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  To Lily, Martin, and Samantha, my first real readers. This book is for you. Hope it’s as fun as the last. :)
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Zombie Pansies


   


  A child born of the Source


  The dragon’s flame at her call


  Like no other she wields spells with force


  Lest she ascend, an eon of evil for all.


   


  My flower is dead.


  Ennara stood, hands frozen inches from the lifeless pansy on the long stone table. The words of the dryad’s prophecy clung to her thoughts like mist. She had to learn how to heal. It was the foundation of holy magic. And here in healing class, she’d hoped to be free from the dark spells that flowed uncontrollably from her fingertips. But nothing in the lessons was supposed to be dead, just injured. Resurrection was reserved for older students.


  She glanced around the classroom. At the end of the lab bench, Kithe’s mop of black hair quivered as he flicked the petals of a wilted daisy. At least her best friend’s specimen wasn’t dead. Professor Inunsolus, cloaked in the thick brown robes of a holy druid, hunched over a desk at the front of the room. He nodded and smiled at Darsys and Janstina, daughters of prominent Druidic Council members, who stood across from him attentively examining a vibrant rose.


  A stone healing font, white mottled with black, bubbled lazily in the corner. Water from an ancient spring in the fortress was piped directly into the room for their training. Even though she’d been in Galdlan for a year, she still found herself surprised by the strange combination of homey and other-worldly that the island’s buildings held.


  “Miss Gaern, is there a problem?” Professor Inunsolus’s deep voice rumbled from the front of the room, drawing Ennara from her introspection.


  “I…um—” No one else was complaining of dead lab specimens. “Well, this flower is…uh…”


  Twenty students, all children of Lan’s royalty and the Druidic Council, turned to look at her. Darsys smirked, her thin red hair braided delicately away from her high dryad forehead. Janstina wore the same hairstyle but with her thick black sylphen hair, the effect was the opposite of her friend’s demure appearance. Her wild strands twisted and tumbled as if trying to escape her head. The dark-haired girl snickered.


  Inunsolus frowned, his clear eyes flaring under shaggy white eyebrows. Unmoving from his spot at the front of the room, he glared at the plant before her.


  “It’s the simplest healing spell I can teach you, but if you aren’t up to it, we can start you with blessings…” His voice boomed.


  Ennara felt her ears burn. She wanted the old man to like her, but something about him seemed hard, shut off. She wondered if it was because she didn’t come from a royal family or Council household. Several of her teachers, all Council members, treated her the same way—with cool indifference.


  Ennara looked at the pansy. Still dead. Then at her teacher, who was staring at her, waiting. The class remained silent. Didn’t he see the plant wasn’t alive at all? His expression remained questioning. Did she want to admit she couldn’t do this, and be separated from the rest to re-learn how to do a blessing?


  She took a deep breath. A sideways glance at Kithe showed him smiling at the end of the desk. He shot her a secret thumbs-up under the table. Failure was not an option. Healing spells were a major part of light magic and she had to master the path of light. Fulfilling the good part of the prophecy demanded it.


  “No, I can do this.”


  The greenish glow filtering through the classroom’s life tree, an ancient, knotted maple, darkened as a cloud passed over the room’s large sun-dome. Outside, the wind picked up. The life tree’s broad leaves shivered. A breeze whistled through the castle corridor on the other side of the heavy wood door.


  Ennara focused on the delicate head of purple petals and yellow stamen. She lifted a delicate indigo-stained pine wand lying next to her scribbled notes on healing incantations.


  “Mag koil.” Make unharmed.


  Nothing happened.


  Darsys and her friends at the front of the room giggled. Inunsolus folded his arms, his white beard pulling the creases in his face into several versions of a scowl.


  Ennara bit her lip. How was she supposed to rely on holy magic if it didn’t work?


  “Mag koil.” She glared at the plant, imagining its stiff little cells burning with potent life force. A brief indigo shimmer fell onto a limp purple petal.


  Her teacher inhaled sharply. Grasping his stave, he pushed himself toward her desk in a few surprisingly quick strides. The pansy, lifeless only moments earlier, slowly curled and relaxed a leaf. Ennara had seen that shimmer once before. Last summer, when she and Kithe traveled aboard the Cissonius to the sunken city of Ililsa. And just before a cabinet of curios, including a severed hand, came to life.


  The bloom slowly straightened, its violet color deepening to black. A faint hissing sound tickled Ennara’s ear. She bent toward the little plant, squinting. Suddenly the pansy lunged, revealing a row of crystalline teeth under its bed of stamens.


