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            Chapter One

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      Summoning a demon was a recipe for disaster, but disaster had already struck—and it was time to raise some hell.

      My pulse quickened as I snuck into Miriam College of Witchcraft. A dark hall loomed ahead, and a shiver traveled down my spine. I listened closely, but I didn’t hear anything. 

      Over a week had passed since the Burning. The priestesses had burned Amy alive on school grounds, along with two of our other classmates and one of our professors. Riots had broken out, and at least a dozen people had died. The school was supposed to be closed for winter break, but the magic surrounding it had been weak since the night of the fire. It wasn’t hard to get through the wards and sneak inside.

      I created a light orb and shone it down the hall. “Clear,” I whispered, gesturing my friends forward.

      The snow crunched under Nadine’s feet as she tiptoed through the darkness. Talia and Grant crept closely behind her. Our three cats—Isa, Oliver, and Gus—slunk along at our feet, moving so quietly that I couldn’t hear them. 

      “I’m not sure about this, Lucas,” Grant hissed. “This isn’t a good idea.”

      “We don’t have any choice,” I replied.

      Nadine stepped into the deserted hallway. “We need answers, Grant. The school’s library is the only place we’re getting them.”

      “There has to be another way,” he insisted.

      “There’s no time,” I said. “The priestesses summoned a demon a week ago. Doesn’t it bother you that nothing has happened since then?”

      I shivered just thinking about it. I’d only witnessed the demon for a mere second, but the sight of his hollow eye sockets still shook me to my core.

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Grant asked. “I mean, we don’t want anything bad to happen.”

      I shook my head. “It means the priestesses have bigger plans. They didn’t summon that demon on impulse; otherwise, chaos would’ve broken out by now. We know they’re using this demon to find the Oaken Wands, and once they have all five, they’re going to control the coven’s magic. But there’s gotta be more to it. Demons don’t do favors. The priestesses have already proven that they’ll kill innocent people for their cause. We need to find out what else they’re willing to sacrifice. Whatever deal they made with this demon can’t be good.”

      “But summoning a demon for answers?” Grant sighed. “What if we’re not strong enough to talk to this guy? What are we going to do—persuade him to our side? Demons can’t be reasoned with.”

      Nadine bit her lower lip. “It’s risky, but Lucas is right. Another demon will know what kind of deal the priestesses made. They could have answers about the priestesses’ plans. We need to figure out what we’re up against. Talia, what do you think?”

      Talia took a deep breath, and her gaze roamed over Grant. “If we have any chance against the priestesses, we need to be a step ahead of them. I’m willing to go through with this ritual… if you are.”

      Grant reached for Talia. Her hand had been broken by a rogue spell the night of the Burning, but Helena’s herbs had sped up the healing. “This could be really dangerous,” he said. “People keep getting hurt.”

      “That’s why we have to do this,” Talia responded. “We need to know what the priestesses are up to so we can stop these witch hunts. My broken hand is nothing compared to what they did to Amy.”

      The hallway went dead silent when Talia mentioned Amy. My stomach churned. The sight of our friend’s burning body was seared into my mind. Images from that night flashed behind my lids, and I thought I was going to hurl. We’d held a private memorial, but it wasn’t anywhere close to the closure we needed. 

      I couldn’t save her… but maybe I could stop future burnings. It was the only way to make up for my failure that night.

      “Okay,” Grant said, looking defeated. “Let’s keep moving. For Amy.”

      We crept down the hall. Floorboards creaked beneath our feet, and the cats sniffed the air, as if they might be able to detect incoming threats. I looked around corners, but I never saw another soul. We made it to the library undetected.

      The library was filled with two levels of bookcases. Tall, arching windows filtered in light from the quarter moon, and wind whistled from outside.

      “What are we looking for, exactly?” Grant asked.

      “A ritual to summon demons,” Nadine said casually, like we did this every day.

      “Our professors don’t teach demon summoning,” Grant pointed out. “It’s forbidden, because of how dangerous demon deals can be. Are you sure they’d keep those kinds of books here?”

      “The college library is open to the public,” I reminded him. “There has to be something here. The coven summoned demons for centuries. There’s no way it’s been erased from our history.”

      “If there’s anything, it’s a restricted-access book.” Talia stepped up to the nearest bookcase and ran her fingers across the spines. “They’re marked with black dots. I remember when I found a book on hauntings for one of my classes, and the librarian wouldn’t let me check it out. She said it was for professors and alumni only.”

      “Then we’re looking for any restricted demonology book,” I said. “Let’s hope this doesn’t take us all night.”

      I stepped down one of the aisles to begin my search, but before my hands landed on a book, a crash sounded from the upper level of the library. I froze.

      “What was that?” Grant hissed.

      I listened closely, and though it was faint, I caught the sound of footsteps upstairs.

      “Someone’s here,” Nadine whispered.

      “Do you think someone followed us?” Talia asked, sounding worried.

      I glanced toward the doors. There was only one way in and out of the library. “No. They were here before us.”

      Nadine sighed, and she stepped out into the center of the room. “Okay!” she called up the stairs. “You can come out now.”

      “Nad,” I hissed. For all we knew, it was one of the priestesses. But Nadine was fearless.

      When no response came, Nadine raised her voice further. “I am a high priestess of the Miriamic Coven. I demand that you show yourself at once, or suffer the consequences.”

      Someone huffed, and footsteps sounded as they emerged from the shadows. A tall, thin female stood at the top of the balcony, and the shadow of a cat prowled beside her. She held a thick book in her arms. I couldn’t tell who it was in the darkness, until she spoke.

      “There’s no need to be so dramatic, Nadine,” Chloe said. “It’s just me.”

      Grant conjured a battle orb in his hand within a second, and my fingers sparked with magic. I moved to Nadine’s side in an instant.

      “What are you doing here, Chloe?” I demanded.

      She strolled along the balcony casually, like she didn’t find Grant’s magic to be a threat in the slightest. “The same as you—looking for answers.”

      “Answers about what?” Nadine asked curiously.

      “The Waning,” Chloe stated as she descended the stairs. “Our magic is disappearing more frequently, and for longer periods of time. Things have been worse since the Burning. It’s too weird that all our magic went out at the same time that night. I thought if there was a way to end it, perhaps everything else could be solved, too. But now you have me curious about demons. What exactly do you know?”

      The four of us hesitated, and Nadine shot me a nervous glance.

      “Like we’d tell you,” Grant sneered. “You’ll run off and tell your priestess grandmother.”

      Chloe stepped into the moonlight, and I caught the scowl on her face. “Did I not prove myself to you during the Burning? I’m on your side.”

      “We were all desperate that night,” Grant pointed out. “You’ve been nothing but mean to us otherwise. Hell, you tried to hang Nadine!”

      “When I was cursed,” Chloe reminded him.

      “But it was still your choice,” he shot back. “You called me Hispanic scum.”

      “And you have every right to be mad at me about that,” Chloe said. “Look, I know I can’t make up for the past. I can’t say sorry and hope that it will magically fix everything. Come on, Lucas. I was at your Evoking Ceremony.”

