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Chapter One










I hit the ground hard, spraying sand everywhere and into every crack I had. But I couldn't linger long, not when a glowing ball of purple magic was flying straight for my head. I rolled out of the way and sprang to my feet, facing the glowing creature on the other side of the dark beach.

Creature wasn't really a good word for it but magical-representation-of-myself-I-used-when-I-wanted-to-spar was too long to say every time. I'd cleaved half my magic from myself, used a bit more to breathe some life into it, and then told it to come at me with everything it had. 

Right now, it was kicking my ass. 

Seeing as it was still my magic, I could've thrown in the towel and called it back. After all, I was starting my senior year of high school in the morning, and I didn't want to exhaust myself. But as a Warrior, a magical with the unique capability to use my magic in battle, quitting was anathema. The more I trained, the more I wanted to, until it was an itch that wouldn't stop. The only cure was to transport to this beach in the middle of nowhere and spar with myself until I couldn't move. 

My muscles were already aching, but mostly because I'd been distracted and careless tonight. But if I was weak, so was my counterpart, and if I could land one good, hard attack spell, it would be over. 

The problem was landing said attack spell. I was a habitual overthinker; my creature was not.

The creature moved, and so I did too. I feinted left then right, practicing short transport spells to stay one step ahead of the purple balls of magic flying toward me. She relied on magical memory, or the impression of spells I'd previously attempted, to fight, and I didn't imprint a memory until at least a few weeks of practice. This was a new technique I was trying, and I was fairly sure she couldn't keep up. 

"Crap!" I cried as an attack spell smacked into my left shoulder, stopping me.

The creature came for me again, and I had to practice defense. I knocked away her attack spell with my own like two pool balls, sending them both across the ocean. It wasn't the best move because it drained me faster, but sometimes I had to stop worrying about efficiency and get the job done. 

I fell to my knees and let a particularly harsh spell fly over my head. While she was recovering, I closed my eyes and let my magic do what it did best. 

Although I felt I had nothing left to give, my magic knew better. It was good at finding the crumbs of power hidden in the tips of my fingers and toes. As magic gathered in my core, I formed an attack spell so powerful it could kill me. I made sure to leave a little behind, so it wouldn't. Then, remembering I had school tomorrow, I left behind a little more. The creature was already low on energy, so it wouldn't take too much.

I jumped out of the way just as a crackling ball of energy zoomed toward my head, and as I did, released the ball of magic I'd been holding.

The collision exploded so bright it blinded me. I didn't need to lift my head to know I'd won and was, yet again, alone on the beach. The sound of the waves lapping against the shore came back to me, lulling me into calm. I inhaled the salt air, dug my weak fingers into the soft sand beneath my body until my heartbeat came back to normal. 

Deep down, I knew all my own moves, so victory was always hollow. This was simply a distraction, a way to keep my mind off the worries and fears that had plagued me for eighteen months, when a man from New Salem had killed my aunt and nearly killed me, too.

It had all started on the eve of my fifteenth birthday, when Aunt Jeanie informed me that I, and the rest of my family, had magic. She'd been pretty light on the details, which, at the time, had infuriated me. But then Gavon had shown up—and ruined everything.

First, he was kind. He mentored me, taught me how to use this new gift, and was the solid rock I'd counted on during those scary first weeks of magic. If that hadn't tipped me off that he was no good, I should've known when I found out he was from a gang of evil magicals who'd been banished to another world. But no, stupid me thought, "Oh, how interesting!" and continued to follow him like a lost puppy.

And that was how I'd ended up fighting for my life in a duel with Gavon's apprentice. And how Jeanie ended up dead. 

I tried not to dwell on that last part. 

I sucked in a breath and forced myself to sit up, letting the sand fall from my hair. It would take a few more minutes before I'd recovered enough to transport myself back home. Magic was a finite energy, and although I was much faster at healing than when I'd started sparring, it took a lot out of me to fight with myself. 

Sadly, even though my sisters were a potion-maker and healer, neither one knew about my nightly activities. One because I didn't want her to worry. The other, well… 

Thinking about Marie was enough to force me to stand. I brushed the sand off my arms and legs and found the small bit of my magic I'd kept in reserve. Then, knowing I would crash the moment I got home, I transported straight into my bed, feeling the cool pillow against my cheek before blackness overtook me.

