right, and I knew it. If I continued on this path of trying to unite The Side of Magic and the Morelli to fight the Darkness, I was going to die. But if dying meant that existence was going to be safer for everyone else, it was my only option.
Rosalee released a long, exasperated sigh and glanced at the old-fashioned clock hanging on the wall. “Let’s just finish up for today. It’s almost dinner time.” She flipped a couple of pages and started reading, and after a few seconds she squinted at the words. “Hmm . . .”
“What’s hmm?” I angled myself to try and get a look at them.
“Why didn’t we see this before?”
“What?” I leaned in closer, but Rosalee pulled away. “It’s my book, you know!”
“Well, you were the one messing around.”
I scoffed. “What does it say, Rosalee?”
She tipped the page toward me, just enough that I could barely see anything. “It says that there were three other Morelli who had the same magical ability to absorb the powers of others and funnel them into something stronger . . . then something about a dark wizard.”
“Let me see.” That time I was quicker than Rosalee, and I managed to snatch the book from her hand. It took everything in me to avoid releasing my inner child and sticking my tongue out at her. Instead I focused on the words. “Even before the Morelli War there were three witches—sisters. They used their powers together to bind a dark wizard named Takeo
and in so doing saved The Side of Magic by giving themselves up in sacrifice.” My heart rose into my throat as I read the words. Would this be my sacrifice, too? I cleared my throat and continued. “But in doing so, they left the Morelli weak, and the Directorate used this to their advantage to force the Morelli into The Middle.” I looked from the pages to Rosalee. “Do you think this Takeo could be the Darkness? Could someone live for hundreds of years?”
Rosalee shrugged. “With the right magic they could. It doesn’t say that the witches were able to kill him, only bind him.”
A rapping came at the door, and I looked at the time: 11:55. Five minutes before the dining hall opened.
“That must be lover boy,” Rosalee groaned. “At least I get the rest of the day off from studying with you.”
I rolled my eyes and closed the book. We’d have to get back to that later, and at least Roselee wasn’t threatening to have me killed anymore. That probably landed us somewhere between friends and archenemies—we’d made progress in the last semester. I grabbed the book and tossed it into my messenger bag. “See you in class tomorrow.”
“Hrumph,” was all I got from her as she packed up her own things.
Not bothering to wait for a better response, I rose with my bag on my shoulder and ripped my new academy-issued peacoat from the hook near the door. Since I’d lost my other one when Nine and I escaped Eylada in The Middle, Professor Magnolis paid for a replacement out of the fund my mom had left for me at the Academy. Forgetting all about the stupid curse, I threw open the door and found Aspen standing there, his arms stretched and holding on to either side of the doorframe. He was wearing his wool coat, a navy sweater, and tan slacks. His hair was slightly disheveled, and a wavy lock fell over his forehead in the most appealing way. Apparently without thought, he leaned in for a kiss until he saw Rosalee staring. He stopped in midair, and a goofy grin spread over his lips. “Hey, Rosalee.”
Rosalee didn’t answer.
“She already knows,” I said.
“Oh, she does, does she?” His grin grew wider, exposing his perfect white teeth. My heart did a little dance at the sight, but before I had the chance to speak, Aspen swooped me into his arms, nearly making me drop all of my stuff, and planted one of his life-changing kisses onto my lips.
I gasped and returned his advance with gusto.
“Toys, Josy. Nothing but toys . . .” Rosalee’s voice faded away behind me as I thoroughly enjoyed every bit of that moment, even though I knew it couldn’t last.




Chapter 2
I plunked down my tray of beef stroganoff and a side of green beans at our regular table in the dining hall. No one else ever took our spot. I was sure that most of the students at Borealis still thought I had Morelli cooties. But I guess accounting for the whole curse thing, I kind of did . . . killer cooties. Good thing most of them didn’t take that very seriously and only hated me for the color of my hair.
After I sat, Aspen leaned in from the side. “You okay? You haven’t said much since we left the chancellor’s office. You’re not mad about my kissing you in front of Rosalee, right? Because you seemed to like it.”
I tugged my messenger bag off my shoulder and placed it onto the bench next to me. “Oh, the kiss was fine—”
“Fine?” Aspen’s left brow quirked up.
I rolled my eyes. “Amazing, okay? I could do that all day with you if we had the time.”
A grin twisted his lips. “You know . . . I’d be glad to skip lunch.”
I rolled my eyes for a second time. “Be serious. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”
Aspen gave me a quick chuckle, rounded the table and slid onto the bench across from me. Unfortunately, we rarely sat next to each other in public. Doing so would have looked like we were too cozy and provoked more stares than usual.
“Did you learn something in your study session with Rosalee today that I don’t know about yet? Is that what’s bothering you?” he asked.
Before I got the chance to answer, Emiko and Holly strolled through the front door, letting in a gust of cold winter air and waved to us. I waved back and pointed to the empty seats at our table—not that my best friends needed an invitation to sit with us after they got their food. We performed a similar routine almost daily.
I glanced at my bag containing the spell book, and heaviness from the information I knew was inside pressed on my chest. The three Morelli sisters had bound the Darkness and sacrificed themselves to do so. I could almost picture the white-haired women in my mind absorbing the powers of those around them and combining them to defeat evil. Did they know they were going to die as they went into battle? Tears stung at the corners of my eyes from the thought.
“Josy. Are you sure you’re okay?” Aspen’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts and back to the clatter of the dining hall.
“Hey, guys.” Food in hand, Holly approached, her wild blond curls tied up in a messy bun that pretty much looked like exploded hair on her head. Her liner was applied in a cat-eye style that reminded me I needed to take some of my beef home to Nine if I didn’t want him pouncing on my chest at 3 a.m. to exact his kneading and purring revenge.
“Hi, Holly,” Aspen mumbled between bites.
Without speaking, I picked up my fork and scraped aside several pieces of juicy ground meat that I knew Nine would appreciate.
A soft hand touched my shoulder, and I immediately took in a calming breath. I glanced up at Emiko settling herself next to me.
“You’re stressed.” She pushed her tray onto the table. “I could feel it from halfway across the room.”
All three of my friends stared at me, and I gulped down a lump that had formed in my throat. I knew we shouldn’t talk about this in public. But no other students were closer than fifteen feet from us. Finally, I placed my fork down and admitted, “Rosalee and I found something . . . unsettling in the Spells of the Ancients book today.”
Aspen shoveled a massive bite of beef and rice into his mouth. “Something that wasn’t there before?”
I bit my lip. “I think so. Mrs. North did say that the spells and information in that book would only become available to me when I needed them. Unless we just skipped over that section before, I think it was new.”
“We’ve scoured through that thing for weeks.” Emiko nibbled at a crisp green bean. “I’m pretty sure we’ve read everything that we could.”
Holly lifted her brow. “Well, what was it?”
Nervousness churned in my stomach. I didn’t have to tell them everything . . . about my vision . . . about how the only way to defeat the Darkness was for me to die. So I just told them about the Morelli sisters who bound the Darkness and then to repay them for their goodness The Side of Magic still treated the Morelli like the enemy. I glanced around the room full of students who still hated me. My experience at the Academy felt a little too much like history repeating itself on a smaller scale.
Before I finished, the entrance door flung open and Rosalee entered, head held high and in all her typical stuck-up glory. For a brief moment I watched as she scanned the room for her besties and then returned my attention to the group.
“And that’s it.” I shrugged.
“What’s so bad about that? Sounds like good news to me,” Holly said. “It means there’s a way to defeat this thing.”
Aspen laid his fork down on the side of his plate and sat up straight. “What if it also means that Josy might need to sacrifice herself to do it?”
We locked gazes. I really should have told Aspen about my vision.
“Oh Josy, no,” Emiko said. “This time it’s going to be different, you’ll see.”
“That’s why you’ve been so quiet,” Aspen whispered, and his eyes filled with concern. “I’m so sorry I was joking around with you earlier.”
I shook my head and lied. “You’re overreacting. I’m fine. The thing about the witches is not bothering me. And no one is going to need to sacrifice themselves.”
“You got room here?”
I jumped at the new voice and turned to see Rosalee. Without waiting for an answer, she sat beside me and took a drink of soda.
Everyone in my group exchanged wide-eyed looks and then stared at her.
“Um, why are you here?” Holly wrinkled her nose as she chewed a bite of her lunch.
Rosalee placed her soda back on the tray, picked up her fork and stabbed at the giant salad on her plate. “For whatever reason, my friends aren’t here, and I can’t sit alone.”
“So . . . you’d rather sit with us?” Aspen asked, confused. “What would people say?”
I couldn’t prove it yet and she hadn’t admitted it, but I had the feeling that since Rosalee started studying with me, her friends had kind of ditched her. Several times I’d seen her walking alone to classes when before she’d always been the queen bee with a hive in tow. Rosalee must have become contaminated with those Morelli cooties.
“I’ll just tell anyone who asks that Chancellor Sterling is forcing me to spend more time with you.” She waved her free hand in the air dismissively. “They’ll all buy it. And charity work looks good on my resume.”
The four of us stared at each other again while Rosalee munched on her salad. Holly’s cheeks flushed, but before she could retort with something just as horrible, Rosalee spoke. “What were you talking about?”
“The history lesson from the spell book today,” I admitted.
Holly immediately relaxed her posture at my reminder.
Rosalee shook her head. “I wish there was more about that. I think it would have been helpful to find out more details about how the witches actually bound the Darkness . . . and why the spell seems to have worn off. My parents have this collection of spell and history books locked in a secret passage in our house. I wonder if there’s more about it in there?”
“What?” I leaned in close to her. Why was Rosalee suddenly so loose with information?
She nodded. “Yeah. My parents always thought their private library was a big secret, but all my brothers and sisters knew about it. We’d dare each other to sneak in there at night. I only did it once when I was about ten because I was afraid I’d get caught. Before I fell asleep, I do remember seeing some books on the Morelli. My sister found me on the floor the next morning before my parents did.”
There were no history books in the Academy library that told us anything useful about Morelli history. Even Professor Magnolis didn’t have much.
My mind swirled with Mrs. North’s words that I could not force the book to tell me anything before it was time or it would cause problems.
But this wasn’t the same thing.
I wouldn’t be forcing the spell book to do anything. I’d be finding out information on my own . . . and since when did studying ever harm anyone?
I narrowed my eyes at Rosalee. “Do you think you can get us into your parents’ library?”




Chapter 3
Rosalee furrowed her brow, and the corners of her lips pulled down. “Why would I do that? Who knows what could happen? And you think I can just walk into my house with a Morelli? My parents would freak . . . likely disown me.” Her green eyes were wild and wide. “They’d probably stop paying my tuition or something!”
“Your parents would seriously disown you for bringing a Morelli into your house?” I scrunched my nose at her. I knew people hated the Morelli, but disown their own daughter over something like that? “Have you even told them that we’re working together?”
Rosalee shook her head several times while the others just stared at her. I think that they were still kind of in shock that she was even sitting at our table. “Are you kidding me? I can’t tell them! I’m just lucky my brother Will goes to a different academy or I don’t know what I’d do.” Her expression softened slightly, and she squinted in thought. “How would we even get there, anyway? I don’t have a car here, and it’s not like I can call our driver to pick me up.”
I glanced at Aspen. “Aspen has a car in storage that would fit all of us if we needed to.”
“Josy!” Aspen scolded, but I totally ignored him.
I continued. “It would be a tight squeeze, but it would work if we needed the space.” Aspen could also help us magically shift into something smaller like cats again at the house if we needed to, but I thought I’d keep that in my pocket for later. I’d obviously already upset Aspen by volunteering his car, Midnight, to act as a taxi and didn’t want to press my luck further.
“Not that I want to agree with Rosalee,” Emiko finally piped in, “but I have to agree that going to her house to look for books is really risky. Chancellor Sterling would have a big problem with you leaving campus without permission.”
I groaned. “Emiko!”
She pursed her lips. “You know I’m right.”
“Well, I’m always up for an adventure.” Holly perked up, probably reveling in the idea that Rosalee could get busted for sneaking us into her house.
Rosalee stood, waved her hands at us and stepped out from the bench. “I am not taking you people to my house! That’s final.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t even know why I came over here in the first place. I must be crazy or something.” She picked up her tray and walked over to dump her barely-touched salad in the trash, then left without so much as a goodbye.
“You weren’t serious about any of that?” Aspen asked with a twinge of hope in his voice.
I twisted back to my friends and let out a long sigh. “It was probably stupid, but if those books could tell me more about Morelli history, then I need to see them.” I knew it was a crazy idea, but the possibility of more books gave me hope. I glanced up at the large black-and-white clock on the wall, and my heart jumped. “We’d better get to Spellcasting! We have a test, and it’s on the other side of campus.”
“Ugh.” Holly downed the remainder of her lunch and hopped up from her seat.
We all stood, and as Holly and Emiko hustled to the trash can to empty their trays, Aspen caught my arm. “I know Rosalee is involved with this project, but I don’t trust her enough to do something like go to her house. There’s just too much to lose.”
My stomach twisted. Aspen had been through a lot in the past few weeks. He’d found out he was half wizard and that the father who’d raised him wasn’t even his biological dad. It was an overwhelming amount of information to process. He’d mostly been focused on our tutoring and hadn’t talked much about it yet, but I knew it was a revelation we needed to address. So my offering up Midnight as a way for us to sneak off campus without asking him first was pretty insensitive. “I know. I just got excited . . . and I’m sorry for saying you’d be a taxi for us.”
He sighed. “You better get to class. I’m not going to be in there today since Magnolis didn’t need me for the testing.”
A tiny smile turned up the corners of my lips. “Then I’ll see you later.” I patted him on the shoulder but before I rushed out the door he caught me by the arm.
“You sure what I said about sacrificing yourself wasn’t true?”
I steeled myself. “Everything will be fine.”
Aspen pinched his lips together but released me since he probably knew Magnolis was going to have a fit if I was late.
✽✽✽
 