      “Because you wanted to make Ryan jealous,” I reminded her.

      “Ryan and I are long over,” she assured me. “I know what kind of bitch I was, but I’ve changed. Please let me show you that. All I ever wanted was to protect the coven, and I know that’s what you want, too. I’m here doing research just like you, so let me help.”

      I’d never heard Chloe beg the way she was pleading with us now. I was skeptical, but I heard the truth in Chloe’s words.

      “Well, you can’t help us,” Grant insisted. “Tell her, Lucas.”

      I hesitated. She had helped us escape arrest the night of the Burning. “It might be useful to have a Mentalist on our side.”

      “Lucas!” Grant balked.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “Chloe’s passionate, driven, and manipulative⁠—”

      “Which is why we can’t tell her anything!” Grant cried. “She already knows too much.”

      “Or it’s why we need her,” I countered. “But we can’t work with her unless it’s unanimous. Nad?”

      Nadine hadn’t taken her eyes off Chloe. She studied her, as if searching for the lie behind her words. Isa stepped forward and sniffed Chloe’s cat. The cat sniffed her back, and the two began purring and licking each other.

      Chloe gazed down at them. “Marley agrees. He likes you guys.”

      Talia frowned. “We’re not taking opinions from your cat.”

      Nadine turned to me. “I think Lucas is right. We need a Mentalist. The Oaken Wands will work best if we have all five Casts working together.”

      “But Chloe?” Grant whined.

      “Chloe’s as headstrong as I am,” Nadine said. “If we’re going to butt heads, we might as well do it on the same side. Once this is all over, the coven will have to make amends with each other. If we can’t do that with Chloe, the coven has no hope. We have to be the start of that. I vote to work with her. What’s your vote, Tal?”

      Talia eyed Chloe curiously. “She does seem… different. And she did help us during the Burning. She wouldn’t have done that if she wasn’t on our side. I don’t like the idea, but Nadine’s right. We need to start forming alliances, or we don’t stand a chance.”

      Grant scowled. I didn’t blame him. Chloe had been awful to all of us, but a grudge wasn’t going to win us this war.

      His eyes darted toward the cats, who were purring. That must’ve persuaded him, because he said, “It’s obvious you care deeply about the coven… and we could use your help.”

      Chloe opened her mouth to say something, but Grant cut her off.

      “But if it even looks like you’re about to betray us, so help me, you’ll be standing at the gallows next,” he threatened.

      Chloe crossed her heart. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      The strange thing was, I believed her. Chloe honestly wanted to work with us.

      “So what’s this about demons?” Chloe asked.

      “Oh, boy,” Nadine sighed. “There’s a lot to catch you up on.”

      Chloe shrugged. “Then let’s get started.”

      We sat around one of the study tables, and I told her how I’d witnessed the Imperium Council summon a demon at their headquarters. They were looking for answers about where to find the Oaken Wands, and the demon wanted to make a deal. I hadn’t learned what deal they’d made, but we came here tonight to figure it out.

      Chloe blew a breath when I finished, like she couldn’t quite believe it. “I never thought my grandma would resort to demon deals, but this… ooh, this is bad.”

      “In what way, exactly?” Talia asked curiously.

      “Demons can make all sorts of contracts,” Chloe pointed out. “One of the things they often trade for is souls, but you can’t just give them the right to anyone’s soul. It has to be yours… or your kin.”

      Nadine’s jaw dropped. “So you could be at risk? You don’t think your grandma would make that kind of trade, do you?”

      Chloe looked worried. “After the Burning, I don’t think I know my grandmother at all. I honestly don’t know what lengths she’ll go to anymore. We need to figure that out.”

      Chloe dropped the book she’d been holding onto the table. “Luckily, I ran across this just before you showed up.”

      My eyes scanned the thick tome. Advanced Demonology.

      “You were looking into demons before we arrived?” I asked.

      Chloe nodded. “I’m exploring all angles. The Waning could definitely be caused by demon magic.”

      “It is demon magic, actually,” Nadine said. “The Imperium made me do a spell with them to figure it out. They confirmed it’s demon magic, but there’s no way to know if it’s a deal, an artifact, or if a demon is working independently.”

      Chloe’s lips curled back. “We need to find out. Problem is, this damn book won’t open!”

      She tugged on the front cover, but it didn’t move, as if it’d been glued shut.

      “Let me see…” Nadine slid the book across the table and splayed her palm over it. She pressed her lips together, like she was concentrating hard. “This ward is a joke. I can break it no problem.”

      Nadine closed her eyes, and black magic billowed out of the pages, swirling up her arm. As a Curse Breaker, Nadine had the unique ability to move magic from one place to another. It was what allowed her to break curses, but it had other perks, too, like breaking wards. Most wards were too strong for a single Curse Breaker to break, but Nadine was getting better. I was confident she could break this simple ward with ease.

      She transformed the ward magic into a battle orb. It crackled in her palm for a second, then shot out of her hand and whizzed across the library. It slammed into a nearby shelf and knocked a bunch of books to the floor. I winced as the sound filled the room.

      “Whoops,” Nadine said. “I really need to work on that.”

      “You don’t think anyone heard that, do you?” Grant asked.

      “Relax,” Chloe said. “No one’s here.”

      Nadine opened the book to the table of contents, and Talia leaned forward, her eyes bright with interest. “Let’s see…” Nadine mused. “Demon summonings…”

      “This looks promising,” Talia said, pointing.

      Isa peeked over the edge of the table and hissed, as if warning us not to go through with this. Nadine stroked her fur. “It’s okay, girl. We’ll be careful.”

      Isa let out a low growl, but Nadine ignored her and turned to the spell Talia had pointed out. She studied the page for a moment before saying, “This looks simple. All we need to do is draw a sigil and speak an incantation—oh, wait. This spell uses blood magic.”

      “So?” Chloe asked.

      Talia gaped at her. “Blood magic is bad.”

      “Why?” Chloe challenged. “If I cut my hand open, I’m not hurting anyone but myself. I don’t see the problem.”

      “Because it’s tricky and can backfire on you,” Nadine pointed out.

      Chloe shrugged. “Same with summoning a demon. You know the real reason the coven doesn’t sanction blood magic, right?”

      I eyed her curiously. “What are you getting at?”

      “Blood magic is powerful,” Chloe pointed out. “We’re like magical reservoirs—batteries that can be recharged. That’s why your magic returns every time you’re affected by the Waning. Our magic comes from Alora, but once we’re recharged, we hold our magic in our blood. The coven doesn’t want us using blood magic because they don’t want us to know how powerful we really are. They’re afraid of it, plain and simple.”

      Talia narrowed her eyes. “That has to be a conspiracy theory. The coven banned blood magic to protect us.”

      Chloe shrugged. “Believe what you want, but I’m convinced. You already know the priestesses aren’t above lying. Is it so hard to believe they would lie about this? Of course blood magic is going to backfire the first few times you use it—just like any magic. They tell you it’s dangerous so you won’t ever use it and realize how strong you really are.”

