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      The day was the fifteenth of December. Christmas break had just started. Kiera watched from her dorm room window as all the Dreadmore Academy students piled into their cars in the back parking lot and sped off to join their families for Christmas. Others lugged their suitcases or secretly used hovering magic to get to the front of the campus so they could get picked up. The air was bright and filled with excitement, despite the chill in the air. There was only a light layer of snow on the ground.

      Kiera had just received a text from her father. He’d been on his way to get her when his car got a flat. It would take at least five hours to fix since he had a flat two months ago and hadn’t replaced the backup tire he used back then. He had suggested she carpool with Ben, same as she had on the way to Dreadmore, but Kiera hadn’t answered yet.

      She had no energy today. She had woken up in the middle of the night, vaguely recalling a strange dream about someone being in her room, then vanishing. It was probably all in her head, but it still nagged at her.

      To make matters worse, there was some part of her soul or magic or both tugging her toward the middle of campus. The feeling discouraged her from leaving, giving her a sense of dread when she thought about spending Christmas with her family and away from the pulling sensation. She wasn’t sure where this feeling originated from and why her magic was so insistent on keeping her here, but it was affecting her mood.

      Kiera texted her father back after some deliberation.

      Is it okay if i stay on campus?

      Her fingers were cold. The heating in this building wasn’t that good. She’d need to light a magic fire or something to warm herself up.

      There was a pause, then her father replied.

      Best ask your mother about it. What’s the problem? I thought you were all packed and ready to go.

      I am. It’s just—

      Kiera stopped and backspaced, erasing the words.

      I’m sick and don’t want to vomit in the car. Plus, Mom was set to work overtime anyway so i won’t see much of her over the holidays.

      Another pause. Her father was likely analyzing her words, trying to make sure nothing was wrong. He was the paranoid type, just like she used to be, and he’d become even more nervous when things started going wrong in the magical academy.

      Her time at Dreadmore had always been fraught with conflict. First, she and her best friend Ben had an encounter with a girl who was paralyzing playboys on campus. She had planned to eventually kill them. It was pure coincidence that Kiera stumbled onto the killer on the school path and stopped her in the nick of time.

      Then, during the next semester, Kiera accidentally opened an evil fairy door all by herself. It had been unearthed during the school’s yearly renovations and it was only thanks to the headmaster and her homeroom teacher that the fairies were sent back to their lair.

      Finally, just last semester, some gargoyles had attacked her. That same headmaster and teacher had protected her, but she was still worried one might emerge again and finish the job the others failed at. Plus, there was the ominous figure in her room that might be real or fake, as well as this nagging feeling telling her to head downstairs and approach the middle of the campus for some unknown reason.

      It was a lot to take in. It was a miracle she wasn’t a shaking ball of paranoia right now.

      Plus, well, there was one more thing bugging her. As soon as she woke up this morning, she’d become overwhelmed by a sense of loss. It was like someone she knew had died, but she couldn’t remember who.

      I’m not in any danger, Kiera added to reassure her dad, though that might not be entirely true.

      If whatever was happening to her was real and not in her head, someone or something was messing with her. The only problem was, she had no idea who or why.

      Well, tell your mother, her father texted back. And maybe ask if Ben wants to stay with you. I’d feel better letting you stay if he was there too.

      The teachers and staff are still here, Kiera replied. But i will. Thanks, Dad.

      She texted Ben next, who replied by saying he’d only stay if Meiying and the others chose to remain too. That prompted her to text Tucker, Sally, and Meiying. Sally refused to stay, since she had a family reunion to get to, and Meiying said the same. Tucker was the only one who agreed to wait with them.

      I feel like there’s something I’m missing, Tucker admitted through text. But i don’t know what it is. I’m hoping to figure it out by the end of the holidays.

      That was weird. It was almost the same as Kiera’s situation.

      Tucker agreed to stay, she texted Ben after Tucker confirmed. But Meiying has to visit family. Her grandparents flew in for Christmas.

      Ben sent a sad face emoji, then a grimacing one. Fine. If your dad wants me to stay, i will. Plus—

      There was a pause as he continued typing for a while, implying he was typing things out, then erasing them over and over again. He must be worrying about their strange experiences as much as Kiera was. Finally, he finished. I feel like something’s wrong in my head, so I’m not too keen on leaving either. Lunch at noon? That was just like him, cutting to the chase without a single transitional word.

      Sure.

