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            Chapter One

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Year Ago

      

      

      The coven had lost a child.

      Two days ago, a six-year-old boy named Caleb Thomas had gone missing from his bed in the middle of the night. There was no evidence left behind—just an open window he’d been snatched through. He came from a prominent Alchemy family, so the chances he’d run away were slim to none. 

      But that was all anyone knew. That, and no magic could track him.

      We had Seers on every corner, and not one of them had a vision of the missing boy. The coven must’ve had dozens of psychometrists—people who got visions through touch. They were experts at finding things.

      And yet the child was still missing.

      I didn’t know that was possible.

      The dark skies outside the school crackled with lightning, and thunder shook the walls. The Main Foyer was deserted, except for Grant and me. We sat in front of the empty fireplace, balking at the absurdity of it all.

      “I don’t get it,” Grant remarked. He lounged across one of the plush red chairs, his legs hanging over the armrest. He flipped through the school newspaper.

      “I know. It’s crazy,” I agreed. “Maybe you’ll get Seer at your Evoking Ceremony this weekend. Maybe we can find him.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Grant shifted in his chair to sit up straight. His eyes darkened as he waved the school paper in the air. “I don’t get how the coven can be in an uproar about this whole thing and there’s not one mention of it in the school paper.”

      “What?” I balked.

      Grant tossed the paper onto the coffee table between us, and it made a hard smacking noise as it landed.

      I scrambled forward and snatched it up. The paper’s name, The Epitaph, was scrawled across the top in big, bold letters. Below that was a headline highlighting this year’s top fashion for the Midnight Formal. 

      What the hell? The Formal was two months away. Little Caleb Thomas was missing now!

      I started flipping through the newspaper, but there was no mention of the boy at all. I crumpled the paper in my fists. 

      I must’ve got a look on my face, because Grant narrowed his eyes at me. “What are you thinking?”

      I took a couple of shallow breaths, my nostrils flaring. “I think I’m going to have a chat with the head of the paper.”

      I shot up out of my seat and stomped past the grand staircase.

      “Lucas, wait!” Grant called, but I ignored him.

      I clutched my copy of The Epitaph tight in my fist and stormed down the hall to Professor Carlisle’s office. He was my conjuring professor and the faculty advisor for the paper. Rumor had it, he spent twenty years as a journalist at the Miriamic Messenger before becoming a professor, and that’s how he landed the role as the school paper advisor. 

      I passed through his classroom and stomped straight through the open door of his office. He sat at his desk, scribbling away at something.

      “Your paper is garbage!” I raged, slamming it down on his desk.

      The ancient gray cat lounging nearby jumped so high it fell off the edge of the desk. Professor Carlisle gave a start. He looked up to me and adjusted his glasses. His bushy gray eyebrows shot up, nearly touching his hairline. 

      “Mister Taylor, how may I help you?” He looked delighted to see me, but I was more than a little ticked off.

      “I want to know why you’re letting the school paper publish this garbage,” I demanded. “Why isn’t there one mention of Caleb Thomas in here?”

      “The missing boy?” he asked, looking surprised. “I believe the Miriamic Messenger has that topic covered.”

      “The town paper has shared the facts—which isn’t much, to be frank,” I pointed out. “Why isn’t the school paper doing a feature? Talk about the implications this has on the coven. Analyze what this means for our magic—or run a study on what types of magic might be able to cover this up. Discuss what we can do as students to contribute to the search for the child. The possibilities are endless!”

      Professor Carlisle’s eyes brightened. He leaned back in his chair, looking intrigued. “Those are all good ideas, Mister Taylor. If you want to submit a piece for consideration, I’m more than happy to look at it.”

      My stomach dropped. That wasn’t my intention for coming to him at all. 

      “I’m not a journalist,” I stated bluntly.

      “Well, why not?” Professor Carlisle asked brightly, spreading his arms wide. For a guy pushing eighty, he had a lot of energy. “You seem to have a lot of ideas. The paper could use an opinionated view like yours.”

      “What the paper needs is an investigative journalist,” I said. “Someone has to figure out how this boy went missing without a trace.”

      “That’s what the Imperium’s for,” he reminded me. “Unfortunately, the newspaper club is very small, and I encourage all my students to report on the topics that matter most to them.”

      My eyebrows shot up. What kind of idiots were in the newspaper club if they thought some stupid dance was more important than a child’s life? 

      “If you’re going to go digging on this, I’d love to bring you on board,” Professor Carlisle offered.

      “That’s not what I was suggesting,” I told him, rather harshly. “Like I said, I’m not a reporter.”

      Professor Carlisle shrugged, like there was nothing more he could do about it. “Well, then, I’m afraid we’re going to have to leave this matter to the professionals.”

      “I thought you were a professional,” I growled before turning on my heel and storming out of the room. 

      As I walked down the hall, I couldn’t get this single thought out of my mind: Protect the coven.

      I wanted to find this little boy. I wanted to help.

      Problem was, I didn’t know how.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Another child had gone missing. Same story, different kid.

      One moment, ten-year-old Isaac Miller was at home in his bed, sleeping soundlessly. The next he just… vanished. Nothing but an open window beside his bed remained. His family was high-profile like the last, though they were Mentalists instead of Alchemists. Like last time, no magic in the coven could trace him.

      After Caleb Thomas went missing, the coven sort of gave up on him. There were no leads, nothing we could do. His case was a total dead end, and we didn’t know if he was dead or alive. How could you search for a missing person when the only evidence left behind was their absence?

      But this time, I knew something. I was the only one who knew anything. It wasn’t much, but I knew one thing.

      Those children were dead. 

      And whoever killed them was going to strike again.

      I’d heard them die. They used the same word, like it was some sort of code. 

      Caleb’s last thought echoed in my mind. It was the child’s voice I heard last semester… the one I couldn’t match to an obituary.

      Is it playtime?

      No, it wasn’t, and Isaac knew it.

      Playtime is over. No child in the coven is safe.

      The similarities frightened me to my very core.

      I didn’t have proof these voices were those of the missing children, but deep down in my gut, I felt it.

      At the time I heard the second voice, no one knew Isaac was even missing. It wasn’t until morning that word got out about his disappearance. He was older than Caleb by a few years, but the similarities between the disappearances were too coincidental to dismiss. 

      The one thing that didn’t seem to fit—and the thing that frightened me most—was that little Caleb died a year after his disappearance. Isaac Miller was killed the same night he was taken.

      Don’t ask how I knew it was murder. It wasn’t like the kids had told me.

      But I could feel it in their thoughts—the way my guts twisted when I heard their voices, the way I heaved and shook and felt hot and cold at the same time. It was dark. It was sinister. And it wasn’t an accident.

      As soon as I was discharged from the hospital after my encounter with a reaper, I marched straight up to the Imperium’s doors. They met on the top floor of Octavia Hall. I pounded on the heavy door, and it swung open under my weight.

      Their meeting quarters looked more like an attic than anything—with a vaulted ceiling, fireplace, and huge window overlooking the town—but it was really big and clean. There were books stacked neatly along all the walls, along with potion vials, crystals, and endless decks of tarot cards. A large round table sat in the center of the room.

      The four priestesses were crowded around the table. Each one spoke over each other so loudly that their voices spilled out into the hall. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. They stopped abruptly when they heard the door creak open. 

      “The missing children are dead,” I said bluntly.

      A woman with a cauldron tattoo on the back of her neck whirled around, eyes wide. Technically, all priestesses held the same power, but she was the oldest of all of them and looked like she naturally took on the role of leader. 

      I recognized her as Priestess Margaret. She had long silver hair tied into a braid that hung over her shoulder to show off her tattoo, and she wore a gray shawl around her shoulders. Like all the priestesses, she was very pretty. 

      “Lucas Taylor,” she said breathlessly, recognition crossing her features. “The Reaper’s Apprentice.”

      I nodded firmly.

      She reached out a hand to invite me inside. “You have heard the child pass?”

      “Not just one,” I said as I entered the room, my heart racing. “Remember Caleb Thomas, the boy who went missing last year?”

      The four priestesses exchanged a terrified glance.

      “I think I heard him, too,” I admitted.

      Priestess Margaret took my hand and dragged me to the table. “Sit. Tell us everything you know.”

      It wasn’t much—and I could tell the priestesses were disappointed by that as I explained to them what I’d heard.

      “This makes no sense,” one of them protested. She had a wild mane of dark curls and a tree tattooed on her shoulder. I recognized her as Priestess Lilian, Chloe’s grandmother. “Why would somebody wait a year to harm one child, only to hurt the other the day they’re taken?”

      “I wondered the same thing,” I told them. “The M.O. doesn’t match up. But I know what I heard.”

      Priestess Charlotte spoke up. She was as old as the others, but her long red hair hadn’t started to gray. I noticed the skull tattoo on her wrist. “Perhaps we need to consider the possibility of a third missing child. It could explain the timeline of the deaths. Perhaps Caleb wasn’t the child you heard, but it was another one.”

      “But no others have been reported missing,” the fourth and final priestess stated. Priestess Stella was the youngest of the four, but she had this look about her that suggested she was very wise. I couldn’t see her tattoo, but I knew she was a Seer.

      “Then let’s assume it’s just the two for now,” Priestess Margaret replied. “The first thing we must do is enact safety measures to ensure the children of the coven are safe.”

