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      Nyala’s having a heck of a time recovering from last semester’s events. She’s missing her best friend Briar and things became way too complicated when her boyfriend decided to cheat on her. Yeah, she caught him in the act.

      

      She’s also got a secret. One she’s not willing to share with anyone.

      

      When her ex starts to harass her and a new guy appears to the rescue, she finds herself confused.

      

      Jack’s on a mission. It’s a very secret mission. One he can’t share with anyone. Unfortunately, the mission didn’t involve catching feelings for Nyala. And yet… here he is. Now if only he can see the mission through without anyone ending up dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Nyala

        

      

    

    
      Standing on the apartment's balcony in Silent Heights, I breathed in my coffee and admired the sunrise. Today was my last day of summer vacation. Tomorrow, I’d be waking up back on campus. I was now a third-year student at the Academy of Ancients, starting my first two years of grad school. I’d worked double time last semester to get back on track the best I could.

      It’d been an interesting few months, that much was for sure.

      After Briar and Zach had taken off on their trip to see the world, she’d left me a note saying she was handing over her old apartment to me. She’d paid for two years’ rent to get me through the rest of my time at Academy. Her note said it was a thank you for being there for her through everything that went down with her and Xylon.

      A familiar sinking feeling hit my stomach merely thinking of that villain’s name. Whenever the others asked how I was doing, I’d lie and say everything was fine. Of course I didn’t have nightmares that left me shaking. I’d completely gotten over fighting off hordes of the undead and killing necromancers. I definitely wasn’t too terrified to use my summoning again.

      I was handling myself just fine. I was the happy, always optimistic Nyala.

      Yeah, keep telling yourself that.

      “It’s going to be a good semester,” I told myself sternly, ignoring the chiding voice inside my head. “It’s going to be great. You’re a grad student, and you’re not going to let anything bring you down. Nothing.”

      I gave a firm nod, willing myself to believe those words.

      Because it wasn’t only my worry over my summoning that had kept me up these past few nights. No matter who I bumped into on campus, I was going to keep my head high and not let it get to me.

      I enjoyed the bright orange sunrise a moment longer, then stepped inside to prepare for the day. I had to pack up what I’d need on campus and head to Academy to settle into my quarters. It was the same ones I’d had with Briar before and last semester. Thankfully, Headmaster Hooke had allowed me to keep it without assigning me a roommate. Being with someone new would be too weird. I’d rather enjoyed having my own space while I buried myself in my studies. Well, mostly. I did miss having Briar around to talk with and laugh about everything. Watching her randomly set people’s feet on fire was always a good time.

      And if she’d been here over the summer, I had no doubt she would’ve let me live vicariously through her while she got revenge on my ex, that cheating asshole. Then again, she probably would’ve tried to set more than just his feet on fire.

      He deserved it.

      Watching him dance around like a maniac would’ve also distracted me from my other issues.

      “Happy thoughts, Nyala,” I said to myself with a deep calming breath that did nothing to soothe me. “Just keep thinking happy thoughts.”

      In the middle of folding clothes and putting them into my suitcase, my cell rang. I picked it up and answered the video call.

      “What are you doing wasting your vacation calling me?”

      Briar’s grinning face stared back at me. Her eyes were alight with delight. Behind her, Zach waved. He was smiling like a fool, his gaze filled with so much love for the woman in front of him. I couldn’t be happier for them.

      “I wanted to check in with you,” Briar said. “The semester starts tomorrow, yeah?”

      “It does, but I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine?” I peered at the scenery behind her. “Where are you guys now?”

      “Iceland. Can you believe it?” Briar changed the video, so it showed me the gorgeous landscape around them. “It’s amazing. We’ve been here for a few days now. I don’t think I want to leave.”

      The mist around the mountains was more than incredible. “Damn. You’re taking a lot of pictures, right?”

      “Too many,” Zach replied with a laugh.

      “Good thing it’s digital,” Briar added. Her face appeared on the screen again. “Really, Nyala, how have your last few weeks been?”

      I was going to answer until I spotted the worry in that smile of hers. The fire in her eyes also flared for a second, and I sighed. “Why do you keep looking at me like that?” I asked.

      She gave me an innocent look that was anything but. “I’m not looking at you like anything. Can’t a friend just call to check up on her friend? Her best friend in the whole world?”

      She was laying it on thick. “Not when you’re supposed to be on your honeymoon for another couple of months,” I said through my laughter. Last I’d heard, they’d planned to be gone a year. That year was quickly coming to an end, but it seemed to have been good for them. Neither one appeared bogged down anymore by what they’d experienced and seen.

      They’d both almost died numerous times, and one of those times had been by Briar’s own hand. She’d been willing to kill herself rather than hurt any of us. Hurt Zach. I never told her, but I still had nightmares of when Zach found her on the floor. Of how she’d been dead those few minutes.

      “Maybe I miss you,” Briar said, pulling me away from taking a painful stroll down memory lane.