  “Eeep!” Ennara bashed the little flower with the thick end of her wand. Green slime sizzled the end of the stick. The wand clattered to the floor before she realized she had dropped it.


  The tiny zombie plant, cock-eyed with one leaf ripped off, straightened and hissed again. The remainder of the leaf, brown and curled, dragged itself toward the edge of the table.


  “What. Have. You. Done?” Professor Inunsolus bellowed. Her classmates gathered behind him, curious but wary.


  “I—I…” Ennara backed away from the workstation.


  The high-pitched hissing stopped. The pansy appeared to be struggling to get free of its pot. It tore a root from the soil. The room stood paralyzed in curiosity and trepidation.


  Kithe tugged at Ennara’s sleeve, pulling her closer. He whispered in her ear. “Can you stop it?”


  The undead pansy pulled itself free of the last bit of soil and wormed itself out of the pot. It stood on its roots. A high-pitched growl echoed around the stone walls before it turned to Ennara and Kithe.


  Ennara’s stomach dropped. She shook her head. She’d hoped that after Tork, her mentor and uncle, discovered her natural inclination for necromancy, he’d teach her a spell to turn undead back to, well, dead. But somehow in the last year it hadn’t come up. Probably because her uncle had spent most of it in the God’s Ascent mountains, hunting for the shade of the Fallen Druid.


  Kithe took her hand and pulled her farther from the lab bench.


  “You dare bring that…abomination into this holy space?” Inunsolus’ nostrils flared. The maple tree above them shivered once more.


  The tiny zombie stopped beside Kithe’s wilted daisy and turned toward the robed professor. It bared its crystalline teeth and let out another vicious hiss. It swung a floppy head and sunk toothy crystals into the daisy.


  Kithe flinched. “It can’t turn the others, can—”


  His question was interrupted by the wilted white flower turning pallid brown and lifting itself off the stone desk.


  One of the girls from the far side of the room screamed. The daisy leaped off the bench, its pot crashing to the floor, and scrambled to the windowsill.


  Ennara stood in horror as the undead blossom propelled itself out an open window. And into a flower box. Presumably the same one it and the pansy came from earlier that day.


  Meanwhile, her pansy had turned back to the professor and the students huddling behind him. Its roots dripped putrid green goo as it lunged and shambled in its new direction. Apparently the pansy didn’t like Professor Inunsolus either.


  “Get back, everyone,” Inunsolus called. He held his arms against the cowering crowd behind him. “Make your way to the door. And Miss Gaern, would you please dispose of your monstrosity.”


  “I…I don’t know—”


  Kithe gasped behind her. Ennara stumbled forward from a well-placed shove on her shoulder. Her friend pushed her again as she glanced at the window. Zombie daisies, pansies, and cornflowers poured through, crawling up walls, over the floor in every direction, and headed straight for them. She bolted to her classmates, Kithe at her side.


  Another student shrieked, “They’re blocking the door!”


  A few others screamed.


  “Just squash it!” one of the boys shouted. Someone started crying.


  “Do not touch the undead!” Inunsolus bellowed. He gripped Ennara by the arms and thrust her in front of the group, toward the advancing undead blossoms. “You must deal with this. It is your creation.”


  Ennara froze, physically and mentally. She tried to think of the phrase Tork had used to undo the zombies she’d created in Dordonne’s Market Square. The words refused to come to mind. Good Goddess, she wished the dark spells didn’t come unbidden like this. Was it because she refused to do dark magic, or because she couldn’t understand the most basic holy spells? Either way, her supposed legendary powers only seemed to be good for endangering herself and her friends.


  Darsys calmly stepped forward. Even in the simplest gestures, the young dryad’s lithe form reminded Ennara of a gentle breeze through the branches of a young willow. “Professor, I can shield us from these…creatures while Ennara figures out what she can do.” The dryad winked at her sylph friend. “After all, her magic is far stronger than any of ours, so surely she can do something…”


  The elderly druid pursed his lips. He narrowed his eyes at Ennara. Why didn’t he do something to stop the little zombies? Was he testing her mettle? Her mind raced. If she didn’t fix this, the professor would have no trouble removing her from his class, and possibly the Academy altogether. Hadn’t he and the other teachers made it clear she didn’t belong here? Ennara forced a deep breath. Don’t panic.


  As if confirming her suspicions, he nodded to the dryad. “You may assist your fellow student by giving her more time to end this cursed pestilence.”


