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            Death's Denial

          

          Seasons of Necromancy Book Four

        

      

    

    
      Mysterious necromancers. Wicked vampires. Fierce witches. Forbidden alliances. This Academy of Magics will suck you in. 

      

      Emery’s heartbroken and nothing can pull her out of it. Aleister is slowly watching his best friend fall apart.

      

      Meanwhile, Cassandra’s got grand plans. Can Aleister and Emery find the answers and save Gentry?

      

      Warning: This series will hook you! Violence and blood can be found in this series of action-packed academy fantasy, with necromancers, vampires, and badass witches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Aleister

        

      

    

    
      I ducked, barely avoiding the tray of food aimed at my head.

      “Get out!”

      Nostrils flaring and feeling my last bit of patience slip away, I hissed. All that did was get a glass hurled at my head next. It shattered against the wall behind me, the shards landing amongst the rest of the dishes broken this evening.

      “You have to eat something,” I snapped.

      From across the room, Emery glared, her chest heaving, and her hands balled up in tight fists. She had been in bed, but at my words, she threw the blankets back and climbed out. “I’ll eat when I want to eat. Just leave me alone.”

      For weeks, I’d been trying to get her to eat and leave this room. And for weeks, she fought me, screamed at me, shouted, cursed me out, did everything she could to push me away. We’d taken rooms at the lodge in Burning Glade. Roderick and the rest of the Eternal Ember had spoken with us the day we arrived. They all knew the story and the Guard was out searching for any leads on these supposed cultists. Finally, our narrative was being taken seriously, or most of it, at least. I should’ve been elated, but it was too damned late.

      None of the encouraging things they said, nor the promises they made to find who killed Gentry did anything to ease mine or Emery’s suffering . I tried to be there for her, but she let herself slip into sorrow, followed quickly by rage and waves of depression that left her exhausted and unstable. She had to be watched around the clock in case she attempted to hurt herself.

      Again.

      Finding her holding that knife to her wrist once was more than enough.

      “If you don’t eat, you’re going to keep getting weaker,” I argued. “Is that what you want?”

      “I can’t have what I want,” she retorted, taking a step forward.

      Her legs trembled, and she nearly toppled over but managed to stay upright. She was so pale, and her cheeks were gaunt. Dark circles had formed around green eyes that no longer shimmered with magic. They were dull and filled with despair and pain. Her hair was dragged back in another messy ponytail, and her clothes were rumpled. She’d been wearing the same pair of yoga pants and an oversized sweater for the last week. Tereza had been the only one able to convince Emery to somewhat take care of herself. Even she was pushed to the brink of patience somedays with Emery’s attitude.

      “I know this is hard,” I said softly, and Emery’s lip quivered, “but you can’t simply let yourself rot away in this room.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says me, damn it,” I yelled, running my hands through my hair. “Emery, please, you have to stop this.”

      “I tried, and you wouldn’t let me.”

      “That is not what I meant, and you know it,” I shot back with a furious growl. An image of that dark day rose to meet me, and I hissed, shaking my head to clear the terrible vision away. We’d cleared out anything sharp from her room, just in case. I wascstill worried she’d find another way to end her pain. “You really think this is what he’d want you to do right now? Give up?”

      “Don’t you dare stand there and talk to me about what he’d want,” she seethed.

      Any time before, if she told me to stop talking about Gentry, I listened. But I was growing desperate. I’d already lost Gentry. I couldn’t lose Emery, too. I wouldn’t. On the bright side, with her magic out of whack, I might not end up on my ass with her grizzly bear standing over me if I kept pushing.

      “It’s true, and you know it,” I said. “Gentry would be pissed at you right now.”

      She stumbled closer, smashing her hands over her ears. “Shut up,” she whispered.

      “No. I’m not going to stand here and watch you lose yourself. I won’t do it, and you can’t ask me to. You are going to start eating, and you’re going to leave this room, or I’m going to drag you out of it every day until you realize you still have a life to live.”

