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Chapter 1
The frigid air nipped at my nose as I gazed over the canyon. Rays from the full moon peeked through fluffy clouds and cast an eerie blue light over the landscape. My condensed breath puffed out in front of me, and I pulled my academy-issued navy peacoat more tightly around my body.
The first of December had come and gone, and we would be getting snow any day now. Maybe even tonight.
I still could not get over Professor Lakeshore’s demise. The Directorate had declared his death of “naturalish” causes—too many years of handling poisonous plants. But I knew that body they’d found wasn’t even his. Did the Directorate really think it was natural causes, or were they the ones who’d sent those smoky creatures after the professor to finish him off? All I knew was they’d replaced him with a new and much younger Herbology teacher named Professor Clay. He couldn’t have been more than thirty.
I’d been coming to Eagle’s Height every weekend after dark for two months. Out here, there was no one to bother me, and if I were honest with myself—I missed Aspen. Sitting in the same spot where we’d shared an amazing kiss made me feel close to him even if I was forced to ignore him on campus.
A twig snapped behind me, but I’d already felt someone was there.
“Why are you following me?” I kept my tone cool and turned my head slightly toward the forest. The outline of a black wolf with clear blue eyes concealed itself in the shadows.
Blue magic sparkled, and the wolf morphed into the very person I was avoiding—though not because I wanted to. I didn’t want to do that one bit. In fact, it took every ounce of willpower I could muster not to race to him, throw my arms around his neck and smother him with kisses. Whether we would have ended up as a couple or not, I missed him as a friend, and I missed our tutoring sessions.
I faced the vista again, my stomach doing flops.
Aspen’s shoes crunched on the pine needles as he approached. I closed my eyes and took a settling breath. You have to do this, Josy. Make it work.
“It’s not that safe out here after dark without magic to protect you.” Aspen’s voice was gentle.
Logic told me to snap at him and make him go away. I’d learned in Henrik’s diary that the curse prohibiting us from loving any non-Morelli romantically was very real. I had no idea why my mom had tried to defy it by falling in love with Dad. She had to have known better—her brother made sure of that. Maybe she was trying to tempt fate. Maybe she and my father simply loved each other too much to resist the pull of being together. But their decision had risked me, too. As far as I knew, I was the only half-Morelli who’d even survived without dying at birth or shortly after.
I would not risk Aspen’s life or my own. It was not fair for me to do it.
“I’m just fine, and I do not need your protection.” I crossed my arms over my chest and hugged my torso, not only to keep the cold air at bay but also to protect myself emotionally.
Aspen paused at my side, and a puff of air left his nose. All sorts of tingles invaded my entire body because of his presence. This was not going to work.
I glanced at him. He was wearing a pair of worn jeans and a coat similar to mine. As usual, his backward baseball cap fit snugly on his head. Sadness hung in his eyes as he stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. “Maybe I was just coming out here to think, too, and you just happened to be here. This was my spot first—not that I mind sharing.”
To calm my trembling, I folded my hands and squeezed my fingers.
He continued, “When I saw you, I wanted to make sure that you were okay. That’s all.”
I pursed my lips, and embarrassment burned the skin of my neck. I’d assumed he’d followed me.
“Holly and Emiko are worried about you, too.”
“Did they tell you that?” I turned from him to keep up the façade that I didn’t really want him here.
“Holly won’t tell me much of anything, but I saw Emiko after dinner, and she caved without me even asking.” Aspen sat on the rock’s corner, keeping several feet between us. He turned to look at me. “Why won't you tell me why you don’t want to see me anymore? Everything was going great, and then out of nowhere you tell me we’re not possible.”
My stomach tightened. I do want to see you. So badly that it hurts some days. I caught the words in my throat. I could never let them out—never. Doing so would be a death sentence. “I’ve already explained that to you, Aspen. I’ve been through way too much in the past few months. My grandmother died, and then I came here and found out that The Side of Magic even exists. My cat talks, and I have a ghost for a roommate. Not to mention that I come from a long line of murderers and people who basically want to take over The Other Side! It’s a lot, you know.” Saying otherwise would mean I’d have to tell him the whole truth.
Aspen tipped his chin to his chest. “Maybe us could have kind of normalized the experience.”
Frustration swirled in my chest because the same unwelcome thought had rolled through my mind at least a hundred times. Having Aspen as a boyfriend would have been one of the most normal things in the world for a seventeen-year-old girl. But I couldn’t tell him that. Better to let our relationship fade away.
“Dating is too distracting. I need to focus on figuring out how my magic even works. Since the night of the Morelli battle, I’ve barely gotten any further on developing it. I can’t be the only person around here who can’t use her magic. Professor Magnolis is having trouble figuring out how she is going to justify passing me for Spellcasting class.”
“Maybe if you had a good tutor . . .” Aspen mumbled and shuffled his feet on the ground.
I clicked my tongue. “You know that’s unfair.”
“You know it’s true.”
Aspen was unaware, but Professor Magnolis had been allowing me to come in after class and work with her. Even so, the simplest of spells were still a disaster. I was nearly certain I needed access to Morelli spell books before my magic would truly manifest. I’d done some poking around the library, but despite Professor Lakeshore's insistence that a basement floor housed secret books, I hadn’t been able to find it. And straight out asking the stuffy librarian, Mr. Bay, or even Professor Magnolis seemed incredibly risky since she’d told me I was not ready for more Morelli magic. Nine had even done some poking around for me, and he hadn’t found anything either. Lakeshore said getting to the books would take some powerful magic, and either he was right or the books didn’t exist.
“You know it’s said that Morelli and the witches and wizards can’t be together. There’s a curse.” I don’t know why those words came out of my mouth. I hadn’t mentioned the curse to Aspen since I’d learned about it.
Aspen wrinkled his nose and said exactly what Holly thought he’d say. “That is a bunch of nonsense that gets told to children in ghost stories. No one really believes it.”
I stood wordlessly and walked closer to the canyon’s edge.
“Is that what’s bothering you? Did Rosalee tell you something stupid and you broke up with me because of it?”
I couldn’t tell Aspen that Professor Lakeshore had actually died after telling me this and that I had a diary that pretty much confirmed everything. The less Aspen knew, the better. I swore under my breath for even bringing up the topic, but I couldn’t bear continuing this ridiculous charade that I didn’t want to be around him. I wanted him to know the truth.
I spun around only to find Aspen standing less than a foot from me. We hadn’t been this close for two months. His chest heaved, and his brow was furrowed with what might be hope. My breath hitched at his proximity, and the magnetic force that was so strong between us pulled at my heart and body. To counter the temptation of falling into his embrace, I quickly swung around to the view again and released a long stream of air.
“I can understand that you want to keep focused on your studies . . . believe me, I get that. And I imagine that everything you’ve learned about magic being real recently would be a shock. But the curse thing? That’s pretend.”
“My parents are dead.”
Aspen released a sigh and placed his hand on my shoulder. “But you’re not. Their death was a complete coincidence. Not proof that the curse is real.”
Nearly melting into his touch, I closed my eyes and attempted to center myself. I mustered up all my strength to say what I was about to. “Listen, Aspen. There are a lot of reasons we can’t be together. Maybe the curse is real, and maybe it’s not, but the bottom line is that this is not going to happen. Period.” Saying the words stabbed at my middle, but as much as I hated saying them, they needed to be voiced. Neither Aspen nor I could continue like this with the threat of the curse hanging over us.
His hand fell from my shoulder. It took everything for me not to turn and reach out for him, but I kept my gaze forward. Dirt crunched as he stepped away from me. He released a deep, pained sigh that twisted my stomach.
Blue magic sparked in the corner of my vision. I slowly turned to see the backside of a black wolf disappearing into the shadows just as flecks of white snow floated through the air.




Chapter 2
I opened the sack of scrambled eggs with cut-up turkey sausage and poured the contents into a bowl on my desk. “What a spoiled cat,” I muttered. “You want your breakfast, Nine?”
He groaned from the bed and rolled over to expose his belly, back legs splayed out—seemingly not a care in the world. Typical.
Merrygold chuckled from the other desk chair where she sat with her back tall. She had been studying the new books I’d brought her from the library. The one she was working on now was titled Phantoms and Their Haunted Souls. She still was hoping to figure out a way for her to move on or at least be able to leave the dorm room. So far, the only option other than being in here all the time was to go to a place where there was nothing. I didn’t completely understand it, but she’d told me it was a good space to get some privacy and think. The problem was she was all alone there, too. So it wasn’t a solution. I’d asked her if she wanted me to inform her family that her spirit hadn’t moved on, but she didn’t want to worry them, and there was little they could do. They’d only end up feeling guilty for her predicament. I’d respected her wishes. Anyway, I’m not sure how happy they’d have been to have a half Morelli contact them about their daughter’s ghost.
“Whatever.” I left the bowl where it was. “You can eat it later.”
The cat’s mouth fell open, and he let out a snort.
I glanced at Merrygold, both of us doing our best to hold in our laughter. But the moment passed too quickly, and heaviness settled back over me.
“You were out at Eagle’s Height again last night, weren’t you?” Merrygold returned her attention to her book and flipped the page. She tried to act nonchalant about my sneaking out on weekends, but I knew she was worried about me, just like Holly and Emiko.
“Aspen was there too.”
“What?” She stared at me. “Why?”
I flopped into my desk chair and spun it around in a three-sixty. “It was his spot first.”
Merrygold tipped her head and quirked her brows but returned to the book.
“I told him that I know about the curse.”
“And?” Merrygold flipped another page.
“And he doesn’t believe it means anything—just like everyone else.” I stood, walked to the window, and pulled open the curtains, allowing morning light to stream into the room. Outside a white dusting of snow covered everything. The tiny storm had cleared, but the word was that we’d see more tonight. Nine threw a paw over his eyes to block the light.
“Have you considered that Lakeshore might have been incorrect?” Merrygold asked. “People have died too many times over things they were wrong about.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and darted my eyes to the drawer holding Henrik’s diary. “Of course I’ve considered that, but you’ve seen the diary too.” Merrygold wasn’t entirely convinced, although she had read the book at least three times. Unlike her and everyone else here, I wasn’t raised on The Side of Magic, so I could see through the tales the Directorate had woven to maintain their grip on power. Maybe there was also a part of me that wanted to see that the Morelli had been wronged hundreds of years ago. Proving they could be good would confirm my goodness and that I belonged here as much as anyone else.
Merrygold said, “Aspen really likes you.”
Her words stabbed at my chest, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. I liked Aspen, too, but risking death for either of us was not an option. What if what we had turned into true love and released the curse’s effects?
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to sound as if I were making light of the situation. I know this is serious.” Merrygold vanished for a second and reappeared next to Nine. She waved her hand over his face, and a weak glow of fiery magic emanated from her palm. Nine’s paw twitched, and then he rubbed his nose.
Even as a ghost, Merrygold still had some minor control over her magic. It mostly came in handy to pester and haunt people—or cats. I think she liked using it on Nine the most.
Hey! I’m trying to sleep here! Nine popped open one eye, then the other, and flipped onto his belly. He yawned and then shook his head.
“What did you find last night at the library?” Merrygold demanded.
Nine yawned again and peered at us with half-closed eyes. “I’m not your servant, you know. A cat does what he wants when he wants to do it.”
“Oh, give me a break, Nine.” I sat on the end of my bed and reached into my bookbag on the floor to make sure I had everything I needed for the next couple hours. Inside was the seemingly useless Spellcasting book and my freshly cleaned navy workout uniform. Phys Ed was up at 8:00 a.m., and with the snow, I wasn’t sure what we’d be doing today. Maybe we were in the gym next to the South Lawn. “You love prowling all over the place.”
He stood and arched his back. Yeah. Where I want to go.
Since you’ve had me on this library mission, I haven’t had nearly as much time to dig up dirt on the staff and find out what’s going on outside of the Academy.
“And what dirt do you need to find out about the staff?” Merrygold placed her hand on her hip.
Information is important. Nine sat and gave his tail a quick swipe with his pink tongue.
“I know. But information about the library is important to me right now,” I said. “If there are Morelli spell and history books on this campus, I need to know about them.”
Look at all the trouble knowing too much got Professor Lakeshore wrapped up in. Nine leaped from the end of the bed to my desk and began feasting on his breakfast. As usual, he made little grunting sounds as he gulped his food.
Merrygold and I exchanged exasperated looks.
“I could have killed people because I didn’t know enough. Why didn’t you tell me about the curse? You should have known from my parents.”
Nine lifted his head enough to eye me while still eating. I didn’t know. It’s not as if your parents shared everything with me. I never heard them speak of it. He returned his entire face to the bowl.
I sighed. “That’s exactly why I need access to those books. To figure out if I’m overreacting or not.”
Nine sat up, licking his whiskers, and quickly brought his paw to his mouth. He alternated licking it and cleaning his face. I did find a small crawlspace into the attic.
“Why didn’t you tell us this sooner?” I demanded and marched up to him.
Nine placed his paw on the desktop and glanced at me. You barely gave me a chance to wake up. I think much more clearly when I have a full stomach. He peered down at his empty food bowl. Maybe a sprinkling of cheddar next time?
“Nine!” Merrygold joined me at my side and gave Nine a scowl.
Okay, okay. Below the roof in back is an overhang. It’s not easy to get to, but I’m always looking to push myself. I climbed the large tree on the building’s west side and was able to get there. Directly under the overhang is a small opening into the attic space.
“And you got inside?” I lowered myself into the chair in front of him.
There wasn’t much in there. Some old books. Not as many mice as I might have hoped.
“But could a person get into the library at night through that hole?” I asked.
Nine squinted as he eyed me up and down. You are not as large as most people, but it would be a tight squeeze. And without magic, I’m not sure you would even be able to get to the library roof. There’s no way those tree limbs could support much more than the weight of a cat by the time you crawled to the end.
My heart sank. During the day, I simply could not snoop around enough inside the library. What I really needed was uninterrupted time without eyes on me. “There must be an easier way.” I looked at Merrygold, but if she had the answers, she wasn’t saying.
If there is, I haven’t found it. Nine leaped back to the bed and plopped down. Do you mind if I go back to sleep now?
I waved my hand dismissively, stood, and gathered my bag and coat. “I need to get to class anyway. Sleep the day away for all I care.”




