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      We’d escaped the castle, though not all of us made it out alive.

      That should have been enough loss. But the Dark Sorcerer isn’t finished with us yet. He will hunt us relentlessly until he claims our magic and our lives… or until we find the way to stop him first.

      It’s time to step into the powers that are mine for the taking. To end this once and for all. I’m finished being less than I can be. Time to shine.
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        Magic is within reach…

        just beyond the veil of ordinary awareness.
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      We’d escaped the castle, but not the chaos. As far as I could tell, most of us had made it out alive. I purposefully didn’t focus on Priscilla; her loss was something I wasn’t ready to deal with, no matter how distant my relationship with the vampire had been.

      Clara sat at my side on the ground in the castle’s shadow. “Are you feeling better?” I asked her, because I didn’t know what else to say to a witch who’d directed the wind itself.

      “I’m only fatigued,” she said, distracted. Her attention wasn’t on me, but on those who were being treated for their injuries.

      “That’s good. I wasn’t sure how you were going to survive what you did back there.” I intentionally didn’t mention that I’d really believed the force of the wind she conjured was going to kill every single one of us; it was that intense.

      She smiled weakly and met my eyes. She must have read my concerns from my expression, because she said, “Don’t worry. You seem to be a lot like me. You’ll figure out your magic sooner rather than later, I have the feeling.”

      If that was meant to encourage me, it didn’t. She’d nearly lost control of the air element and torn apart every person she cared about all at once. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to manage things as you did,” I said, though I wasn’t sure whom exactly I was trying to convince. If I’d really moved tons of rocks without realizing it, what else might I do beyond my awareness?

      Clara was studying me, I noticed with a start. I pretended that her amber stare didn’t unnerve me, but it was cutting me right to the bone.

      She said, “Now that I think about it, I believe your magic is very different from mine, but no less commanding. You don’t access your powers directly through the elements as I do. It seems you might bypass all that entirely and create with your... thoughts? Your imagination? Am I on the right track here?”

      “No, I don’t create just with my imagination,” I said before reflecting, mostly because I didn’t want to accept what she was saying. I didn’t want to fear what I might do just by thinking. That was a tremendous amount of power, too much for me. What if I accidentally pictured something bad happening to Nando? Would it come true? And how would I keep myself from having bad thoughts when just the intention of not having them made them pop into my brain?

      “No,” I affirmed. “I’ll have to learn the spells like everyone else. Assuming we actually have lessons again.”

      Clara laughed, surprising me. “I know what that’s like, trust me,” she said. “I descended on Albacus and Mordecai without knowing anything about magic, other than that I had these crazy abilities that endangered everyone around me, including myself.”

      When it became clear she wasn’t going to continue, I prodded her. “So how did you learn to control your magic?”

      “Oh, well, a whole lot of lessons grasped the hard way.”

      “But... but then how will I learn how to do magic?” I fully realized she’d just implied that I should master my powers the hard way, but that didn’t sound like a good idea. I hadn’t forgotten how terrible it was when I accidentally portaled. My entire body felt as if it’d been torn apart and hastily glued back together. I wasn’t eager to experience anything like that again.

      She smiled sympathetically. “Being different has never been easy, but it is worthwhile, I promise you that. I’m sure that once we get back to Acquaine, Arianne will get the academy back up and running, and lessons will resume.”

      Well, that sounded good. I’d finally begin to have real lessons.

      “But don’t deceive yourself in thinking that classes will teach you all you need to know. Witches like us can never learn everything we need to from others, because we’re the first to walk our paths.”

      Witches like us. Her words echoed through my burdened mind.

      “I’m sorry, Isa, but if you expect that your powers will emerge through simple, safe lectures, you’ll be disappointed. You’ll learn best from challenges that force you to surpass the notions of your own limitations. For you, the way you’ve been studying is best, not sitting in a classroom with a lesson on the chalkboard and your spell book in hand.”

      But... but that’s all I’d been looking forward to. Classes. Lessons. A neat spell book all my own. An academy that would teach me everything about magic—in a safe setting.

      As if she read my mind, or maybe it was simply because we were more alike than I was ready to admit, she said, “Magic isn’t safe for people like us. It never will be. It can’t be, because what we do pushes the boundaries of what people believe is possible, even those who accept magic. I can tell you’re disappointed, but you shouldn’t be. I have the feeling you’re capable of more than either of us has imagined, and that’s saying something. I have a pretty wild imagination.” She winked at me, more lively than she’d been since exiting the castle.

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to all that. I wanted to pretend she was wrong and that things would be easy for me, that I’d surprise her and learn from a spell book like everyone else. But I’d always had trouble lying to myself, and I wasn’t succeeding now.

      “Seriously, don’t worry,” she said, as if she hadn’t just given me a whole heap of stuff to worry about. “It will be better than you think. There’s nothing like discovering what you’re truly capable of for the first time. It’s exhilarating and freeing… and entirely amazing.” She shrugged happily. “All you have to do is find the way to survive while you master your powers, and then you’ll develop into the extraordinary witch I have no doubt you’ll become.”

