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Chapter One










"I love you so much." 

"Nicole, I can't breathe."

In response, my oldest sister squeezed harder. Curious onlookers passed by, all laden with boxes and lamps and other dorm necessities, the parents wearing wistful looks of longing as my oldest sister hugged the very life out of me.

"We still have to move her in," came the gruff voice of Nicole's kind-of-serious boyfriend, Guy. He was a mechanic who'd spent the last six months wooing my sister. His latest overture was insisting he drive us up to Washington, D.C. from our little apartment in northwest Florida to help me move into my new dorm at Georgetown University. 

And since Nicole had neglected to inform him I was a well-trained magical with the ability to transport myself and all my belongings into the dorm, I'd had to sit in the car with them for two days while we made the fifteen-hour drive. And if that weren't bad enough, Nicole slowly devolved from slightly-awkward-girlfriend to super-weepy-sister the closer we got to the capital. 

She'd started sniffling again as we drove over the Key Bridge and broke into all-out sobs when we parked. And that was where we were standing, in front of the still-full car, Nicole holding me as if I might evaporate into nothing if she let me go. 

"So…I guess I'll go get your key?" Guy asked, catching my eye. Nicole wasn't the most expressive person with him, and she, like me, colored bright red when she cried. This might've been the first time he'd ever seen her so emotional.

Which she was still doing when Guy returned with my key and move-in materials in hand. 

"You're going to have to let go sometime," he said gently. 

"I g-guess," Nicole said, relinquishing me and wiping her eyes. "P-promise you'll—"

"I will," I said, cutting her off. I'd agreed to return to Florida every Sunday night to watch a movie or have dinner or do something together. Since I could magically transport myself home in the blink of an eye, and Nicole, a Potion-maker, couldn't, it wasn't that big a deal. But I didn't think Guy wanted to find out that magic was real that way. 

I felt bad as he hoisted two of my big plastic tubs from the back of his truck and carried them up to the looming dorm building above us. I hurried ahead of him with the key and went the elevator, but he stopped me.

"Nah, I'll just use the stairs. That'll take too long."

"Are you sure?" I said with another twinge of guilt that I could've had all this done in mere seconds. "It's on the fourth floor?"

"Yeah," he said, his smile widening when Nicole walked in the door carrying my bedding. He shifted the boxes in his arms, making the muscles pop. "Let's go."

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at his overt showing-off, mostly because I was glad Nicole had found a guy who went through so much effort for her. 

We reached my room, which was empty, so I chose the bed closest to the window. The room itself was pretty tiny, complete with two wooden desks and two elevated beds pressed against either wall. But it would be home for the next year, and I was excited about the adventure.

"Okay, I'm going to get the rest of it," Guy said as Nicole began sniffling again. "You two…just unpack."

"Are you sure?" I said. "There's a lot left—"

"I got it," he said with a wink before disappearing. I waited a breath then closed the door. And with a wave of my hand, I released magic into the air around me, unpacking the two plastic bins and making up my bed. I sighed happily, finally able to use magic for something.

Nicole didn't flinch at the use of magic, but placed her hand on the newly-made bed and frowned. "You're so far away."

"I'm really not," I said with a sigh. "One phone call and I'm there."

"But you're not home—"

"And maybe that's a good thing," I said, opening the door once more. "Guy's obviously in love with you. You two need some time alone together. Without me around."

"I like having you around."

"You don't like being alone with Guy?" I asked. "Why not?"

"I like being alone with Guy, but I don't like Guy being so…" She sighed, slouching onto my desk. "It's all moving a little fast for me."

"Fast? It took you three months to have sex with him."

She glared at me, obviously regretting sharing that bit of information with me. "But moving you in. It just seems so…so much."

"You could've told him no," I said. "It would've made everything easier."

"I know, but he really wanted to do it. And that's sweet. I just…" She stood with an odd expression on her face. "I'm gonna go help him."

"Or, you know, you could tell him about—"

"I'm not going to tell him about magic," Nicole snapped with more than a little heat. "We're not that serious."

I might've argued that they were, but I'd already had that conversation with Nicole fifteen times this summer. 

Guy made another appearance, huffing and puffing as he put down my microwave. "I'm going down for the mini-fridge."

"No," I said quickly. "I mean, I got someone with a trolley to go down. I'm sure they're on the elevator. There can't be that much more."

"Just your suitcase," Guy said, wiping his forehead. 

"I'll go get that," Nicole said, resting her hand on his chest gently as she passed by him. 

"Good thing you aren't like Marie, or else we'd be here for years," Guy said as she left.