Chapter 3
No one was at the South Lawn except a few black crows flying overhead. Apparently, everyone else but me had gotten the memo that Phys Ed was meeting in another location.
I pulled my coat a little tighter and trudged across the snow-coated grass to the Wisteria Gymnasium. The building was much like the others on campus. The façade was made of stone, but the gym had a large bay of floor-to-ceiling windows to let in as much natural light as possible.
I pulled open the double glass doors and saw several students running laps on the open track. Beyond them was the main gym where Professor Clementine barked orders at students holding long, silver fencing swords and wearing masks and white suits. The professor had a bright purple pixie cut and a knack for motivating her classes. Her personality was coarser than I liked, but I didn’t mind her. She’d never once treated me differently than any other student.
My shoulders slumped at the sight of the swords, though. I had blocked out the fact that we would start fencing this week. Great, twenty students who weren’t exactly my best friends armed with swords. There were Academy rules about using unauthorized magic, but I hadn’t seen any about stabbing other classmates.
And class had already started without me. I was late.
The wind gusted and smacked the door shut behind me. Shoulders still slumped, I crossed the track to the changing rooms, threw on my shorts and T-shirt, secured my hair in a low, messy bun and quickly made my way to the gym to take whatever was coming to me.
“Miss Barrows.” Professor Clementine’s matter-of-fact voice stopped me in my tracks before I got two feet onto the gym floor. “You are late.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know where the class was meeting.”
She eyed me and then gestured with her head to the small pile of one-piece fencing uniforms, black facemasks, and swords.
I nodded and jogged over to them, positive there would not be one to fit my tiny frame. Picking through the five remaining suits I discovered I was right, but I found one that would do and sat on a bench to pull it on. As I did, I counted the students in the class. Instead of the normal twenty, there were thirty-two. We must have been combined with another class, but since each student was wearing a mask, I couldn’t tell which one.
I pulled a mask over my head and grabbed a sword, and Clementine waved me over to a female student now without a partner who was waiting to begin. Her previous opponent was walking to the professor. I tried to catch Clementine’s attention to tell her I had no idea what I was doing, but she’d already started working with the other student on how to hold the sword properly. Frustrated, I bit the inside of my cheek and trained my attention on my new partner. Body language told me she was not thrilled with her pairing. Not that this surprised me. I’d been picked last for partners and teams most of this semester, if not most of my life. The student had a tight grip on the sword handle . . . hilt? I think that was what I’d heard it called. Her other hand was planted firmly on her hip.
“Sorry,” I muttered as I got closer. “I’ve never done this before.”
“Why is it that you can’t seem to do anything, Josy?” Rosalee’s annoyed voice came from behind the black mask.
My heart sank way down into the depths of my stomach. We had to pair up with Rosalee’s class? I already had to share two other classes with her this semester.
“I did save your butt from the Morelli.” I don’t know why I said it. The statement was true, but it’s not as if it was going to win over Rosalee Loriss. She hated me whether my powers happened to save her and the entire school or not. Voicing the fact would only make my being her partner worse, and I knew it.
Pairs around us continued their clanking of blades, totally ignoring Rosalee and me.
She flipped her wrist and aimed the sword directly at my chest. “You are Morelli, Barrows! There is no way I’m ever going to believe you didn’t bring on the attack that night. You should save us all the trouble you’ll cause, on top of what you’ve done already, and just quit.”
Barely-there orange fire flickered across her blade and quickly snuffed out before anyone else might see.
I clenched my jaw and stepped back from the point of her sword. “Look, Rosalee. The last thing I need is for you to threaten me with a sword—”
“It’s called a foil,” she corrected. “You’d know that if you’d already had several years of fencing like everyone else here.”
I gripped the handle of my foil and brought the blade up to meet hers. “Just show me how to use this thing. I didn’t choose you as a partner; Professor Clementine did.”
Rosalee stiffened her body but lowered her blade. “I suppose it’s no fun beating you if you haven’t any idea what you’re doing.”
I bristled at her cocky tone. “Why are you even here? This isn’t your time for Phys Ed.”
She shrugged. “My class was canceled this afternoon, and Clementine needed some additional advanced fencing help in the a.m. class. She invited us.” When I didn’t respond, she started her lesson. “Okay, first your stance.”
Reluctantly, Rosalee helped me position my front foot forward, instructed me to step the other back and angle it ninety degrees. “Now bend your knees.” She nodded approval, but I could tell I wasn’t doing it right. The position was uncomfortable. After that, she grabbed my arm and bent it at a forty-five-degree angle with the foil in front and placed my other hand behind my back.
She breezed through a list of instructions that I didn’t absorb half of, but I’d been watching the other students out of the corner of my eye and got the gist of it. Maybe.
“Enough lesson. I’m ready.” Rosalee’s announcement brought my attention back to her.
She was ready. I twisted my lips, knowing I wasn’t anywhere near ready to spar with the pro she likely was. She was a pro at everything else, and if Professor Clementine invited her here to tutor, she was likely skilled.
Quick as a whip, she positioned her body. I took a settling breath, positioned myself, and held out my foil, scraping the metal of it against hers.
She advanced and was the first to strike. Somehow, I blocked it, but she followed up immediately. Our blades clanked against each other again and again. Each time I blocked her and even got in a few attacks of my own. After several minutes Rosalee’s energy changed, radiating the heat of her frustration.
She lunged and came at me harder. “You lied,” she snarled. “You know how to do this.”
Our blades smacked against each other again.
“I have never fenced in my life before today!” I admitted and blocked her strike again.
“Then, how am I not beating you?” Rosalee came close enough that her expression was visible through the mask. Her eyes were wild, and her nostrils flared over bared teeth. Without warning her blade ignited with swirling flames. Before I could move out of the way, her hand drew back and she stabbed the glowing foil directly at me.
“Ladies!” Professor Clementine must have shouted at us, but to me, her voice sounded as if she were trapped inside a tin can.
The gym fell away, and my ring electrified on my finger. When our blades collided, the boom it made filled my ears with pressure. Like a magnet, Rosalee’s golden fiery magic absorbed into me. My body ignited with electricity. Barely a beat later the energy shot back the opposite way down the blade.
Instead of fire, a powerful blast of white electricity shot through the air into Rosalee. The magic blew her off her feet, slamming her into the ground.
The force whipped back at me and smashed me to the floor onto my right side, causing the foil to fly from my hand. A sharp pain stabbed at my ankle. Confused, I blinked and stared at the crowd of students standing around our mat. Most of them were wide-eyed with mouths agape.
“Move aside!” Professor Clementine shouted and shoved her way between two students.
I pushed up just in time for Rosalee to remove her mask. Her face was as red as a beet, and her eyes were narrowed into slits. “She could have killed me!”
My heart nearly stopped. I wasn’t the one who did this. Rosalee had used her magic on purpose. Mine was just a reflex I didn’t even know how to control yet! I gritted my teeth at the pain in my ankle and stood.
Clementine back and forth between the two of us and finally shouted, “Class dismissed. Barrows and Loriss, you stay here!”




Chapter 4
My ankle throbbed as I sat in one of the uncomfortable metal chairs in Professor Clementine’s office. Rosalee sat next to me in her Phys Ed uniform, shooting her best death glare my way. She’d scooted her chair as far away from me as she could without ramming herself against the wall. For once, her appearance wasn’t perfect. Her ponytail had loosened, and sprigs of red hair popped out like weeds along her hairline.
Professor Clementine’s office was unlike any other staff office I’d been in at the Academy. Instead of a dark den overloaded with books and thick fabrics over the windows, Clementine’s space was stark. White walls, no curtains—only shades. The desk was made of metal, and instead of spell books and ancient tomes concerning magic, she had sparse shelving with books about physical fitness and specific sporting activities. Her desk was clean and uncluttered. If I didn’t know better, I’d think this was just a typical coach’s office.
The door behind us swung open, and Professor Clementine stalked into the room. She rounded the desk and slowly lowered herself into her chair. With a long, frustrated sigh, she leaned her elbows on the desk. For what seemed like an eternity, she did little more than waver her attention between Rosalee and me. My chest grew tighter by the second.
Finally, Rosalee piped up, but that only served to increase my anxiety. “She tried to kill me.”
I opened my mouth to defend myself, but quick as a snap Clementine held her pointed finger my way, shutting me down without a word.
“And how exactly did Josy do that, Miss Loriss?” The professor leaned back in her chair and popped up a dark brow.
Rosalee’s mouth fell open, and she glanced at me, then back at the professor. “You saw what happened!”
“I saw what I saw, but I want to hear what you think happened.” Clementine ran a hand through her bright purple hair and pursed her lips, waiting for an answer.
My heart thudded against my rib cage.
Rosalee scoffed. “As you asked, I was tutoring her on her stance and a few basics, but when it was time to practice, I quickly realized that she had lied about her skillset. She already knew all the moves.”
Clementine switched her attention to me. “Is this true, Miss Barrows?”
I pulled my brows together. “I told Rosalee—I’ve never tried fencing before today. Maybe she’s just a good tutor.” I wanted to slap myself for that last comment. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut around Rosalee and stick to the facts?
“Morelli liar,” Rosalee sneered under her breath.
“Miss Loriss. You know that name-calling is not allowed in my classes, and that includes my office.” Clementine raised her brows.
“I apologize.” Rosalee crossed her arms over her chest and slumped in her chair.
The professor nodded. “I’ll accept that Miss Barrows is a quick study when it comes to fencing, but that’s not what brought us here today; unauthorized magic within school hours is. I need to hear about that problem.”
“Josy,” Rosalee hissed, “used magic in class and tried to kill me. That’s what happened.”
My chest burned with anger. Rosalee was lying to protect her own skin, and she knew it. I gripped the chair’s arms and scraped my fingernails along the metal.
Professor Clementine, on the other hand, kept her cool. Her expression barely changed when she looked back to me. “Miss Barrows? Did you use unauthorized magic to attempt to kill Miss Loriss during class this morning?”
“Why are you even asking her?” Rosalee leaped to her feet and pointed at me. “Everyone in that class saw what she did. My family has a long history of being some of the most accomplished witches and wizards on The Side of Magic. Josy Barrows is a Morelli and was sent here to destroy this place from the inside out. Why don’t any of you see this? She shouldn’t even still be here!” Her cheeks flamed with redness again, and the child in me pictured some old cartoon where a character blows their stack and steam comes out of their ears. I kept my mouth shut about it this time.
Professor Clementine tipped up her chin to Rosalee. “Do you have anything else to say?”
“Does anything else need to be said?” Rosalee jutted her chin out.
“Oh . . . are you injured?”
A line formed between Rosalee’s brows. “No. I’m not injured. Thank the stars!”
“Then thank you, Miss Loriss. You’re dismissed.” The professor tipped her head to the door.
Rosalee’s mouth fell open. “My parents are going to hear about this, a the Academy needs to do something about Josy Barrows!” She shot one last death glare at me, then spun on her heels and marched out the door, slamming it behind her.
I slumped back as far as I could into my chair and eyed my lap.
“I figured if I let her stay, she’d never let you get a word in edgewise,” Clementine said. “Now, can you please tell me what happened from your point of view?”
I bit the inside of my cheek and told her the truth. It probably wasn’t the smartest move, but I didn’t really care if I got Rosalee in trouble for using unauthorized magic. We all knew that most students used it sometimes for little stuff, but trying to hurt someone with it was not okay.
“So, why do you think she did it?”
I squinted at the professor, and hope filled my chest. “Do you believe me?”
“I’m not telling you what I believe. I’m only asking what you think happened.”
The hope I’d felt a moment ago plopped into my stomach and twisted around. “She couldn’t stand me winning and was doing whatever it took to give her the advantage.”
Clementine leaned forward in interest. “And you absorbed her magic and used it against her?”
“By accident. It was the same thing that happened during the Morelli attack. I took in the magic around me and used it to send the army back to The Middle. Problem is, I can’t repeat it. It just seems to happen.”
She rubbed her chin for a few seconds in thought. “I’m hearing that your magic sometimes surfaces when you or those around you are threatened. But you need to learn how to control it. Witches and wizards with uncontrolled magic are dangerous.”
My stomach untwisted. “So you do believe me!”
Professor Clementine stood and walked around to my side of the desk. “For now, this matter is closed, but I will need to talk with Chancellor Sterling.”
“And what about Rosalee? She was using magic against me on purpose.”
“That will be part of my conversation with the chancellor.”
I pinched my lips together. That probably meant nothing would happen to Rosalee.
Clementine bent before me. “Now let me look at that ankle.”
I’d nearly forgotten it while sitting, but the moment she mentioned the injury again, my ankle started to pulse. I stretched out my leg to her, and she examined the sore spot. Pain shot up the side of my leg.
“Probably a sprain. We should have iced it, but no big deal.” She held my foot in the palm of one hand and wiggled her fingers about six inches from the injury. The area around her hand blurred for a second. Droplets of water appeared and floated in the air. Slowly they dispersed and became a fine, vibrating mist.
Clementine used water to intensify her magic. I hadn’t seen anyone else here at the Academy use that ability.
The mist shimmered and circled around my ankle as she continued waving her fingers. My skin grew cold, and goosebumps raised up. Within seconds the temperature shifted and warmed, settling on the injured spot.
She stopped her hand motion, and the mist vanished. “There, that should take care of it.” Professor Clementine gently placed my foot to the ground, and I pressed my toe onto the surface. No pain.
“Really? That’s it?” My ankle felt as good as it ever had.
The professor shrugged. “Not all are so simple, but I’ve had thirty years of practice healing sports injuries with magic.” She stood and returned to the other side of the desk.
I rose and checked the time. My next class started in five minutes, and I had to get out of these PE clothes. “Thank you,” I mumbled and made my way to the door.
“Miss Barrows?”
I turned back to Clementine.
“Rosalee Loriss does come from a powerful family line with a lot of influence. It will be best for you to stay out of her way as much as possible. I won’t pair her with you again.”




