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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Bryce

        

      

    

    
      Howling echoed around the desolate landscape, too eerie to be an animal. Overhead, an overcast sky hovered, the dark clouds promising a storm. In the distance, a grey fog shrouded the skeletal outlines of dead trees jutting out of the ground. That fog was closing in, bringing with it an icy chill. Simply breathing made my chest ache, like there was a weight pressing against my sternum.

      That could’ve been from what Claudette did to me before we were sucked through the portal. We hadn’t exactly been having a civil conversation. No, she’d been draining me of my magic to permanently open that damn doorway to this place, the shadow realm. Draining me and others she had taken captive throughout the semester.

      On the bright side, the doorway was no longer open.

      On the downside, I had no idea how we were going to get out of here.

      “Are you two alright?” I asked, my voice gravelly.

      Winnie and Xander were on either side of me. Xander was looking around, fire at the ready like he expected an attack to come out of nowhere. The flames sputtered angrily. I wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to use his magic if we were attacked. He had barely recovered before we ended up here.

      I shifted my gaze to Winnie. It was her condition that worried me the most. Her magic had destroyed Claudette’s wave of shadows aimed right at us. Winnie’s magic that had caused the doorway to collapse in on itself and create some sort of black hole that sucked us into this place.

      The amount of energy she unleashed in those few seconds had to have taken a toll on her. The longer she went without saying anything, the more my concern grew. Her gaze was fixed, and her expression blank. Frost coated her skin in a fine sheen.

      At her back, her blue shadow outlined by darkness with more seeping through it pulsed. A flash of guilt that wasn’t mine, followed by rage, crashed into me, nearly knocking me off my feet.

      I grabbed Winnie’s arm, but she jerked away from us, doubling over and dry-heaving. She sank to her knees, and I was right there beside her, dragging her hair out of her face and rubbing circles on her back while Xander kept watch, shooting her an anxious look every few seconds.

      “Easy,” I told her. “Easy, I’ve got you.”

      Hand shaking, she wiped her mouth, gazing wide-eyed at the hard ground. “What did I do?”

      “Pretty sure you saved us,” I muttered around the discomfort building in my chest. Some of it was from being drained by Claudette’s magic. Gods, I never wanted to experience that horrid sensation again, of feeling something winding around my magic and forcing it out of me. The rest of what I felt, I picked up from Winnie. She was going to tear herself apart with guilt if she weren’t careful.

      Slowly, she raised her head. “Did I? We ended up in the damn shadow realm.”

      I cupped her cheek, not letting her turn away from me as she looked ready to do. “Winnie, you saved us. You stopped Claudette from getting the rest of her soul through that portal. Her magic would’ve drained us. Probably killed us. So yeah, we ended up in this creepy ass place straight out of a nightmare,” I said, pleased to see the corner of her lips quirk in an almost smile, “but we’re alive. We’ll find a way home. I swear it.”

      Her eyes glimmered, and eventually, she nodded. Leaning in, I kissed her forehead long enough to help settle the rush of emotions still flowing rampantly between us. Offering her my hand, I pulled her to her feet, keeping an arm around her waist as we stood beside Xander.

      “So,” he mused, “which way do you want to go? Toward the spooky-looking forest of dead trees? Or deeper into the fog, which is probably hiding something that wants to drain us of our magic? Or, you know, eat us.”

      “Eat us?” I repeated, unable to hold back my laughter.

      Xander shrugged. “Isn’t that always how this shit goes?” His gaze skipped over me to Winnie. “You okay?”

      She waved off his worry. “Fantastic. Totally don’t feel like I was tossed in a blender.” Eyes narrowed, she peered at our surroundings. “I do have a question, though. Are we sure wandering around aimlessly is our best plan? It’s not as if we have a map of this place or know how big it is.”

      She had a point. I considered maybe staying where we were until we had all recovered a little more. Besides, Seth and the others had charged into the lecture hall right as we were sucked through the portal.

      There was a chance they were on the other side of it now, working to reopen it. I wasn’t sure how any of this shit worked, but I doubted the portal would follow us around the shadow realm. But I also wasn’t sure if they would be able to force Kelcie to reopen it for them. Could someone who wasn’t a shadow summoner do it? Would they be powerful enough to compel her to do it?

      “Maybe she’s⁠—”

      A sharp wailing sounded in the distance, cutting me off, coming from the direction of the thick wall of fog we couldn’t see through.

      When a second one joined it, we exchanged a look and took off at a quick clip toward the trees. I strained to use my magic and have some sort of defense at our backs. My shadow barely rose a few feet off the ground, and despite the grey world we were in, there were no shadows nearby to pull closer.