  The redhead’s nostrils flared as she stepped before the group. She raised her palms to the tiny army and recited, “Mag hekmon drewgh.”


  A shimmering curtain wrapped around the group as Ennara’s shoulders tightened. She could have done that. The zombie army stopped before the illusory barrier. The dryad’s translucent stone wall between them and the undead blossoms seemed to work.


  “Pro—professor?” a frightened girl at the back called.


  They turned to see Darsys and Janstina’s rose, now a blackened zombie, inching itself on thorns toward the a cluster of students. Inside Darsys’s curtain of stone.


  Inunsolus moved faster than Ennara thought possible. He pointed his old, gnarled staff at the zombie rose.


  “Ne poen, lorsl.”


  In a brilliant flash, the flower was reduced to ash.


  Professor Inunsolus folded his arms and raised an eyebrow at Ennara. Her mind tripped over the words her teacher uttered. They weren’t root words. Was he using Enochian? Unlike the powerful root words every magic user studied, the ancient, secret language was taught only to paladins.


  Darsys smiled and flicked a strand of red hair from her shoulder. She narrowed her eyes at Ennara. “You can turn undead, can’t you?”


  Heat crept up Ennara’s cheeks. She remembered how enthusiastically her parents had supported her studies in the far-away Academy after they’d been told of the prophecy. If they knew how badly her classes would go, they might have never agreed to send her away.


  “N—no, I haven’t been shown that yet.”Ennara narrowed her eyes at the dryad. Did she know how to turn undead?


  A feathery touch brushed her arm, and she turned to see Cinne Keilmos standing next to her. She’d met the girl a couple times, and though she’d remained distant until now, she’d always been friendly. Or maybe her earthy brown eyes seemed kind.


  Cinne shook her head. “It’s okay. No one knows how to turn undead until they’re at least fifteen.” She shot Darsys a withering look before facing the plants.


  Cinne knelt on the floor, placing her hand on a crack between the stones, and began to mumble something rhythmic. The air hummed, and the floor vibrated. Dirt spilled up from the cracks in the floor around the tiny monsters, burying their feet. A mushroom popped up. And another. Soon, the flowers were encircled in rings of toadstools. White tendrils snaked through the soil, latching onto the zombie roots. The undead blossoms tried to snatch their roots away, but found themselves bound. Like little white constrictors, the rhizomes wound themselves through roots, up stems, and around the little zombies’ heads. With a symphony of cracks, the fungi snapped the blooms to pieces and dragged them downward, through the cracks to the soil below. Cinne’s incantation slowed. The humming stopped, and the soil remaining on the floor slipped through the cracks, leaving no trace of the vicious little army that had occupied the room.


  The students breathed a collective sigh of relief.


  Inunsolus frowned at Cinne, then grunted. “It was kind of you to help, Miss Keilmos, but unnecessary.”


  Cinne shrugged. “I thought that’s what we were doing.” She waved a hand at Darsys’s barrier and glanced at the pile of ash that was once a rose. “Helping Ennara.”


  The dryad dropped her illusion. Cinne turned to Ennara with flushed cheeks.


  “I wasn’t sure it would work,” she said, slightly out of breath. “But I figured since they were plants, they might be susceptible to composting.” She giggled.


  “Everyone back to your seats,” the professor ordered. “Except you.”


  He glared at Ennara.


  “You have no place here. We’re doing sacred work.”


  Ennara stiffened. She couldn’t allow herself to be removed from healing class. Somehow, she had to prove herself capable of walking the path of light, right now, to her teacher.


   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWO


  The Origins of Dragons


   


  “Professor Inunsolus, it wasn’t a fair exercise.” Kithe’s voice rose from Ennara’s side.


  Ennara nodded and folded her arms. “My pansy was dead. There was no way I could’ve healed it without a resurrection spell.”


  Inunsolus’ eyes bored into her. The depths of his voice rattled. “Is that true? You forced healing on a dead flower?”


  She pursed her lips to stop the lower one from trembling. Her eyes welled and her throat grew tight. She was only getting farther from the holy druid’s good side. The class fell silent.


  The professor muttered something under his breath. He scratched his beard.


  Words spilled out of her mouth. “Please, Professor, I didn’t know a flower could do that. I need to learn healing spells. I’ll do anything…”


  The old man frowned. Finally, he grunted and gave a nod. “Return to your desk. But don’t touch anything dead in this classroom again.”


