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Necromancer Academy (Book One)

Chapter One
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I never thought I'd find myself with a dead man’s hand in my pocket while on a boat that smelled like goats that was taking me one step closer to committing a murder. Life sure had thrown some unexpected twists at me lately, all of which had splintered and cracked my foundation, irreparably changing me from the inside out. Gone was the girl who started singing right after leaping out of bed in the morning, who clapped at random, often inappropriate times, and who was drunk on happiness.

That girl was dead. She'd died right along with her brother. 

I was a shell of that girl, a ghost, an empty husk whose heart had been crushed. Not just once, but over and over since it had happened. So I wrapped my heart tight with thorny rage, whispered a spell, and brought it back to life. Soon it would eat through my chest and devour my enemy.

But right now, I couldn’t focus on much of anything because of the overwhelming smell of goat.

"Aura flare," I whispered into the brittle pages of the old book I held.

The slightest magical breeze ruffled over the tops of everyone's heads in the rows of seats in front of me. Not the sea air, though, since we sat in the lower level of the boat. A teenage boy near the front turned to give the person seated behind him the stink eye.

Really, I was doing him and everyone else a favor. Me too, since I was trying to clear my nose while practicing my dark magic. 

"Sicut odor pluviam," I whispered.

Wispy blue coils that smelled like a storm rose up from below everyone's seats. Instantly, the boat smelled a thousand times better, but the coils kept winding up, up, wrapping around people's legs and climbing higher. Lacy fingers unfurled in front of their faces, stretched around their necks, and squeezed. 

Oh crap. That wasn't supposed to happen.

The passengers who'd been sleeping lurched awake. Everyone gasped and choked and clawed at their necks.

I turned the pages of my book, looking for a counter-spell before I killed everyone on board. My heartbeat galloped into my throat, almost too loud to concentrate. My eyes raced across spell after spell, but none of them undid the one I'd just done. Think. Think.

I glanced up to gauge how much time they had left and immediately wished I hadn't. Some passengers were turning a horrific shade of blue.

Panic shook through me so hard that the words in the giant Book of Black Shadows blurred together into a jumbled mess. I only wanted to murder those who deserved it, not people who smelled like goats. The rain scent thickened in the air, warmed it, until I felt drops on the top of my head. The wispy fingers turned dark as a thunderstorm as they squeezed people's necks harder, and devilish points grew from the tips of the fingers like claws.

I had to do something. Any kind of counter-spell or something to redirect the magic toward something else or an off button. Anything.

My gaze caught on one word: diluti. Like dilute? Good enough. "Diluti exponentia."

A torrent of water crashed down from the wooden ceiling of the boat’s bottom level and soaked everyone. The wispy chokeholds drifted away like clouds and dissipated. The passengers sucked in air and coughed and sucked in more air.

I blew out a short, relieved breath and sagged down in my seat, so low I hoped no one could see me. The standing water I’d created sloshed almost to my knees. The brittle pages of the Book of Black Shadows were soaked through, so I was pretty much done with magic for now. I shoved it into my satchel and clutched it to my chest, my cheeks flaming. I'd done that spell before with no problems, both the white magic version and the black, two sides of the same coin that produced the exact same thing. Maybe I'd said my Latin wrong, and the result had been something entirely unexpected. I didn't think so, though.

The passengers were starting to question each other now, if they'd seen what had happened. The water at our feet took the goat smell and shoved it so deep up my nose I could taste it. My stomach churned at that, and then again when we hit several rough waves in a row. We must've been getting close to Eerie Island.

I twisted out the water from my hair, watching some of the coal I'd used to dye it black swirl into the lake at my feet. Gotta be honest, this was not going well so far. The trip to Necromancer Academy was supposed to be the easy part. After that came the murder part. Oh, I saw the problem with killing someone at a school like where I was headed, but my target would stay dead. Not only that, but they'd wish they had never set foot in my house. Of that, I would make certain.

The boat slowed, so we were probably nearing the dock. I was ready to be there and for everything that came after. I’d trained the entire summer, created plans within plans. I wouldn’t fail. Leo deserved that much.

I stood with the other passengers, doing my best to blend in. Some of their eyes were bloodshot and some had bruising handprints around their throats. 

I tugged up my cloak collar and cast my eyes downward, muttering, "Bind thee in health, Protect mind and soul too, Boost vigor and happiness, Make it all renew." A healing spell that was nowhere near Latin. That seemed to perk them up a little, and hey look, it didn't appear to go haywire. Yet. But that spell was all white magic. Perhaps the universe was trying to tell me something about using spells from the Book of Black Shadows. Perhaps I'd learn to listen, but not today.

The boat finally slowed to a stop, and since I sat in the back row, I waited for everyone to trail out in front of me, their legs splashing through the standing water and making its waves crash against my knees. I shivered, but not from cold. There, at the front of the boat, stood the captain, glaring right at me.

Oh good. This should end well.

After the next to last person filed out in front of me, I clutched my satchel tighter and followed, my chin held high. What was the captain going to do? Take me back to Maraday for messing with his boat and passengers? He could try, but not much could keep me away from Necromancer Academy. I'd given up admission to White Magic Academy to be here with almost all of my tuition already paid there at WMA. My money. Nearly every coin I'd earned since age ten when I'd started working as a healer, and I couldn't get that money back. Because if I did, that would mean dropping out, and for now, I wanted Mom and Dad to think I’d followed my dream to White Magic Academy. It was the least I could do after what they’d been through, however temporary that façade was.

"You going to buy me a new vessel?" the captain asked as I came closer. His shaggy dark hair and beard nearly hid the red bandana at his neck.

"I-I don't know what you're talking about."

"There's always at least one of you gits making trouble before every term at that sinful school."

The fury in his tone surprised me some, though I tried to keep it from showing on my face. Necromancer Academy had been here for hundreds of years. I didn't really know what to expect since I’d never been there before, but I figured most people were used to it and everything it represented. I guessed I was wrong. 

"Okay..." I stopped in front of him, completely soaked now from my thighs down. "You think I had something to do with the water on the boat?"

"Yes. I do.” He crossed his arms, his sharp eyes seeming to miss nothing. “And you're going to fix it before you even think about getting off this boat." 