      “Just leave me alone,” she yelled. “I don’t want you here.” Her voice cracked, and she sucked in a harsh breath, clutching her chest. “I can’t have you here. Please, just go away.”

      I walked toward her, reaching out a hand, but she withdrew. “You’re not the only one who lost him,” I reminded her gently, my words thick with grief. “It hurts. Gods, I know it hurts, but we can get through this together. I’m still here.”

      “For how long?” she whispered so quietly, I almost missed it.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I assured her. Was she worried Roderick was going to keep me from her? I’d never let that happen.

      “You don’t know that.” She wrapped her arms around herself, her eyes wild. “You don’t. He said the same thing. He said nothing would happen to him, and he died, Aleister. He died, and it’s my fault. It’s my fault he’s gone, and I can’t,” she sobbed, tears streaming down her cheeks while she sank to the floor. “I can’t lose you both, so go away. Please go away.” She buried her face in her hands, shoulders quivering with her sobs.

      How could she ever think I would leave her? I went to her in a heartbeat, sat on the floor, and hugged her hard as I could without hurting her. At first, she pushed against me, but when I refused to budge, she gave up and sank into me. I failed to hold back a swell of sadness and did my best to keep my blood-tinged tears from falling on her face.

      “It’s not your fault,” I murmured, resting my chin atop her head. “Guinevere killed him.”

      “He jumped in front of me. It should’ve been me. This whole time, all they wanted was me. I should’ve just let them finish what they started.”

      “You think either of us would let that happen? You know what we mean to each other. Even if you had tried to give yourself up, we would’ve come for you.” I shut my eyes, praying for strength while I kept her safe in my arms. “Gentry did what he did because he loved you more than anything else in this world.”

      “Loving me got him killed.” She shoved against my chest and gazed up at me, her eyes pleading. “I don’t want them to hurt you next.”

      “They won’t. No one is going to get to you or me, not here.”

      “I want to believe you,” she whispered, “but all I see is that night. Except, I see you die, too. It’s always the same. Over and over and over, and I can’t take it anymore. I can’t.”

      I wiped the tears from her cheeks with my thumbs, buying myself a few more seconds to figure out what to even say to her. “If I could take the nightmares from you, I would. I’d take your pain, your hurt, I’d take it all so you could see past the darkness clouding your mind. You can’t simply give up. I won’t let you.”

      “Aleister,” she murmured.

      I grunted, hauling her to her feet. “I don’t want to hear it. If Gentry were still here, he would’ve dragged your ass out of this room days ago. Starting tomorrow, you are going to start eating. You’re going to put on fresh clothes, and you’re going to take a damned shower because quite frankly, you stink.”

      Her jaw dropped, her eyes narrowing. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. I love you, but I’m a vampire, and it’s a bit overwhelming to come in here.”

      She shoved me, but there was a curl to her lips at least. “You’re an asshole.”

      I smirked, happy to see some of the fight creeping back into her eyes. “Then I’m an asshole, but I’m the asshole who’s not going to stand by while you let yourself wither away.”

      She squeezed my hands and, for the first time in weeks, smiled. It only lasted a second, but I’d take it. She stood on her toes and kissed my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Stop blaming yourself,” I added sternly.

      “No guarantees.” She slipped away from me and sniffed herself. “Alright, I do stink. I’m going to take a shower.” She glanced at the mess of dishes near the door, cringing. “After I clean that up.”

      “Nope, I’ll take care of this. Take a shower, and if you decide you want to join us, we’ll be downstairs. If not, get some rest.” She turned away, but I caught her hand, remembering why I’d come up here in the first place. “I have something for you.”

      From the pocket of my slacks, I removed a small box and handed it to Emery. Her brow furrowed when she took it. Once it was open, she bit her lip, fresh tears shining in her eyes.

      “Your last one broke, and I didn’t want you to worry about losing the ring.”