I had to laugh at that. My middle sister Marie was a notorious clothes hound, and when she'd come with us to Guy's family's cabin in Alabama, she'd brought her entire closet in two suitcases for a one-week trip. Considering she had as much magic as I did, and could transport back to her apartment in Las Vegas in the blink of an eye, I knew it was all for show. 

"Hey, thanks," I said. "I know you didn't have to drive me up here, and I'm not sure if Nicole will have the words to thank you any time soon. But I really appreciate it."

"You're welcome, kiddo." He glanced behind him and almost tiptoed into the room, a nervous look on his face. "So you think…besides the whole baby-sister-moving away thing…you think she's happy I did this?"

"No, because you moved her baby sister away," I said with a laugh. "But yes, I think once she gets used to the idea of me not being at home," Or rather, me being able to come home whenever, "she'll be very appreciative."

"Good, cause my mom's asking when I'm going to marry her," Guy said. Then, he glanced behind him once more and retrieved a small box from his pocket. 

"Whoa!" I cried, taking three steps back. "That's a little soon, don't you think?"

"I wasn't going to ask her on the trip," Guy said. "But in case it comes up while you're in school, I wanted you to see it. I hope Marie comes home for a visit, so I can show her."

I pressed my hand to my heart, touched that he was so concerned about us. I had no opinions on diamonds, but it sparkled on a pretty silver band. "It's gorgeous. But I think you need to work on her a little more."

"Do you think she loves me?" Guy asked.

"Yes," I said. "But you know…the whole dad thing…" 

"I know."

"What whole 'dad' thing?" The man in question, in his mid-fifties, with dark hair and pale skin like me, breezed into my dorm. Guy hid the ring so quickly he could've done it by magic. 

"Dad!" I said with a happy smile. "What are you doing here?"

"It's move-in day, why wouldn't I be here?" Gavon said, glancing at Guy. "I wanted to help out, but it appears I'm too late."

"I'm…gonna go help Nicole," Guy said, inching out of the room as if Gavon would strike him down with a glare. To be fair, he could've, but Guy didn't actually know that. My sister's poor boyfriend disappeared through the door, and my damned father had the nerve to laugh about it.

"What?" he said with a shrug. Not for the first time, I noticed the similarities between us—the shape of his nose, the particular peaks and valleys of his hairline. I should've known that he was my father the first time I saw him, and perhaps, deep down, I had. 

"I said stay out of it," I said, turning to fluff my pillows on the bed.

"I am staying out if it!" Gavon held up his hands innocently. "I haven't said one word to the man."

I leveled my glare at him, hearing the loophole in his words. "You'd better learn to like him. He's planning on proposing to Nicole sometime in the next few months."

Gavon frowned. "Really? Seems sudden."

"Didn't you propose to mom after knowing her for, like, two days?"

"I was unaware of this society's customs," Gavon said, as if that explained everything. "And besides, it appears Nicole isn't infatuated with him."

"She let him drive me up here," I said. "And when she wasn't bawling her eyes out, she held his hand. I think she likes him plenty. She's just easing her way into it."

"I suppose," Gavon said, turning and seeing more of the dorm. "Sweetheart, this room is really small for two people."

"It's perfect," I said. "I have to live on campus my first three years. It's the rules."

"Yes, but can't I find you—"

"No. I want to live in a tiny little dorm with a person I barely know and share a bathroom with twenty people," I insisted. "That's the college experience. I want the college experience."

Finally, a smile appeared on his face. "You look like your mother when you lecture me."

"Dad," I said with a roll of my eyes. "Please don't get misty-eyed. I can only handle one crying family member at a time. Nicole was absolutely—"

A gasp filled the room, and Nicole stood in the doorway, holding my suitcase. Her face had grown pale, and her lips were pressed into a thin line. The suitcase dropped with a thump.

"Hello, Nicole," Gavon said tentatively. 

"Lexie, when you're finished, meet us downstairs for lunch." She paused and glared at Gavon. "Alone."

To his credit, Gavon took the hit without as much as a flinch. But he'd gotten the cold shoulder all summer long. As he and I began repairing our relationship after a tumultuous two years, Nicole still wanted nothing to do with him.

I couldn't blame her completely. Gavon was from New Salem, an alternate universe of magicals who'd been banished for trying to enslave humanity in 1692. Gavon was a descendent, and nearly thirty years ago, he'd made a tear between his world and ours. Despite his ancestors beliefs, he'd integrated himself into this world, marrying my mother and starting a family. Things had all changed when New Salem got wind of the tear and pressured him into taking the mantle of Guildmaster away from his rival Cyrus.

