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      When magic is involved, the end isn’t always the end.

      If Isadora has learned one thing at the academy, it’s that nothing is ever simple in the world of magic. Not even death.

      She has a second chance. All she has to do is figure out how to come back to life. Piece of cake, right?

      With unexpected friends in the spirit world, she might just manage what no other magician has done before… and she might actually live to tell the tale.

      If anyone can do it, Isadora can, because when it comes to magic, no one’s thought to tell her what she can—and cannot—do.

    

  


  
    
      For my mother,

      thank you for absolutely everything.

      

      I wouldn’t be who I am today if not for

      your unwavering love and encouragement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The only truly impossible task is the one you believe to be impossible.
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      I’d realized that my permanent death would be devastating to my brother, Nando, but I hadn’t begun to approximate the true magnitude of his anguish.

      He sprawled across my prone form while his sobs racked every part of my being. His heart squeezed with cries of relief, and his tears slid across the fabric of my dress until they dripped onto the grass of the Magical Arts Academy gardens.

      I wanted to say something to comfort him, but I was as shocked by the situation as he was. After all, I was the one who’d suddenly discovered myself dead—and later learned there was a chance to reclaim my life. I was the one who’d had to navigate the spirit world and its peculiar, often irksome inhabitants.

      After this, nothing would ever shock me again. Probably. Maybe. I was at the Acquaine estate, and almost anything could (and regularly did) happen here.

      I waited for my brother to compose himself enough to speak, but Walt didn’t. “Isa,” he said, my name softer than I’d ever heard it from his lips. Then again, he’d never admitted to wanting to kiss me before. “You’re... back.”

      I waited for more, but Walt seemed at a loss for words.

      I sympathized. I didn’t know what to say about any of it either.

      “I’m so... relieved.”

      I offered him a timid smile over the brown head of my brother. He smiled back at me just as shyly.

      I studied his eyes, wondering what he wasn’t saying, now that I had proof that he’d thought things of me before and never shared them. But I didn’t have a chance to try to figure much out.

      Mordecai approached. The beads that capped the many braids in his beard tinkled, and the familiarity of the sound offered me a peculiar sense of comfort. “Child, you sure did give us a scare. Ooh-ey. There were moments there when I wasn’t entirely sure you were going to come back.”

      “Wha—” I croaked and stopped to clear my throat (I had been dead after all). “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you took so long to come back, we’d nearly given up hope.”

      They had? Well that would explain why Nando hadn’t yet recovered. He must’ve assumed he’d really lost me forever. “I thought I’d come back relatively quickly, all things considered.” I was impressed with myself. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to speak my thoughts clearly, but I felt more alert than usual, definitely not like someone who’d been dead for the last two hours.

      “‘Relatively quickly’?” Nando whipped his head up from my chest and squeaked, his voice several octaves higher than it usually was. “‘Relatively quickly’? I gave you two hours. TWO HOURS! You took seven. SEVEN. Mordecai only said you had six at the very most before you wouldn’t be able to return to your body at all.”

      “Seven hours? Really?”

      Nando just glared at me, his eyes ablaze as if he were infected with a burning fever. His usually neat hair shot every which way, and even his shirt was half coming out of his pants. My absence had been hard on him.

      But seven hours? How could that be? I stared up at the sun and realized it wasn’t overhead, but beginning its dip toward the horizon. If it’d been winter, it might have already been dark.

      “How?” I asked, not knowing what else to say at first. “I tried to hurry, and it didn’t feel like seven hours. I realized I was pushing the two-hour mark, but I figured I was still making it before then.”

      “Well you figured wrong.” Nando’s voice was firm, almost as if he were angry with me.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t⁠—”

      “Oh I know.” He cut me off. “I know.” He sat on his heels and rubbed both hands over his face, looking bone weary. “You nearly scared me to death. I would have been right there with you if you hadn’t come back.”

      I tentatively reached for one of his hands, wondering if my movements would be awkward after being, you know, dead. But they weren’t. My movements were as sharp as my mind.

      It took him a second to notice I was trying to take his hand. Once he did, he squeezed mine with both of his, his face crumbling all over again. “Oh, Isa....” He apparently wanted to say more, but wasn’t sure what. I understood. I really did. Seeing him again was bittersweet. All that I might have lost rose up to smack me square in the chest.

      I nodded. “I’m here now. I’m all right, I promise. I’m not going anywhere.” I was at least eighty-percent certain I spoke the truth. I couldn’t be entirely sure; I’d never died and returned to life before.

      Nando stared at me, blinking rapidly as if unbelieving, and nodded.

      Poor Nando. It seemed he was going to take longer to recover from this than I was.

      I started to push to my elbows, and Nando and Walt both lunged forward to help me, their knees digging into my sides as they reached. “I’m fine, really, I am,” I said, trying to wave them away, but it didn’t work. They wanted to help me, maybe they even needed to help me. In the end I let them.

      The sun was now straight ahead, illuminating everyone that surrounded me in an otherworldly glow. On first impression, it seemed like absolutely every member of the Magical Arts Academy was gathered around my body. Witches, wizards, and magical creatures peered down at me curiously, concernedly. That was when I realized I was home. Somewhere along the line, the academy had become the place where I belonged.

      Arianne stepped forward, Gustave reaching out to hold her elbow as she moved. “I’m fine, mon cher. Really. You don’t need to keep fussing over me.”