      “It’s perfect,” she murmured, lifting the black chain necklace from the box. On it was her raven pendant and the small black and red metal ring Gentry had been wearing when he died. She undid the clasp and placed it around her neck. “Thank you.” She hugged me, and I returned the gesture, wishing more than anything Gentry was still here. Wishing too that one of these days, I’d feel a spark of her magic again.

      She stepped back, wiped her face, and after grabbing clean clothes, ducked into the bathroom.

      Roughly clearing my throat, I knelt and cleaned up the mess of broken dishes and food. Standing in the corridor just outside Emery’s door was Jared. I’d been surprised when he showed up here the day we arrived. Brolan had also been confused, until Jared explained Gentry made him swear he’d guard Emery if anything happened to him. He was keeping that promise no matter what his prince ordered. Roderick had talked Brolan out of sending Jared away.

      And every day since, Jared stood outside Emery’s door, watching over her.

      “Sounded exciting,” he commented after I’d pulled the door shut behind me.

      “I think we had our first breakthrough.”

      He tilted his head, glancing behind him. “Is that the shower running?”

      “Yeah. Be nice if I could get her to eat something, too.”

      “Give her time.”

      “I don’t think we have it,” I whispered. “The cultists are still out there. Until the Guard can find them, and whoever’s in charge, she’s in danger. What happens if they attack when she’s weak like this?”

      “That’s why she has you and me. Didn’t Roderick give his guards orders to keep an eye on her, too? She’s about as protected as a member of the Eternal Ember right now.”

      “There’s always a chance they’ll get to her.”

      He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “We’ll just have to make sure they don’t.”

      “I’m not sure I ever thanked you for being here.”

      He shrugged, returning his hand to his hip where his dagger resided. “You don’t have to. Gentry was like a brother to me, too. He might be gone, but Emery is his soul mate. I’m not about to forget my promise to him.” He squared his shoulders, blinking rapidly while he looked away from me.

      Gentry’s death hit many of us hard. He’d been one of the fiercest warriors of his House, and many respected him, looked up to him. He might’ve been young in the eyes of the vampires, but he didn’t act it. Despite the darkness he wrestled with for decades, he cared for those under his protection, promising to fight for them against whatever threats might arise. He hadn’t been a vampire of many words, and I sure as hell couldn’t say he was charismatic. But he didn’t have to be when he proved his worth with his actions.

      He would’ve made a great prince one day.

      I let Jared be, continued down the hall to the stairs, reached the kitchen, and deposited the tray of broken dishes into the trash. The kitchen staff gave me varying looks of sympathy and sadness.

      “She promised she’d do better tomorrow,” I assured them and left quickly to avoid a stream of questions I knew they wanted to ask.

      Most of the lodge staff was curious about Emery. Even more simply felt sorry for what she’d been through. And what I’d been through. My room was never without a fresh bottle of blood-infused whiskey, a drink I found myself indulging in far more now with Gentry was gone. Somehow, it made me feel like he was still around.

      Aimlessly, I wandered the lodge, barely nodding to those I passed. After we’d been in Burning Glade for a few days, I’d carefully asked Emery if she’d seen anything of Gentry’s spirit. That was the cause of her first breakdown here. She hadn’t been able to feel him at all. When she tried to enter the spirit realm, she was shoved back. The following day was when Jared and I found her so lost in sorrow she’d been ready to end it all.

      I hadn’t asked her about trying to get into the spirit realm to talk to Gentry. My chest ached, and I hissed quietly, changing my path, so I ended up outside. I hardly felt the bite of the cold air, breathing in the scents of the night. Cedar and wood smoke filled my nose. A fresh layer of snow covered the ground, crunching under my steps. A storm had come with the new year, not that there was much to celebrate. The year ended almost as brutally as it began. Concern about how much worse things were going to get nagged at me every day, no matter what I told myself or Emery.

      I didn’t stop walking until I reached a bench near several tall cedar trees. Leaning my head back, I shut my eyes, listening to the sounds of Burning Glade. Voices murmured—people walking along the sidewalks. Car doors shut every now and then. Several vehicles drove through town, heading away from the lodge. An owl called from somewhere close by. A second answered, its forlorn call resonating deep within me.