      “What about catching the perpetrator?” I demanded.

      Margaret shot me a look of sympathy. “With all due respect, we don’t know what we’re dealing with yet. Our number one priority is keeping the children who are alive safe.”

      “Doesn’t that start with explaining what happened to the others?” I demanded. It frustrated me that they weren’t launching a murder investigation immediately.

      “We will absolutely investigate,” Margaret promised me. “The Miriamic Police Department will be informed of what you’ve told us as soon as we’re done here.”

      “Is there any way I can help?” I asked.

      Margaret frowned. “I’m afraid not—not unless you know anything else.”

      “That’s all I know,” I replied, regret twisting in my gut. I wished I knew more to help them. I didn’t want anyone else getting hurt. I didn’t want to listen to another child die. That was something I was determined to prevent.

      “There must be something I can do,” I insisted.

      “I’m sorry, Lucas,” Margaret said. “Unless you’re a police officer or an investigative journalist, I don’t think there’s anything you can do.”

      An idea struck, and I shot to my feet. “Well, maybe there is something I can do. Thank you for your time, priestesses.”

      I left the Imperium headquarters and rushed back to school, inspiration sizzling in my bones. If the Imperium Council thought there was only one way to help, then I was taking it. I wasn’t here just to sit around and wait for people to die. I could do better to serve the coven.

      And I would.

      I marched down the hall, through one of the classrooms, and straight to Professor Carlisle’s office. He was hunched over his desk, catching up on grades, when I entered the room.

      “I’ll do it,” I announced.

      Professor Carlisle looked up from his paperwork, a delightful smile on his face. “Mister Taylor. It’s a pleasure to see you. What, may I ask, is it you want to do?”

      “I’ll take that position on the school paper you offered me last year,” I stated.

      His face fell. I’d never seen him look so pale before. “I’m sorry, but The Epitaph is no longer in print. No one joined the newspaper club this semester.”

      “Then we’ll bring it back,” I said confidently.

      Professor Carlisle laughed, like he thought I was joking. “And what? You'll write the whole paper? You’ll be the only club member?”

      I shrugged. “If I have to be.”

      He kept on laughing, like the idea was hilarious. “It would never work. We’d never have enough content.”

      “Then I’ll start my own publication,” I said simply. I hadn’t even realized I came up with the idea until I said it. “I guess I won’t need an advisor."

      I turned around and started to leave, but Professor Carlisle stopped me. “Mister Taylor, wait!”

      His laughter had completely died. I turned to face him.

      He eyed me curiously. “What exactly is it you’d like to report on?”

      “I want to investigate the missing children,” I told him.

      He adjusted his glasses. “Well, that is quite a heavy topic. Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      He cocked an eyebrow. “And you’d do this on your own?”

      “Yes,” I said, my mind made up.

      He sighed. “That won’t be necessary. The school already has printing resources available, and I must say I’ve missed advising on the paper. Let’s bring The Epitaph back.”

      “Really?” I asked, hope surging in my chest.

      Professor Carlisle nodded. “Really. Let me know as soon as you have something worth printing.”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      I left the room feeling like I’d seized some sort of power back from the perp who did this. Two kids were gone, and nothing was going to change that. But we could stop it from happening again.

      Whoever murdered those kids better watch out…

      Because I was coming for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          NADINE

        

      

    

    
      Returning to Miriam College of Witchcraft after winter break felt like coming home. I’d only spent one semester here, and already I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. The pointed Gothic peaks of Miriam Mansion were like beacons welcoming me back. The deep red carpet spanning the Main Foyer and the dark wood tones of the walls were a comfort. 

      As Talia and I headed to class on our first day back, I couldn’t take my eyes off the magic around me. Even after months living here, I was still entranced by it. Isa and Gus followed at our feet, and even the cats looked fascinated.

      At the top of the grand staircase, someone had created a “Welcome Back” banner using orbs—magical lights that twinkled in a beautiful display. A trio of Mentalists used their telekinetic abilities to ride brooms around the iron chandelier. They tossed a black ball around, until a professor yelled at them. The three of them ducked out the double doors on their brooms, zooming out into the snow. Their laughter echoed throughout the foyer.

      I smiled as I watched them fly away, but my attention was quickly caught by another group of witches. In the middle of the Main Foyer, a crowd of Mortana necromancers controlled mouse skeletons like puppets in a miniature rendition of Wicked. Onlookers gathered around as the Mortana sang an a cappella version of No One Mourns the Wicked. Talia started singing along and was still humming the tune long after we’d left the foyer.

      In the long hallway, cats prowled beside their owners. A warlock rushed past us holding a toad. Ahead of us walked an Alchemy clique who all had matching cauldron tattoos on their arms. They passed around potions bottles like they were trading cards. A girl with blonde hair took a sip of one, and her golden hair transformed into a dark black with red streaks. Next to her, a guy downed a different potion. I didn’t notice anything strange, until he turned a corner and I saw his nose had been replaced by a pig’s nose. He snorted a few times, and everyone in his group laughed.

      Talia and I passed by a study area. A dozen Seers sat around the tables, gazing into crystal balls and reading tarot. One girl held a piece of photo paper and pressed her hand to it. When she pulled away, an image of a ghostly figure was imprinted onto the paper. I knew the ability as thoughtography, where certain Seers could imprint psychic images onto surfaces. I was taking a thoughtography class this semester as an elective, even though I wasn’t a Seer. We were required to take a certain number of electives outside our Cast, to earn our Cast diversity and appreciation credits. I felt thoughtography was a really amazing and unique ability, so I was excited to see someone using it. 

      We continued toward the stairs that led to the basement. As we reached them, a first-year student looked deep in concentration. He muttered the word spellbook under his breath, but instead of conjuring a spellbook, he conjured an entire blown-up river tube. It blocked the stairs and knocked him backward. I was about to ask if he needed help, but he quickly righted himself and subconjured the river tube, muttering curses as he hurried away in embarrassment.

      All the magic was amazing to watch, but as we neared my classroom, I got a sinking feeling in my gut. I dropped my gaze.

      Talia glanced to me. “Is something wrong?”

      I shook my head, but my dark hair fell in front of my face to conceal it. I pushed it behind my ear. “Nothing. Just… feeling a little left out.”

      Talia frowned. I was the only Curse Breaker in the coven. With my powers, I could manipulate the flow of magic, which made me uniquely qualified to break curses. But I was the only one who could. I didn’t have friends within my Cast to practice cool magic with like everyone else. 

      I tried to lighten the mood and quickly asked, “What do you get when you put a Curse Breaker in an Alchemy class?”

      My best friend opened her mouth to answer, but I cut her off.

      “Don’t answer that,” I groaned. “It’s a terrible joke.”

      The answer to the question was: a total freaking disaster. But I didn’t need a reminder.

      We stopped next to one of the main Alchemy classrooms. Chatter spilled out into the empty hall from fellow classmates eager to brew their first potions. My stomach knotted as I thought about entering the room. 

      “Do you think they’ll realize I’m a fraud?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Talia encouraged. “You have the mark of an Alchemist. You have your crystal. You can fool anyone.”

      I rubbed my fingers over the fresh cauldron tattoo on my forearm. It’d been three weeks since I’d gotten it, so it was healed and convincing. My true mark, the mark of a Curse Breaker, was hidden beneath my shirt, just above my hip. I’d come to really love the crescent moon tattoo, but I had to hide it. 

      Grammy had warned me of the dangers of being the only Curse Breaker in the coven. People would turn on me, threaten me, and use me to perform spells the coven hadn’t been capable of for forty years. I feared that the Imperium would want me to do things I couldn’t physically handle. With the way my lupus reacted when I used magic, I’d never be able to keep up with the coven’s demands. I had to hide to protect myself.

      “You do have your crystal, don’t you?” Talia asked, noticing my hesitation.

      “Yes, of course.” I reached into my pocket and held up a small amethyst. Grammy had infused it with her own Alchemy magic before I came back to school. It was the only way to convince anyone I truly had Alchemy powers. But crystals like these were off-limits at school, as students could use them to enhance their powers and cheat on exams. I had no intention of letting anyone know I had it in my possession.

      Talia took me by the shoulders and looked me straight in the eye. “Then you have nothing to worry about. You’ve got this, Nadine. I believe in you. Your grandma believes in you. Lucas believes in you.”

      Lucas. My heart ached just thinking about him. I hadn’t seen him in weeks, and I missed him like the new moon missed the night sky. I’d left right after finals to visit my hometown. It was only an hour and a half drive, but it’d felt like thousands of miles. I barely had a day to get my cauldron tattoo and visit my parents’ graves before the weight of my magic hit me. Turns out, my magic and my lupus didn’t play well together. 

      Dr. Yonker had warned me this would happen. He reiterated it in my last appointment, right before I left. He promised things would get better, but that I had to keep using my magic, as that was the only way to train my body to handle it. In the meantime, I was going to feel worse and worse until my body got with the program.

      So far, all I’d managed to do was create a few simple orbs and subconjure a tube of Chapstick. That was enough to knock me on my ass for weeks. I’d only just gotten back to Octavia Falls, and I hadn’t seen Lucas yet. I couldn’t wait to be in his arms again.