Cyrus had retaliated by killing my mother, who died right after giving birth to me. 

My sisters and I had been raised by my aunt Jeanie, my mother's younger sister, and up until my fifteenth birthday, I'd no idea that magic even existed. Gavon had met me that first night, and although he'd never intended our relationship to grow any further than a single, forgettable conversation, I'd had other ideas and kept pressuring him to teach me more. But then Cyrus reappeared, and my aunt Jeanie was his next victim. That death I still carried with me—especially as Gavon disappeared again shortly after that.

In mid-March of this year, after I'd been tricked into going to New Salem, Gavon and I finally had a heart-to-heart about his role in everything. Things were still slowly healing between the two of us, especially as we'd been working on a project together all summer.

"So, I might have another lead on closing the tear," Gavon said. "I know you'll be busy with school now, but—"

"Are you kidding? I'd love to go," I replied with a grin. "Where are we going this time?"

"It's a surprise," he replied. "As I'm still finalizing my contacts there. But you'll tell me if you get too busy."

"To help you close the tear?" I shook my head. "Of course not."

"Your schoolwork comes first."

"I don't have any classes on Friday. We could do it then?"

"You might want to hang out with your new friends though."

Yeah, friends. That was something I hadn't really had too much of in my small town, and one of the things I was most nervous about. I'd promised myself I would step out of my comfort zone and try to be more social, even though it made my skin crawl. But I was a Warrior, damn it. I shouldn't have been afraid of meeting new people. 

"I'd better let you get to it," Gavon said, using his magic to take the suitcase still in the doorway and transfer my clothes into the small closet. "There, now I can say I helped."

"I feel so bad that Guy had to carry all my crap up the stairs," I said. 

"Don't. He should work for it."

"Dad," I said with an exasperated sigh. "I like him. Marie likes him, and you know she hates everybody. Why don't you?"

He shook his head, a sadness creeping into his eyes that had nothing to do with Guy and everything to do with Nicole's hatred of him. He crossed the room and kissed me on the forehead. "Have fun at lunch with your sister. I hope she isn't too cross with you."

"She'll survive," I said.

"Good luck. If you don't like it, you know we can always—"

"I know." I smiled. "Thanks for everything."

"Thank your ancestors. I did nothing except sign a check," Gavon said.

Except that had the check not been signed, I wouldn't have been able to afford a single credit-hour. "Thanks, Dad."

"Have I told you how much I enjoy hearing you call me that?" he said.

Had you told me you were my father sooner, you would've heard it much more, I thought, but didn't voice it. I was trying to repair our relationship, and bringing up past transgressions wasn't the way to do that. Even if they always remained in the back of my mind. 







Chapter Two










Nicole had mastered the art of pretending she wasn't angry with me, so our lunch together was actually quite pleasant.

"What do you think you'll miss the most?" Guy asked as we picked at the scraps of our food.

I shrugged. "I don't know what it's going to be like, to be honest. It'll be weird not waking up at home, though." 

Nicole smiled. "You're always welcome to come home, you know that."

"Ah, let her live a little, Nic," Guy said, leaning back and throwing his arm around her. "She's got a good head on her shoulders. You did a good job. Now it's time to live your life."

I could practically hear the ring glinting in his pocket. Despite the rocky way they'd met, he'd turned out to be a fairly decent human being.

"I am living my life," Nicole said, stiffening under his arm. "It just happens to include worrying about my sisters. Especially my baby sister." 

"But you don't have to worry about me," I said. "Guy's right. It's time you started doing your own thing. Find a hobby." Like Potion-making. 

"I could teach you how to change the oil in your car," Guy said. "You'd look so cute covered in grease down at the shop."

"I think I'll leave that to you, thanks," Nicole said with an affectionate pat and a goofy smile I didn't miss. "I'm not an idiot. I can figure out what I'm going to do with myself."

"Are you going to go back to school?" I asked, hesitantly. Nicole had dropped out of college two years ago to get a job so she could take care of me. 

"Maybe," she said. 

"Baby, I'd pay for you," Guy said. "If you wanted to go."

Nicole kissed his hand. "I don't know if that's what I want to do. But thank you for the offer." 

I pushed the remnants of my pasta across the plate. Just wait until Guy found out how much money Nicole had sitting in a bank across the Atlantic. Not that she acknowledged its existence, other than to pay her apartment rent every month.

"I mean, it can't be as much as this kid's tuition," Guy said with a chuckle. "How you managed to get so much scholarship money, I'll never know."

"And you're sure this is what you want?" Nicole said, eyeing me with an unsaid comment about Gavon. "To be here, in this big, dangerous city? So far away from home?"

