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Chapter One
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Toby

MR GRANDACE’S MAGIC sent out a call. Julianna and Zo’s power resisted at first, then it intertwined with his. 

I stood in the school corridor, my classmates and former teachers joining me to make a half circle. In front of us were three doors, behind which Callie’s dad and Miss Trager’s siblings were being held prisoner. 

Mr Grandace moved on to me and Asher, his magic reaching out for us like it would swallow us whole. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to be joined to these people. 

It wasn’t the same as last time. Then, my magic had reached out, and my classmates’ had reached back as if it had been something we were all subconsciously waiting for. This felt forced, unnatural. 

Callie squeezed my hand, and I opened my eyes. Mr Grandace’s magic reached out for her, ready to bind her to her father and Miss Trager’s siblings. 

I gave her a nod, trying to tell her it would be okay. But would it?

Callie jolted backwards, as if something invisible had slammed into her. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 

“Callie!” I screamed. A second slam threw her across the room, ripping her hand from mine.

Toby! she screamed inside her head. And then all I could hear was static.

I ran towards her, but power threw me back. Then everyone was on the ground. 

Tattered strings of magic hung in the air. I reached for my connection to Callie and found only shreds. The newly formed connections to Miss Trager and Mr Grandace were gone too. Our circle had been cut in half.

“Callie!” I called again. I tried to get up, but it was like moving through toffee. 

A stab of pain shot through me, doubling me over. Not my pain – Julianna’s pain echoing through Zo’s mind. Zo’s thoughts distorted, like a radio not quite tuned to a station. The thread between us was still there, but weakened, only just holding together. 

“The circle is complete,” Elijah said. It didn’t sound like his voice. He turned, walking to the locked door and opening it. His movements were jerky, robotic. He unlocked the next door, then the third.

No one else moved. Everything seemed to be in slow motion, all of us suspended in a strange, liminal space. Miss Trager’s sister walked out of one of the rooms, and then Callie’s father appeared. 

Callie stood, her movements just as jerky as Elijah’s had been. She greeted her father with a hug. Her eyes darted around the room, panic filling them. 

“I have to go,” she said. The words seemed to terrify her. 

Elijah took one of her hands, and her father took the other. They started to walk away.

“No!” Miss Trager yelled. “Ben, please don’t do this!”

Mr Grandace threw out a spell. It fizzled in the air, disappearing. 

I couldn’t move. All I could do was watch as Miss Trager’s siblings and Callie’s father walked out of the school, taking Callie and Elijah with them.

***
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“TOBY!” ZO HISSED.

I blinked, clearing my head of images from the night Ben had taken Callie and Elijah. No matter where I was, every moment of quiet had my mind slipping back there.

“I’m okay,” I told Zo, though I was about ready to burst with anxiety.

We were crouched in the bushes at the edge of a parking lot. In front of us was a tower block office building. If Mr Grandace was right, then Callie and Elijah were inside.

The chill of the night turned my breath to steam. I covered my mouth with my collar, breathing into my sweatshirt. It was midnight-dark, likely no one would notice the tiny puff of crystalised air escaping from my lips, but I couldn’t take the chance. 

It had been three months since Ben had taken Callie and Elijah. Three months of him dragging them from place to place, never staying anywhere for more than a few nights. Three months of us trying to find them, knowing he was stealing their magic and forcing them to create destruction and chaos to further fuel his powers. We saw the aftermath of it all the time – burnt out buildings, withered wildlife, people injured or stripped of energy to the point of collapse. This was the first time Mr Grandace had managed to predict where they might strike – the first time we might actually have a shot at stopping it.

“Hey,” Zo whispered. “Surveillance only, remember?”

I nodded, but if I got the chance to grab Callie, I would be taking it. 

I froze as a low hum rose at the base of my skull, tickling the back of my mind.

“Callie?” I whispered. No answer came, but the humming continued. What was that sound? I’d heard it vibrating through my bones every time we got close for the last few months, but I still had no idea where it came from.