Chapter 5
I sat quietly in the corner of the dining hall by myself with my Mastering Illusion textbook in hand. The bookworm technique seemed to work for Aspen when he wanted to be left alone, and I thought I’d give it a try. So far, so good.
Through the windows I glimpsed little bits of flurrying snow dancing in the air. Since that first storm a week ago we’d gotten more snow almost every day. The cold weather had prompted me to choose the chicken noodle soup before me. The concoction looked good when I poured it into the bowl, but I’d barely touched it, and I was sure it was cold by now.
The front door flung open and in walked Aspen. Handsome as ever, he’d pulled his coat collar up over his ears, and instead of his baseball hat he wore a gray knit cap with the Academy crest on the front.
I slumped against the wall and pulled my book up over my face. Aspen and I hadn’t spoken since that night in the woods last Sunday. In Spellcasting class he wouldn’t even look at me—not that I blamed him and not that I wanted him to. I did . . . but that was beside the point, and I needed to get wishful thinking out of my head.
Peeking over the book’s edge, I watched him take his place in the buffet line and begin making a sandwich for himself. Turkey and cheese . . . stupid turkey and cheese that only reminded me of the lunch he’d made for me on our picnic and the amazing kiss we’d shared. My body flushed with warmth. Ugh, Josy. Stop it! I smacked down the annoying memory.
“Hey, Josy.”
I jumped at Emiko’s greeting and my book nearly tumbled from my hand to the floor, but I clamped down on it.
“Can I sit with you?”
I don’t really think Emiko was asking. She’d already slung her coat down on the bench across from me and was sliding her tray with a massive salad and two pieces of garlic bread onto the table.
“Yeah, sure.” Despite my chosen solitude, I wasn’t going to say no to Emiko. She was one of the sweetest people I knew and pushing her away would be a bad move—I’d already had enough of that. I peered up through my eyelashes at Aspen, who was still in line. His attention was on me, but when he saw me looking, he quickly returned to the sandwich options.
Heat raked up my neck again.
“I haven’t seen you much lately.” Emiko unwrapped a green scarf from her neck and placed it on top of her coat. “You keep rushing out of Spellcasting.”
When I wasn’t in class, I’d been spending a lot of time in my room. With what happened in Phys Ed with Rosalee I’d been trying to keep a low profile. Most students were already leery enough of me, and even though Chancellor Sterling had deemed the whole incident an accident, I knew Rosalee had continued trying to convince people otherwise.
“With finals coming up I’ve needed to study more.”
She nibbled her bread. “What are you going to do over winter break? For Christmas?”
Small talk. I liked that better. “Not much I can do but hang around here.”
Emiko pinched her lips together. “We haven’t had a chance to talk, but it’s more than that. Holly still won’t tell me, but I know something happened to the two of you right before you broke it off with Aspen.”
Ugh. Back to the stuff I couldn’t talk about.
It wasn’t as if she knew specifics, but Emiko was an empath, so it was hard to hide much from her. I needed to tell her something to get her off my back or I’d never hear the end of it. Before I got the chance, however, a tiny orange flame flickered between us. It quickly extinguished, leaving a folded piece of paper with burnt edges.
Emiko leaned back away from the paper and raised her brows.
My stomach sank, but I snatched the note before Emiko could get to it. I glanced around the room, and sure enough, Rosalee was with her hive of friends at the opposite end. The group was laughing and carrying on, not looking this way, but I was about ninety-nine percent sure the joke was about me.
“What is it?” Emiko asked.
I gritted my teeth and unwrapped the sheet.
My family was extremely interested in last week’s events during fencing practice. I’d watch your back, Morelli. If the Academy doesn't take care of you, someone else might.
The second I finished reading the words, the paper turned to ash and crumbled into my palm. Like magic, my eyes filled with unwanted tears, and I immediately turned my gaze down. I didn’t want Rosalee to witness the effect she had on me, but I was sure she’d already seen.
Emiko immediately stood, walked to my side of the table and sat. “Is Rosalee harassing you again?” She put her arm around me.
“Yes.” I admitted. “What am I going to do? If I reported her, it’s not as if anything would happen to change it.”
Warm magic came from Emiko’s touch, and instantly, my emotions settled.
“Rosalee is a bully whose only concern is that everyone follows the rules except her. That’s the way her entire family is. They have power, and they know it. She feels threatened by you, and she doesn’t like it.”
“I’m only one person.” I made a pretense of wiping my mouth with my napkin so I could dry my eyes. “How much of a threat can I really be?”
“Change is hard for people. Just your presence means something is shifting on The Side of Magic. There will always be people who want things to stay the same even if a new way is better, simply because the new way is not better for them.” Emiko tipped up my chin to her. “You being here at the Academy is better than not. I like you.”
Hope radiated through me, and I was suddenly glad that I hadn’t sent Emiko away.
“Now,” she said, her voice filled with authority, “we should eat our lunch and get out of here. There’s still some time before our next class starts.” Emiko pulled her tray across the table and handed me a piece of her fluffy garlic bread.
I took it with gratitude and ate my cold soup.
✽✽✽
 
I don’t know why I did it, but on our way to class I told Emiko everything. I couldn’t help but trust her, and since Holly knew about Professor Lakeshore and the curse, why shouldn’t Emiko?
Eyes wide, Emiko brushed the snow from a stone bench with her gloved hands and slowly lowered herself to it. “No wonder Holly wouldn’t tell me—you both could have died that night.”
I sat next to her and placed my head in my hands.
“You have to tell Aspen, too.”
I side-eyed Emiko. “I can’t tell Aspen everything. I already tried, and he didn’t believe me.”
Emiko pinched her lips together. “Okay. I agree this curse might be a serious thing, and I don’t think you should take it lightly, but you didn’t really try to explain it to Aspen. You gave him a tiny portion of the story. There’s no way you could have expected him to think you were serious when he didn’t know everything. He’s basing what you said off fairy stories. He hasn’t seen the diary, and he doesn’t know about Professor Lakeshore.”
“I just needed him to lose interest in me,” I muttered into my palms.
“Josy!”
I raised my shoulders in question. “What? Breaking up with him was the right thing to do.”
Emiko crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “Josy, you’re smart, but you’re acting really dense in this case. You did not make Aspen lose interest in you by suddenly breaking up with him after you shared a connection. The emotions radiating off that guy are as strong as ever when it comes to you. Add in that he’s super hurt and confused. Sure . . . he’ll leave you alone because he’s not a stalker. But do a better job of setting him free if that’s what needs to happen. You need as many people on your side as you can get. Don’t push him completely away if you don’t have to. If you can’t be boyfriend and girlfriend, you could at least be civil.”
Guilt settled into my middle. I hadn’t been fair to Aspen. In wanting to protect him, I hadn’t given him a chance to make his own decision. Plus, I missed him desperately.
I sighed. “You’re right. I’ll talk to Aspen right after my next class.”
Emiko chuckled. “Of course I’m right.” She grinned and opened her arms to invite me for a hug.
I returned the embrace. It had been a really long time since I’d had a friend like Emiko—years, in fact.
“And Holly and I will be there for you no matter what.” She loosened her hold and caught my eyes. “You have friends here. Don’t forget it.”




Chapter 6
I stood outside Oakmont Hall and peered through the window for the twentieth time. I’d seen Aspen go inside about thirty minutes before, but he still hadn’t come out. He was sitting in his usual corner spot, finishing a plate of spaghetti and meatballs.
With my stomach doing flops, I couldn’t have imagined getting any dinner down. I also knew Nine might wake me in the middle of the night by lying on my head and purring that he had an empty belly. We couldn’t leave the dorm window open in this cold weather anymore. The change of season had really cut down on the cat’s freedom.
After I’d asked Emiko to bag up a couple of meatballs for him and take them back to the room, she had volunteered to wait with me, but I said no. Talking to Aspen was something I had to do on my own—and Nine had been waiting for his supper.
The dark sky, speckled with stars, was clear of clouds and I didn’t think we’d see any more snow. At least for the time being. Despite that, the air felt colder than ever, and my wool coat didn’t seem to be cutting it, even with my hooded sweatshirt underneath as an extra layer. I had already pulled the hood over my hair so other students might not recognize me and think I was stalking them or something.
As I paced back toward the main exit, my heart leaped when I saw that Aspen’s seat was empty. He must have been on his way out— unless I missed him! I swiveled my head around to check if somehow he’d slipped passed me, but there were only me and two other students walking down the path toward the dining hall.
What was I going to say to him? Was he upset with me? Would he tell me to get lost? The questions swirled in my mind, and I had no idea why I hadn’t come up with an exact plan. My heart hammered against my chest.
The door swung open and out he walked, his head turned away from me. I opened my mouth to speak, but somehow the words stuck in my throat.
Aspen turned up the collar of his coat, hunched his shoulders slightly and walked the opposite way.
You have to do this, Josy! I clenched my fingers and forced my feet to move after him. “Aspen.” His name made it from my lips but in barely more than a whisper. It did nothing to stop him. “Aspen!” I tried again, and that time the word came out considerably louder. So loud that the oncoming students, now passing him, stared at me, eyebrows raised.
“Sorry,” I muttered and returned my attention to Aspen, who’d craned his neck to me but twisted it back around and kept walking.
I closed my eyes for a brief second and gathered my courage again. “Please stop.”
Aspen paused. My heart fluttered, and I jogged to catch up with him. When I arrived, he let out a long, exasperated sigh.
“What do you want, Josy?” Light from a nearby lamp caught the edge of his dark hair falling just over his forehead. Everything in me wanted to reach and tuck the strands away, but of course, I didn’t.
“I really need to talk to you.” I kicked at the sidewalk with the toe of my boot.
“I’m pretty sure you said everything you needed to at Eagle’s Height.” Aspen’s jaw stretched with tension, and he turned to continue on his way. Before he got far, I caught his arm, and his muscles flexed against my grasp. For some reason, he didn’t pull away.
“Please?” I begged and dropped my hand to my side. “It’s important.”
Aspen glanced down to me. “Josy,” he said, his voice hushed. “You made me feel like I never had before. I was always an outsider at the Academy and couldn’t open up to anyone. Then you came along, and everything was changing.”
The words stung as I stared at the hurt in his eyes. I put that there by not just being honest with him from the start. I was the enemy instead of the curse.
“I need to explain. Is there a place we can talk?”
He clicked his tongue and looked down at the sidewalk. “I need to get back to my room and study.”
“Fine. I’ll go with you, and after I say what I have to, I’ll leave if you want and you can study. It will be the smallest waste of your time possible.”
“Fine. I’ll give you ten minutes.”
“Deal.” Ten was not going to be enough, but I was ninety-nine percent sure that when he heard what I had to say, he’d have a few extra to spare.
✽✽✽
 
“You’re serious about all this.” Thirty minutes after I began my story, Aspen dropped down onto his bed in shock and gawked at me.
I bit at the inside of my cheek and leaned against his doorframe. When I got to his room, I never moved farther than that spot. I figured keeping my distance from Aspen was the kindest and safest thing to do.
He furrowed his brows and rubbed at his chin. “Please stop standing there and have a seat.”
The closest chair was the one at his cluttered desk, so I walked toward it and sat.
Aspen’s forehead lined with confusion. “So Lakeshore wasn’t dead . . . but now he is?”
I shrugged. “Honestly? I’m not totally sure. Neither Holly nor I actually saw him die, but those smoke monster things didn’t look friendly.”
Aspen stood to grab a book off the shelf and quickly flipped through the pages before I even glimpsed the title. After a moment he seemed to land on the page he wanted and held the book out for me to see. On the page was a drawing that appeared almost exactly like the smoky creatures who took Professor Lakeshore, except that this one was grayer, not black. Above the illustration was the name: Mist Wraiths.
Before I had a chance to read the description, Aspen had already yanked the book back and was muttering to himself.
“That looked like them, kind of.” I stood and sidled up to him, trying to get another peek at the page.
“I did a project last year on extinct magical creatures. Mist Wraiths haven’t been around for quite some time. Mostly they were gray like the ones pictured here. They were pretty docile, not true wraiths, and were only given that name for their looks.” He flipped the page, and there was an illustration and description of a Black Mist Wraith. “But before they died out, something shifted and the black ones started popping up and attacking people, animals, whatever. Then they were gone. That was about two hundred years ago. The wraiths and several other species died off around that time.”
I tipped my head in interest. “Two hundred years? That must have been during or just after the Great War of Magic. Could someone be trying to bring the creatures back?”
“Maybe, but that would take some powerful dark magic.” Aspen studied the page. “It’s also possible that someone captured the creatures two hundred years ago and has been saving them for something ever since.”
“Who?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know . . . the Directorate, the Morelli . . . or someone private who was looking to build power. If these Mist Wraiths were as awful as you say, it sounds like they’d be pretty useful to someone building an army.”
I thought back to the giant hawks and dogs that the Morelli rode during the battle. Add in the wraiths and their army would be even more formidable than it already was. But from reading the Morelli diary I had in my dorm room, I couldn’t imagine that they would have captured the Mist Wraiths on their way to The Middle. They were mostly concerned about their lives at the time—not the destruction of The Side of Magic.
I walked from Aspen and sat on his bed. After a few moments he set the book down and joined me. “And you really think the Morelli curse is real?”
“Lakeshore died to protect that diary. Even if the curse and the whole history inside it is not true, the professor believed they were. That has to mean something.”
Aspen released a long sigh. “And you were only trying to protect me by pushing me away.”
I nodded. “But I only made things worse.”
He leaned his elbows onto his knees and rubbed his hands through his hair several times in frustration. “This sucks even more than I thought.”
I chuckled. “You got that right.”




