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        Sage.

      

      

      I shoved a piece of candy into my mouth, a nervous habit that never got old. My gaze dragged up to the sound of my best friend, Evie Black, cackling loudly.

      Her laughter was as familiar and comforting as the worn edges of our dorm room, like a cozy blanket made of inside jokes and shared memories. Unable to resist, I chuckled along, the sound spilling into the eclectic space we’d called home for five long years.

      “Earth to Sage! Are you lost in the candy dimension again?” Evie teased.

      “No, just tangled in my thoughts,” I admitted, offering a small, rueful smile.

      Shifting in my seat, I flicked a strand of my long, dark hair over my shoulder, the blue highlights catching the dim light and making me feel like a mermaid out of water. I was happy with the outfit I’d chosen for today. A stylish blend of bohemian chic with a witchy twist—a flowy, black blouse adorned with constellations, paired with high-waisted jeans and ankle boots.

      “I can’t believe graduation is tonight!” Evie squealed. “I’m getting nervous.” She put her hand over her belly as though that would help her nerves, then leaned back against her chair. Unlike me, Evie liked to be casual. She was dressed in a graphic tee and ripped jeans. Her jet-black hair stopped above her shoulders in an edgy bob style. “Can you believe it?”

      “Hardly.” I sighed heavily and glanced around, wanting to imprint these final moments into my mind forever. Our room was a physical interpretation of the lives we’d shared together. The walls were plastered with posters of magical boy bands and photos of us through the years, documenting our transformation from awkward first year students to slightly less awkward fifth years.

      Fairy lights were strung across the ceiling, twinkling over the mismatched furniture.

      “It feels like just yesterday we were freshmen, scared of our own shadows—or at least I was,” I said, remembering the days when I jumped at the sight of my own reflection in the mirror.

      Evie had never been like that, though. She’d always had this air about her, a confidence I admired and maybe even envied a little.

      “Only because my shadow can turn into a freaking dragon!” She laughed, her humor as potent as her potions.

      I took a deep breath, the weight of my decision pressing down on me like a spell gone heavy. “Evie, I’ve been thinking that I’ll go back home after graduation.”

      Her eyebrows knitted together. “Back? As in… to Emberwick Crossing?”

      My childhood home…

      “Yep.” I chewed on my lower lip. “It’s time, you know? Plus, I haven’t been home in years and I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but there’s something calling me there. I can’t ignore it.”

      Her expression softened. “You’re brave to make that choice, Sage. And, hey, if you ever need any back-up, I’ve got a cauldron and you know I’m not afraid to use it.”

      “Thanks, Evie,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “I just hope I’m doing the right thing. Leaving here is like stepping off the edge of a cliff.”

      I gulped at the air, trying to regain my composure. Up until this point, I’d been pretending that my life here at the Arcane Arts School would go one forever. But now I had to face the fact that University was coming to an end, and I had a home to return to.

      “You’ll be fine,” Evie said with a grin, digging her hand into my candy bag and finding the purple sweets she’d been looking for. “Seventh-level magic isn’t given to just anyone, you know. You’re meant for great things.”

      I shook my head. Everyone, including Evie, had all these expectations of me. How was I ever going to live up to the witch they all thought I could be when I didn’t even want to face an empty house in the suburbs alone?

      “Or spectacular failures…” I grumped, sagging in my seat.

      The truth was, I’d miss everything about this place—the late-night study sessions and the spellwork sessions. The comfort of having Evie just a broomstick ride away, and of course, the High Witch, my mentor.

      Evie gave my hand a squeeze. “And no matter where you go, I’ll always be a crystal ball phone call away.”

      “Promise?” I asked, holding her gaze even though I knew from the burning in my eyes, she’d be able to see the tears I couldn’t hold back.

      “Promise.” Evie sat up, changing the subject to lighten the mood. “Now, where did I leave my cap and gown?”

      My best friend jumped out of her seat and rummaged around our cluttered dorm room, tossing clothes and spellbooks in the air as she searched for her graduation regalia. I adjusted the moonstone circlet in my hair, trying to ignore the swarm of nerves in my stomach.

      Today was the day I’d been dreading all year. Our commencement ceremony. We’d each be assigned a role in the wider magical community. My future was balanced on a dagger’s edge. Would I measure up to the expectations placed on a seventh-level witch, or would I fail and dishonor my parents’ memory?