I skidded through the classroom door at 1:01, my black boots making a high-pitched screech on the tile, announcing my lateness to all in Spellcasting 102.
“You’re late, Josy Barrows,” Professor Magnolis said in a low tone from her desk at the front of the classroom. She wore a crisp, white button-up shirt and had her dark bob pulled back into a tiny ponytail.
“Sorry,” I whispered, eyeing the other students.
Holly and Emiko must have made it here just in time and were already taking the written portions of the Herbology crossover test along with the rest of the class. This included Rowan Hedge, who I’ll never think of as anything but Lizard Arms since the first failed magic I’d seen him perform. He’d looked so incredibly ridiculous. Lucky for him, he’d passed Spellcasting 101 and was improving at his magic like the rest of us.
“Please have a seat, Josy.” Professor Magnolis snapped me from my thoughts and I focused my eyes on my desk, which had a thick stack of test papers sitting on top of it. “And please make sure to stay after class when you are done.”
My chest tensed, and I clutched my bookbag. Am I in trouble?
The professor raised her brow and gestured with her head toward my seat. Quickly I shuffled to my desk and sat.
“Herbs and Their Relation to Spellcasting” read the larger words at the top of the page. “You’re going to do fine on this,” I muttered under my breath. While Aspen and I were still in Tumbling Falls for the holiday break, he’d spent a ton of time catching me up on the uses of all the herbs he had in his wizard travel kit and also the different plants around his home. It was a good way for him to get his mind off the troubles in his family as well as tutor me on more than just the Morelli spell book that was new to both of us.
Some herbs and plants could be used directly on their own for magical purposes, and others could be combined with spells to increase effectiveness. The test focused on the latter.
I pulled a pencil from my bag; for the written portion of any spellcasting test we could only use Common tools like pencils and pens—no magic allowed. I flipped through the thick packet and spotted several terms that I actually knew the answers to. Starting with the first question, I dug in and went into a mental testing zone that actually felt good. I was getting better at this magic thing.
“Pencils down,” Magnolis announced just as I scribbled the final word of my essay on cinnamon and how it could be used to enhance more than just the flavors of baked goods. It’s a perfect element in a protection spell.
“How’d you do?” Emiko leaned in and whispered from behind me.
“Good . . . yeah, good.” I stood and walked to Magnolis’s desk with the rest of the class, and one by one we placed our tests into a wire basket.
“Make sure you stay after,” the professor reminded me as I packed up my bag.
“See you later.” Holly waved and left the classroom with Emiko, leaving me alone with the professor.
“Close the door,” Professor Magnolis said without looking up from the stack of the tests she’d removed from the basket. She ran her hand over the papers, and the one with my name at the top wriggled its way out the side. She snatched it and flipped through the pages, studying what I had written. “This is good, Josy. You’re learning so quickly now.”
“Thank you.” I nervously twisted the ruby ring on my finger. “I’ve gotten a lot of help from other students, and I’ve been staying up late at night.”
Professor Magnolis put the test down and peered up at me. Concern brewed in her eyes, despite her positive words.
“What’s wrong?”
She sighed and moved her gaze back to the desk. “I wanted to be the first person to tell you this before you heard it from anyone else.”
My heart tightened. Was I going to have to leave the school? Where would I go?
“I have to leave the Academy for a while.”
“What? Why?” That was almost as bad as what I’d thought she was going to tell me. Professor Magnolis was the closest thing to a mother that I had here, and now she was leaving.
“You already know that The Side of Magic is in trouble. There is a new council being formed, and I’ve been asked to serve on it.”
“But you can’t go!” I pleaded.
“When the Directorate asks you to do something, you do it.” The professor stood and picked up the stack of tests, straightened them and put them back down. “I hope I will not be away too long, and all of your needs have been provided for. The kibble you requested for Nine will be delivered to your room weekly, and any expenses you have will be taken care of by Chancellor Sterling.”
“Sterling?”
“He’ll approve everything, don’t worry.”
I slumped my shoulders. “But I don’t want you to go.”
Professor Magnolis tipped her head and walked around to my side of the desk. She held her arms out to me and I immediately fell into her warm embrace.
“Don’t leave me, please,” I whispered, and tears stung at the corners of my eyes.
She squeezed me harder. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”




Chapter 4
My stomach twisted with slight nausea. How could Professor Magnolis leave? She was the only staff member at Borealis that I trusted, and she had known my parents. I hadn’t even gotten to ask her all the questions about them that I’d wanted to.
Sighing, I lay in bed with all the day’s events running through my head and keeping me awake until all hours. I couldn’t bring myself to check the time because I was sure finding out would only worsen my mood. I did finally relent and took a nasty concoction Aspen had mixed up and stored in a little brown bottle for me to use when I couldn’t sleep. As a joke, he’d labeled it “Drink Me.” I could only guess it was an homage to Alice in Wonderland—appropriate, since there were days I felt like I’d fallen down a rabbit hole. A bitter taste swam on the back of my tongue, but I was hopeful the potion’s sleep-inducing effects would kick in soon.
I picked up the still-frameless photo of my parents and lit my hand with white magic to get a better view. My dad, Liam, looked so ordinary—happy and just handsome enough that I could see why he’d caught my mom’s eye. He wore a pair of jeans and a green shirt, and his dark hair stood out against the backlight of sun haloing his head. I replaced the photo gently.
Nine lay curled up in a little black ball at the end of my bed, and his whiskers twitched every few minutes. He even licked his chops once as I studied him. I could only imagine that he was dreaming about a big buffet of turkey legs. At least he wasn’t having trouble sleeping.
Merrygold wasn’t in her bed tonight. In fact, I hadn’t seen her all evening. She must be in her ghost place, being alone with her thoughts. She’d become more frustrated with not being able to leave the dorm room since I returned from break. She hadn’t said it, but I think she was really lonely that whole time.
Resigned to getting no sleep, I pulled Spells of the Ancients off my side table and flipped to the pages where Rosalee and I had read about the witches. I studied the words at least twenty-five times in hopes that more information would appear on the next page, but it never did. Not that night, at least.
I was going to have to get the information elsewhere, or I was never going to be able to sleep. And at that moment the only other option I had was to convince Rosalee to take me to her family’s secret library.
My head swirled, and my body grew heavy. Aspen’s sleep potion must have finally kicked in. I slipped the book back on the nightstand just as my eyelids drooped.
We’re going to be late, Nine urged as he stood on his hind legs and held up a little gold pocket watch. The piece looked a lot like the one Professor Lakeshore had before he disappeared with the Black Smoke Wraiths.
Unsure of what was going on, I blinked several times. Not only was Nine standing like a tiny person with the gold watch, but he was now dressed in a tiny tweed suit, exactly like Lakeshore had worn . . . except for the black tail sticking out the seat of the pants. That was new. All that was missing was the beard to complete the cat version of the professor.
What had Aspen put in that potion?
Nine tapped his paw to the face of the watch. Late, Josy!
I gave in to the ridiculousness. “What exactly are we going to be late for? Dinner?”
The cat laid his ears back. Be serious. Now follow me! Nine ran as fast as his little pants-clad legs would take him, while standing like a human.
I shook my head but allowed him to lead me. This had to be a dream, after all.
Staying a good ten feet in front of me at all times, Nine led us through what looked a lot like the forest around Aspen’s family home, except there was no snow and the trees kept getting taller and taller.
“Where are you taking me?” I called after him, but the cat didn’t stop. He only kept muttering that we were going to be late.
Finally, Nine glanced back at me, and without saying a word, he dove into a mess of blackberry bushes.
I skidded to a stop before I plowed into them. “Hey! Where did you go?” But he was gone and had left me wherever I was all by myself. I wrapped my arms around my torso, and the heaviness of being alone settled over my entire body.
“It’s just a dream,” I reminded myself in a whisper. But I knew something about it wasn’t. Despite having Aspen and my friends with me at the Academy, I did feel alone. Alone in that I might be the only solution to ridding The Side of Magic of the Darkness.
“Josy,” an unfamiliar deep male voice sounded from behind me. I flipped around discovered my dad, Liam Barrows, come to life. He looked exactly the same as in my photo. Tall, but not too tall, and dressed in the same clothes from the image. My eyes widened as a soft smile spread over his lips.
“You are just as beautiful as I knew you would be,” he said softly. “Very much like your mother.”
My hand immediately went for my hair, and I twisted at a thick clump.
“And that is the most beautiful part,” he said. “Charlette never could show who she was in public, but here you are doing just that.”
A bit of white magic sparkled beside him, and my mom materialized, her white hair spilling over her shoulders. Dad put his arm around her, and they walked toward me.
“We’ve missed you, Josy,” Mom said, and they both wrapped their arms around me in a group hug.
The warmth of their bodies soothed my sadness and emptiness. After a long time, I finally admitted, “I saw Zayne.”
“I know,” Mom said. “That’s why we’re here. I need for you to understand him.”
“I think I do understand him. He wants me to use my magic for the Morelli.”
She and Dad stepped back, and Mom looked up to him and back to me. “And you think that’s a bad thing?”
I lowered my brows in confusion, and the memory of Zayne’s admission that my mother had been a Morelli spy rolled through my mind. Did she still feel loyal to her brother, despite everything he’d done? “It seemed like a pretty bad thing when he had me locked up in Eylada. I had to escape from him, just like you did when you went back there to tell him about Dad.”
Mom looked away and released a tired sigh. “You and I both know that Zayne and the situation with the Morelli is extremely complicated.”
“I need more information than that, Mom!” I twisted from them and eyed the bushes again to look for Nine, but he was still gone.
“Zayne is not a bad person, but he is incredibly conflicted. In the end, all he wants is for the Morelli to live.”
I clicked my tongue and turned back to them. “I want them to live, too. They were wronged. We were wronged. But nothing is solved by letting the Darkness destroy The Side of Magic.”
“Josy,” Dad said, “I never fully understood the Morelli when I was alive, but your mother did her best to help me. Zayne is a good man forced into a bad situation. The Middle has been dying for a long time, and now the Morelli are too because the land is poisoning them. They’re desperate. He has no choice if he wants his people to survive.”
The memory of Eylada’s desolation settled over me like the dust and heat that place was made of. Eylada was nearly dead already, and the Morelli were barely hanging on. I didn’t know how I hadn’t seen it before. “But why won’t he make peace?”
“He was not lying when he said the Directorate are not offering it.” Mom furrowed her brows. “They would much rather see the Morelli die than share The Side of Magic. The balance of power would shift from their favor, and possibly reveal their weaknesses.”
I pinched at the bridge of my nose in frustration. “And keeping me here on The Side of Magic makes my powers available to them, just like I did on the night of the Morelli attack on the Academy. It keeps the Directorate strong.” I thought for a moment. “I’ve got to find out more about my magic and how it works.”
Dad straightened his shoulders with pride and took Mom’s hand. “I always knew our daughter would grow up smart.”