Chapter 7
Since I had been in Aspen’s dorm room, storm clouds had rolled in over the darkened sky. Apparently I’d been wrong about the snow being over for a while. Willoward Hall came into view, lit by the campus lights. Disappointment snaked its way around in my stomach, that my walk home with Aspen was nearly over.
Despite the cold, we’d taken the long route and walked half our normal pace. Aspen didn’t complain, and it seemed like he was just as happy as I was to not ignore each other anymore. Being friends with him was better than nothing. He made me feel safe, as if everything, despite it not being the way I’d like it to be, would be okay. Who wouldn’t be, with a guy who could turn into a wolf to protect you?
“Josy!”
I jumped at my name. Holly burst through the women’s dorm exit already dressed in her pajamas—long sleeved with space cats and pizza all over the flannel fabric. Her curly blonde hair was tied in a messy ponytail on top of her head. She stood in the open door in her pink bunny slippers, waving us in.
Aspen shot a raised brow my way and then back at Holly.
“What? You don’t have space cats in the men’s dorm?” I asked as a few flecks of snow landed on his knit cap. It was nice to crack a joke again.
Aspen leaned closer to me. “Not that I’ve noticed.”
Holly waved frantically for us to walk faster. “It’s freezing out here, and you’re making me hold this door open,” she said when we finally arrived.
“Aspen was just walking me home because it was getting late. He’s going back—”
Holly latched onto Aspen’s arm and yanked him into the building. Inside, no one was in the foyer.
“I need to get back. It’s getting close to curfew.” Aspen attempted to pull his arm free of Holly’s grasp, but it was no use.
“Who cares about curfew? We’ve got something important to talk about.” Holly dragged Aspen toward our hallway. She stopped to peek down it before proceeding. Finally, she let loose and he continued following her.
A door flung open a few rooms down, and before we could react, out came Rosalee and another girl. My heart nearly stopped when I saw her. But it wasn’t past curfew yet and Aspen’s presence was still within the rules.
Rosalee wrinkled her nose at me and looked at Aspen.
“I’ll be on my way soon. No need to worry,” Aspen said in a flat tone.
She gave us all a once-over, stopping on Holly. “Nice slippers.”
“I’ll make sure to buy you a pair for Christmas,” Holly snapped back.
Rosalee waved her hand at Holly dismissively, and she and her friend sauntered past us toward the staircase. Her room was on the second floor.
We watched them disappear up the stairs, and Holly continued leading us down the corridor.
“What are you doing, Holly?” I asked when she stopped at my door. Why would we be going in there and not her dorm room? Merrygold hates visitors.
Without answering my question, Holly reached for the handle and pushed the door open. Inside were Emiko, Merrygold, and Nine. They all looked up as Holly ushered us inside.
Emiko was also in her—less garish—solid blue pajamas, and as always, Merrygold was wearing her perfectly pressed Academy uniform.
I told them that this was a bad idea. Nine stared at me with his big topaz eyes and stood from his spot on the bed, revealing the Morelli diary on the comforter. The journal looked so ancient that only magic or a miracle could have been holding it together.
I raced to the book and snatched it from the bed. Nine skittered up to my pillow. “This is mine. You have no right to take it.”
“We didn’t look inside,” Merrygold said. “I told them it’s for you to show us when you’re ready to share.”
Holly and Emiko nodded.
“And we agreed,” Emiko said.
Holly closed the door. “But you are not alone in this whole thing. We want to help you.” She gestured toward Aspen. “And I’m pretty sure he wants to help you, too.”
Aspen let out a puff of air from his nose. “Of course, but only if Josy wants me to.”
“I don’t even know what you all want to help me with.” I sat down and held the diary close to my chest.
Merrygold and I told them about the possible secret library of Morelli books that you want to find, Nine said.
I frowned at my roommate. “You haven’t even spoken to anyone but Nine and me since I arrived. Why are you inviting people over now?”
“Oh, she didn’t invite us over,” Holly answered before Merrygold could respond. She brought out a metal lockpick from her pajama pocket and presented it to me.
Emiko crossed her arms over her chest. “Sorry, Josy, but we decided to brave it and come see what Merrygold knows.” Emiko smiled at my roommate. “She’s really nice. I’m not sure why everyone is so afraid of her.”
Merrygold sat in her desk chair. “I’ve been doing all this reading about phantoms and trying to see if I can move on or whatever. It’s been making me think that getting more support might help me solve my problem. So, I appeared to them, and Nine came out from under the bed. We’ve been talking about all sorts of stuff since you’ve been gone.” Merrygold’s smile was nearly ear to ear. I think she felt alive again.
In contrast, I pinched my lips together. “That’s great, but it doesn’t give you the right to be talking about me!”
“Something big is happening on The Side of Magic, and somehow you’re involved, whether you know it or not,” Emiko said.
I scowled at Holly. “You wanted me to go snooping around Lakeshore’s office, and look what happened. He was killed, and we nearly were, too. Do you think I want to put us all in danger like that again?”
You’re the one having me snoop around the library. You must be considering a little danger in your future. Nine flopped himself onto my fluffy pillow, flung out his back leg and licked at it.
“My future . . . not everyone’s here!”
“If The Side of Magic is in danger of being attacked by something even bigger than the Morelli, then it is all of our futures,” Aspen piped in.
“Nine told us that you need some kind of magic to find the entrance to the secret library,” Holly said. “Aspen is the strongest among us.”
All eyes turned to Aspen, and he put up his hand chest high in surrender. “I’m okay, but I’m only a second-year student. It’s not as if I’d consider myself a powerful wizard yet or anything.” His eyes dropped to me. “And actually, when she can access it, I think Josy is much more powerful than I am. She took out the entire Morelli army and slammed Rosalee on her—”
“I know all that,” Holly interrupted. “But you control your magic better for now. We need to get Josy in there so she can learn to control hers.”
I shook my head. After what had happened with Rosalee, I kind of wanted to lie low for a while. “I don’t want to get expelled . . . or any of you kicked out.” I gripped the diary and closed my eyes for a second. Part of me was afraid to fully realize the Morelli magic within me. What if something terrible happened? My uncle hadn’t always been evil, but he’d changed. The magic might change me, too. But what if not doing this meant that circumstances would remain as they were—the Morelli trying to take over The Other Side, the Directorate hiding something, and maybe some unknown evil targeting us all. There was so much more at stake than just me, or any of us keeping our places at the Academy.
My attention fell on the photo of my parents at my bedside. If figuring out how to control the magic inside me could help people like them, and others too, then I needed to do this.
I released a long sigh, stood, and walked to the window. Outside the snow had picked up and was coming down heavily. It didn’t look like it was going to stop anytime soon. The other building across the way was barely visible even with the walkway lamps. I turned back to my friends, who watched me silently. “With the storm, it means that no one will be out tonight to catch us.”
Holly’s mouth dropped open, and I looked her up and down. She was a bit hard to take seriously in her cat pajamas and bunny slippers. “Now? But I’m already in my PJs.”
Despite the twisting of my stomach, I shrugged. “What? Are you backing out now?”




Chapter 8
I’m not going out in this when there’s a warm bed to be slept in! Nine complained from the windowsill.
In my mind, I had to agree with him. The weather was horrible. The snow was falling so hard by one a.m. that visibility was only a few feet.
The cat started to turn back, but I caught him around the middle. He made a little squeak. “Since when do you really want to stay home when others are going on an adventure? For all your complaints you always end up trailing along in the end.” I thought of tossing him out the window into the snow, but it was getting pretty high. I also knew that Nine might hold a grudge and stake out under my bed for a sneak attack in the future when I was least suspecting it.
True, he agreed.
I tucked Nine into my coat and let his paws and head peek out the unbuttoned top, showing off the ribbon Emiko had tied around his neck. His body relaxed and settled in. He knew I was right.
I adjusted the backpack containing Henrik’s diary and checked the ruby ring on my finger. Both those items were tied to my Morelli past, so bringing them seemed like a good idea. After a last scan of the darkened room my eyes fell on Merrygold, who still sat in her chair.
“Good luck,” she said. “Tell me everything when you get back.”
I only hoped I would get back, but I didn’t say that to Merrygold. “Thanks.” I climbed out the window to my other waiting, bundled up friends.
“You all ready?” I squinted against the snow pelting my face.
Holly and Emiko had a few extra scarves, hats and gloves in their room, and we each had taken them. Even Aspen hadn’t turned down Holly’s lavender scarf and glove set. The weather was that bad.
Each of them nodded, and Holly reached up and slowly closed the window. Even though it would be freezing, she left it open a crack so we could get back inside later without using the front door and risking capture.
I took the lead since Nine was the one who knew how to get into the library from the top floor. With no discussion and trusting me in a way that I was not used to, the others followed.
The lights along the path cast eerie shadows over the snowdrifts as we trudged through the snow toward the library. I was completely right that there was no one out tonight—no guards that I could see and definitely no other students or faculty. The wind and snow froze my face, but Nine’s body was warm against mine under the coat.
Finally, despite the storm, I spotted the tree Nine had climbed to get into the library attic. The limbs did stretch to the building, but barely.
“Can you show us the opening?” I leaned my chin close to the top of Nine’s head.
If you get me to the tree trunk. I don’t want to get permanently lost in a snowdrift.
I waved the others to the tree and Emiko came in close to us. She wiggled her fingers and spoke a few words under her breath. Nine’s ribbon glowed green against the dark night. I freed Nine from my coat, and using his claws, he scaled the trunk and snow-and-leaf-covered limbs in no more than a minute to the top of the library’s second floor. His black body was barely more than a shadow, but the green glow of his ribbon stood out against the darkness.
“He’s almost there,” Aspen said from behind me.
Nine balanced himself near the end of a branch, and his silhouette with the glowing ribbon leaped from the end toward the building. When he disappeared, I gasped and waited for the worst to happen. Holly grabbed my arm and squeezed.
“Is he okay?” she whispered in my ear.
Before I could answer, the ribbon, along with the shadowy figure of Nine’s head, appeared under the roof’s overhang.
This opening is even smaller than I remember. I don’t think even you are going to fit through, Josy. Nine’s voice entered my head.
My stomach sank as I scanned the side of the building. There was no way up there without the tree—no fire escape or ladder. Not that I’d thought we’d be able to climb that tree and get inside as humans, but I had hoped that some miracle would happen and the whole thing would be easy. I glanced to Aspen. “You still think you can try what we talked about?”
The tree, which looked like one that would lose its leaves in the winter on The Other Side, still had a fairly full appearance. It must have been some evergreen variety we didn’t have there. The foliage created an umbrella from the snow, which was a welcome relief.
Aspen rubbed the flecks of snow off his face. “I’m good at changing myself into a wolf, not a—”
“You told us you could do this,” Holly said, teeth chattering. “It’s freezing out here, and we need to get inside that building!”
“Fine,” Aspen conceded. “But I have no idea how long this spell will last, and you three don’t want to be caught up in that tree returning to your normal state. You’re going to be confused at first. Shake it off as soon as you can and get moving.”
Holly bobbed her head. “Yes, yes . . . you told us all this back at the dorm. Just do it.”
Emiko stepped up. “This was all a waste unless we try this. And even with the storm, I’m sure a guard will show up here soon if we don’t hurry.”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you if something weird happens.” Aspen removed Holly’s lavender gloves and stuffed them in his coat pocket. Blue magic illuminated his fingers and settled into his palm.
“Me first.” I raised my hand slightly. “You can test it on me and then change everyone else. If it goes badly, get me to Professor Magnolis for help.” I checked my backpack to make sure it was secure but wasn’t too concerned. Aspen had told us that we didn’t lose any clothes or anything attached to us during the shift. It would return when I changed back.
Aspen flared his nostrils and nodded in agreement. He closed his eyes and whispered Latin words under his breath. The only one I made out was Felis before my skin began to tingle.
The spell took hold, and my body felt as if it were going to turn inside out. I collapsed to my hands and knees. The voices of my friends faded to nothing. Inky darkness spread over my consciousness, fading from gray to black and back again. My body condensed and at the same time stretched in ways I never knew that it could. Hair sprouted everywhere on my body, while something grew at the base of my spine. The pressure shocked me back to the present.
I tried to scream “Help!” but all that came out was a hideous yowl. I swung my head around, but I found myself leg-deep in snow with gigantic pant legs in front of me.
“It’s okay, Josy.” Aspen’s voice boomed from above me. I was sure he wasn’t yelling, but it sounded as if he was. “It worked. You just need to focus.”
A hand reached down and grabbed me under my belly. My heart pounded as I remembered everything. I craned my neck around to my white fur-coated back and my long, fluffy, twitching tail. Aspen had turned me into a cat so I could climb the tree and fit through the opening.
Aspen held me up to his face. “You remember what you have to do?”
I meowed in response and twisted my entire body toward the tree trunk. Aspen placed me next to the bark, and cat instinct mixed with the brain of a human took over. I scaled the trunk, my claws clinging into the bark. When I reached the top, I turned toward Nine, whose wide eyes reflected the walkway lamps and glowed bright yellow. Nine said nothing, as if he were in shock at the sight of me or something. He’s a friend, I thought, fighting the urge to skitter away.
I took my first step onto the branch and walked it like a tightrope to the overhang. Keep your eyes on the opening, I reminded myself. If I fell, it would be into the snow, but the impact might break the spell.
The branch thinned as I came closer to the hole. To compensate and stay upright, I crouched, clung to the wood and used my tail for balance. Scraping sounds came from behind and I looked back to see three more cats—one black with bright blue eyes, a short-haired orange tabby and a ragdoll.
I returned my attention to the opening, wiggled my behind and took the leap with my powerful back legs. For what seemed like an eternity, I flew through the air, legs extended, and then popped through the opening that was no more than twelve inches wide. I threw my claws into the wooden floor and skidded to a stop, but not before tumbling head over heels.
A little low on the grace, Josy. Nine shook his head.
I didn’t have time to hiss at him before the other cats flew through the opening one by one. Their entrances weren’t much better than mine, but we’d all made it. So far, so good.
Blue magic emanated from the other black cat, and a moment later, Aspen was human again. He stood and conjured the magic in his hand, turning each of us back. Holly had been the tabby and Emiko the ragdoll.
I twisted to look at my backside, which no longer sported a tail. Part of me actually missed it.
Collectively, we let out relieved sighs. No one spoke for a few moments because I think we were all afraid it might come out as a meow.
Nine stared at our group, his back slightly bristled. That is not a sight I’d choose to see again. He shook his head. People as cats? The horror.