"Yes," I said emphatically. "It's not like I had a whole bunch of friends back home to stay there for. And we can…talk all the time." I glanced at Guy, hoping Nicole would fill in the blanks. "I'll be fine." 

"She'll be fine," Guy repeated, kissing Nicole on the side of the head. 

Nicole leaned into him, but didn't look convinced, wearing a frown for the rest of our meal. 

~

Guy suggested we take a walking tour around the city, but I demurred, both because I wanted to get back to campus and start exploring there, and also because I thought he and Nicole could use some alone time before they headed back to Florida the next day.

That just set Nicole off again, and she spent the whole walk back to my dorm clutching me like there was no tomorrow. 

"Promise me you'll come home," she whispered into my ear when we were saying our final goodbyes. 

"I promise. Nothing could tear me away on Sunday," I said, and I meant it. "Enjoy your time with Guy. He really loves you. I mean, not every guy would take a week off work to drive his girlfriend's sister a thousand miles to college."

She sniffed and glanced behind her to where Guy was cleaning up the truck to prepare for the return drive. "Yeah, I know."

"We'll talk more about it on Sunday, okay?" I said. 

"O-okay…"

"Try not to cry the whole way home."

She rubbed her eyes and released me, walking back to the truck. Her shoulders shook and Guy's face softened when he saw her. I heard him murmur, "Come here, baby" as he took her in his arms. He waved at me, and I waved back, But if I didn't go upstairs, Nicole might never let me. 

"Drive safe! And thanks again!" I called, before turning on my heel and darting through the still-open door. As I climbed the stairs to my room, the oddest sense of sadness came over me. Before, there had been nothing but excitement thinking about this new adventure and life far away from everything I'd ever known. But here I was…alone. 

And although I knew I could pop back to the apartment any time I wanted, or call my sister, it didn't quite feel the same. 

Before I realized it, I was staring at my new door, and my name written on a piece of purple cardstock, along with my roommate's. I heard voices inside, so I took a breath and opened the door. 

"Lexie?"

"Samantha?" 

I waved awkwardly at the black girl I'd only seen in photos and talked to over text. She wore her hair in braids that she'd gathered in a ponytail at the nape of her neck, standing maybe a few inches taller than I did. Her smile put me at ease, but when she jumped up to hug me, I froze. Reluctantly, I returned it, figuring since we'd be living together, we might as well get comfortable. 

"So…?" she said, looking at me with an expectant stare.

"So." I smiled, awkwardly. 

"Um…I guess I'll get unpacked?" she said, turning to her boxes, still resting on her bed. "My parents already left."

"Yeah, mine too," I said then realized what she was hinting at. "Oh, right! I'll help."

For the next hour, Sam (as she liked to be called) and I unpacked her things and rearranged the room to be more spacious and accommodating. She did most of the talking, telling me about life growing up in a suburb of San Francisco, her school, her friends, and playing lacrosse (a game I'd never heard of, much to her horror). 

"You don't know what lacrosse is?" She gaped. 

"I mean, we didn't have it in my high school," I said. 

"Weird," she said with a shake of her head. "So, what brought you all the way to Georgetown?"

"Just wanted to get away," I said, although that new feeling of homesickness returned. "Do you have any siblings?"

"A younger brother. Mom and Dad want me to take him for a weekend sometime this semester so he'll want to go here. They're both legacies, you know. Mom is a pediatrician and Dad is a lawyer." She paused, for just a breath. "What about your parents?"

Crap, this question already? "Uh…" My face grew warm as I busied myself with folding her shirts and putting them in the dresser. "That's kind of complicated."

"Oh? How?"

I'd rehearsed this, several times, but my heart pounded as I scrambled to come up with the words I'd spent so long memorizing. "My mom died when I was born and my dad…kind of disappeared for a bit after that."

"Oh my God, I'm so sorry." Sam was by my side in an instant, comforting me as if it had just happened.

"It's fine. My aunt…my aunt raised me. But she died a few years ago when I was fifteen."

"Holy crap, Lexie. I'm so sorry I brought it up."

"No, no," I said with a wave of my hand. "My dad…more recently, he came back around, and we're kind of patching things up."

The look she gave me was all disbelief. "So your dad abandons you to live with your aunt then comes back and expects to have a relationship?"

"I mean, it's…it's more complicated than that," I said, realizing just how horrible all of this sounded. "He's doing his best to make up for it. He paid for my schooling—"

Her brow quirked. "So you forgive him because he's paying you off?"

"No, like I said, there's a lot to it…" My face was burning, and I wanted to get away from this conversation before it got worse. "Anyway, we're not completely cool, but…we're working on it."