      Ensuring my voice sounded as cheerful as possible, I took a moment to respond. “I miss you, too. But come on. Why are you calling me?”

      She hung her head. “Alright, I might’ve heard from some other people that you and Roger broke up. Since I’m not there to do the good friend thing of getting you a ton of ice cream and hearing you rant and rave about what an asshole he is, I’m doing what I can from here.”

      I was about to ask who would’ve told her, then remembered the visitors I’d had a month back. Zach’s brothers, Luke and Nick, had stopped over on their way to Academy. After the incident involving the necromancers and Xylon, I’d become friends with all of Zach’s brothers. Adam was still at the Talons’ HQ, but Luke and Nick had been helping get the campus up and running again. Hunter and Trisha were going to be stationed there this fall with them. There was still a lot of work to be done to ensure the place wasn’t merely rebuilt but that it would be safe from any future attacks by an army of the undead or necromancers. From what they’d told me, they were also going to use that time to remind not only the students and faculty there but everyone else associated with Academy that there would be no more plots to kidnap students happening under their watch.

      Clearing out the tombs of any other potentially dangerous undead had also been underway. Knowing how many dead bodies were laid to rest beneath the grounds was still terribly creepy. Knowing none of those would be brought back to life to terrorize us all would be nice.

      Back in July, the night Zach’s brothers had come over, I’d been trying to pretend everything was fine after dealing with Roger. There’d been no point in lying to Luke and Nick. They’d seen through my fake smile in less than a minute. They’d also ended up bringing me several tubs of chocolate ice cream and had hung out with me the whole night, playing video games and listening to me bitch about Roger.

      “They weren’t supposed to tell you,” I told Briar. “And I’m good. I’m over it. It’s no big deal.”

      “Uh-huh. Then why does happy Nyala look like she’s sucking on a lemon?”

      I stuck my tongue out at her, and she laughed. “Maybe I’m not looking forward to the semester.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what it is,” Briar replied sarcastically. “It doesn’t have anything to do with Roger turning out to be a piece of shit.”

      The anger I’d thought I’d let go of over what Roger had done came roaring back, and I let out a stream of very vivid curses.

      Briar’s worried frown was accompanied by Zach’s. “Nyala, you’re allowed to be pissed,” she told me. “Seriously. If I were there, I’d set him on fire for you.”

      “I’d hang him upside down,” Zach chimed in. “Let all the blood rush to his head. That could be fun to watch.”

      “Oh, you’re right, then we’d set his feet on fire,” Briar added.

      “And trap him in a cage. I’d pay to watch that.”

      “You two are insane,” I said but managed a laugh. “As funny as that would be, it’s okay. I’m glad I found out when I did. It’s better than letting this go on and finding out after I’d invested so much time and fallen in love with him or something, right?”

      I was damn grateful I hadn’t thrown myself wholeheartedly into the relationship. There’d been a reason I’d held back. I’d thought it was because of all the drama with Briar and the Masters and, hell, everything else. Maybe it had been my instincts trying to tell me that Roger wasn’t the nice guy I’d believed.

      Back at the beginning of July, I’d headed to Academy to surprise Roger. He’d been staying on campus for the summer while he focused on a research project for his studies. He’d said he was working with several other students researching the same topic and was spending a lot of time with them. That day, I’d tracked him down in the library and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      Roger’s research partner, Kailey, had seen me first and shrieked, trying to cover herself. Roger had stared at me for a solid three seconds before he’d reacted, chasing after me while he’d struggled to get his pants back up. I’d raced up the stairs ahead of him, shouting at him the whole way, not caring who heard.

      I hadn’t talked to the asshole since. He’d called me a few times. He’d even had the nerve to knock on my door. I wasn’t sure what he thought he had to say to me. I wasn’t about to listen to a damn word that came out of his mouth.

      The same night I’d realized how close Roger was to his so-called research partner, Luke and Nick had shown up. He’d probably been sleeping with her all summer. I’d been furious. Nick and Luke had offered to mess with him, but I’d turned them down. I told myself I was over it. And I was. I should’ve been.

      But now and then, the image of Roger with Kailey seeped into my dreams. I supposed seeing them going at it like rabbits was better than the other nightmares I’d been having.

      “Nyala?” Zach said.

      “Hmm?” I blinked, turning back to my phone.

      “You have a scary look on your face,” he said. “One I’ve only seen on Bri. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m perfect,” I lied, putting a smile on my face. “The semester’s starting and I’m going to be busy, so yeah, I’m awesome. You two get back to your trip and stop worrying about me. I’ll see you when you get home.” I waved and disconnected the video before either of them could argue with me.

      I was going to be okay. Roger was not going to ruin my first semester as a grad student.

      I had more significant issues to face this semester. Somehow in the spring, I’d managed to make it through without using my summoning. I’d had no practical classes, something I’d done on purpose. That was coming to an end. Now, though, I had to pick them back up if I was to have a hope of graduating. Somehow, I’d have to use my power again.