      “You’ve all been really supportive,” I told Talia. “But if this doesn’t work⁠—”

      “It’s going to work,” she interrupted. “Now get in there and be the badass Nadine I know you are.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the compliment, but I didn’t move right away.

      Talia raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you at least curious to see what will happen?”

      “Don’t go using my curiosity against me,” I warned lightheartedly.

      She wrinkled her nose. “But it’s so easy.”

      I nudged her in the shoulder. “Fine, I’m going.”

      Talia’s voice turned serious again. “Good luck. I’ll see you at lunch.”

      “Bye, Tal.” I waved, then turned to the Alchemy lab. Steeling my nerves, I took a deep breath and stepped inside. 

      The Alchemy lab was located in the basement of the school, so there wasn’t much light except from a small window set high in the wall. Tables stood in rows, and a black cauldron had been placed atop each one. Along the far wall were endless shelves, housing spell books, herbs, extracts, and other potion ingredients.

      The walls were made of stone, with little crystals placed between the larger rocks. The crystals helped raise the vibrations in the room to assist in the alchemy process. Ever since my magic had been awakened, it was as if the entire world vibrated at a new frequency. I could sense magic like I never had before, and it was particularly strong in the Alchemy lab.

      I glanced around the room, searching for a friendly face. Most everyone had been paired up at their tables already, and though I recognized my classmates, I didn’t know any of them well. Gwen, one of Chloe’s back-up bitches, noticed me in the doorway. She tossed her white-blonde hair over her shoulder, displaying the cauldron tattoo on her chest. She shot me a sneer, then turned to her table mate and whispered something under her breath. Scathing, I’m sure.

      Whatever. I wasn’t going to waste my time with Gwen or any of the Lucky Three. Those girls could go choke on a toad for all I cared.

      Isa purred and rubbed up against my leg. I’d brought her along to class for emotional support. She gazed up at me with piercing green eyes, then shot a glance toward the back of the room. 

      A lone girl sat there, staring down at a spellbook. She had pale skin and thick black hair dyed purple on the ends. Her eyes were rimmed in dark makeup, and her lips were black to match her outfit. Her tight corset top accented her curvy figure. She had two silver piercings on her lower lips, which looked a little like vampire fangs at first glance. She took gothic style to the next level. I loved it. 

      She didn’t exactly look out of place in the coven, but there was something about her—a sort of energy she put off—that made everyone else avoid her. Nobody looked her way. In fact, they all sort of acted like she didn’t exist at all. I was equally intrigued by her as I was terrified. 

      I walked up to the girl and caught her attention. She glanced up at me with a totally bored expression on her face. “Can I help you?”

      “Mind if I sit here?” I asked.

      She glanced around the room, as if she was about to tell me to fuck off and go find another seat, but they were all taken.

      She sighed heavily, half rolling her eyes. “Be my guest.”

      I sat down, and Isa jumped into my lap. I expected the girl to say something more, but she turned back to her spellbook, like she couldn’t care less about her new lab partner.

      “I’m Nadine,” I offered.

      She looked up and frowned, like I was bothering her. “Onyx,” she introduced.

      “Sweet name,” I told her. “I love your nails.”

      Her nails were black, with a symbol from each Cast painted in deep purple.

      Onyx shot me a confused look, like she couldn’t figure out why I was talking to her. “Uh, thanks.”

      “Where’d you get them done at?” I asked. Maybe having one friend in this class would make the whole semester go smoothly.

      Some of the darkness in Onyx’s eyes lifted, though not all of it. “I did them myself.”

      “I really like them—” I started to say, but Professor Richards strolled into the room at that moment, cutting me off.

      “Quiet down, please,” he called. “I’m Professor Richards, and this is Alchemy 101.”

      It was the same greeting he used my first day in Miriamic History last semester. He’d been an incredible storyteller, so I was thrilled to see he was teaching Alchemy. 

      “Today, we’ll be brewing our first potion,” he announced. “It’s quite simple, just to get you acquainted with the equipment. Please turn your spellbooks to page three.”

      All around the room, students conjured their school-issued spellbooks out of thin air. I shyly reached into my bag and pulled out my book. Onyx eyed me curiously, then glanced down at the tattoo on my arm, as if questioning my status.

      “I’m still a total newbie,” I admitted. “Haven’t perfected conjuring yet.”

      She turned away, like she didn’t care for an explanation. At least she hadn’t asked any more questions. Conjuring shouldn’t be hard, but it used up unnecessary magic.

      The sound of students shuffling to open their spellbooks filled the room. I turned mine to page three and saw that we were brewing an elixir for relaxation. Perfect. I could use one of those.

      “We’ll start with the front of the class,” Professor Richards said, gesturing the first row forward. “Once you’ve gathered your ingredients, you may begin brewing.”

      While we waited our turn, I read through the instructions. It seemed simple enough. All we had to do was mix lavender oil with sage leaves and speak an incantation. Still, I was worried. When I’d practiced transferring magic from a crystal to a potion at Grammy’s house, all I did was burn the water. I didn’t even know you could burn water.

      Grammy said it was a good sign, that at least I was transferring magic. It was enough to convince my professor I had Alchemy magic, at least. I just hoped it was enough for me to pass.

      It finally came our turn, and Onyx and I returned to our table with our ingredients. I sat in my chair, but Onyx stood over the cauldron. Isa sat on my lap, peeking over the top of the table.

      “I’ll crush the sage,” I offered.

      Onyx didn’t say anything, just started measuring out lavender oil. I figured the cold shoulder was sort of her thing, but she could at least say something, right? I mean, we were working together.

      Onyx poured the oil into the cauldron, and I added the sage. She turned on the burner and began stirring. Her lips moved to mutter the incantation, but I barely heard her. Dark purple tendrils of magic swirled out of her fingers like smoke and filled the cauldron.

      Each member of the coven had their own color of magic. I’d learned that my magic was a dark blue. Onyx’s purple magic nearly shimmered. It was mesmerizing. 

      The strong scent of lavender filled my nostrils, and I could sense the buzz of her magic activating the potion. I watched in awe as she worked effortlessly. Maybe being Onyx’s partner wouldn’t be so bad, since she was willing to do the work herself.

      Professor Richards walked around the room with his hands clasped behind his back. He was ancient, but he moved with grace. He stopped at our table to observe Onyx’s magic. The purple tendrils separated from her fingers, then floated down seamlessly into the cauldron.

      “Very good, Miss Foxe,” he praised. He leaned over the cauldron and took a deep breath. “It’s effective, but could use slightly more potency. Should we give Miss Evers a chance to try?”

      I stiffened at the suggestion. “You want me to add more magic to the brew?”

      “The more magic in the potion, the stronger it will be,” Professor Richards said simply. 

      “I’m not very practiced,” I admitted. “My Evoking Ceremony was only a few weeks ago.”

      “Everything you need is right there in your spellbook,” he said, stabbing the page with his index finger. “What more do you need, Miss Evers?”

      In front of us, a student caught his attention with a question. 

      “Excuse me a moment.” Professor Richards gave us a polite nod, then headed a few tables away.

      Onyx looked down at me and held out the mixing spoon. “Here,” she said impatiently.

      I stood to look over the cauldron and sighed heavily. If I could pull this off, I’d convince the whole school I was a true Alchemist. This potion was my one chance to thwart off any suspicion.

      Discreetly, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my amethyst crystal. I clung to it tightly in one hand and held the other over the cauldron as I’d seen Onyx do. I glanced down at the incantation in the book.

      
        
        Light of sun and songs majestic

        Make this potion soothe the restless.

      

      

      I didn’t need the incantation. My magic didn’t work the same as Alchemists did. As a Curse Breaker, I could control the flow of magic—take it from one place and put it in another. That’s why I could use the Alchemy crystal. All I had to do was transfer Grammy’s Alchemy magic from the amethyst into the potion.

      But if I didn’t speak the incantation, I’d come off as a fraud. So I began muttering it under my breath while trying to focus my energy on the crystal. I felt the magic buzzing inside of it. When I focused intently on it, I could taste a sugary sweetness on my tongue, with a citrus aftertaste. 

      I followed the instructions Grammy had given me; envision the magic as a water current. I pictured it flowing through my veins, and used that to control the pathways through my body. Then, I directed it outward through my hands.

      Dark blue magic began to swirl out of my fingers. My heart surged in triumph, but I’d barely gotten started. I imagined the magic flowing down into the cauldron, and it followed my command.

      The arm I held above the cauldron began to weaken with each passing second. It felt as if I was holding a fifty-pound weight out in front of me. My knees shook beneath me as a wave of fatigue hit. The fatigue was a symptom of lupus—it was my body reacting to the magic flowing through it. I longed to drop my hand, to collapse back into my chair, but I’d be damned if I gave up so easily. I pushed past it and steadied myself against the edge of the table with the hand that grasped the crystal. 

      “Whoa, you okay?” Onyx’s voice cut through my concentration. “You look really pale.”

      “I’ve got this,” I told her through gritted teeth.

      But I was lying. One moment I was staring down at the blue smoke coming from my fingers. The next it flickered a blinding white, like a crack of lightning. A huge boom sounded through the room, and a blast shot Onyx and me backward. I hadn’t even processed what had happened before I was lying flat on my back on the floor.