      Chloe made a good point, one I had never considered before. I used to trust the priestesses. I didn’t anymore.

      “I think it’s worth a shot,” I said.

      Grant crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Perhaps we should let Chloe do the honors.”

      He was testing her, trying to see if she was bluffing. Chloe was more than up for the challenge. “I don’t mind,” she said.

      Nadine nodded. “Then let’s begin.”

      She conjured a marker and began drawing the sigil on the tabletop, glancing at the book every now and then to make sure she got it right. It was a circle, with a five-pointed star inside and all sorts of runes surrounding it. 

      The moment Nadine finished drawing the sigil, an icy chill filled the room. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. “Does anyone else feel that?”

      Talia shot a glance around the room. “Definitely weird.”

      “Well, we are summoning a demon,” Grant said. “It should be weird, shouldn’t it?”

      “Grant’s right,” Nadine said. “Let’s keep going.”

      Chloe conjured a pocketknife. As she lifted her hand above the sigil, her cat hissed and ducked under her chair. Chloe pressed the blade to her palm⁠—

      Wind swept through the library so fast that the demonology book slammed shut. Chloe squealed and leapt backward. Her blade thudded to the ground. The cats all hissed and huddled together under the table. Grant grabbed Talia. She buried her face into his chest, while Nadine and I leapt to our feet.

      I pulled her closer to me, but my gaze darted around the room. “It can’t be a demon,” I said breathlessly. “We didn’t finish the summoning.”

      “Something is here,” Nadine emphasized in a wavered breath.

      “What, like a ghost?” Talia squeaked.

      An ominous scratching filled the room. My pulse quickened when I looked down at the table. I grabbed Nadine tighter and pulled her close to me. Lines appeared on the tabletop, as if someone was carving them into the wood right in front of me, but no one was touching the table. Letters formed in front of my eyes, breaking the sigil and spelling out words.

      My mouth went dry as I read the words aloud. “History will repeat itself. He has come to kill. Return to the past to vanquish the demon for good.”

      I barely finished reading the words before a white, ghostly figure appeared. All I saw was the outline of a woman before a high-pitched shriek filled the library. My friends and I slapped our hands over our ears. The ghost swooped across the table, air billowing out from the hem of her dress. The gust was so strong that it nearly knocked me over.

      The ghost slammed straight into Talia, and she was blasted backward. Talia screamed as her chair flew across the library. Her chair toppled over near the entrance, and she rolled across the ground. The ghost vanished, but Talia lay on the floor, unmoving. I raced toward her. Grant and I reached her at the same time, and we gently rolled her over.

      “Tal!” Grant cried. “Talia!”

      She groaned, but she looked up at the ceiling with an empty gaze, like she was slipping in and out of consciousness. 

      Nadine stood over us, her hands slapped over her mouth. “Dear Goddess.”

      Life returned to Talia’s gaze, but she gritted her teeth, like she was in pain.

      “What hurts?” I asked.

      “Ugh, everything,” she complained. “I’ll be fine, though. Just one hell of a bruise.”

      Grant helped her sit up.

      Talia pressed her hand to her forehead. “What the hell was that?”

      “A warning,” Chloe stated.

      My blood chilled. I knew Chloe was right. “Whoever that ghost was, she didn’t want us summoning a demon. She came to deliver an answer herself.”

      “But what does it mean?” Nadine asked. “Return to the past? I thought witches didn’t have time travel magic.”

      “We don’t,” Chloe said. “You’d have to be a demigod, at least, to perform that kind of magic.”

      “We don’t need that kind of magic anyway,” I said, rising to my feet. “History will repeat itself. It’s obvious, isn’t it? This demon has been here before. We just have to figure out when and why, and we’ll find the answer to getting rid of him.”

      The library fell silent. None of us wanted to acknowledge the last part of the warning. My heart hammered as the words repeated in my mind. He has come to kill.

      This demon had been set loose on the coven by the priestesses. There was only a matter of time before he claimed his first victim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          NADINE

        

      

    

    
      Returning to classes felt like walking to the gallows. The pyre had been removed from school grounds after the Burning, but the grief and horror from that night remained. Dark clouds swirled above the school, like our Goddess ached for our losses. 

      Lucas and I sat in the parking lot our first day back. I didn’t move to get out of the car. I’d asked him to drive me to school, because I wasn’t sure I’d have the courage to return on my own. Lucas and I had been through a lot, but he was my rock—my person. If I ever needed anything, I knew that he’d be there for me. My hands knotted in my lap as I stared up at the towering spires of Miriam Mansion.

      Lucas noticed my hesitation. “Take as long as you need.”

      I tore my gaze away from the school. “I’m nervous to go back.”

      “I understand completely. After what happened here, I think we all are.”

      People were angry about the Burning, and they needed someone to blame. The priestesses had made sure that blame would fall on us. Lucas and I had spoken out against the priestesses that night, and the coven blamed us for inciting the riots. I wasn’t sure how safe it was to go back to school, but we had to. It was the only place we were getting answers to stop the priestesses and bring an end to the Waning.

      We sat in silence for a few moments before Lucas asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head. It wasn’t his job to fix me. Mother Miriam wanted me to be strong. “I can handle it.”

      He placed his hand on mine in a kind gesture. “We’ll do this together.”

      My shoulders dropped, and some of my anxiety washed away in his presence. Lucas seemed to move slowly as we got out of the car, like he worried what lay in store for us, too. I squeezed his hand as we crossed the parking lot. Just having him near me was enough to calm my racing heart.

      A group of students from the campus band had gathered around the main entrance and played music on various stringed instruments. I thought it was meant to lift our spirits, but the music sounded more melancholy than anything. Professor Warbright used his wand to conduct the tune, but he looked a bit uncomfortable. He was a short, plump man who wore round spectacles and carried a pocket watch in his suit vest. He taught music classes, along with Mortana magic, and was often cheerful. Usually, this man could lift anyone’s spirits. Today was a different story, though. Even his kind smile couldn’t make us feel better.

      “Lucas, Nadine,” Professor Warbright greeted. “Nice to have you back.”

      “Thank you, Professor,” I said, though my tone felt stilted.

      Isa and Oliver followed along at our feet as we entered the Main Foyer. The cats shot glances around the room, like they were on edge. The lively chatter that usually filled the room had been replaced by hissing whispers and harsh glares. People moved through the foyer in small groups composed entirely of their own Casts. No one wanted to walk these halls alone. The Alchemists who usually brewed potions in the fireplace on the first day back were nowhere to be seen.

      A group of Mentalists glanced our way, and one girl twisted her nose at us when she saw we were holding hands. The message was clear. Lucas and I were from different Casts. We didn’t belong together.

      “I can’t believe they had the nerve to show their faces,” I heard someone say. I glanced over to see it was Stacey—an Alchemist in some of my classes. She stood next to Gwen and Valerie, talking loudly. 