      Then Kiera invited Tucker along. She needed to discuss these feelings with anyway. Plus, if Ben was experiencing it too, it was probably serious. The question was, had the entire school been affected by this weird phenomenon, or was it just the three of them? And what did they have that connected them but no one else? Tucker was just some guy who weaved into Kiera and Ben’s friendship group easily, then he helped Sally and Meiying join too. They didn’t have anything else in common.

      Come to think of it, how did Kiera meet Tucker again? She couldn’t recall their first meeting.

      After telling her mom the plan, Kiera headed to the cafeteria, ignoring the pull toward the center of the campus. She’d follow that tug later. For now, she wanted to talk to Tucker and Ben so they could confirm she wasn’t going crazy.
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      Kiera had never seen the cafeteria during a holiday before. Normally, it was filled to the brim with students, some visible and some not, and the air was always filled with the chatter of excited or exhausted students. The meals, a mixture of all cultures and tastes, were always overflowing on the buffet tables.

      Now, there were maybe ten students at the most, seated sparsely among the tables. The long, plastic tables had been replaced, making room for more personal seating arrangements. The food was only manned by one chef and it didn’t have as much diversity. Kiera had to settle for some chili heaped on top of a baked potato. The chef offered some magical dust that would amplify the flavor, but she wasn’t in the mood for anymore magic today. There was enough of it whirling around inside her.

      Tucker and Ben were already at a table in the corner so it was easy enough to find them. Ben had his back against the wall and he was eyeing everyone entering. Kiera had a guess at who he was watching for.

      “Keeping an eye out for Professor Gillis?” she asked, referring to her homeroom teacher, Kent Gillis. They all knew he was a bit of creep and probably delved into dark magic. Kiera herself took some special classes he’d offered, but he would always erase hers and the other thirteen students’ memories after class ended. It was apparently to prevent their minds from caving or becoming overloaded. It was still eerie, though, and the boys agreed.

      “Something about him’s not right,” Ben commented, sneering at the door. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he wiped my memory of something. That would explain why I feel so weird right now.”

      “You two haven’t even met,” Kiera said, laughing.

      “But I feel like I have.” Ben shook his head, waving it away. His blond hair was swept under a black baseball cap today and since Meiying, his girlfriend, wasn’t around to see him, he wore all sweats. “It might just be because you talk about him so much. I don’t know.”

      “No, let’s not brush this off,” Tucker intervened.

      Unlike Ben, Tucker was dressed in nice clothes despite it being the holidays. He wore a posh pair of black jeans, coupled with a blue button-up that complimented his dark hair and skin. “I’m beginning to think all of us had our memories wiped, though I can’t be sure why that is. If you feel like you met Professor Gillis but don’t remember ever doing so, that might be where the memories lie.”

      “So you think he erased our memories?” Kiera was skeptical. She didn’t like the teacher but couldn’t think of a reason for him to do such a thing. “Why would he do that?”

      “That’s the thing.” Tucker chuckled. “We can’t remember why.”

      “So, it’s a mystery.” Ben brightened at the thought of solving a crime. “Maybe he did something horrible and we caught him in the act!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Kiera hissed. “But… I agree.”

      So did Tucker. He pulled them all closer and they began discussing what it could be. They tried to correlate where their fuzzy memories lay, but it was hard to because you couldn’t figure out what you couldn’t remember until you had to remember it. So far, all they had was the memory of Ben meeting Professor Gillis. Well, that and meeting Tucker in the first place. When Kiera brought it up, Tucker immediately spoke as though it should be obvious.

      “That’s silly. We met in the library. You were… I was…” He frowned, stumped. “You’re right. That memory’s gone too. But that happened over a year ago, before Professor Gillis even came to the school.  So he couldn’t be the cause of the memory loss.”

      “Maybe he erased something that happened back then too. Like maybe… I don’t know.” Kiera kept feeling the answer right on the tip of her tongue before it evaded her. “This is giving me a headache.”

      “Same,” Ben groaned, finishing the last of his food and shoving the empty plate away. “Can we take a break? I don’t like feeling this way.”

      Kiera nodded but hesitated, wondering if she should tell them about the feeling pulling her toward the center of campus. Even though she was on the ground floor of the cafeteria, she could still feel it tugging downwards. At first, she assumed whatever it was had been pulling her downwards because her dorm room was on the top floor. Now she knew that wasn’t the case. This tugging feeling wanted her to go underground, which was silly.