      The sound of Isa crying loudly from my side was the only thing to ground me to the present. My vision became dark, but slowly and surely, the room came back into view. My heart hammered rapidly. I struggled to my elbows to see that the cauldron had split clear in two. A huge purple cloud of smoke hovered above it. Our elixir was running all over the table and down into the flames. A gag-inducing smell of burnt lavender assaulted my nose, and people started pinching their noses and complaining loudly. A few girls at the front of the room even ran out into the hall, claiming the stench was going to make them puke.

      “Dear Goddess!” Professor Richards cried. He hurried to our station and quickly shut off our burner, then came to my side.

      Onyx was already getting to her feet. She didn’t say anything, but the dark glare she sent me as she dusted off her black skirt was enough. This girl may have been the loner when I walked in the room, but I was the real freak in this class.

      “Miss Evers, are you all right?” Professor Richards asked.

      “Fine,” I lied, pressing my palm to my pounding head. “I’m sorry about the cauldron. I’m not feeling well.”

      Professor Richards didn’t inquire further. It wasn’t a secret that my father was human, and it didn’t take much to deduce that I was sick. It didn’t happen to all half-witches, but according to Dr. Yonker, autoimmune diseases were common among mixed children. My lupus wasn’t a huge secret around here.

      “Why don’t you head back to your dorm?” Professor Richards suggested. 

      “But the cauldron—” I started.

      “We’ll get this cleaned up,” he assured me. “Miss Knight, can you get some towels from the supply closet?”

      Gwen’s jaw dropped. “Me?”

      “Yes, please hurry,” Professor Richards said sternly as he helped me sit up.

      Gwen poked her table mate in the side. “Come on, Stacey.”

      Stacey followed beside her. Gwen sneered as she walked by me. She leaned over and whispered to Stacey. “That’s so unfair. Is he just going to let her out of class every time she fucks something up? She’ll be gone every class period.”

      Stacey snickered under her breath. 

      What the hell, bitch? This girl didn’t even know me.

      By the way Stacey looked down her nose at me, I could only guess Chloe had been talking about me behind my back—and whatever lies she made up must’ve been pretty nasty.

      Professor Richards pulled me to my feet, though I could barely stand. I immediately collapsed into my chair.

      “Will you need help back to your room?” he asked.

      “No,” I replied, still trying to catch my breath. I didn’t like being coddled, even if I could hardly walk sometimes from fatigue.

      “Are you sure?” he pressed. 

      “I’ll be fine,” I nearly snapped at him. “I just need a moment.”

      I was aware of all my classmates’ eyes on me, but I’d used up so much energy trying to do that spell that I had no fucks left to give. I leaned my elbows on the table and buried my face in my hands.

      Why? Why? Why? I cursed my body. That spell was literally the easiest one in the book. If I couldn’t do that, I had no hope of passing this class.

      “Here,” Onyx said, pulling me from my thoughts. I looked up to see her holding out my amethyst crystal. “You dropped this.”

      Her eyebrows knitted together as she stared down at it, like she could sense something wasn’t quite right. 

      I quickly snatched it out of her hand. “Thanks.”

      Gwen and Stacey returned with the towels, and Professor Richards started mopping up the spilled potion.

      “She’s not even a full witch,” Gwen whispered loudly to Stacey, like having only one parent from the Miriamic Coven made my magic less valid.

      “I’m not surprised,” Stacey whispered back. “She doesn’t look like she knows what she’s doing.”

      I wasn’t going to sit here and listen to this. On any normal day, I’d tell the bitches to fuck off, but I didn’t have the energy right now. I grabbed my spellbook and shoved it in my bag, along with my crystal, then started out of the room. Isa followed, but she stopped at Gwen’s row and growled at her.

      Gwen threw her head back in laughter. “Oh, like I’m scared of a cat.”

      Gwen hissed at Isa in distaste.

      “Isa,” I called, before my cat got herself into trouble. Her ears perked up, and she hurried along beside me.

      I was relieved when I made it out of the room, but I could hardly keep myself upright. I had to steady myself against the wall. When I reached the stairs, it felt like they stretched a mile above me. I sat on the bottom step to catch my breath before climbing them. I had a grudge against stairways.

      But I held a bigger grudge against failure. I was going to figure out my powers—and I was going to make one hell of a convincing Alchemist.

      I stayed to catch my breath a few minutes longer, but I wanted to be long gone by the time class let out. After I managed to drag myself upstairs, I returned to my dorm room. I didn’t have long until my next class, but I snuggled up with Isa and looked over my schedule. Once I sat down, I didn’t want to get back up. 

      Eventually, I convinced myself that skipping the first day of class was no way to start the semester. I just hoped I didn’t have to use magic the rest of the day.

      Isa purred lightly and had fallen asleep on the cushion beside me. I gathered my things and left without her.

      Meditation and Inner Magic was held in one of the yoga studios. When I walked in, I found Professor Wykoff sitting cross-legged on a yoga mat at the front of the room. Her eyes were closed, and she held her hands together at her chest.

      “Welcome, Miss Evers,” she said without opening her eyes. She spoke in a quiet, melodic voice. “Please take a seat wherever you feel comfortable.”

      I hesitated and glanced around the room. Ten other students were already here, each getting comfortable on their own mats.

      “How’d you know it was me?” I asked.

      I’d had Professor Wykoff last semester for Introduction to Tarot, so we were acquainted well, but she hadn’t opened her eyes to look at me.

      “You have a distinct walk,” she said lightly, still taking deep breaths. “You tread softly, on the balls of your feet, and slow, like each movement is calculated.”

      I began setting up my yoga mat in an empty space near her. “Can you tell all your students by the way they walk?”

      “Not everyone,” she admitted. “Some I can tell by the energy of their breath; others by the magic they give off. You will learn to do the same in this class. There is much to learn in the stillness. The more you discern your inner energy, the more you can understand the external.”

      “It all sounds very exciting,” I told her genuinely.

      As soon as everyone arrived, Professor Wykoff began leading us through a guided meditation. All we had to do was lie flat on our backs and listen to her voice. I ended up drifting off pretty quickly. When I woke at the end of class, I felt much better, like some of my energy had returned. Meditation and Inner Magic was officially my favorite class.

      I left class with my mat strap over my shoulder. I was passing through the Main Foyer on my way back to the dorm when my eyes caught a lock of brown hair. My heart stopped for a moment, before kicking alive and hammering like crazy.

      Lucas stood at the fireplace, looking sexier than I remembered. My eyes roamed over his long legs and broad shoulders. I noticed the chain from the key necklace I’d given him poking out from beneath his shirt. One of his hands rested on the fireplace mantle, while the other was shoved into the pocket of his jeans. He stared down into the burning coals with a deeply contemplative look on his face. His arms were covered in his signature gray zip-up hoodie, but his t-shirt was lifted slightly, showing off a sliver of skin above his waistband. All I wanted to do was run my fingers along it, and do other things I probably shouldn’t be considering.

      Slowly, Lucas’s gaze lifted until his eyes landed on me. It was as if he had sensed me enter the room, like he was drawn to me by some inexplicable force—the same that drew me to him. His mesmerizing green eyes sparkled, and for a moment I was starstruck, frozen in place. A smile touched the corners of his lips, and I beamed back.

      Lucas dropped his arm from the fireplace and approached me. When he walked, I swore I could hear a choir singing somewhere in the back of my mind. He was like an angel on earth. An angel of death, perhaps—but an angel nonetheless.

      Lucas reached me, and it was in that moment I realized I’d been holding my breath. I sighed, feeling relieved.

      “Nad,” he said breathlessly as he reached out to catch a lock of my hair. “My little miracle.”

      “Miracle?” I asked.

      He shrugged and tucked my hair behind my ear. “You came back from the dead. You’re my miracle.”

      My heart swooned, and I realized I very much liked him calling me that. If it weren’t for Lucas, I wouldn’t be here. He’d saved me from death. I owed him my life, but I’d gladly give up anything for him. I’d been willing to give up my soul in exchange for his, and I’d do it all over again if he asked.

      “I missed you so much,” I whispered, before flinging my arms around his waist. 

      He winced, and I pulled back. I’d forgotten for a second he was still healing from fighting the reaper the night of my ceremony. He’d literally fought off a reaper to keep me from being taken to the Abyss. He could take my life, my heart, my everything. I was his now.

      I bit my lower lip. “Sorry.”

      He wrapped his arms tighter around me and stared into my eyes. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I didn’t waste a second before standing on my toes and pressing my lips to his. Lucas gasped in surprise, like he didn’t expect me to kiss him in front of the whole school, but I didn’t care. He relaxed quickly and brought his hands to my face, cradling it as the passion surged between us.

      My stomach flipped, like taking the deep dive at the top of a roller coaster. My heart felt like it was floating in my chest, but it pounded furiously at the same time. I could swear the floor had dropped from beneath our feet, like the only thing keeping me grounded in place was Lucas’s hands on mine. All I wanted to do was get him alone.

      Far too soon, we drew away from each other. Lucas’s eyes remained closed, like he was drinking in the high from the kiss for a few moments longer. I felt lighter than I had all month. Drawing him closer, I pressed my nose into his shirt. His spiced pumpkin and apple scent filled my nostrils. It was stronger than I remembered, like being away from him so long had left me ravenous for his scent. A wave of serenity washed over me, permeating down into my bones. It was amazing the effect he had on me.