~

I was back on the beach, standing beneath the moonlight. This time, I wasn't alone.

"Oh, don't cry, Lexie," he said, drawing up a deadly-looking spell. "You'll be back with her soon enough. Then your sisters will join you."

My magic throbbed beneath my skin, remembering what it was to fight with skill and practice, and I let go of control, deflecting and attacking with the grace of a practitioner much more advanced. My body danced as effortlessly as Gavon's had, and I drew up three spells of my own, not to kill, but to confuse. 

"I do like a challenge," Cyrus said. "Unfortunately, I don't have time—"

I released a blast, if only to shut him up, and he blocked with a spell of his own, but the force had knocked him back a few feet. When I saw the confusion on his face, I knew he'd underestimated me, which meant I had him. 

I exploded in purple and fury and power. The spell crashed into Cyrus, pummeling him mercilessly until he fell to his knees. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth, and he panted, struggling to gather his magic. Somehow I knew, perhaps through the magical memory, that I was going to use the rest of my magic to destroy him, and I was going to die. 

Goodbye Nicole. Goodbye Marie.

With a loud crack, I released my final magic—

I awoke suddenly, gasping for air and searching the room for the face that haunted my dreams. But the only sound was my own panicked breathing. Slowly, I sank back down into my pillows, tears mixing with the sweat coating my cheeks. I turned to muffle my cries in my pillow; our apartment was too small, and Nicole was in the next room over. 

I still had no idea what really happened the night I almost lost my life in a duel with Cyrus, nor did I know why he hadn't come for us again. But I hadn't seen hide nor hair of him—or anyone else from New Salem. 

Muscles aching, I rolled out of bed and wiped my face. I cracked open my door to the dark apartment and listened. Our apartment was small, so even from across the hall I heard my sister's soft snoring. It comforted me—but I wasn't quite satisfied.

I slid on my flip-flops and tiptoed out of the apartment, softly closing the door behind me. Ours was on the second floor of two, so I padded down the concrete and metal stairs as quietly as I could. 

I kept to the shadows of the parking lot until I found a spot next to a tall oak tree. I gathered what was left of my magic and released it into the air, reaching toward the invisible barrier I'd erected. The magic responded in kind, lighting up before my eyes and confirming what I'd already known—nothing magical would get in or out unless I allowed it. 

That was, of course, assuming I'd gotten the damned spell right. 

As the light of the barrier faded and my magic returned, loneliness echoed in my chest. I needed help. Sparring only came naturally thanks to the magical memories I'd retained from before I was born. Everything else was always a question—was I doing it right? Did the charms and spells and enchantments do what they were supposed to, or was I just seeing what I wanted to? 

As much as I hated to admit it, I missed Gavon. Or rather, I missed the Gavon I'd known before I found out who he really was. The man who'd taken me under his wing and answered every stupid question I had, even when I sounded like an idiot. 

But even as I missed him, I couldn't ignore what he'd let happen—or that he'd been absent from my life since. I'd spent weeks parsing out if my feelings for him were because we were both Warriors, or because he'd intentionally made himself more appealing to me, or because he was my f—

I released a breath. I still had a hard time saying the word, even in my mind. 

Nights like tonight, when my insecurity roared like a dragon, I wished he would appear out of nowhere again, offering a kind smile and a thoughtful response to whatever worry I had that night. But he was why I needed a barrier in the first place. I had to hope that this spell, which I'd enacted about three months after my near-death experience, was the reason why Cyrus hadn't come back for round two.

Because if I didn't, the fear would eat me alive. 

A wave of exhaustion descended like a curtain, and I leaned into the oak tree. I was sure it was past midnight, and I was also sure that sparring with myself plus this late-night barrier checking meant that extra coffee would be required to get me out of bed in the morning. 

But somehow it seemed fitting to continue to torture myself over the past. After all, had I just told someone about Gavon the first day I saw him, my family would've still been intact.







Chapter Two










My alarm blared at me what seemed like seconds after I'd put my head down on the pillow. In the darkness, I groped for my phone to mute the offending sound. Then, with a grunt, I threw it back down on the nightstand, hoping for a few more hours of sleep. The previous night's exercise hung heavily on my eyelids and behind my temples. But there were things to do, school to attend, volunteering to complete…

The list continued in the back of my mind as I pushed myself out of bed. Sand in my bedsheets scratched against my palms, and with a wave of my hand, I magically returned it to the beach. My sister might've had some questions about why I was tracking sand in when I'd said I was volunteering at the animal shelter last night.