Chapter 5
I blinked my eyelids open, and the ghostly sensation of my parents’ arms still lingered over my skin. I pressed my eyes shut again, trying to will the dream back, but I knew it wouldn’t work. Even with normal dreams I could never make them replay. Were my parents real in my visions or only a figment of my imagination? If they were real, I had so much to ask them.
I rolled to my side, away from the one window in my room, and found that Merrygold was back and asleep in her bed.
Hey, Nine yowled sleepily from his spot curled up next to my thigh.
I craned my neck to him, mostly to check if he was still wearing those little pants from my vision. He wasn’t. Too bad.
“I had a dream you were wearing a suit.”
Human clothes? Nine twitched his whiskers in disgust. I had a dream I was chasing a white rabbit . . . thankfully there were no pants involved.
I arched my brow and sat up. “You didn’t drink any of that sleeping potion Aspen gave me, did you?”
No. Why would I need to do that? I sleep just fine when people aren’t rolling over on top of me.
“Never mind.” I waved my hand at him dismissively.
Merrygold’s eyes opened, she pushed back her comforter and sat. “Morning.” She was chipper and, as always, looked as if she’d had a perfect night’s sleep.
Running my hand through the rat’s nest that used to be my hair, I said, “Hey, can I ask you a question?”
She swung her legs to the floor and smiled. “Anytime.”
I rose and plucked the photo of my parents from my side table. “Since you’re a ghost, do you think there are others out there like you?”
Merrygold twisted her features in thought for a moment and stood. “Unfortunately, I haven’t seen any in the years I’ve been dead and stuck in here. But statistically I don’t know how I could be the only one, and from the books you’ve brought me I’d say yes. Why?”
“I’m just trying to work some things out in my mind about my parents.” I didn’t really want to go through the whole thing with her right then. “I’m going to grab a shower.”
She shrugged. “If you change your mind, I’ll gladly try to help you sort out your thoughts.”
After grabbing my towel and robe, I glanced back at my bed and just left it a mess. The black, furry lump sprawled out in the middle would probably get mad if I tried to make it over him. I grabbed the bag of cat kibble Professor Magnolis had ordered for Nine and poured a generous portion into his bowl. He didn’t love it, but I knew he would mostly eat anything as long as I brought the extra breakfast sausages from the dining hall as promised.
I headed for the door, opened it and nearly screamed at Rosalee standing inches from the opening. She held her closed fist in the air, ready to knock.
Equally surprised, the girl gasped and jumped backward at least a foot. For once Rosalee’s hair wasn’t perfect. In fact, it was sticking out so much that it pretty much looked like she’d slept upside down on it. In her other hand she held a folded, partially crumpled piece of paper.
“Rough night?” I muttered and shut the door behind me.
She wavered her attention around the empty hall, then turned back to me and wrinkled her forehead. “You’ve got that right. Last night I had the weirdest dream, and I think you had something to do with it!”
“Why would I have anything to do with your dreams?” I pushed past her and made my way toward the showers. “You’re imagining things.”
She followed hot on my heels. “Because in my dream you grew big rabbit ears out of that white hair of yours and kept telling me that we were going to be late. You wouldn’t let me stop until we got to wherever it was you wanted to go. And then this!” She held up the paper and thrust it in my face. “It was under my door this morning.”
I stopped walking and turned to her. “White rabbit? Like Alice in Wonderland?” Were her dreams attached to mine . . . and even Nine’s? What was going on?
Rosalee gave me a quizzical look. “What’s Alice in Wonderland?”
I shook my head. Maybe she really didn’t know since it was a story from The Other Side. I was sure Rosalee and her family wanted nothing to do with Commons if they could help it. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” I ripped the paper from her hand and unfolded it. At the top was an image of a white rabbit outlined in gold. If you held the paper just right, the rabbit twitched its nose. Must have been magic. Below the image read the words:
Rosalee,
I hope this letter finds you working hard and keeping up with your studies. As you are well aware, we are relying on each and every one of your brothers and sisters to excel in the magical arts. Your doing so ensures our family’s status in Magic society.
Her parents did a great job of digging in the guilt. Nice.
In case of emergency we wanted you to know that your father and I will be traveling for at least several weeks . . .
Blah . . . blah . . .
Her mother was formal and never once asked about Rosalee’s personal well-being. Reading the whole letter kind of formed a pit in my stomach for her. I still didn’t much like Rosalee, but this letter showed why she was the way she was.
I skimmed the rest, which included the address where they could be reached, and then looked back to Rosalee. Admittedly, it was pretty weird that she had the whole rabbit thing in her dream too, and that it was at the top of the letter, but . . . “How am I supposed to have anything to do with this? I didn’t make your parents go out of town.”
She grabbed the letter back from me, nearly ripping it. “You knew about this letter and somehow implanted the idea about the rabbit in my mind to make me want to go to my house and look at those books.”
“I did not do that.” My eyes widened and my pulse picked up.
Rosalee narrowed her eyes at me.
A nervous laugh slipped from my open mouth. “Sure . . . I want to see those books, but it’s not like I can force you to do something you don’t want to do. If you are nagged by the idea of seeing your parents’ library again, then that is all on you, because I didn’t know anything about that letter and didn’t cause any dream. Though I did have the white rabbit”—Nine wearing the tweed suit and holding the gold pocket watch popped into my head again—“well, not exactly, but close enough—in my dream last night, too.” I pointed to the letter. “So maybe the fact that we’re sharing dreams means we’re supposed to follow where that letter came from.”
“You’re lying,” she accused. “You did have something to do with it.”
I threw my free hand onto my hip. “When will you finally believe that I am not some sort of villain, Rosalee? Honestly . . . and by the looks of that letter and the fact that your clique has magically disappeared, I think I might be the best friend you have at the Academy or anywhere else.”
Rosalee stiffened and flared her nostrils. I expected some sort of angry retort, but instead she stuffed the letter into her pajama pocket. “Fine. It’s Friday and we can leave after classes. No one will miss us then.” She raised a brow and waggled her finger in front of my face. “But no Emiko and Holly. We’re sure to get caught with too many people in tow.”
Eyeing my friends’ closed door across the hall, I said, “Deal.” Rosalee was probably right anyway. Plus, Holly and Emiko could cover for us back here if we needed them to.
“You sure your weirdo boyfriend will be willing to take us?”
I rolled my eyes. “Seriously, stop it with the insults!”
She scoffed and turned on her heel.
As I watched her leave, I bit the inside of my cheek. How was I going to convince Aspen?




Chapter 6
Before we left, Aspen had checked the car four times to make sure Nine hadn’t somehow stowed away. But I knew the cat hadn’t because we’d both agreed he would stay back to keep Merrygold company for the night. When I’d snuck out the window to meet Aspen and Rosalee, I’d left my cat and roommate chatting in the dorm room. From the volume of his purring, Nine seemed pretty happy about the arrangement.
As we sped down the dark road in Midnight, Rosalee was unusually quiet and Aspen simply kept two hands on the wheel and eyes trained forward. He wasn’t happy about going into Naporia, The Side of Magic’s largest city. It was about seventy-five miles away: an hour and a half’s drive from the Academy.
I was sure that Rosalee was having second thoughts about the entire scheme, but if she did, she never said a word about it in the car. Aspen had only agreed to drive us because he knew I needed more information about the Morelli witches and how they had bound the Darkness the first time around.
The sprawling lights of the city finally came into view after what seemed like an eternity, and I lifted up in my seat to get the best possible view. “Naporia is really big, isn’t it?”
“I’ve never thought much about it,” Rosalee said from the back. “But I guess it is.” She leaned forward to Aspen. “You do know where you’re going, right?”
Aspen rolled his eyes. “Yes, Rosalee. I studied the map before we left, and I know exactly where your posh neighborhood is in the suburbs. You don’t have to worry that I’m going to lose you on some rundown street in downtown Naporia.”
Suburbs . . . downtown . . . It was weird how so many things on The Side of Magic were the same as on The Other Side, and some things, like the existence of magic, were so different. I knew better at that point, but I’d have thought that with magic the Directorate would have been able to solve the problems of poverty and crime here. Apparently not. Maybe they chose not to since social discrepancy made for better control and power.
Before long we’d exited the highway and turned off into a neighborhood that was just as Aspen had said—posh.
The homes were massive with large yards and huge, age-old trees. The scene was lit only by streetlights and the night sky, so I was sure I wasn’t taking in all the grandeur of Rosalee’s everyday existence. Jealousy welled in my chest until I remembered the letter. What good was all this if no one in her family really cared about anyone but themselves?
“Take a left on the next street, and it’s the first house on the right,” Rosalee instructed. “You two need to stay in the car while I make sure no one is in the house. Mother and Father usually send most of the staff away if they’re going to be gone for an extended amount of time.”
Aspen turned at the next street.
“There.” Rosalee pointed to a giant home on the right side. “Pull into the driveway and around the back.”
Aspen did as she said without question, and once we were parked, Rosalee hopped out. Gently she pushed the door shut with a click.
“Did you ever stop to think that this might be a setup?” Aspen said the second she was gone.
My stomach tightened at his words. I had not considered this, but if Rosalee wanted me to disappear, there must be easier ways for her to do it. Plus, Nine, Merrygold, Holly and Emiko all knew what we were doing, so it wasn’t as if Rosalee had a rock-solid alibi if I suddenly vanished from The Side of Magic.
“You were kind of a jerk too when I arrived at the school, and look at that now.”
Aspen swung his gaze to me. “I was never a jerk—I was just doing my best not to fall in love with you! And are you comparing me to Rosalee now?”
Aspen’s serious expression was so cute, and alongside his declaration of love for me, I couldn’t resist him. I quickly snapped open my seat belt, leaned over and planted a kiss on his lips.
Either he wasn’t nearly as mad at me as he’d been acting the entire drive here or the kiss quickly healed all wounds. Because in two quick motions he released his seat, pushing it back as far as it would go, and snaked his arm around my waist. He pulled me onto his lap for an epic kiss I was not expecting but had zero arguments about.
“Oh!” I managed to get out before he came in for another round of kisses, hands roaming my back.
But before we got too far, the driver’s door flung open and Rosalee’s scowling face appeared. “Seriously! I’m gone for less than five minutes and you people can’t keep your hands off each other.”
I bit my lip and eyed Aspen. He gave me a sheepish grin as I peeled off him and stepped from the car. Before we left, Aspen waved his hands in the air and blue magic formed an iridescent glow over Midnight. Seconds later, the car vanished.
“It won’t last forever, but the magic will keep it from being spotted for a while,” he said.
I turned to Rosalee. “Is the house empty?”
She shook her head and led us around the back to an already-open door. “I’m pretty sure Wilson our head butler is here, but he’s asleep.”
“You have a butler?” I whispered. “I thought that was just in British TV shows.”
Rosalee scrunched up her face in confusion and instead of answering just waved us through the entrance.
Inside the dim house, a mansion really, it was as if I’d entered another world of shadows, tall ceilings, creepy gold statues and furniture that looked too uncomfortable to sit on. The walls were covered in artwork and portraits of what I assumed were Rosalee’s long-dead witch and wizard relatives. My heart tightened with the thought that the images might come alive at any second, but that was probably just my imagination tainted by movies I’d seen.
As if he sensed my anxiety, or maybe he had a little of his own, Aspen grabbed my hand and interlaced his fingers in mine while Rosalee led us up a grand staircase. “The library is on the second floor,” she whispered.
I gripped Aspen’s hand, and soon enough we found ourselves in a large room with floor-to-ceiling books and no windows. Rosalee snapped her fingers and several sconces on the wall burst with flames, lighting the room, and she shut the door behind us. My chest tightened with the sudden feeling that we were trapped.
“I thought you said your parents’ library was secret,” I whispered.
“Not the main library; this is for the entire family.” She tugged a book from the shelf and frowned. “Now which one was it?”
I glanced at Aspen, who only shrugged.
Rosalee reached up on her toes and pulled at a thick, blue book. When she did, a bookshelf groaned and slid to the side, forming an opening in the wall. “Yes, that one. Now we need to hurry.” She grabbed several loose books sitting on the floor in a stack and slid through the now-open bookshelf.
Aspen and I followed her into the cramped, dusty room. Rosalee snapped her fingers again and one sconce illuminated. I gazed around the space. There were only about twenty-five or thirty books, but each looked really old and worn.
“Okay, this is it,” she said, still holding the stack of books in her arms. “Let’s get the ones we want, and then we have to go.”
I wrinkled my brow. Maybe Aspen was right and Rosalee had sinister plans. If I took the books, she could blame me for stealing and I could get kicked out of the Academy. “Wait, we’re taking them? I thought we were just going to read here.”
She shook her head. “There’s way too much information in them for us to be able to study in here. We need more time.”
Aspen puffed up and stepped in front of me slightly. “What are you up to, Rosalee? Why are you doing this so easily? You have something planned.”
Rosalee straightened her back and squared herself. “Are you accusing me of something, Aspen? Because you should just come out and say it if you are!”
“Fine.” His nostrils flared. “Are you trying to set Josy up?”
She scoffed. “If I get caught with these books, then Josy won’t be the only one in trouble—I will be, too. I know it might be hard for you to believe, but I am trying to help. I saw those horrible wraiths when Josy and I were stuck in Mrs. North’s test . . . I saw what they were going to do to The Side of Magic. If Josy or someone else can stop them, then I want that to happen!” The tiniest sparkle of moisture formed in the corner of her eyes, but she did not allow the tears to fall.
I stared at her, shock from her reaction tingling in my hands. Rosalee hadn’t really spoken about what she’d seen while we were in the test. I didn’t know she’d seen terrible things, too. Before I had the chance to say anything, she swung around, hiked up her book stack in one arm, and handed an untitled leather-bound book with gold trim from the shelf to me.
“I think there are four books we’re going to need.” Rosalee held up a red book from her stack and stared at it intently for a second. The book magically changed from red to brown with gold trim. She slid the imposter book into the open spot on the shelf which had been left by the one she’d removed. “Now hopefully my parents don’t look inside because all they’re going to find is a boring book on the Second Theory of Water Enchantment.”