      Lucas held me tight and pressed his nose into my hair. “I missed you, too. Winter break was hell without you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said as I drew away. “I wanted to see you sooner, but I got sick.”

      Lucas reached up and ran his fingers through my hair. “Hey, don’t apologize for being sick.”

      I winced. “Habit.”

      Lucas’s hands trailed down my arms, until they stopped at my hands. I entwined my fingers through his. Just touching him sent me spiraling upward on this high I thought I might never come down from.

      He gazed down at me longingly. “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

      “What?” I teased with a smirk. “Texting wasn’t enough to satisfy you?”

      To be honest, it was a little more than just texting.

      He smiled back. “Was it enough to satisfy you?”

      “Hell no!” I said without thinking about it. I pressed my lips together as a blush rose to my cheeks. “I mean…”

      Lucas leaned in close to me. His warm breath brushed across my ear, sending tingles down to my toes. “There’s so much I missed doing with you.”

      I glanced around the foyer. Several people sat in study areas, and others headed up and down the stairs, but no one paid us any attention.

      “We can fix that,” I whispered.

      Lucas’s eyes blazed with hunger as I took his hand firmly in mine and dragged him down the hall. My eyes darted around for a private location and landed on the glass doors of the greenhouse. I dragged him inside. It was warm inside, and the shelves were lined with all types of magical plants. The nearest one had black flowers shaped like potion vials. Another had bright pink buds with tentacles that moved. In the center of the greenhouse was a huge Venus fly trap. A bee buzzed by, and the plant snapped at it, consuming it within its leaves. 

      Lucas and I were alone, but our hands did all the talking. The moment we were concealed inside the greenhouse, I dropped my yoga mat at my feet and grabbed Lucas by the collar. I dragged him toward me, and our lips connected. His hips pressed into mine, until I was backed against the wall. I raked my fingers through his hair as his tongue slid into my mouth, sending heat pooling between my thighs. If I thought my heart was going crazy earlier, it was nothing compared to making out with him.

      Lucas’s hands roamed up and down my body, like he wanted to savor every inch of me. Slowly, he pushed the hem of my shirt upward, and his hands settled on my hips. His thumbs moved to caress my skin. My nipples hardened beneath my shirt, and I arched my back to invite his hands up further⁠—

      But he didn’t get the hint. Lucas drew away breathlessly.

      “Hey,” I teased. “I wasn’t finished.”

      He chuckled lightly, but when I reached up to draw him closer, he pushed my hands away. “We can’t get carried away,” he reminded me.

      I dropped my hands at my sides and spoke softly. “We won’t. I will never make you do anything you don’t want to do.”

      “I know. It’s just… the Reaper’s Shadow curse is real, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      The Reaper’s Shadow was a curse upon the mate of the Reaper’s Apprentice. In other words, the further Lucas and I went, the more we risked.

      “The lines are clear,” I replied. “If we have sex, I come down with a terrible illness. Anything before that should be safe. But we’ll stop at whatever lines you want to draw.”

      “I just don’t know what’s safe,” he admitted. “Are we counting oral?”

      I nudged him playfully. “Do you really think I’d blow you right here?”

      Truth was, I would if he asked me. 

      He chuckled, like he enjoyed the picture in his mind. “No, but you still didn’t answer my question.”

      “I was hoping we’d get that far some day, but if you don’t want to, we won’t.” I reached out to take his hand in mine. “We’ll only go as far as you’re comfortable with. But I don’t want you to be scared of the Reaper’s Shadow curse, either. The stages are sex, marriage, and kids. There’s a consequence for each, but we don’t have to go that far.”

      “Do you really want that?” Lucas asked, sounding hesitant. “Can you really live with not ever having kids?”

      “If it means I get you, yes,” I said honestly. Kids were great, but they were never high on my list of must-haves. Before Octavia Falls, I’d planned to become a homicide detective. Kids had never really been a part of that picture.

      “But you still want to have sex,” he stated.

      “Of course I do. I want to be with you in every way possible.” I ran my fingers across his chest, admiring the shape of his body. It wasn’t so much about the sex. I could die a virgin if I had to. It was the sex with him. I wanted him so badly I’d gladly lay down my life for his. I couldn’t keep my desire for him bottled up forever. I could take a little illness to show him just how much I cared.

      He grabbed my wrists to stop me. “You already have one disease. Cursing you to another could kill you.”

      I dropped my gaze. Illness, I could deal with. But now that he put it that way, I wasn’t sure.

      “We’ll avoid anything you’re uncomfortable with, until I learn how to use my gift and can break this curse,” I promised.

      Lucas raked his fingers through his hair. “This curse is dangerous for you, though. Remember that the guy who cast it murdered his own mother.”

      “I know, but Mother Miriam chose me for a reason. I have to be able to break this curse somehow.”

      Lucas squeezed my hand. “I wish it were that easy, but the magic could overwhelm you. You have to understand. I just want to protect you.”

      When he put it that way, it was hard to argue. Problem was, I wasn’t going to give up on this curse. I wanted to be with Lucas without fear of slipping up. That was the worst part—the fear. It felt as if we were chained down, unable to get close enough to touch. Lucas and I needed our freedom from that fear if we were to make this work long-term. And we would make this work, because there were no other options. He was it for me, the only person I ever wanted to be with. And I knew he felt the same way about me.

      But he asked me to take things slow, and I would honor that.

      “We don’t have to do anything,” I told him. “I just need to know where you draw the line, so we don’t cross it.”

      Lucas thought about it for a moment.

      “I don’t need your answer now,” I offered. “You can think about it as long as you want.”

      “I don’t have to,” he said, sounding confident. “I want to be with you in every way we can. We draw the line at sex. I’m comfortable with everything before that.”

      Lucas leaned in, and my pulse quickened. He pressed his lips to mine, and though the kiss was gentle, heat flared in my thighs. He trailed his lips across my skin, ending at the sensitive area below my ear. His breath sent tingles down my spine. “I can’t wait to try it all out.”

      I laughed as he kissed me again. “Me either, but probably not right here in the greenhouse.”

      He drew away, smirking. “You’re probably right.”

      He took my hand, and we left the greenhouse. “I hope you kept busy over break.”

      I shrugged. “If binge-watching TV and cuddling my cat counts.”

      “You must’ve done more than that.”

      “I read some good mystery novels, and did lots of oracle card spreads.”

      Lucas cocked an eyebrow. “Learn anything interesting?”

      The truth was, most of the spreads were regarding him. I’d pulled so many cards over the last few weeks I couldn’t make sense of what the readings meant anymore. 

      “I’m still trying to decipher the cards,” I admitted. “What about you?”

      He glanced around the hall, but no one was watching us. “I’ve been waiting to tell you until you got back. I talked to the Imperium Council about the missing boys.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Do they know anything?”

      He shook his head. “Just that these cases are crazy weird. Anyway, I talked to Professor Carlisle, and he’s willing to bring back The Epitaph.”

      I shot him a curious look. “The Epitaph?”

      “The school paper,” Lucas clarified. “I want to report on the missing kids.”

      My jaw dropped. “You’re going into investigative journalism?”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I just… didn’t picture you as a reporter, though you do have a way with words,” I said. “Gotta admit, I’m a little jealous.”

      “Jealous?” he questioned.

      I smirked. “Out of the two of us, who would you think is more likely to launch an investigation?”

      “You,” he admitted without missing a beat. 

      Surely he hadn’t forgotten how I’d followed the Treacherous Tarantulas to their hideout last semester. I was itching for an adventure.

      “You’re welcome to help me,” Lucas offered.

      “I wish.” I sighed. “I’ll be lucky to drag my butt halfway across town until I figure this whole magic thing out and what it’s doing to my body.”

      Lucas got a concerned look on his face. “How are you feeling?”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t about to lie to him. “Same as usual—kinda shitty.”

      “Nad, you have to tell me these things. Don’t leave me guessing. If you need anything, you have to ask.” Lucas placed his hands on my shoulders and stared down at me with a gentle gaze. “Let me take care of you.”

      I didn’t want anyone taking care of me, but when Lucas offered, my stomach flipped a hundred times over. If anyone were to take care of me, I wanted it to be him.

      “Okay,” I agreed. “I’ll make sure to ask.”

      “Good.” He placed a kiss on the top of my head. “Do you need anything right now?”

      “Lunch?” I suggested. “Talia and I were going to meet up.”

      “Lunch sounds perfect.” Lucas took my hand, and we walked to the cafeteria. We filled up our plates and spotted Talia and Grant waving us over to their table.

      I noticed Grant’s hair was wet. “How was your morning swim?” I asked.

      He leaned forward with bright eyes. “Fantastic! I made my best time yet. I’m going to try out for the swim team this year.”

      Talia moved a stack of lyrics from beside her to make room for me. 

      I tilted my head. “The college has a swim team?”

      “Sort of,” Lucas said as he sat. 

      Grant shot him a look. “I mean, it’s more of an individual sport. We don’t compete against other schools, but I’ll swim against other students—if I make the team. There are only so many competition slots.”

      “It sounds like fun,” Talia said brightly, popping a tater tot in her mouth.

      Grant beamed. “You should try out!”

      She laughed lightly. “Uh, no. I’m not a swimmer.”

      “Then try out for the diving team,” Grant suggested. “We could, you know… hang out.” His voice dropped at the last few words, like he felt self-conscious about suggesting it. 