My summer schedule had been jampacked with activities as I tried to fit every last extra-curricular onto my college applications. As long as I continued getting straight As, too, I had to get a scholarship and a spot at Georgetown. That had been my goal for about a year, and I was so close I could taste it.

But first I had to get myself out of bed. 

With a loud whine, I stood and headed to the bathroom. My bones ached and protested the movement, and every part of me wished to go back to my soft pillows. Gavon once told me that Warriors don't whine, we just do. So I went, but I still whined. 

Because screw him.

After I showered and dressed, I found Nicole in the kitchen, already hard at work cooking breakfast for the two of us. Of all the lives I'd ruined, hers had been the most affected by my stupidity. Just twenty-two, she'd dropped out of college to work full-time to pay the bills. She never told me much, but I knew things were tight financially. The only thing we had was the house, which we were able to sell to pay off Jeanie's debts. If Jeanie had left anything to us in her will, we didn't know about it, thanks to Gram…

At times, I had flashes of my grandmother, and I knew that something had happened to make me unbelievably angry at her. But when I stretched my memory for more, it went blank. I sensed there was magic at play, but all I knew for sure was we were completely on our own.

Nicole grinned when I shuffled into the kitchen. She and I looked a lot alike, with brown hair and pale complexions that burned rather than browned in the Florida sun.

"Good morning, senior!" she chirped loudly as she bounced around the kitchen, assembling my breakfast. 

"You didn't have to go all out," I said, sliding onto a chair. 

"Of course I did! You're a senior. It's such a fun year. Togas and homecoming and crowns and—"

"And if you think I'm going to do any of that nonsense…" I yawned as I pulled my phone to me, tapping at the screen to display my calendar for the week. "So I've got volunteer work this afternoon then I'm spending a few hours tutoring at the library. I won't be back until late, but I'll have my phone."

"Do you really have to keep volunteering?" Nicole asked, joining me at the table. "You should lighten your load a bit now that you're back in school."

I shook my head. "Georgetown's not going to see it that way."

Nicole pursed her lips. She wasn't exactly dissuading me from pursuing the college of my dreams, but she wasn't enthusiastic about it. "Georgetown is a lot of money, you know," she said, cleaning the pan in the sink. "It's not just tuition. It's books and fees, dorm and food—"

"I know," I said, shoveling the eggs into my mouth. "I've looked at all the fees and charges and I know how much I need every semester. And if they don't give me scholarships, I'll get loans."

"I don't want you saddled with thousands of dollars in debt, Lexie," Nicole said. "Why not try a local school here? You could save all your money and—"

"I'm not staying here." That was final. Too many memories in this town, none of which I wanted to bring with me. And even though I wanted to protect Nicole, I didn't want to be…so close to her. I couldn't even sneeze in my bedroom without her yelling "Bless you." I'd be lying if I didn't admit that part of my busy schedule was to get away from her, although I felt horrible about it.

"You're still a kid, Lexie," she said quietly, taking my now-empty plate from me. "I don't want you to have to grow up too soon." 

"I'll take care of my dishes," I said, and, using a quick bit of magic, washed and dried my plate and returned it to the cabinet in the blink of an eye.

Nicole stared at her empty hands, but said nothing. Ever since…well, all that had happened, she'd been less enthused about the idea of magic. For her, it was simple to pretend she was a nonmagical. Potion-makers lacked the ability to transport, conjure, or even summon. Nicole's healing potions could replenish two-thirds of my magic with a single sip, but her cauldron had disappeared with the rest of our belongings when we'd sold the house. Now, the only thing she brewed was coffee.

As for me, I could ignore my magic as easily as I could stop breathing. The hum against my skin was ever-present, the urge to practice always there, even overpowering my guilt. 

"I guess I should be going," I said, after a too-long pause. 

"Have a good day at school," Nicole said, a little too brightly, the way she always did when we ventured into uncomfortable territory. 

I walked out of the kitchen and summoned my bag. Then, making sure Nicole wasn't watching, I transported myself to school.