      Too bad I hadn’t seen a hint of my water summoning since after that final fight against Xylon.

      “You’ll just have to make it work. It’s been a few more months. You’re safe. Everyone is safe. No crazy psychopath will erupt from the ground simply because you use your summoning.” I stared at my shaky hands, cursed enough that Briar would be proud of me, and returned to what I was doing.

      Once packed, I placed everything by the door and contacted the Academy for a car to pick me up. While I waited, I received a text from my mom. She and Dad were vacationing on the west coast for a while, enjoying their retirement. Right after I’d graduated, I’d spent time with them. They’d almost lost their minds once they’d realized everything I’d gone through since arriving at Academy. I’d lied to them for months, but it had been better than having them freak out and try to drag me home. There’d been some crying and even more yelling. It’d taken a lot for them to let me go when I was ready to return to Silent Heights. They’d made me promise to text every other day and call once a week. It was a bit overkill, but I didn’t blame them.

      I texted Mom that I was all set to get back to campus and that they should stop worrying about me so much. I’d heard from my older brother Neil a lot, too. He was a professor at another academy in the northwest. He’d even offered to come and stay with me for a bit this summer. I hadn’t taken him up on the offer because Roger had been coming over a lot. Now I wished I’d had him visit. Maybe I would over winter break. My family had heard about my breakup, which made them all worry more.

      A car horn beeped outside a while later, and I took my luggage out the door, locked the apartment up behind me, and made ready for a fresh start.
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        * * *

      

      “Home sweet home,” I said, pushing open the door to my quarters at Academy.

      Being here alone was stranger than I’d expected it to be. It’d been the same for the semester in the spring, too. I’d hoped the second go around would be better, but it was too quiet. Any second, I kept waiting to see Briar come charging out of her room, Zach right behind her while they argued about whatever antics she was up to this time.

      I hated to think it, but I hoped they would come home sooner than they’d planned.

      I took my time unpacking, humming while I did so and reminding myself why this semester was the start of something great. Grad school meant more challenging classes, extensive research projects focused on my chosen field, and advancing my summoning skills. I wasn’t going to have time to think about Roger or how much I missed Briar.

      But that also meant no more hiding from what my biggest challenge was currently.

      Unpacking took me less than an hour, and after doing two laps around the space, I finally told myself to get a grip and venture out the door.

      I waved to the students I knew well but never really considered friends. Once out of the dorms and on the grounds, I observed the new construction. They’d done enough for the spring semester to go on but had mentioned plans for doing more before students returned this fall. The main building had gotten a major facelift and had a more modern feel to the stonework this time around. It had also gained two stories and stretched further back toward the cave wall than before. The grounds had been redone as well. The training areas, one designated for each of the five elements, had been completely revamped. There was new equipment set up, and where there’d only been two ponds for the water summoners to use, now we had a small lake complete with an entire obstacle course set up on it. It hovered over the surface of the water, suspended by powerful magic.

      “You should go test it out,” a familiar male voice said behind me.

      I spun around. “Yeah? I’m sure I’ll get to it eventually.” I crossed my arms, eyeing the course and worrying at my bottom lip. Or never. Never would be best.

      Hunter and Trisha stood beside me, dressed in their Talon uniforms. Hunter’s hair was a mess, as always, and he had a light in his eyes that was never absent when he was with Trisha. Her hair was pulled back in a thick braid, and she, too, had a glow about her. A ring glinted on her left hand. My happiness warred with irritation at the sight of it. Not that I wasn’t thrilled for them. I was, but it was just another reminder of how I was single again.

      Trisha reached out and squeezed my hand. “You know, the offer still stands.”

      “What offer?” I asked.

      “To mess with a certain asshole on campus,” Hunter said.

      “You guys have to stop tempting me,” I murmured. “I might end up saying yes.”

      “I don’t see a problem with that. If Hunter cheated on me, you can bet he’d be wishing he’d never met me.”

      I had no doubts about that whatsoever. While they bantered about what Trisha would do to him, I glanced around. The campus had become busier since I’d arrived this morning. Students and professors wandered the grounds taking in the new training areas and the gardens. There were two new walking trails, too. Though there wasn’t a path leading to the waterfall, I found the entrance to it easily enough—Briar and Zach’s place. I wondered if Hooke should put a sign up outside of it, warning other students to stay out. Once those two were back with us, they’d probably always be there.

      I turned the other way, noting several new buildings and a gorgeous glass greenhouse. While my eyes danced over the newly planted gardens, a set of bright green eyes caught my attention. I stilled. I thought maybe he was staring at someone else but realized, with heat flooding my face, he was looking right at me. My pulse shot up, and the strangest sense of familiarity hit me right in the sternum. He stood less than ten yards away and appeared to be about my age, maybe a few years older. His face was framed by short chestnut-colored hair. A few thick locks had fallen over his forehead. He brushed at them, then shoved his hands casually in the pockets of his brown leather jacket. He gave me a little nod that sent my heart fluttering, then strolled away.