      Talia didn’t seem to notice. “I’d rather focus on music, but thanks for the invitation. I’ll watch you from the stands.”

      Grant looked pleased by the offer.

      “So, how was everyone’s break?” I asked.

      Grant slumped in his chair, like he was trying to look cool. “Visited my abuela in Costa Rica, so you know. Beaches, babes, the whole shebang.”

      Lucas shot him a look. “I thought you said you spent the whole time running the front desk at your grandmother’s hotel.”

      Grant’s face paled, and he straightened in his chair. “Yeah, but it’s like on the beach. And there were a lot of hot girls.”

      Talia snickered. “Did you get any of their numbers?”

      Grant huffed, like he was so done with this inquiry. “I wasn’t interested in a long-distance thing.”

      “In other words, you tried, and they turned you down,” I teased.

      Grant rolled his eyes playfully.

      I was still chuckling as I brought my water to my lips. Just then, someone walked by our table and kicked the leg, jostling everything. My water splashed up into my face, and Lucas’s drink spilled everywhere, getting all over his pants.

      “Watch it, douchebag!” Lucas snarled.

      The guy scoffed, and I looked up to see it was Ryan—prime asshole of the school.

      “Didn’t see you there,” Ryan said in a fake-ass voice. He turned away and joined up with his buddies, who were all laughing wildly like it was the most clever prank on the planet. Ryan coughed and muttered losers under his breath.

      I rolled my eyes at them. “Real mature!” I called.

      Ryan caught my eye and scowled. Meanwhile, Grant flipped them off, but none of them noticed. Talia rushed to grab napkins and helped Lucas clean up the water. 

      “Sorry about those guys,” Lucas muttered.

      “Don’t apologize for them,” Grant said. “Those jerks are high or something.”

      I snorted. I mean, it wasn’t untrue.

      “Grant’s right,” Talia agreed. “They’re totally not worth your energy.”

      Lucas wiped up the last of the water. “I can handle them. I just don’t need you three getting caught in the crosshairs.”

      “That’s sweet, but we’re fine,” I assured him.

      “For sure.” Talia lifted her gaze, and her eyes caught something across the cafeteria. “Oh, there’s Cody!”

      Grant shot a scathing look over his shoulder at Talia’s boyfriend. She waved him over. Cody was a total hottie, but I hardly knew him.

      “Hey, Cody,” Talia said brightly. 

      “Hi, beautiful,” he practically sang. He leaned down to peck Talia on the lips and pulled something from behind his back when she wasn’t watching. It was a bouquet of red roses. 

      She squealed when she saw them, then took them in her hands to smell them. “Goddess, I love them. Why don’t you join us?”

      Cody’s dark eyes roamed the table, until landing on the pile of wet napkins in the center. His face fell. “It looks like your table’s full. Why don’t you sit by me?” He cocked his head toward a larger table, where a bunch of couples sat around sucking face. 

      Talia glanced at us, as if asking permission. None of us responded. I mean, what were we supposed to say? No, you can’t go sit by your boyfriend?

      “I, um... was eating with my friends,” she said.

      “I’ve got a seat reserved just for you.” He leaned over the table, close enough to whisper something in her ear. 

      She snickered and pushed him away playfully. “Cody!”

      He smirked down at her. “I’m not giving up. I want you to sit by me, babe.”

      Cody reached over and snatched up Talia’s stack of lyrics. He held them behind his back, and she grabbed for them. 

      “Cody, give it back,” she laughed.

      He smiled, like he enjoyed the game. “I’ll give it back when you come sit by me.”

      Talia sighed and dropped her shoulders. “Fair enough. Next time, we’ll get a bigger table we can all fit at. Sorry, guys.” 

      Talia grabbed her plate and shot us an apologetic expression.

      “Bye, Tal,” I said.

      Grant gave her a half-hearted salute as she left the table, but his expression soured as Cody draped an arm around Talia’s shoulder. 

      As soon as she was out of earshot, he leaned forward and whispered. “I’m the one who feels sorry for her. Anyone else hate that guy?”

      I poked at my food. “Hate’s a pretty strong word.”

      Lucas shrugged. “I don’t really know him.”

      “Come on, you guys,” Grant begged. “He steals Talia away every chance he gets. He doesn’t like any of us.”

      “He hasn’t had the chance to get to know us,” I pointed out. “As long as he makes her happy, I don’t care.”

      Grant raised an eyebrow. “Does he, though?”

      Lucas nudged Grant’s arm. “Sounds like someone’s a little jealous.”

      Grant frowned. “Yeah, yeah. We all know I’ve got the hots for her. That’s not what this is about.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “But it’s Talia’s choice.”

      Grant sighed and turned back to his food, but I didn’t miss the daggers he kept shooting at the back of Cody’s head.

      After lunch, Grant and Lucas both had class, so I headed back to my dorm by myself. It was when I turned the corner at the top of the stairs that I nearly ran into someone. It was a raven-haired girl in a tight black dress and thick tights. I took a step back, and the girl turned around. 

      My hands curled into fists when I saw it was Chloe. I didn’t know why clenching my fists was my go-to response now, but every time I saw her face, I just knew some shit was about to go down. 

      Chloe had it out for me because of the curse over our families. Forty years ago, our grandfathers got into a brawl. Her grandpa murdered mine and cast a curse that allowed only one family to stay within Octavia Falls each generation. From what I’d heard, Jeb Olson had died a few years back, after serving out his prison sentence for murder. But still, the curse lived on. 

      One of us had to leave town… or die. If we didn’t sort this out ourselves, the curse would do it for us. As soon as Chloe’s magic awakened, the curse would be activated. We were locked in a battle over our home.

      Chloe’s features darkened when her eyes met mine. She stood next to Gwen and Camille. In unison, the three of them crossed their arms, like they’d practiced the coordinated move in private. 

      Chloe pursed her lips and stuck out her hip. “Nadine. I have to admit, I wasn’t sure you’d come back this semester.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Why? Because I beat you to my Evoking Ceremony?”

      Chloe scoffed. “Just because you’re a few months older than me doesn’t make you special.”

      “It does give me the upper hand,” I said coolly.

      Chloe eyed me up and down, chuckling lightly. “What are you going to do, use defensive magic on me? According to Gwen, you passed out performing the simplest of spells. So by all means, I’d love to see what you’ve got.”

      “Sorry,” I shrugged. “I don’t waste my magic on people who don’t matter.”

      Chloe’s face paled. I went to step around her, but she blocked my path.

      “I told you not to go through with your ceremony,” she warned.

      “Whoops,” I said flatly. “Forgot I was supposed to be taking orders from you.”

      “I mean it,” she growled. “You don’t want to mess with this curse that’s over our families.”

      She eyed me with a burning threat in her eyes, but I wasn’t scared.

      “So, what? You’re going to kill me to keep your place in the coven?” I asked. “That’s a real good way to get kicked out.”

      Chloe opened her mouth, but the words halted on her tongue. She snapped her jaw shut and recovered quickly. “You’re going to leave.”

      I placed a hand on my hip and lifted my chin. “Is that so? Octavia Falls is my home, too. So maybe you should get out of town.”

      Chloe took a step forward and gritted her teeth. “I’m not going anywhere. My ceremony is the beginning of May. You have until then before the curse activates.”

      It was clear this was quickly becoming a deadly game of chicken. Neither of us were willing to give up our home.

      “I guess we’ll see how I feel about it then,” I said nonchalantly, though I knew my feelings wouldn’t change. I’d risk the curse to stay here.

      “Don’t make me do this,” Chloe warned.

      “Do what?” I asked innocently, though I knew exactly what she meant. She’d do anything in her power to drive me out of town. “I’m not making you do anything.”

      I pushed past her and headed down the hall to my room.

      “You’ll regret this!” she called after me. “One way or another, you will leave.”

      I turned back to her once I reached my door. “Have fun trying to drive me out of town.”

      I waved like I didn’t have a care in the world. Gwen and Camille both stared after me with mouths agape, but I stepped into my room and closed the door before the Lucky Three could say anything else.

      Problem was, the second I slipped inside, all my confidence dropped at the door. I slumped against the wall, worry knotting in my gut. Chloe was ruthless and unforgiving. And I just gave her an invitation to come at me.

      I knew the coven had rules, and they just might protect me… for now.

      But I couldn’t say with certainty that Chloe wouldn’t take things too far to get what she wanted.

      I had to learn how to break curses—before either Chloe or I ended up dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      I wanted Nadine more than I wanted anything in the world. Seeing her again was like a rain cloud had lifted from above me. She wasn’t just a ray of sun to brighten my gloomy days. She was the whole damn sun—and she lit up my world. No, she was my world, the reason for my existence.

      That was why I had to do everything I could to protect her. Nadine had tried to give her life for mine, and I could never thank her enough. I could never let anything bad happen to her. That started with making sure Octavia Falls was safe for her—for everyone. I had to catch the murderer still roaming these streets.

      “What’d Nadine think when you told her about your article?” Grant asked. He lounged on his bed, flipping through his textbook for Alchemy 202: Transfiguration Potions. “She loves a good mystery.”

      “She was curious,” I said as I grabbed a fresh notebook from my desk and subconjured it. “But she has enough to focus on without me asking for her help with this case.”

      “I’m sure that’s not all she’s curious about,” Grant teased, wiggling his eyebrows. 