      What I could sense were the emotions emanating from the screeching shadows in the fog.

      My stomach twisted into a vicious knot, and my shadow pulsed. A strange hunger grew within my soul, one that whispered through my mind, urging me to feed. To devour what was left of the magic and souls of the shadow summoners doomed to roam this place. The ones who had turned into these shadow demons. The negative emotions that had consumed them.

      The darkness within me called to them. It’d be so easy to do. So easy to let those shadows catch up to us and take them for myself.

      How many were here? How much stronger would I be if I did it? They were lost already. What would be the harm in finishing them off? It was a shame to let so much magic go to⁠—

      Winnie squeezed my hand.

      Shaking my head, I glanced down at her. I hadn’t said any of that aloud, but somehow, I sensed she felt my intentions. Or my magic’s intentions.

      I wanted to promise I wouldn’t give in. But Claudette’s attack had left me weakened. What if those shadows caught up to us, and I couldn’t protect Winnie and Xander? They were here because of me. Because I hadn’t realized what was going on with Headmistress Kelcie.

      “Stop,” Winnie muttered as we picked up the pace to a jog. “You can feel guilty later.”

      “She’s right,” Xander threw over his shoulder. “Let’s just focus on staying alive for right now.”

      I scowled but kept my thoughts to myself. There wasn’t a chance I could hide my emotions from Winnie, not in the state I was in. But that didn’t mean I had to tell her what was going on inside my head.

      We ducked around some more skeletal trees, their branches hanging low and looking like hands desperate to claw us and snatch us off the ground. Here, the fog was less thick, but the forest went on and on.

      I doubted we’d find a house to hide in or even a damn cave. The further we went, the quieter the wailing became. Maybe the shadows couldn’t track us easily. The portal opening could’ve drawn them to that place, which meant we had a chance to stay hidden from them.

      When Winnie’s hand began to tremble in mine, I called for a break. We hadn’t heard the wailing in a while, and there was nothing else in the dead forest except us. We stopped near a cluster of trees, keeping it between us and where we’d come from.

      Winnie sank to the ground, her back to one of the trees. She tilted her head and closed her eyes, breathing heavily. Xander kept his gaze fixed behind us, fire sparking at his fingertips.

      “Do you know how she opened the portal?” Xander asked.

      “She already had it partially formed when I woke up in the lecture hall. It was that damn book I found back in our first semester. I had stupidly turned it over to her, and she must’ve given the Raptors a fake.” It killed me that I hadn’t realized the truth that day. There was no point in getting pissed about it all over again, but how could I not? We were in this mess because of me. I would just have to find a way out of this wretched place to make up for it. I dragged my hand through my hair, struggling to recall any details from my conversation with Claudette that might help us. “When I came to again, she was draining my magic.”

      “I can’t believe it was Kelcie this whole time,” Xander uttered.

      “It wasn’t,” Winnie said before I could. “At least, not just her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She means Kelcie is possessed,” I explained. “Has been for years. A part of Claudette’s spirit already lived inside her when she met my mom. It’s been there all this time, passed down from one summoner to the next.”

      “Then she’s not a shadow summoner?” Xander asked.

      “She is, but what she did against me, against us, it wasn’t by choice.”

      I quickly gave him and Winnie the rundown on what I found out before Kelcie knocked me unconscious. That Kelcie was the granddaughter of the summoner who first created that cursed tome meant to open a temporary doorway and allow all of Claudette’s spirit to return. But since it failed, only part of it slipped through, possessing the summoner who created the book. From the glimpse of fear I’d caught in Kelcie’s eyes, she hadn’t been open to the plan of being controlled by a pissed-off spirit.

      “She’s innocent in all this,” I told them. “If we make it out of here, we have to try and save her.”

      “We will,” Xander agreed. His worried gaze continued to scour our surroundings. He didn’t have to say the rest of what was on his mind. It might be a damn surprise that we’d make it back home.

      The weight on my sternum doubled. I turned back to Winnie, her expression screwing up in a grimace. She paled even more and clasped her hands around her knees. Sweat broke out on her forehead.

      I knelt in front of her, holding her hands. My shadow, as frail as it was, wound about her, offering extra comfort. “Winnie?”

      “There’s so much here,” she whispered, not opening her eyes as she spoke. “Too much.” Letting out a bitter laugh, she mumbled, “Now I know how it feels to be claustrophobic.”

      “Can I do anything?”

      She shook her head. “I just need a few more minutes. I’ll be okay. Promise.”