      She decided she wouldn’t tell them about this feeling. If it was telling her to dig underground, then it probably wasn’t a real concern. It had to be the aftermath of that weird dream she’d already forgotten from last night.

      “Let’s take a walk around campus,” Tucker suggested. “Maybe it’ll trigger some of the memories, or the lack thereof. We could practice some magic too, since we have nothing but time right now.”

      “Sounds good,” Ben said. “Kiera?”

      Kiera agreed. If something evil was happening in Dreadmore, she wanted to nip it in the bud before it got worse. She’d had enough of getting attacked and nearly eaten by monsters. It was time to be proactive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Taking a stroll through the grounds didn’t dredge up any new memories—only old, traumatic ones. As Kiera walked past the auditorium where the Halloween party had occurred in October, she noted how the pillars at each corner of the building were empty. There used to be tall gargoyles up there. Then someone brought them to life and made them try to kill her. She’d had to fight them off alone until the headmaster arrived to save her.

      There. There was a part of that memory she was missing. She couldn’t recall the attacks clearly.

      “What do you guys remember from the gargoyle attacks?” she asked. Sadly, neither Tucker nor Ben had seen much of the beasts. They’d been inside the auditorium when it happened and neither of them had their memories of the event tampered with.

      Dissatisfied, Kiera felt herself shutting down. She needed a nap. “I’m ready to head home. This is pointless.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” Tucker said, always the encouraging one. “We’ll figure this out eventually. Besides, we have two to three weeks to investigate. There’s no need to rush.”

      “I have some game sales I need to check online anyway,” Ben said, acting positive for once. He’d softened up after he got a girlfriend. “I’ll go back to the dorm with you.”

      Tucker sighed. “I guess I’ll go too. I hate to admit but this does feel like a dead end.”

      So they all headed back together. There was a dorm building specifically for second-years like them. Ben lived on the first floor, Tucker on the second, and Kiera on the top floor where the walls had extra insulation for complete silence.

      The hallways were eerily empty and a little darker than normal. The silence made Kiera jump when the elevator they were waiting for dinged.

      “Ladies first,” Ben said as the elevator door opened. He gestured toward Tucker, who laughed.

      Kiera rolled her eyes. “Sarcasm doesn’t work on Tucker,” she told Ben as she stopped into the elevator first. “It works better on—” Wait, who did it work better on again?

      All three of them frowned in confusion as they stepped on. They all felt the absence.

      Then, they started pressing the buttons for their floors. Kiera pressed T for top. Ben didn’t press anything, and Tucker pressed four.

      “Four?” Ben frowned at the buttons as the door closed on them. “I thought you lived on the second floor.”

      “I do. Huh?” Tucker stared at the elevator, as though it had been the one to press the wrong button. “That’s weird.”

      “Is there someone on the fourth floor you’re planning to meet?” Ben asked, nudging Tucker in a suggestive way.

      “No. Not a girl, anyway. Hmm.” Tucker looked genuinely stumped, which made Kiera’s heart leap.

      “Wait! Maybe what we need to find it on the fourth floor!” she shouted. “It could be connected to our lost memories!”

      “Oh!” Tucker grinned. “Good point.”

      “So let’s get off there,” Ben said, “And Tucker can follow his instincts to the right room.”

      “But now that I’m thinking about it, I doubt I can find it,” Tucker countered. “It has to be done subconsciously. I think my body remembers but my mind doesn’t.”

      “We can at least give it a shot.” Kiera didn’t feel like giving up after all. This faint bit of hope had revived her energy. She could have a nap later.

      Tucker shrugged. “Okay. Let’s go.” He shut his eyes, as though trying to let his body guide him blind. “By the way, do either of you know any spells for recalling forgotten things?”

      “I could do some research in the library tonight,” Kiera admitted. “But if this is a powerful spell, I doubt we’d have the skills to take it off ourselves. Plus, if it truly is the professor doing it, he probably prepared for that and created counter measures.”

      “Scary,” Ben muttered. “Even though I haven’t met him, he scares the crap out of me.”

      Kiera felt the same way. How on Earth had she managed to attend not only homeroom but also extra classes with him without getting creeped out?

      They stayed silent as Ben led them down the hall. He would occasionally stop in front of a door, then shake his head, walk back to the elevator, and start again. He continued trying to retrace steps he couldn’t remember, but every time, he insisted something was wrong.

      “I feel like it’s around here,” he said, pointing at three doors leading into individual dorms. “But I can’t be sure which one.”