      I expected to see Lena and Camille with them, but they weren’t around. I instantly knew why. Lena was Mortana, and Camille was a Mentalist. Friendship meant nothing to these girls—not after the Cast lines had been drawn so harshly following the Burning. I didn’t like any of them, but it was sad to see. The priestesses thought they were saving the coven with their harsh punishments and scare tactics. They were only tearing it apart.

      “They should be in jail,” Gwen sneered, loud enough for us to hear. “They’re the ones who started the riots.”

      “Smearing Priestess Stella’s name should’ve earned them the noose,” Valerie added.

      I halted in my tracks. My blood boiled at the accusations. Lucas and I had told the truth the night of the Burning—how Priestess Stella had been behind the production of nightshade, and how she’d framed Professor Daniels for murder. But the coven didn’t believe the truth. We’d been forced to release a statement claiming it was all a lie and that Stella had died an admirable death. It was part of the deal to exonerate my friends, along with handing over the Alchemy Wand and Crock of Death to the Imperium Council.

      Valerie conjured a copy of the Miriamic Messenger and deliberately opened it. My eyes caught the headline on the front page: Curse Breaker Priestess Confirms Corruption Among Council.

      My teeth gritted. I’d scanned the article this morning, but I didn’t have the stomach to finish the whole thing. It’d been about the statement the priestesses forced us to make. The paper called me corrupt and claimed the coven couldn’t trust me. I had half a mind to tell these bitches the truth, but Lucas tugged on my hand. He must’ve read the intent in my eyes.

      “Nad,” he said gently. “We can’t let it get to us. There’s no going back on our deal with the priestesses, but we can move forward and find a way to fight back.”

      I hesitated. Gwen noticed me glaring and threw her head back in laughter. There was nothing I could do, and it pissed me the fuck off. Isa hissed at her, but she only cackled louder.

      “How can we fight back when no one trusts us?” I asked lowly. “The priestesses have made sure of that.”

      “I’m working on it,” Lucas assured me. He tugged my arm again, and I had no choice but to follow him. 

      “Ugh, her cat probably has fleas,” Gwen said. “I can’t believe the Headmistress let them back into the school.”

      Gwen was dangerously close to getting a battle orb to the face. I glanced back just in time to see a shimmering ball of magic form beneath her feet. It swelled upward, and she screamed as she lost her balance and went crashing to the floor. Stacey and Valerie squealed and rushed to help Gwen stand, but she looked frazzled. She shot glances around the room, as if looking for the culprit. The magic had been nearly invisible, and I didn’t know where it’d come from. 

      Lucas draped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. He chuckled under his breath as we started up the grand staircase.

      “Was that you?” I asked.

      He smirked. “It might’ve been.”

      “How’d you do that?” 

      “Shield magic,” he stated simply.

      “I didn’t know you could do that. You’re getting better. It’s hard to project shields from a distance,” I remarked. “Thanks for standing up for me.”

      Lucas smiled, then placed a kiss on the top of my head. “Always.”

      We reached the top of the stairs, and my heart stalled when we turned down the hall. Lucas dropped his arm. 

      Every door was propped wide open, and men in black uniforms moved in and out of the rooms, barking at the students. They all had the same buzzcut, along with wands attached to their hips. Nearby, Gregory and Brayden huddled together, looking like they were trying to stay out of their way.

      “Prank potions are banned on school property.” One of the men snatched a potion out of Onyx’s hands.

      “That’s for my Alchemy class,” Onyx snapped. “You wouldn’t know a prank potion from poison.”

      “Whatever it is, I’m keeping it,” he sneered. “Move along.”

      It wasn’t until the guy turned that I realized I recognized him. Frederick James wore a cunning smirk. I glanced around the hall, and more of the faces clicked. I spotted Ryan leaving one of the rooms with a collection of crystals in his hands, and Nolan—one of the Tarantulas—held a pile of wands. All the Tarantulas were here, along with a jerk named Leroy who’d bullied Lucas more than once. Avery Mitchel strolled down the hall with her head held high, her hair twisted into a tight bun. There were several others, but I didn’t know their names.

      Hell, these weren’t soldiers. They were students.

      I couldn’t sit idly by, not like I had with Gwen downstairs. I let go of Lucas and marched straight up to James.

      “Hey, asshole,” I growled. “Since when are prank potions banned? What gives you the right?”

      James laughed and looked down at me with a smug expression on his face. “Well, well, well, look who it is. The Curse Maker.”

      Lucas stepped in front of me. I didn’t need him to come to my rescue, but I was kind of glad he did. James wasn’t intimidated by me—priestess or not. But Lucas was the same height and build as he was, and it made him shrink back half a step.

      “Touch Nadine, and you’ll regret it,” Lucas threatened.

      James smirked. “What, you think the priestesses will come after me? Nah, the threats they made to me last semester are no good anymore. In fact, they’ve hired me to keep your ass in line. Upset me, and you’ll regret it.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” Lucas said sarcastically. “I saw what you did during the riots. You murdered Sadie. You should be in jail. Why would the priestesses hire you?”

      James’s smile grew wider. “Haven’t you heard? Miriam’s Executors get all sorts of perks, including all charges wiped. Besides, I didn’t touch Sadie. Her heart gave out.”

      “Because you used your fucked-up Mentalist powers on her!” Lucas raged.

      I grabbed his hand to calm him down. We didn’t need a fight breaking out here in the middle of the hall. What we needed was answers.

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “What exactly is Miriam’s Executioners?”

      “We’re not executioners,” James sneered. He drew himself up, like he was proud. “We’re Executors, as in, executors of Miriam’s will. We carry out the law. We’ve been hired to keep the peace among the student body.”

      Peace, my ass. They’d been hired to incite fear and create chaos.

      “In return, we get free tuition and guaranteed jobs on the police force once we graduate,” James stated proudly. “Oh, and if anyone—and I mean anyone—does something to defy the priestesses’ orders, I have every right to drag them to the gallows myself. It’ll be fun putting that noose around your neck, Curse Maker.”

      “Fuck you, James,” I snapped. 

      “Ooh,” he practically sang. “You wanna go right now? I was expecting to have at least a few weeks to prepare for your hanging.”

      “What exactly do you have against Nadine?” Lucas demanded.

      “She’s not my only problem, buddy,” James said. “I still haven’t forgotten that punch you threw last summer.”

      “Then you know I’m not scared to fight back,” Lucas replied coolly.

      “You can try,” James taunted. “But I see only one priestess on your side. I’ve got four. Let’s see who wins that fight.”

      “I suppose we’ll see eventually,” Lucas stated in a clear challenge.

      James stared him down a moment longer, before he scoffed. “I can’t wait to see it go down.”

      He walked off, looking proud of himself.

      “I wish I knew a spell that would suffocate him,” I said. James was already taunting another student for bringing a frog onto campus.

      “It’s best we don’t cast curses,” Lucas whispered lowly. “Look who else is here.”