Curious that he knew which school I headed to, and yet he didn't seem afraid. At all. I'd been brushing up on my black magic and knew some horrific spells. He must've known some counter-spells, even though I didn't get that vibe from him. I could sense magic on people, sometimes even smell it or feel it pressing against my skin. Not with him though.

"How do you suggest I fix it?" I asked.

"Not the same way you caused it."

"Why is that?"

"Magic don’t work on Eerie Island outside the gates of your sin school. For protection against you heathens."

"But I did it—"

"Ah, so you admit you did it now." He raised his finger higher than his quirked eyebrows. 

I blew out a breath. Well, he'd caught me there.

"The magic starts to work again the farther out to sea you go." He shook his raised finger. "Starts to. It's wobbly before it evens out again."

No wonder my smell-better spell had gone awry. "So if you don’t want your boat fixed by magic, then what?"

He held his hand out to me and rubbed his fingers together. "That's what."

I sighed. "How much?"

"Enough to go back to Maraday and hire a mage to do a drying spell."

"I don't know how much that will be." 

"Me neither, but pay up." He waved his hand impatiently.

Grinding my teeth together, I dug in my satchel for my coin bag buried at the bottom. Since most of my money had gone to WMA, I didn't have much at all, and what I did have was for food at Necromancer Academy. I'd picked up more odd jobs and scraped every last coin together to pay for my first semester here. I wouldn't need to go here any longer than that. In fact, I’d likely be out in less than a week.

I opened my coin bag and started to shake a few out into my palm, but the captain plucked the whole thing from me.

"This'll do," he said and turned toward the door, a smug smile on his face.

"Hey, no, absolutely not. I need that money." I marched after him as he stomped up the steps to the main level of the boat.

"Should've thought of that before you ruined my boat," he said over his shoulder.

"Your boat smells like sweaty goat balls," I snapped. "I was trying to keep from suffocating."

He tossed his head back in a laugh and then jumped down on the dock. "And guess where your money is now, miss. Right next to my sweaty goat balls."

My stomach curled as he walked away from me. That was everything I had. Other than the hunk of cheese and bread I'd slipped inside my satchel back home this morning—now thoroughly soaked, I was sure—I would starve. And there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Not magic since I now stood on Eerie Island, not until I entered the gates of Necromancer Academy. And then? I hadn’t seen any conjuring spells in the Book of Black Shadows, and if I had...well, guess who doesn’t know Latin all that well? I fail more times than I succeed unless I practice constantly, and by then, I’d be dead by starvation.

A dark voice slithered around inside my skull, one I'd had to work hard to silence. "Murder," it said. Murders plural, if I decided the captain needed a lethal dose of my anger as well.

When the happy, song-in-my-heart version of myself died, I'd buckled under the rage and let it consume me. Every part of me burned with it, and I lashed out like a feral wildcat. It took a lot of time and self-control to rise from the ashes of my former self and center my being so I could sort of function again. To not be so obsessed with murderous fury that I could go on living.

No, I wasn't a killer. Yet. My first and last victim already had a target on his back, and it wasn't the captain. I would just have to scrounge for food. Steal it if I had to. I wouldn’t be there long anyway.

I found my trunk among everyone else's, half submerged on the muddy shore. Gods forbid the luggage handlers push them back five feet to a sandy area. Hissing my frustration through my teeth, I grabbed the handle on one side of my trunk, and when I hefted it, broken glass clanked inside. 

Sonofawitch. 

I angled myself in the direction of the academy, even though I couldn't yet see it through the thick forest, and dragged the trunk behind me along a worn path into the copse of trees. The other passengers had taken their luggage and had swept toward the beach. Other than the academy, Eerie Island was known for its fishing industry. I suspected those people I’d almost killed were here for jobs. Honest to gods, I hoped my healing spell gave them a boost.

As I walked, I wondered why there weren't other students cutting across the island like me. Surely I wasn't the last one to arrive.

The trees towered above me, their oversized green leaves blocking out the already meager sunlight. A chill seeped into my wet clothes, and before long, my teeth clicked together loudly. Eerie Island wasn't big, though, and soon, I spotted a pair of large gates ahead. They were open but not inviting.

Beyond the gates, warped trees twisted at odd angles, the bark on them shadowed black. Or maybe they really were black. Some had spindly limbs while others were about as wide as the trunk I dragged behind me. All of them looked long dead. A stone path wound through them, and the last curve disappeared into darkness. 

Unease dragged down my back. I'd had no idea what to expect, but when I imagined Necromancer Academy, I envisioned...life. Undead life, but still life. This was not it.

Hardening my will, I stepped through the gate and onto the path. Immediately, it struck me how quiet it was without the buzz of insects or the skitters of wildlife. Even the sea breeze had died. Maybe it was this way on purpose, an eventual assignment for students once classes started.

The path led around a few bends, and then a monstrous nightmare towered above me. Necromancer Academy. It was unlike anything I'd ever seen. Made from drab gray stone, it spiked toward the boiling clouds overhead and spread two wings to either side, but the angles were all wrong. There were too many cutting in and out in irregular intervals all across the top, the sides, even the foundation. Slabs stuck out from the rooftop like turrets, but they weren't shaped like the structures. The worst thing of all? No windows. None. Just a large arched double door at the front.

Staring at the building unsettled me, and if I didn't have a valid reason to be here, I might have run. Instead, I stepped toward the towering staircase leading to the closed doors and pulled one open.

Inside, I received another shock. The place bustled with life. Students zipped around the entryway carrying books, laughing, calling out to each other. And they looked...normal. All of them wore black cloaks, which was standard, but some had added their own color flares. A few even wore hats or scarves like I used to or had sparkly charms dangling from their wrists, ears, and necks. In my all-black cloak, dress, and boots, I was the one who stood out.

The architecture inside was similar to the outside with all wrong angles and two more towering staircases that zigzagged up the stone walls to a black abyss above. Across the expansive entryway floor, all sorts of symbols were etched into the stone. They pulsed with movement under the torches lining the walls, and if I stared too long, I was sure I would lose my balance from dizziness. The whole place made me want to squeeze my eyes shut.

"Name," a bored male voice said from my side.

I glanced up. Not the guy I was looking for. He was older, taller, with patches of facial hair on his chin. 

"Dawn," I said. "Dawn Cleohold."