~

Transport spells were pretty routine now. The bathrooms in the arts wing were usually unpopulated this early in the morning, so I'd use my magic to find an empty stall and appear there. I'd wait a few breaths to make sure no one was in the bathroom with me then head to my locker. 

Before I did, I checked my phone, just in case. Knowing what the outcome would be, I tapped out a short note to add to the long string of unanswered messages.

It's the first day of senior year. I wish you were here.

I waited. 

Read 7:34am

Marie and Nicole had lasted two weeks in our apartment before their first blow-up fight. I'd come home to them screaming at each other with red faces, and had to play referee to calm them both down. Marie had stormed out—nothing new for my second oldest sister, who had the temper of a five-year-old. 

It was new when she didn't come home.

At first, I'd been terrified Gavon or Cyrus had taken her. After being kidnapped myself (and being plagued by dreams of it for weeks afterward), I was almost certain she was being tortured—or worse. Nicole had seemed less concerned, but to calm me down, she'd sent Marie a text, which came back with a read receipt. That was enough for her; after all, it was doubtful Cyrus knew how to work a phone. And there was probably no cell reception in New Salem.

After three weeks and fifty more read-but-unanswered texts, I stopped trying. Whatever had set Marie off had been so bad that she didn't even want to communicate. And when an entire month passed without change, I realized this would be our new normal. Marie had always threatened to move out, but she hadn't even graduated high school. Though, knowing her, she'd probably used her magic to forge a diploma. 

But because I'm a glutton for punishment, I still sent her texts on birthdays and holidays, along with the occasional photo, and got read receipts back. Eighteen months seemed like a long time to hold a grudge, but that was Marie. Even though we'd never gotten along, I missed her. We'd formed this strange unspoken bond when she'd healed me after sparring lessons, although I'd found out it was only because Gavon had agreed to give her money in exchange. 

I glanced at my phone again. As far as I knew, Gavon had never made good on that promise, but Marie had to be getting money from somewhere. She was pretty, but she didn't like to work very hard. I tried not to think about all the other ways she could be supporting herself. 

But there was nothing to be done about it, so I silenced my phone and magicked it back into my backpack, shifting mentally from Marie to the day ahead. 

The first day of school always felt fresh and new, although today was bittersweet. Excited energy permeated the halls as I meandered toward the senior lockers. Doe-eyed freshmen greeted their friends and cast wary glances at seniors. Ragged juniors trudged like zombies, and I felt for them. My junior year had been jampacked with SATs, and college preparations, and every advanced and dual enrollment course I could fit into my schedule. This year seemed like a breeze comparatively, but I needed to keep my grades up all the way through to graduation. I had big plans, and I wasn't going to let anything derail them.

I stopped in the middle of the hallway, my gaze landing on a new face. That, in and of itself, was cause for surprise. My school was pretty small, and rarely did we get new kids enrolling. But add on to that the dark hair and thick, gorgeous lashes lining light eyes that could've been blue or green. Sharp cheekbones and full lips that complimented his soft, pale skin. My magic definitely saw something it liked as it squirmed and throbbed in my stomach. I couldn't tear my eyes away, caught by the sexy way the corners of his mouth turned up in amusement when he caught me staring.

At once, a thousand book-and-movie plots ran through my head and I hated myself for feeling so…smitten by a stranger. For all I knew, he could've been a serial killer—or worse, a distraction. 

College, Lexie. Remember you need to get into college. You need lots of money to get into college. You are broke. You have no parents. 

Well, I had a…

No. No parents.

I turned my flushed cheeks away, hoping it was just the shock of a new person that had caused such a reaction, and not that I was becoming, well, twitterpated. I'd had my share of crushes over the years, but my dating life was about as empty as my magic after I sparred. It was difficult to date in such a small school—most people were already paired off and would probably marry their significant other right out of school. Besides that, I'd always felt like an outsider, even before magic made the division clearer. I couldn't even count a best friend amongst my peers, let alone a boyfriend.

But this guy, wow. Handsome and new. He'd get snapped up quick. 

By someone other than me. I had bigger things to focus on.

Still, when he followed me into my first period class, my heart skipped a beat. His gaze lingered on me as he passed by to sit behind me, and my fluttering heart began to race. This couldn't be a coincidence. Was there actually a super cute guy who thought I was cute?