"Mm," came the unimpressed voice from my roommate as she arranged her pencils in a cup on her desk. "So what's your major again? History?"

"Yeah," I said, with a small sigh of relief. "Yours?"

"Biology pre-med," she replied. "I'm going to go out for the club lacrosse team. Do you play any sports?"

Does sparring count? "Uh…no. Not any real sports." 

"I can teach you how to play lacrosse, if you want. Maybe join the club team with me. They probably aren't that great." 

"Um, maybe…"

A lonely feeling crept in through the back recesses of my mind, almost like fog rolling in. Sam was talking about all the things she'd already planned for the two of us to do—after all, we were roommates, it was clear to her that we should be the best of friends—and it was like I was watching a movie. All I could think about was what I wasn't telling her. Magic, me being a Warrior. How my father had sacrificed his relationship with my sisters and I to protect us from something even worse. How a madman had killed Jeanie, and how I'd faced my fear and defeated him in the dueling ring. 

I miss James. 

As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I flinched to get rid of it. I had been fighting that battle for months on end, and I'd been sure I'd slayed that particular dragon. James was Gavon's apprentice, and he'd spent the better part of my senior year getting under my skin and making me fall in love with him. But even more than that, he'd been the first person I'd ever called a best friend. There were no secrets between us (I thought), and he'd been the sounding board I needed. 

Then he'd kidnapped my sisters to trick me into sparring with Cyrus, so one of us would kill the other, and he would take over Guildmaster after Gavon died.

That whole episode haunted me at night, along with the loving words James had whispered in my ear the night before. It had been a whiplash, from the first taste of love to the hard shock of betrayal, and I still hurt. But some days, especially now, when there was so much I had to keep to myself, it was hard not to think about him. 

"Lexie? Are you there?" 

I jumped. I'd come to the end of the pile of clothes and was standing against the full dresser. 

"What'd you say?" I asked with an apologetic smile. 

"I asked if you wanted to go get some dinner? Some of the girls from our dorm are going."

"Um…sure," I said, shaking myself out of my stupor. 

"You okay?" Sam asked, taking my arm as we left the room.

"Yeah," I said with a small shake of my head. "Just a lot to take in today, you know?"

"Get ready, because when school starts, it's going to get even worse."







Chapter Three










I'd always known college would be an adjustment, but waking up on Monday morning was weird. For one, I only had two classes, the first of which started at ten. After thirteen years of school first thing in the morning, it was strange to languish in my bed while the sun grew brighter outside the window. 

Sam was already up, tapping away on her computer and browsing Facebook. Without thinking, I released magic to summon my own laptop to me then stopped myself before it happened.

"Oh, did I wake you?" Sam asked, after I made a noise. 

"N-no," I replied, pushing myself off the bed to retrieve my laptop. I sat cross-legged, propped up against the pillows and stared at my laptop without opening it.

"Do you have a Tumblr?" she asked. "Snapchat?"

"Me? Er…not really."

"Your sister wouldn't let you?"

"No, just not…I mean, I guess I never saw the point of it." 

"Oh." A pause. "What about your friends back in Florida?"

"Kind of a loner," I replied after a moment. "My sisters and I just text each other a lot."

My stomach growled, reminding me that breakfast wasn't going to be downstairs, but across campus in the dining hall. Luckily for me, I could just as easily transport myself there as—

"Yeah, me too. Do you want to walk over there?"

"W-walk?" That was the last thing I wanted to do. I'd scoped out all the bathrooms in the area over the weekend, looking for places I could transport to and from. It wasn't far, but I was hungry and I hadn't had coffee. 

"Unless you'd rather skip," Sam said, hopping out of bed and stretching. "But your stomach's being pretty loud up there."

There really was no way around it. I could lie and say I wasn't hungry (though there was no hiding my stomach's noises), but as soon as I showed up at the dining hall, she'd wonder how I got there quicker than her.

Every step of the way toward breakfast, Gavon's voice was in my ear, asking me if I still wanted the normal college experience. I hadn't really thought about what having a roommate was really like, nor considered how much she'd be in my space—and how that would prevent me from using magic. But this was just an adjustment. I'd get used to it.

We piled food onto our plates and ate, our conversation growing more animated as we woke up. My initial grumpiness at not getting to use magic faded as my blood sugar rose, and I ended up rather enjoying the short walk back to the dorm. 

"Where's your first class?" Sam asked as we both packed our book bags. Mine was, of course, for show. Whatever I needed, I could summon to me. 

"Reiss," I replied, glancing at my phone. "You?"