      “Nyala?”

      “Hmm?” I jumped at the sight of Hunter and Trisha studying me. “What?”

      Trisha glanced over my shoulder and grinned. “Nothing. Come on, Hunter, we have a massive list of shit to get done today.”

      “What are you guys doing?” I asked, still distracted by that guy I’d seen. Who was he?

      “We’re down in the crypts,” Hunter said with a shudder. “I hate that damn place. We’ve been moving bodies and checking for any sources of magic for a week now.”

      “He’s a wittle scared of the dark,” Trisha teased.

      Hunter rolled his eyes. “You would be too if ghouls almost ate you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

      Hunter beamed down at her, then kissed her. They walked away, hand in hand, and I was left to wander the gardens alone. I wasn’t sure why, but I kept looking for the guy with green eyes. I’d had the strangest urge to walk right up to him, too. It was odd.

      Distracted by musings about the mysterious guy, I walked right into someone.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said, then froze at seeing who stood before me. “Roger.”

      And standing to his right, her arm wrapped tightly around his waist, was Kailey. The sight of her there holding him like she owned him cut right through me. I’d told myself I could handle seeing them around campus, but all I wanted to do was freeze them in place and leave them there. They were damn lucky my summoning wasn’t working.

      “Nyala,” Roger replied, his lips lifting in a poor attempt at a friendly smile. “You’re here.”

      “Did you expect me not to be?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t sure. It wasn’t as if you talked to me this past month.”

      I pointedly looked at Kailey, then back to him. “I have nothing more to say to you. I saw everything I needed to see after you had your research partner laid out on a table.”

      “Hey,” Kailey snapped.

      Channeling Briar, I glared, and Kailey’s mouth clamped shut. Huh. It looked like I was perfecting my friend’s pissed-off look. “You know he’ll probably cheat on you, too,” I told her.

      “Why would he?” she said, tightening her hold on his arm. “It’s not like I’m broken on the inside and wake up having nightmares and can’t use my magic.”

      My hand tingled with the urge to smack her. But everything she’d blurted was true. I shifted my glare from her to Roger. He had the decency to pale and look like he regretted spilling my secrets to his new girlfriend.

      Kailey started to speak again, but Roger asked her to give us a minute. She pouted but kissed him far more thoroughly than was necessary and walked off.

      “If you had a problem with me, all you had to do was say so,” I snapped. “Not go blabbing it all to the girl you cheated on me with.”

      “Is this going to be a problem?” Roger asked as if I hadn’t said anything.

      “A problem for who, me? What kind of person do you think I am?”

      “I didn’t think you’d push on with grad school. Can you even use your summoning anymore?”

      “That is none of your business, not anymore.”

      “Apparently, it never was. You could’ve talked to me about shit, you know, and you never did. I’m the one that tried in this relationship.”

      “So you decided cheating on me was the best way to handle the situation? You could’ve been a supportive boyfriend instead of getting annoyed that I was, how did she put it? Broken.”

      He crossed his arms, staring at the ground between us.

      A few pieces clicked into place at the disgruntled look on his face. “Wow, so that’s it then. You went and cheated on me because you felt what, neglected?”

      “All I wanted was a girlfriend who cared about me.”

      “I did care about you.”

      “You did a piss poor job of showing it,” he muttered.

      I took a half-step back at the harshness of those words.

      His glare softened. “Look, I wanted to talk to you, okay? I tried, and you ignored me.”

      “You cheated on me,” I said with a laugh. “What did you expect me to do? Hear you out and take you back? I don’t even know why you’re talking to me now.”

      “I don’t want you to spend the whole semester pining over me and disrupting my life.”

      “Who says I’m not over you already?” I asked, doing my best to sound nonchalant.

      He glanced around as if to make sure Kailey was still gone. “Because I’m the only guy you ever dated in all your time here.”

      And here I believed he wasn’t an egotistical guy.

      “Just don’t let your depression over us let you do something stupid,” Roger went on.

      I wasn’t sure what to even say to that. Depressed. He thought I was depressed over us breaking up? Before I could come up with a decent comeback, a warm hand slipped into mine. I wasn’t sure who it was, but that touch was solid and comforting and very, very warm.

      “Hey, babe,” a deep voice said a second before lips pressed to my cheek. “Sorry I’m late. Did you get settled alright without me?”

      The guy with the green eyes was grinning down at me, his hand still holding mine. He gave me a wink, and my pulse raced. A rush of heat shot down my spine, and some part of me I hadn’t realized I even had came alive. I had no idea what he was doing or why he was bothering.

      And I didn’t care.

      I leaned into his side, and he draped his arm around my shoulders.

      Roger’s eyes narrowed.

      I said, “What were you saying about my not being over you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out the front doors of the main building and looked around. This was the sixth Academy I’d been to in the last year and a half. They all had the same feel—the same students milling around, the professors, and the air heavy with summoning and magic. I didn’t take time to admire what would be my new home for a while. I’d stopped caring about such details a long time ago.