Chapter 9
I resisted the urge to lick away the bits of snow dotting my shoulder and instead dusted it off with my hand. While there, I checked to make sure I was actually still wearing my backpack. It was there, just like Aspen had said it would be. “That was really weird.”
Wide-eyed, Holly and Emiko nodded in unison.
Aspen shrugged. “You get used to it after a while. I’m just glad the spell held.”
A small window was at each end of the attic, and I scanned around at the boxes and stacks of books lining the walls. In many places, they were stacked to the ceiling.
Holly lit magic in her hand as a flashlight the same way she’d done in Professor Lakeshore’s office. Aspen did the same.
A thick layer of dust coated the books, and the light cast shadows that made several cobwebs appear huge along the paneled walls and corners.
“Do you think it could be up here?” Emiko asked. “We had to use magic to get to the attic, like Lakeshore said you would.”
I scanned around again and pinched my lips together. “The professor told me that the place I wanted was under the library. There must be a basement entrance.”
I’ve searched the entire perimeter, and there is no basement entrance from the outside. Nine trotted to what must have been the attic’s exit. Lines on the floor formed a large rectangle. But that is why we need to go to the main library. Maybe we can get to the basement from the inside. He pawed at a notch on the side of the wood. Little help here?
We joined Nine at the trapdoor’s edge, and Emiko pulled it open. The hinges creaked, and my heart sped up at the sound. Leading down from the opening was a narrow set of stairs and a wooden door on the level below.
Silently, each of us made our way down the stairs by the light of Holly’s magic hand flashlight, and Aspen secured the attic door.
“Where to first?” Holly asked before we entered the main library.
I ran through all the possibilities in my head. In my free time, I’d scoured the areas open to the students and found nothing.
“The librarian knows everything going on in here,” Aspen offered. “Believe me, I’ve probably dealt with him a hundred times. He always has answers. If there’s any information about a secret book collection under the library, the answer is going to be in his desk or office.”
Visions of the skinny man who kind of looked like a rat ran through my mind. He was forever shushing me when Aspen tutored me here.
I must have been making a face because Aspen said, “You know, Mr. Bay is a pretty nice guy. He’s always been helpful.”
Nine stood on his back legs and pawed at the closed door.
“Well, Mr. Bay is not even here tonight, so we only have to get inside his office.” Holly pulled out the same lockpick she had earlier, displayed it to us and returned it to her pocket. “Let’s stop talking and get going.”
I took a deep, settling breath and twisted the door handle. Quickly we jogged out to the approved area for students on the second floor. It was completely open in the middle and lined with a railing made of carved wooden spindles. Along the walls were wooden bookcases filled with fictional books about magic as well as books about The Other Side.
We quickly made our way around to the opposite side and descended the staircase. On the first floor, the walls of the library were lined with books shelved floor to ceiling. A rolling ladder allowed students to retrieve books on the top shelf. To our right and left were five or six long rows of books on spells, the history of magic, herbology, illusion, and probably a hundred other topics I hadn’t made my way through yet.
In the open center of the library were tables meant for students to study at. I’d sat at those tables many times, trying to get the hang of my magic.
Holly and Aspen held out their illuminated hands and led the way to Mr. Bay’s desk. Nine galloped ahead and took a flying leap onto the top, scattering several papers onto the floor.
“Nine!” I scolded. He paid no attention and started rooting through more of them.
I gathered the stray papers and laid them on Mr. Bay’s desk. Behind it was a door with a brass plaque that read “Leonard Bay, Librarian.”
“Let’s try in there.” I pointed to the door.
Holly brought out the metal lockpick from her pocket and started for the door.
Aspen sat on the edge of a nearby table and rubbed his chin with his hand. “I know this was my idea, but now that I think of it, we might be going about this all wrong. If Lakeshore said it was going to take magic to find the secret library, then things like lockpicks and digging through papers on a desk are never going to get us there.”
“What do you suggest?” Emiko asked. “Do you have a spell in mind?”
He pushed up from the table. “I already told you, I’m not the strongest here. Josy is.”
My chest tightened at Aspen’s words. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”
“Yes, you do.” Aspen walked toward me, his eyes trained on my ring. “Something about that ring helps you channel your magic, and you know that you can absorb energy from others to make it stronger. You did it at the battle and with Rosalee. Magic is not as complicated as you think, but you have to be ready for it to flow through you. That’s the part that takes time and practice, but most of all the willingness to let it happen.” He glanced around at Holly and Emiko. “You have three of us here who have at least some magic skills. I did my part and got you in here. Now it’s time for you to use your abilities.”
I bit my lip, my attention wavering among my friends. My backpack seemed to grow heavy all of a sudden, and I twisted my shoulders to release the straps. Something in me wanted to bring the diary out into the dim light—maybe it was needed too for the magic to function. “If this doesn’t work, Holly is going to break into the librarian’s office.”
Aspen grinned. “Deal. I won’t say I’ve never been wrong before, but I believe in you.”
His statement of confidence in me permeated into my body. Even in the dim light, the sparkle of his blue eyes felt like a beacon drawing me to him.
“Hu-hum.” Holly cleared her throat. “Don’t forget there’s supposed to be a curse, Josy.”
My cheeks flushed, and I was glad for the dimness hiding the color. “Of course I remember the curse.” Not that I wanted to. I unlocked eyes with Aspen, brought out the diary and set it on the desk next to Nine, who sniffed the cover.
I’m going to watch you from over there. Nine leaped from the desk and scurried to Emiko’s side.
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I muttered.
Just taking precautions.
Emiko leaned down and patted him on the head. “What do we need to do, Josy?”
I thought for a second about how my magic had worked best before. “I think you just need to be doing something magical, so I can funnel the force, but that’s just a guess.”
“Well, that’s easy.” Holly held out her already-lit hand. “We can all do this. We learned it in grade school.”
Emiko raised her hand, and a flurry of sparkles danced in her palm as if she held fireflies there.
Aspen brightened his illumination and nodded my way. “Give it a try. We’re all willing to help you.”
Nine crouched his body low to the ground and twitched his tail behind him.
I balled my fingers into fists, trying to squeeze out the nervousness swimming in my belly, but it was no use. I’d just have to use that energy for good. I stepped behind Mr. Bay’s desk and faced my friends with the diary in front of me. Sighing, I lowered my ring hand to the journal’s cover and closed my eyes.
My thoughts went suddenly to my mother. Some long-forgotten memory in the back of my mind jogged loose, and her smiling face, not so different from my own, came into view.
“You are my hope, Josy. I love you.” My mom handed me off to a younger version of Edie Barrows, the woman I knew as my grandmother on The Other Side, and leaned to kiss me on the forehead.
The moment her lips touched my skin, a spark ignited my entire body. White light filled my vision, and the energy of my friends’ magic drew into me.
“Unveil the place I need to go to discover who I truly am,” I commanded and pressed my hands onto the journal, allowing the magic to flow through me.
Then, like a zap of electricity, the feeling and vision were gone. I was back in the library, staring at my hands laid on the diary as if nothing had happened.
“It didn’t work,” I mumbled in disappointment and looked up to my friends. They all still held the magic in their hands and were staring past me. I slowly twisted around to see what they were gawking at.
Instead of the librarian’s office was a glass door with a flickering neon sign in the window, reading “JUNK.”
Mrs. West, wearing a garish neon muumuu, flung open the door. “What are you people doing out here in the cold?”
“Cold?” I asked in complete confusion. “We’re in the libr—” But the moment I said the words, it started to snow . . . inside the building.
Nine raced past me. Don’t have to ask me twice. There are snacks in there. He wrapped his tail around Mrs. West’s leg and then trotted through the open door.




Chapter 10
Inside the junk shop, Nine munched happily from the bowl of food atop the glass counter while Mrs. West scratched behind his ears.
“Why are we at the West Coast doorway?” I asked her. My friends, no help at all, just stood there gazing in wonder at the plethora of junk filling the store shelves.
“My dear.” Mrs. West stroked her hand along Nine’s back. “You are the ones who traveled here. Maybe that is a question you need to answer.”
I turned to my friends, but Aspen had disappeared down one of the aisles and Holly and Emiko were digging through an old cardboard box of knick-knacks. I turned back to Mrs. West and frowned.
“Are you searching for something in particular?” Her lips twisted into a sweet smile as if she already knew the answer.
I didn’t answer. Should I tell her?
“Josy Barrows, something you should know about The Four Points is that we are neutral. Neutral to The Side of Magic, neutral to The Other Side and even neutral to the Morelli. We will not allow our doorways or information to be used for evil, but we are impartial. If you need something from us, then you may simply ask.”
The door chimed behind me. In walked an older, sepia-skinned woman wearing a flowing magenta gown and wide-brimmed purple hat with a feather jutting from the side. Her plump cheeks became even more so when her lips stretched into a wide smile, revealing a set of pearly white teeth. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. West. Am I early for tea?”
“Oh, no, no, Mrs. North.” Mrs. West waved her hand in the air. “Josy Barrows and her friends dropped by unexpectedly. But maybe you can be of assistance.”
Mrs. North’s brown eyes sparkled as if they contained galaxies. “Oh, I love doing that. It’s what The Four Points do best.”
Aspen emerged from the aisle, and Emiko and Holly stopped digging through the box and returned to my side.
“Now do you want to help me figure this out?” I growled at the three of them.
“Sorry,” Holly said. “I’ve never seen any of The Four Points’ doorways. They’re kind of legendary.”
“It’s just an old junk shop . . . not that big a deal,” I said.
Emiko opened her palm, and in the middle of her hand was a small dog figurine. “It is kind of a big deal. The story is that the West Point contains something you loved and lost. This was in that box over there. I haven’t seen it since I was five. My brother played a trick on me, and I never saw it again. I cried for weeks.”
“Did you find what you were searching for, my dears?” Mrs. West called to us.
Aspen and Holly tucked something into their pockets before I could see it.
“Yes,” Emiko answered. “I believe we did.”
She grinned, then tipped her head quizzically at me. “But not you, Josy Barrows. You are not here today for something you lost but for something you’ve not found yet.”
Mrs. North walked up beside me and placed her hand on my shoulder. An instant calmness wove through my body, much like Emiko had done to me in the past with her empath magic. She checked the large watch face on her wrist. “Mrs. West, we haven’t much time if we also want to enjoy tea.”
“I don’t understand how you can help me,” I said. “Professor Lakeshore told me that what I needed was under the Academy library.”
Mrs. North chuckled. “The Four Points are where you need us to be when you need us.”
“And we aren’t there when you don’t,” Mrs. West finished. “If Professor Lakeshore needed us under the library, then we would be there.”
“We are here now,” Mrs. North said. “So, you must need us here.”
Great, riddles. I pinched the bridge of my nose.
Nine finally came up for air from his food bowl, licking his chops. I know it sounds weird, but these ladies know what they’re talking about. He brought his paw to his mouth, licked it and rubbed at his cheek. Good food, too.
I rolled my eyes. Nine and his stomach. “You’d probably trust anyone who gave you a decent meal.”
Nine burped and flopped onto his side. That’s not true.
Mrs. North chuckled and dropped her attention to me. “As amusing as this conversation is, no visit to one of The Four Points is by accident. Allow us to assist you, Josy Barrows.”
I studied her for a moment, planted my feet, and pulled my long white hair out in front of my shoulder. “As you can see, I’m Morelli—well, half Morelli—”
“You don’t need to state the obvious, my dear,” Mrs. West said. “I’ve known you were Morelli from the first time I met you, and it wasn’t your hair that tipped me off. ”
Mrs. North leaned against the edge of the glass counter. “Just as we know that your friend Mr. Rivers here is new to academy life and the transition has not been easy for him. He fears letting his family down but is willing to move past that for something important to him.”
Aspen’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.
She turned her attention to Emiko. “Your family is from a long line of empaths.” She narrowed her eyes in thought. “Powerful empaths that the Directorate has employed from time to time.”
My eyes widened at my friend. She hadn’t told me her family worked for the Directorate. Emiko lowered her eyes.
“But Miss Fujii is different than those in her family. She thinks for herself,” Mrs. North finished.
I didn’t need to hear more. Before Mrs. North could move on to Holly, I spoke. “To fully access my magic, I need to have access to Morelli spell books. Do you have them?”
From seemingly nowhere, a china teapot with steam floating from the spout appeared on the counter. Mrs. West held out her palm, and a teacup materialized. “It seems we may have to kill two birds with one stone today.” She handed Mrs. North the cup, and on its own, the teapot rose into the air and hovered in front of Mrs. North.
“Black tea, two sugars and plenty of cream, please,” she addressed the pot. Into her cup poured a waterfall of milky-looking liquid. Mrs. North held up her hand to indicate she’d had enough, and the pot floated back to the counter, next to Nine who was curled up in a tight ball, asleep.
Mrs. West plucked the pot and poured it by hand into her cup. This time a lighter-colored tea came out, no milk. She turned her attention to us. “Any for you?”
Emiko stepped forward as if to accept.
“No.” I held out my arm to stop her. When we’d left the dorm, it was one a.m. I had no idea what time it was now. “It must be getting very late. Can you tell us about the spell books?”
Mrs. North sipped her tea, and tendrils of steam trailed up her face. “Why do you need these books, specifically?”
For the first time since we’d arrived, I realized that my backpack was on my back again and it was heavy enough that the Morelli diary must be inside. I swung it off my shoulders, opened it, and removed the book. I held it out to the ladies. “Professor Lakeshore gave me this. I know about the love curse, and I know that the Morelli were forced from The Side of Magic. If I have the power to stop the injustice this caused, I want to be able to do it.”
Mrs. North wavered her gaze between Aspen and me. “You also have personal reasons to see this changed, and the curse broken.”
My breath hitched. “Yes,” I admitted. “But this is much larger than me.”
“The power you are requesting is great.” Mrs. West took another sip of her tea. “How do you know you are ready to control it?”
A nervous chuckle escaped my lips, and I returned the diary to my pack. Professor Magnolis had already expressed her concern about me not knowing how to control powerful Morelli magic. “I don’t; I’m not ready. But if I refuse to step up, things may remain as they are . . . with all three worlds, The Side of Magic, The Middle and The Other Side in great danger. We need peace.” I bit my lip. “Part of me still wants to back away, but everything I do points me to those books and to Morelli magic. It’s what led me here.”
Mrs. North and Mrs. West exchanged glances. After a few moments they lowered their heads and closed their eyes. A puff of gray smoke appeared and quickly dispersed on a nearby shelf, leaving a large, chocolate-brown book with gold lettering on the spine where there had been nothing before.
Spells of the Ancients.
“Just one book?” I asked.
“Just one. For now,” Mrs. West confirmed.
I was disappointed but grateful I would not be leaving empty-handed. Slowly, I approached the shelf and reached for the thick book. But before I got there, Mrs. West spoke.
“You will only be able to unlock the magic within the pages as you need it—not before and sometimes not again. Do not make any assumptions about the magic inside the book. If you try to force a spell, you may regret the results. Ask the book to guide you, and it will always be true. Abuse it, and you will go the way so many have gone before.”
I lowered my now-shaking hand away from the book.
“Take it, dear,” Mrs. North said. “Just never forget that power is seductive. Keep those you trust close.” She glanced at the others. “You have chosen your friends well so far; continue to do so. And never forget that those you think to be enemies may become powerful allies.”
“Go ahead, Josy,” Holly encouraged. “This is why we’re here.”
I gingerly grasped the book and pulled it from the shelf into my arms. The thing must have weighed at least twenty pounds. On the cover was a golden emblem that reminded me of a spiraling Celtic symbol, but I knew it couldn’t be that. My heart beat like a drum as I moved to open the book, but when I pulled at the cover, it wouldn’t budge—as if the pages were stuck together.
“Tonight, the book will not open for you.” Mrs. North sidled up to me and took a drink of her still-steaming tea.
I opened my mouth to ask her why not and when it would open, but before I could speak, she smiled and waved her hand in the air. In an instant, I found myself alone and back in my room, the book in hand.