      All I have to do is find the way to survive? Was she serious? If this was her pep talk, I didn’t want to hear how she tried to discourage people.

      There went my dream of ordinary classes at the academy.... My shoulders slumped.

      “Cheer up. We survived the day, and there was no guarantee of that. When Mordecai suggested breaking into Maurisse’s castle to rescue Albacus, I thought he’d gone mad. Maurisse is the king’s brother, the most formidable duke in this land. But we did it.”

      By the way Clara said it, I deduced that she’d never truly contemplated not coming along. The members of the academy considered themselves a family. I suspected they might even storm the most dangerous castle in the region to rescue the likes of Madame Pimlish, and if they’d risk everything to rescue the most annoying among us, I envied the bond they shared.

      A bond I was quickly becoming part of. Somewhere along the way, I’d begun thinking of them as my family too. Which meant I was willing to endure miserable days like today to make sure we all remained together—and intact—as much as a family that included a ghost could be.

      The ghosts! I’d promised Ama I’d free her and the rest of them, to the best of my abilities at least. But I hadn’t seen her since before Marcelo and Brave pulled me out of the castle, with Sir Lancelot safely cradled in my palms.

      I turned back and forth, from side to side and up to the skies, searching for her, for any of the ghosts. But I didn’t find a single one, not even Albacus, the ghost that was visible to everyone there.

      “What’s wrong?” Clara asked.

      “Where’s Albacus? You said you freed him of the spell that kept him trapped in the castle, right? That all of the spirits were free to go now?”

      “Yes, all the spirits are now able to leave the castle.” Clara glanced around too. “Did none of them make it out?”

      “I don’t see any of them. Not a single one. Not even Albacus. Especially after being separated for all this time, Albacus would surely be with Mordecai now.” But Mordecai was otherwise preoccupied. He, Marcelo, and Grand Witch Tillsdale gathered around Walt, who lay on the ground unconscious, with a nearly frantic Marie holding his limp hand. Gertrude placed a hand on Marie’s shoulder in comfort, quite a gesture for the aloof and often taciturn redhead.

      “Mordecai’s working on healing Walt’s leg,” Clara said. “He probably figures Albacus is out here somewhere.”

      But he wasn’t. From our vantage point, I could see everyone and everything. The horses on the far end of the castle were blessedly tranquil and exhausted. Trixie bent one of her hind legs and rested along with the other horses, while Brave lingered nearby to calm them if necessary, I assumed. Delilah was bandaging Nando’s head, after she quite forcefully told me to come over here because I was in the way with all my fussing over Nando. She promised I could join him once she was finished, and the look Trevor gave me suggested I’d better listen. He and their children hovered around Delilah and Nando, but stayed out of her way.

      Arianne and Gustave seemed to be faring better. At least, neither one of them looked despondent anymore. If anything, they seemed angry and determined to fix all the problems Maurisse had caused. I’d handed Sir Lancelot off to Arianne, fully confident that she and her twin were the most qualified to deal with any magical creature.

      The dragons and firedrakes continued to fly, and since Wizard Meedles portaled the hellhounds and Madame Pimlish away, that was all of us, wasn’t it? And there were still no spirits in sight, and no Albacus.

      Wait. There was someone else. “Count Vabu? Where is he?” I asked Clara.

      Her brow scrunched in concentration as she squinted into the bright day, searching everywhere I’d already looked. “You’re right. I don’t see him or Albacus.” She hmphed. “I don’t see Priscilla either.”

      I didn’t want to tell her, but since she brought it up, it didn’t seem right not to say it. “Um, ah, Priscilla is dead.”

      “Oh,” she said, and I nearly could feel her deflating next to me at the weight of losing one of our own, even if none of the magicians had decided whether or not Priscilla was trustworthy. Clara’s face fell and tears brimmed in her eyes before she hurried to blink them away. I had no doubt she’d cry for Priscilla—only later, when there weren’t a protector and a hundred spirits to locate.

      I was grateful she didn’t ask me how it’d happened, because that was a detail I definitely didn’t want to recount, let alone remember in the first place.

      Several beats passed in silence, during which I tried hard not to remember Priscilla, and I suspected Clara might be doing the same. Finally, she suggested, “What about connecting to Elwin?”

      “Elwin? I’m not sure he’ll hear me through all that.” I gestured above us with my head.

      The firedrakes had flown wildly once they were free from the castle, as if being locked in there had done something to their psyche. They flew to experience their freedom again, I guessed, to convince their minds and bodies they weren’t trapped any longer. When Humbert joined them, they only got riled up all over again. They squawked and screeched in a frenzy.

      “Hm, maybe you’re right,” Clara said. “It does seem like they need some time to calm down after all they went through.” She paused. “Still, maybe you should try. Elwin will be able to see more than we can.”

      “All right. I’ll call out to Elwin.”

      “Good. There’s nothing to lose by trying, is there?”

      I searched for Elwin’s telltale flash of indigo scales amid the flock of batting wings. There! I found him.

      I closed my eyes to better focus on speaking with him, when an unexpected voice spoke to me first.
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