      I’d transferred to the Academy in the mountain not for the classes. I couldn’t have cared less about those. There’d be no future for me if I couldn’t find what I was looking for.

      “Please be here,” I whispered, looking around and wondering where I should start my search.

      With every day that passed, my time was running out. I had to find the Dagger of Vitality. The trail had gone cold at the other places I’d been. And at every dead end, I thought that was it. I’d never find it, and my life was over. Then I’d get a call, and the search would start again. It was false hope, that’s what the doubting voice in my head said, but false hope was better than giving up and rolling over.

      I was a Scott. Giving up wasn’t in our blood.

      I’d barely taken three steps, and the ache in my chest started up. I did my best to smother the cough and not let it drive me to my knees. Once it passed, I took several deep breaths to steady myself and forced my feet to move. This damned curse was digging its claws in deeper. How much longer could I last? I needed that dagger, or I would fail at not only keeping my ass alive but avenging my family.

      Or most of my family.

      A face similar to mine but younger appeared in my mind’s eye. Mentally, I cursed him out, silently vowing once again to find him and make him pay for what he’d done to us. I couldn’t leave this world without getting revenge.

      As casually as possible, I meandered the grounds, listening to various conversations and making note of potential locations to check. There was a collection of artifacts here used for studies by grad students. Others were simply tucked away for safekeeping. Or there was a chance a professor could simply have it in their possession. Then there were the famed crypts beneath the campus grounds. The only lead I had on the dagger was that its last known location was here and that it had something to do with the Morris family.

      With any luck, I’d find it. If not, then my hope was to pick up another clue that would tell me where the hell it had gone.

      I was nearing a small lake, noting the obstacle course suspended over the water. That was when I heard her voice. It flowed around me in a comforting, musical way. The two people with her were talking about some guy named Roger. I half-listened to their conversation, too distracted by the woman with that voice. My gaze landed on her, and I simply stared. Dark brown hair was draped over her shoulders and fluttered lightly with the breeze. Her forest green sweater was loose and hung off her right shoulder. She had on jeans tucked into knee-high brown boots. She smiled, and though it made my palms sweaty and had me swallowing a lump in my throat, it seemed sad.

      Then her eyes flicked to me as if drawn to me, and she stilled. Her lips parted slightly, and her brow creased. Her two friends were still talking about that guy. When they mentioned something about him cheating on her, I knew then why she’d been sad.

      Why do you care? You’re not here to make friends or get attached to anyone. Find the dagger and leave. That’s the plan. Stick to it.

      I told myself to simply turn and walk away. But I couldn’t do that. I gave the woman a nod first and compelled myself to back off. Though I wandered more, I kept finding myself always within a few yards of her after she, too, had taken to walking the grounds. She didn’t seem to notice me again, and I decided that was for the best. I intended to head in a different direction, yet my feet kept bringing me right back within a few yards of her.

      I’d planned to scope out the entire campus today and figure out where to start searching for the dagger tomorrow. Now, that plan no longer seemed viable. Casually, I shifted through the crowd of students, never letting my eyes leave that head of brunette hair for long. I lost her momentarily while a group of excited first years rushed by, heading toward the lake. Then her voice reached my ears again, and I turned.

      She was staring down a guy with some chick latched to his side. The woman whose voice had drawn me in looked furious. Her shoulders were tensed. The guy in front of her, was he this Roger asshole? Whatever he was saying to her was only making the situation worse.

      “Leave it,” I whispered, unable to turn away from the scene playing out. “Just walk away. She’s not your problem. You have enough drama to deal with on your own. Walk away.”

      Or you step in, play the nice guy, and see if she can’t give you anything useful.

      I paused at the thought. It wasn’t a bad idea. She didn’t give me the impression she was a new student, which meant she could be helpful in my search for the dagger if it happened to be here.

      The faster I figured out whether it was here, the better.

      The woman with the guy I assumed was Roger had walked away. Slowly I approached, picking up on the conversation. The second I heard him talking about how upset the woman in the green sweater must be about their breakup, I reacted without thinking. I picked up the pace and slipped my hand into hers once I reached her. It didn’t go unnoticed how natural this felt or continued to feel while I held it, then twined our fingers together as if I’d done it a hundred times.

      “Hey, babe,” I said and bent down to kiss her cheek warmly. “Sorry I’m late. Did you get settled alright without me?”

      She turned to look up at me, and I winked. She didn’t shove me away or demand to know what I was doing. Instead, she leaned into my side as if this wasn’t the first time we’d met. Something about how perfect she fit against my side and how calming her presence was had me nearly forgetting she’d been staring down her ex. Draping my arm over her shoulder, I pulled her closer. She smelled of cinnamon and pine, of a forest near a lake. She smelled of yuletide. Flashes of memories chaotically darted around my head, memories when my home had been filled with laughter and smiles around the winter holiday.