      Another sound caught my attention.

      I sighed. “You can join me if you want,” I said. “I could use the company.”

      A rush of wind to my right told me Gretchen had sat down. “You look slightly less horrible today.”

      I smirked. “Thanks.”

      “How’s she doing?”

      “Also slightly less horrible,” I replied. “Just wish there was something I could do for her.”

      “You are doing something. You’re here for her. Did you convince her to let you contact her parents?”

      “She tried to take my head off with a glass tonight. I’ll leave that conversation for another time.”

      “Can’t blame her. She finds the one person she’s meant to be with forever, and he’s taken away from her far too soon. It’s not fair.”

      I opened my eyes, staring off into the distance. “No, it’s not.” I knew the pain I endured was only a fraction of what threatened to crush Emery every day. I opened my mouth, but Gretchen was already shaking her head. “What?”

      “I know what you’re going to ask, and the answer is still no.”

      “It’s been weeks,” I argued.

      “And? Roderick is not about to let you anywhere near Cassandra. He thinks you’re more likely to rip her throat out than talk to her.”

      My brow arched. “I don’t see the problem with that.”

      “You can’t murder a member of the Eternal Ember. Commander Bane of the Guard and the entire Eternal Ember questioned her about her involvement with these cultists. Her story checks out. There is no evidence leading from the cultists to her or the cultists to the Order. None. You know this, and no, the Guard hasn’t found anything new to tie her to Gentry’s death.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “She left a few hours ago to tend to some business with the covens.”

      I snarled, blurring off the bench. “To see her cultists and give them new orders. She’s not finished. Whatever she’s planning to do next is going to be worse than setting a handful of her cultists against us. We need to be ready, and we can’t be ready if we don’t know what’s going on outside this damned town.”

      “Look, Roderick has men following her,” she said, appearing at my side. “He listened to everything you told him, everything the three of you found. He’s taking it seriously, but if Cassandra is as dangerous as you believe, then he has to be careful. We all do. He can’t do more than what he’s doing now, and you know it. It doesn’t help that Brolan, of all people, is still supporting her innocence. It makes it hard for the others to believe she’s capable of sending out orders for Gentry to be murdered.”

      “He’s being influenced by her magic. It’s the only reason he hasn’t tried to kill the bitch himself.”

      “Find me proof, and I’ll agree with you,” she said, taking hold of my hand. “You might have to accept the possibility that she’s not involved. That she’s innocent in all of this.”

      I nearly blurted that I had other questions for her that didn’t involve the cultists but clamped my mouth shut. The last thing Gretchen needed to know was Emery’s suspicion of who Cassandra Thornheart was to me. She already worried I was going off the deep end with Emery. If I told her that tidbit, she’d think I was losing it.

      Unsure I could face going back inside yet, I turned toward the park. “Walk with me?”

      Her silver eyes brightened. “Of course.”

      We followed the path from the lodge to the park, taking one of the trails surrounding the lake. She never said a word, but her presence was comfort enough. My mind wandered, bringing up images of Emery and Gentry. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets, making the same wish I did every damned day.

      That somehow Gentry would come back to us. I knew he couldn’t, but it didn’t stop me from asking fate for a favor all the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Emery

        

      

    

    
      For the first time since coming to Burning Glade, I opened the door to my room and stepped out into the hall. “Oh, hi,” I said, startled to see Jared right there.

      “Evening, Emery,” he said with a slight nod.

      “Wait,” I paused, glancing from Jared to my door, “have you been here every day?”

      “Yes.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but he merely smiled. “Gentry told you to, didn’t he,” I whispered, my heart sinking.

      Jared’s eye twitched. “He did, and I do not go back on my promises.”

      I hadn’t seen Jared face-to-face since the night he and Aleister found me, holding a knife, intending to end it all. The same darkness that had tormented me then was still around. I feared it’d never go away. I didn’t simply lose Gentry. I lost a massive chunk of my heart, my soul. Shit, I hadn’t been able to feel my magic since the day I was told Gentry wasn’t coming back. Even after Aleister’s last visit and my promise to stop hiding in my room, all I wanted to do was turn around and go right back in, lock the door, and bury my head under the blankets.

