
  
    [image: Pact]
  


  
    
      PACT

      Academy of Ancients: Chaos

    

    
      
        AVERY CROSS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Avery Cross

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Dedication

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up for Avery’s newsletter to find out about new releases

        Click following link

        Newsletter

        or put the following in your browser window:

      

      

      
        
        mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/y3z8a7

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Aris

        

      

    

    
      I peered at the calendar hanging on the kitchen wall and grumbled. Three weeks left of summer break. Why couldn’t it be more? I wasn’t ready to go back to Academy yet. I knew for sure Xander wasn’t either.

      After all we went through last semester, it wasn’t much of a shocker we were reluctant to return. Had we heard anything useful about the assholes who kidnapped Xander to try to get to me? Nope, of course not.

      We’d been kept in the dark all summer. It was beyond obnoxious. Part of me didn’t want to know. Knowing meant getting more involved. But not knowing was slowly driving me a little crazy wondering what the plan had been.

      Wondering if there really was a bunch of crazy summoners out there ready to build an army in case a war broke out.

      “You’re doing it again.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Winnie. Spending most of the summer in Bear Creek around an empath had been interesting to say the least. But being able to stay with her, Xander, and Bryce had been a lot better than spending the entire break with my parents.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t love them. Once they learned the truth of all I’d gone through the first semester as well as last, well, they took over-protective to new extremes. Those first few days of being home, they hadn’t stopped hovering. When Xander came to stay for a visit, it had gotten a little better. It helped that they liked him. They’d even let Xander stay in my room. It had been surprising.

      My parents weren’t exactly old-fashioned but still. Mom had pulled me aside that first night and said she and my dad were thrilled to see me so happy. She’d cried a little. Even more when I’d hugged her. She’d given a confused Xander a teary hugged that night, too, while he glanced at me over her head with wide eyes.

      Later, I’d told him what that had been about. He hadn’t said anything, but he had pulled me closer, kissed my forehead, and held me all throughout the night.

      I wasn’t sure Mom was going to let me leave when it was time for us to come here, but she had, as long as I promised to check in every day. Which I had. Really, my parents were handling all this better than I thought they would. I thought it also helped that they saw how well I was doing despite everything. I hadn’t fallen apart. I hadn’t reverted to the girl who would usually go hide from the world for days on end. I sure wasn’t scared to use my magic again after what I’d seen it do.

      Instead, I’d become stronger. And I had someone who made me feel safe.

      That feeling was a nice one to have every day. As were the rest of the emotions that came along with loving Xander and him loving me.

      “Doing what?” I finally said, turning to face Winnie.

      “Worrying.”

      “And you don’t?”

      She shrugged. “Fair.”

      “I’m assuming there’s no news on our escaped cultists? Or anything else?”

      “Nothing. Not a single damn word.”

      “What about everything else?”

      The summer might have been quiet for the four of us, but that wasn’t the case everywhere.

      Numerous attacks had been carried out across the country by those non-summoners. No one had been killed yet, but a lot of people were hurt. And tensions were on the rise.

      We watched the footage from the last few Council meetings where they let some of the public in, at least the magical portion of the public. None of it had been good. There was more than one person asking why we should have to keep holding back when we’re the ones getting hurt. The war those men had mentioned might not be too far off the mark if things like this kept happening.

      Only last week, we heard about a clash between the anti-magic group and a handful of summoners.

      “Not a word,” Winnie said, sighing. “But we’re not thinking about any of that today.”

      “Oh, we’re not?”

      “Nope,” Xander said, entering the living room. He beamed as he came over and hugged me, lifting me off my feet at the same time.

      My internal fire burned hotter at his presence. The gentle tug to him I’d been feeling for the last few months was a comfort now. At first, I hadn’t been sure it was there. One night, I’d finally said something to him, and he told me he felt the same thing. His fire burned hotter whenever I was close. And that tug, he had said, was similar to what he felt with Bryce and Winnie only different. Stronger in its own way.