      How did this woman I’d never met before manage that? I breathed in deeply, confused by what was even happening to me right then. Why did it feel so relaxed to be beside her like this?

      Why did it feel as if I’d known her for years?

      “What were you saying about me not being over you?” she said, startling me out of my thoughts.

      The guy’s face turned a dark shade of maroon. He glared at me but wasn’t as intimidating as he believed. I’d dealt with far worse jackasses than him. Rescuing ancient artifacts from cults and extremely powerful and dangerous summoners had given me years of knowing how to chase someone off with a look. I glared right back. He flinched, then stomped off, muttering under his breath.

      “Thanks for that.”

      I glanced down at the woman currently pressed up against my side. I didn’t want her to leave it. “Any time. I’m Jack, by the way,” I said and reluctantly removed my arm from her shoulders.

      “Nyala,” she said and held out her hand.

      I took it, her palm cool against mine. “You’re a water summoner.” Why did that sadness in her eyes deepen at the mention of her magic?

      Roughly, she cleared her throat. “I am. And from those flames in your eyes, I’d say you’re fire.”

      I blinked, wondering when those flames had appeared. “Yeah, that’s right,” I said lamely. I didn’t want to, but I released her hand and rubbed the back of my neck.

      “You didn’t have to do that, but I’m glad you did. How did you know what we were even talking about? Is eavesdropping a hobby of yours?” she said with a teasing grin.

      “I might’ve overheard a few things when I passed you earlier while you spoke with your friends. And you were looking ticked off just now. I put the pieces together of who that asshole had to be.”

      She crossed her arms, looking down at her boots. “He was being an asshole.”

      “I’m sorry, by the way,” I said softly. “For what he did.”

      Her cheeks reddened. Man, what I wouldn’t give to see that blush on her cheeks for a very different reason. An image of leaning in and kissing her properly this time passed through my mind. Fire sparked at my fingertips, and I curled my hands, smothering them before they became full-fledged flames.

      “Thanks. I really am over him. And no matter what he thinks, I’m not depressed about our not being together. I uh, I had some other—you know what? Never mind,” she rambled. “Just thank you.”

      “I get it. I had someone do that to me in the past. It’s not a nice feeling.”

      The woman I thought about hadn’t cheated on me. She’d done far worse. I’d met her during one of my trips. I’d been an idiot to believe it was a whirlwind romance. The second I’d left, she’d found someone else. I’d gone back to see her again, and there she’d been with another guy. She’d hardly remembered me. Worse, she’d confessed she’d used me to gain access to information about a new dig site that had turned up several valuable and rare magical tokens.

      I’d learned my lesson about betrayal the hard way—after I’d gone and stolen those tokens back from the corrupt piece of shit general she’d procured them for.

      No one deserved to be used and tossed aside.

      Then I saw my parents murdered before my eyes and had this curse latch onto me. That moment of stupidity seemed so far away now. So pointless.

      “No, it’s really not,” Nyala said, drawing me back to the present though the depressing cloud of my past lingered like an annoying weight on my shoulders that pressed down harder every damn day. She chewed on her bottom lip, then glanced up at me. “I don’t recognize you. Are you new this year?”

      “I transferred. And I’m a couple of years behind everyone else. I’m starting grad school later than normal.”

      “Ah, so you’re old then,” she said with a wink.

      I grinned right along with her. “If you want to call twenty-five old, sure.”

      “Did you take a few years off?”

      Usually, I would’ve brushed off the question, but I trusted her. I had no idea how or why, but I did. Telling her the whole truth would be stupid but lying to Nyala felt wrong. So, I opted for a half-truth. “I wanted to travel for a little while. Take a break from the academic life.”

      “Understandable. Sometimes I wish I’d done that instead of simply trying to rush through. Maybe I wouldn’t be in such a weird state.” Her eyes widened, and she glanced away as if she’d said too much. I was going to ask her what she meant, but then she was smiling and spreading her arms wide. “Well, since it’s your first day here and you saved me from dealing with my ex, how about I give you a tour of the place?”

      It looked like I wasn’t the only one at Academy with some secrets. “That would be great. If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “There’s a lot to see since they’ve redone it all.”

      “What happened here?” I asked while we walked toward the main building. “I heard some of it, but there was never a full story that came out.”

      The incident with the cult of necromancers had been happening while I’d been chasing down leads on the dagger. I’d picked up bits and pieces here and there. The notion that several Masters had been so corrupt hadn’t surprised me. Over the last few years, I’d seen enough unethical Masters, generals, and government officials not to be shocked by much.

      When I looked back at Nyala, my stomach dropped. Her eyes had darkened, and she’d paled.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. Were you here when it all happened?”

      “I was, but I’m uh, I’m over it. I was hardly involved,” she said, but her tone had gone up an octave, and she wrung her hands a few times before shoving them in her butt pockets. “Necromancers were trying to resurrect their leader and whatnot. It was crazy and a mess. The fight pretty much destroyed this place and burned the grounds to cinders. The campus has come a long way since that day.”