"Same." She brightened. "What class?"

"Biology."

"Same!" She grinned. "Good news, 'cause I'm horrible at taking notes."

Good news, except that I was already tired of walking and my magic was begging for a transport spell. But it appeared on Mondays, at least, Sam and I would be getting our exercise in.

When I arrived at my biology classroom, my forehead boasted a light sheen of sweat. I wasn't unhealthy by any stretch, but I also hadn't gone on long walks up and down hills while holding a conversation with my roommate.

Our classroom was a large room with a screen at the front and rows and rows padded seats. Some of them were already taken by similarly weary-looking freshmen. A few of them glanced at me, offering a hesitant smile, which I returned. Sam and I took seats in the back. 

"Did you get your textbook yet?" Sam asked. 

I shook my head. "My sister told me to wait, that sometimes professors don't really use it and it's a waste of money."

"Yeah, me neither," she said. 

From the first few moments of class, I knew it would be much different than high school. For one, the professor didn't even ask for our names or take attendance. For another, he handed out the syllabus with the entire semester's classes, homework, and tests on it. If I was smart, I could complete everything within a week. 

"Man, if I was smart, I'd do this all this weekend," Sam muttered, and I snorted. "What?"

"I was just thinking the same thing," I said.

"Lemme guess: you were the valedictorian too?"

I nodded. "You?"

"Same. Smartest kid in school. Smartest kid in my family, too." She shook her head. "Of course, how could I not be with parents like mine? If I didn't get straight As, they'd be on my ass so fast…"

"Mmm." I glanced down at my pen, which had begun writing down notes about the syllabus by magic. I froze and swiped it up, casting a wary glance to Sam. She didn't seem to have noticed, so I relaxed a little. But that was close. 

"Open your textbooks to page five, and we'll get started."

I went to summon a book—I'd pay for it later—but then remembered I'd told Sam I didn't have one. She glanced at me with a mirrored nervous expression, but then we giggled at our predicament. 

"We'll pick it up after class," Sam whispered. 

"Ladies, please keep conversations to a minimum."

I flushed, and Sam bit her lip in a shameful smile. 

With Sam right next to me, I had to jot down everything the professor said by hand, but together we managed to get a complete picture. Apparently, Georgetown was serious about which books they recommended, as my homework was to read the first three chapters.

After class, I started to leave for the bookstore, but since Sam had to go as well, we went together. It was already crammed with students, who'd apparently had the same idea I'd had about waiting before purchasing.

Sam didn't leave my side as I threaded through the crowds, assembling the books I'd need for the semester. Each one was a new lesson in expensive, with my massive biology book coming in at nearly six hundred dollars. 

"Don't make it cheap, do they?" I said, grateful for Gavon's ancestors. 

My ancestors, I corrected silently. Gavon had made it clear that he was simply the current owner of the account, and my sisters and I were free to use our inheritance as we pleased. 

Still, I was about to spend a lot of money, and I didn't want him to think I was out buying designer clothes. After adjusting the books in my arm, I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and tapped out a message.

Buying textbooks, in case you were wondering why I just spent two grand.

I wasn't sure how he'd managed it, but Gavon had been able to text from New Salem all summer. Mostly, he preferred to talk face-to-face, but he'd said to send a message if I ever needed him. 

A few moments after I'd texted, a response lit up my phone.

Buy me a sweatshirt.

I smiled, spotting one across the store. Hiding my movements as much as I could, I summoned one of the "Proud Dad" sweatshirt, which appeared underneath the stack of books.

"Oh, I didn't see you grab that," Sam said, cutting off my train of thought as I pulled it out from under the stack to look at it.

"Yeah," I said, smiling at the word "dad" embroidered on the front. "Told my dad I was buying books and he asked me to get him one."

"That's so sweet," Sam said, with a bit of longing. "I'm lucky I got a scholarship, but I still had to take out loans. My parents love me, but they don't love me that much."

"Yeah," I said with a small grimace. Had Gavon not interfered, that would've been my fate too. Then, I brightened. "Hey, let me buy your biology book for you."

"Oh my gosh, I can't ask you to do that!" Sam said with a frown.

"Seriously, my dad is…kind of loaded," I said, hating myself a little. "I promise, he won't mind at all. Especially if I tell him I was buying a book for someone."

She hedged for a moment then plopped the book down. "Fine, I'll buy you dinner sometime. With my meal plans."

I grinned. "Deal. No mag—" I swallowed my words. "Deal."

~

By Wednesday, it was getting difficult to keep magic from Sam. I'd almost used magic in front of her at least ten times, and between driving up with Guy and the weekend with Sam, magic was building and calling for release. 