He consulted his roll of parchment in his hands. "Well, Dawn Dawn Cleohold, your room is on the second floor, room 2B. Drop your things there and then go to the Gathering Room."

"The Gathering Room?"

He pointed with his furry chin to my right and through another pair of massive, arched double doors. Torchlights flickered from within, brighter than out here, but I couldn't see what was inside.

He turned and said over his shoulder, "And hurry. We're about to start."

“Start what?” Not classes, unless we had late-afternoon classes? The only information I'd gotten was that I'd been accepted, where to send tuition, and to be here today.

He didn’t answer and I didn’t actually expect a response. I was on my own...but where was I going?

"2B, 2B," I repeated, scanning the two sets of stairs, as well as people's faces. 

He was here, somewhere. I'd imagined what I'd do when I first saw him, and what he would do once he saw me too. We would likely find out soon enough.

A set of stairs led to each of the two wings but with no indication of which one I should take. 

I grabbed the elbow of the nearest student to stop and ask, and a pair of green eyes met mine. Their owner's mouth curved into smugness.

"You must be new here," he said, sweeping his gaze down my front.

I ducked down so he could find my eyes again. Poor thing had gotten lost at the swell of my chest. "Freshman,” I admitted. “Where's 2B?"

"Fresh meat goes that way." He pointed right.

Fresh meat? Really?

"Thanks." I walked away from him, feeling his eyes follow. "I guess." 

I started toward the right staircase, but a bunch of older girls burst through a door of the left staircase. Of course, separate male and female wings—even though we were all of age—and of course, the guy who couldn't keep his eyeballs to himself wanted to lead me astray. Figured.

As I started up the correct staircase, dragging my trunk behind me with a loud thunk-thunk, movement fluttered from the high ceiling. Ravens, I thought, used to deliver letters. And not a speck of poo anywhere in this strange school.

I quickly found room 2B and deposited my trunk next to an empty bed. The other was occupied with a pile of clothes from an open trunk. Colorful ribbons had already been strung above it from the ceiling to make it look like a circus tent. I hoped she wasn't a total flake who asked too many questions or who'd get in my way. I wasn't here to make nice, and soon, I wouldn’t be here at all.

Wishing I had time to change my wet clothes, I made my way down to the Gathering Room. Inside, my next breath hung in my chest as I stared around at the most darkly beautiful sight I’d ever seen. The rough walls looked like they’d been carved from black mica and glittered with the abundance of torches floating in midair. Four tables stretched the length of the room, and over each one hung three torchlight chandeliers made from skulls and other bones. Some of the skulls were even talking to the students down below. A fifth table sat near the front of the room in front of a wide stage, the only table that was empty. The rest were packed full, maybe thirty or forty students to each one, though I was terrible at guesstimating. While the rest of the school so far had rubbed against my skin like sand, this room was warm and welcoming and magical.

"Freshmen over there," a man by the door barked and pointed to the far right table.

The loud chatter wound down while the students stared expectantly at the stage. A woman strode across it, mid-forties maybe, with her brown hair piled high on top of her head and no lips to speak of. She had a mouth, sure, but her lips had disappeared or something, especially when she smiled out at the crowd. She wore a long red dress that made her appear to float like the torches.

"Welcome, necromancers, to a new school year," she said, her voice carrying loud and clear.

The students cheered. But not me. As I turned to slide myself onto the end of the freshmen bench, I froze. There he was, all the way across the room at the junior table.

My brother's killer.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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My whole world narrowed in on him. My heart shattered all over again seeing him sitting there, smiling faintly, as if he hadn't killed anyone last spring. But I knew better. He'd stood not ten feet away from me, my brother's dead body bleeding out between us. His throat had been slit, the terrible wound grinning open and spilling my brother's life out all over the floor. The murderer had held the knife, still splatting blood droplets, as he stared at me with steely gray eyes. They’d been empty of all emotion except one: elation. Then he’d turned and run out into the meadow behind our house.

But I'd already memorized everything about his appearance. The cut of his jaw. The sharp angles of his cheekbones. His messy brown hair. The haughty lift to his right eyebrow. Gray eyes as dark as a thunderstorm. That was him.

I wanted to scream. I wanted to march up to him and finish what I'd sworn to do four months ago when I first saw him. Fury ripped its burning claws under my skin until it pulsed inside me, a gathering storm about to unleash.

His gaze skimmed over me for a fleeting second. Not a hint of recognition when there should've been. Because just as I'd seen him clear as day over Leo’s body, he'd seen me too. But then I remembered I still had the hood on my cloak drawn up over my head. He couldn't see me. He would, though, and every begging word he said to me, every plea for forgiveness would fall on deaf ears.

"Miss," a distant voice said. "Miss, will you please take your seat."

I blinked and my surroundings flooded back into place around Leo’s murderer and me. All eyes from the four tables aimed right at me, the only person frozen into a block of ice instead of sitting down with the others. Laughter erupted from several of them.

My whole body flushed as I quickly sat down with my head bowed. I hadn't meant to draw attention to myself. The plan was to melt with the shadows, not stand there staring in front of the whole school like a lunatic.

"Now, then." The woman smiled, warm as the torchlights hovering overhead even though she had no lips. I had a feeling I was going to obsess over that, and it couldn’t be helped. "As I was saying, I'm Headmistress Millington, and I wanted to go over a few things before you head back to your rooms for the night. Classes start tomorrow—"

Several of the older students groaned.

"I'm not sure why that's news to some of you," she continued without looking the least bit fazed. "You'll find your schedule parchments outside your room doors. Usually I introduce your professors to you the night before classes begin, but they're busy with other things at the moment."

"Torture," someone from the sophomore table muttered, and several people laughed.

"We do have a few new rules this year."

The laughter turned to grumbles.

Headmistress Millington held up her hands. "I know, I know, but you might thank me later that we have rules in a university such as this. Number one: no wandering by yourself after the dark hour."

Louder groans this time. The dark hour meant midnight. I'd learned that this summer when I'd devoured every dark magic book I could find, though really, it was obvious since the light hour was noon. Pretty easy to keep up with the basics. It was the rest of it that had a steep learning curve.

"Number two,” the headmistress continued. “No going outside after the dark hour."

Gasps swept through the room. 