      Her gaze took on a faraway stare. Before I could apologize again for bringing it up, she pointed out the various buildings around the main one. Then we were inside. She stuck true to her word and gave me a thorough tour of Academy. I noted several locations to investigate further on my own, places where the dagger might be kept. There were several different collections of items being held here. That was what Nyala mentioned. She'd explained that some had been gifted to the Academy, and others were private collections that moved from one Academy to the other for students to study. I was going to ask where those were, but a melody of cellos sounded first.

      “Oh, sorry,” Nyala said, pulling her phone out of her pocket. “I should take this. It’s my friend Briar, and if I don’t answer, she’ll keep calling.”

      “Sure, yeah. Thanks for the tour.”

      “I’ll see you at dinner later, yeah?”

      I returned her grin. “Yeah, dinner.”

      She waved, then stepped away and answered her phone.

      Briar. She said her friend’s name was Briar. I wondered briefly if that was Briar Morris, as in General Derrick Morris’ daughter. His name was one of the few associated with the dagger and its last known location. There could be several Briar’s she was friends with, though. I tried not to get my hopes up that I’d gotten this lucky on my first day here.

      “Maybe not such a coincidence after all,” I whispered to the empty corridor, and my gut twisted in knots. Using Nyala for information was doing the same as that bitch had done to me. “You’ve done it before,” I reminded myself hotly. “Suck it up and get the job done. Don’t get attached, and it won’t be the same as what was done to you. Simple.”

      During my year and a half of searching for that damn dagger and turning up one dead end after another, I wondered if I’d ever find the thing. I’d done worse than befriending someone to try and get information. I’d run in bad circles before for the sake of protecting magic. But what I’d done these last eighteen months, who I’d become associated with, my parents were probably trying to find a way to smack me from beyond the grave. What choice did I have, though, but to cross that line? I was running out of options. The curse thrown at me was impossible to break by any other means. I knew because I’d tried. I’d found intel on the dagger after digging through every scrap of notes my parents had kept. That damn blade was my last chance.

      These last few weeks, while the sickness worsened and I found no new leads, I’d been ready to give up hope. Then one of my contacts and another thief from the underground, Gregory, received word from one of his sources. The dagger’s last known location was Academy of Ancients. He hadn't known why it’d be here, but it was a start.

      I shoved my hands deeper into my pockets and glanced out the nearest window. Nyala had already made it back outside and was walking the grounds, her phone pressed to her ear.

      If she was friends with the late general’s daughter, getting close to her couldn’t be helped. I’d be friendly, nothing more. Once I had what I needed, I’d return to keeping my distance. No one else needed to get dragged into this mess with me.

      I’d find the dagger, lift the curse, then set out to finish what my brother started.

      A tickle started at the back of my throat. It quickly turned into a hacking fit that left me weakened and leaning against the wall for support. Blood spattered onto the palm I’d used to cover my mouth. I shoved my hand out of sight, and once the coughing fit passed, I made for my quarters. I’d spend the day making plans.

      Tomorrow, the real work would begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Nyala

        

      

    

    
      I entered the dining hall that first evening back at Academy and debated whom to sit with. Hunter and the other Talons were seated together and beckoned me over. I could’ve gone to join them and hung out. Halfway to reaching them, I noticed someone else sitting by himself at a corner table. He had a plate of food in front of him, but it looked untouched.

      Jack. He was new here and wouldn’t know anyone. And after I’d told Briar all about him, she’d asked me when I would talk to him again. There was no reason, she’d said, to hold myself back after what Roger had done.

      So, I waved at Hunter, then turned and headed for Jack’s table. “Mind if I join you?”

      Jack jerked upright, surprise on his face that gave way to a genuinely pleased smile. “Do I look that pathetic over here by myself?”

      I sat down in the chair next to him and shrugged. “I wasn’t sure if you were still playacting my boyfriend.” The second the words were out of my mouth, my face burned, and I fumbled for an apology. “I uh, not that I want you to be. I was, you know, happy with how much it pissed off Roger, and I don’t expect you to keep wanting to talk to me or anything. I can go sit somewhere else—”

      Jack’s hand landed on mine, stopping me. “We said we’d see each other at dinner, didn’t we? I was honestly hoping I’d get to talk to you some more tonight.”

      “Really?”

      My heart pounded against my ribs, and frost spread from where our hands met, creating little swirling patterns on our skin. The light refracted off the minuscule particles of ice, and I fought against the tears wanting to spill from my eyes. Why was it I hadn’t been able to use my summoning for months? Then one day around this guy, and there it was, coming out of me as naturally as it ever had.

      Jack grinned at the sight, oblivious to the array of emotions swirling around inside me like a hurricane. “Yeah, really. It was nice talking to you today.”

      The frost spread further up both our arms. This certainly never happened when I was around Roger. Jack winked, and a ribbon of red fire slipped from his hand. It didn’t melt the frost but joined it, making it glow. The sight was breathtaking.