      I’d thought I was ready to make those first few steps of accepting that Gentry wasn’t going to be waiting for me downstairs. Too bad, I was wrong. Aleister was right, though. I couldn’t stay in my room forever.

      I held back a swell of sorrow by sheer force of will and squared my shoulders.

      “Jared, I uh, I never thanked you for being here,” I murmured. “And for, you know.” I rubbed my left wrist, and he immediately closed his cold hand around it.

      “I am so sorry,” he said, giving my wrist a gentle squeeze.

      “I am too, for you.” I lifted my gaze to find him smiling sadly. “It’s weird. I keep waiting for this to all be a nightmare. But it’s not, and I’m not sure what to do anymore.”

      “What is it Aleister has been telling you? One day at a time,” he said softly. “Just remember you’re not alone. Gentry made me swear on my life I would protect you, and that includes from yourself. He had Aleister make the same oath. Don’t force us to be liars.”

      I covered his hand with mine, fighting back the tears that wanted to fall. “I won’t.”

      “Good. Now, shall I escort you to the dining room so you can eat? I believe Aleister is there.”

      “Yeah, that sounds great.”

      He offered me his arm, and I attempted a smile, tucking my hand in the crook of his elbow. This was the first time I’d really talked to Jared when he wasn’t trying to pry a knife out of my hand while I screamed bloody murder. He asked if I wanted to hear about Gentry from his early vampire days. I nodded, unable to say anything through the lump in my throat. We took our time walking through the lodge while he talked about the antics he and Gentry used to get up to. By the time we reached the main floor, my cheeks hurt from smiling. The depressing cloud that had hung over me dissipated a tiny bit. At the dining room, Jared gave me an encouraging nod.

      I turned, spotting Aleister sitting alone at a small table, nursing a tumbler of whiskey. He raised his head, his eyes widening when they landed on me.

      A second later, he was there, hugging me. “How’re you feeling?” he murmured, leaning back, his gaze searching mine.

      “One step up from terrible. I’m hungry,” I added.

      “Good. Let’s get you something to eat.” He led me to his table, whispering, “You smell better, too.”

      I smirked, rolling my eyes. “Ass.”

      He chuckled and joined me at the table. A witch hurried toward us, asking me what I wanted. She looked thrilled after I assured her I planned on eating today and would not throw my food at Aleister’s head. Once she was gone, my cheeks burned, and I covered my face in my hands.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been a wreck.”

      Aleister pulled my hands down, those pale blue eyes flashing a deep crimson for a moment. “You’re allowed to be a wreck. There’s no need to apologize.”

      “Not even for the other thing?” I said, cringing.

      His lips thinned, and he quickly removed the butter knife from my side of the table. When he removed the fork, too, I raised my brow. “You don’t need silverware to eat a burger and fries.”

      I reached across the table and took hold of his hands. “I’m not going to try again.”

      “Why did you even do it in the first place?” he growled.

      I glanced around to ensure we had privacy, and found the dining room had emptied of diners. Jared stood outside the door, his back to us. Keeping my voice low, I said, “I was trying to make it stop.”

      “You can’t simply destroy yourself to get over that pain.”

      “Not the pain.” I rubbed my thumb over my left wrist. The same wrist Gentry had taken blood from. “I kept feeling him there, and my neck, and I just wanted it to stop. It was torture every time I opened my eyes, thinking he was back when he wasn’t.” My neck gave a twinge in the very spot Gentry had bitten. I flinched.

      Aleister took my hands back in his. “Any time you feel like you’re losing it, that you can’t take the pain, you talk to me, understand?”

      I nodded while he brushed aside the single tear that fell down my cheek. Clearing my throat, I changed subjects, not sure I could handle this discussion going any further. “Do they have any leads yet? On the cultists?” I asked, wanting to catch up on whatever I’d missed while I’d locked myself in my room.