Chapter 7
“That better have been worth it,” Aspen sighed as he turned the corner with the headlights off.
I glanced back at Rosalee’s massive house from the back seat of Midnight just as a light flickered on in a small window near the ground.
“That’s Wilson’s room. If he’s just turning the lights on now, I doubt he saw anything.” Rosalee clutched at half the books we’d taken.
I flipped around, held the rest of them to my chest, and let out a relieved breath. Before we left, Rosalee had even cast a spell that got rid of any fingerprints in the room. The three of us were silent until we made it to the highway again and Aspen flicked on the car’s headlights.
“So, I have the feeling you’ve done something like that before,” I said to Rosalee, keeping my eyes straight forward on the road.
“Actually,” Rosalee admitted, “I haven’t. I’m pretty much the biggest rule follower you’re going to find on campus.”
“Well, not anymore.” Aspen glanced at her in the rearview mirror.
Rosalee slumped down in her seat and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I think I’m going to throw up!” she squeaked.
Aspen swerved to the side of the road and slammed on the brakes, jolting our torsos forward against the seat belts. “Not in my car you’re not!” He twisted around and held up his hand. Blue light filled the cab and surrounded Rosalee. Her eyes widened and she gasped.
I leaned away from her toward the window, expecting the worst to happen, but instead of throwing up all over me, she exhaled deeply and leaned her head back into the fabric of her seat.
“Thanks,” she mumbled.
Aspen eyed her intently as a car flew past us on the highway. “You sure you’re not going to barf all over my car?”
She nodded and straightened. “Yeah, I’m fine. Whatever you did worked.”
As Aspen pulled the car back onto the road, I placed one book beside me and opened the other. It was labeled Histories During and Before the Great War.
“Why did your parents have these again?” I asked. “From everything I’ve heard, the Directorate tries to hide the true history of relations between The Side of Magic and the Morelli. It seems like owning books like these might be an offense or something.”
Rosalee stacked her books on top of mine in the space between us and leaned her elbow on top of them. “Honestly, I have no idea. I told you that part of the library was supposed to be a secret. So it’s not like Mother and Father talked about it. But I can tell you one thing: my parents are not any sort of rebels siding with the Morelli. They hate them.”
“Probably wanted to know what they were up against,” Aspen said from the front.
“Well, when someone is trying to kill you, it’s good to know that information,” Rosalee muttered.
“That goes for both sides, Rosalee.” Aspen peered into the rearview mirror at her again.
Rosalee averted her eyes and didn’t speak. I was pretty sure that she’d never been confused about anything in her life before she met me. The transformation she was going through now must be rocking her world. So, for the time being, I ignored her insensitive comment and examined the book.
I lit a ball of magic in my hand and glanced down. Under my thumb was a fierce line drawing of a half man, half wolf. The title below it read “Natural Animal Shifters and Their Mysterious Existence.”
My heart nearly froze at the sight of it, and everything in me wanted to turn the page. Rosalee had no idea that she was in the car with both a Morelli and a natural wolf shifter. Not that just reading about the topic would clue her in, but it wasn’t something I wanted to discuss at that time. Aspen was on edge enough as it was. He had excellent mastery over his shifts, but I knew from his family that strong emotions broke some or all of that control down.
“What’s that?” Rosalee asked.
As fast as my frozen fingers would let me, I attempted to turn the page, but I wasn’t quick enough before Rosalee tore the book from my hands.
“I don’t remember anything about natural shifters in these books,” she blurted out.
On hearing her words, Aspen pressed the accelerator but immediately loosened up and slowed the car.
“Shifters?” I managed to spit out as a diversion. “I thought that witches and wizards could just take animal form with magic. Everyone can do it if they master the skill, right?”
Rosalee chuckled. “You have a lot to learn about The Side of Magic, Josy.”
I glanced at Aspen, who was keeping his eyes fixed on the dark road. “Well, we don’t really need that information right now. We’re looking for Morelli, not shifter histories.”
Rosalee ignored my urging to move on and continued to run her hand down the page as if she were skimming the words. “I’ve always been fascinated with the idea of natural shifters, but there’s not a lot of information out there on them. This is the first time I’m seeing any of this.” I grabbed for the book, but Rosalee batted me away. “You have other books. Look through those if you want to!”
I pinched my lips together. Rosalee was right, and trying to dissuade her might make her suspicious. “What does it say?” I said, relenting.
She scratched at her head. “Hm, I’d always thought that most of the natural shifters had fled to The Other Side long before the Great War, but apparently there were some that stayed and were able to prove themselves worthy of Magic society. The Directorate saw them as equals and even allowed them to join our armies and rise in the ranks.”
I leaned in closer to Rosalee to get a better view of the page.
She read, “But there was a natural wolf shifter general named Lonetree who took pity on the Morelli and in the middle of a battle switched sides with all of his animal shifter soldiers. They turned on the Directorate and won the battle in favor of the Morelli that day.” Rosalee glanced to me, horror blanketing her expression. “Those shifters killed everyone in the Directorate’s army. After that, the general, his armies and their families disappeared, probably to The Other Side.”
I released the illumination in my hand. “Have you ever heard anything about this, Aspen?” I don’t know why I asked the question right in front of Rosalee, and immediately my stomach swirled with regret.
He gripped tighter on the steering wheel. “Uh . . . no.”
“Why would Aspen have known about buried animal shifter histories?” Rosalee asked.
I thought of an excuse quickly. “He just does a lot of reading. I thought he might have run across something.”
Rosalee grunted, summoned her own illumination and brought her attention back to the page. “Well, I’m sure those shifters are all but extinct on The Other Side. There’s no way killers like that could hide in plain sight.”
My heart dropped into my stomach. “But maybe the shifters weren’t killers, Rosalee. Maybe they thought what was happening to the Morelli was wrong and they were trying to fix it . . . just like we are now.”
Rosalee clicked her tongue. “Ugh, Josy. You just think that everyone is misunderstood! Maybe some people are just bad. And I’m not trying to fix anything with the Morelli. I just don’t want The Side of Magic to be destroyed.”
Before she could react, I yanked the book from her hand. “You mean people like you? Because when we first met, you seemed like a pretty bad person . . . still kind of do sometimes. And I do not trust everyone. Believe me, I know there are evil people and beings out there. But I think we need to give everyone a chance to sit down and figure out if we all want the same things but are just speaking different languages, so to speak!”
Rosalee’s mouth hung open at my words, and Aspen was silent in the front seat.
“I’m not a bad person,” Rosalee muttered.
I whispered, “You’re just scared of losing everything—and making the wrong choices. I get it, because I am too.”




Chapter 8
All the way back to campus, my mind twisted with the new information that the shifters and the Morelli had once been allies. Clay, Aspen’s brother, had claimed that both the Morelli and The Side of Magic had hated the shifters, but maybe he had only made an assumption. I grazed my hand over the two books in my lap. I’d done a quick flip through them to see if I could find anything about the three Morelli witches, but my mind was too full of other thoughts to focus on finding a needle in a haystack.
“What’s going on up there?” Aspen broke my concentration, and I looked up to see what he was talking about.
The lights of Borealis had come into view down the hill, and the Academy was much more lit up than I’d expect it to be at 3 a.m. Lights were on in nearly all the buildings, including the dorms, and as we got closer I spotted the movement of what looked like groups of people. There were even a few large parked vehicles that looked like really fancy buses.
“Should we park the car in storage or see what’s going on?” Rosalee asked.
I furrowed my brow, wondering if all the commotion had something to do with us sneaking off campus. I wouldn’t put a manhunt past Chancellor Sterling, but the activity below seemed like too much for that. Why would he have all the students up in the middle of the night to search for me?
“Park Midnight here.” I pointed to the side of the road, still outside of the campus grounds. “If everything is okay, we can come back and put her into storage.”
Aspen pulled to the side of the road under the concealment of several trees. We hadn’t had a storm since the holiday break, and most of the snow was melted. I placed my two books under the seat in front of me and motioned for Rosalee to do the same. “We can get these later.”
Outside, the bitter wind cut through the thick fabric of my wool coat and I pulled it in tight at my neck as we jogged onto the campus. An emergency siren wailed, but there were no explanatory announcements.
“Excuse me,” Rosalee called to a tall student bundled in a parka and scarf, suitcase in hand. “What’s going on?” But he ignored her question and continued wherever he was going.
All three of us tried with other students, but we received much the same response. They seemed to be too busy to stop for us. My pulse picked up and I longed for Aspen’s strong arms around me, but this was no time for that.
I scanned around for anyone I knew or a staff member, unable to find either. “Let’s go to Willoward. Maybe Holly and Emiko are still there.”
Rosalee and Aspen agreed, and we sprinted toward the women’s dorm. After we arrived, several girls pushed past us to leave, and I charged down the hall to my room. I threw open the door and found Merrygold, Nine, Holly and Emiko inside.
“Josy!” the three girls shouted in unison.
What took you so long! Nine leaped from my bed and encircled my legs. We’ve all been sick with worry.
Rosalee entered with Aspen, and Nine arched his back and hissed at her.
“What’s going on outside?” I demanded.
Holly rose from Merrygold’s desk chair. “The staff . . . almost all of them have been called away by the Directorate. While you were gone, there was an attack on downtown Naporia. The Academy is out of session until further notice.”
“Attack?” Aspen asked. “By the Morelli? We were just on the outskirts of Naporia and didn’t see anything.”
“That’s why we’ve been so worried about you! No one knows who attacked yet, but we’ve all been told to go home,” Emiko said from her spot on the bed next to Merrygold.
“What?” I twisted to Aspen, not that he’d be able to answer my question. I’d known that Magnolis had been called away and was leaving soon, but all of the staff? “That would leave Borealis almost unprotected from an attack.”
That’s why they’re making all the students go home, Nine said from my feet, still eying Rosalee.
On the bed, Merrygold sat with her eyes cast down. Although no attack was likely to hurt her, if we all left, she’d be stuck here alone again.
I wavered my attention back to Emiko and Holly. “Then why haven’t you left yet?”
“We were waiting for you.” Emiko patted her hand near Merrygold’s ghostly body, and Merrygold straightened as if Emiko’s empath abilities had a positive effect on her. “And there’s no way we were going to leave without telling you what was going on!”
“What are we going to do?” Rosalee asked, and all eyes moved to her.
“We?” Holly threw her hand onto her hip. “Since when are you a part of”—she waved her hand in the air, gesturing to my other friends—“we?”
Rosalee took a step back, apparently aware that she no longer held a position of social power here.
“Rosalee doesn’t really have anywhere to go either,” I piped in. “Her parents are out of town, remember?”
Holly pulled me to the side and whispered in my ear while eyeing Rosalee. “I don’t trust her.”
Not that I could blame Holly. Rosalee had been horrible, but something different in her was emerging, and I had to listen to my gut about it. Mrs. North would never have paired me with Rosalee if she thought she was all bad. At least I didn’t think so. “I know you don’t. But you trust me, right?”
Holly pursed her lips and released my arm.
“You both should be getting home to your families anyway.” I ripped my messenger bag from where it hung on my chair and tossed the Morelli diary and Spells of the Ancients inside. I plucked Nine from the ground, and he let out a little squeak, but other than that he didn’t complain. “I saw several shuttles. Maybe they’re taking the students who don’t have cars home.”
Holly exchanged glances with Emiko.
“I’m going to go home to make sure my family is okay,” Emiko said. “Plus, maybe I can find out more about what’s going on.”
“Are you sure?” Holly asked.
Emiko nodded. “I’m sure.”
“You should definitely go if you need to,” I said to her and hiked up Nine in my arms.
“Well, I’m staying with you all,” Holly said. “I’m sure my parents don’t care much where I am anyway.”
Aspen stepped to my side and placed his arm around me, apparently not caring about our secret relationship anymore. If there was going to be a war, what did it matter anyway?
At that point all I knew was that, besides Merrygold, we couldn’t stay on campus. We needed to hide someplace safe, where we could get help—and I had an idea.
✽✽✽
 
In near silence, we drove up the mountain as the sun peeked over it and painted pink and gold streaks onto the sky. I was crammed in the back seat of Midnight again with Rosalee, with Nine curled up on my lap. Of course Aspen was driving, and I’d sacrificed shotgun for the sake of avoiding the fight that would have broken out between Holly and Rosalee if they’d been stuck together.
All of my books were safely in Aspen’s trunk with our thrown-together luggage. I probably should have kept them out for studying, but my mind was too dizzy with worry about the news of the attack and about Emiko. We’d seen her off on the shuttle before we left. I also hated leaving Merrygold alone, even though she would be perfectly safe. I took a settling breath and glanced at Rosalee. She was leaned up against the side of the car, fast asleep.
Were we headed into the war I’d seen in my vision? My stomach churned at the thought.
In front of me, Holly dropped off too and let out a sleepy snort.
“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I whispered to Aspen.
He sighed and peered back at me for a second, then returned his eyes to the road. He kept his voice down, as not to wake the other girls. “I know you’re right that we need help. But I don’t know how we’re going to talk them into it.”
My mind moved to the books in the trunk and the knowledge that some of the shifters had once been equals on The Side of Magic, that they had stood up for the right thing and tried to protect the Morelli.
Something inside me suspected that Aspen’s family were the warrior descendants of General Lonetree, who had disappeared into thin air. Except they had not vanished at all. They were hiding in plain sight.
A metal sign appeared on the side of the road: Tumbling Falls, ten miles.