      She had better be. If anything happened to Winnie while we were trapped here, I wouldn’t rest until I destroyed every last piece of Claudette’s soul, no matter the cost to myself. We sat there in the eerie silence, waiting for Winnie to give us the go-ahead to move again.

      Or we were going to.

      A wail resonated in the distance.

      When a second answered it, Xander and I exchanged a look. He moved to stand behind me as I eased Winnie back to her feet.

      “I’ve got you,” I murmured, draping her arm over my shoulders and linking my other around her waist. “Lean on me as much as you need to, alright?”

      Weakly, she nodded, stumbling over her feet once we started moving.

      The wails turned into shrieks. Were they gaining on us? Where the hell were we supposed to go? We had to find a way to open a portal, but that would take time and magic, both of which we were in short supply of.

      Unless you take what you need.

      The hunger I sensed before returned, stronger this time. I’d told myself I would never feed off another’s emotions like that. I would never let myself give in to the need to drain them. But what if it was our only way to break free of this place? What if it was the only way to save Winnie and Xander?

      The last thing I wanted was to become even a hint like the monster who did this to us.

      But if giving in to that darkness inside me was the only way to save the two people I cared about most in this world, I might have to.

      I could only hope that they’d find a way to bring me back from the abyss.

      Or let me go when I went too far.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Winnie

        

      

    

    
      I stumbled over my feet again, nearly taking Bryce and me to the ground. It didn’t help that my vision kept blurring. My muscles felt like mush. I’d used more magic than I thought possible to stop Kelcie from destroying us. Not Kelcie, I mentally corrected myself. Claudette, Bryce’s evil ancestor. I never wanted to use that much power again if this was what it made me feel like afterward. I could hardly think straight.

      Though, it could simply have been where we were that was affecting me so badly.

      The suffocating sensation only worsened with every step further we took in this place. And the scenery never changed. The fog remained thick as ever, making it feel like we were constantly pushing through veils of damp fabric.

      The rocky ground was scattered with dead tree roots jutting out of it at every turn. But it was the constant crushing emotions that made me want to crawl out of my skin. Made me want to scream much like the shadow demons that kept catching up with us.

      The weight of so much anger and despair was devastating. It caused havoc on my own emotions, flinging me from wanting to rant and rave one second to breaking down in sobs the next.

      Another wave of biting sorrow swarmed me, coming out of nowhere like every other emotion that had bombarded me since setting foot into this place. Tears burned in my eyes. Gritting my teeth, I attempted to push through the discomfort, but it was too much. A stabbing pain erupted at the base of my skull, quickly spreading around my shoulders and to my chest. My legs gave out, and a whimper escaped my lips.

      Bryce’s arms shifted around me.

      I must’ve blacked out for a few seconds.

      When my eyes fluttered open again, I was in his arms. He cradled me close to his chest while he and Xander rushed through the dimly lit fog world. The trees had grown larger and closer together. The sharp pain came again, and I turned my face against his shoulder, not wanting him to see me like this.

      His shadow rising to lay over me like a blanket told me it didn’t matter. He knew anyway. I wanted to reassure him that I would be okay. Honestly, I had no idea if I would be. I had no idea about anything at this point. I was starting to hate this bond between us, knowing he was having to deal with my suffering on top of what he was already experiencing from being here.

      When that wave of pain passed, I slipped back into unconsciousness. There was no real relief in the darkness. My emotions continued to spiral. And I hardly felt my magic. I wanted to pull it around me like a shield. Each time I tried left me more exhausted. Eventually, I opened my eyes again. We’d stopped moving, and I was sitting on the hard ground with my back against a tree.

      Not too far off, Bryce and Xander were talking, keeping their voices low. When Xander’s gaze flicked to me, he and Bryce hurried to my side.

      “How are you feeling?” Bryce asked, failing to hide his cringe.

      I struggled to put up a block using my magic, but it was no use. There was no way to stop him from feeling everything I was. “Great. Like I’m on vacation.” I tried to sit up straighter, but every bone ached. I was getting worse. That was a bad sign.

      Bryce knelt beside me, gently holding my hand. “Try not to move too much. You’ve got some time to rest still.”

      “What’s the point?”

      “The point is we’re going to find a way out of here. Save your strength for that.”

      I glanced from him to Xander. “Did you figure something out?”

      Xander shook his head. “But we’re working on it.”

      I wanted to push for more, but got the feeling that they were simply saying all this to keep me calm. I understood, but there was no use pretending the situation we were in wasn’t crap. Buried under more crap. How long had we even been here? Minutes? Hours?

      There was no way to tell when the lighting never changed. There was no day and night. No sky beyond the dark bank of clouds that constantly hung overhead. We were just here.
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