      “You’re not so bad,” I murmured.

      “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.”

      My eyes flicked up. He wasn’t looking at what our summoning had done. He was looking at me.

      Too fast. You’re moving too fast.

      The panicked nagging voice inside my head stopped me from doing something I might regret later, like leaning in and kissing him. God, Jack did have very kissable-looking lips, though. No. What was I thinking? Gently, I pulled my hand away. Frost melted and burned up from his fire. I cleared my throat and dug into my food, asking him where he’d transferred from.

      “Washington. It’s where my family’s from, and after traveling, I figured I’d head back there. It was where I’d completed my first two years. For some reason this time around, it wasn’t a good fit. I’ve heard good things about this place and figured I’d give it a go,” he replied, his tone light and a smile still on his face. “What about you?”

      “The last few years I’ve been here. I have a place in Silent Heights.”

      “That must be nice.”

      “It’s not bad,” I said. “It used to be my friend’s place, but she sort of got married at the end of last year and has been gallivanting around the world with her husband.”

      “For the last year?” he asked, his brow rising. “That’s some nice long honeymoon. I suppose they really wanted to get away from everyone, huh?”

      A familiar shiver of fear raced down my spine, and I clutched the fork in my hand, willing the deluge of memories to stay tucked away. “They went through a lot. More than most people should have to.”

      “You’re talking about what happened here.”

      I nodded, unable to get words past the lump in my throat. The dread grew, and I started to shake. Then Jack was holding my hand, and a reassuring warmth spread through me. His kind gaze held sympathy and understanding as if he, too, had been through a traumatic event in his life that had left him unstable.

      “Yeah,” I forced the words out. “Briar and Zach, Briar’s husband, took the brunt of it. They saved us all, and, honestly, I was shocked they were going to come back here to teach instead of running as far away as they could.”

      I was glad they were returning. I’d missed Briar, her bluntness, her laugh, and how she was always finding ways to get into trouble. And Zach. He was a great guy, and he’d become my friend, too. What went down with Xylon and his cult of necromancers brought us closer together.

      But it had also left scars. Would I ever be able to use my magic as I once had?

      Would I ever not feel that fear creeping in?

      “Nyala?”

      I looked over at Jack. His worried frown made him even more attractive, especially with how his hair fell across his forehead. “Sorry. I got a little lost in thought there.”

      “I don’t blame you. You went through a lot, too, I’m sure.”

      “Not as bad. As I said, I was hardly in the thick of it. I’m fine. Perfectly fine.” I went back to eating and asked him about his family and their thoughts of him moving all over the place.

      He let go of my hand and thankfully gave in to my changing of topics. “They like to travel, so it’s not a big deal,” he said, but his tone sounded off. Flames flickered in his eyes, and I half-expected his feet to catch fire like Briar’s did when she was upset. There were a couple of errant sparks around his fingertips, but they flickered out fast enough. “What about yours?”

      I told him about my parents and my older brother. We ended up discussing what we were both taking classes for, and I was delighted to find he was undergoing the same grad program as I was. We shared the same interest in preserving our magical histories. There was a need for summoner archeologists as much as there was for human ones. After Xylon and his cult, I’d figured there were more items like that damn book of his out there in the world, too. Keeping those items preserved and protected was as important as tracking down dangerous criminals. Adam, Zach’s oldest brother, had already approached me about working with the Talons to find such items. He wanted to put together a team in the future and offered me a position once I made it through grad school.

      I might not be a fighter, but I’d always been fascinated with history, particularly summoner history. Jack was, too. His eyes lit up even more once we’d broached that subject. In the back of my mind, I made a note to tell him about Adam’s team and to see if he’d be interested in it, too.

      Talking with Jack was as easy as it had been during our first encounter. That panicky voice spoke up a few times the longer we sat at that table. It reminded me how hard and fast I’d fallen for Roger. What I’d felt for him hadn’t come close to what I was feeling for Jack already, and it left me nervous about trusting myself. I didn’t get any bad vibes from Jack, but it was only day one of knowing him.

      “You know it’s getting a little late,” I said once the conversation came to a natural lull. “And I’ve got a few things I need to unpack still.”

      That was a lie, but it sounded like a good enough excuse. I wanted to stay and talk with Jack for the rest of the night, but I was second-guessing what was happening inside my head right then. And we were already some of the last people in the dining hall. I hadn’t realized how late it was.

      “Do you mind if I walk you to your room?” he asked, standing up with me.

      I meant to say no and that I was sure I’d see him tomorrow. I nodded instead, and we walked out of the dining hall together. Our hands brushed while we walked, and we exchanged a shy glance, then looked away at the same

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-1600-by-2400-png.jpg
LEGACY

>,
L,
Er
&
(:
! Lr
W

FALLACY.

OF ANCIENTS

NEXT GENERATION

BOXGSET
AVERY
CROSK







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