A blonde at the head of the senior table shot to her feet, her cheeks stained a rosy pink. "But Headmistress, Advanced Necromancy doesn't even start until the dark hour, and it's in the cemetery out back, so—"

"Not anymore, Beatrice," Headmistress Millington said gently.

"But...why?" Beatrice asked.

"That’s the way of it for all of your safety. As necromancers, it's important to readily adapt to change since what we do isn't always straightforward." She nodded at Beatrice who didn't seem all that convinced as she sank back into her seat. "Rule number three, which isn't new at all: no bringing physical or emotional harm to anyone."

"After the dark hour," several students chanted and then snickered.

But the others still seemed hung up on the first two rules as they frowned and muttered to their friends. What had changed from last year to this one to bring about these rules?

"If you feel that the rules don't apply to you and break them anyway, you'll be swiftly dealt with and expelled." The headmistress cast her gaze around the room to drive that point home.

And I got the point, sharp as the blade that had ended my brother's life. I'd just have to not get caught sneaking around by myself after the dark hour to bring physical and emotional harm to Leo’s murderer. Permanently.

"The responsibility of necromancers is serious,” Headmistress Millington went on, “which some of you know and some of you will learn. It's the darkest of dark magic, and only those who have an iron will can make it through this academy. With that said, my door is always open should you find yourself slipping or in need of anything whatsoever."

A disembodied arm poked from the backstage area and waved at her enthusiastically.

She turned to it, and then back toward us stiffly. Even from this far away, I could see the tension lining her forehead. 

She smoothed her hands along her red dress as if to compose herself. “Now, go to your rooms and be ready for an exciting new year ahead of you." She led us in a round of applause, and before it ended, she’d already bustled off the stage, her skirts swinging behind her.

The applause quickly petered out as students stared after her. This wasn't how the back-to-school Gathering Room event normally went, then. What had happened?

The students wondered the same thing as they filed out.

"Don't go outside,” one was saying. “Don't be alone. Why does it sound like we're under attack?"

"It's probably nothing,” a girl with short blonde hair said. “She’d reschedule the start of classes if it was something we needed to be worried about."

“But what about homecoming and Samhain?” a guy asked. “Are we just going to pretend those things don’t exist?”

Their voices faded out into the entryway. So I could keep an eye on Ramsey—that was his name though I hated to think it since it humanized him—I stayed put and pretended there was a problem with the laces on my boot. I wanted to know who his closest friends were, how he interacted with others, his habits, even his class schedule. I would follow him like a shadow until he was no more. 

From underneath the top of my hood, I spied him strolling out with a large group of male and female students. He was laughing and talking, with no cares in the world, it seemed. How could a murderer act so casual? I hadn't even avenged my brother yet, and already, I was withdrawn, seeking comfort in thoughts of murder rather than people. Dead inside. It was strange, but maybe I needed to take notes from him on how he conducted himself so no one would suspect me.

And that made me hate him even more. Sonofawitch.

I followed him out the double doors of the Gathering Room, close but not too close, and slipped my hand into my pocket. My fingertips brushed the dead man’s hand, its skin like rubber. It was closed in a loose fist. When it decided to open—something I couldn’t make it do—I would grab hold, and it would lead me into the darkness its owner had once inhabited. This was also known as shadow-walking or literally becoming a shadow. Because the hand belonged to an actual murderer, this was really, really dark magic.

His friends parted ways in the middle of the entryway, the guys to one set of stairs and the girls to the other. I climbed up behind the girls, keeping my gaze locked on Ramsey on the other side and matching his steps like the perfect shadow.

"Every year we come back, he gets hotter and hotter," one of the girls with bright red curls in front of me said.

Another groaned. "He's the only good thing about coming back."

The door to the second floor opened, which must've caused a massive slow-down in our ascent because I smashed face first into the rear of the redhead in front of me. I bounced back a step hard enough for the hood on my cloak to fall back. Had he seen? Did he recognize me now? I skated my gaze across the entryway toward him, but he was already climbing toward the third floor, completely oblivious.

Maybe I should've been paying more attention to the rage pummeling the air right in front of me. The redhead I'd run into had already whirled around, her fists clenched at her sides.

"And every year, the freshmen get more and more shit between their ears," she spat. "You have eyes, necromancer. Use them."

The old me would have apologized profusely, throwing smiles and light around for forgiveness, but the new me had nothing to be sorry for.

I stared up at her towering over me, attempting to make my expression as cold and fathomless as possible. "And you have girth, necromancer. Lose it." It was a terrible thing to say, especially since she was gorgeous because of her curves and despite the ugly scowl marring her flawless, almost translucent-looking face. Even I knew never to say that to someone, but I couldn’t snatch it back. Still, my stomach bottomed out as heat crept into my cheeks. 

Her nostrils flared, and she took a step closer, and I had the sudden image of me flying off this staircase. "What did you say?" Her tone was as deadly as a snake’s hiss.

I lowered my voice and tried to placate her spiked nerves so she didn't kill me. "I ran into you because you stopped suddenly, not because I was trying to. I just want to get to my room."

She raked her gaze down my front with a disgusted sneer and then spun around. When she marched past the second-floor door, she turned to give me one more death glare. "Freshman freak."

Yeah, good thing I wasn't here to make friends because it seemed like I’d forgotten how to. I used to have many. A pang speared through my heart at the memory of Lisa, my best friend, whom I’d completely shunned to seek revenge. She knew about Leo’s death, had tried to contact me afterward, but...I wasn’t the same person. I didn’t even know if I could be around someone who radiated sunlight and positive energy without withering like molded fruit. I missed her though. I sometimes even missed myself.

Shaking my head to rattle those thoughts away, I strode toward 2B and found my class schedule on a roll of parchment tied with a black ribbon outside my door. After unrolling it, I groaned inwardly.

Dawn Cleohold’s Monday through Friday Schedule:

Breakfast – 7:00, The Gathering Room

Death, Dying, and Reliving: A History of Cautionary Tales – 8:00 – 9:30, Room 210

Symbology – 9:30 – 11:00, Room 111

Psycho-Physical Education – 11:00 – 12:00, Gym

Lunch – 12:00 – 1:00, The Gathering Room

Divination – 1:00 – 2:00, Room 104

Undead Botany – 2:00 – 3:00, Green Floor

Latin 101 – 3:00 – 5:00, Room 133

Dinner – 6:00, The Gathering Room

All those classes five days a week... That would cut into my Ramsey-shadowing time, yet if I didn't go, I would draw attention to myself. That was something I didn't need, so I’d have to blend in and stalk him in my spare time. Between classes, the weekends...past the dark hour every night until it was done. Smiling, I touched my pocket to seek the dead man’s hand for comfort. I wouldn’t get caught.