      I glanced down the hall. Fury rose in my bones when I saw Officer Baker step out of one of the dorm rooms. He was the asshole who’d arrested Professor Daniels before she’d been hanged. I noticed a shiny new sheriff’s badge attached to his uniform. Apparently, he’d been promoted. I spotted a dart gun on his hip, and it chilled me to think what kind of magical serum might be inside.

      “This is your one and only warning,” Sheriff Baker told a girl. 

      She followed him out of the room, and I recognized Lydia from my Miriamic Law class. She wore a horrified look behind her purple glasses. Sheriff Baker lifted a piece of paper and tore it in half. Lydia threw her hand over her mouth as the sound ripped through the hall.

      “You can’t do this!” she cried.

      “All depictions of gods and goddesses apart from Mother Miriam are banned,” Sheriff Baker snapped.

      A guy stood beside Lydia—another student from my Miriam Law class named Quentin Martin. He was much taller than Lydia, with straight black hair that fell into his eyes. His hands curled into fists. “That’s for her Supernatural Religions class!”

      Sheriff Baker smirked. “Not anymore. Check your schedule. That class no longer exists.”

      What the hell were the priestesses up to? We had to do something. I grabbed Lucas and started dragging him into my dorm room. We couldn’t talk out in the open like this.

      A girl stepped in front of me before I got to the door. She was shorter than me, but she looked ruthless as she placed her hands on her hips and glared at me. She had no visible tattoos, and she looked younger than me. I wondered if she even had her powers yet. She had to be a freshman.

      “Empty your pockets,” the girl demanded in a firm tone.

      “Excuse me?” I shot back.

      “All students are to be searched before entering their dorms,” she stated. “Empty. Your. Pockets.”

      “I don’t know who you think you are⁠—”

      “I’m Mira Benson,” she cut me off, like that name was supposed to mean something to me. “And I’m an Executor. You will obey me or⁠—”

      “I’m a high priestess,” I told her. “What you’re doing is unjust. Do yourself a favor and quit while you still can.”

      She tilted her chin up. “You may be a high priestess, but you’re still a student. And students have to answer to the Executors.”

      Leroy overheard her and started laughing. “Stop acting so tough, Mira. You’re not as important as you think you are.”

      “Shut up,” she snapped. “Just because you have your powers doesn’t mean you’re stronger than me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to prove, little sis, but strong is the last word I’d use to describe you,” Leroy said. “Come back when your powers awaken. Then we’ll see who’s stronger.”

      “You’re an ass!” she shouted.

      I wasn’t interested in this sibling drama. I went to push past her, but Mira planted herself in front of my door. “You’re not getting through until you⁠—”

      A loud crash sounded from a dorm room nearby, followed by the sound of shouting. “You can’t take my wand!”

      “I need a little help in here!” an Executor shouted over the sound of a scuffle.

      “Don’t move,” Mira demanded before running off to help.

      We didn’t listen. We entered my dorm, and we found Grant and Talia sitting on her bed. Tears streamed from Talia’s eyes, and Grant held her close to his chest. I knew instantly that the officers had already been here.

      “What’d they do?” I asked softly.

      Talia sniffled and sat up straighter. “They took my sheet music. They thought it was incantations for battle magic.”

      Lucas’s nostrils flared. “They did the same thing to me last semester with my poems.”

      Talia wiped her eyes. “It’s fine. I can rewrite the songs⁠—”

      “It’s not fine,” I interrupted. “They’re taking your songs today, but what will they take tomorrow? Yeah, wands and crystals can be replaced, but they’ve already taken more than that. They can’t replace our friends… they can’t replace Amy.”

      “I know, but what are we going to do?” Talia asked. “The last time we fought back, riots broke out and people died.”

      “Then we try something else. This is just the beginning of whatever the priestesses have planned,” I said.

      “We have to come up with a plan of our own,” Lucas agreed. “I already have some ideas.”

      I shot a glance toward the open door. If we shut it, we’d attract Sheriff Baker’s attention, and I did not want to deal with him. I lowered my voice. “We need somewhere to talk—somewhere we can meet up all semester. It’ll raise suspicion if other Casts are coming and going from our room all the time. We’re already taking a risk by remaining roommates.”

      “The abandoned mansion?” Grant suggested.

      “That’s a safe spot, but do we want to go there every time we have to talk?” I asked. “I’d like something closer, if possible.”

      “I might know a place on campus,” Lucas said thoughtfully. “There’s an abandoned classroom near the pool. The newspaper club used to use it to print The Epitaph, but no one’s been there in a while. No one ever goes down there.”

      “That’s perfect,” I said. “Let’s split up, and we’ll meet there in fifteen minutes. I’ll tell Chloe. Lucas, see if you can find Mandy. Talia and Grant, find Miles. We need everyone.”

      “Sounds good,” Talia agreed.

      I left the room first, with Isa at my heels. I kept my head down as I passed the student officers, but they were preoccupied searching rooms, so no one bothered me. Isa and I headed downstairs, and I spotted Chloe leaving the cafeteria. Her eyes met mine. We fell into step beside each other, though we kept our distance so it didn’t look like we were talking. Our cats gave each other friendly nods.

      “You saw what’s going on upstairs?” Chloe asked quietly.

      “Yes. Meet us in the old Epitaph room in fifteen minutes,” I said.

      Chloe went in the opposite direction. I circled back, until I found a dark hall beyond the locker room entrances. This had to be the place Lucas was talking about. There weren’t any doors, except the one at the end of the hall. The whole corridor smelled dusty, like no one had been down here in over a year. 

      I entered a small room with no windows. It had certainly been an old storage closet at one time, but had been converted into a meeting room for the newspaper club. Old shelves still stood along one wall, with piles of articles stacked haphazardly upon them. A counter stretched across the other side of the room, with an ancient computer and big printer on it. A single alchemy station with a burner and cauldron was set up on the opposite end of the counter. It was perfect.

      Chloe was already there, seated at the large meeting table in the center of the room. Her cat prowled along the tabletop. The door opened. Talia and Grant slipped inside, followed closely by Miles. He glanced around the room. 

      “Where’s your sister, Talia?” Miles asked. “I thought she’d be here.”

      Talia shook her head. “Tate’s in no condition to join us. She’s in rehab.”

      “Is she doing better?” Miles asked.

      Talia hesitated. “A little, but it’s going to take some time until she’s back on her feet.”

      “Tell her I wish her well,” Miles said.

      Talia nodded. “I will.”

      Lucas and Mandy arrived shortly after. Everyone remained quiet as they took a seat at the meeting table. Miles sat on the counter. Lucas and I were the only ones left standing.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I said. “We called this meeting because we’re asking you guys to join us in… a revolution, I suppose. What happened the night of the Burning cannot happen again. I’m not willing to lose more innocent lives. It’s clear that the priestesses are willing to risk anything to get our magic back and to control it themselves.”

      “That’s not a risk that we believe is necessary,” Lucas added. “We’re here to develop a plan to end the Waning, the burnings, the hangings… all of it. We need to make sure that at the end of all this, everyone has access to their powers, not just the people the priestesses choose. The priestesses have started a war on their own people, and we need to find a way to bring all the Casts back together so we can solve this peacefully.”