I struggled to keep it together, feeling his gaze on the back of my head and worrying if I'd brushed my hair this morning. Or if my shirt was crooked, or my underwear was showing over the tops of my jeans, or—

Get it together, Lexie.

This was why I didn't date. Not even ten minutes after meeting this guy, and I was already a mess. I retrieved my English notebook from my bag and wrote down my to-do list for the evening, if only to tear my brain away from Super Hot Guy. 

Finally, the morning announcements were complete and the teacher, Ms. Grace, introduced herself and the expectations for the year. Then, she called attendance. 

"Alexis Carrigan?"

I raised my hand. "I prefer Lexie."

The boy snorted behind me, reminding me of his presence. Well, at the very least, I'd find out his name. Then I could spend the rest of the year trying to forget it. Maybe Ms. Grace would put us in alphabetical order, and he'd be on the other side of the classroom. 

"James Riley?"

"Right here."

The pen fell out of my hand.







Chapter Three










James Riley.

James Riley.

James Gavon's fricking apprentice Riley.

My pulse pounded in my ears and my fingertips glowed. How could I not have remembered the son of a bitch who tried to kill me in a dueling match two years before?

Oh yeah, I'd been too busy trying not get killed to decide if he was hot or not.

Well, he was definitely hot. And definitely a serial killer. 

I glanced around the room, waiting for…something. Him to stand up and tell the class they were now under his…power? Something like that. But, except for the occasional sigh of boredom or scribble of his pencil, he caused no trouble. Ms. Grace was handing out the textbooks for the year, and when the stack came to me, I turned around and glared at him. 

"What the ever-loving hell are you doing here?"

"Learning," he said, taking the stack from me with infuriating normalcy. 

"Learning what?"

"Lexie, is it? Please keep conversations to a minimum," Ms. Grace said, walking by. 

The boy with the power to blow her to smithereens offered me nothing but a superior look, and I turned away from him. 

I heard nothing of what Ms. Grace was saying. Hell, I'd even forgotten what the class was about. Two years, I'd been waiting for this moment. Waiting for Cyrus to reappear and finish the job he'd started in my aunt's kitchen—

"Careful, Alexis, you don't want the nonmagicals knowing your secret," came a deep voice in my ear. 

I glanced at my fingertips, now sparking with purple magic. Ignoring the lingering warmth of his breath on my neck, I inhaled and exhaled, forcing myself to calm down until the magic receded into my body. But my pulse remained elevated, my gaze on the windows of the classroom, searching for the evil magicals from New Salem that I knew were going to appear at any second—

"I'm sorry, Lexie, am I boring you today?"

I jumped out of my chair. Ms. Grace peered down at me, her arms folded across her chest. Someone began to snicker as I stared at the teacher, unsure what I'd done wrong or what I needed to say.

"I asked if you would please read the first part of the syllabus to the class."

I quickly recited the first paragraph about tardies and expectations, and she moved on to someone else. 

I heard his breathy chuckle behind me, and my anger returned. What did I care if Ms. Grace thought I wasn't paying attention? I was going to single-handedly save the school from all the evil magicals. 

Except, there was a severe lack of evil activity. There were no proclamations, no fireballs. None of the horrible things I'd lost countless hours of sleep over were happening. 

So what the hell was going on?

~

I spent the class trying to keep my fingers from sparking and developing a strategy for engaging with James. All the carefully laid plans went out the window when class ended, and I spun around in my chair. 

"Okay, what the hell are you doing here? What's your plan? Is Cyrus here? Is he ready for round two? Because I'm ready any—"

"If Cyrus were here, do you think I would be?" he drawled placing the book into his bag. "I already told you, Alexis, I'm here to study. Same as you."

"Bull fucking shit."

He chuckled and swung the bag over his shoulder. "I'll have to tell your father about your swearing."

Cold water doused my anger. Your father. He'd said it so casually, like it was a simple fact. And to him, it was. To me, it was an awful realization while sitting in a cold jail cell, being jeered at by a man who wanted me dead.

Of the many things I'd never forgive, Gavon not telling me himself after we'd spent six weeks together was pretty close to the top. Right after him allowing Cyrus to kill my mother and aunt.