      That night, we had stayed up almost ‘til dawn, silent as we focused on that bond burning between us like a living, breathing flame. I hadn’t told him that night and I probably never would say the words aloud. They sounded too damn cheesy. But that connection between us, that cozy warmth, made me feel like I was carrying a piece of home around me.

      A home I could have with Xander.

      “We are doing some around the town shopping,” he went on, and I focused on the present conversation and not how hot my face was thinking over whether I should eventually say all that to him. He gave me a quizzical look but didn’t ask why I was blushing furiously. “Figure all of us need supplies before the semester starts. The weather is perfect, and we all could use a day out.”

      “You’re not wrong.” I kissed him and his arms tightened around me before he set me back on my feet. Warmth spread from my chest and my magic crackled. It had been doing that a lot lately when he was around. I took it as a good sign.

      Spending pretty much every day with him at Academy had been one thing. But doing it over the summer had been something else. Weirdly enough, it felt like everything before Xander and I got together was just a blur.

      Being around him felt so natural. Like we were already living our lives after Academy. A few times, we talked about what we were going to do once we graduated. He was still on the fence about chasing his bakery dream or taking up General Pierce on his offer to join the Raptors or the Talons.

      I, on the other hand, had no idea at all what I wanted to do. Baking with him all summer had been fun and had its perks. More than once, I thought about what it’d be like to work at his bakery with him. Run it with him. Then I reminded myself I was probably getting way too far ahead of myself and to slow down a bit.

      That was damn hard to do when he kept looking at me like he was seeing a future together, too.  Maybe it wouldn’t be too weird to tell him everything I’d been thinking lately.

      “We going or what?” Bryce asked, heading for the front door and holding it open for us.

      “Why are you so anxious to get going?” Winnie asked in passing.

      “It’s lunch time and I’m starving.”

      Winnie laughed at him and dragged him out the door after her. Xander brought up the rear, locked the front door, and the four of us wandered through town. The day was pretty perfect. Not too hot and partly cloudy. The breeze blowing helped keep us cool while we strolled along. Bryce, it turned out, was so excited to get going because there were several food trucks in town today and he made a stop at all of them.

      By the time he was finishing off his last batch of tacos, Winnie was telling him she wasn’t going to feel sorry for him later when he had an upset stomach. There’d even been a dessert truck, which Xander had stopped at, ordering two muffins and a cupcake. He hadn’t scrutinized them aloud, but I saw the gears turning while he slowly chewed each bite. I’d assured him quietly they were nowhere near as good as his.

      Which wasn’t a lie. There was something magical about Xander’s baking. I knew how that sounded, considering he was a summoner. But it was the truth. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to put my finger on what he did to make all the cakes and brownies and cookies he made taste so much more. But he did it every time.

      We stopped in a few shops after lunch, Winnie and I picking out some new clothes for the fall. Xander and Bryce snagged some new t-shirts. We all bought notebooks and the not so fun supplies we would need once classes started back up. Winnie spent way too much time browsing the shelves of the local herb shop. Bryce had to finally put a time limit on her so we could hit a few more places before heading back to the apartment. It really was turning out to be a damn near perfect day.

      Did we really have to go back to Academy?

      “Oh, hey, look at that,” Bryce said, pointing across the street from where we all were.

      “What am I supposed to be looking at?” Xander asked.

      “The future spot of your bakery. What else? That place is for rent.” Bryce glanced up and down the street, then crossed at a jog. We followed, Xander laughing until we stood outside the place. It was a two-story building, all dark stone and timber.

      The large bay windows were cracked and dirty, but the style and their placement complimented the building. It had a set of double-front doors of heavy wood, framed in more timbers to match the rest of the structure. Bryce leaned in, squinting as he read the posted sign on the door. “The upstairs has an apartment. That’s perfect.”

      Xander tilted his head back, taking in the building. “Yeah, perfect,” he repeated.