  Darsys turned to Ennara and winked as she slid into her seat. Kithe narrowed his eyes at the dryad before returning to his notebook. The professor took up the next lecture on healing nature.


  Ennara pushed her horror and embarrassment into the pit of her stomach. She would bury herself in books and theory for now. Maybe she could get by with nature spells, and avoid both light and dark magic altogether. Sure, she wouldn’t be able to heal with lightning bolts or fireballs, but maybe she could do something creative. At least those spells worked and weren’t tied to any prophecy. Hopefully her plan would work. At least until she knew how to kill a zombie.
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  It was after swordsmanship class that Kithe broke their uncomfortable silence. Maybe he’d worked things though as he practiced their new parry. Exercise did help clarify things. But for Ennara, whipping a dummy with a fencing blade as her classmates whispered behind her back only made it clear that she was angry. Angry that she wasn’t accepted at the Academy after a year of studying here. Angry that she was pushed into using magic on a dead flower, then blamed for the undead result. Angry that light spells were so useless. And angry that news of her zombie flowers spread through the school faster than she could walk from one class to another.


  Students narrowed their eyes at her as they passed Ennara and Kithe’s lockers.


  “Do you think she did it? Gave you a dead flower?” Kithe heaved the Sword of Gisilfrid off his shoulder. Its gilded hilt briefly lit the hallway.


  Schoolmates collecting notebooks hushed their small conversations. It always happened when the sword was visible. Kithe stood taller and shone a little brighter, almost like the magic of the blade filled him too. Everyone seemed aware of it except him.


  A group of girls giggled and blushed as they walked by, their gazes glued on her best friend. Having grown up together in the village of Hogin, she and Kithe had been friends since they were babes. He was like a brother. But lately, she’d found the way girls acted around him annoying. He didn’t seem to notice that, either.


  Ennara rolled her eyes. “Gross.”


  Kithe glanced around him, lifting an eyebrow. “Huh?”


  “Never mind.”


  Kithe practiced with the sword with her uncle Tork every night. Ennara had to admit, he’d come a long way since he’d obtained the sword in the sunken city of Ililsa. Ennara recalled their dangerous adventure with a tinge of nostalgia now. Even the terror that gripped her when she remembered Ardewynn the Fallen Druid had lessened with time.


  Their journey to the ruins of Ililsa had revealed her powers and her friends’ strengths. It felt like they could overcome anything together. Kithe had changed during the quest, too. Despite having more than one brush with death, he had shown a courage and wisdom she’d never seen in him before. It was a glimpse of the hero he always wanted to be. Now, Kithe was determined to become a swordsman befitting the blade he carried. And judging from the way he practiced, Ennara believed he’d succeed.


  He deposited the leather sheath holding the sword into his metal locker.


  “I mean, the look Darsys gave you after was weird.”


  Ennara shrugged.


  It seemed like something Darsys Droverson would do. Several Council members and royal families were opposed to her being in the school.


  She and Kithe had been summoned to the Academy immediately after they found the Sword of Gisilfrid and destroyed the shadespawn—a curse started by Ardewynn. That was a year and a half ago. She‘d always known the druids controlled magic in her world, and that the Council’s desire to control her magic and Kithe’s sword was the reason behind their admittance to the academy. After all, the Council’s laws were the reason for the tattoo on her hand that had marked her as a magic user since birth. It was the reason she never went beyond her hometown as a child, for fear of being kidnapped and sold.


  Today, Darsys had seemed strangely prepared for the zombies. But the young dryad always seemed unsurprised by events at the school.


  “Maybe she foresaw the zombies happening. Aren’t all dryads supposed to see the future?” Ennara suggested weakly.


  Kithe raised his eyebrows.


  She sighed. “I can’t think about it. If she planted the dead flower, she endangered the class for…what? To get me kicked out of school?” Ennara pulled the locker beside his open, deposited a small, ordinary fencing blade.


  When the Council found out about her being a caul and the dryad Meliae’s prophecy, they’d argued for her imprisonment, not her admittance to the Academy. She’d overheard her aunt and uncle talking about it one night soon after she and Kithe had arrived. It wasn’t the welcome she’d expected, and after a year at the school she still felt like she didn’t belong.


  He slumped. “I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his black hair and glanced at the students going by.


  Even though he wasn’t from a royal family or in a Council lineage, he was accepted at the school. The Sword of Gisilfrid gave him a legendary status. Since the sword was the only magic he possessed, his presence probably didn’t bother anyone. Plus, he was always good at talking with strangers, even back at his father’s inn in Hogin.