James took my silence as a victory—the only one I swore he'd get—and left as if this was the most normal thing he'd ever done.

"Lexie?" Ms. Grace said. "You'll be late for your next class."

With a nod, I gathered my things and hurried off. 

Where the son of a bitch was waiting for me. Although this time, he was having an easy conversation with Callista, a pretty girl who'd been in some of my advanced classes. She was as excited about James as I'd been before I knew who he was, and I couldn't blame her. There was nothing about him that wasn't handsome. But I felt it my duty, as her classmate, to warn her. 

"I wouldn't if I were you," I said, walking to an empty seat nearby.

"W-what?" Callista said, glancing between the two of us. 

I settled in my seat, unwilling to lose this war against him and glaring icy daggers at James. "He's not a good person. I'd avoid him."

James glanced over his shoulder, reminding me of a cat lounging in the sun. "That's not very welcoming, Alexis."

"My name is Lexie. And you aren't welcome here."

"The name your father gave you is Alexis."

My face must've betrayed the storm of emotions that f-word awoke in me, because James' grin widened. 

"I thought your father was dead, Lexie?" Callista asked, looking between us. "Or gone? Do you know her father? Where did you say you came from again?"

James quirked a brow in my direction, and I dared him to say something. But the physics teacher called the class to take their seats to begin the period. 

I barely paid attention to the introductions, taking my textbook from James with a glower as I passed the stack behind me. Whatever he was playing at, I would find out and put a stop to it. Like hell he was just here to learn.

But learn he did. From my vantage point behind him, he seemed for all the world like an earnest student. He wasn't called on to answer questions, nor did he offer any, but his pen was never far from the paper. If I hadn't known better, I would've thought he was just as studious as I was. 

But I did know better. Which was why I didn't believe any of it.

When he showed up in my third period, I was now sure he'd be in every single one of my classes. Because why not? This was obviously an attempt to torture me into submission. Or to annoy me so much I'd make a mistake.

Or maybe I already had. Perhaps Cyrus was using James as a decoy, and had already gone after my sisters. It had been three hours since I'd last seen Nicole. Could she already be dead? 

Panic blossomed in my chest, and I reached into my bag to search for my phone. Leaving it hidden in the bag, I hastily tapped out a message to Nicole. 

Are you all right?

"Alexis, no phones in class," came the terse reply from the advanced vocabulary teacher. 

I put the phone down, blushing as James caught my eye with a smirk. Was that because I'd gotten in trouble, or because he had my sisters on the brink of death? Again, he offered me that curious quirk of his brow, as if he knew something I didn't and was enjoying it very much. 

My phone buzzed and I dove for it in my bag. 

Fine. Why wouldn't I be?

"Lexie, if you don't put away your phone, I will have to take it."

My face grew hot again, and I stashed the phone back in my bag. Nicole was safe, but what about Marie? A read receipt could be forged very easily. Cyrus could figure it out. Gavon could definitely figure it out. What if Marie had really been dead all this time or tortured and I hadn't even gone to look for her and—

My breaths grew shorter and spots danced in front of my eyes. Not again. The last thing I needed was another panic attack. I was supposed to be a Warrior. How could I possibly defend my sisters if I couldn't even breathe right—

Not helping.

Heart pounding in my chest, I glanced around the room. I counted five items I saw: my pen, my notebook, the desk, the carpet, the shoe of the boy sitting in front of me. I touched the pen, felt the paper and the wood of the desk, then grabbed the cloth of my jeans. I listened, pinpointing the sound of the teacher, the squeak of the dry erase marker, and the sound of the clock ticking on the wall. I breathed in the cool, AC-filled air of the classroom, and caught a whiff of the perfume of the girl in front of me. And I bit my pen, tasting the plastic in my mouth. I repeated the process until the pounding in my chest subsided, which took a good twenty minutes.

Then I exhaled, exhausted and embarrassed.

After Jeanie had died, I'd started getting panic attacks, normally when I thought I saw Cyrus or dreamed about him. It was odd how I'd faced death without fear, but when it came to living after it, I was a chicken. So I'd Googled a few tricks for how to deal with it, mostly so I wouldn't have to burden Nicole with another cost, and had been using them ever since. 

But the attacks left me drained and miserable, not to mention ashamed that I couldn't control my own thoughts. Although at least this time, I had reason to be fearful. 