      I went to stand beside him, nudging him with my elbow. “So?”

      “So, what?”

      “It wouldn’t be a bad place to set up shop,” I mused. “Close to the main part of town. This street sees a lot of traffic. And it looks like it used to be a café once upon a time. Probably has a decent kitchen set up already. Might not have to do much structurally.”

      He slid me a sideways glance. “You sound like you want me to put down a deposit and get the place now.”

      “I mean, if that’s what you want to do, I’m not going to say no,” I said, grinning up at him.

      He chewed his bottom lip, tilting his head back and forth. I hadn’t expected him to seriously consider it, but that was most definitely his critical thinking face. “I do have a decent amount saved up. And my parents set aside a bit for me to use after I graduate. This place looks like it’s been on the market for a while. Might be here when the year is up.”

      “Or it could be gone,” Bryce chimed in. “I don’t know, man. Feels like a sign.”

      “To do what? Not finish my grad years?”

      “To have your dream no longer be a dream,” I said, unable to hide the excitement in my voice. “All we’re saying is that if you want to take a different path, think we’d all be there to support you.”

      Xander tilted his head again but didn’t argue against us. He went up to the front doors and rested his hand against them. If he did decide to say what the hell and not go back to Academy, I wondered how he’d feel if I said I’d stick around with him?

      Immediately I felt guilty about putting pressure on him to get this place if he wasn’t ready just so I would have a valid excuse not to go back to Academy. I had no reason not to finish out my final year. It was probably the smart decision to go back, seeing as I was at a loss for what I would do afterwards. But was that really what I was doing? Since I met him, he was always so passionate about his baking. He wanted to help people too, it was true, but owning his own place, that was where I felt his heart really was. Pressuring him into deciding now, though, wasn’t what I wanted.

      “You obviously don’t have to make a decision right now,” I said in a rush.

      “I know. But I have to admit, it is tempting to think about.”

      “I call dibs on the first batch of⁠—”

      A boom interrupted Bryce’s words.

      The sidewalk shook and Xander grabbed my arm, dragging me behind him while he stared down the street. Black smoke billowed into the air. Winnie barely had a second to ask what was happening and a second boom sent us all falling into each other from the force of it.

      Screams rang out. Debris shot into the air and littered the road. I stared wide-eyed in disbelief at where two shop fronts were supposed to be. Shops we had been in less than twenty minutes ago.

      Shops run by summoners.

      This couldn’t be real. None of it could be.

      A group of people took off down the street while more rushed to the shops. It took me a few seconds to realize Xander was trying to talk to me. I wasn’t sure if it was the blast or the shock of what was happening, but everything was muffled. Bryce had already taken off, Winnie right behind him.

      Help. People needed help. We needed to go.

      “Aris?” Xander’s voice finally penetrated the fog. “Aris, can you hear me?”

      “Yeah, sorry. We, uh, we need to go, right? We can help.”

      He hesitated, but if he was going with Bryce and Winnie, so was I. We ran after them, dodging bits of debris as we went. Seeing clearly became hard halfway down the street. Fires had broken out where the two shops had stood, sending plumes of smoke spilling through town.

      Xander and I rushed toward them first while other bystanders helped others move off to the sides. Several were covered in blood. More than one bore a blank expression as if they weren’t sure what happened. Confusion and anger and panic rose until Xander caught my hand and squeezed. I focused on our connection, that invisible burning thread between us, and shoved everything else aside. I had to, at least for now.

      Together, we quelled the fires before they could rage out of control and reach the neighboring buildings. The moment the flames in the second shop front died, though, my stomach twisted, and I had to run off to the bushes nearby. I retched, unable to hold back the horror and disgust at what I’d seen. Xander’s hands were a comfort as he dragged my hair back for me and held me upright. He was shaking as badly as I was.