Chapter 11
Taking short breaths, I studied the partially darkened dorm room. The only sliver of light came from around the drape’s edges. It was morning. I set my backpack on my desk chair but still held onto the spell book.
My head was thick with fog from visiting the West Point. What day was it again? Saturday morning. Relief washed over me that I wasn’t missing a class or something, but where were the others?
Merrygold was lying in her bed, and Nine was curled up asleep in mine. I went to the curtains and threw them open, allowing the morning light reflecting off the snowdrifts to spill into the room.
Merrygold sat up slowly and rubbed her eyes. “You’re back. Did you get what you needed?” she said with a yawn.
Nine stretched his legs straight out and blinked at me several times. When’s breakfast?
I rolled my eyes at him and ignored his silly question. Holding out Spells of the Ancients
to Merrygold, I said, “Yes . . . from Mrs. West and Mrs. North.”
Merrygold pushed the covers back, revealing her semi-transparent body. Realization flickered in her eyes. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. The Four Points are very knowledgeable and have most everything a person might need. But they are difficult to find, so that’s probably why they didn’t come to mind. How did you find them?”
Boom, boom. The door rattled from someone banging on it.
“Josy.” Emiko’s muffled voice came from the other side. “You in there?”
I raced to the door and opened it, mostly to stop her from banging and attracting attention so early in the morning. Both Holly and Emiko stood in the hall, still wearing their coats and snow gear, just like I was. They entered.
“Where’s Aspen?” I asked and poked my head out into the hall before closing the door.
Holly shrugged, and her eyes moved to the book in my hands. “Probably back in his dorm room just like we all were.”
“Can you open it yet?” Emiko asked.
Merrygold furrowed her brow. “You haven’t opened the book?”
Before I could tell Merrygold any more of last night’s events, Nine jumped from the bed and planted himself between us. I had this terrible dream that you became a cat, Josy.
I peered down at him. “We all became cats last night, Nine. That was real.”
Ugh . . . that’s right.
Merrygold raised a brow at us in question.
“Go back to bed,” I said.
Great idea. Maybe the three of you could leave. I’m exhausted after that little adventure. He eyed Merrygold. She can stay.
I shook my head at him dismissively and pulled at the book cover. “It still won’t open. Maybe I need some time alone with it without everyone watching.”
Several taps came from the window, and I spun around to see Aspen standing outside. I set the book on my bed and walked over to open the window. Cold air rushed into my dorm room, but since I was still wearing my coat, I didn’t mind too much. “Did you end up out here?”
Aspen was standing in about two feet of snow. “No, in my room. I ran over to check on all of you. Everybody get back?”
I moved aside to show him Holly and Emiko. “Nine is here, too.”
Since you all keep yakking, breakfast would be nice. Nine yowled and jumped onto the sill.
Aspen came closer to the window. “Well, you’ll have to wait for that because something is going on at the library. The chancellor and a bunch of staff are outside.”
“Do you think someone knows we were in there last night?” Emiko asked. Her voice was tense.
Aspen shrugged. “Didn’t stop to ask. I came straight here.”
I shooed Nine from the sill, and a slight growl rumbled from his throat when his feet hit the floor.
“You’re right. Breakfast will have to wait,” I said to Aspen. “We’ll be out in a couple minutes. Meet us out front.”
His lips formed a flat line, but he gave me a curt nod and I closed the window. “We should go to check what’s going on, right?” I asked Holly and Emiko.
“I’m not waiting here,” Holly said.
“Yeah. I want to go, too.” Emiko buttoned the top button of her jacket.
“I’ll stay with Nine.” Merrygold’s lips pulled down with disappointment, and she lowered herself onto the edge of her bed. “As usual.”
Nine was already settling himself onto my pillow when I tucked the spell book from the Points under my mattress. I hurried into the corridor and nearly ran straight into Rosalee. Even at that early hour, she was fully dressed, and her coat had dots of moisture on the fabric as if she’d been outside recently. Her red hair was perfectly pulled back off her face into a low ponytail, and her cheeks had just the right amount of pink from the cold outside.
She quirked one manicured brow behind me at Holly and Emiko. Then she bobbed her head as if trying to peek into my room. “Finishing up your secret meeting?”
“What are you talking about, Rosalee?” I asked and pulled the door shut after my friends exited. No need for Rosalee to start asking questions about Nine or Merrygold.
“I saw you last night,” she accused.
My heart picked up its pace. Saw us do what?
“Of course you saw us last night.” Holly straightened her back, making herself taller than Rosalee. “We saw you in the hall, too.”
“I don’t mean that.” Rosalee crossed her arms over her chest and threw out her hip. “You left the dorm in the middle of the night.”
My pounding heart nearly stopped. Why would have Rosalee have seen us at that time of night?
“In that storm?” Emiko wrinkled her nose. “Why would we go out in that? It would’ve been freezing out there.”
Rosalee blinked at us several times before she spoke. She wasn’t buying Emiko’s diversion. “Yes, the whole thing seemed pretty stupid to me—having a guy in your room after curfew and then the lot of you sneaking out on one of the year’s worst nights.”
When none of us said a word, she continued. “But I couldn’t sleep and watched as all four of you climbed out the window into the freezing cold weather. I didn’t think much of it, but when I heard that the library had been broken into this morning, the first thing I thought of was you.” A wicked smile stretched at her lips.
I was right. The chancellor did know that someone was in the library last night.
“Not one of you can afford to make mistakes like that. You know people get expelled for less. If I were you, I’d just turn yourselves into Chancellor Sterling and admit the entire thing. Maybe you could even take the fall for your friends, Josy.”
Tension pulled at my chest. As much as I hated to admit it, Rosalee was right that none of us had a very big margin of error. I was possibly dangerous with my uncontrolled Morelli magic; Aspen was on his scholarship and Emiko came from a family with ties to the Directorate. It was just a guess on my part, but likely she hadn’t told her parents yet that she was friends with a half Morelli. They would probably disapprove of her breaking into the library. But I couldn’t allow Rosalee to see any of my nervousness. “We’re just headed out for an early breakfast. That’s all.”
Rosalee moved her gaze to my friends. “You two really could do better.”
Holly flared her nostrils but somehow held her tongue. I think even she knew that engaging Rosalee right now was a really bad idea.
“I’m hungry. So we’re leaving now.” I licked my lips and walked past Rosalee. Holly and Emiko joined me.
“And your loser boyfriend is outside waiting for you,” she said from behind.
I gritted my teeth and grabbed Holly’s arm so she wouldn’t turn back to say anything we all might regret.
Just as Rosalee had said, Aspen was waiting for us on the already-shoveled sidewalks.
“Rosalee saw us leave the dorm last night,” I hissed as I got closer to him. I buttoned the top of my coat to keep the cold off my neck.
“What?” Aspen’s eyes grew wide.
Holly joined us. “And she put together that it was us in the library.”
Emiko whispered, “I’m not certain, but I think Rosalee was just trying to trap us—see if we’d react to her.”
“To be safe, I think we should just go to the dining hall for now,” I said. “I don’t want to give Rosalee any reason to think I was lying. We can try to find out what the chancellor knows later.”
Each of them nodded in agreement, and I waved them ahead. But we hadn’t taken two steps when Chancellor Sterling rounded the corner of a building and headed straight for us.
His wrinkled forehead and downturned mouth did not project happiness.




Chapter 12
The four of us sat staring at each other in the conference room near Chancellor Sterling’s office. I closed my eyes as shivers prickled at my spine from the memory of the last time I was in here—with the Directorate. It would have been so nice to put them out of my mind and move on with everyday life, but I knew that wasn’t going to be possible. Something about my Morelli magic had allowed me to see through them. For some reason, they were hiding their identities. If I managed to open that Morelli spell book in my room and master the magic inside, I could only guess that my responsibility to discover the truth would grow.
Aspen rubbed his temples as if he had a pounding headache and Holly was unusually quiet, while Emiko wrung her hands together. She likely had her own anxiety to work through, as well as being able to feel each of ours. I couldn’t even imagine how empaths focused on anything else with other people around.
I flinched when Chancellor Sterling’s voice sounded outside in the hall, joined by another male voice I couldn’t identify.
“What should we tell him?” Emiko leaned in and whispered.
The Chancellor hadn’t said much apart from instructing us to go to the conference room. He said nothing about knowing we had been in the library. I could still hope that we were only in here for breaking curfew and maybe the fact that Aspen was in my room after hours. But how likely that was, I couldn’t be sure—it was probably wishful thinking.
“You shouldn’t tell him anything.” Rosalee’s suggestion that I take the fall for my friends stuck in the forefront of my mind. They were willing, but I did drag them into this whole thing. If it weren’t for me coming to the Academy, they all would have just gone on with their lives . . . then again, they might be dead from the Morelli attack. I shimmied that thought away. This was still my fault.
“We have to tell him something, Josy,” Emiko sat up straighter in her seat.
“I’m not letting you three get kicked out of the Academy simply because you made friends with me.” I kept my voice down.
“Well, we’re not letting you take the blame for this, Josy.” Aspen stopped rubbing his head and locked on to me.
“I’m not either,” Holly added. “If we don’t stand up for what we know is right, then maybe no one will. You needed to find that book.”
The book . . . what would the chancellor do if he knew about it? I was only really allowed to stay at the Academy in hopes that my ability to absorb the magic of others might help defeat the Morelli. If Chancellor Sterling knew I was trying to learn true Morelli magic, he might think that I was going to do something evil.
The space between Emiko’s brows pinched. “I can’t let you do this either. I don’t care what happens to me.”
Their sentiment warmed my insides, but reality set in. “You will care if you get expelled.” I turned my attention to Aspen. “Think about your family. I’m sure they are so proud of you.”
He ran his hand through the side of his hair. “They’ll get over it, and I can work on improving my magic somewhere else.”
I twisted my lips in frustration. Why wouldn’t they listen to me? Shaking my head, I opened my mouth to say so, but the door flung open and in walked Chancellor Sterling.
Directly on his heels was the librarian, Mr. Bay. Chancellor Sterling shut the door and locked it. Mr. Bay rounded the long table but didn’t sit.
The chancellor crossed his arms over his chest and finally spoke, “Josy. It was reported that you and your friends were out past curfew last night during the storm. Mr. Bay believes that you and possibly several others entered the library last night after closing hours. And don’t even bother asking how he knows.”
Mr. Bay bored into me with his beady eyes. That man loved his library, and I’m sure his magic specialty had something to do with sensing we’d been there. He was very protective of his book babies. I should have known better.
I stared blankly at Chancellor Sterling. These accusations were all true, but should I admit them?
“It was my fault,” Aspen admitted out of the blue, and my heart sank. “I knew about a small opening to the attic and convinced them to let me try out my shifting magic skills to see if we could get inside. It was totally stupid, and I don’t know why I did it. Don’t hold them responsible for me trying to show off.”
I slammed my hands onto the table and pushed up to stand. The chair legs screeched over the flooring. “That’s not true. This was all my fault. I needed . . . something in the library and I convinced them all to help me. I know that I never should have gone there!”
Chancellor Sterling crinkled his forehead. “I don’t care what the Directorate said. This is a punishable offense. We will not tolerate breaking and entering.”
If he only knew this had been my third time.
“I am very disappointed in you, Mr. Rivers.” Mr. Bay crossed his arms over his chest.
Aspen released a frustrated sigh but had nothing more to say.
The chancellor turned his gaze to Emiko and Holly. “Would you two like to tell us about your involvement?”
Emiko slowly stood. “Yes, Holly and I were involved. But you don’t understand—"
“Of course I understand.” The chancellor cut her off. “You two are taking this opportunity to rebel against your well-respected families. You need to reconsider your choices if you have any chance to remain at the Academy.”
Holly’s cheeks grew red, and I knew she was on the verge of saying something she’d soon regret.
But before she had the chance, the air in the room changed, almost as if it were electrified. The hair on my arms stood on end when someone appeared at the head of the table. Mrs. North.
My eyes widened at the sight of her. Why was she here? I flitted my attention to my friends, but the looks on their faces showed as much surprise as mine must have.
Mrs. North wore a flowing chartreuse dress that nearly hit the floor, and instead of a large hat, she wore her dark hair up in an elaborate updo complete with rainbow jeweled combs on each side. When she sat at the head of the table, her dress flared out the side and unless I saw wrong, a bit of magic sparked at the air.
Emiko lowered herself back into her seat, as did I.
Mrs. North released a long sigh. “This entire situation is becoming extremely messy when it doesn’t need to be.” Mrs. North turned to the chancellor, who still was no more than two feet from the door, clenching his jaw. She gestured toward the chairs. “Please, everyone have a seat.”
My heart pounded against my rib cage. What was going on here? Mrs. West had told me that The Four Points were neutral. But this was not Mrs. West; this was Mrs. North. And maybe Mrs. West had said that to trick me into telling her why I was in her junk shop . . . or the West Coast doorway, or whatever.
Without a word, the chancellor and the librarian took seats at the long table. They knew exactly who she was.
“I didn’t want to have to do this, but you people from The Side of Magic can be so blind. You never seem to actually speak to one another, and when you do, it’s about the completely wrong topics. I’m quite annoyed at the entire thing.” Mrs. North leaned her elbows on the table and laced her fingers together. Her long fingernails were painted purple. As she moved, the color shifted to match her bright green dress, then back to purple.
Mrs. North’s lips pursed in frustration. “The winds are changing, and the only way you people are going to survive is to work together. Maybe, Chancellor Sterling, you should instead be asking Josy and her friends why they were in the library. What was it they were searching for?” She snapped her fingers and the book with the gold lettering, Spells of the Ancients, appeared in her hand.
My heart shuddered. How’d she get that? It was under my mattress!
Mrs. North laid the book on the table and trained her eyes on me. “Now, you are going to dislike what I’m about to do immensely. But each of The Four Points sees more than any of you could ever dream. So, you will have to trust my judgment.”
I had no idea what Mrs. North was about to do, but whatever it was sank a brick into my stomach.
The plump woman stood gracefully and raised her hands. Magic swirled in her palms, and the sparkles expanded and floated to her left, forming an oval of light. She snapped her fingers, and within the oval stood a very confused-looking Rosalee.
Rosalee darted her attention around the room and stopped at me. “Why am I here?”
“Because, dear,” Mrs. North said, “I believe you are the missing component in Josy coming into her magic.”