      “Aha! Found it!” Evie emerged triumphantly from the closet, cap and gown in hand. She haphazardly threw them on. “Let’s go see what destiny has in store for us.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, my throat tight. I put on my own ugly cap and gown over my outfit, then we left our room and made our way across the quadrangle where the other graduates were assembling.

      The ceremony was held in the Great Hall, its vaulted ceilings draped in gossamer and glowing with ethereal light. The High Witch, Ingrid Nightspire, presided from an onyx throne. She was dressed in regal, embroidered robes that shimmered like the night sky. Her strange violet stare settled on me as I took my place among the other students.

      My chest tightened, and there was a shift inside my heart as though my magic knew something was coming, but I couldn’t understand what it was.

      One by one, Ingrid called each graduate forward and proclaimed their assignment. My stress built until I thought I’d shake apart. What great things did she see in my future? Or had she deemed me unworthy?

      “Sage Holland,” the High Witch’s voice rang out in the Great Hall, beckoning me forward.

      I managed to get to my feet and make my way over to her, only to stumble up the dais. My face burst into a hot, embarrassed blush, but I righted myself and lifted my chin.

      The High Witch reached out her hand and smiled as I took it. “Your gifts are rare and valuable, Sage. I expect you to use them in service to our world.” She then placed a hand on my shoulder. “You will take your place as my new assistant.”

      I gasped loudly, shock coursing through me as eager whispers broke out among the crowd. Me, the High Witch’s right hand? It was an esteemed position and more than I’d ever dreamed possible.

      I curtsied deeply, focusing on not falling over. “I am honored, High Witch. I won’t fail you.”

      Ingrid gave a slight nod, shadows flickering across her face. “See that you don’t.”

      As I descended the dais on trembling legs, my elation transitioned into a strange sort of sadness. I wished more than anything that my parents could be here to witness the culmination of all my hard work at university.

      Even though they were gone, sometimes I could sense their presence, but maybe that was just wishful thinking. But I wished it wasn’t. When I closed my eyes, I could feel their love and pride enveloping me. I silently promised to make them proud, to honor their memory with every spell I cast.

      After the ceremony, I found Evie in the crowd. She threw her arms around me and squealed with happiness. “I can’t believe it!” she exclaimed. “Assistant to the High Witch. You’re moving up in the world.”

      I returned her hug fiercely. “I’ll miss you. Promise you’ll visit?”

      “Wild hippogriffs couldn’t keep me away.” Evie laughed.

      Arm in arm, we left the hall, heading out into the moonlit grounds. A wave of sadness washed over me, and I had to blink back the hot tears that filled my eyes. This beautiful place had been our home for so long, and everything was changing.

      Emotion constricted my throat. Then a small meow pierced the silence. I stopped in my tracks and stared down at the stone path before me. There sat a black cat, its bright yellow eyes glinting with intelligence. The cat’s posture was prim and perfect and seemed almost human-level alert.

      “Greetings, Sage,” the cat said in a raspy female voice. “I am Agatha, your new familiar.”

      My jaw dropped as I stared at the talking feline. Familiars were gifted at graduation, but I hadn’t expected mine to be so beautiful.

      Agatha snickered, a rough purring sound. “Surprised? I haven’t always been a cat, you know. Once I was a powerful witch, and I transferred my spirit into this form. But that’s a tale for another time.”

      I gulped down the lump in my throat. Wow. I had been thinking about how much I missed my parents, and now it seemed that I’d inherited a grandmother of sorts.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Agatha.” I smiled and offered the cat my hand to sniff, not quite sure what the protocol was.

      Agatha lifted her nose in refusal.

      Evie snorted with laughter and said in an old-lady voice, “I expect treats daily, ear scratches, and a live sacrifice on occasion. A rat or small bird will do.”

      I shot her a mock scowl before scooping up my new cat. Her fur was soft and warm against my skin as I rubbed my cheek against her. Yes, we would be fast friends, I was sure.

      With Evie by my side and my new companion perched on my shoulder, I left behind the only home I’d known for the past five years to return to Emberwick Crossing. The place of my birth, and my parents’ home.
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