I peered into the darkness. Everything was still, too still. Then, more vibrations started, discordant notes competing against each other. I clapped my hands over my ears. Between the notes, I heard something else. The slithering of vines crawling towards me. 

“Dammit!”

My classmates burst from their hiding places. Zo shrieked as a vine reached her. No... no! I just needed a moment longer. I’d heard Callie, I was sure of it!

“What are you doing, Toby? Get out of there!” Asher ran past me, Julianna just a step after him. Explosions boomed behind us, the flash of light blinding me for a moment. But still, I didn’t move. I strained, listening for that first humming note, for Callie.

“Toby!” Zo grabbed my arm, yanking me up. She dragged me along behind her, half physically, half with magic. The bush where I’d been crouching exploded a second later. I turned back, but Zo’s magical hold pulled me forward. Suddenly, I understood how Callie and Elijah must have felt, being on the ends of our magical human chain.

“Seriously, get it together!” Zo shook my arm. “We’re losing them.”

That got my attention. So much for surveillance. I turned, racing to keep up with her. We’d been close so many times, but we’d never quite managed to catch Callie or any of the others. She was here tonight, though, I was sure of it. 

Ahead of us, Asher and Julianna ran towards the building entrance. I couldn’t see Miss Trager or Mr Grandace but they would be here, somewhere. This watch and wait was their plan after all. They had traced Ben to this building, traced the signs of his destructive magic and chaos. We had to stop him – we had to get Callie and Elijah free of him. 

A ball of fire flew from the front entrance, knocking Asher and Julianna to the ground. I grabbed Zo, flinging her down and covering her with my body as the flames rushed over us. 

The fire turned green above us, morphing into a twisted tangle of vines and leaves. Julianna and Asher didn’t move. I scrambled to my hands and knees, crawling over to them, keeping low. 

Julianna groaned, eyes closed, but Asher raised his head. “Go! We’re fine. They’re getting away!” 

Figures darted through the smoke and footsteps hit the pavement around us. I dragged myself up, stumbling after them. Zo scrambled to her feet too, giving chase. We couldn’t let them get away; it might be months before we got another chance. We’d seen their patterns, hiding for weeks, then reappearing to cause chaos as they drained whole city blocks of energy, taking it from everyone and everything to fuel their magic. 

The smoke obscured my vision, but I kept running, desperate not to let them get away this time. Suddenly, I felt someone move. I reached out, clasping hold of their arm. My palm jolted, familiar bolts of electricity shooting off their skin. They spun around, hitting me, nails scraping across my face as they tried to free themself.

“Callie,” I breathed.

She gasped. “Toby.” Her voice cracked. She swayed like she was trying to take a step towards me, then a shuddering sound broke through her lips. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Please just come—” a blast of magic threw me back, wrenching her from my grip. She stumbled, falling to her knees. Lank hair fell over her face, haunted eyes staring out from behind it. The blast knocked the air out of me, but I tried to pull myself towards her. 

She shrank back, like a wounded animal. She was all angles, sharp collarbones sticking out from the neck of her shirt.

“Please, Callie,” I whispered. “Let me help you.”

Something seemed to break inside her. She reached out a hand, but before I could grab it, her father was beside her. His arm snaked around her waist, and he pulled her to her feet. The discordant humming melody intensified, blocking out everything else inside my head. Callie met my eyes once more, and tears pooled in hers. 

Joe dragged her away, and they were gone.

Footsteps pounded behind me. “Are you okay?” Zo asked. She grabbed my chin, turning my face to hers. 

I jerked away. “I’m fine,” I said, my voice rough. “But they’re gone. I couldn’t stop her.” 

Zo ran a few paces, as if she could catch up with them anyway, but she quickly gave up, returning to my side.

I leaned forward, hands on my knees as I tried to catch my breath. “I saw her, Zo. We were this close.”

She nodded, and her lips pressed together into a thin line. I peered into the smoke and the remains of the disintegrating vines, desperate to catch one last glimpse of Callie. Was it too much to hope that she’d dropped some kind of clue? I prayed for a glass slipper or trail of breadcrumbs left in her wake.