      I rolled my eyes. 

      “I wish Talia would get curious about me,” he added.

      “You haven’t even made a move on Talia,” I pointed out.

      Grant shifted uncomfortably. “I’m waiting for the right time. It’ll happen.”

      To be honest, I wasn’t sure it would. Grant was all talk and no action. It was starting to get irritating to watch.

      “I hope it does,” I said honestly. I wasn’t holding my breath.

      I scoured the desk for a pen or pencil, but couldn’t find one. “Do you have a pen I can borrow?”

      “Sure.” Grant sat up to grab one from the cup on his desk. “What for?”

      “I have my first interview for my piece on the missing kids,” I told him.

      Grant’s eyebrows shot up. “The families are going to talk?”

      “I guess so,” I said. I could hardly believe it, either. “I called Caleb Thomas’s parents, and they were thrilled to hear someone was investigating again. I’m finally feeling better after my run-in with that reaper, and I managed to set up a proper interview.”

      Grant’s shoulders fell. “Do you really think you can find out what happened to the kids?”

      I pressed my lips together. “I don’t know. But I’m going to try.”

      I didn’t care what it took. I had to do everything in my power. I didn’t know what exactly that looked like yet, but I had a duty to protect this coven. Mother Miriam wouldn’t have given me this gift if she didn’t want me to use it for good. I’d heard more than once that the coven was in danger, and I wasn’t about to ignore those warnings.

      The first dying thought had come from Nadine’s mother. The coven’s in danger. Stay safe, Nadine. I love you.

      I ran her message over again and again in my mind as I left campus. Faith Evers hadn’t said how the coven was in danger, but this had to be it. It was almost like she knew something about Caleb’s disappearance. I didn’t know how she knew. She’d been an Alchemist, not a Seer who might’ve actually had a vision about it. Either way, I couldn’t ignore this.

      Isaac Miller had given me a similar warning when he died. Playtime is over. No child in the coven is safe. I’d be damned if I didn’t do something to protect the coven’s children.

      The walk wasn’t long, and it was nice out for the end of January. It was Saturday, but the street was quiet. I stopped at the end of a shoveled walkway, looking over the house. The Thomas’ house was tall and narrow, with two stories and a sharp, peaked roof. I eyed the property for clues, but nothing stuck out at me as suspicious.

      I approached the door and hesitated a moment before knocking. The sound of my knuckles was barely audible over the pounding of my own heart. I wasn’t much of a people-person, and I had zero experience in journalism. I’d be lucky if I managed to pull off this interview.

      The door swung open, and a woman with dark bangs and a ponytail stood behind it. She looked like she’d been expecting me. 

      “Krista Thomas?” I asked. “We spoke on the phone.”

      “Yes, hi,” she greeted brightly. “You’re the journalist?”

      It took me a second to process the answer, because no one had ever called me a journalist before. I cleared my throat. “That’s me. May I come in?”

      “Of course.” She pulled the door open wider, and I stepped inside. 

      “I’m Lucas Taylor,” I introduced, reaching out to shake her hand. It felt really awkward and formal. Like I said, I was not a people-person. “I’m working on a piece about your son for the school’s paper, The Epitaph. I was hoping I could ask you and your husband a few questions.”

      “Yes, anything.” She gestured to the couch, then called down the hall. “Keith, sweetie! The journalist is here.”

      There was no response.

      “Hang on a second,” she said kindly. “He’s probably in the garage. I’ll go get him.”

      Krista left the room, and I shifted uncomfortably on the couch. I glanced around the room, as if I might find clues there. Their house was big and tidy, with a homey feel to it. They obviously had a sense of artistic taste I completely lacked, because all the colors matched in shades of brown and red. There was a big, ornate clock on the wall, across from a display of family photos that were arranged atop a huge wall decal shaped like a tree. In a hutch sat a collection of alchemy supplies, which wasn’t unusual, since both the parents were Alchemists. They seemed like a positively normal family.

      As my eyes roamed over the family pictures on the walls, I noticed a young boy in most of them. Caleb.

      I found myself drawn to the photographs, and I stood from the couch to get a closer look. The first photo showed the young boy being pushed on a swing at the park. The man pushing him looked at least ten years my senior. I guess that was his dad. Another showed the two at the pool, with the young boy in a floatie while his dad looked up at the camera. 

      I noticed Krista didn’t appear in most of the photos. I thought that was kind of weird, until I glanced across the room and noticed a camera bag on the entertainment center. Then it hit me that she’d been the one to take the pictures.

      I looked back to the photos and spotted one where Caleb sat in front of a birthday cake. There were six candles on it. Poor kid. That was the last birthday cake he ever had.

      “He’s cute, isn’t he?” a male voice asked.

      I whirled around to see a man standing there. He was the guy in the photos—Caleb’s father. He held a dish cloth in his hands and looked to be polishing something. His pants were covered in sawdust.

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” he apologized. “I was doing some woodworking in the garage.”

      “Oh?” I asked curiously. “What are you working on?”

      He pulled a small object out of the cloth and showed me a wooden carving of a chess pawn. I took it from him and eyed it. It was really smooth, and though it was a simple design, it looked really nice.

      “You carve these yourself?” I asked, impressed.

      Keith nodded. “I’m making a set for Caleb. He always was a bright kid.”

      “Making it for him?” I asked, handing the pawn back. 

      At first, I thought he meant in his honor, but Keith answered, “For when he comes back. The Miriamic Police are going to find him. Now that the other kid is missing, they’ve reopened the investigation. That’s why you’re reporting on it, isn’t it?”

      My tongue felt like sandpaper. I didn’t know how to break it to him that his son was dead. I mean, I didn’t have a body. But I’d heard Caleb’s last thought. I didn’t need more confirmation than that.

      Krista entered the room then, saving me from my foolish gaping. She carried a tray of cheese and crackers. “Why don’t we all sit down, and we can talk?”

      She gestured to her husband, then to the couch. She set the snacks on the coffee table between us, and I took a seat on the opposite chair. 

      “Do you mind if I record this?” I asked.

      “No, of course not,” Keith answered. He clutched the pawn tightly in his hand, like it was a beacon of hope for his son’s return.

      There’s nothing more horrible than sitting in the presence of a hopeful parent, knowing their hope was futile. My guts twisted in my abdomen at the thought of being the one to break the news to them, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be the one to tell them their son was never coming back. I couldn’t sit here and watch their hearts break like that.

      I conjured my phone and started recording, then pulled out my notebook and pencil to jot down notes. They stared back at me expectantly, and I cleared my throat. “What can you tell me about your son’s disappearance?”

      Ouch. The question stung coming out of my mouth. That wasn’t a question any parent should ever have to answer.

      “Well, it’s like you probably already know,” Krista said. She seemed tense, but she spoke clearly, like she’d grown accustomed to talking about it. “A year ago, we put Caleb down for bed, and when we woke up, he was just… gone.”

      “You never heard anything that night?” I asked.

      Keith shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “When did you realize your son was missing?” I questioned.

      Krista’s gaze dropped. “It was a Saturday, but Keith had gone into work to catch up on some paperwork. He works for the city. Caleb usually wakes around seven-thirty on weekends. I was doing laundry, cleaning up, and I lost track of time. By eight o’clock, I realized he hadn’t woken up yet, so I went into his room and⁠—”

      She choked up and placed her hand over her mouth. Keith leaned over and wrapped an arm around her. I didn’t say anything, just waited for her to compose herself.

      After a few moments, she cleared her throat. “When I went into his room, it was empty.”

      “You mean that your son wasn’t in his bed?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Was there anything else missing from the room?”

      She shook her head and wiped her nose. “Nothing. The only thing missing was Caleb.”

      My brow furrowed. “Early reports said there was a window open in his room. Is that correct?”

      Keith held his wife close as she answered. “Yes. That’s the only thing that was strange. His toys were still out, like they’d been the night before. Everything was in order except that window.”

      “You didn’t open it?” I asked.

      “No,” Keith answered. “It was cold out, the end of autumn. We left all the windows shut.”

      I pressed the end of my pen to my lips, wondering how I was going to figure out what happened to these kids. I had to cover all my bases. “What were his sheets like when you found him missing, Mrs. Thomas?” 

      She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “Was his bed made?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. They were tousled, like he’d been sleeping in them all night.”

      I scribbled a few things down in my notebook. “Do you believe there’s any chance he could’ve run away?”

      “No,” Keith said firmly. “Caleb had a very happy life here. He was never a flight risk.”

      “I don’t believe he was,” I stated, trying to ease his nerves. “I’m just covering my bases.”

      I took a deep breath before continuing. “Do you know if your child ever had contact with Isaac Miller, the other missing boy?”

      “We don’t think so,” Krista answered. “They were in different grades at school. Even their recess time was different.”

      I tapped my pen against the paper. What was it exactly that these two boys had in common?

      I decided to focus less on that at the moment and learn everything I could about Caleb Thomas while I was here. “Do you mind if I see his room?”

      “By all means,” Keith invited. He stood and gestured down the hall. “But I doubt you’ll find anything the police didn’t.”

      I doubted it, too, but I had to at least try.

      The hall was decorated with the same homey touch as the living room. Family pictures lined the walls, and there was a big cabinet on the end with keepsakes and trophies in it. My eyes caught the nameplate on the biggest one, and I noticed it was a championship trophy in swimming.