      “First, we need to know that we can trust everyone in this room,” I said. “If you’re not willing to go up against the priestesses, it’s best that you leave now, before you learn anything that could get you killed.”

      Chloe gave me a confident nod.

      “You know I’m in after what they did to Amy,” Mandy stated.

      “Same,” Miles agreed.

      “Before we tell you what we know, I suggest we take a witch’s vow,” Lucas said. 

      I furrowed my brow. I’d never heard of it. “How does that work?”

      “It’s a potion that seals promises,” Grant explained. “We each present a strand of hair and drink the potion. If you break the promise… you die.”

      “That actually seems very useful to the priestesses,” I pointed out. “Why don’t they use it, especially at priestess induction ceremonies? They could’ve used a witch’s vow to make sure I wouldn’t betray them.”

      “The coven doesn’t like to use them,” Chloe said. “They’re a lot like demon contracts and fae deals. Specific wording can be used to trick and manipulate people. But in this case, I think Lucas is right. This is serious, and we need to know we can trust each other.”

      “I’m in,” Miles agreed. “We just have to make sure we word it right.”

      Grant conjured a pile of Alchemy supplies so large that items began spilling onto the floor. “I can get started on the brew. It should only take a few minutes.”

      He went to the alchemy station and lit the burner.

      Lucas took out a sheet of paper. “How do we word this promise?”

      “It should be as simple as possible,” I suggested. “We agree to keep this room and everything we talk about in it a secret.”

      “That’s too rigid,” Mandy said. “It’s why a witch’s vow can be just as dangerous as a demon deal. Are you sure about this? We don’t accidentally want to kill anyone by getting the wording wrong.”

      “I’m sure I don’t want the priestesses getting their hands on information,” I said.

      Mandy pressed her lips together. “All right. How about this? By my life or death, I vow to protect the coven and do what I believe will be for the good of all.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re going for,” Lucas said, scribbling it down.

      “I’m almost done,” Grant announced, tossing in a few more herbs that made the cauldron bubble. “All that’s left is a strand of hair from each of us to seal the deal.”

      We all gathered around the alchemy station, and one by one, we plucked a hair off our heads and tossed it into the brew. It bubbled each time.

      Grant conjured several potion vials and ladled the potion into each one, then handed one to each of us. “Together, we’ll recite the promise, then drink the potion at the same time. We will be bound by the vow to protect the coven together.”

      “Here it is,” Lucas said, setting his piece of paper on the counter so we could all see. “Ready?”

      We spoke the vow in unison. “By my life or death, I vow to protect the coven and do what I believe will be for the good of all.”

      We drank our potion, and it went down easily. When we finished, we gathered around the meeting table again.

      “Thank you everyone for agreeing to be a part of this,” I said. “As we’ve all taken the vow, you deserve to know what we’re up against. The priestesses have tasked me with finding the Oaken Wands. They exist. A single Wand can attract the magic of its Cast, but we need all five Wands to redistribute it. The Wands are stronger together, and they’re the only way to end the Waning. The priestesses plan to use them to control the coven’s magic. They’ve summoned a demon to find the Wands. When we went searching for answers, we were given a message from beyond. This demon has been to Octavia Falls before. Our goal is to gather enough information to banish him from the coven before he can raise hell. Meanwhile, we need to find the Oaken Wands before the priestesses get their hands on them.”

      “And we need to protect as many people as we can in the process,” Lucas added. 

      Chloe crossed her arms. “You know my grandmother will kill anyone she has to in order to get her hands on those Wands.”

      “Yes, and we have to do all this without being caught by the Executors,” I said.

      “What do we do about the fact that the Miriamic Messenger is calling to have Nadine removed from the Imperium Council?” Grant asked.

      Thank the Goddess I didn’t read the whole article. I’d have lost my shit. “They can’t do that,” I said. “There’s no one to replace me. The law requires that I stand on the council.”

      “The priestesses make the laws,” Grant pointed out. “They can change them.”

      “We also don’t know how long you’ll be the only Curse Breaker,” Talia added. “People turn nineteen and get their magic every day. You may not be the only Curse Breaker for long.”

      “Then we have to move fast,” Lucas stated.

      “Once we have more information, how do we plan to fight back?” Grant wondered.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Miles said with a slight smirk. “We overthrow the council.”

      Talia’s eyebrows shot up. “What, kill the priestesses?”

      Miles shrugged. “If they were gone, maybe someone we trust could take their place. Then we can overpower them. The priestesses aren’t innocent. You’ve killed people already. You can do it again.”

      “No,” Chloe said firmly. “Every move we make has to be calculated. If we kill the priestesses, we lose all favor with the coven, and everything we’re trying to do falls apart. We’d need support in order to put someone we trust on the council. Otherwise, we’re hanged for treason and the new priestesses could be worse than the last. It’s not going to work.”

      “Even if killing the priestesses is the wrong move, Miles brings up a good point.” My stomach clenched as I carefully prepared my next words. “We have killed people. I’m not proud of it, but I have to own up to it. I killed the witches at Pinewood Manor. Lucas killed Stella. Grant killed two officers the night of the Burning. And yes, I stand by the belief that those choices were necessary in order to save each other, but I’m not willing to continue sacrificing lives to win this war. That’s what the priestesses are doing, and it’s what we stand against.”

      I drew a deep breath. “We all need to be on the same page about what our values are, and what we’re willing to endure. The choices we will face are going to be difficult. I know, because we’ve already faced many impossible decisions. But it takes just one of us to make the wrong decision for this entire thing to fall apart. So… what exactly are we willing to risk?”

      Silence filled the room, and no one met my gaze.

      Finally, Chloe cleared her throat. “The difference between you and the priestesses is that you did what you had to in order to survive. They’ve taken innocent lives and twisted their stories to suit their own agenda. We’re here to fight the injustice of wrongful persecution and the persecution of innocents.”

      Grant sat up straighter. “You’re right. This is a war. I can’t take back what I did to those officers, but some of you wouldn’t be standing here if I hadn’t. We have to decide what happens when innocent lives are in immediate danger. What happens when our only choice is to eliminate their oppressors or let the innocents burn at the stake? If something like the Burning happened again… what choice do we have?”

      I stared at a spot on the table, thinking hard. Death and destruction was the last thing I wanted. I just wished we could all get along, without hurting each other. But the priestesses had made it clear they weren’t willing to do that.

      “We protect innocent lives,” I answered simply.

      Lucas squeezed my hand to show he agreed with me. “We’ll do everything we can to keep the peace, but if innocent lives are in danger, we have to save them. This coven is nothing if we don’t protect our most vulnerable people.”

      “So, what’s our plan?” Miles questioned.

      “Our first step is to rally people to our side,” Lucas answered. “We can’t go up against the priestesses alone. We have to show them that the coven won’t stand for their methods. They’re trying to scare us, but if we show them that the coven is prepared to retaliate, they may be willing to negotiate.”