Chapter 9
As we approached the center of Tumbling Falls, there were a sizable gathering of trucks and cars parked outside the largest three-story structure in town. It was a log cabin–style building with only a few windows, and about ten people were headed for the entrance. A wooden sign out front read “Tumbling Falls Town Hall.”
“Do you have a lot of functions first thing in the morning here?” I asked Aspen in a whisper, trying not to wake the others, who were snoring.
“Uh, no. As far as I know the hall’s never even open before 9 a.m.” Aspen steered into the parking lot and pointed at a beat-up white truck. “That’s my dad’s.”
“Are we going in?” My pulse picked up. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I thought we were just going to your parents’ house.”
Aspen found a space in the back of the lot. “This is where my parents are, and the whole town wouldn’t be meeting if they weren’t discussing something big.”
“Like the attack?”
He turned to look at me. “Exactly.”
I glanced over at Rosalee, then down to Nine who was curled up in a tight ball between us. “Should we wake them?”
Aspen shook his head and eased open the driver’s side door. “Let them sleep. I know a back way so we can sneak in without being seen.”
I cracked my door open and slipped out, closing it gently behind me. The crisp mountain air filled my lungs with new energy after the long drive and little sleep. I jogged to catch up with Aspen and took his hand.
He led me around the back of the building to a locked side door. He twisted the handle and blue magic encircled his fingers. Magic comes in handy when breaking and entering. Click. The handle turned, and he ushered us inside and up a flight of stairs immediately to our right.
“This goes up to the catwalk above the stage,” Aspen whispered. “I used to sneak up here as a kid sometimes when I didn’t want anyone to find me.”
We tiptoed up to the top to a sturdy wooden platform and sure enough, the location gave us a pretty good view of the entire stage and parts of the audience. We sat and held onto the wooden railing as people continued filing in below and taking their seats. Most of them kept their voices down, but the energy in the room was tense. I had the feeling if I stepped into view with my white hair, it probably would have sent most of these people over the edge . . . there could even have been some out-of-control shifting. So I was glad that Aspen chose to take me up to a secluded location. I craned my neck to try to spot Dawn and Flint, but from our position I couldn’t find them. “Can you see your parents?”
Aspen shook his head. “Clay either.”
A stout man with sandy hair came from the side of the stage to the center where a podium waited.
“That’s Ansel Shore,” Aspen whispered. “He’s kind of the mayor of Tumbling Falls . . . and a mountain lion shifter.”
“A cat shifter?” I knew Nine might find that interesting.
“Yeah, we have them here, too.”
At the appearance of Mr. Shore, a hush fell over the crowd. He held his hands in the air to quiet anyone still talking.
He leaned in close to a microphone affixed to the podium. “Since you are here, I am sure that each of you is aware that several members of our community have disappeared over the last week.”
A woman in the audience let out a sob.
“Disappeared?” I whispered to Aspen. “You didn’t tell me anything about that.”
“I didn’t know.”
Mr. Shore continued. “Also, as of last night a currently unnamed enemy has attacked Naporia. There are rumors of great smoke beasts being spotted.”
My eyes widened and I turned to Aspen. The Wraiths. The war was beginning.
“What do the beasts have to do with us?” someone yelled from the crowd. “Naporia has nothing to do with Tumbling Falls. We need to solve the problem of the disappearances.”
Before Mr. Shore had a chance to speak, someone stepped out from the wings of the stage, followed by two others. It was Aspen’s family.
Clay stood next to his mother but kept some distance between them. Since her admission that Aspen wasn’t Flint’s son, it had created tension that was still there.
Flint came to the side of the podium and twisted the microphone to himself. “We need to talk about the attack because I saw the smoke beasts last night when I was hunting with my son. They chased us.”
The crowd erupted into a sea of questions and comments.
I gasped at what Flint had said, and Aspen’s body stiffened. Those same wraiths had taken and possibly killed Professor Lakeshore, who had protected Holly and me from them. How could Flint and Clay have escaped without magic? I took Aspen’s hand and squeezed it, fully aware that he needed to be down there with his family, but it probably wasn’t the best time yet.
Mr. Shore returned to the microphone and did his best to quiet the crowd, many of whom had risen to their feet and were shouting questions.
Finally, the audience hushed enough for Flint to speak again. “I believe that it might have been these beasts that have taken some of us. When Clay and I shifted, we were able to outrun them and they didn’t follow us into town. They vanished on the outskirts. But they know that we are here in Tumbling Falls.”
“How could they know that?” someone shouted.
“We haven’t been bothered in two hundred years,” another voice came.
From the back the main door opened and light from outside flooded into the auditorium. Then the door slammed. From my vantage point I could just see Holly and Rosalee up to about their thighs, but Nine’s entire body.
My breath hitched as about a quarter of the audience turned to see who was late for the town hall meeting. I twisted to Aspen, but all I saw was the blur of a black wolf body tearing down the stairs beside the catwalk. I jumped to my feet and gripped the railing.
“Who are you?” an angry male voice shouted, and several people approached my friends, their bodies stiff with aggression.
Rosalee screamed and Nine’s tail blew up to three times its normal size. Holly scrambled for the closed door but for some reason couldn’t open it.
Before anyone in the crowd could reach my friends, Aspen bounded in front of them, snarling.
“Aspen!” Dawn called from the stage and raced to the side stairs and down the aisle toward her son, followed by Flint.
I closed my eyes and magic filled my chest and limbs. I needed to be down there. When I opened my eyelids, I was directly between my friends and the potentially angry mob. On instinct I held out my hand, and a white light formed a barrier between us.
“A Morelli witch is here!” a woman yelled from the crowd. “It’s the Morelli who are attacking!”
On the other side, several people shifted—two wolves and one tan mountain lion. They bared their teeth and snarled at Aspen.
“What’s going on?” Holly shouted from behind me. “These are real shifters!”
“Shut up, Holly, if you want to live!” I hissed, still keeping the magic shield between our attackers and us.
In defense, Rosalee lit fire in her hand and the flame traveled its way up her arm.
“Put that out, Rosalee,” I ordered. “These people are not here to hurt us!” I yanked my head around to the crowd. “You hear that? You are not going to hurt us, and we are not going to hurt you! We’re here to join with you!”
“Then why are you using magic against us, witch?” a woman in a blue sweater and jeans yelled. “Are the Morelli the ones taking our people?”
“Stop it,” Clay’s insistent voice came over the sound system. “You know my brother. And he would not risk Tumbling Falls by bringing evil here.”
I glanced up to Clay. He’d obviously had a change of heart toward what Aspen and I had told him about the Darkness, since he’d seen it for himself.
“Those wraiths I saw were evil. Aspen and Josy tried to warn us several weeks ago and I didn’t believe them. But they are telling the truth. A darkness is coming, and the community of Tumbling Falls needs to be ready.”
The crowd hushed and their energy relaxed just enough that I tentatively released my magic. How were they ever going to trust me if they still felt threatened? Dawn jogged toward us and Aspen returned to his regular form.
The two of them collided in an embrace while everyone looked on.
“We are all a family,” Clay’s voice filled the air. “And families protect each other and stick together.”




Chapter 10
“Please, if I could get everyone to take their seats!” Mr. Shore finally attempted to take control of the confused crowd.
Two large men stood at the back of the auditorium, blocking the way out. I had no idea what kind of natural shifters they might have been, but grizzly bears were the first type to come to mind.
Dawn and Flint had taken Holly, Rosalee, and Nine to the left side of the auditorium, near the stage. Rosalee’s eyes were wide, and I had a pretty good hunch that the girl was in shock. Holly held Nine in her arms, taking in the entire scene with great interest. Dawn and Flint had joined hands in a display of solidarity, though from their occasional glances at each other I was almost certain the touches were not a show. They loved and needed one another. Despite mistakes that had been made, they were fiercely loyal to their family and marriage—even though over the past few weeks it had become something different than either of them ever wanted it to be.
With the mayor’s permission I told the crowd the entire story. I relayed what Holly and I saw in the woods with Professor Lakeshore, about Mrs. North’s testing of me and Rosalee—and how all the different people groups, those from The Side of Magic, The Morelli and the natural shifters must fight this evil together to survive.
“Someone has to take the first step toward unity. The Morelli won’t do it, and I doubt the Directorate is going to. The shifters are proud, good people.” I glanced down at Flint and Dawn. “I’ve seen the loyalty you possess even when life gets difficult.”
“This is insane,” a dark-haired woman shouted at the mayor. “We can’t truly consider leaving Tumbling Falls because a Morelli girl tells us we have to. How do we know we can even trust these people? This whole thing could be nothing, and she could just go back and tell the Directorate that we’re here. What do we do then? Wait to be taken into custody? Or be killed?”
I gestured Aspen onto the stage, where Clay still stood to one side. “You don’t know me. But what I’m telling you is the truth. Why would Clay lie to you?” I gestured to him. “I know with certainty that he’s no fan of the Morelli or the Directorate, and I’m sure you people know him way better than I do. The Darkness that is coming is going to kill everyone, including the natural shifters. No one will be able to escape it if we don’t work together.”
“We could just go to The Other Side . . . or maybe The Middle,” someone shouted. “The Morelli have been able to survive there.”
The noise of the crowd built up again. I looked to Mr. Shore, who only nodded for me to continue. Apparently, he knew that something needed to change too. “The Middle is no good. It’s dying, and the Morelli can’t live there for much longer. And if the Darkness defeats The Side of Magic, we all know that they will not stop there. They’ll continue on to The Other Side.”
Aspen approached and gently took the microphone from my hand. “You all know my family. We are devoted to Tumbling Falls and its residents. I have yet to see the Darkness here, but if my dad and brother say they did, then I believe it’s true. They have no reason to make up this story.” He brought his attention down to me. “And I trust Josy with everything that I am. If she tells me the only way for the shifters to survive is to join forces with both the Directorate and the Morelli, then that is exactly what we must attempt to do.”
“She’s an outsider!” a male voice shouted.
“I am bound to Josy Barrows!” Aspen declared without hesitation. “And she has chosen binding to me.” His hopeful gaze dropped down to me, and my chest filled with a tingling rush of energy.
I gulped down a large lump that had risen into my throat. “This means I am bound to the people of this town, and I need to do everything I can to ensure its survival.”
Gasps came from the crowd, followed by a strained hush. The loudest sound in the room had to have been the beating of my heart.
From behind us footsteps sounded, and I turned to see Clay coming alongside his brother. He opened his arms and embraced Aspen. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t want to listen to you. I was jealous—and wrong.”
Aspen took his brother’s apology without hesitation, and they stayed that way for at least a minute before they broke apart.
“Your personal family relations are all well and good.” A young man wearing a button-up shirt came to the foot of the stage. “But where does this leave us? Are you expecting that everyone here in Tumbling Falls is just going to show up at the Directorate’s door and say, ‘Surprise, natural shifters have been living under your nose for several hundred years—and now we’re here to help you!’”
My mind whirled with confusing thoughts. This man was right, and I had not considered the possibility that the Darkness was already nearing Tumbling Falls. I’d counted on having more time to work out a plan. Instead, everyone needed to leave this place immediately.
“You can’t stay here. If the Darkness is taking shifters, then they will figure out a way to take you all. We believe it is already moving on Naporia, and if it keeps us divided, it’s going to destroy everyone. I have a place that we may be able to go temporarily for safety.”
There was only one person—being—that I knew might be able to help and figure out how to deal with this problem. Mrs. North.
“Where is this place?” the young man called again. His question was followed by several murmurs of agreement.
I brought the microphone closer to my lips. “The North Gateway.” The reality was I didn’t know if we could make it there, but I had to try. “Mrs. North has been willing to help so far.”
“But getting to the North Gateway will take days of travel,” someone shouted.
“Not if I can get us there with magic.” I turned my attention to Rosalee and Holly and gestured them to the stage. Rosalee just stood there as if transfixed. After a moment, Holly let go of Nine, grabbed Rosalee by the arm, and tugged the girl to the stage.
Mr. Shore stepped to my side and took the microphone. “I believe them. There is too much coincidence in the recent disappearances of some of our finest residents, these wraiths being spotted in the woods, and the attacks on Naporia last night. There is no place for us to hide on The Side of Magic, and we will have to pass through one of the Gates to reach The Other Side if that’s what we choose to do. I believe speaking to Mrs. North is a wise choice before a final decision is made.”
Many in the crowd began to chatter, but the mayor held up his hands. “Until we know more, my decision is final. I will join Josy in traveling to the North Gateway. We will return within the hour, most likely. Go home to pack light bags and return here as soon as you can.”
I peered out over the people of Tumbling Falls, many of whom were already filing out of the auditorium. After what I’d seen earlier, I had expected resistance, but there was none. It quickly hit me that these people had survived for hundreds of years without being discovered as natural shifters. They had been used to following directions to stay alive and out of sight. This time was no different.
Aspen called down to his parents. “Go home and get anything you might need.” They nodded, and Clay joined them as they hustled out the back of the auditorium with the others.
“Are you sure about all of this?” Holly said, still clutching a silent Rosalee.
“No,” I whispered and glanced at Aspen. “But I’m going to need to use all of your magic to help me get to Mrs. North.” I grabbed Rosalee by the arm. “I need you to look alive. Our magic works the strongest together.”
She blinked several times and shook her head. “What?”
“I need your magic right now!”
Rosalee pinched at the bridge of her nose. “So there is a whole town of natural shifters living right here on The Side of Magic?”
Ugh. Was she that far behind? “Yes, and The Side of Magic needs your help right now. That means you have to snap out of it.” I turned to the mayor. “Are you ready?”
Mr. Shore gave me a curt nod, and I quickly gave my friends instructions while Nine circled my legs and was unusually quiet.
Aspen, Holly, and Rosalee, who’d finally stepped back into reality, lit magic in their hands. I took Mr. Shore’s arms and led him into the center of their little circle. Nine scurried to the edge of the stage and sat.
“I have no idea what’s going to happen,” I said to the mayor and lit white magic in my hand.
He let out a sigh. “We are counting on you.”
I closed my eyes and visualized Mrs. North in my mind. My friends’ magic tingled against my skin, and my ring gradually warmed until my entire body radiated heat. I willed the external magic around me into myself.
“Take us to Mrs. North,” I mumbled under my breath and gripped the mayor both for support and to make sure he ended up with me.
Light and heat ripped through my body. Just when I thought I might explode, I opened my eyes to discover that we stood in front of a large set of black iron gates with the words “The North Gateway” at the top. A stone pathway led to what appeared to be a great southern manor surrounded by acres and acres of rolling green hills and fruit trees as far as the eye could see. The sun was high and not a cloud dotted the sky.
“Let’s go,” I said to Mr. Shore, and we jogged toward the tall, white front door.
When we got there, the door was cracked.
“Mrs. North,” I called and pushed open the door.
There was no answer, and I brought my hand to my mouth at the sight of the interior. It was torn apart. Furniture lay strewn about and broken.
My chest tightened. This was not right at all.