The anxiety still burned my chest, but it wasn't careening out of control anymore. No one was the wiser, and I wanted to keep it that way. Carefully, I chanced a look behind me at James. Head down, scribbling quickly, focused on the teacher. He met my gaze and smiled cruelly.

I mustered what was left of my anger and glared back.

~

I'd never been so thankful for lunch. At the very least, I knew I could slip away for an hour and no one would notice I was gone. I wanted to check on my sister, and on the spells I'd cast around our house. 

Nicole had worked at the local pharmacy even before Jeanie died. It honestly fit with her potion-making magic, not that she'd ever pick up a potion book again. Before things went to crap, she'd had aspirations of working as a chemical engineer at a pharmaceutical company. Now she stood at a cash register and dealt with crotchety old people all day. She swore she was happy, but it was a total lie.

"Lexie! What are you doing here?" she asked, concern evident on her face as soon as she saw me. "Are you all right? You look pale."

"Fine, fine, just…" The words died on my tongue. If I told Nicole that James was at school with me, she'd worry. Scratch that, she'd flip out and never let me leave the house. But she couldn't protect us against him or anyone else. So what good would come from stressing her out? This was my problem to deal with, not hers.

"Lexie, are you sick?" She'd met me on the floor of the store and pressed a hand to my forehead. "You're sweating like crazy and you're clammy. Do I need to take you to the doctor?"

"No!" I said. "No, I mean. I'm fine. Just wanted to see you. Make sure you're okay."

She half-smiled. "I'm fine. What about you? Do you need to eat?"

"Yeah, that's all. Just hungry." I needed to leave before I aroused more suspicion. 

"I told you you're working yourself too hard," Nicole said, pressing the back of her hand to my forehead to check again. "You're going to run yourself into the ground."

"Sorry for worrying you," I said, stepping back. "I just needed…tampons. That's all."

"I thought you wanted to make sure I was okay?" Nicole said, eyeing me. "Lexie, is there something you aren't telling me?"

And there it was, my opening to be honest with her. To just tell her James had shown up and I had no idea what it meant. To confess that I'd just had a panic attack when I thought of her and Marie dead and that I could probably use an anti-anxiety medication or maybe even a good therapist. To mention that I spent weekends sparring with a magical apparition of myself in case Cyrus came back and I had to protect the family.

But I couldn't burden her, not when I'd already ruined so much of her life. Ignorance was bliss, and I promised myself this time, I would deal with the problem before anyone got hurt. 

"Lexie?" Nicole pressed. 

"I'm on my period. Of course I'm emotional right now." 

It was a boldfaced lie, but it worked. Nicole dropped her hands from my head and pursed her lips. "Okay…so what was that text earlier?"

"Just… wanted to make sure you were having a good day at work." I needed to leave, before I blurted out the truth and made things worse. "Bye!" 

And with that, I darted out of the pharmacy.

~

Are you okay?

Read 12:52pm

A few days ago, that would've been enough to quell my fears, but today I needed more proof. Which was why I was back in the apartment, digging through my closet until I found it: the hairbrush Marie had left when she'd stormed out. It was the only thing I had with her DNA on it. 

The spell book I needed appeared next to me, already flipped to the right page. This was one of the books Gavon had given me, and although he hadn't stuck around long enough to teach me how to use the spell, I'd figured it out eventually.




HEALTH CHARM




This charm can be applied to an object containing bodily material. When magic is added, the object will reflect the health of said person.

If the object glows,

White, then the person is healthy and hale;

Yellow, then the person is sick or in distress;

Red, then the person is losing blood;

Black, then the person has perished.




I held the brush in my hand and concentrated, releasing magic from my palms into the strands of hair. I felt the connection with Marie, the white glow of her healing magic that permeated her DNA, somewhere far away.

Gavon had once said that magic moves faster than light and in more ways than was explainable by nonmagical science. So it was no surprise that the hairbrush vibrated almost immediately, and then flashed a pure white. 

I dropped the brush to the floor in relief. Marie was safe, but that didn't mean I could fully relax. The New Salem baddies weren't above playing a long game. I could see the strategy now—come declaring peace and a willingness to learn, befriend me, then, just when I trusted them, rip the carpet out from under me.