      “Should we knock?” Kiera asked, stumped. They couldn’t ask staff for help since all they had to use as an excuse to open the door was “we have a feeling we’ve been in this room before.”

      “All the students have left for the holidays,” Tucker pointed out, looking equally unsure how to proceed.

      Kiera was trying to think up some other solution when Ben started trying the doorknobs, twisting them to see if any had been accidentally left unlocked.

      “Ben!” Kiera hissed. “I’m pretty sure that’s illegal.”

      “It’s this or using magic to see through the walls. At least this way, we won’t have unlawful magic use charges alongside breaking and entering, right?” Ben asked, then grinned when one of them opened. “Got one.”

      Kiera held her breath as Ben swung open the door. For some reason, she was expecting a monster to leap out. Her vague, not-memories made her think of dark shadows and monster silhouettes when she tried to recall them. She wouldn’t be surprised if the things they’d forgotten were amnesia-causing beasts.

      Instead of being leaped upon, all they saw inside was a small, cluttered room. The desk against the wall was piled high with books on both necromancy and general magic. The closet was filled with boys’ clothes, including a few expensive suits, and the bed was perfectly made with silk sheets.

      “A boy’s room,” Tucker commented, studying all the personal objects Kiera was looking at. “Wealthy, by the looks of it.”

      “Do you see any names?” Kiera asked as Ben pulled a box out from under the bed. Both he and Kiera bent down to see what was inside, but the contents surprised her. There was a high school yearbook from tenth grade. It belonged to a prestigious and expensive institution in the neighboring state. Next to it were some family pictures of a young, brown-haired boy Kiera didn’t recognize, standing with his parents. Something about his handsome face nagged her, but she couldn’t recall his name or if she’d ever met him. Maybe she’d passed him in the hall a few times.

      Kiera started sorting through the pictures, then paused when Ben held one up.

      “Isn’t this the headmaster?” he asked, pointing at a photo of the same teenage boy standing next to the headmaster. They looked related, sharing the same facial structure and hair color, though they weren’t identical.

      Tucker nodded. “Maybe it’s his son?” He was frowning now, probably experiencing the same déjà vu Kiera was. “No, that doesn’t seem right.”

      Ben studied the photo suspiciously, then started digging through the box again. Kiera was trying to remember ever meeting this boy when Ben spoke her name.

      “Kiera,” he said, then held up a new picture, dumbfounded. Kiera felt the same when she laid eyes on it.

      It was a picture of that boy yet again, or rather a picture he took himself, and Kiera was next to him, smiling shyly at the camera. They were standing really close to each other, so close that—

      Her heart began to pulse and she knew this wasn’t just some stranger she had passed in the halls or shared a class with. They were close and, if this feeling in her chest was real, they had dated.

      This boy, whoever he was, must have been her boyfriend, but she couldn’t recall him at all.

      “What is going on?” she whispered, her heart pounding frantically.

      “I think it’s obvious,” Tucker said somberly after taking the photo from Ben and studying it. “Someone has erased our memory of this boy. Now—now that I’m looking at this, I think I’ve known him a long time. There are so many blanks in my memory and when I look at his picture, I feel something… weird.”

      Kiera felt the same way. Who was this boy? And who had erased their memories of him?

      Ben was the one to finally put the pieces together. “If this boy is related to the headmaster, that means he’s related to the professor too. I bet Kent doesn’t want us talking to this kid for some reason. Maybe it’s his brother or nephew.” Ben was using the professor’s first name now, so maybe he used to say it that way before the memory loss happened.

      Ben’s explanation made sense to Kiera, especially since it explained why she disliked Professor Gillis—or rather, Kent—so much.

      “We need to report this to the headmaster,” Tucker said and Kiera nodded immediately.

      “Let’s take the box with us,” she added, taking the photo of her and the boy from Tucker and hiding it in her pocket. The sense of attachment was strong, even though she still couldn’t technically remember the guy. Letting someone else hold that picture felt wrong.

      “Wonder where he is?” Ben commented as they prepared to leave. He took one last look around the room, at the clothes and suitcase still resting in the closet. “Doesn’t look like he packed up anything for the break.”

      “If he’s wealthy, he might not need to,” Tucker replied thoughtfully, but even he seemed unsure. “Let’s just hope this is a simple misunderstanding, rather than something serious like last year.”

      “Right.” Ben led the way out of the room. “Anything but killer fairies. I can’t deal with those things again.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Kiera grumbled as they headed out. She was determined to solve this mystery before any of them got hurt.
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