Chapter 11
“What happened here?” A low cat-like growl came from Mr. Shore’s throat, and I immediately lit my white magic in my hands to defend us against whoever or whatever had ransacked Mrs. North’s house.
“Mrs. North,” I called for the second time, but there was still no answer.
We raced through the home, checking rooms one by one, but they were empty. As we returned to the living room, the sky quickly darkened outside the windows, casting long shadows along the walls. Mr. Shore and I ran to the closest window, dodging the debris on the floor.
A large, black cloud blanketed the sun, blocking most of its light. A few seconds later, a bolt of lightning zigzagged through the air. Crack. Thunder shook the thick walls of the house.
“The Darkness,” Mr. Shore muttered beside me.
I turned my head to face him. “It must have come to The Middle, too. We can’t wait to find Mrs. North here anymore. We have to get back to Tumbling Falls.”
“But it’s there, too.”
“I know. We’re just going to have to move everyone somewhere else.” My mind carouseled. “Maybe the Academy. When we left, the Darkness was not there, and most of the students were leaving. There is enough shelter, and it can give us some time to figure out what to do.”
The mayor shook his head. “My people are not going to like this. Coming to Mrs. North was one thing, but going to Borealis? It’s very risky.”
I raised my hands, palms up, and shrugged. “I don’t know what choice there is.” Without waiting for an answer from him, I swirled my fingers in the air and took Mr. Shore’s upper arm. White magic surrounded us, and in the blink of an eye we were back on the stage. The journey was much easier the second time around.
“What happened?” Rosalee hurried toward me. “Why are you back so soon?”
Mr. Shore and I quickly explained what we saw at the North Gateway.
Nine’s eyes became as wide as saucers. So, was
Mrs. North
dead?
I blew out a breath of uncertainty.
“The Four Points are supposed to be immortal,” Aspen said. “But I guess that doesn’t mean she couldn’t have been taken or something.”
Crack. Thunder sounded from outside of the building, and I flinched.
“Was there supposed to be a storm coming?” I asked, looking around at my friends.
Mr. Shore pinched his lips together. “The weather was completely clear an hour ago.”
I raced from the stage, followed by the others. Outside, dark clouds were rolling in to cover the sun, just as they had at the North Gateway. Several vehicles, including Flint’s truck containing Aspen’s whole family, rolled back into the parking lot. At least some of the people of Tumbling Falls were ready to evacuate. Aspen gestured to his family to hurry.
I looked at the mayor. “I think I can make a portal to the Academy grounds.”
He turned his head up to the quickly darkening sky and blew out a breath. “Go ahead. I’m not sure we have a better choice.”
Aspen, Rosalee, Holly, and Nine stood back to give me some space.
Electricity shot up my spine, and I thrust out my hands. Still filled with my friends’ magic, white light flowed from my fingers and formed a miniature sun right in the middle of the parking lot. After a moment, it flattened into a circle to form a portal. On the other side were several buildings on the Borealis campus, and what we could see of the sky was bright and clear. No Darkness. Not yet. I sealed the magic, and the portal remained open without my having to continue controlling it directly.
A blast of lightning lit up the sky over Tumbling Falls, followed by the crash of thunder.
“Change of plans,” Mr. Shore called and rushed to several more families piling out of their cars.
Aspen jogged to the large portal opening. “Looks safe over there.”
“Well, I need to make sure.” Before anyone could stop me, I dashed through the portal and landed in the grass on the other side.
“Josy Barrows,” came a female voice from behind. “Just who I’ve been searching for.”
I spun around, and about twenty feet from me was Minister Chen. Her long robe flowed out behind her, and tendrils of her dark hair floated on the breeze created by the portal’s magic. I froze and sucked in a quick breath through my nose.
“We need to get you to safety,” she said. “There is great danger about.”
Suspicious of her, I threw out my hand, and white magic surrounded it. “I’m not going anywhere with you right now.” Minister Chen had no idea that anyone who would be coming through the portal was a shifter, and I needed to keep it that way for a while.
She tipped her head in curious interest and flitted her gaze to the portal.
Aspen jumped through and turned his attention to her. “Josy?”
I kept my eyes trained on Minister Chen but held up my free hand to signal him to stay back. “There are people on the other side of this portal who need to come here. I will not go with you willingly unless I make sure that they are safe.”
She lit her own hand with magic. “I could just take you, you know.”
My heart pounded against my rib cage, but I straightened myself and chuckled. “No. You want me to come willingly, or I’d be gone already.” I glanced at Aspen, whose breathing had quickened and had his fists balled. I was sure everything in him wanted to use magic to stop her, but he didn’t dare. “Then when they’re all safely through, we’ll have another conversation.” I kept up my faux confidence act.
She quirked her brow. “Make it quick. I’ll be back soon.” Then she vanished.
I ran to Aspen and fell into his arms. “Start getting people through.”
He raised my chin and came in for a quick kiss. “You are not going with her.”
“No, I’m not.” But in all honesty, I didn’t know if that would be an option. If I had to go with Minister Chen to stop the Darkness, then that was exactly what I would have to do.
On the opposite side of the portal, the sky continued to darken as Mr. Shore guided family after family through the opening. Some decided to stay behind, and we couldn’t force them. Aspen’s family, Rosalee, Holly, and Aspen were busy trying to organize the residents of Tumbling Falls, and where Nine had gone to I had no clue.
“What the stars is going on?” Chancellor Sterling’s voice sounded from behind me, just as I closed the portal. “Who are all these people?”
I flinched and spun on my heel toward him. Part of me had thought he’d be gone with the rest of the staff. “The Darkness. It’s in Aspen’s hometown, too. The people there had nowhere else to go.”
Sterling’s expression twisted into a confused look. “Why would the Darkness attack a random small town? It seems to be focusing on the center of Naporia right now.”
“I don’t know the answer to that,” I lied.
He furrowed his brow. “Fine. The campus is mostly evacuated, and we only have a skeleton staff since almost everyone has been called away by the Directorate. We can house these people in the dining hall and Ironhaven Auditorium temporarily.”
I waved over Mr. Shore to speak with the chancellor, but the second I did, golden magic sparked to our side, and Minister Chen appeared again. Behind her an army of at least a hundred soldiers appeared. They were dressed in tan pants and shirts, and each of them wielded tall magic staffs I’d not seen before.
Chancellor Sterling took a step back and stared back and forth from Minister Chen to the army.
My heart nearly stopped and time seemed to slow, including Aspen’s voice that was little more than an echo in the rear of my mind.
“Josy!” Aspen’s now full-volume voice snapped me back into the present just as Minister Chen held up her hand and stayed him with a burst of magical force. He stood there frozen, mouth hanging open.
“Let him go,” I demanded.
Minister Chen locked her now-cold stare onto me. “The Directorate has decided that you must come to us now. There is no more time.”
Before I could get out a word, a shadow loomed across the sky. I whipped my head up to what I was sure would be a wraith, but instead I found a giant brown hawk ridden by a stern-faced Morelli. My uncle.
Dozens of other giant hawks materialized in the sky, all ridden by warrior Morelli. From our left, more white-haired foot soldiers and some riding war dogs marched onto campus.
The people of Tumbling Falls scattered. I’m sure many of them wanted to shift, but everything in me hoped they wouldn’t, since it seemed like no one was in the mood for a surprise. None of them got far after additional Morelli appeared behind them.
“Let her go, Minister Chen,” Zayne ordered from the flapping hawk, his hands glowing with white magic. “Or you will have more to worry about today than the Darkness.”
Minister Chen straightened herself and released Aspen, who tumbled to the ground, still breathing. Beyond him, the shape of a dark wolf appeared and rushed toward the minister, its teeth bared. Dawn.
“No!” I cried. My eyes widened as several other natural shifters took their animal shapes and charged.
Minister Chen’s face contorted in anger. “You brought shifters here?” she accused. Turning, she screamed for her army to take them down. The tan-clad soldiers immediately responded with multiple blasts of magic directed at the crowd and sky.
I took one step toward Aspen and a blast of electricity consumed my body. The last thing I remembered was the collision of magic, claws, and teeth accompanying the pain raking up my spine as I hit the ground.




Chapter 12
“My dear, you must wake up. This is a terrible time to be asleep,” drawled a soothing woman’s voice, and a hand touched my hair, stroking stray strands from my face.
I drew in a deep breath. My body felt warm all over as if I were wrapped in a cozy blanket and tucked into a comfortable bed. I sighed and opened my eyes to the sight of Mrs. North in one of her garish outfits, her head topped with a wide-brimmed hat and a lime-green feather sticking out of the side. Instantly the memory of her ransacked home popped to the front of my brain.
“You’re alive!” I shot up from my reclined position.
She grimaced and leaned back into the wooden chair she sat on. “It is very difficult to kill one of the Four Points. But that doesn’t mean other calamities can’t befall us.”
I wrinkled my brow in concern and reached for her hand. “What do you mean by that? Are you hurt?”
Mrs. North’s brown eyes welled with concern. “It’s not something I want you to worry about at this time when there are other problems at hand.”
“Problems?” The word barely exited my mouth when the events at the Academy flooded my mind. I’d been hit with a blast of magic, and then I was here, lying in a four-poster bed complete with a white canopy hanging above. I scanned the unfamiliar room. The ceiling was high, and the space was filled with antiques. A giant oil painting of a serene countryside hung on the wall near a large vase of roses atop a tall dresser.
The corners of Mrs. North’s lips curled up in a slight smile, and she patted my arm. “Don’t worry about where you are, my dear. Everything you see, including me, is simply in your mind, much like the visions you have been experiencing for several months.”
“But there’s a battle going on outside of my mind. I have to get back there before they kill each other—or me.” I pushed the thick comforter off my body and tried to stand, but Mrs. North gently placed her hand on my shoulder and kept me from doing so. I bit the inside of my cheek. “I have to get back.”
“What we are sharing here is only a fraction of a second. Time is not the same for the Four Points, and right now you are sharing my space. You have no need to worry and will return to the Academy at just the right time.”
I brought my hands to my face and shook my head in confusion. “A battle against anyone but the Darkness wasn’t supposed to happen at all.” Tears stung at the corners of my eyes. “I saw us fighting together against it in my vision.”
Mrs. North raised her brow in interest. “But did you see the entire journey of how you arrived at that place?”
I thought back to the vision, and the truth was that I hadn’t. I’d seen a flash of a scene, of the Morelli and the Directorate fighting together—not the shifters at all. I only knew in my heart that they needed to be there, too. “No, but to defeat the Darkness everyone must rally, not try to kill each other. They don’t understand that they have to stop hating each other or it will destroy everything good.”
She leaned in and took my shaking hands. “Then, Josy, you must make them see.”
“But how can I do that?”
Mrs. North tipped her head and gave me a curious smile. “Because you see. You see that we often have more similarities than differences with our worst enemy.”
Tears rolled down my cheeks. “I can’t do this. It’s too big,” I sobbed.
Mrs. North placed her hand under my chin and tilted my face toward her. “My dear, what is it that you see when you look at me?”
I studied her for a moment. The Four Points were very strange, at least the two I had met. They were little more than old women. How could someone so unassuming control the gateways between realms? Mrs. North had a flamboyant way of dressing, but if anyone saw her on the street, they would never know that she was more than—
“A grandmother?” she said before I could even think it.
I blushed, embarrassed that I’d even had the thought.
Mrs. North smiled. “Packages can be deceiving. You always want to keep that in mind.”
Heaviness pressed on my chest. “What happened at the North Gateway? The Darkness was there, and you were not.”
She pursed her lips. “Trying to change the subject, are you?”
Not speaking, I waited for her answer.
She released a frustrated breath. “When I decided to interfere, the Points and I were split over the decision. Mrs. West and I agreed that we could no longer be neutral, but Mrs. South and East were unsure. This division caused a weakness that allowed the Darkness to creep in. I was not at the North Gateway because I was searching for my sisters.”
“Sisters? The other Points?”
“Yes.”
Fear swirled in my stomach. “Did you find them?”
Mrs. North turned her gaze to the ground. “I found Mrs. West, but I fear that the others could have been taken.”
“Taken? By the Darkness?”
She nodded. “It is possible.”
I gasped and brought my hand to my mouth. “But if the Darkness is stronger than the Four Points, then how am I ever going to be able to defeat it?”
“The three Morelli witches defeated the Darkness, Josy, and they possessed the same special magic as you.”
I pushed off the bed and stood. “But there were three of them; there’s only one of me, and if the Darkness was somehow able to take the other Points—”
“Again,” she interrupted, “you’re tracking backward and allowing yourself to focus too much on appearances. Not everything is how it seems, and outcomes are not always set in stone.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. Mrs. North brought her hand to my temple and gently pushed my hair back behind my ear. “It’s time for you to go.”
Panic at her words set into my chest. “But I don’t know what to do yet!”
She smiled, and the crow’s feet around her eyes crinkled. “Yes, you do.” And with that she touched my other temple, and white magic filled my vision.