As soon as I stepped inside my room, an immediate buzzing voice overshadowed all thought. My new roommate leapt at me and did a little twirl in the middle of the room, already talking several miles per minute. Her skin was a luminous ebony color, and she didn’t have a trace of hair on her head. Not like she needed it. She was stunning without it, in part because of the delicate swirls tattooed in white and red all over her face and scalp that sort of resembled a skull. 

She wore silver bracelets and rings and large hoop earrings that jiggled every time her jaw flapped. Her dress was unlike anything I'd ever seen, made from several different kinds and colors of fabrics sewn together in long, fluttery pieces that made her look like she was constantly moving. Which she was. Then she finally stopped and looked at me with expressive brown eyes framed by gorgeous lashes.

"Eh, hello?" she said.

I blinked. "What?"

She threw back her head and laughed, a belly-shaking one that brought tears to her eyes. I found myself smiling in spite of myself. Her huge grin reminded me a lot of Lisa. Her bright energy reminded me a lot of me. The old me, when every day was new and fresh so long as I had my older brother hero close by.

"I'm Sepharalotta." She thrust out her hand. “But you can call me Seph.”

I reached for it tentatively and shook it. "Dawn."

"Hi, Dawn." She grinned, lighting up the whole room. No windows needed. 

Something about her was infectious, and her joy came as a complete surprise in a place like this. It almost made me forget why I was here. But not quite. 

"Can you believe this?” She waved her arms around our room. “Necromancer Academy? I never believed I’d be here."

The more she spoke, the more of an accent I picked up, but I couldn't place it. More singsong rather than clipped like we sounded in Maraday.

"Yeah, it's... It's something else." No matter what I said, I could never match her enthusiasm since I wouldn’t be staying.

"Let's not get too excited, Dawn." She snorted, but it was light and not at all mocking.

Nodding, I made my way over to my bed and plunked down on it, suddenly exhausted. "I'll try my best."

"I like a girl who can keep up with my sarcasm." She gestured to the parchment in my hand. "Is your schedule the very definition of insanity like mine is? I mean Psycho-Physical Education? It’s supposed to be like P.E., but with more psycho tossed in to make it a literal nightmare, I guess."

"So P.P.E. Why am I picturing balls being thrown at my head like in high school?" I’d loved everything at White Magic High in Maraday except that. I’d been too soft, an easy target.

Seph gave a sympathetic frown. “You too, huh?”

“Yeah.” My stomach growled low, a reminder I hadn't eaten in several hours. "Did they serve supper earlier?"

She batted that question away like a pesky fly. "That was ages ago.” 

It looked like I'd be eating wet bread and cheese tonight, slowly, to make my only food last until it turned moldy. As appetizing as that sounded, now I didn't feel nearly as hungry as I had.

"So tell me how you got into the academy." Seph bounced down onto her bed across from mine. "Are your family necromancers?"

"Uh, no. My parents are healers back in Maraday, and my brother..." I almost started to say was, but then that would bring about too many unwanted questions. "My brother is a professor at Graystone Academy."

Or he was supposed to be anyway. Graystone Academy was located in Plosh, just outside Maraday, and before he was hired as a teacher there, he'd graduated from the college with honors. Graystone was where black and white magic mixed, where the two sides of the coin balanced on a single edge. Growing up, he was one of those strange types of people who knew exactly who and what they wanted to be. He had a passion for teaching, and he would beam every time he was explaining a new spell to me while sitting on our favorite bench on the rim of the meadow in the back of our house, or a new herb I’d never heard of.  I absorbed all of it because the knowledge came from him. He was my idol, my hero in every way possible. He was other people's idol, too, especially the girls, but he'd often ignore them to spend time with me. I'd thought I was the luckiest little sister alive.

"Graystone, huh? And yet you ended up here, the darkest of the dark academies?" Seph asked, leaning over to collect her fallen black cloak from the floor.

"It's funny how life works out sometimes," I said, skirting the question.

Leo actually had come here for a job interview. That was last spring, shortly before I'd found him murdered. Since then, I'd imagined him meeting Ramsey, and what could've possibly transpired between my sweet brother and him for Ramsey to murder him in such a short amount of time. When Leo had come back, I asked him how the interview went.

“I don’t know,” he’d said with his teasing grin. “There was so much dark magic there, I couldn’t see anything.”

That had earned him a massive eye roll and a groan from me.

"My family are all necromancers.” Seph hung her cloak up on the corner of her bedpost. “I'm excluding myself, though, since I’ve never, uh, necromanced anything. Ever hear of hoodoo?"

I shook my head.

"It's one of the oldest religions that still practices necromancy. My religion, but if you happen to be worried I’ll try to convert you, don’t be. I won’t." She pointed to the door, which was slowly opening. “But she will.”

A grouchy-looking gray cat slithered through, one orange eye sealed shut and a fang poking out from its slightly off-center mouth.

Instantly, my insides turned to goo. If this cat wanted to convert me, I might say yes.

“That’s Nebuchadnezzar, The Undertaker. Nebbles for short, though,” Seph said as the cat hopped up on the bed next to her and glared at me. “I guess you could say she’s my familiar, or you could say she’s a slut.” 

Nebbles growled at me.

“Hey, I’m not the one who said it,” I said with a laugh.

Seph shook her head and stroked the cat’s back. “She always denies, denies, denies.” 

I’d always wanted a familiar, but healers didn’t typically have them. Neither did necromancers who were usually solitary creatures.

Seph yawned loudly and lay back on her bed to stare at the circus tent she'd made with ribbons above her. "You might hear more about hoodoo in our Death, Dying, and Reliving class if you’re interested. I wish we'd met our professors so I kind of know what to expect tomorrow."

"Do you have any idea why we didn't?" I asked, toeing off my soaked boots. I didn’t dare touch my cloak yet for fear my hair had lost its coal dye that had turned my blonde locks black. 