  “Besides, even if she did, what can I do? It’s not like they’re going to do anything to stop a dryad princess.” Helplessness left a bitter taste on her tongue.


  The two fell silent. She let out a frustrated grunt and retrieved her books. She slammed the metal door shut. She’d been struggling to use only holy spells since learning that the magic she used was tied to a prediction for an age of happiness or doom. But the spells didn’t work, or when they did, they didn’t help much. Over several months, her enthusiasm for the path of light had turned to dread.


  “At least Inunsolus didn’t kick you out of class,” Kithe offered with a lopsided smirk.


  Ennara folded her arms around a notebook and a text on the Yeti. “For now. How am I supposed to fulfill the good part of the dryad’s prophecy if I can’t even do a basic healing spell?”


  “Yeah, the prophecy…maybe you can just stick to shooting those lightning bolt things.” He raised his eyebrows and patted her shoulder.


  She sighed.


  Kithe nodded toward their cryptozoology class. “Let’s go.”


  Hopefully the mythical creatures would take her mind off zombie flowers and prophecies for a few minutes.


  Professor Formult’s cryptozoology class was unlike most other classes at the Academy. The small, circular room appeared to have once been a small theater. Chairs and desks circled a large central table and movable chalkboard on a raised stage, from which the professor would give his lectures. Stone floors had been overlaid with bumpy, gray tile of some foreign substance. Walls lined with metal and glass cases contained specimens of small creatures from around the world. Bright, humming lights hung overhead and a constant chugging of machines from a nearby room hummed through the room. Ennara imagined that this was what the inside of the Druidic Council towers at the center of the Academy’s keep might look like.


  The short, stout professor entered the room after the class assembled. His sandy hair was disheveled, and he carried a large wooden box. He took the stage and slowly surveyed the room.


  “What is up with him?” Cinne asked from the other side of her.


  Ennara gazed at the man intently studying his students. Dark circles ringed his eyes. His goatee, normally trimmed neatly, had grown into a state of shabbiness. When the murmuring of students rose, he finally cleared his throat.


  “As you know, this is my first day back from the expedition to Azilia and visit to Estlan.” He coughed into his hand. “It is so…nice…to be back in this ancient institution…”


  Kithe raised an eyebrow at her. Ennara shrugged. The normally gregarious professor was definitely out of sorts. He wobbled slightly before clearing his throat again.


  “Seasickness?” she murmured.


  Frowning, Cinne bit her lower lip.


  “He looks … possessed,” Kithe said.


  “Today we will see something extraordinary!” Oreck Formult’s voice suddenly boomed across the room. The students all jumped in their seats.


  “Oh, good. He woke up,” Kithe mumbled behind a hand.


  Ennara smirked and opened her notebook.


  The professor lifted an oblong metal lamp from under a table and positioned its dark, shiny tube over the box. He flipped a switch on its metal base, bathing the crate in a red glow. He slid the top off the box, then lifted its sides away. Brown grass and yellowed hay tumbled over the shiny metal table to reveal a giant black egg.


  Yellowed teeth smiling widely, he slid a hand over its dimpled surface.


  “Dragons,” he said with a flourish.


  The students gasped.


  Ennara’s tattoo tingled. She rubbed the green and gold dragon on the back of her hand absentmindedly and covered it with her sleeve, looping a hole on its end around her thumb. She seldom paid attention to the “Mark of the Caul” these days. Everyone around here knew magic, so it didn’t matter. None of her schoolmates bore the tattoo, though. In Council families, magic was an assumed privilege.


  “Dragons are extremely rare,” the professor continued, pulling his hand away from the egg nested on the desk. He stalked to the chalkboard behind him and flipped it to reveal a map of the island-world. “But they do exist. Near the summits of Lan’s highest mountains…”


  He thrust a pointer at the great range of Tzu, then the west coast of Azilia, and finally the God’s Ascent Mountains in Estlan. Ennara felt a pang of homesickness.


  “And on hidden outcrops of our world’s vast oceans…”


  He swept the stick across the northern reaches of the inner ocean and the distant south of the outer ocean.


  “…small clusters of individuals, called family units, can be found.”


  His dark eyes scanned his audience again, like he was looking for something. Or someone. Weird.


  He flipped the board again and picked up a piece of chalk. He scrawled Draconis Europaeus in large flowing, loopy letters. In unison, Ennara’s classmates started scribbling.