Chapter 13
“Josy! You need to wake up.” A far-off female voice sounded while a hand patted the side of my face.
I blinked my eyes open to a person I did not expect to see. Rosalee was bending down beside me. Gasping, I sat up off the cold ground. Not at all the situation I’d just left.
Rumbling and crackling sounds echoed, and I remembered what was going on. I’d just been in the middle of a battle when I was hit by magic. I checked the blue sky for any Morelli riding hawks that might attack us. There were none, but a strange heaviness pulsed in my chest. Instinctively, I knew it was the magic of each person using it in the battle. I flinched as someone’s magic was snuffed out and emptiness hollowed my heart.
Behind Rosalee, standing guard with their hackles raised and teeth bared, were two large wolves—one gray and one black. Despite their animal forms, I immediately recognized them as Aspen and Clay. I turned around to see a bunch of tall marble figures. The four of us were in the statue garden behind the chancellor’s building.
“How’d we get here?” I managed to say.
Rosalee pinched her lips together. “The second you were hit, Minister Chen was distracted and Aspen unfroze. He and his brother went in for an attack on her. I knew if you died, it was over for us . . . everyone. Some magical fire lit inside me and just kind of took over. In my advanced Spellcasting class, we’ve been studying teleportation over the last few weeks. The four of us ended up here.”
I pushed my hands against the concrete under me and stood. There was no time for me to process the fact that Rosalee had saved me of her own accord or even thank her. Instead, I caught Aspen’s eye and grabbed Rosalee by the arm. The weight of the magic being wielded at the battle pressed on my lungs, and my breathing shortened.
In my vision, Mrs. North had told me that I needed to make all the groups understand the stakes, but there was no way I could do that while they were in battle. There was only so much I could do now. I needed more powerful help to get them to stop fighting.
“We can’t go back out there!” Rosalee resisted my tugging.
I swung around to her and shot her a death glare. “Yes, we can, and I need your magic again.”
She took in a shuddering breath and relented. Aspen and Clay flanked us as we sprinted around the building.
At the front, my heart nearly stopped at the sight of the battle. Massive snarling war dogs and Morelli attacked both shifters and the Directorate army. Tears stung my eyes from the horrible sight, and my knees weakened. This was not at all how this was supposed to be. Magic of all colors illuminated and dissipated while several hawks swooped and dove from the sky, their riders driving white magic into the horde. Multiple bodies from all sides lay strewn about the lawn. My only hope was that they were not all dead and that magic could be used to treat their wounds when this was over. We needed as many people alive as possible to fight the Darkness; their deaths were not an option.
“Light your fire,” I said to Rosalee, knowing we had little time.
After she took a deep breath and held it, fire encircled her hands and spiraled up her arms.
I glanced at Aspen in his wolf form for support. He nodded to me and then returned his rapt attention to the chaos on the lawn. Were his parents alive or dead? Neither of us knew.
My hand radiated with heat, and white magic danced over my skin. I opened myself up to the intense power reverberating through the air, then drew in Rosalee’s fire to complement the white electricity zipping through my body.
With a snap, all the outside energy drew into me, and I willed the help I needed to come—to bridge the gap.
Please come and stop this. I can’t do it without you. I repeated the words over and over in my mind and focused every ounce of magic I had in me to call them.
A chorus of two voices came back to me. You are aware that
there will be a price to pay?
Their words swirled through my mind. The Points’ involvement in the affairs of magic had already cost them. Guilt clenched at my chest at the thought of asking them to do more, but I finally answered. I know, but I believe this is the only way.
Very well, then, we will do as you ask, both Mrs. West and North said.
I forced open my eyelids, and two beings appeared on either side of the battle. They lifted their hands, and without warning the ground shook. Confused, many of those fighting suddenly stopped. My magic vanished from my hands, and I grabbed onto Rosalee to steady the two of us.
Both wolves let out a series of yipping sounds. Blue magic swirled around Aspen and he took his human form, but Clay remained a wolf. When his transformation was complete, Aspen immediately came to my side.
“You summoned the Points?” He wrapped his arm around my waist as the ground continued to shake.
“I had to.”
Golden magic emanated from the women and trailed up into the sky, spreading out and covering the battle, including the hawks above. The earth’s rumbling slowed. The instant the Points’ magic met in the middle, forming a dome, all other magic dissipated. As if commanded, the birds in flight landed, and the war dogs lay down where they were and refused to move. One by one the shifters, including Clay, returned to their human shapes.
Although I was not entirely sure it was safe, I waved my group closer to the battle site and ran straight for Mrs. North. She lowered her hands and the shimmering dome over the battle disappeared, revealing people from all different sides looking around as if they were stunned and confused.
“What is the meaning of this?” Minister Chen’s voice boomed, and she stormed toward us while holding her head as if experiencing an intense headache.
Zayne dismounted his already-grounded hawk, and his chest rose and fell nervously as he also approached. In the distance, I spotted a wounded Mr. Shore. His sleeve was ripped and blood soaked the fabric.
“You need to stop this!” I called to both of them. “Or you’ll destroy the best chance we have at survival.” I turned to Rosalee, Aspen, and Clay. “Go find Holly and your parents. Make sure they’re okay.”
Without any complaints, they each nodded and dashed onto the battlefield.
Shoulders sagging, Mrs. West materialized next to Mrs. North and the two linked arms. Minister Chen was saying something, but I made little of it out as I reached for Mrs. West’s other hand to steady her.
“Are you okay?” I asked breathlessly.
“I told you there would be a price to pay, dear,” Mrs. North said to me. “Pausing the fighting took an incredible amount of energy.”
Guilt for my decision to involve the Points and anger at the Morelli and the Directorate for their stupidity burned in my chest. From the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of my uncle and Minster Chen and I whirled from the Points.
“You will stop this now!” I commanded. “Or I will destroy you both myself.”




Chapter 14
Even though no one else in the vicinity seemed to have the ability to use magic or shift, surrounding my body was a white electrical field, snapping and sparking in the air. I gritted my teeth as the power flowed freely through my veins and over my skin.
Wearing wide-eyed expressions, both the minister and Zayne stopped in their tracks and held up their hands to the armies they commanded.
“You will surrender and listen to me, or you will not live,” I growled. It was not a threat I wanted to follow through with because I needed everyone’s cooperation, not more violence. Honestly, I doubted that I really could destroy them anyway, so my goal was only to plant the seed of the possibility.
I turned to the Points again. Mrs. North was still supporting an almost limp Mrs. West. “Look at what has been done to the Points! We need them to help hold together all the realms, and instead you are forcing them to be destroyed. The Darkness may have already taken Mrs. South and Mrs. East.”
Minister Chen held her position, but her lips parted in concern at my words. She knew the importance of the Four Points to The Side of Magic. “How can that be?” The minister turned her attention to Mrs. North and then back to me.
I glared at her in return. “This insane thirst for power is completely ridiculous and unnecessary. Can’t you all see what’s going on around you? The Middle may not be able to sustain itself for much longer, and the teachers have all been called away to Naporia to fight the Darkness, but here you are still trying to fight each other instead of the thing that is causing so much destruction.”
Zayne opened his mouth to speak, and I launched my hand out in front of me to quiet him. He took a step back and snapped his lips shut.
Movement came from the crowd, and Mr. Shore limped his way toward us. Several people I recognized from the town hall meeting had separated themselves from the battle and stood behind him. I gestured to the mayor. “You have natural shifters who have come to help, despite the great personal danger to them and their families. Just like you, they don’t want to see their homes and lives destroyed—taken away when they could have been saved if we would have only worked together. Like it or not, The Side of Magic is their home too! It’s big enough for everyone, not only Magic society.”
I was just about to explain that the area in The Middle where the Morelli lived was dying when a groan came from my side and Mrs. West collapsed.
My breath hitched, and the magic around me dissipated.
“Oh, my. This is not good.” Mrs. North caught Mrs. West under the arms and eased the woman to the ground.
Gasps came from some of the closest people, but no one moved to help. I shook my head in disgust and rushed to the Points. “What’s wrong with her?”
Mrs. North gazed up at me. “She’s weakened too much. We don’t have any other choice but to return to The Middle for her to regain her strength.”
“But the Darkness,” I argued.
Mrs. North shook her head. “There are places within The Middle that only we know of, and she and I should be safe there.” She gazed out over the people. “You do not have much time left though, Josy. All we could do was give you a small amount of time to convince them to lay down their grievances. I have placed a moratorium on the magical abilities of the witches and wizards here. The shifters can’t shift either. But I will only hold this for an hour or so. After that everything will return to normal. So, if you have not been able to convince them to join forces, then you will likely see another battle . . . and all will be lost.”
“Uhh . . .” Mrs. West groaned from Mrs. North’s arms, and her skin grew paler by the second.
I lay my hand on Mrs. North’s arm and bit the inside of my cheek. How could I do this alone? I managed to steel myself and say, “I’ll do what I can.”
Mrs. North nodded. “I know you will, my dear.” And with those words she and Mrs. North vanished.
Out of the corner of my vision I spotted Rosalee and Holly, who seemed to be fine. Relief flooded my chest.
“Josy.” Aspen’s voice came from behind and I turned toward the sound, ending my momentary reprieve. He was supporting Flint, who had a gash on the head and whose walk was so wobbly it seemed the man could barely stand. Even worse, behind them was Clay carrying his mother, who was soaked in blood. Mr. Shore limped toward them, followed by several other shifters.
I scowled at Minister Chen and my uncle. “Order your armies to each deal with their wounded. Then come back here immediately.” Neither of them moved. “Do it!” I screamed. “We need people alive.”
After a few seconds both of them rounded toward their people and barked orders to assist anyone who needed help.
I rushed to Clay, whose eyes were wet with tears he was somehow holding back. As I got closer it was fully apparent that Dawn’s injuries were severe. “She’s still alive, right?” Her shirt and pants were torn, revealing massive gashes on her limbs.
“She’s still alive,” Aspen said and helped his father to the ground.
My heart pounded at the sight of Dawn’s injuries. Aspen’s mother could not die. I placed my hand on her, wanting to heal the wounds, but I knew so little about medicinal magic. That was Aspen’s area of expertise.
A female shifter raced to Aspen and Flint and caught Aspen’s eye. “I’ll take him from here.”
Aspen nodded blankly and allowed the woman to attend to his father’s gash while a tall shifter took Dawn from Clay.
“I’m the doctor in Tumbling Falls, remember?” the man said slowly. “I have some supplies with me that I can use to treat her until we can get more help.”
“Let him do it, Clay,” Aspen called and rushed to us.
I grabbed Aspen around the neck and squeezed, and he buried his head in my hair. Everything in me wanted to release an onslaught of sobs, but I steeled myself and held the emotions back. I would not let this setback get to me. I needed to convince the leaders to stop this fighting—and now.