      Aleister’s eyes darkened, a quiet hiss slipping past his lips. “None.”

      “Nothing at all? It’s been weeks. What about finding Rose?”

      “They tore that building apart. None of them Rose,” he added in a rush, “there’s nothing for them to go on. Guinevere’s body is also presumed missing.”

      “And Cassandra?”

      He scoffed. “I haven’t been allowed to see her. They don’t trust me. All they say is that she was thoroughly questioned and is not to be put under investigation unless proof of her crimes is uncovered.”

      I asked him if he’d brought up the possible connection he had to Cassandra. He shook his head, his pleading gaze telling me he wasn’t in the mood to discuss that topic tonight. I let it go and sank back in my chair. My food was brought out, and I ate half the burger and nibbled on the fries until I couldn’t stomach anything else. When I yawned, struggling to keep my eyes open, Aleister stood and held out his hand for mine.

      “I was worried,” he mused when we neared my room. “After I left you yesterday, I wasn’t sure you were going to come out.”

      “Told you I was going to try.” My hand had remained in his for the walk. It was comforting, but at the same time, there was a part of what made us whole missing. He squeezed my hand as if sensing my rising grief. I attempted a smile but was interrupted by a yawn. “Don’t know why I’m so damned tired.”

      “Nightmares?”

      “Partly, but my body’s tired, too, like I’ve been running nonstop for days.”

      “Grief will do that to you. If you want, I can call your parents. See if they can come stay with you here for a few days?”

      “No,” I uttered. “I’ll call them tomorrow, maybe, but Mom can’t handle this. The last thing I want is to make my dad feel guilty that he can’t be here when I need him. I’ll talk to them, at least. Might be a good idea not to tell them everything.”

      “You should tell them the truth.”

      “And what is the truth? After everything we heard and saw that night, the Eternal Ember still doesn’t fully believe us. If they did, Cassandra would be in custody.”

      His silence told me I was right. “Do you want me to stay with you a while longer?”

      I wanted to say no, but now that I’d been out of my room, being in there alone terrified me. All I saw was the darkness closing in until it swallowed me whole. Aleister reached around me and opened the door, leading the way inside.

      I spotted Jared returning to his post in the hall when the door closed. I kicked out of my shoes and sat on the bed. Aleister turned the TV on some old black and white movie, and after I patted the bed beside me, he climbed in, his back to the headboard. I sat up alongside him, my head on his shoulder.

      “Aleister?” I whispered when I could barely keep my eyes open.

      “Hmm?”

      “I miss him.”

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, drawing me into his chest. “Me too.”

      I held onto him, my sadness growing as my magic continued to remain silent. I shut my eyes and listened to the movie and Aleister whispering that somehow, we’d make it through.

      One day at a time.
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      “Gentry!”

      I squinted at the darkness in my room, the last remnants of the nightmare fading away. Smashing my hands to my eyes, I didn’t move an inch until I knew I wasn’t going to start sobbing uncontrollably. Seeing Gentry yanked back into that damned building was something I never wanted to see again. Yet every night, that gruesome vision was right there to greet me.

      Worse was when the nightmare would shift, and I saw Aleister dying next.

      When I trusted myself not to lose it if I moved, I threw back the blankets and went to shower. There was no point in trying to go back to sleep. Early afternoon sunlight peeked through the drapes, but I kept them closed. I wanted nothing to do with the outside world, not yet. Every day, I continued to fight the exhaustion that crippled me at times. At least Aleister wasn’t as worried about me. I’d made it a point to eat in front of him and made sure to leave my room for most of the time I was awake. I hoped one of these days I’d leave my room and find the Guard had a lead on the cultists.

      After a quick, hot shower that filled the bathroom with steam, I dragged a fluffy white towel around my body and ran my hand down the mirror.

      A wave of dizziness forced me to grab the sink to stop from falling over.

      Emery.

