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      Magic waits for no one. And Isadora was behind from the start.

      The wicked sorceress Miranda has her right where she wants her, and mercy isn’t on the menu.

      Isadora has no idea how to take down a sorceress. She hasn’t even had the chance to master basic magic.

      But that won’t stop her from trying. She’s the only one who can prevent Miranda from exposing magic to the masses and pitting the academy in a brutal war against them.

      Will Isadora find the way to harness her abilities in time? Or will violence engulf the magical world?
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      The sudden stillness disturbed me more than the churning movement of traveling through the portal. I’d lost my hold on the image of the Magical Arts Academy and its colorful gardens, I was sure of it.

      I didn’t know how long it had lasted, but I was certain there’d been moments when I thought of absolutely nothing. When there was a deep and all-consuming blackness, during which I’d barely been anything at all.

      And I’d been the one holding the portal open for everyone else... apparently. Had I failed them all?

      I hadn’t bothered asking what would happen if we didn’t manage to keep the portal open; I figured I wouldn’t like the answer. Surely it was something along the lines of us getting broken into pieces, or being lost to any concrete world forever. Since first arriving at the Magical Arts Academy, I’d learned one thing for certain: the consequences of magic gone wrong were dire.

      Marie and Walt had gone through the portal ahead of me. I gulped painfully. And Nando, he’d gone through right in front of me. Had he made it? Was he in one piece? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I’d done anything to hurt him.

      With a pang, I thought of Priscilla, Count Vabu’s sister. She’d helped us in the end. But by doing so, she’d delivered herself to the sorceress Miranda’s clutches when her duplicity became evident with our escape.

      She hadn’t made it. We’d left her to her death—no doubt, a painful one. The thought tugged at my chest until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I squeezed my eyelids shut, knowing that the moment I opened them I’d be confronted with undeniable proof of either my success or devastating failure. Was I able to keep the portal open long enough for everyone to travel through to the academy?

      It was far too quiet for me to have succeeded. I didn’t hear birds chirping, and they were ever-present in the gardens. I didn’t scent the penetrating fragrance of the blooms, which I could usually smell the moment I stepped outside. And I didn’t feel Nando. He’d gone through only a few moments before me. If he’d made it, my protective brother would be scrambling to reach my side to check if I was all right.

      A sob squeaked from my chest at that realization; I couldn’t hold it back.

      But... wait. I didn’t hear it. I cried out, but only silence remained.

      My eyes flew open, and at the sight of my surroundings another silent sob burst from my chest, only this time it was one of relief.

      There was so much movement around me! But all in absolute silence. Sir Lancelot swooped low in the skies; firedrakes flew above him. Terrifying-looking hellhounds charged across the gardens at full speed. Gertrude as a cat raced too, but she kept a healthy distance from the hounds. Smart cat.

      I pushed to my elbows and winced. Everything hurt. Every bit of me was spent.

      All around, the magicians of the Magical Arts Academy were panicked. They rushed in from different directions, looking harried. That’s not a good sign. These magicians didn’t bat an eye at things that shocked and amazed me. For them to be frightened didn’t bode well.

      A fresh wave of panic bloomed in my chest at the realization that I hadn’t seen Nando yet. I swiveled my head sharply to the left. Pain shot through my neck and down my spine.

      Gustave slid to a stop in front of Marie, crashing to his knees beside her. He bent over her, talking. I couldn’t hear, but his lips were moving.

      She wasn’t.

      I froze. I didn’t even breathe while I studied every one of Gustave’s tight features, begging to see relief spread across them.

      He reached both hands to her shoulders and shook. Her head rolled, and her long, blonde hair shimmered behind her in the sunlight.

      He spoke and shook her again with the same result. He looked up, alarm written across his face.

      He signaled with his arms at someone, and I wondered who until Mordecai ran toward both of them, moving much faster than I figured a man his age, dressed in long, swishy robes, might run.

      Mordecai slumped to his knees and bent low over Marie. She still wasn’t moving.

      My eyes were wet by the time I forced myself to look away. I still couldn’t hear a thing, and the absence of sound was worrisome when I saw clear signs of everyone’s distress. They were yelling, crying, and calling out.

      And yet I felt separate from everything, as if I’d remained in the portal, alone, suspended in a nothingness I might never be free of.