Chapter 13
The air seemed to suck from the room, and for several seconds, Rosalee stayed nearly frozen. I could almost see the wheels turning in her head. The confusion swirling in her green eyes ranged from terror to intense anger.
No one spoke. Emiko slumped back in her chair, and Aspen had his hand covering his mouth. I couldn’t quite tell if it was in horror or if he was finding some sort of dark comedy in the situation. Holly balanced on the edge of her seat like she was immersed in an intense movie and needed a big bowl of popcorn to round out her experience. I didn’t know what to do. My stomach twisted like a wrung-out towel. It was a little like we were all waiting for a red-haired geyser to explode and no one wanted to miss the show. Even Chancellor Sterling and Mr. Bay were speechless.
Finally, the geyser burst.
“Is this a joke? You have got to be kidding me!” Rosalee finally screeched at Mrs. North. “This dirty Morelli is going to be the Academy’s death. Why doesn’t anyone else see this! Josy Barrows has done nothing but break the rules.” She swiveled her head to Chancellor Sterling. “She nearly killed me, and you people did nothing about it! Why is she even here? I still think she had something to do with Professor Lakeshore’s death since there is no way he died from natural causes. My family will hear about this insult!”
Mrs. North sat with a calm if slightly annoyed expression but silently allowed Rosalee to speak her piece.
“Miss Loriss,” Chancellor Sterling finally said, but Rosalee kept on with her ranting. “Miss Loriss,” he tried again. “Do you even know whom you are speaking with?”
In all the craziness Rosalee obviously had no idea she was talking to one of The Four Points. She was too wrapped up in her hatred of me to even see it.
I wanted to be completely offended by Rosalee’s words—dirty Morelli. What was she talking about? Rosalee didn’t even know me! What had I ever done to her? Other than nearly landing on top of her when I came through the portal on my first day . . . and using her magic against her in fencing class. I flared my nostrils. No matter how much I had grown to hate Rosalee, I hadn’t meant to do those things! And I didn’t kill Professor Lakeshore—although he may well have died protecting Holly and me. Everything was so complicated.
“Miss Loriss.” Mr. Bay even tried to stop Rosalee, but at this point, it didn’t seem she would ever stop.
Emiko was nearly curled up into a ball from all the emotions flying around the room, and Holly had a comforting arm around her shoulders.
As Rosalee spewed her verbal venom, my stomach twisted into a tighter knot, and I caught Aspen’s gaze. Anger at Rosalee’s words tightened his jaw. Without warning, a faint blue glow sprang up around him. Aspen was going to turn himself into a wolf!
Without thinking, I jumped to my feet. “Stop it, Rosalee!” I shouted before Aspen did something stupid and really got himself kicked out of the Academy. I darted my eyes back to him, and the glow was gone. He’d backed down.
“Ladies!” Chancellor Sterling yelled. “This is not appropriate behavior for the Academy.”
I ignored him and continued toward Rosalee.
“Don’t you tell me what to do, Josy!” Rosalee balled her hands into fists. “What’s going on here is ridiculous. Ever since you arrived, this Academy has been a circus! And I’m not going to stand for it anymore! If the chancellor doesn't take action, then I will!”
A million things I wanted to say to Rosalee were running through my head. The vast majority of them were awful and would certainly not have improved the situation. Plus I didn’t want to stoop to her level. I just knew that I needed to protect my friends, and she wasn’t worth my effort. I held my hand up and waved her away dismissively and started to turn from her when a hand clutched my shoulder.
Mrs. North stood between us, her other hand on Rosalee.
Rosalee finally stopped speaking. She stared at Mrs. North for a few seconds and her eyes grew wide with realization.
“You’re Mrs. North!” The words came from Rosalee’s mouth in a high-pitched squeak.
I backed away from them and returned to my seat.
Mrs. North sighed. “Yes, my dear. So, I need for you to have a seat and listen to what I have to say next.” She kept hold of Rosalee’s shoulder but gestured with her other hand to an empty seat across from me, next to Emiko.
Rosalee eyed me but did as Mrs. North instructed.
Emiko inched away from Rosalee and closer to Holly.
“This nonsense is what I’m talking about when I say you people rarely focus on the right things. That is exactly what got you in this mess to start with.” Mrs. North’s lips formed a thin line. She picked up Spells of the Ancients by the spine and waved her hand over the top. It fell open and floated from her hand. “These spells have been closed up for far too long without someone to speak them.” She dropped her hand and left the book suspended.
Mr. Bay squinted in interest. “That is a Morelli spell book!”
“You are quite correct, sir,” Mrs. North confirmed.
“Why would we want to use a Morelli spell book?” Mr. Bay leaned closer to the table, trying to get a closer look. “That’s the type of thing we want to keep out of the Academy.”
His words hit me square in the chest. I was the type of person they wanted to keep out.
Mrs. North settled her gaze on me, and that act seemed to lift the burden from my heart. “I am well aware this Academy is still rooted in the past, just as the entire Side of Magic is. But change must start somewhere, and it already has.” She looked at each of my friends. “Miss Barrows has made ties here and people have accepted her for who she is, even celebrated it despite the personal risk to themselves for doing so. The Four Points have met and decided that we no longer want to be neutral in this matter. The rift between the Morelli and the people of The Side of Magic has gone on long enough. It has caused too much pain and now threatens to spill over into The Other Side. We cannot have this. And now that there is a solution, we must take action.”
“What does this have to do with Rosalee and me, specifically?” I asked, keeping my gaze on Mrs. North.
Mrs. North lowered the spell book to the table and finally sat again. “Rifts are never easily healed. If the other Points and I could simply use our magic to close the wound, we would, but magic is not always like that. This separation and the curses that followed will only come to an end with hard work.” She looked at Rosalee. “And of all the students here, we have determined that you are quite capable of hard work. Although you pretend that your life is all together and that everything comes quite easily for you, we found that your magic is quite the opposite. You have studied diligently to attain the skills you possess . . . and you fear that Josy may take those from you.”
“That’s not true! I am not afraid of Josy!” Rosalee growled.
“You are quite afraid of Miss Barrows,” Mrs. North corrected. “And I have found that the best way to stop being afraid of someone is to get to know them. Work with them.”
If I was honest, I was afraid of Rosalee, and I did not want to get to know her. Why couldn’t I just do whatever Mrs. North wanted with Holly? She didn’t like me when we first met either. I begged Mrs. North with my eyes.
“I know what you are thinking, my dear, and it won’t work. These three”—she studied Aspen, Emiko, and Holly—“were fated to become your friends, but Miss Loriss?” Mrs. North shook her head. “Unless drastic measures are taken now, the two of you will be unable to bridge the gap and, well . . .” She shrugged. “The future of The Side of Magic may be doomed.”
“Doomed?” The word slipped from my and Rosalee’s mouths in unison.
Mrs. North laid her hands on the table. “It is a very possible outcome. Now, we need to begin this process as soon as possible.”
And before I had the chance to ask her what process she was talking about, Mrs. North snapped her fingers. I found myself standing in a dim room lit by torches lining the stone walls, the Morelli spell book in my hand. A shuffling sound came from behind, and I twisted to see Rosalee standing behind me, a scowl on her lips and her hand lit with a magical flame.




Chapter 14
I backed away from Rosalee and her threat of fire magic. “Can we just talk about this?”
“Where are we?” she demanded through bared teeth.
I darted my eyes around at the stone walls and noticed that the room was circular instead of square. There was no door. A small table and chairs sat at the center of the room. “How am I supposed to know?”
“Because you are creating some sort of illusion!” She thrust the fire magic in her palm straight at me and I threw up the spell book to protect myself, but her magic dispersed into embers before reaching me.
“You may not use magic to harm one another,” said Mrs. North. I flinched and scanned around for her, but she was nowhere to be seen.
“Let me out of here!” Rosalee demanded, and orange fire flamed from her hands, only to be extinguished almost immediately.
“That will be up to you, Miss Loriss, if you can look beyond yourself,” Mrs. North’s voice said calmly. “The two of you only need to find the key to the door, and then you may leave at any time.”
My heart pounded at the thought of being stuck in this exitless room with Rosalee. “But there is no door.”
“Rooms always have doors, Miss Barrows. They just might not be obvious. I believe that the two of you can find it.”
“Mrs. North!” Rosalee called, but it was no use. The voice was gone.
Rosalee paced for a few seconds and then stomped over to the wall. She ran her hand along the stone, probably searching for a secret lever or something. I knew it would be a fruitless attempt: I was starting to understand that The Four Points were rarely straightforward about anything. They seemed to like speaking in riddles and only giving half of the story.
“Stop, Rosalee,” I said quietly and laid my heavy spell book down on the table.
“Don’t you tell me what to do,” she growled and continued digging her fingers into the cracks between the stones.
Resigned, I took a settling breath and lowered myself into one chair. The wood was old and worn, and the seat creaked. Hopefully, it would hold me up. The flames of the wall torches flickered and cast shadows throughout the room. I rubbed my hand over the spell book and traced the golden words on the cover, Spells of the Ancients. Who had this book belonged to? Was it my ancestors? Unable to answer my own question, I tried to open the cover again, like I’d seen Mrs. North do in Chancellor Sterling’s conference room. Maybe finding out what was inside would help us escape this creepy room. But no . . . the cover would not lift, and the pages were still stuck together. I slid the book to the middle of the table and slouched in my chair.
“Rosalee,” I muttered.
“What?” she snapped and straightened from her hunched position. Good thing that Rosalee’s magic arsenal didn’t include death rays from her eyes because I’m pretty sure if they did, she would’ve tried to shoot them at me.
“Would you please sit down? You’re not going to find a door the way you’re doing it. Didn’t you hear Mrs. North?”
“If that even was Mrs. North,” she accused and resumed her search. “It could have been some sort of Morelli magic trick, just like this room is.”
I scoffed. “Of course that was Mrs. North. You saw her.”
“I don’t know what I saw. That woman could have been anybody.”
Rosalee and I both knew that the woman in the conference room was Mrs. North, one of The Four Points. She was deluding herself. But I didn’t tell her so.
Amazingly, Rosalee’s voice softened. “Everything is so messed up these days. Nothing is what it’s supposed to be.”
I wrinkled my brow. Just keep her talking. My grandma taught me that finding out where people are coming from rarely included a lot of talk about yourself. “And what is it supposed to be like?”
Rosalee stopped and crossed her arms over her chest. “I was to come to the Academy, graduate with top honors, and then use my skills to fight the Morelli—just like everyone else in my family. We come from a very long line of very powerful witches and wizards, you know. Magic runs strong in our blood.”
I stared at Rosalee without speaking. She was stuck up and rude, but for the first time, I saw her for what she was. Rosalee Loriss was afraid of me. She was afraid that I had changed the tide, afraid that what she had worked for her entire life wasn’t going to work out the way she had intended. I knew all about life not working out the way I thought it would.
“Not that I should bring this up again, but didn’t I prove that I wanted to help defend the school from the Morelli on the night of the battle? I helped everyone . . . including you.” I silently scolded myself for becoming defensive.
As I should have anticipated, her nostrils flared, and she tightened her arms around her chest. “I don’t want your help. And the Morelli probably never would have attacked us if you weren’t here.”
I had no idea whether that were true, but I didn’t think my uncle, Zane Gabrick, even knew I was here before the battle. “They declared war, Rosalee. There were more attacks on The Side of Magic that night than just here.”
She huffed. “Then why would their leader have been sent to the Academy, of all places?”
I shrugged and carefully considered my words this time. “Maybe some of the best witches and wizards—like you—are here. Could it be they wanted to wipe out the competition before the students got any stronger?”
Rosalee pursed her lips and leaned her back against the stone wall. She slid down and sat on the ground.
Some very small part of me actually wanted to go to her. But I didn’t. I was well aware that she probably would have punched me, since she couldn’t use her magic. And honestly, it was a super tiny part of me that felt bad enough for her.
“You are probably the smartest person in the year one class.” It pained me to admit this fact to Rosalee’s face, but I knew it was true.
“I have worked harder for that than you even know.” She didn’t lift her head to me, and her voice sounded muffled. “You can’t even imagine what it’s like to live with the pressure of being a Loriss.”
Growing up, my grandmother was always supportive of anything I did, no matter if I succeeded or failed. My life was never easy, but someone always had my back. “You’re right. I don’t. I’m really sorry.”
Rosalee raised her head and glared. I’m sure she regretted showing any measure of weakness, especially to me. “Don’t feel sorry for me, Barrows. My family wants me to be the best. So that’s what I am—the best.” She stood and straightened her shirt. “Let’s just figure out what we need to do to get out of here. I refuse to be trapped in this place with you any longer than I have to.”
I released a long stream of air through my nose and gestured to the chair across from me. “I still can’t open this spell book.” I tried yet again. The cover and pages remained stuck fast. “There’s nothing else in this room to do, so I guess we need to figure out how to open it. Since I can’t do it on my own, I must need your help.”
Rosalee groaned and rolled her eyes. “Mrs. North”—she quickly backtracked—“or whoever that woman was, put us in here to open a book? And a Morelli book at that. Could anything be stupider?”
I gritted my teeth together at her words. Rosalee was still Rosalee. “She put us in here to work together. The book is simply the project she gave us.”
Rosalee shrugged. “Fine, let’s open it.” She grabbed the cover’s edge and eyed me. “You get the other side.”
“It’s not going to be that simple. Mrs. North wants us to combine our magic. You’ll need to allow me to absorb your fire.”
“I don’t want to do that,” she admitted.
“Look, I’m sorry for what happened in Phys Ed.” Really, Rosalee should have been apologizing. She was the one who tried to attack me with her magic. But she could have been injured as well. “I think if we open this book, I can learn how to manage the magic inside me. Then it won’t come out on accident. Please believe that I don’t want to hurt you—or anyone at the Academy.”
Rosalee squinted and gave me a curt nod. The agreement may have been simply because she wanted out of here, but at least we were getting somewhere. I laid my hand on the book and waited.
Rosalee reluctantly placed her quivering hand on mine. My muscles tensed, but almost immediately, her magic warmed my skin. I closed my eyes and allowed the energy to seep into me. Calm flowed over my body, and something inside me shifted. I wasn’t afraid of Rosalee anymore. I didn’t really know if I liked her, but I wasn’t afraid. It was a start.
I opened my eyes to both our hands and the book floating in the air between us. Rosalee cracked open her eyelids and slid her hand from mine. I removed my hand as the book turned counterclockwise in the air, and the pages splayed open. Sparkling white magic rose from the book and engulfed us.