There wasn't any time for it, not between running to and from classes, meeting even more of the girls in the dorm, making friends in my classes who wanted to get coffee afterward. Moments of peace were usually dedicated to doing homework, which was surprisingly heavy for the first week of classes.

Finally, I had a nice three-hour break between classes, so I trudged back to the room and flopped onto my bed. Then, glancing around, I magically turned off the lights, locked the door, and formed an attack spell in my hands.

"My name is Lexie, and I have Warrior magic. I sometimes have visions of the night my mother died, and my dad is the leader of the New Salem Warrior's Guild, but we're cool now and my sister is a Potion-maker and my other sister is a Healer and I just want to tell someone about it."

The words echoed in the empty room, but I did feel better after saying them aloud. The humming beneath my skin quieted as well; perhaps my magic was simply annoyed that it hadn't been acknowledged in a while. I absorbed the purple ball of energy into my body and reached for my phone.

Miss you.

Ready to come home yet? Came the fast response from Nicole. I glanced at the clock; she must've been on her lunch break. 

Not on your life, I replied, even as a tear fell down my cheek.

I sat up and wiped away the evidence of my loneliness. Perhaps all the busyness was a good thing, because it meant I wasn't dwelling on how much I missed Nicole and life back home. 







Chapter Four










Something magical woke me early Friday morning, and I nearly leaped out of bed to the window. In my sleepy haze, I made out a figure standing under the streetlight. A sliver of fear woke me right up before I finally recognized my damned father waving up at me, somehow knowing I was glaring down at him. 

"What the actual hell, Dad?" I grumbled to myself, grabbing my room key and flip-flops and marching downstairs as I magicked my clothes into jeans and a t-shirt.

I yawned as I stumbled out of the door. "What are you doing here so early? Is something wrong?"

"And here I thought college kids stayed up all hours of the night," Gavon said with a chuckle. "Don't you remember we'd agreed to do a little work on closing the tear today?"

"Vaguely," I said, yawning. "But I'd assumed it would be at a decent hour."

"It's a very decent hour at our destination," he said with a mischievous smirk.

"Where, in China?"

"Close," he said. "Japan."

"J-Japan?"

"I've been reading up on some texts of Japanese magicals I acquired a few years ago but haven't had the time to investigate fully." He held an old book in his hand—although this one looked much different than the others. "I believe I might've come across a similar spell that was used to create the world, although I'm afraid the details on it are about as light as all the rest we've found. So I thought it might be a good idea to visit the shrine where it was written and talk to some people."

I opened the book and frowned—it was all written in kanji. "Can you read this?"

"With a translation charm, I can." 

"Why do I get the feeling I'm about to learn how to do that?" I asked with a small sigh. 

Gavon had always been about teaching lessons, even when I was fifteen. If I'd thought that would stop now that I was older, I was sorely mistaken. Although my knowledge of the magical world had grown tenfold since we'd started spending more time together.

"Why don't you give it a shot, hm?" Gavon said in his typical Dad-voice. "Let your magic absorb the script and seek out like-minded magic. Then the words will form for you."

"This is paper," I said nervously. Charms and I had been at odds since I'd started attempting them on my own. Charms required a great deal of precision. Being a Warrior, my magic was more like a wrecking ball.

"If you ignite it, I can reverse it quite easily," Gavon said. 

"Can you?"

"Another perk to being your father. As if there weren't so many already."

I flushed, his praise wiping away all remnants of doubt. Closing my eyes, I relaxed my face and released the magic. Almost instantly, foreign magic became apparent, as did the whisper of words I didn't understand. But almost like watching an anime without subtitles, I began to understand the context. 

I cracked open an eye and a grin blossomed on my face. There were now English words on the page where the kanji had been. 

"Well, there's no fire and you're smiling so I assume things went well," Gavon replied. 

"You can't see it?" I asked.

"That requires a bit more complexity, and I think one charm lesson is enough for now," Gavon said. "Besides, I read it cover to cover last night."

Of course he did. "So what does it say?"

"It turns out my original theory was correct. John Chase was neither the first nor the last to create a magical netherworld to trap unsavory creatures. That journal is from the early 1800's, and speaks of a large magical demon terrorizing the countryside. The magicals then couldn't stop it, so they imprisoned it. I'd like to visit the shrine where it says all that took place to find their accounting of the matter."

"So we're going to Japan?" I asked with a little bit of excitement. "I don't need my passport, do I?"

"One of the benefits of traveling by magic." He placed his hand on my arm. "Shall we?"