      “You’re a swimmer?” I asked Keith, eyeing the trophy.

      “I swam a little in college,” he said proudly.

      “Oh, don’t be so modest,” Krista countered. “He spent five hours a day training. He was always at the pool.”

      Keith pulled Krista close and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “What can I say? It won me that trophy.”

      “He won that the night he proposed,” Krista told me.

      “How long have you been married?” I asked.

      Krista took a deep breath, like it’d been so long they’d stopped counting. “Eleven years. Wow, I can’t believe it’s been that long.”

      The two shared a deep look, and I instantly felt a pang of jealousy hit me. I wanted that for Nadine and me. I wanted us to last that long, and longer. But I knew we wouldn’t get the chance—because of the damn Reaper’s Shadow curse. It was more heartbreaking than I cared to admit. I’d sooner die than give her up, but protecting her came first—at all costs.

      I gestured to a closed door. “This is Caleb’s room?”

      “Yes, it is,” Keith said.

      I opened the door and held my breath. I wished I could say I was impressed by what I saw, but I wasn’t. It looked like a regular kid’s room, with a twin bed, a bookshelf, closet, and a few toy boxes. Everything was clean, and his bed was made. The curtains had been drawn over the window. For a second, I was half surprised it was closed—like I expected to walk in here with it looking exactly like it had the day he left.

      I walked further into the room, my eyes roaming over Caleb’s dinosaurs and cars. I saw nothing out of the ordinary. “Have you had Seers come into this room?”

      “Yes,” Krista said from the doorway. “No one can tell us what happened to him.”

      I bent down to inspect his toys. He seemed to be really into cars, as he had a whole stack of them on a shelf. I picked up an old black Chevy Impala and looked it over. “Have you had any other Casts come in?”

      I knew other Casts could prove handy with their abilities, too. Some Mortana could read the auras of the room and see if anyone had died there. Gifts like that might be useful in a situation like this.

      “Believe us,” Keith stated sadly, “we really have tried everything.”

      “And there’s just… nothing?” I blew an exasperated breath and set the Impala back on the shelf.

      Krista’s eyes watered. “Nothing. It’s the same with that other boy, isn’t it?”

      I swallowed. “I have yet to interview his family. If I find anything, I’ll let you know. Is there anything else you can tell me about Caleb?”

      I stood and began pacing around the room again.

      “He was so sweet,” Krista praised. “He was kind, well-behaved. No one could possibly have anything against our little boy. He loved cars and puppies and playing at the park—all the things a little boy should love.”

      My eyes landed on an old cast sitting atop the desk. “What’s that?”

      Keith looked sad when I asked. “Caleb was a little… accident-prone.”

      Krista winced at the comment. “He broke his ankle three times.”

      My brow furrowed. “Is there a reason for that? Brittle bones, perhaps?”

      Keith shook his head. “No medical reason. The doctors say that after the first time he broke his ankle, it weakened the bones, so they’re more prone to breaking again.”

      So… what did I have? A clumsy kid who was too nice for his own good and liked toys? It wasn’t much to go on. 

      I stood there awkwardly and glanced around the room. I gestured to the closet. “Do you mind if I look around?”

      Keith shook his head. “No, not at all. Take your time.”

      Keith started to leave the room to give me space, but Krista stayed a moment to observe. Her husband nudged her in the arm, and the two of them walked down the hall. I could hear them whispering to each other, but I was glad for the distance. I felt a little weird being watched.

      I went to the closet first, but there was nothing there besides clothes and more toys. I made my way around the room, inspecting under furniture like I might actually find something. The truth was, I was way out of my element here. 

      The bed was next to the window, and I approached that last. I got down on all fours and checked under it. It was dark, so I conjured an orb and used it to illuminate the space. Besides a few dust bunnies, I found nothing. I sat on the bed and glanced around the room hopelessly.

      After a few beats, I turned to the window and pushed the curtains aside. I inspected the frame closely, but I found no signs of forced entry, though I didn’t expect to. The Miriamic Police Department would’ve noted that by now.

      I’d be damned if I left here with nothing. I’d search every inch of this room if I had to. Problem was, I’d pretty much covered it all already.

      I got off the bed and lifted the mattress—my last-ditch effort to find a clue. Something clinked against the wall, and my heart lurched. Quickly, I dropped the mattress back into place and flattened my belly against the floor. I used my orb to check underneath the bed again, and my magical light glittered against a small golden object that had fallen from behind the mattress. 

      I reached beneath the bed, stretching my arm as far as I could. A sharp pain stabbed through my finger, and I drew back. A single drop of blood dripped from the end of my index finger. I wiped it on my jeans, then reached for the small object again. My fingers wrapped around it, and I pulled it out from under the bed. 

      It was a pin, like one someone might wear on a letter jacket. As I inspected it closer, I saw that the design was of the Miriam College crest—a five-point star with each of the Cast symbols inside. Beneath the crest was the number twenty-five. 

      I recognized it immediately. It was a ceremonial pin awarded to professors who spent a certain amount of time at the school. In this case, it was a twenty-five-year anniversary pin. What was a professor’s pin doing in little Caleb Thomas’s bedroom? 

      I already knew the answer before I asked the question. Someone at the school had taken the boys. I just didn’t know why.

      Krista cleared her throat from the doorway, and I jumped. “Did you find anything?” she asked. Keith stood behind her, and they both eyed me curiously.

      I hesitated. I almost didn’t want to show her the pin, because it felt like pretty damning evidence, but I had to ask about it.

      “Yeah,” I said, holding up the pin. “Did any professors ever come visit?”

      Keith stepped closer and took the pin from my fingers to inspect it. His face paled, but it was Krista who answered. “No. We’re not close with any of our old professors.”

      “Then what’s a twenty-five-year anniversary pin from the college doing in your house?” I asked. The question was more rhetorical than anything, but I was dying to know the answer.

      Krista shared a look with her husband. I couldn’t quite read their expressions, but they both seemed very afraid.

      “You don’t think a professor took our son?” Keith gaped.

      I took a deep breath. I hated to be the one to break the news. “Unless you have another explanation for why that’s here…”

      Krista looked closely at the pin, but she seemed to have lost her breath. “No, it can’t be. No professor would hurt our child. It doesn’t make sense.”

      I expected Keith to try to calm his wife and rationalize the pin, but he didn’t respond. He just kept looking down at it, his features tightening in anger.

      “We have to turn this into the police,” I said. “They can compile a list of suspects.”

      The two were hard to read, but I swore I saw wariness in their eyes. Keith cleared his throat. “We’ll handle that. Thank you for your help. And, um, if you find anything else, will you let us know?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “Thank you,” Krista said. “If we think of anything else, we’ll call.”

      “I appreciate that,” I replied.

      I didn’t know why, but it suddenly felt like I was being rushed out of the house. I didn’t think the couple wanted me to see them grieve. To learn there was a possible lead was good news, but to think it might be a professor was agonizing. Who knew if it was someone they’d known—someone they trusted?

      I left the house still unable to wrap my head around what I’d found. Could a professor really be behind this, or was there another reason that pin had shown up in Caleb’s room? Krista and Keith had looked pretty frightened, and that confirmed for me that there was no other explanation. A professor was involved. But… who? It was clear finding answers wasn’t going to be simple⁠—

      “I wish it didn’t hurt this much.” A voice cut through my thoughts. The voice was strained, and it sounded like an older woman. Another death.

      I stopped on the sidewalk as the nausea hit. I gagged, though I knew nothing would come out. I hated that this woman had suffered in her last moments. It was a terrible way to go.

      But at least it’s over, I told myself. I wish I could’ve done something to relieve her suffering.

      I was trying to accept my gift, but some days were harder than others. Whenever I could, I tried to find the good in the thought. It was a hell of a lot harder than it sounded.

      Once the nausea passed, I ducked down a narrow alleyway and conjured one of my notebooks. I knelt behind someone’s back fence and scribbled the thought on the paper. I ripped the page out of the notebook and conjured a lighter. Striking it, I held the paper over the flame. It caught fire, and I tossed it onto the gravel, watching it burn.

      This was how I managed now—how I let go of the thoughts I heard. I leaned my back up against the fence and took in deep breaths. I conjured my journal and quickly started writing down my thoughts. When Professor Warren gave me my first journal, I thought the guy was nuts. No way would journaling work for me. 

      These last few weeks, though, it was the only thing that had kept me sane. I had to get my thoughts down on paper, or they built up inside of me until I made stupid, rash decisions—like trying to contact a reaper and damn myself to hell. 

      I wanted to change, and I knew that started with changing how I dealt with these things. 

      I’m scared, I wrote in my journal. I didn’t even know I felt that way until I wrote it. Was it true? I stopped writing and stared down at the words, reading them over and over again. I flipped my pencil over and pressed the eraser to the page, but I paused before I could erase the words. It was like my whole body just locked up, forcing me to stare down at the words and really consider them.

      I didn’t know what I was scared of, exactly. That I couldn’t save everyone in the coven? That I may not be able to accept my gift? I wasn’t sure.

      I can’t be scared, I thought. 

      I’d made a decision the night of the Reaper Moon that I would find a way to deal with my gift, and I would. I have to be strong, I told myself.

      And so I’d figure this out on my own.
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