      “The priestesses will never work with us,” Mandy sneered.

      “We have to believe there’s a chance,” I argued. “We all want the same thing. We want to end the Waning and restore our magic. But we can’t sacrifice innocent lives to do that.”

      “How do we get people to work with us?” Talia asked. “The priestesses were ready to kill Felicia, Samantha, and Darcy. The priestesses wanted to burn them simply for helping people escape the riots, yet none of those girls wanted anything to do with a revolution. We tried talking to them over break. They’re terrified.”

      Lucas pressed his lips together thoughtfully. “If the priestesses can turn people against us using the Miriamic Messenger, then maybe we can do the same thing.”

      I eyed the big printer in the corner. “The Epitaph.”

      “That’s risky,” Talia argued.

      “Everything we do for this movement is going to be risky,” I pointed out. “We have to be willing to take those risks.”

      “We can’t confront the priestesses head-on,” Talia insisted. “It will put a target on our backs.”

      “I’m already a target,” I argued.

      “Which means we have to be careful, or they’ll take aim.” Talia sounded really worried. “We need to do this with as little conflict as possible, or things will get out of hand very quickly.”

      “What are you suggesting?” I asked.

      Talia thought about it for a moment. “We can write the article, but it should be under a pseudonym. And it shouldn’t be The Epitaph. It should be something new, because the priestesses already know Lucas was working on an article for The Epitaph last semester. We can print a hidden message, so even if the priestesses get their hands on it, they won’t know what we’re up to.”

      “I can do that,” Lucas offered.

      “You should write two papers,” Grant suggested. “Keep writing for The Epitaph. Write boring stuff no one cares about, and then change your writing style for this new paper. That way, the priestesses think you’ve been scared into compliance and won’t suspect you.”

      “Good idea,” Lucas agreed.

      “To keep our operation secret, I can find a spell that will ward off this whole hallway,” Mandy offered. “We’ve got something the priestesses don’t have. We have all five Casts on our side, which makes us stronger.”

      “Mandy is right,” I said. “She’ll find a spell that will work. Lucas can print an article to get people on our side. Does anyone else have things they’d like to help with?”

      “I’d like to work on finding ways to grow our powers,” Chloe offered. “Most of us lost our magic the night of the Burning, and we didn’t get it back for a few days. If the Waning hits us that way again, in a critical moment like that, it could make all the difference. This war would literally come down to chance.”

      “What are your ideas?” I wondered.

      “Crystals, for starters,” Chloe said. “I know magically-infused crystals are banned on school grounds, but if this room is warded, we can store them here.”

      “We’d have to learn transference,” Lucas said. “It’s advanced magic.”

      “If we hope to have any chance against the priestesses, we need to get on their level,” Chloe said. “Advanced magic or not, we need to learn transference, so we have magic available to us if the Waning hits.”

      Transference was the power to transfer magic into crystals. Those crystals could then be used as reservoirs, like batteries for our magic. I could perform transference with ease, because of my Cast abilities, but only the most talented witches from other Casts could accomplish it. Even other races had difficulty with it.

      “I can help,” I offered. “I should be able to transfer your magic into a crystal.”

      Chloe nodded firmly. “That’s the best place to start. And… I want to start learning blood magic.”

      “Blood magic?” Mandy asked warily.

      “It’s powerful,” Chloe said. “You can use magic in blood to boost your powers and perform spells you’ve never dreamed of.”

      “I know what blood magic is,” Mandy said. “I also know it’s dangerous.”

      “We need to take risks,” Chloe insisted. 

      “And how exactly are you going to source blood ethically?” Mandy asked. “How do we use it without hurting anyone? Besides, if the coven finds out we’re using blood magic, it’s over. No one will convert to our side. We’ll be burned at the stake without question.”

      “Mandy’s right,” I said. “No matter how powerful it is, it’s going to hurt us.”

      Chloe frowned. She didn’t have to like it, but Mandy made a valid point. There were lines we couldn’t cross, and this was one of them.

      Miles swung his feet, bouncing his heels off the cabinet below the counter. “In the meantime, I can go undercover with Miriam’s Executors. I’ll join and see what information I can get from the inside.”

      Grant shook his head. “You’re my brother. They’re not going to take you.”

      “We could stage a public fight,” Miles suggested. “It shouldn’t be hard to convince people I’ve disowned you. Remember that time I convinced Mom you broke my arm?”

      “It was pretty convincing,” Grant admitted. “All right. We can stage a fight.”

      “Grant and I can work on finding information about the next Wand,” Talia said. “We know there’s one in the school. Internship applications are open with Professor Richards, and he maintains the school’s history records. We might be able to get some information in the school’s archives that could point to its location.”

      I knew it was my turn to make an offer. My throat closed up, but I forced myself to speak. “I want to contribute in every way I can, but I also want to be very honest about what I can handle. I have dialysis three times per week, and that’s extremely time consuming. My life literally depends on it, unless I manage to get a kidney transplant. Lucas is a match, but the priestesses have blocked the surgery from happening. It’d be a miracle if I made it to the top of the transplant list anytime soon. Working around my dialysis is going to be a little difficult, but I’m going to do my best.”

      “Then how about you focus on something you can do during dialysis?” Lucas suggested. “You’re a priestess, which means your intuition should be growing stronger. You can work on honing that power, and maybe we’ll learn something about where to go next.”

      I nodded. “I can do that. There’s one more thing. Who can dig into coven history and learn about demons who have visited the coven before? We need to get more information about the warning we received.”

      “I can,” Mandy offered. 

      “I can help,” Chloe added.

      Mandy crossed her arms and scoffed. “I’m not working with her.”

      “Bitch, you did not just say that,” Chloe snapped. 

      “See what I mean?” Mandy demanded.

      Chloe drew a deep breath to calm down. “Sorry. I’m trying to do better.”

      Mandy shot her daggers. “You called Amy a squinty-eyed dyke and said I was her fat Spanish sidekick. I’m not even Spanish! You can’t just walk in here like everything has changed just because you broke your curse.”

      “But everything has changed!” Chloe snapped. “I may not be able to change what I said in the past, but I’ll damn well make an effort to change the future.”

      Lucas quickly stepped in. “If we can’t get along, the priestesses have already won.”

      “You don’t have to do anything if it’s too overwhelming,” I promised Mandy.

      “No, I want to,” Mandy assured me. 

      “I’ll work with Mandy on the demon research,” Grant cut in. “Talia and Chloe can research the Wands. Does that work for everyone?”

      I nodded firmly, and others quickly agreed. I held my head high as I announced, “Then it’s time to get started. The priestesses have created an army with Miriam’s Executors, but we’ll defend our people. We’ll be the coven’s shield.”

      “That’s a cool name, actually,” Miles remarked.

      Lucas nodded in agreement. “The Coven’s Shield, it is.”

      Hope surged through my chest. With all of us together, I felt like we actually had a chance of defeating the priestesses.