      I turned my neck more to the left and was rewarded with another crushing scene of Arianne and Count Vabu bent over Walt’s prostrate body.

      My lungs seized in my chest until I managed to force a breath through them. Walt wasn’t responding to them either.

      I’d obviously managed to hold the portal open long enough for all of us—well, except for Priscilla—to return to Acquaine, but it looked as if I might have killed my friends.

      An encompassing numbness sprouted in my heart, and I prayed it would spread, to consume me before I found Nando. I wouldn’t be able to take the sight that I’d failed him. I didn’t want to cause anyone harm, of course, but if I’d irreparably hurt him, I’d shatter.

      I pushed through the struggle of holding my head up and started turning it the other way. I was desperate to find Nando, but my body wasn’t moving as quickly as I prompted it to.

      Once I managed to swivel my head forward, I yanked it back and winced at the fresh pain. Brave and Marcelo were suddenly there, in my personal space, similar faces and eyes wide with worry.

      “Where... where’s my brother?” I couldn’t hear my words, but I knew they were slurred. They stumbled across an unwieldy tongue.

      Marcelo said something I couldn’t make out before his face and that of his nephew blurred even more.

      Nando! He must be the reason they looked so devastated.

      “Where... he? Him?” I slurred again. I wasn’t sure my mouth was working properly.

      Marcelo and Brave shared a look before moving even closer to me. At this distance, I should have been able to feel their heat, breath, and scent. But... nothing. It was as if I were no more than a projection of my usual self... or they were the projections.

      My mind swirled as I felt my hold on reality fading.

      No! I had to find Nando. I had to see him. I had to know what had happened to the brother who was everything to me, the only person in the world who was always there for me.

      I blinked the cobwebs away and tried to push to sitting.

      Marcelo and Brave shook their heads and each reached a hand to one shoulder and tried to keep me from moving. They began to guide me gently back down to the ground. No, not just ground, grass. I felt the crisp blades beneath my fingers. It was the first concrete assurance that I’d indeed returned to a physical world, and I relished it... though maybe I wouldn’t for long. What happened in the physical world was irreversible.

      I had to find my brother. I tried to shake my head, but that only caused the uncle and nephew magicians to swirl in my vision. Once they began swirling, everything did. My stomach dropped—or maybe it rose—and I could no longer tell top from bottom. I no longer had a sense of the accuracy of anything, and that was as terrifying as not finding Nando.

      The world around me tilted, and I had no choice but to allow my body to fall to the ground. Solid arms caught me and lowered me to the grass. Waves of disorientation swelled within me as readily as nausea. I pursed my eyes shut to make it go away, but it didn’t, and I flung them open again in an attempt to find something steady to hold onto.

      As the world upended again, my head lolled to the other side.

      Nando. I didn’t even manage a gasp of surprise. All my strength had fled in my attempts to hold onto this world, the one I hoped contained my brother.

      He’s here. Like a drunkard, I no longer remembered what I was supposed to make of the thought. He, too, seemed unmoving, but I couldn’t be sure. Clara, Madame Pimlish, and Wizard Meedles crowded over him, mostly blocking him from view.

      He was close. If I stretched my arm, and he stretched his, we’d almost reach each other.

      My arms seemed as useless as those on a rag doll as I admitted to myself that I’d lost this fight. With a profuse sadness, I allowed my eyelids to drop shut.

      The world spun until I finally let go of it. My tears rested on my cheeks in unmoving pools.
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      The first thing I heard was a whiny, high-pitched ringing, and I immediately missed the dense silence from before. But when I opened my eyes and saw Nando’s warm brown eyes staring down at me, I’d take all the ringing in the world.

      My face broke into a huge smile of relief. Nando was here, looking as well as he always did—except for his hair stuck up all over his head, and his clothes as if they’d been spit out by a whirling dervish.

      His lips were moving, and though I still couldn’t make out the words, I heard muted sounds. I’m not deaf. I didn’t realize until that moment that I’d feared never hearing again.

      Nando’s smile froze on his face as he noticed I wasn’t following what he was saying. He inched closer, as if that would help, and seemed to repeat what he’d said before. The sounds of his speech were louder, but his words, no clearer.
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