She turned her head so quickly toward me, I jumped. "I think I might. Can you keep a secret?"

“Oh yes.” I crossed to the space between my bed and a little desk where a torch burned then set my boots below it so they could dry faster. "For about as long as I can hold a grudge."

"So, forever?" She popped back up again into a sitting position, her dark eyes shining bright. 

"Definitely."

She grinned. "You might be my favorite new roommate. Okay, when I got here earlier, a group of who I think were professors were whispering frantically near the Gathering Room."

"What were they saying?"

"A professor is missing. Has been since early this morning, and no locator spell can find him." The ominous note in her voice triggered my heartbeat to thud faster. "Some fear he might be dead."
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A missing professor who might be dead. Dead, like my brother. Was there a connection? My mind flashed with Ramsey's murderous grin as he held a bloody knife over a faceless professor. If Ramsey could do it to Leo, he could easily do it again.

But I needed to remember where I was. This college welcomed those who were obsessed with black magic and had a certain darkness to their hearts. If what Seph had said were true and the missing professor really was dead, then it could be that I walked the halls with two murderers.

Needless to say, I didn't sleep that night.

I rose early—well, before anyone else in the entire hall, though I couldn't be sure what time it was. This lack of windows business was really going to confuse my inner clock. I had to pee, which naturally I didn't want to announce to Seph or Nebbles, so I slipped out the door to find a bathroom, my coal dye container for my hair clasped tightly in my hand. I found the bathroom at the end of the hallway, and once relief swept over me, another, sharper kind of need, the kind that would fill the hollow pit in my stomach, took over. Already, I could feel the effects of hunger sapping my strength and draining my alertness. No way I could get revenge feeling like this.

After touching up my hair with the dye, I tiptoed back to the room, my feet frozen from the cold floor. I could eat around the mold that had already started to flourish on my bread and cheese. I'd have to until I figured something else out.

"Dawn!" Seph burst out in the silence.

I jumped a mile and nearly died right there in the doorway of our room.

"Sorry." She slapped both hands across her mouth to contain a chuckle. "I'm so sorry. My family tells me I have two volumes—loud and louder. I was just going to say let's get down to breakfast before the rush."

She was already dressed in shiny red boots and her cloak, glowing with the torchlight and her signature excitement.

I frowned as my stomach cheered at the idea of breakfast. "You go ahead."

"Are you sure?” She tilted her head and gave me a knowing look. “My treat."

I could never ask her to do that for me, though I did appreciate the offer. Still, my eyes prickled at how hungry I was, and I turned away without a word, not trusting my voice to work without giving me away.

"Dawn," she said, touching my elbow gently. "Please. I saw you eating moldy bread last night. I wasn't spying, I promise. I just happened to wake up. Let me buy you breakfast, and you can tell me about it. Let me repay you for putting up with me for one whole night. I'm a lot. I know. I get reminded of this often."

I took a steadying breath as I looked down at my satchel lying on my desk. My stomach squirmed just thinking about what was inside. "You did almost kill me just now."

"See?" she said, laughing. "I would've necromanced you back though. Or tried to, but you probably would’ve come back with an extra leg or something.”

I tried to laugh, but to my horror, it turned into a sob, a great, wrenching one that nearly curled me to my knees. I didn't know what had come over me. I hadn't cried since that night last spring when I’d found Leo. I'd been too consumed with rage to let myself feel anything else. Maybe it was the combination of hunger, Seph's kindness, her reminder of the old me, seeing Ramsey and reliving Leo lying in a pool of blood all over again, but it was enough to buckle me under the weight of it all.

So it was a good thing Seph was there to gather me into her arms and help me shoulder it. 

"It's okay," she whispered, rubbing circles into my back. "Just let it out."

I did, but only because I couldn't stop. Finally, when I'd reduced myself to nothing more than a sniveling, hiccupping mess, the tears dried up.

Seph pulled away, fished a polka-dotted scarf out of her cloak pocket, and handed it to me. "Do you feel a little better?"

I nodded, wiping at my face. "Sorry. I don't normally pour myself into a puddle like that."

"It's fine. I have a lot more scarves, so puddle away.” She smiled, and it nearly broke me down again with its warmth. “Get dressed and let's go eat, okay?"

I took a huge gulp of air to steady my nerves and then changed into a different black dress than yesterday's, my cloak which had finally dried, and my boots, which still squished with every step. Once ready, we waved goodbye to Nebbles who lay curled up on Seph’s pillow, and she hissed back. 

What a charming cat Nebbles the Undertaker was. I was completely smitten.

We went downstairs to the Gathering Room, where it was slowly filling up with students. Before we made it there, sweet and salty smells twisted up through the air and summoned my stomach. It growled in response, and the enormous feast spread out along each of the five tables made my mouth water. 

Seph took one look at me and laughed as she hauled me forward into a seat at the freshmen table. "See? I knew you wouldn't want to miss this."

Eggs, bacon, sausage, fresh rolls, and an assortment of different butters and jellies and honeys were neatly laid out on silver and black platters and in cauldrons with a black silk runner underneath. Ornate candelabras flickered their light over the decadent food and made it look even more appetizing.

“And...” Seph rolled two coins onto the table where they immediately vanished. “Go!” 

Like we were in a race, we piled everything on the plates in front of us, and I dove in headfirst. Or I started to, at least.

"Wait." Next to me, Seph stopped me from picking up my fork, her brown eyes narrowed at our plates. "Want me to teach you a quick spell to see if it's poisoned or been tampered with?"

I tore my gaze away from the vat of butter that sat in a black cauldron that I so wanted to swim in. "Why?"

"Back home in Old Haita, we do it all the time, because we have to.” The candlelight danced over her tattooed features, giving the swirl design more of a skull-like appearance. “As a family of necromancers, we're not exactly welcomed...anywhere."

I gasped. "People have poisoned you?"

"They've tried to.” She shrugged like it was no big deal. “This spell turns your food green if it's poisoned or will reveal any hurtful spell on it. Now, I know rule number three here says no bringing any physical or emotional harm to anyone, but poison makes it tricky to find the one to blame. A sprinkle there when your back is turned. A dash over your shoulder when you're turned to talk to me. If it's well-timed, no one could see who did it, and there's no proof except for a dead body. If necromancing the victim actually worked, it’d be their word against the accused. So..." She eyed my plate. “If I may Latin.”