  “For millennia, dragons existed only in myth. Legends of the creatures arose through the accidental unearthings of fossilized remains of primeval reptiles.”


  He scribbled the word dinosaurs and drew a line between the two terms.


  “However, in the Great Age of Science that lasted well after the Deluge…” he hesitated again to survey the class, “the great minds of artifact envisioned beings that would assist mankind and, indeed, thrive on his transformed planet…”


  Minds of artifact? Ennara looked around the room. Her classmates regarded the professor with puzzled expressions. This didn’t seem like core curriculum.


  Formult frowned at the group, his eyes darkening. “I see they have not taught you of the Great Age of Science. Rock trolls.” He furiously wrote the word on the chalk board.


  “Goblins.” The word appeared under the trolls.


  “Dryads and Sylphen.” He scrawled the names of the races under the first two, then turned to glare at Darsys and Janstina seated in the first row. There was a cutting edge to his voice.


  “Where exactly did you people think the races of magical creatures—human and otherwise—came from?”


  Under the professor’s glare, Darsys glanced around the room and locked eyes with Ennara. She tilted her head, as if listening. Ennara’s hand froze as she rubbed her tattoo distractedly. What was the dryad doing?


  Darsys smirked. She turned back to Formult and, blinking twice, opened her eyes wide. “Professor, could you tell us more about dragons? Why are they used to mark some magic users?”


  Great. As if she hadn’t had enough attention today. Ennara slumped in her chair.


  The professor frowned. His eyes shifted to his hand, which bore no mark, before his expression cleared. Then he followed Darsys’s gaze to Ennara. His eyes flashed, like he’d seen her for the first time. Ennara pulled her sleeve down further and shifted in her seat. She’d give anything to be able to pull that hood on her back over her face right now.


  If it was possible for Professor Formult’s eyes darken more, they somehow did. He paced back to the egg on the table and laid a hand on it. Ennara’s tattoo erupted in pain. She winced and clutched her hand to her body.


  The professor narrowed his eyes at her before addressing Darsys, then the class. “The dragon possesses potent magic, and as such shares a connection to the most powerful magic users. A connection between dragonkind and humans is rare, as they are highly intelligent and not easily swayed by human ambition. Due to that rarity, the dragon’s mark has been relegated to a mere warning…” His penetrating gaze met Ennara’s once more. “…that its bearer carries terrible powers.”


  “But isn’t it true that the Druidic Council has dragons in their control?” Janstina asked.


  The sylph. Ennara had never heard of dragons in the Keep, but if anyone would know, it would be air sprites.


  The professor smiled. “Yes. There is only one thing that sways them more reliably than magical dominance.”


  He gently patted the egg on the table. “Their offspring.”


  The dragon on Ennara’s hand shot sparks up her arm.


  “Ow!” She grabbed her arm, wincing. Her wand clattered to the floor, then rolled down one step, two, three. It came to rest below the stage.


  Kithe and Cinne, and most of the class, turned their heads to her.


  “You okay?” Kithe asked.


  She shook her head. Formult smirked, and paced across the platform. He delicately picked up the wand and, holding it from its tip between his thumb and forefinger, swept up the steps to her row and placed it next to her notebook.


  He pursed his lips, eyes gleaming. “Still using a stick, Miss Gaern?” His voice lowered. “I’d think it below a druid of your…exceptional talents.” He raised an eyebrow.


  Heat flooded her face. What was he talking about? The pain shot up her arm once more.


  Ennara grimaced. She stood, burying her hand in her pocket. “Professor, I need to be excused.”


  A knowing look crossed the man’s face, softening his sneer. “Of course, Ennara.”
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  Ennara woke to darkness. Her down pillow wrapped around her head and smothered her cheeks as her fuzzy wool blanket reached stiflingly close to her nose. She’d had a restless sleep. In her dreams, the zombie flowers combined with Professor Formult’s malaise to become a horrific plague sweeping the island and transforming everyone into undead. She sighed, staring into the blackness. She waited several minutes, closing her eyes only to have them pop open again. Eventually, she resigned herself to being awake, swung her feet over the bed, and slipped on her house shoes.


  After leaving Professor Formult’s class yesterday with what felt like her arm on fire, she visited the school nurse station. The small, tidy room was staffed by a holy graduate student. “I can’t see anything wrong with it,” an unremarkable, rotund young man had said after examining her hand. “But I’ll give you a pass for the rest of the day, if you want.” Of course, he had to interrogate her about the zombie flowers first. She took the pass and the opportunity to avoid school gossip for the rest of the day.