But now I knew my sisters were alive and well, and my house was secure. I finally released the last bit of tension from the bottom of my lungs. Exhaustion weighed on the back of my eyelids, but something else was growing. Anger. 

My fingertips glowed and I let the feeling of control take over. I was a Warrior, damn it. And if James Riley thought he could come into my school and do…whatever evil thing he wanted to, well, he had another thing coming. I wasn't a gullible teenager anymore. 







Chapter Four










I returned to school filled with fire and two shots of espresso. Between the panic attack, sparring with myself the night before, and flitting all over the city, my energy was waning, but black gold was all I'd needed to perk back up. As expected, James was already in my fifth period class, making small talk with two girls who'd zeroed in on him. 

I leveled a challenging glare at him as I settled in an empty seat to observe. I would figure out his game, nip this distraction in the bud and send him packing back to New Salem before the week was out. Then I could refocus my efforts on college and reiterate to Gavon that I wasn't to be messed with. 

"Tonight, you asshole," I said, cornering him as soon as the class let out. "Sparring beach. Let's settle this once and for all."

"You want to fight me?" James said. "Are you sure?"

"Are you sure?" 

"Be there at seven," he said with a small shrug. 

~

In hindsight, I wished I'd said four instead of seven. For one thing, the adrenaline disappeared around fifteen minutes after I left school, leaving me with a headache. 

For another, my brain filled with scenarios and worries about what would happen if I failed. If James killed me—or worse, took me back to New Salem. 

My panic came back with a vengeance as I wasted the hours pacing in my bedroom. I knew, intellectually, that ruminating over the past would simply weaken me and leave me less able to concentrate during my duel. But anxiety is a dragon-like bastard and doesn't listen to reason. 

Instead of being productive and gathering my strength, I tortured myself by replaying the day Cyrus had killed Jeanie. I could recall with vivid clarity every second of that day, from the argument about Gavon to finding Cyrus in the park to waking up in the jail cell. The horrible, cold realization that I'd always known Gavon was my…f-word. On top of that, finding out he was the Guildmaster and apparently had big plans for me. The fear I'd carried as I walked into the sparring ring, the dashed hopes that Gavon would put a stop to it and let me go home. The relief when my Gram had appeared to rescue me—even after I'd done something to piss her off (the details remained vague). The false feeling of security when I'd gotten home. 

The terror when Cyrus appeared in our kitchen. The horror when an attack spell ended Jeanie's life.

I shook my head to keep the images out, but they crowded in anyway. Her open eyes, staring back at me. The guilt of knowing it was my fault she was gone. Knowing I'd be next. The need to get my sisters away from him, to get them somewhere safe. 

Hearing my mother's voice in my head as my magic recalled the day she'd died fighting him. 

It was that magical memory that had given me such sparring prowess. My mother had used my magic when I was in the womb, and it had left an impression, allowing me to tap into the memory and fight Cyrus. That night had left me near death, but thanks to Marie's healing and Nicole's potions, I'd survived. 

Unlike Jeanie. 

Guilt pressed around my throat and I fought to keep the tears from falling as I did another lap in my bedroom. Could I have done more? Could I have knocked the attack spell out of the way? Even with my magical memories, though, I was still a novice. I didn't have the reaction times or skills Cyrus had. 

Which was what had prompted me to seek out magical books to become better. I'd vowed that no one else would die because I couldn't protect them. 

I finally sat down on the floor next to my bed and summoned my texts. Most of my library had come from Gavon, but I'd added to the collection recently, thanks to the discovery of a store in New Orleans. It had been serendipitous, really. A week after Marie had stormed out of the apartment, Nicole announced that we should take a road trip over to New Orleans and have a girls' day. The old bookshop had been crammed between two tourist trap shops, and Nicole, never one for reading, had left me to my devices. In the upstairs section, I happened across a magical book that had spells and charms for protection. 

Every time I'd gone back to the store (magically), there was another book that had been almost exactly what I'd needed. Three trips in, I found the book with the incantation to summon a magical form to spar with. Another trip, a book containing a look-away charm. It had been a nice substitute since…well, since my usual source of books had disappeared completely. 

I chewed my lip, panic giving way to anger at Gavon. How terribly fitting: he didn't show his face for eighteen months then sent his apprentice instead. 
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