      My head shot up, and I cursed at the sharp pain shooting across my forehead. But there, just for a second, had been Gentry. His face was covered in dried blood, his eyes closed. His arms were at a weird angle.

      Emery… I’m here… Emery.

      The image disappeared too fast for me to get any more details, but his whisper lingered in my ears.

      “Gentry?” I stared into that mirror until my eyes watered. “Gentry, please.”

      But he didn’t reappear.

      I shut my eyes, willing my magic to work. Was he reaching out to me from the spirit realm? If he was, I had to get to him. I had to see him. Tears seeped from my eyes when my tattoos remained silent, and my magic refused to listen to me. A sob tore through my chest while I sank to my knees there on the cold tile.

      “Emery?” Aleister called from outside the door to my room while he knocked. “You awake?”

      I tried to answer, but it came out as a gasp.

      “Emery?” I heard the door open, and when he called for me again, he was right outside the bathroom. “You alright?”

      I nodded, but since he couldn’t see that, I swallowed down my grief and called, “Yeah. Good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yep. Just ah, you know, making sure I don’t stink again,” I said lightly, hoping he failed to notice the tremor in my voice.

      “Headmistress Fairmane stopped by to check on you. Up for a visit?”

      I wanted to stay right where I was until I saw Gentry again. That’d never happen, not with Aleister standing outside the door. “Yeah. I’ll be out in a minute.” I dressed quickly in jeans and a black sweater, dragged my hair back in a bun, and opened the door. “Why’s she want to see me?”

      Aleister stopped his pacing at my question. He wore black slacks as usual with a dark blue button-down silk shirt that brought out his eyes. His blond hair was loose around his shoulders, and there was a bit of stubble on his face. His eyes did a quick once over, clearly checking to make sure I wasn’t hurt and trying to hide it. “I think simply to make sure you’re holding up alright. She’s taken a liking to you.”

      “Not sure why. All I did was cause havoc.”

      I stepped into my black flats and met Aleister at the door. He sniffed, and I tensed, waiting for him to call me out for lying. If he sensed how much of an emotional wreck I was today compared to yesterday, he kept it to himself.

      “You were also one of the brightest witches at the academy,” he added as we left my room.

      Jared and Gretchen waited in the hall today and followed us through the lodge to the main floor. When we reached the lounge, they hung back by the door. Aleister guided me to where Headmistress Fairmane sat with Vic, her husband and member of the Eternal Ember. The power couple, as I’d dubbed them in my head, stood to greet me. Vic I’d seen a few times while I’d been here but hadn’t really spoken to him much. He gave me a smile, but it was Fairmane yanking me into a hug that threw me off.

      “You look like you’re eating at least,” she said, giving me a stern look after she released me. “Aleister said it was touch and go for a while.”

      “I’m doing better. Sort of.”

      She sighed, keeping her hands on my shoulders. “I want you to know after this mess is over, you still have a place at my academy. You always will.”

      “But I don’t have a teacher for my death magic anymore. Not that it matters.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      I held out my right arm. “I haven’t been able to use it since… since that night,” I murmured, finding it hard to breathe. “There’s nothing there. Like I don’t have it at all.”

      “Give it time. You’re strong. One way or another, you’ll get through this,” she assured me.

      Aleister motioned for us to sit down. Four whiskeys, one infused with blood, were brought over. I did my best to participate in a conversation I really couldn’t care less about. I nodded when I could or answered questions as briefly as possible. Most of the time, I was tuned out, too distracted by what occurred in the bathroom. The more I concentrated on Gentry, the more my left wrist and neck burned. It didn’t hurt, but I had to stop myself from rubbing both places. Aleister would notice and think something was wrong. My leg bounced under the table, and all I wanted to do was get out of there.

      When the whisper of a familiar presence I never thought I’d feel again pressed against my back, I stopped breathing. It grew stronger until I was surrounded by a pulsing heat that pierced right through my chest. Shifting in my chair, I chanced a glance backward, but there was no one there. The presence remained, and I felt Gentry’s fangs on my skin
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