  Downstairs below, the front door creaked. Maybe it wasn’t that early—autumn this far north brought the dark season sooner. She and Kithe already woke in complete darkness to get ready in time for school, the sun rising over the eastern hills only as they arrived at the castle. Even the walk in the gloom didn’t make her wish to board at the school with the other students, though. Every day while plodding up the cobblestone hill to the formidable iron gate, she silently thanked her aunt and uncle for sharing their cozy home in Galdlan with her and Kithe.


  Ennara quietly opened her bedroom door and stepped downstairs. Aunt Marsaili stood at the kitchen counter unwrapping a freshly baked loaf of bread. The heavenly aroma made her mouth water. Her aunt’s cloak and scarf were draped on an armchair near the hearth. A tiny glowing fire snapped and hissed in the corner of the room.


  The last step creaked under Ennara’s foot.


  Marsaili looked up and smiled. “You’re up early.”


  “What time is it?” Ennara rubbed her right eye.


  “A quarter of six.”


  Ennara groaned, slumped into a kitchen chair, and tucked her feet under her legs. “I can’t sleep.”


  Her aunt smiled. “Me neither. I went to the baker’s. Bread always smells best when it’s fresh out of the oven. Want a slice?”


  “Mmph.” She shrugged.


  Her aunt nodded and set about cutting up the loaf.


  “You know the flowers weren’t your fault, right?”


  Ennara sighed. “Yeah.” But she didn’t really. If it wasn’t her fault, whose was it?


  Marsaili placed a warm slice of bread on the table in front of her, and added dishes of butter and jam.


  The silence of the house was unusual. Even though she and Kithe wouldn’t get up for another half-hour, normally Tork would be up with Marsaili. Between his duties as archivist for the Council’s collection of magical artifacts, her uncle taught archeology at the Academy. At this time of the morning, he’d be getting ready for his archeology lessons at the Academy or preparing for a meeting with the Council. That is, when he wasn’t away on an artifact hunt.


  “Where’s Tork?”


  Marsaili made an attempt to smile that tilted into a strange frown. “He didn’t come home from his meeting with the Council. Someone stole several objects from the vault, so he’s been working to recover them all night.”


  The news pried Ennara’s eyes open completely. She last saw her uncle yesterday afternoon as she left the school. He’d seen her in the hall and had pulled her aside to discuss the zombie flowers. Tork had been battling both rumors flying around the staff room and Inunsolus’s account of Ennara as a danger to the student body. He’d planned to meet with the Council that evening after his last class, so she’d given him her account of the incident.


  “The vault was broken into?”


  The huge underground warehouse was hidden deep below the ancient towers at the center of Galdlan’s castle. Inside were ancient artifacts of every kind—magical, strange technologies belonging to people long vanished from the world, books, and pictures that looked impossibly real. While only Council members entered into the cold glass towers, nobody but Tork and the Council leaders—the Triskelion—accessed the vault. Ennara and Kithe had seen it once, soon after their arrival. Before her aunt’s husband let them near it, they both had to swear an oath they wouldn’t tell anyone they’d been inside.


  Marsaili nodded. “It’s hardly believable, but it happened. Looks like your archeology class will be suspended until he figures out this mess. Between that and the political conflicts erupting in Council chambers recently, I expect we won’t see much of him for the next few days.”


  Ennara frowned. Archeology was one of the few classes she felt comfortable in. Tork tolerated none of the favoritism she experienced in other classes.


  An owl hooted somewhere nearby outside. Ennara gazed out the darkened kitchen window. “What’s happening in the Council? Aren’t they always debating something?”


  “They are indeed, but I’ve heard the usual debates have heated up. Alliances are shaky, and oppositions deepening.” Marsaili sat next to her with a cup of tea. “But school and the Council are not your worries today. You have guests.”


  Ennara glanced around the room. There was no evidence of visitors. She raised an eyebrow at her aunt. “I do?”


  Her aunt chuckled. “As soon as Kithe wakes, you are to collect them from the harbor.”


   


   


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER THREE


  A Visitor Arrives


   


  “Do you think Smoos is here too?” Ennara asked Kithe as they jogged down the steep hill to the port. Clouds of steam puffed from their mouths in the chilly morning air.


  Kithe smiled. “I bet she is. Smoos is always with Gevin.”