~

The farthest I'd ever transported myself was from my house in Florida to Salem, Massachusetts, and that had taken a bit of my magic. Traveling clear around the world left me dizzy and unstable, even though it hadn't been my magic that had brought us here. Gavon, ever the stalwart rock, steadied me as I got my bearings and cleared the spots out of my eyes. 

"Are you all right?" he asked, as my gaze focused on his face. "It's a bit disorienting at first, but it does get better with practice."

"How often do you go flying around the world?" I grumbled, shaking my head. 

"Oh, your mother and I used to go all the time," he said. "It's been a while since I've had anyone to go with me."

I craned my neck, the magical change subsiding and leaving in its place the wonder and awe of being in a completely new place. Everything was different, from the leaves on the trees to the colors and words on the buildings—even the scent in the air. I was still mostly half-asleep, but the excitement overpowered my drowsiness as I followed Gavon out into the busy streets. As he'd said, it was mid-afternoon in Tokyo, and there were plenty of people out enjoying the early fall sunshine.

"Did you and mom come here? To Tokyo?" I asked, struggling to keep pace with Gavon's purposeful strides. 

He scratched his chin. "I don't think we did. Or if we did, it was for a quick sushi dinner."

"What was her favorite place to go?" I asked. 

"Rome," he said. "Maybe we'll go there next. C'mon, I don't want you to be out all night."

We walked until we reached the bottom of a tall staircase. I groaned at the idea that I'd have to climb all of them. 

"You can't be serious…"

"Unfortunately, there's a bit of magic protecting the shrine," Gavon replied. "No transport spells. We'll have to go in the old-fashioned way." He glanced at me. "Come on, Lexie, you're not even eighteen. Surely you can walk up a few stairs."

Huffing and puffing, I came to the top of the long staircase, yet my nearly fifty-year-old father seemed none the worse for the wear. It occurred to me then that just because he couldn't transport himself into the shrine, it didn't mean he couldn't still use magic to make the climb easier. 

"So," I panted, "you gonna teach me that trick, too?"

"If I do, I'll have no hope of keeping up with you during our sparring sessions," Gavon said, conjuring a bottle of water and handing it to me. "Have to retain a little pride, you know."

I smiled and accepted the water, eyeing him for a moment. "As if I could ever beat you."

He turned to me with an amused smile on his face. "You beat Cyrus. He and I are evenly matched. And you were still mostly standing after."

My cheeks grew warm. "But I mean…that was…a special circumstance."

"Adrenaline simply helps you focus, it doesn't increase the amount of magic you have." He smiled as I continued to stutter. 

I chewed my lip. I was no longer afraid of Cyrus; knowing I could beat him in a duel gave a girl a lot of confidence—but I was wary of him—and what he might be doing.

"So…what has he been up to?"

"The usual," Gavon said. "Undermining my decisions, questioning authority. Wandering the streets of New Salem looking for Warrior children." He grimaced. "Possibly trying to make a few."

"Ew."

"He wouldn't be the first," Gavon said with a chuckle. "I have several half-siblings that came after my father realized he had a gene for Warrior blood. They're all Charmers and Enchanters."

"And your mom didn't think to make any more?"

"She apparently had a Potion-maker," Gavon said. "But the child didn't live past birth. I think my mother might've been afraid to have more. She wasn't the most selfless individual either. Power does that to people, you know."

I cast him a furtive look. "It didn't seem to do that to you."

"No, but I also spent the first eighteen years of my life power-less," he replied. "Cyrus was the one who received all the attention, the doting. He was always more powerful—"

"But you beat him," I replied. "In the Guildmaster match. You beat him."

"I still have my doubts that he was fully healed from his match with my mother, and if I'm being honest, I manipulated him a little into agreeing to a match sooner than was advisable for him." He shrugged. "His arrogance was his downfall then, but I doubt he'd make the same mistake again. Age, in this case, works against both of us. Even with the help of magic, the older we get, the less quickly we move. Reaction time goes down."

I frowned. "You're not old."

At that, he laughed. "Come on."

We walked into the shrine, which was sparsely populated with workers helping tourists find their way around. Gavon, however, kept his gaze on me. 

"Now, with whom do you think we want to talk?" 

"Uh…" I glanced around the shrine. He was asking me to locate the magical person in the room, something I still hadn't figured out. I had a theory that the grounding spell my grandmother had placed on me for the first fifteen years of my life had screwed up my magical radar, but Gavon didn't buy it.

There was no other explanation, because I was drawing a blank. "I don't know."

Gavon sighed, but patted me on the shoulder. "You'll get there, sweetheart. It's the older gentleman over there." 
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