Was she asking me for my permission for her to speak Latin? Why did she always use nouns as verbs? “Uh...sure.”

"Quarum sacra fero revelare."

I stared down at my plate. Everything still looked delectable. In a way, everything she'd just told me kind of sounded like a threat. Like maybe she'd poisoned my food without my noticing. But of course she hadn't. Not after I'd broken down crying in her arms. Still, there was possibly another murderer at this school. Ramsey blended in relatively easy. Maybe Seph did too.

"Now you say it to mine. And don't worry." She winked. "If it's safe, I'll take a bite of mine to show you."

"Quarum..." I said, trying to remember her words. Latin was a little easier when I heard it spoken out loud. "Sacra...fero revelare."

We both stared at her plate, and when nothing happened, she crammed a giant forkful of eggs into her mouth. That was good enough for me. We ate in silence for a bit, and I watched students coming and going. The gorgeous redhead I’d already made an enemy of glared at me as soon as she walked in.

When Ramsey strolled in seconds later, I choked down a bite of roll. He was laughing at something one of his friends was saying, his black cloak fluttering around him and his thunderstorm eyes alert and sharp.

My stomach lurched at the sight of him, and I immediately regretted everything I'd eaten.

“You okay?" Seph asked, eying me closely. "You know that guy or something?"

"Or something," I said, unable to keep the edge from my tone.

"Ohh, there's a history there with you two." Seph placed her elbow on the table and watched me watching him stride toward the junior table. "A junior too. And from the way you’re looking at him, I’m surprised his liver isn’t already sliding out his nose."

I snatched up a glass of water and downed it, my whole body trembling with rage.

"Is he why you were upset this morning?" she asked gently.

I couldn't tell her. In fact, glaring at him from across a crowded room would only bring more attention to myself and spotlight me unfavorably when his life winked out. I needed to create distance and not wear every single emotion I was feeling so openly. In my head, after all these months of planning, this had been so much easier than it was turning out to be.

"No," I said, forcing my attention away from him.

"Okay..." Seph said, but she didn't sound convinced. "Let's get out of here. Ready?"

"Ready." I couldn't eat with him in the same room anyway. 

Our first class was straight through the entryway to a long hall three stories high and filled with classrooms. The ceiling arched into a beautifully crafted stained glass dome that was the closest thing to a window I’d seen in the entire building. The sun sliced through the glass and painted the whole hallway in flecks of red and black light. The effect was spellbinding, especially since unlike the entryway, the angles of the hall were normal and didn’t fill me with a sense of dread.

On the third floor, green plants filled the entire area, their multi-shaped leaves so large that they dangled over the sides of the balcony. That must’ve been the Green Floor where Undead Botany class was held. Funny that those plants were alive while the ones outside weren’t.

We found Death, Dying, and Reliving: A History of Cautionary Tales on the second floor with a few freshmen already in their seats. It smelled like lemons and ink in here. At the front of the double rows of desks sat a shockingly young woman wearing a red dress with big buttons down the front and an even bigger smile. She was talking animatedly with some of the other students, her glossy chestnut waves bouncing around her shoulders.

"She's not what I expected," Seph muttered as we took our seats in the third row.

"Not at all." I was beginning to wonder why Headmistress Millington and this professor seemed so friendly, but then I remembered that Leo had interviewed here. There must've been something about this school that beckoned good, happy mages, which was odd. This place didn't scream good and happy, but based on the black, windowless structure itself, it did scream something. Of course, I hadn't met all the professors yet either.

After a bit, ours stepped forward. "All right, everyone. This is Death, Dying and Reliving: A History of Cautionary Tales, so hopefully you're in the right place. I'm Margo Woolery, your professor." 

She rubbed her hands together as she spoke, seeming at ease and exactly where she was supposed to be. She reminded me so much of Leo that the rawness of his loss threatened to expose itself once again by cracking open my heart. He should be at Graystone right now with as big a smile, if not bigger, than Professor Woolery as he started his first year of doing what he loved professionally.

Behind my broken heart, I seethed. I wanted Ramsey to pay so badly that I shook with the need to pop out of my seat and find the prick to cut the life out of him like he had my brother.

But I needed to bide my time, be as careful and strategic as I had to get to this point. Still, I checked the dead man’s hand in my pocket. Closed, for now.

"So, we're going to jump right in today with a cautionary tale that's meant to protect you,” Professor Woolery said. “The tale helped out one of my friends when she found herself...in a bit of a pickle."

Some guy in the front row who was so thin he appeared to be made from sticks tipped his chin up at her in a gesture clearly meant to make him look more suave than he really was. It failed. "By friend, you mean you, right?"

"Wrong," Professor Woolery said with a patient smile. "I mean what I say, Jon, especially in a class as important as this one.”

He slunk back in his seat.

“Anyway, the tale starts with Mimi. Mimi summoned her dead lover from his grave, but when he started to rise, she began to have second thoughts. She’d heard the stories of necromancy gone wrong, that barely no one ever came back the same. But of course it was too late. She could already hear him following her out of the cemetery making terrifying, inhuman sounds, and she feared he might kill her. She didn’t know the spell to make him go back, so to hide herself, Mimi went back to her house, wrote an invisibility spell all over her body, and sat perfectly still, waiting for her love to come."

Not the best use of time, Mimi. It would take forever to write a spell all over yourself, especially in a hurry. No, I had a better way. I patted the dead man’s hand in my pocket—still closed—and smiled. I'd learned the trick from one of several of Leo's black magic books when I was studying up on the best way to rid the world of Ramsey.

“Needless to say,” Professor Woolery said with a wicked grin, “he never found her and eventually returned to his grave.”

“That’s kinda mean of Mimi, honestly,” some girl near the back said.

The professor shrugged. “It’s hard to say what necromancy spells will do to someone since the spells never awaken the entire brain, never rekindles memories or feelings they once had since their spirits have already moved on through the spirit door. Which is why we here at Necromancer Academy try to teach you how irresponsible it is to do spells on humans and animals. It never works out the way you want.”

Ah, so that would explain why Undead Botany was a class, then. Plants could come back. Humans and animals, not so much. Or they could, but things could get scary.