Chapter 15
Visions of the past flickered around me . . . 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. Pain and torment wracked my mind and body.
Rosalee was gone.
“Josy,” a female voice called from behind me.
I twisted toward the sound, and a woman stood there. The horrible visions hurtled past us as we stared at one another. Long white hair flowed over her shoulders, and in an instant I knew who she was, even though I’d never remembered meeting her. My mom.
Somehow the pain subsided.
She wore a regular gray shirt and a pair of jeans. Everything looked so normal about her, except for the white hair. The only way I’d ever known my mom was with the chestnut hair in her photo. Nine had told me it was actually dyed.
Tears stung my eyes as I picked up one heavy foot and then the other to reach her. She opened her arms, and before long I was in the warm embrace that I’d craved most of my life. The chaos of visions still played around us, but being with her made the entire thing blur.
She pulled back and studied my face for what seemed like an hour, but honestly I didn’t mind. I wanted to look at her, too.
“Are you alive?” I finally got some words out. “Is Dad alive?” Hope filled me that their deaths had never been real. That this whole thing was some terrible dream I was stuck inside.
She placed her hand over my heart, which was beating so fast I thought it might explode. “I’m only a memory locked away by magic until you released it. But you might call me a ghost.”
I dropped my gaze in disappointment and several tears escaped. Mom raised her hand to my chin and lifted my face to her. “Don’t waste time on tears. I have so much to tell you and only a short time to do it.”
I blew out a long breath to settle my nerves. “Please tell me whatever you want to.”
Mom smiled and wiped the tears from my damp cheeks. “When I met your father, I didn’t mean to fall in love with him. We were part of a secret organization at the Academy intending to heal the rift between The Side of Magic and the Morelli. At first, he didn’t even know I was Morelli because I hid the color of my hair from everyone except Nine. Eventually I admitted it to your dad.”
“But you knew about the curse. Why would you fall for him?”
She shrugged. “Love is a funny thing. Fate is, too. There’s only so much a person can change about their path. But like a lot of others, I didn’t believe in the curse until it was too late.”
I turned my gaze down again.
“But it didn’t matter because it could make this possible.”
“What is possible?”
“Healing . . . and you.” Her lips turned up into a soft smile. “Your dad and I came together because of our shared dream of rebuilding The Side of Magic into what it once was, when all people were unified. We were not going to let some silly curse stop us from what we knew was right—what we had to do. And even before I was pregnant with you, I knew that you had to be born.”
“Why?”
She placed her hand over my heart again, and her magic flowed into mine. A shudder ran over my entire body. “Because the magic you have inside of you is what this world needs. In a vision, I saw you living on The Other Side until it was time for you to begin your journey of magic. I knew living on The Other Side would protect you from the curse until your destiny was set into motion. That’s why I sent you there without us.” Moisture filled her eyes. “Even though I wouldn’t be able to see you grow, I made sure that tuition would not be a barrier for you entering the Academy.”
“So you are the anonymous donor?” I asked in shock.
She nodded. “And Hazel Magnolis was in charge of seeing it through.”
I knew that Professor Magnolis had ensured I would receive my invitation but not that she had anything to do with the money involved.
“Hazel made sure that you always had enough, even on The Other Side. She checked on you and Nine from time to time in secret.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.
“Why didn’t she tell me any of this when I got here?”
“It was too risky.” Mom peered behind her and then back to me. “I have to go.”
“No!” I cried. “We need more time. There’s so much I need to know.”
“We’ll always need more time. There’s no doubt about that. But if you remember nothing else, you need to remember this: don’t be afraid to do what you know is right, Josy, no matter what the personal cost.” Mom leaned toward me and kissed me on the cheek.
“Please don’t go,” I whispered.
“No guarantees, but you may see me again in the future. Next time I’ll try to bring your dad.” And with a smile she was gone.
“No!” I screamed. “Come back!” But all that came back were the visions flashing like some sort of 3-D reality that I could see but wasn’t a part of. Hurricane-force winds whipped through my hair and pummeled my body.
“Where are we?” Rosalee’s panicked voice finally came from somewhere, but I couldn’t tell where.
Rosalee! I’d nearly forgotten about her. I twisted around, trying to find her, but all I could see were terrifying images of war and death and winds that threatened to sweep me off my feet.
“I don’t know,” I called back and tried to focus. “Stay where you are!” I yelled.
“But I don’t even know where I am!” Rosalee’s voice came back.
For the first time since I’d met Rosalee, her voice sounded terrified. Even inside the stone room she’d mostly seemed frustrated and resigned to work with me since it was the only way to escape. But the warble in her tone made me think she might be crying.
“What is this place?” Rosalee called.
I scanned around at the vision. Horrible creatures the same as the Black Mist Wraiths that took Professor Lakeshore were attacking the cities and people of The Side of Magic. The citizens were trying to defend themselves, but the wraiths had grown too strong. They were at least twenty times larger than the creatures Holly and I had seen in the woods, and now they covered the skies. There must have been thousands.
“Why are you doing this to me, Josy?” Rosalee accused.
“I’m not doing anything to you! I already told you that!” I thought for a second. “Ignite your magic. I think I can find you if you do that.”
“You might try to use it against me again!” Rosalee yelled.
Ugh! “Just do it. We can’t stay here forever. You’re going to have to trust me.” I held out my hands.
“Fine! But it’s only because I don’t want to die!”
My palms warmed with magic, and suddenly fire lit around me. I concentrated on the magical flames and pulled the energy inside. Slowly I regulated my breath and allowed the ever-present vision to fade. Something pressed into my hands and I opened my eyes to a wild-eyed Rosalee.
“It’s okay. I’ve got you.” Despite my own fear I kept my voice calm for her.
“What just happened? What were those things attacking The Side of Magic? Morelli were fighting them, too.” Rosalee panted.
“Black Mist Wraiths. I think you just saw our future.”
Ahead of us a wooden door formed out of nowhere. “There. We can leave!”
When Rosalee turned to look at what I was seeing, her knees weakened, but I caught her before she could fall. Her eyes darted to the battle scenes still going on around us. “But the Morelli are evil . . . why would they be fighting with us?”
“Because things are not always what they seem.” My chest tightened with emotion and I let Rosalee lean her weight on my shoulder. This was no small feat since she was quite a bit taller than me and seemed to be drained of any magic or energy. I started moving us toward the door, but something called me back. Compelled, I twisted back to the visions still playing behind us. This time I saw a girl fighting with all she could muster. White magic burst from her hands into the sky, but her power wasn’t strong enough. A wraith dove and consumed her body. I sucked in a breath as I felt the lifeforce leave her. The girl was me.
I was going to die.
I shook my head, hitched Rosalee higher on my shoulder and yanked her toward the door in spurts. She moaned softly as her feet dragged and caught at the ground. Finally reaching the exit, I twisted the handle and we stumbled through the opening. As the door slammed shut behind us, I saw we had returned to the conference room.
Aspen, Emiko and Holly raced our way.
“Josy!” Aspen cried.
Holly tried to take Rosalee from me, but the other girl immediately straightened and pushed Holly away.
“Just trying to help,” Holly said, raising her hands chest-high in surrender.
Rosalee glanced to me, eyes full of questions. She quickly averted her gaze and went to have a seat. Emiko followed and sat beside her, but of course Rosalee waved her off, too.
Aspen came to my side. “Are you okay?”
I peered up at his beautiful face. “Honestly? I have no idea.” What had just happened? Did I see myself die? I scanned the room and found that Mrs. North was gone, but my spell book was right where she had left it at the head of the table.
Chancellor Sterling and Mr. Bay hurried toward us.
“Are you injured, Miss Barrows?” Chancellor Sterling’s brow furrowed with concern.
I held my hand in the air to stop him. “I think we’ll be fine.”
The chancellor nodded. “Mrs. North helped us to see some changes that need to be made at the Academy.” He held out his hand and gestured for me to sit. “But it would be helpful if you and Miss Loriss could tell us more about your experience, if you feel up to it.”




Chapter 16
Knowledge is Truth.
Heaviness pulled at my body as I stared down at the words on the statue’s base, lightly dusted with snow. I barely cared about the cold but absently tugged the collar of my coat closer around my neck.
Archer Borealis, founder of the Borealis Academy of Magical Arts were the words above it. I was surrounded by statues of all the important witches and wizards on The Side of Magic that had influenced the Academy over the centuries.
Honestly? I didn’t want knowledge right now. Knowledge of my own death tugged at my heart. Who wants to know when they’re going to die? I couldn’t tell any of my friends. It would worry them too much, and I didn’t want to make anyone else feel like I did. I also hadn’t felt up to talking about seeing my mom in the vision. So far, my emotions had been too tender. That meant I hadn’t asked Professor Magnolis about this secret society at the Academy Mom had told me about. Rosalee hadn’t spoken to me for a week, but she also hadn’t said anything mean either . . . so something had changed there.
The day’s last light faded into darkness, and a few stars twinkled above. A soft padding approached across the snow.
I’m sorry I haven’t told you more about your past before now. Nine’s voice came into my head. The visions are only going to become stronger.
“You shouldn’t be out here yet. Someone might see you.”
The Academy is not going to kick you out. They can’t now, and that means they’ll ignore me. I just won’t do anything stupid like bite the Chancellor, and everything will be fine. Plus, no one comes out here anyway. Nine leaped to the base of Archer’s statue and gazed up at me. Your mother had visions, too.
“I know.”
Of course you do. He raised a paw and licked the snow from it.
Before I could say anything else, Aspen rounded the building and made his way into the statue garden. His hands were stuffed into his coat pockets, and he wore his knit cap pulled over the tops of his ears to keep out the cold. He was leaving to go home for winter break tomorrow, just like almost everyone else but me.
I sighed.
Well, I’m off. Nine jumped onto the snowy ground, his tail held high in the air. I’ll leave you to each other.
I glared at Nine. “You know it isn’t a good idea for Aspen and me to hang out alone with each other . . . the curse, you know. And we need to get around to a conversation about my mother.”
Don’t worry. We’ll talk soon, but I have mice to round up and Aspen has something he needs to share with you.
“Did you let him know I was out here?”
Maybe I did, and maybe I didn’t.
I didn’t get out another word before Nine scampered off into the near darkness.
“Bye, Nine,” Aspen said as the cat passed him.
I took a deep breath, held it for a second and let the air out to settle my nerves. “Nine said you have something to tell me?”
Aspen came closer. “I do, but first I wanted to make sure you were okay before I left. You’ve been pretty quiet the last week.”
“I’m just trying to take everything in. There’s going to be a huge war, and no one really knows how to stop it.” I raised my hand and allowed white magic to spark in my palm. Electricity tingled my arm. “And this takes a bit of getting used to.”
The corners of his lips turned up in a small grin. “I can imagine, but it’s good to see that you’ve been able to embrace your new magic.”
“So, what did you want to tell me?”
Aspen trained his attention on the ground for a moment and slowly brought it back to me. “Josy, I feel something for you that I’ve never experienced, and that’s not going to change, curse or no curse.”
My stomach twisted. There was no way I was going down this path with Aspen. I liked him way too much to risk his safety.
“We can be friends. I’m fine with that.” I bit at the inside of my lip because I was lying. Aspen was right. But I’d seen myself die, and I would not lead him to the same fate because of the curse.
“If being with you means just friendship,” he said, “I’ll accept that, but it’s not what my heart tells me. Honestly, can you tell me that’s what you want?”
“Aspen . . . we can’t do this.”
He winced. “Before you make your final choice, there’s something else you need to know.”
“What?”
Aspen let out a long sigh. “I haven’t told you everything about my magic and family.”
“You mean about you being the first Rivers at the Academy? You told me that.”
“You might want to have a seat for this. What I have to say might change things.”
I turned back to the statue and dusted the snow from the stone base. Worried about what Aspen might say, I sat.
“My ancestors are not from The Side of Magic. They weren’t even witches and wizards.” Aspen shoved his hands deeper into his pockets.
“Where were they from?”
“The Other Side.”
I gave him a quizzical look. “You mean that they were Commons?”
He glanced up. “In a way, but not exactly.”
“Then, what were they?”
“Animal shifters,” Aspen admitted.
I laughed nervously. “What’s the big deal? You shift all the time using your magic. The school even teaches shifting in the upper classes.”
Aspen sat next to me. “I don’t mean shifting via magic. I mean shifting because it’s in my DNA.”
I didn’t understand what he was getting at. A few months ago I would have been shocked to find out that true animal shifters existed, especially among Commons, but these days I thought almost anything was possible. “And why is this a secret?”
“Because true shifters are outlawed and killed if discovered. They’re too dangerous and unpredictable. Witches and wizards who control their shifts are one thing. True shifters have too much animal nature and can’t be trusted.”
“But you do control your shifts with magic . . . don’t you?” My heart beat wildly in my chest. Aspen could be killed because of his nature?
Aspen leaned his elbows on his knees and stared at the ground. “After all the generations we’ve been here, hiding in plain sight, I was the first in my family to fully control my shifts. Even with the danger of execution, we came here because we could blend in better—it was impossible with Commons. With practice my ancestors figured out how to control enough small magic to fool everyone . . . but I’m different. I mastered both. My father saw my gift when I was young and spent everything he had to enroll me in the best schools to learn powerful magic and become a wizard. That’s how I ended up here on scholarship.”
“But if true shifters are outlawed, isn’t it risky for you to be at the Academy?”
He shrugged. “My family’s dream has always been to seamlessly transition into magic society. That way we don’t have to hide anymore. Maybe I can do that for them.”
“Well . . . I lived among Commons, so I’ll accept you for whatever you are, but I don’t understand why you’re telling me this now.”
Aspen blew out a breath. “I can’t be entirely sure, but over the last week, I’ve been studying, finding every bit of information I could. Since my ancestors are not from here, the curse may not apply to us—just like it wouldn’t apply if you loved a Common. Spells are very specific.”
Hope leaped in my heart, but I had seen my death, and I couldn’t put Aspen through that. “It’s still so risky.”
Aspen’s blue eyes sparkled under the moonlight and stars. “There’s something else.”
“What’s that?” I asked breathlessly.
He took my hand and intertwined is fingers with mine. “Because I’m a natural wolf shifter, my bond to you is permanent. It’s the nature of my people. I’d die for you, Josy, and if you’ll have me, I’ll be loyal to you until the end.”
“You won’t like the way it ends.”
“I’ll take that risk.”
It was as if the world stopped, and everything around us fell away. I swallowed the heart-sized lump in my throat. Without another thought, I leaned to Aspen, and my cold lips feathered across his, which were somehow still warm. Without missing a beat, he snaked his hands around my waist and pulled me into a fervent kiss that I didn’t resist—couldn’t resist. My entire body tingled with electrified magic.
The future was not going to be okay. I knew that. I wouldn’t survive to share a long life with him.
There would be a battle between the realms, and too many people were going to die. I’d seen it. I’d seen and felt my last breath.
But if Aspen and I couldn’t have a happily ever after, we could at least share this moment.
Episode Three of Josy's journey is at an end, but you can read Shadow Pack for her next adventure.
✽✽✽
 
Dear Book Lover,
Thank you SO much for your support. I am truly humbled. I would be incredibly grateful if you took the time to leave a review on Amazon.  Short or long is JUST fine. Your review will make a big difference and help new readers discover the world of Spellcaster Academy.
I would also love it if you joined my book club newsletter at JenettaPenner.com. When you do, you will receive a FREE printable Configured YA coloring book, as well as YA book news and information on upcoming releases. You can also follow me on Facebook.
XXOO,
Jenetta Penner




Other Books by Jenetta Penner


The Configured Trilogy
Configured
Immersed
Actualized
The Starfire Wars
Starfire
Dark Matter
Parallax
Zenith
Betrayal of Magic

Crown of Lore
The Fall of Lore
The Terran Sea Chronicles Duology

Reckless
Limitless
 



cover.jpeg
ETTAMPENNER

3: FIRE & LIGHTNING