Instead, another of Ben’s victims stood in the wreckage. I stumbled forward. “Hey! You there, wait!” 

The man turned towards me, and a violent vibrated note reverberated in my head. I took a few steps towards him, but then flames exploded around him.

“No! Oh god, no!” I lurched forward, but Zo grabbed me.

“Toby, you can’t!”

“We can’t leave him!”

“I know.” She closed her eyes. Her magic swelled up around us. I poured my own into her, letting her use it. The flames let off swirls of energy. They flew up into the air, then began to coil, joining together into one long rope of power. 

I grimaced. Ben was calling the energy back to him.

Is that man okay? Zo said inside her head. The flames died down, her power counteracting them. The man lay on the ground, shivering. No burn wounds marked his skin, but only because Zo had stopped the fire. I could feel from here that Ben had stolen a dangerous amount of energy from him. How many times had Ben made Callie or Elijah hurt someone like this? How many more people had Ben killed when we weren’t here to stop him? 

I turned away. “He’s fine. Let’s go find the others.”

Zo stared at the man for a moment longer, biting her lip, then she linked her arm through mine. She leaned heavily against me, though she tried to disguise it. I couldn’t say I was doing much better. I heard thoughts chasing themselves through her head, too fast to catch.

“I know it doesn’t feel like it, but this is a good thing,” she said aloud. “We found them. It means Mr Grandace’s methods are working.”

I frowned, not even dignifying that with an answer. Letting them get away wasn’t “working”. For that matter, I wasn’t convinced Mr Grandace really had “methods”. All he seemed to do was pore over the gibberish in Callie’s mother’s prophecy, and study news reports for signs of destruction that could be linked to Ben.

If I hadn’t faffed about in that bush, maybe I would have been able to help Callie. I swallowed, ignoring the fact that she’d just blasted me with her magic. Was she like this all the time now? Did she have no control over her life or her actions? The thought made something compress around my chest as if I was the one trapped.

Zo stopped. Her arm slipped from mine as I kept walking. 

I looked up, then my steps ground to a halt. “Oh my god!”

Asher lay face down in the dirt in front of us. Zo broke into a run, the soles of her shoes hitting the concrete hard. I stumbled after her, my feet clumsy underneath me.

Ben stood over Asher. Dark red magic swirled around Ben, stolen from Asher. 

“Hey!” I yelled. “Get away from him.” I raised my hands, willing my reactive magic to sprout into action. Zo did the same, racing towards him.

Ben flicked a wrist and Zo flew backwards, landing with a crash. He stepped towards her, and I launched myself forward, trying to get between them. He flung me back too. Murky red-black energy slipped from my skin, flowing out towards Ben. I clawed at it, trying to catch hold. It slipped through my fingers.

Ben shuddered as it reached him, his outline blurring almost as if the extra magic reshaped him. My head swum and the world closed in at the sides.

“No!” Julianna screamed.

Suddenly, she was beside Ben, launching herself at him. She shoved him, not with magic, just with sheer force. He stumbled back, startled. She raised her hands, landing a punch before he could right himself. She hit him again and again. 

I blinked hard, trying to stay conscious. He was getting up. He was walking towards her.

“Jules!” I yelled. I tried to stand but my limbs felt leaden. 

Ben raised his hands, and Julianna cowered. Asher’s eyes opened. He scrambled up, throwing a magical blast at Ben. 

Zo followed suit, a weaker attack exploding from her hands. I got to my feet, but my magic was spent. Instead, I grabbed Zo’s arm, using our connection to give her the little energy I had left. Ben was strong, but surely he wasn’t stronger than the four of us... except he was. He stood tall in the face of our attack, it barely seeming to register.

Julianna hit him again. She stomped on his foot, then kicked his shin. He backed away from her blows, breaking into a run. 

None of us had the energy to chase. We watched him disappear into the smoke, almost as if he was turning into it. 

“What the hell were you thinking?” Zo yelled at Julianna. “Did you really just punch him?”