Chapter 15
“Are you sure you want to do this alone?” Rosalee said from behind me once most of the wounded were being tended to. “It might not be safe.”
I raised both of my brows. “I’m pretty sure it’s not. But I’m doing it anyway. The Points’ moratorium on magic will only last another thirty minutes or so. If I’m going to make the Directorate and my uncle understand the stakes, I have to convince them now.” Before Rosalee could say anything else, I turned my attention to Zayne, Minister Chen and Mr. Shore. “It’s time.”
“This will do no good,” Minister Chen objected. “The Side of Magic is not safe with shifters and Morelli allowed to reside within it.”
“We’ve been living on The Side of Magic for centuries,” Mr. Shore growled. “You just didn’t know it.”
Zayne said nothing and wouldn’t even look at me. He stood with his hands behind his back and the muscles in his face hardened.
There was no use in trying to get them to talk all this out here. Mr. Shore had been willing, but he seemed to become less and less so by the minute—not that I blamed him. The natural shifters were completely exposed and had no safe place to go. Without the forced and very temporary freeze on magic and shifting, Minister Chen would probably just issue the order again to have them killed.
Before anyone else could throw out any arguments, I focused the magic inside of me and visualized the chancellor’s conference room. It was as good a place as any, and it would get us to a location where we could be alone. I flicked my wrist and wielded my magic at the other three. In the blink of an eye we all stood behind seats at the conference table.
My heart pounded against my rib cage, but I straightened my back and spoke, “Please sit down.”
No one moved, as if they were waiting for the others to relent first.
I took in a large settling breath to calm the feeling of electricity buzzing in my chest, pulled out my chair and sat. “Fine. I don’t care if you sit or stand, but I do need for you to listen.”
Minister Chen pursed her lips. “You are a child. What could you know that the Directorate does not already?”
“At least we agree on the fact that Josy is a child,” Zayne muttered under his breath.
The minister whipped her attention to him and narrowed her eyelids into slits.
Mr. Shore yanked his chair out from underneath the table and plopped into it. He winced slightly and brought his hand to his cleanly wrapped but still injured arm. “I believe that it's you two who are acting like children, not Josy.”
Both of them shot glares at him.
I gripped the edge of the table and dug my fingernails into the wood. “I’ve had enough of this. I was going to let you each have your say, but it’s obvious that it’s not going to do us any good and time is limited.”
“I am the leader of The Side of Magic. You will not speak to me in this fas—” Minister Chen blathered on, but I chose to ignore her.
Heat radiated from me, and the room began to spin. Magic snaked from my body and twisted around the others, lassoing them. I sucked in a breath, and instead of being in the conference room the four of us suddenly stood on a hilltop overlooking a valley. Hot wind whipped through our hair, while the dark sky roiled with threatening, black clouds. Lightning flashed across them, and seconds later the boom of thunder rattled the ground. In the distance was a blackened, destroyed city.
“Where are we?” Minister Chen demanded, horror pulling at her features. “That looks like Naporia.” She turned to me, eyes wide.
“This isn’t real,” I assured her. “Not yet, at least.”
Mr. Shore took a step back and pinched at the bridge of his nose, apparently not wanting to look at the destruction, and I could not blame him.
“Why did you bring us here, Josy?” Zayne said from my left.
I whirled toward him and pointed to the destroyed city. “Because if we continue to fight each other, death is all we have in our futures.”
I brought my arm back to my side and held out my hands. The history book I’d found in Rosalee’s secret library appeared and opened to the pages concerning the shifters and the alliance that they once shared.
“I don’t know how any of you forgot . . . maybe it was magic or just a convenient reason to keep hating everyone, but there was a time when your ancestors had alliances with each other. These things are possible again.”
Minister Chen grabbed the book from my hand. “Where did you get this? These books are not allowed to exist.”
I gritted my teeth. There was no way I was going to tell the minister that I’d gotten them from Rosalee’s home, even if her parents were diehard loyalists. Telling her dug up too many questions I didn’t want out in the open right now. “It doesn’t matter. The book does exist, and I’ve seen the information inside of it. We do not need to be separated. There are ways that everyone can live in peace.”
Chen pursed her lips and eyed the book. “You fail to mention that the histories show the shifters as traitors to The Side of Magic.”
“Because they did the right thing and tried to protect the Morelli,” I spat back. I flicked my wrist and the book disappeared from the minister’s hands.
My uncle tipped his head in interest. That may have been information he had not been aware of.
“Even the Directorate during the Great War knew that what they were doing to the Morelli was wrong. The Morelli even used their powers to drive back the newly emerging Darkness, and how were they repaid? By being driven into The Middle to hide the mistakes of one of the Directorate’s own.”
Minister Chen scowled at my uncle, and he did nothing but glower back.
Mr. Shore spoke up. “I came here with my people, willing to discuss an alliance. At this point, I still may be able to convince them to go through with it, but honestly, they may want to risk migrating to The Other Side to live among the Commons if our help is unwanted. My kind has never found The Other Side particularly safe, but we have hidden here for decades, and it could be in our best interest to do this again.”
Lightning shot across the sky, and the thunder following it shook the earth again.
“The Side of Magic belongs to the shifters, too.” I closed my eyes, and although I did not want to share it, I recalled another memory—the vision I had seen with Rosalee. I gritted my teeth as I allowed the scenes to play just as they had before.
Visions of the past flickered around us . . . the Morelli being forced under threat of death to leave The Side of Magic, and a dark cloud spreading over all the realms, making hearts grow cold over the centuries. I balled my fists when the torment wracked my mind and body as it had the first time I’d seen this information.
Black Mist Wraiths attacked Naporia and the people of The Side of Magic. The citizens and armies tried to defend themselves, but the wraiths had grown too strong and covered the skies like a swarm of massive bees, consuming the land. The evil continued to move across the sky and flowed over Tumbling Falls, taking everything in their path.
Then the vision morphed again, and a black rift formed in the sky, opening a portal between The Middle and The Side of Magic. A handful of hawks ridden by Morelli appeared from the north, flapping and flying as fast as they could. The Morelli spread white magic over a group of witches and wizards from The Side of Magic—the Morelli were finally trying to help, but it was too late. The wraiths joined together as one entity covering the sky, and their black mist surrounded the Morelli, devouring them whole. After that there was nothing left but an inky sky.
I choked back tears as I watched.
For the last time, the scene shifted. There was me, fighting with every ounce of magic I could muster. My chest filled with heat, and white magic burst from my hands into the sky, but it wasn’t strong enough. A wraith dove and consumed my body. I sucked in a breath as my life force left.
I gasped and ripped myself from the scene, and it vanished, leaving us on the hillside again. “This is what will happen if we wait too long to join our forces,” I screamed at my uncle and Minister Chen. “Nothing will survive—only the Darkness.” Neither of them moved or spoke; they could only fix on the horrible scene of destruction in front of them.
Mr. Shore came to my side and stood in solidarity with me, but it was never he that I had truly to convince.
Proud and confident, he stared directly at Minister Chen. “My people will be willing to put aside the fact that The Side of Magic has killed any natural shifters found in the last two hundred years. We will fight alongside the Directorate if that is what it takes to save this realm.” He turned to Zayne. “We once were allies, and I am willing to do this again.”
Zayne eyed me. “You do not know that death is the only possible outcome if we do not unite.”
I lift my chin. “In my heart I do, and you do too if you allow yourself to see.”
“How can I ever trust the Directorate not to turn around and kill us the moment they don’t need us anymore?” my uncle argued.
I bored into Minister Chen’s eyes.
She cleared her throat and straightened her back. “Due to what you have shown me and what I do know about the current attacks on Naporia, I am willing to declare temporary peace with both the Morelli and the natural shifters until we can defeat the Darkness. The rest of the Directorate will agree with me.”
I stared at her long and hard, yearning to dig into her and force her to answer my uncle’s question. I had no real reason to believe we could trust the Directorate long term, but they did not trust the shifters or the Morelli either.
I raised an eyebrow at my uncle. “And you?”
“I have no choice but to comply,” he said and paused before he spoke his next words. “I will order my armies to stand down as well . . . for now.”
And that was the best we could do. We would have to settle for an alliance of mistrust and hope it was not that suspicion which destroyed us in the end.




Chapter 16
Do you think that the peace will last? Nine jumped on the windowsill in my dorm room.
Taking in a large, settling breath to calm the annoying feeling of nervous electricity buzzing in my chest, I pulled open the curtain beside him and studied the commotion outside. I wasn’t sure I’d call what I saw peace. An hour before, I’d done what I’d set out to do, but Directorate soldiers were stationed at every building and patrolling the campus with their staffs. Each staff glowed with magic, alerting anyone who passed not to start any trouble. The Morelli had set up camp on the north side of the campus and the shifters on the south. For the time being, they were keeping the peace, but the tension between the groups was still thick in the air, not to mention the fear of the students and staff still left on campus.
Chancellor Sterling had put together a makeshift infirmary to treat the wounded in the gym. Luckily several of our campus nurses hadn’t been called away by the Directorate along with the rest of the staff. Plus, a few students who were majoring in medical magic still hadn’t left for home. I’m sure that the chancellor had to promise them a top grade to convince them to use their skills on people they’d always considered the enemy. Minister Chen had secured a doctor or two from the city, but no one knew when they would arrive since they were needed for the attacks on Naporia.
The only group I found trustworthy were the shifters. Mr. Shore’s people had been peaceful for two hundred years, tucked away in Tumbling Falls and other similar communities. But my uncle and the Directorate? The ministers were still hiding their true identities, and I didn’t know why. The Morelli were still so angry at The Side of Magic that I wasn’t sure if they’d ever be able to forgive them for the atrocities the Directorate had allowed to continue.
Finally, I snapped out of my thoughts and remembered that Nine had asked me a question. “It may last as long as it needs to defeat the Darkness, but beyond that? I’m not sure.”
“Part of me is glad that I’m stuck in here,” Merrygold came alongside me and stared out the window.
I knew she was lying. Merrygold had hated being imprisoned in Room 104 for the last five years, but I got her point.
“But if I could leave, I’ve been thinking that a ghost might make a great spy.” Merrygold’s brows raised. “It’s not like the people I was spying on could catch me or anything since I could just disappear if I got caught.”
I turned my full attention on her. “Have you been thinking about this a lot lately?”
She nodded. “I have, since I’ve been spending so much time alone unless Nine was here.”
I clicked my tongue, and an ache of guilt hit me in the belly. My expression must have given my feelings away because Merrygold placed her hand on my shoulder and tipped her head. Her non-corporeal
energy cooled my skin. “I’m sorr—"
“Don’t feel bad about it.” She cut me off. “I’ve decided not to dwell on my predicament and to use the time in here wisely. I think I may have found a way out of the room.” She looked at Nine.
“Really?” My heart leaped with this bit of good news.
“Nine and I had a few interesting chats while you were gone, and we’ve theorized that I may have had the ability all along.”
But before I could say anything about it, a knock came at the door.
“Come in, it’s open,” I called.
The door swung back, and Holly came through the opening carrying a sack. She held it up and nodded to me as she closed the door with her free hand. “The dining hall is making as many sandwiches as they can to feed everyone, and you haven’t eaten in a long time, Josy.”
Nine leaped from the sill to the floor and scampered past Merrygold over to Holly and planted himself directly in front of her.
“I think it’s been since yesterday,” I said. “But honestly, I don’t remember.” As if on cue, my stomach growled, and I wrapped my hands around my middle.
I hope you brought some for me, too, Nine whined and tipped his chin to the bowl on my desk. Cat kibble just isn’t cutting it.
“Nine! This is not a time to be thinking about the quality of your meals! There are much more important things going on,” I scolded.
Nine flattened his ears against his head and crouched slightly. You try eating kibble and tell me how you like it.
Holly walked over to me and put her arm around my shoulder. “We all need to eat to keep up our strength, even Nine. And he’s right—baked tuna bites sound a little gross.”
See? Nine said. Holly knows what she’s talking about.
I scoffed and took the bag from her, then leaned my head on her shoulder. “Did you hear from Emiko yet?”
Holly nodded. “The chancellor was able to help me track her down, and she’s safe at home with her family. They live far enough outside the city that they haven’t been affected by the Darkness attacks, but there is always the possibility that the Directorate will call on her parents for their empath abilities.”
My stomach tightened. Seeing the vision again of the battle with the Darkness had only underscored the fact that no matter what, people were going to die. I didn’t want anyone to die—least of all the people I loved. And although the campus wasn’t any safer, I wanted Emiko back with us.
I wriggled out from under Holly’s arm and plopped down onto the bed, the to-go bag still in my hand. Nine, who had apparently already forgiven my outburst, hopped up beside me and nudged his face on my arm. I ran my palm along his back the full length of his body, tail included. He let out a series of loud purrs and settled next to me.
“And Dawn?” I felt terrible that I wasn’t with Aspen and his family at the infirmary, but he was the one who’d sent me home for a few hours to take a nap . . . not that I’d been able to.
“She’s going to be fine, too.” Holly leaned on the edge of Merrygold’s desk. “Her wounds were bad but manageable.”
I sighed and opened the crinkly brown sack. Inside was a wrapped sandwich and several slices of turkey for Nine. I ripped up a slice and hand-fed it to my cat, who munched happily on the meat.
“Thanks for this.” I peered up at Holly.
She waved her hand in the air dismissively. “It’s really the least I could do. It’s not as if my magic is strong enough yet to be of much help. Running errands works for me—plus it keeps my mind off what’s going on.”
Nine finished up his turkey and began bathing himself, starting with his face and whiskers.
Holly glanced around and stood up. “But I need to get back.”
Determined to get something into my stomach, I finally unwrapped my sandwich and took a bite. The ham and cheese should have tasted good, but for some reason it was too salty and turned my stomach. Not wanting to eat anymore, I laid it next to me on top of the paper bag. “I can’t stay here.” I stood and grabbed my coat from the back of the chair.
“You need to rest, Josy,” Holly insisted.
“It’s just not going to happen.” I made it a few steps toward the door.
“I’m going, too,” Merrygold said from behind.
Holly and I twisted toward her and said in unison, “What?”
“I told you earlier, Josy. Nine and I have been discussing theories of why I can’t leave the room.” Merrygold crossed her arms over her chest. “And it’s not a magical problem.”
Nine lifted his head. It’s fear.
I tipped my head in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“Fear of what I might find if I do leave . . . fear of what might happen to me if I learn how I died.” She dropped her arms to her side. “But I’m not afraid of that anymore. If I can help my friends rid The Side of Magic of the Darkness, I want to do that. I won’t be stuck in here for one more minute.”
Merrygold’s determination to save herself from this ghostly purgatory she’d been sentenced to filled my heart with hope, albeit with a twinge of fear. “What if it doesn’t work? What if you completely disappear?”
Merrygold shrugged. “Then those things happen. Please open the door.”
Holly reached for the handle and opened the door. Through the opening, an empty hall waited. “I guess since you’re a ghost, you might not even need me to do this.”
Merrygold shrugged, and though it was unnecessary, we stepped back and made room for her to pass. She rubbed her hands over her perfectly pressed uniform skirt and exhaled audibly. Merrygold quickly placed one foot in front of the other, rushing past us, then she stopped directly at the threshold and stared out into the hall.
Just do it so I can either nap in peace by myself or you can come back in and take one with me,
Nine groaned from the bed.
I rolled my eyes at him. One of his greatest talents seemed to be taking the wind out of people’s sails.
“Here goes,” Merrygold mumbled. She picked up her foot and stepped into the hall. Once she was firmly planted outside the room, she spun back toward us. Her eyes were as big as two full moons.
Oh, good, Nine said. Now you three close the door and leave me alone. War makes me incredibly sleepy.
Episode Five of Josy's journey is at an end, but you can read Lost & Found for her next adventure.
✽✽✽
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