  They rounded the corner of Tully’s Boat Shop, a massive brick warehouse at the corner of Harbor Drive and Hill Street. The wharf lay before them, stretching into the dark, icy waters of the deep bay. Sailors and dock workers bustled around a rich brown frigate at the end of the large pier. It flew the flag of Estlan—mountains and fields of wheat on a blue background—and the smaller crowned falcon of the royal family of Dordonne. Gevin and Smoos stood on the pier next to the boat. Gevin, wrapped in a long, dark blue woolen coat with a knit hat, carried a knapsack. Ennara and Kithe waved and ran across the street to join him.


  They arrived out of breath—the dock was longer than it appeared. Standing close to him, Ennara was taken aback by how different Gevin seemed. True, it had been a year since Ennara had seen him or the huge leopard-like marine cat Smoos. Gevin joined the navy, taking Smoos with him, soon after they returned from the Sunken City two springs ago. But wow, he’d changed. He didn’t look like a lanky street kid anymore. He stood taller, his jaw set squarer, and his auburn hair was cut short. He’d gotten a little thicker, too.


  Smoos looked the same, though. The huge gray-blue cat regarded them with intelligent eyes. She hit the deck with her front paws, bowing low and swishing her powerful swimming tail when she saw Ennara and Kithe. Gevin grinned.


  Smoos purred loudly and rubbed against Ennara and Kithe’s hips, making a figure-eight between them. Gevin hugged Kithe quickly, then hugged Ennara. He held her a little longer. He felt warm and strong. She remembered the kiss he’d given her before they battled the apothecary Mor on the docks of Dordonne, and her stomach turned in knots.


  When he pulled away, Kithe raised an eyebrow. Ennara’s cheeks burned.


  But the awkward moment was soon lost and forgotten in the chatter of news.


  “How long will you be here?” Kithe asked as they crossed Harbor Drive. The sun was beginning to brighten the sky.


  “Two weeks,” Gevin replied. “We’re here on a diplomatic mission. King Rothust’s advisor Sir Grelchwun is here for trade relations with the ambassador from Sudlan. And we returned—” he coughed “—the Queen’s cousin to the Academy.”


  “Oreck Formult,” Kithe said with an expression of distaste.


  “He was really sick yesterday,” Ennara added. “You must’ve had rough seas.”


  Gevin shook his head. “The Inner Ocean was as calm as I’ve seen it. Formult was wrong the whole trip. Whatever he picked up, it was in Dordonne. We couldn’t get him off ship soon enough.” Gevin’s eyes showed the same confidence they held before, but they’d changed too. Less cocky, more calculating. It was really nice to see him.


  As if he read her thoughts, Gevin smiled at her. They turned the corner of Tully’s Boat Shop. The wall of brick gave way to a view of the castle at the center of the island.


  Gevin froze. “What the blazes?”


  Ennara giggled. She was still impressed by other-worldly glass towers touching the sky at the center of the old castle.


  “Pretty sweet, huh?” Kithe said.


  “You go to school there?”


  “Nah,” Kithe said. “Those are the Druidic Council buildings.”


  “Our classes are in the castle proper. No one goes into the towers, except the Council,” Ennara added.


  Gevin whistled. “How’d they make them?”


  “They didn’t.” Kithe squinted at the skyscrapers. “They’re from the old world.”


  The other boy’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Kithe and Ennara laughed.


  She took Gevin’s chilly hand in hers. “Come on, let’s drop your bag at Tork’s house. We’ll show you around.”


  “You don’t need to go to class?”


  “Nah,” Kithe shook his head. “Ennara’s aunt gave us permission to skip today.”


  It had seemed natural at the time, but it wasn’t long before she was too aware of Gevin’s hand. It was warm and solidly gripped around hers. Heat crept up her cheeks and her stomach knotted into a hard little ball. She dropped his hand and stuffed hers in her pockets, smiling weakly at him. He returned one with sparkling azure eyes and rosy cheeks.


  They spent about an hour in the village, showing Gevin and Smoos the shops and Galdlan’s Central Square—the marketplace and festival arena of the island’s only city—and finally getting a hot cocoa at the baker’s. Settled on bistro chairs outside the bakery, Gevin described his first year of training in Dordonne before his first duties aboard the ships. He told them of a two-month surveying mission to the northern coastline of Azilia. The jungles sounded wild, and they only caught glimpses of its people, who matched the vibrant terrain with the colorful feathered costumes they wore.
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