      “That was her,” I whispered, rubbing my mouth on the back of my hand. I could still smell it. I never thought I’d smell burnt flesh. Now that I had, I’d never forget it. “The shop owner. That was her body in there. She was…oh, gods.”

      “I know,” Xander whispered. “Try not to think about it.”

      I turned around and buried my face in his shirt. How could I not think about it? We had spoken to that woman so recently. And now she was dead. Her body was burned up and she was dead. I hadn’t noticed any bodies in the other shop.

      I wasn’t sure I could bear to go look for them now. Xander guided me further down the sidewalk where Bryce kept a protective stance, his head on a swivel and shadows at the ready while Winnie tended to the wounded with her healing magic. A few other summoners were doing the same.

      “What the fuck happened?” someone close by asked.

      “Those men, I saw them take off,” another person replied, voice trembling. “I don’t think they used magic to do this.”

      “Just, why?”

      “It’s those fucking assholes from that anti-magic group. It has to be.”

      More and more people chimed in, speculating about what happened. Xander’s arms tightened around me. Was that guy right? Was this part of the anti-magic group making a statement? Were they really going to keep targeting random magical communities? Why? For what?

      Or was this something else. Something worse. I couldn’t stop my thoughts from drifting to what those men had told Xander while they held him captive in that cave. Those men were convinced a war was coming. Was the war already here? Was this retaliation for something we didn’t even know about?

      How much worse was it going to get?
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      Xander tugged on my hand. “Wren’s coming our way.”

      It was about four hours after the first explosion went off. Part of me kept waiting for this to be some messed up illusion, but the scenery never changed, except for the street becoming far more crowded.

      Raptors had shown up in droves, Wren and Seth amongst them. He’d been ready to lose his mind after he realized how close his sister had been to the blasts. They’d told us to head home but none of us had wanted to leave, not yet. It hadn’t felt right.

      So, we stuck around, staying out of the way while the wounded were taken away along with the dead. Two people had died. The one shop owner and a customer who’d been in there with her. The other shop owner had been thrown through the back door of his place. He broke a few bones, but he’d live.

      Wren hurried over to where the four of us had been sitting on the curb, face set and the wind gusting furiously about her. “I want you heading home now. Nothing you can do out here.”

      “Are you sure?” Winnie asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Any leads? Were they magical explosives?”

      Wren studied Bryce for a long few seconds, then sighed. “A few leads. We already have people on them. And I’m not giving you any other information. I can’t. Right now, we want you four home where we know you’ll be safe. Our people have gone over the town using our best trackers. No other explosives have been found.”

      “Trackers?” Xander blurted. “They would only be looking for magical traces left behind. There’s no way they would be able to search that thoroughly for regular explosives.”

      The air around Wren went dangerously still. “Go home,” she stated. “Try and get some rest.”

      “Wren—”

      “I can’t tell you anything else,” she cut Winnie off. “Go home.” She gave us each a pointed stare, then turned around and stormed back down the sidewalk where other Raptors waited for her.

      Rest. There was no way any of us were going to rest. Not tonight. How could we especially after what she told us? It might’ve been indirectly, but it was enough to make my mind spiral. If this attack had been carried out by summoners and not the anti-magic group⁠—

      “We should do as she says,” Winnie said quietly, halting my thoughts in their tracks. Wincing, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t think I can stick around here much longer anyway.”

      There wasn’t much of a point to. We couldn’t help anymore and clearly no one was going to give us any information. Why would they? We weren’t Raptors, and though Bryce was potentially going to join the council, he wasn’t a member of it yet.

      The walk back to the apartment was mostly a blur. Winnie said something about her and Bryce heading to their room for a bit. The idea of being closed in didn’t sit well with me, and I told Xander I was going to go sit out on the balcony. He joined me, neither of us saying anything while we sat on the bench out there, holding hands, and listening to the commotion we could still faintly hear a few streets away.

      “You know,” Xander said quietly after a while, “I really hoped after we stopped Bryce’s ancestor
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