The skinny guy—Jon—raised his hand. “Then why are we here if necromancy spells don’t actually work outside of plants?”

“They do work,” some other guy in the row next to me said. “Ask Ryze.”

Professor Woolery’s smile fell, her sparkle faded, and her face paled until she looked sickly. “Which is a topic for another day,” she said finally.

I caught Seph’s eye, the furrow of her brows matching mine. “Who’s Ryze?” I whispered.

She shrugged.

Professor Woolery clapped her hands, looking chipper once again, but I could still see the tightness in the corners of her eyes. “So my friend used the same invisibility spell Mimi did here at this school when an accident in the gym caused an explosion of hairy pickles. I kid you not. Someone had cursed one of the rubber mats in there as a joke probably, and any time someone would get too close, the mat shot pickles at them. To defuse the situation, my friend turned herself invisible and hauled the offending mat outside. To this day, students and professors are still finding hairy pickles in the gym.”

She finished with an infectious burst of laughter, which most of the class echoed. Even me. It sounded so strange, but it felt nice not to be rotting from the inside out from hatred for a few seconds.

"What I'd like you to do now is to use the quill and ink pots on your tables and write the spell on yourself for the rest of class.” The professor waved her hand, and the spell appeared over all our heads in golden, sparkly letters. “See how long it takes you to turn yourself invisible. Get help from your classmates if you need to. To erase the spell, rub some lemon juice over yourself, which is in the bowls at the ends of your tables."

Seph glanced at me with a wide grin as she dipped her quill into her ink pot. "Yet another thing I wasn't expecting for my first class. Necromancer Academy is definitely keeping me on my toes."

Nodding, I took up my quill and rolled it between my fingers. "Just make sure you don't have any cuts on your skin before you apply lemon juice."

"Oh, good thinking."

We got to work then, gradually turning ourselves invisible. It was so strange seeing the table through my arm but at the same time feeling how solid my flesh and bones still were, and feeling my arms still attached to my body. This was definitely to be used only for a last resort or impressive party tricks, though. In reality, timing was everything, and this was taking too damn long to be useful to me.

Jon from the second row turned around, most of his arm already vanished. "Might I be of assistance, ladies?"

"No thanks," Seph sing-songed. 

"Are you sure? I can..." His jaw dropped the longer he stared at Seph, and a dreamy haze shuttered his blue eyes. “I can help.”

Seph just smiled and shook her head, completely oblivious to casting her spell over him.

And what a spell it was because the guy was a goner after that, turning to look at Seph like she’d plucked his heart right out of his chest. It was pretty darn cute to witness.

Before the end of class, Professor Woolery instructed us to make ourselves reappear with the lemon juice. Smelling especially citrusy, we wandered into the Symbology room on the first floor, which took my breath away. It was enormous, about twice the size of our previous classroom with small rustic brown stones making up the entirety of the floor, walls, and ceiling. A whole array of symbols were carved into the stones, some fairly simplistic and others with incredible detail. It was beautiful in here.

"No professor in this class?" Seph asked as we took our seats at a middle table.

"That or they ran out of lemon juice," I said.

After all the freshmen had wandered in and taken their seats, an old man in a brown cloak shuffled toward the front of the room. His back hunched over, and his head stuck out from the rest of his body like a turtle. A single tuft of white hair fluttered over the top of his bald head as he moved...so, so slowly. We'd all be dead by the time he got to the front of the room.

"Parchment, quill, and ink," he rasped, his voice like air squeezing between two rough stones. 

A stack of parchment appeared on everyone's tables, as well as quills and brimming pots of ink. I jerked in my seat, not expecting the suddenness from someone who moved at his speed.

He kept shuffling, only an eighth of the way into the room, and lifted a gnarled finger toward the left wall. "Those are protection symbols you can draw anywhere. On you. On your door. On your lover. On your homework so your dog doesn't eat it. You can draw them with ink or using your finger."

The class leaned toward him, like we were all struggling to catch what he was saying with his raspy voice.

"Pick twenty of those, draw them freehand exactly, with ink, twice each, and turn one copy in on my desk before you leave. The other you keep. Do not, I repeat, do not, try to do a rubbing with your parchment on the symbol. Instant F and I will have. Your. Head."

Behind him the door closed with a thunderous boom. All of us leaped into the air. This professor hadn't even told us his name yet, but I already decided I liked him. He had a certain dramatic flair despite his quiet appearance that made me want to pay attention.

Even though there were about thirty of us in here, it never felt like we were climbing over each other to find wall space. None of us pressed our parchment to the symbols, but we spread out on the floor and looked back and forth between our chosen symbols and our drawings while we worked. I picked twenty that were all completely different, some with circles within circles or letter-like symbols I'd never seen before. As I drew, I briefly wondered what the symbols on the other walls were, but I was sure we'd get to that. Eventually. Just like Professor Turtle to his desk. When I went to turn in his copies of my twenty drawings, he sat behind it snoring loudly.

At the end of class, even though he was still sleeping, the door of the room squeaked open, and all of us took that as our sign that we were free to go.

On our way to P.P.E. in the gym, Seph fell back a little, her ebony face paling behind all of her swirly tattoos.

"Seph? Are you all right?"

"Yeah, just...” She swallowed thickly. “I feel strange."

"Strange how?"

"Strange..."

Well, that didn't really clear anything up for me, but I stayed close to her side to keep an eye on her.

And then I felt strange, too, but only because something had clicked loudly in my head. We'd just learned how to turn ourselves invisible and draw symbols of protection. All defensive things. What was it about the darkest academy in all of Amaria that had the freshmen learning nothing but defense from day one? Did it have anything to do with the missing professor? Or was it because we were freshmen, ripe for the slaughter by upperclassmen, namely Ramsey? Possibly a combination of both.

"Dawn." Seph blew out a slow breath as we stopped in front of the gym. "I can't go in there."

I blinked at the doorway across the wide hall from us and then at her. "Why? Are you allergic to the hairy pickles we might find in there?"

"Something..." She clutched at her chest, her knuckles going white. Her shoulders rose faster as she breathed harder, and she shook her head. "Something's not right in there. I can feel it...just on the other side of that wall."

I dragged my gaze away from her distraught face to the room behind me again. Black mats lay out on the floor, and in the far corner hung various equipment I didn't know
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