      An uprising had begun. The priestesses wanted a witch hunt, but they would face a revolution.
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      Classes started the next day, and my head still buzzed with all the information we covered in our meeting. The talk of killing people shook me, even though I didn’t regret killing Stella. She was responsible for Amy’s death. But I feared it wasn’t the last time I’d make a choice like that.

      The coven didn’t know the truth about what happened that night, and it drove me mad. If only they knew what they were truly up against, we could protect them better. But the priestesses had made sure Nadine and I couldn’t tell anyone what really happened to Stella. Hell, I couldn’t even tell my therapist. I was still seeing Dr. Mack, even though she’d denied my psych eval for the kidney transplant. Despite her evaluation, she was still a good therapist. I figured if I stuck with her long enough, I could show her how much I’d changed. She didn’t think I was ready for the transplant now, but I would change her mind.

      I was still trying to sort out my thoughts when I entered my Advanced Mortana Magic class. Chatter filled the classroom, but I kept my head down as I headed to an empty chair at the back of the room. Oliver followed beside me and plopped down at my feet, licking his paws.

      I wasn’t really paying attention until I heard Lena from a few rows up. She spoke so loudly, the whole class could hear her. “Have you seen our professor yet? He’s so hot.”

      Samantha shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Lena didn’t usually talk to Samantha, but she was the only girl nearby. Lena had to tell someone the latest gossip, I was sure.

      “Uh, I guess Professor Warren’s kind of… cute?” Samantha said.

      Lena laughed loudly. “I’m not talking about Professor Warren. He’s not teaching this class this semester.”

      My brow furrowed. Professor Warren was my advisor and easily one of my favorite professors. He’d definitely been listed on my schedule as the professor for this class.

      “What happened?” Samantha asked, sounding worried.

      Lena waved her hand. “He picked up a senior lecture or something. I don’t know.”

      A group of girls entered the room. They spoke over one another, and I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Lena sat up straight in her chair as the girls gathered around her. “You saw him?” she asked brightly.

      “He is so cute,” one of them gushed. She tried to keep her voice down, but I could hear every word.

      Lena bounced in her chair. “Right? I mean, I might have to schedule some private tutoring, if you get what I mean.”

      Leroy leaned over the desk next to her. “I’m available for private tutoring sessions.”

      Lena wrinkled her nose. “Ew. Get lost.”

      Leroy straightened himself and pointed to the badge on his black uniform. “In case you forgot, sweetheart, I’m an Executor now. You can’t talk to me like that.”

      Gregory snorted and mumbled something under his breath. I didn’t catch what he said.

      “What’d you just say to me?” Leroy snapped. A few sparks shot from his fingers in warning.  

      I threw my hands up and formed a shield between them. “Leave him alone.” 

      Gregory shrank down in his seat. “I said nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Leroy growled. “It best not happen again. And drop your fucking shield, Lucas. You’re not impressing anyone. What a loser.”

      Leroy spun toward the front of the room. I kept my shield up a few moments longer and studied him. He wasn’t the kind of person to let this go. 

      Then I realized why he had. It was because of the Waning. Those small sparks of magic were all he had. He couldn’t form a battle orb right now to save his life.

      Good. Maybe he’d leave the rest of us alone.

      A man strolled into the room then, and all chatter died instantly. He didn’t have to say a thing to get the class to quiet. It was like his mere presence commanded his attention. I didn’t know who the guy was, but he had to be our new professor. Oliver bristled at my feet and growled lowly.

      Our professor looked like he’d just walked off a movie set where he played a stockbroker. The guy was over six feet tall, with a strong jaw and dark hair that he wore slicked back. He wore a nice suit and walked with unrivaled confidence in his stride. 

      Something about him seemed very familiar, but I couldn’t place my finger on it. I’d certainly never met him before, but perhaps I’d seen him around Octavia Falls.

      “Hello,” he said in a deep, smooth voice.

      An arrogant smirk crossed his face, and Lena gave a loud sigh. A few of the other girls snickered, like they couldn’t control themselves. Hell, he’d only said one word, and he was already charming the entire female student population.

      “Now that’s a guy I’d like to be mentored by,” Leroy said in a low tone. He didn’t mean it in a sexual way, but it sure sounded like it.

      Our professor’s dark eyes scanned the room. A shiver traveled down my spine when his gaze moved over me. I guess I could see where the girls found him attractive, in a conventional sense, but his arrogance left me feeling uneasy. Whatever he was doing to charm everyone else, I was unaffected by it. 

      He straightened his suit jacket at the front of the room. “Welcome to Advanced Mortana Magic. I’m Professor Leto, and I’ll be teaching this class this semester. You may not recognize me, but rest assured I am well versed in death magic. I’ve just returned to Octavia Falls after a long… sabbatical. Let’s get started.”

      He moved toward the back of the room as he spoke. “It’s come to my attention that your professors prefer to explore your necromancy magic through the use of cat skeletons. Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” Lena answered eagerly.

      “Do you ever wonder why they don’t teach you using real human remains?” Professor Leto asked, placing his hand on the doorknob of the storage closet.

      “Ethics,” Gregory said.

      “Nonsense,” Professor Leto argued. “Many witches and warlocks donate their bodies to the coven after death. Ethics are not a factor.”

      “Then what is?” Gregory asked.

      “Fear, I suspect,” Professor Leto answered. “If you fear the human body, perhaps you will fear death itself. Imagine what a witch or warlock might do if they feel comfortable around a corpse.”

      I didn’t know what he was getting at, but I kept my gaze on him. He definitely gave me the chills, and I was determined to figure out why.

      Professor Leto opened the storage closet, and he wheeled a table out of it. It wasn’t until he shut the door that I got a good look at what lay on the table. 

      My insides twisted at the sight of a pale corpse. An old man lay naked on a metal table. A thin white sheet covered his middle, but that was it.

      I have lived a full life. I am ready to go.

      The words echoed in my mind as if I was hearing them now for the first time, but I wasn’t. This last thought had come to me last night. It’d definitely come from this guy. I didn’t even have to question it; my magic just knew.

      I didn’t know the old man’s name, but knowing his last thought while he lay cold in front of me felt too weird—too personal. 

      All eyes remained on the corpse as Professor Leto wheeled the man to the front of the room. I wanted to hurl. We’d never used human corpses in class before, and my unease grew. This man should be laid to rest properly, not used for necromancy playtime.

      “This is Mr. Derek Livingston,” Professor Leto said casually, as if introducing us to a guest lecturer. “Thanks to his generous donation, you’ll be practicing your magic on him today. You’re quite fortunate he died when he did. What a wonderful way to kick off the semester.”

      We weren’t fortunate. This was a man’s corpse, for Alora’s sake. Mr. Livingston deserved more respect.

      But what was I supposed to say? That we couldn’t do this? Necromancy was common throughout the coven, and Mr. Livingston had agreed to this before he died. 

      So why did I feel so on edge?

      “There are so many necromancers in the Miriamic Coven,” Professor Leto said. “It’s a shame that you’ve only been taught to use your magic for fun, rather than exploring
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