Julianna had been funny about using magic since we got back to the school, but launching herself at Ben with nothing but high school self-defence skills was reckless beyond words. Yet somehow it had worked.

Julianna shook her head, then her legs gave way. Asher caught her, moving to do it almost before she started to fall. She buried her face in his chest, and her whole body shook, all the strength she’d displayed just moments before gone. Asher met my eye over the top of her head.

“How the hell did she just do that?” I asked.

Asher shook his head. “I have absolutely no idea.”
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Chapter Two
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Toby

WE WALKED BACK TO THE meeting point in silence. The streets were empty – unnaturally so. We were in an industrial area on the outskirts of a suburb. The people living nearby would have no understanding of what happened tonight. They might have heard the explosions, they might have seen the flames, or even the plants growing out of control, but they would never put the cause down to magic. They would hunker down for the night in their nice safe homes, and in the morning, they would do everything they could to forget about it. I just wished we could do the same.

Asher supported Julianna, practically carrying her to keep her moving. I couldn’t tell whether she’d been hurt again or if old wounds had opened up – physically and metaphorically. Either way, Asher’s worry circled her, shutting me and Zo out.  

Miss Trager and Mr Grandace hadn’t joined us at the office building. They’d left us to keep watch but were supposed to return later in the night. I couldn’t help feeling there was a reason they hadn’t. What hadn’t they told us about tonight? Somehow, they always managed to leave out the most important details. 

Of course, there was another possibility – that they hadn’t joined us because they’d been hurt or worse. I shook my head. I couldn’t let myself think about that.

Zo bumped my shoulder, falling into step beside me. What happened tonight? she said inside her head.

“Huh?” I responded out loud, not willing to have her delve too far into my thoughts. Gravel and broken glass crunched under my feet, and I kept my eyes on it, kicking stray pieces along in front of me.

Zo clicked her tongue. “You were all over the place. I know you lose it every time you see Callie, but—”

“I didn’t lose it.” I thought of that bush exploding just after I got clear of it, and my confidence in my own words wavered. “I knew she was there. I could hear her.”

Zo frowned. She didn’t argue with me, but I heard it all in her thoughts. She didn’t believe me about the humming. I wasn’t connected to Callie anymore; Ben had severed my link to her and Asher’s to Elijah, leaving only me, Zo, Julianna and Asher connected in our magical chain. I shouldn’t have been able to hear anything from Callie, but somehow... somehow, there was that vibration every time I got close. Somehow, there was still electricity when I’d touched her skin.

Zo’s eyes flicked away from mine, and my cheeks heated. “Sorry,” I muttered. Thinking about Callie sometimes took us into uncomfortable territory. I schooled my mind back to safer topics.

Zo’s steps slowed. I looked up, taking in the empty bus shelter ahead. Mr Grandace and Miss Trager had told us to meet them here if we got separated, but there was no sign of either of them.

“They’re not here,” Zo said, rather redundantly. 

Asher cursed under his breath, and my stomach lurched. I glanced back the way we’d come, ready to turn back and start searching, but Zo strode ahead, picking something up off the bench. 

“Looks like they left us a ride home.” She held up a handful of silver bracelets.

Julianna let out a noise that was somewhere between a gasp and a groan. Honestly, I felt like doing the same. I’d never been a fan of our teacher’s magical handcuff bracelets, but after learning they’d belonged to Callie’s dead mother, they straight out creeped me out. 

“At least it means they’re alive,” Zo said, responding to my unspoken thoughts. 

Asher’s jaw tightened. “That’s a weak-ass silver lining.”

Irritation flooded Zo’s thoughts, but she turned away from Asher, a slight eyeroll the only visible sign of her mood. “Over here,” she said. She pointed to a roughly drawn rune line on the ground beside the shelter. 

As much as the woman frustrated me, I couldn’t help but admire Miss Trager’s quick thinking in setting this up. The rune line was shakily drawn, the symbols scratched out in pink chalk. A broken stick of it lay abandoned on the ground beside the last rune. I pocketed it just in case I ever needed to repeat the trick. 

Zo doled out the bracelets. I slipped one
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