      That’s right! When I died, Arianne had been knocked unconscious by the force of the dissolving dark spell. I looked beyond her approach to see if I could spot who the five cursed firedrakes had turned out to be, but I saw no unfamiliar faces. There were only Sylvia and Mathieu, and seventeen other firedrakes, including Elwin, who appeared to be standing guard behind me.

      Arianne squeezed past Marie, who stood behind Nando, and sank to the grass next to my brother. As if she were family, she placed a hand on my waist. “Darling, are you truly certain you’re all right? You don’t feel... strange or anything?”

      “Should I feel strange?”

      “I hope you don’t. But you were dead, and I’ve never known anyone who returned from death. I just want to make sure you’re truly well.”

      And if I wasn’t, then what? Would any of them know what to do to help me when they had no experience with someone coming back to life?

      Wait a minute. My gaze singled out Count Vabu and his sister Priscilla. They were vampires. Didn’t that mean they’d died and come back to life? Perhaps not like I had, but still….

      Neither one shied away from my stare. The brother and sister stood taller than everyone else, except for Wizard Meedles, and far more elegantly.

      Count Vabu seemed to understand why I was looking at them.

      “It’s not the same,” he said.

      That I already understood. “Clearly. Nevertheless, it seems you might have a better understanding of what it’s like to be dead and then suddenly alive again.”

      Count Vabu’s lips turned upward the slightest bit, forming a sad smile, and more emotion than he usually showed. “In theory, we aren’t alive.”

      “So... what does that make you exactly?” I mean, I realized they were vampires, but the problem was that no one had bothered to point out the differences between reality and folklore where they were concerned.

      “We’re undead,” Priscilla said, not a hint of gentleness in her dark eyes. I immediately recoiled, drawing my gaze away from her, then tried to pretend I hadn’t.

      “Back to you, darling,” Arianne said, as if it weren’t the least bit important for pupils of the academy to understand what it meant to be a vampire, especially when two of them roamed among us. “What happened? What took you so long?”

      Marcelo and Clara, along with Gertrude and Brave, drew closer. So did Madame Pimlish and Wizard Meedles, his hounds on his heels.

      Sir Lancelot, who’d been perched on Brave’s shoulder, flew toward me, and landed on the grass next to Walt. He trained his big, wide eyes on me, and waited.

      I laughed; I couldn’t help myself. Sir Lancelot, who never forgot a thing, and seemed to know everything about almost anything, didn’t want to miss a word of my recounted experience.

      “What are you laughing at?” Nando asked, a hint of recrimination in his question, as if I shouldn’t be laughing this soon after frightening him nearly to death.

      “Sorry, it’s just that....” What could I say? “I just thought Sir Lancelot looked... cute.”

      “Cute?” the pygmy owl said. “I’ll have you know that I am not ‘cute’, Lady Isadora. I’m not in the least bit ‘cute’, in fact.” He stood as tall as he could, and his line of sight only fully cleared the width of my body because he tilted his head upward.

      He was totally cute. “Forgive me, Sir Lancelot. I’m not thinking clearly after my ordeal. You are elegant, noble, and dignified, not cute.”

      The owl tried not to do his owl-smiley thing, but he was struggling to keep his face from expressing pleasure at my better choice of adjectives.

      “You’re also incredibly intelligent and special.”

      “Thank you, Lady Isadora,” he said, all offense at my cute accusation clearly forgiven. “Now don’t get distracted. You have a story to tell us.”

      Never would I have imagined that the loquacious owl, who could so easily be distracted when telling his own stories, would be the one to keep me on task.

      One look at the many faces peering at me told me he wasn’t the only one waiting to learn what happened. Even Nando had overcome enough of his grief and shock to sit attentively so he wouldn’t miss a word.

      I sat all the way up, waving away Nando and Walt’s immediate offers to assist me, and scooted a few inches closer to Nando to reassure him I wasn’t going anywhere. And even though I had an abundance of questions of my own concerning what had happened when Arianne, and later I, broke the dark spell on the five firedrakes we’d rescued from the evil sorceress Miranda, I realized no one was going to be answering any of my questions. Not yet at least.

      I’d done what no one else had done. These magicians needed to know how. Even Mordecai, who’d lived nearly three-and-a-quarter centuries was looking at me with the eager expression of a novice student.

      I drew in a deep breath, relishing the sensation. Then I began. “You know the bit where the spell Lady Arianne was working to break knocked me out?”

      “Yes, yes, child. We know all that,” Mordecai said. “We’ve had plenty of time to learn what happened while we waited on you.”

      After deliberating for a few moments, I decided to speak my mind. Life was too short to be meek. I decided right then and there that I’d allow this whole dying experience to change me for the better. “Well, I didn’t get the chance to find out all that happened. It’s important to me that I understand. I need to learn.” Because I can obviously access real magic. It’s more vital than ever that I absorb all the academy can teach me. “I’ll tell all of you what happened to me. But then I’d like someone to reciprocate.”

      Arianne smiled, a genuine expression that lit up her face. Even though she seemed tired, she looked remarkably well considering she’d broken a curse that flung her to the ground and knocked her out. “I’ll tell you everything, darling.”

      She would, I could tell. “I guess I should start at the very beginning.”

      So I did.
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